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Beyond the Wall

Antonius

A Long Night


I am a pragmatic man. I have seen too much of death serving my emperor to believe in superstitions and religions. Yet, I, Centurion Antonius Agrippa Talus, of the second Century of the First Cohort of the Frontier Legion, confess what I was about to see made me pause. There are things that do not belong to this world – old ways and magic. But I am ahead of myself.

My narrative begins in the month of Marcus the third day. I was stationed with the XLVth Frontier Legion during the reign of Emperor Antonie Pius. Our task was to finish the new wall north of Hadrian’s marking the between the Empire and the land of the Picts. Our Governor, His Excellency Gnaeus Julius Verus, commander of the Armies in Britannia and admiral of the Hibernian Sea Fleet, was in charge.

All veteran legionaries, my century were added to the cohort to give the new recruits an iron backbone. The Emperor was forming new legions to defend the borders of the Empire, from the land of the Picts to the desert sands of the Sassanid’s. Each new legion would be a mix of veterans and local auxiliary. The new legions would be part garrison, part mobile jutes, for the Empire was becoming too large for field armies to defend.

My century was attached directly to the Hibernian Sea Flotilla to provide training and support for the marines assigned to our small armada. I must say the Empire takes the safety of its citizens seriously and a dim view of its subjects being killed and their estates plundered. Since Britannia was surrounded by water except in the North, where the wild Picts were a nuisance, a squadron was a necessary evil. We Romans are not sailors by trade and think of water as a cat might, a necessary evil. The Empire hires sailors to man our ships.

My station was at the northern most spot reached by the Empire; beyond was uncivilized wastes. Our line consisted of a few scattered

1

watchtowers and hill forts along the ditch we were building. To say the embankment of earth and stones was a wall was stretching it a bit. Rough trails hacked out of the dense evergreen forest connected our scattered flutes. There were times when even the bravest among us saw druids and painted warriors behind each one. Along the coast, our squadron kept a mobile eye on our flank.

While I care little for the comforts of a merchant or patrician, I did take the Emperor’s coin and oath and swore to protect them. I have found from my experience that the good patricians, who profited from the toil of their slaves, do not tolerate the confiscation or loss of their property and wealth. They complain to the army when it happens.

I will defend them and, if ordered by the Emperor, perhaps even kiss one of the fat toads on his cheek, though I would rather fight Persian Horse Archers. Still, I choose the soldier’s life.

Since leaving civilized Gaul, I have had heard strange tales in this land Britannia, myths and stories from locals and wandering Picts and Druids. Rumors and whispers of black magic practiced by the Druids, demons that prey on isolated villages. I dare say on the frontier, there are always rumors. I discounted them as old wives’ tales. After nearly a year, I had seen no evidence of raiders who came from the sea, just Picts trying to harass us. No, I had no evidence such marauders

My tale begins on a stormy, rainy night. One of those evenings when a warm fire, a good wench and wine seem to have particular merit. Late into the third watch, the wind howled off the Western sea. It was miserable, and I stayed inside. Outside, it was darker than an Egyptian tomb. Because of the conditions, I had placed extra men on watch every few feet, lest the Picts make a sneak attack and scale our walls. I am sure my men cursed me, but it had to be done.

I had just checked the guard and enter the sanctuary of the guardhouse to wring my cloak out when my squad leader at the gate Gratius, a dark skinned man, appeared.


“Sir, people are at the gate demanding to enter,” he reported.

“Show me. Jupiter’s Spear,” I cursed.


Were we under attack? I had to consider the possibility. Such is the life of a legionary. One moment calm, the next panic and death. I grabbed my helmet and strapped it on. Bracing myself for the gush of wind, I opened the door. For a moment, I steadied myself with the door jam.

I followed him outside. Groping in the darkness, I kept touch with Gratius’ back, lest I fall off the wall. My eyes were having trouble adjusting to the darkness.

“Sir, there below at the foot of the gate,” my corporal pointed into the inky blackness.

I stared down where he indicated. A bedraggled, wet rabble of twenty souls huddling next to our wooden wall, their heads bowed down in supplication, save one. One brave soul stood apart from the whining others. He held his tall fishing spear like it was a Roman spear. I was glad to see there was at least one man among this mob. I stared down, trying to gauge the threat

From the wall, I heard their piteous cries to me. “Mercy! Help us; help us for the love of the gods. We’re being murdered. Devils, devils are upon us!”


