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1 – A Suspicion of Darkness 
 

Rian slid his bowl, still half-full of creamy turblaroot and 

mushroom soup, to the center of the table he shared with 

his friend and fellow guardsman, Nial. Despite the 

unquestioned talent of the Podling cooks, the food had lost 

its appeal. The appetizing aroma, the ideal texture, the 

excellent seasoning, the vegetables chopped not too small 

and not too large and cooked to perfection could not 

overcome the fact that his meal was soured by the 

conversation being held over it. 

“You’re imagining things, Nial,” he said. His dining 

companion had also barely touched his food. Their 

behavior might be regarded as uncommon by other diners, 

if any of them cared to notice. None did. The Gelfling 

craftsmen and Podling servants sitting at similar tables 

tended to their own conversations and went about cleaning 

their plates with levels of interest more appropriate to the 

quality of their contents. Spoons scraped bowls. Forks 

clinked on plates, and the murmur of conversation went on 

regardless of the two guardsmen sitting in one corner. 

“Or you’re making more out of them than what they 

are,” Rian continued. “The Skeksis are just... different. 

They aren’t plotting anything.” 

Nial shook his head and combed his hands through 

straight, brown hair that barely reached his shoulders, 

pulling it back behind his pointed ears. He wore it shorter 

than most Gelfling of the Woodland clan. 

“I told myself the same thing the first two trine I was 

here. You’ve been at the Castle what— one trine?” 

“Almost,” Rian admitted. Nial had worked at the 

Castle of the Crystal longer than Rian, but that did not 

mean the older guard’s suspicions were justified. Still, he 

had never known Nial to be the type to jump to conclusions 

or to see demons where there were only shadows. The two 
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Gelfling guardsmen were friends of a sort long before Nial 

left their village to fulfill his duty here. They knew each 

other, anyway. Nial and Rian’s sister, Lara, had declared 

their intentions. When Nial returned home after his three 

trine long service assignment was over, they planned to go 

through the bonding ritual. 

“But that doesn’t mean you’re right,” Rian continued, 

feeling somewhat defensive. His friend was calling into 

question many of his most basic assumptions and beliefs. 

“The Skeksis have always helped us. They taught us about 

writing and farming and, well, lots of things. Why would 

they do that if they wanted to harm us?” 

“To make us better servants, maybe? I don’t know 

why, but I do know they’re hiding something.” 

“Of course they are! I mean, they have to, don’t they? 

They probably know all sorts of things we don’t. We’re 

only Gelfling, and they’re the guardians of the Great 

Crystal.” 

“Shhh,” Nial warned. “Not so loud.” 

Rian did not believe they were in any danger from the 

Skeksis for speaking as they did, but their conversation 

might be regarded as being disrespectful and, therefore, 

distasteful to others. He certainly found it so. If anyone but 

Nial had spoken to him thus, Rian would have excused 

himself and enjoyed his meal elsewhere. For the sake of his 

sister and any possibility of future familial peace, he 

listened and refrained from mentioning that his future 

brother-in-law sounded almost like one of the rebellious 

malcontents from one of the other Gelfling clans. 

A new voice intruded on their conversation. “What? 

What?” the Podling asked in a tone somewhere between a 

scolding mother and a teasing sibling. “I see bowls not 

empty and spoons not moving! You sick?” 
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The face glaring at them with confusion and concern 

had the appearance of a bulbous root vegetable with two 

black button eyes, a squashed nose, and a wide, lipless 

mouth that could stretch into a broad smile at the least 

provocation. The owner, standing by the table with three-

fingered fists resting on his hips, shifted his gaze between 

them. 

“Is my soup not good, yummy? Fresh, creamy. What 

wrong? Must be sick. I call Gelfling healer, yes?” 

“No, no, Zoon. We’re not sick,” Nial said. “We were 

just talking, and we got distracted. That’s all.” 

“Humph! Must be some talk to forget my soup. I make 

two yorgs in big pot this morning with fresh nebrie cream, 

good turblaroots, and mushrooms brought in by Grottan 

Gelfling. Not common, that, but very nice, tasty. I bring 

you some bellow-bread loves and nebrie butter to sop up 

soup, yes?” 

The Podling cook’s uncomplicated innocence 

lightened Rian’s mood, and he found himself agreeing to 

his offer of a loaf of fresh bread. The smell of it baking had 

already tempted his subconscious. This seemed to satisfy 

Zoon that, despite first appearances, the two Gelfling duly 

appreciated his food. He turned to leave. Nial stopped him. 

“Zoon, I know you were working at the Castle of the 

Crystal well before I started. How long have you been 

here?” 

The Podling shrugged. “Not sure. Some time. Came to 

cook for Podling servants. Cook for Gelfling workers. Even 

cook for Skeksis. Like cooking. Like seeing people like 

what I cook— when I cook good things.” Rian detected the 

implied exception in the cook’s voice. Nial must have 

heard it, too. 
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“We like the good things you cook,” Nial said. “But 

I’m curious. Has anything changed since you first came 

here?” 

Zoon shrugged again. “Little things, maybe. This and 

that.” He paused and lowered his voice. “But feels 

different. Less... all sing together? You know?” 

“Harmonious?” Rian said. 

“Yes. Harmonious. Like singing wrong note. Dancer 

fall on face, kind of thing. That.” 

“What kind of things have changed?” Nial asked him. 

Zoon glanced around the room. It wasn’t overly large, 

maybe a couple hundred trors square with tables scattered 

throughout and doorways at opposite ends. The ceiling 

stretched higher than required for Pod People or even for 

the slightly taller Gelfling. It lofted above them so that it 

could comfortably accommodate Skeksis, although few of 

that race ever came here. Over time, servants and workers 

had decorated the gray plastered walls with paintings, 

woven art, and other bits of color to provide a homier 

atmosphere. Their creative contributions hung in patterns of 

crooked chaos with a seeming distaste for straight lines, but 

the Podling workers kept them dusted, and the decoration 

did give a welcoming feel to the otherwise drab dining 

area. 

Satisfied that none of the other diners were paying 

them any undue attention, Zoon elaborated in a whisper. 

“Skeksis changing. Castle changing, getting unfriendly. See 

it in rocks, I can. Land all around not happy. People not 

happy. Some people not people, and things in moat....” He 

sighed. “Best not to see things in moat.” 

“That’s hardly specific,” Rian said. He liked Pod 

People in general, but no one would call them deep 

thinkers. He tended to discount their opinions on anything 
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other than food even on those rare occasions when he could 

make sense of them. 

“And Skeksis eating more of what I do not like to 

cook,” Zoon added, as if culinary preferences said as much 

about a person as anyone needed to know. 

“Meat, you mean,” Rian said. “Yes, I have heard they 

eat meat. But many animals do. Even we eat meat, 

sometimes.” 

“Not talking about lizards and fishies and squiggly 

things in shells, young Gelfling. Things we would not kill, 

they eat. All meat to them. The one called Hunter. Him 

most. Not good.” 

The two Gelfling shuddered. Even Rian had heard 

rumors about skekMal the Hunter. That’s all they were, 

though, rumors, and even they paled in comparison to some 

of those he had heard about the cruel wizards known as 

Mystics. They were said to eat Gelfling children. Others 

said they stole their souls. 

“I go now,” Zoon said. “Things to cook. Things to 

clean. You eat soup. Good. I bring bread.” 

“Like I said,” Rian attempted to explain after Zoon 

left, “Skeksis are just different. I understand why Podling 

would find their diet disturbing. I don’t like the eating 

habits of rakkida, but there’s nothing wrong with them. 

They have their place.” 

“You wouldn’t want to be hunted by a pack of them, 

though, would you?” Nial said. 

“Of course not, but Skeksis don’t eat people.” 

“I never said they do. But they do other things. You 

must have noticed the ‘quiet ones.’” 

Rian had, although they were easy to miss. The same 

shapeless, gray smocks that the common servants wore 

made them intrinsically unnoticeable. Like all servants, 

they were expected to go about their duties without 
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drawing attention. They were not supposed to show 

personality. The ‘quiet ones’ excelled at this because they 

had none. Unlike the other servants, the ‘quiet ones’ peered 

through milky eyes in drawn, slack faces. They spoke not at 

all, and went about their simple tasks slowly but tirelessly 

without making a sound. Once they were people. What they 

were now, Rian could not say. 

“They were criminals, though,” he said because this is 

what he believed. “Thieves and... worse. The Skeksis do 

something to make them peaceful, to keep them from 

harming others. What would you have them do? Execute 

them? Would that be better?” His voice rose as did some 

heads around the room. 

“Shhh,” Nial cautioned. “I know the Skeksis say they 

are criminals, but I’ve never heard of any trials or anything 

like that. Have you?” 

Rian had not, but it didn’t matter. “The Skeksis know. 

They can tell. They can see right into their souls and tell the 

good from the bad. Everyone knows that.” 

“Everyone knows a great many things that may not be 

true, I think.” 

Zoon returned with a plate of bread, still warm from 

the oven. He placed a small dish of nebrie butter next to it. 

“Good. You eat,” the Podling said, glancing at their 

bowls. Rian was surprised to find his almost empty. He did 

not recall eating it. 

Zoon turned back toward the kitchen, and Nial tore off 

a chunk from the loaf. 

“He’s right,” he said as he buttered his bread. “The 

Skeksis are changing. Unlike us, he’s been here long 

enough to notice.” 

“What do you mean, changing?” 

“You remember Jerma back in our village?” 
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“Old man. Used to tell stories by the central fire some 

nights. What about him?” 

“He worked at the castle when he was our age. Do you 

recall how he described the Skeksis?” 

Rian tried to remember, but his memory failed to 

cooperate. “I know he said they were tall.” 

“Stately, is what he called them. He said they were 

noble creatures, odd, but elegant, and impressive in their 

own way. You’ve seen some of them. Is that how you 

would describe them?” 

Rian had to admit that the only word in that description 

that he might agree with was ‘odd.’ The only way he could 

call Skeksis ‘impressive’ was to equate it with 

‘intimidating,’ which he thought might not be the same 

thing at all. 

“So? Jerma exaggerated,” the younger Gelfling said. 

“He was telling tales to children, after all.” 

“Maybe, but I think he was describing them as he saw 

them. They’re changing, Rian. They aren’t the noble 

creatures they may once have been.” 

“They’re just getting older. Everyone does.” 

“The stories say the Skeksis don’t, and if they’re 

supposed to be the guardians of the Great Crystal forever, 

they can’t. Think about it. There are no Skeksis women, as 

far as anyone knows, and there certainly are no Skeksis 

children. If the Skeksis age and die like the rest of us, who 

will take their place? Something about what everyone 

knows about them must be wrong.” 

Rian waved his chunk of buttered bread dismissively. 

“Maybe there is, but that doesn’t surprise me. Like I said, 

we’re only Gelfling. The Skeksis are wiser and more 

powerful than we are. They maintain the harmonious 

balance of the Great Crystal and, through it, of all life on 
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Thra. And they protect us from the magic of the evil 

Mystics. How can we possibly expect to understand them?” 

“I’m not sure that’s true, either, but we can understand 

enough, I think. When something doesn’t make sense, you 

don’t stop asking questions. You start questioning answers. 

There are truths here we can understand, but the Skeksis 

don’t want us to know. I think they’re not aging so much as 

they are decaying, and they’re not alone. The Skarith plain 

all around the Castle of the Crystal is doing the same. The 

plants are dying and the animals have fled.” He paused and 

lowered his voice. “I’m not sure yet, but I may have some 

idea why.” 

“You? You’re just a Gelfling of the Woodland clan, 

like me. We understand trees and plants and the animals of 

the Dark Wood. But compared to the Skeksis, our magic is 

nothing, and our knowledge is even less. How can we know 

anything about what the Skeksis are or why they do what 

they do?” 

“We can pay attention. We can ask questions, if not of 

them then of ourselves, at least. I’ve listened while they’ve 

talked among themselves. Their language is strange, but I 

have come to understand a bit of it. They don’t know this, 

so they don’t guard their tongues near me. Like you, they 

think we’re too stupid to understand them.” 

“I didn’t say we’re stupid.” 

“Didn’t you?” 

“No. I just said the Skeksis are smarter. Everyone 

knows that.” 

“Another thing everyone knows, then. I see. Why does 

everyone know these things, do you think?” 

Rian refused to say, ‘Because the Skeksis said so,’ 

even though this was probably the case, now that he 

thought about it. What was undeniable was that the Skeksis 

knew things the Gelfling and Pod People did not. They had 
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taught them useful skills in the past— better ways to grow 

vegetables, writing, and how to make tools of all kinds. The 

Gelfling of the Vapra clan had even learned to build with 

stone and had created a city of arches and columns in a 

kind of pale imitation of the Skeksis’ Castle of the Crystal, 

or so he had heard. Rian had never been there. But 

whatever things they built, they could be little more than 

students’ attempts to use the knowledge provided by their 

masters. It only stood to reason that the Skeksis teachers 

were smarter than those they taught. 

Two Gelfling who had been sitting at another table left 

their empty plates and cups and made their way toward the 

exit. Like Nial and Rian, both wore red and black uniforms 

of guardsmen, and both were also of the Woodland clan. 

Most of the guards here were, although there were also 

three guardsmen from the Drenchen clan. He knew only 

one of them well. The shorter, wider, harrier, and, to be 

honest, lazier Drenchen Gelfling seldom socialized with 

members of other clans. Whether this was their idea or that 

of everyone else was unclear, but their haphazard approach 

to personal hygiene did not earn them many invitations. 

The guards’ job was to oversee the proper behavior of 

the Gelfling and Podling employed at the castle and to 

ensure that none of them strayed into forbidden areas. Even 

the guards were not allowed in some sections of the Castle. 

The two guardsmen leaving glanced with curious eyes 

at their fellow clan members engaged in their prolonged 

conversation, but they simply nodded silent greetings as 

they passed. Nial and Rian responded in kind. 

This left the two friends the only guards remaining in 

the room, although they were far from alone. Other 

Gelfling occupied tables. A trio of builders from the Vapra 

clan, with ash blonde hair and pale complexions, sat at one. 

A jeweler of the Dousan clan sat with a tailor of the Sifa 
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clan. As far as Rian knew, they were these clans’ only 

representatives at the Castle of the Crystal. A Podling 

musician sat with a Gelfling scribe of the Spriton clan, 

which itself was something of an oddity. That they should 

be seated together was not strange. One of the scribes’ 

main duties was to record the recipes and musical 

compositions of the Pod People. The latter had never 

embraced writing, and the Skeksis wanted their favorite 

music and dishes recorded for posterity. What was odd was 

that there should be a Spriton scribe. They were not known 

for their literary skills. They were noted for being ill-

tempered and for claiming large sections of the Dark Wood 

as their own, which the Woodland clan also claimed. The 

two clans had found themselves in conflict several times in 

the past because of this. 

Of the seven Gelfling clans, only the Grottan did not 

have someone serving at the castle. The secretive, cave-

dwelling Grottan preferred to fulfill their obligation to the 

Skeksis by tithing mushrooms rather than people. 

“May I show you something?” Nial whispered. He 

placed one hand palm up on the table. 

“Dreamfasting?” Rian said. 

“It’s the best way to show you what I’ve seen.” 

Rian hesitated. Unlike his sister, his skills at 

dreamfasting were merely adequate, at best. His past 

attempts had often left him disoriented, and when he did 

not become physically ill, he did come away with a 

pounding headache. 

“Uh, I don’t know. I’m not really very good at it.” 

“I am. Good enough to control the flow, anyway. Just 

close your eyes, take a deep breath, and relax as if you’re 

listening to music. Empty your mind, if you can. I’ll focus 

on just those things I need to show you. You’ll see shadows 

of what I’ve seen, and you will hear echoes of some of 
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what I’ve heard. It’s important. As far as I know, I’m the 

only one who even suspects anything may be wrong.” 

“I still think you’re overreacting, Nial,” Rian said. 

“The Skeksis are strange, but they’re supposed to be. They 

aren’t like us, and this place is not like the Dark Wood. 

That doesn’t mean they’re wrong or harmful or whatever. 

Everyone knows the Skeksis are helping us.” 

“Yes, everyone does seem to know that. That’s why 

this is so important. If something happens to me, someone 

else must know what I have seen and share it with our 

people. Will you do this?” 

“What do you mean, if something happens to you? 

What are you planning to do?” 

“Later. For now, will you do this? Will you let me 

show you?” 

Rian glanced around the room, disguising his 

nervousness with a sip of kainz juice from his cup. No one 

seemed to be paying them any attention, which was the 

unspoken custom. When in the dining hall, they were off 

duty, and their business was their own. Despite this, Nial’s 

talk about the Skeksis disquieted him. The Skeksis ensured 

that the power of the Great Crystal was used to benefit all 

life on Thra. It was what everyone was brought up to 

believe. He remembered when Nial had left the village, just 

two trine before he himself was chosen, and how proud he 

had been even though it meant leaving Lara. They repaid 

the service of the Skeksis with their own service. It was just 

and fair for them to do so. Their individual sacrifices of 

time away from their homes meant that their people could 

continue to live in peace and plenty. Now, Nial was saying 

it was all lies, or at least not Truths. They were words that 

threatened to shatter his stable worldview. But Nial was a 

fellow clan member and more. When his service was done, 

Nial would be a family member as his sister’s mate. Rian 
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owed him the respect to hear him out in full, despite how 

outrageous his claims appeared. 

He placed his hand over Nial’s and closed his eyes. 

“You’re tense,” Nial said. “Take a deep breath. Let it 

out slowly. Focus your thoughts on that.” 

Rian attempted to comply. He still did not feel calm, 

exactly, but he was a bit more relaxed— until the images 

came. 

Pictures coalesced from wisps and tendrils of colored 

mist behind his closed eyes. He saw a room, one of the 

smaller ones in which the Skeksis sometimes met together 

or with Gelfling workers to provide instructions. The 

Chamberlain’s office. Two Skeksis were talking. The 

Chamberlain, skekSil, in his black trimmed red robe, was 

apparently being briefed by skekTek, the Skeksis master of 

technology. 

Rian heard their clacking, garbled voices. “Pih 

tabrokh....” The words were incomprehensible sounds, but 

occasionally, he caught meaning behind them. 

“Crystal better now... darker...  stronger. Dark Crystal 

power to use... must drain life... make ways to last...  when 

three suns come... will last always....” 

He could not truly understand their conversation from 

these scraps, but he did feel malevolence behind them. Or 

was this what Nial had felt, and it was his feelings that 

were being conveyed through his dreamfasting? Rian did 

not know, but one thing stood out as clearly being wrong. 

They talked of a Dark Crystal, but everyone knew the Great 

Crystal was light. It was the pure heart of their planet, the 

focal point and link of all life dwelling on Thra. Might 

there be second crystal? A dark heart? 

The scene faded and a new one emerged. 

A corridor twisted in an almost imperceptible 

downward spiral. It must be part of the main passageway 
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around the central shaft of the Great Crystal, although Rian 

did not think he had been in this section before. It might be 

in levels lower than they were allowed to go. If so, why had 

Nial been here? 

The image moved on, slowly progressing— down. 

Yes, certainly down. He could not feel it, but he knew it as 

Nial had known it. 

Rooms on either side opened from archways or stood 

behind closed doors. One opened slowly. Softly glowing 

orbs, like large, luminescent eggs hanging from the ceiling 

in loosely woven nets, provided enough light by which to 

see. Rian had never been here, either, but he knew this 

place. It was skekTek’s laboratory, the Chamber of Life, a 

room forbidden to all but Skeksis. It was where the 

Technologist studied the Great Crystal and labored on 

arcane experiments that could lead to wondrous things that 

might improve the lives of everyone on Thra, or so it was 

said. 

Rian had always assumed it would be larger, brighter, 

or at least cleaner and better organized. The walls were 

blocks of crudely cut stone that held nooks and alcoves 

littered with everything imaginable— and some things that 

were unimaginable. His mind’s eye passed over racks of 

unknown tools, sconces with unlit torches, and shelves 

holding smaller tools and scrolls. Empty cages hung from 

chains and sat on flat surfaces everywhere. Jars and 

pitchers stood between them, some upright and some lying 

in congealing puddles of their spilled contents. A 

framework containing bottles, flasks, and tubes, which 

might have been made by a nervous glassblower with a bad 

case of hiccups, stood on a rough table along one wall. The 

image in his mind focused briefly on an extremely 

uncomfortable looking chair facing one wall and then on a 

small stoppered vial of blue liquid glowing with pale, eerie 
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light resting on a table nearby. The image chilled him, 

although he did not know what either thing implied. 

A scuffling sound from behind him caused Nial’s heart 

to pound. Rian could feel it as if it were his own. Images 

rushed by and the scene shifted. Nial was apparently now 

peeking from behind a stack of unoccupied cages and 

empty jars piled haphazardly on a table in a shadowed 

alcove. A tall figure, a Skeksis in a cream-colored robe 

with a protruding back hump resembling a desiccated 

ribcage, entered the dimly lighted room. Because Nial 

knew, Rian knew that this was skekTek. The Technologist 

raised his beaked head and scanned the room briefly before 

turning away from Nial’s hiding place. After another 

glance over his shoulder, skekTek reached for a sconce 

attached to the far wall. It made an audible metallic click 

when he twisted it. With one more cautious look around the 

room, skekTek pushed the wall. It pivoted open and the 

Skeksis disappeared within. 

The image in Rian’s mind shifted. The still open 

hidden doorway gradually drew nearer as Nial crept toward 

it. Rian felt fear. They should not be here. This place was 

forbidden to them. It was a mystery beyond their 

understanding. He tried to tell Nial to stop, to leave, but all 

of this had already happened. He was only an observer. 

Nial’s new vantage point provided a view of one edge 

of a room larger and less cluttered than the one that led to 

it. Inside, liquid bubbled in clear tanks of various sizes. A 

flat table stood at the far end. It was at a height suitable for 

a Skeksis to work at while standing. Straps of nebrie leather 

with metal buckles hung loose from it at both ends, and 

another, smaller table held a tray of delicate steel tools and 

other things Rian could not name. 

With a rustle of rich fabric, one pale edge of skekTek’s 

robes flicked into view as he turned. 
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“Poostitoa?” 

Rian did not understand the word. Nial must not have, 

either, because no meaning came through in the dreamfast. 

It was uttered without alarm, though, more as if skekTek 

had mumbled it to himself. Nevertheless, the next vision 

Rian saw was again from behind the table where Nial had 

hidden earlier. 

Rian could not be sure how long his friend had waited, 

but the next scene he saw was of skekTek returning from 

the secret room and retrieving the vial of blue liquid Rian 

had noticed before. 

“Ah, Kellfink vlyia.” 

Rian knew that Kellfink was the Skeksis word for 

‘Gelfling,’ but the other word remained a mystery. Was the 

liquid some kind of medicine for Gelfling? He suspected 

not. Somehow, he got the impression that it was not 

something to be given but something that had been taken. 

An almost physical force made him feel as if he was 

being lifted off the floor. The images drifted away as he 

slipped from the dreamfast and almost slipped off his chair. 

His friend grabbed both arms across the table and held him 

steady as his eyes fluttered open. 

“Are you all right?” Nial asked him. 

“Yes. Yes, I think so.” 

“Good. Do you understand now?” 

Rian shook his head, still disoriented. “Not really. I 

understand now why you’re troubled, but little of it made 

much sense to me.” The images Nial shared left him with a 

feeling of apprehension but not comprehension. There was 

a sense of something wrong, but he did not know what. 

“Do you know what it means?” he asked. 

“Part of it. A small part or large part, I don’t know, but 

I think the Skeksis have somehow changed the nature of the 

Great Crystal, tainted it, darkened it. I don’t know how, but 
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whatever they have done, it is not only affecting them but 

the rest of the world as well.” 

“An accident, do you think? Maybe something went 

wrong and they’re trying to fix it. That might be the secret 

they’re trying to keep because they don’t want us to be 

frightened.” 

Nial palmed his forehead and sighed. “Do you really 

think so after what you have just seen?” 

Rian’s long held belief in the Skeksis and his faith in 

their benevolence was not going to surrender without at 

least a token fight. “Well, it could have been an accident.” 

“Originally, maybe. But if it was, the Skeksis have no 

interest in fixing it. They like the change. They think it’s 

better, at least for them. But look around. See the land 

dying. See the ‘quiet ones’ and the people providing tithes. 

I know we say it is our fair payment for the service the 

Skeksis perform as guardians of the Great Crystal, but do 

you think the Sifa feel this way? Do you think the Spriton 

do? 

“Yes, I do,” Rian said defiantly. 

 “Maybe some,” Nial admitted. “But I think they send 

tribute to the Skeksis mainly because they fear what would 

happen if they don’t. They may not see them as you and 

most of our people seem to, but they do believe the Skeksis 

have power, they know they are in possession of the Great 

Crystal, and they fear what they may do through it.” 

It was true that the other Gelfling clans had never held 

the Skeksis in as high regard as did the Woodland clan. 

Rian assumed this was because his people lived closest to 

the Castle of the Crystal and therefore knew the Skeksis 

better. Now, he wondered if it might be more accurate to 

say that the Skeksis were in a better position to influence 

and possibly even to manipulate his people’s beliefs. 



A Suspicion of Darkness 17 

“We don’t really know, though,” Rian said. “Yes, I 

agree. The things you’ve seen do appear, well, suspicious, 

but there could be less ominous explanations.” 

“There could. That’s why I’m not done looking yet.” 

“What do you plan to do?” 

Nial smirked. “I plan to not tell you what I plan.” Rian 

was about to object, but Nial held out one three fingered 

hand, palm out, to stop him. “It’s better that way. I’ll let 

you know if I find anything, though. I’m not going 

anywhere. The answer to this is here, and until I know it, I 

need to keep searching. When we understand a bit more of 

what is happening, we can tell our people. I just wanted to 

let you know what I’ve learned so far, just in case.” 

Rian did not ask, ‘Just in case what?’ The details might 

be uncertain but his overall implication was not. 



2 – A Discovery of Secrets 
 

The guards’ sleeping room was just that, a room for 

sleeping. There were no tables for games or for eating. No 

chairs for reading or conversation. It held eighteen bunks 

separated by movable dividers of woven fabric in wood 

frames to provide a semblance of privacy. Nial’s tiny 

section of personal space contained little more than a 

whicker trunk for his belongings and a narrow cot covered 

by a leaf patterned green blanket knitted for him by his 

mother. A charcoal sketch of Lara hung on the portable 

dividing wall next to a watercolor she painted of a rippling 

pond near their village. As paintings went, it was not a 

great work of art, but it was hers, and she had given it to 

him to remember her and his home. That was enough for 

him to cherish it. 

Beneath the picture he had pinned the official scroll 

that documented his assignment to the Castle of the Crystal. 

The thin, tan parchment bore the signature of Sylanna, the 

Woodland clan queen, and that of the Skeksis Emperor, 

skekSo. Nial knew that Sylanna had personally signed it 

because he saw her do it. There was a ceremony with large 

candles and incense and speeches. He did not know if 

skekSo was even aware of what was written on it. In ornate 

letters and formal language, the words meticulously 

recorded in blue ink restated the accord between the 

Skeksis Emperor and the Woodland clan— that the 

Skeksis, as Lords of the Crystal, would protect and 

preserve the lives and well being of all people of Thra, and 

that the person named on the scroll, in this case, Nial, 

would protect and obey the Skeksis. It was an agreement 

that provided honest service in exchange for honest service, 

but Nial believed the Skeksis had violated it. 

