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One 
It was quiet. 
That was the very first thing Rika was aware of. 
That and the fact that for the first time she hadn’t fallen face first following a shift 

through time.  
Any other time Rika had time travelled she’d always ended up on her hands and 

knees with grazes and bruises. This time was different. 
But her head still hurt the way it always did. Achy and heavy. 
Blinking her eyes open, Rika found herself horizontal, on her back, her head 

supported by a soft pillow and above her, a white painted ceiling. 
Confused, at least at first, Rika propped herself up. Everything was shadowed in an 

inky blue kind of light suggesting it was either evening or early morning.  
There was no sign of Topaz. 
‘Damn it.’ Rika hissed, realising what he’d done. 
Obviously, wherever it was that Topaz had returned her to, he had decided that he 

would go elsewhere.  
There was no sign of him anywhere. 
But she was in his bedroom. That was the very next thing Rika realised. 
She lay upon a small, single bed, with a blue duvet cover. His desk to her left, covered 

in a stack of papers and various odds and ends pinned to the wall. There were the 
posters she remembered, bands he liked, a world map, news articles, all fastened in 
place. His enormous bookshelves stacked with books in no sensible order at all. 

She did spot his alarm clock, sitting quietly, ticking away at Topaz’s bed side table. 
It was a quarter past one in the morning.  
Rika hadn’t been in Topaz’s room for a while. It had changed very little which was 

kind of comforting. 
With a deep sense of anxiety, her head still pounding, Rika lay back down, her head 

of blonde hair everywhere. 
Slowly, she took five deep breaths, and rolled over onto her side. 
Where had he gone? Where had Topaz taken himself if he’d returned her here, to his 

house? Had he stayed in the past? Had he lied, and never had any intentions of coming 
back to the present time? 

Then, as soon as the question flittered across her mind, Rika had her answer. 
Her wrists – with their ivy like golden marks – seemed to burn with a warm 

sensation which ran up her bones into her chest. 
No. He was here. She could feel him here in this time. But he was elsewhere. 
A wash of relief wound through the pit of her stomach. At least she had that to be 

thankful for. 
But where had he gone? And why had he brought her here? 
Those were questions that even Rika’s Gazarian sense didn’t seem able to answer. 
Taking one last slow and deep breath, Rika curled up, and then rotated where she 

sat, lowered her feet to the floor and stood. 
Why on earth had Topaz sent her here? To the Canary Islands, to his house? Surely 

the Naferafric City would have been better, the headquarters of the TFK up in the 
mountains. 
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Shoving her hands into the pocket of her coat – the coat that Topaz had asked her to 
swap with the one she had been wearing – Rika felt the unmistakable crumple of paper 
tucked inside. 

Her heart nearly stopped as she retrieved and unfolded a small folded scrap from 
inside the pocket. Rika recognised Topaz’s hand writing instantly. His scrawl in black 
ink across the page. 

 
Rika, 
I swear this is the last time I will lie to you.  
Look, you and I have different things that we need to do now. I have to go back 

to the others… Rieh can’t be trusted and you have to fix everything.  
Take the Crown, go to the TFK. 
I’ll come as soon as I can, I promise. 
We are going to make everything better. 
Topaz. 
 
A deep scowl settled across Rika’s features. She shoved the note back into her 

pocket, pressing her lips together. 
Topaz had planned this. Of course he had. He was always doing things like this. 
Shortly before transporting them back to the present, Topaz had asked Rika to swap 

coats with him. Rika had suspected it was sentimental. She had been wearing his own 
black and blue jacket for months, it had come to the past with her, seeing as Topaz had 
laid it over her body when she’d been shot. 

Rika had figured Topaz had wanted it because it reminded him of when things had 
been better. Which was why she’d returned it to him at once.  

Evidently, Topaz had been a little more cunning than that. 
He’d written the note. Hidden it in the pocket for her to find.  
He’d said he had to face what was waiting for him? Rika considered, her memories 

flittered back to what Topaz had told her before they’d returned to the present time. 
Topaz had been captured by Kato, Spider and Rieh. They’d used the ‘Suppressor’ a 

device which erased the power of the Stone inside of him – his super form, omega form, 
magnetic force – permanently. At least, that’s what was meant to have happened. 

The fact of the matter was that it hadn’t. While Topaz had been captured, detained 
for two weeks without food. He had been skin and bones when Rika had seen him 
appear in the hallways of the Himalayan Temple. 

It was awful. 
He’d told her that she was meant to have been dead. Having passed away when she’d 

taken the bullet for Topaz. That they buried her.  
Rika of course knew this not to have been the case. That while Topaz had declared 

and then fought the War against King Kato and Prince Spider she had in reality been 
transported back to the past. 

Her experiences – Life amongst the Gazarians in the Northern settlement after the 
Naferafric and Namor had fallen for good, learning that Jinevah and Dimanta were there, 
the fact that Jinevah turned against them and had stolen the Crown – had all been 
witnessed by Topaz in dreams. 

Rika didn’t understand why that had happened. 
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But Topaz had been about to stand trial for his crimes. Kato and Spider were about 
to have him paraded out in front of who knows who to be judged and punished for 
everything he had done. Everything Kato felt had been against the Empire. 

It was meant to settle it. That had to be what Topaz meant. That he’d taken himself 
back to the trail. 

Rika clasped her face in her hands. 
And she was here. On the Canary Islands. Unable to do a thing about it. 
Tiptoeing from his bed to the door, Rika crept into the hallway and headed to the 

stairs. 
It was weird being here. Topaz’s home on the Canary Islands a world away from the 

Naferafric, Nameralic and Namor cities, where they stood upon the two small islands in 
the sea off the coast of Africa. 

It was a world away from the Gazarian prophecies, the promise that five contenders 
would – including the parallels of the three brothers, three princes of the Empire – 
would fight for the Crown of Aralias. 

The Crown of High King. 
It was a world away from the looming conclusion of the War. 
As Rika edged down the stairs, she heard the muffled sound of chatter, and flashes of 

electronic light from the living room to her right. Confused, Rika gently approached, 
peering in through the doorway. 

There, huddled on the couch, sat Topaz’s mother, Violet. Behind her, standing with 
his eyes glued to the screen was Mike, Topaz’s father. 

They hadn’t heard her. 
‘Hello…?’ Rika began, feeling awkward, because she was perfectly aware that she 

was in most people’s minds dead and buried. 
Violet glanced up immediately, with her wide, hurricane blue eyes so like Topaz’s 

own. In seeing Rika there, in the doorway, Violet shot a look back at her husband. 
‘Mike… I –’ she began. 
‘Rika.’ Mike said, already circling the couch towards the young Gazarian, ‘Rika, honey 

what are you doing here?’ 
Rika bit her lip hard to retain a sense of control over her already dense emotions, 

she shrugged her shoulders, unable to trust herself with words. 
‘They said…’ Mike began to say, as Rika wandered closer, ‘I mean the others were 

here and they said…’ 
‘I know.’ Rika said, hot, salty tears forming in her eyes.  
Without saying anything else Mike wrapped his arms around Rika and pulled her 

into a tight hug. Rika pressed her face into his shoulder, wiping away her tears. 
‘Rika, sweetie, you look exhausted.’ Violet said, as Mike uncurled his arms from her 

slim frame. ‘Where have you been?’ 
Rika gave a short, sad laugh, ‘you’d never believe it.’ 
Violet’s eyes flickered to the television which mumbled on across from them. Rika’s 

gaze wandered in the same direction and it became incredibly clear at that moment why 
it was they were up so late that night. 

Topaz. 
It was Topaz, on the television. Gaunt as he had looked the last time Rika had seen 

him – barely minutes ago – his hands in heavy looking metal handcuffs. 
Rika’s stomach flipped over. 
‘What is this?’ she asked, lowering herself into the seat beside Violet. 
‘The trail.’ Violet said, ‘of course.’ 
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Rika stared intently at the screen, absorbing the detail. 
The trail was being televised – live, Rika suspected – it appeared to be taking place 

outside, in Spider’s garden. There were people, thousands of people, all watching on. 
The cameras flashed from them, to Kato, in his impressive uniform and golden crown, 
Spider beside him, then to Topaz again. 

‘Oh.’ Rika whispered, her hand up over her mouth. 
‘Yes. It’s been on for a while… they only just led him out.’ Violet’s voice fractured 

after that, unable to go on. 
Rika nodded quietly, ‘And they’re what? Presenting their case against him?’ 
‘Yes. Systematically.’ Mike said, he was an international lawyer and knew a good 

amount about the whole process. 
‘And what? He’s just meant to stand there and take it?’ 
‘Topaz is not making any attempts to argue for himself.’ Violet answered carefully.  
Rika’s mouth knotted to one side. She shook her head, ‘why?’ 
‘I suspect you could probably answer that question better than either Violet or I.’ 

Mike replied gently. 
Rika glanced down at her fingers, lacing them together, ‘I’m not sure why he went 

back there.’ 
‘Went back?’ 
‘He was with me.’ Rika whispered, ‘he was with me in the past… where I’ve been.’ 
‘The past?’ Violet repeated, ‘Kate said you’d been shot. That we weren’t allowed to 

tell anyone…’ 
‘Yes. Supposedly I had a funeral and everything. Kato lied. Somehow, I ended up in 

the past. I’ve been there the whole time. Topaz found me.’ 
‘How?’ Mike questioned, then smirked, a smile much like Topaz’s own, ‘he can time 

travel, right?’ 
‘Right.’ Rika agreed, ‘it’s a new thing, I think.’ 
‘So he was free,’ Violet stated coolly, ‘and he went back?’ 
‘He went back.’ Rika agreed, ‘there. For some reason.’ 
Despite the seriousness of the situation Topaz had returned himself to, Mike’s mouth 

curled up again, ‘It’s not entirely surprising.’ He admitted, ‘he has a tendency to do 
things like this. Take risks… stake himself against impossible odds…’ 

‘This is different.’ Rika mumbled, ‘this is really, really dangerous.’ 
‘You don’t think he knows that?’ Mike laughed, folding his arms across his chest, ‘did 

he say anything to you?’ 
‘No.’ Rika shook her head, then, remembering the note she reached into her pocket 

again and drew it out, unfolding it and passing the paper to Mike.  
Mike skimmed it, a small amused grin, then handed it to his wife. 
‘Typical.’ Violet muttered, still a picture of concern as Topaz was depicted again and 

again on the television screen. 
‘So what do you have to say for yourself?’ Kato’s voice demanded, attracting their 

attention immediately, ‘all of this, all of your shortfalls, the wickedness you have 
unleashed upon the people of not only the Naferafric, and Nameralic but also to the 
Empire as a whole. What do you have to say for yourself!?’ 

The camera flashed immediately to Topaz.  
He stood, bowed, and leaning upon the wooden railing which surrounded a small 

circular podium. He looked as he had when she’d last seem him. Gaunt, far too slim as a 
result of his time in detainment – not that Rika wanted to detail what he’d told her of 
that to his parents.  
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Black hair, and dark hurricane blue eyes locked across the garden court to Kato. He 
looked wicked. He looked like Namorli. All of which, Rika suspected had been the point. 

‘Well!?’ came Kato’s rasped demands, ‘do you have anything to say!?’ 
Violet, Rika and Mike watched breathlessly.  
‘Do what you wish.’ Topaz said at last, ‘but it’s not over yet.’ 
There were gasps and whispers, as the crowd dissolved. To their ears this sounded 

like a threat. That the Deceiver planned on defeating them still, oppressing them still. 
Kato gritted his teeth hard together, while Rieh and Spider exchanged looks of 

concern. 
‘You are foolish to believe that.’ Kato answered in a low, serious voice. 
Topaz didn’t speak, but instead locked eyes with the Naferafric King and remained 

silent. 
The crowds jeered and booed all the more, as the cameras locked on Topaz, bent 

over and stoic. He was scared, Rika could see it. Of course she did. She knew him better 
than anyone. 

‘Why…?’ she whispered, ‘I don’t get it. Why doesn’t he just leave?’ she glanced back 
at Mike, then at Violet, ‘he has his super form now… why doesn’t he just leave?’ 

‘Like the note said.’ Mike shrugged, still stricken by his son’s circumstance, ‘he has to 
face what’s waiting for him. I guess we have to trust that he knows what he’s doing.’ 

‘He always knows what he’s doing.’ Violet added. 
The trail seemed to be wrapping up. The crowds still booed and jeered, Spider rose 

to his feet and took centre stage, glaring across the way towards the Deceiver. 
‘I am afraid your crimes are too serious and too various to ignore,’ the Nameralic 

Prince began, with his ghostly white blonde hair and wide green eyes, ‘And it is for this 
reason that I in my capacity as Prince of the Nameralic People, and judge in conjunction 
with King Kato find you guilty. Not of one crime, but of a life submitted to destroying the 
Empire and the peace we so desire.’ 

There were cries of delight and cheering now. The camera shot to Topaz who 
seemed smaller and younger amidst all of this. Still he did nothing, while in full capacity 
to do the opposite. 

Rika gritted her teeth, struggling to watch. 
‘So you will be punished. Detained. Kept away and unable to harm the people or the 

Empire ever again.’ Spider said coolly. ‘While the most obvious action would be to kill you, 
neither Kato nor I feel as though another death would solve our problems today.’ 

Topaz’s expression grew sceptical. Rika read it immediately. Spider and Kato would 
have loved to kill Topaz, this explanation about avoiding yet another death was all spin 
and politics.  

The real fear was that the Deceiver would become a martyr. Their decision not to kill 
him obviously rested on this alone. 

‘So what will you do with me!?’ Topaz demanded, his voice loud and echoing above 
the crowds. 

Evidently no one had been prepared for the Deceiver to speak. 
‘We will use the Divider – which we possess – once. On you.’ Spider replied cooly, this 

seemed a shock to the crowds but they were pleased none the less. Topaz’s parents 
shrunk back, obviously disturbed while Rika’s blood ran cold. Still, Spider continued. 
‘Kato and I are of the belief that as a full blood Naferafric, you will be far less of a threat as 
a Namor. Once this is done, you will live the rest of your life in internment. I believe that 
unable to lord yourself over people, Deceiver you will cease to be a threat, and therefore, 
cease to be a memory in people’s lives other than a dark time before peace.’ 
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Topaz seemed to struggle as he stood as straight as he could. 
‘And then what?’ he asked in his gravelly voice. 
The cameras panned back to Spider and Kato, Spider gave a broad grin.  
‘What was always going to happen.’ Spider responded, with that placid voice, he 

beamed back at the Deceiver. 
Kato – who stood just beyond Spider now – appeared confused at this response. The 

camera captured his reaction for just a short second, but long enough for Rika to see. 
Topaz seemed to be deliberating what had happened in his mind, the moment Kato 

had spoken his gaze flickered back up again. 
 ‘Guilty.’ Spider concluded, that single word causing yet another uproar of delight 

amongst those gathered. ‘You, Topaz Ilroman Gaf, Deceiver and Prince of the Namor are 
found guilty for your crimes against the Empire. You will spend your life paying for them.’ 

The image flickered back on Topaz one last time as Leon Vender – The Naferafric 
General – and Rieh approached to lead the Deceiver away. 

For one brief second, Topaz’s hurricane blue eyes stared directly at the camera. 
Earnestly, he shook his head once, slowly, and inexplicitly mouthed the words: ‘Don’t 
come.’ 

Then, in a sudden movement, Leon Vender grasped his arms, hauling Topaz back 
violently, to face the punishment which Spider had detailed. The Deceiver didn’t resist, 
but instead his slim frame was dragged back down the garden path as the crowds 
cheered and applauded. 

Kato and Spider watched on from where they had stood upon the lavish stage, while 
Rieh trailed after Leon and Topaz, an unreadable expression upon his face. 

‘You need to call them.’ Mike said at last, his voice stable. ‘The others.’ 
Rika swallowed, nodding her head. 
‘Have a shower first,’ Violet suggested, far quieter than she’d been, her thoughts 

likely on her son. ‘You look exhausted. Whatever you need to do, you can call the others 
after that.’ 

Rika swallowed, nodding once. ‘Okay.’ she agreed, trying to ignore what awful fate 
awaited Topaz now, a fate he’d willingly submitted himself to.  

 
No one could quite say a word after the broadcast concluded. 
High in the Mountains alongside the Naferafric City, hidden away in what remained 

of the abandoned buildings of the Namor Rebel Army Academy the TFK sat in horror. 
‘You think they’ll do it right away?’ Kitty asked gently, meaning the Divider’s use on 

Topaz. Payment for his crimes.  
The sudden crackled voice that had interrupted the trial’s proceedings had startled 

them as much as it had Rika. Robin – the Master of the Symron – sat quietly, fingers 
woven together, glaring at the screen. 

‘Not sure.’ 
‘Because Kato and Spider won’t be able to help themselves.’ The Gazarian Wielder 

stated, rubbing at the golden mark that curled around his wrist identifying him as such.  
‘There will be paperwork...’ Ben Farris – the eldest, and Topaz’s royal advisor – 

suggested. 
‘As if either Kato or Spider will follow proper protocol.’ Robin said, shaking his head, 

slowly rising from his seat. 
‘Even if they do it doesn’t matter.’ Said a gruff voice near the back of the room that 

could only ever belong to Valcon. ‘All that matters is Topaz and getting him out.’ 
Robin pressed his lips together, saying nothing, while Kitty shot a look to Ben. 
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It was Valience who spoke. ‘Valcon. You know we can’t do anything.’ 
‘Wrong. You can’t do anything.’ Valcon countered curtly, ‘I can. You just won’t let me 

and you’re lucky I’m choosing to be so compliant.’ 
Ben groaned rolling his eyes, ‘we understand you’re a prince, Valcon, but this 

attitude doesn’t suit you.’ 
‘I don’t care.’ Valcon replied tartly. 
It was true, Valcon and his sister Akira were from the future. A future which no 

longer existed since Rika had passed away. While they knew Valcon was a prince, little 
else was known about his identity than that. 

‘Well you should care.’ Ben hissed, crossing the room to the window, ‘given what you 
are.’ 

‘I’m not going to be King.’ Valcon countered quickly, ‘I might be one of the five 
contenders but I’ve been more than clear I have no intention of becoming High King so 
what does it matter what I do and say?’ 

Ben glowered at him, no one else bothered with an answer. Valcon had been in a 
poor mood since Topaz’s capture a few weeks back. It was understandable, Valcon had 
idolised Topaz, and the Deceiver had mercilessly sent him away. Not to mention that 
Valcon’s younger sister Akira had become so disheartened that she had chosen to side 
herself with Rieh. 

‘If you’d so much as shown up, Valcon, they’d have caught you.’ Ben reminded. 
‘We can’t be sure of that.’ Valcon argued. 
‘There are three of them, one of you.’ Ben reminded. 
‘At least I’d have done something.’ Valcon exploded, ‘other than sitting here, for 

weeks on end, writing letters, and issuing public statements hoping that will make a 
difference.’  

Ben’s mouth knotted together, he folded his arms across his chest and shot a look to 
Valience. ‘I do believe they’ll use the Divider on him, almost instantly I suppose. How do 
we react, Valience?’ 

Valience considered this, and shifted a glance to Robin, ‘I don’t know.’ 
Valcon let out a loud scoff while everyone else ignored him. Robin nodded once. 
‘Neither.’ 
‘Did you see him…? Topaz…’ Kitty reminded. 
‘We all saw him.’ Valcon hissed. 
‘No. his coat.’ Kitty countered, ‘he hasn’t worn that coat for ages… I’d thought he lost 

it.’ 
‘Perhaps they made him a new one?’ Valience considered, rubbing his mark still. 
‘Maybe. But why?’ Kitty wondered aloud, ‘and at the end… when he looked directly 

at the camera…’ 
‘I saw that. He shook his head,’ Robin mumbled, ‘and said something…’ 
‘Don’t come. That’s what he said. He said don’t come.’ Valience told them slowly. 
‘You think he was talking to us?’ Kitty furthered, although as obvious as it would 

seem he was it didn’t seem like it. But then, who else would he be speaking with? 
‘We’ll be unable to draw any conclusions until we receive word from within the 

Nameralic Palace.’ Ben told them all decisively. 
‘Won’t be for a while yet. Our insider won’t likely be able to communicate until it’s 

all done and dusted.’ Valience reminded, speaking of the scout they had planted within 
the Nameralic Palace.  

Valcon let out a loud growl, furious, ‘So we just stand here doing nothing?’ he 
demanded, ‘The Crown is what matters. Right now, Topaz is at the mercy of Kato, Spider 
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and worst of all, Rieh. They are going to use the Divider to make him full blood 
Naferafric and then submit him to goodness knows what in the dungeons for the rest of 
eternity. We have to find the Crown.’  

Valience turned where he sat and stared directly back at Valcon, ‘I understand 
you’re upset, Valcon. But we cannot move. Besides, do you have any idea where it is!? 
Because I don’t!’ 

