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Such torment and sadness

That overwhelms like madness

So fearful and intense

It burns inside

Judas Priest, “Revelations”

 


 



Timeline of Dante’s Life

 


1265 - Born in Florence, Italy

 


1274 - Sees Beatrice Portinari for the first
time

 


1283 - Marries Gemma Donati; they have four
children

 


1289 - Fights in the Battle of Campaldino

 


1290 - Beatrice dies

 


1292 - Begins writing The New Life
(La Vita Nuova)

 


1295 - Joins the guild of apothecaries and
becomes active in Florentine politics

 


1302 - Banished from Florence; sentenced to
being burned alive should he return

 


1302-1319 - Exact whereabouts unknown

 


1321 - Dies in Ravenna, Italy
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Prologue

 


For the last nineteen years of his life, the
Italian poet Dante Alighieri was exiled from his native city of
Florence. In these years, he wrote his most famous poem, The
Divine Comedy, which is still regarded as one of the greatest
works of world literature and of Christian theological speculation.
The poem is an enormous epic divided into three volumes, each of
which describes one of the three realms of the Christian afterlife
– Inferno (Hell), Purgatorio (Purgatory), and
Paradiso (Paradise or Heaven). The Inferno is the
most famous of the volumes, and is still read by many American
undergraduates as part of a religion or literature course. Even
those of purely secular tastes and background are fascinated and
appalled by its graphic, ghastly, but hauntingly beautiful and
unforgettable images. Also, I think, they pick up on the power the
poem draws from being so intensely personal. Dante’s
simultaneous anger and love for his hometown, his nation, and his
church can easily be heard throughout his writing, while Boniface,
Beatrice, and many other real people in Dante’s life – not to
mention Dante himself – all appear as characters in the
Comedy.

It’s the intensely personal aspect of Dante’s
writing – easily observable by any first-time student and endlessly
analyzed and praised by lifelong scholars – that started me down
the path of reconstructing the events of this story. Dante fills
all three volumes of his greatest poem with facts and images from
his personal experiences – Beatrice’s beautiful eyes, a baptismal
font he had broken in a church, a bloody military battle in which
he had fought, along with hundreds of other minute details – some
beautiful, some horrible, some trivial. How else could he write so
powerfully and convincingly? With that being verifiably the case,
the conclusion seems almost unavoidable: during his years of exile
and wandering, when details of his whereabouts are lost and legends
abound, Dante must have actually seen the horrors on which he would
later base Inferno. He must have witnessed the very depths
of human depravity and violence – hate, betrayal, sadism,
dismemberment, torture, disease, unbelievable monsters,
unquenchable fire, unendurable ice. Lest people think him mad, and
building on his deeply-held religious convictions that God must
have shown him these things for a reason, he wove these horrors
into a supposedly “fictional” account of a journey through the
afterlife, significantly changing the details, populating this
world with what his contemporaries would have deemed more
believable and acceptable characters – demons, angels, and
mythological beasts. I finally saw clearly there really could be no
other explanation for his poem.

As heady as my discovery was, I still didn’t
know exactly where and under what circumstances Dante could have
seen these seemingly impossible sights, until I saw how this solved
a further mystery of interpretation. With a chill as immobilizing,
but far more invigorating, than the ice Dante describes gripping
the innermost circle of hell, I remembered how one denizen of
Dante’s hell indulges in a particularly gruesome pastime: in the
final circle of hell, there is a sinner vigorously engaged in
cannibalism, even though he is not put there for that individual
crime, and even though Dante does not assign a circle of hell to
that sin. Here was the solution I had sought: Dante must have seen
such a massive, horrifying outbreak of cannibalism that he couldn’t
bring himself to confine it to one circle of hell, but instead made
it the state and situation of every sinner, the landscape or
lifestyle of hell itself. Dante, based on some horror he had
personally witnessed, came to regard cannibalism as not just one
sin among many, but rather the epitome and model of all sin –
self-destructive, self-devouring, never-ending hunger. And I knew,
as you probably do, there is only one situation that causes
cannibalism on such a massive scale, and which would cause a devout
man to imagine all of hell must be populated by such cannibalistic
monsters, or that hell itself was breaking loose upon the earth. I
also saw with chilling clarity why, on the one occasion Dante does
describe a cannibal in hell, he focuses on a rather unexpected part
of the ghoulish feast: he describes the sinner devouring someone
else’s brains. Once again, there clearly was only one answer
possible: Dante had witnessed what I had previously thought was a
deadly plague only in our modern world – zombies, ghouls, the
undead, the living dead.

