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    In Unto Caesar, Emmuska Orczy, Baroness Orczy, distills a timeless drama of allegiance and identity, charting how private love and moral conviction collide with the demands of public power, how personal loyalties are tested by spectacles of authority and the shifting tides of favor, and how courage must learn to speak in a world where obedience is rewarded, dissent is perilous, and the most intimate choices reverberate across the grand stage of empire, as reputations hang by a thread, rituals seem to sanctify force, rumor hardens into law, and the human heart wrestles with the price of safety, honor, and truth.

Unto Caesar is a work of historical fiction by Emmuska Orczy, Baroness Orczy, published in the early twentieth century, and it reflects the author’s command of adventure-tinged romance set against a vividly imagined past. The novel moves within an atmosphere shaped by imperial institutions and ceremonial splendor, situating private destinies amid the architecture of power. Readers familiar with Orczy’s body of historical narratives will recognize her interest in high-stakes choices, gallant bearing, and moral testing. While grounded in a distant era, the book’s concerns are unmistakably human: how societies enforce loyalty, how individuals negotiate authority, and how duty can both protect and imperil the self.

Without disclosing its turns and revelations, the premise orients us toward figures whose lives are drawn into the orbit of rulers and courts, where a single favor or frown can remake a future. A chance encounter and a public expectation set the protagonists on a path that blends personal feeling with political consequence. The story’s initial movement is a gathering of pressures: custom, reputation, and the choreography of official life create a cage as much as a stage. From the outset, the book promises the reader a journey through perilous etiquette, whispered intrigue, and moments when silence or speech can change everything.

Orczy’s narrative voice balances elegance with momentum, building scenes that feel theatrical in their clarity while maintaining a steady undercurrent of tension. Descriptions dwell on gesture, setting, and the small social details through which power announces itself. Dialogue has a formal cadence, carrying the weight of rank and expectation, yet it leaves space for irony and warmth. The mood shifts between ceremonial grandeur and intimate reflection, never losing sight of human vulnerability. Readers can expect a polished surface—pageantry, ritual, and etiquette—beneath which strong currents of emotion and risk flow, yielding a reading experience that is immersive, measured, and quietly suspenseful.

At its core, Unto Caesar meditates on what is owed—to law, to love, to conscience—and who gets to decide the balance among them. The novel explores how institutions ask for obedience, how communities police belonging, and how individuals construct honor in a world that prizes conformity. It raises questions about the costs of visibility and the protections of invisibility; about the seductions of proximity to power; and about whether justice can survive when it must pass through ceremony. Thematically, the book moves beyond its historical façade to probe enduring dilemmas: loyalty versus integrity, mercy versus order, and the difficult art of choosing the right allegiance.

For contemporary readers, the novel’s inquiry into authority and selfhood remains strikingly relevant. In an age attuned to public performance and institutional pressure, its portrayal of reputations made and unmade by ritualized power feels familiar. The book invites reflection on civic responsibility, the ethics of service, and the risks and rewards of dissent. It prompts consideration of how narratives—official and personal—are crafted, contested, and believed. Unto Caesar ultimately offers a lens on how people navigate systems larger than themselves, and how courage can take the shape of patience, restraint, or timely defiance when the stakes are both intimate and immense.

Approached as an introduction to Orczy’s broader historical imagination or appreciated on its own terms, Unto Caesar rewards readers who savor atmospheric settings, moral complexity, and the slow tightening of dramatic coils. It offers an experience in which romance is not merely a sentiment but a testing ground for principle, and adventure is measured as much in conscience as in action. Without relying on shocks, the narrative builds resonance through choice and consequence. In the end, the appeal lies in its poise: a stately, engaging story that speaks across time about the burdens we accept, the promises we keep, and the bounds we will or will not yield to power.
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    Set in imperial Rome during the early Principate, the narrative opens amid glittering ceremony and underlying unrest. The city’s populace hails its young Caesar, while rival factions compete for influence. Dea Flavia, a high-born patrician of imperial kin, embodies Rome’s grace and pride. Taurus Antinor, a renowned soldier and statesman, stands apart for his discipline and austere integrity. Their first encounters reveal mutual fascination tempered by reserve, as each measures the other against exacting standards of duty. The stage is set for a story that entwines public spectacle with private conscience, and political obligation with emerging, disruptive ideals.

A public festival exposes the moral fissures of the capital. In the arena and the crowded streets, the Roman passion for display verges on cruelty. A humble stranger—linked to a small, much-suspected community—draws the hostility of the mob. Taurus intervenes with firm authority, enforcing order without courting favor. Dea Flavia, observing, is struck by the contrast between sanctioned spectacle and personal mercy. The episode plants questions that neither the law nor ritual easily answers. Rome’s grandeur frames a subtler conflict: whether allegiance to the state exhausts a citizen’s duty, or whether a higher, quieter claim presses on the heart.

