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The Centurion’s Choice

An Eagle’s Honor Novella

 



THE CENTURION’S CHOICE

It’s AD 178, and barbarian tribes once again threaten the borders of the Roman Empire. To make matters worse, Lucius’ promotion in his auxiliary cohort has been denied, and instead the governor has appointed a moody, mean-tempered Roman to become the new centurion of the Septem Gallorum—and, incidentally, to trample all over Lucius’ ambitions.

Tall and burly, Centurion Caius Florius Corvus might be way too good-looking for Lucius’ peace of mind, but the man has also made it abundantly clear that he doesn’t trust Lucius as his second-in-command. Yet as they are swept into war and each has to shoulder his responsibilities, a reluctant respect begins to grow between them, which soon grows into friendship—and, perhaps, more?
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This novella is dedicated, 

with much affection, 

to my fellow Blanketeers


A Note on the Historical Background and Place Names

The following story is set in 178-80 AD, against the backdrop of the Second Marcomannic War, during which Marcus Aurelius tried to quell a rebellion of the Marcomanni and their neighbors, the Quadi. He also sought to extend the Roman Empire to territories north of the river Danube (Danuvius in Latin).

The two major legionary fortresses mentioned in the novel, Carnuntum and Vindobona, stood in what today is Austria: Vindobona stood on the site of modern Vienna, and Carnuntum on the site of the two small towns Petronell-Carnuntum and Bad Deutsch-Altenburg. Parts of the Roman city that grew out of the vicus, the small settlement outside the fortress of Carnuntum, have been reconstructed and turned into an open-air museum.

Nida, the town mentioned in the epilogue, stood on what today is part of Frankfurt, the city where I live, while the fort Saalensium is a fictionalized version of the Saalburg, a reconstructed Roman auxiliary fort and one of my favorite open-air museums.


Chapter 1

Lucius got his first glimpse of the new centurion when the Cohors Septem Gallorum assembled in the hall of the principia, their headquarters building. The prefect stood on the dais, and right next to him was their new second centurion. He was a tall, burly man, built like an ox, with massive shoulders and chest, strong thighs, dark hair. 

He didn’t look like a man who would go down on his knees for anybody. Nor bend over, for that matter.

One of those peculiarities of the Romans, who filled their cities with stone cocks and whose heroes had small dicks: you could fuck a man, but the Gods forbid you were the one who was being fucked! That inevitably meant giving yourself up to ridicule.

So, no. A man like the new centurion most certainly wouldn’t bend over for anybody. 

Pity that.

Or perhaps not. For given the massive scowl the fellow was wearing, a man might rather try to pet Cerberus than attempt to dally with Centurion Caius Florius Corvus—however fuckable he might look.

 Lucius bit his lip to suppress a snicker. The prefect wouldn’t appreciate any of his men entertaining any lascivious or insubordinate thoughts about the new centurion—especially not said centurion’s optio. Only a few days ago, Avitus had called Lucius into his office in the principia. He had glanced up from the tablets on his desk, his grey, bushy brows furrowed. “There you are, Satrius. I’m going to keep this short. I expect the new man will arrive any day now, and I expect that you’ll be able to keep the centuria in order. With this new war looming above us, I cannot have any dissent now among the cohort.” Avitus’ cool eyes had bored into Lucius. “Do I make myself clear?”

“Absolutely, sir,” Lucius had said, his face blank. “There will be no problems.” Since Centurion Rava’s death, he had held the command of the centuria, and it would be his responsibility to make the transition to the new command as smooth as possible.

Avitus had sighed and rubbed his hand over his forehead. “Listen, Satrius. I know the men aren’t particularly happy about the situation, and I know you yourself had some hopes—” 

“It doesn’t signify,” Lucius had said, his tone fairly expressionless. Of course, he had already heard the news: that the governor was sending them some guy from a bigwig Roman military family. The kind whose sons didn’t have to rise through the military ranks, but got a place in the centuriate straight away.

Avitus made a sharp movement with his hand. “It does signify, and no doubt you would have been a good man on the job. But Centurion Florius comes with the highest recommendations from the governor of Noricum, and it’s our governor’s explicit wish that he should get the job.” 

Lucius thought of this conversation as he now looked at Avitus and the new centurion on the dais. After Rava’s death—the plague on those damned Marcomanni and Quadi and the rest of those blasted Germanic tribes across the river Danuvius!—many in the cohort had indeed hoped one of their number would rise to the position, and Lucius himself had been one of the favored candidates for the job. But instead, the governor had sent them this: a Roman.

Though, of course, Roman could mean many things.

This man here came from an auxiliary in Noricum, and if the rumors were correct, he had been stationed in Raetia before that, and before that in Britannia.