‘Well we could at least try to find it! Rather than writing letters and being civil.’ 
Valcon argued, his voice urgent, ‘Rika’s dead, Topaz is all we’ve got left and you’re 
suddenly the pacifist? Come on, Ebony, I’d have expected better from you.’ 

On his feet, and red faced, Valience jabbed a finger at the television screen, ‘Want to 
know why we don’t move, your Highness!?’ He exploded, ‘because not even Topaz could 
find the Crown. We have no idea where to begin looking for it, and Kato and Spider have 
this whole Empire looking for us. If we want to help Topaz we have to stay safe. No good 
us all being in a prison cell.’ 

Valcon knew this as well as Valience did but regardless, he remained indifferent. ‘I’m 
done. Call me when you’ve got a real plan.’ then, with a series of thunderous footsteps 
he was gone. 

‘He’s just upset.’ Kitty offered at last, ever gracious, ‘about Topaz… Akira…’ 
‘Yeah well, he could do with not taking it out on us.’ Valience hissed bitterly, rubbing 

at his mark, ‘besides, I’m starting to feel my Gazarian sense again. Whether we can see it 
or not, something has changed. Things aren’t completely bleak.’ 

‘What is it, do you think?’ Ben furthered, his eyes on the door where Valcon had 
disappeared. 

Valience offered an uncertain shrug, ‘Not sure. Just feelings at this stage. No visions.’ 
Ben chattered his teeth together thoughtfully, ‘What kinds of feelings.’ 
‘Familiar.’ Valience told them all vaguely, ‘like something familiar is happening…’ 
‘Keep seeking.’ Ben advised firmly, ‘if you Gazarian Sense has returned it will be a 

miracle.’ 
‘I’ve got to call in on the Symron.’ Robin announced, he too on his feet, ‘been days 

since I’ve checked in.’ 
‘Excellent, let us know if she’s seen anything, if Ebony’s sensing things surely 

something’s moving?’ Ben agreed, ‘We’ll wait for word from our plant within the palace. 
It shouldn’t be long.’ 

Kitty gnawed anxiously at her lip as Robin left the room, phone in hand, then 
directed her attention to Valience. 

‘I’ll start seeking too. Not that I’m anywhere near the prophet you are, but I guess we 
can try.’ 

‘Good idea.’ He replied, ‘you don’t give yourself enough credit, Kitty, you’re just as 
much a Gazarian as I am.’ 

Kitty shook her head, dismissing this comment, ‘I’m going to check on the control 
room… let me know the minute news comes through.’ she announced before headed out 
through the door into the hall. 

Nimble steps led Kitty away from the large common room. Things were cramped 
here at the Namor Academy. Every room and wing filled to the brim. Three rooms had 
been specifically designated to what remained of the Task Team on the top floor. Two 
large sleeping areas and a living room, everywhere else was a mess of activity. 

Kitty wound her way towards the main stairwell when she caught a voice – Robin’s – 
to one side, through one of the bedroom doors. Peaking inside she found him flustered, 
talking seriously into a phone pacing the room between a collection of mattresses.  
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‘Right. Well I guess keep me updated...’ He quipped, ‘okay, good. Sure Alright…’ he 
hesitated, his brown eyes meeting Kitty’s as she offered him a smile, ‘I love you too.’ He 
added half-heartedly, eyes still on Kitty before ending the call. 

‘Flight?’ Kitty guessed a moment later. Flight was Robin’s assistant who also 
happened to be his girlfriend. 

‘Yes.’ Robin confirmed lightly. Although Robin and Flight’s relationship had been 
more of a mandate than anything else having been betrothed from birth.  

‘Any updates?’ 
‘No. Nothing.’ Robin shrugged, tucking his phone away, ‘but she sound stressed.’ 
‘About what?’ Kitty scowled, Flight was all the way in Spain where the Symron 

headquarters were. Despite that the majority of the Symron had already been shifted to 
the TFK base here, and Flight’s purpose in Spain was to monitor activity. As far as Kitty 
could tell there would be very little to be stressed about. 

‘Not sure.’ Robin muttered, wandering towards her now, ‘she’s been like that 
recently.’ 

‘Maybe because you’re so far away.’ Kitty offered, meeting his gaze. 
‘Maybe.’ Robin agreed gently. 
Kitty blinked, her eyes on the floor. Things were better now she and Robin were 

friends again, but they were also more difficult. As much as their relationship had ended 
the moment Robin realised Flight was still alive, their chemistry hadn’t. 

‘She’ll be missing you.’ Kitty advised delicately. 
‘I suppose so.’ Robin agreed, ‘It’ll be boring too.’ He added, ‘because so many of the 

Symron are here with us or working at the Illuminus rebuilding the base according to 
Rika’s long list of instructions.’ 

‘Yes. Rika’s long list of instructions.’ Kitty agreed with a smirk. Before Rika had 
passed away she had issued a long set of instructions for the TFK to outwork. After all, 
Rika had formed the TFK, she had been their leader, even with her gone and Ben and 
Valience leading the charge they would follow through with her wishes. 

‘They’re almost done.’ Robin added proudly, ‘rebuilding I mean. That place was a 
mess after Spider burnt it down.’ 

‘It will be brilliant having a base so close to Arachnidan.’ Kitty agreed, ‘and neither 
Spider nor Kato will have any idea we’re there after what happened to it.’ 

‘Exactly.’ Robin grinned, meeting her gaze once more, ‘you alright?’ 
Kitty nodded, although behind her forced smile something inside of her ached.  
‘Still hard I guess.’ She admitted, ‘I miss Rika, I’m worried about Topaz.’ 
‘Same.’ Robin agreed, drawing closer to her again, he laid a hand on her upper arm, 

‘but it isn’t over yet, Kitty. You know that, right? Rika may be gone but we’re following 
her plan and we will find a way to rescue Topaz.’ 

‘I’m just trying to work it out.’ Kitty told him softly, ‘why he did it before… shaking 
his head… mouthing those words, ‘don’t come,’ it didn’t feel like he was speaking to us.’ 

‘Well who else would he be speaking to?’ Robin asked squeezed her arm, ‘Topaz has 
never really been one to make complete sense. I guess we wait and see.’ 

‘I guess so.’ Kitty agreed. 
‘So is that what’s been bothering you?’ Robin furthered, his eyes locked to hers. Kitty 

shrunk back,  
‘I guess.’ 
‘Liar.’ Robin grinned, running his hand down her arm and weaving his fingers 

through hers, ‘come on, Kitty, I know you better than that. What’s up?’ 
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‘Doesn’t matter.’ Kitty countered, trying to ignore the butterflies in her stomach. 
‘We’re all facing our own demons. I’m nothing special.’ 

Robin shook his head, ‘You’re something special.’ He countered instantly, then, 
freezing over at the sound of his own words having spoken before thinking the better of 
them. Instantly he released Kitty’s fingers and shrunk away. 

‘Sorry. It’s just,’ He began to say, ‘don’t cut yourself short, Kitty. You’re Dimanta 
Delante’s niece, the final Delante.’ 

‘A good lot that means.’ Kitty mumbled, tugging her hand away from Robin’s, 
‘anyway, I’ll see you later.’ She was already making for the door with one final look back 
at him with her huge blue eyes, ‘okay?’ 

‘Okay.’ Robin replied gently, before she vanished. 
 
Leon Vender clearly had not forgiven Topaz. 
The Deceiver assumed this as he was dragged down the garden path back inside the 

palace and then shoved away down hallways and stairs to a wide, airy room. 
It was octagonal, with huge windows and immense curtains. There were chairs and 

couches across the place suggesting it was some kind of formal sitting room. 
Leon Vender gave Topaz one last push inside, causing Topaz to stumble. His slight 

frame and exhaustion was embarrassing, and the Deceiver turned red as Rieh wandered 
inside after him. 

‘Well that wasn’t pretty.’ Rieh remarked, his tone as always, sarcastic. 
‘I didn’t expect it to be.’ Topaz replied, straightening up, his hands heavily weighed 

by the handcuffs. 
‘Kato and Spider will be here soon.’ Rieh added, shooting a look over Topaz’s 

shoulder to Leon Vender who had posted himself with arms crossed at the door. Leon 
seemed to know what this meant, and vanished without a word leaving them alone. 

‘Is Leon at your beck and call now?’ Topaz taunted, Rieh ignored this comment 
entirely, and glared at the Namor Prince. 

‘You don’t understand, Deceiver.’ Rieh hissed, his eyes small, ‘you don’t understand 
how serious this is.’ 

‘Oh, I think I understand.’ Topaz replied frankly, he coughed into a curled fist, a 
movement which shook his entire body. ‘I understand the whole situation perfectly.’ 

‘Don’t be smart.’ Rieh growled, stepping closer, the young Namor, so like Topaz with 
his nearly black hair and rusty skin spoke low, ‘Topaz, listen to me.’ 

‘To what?’ Topaz huffed, genuinely exhausted. It had been hot in the sun, not to 
mention every part of his body ached.  

‘Do not fight this.’ Rieh whispered. 
Topaz’s blue eyes met Rieh’s own green.  
‘What?’ 
‘Do not fight this. Got that?’ 
‘You know I couldn’t even if I wanted to.’ Topaz responded firmly, it was a total lie, 

given he had full possession of his super form and all other associated powers that came 
from the Stone’s presence in his blood.  

The question was whether Rieh knew this or not, seeing as it had been Rieh’s 
invention which had ‘permanently’ taken Topaz’s super form. 

This was a question Topaz genuinely wanted to know the answer to. 
Rieh’s face flashed with an indistinguishable emotion, and he opened his mouth to 

speak again when there was a burst of sound, both Kato and Spider stormed through a 
side door at a hastened pace. 
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‘Why did you put him in that damn jacket, Rieh?’ Kato was saying, completely 
speaking over Topaz’s head. 

Rieh glanced back at Topaz, then at Kato, ‘Sorry, Kato. I figured it would remind 
people that he is the Deceiver they remember.’ 

Topaz scowled. Rieh was lying for him.  
It didn’t matter though, because all that mattered was the fact that Rika was alive. All 

that mattered was that she was okay, and not dead and that made everything here, as 
awful as it was, bearable. 

He’d sent her to the Canary Islands. It was the safest place he could think of.  
It was also far enough away from him now that she couldn’t do anything stupid, like 

try to save him. 
It was to protect her and ensure that the right things happened – that’s why he’d left 

the note in the jacket pocket too, to apologise and let her know he had it all in control. 
She’d be mad, but Topaz was used to her being mad at him. 
He didn’t care if she was angry, she was alive, and that was all that really mattered. 
‘Well done, Kato.’ Spider began, still sounding in the smallest part sarcastic, ‘they’ll 

all be on our side now, surely. All but the TFK, but they will be dealt with in time.’ 
‘I hope so.’ Kato simmered, his gaze on Topaz, who stared right back at him. 
‘So where is it?’ Topaz asked, interrupting them all, ‘the Divider? Where is it?’ 
Leon Vender had reappeared again, a draw string bag in his hands. He handed it to 

Rieh who unfastened the bag and drew out the familiar metallic ring just big enough to 
fit around the circumference of a neck. 

Topaz twisted his mouth to one side. This was the part he really, really resented. 
‘So,’ the Deceiver began, a short look up to Kato, ‘is this finally going to make you 

happy, Kato? Will you finally be pleased with me after this?’ 
Kato’s face grew grey.  
Ever since the very start of the Tasks, ever since the Namor and Naferafric had 

resurfaced again in the present time, Topaz had been striving for Kato’s approval. 
A while back now, they hadn’t known that the Naferafric, Nameralic and Namor had 

been one people. It had been censored during a time called the ‘Black Burning.’ The idea 
that Topaz was in fact blood dominant Namor had been impossible. Never an option. 

When the truth had been exposed. That the Naferafric, the Nameralic and the Namor 
really had all been once one, under the same High King, and governed by three brothers. 
It had been a matter of time until Topaz’s true ethnicity had been exposed. 

That night flickered in Topaz’s mind now.  
He’d hated himself. He’d hated himself and the blood that ran in his veins making 

him so different to Kato.  
Everything all at once had made sense.  
Topaz recalled how difficult it had been, how often he’d let Kato down, and the 

impossibility of trying to ensure his character met to the expectations of the Naferafric 
King. 

The fact of the matter was they were different. Not just outside but inside. The 
Naferafric, with their mousy brown hair and brown eyes were the farmers and builders, 
the Nameralic, blonde and green eyed were the teachers and philosophers. 

Namor? With their dark hair so like Topaz’s own, the same blue eyes. They were 
fighters. Warriors. Soldiers. Sharper, more cunning.  

But they were dangerous. 
Topaz had hated himself when he’d realised he was one of them, that night on the 

plains outside of the city.  
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Kato had hated him too – not that the King would ever admit it – all of this had been 
what spurred Topaz on when he’d joined the Namor Army. 

Become the Deceiver. 
When – corrupted – Topaz had tried to overthrow the Empire and bring it under his 

rule. Of course Topaz had realised the error of his ways now.  
At first he’d tried desperately to rectify what King Kato thought of him. Make up for 

all that he had done as the Deceiver. 
Then, it had become very obvious that his focus needed to be on the larger plan at 

work. Appointing a High King. Stopping Spider. Stopping Rieh. 
Topaz gritted his teeth. All of this, this mess now, had been Spider’s doing. 
Spider had lured him into the past for the sole purpose of attaining the Divider – 

created originally by Nafercor and Namor years and years back as a solution to the 
budding war.  

Spider had used this Divider to make Topaz full blood Namor, knowing full well that 
the Deceiver would try to hide it from Kato. 

Kato seemed to have accepted the fact that Topaz was ninety six point three percent 
Namor, but one hundred percent? That was different. 

In hindsight, Topaz wished he’d been honest. Just told Kato. Then none of this, the 
War, what had happened, not to mention this unholy alliance between Kato, Spider and 
Rieh never would have happened. 

But he’d lied, just as Spider had wanted. Now he was about to pay for it. 
‘Will you?’ Topaz dared, still looking Kato square in the eyes, ‘I’ll finally be what you 

wanted. It will finally be worth it. So will you be happy with me?’ 
Kato flinched, and gritted his teeth, ‘I will be happy when you are locked away, and 

this is finished.’ 
‘Finished?’ Topaz echoed, a glance to Rieh who was still adjusting the Divider, ‘what 

does that look like?’ 
Kato allowed himself the smallest smile, ‘Me. As High King.’ 
Topaz shot a look towards Spider, ‘is that right, Spider?’  
‘That is right.’ Spider confirmed, although there was a forced manner to his answer.  
Spider did not plan on allowing Kato to become High King. 
Kato was a fool if he thought otherwise. 
Rieh unclamped the Divider, and motioned to the Deceiver, ‘let’s get this over with, 

Topaz.’ 
Topaz stole a glance Rieh’s way. The young Namor seemed reluctant, and met the 

Deceiver’s gaze nervously.  
‘Kneel.’ Rieh said tautly. 
Topaz gritted his teeth, and shook his head, with a forced grin, ‘No.’ resistant to the 

end. 
‘Kneel.’ Rieh repeated. 
‘No.’ 
Spider quickly solved this problem, by striding to the Namor Prince, and kicking his 

legs out from beneath him, shoving hard on Topaz’s shoulders. Topaz landed with a 
bump, nearly face first on the tiled floor. 

‘Right.’ Spider concluded, ‘get on with it Rieh.’ 
Nervous still, Rieh waited until Topaz was kneeling upright, before he hooked the 

metal ring around the Deceiver’s neck, and clamped it shut. 
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Topaz winced at the feel of it around his throat. The cool sensation of it against his 
skin was familiar, and made his palms sweat. Topaz knew full well what came next. The 
tiny pin points that would burry themselves into his skin, and begin the transfusion.  

It was going to hurt – it hurt last time – and he’d pass out, that’s what had happened 
before.  

‘Don’t fight this.’ Rieh repeated, the same mysterious line he’d uttered before, prior 
to Kato and Spider appearing from the garden. 

Despite himself, and despite the fact that Topaz could have fought it if he’d wanted 
to, he remained kneeling before the three. 

‘Ready?’ Rieh asked, a look back over his shoulder towards Kato and Spider, he was 
nervous. Topaz could tell.  

‘Get on with it.’ Kato muttered, nose in the air. 
Topaz had the chance to take one long last breath before Rieh engaged the Divider. It 

glowed slightly to life, and hummed. Immediately, Topaz cried out as the tiny pin points 
dug into his skin. 

It was awful.  
The worst part was that once more, he was subject to the Divider, in full ability to 

stop it if he wished, but the circumstances meaning that he had to choose this. 
Doubled over a little more, Topaz felt the same invasive feeling he’d experienced last 

time. Hollowing him out. Intense, and growing still, a burning deep within his bones. 
Curling over, grasping his middle, the Deceiver crumbled onto the floor. 

This was worse. Much worse in his current state. 
Topaz could hear talking – Kato, and Spider and Rieh – and that was the last thing he 

remembered before the pain consumed him and everything went black. 
 

Two 
Violet offered Rika the pick of anything in Kate’s wardrobe seeing as Rika had 

nothing but her filthy clothes from the past.   
Kate’s room was just as Rika remembered, her bed made and everything perfect and 

in its place. Inside of her wardrobe, Rika found a t-shirt, jumper and pair of jeans. 
Thankfully Kate was around about her own size.  

Having grabbed clothes, Rika headed for the bathroom, turned on the shower and 
tried to forget about what was likely happening at that very moment thousands of miles 
away. 

The hot water was amazing. Rika forgot how much she’d missed hot water. And 
soap, it had been a long time since she’d been able to take a warm shower. The 
Himalayas had been freezing, and everything covered in dirt. 

Allowing the water to run over her face, Rika thought of Topaz. 
Why had he taken the judgement from Kato? 
Why had he gone back in the first place? 
Topaz could have escaped, he could have stopped everything, but instead, he’d 

subjected himself to Kato’s wickedness. To Kato’s desire for revenge. 
Then there was the matter of the voice over the sound system. Kato and Spider 

seemed startled at the sound of it. What did they mean by the Symron and the Atreans? 
The Atreans hadn’t shown themselves for a long, long while.  
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Having washed her hair, Rika wrapped herself in a towel and stepped out of the 
shower, turning to face herself in the mirror. 

It was weird being here, after all that had happened. Everything had changed. Even 
she had changed. 

Her hair was much longer, and lighter somehow, there were more freckles too over 
the bridge of her nose from the sun they’d endured on hers, Dawn’s and Dimanta’s 
travels to the Naferafric Settlement. 

But no matter how difference she was, Rika could not believe how much Topaz had 
changed. 

He was so slim, and dark. Exhausted and wounded, with black circles beneath his 
eyes. It had been awful to see. Rika wished he’d explained a little more what she’d 
missed. She wished they’d had time to talk. She’d asked Valience to when she saw him. 

Again, as Rika’s mind flickered to Topaz, she wondered what kind of situation he had 
submitted himself to now. The sick sensation in the pit of her stomach seemed to grow 
and grow.  

Quickly, she changed into Kate’s clothes, when – in a familiar wave – the twin golden 
marks upon Rika’s wrist began to burn. 

With a gasped breath, Rika’s heart began to beat faster and faster. Her head 
swarming, and dizzy, the wall mounted lights either side of the bathroom mirror 
seemed bright, far too bright. 

Instantly, Rika knew this feeling. 
It was like she was coming of age. Like she was coming of age all over again. 
Unable to breathe as her lungs grew more and more constricted, Rika’s 

consciousness was overcome by a wash of black. The bathroom and mirror and bright 
lights faded away from her sight and instead she saw blurry figures. 

Blurry figures which fuzzed into view, immediately recognisable as Rieh, Spider and 
Kato. 

They all wore uniforms. The uniforms she’d seen them wear on the television only 
minutes before. They encircled her, watching her, mumbling and talking, but she 
couldn’t distinguish the words. 

Fear. All she felt was fear, as Rieh said something – something directed at her – then, 
a moment later, he repeated himself before Spider dashed forwards, seeming to kick her 
legs out. 

There was a sensation of pain and exhaustion that waved through her. 
Rika knew at once what was happening. 
She was seeing through Topaz’s eyes.  
Witnessing his experiences across the world in Spider’s Palace.  
It was awful. Rika struggled for air, unable to tear her own thoughts away from a 

concern for Topaz. Terrified as to what was about to unfold.  Rika felt a shock of terror 
as Rieh moved towards her and then cool metal against the skin of her neck. 

Heart hammering ever faster, she could scarcely breathe as the others – Spider, and 
Kato – watched on and Rieh fiddled at the device, the Divider at her neck. 

Then pain. Sharp, hollowing pain which waved through her again and again. It 
spread from her toes to the very top of her head.  

Rika had never felt anything like it.  
Struggling for air, she fought against the strange, overwhelming vision. Rika had 

experienced enough of these when she’d come of age to know they had the power to 
completely overcome her. 



15 
 

Focusing her thoughts, dragging them away from the terrifying pain and images 
she’d seen, away from a deep, deep concern for Topaz’s situation, instead Rika anchored 
her attention on anything else. 

The sink – she thought – Rika focused on the sink. And the light fittings. And the net 
curtains. And the tiled floor. 

