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            Chapter 1

            
Seven hundred seventy (Ab Urbe condita)1


         

         ‘Is there anything more vicious than the Scythian winter?’

         The unspoken question paused the words about to roll off the tip of his tongue. Or perhaps he had just allowed him­self a brief respite, to catch his breath after a dictation which had been dragging out for too long, when that thought, lurking somewhere, behind stifled silences, caught him with his mind guard down and pierced him like a poison arrow shot from the bow of who knows what barbarian from across the Danubius.

         ‘Of course there is, but I do not want to know.’ And, thus, he nipped in the bud something that could have turned into yet another one of his tearful elegies which he had never stopped penning and dispatching to Rome since the very first moment he set foot on the shore of Euxinus. He contin­ued composing and sending verse epistles, even after he had lost all hope of ever being called back to his homeland. But now he refused to be consumed by memories, tears, sad­ness… He had embarked on a new project, The Halieutica.2

         In truth, he was only deluding himself! He was doing everything in his power to take his mind off the fact that he had been banished from Rome and shipped… here of all places! He had learned long ago that there were far harsher things than the Scythian winter. He would have been ready to endure thousand times worse elements, if only he had been home. Home… A hollowed word… Yes! There are indeed harsher things! The difference is in how you look at them. As for him, the image of a centurion handing him the imperial order, at Messalinus Cotta’s3 villa, had been far more bone-chilling than the blizzards of the eight winters in Tomis put together. In other words, the eight winters in Tomis would have been unheard of, unless that particular centurion had entered his life right there, that moment…

         He peeled his elbows off the table and leaned back on his chair to straighten his back with a painfully sweet stretch. He felt his spine cracking contentedly. The reddish light spread by the fire in the hearth was casting dancing shad­ows in the corners of the small andron4 in his humble home. The room was warm. It created such intimacy you can only truly appreciate during a heavy winter, when you are inside and feel somehow protected in there, like in a cocoon. He felt like a message in a bottle aimlessly tossed about by icy waves, a heart obstinately beating in a dead body, akin to a sole surviving soldier still fighting the enemy, unaware that his legion had already been completely decimated. And that enemy was toying with him like a cat with a wounded mouse… A tragic soldier bearing an implacable destiny, yet, his current circumstances only made him feel laughable or at least inadequate.

         From the other side of the wall, he could hear hoary Zia still pottering around in the kitchen despite the late hour. Seated opposite him, obedient and not daring to lift his eyes from the wax tablet, dutifully holding the stylus5 with his right hand while waiting for the dictation to continue, there was the young Damanais…

         The candle in the candelabra to his left illuminated his beautiful, youthful features, which could not hide the promise of that clean and honest ruggedness all his kin developed with age. A teen Get, with hair cropped short in the imperial fashion, face to face with his master, a poet and knight of Rome, in a small room somewhere at the end of the world. So close, yet so far away! Both the two men and the end of the world…

         The poet indulged in contemplating the tensed young man for a few more moments. He was no longer in the mood for dictating. The idea had fleeted… Besides, it was already late. He didn’t have the heart to send the boy home in such horrible weather. He would order him to sleep in the guest room, not before stopping by the kitchen to ask Zia for some food, probably dinner leftovers, like salted fish, bread and a piece of kykeon6

         Outside, the storm’s dishevelled fury was raging through the streets of Tomis, wailing at crossroads and scraping with its icy claws against the hinges of front gates. The snow had already hardened, so the squall couldn’t drift it anymore, which only seemed to infuriate the tempestuous hag even more making it cry out angry infernal howls that would have made Cerberus himself shiver in fear.

         The poet was about to tell his much younger companion that their session had ended, when he heard something… Something different! Something different from the wind must have made that sound which had pierced the storm’s incessant litany. It sounded like the croak of a raven, but not quite… It had been longer, deeper and hoarser … He shud­dered at the thought that the Scythian night could breed monsters strong enough to face such a blizzard and make their presence known in a way that was so…

         ‘Did you hear that?’ he asked, pricking up his ears.

