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The Prologue

MY DEAREST JUNIA,

Even in death, I will take care of you.

I know now what I must do, and what I should have done. My regrets are many, but falling in love with you isn’t one of them. Beating that drunk of a husband of yours isn’t one either. I promised I would always protect you, even if it meant coming to blows with Atticus. I confess to you now, I witnessed his death as he was buried alive with other drunks who appeared to be ill with the plague. I didn’t help him. I refuse to.

It is in the past now, my new focus is now on your sons. 

Damon and Dante were born October 31 1348. Despite the odds against them, they came into the world strong. I will be certain to tell them of your sacrifice. For now, I pledge to you I will look out for them. I will watch over your sons. Damon has been taken out of Rome but brought inland. Dante is being separated from him, he goes to Spain with Atticus’s parents. I watched them take him away the day after his birth, I only wish I could have kept them together.

Dear Junia. I will not fail you again, I promise. Your sons will become great men, I will personally make certain of it.

May this note offer you comfort in the afterlife, sweet Junia. I only wish I told you the truth about myself...

Lucas
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Chapter 1
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Dante’s Road

He was the lucky one.

Time and time again, Dante would hear the people whisper as he walked by. He didn’t like it when they did, Dante knew all too well why they called him the lucky one. He didn’t appreciate it though, after all, his grandfather told him everything on his seventh birthday. A boat left one port full of many passengers, only to dock with very few survivors. Dante didn’t know what happened, he was just a baby. “Many called us mad for bringing you on board, they said you would be the first to die. You were the only child to live.” His grandfather said.

When word spread of his survival, many came to see the miracle child. As he grew older, Dante took notice of the people who would stop and stare at him. When they began to whisper, his pace quickened. He didn’t appreciate the way people talked behind his back, worst still, he found himself ostracized by the other children of the village. He grew rather rapidly compared to the others. To some, he appeared a whole five years older than his peers. Despite his treatment, he didn’t want it any other way. Children weren’t the best company to have, especially when he watched them all slow down, grow sick and suddenly died in a matter of days.

As the children grew weak, Dante became stronger. So much so, the mothers no longer whispered as he walked by, instead, they spoke aloud. “Why couldn’t I have a child like him?” 

He decided to keep out of sight of the mourning mothers, he would pass the time by making strange games for himself. One was skewing rats. His grandmother spoke of the pests on how they spread the plague. They were indeed everywhere, but no one was doing much about it. Cats were all around, however they did little to control the vermin, if the cats were to do nothing. Dante would do something. He spent days sharpening the strongest sticks he could find. He was about to go out on his first hunt when he saw his grandfather, walking the streets with a horse and cart. He didn’t know where his grandfather went to each and every day, but decided to follow him. At a distance, Dante watched him pick up heavy object from the streets and place them into the cart. He went through the whole town doing so. For three days, Dante would follow him, only to get closer and closer. One day he saw his grandfather struggling with the burden. It was too heavy for him to lift. Without a second thought, Dante came out of hiding and helped him. He blindly reached down to pick up an end, only to see someone’s bare feet. He pause for a moment, on the ground, he saw the bodies. “Dante, go home, this is no place for a child!”

He refused. Gathering his courage, Dante reached down once more and took hold of the legs. Together they lifted the body up into the cart, he even dared to peer inside to see how many bodies were picked up that day. But he felt two strong hands take hold of his shoulders and force him right around. “You need to go home, and don’t you dare speak of this to your grandmother! Wash you hands in hot water, am I clear?”

“But grandfather, I can help you!”

“This is no job for a child, go.”

He was hurt by his grandfather’s words, however, he listened and went home. He decided if his grandfather didn’t want his help, then he will do what was necessary to keep the plague at bay.

By the afternoon, Dante began his hunt for rats.

In his first attempt he skewered three in the house, much to his grandmother’s shock. She was quick to usher him outside. “If you insist on killing the rats, do not do so in the house,” she scolded.

At least she wasn’t trying to stop him.

He went about through the yard and found many more of them. In his first day alone, Dante managed to kill eight large vermin. Some were as big as cats. It didn’t take the neighbors long to notice what he was doing. They began to approach Dante and offer him a coin every time he killed a rat on their property. It was an interesting opportunity for him, after all, he found it rather unfair that his Grandfather do all the work to provide for the family.

Work was steady, and it only grew more important when his grandfather became ill. The plague was to blame, and his grandfather never recovered. 

When the rats were no longer as plentiful, other jobs came up. Ones not even Dante would consider. They wanted him to not only kill the rats, but any dog or cat he comes across. Dante refused, for they were pets to many of the families he knew. Yet when the pay was tripled, he couldn’t turn it down.

Dante did everything he could to avoid the dogs and cats that lived about his home. As luck would have it, he would only be able to avoid them for so long. A week passed when he found his first dog to kill. He knew it well, it belong to no one in the village. Either someone abandoned it or it came here under its own free will. However, the people of the village spoke of it as if it were a deranged creature. No better than the rats that infest their homes, this dog went around begging for scraps.

Dante knew no one would miss it, in fact, many would be happy to see the dog go. He stalked it for most of the day, trying to find a good place to corner the creature and end it quickly. Yet the more Dante followed it, the more he saw it was anything but a dirty beast. It was a hunter like he was. The dog was very good at catching rats, it went as far as eating them up as a source of food. It also brought joy to people. It played with the children, and walk with those who had no company. The smiles he would see on the faces of the children and those who the dog gave comfort to, made him smile as well. When the opportunity finally came, it wondered into an alleyway with no way out. Dante followed it in. He kept his spear close in hand, but paused as the creature began to whimper. It looked at him with a plea in its eyes. Not just to spear its life, but to help him. His front paw was hurt. Dante thought over what he should do. “Do I kill it and collect the money, or do I help the poor thing?”

