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CHEY LIVED

HREE men sat at a wineshop

table. Above them, the upper

Isére valley stretched to the

passes of the Little St. Bernard ;
beyond, the Alps towered icily, but this
quiet little village was nestled cozily out
of the October winds.

“War and war and war!” said the vil-
lage mayor gloomily. “Where will it
end? Now the whole world is in up-
heaval, with fire and death and starva-
tion everywhere! Spain is swimming in
bloody ruin. All northern Italy to the
Alps is in rebellion against the fasces of
Rome. And now the African hordes move
up the Rhone like a countless swarm of
locusts—whither? No man knows.”

“Perhaps Mancinus, who used to be a
Roman, knows,” said the second man, a
brawny Gaul with long henna-dyed mus-
taches and hair, “Explain, Mancinus!
Why are these Africans here? They're
not marching against the Romans, who
hold Marseilles and the seacoast towns,
but they pour out of Spain against us/
We pay tribute to Rome ; we have a small
Roman army here: but that’s no reason
for sixty thousands Africans to bring us
fire and sword!”

Sipping his wine, -Mancinus nodded,
and eyed the other two. They were sim-
ple, untutored men, honest and friendly;
yet his was the prestige of being a Ro-
man, even though broken and exiled.
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BY THE YWORD

Five years he had dwelt here among these
Gauls, adopting their dress and customs
and speech ; he still stood out from among
them in looks and manner, a different
being.

The uncouth garb of his tall and mas-
sive figure, the unkempt light-brown hair
and beard, could not hide the difference.
He conveyed an impression of vital
energy and power. The deep eyes, the
careless winning laugh, the strongly carv-
en features, marked him with intelli-
gence far above those who companied
him.

“The earth teems with men; there’s
the secret,” he said slowly. “Rome is
but a little state with few allies, ex-
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hausted by her wars with Carthage ; now
she’s at war with the entire world. This
country of Gaul, and the northern forests,
pour forth uncounted myriads of war-
riors. There’s not enough land and treas-
ure for all. Last year, in Spain, Hanni-
bal destroyed a hundred thousand men in
one battle, and scarce made a gap in the
population. Gaul, Spain, Germany, pro-
vide soldiers by the million; the earth
teems with men!

“These vast masses of wild fighters
are helpless against disciplined legions.
Rome and Carthage fight for control of
Spain; now Hannibal leads his army into
Gaul. Why? He means to march against
Rome.”



“He can’t reach Italy from here.” The
local mayor jerked a thumb toward the
mountains. “The Alps prevent.”

Mancinus shrugged. “So you think.
So Rome thinks. A great man might
think otherwise. Why, you ask, this un-
wanted war ? Because the time appointed
by the gods is at hand. There arise in-
sensate waves of struggle, a generation
or two apart, when whole nations rush
to conquest and slaughter; a mass hys-
teria seizes them, and they’re drunk with
dreams of glory and loot. They're led
to it by the magnetic character of some
great leader. Hannibal is such a man,
from all accounts.”

The two Gauls eyed one another.

“T don’t understand all this,” said the
village chief helplessly. “We’re content
to farm and till and raise our families in
peace and comfort. Why should this
storm burst on us?”

“You Gauls are proud,” Mancinus re-
joined. “If the Africans seek to pass
your lands, will you permit? No. Like
your tribes along the Rhone, you’ll fight
first—and be destroyed. Why? Because
the earth is too full of people. Perhaps
the gods seek to thin out the race of men.”

N one corner of the wineshop sounded
a stir and a rustle. Throwing off a
robe of skins, a man rose with a yawn
and lifted his astonishing presence before
them.

“Spoken like a philosopher, Roman!”
he exclaimed briskly. “But you’re wrong;
there are no gods. I defy the gods, I
deny them, I war against them every-
where! And I'm a useful person. If one
of you gentlemen will buy me wine, I'll
give him first call on my services.”

The three stared at him, stupefied. He
was extremely tall and thin, with a bald
head, a long straight nose, a long neck;
immediately one thought of a stork. His
keen, twinkling, birdlike eyes heightened
the resemblance. He had abnormally
long arms, hands hanging nearly to his
knees, and was clad in rags and tatters.
From his girdle hung a pouch and a lis-
some sling of leather.

“Who the devil are you?” demanded
the local mayor.

The stranger grinned, the weather-
wrinkles about his eyes crinkling whimsi-
cally; a harsh, croaking laugh escaped
him.

“Pelargos, being Greek for stork. My
father was Greek, my mother Spanish,
and T’ve traveled the whole wide world.
Beyond the Pillars of Hercules to Tar-
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tessus; in Sicily and the African shores;
in the isles of Greece, in Crete and the
lands beyond, my name is known. Gen-
tlemen, you behold the best slinger on
this earth!” He touched the sling at his
girdle. “With this, I can bring down a
soaring hawk or drop a running hare at
a hundred paces. As for men—pouf!
No armor is proof against my missiles.
I've killed Gauls, Numidians, Greeks,
heavy-armed and light-armed; and in
Sicily I blinded an elephant with two bul-
lets and slew his driver with the third!”

“Why, here’s a lusty braggart!” Man-
cinus burst out laughing. “Ho, land-
lord! Wine for the Stork, who brags of
the impossible!”

“You may change your mind about
that.” Pelargos surveyed him apprais-
ing. “Ha! A Roman of consular rank,
looking and living like a shaggy Gaul!”

Mancinus lost his smile. “How do you
know my rank?”

“By your eye, friend; by your tongue,
by the set of your head. ... Thanks to
you!” Pelargos received his wine and
gulped at it amiably. “Aye, I know Ro-
mans! I got here an hour before dawn
and have been sleeping ever since. Do
you gentlemen know that Publius C.
Scipio and his headquarters staff will be
here any minute? His army has gone to
Marseilles and thence to Spain. But he
himself, being bound for Italy—”

“What? Here?” yelped the mayor in
dismay. “The Roman general coming
here?”

“Precisely.” Pelargos swigged his wine
and winked confidentially. “That’s why
I’'m here myself, having no desire for
Spain. The whole army knows me. You
can’t hide from an army, but staff officers
are fools; anyone can trick them. In
plain words, gentlemen, I'm a deserter.
Yes, Scipio is due here early this morn-
ing, and will probably stop for food and
wine—"

The two Gauls were up and off at a run,
shouting to rouse the village ; a visit from
the Romans was the signal to rush girls
and goods to hiding. Pelargos, chuckling,
eyed the impassive Mancinus and gulped
more wine.

“Mancinus, they called you. That’s
odd! There was a Marcus Gaius Man-
cinus in Sicily, during the last Punic war.
He commanded the Fourteenth Legion;
I was attached to that legion with a com-
pany of slingers. Boy as I was, even
then I was better than the best.”

Mancinus surveyed the man with nar-
rowed eyes.



“Who the devil are you?” demanded the mayor.

The stranger grinned.

for stork,” he said.

“That man was my father.”

Pelargos nodded, as though not sur-
prised.

“I see. He was sentenced to loss of
citizenship and exile, His whole com-
mand was caught in a trap; he marched
away on parole to save his men’s lives.
Saved my life, too.” Pelargos grinned.
“Your blasted Roman Senate said he
should have fought to the death. I don’t
agree! A cousin was given his estates
and rank. ... Hm! I owe you grati-
tude because he saved my life, and for
this wine. I believe in prudence and
safety, and the gods be hanged! That’s
my motto every time.”

“N\/ OU’RE a profane blasphemer,” said
Mancinus, a twinkle in his eyes.

“What soldier’s not? Bah! Every
tribe and nation has different gods. What
have your Roman gods done for you?
Landed you here in exile. And you still
love Rome, eh?”

“I hate Rome with my whole soul!”
said Mancinus harshly. “Rome broke
my father’s heart, and he died of it.”

“The old Latin virtue of filial piety
and so forth, eh? But don’t hate all Ro-
mans; they have pretty girls there.”
Pelargos peered at him, head on one side;
with his bald pate the fellow did look
like a stork. “Your whole life, back-
ground and ambitions gone to hell; and
you still a young man in your twenties!
What are you doing around here?”
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“Pelargos, being Greek

“I have a farm.”

“A farm!” Pelargos grimaced. “You,a
soldier if ever I saw one! A farm! Hid-
ing your face among barbarian Gauls,
overcome by an inferiority complex, <as
we say in Greek, eh? See here!” Sud-
den animation lit up the seamed and
weathered countenance. “I like you. T’ll
make a bargain with you—give you an
ambition, a future, a glorious future!
First, money. With wealth, a man can
do anything, even repair a shattered life.”

“Money? I've enough,” said Man-
cinus. “But not wealth.”

“Nor I; but T know where it’s to be
had for the taking. Enough to buy all
Rome! And I’ll share the secret with
you; that’s why I deserted, to get back
into Italy. But there’s something else.”
Pelargos spoke with brisk assurance. “Do
you, perhaps, know the lady Drusilla,
daughter of the former consul Quintus
Veturis ?”

“No.” Mancinus frowned in retro-
spect. “No. I used to know Veturis; he
was a Roman of the old school.”

“Which means superstitious, arrogant,
headstrong! Well, he’s dead. He was
serving with Scipio and was badly
wounded some months ago; Drusilla
came from Rome to be with him. She’s
the last of the family, and they’re all.
afraid of her. You’d fear her too. She’s
one of these women who command the
world by reason of their virtue and wis-
dom and beauty; in fact, she knows the



SCIPIO and DRUSILLA
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gods intimately. You’ve seen the type.
What she needs is to be triced up and
given fifty lashes to take the arrogant
nonsense out of her. Just the same, she’s
a raving beauty.”

Pelargos paused for breath, gulped the
last of his wine, and went on:

“She’s with the staff; Scipio is taking
her back to Rome. I'm the only person
who’s not afraid of her; I can handle her.
Well, I was with Veturis when he died,
and at the last he spilled a few secrets.
I'll share those with you also, like a good
comrade.”

“You're drunk, or a fool,” said Man-
cinus with some contempt.

ELARGOS grinned widely. “Think so?

Guess again. I offer you wealth un-
counted, which means power; and for a
bride, the lady Drusilla—properly tamed,
she’ll be quite all right. In short, the
world’s at your feet! In return, give me
clothes and your friendship, for I see by
your cye that we'll be friends. We’ll go
into Italy together and conquer the world.
Yes or no, my friend?”
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Mancinus regarded the man steadily,
somewhat startled by his winning ugli-
ness, his confident air, his ribald cheer-
fulness. He took in the knotted muscle
of those ungainly arms, the poise of the
long, lean frame, half a head taller than
other men, and the deep, steady glow of
the bright eyes. He was on the point of
replying, when a shout lifted outside, and
a chorus of voices joined in; a clatter of
hoofs resounded on the crisp October air.

“Ha! There’s Scipio. TI'll take no
chances,” said Pelargos.

He dived for the corner and seemed
literally to vanish. His lanky frame
folded up; the skins were pulled over
him, and there was only a shapeless some-
thing in the corner. Just in time, too;
for armor clanked, and a Roman staff-
officer strode in.

“Wine!” he curtly addressed the inn-
keeper. “Let’s have a look at your stock.
Send some bread and cheese out to the
General, while I see if you have any de-
cent drink.”

»

ISING, Mancinus hooked his rough
woolen mantle over a shoulder and
stepped outside. Half the village was
crowded in the street, staring. A score
of horsemen had dismounted. Scipio, a
harsh and forceful figure, was standing in
talk with a lady and two officers of his
staff. Mancinus looked at them, and a
bitter hatred welled up within him; no
hatred is so deep and terrible as that
caused by injustice and injury to one be-
loved.

Five years ago! Time slipped away.
He actually recognized most of these
men; some of them he had known well,
in his boyhood. Shaven, steely men,
hard of jaw and of eye, like no others on
this earth, a breed apart ; tall men, punc-
tilious, masterful beyond belief, rather
machines of iron and granite than fragile
human beings, with a pride of race that
was coldly indifferent to all around. Once
he himself had been like that, not like
the brute beast he now was. He was
sharply wakened to himself; anger and
horror leaped through his brain. . . .

Abruptly, all his thoughts were jarred
awry. He saw her standing there with
Scipio, so unutterably lovely that he
caught his breath and stood agape. She
was slim and white, swathed in mourning,
so it was only her face he could see, but
this was enough. An oval, it was lit with
beauty more than earthly; a regal but
laughing loveliness, with tenderness be-
neath its pride.



“That hulking barbarian should be in
the army,” said one of the staff officers.
“By Jupiter, would you look at the build
of him! And the intelligence! Why,
he has the manner of a very Hercules!”

Mancinus was aware of quick, sharp
glances, but he looked only at Drusilla.
For a moment he met her eyes, blue, live-
ly, filled with glinting lights; and in those
blue depths something quickened and
kindled. Color came into her cheeks as
she met his gaze. Then an officer ges-
tured at him and spoke in faulty Gallic.

“Who are you, barbarian? Why aren’t
you serving the eagles of Rome?”

Mancinus turned to him, and knew
him, and disdained to hide his name.

“Because, Cnais Lentulus, your father
and other Romans preferred that the son
of Marcus Mancinus serve the enemies
of Rome.”

The defiant, laconic words were like a
slap in the face. Astonished, recognizing
whom he must be, they stared and mut-
tered. The case of Mancinus had been a
famous one. The lady Drusilla, however,
took two steps toward him, looked into
his eyes, and spoke in a clear quiet voice,
with a perfect composure as though una-
ware how her words must shame these
others. Romans were given to uttering
their exact thoughts, without regard to
the feelings of their hearers.

“You are that man’s son!” she said.
“Then accept my sympathy and friend-
ship—for the sentence given Mancinus
was unjust. It was only one of many
things which have angered the gods. My
father Veturis was among those whom
your father saved. May the gods reward
him and you!”

“They have. He is dead.”

The harshly sardonic words rebuffed
her. It cost her little enough, thought
Mancinus, to fling an alms of sympathy
to an uncouth man by the roadside whom
she would never see again! Yet in her
face he could see how unjust was this
thought of his; and as she turned away,
he regretted his own lack of courtesy.

She turned to her horse, drank the wine
given her, and mounted. The others
hastily gulped down their drink, and
without further word for Mancinus,
Scipio and his staff drove in spurs and
were on their way again for the coast.

The Gaulish chieftain came up to Man-
cinus, and pointed to the road at the
edge of the village, in the direction
whence the Romans had come. Three
crows had alighted there and were peck-
ing away in the road.
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“An evil omen,” said the Gaul gloomily.
“Crows follow the eagles, eh?”

“Suppose we change the omen,” struck
in another voice. Mancinus turned to
see the tall ungainly figure of Pelargos,
who had emerged from the wineshop.

Reaching to a pouch at his hip, Pe-
largos took something out, slipped it into
the broad end of his sling, and whirled
the sling about his head. The birds were
two hundred yards away—an impossible
shot for any sling and stone.

“The crow on the right,” said Pelargos.
“He has two white feathers in his tail.”

He loosed the sling. Mancinus found
himself unable to sight the missile or to
follow its flight ; but the crow to the right
spilled over in a mass of rumpled feath-
ers, and the others took wing. Pelargos
broke into a run, retrieved the dead bird,
picked something up and pouched it, and
came back grinning widely. He held up
the bird, then tossed it aside.

“I told you he had two white feathers
in his tail.”

This was true. Mancinus looked hard
at him,

“How did you know a thing impossible
to see? And with all your skill, what
sort of missile did you use, that it car-
ried so far and true?”

The merry eyes of Pelargos twinkled,
at the open amazement of the whole
circle.

“That’s my secret,” he rejoined. “If
we’re comrades, I shall have no secrets
from you. Do you accept my offer? Are

we comrades or not?”
MANCINUS was conscious of a thrill and
surge within him. Destiny, destiny!
This man appealed to him. Cast off the
shackles of circumstance! Away with
the farm, with the hopeless attempt to
bury ambition; out, and fight! No mat-
ter for what, no matter where. Those
merry but keen eyes wakened things
dormant within his brain—suppressed de-
sires and hopes, crushed aspirations.

After all, the world was ruled by force,
by the strong hand. Life was cheap;
slaves were everywhere. As he himself
had said, the earth teemed with men. . ..
Here was a person, grotesque and there-
fore unlike others, who offered him re-
lease from himself—seize the chance!

“Done with you!” said he. “Come
along home with me.”

But, as they walked together up the
road to the mountain farm, he knew in
his heart that it was not the company
and the offer of Pelargos that had wak-



ened him to life ; nor had hatred for Rome
touched his ambition and roused sudden
horror of himself and what he was. No.
All this, and far more than this, had come
from the clear and steady eyes of a wom-
an; eyes that burned and lingered in his
memory, and called him to a future,

CHAPTER II

ELARGOS seemed cheerfully and ut-
terly irresponsible in his personal am-
bitions, habits and desires. By the time
they settled down before the fire in the
rude farm cottage, that evening, for defi-
nite discussion of the future, Mancinus
had his new comrade ticketed. Pelargos
had wandered and warred all over the
world, and his contempt for human life
or suffering was absolute; he was pos-
sessed of a humor that could be gay but
was usually of a grisly cast, an abnormal
capacity for liquor, and certain funda-
mental qualities quite out of the ordinary.
Grex, the wolfhound, took instant lik-
ing to the lanky rascal. He was a fierce
and half-wild beast, with little affection
for Maneinus or anyone else, but Pelargos
tousled his head and roughed him about,
and he responded with obvious enjoy-
ment.

“Never feel fear, and you’ve got any
beast in your hand, from dog to elephant,”
said the slinger. “Feel fear, and they
know it; they sense it somehow; sweat
fear, and they fly at you. Actually, it’s
a smell of some kind, I'm convinced.”

“Never feel fear? Easier said than
done,” commented Mancinus.

“Precisely. I'm really a valuable ac-
quisition for you,” said Pelargos, grin-
ning. “I do actually see farther than
other men, as you noticed in the case of
that crow with his two white feathers;
that, also, is a gift. You may compre-
hend more easily that my peculiar build
enables me to use a sling with peculiar
force and accuracy ; but here, too, my in-
telligence prevails. Most slingers are
content to use stones or leaden balls. I'm
not. Being a competent smith, I make
my own missiles. Look here.”

Half ironic, half serious, he fumbled in
his pouch and extended what was, ap-
parently, a mere jagged lump of iron.
Upon fingering it, Mancinus perceived its
odd balance, and the sharpness of its
pointed faces.

“I see you get the point,” punned the
other, chortling. “Instead of merely hit-
ting, it tears; at close quarters it even
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bites through armor. I keep a small
stock of these bullets for emergencies ; as
I must forge them myself, it requires
time and occasion.”

He replaced the sharply jagged lump
in his pouch. The flickering oil lamp
lent his weathered, long-beaked features
a sinister air, but his eyes were twinkling.

“T’ll keep my promise and unfold the
whole secret of the treasure,” he went on,
leaning forward. “You may know that
the Veturis estates are in Samnium, north
and east of Rome.”

Mancinus frowned. “There’s no such
province. The name’s loosely given to
some of the old Latin tribes—"

“Call it Umbria, if that suits you,”
struck in Pelargos. “In common speech,
Samnium is usually used; you’re too
damned literal-minded, like all Romans.
The Villa Veturis is not so far from the
town of Reate. Close to the estates is
the grotto or cave of Lamnia the Sybil;
you must have heard of her?”

“Of course. A famous witch or prophet-
ess in ancient times; her cave became an
oracle. A hundred years or so ago, the
place was closed by order of the Senate.
I don’t know the details.”

“Ido. Your Roman Senate is the most
superstitious body of men extant,” Pe-
largos said dryly. “Because of some pub-
lic calamity—I think it was about the
time the Gauls sacked Rome—a half-
witted priest declared the evil could only
be remedied by closing the grotto of
Lamnia. So the cave was walled up, and
a curse laid on anyone who broke through.
Which,” he added thoughtfully, “is a bit
odd, if you stop to think of it! The Ro-
man Senate had some good practical rea-
son for spreading this yarn and closing
the cave. Can you guess it ?”

“I’'m not fool enough to try.”

“Treasure! Some of the treasures of
Rome were hidden there, from the Gauls.
Then the city was destroyed; those who
knew the secret died. When Rome rose
from its ashes, the secret was lost. Do
you see?”

ANCINUS shrugged. “What the
devil has it to do with you or me?”
Pelargos chuckled. “Veturis, when out ~
hunting, discovered a hillside opening
and made his way into long caverns; he
told of it in delirium, when he was dying.
Because of the curse, he never went back
or mentioned his discovery to a human
soul. He saw the treasure, then learned
this was the grotto of Lamnia, and it was
finished for him. A more superstition-



ridden people than you Romans, it would
be hard to find! Well, I know the secret.
I know how to find this cave entrance;
no one else does. And there, comrade, is
wealth and fortune for the taking, with
the compliments of Rome!”

Mancinus sipped his wine, frowning.
Pelargos was right about Roman super-
stition ; however, most people were super-
stitious, on account of the nearness of the
gods, who might be found anywhere by
river or forest or road. He himself some-
how lacked this quality of mind.

“I share neither Roman superstition
nor your atheism,” he observed. “I credit
the power of the gods; I also believe in
the power of men.”

“Ha, I knew it! A man well balanced,
a man of common sense!” Pelargos
slapped his lean thigh in delight. “A fit
comrade for the Stork! So, then, the
treasure is all explained and we’ve only
to reach Umbria.”

“If you’re talking about the town of
Reate, it’s in the Sabine country, which
is in the province of Umbria.”

“A plague on your petty divisions!”
Pelargos grimaced. “My friend, I’m not
strong on geography. To any man who’s
seen the wide world, your Italy is a
crowded confusion of backyards. To
make all safe, say we’re bound for the
Villa Veturis and be done with it. So
that’s settled. Now, how about the wom-
an? Is she to your taste?”

“Don’t be absurd.”

“What d’you mean by absurd? The
secret of getting somewhere in life doesn’t
lie in looking at the ground, but at the
stars; look far ahead, fasten mind and
will upon some distant objective! Noth-
ing can stop you from forging ahead
to it.”

“What’s yours?” demanded Mancinus.

The other shrugged.

“Whatever comes into my head. I’'ve
commanded armies, won women, ruled
provinces ; now I prefer less distinguished
roles. The man who stands out above
the rest, is easiest hit. At present, I want
wealth and what it’ll bring. Bah! Be-
tween us, we could make you consul of
Rome, if so sorry a position were worth
while. This African, Hannibal, will soon
destroy Rome. Wealth and a woman—
there’s the objective for you!”

“And for you?” persisted Mancinus,
smiling. “Don’tevade ; what’s your goal ?”

Pelargos tapped the leather sling at his
belt. “This makes me the equal of sen-
ator or knight, captain or consul! Any
girl will do for me. Achievement I like
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for itself. My goal? Damned if I know.”
He laughed and rubbed his bald head.
“Whatever interests me. Just now, you
interest me.”

HE wolfhound lifted his head, cocked
his ears, and growled.

“Wolves outside, Grex?” Mancinus
stroked the dog’s head, but Grex heeded
him little. “I’ve enough money, Pelargos,
to take us into Italy. Go to the coast and
take ship, eh? I'm supposed to be in
exile, but no one will pay any attention
to me.”

“Why not go across the mountains?”

“No road. The passes are held by wild
tribes. On the other side of the Alps, the
Gauls around Turin are all in revolt
against Rome. Not even Scipio could go
across those mountains. By the way, you
said a moment ago that Hannibal would
destroy Rome. For the past few months
he’s been pushing up the Rhone with
sixty thousand men. Why think you
he’s aiming at Rome ?”

Pelargos stared. “Why? You said so
yourself, in the wineshop this morning.
Marching against Rome, said you.”

Mancinus laughed. “I was only talk-
ing for effect, to impress those Gauls.”
The dog growled again. “Silence, Grex!
Let the wolves prowl and be hanged.”

“Well, perhaps your heart spoke better
than your head,” said Pelargos. “Those
Africans may cross the mountains, join
the Gauls revolting there, and burst on
Rome like a storm.” -

“Bosh! Use your wits! Any such
march would be impossible for an army
with supplies, baggage and even ele-
phants, as I hear this army has. If Han-
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nibal tried to fight his way through those
wild tribes, he’d lose half his force.”

“What of it? Human life is the cheap-
est thing going.” Pelargos shrugged. “As
you said this morning, the earth teems
with men! If he reached Italy with a
mere twenty thousand, those Gauls and
the other Italian peoples who hate Rome
would all join him.”

“And Rome would wipe them out of
existence,” said Mancinus. “An ugly lit-
tle city, but somehow a mighty force.
Let’s be practical and stop dreaming.
When do we start for Italy?”

“As soon as you can sell this farm.”

“I'm no tradesman. Devil take the
farm! Shall we leave with morning?”

“Agreed. How about some decent
clothes for me? I borrowed these from a
scarecrow, in exchange for my uniform.”

GAIN Grex growled sullenly. Manci-

nus, who had no great love for the

dog and distrusted his savagely wolfish

disposition, ignored him and went to a
chest in one corner of the room.

From the chest, he tossed garments to
the bed, and followed them with weapons.
Then came a leather coat to wear be-
neath armor, and the armor itself, a shirt
of flexible steel plates. He held this up.

“My father’s; good Spanish steel. I'd
better try it on.”

“Aye, and shave that beard,” cackled
Pelargos, beginning to strip. “Any vet-
eran can tell you beards breed lice. Es-
pecially in Italy.”

“We’ve no razor here.”

“I’ll trim hair and beard with my knife.
You look like a wild beast!”

“Why not? It’s all I am.”

“Get out of that accursed mood.” Pelar-
gos, though far too lanky for the gar-
ments, arrayed himself swiftly and helped
Mancinus get into the coat and buckle his
armor. “You're out of the old life, into
the new! Before I've finished with you,
my friend, youll be a god. Get rid of
your Roman name, first off! Pelargos,
who wars against all gods, now helps to
create one—ha! Ihaveit. Ramnes! A
good name.”

“Ramnes? Not bad,” said the other.
“Ramnes! Etruscan, isn’t it?”

“I suppose so. Might be anything.”
The lanky Pelargos inspected him with a
glitter. “Ramnes! Or do you cling to
your Roman name?”

“Plague take it! I cling to nothing from
the past, which holds only sorrow. Man-
cinus is dead, and Ramnes lives. A good
omen! Shake on it.”

Pelargos shook hands, and grinned.
“There’s your Roman superstition again.
Get rid of all talk about omens!”

Ramnes, as he now was, laughed and
made the armor fast. To his astonish-
ment, it was small for him, yet his father
had been a large man. A hulking bar-
barian, the staff officer had said truly. It
came to him that he had lived these latter
years like a wild animal, sunk in morose
and hopeless despondency, bewildered
and blinded to the chance of any future.

Ramnes! A good name. He threw out
his arms ; he had not thought much about
himself, lately, but this armor made a
difference. Beside this Pelargos he bulked
huge, immense. Barbarian! There was a
change in him tonight, and it astonished
him, though he realized it only vaguely.
All his Roman heritage had been swept
away with boyhood and exile. In sullen
flaring hatred and resentment he had tried
to forget Rome and everything connected
withit. He still was a man, however, and
tonight a new man. How and why?

It came to him suddenly. Across the
years, pride and hope and youth had all
been crushed down. Today, these had
leaped and burgeoned, surging up full
force; this day, all he had lacked was
come to him in flooding force.

“That sentence was unjust. May the
gods reward him and you!”

The only words of sympathy ever given,
and too late arrived to reach the broken-
souled captain of Rome who was gone. A
few words, a look, something kindling in
the blue eyes of Drusilla. And how had
he answered? Like a boor. Ah, but now
he was awake! And he must find her
again. He had read this message in her
eyes, and it sang in his heart. He must
find her again!

“And, by the gods, I will!”” he muttered
aloud.

Pelargos flung him a glance, surprised
the expression in his face, and slapped
him on the shoulder.

“Ha! Whatever it is, you’ll do it, and
I with you. Comrade, you’ve come to
life; you and I together could tear Olym-
pian Jupiter from his throne! Now let’s
have a whack at that long hair and beard.
If you have any grease around, trot it out
so we can knead it into the leather coat.
The garment’s stiff as a board.”