What I have now laid down, as best as I could
reconstruct it from passages in the Inferno, is the tale of
how Dante survived that plague, and the lessons he learned there,
making his ideas more accessible to many who might be put off by
his overtly Christian language, and revealing the real-life
situation on which such theological discourse was based. This is
far more than an interpretation or adaptation of Inferno:
this is the real story, of which Inferno is the
interpretation.

 


 



Chapter 1

“Midway upon the journey of our life

I found myself within a forest dark,

For the straightforward pathway had been lost.”

Dante, Inferno, 1.1-3

 


Dante was not lost in a dark forest. Far off
to his left, league upon league of trees stretched out sullenly,
until in the distance they crept up the sides of angular, defiant
mountains. The road where Dante sat astride his grey horse was
awash with sunlight on that spring afternoon, even though it was
still fairly cold. The landscape around him might have seemed
cheerful, were he given to such a mood that day – though like most
of his days since being driven from Florence, he was not. But the
rider’s dour mood was not the only thing tainting the panorama
around him. The whole countryside seemed to lack something: light
abundantly overflowed, but there were no sounds beyond the horse’s
footfalls – and even these seemed small and muffled, though the
horse was a big, plodding beast. No smells, and the air didn’t
carry to Dante’s tongue any hint of budding life as it should at
this time of year. He looked to the mountaintops and thought it
right to withhold joy from a scene so unnatural, flat, and
soulless.

Dante was also not midway through life’s
journey. He had been wandering Europe for several years already,
and he had started his exile at age thirty-seven. Even with the
rather generous biblical estimate that our lifespan was set at
three-score and ten, he knew he had more years behind than ahead of
him. But a life of exile had its own, special indignities that
could age a soulful, sensitive man like Dante even quicker, making
him more weary and despondent than a happy and content man would be
at a far more advanced age. Most days, Dante felt very old
indeed.

Dante had never been a handsome man. Though
the arcs of his eyebrows were delicate and graceful, his brow
overhung his eyes too much--eyes that were too small and set too
deep. His chin was far too prominent, and his nose was too pointy,
especially noticeable and unappealing since it bent slightly
downward. But since leaving Italy, Dante sometimes wondered if his
ugliness had been exacerbated and turned inward to fester and
poison him in some more permanent, irreparable way. Often when he
contemplated the afterlife – or even worse, the resurrection, with
its more complete, perfected forms of retribution – this fear froze
him, and all he could do was repeat the prayers of childhood, the
mantras of innocence and hope corresponding so little to
frightened, disappointed, cynical middle age.

It turned out that crawling to some petty
potentate’s frigid, ramshackle castle to beg for supper was the
least embarrassing part of Dante’s new lifestyle. Far more
demeaning and debilitating was the dance of dependency and
sycophancy that would ensue, the doggerel he’d have to write for
the ruler and his court, celebrating all their munificence,
bravery, and nobility. Given how meager their various
accomplishments were, Dante had to take poetic license and
embellishment all the way to outright, culpable lies in order to
compose the verses they wanted, and for which they would tolerate
and support him. God help him if they fell in “love” and required
poetry to aid their pathetic quests to copulate like the beasts
they mostly were.

There was humility, and then there was
humiliation; worse, there was the humiliation one actively longed
for, pursued, and embraced, like a dog returning to its own vomit.
That was Dante’s life, and he loathed himself for it.

If there had at least been the satisfaction
of being able to produce something good, true, and beautiful, while
whoring himself to these illiterate barbarians, it might almost
have seemed worth it. Perhaps the value of his “real” art would
outweigh and counterbalance all the sinful trash he was forced to
produce in order to survive. Dante had thought like this at first,
before the exact contours of his life in exile became clearer to
him, but lately it seemed like a useless evasion. He doubted he
could ever create something worthy of his beloved Beatrice, let
alone anything acceptable to the God he had offended and betrayed.
Better just to own up to the sinful wretch he had become and beg
the Lord to forgive and heal him.

