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CHAPTER I

THE FIVE MAPS

It was deserted in the Great Garden, as the sweltering afternoon sun had forced even the most lazy inhabitants of the neighbouring towns to stay inside. Only the guards still patrolled the borders, commanded to protect the site by the emperor himself. It had once been home to an ancient temple, and was therefore considered to be of great importance to the empire.

Decimux Rex peered through the bushes, and muttered a curse under his breath. One or two guards would have been easy enough to deal with … but he’d counted at least five from his hiding place, not to mention the two near him at the gate. He wondered briefly if the others were here, but quickly dismissed the thought as wishful thinking …
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Decimus was still crouched down, pondering his next move, when a whirring sound became audible in the distance, rising steadily in pitch as it drew closer.

Wwhhoomm.

Wwwhhhooommm.

Wwwwwhhhhhooooooommmmmmmm.

Decimus almost gasped as an iron ball flew past the bush he was concealed in, moving through the air so fast that it was a mere blur to the two armoured guards on sentry duty by the gate. Unfortunately, the ball failed to strike either of them and instead hit the iron bars of the gate with an almighty clatter.

Decimus seized upon the distraction, and immediately snatched up a rock from the hard-packed ground beside the bush, hurling the missile with such deadly accuracy that it dropped the taller guard where he stood.

His companion immediately leapt into action, but Decimus still had the advantage of surprise. He waited for the second guard to pass the bush before exploding from the foliage and driving his fist hard into the man’s unprotected jaw. The guard staggered back and reached for his sword, but was caught with two more blows before he could raise the weapon to strike.

Decimus moved faster than lightning, leaping around the guard and driving a boot into the crease at the back of his left knee. The man folded over, and Decimus knocked him out with a single punch.

Silence reigned at the gates, with only Decimus’s laboured breath to disturb it. Thankfully, he reflected, the noise had not been enough to alert the guard patrols inside the garden: otherwise, they would have been piling on top of him already. Maybe the gods were still watching over him. He peered into the bushes from where the iron ball had come.

‘Gladius?’ he called, staring at a thick clump of furze. ‘Come out of there! I know it’s you; I’d recognize your useless throwing anywhere. That ball was way off.’

‘Rubbish,’ said a familiar voice, and Gladius wrestled his way out of the bush. ‘If he hadn’t moved at the last minute, it would have got him square in the chest. And anyway it was a perfect distraction for you.’

‘Fair enough,’ Decimus smiled, and greeted his old friend with a hug. ‘Long time, no see. I take it you’re here for the same reason I am?’

A look of sudden worry flashed across Gladius’s big, honest face. ‘Well, I got a message from Teo, if that’s what you mean. You too?’

Decimus nodded, but his eyes narrowed to slits.

‘If we both got them,’ he muttered, ‘you can bet the others did, too. They’re probably on their way as we speak.’ The young gladiator peered around him. ‘We need to clear the garden – there’s loads of guards on duty, and we don’t want to end up totally surrounded.’

Gladius cracked his knuckles, and whistled between his teeth.

‘I’m ready if y—’ he began, but he was unable to finish. An enormous guard charged out from inside the garden gates and slammed into the pair like a rogue cannonball.

Decimus dodged left at the last moment, but Gladius took the full force of the assault and was cast aside like a bundle of rags.

Decimus took several leaps back in order to see exactly what he was dealing with. The guard was a monster, plain and simple; grotesquely overweight and covered in plates of patchy armour that failed to conceal the terrible odour created by the man’s sweating flesh.
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The hulking brute fought to regain his balance after the charge, then changed direction and came for Decimus in another pitched assault.

There wasn’t enough space to avoid the monster twice, so Decimus braced himself for the collision and dug his feet into the dusty soil. It didn’t achieve much as he was quickly thrust off his feet and driven hard against the garden wall. He managed to catch his breath and used all his strength to spring away from the wall once more, just as the enormous guard leapt forward to crush him. There was a heavy thud as flesh met stone, but the brute was only dazed. Crouching low, Decimus drove a fist into the back of the man’s knee, and followed it up with an elbow to the spine; unfortunately, his second blow met one of the patchy sheets of armour, and he let out a strangled cry of pain.