“Gratius, call out the ready company.”


Saluting me, he bellowed out my orders. Satisfied my wishes were being carried out, I went inside the guardroom to descend and await our guest. I was greeted by a scene of familiar chaos as those not on duty scrambled to don their equipment, helmets, and swords. Others snatched spears from the rack and rushed outside. I lingered, taking it all in. I loved it. It was a soldier’s life.

I stopped a passing legionnaire and ordered him to inform our camp commander we had survivors of a raid seeking shelter. He saluted and disappeared. Finished, I continued and nearly collided with my second in command, Optio Flavius Germanicus, a huge, blond giant German from the deep forest beyond the Rhine wall. He held my shield. How he had anticipated I would come this way, I’ll never know, but he did.

I consider myself no weakling, for the legion’s life is hard and only those tough or lucky enough endure, yet Flavius held my big square shield with little effort. His own shield was draped over his shoulder by a strap.

Together, we exited the watchtower. Outside, squads of my legionaries were arrayed in two lines.

“Optio, prepare to open the gate and admit these people. Then advance one section 50 paces and look for an ambush.”

“Sir,” Flavius replied and handed off my shield. “First section prepare to advance,” his voice carried over the storm. “Open the gate. Advance.”

As the section marched past, I paused to collect my thoughts and look around. Across the parade ground from me assembled a company of Eastern archers, swarthy men. Syrian archers with powerful curved bows, each bow wrapped in sealed lambskins to protect them from the pounding rain. Their captain, Darius saluted me and took his station in front of them. I gave him a nod.

The gate open, a soaked band of tried refugees scurried inside led by a plump, middle-aged man in what appeared better dress. He rushed inside. I guessed a merchant. Seeing my distinctive white crest on my helmet, he angled toward me. I have never like merchants, so I let him stand with the rain dripping off him. In the awkward silence, we eyed each other. Finally, he collected his wits to address me, though I am certain the sight of 100 of the Emperor’s soldiers bolstered his courage.

“Centurion, you must help me. My supply train has been attacked.” He spoke in the same tone a teacher might address an unruly student. I wasn’t amused and didn’t take the bait. I just nodded, indicating he should continue.

“My teamsters and I were preparing camp. While we built a corral for the cattle, the marauders appeared. They fell upon us, overwhelming my guards, hacking and slashing anyone in their way. We’re not fighting men, so we fled. I believe they were after the supplies I was bringing to the fort.”

Damn, I wish he hadn’t said that - we were already on half rations. This prospect was horrible news. It didn’t endear the man to me. Yet, I had no tolerance for stealing from the Empire and something besides local beer, hardtack, vinegar and deer meat seemed real appealing.


“How far is your camp?” I said.


“Not more than three or four miles down the coast trail. If the storm hadn’t come up, we would have camped here tonight,” he replied.

His whiny tone annoyed me. Then why stop? Probably to use some trick to fatten up his cattle and get a better price. I’m cynical. I have seen too many of his kind profit off a soldier’s misery. Still, I had my duty.

“Tell me, if you can, about those who attacked you. How many were there?”

He shook his head, waving his hands to emphasize and said, “I don’t know. The storm, the dark, maybe forty.” His voice trailed of.

Useless. I wanted to laugh. I knew if there were a profit to be made he’d be more accurate. I tried another approach. “Picts?”

He shook his head and clammed up. He wasn’t telling me everything. He was scared, but of what? That was all I could get out of him.

Frustrated, I surveyed the group gathered around me and addressed them in my parade ground voice. “For Jupiter’s sake can anyone tell me about these raiders?”

No one moved. They stared at the ground until the tall man I had seen stood. Our eyes meet.

“Aye, I saw them, Centurion. I had just beached my boat and gathered my fish, hoping to sell them at their camp. A feeling of dread made me glance back at the sea. It was piling up, wave upon wave, to beat the shoreline. Still I had that feeling of being watched. A jagged lightning strike revealed dark shapes upon the sea, bobbing up and down. Longboats with carved heads of monsters on their bows racing toward me filled with warriors.”

“At first, I thought they were the wild Celts from across the sea, but their hair was not red nor their stature the same. These are big men with long yellow manes and were dressed in animal skins and leather leggings. They wore no paint like the Picts or Caledonians. They shouted and beat their shields with their weapons, matching the fury of the gale as the waves pushed them toward the shore. I dropped my catch and raced up the beach to sound the alarm. I barely reached the camp before them; they were right on my heels. There was little time to alert the camp.”

