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‘Vesuvius is a thrilling star-crossed romance filled with intrigue, longing, and the looming dread of impending disaster. Biehn deftly juggles the politics of a collapsing empire, fates and myths, and a budding romance all the way to an explosive finale that will have readers holding their breath’


Erik J. Brown, author of All That’s Left in the World


‘Stunning prose meets heart-pounding thrills in this tense, fast-paced work of art. A must-read for lovers of history, fantasy and thriller connoisseurs, and those who prefer their romances burning’


Sophie Gonzales, author of Only Mostly Devastated


‘Felix and Loren are your next obsession! Weaving myth and mystery with prose defter than a pickpocket’s fingers, Biehn guides readers through lively Roman streets, two boys excavating shadowy histories to find their own fortunes, and what matters most when the world is ending. Vesuvius sings – not of distant heroes but piercingly human defiance, ambition, protectiveness, and a love eternal as any epic’


Leanne Schwartz, author of A Prayer for Vengeance and To a Darker Shore


‘A beautiful tale of love and self-discovery set against the fall of Pompeii, Vesuvius is equal parts heart-wrenching and healing. Cass Biehn’s stunning debut is sure to cement itself in reader’s hearts for years to come’


Pascale Lacelle, author of Curious Tides


‘A smart, tender, queer love story set on the precipice of one of the greatest natural disasters in history, Vesuvius seethes with tension, magic, longing, and mystery. I loved the beautifully reimagined world of Pompeii, and I was absolutely rooting for Loren and Felix, two broken boys who find a home in each other, despite the apocalyptic times they find themselves in’


Jamie Pacton, author of The Absinthe Underground and The Vermilion Emporium


‘Delightful characters and a wonderful queer love story that explodes with heart’


C.S. Pacat, author of Dark Rise


‘Vesuvius is breathtaking and atmospheric, replete with secrets, hauntings, and tender longing. Readers will love this whirlwind visit to Pompeii, and they will fall in love with Felix, Loren, and their dreams – to survive, to remember, and to belong’


Jen St. Jude, author of If Tomorrow Doesn’t Come


‘Absolutely exquisite. Cass Biehn’s Vesuvius shakes the foundations. A truly spectacular debut that will leave you holding this book tender as a living thing after turning the very last page’


K. Ancrum, author of Icarus


‘Biehn has pulled off a tremendous feat: crafting a tumultuous and aching romance set in one of the most doomed places of the known world. Vesuvius is for every reader who loves bittersweet boys prying happiness out of the uncaring hands of fate’


Andrew Joseph White, author of Hell Followed With Us and The Spirit Bares Its Teeth


‘Brimming with myth and mystery, Vesuvius instantly pulls you into a whirlwind of heart-stopping action and romance and will keep you guessing until the very last page. This is a gripping debut you truly won’t want to miss’


Alex Crespo, author of Saint Juniper’s Folly and Queerceañera


‘A compulsive read with an explosive finish, Biehn’s debut is a gorgeous historical fantasy with a stirring love story made of haunting grief, and desperate dreams. Set amidst the final days of Pompeii, Biehn weaves an explosive story full of ghosts, trauma, and the relentless power of love. Felix and Loren will capture your heart and stay with you forever’


Michelle Kulwicki, author of At the End of the River Styx
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Author’s Note


Vesuvius was born in the summer of 2020, when the world had shut down, but suffering had escalated. I was angry, I was isolated, and I was scared. So I did what I’d always done, what my blood and bones know to do: I wrote what I needed to read.


I needed a book about two queer kids changing their fate. I needed a book to show that although trauma molds us, it does not define us. I needed a book about facing down the end of the world – a swallowing dark wave – and saying no.


Although heavily researched, I’m the first to admit that Vesuvius takes some creative liberties with history. But one thing will forever be true: queer people existed in ancient times as they exist today. Young people like Felix and Loren lived and loved then as they do now – and my hope is that you, the reader, can see yourself or a friend in their story.


At the time Vesuvius goes to print, we’re on the precipice of great global change. From a rise in banned books to politicians challenging our right to exist and to love and to have autonomy over our own bodies, it’s probable that scary times are ahead, especially for those most vulnerable in our communities. But I think now more than ever, it’s heartening to look back at how queer people have always existed throughout history, even in the face of insurmountable odds. Queerness is beautiful, diverse, and – most importantly – resilient. When we stick together and find community, our stories will never be lost.


Just like Felix and Loren in Vesuvius, we’re here, we’re facing down the dark wave, and we’re saying no.









Chapter I


FELIX


Felix robbed the Temple of Apollo just before dawn.


Temples were embarrassingly easy. Bolts of fine fabrics, sacks of coins, baskets of cherries left to rot – any thief worth his salt knew it was fair game. Nothing fun about it. So unchallenging, in fact, that the afternoon before, following a quick scout, Felix almost looked the other way. Moved on.


Until he spotted Apollo’s treasure: a shiny silver helmet unguarded on a plinth and begging to wear Felix’s fingerprints all over it. A feeling far stronger than want sparked in his gut, a magnetic pull to an item that’d buy him a damn palace if he rolled his dice right.


No question about it. Felix would own the helmet.


At a tavern, he challenged the temple’s guard to a drinking game until the man slipped into a wine-thick slumber. Afterwards, edging daybreak, Felix crept into the temple, snatched the helmet and strolled out. Too easy.


In retrospect, he should have realised much sooner that he was being followed.


Two streets from the Forum, muffled footsteps fell in sync with his. Fine. Felix could shake them. He picked up the pace. When the soft schnick of a gladius drawn from its sheath split the night air, he moved a little faster.


Felix had spent less than a day in Pompeii, but like any good Roman town, it was laid out in a grid. It didn’t matter if he took two detours or ten, the side streets would spit him out onto the main road eventually. His sandals slapped against uneven cobblestones. Novice move. Every thief knew the best work was accomplished barefoot, in silence. But this was supposed to be an easy job. In, out, on the road. Let the city lament its stolen treasure when Felix was already halfway to Herculaneum.


Damn it. Ducking into an alley, Felix spared half a second to kick off his sandals. His only pair, but not worth more than his hands. Or his neck. Once he sold the silver, he’d replace them. That was the elegance of rejecting sentimentality. If you never got attached, losing things was just that. Simple.


Cradling the helmet under his arm, Felix set off again, footfalls whisper-quiet.


His plan should have worked. He’d pulled off trickier heists with far more to lose. Like the other week, when he stole half a dozen bottles of top-shelf wine from the Lassius vineyard south of the city. Felix had made a decent profit hawking them in Salernum’s market before guards chased him from the town. Really, it wasn’t fair. Reselling wasn’t a crime per se.


Speaking of wine – Felix made another detour to grab his satchel, stashed in an alcove. Salernum’s guards may have taken his earnings, but he still had one bottle left, and he intended to cash in on it.


Then he dashed for the city wall. A giddy, hushed laugh bubbled in his chest, a burgeoning high from the thrill of the game. Damn, he was good at this.


Right then, bare feet flying over stone in a backwater city he never had to see again, Felix had no past. He had no future.


He had that moment. It was exactly enough.


But all the luck Felix’s name promised him ran out at the gate.


As though he’d read Felix’s mind, a bulky man waited under the archway leading out of Pompeii, a scarlet cape dripping from his shoulders. Not a city guard; the officer Felix had drunk with wore muted brown. This was some patrician’s private guard, the type desperate to do their master’s dirty work, even when it broke the law.


