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​Part I: The Republic – The Dream of the Wolf (509 BC – 100 BC)

​Chapter 1: The Tyrant’s Shadow

The air in Collatia was thick with the cloying sweetness of blooming jasmine, a scent Lucius Junius Brutus had always hated. It clung to the back of his throat, like the taste of a lie. He stood in the shadowed colonnade of his cousin Lucius Tarquinius Collatinus’s villa, watching the men within. They were the iuvenes, the young elite of Rome, sons of senators and veterans of the Sabine wars. They sprawled on dining couches, their voices loud with wine and the boisterous, easy confidence of those who believed the world was theirs to inherit.

Among them, like a panther lounging amongst hounds, was Sextus Tarquinius. Son of the King. The Prince.

Brutus made sure his own posture remained slack, his eyes wide and vacuous. He clutched his goblet not like a soldier, but like a man afraid he might drop it. They called him “Brutus” – the Dullard. A name he had worn for years now like a well-fitted cloak, a shield of foolishness that hid the cold, sharpened steel of his mind. He saw the way Sextus’s eyes slid over him, dismissive, before landing with a possessive gleam on the figure of Lucretia, Collatinus’s wife, as she moved through the hall, directing the slaves with a quiet word.

It had been Sextus’s idea, this sudden ride from the siege at Ardea. A test of wives. To see who among their spouses was most virtuously employed in their absence. A foolish, arrogant game. And when they had arrived, bursting into their own homes unannounced, they had found the other wives at banquets, or bathing in perfumed oils, or entertaining musicians with too-familiar laughter.

Only in Collatia had they found Lucretia. Not idling in luxury, but in the lamplit atrium, surrounded by her maidservants, her fingers flying as she carded wool for spinning. A portrait of old Roman virtue. The firelight had caught the serene determination on her face, and Brutus had seen the look in Sextus’s eyes then. Not admiration. It was the look of a man who sees a forbidden trophy.

“A paragon, your Lucretia,” Sextus had slurred, clapping Collatinus on the back. “She puts all our gilded doves to shame.”

Now, days later, the memory of that look was a cold stone in Brutus’s gut. The other men had returned to the camp at Ardea, boasting of their trip. But Brutus had feigned a recurring fever, staying behind. The Dullard, too weak for the rigors of campaign. He saw the patterns others missed. He saw the hunger in the prince.

It was past midnight when the soft, frantic knocking came at his chamber door. It was Lucretia’s most trusted slave, a girl with eyes wide with terror. “My master Brutus,” she whispered, “the Lady Lucretia begs your presence. At her father’s house in Rome. Now. She said... she said it is a matter of blood.”

The stone in his gut turned to ice. He did not feign confusion or sluggishness. The mask fell away the moment the door closed. He moved with a predator’s speed, summoning two equally trusted slaves from his own household, men who knew his true nature. They rode through the damp, sleeping countryside, the hooves of their horses a frantic drumbeat on the packed earth of the Via Latina.

He found her not in the atrium, but in the inner sanctum of her father’s house, Spurius Lucretius Tricipitinus’s private study. She stood rigid by a brazier, the flames casting dancing shadows that hollowed her cheeks. She was still dressed in the torn, stained stola from the night before. Her hair, usually bound in intricate braids, fell in a wild, dark cascade around her shoulders. But it was her eyes that stopped him dead. They were dry, but held a devastation more profound than any tears.

“Lucretia,” Brutus said, his voice low, the Dullard’s whine entirely gone.

She did not look at him. Her gaze was fixed on the flames. “He came to me last night,” she began, her voice a flat, dead thing. “Sextus. As a guest-friend to my husband. He was welcomed, fed, given a bed.” Her hands, clutched before her, began to tremble. “He came to my chamber. With a sword.”

Brutus did not move, did not breathe. He simply watched her, his entire being focused on her words.

“He spoke of his love. I scorned him. I threatened to cry out.” Her voice hitched, the first crack in the dam of her composure. “Then he threatened me. He said if I did not yield, he would kill me, and then slit the throat of a slave and place his naked body beside me. He would tell all of Rome he had slain us both in the act of adultery.” She finally turned her head, and the raw shame and fury in her eyes was a physical blow. “To be found thus... the dishonor would outlive my memory. It would stain my husband, my father, my house for all generations.”

She took a shuddering breath. “So, I yielded. The tyrant’s son forced me. What could I do? Where was my virtue then?” Her gaze dropped to the floor. “When he had his fill and was gone, I sent for you. And for my father.”

As if on cue, Spurius Lucretius entered, his face ashen. He had ridden through the night from camp with Publius Valerius, a trusted friend. They stood now, these hardened old warriors, bewildered and afraid of the tempest in this quiet room.

Lucretia looked at each of them in turn—her father, Valerius, and finally, Brutus, her eyes lingering on the sharp, unfamiliar intelligence in his face.

“What is due to Tarquin, is due to me,” she said, her voice gaining a terrible, iron strength. “My body is violated, but my mind is guiltless. Death shall be my witness. Swear to me,” she demanded, her voice rising, “swear that the adulterer shall not go unpunished!”

A cry of anguish broke from Spurius Lucretius. “My child, no! The fault is his, not yours! You are blameless!”

But Brutus understood. He saw the Roman purity in her, a logic as stark and unforgiving as a drawn line in the dust. Her virtue was not a feeling, but a public fact. And that fact had been annihilated. There was only one way to restore it.

Before anyone could move, Lucretia drew a dagger from the folds of her garment. It was a small, sharp thing, used for cutting parchment. With a cry that was part sorrow, part triumph, she plunged it deep into her heart, just below the breast.
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