         The young man finally dared to breathe, as if he had been waiting for a cue to relax. He understood the dictation had ended and he must have felt relieved that his master had stemmed his stream of words. He set the stylus carefully on the table and cracked his tired knuckles.

         ‘No,’ Damanais answered, casting an intrigued glance at the old man sitting across the table. ‘What?’

         He sounded confident as if there had obviously been nothing and the old man was hearing things conjured up either by his age or state of tiredness. He followed that with a brief shrug, leaning back on his chair and wrapping his thick wool vest tighter around himself despite the pleasant warmth in the room.

         But Ovid frowned, trying so much to catch the next sim­ilar sound that he seemed to have metamorphosed into a human-size ear which continued its straining for a few good minutes without avail, however. He sighed. Exhausted, he ran his palm over his face, and then let his arm drop and dangle by the chair legs.

         ‘Perhaps it was nothing after all,’ the poet conceded softly… ‘It seemed like a croak, but…slightly different…’

         ‘Crows never come out in such weather’ the boy replied.

         ‘Yes… that’s true…’

         ‘You are tired, erus.7 Should I tell Zia to get your bed ready?’

         Ovid stood up with difficulty.

         ‘Don’t bother, my young friend. Most likely she has already done it. You should rather ask her to get yours ready, because you will be sleeping in the guest room tonight. If not even crows venture out in this weather, I can’t see any reason you should.’

         The lad smiled gratefully. He truly revered his master. More than four years ago (close to five), when he first became his apprentice and houseboy, he thought that the Roman was but an infatuated stuck-up. Rumours had it that, beyond all appearances and the exotic self-importance he was flaunting, the poet-knight, relegated all the way here at the end of the world, was only a whimper stringing artful words together to make the emperor relent and call him back to Italy. The meanest voices in town were spreading even more slander, insinuating that the poet, in order to forget about the emperor’s constant and honest silence to his letters, used to drown his pathos (all of it) in some ephe­be’s behind…

         Turning a deaf ear to all the calumnies delighting the slums of Tomis, Zourdanos, the boy’s father, a ploughman who had worked hard to make a small fortune despite the poor hand he had been dealt at birth, slowly found his way to the great exiled and asked him to agree to tutor his first­born in return for the boy’s faithful service.

         Back then, Ovid had just lost Crispus, his old Roman servant, the only one to follow him to Tomis. He had been killed during one of the raids of the Gets from the left side of the Danubius. Ovid thought he was making a fair trade: the Gets had taken Crispus but they were offering him Damanais instead.

         In time, the boy had understood that the Roman’s uppish­ness was only a façade but not for a whimper or coward, even if the knight-poet was not really brimming with much of temerity either. Not that he needed it. He was a smart man, patient, educated, a darling of the muses. And the boy was going to become a good disciple himself. It had been quite easy for him to master the art of writing and reading. The poet’s writing chest was full of papyrus cylinders smoothed with pumice stone, which seemed to hold the entire beauty, wisdom and strength ever put into words. This is where he had met Tibullus and his Delia, had joined the rhythm of Horace’s hexameters and also discovered the greats of Antiquity – Antimachus of Colophon, Callimachus of Cyrene, the one and only Hesiod to whom poets owed their very craft, the illustrious Homer, Xenophon, Sophocles, Herodotus and many others. Thanks to their books, he learned about peoples he would have never heard of oth­erwise; visited wondrous places; rode alongside Alexander himself through the endless expanses of Asia, fought side by side with Leonidas at Thermopylae and came back to Hellas, along with the other ten thousand men.

         He had found the immeasurable pleasure of reading and even writing, especially the dictation. It seemed the better his calligraphy became, the more he was morphing into the hand with which Ovid was writing his verses. And, to a cer­tain extent, he was aware of the fact that he was partaking in creating works as grand and eternal as the ones in his master’s writing chest.

         As for numbers, he was driven to them simply by the need to get the hang of them, as he was in charge of shop­ping for the Roman. Even if the Roman was not in want of money, he was rather scrupulous about spending, without being stingy. It was just that he didn’t want to fall prey to crooked merchants.