In his heart, he knew he couldn’t kill an innocent creature. Throwing his spears to the side, Dante approached the dog with caution, he looked over the paw and found a thin piece of wood lodged into its pad. He removed it with care and much to the delight of the dog, but now he needed a place to hide it.

There were thick woods about the village, Dante knew them well when he wondered into them when he was five. Since then, he would go in and come back out until every path was memorized. There was a place he could hide the mutt, but he didn’t know if it would stay there.

As luck would have it, the clearing offered protection. Not just for the dog he saved, but for all the other dogs and cats he was hired to kill. He would return each day to feed them so they wouldn’t wonder back into the town. Dante was proud of his concept, however in doing so, there were no other jobs for him to have. The dogs and cats were gone. The rat population dwindled. He put himself out of a job.

That is until one was offered, but many refused to do.

Dante took over his grandfather’s work. The dead needed to be removed from the streets and buried. No one was healthy enough for the task, no one but him. 

Not a soul in the village would look at him anymore, Dante found their whispers have stopped when he came by the house to remove their dead. Perhaps they no longer see him as a miracle child. Dante didn’t speak as he picked up the bodies and placed them into the cart. He worked hours on end, from sunrise to sunset. Not once did he complain for he knew he kept the roof over his grandmother’s head and food on the table.

Even that wouldn’t be enough. Despite his best efforts, Dante’s grandmother grew ill after his twelfths birthday. He did everything in his power to ensure she had plenty to eat and medicine to treat her. It wasn’t enough.

The plague refused to spare her.

Dante returned from his work one summer’s day. She was in her bed and appeared to be asleep. He thought she was resting until he realized she didn’t wake up after three days in bed. He couldn’t tell a soul. If anyone knew she was dead, he would be taken from the house and placed only God knows where. He was confident enough he could take care of himself, so he did.

As his workload continued to grow, Dante was cleaning up the noble’s side of the village. He found it strange since not many put their dead out, stranger still was when he began to pick up bodies in noblemen’s clothing in the poorer areas. He was passing through when a man came rushing out of his house. “Boy, you there, boy?!” 

Dante paused as the man asked him very strange questions. He wanted to know where he lived, how many lived in his house and how many people could live inside of it. Dante didn’t take kindly to the questions and moved along. However, it wouldn’t be the last of the strange questions. 

Every day when he walked through the noble’s land, they all began to ask him the same questions. Where he lived, how many could live in the house. Dante never answered any of them, he began to quicken his pace through the noble’s land. Unaware that one of them followed him home...

***
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DANTE CAME HOME ONE hot summer’s night. The sweat beaded down his brow as his stomach rumbled for a good meal. The dead appeared to just keep piling up, and he was the only one picking them up and placing them in the ground. He looked forward to going home, knowing there was food waiting for him on the table and a place to sleep until tomorrow. His legs quivered for rest, home was in sight.

Dante, however, froze.

The windows were lit up, he saw shadows moving about the house. Some of the furniture was out on the front, discarded like trash. He summoned what strength he had to run. His house has been plundered!

He ran up the door and broke it down. His brash action didn’t go unnoticed. Those in the house having a conversation soon paused to the commotion. Dante stormed in and stared down at the strange men and women. “You do not belong here,” he said to them. “Get out!”

Not a soul moved. They offered no look of sympathy or remorse for their actions. Instead they turned their backs to him and went on with their conversations. Dante knew these faces, for they looked like the nobles that kept questioning him about his home. They drank their wine and coughed into their bloody handkerchief. They had eaten the food he set out for himself after his day in the fields. The furniture they threw out to the front has been replaced with their own. He came to a swift conclusion. He will force these people out, even if he has to do so one by one.

Time didn’t permit him to go through with his plan. He noticed the nobles looking out the window oddly, until one of them mentioned aloud. “This is it.”

Dante peered out the door when he saw the authorities arrive. They were the kind one never wishes to encounter. He saw them often when he removed the dead from the street. These men go to the houses where the plague is rampant. They board up all the windows and doors, forcing those inside to remain in their homes until death. Dante knew he couldn’t stay, nor could he fight for his house.

He needed to get out.

Dante ran through the house, out the back door. He only paused as he beheld the sight before him. Everything he and his grandparents ever owned lay in the backyard, his clothing skewered over the earth, his grandmother’s chest with her belonging left in a puddle of mud. It angered him so, but he didn’t have the time to seethe in it. The authorities have arrived, Dante needed to leave before it was too late. If he was seen by the men with boards and nails, they would do everything in their power to place him back into the house and be boarded up from the outside world. A slow and agonizing demise to say the least; worst still, if they knew he lived there after the house was sealed, he would be sought out still, however, he would be put to death. He managed to escape into the woods. From a distance he watched the house slowly become boarded up. None inside fought the confinement. In fact, they appeared to be pleased with it. 

The rumors he heard were true. On the lips of many, people spoke of the noblemen and how they would buy people from their homes, they send their sick relatives to live in them so the family house and riches would remain unharmed. Many times, they would enter on purpose. Terrible stories came out from those whom were unwilling to sell. The nobles sent their sick relative anyway to the homes they wanted, only to call authorities. The families who lived inside became boarded up with the ill, even though they themselves were not sick with the plague.

Dante nearly became part of the terrible story, nothing could be done about it. No one would take the word of a child over that of the rich. Also the consequences to gain justice outweighed the reward of it.

There wasn’t time to be bitter. Dante knew he needed to seek accommodation of his own to survive the night. Luckily, he knew the forests well and was very resourceful. He could make a shelter big enough for him yet kept hidden from prying eyes. He lived off of the forest’s bounty, but when times grew tough, rat meat became a desperate option. The dogs and cats he managed to save move on to other towns, leaving him alone in the woods.