All positions in auxiliaries. Damn peculiar, that. After all, you’d think a Roman would stick to the Eagles. This was what men with Roman citizenship normally did if they fancied military service: they served in the legions. By contrast, men like Lucius, men who came from one of the provinces of the Roman Empire and didn’t have Roman citizenship, ended up in the auxiliary forces, where the service was longer and the pay less. So yes, you’d think a Roman would stick to the legions.

But apparently, not this one. 

No, this one had waded in with his big feet and had taken the position that would have been the pinnacle of Lucius’ own ambitions.

Damn the Roman.

~*~

The assembly went exactly as could be expected: Avitus introduced the centurion to the cohort, not without mentioning that recommendation from the governor of Noricum and going through a ridiculously long list of decorations. At that point Centurion Florius’ scowl deepened even more, and he very much looked like a man who’d rather be at any other place than standing on the dais in the principia of the Cohors Septem Gallorum.

Interesting.

And there was yet another interesting tidbit: judging from the first decoration he had received for bravery, the centurion seemed to have started his career in Caledonia, right during the final stages of the abandonment of the frontier wall erected on Emperor  Antonius’ orders. That had been, what? Fourteen, fifteen years ago? The centurion couldn’t have been much more than a green lad at the time.

Double damn. Ambitious bastard.

By the time Avitus called forth the principales of Florius’ centuria, Lucius feared he was rather close to scowling himself. 

Trying to school his features, he walked forward together with Cantum—the tesserarius, keeper of the watchword; Actrix—the signifer, standard bearer; and Verlontrix—the bucinator, trumpeter. 

Surely there was no need to scowl at them, Lucius thought irritably as Florius’ thunderous gaze swept over them.

As Avitus quickly went through their names, the centurion nodded curtly. Turning to Lucius, he said, “In my office in an hour, optio.” 

“Yes, sir.”  

And with another nod, they were dismissed. Gritting his teeth, Lucius led the other three men back to the formation. It wouldn’t have hurt the damn Roman to give them a “very well” or “very good” instead of merely a black stare and a curt nod.

Cantum gave Lucius a small nudge with his elbow, and they exchanged a quick glance. Cantum raised a brow. “Boy’s going to be fun,” he muttered on a soft growl.

“Indeed.”

There was a flutter of movement up front as the cohort’s first signifer went to the shrine of the standards and brought the cohort’s main standard to the dais.

Florius was sworn in then and there, for evidently, Avitus didn’t want to waste any time what with another full-out war looming. The Emperor himself was coming back from Rome, and any day now they could get their marching orders to join his troops.

While Lucius would have to deal with a stuck-up, bad-tempered Roman centurion.

Splendid.

~*~

After the ceremony, Lucius, Cantum, and Actrix went to the vicus to grab a quick bite for dinner. There was already a good crowd at Mamma Mallorna’s, and the smells wafting up from the big pots sitting in the cook shop’s counter made Lucius’ mouth water. There were a few people from the vicus, mostly single craftsmen, but most of Mamma Mallorna’s customers were men from the fort itself, including some principales from other centuries. Friendly ribbing started, and then the cry went up to let Lucius skip the line so he could meet his new centurion on time. 

“After all, you wouldn’t want to keep such a dour-faced Roman fellow waiting, would you?” Grinning, Clusiodix, optio  in the fourth centuria, slapped his shoulder.

Lucius groaned. “Was it that obvious?”

“The fellow’s scowl? It was potent enough to scorch even Flautus back in the sixth, didn’t it, Flautus?”

The signifer from the sixth centuria looked up from his bowl of stew and grinned. “Not the most cheerful man, that guy. I wouldn’t want to be in your shoes, Satrius.”

Lucius gave a soft groan. “I’m so glad you’re all so very encouraging…”

The men laughed, and Clusiodix slapped his shoulder once more. “Chin up, man. Chin up. It could be worse. I hear they’re filling up the ranks in other units with ex-gladiators and ex-bandits and—”

Lucius rolled his eyes at him. “The Emperor might be desperate, but not that desperate. Nobody puts an ex-gladiator in the position of centurion.”

The other man grinned broadly. “A highly decorated ex-gladiator? Who knows!” 

“Stop pestering the lad, Clusiodix,” Mamma Mallorna cut in. A stola in cheerful hues of red and orange and brown fell over her ample hips, and two bird brooches with aqua emaille held the dress together on her shoulders. Rumor had it she was a freedwoman whose owner had freed her so he could marry her. But instead she had run away with his son and a friend of the son, and had lived with them in Singidunum for a few years until the two men had fallen victim to the Antonine Plague, which had carried off so many people across the empire. After their deaths, Mamma Mallorna had come here and opened a cook shop. And here she had been ever since.