Hoping against hope the guard hadn’t seen him, Felix turned and picked a different path. Time for a new plan. He was good at that, shifting strategies as easily as slipping coins from a pocket. If he ever took an apprentice – perish the thought, children made him uncomfortable – Felix would teach the core rules the way his da’ had taught him. Rule one, of course, was: don’t love anything you can’t stand to lose.


Rule two: know when to quit the chase.


Felix wouldn’t make it out of Pompeii this morning. But he could stash the helmet for now, reclaim it when a sword-wielding guard wasn’t dogging his heels. A trio of crates sat tucked down an alley. He prised the lid off one and found it full of milled grain. But when he settled the helmet inside, he hesitated. Grain spilled between the twin metal wings framing a sharp nose plate and hollow eyes. An uncanny sensation of recognition washed over him. Like those eyes had stared him down before, but he couldn’t place where. When.


Felix shook the feeling off and focused on his real connection to the helmet – what it could buy. His hands had never held value like this. The helmet was his ticket to the next ten towns, and that meant staying alive another few months. It meant bread in his belly that he’d bought instead of stolen, or a bed of his own where he didn’t feel the discomfort of another’s body so near. Watching wheat swallowing silver swooped his stomach the same way dropping from a height did.


If only his father could see Felix now, mourning what he’d only held for just a moment.


‘I’ll be back,’ Felix swore.


The helmet, buried in grain, offered no reply.


Replacing the cover and brushing off his hands, he strolled back onto the main road.


He only made it two blocks before the point of a sword met the nape of his neck.


‘To your knees.’


When Felix didn’t obey, the guard swiped his blade across the back of Felix’s calves, the pain so startling he collapsed. Blood trickled from the twin cuts, sluicing through the dust on his legs in slick, sticky rivers. A half-formed thought crossed his mind – that he should crawl away – but he wouldn’t make it a foot before the guard’s blade found a different place to slice.


A large hand wrapped around Felix’s throat from behind and tightened.


‘How did you take the helmet?’ the guard demanded.


Felix struggled. Seemed the wrong question to ask. Wouldn’t a more productive one be—


‘Where is the helmet?’


‘Don’t know what you mean,’ Felix wheezed. The grip constricted. He clawed any skin he could reach, aimed an elbow and missed spectacularly. Useless. White spots, then—


Freedom. Felix slumped, palms pressed to the cobblestones, chest heaving.


‘You’ll come with me,’ the guard said.


He didn’t leave Felix with a choice. He dragged him up by his tunic. Breath hot in Felix’s ear, the guard muttered, ‘Make noise and I’ll gut you. Leave your body to stink in the streets.’


Felix swallowed hard, dread coiling his nerves. The guard pushed and prodded him to a different section of the city. Cobblestones changed colour, worn grey shifting to modern red. The villas here were newer, gated and walled, a sure sign this was the wealthy part of town. Only society’s richest could afford this degree of privacy, walls clean of graffiti, no vulgar anatomical artwork to be seen. They halted before one of the larger houses, but the guard didn’t usher Felix through the front gate. Instead, he was marched down a side street to the servants’ entrance.


Candlelight illuminated the small chamber Felix was shoved into. An alcove in the wall held a pair of carved ivory statues, a dancer and a jester. They must be the household gods. Lares, symbols of the owner’s values, home protectors and other things Felix didn’t waste his breath or coin on. He didn’t know which minor deities this pair represented. In the dim light, the jester’s grin stretched into a leer, and the dancer’s limbs were pulled too long, like misshapen dough. Felix shivered away.


‘Drop your bag, thief,’ the guard said.


Felix’s lip curled. ‘I didn’t take anything. But if this is how you handle petty theft, I’d hate to see you deal with a real criminal.’


His satchel was ripped off his shoulder and upended. Cherries and coins – so what if he dipped into the stash when he scouted the temple that afternoon? – scattered across tile. Felix’s last bottle of wine rolled out like an accusation.


Felix stifled a wince. ‘All mine. Mine before.’


Brow raised, the guard picked a ring of skeleton keys from the mess. Shit.


‘I apprentice with a locksmith.’


‘Right.’ The keys clanked as the guard tossed them to the side. ‘Now explain the wine.’


‘Plan on interrogating me over everything in my bag? You’re in for a long night.’


‘Not an interrogation,’ a cool voice said. ‘Thank you, Darius. I will take it from here.’


A figure leaned against the wall, his arrival so sudden and silent he might have materialised from shadow. For such an early hour, he was immaculately dressed, tunic pressed, tall boots laced. Leather gloves encased his hands. A badge glinted at his shoulder, a crest of a swooping hawk. Some kind of statesman, a politician or patrician.


‘So this is the thief,’ the statesman said. ‘Have a seat.’


‘Not a thief,’ Felix muttered. But the statesman merely smiled, impassive. Felix’s skin crawled, the hair on his arms standing on end. This was the sort of man who looked as though he’d never held a strong opinion in his life. Those men, in Felix’s experience, were the most dangerous. No commitment to any one cause, they’d change their mind on a whim if the outcome suited them better.


Darius the guard retreated to the door, stance casual but sword still drawn.


Felix sat on the edge of a wicker chair and chanced a glance around. He’d have to brave Darius to slip outside, and diving through the other door would only suck him deeper into a strange house. He wouldn’t get out of this by force, at least not yet.


For the first time, Felix noticed the painting dominating the back wall: a conical mountain with steep slopes and Bacchus, god of wine, blessing the fertile soil. Below writhed a snake. He recognised the mountain as the one north of the city: Vesuvius. But he wondered what – or who – the snake was meant to represent.


The statesman held up the bottle. ‘Expensive taste. This isn’t your everyday drink.’


Felix knew. That was the point.


His back facing Felix, the statesman popped the cork, and Felix glowered as ruby liquid poured into a pair of silver cups. Sealed, that bottle could have bought him new sandals. When the statesman turned, he passed one cup to Felix. On instinct, Felix brought it to his nose. Sugar, mostly. Then – an undercurrent of acrid.


‘You dosed this.’ Felix sniffed again. ‘Poppy sap. Lassius wine is sickly sweet. This stinks of bitter.’


‘Well versed in poison?’


‘No.’ Felix set his cup firmly on the tiled floor. ‘I just drink too much.’


‘Clever.’ Wicker and wood creaked as the statesman settled into the chair opposite. In the flickering candlelight, his eyes seemed drained of colour. Reflecting orange flame, but otherwise empty. ‘I’ll admit, the wine was a test. You passed.’


‘I’m not your student.’


‘Too clever for games, I see.’


Felix had the distinct impression he was being mocked. Don’t rise to it. Still, whatever his expression betrayed must have been satisfactory. Amusement tugged the statesman’s lips.


‘Tell me, boy. Do you believe in magic?’


Felix snorted. ‘No. Horseshit.’


The statesman ran his gloved index finger around the rim of his own cup. Round and around. Unease grew as Felix tracked the movement. Nails bit into the meat of his palms. He hadn’t realised how tightly he clenched his fists until the sting reminded him to stay in the moment. He made his trade in details, the cataloguing of them, the weaponising. Being a thief was about spotting the right details and not letting a stranger distract him with others.


‘Interesting position to take,’ the statesman continued. ‘For you, anyway. Tell me who you studied under. A priest? Which temple?’