“There’s grease outside. I’ll get it.”

AMNES! He liked that name; it
had a dark Etruscan sound in the
mouth. He had a suspicion that Pelargos
had not chosen it at random, but it suited
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him. He could never use the old name in
Italy, anyway.

Outside, he found the pot of grease on
the shelf, and as he came back left the
door ajar, carelessly. He settled down on
a stool, armor and all. Pelargos, knife in
hand, hacked at the long hair and at-
tacked the beard, jesting gayly the while.

HILE they were thus engaged, Grex

made a sudden dash for the door
and forced his way out. His barking was
furious and sustained.

“Let him go; he can take care of him-
self,” said Ramnes, rubbing his cheeks.
“Not bad, not bad at all! One could al-
most shave with that knife of yours.”

“T used to, until the Gauls captured me
two years ago and pulled out my beard,
hair by hair, to make face match head.”
Pelargos, whimsically grinning, stood off
to survey his work. “Well, what emerges
from the shrubbery might definitely be
called good, my honest Ramnes! Tl
wager you’ve lost two pounds’ weight of
hair—look at it on the floor! By the
way, something occurs to me.”

“What ?”

“This: If you’re to help me down the
old gods, comrade, you must flow with the
stream of destiny. It came for me when
I met you; it hasn’t come for you yet.”
Pelargos broke off and cocked his head.
“Strange! The dog’s fallen silent.”

“What are you driving at?”

“Oh, I’m not sure myself!” Pelargos
relaxed, and laughed shortly. “Some men
are marked out by destiny, above the
common herd of mankind ; men different,
men fated to do strange things, different
thinks! I’'m one, you're another. We all
roll down the same torrent of death in
the end, it’s true, but some of us have
more intelligence than others. What do
I mean? Hard to explain, hard to find
words; it’s something I feel.”

Ramnes smiled, a bit uneasily. Then
Pelargos, looking up, gulped suddenly—
gulped, and froze, slack-jawed, staring.
Ramnes turned his head. That talk went
unfinished for a long while. . . .

The door had opened silently. A man
stood there, looking at them.

A rather short man, swarthy, with dark
curly beard ; the rest was gold and gems.
Golden helmet, a furred golden cloak
much worn, and beneath it golden armor,
somewhat battered ; jewels flashed every-
where about him. A gaudy, jaunty,
spendthrift figure, but every inch of him
a soldier. In his hand was a javelin,
short, steel-tipped. Close behind him
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crouched two dark figures, bows bent
and shafts notched; the arrow-points
glittered in the light.

“The gods! The gods have come to
life!” gasped Pelargos.

“Steady; you’re covered. Keep your
heads and you’ll not be harmed,” said the
amazing figure in mixed Gaulish and
Latin. “Are you Romans?”

“Romans? No, by Hercules!” ex-
claimed Ramnes.
“You look it. No harm’s intended;

we had to kill your dog, for he attacked
us. I'll pay you for him.”

“Pay for him? Pay?” With a choked
oath, Ramnes came half erect. The hand
of Pelargos thrust him down suddenly.

“Steady!” said the slinger. “Steady,
comrade! Here are Africans.”

Africans! The word, commonly ap-
plied to the troops of Carthage, brought
cool sanity and comprehension. Ramnes
relaxed. Something more here, something
greater, than a dead dog. . . . Caution
smoothed his first rush of anger. From
the outside night came a murmur of
voices, a confused sound—horses, men.
The cavalry of Carthage. War!

“You appear intelligent. You can’t be
Gauls?” asked the intruder.

“Nor you a god,” rejoined Pelargos,
his assurance fully recovered.

HE dark man laughed gayly.

“I am Maharbal, commander of the
Numidian horse in the army of Hanni-
bal,” he said, pleasantly enough but with
slow speech.

“Ah!” Pelargos broke into a swift
guttural chatter. The Numidian’s face
cleared, an exclamation of relief and joy
escaped him; he became animated, talk-
ing rapidly in his own tongue. Pelargos
talked as fast or faster. Both of them
laughed together. Question leaped upon
answer, back and forth, until Maharbal
half turned, made a gesture to his two
bowmen, and they disappeared. He closed
the door, and stepped forward.

“Comrade, forget the damned dog,”
said Pelargos, hand on shoulder of Ram-
nes, with warning grip of fingers. “Rather,
consider that in his death he’s led us into
the very stream of destiny I was talking
about! This man wants to take us to his
general. T’ve told him a bit about us—
enough, that is. He wants guides; he has
them, if you say the word.”

“Guides!” Ramnes frowned, bewil-
dered. “Guides? Whither?”

“To Italy,” said Maharbal, quick eyes
flitting from one to the other,



““The crow on the right,” said Pelargos.
his tail.”

“He has two white feathers in
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rang the voice of
“Here’s our chance; they’re
here, they’re here, do you understand?
Africa is here! They’re heading over the

“Italy, comrade
Pelargos.

mountains. They’re not sure of their
guides, and are getting more—they want
us! Hannibal and his army, do you
understand? No time to argue, no time
to hesitate. It’s yesor no. Can you guide
them ?”

Ramnes came to his feet. Italy! The
mere word shook him, lifted him erect,
blazed in him with a wild savage compre-
hension. :

“By the gods—against Rome!” blared
out his voice. “Yes, a thousand times yes!
Rome, the cruel and pitiless, the killerof
good men, the ravening wolf—yes! A
jest, what a jest, that I of all men should
guide them!”

Harsh mirthless laughter burst from
him. Grex was forgotten, everything else
was forgotten in this tumultuous and
ecstatic moment. The son of Marcus
Mancinus guiding the deadliest foes of
Rome to death-grips! Why, the whole
world had turned over for him this day—
his day, the flood-tide of destiny!

Maharbal stood eying him, appraising
him, listening to him, then quickly smiled
and put out his hand. Ramnes gripped it,
and was oblivious to the swift anguish his
grip caused the smaller Numidian. His
face was alight.

“Rome, the enemy-and destroyer! Not
you, not Hannibal himself, is the enemy
of Rome that I am!”
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“What has Rome done to you?” de-
manded Maharbal, freeing his hand with
a grimace.

“Nothing. But to the father I loved,
everything! Where do we go? When?”

“Now,” said Maharbal. “To Hannibal.
We have spare horses. Take what you de-
sire to take, and go.”

So it was done, and as though in dream,
Ramnes found himself riding away into
the night.

Pelargos was beside him, bestriding a
horse; dark men all around, Numidian
cavalry, with Maharbal close beside, and
tongues clacking. Hour after hour they
rode, until the cold stars and the chill
wind brought sanity of a kind.

Ramnes cooled to it at last. It was
real. In a few short hours he had leaped
entirely out of his old life, shedding it
as a cicada sheds its skin. Since his
meeting with Scipio’s staff, the old dull
hatred for everything Roman had grown
into a searing flame; everything Roman,
except the blue eyes of a woman.

AR? Laughing, jesting men of Af-

rica all around, a pair of Gauls from
the Rhone, everyone talking freely—was
this war? No plundering, no killing, but
an iron discipline; it was not war as he
had heard of it. Maharbal, he discovered,
was one of their chief captains, second
only to Hannibal. The army was march-
ing for the upper Isére valley, but was un-
certain of the spies and guides at work.



Italy! The word was on every tongue.
Those who stopped the way would be
massacred without mercy. Italy, and the

loot of Rome! Once over the Alps, the
Gaulish tribes of northern Italy would
welcome and join them—those same
tribes that had utterly destroyed Rome
a few generations ago. Nothing could
stop this army, nothing!

Sixty thousand men had left Spain with
Hannibal, and a third of them had per-
ished in Gaul. When Ramnes thought of
those high passes, already deep with
snow and habited by savage barbarians,
he recoiled mentally. Madness, mad-
ness! This one word wormed at his brain.
He knew those passes, those barbarians.
He knew the iron legions beyond. These
gay Africans with their high talk and
brave spirits marched to ruin.

What of it? He would march with
them, and damnation to Rome! The city
once destroyed could be destroyed again.
Boyhood memories of the mean, crowded
buildings on the hills inside the Servian
wall, rose in him ; narrow, twisting streets,
houses hastily run up after the Gaulish
ruin, temples built anywhere. Ramnes,
Ramnes! The name sang to the clatter
of the dark hoofs. It had a fine solid
ring, this old Etruscan name.

AWN was at hand when they rode in

upon an enormous camp whose fires
glimmered for miles. The fitful flames re-
vealed figures strange and wild and fan-
tastic to the eyes of Ramnes; black Nu-
bians, tattooed Berbers, Spanish slingers
from the Balearic isles, heavy-armed
troops of Carthage; an army that slept
without tents or cover. Every man, Ma-
harbal said, a chosen athlete inured to
Spartan ways, but not a man of them the
equal of their general.

Vaguely weird shapes upheaved through
the gloom; elephants, nearly fifty of
them, picked for size and strength. And
at last the embers of an open fire sur-
rounded by guards, two men asleep with
their feet almost in the ashes; two men,
wrapped in mantles against the heavy dew
and the Rhone mist.

The party dismounted. Maharbal went
forward to waken the sleepers ; wood was
slung on the fire and a blaze went up.
The two wakened, yawned, sprang up—
man and boy. The elder was a towering,
massive figure, close-bearded, wearing a

stained army blouse and an old cloak;

"yet he was young, no older than Ramnes.
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The boy was cast in the same mold.

“There we are.” Pelargos was at Ram-
nes’ elbow. He looked at the two, with
whom Maharbal talked rapidly. “There’s
destiny, comrade. Hannibal and his
brother Mago, they tell me. Find tongue,
now! There’s a god in the flesh if ever
such a miracle happened.”

ANNIBAL turned and beckoned,
and spoke in Gallic.

“Come, you two! Let’s have a look at
you. I don’t understand this at all.
You’re not Gauls?”

Ramnes stepped forward to the blaze,
aware of the keenly probing scrutiny from
man and boy. A handsome fellow, this
boy, open and frank and eager.

“No Gaul,” Ramnes said. “I was born
a Roman.”

Hannibal regarded him attentively for
a moment, then turned to Maharbal.

“Get us some food. Order the light
column to be ready to march in twenty
minutes; your scouts in advance. The
main column follows with elephants and
baggage—sure there’s no trouble ahead,
eh? Very well.”

“Now,” and he swung around to Ram-
nes again, “let’s have it. Roman by birth,
eh? Talk fast, my good fellow. Either
you’re a spy, some scoundrel sent to trick
me, or else youre a gift from the gods!
Your name ?”

Ramnes talked freely, as trumpets be-
gan to sing through the camp across the
dawn.

Here was Hannibal, already a noted fig-
ure of romance and legend: the African
leader, owner of fabulous gold mines in
Spain upon which he maintained this en-
tire army, the soldier whose one aim was
to drive a sword into the throat of Rome!
It was hard to credit; yet no harder than
for the African to credit that this stalwart
man in Roman armor could hate Rome
also. He said so frankly, and Ramnes
blazed out at him in harsh words. Then
they both laughed, and the spell of un-
reality was gone. They were man to man.

If the grim vigor of Ramnes impressed
the other, Ramnes himself was astounded
by the quick spell that Hannibal cast over
him—the fiery energy, the almost hyp-



THE BLUE BOOK MAGAZINE

notic wave of personal charm, power,
capability.

“Enough. We’ll find a place for you.
Welcome!” Slaves were bringing food
and wine. Hannibal caught the hand of
Ramnes, pressed it warmly, and shot a
glance at Pelargos. “Who’s this staring
baldhead ?”

“My friend,” said Ramnes. “I answer
for him.”

“Good; sit down, be comfortable, eat
while you can. Now tell me what lies
ahead. Can the army cross those moun-
tains? Can you lead us through the
passes ?”

Amid swift questions, Hannibal slipped
into a coat of mail, buckled on a sword-
belt, and attacked the food. Ramnes
shrugged.

“The very idea seemed fantastic mad-
ness ; now, since meeting you, I'm not so
sure. Yes, a crossing is possible, and I
can show the road, or a good part of it,
but you’ll lose heavily. The mountain
tribes are fierce, treacherous, savage.
You’ll have to fight.”

“Understood. I have forty-odd thou-
sand men. Get me into Italy with half
that number, you who hate Rome as I do,
and I'll promise you the sack of that
proud city.”

Ramnes emptied his winecup and
grunted.

“Perhaps, perhaps. The walls of Rome
aren’t stones or mountains, but men.”

ANNIBAL laughed at this. “No flat-
tering tongue, eh? We’ll get on, my
friend ; you’re the only Roman I ever saw
who went to my heart. Now, who’s this
fellow ?”” he added, with another curious
glance at Pelargos.

“The best slinger in the world, my gen-
eral!” spoke up the latter, who had been
silent long enough. “Give me the proper
slings for various distances, and I’ll make
a joke of your best marksmen. Further,
you’ll find in me an answer to every prob-
lem of army, march or battle; in short,
the brains that most men lack.”

“Indeed? You’'ll need them,” Hanni-
bal said dryly, and beckoned an officer.
“Five hundred mounted Balearic slings to
accompany us. Give this man whatever
equipment he desires. Mago, take com-
mand of the heavy column. Ready,
friends?”

The boy Mago mounted and was off at
a gallop. As by fresh magic, Ramnes
found himself riding amid half a hundred
aides, staff officers and guides, all swept
forward by the furious energy of the one

28

leader. Somewhere amid the throng, he
heard the raucous laugh of Pelargos.

Well ahead, Maharbal was gone with a
few squadrons of Numidians. Behind,
the light column drove along, slingers and
arches and horse. Far in the rear came
the heavy troops and elephants and bag-
gage, under Mago. All up, moving, on the
way, in a matter of minutes.

S he rode, Hannibal was covering all

headquarters details: aides were

continually dashing off or spurring back
again.

To Ramnes, surprise piled upon sur-
prise. He had supposed this African host
a wild, barbaric horde ravening on the
pillage of the country. He found it the
contrary ; aside from the strict discipline,
the supply service was organized to mi-
nute detail, and it was the army’s boast
that not a man had ever missed a meal.

Then, when a dozen riders closed
around and began to ply him with search-
ing questions on the nature of the defiles
and passes ahead, he discovered they were
engineers. They talked of heat and cold,
of blasting rocks and building roads, of
crossing rivers and scaling precipices, of
chemicals and stress and weights. Mad-
ness? Rather, the slow planning and
preparation of years. He began to see the
venture, the whole venture, everything
around and behind it, in a new light. The
weapons, the men, the elephants, the
money behind all this supplied from Han-
nibal’s private funds—yes, there had been
years in the doing. Scipio had not turned
aside from a skirmish or a battle, but
from an imponderable weight of fate. And
this momentum was carrying Hannibal
forward.

After talking steadily with other guides
from Gaulish tribes, some thousands of
these men accompanying the army as
auxiliaries, Hannibal beckoned Ramnes
forward and shot at him swift, incisive
questions regarding the passes. Ramnes
described these as far as the summits,
which he knew personally, and Hannibal
squinted at the snowy peaks.

“If you report aright, we’ll find battle
ahead. Tonight?”

“Tomorrow morning. As I said, you’ll
have nothing to worry about after night-
fall. The mountain tribes come out to
fight only by day, knowing that no ad-
vance is possible by night. Snow and
darkness and rocky passes will halt even

ou.”
4 “You have yet to know me, my friend!”
said Hannibal, and laughed a little.



Long before noon, Ramnes recognized
the country he knew so well, his own vil-
lage, his own farm; all was deserted, for
the Gauls had fled. The column rode on
without halt, and he looked back at the
little farm.

Pelargos brought his horse alongside.

“Someone you know, back there, com-
rade?”

Ramnes turned to him with a nod.

“Aye. A rascally farmer named Man-
cinus. He died yesterday, thanks be to
the gods!”

Pelargos grinned. “You forget, com-
rade. There are no longer any gods;
they’re all dead except one.”

“What one ?” Ramnes laughed. “Blas-
phemer, you actually admit that one god
exists ?”

“Aye. He who conquered the Pyrenees,
and who has the Alps yet to conquer, and
after those the Apennines—if he’d reach
Rome,” said Pelargos, and nodded at the
figure of Hannibal. “And if you think
he’s no god, Hercules come to earth again,
ask the'army!”

As though he had caught the words,
Hannibal turned his horse and rode over
to them. A trumpet blew, others made
silvery echo in the distance. The long
column drew rein.

“You, baldhead!” said Hannibal, his
eyes twinkling. “While we breathe the
horses, make good your boasts. Our
Balearic slingers are the finest in exist-
ence; prove your words and you shall
have a place among them.”

“You mistake, African.” Sliding to
the ground, Pelargos rubbed himself gin-
gerly and peered up. “Blisters on the
backside don’t hurt the throwing-arm;
but you mistake. I want no place among
your slingers.”

“Then what the devil do you want ?”

“Command of them.”

“Very well.” Hannibal lost his smile,
and his eyes hardened. “Win it, or be
crucified.”

CHAPTER III

THEY camped that night far up the
Isére valley.

The Gallic auxiliaries had made con-
tact with the tribesmen hereabouts, and
reported there would be fighting on the
morrow, where the valley narrowed and
was commanded by the heights on either
side. Yet despite the towering Alps, the
snow ahead, the certainty of death and
suffering, the column could talk of noth-
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ing but the new commander of the sling-
ers. For Hannibal had been true to his
word.

Ramnes eyed his comrade curiously
that night, while about the campfire the
captains drank his health, and Hannibal,
who drank not, praised his skill. Ramnes
would have expected Pelargos to be wild-
ly braggart, but he was not.

“You did feats today that I'd have
sworn were impossible,” Hannibal de-
clared. “Take care of yourself; I need
men like you. Though others perish like
ants, you must live; you’re worth thou-
sands. Remember.”

“I’ll remember, General.” Pelargos
seemed sober and almost gloomy, and of
a sudden Ramnes realized that it must be
the effect of the wine, for the man had
drunk deeply. “Ants? Aye, to a god
like you, men are no more than ants; a
good comparison. You're not like the
Romans, who never forget they’re mere
men; they can’t cross the street or move
camp without seeking omens from the
gods.”

“I make my own omens,” Hannibal
said curtly, eyeing Pelargos as though
finding new worth in him.

“Precisely.” The Stork spilled a little
wine from his cup. “Oblation to a living
god! Your health, general!”

A burst of laughter and acclaim rose on
all sides, but Ramnes caught the irony
under those words.

ILENTLY he wandered about the

camp that evening, listened as Han-
nibal and Maharbal and Mago questioned
the guides—and turned away, in frown-
ing silence. Finding Pelargos again, he
stretched out beside the tall man.

“Best watch your words, comrade,” he
said. “You may be a great man and com-
mander of the slingers; but I think Han-
nibal suspected the mockery in your ob-
lation.” i

Pelargos chuckled. “Why not? He’sa
god, sure enough ; beloved by the soldiers,
sharing all they do and suffer, led by a
divine genius. He can see half the world
die under his heels and think nothing of
it. Can you?”

“I hope I may never have to pass such
a test,” Ramnes said moodily.

“That makes my point; you’re not a
god, comrade, merely made in the like-
ness of a god. Some day youw’ll be hailed
as a god—>

“Stop your damned nonsense,” Ramnes
grow’;vled. “Those guides are betraying
us.’



“I make my own omens,”
said Hannibal curtly.

“Eh? Impossible. Tell the general
about it, not me. I distrust and defy and
war against all gods—even the general!
But upon occasion I can treat ’em well.
Tomorrow you’ll see me win the heart of
this African god of ours.”

“You're drunk. I tell you—"

“Tell me not, but go to sleep. Let ’em
betray us; that’ll mean fighting. We’ll
have work tomorrow ; I intend to get into
Italy with a sound skin and a click of
silver in my pouch. Then we’re off on the
trail of destiny, you and 1.”

“But you’ve taken oath to serve Han-
nibal!” Ramnes protested.
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“Bosh! I'll give him his money’s worth.
See that you swear no oaths, because
you’d keep them. Now go to sleep; to-
morrow we earn passage into Italy.”

With morning, too, Ramnes found Han-
nibal beside him, as they broke fast; and
here was sudden choice dinning at him.
Choice between the vagrant witless fan-
tasy of Pelargos, and the solid assurance
of rank and command and golden future.

“What will you have of me, Ramnes?”
demanded Hannibal abruptly. “I’ve ap-
praised you, and you’re worth while.
Army rank? Name what branch of the
service pleases you. Wealth? What I
lack, Italy will give; but I don’t lack.
Power ? It lies ahead for the taking. Only
swear true service, and ask what you will ;
I think you respect an oath.”

“Too much to give one lightly.”

Hannibal eyed the savage rocky defiles
and heights ahead, nodding thoughtfully.

“Once in Italy, I can put you to use,”
said he. “You’re no ordinary Roman;
you can be of great service. Yes or no?”

Ramnes could not miss the voice of op-
portunity, which made swift appeal to
all the solid Roman depths of him; in
the same instant, he recoiled. His brain
sang with flittering glints of thought : The
sardonic, ominous warning of Pelargos.
Oaths that would bind him down. The
blue eyes of a girl, somewhere afar over
the horizon.

The stern Roman instinct in him died,
before a rush of boyish, reckless impulse.
He laughed gayly, lightly, eagerly, so that
Hannibal gave him a frowning scrutiny.

“My hatred of Rome serves you—not
1,” he said, and smiled. “You’re generous,
and I thank you. At present, I’'m guiding
you over the mountains—"

“QOthers are also doing that,” broke in
Hannibal.

“Yes. I heard you talking with the
guides last night. They’re leading you
into a trap where the savage tribes will
crush you. Take the valley to the left,
said they; take the defile to the right, I
warn you.”

Instantly all else was forgotten. Han-
nibal looked him in the eyes, and caught
his breath, and leaped up.

“Good! I trust you. To arms!”
TRUMPETS pealed. The column broke

camp and moved ; Hannibal delayed,
and Ramnes saw him talking with a little
group of half a dozen Gauls. Something
familiar about them struck his attention.
With a shout of recognition he headed
his horse for them, only to be swept aside



by Maharbal and the column of Numi-
dian horse. Laughing, Maharbal caught
his reins and drew him into the swirling
vortex. Only the vision of those Gauls,
friends from his old village, remained,
and he saw them no more.

“Aye,” Hannibal admitted, later. “I
had them brought in for questioning—
about you. I trust you on the evidence
of my own senses, but I prefer to get con-
firmation. I got it.”

All this later. For the moment, riding
with the gay Maharbal, the world was
tossed into chaos; the whole army was
rushing impetuously forward, hurling it-
self up the valleys as though to conquer
the shining peaks at a single charge.

At first, in this mad confusion, Ram-
nes thought his warning had gone un-
heeded, for the valley of the upper Rhone
was tempting to the eye. He knew, only
too well, the narrow, gorges beyond, the
impassable defiles, the precipices skirted
by mere tracks a foot wide. Just when he
gave up hope, aides came on the gallop.
Maharbal was shifted to the right and
the Numidians went tearing off toward
the Little St. Bernard peaks.
PELARGOS proved his boasts this day,

and earned his passage well. When the
heights to left and right suddenly sprang
to life, with blast of horn and wild yell,
when huge rocks began to crash down and
rend the column apart, carrying men and
horses away with screaming death, it was
Pelargos who led the light-armed slingers
up the heights and cleared them. They
fought all day along those hillflanks and
the descending shades found the army
still entangled in narrow defiles and faced
by seemingly hopeless precipices. Late
in the afternoon, Ramnes was summoned,
and Maharbal with him.

Hannibal awaited them, with several
other leaders of the advance and a num-
ber of the guides. Pelargos came, grimly
exultant; the whole army was already
chattering tales of his deeds this day, as it
made camp for the night.

“The guides say we’re headed wrong,’
said Hannibal abruptly. “To the left
would have been better going, they say.
Now, Ramnes, speak out.”

“The guides lie,” said Ramnes quietly,
scratching lines in the snow. “You were
headed for better going, yes; that road
would have taken you on to Geneva. You
would have been lost among the moun-
tains, utterly lost! This way, the defiles
open out. Tomorrow we’ll come to Cham-
bery and clear valleys along the Isére;

)

31

then on to the Little St. Bernard and the
summits. I've been that far. I know the
way.”

Clamorously the guides insisted that it
was utterly impossible to gain Chambery,
where lay the chief fortress and village of
the local tribes. Ramnes laughed shortly.

“True enough,” he said. “But if there’s
no opposition, your army can get through.
And the trick is to gain those heights to-
night, when they’re undefended, and seize
them.”

“As I foresaw,” said Hannibal, with a
nod. “The council’s ended, my friends;
sleep until midnight. Then, Ramnes, to
work !”

There was little joy that night in the
camp, lost in the winding defiles. Despite
the roaring fires, the advance guard was
appalled by the situation ; the bitter cold,
the snow, the narrow ways, terrified Afri-
can hearts. In the rear, the engineers
were at work making the trails passable
for the heavy column that followed.

Midnight. Ramnes was wakened. He
joined Hannibal, Pelargos, and a number
of picked captains. A hasty meal, and
they set forth upon the starlight, while
the army fires twinkled below.

This climb along the unlit ways was a
frightful memory. There was no enemy,
except the bitter darkness. Here and
there, wild mournful cries resounded, and
a clash of arms from somewhere below, as
men slipped to their death; these noises
followed persistently. Ramnes kept close
to Hannibal, and this was something to
boast about. Hannibal seemed imbued
with superhuman and untiring energy;
the supreme athlete in his own army, he
was impervious to any human feeling, and
his body seemed of pliant steel.

They went on and on, until the defiles
began to open into the valley ahead, leav-
ing parties of men to occupy every height.
With dawn, masses of the enemy ap-
peared, war-horns blared, and discon-
certed though they were, the Gauls at-
tacked fiercely, only to be held off by the
slingers and archers, until the first parties
of shivering cavalry struggled through
into the open. Then the enemy broke
and, with a few thousand men, Hannibal
swept on up the ever-rising slopes.

IGHT saw the fortress and town oc-
cupied, open country beyond, and
messengers speeding back to bring up the
heavy column of the army. Three days
they lay here, the men resting and gaining
strength, while scouts probed the way
ahead. Here Ramnes was at work, riding
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as far as the chief village of Conflans,
where the elders of the Gauls decided on
peace and sent back guides and gifts to
Hannibal. He at once brought up the en-
tire army in column, the elephants and
cavalry in the lead. This was a two-day
march, and that night, after talking with
the Gauls, Hannibal showed up suddenly
beside Pelargos and Ramnes.

“You know these local people better
than our guides do,” he said shortly.
“We’ve scouted the gorges ahead ; but I'm
worried more about the people than the
ground. If these Gauls intend treachery
—well, what do you think ?”

“What you do, evidently,” said Ram-
nes. “The gorges up ahead are narrow
defiles, bad ones. If these hillfolk mean
to trap us there, they can do it; and I
rather think they’ll try it. The safest
plan would be to camp here for a week or
two and send detachments on to secure
the trails and the heights.”

“A week or two!” Hannibal laughed
harshly. “In that time, the elephants will
all be dead ; the cold will kill them. We’ve
lost three already. No! We march at
dawn, and if these Gauls mean treachery,
we’ll fight through at all costs.”

Pelargos made half-sardonic comment.

“We've lost four thousand men al-
ready ; a few thousand more or less are of
no moment, General. Sacrifice ten thou-
sand lives to the gods of victory! It’ll be
cheap at the price. It'll cost you that
many if you push through at all costs.”

“At all costs,” snapped Hannibal, ob-
livious of any deeper meaning behind the
words, and issued his orders on the spot.
Elephants and light cavalry in the van,
this time, with the heavy infantry—bag-
gage and heavy cavalry in the rear.

HE march pressed forward during two

days, in peace; the second night,
however, saw the worst stretch of gorges
ahead.

That second evening brought Ramnes
curious gifts from the fates. Marching
order was lost; anyone joined any group
that had firewood. Pelargos and Ramnes
were warming themselves at their own
blaze and awaiting mess-call, when others
drifted in upon them. One, a lean gray-
ing man wrapped in furs, sat at one side
by himself and wept; no one knew why
or cared. Two others came; a Spanish
archer, and the prisoner he guarded, a
Roman named Lucius Alimentus.