Her helper was a scrawny youth she had picked up cheaply at the slave market because his shoulders were uneven and he walked with a limp after an accident. Neither mattered to Mamma Mallorna—as long as he could cut vegetables and didn’t let the stew burn, she was satisfied with his work. But her greatest regret was that even after stuffing him with food for several years, he still remained scrawny. “Now what shall my customers think of that, Lullus?” she would often exclaim, much to said customers’ delight. “It reflects badly on my food. Do you hear me? Badly!”

And Lullus would mutter, “Sorry, mistress,” and throw her a grin, while everybody else would laugh and chuckle.

Now she pressed a cup into Lucius’ hand. “This one’s on the house. You look as if you’re in need of some cheering up, dearie,” she said with a wink.

“Hmmm.” Lucius took a sip: she had given him from the mulsum she made for herself—extra sweet and extra peppery. Lucius made an appreciative noise in this throat, then he leaned forward and gave her a smacking kiss on the cheek. “Thank you. I don’t know what we would do without you, most wonderful Mallorna.”

Chuckling, she swatted at his arm. “You’re such a charmer, optio. You want some food, too, before you face that new centurion of yours?”

“Oh, he’ll definitely need it with that fellow,” Clusiodix said with a grin. “Face like a thundercloud.”

“Worse than that fellow the third had in ’72,” Actrix muttered.

“Oh, that was a fucker,” Clusiodix said with feeling. “Didn’t last long, though. Fates must have been on the side of the third.”

“Dunno. We were all fucked up that time in ’72,” Flautus said around a mouthful of stew. “Damn those crazy tribes.”

The men muttered in agreement, but Mamma Mallorna shushed them. “That’s enough about those barbarians for today. Now, optio, what can I get you?”

Lucius chose the lentils with sausage and got a large piece of bread to go with it. He finished his mulsum before he took his food outside, and the wine nicely warmed up his belly. It was not often that he drank undiluted wine, and he cherished the faint buzz from the mulsum.

Outside talk quickly turned to the looming war and the new revolts of the tribes along the river Danuvius. Everybody still remembered what had happened ten years before, when groups of Marcomanni had overrun the border, pillaging and looting, leaving behind a trail of destruction. The Emperor had fought them back, first the Marcomanni and their allies, then the Quadi and Iazyges. He had annexed their land and ordered forts to be established. For a few years everything  had seemed fine, but this summer, several of the forts had been razed to the ground. And so, there would be another campaign, led by the Emperor himself, and Lucius would have to go into battle with a damned Roman centurion leading the attack.

~*~

By the time Lucius returned to the fort, the good food and the company had mellowed him considerably. Indeed, he was whistling as he walked down the Via Praetoria to the barrack block of his centuria. Not all of the men had gone to a cook shop or, like Verlontrix, their trumpeter, to see his wife and children in the vicus; indeed, judging from the smell of cooking fires, quite a few soldiers had decided to stay in the fort. Men were leaning against the wooden posts of the veranda of their barracks, others were sitting on small stools, a game of tris on a stool between them. Lucius exchanged greetings and deflected some good-natured ribbing as he strode down the block toward the centurion’s quarters.

In contrast to the men serving under him, a centurion had a set of rooms all to himself. Quite a luxury if you were used to share a stock bed with seven other men.

Ah well…

Lucius knocked on Centurion Florius’ door, waited until the man barked, “Enter!” and then went inside.

But what he found there made him freeze in his tracks.

The front room served as the centurion’s office. There was a desk that was now strewn over with tablets and trinkets. Some of them had fallen to the ground. In one corner of the room lay a packsack, half opened, with some of its contents spread across the floor. In short, it looked as if the room had been ransacked. Centurion Florius stood next to this desk and looked…not amused.

“Oh, by Mithras’ cock!” Lucius exclaimed in shock. “I hadn’t thought anybody would go as far as vandalize the room!”

“What?” Florius frowned.

“Well, this…” Lucius made a movement with his hand, indicating the state of the room.

Florius looked around. “What are you getting at, optio?” He turned his scowl back on Lucius. “Hm?”

Taken aback, Lucius blinked. “The state of the room, sir. Clearly, somebody has, well, ravaged it?”

“Are you getting cheeky, optio?” If possible, the man’s voice had become even frostier.

Perplexed, Lucius stared at him. “Sir?”

With an irritated gesture, the centurion brushed a rather long strand of black hair out of his face, while his tanned cheeks turned a slightly ruddy color. “Do you wish to comment on the way I unpack? Hm? Is that it?” he growled, staring at Lucius belligerently. 

Lucius gaped at his new commanding officer. He had done this to his room—deliberately? How had he managed something like that?

At his disbelieving look, Florius’ cheeks turned even ruddier.

Lucius cleared his throat. “No, of course not,” he murmured hastily. “Sir.” Now that he looked more closely, beyond the man’s grumpiness, he noticed for the first time the dark rings under the centurion’s eyes and the traces
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