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CHAPTER XXI

The high-priest of Serapis presided over the sacrifices to be
offered this morning. Caesar had given beasts in abundance to
do honor to the god; still, the priest had gone but ill-disposed
to fulfill his part; for the imperial command that the citizens'
houses should be filled with the troops, who were also authorized
to make unheard-of demands on their hosts, had roused his
ire against the tyrant, who, in the morning, after his bath, had
appeared to him unhappy indeed, but at the same time a gifted
and conscientious ruler, capable of the highest and grandest
enterprise.

Melissa, in obedience to the lady Euryale, had taken an
hour's rest, and then refreshed herself by bathing. She now was
breakfasting with her venerated friend, and Philostratus had
joined them. He was able to tell them that a swift State galley was
already on its way to overtake and release her father and brother;
and when he saw how glad she was to hear it, how beautiful,
fresh, and pure she was, he thought to himself with anxiety that
it would be a wonder if the imperial slave to his own passions
should not desire to possess this lovely creature.



Euryale also feared this, and Melissa realized what filled them
with anxiety; yet she by no means shared the feeling, and the
happy confidence with which she tried to comfort her old friends,
at the same time pacified and alarmed them. It seemed to her
quite foolish and vain to suppose that the emperor, the mighty
ruler of the world, should fall in love with her, the humble,
obscure gem-cutter's child, who aspired to one suitor alone. It
was merely as a patient wishes for the physician, she assured
herself, that the emperor wished for her presence—Philostratus
had understood that. During the night she had certainly been
seized with great fears, but, as she now thought, without any
cause. What she really had to dread was that she might be falsely
judged by his followers; still, she cared nothing about all these
Romans. However, she would beg Euryale to see Diodoros, and
to tell him what forced her to obey the emperor's summons, if
he should send for her. It was highly probable that the sick man
had been informed of her interview with Caracalla, and, as her
betrothed, he must be told how she felt toward Caesar; for this
was his right, and jealous agitation might injure him.

Her face so expressed the hope and confidence of a pure heart
that when, after a little time, she withdrew, Euryale said to the
philosopher:

"We must not alarm her more! Her trustful innocence perhaps
may protect her better than anxious precautions."

And Philostratus agreed, and assured her that in any case
he expected good results for Melissa, for she was one of those



who were the elect of the gods and whom they chose to be
their instruments. And then he related what wonderful influence
she had over Caesar's sufferings, and praised her with his usual
enthusiastic warmth.

When Melissa returned, Philostratus had left the matron. She
was again alone with Euryale, who reminded her of the lesson
conveyed in the Christian words that she had explained to her
yesterday. Every deed, every thought, had some influence on the
way in which the fulfillment of time would come for each one;
and when the hour of death was over, no regrets, repentance, or
efforts could then alter the past. A single moment, as her own
young experience had taught her, was often sufficient to brand
the name of an estimable man. Till now, her way through life had
led along level paths, through meadows and gardens, and others
had kept their eyes open for her; now she was drawing near to
the edge of a precipice, and at every turning, even at the smallest
step, she must never forget the threatening danger. The best will
and the greatest prudence could not save her if she did not trust
to a higher guidance; and then she asked the girl to whom she
raised her heart when she prayed; and Melissa named Isis and
other gods, and lastly the manes of her dead mother.

During this confession, old Adventus appeared, to summon
the girl to his sovereign. Melissa promised to follow him
immediately; and, when the old man had gone, the matron said:

"Few here pray to the same gods, and he whose worship my
husband leads is not mine. I, with several others, know that there



is a Father in heaven who loves us men, his creatures, and guards
us as his children. You do not yet know him, and therefore you
can not hope for anything from him; but if you will follow the
advice of a friend, who was also once young, think in the future
that your right hand is held firmly by the invisible, beloved hand
of your mother. Persuade yourself that she is by you, and take
care that every word, yes, every glance, meets with her approval.
Then she will be there, and will protect you whenever you require
her aid."

Melissa sank on the breast of her kind friend, embracing her as
closely and kissing her as sincerely as if she had been the beloved
mother to whose care Euryale had commended her,

The counsels of this true friend agreed with those of her own
heart, and so they must be right. When at last they had to part,
Euryale wished to send for one of the gentlemen of the court,
whom she knew, that he might escort her through the troops of
Caesar's attendants and friends who were waiting, and of the
visitors and petitioners; but Melissa felt so happy and so well
protected by Adventus, that she followed him without further
delay. In fact, the old man had a friendly feeling for her, since
she had covered his feet so carefully the day before; she knew it
by the tone of his voice and by the troubled look in his dim eyes.

