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Preface

			Life can sometimes be like the soft wading of a quiet lake, or at times the hot blaze of an unexpected fire.

			As much as we can, we ground ourselves with steady anchors we call truths. They come from loving parents, close friends, and lived experiences. For Dante, however, he had none, or at least, very few.

			Each struggle and obstacle required careful observation of those around him. Not simply their words and actions, but their tone and subtle nuances. It included the masks they wore, the lies they told, the gems they had chased, and the sacrifices they would—or would not—dare to take.

			Those became his compass.

			And while we read those in Dante, we too know, the rough current of the storm lies in each of us, both in reality and in fiction.

			What Dante aspires to be is entirely up to him.

			Who he values, adores, and loves will be his choice.

			But why he chooses them—will be our shared journey together.

			

	




“Consider your origins: you were not made to live as brutes, but to follow virtue and knowledge.”

			-Ulysses

			Dante Alighieri’s Inferno (Canto XXVI)

			



	

Dedication

			To my beloved son, Micah—may you grow with boundless curiosity, a courage unshaken in protecting those you love, and a faith deep enough to trust the shape of your identity, even in life’s darkest storms.

			

	

Chapter 1

			The Boy in the Forest

			The cold morning mist began to fade.

			Light winds whispered through the forest, making the tall trees sway as though passing secrets among themselves. Swirling fluffs floated on the lake’s surface, veiling the water and hiding all the fish underneath. But that didn’t bother Dante.

			The boy had grown up in this forest, breathing in its scents and listening to all the creatures. He fished here almost every morning, just as his uncle had shown him.

			Despite the blurry mist, his senses carved out a location and his finger pointed to it. His arm swung, and the fishing line kissed the water—then, within seconds a tug ripped up the string. PULL! he told himself, teeth flashing against the hazy morning light.

			His first catch of the day.

			If I catch a few more, maybe Ma will let me run the delivery.

			Since his uncle’s death a year ago, his mother had handled the city deliveries—a responsibility he had longed to take over. But she wouldn’t let him…too young, she’d always say.

			Dante eyed another part of the lake, searching for that fleeting nudge, like a flicker in his chest. For a moment, there was nothing. He squinted his eyes, nearly closing them, searching for that peculiar sense.

			Then it came!

			He arched his back and cast the line, aiming exactly where he felt it. The water answered immediately with another sharp bite.

			PULL!

			His second wriggling fish.

			Dante grinned as a cool splash struck his cheek.

			Today feels like a good day, his thoughts bubbled excitedly.

			On the third try, that subtle nudge came again, rising in him like the hush before a gust of wind. He cast the line, and this time something lit up the boy’s eyes.

			Two fish!? He exhaled with a pleased grin. I must be getting good at this. Maybe the next pull will bring in three!

			Lowering his rod, he glanced over his shoulder for his mother. But the doorway to their hut remained closed. She was probably still in bed.

			Their small hut sat just next to the lake. Mismatching tiles covered the walls and roof, but blended perfectly with the forest’s green leaves. And camouflage was important. It meant survival.

			His home was small, but to Dante it was everything. The only walls he had ever known.

			The boy’s catch rested near his foot, then leapt knee-high.

			What a strong fish! The others are smaller. He held the big one in his hands, inspecting it close to his eye. I should put this big one back in the water. The lake needs its guardians.

			So he released it, waving to it as it swam away.

			With swift, practiced motion, he smacked the remaining fish. He felt their life extinguish. Like a small prick in his heart.

			Dante was not like other boys. His mother had shaped his kindness; his uncle taught him the lake. But the rest, his way of seeing the world, that was entirely the forest. Still, he longed for more.

			Then, something caught the boy’s eyes.

			A dragonfly.

			The insect rested on his fishing rod. Blue and black spots gleamed along its slender body, each delicate wing shimmering as though dusted with sunlight. Its presence meant only one thing for him—spring had finally arrived.

			Lifting his rod carefully, he drew in the insect for a closer look.

			A beautiful blue dragonfly. You must be precious to your family, little one.

			Before he could count its spots, a shadow cut through the mist. A large bird swooped down in a single, savage motion, crunching it in two swift bites! The dragonfly was no more.

			Dante cried, “Aagh!”

			“Catch anything?” A tender voice drifted from the trees.

			He spun around. “Ma! I caught two fish on one hook!”

			She stood just ten paces away, pale light brushing her face. Dante gathered his things and started back towards the hut, excitement in his step.

			“Oh? Sounded like something terrible happened,” she said softly, her voice matching the morning air.

			“Oh, uh, nothing!” He tried to shrug it off but his eyes lingered on her. Something in her felt unusual, as if her thoughts had been somewhere else all night.