         Right then, on that vicious winter night, after all that time by his side, watching Ovid trying to straighten himself and take staggering, old man’s steps towards the warmth of the hearth, Damanais felt his chin tremble, close to tears. His was a sort of deep gratitude to a foreigner who, thanks to his instruction, had opened horizons never anticipated. He was no longer solely a ploughman’s son. He could proudly say, ‘Behold me! I am the disciple of Publius Ovid Naso himself, one of the greatest poets in the world!’ He felt chosen by fate.

         The boy’s little tremor and the flicker in his eyes had not escaped Ovid’s notice. He replied with the same affection and an avuncular smile in his voice.

         ‘Go ahead, child! Get some rest!’

         And in the Getic language, to boot.

         That moment they heard some knocks on the gate and looked at each other, puzzled. Who could it be? The Roman smoothed his long wool tunic and loose Get pants, which he would have surely spurned ten to fifteen years ago, as a Barbarian rag, unworthy of touching his imperial skin. He slung a Greek himation8 over his shoulder, and sat back at the table, in a dignified posture, ready to welcome the noc­turnal visitor, while the boy dutifully went to the gate to see whoever might be there.

         Damanais returned quickly.

         ‘It’s a traveler, erus. He is probably lost. He is humbly asking for shelter.’

         Without quitting his posture (that proud stance of a Roman, because a Roman stays a Roman even in the dirti­est latrine!), Ovid answered promptly, ‘Evil times out there! Show him in! Tell Zia, if she is still up, to bring a piece of goat’s cheese and some bread. If she is asleep, please do that yourself…’

         ‘Of course.’

         The boy was about to leave, but Ovid stopped him,

         ‘Damanais!’

         ‘Yes, erus?’

         ‘It seems you are going to spend the night in the kitchen, by the stove…’

         ‘As you wish.’

         He rushed outside, only to come back just as fast, accom­panied by a stranger bundled up in fur, covered in snow from head to toe. The man shook off his coat and pulled the hood back on his nape. A rugged cheek, darkened by a short beard, steely eyes – no trace of fatigue, even though the out­lander must have worked hard to push his way through the tempest, the frost and the darkness of winter to reach him. All these could have meant just one thing – the man was so accustomed to effort verging exhaustion, that he could only be a veteran, toughened in countless warfare campaigns. Either way, he was a warrior, no matter the colours he might have fought under. With a lump in his throat, the poet kept his proud posture and stayed as still as statue. He looked more like a senator wearing the toga laticlave,9 rather than an exile banished from his own country. He did not know the foreigner, yet he had been waiting for him. It was as though the eight years of exile to Tomis had prepared him precisely for that very meeting…

         He cleared his throat, mostly to control his tremor then made an ample inviting gesture,

         ‘Welcome to my humble home! Please, take a seat!’

         He pointed to Damanais’s chair and the man sat down, dropping his heavy fur coat. The young Get picked it up. He was now holding it, awaiting orders. Judging by his clothes, the man did not look local or from some other place, either. He seemed to come from everywhere – a cap shoved on his pate, looking vaguely Phrygian (probably taken from someone with a much smaller head), a leather vest, with many belts and probably as many secret pockets, remotely resembling an armour, with a thick wool tunic underneath, with long sleeves and tightly wrapped around the body, like the mountain people, a Roman belt across his chest, with a wooden scabbard with metal fittings, specific to the legions, which was supposed to sheathe a gladius,10 but it was empty, a wide strap with Scythian adornments, and on his feet, on top of the loose trousers, he was wearing something looking like a cross between the leather, thick-sole caligae11 and the Dacians’ opanci shoes.

         ‘Thank you, citizen Naso, for welcoming me to your house,’ said the man, with a slight bow of his head.

         Something in his voice and the fact that he had called him by his name ensured Ovid that the foreigner was the one he had been long waiting for. He had spoken to him in Latin. Judging by his accent, he could have been from the North of Peninsula, probably from Insubria.

         Damanais flinched. Knowing what was about to happen and not wanting to put the young man in harm’s way, the old poet tried to send his disciple away.