Fighting hard against the overwhelming vision, and struggling for air. 
Slowly, but surely, the blackness and terror and fear and pain faded and Rika found 

herself crumpled over, upon the bathroom floor. 
Gasping for air and shaking all over, Rika was struck with one single question: what 

had happened to her? 
She’d only ever felt like this when she’d been coming of age, that had been months 

ago now, before she’d risen to her full role as Eleventh Wielder. 
Having come of age, things like that we’re meant to happen. 
Rika was meant to have full control over her visions now, they weren’t meant to 

occur like that, so suddenly, and uncontrolled. 
Heart still racing, Rika gritted her teeth hard together, as she rose up back on her 

feet. 
‘Damn it…’ she hissed, ‘damn it, damn it…’ hot, salty tears ran down her nose and 

onto her lips. Steadying herself on the sink, Rika inhaled, deep and slow. 
Those had been Topaz’s memories, like he’d experienced hers. First hand. Sharing 

his suffering and fear. 
It was awful and she had no idea what to do about it nor why it had happened. 
Rika fought not to think about it, concerned the visions would return. The visions 

were dangerous.  
Despite this, Rika couldn’t believe what she’d seen. They’d used it. The Divider. 

They’d used it on him, she’d felt it. 
A deep fury took hold. How dare they? The Divider was a wicked instrument, the fact 

that Kato and Spider felt it justified to use it, to harm Topaz how they had made her sick 
with rage. 

Her resolve strengthened all the more. Things were much worse than she’d figured 
they were. Topaz had gone to War, but he’d lost it because he’d lost his focus. Now he 
had been put to trial, made full blood Naferafric and was subject to Spider’s dungeons.  

Of course Topaz had known what he was going to face back in this time, but instead 
of escaping it – like she knew he was fully able to do – he’d chosen to face it because 
Rieh couldn’t be trusted. That’s what the note had said. 

Rika was absolutely certain Topaz’s final words to the camera at the conclusion of 
his trail were for her. Not to come. For whatever reason Topaz didn’t want help yet, 
which was the worst part, especially considering what Rika had just seen. 

With hands still trembling, Rika was already out into the hallway where she headed 
directly back downstairs. It was nearly a half past five in the morning now, but Rika 
wasn’t tired. 

An urgency burned inside of her now. She had to retrieve the Crown and get to the 
TFK. She had to get back to the TFK and then she could help Topaz. Everything in her 
ached at the memory of her vision. 

Heavy steps led Rika out into Topaz’s backyard. The Gaf Family home backed right 
onto the cliff face, there was a fence, with a small gate which led down the narrow 
walkway to the beach below. Eyes tracking the edge of the fence, Rika spotted the little 
dip she recalled from where they had buried the Crown, in her mind only house earlier.  
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Fetching a small trowel from the Garden shed, Rika set to work at once. It was still 
dark, which was useful. She’d have an hour or so before the run rose. 

Quietly, Rika dug at the lawn near about to the area she recalled Topaz and her 
burying the Crown. At least they had it now, she considered. While they couldn’t 
establish a High King neither could Kato, Spider or Rieh. 

Topaz had told her explicitly he’d planned on making Valcon High King. Now they 
had the Crown but Akira had chosen to side with Rieh. 

Rika had no idea how she was going to deal with that. No King could be appointed 
unless it was Akira who did it, she was the Twelfth Gazarian Wielder. There was no 
telling where she had been hidden away nor what Rieh’s plans entailed. 

But they would not be good plans, Rika knew that for a fact. 
Rieh was wicked to the core and as awful as Kato and Spider could be they were 

nothing compared to him. That was she had to find the Crown and get to the TFK. 
The more Rika dug the more desperate her movements became. She’d supposed it 

would have been easy to find. They hadn’t buried it deep, not at all.  
But it wasn’t there.  
Urgent now, her hands beginning to tremble, Rika set her shovel aside and used her 

fingers to pull away at the damp dirt.  
Still no sign of the Crown, panic grasping a hold of her lungs and leaving her scarcely 

able to breathe. Surely it was here, she considered, she and Topaz had been the only 
ones to know its whereabouts. 

But what if it wasn’t? Rika considered. What if the Crown had been discovered 
already, sometime between her and Topaz laying it into the ground in the past and 
where she was now in the present?  

That was entirely plausible. It may have felt like hours to Rika but it was thousands 
of years in real time. Instinctively, Rika allowed her Gazarian sense to wind through the 
dirt between her fingers, searching for the Crown, any trace of it there in the filth. 

Nothing. 
Absolutely nothing. 
‘Damn it.’ Rika hissed, leaning back on her knees, pressing her hands to her face, ‘it 

was here… it was right here…’ 
‘Rika?’ came a voice, Violet, on the back steps still wrapped in her dressing gown. 

‘What are you doing?’ 
Rika glanced back at her, tugging a strand of her hair back, not sure what to say to 

that because she couldn’t exactly provide an answer. 
The Crown was lucrative, Rika knew the instant she involved anyone else in its 

whereabouts it put them immediately in danger. Instead she shrugged. 
‘Something was buried here. I am trying to find it.’ 
Violet edged further out across the lawn, a mug of steaming coffee in each hand, 

‘What was it?’ 
‘I can’t tell you.’ Rika mumbled honestly, stumbling up on her feet. Violet offered her 

one of the mugs and nodded back inside.  
‘It’s freezing out here. You need to keep warm.’ 
Regretfully, Rika dusted one hand off on the trousers she wore, trailing after Violet. 

Once they were inside Violet wandered through to the living room, lowering herself 
down onto a chair while Rika took the couch, internally processing this unfortunate turn 
of events. 

It was missing. The Crown was missing. She couldn’t even feel it buried there with 
her Gazarian Sense, Rika didn’t even want to consider what that meant. 
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‘You should sleep.’ Violet advised. 
‘I’m not tired.’ Rika shrugged, not willing to breathe a word of the vision she’d seen 

to Violet. After all, Violet had seen her youngest son laid to trial, the last thing she 
needed was an in-depth description of his punishment. ‘I have a time travel equivalent 
to jet lag.’ Rika added with a dry laugh dropping down onto the couch. 

Closing her eyes and pressing her face into her hands, Rika allowed her mind to 
unwind, tentatively searching for ideas. There was a plan, the TFK had always had a 
plan to establish a King and counter Kato and Spider’s selfish ambitions.  

‘Have you called them yet?’ she meant the TFK. It seemed obvious that Rika would 
try to contact them as soon as she could but a part of Rika couldn’t quite bring herself to 
do that yet. 

She’d wanted to fetch the Crown before all that. It was a massive set back seeing as it 
was missing. 

Taking a huge sip of her coffee, Rika exhaled lightly, slipping a look towards Violet, ‘I 
can’t call them.’ she explained, ‘I don’t trust the phone lines. Kato and Spider will be 
looking for the TFK everywhere. They’ll have every phone line tapped.’ Rika exhaled 
loudly, ‘I know the drill,’ she offered Violet a sad smile, tipping her head to one side, ‘I 
become means to harm Topaz. Kato, Spider, Rieh…? They can’t know I’m alive. The 
moment they found out they’d find me and use me to hurt him. I refuse to be used like 
that against Topaz again.’ Despite herself, Rika felt her cheeks redden at this confession. 

‘What were you looking for, Rika?’ 
Rika shook her head, ‘I can’t tell you.’ 
There was a long silence between the pair, ‘Whatever it was, I doubt anything is left 

in the ground now.’ 
Confused, Rika blinked back at her, ‘What do you mean?’ 
‘When EQUITAS was built… they excavated the whole island. Anything that was 

buried would have been dug up.’ 
Rika groaned, cursing herself for forgetting. Of course that was what happened. The 

Crown would have been uncovered when EQUITAS had been built all those years ago. 
She felt stupid for having not thought of that. 

‘Damn.’ 
‘In saying that, whatever was found was stored down in the Archives.’ 
Rika’s heart skipped with hope, ‘The Archives.’ 
‘In the basement. Have you been there?’ 
‘Of course I have.’ Rika agreed, when she’d first started as an agent at EQUITAS she’d 

had to do an impossible amount of stocktake down there.  
‘If you are looking for something… something buried, I’d start there.’ 
Instantly on her feet, taking one last sip of coffee, Rika was moving. 
‘I haven’t got long.’ she told Violet, on her feet. 
Rika was perfectly aware that she had to chase the darkness to the Naferafric Island. 

She had to avoid being seen and would have to leave soon if she planned on leaving 
before sunrise.  

But she had to find the Crown before that. 
The Crown which was hopefully hidden down with the Archives. 
Rika headed directly to the foyer. There was an elevator there. An elevator which led 

directly down to EQUITAS. 
Rika recalled it fondly, when her life had revolved around EQUITAS and the 

international crime and social justice work it had done rather than the Tasks. Those had 
been far easier times. 
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As Mike had said, the EQUITAS headquarters completely empty. She’d had to enter 
the alarm code disarming the now empty stretch of halls and offices below the ground. 

In a way, Rika was thankful for this as she paced down the stairwell to the very 
lowest floor. The archives.  

Rika hadn’t been here many times before, only once or twice when she had been an 
entry level EQUITAS agent and had been assigned the dull task of categorising and 
updating archives.  

It hadn’t changed in the least – she realised – swinging open the door and peering 
inside. Large, and dark, illuminated by dull overhead lights and packed with stacks of 
boxes and rows of shelves. 

Gnawing at her lip, Rika took it all in, wondering where she ought to start.  
A horrible aching sensation weighed in the pit of her stomach. What if it wasn’t in 

here? What if he had vanished in the thousands of years since she and Topaz had buried 
it? That it was gone for good? 

How could they fix it if the Crown were gone for good, never able to be found? 
Rika didn’t quite want to allow that thought to take proper roots, and instead, 

nervously she ventured deeper into the Archives towards the main directory list. 
Upon a desk in the very centre of the space lay a huge lever arch folder. Rika knew 

this folder well, as it was within that every single item stored here had been entered in 
blue ball point pen. 

Leaning over the desk, and prying the large folder open, Rika scanned the contents 
page, searching for anything pertaining to the excavation of the island. 

‘Come on, come on, come on…?’ she whispered, her heart in her mouth. 
There were pages and pages there, all scripted in various sprawl, as they had been 

updated and reclassified over the years. Shaking in desperation, Rika’s finger traced the 
page as she spotted three words; ‘Canary Island Excavation,’ scripted in a familiar 
scrawl. 

Topaz’s hand writing. He must have done this. Perhaps years ago, when he like her 
had been sent here to carry out petty duties as a young agent. It was pretty ironic, she 
considered, all the while a tiny nibble of hope tugged at the back of her mind. 

Exhaling deeply, she leant closer and ran her finger down the title line. 
Blue prints, builders’ names, excavation financials, newspaper records… she trailed 

through the finds, all printed in Topaz’s messy handwriting.  
Then she saw it; Miscellaneous Finds. Total quantity, 7, Index Number XA15.  
Rika sprung back, stalking the shelves for the correct section, down towards the far 

corner of the Archives, past the stacks of paperwork and evidence from old EQUITAS 
cases.  

In a second or two, buried deep within the shelves, she found the box she was 
looking for. It was heavy cardboard, with a stiff lid and the words, ‘Canary Island 
Excavation’ printed on the very front in Topaz’s handwriting once more. 

Nervously, Rika shuffled the large box out of where it sat on the second top most 
shelf. The box was heavy, and rattled a little as she shifted it on the floor and knelt 
beside, scarcely able to breathe as she removed the lid. 

There was a list on the inside lid, another index which listed the items stored within. 
Items which had been tightly wrapped in tissue paper and printed with a black number. 

Rika’s eyes skipped down the list, in anxious knots. 
Then, with a sudden gasp she spotted it. ‘Silver Crown,’ listed third from the bottom, 

the number five alongside it. In sheer relief, Rika tossed the lid to one side and dug 
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inside for a large parcel marked ‘5’. She grasped it tight her hands, peeling off the flaky 
tissue, bit by bit revealing the pointed edges and the dull silver surface below. 

With a deep exhale, Rika slumped back onto her knees, cradling the crown in her 
hands tight against her chest. 

There was a kind of release, but a tightening of terror as she realised the significance 
of all she held in her hands. 

Carefully, Rika took a proper look at the silver crown for probably the first time. Her 
fingers running over the tiny engraving around the base.  

Then Rika spotted something odd. She narrowed her eyes in the darkened light, 
peering inside of the crown and spotting a deeper cut-out within the inside. 

Confused, Rika rotated the crown in her hands. The internal cut-out formed a sort of 
a gentle reversed ‘V’ shaped crown coming to a single point. 

She had never once noticed this before. 
‘What…?’ Rika whispered, unsure what to make of this at all.  
There was a noise behind her, a rattling, near the door and a voice. ‘Rika?’ it called – 

it was Mike perhaps sent down by Violet – ‘Are you alright?’ 
Rika gripped the Crown tight to her chest again, glancing over her shoulder and back 

down towards the door, ‘Yes!’ she called back.  
‘Did you find what you were looking for?’ 
Rika’s eyes fell to the crown in her hands, ‘yes…’ she replied a little quieter, in an 

awestruck relief. 
 
Topaz had never felt quite as bad as he did at that moment. 
Finding himself, lying on his back, in a damp, dark cell all over again. Blinking his 

eyes open, the Deceiver couldn’t see a thing. Groaning once, he rolled onto his side, 
instantly regretting it as every bone in his body ached in objection. 

Coming back here, to this time, seemed – if even for a moment – like a terrible idea, 
Topaz considered. As much as he knew he had to be the bigger person now, a small part 
of him wished he could have transported himself elsewhere in time. 

Somewhere warmer, somewhere safer. 
Rubbing at his neck, Topaz assessed the damage. His blood had been transfused, but 

he’d expected that. The tiny pin pricks stung like crazy on his neck, and even more now 
as Topaz ran his fingers over them. 

They must have brought him back to his cell, Topaz considered. They must have 
brought him back because as far as Kato and Spider and Rieh were concerned it was 
over. The Deceiver had been otherwise dealt with. Now he was an unfortunate hardship 
of the past to be forgotten about. 

With a deep burning frustration, he slammed his fist hard on the floor, a small pulse 
of his magnetic force rippled through the stonework. 

His magnetic force, the present reminder that as much as he was there, he didn’t 
need to be. Not really. That despite kneeling with the small cuts in his neck from his 
blood having been transfused to full blood Naferafric, despite his extreme exhaustion, 
and wounds, and hunger, he could escape any moment he wanted to. 

But he couldn’t, Topaz reminded himself. 
That was the plan. 
Remain here, wait, keep his eyes on any movement and then when the 

circumstances did change – which Topaz knew they would – make his move. 
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But he had to be ready to make that move. Strong enough to make that move. 
Thankfully, Topaz conceded, the one positive of being locked down here in Spider’s 
prison was that he had time. 

Time which he fully intended on using. 
He was exhausted but that didn’t really matter. On his knees now, Topaz set to work.  
Time travel. He absolutely had to master it. He absolutely had to match Rieh in skill. 

Being here, in this cell did not change that.  
Rieh was the true enemy, Topaz knew this more than he knew anything and while 

Rieh had not presented himself as such yet, the Deceiver knew it was only a matter of 
time. That’s why  

‘Alright.’ He whispered aloud to himself, rubbing his hands together for heat, ‘alright, 
alright, alright…’ Kato was gone, and Topaz doubted he would be bothered for a while 
now, which was perfect. Just what he needed. 

How had he done it again? Topaz considered, how had he transported himself out 
from one time into another? The first time had been an accident – out of sheer 
desperation – the second purposeful and remarkably easy. 

Would it always be that easy? Closing his eyes, Topaz earnestly hoped so. 
There was a rattle – across the way – outside of the prison, by the sounds of things. 

The Deceiver’s heart beat quickened as his eyes flickered open just a moment, and then 
closed back trying to concentrate. 

Where would he go? 
A thought flickered to mind, sort of tentatively in the back of his mind.  
The night the Tasks had begun. The night everything had changed. The anniversary 

of the Silara Festival of Light, the night an earthquake had reverberated through the 
entire earth. When the Naferafric and Namor had appeared having been bound in time 
for four thousand years. 

Perfect, Topaz considered, inhaling a slow, shaking breath. 
He clasped his hands tight together as if in prayer, his thoughts narrowed in on that 

night. The sea front, the smell of the ocean, the hundreds of people down at the beach 
laughing and joking with one another. 

He’d been there, with Robin and Kitty and Rika too. They’d wandered completely 
oblivious to what was coming their way. 

The memory was vivid, etched in Topaz’s mind. His stomach growled at the thought 
of the salty popcorn Rika had offered him. 

‘Take me there.’ Topaz whispered, ‘take me there…’ more urgently, ‘take me there…’ 
He felt a sudden release, then nothing. 
 
‘I just can’t work it out.’ Valience mumbled quietly where he stood on the balcony 

overlooking the Naferafric City. 
Ben Farris remained to one side, watching him in the darkness. ‘Can’t work what 

out?’ 
‘I haven’t sensed anything since before Rika died.’ Valience explained, wringing the 

mark around his wrist, ‘and now suddenly it’s like… somethings happened but I can’t 
see what.’ 

‘Perhaps Topaz’s trial?’ Ben offered, they had received word that Topaz had been 
indeed converted to full blood Namor, which was a true blow. No one had been in a 
good mood that evening. 

It was late now, nearly a half past twelve but Ben and Valience had been speaking 
about their next move together.  
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‘The Symron are nearly done with the Illuminus Headquarters near Lyron.’ Ben 
mumbled, ‘Robin Hawkings confirmed as much.’ 

‘Good news then.’ Valience agreed, then exhaled loudly, ‘Valcon was right, Ben. 
Eventually we’re going to have to shift to the offensive. We can’t just stand by and watch 
the Empire crumble. Who knows how long Kato, Spider and Rieh will remain allies… the 
sooner we’re on the front foot the better.’ 

‘I know that.’ Ben agreed with a smirk, ‘just Valcon has a way of saying it so much 
more pretentiously.’ 

‘He’s worried about Akira.’ Valience noted, ‘he doesn’t mean to be a jerk.’ 
‘Too much like Topaz if you ask me.’ Ben grumbled which made Valience grin. 
‘Maybe that’s what we need.’ Valience considered, ‘should we plan a rescue, Ben?’ he 

looked him squarely in the eye. So far no one had suggested as much. Between Kato, 
Spider and Rieh they had three super forms. The TFK had one – Valcon – it was for this 
reason any rescue had been previously dismissed. 

‘I’m not sure.’ Ben considered, ‘my heart says yes, but my head says no. Truth is I 
would do anything for Topaz but I keep asking myself what he would want us to do.’ 

‘And he’d want us to leave him there?’ Valience furthered. 
‘You saw him just as much as I did. He told us not to come. He looked right into the 

camera and told us not to come.’ Valience shrugged, he breathed out slowly, ‘that’s if it 
was us he was speaking to.’ 

‘You don’t think it was?’ 
‘Not sure.’ Valience grumbled, folding his arms, ‘I’m not sure of anything right now.’ 
Ben nodded, pacing towards the railing and leaning hard, peering down at the 

Naferafric City. ‘Rika would want us to save him.’ 
Valience smirked, ‘Yes. I know that.’ 
‘So do we?’ 
He shrugged again, ‘what do you think I’m trying to seek?’ 
‘Anything yet?’ Ben furthered hopefully. Valience shook his head. 
‘Nothing clear.’ He concluded, ‘whatever it is, it’s weak at the moment. It feels 

familiar somehow,’ 
‘Familiar like how?’ 
‘Like how it used to be. Before everything fell apart. Like the season has changed…’ 
Ben glanced back at him, ‘sounds hopeful?’ 
‘Yes and no.’ Valience mumbled, ‘there’s something else.’ 
‘Which is…?’ 
‘Danger.’ Valience told him levelly, ‘I feel danger coming. Instability. Something is 

coming… something we will need to be prepared for.’ 
‘So what does that mean?’ Ben frowned thoughtfully, ‘we’re not prepared to fight. 

Not yet. Not against Kato or Spider.’ 
‘I’ll keep seeking it.’ Valience told Ben ruefully, not sounding at all optimistic, ‘but 

between you and me I understand how Valcon feels. I hate this, you know?’ 
‘Hate what?’  
‘Losing.’ Valience growled. 
Ben grinned broadly, ‘so let’s stop losing.’ 
 
Topaz wasn’t sure quite where he was but it wasn’t where he’d wanted to be. 
Sort of tumbling out into a damp alley way, Topaz’s flat palms hit a solid wall of 

stone bricks which scraped against the heels of his hands.  
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‘Ah.’ He hissed, stumbling back and rubbing at the grazes, blood already clotting in 
the cuts, ‘ah, damn it.’ he added for good measure. 