			“Always tell the truth, Dante. You know that,” she said, a note of motherly weight beneath her warmth.

			“Right, well, there was this beautiful dragonfly, but it got eaten. Wait you’re awake?”

			“I’ve been awake for a while,” she murmured, moving slowly toward him. “Didn’t want to say anything while you were fishing.”

			“Oh…”

			“Besides, I can’t sleep in. I have to make the delivery to the city today.” She winced faintly as she crossed the room to a large wooden box. “The salted fish in here, it’s got to go to the city today.”

			“You shouldn’t deliver the fish, Ma! I’ll do it,” Dante said, holding up his morning catch while grinning. “See? That’ll cover a few days, right?”

			Her sigh was soft but heavy. She’d been hiding her true condition for months, moving slower, wincing more often. Dante could tell. He was observant.

			“You aren’t old enough, Dante,” she said.

			Since his uncle’s passing, only the two of them remained. Grief lingered in the quiet, but the responsibilities didn’t pause.

			“I’m thirteen now! I can do it!”

			“You’re thirteen in a few days,” she said with a weary smile. “I need to make sure this gets there so we can cover ‘til summer.”

			She always seemed to have an excuse. Didn’t she say the same thing when I turned twelve? “But I really want to do this,” he said, stubborn as a root in stone. He reached for the box, fingers curling tight.

			She fought back, and Dante’s grip slipped and the box thudded to the floor. “You can’t! The city is too dangerous!”

			Their arms brushed, and a strange hollowness rippled through Dante, like a chill from the inside.

			“Are you okay, Ma?”

			Her eyes darted away. “Just relax. I’ll be fine. Go back to fishing—if they haven’t all been scared off already.”

			Dante slouched, reaching for his fishing rod. “Alright. Umm, will you return by tomorrow?”

			“Not sure, maybe the day after? Depending on how fast I can walk.”

			“Uncle used to be able to get back in just a day,” he said.

			She hesitated. “I’m not uncle. Now, get back to fishing, and cut some firewood after,” she said, firmly.

			Dante let out a gentle sigh. Thirteen soon. Maybe then Ma will see I’ve grown.

			But a deep cry whimpered. Soft but soaked in sorrow. He spun around. She was kneeling beside the merchant box, rubbing her leg. The wooden box hadn’t moved an inch.

			“Ma!?”

			“I…can’t lift it,” she said, breath strained.

			“I knew it! I’ll deliver the fish this time. You can rest, Ma!” His voice was bright with urgency. He tossed his rod aside and pulled on his sturdiest clothes—grey shirt, brown pants—and wasted no time.

			“No! You mustn’t!” Her voice cracked like ice breaking.

			But Dante, breath tight in his chest, bent to lift the box. The wood bit into his fingers. Heavy! But I can do this!

			“Dante, put it down! It’s too heavy for you—”

			“I can do it! You rest here!”

			Her eyes widened with shock as he hoisted it, his small frame wobbling beneath the weight. “You’re…all grown up. I guess I can’t keep you here forever,” she said softly.

			He took a few steps before pausing. “Ma, do I turn left when I leave the forest, or right?”

			“Left…”

			“Right!” he grinned.

			“O heavens, please have mercy,” she murmured, but Dante only brightened.

			“Yes, heavens! I’m on my way!”

			She called to him again before he vanished. “Dante! Before you go…”

			He turned. “Yes?”

			His mother’s eyes softened, the way water stills before rain. “In the city, you’re going to run into many things you’ve never seen before. You have to be brave.”

			“Be brave. Got it.”

			“Look with your heart, not your eyes,” she said, tears welling.

			“Umm, okay. I’ll remember.”

			Then, she tucked down his shirt and kissed him on the forehead—gently in the middle.

			She always kissed him there.

			“Got it!”

			He waved, lopsided under the weight of his wooden box. His head tilted to one side just to see where his legs would carry him. Then, Dante exhaled, bracing his muscles as he took the first few steps of his brand new adventure. 

			Head to the city, find the trade post, and collect the money. Easy!

			And off he went.

			Dante traversed through the forest path, passing by large boulders and tree stumps he’d known all his life.

			Muscles started to burn.

			The weight of the box was heavier than he expected.

			Air thickened as he walked farther than he’d ever gone before. Sunlight reached him in brighter shards, rocks gave way to grass, and unfamiliar bushes swept at his legs.

			Then, an opening. The forest’s edge glowed ahead; leaves parting just enough to give way for pure sunlight. With a breath held in his chest, he stepped into the open. The sun struck his face like an inviting, warm bath.

			Placing the box down, Dante lifted his chin, raising his arms to the sky. Its heat poured through him, easing the ache in his shoulders, and for a fleeting moment he thought he might dissolve into it.