On that nondescript road on that featureless
day, Dante burned with shame at the compromises, lies, and
pandering he had willfully perpetrated in the name of survival. He
now knew through painful experience these were far worse and more
culpable than any of his wrath against the monster Boniface, or
even his blinding arrogance at his own talent – talent for which he
was often not sufficiently grateful to God. He prayed to God for
punishment for all such affronts against Him – not with the hope of
childish prayers, but with the steady, sober resignation of middle
age.

Dante dragged the gaze of his hard eyes from
the mountaintops to the road. Some distance ahead, he saw a small,
four-legged form loping onto the roadway. It stayed there, as if
waiting for him. As Dante approached, he could have sworn it was a
lean, hopeless-looking wolf, though it hardly seemed possible. They
usually traveled in packs, and one by itself would hardly lie in
wait for a man on a horse – a victim too big for a lone animal to
take down. Dante gripped the hilt of his sword, thinking perhaps
the creature was sick or mad. Disease could make animals behave in
unnatural ways. Whatever the animal was or whatever its condition,
it remained there in the road, panting, its tongue hanging out,
looking on as Dante drew closer. Each rib was visible on its taut,
mangy side. And then, as though it really were just a phantom, it
slinked noiselessly into the woods, leaving Dante blinking and
shaking his head. Perhaps it had just been a large, starved
dog.

Then, on that day without savor or sound,
while sights deceived and confounded him, Dante finally smelled
something. He smelled smoke. Not the pressing, earthy smoke of
burning wood, and not the heady, rich smoke of roasting meat. Those
kinds of smoke would be black, and their odors would be alive. Up
ahead to the right, the smoke was white, thin, and sickly, and its
smell was dense but piercing, something raspy and malignant. Then
suddenly the silent day filled with similarly harsh, disordered
sounds – an explosion, shouts, and the high, long shriek of a
woman. Though these were the punctuations in the din now assailing
Dante, stranger and more chilling was the steady moan underlying
all of the sounds around him. It was an animal drone both more and
less alive than the other, frenzied sounds, for it was unbroken,
unwavering, like the rush of wind or water. For all his harsh
judgment of his own virtues, Dante was no coward. He automatically
nudged his horse with his heels, urging it ahead faster.

The stench increased and the tumult rose as
he rode forward, though the intensity and clarity of the sun’s
light did not change in any way at all.

 


 



Chapter 2

 


“All hope abandon, ye who enter in!”

Dante, Inferno, 3.9

 


Coming around a slight bend in the road,
Dante could now see the cottages of a small village off to his
right. They were the homes of simple people – farmers, woodsmen,
and shepherds. Several of the buildings were in flames, and people
were running around in panic, not attempting to extinguish the
fire, but just trying to escape. Some were fighting savagely with
one another among the buildings, using their bare hands or farm
implements – axes, shovels, pitchforks.

Many years before, Dante had seen
similarly-armed peasants fighting at the Battle of Campaldino. They
had made up ninety-percent of the armies, in fact, while Dante had
been part of the tiny but decisive cavalry force. This was far more
ugly, graceless, and lethal. Men grappled and hacked at each other
with a fury one would never see on a normal battlefield, where even
ill-armed and poorly-trained soldiers could retreat or surrender.
No, you only saw the limits of brutality on days like this, where
men were forced to fight like beasts, in front of their homes, with
their womenfolk and children screaming and running all around them
in terror.

Dante switched the reins to his left hand and
pulled back on them. He drew his weapon – a simple arming sword he
could wield with one hand, useful on foot or mounted, and befitting
his station and skill at arms. He had no idea how to intervene in
the melee, who was fighting, or over what, but he hung back by the
edge of the madness, unable to tear himself away.

Dante saw that even by the standards of
bestial savagery, something was wrong with these people. When one
man swinging a club was knocked down by three unarmed men, they
fell upon him and tore his clothes off with their bare hands. From
the screams and animal growls that followed, it seemed they were
tearing into his flesh with their hands and teeth, dismembering
him. Others who were knocked down were treated in an almost equally
excessive, unbelievable manner. Men with axes or shovels would
continue to hit their opponents in the head even after they’d
fallen, as though they wanted not just to kill or incapacitate
them, but to destroy their heads completely until their brains were
spread out all over the blood-soaked ground.