Within the palace precincts, daily ritual masks shifting alliances. Caesar’s caprice can elevate a favorite or ruin a rival; courtiers navigate with polished words and calculated homage. Dea Flavia’s lineage makes her central to plans of marriage and power, though her own judgment remains decisive. Taurus Antinor, valued for service yet wary of flattery, refuses to trade candor for advancement. His stance breeds respect in some and resentment in others. Among the ambitious, a cultivated patrician, Hortensius Martius, presses his advantages and watches for weakness. The court’s competitions sharpen into a contest of values beneath the agreeable surface.

Away from ceremony, Dea Flavia encounters members of a quiet sect whose customs and speech differ from Rome’s. Their emphasis on compassion unsettles assumptions formed by law, tradition, and ancestral honors. She listens, not to defy Caesar, but to understand whether duty requires more than obedience. Taurus, too, observes signs of a faith that disdains spectacle and measures greatness by service. Neither protagonist declares allegiance, yet both feel the strain between inherited forms and a new, interior measure of worth. These private reflections, almost invisible among Rome’s pageants, begin to guide choices that public life will soon test.

Whispers of conspiracy intensify. Discontented nobles, foreign agents, and opportunists explore ways to bend or break the imperial order. Caesar charges Taurus Antinor with tracing these currents and reporting plainly. Dea Flavia, by virtue of name and position, finds her image invoked by factions seeking legitimacy. The tension of surveillance and rumor narrows into specific inquiries, coded meetings, and sudden disappearances. Each move in the city’s game of influence carries personal cost, as reputations risk damage and loyalties grow uncertain. The possibility that state security and private conscience may diverge becomes more than a philosophical concern.

A solemn day of worship and public celebration brings matters to a head. Ceremonies of sacrifice and oaths of fealty renew Rome’s civic bonds under the gaze of Caesar. In this charged setting, an appeal for mercy challenges the accepted order. Dea Flavia’s response, measured yet unmistakable, reveals her growing conviction. Taurus, responsible for discipline, chooses a course that protects life without openly defying imperial authority. The crowd’s mood turns, courtiers take note, and the emperor’s favor appears less predictable. From this moment, caution gives way to risk: what has been implied now stands in clear relief.

Consequences follow. Accusations circulate in guarded phrases; alliances harden. Taurus Antinor’s adherence to justice is construed as defiance by some, as fidelity by others. Dea Flavia confronts the cost of compassion within a system that prizes stability above all. Quiet meetings with the small community she has glimpsed deepen her understanding while increasing her exposure. Legal mechanisms—summons, inquiries, formal testimony—press the principals toward decisions that cannot be deferred. The competing claims of Caesar’s peace and an inward moral law crystallize. Neither protagonist seeks martyrdom or rebellion, yet both prepare to accept what their choices entail.

The climax unfolds in a tightly drawn confrontation where evidence, rumor, and courage meet. Plots are named, allegiances tested, and the true engines of unrest revealed. Taurus Antinor faces the practical limits of command and the personal meaning of honor. Dea Flavia must speak with clarity that permits no retreat to ambiguity. Without detailing outcomes, the scene resolves the central conflict by requiring that each render what is owed to the state while refusing what conscience cannot yield. The resolution turns on measured action rather than spectacle, setting a precedent for duty anchored in something firmer than favor.

In the aftermath, Rome resumes its rhythm, yet the principals are changed. Public order is maintained, but the narrative’s weight rests on interior transformation: the recognition that political power, though necessary, is not ultimate. Dea Flavia’s path clarifies the dignity of mercy within a public role. Taurus Antinor embodies a loyalty strengthened, not weakened, by moral limits. The story’s message emerges plainly: render to Caesar what is Caesar’s, and to God what is God’s. Without overtly reshaping institutions, the conclusion suggests a gentler ethic working within them, offering a durable hope amid imperial splendor and strain.
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    Set in early Imperial Rome during the Julio-Claudian era (first century CE), "Unto Caesar" unfolds chiefly in the capital, amid the Palatine palaces, the bustling Forum Romanum, and the teeming districts near the Tiber. The period saw a powerful central court, an expanding bureaucracy, and rigid social hierarchies, alongside monumental infrastructure such as the Aqua Claudia and Anio Novus (completed 52 CE). Rome’s population, possibly over a million, moved between elite villas and insulae tenements, chariot races in the Circus Maximus, and solemn religious rites at temples. This urban, ceremonial, and political landscape frames the novel’s conflicts between duty to the state and emerging spiritual allegiances.

