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    Civilization in Three Go Back appears less as a settled achievement than as a fragile arrangement that can be stripped away with alarming speed.

Lewis Grassic Gibbon’s Three Go Back is a science-fiction novel from the early twentieth century, written in the period when speculative fiction often tested modern confidence against catastrophe and deep time. The book begins from a startling disruption to ordinary life and follows its consequences in a world suddenly altered. Its speculative framework is broad and adventurous rather than narrowly technical, using an extraordinary premise to ask what remains of society when familiar systems fail. That combination of large-scale imagination and social attention gives the novel its distinctive place within classic science fiction.

At the level of premise, the novel sets people from a modern world into conditions that force them to confront a much earlier stage of human existence. The interest lies not simply in danger or survival, but in the shock of comparison between habits formed by complex society and the demands of a harsher environment. Gibbon builds suspense from dislocation: readers are asked to imagine what knowledge, customs, and assumptions endure when institutions disappear. The result is an opening setup that is immediately legible and compelling, while leaving the larger trajectory of the story to unfold through experience rather than explanation.

The reading experience is energetic and serious, with a narrative voice that combines brisk movement with reflective weight. Gibbon does not treat his speculative idea as a mere puzzle; he uses it to create pressure on character, belief, and social order. The style carries the directness often associated with adventure fiction, yet it is also attentive to atmosphere and to the uneasy meanings of regression, adaptation, and endurance. That balance makes the novel engaging on two levels at once: as an imaginative scenario with momentum, and as a meditation on what people call progress.

Among the book’s central themes are the precariousness of modernity, the persistence of violence, and the uneasy relationship between technological achievement and human nature. Three Go Back asks readers to consider whether civilization changes people at the deepest level or only overlays older instincts with custom and convenience. It also examines community under pressure: how authority forms, how cooperation falters or strengthens, and how quickly values are tested when material security vanishes. These concerns give the novel a reach beyond its premise, turning a speculative displacement into a broader inquiry about history and social life.

The novel still matters because its questions remain current. Contemporary readers live with recurring reminders that infrastructures can fail, that progress is uneven, and that confidence in permanence is often misplaced. In that sense, Gibbon’s fiction speaks to ongoing anxieties about collapse, resilience, and the stories societies tell about advancement. It also remains relevant as an example of science fiction using estrangement not only to imagine new worlds, but to expose the assumptions of its own. By making the familiar suddenly provisional, the book sharpens readers’ sense of what modern life depends on.

What endures most in Three Go Back is the force of its challenge to complacency. Gibbon offers a classic speculative test: remove the protections of developed society and see what kinds of persons and communities emerge. Because the novel is spoiler-safe best approached through its atmosphere of disruption and discovery, it rewards readers willing to meet it as both period work and living argument. Its combination of adventure, social imagination, and philosophical unease gives it lasting interest, and helps explain why this early science-fiction classic continues to invite fresh reading today.
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    Lewis Grassic Gibbon’s Three Go Back, first published in 1932, opens as a science-fiction adventure built around a small modern party suddenly removed from ordinary historical time. The novel follows three principal travelers who find themselves thrust into a remote prehistoric world, where familiar assumptions about safety, progress, and human mastery no longer apply. From the outset, Gibbon frames the situation not simply as an external ordeal but as a test of outlook and character. The basic premise allows the book to combine survival narrative, speculative thought, and social observation while steadily asking what remains of civilization when its material supports disappear.

The early movement of the story concentrates on the immediate shock of displacement and the practical demands of endurance. The group must grasp the conditions of an environment governed by brute necessity, where the landscape, climate, and animal life impose pressures beyond anything known in modern society. Their first efforts are shaped by confusion, fear, and the need to secure food and protection, but these struggles also reveal differences in temperament and judgment. Gibbon uses these opening episodes to establish the novel’s central contrast between inherited modern habits and the older, harsher patterns of life that the characters are forced to confront.

As the travelers adapt, the book widens from a tale of emergency into a broader encounter with prehistoric humanity. The protagonists observe and interact with people whose customs, loyalties, and social structures challenge easy ideas about primitiveness. Gibbon presents this world with a mixture of anthropological curiosity and dramatic tension, suggesting that the distance between modern and ancient human beings is at once vast and unsettlingly narrow. The narrative repeatedly turns on questions of belonging, violence, dependence, and cooperation, showing how quickly the boundaries between observer and participant can begin to erode.

A major strand of the novel lies in its examination of civilization as a fragile arrangement rather than a secure achievement. Removed from technology and institutions, the central figures must negotiate a reality in which physical force, group solidarity, and immediate material need dominate everyday existence. Yet the book does not reduce prehistory to mere savagery. Instead, it invites comparison between different forms of social order and exposes the instability beneath modern confidence. The result is a speculative argument embedded within the action: whether human progress truly transforms fundamental instincts, or simply overlays them with temporary structures and beliefs.