This Roman had been brought from the
lower Rhone ; Ramnes had seen him more
than once, but avoided him, for he was a
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bragging and insolent fellow, full of talk.
Now he eyed Alimentus without love and
kept a closed mouth in his presence.

Mess was served. The fur-clad man
ate, dripping tears into his bowl. Pelar-
gos was windy with big words. The
Roman prisoner prated of what would
happen when this haphazard army of
Africans encountered the Roman legions.

“Ha!” said Pelargos, who had been
talking long with Hannibal that day, giv-
ing him full details on the latest Roman
army affairs. “Ha! 1T can tell you one
thing that’ll happen. This is the best
cavalry in the world, and with the ele-
phants opening the way, it will trample
your legions flat.”

“You forget that Rome has cavalry,”
said Alimentus with a sneer.

“Not I! Mounted legions, my good
fellow; and once in the saddle, your le-
gions aren’t worth a curse. The Roman
cavalry is like the elephants of Greece—
there’s no such thing. It’s a standing joke
in all armies.”

Alimentus turned pale with venom.
“You'll learn otherwise,” he spat out.
“Mancinus is building up a cavalry force
in Italy now, has been doing it for the
past year ; and you’ll see your Numidians
scatter like autumn leaves before it!”

AMNES jerked up his head at that
. name. “Who did you say?” he de-
manded in astonishment.

Alimentus turned to him,

“Ha! You speak Latin of the purest,
do you? I said Lucius Hostilius Manci-
nus, head of that family. A man of great
ability and honor.”

“So?” muttered Ramnes.
otherwise.”

“What have you heard, barbarian with
Latin tongue?” jeered Alimentus. “Are
you not the man Ramnes they’ve been
talking about? An Etruscan name,
that. Who are you?”

Ramnes ignored him. Lucius Hostilius
Mancinus, eh? This distant cousin had
taken over his father’s rank and estates;
a man of ill omen, a name of sly cruelty
and unscrupulous ambition,

Alimentus, rebuffed, grumbled threats.

“You ragged barbarians will soon find
how little you know of Rome,” he went
on. “I’ve met Mancinus; he’s the most
promising man in Rome today, of the
younger generation.” He’s raising and
training cavalry among the Samnites and
other Latin peoples—"

Not trusting himself to talk with the
man, Ramnes rose and strode away. He

“T’ve heard



halted curiously beside the fur-clad man,
who had dried his tears for the moment.

“Who are you?” he asked. “What are
you doing here?”

“Waiting for speech with you, lord.”

“With me?”

“Yes. He sent me.” And the man
pointed at the figure of Pelargos, beside
the fire. “He said to come and find you,
for only the gods could help me and you
had influence with the gods. Help me,
lord, and I vow a tenth of my salary all
this year to you!”

Scenting some ironic joke of Pelargos,
Ramnes suppressed an oath.

“What'’s all this about, you fool? Who
are you?”

“Lars Masena, chief elephant-trainer.”

“Lars Masena! Ho, that’s no Punic
name! Sounds Etruscan.”

“Yes, lord. I came years ago from
Asculum, from across the Sabine hills. I
was slave to a Roman, who took me to
Sicily and was killed in the war; I was
captured and sent to Carthage. There the
elephants liked me. Now I’'m chief train-
er, I have money, I rank as captain—and
I’'d give all, all, if I only had Pinktoes
back again!”

“Pinktoes !” echoed Ramnes, staring at
the figure. “By the gods, what kind of a
jest is this?”

“Lord, for me it is tragic.” The other
stood up, a lean man, old in the face but
of great vigor despite his graying hair and
beard. He spoke with a simple dignity.
“He was the largest of the Getulian bulls,
lord, and the noblest elephant I ever
trained. Two days ago he died, and I've
grieved for him. Now I fear lest his
brother Lotus Ear go the same way, for
he’s been ordered into the lead tomorrow.
You see, they don’t know that these Getu-
lian bulls cannot stand the unbroken de-
files; they must always have a trail or a
road, else they become nervous and wild.
They can follow others, but not lead. And
the worst is that poor Lotus Ear is deli-
cate in the feet—"

Ramnes with difficulty restrained a
laugh. Pinktoes! Lotus Ear! It was
ridiculous; but it was fact, and to Lars
Masena it was tragic fact.

FTER some talk, Ramnes had the
man lead him through the camp to
where the elephants were bedded. Here,
speaking with the officers in command
and not hesitating to use the general’s
name, he soon had everything arranged
to the delight and satisfaction of the
elephant-trainer.
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Then, ridding himself of Lars Masena
and his gratitude, Ramnes came back to
his own fire at last and found Pelargos
alone.

“What’s the idea, putting that ele-
phant-trainer on my trail ?” he demanded.

Pelargos grinned and gave him a cup
of wine,

“Drink that and listen. The man’s in-
teresting ; he has secret desires.”

“Who hasn’t?”

“Ah, but you don’t understand! This
Lars is a fellow of infinite value, looks
older than he is, has brains. He knows
the Umbrian country like a book. He’s
longed for nearly thirty years to go back
there, has lived for that moment, yet
loves his damned elephants too. We got
drunk together the other night in that
mountain town, and he opened his heart
tome. I told him you’d bring all his life-
long dreams to pass.”

Ramnes stared. “Eh? Are you crazy?”

“Of course. You’re inhuman like all
Romans, trampling on the hearts of men,
self-sufficient. But it’s in the hearts of
men, common men, one finds miracles.”
In the dirt, Pelargos drew half a dozen
converging lines, coming into one, and
pointed to it. “There’s strength, as in a
rope of twisted strands. Destiny’s like
that, too, made up of little things coming
together.”

“Oh! You mean our plans?”

ELARGOS nodded. “Don’t we go to
Umbria? We’ll take Lars; he’ll be
worth while.”

“Why? You have reasons that you’re
keeping secret.”

“Right. Now look how destiny works
for us! First, this man; we’ll be glad of
him, later. Then this Roman prisoner,
what’s-his-name, who knows your pre-
cious cousin. I milked him of more in-
formation, after you left. Your cousin is
not only in Umbria also, but he’s in the
very spot we’re going, the town of Reate!
What'’s that but fate at work ?”

“Fate be hanged, and my cousin to
boot!” growled Ramnes. “I don’t want
to see him.”

“No matter; I tell you, here’s destiny !
If we get through the Alps alive, we’ll see
some fun down in those Sabine hills.
Where did you go with Lars?”

“To arrange about his blasted elephant
in the line of march.”

“I thought you would; now he’s a
friend for, life. You're not so inhuman
after all.”

“Shut up—go to sleep. I'm worn out.”
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Along the heights ran suddenly a blare of war-horns. On the slopes, on the peaks, Gauls

Ramnes rolled up and fell asleep with a
) cackle of sardonic mirth in his ears. . . .
. Mid-morning of next day found the
column deep in the rocky gorges, pain-
fully climbing; the cavalry were far out-
strung along the line of march; the ele-
phants were uneasily picking a way along
the narrow trails. Ahead, the defiles be-
gan to widen out. Then along the heights
on either side, suddenly ran a blare of
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war-horns. On the slopes, on the peaks,
in the wider stretches ahead, Gauls ap-
peared by the thousand. Rocks began to
thunder down, huge boulders that brought
with them trees and small avalanches.
Amid this wild uproar and confusion,
the Gauls attacked. Battle was added to
destruction. Arrows and javelins rained
down. In the rear, the column was
broken in two; here the Gauls attacked



appeared by the thousand. The slingers and light troops went desperately at the enemy.

openly, and also at the van, endeavoring
to destroy the whole force.

The elephants, luckily, terrified the foes
ahead and drove them back, giving the
cavalry a chance to emerge from the
gorge. Men and horses were struck down
by the missiles from above ; multitudes of
the light infantry were trampled to death
by the maddened horses. An elephant
was down. The stream ran crimson.
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The slingers and light troops went des-
perately at the enemy and slowly won a
way upward. Every crag, every hillside
path, ran blood. Pelargos was in the
thick of it, and Ramnes repeatedly saw
the lanky slinger bring down enemy chiefs
at seemingly impossible distances. He
himself, however, had scant leisure to
watch others. More accustomed to such
mountain trails than most, he was in the
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thick of the onset, slowly toiling upward,
wielding javelin and sword with grim in-
sistence.

It was a mad scramble, but gradually
Hannibal made good his words and fought
through. His column suffered horribly;
as the afternoon waned, he got them out
of the defile and in makeshift~camp at the
wider valley ahead. The fighting died
away with sunset. The wounded died, or
came crawling on in the darkness. The
rear of the army was cut off somewhere
behind ; and darkness drew down as ex-
hausted men dropped where they stood.

Then, with roaring firelight limning the
the bloody scene, Ramnes saw why this
army held its chief to be a god. He ac-
companied Hannibal everywhere, aiding
the wounded, lending the surgeons a hand,
bringing order out of chaos. By midnight,
discipline and organization had prevailed,
the troops were in some semblance of for-
mation; and Ramnes, at his last gasp,
flung himself down near Hannibal and
was asleep instantly. . . .

He wakened to movement all around,
and to stifled sobs close by. Sitting up, he
stared slack-jawed at Lars Masena, who
crouched at his elbow in the dawn-light.

“Help me, Lord Ramnes!” exclaimed
the elephant-trainer, chattering with cold.

“You again! What the devil is it now ?”

“No one will listen to me. The trap-
pings for the elephants are with the bag-
gage in the rear. I must have a blanket
to pad the back of Lotus Ear, for it’s
rubbed and sore, and they command to
load the worst of the wounded on the
elephants, and no one will give me a
blanket—"

“Here, take mine.” Ramnes scrambled
to his feet, laughed, and flung his own
blanket at the man. “We may all be dead
tonight—off with you!”

Lars departed joyously, a blanket being
just now a treasure above price to the
Africans. Ramnes turned as Pelargos
approached with some food. The com-
missariat still functioned.

“Gulp it, comrade, gulp it!” ordered
Pelargos. “We're attacking in five min-
utes—attacking, mind you! There’s a
general who knows his business.”

And for once the ungainly slinger was
not sardonic.

CHAPTER IV

HE Gauls ventured no further battle;
none the less, the advance became a
nightmare, swirling with horror. The

enemy attacked invisibly, rolling down
boulders that swept away men and horses,
but this was by no means the worst.

Snow fell. The army, reunited once
more, struggled on without fires for cook-
ing or for heat, since there was no more
wood. More elephants died, there being
no way to cook the flour-cakes on which
they were fed. Men died from wounds or
sheer cold; many went over precipices
with the baggage-animals and wagons,
since of these the thundering boulders
took fearful toll.

ET, wounded and stricken, the army

dragged itself along. There were no
guides; Ramnes knew the summit, but
he had not come by this passage, and the
snow made the whole country look differ-
ent. Consequently there were many false
starts before the best way was scouted.
And with each day more men were gone,
more of the baggage was missing.

Eight days of hell ; on the ninth day the
passes lay behind, the enemy was gone,
and they staggered to the open summits at
the crest of the final pass, bleeding feet
turning the snow to crimson behind them.
And here, during two gasping bitter days,
the exhausted army rested, looked forth
upon the vista of Italian plains far below,
and gathered strength for the final work
while scouts pricked out a possible de-
scent. Debilitated by cold and wounds
and labor, the men were like skeletons,
the elephants were starved and weakened,
half the baggage was lost.

“Did you hear the reports today?”
asked Pelargos, as he and Ramnes hud-
dled for warmth on the night before the
march was resumed. “Now see how a god
thrives on the blood of men! This general
of ours came into Gaul with sixty thou-
sand in his train. He had forty-six thou-
sand nine days ago, when he attacked the
Alps. Today the reports show fourteen
thousand African infantry, eight thousand
Spanish and Gallic infantry, and seven
thousand Numidian cavalry; forty ele-
phants left. The Africans and the horses
are dying like flies. If we reach Italy
with twenty-five thousand men, we’ll be
lucky. One bite for the Roman legions!”

“Perhaps,” muttered Ramnes gloomily.
“But the Gauls of Italy will join us.”

“Granted. So much the more to perish.
A god doesn’t see men die; but their com-
rades do, their friends do! Whether your
god be one person, like Hannibal, or many
like your Roman Senate—do the tears of
women reach their hearts? Never.”

“You're bitter against Hannibal.”



“I'm not. I admire him enormously
as a general ; not as a god. I distrust all
gods! Their chief business is to kill off
mankind ; I desire to live. Even your own
private god of hatred is a silly thing; it

breeds destruction. Comrade, I'd give my

good right arm, my slinger’s arm, if I
could make you see the folly of the gods!”
“Aye? What would replace them?”

“Reason. Contentment and peace in
life ; happiness that comes with construc-
tion.” Pelargos spoke with deep and sur-
prising earnest. “I’ve been talking with
Lars Masena; if you could look into that
man’s heart, you could see the reality.
Now he has one elephant whom he cher-
ishes more than life. Let’s hope he loses
his damned Lotus Ear soon.”

“Eh? Why such a hope?” queried
Ramnes. ;

“Because then Lars will be teady to fol-
low his heart’s desire. That elephant is,
at the moment, his god. When this beast
dies, he’ll shed tears and become a man
again—with a horizon. While a man
clings to his little god, he has no horizon.
He needs one. We all need one.”

“I thought you an aimless drifter?”

s ERE in this damned snow, comrade,

Tl tell the truth. I'm no such
thing, though I pretend; aye, and jeer at
fate to hold my courage up! I've a wife
and two sons, taken from me during the
wars. They’re in Italy now, in a certain
city—never mind the details. I’m on my
way. You’'ll help me, I'll help you; Lars
Masena will help us both, and we him.
What was the first thing I gave you? A
horizon. A woman and wealth.”

“Damned nonsense,” growled Ramnes,
but thought again of blue eyes in warmth.

“Maybe; nonsense is a wise thing at
times. You’re in process, like an elephant
half tamed. I need you. I’ll use you, or
Hannibal, or your cursed Roman Senate,
anything and everything, to reach my
horizon.”

“Then your wife and children are, in
your own words, your gods.”

“No; they’re human. And human de-
sires, like that which burns in the heart of
Lars, aren’t gods. I’ll tell you the differ-
ence. Once, in Sicily, I met a fellow from
some far eastern land near Egypt. Idon’t
know the name of it. He was a metrchant
from Tyre, and his country lay some-
where about there. We liked each other
and talked often. He used to tell me
about the god of his people, and the odd
thing about it was that it was a different
kind of deity. He used to tell me over

and over that his god was a spirit—just
that.”

Ramnes laughed.
god, sure enough!”

“Well, there’s soniething to it, and that
expresses what I mean; a god is a spirit.
The only real god there is. Poor Larsis a
humble fellow, has craved with all his
soul for thirty years, and when he gets to
his goal, will be disappointed ; no matter.
I tell you he can make or mar all we do!
So much for him. For me—why did I
desert from Scipio’s army? Because he
was sending his army to Spain. He him-
self was going to Italy. I couldn’t go
with him, which was his misfortune, so I
started by myself and found you. To-
gether, we’ll be a team to drag down the
gods! With Lars, we’re invincible.”

“Why?” demanded Ramnes. “Why
Lars—a weeping, broken man ?”

Pelargos snorted. “Broken, my eye!
Weeping, over his dead god, yes. What
chance have any of us in this man’s army ?
None. We can’t be ourselves. We're all
overshadowed by a god, by the grind of
events. Get free of it and serve our own
ambitions! One battle, and either Han-
nibal will be destroyed, or he’ll smash the
legions. In either case, be ready to go our
own ways. Agreed?”

“Agreed,” said Ramnes, and wondered
what Pelargos could see in the elephant-
trainer that was worth while. Upon the
puzzle, he fell asleep.

Two more elephants were found dead in
the morning, when the army marched out.
An evil omen, said someone on the staff,
at which Hannibal cursed all cmens. But
new snow had fallen in the night.

The descent was far steeper than the
ascent from Gaul ; it wound down the face
of precipitous cliffs, the new snow had hid
the old surface, and ghastly tragedies
occurred every hour. With afternoon
came heartbreak. The advance guard
were in a gorge so deep and abrupt that
the sun never reached the bottom, which
was a sheet of solid ice—and went on over
the edge of a precipice. Here was death
for many, ere the situation was realized.

“Queer kind of a

ACK along the column, trumpets
shrilled, the army halted; and with
sunset the engineers arrived at the head
of the line. It was bitter cold. To go on,
meant that a road must be built around
the lip of the precipice for a good three
hundred yards; the living rock had to be
blasted out.
Luckily, there was no lack of firewood
here, and the engineets went to work by



pe /s
<

torchlight. Roaring fires were built along
the seams of rock. These were filled with
water and allowed to freeze, bursting the
rock asunder; with tools, with vinegar
from the baggage train to soften the rock
and help drill more holes, the work went
on.

By daylight, the light-armed troops
could pass, but for another three days the
engineers labored, patiently working far-
ther and farther until by aid of frost and
water and handiwork the way was pass-
able for baggage and for the elephants.
And as the days passed, men and animals
perished from cold or from sheer ex-
haustion.

Six days in all before they came down
into the valley of the Po, leaving a full
twenty thousand behind them in the Al-
pine passes; human wreckage, emaciated
and worn, thirty-seven gaunt elephants
staggering with weakness, one of them
Lotus Ear, the Getulian beast on whose
neck sat Lars Masena. A single legion
then would have wiped them out. In-
stead, they were met by the Gauls of
Ttaly, friends and allies against Rome—
met with wild rejoicings, with eager hos-
pitality, with news of all northern Italy in
revolt and cities waiting to be looted.

The nightmare horror was past. In its
place was jubilation, a frenzied exulta-
tion of conquest, loot, women, plunder;
small wonder that under this triumphant-
ly rolling flood, one man was forgotten.

AMNES remembered vaguely that
last day or two of the descent, with
fever tugging at his brain and his body
loosened and failing ; then came a blank.
He wakened in a little village of Gauls,
on the Orcus River; he was alone here,

weak and wasted with fever, but an
honored guest among kindly folk.

It was days later before he could com-
prehend just what had occurred.

“Lord, you were left with us; we were
well paid,” said his host. “One man, very
tall, who carried three slings at his belt;
he had a bald head. With him another
man and a vast monstrous beast with two
tails, who obeyed him like a dog. They
said you were to wait here for news from
them.”

“I can do nothing else,” said Ramnes,
who could scarcely lift his hand.

A terrible despondency enveloped him.
Mere skin and bone, all energy sapped
away, his companions gone and all the
vista of the future destroyed, he lived
mechanically but hopelessly. The Gauls
tended him with assiduous care. The
days drew into weeks, he was able to sit in
the wintry sun, and his strength gradu-
ally returned; but inertia gripped him.

For this emptiness and loneliness he
had bartered his mountain independence
far away in Gaul; a glamorous dream
that was turned to ashes. Now his future
was as blank as his past. After all, the
whole vision had been silly, baseless. The
story of Pelargos might have been a lie,
about the hidden treasure. Drusilla? He
smiled bitterly at the thought of her. She
had gone her way, all his fancies about
her blue eyes were utter nonsense, he

. would never see her again.
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Harsh reality here, and reality hurt. It
had been so easy to dream afar! Queerly,
though, one thing lingered with him; that
confidence in the snow on the Alpine sum-
mits, and the words of Pelargos. “God is
a spirit.” As he lay, Ramnes came to
realize what the bald rascal had meant by
his talk of warring against the gods, the
material gods, and by the deity that was a
spirit.

True, perhaps, but he himself had noth-
ing, nothing. Ambition was reft from
him. He was a shadow in the world of
men, and he had not even a name. As
health returned across the weeks, mental
health evaded him; he grew more and
more hopeless of the future.

The Gauls were simple, kindly folk.
News? They had little. The Africans,
they said, had captured Turin and were
occupying the whole country north of the
Po; it was rumored that the Consul Scipio
had been defeated in a cavalry battle on
the Ticinus. This left Ramnes cold.
Hatred had died with the rest; he cared
little, he told himself, whether Rome or
Carthage won. If hatred were his god,



in the words of Pelargos, it had been
dwarfed to petty stature. He needed a
cause, his own cause, a cause that would
fire his heart and soul ; and he had none.
The dream that had thus far carried him,
was gone before the blasts of reality. Fool,
to idealize a pair of blue eyes and a mo-
ment’s passing meeting!

OVEMBER went, and December was in.
Ramnes was himself again in body,
strength returning full flood; he was an
enormous hulk of a man, listless and tor-
mented in mind. The Gauls chivvied him,
for his own good, into matching himself
against them at running and throwing the
javelin and wrestling; the best of them
were helpless against him, yet he had no
pleasure in his own powers. He had no
incentive, no ambition. He took no care
to his appearance, let hair and beard grow
wild. And so, of a morning in late De-
cember, came Croton. .

Ramnes heard the hubbub in the vil-
lage, and then they brought in the man—
a small, wizened, blear-eyed fellow with
perpetually hoarse voice, and the metal
collar of a slave about his neck. He
blinked at Ramnes, saluted him, an-
nounced himself.

“My name is Croton,” he said in Greek.
“One Pelargos sent me to you.”

“Speak Latin,” said Ramnes irritably.
“I’ve forgotten my Greek.”

“Very well, lord. I’ve brought you a
horse, garments, money, armor, and a
message.”

“I want none of them,” retorted Ram-
nes. “Your Latin has a damned queer ac-
cent!”

“Perhaps, lord ; I come from Reate. I
was a freedman of the noble Quintus Ve-
turis, and the manager of his estates
there.”

Ramnes straightened up on his stool.

“What’s that?” he exclaimed. Croton
repeated his words.

“A freedman? But you wear the collar
of a slave!”

A snarling oath came from Croton, a
vicious, hate-hissing oath.

“T keep that collar until I can return
home and obtain justice. Lucius Man-
cinus took me as his slave, by fraud and
force; he took other possessions of the
Veturis family, also.”

“The lady Drusilla?” Ramnes asked
quickly. “Where is she?”

Croton blinked at him in astonishment.
“You know of her, lord? She is coming
to her estates now, poor soul! Mancinus
is supreme there in Umbria; he raises
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men and horses for the army and has
much power. There is no love between
him and the lady Drusilla, though he in-
tends to force her to his will and marry
her, for the sake of her estates—"
“Wait, wait!” broke in Ramnes, put-
ting back his unkempt hair and staring at
the man. “By the gods, what trick is
thisp How the devil did you get here?”
“By gods and devils both,” the other
said sadly. “Mancinus took me with him
when he led his cavalry contingents to the
army, because I am skilled in the ail-
ments of horses and he needed me. The
Africans defeated us at the Ticinus River.
Our cavalry cannot stand up to theirs, for
our men are trained, like the legions, to
fight on foot. I was captured by the
Africans and saved my life by proclaim-
ing my skill, so they attached me to the
army and the bald man, Pelargos, one day
heard me talking about Veturis. He had
served Rome under Veturis ; so he bought
me and sent me here to you. I gave oath
to reach you. My reward is freedom. I
have the letters of manumission here, to
be signed by you as witness, which makes
them valid. Also the gifts for you, out-
side with the horses; and a letter from
Pelargos. He is unable to write, but I
wrote down what he commanded.”
This said, Croton wiped his bleary eyes
and lapsed into watchful waiting.
Ramnes caught his breath, and his
heart leaped. Drusilla again! This fel-
low had known her and served her! And
Pelargos had not forgotten him at all.
Ha! The world was not so dark after
all! His spirits mounted. The old sparkle
crept into his eyes and his brain wakened
into life.

£ HERE’S Pelargos now?” he de-
- manded in a new voice.

“With the army, lord. The consuls,
Scipio and Sempronius, have united their
armies in a fortified camp on the Trebia.
The Africans are camped opposite them
and are eager for battle, but the Romans
delay. It may come at any time.”

“You spoke of a letter. Where is it?”

Croton reached under his tunic, and
produced a roll of sheepskin pieces.

“There’s the letter of freedom for you
to sign.” He laid one aside. “And my
passport through the African lines, bear-
ing the seal of Hannibal ; also another for
you. Here is the epistle. I write Greek,
Latin or Tuscan.”

He handed over a length of the thin
leather bearing exquisite calligraphy in -
Greek. Ramnes seized it, still lost in
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wonder at the apparent coincidence which
had led this horse-doctor to him; but it
was no coincidence, as he presently per-
ceived. It was the quick wit of Pelargos
at work. The letter was to the point:

Greeting, Ramnes. Ask this man Cro-
ton about the dagger of Mancinus, your
cousin. Shave your face clean and avoid
Hannibal. Join us. Lars Masena will be
ready, for his god is dying. Down with
all the gods! Farewell. —Pelargos.

Ramnes eyed the words, his blood run-
ning warmly. He was not forgotten, the
dream was reality, the future was not
empty ! From the depths of despondency,
he was abruptly jerked to the heights of
vision again.

Shave? Avoid Hannibal? Obvious
enough. So the elephant Lotus Ear was
dying, and Lars was looking ahead to his
mysterious heart’s desire—good! Aye, he
must up and ride, and lose no time about
it ; if battle came, Pelargos might well go
the way of all flesh, by a Roman sword.
Sudden excitement stirred in him, and
then he looked up, frowning.

“What does he mean about the dagger
of Mancinus?”

“Oh, that!” Croton wiped his wizened
features, blinking, with nervous hand.
“That is the dagger of Eryx. Your bald-
headed friend seemed to think it interest-
ing. What became of Mancinus in the
battle, I don’t know. He was going back
to Umbria to raise more cavalry and to
stick the dagger in the Lady Drusilla;
possibly he’s there now. You see, the
Veturis estates are near the city of Reate,
where he has his headquarters.”

Ramnes felt his brain swimming.

“Am I in fever again? What has all
this to do with a dagger ? What is Eryx?”

“Croton began to laugh amusedly.

“Lord, Eryx is a city founded by
Greeks along the coast, east of Umbria;
now it pays tribute to Rome but has its
own rulers, or did have when I last
heard.”

“What the devil are you driving at?”
cried Ramnes angrily. “Are you trying to
say that this damned cousin—that this
Lucius Mancinus means to kill Drusilla ?”

“Kill her? The gods forbid!” ex-
claimed Croton, astonished. Then he
changed countenance. “Still, she might
be better off if he did kill her,” he added,
wagging his head mournfully. “For I've
heard him say that, after sticking the
dagger in her, he meant to make her a
laughingstock and exhibit her to all
his friends in shameless attitudes—"

40

Ramnes came to his feet, drove his fist
at the open door before him, and the stout
wood splintered with a rending crash.

“What madness is this?” he roared.
“Eryx! Reate! Daggers!  Exhibits!
By the gods, will you talk sense or must
I have you taken out and whipped by
these Gauls?”

“Lord, have patience! I'm trying, in-
deed I am,” the little man cried in alarm.
“First, Mancinus not only loves the lady
Drusilla, but hates her, because she de-
spises him; he wants to marry her, de-
grade her, break her heart, shame her!
Is that clear?”

“Go on,” said Ramnes, ignoring the
Gauls clustering outside the broken door.

“Second, he means to do this with the.
dagger. This dagger, lord, is the sov-
ereign emblem of the old Tyrants of
Eryx; who owns it, becomes the lord of
that city, or so it was in the olden time.
It was a gift to one of those rulers from
the goddess Athene—”

“Skip all that rot!” exclaimed Ramnes.

“But, my lord, that’s the point of
everything!” desperately pleaded Croton.
“It is a magic dagger, the gift of the di-
vine goddess! No swordsman is secure
against its magic power; whoever is
pricked by its point, straightway loses all
will, all resistance, and becomes the slave
of the dagger. This is well known. It’s
historic fact. If Mancinus only pricks
the finger of the lady Drusilla, she obeys
him in every respect, like a slave who is
made drunk with unmixed wine. This is
his intent. He took the dagger by force
from the temple of Tinia in Reate. Tinia
is the Etruscan god whom we know as
Jove or Jupiter—”

AMNES broke into a laugh of ridi-
cule, but his laugh froze midway. He
stared at the sunlight, the horses before
the door, and the clustered Gauls, and
saw them not. Instead, he saw the face
of Drusilla, calm and deep of eye, this
woman who, in the expressive words of
Pelargos, knew the gods intimately. The
voice of Croton droned on, telling how
the dagger had come to be in that temple
and so forth, but Ramnes heard nothing.
His brain was busy; behind these
words about magic, he perceived hard
sense. He knew now why Pelargos had
sent the horse-doctor on to him.

