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For Eliza, always


And for my parents, Tim and Lizzie Fargher, who took me, my siblings and our friends to Pompeii in 2005









CHAPTER ONE


THE VILLA


The forested slopes of Mount Vesuvius loomed over the pastured countryside where a large villa stood to the southeast of the coastal cities of Herculaneum and Pompeii. The sweltering, dry summer had made the ground crisp and cicadas chirped within its tall, walled gardens under a wash of stars, glittering above sweeping olive groves and tall cypress trees that were drenched in the silver light of the moon. A wolf howled in the distance as the earth quaked, a shudder so familiar that not even the birds roosting in the trembling boughs stirred. The ground shaking around the mountain was as normal to everyone in Campania as the setting of the sun.


Inside the villa, two dogs, one black and one white, trotted side by side over the finest patterned floor. Upon it, a mosaic depicted horses and soldiers galloping across a battlefield through a vast, leafy colonnaded courtyard, trickling with marble fountains and pools of rainwater. The black hulk of Mount Vesuvius loomed behind an ornamental shrine to Vulcan, the god of fire. The night sky shimmered through the open roof above and the dogs’ claws clacked on the stone as they passed their owner’s regal pet, a golden eagle, sleeping in her gilded cage.


The black dog leaped upon the other and playfully tugged at her ear with her teeth.


‘Stop it, Delta,’ Luna said, smiling, with a gentle shake of her white, furry head. ‘You’ll wake Bellona.’


Delta looked up at the eagle. ‘Bellona?’ Delta’s tail wagged. ‘She won’t mind, Mama! She’d join in if she could!’


Delta jumped on Luna again and her mother wrapped her paws round Delta’s neck. They rolled on the ground and giggled as their mouths gnawed softly at the flesh of each other’s necks. The dogs chuckled louder with every yelp.


A door creaked open behind them and a delicate woman with dark hair, pale skin and solid gold bracelets on her wrists stepped out from her bedroom alongside a young slave woman with long, wavy brown hair, who wore a simple tunic and a bracelet of a snake.


The slave woman clapped her hands. ‘Delta!’ she scolded. ‘Get off your mother at once!’


Delta froze with her pink tongue lolling out of her mouth. Gaia was her favourite slave. She had looked after Luna since she was a puppy, then Delta after Luna had mated with a wolf in the forests around Mount Vesuvius. Luna was white, but Delta’s fur was as black as a shadow at noon, like her father. Luna had been lucky to get away with her life. The wolves on the mountain were secretive and ferocious and Delta and her mother hoped to never cross paths with them again.


‘Herminia!’ Luna smiled. She wriggled free from Delta and bounded to the delicate woman. She pressed her head upon her thigh and Herminia crouched low and tenderly stroked Luna’s face with both hands.


‘Your pup is causing mischief again, isn’t she?’ Herminia beamed. Luna and Delta wagged their tails, circling her legs.


Herminia was quiet, gentle and kind, and Delta and Luna had missed her. They didn’t live with her any more now that she had moved to Rome with her husband, Marcus. They wished they could still sit beside her while she read poetry and stories in the ornate garden. They also missed accompanying her on walks through the olive groves surrounding the villa. Herminia and Marcus had recently arrived in Campania for the summer. They were staying with them for a night before travelling on to Marcus’s house in Pompeii.


Bellona squawked at her from her cage.


‘Hello, old friend.’ Herminia grinned, trying to stand, but her pregnant stomach made it difficult, and she clutched it as Luna and Gaia supported her, leaning their weight against hers. She stepped to the eagle and scratched her speckled feathers through the bars. Bellona closed her eyes and purred. ‘It’s so good to see you again after all this time.’


Herminia looked at the animals, then Gaia, and her eyes shone with tears. Delta and Luna whined softly. Gaia rested a hand on her shoulder. Herminia quickly collected herself with a nod and a deep breath.


The ground shook and Herminia gasped. ‘The tremors are more intense than I remember,’ she said, ‘or it has been so long since I was home that I have forgotten what they feel like.’


‘They are stronger and more frequent, but the festival of Vulcanalia is only a month or so away,’ Gaia reassured. ‘We will honour Vulcan, the quakes will lessen and the fire god will not threaten our crops with a blaze.’


