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CHAPTER I

A DARK DISCOVERY

The soldiers erupted from the house, hauling their victims across a dusty path and into the small courtyard beyond it. There were only three of them, but they wore the dreaded armour of Slavious Doom’s most feared guard unit and displayed the kind of confidence typical of the evil overlord’s soldiery. Cackling like hyenas, they suddenly split up: two dragged the beaten man into the middle of the courtyard and forced him on to his knees, while their leader turned his attention to the man’s sobbing wife.

‘I will ask you one more time,’ he said, as a large number of the terrified townsfolk gathered to watch the unfolding spectacle. ‘Where … is your son?’

The woman could barely speak through her tears, and her entire body shook as she tried to mumble from cracked and bleeding lips.
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‘Well,’ said the leader, turning to his companions. ‘It seems the mother of Decimus Rex is just as difficult to break as her boy. Hmm … Captain Lich would not like this, not one bit. We’re going to have to cut off one of her husband’s hands – maybe that will jog her memory …’

As a rumble of mutterings moved through the crowd, the taller of the two guards holding Fenzo Rex drew his sword and snatched at the poor man’s left wrist.

The woman screamed out, but the guard leader merely laughed at her.

‘You see,’ he growled, ‘sometimes you have to—’

‘I UNDERSTAND YOU’RE LOOKING FOR ME?’

The shout, which was infinitely closer to a bellow, seemed to erupt from all around the courtyard. The crowd instinctively glanced in random directions to find the source of the cry, but the guard leader, who had amazing perception skills, gazed directly at the roof of the house on the far side of the courtyard … where a figure was standing on the roof.
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‘I AM DECIMUS REX,’ it boomed. ‘DEFEATER OF ARMIES AND DESTROYER OF YOUR MASTER, SLAVIOUS DOOM. YOU MAKE THE MISTAKE OF ATTACKING MY PARENTS ON THE VERY DAY I RETURN TO THESE SHORES. A PITY FOR YOU.’

The guard leader squinted at the figure, which was partially obscured by the sunlight streaming all around it.

‘So you’re the great Decimus Rex?’ he shouted. ‘And what exactly are you going to do from up there?’ He turned to his companions once again. ‘He doesn’t even have a spear! Hahaha! Hahaahaha!’

It was at this point that the crowd suddenly parted, but the guard leader took no notice. He was still staring intently at the roof opposite.

Gladius threw off the beggar’s cloak he’d been wearing and erupted from the crowd like a rogue elephant, slamming into the head guard with such force that the man hurtled backwards, crashing into a pile of logs which subsequently collapsed on top of him.
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The two guards holding Fenzo Rex threw down their captive and made to intercept the attacker as he bore down on their fallen leader, but they quickly found themselves surrounded on all sides by a variety of rough and ragged youths, all brandishing swords with murderous intent.

‘This battle is over,’ Ruma snarled. ‘If you think otherwise then let’s see what you’ve got.’

‘Take your injured master and hobble back to whatever hole you maggots crawled out of,’ added Argon, as Olu and Teo both circled the group, warily, their blades at the ready.

The two soldiers charged.

Teo leapt aside to avoid the lunge of the taller man, while Argon swung his sword around in a wild arc and blocked the first three sword strikes he attempted. As the clash of steel echoed around the courtyard, Teo delivered two swift kicks to the small of the soldier’s back, while Argon disarmed the man with a twist of his blade and employed a quick head-butt to stagger the man where he stood.

A little distance away, the shorter guard had run into a whirlwind of trouble with Olu and Ruma. The Etrurian attacked with such ferocity that he actually shattered the man’s blade on impact, while Olu wrong-footed the guard with a series of well-placed strikes from a small but powerful mace he’d found aboard Tonino’s boat.

Gladius watched with increasing delight as both soldiers suddenly lost their nerve, dropping their weapons and rushing to collect their fallen superior, who was weeping on the ground like a very young child with a bruised knee. The big slave grinned.

‘Had enough?’ he questioned, as the pair managed to lift their chief on to his feet. They were just hobbling away when Decimus arrived in the courtyard.

‘Spread the word!’ he exclaimed, waving his sword high in the air. ‘Decimus Rex and his friends have defeated Slavious Doom and returned to the homeland. Slavers everywhere will learn to fear us!’