Blinking in the dark Topaz scowled. 
Where was he?  
Exhausted, the Deceiver shuffled down from the alley way towards what he 

suspected was a main road, unsure where and what time he’d appeared in. 
It was evening, the exact time he could not guess. Blinking from side to side he found 

himself upon a busy street with wide pavements running alongside brightly lit store 
fronts. People wandered by, without even a look his way, chatting as they strolled, 
tucked up warm in thick coats and scarves. 

It was freezing, Topaz noted, and he was starving. Scanning his surroundings Topaz 
felt a strange sense of familiarity creep up his spine. 

He was on the Canary Islands. Topaz was sure of it. The salty air, the familiar 
sidewalks, and down towards his left spanned the marina. He was on the Canary 
Islands. He was home. 

But not when he wanted to be. This wasn’t the night of the Sailara Festival, not at all, 
Topaz deducted. He remembered that night vividly. It had been hot, and there had been 
huge fairy lights strung up between street lamps. 

As good as it felt to be home on the Canary Islands, everything seemed far more 
ordinary than they had been the night the Tasks had begun. People wandered about as if 
life were normal, barely stealing a glance his way. 

With purposeful strides, as steady as he could manage being so exhausted and so 
hungry, Topaz headed back up the street towards where he knew a corner convenience 
stood. He figured they’d have today’s paper, maybe then he could figure out what the 
date was. 

Then he spotted it. 
Across the way, about a half way up the boulevard, a large red building, with a bright 

flashing neon sign which read ‘Best Burger’. 
Topaz’s stomach growled irritably as he instructively froze on his feet. 
Best Burger had been his all-time favourite restaurant. Or at least it had been. That 

was until Mr Victor – who’d owned the place – had passed away nearly four years ago 
and it had been closed down. 

Stomach growling again, Topaz rubbed at his elbows. Clearly, whatever time he’d 
ended up in was around about four years ago, perhaps more. Defeated, because 
somehow he’d managed to completely lose himself in some unknown time Topaz 
considered his options. 

He should go back. Back to the cell, and back to the present, before anything else 
happened. 

But then again, Topaz considered, he was already here, and he was starving. It 
wasn’t like he was going to get fed in the prison cell, Spider and Kato seemed to enjoy 
robbing him of that luxury. And the opportunity to have a ‘Best Burger’ just one more 
time was far too tempting, especially as hungry as he was now. 

Without really deciding to, Topaz began to cross the road to the restaurant and 
slipped in through the doors. 

Keeping his head down, he found a booth near the back, because as much as he 
wanted a burger, he didn’t exactly want to be recognised here, in this time. 

Admittedly, a little guilty, Topaz scanned the menu in front of him, feeling 
completely out of place in his filthy clothes. His hair hung low over his eyes as he 
spotted the Bun-Ultimate-Burger – His favourite item on offer at Best Burger. 
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He really shouldn’t be there, Topaz thought, he shouldn’t be here at all. Obviously 
something had gone wrong with the time travelling process that he had ended up in 
completely the wrong time. 

What if he was unable to return to the time he’d left? That was an awful thought. 
Despite this, a sort of selfish part of Topaz wanted to stay put, and eat the burger. 

A waitress appeared. Some middle aged woman that Topaz recognised but could not 
remember the name of. She wore a pink uniform and held a little pad of paper to take 
his order. For half a second at least Topaz was concerned she’d recognise him, surely 
she would, but to his total astonishment the woman blinked at him and asked what he 
wanted. 

Topaz pointed and asked for the Bun-Ultimate-Burger and a filter coffee and she 
shuffled away returning for a moment with cutlery and a huge mug. 

Without a second’s hesitation, Topaz gulped at his coffee, it warmed his bitterly cold 
insides in an instant. He couldn’t genuinely remember the last time he’d had coffee.  

Trying his level best not to think about the prison, or Kato, or Spider or Rieh for that 
matter, Topaz leant back in his seat, clutching his mug.  

It was then that he heard a laugh. An unmistakable laugh that jolted the very core of 
him. 

His wide blue eyes flickering to the left, Topaz spotted an agonizingly familiar face in 
one of the opposite booths.  

Rika, he considered, as his lungs tightened, Rika was there. 
She was a lot younger, Topaz noted at once. Maybe thirteen years old? Her hair was 

shorter and hung around her shoulders. She was grinning a mile wide sitting opposite a 
shock of dark brown hair that could only ever belong to Kitty. 

The sight of them there, so untroubled caused something deep inside of Topaz to 
fracture. It would be three years perhaps two before all hell broke loose and he couldn’t 
help but feel responsible for it. 

The waitress returned eventually with the burger and placed it down in front of 
Topaz, topping up his coffee. It was at this moment that a small bell rung as the door 
across the way swung open.  

In genuine shock, Topaz stared as a far younger version of himself strolled inside the 
restaurant with a fresh faced Robin in tow. Instantly, Kitty and Rika had spotted the pair 
and Kitty turned bring pink, leaning forwards and hastily whispered something to Rika 
causing Rika to scowl. 

‘No.’ she answered frankly, ‘No.’ 
Picking at his burger, Topaz watched as the boys slid into another booth close to the 

girls. He watched himself with a measure of awe.  
Topaz had forgotten how much he’d changed since the Tasks had begun. It was 

weird to see it so clearly now.  
His younger self wore a heavy jacket over a smaller frame, with a few inches of 

height to grow in the next little while. His skin was fairer somehow, with a seemingly 
permanent smirk across his mouth. His hair had been lighter too, and a little shorter 
than it was now. 

Topaz couldn’t help but grin at how incredibly pretentious he’d seemed, and 
continued to poke around at the food in front of him, watching his younger self curious 
now. 

Across the way there was a kind of commotion stirring. Kitty and Rika were talking 
in hushed whispers, while his younger self and Robin were trying to play it cool where 
they sat.  
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Then, in a sudden movement Robin shuffled from the booth and wandered over to 
the girls his hands deep in his pockets. 

Topaz quietly ate his burger as younger Robin approached Kitty and Rika, striking 
up a casual conversation. The memory stirred in his mind.  

He remembered this. 
Robin had barely been here three or four weeks, and had already fallen head over 

heels for Kitty. They’d come here for burgers at Topaz’s suggestion, and by chance the 
girls had been here too. 

Robin of course was overjoyed, Topaz recalled, seizing it as his chance to speak to 
Kitty. Of course he had pretended to be disinterested – even a little frustrated – to see 
the girls there.  

He hadn’t been, Topaz remembered, not at all. 
Kitty and Robin seemed to have struck up a conversation relating to something 

across the other side of the restaurant. The juke box in the corner, Topaz remembered 
as the pair wandered towards it in enthusiastic conversation. 

Meanwhile, Rika sat sipping at a strawberry milk – her favourite – and his younger 
self was fiddling his fingers together trying to figure out an excuse to go and talk to her.  

There was a kind of electricity between them, that Topaz remembered feeling at the 
time, but observed clearly now.  

Of course he’d liked Rika then, not that he’d admit it. No, Topaz had been young and 
stupid and far too prideful to tell her how he felt. 

‘Just go over and talk to her.’ Topaz found himself whisper, barely audible, ‘just go 
over.’ 

It seemed so foolish now, Topaz considered, and sort of hurt in a different way. 
Things could have been easier, and clearer if he’d just been honest about how he’d felt 
about her sooner. 

He wished he had.  
Perhaps then they’d have had a chance together.  
Perhaps then they’d have been able to be happy together, even just for a little while. 
Topaz knew his younger self wasn’t going to move from where he sat. He knew that 

he and Rika would have years from now of unsaid thoughts, unexpressed feelings and 
would eventually be… well, here. Apart from one another with no way forwards and 
now way back. 

But that didn’t offer any explanation as to the real question, the real question which 
had sat at the back of Topaz’s thoughts for a while now. 

‘Why did she pick him?’ Topaz heard himself say aloud, the question itself made him 
ache to his very core. ‘Why not me?’ 

The thought seemed just as valid as it had been the first time he’d wondered it.  
Rika had chosen Valience.  
Topaz and Rika had agreed to wait until the War was over, wait for Rika to make the 

decision she needed to make before moving their relationship forwards.  
They were meant to be waiting for each other. 
But she hadn’t, she’d chosen Valience, despite them believing that Valience was 

indeed destined to die. 
Rika had chosen Valience over Topaz, even though her relationship with Valience 

was ultimately doomed to fail. It didn’t make sense. 
Sure Topaz had been the parallel of Namorli and his life would be at risk during the 

War – the very reason Rika suggested that Topaz and her delay their relationship until it 
was over. 
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Surely Valience’s certain death should have been more off putting than the potential 
of his own. 

It had never made sense, Topaz considered.  
It had never made sense that she’d picked Valience over him. He’d have asked her, 

only the idea of ever doing that seemed pathetic.  
Even now, the question felt like glass. 
‘I don’t know why she’d pick him.’ Topaz whispered, his eyes glued to where the 

younger Rika sat. 
On his feet, Topaz could bare it no longer. He strode heavily past the booths, passing 

himself and then Rika and headed directly to the door. He hadn’t paid and felt awful 
about it because Mister Victor was a nice guy. Despite this, it didn’t change the fact that 
Topaz had no money. 

He darted out into the street, heaving in a deep breath of cold air, a powerful anxiety 
gripped a hold of his chesty and spread through his body. Quickly, he rounded the 
building down another narrow alley way stacked with trash cans and empty boxes. 

Pressing his hands to his face, Topaz couldn’t help but lose himself in despair. 
Nothing was right. Nothing at all. 
He’d screwed up this time travel thing, which made him feel weak. He needed to be 

like Rieh. Rieh could travel in and out of time as he wanted. Topaz needed to be like 
Rieh to beat him when the time came. He had to be ready. 

But he didn’t feel ready. 
‘Why couldn’t I just do what I wanted?’ Topaz hissed, his head still buried in his 

hands. He meant more than time travel now. He meant everything. The whole mess of 
events that had led to where he was now, the whole mess of events that had been the 
tasks. 

And especially he meant his younger self who would remain unmoved, sitting in that 
booth that night rather than just getting up, humbling his pride and speaking to Rika. 

There was no future for them, Topaz knew, that, because there was no future for 
him. Not beyond the Tasks. This stirred a deep fear that rattled through his bones. 

But he had to pull himself together, Topaz reminded, because that shouldn’t matter. 
Forcing himself to stand completely upright, Topaz forced his own feelings aside and 

instead focused on the task at hand. 
All that mattered was fixing all of this, following the plan he’d worked out, and 

making Valcon High King. That was all that mattered. Not Rika, not his feelings, not 
some imaginary future he wished they could have had together. 

That didn’t matter at all. 
He had to get back to his own time, to the cell – if he even could – Topaz considered. 

Transporting himself to where Rika was had happened by accident but he’d managed to 
return them to the correct time in the future. How he had he done it so easily before but 
seemed unable to now? 

Nervously, Topaz clasped his hands together and closed his eyes, searching his 
memories for the very last moment in his prison cell. Inhaling, he allowed the strange 
power which allowed him to travel through time to weave up through every fibre of his 
body. 

Then, desperate that he’d get it right this time, the Deceiver exhaled, and in a second 
he flickered away. 
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Three 
Rika had to move. 
She had the crown there was no real point to remain on the Canary Islands. If there 

was anything she had learnt it was that time was not at all of the essence. The sooner 
she was with the others, the quicker they could figure out what was happening and 
conspire a plan to finish this War once and for all. 

She packed a light bag, stuffing odds and ends inside as quickly as she could. Raiding 
Kate’s closet again, Rika found a pair of boots. She fastened these on, pulling Topaz’s 
coat back over her shoulders before headed directly back to Topaz’s room. 

Rika knew exactly what she was looking for here. Quickly, she began to search for 
Topaz’s note book. The Deceiver had keep keeping details of the Tasks for some time 
now, seeing as it had benefitted Rieh so greatly.  

The book wasn’t hard to find because Rika was an expert at locating things that 
Topaz tried to keep private. She recovered it hidden beneath his bed, thick and red 
bound, filled with his scribbles. Tucking that away in the bag the last and most 
important item was the Crown. Rika had stashed it in Topaz’s room to keep it from Mike 
and Violet’s eyes. Burying it deep into the bag she quickly zipped the pack closed and 
hitched it over one shoulder headed for the door. 

Outside, the sun was only slightly peaking up across the horizon. She’d have to leave 
now if she planned on travelling in darkness. Violet and Mike met her downstairs in the 
kitchen near the back doors.  

‘Be careful.’  Mike managed to say, which felt fairly redundant given they were at 
War, Topaz was in captivity and there was a long, long uphill battle ahead. 

‘I’ll try.’ Rika replied gently, with a small smile. 
Violet gave her a quick kiss on the cheek before Rika slipped through the side door 

out onto the lawn once more. She planned on using her magnetic force, without the 
obvious glow of the super form, Rika would be able to arch the sky to the Naferafric 
Island in a number of hours completely unnoticed. 

‘Thank you.’ Rika told them both, meaning those two words more than anything 
she’d ever said, ‘we will fix this. I promise. Topaz will be okay.’ 

‘I have no doubt you will.’ Violet grinned, ‘be careful.’ 
With one last look back at them, Rika allowed the warm sensation of her magnetic 

force to stir, curling around and inside of her body. Then, in a huge WHUMPH she shot 
up high into the darkness above, gone without another word. 

She tried not to think too hard about how dangerous this all was. There was no 
telling what level of security Kato and Spider had mandated so her decent to the TFK 
would have to be careful.  

The worst part as far as Rika was concerned was that there were still so many 
unanswered questions. Were the TFK still hidden in the Namor Academy? What state 
would the city be in? 

Then there was the others. Who knew what state they were in? Topaz had been 
immensely vague, she knew Neron, Gaf, Napoleon and Kate were locked away in the 
Clearing Fields.  

What about the others? What about Valience, and Ben and Robin and Kitty. 
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Then there was Kitty, Rika considered. That was another very awful thought. Last 
Rika had heard Kitty was Topaz’s girlfriend, that fact along left her anxious to the core. 
The ring Topaz had given Rika on her finger weighed as a constant reminder. 

Rika knew she loved Topaz, more than anything, that was why leaving him to the 
mercy of Kato, Spider and Rieh was so awful.  

Hurting Kitty, though? That was almost as bad. 
Under the deep still of darkness, Rika shot up through the clouds, suddenly finding 

herself exhausted. It had been a long, long day, and the sleep she’d lacked in the 
Himalayan Temple back in the past was like an anchor. 

At long last, though, ahead she spotted the familiar silhouette of the island. 
Everything was dark and its metropolis was nothing but a glitter of lights. The closer 
she drew the more evident the carnage became. 

A hollow kind of horror gripped a hold of her as Rika took the full extent of the 
damage in. 

Buildings and walls and homes all ripped apart, littering the streets and roads. Eyes 
widening in shock, Rika grappled to reason with what she saw. 

Then, at the centre of it all, Kato’s palace – at least, what was left of it. The whole 
front façade was cinders, black through. Rika’s stomach flipped over at the sight of it. 

She wished Topaz had taken more time to explain, she felt blind now, approaching 
the TFK. They had clearly been through so much while she’d been hidden in the past. 
Approaching now Rika felt poorly prepared. 

She may have been the original leader of the TFK but this position didn’t feel earned 
now.  

Seconds passed before Rika came down over the mountains alongside the Naferafric 
City. There, hidden away in the darkness, she could see the little ‘U’ shape of the Namor 
Army Academy, suspended between a ravine.  

Acutely nervous feeling way in over her head, Rika curved down gentling slicing 
through the air down towards the academy. She’d be seen, undoubtedly, by TFK Guards, 
Rika’s only hope was that they wouldn’t shoot. Thankfully though she arched down to 
the central courtyard, her feet touching down onto the stonework. 

Instantly, Rika displayed both hands flat in submission and stood, waiting for the 
guards. They were there in seconds. 

‘DON’T MOVE!’ someone cried, ‘STAY THERE! STAY RIGHT THERE!’ 
Rika’s shoulders rose up to her ears, she opened her mouth to speak but her voice 

broke and words failed. 
There were more, at least a half a dozen guards all tramping out, encircling her. Rika 

shook her hair from her face, it hung lose, longer than it had been when she’d ‘died,’ in 
the darkness, the guards clearly couldn’t distinguish her features. 

‘Wait.’ Rika croaked, ‘wait!’ 
Their guns – clearly loaded – aimed on her. Rika wasn’t sure who they thought she 

was but they must have seen her magnetic force. Panicked faces became a little clearer 
in the silvery moonlight, Rika eyed them earnestly. 

‘Just wait,’ she breathed one last time, hands still displayed flat, ‘I…’ 
Then, there was as hollow silence as their realisation seemed to take hold. Looks of 

awestruck horror carved deep into the faces of the guards. 
‘Is that…’ one stammered, as Rika felt her cheeks redden, surprised at how 

embarrassed she felt, ‘is that Rika Rhemsaise?’ 
‘Can’t be…’ someone else replied, ‘she’d dead.’ 
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‘What’s going on?’ another voice thundered, urgent and accompanied by a series of 
heavy footsteps, ‘what are you doing just standing there!?’ 

Rika’s head whipped directly around, startled at the sound of Robin Hawkings. Her 
eyes found him instantly, and his gaze shot to her. 

Then he froze, mouth agape. 
‘You’re kidding me.’ Rika heard him say as the guards lowered their guns. 
Rika remained where she’d come down, unsure what to do or say, perfectly aware 

how strange this would seem to Robin. After all, she was dead. Topaz had told her there 
had been a funeral. 

The possibility of seeing her alive again would never have crossed his mind. 
‘Rika.’ Robin said hollowly, ‘I… what… is that really you?’ 
Rika swallowed, she felt her eyes string with the promise of tears. She hadn’t 

expected to feel so emotional at seeing them again but the expression of relief upon 
Robin’s face was so acute it twisted her to the very core. 

Then, without another word, Robin sprinted the remaining distance catching her up 
in a tight embrace. Rika sunk into his arms, burying her face in his shoulder. 

The guards shrunk back, as stunned at this turn of events as Robin was, slinging 
their guns down at their side. 

‘I don’t understand.’ Robin said at last, releasing Rika somewhat and staring directly 
at her face a wide smile hung from ear to ear, ‘how are you alive? How did this happen?’ 

Rika hesitated, using the back of her hand to wipe a salty tear from her cheek, ‘I 
never died.’ 

Robin scowled, shaking his head, ‘there was a funeral. I was there.’ 
‘It was a fake. I don’t know who’s idea it was… I never died.’ Rika shook her head 

stubbornly. 
‘Where have you been?’ Robin enquired in disbelief, he ran a hand down her arm, 

‘this coat… this… this is…’ his voice faded, and Rika smirked her smile defiant. 
‘Topaz’s coat.’ She concluded, ‘yes.’ 
‘So he knows?’ 
‘He found me.’ Rika explained, ‘I don’t know why, somehow I ended up in the past… 

with Jinevah… Dimanta – that’s where Namorli sent them – Topaz found me. Topaz can 
time travel.’ 

Robin stepped back from her, running both hands through his hair, seeming to 
internalise all of this, ‘We have to tell the others.’ 

Rika shrunk back, feeling bashful again, but Robin was already barking orders to the 
guards. ‘Lock down this place. If anyone followed her they can’t be allowed to make 
contact with the Academy.’ Then a look back at Rika, ‘come on. This way.’ 

Grasping her hand in his, Robin hauled Rika back towards the Academy, leading her 
through the doors and to the stairs, circling up and up until they reached the very top 
floor. Holding no dignities, Robin hollered loud, ‘EVERYONE UP! EVERYONE UP! COME 
ON!’ rattling hard on the doors of the nearest room and flicking the light switch on. Rika 
lingered behind him, feeling about two inches tall. 

There were groans are Robin thundered into the room while Rika hung near the 
door. Inside there were mattresses and sleeping bags everywhere. The first face Rika 
spotted was Kitty, curled up in a heavy coat and blanket perched on the boxed window 
seat. 

Kitty turned white spotting Rika across the way, squeaking once while Ben and 
Valience seemed to come to the same realisation. 
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‘Where’s Valcon?’ Robin asked, before anyone could enquire any of the obvious 
questions. 

‘Out, probably.’ Ben grumbled, then a little softer as he rose to his feet wearing a 
mixture of clothes, oversized shirts making him look far less like the royal advisor Rika 
knew him to be. His stony stare flickered to Rika and a sort of earnestness softened his 
disposition. 

‘Rika?’ 
Valience – who had lit up like fireworks – grinned broadly, ‘I knew it.’ he said, 

rubbing at his wrist, ‘I knew something had changed.’ 
‘She just appeared.’ Robin told them all, ‘the guards thought she was some kind of 

attack. Kato or Spider or something… I’d never have guessed.’ 
‘Listen.’ Rika said a little more sure of herself, glancing towards each of them 

individually, ‘I never died. Whoever told you that lied.’ 
‘Kato.’ Kitty suggested instantly. 
‘Or Spider.’ Robin added, ‘They’re the ones who told us they’d retrieved the body.’ 
‘Where have you been?’ Ben countered instantly, still in shock. 
Rika took a deep breath, ‘The past. With Jinevah and Dimanta… and Dawn…’ she 

explained lightly, looks of comprehension crossed the features of the others bit it was 
Valience who spoke. 