He and the other five guards who worked the same 

shift settled into their cots for their sleep period. Another 
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six would be on duty and six more would be either in the 

dining hall, the training area, or the common room, in 

which there were game tables, scrolls, and other things to 

occupy the off duty time of the Gelfling and Pod People 

who worked here. 

Light-globes provided a constant, dim illumination in 

the windowless room, but Nial closed his eyes and lay still, 

listening for the breathing of the others. Within moments, 

he heard snores from some and then the slow breaths of 

others. Rian, in the bunk to his right, had not made a sound, 

but Nial knew he slept quietly and, more importantly, 

soundly. 

He slid off his cot and padded to the exit leading to the 

main hallway. He carefully glanced down the cold, stone 

corridor in both directions, saw it was empty, and that the 

door of the room to his left was closed. The Guard 

commander, a Gelfling of the Woodland clan by the name 

of Jemmar, should be inside, busy with the reports and 

projections that the Chamberlain routinely required. He 

worked twice as long as the guards he oversaw, and he had 

to meet with Skeksis on a regular basis. Nial did not envy 

him his elevated role, even if it did come with private 

chambers. 

Nial crept down the corridor, treading carefully. His 

soft boots of nebrie leather made no sound as he made his 

way over the stone floor. He kept his ears tuned for any 

sound from the one guard he knew should be patrolling on 

his route and who he suspected would make no effort to 

tread quietly. He was fairly sure he could slip by him and 

into the lower restricted areas unseen. He had checked the 

duty roster the night before. 

He did not expect to see any Skeksis. He knew of only 

ten of them by name but suspected there may be as many as 

five more. They tended to be reclusive, though, meeting 
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with others only for feasts or when business or ceremony 

required. Otherwise, they remained secluded in their own 

chambers or where they worked. They seldom roamed the 

halls. 

Listening for footsteps, he was surprised to hear the 

sound of Gelfling voices approaching. There should be 

only one guard patrolling this section, but there were 

definitely two voices. Both carried the croaking accent of 

the Drenchen clan. They did not convey the excited sounds 

of guardsman in pursuit of someone. One of them must 

have abandoned his post higher in the castle to socialize 

with his fellow clansman, a clear violation of procedures 

and, more importantly, a possible complication for Nial at 

the moment. 

He ducked into a side room, one of many unused 

chambers throughout the castle. Pressing himself against 

the near wall, he waited for the Drenchen guardsmen to 

pass. 

The voices drew nearer, and he caught a whiff of 

swamp and sludge. Yes, definitely Drenchen. 

“Dreadful dull,” one of them said as they passed. 

“Roaming the halls.” 

Involved in their conversation as they were, and 

expecting that no one in their right mind would 

intentionally try to sneak into the Skeksis forbidden areas, 

they didn’t even pause to glance into the room in which 

Nial was hidden. 

“I thought you liked dull,” the other guard replied. 

“Yeah. Dull’s good, but I’d rather do it sitting down 

someplace that’s not so cold, dry and stony. Awful place, 

this.” 

“Well, you shouldn’t have made moves on the queen’s 

sister. That’s what got you sent here.” 
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The guard accused of impropriety snorted. “Hah! 

Straight, that. Stupid me. She’s not even that pretty. Too 

skinny and hardly any hair on her back.” 

The comment received a short grunt of amused 

agreement. “How much longer you got?” 

“Another trine.” 

“Two for me. Gurjin is leaving soon. He’s been here 

three.” 

“Lucky toad.” 

The voices faded as the Drenchen continued waddling 

up the corridor. When he could no longer hear them, Nial 

peeked to make sure they were gone and then set out again 

for the lower forbidden regions of the castle. Some of the 

upper regions were also forbidden, but it was skekTek’s 

laboratory that interested him. 

He risked moving a bit faster as he continued down the 

curved, stone corridor. When he neared his chosen 

destination, he slowed and cautiously approached the 

closed door of skekTek’s lab. There should be more clues 

to the Skeksis activities in the secret workshop he had only 

glimpsed on his previous expedition here. 

He neither heard nor saw anything to suggest the room 

was occupied, but he placed his ear against it just in case. 

No sounds came from within, so he opened the door a 

crack. The room appeared empty in the dim light provided 

by the glowing orbs and much as it did during his last visit. 

He slipped inside and closed the door behind him. 

He glanced to his left. Good. The concealed door to the 

other room was also closed. SkekTek had left it open when 

he saw him before, but to be safe, he listened at this one as 

well. There was a faint bubbling sound from the other side, 

but he assumed it came from the mysterious tanks of liquid 

he had glimpsed before. Other than this, he heard nothing. 
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If skekTek was inside, he was not mumbling to himself or 

making any other sound. 

Nial felt he could risk opening the door, but the sconce 

that opened the latch was too high for him to reach. A 

quick glance around the room revealed a suitable crate he 

could stand on, so he dragged it into position as quietly as 

he could and activated the hidden mechanism. His efforts 

were rewarded with the satisfying click he expected. 

Unfortunately, anyone inside would have heard it, too. 

He paused. No cry of alarm came from within. He had 

been lucky, so far. He opened the hidden door a crack just 

enough for him to scoot inside. 

Tanks of bubbling liquid sat on shelves four high, 

covering half the length of one wall. Most were filled with 

a pale blue, viscous substance, although a few contained 

darker fluids. He examined one of the nearest. Inside, 

barely perceptible, a wedge of crystal floated or was 

motionlessly suspended as the fluid bubbled around it. Nial 

somehow felt it was growing. The tank next to it also 

contained a crystal. In fact, they all did, and on a shelf 

below them there were lidless wood boxes of even more 

crystals. It was said that skekTek was a master of crystal 

technology, but what was he making here? 

A flat, glossy wood table, the surface cut with a 

checkerboard of grooves, stood almost in the center of the 

room. Straps hung from all four corners and there were 

metal loops securely bolted along the sides. It looked more 

like an extremely uncomfortable bed than a table. He 

shuddered to think what it might be for. It certainly was not 

designed for a good night’s sleep. 

Facing the interior wall, the one that curved around the 

shaft of the Great Crystal, were three chairs. They had 

worm-screw clamps at the arms and feet and a more 

complex restraint with tubes and additional disturbing 
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hardware where an occupant’s head and neck would be. 

Nial found these chairs even more disconcerting than the 

table. They were far too small to accommodate the large 

form of a Skeksis. These were intended for Gelfling or Pod 

People. He thought back to the vial he had seen during his 

last visit. The Skeksis were draining... something from 

people, something skekTek had called vliya, and whatever 

it was, the vliya in that vial had been taken from a Gelfling! 

He turned to examine the wall the chairs faced. The 

large stone directly in front of them reminded him of the 

secret door to this room. He did not see a wall sconce or 

other obvious means to open it, but there was a small 

opening, a window, perhaps, to the left. 

When he reached it, he found it was indeed a window 

of flat, transparent crystal. Beyond it was the shaft of the 

Great Crystal. Faceted, reflective crystals affixed to 

mechanical arms stood motionless just outside. These could 

not be the Great Crystal. They were far smaller than it was 

said to be and there were more than one of them. The Great 

Crystal was pure and singular. He crouched down to be 

able to see farther up the shaft, and he saw it. The radiant 

object high above must be the Great Crystal. But it was not 

the pure, clear crystal of legend. It was huge, several times 

the height of a Skeksis, but it was dark, the deep blue-red 

shade of a terrible and painful bruise. As he gazed at it, 

transfixed, he realized it also was not flawless. It had cracks 

emanating from a point near the top. It was worse than he 

had imagined. The Skeksis had cracked the Great Crystal! 

A sound, muffled but unmistakable, caught his 

attention. Someone had screamed. 

Nial left skekTek’s rooms, making sure both the secret 

door and the one to the corridor were closed behind him. 

He paused a moment, listening, but the scream was not 

repeated. It must have come from deeper in the castle. He 
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quickly but carefully continued downward to investigate, 

unsure what he might find but convinced it was part of 

another secret the Skeksis were trying to hide. More 

importantly, or at least more immediate, was the fact that 

someone was obviously in trouble, and he might be able to 

help. 

As he progressed through the lower levels, the walls 

and other stonework became rougher, a clear sign of the 

mountain that had been carved and shaped to create the 

Castle of the Crystal. The Spriton Gelfling said that the 

Great Crystal existed here before the Skeksis came, even 

possibly before there were Gelfling or anything else. He did 

not know. Some of the stories people told might be true, 

but he knew now that some definitely were not. 

Another scream echoed not far ahead. It sounded like a 

Gelfling. 

The light-globes here were farther apart and irregularly 

spaced, providing shadowed spots he could use for a 

stealthy approach in what now appeared to be an almost 

natural cavern. He darted from one concealed spot to 

another as he made his way forward. He could hear more 

sounds now, sobbing, moaning, and even animal squeals 

and grunts. 

Light washed from a wide side corridor to his left. He 

found less cover here, but near where the cavern opened 

was a place he could crouch and see inside. 

One of the Skeksis, SkekNa, judging by the purple 

leather ornamenting his cream-colored robes, had his back 

to the entrance. Nial believed he oversaw the detention of 

prisoners and had something to do with the procedure the 

Skeksis used to pacify criminals. The Skeksis was pacing 

past rows of barred cells cut into the rock. Some of these 

contained animals, but one held two Gelfling. Their mottled 

green cloaks suggested they were members of the Spriton 
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clan. One, a young woman, quivered in a straw covered 

corner while the other, a man of about the same age, tried 

to provide her some comfort. 

Nial had no weapon other than a short truncheon. The 

Skeksis did not allow them to carry anything larger or more 

deadly outside the training area, but there were a number of 

rocks. Even the weakest Skeksis was far larger and stronger 

than any Gelfling, but if he could get close enough, he 

might be able to subdue skekNa and release the captives. 

The possibility that either or both of the Gelfling might be 

criminals never entered his mind. 

Before he could find a suitable rock, he was grabbed 

roughly from behind. He had no ability to resist as he was 

jerked upward to find himself a hand’s breadth from the 

face of one of the largest, ugliest, and most feared Skeksis 

he knew of. The last thing he saw was the rapid approach 

of the rough gray stone of the cavern wall just before his 

captor slammed him into it. 

 

### 

 

SkekMal dragged the Gelfling he found lurking outside 

the dungeons by the simple expedient of grabbing a fistful 

of the creature’s loose clothing. It made for a good handle, 

one he had used often before. 

SkekNa turned at the sound of his approach. 

“What’s this?” the Slave-Master said. “You were 

supposed to help me subdue these two you brought in 

earlier.” He motioned toward the caged Gelfling. The 

squawking of the female grew louder. 

“Now you have three,” SkekMal said, tossing the one 

he had just captured to the floor. This seemed to cause the 

caged female to scream even louder. Gelfling were so 

easily disturbed. The new one was unconscious and a bit 
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battered and bloody, but it still breathed. This was not out 

of any kindness on the part of skekMal. They were simply 

more useful alive. 

“I told you not to deliver them loose,” skekNa said. 

“You need to tie and gag them so I can deliver them to 

skekTek when he calls for one. It’s too hard if you don’t.” 

Another shriek reverberated from the cell. The Slave-

Master grimaced and brought a crabbed hand to the side of 

his head. “And far too loud.” 

SkekMal, the one known as the Hunter, shrugged his 

broad upper shoulders. “These creatures should cause you 

no problem. A minor challenge, nothing more. They are not 

bound and gagged when I gather them for you. Nothing I 

bring in is, and some are far more formidable.” He regarded 

the Slave-Master as if assessing his ability to provide any 

sport. 

SkekNa shuddered at the implied threat. “True,” he 

said, his voice cracking. “But I am very busy. I don’t have 

time to waste making them ready.” He nudged the new one 

with his foot. “This is one of the Chamberlain’s tame ones, 

judging by his clothes.” 

SkekMal shrugged again. It was no concern of his. “I 

found him spying on you. Ironic, that, isn’t it?” One of 

skekNa’s other responsibilities was as the Skeksis’ Spy-

Master. “I’ll leave it to you to ensure he spies no more.” 

“I’ll see to it. Throw him in the empty cell next to 

these two. If I put them together, they might kill him. Most 

of the Gelfling of their clan don’t trust those who work for 

us.” 

SkekMal laughed. “Hah! Perhaps they’re not as stupid 

as I thought, then.” 

“Can’t make this one a slave, though,” skekNa 

reflected. “He might be recognized.” 
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The hunter shrugged again. “They all look the same to 

me, especially after they’re drained.” 

“I can tell, and if I can, they can.” 

“No matter. I’m sure skekTek will find some use for 

it.” He tossed the Gelfling guard into the cell where he 

landed in a deep pile of filthy straw. 

The barred door of the cell clanged with unmistakable 

finality when SkekNa closed it, and then he turned a large 

iron key in the lock. 



3 – Questions, Questions 
 

When he woke, Rian did not hear Nial getting ready for 

duty. He peeked into his empty cube and saw the blankets 

on his cot had been smoothed, although not quite as neatly 

as he normally left them. He must have arisen early and 

already gone to breakfast. When Rian got to the dining 

room, Nial was not at their regular table or at any other. He 

knew he was on the duty roster today. They both were. 

He sat at the table they normally shared, and Zoon, 

with his customary cheerful and refreshingly simple 

demeanor, soon came to ask what he would like. 

“Nice katyaken eggs I have today. Make anyway you 

want— omelet, fried, boiled, even make quiche if you 

want, nice egg pie, huh? Take time, though. Maybe later. 

Have some in a flan with spicy river roots and nebrie 

cheese already done. What you say?” 

“Um, just a scrambled egg, Zoon, and some bellow-

bread,” Rian said. “You haven’t seen Nial, have you?” 

“Nial? No, no. Not since you here together and ask 

about changes. Last time I see him. Maybe he sleep late, 

come later.” 

“No. He was gone when I woke up. He might have 

skipped breakfast and went straight to his duty post, I 

suppose.” 

“What! Skip my breakfast. My cheesy flans? My 

yummy omelets?  No, no. Not possible. Maybe your 

commander call him for some reason. Make him do 

something right now and eat later.” 

“Like what?” 

The podling regarded him with a confused expression, 

well, more confused than normal, in any case. “Like what, 

what?” Zoon said, his wrinkly round head cocked in 

puzzlement. 



A Suspicion of Darkness 29 

“What kind of emergency would he call him for?” 

Rian clarified. 

The Podling shrugged. “Not for me to know. I cook. 

Know kitchen stuff. Don’t know Guard stuff. Don’t know 

what they do when not eating if they don’t say.” 

“No, I mean have you heard of anything strange 

happening?” Whatever called Nial away might be a topic of 

conversation in the dining room. Zoon could have 

overheard something that would explain his strange 

absence. 

“Hah! Nothing like that, I think. One thing strange for 

me, maybe, but not for your friend.” 

“What was that?” Rian asked. To make sure Zoon 

understood, he added, “What was strange for you?” 

The podling cook lowered his voice. “Skeksis Hunter 

bring in something for me to cook. He wanted roast young 

nebrie. Not right. Not good. Roast nebrie? Nebrie not for 

roasting. Nebrie for milking! No more milk if it’s roasted, 

huh? Not right to kill a young one to eat. Stupid Skeksis.” 

The Pod People might eat nebrie when they died of old 

age, Rian supposed, and they would make leather from 

their hide, and use the patches of fur around the creatures’ 

faces and ears to weave into cloth, but they would not kill a 

healthy one. It would not only be ethically questionable, it 

would be a wasteful. The large, amphibious swamp 

dwellers were docile to the point of friendly and extremely 

useful. Pod People might be simple, but they were also both 

kind and frugal. Rian understood why Zoon was upset. 

“You’re right,” Rian said. “That can’t have anything to 

do with why Nial is missing.” Not a way he could see, 

anyway. “What did you tell skekMal when he asked you to 

cook the nebrie?” 
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“I say nothing. Cook me next! Nebrie in oven now. 

Not like it. Used to be better.” He shook his head. “Not like 

being here any more.” 

“I’m starting to feel that way too, but I have over two 

more trine before I can leave.” 

Zoon’s eyes opened as if bewildered by Rian’s 

comment. “Why? You not tied up. You choose to go, you 

can go. Find your friend and go home. This place not so 

good for you anymore, I think. Make you unhappy.” 

The Podling cook returned to his job and Rian picked 

at his meal. He kept glancing at the door, hoping Nial 

would arrive late and with an explanation. He never did. 

After he finished his breakfast, he went to his post. The 

guard he relieved had also not seen his friend. 

 

### 

 

SkekSil, did not like dealing with Gelfling, but it was 

part of his job as Chamberlain of the Castle of the Crystal. 

The Pod People were easier to deal with and made better 

servants. They asked few questions and normally did as 

they were told. They cleaned. They cooked. They did all 

the little things necessary for the proper functioning of the 

Castle that were beneath the noble Skeksis. Unfortunately, 

Pod People were also easily distracted, and they were poor 

organizers. This was one of the reasons he needed Gelfling. 

They kept the Podling on task. The Chamberlain used 

Gelfling to supervise them. He used Gelfling to keep them 

from idly wandering to places they should not go, and he 

brought in Gelfling to accomplish the things that required 

skills Pod People simply did not possess, such as abstract 

reasoning. All the Podling wanted to do was sing and dance 

and eat and make more Podling. The Gelfling could think, 



A Suspicion of Darkness 31 

but that was the problem. They thought too much and they 

asked far too many questions. 

One he could not provide a good answer to arrived 

yesterday and still sat in the pile on his desk. It was 

message from the queen of the Woodland clan asking again 

about the blight expanding over the plain of Skarith. He 

would either ignore it or respond with a vague statement 

that they were giving it all due attention, which held a 

certain element of truth but would not stop her from 

sending another. 

Fortunately, he had a better answer for the question 

Jemmar, the Gelfling Guard commander, was asking him 

now. SkekSil doubted it was correct, but it had worked 

before in similar circumstances. 

“Hmm. So, this missing Gelfling Guard, his 

belongings he left, yes?” 

“Yes, Lord,” Jemmar replied. “I’m afraid he may have 

met with an accident. He’s normally very reliable, but he 

did not report for duty, and no one has seen him since 

yesterday.” 

Sometimes, workers left. The Chamberlain seldom 

concerned himself with them. They could be replaced. But 

when they went voluntarily, they took their personal 

possessions with them. 

“Not to worry, Gelfling Commander. You will be 

honored to know your missing guardsman, uh...” 

“Nial, Lord.” 

“Yes. Of course. Nial... has been sent on special 

mission for Emperor SkekSo. Very secret. Very hush-hush. 

We say no more about this, yes?” 

When workers left involuntarily, it was another matter. 

It happened infrequently, but sometimes skekTek took one, 

or, more accurately, he had skekMal obtain one for him. 

The Chamberlain had complained to the Emperor about this 
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before. The Technician should ask him first, or at least tell 

him about it so he could be prepared. But skekSo had 

become obsessed with the unforeseen problems resulting 

when the Crystal cracked. The Skeksis were aging, and 

skekTek had convinced skekSo that he could find a way to 

keep them young, or at least alive, until the next Great 

Conjunction when they could channel the power of the 

three suns through the Dark Crystal to rejuvenate them. 

This meant the Technician could do little wrong in the 

Emperor’s eyes. 

“Um, Lord?” 

“Yes, Commander?” 

“About Nial. Should I replace him?” 

“Hmm. Yes, this you should do. Special mission may 

go long. Very long. Very important. You get new guard to 

replace him, yes?” 

“As you wish, Lord. I’ll have Nial’s things stored for 

him... until he returns.” 

“Yes. Good. See to it.” 

The Gelfling left, and the Chamberlain congratulated 

himself on another problem well handled. Jemmar had 

accepted his explanation. SkekSo may call himself 

Emperor, but it was he, skekSil, who said what needed to 

be said and did what needed to be done to make things 

work. Without him, the rest of them would be starving in a 

filthy, hollowed out mountain and not have time for 

plotting or planning for immortality. 

 

### 

 

When he came off duty, Rian went straight to his 

commander’s office. He noticed that the duty roster, 

normally pinned to a notice board outside, had been taken 

down. The heavy wood door, made of planks and banded 
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with iron, stood closed, as it most often did. Jemmar 

maintained an ‘open door’ policy with his men, which 

meant that they could come to see him if they had problems 

or questions, but they had to knock first. 

“Come in,” the voice on the other side of the door 

responded. 

Rian stepped inside and closed the wide door politely 

behind him. The room was not large by Castle standards, 

although, like most, it boasted doorways and ceilings 

designed to be suitable for Skeksis. This made them all 

seem imposingly large to Gelfling, although Rian had 

almost become accustomed to them. A map, some notices 

with curled edges, and a few paintings hung on the lower 

portions of the gray, stone walls in Jemmar’s office. His 

personal quarters were through another door behind the 

cluttered desk where the Guard commander now sat. Rian 

had never seen them. 

“Commander Jemmar,” Rian said. “Have you heard 

anything about Nial?” 

“Oh, Rian. Good. I’m glad you’re here. I need to speak 

with you.” 

“Is it about Nial, sir?” 

“Yes. I went to see the Chamberlain, and he assured 

me that Nial is well and is on a special secret mission for 

the Emperor.” 

His words were reassuring, but his tone was not. If 

Nial was on some secret mission, it was not one any of 

them knew about in advance, and that, Rian suspected, 

troubled his commander. It troubled him as well. 

“Nial didn’t mention it to me, sir.” And Rian was sure 

he would have. 

“Nor to me. But he may have been told not to.” 

“As you say, sir, but, well, it does seem odd,” he 

persisted. “I’m worried about him.” 
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Jemmar shuffled some papers on his desk and 

mumbled something Rian could not make out. His face was 

flushed and his jaw tense. He seemed to be barely holding 

some inner turmoil in check— anger, frustration.... Rian 

could not be certain. 

“Do you believe what the Chamberlain told you?” 

Rian ventured. 

The Gelfling commander’s response sounded more 

resigned than angry. “What I personally believe is of little 

consequence. Queen Sylanna sent me here to support the 

Skeksis in their stewardship of the Great Crystal, and I 

have sworn to serve them in her name. This, I will do until 

she commands otherwise.” 

Rian heard the unspoken wish that Jemmar hoped she 

would. He wanted to go home. Was it just Nial’s 

disappearance that prompted this or was there something 

else? He doubted Jemmar would tell him. He played no 

favorites among the guards and always maintained a 

professional distance. He stuck to business, told his men 

what they needed to know, and kept his personal feelings 

out of it. 

“Will that be all, sir?” 

“What? Oh, no. I need you to pack Nial’s things. I was 

told he may be gone for some time.” He stared with 

unfocused eyes at the papers on his desk for a moment 

before continuing almost in a whisper. “I don’t think he’s 

coming back.” 

Rian could not be sure if Jemmar believed what the 

Chamberlain had told him or not. He knew that he himself 

did not believe it. Something had happened to Nial. 

Something bad, and the Skeksis knew it. He was sure of 

that. They had done something to him, captured him, 

perhaps, or maybe worse. It was probably because they 

found out about his suspicions, although how they could 
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have, he had no idea. He had not told them, and Nial had so 

much as told him that no one else knew. 

After he left, his feet brought him to the dining hall. He 

wasn’t thinking of a destination. He was just walking and 

thinking, but habit must have taken over. After duty, he and 

Nial would normally meet there for a meal. It had become 

their routine. 

He did not feel especially hungry before, not that he 

had given food any thought, but the smells coming from the 

dining room were doing their best to change that, and, of 

course, his stomach was used to being fed about now. 

Bowing to its wisdom on such matters, he stepped inside. 

Zoon intercepted him before he reached his table. 

“Greetings, young Gelfling,” the Podling said. “You 

find your friend?” 

“I was told he was sent on a special secret mission for 

the Emperor,” Rian told him. 

The vague, innocent smile that most Podling wore 

almost constantly vanished from Zoon’s face. 

“Oh,” he said. “I sorry. What you like to eat? I make 

anything you want.” 

Zoon’s reaction, and especially his consoling tone, 

seemed out of proportion to what Rian said. It was if he 

told him that Nial died, and that’s not what he meant. It 

may have been what he feared, but it was not what he was 

ready to accept. 

“They said it would be a long mission, but that he’ll be 

coming back.” Rian desperately wanted to believe this. 

“Yes, they always say that.” 

Always? “What do you mean?” 

“I been here many trine,” Zoon explained. 

“Sometimes, people go away.” 

“You mean they go home, right?” Please say this is 

what you mean. 
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“No. Not home. Always same thing, Skeksis say. 

Special mission for Emperor. Secret, they say. Important. 

Long time gone, but will come back.” He shook his sad 

round head. “No one come back.” 

 

### 

 

Rian needed to think, or maybe he needed to not think. 

All he knew for sure was that he was confused and angry 

and needed to vent that energy. He wanted to hit 

something. Fortunately, there was a place he could do that. 

He marched down to the training area after his 

excellently prepared and half eaten meal to relieve some 

tension. It was a large room with practice dummies, targets, 

and straw over the stone floor, which failed to absorb much 

of the shock when people fell. Rian had bruises to prove it. 

It had what he wanted, though— a staff he could swing and 

things he could hit with it. He intended to take out his 

frustration on a sandbag. When he got there, he found 

something better. 

“Rian, good to see you. Want to spar?” 

Gurjin, the most senior guard of the Drenchen clan at 

the Castle, tossed him a practice staff, a stout pole about a 

head taller than he was. Those in the locked armory were 

shod with iron. The one he held now was padded with 

leather at both ends, but this did not mean it was not painful 

to be hit, which was likely. Gurjin was larger and stronger 

than Rian, but he was probably a bit slower. Nial had often 

commented on how swift and balanced Rian was with the 

staff. 

“Sure,” Rian said. “I could use a good workout.” 

“I’ll see if I can provide you one,” the Drenchen said 

amiably. 
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Of the three members of his clan in the Guard, Gurjin 

was the only one with whom Rian had ever spoken more 

than a few words. He could not say he knew him well, but 

he seemed friendly enough, and he bathed regularly, or at 

least he didn’t avoid an occasional encounter with soap, 

water, and washrag, which is what most Drenchen seemed 

to do. He was also the only Drenchen Rian had ever seen in 

the training area, often working out with weights or 

practicing with weapons against a target dummy or the 

rotating platform on which crossed staves would pivot to 

simulate attack and defense. 

They each outfitted themselves with padded helmets, 

greaves, and arm protectors, and then took positions three 

or four staff lengths apart. 

Gurjin took his stance and Rain shifted his weight 

forward and flourished his staff. 

Rian pressed his attack. The clack of their staves 

echoed off the stone walls. Gurjin blocked or voided almost 

ever swing, but a few got through his defense and the 

Drenchen also landed a couple of stinging blows on his 

Woodland opponent. Gurjin smiled, feinted left, and then 

switched his staff to his right hand for his real thrust. 

Rian anticipated it, dodged, and began a low swipe, 

which he deftly changed to a thrust and twist that tripped 

the Drenchen, sending him to the poorly padded floor with 

a grunt. 

“Ouch! Enough. You’re good at this,” he said, 

brushing himself off as he got back up. 

“Thanks, I needed that,” Rian said, breathing heavily 

but feeling surprisingly better than he had earlier. 