Character relationships become increasingly important as the pressure of this older world reshapes loyalties and self-understanding. The shared ordeal deepens attachments, strains assumptions about authority and gender, and tests how far individuals can preserve their former identities under radically altered conditions. Gibbon keeps the emotional stakes closely tied to the environment, so that personal decisions are never separate from questions of survival and adaptation. The novel’s tension arises less from a single mystery than from the cumulative uncertainty of what the characters will become, and what values can still guide them when history itself seems to have fallen away.

Without revealing its final turns, the later course of Three Go Back intensifies both the adventure and the philosophical implications of its premise. The prehistoric setting ceases to be merely a backdrop and becomes a means of judging modern culture from an oblique angle. Encounters, dangers, and shifting alignments force the travelers to measure comfort against resilience, refinement against necessity, and memory against immediate life. In this way, Gibbon keeps the narrative moving while sustaining a larger inquiry into time, human continuity, and the contested meaning of advancement.

The book endures not only as an early speculative novel but also as a distinctive example of Lewis Grassic Gibbon’s interest in history, society, and the pressures that shape human conduct. Its blend of time-displacement adventure with skeptical reflection gives it a resonance beyond its period setting and publication date. Read now, Three Go Back remains notable for the seriousness with which it treats prehistory as a mirror for the present. Its lasting significance lies in how it turns a dramatic premise into a meditation on survival, social order, and the uncertain claims of civilization.
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    Published in 1937, Three Go Back appeared in interwar Britain, when memories of the First World War remained vivid and fears about another global conflict were intensifying. Lewis Grassic Gibbon was the pen name of James Leslie Mitchell, a Scottish writer born in 1901 whose journalism and fiction were shaped by rapid technological change, political unrest, and debates about civilization’s direction. The novel belongs to a period when science fiction in Britain often used catastrophe to test modern society’s claims to progress. Its historical context therefore includes both the aftermath of mechanized war and a broad cultural uncertainty about whether industrial modernity represented advancement or fragility.

Gibbon wrote as a Scottish author in a Britain marked by uneven development between metropolis and periphery. Scotland in the early twentieth century combined industrial centers, agricultural districts, and strong traditions of local speech and memory, all of which informed his work. He is best known for A Scots Quair, but his wider writing shows sustained interest in history, social change, and the pressures exerted by modern institutions. By the 1930s, questions of national identity, class, and cultural continuity were prominent across Britain. That environment helps explain why a futuristic or catastrophic narrative could also become an inquiry into older communal forms and inherited patterns of life.

The novel emerged during the Great Depression, following the 1929 Wall Street crash and the severe international economic contraction that followed. In Britain, unemployment remained high through much of the early 1930s, with especially acute effects in heavy industry and among working-class communities. Economic insecurity undermined confidence in liberal capitalism and encouraged sharp political debate about planning, authority, and social welfare. Across Europe, democratic institutions faced mounting pressure from extremist movements. Such conditions made readers especially receptive to fiction that questioned the stability of complex modern systems. Catastrophe narratives in this period often reflected real anxieties about how quickly technological and economic networks could fail.

At the same time, the 1930s were defined by the rise of fascist regimes and the visible erosion of peace in Europe. Adolf Hitler became chancellor of Germany in 1933; rearmament, territorial revision, and authoritarian propaganda transformed the political climate. Mussolini’s Italy had already demonstrated the durability of fascist rule, while the Spanish Civil War began in 1936 and intensified ideological polarization across the continent. In Britain, public debate over pacifism, collective security, and preparedness was widespread. A science-fiction novel written in 1937 therefore stood in the shadow of looming war, when many writers used imagined futures to expose the weakness of supposedly civilized political orders.

Scientific and technological developments also shaped the novel’s context. The early twentieth century had brought aviation, radio, mass electrification, motor transport, and increasingly sophisticated weapons, all of which altered everyday life and strategic thinking. The First World War had already shown how industrial science could magnify destruction through artillery, poison gas, and mechanized logistics. By the 1930s, technology inspired both optimism and dread: it promised efficiency and mastery over nature, yet also suggested vulnerability to failures on a vast scale. Science fiction of the time frequently explored this ambivalence, asking whether technical power had outpaced moral and social responsibility in modern states.

Three Go Back also belongs to a longer literary tradition of disaster and future-history writing. Late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century authors such as H. G. Wells had established science fiction in Britain as a vehicle for social criticism as much as for invention. Wells’s catastrophe narratives, along with postwar dystopian and speculative fiction, encouraged readers to see imagined crises as commentaries on contemporary institutions. Gibbon worked within that tradition but brought to it a distinctive historical and social sensibility. Rather than treating civilization as automatically progressive, interwar speculative fiction often examined how thin the veneer of order might be when stripped of material abundance and administrative control.