The Julio-Claudian sequence—Tiberius (14–37 CE), Caligula (37–41), and Claudius (41–54)—defined the governance that the novel mirrors: a sacralized autocracy centered on "Caesar," precarious court alliances, and the constant specter of treason. Caligula’s short reign was marked by theatrical displays of divine status and erratic purges; Claudius consolidated rule through administrative innovation and reliance on powerful freedmen. Rome’s elite navigated delation (informer culture) and maiestas trials, where a careless word could be fatal. The book’s courtly scenes and the fraught calculus of loyalty and survival echo this historical environment, portraying "Caesar" not only as ruler but as a living axis of religion, law, and personal fate.

The rise of the Christian community in Rome and the demands of the imperial cult most decisively shape the work’s ethical core. Jews had lived in Rome since the late Republic; by the mid-first century CE, disputes “at the instigation of Chrestus” (Suetonius, Claudius 25.4) prompted Claudius’s expulsion of many Jews from the city (c. 49 CE), a measure that likely touched early Christians within Jewish networks. By the late 50s, Paul addressed the Roman Christian community (Epistle to the Romans, c. 57 CE), showing it was sufficiently organized to merit theological counsel. After the Great Fire of 64 CE, Nero notoriously blamed Christians; Tacitus (Annals XV.44) records brutal punishments—crucifixions, maulings by beasts, and burnings—inflicted not for arson proven in court but for “hatred of mankind,” a charge arising from their refusal to join civic cults. Central to Roman political religion was the imperial cult: sacrifices to the genius of the emperor and to Roma, widespread in the provinces and ritually present in Rome. Participation signaled civic loyalty; abstention was read as subversion. Legal instruments of repression included the flexible accusation of maiestas (treason) and the preventive reach of the Praetorian prefecture. In practice, early Roman Christians often met in private houses (domus ecclesiae), adopting a low profile in a city where festivals, triumphs, and public vows dramatized fidelity to Caesar. The novel’s title invokes the Gospel’s political riddle—“Render unto Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and unto God the things that are God’s” (Matthew 22:21)—and dramatizes this choice. Characters torn between imperial obligations—oaths, sacrifices, and public conformity—and interior conversion exemplify how monotheistic conscience challenged the encompassing claims of the Roman state.

The Praetorian Guard, instituted by Augustus, became a political arbiter. In 41 CE, officers including Cassius Chaerea assassinated Caligula; the Guard then proclaimed Claudius emperor, underscoring its kingmaker role. Earlier, Sejanus—formidable prefect under Tiberius—fell spectacularly in 31 CE, revealing the lethal volatility of palace security politics. Later, under Nero, the prefect Sextus Afranius Burrus (51–62 CE) shaped early policies before his death shifted the balance at court. The novel’s atmosphere of surveillance, swift arrests, and the decisive power of a military prefect aligns with this historical machinery, where the "friend of Caesar" lived at the mercy of cohorts quartered a short march from the Palatine.

Roman society was stratified: senators and equestrians led public life; plebeians, freedmen, and slaves formed the urban mass. Under Claudius, imperial freedmen such as Narcissus and Pallas amassed administrative clout, provoking senatorial resentment. Women of the elite, though under patria potestas, wielded influence via kinship and marriage alliances; marriages sine manu left wives under their natal family’s authority, allowing complex political strategies. Patronage networks bound clients to powerful houses, distributing favors and protection. The novel’s patrician circles, arranged betrothals, and dependence on patronal intercession reflect these realities, while the presence of slaves and freedmen in intimate proximity to power illustrates the porous, yet perilous, avenues of social mobility.

Public spectacles underwrote imperial legitimacy. The Circus Maximus hosted ludi and chariot races drawing vast crowds; the first permanent stone amphitheater in Rome, built by Statilius Taurus in 29 BCE, staged gladiatorial combat and venationes and was destroyed in the Fire of 64. Before the Flavian Amphitheatre (80 CE), temporary structures and earlier arenas sufficed for bloody pageantry. Punishments such as damnatio ad bestias or crucifixion demonstrated state power on a theatrical scale. The novel’s evocation of crowds, arenas, and the threat of exemplary punishment captures how Roman authority communicated through ritualized violence, binding plebeian enthusiasm to Caesar’s favor while warning dissidents of the cost of defiance.

Baroness Orczy’s life within imperial cultures informs the book’s treatment of authority. Born in 1865 in Tarnaörs, Hungary, she grew up amid the Habsburg monarchy reshaped by the Austro‑Hungarian Compromise of 1867 under Franz Joseph I. After the upheavals and agrarian tensions that followed 1848–49, her aristocratic family moved west; Orczy settled in London by the 1880s and married in 1894. Her fascination with loyalty, hierarchy, and the precariousness of elites in times of mass pressure echoes Central European politics, where crown, bureaucracy, and popular unrest coexisted uneasily. "Unto Caesar" (published 1910) mirrors these imperial anxieties by probing obedience, conscience, and the sanctity of oath within a vast, centralized state.