Even now she did not believe in the dangers at which her
friends trembled for her, and she walked calmly across the lofty
marble halls, the anteroom, and the other vast rooms of the
imperial dwelling. The attendants accompanied her respectfully



from door to door, in obedience to the emperor's commands, and
she went on with a firm step, looking straight in front of her,
without noticing the inquisitive, approving, or scornful glances
which were aimed at her.

In the first rooms she needed an escort, for they were crowded
with Romans and Alexandrians who were waiting for a sign from
Caesar to appeal for his pardon or his verdict, or perhaps only
wishing to see his countenance. The emperor's "friends" sat at
breakfast, of which Caracalla did not partake. The generals, and
the members of his court not immediately attached to his person,
stood together in the various rooms, while the principal people
of Alexandria—several senators and rich and important citizens
of the town—as well as the envoys of the Egyptian provinces, in
magnificent garments and rich gold ornaments, held aloof from
the Romans, and waited in groups for the call of the usher.

Melissa saw no one, nor did she observe the costly woven
hangings on the walls, the friezes decorated with rare works of
art and high reliefs, nor the mosaic floors over which she passed.
She did not notice the hum and murmur of the numerous voices
which surrounded her; nor could she indeed have understood
a single coherent sentence; for, excepting the ushers and the
emperor's immediate attendants, at the reception-hour no one
was allowed to raise his voice. Expectancy and servility seemed
here to stifle every lively impulse; and when, now and then, the
loud call of one of the ushers rang above the murmur, one of
those who were waiting spontaneously bowed low, or another



started up, as if ready to obey any command. The sensation,
shared by many, of waiting in the vicinity of a high, almost
godlike power, in whose hands lay their well-being or misery,
gave rise to a sense of solemnity. Every movement was subdued;
anxious, nay, fearful expectation was written on many faces, and
on others impatience and disappointment. After a little while it
was whispered from ear to ear that the emperor would only grant
a few more audiences; and how many had already waited in vain
yesterday, for hours, in the same place!

Without delay Melissa went on till she had reached the heavy
curtain which, as she already knew, shut off Caesar's inner
apartments.

The usher obligingly drew it back, even before she had
mentioned her name, and while a deputation of the town
senators, who had been received by Caracalla, passed out,
she was followed by Alexandrian citizens, the chiefs of
great merchant-houses, whose request for an audience he had
sanctioned. They were for the most part elderly men, and Melissa
recognized among them Seleukus, Berenike's husband.

Melissa bowed to him, but he did not notice her, and passed by
without a word. Perhaps he was considering the enormous sum
to be expended on the show at night which he, with a few friends,
intended to arrange at the circus in Caesar's honor.

All was quite still in the large hall which separated the
emperor's reception-room from the anteroom. Melissa observed
only two soldiers, who were looking out of window, and



whose bodies were shaking as though they were convulsed with
profound merriment.

It happened that she had to wait here some time; for the usher
begged her to have patience until the merchants' audience was
over. They were the last who would be received that day. He
invited her to rest on the couch on which was spread a bright
giraffe's skin, but she preferred to walk up and down, for her
heart was beating violently. And while the usher vanished from
the room, one of the warriors turned his head to look about him,
and directly he caught sight of Melissa he gave his comrade a
push, and said to him, loud enough for Melissa to hear:

"A wonder! Apollonaris, by Eros and all the Erotes, a precious
wonder!"

The next moment they both stepped back from the window
and stared at the girl, who stood blushing and embarrassed, and
gazed at the floor when she found with whom she had been left
alone.