Gibbon’s own background strengthens this historical frame. Before becoming widely known as a novelist, he served in the Royal Army Service Corps after the First World War and later worked as a journalist, experiences that exposed him to bureaucracy, empire, and the practical machinery of modern life. He wrote on archaeology, history, and current affairs, and his nonfiction shows a persistent interest in long historical change rather than isolated events. That perspective mattered in the 1930s, when many intellectuals compared contemporary crisis with earlier phases of social formation and collapse. Three Go Back reflects an author attentive both to immediate emergency and to deep continuities in human organization.

In this context, the novel can be read as an interwar critique of modern confidence in centralized, technologically dependent civilization. Its interest in breakdown, survival, and altered social arrangements reflects anxieties widely shared in 1937: fear of war, distrust of political leadership, and uncertainty about the durability of progress. At the same time, Gibbon’s historical imagination prevents the book from being merely sensational, since it measures modern systems against older forms of community and labor. The work thus reflects its era by turning contemporary instability into speculative narrative, while questioning whether twentieth-century institutions had truly solved the basic problems of power, scarcity, and social cohesion.



Three Go Back (Science Fiction Classic)
Main Table of Contents








I. INSURRECTION



The Gathering of the Slaves



The Gladiators



The War Begins



South to Lucania



II. LEGIO LIBERA



War in the Mountains



The Pits of Death



III. REX SERVORUM



The Conqueror



Winter in Nola



Crixus in Apulia



Torment



IV. ROME!



The Defiles of Mutina



The Falling Star



Mummius



V. IN RHEGIUM



The Pirates of Sicily



Snow in Rhegium



VI. THE MASTERS



Breaking-Point



The Mountains of Petelia



The Stallion



The Appian Way



I. INSURRECTION


Table of Contents




The Gathering of the Slaves


Table of Contents



It was Springtime in Italy, a hundred years before the crucifixion of Christ

I

When Kleon heard the news from Capua he rose early one morning, being a literatus and unchained, crept to the room of his Master, stabbed him in the throat, mutilated that Master’s body even as his own had been mutilated: and so fled from Rome with a stained dagger in his sleeve and a copy of The Republic[1] of Plato hidden in his breast.

He took the southwards track, not the Way, but the via terrena, hiding by day and walking swiftly by night. His face was pallid, his eyes green and weary. He had no faith in the Gods and could know no pleasure in women. Under his chin was tattooed in blue the casqued head of Athena, for he was of Athenian descent, though sold by his father in the slave-market of Corinth in time of famine.

Purchased thence, he had been for twelve years the lover of a rich merchant in Alexandria. The merchant was brown and stout and paunched, holding faith in forgotten Canaanite Gods, for he had been born in Tyre. Kleon he had taught to read and write, to compute, to play upon the lyre and to dance in obscene measures with the women of the household. Frequently, under the surveillance of the merchant, he was stripped naked and beaten with a fine wire whip, till the white flesh of his young body quivered under a thin criss-cross of fine blue weals. Watching, the merchant would quiver ecstatically in harmony, and then order the boy to be bathed and scented and fairly clad. Then, at nightfall, under the golden haze of the Alexandrine stars, he would come to Kleon.

And Kleon forgot the starings of childish wonder, and his mother’s face, in tears, and the ways of little beasts and birds on the blue hills of Corinth.

In the afternoons, in the courtyard of the merchant’s house, Kleon would sit at the feet of his Master and read aloud to him, unwinding and rewinding the scrolls in the manner he had been taught. He read in Greek, in Latin, and in Syriac; and for his Master’s delectation he sought assiduously in the bookshops for those tales that the merchant loved: Tales of the Baalim, of Ashtaroth and the obscene fecundities of the Mother Gods; the Nine Rapings of the Greek Ataretos; nameless works by nameless men, translations and retranslations of all the dark and secret and ecstatic imaginings of men who pondered on women. Arab and Indian tales he read, though their origins were long lost, tales from the Utmost Lands, from China and beyond. The merchant would nod and groan in pleasure, and drink from a bowl a mixture of honey and water, flavoured with aniseed, for he was an abstemious man.

And Kleon had forgotten love, but he had not forgotten hate. Yet that in time went by as well, even while he knelt and the wire-whip sang. For he read other books than the women-tales and saw that hatred was foolish[1q]. Great men had enquired in the meaning of Life, the nature of Fate and the loves of the Gods, the why of pain and terror and death, men slaves to lust and men slaves to men. And these things they had discovered were part of a divine plan.