“I’d ask for another try sometime, but I’m leaving 

tomorrow.” 

“Oh?” 

“My term of duty is up. I’m going home.” 
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“I wish I was,” Rian said sincerely. His duty here was 

a sham. The Skeksis did not deserve his support or that of 

any of the other people working here. 

 

### 

 

Rian returned to the bunkroom. Nial’s things appeared 

untouched since he peeked in before his duty shift. There 

weren’t many. The packing would take little time. 

He reached beneath the cot and slid out the whicker 

trunk and then folded the green blanket, which he knew 

belonged to Nial. The bedding provided for them by the 

Skeksis was nowhere near as nice. He took down the few 

things hanging on the wall, the sketch of Rian’s sister and 

Nial’s intended wife, the painting she made, and the rest 

and laid them flat on top of the blanket. 

Seeing these things, he realized he needed to return 

home to tell Lara and Nial’s family about what had 

happened. But what could he say? The story about Nial 

going on some secret mission was almost certainly a lie, 

but what really happened to him? The Skeksis would not 

say, and no one else knew. All he could tell them that he 

was sure about was that he was missing, and this was far 

from comforting. It left room for hope, which Rian now felt 

sure did not exist. Zoon had told him that no one ever came 

back. 

His clothes and everything else Nial owned would be 

in the trunk. Rian removed the top, made of stiff, densely 

woven reeds, and laid it aside. Along with the clothes, there 

were a few personal belongings including a small double-

pronged firca flute, which he always maintained he would 

learn to play someday, a crystal pendant that he had 

probably intended as a gift for Lara, and a writing box. 

Rian took these out to repack on top of the blanket. 
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He paused before closing the lid. On a hunch, he 

opened the writing box to see if Nial had written anything 

about what they had talked about over dinner the day 

before. It might help him understand what happened to 

him. Inside, he found a small journal bound in dyed green 

nebrie leather. The first page began with Nial’s arrival at 

the Castle of the Crystal over two trine ago. Rian found 

much of it familiar— how large everything was, how 

excited he was to be here, how strange the Skeksis 

appeared, how good the food was.... Near the end, it 

changed. Nial had begun to notice things that seemed odd, 

things he did not understand, and he questioned them. 

Eventually, he came to believe the Skeksis were hiding 

some dark secret. 

Rian slid Nial’s trunk under his own bed and sat up 

reading the journal well past the time he should have laid 

down to sleep. 



4 – Time to Go 
 

Rian’s duty posting had been changed. Instead of being 

assigned to patrol the upper regions of the Castle as he 

normally was, the new roster had him in the lower 

corridors. It was not surprising for Jemmar to have revised 

it. With Nial... gone, some modifications were obviously 

necessary, but normally the senior guardsmen were favored 

for the lowest and highest areas. All that was required of 

them there was to occasionally prevent some lost worker 

from wandering where they should not go. The center 

portions of the castle, where Gelfling and Podling were 

employed, provided newer guards with more experience. 

Here, they might be called to respond to minor complaints 

or occasionally even to break up fights. There were few of 

these because most people had seen the ‘quiet ones’ and 

had heard that they had become as they are as a result of 

the Skeksis’ treatment for criminal behavior, but some 

transgressions still occurred. 

Rian examined the sheet of paper posted outside the 

Guard commander’s office again. He had read it correctly 

the first time. His new duty station was normally the 

quietest and least demanding of the patrols they walked 

because it was the deepest and farthest from the places 

people regularly went. He wondered if Jemmar put him 

there out of some consideration for his friendship with Nial. 

Maybe he was giving him light duty because he thought he 

needed time to get over the loss of his friend. Perhaps he 

thought Rian would be unable to concentrate on his job and 

therefore put him someplace where he would most likely 

not need to. Or the reason could be a little of both or 

something else entirely. 

When he first saw it, Rian felt grateful for the boring 

assignment. He did have much he wanted to think about. 

As he turned away, another thought occurred to him. He 



A Suspicion of Darkness 41 

would be the last Gelfling guard before the forbidden areas 

housing the Technician’s laboratory. No one except Skeksis 

should be down that far, and they tended to not notice 

people going about their normal duties. Such things were 

beneath them. He doubted they would notice if he wasn’t 

there. No other guards were likely to call on him for 

assistance this deep. It was not unthinkable that 

Commander Jemmar would come to see how he was faring, 

but Rian considered it unlikely. He wasn’t the type. The 

only questions were: Should he? Did he dare? 

He went to the dining hall for breakfast as he normally 

did. He did not see Zoon, which caused him a moment of 

concern because he was almost always there with a smile 

and an offer of something delicious. Rian asked one of the 

other Podling workers, fearing that the old cook might also 

have mysteriously disappeared. The server, table clearer, 

dishwasher, and general doer of things the cooks want 

done, as he described himself, said that Zoon was currently 

fretting in the kitchen but would ask him to come out if 

Rian wanted to talk with him. He told him not to bother 

him. Perhaps one of Zoon’s soufflés had fallen. If so, he 

had enough problems. 

Rian thought about what he would do over an omelet 

and small mound of fried diced turblaroots. By the time he 

finished, he remained undecided, but he could not dally any 

longer. It was time to leave for his new duty station. 

Tatu, another Gelfling of the Woodland clan, was 

surprised to see who was replacing him. 

“Rian? You have this post today?” 

“Yes. Jemmar changed the duty roster.” 

The other man nodded his understanding. “Because of 

Nial. Odd about that. I wonder what the Skeksis Emperor 

has him doing and why he chose him.” 
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“All I know is what they told me,” Rian said. Although 

this was not entirely true, it was officially true. “Anything I 

should know about before you go?” 

Tatu turned a puzzled glance. “Like what?” 

Rian tried to appear nonchalant. “Oh, I don’t know. 

Trouble. Expected visitors. You know. Whatever’s going 

on down here.” 

“Hah! Nothing much of anything ever goes on down 

here. Every once in a while a Skeksis might wander by, but 

just stay out of his way, don’t say anything to him, and 

you’ll be fine. It’s an easy post.” 

Rian waited until Tatu’s echoing footsteps faded to 

silence. It might be some time before he had a chance like 

this again, but was it worth the risk? He began pacing his 

assigned length of corridor. Nial’s disappearance had 

finally convinced him that his friend had been right. The 

Skeksis were not what everyone, well, what most everyone 

of his clan, anyway, believed them to be. They had 

purposes other than the preservation of the Great Crystal, 

and they were clearly willing to harm others to accomplish 

them. Nial had written in his journal that he wanted to 

return to skekTek’s secret workroom to see if he could 

discover more. Had he? If so, did he find anything? Did 

something find him? 

His thoughts were interrupted by the sound of heavy, 

sliding steps from deeper in the castle. He turned to see the 

bobbing head of a Skeksis slowly rounding the curving 

corridor. He recognized this one. He had seen him before 

through Nial’s eyes. 

SkekTek seemed oblivious of the Gelfling guard’s 

presence until he was within a few steps of him, then he 

jerked as if surprised or alarmed. Rian backed away 

involuntarily as the startled creature’s beady, malevolent 

eyes widened to regard him. The expression in them shifted 
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from fright to calculating to dismissive in one beat of 

Rian’s thumping heart. He backed against the wall, and the 

Skeksis continued up the passage, his rich, oversized robes 

brushing him as he passed without another glance. 

See the robes, his subconscious beat at him through his 

almost instinctive awe of the creature. Look at the hem. At 

the bottom. See it! 

Rian’s gaze drifted toward the floor just as skekTek 

was disappearing around the curve of the corridor. Fresh 

stains marked the end of his robe, as if something dark had 

splattered on them. He knew what it looked like and hoped 

it was something else. 

SkekTek left, which meant his laboratory was probably 

now unoccupied. Nial had shown him the way. All he had 

to do was follow it. He had to choose— do what Nial had 

done and risk everything he once believed and possibly his 

very life, or accept the authority of the Skeksis as most of 

his people did and stay at his post? For good or ill, he made 

his choice. 

He moved down the corridor, pausing infrequently to 

listen for any sound that might suggest he was not alone, 

but the cold stone passages were empty and nothing 

interrupted his progress. His concern about being 

discovered, and what he might say if he was, made the 

moments feel longer, but soon he stood outside the heavy 

door he knew led to skekTek’s laboratory. 

He cracked it open and gave the room a quick glance 

before closing the door behind him. Nial had already 

explored this one fairly well and it appeared much as it had 

in the dreamfasting. It was the other room, the secret room 

that he needed to see. 

He weaved around tables and other obstructions to the 

alcove holding the concealed door. A crate sat conveniently 

under the sconce he had seen skekTek use to open it. He 
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used it for a step. The torch holder above twisted easily and 

the mechanism clicked. 

With a slight push, the hidden door pivoted just 

enough for him to enter. A chemical smell almost strong 

enough to make his eyes water assaulted him. Nial had not 

mentioned that. Perhaps it was something new. 

He was inside before he realized he was not alone. A 

Gelfling wearing the gray, sack-like clothing of a servant 

was scrubbing the floor around the large, high table in the 

center of the room. Rian almost ran back out, but the 

strange Gelfling did not seem to notice him, although he 

could not realistically have failed to. The click of the door 

opening alone should have alerted him. 

Rian stood, ready to flee, but the Gelfling continued to 

mindlessly clean the floor. He dipped the mop into a bucket 

at his feet, wrung it out until the stream of dirty water 

coming from turned to drips, and went on with his task. 

Rian took a cautions step toward him. The mop bucket 

reeked of caustic cleaning solution and the water inside had 

a disturbing pink tint. The table nearby glistened wetly. It 

had already been scrubbed clean. The straps that hung from 

it were damp. It was said that skekTek experimented with 

crystals, but perhaps he also experimented on other things. 

“”Hello,” Rian said hesitantly to the floor cleaner. 

“Can you hear me?” 

The strange Gelfling turned a blank, gray face toward 

him, blinked his milky white eyes, and then returned to his 

work. Rian felt a guilty sense of relief that he did not 

recognize the Gelfling with the mop. 

Seeing the ‘quiet one’ here unsettled him, but the poor 

creature would be unlikely to cause him any trouble. He 

had limited experience with them. They worked and that 

was it. Sometimes they got underfoot, but they never 

caused trouble. Once they were set to a task, they did it and 
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stopped when it was finished, and then they either went on 

to their next assigned job or left to wherever they were 

housed. He was not sure where that was but it had to be in 

one of the forbidden areas. They had no initiative or will of 

their own. If Rian stood if front of this one, he would either 

clean around him or wait patiently until he moved. Rian 

could not ignore him. His presence troubled him deeply, 

but he tried to pay him no mind as he continued his 

exploration of the room. 

He examined the three strange chairs facing one wall. 

They were obviously intended to restrain their occupants. 

To what purpose, he did not know, but he doubted that the 

people who sat in them participated willingly in whatever 

experiments and procedures skekTek performed here. 

He turned back to the tanks of bubbling liquid. He had 

seen a glimpse of these in Nial’s dreamfast, and they 

intrigued him. A single crystal immersed in each tank stood 

motionless as thick liquid bubbled around it, and more 

crystals lay in boxes beneath each stack of shelves. 

Whether these were being made or changed or simply 

tested, he had no idea. Could each of the crystals here have 

magical properties or, perhaps, the ability to focus the 

power of the Great Crystal itself? There were those who 

might know, but he was not one of them. 

Another box of crystals rested on a small table in a 

corner by itself. Those here looked much alike— clear, 

long, and faceted, with one rounded end and the other 

coming to an irregular point. Above the table, what he had 

first thought was a recessed cabinet of some sort turned out 

to be a small window. To his amazement, it peered out into 

a deep shaft, undoubtedly the shaft of the Great Crystal 

itself. 

He gazed down into a pit that seemed to go forever and 

then up where an immense crystal stood suspended by 



A Suspicion of Darkness 46 

some invisible force. It was magnificent, dark, and... 

Cracked! 

Nial must have been here and seen the same things, but 

someone, probably skekTek or another of the Skeksis, 

discovered him and made sure he could not tell anyone 

else. Rian could not risk that. He was now the only one 

who knew the Skeksis had cracked the Crystal. Nial had 

entrusted him to carry word to his people, and he was 

determined to do so. They needed to know. They needed to, 

well, he was not sure— fight, escape— something. The 

queen could decide, but she could do nothing unless she 

knew. He must escape, now, before anyone could possibly 

learn he was here. He needed to report what he saw to 

Queen Sylanna. 

He turned to leave and almost bumped into the table 

holding the box of crystals. A few of these would lend 

support to his claim to have been here. He grabbed a 

handful of them and made for the door. 

The Gelfling slave, for that surely was what he was, 

continued to clean, heedless of Rian’s intrusion. 

 

### 

 

It might be better to wait until his duty shift was over, 

but Rian feared that whatever arcane methods the Skeksis 

possessed to learn of Nial’s investigations would also 

disclose his. He could not risk returning to the sleeping 

room to collect his things. Other guards would be sleeping 

there at this time, and he did not want to wake any and have 

them ask him why he was there during his duty shift. 

Besides, he had nothing there he could not do without. He 

would need some food, though. There might be guards in 

the dining hall, but the custom there was not to intrude, and 

it was not unheard of for someone to run in for a quick 
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snack in the middle of a duty shift. Of all the places he 

should not be at the moment, this was the one that would 

most explicable. 

Fortunately, few people were in the room, sitting in 

twos and threes and absorbed in their own affairs. Those 

who bothered to glance at him when he entered returned to 

their meals and conversations with no more than a nod of 

unconcerned greeting. 

He approached one of the Podling workers he 

recognized. He was bussing a table and seemed 

surprisingly pleased to see him. Before Rian could ask 

about getting some food to bring back to his post, which 

was the story he intended to provide, the Podling held a 

finger to his lips and motioned for him to follow. 

Rian went with him to a kitchen where he found Zoon 

banging pots, slamming cupboards, and occasionally 

shouting in Podling. Rian did not understand what he was 

saying, but it was clearly not complimentary. Other Podling 

workers backed against the wall, or behind one another or 

any other suitably large object, fearful to approach him. 

“You know him good, yes?” the one who led him here 

said. “Maybe you calm him. He not listen to us, but you 

Gelfling. Maybe he listen to you.” 

Rian had never seen a Podling angry. He supposed 

they could be, just like anyone else, but it probably took a 

lot to get them mad. He never really thought about it 

before. 

He approached him but was careful to stay back at 

least an arm’s length. The heavy iron skillet the Podling 

cook was wielding looked like it could do a lot of damage. 

“Zoon, what’s wrong. Tell me.” 

Zoon spun around as if he were an enraged rakkida 

rather than an aging, dumpling-faced chef. His black 

spherical eyes squinted so much they were little more than 
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narrow slits. They widened when he saw who was speaking 

to him. 

“Ah, Gelfling Rian.” He tossed the large black pan to 

the stone floor where it clanged heavily and bounced before 

coming to a stop. “Not good time for scrambled katyaken 

eggs and crunchy fried turblaroots, now.” 

The Pod People along the walls shook their heads in 

agreement. One was covered in dripping yellow slime and 

there were bits of eggshell in his hair. 

“What happened, Zoon? What’s wrong? Why are 

you—?” 

“Why?” Zoon shouted. “Why? Hunter why.” The little 

round chef half marched and half waddled toward a large, 

heavy wood door, talking as he went. “‘Cook myrrhie, 

Podling,’ he say, and I say nothing and cook it. ‘Cook 

nebrie,’ he say, and I say nothing and cook it. But today he 

come and say, ‘Cook this!’ 

He yanked open the door with more force than 

required, and more than Rian believed he possessed, and 

pointed inside. Mist drifted out along with cold, damp air. 

The contents of the ice room were dimly visible in the light 

filtering in from the kitchen, but the Gelfling guardsman 

could clearly see the severed and skinned hind quarters of a 

landstrider hanging from the ceiling by a hook. 

“Landstrider?” Rian said. “But no one eats 

landstriders.” They were almost sentient. Gelfling, even 

Podling, held a kind of empathy for other creatures that 

Skeksis seemed to lack. He, more than most of his friends, 

seemed to have a certain understanding with some animals. 

They weren’t to be used as things. They were creatures, 

alive and with wills and purposes of their own, especially 

landstriders, which could be very willful indeed. Rian had 

the good fortune of being allowed to ride one once. You 
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had to ask their permission, and he was convinced the one 

he rode understood him. 

“What did you tell him?” he asked the enraged 

Podling. 

“I tell him, ‘No! I can’t cook that.’ So he push me and 

point at another cook. All the rest, they tremble and say 

‘Yes, Lord’ or run and hide, but no one say, ‘No!’ No one 

got the... What you call them?” 

Rian could think of a few ways to answer this. He 

chose, “Nerve?” 

“Hmm. Will do. No nerve. No whatever. No Zoon 

soon.” 

He turned and strode down a narrow corridor opening 

onto the rear of the kitchen. Rian followed him to a small 

bunkroom where the cook began throwing things into a 

cloth bag. 

“Time to go,” the Podling said as he packed. “I not 

cook here anymore. Skeksis not... What the word?” 

“Deserving?” Rian said. 

“Yes, deserving. And I not deserving Skeksis. No one, 

I think, is deserving Skeksis. Bad, ugly, rude, nasty, sloppy, 

dirty, landstrider eating Skeksis!” 

This, oddly, reminded Rian of why he came here. 

“We’ll need food, Zoon.” 

The Podling looked quizzically over his shoulder at 

him. “What that?” 

“We’ll need food. To bring with us. There’s probably 

none to find between here and the Dark Wood.” 

“We? You come with Zoon?” 

“I was going to go anyway,” Rian said. 

“Smart Gelfling. I always say Gelfling smart when not 

being stupid. You come with Zoon. We go to my village. I 

feed you good.” 
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“I can’t Zoon. I mean, I’ll leave with you, but I need to 

go back to my people. There is something I need to tell 

Queen Sylanna.” 

“Is that so?” said another voice behind them. 

Rian turned to see a Gelfling, the scribe from the 

Spriton clan, standing behind him. A smirk of mild 

amusement stretched across his wide cheeked face. 

“Hello, Zoon,” the Spriton Gelfling said. 

“Hello, Jul. I going. No more recipes for you to write 

down. Skeksis don’t... deserve them.” He winked and 

grinned at Rian. 

“I can’t argue with that,” Jul said. Rian first saw this as 

an indication that the Spriton also disapproved of the 

Skeksis, but then he realized it could be taken a different 

way. He remained wary. 

“What are you doing here?” Rian asked him. 

“I could ask you the same, especially since I know 

you’re currently supposed to be on duty in the corridor 

leading to the forbidden areas of the Castle.” 

“How...?” 

“Commander Jemmar posts the roster outside his 

office. Anyone can see it,” Jul said. “But I knew you 

weren’t there before I came here. I went down there to see 

you.” 

“See me? Why?” 

“Before I tell you that, what is it you’re in such a hurry 

to tell your queen?” 

Rian wondered how much he could trust him. 

Traditionally, there was no love lost between the Spriton 

clan and the Woodland clan, but it was also common 

knowledge that the Spritons were even less enamored of 

the Skeksis. 

“I think the Skeksis are hiding something— something 

bad, and I’m going to tell her.” 
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“Do you know what this bad thing is, little Woodland 

Gelfling?” 

Rian regarded him with a defiant stare and said 

nothing, wishing he had a staff in his hand. 

The Spriton’s smile widened. “Good. I’m impressed. 

My turn, I think. I was coming to see you because I was 

hoping you’d be so upset after your friend’s disappearance 

that you’d want to search for him, and I was going to offer 

to help you, although I doubt very much we could find him 

or that we’d like what we found if we did.” 

Rian remained puzzled and his face showed it. 

“No matter, now,” Jul said. “And we don’t have much 

time. When your relief comes, they’ll find you missing, and 

you can be sure no one will be able to sneak down into the 

forbidden areas after that. We need to leave here now, and 

just hope no one follows us right away.” 

“What are you talking about?” Rian said. Either the 

Spriton was talking too fast or he was talking nonsense. 

Why would a scribe want to explore the forbidden areas of 

the Castle of the Crystal, and why was he talking as if he 

planned to go with them when they left? 

“I don’t understand,” he admitted. 

“Really? I’m surprised, brave and clever Woodland 

Gelfling that you are. But you’re leaving, and I’m going 

with you. I’ll tell you more on the way.” 

The Spriton left no room for argument, and he was 

right about one thing. If they were going to get away, they 

would need to leave very soon. Their disappearance, 

especially his, would not go unnoticed for long. 

“We’ll need provisions,” Rian said. “The land all 

around the Castle is desolate.” 

“I have my gear, Jul said, turning to show the edge of 

the pack on his back. He reached to his belt and tossed an 

empty leather sack to Rian. “Here. Go in the kitchen and 
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grab some bread, cheese, and whatever else you can find. 

We won’t need much.” 

“Nice freash loaves still warm,” Zoon said. “Here, I 

show you.” 

They reentered the kitchen where Podling workers 

were busy tidying up after Zoon’s rampage. He seemed in a 

much better mood, now, and went to shelves and cabinets 

selecting some items and discarding others until the sack 

Rian held open for him was full. It was far more than they 

would need, but he did not object. The cook was as 

determined to see them well provided for as Rian was to 

bring news to Queen Sylanna.  

Jul nudged him. “Take this,” he said, handing him a 

long kitchen knife. “Tuck it in your belt.” 

“What for?” 

The Spriton rolled his eyes. “It’s a knife. What do you 

think it’s for?” 

Jul’s implication was obvious, but the most aggressive 

thing Rian had ever done with a knife before was gut a fish, 

and he didn’t like doing that. 

“I’m really not all that good with a knife,” he admitted. 

It wasn’t a weapon he had practiced much with. 

“A Woodland Guard who’s not good with a knife. 

Imagine that,” Jul said sarcastically. “I’ve heard you can 

handle a staff, but I don’t have one handy right now, and it 

would be too obvious anyway. Just take it and hide it under 

your jacket. It will make me feel better, all right? I hope it 

won’t come up, but if you need to fight, you will. You’re 

still a Gelfling.” 

Fight who? Rian wondered. The Skeksis? Even with a 

knife, he stood little chance against one of them. He took it 

anyway to appease Jul and tucked it into his belt. 

He allowed the Spriton scribe to lead them out. They 

came upon two guards on their way, and Jul provided them 
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the same story each time. Zoon was going out to gather 

herbs for the kitchen, Jul was going to make notes about the 

things he collected, and Rian was along to provide 

protection from wild animals. It must have all made sense 

because no one challenged or detained them. 

Rian squinted in the bright light of the three suns. The 

Great Sun and the Rose Sun were high overhead casting 

shortened shadows back toward the Castle of the Crystal. 

The Dying Sun was also visible but stood apart. It would 

remain after the others had set so that night would be more 

like a false day. The light of the Dying Sun would be more 

than enough to guide them and, Rian uncomfortably 

realized, anyone who wished to follow them. 

 

### 

 

When they reached the end of the bridge over the 

moat, the fetid water beneath rippled and a gray head 

emerged near the bank. Blank white eyes regarded the 

backs of the three companions as they began their journey 

across the desolate Skarith plain. Its high cheekbones and 

large, pointed ears seemed incongruous with the gill slits in 

its throat. It cocked its strange head in what might be 

bemusement before submerging to join the other unique 

creatures dwelling in the depths of the moat. There, they 

would feast or be feasted upon by whatever was next exiled 

to dwell among them. 



5 – The Hunt is On 
 

There were stories of a time when the vast Skarith plain 

was green and good. Landstriders roamed here once. 

Mounders grazed in herds that stretched over hills and 

beyond the horizon. The surrounding mountains embraced 

a lush land with trees and green fields and flowers of every 

color imaginable. Deep, fast flowing rivers and streams 

jumped with fish, and their shores provided homes to all 

manner of creatures great and small. Now, the Castle of the 

Crystal stood in the center of the plain like the diseased 

heart of a dying land. 

Rian walked over the dry and lifeless ground beside 

Zoon with Jul taking the lead one step in front of them. 

Their boots crunched on gravel, hardened clods of dirt, and 

the occasional bit of desiccated bone. 

“We need to get as far away from the Castle as quickly 

as we can,” Jul warned. “We’re far too visible out here.” 

“What does that matter?” Rian said. “The guards think 

we’re out here to collect herbs. We’d have to go some way 

to find any. They won’t expect us back soon.” 

“Hah! And how long to you think that story will last?” 

Jul said. 

Probably not long, Rian silently admitted. When his 

duty shift was over, another guard would come down to 

replace him, see he was not there, and start asking 

questions. The two guards they passed on the way out knew 

when they left and in what direction they headed. He 

wanted to believe no one would try to bring them back, but 

he got the impression that Jul believed any such hope was 

unrealistic. He suspected they would. After what happened 

to Nial, Rian feared he might be right. 

They trudged on toward the Dark Wood and home. Jul 

had them pause periodically so he could scan the landscape 

behind them, but they saw no sign of pursuit. 
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“Who do you think is going to follow us out here,” 

Rian asked after the second time. He had never been called 

upon to search for anyone who had left, nor had any other 

Gelfling guard, as far as he knew. 

“I take it most of your contacts with the Skeksis were 

with the Chamberlain, right?” Jul asked. 

“To be honest, I never had much dealing with any of 

them, but the one I’ve seen most is the Chamberlain.” Since 

he realized this made him sound naive, he went on. “But 

I’ve also seen the Technician up close.” This was more or 

less true, although he was looking through someone else’s 

eyes at the time. 

“And you can’t imagine either of them chasing anyone 

down, I bet.” 

Rian nodded. They Skeksis he had seen were 

intimidating, but they struck him as creatures best suited for 

the indoor life they led at the Castle of the Crystal, not 

traipsing over a parched landscape in pursuit of someone. 

“They’re not all like that,” Jul said. “You’ve heard of 

the Hunter. If one of them comes after us, it will most 

likely be him.” 

“Hunter!” Zoon yelled. “Where? Here?” He spun 

around. “We go faster, now, yes?” 

“He’s not here, Zoon,” Rian said. “Jul just means he 

might try to follow us. There’s nothing to be afraid of.” 

“Yes there is,” Zoon and Jul said at the same time. 

Jul reached into his backpack and withdrew a small 

curved horn on a leather strap that he hung across his 

shoulder. 

“What’s that for?” Rian asked him. “Do you play?” 

“It’s not really a musical instrument, at least not for 

me,” the Spriton Gelfling replied. “We use them for 

signaling. Once we’re in the woods, I can use it to call 

others of my clan if we’re in danger. The sound carries a 
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long way. If any Spriton are nearby, they’ll respond. Let’s 

get going.”  

Despite the scorching heat of the three suns, they did 

pick up their pace. Each carried their own flask of water, 

and Jul encouraged them to drink whenever they felt the 

need. They traveled on without a break across the dry 

landscape until they came upon a small island of shade 

provided by an outcrop of stone, where Zoon handed out 

loaves and cheese to the sweating travelers. He suggested 

they eat as they marched. His insistence that they not stop 

to cook a proper meal was clear evidence of his anxiety. 

Rian was grateful for the food. The Skarith plan 

seemed even more desolate than when he first crossed it to 

get to the Castle of the Crystal less than one trine ago, as if 

all the life there were progressively being sucked out it. 

What once had been fertile land, according to legend, now 

was little more than dust and sand and crumbling rock. 