‘Couldn’t tell you.’


‘Don’t you remember?’


Felix shifted. The comment teased wounds where the only memories left were scars. Normally it suited him fine, lacking the ability to remember. Dwelling on history, fixating on the future – neither pastime kept him alive. But something about the statesman’s question prodded Felix the same way wicker bands jabbed his sliced calves.


Rich people had the worst furniture.


‘I consider myself a collector,’ the statesman continued. With an arrogant flip of his wrist, he held his cup to the side. Wordlessly, Darius came forward to whisk it away. ‘Land. Items. People, when it suits me. I have a specialised interest.’


‘What does this have to do with me?’


‘Because I saw you in the Forum earlier, casing the temple. Subtle, but I recognised how hungrily you watched the helmet. As if you would die for it. Or worse.’ The statesman’s smile widened. ‘Do you realise how precious that helmet is? Some call it divine, and Pompeiians are a superstitious bunch. They take everything as an omen, and they won’t take news of its disappearance easily, nor exercise clemency when they catch its thief. But you and I have more in common than you know. Two wanderers who lost our home, trying to find a way back to it. The helmet can help us both get there.’


Sweat beaded on the nape of Felix’s neck. He itched to demand how a helmet could help reclaim home. How the statesman knew Felix didn’t have a home, not since he fled Rome six years ago, but asking questions would betray what he knew about the helmet, an admission he couldn’t afford.


Besides, this man already had everything, a house and guards and silver cups. The statesman could buy twenty helmets. He could have stolen this helmet himself, then staged its triumphant recovery, if that was what he wanted. Somehow, Felix didn’t think that was the statesman’s goal.


He repeated, ‘Horseshit.’


‘At least entertain my offer before baiting me towards anger, as I’ve humoured you.’


But thieves weren’t humoured. It was a kill-first, question-later lifestyle.


‘Afraid I can’t help you.’ Felix rose, sizing up Darius blocking the exit. ‘My father is waiting for me.’


The statesman allowed Felix to make it halfway to the door. Then he said, voice the drawl of a lazy predator, ‘Your father is dead.’


Felix stiffened, vision flashing red as bloodied ground. ‘What the fuck would you know about my father?’


His sudden rage distracted him. Seizing the opportunity, Darius lunged and slammed Felix to the ground. He wrenched Felix’s wrists behind his back, shoving his chest against the floor.


‘A fortunate guess.’ The statesman paced to Felix’s front, peering down his nose. ‘You could say I know how to inspire reaction. Where is the helmet?’


‘I don’t know,’ Felix snarled, wriggling pointlessly.


‘You will bring it to me. Bring it to me, and you may leave the city with a full purse. I’ll even give you a horse. Wouldn’t that be a treat?’


‘Liar.’ Felix spat. It landed an inch from the statesman’s leather boot.


The statesman sighed. ‘A different approach, then. Let’s see if my technique works. Once you remember what was taken from you, you’ll be as keen for revenge on Rome as I am.’


Darius hauled Felix to his knees by his tunic for a second time. By sunrise – if he survived that long – Felix’s knees would be a blue, battered mess. He felt less than human, teeth bared and chest heaving, but the statesman appeared unconcerned as he knelt before him. Distantly, he was aware of the statesman peeling off his leather gloves, but he couldn’t tear his eyes from the colourless gaze locking him in place.


‘We’ll be partners,’ said the statesman wistfully. ‘Collaborators. Cassius and Brutus of a new age.’


He cupped Felix’s jaw in his bare hands, and Felix slumped into a dim nothing.


Or not nothing.


He had the strange sensation of . . . falling. Dragged by a weight, bricks tied to his ankles, he plummeted backwards. Blood pounded in his ears. Scenes teased him, memories of the night he’d had, told in reverse: cool cobblestones underfoot, smooth silver in his hand. Earlier, the sour tang of cheap wine while a drunk guard slumped across a table.


Earlier. An open road, stolen wine clinking in his bag.


Earlier, still. Salernum’s city stench. The Lassius vineyard by moonlight.


A thumb prodded Felix’s memory, flipping through scenes of his near past like sifting through a stack of papyrus. Searching. The sensation was uncomfortable, invasive, a foul mix of foreign and familiar. It churned his stomach, made him ache to flinch. He didn’t tolerate touch well on a good day, and this was far from a good day.


Further back. To the time Felix had spent in the south of the empire, considering catching a ferry across the sea to Alexandria before learning the cost outweighed his pockets. He traced his path north in reverse, sleepless nights and heart-pounding chases and scattered roof tiles.


Until, at last, it landed on the road from Rome. There the thumb paused. Contemplated.


But nothing existed beyond that gate, Felix knew. He had lingered in that memory-space enough times to have lost hope of remembering what once dwelt there.


Except – in flashes – twin snakes curling up his father’s forearm. A statue on a dais, pointing to the heavens, hollow-eyed, a man in long robes shuffling near—


The clatter of silver on stone struck the memory down, and Felix opened his eyes. The statesman’s hand had fallen away. Felix sucked in a breath so full it tore his lungs. His mind spun. At his side, wine spread across tile, his abandoned cup having tipped over unprompted. The statesman, too, looked shaken.


Then the ground lurched beneath Felix’s knees, and he realised it was the world that was shaking.


Darius’s grip loosened, and Felix scrambled away. Another grab. He was quicker.


He had no idea what was happening, how the statesman had made him lose consciousness, why the world was cracking apart, any of it, but he wasn’t about to waste this chance. He catapulted through the door, into the alley, and sprinted.


Running over angry ground was treacherous. Cobblestones jumped to bite his ankles. Tiles crashed from roofs, shattering in deadly shards. Felix was dimly aware of shouting as the city received this violent awakening, but all that faded to background noise.


Because Darius still chased him. Not even the end of the damn world would shake him off Felix’s tail.


Think. Think. Gods, his legs ached.


Felix had passed a temple on his way into the city yesterday, and he riffled through his mind, trying to pick out the street it stood on. If he could reach it, he could claim sanctuary. Time spent in any temple had never served his goals before – had compromised them, most often – but the attendants inside would be bound by ancient laws to honour that claim. All he had to do was survive long enough to get there.


Up ahead, a heavy wooden door beckoned Felix forward. He leaped up the few short stairs, slammed through the unlocked door and prayed for the first time in years that someone was inside.


He found himself in an open-air courtyard, surrounded by a portico of marble columns and painted frescoes. An altar, bowl absent, jutted from packed dirt, and the temple’s inner chamber, the cella, loomed in the centre.


Empty. Damn.


Barefoot and bloody, his pulse thrummed. He trained his eyes on the door, waiting for Darius to barrel through. He envisioned iron arcing through air, a deadly downward crescent. One step back. Two.


Light spilled in a crisp, golden streak. A sharp intake of breath from behind.


Felix wasn’t alone as he’d thought.


He turned. At the top of the cella’s steps, a tall figure had frozen, half silhouetted in the glow of the open door. A veil obscured the lower part of their face. Felix’s eyes fell onto long, elegant fingers clutching a bronze bowl. He tottered. For a brief, bleary second, he was certain he was in the company of a god. But no. Impossible. Felix rejected the thought as soon as it passed, for the same reason he refused to dwell on what the statesman had done to his mind.


Both broke Felix’s most vital rule of all: magic isn’t worth the cost of belief.


