Hadrian's Wall


Felix leaned back, his shoulderblades coming painfully into contact with the rough, stony mass behind him. He took his helmet off, threw it unceremoniously into a nearby thicket, and let his head rest against the masonry. He was sweating, not because he had been working hard or training, but because it was an uncannily sunny day. He had half a mind to open the gate within the fortlet and go and lean against the other side, the side that faced north and would cast a pleasant shadow over him. Hadrian never thought of that, did he? he thought to himself with a sigh.


"Get in here, Felix!" shouted a booming voice. "Felix! Felix?" A short, stocky man came out from the fortlet, frowning.


"Stop throwing your weight around, Ambiguus," Felix said, shutting his eyes.


"I'm in charge for now, Felix, and you'll do as I-"


"What do you want? Shall I sharpen my sword? Go on lookout duty and watch as no-one approaches? Fight off a hoard of barbarians from the north? There's nothing to do, Ambiguus."


Ambiguus gave a barking laugh, and slapped his old friend on the shoulder. "Ah, but there is something to do. For we have dice, and Promiscuus will be back from the village soon." He grinned, and Felix did likewise and followed him inside.


"I have a feeling we weren't put here to play," Felix continued as he strolled in, leaving his helmet outside in the thicket and sitting himself on a wooden stool in the shade of the fortlet's south wall, conveniently close to the lean-to barrack building that he could rest against its timber.


At that, Garrulus, who was not far off retirement age and looked it, piped up. "When I was this high" - he made a sign with his hand an implausibly short distance from the ground - "my father told me that we had a duty. Never forget, he said, that we are tiny parts of something much bigger than us. That Wall is what makes us a part of it. I've been poor all my life, son, he said, but one day you will have money, and you'll go to the shining city of Rome. That's what we're a part of now - that's what the Wall does, it shuts out the rest of the dark world from Rome's light. So always do your duty and serve the Wall, son - don't waste your time on women and games. That's what he always said."


Felix almost choked. "I thought your father served on the Wall! How could he have said all that?"


Garrulus shrugged. "I never said I believed him. I wanted to - I quite liked the idea of being part of a huge empire. I used to try his armour on and pretend I was fighting for Caesar. I was so excited when I joined up-"


"Someone's coming!" was the loud exclamation that silenced Garrulus' reminiscence. It was Procul who had shouted, the designated look-out who was sitting on top of the Wall, at the point where it was a couple of feet higher to make the fortlet a bit less unimpressive than the stretch of the Wall itself, and he was naked but for the tunic wrapped lengthwise around his waist. His skin was looking so brown that he could have been some stereotypical Roman from the Mediterranean. At that moment he was not facing north towards Caledonia, but south. "It's Promiscuus!"


The other five soldiers cheered with varying degrees of excitedness, and the youngest, Beatus, jumped up from his seat on the dusty ground, brushed himself down and took a moment to arrange his long black hair, and then strutted briskly out of the fortlet's south gate. He stood, leaning an arm casually against the gatepost high enough that it hitched up his tunic almost indecently and exposed his long, toned legs. He might have been the youngest, but he was far from being shy.


It took Promiscuus and his company a little time to get to the fortlet, going slowly as they were, but when they reached their destination the leader of the party gave a cheerful salute to Ambiguus, who was now standing, grinning, in the gateway. "Reporting for duty!" Promiscuus said with suggestive wiggle of the eyebrows.


Standing with Promiscuus were three young women, all of whom were smiling with reddened lips, their hair curled but in varying degrees of dishevelledness, their clothes wholly inappropriate for decent women in any land. One of them was quickly wrapped around Beatus and running a hand over his chest while looking up mutely into his eyes. The other two were soon inside the fortlet, one sitting on Garrulus' knee and one tempting Procul down from his look-out while simultaneously fighting off the affections of the thirty-year-old Optimus, who was usually well-known for his skills with women.


Felix, still sitting on his stool, watched his companions but had no real wish to witness the orgy that was bound to follow, and Ambiguus gave him a sympathetic look. Both men had wives and were committed enough to them, both would have given anything not to be cooped up in that tiny and poorly-built rat trap, and both were wishing they could relax at home and watch their children play or their wives do the washing. They had only been so happy about Promiscuus' coming because he had also brought back mead from the tavern. A few moments later, one of the girls was naked and another's breasts were exposed, and Felix and Ambiguus would have suggested they go for a walk, hopefully unnoticed and with the mead, if they had had the chance.


But a haunting scream cut through the air and stopped them all in their tracks. It was a man's scream, not a woman's, and it was a sound of aggression, not distress. For a moment none of them moved a muscle, but froze in the middle of their various activities, their mouths gaping in incomprehension and disbelief. Then the scream came again.


"What was that?" cried Ambiguus in panic.


Felix was the first to move, springing from his seat and pushing Procul, who had come down to attend to his girl, out of the way so that he could mount the steps to the look-out. Looking north, it took a moment for his eyes to focus on the source of the noise, but when they did, he gasped. A group of men, naked and daubed in blue, were running towards the fortlet and were only a few hundreds yards away. They shouted some earthy barbarian war cry as they came, and when Felix turned to report to his comrades, he had to duck as an arrow whistled past his head. "Ba-barbarians!" he shouted, losing any composure he had had, his eyes wide in horror.


Ambiguus spat a curse, looked about wildly, and kicked the still-sitting Garrulus. "Get the women somewhere safe! Everyone, get your weapons!"


