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The Death of the Emperor
"Father, what's this?" asked the young boy, digging out a silver denarius from the wooden chest. Vitruvius turned around slowly, as if dreading the inevitable question. His fears were realized when he laid his eyes upon the small, ordinary-looking coin. To any other man, this simple coin would not have brought on nearly the same emotion. Just one look at the small silver object with the late Emperor Domitian's face engraved on it brought back too many memories to bear at once; the father’s voice trembled as he painfully tried to recall the day that had defined his life…

It was daybreak. Vitruvius drearily awoke and got out of his skimpy bed. One leg, two legs on the floor...although this was a normal routine for him, he knew that he would never forget this day. For today was the day that the plan to murder the Emperor Domitian was to be set in motion, a plan devised by his various enemies, including his ex-wife. They had cleverly involved Vitruvius in the plot, knowing that he was the Emperor’s closest servant boy. He wasn’t sure if he could follow through with this...he had always been taught to be obedient and loyal to whomever he served. But this was different...the Emperor hadn’t been acting as an emperor should; he had exiled two innocent men from the Empire just so that he could marry their wives. The first time he had done this, he was looked upon scornfully by others, but then he committed this act of injustice again! It was likely that Stephanus, the steward of the empress, decided at this point that Domitian did not deserve to live...

Vitruvius quickly got ready and headed to the kitchen to help prepare his master’s extravagant breakfast. While most people in the Empire ate leftovers from the last night’s dinner for breakfast, Emperor Domitian could eat no less that what the Gods themselves ate: nectar and ambrosia, usually with side dishes of meat and vegetables. “And remember, Vitruvius, the gods are watching you as you prepare my meal, for I am one of them,” he always used to say. But...gods couldn’t die; they were immortal. So how then could Domitian be killed? thought Vitruvius. The young servant boy had many troubles on his mind about the day’s plans as he prepared his master’s last meal.

Meanwhile, Domitian lay fast asleep in his bed, dreaming about a hunting trip he had recently gone on. It had been a most peculiar one: as his hunting dogs had found the stag, the stag had not even glanced up once, had never noticed the carnivores waiting to devour the fresh meat; it had just continued to graze on the lovely spring grass. As the hunting dogs had pounced, it had looked up in shock, as if to say “Why are you doing this to me?” 
Domitian woke up with a start. Had the gods sent him this dream as a message? Was he the stag at bay?!! But then who were the hunting dogs? Surely they could not be... Domitian started listing suspects. All of a sudden he was struck with the memory of the astrological prophesy made when he was just a newborn baby: he would die the hour before midday on a specific day... but what was that day? He tried to recall the date; recounting the days multiple times to make sure that he was not inaccurate, the Emperor discovered that the prophesy was to be fulfilled that very day! Aghast and full of fear, he called his most trust-worthy servant boy, Vitruvius. Stuttering a great deal, he asked the boy the time. Vitruvius noticed the shock and fear on the Emperor’s wrinkled face. Domitian’s usually combed, lively brown curls were limp and unkempt. His mouth, usually a pasted-on smile, was chapped and dry and seemed to sag more than usual, while his voice was exceptionally hoarse and high-pitched. The boy calmly replied that it was a little bit after midday, handing over the Emperor’s brunch. “You overslept, master. Here, have some food.” It’ll be the last food you ever get, thought Vitruvius. 
Domitian took the food with a shaking hand. The boy seemed calm, too calm...Could he possibly be one of the hunting dogs? But Vitruvius had been the Emperor’s favorite servant boy for years! And besides, when people lied, didn’t they become jittery and look away instead of being extra calm and complacent? Domitian paced around his room. The floor was hard and cold to his feet. He saw Vitruvius, but did not really see him. He saw his luxurious bed and all of his decrees waiting to be signed, but he did not absorb these sights. He heard the servant boy, breathing in and out. All around him life was going on, but inside, his thought process had stopped for a brief moment. He felt his own perspiration trickling down his forehead. He felt his heart pounding faster and faster. He smelled, tasted, absorbed the sweet, fresh air streaming through from the window, and for a moment he was transported back to visits back to his family burial ground. What a carefree time, childhood! He paused even his pacing for a moment, and was at peace in the world of his thoughts. The sudden calm that had spread over his face slowly gave way to a frown of confusion, then to horror, until finally he sat down with a groan of despair. He realized to where these trips actually led, to the tombs of his dead ancestors, a place of death. Even a simple pleasure such as this sweet air was a reminder of death for Domitian. 
While his emperor was reminiscing, Stephanus, waiting behind the door, drew his serrated dagger from its sheath. There was no going back from what he was about to do. Everything had gone as planned up until this point: the guards had accepted their bribes, Vitruvius had played his part well, the emperor had remembered the prophesy...it was all up to Stephanus now. He forced open the door and leapt upon the Emperor like a tiger upon its prey. He disregarded Vitruvius’s dropped jaw, the Emperor’s look of panic and fear and his hand reaching for his own dagger...before the Emperor’s fingers could touch the wooden hilt, Stephanus plunged the dagger into the Emperor...once, twice, thrice! He could not contain the wild animal raging inside him; the job had to be wholly done! Again, again, again! Seven times, he barely noticed the buckets of blood gushing from the Emperor...eight times, the Emperor stopped moving.
Breathing hard, Stephanus stopped. Vitruvius looked away in horror. Realizing the trauma through which the boy was going, knowing that the boy had just betrayed the only master he had ever had, understanding that what he had just done would scar Vitruvius for life, Stephanus tossed the boy a silver denarius with a crooked smile and a raucous laugh. “For your troubles,” he said. Vitruvius caught the coin, and with sudden shock saw the silvery face of the once-great Emperor who was now lying at his feet, dead. How strange, he thought, that the man who was almost a God was worshipped by nearly all just a few moments ago, and now he lies here, drenched in pools of his own blood. How strange that his people cannot sense his death, have no idea of his death, yet here he lies, with no sign of life about him. How strange this whole day has been...
The boy looked once more at the cold, hard coin which lay in his hand. All of the Emperor’s features: his strong, muscular neck, his prominent, defined nose, his larger upper lip, his chin slightly curved upwards, his curly hair, all of them had been rightly engraved onto this piece of metal which now lay in the servant’s hand. All of those features which Vitruvius would remember for the rest of his life...
Gradually returning to the present, the grown Vitruvius ended his story. But the reaction of his son was much, much different than what he had expected...His son was gazing at him in pride! Proud of him for being disloyal and betraying his master! Proud for letting that Stephanus murder the one who had favored him so heavily! Proud! Trying to rid himself of the shame, Vitruvius thought back to what the Emperor did to deserve this...stealing two women from their husbands to satisfy his own carnal appetite, crucifying Jews and Christians on whim, having various members of the senatorial and equestrian order assassinated...Yes, the emperor deserved what he got, of course! His young servant boy was definitely not to blame. Before the enormity of his sin could shatter his fragile rationale, Vitruvius tucked the coin out of sight, this a madeleine of many things past... 