As social and political critique, the novel exposes the dangers of sacralized autocracy, the coercive fusion of piety and citizenship, and the crowd’s susceptibility to spectacle. By contrasting aristocratic duty and the quieter claims of conscience, it indicts treason trials, informer culture, and state violence as tools of conformity. It highlights class divides—senatorial privilege, the leverage of imperial freedmen, and the vulnerability of slaves—while tracing how law and ritual normalize inequality. The Christian dilemma of sacrifice versus worship of the emperor refracts a broader warning about the limits of state power over belief. In dramatizing refusal, the book insists that moral sovereignty cannot be wholly rendered unto Caesar.
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"Beautiful for situation, the joy of the whole earth, is Mount Zion...."—Psalm xlviii. 2.



And it came to pass in Rome after the kalends[3] of September, and when Caius Julius Cæsar Caligula[1] ruled over Imperial Rome.

Arminius Quirinius[2], the censor, was dead. He had died by his own hand, and thus was a life of extortion and of fraud brought to an ignominious end through the force of public opinion,[1q] and by the decree of that same Cæsar who himself had largely benefited by the mal-practices of his minion.

Arminius Quirinius had committed every crime, sunk to every kind of degradation which an inordinate love of luxury and the insatiable desires of jaded senses had suggested as a means to satisfaction, until the treachery of his own accomplices had thrown the glaring light of publicity on a career of turpitude such as even these decadent times had seldom witnessed ere this.

Enough that the end had come at last. A denunciation from the rostrum, a discontented accomplice thirsting for revenge, an angry crowd eager to listen, and within an hour the mighty, much-feared censor was forced to flee from Rome to escape the fury of a populace which would have torn him to pieces, and was ready even to massacre his family and his womenfolk, his clients and his slaves.

He escaped to his villa at Ostia. But the Emperor Caligula, having duly enjoyed the profits derived from his favourite's extortions, hurled anathema and the full weight of his displeasure on the man who had been not only fool enough to be found out, but who had compromised the popularity of the Cæsar in the eyes of the people and of the army. Twenty-four hours later the imperial decree went forth that the disgraced censor must end his days in any manner which he thought best—seeing that a patrician and member of the Senate could not be handed over to common justice—and also that the goods of Arminius Quirinius should be publicly sold for the benefit of the State and the profit of those whom the extortioner had wronged.

The latter phrase, though somewhat vague, pleased the people and soothed public irritation, and the ephemeral popularity of a half-crazy tyrant was momentarily restored. Be it said however, that less than a month later the Cæsar decided that he himself had been the person most wronged by Arminius, and that the bulk of the profits derived from the sale of the late censor's goods must therefore find its way into the imperial coffers.

The furniture of Arminius' house within the city and that of his villa at Ostia had fetched vast sums at a public auction[5] which had lasted three days. Everything had been sold, from the bed with the gilt legs on which the body of the censor had been laid after his death, to the last vase of murra that adorned his walls and the cups of crystal from which his guests had drunk. His pet monkeys were sold and his tame magpies, the pots of flowers out of the hothouses and the bunches of melons and winter grapes ripening under glass.

After that it was the turn of the slaves. There were, so I understand, over seven thousand of these: scribes and carpenters, litter-bearers and sculptors, cooks and musicians; there were a quantity of young children, and some half-witted dolts and misshapen dwarfs, kept for the amusement of guests during the intervals of supper.

The bulk of them had been sent to the markets of Delos and Phaselis, but the imperator had had the most valuable items amongst the human goods set aside for himself, and not a few choice pieces had found their way into the households of the aediles in charge of the sales: the State too had appropriated some hundreds of useful scribes, sculptors and mechanics, but there were still a thousand or so who—in compliance with the original imperial edict—would have to be sold by public auction in Rome for the benefit of the late censor's defrauded victims.

And thus, on this ninth day of September, a human load panting under the heat of this late summer's sun, huddled one against the other, pushed and jostled by the crowd, was exposed to the public gaze in the Forum over against the rostrum Augustini, so that all who had a mind, and a purse withal, might suit their fancy and buy.

A bundle of humanity—not over-wretched, for the condition of the slaves in the household of Arminius Quirinius had not been an unhappy one—they all seemed astonished, some even highly pleased, at thus finding themselves the centre of attraction in the Forum, they who had spent their lives in getting humbly out of other people's way.

Fair and dark, ivory skin and ebony, male and female, or almost sexless in the excess of deformity, there were some to suit all tastes. Each wore a tablet hung round the neck by a green cord: on this were writ the chief merits of the wearer, and also a list of his or her defects, so that intending purchasers might know what to expect.