A dagger of magic power, given by the
gods—somebody had been clever, back in
the ancient days! A dagger, feeding its
very point some secret and terrible drug,
such as were known to priests and wise



men; yes, a simple thing enough, embel-
lished with many a fantastic detail. And
a man, powerful, unscrupulous, savage of
heart, lusting after beauty and planning
to drag it down into the mire.

Ramnes closed his eyes and shivered
slightly ; he had heard from his father
what manner of man was this cousin
Mancinus, a young man with the heart of
a wild boar. Now, with all Italy in wild
uproar and confusion of war, with the al-
lies of Rome, the Latin states such as
Umbria and the independent cities like
Capua or Eryx wavering in loyalty—now
was the time for a man to act. A man
like this Mancinus, working for Rome
with his right hand, for himself with his
left. “Or,” muttered Ramnes, looking
out suddenly at the sunlight, “a man
working with both hands for himself and
for a daughter of the gods—a man like
Ramnes!”

E turned abruptly to Croton, who had
fallen silent and was staring at him,

“Have you a razor?”

“Eh? Yes, yes, my lord,” was the hur-
ried response. “Pelargos said you might
have need of one. I brought one.”

“So? And what sort of armor did you
bring me?”

“Excellent armor, lord ; Pelargos tested
it. Your passport says you are Ramnes,
captain of fifty, attached to the elephant
division. Pelargos said that upon reach-
ing the army you are to report to someone
in that division. Hm! An Etruscan
name like your own—"

“Lars Masena, yes.” Ramnes! Work
to do, a journey to go, an ambition to
seek, a horizon to reach! He remembered
that Lars Masena knew all the lower
country intimately ; a man seeking some
mysterious heart’s desire across the years.
Just as Pelargos sought. Just as he him-
self—his smile became a laugh, eager and
ringing.

“I’ll sign your freedom letters, then you
may go. Whither?”

Croton blinked at him in a snarl.

“To Umbria, of course. My mistress
will be there ; she’ll see justice done me.”

“Hm! The town of Reate, in Umbria.
Do you know of a certain grotto some-
where near your estates there? The grot-
to of a Sybil?”

“Lamnia the Sybil!” Croton gaped at
him. “Sealed up and accursed! You
know of it?”

“Aye. You have money ?”

“Plenty, lord. A full purse is among
your things.”

“Pelargos has looted well, eh ?”” Ramnes
laughed again, and sobered. “Go and find
your mistress; give her a message from
me—wait! How do you know she’ll not
remain in Rome ?”

“Lord, the Villa Veturis is her home,
and is dear to her. She. detests Rome.
The villa houses all the family lares—
relics of the family, gods and shrines of
the ancestors—and also the family wealth
that I helped Quintus Veturis to hide be-
fore he went on this last campaign. My
mistress takes after her Sabine mother,
rather than after her Roman father.”

“Do you know that Pelargos was with
Quintus Veturis when he died?”

Croton veiled his sharp eyes and
evaded. Ramnes chuckled.

“I see you do. Pelargos warned you
to tell no one,eh? Good man! Well, tell
your mistress that the person once named
Mancinus, whom she met on the other
side of the Alps comes to find her once
again. That’s all.”

“Mancinus!” Croton looked up with
prying, speculative gaze. “There was a
Mancinus years ago, commander of the
Fourteenth Legion; but you’re young.
And Pelargos said she would remember
him, too. All this is very singular—that
she should know him and you both!”

“Well, let’s have your letters for my
signature,” Ramnes said. “Then off,
make haste! Warn your mistress ; make
her return to Rome, where she’ll be safe
from this Mancinus.”

“From this or that Mancinus?” said
Croton, and shook his head. “I know
her, my lord. She has the greatest con-
tempt for that man. Her pride would
not let her fear him.”

Ramnes nodded, and took the strip of
leather handed him.

“You should write on paper, like the
Egyptians do.”

“Lord, there was no paper in the camp,”
said Croton simply.

GAIN Ramnes laughed. He was still

laughing as he affixed his name to

the letters of freedom, with a seal bor-

rowed from his Gallic host. He was in a

riot of laughter—laughter of upsurging
strength and confidence and vision.

For he knew now what Pelargos had
meant by all his talk of gods; and those
gods were beckoning him forward to a
horizon glinting with blood and steel.

The next installment of this novel by the author of ‘“Life’s
a Fight, Kit,”” appears in our forthcoming January issue.
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This powerful novel of Hannibal’s in=
vasion ably carries om the fine tradi-
tion of “Ben Hur” and “Quo Vadis.”

By GORDON KEYNE

C/HEY LIVED

The Story Thus Far:

'HREE men sat at a wineshop table

I in an Alpine village.

“War and war and war!” said the
village mayor gloomily. “Now the Af-
rican hordes move up the Rhone to bring
us fire and sword! Why should this be?”

The exiled Roman Mancinus shrugged.
“Why, you ask, this unwanted war? Be-
cause the earth is too full of people. Per-
haps the gods seek to thin out the race of
men. A nation becomes drunk with
dreams of glory and loot. They're led
to it by the magnetic character of some
great leader. Hannibal is such a man,
from all accounts.”

He soon had opportunity to learn for
himself. But first came his momentous
encounter with the professional soldier
Pelargos, a gigantic slinger who had
served under the father of Mancinus, who
had been commander of the Fourteenth

Legion. Caught in a trap during the last
Punic War, Marcus Mancinus had given
parole in order to save the lives of his
men, of whom Pelargos had been one.
But as punishment he had been sentenced
to exile; and in consequence his embit-
tered son was living as a farmer in this
little Alpine valley.

Mancinus struck up a friendship with
Pelargos; and when the Lady Drusilla,
daughier of the former consul Quintus
Veturis, passed through the town under
the escort of Scipio, Pelargos told a
strange story. “I was with Veturis when
he died,” said Pelargos, “and at the last
he spilled a few secrets. ... Close to the
Veturis estates in Umbria is the grotto of
Lamnia the Sybil. Some of the treasures
of Rome were hidden there, just before
the Gauls sacked the city; and those
who knew the secret died.

Copyright, 1939, by McCall Corporation (The Blue Bouk Magazine). All rights reserved.
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“Veturis, when out hunting, discovered
a hillside opening and made his way into
long caverns; he saw the treasure, but be-
cause of superstition about the Sybil, he
never went back. But he told of it in
delirium, when he was dying. Well, I
know the secret. I know how to iind this
cave entrance ; no one else does.”

Pelargos proposed that Mancinus join
him in a raid on the cave. The exile hesi-
tated ; and then—Hannibal and his army
and his great war elephants came rolling
up the valley. A day later Mancinus,
changing his name to Ramnes, had en-
listed in the service of Hannibal as guide ;
soon thereafter, with Pelargos, he shared
Hannibal’s desperate battles against the
mountain tribes of the Alpine passes.

Wounded and worn out, Ramnes (as
he was called among the Carthaginians)
was left to recover inavillage while Pelar-
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gos and the other survivors fought their
way oh. Finally came a letter from
Pelargos telling Ramnes that his exiled
father’s estates—his own rightful inheri-
tance—had been usurped by his cousin
Mancinus. More, this Mancinus was an
evil fellow who possessed a dagger
poisoned by some subtle drug so that even
the smallest wound from it deprived the
victim of all will power. And this Man-
cinus sought to win the Lady Drusilla
and join her estates to his. . . . Ramnes
sent Croton, a slave, with a letter seek-
ing to warn Drusilla. (Tke story contin-
ues in detail :)

ARS MASENA the elephant-trainer
was weeping again.
Ramnes had timed his arrival in the
two-mile-long camp ; it was evening when
he was passed through the lines, a Nu-



midian guiding him to the elephant di-
vision, A bitter cold wind swept down
the valley of the Trebia, and men were
huddled for warmth about blazing fires.
The number of elephants was not what it
had been, said the Numidian. The cold
was killing them off rapidly.

So they came to Lars Masena, tucked
in between two elephants, and weeping.

He greeted Ramnes with a cry of joy-
ful recognition, and spat a hasty order at
a slave who set off, running, into the
darkness. Then he pulled Ramnes into
the shadow of the giant beasts.

“Do you spend your life shedding
tears?” asked Ramnes. -

“Lord, I have reason. Lotus Ear died
yesterday. All the elephants are dying.
I've sent for Pelargos; do you know
we’re going to fight tomorrow?”

“I heard some talk among the men,
yes,” said Ramnes. “And I saw the
Roman campfires across the river. Pelar-
gos is well ?”

“Aye, and a great man now, my lord.
Captain of all the slingers.”

“Hm! Then he’ll not be in any hurry
to get away from here.”

“Eh?” Lars clapped hand on his arm
and lowered voice. “You've not come to
fight, then?”

“No. I’'m for the south, and no time
to lose about it. Umbria.”

“I'm going with you, I'm going with
you!” murmured the elephant-trainer ex-
citedly. He had abandoned tears now.
“T wept, because I thought the gods had
forgotten me! But you're here. Pelar-
gos will go. We’ll all go. After thirty
years, I'll see Asculum again!”

HASTY step, a towering figure in

gleaming mail and furred cloak, and
Ramnes struck hands with Pelargos in
‘the obscurity. The Stork folded up his
long legs and sat with them, cursing the
smell of elephants.

“T came into camp after dark,” said
Ramnes, “hoping to avoid Hannibal’s
eye. I've no mind to figure in any bat-
tle. There’s work ahead.”

“Then the man Croton found you,”
Pelargos said with his croaking Jaugh.
“Good. This time tomorrow night, all
three of us will be on our way. You’ll
see something tomorrow, comrade! T've
just come from Hannibal. By Hercules,
what a wonder he is! I'm winning the
fight for him tomorrow—you’ll see. We
have to fight quickly, before ail the ele-
phants are dead. No front-line work for
me, either; I'm one of your bloody com-
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manders now, with a dozen aides and
nothing to do but sece that all goes well.
Content to wait?”

“No,” said Lars Masena. ‘“Lotus Ear
is dead. The others are dying. I'm all
through here. I want to go!”

“Tomorrow night,” said Ramnes. He
could not keep the vibrant thrill from his
voice. “If this is true, tomorrow spells
Rome or Africa! Confound you, Pelar-
gos, I may get into the fight yet and
strike a blow against the legions!”

“Cool off, comrade,” Pelargos retorted,
with cynical calm. “Never mind en-
thusiasms; they’re dangerous. Bunk
here with Lars tonight. I’ll join you in
the morning; my post is close by, any-
how. Twenty-two thousand of your Ro- -
mans over yonder, and as many more of
their allies; you’ll see widows in Rome
by next sunset!”

“Are you sure,” asked Ramnes softly,
“that you want to go to Umbria?”

Pelargos was silent for a moment ; then:

“I can’t blame you for that question.
You’re young, ambitious, ignorant of the
world. You know nothing of the hearts
of men. You don’t know the one endur-
ing drive that holds a man through thick
and thin; the one vision that dies not.
Why did T get you here? Lars Masena,
there, knows. Tor thirty years Lars has
had a vision, and now he sees the reality
approaching. Eh, Lars?”

“Yes, yes!” sniffled the elephant-train-
er. “I’velost all that I had ; nothing now
remains except the dream.”

“Dreams are the only realities, com-
rades,” said Pelargos, and his voice
sounded mournful. “With your help,
mine comes true. With my help, you at-
tain your own. Ramnes, here’s your
answer : I have three of the best horses in
the army ready. Tomorrow pause a lit-
tle while, to watch something that will
echo down the world. Then we mount
and ride, we three. Content?”

“Content,” said Ramnes gravely. “If
Rome’s beaten tomorrow, you’ll lose a lot
by going to Umbria. Fame, position,
rank—" :

“Be damned to all that!” broke in the
other. “What awaits me, beyond Umbria,
is greater than all else. Don’t you think
it’s hard to be patient? Good night.”

He rose abruptly and stalked away, his
abnormally tall figure glinting upon the
next firelicht. When he was gone, Lars
Masena spoke gently.

“He told me, onc night in the Alps.
His wife and two sons—somewhere.”

“Yes: he told me also.”



“Are you comfortable here? Might as
well bed down on this straw between the
beasts. I have some food ready for you,
and wine.” As he spoke, Lars produced a
bowl and a leather bottle; apparently he
was not critical in the matter of food.
Neither was Ramnes, at the moment.
Having cared for his’horse, nothing else
mattered. He relaxed, ate, drank, pulled
up the blankets, loosened his garments.

“Any danger of these heasts rolling on
us, Lars?”

“No.” The trainer chuckled. “They’re
careful, my lord—"

“Don’t ‘my lord’ me,” grunted Ramnes.
“My name’s Ramnes, We're comrades.
Tell me where you're bound for in Um-
bria—the town of Asculum, isn’t it?”

“Aye. Just beyond Reate, for which
you're bound; between Reate and the
coast. Eryx is on the coast.”

“Eryx!” That was the city Croton the
horse-doctor had talked so much about,
the Greek city. It was the dagger of
Eryx which Mancinus now had.

“Aye,” said Lars Masena. “Eryx.
That’s where Pelargos hopes to find his
wife and two sons. You for Reate, I for
Asculum, Pelargos for Eryx.”

AMNES whistled softly. Here was
news. A shrewd and canny man, this
Pelargos, and could keep a close tongue.
A man not to be doubted, yet endlessly
serving his own purposes.

“You haven’t told me, Lars, why you
seek Asculum. Homesick, after these
years?”

A pause in the darkness. Then the
older man’s voice, reflective, evasive:

“Only when we’ve drunk unmixed
wine, when the tongue is loosened—then
T’ll tell you the truth. Otherwise, a man
lies to avoid thought of his own heart-
burnings.”

“Yours have had thirty years or so to
burn out,” said Ramnes, somewhat irri-
tated. “Do you spend your life between
tears and elephants?”

“The clephants are dead or dying; the
tears are spent: my life now lies in the
future,” replied the other, with a touch of
restrained dignity. ‘“Don’t disdain me,
friend Ramnes. In the Latin cities to the
southward, in the whole of Italy where
the power of Rome reaches, you and
Pelargos will walk in hourly peril, but
T'll go in security.”

Ramnes was puzzled by the man, He
knew Pelargos had picked Lars as a
companion, not blindly but for some deep
reason; what it could be, eluded him.
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“I'm going with yon! After thirty
years, I'll see Asculum again!”

“Peril for us? How so?” he asked.

“Somebody has talked; perhaps Han-
nibal, who knows? You no doubt re-
member that Roman prisoner, Alimentus,
who was with us in the Alps. He was ex-
changed and has gone, but learned too
much before he left. He more than sus-
pects that youre a Roman and that
Pelargos is a deserter from Rome; and,
since we're going into territory that’s
subject to Rome, look out! The Latin
cities hold safety and aid for me, even
were I blind and starving, but without
me they’d hold scant security for you.”

“Why are you so sure of yourself?”

The elephant-trainer chuckled softly.
“Wait and see! I’'m not sure enough to
boast of it, except when I'm drunk; the
first Latin city we reach, will tell whether
I’m right or wrong. Time enough then to
boast. Here, feel this.”



Ramnes found a rope-end thrust into
his hand.

“Feel it, pull it apart.
strands are there?”

“Three, of course. All rope has three
strands.”

“Good rope,” corrected the other, and
chuckled again. “I learned this from
Pelargos. A strong man can break one of
those strands; but not three. You or he
or I, alone, might be helpless; together,
the three of us can attain what we will.”

How many

AMNES lay quiet long after the other
had fallen asleep, and his brain flit-
tered with uneasy conjecture. Disturb-
ing news, that about Alimentus; despite
war and ruin, Rome would not be too busy
to stir a relentless pursuit of deserters or
traitors. A pity that Alimentus had been
exchanged and let free, to tell what he
knew!

The mystery about Lars Mascna had
deepencd, but the little parable of the
threefold cord was to the point, signifi-
cant. Ramnes comprehended that upon
these two, as upon the thousands all
around, weighed an ever-increasing sus-
pense. He caught the contagion of it,
could sense it on every side. The feeling
had taken hold upon him, also. Here
along this river on the morrow would be
settled the destiny of nations; but what
was more vitally important to every man
there, the fate of personal ambitions and
desires and hopes, the life or death of
selves and comrades.

With morning, Ramnes slept late; the
whole army slept late, snug against the
chill searching wind and the driving gusts
of rain. Ramnes wakened to movement
and con{usion on all sides; here was Lars
Masena with a huge flask of wine and a
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huge bowl of hot stew, and fresh-made
bread. Crouching, the bowl between
them, Lars vented his news.

“Brr! Snow today, if I’'m any judge.
Three more elephants dead, the rest bare-
ly able to stagger. Listen!” A blare of
trumpets, thin and distant, pierced
athwart the rain. “The signal; that
means they’re coming. Maharbal’s Nu-
midians have been riding around the Ro-
man camp to tempt them—the legions
are coming! They’ll have to ford the
river. No hurry. The orders are to eat
and drink hearty. Thank the gods I'll
not be in the fighting line! Such a day
for battle T never saw in my life. The
wind’s like a knife.”

They ate. The elephants were being
led out and caparisoned with mighty
armor of steel and leather; many of the
poor brutes were so far gone with cold
that they could scarcely stand and their
trumpetings were pitiful.

Time wore on. Presently only the
hulks of the dead beasts remained. The
rain was coming down harder, mingled
with occasional bursts of sleet. The
leaden, sullen skies boded snow. A
courier, pelting along in the mud, paused
to fling excited words.

“They’re crossing the river!
and forming up!”

“Come along,” said Lars, wrapping
himself in a long skin robe. “I know
where to find Pelargos. What a day,
what a day!”

Close by, on a little rising ground,
Pelargos was stationed, giving final in-
structions to a crowd of officers. A new
Pelargos, brusque with authority, wast-
ing no words. He nodded greetings and
went on with his orders. Ramnes eyed
the slingers with surprise; each was
wound about the head and about the
body with two slings, and carried a third.

“Why the extra slings?” he asked Lars.

“Some notion Pelargos has—to be used
at varying distances. Ha! Look!”

The line of battle was marked by the
elephants, placed in pairs in the van,
each pair a hundred yards apart. Be-
hind these, the ranks of heavy infantry;
behind these, again, the crowded masses
of slingers. Between gusts of rain, cav-
alry appeared in the distance. And op-
posite, coming up from the river-line,
the legions of Rome, slowly advancing,
increasing, swelling in number as more
crossed at the ford, spreading out to
right and left.

The crowded officers about Pelargos
burst into a yell, turned, and scattered

Crossing,



at a run. A few aides and couriers alone
remained. Pelargos came to Ramnes,
his eyes glittering eagerly, and exchanged
quick handclasps with the two.

“All’s set,” said he. “Hannibal’s off
to the right with the headquarters staff
—won’t bother us. Look!” He pointed
to a line of trees lessening in the dis-
tance. “Mago and a division of light
Numidians are hidden there, to take the
Romans in flank. Ha! Look at our
Spanish infantry, and those heavy Nu-
midian regiments! Then look at the
Roman legions—comprehend ‘the differ-
ence, Ramnes?”

Ramnes nodded. The legions were
open and uncrowded, with a man’s width
between every two men; but the African
heavy infantry was like a human wall,
with shields locked, the men in close for-
mation. Ramnes felt the blood pound in
his temples as the shouts rippled along
the line, as the advancing lines of the
legions gave birth to some thousands of
skirmishers who came forward at a run
toward the elephants. Lars squatted on
his heels and squinted across the rain.

Pelargos gave his croaking laugh.

“There we go! Watch, now—watch!
Lead bullets for distant work ; stones for
closer business; and for hand-to-hand
work with the infantry, big stones as
large as eggs. That’s the program. . . .
Ha! We're at it—we’re at it!”

The slingers went out at a run, past
the heavy infantry, past the elephants.
They came to an abrupt halt. The Ro-
man skirmishers were leaping forward—
only to melt suddenly, to fall in wind-
rows, to break and stagger back. Un-
seen death smote them from afar, as the
leaden bullets of the slingers sang, and
the ranks were lost.

ORE men rushed from the ranks of
legions—Tlight infantry of the Latin
allies; a wave of them, thousands of
them. From somewhere on the wings, to
right and left, came the din of battle, the
flutes and horns, the thin yells of men;
but Ramnes could not take his eyes from
the scene before him. The Roman infan-
try survived the lead bullets, but each
slinger now took his second sling, and a
perfect hail of stones stormed upon the
mailed ranks; and as they came still
closer, the largest sling of all came into
use, hurling great lumps of stone that
battered armor and smashed skulls and
men together.
Pelargos kept his staff busy—now or-
dering up fresh supplies of ammunition,
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now sending messages to division com-
manders. Yells of exultation rippled up
from the African lines as the Romans,
unable to endure that frightful rain of
missiles, broke and drew away, and has-
tily reformed their stricken lines, while
the legions swung forward to take the
brunt of battle. Whistles shrilled. The
cloud of slingers melted, fell back; the
Spanish and African lines moved for-
ward between the elephants. The ele-
phants moved. The whole line of weight
was in motion, hurtling forward at the
famed legions of Rome.

HEY met, with a crash of conflict.

Snow swept down in a whirl of flakes,
rain and sleet coming in gusts. To see
much of anything was impossible. A
horseman came up at a gallop and drew
rein before Pelargos.

“Orders!” he yelped excitedly. “The
Roman cavalry has broken, and Mahar-
bal is killing them like flies! The gen-
cral says to have the hot stones ready
and not fail; and can you spare any
slingers for the center?”

“I'm sending him a company at once,”
said Pelargos, and dispatched one of his
own aides. He beckoned another, as the
courier went off at a hammering gallop.
“Moye up the furnaces and the hot
stones; let 'em have it at once.”

He turned, chuckling, to Ramnes.
“Red-hot stones, comrade! Another lit-
tle trick of mine. Selected men can han-
dle ’em in link-mesh slings. Comrade,
youw’re seeing something! T never saw
such a battle as this—do you realize that
hardly an arrow has been shot? This
rain has ruined the bowstrings. Ha!
Listen! That means Mago has fallen
on their flanks!”

A tremendous rolling blast of trumpets
broke upon the storm, but to see what
was happening at any distance was im-
possible.

Under the impact of the African wall,
the legions reeled; and the elephants
rolled in upon them at the same time.
For one moment, Ramnes thought the
whole Roman line was swept away. But
it reformed, the legions drew into ranks
again, the elephants were halted.

“"Lars Masena shook his head sadly.

«T said they’d be no use!” he croaked.
“They can’t fight; they can hardly
stand! And the snow will kill them all.”

Those stubborn Roman ranks were
unyielding now. Their array was taken
in flank by Mago and his hidden troops.
Maharbal’s cavalry, sweeping around,



came in upon the flanks also; their re-
treat was cut off by the river—but they
did not retreat. Back and forth surged
the massed ranks of men. To the eye of
Ramnes, it was a wild turmoil, a furious
mob conflict, but the trained gaze of
Pelargos knew better.

“Well, comrade, it’s all over,” he said.
“You've seen your first battle, eh?”

Ramnes gave him a glance. “What do
you mean, over? Those legions aren’t
yielding !’ 7

“No,” said Pelargos calmly. “They’re
dying. Our Numidian cavalry is in on
’em from the flanks, and that settles it.
They can’t get back across the river to
their camp. The whole scheme of battle
was absolute perfection, I didn’t believe
the Romans would be foolish enough to
attack, but there they are! And they
won’t surrender. Romans don’t.”

“No,” said Ramnes in a low voice.

ELARGOS eyed the rain-lashed,
snow-whirling scene, then glanced
curiously at Ramnes.

“After the first thrill, nothing exciting
about it, eh?”

“Not in this weather,” said Ramnes
frankly. “A lot of poor devils fighting
and dying in rain and mud—for what?
I'm glad I'm out of it.”

Pelargos broke out laughing.

“Comrade, I salute your honesty, and
say the same for myself! VYou’ll see the
difference soon enough. Take orders,
fight, live or die—for what? An ab-
stract cause. That’s one thing, and to
hell with it! Another thing entirely to
fight for your own cause, to get to grlps
yourself . Lars! Come lenU

«Eh?” Lars scrambled up. “Whither ?”

“To Umbria and destiny! On to the
camp, comrade. The horses are waiting
there.”

Ramnes swung into %tep
Pelargos? Your “absence—

“Bah!” Pelargos snapped his fingers.
“In the moment “of victory, who knows
or cares? They’ll think I lost my head,
got into the fight, and was killed; will
thev search thlrty thousand corpses for
me? Not much. There goes Rome, on
the whirlwind! And here g0 we—to our
hearts’ desire.”

Tn the deserted, empty camp, they
came upon a slave waiting with three
horses. Pelargos gave him a coin. The
three men mounted walked the horses
out of camp, and headed south, while
behind along the Trebia died the senators
and knights and common men of Rome.

“But you,
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CHAPTER VI

TWO days of hard riding east and
south, along the road to Bononia;
war and snow and cold had vanished and
they were upon sunny skies and vine-clad
towns. Their third night on the road
found them in a little sprawling village,
with Bononia twenty miles away ; there,
according to plan, they would turn south
to Florentia, through the Apennines, and
via Tuscany come to their destination,

With sunrise, Ramnes came into the
courtyard of the tavern, realized that he
had seen nothing of Lars Masena since
their arrival late in the night, and saw
Pelargos near the tavern fountain, play-
ing with a child.

“Where’s Lars?” demanded Ramnes,
ducking his head in the fountain spray.

“Gone upon an errand of mystery;
skipped out last night and hasn’t shown
up yet.” Pelargos beckoned the child,
who was gawking at him. “Hither, lit-
tle Ganymede and T'll toss you up to the
bright sky! Isn't she a pretty little
trick, Ramnes? Speaks Greek, too—
pure Greek type, if you ask me. Here,
little love!”

“Ganymede’s not my name,” she said,
approaching him diffidently. “That’s a
boy’s name. I’'m not a boy.”
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“Well said, my little Grecian nymph
Pelargos stooped, caught her up, and
held her to the full height of his long
arms. “Don’t stare at this bald pate;
it’s not the rising sun! Look up at the
sky and the mountains and the white
clouds!”

The child clapped her hands with de-
light and pointed to massed white clouds
above the southward Apennines.

“The gods live there!” she cried joy-
ously, in Latin, which came to her tongue
more readily than her ancestral Greek.
“Clouds on the hills mean the gods are
at home!”

“No more, my sweet, no more!” de-
clared Pelargos. “The gods are scat-
tered, chased away, gone forever. I,
Pelargos, affirm it!”

“Oh!” She stared into his face, round-
eyed. “Gone? All the nice gods?”

“All of ’em, every one!”

“Did you chase them away, Pelargos?
Or was it the bad Africans?”

He burst into a laugh, tossed her up,
caught her and set her down safely.

“Pelargos — that means stork!” she
said, proud of her Greek knowledge.
“You’re not the Stork that Roman of-
ficer was talking about ?”

AMNES, listening, started slightly.

He caught a lightning-sharp glance
from Pelargos; the laughter died out of
that long-nosed face.

“What Roman officer, little nymph?”

“Qh, the fine soldier who was here two
days ago! He was talking to the elders
of the town about someone called the
Stork, a bad man; anyone who kills him
will get a lot of money. That’s all I
know about it.”

“And more than enough,” said Pe-
largos soberly. He was fumbling in his
pouch for money. “Hercules be praised!
Like you, I changed names among the
Alps,” he said to Ramnes, “taking the
Greek instead of the Latin. Old Scipio
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must have missed his Ciconus badly. Ah,
here we are!” He brought out a coin
and pressed it into the child’s palm.
“Here, nymph, take this and get a dress
for that poor little naked doll—”

He came erect and stared hard at
Ramnes.

“By Hercules! What magic is this?
A Roman ahead of us—laying traps?
It’s impossible!”

“Nothing’s impossible,” Ramnes said
bluntly. “What’s the mystery about
Lars? Why didn’t he share the room
with us last night? I’m getting tired of
this nonsense.”

“T’ll tell you over our bread and wine.
Come on.”