Luckily, the attack was enough to catch the guard off balance and, as he staggered around to find his foe once again, Gladius powered into him. This time, the former slave had the advantage of the charge … and his weight lent him enough strength to take the big guard off his feet. Decimus didn’t waste a second; still grimacing with pain, he scrambled on top of the prone giant and glanced a carefully aimed punch off the man’s chin. There was a muffled grunt, and the big guard went out, cold.

‘Good going,’ Gladius panted, leaning over and resting both hands on his knees.

Decimus nodded, but gave his friend a doubtful look. ‘I hope there aren’t too many more like him in the garden,’ he said. ‘I’m not sure I could fight that monster twice.’

  

At the other end of the garden, three burly sentries were playing a game that involved rolling several small stones along the ground in an attempt to hit a larger one. But the game was interrupted when a scrawny, weathered-looking youth stepped on to the middle of the path.

‘Who’s got the brain?’ said Ruma, kicking several stones aside as the guards all gasped in astonishment. ‘Only, I’ve been watching you idiots from the bushes and I reckon there MUST be only one actual brain between the three of you – that is if you’re lucky.’

The three men looked at one another, dropped their rocks and rushed forward. As they did, the undergrowth on either side of them parted, and Olu and Argon ploughed into the men and began raining blows on them with a war-like battle cry.

Argon had muscled up, considerably; he was almost twice the size he’d been during his days in the arena, and his arms were like two blocks of iron. Olu was still slender, but fought with great skill: he’d spent a long time training since he and the others had parted company.

Ruma hadn’t changed at all. The wiry Etrurian was as deadly as ever: every dodge was successful, every blow on target.

In practically no time at all, the guards lay in an awkward heap … and the boys stood around the path, admiring their handiwork. It was Ruma who spoke first.
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‘We need to get to the centre of the garden,’ he muttered, carefully prodding one guard with the edge of his foot and then peering along the path. ‘Decimus and Gladius are probably there, already … though I can’t see anyone standing around the Head Stone, yet …’

Olu flashed him a knowing smile. ‘That doesn’t mean they’re not there,’ he muttered. ‘You wouldn’t see Decimus unless he wanted you to.’

  

The Head Stone had been the centrepiece of the Great Garden for as long as anyone could remember. It was a large, rectangular block of granite, supported at each end by two smaller rocks. Some people thought it looked like a big stone table, but many suspected it had once served as a magical altar of some sort.

As Ruma, Olu and Argon approached the little hill on which the Head Stone stood, they noticed that a group of guards lay sprawled around the clearing; all of them seemed to be unconscious. There was no sign of Decimus or Gladius.

‘They’ve been here,’ Ruma said, pointing at the prone guards. ‘No doubt about that.’

Olu and Argon nodded in agreement, but almost jumped out of their skin when Decimus dropped from a tree beside the path and slapped them on their shoulders.

‘I could’ve taken you both out of the picture then,’ he chuckled. ‘It’s a good job Gladius and I got rid of the rest of the guards.’ He grinned at the group. ‘I see you’ve beefed up a bit, Argon. It’s good to see you again.’

‘Yeah, yeah,’ said Ruma, irritably. ‘We’re all happy to see each other again. But let’s be honest, Decimus, none of us is here by choice. I assume we all got the same message, and are here to find out if—’

Decimus raised a hand to stop his friend talking.

‘Hang on a minute, Ruma. I don’t think we should take anything for granted. My message was delivered by a hooded crow … and you don’t see many of them about. They’re trained to serve one master, and I never remember Teo having a particular skill with crows.’

‘Teo is dead,’ Argon interrupted. ‘We saw him hanged, remember? People who are dead do not write messages. Am I the only one with any sense here?’

‘The whole thing is strange,’ Olu agreed. ‘We’re being set up … probably by Slavious Doom. It’s a trap, and an obvious one at that.’

‘Doom hasn’t come after us in nearly a year,’ Gladius reminded them. ‘Not since Arena Primus collapsed.’

Ruma shrugged. ‘Maybe he realized he was lucky to come out of that place alive, and decided to forget about us?’