His report impressed me. It was clear and to the point. I liked the man and was just about to thank him when I heard behind me the familiar clank of scabbards on mail shirts and the tread of men. I knew the camp commander was behind me. With my best parade ground about face, I turned and saluted him.

Primus Sertorius stopped and motioned me to him. Once out of the hearing of our new guests, I briefed him. He took my report in without interruption. When I finished he gauged our refugees. Picking out the merchant he advanced on him and said, “And who are you?”

With the spotlight turned upon him the merchant attempted to rally his lost dignity. “I am, Alexis Remus Canis, Roman citizen and cousin to Senator Canis.”

Name-dropping to a senior rank was not going to win him any favors. Why would a cousin of a senator be so far from Rome, out of favor? Besides, to advance to a senior rank in the legions meant many campaigns and hard work, not the soft ease of a politician in Rome. The Emperor was the power, not the Senate, and the Emperor himself had appointed our good commander for valor in battle.

The Primus scowled. “Tell me quickly, you were bringing supplies to my camp?” The merchant nodded. “Damn.” He motioned to me, “Antonius, you know our situation, we need those supplies. Take your company and Darius’ immediately and see if you can salvage our supplies. And take our new friend Citizen Alexis Canis to guide you. You’re relieved from guard duty,” Primus Servetus added before turning to one of his aides. “Send a runner to the squadron. See if Tribune

Seneca will send out his warships to support us. Now run.”

Relieved of guard duty and with a mission, my first task was to find my second in command, Flavius. I spotted him returning through the


gate with the section I had sent outside. “Flavius. Report.” “Centurion, no hostiles. It’s clear.” Flavius said.


“Flavius, assemble the century, even the wall guards. We march.” If my orders for a sortie surprised him, I would never know; Flavius showed no reaction.

“Sir,” Flavius replied and began shouting orders. I strolled over to the archers.

“Darius, you heard? Good, are your archers are up to a little action?”

“Ours to hear and obey, Centurion,” Darius said. The dark Syrian, half bowed, half saluted.


“Good, we march at once,” I said.


Next I found our merchant and clamped my hand on his shoulder. “Friend Canis, you will lead us back to your camp.” His eyes grew wide. I could see the thought of venturing back in the gale to encounter unknown dangers had no appeal to him. But he knew better than to argue with me and held his tongue.

Not far from the gate I spied the fisherman and called him over.


“What’s your name?” “Rolf,” he replied.

“Rolf, do you think you could lead us back to the camp?”

“Sure.”


“Good. I’ll rely on you and good citizen Canis.” At this, Rolf ’s face broke into a wide grin. I would have wagered he too had no love of merchants.

It was time to go. I took my place at the head of column. “Flankers out,” I ordered. “March.” And so we set out into the night and the gale to find the merchant’s camp. I was pretty sure we were heading into a fight.

We adopted our rapid march. We would dogtrot ten steps and walk ten. The mud splashed all over us from the sodden road. From the start, it was clear to me Citizen Canis would be hard pressed to keep pace. With the calamity of losing our supplies in the forefront of my mind, I was determined to rescue as much as I could, even if I had to flog him to maintain our pace.

It was not long before I grew frustrated with the man’s protest and detailed a legionary to aid Rolf in carrying him. I would not slacken my pace. It was a bad enough journey jogging through the downpour with wind howling and lashing us without this human baggage to impede our progress. I was tempted to have Flavius carry him on his shoulder, but decided against it.

By a trick of light or the storm’s slacking, I caught a flicker of campfires. I halted our column at the edge of a thick stand of trees, and I allowed my men to seek cover while I studied the camp. No sense in compounding things by blundering into the camp against an unknown foe.

I held my hand over my eyes to shield them from the rain. I saw shapes moving back and forth between the fires. Good. They were still there. Perhaps our supplies were, too.

By a trick of the wind I heard voices. Some of the words were in Latin; perhaps a few of the teamsters lived. I know there wasn’t a moment to lose. I called, “Darius and Flavius, to me.” I needed to hold a brief war council.

“It appears the raiders are still in the camp. Darius detail half your men to Flavius and keep half. We advance in two groups; I’ll take my group up this track. Flavius, hook around to the other side. Darius, you’re with me. Flavius, while I get their attention, you hit them in the flank. Hammer and anvil.”