For a while thereafter, conceiving Serapis[2], the Supreme Deity, to be insane, Kleon believed in him.

But at the age of twenty-one he and a Negro named Okkulos, too old to give pleasure to the merchant, were sold to a circus-trainer from Rome. In the course of the voyage Okkulos succeeded in breaking his manacles and freeing Kleon. Together they strangled the captain of the ship and threw overboard the circus-trainer from Rome. They were joined in revolt by the crew, and sailed to the White Islands, joining the pirate fleet of an Iberian named Thoritos, a tall man lacking a hand. He was said to worship in a cave a pointed stone fallen from heaven, and had gained great treasure in the Social Wars.

Thoritos had many wives, captured in his raids. Two of these, of whom he was weary, he presented to Kleon, for he grew to love the wit and learning of the Greek. And Kleon looked on the women and shook, and the pirates shouted with laughter. And Kleon took the women to his bed, in hate and a white, cold lust: and they kissed him, apt in love, to tears, and the wall of ice broke round his heart.

Now ten years passed on the great White Islands and the secret sailings from their windy coasts. Thoritos levied tribute across many routes, and his riches grew, and Kleon became his first captain. Yet he had no love of ships, though the sea he loved, sight and sound and smell of it in the long, amethystine noons, when his bed was set on a westward terrace and the world of the Islands grew still. Crouched at his feet one of Thoritos’ women would sing and brush the flies from his face, and bring him cool wine to drink when he woke from his daytime dreams. And Kleon would drink and doze again, though he slept but little, lying still instead, companioned with thought. And the women would hear him groan as he lay, and think that a God was with him in dreams.

But he thought instead, till his thoughts were as knives: Why did men live and endure at all[2q]? For to-morrow came up with the self-same sun, the night went down with the self-same stars, there were neither Gods nor beginnings nor ends, plan in the blood and pain of birth, plan in the blood and pain of death, only an oft-told tale that went on and knew neither reason nor rhythm nor right, men as beasts that the herdsman goads, the Herdsman himself but a slavering lout. And he thought of his captured stores of books, and the dream the great Athenian dreamt, of Herdsmen wise in the perfect state; and he knew it only an idle dream, yet he loved it and turned to it for ease; or woke and pulled the woman in his bed and buried his face in the peace of her breasts.

And the years went by like a fading breath, till he woke one dawn and found himself, in company with a score of others, redeemed the cross because of their strength, standing with white-painted feet in the ergastulum[3] of the Roman slave-market. They had been captured by a disguised galley in an attempted raid on the Alexandrian wheat-route.

The overseer of Lucius Julius Pacianus bought him and three others and took them to the villa on the Palatine. Pacianus himself came out to inspect them. He had dull eyes and a grave mien and believed that he should have been made a consul. Standing in the sunlight, his green tunic edged with silver, his beard combed and oiled, he pointed first at Kleon and then at another.

‘That one and that. They will be safer so.’

Not until two grinning Libyans approached, and seized him and threw him on his back, did Kleon understand. Then he saw that they had brought an iron bowl where water steamed, and with it two small knives.

And suddenly, vividly, with an intensity that wrung his heart, he remembered the smell of the sea, and the smell of women, and never again so remembered them.

II

Three mornings after setting out on the road to Capua he awoke on the edge of the dark and found two men bending over him. One held a pliant cord in his hands, and stooped with drooling lips. The young sunlight dappled Kleon’s face and he smelt the dew-wet vines. He laughed and stretched himself and bared his throat.

‘I am ready,’ he said.

They drew back, startled, threatening. Thereon Kleon suddenly leapt to his feet and struck at the nearest with his dagger. The man swore and jumped aside. Kleon laughed again. The roll of The Republic fell from his breast.

‘Slit throats are to the swift, you swine.’

Then he stood and considered them. They were shepherds, clad in grey felt tunics, with bare feet and legs and conical hats. One was tall, red-haired, an obvious Gaul, with sleepy eyes and curling lips. The other was of lesser stature and different breed, and he it was held the rope. His forehead and chin sloped steeply away from the line of his straight, keen nose. And, looking in his eyes, Kleon was aware that they were the eyes of one aberrant to the point of madness.

‘Why the stranglers’ rope?’ the literatus asked.

‘Why not?’ said the sleepy-eyed shepherd, looking at his companion. The short man bared his teeth.

‘It’s fit end for a Roman slave.’

‘Aren’t you also slaves?’

‘We were—yesterday.’

‘Then you’ve heard of Capua?’

At that the eyes of the sleepy Gaul lit up. ‘We are making Capua,’ he said; and added, with simplicity. ‘So we were to strangle you, to prove ourselves freemen and worthy to kill.’