They tramped into the serving-room,
settled at a table, and ordered breakfast.
Alone, Pelargos leaned forward.

“He’ll not mind my telling you; said
he meant to do it himself. As a young
man, before being dragged off as a slave
by some accursed Roman, he joined the
Friends of Hercules. That’s the Greek
for it; there’s some Etruscan name that’d
break your jaw. A secret society—one
of the mysteries. It extends all over
central Italy. Once a member, always a
member; but Lars wasn’t sure that it
still existed.”

“Why not?”



“Anti-Roman., This was the first place
he could learn definitely about it, for
there’s a lodge in town. He disappeared
last night. And— Hello! Here he
comes now.”

He called. Lars, who was in the court-
yard, turned aside and joined them. He
pulled up a stool, breathing hard.

Pelargos spoke.

“We've news for you. By the way,
T've told Ramnes about the Friends of
Hercules.”

Lars nodded. “Good. And I've news
for you; we’d better get out of town fast.
There’s a reward out for you, and Roman
orders to catch you at all costs—which
means us too. By good luck, you didn’t
attract much attention last night; got
in too late.”

“We’ve just learned the astonishing in-
formation,” said Pelargos dryly. “Ap-
parently I'm wanted under my Latin
name.”

“Right. I know all about it. That’s
what delayed me—I had to find out.
First, we'll have friends and help any-
where. The Friends of Hercules are
stronger than ever. Second, the reason
Rome wants you: There were spies in
the camp at the Trebia. One had been
with Scipio in Gaul, and recognized you.
A deserter, now a great man among the
Africans!”

“But how,” put in Ramnes, bewildered,
“could it be known Pelargos headed
south?”

“Never mind that,” said Pelargos has-
tily, with a confused air. “It’s of no
great—"

“Wait!” struck in Lars Masena, an
imperative ring in his voice. “Remem-
ber the night after Lotus Ear died, in
camp? And you insisted on cheering me
up, and refused to mix the wine as usual,
and we had several drops too much?”

Pelargos uttered a subdued groan.

“Oh, T suppose I must admit it,” he
said, with a grimace. “T did have a vague
memory of having done a lot of talking.”

“Too much,” Lars said severely, “In
brief, you were drunk and you bragged.
About taking the road to Umbria, about
golden treasures and other things.”

“Damn it, m sorry!” Pefargos ex-
claimed contritely. “Actually, I was try-
ing to get you out of the dumps. I didn’t
think any of those Numidians knew what
I was saying.”

“That spy did.” Lars leaned back and
spread his hands with an expressive ges-
ture. “And here we are, with the word
out ahead of us. Didn’t you say some-
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thing, that night, about catching that fel-
low Mancinus down in Umbria, and flog-
ging him out of his skin?”

Pelargos gave Ramnes a sheepish
glance. “Looks as though I had been in-
discreet, yes.”

“You can’t possibly disguise yourself.
You two don’t know, as I do, how
thorough is the Roman organization in
Italy. All these districts and cities
ahead of us, even if they’re merely allied
with Rome, are full of Roman officers
and representatives ; couriers spread news
rapidly. What shall we do about it ?”

“Get breakfast, get the horses, and get
out of town,” said Ramnes. “Talk later.”

His words clove through the hesitation
and cleared the air. The others nodded.
CURIOUSLY, these few duays had re-

versed the position of the three: they
had left the Trebia with Pelargos radiant
and assured, his sun in the ascendant;
with Lars a mere cloaked shadow; with
Rarmnes silent and unassertive.

Today, as they rode cut of the little
town, the change was to be definitely
noted. Ramnes had come into the as-
cendancy, his driving urge to the fore, his
eagerness to reach the Villa Veturis lift-
ing his Roman spirit into gradual com-
mand. Lars Masena had become talka-
tive, gravely wise, a shrewdly alert man.
Pelargos, who had been drinking hard,
had relapsed into the old careless, gay,
sprightly fellow Ramnes had first known.
Now, as they came clear of town and
headed stirrup to stirrup along the coun-
try road, Pelargos swore a great oath.

“Comrades, I've had my lesson for the
last time. Ever in my life, wine has
ruined me again and again. Now, and T
swear it, Bacchus shall go the way of all
the other gods! I'll not taste a drop of
wine until we reach Reate and the Grot-
to of the Sybhil. I swear it!”

“By what god?” demanded Ramnes
dryly. “On what altar?”

“On my sling!” Pelargos exclaimed.

“It’s high time,” put in Lars Masena.
“We're no longer three good friends rid-
ing to destiny. We’re hunted men, or
one of us is; and he’s too well marked to
be mistaken, Before noon we’ll be in
Bononia, and there we’ll find Romans
and trouble. What to do?”

“Halt,” said Ramnes, and drew rein,
He reached for the buckles of his gor-
geous breastplate, removed it, and thrust
the armer at T.ars. “Ride ahead of us,
and ride fast; ne couriers have passed us,
no one knows the news yet. Proclaim a



great Roman victory over the Africans,
show this as part of your spoil, and trade
it off for Roman armor of any kind at all.
Then ride back a little way and have it
ready for me, before we enter Bononia.
Eh?”

“Understood.” Lars squinted at him
alertly. “To what end?”

“If we're stopped, I’'m a Roman soldier
taking Pelargos as my prisoner.”

“Ha! Excellent!” cried Pelargos lusti-
ly, and smote his long thigh in delight.

“Wait; we’re not finished.” Ramnes
eyed Lars thoughtfully. “From Bononia
our way lies due south through the Apen-
nines to Florentia and on through Tus-
cany. Right?”

“That’s the most direct, certainly.
Only, as things now stand—"

“Precisely! Rome wants to nip the
Stork, knows he’s heading for Umbria,
and is ahead of us. What’s another way
to our destination?”

Lars brightened. “Ah! Cross the
Apennines at the end of the journey in-
stead of now! Go straight on through
Bononia to Ariminium on the Hadriatic;
that’s ninety miles. Then along the coast
to Fanum Fortunea, another thirty ; there
we’ll pick up the great Roman road, the
Via Flaminia, and will have something
like a hundred and fifty miles to Reate.”

“That’s our road. And, once past
Bononia, we’ll probably have no trouble
—they’ll be looking for Pelargos along
the other route.”

“They’ll be looking everywhere,”
struck in Pelargos gloomily. “Remem-
ber, I was known to be the friend of old
Veturis! That damned Scipio is a
thorough fellow.”

“All right. Off with you, Lars! We'll
follow at leisure.”

Lars pricked in his spurs and vanished
among the olive-groves ahead.

HE other two rode on slowly for a

little, and silently. Ramnes was men-
tally weighing the possibilities of this
mischance. They were not, after all,
very alarming; once past Bononia, there
should be no immediate peril. Ahead in
Umbria, it would be different, but even
there danger would be nicely balanced.
It was only fifty years since Rome had
conquered the Sabine tribes of Umbria.
There as elsewhere she was well hated.
It was significant that the I'riends of
Hercules were more powerful than ever.
This secret brotherhood, working every-
where to nullify Roman rule, began to
bulk large in the mind of Ramnes.
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“Do you know my authority here
is absolute?” he rasped.

“Well, comrade, you're in command,”
said Pelargos suddenly. “I know the
voice of authority when I hear it; you're
the captain of our destiny.”

“As far as Eryx, you mean.”

“Oh!” The other looked disconcerted.
“Who told you that?”

Ramnes laughed. “The Lamnian Sybil,
perhaps; a revelation from the gods, per-
haps! You big rascal, why didn’t you
tell me everything about yourself, that
your family was at Eryx? You’re glib
enough in spilling your secrets to the
world when in liquor!”

“I know it, comrade; no need of rub-
bing things in every minute like a damned
nagging fishwife!” complained Pelargos.
“For that matter, I have other hopes that
won’t bear telling, at least till we reach
Eryx itself. You to Reate, Lars to Ascu-
lum, I to Eryx—eh?”

“Right. He wouldn’t tell me why he’s
so devilish set on Asculum.”

Pelargos began to laugh. “No. And
if T were to tell you, I'm afraid you’d
regard the whole thing as childish non-
sense. Wait till we get Lars in his cups,
and you may believe him. Didn’t T tell
you he’d be valuable? With his pull at
this secret society to aid us, he’s better
than a legion! Do you expect trouble at
Bononia ?”

“Of course. It’s the chief city of the
district, isn’t it?”

“Then had I best get rid of my arms?”

“No; leave them. In case of trouble,
T’ll take your sword. Do you know Han-
nibal’s plans—will he march on Rome?”
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The legions reeled; for

on¢e moment, the

whole Roman line was
swept away.

“Not in the dead of winter, not across
the Apennines! He’ll winter where he is,
build up his army, make the north of of days at most. I made good time from
Italy secure. With spring, Rome will the north. Do you know what legions
have new armies ready to pounce on him; were at the Trebia?”

he must be ready for them.” “No. The third was one of them.”
“Then we’re marching slap into Roman “Good enough. Let’s get on.”
territory.” Noon saw the walls of Bononia ahead,

“Pulling out a golden hoard and a through a grayish mist of olive trees. A
lovely woman from under the very nose quarter-mile from the gates, Lars came

of Rome!” riding toward them, a bundle across his
“Don’t be so glib about it; no telling saddle. He greeted them with a grin.
what’s happened in the south. That fel- “The city’s in an uproar of joy over my

low Croton, that horse-doctor, can’t be so news! And here’s your Roman armor,
far ahead of us—not more than a couple Ramnes.”
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“Good. Now get along back and we’ll
meet on the other side of town.”

Lars pricked away at speed. Ramnes
donned the Roman armor, took the sword
of Pelargos, left his steel cap swinging
beside the saddle, and rode on with the
tall man at his side. The usual crowd of
country folk was about the gates, with a
squad of Roman soldiers, but apparently
no attention was given the two; they
passed on and in without question.

RUMPETS were Dblowing, voices

were ringing exultantly; the news of
victory brought by Lars was spreading
rapidly through the city. Ramnes began
to think they would get through the place
without trouble, until he rode into the
central market-place. Here was a crowd
of all sorts, many a Roman among them,
and a squad of soldiers clustered about a
whipping-post, where a figure was triced
up for flogging.

“Halt, there!” rang out a voice. A
decurion, or corporal, leaped into the
path of the two, with other Romans be-
hind him. “Halt! By the gods, com-
rades, if this isn’t the very fellow we were
warned to get! Look at the lean length
of him, look at the stork’s beak ! Look—"

“Suppose you look at me for a change,”
snapped Ramnes angrily. “You damned
rascal, don’t you know senatorial rank
when you see it ?”

The decurion fell back under the lash
of those words.

“Pardon, lord. This man—"

“Is my prisoner. Taken in the battle
at the Trebia, sent to Rome with me by
order of the consul.”

“The battle! Is it true, this report of
victory ?”

“The whole Punic army destroyed,
said Ramnes, and a howl of delight arose.
By his armor and face and tongue, he
was o obviously a Roman of rank, that
the soldiers fell back. All but the de-
curion, who hung irresolute.

“Lord, if this be true—"

“If?” barked Ramnes. “If? The gods
help you when I reach Rome! You'll
regret your impertinence to Quintus Cur-
tius—I'll get you transferred into the
third legion and make life hell for you!
Out of the way.”

That settled it; cold Roman pride was
absolute. Before Ramnes could pass on,
however, a cry from the flogging-post
reached him. A hoarse cry in Greek:

“Pelargos! Ramnes! Help mel”

Jerking his horse around, Ramnes eyed
that triced-up figure amazedly, and recog-
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nized the wizened, blear-eyed features.
He beckoned the decurion, and ques-
tioned curtly:

“What are you doing to this man?”

“Lord, he’s obviously an escaped slave,
from his collar; further, he had a pass-
port written in Punic. He can give no
good account of himself—"

“Well, I can,” broke in Ramnes. “He
belongs to Lucius Mancinus, was cap-
tured at the Ticinus fight, and no doubt
Mancinus has purchased his freedom
from the Africans.”

“Do you vouch for him, lord ?”

“Absolutely and entirely! Let him go
free.” And Ramnes held up a hand.
“You, Croton! You heard my words.
Get south to Reate and report to your
master at once. Do you hear me?”

“At once, lord, at once,” cried Croton,
as they loosed his bonds.

“Have you need of money ?”

“Not if my property is returned to
me.” Croton glanced at the soldiery.

“See that it’s done,” said Ramnes to
the decurion, and rode on.

They left the marketplace and forum
behind, heading on through the wide
streets.

Pelargos pushed up close.

“Why didn’t you bring him with us?”

“Too risky. A Roman would not have
done so.”

“Right. You played the part; I’d have
sworn you were a knight at least! Well
done.”

They hastened on, passed the eastern
gate without question, and fronted the
open road once more. Ramnes, startled
by this meeting with Croton, was sud-
denly anxious at thought of Drusilla, of
Lucius Mancinus, of what might be hap-
pening down there in Umbria. The way
was so long, so long! But Croton, going
direct, would get there ahead of him, and
would bear word. How would she re-
ceive that word? Had she forgot the
bearded young ruffian beyond the Alps?

“Ha! There’s Lars. All’s well!” The
voice of Pelargos scattered his musings
and brought him back to the present.
“Now we can make time-—a hundred
miles to the sea, or less!”

ARS was waiting. Reunited, the three
pushed the horses hard and dropped
the long miles steadily behind.

“You might have waited,” said Lars,
on hearing what had passed, “to make
sure Croton was freed.”

Ramnes smiled thinly. “No Roman
would admit the least doubt of his orders



being obeyed, my friend. It would have
been a false step.”

“Right! Ha! You should have seen
his cold and imperious Roman mien!”
exclaimed Pelargos lustily. “A patrician
to the very life! No fear; Croton’s on
his way south.”

WO days; three days. The bright val-

leys of the Po fell behind them as they
coasted the rugged southeast line of the
mountains, crossing countless little rivers
and streams. Danger seemed well put
behind, but they took no chances. When
they sighted parties of foot or horse, the
keen vision of Pelargos scented peril afar
and they took to the woods until it was
past; this eyesight of his, indeed, was
something most remarkable.

“It’1l be of use when the time comes,”
he said, to the comment of Ramnes.
“When we reach Umbria, I’'m like to be
in perilous places; but one gets nothing
by risking nothing.”

The glint of the far Hadriatic upon an
afternoon of sun; with its last light, the
white buildings of Ariminium squatted
beside the sea, the long walls and bridges,
the high towers. A Roman garrison here,
the northern tip of Roman rule along the
Hadriatic.

The Roman armor and tongue of Ram-
nes, and an assumed Roman name, passed
them into the city unquestioned. There
Lars disappeared on his own errands. The
horse of Pelargos was lame, a fresh beast
was needed ; they arranged to spend next
morning in the city, meet at noon, and be
off along the coast to Fanum Fortunz.

Mid-morning : Ramnes, with a groom,
was inspecting the horsecs when Pelargos
appeared, accompanied by a horse-dealer
and an enormous gaunt gray mare, for
which the lame beast was exchanged. As
the deal was concluded, a swarthy,
bearded man came walking into the inn
yard, asking for Pelargos. The latter
flung a swift word at Ramnes.

“Quick, comrade—turn away! We're
strangers. I’ve got this rascally priest of
Hercules on a golden hook—”

He hurried off, greeted the swarthy fel-
low, and the two began to walk up and
down, chattering Greek at a great rate.
Ramnes stretched out in the sun by the
fountain, amusedly wondering what Pe-
largos was up to now. The priest seemed
a shrewd, capable fellow, and not too
scrupulous, to judge by his looks; he
stowed away a purse Pelargos gave him,
and as the two paced within earshot,
Ramnes caught his words:
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“Well, T'll go to Eryx, I'll tell your
vision, but I'll take no responsibility. By
all the gods, it's a ticklish business!
Either you're a madman or you’re up to
something.”

Pelargos grinned. “Gold, my friend, is
eloquent !”’

They drifted out of hearing and pres-
ently separated. When the priest had
gone, Pelargos came over to the fountain,
and met the inquiring gaze of Ramnes.

“Comrade, that rascal takes a message
to Eryx.”

“Oh! To your family?”

Pelargos rubbed his long nose. “Not
exactly. Look! Trust me a little while.
I'm gambling largely on destiny; if all
schemes fall through, no harm’s done.”

“Right.” Ramnes shrugged. “Do you
know what’s worrying me?”

“No. What?”

“Suppose we find the treasure you talk
about. How much of it do you think

.three men can transport anywhere ?”

Pelargos met his whimsical glance, and
the birdlike eyes twinkled.

“Ha! Practical fellow, aren’t you?
Well, I’ve an answer for everything—but
that, too, depends somewhat on destiny.
Now I'll tell you something, give you a
mere clue. Do you know that thirty years
ago Metellus gave the Africans a bad
drubbing in Sicily ?”

“So T've heard,” Ramnes said drily.

“Right. He captured over a hundred
elephants. He built a mammoth raft and
ferried those elephants acress the straits
into Italy.”

“Yes? What became of them?”

“That,” said Pelargos, “is precisely the
question, Tf rumor, gossip, army talk,
should be correct, the dice will turn up a
double six for us. Content to trust me?”

“Yes. If we— Hello! There’s Lars,
and in a hurry. Something’s up.”

.ARs Masena appeared, walking fast,
his face gripped by excitement. He
came up to them with eyes ablaze.
“You've a room here? Come along,
come along! Take me to it. News!
Wine first. T'm dry as the dust of hell!”
He snapped an order at a serving-man,
received a flagon of wine, and gulped it.
“No pause to mix it, d’ye notice ?”’ said
Pelargos admiringly. “Ha! A fury’s on
the man! Here’s the real Lars emerging,
comrade—"’
“Stop your mockery and take me to
your room,” broke in Lars.
He was, indeed, a different person; the
last vestige of the disconsolate elephant-



trainer had vanished. Now there was a
light in his eye, a firmed vigor in his face,
a brusque energy in his voice; he had
suddenly come all alive.

When they were in the room with the
door closed, he faced the other two.

“There was a man from Asculum—he
knew her, he’d seen her!” he burst out.

“Who?” demanded Ramnes.

“Rhea! She’s not in Asculum at all.
We'll not have to go there!”

“May I ask who the devil is Rhea?”

Lars looked blank. Pelargos took up
the word, looking cynically amused.

“Right. You’ve never told him, Lars.
Comrade, the dream and heart’s desire of
our honest Lars, is to find a woman named
Rhea. They were in love thirty years
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Maharbal’'s cavalry, sweeping
around, came in upon the flankg—
but they did not retreat.

ago; he’s never been able to return and
claim her. Oh, it’s no use giving him
any practical advice! I've told him
she’s probably dead, or married and sur-
rounded by brats—a grandmother, in
fact! He won’t listen to me—"

“And I was right, right!” blared out
Lars exultantly. “I told you we had taken
oaths to Minerva and Aphrodite the
Cyprian, that she’d sworn to wait for me,
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that I'd sworn to come back some day!
I told you! And I met this man from
Asculum who knew all about her. She’s
never married. The family has left the
old town, in fact. I tell you, Rhea be-
lieves in me, knows I'll find her again!”

“Oh!” said Pelargos, looking blank in
his turn. “And you want to take horse
and leave us and find her—is that it?”

Lars drew himself up. “Have I not
sworn oaths to you, Pelargos? We go in
company—first your errands, or those of
Ramnes, then mine,” he said with a stern
dignity.

Ramnes struck in, smiling:

“Come, old friend—this is the secret
yvou never told me? I'm glad, for your
sake. Why, you look twenty years
younger! Congratulations.”

“I—I didn’t have the heart to talk of
it,” stammered Lars, flushing. “I hoped
against hope, prayed to the gods; all
these years, in Sicily and Africa and
Spain and Gaul! Besides, Pelargos hurt
me cruelly with his talk about what
might have happened.”

“Confound it, man, I only spoke the
truth!” exclaimed Delargos. He took
the hand of Lars and pressed it warmly.
“Yet I was wrong; and I've never been so
glad to be proven wrong. Where is she
now, this Rhea of yours?”

“They’ve got a farm,” said Lars Ma-
sena, giving him a strange look. “Where,
you ask? You may well ask, you who
sneer at the gods! It’s just outside Eryx.”

Pelargos took a step back. “Eryx!” he

repeated, and swallowed hard. “Eryx!” |

ILENCE f{ell on them. Ramnes, look-

ing from one to the other, felt a thrill,
a prescience of strange unseen forces—
the workings of fate, or the doings of the
gods? Why was this unknown town of
Eryx apparently tangled in the destiny
of them all?

Pelargos rallied. He sighed, stirred,
shook himself like a dog, as though to
be rid of some superstitious chill.

“For you, at least, the dice turn double
six!” said he. “Let’s saddle up and get
out of here. We can reach the Via Fla-
minia by night and be on the last leg of
the journey.”

“And you’ll no longer doubt the gods ?”
cried Lars Masena joyously.

Pelargos gave him one cynical look, and
tapped his breast.

“My friend, here are the gods—if we
could only visualize them,” he said, and
strode out, lifting his voice at the grooms
and hostlers.

70

CHAPTER VII

FANUM FORTUNA and the sea lay
behind ; southward, now, on the Fla-
minian Road, the wide highway partly
finished, partly still under construction,
by which the hand of Rome lay upon
Umbria and the Gallic tribes to the north.

Road-workers, parties of soldiers, sut-
lers’ wagon-trains with supplies, levies of
men and horses, recruiting officers tempt-
ing the hill-folk to take the Roman penny
—here, abruptly, the three fcund them-
selves riding amid farflung echoes of war.
Of actual Roman troops, there were
very few, all detachments having long
since been called in, hut the occasiona
colonies provided veterans or reservists
who had taken over all administrative
functions for the republic, and the Latin
allies provided masses of recruits.

Another night found them at the Me-
taurus river, in a tiny hill town, with the
chasm that pierced the shaggy Apennines
ahead. Pelargos, only too conscious of
possible danger, had discarded his armor
and donned Greek dress, shortening his
stirrups so that his great height did not
readily appear except when he was afoot.

They had turned aside, now, from the
road to Eryx, which lay somewhere down
the seacoast. South lay their way into
the heart of Umbria; then, if all went
well, eastward to the sea again, to Eryx.

On, now; a Roman citizen riding with
his two freedmen to join in the war, a
likely story.

“About the time we get there,” said
Pelargos, “they’ll have the news from the
Trebia. So far, we’re ahead of it.”

They rode hard, pushed fast, plunged
along the fertile Umbrian valleys, then
up into the heights once more. Twice
they ran into trouble, meeting agents of
Lucius Mancinus who tried to impress
their horses for the service of the state,
for hereabouts horses such as these three
were hard to come at. The cold caustic
Roman tongue of Ramnes sped them on
each time, but as Lars muttered, the por-
tents were bad. :

“Look for trouble at Spoletium,” said
he darkly. “A Roman colony was estab-
lished there twenty years ago. Once past,
all’s well; thirty miles farther to Inter-
amna, then we leave the Via Flaminia
and cut across the same distance to
Reate. The mileage is approximate, but
the peril at Spoletium is not. At a pinch,
we could get there by midnight.”

“No pinch,” said Ramnes. “Make it
tomorrow morning and get it behind us.”
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Pelargos, that night, oiled his sling and
rearranged the contents of his two
pouches. He had halted, at every moun-
tain torrent, to seek out a few pebbles to
his liking; now he had a goodly lot of
them, smooth and round, and also a stock
of his jagged iron missiles.

“I did a lot of forge-work while we
waited at the Trebia,” said he. “Now my
fingers are itching for the sling; there’s
killing ahead.”

“Why not three slings?” asked Ram-
nes, remembering the battle.

“Bah! For an expert, one’s enough.”
Pelargos cast an envious glance at the
flagon of wine before Ramnes. “My
throat’s parched for a drop of that juice
of the grape! T'll be a glad man when
we reach Reate and my vow’s ended.
Suppose we get blocked in Spoletium ?”

“I was thinking of that.” Ramnes
turned to Lars Masena, who by this time
was aware of their whole errand. “In
case of trouble—"

“The Friends of Hercules are strong,”
broke in Lars.

Ramnes shook his head.

“I don’t mean that. Ride ahead and
reach the Lady Drusilla at the Villa Ve-
turis, somewhere near Reate. We’'ll meet
there, if separated. Tell her you're from
me.”

Pelargos chuckled.
lot for granted, comrade!
her pride.”

“And her warm eyes,” said Ramnes.

The Stork gave him a curious glance
and said no more.

Lars shrugged and assented.

“You're taking a
Remember

N with morning, until the warming
sun found them looking up toward
the high pass where Spoletium sprawled
all up and down its rocky hillside, and on
farther where the road left the fertile val-
leys and wound snakewise toward the
summits. It was close to noon when they
rode in at the eastern gate, unchallenged
and unnoted. As they headed across the
narrow streets of the hill town, they
laughed together at their fears.

“Laugh not,” said Pelargos, sobering.
“It’s never the expected that crops up to
hit one behind the ear!” A sudden torrent
of low oaths broke from him, as he stared
at the gate ahead.

Ramnes eyed him, startled.

“What is it ?”

“A man I knew in Sicily, a damned
Cretan archer—ride on, ride on! He may
not remember me. Of all the tricks of
malignant fate—"
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He drew his wide-brimmed Latin hat
down over his eyes. Ramnes made a
gesture to Lars Masena, who rode on well
ahead of them. A cluster of soldiers were
about the gates; a Roman centurion and
several auxiliary officers were standing in
talk. Lars saluted, spoke in the Sabine
dialect, and without being halted, passed
on outside. Ramnes followed; the men
eyed him curiously but asked no ques-
tions. Behind, he heard a shout, a commo-
tion. He flung Lars Masena a curt avord.

“Ride!”

URNING his horse, he saw Pelargos

on the gray mare, in the gateway. An
officer, a Cretan by his broad accent, had
halted him; two of the soldiers had low-
ered spears to block his exit.

“By Jupiter, it is! The same long-
nosed rascal!” cried the Cretan, who car-
ried slung at his shoulder a powerful horn
bow. “The champion of all slingers—
well met, Stork, well met! You’ve not
forgotten me?”

“The lion never forgets the jackal,
Cretan,” growled Pelargos. “What are
you doing here ?”

“Detached duty. Why aren’t you with
the army, you loud-mouthed son of ini-
quity ?”

“On my way to Rome, to join up, now,”
snapped Pelargos. “Give passage, there!”

“Not so fast; I owe you a few scores,
my honest Stork,” began the Cretan.
“You and your blasted bragging about a
slinger being worth three bowmen—"

“Here, what’s all this?” The Roman
centurion broke in upon the scene with
brusque authority. “Stork, did you say?
By the gods, you're right! The fellow’s
a good seven feet long—ha! The very
man who’s wanted—the Stork, sure
enough! Off that horse, you; take him
in charge, men—"

Pelargos loosed reins and drove in
spurs. The gaunt gray mare reared up,
screamed with mad pain, and knocked
the soldiers right and left in the wild
forward leap. Next instant Pelargos
was roaring at Ramnes to ride on.

Instead, Ramnes joined him; stirrup
to stirrup, the two horses went along the
road at a gallop, scattering country-folk,
and reaching at last an open space.

“Ride ahead, leave me!’ Pelargos
looked back, and cursed hotly. “Horses.
They’re after us. TI’ll stop them. You
goon.”

“Lars has gone on; I stay,” said Ram-
nes, seeing that Lars Masena was indeed
out of sight.



“Those legions aren’t ylelding,”
said Ramnes. “No,” said Pelar«
gos; “they’re dying.”

Pelargos flung a furious oath at him.

“I can stop them, I tell you! This
means fight. It’s my affair.”

“Don’t waste breath.”

The northern valley lay behind them
now ; ahead, the road twisted and wound
along hill flanks above a brawling tor-
rent. Lars must have gone on full speed,
for they saw no sign of him,

Twisting from time to time in the
saddle, Pelargos vented a grunt.

“Not so bad. That damned Cretan,

the centurion, and five others. They’re
gaining on us. Faster!”
“No,” said Ramnes coolly. “Slower.

Let ’em gain. Pick your spot, and save
our own horses. ‘We’ve a day’s hard rid-
ing ahead of us, and more.”

