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CHAPTER I

CAPTURED

Decimus Rex was wounded. He couldn’t tell how bad the wounds were or how deeply the ninja’s discs had plunged into his flesh … but he knew he was bleeding, and he could feel the cold creeping over him as he drifted in and out of consciousness.

The last few years of his life flashed before his eyes in graphic detail; images of fighting in the arena, leaping platforms and running over coals, the sea voyage with Olu, the battle at Suvius Tower. Even the adventure beneath Arena Primus with the monster known as the Maw now seemed so hard to believe in the plain light of day … then a voice punctuated the dreams. At first, he thought it might be the voice of the gods, or even his own thoughts, but then he recognized the familiar tone.

‘Decimus! Oh no; Decimus, you can’t be dead!’

His vision swam as he slowly blinked in the bright light of the sun; Gladius was kneeling beside him, his hands supporting the base of his neck.
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‘That’s it! Open your eyes! Can you hear me?’

Decimus tried to speak, but all that would emerge from his throat was a weak croak. He summoned all his energy and tried again.

‘Ninja,’ he managed. ‘Dead. He … got me … with—’

‘You’re still bleeding badly, Decimus. I’ve ripped up some of my tunic to stem the flow, but I’m going to need the others to help me … I can’t drag you along in this state – you need lifting completely. We have to get you back to Tonino’s boat – he might know what to do. Hold on, Decimus! Please hold on!’

The voice faded, and Gladius’s friendly face swam away as if it had never existed. Once again Decimus was plunged into a dream-world that seemed to consist entirely of his own memories. This time, the pictures moved more slowly … and he found himself hovering above them, watching like a spectator as he arrived at the Winter Palace, struggled through the water maze and fought Tekaro in the dark.

So many amazing things had happened to him … could this really be the end of his journey?

 

Slavious Doom rested on the balcony of the Winter Palace and looked out over the surrounding landscape. His face was troubled, and dark shadows encircled his eyes.

Behind him, King D’Tong emerged from the throne room and shuffled out to meet his co-conspirator.

‘Not worry, Doom Lord,’ said the old man. ‘My ninjas highly trained; will kill them all.’

Slavious removed his great demon helmet, and slowly shook his head.

‘No,’ he said. ‘I have changed my mind. Decimus Rex has humiliated me – both at home, and here. He must die in my own country, not here, thousands of miles away where only a handful of my servants will know. I want my people to see him suffer.’

A look of panic suddenly gripped the face of the king.

‘But my ninjas … they—’

‘Send more guards,’ Doom snapped. ‘Have them called back – I don’t care what happens to the other slaves; just make sure Decimus is brought to me alive … and in good condition. I will return to Rome with that wretch in chains … my revenge will be taken in the public forum.’

D’Tong held up a hand. ‘Doom Lord; you must—’

‘I must nothing!’ screamed the overlord, turning on the king with blazing eyes full of malice. ‘I might remind you that you only have your royal prisoner because of my assistance. Soon, I must return to my own land … and our alliance will only end peacefully if we both have what we want. I hope you understand me …’

‘But other boy—’

‘The other boy was my prisoner anyway – you were only holding him here for me. You surely can’t expect any reward for that?’

King D’Tong muttered under his breath, but couldn’t summon the courage to argue aloud. Instead, he bowed his head and summoned a team of his most agile guards to go out in pursuit of the ninjas.

 

More images sailed through the mind of Decimus Rex, this time of guards wearing unfamiliar armour, lifting him from the ground and carrying him off toward the mountains.

Decimus couldn’t tell whether this was actually happening to him or if it was merely another part of his ongoing dreams, but he was too weak to struggle either way. The sky flashed past above him, appearing as a brief glimpse of blue every time his eyes flicked open.

The air whistled in his ears, and he heard distant voices in a language he recognized but didn’t fully understand.

Time passed … very quickly.

 

Gladius reached the brow of the hill and stopped dead.

‘He’s gone! Decimus? Decimus!’

Without another word to his companions, Gladius hurtled down the hillside, losing his footing at one point and sliding for several feet on his back through the dirt.
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Olu and Argon hurried after him; only Ruma followed at an unconcerned pace.

‘Maybe he got up and walked away?’ said the scrawny Etrurian, glancing around at the hills.