Herminia smiled. ‘I must ask my father what he has planned in Pompeii for the celebrations this year. Come.’ She ruffled the fur between Delta’s ears. ‘He is waiting for us in his library.’
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Delta led the way to a pair of huge wooden doors that groaned as Gaia pushed them open. Oil lamp sconces circled the room, illuminating stacks of papyrus scrolls on shelves surrounded by deep-red walls and frescoes of hunting scenes with beautiful Greek women carrying water from a river. Delta raced past Gaia then Herminia’s husband, Marcus, startling him as he admired his father-in-law, Lucius Alfidius Varus’s, shield that had been dented and slashed from the conquest of Britain over thirty-five years before, where he had fought as a general in the army. She hurled herself at Lucius, who was sitting behind a large desk, its feet carved into the huge paws of a lion. Lucius’s hair was white with age and his dark skin was as worn as the bark of an ancient tree. Delta’s paws thumped upon his arm and she nuzzled her large black head into his chest.


‘Young Delta,’ the elderly man laughed, and he patted her flank as two slaves rushed to him. Delta was guided to the floor and Lucius looked upon her kindly, gently squeezing her chin in his fingers. ‘My dearest wolfdog.’


Delta wagged her tail. She was the only puppy not to be sold. Lucius could not bear to part with Delta. ‘The runt of the litter may be the smallest,’ he would often say, ‘but its resilience and determination are unmatched.’


Lucius’s gaze darted to the open door. ‘And Luna as bright as the moon,’ he went on, watching her trot inside beside Herminia and hop up next to Delta, her white tail swishing as she pressed her body against Lucius’s legs. Herminia stepped towards him and allowed her father to kiss her cheek before sitting on a stool beside him. ‘They will be your best protectors with Bellona while Marcus is on business. They will scare away the wolves from the mountain and hunt the best boar for you and your children.’


Hearing his name from the other side of the room, Marcus glanced at them and spat a date stone into a silver bowl. Another slave entered, carrying a jug of wine. Gaia took it from him. She refilled Lucius’s silver chalice as Herminia took her father’s hand and rested the other tenderly on her swollen stomach. Lucius drank the wine and looked at his daughter with a soft smile. Marcus took the jug from Gaia, refilled his cup, then shooed her away with an impatient sigh.


Lucius gave Herminia’s fingers a little squeeze. ‘Why do you look so afraid?’


‘Don’t leave me,’ Herminia whispered, bowing her head, and her solid gold bracelets clinked as she wiped the tears racing down her cheeks. The dogs looked up. Delta rested her chin upon Lucius’s knee and whimpered, her brow furrowing. She didn’t like seeing Herminia upset.


‘Ah, but I am always with you, my child.’ He cupped her face, and she leaned into his palm. ‘For you carry me in your heart like I carry you in mine. It’s the same with your mother since we lost her in the great earthquake seventeen years ago. She and I will watch over you for ever.’


Herminia began to weep. The two dogs crept towards her and nuzzled their heads against her and she buried her face in their fur.


‘And you are forgetting something.’ Lucius squeezed her hand again and Herminia looked into his brown eyes with a sniff. ‘I am not dead yet,’ he whispered with a wink. ‘There is life left in these bones.’ He sat taller, comically bulking out his chest for a moment, and Herminia brushed the tears from her eyes with a chuckle. ‘I am just weary from too much carousing. I shall be quite different after a quiet evening and a good night’s sleep.’


Marcus glanced at them from across the room. Delta’s gaze drifted to him as he stepped towards Lucius’s favourite items – the fearsome gladiatorial helmet and sword he was given by Spiculus, the gladiator most favoured by Emperor Nero. It was too valuable to keep alongside the rest of Lucius’s gladiatorial memorabilia displayed around his dining room, which prompted long conversations during dinner parties and encouraged many investors to support the games that Lucius helped to organize in Pompeii.


Marcus picked up a small ivory box encrusted with green emeralds from Lucius’s ebony side table, turned it in his fingers and swiftly folded it inside his toga.


Delta’s head shot up, her ears back.


‘My darling girl,’ Marcus said, striding to Herminia and rubbing her back. Delta’s nose wrinkled, smelling the night of wine on his breath. ‘It’s late. You and your father must rest if you are to keep up your strength.’


Herminia shook her head. ‘I want to stay.’


Marcus’s jaw hardened. ‘Come now.’ He lifted her, reluctantly, to stand up. A low growl rose in Delta’s throat. Luna’s ears pricked. ‘I said we must away . . .’