			The light wasn’t just heat—it was life itself, washing the world in colours the shadowed trees could never give. He blinked against the brilliance, a laugh breaking free before he could stop it.

			For all his life, the forest’s cool shade had been his shelter. Now, the golden morning unfurled over him like a new skin. He was ready to step beyond that comfort, hoping to carve a path that would shape him into a man.

			As he lifted the weight of the box, he heard wheels grinding against the gravelly, dirt path. It was a carriage. He had heard of them before, but now he finally saw one. It came quickly, nearly passing him.

			Then, a shriek cracked into the moment. “EYAAAAA! What are you?!” a voice gasped. A woman recoiled behind her husband, who gripped the reins with stiff control—their faces wrenched with fear.

			“What am I?” He blinked. “I’m…I’m Dante!”

			Her husband’s face drained of colour. “G-Get away from us!”

			“What? What do you mean?”

			“Your face!” the woman cried. “You have the face of—”

			“of Dante,” he said brightly.

			“—of a MONSTER!”

			“A monster?” he echoed in a low whisper. He heard of them, though he never thought he’d be called one. The word sank in his chest as if it belonged there.

			From the carriage, a small boy peeked out, locking eyes with Dante in quiet wonder.

			“Don’t look, my boy!” the woman shrieked.

			The man snapped the reins, but as they sped away, the small boy pointed at his own forehead. A harmless gesture.

			Raising his hands slowly, Dante touched his forehead. His fingers found the small, rigid bones he’d known all his life—Dante had horns.

			I guess I look different.

			He hefted the box again, arms trembling but unyielding. Whatever he was, the world would find out soon enough.

			

	

Chapter 2

			Two Horns

			Dante felt the tips of his two horns. They were pointy, but not razor sharp. Something he had grown up with all his life.

			Up until that point, he never thought much about them. Now, they were deeply troubling. After all, he knew monsters only existed in fairy tales, ones his mother would tell him before sleeping. Monsters that were big, scary, and hurting others—and he was none of that.

			Am I a monster? Dante asked himself. No, I’m not…I don’t look any different than that other boy.

			He ruffled his hair, hoping its messiness could hide them. Then he pondered: his long hair was finally working in his favour. For months he’d begged his mother to cut it, but she always refused. Perhaps it had been on purpose.

			The gravel road was easy on his foot; his rugged boots were made for it. Back home, the lake was filled with sharp rocks and stinging shells. As he walked, Dante settled into an easy rhythm: spotting new birds overhead, squinting to inspect peculiar flowers, and breathing in the fresh, open air.

			Fortunately, not many carriages had passed by this early. But for those that had, Dante had been wise to use his wooden box of fish as a shield for his horns.

			Not long after, another carriage approached, hooves clattering loudly as it drew near. The huffing of the horses screamed past his ear.

			Dante hugged his box tighter, sped up his pace, and shrunk into himself like any small forest creature would.

			Please go by, please go by. Don’t give me any trouble.

			But this time, the carriage swayed directly into his path blocking his way. It was brown like all the others. Black horses were pulling at the front, trotting and clacking loudly.

			“Whoa!” A man yanked the reins, pulling them to a sharp halt.

			He dismounted with a snap of leather and fixed Dante with a hard gaze. He wore an elegant green coat, speckled with yellow. Like dandelions growing in the grass, the boy thought.

			This man wears flowers for clothing?

			“You there! What do you got?” the man said, hurrying his words.

			Dante dropped his head behind his crate and sealed his lips, as if being silent would make him invisible.

			“Hey, kid…you’re hiding something. I can feel it.” His voice was low, edged like a blade. Footsteps drew closer, and the boy nearly held his breath. “You’re from West Cornelia, aren’t you? That explains the black hair…and terrible attitude.”

			Dante tried to ignore him, shuffling away slowly on the gravel path.

			At once, the man raised his voice, shouting, “W-Would you look at that! A fire sparrow!”

			Fire sparrow?

			Dante spun around, locking eyes with the man who was pointing skyward. Without a thought, the boy traced the direction of his finger: nothing but drifting clouds.

			“Ha! You’re not deaf,” the man said.

			The man tricked me! Dante quickly shrunk his head behind his box like a squirrel hiding acorns. Did he see my horns?

			The man repeated himself, this time dragging out every word. “What do you got in the box, kid?”

			“Step back!” Dante kept the box squarely in front. “I-I-I need to go to the city! And sell this box of fish!”

			“Fish? Fish, you say? In that box?” The man’s tone dripped with skepticism. “Look, kid, if you really got fish in there, I’ll buy ’em, alright? The name’s Lucio.”

			“M-Mister Lucio?” Dante stammered.