         ‘My child, please fetch some food, as I told you.’

         The boy wanted to go but stopped at the foreigner’s seem­ingly soft gesture yet grave tone.

         ‘The boy can stay here.’

         His voice sounded categorical, yet worryingly calm. He did not seem to talk to anyone in particular, though it felt impossible not to obey him. Damanais froze mid-sentence.

         ‘Foreigner,’ Ovid spoke again, ‘this concerns us only.’

         After a few moments of thinking, the outlander nodded and the host used the opportunity to charge the young man as much as possible, just to keep him afar.

         ‘Go, Damanais! See if Zia is sleeping! Don’t forget about the fire in the guest room! Let it be warm!’

         The young man left the room, not before he dropped the heavy fur coat by the door, while the foreigner was watching him from the side.

         With only the two of them in the room, the poet and the traveller maintained a tense silence for a few moments. One was trying hard to maintain the proud posture, of a true Roman, while the other one was scrutinizing his host, so as to find the breach in the guise of the old man sitting in front of him. It was only a mask, of that he was certain.

         Finally, the poet broke the silence.

         ‘I have been waiting for you.’

         The other man seemed to relax a bit, as if those words had made his mission easier.

         ‘Then, you know why I am here.’

         ‘I confess I wished you had come here with a different mission. But I guess this is just as good…’

         The foreigner nodded, then he looked around the room he had walked in as if he was seeing it for the first time, lingering on every detail – shelves, chests, two settees, the fire in the hearth, a cupboard… He stood up and took some seemingly careless steps by the table and the host’s chair – but his ‘nonchalance’ took him straight to the chest with the scrolls – not the one by the hearth, holding the classics, but to the other one, smaller, by the bed, where the house master usually took his siesta. Fewer books were in there, but they were obviously new. The ones not yet sent to Rome.

         Apparently absent-minded, the nocturnal visitor picked one randomly.

         ‘The emperor…’

         Ovid interrupted him, pretending to be surprised.

         ‘Ah, the emperor… How is good Tiberius? Is he sending me his wishes for good heath? Long life?’

         The other man smiled, not looking up from the papyrus scroll.

         ‘Well…To believe that a man like ‚the good’ Tiberius, as you call him, might send you regards through someone like me, it means you are either crazy or careless.’

         ‘Both are correct. Let’s just say I have lost my mind while waiting for my recall home and, now, I have nothing to lose.’

         The foreigner snorted ironically, pointing to the opened scroll.

         ‘Aww! A treatise on fish?’

         ‘Were you expecting something more… subversive?’ asked Naso, putting on the most innocent look he was capa­ble of.

         ‘Rumour has it that you are working on something truly inflammatory. But look what it says here!’

         Moving the scroll farther away from his eyes to read better, due to the small yet orderly handwriting of the young Get, the foreigner started reading and overdoing the accents, as if he were not in a humble room but on a podium, with hundreds of people in the audience,

         ‘Accepit mundus legem: dedit arma per omnes admonuitque sui: vitulus sic namque minatur, qui nondum gerit in tenera iam cornua fronte; sic dammae fugiunt, pugnant virtute leones et morsu canis et caudae sic scorpius ictu, concussisque levis pennis sic evolat ales.12 To me, it looks rather inflammatory.’

         The poet shrugged his shoulders, in a gesture of apathy.

         ‘If you think so…’

         The guest frowned.

         ‘The weapons of the creatures in the text are clear to me, but what is yours?’

         ‘The word!’

         ‘Hmmm… a double-edged sword’.

         ‘A powerful weapon,’ concluded the poet.