It was good for a few days, until the weather began to turn cold and bitter. He couldn’t stay outside much longer, drastic action must be taken. He was too proud to ask for help, as well, the people of the town were scared to open their homes. Anyone could be contaminated with the plague. 

The man who removed the dead from the streets is too much of a risk to shelter.

One morning, he fell deep into thought; he needed someplace safer than the forests to call home. He paid no attention to where he was walking, when he collided into another. He stumbled back, however offered no apology, until he saw who it was. Her long black hair slipped through her vale, her slender fingers were quick to tuck the hair back into place. Her eyes wondered to whom she ran into, at first she was angry but her look quickly lightened. “Dante?” she said in a calm, soothing voice. Her name is Sister Sibilia, the youngest nun in the town’s church. She brushed her clothing clean of the dust. “You shouldn’t be out before nightfall, and it is getting cold,” she said.

He didn’t speak to her, he couldn’t. The idea of being kicked out of his own home was to embarrassing to admit. Dante’s wondering eyes however, gave way his secret. They would drift off to the house down the street, the one covered in fresh board and nails. When he turned back to Sister Sibilia, he found her looking over his shoulder and staring at the house. Her eyes widened in shock, it was all too clear now. Without another word she took him to the church and brought the priests together. She left Dante outside the door as the church gathered into the room. He could hear through the door as Sibilia explained what happened and why she brought a child into the house of God. 

Many of the priests knew him well through his grandfather, they were in agreement to help Dante. 

“You favor this one child over countless others in our midst? Is there something special about him that gives him preferred treatment?”

Dante sneered to the voice, he knew it all too well. His grandfather told him stories of the smallest man in the church. Father Iohannes enjoyed nothing more than getting his way and making others see his perspective as the greater good. He also disliked Dante because of his grandfather. The priest liked to yell and belittle anyone he feels is below him, one including his grandfather. If he were not a man of the church, no one would take him seriously. He was a pitiful human being, Dante recalled the tales his grandfather, who mocked Father Iohannes often. It took him two hands and his back to lift a broom, only to never use it. He would put on quite a displace of his weakness so he wouldn’t have to do work. Many times, jobs passed from the priest to his grandfather. It was because of the extra labor, Dante’s grandfather grew too sick and tried to fight off the plague. 

He made a silent promise to himself, Father Iohannes will not have his way with him. The meeting of the priests was only growing louder by the moment. Many argued for Dante against a single man who refused to help a child. “The boy will be hard to feed.” Father Iohannes said. “You have seen him grow, he is not a normal child!”

“Very well then. If Dante cannot stay then you have volunteered to pick up and bury the dead,” Sister Sibilia said.

He smiled at the silence that came from the outspoken priest.

The door burst open as Father Iohannes stormed out of the room. Sister Sibilia followed shortly only to turn her attention to Dante. “Come, let me show you your new room.” 

***
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THE CHURCH WAS VERY generous, not once did they deprive him of food or drink for the sake of saving a few coins. He worked hard day and night, yet the priest began to see potential in Dante, perhaps he could become a man of the church with the right training. One priest named Father Pablo was bold enough to approach him on the idea. Dante was out in the fields digging away when Father Pablo came into view with his bible. He smiled warmly and observed him dig. Dante paused when the stare became a little too much to ignore. “Can I help you Father? Do you need something done?”

He only smiled. “I cannot imagine a child with your potential digging ditches for the rest of his days. You wouldn’t want to do that would you?”

Dante smiled. “I am very good at it Father, as well I haven’t seen another with the same job as mine.”

“Indeed, what if there was something more for you? Would you consider joining the church?” he said as he opened his bible.

The question made Dante snort to the notion. “With all due respect Father, the God you answer to has not done much for me.”

Dante jumped when he heard the book slam close rather abruptly. He was fearful to look up into the eyes of Father Pablo, however he knew where to go. Dante’s mouth sometimes got the better of him. It was always Father Pablo that would discipline him, it was always occur in the same room. Dante placed his shovel down as he already marched towards the church and Father Pablo’s chamber. 

Despite his authority, the priest never raised his hand to Dante. Instead he would speak to him in a way that would made Dante truly think about his actions and consider the consequences. Father Pablo was a man who respected those who worked. His hands were just as weathered as Dante’s. He also towers over many of the church and village, but never has he used his size to gain his own way. Dante knew the moment he came into the room, his bald scalp lit up when he stood by a window, giving him a halo of sunlight around his brow. When he leaned over, Dante would see his beard before anything else. 

Although worried about a punishment, he knew the priest as a kind and understanding man. He didn’t punish him, but wished to understand why he was so bitter. Father Pablo spoke to him many times about the word of God. He asked Dante to at least try and pray to him.

“Father, pardon my tongue, but my grandparents prayed every day. They still grew ill and died. Why did God let them go from this world when they asked him to return their health?”

The priest smiled. “They asked for health, but they always prayed for you to be a strong, healthy young man. By the looks of you, I would say that prayer was answered. Don’t you?”

“I know, but what about everything else that has happened? I lost my home, my family. I am alone in this world, does God know he took everything away from me?”

Father Pablo nodded. “It is understandable that you are angry with his ways, but God is gracious. Did he not send Sister Sibilia to the streets when you ran into her that day? Where you not taken into his home when you needed a roof over your head? Have we not fed you when hungry, clothed you when naked and gave you drink when you thirst?”

He couldn’t argue with him. What he said was all true, despite his hardship, Dante is still alive and healthy. He only nodded his head to Father Pablo and was about to leave the room. But the priest’s hand came upon his shoulder gently. “Promise me, you will try and pray to him, Dante. He is listening, even when you think he isn’t. He is.”