“As you say. Five bowmen, and the
Cretan ; he used to be a great hand with
the bow. I'll take them. The centurion
to you. The road mounts—excellent!
There’s our place, a half-mile farther on;
it was made for us.”
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The road was mounting toward the
crest of the pass, twisting and winding as
it rose. All was clear ahead, with the
emptiness of high noon. Pelargos quick-
ened his pace, pushing on well into the
lead, Ramnes refusing to hurry.

Here the road circled deeply about a
hillside spring, mounted beyond in a
sharp twist, mounted still farther till it
was directly above the spring and the
circle. Here Pelargos had dismounted
and stood smoothing out his sling.

“No hurry,” said he. “Best tether the
horses.”

Ramnes obeyed, tying the horses
among the trees. He rejoined Pelargos,
who was taking his iron bullets from the
pouch, filling his mouth with them,

“Sword out,” mumbled Pelargos ; “here
they come. Best try a pebble for dis-
tance—hard to judge angle fire like this.”

He slipped a pebble into the sling,
whirled it, loosed it at the road below,
and nodded with a satisfied air. He had



picked a spot free of trees, giving clear
view.

Swiftly, with a rush and a clatter of
hooves, a stream of figures pulsed into
sight below—the Cretan in the lead, five
bowmen strung out behind, the centurion
last of all, a light javelin in his hand.

The sling whirled. Pelargos set anoth-
er missile in place; one of the bowmen
pitched forward in the saddle. The sling
whirled again. The iron pellet, unseen,
drove home just as a startled yell rang
up. A second man threw out his arms;
Ramnes could see the blood springing on
his face as he fell over. A burst of yells,
of wild voices. Pelargos swung around.
The horsemen were pressing up the
steeply pitched curve, their backs to him,
unable to stop their horses or realize
where he was.

The sling whirled again, and a shout of
delight pealed up from the slinger.

“Take that, Cretan! Take that from
the Stork! Fair as you please, slap in
the temple—ha! Back, comrade! Across
the road and among the trees! They’re
afoot and scattering to get at us!”

Under the urge of hand and voice,
Ramnes comprehended. So quickly had
the affair transpired,—with such incred-
ible precision and rapidity had Pelargos
loosed his flitting death,—ihat Ramnes
had scarce freed his sword from scabbard.

He ran back across the road toward
the horses and the thick trees, Pelargos
at his side, chortling with glee.

“The Cretan and two of his men paid
out—that leaves three, and the centurion.
We needn’t.worry about that blasted Ro-
man—he can’t get at us. The others can.
"Ware arrows, now! Watch those trees
ahead, at the curve. They’re coming up
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to nip us. Show yourself, comrade! Let
’em have a glimpse of you, stir the brush
a bit!”

Pelargos darted a dozen feet away and
stood immobhile, watching, eyes fastened
on the greenery back across the road.
Should Ramnes show himself—tempt a
shaft from those horn bows that could
pierce the best armor at a hundred paces?
Trust the keen eyes of Pelargos? Three
archers there, stealing through the green
trees, shafts notched and ready.

Why not? Ramnes reached out, agi-
tated the brush beside him, showed him-
self, ducked quickly behind a tree. Well
that he did. A bowstring twanged, an ar-
row came slanting down the sunlight—
another—a third. The deadly shafts
searched out where he had been an in-
stant before.

Then lifted a scream. DPelargos had
whirled the sling, loosed it; the scream
replied—a piercing, reiterated scream, a
man there gasping out his life, unseen.
The gut twanged and twanged again; ar-
rows flitted vengefully. The preterna-
turally tall shape of Pelargos doubled,
unfolded, doubled again. The death he
wielded was silent, terrible, unseen.

A piercing cry, an incoherent, yelping
moan, and Ramnes stared in horror as a
flopping thing broke cover—a man, twist-
ing over and over, clutching at his neck,
rising, falling again. Pelargos grunted,
and the sling whirled. The man fell limp
and sprawling to the merciful cast.

“Two!” cried Pelargos. “Now for the
other. . .. I have him, I have him!”

The sling was loosed ; the vibrant note
of a bowstring hummed at the same in-
stant. One low, gasping cry from the
trees opposite. A man fell forward into
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view, arms outflung, motionless. But
Ramnes aware of a startled grunt, turned
to see Pelaraos pitch over and crash
headlong into a tree bole, and lie still.
“Habet I” lifted a voice. “He has it!”

T was the centurion, breaking cover,

coming at a run, ]avelm ready to cast.
Ramnes took a step forward, into the
sunlight. The staring, furious counte-
nance fronted him; the javelin leaped at
him. He avoided the throw, and the
centurion had his sword out as he fol-
lowed—steel glittering, hot oaths pant-
ing, himself hurtling forward in utter
ferocity.

Instead of recoiling, Ramnes leaped at
him, met him breast to breast with a crash
of corselet against corselet. His father
had taught him this shattering body-
blow. The other blade slithered on his
armor. His own steel hewed at the neck,
bare and sweated, and blood leaped to
the stroke.

The centurion, recoiling from that
crash of bodies, slashed terribly by the
sword-edge, rocked on his heels. Against
that solid, massive body-bulk, his own
lesser weight had failed utterly. The
blade fell from his groping fingers; he
stared at Ramnes with fright, horror,
agony fleeting across his face as the
blood spurted over his armor. Rammnes,
set for a second slash, checked it. Death
was in this man’s eyes.

“Trick—damned trick !” gulped out the
centurion. “Marcus Mancinus taught
us that—the Fourteenth Legion—you
devil! May the gods drag you down to
hell !”

He sighed and bowed forward, and fell.
Ramnes, with sudden pity, sprang to him
and turned his face to the sky. The eyes
of the dying man rolled; his voice came
faintly, wildly:

“She was right. She cursed me—the
Lady Drusilla cursed me by the gods—
when we burned the villa—cursed me—
within the week—"

The faint voice died away; the head
lolled ; the centurion was dead.

Ramnes knelt, staring down at the pale
face, surmise and conjecture hammering
at his brain, all else forgotten. This man
had been in the Fourteenth, had served
under his father, who had taught all his
men that trick of meeting the lighter
enemy with the body. Odd! DBut the
curse! Drusilla had cursed him—a week
ago the Villa Veturis had been burned !
By Roman hands? By Lucius Mancinus
of the wild boar’s heart?

‘missed the bone!

Then, remembering the prostrate fig-
ure of Pelargos, Ramnes leaped to his
feet and swung around. A sudden breath
of relief escaped him. Pelargos was sit-
ting up, waving a hand at him, speaking.

“Well done, well done! Now come here
and give me a hand. Lucky it was close
quarlers—the blasted shaft went clear
through, almost. Can’t reach it myself.”

“You're hurt? Hit?”

“Hit, and banged my head against a
tree,” Pelargos said, as Ramnes came
on the jump. He bared his thigh; the
arrow had gone nearly through and was
hanging. “Pull it through—jerk it!
That’s right. Hercules be praised, it
Now it’s a matter of
doing a good job with the bandage. Get
a shirt from that rascal in the road. That
was sweet work, with the centurion! Do
you know you’re a very Hercules? Well,
hurry up with the shirt—"

Ramnes was back quickly, the arch-
cr’s blouse torn in strips, Pelargos in-
vestwated his own wound with deft ap-
praising fingers, wiped away the welling
blood, grunted.

“No black blood; that means no par-
ticular danger. Tighter with that ban-
dage! We must get out of here quickly,
before any others come. Luckily, that
centurion wasted no time in talking to
others—he mounted and came, and died.
So the Stork’s safe, for the present.”

“He talked as he died,” said Ramnes.
“Less than a week ago, Drusilla cursed
him.”

Pelargos heard, and whistled softly.

“Didn’t T say that young woman was
intimate with the gods?” he observed.
“Something’s happened there at the Vil-
la Veturis; no telling what. Mancinus,
depend upon it! Well find out at Reate,
or you will. This damned hurt is going
to cripple me for riding, once the wound

‘gets stiff. Clap on that last strip of cloth.
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. Good! Now, your hand.”

He came to his feet, grimaced, and
waited while Ramnes brought the two
horses. Once in the saddle, he shook his
head and surveyed Ramnes gravely.

“Not so good; I'll stick while I can,
but T'll have to keep at a walk. And
you’re on fire to get ahead, after what
that centurion said.”

“Never mind ; come along, We’ll have
to walk the horses anyway, up this road
to the summit.”

N fire? That expressed it. Ramnes,
with an effort, fought the savage
anxiety, the burning desire to strike in
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spurs and ride on like mad. With a spare
horse, he could keep going day and night,
could reach Reate by tomorrow noon.
But he had no spare horse, and he had a
wounded comrade. He choked down im-
patience. A week ago or less! Croton
would hardly have reached Drusilla.

“I can’t quite credit it,” said Pelargos
thoughtfully. “That Mancinus should lift
a hand against a Roman lady of rank—
it’s rather preposterous. That soldiers
should use any force against the daughter
of a veteran officer of consular rank—no,
no! Well, we’ll find out in due time.
Ah! This cursed hip hurts.”

HEY rode on. As far as they could

make out, there was no further pur-
suit, no body of men on the road from
Spoletium. It was doubtless thought that
seven were plenty to catch two men.

“Now you perceive the beauty of my
bullets,” said Pelargos, with an air of
satisfaction. “Take a stone: it may or
may not do the work. But when that
jagged lump of iron hits and cuts home—
it does the job once and for all. True, it
needed two to finish off that man who
floundered out like a dying fish, but that
was because I didn’t get a good crack at
him the first time. Probably would have
finished him eventually, but to see him
flopping in the road irritated me.”

“Oh!” said Ramnes dryly. “I thought
your second shot was an act of mercy.”

“There’s no such word, comrade; I
believe in efficiency, and that excludes
mercy,” said the other coolly. “This was
a rather sloppy performance, and I’'m
ashamed of it. On such an errand as
ours, with play for high stakes,—and
higher, by Hercules, than you’re aware at
present,—the most vital thing is efficiency.
You showed it when you met that Roman,
Give the other fellow the help of all the
gods on Olympus, and give me efficiency,
and I'll make a fool of him. Better luck
next time.”

“Perhaps,” Ramnes suggested, “you’d
better take occasion to explain your vari-
ous hints and ambitions. Higher stakes
than I'm aware? Then what?”

Pelargos grimaced. “Not yet, com-
rade. I'll have information at Interamna;
Lars will get it there or elsewhere. If
rumor hasn’t lied, if T find things as I
hope, then I’ll lay all bare to you. No
use stirring up false hopes or planning on
what may not come true. Hello—here’s
trouble!”

They had gained the summit, Ahead,
the road ran straight between high for-
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ested walls. And in the road, coming
toward them, were two horsemen and
four men afoot, with a glint of steel.
Pelargos shaded his eyes and squinted
afar.

“Four men on foot are rustics, country-
men, but all armed,” he declared, though
Ramnes could distinguish nothing of the
figures. “The riders are soldiers. Not
Roman armor, though; looks like Sabine
cavalry equipment, from the long swords
and flared helmets. They’ve got a damn-
ably businesslike air about ’em.”

“We’ll have no trouble,” said Ramnes.

“Hm! We can’t afford to have any.
I couldn’t bear trot or gallop for two
minutes. In fact, I can’t bear even a
walk much Jonger—must soon get out of
the saddle altogether,” Pelargos rejoined.
“Confound it! I tell you they do mean
trouble! They’re pointing at us and
coming on faster, as though they recog-
nized us. But that’s impossible.”

He drew rein, and drew a breath of re-
lief as the horse halted. His face was
twisted and gray with pain. Ramnes
waited beside him.

The approaching group were, indeed,
coming forward with intent and hurrying
air. As they drew closer, Ramnes was
amazed at the exactitude of the slinger’s
description ; every detail was as Pelargos
had said. One of the {wo horsemen
trotted on ahead and flung up his hand
in greeting, as he drew rein, eying them.

“Hail, friends! We were expecting

rou,”

“Indeed ?” said Ramnes grimly. “And
who may you be?”

“My comrade and I are from a de-
tachment of guards, these others from
workers; road-work on ahead. We were
sent back to help you—the description
was exact. Your comrade, Lars Ma-
sena—"

“Ha!” ejaculated Pelargos lustily.
“Friends of Hercules, comrades! Lars
sent ’em back!”

“Precisely.” The leader smiled. “I'm
glad you’ve had no trouble with the ac-
cursed Romans—"

“No trouble?” said Ramnes. “A dead
centurion, six Cretan archers dead, back
there. And my friend here got an arrow
through his hip; he can’t sit the saddle.”

EN crowded around. They were
earnest, rude, uncouth Sabines, and

they hated the Romans with all their
hearts. Tongues clacked rapidly. Two of
the men set off at a run to despoil the
dead. The leader, getting an understand-
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ing of the situation, turned to Ramnes. It
appeared that Lars had met them, had
found himself among friends of his secret
order, and had gone pelting on for the
Villa Veturis.

“Now,” said the Sabine leader, “sup-
pose your tall friend dismounts and waits
here; we’ll bring a wagon, and can send
him on to Interamna tonight. There,
we’ll turn him over to others of the so-
ciety. He'll be safe, T promise you.”

“Good, good!” blared out Pelargos
eagerly. “Comrade, it fits in! Take my
horse and your own, and gallop your
heart out! I’ll be along in a day or two.
Meet you at the Villa Veturis. Agreed?”

CHAPTER VIII

IDING at full gallop, shifting from

. horse to horse each half-hour,
Ramnes was certain of overtaking Lars
Masena before reaching Interamna. Here
he underestimated the time he had con-
sumed in the pass above Spoletium. It
was late afternoon when he rode into the
city above the pleasant valley of the
Nera, and he had seen nothing -of Lars.

Far from offering any peril, Interamna
ignored him completely. The city was
in a boil, a yeasty ferment of wild excite-
ment. Five thousand cavalry, from the
great training-camp near Reate under
Mancinus, were jammed in the streets;
they were leaving at once for Rome.
News of the Trebia had arrived at last.
Ramnes, listening to the talk as he
walked his two horses through town,
heard that the entire Roman army had
been wiped out, except for a few thou-
sand men. He was not surprised, but
Umbria was delirious. The anti-Roman
feeling was by no means concealed.
Those of the Roman party were stern,
silent, downcast.

To get through the packed forum was
impossible. Cursing the crowd, Ramnes
sought information on the road to Reate
and from a roadside merchant bought
wine and cheese. As he was asking his
questions, he became aware of men clos-
ing in on either side of him, then caught
a voice at his ear.

“A great day, friend, for those who do
not love Rome! Where's Pelargos ?”

Ramnes turned, to see Lars Masena
grinning beside him. A glance at the
others, and he perceived that Lars had
found friends.

“Thanks be to the gods!” he exclaimed
in relief. ‘“Pelargos? Being brought by
wagon; those Sabines you sent back to
help us have him in charge. An arrow
through the thigh. How can we get out
of this accursed town?”

It was the centurion
coming at a run—steel
glittering, himself har=
tling forward in utter
ferocity.
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“I can’t, but you can,” said Lars. “I
just got here; the fact that I saw the
Trebia battle stops me. They all must
hear about it at first hand. It means
something, let me tell you, to these men
under Rome’s yoke! Is Pelargos badly
hurt ?”

“No; a flesh-wound. He can’t ride at
present.”

“Come along with us. Here, let one
of my friends take your horses. We’re
having a look at the propretor, your
friend Mancinus—"’

“Wait! You don’t know what’s hap-
pened at the Villa Veturis!” struck in
Ramnes.

“I do; more than you, perhaps. But
we can’t talk here. Come! We’ll be on
our way again in an hour; the horses will
meet us outside the gates. Ha! There’s
the speech now.”

Ramnes let himself be swept along.
To talk in this crowd was impossible.
Trumpets were ringing a clarion call
from the forum. A bedlam of shouts
were going up: “Hail, Mancinus! Hail,
propreetor!” Curiosity seized Ramnes
to see this man. Besides, Lars evidently
knew more than he about the Villa Ve-
turis happenings.

The crowds yielded passage to the
group. They came into the forum not
far from the high stand with its curule
chair and six lictors and surrounding
guards. A slim, powerful figure stood

RI@EAY

there—not in the purple-edged toga of
his office, but in dusty armor. A long,
aggressive, lean face with undershot jaw,
a voice curt, incisive, challenging. So
this was his cousin—unknown, accursed !

“For the love of the gods, wipe that
look off your face!” grunted Lars, tug-
ging at the sleeve of Ramnes. “Come;
we’ve heard enough. Ranting about the
glories of Rome. Come!”

HINKING of his dead father, of how

the man before him had mounted
upon injustice to wealth and power,
Ramnes felt savage, hackled fury rise
within him at sight of this Mancinus,
His pulses were throbbing as he tore his
gaze away and went along with Lars and
the others, dodging into a courtway close
at hand and then into a house, and so
into a large and empty room. A slave
brought wine, cups, food; then the doors
were locked.

“We're safe here; speak freely!” said
one of the group.

Lars introduced himself and Ramnes,
who told of Pelargos and the killing on
the highway. The Trebia? Aye, he had
seen that also; it was Pelargos who was
largely responsible for the Punic victory.
One of the local men laughed harshly.

“We know all about your Pelargos—
under his Latin name. Reward notices
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are posted in the forum. Umbria is be-
ing searched for him. A deserter, eh?
One who became a captain under the
Africans? They’ll never forgive that in
Rome! Well, trust us. Your Pelargos
will get safely to Reate.”

HE Villa Veturis? This was hearsay,
but reliable. Four days ago, the
proprator had been there with some of-
ficers. Trouble arose over a slave, it was
said; the household slaves attacked the
officers, there was killing, the villa was
set afirc and burned. Mancinus and his
party had departed hastily at full gallop.
The Lady Drusilla? Oh, she had been
away at the time. She was but recently
home from Farther Gaul. She was not
concerned in the tumult. It was no
secret, however, that she had no sympa-
thy with Roman oppression and misrule.
Probably Mancinus would not dare mo-
lest her, thanks to her rank and her fa-
ther’s name. Still, who could tell? He
was a hard man, bitter hard, and loved
cruelty. He had flayed two men alive
at the gate of Reate a fortnight since.
But what of the great battle? The Afri-
cans? The elephants? Were they like
the Monster of Heracles?

Lars told about the happenings on the
Trebia, and Ramnes sat lost in thought.
So there was no crisis, no need of haste.
Trouble over a slave, eh? He started
slightly. Could that slave have been
Croton, home again? And she, of the
warm blue eyes—she was there, there, a
day’s ride away!

He stirred uneasily, was caught by a
name, listened to the talk. Lars broke
into a peal of laughter. The Monster of
Heracles, eh?

“That’s a good one!” he said, turning
to Ramnes. “It seems that there’s a lit-
tle place settled a long time ago by
Greeks, the other side of Reate; nothing
much there except a temple to Hercules,
and the Greek name of Heracles is kept.
Well, about thirty years ago,”—and he
broke off, pausing an instant, at bitter
memories,—‘at the time I was dragged
off to Sicily, the Romans captured a lot
of elephants down there and brought
them to Italy.”

“Eh? Oh, I remember!” Ramnes ex-
claimed. “Pelargos was telling about
them.”

“So? Well, these priests of Heracles
got one of those elephants, somehow, and
kept him, built a special place for him.
These tribes had never seen such a beast ;
he became known as the Monster of
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Heracles. He’s still there; probably get-
ting on in years, too. People come from
everywhere to see him, and the priests
make a fat thing off it. Where did Pe-
largos hear about those elephants? Well,
no matter. Here, try some of this Vena-
frum—the real wine of the gods, liquid
gold!”

Ramnes ate and drank, but frowning-
ly, lost in conjecture. Ah! That priest
of Hercules, who was worshiped as a god
everywhere in these paris, back at
Fanum Fortunz! The priest whom Pe-
largos had dispatched with some mys-
terious message to Eryx! It was just
afterward that the Stork had spoken
about those elephants. And this Mon-
ster of Heracles was kept by the priests
of Hercules! Well, there was plainly
some connection. No wonder Lars Ma-
sena was so uproariously amused by the
name of this poor ancient beast, and the
veneration paid him by the hill folk.
Elephants would soon be no marvel in
Ttaly, unless those of Hannibal were all
dead by now.

“I'm off.” Ramnes came abruptly to
his feet and made his farewells to their
hosts. “Lars, why not stay here, await
Pelargos, and bring him along in a day
or two? Apparently there’s no hurry on
your account. I can go ahead alone.”

Lars assented. One of the Sabines un-
dertook to guide Ramnes to where the
horses would be waiting, outside the
gates, and to show him how to reach the
Villa Veturis without going through
Reate. By morning, it seemed, he should
be there.

O, with his guide, Ramnes departed.

The assembly in the forum was end-
ed, the cavalry had departed for Rome,
the people were streaming away in all di-
rections. Ramnes got his directions.
But, as the two of them passed beneath
the arch of the city gate, a sharp exclama-
tion of dismay broke from the Sabine:

“By Hercules! The propretor him-
self!”

Mancinus, there in the saddle, a group
of officers around him—angrily question-
ing the man who held the two fine horses.

“Hand over those beasts, d’you hear ?”
lifted the propretor’s voice. “And an-
swer me. Whose are they? Answer, you
Sabine dog, or I’ll have you flogged!”

“The horses are mine.”

Ramnes stepped forward, took the
reins, and swung up into the saddle. Ro-
man tongue, Roman eye, Roman armor
—the effect was instant. Eye to eye with
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Mancinus, now, he was more fully aware
of the hot sneering cruelty in that lean
face and ugly undershot jaw, and the
dominating, unscrupulous character be-
hind the cruelty.

“Who are you?” rapped out Mancinus,
startled. “Are you one of my men?”

“The gods forbid!”

The hot eyes narrowed. “Your name?”

“A better one than yours.”

RIPPLE of delight shook the listen-
ing crowd. Roman against Roman
—ha! Something rarely seen! With
an effort, Mancinus reined in his anger.
“Are you aware,” he asked coldly,
“that I am propreetor here, that T've con-
fiscated those horses to the use of the re-
public?” :

“Try to get them,” said Ramnes lacon-
ically.

Despite his blazing eyes of fury, Man-
cinus took warning. An enemy, no doubt
of it; a Roman, no doubt of it; if a Ro-
man of rank, have a care! But the open
appreciation of the country-folk rubbed
him on the raw.

“Do you know my authority here is
absolute ?” he said raspingly.

“No.” Ramnes was icily impassive,
to all seeming. “A proprzator has military
rank only; you assume civil power and
the lictors of a prator, but you say
you’re only a proprator. Perhaps you
are a consul or even a dictator in dis-
guise. One would think so, from the
reputation you have in these parts, Lu-
cius Mancinus.”

The deliberate words bit deep, planted
alarm of the unknown.

“I lack your name,” snapped Mancinus.

“Continue in the lack. I'm a Roman
citizen, which is all you need to know.”

Impassive, indifferent, Ramnes turned
his horse with total unconcern and rode
off, leading the big gray mare. He had
played the part of patrician to a nicety.
The laconic insolence, the incredibly cold
hauteur, left Mancinus biting his lip with
fury, yet baffled. That he had exceeded
the powers of his purely military rank,
was all too true. If this were some emis-
sary from the Senate, it might mean
trouble for him,

Once well away, Ramnes struck into a
swift pace, livid with emotion; that ef-
fort of repression had taken all his will-
power. More than anything in the world
—almost—he wanted to come to grips
with this man who had mounted upon
the ruin of his father, and he hated to
dissemble. Well, at least they knew one

another—would know each other better
when they met with the mask off!

He sent the horses on at full gallop.
The sun was already down behind the
western peaks, there was no particular
need of haste, but he wanted to get away
from Mancinus, who was apparently go-
ing back to the camp at Reate. With
darkness his pace must slow, for these
were country roads.

What lay ahead? What could he ex-
pect at Villa Veturis? This question be-
gan to loom more largely and darkly,
now that he was close to journey’s end.
Or was he? That he must go on to Eryx
had been more than implied. All this
way from the sea he had traveled along
one arm of a V, with Reate at the apex;
now turn and go back along the other
arm, a hundred miles to the coast, far-
ther to Eryx—by the Via Salaria, a road
only partly laid out and begun; Eryx

was beyond Roman jurisdiction. Only
a little, but still beyond.
What of Drusilla in all this? His

errand to her began to seem tinged with
madness, as he reflected on it, and night
drew down along the hills, and the cold
stars brought reason. She had been like
a vision, that day. He had fancied invi-
tation kindling in her eyes, as with the
same thought springing in his brain; he
must find this woman again! But how
far had fancy outrun probability? He
could not tell her such things. The very
idea made him shiver.

“TI can use Pelargos as excuse; she
knows him,” thought Ramnes. “But
that, damn 1t, will be a lie. Tell her the
truth, as her eyes command—and see her
laugh at me for a fool? Tell her of
treasure, and have her shrink from me
as one accursed? Damned if I know
what to do, what to say!”

He rode on into the night, tormented.
Another man would have halted at the
first wayside shrine, sacrificed to the
gods, and prayed for direction. Ramnes
had seen his father act thus too many
times, without result.

T was an hour past midnight, when he
came to the forks in the road. By his
information, the right-hand road went to
Reate; that to the left, would take him
to the villa, in its long valley. He turned,
and dogs at some near-by farm gave sav-
age tongue as though to greet him. A
little farther on, he tethered the horses
among trees and rolled up in his cloak
for an hour or two of sleep. No use get-
ting there at untimely hours.



He was, in fact, beginning to shrink
in alarm from getting there at all.

With the first streaks of dawn, he was
riding on, having finished his cheese and

wine. His road was well defined, much
traveled. Tt led into the long, rising val-
ley described to him. Those gullies com-
ing down from the high hills all along
the right—some one of those must hold
the secret of the sybil’s grotto. The villa
was somewhere ahead, by a stream that
issued from the hills. Vine-stalks dotted
the slopes, clumps of trees here and there
were gilded at their tips by the rising sun.

Conscious that his heart was beating
fast with expectation, Ramnes broke into
a laugh and slowed the horses. Here was
a stream, he had a razor—why not? He
passed a hand over his chin and decided
for it.
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With this he was off, dousing his head
in the icy water. He fell to work briskly,
and if the job was not neatly or painless-
ly done, at least he was cleaner for it.
Laughing again at his own conceit, he
paused to unsling his steel cap and jam it
over his hair, which a barber at Fanum
Fortunz had clipped short. What with
shaven jowl and armor, he flattered him-
self that he made a very different figure
from the uncouth barbaric Mancinus of
the Alps.

He turned to the horses, and put out
his hand to the saddle.

Whack!

Something missed his ear and smacked
into the horse. The beast reared, gave a
squeal of pain, and went away with a
leap and a run. The other horse plunged,
whirled, and dashed away. Ramnes
swung around, bewildered. :

Crash! Something hit his corselet
with such force as to knock him back-
ward. He lost balance and fell, then
came to one knee. A blow struck his
steel cap—a ringing, blinding concussion
that dazed him. Almost at once, another.
A stone glanced from his corselet. Stones!!
Slingers!

He wavered there, unable to rise, all
but sprawled senseless by those shocks.
Hoarse voices came to him; his eyes
cleared; he saw men running forward
from the nearest trees. Shaggy, skin-
clad men, shepherds, slings discarded
now for clubs. Four in all, plunging in
to finish him. They thought him down
for good. Sabine shepherds, men of the
hills, their speech meaningless to him.

He slumped a little in a swirl of dizzy
pain, head hanging. In the nick of time,
his brain cleared ; muscles and nerves re-
sponded to his frantic thrust of will. The
foremost man was rushing at him, swing-
ing the massive club, bearded face and
wild eyes alight with exultant ferocity.

ARELY in time, Ramnes moved,
sprang, propelled himself up and for-
ward, ducking the club and ramming the
shaggy figure headlong, steel cap to belly.
If the crash sent him all asprawl, it did
worse to the other. The man dropped his
club and doubled up in a nerveless, help-
less mass, kicking spasmodically with
one foot.