         The man put the scroll back, with an almost pious care then came closer to Ovid, who had stood up, waiting. As he had very well suspected, the guest’s vest did have many secret pockets. With no hurry or any attempt to hide his intentions, the foreigner started undoing his many belts, on the side, without taking off his lorica altogether. From somewhere, from the bottom of the armour, he took out a Roman sword, wrapped in a cloth. Now he understood why the scabbard was empty, the gladius would have frozen in it on such weather. But what if someone had attacked him in the night? This is when he saw a Dacian sica13 strapped on his back between the belt and tunic. A smaller weapon, the dagger fitted in a handier place, with no risk of freezing in an open scabbard. Why would he then really want to use the gladius? Probably as a statement…

         Yes! It must have been a statement! Once he fathomed this idea, Ovid nodded his head thoughtfully, which didn’t escape the other man’s notice, the latter raising his eyes to Ovid for a second, to let him know without any words that he was right; then, he went on to unwrap the sword, put it on the table and did the many belts on his armour meticu­lously, not worrying at all that the old man might grab the weapon and use it against him. Each of them knew exactly the part they were playing in that scene, to bother with such unfounded concerns…

         Once he was done, the traveller pointed to the sword on the table.

         ‘This is my weapon.’

         He picked it up and weighed it in his hand admiringly. He looked at the old man, as if he confessed that, unlike the word, the weapon was more faithful because it was silent. He came from behind, with the blade ready to stab him.

         ‘It will be quick,’ he promised. ‘I am experienced.’

         ‘Wait! Naso stopped him. ‘I want to look into your eyes when you do it.’

         ‘Trust me,’ said the man, with an almost friendly voice. ‘You are not the first I am killing. Nobles do not usually want to see their executioner at work.’

         ‘I am not a noble,’ insisted the exiled. ‘I am part of the equestrian order. More than that (with a bitter laugh) I have been stabbed in my back so many times, mostly by my false friends, that my skin has gotten so thick I am worried that your sword might spring back somehow and you might hurt yourself.’

         The killer tapped him on the shoulder in admiration and moved in front of him, smiling in all sincerity.

         ‘I was told you are a man of wise words and you truly are. Still, I was paid and sent here with a clear purpose, and you know that.’

         They looked each other in the eye, as was Naso’s last wish. Really close. And when the foreigner took out the bloodied blade from the old man’s chest and supported his lifeless body, putting it back on the chair, he was able to read in the dead man’s eyes something close to gratitude. He had neither been forgiven, nor asked to return home but at least his exile was over.

         Nothing seemed to bother the traveller. Slowly, as if noth­ing extraordinary had happened, he wiped the blade on the dead poet’s himation, wrapped it in the piece of cloth with the seriousness of the craftsman who treasures and preserves the tool that feeds him, hid it again in the vest secret com­partments and, before putting his heavy fur coat back on, took those scrolls that Ovid had not yet sent to Rome. After that, he left, disappearing in the whirlwind outside.

         Somewhere, in the night, a raven croak was heard, but deeper, longer and hoarser, over the storm’s wail…

         
            1 Since Rome founding date (Rome) (lat.)

            2 On Fishing- unfinished work presumably begun shortly before Ovid’s death.

            3 Marcus Aurelius Cotta Maximus Messalinus (Ist century BC – Ist century A.D)), Roman senator, close friend and patron of Ovid.

            4 A man’s room (Greek).

            5 Writing instrument (Latin).

            6 According to the recipe, this drink could have the consistency of a semi-solid meal, specific to the Ancient Greek cuisine. sweetened with honey.

            7 Master (of the house) (Latin).

            8 Type of clothing in Ancient Greece

            9 A mark specific to the Roman senators.

            10 Roman sword.

            11 Roman footwear.

            12 ‘The universe accepted the law, it gave weapons to all, and reminded each of their own. So come about the threats of the calf, who bears no horns as yet on his young forehead; thus do hinds flee, lions fight with courage, and dogs with their teeth, and the scorpion with the stroke of its tail, and so it is that with a light shaking of his pinions the bird flies away.’ Ovid, Halieutica, 1-6.