“Darius, have your men ready. If they charge us, I’ll form a shield wall. Your archers can volley from the rear. Make sure you have a clear field to fire. If we catch them by surprise, I want you to put as many arrows as you can into their ranks. I’ll follow up with a charge, quick and dirty, gentleman. Questions?” I looked at them; neither man had a question. They were veterans and took off to issue their orders.

With a sideways glance I saw our merchant, Citizen Canis, had collapsed and lay on the ground gasping for breath. He could fend for himself; I was not going to detail men to guard him.

I took my post with the center squad. As I did, I noticed Rolf taking a position at the end of the line. It was time to set things in motion, and with a wave of my sword, our line began trotting forward. Two hundred paces away, a hundred fifty, no one saw our approach. That was good. When we were within short bow range, I brought my men to a halt. Using hand signals, I motioned for them to go from column to line. This gave the archers space to shoot through.

By now everyone could made out the raiders plundering the camp. Here and there, a brief cry came as they tortured or dispatched a teamster or cook. I was about to give the order when out of the shadows appeared the biggest man I’ve even seen. He was a head taller than any of my men. Was this thing really a man?

Though his size impressed me, his otherworldly eyes drew my attention. To this day, I don’t know if it was the firelight or not, but they glowed red like an Egyptian god’s. On his head was a helmet big enough to be a cauldron with a pair of bullhorns sticking out of it. The image did make me think of a Minotaur. I might have speculated longer had I not seen his ax, the blade’s head was nearly as big as my shield. By

Jupiter’s Spirit it was huge.

Then he saw me and roared like a lion on the sands of the coliseum. He charged. Now we were in for it. His roar alerted those of his pack nearest him, they turned to see what was afoot, and seeing us, raced to join their leader.

“Shield wall! Brace,” I shouted. Twenty legionaries stepped forward, and twenty stood behind them. Each man braced himself, holding his spear outward toward the rushing foe.

“Archers notch,” Darius shouted beside me. “Loose.” Ten steel tipped shafts sped toward our attacker as ten more were fitted and drawn back. “Notch, draw, loose,” I heard Darius.

The iron-tipped shafts flew toward the Minotaur. I thought surely this volley would drop him, but at the last possible second from around him darted his shield bearer. His leap saved his chieftain. Steel-tipped hail covered the shield, yet one somehow caught the top and pierced not only the shield, but also the forehead of the shield bearer. The man dropped.

The death of his companion ignited a fury in the giant, and like a bull, he rushed us. The next flight of arrows he simply batted aside with his ax, yet two managed to strike him full in the chest. With them deep in his chest, he came on. I stood amazed. Sassanid war elephants had drop from these arrows, but he continued his charge.

From every side, his followers added their battle cries. It was like being attacked by a herd of wolves and lions, which howled and waved their weapons - a great assortment of weapons, curved swords, jagged swords, spears and axes - around in frenzy. Covered in a hodgepodge of leather shirts, robes and skins, these were big men, dangerous men, larger than most of my men or Picts.

Their outlandish helmets with horns and spikes made them appear wilder, and their frenzied charge was as warlike as any wild Gallic charge I’d ever endured. I barely had time to brace before the impact.

At the last possible moment, I remember our throwing spears; I had no time to waste. “Legionnaires, throw!” 20 heavy Roman pilums hurled into the on rushing mob. Our efforts dropped a good half of them, yet the others simple leaped over their comrades and came on. Their giant leader in the forefront of the charge reached our line first and with a great blow, struck down a soldier opening our shield wall. I marveled at his blow that shattered a Roman shield. What manner of mortal man could do that?

It was then I heard an awful sound. Above the crash of steel, a strange, high-pitched sound assaulted my ears. A wailing mixed in with their war cries. What evil was at play? I assumed it was probably some priest or shaman calling on his dark gods. Had I been sitting in my tent, perhaps I might have solved this question, but I had a giant to fight.

With both hands, he swung his axe in a great horizontal blow. Instinctively, I positioned my shield to block, forgetting the damage I had just witnessed. When the impact hit, I believe it would have stopped a chariot, but it hit me and knocked me off my feet. I sailed through the air about ten paces away before I hit the ground hard. A part of my brain noted a thick ax blade still wedged in my shield, and the rest screamed with pain from the collision with the earth, but I was alive.