He sighed aloud. “Yes Father, I will try.”

“Good, you may return to your duties.”

Father Pablo didn’t force the issue upon Dante, yet he still offered his the opportunity to read if he wishes to learn. Dante however wanted to contend with one thing at a time.

He needed to try and find out if God truly listened to him.

He prayed in silence and alone in private on the outskirts of the church property. There was a small clearing in the forest Dante loved to go to. It allowed him to look over the town and feel free, he told no one of his space and knew to keep it to himself. Many people, especially the rich, search for private and secluded areas to lay their dead. 

This clearing he will make certain no one knows of it.

***
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“TREASURE THE ONES YOU love, for God has given them to you.”

It was a quote Dante heard Father Pablo say at mass one morning. It struck a cord with him as he kept looking towards Sister Sibilia. She was like an older sister to him, for she looked out for Dante. She was the one that took him out of the cold and fought for him to live in the house of God. It was her who made certain he had enough to eat at every meal.

It was her who looked out for him.

She was only twenty when he first met her, and yet gave a warm smile to any and all she meets. She walked this earth without an ounce of fear in her soul. There was no man on God’s earth that intimidated her. Not even her fellow members of the church. It wasn’t these traits that made Dante feel so comfortable around her. Sister Sibilia knew his secret spot out in the woods. From the corner of his eyes he caught her peering out from the trees. Later, when asked about her whereabouts, she lied. Keeping his secret spot a secret.

She also despised Father Iohannes. He had started to find ways of interrupting Dante’s lessons. Recently, he decided to learn to read. Father Pablo would prepare for the lesson only for it to be canceled since Father Iohannes needed urgent help from his fellow priest. In fact all the others who were sent to help him learn to read and write would be called away just before the lesson could start. When Dante was denied his lessons, he turned to the doors to leave. Every time he walked out of the room, he found Sister Sibilia near by staring in with anger and resentment, she wasn’t allowed to teach Dante the skills of the quill or the page since she was a woman.

Dante took his anger and frustration out on the fields. He could dig for hours on end and try to push the anger out of him through the spade. It worked for so long, but he went though many shovels in the process. 

One clear spring day was no different.

Another lesson taken away from him, another day of anger and resentment taken to the fields, another spade broke in two. Father Iohannes continued to fester in his mind. He was only thirteen, many treated him like a full-grown man for they mistaken him for one. Father Iohannes didn’t. He was a child and always will be in his eyes. Disgruntled, Dante got out of the hole and went into the barn for another spade. As he searched about, he noticed an odd glimmer come from the far corner of the room. It was dismissed as misplaced sunlight, but curiosity got the better of him. The silver glow only strengthens as he approached with caution. He stood within reach of a glowing silver handle with a mystery. Just as he inched away from it, did the barn door open.

Dante’s hand quickly pulled away as he turned to see who came in. With a sigh of relief, he was glad to see Sister Sibilia entered the barn. She looked just as surprised as he was when she entered. Despite his best efforts, his eyes kept turning to the silver handle in the corner. Fearlessly, Sibilia approached and reached for it. Dante moved out of the way as he watched a magnificent sword emerge from the corner. Sibilia held it with both hands and admired it. Dante too was awestricken at the blade, all the other swords he had seen were dull and rusted, not pristine and untouched like the one she held. “Is it yours?”

Sister Sibilia smiled. “My father’s. He made great swords, I have but one other in my chambers. Why do you think it is I who goes into town to get our supplies, Dante? No one dares to strike a nun with the power of God and sword!” Her comment brought a smile to his lips. He heard the other priest speak of her actions, she has been challenge many times by the desperate men seeking easy gold. Sibilia was anything but a weak target. He has yet to see her skills with his own eyes. 

Sibilia looked between him and the blade. When their eyes met, Dante said rather eagerly. “Will you teach me?”

She was surprised, but smiled. “Of course,” a moment of pause came over her. Dante was worried to her silence and how she peered at him and then the sword in her hands. “I understand now,” she said.

He saw her eyes glow with great enlightenment, she turned the sword around until the handle was presented to Dante. He was speechless to her action, but didn’t dare reach for the blade. “Go on, take it. He made this for you.”

Dante didn’t understand. “Sister, I never met your father, nor has he of me. How could this sword be mine?” Dante didn’t know it, but he suddenly felt the handle of the sword in his right hand. Sister Sibilia released it and smiled as he held it with one arm. He took notice of the weight, of it yet felt how comfortable it was to hold. The handle was large and his hands would grow into it, Sister Sibilia couldn’t wield it without both arms. 

“Do you see now, this sword was made for a man. Not for a woman. My father knew the moment he forged it, the sword would go to someone special. He made me promise that before he died. Dante, you hold the last sword he ever made. It was the finest one too.” It was then Sister Sibilia made him promise never to speak of his training to the other priests. In return, she would train him.

It was a deal he could not refuse.

***
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SWORD LESSONS BECAME tedious work for an impatient child. His first lesson made Dante feel rather bitter and childish. He was to extend his arm straight along with the sword. He could only use one arm to do so. It brought a great pain to his shoulders, but was lucky since his strength was quick to build. For two weeks, he did the task and was ordered to hold the position for an hour’s time. He grew tired of it all and question Sister Sibilia’s seriousness in the lesson. “I don’t believe this will be a proper skill Sibilia. How can this pose defeat a sword?”

She watched him close by and kept her sword next to her. Without a word she stood up from the ground and took out her blade. Like Dante, she kept it straight. In one stride the sword fell out of his hands. 

He only blinked!

Her smile of confidence rivaled his own. She quickly placed the sword away. “You need strong arms to hold a sword. Stronger still to use it properly.”

From that moment on, he never spoke out against the lessons.