‘Never,’ said Decimus, sternly. ‘Doom will never let us go. He’s just playing it carefully, this time, laying a trap rather than sending guards to bring us in … he gets pleasure from setting traps, we know that. But even if I would willingly stake my life on it being a trap, we simply can’t afford to ignore it. If – by some miracle – Teo did survive the noose … and we did nothing to help him …’

He reached into his pocket and produced a roll of parchment. ‘My message says: Decimus, I need your help. I have already sent for the others. Please come to the Head Stone in the Great Garden. For the sake of our friendship, don’t let me down. Teo.’

‘It’s as I said before,’ Ruma muttered. ‘We all got the same message.’

‘Yes,’ said Gladius, testily. ‘But did we all get the same map?’

The former slave produced his own parchment, unfurled the message and then turned it over so that the reverse side was on display. A single crooked line ran over the surface, with several place names dotted here and there along the line.

The others all looked at the revelation, quickly bringing out their own messages in order to study them. Each one was different.

‘I can’t believe I didn’t see this,’ Decimus snapped, making his way to the Head Stone and spreading his map out with the flat of his hands. The others quickly joined him.

‘This is the entire eastern coastline,’ Olu pointed out, piecing his own parchment together with those from his friends. ‘I don’t see anything special about it, though …’

‘Me neither,’ Argon admitted. ‘It can’t be anything to do with the places that are marked – they’re all just towns and villages.’

‘Wait!’ Decimus shouted suddenly, stepping back from the maps. ‘We must have been called here, to this place, for a reason – it has to be something to do with the Head Stone.’

Gladius frowned slightly, then began to move his own parchment to the edge of the stone. After a few seconds, his eyes lit up.

‘Put them all in the middle!’ he shouted.

‘What?’ Ruma barked back. ‘Why? What good—’

‘Just do it!’

The group quickly rearranged their maps so that they fitted together, but this time they positioned the five tattered scraps in a rough circle at the centre of the Head Stone. The prominent engraving of a tiny shield on the surface of the stone sat perfectly in the middle.

‘That’s it!’ said Decimus, pointing at the shield amid the parchment jigsaw. ‘That’s where we need to go. If that was marked on a map, where would it be?’
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Olu, Argon and Ruma all looked momentarily puzzled; only Gladius was smiling.

‘It’s the Slaveyard,’ he said, quietly at first.

‘Say that again?’

‘The Slaveyard,’ Gladius repeated. ‘It’s a mass graveyard for slaves. It’s maintained by the empire in an effort to make it look like they actually care for their servants … in death, at least.’ He turned to Decimus, his eyebrows creased. ‘You think that’s where we need to go?’

‘Definitely,’ said the young gladiator, his voice dropping almost to the level of a snarl. ‘It’s the place where Doom’s men had Teo buried … after they murdered him at Suvius Tower.’


CHAPTER II

THE SLAVEYARD

It was midnight, and a full moon bathed the valley in a pale, eerie light. Unusually for this part of outer Brindisium, it was very cold … and a shifting mist settled on the land.

Although the valley walls were rough and jagged, the land they encased was completely flat. It would have been the perfect spot for an arena, or even a large jail, but it hadn’t been used for either purpose. Instead, it contained the infamous Slaveyard: three square miles of crudely fashioned stones and low burial mounds, all laid out in long, meandering lines.

Wandering between these grim avenues, just visible as odd shapes in the distance, were the keepers. It had long been rumoured that the keepers were originally hired slaves who’d been deformed in the arena; either through ferocious combat or encounters with various wild animals. Some of them were missing limbs, several were badly mauled and a few were too grotesque for words. However, the thing that made the keepers legendary was not their appearance; it was their dedication. These wretched victims of human cruelty watched over the dead with a determination bordering on insanity. Free men were forbidden to enter the Slaveyard; it was a place of regret, anger and despair … and a place where slaves could finally rest in peace. The keepers guarded every inch of the yard with all their might – getting in without confrontation would be next to impossible.

‘We’re not harming the keepers,’ Decimus growled, peering down at the shapes in the Slaveyard. ‘I don’t care what we’re trying to do, here: we’ll do it without a fight.’

‘You’re not serious?’ Argon snapped. ‘The second we set foot on that ground, we’ll be attacked!’

‘He’s right,’ Ruma echoed. ‘They’re slow-moving, but there’s no way we can get to Teo’s grave and work out what we’re looking for in the time it will take them to catch up with us.’
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