Still, Felix stared, transfixed, as the figure descended the stairs, each footfall a sharp echo in the silent courtyard. He hardly dared breathe lest it shatter the spell.


The stranger whispered, ‘Not you.’


Then the bronze bowl crashed against the side of Felix’s head.









Chapter II


LOREN


Loren’s life was easier before he started dreaming of the copper-haired ghost.


Months of jolting from sleep in a cold sweat, the ghost’s name lingering on the tip of his tongue, out of reach, and now he was here to haunt Loren in person.


Except ghosts surely didn’t crumple after being struck with an altar bowl.


This was a boy, flesh and blood, and Loren had killed him. Just like that.


By pure luck, Loren reacted in time to catch him before he hit the floor. They sank to the ground together, the boy’s curls splayed over his lap.


‘I’m so sorry,’ Loren said. ‘So, so sorry.’


He didn’t stir.


In all fairness, the subject of Loren’s worst nightmares showing up blood-splattered and wild-eyed at his job was more than a little unsettling. Especially after the night he’d had, tossing and turning and shouting awake, then the quake . . . But dear Isis, he hadn’t meant to commit murder. Fear and guilt swirled in his stomach. Clumsy fingers searched for a pulse, but his hands shook so badly he doubted he’d found the right point.


Raised voices and pounding feet at the temple’s entrance knocked Loren from his reverie.


‘This is sacred ground,’ barked Camilia, another temple attendant. ‘Sheathe your sword.’


She tried to block a man in leather armour from charging into the courtyard. Loren had to give her credit. Short but fierce, Camilia threw orders like a legionnaire captain, all while dressed in a sleeping tunic, cropped hair tangled as a bird’s nest. Privately, Loren marvelled at the speed with which she’d got here following the quake. Camilia lived across town, but nothing, not even distance, could stand between her and the temple during a crisis.


‘You harbour a criminal,’ the guard said. ‘By order of my master—’


‘I don’t care if your master is Emperor Titus himself. You will not come in here. We have no criminals.’


Camilia didn’t know, Loren realised. She hadn’t seen him yet. Hooking his arms around the body, Loren attempted to edge them both behind the altar. The boy’s head lolled sickeningly. Camilia’s back faced them, but the guard spotted the movement. He gestured with his gladius.


‘Explain that.’


Camilia turned.


Sometimes Loren wished his mystical gift was less prophetic in nature and more like the thought-sharing sort he read about in stories. At least that would be useful, something he could control. Particularly in times like these, when Camilia glared him down, eyes unreadable. Loren had found himself the recipient of this look far too often lately.


I’ll tell you everything. Every detail. Loren thought it as hard as he could at her. Just get rid of him.


Camilia’s jaw clenched.


‘Goddess Isis is a friend to the downtrodden,’ she said at last. ‘We provide sanctuary to all.’


The guard sneered. ‘The thief didn’t come here for sanctuary.’


‘Thief or not, you can’t touch him under our protection. Surely your master is familiar with Roman law?’


Loren’s heart raced. Camilia’s boldness toed a line. Temple grounds or not, women didn’t have the option of being bold when it came to dealings with sword-wielding men.


The guard’s eyes slid past Loren and lingered on the collapsed body. After an excruciating pause, he sheathed his sword.


‘I will report what transpired here.’ He nodded, reeking of condescension, before striding from the temple.


Camilia stayed stiff until the door stopped swinging, then exhaled. ‘That should keep him from our door for now.’


‘For now,’ Loren echoed dully.


She hurried to Loren’s side, brushing the boy’s curls back for a better look at his blood-drained face. He couldn’t be much older than Loren’s age, sixteen. ‘Gods, Loren, what did you do to him? Is he alive?’


‘It was an accident.’ Loren yanked off his smothering veil. ‘Well, I hit him, but only because he frightened me.’


‘He attacked you?’


Loren laughed, a choked little noise. There was another point in his defence: anyone who witnessed the brutality he endured nightly would have reacted the same, bowl and all. But Camilia didn’t believe his dreams. She had already made that clear.


She checked the boy’s pulse. ‘Still beating. Good. I don’t know what we’d do if we had to hide a body.’


Too late, Loren caught her teasing tone. But the joke didn’t hit. He was too overwhelmed by the confirmation that he hadn’t, in fact, killed someone. He scrapped his defence tally – no murder, no murder trial.


Together they lugged the thief, as the guard called him, into the private quarters. No sooner had they settled him on a chaise than he stirred, lashes fluttering and lips parting. Camilia frowned. From her tunic pocket, she withdrew a vial. Uncorking it, she dripped liquid into his open mouth.


‘Diluted poppy sap,’ she explained. ‘Should keep him quiet for a few hours until we work out what to do with him.’


‘You carry that in your nightclothes?’


‘Helps me sleep. Must be careful, though. It’s potent.’ She tucked the vial away. ‘He’s handsome, isn’t he? Look at that clever jaw.’


Despite their circumstances, Loren’s cheeks burned, and he pretended for the world that the thief had no jaw at all, let alone a clever one. Gods. ‘I thought you weren’t attracted to boys. Men.’


‘I still have eyes.’ She left Loren kneeling by the couch to fix a toppled stool. ‘How did the building fare?’


Loren blinked. The thief’s arrival had caught him so off guard he’d nearly forgotten the quake. ‘No major damage, I think, but I didn’t inspect. Castor and Pollux bolted. I don’t know when we’ll see them again.’


He tore his eyes from the rise and fall of the boy’s chest and scooted back. Distance eased his rattled nerves. Pulling his hair over his shoulder, he picked apart his sleep-mussed braid and started to redo it. It wasn’t until he reached the end that he realised his hands were still trembling.


‘Loren?’


He jumped when Camilia touched his shoulder. Craning his neck, he offered a half smile.


She met it with a frown. ‘Are you all right?’


‘The quake put me on edge.’


‘You were here early.’


‘Thought I’d start the chores.’


‘Well-timed that you were here, with the quake.’ Her eyes narrowed. ‘Well-timed that the altar flame had already been put out. That the bowl wasn’t on the altar at all.’


So she had noticed. Loren gnawed his lip.


‘Tell me you weren’t trying to scry again,’ Camilia snapped. ‘Tell me you aren’t possibly that—’


Loren didn’t have the patience to rehash this same argument after a night of no sleep. He knew it wasn’t his place to scry. He knew he upset the divine order of Olympus by being a ‘non-ordained oracle with a penchant for meddling’, or however Camilia phrased it. The last thing he needed was to be reminded of his own delusion. Again.


‘We should return to the courtyard,’ Loren said tersely. ‘If the quake woke you, it’s only a matter of time before the Priest arrives.’


Camilia levelled him with one final glare before sweeping from the room.


The thief shifted, but lost in the deep pool of poppy sap, he didn’t stir other than a brief furrow of his brow, as if he too saw unpleasantries in his sleep. Loren could’ve laughed if the situation at all warranted it. Instead, he felt ill.


If the thief woke, would he reach for a knife? Would he become the lifeless, cruel ghost Loren was all too intimate with? Burn the city, the way he did in Loren’s dreams? Which of his friends would the thief cut down?


How long until the thief collapsed Pompeii’s sky, with all of them trapped beneath?


Loren came to Pompeii with hopes of using his gift to help. To prove his value beyond his family name. But his visions only showed hurt, with no way he could fathom to stop it.


‘Why you?’ Loren whispered, ragged. ‘Why now?’


No answer. There never was.