***
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DANTE TOOK HIS TIME and learned the ways of the sword. Sibilia was a fantastic teacher and taught him well. It took her years to learn how to use a sword; Dante mastered it before his fourteenth birthday. The moment came when he disarmed her for the first time. He learned her strokes and body language well enough to find a point to strike. When her sword fell from her hands, she knew there was nothing left to teach him. His chest swelled with pride, he knew she was proud of him. The once impatient young man became a swift and willing mind.

***
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WITH HIS TIME SPENT with Sibilia, Dante’s faith slowly began to restore. He would make small prayers to test God, as well as see how long it took for it to be fulfilled. Some he felt were never answered, but others were to great extent. He prayed for a day he didn’t have to pick up and bury the dead, another was for something special for dinner. He got his day of peace, and near the Christmas holidays, a large boar laid roasted on the table. It was the first time Dante ever tasted good meat. A sensation he wouldn’t soon forget.

As much as his faith was being restored, Dante couldn’t ignore what was going on around him. Father Pablo became ill, very suddenly. He bared no symptoms of the plague, but continued to grow weaker. Other priests became sick as well, all but Father Iohannes. In light of the illnesses, he took control much to Dante’s dismay.

Worst still was the constant verbal abuse he took from the priest. None of the others were well enough to have him stop his torment of Dante, which was put to an end rather quickly on his own. 

Dante was outside digging once more for the new bodies that needed burial. As he was about to throw a spade full of dirt out, he took notice of the shadow lingering over him. He growled rather lowly. “I thought you were allergic to hard work?” said Dante.

The priest snickered. “Mind your tongue boy, I am the one in charge when no one else is well.” Dante went back to work until he priest began kicking the dirt back into the hole. Another spade full was thrown up, only to have a good chunk of earth fall back into the hole. It grew annoying very quickly, however the priest snickered on with delight as more earth began to cascade back into the ground. Dante glared up at the priest as he thrust his shovel into the ground. 

“I suppose you don’t want the dead buried today?”

The priest stared into the ground, he began scratching his chin oddly. Dante knew he was thinking to himself. “Oh we shall bury the dead, but it is a waste of space to have them lie flat. We could fit far more if they were all upright. Yes, that sounds like a perfect idea! Upright!”

“Are you mad?” said Dante. “That task is impossible! I will have to go deeper into the ground, as well how will I keep the bodies from falling over? I will not do it.”

“Listen to me boy. I am the one in command. And I say the dead shall be buried upright!” 

“You wish to stack the dead upright, than do so yourself!” There was a reason why Father Iohannes came out of the church. He would never dare tell Dante to do his tasks face to face. Especially to a man who towers over him. The ditch was the only place where Iohannes could talk down to him. Being five feet in the ground certainly gave the priest leverage. 

“You will do as told, boy. For I command it! I am the one you answer to! I am...”

Without warning, Dante took a spade full of earth and threw it up out of the hole. The mass of dirt just missed his intended target, but Dante smiled when he heard the priest hit the ground rather hard. He quickly pulled himself out of the hole and look down at the frightened pastor. His plunge his spade into the ground and leaned on it rather contently. A sinister smile crept over Dante’s lips, one that startled Father Iohannes greatly. “I suggest you mind your tongue, Father. Or you may see my work in the hole first hand.”

He was only fifteen, and yet Dante stood as tall as any man. His hair long and untamed, he grew too fast for a child. It didn’t matter to him, he was treated like a man, and made certain of it.

Dante was proud of what he did, and bared no regrets about it. He watched the frightened priest return to the safety of the church. Dante went to the side of it and decided to rest himself before going back to work. 

“How dare you!”

Dante was jolted from him rest, it was Sister Sibilia. The window he rested by was open just enough to allow him to hear the conversation of the room. He inched closer. “It isn’t an order, it is a request Sister. I say you can do without it.” Dante was about to stick his head through the window, but help back. 

Sibilia was quick to respond. “You ask me of to go into town for supplies when you know very well there are those desperate and conniving enough to raise a sword to a woman of the church. You, yourself have seen the end of another’s blade. If I did not have my sword, we would both be dead.”

Father Iohannes was silent for a moment. It made Dante smile since he knew she just made to be still with his words. He was about to rest against the wall, knowing Sister Sibilia would go into town with her blade. What Father Iohannes said next startled Dante.

“Anyone who devoted their life to God should show they have confidence in his protection. Or do you not believe in him? You trust your metal sword against the Almighty?”

It was a dirty trick.

Dante knew Sister Sibilia is very devoted to God, and she would not doubt his protection. However, with what the priest said it will make her consider her next action. He wasted little time, pushing himself off the wall, Dante ran to the front of the church. Sister Sibilia was just leaving for her task. “Sister!” he called.

She paused, yet turned to face Dante with a confident smile on her face. “I will be back soon Dante.”

He returned the smile and waved her off. He knew she would go into town with her sword. After all, she never went without it. 

The afternoon quickly fleeted. Dante finished for the day, but Sibilia has yet to return. Something bothered him, as he walked by her chambers. He paused and peered into her room. Nothing appeared out of place, until he saw it on the bed. 

Sibilia’s sword.

He couldn’t go to sleep knowing Sibilia was without it. He went as far as taking it from her bed and rushing into town to give it to her, but the moment he tried to set foot in her room, the other nuns stopped him. “You know the rules! You are forbidden to enter a woman’s chamber!” the nuns scolded.

“But her sword, she needs it!”

“Rest assured, Dante. She is protected by the Lord.”

“What if the Lord protected her through the steel of her blade?” 

They said nothing more on the matter. He was ordered to bed and told to remain there until morning. Despite his attempts to talk back, he fell silent to the nuns and retreated to his room. The night refused to let his eyes close. The worry was too great. To pass the time, he prayed to God for Sibilia safe return home. 