A crackling sound tore through the air above
them, and for an instant Dante glimpsed some smoking, orange object
in the sky, before another house exploded in flames. Sparks and
burning bits of wood and thatch flew out of the wrecked building,
pelting people indiscriminately, some of whom caught on fire as
well. The villagers were not just fighting hand-to-hand, but they
were being bombarded by some other, unseen force, further off. That
group must have been a real army, with real equipment, if they
possessed incendiary projectiles like this. Another burning wall
exploded as a man crashed through it, entirely engulfed in flames
himself. He kept on walking for much longer than Dante would have
thought possible for a person burning so intensely. But then,
survival and pain frequently drove people beyond their expected or
natural limits.

From out of the confusion, a young woman
approached Dante. She pulled her long skirts up so she could run
faster without tripping on them, and as she got closer, Dante could
see she was flushed, bloody, and sooty. Her white blouse was torn
in several places. She’d probably been hit in the face, as blood
trickled from the corner of her mouth. She was a tiny wisp of a
woman, thin and lithe everywhere except her huge, obviously
pregnant belly. In her right hand she held a large cudgel – not
really a formal weapon; it just looked like a piece of firewood
that had been handy. Dante could see it was stained red.

He dismounted as she got closer, and although
he didn’t yet raise his sword, he held it ready, wary even of a
woman in this strange place. She stopped a little distance away and
eyed him, panting. She looked over her shoulder. Dante followed her
gaze and saw one of the unarmed men had spotted them. He trudged
toward them. He must have been injured, for he walked slowly and
stiffly, as though it caused him pain.

The pregnant woman looked back to Dante. “We
have to go, sir.”

He had ridden for days in a generally
southeast direction from Budapest, and he really had no idea what
tribe or clan he was among at this point. But he knew he was
nowhere near Italy or any other civilized race, so he was shocked
to hear something he could decipher as a language somewhere between
Latin and Italian. The vowel sounds she made were different than he
was used to hearing, and the endings of the words were not quite
like either Italian or Latin, but he could understand her. Even
given their dire and violent situation, he couldn’t help but ask,
“You speak Italian?”

“What? No, sir.” She again looked over her
shoulder. “The horses are all gone. You have to take me, sir. I
can’t outrun them forever. Not like I am. And now the army has
come, we’ll all die.”

She turned and moved closer to Dante, so they
both stood facing the unarmed man who continued walking toward
them. Still eyeing the woman’s bloody piece of firewood, Dante
turned his attention to the man. He could see his mouth hung open,
and both his arms were bloody, together with much of his torso. He
favored his one leg and all his movements seemed strained, forced,
unnatural. Dante now realized the constant moaning he heard came
from this man and some of the others. He was making an animal sound
continuously, as he kept his vacant eyes fixed on the woman. Dante
raised his sword. “Stop.” His voice sounded small, polite, and
impotent through the din of the moaning and battle. “Leave her
alone.”

The man showed no interest in him, no fear at
his blade, no recognition even, but kept all his attention on the
woman. He shuffled toward her and raised his arms, as if to grab
her. Dante took a step and thrust his blade into the man’s chest,
then withdrew it. Although there was dried blood all over him, this
new wound didn’t bleed fresh. The man didn’t flinch. It had been a
good attack, a stab in the region of the man’s heart that had gone
clean through to his back. He should have gone down immediately,
dead or at least unable to breathe and on the brink of death, but
he showed no signs of noticing the wound whatsoever.

“What are you doing?” the woman shouted.
“Don’t you know how to fight them?”

The man was nearly on her as she raised her
club in both hands. With a shriek she brought it down on his head.
He staggered back, his eyes rolling upward, his jaw dropping more.
She pulled the club back over her right shoulder, still holding it
with both hands, and delivered another blow, this one to the side
of his head. It made him stagger, turn, and fall to the ground,
facedown. She’d swung so hard it threw her off balance and spun her
more than halfway around. The man didn’t seem able to get up, but
his left leg still twitched, and his hands clawed weakly at the
ground, even though any of the three blows he just took from sword
and club should have been enough to kill him. Then, like the men
Dante had earlier seen savaging those who had fallen, the woman
stood astride the man’s back and brought the club down four more
times on the back of his skull. Dante couldn’t move or speak as he
watched her reduce his head to a pile of hair, blood, brain, and
bone that spread out in an irregular splotch on the ground. His leg
and hands didn’t move anymore.