Loren lingered by the thief’s side a moment more, staring at anything but him, wondering if there was a way he could turn back time. Wondering if it would make a difference.


By the time Loren quelled his shaking fingers by rebraiding his hair thrice, sunrise was upon them, and the others trudged in.


They were an odd assortment, this cult of Isis. For one, they had the Priest, a man older than stone, who spent most of his days inhaling fumes wafting off the altar. Then there were the twins, Sera and Shani, two middle-aged women who never seemed to enjoy being around each other, or anyone else for that matter. Camilia, of course, and Loren.


And Celsi, the previous errand boy, but they didn’t mention him anymore.


Sera’s voice hit Loren’s ears first, louder and more sinister than her sister’s. He cringed as he edged back into the courtyard.


‘ . . . another quake,’ she was saying. ‘Three in as many months. If I didn’t know better, I would think the gods were angry.’


‘You do think the gods are angry,’ Shani replied mildly. ‘You said so just last night.’


The sisters supported a hobbled figure, the Priest, still half asleep. As Sera and Shani bickered, Loren crept to join Camilia. In his absence, she had tamed her hair, pulled on attendant robes and returned the bowl-turned-weapon to the altar. Now she coaxed a small fire to burn higher.


‘Have you thought what we should tell them?’ he whispered.


‘Is that my problem?’ Camilia placed a bundle of incense in the crackling flames. Blue smoke curled into the early sky.


The Priest finally roused, and he pointed to Loren. ‘You, child,’ he said, and Loren felt the warm glow of acknowledgment for a heartbeat before the old man continued, ‘fetch a stool.’


Loren held back a sigh. Errand boy. Retrieving the spindly stool, he placed it beside the altar, and Shani helped the Priest settle onto it. He inhaled the burning herbs, eyes glazing over.


‘Mm, that is nice. Camilia, dear, what are these fumes?’


Camilia frowned. ‘Purchased from the hemp shop.’


The Priest smacked his lips. ‘Divine. Now, where were we?’


‘Earthquakes,’ said Shani.


‘The gods’ wrath,’ offered Sera.


‘Perhaps a bit of both,’ the Priest said. ‘It does make one wonder. Back in my day, the earth shaking called for great appeasement. Greater than burning a bit of hemp, at any rate.’


‘Back in our day,’ Sera said, ‘the gods listened.’


Shani scoffed. ‘Oh, don’t let her start. Harping about the old days, as if the crone even remembers last week.’


Sera’s nostrils flared, but Camilia stepped between them. ‘Save it for the Forum. Or the tavern.’


Loren let himself huff properly this time, pulling away to slump on the stairs of the cella. Another day of pointless bickering, no different from his past four years here, where everyone had a voice but him and nothing was accomplished. He suspected if he told them about the thief’s starring role in his nightmares, they might turn an ear. But only long enough to laugh. Or grow angry with him, the way Camilia had, for meddling where he shouldn’t. Sometimes Loren feared he bore the curse of Cassandra, the Greek prophetess: cursed to speak truths, doomed to be painted a liar.


All Loren needed was a chance.


‘A boy sleeps in the back,’ he blurted, ears burning hot when four shocked pairs of eyes turned on him. ‘He claimed sanctuary this morning. We don’t know his name, but—’


‘Is he handsome?’ Sera asked at the same time Shani cooed, ‘Poor dear.’


Camilia’s mouth twitched down, but Loren met her glare. Despite her mockery, she’d probably been concocting some grand revelation of the thief’s presence to prove to the Priest what a good temple trainee she was. Loren didn’t feel the least bit guilty for snatching her opportunity.


‘A thief, not a boy,’ she corrected. ‘That’s what the guard who chased him here called him.’


The Priest, still clouded in smoke, scratched his chin. ‘A thief. Perhaps . . .’


‘Perhaps,’ said Sera and Shani together.


‘Perhaps?’ said Camilia.


The four exchanged a glance, and Loren ached at the way he sat apart.


For the second time that morning, the Priest pointed at Loren. ‘Child, fetch water. Return quickly. Time is wasting.’


Loren scrambled up. ‘What are we doing?’


‘Don’t speak unless spoken to,’ Sera added, waving him off. ‘Gods, youths are so mouthy these days.’


Loren didn’t fetch water. At least, not right away.


Frustration followed him from the temple to the market street. Even hopping across the series of knee-high stones to the other side of the road did nothing to improve his temper, even though it was an activity that had once charmed him as a new arrival to the bustling city, four years prior.


Part of growing older, he’d found, was that everything lost its shine. For a dreamer, that realisation didn’t bode well.


Only Nonna calling his name from further up the street jolted him from his sour mood, though Loren mostly credited that to the sweet roll she slipped him. Honey melted on his tongue, chasing away bitter anxiety.


‘My sweet Loren,’ Nonna said when he kissed her brown, dough-soft cheek. ‘What have I told you about wearing a scowl so deep? Those lines follow you to your deathbed.’


Grandmother to the city in all but blood, Nonna kept her collection of strays well-fed. She gave so much away, Loren didn’t understand how she kept her bakery afloat. But he ran errands for her, so he reckoned that made them even.


He swiped another roll for his pocket. ‘Are you all right after the quake?’


She flapped a dismissive hand and returned to scoring lines on dough. ‘I only pray it rattled sense into the council. Taxes here, taxes there, and more to come, I fear, though it is never the council who pays the price.’


‘They voted down the proposal to raise rates last week. Umbrius said—’


Nonna scoffed. ‘Umbrius is a man of many words and little substance. Gods only know why you wish to join him. Chew with your mouth closed, sparrow, and go. Nonna’s turn to be busy.’


Easy as that, his storm clouds returned. Loren knew her words carried no heat, but her jab at his political ambitions stung worse than usual. Why should the council welcome Loren when he wasn’t privy to his own temple’s plans? Even when he knew more about the thief than anyone? Errand boy.


For good measure, he crammed a third roll in his mouth, fleeing before her scolding could catch him. Hoisting the water jug on his hip, he set off up the Via Stabiana in search of a functioning spout.


Red and yellow awnings hung vibrant in the sun. Merchants displayed their wares: plates and spoons, sandals and boots, silks and linens. Mountains of autumn pomegranates teetered, piles of fresh sardines sweated. Fragrant spiced nuts simmered in a wine-filled vat, and the seller hawked out prices that changed by the moment. A donkey-drawn cart trundled past, wheels creaking in cobblestone grooves.


Even the quake hadn’t managed to do more than shake the surface. At her core, the city was built to carry on.


Familiar sounds and smells enveloped Loren, but he couldn’t relax into them. Not when the catalyst for his city’s destruction lay unconscious by his own hand.


He passed two fountains, but a quake that summer had knocked one dry, and the other had a line around the block. Sighing, he pressed on until the hum of the merchant district quieted and the hush made him itch. At the far end of the Via Stabiana, by the city’s northernmost gate, he could have been the only soul awake. A water tower gurgled away in the shade of the city wall. Cool water thundered into the clay jug, splattering Loren’s temple robes, but he paid the mess no mind. His gaze had snared on the open gate and the countryside beyond.


Pompeii was everything. Pompeii held all Loren’s desires his parents spent his childhood stomping out. Pompeii was opportunity. Freedom. Ambition.


So why did Loren feel so trapped?


Corking the jug, Loren propped it against the spout, then – just to prove he could – strode through the gate and into the long shadow of Vesuvius.