As a roar of grateful applause shook the crowd, Decimus fastened his eyes upon two people he had strongly suspected were gone from his life for ever: his mother and father. He ran to greet them, and the crowd slowly began to move away. They knew the difference between a public moment and a private one. The other slaves also stepped away, but Fenzo Rex beckoned for them all to enter the house, an offer which they gratefully accepted.

 

‘We are so very proud of you, son.’

Decimus Rex’s father, battered though he was, managed to fight back an ocean of tears as he looked down upon the son he had feared he would never see again. The boy’s mother, on the other hand, could not contain her emotions, and was gripping the young gladiator as though she feared he would be snatched away from her even as they embraced.

Around the crude wooden table that served as the only piece of sizeable furniture in the Rex kitchen, sat the other slaves. Olu, Argon, Ruma, Gladius and Teo were all half-drowned with exhaustion: the journey from Pin Yon Rock had taken many days, and left the group feeling crushed in both body and spirit. Only Decimus held on to the determined expression that his friends had come to recognize as a sign of their leader’s incredible willpower. While they all thought of returning to their homes and families, Decimus – it seemed – would not be content with his own homecoming until certain questions had been answered.

He broke away from his mother’s all-engulfing bear hug, and immediately turned to his father.

‘Slavious Doom is dead,’ he muttered. ‘His army lies in ruins all over Pin Yon Rock, and his henchmen and followers are defeated. But I must know, father: how are things here? Having seen what happened earlier, I’m guessing Doom’s men haven’t disappeared in his absence?’

Fenzo Rex took a long time to answer, aware as he was that every boy in the room now fixed him with an expectant stare.

‘I’m afraid things are very bad, my boy,’ he said, his face creased with worry. ‘Your escape from Doom has given hope to slaves all over the lands, but I’m sorry to say that by killing the overlord you have merely severed one head from the hydra: Doom’s men have acquired new leaders in his absence, and the slavery of children continues. If anything, son, it is far worse than it was before. Hundreds are missing, feared dead.’

‘Who is leading Doom’s men now?’ Gladius asked, his big face contorted in horrified surprise. ‘I mean, we’ve already seen the end of Drin Hain, King D’Tong and that hulking ogre, Groach; how many more apprentices can Doom have?’

‘Rumour calls him the Mirror Master,’ said Fenzo, gravely. ‘I don’t know if he was ever Doom’s apprentice, but it is said that the overlord called upon him in times of crisis. According to what little the common people know, he dwells in a hidden fortress, deep in the mountains … but few have actually seen him.’

Decimus frowned. ‘Then how …’

‘He gives his orders through a soldier called Captain Lich; a terrible, black-hearted fiend who looks like death itself. He has sallow, sunken skin and is so painfully thin that many believe him to have already travelled beyond the grave … and back. He has a wooden splint in place of his right leg and only a single arm, yet he commands Doom’s men with total savagery.’

‘Enough of this!’ The cry had come from Decimus’s mother, who now rounded on her husband with a fury in her eyes. ‘The boy has not been back a day; we will feed him and his friends before they have no strength left to stand! Only then will I allow you to fill their heads with all your … dark news.’

A terrible silence descended on the room as, her eyes still brimming with tears, Decimus’s mother set about finding food and water for her tired guests.

Eventually, their hunger satisfied and their thirst quenched, the boys’ concerns resurfaced.

‘You said hundreds had gone missing,’ Olu prompted, as Argon and Ruma exchanged worried glances.

Fenzo nodded. ‘Captain Lich snatched more than two hundred children from the coastal towns. He marched them west in two great snaking lines, all chained together like animals.’

Gladius risked a peek at Decimus, whose lips were already curled in a grimace.

‘So what happened to them?’ Ruma asked. ‘They were headed to another arena?’

Fenzo shrugged. ‘Everyone thought so … and then they simply disappeared. Two hundred children and the dozen or so men leading them; completely vanished.’

‘No one vanishes,’ said Decimus, shaking his head. ‘Where exactly were they last seen?’

‘A soldier heading back to Brindisi on leave reported seeing the group near the heartlands, not far from the Screaming Void.’

These words drew blank stares from Olu, Teo, Argon and Decimus, but both Ruma and Gladius looked up immediately.

‘The Screaming Void?’ they exclaimed, together.

Decimus looked from the pair to his father, and back. ‘What’s that?’