            13 Curved Dacian dagger

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

            Seven hundred seventy – Damanais

         

         He was damning the moment the foreigner knocked on their gate, cursing the winter, blaming himself for not having seen the danger hiding under that heap of snowed furs that was standing before him when he opened the gate. The man had simply terrified him. Not his face, fierce yet not threatening, or the unusual calm in his gestures and voice… Considering the dreadful frost outside, you would have expected him to be exhausted, in need of help, or to ask for a jug of mulled wine or complain about frostbites… None of this… As if he was not a human being, in flesh and bones, but a demon! There was something else there that had really scared… No, not even his suspicion that the foreigner might have come straight from Hell… But rather Naso’s undisguised vehemence in sending him out of the room, as if he had already known something… He seemed to have been waiting for the man; even if he did not even know him, but he seemed to have been expecting a visit from the likes of him… One like…

         ‘Oh, gods!’

         It was only then, while fighting the blizzard on his way to the city’s main strategist, Diokles, the son of Hippolytos, that reality hit Damanais so convincingly the boy instantly lost his balance and tumbled into the snow, not sure whether it had been the wind or the thought that had knocked him down.

         He got back on his feet, swimming through the snow like a castaway in search of a board floating on stormy waters. He felt the skin on his cheeks cracking under the blows of the storm’s frozen blades. It was the dead of the night, yet the streets of Tomis were lit as the moon and the snow blan­ket were casting light through the relentless ice fall. It was a light out of this world, from elsewhere, a place where no one wanted to be; a light that was sparking pain and fear, and spawning monsters in the corner of the eye.

         He was damning himself for not having the wits to lie to the foreigner and decline his request to come in. He could have said the master was out. He was cursing himself for having pity, showing goodwill.

         Right after he followed Ovid’s behest and left the room, he knew that something bad would happen, but it was only in the cold of the night that he woke up from that mind slumber, that numbness felt by victims seconds before turn­ing into food for their predators. He was blasting himself for not having been a real man!

         His first thought was to run to Zia’s room, even if it was not to hide beneath her skirt tails and shiver in fear like a coward.

         ‘Mother Zia!’ he whispered, gently knocking with the back of his index finger on her door.

         With no answer, he tried again. A few slow and shuffled steps told him that the old lady was not sleeping. She had hardly finished cleaning in the kitchen for the day and gone to her room minutes before. She opened the door for him. The candle flame made her wrinkles look deeper than they were and turned her grey hair into a kind of nimbus. She looked like a spectre in her thick, white wool gown. Had he not heard her steps, he could have sworn she was float­ing, which would have probably made him run for his life, with his brain gooey and heart pierced by the needles of the worst fear. Otherwise, the old lady was a gentle, good-hearted person, quick to do her job around the house and with a smooth voice.

         ‘What happened, my child?’

         He had put his finger on his lips for silence and pushed her gently, back into the room.

         ‘Mother Zia, there is a foreigner in the master’s room…’

         The old lady frowned.

         ‘Who let him in?’

         ‘I did, but that does not matter now. Erus seemed to have been waiting for this visit and I have a bad feeling about this.’

         For her age, she was a quick thinker. She understood everything in the blink of an eye. Remembering her whis­pered commands now, while fighting the blizzard, he felt ashamed of the fog that had clouded his brain.

         ‘My child, run to Diokles! Tell him to bring the guards! Hurry up!’

         The old lady gestured for him to rush and then she locked herself in her room. Now, Damanais was battling the snow reaching up to his knees, draining his strength at every step plucked from its clutch.

         In spite of the effort and the icy wind, the night was clearing up his mind; slowly, old images started coming back to him, bits of dialogues, barely caught glances, more or less random encounters – all these put together explained the scene he had just left in progress, in Naso’s house. Yes! He had been waiting for a visit from that stranger! And, yes! The visit was a natural consequence of the past the poet had not left behind in Rome, but instead had taken it with him here, in the far-off Tomis, only to hide it in the verses sent back home – not meant for just anyone but for the ones holding the key to their meaning! And the key was alive, was living (or had lived) among them, they had been living it themselves and Ovid had put it in words.

         A shard of life pushed through the snow banks towards him and lodged into his eyes. It had happened…maybe three years before, a little over… but not by much. He was carrying a basket with fish, just angled from the sea by the Histrian fishermen and had entered Dionisodor’s house, the refined merchant and good friend of his mentor.