Desperately, Ramnes scrambled aside
as the others rushed in. The fallen club
touched him; he caught at it, gained his
feet, swung the knotted stick and felt it
smash home. A leap, and he was in the
clear. One man kicking, one down with



bloodied face, two coming for him and
snarling like dogs as they struck.
Vaguely, he was aware they must have
taken him to be a Roman. No stopping
to think, however. Here the work was
fast and furious—blows coming in from
either side, the massive club swinging in
his hands, answering his output of
strength. It met those blows with shat-
tering force, slapped into one bearded
face and sent the owner staggering.
Ramnes whirled upon the second man,
knocked the club aside, swept in a low
stroke for the legs, felt it go home, saw
the man lose balance and go down.
Clear? Not yet. Bloody-face was up
and shambling in with long club aswing.
These weapons did brutal damage, but
killed not. Ramnes loosed his voice at

81

the fellow in hot haste, crying that he
was no Roman, and mouthing the name
of Drusilla; but the shaggy man heard
nothing, understood nothing. He hurtled
forward, lashing in a blow. One of the
others was up and plunging. Desperate,
Ramnes flung himself at them in an ef-
fort to knock them aside and win clear.

A woman’s voice said: ‘“It is good
you didn’t kill him! Mancinus
would bring fire and sword here!”

He comprehended only dimly that his
tremendous and unexpected strength was
beating down all four of them, that they
were in wonder and frantic awe and fear
of him.

He ducked a terrific swing from one
club, sidestepped to avoid the other—
and the first man down, who was still
down, caught his ankle in one swooping
hand. He dragged himself clear, but the
effort lost balance for him. He went
staggering, arms outflung, weapon use-
less. The two were upon him like wolves.

A glancing crack knocked away his
steel cap and sent him down. He saw
the finishing blow coming, tried to ward
it off with his arm—and his last memory
was a shower of blinding sparks.

He struggled back to consciousness
through queer zones of fancy.

An orator was speaking—ILucius Man-
cinus, it seemed, in that dry rasping voice
which stirred him so disagreeably.
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“You fools, who else could it be but
Hercules come to life? Look at this
steel cap, look at this armor—battered,
crushed, dented! No ordinary man could
have withstood such blows. No ordinary
man could have beaten you four giants.
A god, I tell you! Hercules himself, by
his looks, or some other god.”

ULL, confused voices in the strange

clacking Sabine tongue. Then noth-

ing for a while. Then a cool, serene voice

that wakened echoes in the memorv—a
woman’s voice—said;

“It is good that you didn’t kill him!
Kill a Roman, and Mancinus would
bring fire and sword here! Wash the
blood from his face, Caius. You say
there’s no great harm done him? Very
well. Put a wet cloth over his head. Ap-
parently he did more damage to our four
heroes than they did to him. Catch his
two horses, you four, and bring them
here, then get back to your flocks and
don’t lift hand against any other Roman,
or I'll have you punished.”

Drifting, again; grateful coolness and
wetness on his head. Presently his eyes
flickered open. He was sitting propped
against a tree. His gaze focused on the
only thing in front of him—the valley, a
group of fire-blasted trees close at hand,
among them the blackened ruins of what
must have been a great house. Memory
returned. The villa, of course! It was
her voice he had heard!

He twisted his head. The effort hurt,
sent stabs of pain through head and back.
But he saw her standing there in the sun-
light, directing a group of slaves and
freedmen. Starting the day’s work, no
doubt, in the fashion of Roman matrons.
Seeing to everything about the place,
even if the house was gone. A cottage
close by—no doubt it was some freed-
man’s house that she was now occupying.
Croton! Where was Croton?

His eyes strained upon her. Now her
red-brown hair was coiled about her
head, and she wore a white gown caught
in at the girdle. A slim and slender
woman, very proud and poised, filled with
youth and loveliness like the morning
sunrise about her.

Ramnes put up a hand and shoved the
wet cloth from his head. He tried to
speak, but blood was in his throat. He
spat it out, and she turned, and saw he
was awake. Catching a cup of wine that
a slave held, she came swiftly toward

him and sank down at his side, her
anxious eyes upon him. The same eyes,
blue, lively, filled with glinting lights.

“Drink this,” she said gently, and put
the cup to his lips.

“I'm sorry, dreadfully sorry,” she went
on. “They would have killed you, had
not my freedman Caius seen them and
rescued you. They’re poor, wild fel-

lows—"
_“Oh!” said Ramnes. “Don’t apolo-
gize. It's the other way around; I got

what I deserved, perhaps. That makes
us even. You see, I've owed you apolo-
gies for a long time.”

“You?” Her blue eyes searched him.
“Impossible. I've never seen you be-
fore.”

“We exchanged words. You were ten-
der and kind; I answered like a boor.”

“I don’t remember it at all,” she re-
joined slowly. “I’d certainly know if
we’d met before today. You're not a
person to be forgotten.”

“Nor are you,” he said, and laughed
shakily. “No man who has ever looked
into your eyes—who looked into your
face as I did, that morning—could forget
it through all his life.”

A touch of color came into her cheeks.

“Where was this? Who are you?”

“Is Croton here? Did he come?”’

“Croton!” The word was jerked out
of her, “Croton was killed some days
ago. Yes, he came. How did you—
Ah!”

The blue eyes widened. She put one
hand to her mouth in a gesture of alarm,
of wild surmise. “No, no!” she broke
out sharply. “You—it’s impossible!”

“I must find that woman again!” said
Ramnes in a low voice. “That was the
message I read in your eyes, ii you want
the truth of it. I can’t lie to you, Dru-
silla, or utter pretty phrases. I obeyed
what the look in your face commanded
me. I could not help it. Ves, I'm the
same person. You remember now!”

“Yes, T remember now,” she breathed,
staring at him. “That morning with
Scipio. And Croton told me of you, gave
me the message—oh, it’s like a dream,
an impossible dream! Why on earth
are you here?”

AMNES laughed, struggled to rise,

and a groan escaped him as the
movement brought a swirling eddy of
fire across his brain. He dropped back
again and lay unconscious.

The third of the four installments into which we have divided
this novel will appear in our forthcoming February issue.
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A stirring novel of the Great War of
218 B.C.—Hannibal’s invasion of Italy.

Tke Story Thus Far:

W AR and war and war!” said
\ / the village mayor gloomily.
%1 W “Now the African hordes

v ¥ move up the Rhone to bring

us fire and sword! Why should this be ?”

The exiled Roman Mancinus shrugged.
“Why, you ask, this unwanted war? Be-
cause the earth is too full of people. Per-
haps the gods seek to thin out the race of
men. A nation becomes drunk with
dreams of glory and loot, They’re led to
it by the magnetic character of some
great leader. Hannibal is such a man,
from all accounts.”

He soon had opportunity to learn for
himself. But first came his momentous
encounter with the professional soldier
Pelargos, a gigantic slinger who had
served under the father of Mancinus, who
had been commander of the Fourteenth
Legion. Caught in a trap during the last
Punic War, Marcus Mancinus had given
parole in order to save the lives of his
men, of whom Pelargos had been one.
But as punishment he had been sentenced
to exile; and in consequence his embit-
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Drusilla was dazed,
bewildered, like a
child.

tered son was living as a farmer in this
little Alpine valley.

Mancinus struck up a friendship with
Pelargos; and when the Lady Drusilla,
daughter of the former consul Quintus
Veturis, passed through the town under
the escort of Scipio, Pelargos told a
strange story. “I was with Veturis when
he died,” said Pelargos, “and at the last
he spllled a few secrets. . . . Close to the
Veturis estates in Umbria is the grotto of
Lamnia the Sybil. Some of the treasures
of Rome were hidden there, just before
the Gauls sacked the city; and those
who knew the secret died.

“Veturis, when out hunting, discovered
a hillside opening and made his way into
long caverns ; he saw the treasure, but be-
cause of superstition about the Sybil, he
never went back. But he told of it in
delirium, when he was dying. Well, I
know the secret. And no one else does.”

Pelargos proposed that Mancinus join
him in a raid on the cave. The exile hesi-
tated ; and then—Hannibal and his army

and his great war elephants came rollmg
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up the valley, A day later Mancinus,
changing his name to Ramnes, had en-
listed in the service of Hannibal as guide;;
soon thereafter, with Pelargos, he shared
Hannibal’s desperate battles against the
mountain tribes of the Alpine passes.

Wounded and worn-out, Ramnes was
left to recover in a village while Pelar-
g0s and the other survivors fought their
way on. Finally came a letter from
Pelargos telling Ramnes that his exiled
father’s estates—his own rightful inheri-
tance—had been usurped by his cousin
also named Mancinus. More, this Mancin-
us was an evil fellow who possessed a dag-
ger poisoned by some subtle drug so that
even the smallest wound from it deprived
the victim of all will-power. And Man-
cinus sought to win the Lady Drusilla
and join her estates to his. . .. Ramnes
sent Croton, a slave, with a letter seek-
ing to warn Drusilla.

As captain of slingers, Pelargos bore
an important part in Hannibal’s great
victory at Trebia. Afterward Ramnes
and Pelargos and the elephant-trainer
Lars Masena (who sought a boyhood

' GORDON KEYNE
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sweetheart) obtained leave and rode south
for the Villa Veturis to find the Lady
Drusilla and the treasure. Aided by the
fact that Lars Masena was a member of
the Friends of Hercules, a provincial se-
cret society opposed to the domination of
Rome, the three won their way, though
Pelargos was wounded. And finally Ram-
nes, pushing ahead alone, was set upon by
a gang of peasants, beaten unconscious
and only saved from death by the timely
arrival of the Lady Drusilla herself. (T/e
story continues in detail ;)

“TYID Croton give you his warning
about Mancinus—about the dag-
ger of Eryx?”’ asked Ramnes.

Drusilla nodded, a swift anger spring-
ing in her face.

Four days had passed since Ramnes’
rough reception, and he, his bruises heal-
ing, sat watching her working over the
fine washed wool and making it ready
for the spinning-wheel. Odd, he thought,
that she who was so thoroughly the Ro-
man matron of rank, personally super-
vising everything on the estate, should
have so little Roman in her character.

She held up a bit of the fleece.

“See how it glints and sparkles in the
sun? That’s a sign of the finest quality
wool. My grandfather imported some
Phrygian sheep, forty years ago.”

“Afraid to talk or think about Croton,
are your”

She flashed him a look.

“I hate being angry, and all this makes
my blood boil,” she said. “But I suppose
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we must talk it out sooner or later, so let’s
get it done,”

“You've evaded the issue every time
I’'ve brought it up.”

She assented with a cool gesture. “I'm
none too sure of you, Ramnes; of why
you’re here and what you want. You've
evaded, too. Mention the future, and you
shy like a frightened horse.”

He laughed. “Why not? I've told you
what’s planned so far as I know it.”

“Nonsense! You and that man Pelar-
gos and the elephant-man—Ilooking up
long-lost families and loves?” Scorn
flared in her voice. “Yes, that sounds like
Pelargos; a cynic mouthing many words,
jeering at the world.”

“How old are you, Drusilla?”

“Twenty-three.”

Not sure of him, no doubt divining his
reticence. He had not mentioned the
supposed treasure. No word had come
from Pelargos and Lars Masena.

“T’ve been afraid of the truth; I still
am,” he said. “Do you know where the
grotto of Lamnia the Sybil lies?”

“The place accursed? Yes. Three
miles from here. All the world shuns it.”

“That’s one reason I’'m here. You’re
the chief reason. Let’s risk the truth!
First, tell me about Croton. He expected
that you would protect him and obtain
justice for him.”

She winced at this. “Mancinus had be-
haved shamefully here, after I went hur-
riedly to join my father in Gaul,” she
said, her blue eyes sultry with anger as
they looked out across the valley. “He
hated us, you see; for reasons. He took
what he wanted, made a slave of Croton
—all for the service of the republic, of
course. The day after Croton came home,
I went into Reate. Two senators from
Rome were there, a commission sent to
establish a war-supply service and to ar-
range new treaties with the Latin tribes.
I appealed to them for justice and de-
manded that Mancinus be punished.
They—well, they were very Roman.”

She broke off, her voice bitter.

“I threatened to go to Rome and get
justice from Scipio, who’s consul now,”
she went on. “An excellent plan, they
agreed ; but he’s with the army. Oh, they
were smooth, polite, ironic! You see, I've
no family in Rome; my father’s friends
are in the army. Better, they said, to
make sacrifices for the good of the re-
public, in this time of crisis. The truth is
that my mother was Sabine, not Roman;
they even flung that in my face and ad-
vised me to marry a Roman.”
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“Oh! Mancinus?” put in Ramnes, and
she nodded. “Evidently, our good cousin
has high-placed friends. But go on.”

“While I was in the city, Mancinus was
here, looking for me. He found Croton.
He and some others were drunk. They
killed Croton, the slaves and shepherds
attacked them, the villa was burned. 1
got home to find one officer, a centurion,
still here, looting.”

“And you cursed him, and he died a
few days later,” said Ramnes.

“Oh!” Her eyes went to him, wide and
startled. He had not told her of that
affair near Spoletium. “He died? How?”

“By my sword. Come, let’s have it
out!” Ramnes faced her, gravely intent.
“I’'m not here to make peace, but war.
You know I was with Hannibal; I may
be with him again. I’'ve turned my back
on Rome. But you, Drusilla, may hate
me for this.”

“Hate you?” She looked at him steadi-
ly. “Did I seem to hate you, that day we
first met in the shadow of the Alps?
You, whose father saved my father’s
life ?”

“No, you did not; but I was no open
enemy of Rome, then. You gave the
only words of sympath ever granted my
father. Yet you’re Roman in blood, in
education, in all that you are; the sort of
woman typical of the repyblic’s tradi-
tions, the finest and noblest—"

“Ramnes, for those words I could al-
most hate you!” she broke in, low-voiced,
tense. “So that’s why you’ve so closely
guarded your tongue! You forget that
the women of the oldest families in Rome
came from Sabine stock. You forget
that I’'m more Sabine than Roman. What
have I to do with those cold, callously
cruel, deadly practical Romans? For
twenty years the Sabine people have
been ground down and oppressed by such
men as this Mancinus. If a Roman has
such vision and warmth and nobility that
he cannot conform to their barbarous vir-
tues, they Kkill or exile him; your father
was that sort of man, as I've heard my
father say.”

HE torrential words rushed from her

in a blaze of emotion. Ramnes half

sprang to his feet, then relaxed abruptly.

“All very well, Drusilla; but Rome, to
your spirit, is still Rome.”

“Yes,” she said passionately, “A state
that crushes out every spiritual factor,
that grinds the individual into the com-
mon mold ; a state whose ideal is a relent-
less efficiency for the common good—no,
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no! People don’t exist to serve the state
like slaves! Rather, the state exists for
the people, for humanity, as in the Greek
democracies. There’s a higher, nobler
force than mere brutal might! Rome
may grow great on brutality, but in the
end she’ll perish and contribute nothing
to the world!”

“Slightly exaggerated, I fear, but in the
main well said!” With a laugh, Ramnes
was on his feet, his face alight, his eyes
shining and eager. “I never suspected
this; I thought you a woman, I find you
a goddess! Magnificent!”

“A goddess? Don’t talk like a silly
shepherd boy,” she said with new bitter-
ness. “I’'m merely a woman—prey for
the strongest. A woman, to be dragged
down by Mancinus the proprator to gut-
ter level; to be defiled and shamed and
mocked—eh? What is it?”

She looked up suddenly, as he reached
out and touched her, putting his hand on
her shoulder, smiling down into her eyes.

“You’ve made me realize something,
Drusilla. The broken and the helpless,
the exiled and friendless, the outcasts
who have nothing to follow except the
gleam of heart’s desire—why, that’s what
we all are! You, I, Pelargos, Lars—and
by the gods, four strands to a rope make
it stronger than three!”

His voice leaped up, vibrant, ringing.
“What’s to do for such as we? Rage
against the world like mad dogs, destroy-
ing, tearing down? No! Come, follow
the gleam with us, find our heart’s desire
and build upon it, grow strong in it!”

“So?” Her blue eyes kindled. “You’ve
guarded your tongue well. What, then, is
your own heart’s desire? You've told me
what the other two seek. What'’s yours?”

“You.”

The one word—finality, decision, la-
conic strength, and gaze unfaltering, Her
breath came more swiftly. She opened
her lips to speak ; then her eyes flickered
away, her face changed, she came abrupt-
ly to her feet.

“Not now. Who's this?”

Ramnes turned, in startled surprise.
Neither of them had observed the ap-
proaching horseman, until an irruption
of dogs with full-throated alarm revealed
his presence. A shout broke from Ram-
nes, a shout of mingled greeting and
laughter, as the strange figure swung from
the saddle, and Drusilla hastily called off
the dogs.

Pelargos—but what a Pelargos it was!
That long shape was cloaked in woman’s
garb, with floating woolen mantle tucked
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tight under the chin, and heavy braids of
dark hair issuing from below the wide-
brimmed Umbrian hat, A strange, gaunt
woman of some hill tribe by his looks.
Not until the name reached her ears did
Drusilla comprehend who it was.
“Laugh, confound you!” exclaimed
Pelargos. “Laugh, split your sides. Make
a joke of it all! But I tell you they’ve
got every road patrolled, they’re combing
every nook and corner ; that business near
Spoletium has put the hounds out after
Pelargos in full cry! If I hadn’t ridden
most of the way here with a dozen coun-
try-folk supplied by the friends of Lars,
I’d never have got through! Lady Dru-
silla, salutations. You remember me?”

HE tore off hat and wig, ripped away
the woman’s gown and mantle, and
grunted angrily to the roars of laughter
from Ramnes. Drusilla conquered her
mirth, greeted him, and spoke to the
slaves and servants who came running
and staring. The bald head and incredibly
lanky figure emerging from this woman’s
costume brought fresh laughter from
Ramnes, and with a sheepish grin Pelar-
gos joined in it.

““Oh, the hurt’s doing well enough,” he
sald, when mirth settled into questions.
“Lars will be here tonight, if all goes
well. Lady, it’s a long time and a long
road since we laid your father to rest in
Farther Gaul; my service to you. Per-
haps you have a trifle of wine to spare a
thirsty soul? My vow’s ended, comrade,
and I've kept it till now.” .

A table was brought, wine and fruit
arrived, and when the three were alone
Pelargos stretched out comfortably, his
birdlike eyes seeking Drusilla.

“Did this grinning rascal tell you of the
flea he put in the proprator’s ear ?”

“No,” said Ramnes hastily. “We’ve
been getting acquainted ever since I ar-
rived ; in fact, I've just now reached the
point of talking freely, Some of the local
shepherds took me for a Roman, greeted
me with slings and clubs., Hang it all,
Drusilla is one of us! I was a fool not to
trust her from the start.”

Pelargos gulped his wine and stared.

“I don’t know what you’re talking
about, but let it pass. Your brush with
Mancinus had results; apparently he’s
discovered that you were no emissary
from Rome, for he’s got rewards out for
you, also. The roads are hot with cavalry.
Haven’t any been here ?”

“No. My people are on watch,” Dru-
silla said. “They must have taken you



for a woman, since they gave no word of
your coming. Now, suppose you let that
tongue of yours have free rein, and make
up for the silence of Ramnes! Tell me
everything.”

“Gladly. Do you go to Eryx with us?”

“Why should I?” she said, with her
level look.

“You’d better. Mancinus has got you
appointed a ward of the state, is coming
here to see you. If the deviltry is as Cro-
ton said, you’ll have to jump fast! Lars
said last night that Mancinus is boasting
you’ll be his wife in three days.”

He went on, talking fast and furiously
as the wine flexed his tongue. He told
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“You’re not afraid
of the curse?’” ex-
claimed Ramnes,

Drusilla all that Ramnes had not, and
spared himself no glory in telling of the
Trebia battle. She made caustic com-
ment, with a lift of her brows. |

“You were always rated a braggart,
Pelargos. Need you boast now, when
you’re at the end of your rope?”

His bright eyes searched her face for a
moment.

“Sometimes my boasting has a purpose,
lady,” he said gravely. “The man who
thinks well of himself, is thought well of
by others; when there’s great work to be
done, swaggering lends confidence. Look
how the Romans boast about their work
at sea, spreading the story that a wrecked



Punic galley taught them to build ships,
and eventually to scatter the navy of
Carthage! That’s pure brag, to build up
the Roman name.”

“Isn’t it true?” asked Ramnes curious-
ly, and Pelargos snorted.

“Shipwrights and seamen aren’t made
in a day. Ancus Martius, the fourth king
of Rome, had great shipyards. Two hun-
dred years before Duilius beat the Punic
fleet, a reach of the Tiber was expressly
set apart for ship construction. Immedi-
ately after the Tarquins were expelled, a
treaty with Carthage assigned limits for
the Roman fleet. Why, the earliest Ro-
man money bore the image of a ship’s
prow, to show sea power! No, no, lady.
I, who war against the gods, am hoping
now to create a god, so let me strut and
swagger as I will.”

“Your windy words seem to hide some
sense,”’ said Drusilla, frowning, “but I
don’t like vague allusions. Just what do
you propose ?”’

“Aye,” said Ramnes.
definite plans.”

Pelargos dissented. “Not yet; don’t
flourish the palm before you win the race.
All our future depends on certain ele-
ments; tonight when Lars arrives, I'll
know the best or the worst, and lay every-
thing before you. Fair enough?”

“So it seems,” Drusilla answered. “But
why should I go to Eryx?” -

“For friendship and safety. You've
none here.”

‘“Mancinus can’t harm me, That silly
story about using the dagger—"

“Let’s have

“T) Y Hercules, it’s not silly! It’s true!”
exclaimed Pelargos vehemently. “In
Reate and Interamna were three men,
powerful leaders of the people, who hated
Rome, distrusted Mancinus, and set the
people against him. I don’t know their
names, but Lars does; he got the whole
story. Where are those three leaders to-
day? Half-imbecile, servile sycophants
of the proprator, their wealth and power
turned over to him. A judgment of the
gods, says Mancinus! No, lady, that ac-
cursed weapon is an actual fact. Let him
but prick your arm, as by accident, and
you become his slave.”

“I don’t believe it.
him!” she broke out.

“Well, I am,” said Pelargos.
Ramnes isn’t.”

“For the last time, will you give some
definite reason why I should go to Eryx?
You have more in view than merely find-
ing your family again?”

I’m not afraid of

“But

“Yes.” Pelargos rubbed his long nose.
“Go, then, because we go. Eryx is be-
yond the present reach of Rome. The
first need is money; ours is about used
up. If all goes well, I hope to leave here
tomorrow evening—and we’ll go like
gods! Ramnes, did you tell her the se-
cret that her father told me?”

Ramnes shook his head. Pelargos ges-
tured irritation.

“You've certainly wasted time! We
must find that treasure, or give up the
idea, this very day. Talk about destiny !
It’s driving us like a millrace—you don’t
know our friend Mancinus has his eye
on Eryx? Aye; plans to get its wealth
and man-power for the use of Rome—"

“Pelargos,” cut in Drusilla gently, but
with a sweetness that tokened danger,
“either abandon your vagueness this min-
ute, or I leave you, What secret did my
father tell you ?”

Suddenly blunt and direct, Pelargos
told of the treasure. Ramnes watched

to see how the story affected her; a breath
of relief shook him, delight seized him,
when her blue eyes kindled and color rose
in her cheeks, and she came quickly to
her feet.

“Good! We'll get horses, and prove or
disprove these words, without delay.”
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“You’re not afraid of the curse?” ex-
claimed Ramnes.

She gave him a level look.

“I fear the gods, Ramnes, and rever-
ence them; but I neither fear nor rever-
ence Rome. Luckily, we have your two
horses and that of Pelargos. I'll be ready
in five minutes.”

She turned toward the cottage, calling
the slaves. Pelargos looked at Ramnes,
and chuckled softly.

“All’s well, comrade. Never blurt
things out to a woman till the right mo-
ment ; make her force the issue, and she’s
yours. Once you know the trick, it’s
easily done.”

“Oh, you’re a human marvel,” Ramnes
said drvly. “Is it true Mancinus 1s com-
ing here?”

“Yes.” Pelargos knit his brows. “And,
if everything else works out, you’ll have
the hardest job of all as your contribution
to the common good! One I don’t envy
you by half, either. But let it wait—de-
pends on the treasure, on Lars, on Dru-
silla. Here she comes.”

The horses were brought; Drusilla
mounted ; the three went riding off.

They cut away from the long valley,
following the stream that wended back
through the hills, where sheep grazed be-
neath towering chestnuts and massive
oaks. In half an hour they reached what
Pelargos declared to be the spot, Veturis
having mentioned certain landmarks ; but
finding any cave entrance was another
matter.

OON was near when Drusilla, push-

ing through a tangled thicket, lifted
a call that brought the others. There,
under an overhang of rock, showed an
orifice dark and jagged, completely hid-
den away.

“Veturis killed a wolf here,” said Pe-
largos. “Smells clean. Fire, comrade ?”

“Wait here,” spoke up Drusilla excited-
ly. “I'll ride back—we have torches ready
for use. I'll bring them, and something
to eat, and fire.”

She was gone with a leap for the horses,
running lightly, her briar-torn robe flut-
tering.

Pelargos gazed after her.

“What a woman!” he ejaculated.
“There was never a goddess equal to that
flesh and blood and brain! You're lucky,
comrade. Well, this looks as though we’d
see Eryx and no mistake. When we fell
in with Lars, I knew the fates were weav-
ing their web for us! By the way, I
neglected to mention that the son of
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Marcus Mancinus is even more badly
wanted than I am.”

Ramnes started. “What? You mean
they know who I am? Or rather who I
was?”’

“Precisely; Romans aren’t fools. I
didn’t tell you in front of Drusilla, for
the words have an ugly sound. That fel-
low Alimentus talked a lot; the officers
who were with Scipio, when you met
Drusilla, have talked. It’s known that a
real Roman was with Hannibal. It’s one
thing for a hireling like me to turn against
Rome, but for a Roman-born to do so,
puts foam at their lips! Add to this, the
natural hatred of Mancinus for his rela-
tive. In short, the man who kills you and
brings in your traitor’s head gets wealth
and rank.”

Ramnes laughed harshly. “Very well!
My head will cost them something.”

“I trust so; but gold’s the first and
most loyal friend in case of need. And if
we find this Roman gold and make 1t
fight for us—ha! Beautiful irony! I'm
going to take a look inside there, to make
sure we're not on a false lead.”

He rose, made his way through the
close thicket, and vanished through the
opening, which was large enough to ad-
mit him when doubled up.

AMNES sat in tumultuous thought.

. They knew him? Let them! It was
of small account, beside the astonishing
revelation of Drusilla, of all that lay in
her heart and mind. When Pelargos
came scrambling out, grimed and cursing,
to report a certainty of caverns, Ramnes
scarcely heard ; he told the other all that
had passed, all that had been said.

Pelargos rubbed his nose, scratched
his bald pate, shook his head doubtfully.

“Comrade, you and she alike are 1deal-
ists, of a sort. I'm not. I don’t compre-
hend just what all your fine words are
about ; but my family’s in Eryx, Lars will
find his heart’s desire there, you'll find—
what? A future, if things work aright.
Did Croton tell you the origin of this
dagger Mancinus now has?”

“The dagger of Eryx?” And Ramnes
frowned. “Something about the gods; I
don’t remember.”

“The gods, aye.
superstitious.”

“How do you know so much about
Eryx, anyhow, Pelargos?” demanded
Ramnes bluntly. “You said your father
was a Greek. You were born in Spain.”

Pelargos grinned. “He was a Greek,
yes; from Eryx. Chew on that, com-

Those Greeks are



THEY LIVED BY THE SWORD

!”

rade!” And he leaped up. “Ha! Here
comes our fire and light ; now for the loot
of Rome! You’'ll be more likely to see it
than Hannibal will, if I’m any judge.”

S Drusilla arrived, her horse blowing,

Pelargos seized one of the torches

she bore and lit it at the pot of embers;

fanning it into flame, he went plunging

for the cave entrance. Ramnes motioned

Drusilla to follow, and himself brought
up the rear, with extra torches.

The opening admitted them freely. In-
side, the ruddy light of Pelargos guided
them along a fairly large cavern which
ran endlessly, it seemed. Bones littered
the floor but there was no token of hu-
man visitation.

Suddenly the light ahead disappeared.
Darkness enveloped them. Drusilla ut-
tered one low gasp; then Ramnes caught
her hand.