Herminia tugged her arm inside his grasp. ‘No.’


‘Thief!’ Delta barked loudly and sharply, alarming everyone in the room. Lucius clutched his chest.


Marcus stumbled backwards. ‘That dog is mad!’


Luna sat up alert, her white fur bristling along her spine ‘Delta? What’s wrong?’


‘I don’t like him.’ Delta stared at Marcus. ‘He just stole a box from Lucius. He isn’t nice to Herminia, the slaves or to us.’


Luna looked Marcus up and down and glared. ‘In this world, men are in charge, Delta. Women and children must bend to their will – and the slaves must obey them all. But our kind can care for humans, especially around people like Marcus. Never forget that. It is our duty, not only to our family but to any person that needs it.’


‘It’s all right, my daughter,’ Lucius said. ‘Know that I love you; it is just hours until we speak tomorrow.’


Herminia paused then kissed his head. She lingered there, a tear falling as he whispered more words only she could hear.


‘Take Luna with you,’ he said at last. ‘Marcus and I must talk.’


Herminia stepped away with Gaia, who wrapped an arm round her shoulders. Luna leaped and trotted beside them, pressing her body against Herminia’s legs. They creaked the heavy double doors open and exited the room with Lucius’s other slaves, leaving Lucius and Marcus alone in the room.


Delta turned, hearing whispers. More slaves from the household had gathered by the door and were peeking inside from the doorframe. Lucius had been kind to them, and rather than rule over them with a heavy hand, like most masters did, he welcomed his slaves into his family and, in time, earned their love and respect.


Gaia’s young son, Neo, was there too, his brow creased with worry, seeing the master so tired and Herminia so upset. His tunic and hands were covered with animal hair and dust from bathing and grooming Lucius’s finest horses after a day of hunting on the mountainside. Delta cared for Neo deeply. She would often sit in the stables and watch him look after the horses. He had a way with them – everyone said it was a gift. The horses were drawn to him. Delta knew they sensed the goodness in Neo, which made them feel safe. When Neo was permitted to roam, Delta joined him on adventures in the pastures surrounding Mount Vesuvius, but she always kept him away from the forest so he would not encounter a wolf or wild boar. She would often chase him home until they were laughing, breathless, and rolling in the grass.


Delta went to him, her tail wagging, but the slaves at the door scattered into the shadows as Marcus approached. Neo took a fearful step backwards, and Delta stood before him, her hackles rising. Marcus looked down his nose and shut the doors on them. The clink of a key sounded and then the clunk of a lock.


‘Come now, my heart,’ Gaia said softly, arriving behind them and crouching next to Neo, ‘it is time you were in bed too.’


Neo scratched Delta behind the ear and she breathed in the familiar warm scent of the horses on his hands. ‘But will the master still be here in the morning?’ he asked quietly.


Gaia nodded. ‘There’s plenty of life left in him yet.’


‘But Herminia is so sad,’ Neo went on. ‘It’s like he’s already dead.’


‘She is not happy with Marcus in Rome and she misses her life here with us,’ Gaia said. She took a loose strand of curled dark hair from his little face and placed it behind his ear. ‘And she is frightened, sweetheart, because her father is very old and he won’t be with us much longer. She doesn’t want to miss what time she has left with him.’


Neo played with Gaia’s gold snake bracelet. ‘The other slaves say that the master has promised us our freedom. Is that true?’


‘I believe so.’ Gaia nodded. ‘We are lucky to have a master like him.’ Neo smiled with Gaia. ‘Come with me now,’ she said, taking him by the hand. ‘It is time for bed.’


Delta watched them walk into the halls towards the slave quarters, a knot of grief tightening across her chest, thinking of how Lucius would eventually fade. She scratched the master’s library door, then pushed it with her head, but it remained firmly shut. She sniffed beneath it rigorously, then lay with her head between her paws and stared through the crack between the doors at Marcus and the master talking in the lamplight.


The minutes passed. Delta’s eyes grew heavy, and with a great yawn she drifted off to sleep.









CHAPTER TWO


THE TABLET


Marcus paced beside Lucius’s table, reading a wax page set in an intricately carved pine tablet, his eyes skimming eagerly from side to side.


‘You will see from my will that I wish for you both to make this villa your home from now on,’ Lucius said. ‘Like Herminia, your children will run through the olive groves and the fertile land around Mount Vesuvius.’