         He had stopped for a few greedy gasps, as he had been lugging that heavy basket on his back from far away. He had put it down, by the door, before taking it to the kitchen. Ovid had been visiting Dionisodor for a few days, planning to stay longer, and he had accompanied him, as always, since he had been entrusted to the Roman by his father, the year before.

         The autumn was young and mild. Things and people had a special glow, as if he was looking at the world through a golden pleura. In the inner court, the host and the poet were walk­ing shoulder to shoulder, looking worried. Speaking in Latin. Dionisodor was a cultivated man. They had met in Tomis, in the archon’s house, probably not long after Ovid had come to town. Old Zia recalled they had struck up a friendship so close that the Roman would not waste any excuse to take a trip to Histria to meet him. Sometimes, he would say that he preferred Histria over Tomis. It was a larger place, cleaner, more … cultured. On his end, Dionisodor would not let too much time to pass between two trips to Tomis – even if his were for business rather than just pleasant visits to his friend.

         The man was trading mainly grains but he also imported luxury goods. Later, after Crispus’s death, the boy could testify as Naso’s disciple and companion that things were as Zia had said – the two were seeking each other’s company in true friendship fashion.

         On that fall day, several words had stuck in his ears only so that they could now hit him full force… The knight-poet was holding a scroll that seemed to be an epistle from Rome.

         ‘Ante diem quattuordecim Kalendas Septembres,’14 said Ovid pensively, pointing at the papyrus scroll.

         ‘Fate can be truly cruel, my friend, you should know that!’ replied Dionisodor in his otherwise correct Latin, yet more high-pitched and somehow bouncy, where you could easily hear the Greek talk. ‘Not that it had been too generous with you before. But, whatever… It would be uncharacteristically hypocritical of you to say that you have never been in its graces…’

         ‘True,’ the guest admitted, nostalgically. You are right…’

         The merchant stopped, making the other one stop walk­ing, as well. They were now face to face.

         ‘What I would like to say, my dear Naso, is that I am afraid… It is hard to even say it… I am afraid that Tiberius’s taking the throne of the empire buries your chances of… you know…’

         ‘I am aware of that.’

         ‘And what you are showing me here, in this letter… For Dioscures’s15 sake! It is awful! It looks like a witch hunting!’

         ‘It is a hunting. Agrippa Postumus,16 killed by his own men, in Planasia?17 Hard to believe…’

         ‘Indeed! Please, don’t tell me that you had set your hopes on him!’

         ‘No, not at all! But his assassination proves to me how far Livia Drusilla18 would go for her revenge. She was not satisfied with the convenient death of Octavian Augustus or the crowning of her son, Tiberius… She is going to kill everyone, down to the last one! All her enemies…’

         Dionisodor put his hands on Ovid’s shoulders and looked him straight into the eyes.

         ‘If this is the case, I am afraid for you, too.’

         The usual rosy tint in his cheeks, a sign of good fortune, paled away.

         Not long after that visit, rumour had it that Agrippa Postumus was not actually dead but gathering an army to overthrow Tiberius. It turned out to be only a distasteful farce. The servant of the killed man, a certain Clemens,19 who resembled his master so well that anyone could have sworn he was his twin, was exposed when he was trying to pose as Augustus’s grandson. At least he got to confront the new emperor, before suffering his own death:

         ‘How did you become Agrippa?’ Tiberius asked.

         ‘The same way you became the Caesar.’20

         Not bad for the last words of a former slave, right?

         Some other time, during a reading session in the andron of the house in Tomis, he had challenged his master.

         ‘Erus, with all due respect, there is something here that does not seem to fit…’

         Ovid burst into the most sincere and rambunctious laughter the boy had ever heard.

         It was a rare opportunity to see him laugh. He was not an excessively sombre man and there was no question of him lacking flexibility as expected of an ever-glum tyrant. It was just that sadness had grown deep roots in his soul and left little room for the daemon of laughter.

         This is why he let his master enjoy the moment while the peals of cheerfulness filled the room, as if the horn of plenty had spilt in there. It would have been inconceivable to interrupt him anyway.

         Moments later, while wiping his tears, the poet answered to the challenge, hiccupping.