			“No one calls me that, but sure. Mister Lucio would do just fine.” He tipped his hat at Dante. “But I doubt there’s any fish inside.”

			“Why do you say that?”

			“Because fish need to be fresh. You can’t haul it around in a merchant box. It comes in on a ship with ice and freezing water. Which means inside, there must be contraband! The only other way fish can stay fresh is if was salted—”

			With a swift motion, Lucio lifted the lid of his box!

			“Hey!” Dante shouted.

			Lucio paused, and his smile faded. “Oh…it is salted fish,” he said, voice tinged with grief.

			“See? It is fish! Fish that I caught and my mom salted,” Dante said, raising his voice.

			Lucio froze stiff as a tree. “I really thought you were hiding something,” he mumbled, scanning the contents. He let out a deep hum while reaching into his coat. “You got me, kid. It really is fish. How about I give you ten silver coins for the whole batch? Save you the trip, and you can go home early, do whatever you do in West Cornelia, deal?”

			Ten coins? That’s so little!

			Dante kept his head low, only popping up every few seconds to check his surroundings. For a moment, he felt as if he was swimming underwater, coming up for much needed breaths.

			“I-I just need to go to the city’s trading post. Please, let me by!”

			“Okay, you play a hard bargain. How about fifteen silver coins? Listen, kid. This path is long, it could be, say…ten hours for you to get there by yourself,” Lucio offered. Coins started appearing from the man’s pockets, counting them slowly in front of Dante to see.

			Ten hours? He must be lying!

			Dante tried to slip past, only to stumble forward on jagged rocks, yet he kept his head rotated and his horns hidden. He didn’t get very far—the sound of Lucio’s horses piqued his curiosity. He felt pulled towards them.

			The boy couldn’t help himself. He’d heard about horses from his mother who simply adored them. This was an opportunity the boy wasn’t going to pass up.

			“Careful, my horses never liked anyone. You’re gonna be bitten if you get too close—”

			Still, Dante drew closer and the horses remained calm, their breaths steadied in the cool air.

			Such a large animal—strong and mighty.

			Then, it breathed on him.

			His hair lifted.

			His horns tingled!

			Dante’s heart raced, and he froze in place, every nerve screaming.

			Did he see?! He must have seen them!

			Lucio snorted. “I can detect a lie a hundred paces away.”

			The boy’s hands shook. “L-Lie? No lie here, sir!”

			“Yes, I know your secret.”

			“S-Secret?!” The boy’s heart pounded, a flicker of heat prickling beneath his skin—something restless, longing to break free.

			“You must be hiding illegal black market contraband underneath all that fish, aren’t you?!” Lucio accused, jabbing a finger fiercely.

			Illegal black market con-tra-band?

			Dante’s expression stiffened. “I am doing no such thing!” he said firmly. “Anything black should never mix in with my fish!”

			Lucio raised an eyebrow, a faint smirk tugging at his lips. “Alright then, I’ll give you twenty silver coins, just to inspect what’s underneath! I won’t take a single fish. Only inspect, how about that?”

			Twenty silver coins for a look? It sounded too good to pass up. Maybe if I just ruffle my hair a bit, hide my horns, he won’t notice a thing.

			“D-Deal! Inspect all you want!” Dante said, easing the box to the ground. Then, he met the man’s gaze for the first time. He was tall, older, with a trimmed beard and clothes that whispered wealth and mystery. He seemed like a character from one of his mother’s fairy tales—typically the ones that cause all the problems.

			Lucio approached, skipping playfuly as if walking on the exposed stones on a lake. The way he hummed drew in Dante’s curiosity, as if he saw things the boy couldn’t.

			And then his smirk faded. “What?! No potions of dark magic?” Lucio muttered.

			“Dark magic?” the boy asked.

			“No destiny charms?”

			“Des-tin-y…what?”

			“No fangs of toads?” The man sighed. “There’s nothing!”

			“Why would I lie? Lying is bad. Didn’t you know?” Dante broke into a grin. If he’s the fairy tale villain then I must be the hero!

			Lucio recoiled, eyes darting as if lost in thought.

			“Twenty silver coins, please,” Dante said, hand outstretched, a wide smile grinned from ear to ear.

			“What village are you from, boy?!” Lucio demanded sharply.

			“I’m, um, from nearby.”

			“Why are you walking alone?!” the man barked, voice raised. “With a heavy box of salted fish no less?! You are hiding something! I just know it!”

			“I’m from that forest—” Dante pointed.

			“Lies! No one lives there! It’s too dangerous!”

			Dante frowned. “I need money. For my mom,” he explained.

			Lucio grabbed the boy’s shoulders, drawing him close. “You’re hiding something! I can see it in your eyes!”