‘It’s a vast and treacherous chasm,’ Fenzo continued, leaning back in his chair and shaking his head, sadly. ‘It’s said to be deeper than the ocean, and local legend has it filled with the ghosts of poor souls who’ve made the unwise decision to try to find out whether or not that’s true. It’s called the Screaming Void, because often the last thing heard from those who venture too close to its edge is a tortured scream.’
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Decimus took another mouthful of water, and gulped it down. ‘Then that’s where we start looking,’ he muttered. ‘A place that people already fear is the perfect place to hide stolen children.’

Every head in the room turned to face him.

‘You are not getting involved!’ his mother shrieked. ‘You’ve been taken from me once, already, my boy – I cannot face the thought of losing you again!’

Decimus Rex got to his feet and looked at his parents with a mixture of love and regret.

‘I am sorry, mother,’ he said, slowly. ‘But I will not stand by and see hundreds of other families suffer whilst I do nothing. My friends are free to return to their own homes, but I am going to find those captured children. If Doom couldn’t stop me himself, then no minion of his will stand in my way.’

An infectious smile that started with Gladius travelled around the room.

‘What do you say, boys?’ Ruma intoned. ‘One last mission, to avenge all those who fell under Doom’s boot at Arena Primus?’

‘I’m in,’ said Olu.

‘Me too,’ Argon added.

Gladius’s grin was threatening to consume his entire face. ‘And me.’

‘I come,’ Teo said, his slight voice and speedy nod causing most of the others to laugh out loud.

Decimus folded his arms and grinned widely at his companions.

‘Then may the gods smile on Captain Lich and his band of armed cowards,’ he said. ‘Because that snivelling wretch will need all the help he can get.’ He turned to Fenzo. ‘We’re going to need a new set of swords, father; the very best you can get your hands on. We’ll need rope, too – and probably some torches, if the legends about the Screaming Void are to be believed.’

Fenzo Rex stared proudly at his son, and even managed a weak smile. ‘Will there be anything else I can get you, boy? A warhorse, perhaps? A sailing ship?’

Decimus beamed back at him. ‘Just talk to Gladius,’ he muttered. ‘If we need it, you can bet he’ll think of it.’




CHAPTER II

THE IMPOSSIBLE SIGHT

The group set out the next morning, following a crude map Fenzo Rex had drawn on a scrap of parchment. Despite this lack of clear direction, the route wasn’t difficult to determine.

‘It’s just one straight road,’ Gladius observed, peering at the map over Decimus’s shoulder.

The young gladiator nodded. ‘For the next few miles, at least,’ he said.

‘I hope we’re in time to save them,’ muttered Olu, eyeing the grim rain-clouds that gathered over the hills ahead of them.

Ruma and Argon were both quiet. The group had had a long discussion the night before, debating whether to get involved in another clash with Doom’s evil army. Quite naturally, Olu and Teo had sided with Decimus: neither boy had close family in Italy, and both were being cared for by relatives instead of parents. Decimus insisted this fact made no difference to their decision to follow him, but Argon and Ruma felt differently. They both had parents who were desperately awaiting their return … and going off on yet another wild adventure would delay that moment considerably. In the end, they had agreed to rescue the other slaves and put an end to Doom’s remaining disciples … once and for all.

Minutes turned into hours, and the group began to notice a souring of the land: trees that were usually lush and heavy with leaves at this time of year had become deformed and twisted husks, and a cold wind was ravaging the land.
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As the group finally left the main road and headed through a thin, almost barren forest, they noticed that the once beautiful countryside was growing ever more depressing. It was almost as if a terrible sickness had blighted the land.

‘It’s Doom’s men,’ Gladius growled. ‘When I was back in Arena Primus, I heard stories about them burning things: forests, villages, every type of landscape they passed through. It’s as if they don’t have the intelligence to do anything but destroy.’ The group walked on in silence for a time, none of them feeling the need to point out that the area they were passing through seemed cold and desolate, and mostly consisted of devastated ruins.


They had just climbed a rocky ridge when Gladius suddenly held up a hand to halt their progress.

‘Wait! Is that Manduria down there?’

The group squinted at the distant settlement, and Decimus nodded. ‘It must be – there are no other sizable towns on this map.’
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Gladius shrugged. ‘Then we must have passed the Screaming Void, already somehow …’

‘What?’ Argon exclaimed, his voice edged with humour. ‘You’re telling me we actually walked right past a place called the Screaming Void?’

Even Decimus smiled at this.

‘Maybe it doesn’t scream that loudly,’ said Olu, as Teo and Ruma both laughed.
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