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About the Author




Jack Haligo is a teenager living on the Gold Coast in Queensland, an Australian author who began writing the “Gemotroplis” pentalogy at the age of twelve years. Through his writings, Jack aims to reshape perceptions of autism, advocating for recognising the unique talents and perspectives that autistic individuals bring to society. 


Jack fell in love with writing at a young age and has made it a significant part of his life. He particularly hopes his fantasy will help autistic readers shape and reflect on their thoughts and actions, guiding them to learn right from wrong and navigate the complexities of human behaviour, matters that Jack himself struggles with.


Gemotroplis reflects his vision of a fantasy world: a magical place where he could escape the harsh realities of school, bullying, and his struggles with what he describes as a ‘normal life’. Autism has allowed him to see the world differently and has taught him many life lessons. In his first book, Gemotroplis (Book One) – The Stolen Heart, the main hero, Lustre, is based on Jack himself. 


In this side story, Gemotroplis – Rubies & Rivals (Tale of the Stephador Clan), the hero Richard Rallian is a young man of about the same age who also shares character traits with the author.


This novella is best read before Gemotroplis (Book Two) – The Tournament. 
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Prologue




The violence persisted in Ruby Nation, with the streets flooded with guards looking to arrest foreigners. Their actions went well beyond mere arrests, as most folks were either thrown in jail or just disappeared. The most fortunate individuals were exiled, while those with valuable skills were sent to labour camps.


During this time, a blonde-haired foreigner named Richard Rallian, a young man of only nineteen rots called the Banderian Village home. He was born a foreigner, an outsider, as both his parents were from the Topaz Nation. His father worked as a special envoy at the Ruby Palace, but his mother had not seen him for octaves. During their stay, his family had developed a deep bitterness towards the brutal reality of life in the Ruby Nation—its widespread poverty, disease-ridden streets, and the greedy emperor. So the announcement of a new war among Gemotroplis’ four nations had pushed the Rallian family beyond its breaking point.


Richard’s younger brother, Damian, was among the crowd of protesters gathering in the market square of Banderian Village, all holding homemade signs and demanding change. However, peaceful protests so far had proved ineffective against Emperor Maroon’s decisions. Frustration soon escalated into full-blown riots, with folks overwhelmed by the oppression, waving blazing torches, and shouting at Ruby guards.



Observing from the heavens, Daradero, the cold-hearted god of death, watched as Mother Peroa, the golden-haired goddess, wept. The Heart of Gemotronia, the intact heart of their sister, a most beautiful jewel, had been unearthed, and its power had been unleashed on Gemotroplis. Peroa knew she had some explaining to do, and a confrontation with her war-hungry brother, Daradero, was now long overdue.


Now, a terrible turn was about to happen in Ruby Nation, and it was nothing short of a nightmare. Daradero smiled. 

[image: A drawing of a windmill  AI-generated content may be incorrect.]
[image: A group of people holding flags  AI-generated content may be incorrect.]







Chapter 1




The Night of the Long Spears


“Hey, Damian!” Richard’s voice rang out, echoing through the night air, his desperate cry nearly drowned out by the voices surrounding him. The night sky hung in a deep charcoal black. Richard and his brother were adrift in a sea of protesters dressed in Topaz cloaks sewn by their mother. Pitchforks, sickles, and scythes were held high above their heads along with many blazing torches. Amidst the chaos, Richard strained to make out his brother’s voice. It emerged faintly amid the uproar.


“Richard, I am over here!”


The call reached his ears, punctuated by the villagers’ shouts. Richard’s eyes darted upwards, searching for his brother amid the swirling chaos. On top of a mound of wooden crates, Damian stood as a solitary figure above the surging crowd like a flagpole, his silhouette etched against the haze of drifting smoke.


“There you are, I nearly lost you,” said Damian with a relieved smile as Richard finally made his way to join him on top of the crates.


“Have you found mum?” Richard asked.


Damian shook his head. “No, I haven’t seen mum. I’m pretty sure she is at the front, holding the sign we made.” The boy’s mother felt protected, as Ruby guards knew her husband was a man of influence within the Ruby Palace. From their vantage point, the brothers had a full view of the crowd below. Further down the street, a line of village guards was struggling to hold back the wave of protesters. The village guards were not equipped to handle such situations. 



