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This is a work of historical fiction. Certain historical persons appear.

All other characters are products of the author’s imagination.

 




For every man who stood between two armies

and chose neither side, and survived.

And for those who chose, and did not.

 


Author’s Note on History

The year 48 BC was the hinge upon which the Roman world swung from republic to something not yet fully named. Gaius Julius Caesar had crossed the Rubicon with his Thirteenth Legion in January of 49 BC, an act that constituted treason under Roman law and that transformed the simmering constitutional crisis between Caesar and the Senate into open civil war. By the time our story begins in the summer of 48 BC, Caesar and his army had driven Pompey Magnus from Italy, pursued him through Epirus, and were closing toward the confrontation that would decide everything.

The Battle of Pharsalus took place on the ninth of August, 48 BC, on the plain of Thessaly in what is now central Greece. Caesar commanded approximately twenty-two thousand infantry and one thousand cavalry. Pompey commanded approximately forty-five thousand infantry and seven thousand cavalry. The outcome was a decisive victory for Caesar, achieved through a combination of tactical flexibility, the superior experience of his veteran legions, and a specific innovation in the deployment of his cavalry reserve that the ancient sources describe in some detail. Pompey fled the battlefield. He would reach Egypt before the month was out, where the agents of the young pharaoh Ptolemy XIII would murder him on the beach at Pelusium, presenting his head to Caesar when Caesar arrived in pursuit.

The salt trade was one of the fundamental economic arteries of the Roman world. Sal, the Latin word for salt, gave the English language salary, soldier, and salutation, the last through the use of salt in greeting rituals. The Via Salaria, the Salt Road, was one of Rome's oldest roads, predating the republic itself, running northeast from Rome to the Adriatic coast where salt was harvested from the lagoons near what is now Cervia. The Roman state controlled the salt trade extensively, but private merchants operated within and around the state system in ways that were commercially complex and politically sensitive.

Drusus of Capua, the protagonist of this novel, is fictional. Caesar, Pompey, Cicero, Mark Antony, Cato, Brutus, Labienus, and all other historical figures named are real. The geography of the Roman world in 48 BC, including the routes through Epirus, the plain of Pharsalus, and the city of Alexandria, is based on current archaeological and historical scholarship. The military organization, the tactical dispositions at Pharsalus, and the political dynamics of the late Roman Republic are drawn from the primary sources, principally Caesar's own Commentarii de Bello Civili, Appian's Civil Wars, Plutarch's Lives of Caesar and Pompey, and Cassius Dio's Roman History.

The gods of Rome were not metaphors to the Romans. They were real presences in daily life, consulted through augury and haruspicy, appeased through sacrifice, and experienced through the specific religious vocabulary that organized Roman understanding of fate, fortune, and divine will. A Roman merchant soldier of the class that Drusus represents would have carried this religious framework as naturally as he carried his equipment, and the novel attempts to represent this framework from the inside rather than from the outside. Whether the gods were listening is a question the novel declines to answer definitively, as the Romans themselves declined to answer it.
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Prologue

The Road That Had No End

The Via Appia, South of Capua

Spring, 49 BC

The mule knew before Drusus did.

She stopped on the road south of Capua on a morning in early spring, one ear turned north toward the city, her entire body arranged in the posture of an animal that has heard something the human beside her has not yet processed. Drusus had owned Brixia for seven years and understood her communications as well as he understood most human ones, which was with the imperfect but workable comprehension of long acquaintance.

He stopped walking and listened. The Via Appia ran straight and pale in the morning light, the stone surface worn to a smoothness that fourteen centuries of Roman feet and hooves and wagon wheels had produced. To the east, the fields were wet with the spring rains. To the west, the slope rose toward the hills where the old Samnite shrines still stood, tended by old men who had been tending them since before the Social War. The air smelled of recent rain and turned earth and the distant salt-and-must smell of the coast.

Then he heard it: the rhythmic compression of thousands of feet on stone, the mechanical sound of a legion moving. Not the sound of marching men who were going somewhere specific and would arrive and stop. The sound of an army in transit, which was the sound of something that would continue past the point where you could see it and past the point where you could hear it, an army that had a destination that was elsewhere and that was passing through your life rather than ending in it.

The Via Appia at that point was fourteen days south of Rome, seventeen north of Brundisium, and had been carrying the weight of Roman power in both directions for three hundred years. The road was the work of Appius Claudius Caecus, the censor, who had ordered its construction in 312 BC as a military highway connecting Rome to Capua and beyond to the heel of Italy where the legions embarked for the campaigns in the east. The road had served every Roman army that had ever moved south, and it had served every eastern import that had ever moved north, and the merchants and soldiers who used it had been wearing its stones smooth with the consistency of a civilization that organized itself around the movement of men and goods.

