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    For my mum, who always encouraged my writing and took me to Rome as a teenager — a journey that shaped everything. 
And for my best friend and sister, Patricia McBride, whose belief in me has never wavered.

      

    



  	
        
            
             
 
 
"I shall find antiquity a rewarding study, if only because, while I am absorbed in it, I shall be able to turn my eyes from the troubles which for so long have tormented the modern world."
-- Livius
 
"If truth were self evident, eloquence would be unnecessary."
-- Cicero
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This novel is based on a semi-legendary account from the Ab Urbe Condita of the Roman historian Livy, written during the reign of Augustus. While the events are not fully confirmed by historical record, they reflect Rome’s traditional narratives and political memory. This reinterpretation explores the gaps, tensions, and possibilities within Livy’s version—reimagined through historical plausibility and forensic interpretation.
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Chapter 1: The Late Arrival
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Recounting histories is always subjective, especially when diverse factions have witnessed the deeds. But only those who are involved know the truth. Therefore, I am relating for posterity what really happened, so that, even if the truth be buried, it can come to light.

My father, the centurion Verginius, was away from Rome at the time, dealing with a territorial clash against the Aequi, who were threatening Roman territory near Algidum, in the vicinity of Mount Algidus in the Apennines east of Rome. The Aequi were a persistent threat during that period. My mother had died shortly after I was born, so I had never known her except as a newborn baby. Therefore, when my father was away, as he often was, I was taken care of by our household servants. We lived on the Aventine Hill, traditionally associated with plebeian residence, and I went to school at the Forum. So I would cross it each day to attend classes, accompanied by my tutor – my paedagogus – a voluntarily semi-retired litterator, or schoolteacher, called Gnaeus. He was a kindly older man and took good care of me, like a grandfather. But I might have been better off with someone younger and stronger, as you shall soon see. Until that time, there had not been any need. 

So that day, I made my way through the Forum as usual, accompanied by the faithful Gnaeus.

As I passed the bakery, Titus, the kindly shopkeeper, called out, “Verginia! Here's a nice roll for you to eat on your way to class. It will give you more strength to use that sharp little mind of yours!”

“Lucius may not approve...” I grinned. “I’ve already broken my fast!”

Titus chuckled, approaching me with a warm roll of freshly baked bread sweetened with honey. “Then we won’t tell the handsome tribune, shall we?” Lucius was my fiancée. He was ten years older than me. Titus smiled, handing the bread to me, wrapped in a piece of cotton. “Don’t worry about the fee. It’s on me this time!”

I took it gratefully and bit into the dark, crusty bread covered in sesame seeds, while Gnaeus frowned impatiently. “We have enough time!” I protested, grinning. 

At my father’s advice, I did regular exercise, playing ball in the garden with my friends and riding my little horse, a gift from my fiancée, in the fields, and my form was lithe and slim despite my good appetite. We were not wealthy, but we weren’t poor either, so we did comfortably. 

I waved goodbye to Titus and munched as I walked, rinsing my hands and face in a fountain in the Forum and then drying it on a handkerchief I kept in my belt pouch. And we arrived in class just in time.

Our grammaticus, Magister Sertor, looked at me sternly, since I was on time but the last of the students to arrive, and waved me over to an empty stool in his little Forum school. I quickly took a seat while Gnaeus handed me my tablet. 

The school, or schola grammatici, for older children, was in a modest shopfront in a shaded portico near the Forum, the shutters open, scrolls stacked on a shelf, and benches pulled inside. We sat on worn benches and stools, our wax tablets balanced on our knees, while our teacher read from scrolls and corrected our Latin and Greek with a tap of his stylus. He taught us Latin, of course – but he also threaded in Greek phrases, just enough to make us feel clever. We studied literature, grammar, poetry, mos maiorum – moral instruction, memorisation, and calligraphy. There were stories of Romulus, Saturnian verse, and even some samples from Homer and Aesop. 

Lessons progressed well. “As usual, you are our brightest student!” said Magister Sertor, “But that doesn’t mean you can arrive when you please!” 

I bowed my head in respect. 

Quintus snickered. His family was wealthy and friends with the decemvir, Attius Crassus of the Claudii, and he usually attended classy private tuition. But his father had had him study with us while he was away on the fronts. We were never sure exactly why.

Magister Sertor turned to address the class. “Recite the names of the kings and consuls of Rome! You seem rather preoccupied with Verginia, Quintus. You can be first to recite.”