Kleon picked up his copy of The Republic. ‘I also was a slave. I am going to Capua. Come with me. We’ll be crucified near one another.’

They scowled at him and stood fast. The short man’s lips parted again, shewing decayed teeth.

‘You’re mad, a fool, or an ill augur. Pity you woke so soon. I was to open your chest and offer your heart to Kokolkh—though Brennus, being but a Gaul, was against that.’

‘A sacrifice?’ Kleon was coldly amused. ‘I hadn’t heard of your God. Tell me of him as we go. This is a poor place to hide, and we must make the hills.’ He added, as an afterthought, coldly, ‘I carry a charm that twists in agony the entrails of any who seek my life.’

High up on a hill-ridge they found a grassy dip and squatted there throughout the hours of the day. Below them the country lay blue in the Springtime warmth. To the north a ribbon of river glinted. Once a kid strayed near them and the short man leapt out upon it, strangled it with his hands, and brought it back to their hiding-place. They drank its blood, but their throats were too parched to swallow the raw flesh. The short man speared the kid’s heart on a flake of stone and held it towards the sun, ceremonially. Brennus grinned. Kleon squatted cross-wise and regarded the proceeding with passionless gaze.

‘Who is Kokolkh?’ he asked.

‘I come from the northern seacoast of Iberia,’ the short man said, ‘but I am no Iberian. My name is Titul and my people are the last of a race that lived on the world’s edge, far in the Western Sea. This people was a great people: but they neglected to sacrifice to the God Kokolkh. So he whelmed their country in mud and sand; and the seas rose against it and devoured it.’ He paused ceremonially, being mad, and chanting an oft-told tale. ‘But my fathers fled in boats and them Kokolkh allowed to escape. They saw him, the God visible, in the lightning fires that smote the islands. He was bearded with serpents and on his head were the feather-plumes of the sun.’

Kleon nodded, as the slurred chant ended. ‘It was the island of Atlantis, for so Plato tells. Of him you’ve never heard. And why worship this ill God?’

‘He is Pain and Life,’ said Titul, and ate the heart ceremonially, watched by Brennus the agnostic and Kleon the atheist. The sun wheeled westward. Brennus clasped his hands round his knees, and sang a song in the broken Latin of the vulgares slaves:

‘These are the things I desire:

  The city of stakes

  And the darkened rooms

  Of my home,

  And the curling smoke,

  And the moon;

  Wild cattle low in the woods:

  Shall I not return?’

‘He’s a poet,’ said Titul; and fell to his drone. ‘Mighty were the poets of old in the vanished Western Isle.’

Brennus yawned. ‘They were fools. For they were drowned. Let’s sleep.’ He yawned again, and shaded his eyes and looked south. ‘There’s a big farm across that stream.’

Kleon nodded. ‘We’ll try to get near at dusk, and free the slaves. If we form a large enough company, we can march openly to join the Games men.’

Titul licked his thick lips and also peered through the haze. ‘There may be women there—women of the Masters.’

Stretched full-length on the sun-warmed grass, Brennus purred drowsily. ‘No women are like the Gaul women. Oh, Gods, Gods, none at all! And I haven’t had one since they brought me south four years ago this Spring. Deep-breasted and with wide full hips; and we used to raid them. Gods! for a strong, warm woman to weep under your hands!’

‘In the Western Isle,’ said Titul, ‘there were mighty women.’

III

A day later Kleon halted his band by a river ford. With him were forty men and three women. More than half of the men were Gauls, tall, thin, and black-burned by the sun. Shepherds, they were matted still with the filth of their night-time kennels where every sunset they were led and chained when the horns of the horreum sounded. They had ceased to weep and sing and stare, and challenge one another to racings and wrestlings. Now, wearied, Brennus elected their leader, they lay down at halts and cast lots for the use of the three women captives.

Since daybreak they had marched through a country deserted. Like droppings of blood long shed, the grapes hung heavy in abandoned vineyards. Flocks strayed without shepherds and the horrea were found fast-locked and barred. These buildings the Gauls fired and looted, gathering bundles of grass and piling them under the wooden eaves. In stone-built houses which would not burn they defiled the atria with excrement, and smeared it upon the faces of the statues in the peristyles. Far across the countryside as the day waned other fires broke forth at intervals.

The Gauls had been shepherds and labourers, but the others vulgares of the household, ostiarii, pistores, coqui, bedchamber slaves and slaves of the bath. Nine of these were Greeks, slaves from slave mothers, pale men with black hair and keen eyes and a high, shrill laughter: as though they knew this freedom a dream that would not endure, and shivered in the winds of the open lands. Their backs were scored with cicatrices, for their mistress had been Petronia, wife of C. Gaius Petronius, strong in belief that a well-flogged slave was a willing slave. Now, clad in a single linen shift, dust-covered, blinded, she was dragged forward by the hair grasped in the hand of a giant Gaul. He had cut a switch from a thorn-brake and at intervals raised the shift and smote the woman with the full strength of his arm. Her two daughters, with faces engrimed and staring eyes, ran by the side of their mother. Them the Gaul did not beat, for he desired them.