Drusus had been walking this section of the Via Appia for twenty years, in every season and in every weather condition that the Campanian climate produced. He knew the specific quality of the road's surface at each point along the route: the section north of Capua where the paving stones had been relaid in his father's time and were still slightly proud of the older surface on either side, the section at the second milestone where the drainage channel had been blocked for three years and where the road was soft on the left margin after rain, the specific curve at the hill where the view opened westward toward the sea and where, on clear mornings, you could see the Tyrrhenian coast all the way to Misenum.

He knew this road the way he knew his business: completely, practically, without romance. The road was the infrastructure of the salt trade, the physical connection between the production of salt at the Adriatic coast and the consumption of salt throughout Campania. Everything he owned had traveled this road at some point, either as raw material moving south or as currency moving north, and the road's condition was as much his professional concern as the condition of the salt markets at either end.

What the road was now carrying was something different from anything it had carried in his professional lifetime. It was carrying the entire reorganization of the Roman world, the consequence of decisions made by men in positions so far above his own that the decisions had reached him not as policy or even as news but as the sound of feet, the army-sound that Brixia had heard before he did.

He stood on the Via Appia and let the army pass and thought about infrastructure. Roads were built by power and maintained by power and used by power to extend itself further, and the road did not care which particular power was using it. The Via Appia had served the republic for three hundred years. It would serve whatever came next with equal indifference. This was both reassuring and, in a specific way he could not quite articulate to himself, somewhat disturbing.

He had heard this sound twice in his life before this morning. Once as a child of ten, when Sulla's veterans had moved through Campania on their way to the proscriptions, and once at thirty-two when Caesar's early campaign movements had brushed the edges of the territory where he operated. This was different from both of those. This was Caesar's main force, and this was not brushing anything. This was the army of a man who had crossed the Rubicon four months ago and declared, by that act, that the republic as it had existed was no longer the republic as it would exist.

Drusus stood on the Via Appia beside his stopped mule and listened to the approaching sound and thought, with the specific clarity that very simple and very large situations produce in practical men, that whatever he had been planning to do this morning was no longer the most important thing happening.

The army came around the curve of the road that the natural bend of the hill had been placing out of sight, and it came as armies come when they are moving with purpose: not with the dramatic disorder of a charging force or the theatrical precision of a triumph, but with the grinding, comprehensive, slightly ragged efficiency of a military machine that has been operating continuously for years and has stopped caring how it looks and started caring exclusively about where it is going.

At the front of the column, not quite at the head but near enough to be visible, was a man on a brown horse who Drusus would not have recognized except that every second man in Italy would have recognized him by his bearing alone: the way he sat a horse with the body of a man for whom riding was neither an indulgence nor a discipline but a simple fact of his existence, the way his attention moved across the landscape around him with the comprehensive scan of a commander whose awareness extended to the edges of his operational environment.

Caesar passed within thirty feet of Drusus and Brixia on the road to Brundisium, and he did not look at them, and Drusus had the specific experience that the proximity of great historical force sometimes produces in ordinary people: the experience of being simultaneously present at something of enormous consequence and entirely irrelevant to it.

He stood there until the column had passed. Then he took Brixia's bridle and turned her and began walking back toward Capua.

He had been on his way to deliver a contract for the purchase of forty modii of salt to a customer in Nola. He would eventually deliver the contract. But the morning on the Via Appia had put something in his thinking that was not there before, a specific question that would take two years and a great deal of geography and a number of deaths to answer.

The question was not about Caesar. The question was not about the republic or the civil war or the fate of constitutions. The question was simpler than any of those things and more difficult: which side was he on, and why, and what would it cost him, and was the cost worth the answer?

 


CHAPTER I

The Salt Merchant of Capua

Capua sat in the middle of the Campanian plain like a man who has been comfortable for too long: still imposing, still the largest city in southern Italy after Rome itself, still the center of the region's commerce in bronze and textiles and the agricultural surplus of the most fertile soil in the peninsula, but carrying in its very ease the specific quality of a place that has been prosperous long enough to have forgotten what the alternative felt like.

Drusus had grown up in Capua in the generation after the Social War, the generation that had received the citizenship that the war's outcome granted and had spent the subsequent thirty years discovering that citizenship was a condition rather than an event: it changed what you were called but not necessarily what you were. His father had been a freedman from a Samnite family that had worked the salt routes since before Rome had roads, and his mother had been a Capuan merchant's daughter who had brought the city's commercial sensibility into a marriage that his father's rural network had needed.

The salt trade was the trade he had been born into, which was not the same as the trade he had chosen, but which was close enough that the distinction had ceased to matter by the time he was old enough to make a genuine choice. He traded in salt and in the secondary commerce that salt generated: the preservation contracts with the army suppliers, the curing

























