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The Stag

The streets were practically empty, as it was the time of siesta when nearly everyone in Rome slept. I wandered along. What a beautiful place the Forum was with all its columns and buildings. I’d been so busy as of late defending the empire that I hardly ever went out to the Forum. It was less spectacular now than it was since I’d last seen it with Father.


“Father, can we go to the baths later?” I had asked him. It was a distant memory now.


“Sure, son,” he had said with a smile. I miss him so much. “You know what? When you get older, I think I’ll ask the senate to promote you to Augustus status.”


“What’s that, Father?” 


“It’s a rank in the ruling system,” he had explained, “You see, if you are Augustus, you can rule by my side. We can divide the empire into halves, just as Marcus Aurelius and Lucius Verus did one hundred years ago. Dividing the empire makes the government more stable and it is easier to defend. Do you understand?”


“I do. What about balance? Whoever the two rulers are, won’t they fight over the balance of power?”


He smiled at me again. “Of course not. I mean, as long as you respect me as a father and I respect you as a son, we have nothing to worry about. I know I can trust you with that. You just have to trust me as well.”


Darn that Persian king Shapur! He was a cruel murderer who should be sent to Tartarus for killing my father…


No! I mustn’t think about this. If I am to take a day off from my regular tormenting stress, I must  not think about this. Later, I decided, I would go to the bath.


It was amazing how, even though I was the current emperor of the Roman Empire, no one recognized me. And it was also amazing that no search parties had come to look for me. The senate must be preoccupied with the preservation of the city. This crisis was truly killing the empire-


Bath. You must stop stressing yourself. Go to the bath.


I crossed the lonely road and walked through the Forum. Out of the corner of my eye I noticed a silver glow. When I turned to see what it was, it had gone. What was it? I wondered. I decided that it was just my head. I guess I really do need this break. Badly.

 It was almost the end of siesta. More people would be out soon.

I arrived at the baths and was greeted by servants that worked there. After I undressed, I entered the main bath. I took a deep breath, and just as I was about to relax, I heard a man shouting. I turned around and saw him approaching. I recognized him: Licinius Abestus, an arrogant member of the senate. I panicked for a moment. 


“Sir! Why do you bathe at this time? It is siesta. Surely a peasant like yourself should be working through such an hour.” Licinius was as upright as ever.


Thankfully, he was too stupid to recognize me as emperor. I just played as if I was a normal citizen. “I am relaxing here, and I am guessing that you have the same idea. Please join me, sir,” I replied to him. 


“I am an intelligent and well-respected member of the senate. Surely it would be disrespectful for someone like you to bathe with me.” He raised his chin up high.


“So sorry, sir, but this is a public bath. All who wish to enter are allowed.” I replied. The first thing I would do when I got back was do something about this rude man. Normally when people bathed, weren’t they polite? Did he ever hear of a thing called friendly conversation? I decided to give it a try. “Truly, I mean no harm. Please join me.”


“…Wicked man…” he muttered as he got in.


And so, we talked about various things such as politics, war, and, my favorite, the emperor. When I asked about myself, he answered in his usual nonchalant tone.


“Who, that Publius Gallienus guy? Oh, he’s okay, I guess. I mean, he’s suited for the job and all, but he hasn’t made much progress with this whole crisis thing.  If he doesn’t pick up his game, I swear, the Roman Empire itself will crash down on him.” He went on, and on. Once you got Licinius to talk he would never stop.


But was I really that bad of a ruler? He shouldn’t blame me for those things. It’s hard ruling in a time like this. I was trying my best. I was glad that I had skipped out today. First, I got some time to relax, and second, I realized that I need to “pick up my game” or suffer the consequences.


I heard my name being called. But who had called it? Licinis kept talking.


“Sure, he’s better than his dad, Valerian, though. He got kidnapped, alive, by that Persian guy. That’s positively unheard of…”

“Publius Gallienus,” I heard again. I turned my head around to look behind me. There was a graceful silver stag. It nodded its head as if to say, “Come.” Was that the thing that had called my name? It called again in a beautiful, clear, echoing voice. “Publius Gallienus.” 