Garrulus mutely ushered the girls through the south gate, then shut it so that the soldiers were all trapped together in the fortlet. "What did you do that for?!" shrieked Beatus, suddenly high-pitched and frightened.


"We have to stand and fight!" said Garrulus. He paused, eyes wild. "Don't we?"


"Of course we do!" Ambiguus snapped. "Where are your weapons?" he barked at everyone. "Optimus, that's a sword, hold it like one! Felix, where's your helmet?"


"Forget the helmet!" Felix shouted. "They're almost here!" He ran down the steps and picked up his sword, which had been leaning against the barrack building for the last week and was getting a little bent at the tip. He clasped Ambiguus' shoulder and spoke as calmly as he could. "What are we going to do?"


"I don't know!" Ambiguus whined, his whole world suddenly upside-down. His mind was refusing to concentrate on what action to take, and in stead was dwelling on picturing the cloth that his wife had told him to buy from the market the next time he came home, the cloth that would make some nice new clothes for his daughter. It was the blue, thick stuff, wasn't it? Not the black...


"Ambiguus!" Felix shook his friend, dismayed by everything, dismayed that they were lacking a competent leader, dismayed that none of them had ever taken part in a real fight before, dismayed that he was probably going to die and would not see his wife and sons again, and dismayed that the Roman Empire was going to fall to the Barbarians because they had not been guarding the border properly. But at least the dismay was driving him to do something. "Garrulus!" he said suddenly. "Get the men lined up and ready! No, not right in front of the gate - line them up against one side!" Someone had to assume command. "Ambiguus, come over here, by me. Beatus, stop crying! Did your father bring you up as a boy or a girl? Get over here on my side" Some of the men sniggered nervously, but they were soon lined up along the sides of the open space in the middle of the fortlet, perpendicular to the gates.


The shouting outside was getting closer, so close that they must be right outside the gate. There was a bang, then another and another. The gate shook with their barbarian frenzy.


"We can take them, lads!" Felix said forcefully. "Get ready! When they get in, we'll jump on them - they won't know what him them! Garrulus, open the gate!"


Garrulus opened the gate, and then proceeded to hide behind it, though no-one noticed. The barbarians gave a loud, earth-shattering cry as they burst into the fortlet, carried on by the momentum of the surprise opening of the gate. Felix's men responded with their own cry and pounced on them. Chaos ensued.


Felix was raising his sword against one of the blue fiends, just on the point of striking, when he realised that someone was whimpering, "Stop! Stop!" Then another voice took up the call, and another. His mind, uncomprehending, wondered if the barbarians were surrendering, or if his men were. His hand faltered. The blue fiend caught his wrist.


"Stop!" it said in Latin. "Felix, stop! Stop them!"


Felix looked into the man's eyes, and in a sudden flash of recognition he realised it was no barbarian he was about strike dead. Not a barbarian, but a fellow soldier. "Stop!" Felix shouted. "Men, stop!" He blinked and stood there gasping. "Caudex?"


"It was just a joke!" said the other man, who was none other than the playful leader of the men from the next fortlet east. "We just... we just..."


Felix looked around. The fighting had stopped, but not soon enough. Optimus was clutching his thigh, which was bleeding. One of Caudex' men was kneeling and covering his face, blood seeping through his fingers. Another was lying motionless on the ground, and Ambiguus, panting heavily, kneeled down beside him. "Mortalis?" he whispered. Mortalis was a young man, not yet twenty, and Ambiguus had known him well for a long time - he was his cousin.


"A joke," Felix said darkly, turning on Caudex with a look of murder in his eyes. "A joke?"


"Y-yes," Caudex muttered, distraught. "A joke. Nothing ever happens here. We thought we'd dress up as barbarians and give you a fright... just as a joke..." He trailed off.


Felix pinned him to the Wall. His hands were clasped around Caudex's neck, and there was such force in his anger that he lifted the man clear off the ground. "A joke!" He let go, allowing Caudex to fall in a heap at his feet, then hauled him up again. "We thought you were going to kill us!" He thumped him, sending him flying against the Wall again. "We thought you were barbarians!" Another punch. "You killed Mortalis!" Before he could thump him again, Beatus grasped Felix's arms and pinned them behind his back.


"Stop, Felix!"


"He killed Mortalis!" Felix shouted, struggling violently. He managed to shake his arms free, but then just stood looking at Caudex, wondering if this was really happening. He remembered a dream he had once, where he was serving in one of the big legionary forts and got to fight the enemy, a typical fight-scene as he thought the real Roman Romans must picture it. It was supposed to be glorious, and exciting. It had never occurred to him before that it was all a lie.


For a moment there was quiet, as the men all stared at each other. The silence was unsettling, saddening, as they tried to comprehend what had happened. Even Caudex's men were no longer sure why they had thought it a good idea to pretend they were barbarians and attack their comrades. Not one of them had contemplated how they might be attacked by the victims of their joke.


Suddenly the body of Mortalis twitched. Ambiguus looked down at him with tearful eyes, thinking these must be his final death throes. Mortalis shuddered a little. And then the shudder turned into a suppressed chuckle, and the chuckle into a laugh. He opened his eyes, looked up at his cousin, and laughed all the more heartily.


"You're alive!" Ambiguus exclaimed, pulling his cousin's hand until he stood up unsteadily, and then embracing him firmly. "I thought... I thought..."


Mortalis laughed even more heartily. "Just joking!" he said, and Felix almost thumped him too.