‘Impossible!’ Gladius yelled back, coming to a halt at the base of the hill and indicating patches of ground where the blood had soaked through. ‘He wasn’t in any state to walk anywhere! They’ve taken him! They must have taken him!’

Ruma continued to stare down at the ground.

‘Who exactly?’ he asked. ‘We tied up two of the ninjas and you said Decimus killed the other one. Who else is there?’

‘D’Tong’s guards, of course! He sent the ninjas after us on Doom’s orders; maybe he second guessed himself and dispatched a group of soldiers as back-up.’

Ruma shrugged, and started down the ridge towards them.

‘Why didn’t they just finish Decimus off if he was dying, anyway?’

Gladius darted an angry glance at the Etrurian.

‘What’s wrong with you, Ruma?’

‘No, he’s right,’ said Olu, carefully. ‘From what Ruma told us, it doesn’t make any sense for them to take him anywhere. Doom and D’Tong tried to kill you in the water maze, then sent those ninjas to finish the job when you escaped.’

Gladius stood up and straightened his jaw, defiantly.

‘Maybe Doom wanted to see him die? You remember what an evil, twisted ogre he is?’

‘So where do you think they’ve taken Decimus?’ Argon wondered.

Gladius looked back toward the forest, his lips trembling with sudden anger.

‘The Winter Palace,’ he muttered. ‘That’s where Doom has set up his base.’

‘Then that’s where we’re going,’ said Olu, clapping one hand on Gladius’s shoulder and giving his friend a supportive squeeze. ‘We will find him.’

‘Yes,’ Argon agreed, throwing an arm around him too. ‘If Decimus is still alive, we will save him … as he would have done for us. If he’s not, well, we’ll rescue him and bring him home.’

‘What’s the use of rescuing a corpse?’ put in Ruma. ‘We’ll all end up captured. We should think of ourselves and go home while we can. We could kill those ninjas we captured on the way back.’

A grim silence settled on the group as all eyes turned to look at the Etrurian. He was standing on the dusty ground with arms folded and a nonplussed expression on his face.

Gladius and Olu both wanted to shout an answer to the question, but it was Argon who spoke first … in a heavy, rather pained voice.

‘What was in that red dust, I wonder?’ he said, moving over to Ruma and looking his friend directly in the eye. ‘You haven’t been yourself since you got hit with it.’

Ruma twitched slightly in the heat of the Gaul’s glare, but smiled back nevertheless.

‘I’m fine,’ he growled back. ‘I just think it’s dangerous to forget about those two surviving ninjas, that’s all – they won’t stay tied up for long.’

‘We go after Decimus,’ said Olu, with equal fervour. ‘And that’s all there is to it.’

Gladius and Argon both nodded in agreement, but Ruma merely shrugged and followed them sulkily as they made their way back to the forest path.

 

Decimus awoke, cold. He wasn’t sure how long he’d been unconscious or how near he’d come to dying … but he knew he felt better.

Raising his head slightly, he saw that his wounds were covered with clean white bandages and that his battered body had been washed and cleaned. His first thought was that Gladius had managed to rescue him. However, the sense of relief he felt quickly vanished when he realized he was chained to an icy slab of stone in what appeared to be a subterranean cell of some sort.

No, he soon realized that ‘cell’ was definitely the wrong word. This place was more like a vast underground dungeon. He knew instinctively that he was inside the Winter Palace.

Decimus turned his head slightly and tried to shift his body on the slab. He couldn’t move very much, however, and the dungeon was poorly illuminated, with only a few flaming torches adorning the bare stone walls.

‘Is … anyone there?’ he called, angry at the fear and weakness in his voice.

There was movement in the far corner of the dungeon, and Decimus felt suddenly stupid for making a noise: he was in no state to fight, and he seriously doubted the hall contained anything but armed guards.

The shadows in the room lengthened, and a figure half emerged from the darkness, its slow and cautious movement accompanied by the distinctive rattle of chains.

‘Are you another prisoner?’ he called, squinting into the darkness. ‘Are you chained up like me? Gladius; is that you, old friend?’

Decimus knew the answer to his question immediately; the other prisoner definitely wasn’t Gladius.