Of all the times for his faith to work, this was it.

He managed to shut his eyes for a while longer and gain little sleep. He woke before the sunrise and went to Sibilia’s room once more. Her door way was still open, the bed remained as it was, sword and all. “I must find you,” he said to himself.

He glance down the halls before he snuck through the church, the doors were silent as he managed to pare them far enough to squeeze through without much sound. He ran into town. The streets were already filling with people selling their wears. Dante could see over all their heads and tried to find a familiar face in the crowd.

“Sister! Sister! Are you here!” 

He found no one to answer him, he didn’t care if the people stared at him as he called aloud for Sibilia. He grew dishearten when he didn’t hear a voice or see her face. Dante paused from the search when and old woman began to approach him. “Are you the one who removes the dead?” 

“I am, but I will do so later. I am in search of a nun.”

The woman however didn’t leave him alone. “I think you need to come with me.”

Dante was getting rather annoyed. “I said I would do so later!”

The woman wasn’t startled to his tone. She stayed close by until Dante grew bothered with her presence. With a sigh, he followed her through the streets as he tried to explain that he didn’t have the cart to take any bodies away. The woman was silent as she moved through the masses, only to pause by a street corner. Her head hung as she pointed to the curb.

His heart sank.

On top of a pile of dead, was a nun. Her throat slit, her face etched in fear. Dante trembled before falling to his knees, weeping. “Sibilia...”

The woman who led him said nothing, she blended back into the crowd leaving Dante to mourn. He couldn’t leave her like that, nor could he let her be added to a pile of the dead and forced to be left in a hole with them.

No, she needed a proper burial.

With utmost care, Dante picked her up from the pile and carried her back to the church. There was one place worthy of her, it was their secret after all.

He managed to sneak into the church and take Sibilia to her room one last time. Taking the sword off, he placed her on her bed before wrapping the sheets around her securely. He tucked her sword under his arm before making his way outside once more. From there he took the body to the private sanctuary. 

He placed Sibilia gently upon the earth as he found a spade he kept. Dante sighed to the shovel, he was wishing this day would never come. He plunged the spade into the earth as hard as he could, before lifting the first clot of earth from the ground.

He dug most of the morning to ensure the hole was deep enough. To a point he went beyond the normal six feet he was use to digging. From there he went back above and took Sibilia from the ground. He didn’t throw her body in; instead, he climbed down into the hole and gently placed her into it. A moment of silence came over Dante as he began to weep for her. “I am so sorry, Sibilia, I am so sorry,” he whispered over and over again. Dante felt guilty to leave her, he nearly couldn’t bring himself to leave the hole. However, he knew he must. It took three solid attempts for him to climb out, the third time he nearly allowed himself to slip and fall into the ditch. 

Once on the surface again, his eye kept wondering to the lonely body that lay at the bottom. There was nothing more he could do but finish what was started. Each shove of earth felt heavier than usual. Never has burying the dead weighed so much on his heart.

When finished, he stared at the mount of earth. He then remembered the sword. He rested it against a near by tree. Still it glows in the sunlight. A part of him wanted to keep it in memory of her. Dante knew it wasn’t right to, after all, the sword belongs to her. With the last of his strength, he held the blade in his right hand before plunging it down at the head of her grave. Her final resting place marked. He stared at the earth in silence at first. His grieving tears turned to anger and bitterness. He cleared his eyes before casting them to the sky. “You couldn’t answer this one prayer of mine? I know what God you are, and it isn’t mine.”

He walked away furious at the world. Even with faith, it did nothing for him and still took away the ones he cared about. He made his way back to the church where Father Iohannes stood in wait of him. Dante paused at the sight of him, for the priest was smiling. “Good, you already started your chores. The rest can wait, I have wonderful news!”

“Burn in hell.” 

The priest gasped in shock. “My word, we didn’t teach you to say such horrors to others!”

At first he wasn’t going to, but changed his mind the last minute before he turned his glare to the priest. “I say it to no one, but you.”

“Well, you are no longer my problem. I have sent word to the Pope of your strength. Something he would appreciate in the crusades wouldn’t you think?”

Dante only smiled. “I have no God, I have no Pope and no need for church.”

His words grew spiteful. Father Iohannes grew more uncomfortable to be around him. “Very well, if you have no need for church, you have no need for a home. Gather your things and leave, and don’t be surprised if certain men come for you.”

As he walked by Iohannes, Dante pause. Slowly he turned to face the man who caused him so much pain, his left arm went up, blocking him in. Dante leaned in and whispered “They would need four horsemen and the hounds of hell if they want me that badly. Rest assured Father, I know of your sins as you know of mine. Pray to your God that we never cross paths again.” Dante pulled away as the priest’s face drained to a pale white, never has such vile words come out of him before. He didn’t regret any of them. Dante went to his room, took a small change of clothing and the sword Sibilia gave him. He left the church without looking back.

***
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DANTE DIDN’T HAVE TO look hard for work.

In fact, the moment he returned to town again. Work was quick to find him. Despite the pleas of the people to remove the dead from the streets, Dante explained to them. “It is not longer my task, take it up with the church.”

He didn’t really get a chance to take in the town. In fact he hardly noticed it. His eyes were always cast down in search of the bodies. Many things had changed since he was a boy. His grandparent’s home no longer existed. He walked by for memory sake, only to find it was burned to the ground. Another measure used to control the plague. 

He was still bitter over the incident, a home taken out from under a child with no other place to go. He spat on the ashes disrespectfully. “I hoped some of you were still alive when this place burned,” he said below his breath.

It was time to move on.

Dante made his way into the heart of the town, were businesses thrived as best they could, with all things considering. Dante asked many of the people if they were in search for help. He offered his services in exchange for food and shelter, no coin needed. Many took one look at him and turned him down. He was still young, however he was also still growing.