It wants me to follow, I thought. I started to stand up.

Lucinis was still talking. “Oh boy, but compared to that Alexander Severus- murdered by his own troops. What a shame…”

I stepped out of the bath and went to get my tunic. Licinis didn’t seem to even notice I had left.

Once my tunic and toga were on, I went outside onto the street. It was fairly busy now, as siesta time had ended. Where had the silver stag gone? More importantly, what was it and why was it there?

Then I saw it again, walking across the road in front of me. So many people were walking about. How was it unnoticed by everyone else?

“What are you doing here?” I asked.

A man to my left answered. “If you must know, I was going to the theatre to see a play. Why do you ask?”

 Whoops. “Oh, it’s nothing,” I said. It was a good thing no one recognized me as emperor. 

The stag was still standing there, nodding to me. No one else noticed it. Or maybe no one else could see it.

 I still wondered why it was here. Is it Artemis? Is she leading me with her stag to a place where I am to be punished for poor ruling? Or is it a blessing? Or…

“Come,” it said. Again, no one else noticed. It started walking the other way, and I followed it. I followed it for an eternity. Not really, but it felt like it. It wandered outside of the Forum, and eventually outside of the city. It wandered for some time along the roads, and eventually came to a dense forest. 

I was scared. Why had this stag taken me here?  What if it was for punishment? Should I run? My hands were trembling. Right after that long bath, now I was out getting dirty. Perfect. But why was I thinking about that now? Surely this was a God’s doing. One’s appearance wasn’t any bit important when a God was present.

Eventually the silver stag led me to a clearing in the forest. Be brave, I said to myself. Take your punishment. This is what you get for being a lousy ruler.

 I was quivering. The stag stopped then disappeared immediately.  

“I am the goddess Diana.” A voice said. It sounded like a heavenly angel. It was crisp, and perfectly clear. “Minerva is busy as of now, planning strategies for upcoming battles. She wanted me to tell you that she is with you during this crisis, and that you can overcome it. But be aware, before the problems are completely solved, your own life will be put at risk. Be mindful.”

I knelt down on my knees and said, “Thank you, goddess. But this is helpful. Why are you not punishing me for being a bad ruler?”

The voice spoke again. “You are a filthy man who ran way from your post, and a very important one, at that. You deserve to be punished, but I have no authority to do so. I am only a messenger. Mercury would have come, but Minerva specifically requested that I come instead. Why, I do not know. But now, you should hurry back. I have made a path out of the forest. Follow it to the road then follow that back to where you came from.”

“Thank you.” I bowed my head in respect and then got up and hurried down the trail. It was dark now. Eventually I came to the road and followed that back to the city. 

So now I must be mindful or I will be in danger. I also must try my hardest to win these wars. If Minerva is with me, I will be blessed. Thank goodness.

I decided to tell everyone that during the day I had gone out for a walk to survey the city. I had gotten lost and had trouble finding my way back. Artemis, the goddess of the hunt, had guided me home. I was in an especially good mood because starting the next day, I would make the Empire a better place, so I believed.

“Publius, love, the council is having a meeting tomarrow,” my lovely wife said.

“Yes, Cornelia, I was informed.”

“Yes, but have you been informed about the subject? The council is planning to issue another bronze coin. And it is to have your face on it!”

“Another?” I asked. I really didn’t get how she was so enthusiastic about new coins. I had several, and they all had my name and face on them. 

“Yes, another. Are you going to suggest any dessigns?”

“Well, the obverse will have my face on it, no doubt. That is how it has normally been. But the reverse…” I stopped. I actually didn’t know what I wanted on it.

“Oh, come on, you have to have some idea?” she pestered me.

I thought about it for a moment, then decided. “Yes,” I said, “the stag.”

“Why is that?”

“For Diana. For saving me from an idiot, and for delivering a message.”