			The boy held his breath, heat washing over him. “N-N-No, I don’t know what you mean. I’m not h-hiding anything!” he stammered.

			And eventually, Lucio’s gaze drifted.

			Upward.

			And silence fell.

			His eyes grew wild and spun.

			After some time, he released Dante—gently, like freeing a bird.

			The boy tried to slip away. Is this man having a really bad day? “You know, I’m okay, I don’t need any silver from you. I’ll be on my way. Goodbye,” Dante said tentatively. While stepping away, he was stopped—a sharp whistle from Lucio chained him in place.

			“Kid! What’s your name?!”

			“D-Dante…”

			“Dantay?”

			The boy nodded.

			“Interesting name,” he said, then he dangled a large sack of coins and dropped it into Dante’s hand. “Here…twenty silver coins. For letting me see inside your box. A deal’s a deal.”

			“T-Thank you!” The sack of coins felt heavy in his hands and his mouth watered. Twenty silver coins…I don’t believe it! He stuffed the coins into his pockets with ideas fluttering in his mind. “Umm, do you know others who are willing to look at my box? I could charge them twenty silver coins as well.”

			Lucio’s smile softened, his voice low but kind. “Dante, do you need to get to the trade post?”

			“Yes, I do!”

			“Do you know the way? The city’s a big place.” Lucio tapped rhythmically against the box while speaking softly.

			Dante hummed honestly.

			“Kid, I know the city inside and out. Practically born there. I’ll take you to the trading post. It’ll be quick. Hop onto the back of my carriage,” he said, nodding towards his cargo bed. “It’s half empty.”

			“It looks more half full to me,” Dante added, scanning behind him.

			Lucio blinked. “Whatever floats your boat.”

			“I don’t have a boat.”

			“Then how do you find—you know what, just get on.” Lucio sighed.

			After securing the box of fish, Lucio leapt onto the carriage in one fluid motion. Dante tried to follow his example, but his foot kept slipping. He grabbed the side and hauled himself up, settling beside Lucio as if they were old friends.

			Lucio cleared his throat, a bit loudly, and then he flicked the reins. The horses surged forward into a steady trot, the sound of the wheels came back to life. The animals were mesmerizing. Raw strength and rhythmic breathing drew Dante’s attention.

			Such massive creatures. Almost the size of my room. The boy reached, brushing at the horses’ tails.

			“First time seeing horses?” Lucio quipped, nearly chuckling.

			“I’ve only heard about them in fairy tales.”

			“Is that so?” he said, humming as if he had another question.

			Dante eased, feeling as if Lucio settled as a friend, yet not. He was the first person he’d ever spoken to outside of the forest. Mystery surrounded him, although it was the boy who was hiding most. As the horses trotted, his fancy of them didn’t vanish. It only grew.

			Do horses have predators too? Like how the dragonfly was eaten? he thought, as a shadow crossed his face.

			“Kid, you alright? Don’t cry! You’ll make me look like a kidnapper, or worse—an uncle,” Lucio said sharply. “How old are you anyway?”

			“I’m thirteen in a few days!”

			Lucio choked. “You’re pulling my leg!”

			“I’m…not pulling anything?”

			“You look way older, more like sixteen or however old Marcus is. What sorts of magical potions do they feed you at home?”

			“—Promise me you won’t eat this horse, Mister Lucio,” Dante said softly.

			Lucio gave him a blank stare. “I…promise. I’ll even shake on it.” He snapped his fingers, whipping the horses forward.

			“Shake on what?”

			“Like this.”

			Dante reached out and they shook. He noticed Lucio’s hands: rough, calloused, weathered by rain and mud—unlike his own.

			But deeper, underneath it all, came another flicker: something cold and disturbing, as if Lucio was hiding something. Dante didn’t think much of it, after all, the man just lost twenty coins. The boy was learning how to read people, their tone, body language, and something else entirely—something from the heart.

			“And that’s how you greet people, kid!” he said, voice playful. “You shake their hands.”

			“Got it. Shake their hands.” Dante nodded, cautions fading away.

			After a pause, Lucio produced a flask from his coat. “Water, kid? It’s going to be a long ride. You’ll need it.”

			“Thank you—” Dante’s fingers brushed the flask, then it vanished, leaving him to stare in mild frustration.

			“Five silver coins for a drink,” Lucio said, voice low and then winked.

			Maybe his eye is broken. “You must think I’m a fool. Water is free. I would know. I live next to a lake.” Then Dante leaned back, hands clasped behind his head, savouring the ride for a moment, the wind in his face.

			“A lake?” Lucio paused, as if thinking, then said, “Careful, kid. The trip can get a little bumpy.”