‘Thank you for your generosity,’ Marcus muttered with a wry smile, his speech a little slurred after his usual night of drinking, ‘but our lives are in Rome. I must be close to my family’s cement business. We have no need of your villa, which will sit empty and raise unnecessary costs. My coastal property in Pompeii is more than adequate for meetings and overseeing construction.’ He stood taller for a moment. ‘Our concrete is now the fabric of Pompeii since we were tasked with rebuilding it after the great quake.’


Lucius sighed. ‘I know all about your family’s business, Marcus. I don’t need a sales pitch.’


‘So worry not.’ Marcus shrugged, still reading the tablet. ‘We shall not forget you. Besides, what will we do here outside of the summer season?’ He smirked, tickled by the absurdity. ‘Entertain the sheep on the mountain? We will sell your villa.’


‘I built this home from nothing.’ Lucius frowned. ‘It has hosted the greatest Roman generals and senators, even Emperors Nero and Vespasian. It will stay in the family. Besides, it is not your choice to sell it. It is Herminia’s.’


‘A husband chooses for his wife,’ Marcus said bluntly, distracted by reading swiftly at Lucius’s side. There was a pause as Marcus reached the end of the tablet and blinked, his brows knitting with confusion. ‘You are leaving everything to Herminia, and Herminia alone?’


‘That’s correct,’ Lucius said, unmoved. ‘But there is something I am changing in the will that you have just read.’ Marcus stepped closer to Lucius, his breath halting. ‘I am releasing twenty of my most devoted slaves before my death. Their years of friendship and hard work deserve a just reward. They can remain in the villa if they wish and continue contributing to the household for a fair wage. They will all be liberated tomorrow evening and we shall celebrate their freedom at sunset. Herminia’s favourites, Gaia and her son Neo, will be the first to be freed.’


‘That’s a waste of money! Good slaves like that are more valuable than gold!’ Marcus threw the tablet on the floor. ‘I have been better than a son to you all these years!’ he snapped, his face contorting with fury. ‘I have cared for your daughter like an empress and put your and her needs above my own for five years!’


Lucius shook his head and scoffed.


Marcus thumped the table with his fist. ‘Where is my recognition! My reward!’


Lucius glared back into Marcus’s murky brown eyes. ‘Herminia is drowning in your family’s lies, thuggery and poor-quality cement that is not fit for purpose. She is isolated in Rome – she’s a shadow of the girl I said goodbye to on her wedding day.’


‘Pah!’ Marcus retorted, and Lucius flashed with impatience.


‘She will be happier here where she can thrive,’ Lucius said firmly, ‘and so will you.’


‘I shall die of boredom!’ Marcus rebuked. ‘I will not give up Rome for a provincial life!’


‘You must grow up, Marcus. You treat Herminia like a fool. She is bright and capable and more than able to survive on her own. Your marriage is not set in stone. As her father, I still have legal guardianship over my daughter whether she is married to you or not. I can initiate her divorce and reclaim the payment I paid you on your marriage.’


Marcus’s eyes narrowed. ‘You wouldn’t dare.’


‘If you want your marriage to work and learn some decency away from your family,’ Lucius went on, ‘then this is a gift, not a curse! You are ungrateful!’


That night the villa quaked with another tremor, waking Delta with a start. She shuddered, hearing Bellona screeching inside her cage.


‘It’s Lucius!’ Bellona quailed, flapping her strong wings against the metal bars. ‘You must help him!’


Delta’s heart thudded, now hearing her master groan. She jumped to all fours with a gruff bark and pressed her eye against the crack in the doors, her fur stiffening.


Marcus lunged over Lucius in his bed and snatched his father-in-law’s nightshirt in his fist, lifting Lucius by the neck. Lucius opened his mouth to protest, and Marcus clamped his hand over it, his fingers pressing against his nostrils.


‘Whatever Herminia has is mine,’ Marcus spat through gritted teeth, ‘and I will do whatever I wish!’


Horror rippled up Delta’s spine. ‘THE MASTER!’ She raised the alarm, leaping at Lucius’s door and burrowing it with her claws. ‘THE MASTER! THE MASTER!’


Marcus dropped Lucius. Footsteps were sprinting through the villa towards Lucius’s library. Marcus hurried to the door and unlocked it from within.


