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THREPTUS THE SOOTHSAYER’S apprentice was hungry.


He was so hungry that his head was dizzy.


He was so hungry that his stomach was groaning.


He was so hungry that he could barely concentrate on the task his mentor had assigned him: to learn a list of bad omens.


It was a cold November morning in the Roman port of Ostia and Threptus was sitting at a small wooden table in a chilly wooden shack. A papyrus scroll and a wax tablet lay open before him. He was supposed to be copying the list from the papyrus onto the tablet. This would help him learn the omens while improving his writing skill.


Ignoring his fiercely rumbling stomach, Threptus gripped the bronze stylus and made a start.


BAD OMEN I – IF LIGHTNING STRIKES YOU


As he copied the letters, he tried to imagine what it would be like to be struck by a bolt from Jupiter. It would be much worse than being hungry, he thought, but at least it would be over quickly. Being hungry seemed to go on and on.


The tip of Threptus’s tongue stuck out of his mouth as he carefully etched the words into the thin layer of red-tinted beeswax on the wooden tablet. He was not very good at making his letters neat and small. For this reason, the word ‘you’ was squished up against the edge of the tablet. A tiny ball of red beeswax had collected on the tip of the bronze stylus. Threptus knew that eating beeswax did not stop hunger, but he was so hungry that he put the pellet in his mouth, anyway, and sucked it.


That stilled his stomach for a moment, but now his teeth had begun to chatter. Putting up the hood of his new cloak – a green woollen paenula – he forced himself to concentrate on the second portent.


BAD OMEN II – IF AN OWL FLIES INDOORS


Threptus looked up at the square hole in the roof above him. His mentor called it a ‘compluvium’. It was supposed to let rainwater fall into a shallow pool below. But there was no pool beneath that hole, just the table at which Threptus sat. An owl could easily fly in, if it wanted to. Threptus knew that if this terrible thing happened, you had to catch the owl and nail its wings to the door. He shuddered. He liked owls. He prayed hard that no owl would ever fly into the house.


The next omen required two lines:


BAD OMEN III – IF A VISITOR STEPS OVER YOUR THRESHOLD WITH THE LEFT FOOT


Threptus knew that a ‘threshold’ was the bottom of a doorway. He had not stepped over many thresholds in his life, for until recently he had been a beggar living from hand to mouth and sleeping in tombs in the graveyard outside the town walls. At least the tombs were dry, thought Threptus, as a gust of damp wind ruffled his hair.


As well as the hole in the roof, there were also several holes in the plank walls of Floridius’s shack. His mentor called the high ones ‘windows’. He called the one at ground level a ‘chicken door’. The only thing coming through the chicken door was a chilly breeze that gusted around Threptus’s bare legs.


He turned back to his homework.


BAD OMEN IV – IF SOMEONE SNEEZES ON BOARD SHIP


As Threptus copied the word ‘ship’, he thought of the big grain ships from Egypt that sailed to nearby Portus. That made him think of bread, and especially of Pistor’s famous brown rolls. Pistor added molasses to make them slightly sweet, and sunflower seeds to give them texture. Threptus loved the rolls warm from the ovens and sprinkled with the tangy fish sauce called garum. The thought roused his hunger again, and made his stomach growl so fiercely that he had to press his left hand against it to make it stop.


A fluffy black hen appeared in the chicken door. Her feathery body blocked the hole and stopped the chilly wind coming in.


‘Brp, brp!’ said the hen. Her long, silky black feathers made it look as if she wore a black fur cape, with a puffy hat and slippers.


‘Salve, Aphrodite,’ said Threptus with a smile. ‘Please come in. It’s only bad luck to have an owl in the house, not a hen. But use your right foot.’


‘Buuuuurk!’ said Aphrodite, coming into the shack. She took small quick steps, but Threptus was almost certain she had followed his instructions.


‘Brp, brp?’ she said.


‘No,’ said Threptus. ‘Still no food.’


He sighed and began to copy the next omen.


BAD OMEN V – WHEN SACRED CHICKENS DON’T EAT


‘Is it also a bad omen if there’s nothing for them to eat?’ Threptus murmured to himself.


‘Buuuurk,’ Aphrodite was looking for food under the table. Threptus put down his stylus, picked her up and began to pet her. She submitted quietly and sat like a black puff ball, warm on his lap, her amazing feathers as silky as cat fur.


That reminded Threptus of Felix, the grey kitten who usually curled up in his lap. Felix often went out exploring, but this time he had been gone for three days.


‘I wonder if it’s a bad omen when your kitten disappears,’ he mused. Then he looked down at Aphrodite. ‘I don’t suppose you’ve seen Felix?’ he said. He knew she loved the kitten, too, and sometimes even warmed him under her wing. She was very maternal.


‘Wrrrooow,’ said Aphrodite softly.


Threptus’s stomach growled loudly.


‘I don’t suppose you’ve seen any eggs?’ he asked. ‘Or laid any?’


‘Wrrrooow,’ admitted Aphrodite.


Threptus sighed deeply. He and his mentor Floridius had been living on omelettes, but recently all the hens had stopped laying.


‘You’re not too old to lay, are you?’ said Threptus. ‘You’re the same age as me. Eight isn’t old.’


‘Brp, brp!’ Aphrodite regarded him with a bright black eye beneath her fluffy crown.


‘Floridius says hens stop laying after the Ides of November,’ murmured Threptus. ‘But I think it’s because we haven’t been feeding you.’


‘Brk, brk, brrrk,’ agreed Aphrodite quietly.


‘Well,’ said Threptus, ‘that’s because we have no food and we have no food because we have no money and we have no money because Floridius gambled it all away on the Greens.’


‘Brp, brp?’ said Aphrodite.


‘The Greens,’ explained Threptus, ‘are a famous chariot faction up in Rome. Their star charioteer is called Scorpus. He hardly ever loses, but last week his team was fouled and he came last. Floridius put almost all our money on him.’


Aphrodite sat quietly. She was a good listener.


He bent lower and whispered, ‘My mother used to gamble, too. And when she lost money, she would beat me.’


‘Brrrrrrrrr,’ said Aphrodite softly.
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