They came upon a stone bridge with a single arch over 

what must once have been a narrow river, now a dry gully 

of cracked clay and rounded boulders. 

“This was a road, once,” Jul said. “That’s why the 

bridge is here, in case you were wondering. It was the main 

route to the Castle of the Crystal before the Skeksis.” 

“Before the Skeksis, what?” Rian said. 

“Before they were. Before they existed. They want us 

to forget that. The want us to think they were always here, 

but our old songs say different. They tell of a time before, 

when there were different Lords of the Crystal. We believe 

the Skeksis are usurpers, or at least some of us believe that. 

Others insist the old songs are fairytales for children, and 

still others say they’re prophetic visions of the future.” 

“What do you say?” 

“I say it doesn’t matter. What’s past is past and the 

future hasn’t happened yet. The Skeksis are what they are 
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now, and they’re not good. We’d all be better off without 

them. That’s what I think.” 

“Then why were you working there, helping them?” 

“Be careful, young Rian. Haven’t you learned that too 

many questions can be dangerous?” 

“He was spying, yes?” Zoon said. 

The two Gelfling turned as one and said, “What?” 

“Keeping secrets. Finding secrets. Listening. Learning. 

Telling. Got right word, yes? Spy, right?” 

Jul laughed. “Yes, it’s the right word, Zoon, and 

probably not a bad description, although I don’t know how 

you figured it out.” 

“Not hard,” the Podling cook said. “You come to write 

down how I make my yummy food, but you ask about all 

sorts of stuff that not go into the pot. When Nial ask same 

kind of things, I figure him a spy, too.” 

Jul shook his head. “I think Nial just put things 

together and wanted to know more. I don’t think he was 

sent there to be a spy... Or am I wrong, Rian?” 

“He wasn’t as far as I know,” the Woodland Gelfling 

said. That was something else he would have told him. 

“Then he wasn’t,” Jul said. “You two were too close 

for you not to have suspected if he was. I guess you could 

say I was a spy, though. Queen Maree of the Spriton clan 

wanted to know the truth about the Skeksis. She was 

suspicious of them for reasons we don’t need to get into 

just now, so she sent me to find out what I could.” 

“I always thought a Spriton scribe seemed a bit odd,” 

Rian said. 

“Because we’re all illiterate barbarians?” 

Rian gave him a nervous glance because this is very 

much what he was thinking, but he saw the Spriton 

Gelfling was smiling. 
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“Don’t be embarrassed,” Jul said. “Compared to the 

Vapra, maybe we are. But we’re little different from you of 

the Woodland clan, although I doubt many of my people or 

yours would admit that.” 

There were differences. The Woodland clan people 

were more settled, with farms and smithies, and mills, and 

such. The Spritons lived in the deep woods and lived on 

what it provided. But they were all Gelfling, and now, 

perhaps, that was all that mattered. 

“To be honest,” Jul continued, “many of our people 

have a rather simplistic opinion of the Woodland clan. 

They see your people as weak, dependent puppets of the 

Skeksis. I used to. Now that I’ve met several of them, I 

think maybe they’re just, well,” he smiled again, “let’s just 

say that maybe your people tend to be more trusting than 

mine.” 

“You mean about the Skeksis,” Rian said. 

“Authority in general, perhaps. I haven’t decided. But 

your friend Nial impressed me. He had clearly grown 

suspicious of them.” 

“And they must have found out.” He cast a suspicious 

glance at Jul. 

“Don’t look at me. I didn’t tell them. I was hoping he 

would continue to investigate. I know he started to. He was 

in an even better position than I was to physically explore 

the areas of the Castle the Skeksis kept secret, and once I 

thought he had actually learned something, I was going to 

approach him so we could pool our knowledge or maybe 

even form some kind alliance. He disappeared just before I 

was going to do that.” 

“Why a scribe?” Rian asked. “Why didn’t your queen 

send someone to be a guardsman instead?” 

“Two reasons. The first was that we knew that most of 

the current guards there were from the Woodland clan, and 
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they would be suspicious of a guard from our clan. We 

didn’t want our person there to be under any special 

scrutiny. We do have a bit of unpleasant history, you 

know.” 

That was true enough. The Woodland and Spriton 

Gelfling had come into conflict over areas of the Dark 

Wood in the past; especially when the Woodland clan 

wanted clear a patch for farming or to build a mill. 

“And the second reason?” Rian prompted. 

“The second reason turned out to be a miscalculation 

on our part. We were hoping that a good scribe could gain 

access to notes or other documents the Skeksis kept for 

their own use. This turned out to not be the case. We know 

they plot and plan, but if they write any of these things 

down, they’re kept by skekOk, the Scroll-Keeper. I have 

never been able to find out where he keeps them, or even if 

he does.” 

“So, what did you find out?” 

“Not as much as you, I think. I know the Skeksis are 

capturing people and doing experiments on them, and I 

think some of those experiments are to develop some kind 

of medicine. They make something they call vliya. When 

they drink it, it seems to make them healthier, at least for a 

time. I saw skekTek bring some to the Emperor once. 

When they left the room, skekSo looked different... better 

than he did before.” 

Rian thought back to the vial he’d seen in Nial’s 

dreamfasting. “I’ve seen it,” he said softly. 

“Do you know how it is made?” 

“No, not really. I think they’re taking if from people, 

but I don’t know how.” 

“What else have you learned?” Jul said. 

Rian hesitated, but despite the biases he had grown up 

with, the Spritons weren’t his enemies. The Skeksis were. 
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“I don’t think I understand a lot of it, but I’ve seen 

skekTek’s laboratory. There is a secret area behind a 

hidden door. I saw one of the ‘quiet ones’ there, a Gelfling. 

He was cleaning, and he acted as if he didn’t even see me.” 

“Yes, I’ve seen people like that, and I wondered if they 

were somehow connected with the vliya.” 

“I think that’s what happens after the Skeksis take the 

vliya from people. The procedure, or whatever it is, drains 

them of their vital essence, their will, their ability to care— 

the thing that makes them who they are.” 

Jul nodded. “Tell me more about skekTek’s lab. What 

did you see there?” 

Rian could see he was taking mental notes, 

remembering everything he heard so he could tell his 

queen, and Rian realized he did not care. 

No, that was wrong. He did care. He wanted him to tell 

her. 

“I saw rows of tanks with crystals in them. I think the 

Technician is growing them. I have no idea why, but the 

lab has a widow to the shaft of the Great Crystal itself, and 

I saw it.” Rian stared at the other Gelfling. “It’s dark, Jul. 

The Skeksis have cracked the Great Crystal. It’s a Dark 

Crystal, now.” 

The Spriton spy continued to ask questions, and Rian 

provided as many details as he could remember. The more 

people who knew about this, the better, and it didn’t matter 

if they were Spriton or Woodland Gelfling or even Podling. 

Everyone needed to know. 

They continued on well past the setting of the Great 

Sun and the evening of the Rose Sun without stopping or 

slowing. The Dying Sun now remained the only one of the 

three suns of Thra above the horizon. At this point in its 

wide, eccentric orbit, it would be visible high in the sky 

regardless of the position of the others, at least on cloudless 
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days like today. As the trine went on, it was said that it 

would get smaller until, after many hundreds of trine, it 

would grow again. 

Rian felt spent, and only his determination to share 

what he knew with his people, to warn them, and the fear 

that something might be in pursuit that would try to stop 

him from doing so, prevented him from suggesting they 

rest. The Podling cook, shorter, older, and obviously less 

vigorous than his companions, kept pace silently with a 

dogged yet fearful look about him. 

“How are you doing, Zoon?” Rian asked. 

“Hungry,” the Podling replied. 

“Aren’t you tired?” Rian knew he himself was. 

“A bit. Have tunes in my head so I can make walking 

dancing, right? Less tired that way.” 

“You’re imagining music and pretending you’re 

dancing?” 

He tapped his head with one pudgy finger. “Yes. Been 

staying in here most the way. Much better than outside.” 

Rian tried to do the same and failed. His mind kept 

presenting him with problems that, if not immediate, still 

demanded his attention and prevented him from ignoring 

the world around him. 

Jul slowed their pace. Ahead, the false day of the 

Dying Sun cast pale shadows of skeletal trees on the 

ground ahead of them. They marked the outer edge of the 

creeping blight. The trees here had not been dead long 

enough to crumble and decay. They would, and the blight 

might spread on, but not far ahead life still existed. 

The sight of the dead trees invigorated and encouraged 

them to march on. They were a sign that the end of the 

desolation could not be far ahead. Zoon handed out more 

food, and they paused long enough to eat it before 

continuing on through sickly scrub and withered trees with 
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graying leaves, which gave way to healthier plants and 

even a glimpse of insects and small reptiles that scurried 

from their path or paused to regard them from safe 

distances. 

The first copse of truly healthy trees appeared just as 

the Greater Sun again rose on the horizon. They were 

finally entering Woodland clan territory. 

 

### 

 

The Chamberlain, skekSil, stopped pacing long enough 

to glare at the closed door of his office. There was another 

polite knock. 

“Go away!” he shrieked.  

The puny, annoying creatures who oversaw the 

mundane affairs of the Castle kept trying to interrupt him. 

If it wasn’t one, it was another or two of them together. He 

had bigger problems than making choices about goals, 

priorities, or policies for trivial things like cleaning, 

cooking, laundry, maintenance, procurement, record 

keeping, or household affairs. They could decide for 

themselves for a change. The fact that he had insisted they 

leave all the big decisions to him made no difference at all. 

They feared his displeasure, as well they should, but 

couldn’t they just do what he wanted without him having to 

tell them what that was? 

He shot another glance at his door as if daring it to 

make a sound. It didn’t. It stood silent sentry between him 

and the rest of the Castle, but it did nothing against the 

problems he already faced. 

The low murmur of Gelfling voices from the other side 

soon vanished. Here they were trying to bother him when it 

was their fault. They should have prevented it from 

happening. They were responsible for those under them. 
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That’s what a hierarchy was, a great mechanism for shifting 

blame for mistakes to the lowest level possible and for 

ensuring that the rewards for good fortune floated to the 

top. He might have to sacrifice some of them, but it 

probably wouldn’t help. Skekso would want answers from 

him, and the Chamberlain wasn’t even sure he knew the 

questions. 

What he did know was that three more of his native 

workers were missing, and in this case, they appeared to 

have left on their own. He couldn’t blame skekTek this 

time. In fact, he was part of the problem. Something had 

happened in his lab. The Chamberlain did not know what, 

but rumor had it that at least one of the natives might have 

found a way in and possibly even took something. Whether 

they did or not was secondary to what they might have 

learned there. 

He wrung his long fingered hands. Every problem had 

a solution, but this one evaded him. He could try saying it 

was the Technologist’s fault for not keeping his lab secure, 

but skekTek was the Emperor’s favorite, at the moment; the 

one who he believed could bring him vigor and youth. The 

Chamberlain could not safely attempt to shift the blame to 

him. Pointing to who he thought was the true source of the 

problem, the Emperor himself, was out of the question. 

His grand robes swirled around him as he turned, still 

pacing, and he reflected on his assets. The Chamberlain’s 

sizable workforce of natives was directly subservient to 

him, as he intended.  Some took direction from others, of 

course. One of those missing was a Podling assigned to 

skekAyuk’s kitchens, but ultimately, the Chamberlain was 

the one who provided the personnel, and that made him 

ultimately responsible, a fact that the others would now 

doubt bring up if they found it to be in their own interest to 

do so. 
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SkekSil had argued that he needed Pod People to tend 

to the routine needs of the Castle, and he also needed a staff 

of Gelfling to manage them. His ulterior motive had been 

to use them to eventually usurp control and place himself in 

the position of Emperor. Unfortunately, he could never 

make the natives loyal to him, despite his cleverly devised 

lies and promises and threats. Oh, they would all tremble 

and answer his questions, but they would not volunteer 

anything. For some reason, they did not trust him, and they 

certainly would not fight for him against the others. A coup 

remained impossible. SkekSo was still Emperor and would 

remain so for the foreseeable future. 

He paused, pondered, and continued on his slow walk 

around his room. Physically, it took him nowhere, but he 

hoped it would lead him to a workable solution. 

Normally, a few missing workers would be no 

problem, but the situation involving the Technician’s lab 

complicated things. If not for that, he could shrug off their 

disappearance. More could easily be obtained. In this case, 

he had to assume that the rumors were true. He had seen 

skekTek in the hallway earlier, and the Technician’s 

agitation was obvious, not that he would share any details 

about the reason with the Chamberlain. But if one or both 

of the two missing Gelfling had been in the laboratory, they 

would have seen things they should not, which meant they 

needed to be caught before they told others, and the 

Emperor would be looking at him to take care of it. 

The sad fact was that it was the Chamberlain’s job to 

oversee the natives. That’s how skekSo would see it, so 

their transgressions were his responsibility. He somehow 

had to show that their actions were unforeseeable and that 

he was taking decisive action to solve the problem. 

For now, shifting the blame down seemed his best 

course of action. It was the standard way to deal with 



A Suspicion of Darkness 65 

problems like this, and he could think of no better 

alternative. He would tell the Emperor that his subordinates 

failed him. Gelfling department heads responsible for the 

missing workers would role, metaphorically or actually, he 

remained unsure. He could be kind, at first, but he would 

make sure they knew that they would suffer if any of their 

people transgressed in the future. They were responsible, 

and they were to report to him if they even suspected that 

any of their people were a risk. His original plan to get his 

workers to trust him, to be loyal to him had failed, but fear 

could be a great motivator. The problem with it was that it 

was not dependable. A greater fear could quickly overcome 

it. Still, it was all he had for now. He would have to work 

with it. 

He jerked open his office door and found no Gelfling 

had lingered for him to yell at. Just as well. He really didn’t 

have time to waste. He had something else to arrange. 

He strode down the corridor faster than he would 

normally allow himself to go. Hurrying was undignified. 

Skeksis did not hurry. They delegated. They commanded, 

although there were some who embraced a more hands on 

approach. Despite his misgivings, he was on his way to find 

one of them now. 

He stretched out his arms to maintain his balance and 

proceeded down the main corridor. Podling workers 

stumbled out of his way. One failed to be quick enough and 

was bowled over. His thick head thudded like a wooden 

mallet when it hit the stone wall. The Chamberlain did not 

even pause to make sure he was properly disciplined for 

getting in his way, so urgent was his task. 

Another Skeksis was moving up the hall toward him, 

not the one he was looking for, but he might know where 

he was. The Chamberlain immediately slowed his hasty 

pace and put on a dignified expression of unconcern. 
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“Hmmm,” the Chamberlain began. “It is good to see 

you, skekZok.” He bowed. The Ritual-Master was another 

of the Emperor’s favorites. Although the Chamberlain 

doubted the value of his prophesies, it was best to feign 

respect. 

“Chamberlain,” the other Skeksis said abruptly by way 

of a greeting. He made to move around him. 

“If I may have a moment,” the Chamberlain said. 

SkekZok paused, clearly evaluating the current Skeksis 

hierarchy and determining where skekSil placed. It was 

certainly high enough for a civil reply. 

“What?” 

Perhaps not all that civil. Word of the current crisis 

must have spread. 

“Have you seen skekMal? I wish to speak with him,” 

the Chamberlain said. 

“You can try the dungeons. He’s often there, or so I 

hear.” 

“My thanks,” he said and bowed again. SkekZok 

appreciated such formalities and even bobbed his own 

beaky head in acknowledgement before he continued his 

briefly interrupted journey. 

The Chamberlain seldom visited the dungeons. They 

were damp and rough and they smelled, but he knew where 

they were. He did not particularly want to visit them, and 

he shuddered at the thought of seeing skekMal. Like most 

others, he avoided him when he could. The Hunter was 

crude, vulgar, almost barbaric— and he frightened him. 

When he looked at you, you got the distinct impression he 

was thinking of recipes. But the Chamberlain must be able 

to tell the Emperor that he was taking action to hunt down 

the renegades, and no one could do that better or more 

eagerly than the Hunter. Once he let it be known that he 
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had put skekMal on their trail, they would know that the 

problem would soon be over. 

The walls and floor in this area had a rough, unfinished 

look. Lower down, they would be little more than rough 

rock, but he would not have to venture any farther. 

SkekMal moved toward him with grace belying his size 

and ungainly appearance. Taller than the Chamberlain, 

broader, aggression showing in his every agile movement, 

he loomed. When the Hunter’s gaze fixed on him, the 

Chamberlain felt like a small, furry creature facing the jaws 

of predator the moment before it all ended with a pitiful, 

damp squeak. 

He tried to remember why he had come down here, 

what he wanted to say, but he was having trouble. It felt as 

if some part of his subconscious had concluded that the best 

course of action at the moment was to run and hide, and 

nothing else much mattered. It lasted only a moment, 

although it felt longer, but then the envy and deceit that 

were at the core of his being and formed its foundation 

strengthened him. The Hunter was not his enemy; he was a 

tool, albeit a dangerous one. 

“SkekMal,” the Chamberlain said. He bowed again, 

always a good tactic. “I am most glad to see you. I come to 

you with a rare opportunity, one I am sure you will enjoy.” 

“You? You have nothing I want.” He growled, the scar 

across his face twisting into a jagged, lightning shape as he 

bared his teeth.   

“I offer you a hunt. Cunning prey. Very clever. Very 

fast.” 

“I have already hunted landstrider,” skekMal said 

dismissively. 

“Not landstrider. Gelfling.” 

“Hunted Gelfling, too.” 
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“Not like these. They trick us all. Escape the Castle. 

Very tricky. Very resourceful.” 

The Hunter shrugged, but the Chamberlain could tell 

he was at least mildly interested. He hadn’t left yet. 

“And they are important. They are spies. They have 

learned Skeksis secrets. They know things dangerous to us. 

If you can catch them, you will be hero.”   

“I can catch anything,” the Hunter boasted. “Gelfling 

are not that difficult.” 

SkekSil saw his pride, and he could use it. 

“I’m not sure. These are not typical Gelfling. Maybe 

these will evade you.” 

SkekMal growled and snapped his toothed beak. The 

Chamberlain jerked back involuntarily. 

“Or, maybe not,” he said meekly.  

“Nothing can evade me. Not long. Tell me more about 

these spies you want me to catch.” 

The Chamberlain smiled and told the Hunter what he 

needed him to know.  



6 – Into the Woods 
 

The Rose Sun dawned over the trees ahead of them in a 

display of red, purple and gold that brought a sparkle of 

silver to drops of dew on delicate branches and velvety 

leaves. The Dark Wood offered a sense of security and 

belonging familiar to all three tired travelers. Rian knew 

this did not mean they were safe. Pursuit could still come, 

but it did mean they were closer to home. 

Determined and more than a little anxious, they pushed 

on. The path was more visible now that there were living 

plants to give it definition. Soon trees, healthy ones, stood 

majestically around them like guardians of the life that 

dwelt below them and in their branches. Others much like 

them had already fallen to the blight creeping across the 

plain, but they had stood steadfast against it as long as they 

could, and these would do the same. 

Rian took a deep, intoxicating breath. It nourished him 

like one of Zoon’s best meals. The air here smelled of 

flowers, moss, and the musky odor of decaying vegetation. 

It all combined into a fragrance of life. The buzz and chirp 

of insects in the underbrush, the rustle of small, scurrying 

animals, the song of birds in the trees... Rian had not 

realized how much he missed these things. He more than 

heard them; he felt them as if they brushed his 

consciousness. They became part of him and he became 

part of them, all part of the greater life of the Dark Wood. 

A ball of fur the color of fallen leaves emerged from 

the trees and rolled and bounced in front of them. It stopped 

on the path, unfolded, and two small eyes appeared to 

regard them with curiosity. The creature said, “Urf?” 

Rian, alone of the three travelers, did not hesitate. He 

approached the fur ball, knelt, and extended an empty hand. 

The small, hairy beast seemed to tilt to one side. It had no 

discernable head, or perhaps it was all head with no 
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discernable body, but it did have a large mouth in an even 

larger face, which now conveyed a quizzical expression. 

With one more “Urf,” it decided on an appropriate 

response, slobbered on Rian’s hand, and bounced away. 

“Your pet?” Jul asked. 

“No. It’s just a wild fizzgig, one of the woodland 

creatures. I think it felt we belonged here and wanted to 

welcome us home or something like that. They don’t really 

think the way people do.” 

“You can read its thoughts?” 

“No. Nothing like that. It’s, well, it’s more like sensing 

its intentions. Everyone can do it, I think. Animals just 

don’t seem as nervous with me as they do with some 

people. I really don’t know why.” 

“Make good pets,” Zoon commented. “Keep nibbly 

things out of garden.” 

The Spriton Gelfling smiled at Zoon and then regarded 

Rian as if he were reappraising him. “Interesting,” he 

eventually said. “Let’s move on. We need to get deeper into 

the woods.” 

They continued on the path at the fastest pace they 

could manage, which became slower the farther they went 

without rest. 

Suddenly, Jul held up his hand for them to stop. 

“Listen, he whispered. Do you hear something?” 

Zoon sniffed. “Smell something,” he said. 

Now that he mentioned it, Rian did, too. Something 

musky and vaguely familiar, but he could not immediately 

place it because it was faint and not a smell he associated 

with the woods. Then he heard the sound that must have 

alerted Jul. 

“Singing?” Rian said uncertainly. 

“Humming, anyway,” Jul said. 

“Badly,” added Zoon. 
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Then, the sound grew louder and more enthusiastic. It 

clearly was a song, given a sufficiently broad enough 

definition of the word. It was more song than scream, 

anyway. 

The ever present background din of the animals in the 

woods became evident by its sudden absence. They 

certainly didn’t grow quiet to listen to that melodious 

singing because it wasn’t.  Perhaps they fled. Now, though, 

Rian thought he recognized that voice. 

He ran ahead and soon saw the back of a figure 

travelling unhurriedly up the path. 

Gurjin? Rian called. 

The figure turned. The homely but familiar face of the 

Drenchen guardsman spread into a smile of greeting. 

“Rian, what are you doing here? Did you come all this 

way for another sparring session?” he said jokingly. 

“What? Oh, no. Just a coincidence, really.” He recalled 

that Gurjin said his term of duty was up and that he was 

leaving. “Are you on your way home?” 

“Yeah. I’m going back to the Swamp of Sog, maybe 

find myself a wide, hairy wife, lay in the nice, damp shade, 

and just wallow a bit. What about you?” 

“Uh, I’m going back to my village.” 

“Your enlistment can’t be up,” he said, implying a 

question. 

Zoon and Jul caught up and Rian introduced them, 

although the Drenchen already knew Zoon, and he had seen 

Jul’s face around the Castle. 

“So, back to your village, huh? Gurjin said. “Leave? 

Family emergency?” 

Before he could reply, Jul spoke. “What do you think 

about the Skeksis?” he asked the Drenchen. 

Gurjin made a sound like seriously backed up 

plumbing, screwed up his mouth, and spat a slimy glob of 
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greenish mucus into woods. The soggy projectile achieved 

an impressive distance before it splashed into a tree and slid 

down the trunk like a drowned slug. 

“Good answer,” Jul said. “Tell him, Rian. Tell him 

everything.” 

Rian did, with occasional additions and details 

provided by Jul and Zoon. 

“So, they cracked the Great Crystal, huh?” Gurjin said 

when they were done. “That’s going to cause problems.” 

“It already has,” Rian said. “I think it’s why Skarith is 

dying. I think it’s why the Skeksis themselves are 

changing.” 

“They’ve been bad for a long time. This must have 

happened several trine ago. You two tell your clans. I’ll tell 

mine. I don’t know what they’ll do, to be honest. As a rule, 

my people tend to avoid exerting themselves unless there’s 

a good reason. It sounds like this time there is, and that’s 

what I’ll tell them.” 

They travelled together until the green canopy hid the 

sky. There were no longer any obvious signs of the decay 

they left behind them, and it was almost possible to believe 

that desolation of the Skarith plain was only a nightmare. 

Almost. Rian knew it was not. That blight remained, and it 

was spreading, slowly but inexorably outward from the 

Castle of the Crystal. 

Deeper in the woods, the trail split into two. Gurjin bid 

them farewell and went straight. The path to Rian’s village 

veered left. 

“Here is where I leave you, too,” Jul said.  

“You could come with me,” Rian said. “You could 

help me convince my people that the Skeksis have been 

lying to us.” 
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“I help,” Zoon volunteered. “I tell them.” He stiffened 

his sloped shoulders and threw out what passed for his 

chest. 

Jul smiled. “I have to go to my own clan and tell them 

what we have discovered as quickly as I can. That is my 

mission. After that, if I can help with yours, send word. I’ll 

do what I can.” 

“Will your queen believe you?” Rian was concerned 

that his own queen might not be receptive to the news he 

was bringing her. His people had long respected the 

Skeksis. 

“Oh, she’ll believe me. We already knew the Skeksis 

were untrustworthy, but we thought they were preserving 

the Crystal as the accords said they would. Now that we 

know they’re not, well, it changes everything.” 

“What do you think she’ll do?” 

“I don’t know. Call for a Gathering, I imagine. This 

involves more than just our clan.” 

“A Gathering?” 

Jul regarded Rian with a bemused expression. “Yes. A 

Gelfling Gathering. Where all the clans meet. Don’t your 

ancient songs mention them?” 

The Woodland clan had songs, although Rian did not 

know how ancient they were. Most of them were short 

ditties about people falling in love or climbing back out. 

From what Jul just said, he got the impression that the 

Spriton’s songs were older, longer, and taken much more 

seriously. 

“None that I’ve heard,” he said. 

“What about the songs of Gyr? Surely you’ve heard 

some of those.” 

Rian shook his head. “Don’t think so.” 



A Suspicion of Darkness 74 

“Strange. What about the old stories?” Jul persisted. 

“Jarra-Jen and the Horn of Thunder? How the Gelfling 

Maid Got Her Wings?” 

“Well, yeah, sort of. They sound familiar, but they’re 

just fairytales, right?” 

“Maybe,” the Spriton said with a reflective sideways 

cast of his eyes. “Probably.” He turned to the Podling cook. 

“What about you, Zoon? Are you going to go tell your 

people about the Skeksis and the Crystal?” 

Zoon shook his head. “No. Not help them to know, I 

think. Just worry them. We not fighters. We not planners. 

We livers.” 

“Livers?” Rian said. 

“Yes, livers. We live. Just live. Happy just living.” He 

glanced at the bemused faces of his Gelfling companions. 

“What? Wrong word?” 

“Probably,” Rian said. “I’m not sure we have a word 

for that, but I think I know what you mean. But don’t you 

want to go home?” 

“Go home later.” His face assumed a more 

contemplative expression than Rian had ever seen on a 

Podling before. “Helping you make something and not 

done yet. Like big soup or casserole or cake, maybe. Feels 

like that. Not food we making, something else. Bigger.” 

“History, maybe?” Jul asked, bemused. 

Zoon shrugged. “Maybe. More like song, I think. 

Story, maybe. Not done yet. Still cooking. Still adding 

things. Rian need my help to make it come out right, I 

think.” He turned to Rian. “Okay with you?” 

“Yes, of course,” Rian said. “I’m happy to have your 

company.” He was. He wasn’t sure how much help Zoon 

could be, but he appreciated his support and his 

companionship. 
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“Good. I go with you to your village, meet Woodland 

Gelfling, tell them about Skeksis, share recipes, maybe, and 

live a bit longer, yes?” 