‘Topaz’s visions.’ He said conclusively, ‘he saw you, didn’t he?’ 
Rika swallowed, her cheeks turning pink, ‘It seems so.’ She could feel Kitty’s stare, 

and felt all the worse for it, ‘I tried to communicate with him – you guys – I guess… left 
messages everywhere. Topaz saw them, he didn’t realise it was me.’ 

‘He thought it was Dimanta.’ Kitty agreed, her tone indistinguishable, ‘it was you?’ 
Rika finally met Kitty’s gaze, ‘Yes.’ 
Valience crossed his arms, shaking his head, ‘If you’re here why isn’t Topaz? He’s just 

been held to trail, made full blood Naferafric.’ 
‘He chose to go back.’ Rika told them all quickly, ‘Some plan… probably stupid. But I 

suppose we have to trust he knows what he’s doing.’ 
‘That is uncharacteristically devoted, Rika.’ Ben smirked, ‘are we to assume you and 

the Deceiver have reconciled?’  
Rika blushed again, shaking her head, ‘It’s Rieh. He doesn’t trust Rieh.’ 
‘Rieh?’ Robin shook his head, ‘Rieh has been the least of our problems.’ 
Rika cleared her throat, feeling absolutely overcome with exhaustion, ‘Topaz can 

time travel.’ She said slowly, rubbing at her temples, ‘he appeared in the past… he barely 
understood what he’d done, I guess it was an accident. I was there, in the Himalayan 
Temple, Jinevah and Venn had advanced on us because –’ 

‘They wanted the Crown.’ Valience concluded, ‘we know what Topaz saw. I imagine 
my sister gave you quite the hard time?’ 

‘Unbelievably.’ Rika smiled sadly, ‘Topaz transported us back. He sent me to the 
Canary Islands, and he returned himself back to the trail. Didn’t you see his coat? I had 
it, in the past… I must have had it when I was sent back I guess… he was wearing it, his 
old jacket during the trial.’ 

Kitty shot a smile to Robin who grinned broadly. 
‘Everything’s changed.’ He said matter-of-factly. Rika nodded, slinging the bag down 

somewhat and unfastening the zip, she dug deep inside before grasping a hold of the 
crown and drawing it out for them to see. 

‘Undoubtedly.’ She concluded, eyeing each of them individually. 
Valience’s mouth tugged up to one side, ‘Is that the Crown of Aralias?’ 
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Rika smirked, slowly the anxiety that had gripped a hold of her began to uncoil, for 
the first time in a long while she felt safe, at ease, now with the others. 

‘Yes.’ She hesitated, ‘I need to speak with Valcon.’ 
 
Rieh stood at the largest of the windows in his lavish suite, his eyes directly on the 

heavy shape of the Naferafric Island, far, far beyond them. The stark mountains 
highlighted in the morning sun. 

He grinned broadly, before turning on the balls of his feet and stalking back to his 
desk where a flurry of papers scattered across the surface. Flicking through them 
carefully, Rieh was startled by a quiet knock at the door.  

‘Hello?’ he called. 
‘Sir.’ Someone – Leon Vender – replied, ‘Breakfast in the main dining room.’ 
Rieh crossed to the door, jerking it open and glancing directly at Leon, ‘Gosh that’s 

early.’ 
‘Hence, breakfast, Sir.’ Leon smirked condescendingly, ‘it is nearly ten o’clock.’ 
Rieh forced a smile, he never liked Leon Vender. So nauseatingly devoted to King 

Kato. It wouldn’t serve him well in the future, Rieh noted. 
‘Fine. Will I suffice?’ Rieh enquired, gesturing to guise, riding trousers, a lose shirt 

and jacket, far less grand than anything Spider or Kato were seen in these days. 
Only that was because Kato and Spider were both head set determined to appear as 

king ought to – a High King. 
‘I imagine you will.’ Leon murmured, he nodded down the hall, ‘ready?’ 
‘Sure.’ Rieh shrugged. He was already bored of palace life. Walls and hallways, doors 

and meetings, that’s all it was. But he had to be here, Rieh remembered, it would all pay 
off in the end. 

Leon Vender led the way down the passages through to the large formal dining 
room, wide and airy, large muslin curtains curled in the breeze. Kato and Spider had 
perched themselves at opposing ends of an enormous table, both determined to be seen 
as seated at the ‘head.’ 

While Kato and Spider’s vying for supremacy was not open it was obvious. Both 
wanted the Crown, Rieh wondered how messy things would become when this was 
spoken. 

Quietly, Rieh took a far more humble seat long one side, in front of him a large plate 
of fine foods. 

‘Morning.’ Kato noted, glancing up towards him.  
Rieh tucked his head down, already prodding at his food, ‘Morning.’ 
‘Papers are full of it.’ Spider noted gleefully, setting a large newspaper down, ‘the 

trail I mean. Good press.’ 
‘Of course it is.’ Kato countered, ‘you’re the one who ordered it be printed.’ 
‘The public are on our side, Kato.’ Spider assured, tucking into his food and speaking 

over Rieh’s head, ‘everyone is. Topaz needed to be overcome, properly, to pay for what 
he did. Now he can become nothing but an unfortunate memory.’ 

‘That’s optimistic.’ Rieh mumbled, causing Spider to scowl. 
‘Why do you say that?’ 
‘The TFK are still out there.’ 
‘Yes but Topaz is in here.’ Kato reminded glancing up with his wide brown eyes, ‘and 

that’s what matters.’ 
‘Kato’s right. Without his super form? Full blood Naferafric? The Deceiver’s a kitten. I 

for one will be glad to forget about him.’ Spider agreed emphatically. 
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‘So now what?’ Rieh asked, eyes on his plate, almost bored. Kato and Spider were 
tiresome at best. 

‘That’s what we wanted to discuss.’ Kato suggested with a look back across to Spider, 
‘Spider and I were talking last night. There’s no sign of the Crown, no suggestion that it 
even still exists… we have to face the possibility that a High King may have to be 
established without it.’ 

‘And without the Twelfth Wielder?’ Rieh suggesting, a glance at Kato. 
‘We have no idea where Akira is. Besides, she’s TFK.’ He shrugged, ‘terrorists at best. 

The Empire must be rebuilt… there are other Gazarians who may be able to instate a 
King.’ 

‘Like who?’ Rieh scowled. 
‘Evangeline.’ Kato concluded, ‘she is powerful, a Wielder, I’m sure she has the 

authority, at least as far as the people are concerned.’ 
‘Yes but will she do it?’ Rieh countered, voice scathing. Evangeline was his 

grandmother, blind and near manic, and currently the head of the Gazarian Tribe, 
having overtaken it following Rika’s death. 

Rieh hated Evangeline. She was self-seeking and cared very little about Rieh or his 
sister Neron or their mother. Pushing his breakfast plate away, Rieh gritted his teeth 
together. 

‘I’m sure she will.’ Spider added genuinely, ‘why wouldn’t she? We’ll leave her alone 
with her Gazarians and the Empire can go on at last, Topaz, the TFK, everything else 
forgotten.’ 

‘Wonderful.’ Rieh mumbled, ‘so when is this happening?’ 
‘Today.’ Kato concluded, setting back in his chair, ‘there’s no reason for us to stay in 

Arachnidan any longer. The TFK are held up somewhere near the Naferafric City. It 
would be better for publicity to be seen as bringing things into order back on the 
island… especially after what Topaz did to it.’ 

Spider nodded his agreement, ‘Then we can approach Evangeline and get this 
sorted.’ 

‘With Kato as King?’ Rieh prompted, a glance to Kato who nodded with his mouth 
full, and then Spider who flickered a glassy smile. 

‘Of course.’ Spider said, tipping his head to one side. 
Rieh nodded, taking a bite of his toast before shooting a look back to Kato, ‘What 

about Topaz?’ 
‘We considered keeping him here but it makes more sense to take him with us.’ Kato 

explained briskly, ‘he’ll be transported and kept in a high security prison back in the 
Naferafric City. Work has already been underway on my palace, we will stay there, 
Topaz will be kept in the detainment areas below. A more permanent location I 
suppose.’ 

‘I’ll pack my things.’ Rieh shrugged. 
 
Frustrated, Topaz felt himself materialise back into the damp prison cell once more, 

his knees hitting the stones hard. 
Surely it should be easier than this? He considered, after all, he’d travelled back to 

the past almost effortlessly to where Rika was, not to mention back to the present 
exactly where he’d planned. So what was the problem now? 

He’d made a third attempt to time travel now and was exhausted. The power used to 
manipulate time was new and drained him to the core, all of this made especially worse 
given his current condition. 
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Starving, Topaz shuffled back, sitting with his back hard against the wall, blinking 
slowly in the dark. He had no idea what time it was, but it didn’t matter. Everything had 
melted into one now, seeing as he was brought very little in the way of food and 
supplied a bucket of water once every few hours.  

Clearly Kato and Spider had no plans to improve his conditions now he had been put 
to trial. 

‘How does Rieh make it look so easy?’ Topaz whispered aloud, mostly just to hear his 
own voice. He was furious, not just with Kato and Spider for the fact they’d reduced him 
to this – cold and hungry in the darkness – but at himself. 

Himself because he couldn’t get the accuracy right. Topaz had attempted to travel 
back to that night the Tasks had begun four times now and each time ended up 
somewhere completely random. 

To the Canary Islands after an exam watching himself and the others walk home.  
Some Christmas gala at their school three years back now where he split cranberry 

juice all over Rika’s white dress. 
Some completely useless ball Kato had planned following the Third Task. 
Everywhere but where he wanted to go and that made him feel weak. 
What made it worse was that above the hunger and fatigue and the aches and pains 

all over his body Topaz felt one thing most of all. That he would have given anything to 
be with Rika. 

‘I’m pathetic.’ Topaz hissed irritably, shaking her from his mind. ‘I have to stay 
focused.’ He reminded. Focused on mastering this time travel thing, focused on fixing 
things before Rieh made his move. 

The reality was, however, that since the moment Topaz had seen Rika’s face in the 
hallway hidden away in the Himalayan Temple it had taken everything in him to leave 
her side.  

As much as Topaz wanted to eat, and wanted to sleep it was Rika he wanted most of 
all. Just to see her, to speak with her, to remind himself that she was alive, not dead, and 
that while things were bleak they weren’t as bleak as he’d initially supposed. 

But he needed to focus, Topaz reminded himself. Rieh could time travel, as he 
wanted, where ever he wanted, which meant right now, he was stronger than Topaz 
was. 

Topaz was convinced Rieh was the enemy, as much as he had played innocence in 
the weeks that had passed. That’s why he was here, and not with Rika where he wanted 
to be. Because whenever it was that Rieh decided to turn the tables, neither Kato nor 
Spider would be safe. 

As much as Topaz despised the both of them the Deceiver couldn’t bring himself to 
allow Rieh to kill them. 

Exhaling loudly, Topaz was disturbed by a rattling at the door, and a sudden burst of 
light. Then, surprisingly, Leon Vender came into view, stern as always trailed by a pair 
of guards. Topaz had been so far slumped over as a result of exhaustion that Leon 
kicked the metal bars of the cell, probably suspecting the Deceiver asleep and hoping 
the noise would wake him. 

‘I am up.’ Topaz grumbled, glowering at Leon. 
‘Good.’ Leon noted matter-of-factly, although clearly caring very little, ‘guards, the 

doors.’ 
Topaz blinked, confused, ‘What are you doing?’ 
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‘You’re being transported.’ Leon explained, clearly feeling that having to do so was 
tedious. Guards moved forwards, one fussed at the door while the other once the lock 
was undone strode it, grasped Topaz by the collar and hauled him to his feet. 

Topaz shrugged them away, frustrated, ‘I can get up on my own.’ He told them 
sourly. 

‘I find that hard to believe.’ The guard smirked, pleased at the Deceiver’s wilted 
state. 

Heavy chains were set onto Topaz’s wrists that felt as though they weighed a ton, 
before he was given a less than helpful shove out towards the door and down the way 
from which Leon had come. 

‘Where are we going?’ Topaz asked, entirely suspecting he was being relocated to 
the Clearing Fields just outside of Arachnidan. 

‘A decision has been made to return to the Naferafric Island.’ Leon gruffed without 
once looking Topaz’s way. 

Topaz scowled, internalising why Kato and Spider had made such an unusual 
decision given Top as knew what he’d done to the Naferafric City. Probably a power 
play. Being near to the Gazarians would be useful too, seeing as whatever Kato and 
Spider planned on doing involved the Crown and one of them becoming High King.  

In saying this, Topaz didn’t bother to question Leon more.  
Led down through a maze of corridors Topaz was escorted through, flanked by both 

guards who watched his every move. Eventually they came out into a huge vehicle bay, 
which was already a mess of activity. There had to be at least fifty people, working and 
loading trucks. Not a single one of them had escaped the fact the Deceiver was amongst 
them. 

Uncomfortable, Topaz’s shoulders arched around his ears, as he was pushed in the 
direction of a heavy white truck. 

‘In there.’ Leon snapped, as Topaz peered up to the small windows that ran around 
the upper side of the space. Daylight, morning probably, he noted. Although it felt like 
forever since he’d left Rika in the past. 

With uneasy movements, Topaz clambered into the back of the truck, joined by both 
guards who motioned for him to seat himself down on the floor. Topaz sighed loudly, 
because everything hurt and the movement was strenuous. Dropping down, Topaz set 
his cuffed hands in his lap. 

‘There will be a boat to the Naferafric Island.’ Leon told the guard, speaking over 
Topaz’s head, ‘the truck will take you to the ports, keep an eye on him. Understand? I 
will be travelling with His Highness and the others.’ 

‘Yes sir.’ One of the guards snapped, Topaz remained silent, it didn’t matter anyway. 
A moment later Leon slammed the door shut and the truck rumbled to life, setting 

off to the ports. 
 
Having slept a little once Rika stirred she felt infinitely better. 
After all, she was home – sort of – back with the others, finally where she ought to 

have been. Yawning loudly, Rika blinked her eyes open and sat up, still wrapped up in 
Topaz’s coat. 

At first, Rika suspected she was alone, it was late morning, sunlight streamed in the 
side window onto the floor. But she wasn’t.  

‘Morning.’ Kitty said, with a polite cough, she sat curled up to one side in the window 
seat again, fully dressed with a book in her hands. 
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Rika’s cheeks turned pink, she still felt awkward in light of the circumstances. 
‘Morning.’ She replied. 

Kitty’s mouth tugged to one side as she laid her book down, ‘we wanted to let you 
sleep.’ 

‘What time is it?’ 
‘Eleven thirty.’ Kitty offered hesitating a moment, ‘how do you feel?’ 
Rika allowed herself a relieved smile, ‘better than I have in ages.’ 
‘Good. I figured you’d want to change, shower, or something?’ 
Rika nodded once, ‘Yes. Where are the others?’ 
‘Downstairs.’ Kitty explained, ‘Rika.’ 
‘Yeah?’ Rika replied, their eyes met, inside her, Rika felt a twist of guilt. 
‘Are we okay?’ Kitty asked earnestly. 
That was a very, very good question, Rika thought internally. She and Kitty hadn’t 

been completely open with one another in a long time.  
Things were messy. Since Kitty and Topaz had kissed, accidently, all those months 

ago, while Rika believed Topaz’s affections had been solely hers. The lies had fed into 
one another and made everything murky. Both girls knew it, both hated it but it never 
changed. 

Rika’s eyes fell to the floor, ‘I don’t think so.’ She said honestly. 
‘Neither.’ Kitty echoed, she watched Rika very carefully, ‘and it’s been killing me 

since I thought you died…’ 
Rika exhaled slowly considering her words, ‘I’m sorry.’ She said at last, glancing up 

at Kitty where she sat, ‘For everything.’ 
Kitty shook her head, ‘You have nothing to be sorry for! It was me. I’m the one who’s 

sorry.’ She countered, ‘kissing Topaz… it was a huge mistake, a stupid mistake and I 
should have told you. I should have been honest because you’re my best friend. But I 
was stupid and insecure and I let that lead me… Rika. I am so sorry. You have no idea.’ 

The earnestness of Kitty’s words stung, and all Rika could think about was Topaz 
and how good it felt when she’d been with him and how she would give anything to be 
with him now. 

But he was Kitty’s boyfriend, Rika reminded herself. Kitty watched Rika quietly and 
instantly guessed the thoughts that were toying through her mind. 

‘Rika.’ Kitty began again, ‘He is all yours. You know that don’t you?’ 
Confused, Rika blinked up at her, ‘What?’ 
‘Topaz is all yours. He always has been. You know that, right?’ 
Shaking her head, turning bright red Rika denied it, ‘He’s your boyfriend, Kitty. I 

completely support you two, I need you to know that. Like Namorli and Dimanta… don’t 
let me or my mistakes ruin anything, I’d hate that.’ 

‘It was me and my mistakes that ruined things.’ Kitty countered at once. 
Rika scowled, ‘What do you mean?’ 
Taking a deep breath, Kitty spoke, ‘I am not like my aunt, Rika. Not even a little bit. 

And you know what? The more I look at what’s going on, I think things don’t necessarily 
have to be how they were before. I think they can’t be. It will be something different that 
fixes all this… I don’t buy this parallel it divides nonsense, we need something new.’ 

Kitty spoke with a kind of furious sincerity. She absolutely believed her words and 
was urgent for Rika to understand. 

‘Kitty you –’ 
‘Topaz and I aren’t together, Rika. And do you know why? Because he was never in 

love with me and I was never in love with him.’ Kitty told her frankly. 
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Rika’s eyes widened in shock, ‘Kitty. I didn’t mean to –’ 
‘It wasn’t you.’ Kitty countered instantly, ‘at all. It was everything. Do you know why 

I kissed Topaz? Because I was scared and I thought being like my aunt would somehow 
make my world make more sense. It didn’t. The only thing fear does is make you settle. 
I’m not my aunt, you are. You’re the Delante, Rika. He loves you. He always has.’ 

Stunned, and unsure what to say, Rika was silent a moment before she met Kitty’s 
eyes, ‘I know.’ She said. 

‘So did you tell him that?’ Kitty prompted, ‘when you saw him?’ 
Rika shrugged because they hadn’t so much exchanged thoughts or feelings 

regarding one another but Topaz had told Dawn he loved Rika, however had added that 
this was sometimes not enough. 

‘Not really.’ Rika mumbled, sheepish, fiddling with the ring on her finger, Kitty saw 
this ring and nodded towards it. 

‘Aven gave me that. The ring. Did Topaz tell you?’  
Rika shook her head, ‘No, he didn’t.’ 
‘Aven said the Tribe had been guarding it.’ Kitty explained slowly, ‘she said Grante 

had hidden it away.’ 
Rika’s eyes grew smaller, still staring at her ring, ‘Why?’ 
‘Apparently that ring will fix everything.’ Kitty stated firmly, ‘any idea how?’ 
Rika shook her head, ‘No. Not at all.’ A long silence passed, ‘I don’t understand.’ Rika 

said at last, ‘I took the ring off, I left it in the past because I didn’t need it.’ 
‘Valience found it, sent it to Grante. He felt he should. Grante believed there was 

something significant about the ring.’ Kitty faced Rika again, ‘I do too.’ 
‘Like what?’ 
‘You already know.’ Kitty countered with a tiny smile, ‘You and Topaz. You’re going 

to fix this. Fix the Empire. Save it, save everyone… that ring is the one thing that since 
the start until the end has been a testament to the one unchanging thing.’ 

‘What unchanging thing?’ Rika frowned, confused. 
‘That you and Topaz love one another.’  
A horrible sadness gripped a hold of Rika at Kitty’s words, she shook her head, ‘I’ve 

ruined everything. You know I have. With Valience, what I did. Topaz deserved better 
than I gave him. Even you know that.’ 

Kitty tossed a shoulder, ‘Well why did you do it?’ 
Rika inhaled, considering this question, she knew the answer but didn’t say it. 

‘Because I was stupid.’ 
‘We’ll maybe you need to fix it. Talk about it.’ 
Rika gave a never laugh, ‘we tried to talk about It.’ she said, ‘sort of. Before I 

disappeared in the temple.’ 
Kitty tipped her head to one side, surprised by this, ‘You did? What did you say?’ 
That was a difficult answer, Rika considered. Until she’d spoken to him, minutes 

before her supposed death Topaz had been avoiding Rika for months. When she’d 
challenged him he had eventually revealed the reason. 

Because he knew Rika hadn’t moved past her feelings for him and he hadn’t moved 
past his for her. He’d tried to push her away but had eventually begged her to let him get 
over her. That she could be happy with Valience and he could be happy with Kitty.  

That’s what he’d said, only she hadn’t been with Valience and now Topaz and Kitty 
had broken up. 

‘We’ve hurt one another…’ Rika said at last, ‘there’s too much to figure out.’ 
‘So figure it out.’ Kitty insisted. 
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It wasn’t that easy, Rika knew that, regardless, it felt good to be on open terms with 
Kitty again. Rika fiddled at a strand of her long hair, ‘I wish it were that simple…’ She 
said gently. 