Soon, three large caravans hauled by paletas rolled through the town gates, each carrying dozens of guards. These weren’t ordinary guards; they wielded long spears, wore heavy armour, and brandished shields known as pavises. Pavises were large oblong shields used mainly by Ruby archers. They could cover the entire body and were also particularly good at holding back protesters.


“Who are they? Father would know!” Richard was concerned.


“I reckon they’re the emperor’s royal guards. That means Maroon has heard our demands.” Damain was quite the optimist. 


The Rallian brothers hadn’t seen their father in ages and had asked around the town’s keep a few times. Richard’s worry grew as a few guards passed around a whetstone to sharpen their swords. He was hoping they were just bluffing. “Are you sure, Damian? I don’t see any emperor down here!” Richard then patted his brother on the shoulder, “Well, maybe he’s sent those guards here to convey a message?”


“Umm, I hope not,” Damian replied, his face now creasing with worry. All the heavily armoured guards lined up, their spears pointed inward at the crowd. They began chanting in an unforgettable tone, the words ‘Hey Ho!’ They intended to rush the protesters. The air grew tense as the ominous chant overpowered the protesting voices.


“What are they doing?” Damian gasped. 


“I don’t know,” Richard replied. Soon, his brother’s optimism was crushed by the line of guards lunging forward, piercing the front rows of the crowd with their spears. All the shouting and anger turned into gut-wrenching screams. It was a terrible sight. 



“No!” gasped Richard, he just couldn’t believe what he was seeing. Tears swelled in their eyes as the crowd scattered like a flock of startled colaies, turning the protest into a frantic stampede. It just can’t be.


The royal guards lowered their spears before drawing their swords, looking for any more protesters or troublemakers foolish enough to stay put. That was the moment when the boys ran.


The royal guards were tasked not only with crushing the uprising but also with locating a woman named Glacieis, a rebellious Emerald nationer living in Banderian Village. She was well-liked and was the person who ignited the entire rebellion. Fortunately, Glacieis and her followers had been warned in advance and had managed to escape the massacre.


Soon, Banderian Village was dead silent, with a new sense of unease hanging over the streets. The dead were dragged and loaded onto wagons. That night would be remembered forever as ‘The Night of the Long Spears’, a night when over one hundred protesters, including Mrs Rallian, were killed by royal guards. 



* * *


Half an octave later…


The two brothers stayed in the Banderian village, hiding in the family home. Richard Rallian, as the older brother, took charge. At night, they carefully searched empty houses and the remains of abandoned market stalls, looking for food or anything of value. Sometimes they found apples or preserved food in jars—food once owned by lost folk. Other villagers were doing the same to survive, but the town keep had made it clear that looting would be punished. The Banderian Jail was now overflowing. 



The market square was a shambles, with only broken glass, tarnished trinkets, and rubbish among the debris.


As Richard kept scavenging, his younger brother Damian, who had been on watch, came over. “Did you see all those flyers?” Richard asked, his voice tinged with worry. “They’re talking about how every man must join the army.”


Damian nodded, his expression just as troubled. “Yeah, I saw them too. But, Richard, we can’t join. You know what they’re doing to non-Ruby folk. The guards are exiling them, and worse, some are even killed.”


It was a perilous situation for the Rallian brothers, young foreigners who had lived with their parents in Banderian Village for many rotations. They had tried to blend in, adopting the customs and accent, but their origins were still obvious to guards. Their family cloaks were clearly Topaz, which they wore out of pride for their homeland. However, they would soon need to ditch such cloaks if they wanted to stay in Ruby Nation, as Emperor Maroon and his guards kept a close eye on anything not blood-red.


“I know, Damian,” Richard sighed heavily. “We’ve got to lay low, keep our heads down. We can’t risk being discovered. Emperor Maroon will loot and exploit everyone to fund his war. He won’t hesitate to kill us. Life here’s going to be even tougher for us.”


Damian’s eyes held the burden of their shared concerns. “We still don’t know for sure. Stop saying war!”


Richard replied, “In any case, we must fight. I will not let mum’s death be for nothing. We must become like Glacieis and her rebellion.”