“Rian smiled. “Sounds good to me.” 

“Good luck, both of you,” Jul said. “Keep an eye out 

for trouble.” 

He broke into the trees to the right where there was no 

obvious trail and soon vanished from sight in the thick 

foliage. Rian expected they would part. The Spriton spy 

had his own mission for his own clan, but his assistance 

and company had been invaluable. Despite the clan 

prejudices they had both been raised with, Rian considered 

him a friend. 

Zoon and Rian took the left trail and continued on 

toward his village. 

 

### 

 

The largest village of the Woodland clan rested in an 

open valley entirely surrounded, embraced, and protected 

by the trees of the Dark Wood. Rian paused at the edge of 

the clearing to take in the sight. 

“Very pretty,” Zoon said.  

“Yes. It’s not grand like the Castle of the Crystal, but 

I’ve always liked it.” 

The three suns high overhead beamed down on a 

patchwork of planted fields, stitched together by narrow 

paths, and dotted with whitewashed, timbered buildings of 

wattle and daub. Wisps of thin smoke curled from stone 

chimneys poking through thick, thatched roofs before 

drifting upward to become one with the clear, blue sky. 

People, unrecognizable in any detail from this distance, 

moved alone or in small groups of twos or threes along the 

paths and in the fields. A tighter group of buildings, 
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bisected by a wide stream, stood in the center of it all. This 

was the simple heart of the Woodland clan. For Rian, this 

was home. 

They headed down into the valley. Familiar sounds 

reached the returning Gelfling— the creak of the mill 

wheel turning in a stream, the clang of hammering from a 

smithy, the laughter of children, people calling out to one 

another with voices he almost recognized, even though he 

was not yet near enough to make out the words. 

“Is your village like this?” he asked Zoon. 

The Podling scanned the scene around him, taking in 

the tidy houses, orderly fields, and open spaces. “No. 

Podling villages not so neat. Houses different. Not so stiff. 

Not so wide spread out. More people all together. More 

noise, too. Nice, though. Very homey.” 

The first greetings they received from the village, if 

one could call them that, were from domesticated katyaken 

fowl. They scratched in the dirt on the path, glancing up 

blankly and squawking whenever the two travelers neared 

them. Rian’s people kept them mainly for eggs, but they 

ended their days in the stew pot. One almost did so 

prematurely when it bobbed the wrong way as Zoon tried to 

step around it. 

Weary as he was, the Podling stumbled. Rian grabbed 

his arm so he would not fall. The cause of the near accident 

eyed them blankly from the side of the path, blinked, and 

then began pecking the ground as if it had already forgotten 

the incident, which was probably the case. 

“Sorry. Tired,” Zoon said. “Me, not bird.” 

“Me, too,” Rian said. “But it’s just a bit farther. We’re 

almost home.” 

A shout came from ahead. It was a voice he 

recognized. 

“Rian! Is that you?” 
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Running up the path toward them was someone he 

knew well. Falin had been his friend as long as he could 

remember. They were within one trine of the same age, but 

the smith’s son was half a head taller and considerably 

broader than Rian. He wore his long hair tied back, which 

made his pointed ears appear to stick out more than they 

already did, and his protruding jaw gave him a brutish look 

that was not justified by his demeanor. 

Rian found himself being embraced with such 

enthusiasm that he was lifted off his feet. Even at his best, 

which he presently was not, he would have been unable to 

resist his friend’s eager greeting. Fortunately, he had no 

wish to. 

Falin released him, took a step back, and regarded his 

appearance. 

“I’m happy to see you, Rian, but I must say you’ve 

looked better. Have they been beating you or something? I 

do like those clothes, though. Very fancy.” 

Rian still wore his black and red guardsman’s uniform, 

and although it was well tailored, a good deal of dirt and 

clinging dust marred its dashing effect. It definitely needed 

a good scrubbing. He did not have to notice his friend’s 

grin to know he was being teased. Falin had seen 

guardsmen’s uniforms before. Several Gelfling from his 

village had worn them. 

“It’s good to see you, too,” Rian said, less heartily than 

he would have wished to. Fatigue and the burden of the 

news he carried weighed on him. 

“Who’s your friend?” Falin said with a smile at Zoon. 

“Oh, this is Zoon. Zoon, Falin. Uh, Zoon and I worked 

at the Castle of the Crystal together.” 

“You were a guard, too?” Falin asked Zoon. 

“No. I cook. Rian guard. We come here to see 

Woodland Queen. Very important. You bring us, yes?” 
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“Ah, I see,” Falin said, turning to Rian. “I didn’t think 

your term of service was over, yet. A message from the 

Skeksis for Queen Sylanna, huh? With a cook? Don’t tell 

me, they want us to send them more eggs, right?” 

He smiled when he said it, but it was a reasonable 

guess, given what he knew. Rian only wished it were 

something so simple. 

“Not exactly. But I can’t go see her directly. I should 

clean up first, I think.” 

“Good point,” Falin said with a meaningful glance at 

the state of his friend’s uniform. “I can walk with you to 

your house and make sure you get there without a lot of 

interruptions, okay?” 

“Sure, thanks.” 

They continued down the dirt path past cottages, 

fences, and outbuildings, occasionally meeting other 

villagers along the way who came to extend greetings and 

welcomes. Falin deflected most of them by saying that Rian 

and his Podling friend had come far and were tired. 

When they got to Rian’s boyhood home, his large 

friend and self appointed escort knocked on the door. It was 

a timbered white house much like the others, surrounded by 

a personal garden. Ivy grew up the walls and a bench stood 

outside for sitting on pleasant days. After only a moment, 

Onan, Rian’s father, answered. His, long, autumn brown 

hair might have a few more silver streaks, and his tan tunic 

may have hid a bit more belly since Rian saw him last, but 

it had not been that long, although in some ways it seemed 

to be. 

“Look what I found,” Falin said. 

Onan pushed past him when he saw his son. He 

hugged Rian warmly and then shouted over his shoulder. 

“Elise, Lara, Rian’s home!” 
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Falin tapped him on the shoulder. “I think I’ll go, now. 

Welcome home, Rian.” 

He thanked his friend and was practically pulled inside 

by his father. His mother came in from the kitchen along 

with the delicious smell of something cooking. She wiped 

her hands on an already smudged white apron and greeted 

him even more exuberantly with kisses and hugs, which he 

appreciated but found somewhat embarrassing. His sister 

Lara, slim, with long light brown hair that would glint gold 

in sunlight, smiled at him as she entered the room. 

“Welcome home,” she said. “Who’s your friend?” 

Rian introduced Zoon. He had never seen a Podling 

until he arrived at the Castle. As far as he knew, none of his 

family had ever met one, either, but he could tell they took 

to Zoon almost immediately. Pod People could be 

annoying, even exasperating at times, he knew, but it 

required some effort not to like them. 

“Come, Let’s all sit in the kitchen,” his mother said. “I 

have a wildberry pie in the oven and I can make some 

mella-leaf tea. You both look like you can use it.” 

“Smell yummy,” Zoon said as they sat. “I make tea?” 

“No, I’ll take care of it,” Rian’s mother replied. “You 

sit. I don’t think I’ve ever seen two people look so tired.” 

“How is Nial?” Lara said as their mother poured the 

tea. “When is he coming home?” 

Rian fell silent. His expression warned them that he 

brought bad news. Delaying the telling of it would not help. 

“I don’t think he is,” he said softly. “He’s missing. I 

think the Skeksis have taken him. They say he’s on some 

special assignment, but I don’t believe them.” 

“Has happened before,” Zoon added. “Someone 

missing. Skeksis say on mission for Emperor. Never come 

back.” 
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“Are the missions that dangerous? What are they?” 

Lara asked anxiously. 

“No. You don’t understand,” Rian said. “I don’t think 

there are any missions.” 

“How can there not be any missions if the Emperor 

sends people on them? Nial’s gone, you said. So they must 

have sent him somewhere.” 

“No. I think they took him. Captured him and, well, I 

really don’t know any more. Not for sure. But the Skeksis 

aren’t what we think they are.” 

“Slow down, son. You’re tired and you’re not making 

any sense,” his father said. 

Rian took a deep breath and began again with Nial’s 

suspicions and the dreamfast he shared with him. They 

listened without stopping him until he got to the point 

where they and Jul split in the woods. 

“And then Zoon and I came here. Jul thinks one of the 

Skeksis, the one they call the Hunter, might try to follow 

us, so we never stopped.” 

His parents carried on a silent conversation with only 

their eyes and slight twitches of brows or lips. His sister’s 

reaction was more vocal. 

“What utter nonsense!” she said indignantly. “Nial 

never would have believed the Skeksis were intentionally 

lying to us, unless it was for our own good, and then he 

would have trusted them. If the Skeksis entrusted him with 

a special assignment, then that’s where he is. I’m sure he’ll 

return home and tell us all about it.” 

Rian reached in his travel bag and withdrew the tiny 

green book he’d carried with him since he found it and 

offered it to Lara. 

“This was Nial’s,” he said. It’s his journal. “You 

should read it.” 
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Lara snatched it out of his hand, cast on final frosty 

glance at her brother, and huffed out of the room. 

“You two should eat a bit more and then get some 

rest,” his mother said to Rian and Zoon. “We can talk more 

about this later.” 



 7 – Decisions 
 

Both the Great Sun and the Rose Sun stood a hand width 

above the tops of the distant trees outside the window by 

the time Rian woke. He had slept straight through the false 

day of the Dying Sun. The long sleep must have done him 

well because he was able to leap out of the bed he had 

practically crawled into the night before, but he did not 

have time for such a long rest. Why hadn’t he asked 

someone to wake him earlier? 

He hurriedly washed and dressed in the clean clothes 

his mother had laid out for him. The familiar look and feel 

of his old tan trousers and cream colored linen tunic helped 

distance his mind from the things that had happened since 

he left home less than a trine ago. He wished he could 

dismiss the most recent events as a nightmare or horrid 

daydream, but that was not possible. Nial was gone. The 

Skeksis had cracked the Crystal and broken their promises. 

It was all real, and he must make sure his people 

understood. 

He found his mother in the kitchen with Zoon, dicing 

vegetables and making dough by the bright light of the 

three suns shining through the open window. She looked up 

when he entered, and he saw sad resignation in her eyes. 

What exactly it meant, he was not sure. Either she believed 

what he said about Nial and the Skeksis, or she thought he 

was mentally disturbed. It must be one or the other. 

“Good morning, dear,” she said. “Are you feeling 

better?” 

Mentally disturbed, then. That must be it since she 

asked about his state of mind rather than about the things 

he told them, but she was probably hoping he’d get over it. 

“Yes, but I really shouldn’t have slept so long. I need 

to—” 
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“What you need to do now is see your sister. I think 

she’s sitting outside.” 

“She’s upset?” 

“Of course. But it will pass. Go see her. You two need 

to talk before you do anything else.” 

The bench by the front door was easily big enough for 

two— three if they knew each other well. Lara was sitting 

there alone when her younger brother came outside. She 

glanced up with moist, red eyes as he approached. 

“It’s true,” she said, brushing her hair from her face. 

“What you told us yesterday. It’s all true.” 

“Yes.” 

She patted the bench and he took a seat next to her. 

“I read the journal last night. It’s his, Nial’s. I know his 

words and his thoughts. There’s no mistake. He did believe 

what you said.” 

“He was very brave,” Rian said. “He could have just 

accepted everything the Skeksis told us. Most people do, 

and if they see things that don’t really make much sense, 

they just blame it on their own ignorance. I know I did. But 

Nial tried to find out, really find out, on his own. He 

wanted to understand what was going on.” 

She nodded. Tears came but she wiped them away. 

“Yes, and they didn’t want him to know.” 

“That’s what I think, anyway,” he said. 

“I know. It’s true. I did a Seeing last night.” 

Seeing was a talent some Gelfling possessed. Rian did 

not, but his sister did, and she had tried to explain it to him 

once. Seeing was an ability similar to dreamfasting, except 

instead of sharing with another person, the seer shared with 

Thra, the planet itself, or some aspect of it. No one was 

really sure. Also unlike dreamfasting, the seer didn’t share 

memories. Lara had described it as something like a blind 

person wearing a thick glove putting her hand in a stream 
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and sensing the strength and direction of the flow but 

leaving her completely ignorant about why it flowed and 

telling her nothing about what lay beneath the surface. It 

was more like a hazy thought or a feeling than a memory, 

but it could be used to help a talented seer decide between 

different courses of action. With more people working as 

one, other insights might be possible, but she had told him 

this was rarely done because the act of Seeing itself could 

be disruptive. Observing the flow in any detail could 

change its direction. Because of this, a powerful, collective 

Seeing could alter the future in unforeseeable ways. Since 

he lacked his sister’s gift, the fact that he did not 

understand how this could be did not surprise him. He 

accepted that this is how she saw it. 

“I didn’t think that was possible alone.” 

“It’s not, really,” she said. “You need at least three 

people to get more than vague impressions, but that was 

good enough for what I needed. By myself, I could tell that 

the things you told us last night are in harmony with what is 

real. They may not be right or complete in every detail, but 

they are true overall.” 

Her confirmation that he was not mistaken brought no 

comfort. He would much rather have been wrong. 

“We need to tell Nial’s family,” she said. 

She was right, of course, but Rian did not look forward 

to it. 

“I’ll get Zoon. We’ll go there now,” he said. 

“No. I’ll go with you. Zoon is with Mom in the 

kitchen. They’re cooking and sharing recipes and talking 

about normal things. I think it’s helping both of them deal 

with it all. Besides, Zoon didn’t know Nial’s parents. I did, 

and I don’t think they’ll take it well. Dad and Nial’s father 

served as guards together, and, well, you know how Dad 

is— traditional, conservative. Nial’s father is even worse. If 
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anyone can help them understand what has happened, it’s 

me.” 

And she tried. But she couldn’t. No one could. 

It began well. Nial’s parents invited them in, but they 

had not gotten far before conversation stopped and shouting 

began. 

“I can’t believe you of all people are even listening to 

such lies,” Nial’s father screamed at Lara. “Didn’t you love 

him? He loved you. With all his heart and now you’re 

betraying him just because your little brother came back 

with some silly story? I can see what’s going on here. He’s 

a deserter, a coward. He abandoned his post, disgraced his 

entire clan, and is even consorting with the Spriton, from 

the way it sounds, and he’s trying to justify it all by saying 

Nial is missing because he questioned the Skeksis. Well, I 

for one am not listening. Nial is loyal, and he became a 

guard to fulfill his duty just as I did when I was his age. 

Just as your own father did, as is our duty. If Nial has been 

sent on a mission for Emperor skekSo, it is an honor.” 

“He was my best friend,” Rian tried to explain, “and I 

didn’t believe him at first, either. I know it’s difficult, but 

everything we’ve told you is—” 

“Enough. I won’t listen to any more of this!” 

Lara, now in tears and clutching Nial’s journal like the 

last piece of flotsam from a sinking boat, offered it to 

Nial’s father. He would have none of it, withdrawing in 

disgust as if she held the carcass of a rotting animal rather 

than a small, green book. 

“I said I’ve had enough! When Nial returns, I’ll tell 

him what you’ve done, how you’ve tried to discredit him to 

justify your cowardly behavior. Get out of my house and do 

not come back. You are no longer welcome here.” 

 

### 
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SkekMal slipped the bone white mask over his scarred 

face, improving his appearance by concealing it. The spirit-

like mask was one of skekZok the Ritual-Master’s 

creations. A mistake, he claimed. What good was a mask 

that hid the wearer from the magic of the Crystal when they 

were its masters? Hah! Keepers, maybe, but masters? 

SkekMal thought not. The Great Crystal was the beating 

heart of Thra, and they had broken it. They used it, bent it 

to their will, but they had not mastered it. It had its own life 

force. Even bruised and enslaved, it lived on. It would be of 

no use to them if it did not, but the mask hid him from it. It 

concealed him from anyone tapping the Crystal’s pulse. It 

did not make him invisible to normal eyes, but it hid his 

soul and his identity from anyone attempting to spy on him 

magically. 

The trail of his fleeing prey led straight across the 

Skarith plain following the old road toward the Dark Wood, 

as he expected. They were so disappointingly predictable. 

After what the Chamberlain had claimed, he hoped for 

more of a challenge. Still, they had a good lead. If they 

continued on without stopping, they might reach the trees. 

That could make the hunt a bit more interesting, so he 

pursued without undue haste. If they were resolute, they 

could reach the Dark Wood and achieve the false sense of 

security it provided, which would make the inevitable kill 

all the sweeter. 

The land close to the castle was dead. This made it 

necessary for him to venture farther each trine to hunt. That 

idiot skekSo was allowing them to draw too much energy 

from the land too quickly, much faster than the life here 

could replenish it. The Emperor had been thrown into panic 

by the gradual decay brought about in them when the 

Crystal cracked during the last Great Conjunction. They 
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could not simply restore it. Healing the Crystal might slow 

the desolation creeping outward like a plague, but it would 

also bring about the Skeksis’ instant demise as separate 

entities the next time the three suns aligned. Their 

individual egos would merge with those of their weaker 

counterparts, the urRu, the Mystics. But if they could 

endure until then, the power of the next Great Conjunction, 

harnessed through the Dark Crystal, would grant them 

eternal vitality, or so the Technologist and Ritual-Master 

claimed, but this would not be for another nine hundred 

trine, and at the rate they were declining, they would not 

last this long. 

SkekSo had insisted skekTek find a way to stop the 

process that was robbing them of their strength and 

splendor until then, and he had. Using the reflected power 

of the cracked Crystal, he could drain the living essence 

from plants, animals, people, even the land itself, and it 

worked. When consumed, the stolen vliya did reverse the 

effects... for a while. It did not stop the decay. It did not 

cure them. Gelfling essence had proved to be the best, the 

strongest, the most concentrated, but it, too, conferred only 

a temporary reprieve. 

SkekMal shrugged. Ensuring the Skeksis survival was 

not his responsibility, although he had his own ideas. 

SkekSo was allowing the Skeksis to pillage Thra. They 

should be farming it. First, they should enslave the Gelfling 

and breed them in captivity. This would provide a 

sustainable source of vlyia, and entertainment, well into the 

future. But skekSo did not have his foresight, and the others 

were too weak to question him. But skekMal himself was 

strong. He was confident he would outlast the rest of them. 

He need concern himself with nothing else in their regard 

for the moment. 
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He stooped to examine the cracked soil in the shade 

offered by a rocky outcrop and inhaled deeply. He had 

taken his quarry’s scent from things they left behind at the 

Castle. He brushed the dry ground with the back of one 

curved claw. They had stopped here briefly and had made 

no effort to hide their trail. They were making good 

progress, going faster and farther without stopping than he 

expected. Either they suspected they were being followed 

or they were in a hurry for some other reason. They might 

reach their village before he could catch them. Well, that 

was the Chamberlain’s problem, not his. He was on the 

hunt and he would bring down his prey in his own time. 

He wondered again about skekSil’s interest in them. 

Perhaps they knew something that might be of value if he 

captured them alive. If not, doing so could still prove 

interesting. He would consider it when the opportunity 

presented itself. Perhaps this hunt would offer some 

amusement after all. 

A flicker of movement near the base of the rock caught 

his attention. His hand snapped out faster than an eye could 

blink and returned with the struggling form of a small 

reptile. With the helpless creature secured firmly but safely 

in his hand, he lifted it to his face. 

“Strong to survive here, tiny thing, or too weak to 

leave, I wonder.” 

It squirmed silently in its futile effort to escape and 

opened its toothless mouth in a vain attempt to find some 

part of its captor it could bite. 

“No matter.” 

He grabbed it’s long, snakelike tail with his other hand 

and pulled. It came off far too easily and proved not very 

tasty. The animal did not scream. It lacked a voice and 

squirmed no harder than it had before, which meant it could 
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offer little more than a snack. He swallowed the rest of it 

whole. 

 

### 

 

They found Queen Sylanna outside her cottage tending 

her herb garden when they arrived to seek an audience. The 

plants, shrubs and a few small fruit trees appeared well 

cared for, and a heady mix of sweet and spicy fragrances 

filled the air around them. Insects buzzed and fluttered 

about their business unconcerned about being in the 

presence of royalty. The front room of her home, glimpsed 

through a door open to the morning breeze, was her palace. 

Her present regal raiment consisted of a long linen tunic 

and an apron with several pockets and even more smudges 

of moist, dark dirt. Her royal guards were two katyaken 

fowl pecking for tidbits on her garden path. One did offer a 

surly challenge as Rian and Lara entered through the 

unlatched picket gate, but this was probably due to being 

interrupted in its search for anything small and edible more 

than it was to any stately duty. 

The queen stood from where she had been digging 

with a short handled trowel and wiped her hands on her 

apron. She was about the same age as Rian’s mother, with 

light brown hair and intelligent eyes that regarded them 

with idle curiosity. 

“I don’t suppose either of you know anything about 

Podling spiceroot, do you? My plants don’t seem to be 

doing very well, and I can’t understand why. I’ve always 

been able to grow them before.” 

“Um, no, sorry,” Rian said. “My friend Zoon might. 

He’s a Podling, and he knows about herbs and such. He’s a 

cook.” 
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“Oh! You must be Rian, Onan’s son. I should have 

known since you’re with Lara. I heard you were back. I 

also heard you wanted to see me.” 

“How did you—?” 

“Apparently your Podling friend mentioned it to Falin, 

and he told his father, and, well, news does get around. I 

hear a lot of it, eventually, especially if it upsets people.” 

She raised her brows in a look that implied she might have 

questions about this later. “It comes with being queen, 

unfortunately.” 

Rian wondered who he had upset that she might know 

about. It was too soon for her to have heard about their 

meeting with Nial’s parents. They came straight here from 

there. 

“Let’s have a seat in the garden and you can start with 

what it is you came to say to me. I’m assuming you believe 

it is important.” 

She led them to the side of the house where four wood 

benches sat under an arched trellis covered in vines, giving 

it the feel of a living gazebo. 

Now that he was here, he did not know how to begin. 

Fortunately, his sister was not so shy, but then she 

apparently knew the queen, or at least the queen knew her. 

She hadn’t mentioned that, but then he had been doing 

most of the talking since he got here. He simply assumed 

that life for the rest of his family had gone on much as it 

had before he left. 

“It’s about the Skeksis,” Lara said. “They’ve cracked 

the Great Crystal. Nial discovered it and now he’s missing. 

Rian thinks they’ve captured him... or worse.” 

“They’re also doing experiments on people, or at least 

I think they are,” Rian said. He described what he had seen 

in skekTek’s workrooms, the strange chairs and the table 

with the restraints, his suspicions about vliya, the vats for 
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crystals, and the Great Crystal itself, now cracked and dark. 

He told her about Jul and his mission for Queen Maree of 

the Spriton clan, and he even told her what Zoon said about 

the Hunter. 

She listened quietly and attentively through it all. “And 

you believe the blight that has infected the Skarith plain is 

somehow related to this, is that right?” 

“I’m not sure, but—” 

A shout and the sound of running feet interrupted him. 

“I thought you might come here!” yelled Nial’s father. 

“I’m sorry, Your Majesty. You should not be subjected to 

such filthy lies.” He must have overheard at least part of 

what they had just been talking about because he went on. 

“The Skeksis are fighting the blight, not causing it. 

They protect us. They always have. These two are in league 

with the Spriton, but we have no use for such traitors. I’ll 

remove them at once.” 

He went to grab for Rian, but Queen Sylanna’s 

command stopped him. Her voice instantly changed from 

that of a congenial hostess to one more appropriate to an 

absolute monarch. Rian got the impression she was more 

comfortable with the former but could play the part of the 

latter quite well when circumstances required. 

“Hold, Siran. I have granted an audience, informal as it 

may appear, and I will decide what merits my attention.” 

“But, Your Majesty, this man is a deserter, a coward, 

and he’s been spreading lies about my son!” 

“He has said nothing to defame your son, Siran. In 

fact, he has praised his bravery.” 

This unexpected news seemed to lessen his rage, but 

only for a moment. 

“But what he claims defiles everything we have long 

believed. He’s talking nothing less than treason.” 
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“Which is why the matter requires careful and rational 

reflection,” Queen Sylanna said calmly. “Sarin, I will listen 

to your counsel and that of others later. For now, please 

leave us. I am not done with Rian and Lara, yet.” 

“As you wish, Your Majesty.” 

He bobbed his head and departed slowly, with a last, 

hateful glance at Rian and his sister. 

When he was out of sight, Queen Sylanna said, “He 

presents an important point.” 

“But...” Rian began. 

“It’s not what you think. I’m not ready to dismiss what 

you’ve said just because it is contrary to what most people 

currently believe, but Siran has a strong respect for 

authority, and there are many like him. We have accepted 

the Skeksis as our Lords, and they have provided for us in 

the past. They gave us knowledge and they have stopped 

the clans from feuding among themselves— for the most 

part. These are not gifts to be taken lightly.” 

“Yes, but—” 

“I am not done. But, what was is no longer. This much 

is clear. The Skeksis now only seem to take. They do not 

ask us how we fare or about what we need. They only ask 

about what we have, and if it is of use to them, they 

demand it. Oh, they ask, of course, and put it all down 

diplomatically in a written request, but there is never any 

thought of refusing. Something clearly has changed. What 

you have said may explain it, but it will still be difficult for 

many to accept.” 

“I did a Seeing,” Lara said. “What we have told you is 

true. 

“Did you? By yourself? Lianda did say you were 

coming along well. The best of her trainees, in fact, 

although you should probably not mention to her that I told 

you.” 
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“I’ve been training as a seer,” Lara said, directing the 

comment to her younger brother. 

“And apparently she has a gift for it,” Queen Sylanna 

said, “but I still must consider the wishes of my people.” 

“And if they wish to be slaves of the Skeksis?” Rian 

asked angrily. “The clans need to unite against them!” 

“Rian, please,” said Lara, placing a hand on his 

shoulder. “Queen Sylanna won’t let that happen.” 

“I’ll try not to,” she said. “But it may be difficult. The 

lives of our people are comfortable. A conflict with the 

Skeksis will disrupt that. I don’t suppose you have any 

proof of what you have told me?” 

Rian reached into the shoulder bag he had taken from 

home before they left to visit Nial’s parents. Inside was the 

handful of crystals he found in skekTek’s workroom. 

“I have these,” he said. 

He handed two of them to his queen. The facets caught 

the light of the three suns filtered through the vines. Colors 

danced and changed across their surfaces as she turned 

them in her hands.  

“They’re from the Technologist’s secret workroom,” 

Rian said. “I’m not sure what they are, but they prove I was 

there.” 

She shook her head. “No, all they prove is that you 

have them, but if you don’t mind, I’ll take them and see if 

maybe we can discover more about what they might be.” 

Rian gave her the bag, and she placed the two she held 

in with the rest. 

“I have this,” Lara said. “It’s Nial’s journal. It’s all I 

have left of him, now, but you can take it if it will help.” 

Queen Sylanna opened the small book covered in 

green nebrie leather. 

“Near the end is where Nial begins to question the 

Skeksis,” Lara advised her. 
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“Yes, I see,” she said. “This may help. I want to speak 

with some others, and I need to speak with even more 

people I don’t particularly want to.” 

Rian opened his mouth to tell her they did not have 

time for that, but she held up one regal hand. It stopped him 

almost as if it were some magic power. 