‘It can be. You two need to talk. Be honest with one another, about what you’ve done, 
what you want, and how you feel.’ 

Unable to help herself, Rika smirked, ‘Kitty. You realise he was your boyfriend.’ 
‘Topaz and I made a mistake. I’m trying to fix that.’ 
Rika blushed, ‘I’m not sure it can be fixed.’ She admitted, ‘believe me.’ 
‘Everything can be fixed.’ Kitty replied levelly, ‘that’s why we’re all here, isn’t it?’ 
Kitty had a point, Rika shrugged, glancing up and out the window. ‘What’s the 

latest?’ she asked, changing the subject.  
‘Word is that Kato and Spider are on their way back here.’  
That was surprising, Rika scowled, ‘Why?’ 
‘Control. They’re trying to manoeuvre into a firmer position to take control over the 

Empire. Topaz decimated the Naferafric City while the Namor will be the least willing to 
bow to Kato and Spider’s leadership. I guess they figure they have more ground to cover 
here.’ 

‘Not to mention we’re here.’ Rika added. 
‘Exactly.’ 
Rika considered this, ‘I feel awkward.’ 
‘Why?’ Kitty blinked back, surprised. 
‘I’ve been gone for so long. So much has changed.’ Rika shrugged, ‘I started the TFK, 

but you all fought the battle.’ 
Kitty shook her head, ‘We followed your orders, Rika. Everything happens for a 

reason and the fact that you survived? It’s because you and Topaz are the ones who are 
going to make it better. Believe me.’ 

Rika pressed her lips together, ‘I wish I was optimistic as you.’ 
‘I’m not all that optimistic,’ Kitty responded, her tone indeterminable. Rika was 

about to ask her what she meant when the door flew open and Valience Ebony 
appeared. 

‘Oh good, you’re up.’ 
‘I was about to have a shower.’ Rika explained. 
‘Brilliant.’ Valience agreed, ‘Ben’s gotten a hold of Valcon, you wanted to see him?’ 
Rika nodded, suddenly nervous, ‘Yes I did.’ 
‘Have a shower first, change and I’ll meet you in the command room.’ Valience 

gestured towards the bathroom door, ‘it can wait.’ 
Rika vanished into the bathroom for a moment with a bundle of clothes. Everything 

had been stocked before the War. Wardrobes full of clothing, shoes, and scarves 
everything they would need. Downstairs in the kitchens Rika knew there were cans for 
food that could last them years, anything gear they’d need to cook, everything for the 
command room, it had all been transported there before the War had come. 

Preparation by the TFK for what they knew would come. 
‘You’ve talked then?’ Valience asked Kitty lightly. 
Kitty’s shoulders were up around her ears, ‘Yeah. I guess.’ 
‘I’m glad.’ He nodded his approval, ‘I suppose one thing we have learnt is that you 

can’t live with outstanding balances… you never know who will be taken from you, so 
you should never let things go unsaid.’ 

Kitty swallowed uncomfortably, ‘I know.’ 
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‘We have a long way to go.’ Valience mumbled quietly, as if reflecting on something 
within himself, ‘having Rika back is wonderful but there is a long way to go.’ 

‘We do,’ 
‘And it’s going to be dangerous.’ Valience went on, a glance up at Kitty, ‘so we can’t 

let things go unsaid.’ 
He was hinting at something, Kitty knew it but shook her head. ‘Not everything is a 

happy ending.’ She offered weakly, Valience shook his head. 
‘I don’t believe that. Otherwise why would we fight like this? No. I believe in the 

happy ending, I have to. But that’s exactly it. We have to fight for the happy ending, keep 
out eyes on it…’ he hesitated thoughtfully, ‘whether we make it there or not.’ 

Before either of them could say another word, the bathroom door opened again and 
Rika appeared in a pair of black trousers and a t-shirt, Topaz’s jacket as ever hung over 
her shoulders. 

‘Where’s Valcon?’ Rika asked brightly, clearly feeling better having changed and 
settled things with Kitty.  

‘Downstairs.’ Valience motioned to the door, ‘he has this way of disappearing.’ 
Rika scowled, ‘Disappearing?’ 
‘Valcon’s been in a perpetual bad mood.’ Kitty offered with a smirk, on her feet, ‘lots 

of reasons.’ 
‘Chiefly?’ 
‘Akira, I suppose.’ Kitty tossed a shoulder, ‘it must be awful knowing she’s with Rieh.’ 
‘Why is she with Rieh?’ Rika narrowed her eyes, ‘Topaz said she lost faith… in him, 

he figured.’ 
‘That’s probably true.’ Valience agreed, ‘although it may be partly our faults too, we 

were never completely honest about the TFK thing until the end. Akira had no idea what 
the big plan was, and we had no idea Rieh was in communication with her.’ 

‘So do we have any idea where she is?’ 
‘None.’ Kitty answered. 
‘Valcon’s mad at Topaz too.’ Valience added gently as they wandered down the halls 

together, ‘they had a bit of a falling out before everything ended. Valcon wanted to stay 
and help Topaz, Topaz ordered us to leave. Let’s just say they exchanged words.’ 

Rika nodded thoughtfully, ‘Topaz wants to make Valcon High King. That’s why.’ 
Valience narrowed his eyes, ‘I guessed that.’ 
‘Valcon didn’t.’ Kitty muttered, ‘Topaz was so unstable near the end Valcon 

wondered if he was assessing him for a threat.’ 
They came to a cross in the corridors where Kitty gestured down a separate hall, ‘I’m 

going to head to the command room to see Robin. We’ll catch up later.’ 
‘Sounds good.’ Valience replied as Kitty set off in the opposite direction, Rika saw his 

obvious smirk and tipped her head to one side. 
‘I wasn’t aware Kitty and Robin were so close these days.’ She remarked, studying 

his face carefully, ‘when did that happen?’ 
‘After you, I guess.’ Valience offered. 
‘And Flight?’ 
Valience offered her an uncertain glance, ‘She’s keeping an eye on things back in 

Spain, with the Symron.’ He paused for a moment. 
‘Kitty should listen to her own advice then,’ Rika grumbled. 
‘What do you mean?’ 
‘Well she just delivered me an enthusiastic speech about talking things through with 

Topaz.’ 
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‘Ah, and you listened?’ 
Rika wrinkled her nose, ignoring this question, ‘she and Robin should be honest with 

one another. I don’t know why Robin lets the Symron tell him what to do.’ 
‘Not sure.’ Valience mumbled as they drew closer to a small doorway, ‘ready?’ 
‘Ready.’ 
Valience knocked once before jerking the door open, stepping aside to allow Rika 

past. Inside was a very small office with a desk, a single window and the walls nearly 
covered with books. Ben was there, as was Valcon. 

Rika felt her heart skip at the sight of Valcon, relieved. Valcon’s stubborn expression 
instantly melted and he made for Rika clasping her in a desperate embrace. 

‘I thought they were kidding, I’m not sure why. This fixes everything.’ He said into 
her shoulder.  

There was something devastatingly familiar about Valcon’s arms that Rika felt a 
heavy emotion bubbling up in the pit of her stomach. ‘We need to talk.’ She glanced at 
Valience and Ben each individually, ‘alone, if that’s alright?’ 

Valience rocked back and forth playfully on his toes, ‘Well I don’t know about that…’ 
‘You’re the captain.’ Ben remarked, already headed for the door. 
Valcon, confused remained standing as Ben and Valience made themselves scarce. 

Once they were gone, Rika wandered over to a small wooden chair to one side of the 
large desk taking a seat. Valcon however remained standing arms folded across his 
middle. 

‘If Akira knew you were alive… I think that might be enough to bring her back.’ He 
told Rika plainly. 

‘Why’s that?’ 
Valcon gave a tired grin as if this were a personal joke, ‘You weren’t meant to die. 

The fact you’re alive means maybe the future we were from may still exist. That’s a 
whole lot more encouraging to believe in than a merciless prince hell bent on revenge – 
no offense to Topaz at all.’ 

‘No, obviously not.’ Rika agreed, ‘do you have any way of reaching her?’ 
‘I’ve racked my brains. She’s vanished, Rieh must be hiding her. I mean it makes 

sense why he would. Without her no one can be made High King.’ 
‘Topaz believes that Rieh is reserving that privilege for himself.’ 
Valcon nodded once, ‘I think so too.’ 
‘But we can’t allow Rieh to become High King.’ 
‘I know that too.’ 
Rika considered how best to address what she so badly needed to speak to Valcon 

about. 
‘Topaz wanted to make you High King. Did you know that?’ 
Valcon scowled, suddenly furious, ‘Uh huh. Is that so?’ 
‘You knew?’ 
‘In a matter of speaking.’ Valcon grumbled, ‘I’m not going to be High King. You have 

to understand that.’ 
Rika resisted all urges to roll her eyes, ‘Why not?’ 
‘Because I’m not good enough. I could never be a good king.’ 
‘And who would?’ 
‘Topaz.’ Valcon answered evenly, ‘of course.’ Rika had to admire his devotion. 
‘Topaz has been working to instate you as High King, the whole time. You have to 

admit you’re a better option than Kato, or Spider or Rieh.’ 
‘I’m not better than Topaz. I could never be a good king so I’m not going to try.’ 
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‘In your future… your father – Kato – he was High King?’ Rika asked, this was 
something she’d heard said but never from the mouths of Akira or Valcon. Valcon grew 
uncomfortable. 

‘Yes.’ 
‘You’re willing to change the future?’ 
‘Topaz is the best option to become King. Besides, who has sacrificed more for the 

Empire? No one. He deserves it. There is no one who cares more about the Empire… as a 
whole, not just Naferafric, Nameralic or Namor.’ 

Rika nodded, wriggling her fingers together, ‘fair point.’ 
‘So I’m not going to do it. If that’s what you’re asking. I won’t be High King.’ Valcon 

told her seriously. 
There was silence a moment as Rika processed what Valcon was saying. She 

considered her own plans, what Topaz had told her only hours ago in the past and the 
current circumstances here in the present. 

‘Topaz believes Rieh is going to turn on Kato and Spider.’ She admitted at last, ‘that’s 
why he went back to the trail. When I think about what they will do to him it makes me 
sick…’ 

‘Same.’ Valcon agreed earnestly. 
‘I agree, no one has sacrificed more for the Empire than Topaz. The problem is that 

this isn’t over… not by a long shot.’ Rika hesitated, taking a deep breath, ‘We are on the 
back foot, you know that don’t you? Our only hope at turning this around is the fact that 
we have the Crown… but even with that in mind I’m not sure we’re prepared to protect 
it from Rieh.’ Her eyes met Valcon’s, ‘when Rieh comes he will come fast and with every 
ounce of power he has…’ 

‘I know.’ Valcon agreed, then, narrowing his eyes he peered sideways at Rika, ‘why 
did you want to speak with me?’ 

‘The TFK was my idea… when we returned from the last Task… Kato and Topaz’s 
relationship had completely deteriorated and he’d become allies with Spider. We knew 
the War was coming… the Tasks Team was over.’ Rika told him, ‘I sort of suggested it as 
a joke to Kitty and Robin. Before I knew it we were meeting together to discuss what we 
would do when the War came.’ 

‘And what was that?’ 
‘We’d side with Topaz.’ Rika said evenly. 
‘Do you regret that now? After what he did?’ Rika opened her mouth to speak but 

seemed to decide to think the better of it, ‘I left instructions for him.’ she said, ‘before we 
left for the Himalayan Temple. Instructions that explained my plan.’ she shook her head, 
‘Topaz didn’t read them did he?’ 

‘No. Valience tried to make him. Topaz refused.’ A thought seemed to unfold in 
Valcon’s mind and he gave a similar grin, ‘You knew.’ He said, ‘you planned on taking 
that bullet, back in the temple… didn’t you?’ 

‘I knew there would be a bullet.’ Rika agreed, because she had seen Valience vision – 
Topaz covered in blood and Kato with a gun – ‘And yes, I decided that I would do 
anything, even putting himself between him and it to ensure Topaz made it out alive.’ 

‘Why?’ 
‘Topaz is more useful than me.’ Rika told him simply, ‘like you said, there is no one 

who cares more about the Empire more than he does, and he has the strength to back it 
up. He is our only chance against Rieh.’ She paused. 

‘So what’s the plan?’ Valcon asked directly, watching her with a knowing look. 
Rika blushed, ‘What makes you think there’s a plan?’ 
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‘You asked to speak with me.’ Valcon reminded her, running his thumbnail over his 
bottom lip thoughtfully, ‘why me? Why did Ben and Valience have to go?’ 

‘I need you to help me.’ Rika told him quietly, ‘that’s the whole point of this, the 
TFK… this all needs to stop, the War needs to stop. I need you to help me do that.’ 

‘How?’ 
‘We are going to have to fight to re-establish the Empire. Not just the three nations 

but the Tribe too. I need Topaz to help me do that, there is no one else more suitable.’ 
‘So where do I come into this?’ 
‘We will need to show everyone that there is a better way, that the TFK represent 

what the Tasks Teams should have been. Goodness, justice, righteousness. Everyone 
needs to see, because we need to prove ourselves. Everyone’s tired, not just us, but the 
public too. We need to show them we can rebuild the Empire and the Tribe and that 
there will be a good King.’ 

Valcon nodded, clasping his fingers together. ‘I see.’ 
‘Valcon, I need you to be that King.’  
Valcon listened carefully to Rika as she spoke, absorbing every word as she outlined 

her plan, the future, what she envisioned for the rebuilding of the Empire. 
Terrified at the conclusion of her words, Valcon swallowed uncomfortably. 
‘Alright.’ He told her gently. 
Rika allowed herself a relieved smile, ‘excellent.’ 
‘If you say so.’ He nodded towards the door, ‘so now what?’ 
‘Command room.’ Rika answered, on her feet, ‘find the others. We need to figure out 

why Kato, Spider and Rieh are back here… how they plan on appointing a King. Then 
stop them.’ 

 

Four 
They were transported in a flashy black car to what remained of Kato’s palace, the 

whole front façade was still practically demolished. The tender expression of grief on 
Kato’s face did not escape Rieh’s notice, but he said nothing. 

At last, the car swung up outside an entrance along the western wing – which still 
stood – and the chauffer opened the door. 

Spider was first out, followed by Kato, then Rieh. 
‘Good to be home?’ Rieh asked Kato quietly, while Spider stalked towards the 

entrance past clusters of soldiers and guards. 
‘Sort of.’ Kato admitted, ‘it will feel better when it’s fixed.’ 
Rieh nodded, stuffing his hands deep into his pockets, ‘Do you miss the old one?’ 
‘The old what?’ 
‘Palace?’ Rieh prompted, recalling to mind the previous building that had stood on 

this exact site. The Palace where Kato had grown up, where his parents had died, it was 
because of the latter when Kato had become King he knocked it down and built his own. 

‘It hurt too much to see It.’ he answered as they headed in through the doors into a 
wide foyer, ‘this palace sort of feels like that too. It was meant to be the seat of power, 
not a monument for Topaz to use to hurt me.’ 

Rieh glanced side to side at the portraits, ‘It must suck,’ he said at last, ‘for Topaz to 
let you down how he did.’ 
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‘I hate him for it.’ Kato agreed in a low gravelly voice, ‘things were never meant to be 
like this… that’s why I may knock this palace down too… I feel like things need to start 
over. Be right again. Finally.’ 

He didn’t any anything more than this as Rieh and Kato wandered inside the huge 
formal siting room, Spider was waiting there peering at everything. 

‘Weird being back.’ He noted over his shoulder to Kato and Rieh, ‘it fared well in the 
Deceiver’s advances.’ 

‘Indeed.’ Kato muttered, fingering a framed photo of himself and Elvira, his wife, who 
lay linked to a half a dozen machines in a hospital back in Arachnidan. Elvira had been 
shot weeks ago, at the Namor Unity Day celebrations but she had not yet woken. 

That was Topaz’s fault too. 
Kato lowered himself down into the nearest seat, it all felt painfully familiar to be 

here again. 
‘Lucky the fire didn’t spread this far back.’ Rieh remarked brightly. 
‘Or that the TFK didn’t ransack the place.’ Spider added with a laugh, ‘not exactly as 

plush as my palace in Arachnidan though.’ 
‘Well you’re more than welcome to have stayed.’ Kato snapped furiously. 
Spider laughed again, ‘No way. We’ll all need to be here.’ 
Rieh lingered across the way, near an upright piano, ‘Evangeline,’ he noted 

unhappily, ‘when’s that happening?’ 
‘This evening, I figured.’ Spider explained, ‘I’ve arranged a car and everything,’ 
‘And sent word? Gazarians don’t exactly like it when you just show up.’ Rieh 

reminded mechanically. 
‘Of course. She has agreed to meet with us. After that, everything’s easy.’ 
This was a huge lie but not one of them said that. Instead, Kato let out a loud sigh, ‘I’ll 

be glad.’ He noted, ‘then we can move on, start rebuilding, and deal with the TFK.’ 
Rieh peered across to Kato, perfectly aware the TFK were far more powerful a threat 

than he or Spider realised. Only Kato and Spider’s stupidity was more a blessing than 
anything else so Rieh was perfectly willing to put up with it. 

‘So the Deceiver’s here too?’ 
‘He was transported same time we were.’ Kato explained, they had taken a high 

powered ship to the island which had taken just over two hours. ‘I suppose they’ve got 
him in the detainment facility.’ 

‘Wonderful. I suppose that’s the saying, isn’t it? Keep your friends close, your 
enemies closer?’  

‘Well there’s that,’ Spider agreed, ‘but who knows, perhaps Evangeline will want to 
see him too? Seeing as he’s one of the contenders for the Crown.’ 

Rieh smirked, ‘I certainly hope not. If she wants to see him she’ll want to see Valcon 
and I’m not entirely sure he’ll come to the party.’ 

Neither Kato nor Spider were impressed by this remark so said nothing, ‘I might 
take a walk around.’ Rieh concluded, ‘I’ll catch you around.’ 

Neither Kato nor Spider seemed to care much as Rieh wandered out of the room into 
the hall, which amused Rieh. With a broad smile, he threaded through the huge 
corridors, peering into each room as he passed. 

Then, reaching the inner most part of the palace, Rieh approached a long set of wide 
windows which framed a beautiful courtyard. He had seen it several times before 
however this was the first time he’d seen it so busy. 

There was soldiers, everywhere, securing the space, working on odds and ends, and 
most noticeably flanking a large stairwell which vanished deep underground. 
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Instantly, Rieh saw why. 
There, amidst the uniformed men stood a slighter figure, far too thin and in a filthy 

black shirt and trousers. Topaz, pushed towards the stairwell in a jumble of arms and 
legs. His bumbling movements, slow and lethargic made Rieh smirk. 

Hesitating by the window and folding his arms across his side, Rieh watched the 
Deceiver be escorted towards the underground detainment area, a broad grin across his 
face. 

Perfect. 
Somehow, Rieh wasn’t sure how, Topaz must have sensed his stare. The Deceiver’s 

weakened hurricane blue eyes flickered up and wandered across the courtyard and the 
wide windows.  

Then he spotted Rieh. 
Despite the heavy hands of the soldiers, and their determination to force him down 

to the palace prisons, Topaz hesitated, glowering back at Rieh. Their eyes met for a 
moment, the sheer exhaustion upon Topaz’s face tickled Rieh with delight. 

With a nod of his head, Rieh offered a sort of greeting to the Deceiver, before 
rotating on the balls of his feet and headed further down the hall, leaving Topaz behind. 

Because that was the best part, Rieh considered, he was free to walk and do as he 
pleased while Topaz? Topaz was bound, absolutely immobilised in this mess. 

And none of it was over. 
 
‘You’re not going to believe this.’ Robin said as Rika and Valcon headed down into 

the command room, ‘Kato and Spider are morons.’ 
‘I already knew that.’ Valcon quipped instantly, earning a smirk from Ben Farris.  
Rika however was diplomatic enough to fight back a smile, ‘What do you mean?’ 
Robin and Kitty bent over a huge desk with a medley of controls before them, 

display screens everywhere, all jammed into the huge lecture hall. 
There were others too, a dozen or so, working away. Not one of them failed to stare 

as Rika ventured further into the room. 
‘Sorted?’ Ben asked her gently, Rika didn’t even looking his way, but instead nodded 

once. 
‘Absolutely.’ A pause, ‘where’s the crown?’ 
‘Hidden away, as you asked.’ 
‘Excellent.’ 
‘Kato and Spider are back.’ Kitty announced, now Rika and Valcon had joined them, 

Valcon dragged a seat out and dropped himself down onto it while Rika squeezed in 
between Ben and Valience. 

‘Uh huh. And this is a good thing?’ Rika tipped her head to one side. 
‘It is when they decide to stay in Kato’s palace.’ Robin noted with a smirk, tapping at 

a keyboard and nodding towards the series of screens before them, ‘which we of course 
laced with cameras months ago.’  