The woman dropped her club next to the body
as she stood up. Two more unarmed men were now approaching them.
“Sir, now, we have to go,” she said between ragged pants, breathing
harder than before. “We can maybe fight off some of the
strigoi, but if any of the men of the town see us, they’ll
kill us to get the horse and escape themselves.” Dante didn’t
understand the word she’d used, strigoi. It was very close
to the Italian word for “witches,” but that made no sense. The
woman stepped away from the corpse and toward Dante. “My husband
and son are dead. You have to help me, sir. I can’t do it
alone.”

He hesitated, as another projectile crashed
into a house and erupted. The smoke and heat were building around
them, stinging his eyes. He looked from the approaching men, to the
grisly pile of flesh on the ground nearby, to the panting, sweating
woman right next to him. Dante was a worldly man and had seen his
fair share of the weird, the violent, and the senseless, but he had
no way of comprehending any of the horrors happening around him. As
he looked down at the woman, he caught the rank smell of her sweat,
and it was the first reassuring thing he had sensed since the
silence of the day had been shattered minutes before. Of course,
she smelled terrified and profane, like the animal she had just
shown herself to be. But mostly she smelled alive – and more
importantly, like something that was supposed to be alive,
something with a purpose or reason to exist, unlike everything else
around them, which seemed like random chaos existing only as the
negation of everything true and real.

He stepped past her as he sheathed his sword.
He put his right foot in the stirrup and swung up on to the horse’s
back, then leaned down to extend his hand to her.

“Come,” he said.

With difficulty she climbed up behind him.
Dante had seen women sitting astride a horse before, but it still
surprised him when she swung her left leg to the other side of the
horse. Proper women didn’t ride that way, and especially not with
their legs on either side of a strange man; but proper women didn’t
beat men to death, either, so there were other things to consider
at the moment. He pulled the reins to the left, and started the
horse trotting away.

As the sounds of panic and death receded,
Dante asked her, “Which way?”

“Into the woods, sir” she said, pointing off
toward the woods Dante had seen on the other side of the road
before discovering her besieged village. “The army probably cut off
the road in either direction to kill anyone trying to escape. In
the woods we can head towards the mountains. Perhaps it’ll be
harder for the troops or the strigoi to follow us. Perhaps
we might survive.”

Dante still didn’t know what she was talking
about, either in terms of whose army this was, or what she meant by
strigoi, but now was not the time to ask. He pulled the
reins and pointed the horse toward the trees. As they moved under
the canopy, it did feel safer in the shadows. The woman’s arms
around his waist tightened. As improper as it was, it definitely
felt better and safer than anything he’d experienced in years.

“And what will we do when we reach the
mountains?”

Her head rested on his shoulder. “Go over
them, I suppose.”

“And what’s on the other side?”

“I have no idea.”

“No idea, and yet you choose to go forward?
You are a woman of great faith, then?”

“Sir, there are hundreds of men and monsters
trying to kill me. Why would the unknown frighten me? I must either
have faith, or else sit down, curse God, and die. I’m not ready to
do that.”

Her swollen belly was pressed up against his
lower back. It did not feel soft, compliant, and sensual, the way a
woman’s body usually did, the way he thought a woman’s body was
supposed to feel. Instead, it was hard, insistent, resolute. And
Dante felt sure that, like all women, she was much more aware of
her body and the signals it was sending than a man ever could
be.

“I understand,” was all he could say to her
as the horse picked its way between the trees and they went deeper
into the silent shadows.

 


 



Chapter 3

 


“Her eyes were shining brighter than the Star;

And she began to say, gentle and low,

With voice angelical, in her own language…”

Dante, Inferno, 2.55-57

 


In a few hours they were far into the forest,
embraced by its grim simplicity and, for the time being, insulated
from all the madness of men and death. Before it got too dark,
Dante stopped in a small clearing, tethering his horse and letting
it graze on the grass. The woman helped him gather wood to build a
fire. It was sure to be cold in the night, and the flames would
keep wild animals at bay. She gathered mushrooms, some early
berries, and nuts to help supplement their meager rations. There
was a small stream nearby for water as well, its water icy, clear,
and in some spots, deep.

While they were busy gathering wood, Dante
studied her. Given their odd situation, he did so as discreetly as
possible, out of respect. Even though she was of a much lower
social class than he, Dante felt he had no right to judge or demean
her. Dante’s eye for detail – especially details related to
beautiful, young women – was refined and acute enough that a few
glances at her told him a great deal, put her into a context that
related her both to this unknown, barbaric land into which he’d
fallen, and compared her to things more familiar to him.