They were two tribunes of the praetorians, but,
notwithstanding their high grade, they were only young men
of about twenty. Twin brothers of the honorable house of
the Aurelia, they had entered the army as centurions, but
had soon been placed at the head of a thousand men, and
appointed tribunes in Caesar's body-guard. They resembled one
another exactly; and this likeness, which procured them much
amusement, they greatly enhanced by arranging their coal-black
beards and hair in exactly the same way, and by dressing alike



down to the rings on their fingers. One was called Apollonaris,
the other Nemesianus Aurelius. They were of the same height,
and equally well grown, and no one could say which had the
finest black eyes, which mouth the haughtiest smile, or to
which of them the thick short beard and the artistically shaved
spot between the under lip and chin was most becoming. The
beautifully embossed ornaments on their breast-plates and shirts
of mail, and on the belt of the short sword, showed that they
grudged no expense; in fact, they thought only of enjoyment, and
it was merely for the honor of it that they were serving for a
few years in the imperial guard. By and by they would rest, after
all the hardships of the campaign, in their palace at Rome, or
in the villas on the various estates that they had inherited from
their father and mother, and then, for a change, hold honorary
positions in the public service. Their friends knew that they also
contemplated being married on the same day, when the game of
war should be a thing of the past.

In the mean time they desired nothing in the world but honor
and pleasure; and such pleasure as well-bred, healthy, and genial
youths, with amiability, strength, and money to spend, can always
command, they enjoyed to the full, without carrying it to reckless
extravagance. Two merrier, happier, more popular comrades
probably did not exist in the whole army. They did their duty in
the field bravely; during peace, and in a town like Alexandria,
they appeared, on the contrary, like mere effeminate men of
fashion. At least, they spent a large part of their time in having



their black hair crimped; they gave ridiculous sums to have it
anointed with the most delicate perfumes; and it was difficult to
imagine how effectively their carefully kept hands could draw a
sword, and, if necessary, handle the hatchet or spade.

To-day Nemesianus was in the emperor's anteroom by
command, and Apollonaris, of his own freewill, had taken the
place of another tribune, that he might bear his brother company.
They had caroused through half the night, and had begun the
new day by a visit to the flower market, for love of the pretty
saleswomen. Each had a half-opened rose stuck in between his
cuirass and shirt of mail on the left breast, plucked, as the
charming Daphnion had assured them, from a bush which had
been introduced from Persia only the year before. The brothers,
at any rate, had never seen any like them.

While they were looking out of the window they had passed
the time by examining every girl or woman who went by,
intending to fling one rose at the first whose perfect beauty
should claim it, and the other flower at the second; but during the
half-hour none had appeared who was worthy of such a gift. All
the beauties in Alexandria were walking in the streets in the cool
hour before sunset, and really there was no lack of handsome
girls. The brothers had even heard that Caesar, who seemed to
have renounced the pleasures of love, had yielded to the charms
of a lovely Greek.

Directly they saw Melissa they were convinced that they had
met the beautiful plaything of the imperial fancy, and each with



the same action offered her his rose, as if moved by the same
invisible power.

Apollonaris, who had come into the world a little sooner than
his brother, and who, by right of birth, had therefore a more
audacious manner, stepped boldly up to Melissa and presented
his, while Nemesianus at the same instant bowed to her, and
begged her to give his the preference.

Though their speeches were flattering and well-worded,
Melissa repulsed them by remarking sharply that she did not want
their flowers.

"We can easily believe that," answered Apollonaris, "for are
you not yourself a lovely, blooming rose?"

"Vain flattery," replied Melissa; "and I certainly do not bloom
for you."

"That is both cruel and unjust," sighed Nemesianus, "for that
which you refuse to us poor fellows you grant to another, who
can obtain everything that other mortals yearn for."

"But we," interrupted his brother, "are modest, nay, and pious
warriors. We had intended offering up these roses to Aphrodite,
but lo! the goddess has met us in person."

"Her image at any rate," added the other.

"And you should thank the foam-born goddess," continued
Apollonaris; "for she has lent you, in spite of the danger of seeing
herself eclipsed, her own divine charms. Do you think she will
be displeased if we withdraw the flowers and offer them to you?"

"I think nothing," answered Melissa, "excepting that your



honeyed remarks annoy me. Do what you like with your roses,
I will not accept them."

"How dare you," asked Apollonaris, approaching her—"you,
to whom the mother of love has given such wonderfully fresh lips
—misuse them by refusing so sternly the humble petition of her
faithful worshipers? If you would not have Aphrodite enraged
with you, hasten to atone for this transgression. One kiss, my
beauty, for her votary, and she will forgive you."