Five of the men were Negroes, cooks and men of the bedchamber, who slobbered a strange, half-intelligible Latin and stared appalled on the spaces of a countryside they had seen but seldom in their days of toil. One had been the household executioner. In the sleeves of his girt-up robe he carried two swords, and marched and smiled with a vacant intensity.

But the women slaves of the household had been left behind, at the order of the literatus Kleon. For they would delay the march. They had wept and followed the company many miles, some carrying children, some loot from the rooms of Petronius. Then they were lost behind in a stretch of marshland.

Now it drew towards nightfall again, and at the halt by the ford Kleon gestured Brennus and Titul to his side. Since they freed the slaves of Petronius, these slaves had elected them leaders without demur, the Ionians Kleon and the Negroes Titul. Some already had heard of the Gladiators’ revolt, others believed it only a tale, and the cross the end of the day’s revolt. These it was who wrecked their fury on the countryside and the body of their stumbling mistress.

Brennus came sleepy-eyed from the midst of his Gauls. He wore the sandals of Petronia, strained and split on his shambling feet, and about him had girt the green robe she once wore, for he had been the first to reach her room. In his belt he carried a dagger, a sling, and over his shoulder a pouch of clay pellets.

‘Look there,’ said Kleon.

They shaded their eyes with their hands and looked into the sunset quietude of Italy. Against it was a glitter of metal. A band of soldiers was riding towards the ford.

‘The Masters,’ said Brennus, his hands trembling. Kleon looked at him with a cold contempt, unstirred by either fear or hope, and Brennus caught that look, and ceased to tremble. ‘Well, here’s an end to women and freedom.’

‘We’ll cut the throats of the women,’ said Titul, licking his lips. ‘But first we’ll fight.’

At the order of the three leaders the company climbed a knoll that overlooked the ford. Upon its summit were great stones, ruins of a temple builded by ancient men. With these stones the slaves set to building a wall. Flinging back the long hair from their faces, the sun-blackened Gauls lost their fear, and toiled with obscene jests and panting breath. Then they unwound their shepherds’ slings, and laid in each leathern thong a round clay pellet, such as were used against flock-raiding wolves. The Negro executioner drew out his swords and laughed with a vacant fury towards the ford. But the Ionians were silent, toiling to erect the stone wall. Then one, the youngest, said to the others:

‘I’d thought to see the ships in Delos harbour of which our mothers told.’ And he smiled upon them a strange, frightened smile. And the older men muttered and turned away their faces, to hide the ready Greek tears.

The three women crouched in the hollow on the summit of the knoll. Petronia knelt and stared with half blind eyes. A Negro flung filth in her face and promised her jackals instead of men to share her bed by the morrow. Kleon smiled coldly and looked down on the ford.

Now the horsemen rode near. They numbered half a century, and were heavy cavalry, armed and armoured in the new fashion borrowed from the Greeks, with iron leggings and breastplates and crested helmets. Two officers rode at the head of the company, men of high rank, middle-aged and grave. The sunset was in Kleon’s eyes, but his company and the hasty defences were plain to the eyes of the soldiers. A shout arose.

‘Slaves!’

With this came a roar of laughter. The horsemen splashed through the ford. Then, at a word, they wheeled and halted below the knoll. One of the officers held up his hand, stilling his soldiers, and addressing Kleon.

‘Excrement: a hundred lashes and the mines for those of your following who surrender. For such of the others as escape our swords—the cross. Choose. Quickly.’

Behind Kleon the giant Gaul who had beaten Petronia throughout the march laid aside his switch and wrenched a great stone from the ground. Before the officer had ceased to speak the Gaul swung the stone twice and thrice till he reeled in the momentum. Then he hurled it from him. It soared through the air, struck a soldier from his horse, and broke the back of the animal, which neighed a shrill scream. Wild laughter broke from the slaves. All seized stones and hurled them upon the horsemen, Kleon alone standing inactive, watching the horsemen scatter. As they did so, slaves and soldiers alike were startled by a woman’s scream.

‘Father! Petronius! My father!’

One of the daughters of Petronia attempted to climb the wall at the summit of the knoll. Titul seized her hair and held her. Weeping, she knelt and flung out her arms. Titul licked his thick lips.