“Don’t worry. I realize how urgent this is.” 

 

### 

 

The news spread through the village rapidly. Queen 

Sylanna would make a pronouncement on Meeting Hill at 

the setting of the Great Sun. Rian assumed it would be 

about the things he told her, but he did not know what her 

decision would be. He was not even specifically invited. 

The runners sent throughout the village simply carried 

word that she would speak on a matter of grave and 

immediate concern, and that all people of the Woodland 

clan were encouraged to attend. 

Meeting Hill, an earthwork with a central mound 

surrounded by a higher, circular ring at the edge of the 

village, was a place of history and ritual. It was where 

Woodland queens were crowned and festivals were held. 

Sixteen columns stood evenly spaced around the base of 

the outer circle, each as tall as a cottage roof and so wide 

two adults could barely touch hands around them. The 

pillars ostensibly told the story of the clan’s founding in the 

distant past through carved likenesses of animals, plants, 

and Gelfling. Deeply etched scenes in the preserved and 

polished wood showed people clearing trees, planting 

fields, constructing houses, making discoveries, forging 

tools, dancing, singing, and enjoying the fruits of their 

labor. They were a testament to a people who built with 

hands and minds to create a better life for themselves. Rian 
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thought it was a way of life worth preserving, and he felt 

pride and a strong sense of continuity with his ancestors 

whenever he came here. 

The outer earthwork was actually a broken ring with 

four gaps that provided access to the center. It was on the 

inner slopes of these, or on their flat tops, that people could 

stand or sit to see whatever was taking place on the center 

hill. His entire family and their Podling guest arrived early, 

but they were by no means the first people there. Others 

had already found places on the slopes facing the center to 

sit and observe the summit. Zoon carried a blanket and a 

large basket in which he had packed a small feast. 

“Good spot here, yes?” he said, pointing to a yet 

unclaimed section of short grass halfway up the hill. 

“Let’s try to get a bit closer to the top,” Rian’s father 

said. 

They climbed higher and picked a place at the very 

edge of the wide, flat crown. Further along the same section 

of the ring, Nial’s parents sat together on a small green 

blanket, not unlike the one Nial had kept on his bunk and 

which Rian had left packed in his trunk back at the Castle 

of the Crystal. Siran glared at them but did not otherwise 

acknowledge their presence. 

The Great Sun had not yet completed its descent to the 

distant horizon, and the platform at the top of the central 

hill remained vacant. Zoon unpacked sandwiches, sliced 

vegetables, and bottles of fruit juice. They ate while 

waiting for the appointed time of their queen’s 

pronouncement while villagers filled the spaces around 

them. From the snatches of conversation Rian overheard, it 

was clear that at least some of the rumors that had 

circulated might contain bits of truth. There were 

grumblings about the blight beyond the Dark Wood, 

whispers about the Skeksis, and something about a Seeing 
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the queen held earlier that day. Other rumors, however, 

were more fanciful. He doubted they were in danger from 

an invading Spriton army, for example, or that a giant herd 

of rogue mounders was rampaging through the forest. The 

one about a talking nebrie asking people to warm their 

hands before milking her was obviously said in jest— 

probably. He himself had communicated with nebrie in the 

past, after a fashion, but they did not talk. 

A hush rippled through the crowd, creating a wave of 

silence. Everyone turned their attention to the platform on 

the central mound as Queen Sylanna climbed the stairs. 

Although the Dying Sun provided enough light to see well 

enough, torches were lit around the summit, casting 

flickering shadows and lending a severe countenance to her 

face. 

Her appearance was much different from the first time 

he saw her. Gone were the simple tunic and apron, replaced 

by a flowing gown of white and gold embroidered with 

twining vines and green leaves. She wore a silver crown 

with a small blue crystal in the center where it formed a 

peak above her brows. She seemed taller than he recalled, 

with a more regal bearing. If he did not know better, he 

would have said that this woman and the one tending her 

garden earlier were different people— until she spoke. It 

was the voice she had used when speaking with Nial’s 

father.  

“People of the Woodland clan,” she began. “Grave 

news reached me earlier today. Some of you will find it 

disturbing if not unbelievable, so before I say more, I wish 

you to know that three of my senior seers have verified the 

truth of it. 

“We have all heard of the blight slowly expanding 

across the Skarith plain and have feared that it will soon 

threaten the Dark Wood. The fact that the Castle of the 
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Crystal lies at its center prompted us to send several 

messages to the Skeksis to which we have not yet received 

a satisfactory reply.” 

Hushed comments came from the crowd. Some were 

self congratulatory for having correctly guessed what she 

would talk about. Some expressed general approval of her 

actions, and a few were astonished gasps that she would so 

boldly question the Skeksis. If Queen Sylanna heard them, 

she paid them no mind. 

“The reason they have not responded is now clear. The 

Skeksis are the cause of the blight.” 

Over five thousand Gelfling had come to hear their 

queen speak. Now, they all fell silent, waiting for her next 

words. 

“I will make this short because we have much to do 

and little time. The Skeksis have cracked the Great Crystal 

of Thra.” 

Some people stood and shouted, others cried in 

disbelief or anguish. She waited calmly for the uproar to 

subside. She obviously anticipated this reaction and was 

prepared. 

Once a relative calm had returned and even the most 

belligerent among them had been subdued by their 

neighbors, she continued. 

“I have taken counsel from a number of people before 

deciding upon a course of action, and I have no doubt of 

the truth of what I have just said. Some claim, not without 

reason, that the Skeksis care for us, that they have given us 

gifts without measure and that we owe them our loyalty. 

They say the Skeksis are powerful and wise beyond our 

understanding and that it is wrong for us to question them. 

“But loyalty, while virtuous, must never be absolute. It 

is wrong to give such a precious gift to those who no longer 

deserve it. The Skeksis were entrusted with the care of the 
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Great Crystal, to ensure that it remained healthy and strong, 

that it was used for the benefit of all life on Thra. In this, 

they deserved our faith and our trust. But if they have failed 

in their stewardship of the Crystal, if they are using if for 

selfish purposes that do not consider the welfare of all, then 

the covenant is broken and our loyalty to them is 

misplaced. 

“Some claim that Great Crystal cannot be cracked, that 

it is immutable and eternal and therefore the belief that the 

Skeksis have broken it must be in error. This is not true. At 

least one of our people has seen it, and it is dark and 

damaged. My seers assure me this is true, and it is a grave 

threat to the harmonious existence of all life on Thra. 

“This matter concerns not only the Woodland clan, but 

all Gelfling and all life. Because of this, I am calling for a 

Gelfling Gathering, as is my right as Queen of the 

Woodland clan. My messengers will visit all the other clan 

queens and request that they send delegations to Vapra 

City. I am also sending messengers to others whom I 

believe have a right to know. At the dawning of the Rose 

Sun, I myself will journey there, and I will meet with 

Queen Elzbeth and entreat her to officiate the Gathering as 

final arbiter and ritual guardian.” 

The crowd muttered, some grumbled with occasional 

shouts rising above the din. 

Queen Sylanna raised one hand and brought it down in 

a sharp, sweeping motion. “This is not a discussion,” she 

continued with controlled impatience. “I have seen what I 

need to see, and I have spoken with those whom I need to 

speak. The clans must meet. A Gelfling Gathering must 

take place. If we are to address this threat in one strong 

voice, we must be united.” 

This prompted a few cheers from the crowd, Rian 

among them, but they were by no means in the majority. 
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The momentum of belief and tradition continued to carry 

the rest down the path with which they were familiar. 

“Until I return, we will send no more people of the 

Woodland clan to work at the Castle of the Crystal. No 

requests from the Skeksis for people or provisions will be 

honored. For now, our people working for them may 

remain if they so choose. If they do not, they will be 

welcomed home. I hope I am clear on this point. 

“I will require specific assistance from some of you, 

especially those I have chosen to accompany me to Vapra 

city. If you are so... honored...” A chuckle rose from 

several listeners. “...you will receive a message soon of 

what I require. 

“I know many of you still have questions, and I am 

sorry I cannot remain to address them all, but this matter is 

urgent and I must prepare. I have designated my assistant, 

Veneris, to act in my stead while I am away. If I do not 

return, she will be your new queen. I trust you will support 

her in the troubling times I fear may be ahead of us.” 

She dipped her head. “May the Harmony of Life guide 

us all.” 

“May the Harmony of Life guide us all,” the crowd 

murmured in reply to the ancient blessing. 



8 – Venturing Forth 
 

It did not surprise Rian when one of Queen Sylanna’s 

messengers knocked at the door soon after they returned 

home. He expected to be tasked with accompanying her to 

Vapra City, and he wanted to go. He had done what he had 

set out to do. He had told his people about Nial and the 

Crystal, but more remained. The Gelfling clans must be 

united, and that apparently required a Gelfling Gathering. 

Until Jul had mentioned it, Rian had never heard of them 

before, but others had, although they took place only in 

times of crisis. Another Gathering would be happening 

soon. He needed to be there. 

The messenger, a girl he did not recognize, younger 

and a bit shorter than himself, fumbled through the stack of 

folded pages she carried in a leather shoulder satchel. Each 

had a name written on the outside in green ink. 

“Rian?” the messenger asked. She sounded tired. It 

was late with only the dim light of the Dying Sun to guide 

her on her way. Most people would be home at this time 

getting ready for bed. He wondered how many messages 

she had delivered so far and how many more she had left to 

go. 

“That’s me.” 

“My name is Pyn. I have a message for you from the 

queen.” She held out a square of folded paper with his 

name penned on the outside. 

He took it, thanked her, and started to close the door, 

but she held out her hand. 

“I also have one here for Lara at the same house and 

one for someone called Zoon. Are they here?” 

“Zoon?” Rian asked, surprised. 

“I have to hand over each one personally. Sorry,” the 

messenger said. 
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“Yes?” The Podling came out of the kitchen wiping his 

hands on a towel. “You want to talk?” he said to Rian. 

“No, but there’s a messenger here to see you. I think 

Queen Sylanna wants you to come with us to Vapra City.” 

Rian glanced at the one he held. There were only a few 

words written inside, telling him what he should bring, and 

where and when to meet. 

“Hello, pretty Gelfling girl,” Zoon said. “You want to 

see me, yes?” 

“You’re Zoon?” 

She had probably never seen a Podling before. Except 

for the few who worked at the Castle of the Crystal, they 

tended not to travel far from where they were born. To her 

credit, she neither chuckled nor cringed when his wide 

mouth stretched into an enormous grin. 

“Yes! How did you know? Also cook, grandfather, 

gardener, and good listener. You want my secret for 

turblaroot chowder. Very yummy. I tell you. You cook?” 

“Um, no. Not very well. But I have a message for 

you.” She held out another piece of paper. 

“For me? All written down? Very pretty. Thank you!” 

“You’re a grandfather, Zoon?” Lara said, stepping up 

to take her message. 

“Yes. Many little ones in my pod.  Big family.” He 

waved the letter in his hand. “This mean I going on... What 

the word?” 

“Trip?” she said. 

“No. Bigger. More surprises.” 

“Adventure?” Rian tried. 

“Yes! Make for lots of stories for grandchildren when I 

go home, yes?” 

“Probably. What does yours say?” Rian asked pointing 

at the paper Zoon still held in his hand, unopened. 
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Zoon held it to his ear. “Say? Is paper. Paper not say 

anything.” 

“No, I mean inside.” 

“Oh, writing!” He shrugged, opened it, and held it in 

various directions before handing it to Rian. “You tell me, 

yes?” 

Rian read the few short lines silently and summarized 

them for Zoon. “It says you’re going as a witness to 

provide testimony.” 

The Podling stared at him with genial 

incomprehension. 

“It means Queen Sylanna wants you to tell Queen 

Elzbeth what you saw and heard at the Castle of the 

Crystal,” Rian explained. 

“Oh, no problem.” 

“Not about your recipes, about the Skeksis and people 

disappearing, I imagine,” Rian said to make sure the 

Podling understood. 

“I can do. I hear much. Everyone come to eat Zoon’s 

food. They talk. I listen.” 

“What about yours, Lara,” her brother asked. 

“It says I’m joining the group as a junior seer. I’m not 

surprised, really. There’s a legend, more of a theory, really, 

that when seven seers of seven clans meet, the future may 

be foretold. Queen Sylanna may be thinking of proposing 

we try something like that at the Gelfling Gathering.” 

“Has it ever been done before?” Rian asked her. 

“I don’t think anyone really knows, but I doubt it. The 

clans don’t meet together often— actually, hardly ever, 

maybe once every hundred trine.” 

“Is it dangerous, a ‘seeing’ like this? You said they 

could alter the future.” 

“That’s what I’ve been told, but I am just a trainee. I 

still have much to learn.” 
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“I have a feeling we’ll all be learning a lot before this 

is over.” 

 

### 

 

The party going to Vapra City began gathering outside 

Meeting Hill before dawn of the Rose Sun. Rian did not 

expect there would be so many people here. Some were just 

wishing farewell to others, but by the time of the Greater 

Dawn, he counted twenty-one escorts in tan tunics armed 

with bows and slings, seven seers counting Lara, three 

woodland scouts wearing green cloaks not unlike those the 

Spriton wore, and six baggage handlers. The commander of 

the escorts, a relatively short-haired and broad-shouldered 

Gelfling man by the name of Marn, moved among them, 

organizing and giving instructions. Zoon was told he’d be 

the cook and was given a pack of provisions and cooking 

utensils, which he accepted happily. Marn told Rian he 

would be serving as an additional baggage handler and 

gave him a large pack to carry. Rian had no complaint. He 

knew he’d make a better baggage handler than a scout or an 

escort. He had retrieved his staff from home and, although 

he had some talent with it, he was far from experienced in 

actual fighting, and he was an amateur, at best, at 

woodsman skills. He always assumed he would become a 

woodworker like his father had after his enlistment with the 

Castle Guard. 

Queen Sylanna arrived last and spoke a quick word to 

Commander Marn before coming to see Rian. She was 

outfitted for travel with a brown, calf-length hooded cloak, 

a leather pack, and a metal-shod walking staff, which she 

swung lightly, implying she could use it for more than 

walking. It was not a typical weapon for a woman, but his 

experienced eye saw that she knew how to use it well. 
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“See what you started?” she said to him with a smile. 

“I had to,” he said. “I promised Nial I would bring 

word of what he found. I think it would have been worse if 

I didn’t.” 

“I think so, too. All the clans need to know, and we 

need to decide what to do. That’s the reason we’re going to 

see Queen Elzbeth of the Vapra. She’s currently the final 

arbiter and ritual guardian for all the clans. The duty rotates 

every ten trines. It’s an ancient agreement but it works.” 

This sounded odd to Rian. “What if the Vapra clan is 

involved in some dispute she’s called to arbitrate?” he 

asked. 

“Then the next clan queen in line officiates for that 

case.” 

A shout from the escort commander signaled they were 

ready to leave. People shouldered their loads, got into their 

assigned positions, and headed out away from the village. 

Lara walked with seers, as did Zoon, for some reason. 

Queen Sylanna walked where she pleased and stayed in 

back with Rian and the other baggage carriers. 

“Why so many people,” Rian asked as they walked 

toward the trees. 

“We did a ‘seeing.’ A few of them, actually, before I 

spoke to the clan. “One of them suggested danger on our 

path to Vapra City, but the results were vaguer than they 

should have been. We could not determine the cause or 

location of the danger. That’s why we have three sevens for 

our escort. All of the men chosen by Commander Marn 

have served as guards at the Castle of the Crystal, so they 

have some experience with weapons, and if the Hunter is 

following us, they will be quicker to react than someone 

who has never seen a Skeksis before.” 

This made sense to him. The first sight of a Skeksis, 

three or four times the height of a Gelfling, and with the 
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cold eyes of a reptile and the pointed beak of a predatory 

bird, they could be startling enough to cause a person to 

hesitate. If the Hunter was pursuing them, any hesitation 

would most likely prove fatal. 

“Your sister probably told you about why we are 

bringing so many seers,” Queen Sylanna said.” 

“She mentioned that it might be able to foretell the 

future with enough of them working together.” 

“Prophesy is said to be possible, but a clearer vision of 

what is happening now would be enough. What I’m hoping 

for is verification of what the Skeksis have done and what 

they intend.” 

A great scarlet windsifter flew into their path and 

hovered near Rian for a moment, as if its tiny insect mind 

was determining if he was a flower, before darting away. 

“You also might like to know,” Sylanna said, “that we 

did a Seeing on the crystals you brought to me. As a group, 

they reek of deception, but we could not determine any 

details. We might have gotten better results by doing them 

separately, but we did not have the time, or the stamina. A 

Seeing takes a considerable amount of effort even for 

experienced and talented seers.” 

With all signs of the valley of the Woodland clan now 

behind them, they reformed into a single line to follow the 

thin forest path, which made it more difficult to carry on a 

conversation. The trees were thick and healthy here, 

abundant with life singing its songs and dancing its dances. 

Rian knew all was not as peaceful as it seemed. Animals 

competed for territory, food and mates. Predators hunted 

and killed. But there was a harmony underlying it all 

working to create something larger, which was just as alive 

as the individual creatures and plants that comprised it. 

Queen Sylanna moved to the head of their column 

where Marn and the other escorts were. A scout preceded 
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them, and the other two trailed a few steps behind the 

porters. Each of the scouts had bows in one hand and a 

quiver of white fletched arrows on their backs. Their 

vigilance should have made him feel more secure, but it 

only succeeded in reminding him of the threat that might be 

following. 

They stopped to rest in a small clearing near a narrow 

stream where tiny grazers kept the vegetation trimmed as 

neatly as would a fussy gardener. One of the scouts 

scurried up a nearby tree to provide a lookout, Zoon set to 

work on a fire to prepare a meal, and the escorts patrolled a 

loose perimeter around the camp. 

Lara left the other seers and sat on the ground next to 

him. 

“Queen Sylanna is with the elder seers discussing 

whether we should try to get some sleep or press on 

through the false day of the Dying Sun. I think we’re going 

to stop when the Rose Sun sets, but I’m not sure. It’s pretty 

murky in the woods after that, and Commander Marn 

thinks we may be safer in camp with guards posted than 

trekking along a dark trail.” 

“He’s probably right. We’ve seen no sign that we’re 

being followed, as far as I know.” 

“Our scouts have seen no sign of pursuit, so far, but 

you still think he’s following, don’t you? That the Skeksis 

Hunter is out there somewhere.” 

“Maybe. I’m not sure. I may have just let Jul’s and 

Zoon’s stories about him scare me.” 

“Well, he sounds scary to me.” 

Queen Sylanna approached them, still carrying her 

staff. “Mind if I join you?” she asked. 

Rian tried to stand as a sign of respect for his 

sovereign’s presence, but she told him not to. 
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“This isn’t that kind of occasion, and being 

unnecessarily formal at a time like this just gets in the way 

of what really matters,” she said, sitting on the short grass 

near them so that they formed three points of an imaginary 

triangle. “Rian, I was wondering how well you know 

Commander Jemmar at the Castle of the Crystal.” 

He had worked under him for almost a full trine, but he 

could not honestly say he knew him well, which is what he 

told her. 

“I sent a messenger to let him know what we’re doing. 

Nothing written, of course, and I was wondering how he 

might respond.” 

“I’m not sure, but I think if you told him he could 

come home and bring all the guards with him, he might do 

it.” 

“That is an option. But it might be better if they stayed 

there as, well, kind of spies, I suppose. Your encounter with 

the one Queen Maree of the Spriton clan sent gave me the 

idea, but it’s dangerous for them. I’m leaving the decision 

to him. He’s the one who would know best.” 

“I wonder if Queen Maree called for a Gelfling 

Gathering, too,” Rian said. “Jul told me she might.” 

“I don’t know. We got no messages from them before 

we left, but it’s possible. I sent messengers to all the clan 

queens. I made sure that those with the farthest to travel 

had the calling gift. I’m hoping they’ll be able to find 

landstriders willing to carry them.” 

“Rian’s got it,” Lara said. 

“No I don’t,” he said. 

“Yes you do. Animals have always responded to you. 

You’ve just never asked anything of them.” 

“What would I ask them? Besides, I have no right to 

impose.” 
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She gave him a friendly slap on the shoulder. “And 

that proves it. People who don’t have the gift would never 

say anything like that.” 

“Yeah, I’d say that pretty much proves it,” Queen 

Sylanna agreed, giving him a brief smile before continuing. 

“I’ve also sent messages to Aughra and to the Valley of the 

Mystics. For now, I’d like that not be common knowledge, 

but since you’ve been central to all of this, I thought you 

deserved to know.” 

He could sort of understand contacting Aughra. Some 

said she was a gruff goddess, some called her the Witch 

Woman, but all the old stories said she had been a good 

friend to Gelfling in ages past, although no one he knew of 

had ever seen her, assuming she was somehow still alive. 

But the Mystics? 

“Why send word to the Mystics? They’re evil. They, 

well, they’re said to—” 

“I know what is said, but I also know who says it. The 

Skeksis have betrayed our trust. They have hidden the truth 

and replaced it with lies and deceptions. I expect they have 

done the same with regard to the mysterious Mystics. What 

the Skeksis say about them seems to me to be intended to 

prevent us from seeking them out, which makes me suspect 

that we should.” 

Zoon announced that the meal was ready by banging a 

large wooden spoon on a skillet like a gong. 

When Rian sat down to eat, a turtur, a grayish, 

omnivorous bird with indiscriminating tastes, and about the 

size of two fists when its wings were furled, settled onto the 

ground next to him. It must have found the smell of Zoon’s 

gourd mush appetizing. Rian placed and dab of it on a flat 

leaf for the bird. He ate the rest himself, It was 

unsurprisingly tasty and filling. 
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After all had eaten, they set out again and travelled 

until the setting of the Rose Sun. By the time that the 

slowly shrinking Dying Sun was the only one remaining in 

the sky, they had finished setting camp and the people not 

assigned to stand watch were settling into an uneasy sleep. 

 

### 

 

SkekMal hid in the woods and watched a large group 

of Gelfling leaving their village. Two of the natives that the 

sniveling chamberlain wanted were with them. The third 

had separated from them back along the trail and had gone 

a different way, heading for the home of the Spriton clan. 

He let him, knowing he could not catch him before he got 

there. There were also signs of a fourth, a Drenchen male 

by the smell, but he was of no concern. He knew the 

Chamberlain well enough not to accept that the story he 

provided about those he sought was entirely factual, and he 

wondered again what was so special about these fugitives 

that they concerned him so greatly.  He would have to take 

them alive, if possible, and find out. 

The group in the valley below was too large and too 

close to the village to attack discretely. He placed his 

powerful bow and large quiver of black arrows on the 

ground next to him and considered his alternatives. 

He could just go down there and demand them. He was 

Skeksis, after all, but if the group did not comply as 

agreeably as they should, if they proved hostile, it could be 

risky. Nothing he could not handle, of course, but it could 

get complicated when skekSo and the others found out. He 

did not like those kinds of complications. They could not 

be readily resolved with physical prowess or skill at arms. 

If the Gelfling did hand them over, the hunt would be 

far less fun. This is how the Chamberlain and most of the 
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others would handle a situation like this. His decadent 

brethren did not appreciate the opportunity their divided 

forms provided them. They squabbled for meaningless 

positions and status among themselves back at the Castle 

while real feelings of dominance could be found out here 

among the creatures of this backward world. In his former, 

complacent UrSkek form, he could never have appreciated 

the raw thrill of hunting down a terrified adversary, running 

it to ground, utterly defeating it in body and soul, and then 

consuming it. But as a Skeksis, he harbored the urges of the 

predator. He craved the experience of the real, physical 

conquest of another, and he relished the feeling of power it 

provided him. SkekTek puttered in his lab and drained 

living essence into neat little bottles with about as much 

passion as making a pot of tea. Effective as it may be, it 

was a pale and flavorless thing compared with the hunt, 

savoring your prey’s growing terror as it realized its 

inevitable fate, and then prying away the last of its life, 

drawing it into yourself as it struggled futilely to resist. 

The Gelfling he caught earlier, some kind of 

messenger, he assumed, provided a good but all too brief 

run. Gelfling could provide a long period of entertainment, 

but he had to kill this one quickly because he was so close 

to the Gelfling village. SkekTek would not be able to drain 

that one, although skekMal made sure it did not go to 

waste. 

The band of Gelfling entered the woods. SkekMal 

picked up his gear and forged a route that would parallel 

theirs. The only sign of his passage was the silence around 

him as animals fled, hid, or froze in fear. 

He followed discretely, concealing himself in the 

undergrowth, crouching low and motionless when anyone 

might be watching, and darting as silent as a shadow to 

another spot only when he knew he would be unobserved 
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by any of his quarry. They paused briefly once, but he 

found no opportunity to catch one unawares away from the 

others. Perhaps he could devise some kind of trap or 

ambush to get them to scatter. Then he might be able to 

separate the two he wanted and bring them down before the 

rest could regroup. 

Soon, they left again. Their single line formation made 

it possible for him to take one of those he sought relatively 

easily, but not both and certainly not alive. He considered 

attempting it anyway but held back. A better opportunity 

might present itself. He could savor the hunt a bit longer. 

There was no rush. 

 

### 

 

Pyn’s trilling call was answered after only her third 

attempt. She heard them first, just a soft brushing of the 

leaves and grass as they made their careful way through the 

trees on their long, stilt like legs. It delighted her to find 

landstriders so near the village. The tall, stately creatures 

seldom ventured so deeply into the thick woods. She could 

almost believe that the two drawing near were expecting 

her. She could not talk to them, exactly, nor they to her, but 

she spoke to them anyway in the only language she knew, 

pointing in the general direction she believed she needed to 

go to find the Valley of the Mystics. Their understanding 

was implied when one of them gracefully knelt to allow her 

to mount. 

She was concerned at first when they headed in a 

different direction, but soon she understood. They were 

going to a place where the forest was thinner. Once out of 

the dense vegetation, they increased their speed to one 

much greater than Pyn could have run even on a clear trail, 

and she was quick, for a Gelfling. 
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The landstriders must have known her destination 

better than she did, because before the setting of the Rose 

Sun, they arrived in a steep, twisting valley full of mist. 

Standing stones etched with spirals and other strange 

symbols guided their way to a secluded gorge carved by 

flows and trickles of falling water with steep rock walls and 

sheltered caves. Waterfalls and small ponds littered the area 

in such an aesthetic arrangement they could not be natural, 

despite their appearance. 

A creature unlike any she had ever seen met her at the 

narrow entrance. It was easily three or four times her size, 

with a protruding face and long, sand colored hair. An 

ornate wood staff of hard nutwood with a small rock crystal 

inset near the top was held loosely in one of its four hands, 

and it wore loose garments of cream and green with swirl 

designs woven into the fabric. 

“Greetings, young Gelfling. I am urSu of the Mystics. 

You bear a message.” 

It was not a question. She had heard they were 

magicians, cruel wizards, in fact. They were called soul 

stealers, and some said they ate children, but the eyes 

gazing at her held no malice. The face showed no 

aggression. If anything could be read from it, it was 

serenity, or perhaps resignation. 

She remained mounted. Her queen had commanded 

her to come here, but she could not promise that the rumors 

about the Mystics were false. No one, as far as she knew, 

had ever met them. All the tales of them committing 

atrocities could be traced back to the Skeksis, though, 

whose veracity was now in doubt. This Mystic did not 

appear dangerous, but she remained on the landstrider, 

trusting it to defend both her and itself if need be. 

