The Gods had abandoned them.
That’s what the voices around him had screamed.
More than that, they had never been born to begin with. Jupiter and Venus existed no more than those Pagan Gods worshipped by Carthage in days long gone. They were false Gods, lies – they might as well be giving their prayers to the air, for all it was worth.
Otherwise, where were they? Could even Mars watch as this tragedy befell them?
Yet, the Gods had been cruel before. He knew they were cruel enough to turn the bright day into night and to watch as the world ended in fire. He knew this because there was nothing else to know, as the deific roar of the all-consuming ash cloud filled his ears in those inescapable final moments.
***
Marcus had stayed holed up in his home over the bakery. Those below had left a few hours before, leaving their livelihood in the hands of the Gods as they scrabbled through the streets to a better place of safety. He’d heard them leave him behind, to be accompanied only by the dull thudding of the pumice on the rooves as they dropped from the darkness above.
At that point Marcus still believed it would pass, as earthquakes always did, like a nightmare, to be forgotten with the warmth of the morning sun. He couldn’t run anyway, not with the persistent pain that had started in his leg only days before. He’d felt too ill and fatigued to do even the simplest of things and his leg had swollen up too much to make walking bearable. Going downstairs had been agony enough when he’d wanted to eat, let alone make it all the way across town - and who knew how much further - in order to “escape”. Escape from what? Earthquakes and stone rain? No, it was safer to stay put under the shelter of his roof without the uncertainty afforded by leaving. It had to end sometime, he reasoned.
So, even as the earth shook and the world seemed to shatter around him, he’d stayed. He’d stayed and stayed, sat by his little oil lamp, which acted as his only source of light since the gaze of Jupiter had been blocked out by thick charcoal clouds. He stayed until finally, the roof caved in from the weight of the incessant stone-fall.
It only just missed him, the ensuing avalanche of rocks which took the floor with them into the abandoned shop below. The whole building swayed to and fro, the wood groaning, the rest threatening to collapse down on top of him. Moving himself out of the way had caused such pain that for a few moments he kept to where he was, petrified by a mixture of agony and fear. The sheer noise of it alone had stunned him. However, the sharpest shock came as it dawned on him that his own home had become dangerous to him. At last, he was forced to confront the reality that if he did not attempt to flee there would soon be nothing left to shelter him.
Unable to find something to help prop himself up, Marcus dragged himself miserably across the rough wooden floor along the edge of the chasm and towards the door. When safely in the next room, he used a chair to help himself stiffly up and set about preparing to leave. He had to take his money with him, debating that he’d need a way to pay for shelter if he was able to leave Pompeii. He collected what he could find with ease into a little sack for the purpose and found a pillow to tie to his head, as he’d seen others do earlier, before sliding his way gradually down the stairs to save his legs the trouble. Out of pure habit, he’d locked his front door behind him, pocketing the key with the rest. It was a reassuringly natural reaction in such unnatural times. The bottom of the open stairs, leading down into the street, was partially blocked up the fallen rocks. He had to clamber his way painfully up and over them to get into the road.
Whilst inside, Marcus had drawn the shutters tight against the chaos beyond his windows. He’d ignored the rest of the world, feeling as if it were not really happening if he could not see it. Thus, it was more of a shock to him than anyone as he emerged, to witness the pandemonium that had ensued in his absence.
It was surreal.
He could have easily believed he was in the midst of a dream, as he registered that the soles of his feet were on the same level as the top arch of the bakery’s windows. Moreover, he quickly found it was a small chore in itself to breathe, with the air filled with ash as it was. He often had to lower his gaze, as the wind whipped it up into his eyes and mouth, wanting to suffocate him as he attempted to get his bearings.
The sky was so thick that he wondered if any prayers could even get through the cloud. Instinctively, he peered through the gloom towards Vesuvius in the distance. It was a formidable sight, the swirling smoke seeping into the air, only just visible as it was lit up intermittently by an ever-present storm. It made Marcus think that if Jove was anywhere, he was there, sat atop the mountain.
Perhaps was looking down on them, judging them?
There had been omens enough, though, for this to be pure retribution. The earth had trembled intermittently for days, springs had dried up; then that cloud had hung above the mountain. Not to mention, Marcus had been unable to get his lamp lit the night before. That had to be an omen, if any, of the impending darkness they were to be subjected to. Lamenting how it was only in hindsight these things were fully realised, he hobbled through the wreckage of the disfigured streets he’d trodden for years.
The eerie lack of birdsong really came into full force as he just about groped his way forward through the stones and rubble. His lantern had been caught in the collapse, so he could only navigate his way forward due to the burning of houses around him. The smoky smell of wood fires forced its way into his lungs, along with the ash, as they burned steadily, becoming beacons in this strange night. Marcus felt they were urging him onwards as he picked his way slowly towards the outskirts of the town.
He would have far to go tonight.
Still, it was disorientating: the darkness, the ash, the wind, the feel of the rocks beneath his feet instead of the road. The striking of the pumice against the pillow was a continuous source of disconcertion to him – even more so as they landed by his feet, often grazing his ankles. Marcus struggled to drag his leg forward through the ever-crumbling, gravelly floor. He fell often, having to claw his way back up again on some fragments of broken buildings.
There was some small comfort in that he could hear others ahead of him also fighting their way through the debris.
At one point, a white marble column lay immediately in his path. It was from a building he knew had stood to the right of him. The beauty of it had always captured his gaze as he walked past it in the street. Yet, column lay cracked and defeated, like a fallen warrior, by the earthquakes and falling pumice - all the beauty torn out of it. He didn’t have time to mourn, however, as his limited sight meant he would have to find a way to get over the column instead of picking his way around it. Marcus attempted several times to avoid putting any pressure on his wounded leg, but it was to no avail. Eventually he tried calling out for help, but even inhibited by the collapsing buildings the others before him were too fast and he could no longer hear them moving in the dark.
He was alone again, surrounded by the throes of those left behind.
Nearby, a chained dog, threw himself so frantically against his lead as he tried to run, that he looked like he would snap his own neck. His howls were not the only he could hear. Somewhere there was a young child screaming, like an animal, trapped inside the walls of a collapsed building. Like them, no-one had come to look for him. Any friends he’d had must have fled the town as the pumice fall had grown thicker.
That was scarier than anything, he realised, the thought of being caught alone in all this.
The fear of it pushed him on, through the pain, but he miscalculated and ended up falling, head-first over the column. The pillow helped to impede the blow of the fall, but as he landed on the other side, he connected with a soft mass, half buried between the stones. With a cold horror, he knew exactly what it was. Not wanting to wait around to see if he’d known them, he chucked himself away from the body, sliding further down the stones than he’d intended. As he say back up, was confused as to which way he was facing, squinting to see anything at all in the dimness.
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