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OPENING: THE RIVER THAT CHANGED HISTORY

In the depths of a cold January night in the year 49 BCE, a column of Roman soldiers stood in absolute silence on the northern bank of a small river in northern Italy. The air was sharp with winter frost. Their breath formed pale clouds in the torchlight. The only sound was the gentle murmur of water flowing steadily over smooth stones.

The river before them was called the Rubicon. It was not wide. It was not deep. A man could wade across it in less than a minute. Yet this modest stream represented one of the most important boundaries in the entire Roman world. It marked the legal line between the province of Gaul to the north and the sacred territory of Italy to the south. According to Roman law, no general was permitted to lead armed troops across this boundary. To do so was not merely illegal. It was an act of open rebellion against the Republic itself.

At the head of the column stood a man wrapped in a crimson military cloak, his weathered face illuminated by flickering torchlight. This was Gaius Julius Caesar. At forty-nine years of age, he was already one of the most accomplished and controversial figures in Roman history. Behind him waited the soldiers of the Thirteenth Legion, battle-hardened veterans who had followed him through nearly a decade of brutal warfare in the forests and mountains of Gaul. These men trusted their commander completely. They would follow him anywhere.
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