‘It’s Petronius himself.’ He laughed, and snatched one of the swords from the Negro executioner. Then, twisting the girl to silence, he rent her robe from her shoulders and bent her back over his knee. In the half-dusk her body shone white, and the sword, a moment ceremonially poised in the sun’s last rays, descended to sever her breasts. But Kleon leant forward and held Titul’s arm.

Then he called to Petronius: ‘We hold your wife and daughters. Come nearer and we’ll cut their throats.’

Petronius, the officer who had threatened them with the mines or the cross, gave a cry and fell forward in his saddle. Two soldiers went to assist him. He was an old man, in the Social War notorious for his cruelties. From the knoll Kleon watched him recover and again sit erect in his stirrups. His face was now indistinct, as were the faces of all the soldiers, but his voice carried clearly uphill in the evening quiet:

‘If you’ll surrender the women you can go.’

A howl of laughter rose from the slaves. Titul, with mad, drowsing eyes, again swung up the sword. But again Kleon the literatus held him.

‘And what’s our surety that you won’t follow?’

The soldiers debated. ‘The surety that a body of slaves, too strong for us to assail, is camped three miles beyond the ford.’

Kleon looked into the darkness where the sunset had been. The Romans spoke the truth, for he saw the glint of watch-fires. He decided quickly, with a cold amusement that he ordered the Masters.

‘Withdraw your soldiers, Petronius, and we’ll send down your daughters. Beyond the ford only we’ll release Petronia.’

The body of horsemen manœuvred dimly. A segment of it trotted away, with rhythmic hoof-beats, into the darkness. Kleon freed the girl from Titul’s clutch. Half-swooning, she staggered down the hill. Then the eunuch literatus became aware that the Gauls, laughing, had surrounded Brennus and the other girl. In a sudden, sick distaste he thrust through the group. At the girl he did not look.

‘Run!’

She sped down the hill towards the ten horsemen who still waited. Singing and laughing, the slaves descended the hill in her rear and splashed through the ford. Petronia, fast-gripped by the giant Gaul, was dragged in their midst. They had gained the further side when a rhythmic beating of hooves again arose to their ears. Then, out of the darkness on either side, burst the horsemen who had ridden away. At the same time Petronius and his ten charged through the ford.

Too late Kleon realized his own simplicity. He screamed:

‘Scatter! Westward is the slave camp.’

Then the horsemen were on them. With shrill screams the Negroes fled, all except the executioner, who swung his swords and disembowelled a horse. A moment later, clawing at a pilum buried in his stomach, he fell into the water and was carried away. Maddened, the sun-blackened Gauls stood fast and fought, or, running to a little distance, swung their slings and poured a volley of clay pellets into the mellay. Each pellet was of the hardness of stone and fashioned to ensure straight flight. Several horsemen fell from the saddles, and an Iberian and a Greek, struck by these projectiles of their fellow-slaves, were killed instantly. Then the horsemen wheeled and charged again, and the Gauls, drawing their short knives, attempted to hamstring the horses. A sickening smell arose from the slicing of warm flesh. Then complete darkness descended.

IV

In the darkness a half-mile beyond the ford Kleon stumbled upon the Ionians. One of them limped and another was attempting to staunch the flow of blood from his neck. Him Kleon bandaged with strips torn from his tunic. Then they listened, but now the night was void of sound.

Yet presently there neared the noise of a galloping horse.

‘The Masters!’

Kleon listened, panting, having fought at the ford, not only run from it. ‘There is only one. I’ll stab the beast in the belly.’

With his short dagger in his hand, he crouched by the side of the track. The horse shied in alarm from his leaping figure. Then Kleon saw it was no Master, but Titul. The Iberian grinned with gleaming teeth.

‘I dragged down a soldier and dashed out his brains with a stone,’ he said. ‘His helmet cracked like a shell. Then I stole his horse.’

‘Brennus?’

‘Brennus is dead,’ said Titul. ‘For I saw him killed. As for the other Gauls, they’re also dead and doubtlessly in hell, being men without GODS.’

‘They were heroes,’ said one of the Ionians, a clerk, a thin man who had run with rapidity. ‘Such men they bred once in Greece.’

‘Mighty in valour were those of the vanished Western Isle,’ said Titul, being mad.

Kleon clung to the horse’s mane. The Ionians trotted behind. The darkness began to clear and soften till, brilliant and white, the stars came out. Up the hillside a wolf howled long and piercingly.

‘The wolves are late about,’ said Titul, ‘for the flocks are unguarded.’

Again the long howl, wild and cold and cruel, arose. It was a lone wolf. None of its kind answered it.

‘It may be the Wolf of the Masters herself,’ said Kleon, ‘come down from Rome to bay.’

The Greeks shivered, believing it a werewolf. Remote in the distance, they heard a last howl, then the beast left them.