There were the Phrygians with fair curly hair and delicate hands skilled in the limner's art; the Numidians with skins of ebony and keen black eyes that shone like dusky rubies; they were agile at the chase, could capture a lion or trap the wild beasts that are so useful in gladiatorial games. There were Greeks here, pale of face and gentle of manner who could strike the chords of a lyre and sing to its accompaniment, and there were swarthy Spaniards who fashioned breast-plates of steel and fine chain mail to resist the assassin's dagger: there were Gauls with long lithe limbs and brown hair tied in a knot high above the forehead, and Allemanni from the Rhine with two-coloured hair heavy and crisp like a lion's mane. There was a musician from Memphis whose touch upon the sistrum would call a dying spirit back to the land of the living, and a cook from Judæa who could stew a peacock's tongue so that it melted like nectar in the mouth: there was a white-skinned Iceni from Britain, versed in the art of healing, and a negress from Numidia who had killed a raging lion by one hit on the jaw from her powerful fist.

Then there were those freshly brought to Rome from overseas, whose merits or demerits had not yet been appraised—they wore no tablet round the neck, but their feet were whitened all over with chalk; and there were those whose heads were surmounted by an ugly felt hat in token that the State treasury tendered no guarantee for them. Their period of servitude had been so short that nothing was known about them, about their health, their skill, or their condition.



Above them towered the gigantic rostrum with tier upon tier of massive blocks of marble, and in the centre, up aloft, the bronze figure of the wolf—the foster-mother of the great city—with metal jaws distended and polished teeth that gleamed like emeralds in the sun.

And all around the stately temples of the Forum, with their rich carvings and colonnades and walls in tones of delicate creamy white, scarce less brilliant than the clouds which a gentle morning breeze was chasing westwards to the sea. And under the arcades of the temples cool shadows, dense and blue, trenchant against the white marble like an irregular mosaic of lapis lazuli, with figures gliding along between the tall columns, priests in white robes, furtive of gait, slaves of the pontificate, shoeless and silent and as if detached from the noise and bustle of the Forum, like ghosts that haunt the precincts of graves.

Throughout all this the gorgeous colouring that a summer's mid-morning throws over imperial Rome. Above, that canopy of translucent blue, iridescent and scintillating with a thousand colours, flicks of emerald and crimson, of rose and of mauve that merge and dance together, divide and reunite before the retina, until the gaze loses consciousness of all colour save one all-pervading sense of gold.

In the distance the Capitol, temple-crowned, rearing its deified summit upwards to the dome of heaven above, holding on its triple shoulders a throng of metal gods, with Jupiter Victor right in the centre, a thunderbolt in his hand which throws back ten thousand reflections of dazzling light—another sun engendered by the sun. And to the west the Aventine wrapped in its mantle of dull brown, its smooth incline barren and scorched, and with tiny mud-huts dotted about like sleepy eyes that close beneath the glare.

And far away beyond the Aventine, beyond the temples and palaces, the blue ribbon of the Tiber flowing lazily to the sea: there where a rose-coloured haze hung in mid-air, hiding with filmy, transparent veil the vast Campania beyond, its fever-haunted marshes and its reed-covered fastnesses.

The whole, a magnificent medley of cream and gold and azure, and deep impenetrable shadows trenchant as a thunder cloud upon an horizon of gold, and the moving crowd below, ivory and bronze and black, with here and there the brilliant note of a snow-white robe or of crimson head-band gleaming through dark locks.



Up and around the rostrum, noise that was almost deafening had prevailed from an early hour. On one of the gradients some ten or a dozen scribes were squatting on mats of twisted straw, making notes of the sales and entries of the proceeds on rolls of parchment which they had for the purpose, whilst a swarthy slave, belonging to the treasury, acted as auctioneer under direct orders from the praefect of Rome. He was perched high up aloft, immediately beneath the shadow of the yawning bronze wolf; he stood bare-headed under the glare of the sun, but a linen tunic covered his shoulders, and his black hair was held close to his head by a vivid crimson band.

He shouted almost incessantly in fluent Latin, but with the lisp peculiar to the African races.

A sun-tanned giant whose massive frame and fair hair, that gleamed ruddy in the sun, proclaimed some foreign ancestry was the praefectus in command of this tangled bundle of humanity.

He had arrived quite early in the day and his litter stood not far from the rostrum; its curtains of crimson silk, like vivid stains of blood upon the walls of cream and gold, fluttered restlessly in the breeze. Around the litter a crowd of his own slaves and attendants remained congregated, but he himself stood isolated on the lowest gradient of the central rostrum, leaning his powerful frame against the marble, with arms folded across his mighty chest; his deep-set eyes were overshadowed by heavy brows and his square forehead cut across by the furrow of a perpetual frown which gave the whole face a strange expression of untamed will and of savage pride, in no way softened by the firm lines of the tightly closed lips or the contour of the massive jaws.

His lictors, at some little distance from him, kept his person well guarded, but it was he who, with word or nod, directed the progress of the sale, giving occasional directions to the lictors who—wielding heavy flails—had much ado to keep the herd of human cattle within the bounds of its pens. His voice was harsh and peremptory and he pronounced the Latin words with but the faintest semblance of foreign intonation.