After his fleeting rant, Richard tossed a toy, a Topaz ferinthor, which he had just discovered in the mud. The toy was a carved gemotro, a proud symbol of Topaz resistance from the First Ruby War, when Emperor Irindor led his Topaz cavalry to crush the Ruby Army. That day, only a few decades earlier, the ferinthor cavalry shone with fire and blinding light as the Topaz Nation defeated the evil Ruby Emperor Cranium on the fields of Ravena. 



Then a sound rang out as the toy hit the shop door across the market square—a colourful chime, clear against the hollow silence. It originated from the old clock shop. The shop stood crooked and sun-bleached, with its sign barely hanging on rusted hooks, ‘Tinker Clock Repair’. The windows were cracked and dust-frosted like ice. Every clock inside was thought to be broken, long since stopped, except one. That chime also marked a stroke of luck for Richard.


Richard strode over and angrily kicked in the door. The moonlight spilled into the store, showing a clock in the corner. It had its clock face open, revealing a hidden compartment. Inside, Richard saw a stylish carved box labelled ‘Crimson Cigars’, which was not meant to be discovered. Its vibrant crimson exterior stood out against the dull surroundings, and he carefully slid off the lid to reveal a collection of eight finely rolled cigars. The rich aroma of the cigars filled the air. These cigars were as valuable as a fine Emerald brandy or Topaz gin. They were aged cigars made from dried crimson leaves and tobacco, all flavoured and spiced before rolling—a very time-consuming process. The box also held a prized crimson oil lighter, invented by the Sapphire Nation. 


He turned to his brother Damian, excitement in his eyes. “Look at this, Damian,” Richard said, holding up the box of cigars. “Cigars could be worth something. It’s not every day you find a box within a clock. These must be a rare find.”


Damian’s eyes widened as he examined the cigars. “Good find, indeed,” he remarked with a nod. “Tobacco always sells well, and these might fetch us a good price. With the earnings, we could get a nice feed at Tether’s Tavern.” The prospect of a decent meal in these trying times was a ray of hope for the Rallian brothers, and Tether’s Tavern in Crimson Village was renowned for its ‘Gromblers Stew’. They carefully stashed the box of cigars away.



It didn’t take long before they uncovered their next interesting find. Looking back from the clock shop into the ruined markets offered a different perspective: hot coals and small fires were still visible at night, with some of the firelight reflecting off a metallic sign. Damian walked over. Amidst the rubble, Damian realised the spot was the remains of a blacksmith. The fallen sign read, ‘Henry the IronShard Blacksmith – Fine Weapons Since Era: 2nd’. Damian carefully sifted through the debris, uncovering remnants of finely crafted blades and weapons among the twisted metal and scattered parts. This blacksmith made exceptional weapons. Among his finds was a delicate bow with arrows, its elegance clear even in its battered state.


“Richard, look what I’ve found,” Damian yelled, holding the bow. The IronShard Blacksmith did indeed sell top-notch weapons, and the bow was no exception. It was beautifully made; the blacksmith family was well known amongst all nations.


Richard ran over and said, “That’s an excellent find, Damian. I don’t think we can sell it, but you can still use it. Make sure you take good care of it.” He then searched for treasure himself. After clawing through the rubble, he retrieved a magnificent longsword with a golden handle decorated with strange designs. An inscription on the blade read, ‘Dazzldern another weapon by the IronShard’. The IronShard family did indeed forge the sword. It was a recent high-valued purchase by Phil IronShard, Henry’s father, from a bounty hunter named Saveth Buckleshuck. Phil only recently regained the sword because of the importance of the family legacy; it was meant to be a gift to pass down to his son, but that’s a story for another time.



“Damian, you won’t believe what I’ve found,” Richard called out, his voice filled with awe. “This is a longsword and not just any longsword. It’s the Dazzldern, a very famous blade. Emperor Irindor wielded this longsword during the First Ruby War.” Damian’s eyes widened. He was fascinated by how such a renowned sword was in the Banderian market.


“Perhaps somebody was trying to sell it. Are you sure it’s not a replica? A fake?”


Richard unsheathed Dazzldern, its golden hilt shining in the light. He swung the sword a few times, feeling its weight and balance, then examined the handle. 