         ‘My child, you… do you understand what… what you are reading… there? He! He! We are talking about… about…’

         He burst out laughing again.

         ‘You have there… Ha! Ha! Ha! They are… my Metamorphoses! Ha! Ha! Ha!’

         But in the end…

         ‘Please, excuse me, Damanais! Only a few criticized my Metamorphoses, and those are crowned heads! Or they were… I am dying with curiosity to find out what does not seem to fit.’

         ‘Forgive me, erus! I did not mean to… But I do not understand… The iron of the iron age is hard, but we could not work our land without it, build tools, sail our ships… What is the connection to…

         ‘“Vivitur ex rapto; non hospes ab hospite tutus, non socer a genero, fratrum quoque gratia rara est; inminet exitio vir coni­ugis, illa mariti, lurida terribiles miscent aconita novercae, filius ante diem patrios inquirit in annos; victa iacet pietas, et virgo caede madentis ultima caelestum terras Astraea reli­quit.”21? I do not look at iron as an inferior material. Why would the justice goddess turn her back to the world, during a time described by a metal maybe not so precious as in the previous ages, but nevertheless useful?’

         The explanation would come later, as Zia had entered, saying that another Roman had just knocked at the door, asking for a short meeting – the subpraefectus classis22 him­self. It was not his first visit either. The host treated him politely and he was a career military man, past his prime, a man who knew how to adjust his attitude to his interlocu­tor. Why the soldier was visiting, the young man would not remember and it was not important in the context, anyway. An administrative matter… The proconsul had sent him… Whatever… Too much imperial bureaucracy!

         What did remain buried deep in his mind just as a seed that sprouted only then, on that cruel winter night, was the dialogue between the officer and the poet, after Naso apol­ogized that his laugh might have been heard in the street.

         ‘I am glad to find you cheerful, knight Naso! I guess the joke was incredibly good…’

         Recklessly, the exiled man decided to play his game.

         ‘My young disciple here, by his name Damanais, Zourdanos’s son, believes that there are some lapses in my Metamorphoses…’

         ‘Ha! Ha! A bold statement, young man! Can I see what those are?’

         Damanais looked at his master inquiringly, and the old man encouraged him.

         ‘Please, Damanais…’

         The officer looked over the passage in question, but he did not share the author’s enjoyment. Instead, he raised his eyebrows.

         ‘The boy is right. This is not about any iron age, ran­domly flung who knows when in the history. We both know, knight Naso, that these are recent and regrettable events…’

         … And Naso has stopped laughing. Ever since.

         Some time would pass until the young Get found out about the tragic fate for Gaius23 and Lucius,24 sons of Marcus Vipsanius Agrippa25 and the plots made by empress Livia Drusilla… The keys of the past, in verses…

         Another night, not long before that bloodied winter, as if he had felt his end was drawing near, Ovid told him to sit next to him. The reddish warmth searing from the hearth was shaping the soft clay of a mood just right for some secret words.

         ‘My child, do not forget your duties. I am not going to leave a will, as I have nothing to leave in it. Whatever was there for posterity, it has already been given. For you, I will entrust you with the task we have talked before. When the time comes, take me to my place. The people you met there, up north, beyond the swamps, will come and help you.’

         ‘How will they know when to…’

         ‘They will. They have their own ways of finding out these things before they even happen.’

         ‘Then, why can’t they warn us?’

         ‘Because you might be able to learn your fate, yet you cannot change it. The most important thing is to keep the place secret. Make sure it remains secret even after you breathe your last, until people are able to understand exactly what I meant to write on that tombstone. History is going into a certain direction and I am too small to thwart it. One day, people might fathom that history could have been written differently. If I shouted at the top of my voice about what I know or, even worse, wrote a whistleblowing epistle and sent it to Rome, I would not find a hole to hide in and my name, if it survives time, will be associated with the huge scandal that my revelations might create, instead of the verses that have brought me joy and sadness alike. I am not one to tear down. I am one to build up! Through the ages, my testimony will be a source of history, not of war. At least, this is what I hope.’
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