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THREPTUS THE ROMAN BEGGAR BOY was usually alert to danger. Years of sleeping rough in the graveyard and scrounging scraps in the market had made him as wary as a fox in the arena.

But on this day – the Nones of November – he was thinking about honey cakes and so he did not notice the three boys following him.

Threptus was eight years old, with tawny hair and bright, hopeful eyes. The boys following him were not much older, but their eyes were cold and hard.

Threptus shifted the heavy palm-leaf basket on his shoulder as he left the Marina Market. He had done well by bartering cheerfully with the stall-keepers. With just the two sesterces entrusted to him by his mentor, he had bought carrots, leeks, apples, white onions and half a dozen sardines. And he still had one coin left. It was a brass dupondius that would buy either half a dozen brown rolls or two honey cakes from Pistor the baker.

It was almost noon. Threptus had not eaten all day and he was famished. Should he spend his last coin on six rolls? Or on the two honey cakes?

At the thought of warm, sweet honey cakes, Threptus’s stomach growled hungrily.

He had just passed through the arch of the Marina Gate when a figure suddenly blocked his way and a familiar voice said, ‘Where do you think you’re going?’

Threptus’s empty stomach gave a lurch.

He saw a dirty pair of feet in battered sandals, the grubby calves of bare legs, a ragged brown tunic and a rust-red cloak. Finally he looked up into the sneering face of the town bully. Red-haired Naso could have been good-looking, but his expression made him ugly.

‘Well?’ said Naso. ‘Answer me! Where are you going?’

‘Home,’ lied Threptus, trying not to let his voice quaver.

Naso sneered. ‘You don’t have a home,’ he said. ‘You sleep rough in the graveyard, just like the rest of us. Or have you moved in with that fat chicken-seller?’

Without waiting for an answer, Naso stepped forward and pulled open the basket hanging from Threptus’s shoulder. He took out two white onions, and weighed them in each hand.

Then he threw one at a stray dog and bit into the other one. ‘Did you get all this food by begging?’ he asked, his mouth full.

Threptus glared at him. ‘No.’

‘Stole it, did you?’ said Naso smugly. He hooked his left arm around Threptus’s slender neck and brought his face close. The smell of onion was almost overpowering. ‘I knew you’d come round to my way of thinking.’

‘I didn’t steal it,’ said Threptus defiantly. ‘I’m not a beggar any more. Or a thief.’

‘Oh, yeah? Then what are you?’ Flecks of half-chewed onion spattered Threptus.

He averted his face. ‘I’m an apprentice.’

‘Ooh! An apprentice! So you’re all high and mighty now. Learning a trade. Who’s your master? That fat fake who sells willies on chains and pretends he can see romance in an old lady’s future?’

‘He’s not a fake!’ said Threptus angrily. ‘I help him and he lets me do the shopping.’

As soon as he said it, he knew he had made a mistake.

‘Oh ho!’ said Naso. ‘That means you must have some money … Grab him, boys!’

Threptus felt his arms gripped hard from behind. He didn’t have to turn his head to know it was Quartus and Quintus. Once they had been his friends, but now they were in Naso’s gang.

Threptus struggled but could not stop Naso from thrusting two fingers roughly into his belt pouch. The older boy groped around for a moment and then pulled out Threptus’s last coin.

‘Ooh, look!’ said Naso, taking a step back. ‘It’s a dupondius. A bright, shiny dupondius of Domitian. I think I’ll keep this to remind me who our new emperor is.’

‘No!’ Threptus cried, still struggling. ‘You can’t! It’s not yours. That’s stealing.’

‘It’s what we do, me old son!’ Naso was only fourteen but he called anybody younger than himself ‘me old son’. He slipped the coin into his own belt pouch. ‘If you leave that fat crook and join us again, you could go back to stealing, too. Deal?’

Threptus shook his head. He had only been in Naso’s gang for two weeks, but he had hated every minute.

‘Too bad,’ said Naso.

He ripped the basket from Threptus’s shoulder and tossed it aside. Apples and carrots tumbled out and rolled across the street. The sardines splatted on the paving stones.

Threptus writhed free and tried to grab some of the apples, but he didn’t get far.

Naso kneed him hard in the stomach.