			“Bumpy? I’m not afraid of a bumpy road. I am a grown up—”

			The carriage jolted as he was mid-sentence and Dante nearly fell off! Before he knew it, he gripped onto Lucio’s coat like a frightened child, then offered a light, sheepish grin.

			

	

Chapter 3

			Welcome to Port City

			“Here, put this on.”

			Something light was tossed into Dante’s face. Looking down, he saw a brown hat. His heart skipped, goosebumps rising all at once. He reached for it with deliberate care, gripping it slowly while keeping his thoughts tightly sealed.

			I’m sure he didn’t see my horns, did he?

			Lucio cleared his throat, whipping his horses forward. “Look, it’s going to get sunny. You don’t want to get burned.” But his words fell flat as Dante feigned being distracted, taking his attention elsewhere—the horses. They trotted majestically. Every snort and sniffle stirred his curiosity.

			“Hey, kid?”

			“Oh! Burns? What burns?” Dante asked while searching his arms.

			“The sun. It could damage your skin,” Lucio said, frowning. “Which is why you should wear the hat, kid. Didn’t your father teach you anything?”

			Dante remained silent.

			He forced the hat onto his head. It was slightly bulky, with an edge on one side, like a visor, perfect for covering his horns. At first, it felt too big. He had to adjust it multiple times.

			Eventually, it fit.

			“Don’t lose it. It’s my hat,” Lucio warned as he started whistling a light tune—it seemed to calm the horses.

			As they approached, the city’s towering walls loomed, immense, built of massive stone blocks. Dante’s eyes drifted upward, spotting soldiers pacing along a ledge. As they got closer, more of his sight swelled and so did his fascination. Walls taller than the largest tree he had ever seen, steel braces reinforcing every angled corner, with knights faintly visible atop, patrolling their posts.

			Suddenly, horses were commonplace. There was a line of carts and carriages, each having at least one. The boy rubbed his eyes, not believing them at first. “Incredible,” he said under his breath. Dante marvelled them all but his awe was shattered by a desperate voice.

			“Spare change, mister?” A frail old man reached out, ragged hands trembling. Dante glanced over and saw a line of worn faces, thin bodies pressed together, arms stretching toward the passing carriages.

			Dante reached into his pouch of silver. “Yes, sir, I can help!”

			A sharp pat on his hands froze him. “Don’t give this beggar any money!” Lucio said. “What are you doing!” He clicked his teeth.

			“But, he’s in need—” Dante protested.

			Lucio let out a frustrated grunt. “They don’t really need your money. He’s a faker.”

			“A faker? What’s a faker?”

			“Someone who’s only pretending.”

			“I’m no faker, sir! I’m sick and hungry. Please help!” the old man interrupted, voice weak.

			Without delay, Lucio snapped the reins and the carriage lurched forward. “You’re lucky I’m in a happy mood!” he snorted, leaving the old man shrinking in the distance.

			I wouldn’t want to see Lucio when he’s mad.

			Dante clung to the side of the carriage, watching the beggar fade from sight yet feeling as though a piece of his heart had been left behind.

			“Oh cheer up, kid. Don’t be so glum. Look, I’m a very good judge of character. That man was a faker. Trust me.”

			“You’re a good judge of character?”

			“Yes! And you, Dante—”, he took a quick glance, “—you’re almost too honest.”

			“Too honest? I need to be less honest?”

			Lucio flipped Dante’s hat down over his eyes with a grin. “Yes, like, right now.”

			The horses slowed to a steady trot. Dante tipped his gaze upward, taking in the lifted city gates. Metal bars thick as lumber, their ends honed to deadly points, hung nearly twenty feet above his head. It was grander than he’d imagined, all but the moat.

			He had finally arrived.

			Dante kept his eyes peeled as Lucio pulled the carriage to a jarring halt.

			Stopping at the entrance way, they were quickly surrounded by a company of large figures. They had metal coverings, and a strange picture on their shoulder pads. Dante squinted, seeing a symbol of a lion and a bear.

			They must be knights, soldiers of the kingdom.

			The knights were hefty, having the width of even the biggest trees in the forest. Their stern and watchful gaze cut into Dante like a pack of wolves—the very predators that would stalk him if he had ventured too far.

			“Be…dishonest, okay?” Lucio whispered, then winked.

			His eye twitched again!

			“Oi, welcome to Port City!” the voice boomed.

			A large knight with a thick beard stomped forward, armour clanking, earth trembling beneath his feet. “Where did you come from, and where are you going?!”

			Lucio broke into a smile and said, “Came from the interior, and staying in Port City. I live here.”

			The knight met Lucio’s gaze as if he recognized his voice. “And purpose?”

			“Another day, another deal!”