“It’s genuine, see the handle has Emperor Irindor’s name carved into it. Also, the tip of the blade is chipped.”


Damian smiled. “You sure know your history, don’t you?”


“I guess so.” 


Richard was now pondering, first the Topaz ferinthor and now Dazzldern; this must be divine providence. Peroa must be guiding them to strike back. 


Then his brother tested the bow. “See that bottle over there?” he said, pointing towards the rubble. In the distance stood an empty crimson cider bottle, sitting on top of some burning timber, a perfect target to test out the bow.


“Yeah?”


“I am going to hit it. Watch this!”


The bow was a stunning weapon, and the wood had remained in great condition despite its age. Damian nocked an arrow and drew the string. The bow felt perfectly balanced in his hands as he released the arrow. The missile soared through the air with precision, smashing the bottle with a loud crack. 


*CRACK*



Shards of glass flew in every direction. 
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“Woah! Good shot, especially at night,” Richard was impressed. 


Their enthusiasm was cut short when the distant clanking of armour and the murmur of voices reached their ears. Either the bottle shattering or the clock chiming must have alerted some village guards from the keep who were approaching the marketplace. Damian and Richard exchanged worried glances and quickly secured their weapons. They would surely interpret their presence as looting, which was a death sentence, so they needed to get out of sight.


Without wasting a second, they quietly moved away. Under the cover of night, the shattered stalls and debris offered some concealment, but they needed a proper hiding spot. As they hurried through the familiar maze of laneways, they remembered an old abandoned cart behind a crumbling stone wall. They had often used this spot when playing hide and seek from their parents. They crouched behind the cart, their hearts pounding, watching the guards march past. The guards’ lanterns were on full flame, clearly for high alert in search of foreigners, looters, or anything unusual. The brothers were all those things, so they knew revealing themselves was not an option.



“I am telling you, I saw Topaz cloaks,” one guard said while pointing down a dark alley from which the Rallian brothers had just entered.


Richard whispered to Damian, “We can’t stay here for long. If they find us, we’ll be exiled or even executed on the spot.”


Damian nodded in agreement, and they waited nervously for the guards to move on. The minutes felt like hours as they listened to the guards’ footsteps and hushed conversations. The guards finally passed, and their voices faded into the distance. 


“We have to be more careful,” Damian said softly. “Let’s get back home and lock the door. We can’t risk being caught like this again. The Banderian Jail is full.”


Richard agreed, and they headed back to their family home, this time far more cautious. Their hands shaking from the close call, they locked the door and put away their weapons. 


“In the morning, we can head to the Crimson Village and sell these cigars,” Richard said. The boys knew they had a long journey ahead of them. So, at dawn, amidst the morning haze, the two young lads disguised themselves and headed out of Banderian Village. They had turned their topaz cloaks inside out, revealing a brown, earthy colour, and made wigs to hide their faces. Richard devised this plan to avoid being recognised. Even though the wigs weren’t very convincing, it was enough to get by. 


Richard leaned in close to Damian, his voice hushed and urgent. “Remember, if you see any guards, don’t panic, just act normal. Pretend you are an old woman or something.” Damian tugged at his brother’s cloak nervously. “Okay, Richard.”


They pushed on through the gate, leaving Banderian Village behind and heading on foot into the sprawling wilderness. Damian sighed deeply, casting a worried glance at the road ahead. “This is going to be quite the walk, isn’t it?” Richard nodded.



“Yep… The Crimson Village is about three days away on foot.”


As the sun rose on the horizon, the boys stopped to build a campfire. They had only travelled a few miles from Banderian Village into the vast farmlands, but the cold wind had slowed them down. The farmlands were golden wheat fields that turned into grassy plains once harvested. The brothers were freezing and hungry. “Wait here, Richard. I am going to find us some food.” He pointed to a large fallen tree by the side of the road, which the strong winds had blown over.


Damian readied his bow and disappeared, while Richard used the Sapphire lighter for the first time. He rolled his thumb on the small flint wheel, and flame ignited, so he lit a pile of twigs and grass found beneath the tree trunk. He then huddled beside the tree for protection from the wind. Not a soul was in sight; the road had no travellers. The winds were too strong that day.