She was exceptionally thin and lithe – a
small framed woman carrying no extra weight except what her
pregnancy had put on her. Her arms were sinewy and, through the
rips in her blouse, Dante could see the taut muscles of her back.
He shivered when he remembered her savagery as she had killed the
man. There was no doubt of her physical strength, or her
determination to use it. Her face, on the other hand, was cherubic,
probably from being pregnant, and with girlish features – small,
dark brown eyes and long, thick, brown hair. She had dimples in her
cheeks and her chin, an upturned nose, and a wide, thin-lipped
mouth. She was clearly young, but Dante remembered she’d mentioned
another son, so this wasn’t her first child. She was probably in
her late teens or early twenties.

Dante felt chilled then flushed when he
realized she was about the same age as Beatrice was the second time
he saw her in Florence, the time she had actually spoken to him and
thoroughly enthralled him. He allowed himself a small, grateful
smile for being granted such glimpses of feminine perfection. This
woman seemed so much more physical and primal than Beatrice had
been on the sunny streets of Florence, while Beatrice had seemed
completely spiritual and sublime, compared to this sweating peasant
in a dark forest. But at that moment it made no difference to him,
filling him with awe at them both. As different as the two women
clearly were, Dante knew there was something in both that made him
want to serve them, earn their respect and affection, live up to
his potential as a man. They had within themselves not merely the
object of a man’s desire, but the lure and hook that could draw him
to desire something more, better, and higher than either them or
himself, the same way the sun drew the tendrils of a plant upward,
kept it alive, and filled it with the vital force to produce
another of its kind.

The thought moved Dante from a small smile to
a slight frown. He had never lived up to Beatrice, so why should
today be any different? After seeing her a second time, he’d been
inspired to write a poem about her. He’d called it The New
Life, but his life had hardly been revived or improved by his
writing it. In his mind he remained a weak, inconstant, and, most
of all, petty and inconsequential man. The poem had only been a
trifle, and he should have long ago exceeded it in beauty and
depth, producing something worthy of Beatrice and the Lord she had
served so much better and virtuously than he did. While he’d taken
so long writing such a little, unimportant book, she had died, both
of them already having married other, more suitable people. If in
his comfortable, privileged, easy existence in Florence he had not
been able to accomplish something great, beautiful, and heroic, how
dare he think he might do something worthwhile for this poor woman
here today, in this savage, deadly land? He could barely hope to
save himself, let alone her.

Before they sat down by the fire they had
built, Dante got a jacket out of the saddle bag and offered it to
her. “Your blouse,” he said, “it’s torn. Put this on.” The coarse,
woolen, reddish-brown frock he always wore would be adequate for
him, but modesty and practicality both called for something more
for the woman, especially in her condition.

Without the danger and urgency of the deadly
attack when they had first met, she now seemed acutely aware of the
awkwardness of their situation, and the difference in their social
standing. She blushed and looked down as she took the jacket from
him. “Thank you, sir.”

They sat down to eat the food she’d found,
together with some bread and dried fruit he got out of the saddle
bags. She didn’t make eye contact, and sat on the opposite side of
the fire.

Dante realized he still didn’t know her name,
so he asked her.

“Bogdana,” she said, still looking down.

Dante nodded and restrained his grimace at
such an ugly name, in case she did look his way. It was surely a
further indication of the barbarity of this place--that anyone
could even think to place such a discordant, three-syllable
monstrosity on to such a beautiful creature. Back in Italy they
gave better, more mellifluous names to types of pasta, or rodents,
or even insects. “Beatrice” sounded exactly like what the person so
named really was – a blessed person, a blessing to others.
“Bogdana” sounded like some curse spat out when one stubbed one’s
toe or was gripped by an acute stomach cramp.

“What does this name mean?” he asked her.

“Gift of God, sir.”

Dante continued to nod. Why quibble with the
sounds and limitations of fleshly tongues and ears, if the meaning
were so right and true? After all, many blamed and mocked him for
writing in Italian rather than Latin, for they thought his native
language – even when it was the same as theirs! – was somehow low,
vulgar, base. He would have to work on keeping that in mind when he
spoke or thought of her.