Quintus looked annoyed, not used to being told what to do. He glared at me, then began, “Romulus, Numa Pompilius, ... “

“Good. And why did Rome overthrow the kings?”

“Lucretia?”

“That is what is normally said, but was there any other reason?”

“The son of Tarquinius Superbus raped the elite woman Lucretia and she killed herself to save her honour –”

The Magister looked impatient. “What other reason have we discussed?”

Quintus looked uncertain. He kicked at a loose tile with the edge of his sandal.

The teacher turned to me, “Verginia?” he asked, and winked.

I held his gaze, seriously, but Quintus looked annoyed. “A girl,” he muttered. 

The teacher turned to him, angrily, “Quiet!” 

And to me, he said, “Go on, Verginia.”

I cleared my throat, then stood. As I rose to speak, a few passersby in the portico turned their heads. It wasn’t unusual – our school was open to the Forum, and voices carried. But I’d noticed it happened more often when I spoke. Gnaeus said it was because I was bright. Lucius said it was because I was beautiful. I didn’t know which made me more uneasy.

“Rome’s previous kings were from among the Roman people. But Tarquinius Superbus was Etruscan. At that time, Etruria had conquered Rome and was occupying it. It had placed Superbus on the throne. Rome resented this occupation but when Superbus and his son, Sextus, also abused the people and dishonoured Lucretia, we no longer had patience with this violation of both our city and our women and overthrew the monarchy, establishing the Republic.”

“Exactly, Verginia. Quintus, please pay attention in class. Your father sent you to us since you disrespected your tutor, and your father has given me free reign to discipline you. Now that you are here, you are expected to do everything I ask. And to treat Verginia with honour. You are not another Tarquinius Sextus.” 

Quintus bristled at the insult and exchanged glances with his new plebeian friends, Spurius and Aulus, sitting on either side of him.

As we did the written work, our teacher looked over our shoulders at what we had written. “You need to improve your grammar,” he admonished Quintus, making some corrections on his tablet, but to me he exclaimed, “Excellent, Verginia! Your best work yet!”

I was the only girl in the class, since my father had insisted I had a proper education from a teacher and not be merely trained at home by the servants as many other girls were. I was his only child from his last marriage – my half-siblings were older and seldom around – so he gave me more attention than most daughters received. He paid for my schooling, let me speak freely, and listened when I did.. My education and athletic skills were the reason I had made such a good betrothal with an older tribune. The other classmates had always been proud of me, though, but today I noticed the atmosphere was strained, and that Quintus and his friends were giving me dark looks. Gnaeus, my tutor, shifted uneasily behind me as though he’d noticed it, too. 

********
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Chapter 2: Shadows in the Alley
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Gnaeus helped me to gather up my books, and I proudly placed the tablet with the article I had written today with its perfect score into my beautiful dark red suede bag Lucius had given me, dark red material being a little expensive – Tyrian purple, from the murex, a shelled creature – and imported from a country far across the Mare Magnum, the Great Sea. And he’d bought me a cloak to match, but it was too warm to wear it right now. “You wear the legacy of distant kings,” he’d said when he’d wrapped it around my shoulders.

“No, no, I’m fine, I’ll carry it myself!” I smiled at Gnaeus, slinging the bag over my left shoulder. I was going to carry my work this time. I was proud of it, so I had decided not to erase it but to put it on the wall in my room as a trophy and to use a different tablet for class. 

Gnaeus nodded. “Good girl. Hurry up, now, let’s get home for dinner! I wonder what Maria has prepared for us this time?”

“Vale!” I called to the others, although they seemed somewhat preoccupied by the charged atmosphere in our class. 

Master Sertor approached me and spoke softly. “Shall I walk you home?”

I looked at him, surprised. “No need! Why?”

He shrugged and glanced toward Quintus’ retreating back, then at Gnaeus and me. “I feel it would be better this time.”

Gnaeus looked offended. “I can take care of the young lady!”

“I know, but... It’s a feeling I have. No worries, if you insist.”

“Yes, I insist,” said Gnaeus. 

“I’m always fine!” I said, “But thank you!”

But the teacher’s question had made me nervous. 

My classmates were already heading in different directions towards their homes. I walked through the Forum with Gnaeus beside me, checking out the different stalls along the way. I was fond of bright colours and jewellery. Lucius brought me little gifts when he visited. Marriage would be something to look forward to: having my own home to run, and my husband bringing me small presents as we could afford it. I was fifteen, and some of my friends were already married, but Pater had said we needed to wait another year since education was important. I think he also liked having me with him to talk to! He had never remarried after losing my mother. She was apparently very intelligent and beautiful. It was strange that he did not go into too much detail when he talked about her. 

