
Caveat Emptor: A Novel of the Roman Empire
by Ruth Downie

About the Book

Newlyweds Ruso and Tilla are ready to find a place to settle down, where they can unpack their wedding gifts and start a 

family. They return to Britannia for Ruso?s work; however, the only job available isn?t as a doctor, but as an investigator 

for the Roman government. A tax collector from the town of Verulamium is missing, and the town council swears that 

the tax man, Julius Asper, was trying to make off with the town coffers. But Tilla hears a different story from Asper?s 

lover, the beautiful Iceni princess Camma. According to Camma, Asper is the victim of a conspiracy, and she demands 

justice for herself and her newborn baby.

As Ruso digs deeper into the politics of Verulamium, he becomes increasingly suspicious of this supposedly cooperative 

tribe. Why do the townspeople welcome Ruso like a hero? Why is Camma treated like an outcast? Tilla has a sinking 

feeling about this town, and she puts herself in charge of defending Camma and her infant. As Ruso realizes that Tilla?s 

safety is at stake, he tries to give both the Roman government and the Verulamium council the answers they want. Ruso 

doesn?t realize that he is helping to cover up a vast conspiracy until it is almost too late to do the right thing for his 

family.

Discussion Guide

1. Caveat Emptor opens with a quotation from the Roman Tacitus about the Britons: ?So, fighting separately, all are 

conquered.? What does this quotation tell us about the Romans? attitude toward the Britons? How does it set the stage 

for the novelwhat?s to come?

2. The castlist of characters at the beginning of the novel lists who Ruso will be ?employed by, perplexed by, lied to by, 

set straight by,? and more. What does this list tell us about Ruso?s character? What other trials, deceits, and challenges 

does Ruso endure by the end of Caveat Emptor?
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3. Discuss Tilla and Ruso?s difficulty having children. How does Ruso feel about settling down and starting a family 

with Tilla? Why does Tilla keep her past pregnancy secret from Ruso? What are the effects of this secret on their 

relationship, and why does Tilla finally reveal it?

4. What is the Catuvellauni tribe like, according to the Romans? What do other Britons, including northerners like Tilla, 

think of the Catuvellauni? Who has a clearer idea of this tribe?s motivations: the Romans or the Britons?

5. Discuss Metellus?s role in the investigation of Julius Asper?s disappearance. Why is Ruso so dismayed to find that 

Metellus is involved in the case? How does Metellus stand in the way of Ruso?s investigation, and how does he help it?

6. Ruso and Tilla have very different experiences when they first arrive in Verulamium. Compare the two scenes of 

arrival and discuss why the town greets Ruso and Tilla differently. What are Ruso?s first impressions of the town, and 

what are Tilla?s? How does each of them feel about Verulamium by the end of the novel?

7. Many of the men in Caveat Emptor are experiencing marital problems. How do Ruso, Valens, and Caratius each deal 

with conflicts with their wives? How do these wives? --- Tilla, Serena, and Camma? --- feel about their husbands?

8. Albanus, Ruso?s former clerk, is determined to help Ruso with his investigation. What kind of sidekick is Albanus? 

When is he helpful to Ruso, and when does he seem more of a nuisance than an assistant?

9. Consider the events of Julius Asper?s funeral. What controversial role does Tilla play in this scene? How does this 

funeral serve as a turning point in the plot of Caveat Emptor? How is Tilla treated differently in Verulamium after the 

funeral?

10. When Grata, Julius Bericus?s housekeeper, wants to see her employer?s corpse, the two sides of Ruso, doctor and 

investigator, come into conflict: ?The doctor in him told the investigator he should have stopped her.? (191) Why does 

Ruso?s job as an investigator take priority over his principles as a doctor?

11. There are several cases of forgery in Caveat Emptor: Dias and Gallonius?s coin conspiracy, the forged coins that 

Metellus caught Tilla spending, and Tilla?s forged letter that brings Valens and Serena back together. What are the 

consequences of each forgery? Which crime is more ethical: Dias forging coins to pay his guards a fair wage, or Tilla 

using fake coins and fake letters? Explain your answer.

12. Discuss the uncertainty surrounding Camma?s death. Who probably killed Camma: Dias or Caratius?s senile 

mother? What evidence is there for each side? Why does Tilla blame herself for Camma?s death?

13. At the end of the case, Ruso says that investigating is ?nothing but lies and deceit and making people even more 

miserable than they are already.? (326) What are the high and low points of Ruso?s investigation? Why is Ruso so 

frustrated at the end of this case? Do you think he would ever serve as an investigator again? Why or why not?



14. What is the legacy of Boudica, the rRebel qQueen of the Iceni? How do Romans remember Boudica, and how do the 

Catuvellauni remember her? How does the marriage between Camma and Caratius help to heal the conflict between the 

Iceni and the Catuvellauni, and how does this peace effort fail? Why do the Iceni insist that Camma?s baby must be 

raised with them, with or without Tilla?s care?

15. Caveat Emptor mixes mystery, adventure, romance, and humor. What are the funniest scenes of the novel? Which 

scene is the most action-packed?
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