			Lucio’s suddenly changed…lighter, more happy…

			The knight’s expression fell into a scowl, sneering and scanning Lucio’s cargo. “By the looks of it, not many goods, eh? Unsuccessful trip, mister fraudster?”

			Dante’s eyes almost flinched. Fraudster?

			Lucio let out a hearty laugh. “Less cargo means less tax for the king, am I right? Hah!” Even the horses snorted as if in agreement.

			The other guards chuckled, but the bearded knight’s scowl remained fierce. With a shout, he commanded: “FULL INSPECTION. No ifs or buts!”

			Covers were torn off and boxes toppled, their contents spilled across the cargo bed. Even the horses shifted uneasily. However, Lucio remained unbothered. Calm. He even started whistling. Then they reached Dante’s crate. The lid was pulled free—and the knights recoiled, pinching their noses. “Yuck!”

			What’s wrong with my fish? The boy frowned.

			“Oi, something wrong, kid?” the bearded knight demanded, stepping closer.

			Dante shrank, trying to disappear, but there was no shrub, no stone, no tree stump to hide behind. So he froze, wishing the guard could detect only movement.

			“My…nephew from my second cousin…isn’t he adorable?” Lucio said, smoothly.

			“You two look nothing alike,” the knight grumbled, close enough for Dante to even smell his odoured breath: a stifling sour stench.

			“Or maybe he was adopted…I forgot,” Lucio shrugged, earning a louder laugh from the guards. Even the knight cracked a reluctant smile. And all of a sudden, the air lightened.

			What happened? They just started laughing?

			Then, the knight slammed the side of the carriage, stiffening Dante’s posture. “Boy, what’s your name?”

			“Oh, umm, my name is D-Da—”

			“David, his name is David,” Lucio interrupted, clapping him on the back.

			“Right…David,” the boy said, fidgeting nervously.

			“Oiii, strong church name. Very good.”

			“Church?” Dante blurted.

			“Yes! Church…so very important.” Lucio’s tone lifted. “Did you know the priests in the Capital have services every evening? Such inspiring moments of community and encouragement. I think we in Port City should do the same—”

			“—Oiii! Stop yer yapping, you heathen! Move along!” the knight barked, waving dismissively. He called the next group forward, shaking his head in annoyance. Lucio grinned and whipped his horses. “Good day, gentlemen.”

			Before they went onwards, Dante felt a tapping on his shoulder. It was another knight. He leaned in closely and whispered. “Don’t end up like your uncle.”

			The boy swallowed hard.

			* * *

			The soft rustling of trees was replaced by the harsh bustling of the city. Words were few as Dante rode into the city’s main entry—a welcomed change as his attention was held and fully captured by Port City.

			A faint rhythmic beat swelled into a loud drumming sensation, rumbling into his ear. Dante flinched at first, but his wonder couldn’t be contained. He gasped, hearing the sounds of intricate music for the first time. It sounded strange but his heart raced—and his foot started tapping.

			Wow, it’s…huge! There’s so many people!

			The boy felt like one of the thousand tiny fish he’d seen in the lake at home—packed tight, darting in every direction. With its food stalls, inns, storefronts, and street performers, Port City lived up to its expectation: a city of adventure and excitement.

			A bulky man effortlessly balanced a knife on his forehead. Small bites of cheese handed out by a man wearing all white, with an oddly shaped hat on his head shaped like a bucket. A tall man made coins vanish and reappear out of thin air.

			Dante shifted from one side of the carriage to the other, his eyes fixed on a slender woman spinning and flipping through the air. His vision dizzied, bouncing with her movement. He may have stared at her a bit too long.

			A nudge came at his shoulder.

			“Yes?” the boy said, still watching.

			“Having trouble reading?” Lucio asked.

			Uh oh! Dante turned to him. “I-I can read. What do you mean?”

			“These signs, can you read them?”

			“I can read. Just not this language.”

			“Is that so?” Lucio scratched his chin, as if a small rock rippled the thoughts in his mind. “We’ve passed a few trading posts, but you didn’t say a word. I don’t blame you though, these dancers are quite talented—”

			In a heartbeat, Dante pointed excitedly across the street. “Stop! I want to see that!”

			“Kid, that is most unwise,” Lucio warned, snapping the reins. But Dante’s wonder was unrelenting. Performers pressed in around the carriage wearing colourful vests that caught the sun, shimmering as bright as their smile. They passed out sweets and Dante stretched for them, his heart leaping.

			“Lucio! Stop!” he cried.

			The horses were pulled to an abrupt halt and Lucio’s eyes sharpened. “Dante! Listen. There’s a lot you don’t understand!”

			“I don’t?” Dante said, watching him swat away entertainers as if they were flies. The tray of sweets melded into the crowd, every piece of candy vanishing before he could even blink.