We moved away from the Forum and through the narrow streets ascending the Aventine, on our way home. And then, suddenly, I heard rather than saw the stone that slung toward us, grazing Gnaeus’ cheek. He gasped and pulled me behind him. We both turned, and found ourselves surrounded by Quintus and three other teenage boys from my class. Quintus, the obvious ringleader, swaggered toward me.

“So you think you can better me, do you, plebeian girl?” and he made a grab for my bag, but I held onto it tightly and pulled it away from him, then slung it at him hard. This angered him, and he pulled it from me this time, tearing it. The tablet fell to the ground and he picked it up, smirking.

Gnaeus moved toward him. “How dare you! Be gone and leave my charge alone!” but Spurius struck him hard, and he fell to the ground, frustrated at his own weakness. He struggled to get to his feet, but the boy kicked him. 

Quintus moved toward me, holding the tablet. “You want it back, do you? The best writing in the class, ha! Fool!” and he broke the tablet in half against his thigh, then dropped it into the mud. Then, he and his other two friends moved toward me, while Spurius held Gnaeus down, preventing him from coming to my assistance. 

“You seem to have lost your former powers,” Spurius smirked at the older man. “All you can do is lie there in the mud, where you belong, and he pushed Gnaeus’ face into the dirt, while the man struggled feebly.”

But Quintus was approaching me menacingly. “So Lucretia took her own life when Sextus violated her, is that right? Let’s see what you do! Perhaps you’ll even like it!” and he struck me across the face so hard that I staggered. Tears started to my eyes. Why? No one had treated me this way before. 

“There’s no one to help you, see? No one is coming to your aid. You’re on your own! You thought you were so popular, but look! And Daddy and fiancée are far away!” he mocked. 

He struck me again and I fell to the ground near my tutor. “No one to help you!” he screamed. “They all know what you’re really like! That you deserve it!” My head spun in confusion as I tried to get up but he kicked me down again as the others looked on and laughed. 

In the confusion, no one had noticed the chariot rapidly approaching until it was nearly upon us. 

The decemviri legibus scribundis? The principal decemvir – primus iter pares – first among equals? How was that possible? Although the decemvirs were meant to rule as ten equals under senatorial commission, Crassus, Verginius said, had emerged as their unspoken leader—not by law, but by influence. Pater suspected it was less through his brilliance than manipulation.

I had seen him before, but at a distance, when he walked through the crowds followed by his lictors, and when he made public addresses from the raised Tribunal platform at the Comitium, while I passed on my way to class or to the markets. I saw him now, his dark curly hair damp with exertion, as he pulled on his reins and handed them to one of his guards standing behind him, then leaped from the chariot and approached us. 

Normally, on seeing a group of young people arguing in the streets, he would have ignored the incident and continued on, having more important things to concern himself with, but something about this situation drew his attention. He saw a young girl, her dark wavy hair falling loose from its ties, her pretty, embroidered blue dress torn and streaked with mud, struggling defiantly to rise and face a group of male tormentors while an older man, either a relative or servant, was held face down on the ground, protesting, by another of the bullies. Could this be Verginia, the daughter of the centurion Verginius, who proudly sent his high achieving daughter to Magister Sertor’s school? It would surely do Crassus good to help Verginia. Verginius was a gruff and contentious military officer who mistrusted the motives of the decemvirs. 

Crassus cried commandingly, “Halt! What’s happening here?” while drawing his sword and rushing to the scene. His two guards braked the chariot’s wheels, then sprung from it and followed him, unsheathing their own blades.

Quintus stopped in confusion, then let go of me as he turned defensively to face the decemvir. His three plebeian friends, however, were much more nervous than him. Spurius let go of poor Gnaeus and he and his friends ran from the scene. The guards managed to catch one of them, Aulus, but the others were able to escape. 

Crassus waved at them dismissively. “I know who they are. No need to pursue them just yet,” he told his companions. He turned to Quintus with interest while I struggled to a seated position on the ground. 

“Domine Crassus!” Quintus laughed with familiarity. “How goes things with your family since our last cena – dinner – at your home?”

Crassus did not return his humour. “So first you defy your father and tutor and then I find you attacking young girls in the streets?”