Now and then at a word from a likely purchaser he would with a sign order a lictor to pick out one of his wares, to drag him forward out of a compact group and set him up on the catasta. A small crowd would then collect round the slave thus exposed, the tablet on his neck would be carefully perused and the chattel made to turn round and round, to walk backwards and forwards, to show his teeth and his muscle, whilst the African up on the rostrum would with loud voice and profuse gesture point out every line of beauty on a lithe body and expatiate on the full play of every powerful muscle.

The slave thus singled out for show seemed neither resentful nor distressed, ready enough most times to exhibit his merits, anxious only for the chance of a good master and the momentary avoidance of the lictor's flail. At the praefect's bidding he cracked his knuckles or showed his teeth, strained the muscles of his arm to make them stand up like cords, turned a somersault, jumped, danced or stood on his head if ordered so to do.

The women were more timid and very frightened of blows, especially the older ones; the younger shoulders escaped a chastisement which would have marred their beauty, and the pretty maids from Corinth or Carthage, conscious of their own charms, displayed them with good-natured naïveté, deeming obedience the surest way to comfort.

Nor did the praefect perform his duty with any show of inhumanity or conscious cruelty. Himself a wealthy member of the patriciate, second only to the Cæsar, with a seat in the Senate and a household full of slaves, he had neither horror nor contempt for the state of slavery—a necessary one in the administration of the mightiest Empire in the world.

Many there were who averred that the praefect of Rome was himself the descendant of a freedman—a prisoner of war brought over by Cæsar from the North—who had amassed wealth and purchased his own freedom. Indeed his name proclaimed his foreign origin, for he was called Taurus Antinor Anglicanus, and surnamed Niger because of his dark eyes and sun-tanned skin. Certain it is that when the sale of Arminius' goods was ordered by imperial edict for the benefit of the State, no one complained that the praefect decided to preside over the sale himself.

He had discharged such duties before and none had occasion to complain of the manner in which he did it. In these days of unbridled excesses and merciless outbursts of rage, he remained throughout—on these occasions—temperate and even impassive.

He only ordered his lictor to use the flail when necessary, when the bundle of human goods was so huddled up that it ceased to look attractive, and likely purchasers seemed to fall away. Then, at his command, the heavy thongs would descend indiscriminately on the bronze shoulder of an Ethiopian or the fair skin of a barbarian from the North; but he gave the order without any show of cruelty or passion, just as he heard the responsive cry of pain without any outward sign of pity.
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"To be laid in the balance, they are altogether lighter than vanity.[2q]"—Psalm lxii. 9.



As the day wore on, trade became more brisk and the work of the lictors more arduous, for the crowd was dense and the bargain-hunters eager to push to the front.

Now a bronze-skinned artisan with slender limbs and narrow tapering hands was attracting attention. He was standing on the platform, passive and indifferent, apparently unconscious alike of the scorching sun which bit into his bare flesh, as of the murmurs of the dealers round him and the eloquence of the African up on the rostrum, who was shouting himself hoarse in praise of his wares.

"A leather worker from Hispania," he thundered with persuasive rhetoric, "his age but two dozen years, his skill unequalled on either bank of the Tiber ... A tunic worked by him is softer than the fleeciest wool, and the sheath of a dagger becomes in his hands as hard as steel.... Good health and strength, two thousand sesterces[4] were a poor price to pay for the use of these skilled hands.... Two thousand sesterces.... His lordship's grace, the censor Arminius Quirinius paid four thousand for him...."

He paused a moment whilst a couple of Jews from Galilee, in long dark robes and black caps covering their shaggy hair, turned critically round this paragon from Hispania, lifted his hands and gazed on each finger-tip as if trying to find traces on these of that much-vaunted skill.

"Two thousand sesterces, kind sirs, and you will have at your disposal the talent of a master in the noble art of leather working; pouches and coverings for your chairs, caskets and sword-hilts, nothing comes amiss to him.... Come! shall we say two thousand sesterces?"

The Jews were hesitating. With a rapid glance of their keen, deep-set eyes they consulted one with the other, whilst their long bony fingers wandered hesitatingly to the wallets at their belts.

"Two thousand sesterces!" urged the auctioneer, as he looked with marked severity on the waverers.

He himself received a percentage on the proceeds of the sale, a few sesterces mayhap that would go to swell the little hoard which ultimately would purchase freedom. The scribes stilet in hand waited in patient silence. The praefect, indifferent to the whole transaction, was staring straight in front of him, like one whose thoughts are strangers to his will.

"One thousand we'll give," said one of the Jews timidly.

"Nay! an you'll not give more, kind sirs," quoth the auctioneer airily, "this paragon among leather workers will bring fortune to your rival dealers...."

"One thousand," repeated one of the intending purchasers, "and no more."