The mountain dominated the horizon, sharp and steep as the fang of some wild animal, but it wasn’t half so vicious. It stood watch over the city, an old sentry. The road snaked towards it through low hills. Herculaneum, Pompeii’s sister town, lay beyond. Further northwest was their capital, Rome. But breathing didn’t come easier out here.


Anyone else – anyone smarter, more selfish – would have left Pompeii after the first dream of its destruction. After Loren woke, gasping for breath, with the truth buzzing in his head: that the city was doomed. Cleaner to cut one’s losses, escape before it became clear no one would ever take his visions seriously.


His parents had words for him: delusional. Stubborn. Filled with hubris, the same pride that dogged Odysseus and Icarus and all other heroes of misfortune.


Loren called it hope. He had to believe fate could be changed. He had to believe that the bloodied boy who stumbled into the temple – the living counterpart of the nightmarish ghost who caused the destruction – was Loren’s answer to stopping Pompeii’s calamity.


‘There are closer fountains in town,’ said a girl’s voice from behind with a dismissive sniff. ‘I passed four.’


‘Half of which are dry.’ Loren didn’t turn. ‘Last time I petitioned the council to fund repairs, I was escorted out. And asked not to return.’


Fabric rustled against stone as Aurelia slipped from her perch on one of the hundreds of above-ground tombs lining the road. She picked a late-season poppy as she crunched closer. Circles hung low under her eyes, far too dark for a girl of only twelve. Aurelia was the same age Loren had been when he’d fled his family’s villa, but she always struck him as older. Mature wasn’t the right word for it. Removed from her time, more like. At least, when she wasn’t throwing pebbles at him or picking fights with those twice her size.


‘Couldn’t sleep?’ Loren asked, dreading the answer.


‘I came to visit Pappa. He never liked hearing about my nightmares, but he listens now.’ Aurelia’s nose wrinkled. ‘Besides, I knew to find you here.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Saw it.’


His stomach sank. ‘Aurelia.’


‘Not like that. I saw you leave the temple, then stop with Nonna. I raced you.’ She grinned, a wild thing, showing off her missing front tooth. ‘I won.’


‘You can’t win against someone who didn’t know they were playing.’


‘Spoken like the loser of a race. What’s the real reason you’re out here?’


Loren closed his eyes against the glaring sun cresting over Vesuvius’s flank, schooling his features. The champion of half-truths, he said, ‘I needed fresh air.’


‘Something else is the matter.’ She flopped into the grass, stripping her poppy of its petals. Dark curls curtained her face. ‘But fine. Don’t tell me. I’ll work it out. I always do.’


He couldn’t help the fond tug of his mouth. It died quickly.


A familiar ache panged his gut. Often he wished he could lay their dreams side by side, examine them, see where they matched and where they differed. He didn’t know which would be worse – confirmation they saw the same end, or that her horrors were ones he hadn’t yet seen.


Aurelia knew of their shared plight. It was what drew them together, close as brother and sister. But it was his responsibility not to worsen her burden by telling her what he saw. Not when most visions involved her death. Not until he found a solution.


Loren knew it shouldn’t be this way. Visions were meant to be tools of change, and the stories he read proved ill fates befell those who didn’t heed oracles. But in the eyes of society, he and Aurelia were children. Nobody believed children. Especially not children who were right. The unfairness stung like a wet slap. The thief’s arrival brought Loren the closest he’d come to fathoming his dreams, yet he felt further behind than ever.


Black wave. Copper streak.


At the centre of the storm, the ghost.


Abstract, burning visions that gained clarity with each passing night. The clearer his dreams became, the closer the danger loomed. When the final details distilled, would the end begin?


A bee landed on the back of Aurelia’s hand, and she giggled. The sound bruised Loren’s heart, and the dregs of his frustration flamed. He’d solve this mystery for her. He would save Pompeii. He would make these nightmares mean something, and he wouldn’t let the ghost scare him from the answers.


But first . . .


‘Shift over.’ Loren nudged her to make space in the grass. ‘I’ll braid your hair.’


Aurelia lit up. ‘Do the twisty thing. Mamma thinks it’s pretty.’


One last moment before all turned to ruin. He could braid Aurelia’s hair to match his own, and she could chatter about nothing and everything. Back at the temple, the others could wonder why he took so long, and the copper-haired ghost – the clever-jawed thief – could wait in exchange for haunting Loren all these years. The mountain could cast shadows against the daylight, and for a moment, he could forget about his dreams.


For now, Loren had this.









Chapter III


FELIX


Felix woke to a sharp headache, an acrid tongue and a weight on his chest.


He knew the reason for the first, and he smacked his lips a few times to place the taste of the second. The third took his throbbing skull a moment, but he found the answer inches from his nose, where two yellow eyes glinted back.


‘Piss off, cat,’ Felix said. Tried to say. He wriggled, but the cat stayed put. Damn thing was heavier than a cat had any right to be. Gods, his head hurt.


He took stock of his situation. Horizontal, as expected. On a soft chaise, less expected. The room was silent and dim, but his vision adjusted quickly. The style of bricks suggested the building was much older than the statesman’s house, meaning Felix hadn’t been given back to Darius following the bowl attack. Somehow, that didn’t make him feel better. He suspected he wouldn’t feel anything but uncomfortable until he was far from Pompeii’s gates.


Too much had happened here. Too many people acted like they knew him.


A low rumble broke the quiet and, for a bleary moment, Felix wondered if the earth was shaking again. But it was only the cat, calm and content and shaped like a bread loaf, blinking slow. Felix was at a loss.


He blinked back.


A door creaked.


‘You’ve met Castor,’ a familiar voice said. Too familiar, given that he’d only spoken two words before snuffing Felix’s lights out. ‘The Egyptians believed cats see what humans can’t. Is it a good sign he’s taken to you so readily?’


‘Here to finish me off? Seeing how the bowl and the’ – Felix smacked his lips once more to be certain – ‘poison didn’t do the job?’


The boy moved into the orange glow of a sconce, casting his olive skin warm. Tall and thin with half his face still veiled, he was unmistakably the lunatic from the cella steps, though he’d lost the scarf swathing his head. Long dark hair lay braided over his shoulder. He wore the garments of a low-ranking temple worker and held a covered basket.


‘Poppy sap can’t kill you.’


‘You would be surprised,’ Felix said darkly. Twice in a matter of hours it’d been used against him in Pompeii. Maybe everybody in this backwater shithole lacked creativity.


The boy sighed and shut the door softly, closing them in. Felix repressed twisting unease. Being trapped with a stranger, in a temple no less, went against everything he’d ever learned. He brushed his hand down Castor’s back, eyeing the boy, who took a steadying breath, then tiptoed to crouch by the chaise. It took all Felix’s resolve not to cringe at the closeness.


At a cluck of the boy’s tongue, Castor leaped off Felix’s chest and slunk from sight.


Whatever. Felix didn’t miss the weight.


‘We don’t have much time before the others realise you’re awake,’ the boy said, half-muffled by his veil. From his basket, he withdrew a dish of fat purple grapes, glistening damp. ‘I brought you these, and bandages for your legs.’


Felix’s mouth watered. He hadn’t eaten in ages, and he had a fondness for grapes besides, regardless of their stage of fermentation. Still, he hesitated. This boy had bashed in Felix’s head, yet now tempted him with niceties. It didn’t add up.