Rika remembered this, at the time they weren’t entirely convinced the action would 
be worthwhile. Clearly it would be. 

In an instant each of the screens flashed to life with a separate camera feed. With 
delight, Rika stepped closer, peering hard at the picture. 

‘This is brilliant.’ She whispered, peering at one carefully. There were people 
absolutely through the palace, soldiers and staff. A few were obviously off line seeing as 
Topaz had laid to waste to the whole front façade. 

‘Look there,’ Robin motioned to the far left screen, ‘Kato and Spider. Bingo.’ 
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They peered with interest to the image in mention, Kato and Spider sitting together 
talking in what looked like the formal sitting room. Rika recalled it from a half a dozen 
royal photo shoots for magazines months ago. 

‘Have we got audio?’ Ben asked, narrowing his eyes and watching the mild exchange. 
‘Of course.’ Robin agreed, he tapped away and instantly, they caught Kato and 

Spider’s voices rasping through the speaker system. 
‘…imagine how you got Evangeline to agree to meet us.’ Kato said, clearly impressed. 
‘Yes, but there are no guarantees.’ Spider countered, ‘she may not want to make any 

one of us High King.’ 
There was instant silence in the control room, Valcon shot a look to Rika who 

flickered a glance back, startled. 
‘What…?’ Kitty began to say. 
‘Regardless.’ Kato huffed, ‘There will be a High King, with or without the Tribe. 

Evangeline’s insane, the Empire is getting tired of the Gazarians. They can either play the 
game or not, it’s up to them.’ 

Spider’s expression was amused, ‘I suppose it’s almost sorted then.’ 
‘Almost.’ Kato agreed. 
‘They’re going to Evangeline.’ Kitty whispered furiously. 
‘You don’t seriously think she’ll make either of them King?’ Robin scowled. 
‘Evangeline is a lunatic.’ Valience hissed, ‘I’m not entirely sure what she will or will 

not do.’ 
Rika shook her head, ‘neither.’ Then her breath caught, ‘look. There.’ she pointed 

towards one of the central cameras, far darker than the others, a horrible ache took a 
hold of the pit of her stomach. 

‘Topaz.’ Robin remarked matter-of-factly, ‘I didn’t even think we’d need this camera.’ 
‘Good thing we installed it,’ Ben added, his voice like frost, ‘He’s not well.’ 
‘No.’ Valience agreed, staring closer, ‘pity the light is so bad.’ 
Rika pressed her lips together studying the image very closely. It physically hurt to 

see him like that, huddled in the far corner of a small detainment space, framed by stone 
and bars. He was as thin as she recalled, filthy all over sitting with his knees up under 
his chin. 

‘So what do we do about this visit to Evangeline?’ Robin furthered, dragging his eyes 
away from the screens. 

‘Rika?’ Valience prompted, a look her way. Rika didn’t look away, eyes still frozen on 
Topaz’s wilted form.  

‘We’ll need to know.’ Ben grumbled, ‘anyone game?’ 
‘The Gazarians are volatile, not to mention Evangeline will sense anything that 

comes near her.’ Valience reminded, ‘is that a risk we’re willing to take?’ 
‘I don’t think it matters, it’s a risk we’ll have to take. What if she makes one of them 

King, then and there?’ Kitty insisted, ‘I’ll go.’ 
‘You?’ Robin echoed, instantly concerned, Kitty shot him a silencing glare. 
‘Evangeline is all about the games.’ She explained, ‘even if she did sense me there, 

I’m more inclined to think she’d enjoy it than anything else. Besides, if Kato and Spider 
caught me, it would make no difference, you all know that I’m the most disposable here.’ 

Valience shook his head, while Robin instantly denied this. 
‘None of us are disposable.’ 
Kitty rolled her eyes, stuffing her hands deep into her jacket pockets. ‘Rika’s meant 

to be dead, Ben Farris is Topaz’s advisor, Robin – you’re Master of the Symron, and 
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Valience is Blood Divided… I’m going. Grab me your bag of tricks, Valience, a little tint in 
my hair and a change of clothes, they’ll have no idea who I am.’ 

‘Rika?’ Valience insisted.  
Rika’s eyes were still tracked on the cell displayed upon the screen before them, she 

blinked back at them briefly.  
‘We need to understand this.’ she answered gently, ‘If Kitty wants to go, she should 

go.’ 
‘She’s not going alone.’ Robin insisted, ‘I’ll go. There’ll be enough of Valience’s 

makeup and dye for the both of us.’ 
Kitty nodded definitively, ‘There. Robin and I will go.’ As much as she tried to hide it 

she felt an obvious delight in this. Valience scowled, shooting Rika a questioning look. 
‘Up to you, Captain?’ 
Rika breathed out slowly, considering this. ‘Kitty’s right, Evangeline’s all about the 

games. I don’t think she’ll reveal Kitty or Robin to Kato or Spider.’ 
‘You don’t? Why not?’ 
‘Evangeline’s not on their side.’ Rika explained, ‘We need to know what they say, 

there’s no other way. You’ll need to be armed though,’ she added firmly, ‘and stay out of 
sight.’ 

Kitty nodded several times over, while Ben Farris cleared his throat and spoke up. 
‘We’ll need to keep eyes on this.’ he said, gesturing to the screens, ‘to keep track of what 
they’re up to. Rieh too.’ 

‘We’ll take shifts.’ Valcon shrugged, ‘every two hours or so. Easy. You’re right… these 
cameras, they’ll give us more of an insight than we ever thought possible. It will almost 
be too easy.’ 

‘I’ll take the first shift.’ Rika volunteered, her eyes resting on each one individually, 
‘Valience if you can help Kitty and Robin, they’ll want to be out of here soon, down to the 
Tribe.’ 

‘Of course.’ Valience agreed, he nodded towards the door, ‘it’s all in our room.’ 
‘See you soon.’ Kitty said already headed across the way, Robin offered a tip of his 

head before trailing after her. 
‘See you soon,’ Valience mumbled, leaving Rika, Ben Farris and Valcon alone before 

the series of screens. 
After a moment’s silence, Ben took a steady breath, ‘He looks defeated. Is he?’ 
Rika shook her head, her eyes on Topaz’s small shape. ‘Not yet.’ 
‘Good.’ Valcon concluded decisively, ‘we’ll get him out.’ 
‘Not while he wants to stay there.’ Ben muttered, he motioned across the way, 

‘Valcon could you speak with the information team and see if Kato and Spider have 
issued anything in the way of their return?’ 

Valcon groaned, rolling his eyes, ‘code for go away?’ 
‘Code for go away.’ Ben agreed, as Valcon rose to his feet and shuffled across the 

room.  
Rika however shrunk down into a spare chair, the kind that would have come from a 

dinner table or something similar. She snuck a look to Ben Farris. 
‘What?’ 
‘You’ve spoken with Valcon?’ 
‘I have.’ 
‘He seems in a better mood.’ Ben noted, ‘so I suppose we ought to be thankful. 

Valcon’s temper could only be rivalled by the Deceiver’s.’ 
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Rika laughed at this, ‘I’m pretty sure I could give the both of them a run for their 
money.’ She noted. 

‘What’s on your mind?’ Ben asked, dragging up and chair and sitting alongside her. 
Rika propped both feet against the desk in front and closed her eyes. 

‘You know what’s on my mind.’ 
Ben shot a look at the screen, at Topaz, then back to Rika. ‘Yes.’ 
‘I didn’t know.’ She admitted, ‘when he found me in the past, I thought he was still 

with Kitty.’ 
‘He didn’t say?’ 
‘Topaz never says what he’s thinking. That’s half the reason we’re in the situation we 

are.’ Rika muttered, blinking her eyes open, ‘truth is I hate seeing him like this… I didn’t 
think he’d get so bad. They starved him, Ben, I never counted on that, Kato and Spider 
starved him and he was a mess and I hate that he sent himself back there… but I 
understand why he did. Rieh needs to be watched, he is the enemy.’ 

Ben swallowed, nodding his agreement, ‘I know.’ 
Pressing both hands to her face, Rika slipped a look his way, ‘that’s the other thing I 

keep thinking about.’ 
‘What?’ 
‘Dawn… Dimanta… all of them in the temple. Jinevah was close, Ben, really, really 

close. I have no idea what happened to them.’ 
‘Any way to find out?’ 
Rika shook her head, ‘Not easily. If there was we’d know by now.’ Her shoulders rose 

up around her ears. 
‘You think it’s relevant?’ 
‘If there is anything we have learnt it is that the past is most definitely relevant.’ Rika 

laughed lightly, she rubbed at her wrist, ‘so I guess we’ll have to dig for it.’ 
‘You will?’ Ben furthered, furrowing his brow. Rika exhaled, her eyes still on Topaz. 
‘Yes. After this.’ 
‘I can keep watch if you like?’ 
Rika shook her head, ‘I want to.’ She admitted quietly, ‘it feels better to see him.’ 
Ben offered a tight smile, ‘It’s a shame you weren’t as honest before about your 

affections. But I do understand. If you’d like I can head to the library, see what I can find 
in the records we have. There’s all sorts there. The Symron have been rummaging 
through what is left of the Archives in Ireland. I’m sure if there is anything, we will find 
it there.’ 

‘Thank you.’ Rika told Ben genuinely, ‘I appreciate that.’ 
‘Well you’re in charge.’ Ben shrugged, turning on the balls of his feet, ‘I will be back 

shortly.’ Then with a little bow he was gone. 
Finally alone, Rika watched the screen openly, her eyes did not once move to Kato, 

or Spider or anyone else displayed in the multiple frames. Only Topaz, who sat staring 
at the floor.  

Despite the distance, it felt better, Rika considered. She remained where she was for 
a long while. 

 
Valience did an excellent job of disgusting Kitty and Robin, although he’d had a lot of 

practice. In his own time, years and years back Valience had doubled as Vince in the city. 
He’d used make up and dyes to change his appearance gaining a genuine knack for it. 

Now, having finished with Kitty and Robin both looked completely different. With a 
nervous sigh Valience stepped back, ‘I think that will do.’ 
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With tints, he had managed to lighten both Robin and Kitty’s hair. Robin’s had been 
far harder, given his was originally nearly black, whereas Kitty’s brown hair was far 
easier. They’d found clothes too, bright and colourful – very Gazarian.  

‘Excellent.’ Kitty grinned, staring at her reflection in a mirror, they were up high in 
the living room on the top floor, Robin likewise admired the work of Valience’s tints on 
his now sandy hair. 

‘Think we’ll pass?’ Robin grinned. 
‘That’s the plan.’ Valience admitted, clearly proud of himself, despite his previous 

concern. 
‘We’ll be fine. In and out.’ Kitty said diligently. 
‘Speaking of in and out, you’ll take the tunnels, Rika said that from what she 

overheard through the monitors they were due there at six o’clock. It’s nearly five, you’ll 
want to get moving. It’s a long walk.’ 

‘Right.’ Robin agreed, he crossed the room to where his sword – an Annex, the 
curved blade of the Symron – sat on a table. 

‘I’m afraid you’re not taking the sword, Rob,’ Valience said instantly just as Robin 
reached for it. 

‘Rika said we had to be armed.’ Robin countered, confused. 
Reaching at his side, Valience drew a heavy black gun, he lifted it for them to see, 

‘armed.’ 
Robin shook his head, ‘guns aren’t a Symron thing.’ 
‘No but they are a ‘save-your-life-thing.’ You’re taking it. If Kato or Spider realise 

you’re there they’ll do everything to get to you.’ 
‘And we’re meant to what? Shoot them?’ Robin growled, ‘you seriously want me to 

shoot the Prince of the Naferafric?’ 
Valience didn’t answer this, he didn’t seem to want to. Instead he reoffered the gun. 

Robin hesitated before taking it and slipping it beneath his bright red jacket.  
‘Right. Kitty, ready?’ 
‘Ready.’ Kitty agreed, she shot Valience a look, ‘we’ll update you as soon as we’re 

back.’ 
‘Just make sure you get back.’ Valience countered, ‘I’ll walk you down.’ 
Together they rounded the central stairwell to a huge recess into the lowest floor 

that resembled a large, old train station. It made perfect sense seeing as before the 
building had been used for the Namor Rebel Army it had been a mining station in the 
mountains. The tunnels here led directly down to the city. 

It was far quieter down here, away from the hive of activity upstairs, somehow the 
silence made Kitty far more nervous. 

She fiddled her fingers together as she and Robin moved down the stairs to the dark 
of the tunnel. Valience watched from the upper level, clearly thinking something over. 

‘See you soon.’ Robin called back, ‘save dinner for us.’ 
‘Will do.’ Valience replied, with an anxious grin, ‘be careful!’ 
Robin laughed lightly, shaking his head as they ventured into the dark, ‘He’s 

worried.’ 
‘He’s got a right to be.’ Kitty reminded, a look at him, ‘this is dangerous.’ 
Robin grinned at her, ‘Yeah but danger’s my middle name.’ 
‘Ha.’ Kitty scoffed, ‘more like lame. Lame is your middle name.’ 
‘Oh come on,’ he laughed, ‘it was funny.’ 
‘It wasn’t funny.’ Kitty told him levelly, ‘but thanks for trying.’ 



47 
 

Robin rolled his eyes, ‘I like making you laugh.’ He said before thinking the better of 
it. Instantly, Kitty became frosty, her eyes everywhere on the tunnel around them. 

It was huge, arching above them, riddling through the island. There were more 
tunnels than this, stretching everywhere, to the Illuminus Head Quarters, to Lyron, 
Veller, and other famous landmarks across the island.  

‘Amazing, right?’ Robin said after a while, trying to relieve the tension between 
them. 

‘What is?’ 
‘These tunnels.’ 
‘Yeah.’ Kitty agreed, she cleared her throat, ‘Heard any more from Flight?’ 
Robin shrunk back, ‘Not much. No activity from the Atreans. I guess that’s a good 

thing, only this… constant waiting is driving me crazy. As relieved as I am Rika’s alive 
and here with us… I wish we could finish it once and for all. For everyone.’ 

Kitty nodded several times as their footsteps echoed around them in the dark, her 
torch illuminating the way ahead, ‘You think it will be Rieh? Who becomes the main 
problem in the end I mean…’ 

‘Topaz does.’  
‘Do you?’ 
Robin smirked, ‘Topaz is generally right about everything.’ 
‘Not everything.’ Kitty noted a little tartly, ‘him and me was a terrible idea. But I 

guess I am as much to blame for that.’ Robin sent her a strange look. 
‘I never did understand that.’ 
Kitty shrugged, ‘Sometimes we make stupid mistakes.’ She muttered, ‘it’s better now. 

I explained everything to Rika.’ 
‘Oh yeah. What did you explain?’ Robin asked curiously, Kitty slipped him a glance. 
‘Does it matter?’ 
That was a loaded question. Of course it mattered to Robin, because Kitty was the 

single thing in the world he’d chosen for himself, to love her and he had for a long, long 
time. As much as he had never said it, seeing her with Topaz had hurt in a profound 
way. Not that he’d ever said or done anything about it. 

After all he was bound to Flight, whether he wanted to be or not. That wasn’t 
changing, not while he wanted to serve as Master of the Symron.  

Robin watched Kitty gently, shaking his head, ‘No.’ he concluded at last, ‘it doesn’t 
matter.’ 

Kitty gave a sad nod, ‘exactly.’ 
They continued the rest of the way mostly in silence. 
The tunnel eventually led them out in an abandoned train station near the outskirts 

of the Naferafric City. Thankfully the place was all but abandoned, so in the growing 
darkness they were able to head up towards the tribal settlement.  

‘We should take the way through the trees.’ Kitty advised, meaning the dense bushes 
that surrounded the tribal camp. ‘That way we won’t cross any of the Gazarian Guard.’ 

‘Lead on.’ Robin agreed, gesturing for her to take the charge.  
It was far darker once they reached the tribe, spotting the florist of bright tents in 

the distance through the long trees. Kitty switched off her torch and slipped it into her 
pocket while Robin almost instinctively patted for the gun. 

He was nervous, all the more with Kitty here, but he wasn’t going to admit it. 
There was a level of commotion in the tribe, everyone moving everywhere, 

chattering and ambling up towards the cliff tops. Kitty and Robin came to a stop near 
the tree line, while Kitty peered ahead. 
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‘Looks like everyone’s on the move.’ She noted, ‘you think this is about Kato and 
Spider?’ 

‘Must be.’ Robin replied, ‘they’re all headed towards the temple.’ 
‘Right.’ Kitty nodded her agreement, ‘ready?’ 
‘Ready.’ He confirmed, meeting her eyes. 
Then, quickly, Kitty darted out from the trees, and in through the tents, Robin a few 

steps behind. Despite knowing that their disguises were convincing, Kitty felt exposed. 
As a result of this she kept her head down, Robin did likewise, eventually walking at her 
side. 

Together the pair headed towards the temple, along with others of the tribe who 
chattered and conversed as they moved. 

‘That’s what they said, that the King is coming. Kato.’ Someone said in disbelief. 
‘We’ll they’ll want something.’ The other replied, ‘they always want something.’ 
Robin blinked at Kitty, dismayed by the admission. Clearly there was little trust for 

the Monarchy now. While this wasn’t a problem considering Kato and Spider were less 
than savoury characters, it may be when the TFK attempted to instate their own High 
King. 

Soon enough Kitty and Robin joined the mass of people at the temple. 
‘This place is huge.’ Robin whispered in her ear, standing close by, Kitty grinned. 

While she hadn’t lived in this particular settlement, she was proud of the tribe with their 
love of bright colours and traditional ways. 

‘This temple.’ she said quietly, ‘this is where they appoint the royals…’ 
Robin’s eyes traced the temple shape, it was tall, with large columns that 

surrounded a higher, circular floor. There was no roof at all, only a circular frame 
between the columns and in the very middle of the room was a podium.  

‘It’s huge.’ 
‘Yeah.’ Kitty agreed, as they huddled close in with the others around them. 
‘Did you come here much… before, I mean? When you were in your own time?’ 
Kitty nodded, ‘yes. A few times.’ She said, ‘Grante lived here. My parents visited him 

frequently. So did Dimanta… I guess when she was coming of age.’ 
Robin offered her a strange look, ‘There’s a lot I don’t know about you.’ 
Kitty blushed, her shoulders around her ears, ‘there’s a lot I don’t know about you.’ 
There was a commotion up ahead, the chattered around them stopped as a familiar 

figure came into view, Evangeline. 
Suddenly, there was a commotion down the back, and a Gazarian Guard, mid-

twenties sprinted down the small walk way between the people to Evangeline upon the 
temple floor. 

He spoke only to her but even from here Kitty could read his lips. ‘They’re here.’ The 
Gazarian Guardsman said. She pressed her lips together. 

‘Show time.’ 
 
They took the car to the Gazarians.  
This threaded them up and down the streets allowing a good look at the rebuild 

which Spider and Kato had ordered. The workers had moved fast, and it was looking far 
better than it had a few weeks ago when the Deceiver had decimated the place. 

Rieh sat opposite Kato and Spider, saying nothing. His aversion to visiting the 
Gazarian Tribe was obvious. 

‘You really ought to lighten up.’ Kato said as they left the city and headed up through 
the countryside, ‘this is a good thing.’ 
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‘Yes, well she’s not your grandmother is she?’ Rieh replied sourly, because 
Evangeline was indeed his mother’s mother. Evangeline had done some genuinely awful 
things, in trying to appoint a Gazarian Monarch she had been indiscriminative in her 
campaign. Burning bridges between family and friends alike. 

‘She’s the position of power we need.’ Spider shrugged, ‘I don’t care what she’s done 
we need her.’ 

‘Uh huh.’ Rieh muttered, folding his arms across his chest. 
It was growing darker, the sky was huge and clear and burned along the west with 

the glow of twilight. Even still there was enough light still to see the Gazarian settlement 
ahead upon the hillside. 

‘Lovely.’ Spider noted, peering out the window. 
The Gazarian settlement was genuinely beautiful, it seemed odd that such a location 

was not only occupied but governed but such an evil now, Rieh considered. 
Lovers of colour, Gazarians lived in enormous tents which sat spotted across the 

grass, between the dense trees, huge flags hung between the poles and hoisted high. The 
entire settlement curled around the only permanent structure within the tribe, the 
temple, made of heavy stone, circular and overlooking the cliff tops. 

All three of them had been here at some point before, Kato because his ailing wife 
had been the High Elder of the Tribe – theoretically she ought to have been leading the 
tribe. Spider had become Prince of the Nameralic in the temple, while Rieh’s mother had 
grown up here. 

Once the car pulled up at the edge of the tribe, they were met by a hedge of the 
Gazarian Guard. Leon Vender was first out of the car, grasping the door for Kato and the 
others.  

A pair of the Gazarian Guard stood at the main entrance to the camp, their clothes 
brilliant in red, green and blue, they were armed too, love curved swords. 

‘Good evening.’ Kato said, the first to speak, he offered a little bow of his head but 
nothing more – after all, he was King. ‘We’ve come to see Evangeline.’ 