Here Apollonaris stretched out his hand toward the girl
to draw her to him, but she motioned him back indignantly,
declaring that it would be reprehensible and cowardly in a soldier
to use violence toward a modest maid.

At this the two brothers laughed heartily, and Nemesianus
exclaimed, "You do not belong to the Temple of Vesta, most
lovely of roses, and yet you are well protected by such sharp
thorns that it requires a great deal of courage to venture to attack
you."

"More," added Apollonaris, "than to storm a fortress.
But what camp or stronghold contains booty so well worth
capturing?"

Thereupon he threw his arm round Melissa and drew her to
him.

Neither he nor his brother had ever conducted themselves
badly towards an honorable woman; and if Melissa had been
but the daughter of a simple craftsman, her reproachful remarks
would have sufficed to keep them at a distance. But such



immunity was not to be granted to the emperor's sweetheart,
who could so audaciously reject two brothers accustomed to easy
conquests; her demure severity could hardly be meant seriously.
Apollonaris therefore took no notice of her violent resistance,
but held her hands forcibly, and, though he could not succeed
in kissing her for her struggling, he pressed his lips to her
cheek, while she endeavored to free herself and pushed him off,
breathless with real indignation.

"Till now, the brothers had taken the matter as a joke; but when
Apollonaris seized the girl again, and she, beside herself with
fear, cried for help, he at once set her free.

It was too late; for the curtains of the audience-room were
already withdrawn, and Caracalla approached. His countenance
was red and distorted; he trembled with rage, and his angry
glance fell like a flash of lightning on the luckless brothers. Close
by his side was the prefect Macrinus, who feared lest he should be
attacked by a fresh fit; and Melissa shared his fears, as Caracalla
cried to Apollonaris in an angry voice, "Scoundrel that you are,
you shall repent of this!"

Still, Aurelius had, by various wanton jokes, incurred the
emperor's wrath before now, and he was accustomed to disarm
it by some insinuating confession, so he answered him with a
roguish smile, while raising his eyes to him humbly:

"Forgive me, great Caesar! Our poor strength, as you well
know, is easily defeated in conflicts against overpowering beauty.
Dainties are sweet, not only for children. Long ago Mars was



drawn to Venus; and if [—"

He had spoken these words in Latin, which Melissa did not
understand; but the color left the emperor's face, and, pale with
excitement, he stammered out laboriously:

"You have—you have dared—"

"For this rose," began the youth again, "I begged a hasty
kiss from the beauty, which certainly blooms for all, and she
—" He raised his hands and eyes imploringly to the despot; but
Caracalla had already snatched Macrinus's sword from its sheath,
and before Aurelius could defend himself he was struck first on
the head with the flat of the blade, and then received a series of
sharp cuts on his brow and face.

Streaming with blood from the gaping wounds which the
victim, trembling with fear and rage, covered with his hands,
he surrendered himself to the care of his startled brother,
while Caesar overwhelmed them both with a flood of furious
reproaches.

When Nemesianus began to bind up his wounded brother's
head with a handkerchief handed to him by Melissa, and
Caracalla saw the gaping wounds he had inflicted, he became
quieter, and said:

"I think those lips will not try to steal kisses again for
some time from honorable maidens. You and Nemesianus have
forfeited your lives; how ever, the beseeching look of those all-
powerful eves has saved you—you are spared. Take your brother
away, Nemesianus. You are not to leave your quarters until



further orders."

With this he turned his back on the twins, but on the threshold
he again addressed them and said:

"You were mistaken about this maiden. She is not less pure
and noble than your own sister."

The merchants were dismissed from the tablinum more hastily
than was due to the importance of their business, in which, until
this interruption, the sovereign had shown a sympathetic interest
and intelligence which surprised them; and they left Caesar's
presence disappointed, but with the promise that they should be
received again in the evening.

As soon as they had retired, Caracalla threw himself again on
the couch.

The bath had done him good. Still somewhat exhausted,
though his head was clear, he would not be hindered from
receiving the deputation for which he had important matters to
decide; but this fresh attack of rage revenged itself by a painful
headache. Pale, and with slightly quivering limbs, he dismissed
the prefect and his other friends, and desired Epagathos to call
Melissa.

He needed rest, and again the girl's little hand, which
had yesterday done him good, proved its healing power. The
throbbing in his head yielded to her gentle touch, and by degrees
exhaustion gave way to the comfortable languor of convalesence.