The African tried persuasion, contempt, even lofty scorn; he threatened to withdraw the paragon from the sale altogether, for he knew of a dealer in leather goods over in Corinth who would give two fingers of his own hand for the exclusive use of those belonging to this Hispanian treasure.

But the Jews were obstinate. With the timid obstinacy peculiar to their race, they stuck to their point and refused to be enticed into purposeless extravagance.

In the end the wonderful worker in leather was sold to the Jew traders from Galilee for the sum of one thousand sesterces; his dark face had expressed nothing but stolid indifference whilst the colloquy between the purchasers and the auctioneer had been going on.

The next piece of goods however was in more pressing demand; a solid German, with massive thorax half-hidden beneath a shaggy goatskin held in at the waist by a belt; his hairy arms bare to the shoulder, his gigantic fists clenched as if ready to fell an ox.

A useful man with plough or harrow, he was said to be skilled in smith's work too. After a preliminary and minute examination of the man's muscles, of his teeth, of the calves of his legs, bidding became very brisk between an agriculturist from Sicilia and a freedman from the Campania, until the praefect himself intervened, desiring the slave for his own use on a farm which he had near Ostia.

Some waiting-maids from Judæa fetched goodly money; an innkeeper of Etruria bought them, for they were well-looking and knew how to handle and carry wine jars without shaking up the costly liquor; and the negroes were sought after by the lanistae for training to gladiatorial combats.

Scribes were also in great demand for copying purposes. The disseminators of the news of the day were willing to pay high prices for quick shorthand writers who had learned their business in the house of Arminius the censor.

In the meanwhile the throng in the Forum had become more and more dense. Already one or two gorgeously draped litters had been seen winding their way in from the Sacra Via or the precincts of the temples, their silken draperies making positive notes of brilliant colour against the iridescent whiteness of Phrygian marble walls.

The lictors now had at times to use their flails against the crowd. Room had to be made for the masters of Rome, the wealthy and the idle, who threw sesterces about for the gratification of their smallest whim, as a common man would shake the dust from his shoes.

Young Hortensius Martius, the rich patrician owner of five thousand slaves, had stepped out of his litter, and a way being made for him in the crowd by his men, he had strolled up to the rostrum, and mounting its first gradient he leaned with studied grace against the block of white marble, giving to the common herd below the pleasing spectacle of a young exquisite, rich and well-favoured—his handsome person carefully perfumed and bedecked after the morning bath, his crisp fair hair daintily curled, his body clad in a tunic of soft white wool splendidly worked in purple stripes, the insignia of his high patrician state.

He passed a languid eye over the bundle of humanity spread out for sale at his feet and gave courteous greeting to the praefect.

"Thou art early abroad, Hortensius Martius," quoth Taurus Antinor in response; "'tis not often thou dost grace the Forum with thy presence at this hour."

"They told me it would be amusing," replied young Hortensius lazily, "but methinks that they lied."

He yawned, and with a tiny golden tool he began picking his teeth.

"What did they tell thee?" queried the other, "and who were they that told?"

"There was Caius Nepos and young Escanes, and several others at the bath. They were all talking about the sale."

"Are they coming hither?"

"They will be here anon; but some declared that much rubbish would have to be sold ere the choice bargains be put up. Escanes wants a cook who can fry a capon in a special way they wot of in Gaul. Stuffed with ortolans and covered with the juice of three melons—Escanes says it is mightily pleasing to the palate."

"There is no cook from Gaul on the list," interposed the praefect curtly.

"And Caius Nepos wants some well-favoured girls to wait on his guests at supper to-morrow. He gives a banquet, as thou knowest. Wilt be there, Taurus Antinor?"

He had spoken these last words in a curious manner which suggested that some significance other than mere conviviality would be attached to the banquet given by Caius Nepos on the morrow. And now he drew nearer to the praefect and cast a quick glance around him as if to assure himself that the business of the sale was engrossing everyone's attention.

"Caius Nepos," he said, trying to speak with outward indifference, "asked me to tell thee that if thou wilt come to his banquet to-morrow thou wilt find it to thine advantage. Many of us are of one mind with regard to certain matters and could talk these over undisturbed. Wilt join us, Taurus Antinor?" he added eagerly.

"Join you," retorted the other with a grim smile, "join you in what? in this senseless folly of talking in whispers in public places? The Forum this day is swarming with spies, Hortensius Martius. Hast a wish to make a spectacle for the plebs on the morrow by being thrown to a pack of tigers for their midday meal?"

And with a nod of his head he pointed up to the rostrum where the dusky auctioneer had momentarily left off shouting and had thrown himself flat down upon the matting, ostensibly in order to speak with one of the scribes on the tier below, but who was in reality casting furtive glances in the direction where Hortensius Martius stood talking with the praefectus.

"These slaves," said Taurus Antinor curtly, "all belong to the imperial treasury; their peculium is entirely made up of money gained through giving information—both false and true. Have a care, O Hortensius Martius!"