Standing in the pool of light cast by one of the flaming torches was the most beautiful girl Decimus had ever seen in his life. She was small and slender with dark hair that was plastered to her face with grime. It seemed to Decimus that she must have been in the dungeon for a long time: the rags that she wore were tattered and faded, and the chain around her ankle did little to obscure several dark bruises earned in what must have been a desperate attempt to break free.
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As she edged across the floor towards him, the chain became more and more taut. Eventually, it stopped her progress completely … several feet away from where he was lying.

Despite the fact that the girl was obviously a native of China, Decimus tried to communicate with her in the hope that she might understand some of his own language.

‘What is your name?’ he said, trying to study her expression. ‘How long have you been here?’

The girl remained motionless, and she made no effort to reply.

‘I am Decimus Rex,’ he continued, feeling stupid. ‘Decimus – my name.’ He was racking his brains to remember his brief conversation with the old map-seller, but he couldn’t recall a single word or phrase she’d said; too much had happened since.

‘Did the king put you down here?’ he went on. ‘King D’Tong?’

Finally, a look of recognition appeared on the girl’s porcelain face. She nodded, very slightly, and indicated the chains around her legs … but, still, she said nothing.

‘My friends and I came here to rescue someone,’ he said, almost feeling foolish for continuing to talk when he knew she couldn’t understand him. ‘But we got lured into a trap. Instead of finding Teo, we found Slavio—’

‘Teo?’

The girl’s voice rang out in the dungeon so loudly that it actually caused Decimus to start.

‘Teo?’ he said again, hopefully.

The girl smiled and pointed past the slab on which Decimus was lying. It took every ounce of effort the young gladiator possessed in order for him to twist himself around and look behind him.

There, in a rusty iron cage suspended from a hook on the ceiling, was Teo.

Battered, bruised, weak and unconscious … but very definitely alive.
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CHAPTER II

ASSAULT ON THE PALACE

Midnight arrived in Yelang, and a pale moon was visible in the sky. A series of paper lanterns lined the gardens of the Winter Palace, working together to throw up a gentle pool of light that bathed the base of the building and left the towering spires outlined against the dark sky.

On the edge of the palace gardens, Gladius poked his head out of a low hedge and surveyed the scene.

‘Three guards,’ he whispered. ‘Two guarding the side entrance and one on patrol around the borders.’

Behind him, Argon and Olu nodded. Ruma muttered something under his breath.

‘I say we split up,’ Gladius continued. ‘Argon, you can handle the one that’s moving; the rest of us will take the two sentries. Agreed? Good. Let’s go!’

The boys divided. Olu, Gladius and Ruma crept along behind the hedge while Argon simply stayed put: the guard on patrol was heading his way, a vacant expression on his face and a heavy-looking staff in his arms.

Argon counted under his breath. Three. TWO. One. NOW.

He leapt from the side of the hedge and barrelled into the man, who was thankfully a good head shorter than him. They both rolled on to the ground, but Argon was on his feet first. Somersaulting over the body of the struggling guard, he ripped off the guard’s helmet and delivered a powerful chop to the back of the man’s neck.


[image: images]



The guard went face first into the dirt, but didn’t lose consciousness. Scrambling madly to get back on to his feet, he seized the staff and tried to lift it from the ground. Argon quickly helped, bringing the staff up so it was right under the guard’s chin. Then, dragging on it with all his might, Argon began to choke the little man into unconsciousness, careful to release the weapon the second he felt his enemy relax.

The guard sagged noticeably, and Argon hauled him into the bushes. It was only then that a startling idea occurred to him … and he quickly donned the man’s uniform.

 

Gladius was about halfway to the side entrance of the Winter Palace before he realized that someone was missing.

‘Where’s Ruma?’ he hissed at Olu, pausing before he reached the end of trees: another step and they would emerge into the pool of light thrown up by the lanterns.

Olu glanced around him.

‘He was here five seconds ago,’ he whispered. ‘I just asked him to watch my back!’

Gladius peered along the route they had taken from the borders of the garden, but there was no sign of the scrawny Etrurian.

‘I don’t like this one bit,’ Olu admitted. ‘Something bad has happened to Ruma – I think that dust must have seriously affected his mind or something …’

Gladius sighed.

‘We’ll just have to deal with the sentries by ourselves,’ he muttered. ‘We can try to find Ruma when the coast is clear.’

Olu nodded, and the pair crept forward.

The sentries on duty were evidently not among King D’Tong’s best men. One was asleep, standing up, while the other seemed completely fascinated by an insect that was crawling across the top of his staff.
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