Without saying a word, the Gazarian Guard stepped aside allowing them past in 
through the camp. With Leon Vender in tow, Kato led the way through to the temple.  

The settlement seemed almost deserted, that was until they reached the huge stone 
structure of the temple, as it became instantly obvious where the tribespeople had been. 
They had gathered, hundreds of them, together before the temple in a mass of people, 
clustered either side with a small walkway between them directly to the temple steps to 
the wide portico.  

Evangeline sat, waiting there for them. 
Rieh’s frown grew deeper as he trailed after Kato and Spider, both of whom took 

heavy steps down to meet here. There was absolute silence, nothing but the hiss of the 
wind and the flutter of the large lit torches about the place illuminating the space. 

Despite being completely blind, Evangeline grinned as they came to a halt at the very 
base of the stairs. She looked far more put together now than she’d been in the past. Her 
clothes bright and clean, her usually feral hair brushed back, with a golden band 
encircling her head. She was a Wielder and she was trying to look it. 

Staring directly towards Kato, Evangeline spoke. ‘Good evening, Highness.’ 
‘Evangeline.’ Kato replied with a far grander bow, Spider likewise dipped his head, 

only Rieh remained unmoved. 
‘I have to admit, I was surprised when word came you wanted to see me.’ She told 

them levelly, ‘I wasn’t aware the Tribe had anything to do with the Monarchy anymore.’ 
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‘Yes, well that is something we wanted to change.’ Kato countered almost instantly, 
‘Tribe and Monarchy have always worked together. It would be a shame on both our 
parties to lose that.’ 

Evangeline seemed to find this amusing, ‘Oh yes? I can see why it would be an 
inconvenience for you, but I can’t quite see what you have done for us.’  

Kato’s cheeks flushed as Spider stepped forwards. 
‘Your Grace.’ He said, using her correct title, ‘The Empire needs to be strong again, 

that can only happen if the Monarchy and the Gazarian Tribe work together towards 
peace. We’ve been through a difficult period but the Deceiver is practically dead, we can 
make things better now.’ 

‘Can we?’ Evangeline peered down her nose at them with her milky eyes, ‘and how 
can we do that?’ 

Spider was far more audacious than Kato so he grinned broadly, ‘by establishing a 
High King.’ 

Surprisingly, Evangeline laughed at this, there were mumblings amongst the 
Gazarians gathered Kato scowled further, frustrated at their response. 

‘Great.’ Rieh muttered, ‘this is going to be super productive.’ His eyes flickering from 
face to face in the crowd.  

 
Kitty’s eyes grew small, without thinking she reached for Robin, grasping his arm. 
‘Do you think she’ll do it?’ 
‘No way.’ Robin whispered, his eyes on Kato, Spider and Rieh, ‘doesn’t look like 

they’re too happy about it either.’ 
As Robin had said both Kato and Spider looked momentarily unimpressed until 

Spider forced a placid smile and addressed Evangeline again. 
‘Is that a no?’ he asked. 
‘You two come here, after all that has occurred, after all you have done to the Island 

– to the Empire – and ask me to make one of you High King?’ Evangeline scoffed, ‘Of 
course I wouldn’t.’ 

Spider gave an insincere laugh, ‘Evangeline. You have got this completely wrong. It 
was the Deceiver who laid waste to the Empire, not us, and we have captured him and 
brought him to justice.’ 

Evangeline motioned to Kato, ‘and yet the Naferafric King murdered Rikara 
Rhemsaise, the High Wielder.’ 

‘It was an accident.’ Kato snapped back, his face turning quickly red and an eruption 
of chatter from the Gazarians around them. 

Kitty scowled, ‘Evangeline thinks Rika’s dead.’ 
‘Either that or she’s pretending.’ Robin countered, ‘Valience’s Gazarian sense is back 

surely Evangeline’s would be too.’ 
‘Strange thing you call an accident.’ Evangeline quipped with a toss of her shoulder. 
‘I was aiming for the Deceiver.’ Kato told her through gritted teeth, ‘goodness only 

knows I’d have saved us a hell of a lot of trouble if I’d hit him.’ 
‘From what I heard you cared very little she was in the way.’ Evangeline noted, 

‘Besides, which of you would I make High King?’ 
‘Me, of course.’ Kato said instantly, ‘I am the Naferafric King. It makes more sense.’ 
‘Than Spider of the Nameralic… or this Valcon I have heard so much about… or even 

Rieh, my own grandson.’ 
Rieh shook his head, ‘I’d prefer to stay out of this, if you don’t mind.’ 
‘Well regardless, you are a contender.’ Evangeline countered. 
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‘Shut up!’ Rieh snapped, his voice startlingly loud, clearly uncomfortable at being 
addressed by Evangeline, the sudden reaction was completely out of character for 
someone who was usually so cool, calm and collected. With a crooked smile, Evangeline 
peered at them, as if surveying their faces when they knew all too well she could not. 

‘I cannot make any of you High King.’ Evangeline told them at last, the crowds about 
them listening in closely. 

‘And why not?’ this was Spider, his eyes small. 
‘Only the Twelfth Wielder can do that.’ Evangeline said evenly, her eyes resting on 

Rieh. Rieh grew uncomfortable, this did not escape either Robin or Kitty. Neither Kato 
nor Spider saw Evangeline address him, but the reason was obvious. 

Rieh had Akira. 
‘Akira has sided with the TFK.’ Kato announced pragmatically, ‘corrupted by them, 

they’re no better than terrorists. I’m not entirely sure she is in a position to establish a 
suitable High King.’ 

‘You mean you’re not sure she’s in a position to establish you?’ Evangeline corrected, 
because that was indeed what Kato was thinking. 

‘She – like the rest of the TFK – is devoted to Topaz.’ Kato countered. 
‘Kato and I suspect that it is perhaps time to devoid ourselves from the words of 

prophecies and instead take action to secure the Empire.’ Spider explained as 
diplomatically as he could, ‘we figured that you would feel the same way. After all, you 
attempted to instate a Gazarian Monarch – Rika, as Empress – remember?’ 

Evangeline rubbed at her wrist, where her Gazarian mark curled around, shaking 
her head. ‘I was wrong. Things are different.’ 

‘How are they different?’ Kato demanded. 
Kitty and Robin listened in closely. 
‘Because things must happen a certain way. For a while, yes, I didn’t want to believe 

that, but I know it now.’ Evangeline explained, ‘so no, I cannot make either of you High 
King. Not without the Twelfth Wielder, and not without the Crown.’ 

‘The Crown has been missing for years.’ Kato told Evangeline matter-of-factly, ‘for all 
we know someone’s burnt it down and used it to make candlesticks or something.’ 

‘Kato is right, it’s foolish to wait. We need to find real solutions, Evangeline, for 
everyone.’ Spider added. 

Evangeline shook her head, scanning the crowd gathered, ‘No.’ she said delicately. 
Rieh groaned, rolling his eyes, ‘I knew this was a waste of time.’ 
‘Shut up.’ Spider hissed, ‘Evangeline, please.’ He added louder, ‘surely you can see 

that we just want what’s best for the Empire. Things can be better now, with your help. 
The Deceiver is more than dealt with, we have already begun the rebuild, Kato is right, 
the Crown could be long gone, are we really going to wait around for something that 
may never be able to be found?’ 

Evangeline shook her head, ‘This isn’t over.’ 
‘What?’ Spider scowled. Kitty and Robin exchanged looks, perfectly aware of this 

themselves but it also hinted at some kind of knowing on Evangeline’s behalf. 
‘You have no idea.’ Evangeline told them levelly.  
‘About what?’ Kato furthered, stepping a little closer, a kind of uncertainty crept up 

his spine. 
‘There are bigger secrets, you know?’ Evangeline said, her voice lilting as it used to 

when she’d feign insanity, ‘there are bigger secrets that few know, a bigger story… the 
High King? The Crown? The War? None of it is over. You would be foolish if you believed 
it.’ 



52 
 

‘I’m afraid I don’t understand.’ Kato told her, watching Evangeline carefully, ‘what do 
you mean bigger secrets? The War is over, the TFK are barely a problem.’ 

Evangeline grinned broadly, ‘this is just the beginning, you know that?’ she 
hesitated, ‘all of this… it starts and ends with the Symron and the Atrean… with Light 
and Dark… with Harlem. It all begins and ends with Harlem.’ 

Rieh glared at his grandmother, perplexed, while Kato and Spider exchanged looks 
of confusion. Clearly not one of the Gazarians knew what Evangeline meant either as 
they chattered between themselves providing Kitty and Robin the opportunity to speak. 

‘Harlem? What’s that?’ 
Kitty seemed to have turned white, a look of confusion across her features, ‘Who.’ 

She said, ‘who is that.’ 
‘Kitty what do you –?’ 
‘Shh!’ she shushed as Evangeline went to speak again. 
‘Harlem?’ Kato echoed, his eyes on Evangeline again, ‘what’s that supposed to mean.’ 
‘I suppose you’ll have to work it out.’ Evangeline shrugged, ‘because only then will 

this come to an end. Only then will there be a High King.’ 
Rieh scowled, seeming to consider something internally, while Kato and Spider were 

frozen to the spot. 
‘What is Harlem?’ Spider asked at last. 
‘I’m afraid you’ll have to figure that out for yourselves.’ She advised, ‘so start looking. 

Now I’m done talking with you, whatever you wish to achieve is of very little interest to 
me. I’m appreciate you leaving now.’ 

Kato felt hollow, glaring directly at Evangeline. ‘No.’ he said gravelly, ‘No. We need 
answers. Whatever this rubbish is with Harlem, you must tell us.’ 

‘I don’t have to do anything.’ Evangeline said with a smirk, ‘at all.’ 
Spider’s eyes wandered across the crowds around him, people chattering and 

mumbling, clearly confused at Evangeline’s words. What was Harlem? He questioned 
internally, what on earth was Harlem? 

Meanwhile, stunned in silence, Kitty tugged on Robin’s arm, ‘We should go. Get out 
of here…’ 

Robin swallowed and nodded, allowing her to tug him away. 
Kato, Spider and Rieh were moving too. It was clear there was nothing more that 

Evangeline wanted to say. 
‘Please leave this place.’ Evangeline told them frankly, ‘you are not welcome.’ 
Furious, neither Kato nor Spider bothered with a bow and Rieh was already moving. 

Leon Vender once more bringing up the rear as the Gazarians around them already 
disbanding. 

Evangeline was gone too, turning aside to her Gazarian Guardsman and talking 
briskly. 

Kato snatched a look back at her, then tightened his jaw, ‘Harlem. What the hell does 
that mean?’ 

‘A wild goose chase, probably. I don’t know why she’s acting so noble. She tried to 
overthrow the Monarchy before, I don’t understand her being so pious on following 
prophecy now.’ Rieh replied tartly. 

Spider’s eyes were everywhere, on the faces in the crowd as they strode back to the 
car, defeated. 

‘Harlem. It’s old tongue.’ He muttered, stuffing his hands into his pocket, ‘for First.’ 
Spider glared at the Gazarians around them, ‘what does that even mean?’ 

Then, rather suddenly, Spider came to a sudden stop, his eyes across the way. 
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‘What are you doing?’ Kato demanded fiercely, clearly unimpressed by the exchange. 
‘Over there.’ Spider said quietly, gesturing through the Gazarians to a pair circling 

around towards the far side of the camp, ‘do you see that?’ 
Rieh narrowed his gaze and peered through to where Spider had pointed, then, a 

wide smile, ‘There.’ Rieh echoed, ‘lovely. We have company.’ 
Kato had seen it too now, despite the defeat of Evangeline’s unwillingness to help, 

what he saw across the way now was an excellent consolation prize. 
‘That’s Robin… and Kitty.’ Kato whispered. 
‘Brilliant.’ Spider grinned. 
Anyone else probably wouldn’t have been able to distinguish the pair in their heavy 

disguises, but it was only that Spider knew them well and that he had happened to spot 
them in the mass of people. 

‘What did you want to do, Kato?’ Spider asked delicately, as Robin and Kitty crossed 
around them. 

Kato tipped his head to one side, the answer obvious, ‘Catch them.’ 
‘Got it.’ Spider smirked, he gestured to Rieh, ‘come along.’ 
‘Damn Evangeline.’ Kato hissed, ‘she’d have known they were there…’ turning on his 

feet, Kato stalked back towards the temple, leaving Spider and Rieh to the pursuit. 
Rieh was already moving, their steps heavy through the masses, although the 

Gazarians gave them a good amount of clearance, while Kato watched, Leon Vender at 
his side.  

Of course it become fairly clear to Robin and Kitty they had been spotted as Robin 
glanced up and found Spider looking directly at him, making a beeline through the 
crowds.  

‘Damn it.’ Robin spat, his heart hammering hard, he grabbed for Kitty’s hand, ‘Kitty. 
They’ve seen us.’ he was already fiddling for his side, the pistol. 

Kitty blinked up, she too saw Spider, then Rieh. ‘We have to run.’ She whispered 
back, urgently, although a horrible doubt invaded her senses. 

It would be unlikely they could escape either Rieh or Spider, not when they both of 
them had the magnetic force at their disposal. But Kitty didn’t say this, she didn’t dare. 

‘We need to lose them.’ Robin uttered, already yanking Kitty’s arm and hauling her 
in the opposite direction to Spider and Rieh. Unfortunately this meant away from the 
forest through which they’d come. 

‘The cliffs.’ Kitty was saying, breaking into a staggered run, her fingers woven 
together with Robin’s, although they were already running in that direction, through the 
brilliantly coloured tents, staying as much as they could to the shadows. 

‘WE’VE SEEN YOU!’ Spider roared, his voice catching in the cool air, ‘STOP! WE’VE 
SEEN YOU!’ 

The Gazarians were stunned, startled at Rieh and Spider’s pursuit, darting deep into 
the hedge of tents as they returned to their business. Evangeline however, remained 
unmoved upon the temple floor, Kato glowered at her. 

Robin and Kitty were fast, dodging in and out from the tents through to the cliff side. 
Thankfully the tents were knit so closely together that it was easy to slip away inside of 
them, almost as if it were a maze. 

Thankfully it seemed Rieh and Spider were too concerned at offending the Gazarians 
to use their magnetic force to cast the tents aside. Breathlessly, Robin and Kitty burst 
through the other side, feet on the grass, gasping in the cooler air.  

‘This way!’ Kitty called, as shouts and cries eluded to Rieh and Spider closing in. she 
hauled Robin down to the rocky pathway along the cliff’s edge, down towards the beach 
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below. She’d taken this way before, during the Seventh Task, headed back into the city. 
It was a longer and more difficult way, but hopefully would offer them the ability to 
disappear from Rieh and Spider’s sight. 

The ascent was steep, stones and rocks everywhere, made especially worse in the 
darkness. Neither Robin nor Kitty minded though given it was that or being caught by 
Rieh or Spider. 

Breathless, Kitty led the way down the narrow path careful not to slip, a look back 
over her shoulders. She turned just in time to see a shadow, Rieh or Spider, she couldn’t 
tell which, vault himself up over to the lip of the cliff tops. 

Urgently now, Robin’s eyes scanned the cliff face, spotting an opening, he clutched 
Kitty’s hand tighter and yanked her into the small gap, disappearing into the darkness.  

Suddenly there was nothing but the sound of their gasping breaths, and pitch black, 
they were squashed together, tight in the tiny space. A moment passed, a few seconds, 
then a minute, and nothing. 

‘I think we lost them.’ Robin whispered, his voice like a shout in the silence. 
Head a buzz of activity, Kitty lent further into Robin, breathing out loudly, and 

pressing her face into his shoulder. He shrunk back a little surprised. 
‘Do you think they’re gone?’ 
‘Not sure.’ Robin replied, tentatively resting a hand on her waist, he peered out 

through to the sliver of silver light that peaked in the entrance through which they’d 
come. 

Taking a series of shaky breaths, Kitty blinked her eyes down, further into the inky 
unknown. She was startled to see something, almost faintly red, down the way. 

‘Robin.’ Kitty whispered, ‘what’s that?’ 
Robin turned his head, peering the same way she did spotting the slight glow of red 

and then looked back to her, their eyes met in the dark. ‘I have no idea.’ 
Kitty was already moving, slipping away from him, deeper into the cavern, careful 

with her steps in the faint red light. Robin had no other choice but to follow after her. 
The more Kitty advanced down the small gap the more she was convinced that this 
pathway was not the result of some natural formation. 

This was a tunnel system, the space was carved out with a curving arch, the details 
of which became clearer and clearer the more vivid the red glow appeared. 

Then, without any warning at all, Robin and Kitty found themselves in a wide 
vaulted space, undeniably man made, forming a kind of semicircle. Above them, 
elaborate designs were carved into the roof, and even down onto the walls. The red 
glow hummed steadily from beyond a heavy pile of stones, all stacked neatly at the far 
side of the space. 

Kitty wandered out, surveying the area, her eyes on everything. 
‘What is this?’ Robin asked. 
‘Gazarian. It is absolutely Gazarian.’ Kitty replied immediately, ‘these carvings, all of 

this… it’s Gazarian. And old. Really, old.’ 
Robin’s gaze flickered from side to side, at the images that had been etched into the 

walls and ceiling, then at the heavy stone that sat across the far side. Already shaken at 
the pursuit by Rieh and Spider this tunnel seemed to stir a kind of anxiety inside of him, 
it ebbed through the pit of his stomach and through his bones. 

‘Do you feel that?’ Kitty asked, Robin supposed feeling the same thing. 
‘Yeah.’ He nodded, it was a kind of energy which felt as though it seeped out from 

beyond the stones, accompanying the red light. 
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‘What is it, do you think?’ she furthered, nearing closer and closer to the stone rock 
fall.  

‘Not sure.’ Robin whispered, ‘did you know this was here?’ 
‘No.’ Kitty shook her head, her hand fell onto a small brass dish, perched upon the 

rock face. It was empty, but again there was a kind of profound power there, it made the 
hair on the back of her neck stand up to touch it. ‘Do you think Spider or Rieh will find 
us here?’ Kitty asked him hopefully. 

There was a chance they could, but Robin didn’t quite want to admit that. ‘No.’ he 
said instead, ‘if you didn’t know this was here how would they?’ 

‘This red light…’ Kitty hushed, ‘what do you think is causing it?’ 
‘Whatever’s beyond that wall?’ Robin replied moving to her side, ‘I’m not sure we 

want to know.’ 
Exhausted, and steadying her breathing, Kitty clasped her hands to her face and then 

ran them through her tinted hair, ‘They recognised us. I didn’t think they’d spot us 
there…’ 

‘Neither.’ Robin agreed, ‘we may have to wait a while.’ 
‘Before we leave?’ 
‘Yeah.’ 
‘Same. Evangeline would have told them to go. She didn’t want them there.’ Kitty 

explained, ‘but in saying that the Gazarians… they may be looking for us too.’ 
‘Doubt it. Evangeline would have known we were there, you saw it in her eyes.’ 

Robin countered, lowering himself down and perching on a particularly large boulder 
near the side of the room. ‘But we will want to be sure Rieh and Spider are gone.’ 

Kitty nodded, staring at the huge stone wall, her face caught up in the red glow, 
clearing thinking something over. 

‘What’s Harlem, Kitty?’ Robin asked, certain she knew the answer. There was 
something in her manner, even when Evangeline had said the word. 

Kitty glanced back at Robin, a sort of nervousness had taken hold inside of her, ‘I’m 
not sure why it matters.’ 

‘What is it?’ 
‘Who is it.’ Kitty corrected again, ‘I don’t know really… its old tongue, the old 

language, for first.’ 
‘First what?’ Robin scowled, wriggling his fingers together, ‘Evangeline said there 

were bigger secrets… that we didn’t understand.’ 
‘She was talking to Kato and the others.’ 
‘She was talking to all of us.’ Robin corrected, ‘she knew we were there. Who was 

Harlem?’ 
 Kitty winced, hesitating a moment, ‘Aralias’s brother.’ She said at last, ‘Harlem was 

Aralias’s brother. I don’t know much more than that. No one did. He died young.’ 
A deep scowl settled over Robin’s features, ‘Why would Aralias’ dead brother 

matter? Symron and Atrean… that’s what she said… I’m the Master of the Symron and I 
don’t know a thing about Harlem.’ 

Kitty pressed her lips together, her eyes on the roof above the rock fall. 
‘Do you know anything else?’ Robin furthered, pushing himself up onto his feet and 

wandering towards her again, ‘Kitty?’ 
Kitty shook her head, meeting his gaze again, then gesturing to the roof, the same 

markings written over and over again, laced over everything. ‘Look.’ 
‘At what?’ 
‘There.’ she pointed to the markings, ‘that… do you know what that says?’ 
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Robin shook his head, ‘No.’ 
‘Symron.’ Akira concluded, ‘all of that… all of it, there and there, and there…’ she 

pointed to the same word carved again and again, ‘Symron. It says Symron.’ 
Robin’s eyes narrowed, ‘we need to get back to the others.’ 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