Suddenly one of the Greeks, a young man, stumbled and fell. Titul halted his horse and Kleon went back and bent over the man.

‘What ails you?’ he asked.

Then he saw it was the young man who on the hill-top had spoken of Delos harbour. Now between his lips his breath blew out in a bloody spume. The eunuch squatted beside him and wiped his mouth.

‘I’m wounded in the breast. But I said nothing. Lest you leave me behind to die. Alone. In the dark. Like a slave.’

He coughed and murmured. Broken Greek came to his lips, though he had never seen Greece. The spume grew to a warm stream. Suddenly he gripped Kleon’s arm.

‘Oh, the sea!’

Then Kleon knew that he was dead, and a sad and terrible anger stirred in his frozen heart. But there were no tears in the body that had lost its manhood.

V

It was near to dawn and the morning cold with a drizzling rain before Kleon, Titul, and the four Ionians came to the slave camp. They had twice lost their way, wandering up stark ravines or into cane-brakes. By accident they stumbled upon the camp, nor did they know it the camp at first, for the fires were long dead, no sentries placed, no trench had been dug or stake-fence erected. The slaves were men from the Eastern world, and they slept under dripping sycamore trees, shivering, numbed in their dreams. But one was awake and he challenged them on the verge of the camp, in a whining, sibilant Latin.

‘We’re slaves,’ said Kleon, peering at him in the dawn-gloom, ‘seeking freedom and empty bellies, not to mention a band of Gladiators.’

The man held an axe in his hand. Now he came from under the dripping fronds and looked at Kleon with a frowning face. The Greek saw before him one stout and black-haired, with a curling beard and a curling nose, bright, scowling eyes as black as his hair. He was clad in an ill-fitting toga, edged with a senator’s fringe.

‘If you seek empty bellies you’ve been misdirected, for these hogs are filled with the wine we looted. As for the Gladiators of Capua, they’ve surrendered at last, or so it’s said, betrayed by a Thracian who led them.’

The eunuch shrugged. ‘Then we don’t seek the Gladiators. Couldn’t the fools find a leader other than a Thracian savage? And who is your leader here?’

The bearded man scowled upon the morning. ‘I am the leader—may Jehovah give me wit. Half of these’—he waved an arm at the dim groups huddled under the trees—‘are Bithynians, newly-come from Brindisium and speaking no Latin. I and twenty household slaves of Crassus the Lean freed them, for we surprised their guards on the marsh and strangled them.’

‘That was well. I am Kleon of Corinth, a Greek.’

‘That’s ill, for I’ve no love of Greeks. I am Gershom of Kadesh, a Pharisee and a Jew.’

In revolt against Jannaeus and his Hellenistic priests, Gershom ben Sanballat had twice raised the standards of the Hasidim, and twice had been defeated. But so dourly had he held his own in the mountains around Kadesh, that the King had been forced to grant him a pardon, and thereafter left him in peace. Gershom had retired to cultivating his farms and engrossing himself in the Ochian mysteries of the synagogue. These practices lost him his following. In two years’ time Jannaeus died and his widow Salome Alexandra reigned in Jerusalem. Among the first to fall was Gershom, secretly seized and sold into slavery in Syria, from there re-sold to Rome, from there re-sold to the household of Marcus Licinius Crassus. For less than a year a slave, his iron spirit was but faintly bent when he heard the news of the Gladiators’ revolt, and stirred his fellows to emulation. Now he fronted Kleon, unclean, a Greek, the old, strong Gentile hate in his face, that hate forgotten while he was a slave, stirring now to a flame from old embers.

But also, the Greek had a strange attraction. The flame died down. Scowling, Gershom raised a hand to head and heart. Kleon responded, and they then touched hands, watched by Titul and the Ionians. But Gershom secretly cleansed his palm against his tunic, remembering that the touch of a Gentile was defilement.

‘This is an Iberian,’ said Kleon, pointing to his company, ‘and these are Ionians.’

‘There’s Greek wine under these cloths,’ said the Jew. ‘And unclean meat. Eat, if you’re hungry.’

Titul and the Ionians squatted on the ground, and drank, and were warmed with the strong Greek wine, choking and gulping on the mouthfuls at first, being slaves unaccustomed to wine. Famished, they tore with their fingers at the roasted meat, Kleon eating but sparingly, hungered though he was. For even hunger in his mutilated body was only a faint ghost of the lusts he had known. Slave or free, that would alter never, and a moment that thought came twisting his mouth. Then he filled a silver cup with wine and went to Gershom, who had drawn away.

‘This is a fine cup of good workmanship,’ he said.

‘I stole it from the pantry of Crassus the Lean,’ said Gershom, moodily. ‘He will crucify his overseer because of its loss: unless the man has fled. Which is unlikely: for he
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