Quintus briefly glanced at me as though I were something of little importance, like one of his donkeys. 

Crassus ignored him and moved toward me, crouching to lift my hair from my face and examine a scrape on my forehead which was bleeding freely. I had not even noticed it. He moved to the fountain, taking a cloth from his belt, and soaking it in running water, then returned and knelt to sponge my forehead. 

“Not deep. Looks worse than it is,” he muttered. “You’ll be fine. Wash it again in salt and water when you get home. You have some salt? Good. Or vinegar. And bandage it in a clean cloth. Meanwhile, hold this one to your forehead, firmly, like this. It will stop the bleeding. Should you have any difficulties, send one of your servants to see me, but not your tutor, poor man, and I’ll send my physician to tend you.” I nodded, wordlessly. Crassus had studied medicine himself – as many patresfamilias did – but he kept a trained man in his household for when he was occupied.

He made a sound of impatience. “You seem suspicious. Can’t trust me? I might have hidden motives?”

“No!” I protested. “You’ve been most kind! You’ve saved me and for that I am truly grateful.”

He nodded. “‘Kind’,” he mused. He rose easily to his feet and held out a hand. Nervously, I took it and he helped me to stand, surveying my scraped knees which I quickly hid with my tunica, the dirt on my clothes and arms, and my dishevelled hair which I was shakily trying to put into place with my free hand. 

He quickly let go of me. “Don’t worry about that,” he said as I attempted to retie my loosened hair. “Tell me what happened?”

His bodyguard, meanwhile, had helped Gnaeus to rise and sit on a cracked bench, and had found my broken tablet. “Seems she’s a schoolgirl,” he said, bringing the two broken pieces toward Crassus, who took them from the man. 

“So,” he said, impressed, while piecing the parts together to read over. “You’re a good student! And...” reading more of what I had written, “A good writer as well! Very detailed account of the Etruscan occupation and Rome’s revolution. The cloaca maxima waterway, yes, indeed. The walls around Rome. Etruscan technology... 

“So you believe the occupation wasn’t all bad; is that right? Is that what young Quintus here takes exception with?” 

I had begun to tremble after the combined experience of having my beloved tablet broken, being attacked, and meeting the decemvir. “N-nothing is completely good or evil, I believe,” I said, holding his gaze. Perhaps he knew that I’d heard mixed information about him? 

He probably had, since he glanced at one of his lictors and then back at me, saying softly, “And how about me? What has your father said? Am I good or bad?”

Everyone had become silent as we all waited to hear what I would say. 

You know who I am. You know my father. “I – I don’t know enough.”

“Tell me. No need for concern. Nothing will happen to you, or your father.” And he smiled, a smile that reached his eyes. He was young, I realised. Perhaps just a couple of years older than Quintus. Ambitious and bright, so he’d risen far.

I continued to hold his gaze. “I hear that you do much good here. You have helped to codify our laws which is very important for our new Republic. Law brings order and prevents bullying and the abuse of those less fortunate,” I added, looking meaningfully over at Quintus, who returned my gaze with arrogance. 

“And some say –” What was I saying? I stopped. 

“‘Some say’? Go on.” His face was serious. It seemed that he simply wanted to know how the regular people truly thought of him, and not only when they cheered or cursed him at the Area Comitii. But I could not trust him. I had heard he was both charming and manipulative.

He sighed, impatiently. “You have my word in front of these people. I swear by the gods and on my honour that nothing will happen to you if you tell me.” And I looked around to see that it was no longer us, but that a small group had gathered to observe the interesting situation of the decemvir speaking in the street with a plebeian schoolgirl. 

“Some say,” I whispered, so that only he could hear, “That you might have ambitions beyond codifying the laws. But... when I see you now, you seem kind. You stopped driving when you saw me being attacked by these classmates.” 

I rambled on, trying to redeem myself. “Whether or not it is true, I think ambition for those with ability is not always a bad thing. So long as we also consider the feelings and rights of others, as under the law.” 

I stopped and flushed. I was normally very shy with strangers and this was a huge speech for me. It seemed I was attempting to write one of my class essays. As well, I had said both that he was ambitious and that he should respect others’ rights, but it was not my place to say either to such as himself.

He looked at me, surprised and amused at my presumption. “And what do you believe? Go on,” as I hesitated again, not wishing to say the wrong thing once more.

He waited, interested. 

I shook my head. “I honestly do not know you. But you have been extremely kind to me just now.” 