To-day, as yesterday, he expressed his thanks to Melissa, but
he found her changed. She looked timidly and anxiously down



into her lap excepting when she replied to a direct question; and
yet he had done everything to please her. Her relations would
soon be free and in Alexandria once more, and Zminis was in
prison, chained hand and foot. This he told her; and, though she
was glad, it was not enough to restore the calm cheerfulness he
had loved to see in her.

He urged her, with warm insistence, to tell him what it was
that weighed on her, and at last, with eyes full of tears, she forced
herself to say:

"You yourself have seen what they take me for."

"And you have seen," he quickly replied, "how I punish those
who forget the respect they owe to you."

"But you are so dreadful in your wrath!" The words broke
from her lips. "Where others blame, you can destroy; and you
do it, too, when passion carries you away. I am bound to obey
your call, and here I am. But I fancy myself like the little dog
—you may see him any day—which in the beast-garden of the
Panaeum, shares a cage with a royal tiger. The huge brute puts
up with a great deal from his small companion, but woe betide
the dog if the tiger once pats him with his heavy, murderous paw
—and he might, out of sheer forgetfulness!"

"But this hand," Caesar broke in, raising his delicate hand
covered with rings, "will never forget, any more than my heart,
how much it owes to you."

"Until I, in some unforeseen way—perhaps quite
unconsciously—excite your anger," sighed Melissa. "Then you



will be carried away by passion, and I shall share the common
fate."

Caracalla was about to reply indignantly, but just then
Adventus entered the room, announcing the chief astrologer of
the Temple of Serapis. Caracalla refused to receive him just then,
but he anxiously asked whether he had any signs to report. The
reply was in the affirmative, and in a few minutes Caesar had in
his hand a wax tablet covered with words and figures. He studied
it eagerly, and his countenance cleared; still holding the tablets,
he exclaimed to Melissa:

"You, daughter of Heron, have nothing to fear from me, you
of all the world! In some quiet hour I will explain to you how my
planet yearns to yours, and yours—that is, yourself—to mine.
The gods have created us for each other, child; I am already under
your influence, but your heart still hesitates, and I know whys; it
is because you distrust me."

Melissa raised her large eyes to his face in astonishment, and
he went on, pensively:

"The past must stand; it is like a scar which no water will wash
out. What have you not heard of my past? What did they feel, in
their self- conscious virtue, when they talked of my crimes? Did
it ever occur to any one, I wonder, that with the purple I assumed
the sword, to protect my empire and throne? And when I have
used the blade, how eagerly have fingers pointed at me, how
gladly slanderous tongues have wagged! Who has ever thought
of asking what compulsion led me to shed blood, or how much



it cost me to do it? You, fair child—and the stars confirm it—
you were sent by fate to share the burden that oppresses me, and
to you I will ease my heart, to you I will confide all, unasked,
because my heart prompts me to do so. But first you must tell
me with what tales they taught you to hate the man to whom, as
you yourself confessed, you nevertheless felt drawn."

At this Melissa raised her hands in entreaty and remonstrance,
and Caesar went on:

"I will spare you the pains. They say that I am ever athirst
for fresh bloodshed if only some one is rash enough to suggest
it to me. You were told that Caesar murdered his brother Geta,
with many more who did but speak his victim's name. My father-
in-law, and his daughter Plautilla, my wife, were, it is said, the
victims of my fury. I killed Papinian, the lawyer and prefect, and
Cilo—whom you saw yesterday—nearly shared the same fate.
What did they conceal? Nothing. Your nod confesses it— well,
and why should they, since speaking ill of others is their greatest
delight? It is all true, and I should never think of denying it. But
did it ever occur to you, or did any one ever suggest to you, to
inquire how it came to pass that I perpetrated such horrors; [—
who was brought up in the fear of the gods and the law, like you
and other people?"

"No, my lord, never," replied Melissa, in distress. "But I beg
you, I beseech you, say no more about such dreadful things. I
know full well that you are not wicked; that you are much better
than people think."



"And for that very reason," cried Caesar, whose cheeks were
flushed with pleasure in the hard task he had set himself, "you
must hear me. I am Caesar. There is no judge over me; I need
give account to none for my actions. Nor do I. Who, besides
yourself, is more to me than the flies on that cup?"
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