Delta was still barking when she launched into the room and knocked Marcus onto his backside with a thump. Delta raced to Lucius and lifted his hand with prods of her nose as she had always done to get his attention, and she whimpered as it flopped lifelessly onto the floor. She whirled on Marcus, her nose wrinkling as she snarled at him, a roar of terror and outrage surging through her as she barked again and again.


Luna bounded into the room, and Gaia and the other slaves hastened behind her.


Herminia joined them a moment later and uttered a cry, running to her father on the ground and lifting his head onto her thigh. ‘What happened to him?’ she wept, stroking the hair from Lucius’s brow.


‘I don’t know!’ Marcus shook his head, his shoulders bunched around his ears. ‘We were talking and that dog burst in here out of nowhere like it was possessed. It shocked your father terribly. His heart must have given up. He was holding his chest when she barked suddenly before, remember? He did the same thing when she started again, but this time he was in great pain, and he couldn’t breathe – then he fell to the floor and I couldn’t wake him!’


Delta barked again. ‘LIES!’ Luna went to her and nuzzled into her neck, but still Delta could not stop barking, ‘Marcus killed him!’


Marcus pointed at her fiercely. ‘See – it’s lost its mind!’


Delta lunged for him. Gaia threw herself upon her and wrestled her to a halt, calming her with firm strokes and soft words.


Marcus leaped away from them. ‘That dog frightened Lucius to death! I saw it with my own eyes! It’s half wolf, and it is a danger to us all! Get it away from me!’









CHAPTER THREE


THE WALL


From then on, Marcus’s shouts crashed through the villa. Lucius’s eagle Bellona cawed restlessly with grief throughout the next day, desperate to be freed from her cage to stretch her wings and fly. The household slaves tiptoed through the halls. They spoke in whispers, anxious not to cross paths with Marcus and suffer the punishments they knew he enjoyed inflicting. Quiet shrouded the rest of the villa. Herminia retreated to her bed and refused to rise again, tolerating only Luna and Gaia near her.


On the night of Lucius’s death, Marcus had ordered Gaia to take Delta to a desolate wall at the back of the villa. Delta followed her, not knowing where she was going, but trusting Gaia no matter where they ended up. Delta looked at Gaia with her tail beating softly against the ground as Gaia took a chain and lifted it over Delta’s head.


Gaia’s face crumpled. ‘I know you didn’t do it,’ she said, and kneeled, wrapping her arms around Delta’s neck and weeping into her fur.


Delta leaped up and rested her large front paws on Gaia’s shoulders. They stayed there, silently sharing the same sadness that Lucius was gone and the same worry about what would happen to them all without him.


‘I’ll come back to check on you,’ she said softly, pulling away from Delta, and with a kiss and a scratch behind the wolfdog’s ears Gaia disappeared into the gloom by the light of a small oil lamp she carried in her hand.


Delta sat with her head bowed. She had loved Lucius. She had slept at the foot of his bed since she was a puppy, warming him in the winter and guarding him every night while he slept. She would never have hurt him. She would protect him, his home and his family with her life. She hoped Herminia knew that. Nobody else could stop Marcus. Gaia was a slave, and there was little Delta, her mother or Bellona could do. Marcus’s square face and dark eyes flashed in her mind, and she whined.


Delta lay on the ground with her chin between her paws and listened to the cicadas chirping in the gloom. She closed her eyes, but sleep did not come. As the hours passed, a ribbon of light widened above the olive trees and blotted away the stars. Slowly it illuminated the vast dark dome of Mount Vesuvius to the north, looming over the landscape. Delta stared at it, her hackles rising, feeling it watch everything below.


The sun rose in the east, and Delta watched and waited for Gaia to return. When the sun crested the sky, she lay on her side, her black flank rapidly rising and falling as she lay upon the earth where the summer months had scorched the grass to dust. With the moon came another hot night, and Delta slept fitfully, her thirst, hunger and worry gnawing at her with every passing breath.


With the next two dawns, Delta sniffed at the scents and tugged at them from the length of her chain. The days wore on, and she eyed the lizards scuttling across the high walls. She stared at them until the temptation grew too great, and twitching with anticipation, her barks and squeals roared across the garden as she pounced for them. The lizards darted away like little fish. By nightfall, Delta sprinted to the end of her chain, but no amount of thrashing or scratching could free her from it and no teeth were sharp enough to bite through it either.
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