“I cannot be that hard to feed, can I?” Dante asked himself.

He nearly gave up hope until he heard some people scream rather suddenly. A large oak barrel was rolling through the streets at great pace. It knocked many over into the streets as some endured the pain of it rolling over their feet. No one could stop it, and it was heading right for Dante.

He didn’t avoid the barrel. Instead he prepared himself. As it came near, Dante managed to stop it with a single foot. The barrel was full but it wasn’t difficult to manage. He was quick to get his arm up under it before lifting it from the ground and on to his shoulder. People stopped in awe of his strength. He began walking with the barrel to see where it came from, it wasn’t difficult to figure out where it came from. After all, Dante found a man acting rather frantic and saying. “It was just here, where did the ale go?”

The two men unloading the barrels shrugged their shoulders, until they saw Dante standing near by. “There! The thief took it!”

Dante sneered to the men. “I don’t steal!” he snapped back. “It rolled down the street, I think it tried to run away.” He placed it back on the ground before taking his leave.

A hand came on to his shoulder. Slowly, Dante turned and came face to face with a short, rounded man. His face fill of facial hair, his mustache was something he never seen before. It curled outward and was nearly as long as the man’s beard. “I know you, you work for the church, don’t you?”

“I use to,” said Dante. “I am no longer welcomed there since I talked back to a priest.”

The man smiled. “So, you are not bounded to serve God anymore?”

“I don’t think I ever was.”

“Would you mind serving ale instead? I could use a man of your strength.”

Dante smiled and accepted the offer. The man insisted Dante call him Papa, for he wanted him to feel like family. As strange of a request, he didn’t mind calling a man such a thing. 

***
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YEARS PASSED. DANTE continued to grow bigger and stronger. Some people laughed and joked with him that he may never stop growing. He didn’t mind the teasing, after all if anyone got out of line, he would be the first to tell them so. Dante only heard what became of the church through the mouths of the regulars that came in for pints. He heard of Father Pablo’s sudden death. Yet upon hearing of Father Iohannes’s promotion, it didn’t seem that surprising. In fact many of the priests grew ill and passed on.

Dante remembered one morning, looking out his window when he heard the wagon he once used. He knew it was his, after all it still give the eerie creaking of its wheels when it rolled and has an odd clunk sound when it stops. Curiosity got the better of him as he peered out the window to see who took over his task. 

A smile came across his lips.

The only healthy priest of the church was outside, lifting the bodies into the cart. He was miserable as he worked, however worked even faster when his eyes met Dante’s.

Father Iohannes finally knows the extent of Dante’s work.

Dante snickered to the sight. It did his heart good to see the man who made him and so many suffer, now agonize in his own work.

Despite seeing Father Iohannes in his state, the priest made good on his promise to sending word to the Pope. It wasn’t long before strange men began to converge onto the town. Many went to the church only to go out into the streets once more, looking at every face they came across. The odd thing was, some of the men he saw wore no symbols of the church. They were noblemen, and still they looked about the town along side with the Pope’s men.

When they came into the Inn, their eyes locked on Dante. Smiles soon followed as he sneered to them. They were looking for him. The men who represented the Pope knew of him, the nobles however got different word of Dante. There have been tales to come out of Spain about his unique strength. So much so it attracted many to the small town, all for the sake of finding him.

“We offer you a chance to serve the Pope and God in a great battle for the holy lands.”

“I will give you your weight in gold and the hand of any woman you want. She will bear you a son!”

“I will give you land as far as the eye can see. All you need to do is come with me and swear your loyalty to my family.”

He heard them all and their offers. None of it interested him. “I don’t trust nobles, and I trust men of the cloth even less. I answer to no one but me.” Dante said.

Dante is no man’s fool; many have come through the doors and made outlandish claims and promises to him before. He refused to believe them. He knew the reasons why they came, he also knew the understood why they sought him over all others. The tale of his strength spread like fire from village to village and lands not even he has heard of. Men of wealth, power and privilege took great lengths to find him and attempt to sway the strong man to their side. 

Each one turned down. 

There are those who respect his wishes. There are those who refuse to leave without him. If bribery didn’t work, threats were their second option, very few dared to make such angry promises to Dante. He stood two heads above all in the land; Dante could look down a king who stood on his throne, his hair longer and untamed, as a beard made many mistaken him for a far older man than he was. His appearance didn’t matter, what did was how strong he is. The men who refused to leave challenged him to a duel of first blood. If he wins, they leave him be, yet if Dante loses, he swears his loyalty to them.

There were few things that gave the giant of a man pleasure. One of them was savoring the look of confidence that came cross the faces of noblemen; the other was how quickly he can make them disappear. They would trip over their own tongues and wonder how a peasant would be so willing to face a noble in a duel. After all only nobles have a need for sword training. In their greed, they didn’t consider Dante has other skills. They went outside to wait for their challenger.

Dante turned and went through the back, grabbing his sword that waited by the back door for its time. Such a blade has won him many battles, he took time to marvel and appreciate the sword. As he gave it one final inspection, he leaned against the door to hear the banter of the challengers outside. He could hear their true intent for him, most of the time, it became a bragging contest among them. Many of them sought him for their own purposes. To intimidate their rivals as well as have a strong man to defend their house. Others planned to sell him to the highest bidder. One bragged of connections to the Pope himself. The one comment that angered Dante was. “How much would a man of God pay to regain the holy lands? A boy like him will fetch a great price.”

He heard enough; Dante emerged from around the back with his sword. He savored their awestruck looks and smiled once more to the fearful faces and asked. “Who wishes to go first?”

His smile widened as the men hesitated to move from where they stood. One brave soul dared to accept and raised his sword in challenge. Dante stepped forward and raised his. “Do you yield?” 

