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Emperor Gallienus, ruled 253-268 CE – Hippocampus on reverse at http://www.beastcoins.com/Topical/Animals-Ancient/Hippocampus/Hippocampus.htm


With a sigh, Gallienus ran a hand through his unruly hair, trying to hold in his frustration. Before him, the head of the Roman cavalry was speaking and drawing his fingers across a map of the Roman Empire. Constant wars raged in every corner of the Empire, and long nights of tediously poring over maps and drawing out elaborate battle plans was giving the younger emperor a massive headache. Revolts were a continuous threat, looming over them relentlessly. The flames of rebellion kept flaring up, and he and his father, co-emperors of Rome, bore the brunt of the burdens and accusations. He held up a hand. The man stopped speaking respectfully.

“I weary of this for the moment, Aureolus,” Gallienus said. “Leave until I call for you.”


“But this battle—“


Aureolus stopped mid-sentence as the other man stared at him impassively, eyebrows slightly raised, as if to remind him who had the greater authority. Scowling, he swept up the heavy map sprawled on the table. Tucking it safely into a fold in his toga, he left the room. Gallienus bit his tongue slightly; he knew that he would regret dismissing one of his finest men so brusquely, for he could not risk any growing resentment, but he needed the time. Before the door swung shut, the emperor called for a slave to bring some wine. As soon as the slave was gone, Gallienus sank into a reclining couch with a groan, massaging his temples. The stress of ruling was beginning to gnaw away at the edges of his sanity, he thought. The slave re-entered the room, carrying with him a bowl of the most luxurious wine money could buy, and poured it into an ornate silver goblet, with waves frozen in time on the outside of the cup, flowing together in an elaborate dance until the eye could not make out where one ended and the other began. Taking the goblet, he drained it, then motioned for the slave to refill it.


Turning the goblet over in his hands, he noticed hippocampi engraved within the swirling pattern of waves: powerful horses with fishes’ tails swimming through a surge of waves, a sacred animal of Poseidon. He remembered…


A young boy, Gallienus pushed his horse to a run along the edge of a lake as he leaned over its neck, exulting in the absolute freedom, losing himself in the rhythmic pounding of the horse’s gait drumming into the ground. The sky was clear, the sunlight bouncing off of the gentle waves lapping at the pebbled sand that lined the edge of the water. The horse’s powerful gallop was muted by the sand beneath, creating a soothing thudding. Suddenly, in one swift twist of fate, the rhythm of the gallop was lost, and Gallienus’ serenity shattered; the dappled horse slipped and broke its ankle. With a pitiful whinny, it fell forward, throwing its rider into the lake.


He felt the impact jar his spine, and the sharp pebbles lining the bottom of the lake cut into his back. Before he could regain his sense of balance, the undertow swept him deeper and further into the murky depths of the water. Unable to breathe, he could feel himself starting to drift into unconsciousness as he struggled hopelessly and desperately. Something flashed in front of his face: a shimmering wall of scales. The last thing he heard over the rushing of his blood and the throbbing of his own pulse pressing on his ears was the neighing of a horse.


A horse?

*
*
*
*
*


Five years later, Gallienus knelt before an impeccably made stone shrine. The image of a hippocampus was chiseled in between one of Neptune, the stormy god who presided over the seas, and Mercury, the god of journeys. He prayed for these two to help his father to come home safely. As he languidly traced the hippocampus with a finger, he remembered that incident that had occurred to him many years ago. When he had awoken, battered and exhausted, the men standing over him, treating his wounds, had told him that his friend had seen him fall into the lake. A man with a wild beard and a heavily muscled body mounted on a noble, powerful horse had pulled him out from the bottom of the water, but had disappeared before he could reach Gallienus. It seemed strange, but the friend couldn’t see the horse’s hind legs. From then on, he knew it; Neptune was watching him. Neptune must have been the one to save him, and his mount must have been a legendary hippocampus.


It had been a long year, with uprisings stirring throughout the Empire. His father had been taken by Shapur I, ruler of Persia, last year, and Gallienus was struggling to adjust to ruling by himself and to gain the trust and loyalty of his subjects. Of course, ruling alone was easier in some ways, as he didn’t have to check back with his father on everything, but to see the great emperor Valerian I reduced to such a servile position scared him, though he would never bring himself to admit it. It showed that the power of the Romans was not perfect, that the ruler of such a vast, mighty empire was not invincible. With a quick prayer, he rose, and turned to face the land sprawled below him, which seemed to reach up, acknowledging his authority. And although his eyes were weary, for the first time in a while, he smiled.

*
*
*
*
*


The image of a finned horse shimmered upon the surface of the endless mass of water before him, bearing a burly, rough man, with wild eyes and hair, clutching a trident and wearing a horn around a thick neck set on broad shoulders. Their eyes met, and Gallienus was swept away by the power in the god’s deep blue eyes. Poseidon raised one hand and beckoned. Neither acting of his will or against it, his feet shuffled forward towards the edge of the water. He tentatively reached out and gently touched the surface. Ripples distorted the water, distorting whatever image had been there. When the water had calmed, no god, no horse remained. Sadness nested within the emperor’s heart. He had been deserted.


Gallienus sat up in his bedroll. For a moment, the pictures of the dreams still danced within his eyes; he couldn’t shake the ill feeling. He glanced at his surroundings, the inside of a military tent. One of his bodyguards, strong, loyal men, had sprung forward when Gallienus had awoken from the dream, only to have retreated back to his original position when he realized that there was no threat. Ever since the battle with the traitor Aureolus, Gallienus had had a feeling that something bad was going to happen. Although this was not the first time he had dreamt of the stormy god, never had it been so clear, so deeply emotional.


He and his army were bunked outside of the city of Mediolanum, where Aureolus had fled after their recent battle. To think that he and his father had trusted Aureolus so readily! His treachery was almost like a slap in the face, and although there had been many other revolts during his reign, this one stung more than usual.


His moment of silent thoughtfulness was broken as a messenger scratched on the door of the tent, awaiting permission to enter. One of the bodyguards, after checking him, allowed him to come inside.


“Message from Commander Cecropius, lord! He says that his spies within the besieged city have reported that Aureolus is on the move, lord! He is waiting upon your commands, lord!”


Standing, Gallienus swept to the doors of the tent imperiously and slipped through them. There was a single crack, and he fell to the floor dazed, stars seeming to spin around him. For one split second, he was able to catch a glimpse of his assaulter. To his dismay, adding another burden to an unbearably heavy heart, the man was wearing the uniform of one of his own; another traitor, who was wielding a sword, the pommel of which was already dark with blood from the back of his head. Two men stood by the door as well, making sure the bodyguards wouldn’t interrupt.


Stunned by the initial blow, he resigned himself to his fate as he asked himself: Am I really so hated, that the men who surround me and befriend me actually wish for my demise? How many are there who would wish me dead?

The man raised his arms as he began to bring the sword down upon Gallienus, this time with the blade, but Gallienus never saw it reach him. The man’s arms seemed to slow down to a crawl as they descended. A deafening rush pounded against his ears, sweeping him away as he slipped into the endless, unfathomably black void that seemed to welcome him.


Falling… falling… falling…


Before he died, Gallienus saw one more thing: a stormy man riding upon a finned horse, beckoning, as if welcoming him home.
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