“Come along—the passage has turned,
that’s all.”,

Her fingers gripped his ; something was
born between them on the instant, as
though this touch of the hand demolished
some final barrier. Their voices rang
with hollow echoes from the cavern roof,
a foot or two overhead. They caught up
with the light around a turn and saw the
stooping shape of Pelargos on ahead.
Then they heard his voice, in a wild,
exultant, incoherent yell of excitement.

They hastened on, for the light lessened
once more. The passage opened into an-
other; Pelargos was standing in a large
but rather narrow chamber with high
roof, the torch held high. Its spluttering
ruddy flames lighted up everything. The
three stood staring, silent.

From this chamber various passages
led away into obscurity. At one end were
piled a curious lot of objects—stools,
crude stone images, a huge bronze tripod,
a litter of old clothes and weapons, evi-
dently left from ancient occupancy. But
piled in the center of the place, filling the
floor, were the treasures of pristine Rome,
of the city and temples destroyed by the
Gauls nearly a century ago.

It was a queer hodﬂepodge of intrinsi-
cally worthless objects, no doubt vener-
ated relics of temples and shrines, and
clorious eye-filling riches in massy gold
and gems. Caskets and chests of bronze
and wood and leather; vases, shields,
votive offerings of ruddy metal, old-fash-
ioned weapons and armor of the most
glorious description.

Pelargos moved, went to one of the
high leather sacks, and with an effort
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broke the rotten draw-strings and pried
apart the stiff leather folds. He scooped
out a handful of gold ornaments and
coins, and let them dribble back. He
struck his knuckles against one of the
tall golden vases. The actuality of it was
stupefying.

“Well, here it is,” he said hoarsely.
“Loot of the Etruscan kings, loot of the
Latin tribes, loot of the temples and
treasury of Rome! Placed here and lost ;
those who hid it, killed by the Gauls!”

Drusilla approached a small but glori-
ously worked casket of gold and ivory.
As though fascinated, she traced with her
finger the letters worked on top and sides.
A sudden low cry escaped her ; she looked
up, eyes dilated, awe and wonder in her
face.

“Look ! Look! Do you know what this
is? Can you read? The books of the
Cumean Sybil! The most sacred thing
in all Rome, the prophecies which guided
and guarded the city! They are sup-
posed to have been laid away for con-
sultation only in the greatest emergen-
cies; no one has seen them for ages, ex-
cept the priests—"

“And in reality they were put here and
lost!” Pelargos broke in with a wild
laugh. “Ha! There’s Rome for you!
No one dared admit they were lost, eh?
Well, well, let’s have another torch or
two. Comrade, you and I will have to
move out to the entrance whatever we
want to take with us. We’ll have to take
all we want, for we may not get back
here.”

“I want this.” Drusilla put her hand
on the casket. “But, Pelargos! How
can we hope to carry much of this treas-
ure with us?”

“I’ll answer that tonight,” said Pelar-
gos, his bald pate shining in the torch-
light. “You know more about the relics
of the gods of Rome than I do, lady. Pick
out some of these things———sacred images
and so forth. Probably these small cas-
kets hold the most precious objects.”

RUSILLA began to examine the boxes
and chests, as Ramnes moved them
out.

“Everything’s marked,” she exclaimed.
“See the leather tags on the armor? Oh
—1it can’t be true, it can’t!” She caught
her breath, staring at a little casket of
curious old bronze. “The sacred image
that Aeneas brought from Troy! And
that stone figure—the Minerva that fell
from heaven! Those golden arms, the
relics of the kings of Veil—"



Pelargos laughed again. ‘“Plague take
your images from heaven! [I’ve seen ’em
in Spain and Gaul, stones that fall from
the sky with fire and noise. Just stones.
Funny sort of gods, who have nothing
better to do than bombard the earth with
fiery images! Ramnes, here are weapons,
armor, and the good gold coin that spells
power. We’d better get what we want
moved out to the entrance. We can’t
take too much; let Drusilla have the
heavenly images to play with, and we’ll
stick to solid worth.”

“Wait!” Drusilla intervened, breath
coming quickly, and eyes alight. “I want
for myself this little casket with the
books of the Cumean Sybil; but wait!
Do you realize what this means? The
choice it offers to us?”

ELARGOS shook his head, frowning.

Ramnes nodded, with a slight smile;
he had been thinking of just this thing.
Cool, unexcited by the scene, careless of
the heaped metal, he had been weighing
potential and actual values.

“To bargain with Rome, you mean ?”

“Of course!” she cried. “Only the
priests know these treasures are lost;
they’re supposed to have been saved from
the Gauls and to remain hidden in the
temples. The priests know. They’ve
handed down descriptions, everything.
And the priests are the most powerful
men in Rome, remember!”

“Ha! I see!” burst out Pelargos.
“Hand over this stuff, bargain, barter!
We could have anything we asked. Eh?
And then get our throats cut to stop our
tongues.”

“Right,” said Ramnes calmly. “Who’d
trust Rome? Not I. Rome would go to
any lengths to get this stuff, true; and to

any lengths to keep the people fromr

knowing it had been lost. Would you

trust Rome, Drusilla ?”

The light died from her face. “No.”

“Nor 1,” said Pelargos. “But I'll not
hold you. Choose, then! If against
Rome, be against her; if seeking some
way to buy her friendship, seek it! But
not I. The temples at Eryx will go wild
to get some of these relics. The priests
there will be more valuable to us than the
priests of Rome. Drusilla, take what you
like of all this pile, and go to Rome, if
you wish. Here’s your chance. The
choice is yours.”

“Right,” said Ramnes gravely, looking
at her. “I don’t know yet just what
Pelargos proposes at Eryx ; but my choice
is made. Yours is to make.”

“Tonight, then, when your friend Lars
arrives,” said she, and turned away,
cradling the little casket of gold and
ivory 1n her armes.

“All right,” said Pelargos briskly. “You
hold a light, we’ll work. At it, comrade!
Two of these leather bags of gold and
trinkets, to the outer entrance, and what
other stuff we can find of most value.”

They worked for a long while. To
Ramnes, it was absurd to hope that they
could carry away what was dragged out
along the passage, yet Pelargos seemed
cheerfully confident.

They broke off to explore the grotto’s
ancient approach, which ended in a blank
wall of massive stones, the wall upon
which had been laid the curses of Rome.
Pelargos roared with laughter over the
whole affair. Rome, hiding away here
her choicest treasures and securely con-
cealing them under mighty curses—only
to lose them when those who knew the
secret died! Even Veturis, had been
bound by his awe and superstition, But
as Ramnes said truly, Veturis had not
been driven by all the devils of despair
and lost hopes and an empty future.

“Here’s such armor as you’ll never see
again,” Pelargos exclaimed once. “Equip
yourself! You came here a mere man,
fugitive and battered; go forth a god,
comrade!”

“Oh!” Drusilla examined the leather
tag affixed to a glorious Etruscan helmet
of bronze and gold. “Ramnes! Here’s
the armor of Porsena, king of Tusculum,
a votive. offering to Mars after he was
killed! Take it, take it!”

Laughing, Ramnes obeyed ; the massive
armor was a bit large, even for him, but
the spear that accompanied it brought a
grunt of delight from his lips. A tem-
pered bronze point, hard as steel, a heavy
shank adorned with golden grips—a
massive weapon, a thing of cruel weight
but beautiful balance. Pelargos, decking
himself out in fanciful helm and breast-
plate of Greek workmanship, smiled. -

“And to think my little pellets of iron,
my strip of leather and cord, would let
death and daylight through your bronze
at fifty feet! Here, take this shield,”
and he rolled out a small but exquisitely
worked shield adorned with a Gorgon’s
head. “Not too heavy, and has a good
grip. Well, how’s the time going ¢”

THEY sought the daylight, and were
amazed to find the afternoon nearly
gone and the sun at the western hills.

They had even forgotten to eat, and laugh-
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“T want for myself this little casket. . . . Only
the priests know that these treasures are lost!”

ingly made amends. When Ramnes strode
off to get the horses, Pelargos nudged
Drusilla and pointed.

“Look, lady! There’s Hercules come
back to earth again; did you ever see a
man more fitted to be a god? Not Han-
nibal himself, I tell you!”

Her blue eyes dwelt upon the glittering
armed figure, whose splendid proportions
and lithe power seemed so incredible.

“What a Roman he would make!” she
breathed, half regretfully.

Pelargos sniffed.

“What a god he would make, you
mean! And by Hercules, that’s what
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I’ll make of him! He’s only half awake
to life and power and his own possibili-
ties; one good blooding, and you’ll see a
different person there, a man greater than
other men, emerging from youth and bit-
terness. He’s wise, cool—all he needs
is to feel and know himself. You should
have seen him down that centurion, all in
a minute. Give him his chance, now, and
there’ll be one of the old heroes come to
life!”

They rode back to the ruins of the villa,
Pelargos jingling gold and Drusilla with

the casket in her arms ; but Ramnes found

a fierce delight in the great spear, massive



as himself, made as though for his strong
hands.

The slaves and servants stared amazed-
ly. Drusilla assigned them a cottage
close to her own, one of the outbuildings
which had escaped the flames.

“I have writing to do,” she said, smil-
ing. (‘Caius, my freedman, is an excel-
lent scribe. Make yourselves comfort-
able, and I'll get you to witness some
papers when we’re through. No sign of
your friend Lars, so far. We’ll be warned
if he or anyone else comes.”

Half an hour later a slave summoned
them to her cottage. They were shaved
and bathed, rested and at ease. They
found her working with the freedman, at
a table heaped with seals and writing-ma-
terials.

“Will you witness these?” she said,
pointing to a heap of papers. “If you
can’t write, Pelargos, make your mark.
These are letters of freedom for all my
slaves.”

“What?” exclaimed
‘are you freeing them ?”’

“I’'m gambling,” she said, smiling, look-
ing into his eyes. “The die is cast. I'm
gambling with destiny—and you two.
I’ll have no use for these slaves in Eryx.”

So she announced her decision,

Ramnes, “Why

- CHAPTER X

N hour after sunset, when they were

sitting down to dinner in the cot-
, tage, came Lars Masena. A shepherd
had come in posthaste with word of a
single horseman, so they were ready, with
;ll_p ace set at the table and a couch for

im.

The change in Lars, of which Ramnes
had previously been aware, was now even
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more pronounced, He was assured, con-
fident, radiant ; at first entrance he flung
Pelargos one quick nod, one gesture, as
though to announce that his mysterious
errand had been more than successful.
Drusilla greeted him with an appraising
quality beneath her cool dignity, but
speedily thawed to him. He seemed, in-
deed, to be consumed by a laughing,
eager exultation,

“What news?” demanded Ramnes,

“Oh, the best!” Lars rejoined, beam-
ing. “That is, if you don’t linger about
here. I hear Mancinus has proclaimed a
huge reward for your head—a traitor to
Rome and so forth, What about the
treasure ?”’

“Found and ready,” exclaimed Pelar-
g0s.

Drusilla regarded Lars with a smile.

“I'm told that you’re something of an
expert with elephants, You should visit
the one at Heracles, not far from here—
the Monster of Heracles, he’s called.”

) ELARGOS exploded in laughter, and
Lars grinned.

“I've just come from there,” he said.
“Your Monster is an old bull, a big one,
flabby with lack of exercise; he was
overjoyed to see me.”

“What ?”’ said Drusilla. “You talk as
though he were an old friend !”

“Lady, he nearly danced for joy when
I spoke to him in Carthaginian! He had
not forgotten his youthful training—he
was ca{)tured by the Romans, you know.
When I left, he trumpeted after me. The
priests were dumfounded. I dropped in
as a chance traveler, and departed as an
honored magician.”

“And can you get him?” demanded
Pelargos.

‘“Easily. He’s chained to a huge tree in
the temple grove—a long chain. I have
only to knock out a staple, and he’s free.
They’ll never know he’s gone, till next
morning.”

“And will probably assign it to the do-
ing of the gods!” Pelargos laughed loud-
ly, caught the look of Drusilla, and leaned
forward, his elbows on the table, “All
right, all right! Here, comrades, is the
game. Tomorrow Lars goes back to
Heracles; he steals the elephant and gets
here in an hour or so after dark.”

“Less,” broke in Lars Masena. “He’ll
travel fast, faster than horses.”

“And picks up the load of gold. Ha!
You see the point now?” exclaimed Pe-
largos triumphantly. “You see the mill-
race of destiny? But only a part. With

F



that elephant and our horses, we get off,
travel all night, get past Asculum before
morning, and have a clear road to the
sea! Hide by daylight, travel by night.
On to Eryx, and the fulfillment of the
ancient prophecy!”

Ramnes stared admiringly, as every-
thing suddenly dovetailed and came clear
—or at least enough to give him an ink-
ling of the slow plotting, and why Pelar-
cos had wanted to make sure of details.

“What prophecy?” he demanded.

‘“Mine.” Pelargos grinned. “Remember
that priest of Hercules at Ariminium?
The one to whom I gave half my plunder,
and sent to Eryx? Those priests, com-
rade, are smart men, and for gold they’ll
do much. I told him I was one of Han-
nibal’s captains and was coming to Eryx,
with the god Hercules. You see, there
actually was some old prophecy that Her-
cules would return to life and show up in
Eryx. Now, by this time, it’ll be spread
all over the city. No one will know
much about ancient prophecies except the
priests, and they’ll embroider it to suit
the cloth. Remember, Eryx is worried
over the Roman power ; remember, we’ve
learned that Mancinus expects to gobble
Eryx! The prophecy is all set, be sure
of that. When Hercules shows up on an
elephant—"’

Ramnes, who had listened with gather-
Ing anger, broke in abruptly:

‘“Enough of this blasphemy! 1’ll have
no part in it. Shame on you for assuming
that I'd lend myself to such a rascally
imposition!”

o AIT, my noble Roman, wait!”
cried Pelargos. “You don’t under-
stand! I’'m giving you Eryx—the city,
its fleet, its territories! I'm making you
king, tyrant, dictator, judge, anything you
want to call yourself—ruler of Eryx!”

“Are you insane?” demanded Ramnes
sternly.

“No. Lars will back up all T say.
Here’s a city of thirty thousand souls,
ruled by a council of elders, and badly
ruled; the royal family died out some
generations back and the city became a
republic, to its sorrow. What happens?
In time of crisis, with the hand of
Rome reaching out to grab everything,
the god Hercules appears riding on an
elephant. The prophecies have come
true!”

“I’ll have none of it !” snapped Ramnes.
“T’ll not stoop to such pretense !”

“You don’t have to do anything; just
take what’s given you. The more you

- with the elephant.
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deny being a god, the more firmly they’ll
believe you are one. You’ll come with
gold in your hand—ha! Trust the priests
to do the rest! Offer the city only one
thing ; help against Rome. Be their lead-
er. Send to Hannibal offering alliance
and help. He’ll make no campaign until
spring; then Rome will make a supreme
effort, and either crush him or be crushed.
Here’s the end of the rainbow I showed
you on the other side the Alps, Ramnes!”

RUSILLA turned, and her face was
radiant.

“Oh, Ramnes! It’s as you said only
this morning—the chance to build, to cre-
ate, to effect something great!”

So it was, indeed ; her words shook him,
and his eyes were opened to the truth.
Pretense? Not at all. He need pretend
nothing,

Lars squinted at him across the table,
and spoke. ,

“You’re the man for it, the man to do
it, Ramnes! Come in the likeness of a
god ; then let your actions speak for you.
Eryx is ripe to be plucked. What’s more,
the Friends of Hercules will back you up.
I’'ll guarantee that five thousand Sabines
will be there in three weeks, to fight
against Rome! If you don’t pluck the
ripe apple, Mancinus will.”

“You can,” said Drusilla softly. “You’ll
not lose the chance, comrade?”

The word burned joyously in his brain
as he stared at her, at the others. Realiza-
tion came to him. Power! He, the gawky
barbarian youth, suddenly caught and
rushed down the millrace of destiny, as
Pelargos expressed it ; shoved into power
—could he do it? Could he play such a
game ?

“By the gods!” he exclaimed slowly.
His features firmed, settled into sudden
exultant strength. “It’s incredible; yet
—ah, what a glorious incredibility! Yes,
I see it now, what it means, what it might
be! Right, Pelargos!” He looked at
Drusilla, and laughed eagerly. ‘“And
you’ll help?”

“If I can, yes. I can see the future,
there in Eryx!”

“Then it’s settled. But why delay?”
The gaze of Ramnes, now all ablaze,
struck out at Pelargos. “Why not go now,
tonight ?”

The Stork palmed his bald head,
anxiously.

“We must risk delay. If Lars went
now, he’d not get here till after midnight
Between here and
Asculum, seventy miles, all is danger;
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we couldn’t get past Asculum by dawn,
and an elephant is no easy thing to hide.
With an early start tomorrow night, we
can do it, At least, Lars and I can do it
with the elephant; you and Drusilla fol-
low on horseback, and we’ll wait for you
next day beyond Asculum. Remember,
that beast can go like the wind! Then,
past Asculum, we’re practically out of
danger.”

“Seventy miles in a night, loaded with
gold and two men?” queried Ramnes
skeptically,

Lars wrinkled up his face. “I think
so; if not, I know a place near Asculum
where we’d be safe. But near here or
Reate, none. Thank the gods, we’re be-
tween Reate and Asculum, and have only
the one city to pass! That elephant, re-
member, must be out of this whole district
between sunset and sunrise. It’ll be a
pinch, but we can do it or kill the old
bull in the attempt!”

“Very well ; then we risk delay.” Ram-
nes met the gaze of Pelargos, and laughed
aloud. “You crafty schemer! That glori-
ous armor, the gold, the relics of the gods
—yes, we should be welcome enough in

Eryx, if things are as you say! We'll
find Romans there ?” :
“Romans are everywhere. Mancinus

has spies there,” said Pelargos, a question
in his eyes.

“Then the first thing to do is to seize
every one of them,” said Ramnes thought-
fully.

The face of Pelargos cleared. He ex-
changed a glance with Lars, who smiled;
Drusilla caught the look, and her eyes
warmed ; she lifted her goblet, and spilled
a few drops of the wine.

“To the gods!” she exclaimed. “To all
the gods—and may the false become the
true!”

“There,” said Pelargos, “is a toast I can
drink with all my heart!”

OWER! Rather, the opportunity of

striking a blow for freedom, for him-
self, for them all; a blow such as Rome
would remember, a blow for the free
people of the world!

His throbbing thoughts stirred Ramnes
out of the cottage that night, when the
others were asleep, out under the stars.
He paced up and down, cloak-wrapped
against the night chill, mapping in his
brain a thousand things that might be
done—if Eryx willed! Within a few
hours, he had changed and grown into a
different person, as though he had been

ripening for this moment.
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He was aware of a dark figure, and
heard her voice.

“Not sleeping ?”’

“Planning,” said he, falling into step
with her, “The world has suddenly be-
come rich and glorious, Ah, if we were
in Eryx now!”

“What would you seek to do, if we
were ?”

“Please you,” he said softly. She made
no answer for a while, then spoke as she
turned away.

“That,” she said, “is possible. Good-
night, comrade!”

He slept on the promise of those words.

OON of next day saw Lars Masena
off; he had seen the treasure, he
knew where to meet them that evening.
The winter days were short, the nights
long, and he was confident that all would
20 as planned.

Power! The thought drove unceasing-
ly at Ramnes; not that he cared a snap
about power for itself, but for the sake of
achievement. It obsessed him that after-
noon, as in company with Pelargos he
took the horses and heavy armor to the
thicket in front of the cave opening, and
left them there against the night. The
horses tethered, he took seat on a fallen
tree and watched Pelargos working with
his sling.

“The whole thing seems impossible,”
he said abruptly. “It’s a grand dream to
make a song in the heart, but it takes a
lot of doing.”

“That’s life, if you’d live it like a god,”
said the bald man. “The weakling who’s
afraid to fight, claims the world owes him
a living and tries to sneak it. The strong
man goes through defeat and misery,
heartbreak, treachery; but goes through.
Sometimes.”

“Go over to Greece and set up as a
philosopher,” Ramnes said with asperity.
“What do you know of failure and heart-
break, you who last night smoothed out
the future with honeyed words? Accord-
ing to your reckoning, we have only to
walk ahead to triumph.”

“I lied,” the other said simply. “This
moment, comrade, I’'m facing perplexity ;
I’m at a loss, blocked, baffled! I’ve been
so eager about the other details, that I’ve
missed the keynote of the whole affair. 1
tried so hard to make you and Drusilla
see success, that I left the most important
detail to chance—and, confound it, I see
no way!”

Ramnes stared at him. “What are
you talking about ?”
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“Remember, I spoke of your contribu-
tion? A task, which I didn’t envy you?”

“Oh! I remember you mentioned it.
Just what is the task?”

“Getting hold of the dagger of Eryx.
The one Mancinus has. Croton told you
of it. The thing isn’t absurd, comrade;
it actually works.”

Ramnes nodded. “I believe it. Not
hard to figure out how it works, either.
Why does it matter to us?”

Pelargos surveyed him, lips pursed,
eyes troubled.

“Has it occurred to you that Eryx
might be slow to accept a new ruler ?”

“Why, plague take it, that’s what wor-
ries me!” burst out Ramnes. “It just
doesn’t make sense. Priests or not, gods
or not, the idea is folly! It sounds good,
but lacks in all practical, prosaic value.
A handful of gold won’t buy the rule of
a city; nor will mere superstition con-
quer reality.” -

“TI know,” said the other, and sighed.
“Here’s the nub of the whole thing, com-
rade. The ancient prophecy—the real
one, not my hocus-pocus—stated that
Hercules would come to Eryx bringing
back the dagger with him. Remember, it
was a gift from Minerva. She and Her-
cules are the twin divinities of the city.
It was the symbol of sovereignty. It was
preserved in a temple in Reate until
Mancinus seized it.”

AMNES frowned. “You’re apparent-

. ly serious—"

“By Hercules, I am serious!” ex-
claimed Pelargos, fervently. “That dag-
ger’s the key to everything! I’'ve racked
my brains trying to think up some way of
getting it, and I’m stumped. All I can
suggest is that you go into Reate tonight
with Drusilla, after we get off, and try
your luck. It never leaves Mancinus
night or day, they say ; and he lives in the
city, not in the camp.”

“So you expect me to take such an in-
sane risk, for a dagger?”

“You and she both.” Pelargos wore a
sulky expression, as though the problem
had so utterly baffled him that he was
ready to snarl at anyone. “Not for a dag-
ger, but for Eryx! I tell you, it’s the key
to triumph! The priests there know all
about it, doubtless know the secret of its
migic; there’s no other in the world like
it.

Ramnes spat out an oath. “If the
cursed thing means so much in Eryx, why
doesn’t Mancinus plan to make use of it
there ?”’ he demanded.

!)?
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“He does, he does!” cried Pelargos in
exasperation. ‘“He means to seize Eryx
with its help! There’s no secret about
it; he knows its value to him. Roman
commissioners were here last week. He’s
arranged everything with them. Once
master of Eryx, he’s to have full pretor’s
rank. The new consuls, just elected,
have promised him a free hand so long as
he sends treasure and slaves and above
all, cavalry, to Rome!”

“Then it seems your plans should
have begun with this dagger, instead of
ending with it. Filled with some subtle
poison or some virulent drug, that smears .
the point on touching a secret spring, eh ?”’

“Evidently you don’t credit the magic
of the gods?”

“Bah! No more than you. Well, if
I must, I must! Send Drusilla away with
Lars. You stay, and lend a hand. We'll
get the cursed thing somehow.”

“Agreed. Send her out of danger, eh?”
The countenance of Pelargos cleared.
“Very well. That’ll mean delay ; we may
have to spend most of the night getting
at Mancinus.” *

“She saild two Roman senators had
been here,” Ramnes said gloomily. “She
appealed to them and they politely
laughed at her. Evidently they were
preparing to sell her out all the time,
making an agreement with Mancinus;
if it’s true that the state is taking over
all her property, that she’s to be a ward
—eh? What’s wrong?”

“Everything,” muttered Pelargos.

He was staring past Ramnes, who
turned and came to his feet. Instead of
three horses, there were now four. A
fourth had come up while they talked,
unobserved, and joined the others, and
was standing there; something queerly
shapeless clung to his saddle, and, as
they hastily approached, dripped heavy
gouts of blood. A man, horribly gashed
by swords, was clinging there senseless.

“Her freedman Caius!” cried Ram-

nes. “Quick! Something’s happened!”

ASTILY Pelargos helped him get the

dying freedman from the saddle.

His eyes opened, he looked at them, he
spoke faintly.

“Just after—you left. Mancinus. A
dozen soldiers. Killed our men—"

His head lolled over, he sighed, and it
was his last breath. Ramnes leaped up,
but Pelargos caught his arm, looked into
his eyes.

“Careful! Quickest to leap, first to
stumble, as the saying goes. Three miles



The sword of Ramnes

slashed . . . from the man

burst a frightful scream,
as his arm fell off.

to ride.” His swift gaze flicked at the
trees, the vale, the hills. “I can cut
straight across. You ride around; take
armor and spear. I'll help you with it.”

Ramnes, his brain on fire, turned and
hurled himself at the armor.

“Use your head, now,” said Pelargos,
helping with the stiff ancient fastenings.
“You're the shock troops, heavy-armed;
go straight in. Trust me to be some-
where. Here’s Rome, remember! Meet
Rome squarely, comrade. The other fel-
low always dies first, if you’re quick
enough ; first blow best.”

Thought of Drusilla, caught helpless,
her men cut down, burned in the brain

_____

of Ramnes. Nothing else mattered. The
sun was westering, the afternoon well
gone. Still silent, grimly silent, he lifted
the tremendous weight of the armor in-
to the saddle with his body. Shield
gripped on left arm, he took the murder-
ous spear Pelargos handed him, turned
the horse, and rode off, without a word.

CHAPTER X1

ANCINUS had no lictors now, no
marks of office, no toga. Like the
others, he was in armor, he had come on
a brisk and ruthless business, and here



he was at his best: in the role of soldier,
he excelled.

His dozen companions were well cho-
sen. Two were Romans, officers of the
fifth legion detached on Umbrian duty;
dour veterans, impassive and cold men,
very efficient in all they did. The re-
mainder were officers from the cavalry
training-school, Latins of the southern
tribes who hated all Sabines on principle.
Four of them stood guard over the as-
sembled slaves and servants, the others
were grouped about Mancinus,

Armed with light javelins and swords,
the party had wasted no time coming
here. The shepherds who attempted to
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delay them were killed without mercy;
to bring home the lesson, a few of the
freedmen here, exulting in their new lib-
erty, were cut down before the eyes of

Drusilla. The others were cowed and
terrified. She, standing before the group,
slim and straight and shaken by helpless
anger, eyed Mancinus with scorn; the
two Romans stood at her elbows, one of
them bleeding at the mouth. When they
seized her, Drusilla had struck this man
with her distaff, which gained her little
good.

Mancinus was seated on a stool, ar-
rogantly eying her and the group of
slaves; they were in the open, out be-



fore the cottage, and a glorious golden
light from the approaching sunset flooded
the scene. The propretor was in high
good humor. Overlaid by smiling suav-
ity, hig lean forceful features were elo-
quent of character and command. He
made no comment, showed no resentment,
as Drusilla deliberately lashed the twe
Roman officers and then the others with
chill angered words.

“You, disgrace to the name of Rome,
who dare lay hands on me! On me, whose
father died with the legions! And you,
despicable fawning Latins, who cringe at
the beck and call of your conquerors, who
flatter this evil man—how dare you stand
there even looking at me? If we were in
Rome now, the pack of you would be
driven to the city gates by lictors. Aye,
including you, Mancinus, who shame an
honorable name!”

ANCINUS nodded, smiling, his hot
eyes roving up and down her figure.

“For the last time, Drusilla, for the
last time, make the most of your tongue,”
crackled his voice. Beneath its tolerant
good-humor burned sarcasm and vindic-
tive resentment, and the flame of desire.
‘“You’re a most intolerable sort of wom-
an,” he went on, undershot jaw resting
cupped in his hand, gaze devouring her.
“Your bitter pride needs chastening. You

‘have beauty, and you don’t know how to

use 1t.”
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