“Yes, Lord,” she said. 
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“We are not lords, nor do we wish to be. Do you bring 

us a message from the Skeksis or from the Gelfling? Too 

soon for one, I think, and possibly too late for the other, but 

times are troubled. Discordant notes disturb the ideal 

harmonies. 

His last statement made no sense to her, but she 

answered his question. “I was sent by Queen Sylanna of the 

Woodland Gelfling.” 

“I see. You are safe here. Do not be afraid.” 

She found the sound of his voice soothing, but she 

knew that could be a deception, some form of magic, 

perhaps. But no matter how skeptically she tried to see him, 

she could not imagine this calm creature harming anyone. 

She stroked the landstrider’s neck and thanked it for 

bringing her here. It fluttered its ears, which she took to 

mean something like ‘You’re welcome’ or ‘No trouble,’ 

and then it knelt for her to dismount. 

She followed the Mystic, urSu, to the heart of their 

small settlement. Other mystics sat among the rocks 

weaving, mixing herbs, or settled in quiet contemplation 

around a sand painting of complex spirals in both vibrant 

and muted shades. 

“I must call the others,” ur Su said, “and then you may 

tell us all what you have come to say.” 

The sound he made was more of a deep sonorous hum 

than it was a word, but others soon answered. They left 

their labors or emerged from caves to join them. The 

Mystics moved slowly, deliberately, mindful of each step 

and movement. Pyn felt an aura from them that she 

struggled to find a word to describe— stable, noble, 

unshakeable— something like that. They possessed an air 

that suggested they were above such simple things as life 

and death as she knew them. 
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Once they were assembled in a circle with Pyn at its 

center, urSu said she may begin. She related the news her 

queen had sent her here to deliver— that the Skeksis had 

cracked the Crystal, that blight was creeping across Skarith, 

and that a Gelfling Gathering would be held in the city of 

the Vapra to discuss what they might do. The Mystics 

listened with silent interest but showed no alarm. When she 

was done, urSu nodded and told her she may sit. 

“It is an awakening,” one of them said. None had been 

introduced to her, and to her unfamiliar eye they all 

appeared and sounded much alike. 

“It is a turning point,” said another. 

“We have a responsibility,” urSu said. 

They spoke in Gelfling, obviously for her benefit, but 

their words conveyed little meaning. She suspected even 

more was being said of which she remained unaware. 

“We cannot change how events unfold,” said one of 

those she saw meditating by the sand painting earlier. 

“We can help them see, but yes, their fate is theirs to 

shape. We can interfere no more.” 

“The event must nonetheless be witnessed.” 

The Mystics bowed their heads as one, which Pyn took 

as a sign of mutual agreement. They had come to a 

decision. Their conversation continued with gestures and 

sounds that Pyn assumed were words, but she could not 

guess their meanings or even the emotions behind them, 

assuming there were any. Everything they said was in the 

same calm tone. 

“Three of us will go to your Gelfling Gathering,” urSo 

finally said to her. UrSol the Chanter and urUtt the Weaver 

are the most gifted in harmonious commune with Thra and 

best able to understand the meaning of what we believe will 

occur. UrVa the Archer will ensure their safe arrival. I 

encourage you to join them. With them, you will be safe. 
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Alone in the woods, you many not be, but it is your 

choice.” 

That choice seemed obvious. “I’ll go with them,” she 

said. 

“In that case, come. They are making ready to depart.” 

She followed him along a twisting gap between sheer 

rocks carved in swirled patterns much like those she saw 

before. Soon, they emerged on the sandy bank of a wide 

stream, a tributary of the Black River, she suspected 

because the dark water, although this was more of a dark 

green than the true black of the river. Three Mystics were 

readying a boat with the same focused attention they 

seemed to pay to everything they did. 

UrSo did not interrupt them to introduce her, but he 

named them as they silently went about their work. The one 

carrying a massive bow and quiver of arrows on his back 

was urVa. UrUtt, currently coiling a long length of rope, 

wore a rust colored robe with dark red cuffs and back. The 

last, urSol the Chanter, was in a robe of dark brown 

decorated with green cords and an iridescent blue and green 

shell on his back. He wore his hair tied into a knot on top of 

his head. 

The sight of these serene people going about such 

mundane tasks intrigued her, but it was the boat that caught 

her attention the most. It possessed an organic look, like a 

long, woody seedpod, grown rather than built. It wasn’t as 

if it was something natural that was being used as a boat, 

though, it had every appearance of a very large plant with 

the sole purpose of being a boat, with a straight keel, 

tapered prow, and wide deck perfectly suited to carry three 

Mystics and a confused Gelfling messenger down the river. 

She had heard that the pod people built their homes using 

large seedpods and wondered if this might be somehow 

related. The Podling did not use their pods for boats, 
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though. Instead, they used the empty and discarded shells 

of large water beetles, or so she had heard. 

UrVa the Archer waved to beckon her aboard. 

“Farewell, young Gelfling,” urSo said. “I wish you a 

future of your own choosing.” 

She ran to the beached boat and climbed aboard. UrSol 

went to the prow, secured one end of a thick rope to the 

boat, and threw the other end in the water. Then, he chanted 

in a low tone Pyn felt more than heard. Suddenly, the rope 

went taut and they were pulled into the stream and on 

toward the river. She never discovered what by, but they 

were on their way. 



 9 – Things Change 
 

In the dim light of the Dying Sun, skekMal lurked in the 

shadows of the trees while his quarry established their 

camp in a clearing. Fourteen armed Gelfling patrolled a 

tight perimeter, and two others were posted in trees at the 

edges of the encampment as lookouts. The rest of the group 

huddled together near a fire, sharing food, talking, or 

settling down to sleep. The Gelfling and the Podling he 

sought were with them. He would have to draw away their 

protectors and scatter the others. Once they were separated, 

he could pursue and capture the two he sought. They might 

even stay together, which would make it all the easier. 

The lookouts were his greatest challenge. The sharp-

eyed Gelfling were vigilant, now, but they might become 

complacent as the false day wore on without incident, 

giving them the mistaken belief they were safe. 

He withdrew and began improvising tripwires and 

snares to distract and delay those he expected would be 

foolish enough to try to find him once he began his attack. 

They would want to find their unknown assailants, and his 

traps would be waiting for them. Their screams would add 

to the confusion and panic of those left behind. 

He set his first devices in the less likely places his 

anticipated pursuers might go, where the woodland growth 

was thickest. Here, there was less chance he would be 

prematurely detected. Although he made no sound himself, 

he could do nothing about the forest creatures nearby who 

became aware of his presence. His mask must provide 

some concealment from their senses because they did not 

seem to notice him until he was close to within striking 

distance. When they did, their cries of alarm and the rustle 

of vegetation they made in their bids for safety rose above 

the normal din of the deep woods. The Gelfling sentries, if 
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they noticed this at all, would probably assume that some 

less dangerous predator was on the prowl. 

He tied a final knot in one of his tripwires and moved 

to one of the more likely paths the Gelfling fighters might 

take— the one they used to reach here. This area was more 

open, so he took extra care to remain out of sight. 

Suddenly, a shout came from one of the lookouts in the 

trees. It must have spotted him. 

He dropped the trap he was working on, grabbed his 

bow, and darted into deeper cover, barely disturbing the 

branches and other vegetation around him, but sending a 

few small animals into hasty flight. There, he paused 

briefly to send an arrow toward the attentive scout’s hiding 

place. It was still in flight when he dashed to a different 

spot and released a second arrow. 

He continued to race from one location to the next, 

shooting arrows from each to make it appear to the Gelfling 

group that they were facing more than one attacker. By this 

time, shouts and screams of terror came from the main 

party, where some of his shots had been casually directed. 

His purpose was not to kill many of them but to cause 

panic. Once they fled in fear, all he had to do was see what 

direction his intended prey took and run them down. 

He expected those ringing the camp to be venturing 

into the trees by now to seek out their attackers and achieve 

the thrill and glory of the kill for themselves. The strong 

should have answered their instinctive call to hunt, and the 

weak should have fled in fear. They did not. Instead, the 

fighters stupidly drew tighter around the center to protect 

their weaker members. There, he could massacre them all 

from a distance with little chance of missing until he ran 

out of arrows. It was hardly sporting, but if this was their 

choice.... 
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As he readied another shot, the Gelfling’s tight 

formation split and two groups of six each forked out to 

either side of his location. A third group stayed behind, 

firing their own arrows and sling bullets into the trees. He 

dodged those but was forced to withdraw before the other 

two groups could flank him on either side. 

Their quick and efficient response surprised him. His 

past experience with Gelflings proved they were not timid, 

and they could be clever, but he never expected they could 

thwart his attack, let alone pose much of a threat. 

He darted safely away, dodging between trees. When 

he was beyond any reasonable chance of detection, he 

stopped to take stock of his situation. About a third of his 

arrows were spent, and he left behind some of the materials 

he brought for traps. Other than these, he remained well 

supplied. Food was no problem. There was a forest full of 

it, climbing trees or crawling on the ground. 

The Gelfling proved better than he anticipated. He 

smiled. They might provide some sport after all. 

 

### 

 

Rian was finally falling asleep when something roused 

him to full and wary wakefulness. He sat up and looked 

around him. People sleeping, or trying to sleep, surrounded 

a low burning fire. Sentries stood at their posts facing the 

woods. The crackle of flames, the deep breathing of those 

asleep, an occasional snore from Zoon, a soft breeze 

rustling the tops of the trees, and most of the other sounds 

of the forest all seemed normal, but something was not 

quite right. He reached for the staff lying next to him. 

“What’s wrong?” Lara said, unfolding from her 

blanket. 
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“I’m not sure. I think I heard something.” It was a 

noise, he knew that much. Some sound coming from the 

woods, which he could not specify and did not consciously 

understand, warned him of danger. 

A shout of alarm came from one of the scouts in the 

trees, and then mayhem erupted. The guardsmen not on 

duty quickly sprang out of their blankets, took up their 

weapons and formed a second ring of defense around the 

queen and the rest of her party. Large arrows zipped out of 

the trees. Some of the Gelfling sentries responded with 

arrows of their own as they drew back to help defend the 

rest. 

More arrows flew. Rian saw one sentry fall, and then 

he heard a surprising clang. When he turned to see what it 

was, he saw Zoon standing behind him with a large iron 

skillet in his hands and a terrified look on his face. One of 

the large arrows lay on the ground next to him. 

“I good with pans,” the Podling said. “Not use like this 

before, but work.” 

All around him seemed a confused, noisy rush of 

activity, although he knew there was method to this 

madness. When Rian turned again, their armed escorts had 

reformed and two squads were heading toward the trees. 

This seemed to deter their invisible attacker because the 

incoming fire stopped. After a few moments of relative 

calm, he heard the queen give orders to one of the 

guardsmen, although he could not make out what she said. 

People were talking, shouting, one or two were crying. 

“Are you all right, Lara?” he asked his sister. 

“Yes. You?” 

“Fine.” 

“I okay, too,” Zoon said. “Good pan. Little scratch 

now, but still good pan. I go help. Got some healing moss 

in my bag.” 
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He waddled off just as the guards with Commander 

Marn returned from the woods. He stopped to direct his 

men with shouts and waves of his hand, and then 

approached Queen Sylanna to present a succinct report, 

providing just what she needed to know without much 

elaboration. 

“We have three dead. One of the scouts is injured. He 

has a deep slice in his shoulder from where one of those 

arrows grazed him. He should recover, but he’s not fit for 

duty. Once he’s been treated, he’ll be able to travel, though. 

Whoever attacked us has fled. They left some traps in the 

woods. My people are clearing them now.” 

“Do you know who it was?” she asked. “For sure, I 

mean. I know who you suspect.” 

He considered before responding. “No one got a clear 

look. It may have been just one person, but he was large— 

much larger than a Gelfling. Several of our people saw 

enough for us to know that. If it was just one, he was 

unbelievably quick and surprisingly stealthy, considering 

his size.” 

He turned and waved to one of the people under his 

command. “Tejal! Do you have them? Bring them here.” 

One of the sentries approached with several of the 

long, black arrows in his arms. 

“I had Tejal collect as many of these as he could find,” 

Marn said. 

“Much too large for a Gelfling,” she commented 

unnecessarily. The arrows were almost as tall as she was. 

“The Hunter?” 

He shrugged. “That is what I presume, but like I said, 

no one got a clear look.” 

“Is Hunter,” Zoon said, returning. “He sometimes 

come to my kitchen with dead animal to cook and arrows in 
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bag on his back.” He pointed a trembling finger. “Those 

arrows. His. Hunter’s. I sure.” 

“Thank you, Zoon,” the queen said. “That is useful 

information. Tejal, pack these up. We will bring them with 

us.” 

The sentry bowed and left to do what his queen 

commanded. 

“Marn,” she continued, “I need your advice.” 

“Your Majesty.” 

She sighed. Rian suspected the formality was 

beginning to irritate her, but he realized it was necessary. It 

helped keep disturbing events at an emotional distance so 

they could be dealt with rationally. It was one of the first 

things taught to guards at the Castle. 

“Do you believe it would be safer to continue on 

through the false day or camp until true dawn?” 

“Before I answer that, I’d like to get an expert 

opinion.” He turned to the Podling, still hovering nearby 

pretending not to listen. “Zoon?” 

“Yes, Commander Gelfling Marn?” 

“You know the Hunter. What do you suggest? Should 

we try to rest or keep going?” 

The Podling cook shook his head. “Hunter not rest. He 

not go away. Best thing if Hunter near is be someplace else 

quick as you can. Not do much good, though. Hunter 

follow.” 

Marn nodded. “Now that we know he’s found us, I 

agree. It’s clear he can attack us as long as we’re in the 

woods, so I think we need to be out of them. Once we reach 

Vapra City, we should be reasonably safe, or at least safer 

than we are here. I suggest we change our marching order, 

though.” 

He paused to give this some thought. Eventually, he 

suggested splitting into three units traveling several paces 
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apart to make it more difficult for skekMal to use traps or a 

quick attack that would send them into disarray. Each 

group would have six armed guards. The seers and porters 

would be as equally divided among the groups as possible, 

but Rian, Zoon, and the queen would have to be in different 

groups because, he said, they were the Hunter’s most likely 

targets. 

Queen Sylanna agreed, and dismissed him to arrange 

it. 

When Marn had gotten far enough away not to hear, 

she sighed and her regal bearing collapsed into slumped 

shoulders and a careworn face. “We have no choice,” Rian 

heard her whisper to herself. 

Under the dim light of the Dying Sun, they buried their 

dead, packed their gear, and moved on. 

 

### 

 

Augrha, Watcher of the Heavens, Keeper of Secrets, 

Eye of the World, sat snoring under a gnarled tree 

considerably less ancient than she was. The Great Sun 

rising over the ragged rocks behind her painted the sky with 

wispy red and orange brushstrokes, and a soothing breeze, 

cool and fragrant with the smell of plants and pollen, 

wafted up from the stream below. 

With a final, definitive snort, the one functioning eye 

remaining in her horned and wrinkled head popped open. 

She held out her hand, and a plump red fruit fell into it. 

She stood with all the grace of a sack of wet roots and 

took a sweet, crunchy bite of the tree’s offering. With 

sticky juice dribbling off the thin, curled hairs on her 

receding chin and onto her already stained clothing, she 

cocked her head, listening, sensing the world around her. 
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“What? A Visitor? Can’t be. No one visit Aughra any 

more.” 

She took another bite, spitting out the seeds. They 

deserved a chance. 

“All right. May as well see what it’s about.” 

She waddled down to the shallow stream, eating the 

fruit as she went until nothing was left but the core. Then 

she ate that, too. 

On the opposite bank, behind the reeds and leafy river 

plants, a Gelfling, barely more than a boy, sat on a tired 

landstrider, which dipped its head to her in respect. The boy 

on its back regarded her with apprehension. 

“What you want?” she said brusquely. 

“I... I’ve come to see Aughra,” he said. 

“See Aughra? Hah! Not much to look at.” 

With a few grunts, and more than a few wheezes, she 

settled her bulk onto a flat stone on her side of the stream. 

“You’re Aughra?” the Gelfling asked, glancing around 

her as if hoping someone else might be around. 

“Who you think I am? Who else would be here on 

High Hill? No one here but Aughra. No one come 

anymore... Except you, Gelfling, and you have what you 

came for. You see Aughra. Now go home.” 

“Uh, I can’t. I mean, I was sent to give Aughra a 

message.” 

“Message, is it? Why you not say that? Who sent you? 

Was it the Skeksis? Grubby, grabby, gluttonous, ungrateful 

Skeksis?” 

“No. It was Queen Sylanna of the Woodland clan 

Gelfling.” 

“Gelfling? Gelfling all forget Aughra. Long ago they 

come. Long ago they all come, not that long ago. Not 

anymore. Now they want my help, is that it? ” 
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She glanced behind her where the catacombs lay, 

where the Gelfling once came to her— where they all came 

at the end. Before that she had taught them to listen to the 

Song of the Rocks, the whispers of the plants, the feel of 

the Harmony, and the Song of the Crystal. Once, they 

dreamfasted together and shared their joy. But now she was 

probably just a legend to them, a tale told to children to 

amuse or frighten them, embellished and distorted over the 

generations so no one even knew if there was any truth 

hidden in the words— that is, if she was remembered at all. 

She didn’t know. It would best if she didn’t care. 

“No, not exactly. I’m sure she’d appreciate your help, 

but I am to tell you that the Skeksis have cracked the Great 

Crystal and that—” 

“Oh, so you finally know that much, do you?  Took 

you long enough. Yes. They cracked the Crystal; the 

selfish, stupid, swindling Skeksis cracked the Crystal. 

Aughra knows. Aughra was there. Saw it all.” 

She shifted her weight on the rock to a somewhat less 

uncomfortable position, wheezed, coughed, and spat into 

the stream. 

“And what else, Gelfling. What else you come to say? 

Something Aughra doesn’t know already, maybe?” 

“Um, do you know about Skarith?” the Gelfling asked 

hesitantly. 

“Sick. Creeping outward. Drained of life all around the 

Castle. Thra feels it. Aughra knows it. What else you got?” 

“The Gelfling Gathering?” the unfortunate messenger 

said. 

“What about it?” 

“Queen Sylanna called for one.” 

“Did she? Good for her. When?” 

“As soon as all the clans can have representatives in 

Vapra City. She sent messengers to all of them.” 
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“Hmmm. Maybe they’ll believe her. Maybe they’ve 

seen enough. Maybe it’s not too late.” 

She lifted her hand, popped out her eye, and dipped it 

in the stream. After a few swishes, she returned it to its 

socket and fixed her stare on the now bewildered young 

Gelfling. 

“Got to see, right? The Eye of the World must see 

changes. No Great Conjunction, this, but change. One knot 

unravels and becomes another. Who knows how it will tie 

itself? Not Aughra. Patterns change. Some go, some come. 

That’s all it is. It’s all we are. Little knots, little patterns in 

reality that think we are real, think we are separate, huh? 

All one. All one, and we don’t even know. Aughra go to 

your Gelfling Gathering and maybe will see.” 

“You’re going?” 

“Of course Aughra’s going. Just said that. You not 

listening? Go home, now.” Her wide, hairy nostrils flared 

as she sniffed the wind. “Take the south track. Less 

trouble.” She lifted an arm like an old, weathered tree 

branch and pointed one gnarled finger. “That way. Can’t 

miss it.”  

She watched the Gelfling and the landstrider disappear 

around the hill, privately wishing them well. She 

remembered a time when she watched Gelfling children 

laughing, their parents playing with them and teaching 

them. She remembered dancing, singing, all of them living 

their lives in the Harmony of their magical world, and she 

had been a part of it. That all ended when the Skeksis 

cracked the Great Crystal, when they lured the Gelfling 

with promises and lies enforced with threats and fear. They 

stole their hearts and then their minds. 

It might be too late for them, now, but she did not 

know. There was a discordant note in the Harmony. The 

Song of the Crystal was no longer clear. 



10 – Encounters 
 

The radiance of the three suns, now well above the 

treetops, filtered through the thickly leafed canopy to create 

a mottled pattern of light and shadow on the forest floor 

below. The Woodland clan party stayed to the trail that 

would eventually bring them to the home of the Vapra clan, 

their impressive city, and to the Gathering called by Queen 

Sylanna. Animals, and even some of the more animated 

plants, responded to their passage by turning away or by 

pausing to watch them with unselfconscious curiosity from 

a safe distance. 

As the day became afternoon, heavy, gray clouds 

damped the daylight and a light rain began to fall. By the 

time it reached them under the tall trees it was mostly mist 

and of no great concern. They were still making good time. 

If they could keep this pace, they would be to Vapra City 

before the setting of the Rose Sun. Rian, however, expected 

that skekMal would do something to interrupt their 

progress long before they got there. 

The first of their three travelling groups came to a stop 

ahead, and word drifted back that their scout had found 

traps on the trail. No one was hurt, and he was removing 

them and making sure there were no others. The three 

groups converged while the scout worked, and friends 

sought out one another as friends are wont to do. 

Commander Marn warned his men to ready their weapons 

and remain vigilant. 

Rian saw his sister speaking with Queen Sylanna and 

joined them. Zoon soon appeared as well. 

“Time for lunch?” Zoon said. 

“Sorry, no,” said the queen. “We’ll be on our way 

soon.” 

His sister said something, a question, but Rian wasn’t 

listening. Something else had caught his attention. 
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“Rian?” she said. 

“What? Oh, sorry. I think that squikey is staring at 

me.” He pointed into one of the trees where an animal 

about the size of a Gelfling’s head clung tightly to a branch 

with all four of its prehensile paws. Squikeys were mainly 

shy, nocturnal tree climbers and nut eaters— and Rian was 

neither tree nor nut. So why was it staring at him with its 

large red bulging eyes? 

He returned its gaze and it chirped nervously. When 

Rian continued to stare bemusedly, it became more 

animated, releasing its hold with one forearm, and jumping 

on the branch. Rian felt it was trying to tell him something, 

but he did not know what. The animal’s agitation increased 

and it uttered a loud squawking sound... a warning! 

“Danger!” Rian yelled, unconsciously translating the 

animal’s cry into Gelfling. 

A large arrow sped out from the woods, striking one of 

the Gelfling archers not far from him. Rian could see the 

poor man was dead before he hit the ground. He grabbed 

his staff with both hands and took a defensive stance, but 

he saw no adversary. The queen stood by him with her staff 

ready as well. Lara crouched and scanned through the trees 

while Zoon searched through his supply packs. 

Another arrow came in from a different direction, and 

another Gelfling fell. 

Commander Marn’s voice shouted over the rest. 

“Guard details one through four, scout pattern six. Search 

and destroy.” 

Rian had only a vague idea what this meant, but twelve 

of their escorts began to move while another arrow sped 

from the trees from yet a different point. This one was 

obviously intended for Marn, but he managed to dodge to 

the side and it embedded itself deeply in the tree behind 

him. 
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The seers and porters huddled where they were using 

whatever cover they could find while the few remaining 

fighters stood ready to protect them. The large black arrows 

continued to arrive and find targets. Gelfling lay dead or 

wounded around him. He never even caught a glimpse of 

the Hunter, but suddenly, he heard him. A malicious, 

taunting laugh rose from the woods and echoed from the 

trees, never from the same place twice, and the arrows kept 

coming. 

Lara and Zoon crawled among the wounded, doing 

what he could for them with healing moss and bandages 

while Rian and the queen stood over them for protection, 

for all the good it would do. They could not endure this 

much longer. 

Then, another sound came from the woods, a horn, and 

more arrows arched through the leaves, but these were 

smaller and fletched with white feathers— Gelfling arrows! 

Their escorts must have located the Hunter, but none of 

their people carried horns, did they? Rian could not recall 

seeing anybody with one, but he knew the Spriton Gelfling 

used them. 

The Skeksis laughter suddenly transformed into a 

scream of rage and the influx of arrows ceased. 

No one stood. They knew this was not over because 

they heard the sound of movement in the forest, then a 

Gelfling scream. Whoever had come to the rescue was now 

the hunted. 

The group around him waited with apprehensive 

silence, waiting for the next sound that might indicate what 

was transpiring out of their sight. It came from an 

unexpected direction, downwind along the trail leading to 

the city. It sounded like a roar, although it could have been 

a word that had lost all coherent meaning in the enthusiasm 
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of the speaker, but it was not Skeksis. Unless Rian was 

much mistaken, this sound came from a Drenchen Gelfling. 

A loud crash of broken branches and trampled shrubs 

came from the woods on one side of the trail. Rian turned 

to see what was happening as a cloud of leaves and twigs 

erupted from the greenery. Behind it charged a Skeksis, one 

the largest and most frightening he had ever seen. In his 

white mask and leather garments, more form fitting and 

practical than those worn by other Skeksis, he had the 

appearance of the dangerous phantom he was. But this was 

no time for a fashion critique. The Hunter was making 

straight toward him. 

Rian steeled himself and brought his staff to a guard 

position. Queen Sylanna, standing beside him, did the 

same. The enraged Skeksis reached them in an eye blink. 

The queen stepped forward to meet his assault and thrust 

with her staff. SkekMal brushed it away almost casually as 

if her skilled attack were no more than a minor annoyance. 

He brought his arm back around and shoved her away with 

such force that her feet left the ground. She landed several 

paces away in a lush scarberry bush, stunned, possibly 

unconscious. 

At the same time, Rian also attacked, hoping for a 

solid hit to the Skeksis’ midsection while he was still off 

balance. His thrust never connected, deflected by a rapid 

twist of the black bow skekMal held in his other arm. 

Rian was sure he was doomed. There was nothing he 

could do against such a large and nimble adversary, and 

skekMal obviously knew it. He stepped back and lifted his 

head in maniacal laughter. 

Rian glanced around him for help, and, as if in 

response, a few Gelfling arrows, shot by those who were 

either trusting in their skills not to hit one of their own or 

too panicked to consider the possibility, flew toward 
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skekMal. The Skeksis dodged, he danced, he bent into 

acrobatics Rian would have thought impossible, and not 

one arrow found its mark. Then the huge predator’s arm 

snatched an arrow from his quiver, spun around, and 

released it from his bow into the trees. 

SkekMal turned toward him, still dodging occasional 

arrows. “Now little Gelfling, the hunt is ended.” 

Rian held his staff defiantly, but with little hope. 

SkekMal’s arm shot out, but not toward him, to the side. It 

returned with claws around a struggling Zoon, ineffectually 

swinging a large skillet. 

“Sneaky Podling. Should I kill it now, or save it for 

latter?” the Skeksis mused. 

Rian looked around the battlefield desperately. There 

must be something he could do, but everyone he saw was 

either down or as hopelessly outmatched as he was. They 

could not overpower him. They could not even hit him. He 

was too fast, too strong, too aware of the threats around 

him. 

In his search for possible allies, Rian noticed the little 

squikey still watching nervously from the tree. There was 

nothing it could do, but Rian sent a desperate plea with his 

eyes. Anything, he thought. Anything at all. Just distract 

him. 

The tree dweller cocked its furry head as if listening or 

thinking, then it launched itself from the tree and landed on 

skekMal’s masked head. 

The Skeksis screamed in anger more than pain, 

dropping his bow and flinging the struggling Zoon into the 

trees. He reached up with both hands to remove the squikey 

that was doing its best to claw out his eyes. 