			All that candy…gone.

			Lucio leaned in close, deepening his voice. “That man, balancing the knife. What do you see?”

			The boy listened as if he was in trouble. “He’s…balancing the knife. On his head. Showing his bravery and skill!”

			“Wrong—” Lucio leaned close. “That’s a scam. A ruse. An act hiding a vile trick.”

			“A scam?”

			Lucio whispered, “As soon as some unlucky kid gets close, the knife slips and he cuts himself—on purpose.”

			“On purpose? Why?”

			“So he can blame the kid’s parents and demand fair compensation for ruining his act.” Lucio said, then his eyes twinkled. “Watch. It’s happening as we speak…”

			Dante held still as a small child neared the performer. The knife wobbled, then slipped—drawing blood. The bulky man started shouting and chaos erupted! A mother stepped forward. Her anger boiling. Everything unfolded just as Lucio had said.

			Dante couldn’t believe his eyes. I have to help them!

			He braced, nearly hopping off the carriage—

			But Lucio held his arm.

			“The man is bleeding!” Dante said, filled with concern.

			“Another trick, boy. Simply pig’s blood.” Lucio winked. “He has a small vial of it in his pocket.”

			Dante shook his head, bewildered. “Then what about the food they were handing away?!”

			Lucio waved dismissively. “That man works with the local herbalist. And that’s only during the day.” 

			“Herba-what?”

			Lucio nodded to a vendor handing out cheese. “People eating that food will get stomach aches, and then will have to buy herbal medicine.”

			“That?” Dante pointed with his finger to the herbalist standing next to his store: a tall, beefy man with a grey beard. But Lucio quickly slapped away his hand.

			“Don’t point, kid!” he exclaimed, then clicked his teeth. “Use your eyes.”

			Dante blinked, steadying his gaze. The herbalist stood in front of tall shelves, each displaying colourful plants encased in glass jars. Every petal and root seemingly hand picked and carefully arranged.

			“I’m guessing herbs cost a lot of money?” the boy asked.

			“Bingo.”

			Dante’s mouth fell, then he turned back to the dazzling sights, tinted by Lucio’s worldly wisdom. His young heart cracked open, stepping toward a darker, more complex world.

			“This is…”

			“Quite elaborate, isn’t it?” Lucio whispered, as if proud. “That’s Port City for you.”

			“Port City…”

			The boy was learning.

			He loved to learn, especially while fishing. But this was something else entirely. Lucio’s words felt like heavy boulders weighing him down, deeper into the lake. New depths emerged, strange creatures, and unseen dangers. Part of him longed to hear more, but the truth seemed more like a predator—he didn’t know if he was ready to meet it.

			“Port City has an underground society. Not my cup of tea, but elaborate.”

			“Elaborate?”

			“Complex. Calculated. Not to mention, criminal. You have to be careful Dante, very careful.”

			Dante let the words sink in as he studied each performance with care despite not knowing what few of the words even meant. Slowly, he pieced them together: their smiles were inviting, their costumes stirred his fancy, yet something unsettling lurked beneath. Port City began to feel less like a dream—and more like a trap.

			Then came a spark of hope.

			“Not everyone’s a scammer, right?” the boy asked.

			Lucio hesitated, then chuckled. “Maybe there’s a diamond in the rough, but there’s a whole lotta rough. Kid, look around. Do you think this is just all for fun?” he said, arm sweeping mid-air towards a small stage of musicians and dancers. “Remember, I’m a good judge of character.” And he gripped the reins once more, pulling the carriage forward.

			“But diamonds exist, don’t they?” Dante leaned in, determined.

			“Sure kid. They do.”

			In that case I’ll find that diamond.

			Dante sat back, excitement kindling despite the shadows of truth. The city had become not simply an adventure, but a challenge. And he knew, challenges were how he grew best.

			* * *

			The carriage came to a halt before a towering stone building nestled someplace in the warmth of the city—it pulsed with the city’s vibrant charm, yet held an air of secrecy, almost as if it were a fortress cloaked in plain sight.

			“And we just passed through the Merchant’s District,” Lucio said. A mansion laid before him: it rose several levels high, its weathered gray stones etched with the scars of time. Ivy and thick vines crept along its rugged exterior, weaving through iron-barred windows and curling toward the many chimneys that puffed wisps of smoke into the overcast sky.

			Dante eased his gaze elsewhere.

			He was looking at the birds.

			These city pigeons are so fat…not like the ones in the forest…

			“Is this the trading post?” Dante asked, finally glancing at the structure before him. He felt like a small insect in comparison, and was thankful the building didn’t have feet.

			Lucio shook his head. “Nope
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