Threptus fell onto his knees, retching and gasping.

He felt the sole of Naso’s sandal on his left shoulder and the world was suddenly upside down and his head cracked hard against a paving stone. He saw something like bright gnats flying in front of his vision and he heard the boys laughing.

Then they started to kick him.
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AS THE BULLIES STARTED TO KICK Threptus, he squinched his eyes shut and chopped out with his legs and hands. After a moment his right hand connected with a bony ankle. Threptus grasped it, tugged hard, and felt the boy unbalance.

Threptus opened his eyes just in time to see Quartus fall against Quintus, who slipped on a sardine and stumbled sideways into Naso.

Fortuna was smiling on Threptus. All three bullies fell backwards into the Hydra fountain in a splashing tangle of arms and legs. This unexpected blessing from the goddess gave Threptus the chance he needed.

He leapt to his feet and ran.

Threptus ran towards the forum, dodging around men in tunics and women in stolas and between a line of naked slaves being led to the auction platform.

He sped past the central notice board and headed towards the place where he had last seen his mentor: the colonnade of the moneychangers. A man in a toga was just emerging from this colonnade, head down and counting his money. Threptus almost ran into him, but swerved just in time to avoid a collision. He veered into the colonnade, and ran between columns on his left and the tables of bankers, moneychangers, scribes and will-makers on his right.

Where was his mentor? He usually walked up and down here in the shade, holding up a fistful of amulets, and announcing that they were ‘only five sesterces’.

Slowing to a jog, Threptus glanced over his shoulder. Naso and the other two were charging along the colonnade after him, about a hundred paces behind. They were soaking wet and furious.

At last Threptus saw his mentor. Aulus Probus Floridius was a plump Roman citizen with a cheerful grin, an unshaved chin and a grubby tunic. In his wine-spotted toga and tattered garland, he reminded Threptus of Bacchus, the Roman god of wine.

Floridius didn’t usually sit at a table, but he was sitting at one now. He had spread out his wares on its surface and he had a good number of customers crowding around. At the moment he was holding up a small bronze charm shaped like a boy’s private parts. It was his most popular model and always sold briskly.

Threptus skidded to a stop. How could he tell his master he had nothing to show for the two sesterces he had been given?

‘This one is especially good for warding off the evil eye,’ Floridius was saying to a woman in a dark blue stola and palla.

Threptus decided not to interrupt his master in the middle of a sale, but he badly needed his protection. He glanced back along the colonnade.

Naso and the other two boys had stopped running but they were still moving towards him through the crowds. Their eyes were fixed on him and they were breathing hard.

‘Bk-bk-bk-bk-bk!’

Some of the money-changers and bankers had watchdogs underneath their tables. Floridius was the only one with a chicken. Threptus saw that Floridius’s table was a sturdy wooden one and that gave him an idea.

‘Brp, brp!’ said Aphrodite the hen as Threptus joined her under the table. From under here he could see Floridius’s twine-repaired sandals and chubby calves. And the big leather satchel open on his lap.

‘Look, boys!’ Naso’s sneering voice was still breathless. ‘He’s hiding under the table.’

Threptus peered up at them. He knew they couldn’t drag him out and beat him up with all these people around.

‘He’s chicken,’ said Naso.

‘He’s a big chicken!’ said Quintus. ‘A big chicken with a little one.’

‘Bk-bk-bk-bk-bk!’ said Quartus. His mother had dropped him on his head when he was a baby and he liked to imitate animals.

‘Bk-bk-bk, b’kak!’ said Aphrodite.

‘Bk-bk-bk, b’kak!’ echoed Quartus.

‘Shut up, you idiot,’ scowled Naso, and slapped the back of Quartus’s head.

‘Hey, you boys!’ shouted the banker at the table next to Floridius. ‘I told you before: I don’t want you louts hanging around my stall! Get out of here, or I’ll set Fido on you!’

Threptus looked over at Fido. He was a bandy-legged white dog with a jutting lower jaw and a red leather collar. He had been licking his private parts but when he heard his name he jumped to attention and growled.

The banker’s name was Dexter. He growled, too. ‘Did you hear me? Go on! Get out of here!’

Naso pretended
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