“My name is Dante Alighieri.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Please, enough with the ‘sir.’ It’s not
necessary. We’re here, trying to survive. There’s no need to follow
such rules. Is that all right?”

“Yes.” She faltered and left it at that.

“I still don’t understand what language
you’re speaking, why we can communicate, if you don’t know
Italian?”

She looked up and shrugged. “I don’t know
either. I speak what I’ve always spoken, what I learned as a child.
I don’t know why it’s similar to your language.”

“What is this place called?”

She finally met his gaze fully and again
shrugged. “To the west is Hungary. Some say we belong to their
kingdom. Some say we are Moldavians and should unite with other
nearby people. We have always called ourselves Romani. I do not
know what you would call us.”

Dante thought perhaps “Romani” was a clue
that the people here remembered, however inchoately and
indistinctly, that they and their language were descended from
Roman invaders, long ago. There was no way to check the theory.
They would just have to accept that it made their present situation
much easier, since they could communicate.

“But who is your king, your monarch? Who sent
those troops that were attacking your village?”

“We have no king, if you mean someone who
rules this whole land in all directions for many days’ journey.
Here there are just local rulers, boyars, who rule their
little parts of the country. The boyar must’ve sent troops
to destroy our village, or perhaps the plague is so widespread that
several boyars banded together to attack us.”

Just as Bogdana’s name seemed oddly
incongruent, Dante thought that word, boyar, sounded a good
deal more gentle and peaceful than what he had witnessed the
boyar’s men doing back at the village.

“Some people must have fled our village when
the strigoi attacked. They must’ve gone to the city and
asked for help. But when the monsters attack, the only help is for
troops to come in and wipe out the whole area. They should’ve known
that and stayed with us to fight. We would’ve had a better chance
than we do now, with both the army and the strigoi after
us.”

“You keep saying that word--strigoi.
It must be different between our languages, because the only word I
can think of in my language that sounds like that means ‘witch,’ a
person who uses bad magic.”

Bogdana smiled. “Yes, people used to think
the strigoi were magic, some evil spirits or cursed, sinful
people. But that’s just superstition and nonsense. They are a
disease, a plague. They are simply the dead, who rise up and kill
the living.” She lowered her voice. “And eat them.” She raised her
eyebrows. “You have never heard of this before?”

Dante shook his head. “No, never. I have
never heard of such a thing anywhere else I have traveled.”

She nodded. “Well, that is a good thing, I
suppose. They are a curse only to us, and the rest of the world is
spared. Well, good for you all. Not so good for us. And not so good
for you and me today.”

“So the man you killed back at the village,
you’re saying he was already dead?” Dante could not hide the relief
in his voice. It was much more palpable than the shock and wonder
at speaking of a dead man being killed a second time.

“Yes, he was my neighbor. I knew him. I could
never do such a thing to a living man!” She lowered her eyebrows
and a hint of a glare rose in her cheeks and eyes. “What kind of
monster do you think I am?”

“Oh, no, I didn’t mean anything like that,”
he stammered. “I’m sorry. I’ve never heard of walking dead people.
I was just surprised.”

Bogdana’s eyebrows rose again and she looked
less angry. “Well, I suppose, since you’d never seen the living
dead before, you were confused. But, make no mistake, Romani are no
different than you. We raise our children and tend our crops and,
when we can, we bury our dead and mourn them. But when the plague
strikes and the dead walk, we do the same as you would. We fight
them any way we can in order to survive.”

“I understand.” He found himself saying that
to her once more, and thought he did understand her, better than he
had anyone for some time. She was simple and unadorned, unashamed
and without guile. More than love or attraction, he felt mostly
gratitude for being allowed to meet her. “You said your family was
killed?”

She lowered her head. “My husband and son
died. I am just grateful I did not have to take care of them when
they passed, end their suffering. I don’t think I could have done
that.” When she looked up, her gaze seemed more intense. “May I ask
you something? A favor? It’s quite important.”

“Of course.”

“If I die, before you kill me again, please
try to get my baby out of me. I think I’m far enough along that it
might live. I don’t know. It’s always hard, even in a normal birth.
I know it’ll be very messy and unpleasant, but someone needs to
try. It’s just not fair, otherwise. When adults die, that’s one
thing. It’s to be expected. They’ve lived, they’ve sinned, they
understand what life is. But a baby that’s never seen the sun?
That’s something else. It deserves a chance.”