The flickering flames offered little warmth. The wind was cold against his skin, and he wrapped his cloak around himself. Richard looked up at the sky, feeling some faint warmth from the sun. 


“Thank you, Peroa, for this disguise and this wig. I would freeze without it,” chuckled Richard. Before long, Damian came back from hunting. He held two peculiar gemotros, yellow rat-like creatures with sharp teeth and beady eyes. They were reatrits, not a delicacy but a source of sustenance. Damian held up the two reatrits proudly, with the arrows still protruding. “Well, I didn’t find a feast. At least we will have breakfast.” Damian then proudly added, “Caught them clean through, with my new bow.”


Richard examined the catch. “They don’t look very appetising, but we can’t be picky out here. Let’s slow-cook them over the campfire.” It was better than starving. Using their daggers, they skinned off the odious fur, removed the entrails, and skewered them on sticks, setting them over the smoking campfire to roast. The smell of the meat cooking filled the air, serving as a welcome distraction from the wind that blew smoke into their eyes.



Damian glanced at the food. “I’ve never eaten reatrit before, I wonder what they taste like?”


“Well, just a heads-up. I’ve heard they taste as bad as they look.”


As the meal slowly cooked, they huddled by the campfire late into the day, their spirits lifted by the idea of a warm meal; the two boys hadn’t had a hot meal since their mother was murdered; she always cooked and provided for them. After the two boys finished eating, they huddled together and drifted into a restless sleep. “Goodnight, Richard,” Damian said, even though the afternoon sun was still high in the sky. The tree was sheltering them from the wind.


“Goodnight.”


They slept into the night, well fed, just a few miles from home. Amidst the night, Richard dreamt of a time when he was just a toddler, sitting on his mother’s lap. She cradled him in her warm embrace and told him a story. His mother’s voice was soft and soothing as she spoke, ‘The Stephadors, my sweet, are gemotros of incredible grace and beauty. They are born from fire, and they die from fire. Some people think they are furious monsters, but I know they are not. They are just misunderstood creatures with striped fur made from flame. The manes’ flames are the colour of the purest topaz.’


Richard’s young eyes sparkled with wonder as he listened to every word. His mother whispered tenderly, ‘They were protectors of Topaz Nation, guardians of its people, and symbols of hope and freedom. They always watch over us, ensuring our safety.’



‘One day, I wish to meet one myself!’ young Richard said.


But then, Richard saw his mum being dragged away from him. He heard her scream, watching her body fade into the darkness. He felt so empty, so lost.


Now only half awake, “Mum!” he cried. The darkness grew deeper, swallowing his dream. “Please…Don’t leave me!”


The tale of the stephador stayed in his mind; he bore the emotional weight of his mother’s story. This dream would shape his future actions. A strong gust of wind sent sparks flying from the campfire, startling Richard completely awake. He sat up, drenched in a cold sweat, his breath shallow and uneven. “Damian, wake up.”


Damian sat up as well, concern clear on his face. “What’s wrong? Was it a nightmare?”


Richard trembled, his voice shaky. “Yeah, it was about mum. I miss her so much!” 


Sitting closer to the campfire, they took comfort in each other. “It’s okay, Richard,” Damian said, trying to help his older brother. 


Richard decided to open the crimson cigar box. He never thought he would want to smoke. Nervously, he chose one of the eight cigars inside the box and lit it with a piece of wood from the fire. He took a long, contemplative drag. The warm, earthy aroma enveloped him, and he felt a moment of peace.


“This cigar… It helps. I feel heaps better now.”


Damian, watching Richard with a bemused expression, finally spoke up. “I thought you were planning to sell those cigars?”


Richard took another drag, exhaling a puff of smoke before replying. “Well, Damian, I’ve had a change of heart. I might need them…”


Damian knew his brother’s mental state was much more important than smoking. “Fair enough. But what’s the plan if we’re not selling the cigars?”



Richard leaned back into the grass. “We’ll find something else to sell, Damian. We need to keep our eyes open.”


Soon, the campsite was bathed in morning light, and the relentless wind had fallen silent. The campfire was now just a pile of smouldering embers. Richard repacked his treasured cigars, and the brothers pressed on their journey towards Crimson Village.
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