But the other shrugged his shoulders with well-studied indifference. It was not the mode at this epoch to seem anything but bored at all the circumstances of public and private life in Rome, at the simple occurrences of daily routine or at the dangers which threatened every man through the crazy whims of a demented despot.

It had even become the fashion to accept outwardly and without the slightest show of interest the wild extravagances and insane debaucheries of the ferocious tyrant who for the nonce wielded the sceptre of the Cæsars. The young patricians of the day looked on with apparent detachment at his excesses and the savage displays of unbridled power of which he was so inordinately fond, and they affected a lofty disregard for the horrible acts of injustice and of cruelty which this half-crazy Emperor had rendered familiar to the citizens of Rome.

Nothing in the daily routine of life amused these votaries of fashion—nothing roused them from their attitude of somnolent placidity, except perhaps some peculiarly bloody combat in the arena—one of those unfettered orgies of lust of blood which they loved to witness and which have for ever disgraced the glorious pages of Roman history.

Then horror would rouse them for a brief moment from their apathy, for they were not cruel, only satiated with every sight, every excitement and luxury which their voluptuous city and the insane caprice of the imperator perpetually offered them; and they thirsted for horrors as a sane man thirsts for beauty, that it might cause a diversion in the even tenor of their lives, and mayhap raise a thrill in their dormant brains.

Therefore even now, when apparently he was toying with his life, Hortensius Martius did not depart outwardly from the attitude of supercilious indifference which fashion demanded. They were all actors, these men, always before an audience, and even among themselves they never really left off acting the part which they had made so completely their own.

But that the indifference was only on the surface was evidenced in this instance by the young exquisite's scarce perceptible change of position. He drew away slightly from the praefect and anon said in a loud tone of voice so that all around him might hear:

"Aye! as thou sayest, Taurus Antinor, I might find a dwarf or some kind of fool to suit me. Mine are getting old and dull. Ye gods, how they bore me at times!"

And it was in a whisper that he added:

"Caius Nepos specially desired thy presence at supper to-morrow, O Taurus Antinor! He feared that he might not get speech with thee anon, so hath asked me to make sure of thy presence. Thou'lt not fail us? There are over forty of us now, all prepared to give our lives for the good of the Empire."

The praefect made no reply this time; his attention was evidently engrossed by some close bidding over a useful slave, but as Hortensius now finally turned away from him, his dark eyes under the shadow of that perpetual frown swept over the figure of the young exquisite, from the crown of the curled and perfumed head to the soles of the daintily shod feet, and a smile of contempt not altogether unkind played round the corners of his firm lips.

"For the good of the Empire?" he murmured under his breath as he shrugged his broad shoulders and once more turned his attention to his duties.

Hortensius in the meanwhile had spied some of his friends. Gorgeously embroidered tunics could now be seen all the time pushing their way through the more common crowd, and soon a compact group of rich patricians had congregated around the rostra.

They had come one by one—from the baths mostly—refreshed and perfumed, ready to gaze with fashionable lack of interest on the spectacle of this public auction. They had exchanged greetings with the praefect and with Hortensius Martius. They all knew one another, were all members of the same caste, the ruling caste of Rome. Young Escanes was now there, he who wanted a cook, and Caius Nepos—the praetorian praefect who was in search of pretty waiting-maids.

"Hast had speech with Anglicanus?" asked the latter in a whisper to Hortensius.

"Aye! a few words," replied the other, "but he warned me of spies."

"Will he join us, thinkest thou?"

"I think that he will sup with thee, O Caius Nepos, but as to joining us in——"

"Hush!" admonished the praetorian praefect, "Taurus Antinor is right. There are spies all around here to-day. But if he comes to supper we'll persuade him, never fear."

And with a final significant nod the two men parted and once more mixed with the crowd.

More than one high-born lady now had ordered her bearers to set her litter down close to the rostrum whence she could watch the sale, and mayhap make a bid for a purchase on her own account; the rich Roman matrons with large private fortunes and households of their own, imperious and independent, were the object of grave deference and of obsequious courtesy—not altogether unmixed with irony, on the part of the young men around them.

They did not mix with the crowd but remained in their litters, reclining on silken cushions, their dark tunics and richly coloured stoles standing out in sombre notes against the more gaily-decked-out gilded youth of Rome, whilst their serious and oft-times stern manner, their measured and sober speech, seemed almost set in studied opposition to the idle chattering, the flippant tone, the bored affectation of the outwardly more robust sex.

And among them all Taurus Antinor, praefect of Rome, with his ruddy hair and bronzed skin, his massive frame clad in gorgeously embroidered tunic, his whole appearance heavy and almost rough, in strange contrast alike to the young decadents of the day as to the rigid primness of the patrician matrons, just as his harsh, even voice seemed to dominate the lazy and mellow trebles of the votaries of fashion.
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