This was the third time I had voiced this. But it was true. And I turned quickly to look at Gnaeus, who was still sitting on the rock where the guard had led him, looking at me with a frown and a slight shake of his head as though willing me to stop talking. 

“Gnaeus!” I cried in concern. The older man tried to rise, gasped in pain and sank back onto the stone.

“He is alright,” said Crasses. “Perhaps a strained back muscle. But I myself am quite keen and wish to have more of this discussion, over dinner some time. Wait!” he commanded, then strode toward Quintus and Aulus, who hung back. The lictors held onto both their arms.

Without hesitation, Crassus struck Quintus across the face, then Aulus. Both boys gasped. 

Quintus looked surprised. He protested, defiantly. “You have not even asked us what happened! My father is your good friend! I shall speak to him!” 

Crassus countered with, “You do that. And so shall I.”

Quintus flushed. “This little bitch is nothing but a pleb! She disrespected me in class! She was rude to me, and the schoolmaster respected her, not me, even though she is far beneath our station and had copied my writing!”

“Enough! I am not interested in your lies. I’ve known you for years. And your friend here,” and he turned to Aulus, “Is a fool to feel so honoured by your friendship. I’ll pay a visit to both your fathers, and you’ll all be publicly punished.” 

“All this for a plebeian girl?”

“Yes. Now, go!”

He turned back toward me where I sat on a stone, trying to put the two parts of the broken tablet together and thinking of how I could repair it. It would not now be so beautiful on my wall. 

“Don’t worry about it,” Crassus said. “There are many more important things than that.” 

His face softened. “I’ll have it repaired. But I’m inviting you and your father for dinner at my place. I’ve had word from the front. Rome has won the battle, and Verginius will return in a week. And you are no longer to attend that school and expose yourself to such envy. An intelligent young woman such as yourself should receive better education than that. You are to be educated by our tutor, at my villa. He trains a few elites your age, and you will study alongside them while Quintus continues with your schoolmaster. Gnaeus can continue to accompany you, and I’ll pay him extra.” 

He paused. “If you and your father both agree, that is. But I’d like you to do this, Verginia. For me. Meanwhile, I’ll have one of my lictors safely escort you to and from school each day this week until Verginius returns. No, don’t refuse. Clearly it is necessary.”

******* 
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​“’DO IT FOR ME,’” HE’D said. People had told me of his charm and manipulation, but this had not been a concern of mine since I did not move in his circles and would probably only ever see him from afar. But that had suddenly changed. Confronted with the man, and not the projection of people’s warnings, observations, rumours, resentments, hopes, and biases, I did not know what to think. So I told myself to do what I always did when faced with something I did not understand: to reserve judgment and simply listen.

He insisted on escorting Gnaeus and me back to our home. I could have refused, but this would have been foolish, and my poor tutor’s back had been injured in the attack, so he could hardly walk without whimpering in pain. Crassus’ lictors helped him to rise and escorted him and me to the large chariot, helping us mount the platform and then taking their places beside us. Crassus sprang onto the platform himself, and took up the reins.  

He turned to me, and smiled. “I believe I know where you live, but tell us again. The house of Verginius.” 

Before we could answer, one of the lictors called, “Attius, up the hill to the right.” And we set out. So he deposited me at my father’s home, but then I did not hear from him again until Verginius returned, although he did have one of his lictors escort Gnaeus and me to and from my school that week. 

Crassus immediately sent word to Lucius, my betrothed, who rushed over to see me, humiliated at not having better protected me himself. I could only imagine Pater’s reaction. 

“Why didn’t you tell me before that you needed a better escort?” he demanded, anxious but unable to hide the mild accusation from his voice after having been reprimanded. 

“I didn’t,” I protested weakly. “This would not have happened had Quintus not joined us...”

“Yes, very unfortunate. I told Crassus I would protect you myself with my own men, but he refused, saying he trusted his lictors more. As though I can’t even keep my future bride safe!”

“Don’t worry!” I protested, moving close and touching his arm. I had known him since I was a child since he was a good friend of my father’s. “No one could have foreseen this.” 

But he was already turning on poor Gnaeus, “Why didn’t you tell me you needed more help? Why didn’t you protect her better?”

Gnaeus was still in pain, recovering from his fall and the experience, but he retorted nervously. “There has never been a problem before! I tried to fight back, but I’m not as strong as I used to be!” And he gave a little gasp as pain shot through him from his sudden movement.

“Leave him be!” I retorted. “The only ones you can blame for
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