The noble sneered. “You have the audacity to ask and we have yet to start?” 

Dante gave but a nod as the smile continued to spread. “Do you yield?”

It angered the man so much, he charged. Dante only stepped off to the side and landed one stroke on the arm. The men froze as the saw a small line of blood on Dante’s sword. His challenger clenched his wound before backing away mortified. Dante then turned to the others who waited their turn. “Anyone else?” 

No one came forward, many of them turned and quickly left before anyone saw their shameful retreat. Dante cleaned the blood from the sword as he heard a small laugh come from the inn. Papa was watching. “You do realize, if I were you. I would have gone with them,” he said.

Dante gave a small forced laugh. “Yes, I know you would.” He went back into the Inn and placed the sword in his room. Papa came in close behind him and stared at the blade. “Sister Sibilia would be proud to know she taught you well.”

“Sister Sibilia would still be alive if she took her sword.” Dante’s tone fell bitter as he reflected on the skilled nun. 

Papa left him alone with his thoughts. He knew better than to bother him when painful memories recalled themselves. 

As the door closed, Dante made certain his room was secured. Reaching under his bedding he took out a golden dagger. It came into his possession the day he left the church. He didn’t know where it came from or who gave it to him, but he kept it safe in his room. The handle looked like a scaly demon ready for a fight. He treasured it and though of Sister Sibilia when he looked upon the dagger. It may have been her final gift to him.

After savoring the sight of the dagger, his mind drifted to the night’s events. He knew and understood the reason why these men came looking for him. What he didn’t understand is why they don’t take no for an answer.

The nobles heard the tale of his great strength. No just from the church, but an event that took place months after he started to work for Papa. Tales are distorted, and become something far more than what they truly were. Dante remembered the day well, a simple act of kindness brought the world to his step. 

He was outside loading in the barrels of wine. A job that would take two strong men to do and hours to accomplish was only an hour’s work to Dante. He was in the middle of lifting a barrel onto his shoulders when the sound of a whinnying horse made everyone in the street stop and stare. The creature was in pain and collapsed to the ground. Dante unknowingly walked out with the barrel on his shoulders and saw a wagon tipping as the horse turned to its side. A man fell out, but was too weak and scared to get out of the way. Dante rushed out and held the wagon up with one arm, he stared down at the man. His feet caked in mud as were his clothing. His hand dry and worn, Dante then turned to the family in the wagon. A woman and two children, all had worked long days in the field, the old horse was their only means of getting back home. 

He placed the wine barrel down and started taking the straps off the fallen animal. The horse struggled to stand, in its attempt to get up it fell to the ground once more. Dante stared at the creature, it no longer breathed. There was little choice, he knew what must be done.

He pushed the wagon back before helping the man to his feet and onto the wagon. Dante noticed of the stares the people gave him, yet he ignored them. He took what remained of the leather straps and placed them over his shoulders and around his waist. The people began to laugh as he started to pull. Many assumed he wasn’t strong enough to do the labor of a horse; they were quickly silenced as the wagon moved. It was light in his mind, a little muscle is used to round corners, but he managed. The man told him when to turn and if they were close. They lived in a small house on the outskirts of the town. When the task was done, Dante only smiled and began to walk away without any means of a reward. 

He returned to the inn and continued on with his job. 

Since that day, the tale of his strength spread.

One act of kindness became unwanted attention. He wasn’t out for glory, or for anyone’s gain. Dante only wishes to be left alone and live his life.

***
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WEEKS CAME AND WENT, and still, nobles flock to the Inn. The latest to arrive were ones Dante despised the most. They were men who refused to leave, even if he did answer their challenge and won. The men who came assumed it was best to kill what they couldn’t have. 

It was a warm August night when Dante found himself standing before a small army of men. Many were nobles, others mercenaries out for his head. He won their challenges, and faced all who wished to confront him. Unlike the others, they refused to leave. Dante knew the faces too, bitter rivals who lost to him once before. They only returned to kill him, but they brought friends as well. “I ask you once more, leave me be!” Dante said. “You know too well that I could have taken your lives. I granted you mercy!” he roared. They refused to leave.  Dante watched in dismay as the men reached for their swords and took aim at him. “So be it. If you wish to die so badly, I won’t stop you.” Despite his warning, Dante didn’t have the heart to take the life of another. He has seen too much death to add to it. His mind was racing for another way out. He cannot let these men take his life, nor could he take theirs. He stood ready for battle, Dante would defend himself despite the odds against him. As he tried to think of a way out, he realized the men were no longer focused on him. Their gaze has turned beyond him, were there more sneaking up from behind?

His head turned just far enough to see them. Another band of men appeared, armed with longer and broader swords than that of the nobles. They were gruff and savage looking. These men wore pelts of various animals on their bodies, Dante turned to face them, but found they were not there for him. Instead they came to his side with their swords raised. One who a head shorter than Dante, with medium length black hair and short beard stood next to him, and stared at the nobles. “It isn’t proper to fight a man with so many against him. Have you no honor?” he said.

Slowly, the nobles backed down, as did the mercenaries. “Do not return, or I will promise you, none of you will ever hold a sword again.” 

It was a stroke of luck. No one has ever come to his defense or offered to help him before. He couldn’t muster the words to thank them, only a nod of his head would do. The man smiled back and gave a nod in return. Dante watched as they left as quickly as they came.

***
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DANTE WASN’T THE ONLY one to take notice of the odd men. People of the Inn began to speak of him, but no one knew who they really were. Many call them the Hunters for the pelts they wear. Dante kept an ear to the conversations that mentioned them, after all they may have just saved his life or forcing his hand to spill blood. He only wished he could meet them again, just to offer proper thanks for their courage.
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