Kindness came with limits. If not a limit, a price. Who knew what the boy might demand in exchange for a handful of grapes?


‘Not hungry,’ Felix lied. ‘Can I go?’


The boy set the dish at the foot of the chaise. ‘I can tend your wounds, if you want.’


‘I don’t,’ Felix said, the truth this time. ‘Can I go?’


With another huff, the boy scrutinised Felix’s face. His searching expression, like trying to solve a puzzle, made Felix’s tongue stick to the roof of his mouth. It reminded him of how guards judged him on sight alone, wanting to pin him with any number of crimes if only because of his threadbare tunic and shifty disposition.


Whatever the boy looked for, he didn’t seem pleased with what he found.


‘Question for question,’ he declared. ‘To answer yours, no. You can’t leave. Not until we’re finished with you. But I’ll let you ask another.’


How generous. Body aching, Felix sat up. It was worth the pain not to be prone under a stranger’s gaze. ‘Fine. Do you have a name?’


The boy blinked. ‘That’s what you most want to know?’


‘Is that your question?’


‘No.’ Above his veil, across the bridge of his freckled nose, spilled a deep red flush. ‘My name is Loren.’


Satisfaction spread through Felix’s chest. He didn’t care much for rules beside his own. Following rules didn’t mean shit when you were bleeding out in an alley. But he did hold tight to something his father had drilled into him when he was small: learn the names of those you deal with. Know whose name to thank.


More importantly, whose name to curse. Cursing Loren would taste especially delicious when Felix escaped.


‘Your turn.’ Only the slightest bit smug, Felix began wrapping the gashes on his legs.


Loren cast him an icy look at odds with the lingering fluster still on his face. ‘I want to be in this situation even less than you do, believe it or not –’


‘Not.’


‘ – but the only way out is through.’ Loren seemed to be reassuring himself more than Felix. He tugged off his veil to reveal a wary indent at the corner of his bow-shaped mouth. ‘You didn’t stumble into the temple by accident. What drew you here?’


Felix paused tying the bandages to stare in disbelief. ‘I don’t know where here is. Tell me that much, and maybe we can work out the rest.’


‘You ran in. I assumed you knew.’


‘Humour me.’


‘This is the Temple of Isis.’


Felix swore.


He travelled a lot. It was part of the game, how he stayed alive. He’d been in cities with a dozen temples, villages with a single shrine, towns in between. The world was vast and full of gods and ways to worship. But one thing remained consistent in all his travels: those who followed Isis were always south of normal.


Loren sniffed. ‘I don’t want to know what you mean by that.’


‘The followers of Isis are cannibals.’


‘Yes, that’s why I brought you bandages. We like our dinner unspoiled.’ He glared. ‘We’re not cannibals, but you are part of a ritual. The others didn’t explain it. To me, at least. Something about virgin blood—’


‘I’m not a virgin,’ Felix cut in.


Watching Loren blush without his veil was even more satisfying, an all-consuming reaction, spreading down his thin face and painting the long column of his neck. But for Felix, satisfaction came with a twinge of irritation. Who was this boy? Every thought, every feeling that crossed Loren’s mind, he seemed to share with the world, intentionally or not.


Felix marvelled at it. Hated it. Envied it.


‘Not in that way,’ Loren said. ‘Virgin as in your blood has never been part of a ritual for Isis before.’


‘That’s not what it means.’


‘Is so. Look.’ He flopped onto the chaise, jostling the bowl of grapes in a way that gave Felix the shape of an escape plan. Loren extended his arm, pointing to the pale X of a scar in the crease of his elbow. ‘That’s why they can’t use me this time.’


‘Are you a virgin, then? The other kind.’ Felix plastered on his best shit-eating grin, and the rest panned out perfectly.


Loren jolted back, as though he’d only just realised how close they were sitting. The sudden action sent the bowl flying. The dish clattered and cracked against the tile, and grapes scattered across the room, rolling in every direction. Loren, apologising to no one, lunged to clean the mess, and Felix took the distraction as his cue.


Castor, surveying from atop a wobbly stool, shot Felix a look that said, Nice going, idiot.


Felix hissed. Castor zipped away.


Standing was a clumsy gamble, but Felix only needed to stay upright until he had reclaimed the helmet and escaped the city. He might risk recovering his sandals, but screw going back to the statesman’s house for his satchel. Whatever happened there, whatever fit the statesman had sent him into before the quake struck . . . Felix didn’t want to think about that. Thinking broke all his rules.


Freedom would feel damned good. Holding the helmet again would feel even better.


Grapes squishing underfoot, Felix staggered to the door and burst outside.


‘Wait!’ Loren cried, but Felix wasn’t stopping for anything, let alone some naive, indignant temple boy. He lurched toward the temple’s courtyard, dizziness forcing him to brace against the wall, breathing shallow.


‘Mm, this is not happening,’ a woman’s voice said from behind. Felix jumped, but before he could bolt, she slammed him to his knees.


Not for the first time that day. Humiliating.


Felix glanced back at his latest attacker. Shorter and a few years older than he was, she had an upturned nose and hair cropped in an awkward bob. Her veil hung below her chin. In the doorway stood Loren, stunned betrayal casting him even more naive and indignant than Felix thought possible. With Loren’s hair so long and hers so short, they looked a pair of fools. Felix wondered who they were trying to impress, or if the conditions for joining the Temple of Isis included a bad haircut.


‘Loren, bind him,’ she said, and a moment passed before Loren stepped forward, dropping handfuls of loose grapes. Soft fabric wrapped around Felix’s wrists. ‘Why didn’t you say he was awake?’


The pinch of Loren’s mouth tightened.


‘Because it only just happened,’ he said, masking his fluster with ease. ‘He jolted to his feet and made a dash for it.’


An utter lie. Loren didn’t strike Felix as the lying type. His feelings were too loud for that. But here, with this girl, he acted plenty practised in keeping secrets. Felix puzzled at the contradiction. Where it stemmed from.


What else Loren might be hiding.


‘Loren . . .’ started the woman, suspicion thick.


‘Camilia,’ Loren countered. ‘Shall I fetch the Priest?’


Camilia eyed him a beat too long. ‘Go on. Let’s get this over with.’


If one word could send Felix over the edge, it was priest.


In the taverns and gambling dens Felix frequented, drunk men often played the game of association. You’d throw out a word, then the table spat out whatever term first came to mind. So even something innocent, like bed, turned out an answer like tits. Usually crass. Rarely clever, but the men roared with laughter regardless.


Felix wasn’t laughing now.


His deepest instincts associated priest with pain, two things he tried his best to avoid. Two things he’d found in abundance in Pompeii.


The Priest of Isis, waiting on a stool by the altar, didn’t seem thrilled to meet Felix either. Almost as if even he knew this ritual, whatever it served, wouldn’t make an inch of difference to the gods. Camilia led Felix over, still bound. Curling, sweet smoke soothed his headache.


‘What’s your name?’ asked the Priest. Felix wondered if he cared about the answer or if this was his way of being polite. Felix didn’t do polite.


‘Fuck,’ he said.


The Priest frowned. ‘That is not a proper name, son.’


‘I’m not a proper person.’


Someone stifled a nervous laugh. Loren, maybe.


The Priest scratched his chin before grumbling under his breath. A grouchy woman passed him a bone-handled knife. The bindings around Felix’s wrists slid free, but Camilia gripped his shoulders. No chance of fleeing. She wrestled his arm onto the altar, tender palm exposed.