Though I was too groggy to stand, my attacker solved my dilemma by grabbing his axe’s handle and yanking up. Propelled off the ground, I let go of my shield. Miraculously, I landed back on my feet. His axe ripped free. Now we stood only an arm’s length apart.

Not wanting to give him a moment of respite, I brought my sword straight out, hoping to stab him in the midsection. My sword bit deep, and he staggered back. My opponent was hurt but not down. He bellowed and brought his axe downward. I barely deflected the blow with my sword, and my sword arm ached from the effort while his ax drove into the turf next to me.

He glared at me. From his wound, blood dripped down. Then, for the first time in my long life as a soldier, a wave of fear ripped through my gut. Death looked at me as his eyes devoured me. Suddenly, a reserve deep inside I never knew I had rallied me. I had to strike first, before he raised his ax.

Time stopped. For me, the raging battle around us disappeared as I circled, looking for an opening. Then, just as I lunged, a mass of combatants passed between us and I lost sight of my attacker. I searched, but he had disappeared. How had it happened? I cursed and started rallying my men. Despite having no leader, the wild men still were trying their best to kill us. But Roman discipline slowly began to overcome pure fury. We began driving them.

We drove them back through the camp. Then, behind one of the supply wagons, I saw the giant bent over speaking with an old one. The old one held a staff like the Druid priests of the Caledonians. His other hand rested on his chieftain’s wound, a blue glow around his hand. Magic? I reasoned this must be shaman. His kind magic was never a good sign. So I grabbed an archer and pointed to the priest. The first arrow caught the priest in the throat and he staggered.

“Again,” Seeing the shaman try to raise a horn again, I called for another. The second arrow drilled him through the chest and cut the wavering horn’s call short. With the end of the call, our storm suddenly abated. I watched as the horn fell from the priest’s lifeless hands, and he followed with a thud. The chieftain watched his priest fall.

From the ground, he snatched up the horn. From a flicker of firelight I saw it was silver. He put it to his lips and blew a long blast. Again, the wind and rain seemed to reply to the horn’s call and beat upon me with renewed fury, blinding, stinging. Foe and friend alike cowered down for a moment to get out of it. Blinded, I huddled next to a wagon. Poor shelter, I know. Then I sensed more than saw him next to me.

This time, I waited and, at the last second, swung my sword where I thought he would be. I felt my sword hit solid meat. My strike should have chopped off lesser men’s legs, yet I had only cut half through. Encouraged, I slashed again and connected. I heard a grunt and watched him fall to one knee. With my free hand shielding my eyes, I saw him try to stand and swing his ax at me. Somehow I dodged the blow. Seeing my distress, two of my soldiers tried to come to my aid.

With a powerful back swing he bashed first one, then the other man aside. What strength. He tried raised the horn again, but I was determined he would not blow it. I darted in, angling to get behind his bad leg and strike. He tried to turn, but his damaged leg wouldn’t work and he was unable to match me. I rammed my sword up into his exposed armpit.

His cry of pain roared in my head. With his elbow, he struck me and I sailed backwards losing my sword. Somehow I rolled to my feet. Next to me on the ground, I saw a spear. I picked it up then feinted a jab. He countered with his ax, clipping me on the side, and I stumbled a few steps.

With a great effort, he rose to finish me, but his movements were sluggish. I knocked aside his ax and jabbed with the spear, ramming the blade into his shoulder. He screamed then pulled the spear free. With his good arm, he brought the ax whistling down upon my helmet. I saw stars but shortened my grip and buried the spear in him. We collapsed together with the giant on top. Everything went black.

Flavius told me it took three of them to lift the dead barbarian off me. My ribs hurt; I hurt in places I didn’t know existed before the night started.

“Are you wounded?” Flavius said. I shook my head. “Then Anto-

nius, my promotion will have to wait another day.”

I wanted to laugh, but my sides screamed I pain. Instead I shook my head. “True, but that was cutting it close.” I saw others still fighting.

“Flavius, lets finish this.”

Smiling, he took charge and began to rally our men for the final push. I noticed Rolf the Fisherman joined those who made the final charge with Flavius. Somewhere in the fight, Rolf had acquired a Roman shield. I didn’t begrudge it to him; he had earned it. Under Flavius, they drove the remaining pirates back to their ships.

Holding my side, I took stock. Next to me was the silver horn, and I picked it up. I slung it over my head and tried to walk. Still a bit wobbly, I found an up-turned chest the raiders had tossed out
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