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	Titus, My Brother 

 

 

“Titus, by the gods, why are you still up?”

Titus looked up at me, where I stood in the doorway of the tent. He didn’t smile – he almost never did – but I knew he was glad to see me nonetheless.

“Appius. I thought you had guard duty.”

I shook my head. “I paid Vilnius to take it for me.”

“Vilnius! He charges a fortune to stand a shift.”

“If I’m too weary to fight tomorrow because I stood guard half the night and some Iceni barbarian smashes in my skull, it doesn’t matter how many sesterces are in my pouch, now does it?”

Titus considered, then shrugged. “It might to your widow.”

“You’d have a point. If I had a wife.”

“Your mother, then.”

I sat down near the small cooking fire. “If I die tomorrow, my mother won’t miss Vilnius’ price. I’m certain she’d rather know her son is alive.”

“All mothers would.”

“Except yours.”

“No fault of hers,” Titus said. “I’m a singular son of a bitch.”

I peered closer at him. Despite the easy banter, his visage seemed troubled. It wasn’t an expression I was used to seeing on his rugged face. I opened my mouth to ask him what the matter was, when another voice filled the tent.

“Hera’s tits, Titus, stop flapping your lips,” snarled Gaius from his bedroll. “Some of us are trying to sleep.”

Murmurs of agreement came from the several other bodies wrapped in blankets nearby.

“Then wrap your ears,” replied Titus evenly. “All of you. I have preparations yet to make, and if Appius and I want to share a few words while I do so, it is no business of yours.”

Gaius let out an angry snort and there were a couple of brief mutterings, but the soldiers let it drop. No one wanted to force the issue with Titus. He was too strong and they were all likely too tired. It was a scene that played out almost nightly.

Warmed by the fire, I moved to my own sleeping blankets next to Titus. He ran a sharpening stone down the length of his gladius, his eyes distant. I knew the blade was already honed to a keen edge, but this was also a nightly practice for Titus. No one cared more for his equipment than he did.

“You’re troubled,” I said, my voice only slightly lower than before out of respect for our tent mates.

“No,” he said.

I unlaced my caliga. “You are. I haven’t seen you like this since news of your brother came last year.”

Titus clenched his jaw briefly. “That was a bad time.”

“Is there some other bad news?”

He shook his head.

“Then what is it?”

Titus set aside his stone, watching me drop one caliga to the floor and set about unlacing the other. Finally, he said, “Appius, I met a man in Londinium, before we marched. A philosopher. We shared a few drinks.”

“Is this a love story?”

He scowled. “I’m serious.”

“Fine. What did this Greek say?” I dropped my other caliga next to its mate and lay back.

“He wasn’t Greek. His philosophy wasn’t fancy. It was…more common.”

“And this common philosophy, it has you troubled?”

“No, not the philosophy itself. But it has made me think. Contemplate.”

“Like a worm in your brain, it would seem. We are on the eve of battle, Titus.”

“It is battle that I think of.”

I peered at him, curious. “How so?”

Titus looked uncomfortable. “I joined the army as early as I could. And I have seen thirteen years of service. In that time, I have been a good soldier. I fought the enemy, protected my brothers, obeyed my superiors.”

“As have we all.”

“Very true. And all the while, the only question I ever asked was how. How do we fight and win?” He put away his stone and wiped the length of his blade with a lightly oiled rag. “Now I have stumbled on a different question, and I can’t get it out of my mind.”

I waited, and after a few moments, he looked over at me. When he spoke, his voice dropped to a whisper.

“Why, Appius? Why do we fight?”

I sat up slowly, running the unfamiliar question through my head.

“Have you ever wondered?” Titus asked.

“No.”

“Never?”

“What purpose would such a question serve?” I asked. “We are soldiers. We fight.”

“True. And that was always enough before. But now I wonder why, and I can’t stop.” He stared at me, his face troubled. “Why do you fight, Appius?”

I touched the small SPQR tattoo on my forearm. “For the glory of the Senate and the people of Rome.”

Titus waved his hand dismissively. “What does the Senate care about this backwater island? The Britons are as much savages as the Germans. And the people of Rome care even less.”

“This uprising challenges Rome,” I said. “That cannot stand.”

“So we fight to put down rebellions in regions of the world that matter nothing to the greater parts of Rome?”

“Perhaps. Or maybe we fight for the Emperor.”

Titus arched an eyebrow. “The actor?”