‘Not the hand,’ Felix snapped, curling his fist. His hands were his source of income. Scarred tissue was less dexterous. Deadly for a thief.


Camilia glared, but she repositioned his forearm to the centre of the altar. Then she produced a clay cup of floral wine – Eumachius, not Lassius, so at least someone here had decent taste – and poured it over Felix’s skin, staining it red.


‘Goddess Isis,’ the Priest intoned. ‘We call upon you to grant us clemency. Accept this offering.’


The grouchy twins knelt, hands to the sky. A moment later, Loren followed. Felix’s attention snagged on the turn of his thin wrists, his fine-boned fingers. Silly, inconsequential details to notice. Distractions.


The Priest plunged the knife in a silver flash.


The blade pierced Felix’s vein, inky blood pooling, and he stifled a cry. It stung worse than the cuts on his calves, somehow. Maybe because Felix had anticipated it.


Or maybe because it put him at the mercy of another priest.


‘Guide us through death . . .’


Felix hissed as the knife slid deeper, then crossed an X in the bend of his arm.


‘. . . and the afterlife . . .’


Legs buckling, Felix collapsed against the altar. Blood chased wine, running in rivulets down white marble to pool on uneven tile.


‘. . . back to the world of the living,’ the Priest continued, gaze cast up. ‘Protect our city from the earth’s turmoil. See our sacrifice, and know it is in your honour.’


The blood made Felix’s head spin. He stared, dumbstruck, as smoke from the altar bowl took shape, took flight, the splay of wings. Up, up.


Nothing.


And then – everything.


Orange streaked across the courtyard, a cat bolting for cover, and the ground beneath Felix’s feet shuddered. Panic gripped him, that same water-sick instability he’d felt in the statesman’s house.


The rattling intensified, stone chattering. Camilia released Felix, lunging to steady the Priest before the old man’s knees gave out. Felix slid to the ground, back against the altar, cradling his wrist, pulsing hot and sticky. From this angle, he couldn’t see where Loren stumbled off to.


This was Felix’s chance. The animal part of his brain took over, and he scrambled on slick hands and bruised knees towards the door.


‘No!’


A weight barrelled into Felix – Loren tackling him off course. They rolled in a swirl of temple robes, grappling while the world continued to shake. Loren moved with the same decisiveness Felix had noted the instant before the bowl crashed down, eyes flashing with inexplicable, horrified recognition.


As if to say – I know you.


It ended, as all things had that day, with Felix dizzy and disoriented and smeared in his own blood. Loren took advantage of Felix’s weakness and pinned him flat, didn’t relent even as the rumbling quieted. Loren’s chest heaved, and Felix’s skin crawled. He was too close. Too close.


‘Stop,’ Felix begged, desperation trembling like he’d swallowed the quake. ‘Let me go.’


At first, Loren merely blinked, and Felix’s frustration heightened, not knowing how to convey that he wasn’t trying to run, not this time. All thoughts of escape had fled. What he needed was space, any amount of it, before he vomited bile over them both, but he had no hope Loren would grant him that. That he’d understand, without words, what Felix asked.


But after a long, sticky pause, Loren surprised him. He pulled back, grip loosening. With a final twist, Felix broke the hold and scooted away. He’d offer his other arm to be sliced if it meant strange hands would stop touching him.


A moment of suffocating silence passed before Felix realised all eyes were on him. Because his blood cooled on the altar. Because it was so easy for others to draw conclusions about him when they didn’t even know his name.


‘An aftershock,’ Camilia suggested, though she didn’t sound convinced. ‘From the quake earlier.’


The Priest hummed, rubbing his chin. The stare he directed at Felix cut him to the bone. He might as well have been on display at a school of medicine. Not a person, but an oddity. Something to ogle. ‘Curious.’


‘I propose,’ said one twin, ‘we read his entrails for a sign.’


‘Sera,’ scolded the other. ‘We would need to pay an augur for that. It’s not in the budget. Though, given the circumstances, Umbrius might make an exception.’


‘With Umbrius in charge, the council ignores anything remotely resembling bad news,’ said Camilia. ‘Anything that threatens peace. Or the economy, rather. Why stir panic when he can pretend trouble doesn’t exist?’


Sera muttered something about where this Umbrius character ought to stick the economy.


The Priest hefted onto the stool with a world-weary sigh. ‘We have not had funds for augury since I was a boy, and Umbrius shows little interest in omens besides. Though if we don’t kill the boy, it begs the question of what, exactly, we do now.’


‘Let him go,’ Camilia said. ‘If we have no further use for him.’


Sera cackled. ‘For free? You said that soldier wanted him. Demand a fee in exchange, and we can all eat well tonight.’


‘If I may . . .’ Loren said, still crouched an arm’s length from Felix.


Felix couldn’t help but focus on him. Loren thumbed a frayed cord around his neck, back and forth, an unsure gesture. The frantic drive he’d shown tackling Felix had fizzled away.


‘You think he’d pay? More likely his master would cut off our heads before handing over the reward,’ Camilia said. ‘Clearly the thief is poor luck. Pompeii has enough of that already.’


‘If I may . . .’ Loren tried again.


‘He seems sweet,’ Shani said. ‘We could keep him around. A pet.’


Sera scoffed. ‘We have Castor and Pollux. How many more mouths must we feed?’


‘I’ll take responsibility,’ Loren blurted.


The room’s attention fell on him.


‘You?’ said Sera.


‘You,’ said the Priest, ‘with what authority?’


Loren’s hands twisted in his lap. ‘I don’t have much power in the city. But as a free citizen and temple attendant, I can offer him some protection from the council and guards, at least until we know if he’s tied to the quakes. And what Camilia said, about bad luck – I fear setting him loose, without knowing what he’s capable of, would do more harm than good.’


Irony simmered low in Felix’s gut, and it felt a lot like vomit. Loren bemoaned his lack of power in the city, yet in the same breath staked claim on another’s freedom. Last night, Felix had been on top of the world, flying through empty streets, nothing on his mind but treasure and the next town. Now to sit there, helpless and bloody, while strangers blamed him for wreckage and debated his fate?


This was lower than low. Felix was a thief. What capabilities did Loren think he had?


The Priest returned to rubbing his chin. ‘An interesting proposition. If the gods are upset, and this boy is connected, perhaps it would be wise to keep watch on him. At least until I receive a clearer sign about his fate. But understand, if you vouch for his honour now, any further trouble he causes will land on your shoulders.’


Loren hesitated. Slowly, he nodded.


All the while, he never spared a glance for Felix. That rankled him the most.


Another hum from the Priest. ‘Do something about that arm, won’t you? Before he bleeds to death in my courtyard.’


Felix caught Camilia and Loren exchanging a look. Reading people had never come easy to him, but he got the sense she was asking if Loren knew what he was getting himself into. And Felix wanted to respond for him: no. Here was a boy willing to bash a stranger’s skull on first sight, then hope he survived long enough to question later. Who, when doing the questioning, sneaked around behind his fellow temple attendants, like he alone needed the information. Who clearly didn’t trust Felix, not one bit, yet wanted him on a tight leash.


I know you.


Loren was unpredictable. Impulsive, not instinctive. And he seemed to know something Felix didn’t.


That made him the most dangerous person in the room.


So, no. Loren had no idea the trouble he was in now that he and Felix were tied together.
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