Dante stared at her, as mesmerized and
unblinking as when he’d watched her pound her neighbor’s head into
a greasy, grey stain on the ground, for what she was suggesting was
nearly as incredible and unearthly as that act of violence. She was
coldly, rationally making preparations for a nearly complete
stranger to butcher her, reach into her still warm guts, and pull
out her baby. Dante now saw what real survival and real love were,
and how all the sacrifices he’d made were as empty and shallow as
the survival they’d secured for him – small, ghostly imitations of
life and love and beauty. He felt embarrassment for his meager
existence. This tiny woman knew the real depths of life, while he
had always played safely at the edges, not risking or suffering
enough.

“I don’t know if I’m able,” he said, “but
I’ll do everything I can, as if he were another Caesar.”

She smiled more broadly than he’d seen her do
before. “Oh, nothing so grand as that. Just a baby, but one that is
meant to live, I think. And thank you for agreeing to such a thing.
If you’ve never known this plague, I know it must be
difficult.”

It was turning colder. Dante got a blanket
from the horse. He and Bogdana sat at the base of a tree near the
fire, leaning against the trunk and slightly against each other,
with the blanket wrapped around them. Her breathing felt good to
him, as her head and belly had earlier, when they rested against
him with all their strength and reliability. Stealing a glance at
her, then at the stars wheeling above, he fell into a strangely
untroubled sleep.

 


 



Chapter 4

 


“A friend of mine, and not the friend of fortune,

Upon the desert slope is so impeded

Upon his way, that he has turned through terror,

And may, I fear, already be… lost”

Dante, Inferno, 2.61-64

 


Dante awoke to see Bogdana already up. She
scattered the ashes of their fire about and tried to cover them
with dirt, leaves, and pine needles. He stood and looked around.
There were some muffled sounds of birds in the distance. Dante
sniffed the air and discovered the faint smell of smoke--the same
sickly kind as before. It seemed to be coming from the east, the
direction from which they had come. They would have to keep heading
west, further into the forest.

Bogdana noticed him. “Good morning,” she
said. Not friendly, exactly, but not wary or deferent, either, as
she had been before. She just seemed comfortably familiar, and a
little harried with her activities. Of course, Dante did not know
the right tone for someone who’d asked him to rip her open like a
fish, if it should become necessary. The tone of someone who’d
slept peacefully through the night in physical contact with someone
of the opposite sex, but without any talk of romance or guilt
between them, was also unknown, disorienting territory. Things were
not like this in Florence.

“Good morning,” he returned her simple
greeting.

“We shouldn’t have slept at the same time.”
She focused on the purely practical. “The walking dead may be in
the area. We don’t know how far they’ve spread. They may have been
pushed ahead of the army as it moves into the valley. The dead move
around at night. They don’t sleep.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”

“No, it’s my fault. I should’ve remembered,
but I was just too exhausted to think of it. We’re lucky they
didn’t get us. We should be grateful. Perhaps you are favored by
God.”

Dante smiled at her. “I don’t know. The pope
had me driven from my home. I can never go back to my family or he
will have me killed – burned alive, in fact. I don’t feel very
favored.”

“The pope? You mean, the anti-Christ?”

Dante hadn’t reckoned with how far east he’d
traveled in the last few days. He was now in lands beyond Roman
Catholicism, where they were taught a quite different version of
history, of who were the heroes or villains of Christendom, of who
really held the keys entrusted to Peter. As with so much about this
strange, beautiful woman, it put his problems in a different light.
“I’m sure you call him that for a different reason than I do, but
yes, that is the one.”

“But if you are the enemy of God’s enemy,
some would say that makes you His friend.”

“Let us hope so.”

Bogdana brushed the ashes from her skirts and
walked over to the horse. “I tried to hide what was left of our
fire. I don’t think the dead can track us. They’re not very
intelligent or observant about such things, but we shouldn’t leave
any unnecessary signs for the soldiers. They’ll be looking to kill
anyone they can find, so that the plague doesn’t spread
further.”

Dante took some bread and fruit from the
saddle bags, and Bogdana gathered some food from the forest. They
shared these provisions before Dante mounted the horse and pulled
Bogdana up behind him. He nudged the horse and they started off
again.

“If we keep heading west, what will we come
to, before the mountains?”
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