I glanced at the huddled forms around the tent. “You should watch your words, Titus. Speaking ill of the Emperor is sedition.”

“Is it sedition to acknowledge that our mighty emperor Nero graces the stage?” Sarcasm slathered his words, and a tiny, mocking grin fluttered at the corner of his mouth.

“Fighting for Rome and the Emperor is a privilege,” I said, trying to rescue him from his own words.

“So it is. Or for our commander, as you were probably about to say.”

I didn’t reply. Quintus Petilius Cerialis Caesius Rufus. Our commander. A favorite in Rome. Not necessarily a favorite of the IX Legion Hispania. He spent too much time admiring how he looked in his armor rather than training to fight in it.

“Why all of these questions, Titus?” It was strange, a thirteen year veteran uttering these words. I spoke quietly, my tone grave. “Such doubts in another man I might hear as cowardice.”

“Such thoughts from another mouth I might hear as an accusation,” Titus answered, his voice sharing none of the gravity mine held. He hesitated a moment, then added, “I know why they fight.”

“The Iceni?”

He nodded. “This Boudicca, she fights for something simple and dear. Freedom.”

I shook my head. “The Iceni are barbarians. Worse yet, barbarians led by a woman.”

“Perhaps so, but that doesn’t change that they fight for their freedom. And when you realize that, you have to ask another question, Appius.” He stared at me for a moment, but when I didn’t answer, he said, “Why are they not free? Who keeps their freedom from them?”

“Rome gives them protection. Civilization.”

Titus pressed his lips together. “A convenient view. It isn’t how the Iceni see it. I doubt it is how Romans would see it if the Parthians conquered our cities.”

I snorted. “You speak of impossibilities. Rome will stand forever, and we will bring civilization to the far reaches of the world.”

“Whether the far reaches want it or not,” Titus finished. Then he said, “You remember the philosopher I spoke to in Londinium?”

“The Greek?”

“I told you he wasn’t Greek. He wasn’t even a philosopher, actually. He was a merchant. We shared a few drinks and talked long into the night. And he asked me these questions, and after I bleated out the same answers you have tonight, I had to stop and think about them.”

“And?”

“And I’m still thinking.”

“Why does a merchant care about such things?”

“He was Iceni.”

I gaped at him. “You drank with the enemy?”

“I told you, he was a merchant, not a soldier. He is not my enemy, any more than a Roman merchant is my ally.”

“His people are in open revolt! They have besieged Camulodunum!”

“I know. And we are going to break that siege in the morning. But why, Appius? Why?”

“Because we are soldiers of Rome,” I said sternly, glancing at the huddled, sleeping forms around the tent and wondering how much they’d heard.

“That’s the sum total of your thoughts? Boudicca and her warriors fight for their freedom. We fight because we are soldiers? We fight for pay and maybe a tract of land at the end of our service, if we last that long?”

“It is worth fighting for.”

“Even if the war is unjust? Is that really what you think, Appius?”

“You want to know what I think?” I snapped.

“I do. I really do.”

“I think I should have saved my money and stood guard duty tonight.” With that, I turned my back to him, wrapped myself in my blanket and screwed my eyes tight.

Titus didn’t reply. He sat still and silent for a long while. Then the scraping of stone on blade resumed, slow and methodical. It haunted me deep into the night.

 

 

We formed up as dawn crept over the eastern horizon. I half expected not to see Titus, either deserted in the night or seized as a traitor. But he stood to my left, outfitted smartly in his armor, his face impassive.

Quintus Petilius Cerialis Caesius Rufus stood at the head of our gathered force and spoke dismissively of what we faced. He mocked Boudicca for being on the battlefield instead of at the cook fire, and demeaned the Iceni for the savages they were. I only half-listened to his nasally voice.

The truth was, our force was light. After the attacks on Camulodunum, Quintus Rufus had cobbled together what strength he could from the scattered elements of the legion. We’d marched hard and fast to get here, and now he stood in front of us and promised another hard march this morning.

“But you are Roman soldiers,” he intoned, his haughty voice betraying his patrician status. “You will break the backs of the savages and bring the safety of Rome to the colonia of Camulodunum once again.”

The men around me cheered, but it felt forced. I lent my own half-hearted voice to the chorus, which trailed off rapidly. To my left, Titus remained silent.

We marched.

The tramp of feet, the creak of leather, and the jangle of metal filled my ears for
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