“Now!” Rian screamed, hoping the archers would 

understand. “Shoot!” 
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He took up his staff and thrust again, this time 

managing a glancing blow. At the same time, a dozen or 

more Gelfling arrows flew from the woods, and some hit. 

These were followed by even more from other directions 

and some of them also found their marks before skekMal 

managed to dislodge the persistent squikey and fling it 

away from him. The Skeksis staggered, quickly regained 

his balance, and then, with blood seeping from several tears 

in his leather armor, he dashed into the trees. 

SkekMal was no longer being stealthy, but he was still 

fast. The crash of vegetation being trampled, the twang of 

bowstrings, and the screams of Gelfling unlucky enough to 

be in his path, announced his retreat. The sounds faded as 

the Skeksis made good his escape. 

Moments of eerie silence followed. A few people 

moaned in pain or confusion, but the forest itself was quiet. 

Then, Rian learned who his rescuers were. 

The Woodland Gelfling were the first to emerge from 

the woods, alone or in small groups, some supporting 

injured companions. Then, Spriton archers in green hooded 

cloaks stepped onto the trail. Drenchen Gelfling came next 

in mud colored garments woven of river weeds, most 

carrying stout clubs, although some also had short bows or 

slings. The Gelfling of the different clans cast suspicious 

glances at one another at first, but it was clear to all that, in 

this, at least, they were allies. 

Rian paid little heed to their arrival, just noting from it 

that they might be safe for a while. He began searching for 

those he knew and lost track of in the confusion. The little 

strip of forest trail seemed crowded now. People who could 

were helping those in need, and others wept over those who 

were beyond help. Two of the Woodland seers were 

starting a fire, and several people were collecting food and 
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medical supplies from their baggage. He found his sister a 

short way away. 

Lara was holding a damp cloth to their queen’s head. 

His sister looked uninjured, but Queen Sylanna was another 

matter. She was lying at the side of the trail, unresponsive, 

as one of the other young seers tended to her many scrapes 

and bruises with healing moss, herbs, and bandages. 

“How is she?” Rian asked. 

The queen’s eyes opened. “She’s pampered too much,” 

she said in a weak voice. “What’s going on? No one seems 

to be able to tell me much.” 

“Um, well, skekMal is gone. He fled into the woods 

when the Spriton and Drenchen Gelfling came. He’s 

wounded, I know that for sure, but I don’t know how 

badly.” 

“The Spriton and the Drenchen, you say?” 

“Yes, they arrived pretty much together. That’s really 

all I know.” 

“What about our people? How do they fare?” The pain 

she felt and the strength she was expending to overcome it 

were evident. 

“I’m not sure. I saw some fall to skekMal, but you’re 

the fist people I’ve talked to since the attack. We’re safe 

now, though, I think.” 

“Good. Go see what else you can discover. If you find 

Commander Marn, tell him to report to me.” 

He knew better than to question her. Her regal voice 

was strained, but it was there. She would tolerate no 

disagreement for petty things like her own injuries or 

fatigue. 

He found Zoon first, sitting with his back to a tree, 

wobbly but in one piece. A pack and some supplies lay not 

far away. He did not know who owned them. A quick 

search yielded a water skin and a wedge of cheese. He gave 
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both to the battered Podling who assured him he was fine, 

despite all visual evidence to the contrary. He had deep 

bruises where skekMal had held him and multiple scrapes 

on his head. 

A group of Gelfling of different clans mingled together 

around a spot not far away, and Rian went to see why. In 

the center of that group he found Commander Marn. He 

also saw two other faces he recognized. Jul stood between 

two other Spriton Gelfling, one a broad shouldered man 

and the other a woman with a slender, athletic build. Gurjin 

mingled in a group of about six other Drenchen. Neither of 

them gave any sign that they noticed him in the crowd, and 

he did nothing to attract their attention. This was not a time 

for reunions, no matter how welcome. He was sure that 

their clans’ presence here, and their rescue of the Woodland 

group from the Hunter, had much to do with them, but he 

would thank them later. 

The Woodland Gelfling commander sat on the ground 

while one his men applied a splint to his arm. 

“Ow!” he shouted as his somewhat less battered 

caregiver tightened the straps holding the splint. 

“Sorry, Commander,” the man said. “Almost done.” 

Marn grunted and turned to one of the other Woodland 

Gelfling. “Continue, Dahn. What about the Skeksis? You 

said he fled.” 

Rian could see that he was being briefed and did not 

want to be interrupted, not by a broken arm and certainly 

not by a novice Castle Guardsman, but Rian was told by his 

queen to find him, and queens trumped commanders no 

matter how he looked at it. 

“Excuse me, Commander Marn. Queen Sylanna asked 

me to find you,” he said. 

Marn diverted his attention to Rian. “Good. I was 

actually hoping she’d find us. I have things to tell her.” 
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“She can’t come right now,” Rian said. “Actually, I’m 

not sure she can move much at all.” 

“She’s hurt?” Marn said with alarm. He stood with the 

assistance of the man tending him who, paradoxically, was 

at the same time telling him he shouldn’t get up. “Bring me 

to her.” 

Rian led Commander Marn and a sizable contingent of 

other Gelfling across the erstwhile battlefield to Queen 

Sylanna. When they got there, she was sitting up but still 

looked as if she had been hit by an angry tree with rocks in 

its branches. 

“Your Majesty,” Marn said with a bow that brought 

him a grimace of pain. 

“Sit, Marn. Everyone sit,” the Woodland queen said, 

taking in the faces around her. Her gaze stopped at one. 

“Queen Maree,” she said with some surprise. “I am 

grateful for your timely arrival and I am truly pleased to see 

you.” 

The Spriton queen? Rian saw her with Jul earlier, but 

in her mottled green cloak, no different from that the others 

of her clan wore, he had no idea who she was. 

“It seems as if we’ve both called for a Gelfling 

Gathering,” Queen Maree said. 

“As has Queen Irwix, one of the Drenchen said. He 

wore a bulky greenish brown coat and long trousers with 

large pockets, and he may have been the largest and ugliest 

Gelfling Rian had ever seen. He bowed. “Captain Karkek 

of Her Majesty’s Temporary Auxiliary Volunteers.” 

“Her what?” The Spriton Queen said. 

His expression grew a bit sheepish. Well, to be honest, 

we were sort of drafted, and I kind of made up the name 

because it sounded more... you know. But I’m pleased to be 

of some help. Queen Irwix is on her way to Vapra with 
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another group. She told us to try to find you because Gurjin 

told her about the Hunter. 

Gurjin, who was in the middle of a group of other 

Drenchen, all in the process of sitting down, raised an arm 

and smiled. It was not a pretty sight, but it was cordial. 

“We ran into the Spritons, first,” he continued. “And 

then we heard...” he waved his arm to indicate the scene 

around them. “We came as quick as we could.” 

Queen Sylanna’s mouth curved into a tiny grin. 

“Thank you, Captain Karkek. I am very glad you found us 

and I am pleased to meet you.” 

“She turned to the commander of her own guard force. 

“So, Commander Marn, what is our status?” 

“I’m still getting reports from my men, but at least nine 

of our people are dead and four are wounded... five 

counting you. Some of them can walk, but it would 

probably be better if they didn’t.” He gave her a significant 

look to make sure she understood his implication. 

“I hear you, Commander. What else?” 

“We still have some people missing, but it seems as 

though the Hunter has fled and we’re sure he was injured.” 

“That confirms what Rian told me.” 

“Would you like us to go after him? We still have 

several able bodied men, and with the Spriton and 

Drenchen here, we might be able to find him. At least we 

know now that he can be hurt.” 

“I have people tracking him,” Spriton Queen Maree 

said, “but I’ve told them not to engage unless it’s safe to do 

so. I’ve seen what he’s capable of. I suggest we wait for 

their report.” 

Her Woodland clan counterpart nodded. “I agree. 

Besides we have much to do and someplace else to be. Let 

the Dark Wood deal with skekMal as it will.” 
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“I hope it treats him harshly,” Marn said, cradling his 

arm. 

Several people nodded in agreement. The queen heard 

more reports, but all were still preliminary. Queen Maree 

and Captain Karkek remained with Queen Sylanna for a bit 

longer, but Rian and most of the others dispersed to learn 

what they could and deal with it what they found. 

Both Jul and Gurjin sought him. Gurjin reached him 

first and gave him a convivial, if somewhat malodorous, 

hug. 

“Good to see you alive, Rian.” the Drenchen former 

Castle guard said. “Sparring with Skeksis now, I heard. 

You’re braver than I thought.” 

“Stupider, too,” Jul said with a smile as he approached. 

“I didn’t really have much choice,” Rian said. “I would 

have just as soon skipped the whole thing.” 

“Can’t blame you, there,” agreed the former Spriton 

spy. “Where’s that Podling?  Is he still with you?” 

“Zoon! I left him over there somewhere,” Rian said, 

pointing in the general direction of the place he found him. 

“He’s a bit banged up, but I think he’s all right. He tried to 

hit skekMal with a frying pan!” 

“He did what?” Gurjin said incredulously. 

“That old Podling tried to fight the Hunter with a 

frying pan? And he’s all right?” Jul added, no less 

skeptical. 

“Hard heads, those Pod People must have,” Gurjin 

said. 

“Thick, too.” Jul said, shaking his head. 

“He, well, things were pretty confused,” Rian said. 

“And I guess it’s really the only weapon he had.... I mean... 

It’s really not as stupid as it sounds. In fact, I think it’s 

probably the bravest thing I’ve ever seen anyone do.” 
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“No need to be defensive,” Jul said. “We like the little 

guy, too. Let’s go see if we can find him. He’ll either be 

cooking or eating, I bet.” 

When they found him, he was doing both by a pot 

suspended on a tripod over a fire while telling stories about 

his time at the Castle to a rapt audience of Gelfling from all 

three of the clans present. 

When he saw them, he stopped in the middle of a 

simply worded and grammatically incorrect sentence and 

shouted. “Rian! Gurjin! Jul! Come. We have good food. I 

telling Gelfling people about our... um, Adventure! Yes? 

That the word. Very exciting. Scary parts. Many surprises. 

You tell, too, yes?” 

They did help clarify a few things when the audience 

seemed especially confused, but for the most part they 

listened and gratefully ate Zoon’s vegetable stew, which 

was in itself a remarkable achievement considering the 

resources he had to work with. 

When their bowls were empty, Jul and Gurjin returned 

to their superiors and Rian went to help where he could, 

tending to the injured and burying the dead. He found the 

body of the squikey who had saved him not far from the 

trail. He buried it along with the others who perished in 

their defense. 

When all the reports came in, they had twelve 

Woodland Gelfling dead including nine of their escorts, 

three porters and a scout. The seriously injured included 

three more guards, a seer, and the queen. Zoon was one of 

twelve classified as walking wounded. The Spritons lost six 

fighting men and the Drenchen only one, but their group 

had been the smallest to begin with. The Spriton squad sent 

after skekMal reported that they lost him in the forest. He 

was much faster than they were, so they returned when it 

became clear they could not catch him, but they said they 
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found blood spoor all along his track. Whether or not his 

injuries were severe enough to be fatal, they could not tell. 

None of them had ever seen a Skeksis, let alone fought one 

before this. 

Queen Sylanna, Queen Maree, and Captain Karkek 

discussed what they should do, and when word of their 

decision was shared, few were surprised. They would rest 

through the false day of the Dying Sun and continue on to 

Vapra City with the dawning of the Rose Sun. Work crews 

were organized to construct the litters and travois they 

would use to carry their wounded. 

With the new day, they left together, united in purpose. 

 

### 

 

SkekMal left the Spriton Gelfling far behind. They 

could not match his stride, but his injuries were sapping his 

strength and his pace slowed the farther we went. 

The persistent stupidity of the Gelfling had surprised 

him. They should have fled from his attack hoping that 

there were those who were not as fast or not as lucky that 

would delay him until they got away. If they did that, more 

would have survived, at least a bit longer. 

But they did just the opposite. They not only tried to 

defend the weak, they tried to hunt him even though they 

knew who he was. If they found him, they could not 

possibly hope to prevail. Some did, and they did not. Time 

after time he proved he was the stronger. He lost count of 

how many he killed, and still they persisted. They were 

insane. 

Then the Spriton Gelfling arrived, and then the 

Drenchen. They weren’t even of the same clan. None of it 

made sense to him. He wasn’t after them on this hunt, but 

he would be now. Once he recovered, he would be on their 
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trail and exterminate them all, all the Gelfling from all the 

clans, one by one while the others watched and listened to 

their screams. He would dedicate many trine to effort, 

savoring each hunt and act of carnage. The thought of how 

long he could make their terror last until they were finally 

extinct gave him some pleasure, and it distracted him from 

the pain of his wounds. 

A howl came from behind him. His blood trail had 

attracted feral predators and scavengers. Even in his 

weakened state, one of them was no match for him. He 

emitted a low, rumbling growl to remind them of this. They 

wisely kept their distance. They knew. They were saner 

than Gelfling. 

He needed a place to rest, somewhere defensible in 

case the creatures tracking his blood mistakenly saw him as 

weak and easy prey. They would attack him if they did. He 

understood their bloodlust. He would prove them wrong, of 

course, but he preferred to spend as little effort as possible 

while going about it. 

The rocky hillock ahead seemed like a good spot. The 

trees grew sparsely there, providing little cover for 

anything trying to approach stealthily. His legs felt heavy, 

sluggish, and he practically crawled to a spot where he 

could put his back against a large boulder. He gingerly 

removed some of his leather outer garments to get to the 

cloth beneath and tore off strips to bandage some of his 

wounds. He had many. 

When he had done as much as he could, he sat against 

the rock and tried to rest. The hoots, squeals, and calls of 

forest creatures of all types were louder than normal. He 

had not notice it before, but most of those he recognized 

were not predators. They were prey, and probably warning 

one another of the danger he posed. He wished they would 

be quiet. If he had his bow, he would have silenced them, 
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but he had lost it in his fight with the Gelfling. They would 

pay dearly for it. 

He began to doze, but his hunter’s senses warned him 

of something large nearby, watching him. With a painful 

twist of his sinewy neck, he peered around the rock. Four 

landstriders stood in the near distance, a mated pair and two 

adolescent offspring. They were looking his way. He could 

ignore them. They were not predators, and though 

powerful, they only fought when attacked. 

He was about to turn back and resume his slumber, 

when the calls of the wild forest animals grew in number 

and volume to a cacophony of excited noise. It was as if 

they were intentionally trying to keep him from his much 

needed rest. The landstriders raised their heads as one and 

deliberately made their way toward his stony sanctuary. He 

watched in bemusement at this odd behavior. They should 

be able to sense his presence and avoid him. He saw no 

cause for alarm, and yet he remained wary and observant as 

they continued to approach. When they increased their 

pace, skekMal stood, unsheathed his claws, and bellowed a 

challenge. There was no possibility now that they mistook 

him for anything other than a danger to be avoided. 

The two adults did respond. They lowered their heads 

and charged. 

SkekMal roared again and rushed to a more open spot, 

almost by instinct, where he would be free to fight with all 

the grace and speed his powerful Skeksis body allowed. 

Every movement brought new pain. 

Their intent was clear. They would be on him in a 

moment. He knew how landstriders fought. He had 

vanquished them before, and he had eaten them. 

The first to reach him did much as he expected. It 

reared back on its hind legs to strike with its forelegs. 

SkekMal attempted to dodge forward and rip its belly with 
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his claws, but he was too slow. The landstrider caught him 

a glancing blow to his bleeding back, and the Skeksis’ 

counter attack missed. Worse, it threw him off balance so 

that he had to roll to avoid being trampled by the beast’s 

hind leg. It barely missed, but the piercing attack of its 

mate did not. 

 

### 

 

Under the glistening black water, their unseen draft 

animal pulled and guided their boat down the river. Pyn, 

the Gelfling messenger, and urVa the Archer sat at the 

prow. His large, composite bow of bone and white wood, a 

quiver of arrows, and his staff rested beside him. The 

Mystic, calm and attentive, surveyed their surroundings, 

which seemed peaceful enough. Trees arched over the river 

almost meeting in the middle to create a tunnel of green 

that did much to shield them from the light rain that fell. 

Insects and amphibians sung their songs along both banks 

to accompany the soft drone of humming moss. A splash 

occasionally announced something leaving or entering the 

water, put none posed a threat. 

A question had been plaguing Pyn since she first saw 

the Archer, so she suppressed her awe of the Mystics and 

asked it. 

“Why do you carry a bow?” Now that she had asked, 

she realized she needed to explain. “I mean, you, all of you, 

seem so peaceful. You don’t seem like fighters or hunters 

to me.” 

“Do your people have bows?” he asked in return, not 

looking at her. 

“Some do.” 

“Why?” 

“Well, mainly to protect ourselves from danger.” 
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“That is one reason. Another is that the bow and other 

forms of the defensive arts can help focus the mind. They 

can be a tool for meditation.” 

“I see. So it’s not really a weapon.” 

“I did not say that. It is a tool for balance and harmony 

of mind and body, but it is also a tool for defense.” 

“But you’re so large. Even rakkida and arduffs 

wouldn’t try to attack a Mystic, would they?”  

“Perhaps not, but there are threats even to those who 

are large and peaceful, and even in defense, there is a 

meditative element. The goal of a proper defense is to 

prevent injury to yourself while causing the minimal 

amount of injury to your attacker. This takes considerably 

more skill than—” 

Suddenly he stopped talking, and his normally tranquil 

eyes opened wide. “Oh,” he said. 

“What is it?” Pyn asked. “Did you see something?”  

“No, but you will have to stand watch, Gelfling. I may 

soon be unable—” 

His whole body seemed to spasm, and then Pyn 

noticed blood seeping through his clothing. 

“Help!” she called to the other Mystics. “Something’s 

wrong with urVa.” 

They came forward and helped the Archer lie on the 

deck. Pyn tried to keep watch, but the water was calm, the 

rain was little but a tranquil mist, and nothing outside their 

boat seemed to matter as much as what was happening on 

it. 

In brief glances, she saw them bandaging several 

puncture wounds. 

“What happened?” She asked. “It looks like he’s been 

attacked by something.”  

UrUtt the Weaver answered without looking up. “The 

wounds are not his alone, Gelfling.” 
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She failed to understand what this meant, but a more 

important question occurred to her. “Will he be all right?” 

“His fate is beyond our control. We can only help 

make him comfortable. You should watch the river, now.” 

She did, distractedly, as time passed and they 

continued on. She glanced back occasionally at the Archer 

and he seemed to be improving. Her mind drifted to 

thoughts of Vapra City and what they would find there. 

Suddenly, urVa gasped, just once. She turned to see 

the two other Mystics folding his arms over his chest from 

which a new wound had sprung. She did not need them to 

tell her he was dead. As she stared, they placed his bow and 

his staff over him, and stepped back. 

What she saw next, she would never forget. Pyn had 

seen death before. Animals and people died all the time, but 

it was never like this. For one thing, there was always a 

cause, injury, sickness, or old age. But the Archer’s wounds 

simply appeared without apparent cause, and this was only 

the first of the incredibly strange things about it. The 

second was that he appeared to be— evaporating. Even his 

clothes and his other items seemed to be losing their 

solidity, as if somehow they were dying with him. What 

was left when it was over was a small amount of glittering 

dust. 

UrSol the Chanter went to the front of the boat and 

uttered a low hum. In obvious response, they began moving 

toward the shore and came to a stop. Meanwhile, urUtt 

gathered the dust into a rune carved bowl. He took a few 

fingers full and tossed them to the wind. 

“With the air, be one,” the two Mystics said. 

He took another pinch and tossed it into the river. 

“With the water, be one.” 

The last of the bowls contents were sprinkled on the 

shore. “With the ground, be one,” they chorused. 
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With another hum from urSol, their boat left the shore 

and they were back on their way. 



11 – Audience 
 

The path widened gradually as the forest opened into a 

quilt of fields and scattered farms. By the time the 

combined party from the Woodland, Spriton, and Drenchen 

Gelfling were within sight of the outlying and widely 

spaced buildings of the city, the path had evolved into a 

true road. These barns and cottages were similar to those 

with which Rian was familiar— timbered structures of 

wattle and daub or clapboard constructions with roofs of 

thick thatch. Local townspeople waved or watched with 

curiosity as the newly arrived visitors marched or limped 

past. 

The heart of Vapra City was different. Along paved 

roads stood stone buildings with glazed windows, some 

with decorative arches or columns with carvings of leaves 

and twined ivy. But the architecture here showed less 

resemblance to that of the Castle of the Crystal than Rian 

expected. It was more delicate, less grandiose, and 

somehow more beautiful. The structures did not loom. The 

portals did not gape. They did not overwhelm, they 

welcomed, and everything was of a size appropriate for 

Gelfling. Glimpses over low walls showed secluded 

gardens, ponds, and fountains. Trees for shade or fruit in 

courtyards and along the road added to the sense that this 

was a place built by and for people with respect and 

appreciation for nature. 

Although the true day neared its end, colorfully 

dressed people filled the streets. One of them approached. 

Rian knew him for a guardsman because of how he looked 

at them. He eyed their group with a watchful mix of 

suspicion and curiosity, obviously trying to identify who 

might be in charge of this mixed band of scruffy, tired, and 

worn travelers. He settled on Queen Maree of the Spriton. 
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How, Rian could not tell. She was dressed no differently 

than any other member of her clan. 

"May I be of assistance," he said, dipping his head as a 

sign of respect. 

"We have come for the Gathering," she replied. 

"You are not the first. Would you like to rest and 

refresh yourselves or would you prefer for me to bring you 

to the palace?" he asked. 

"Others are here already?" 

"Just the Drenchen, as far as I know." He glanced at 

some of the Drenchen Gelfling with their group. "You're 

from…?" 

"I am Queen Maree of the Spriton, and this," she said, 

pointing to the litter carrying her counterpart, "is Queen 

Sylanna of the Woodland clan." 

His eyes widened, apparently realizing how many of 

them were not simply tired, but how many of them had 

injuries. "Was there an accident? Do you need a healer?" 

"Yes, and a place to rest." 

"No!" Queen Sylanna said, placing the tip of her staff 

on the road and attempting to stand. Her litter bearers 

moved to assist her. "I have rested enough. I can walk. You 

and I need to see Queen Ezlbeth as soon as we can. There 

are those here much worse than I am. They must be tended 

to properly, but we need to go on." 

Rian admired her resolve, but she needed rest. She 

grimaced in pain with every movement. Her injuries 

included cracked ribs along with several cuts and bruises. 

Now that they were here, he believed they were safe. They 

should rest through the night, the false day of the Dying 

Sun, and seek an audience with the Vapra queen tomorrow. 

The Spriton queen seemed to agree with him. 

"Sylanna, be reasonable," Queen Maree said. "You 

need to rest, at least for tonight. It's late, anyway." 
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"Queen Elzbeth ordered rooms prepared near the 

palace for travelers when the Woodland runner first 

brought news of the Gathering," the city watchman said. "I 

can take you there and send for a healer." 

Queen Sylanna either saw the wisdom in this or was 

too weak to argue. "All right," she reluctantly agreed, "but I 

will walk the rest of the way. It is not seemly for the 

Woodland Queen to be seen being carried." 

With the assistance of Lara and others, Queen Sylanna 

did walk behind the watchman to the inn, albeit slowly. 

They had nothing like it in Rian's home village. The 

building was three stories tall and, although the walls were 

not made of stone, the tall foundation was. The open front 

door led to a large common room with a long, wood bar 

and a floor tiled in decorated terracotta. The pale, ashen 

haired Vapra Gelfling proprietor almost ran to assist when 

they entered while he yelled orders to his staff to prepare 

rooms and meals. 

With impressive efficiency, he allocated rooms to 

accommodate everyone in their group. This meant some 

were sharing up to six to a room, but even this provided 

more space than Rian had grown accustomed to at the 

Castle. He saw no more of Queen Sylanna that night after 

she went to the room she would share with Queen Maree 

and both of their senior seers. The healer called in to treat 

their injured must have told her to remain in bed, although 

Rian had no way of knowing for sure. 

Rian, Jul, Gurjin, and Zoon were given a loft room 

with two others, both of the Spriton clan, but none of them 

lingered there after stowing their gear. Instead, they went to 

the common room on the ground floor, now filled mostly 

with people they had arrived with, but some tables were 

occupied by Vapra townspeople. 
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The innkeeper brought out steaming casseroles and 

soups, bread, and other baked goods while his patrons 

talked among themselves or listened to minstrels playing on 

a low stage in one corner of the room. Rian tried to pay 

attention to because he had never heard most of the songs 

before. Some of the others at his table must have, because 

occasionally, they sang along. The last song they sang 

before taking a break for a well-deserved drink mentioned 

the Skeksis. Jul seemed to know it. 

"What was that song?" Rian asked him. 

"Is pretty, but not much for dancing," Zoon 

commented, although he seemed to enjoy it and everything 

else around them. 

"That's one of Gyr's," the Spriton Gelfling said. "One 

of his last, they say. It's supposed to tell the tale of how the 

Skeksis were born, but most people think it's just a fable 

like the one about how the Gelfling maid got her wings." 

Jul was probably right, but one part at the end stood 

out in his mind. "Do you know what these lines mean?" He 

thought a moment, and sang it— off key, but he was sure 

he had the words right. 

"The Brothers met and when they set, the urSkeks were 

no more. The Mystics fled, the Skeksis led, and would 

forevermore... and would forevermore." 

Jul shrugged. "They say that the Skeksis were different 

once, that one day when all three suns lined up over the 

Castle, they changed. Some say they were called urSkeks 

before that. Others say the urSkeks left and the Skeksis 

took their place. Most, as I said, think it's just a fable. No 

one really knows. Not many people ever see Skeksis, and if 

it did happen, it was long before any of us were born." 

"More bread?" Zoon said. "Is pretty good, yes?" 

"Yours is better," Rian said honestly. 
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"Yes. I Podling," he said matter-of-factly. "But this 

good, too. Want more? I find cook." 

Zoon got up to search for someone who could supply 

another loaf of bread, which was undeniably good. 

Everything was, but none of the fare he tried here so far 

quite equaled the achievement his Podling friend's culinary 

skills. He half believed Zoon could make a delicious soup 

out of little more than rocks and swamp water. 

Rian heard copper coins clink as one of the local 

patrons paid for his meal. He had not thought of how he 

would pay and realized he had very few coins of his own. 

He had taken his small money purse from his home before 

he left his village, but he left most of the coins he owned 

back at the Castle of the Crystal. He was not in the habit of 

carrying money. There was no need for it there, or, for that 

matter, in his home village where simple barter seemed to 

suffice for most things. 

Money was another concept introduced to Gelfling by 

the Skeksis, or perhaps by the urSkeks, whoever they might 

have been. Rian saw the benefit of it. It certainly made 

trade easier, even though the coins had little value of their 

own. They couldn't be worn or eaten. They did not help 

build or create anything, but as long as people agreed that 

they represented value, they did. The problem Rian noticed 

before was that some people seemed to regard them as if 

they did have real value, or worse, that they measured 

value. Back at the Castle, he had known guardsmen who 

were obsessed with accumulating them, and they seemed to 

judge themselves, and others, by how many they owned. 

Rian felt that this was a mistake. Coins were a poor way to 

assess value. Sure, a few of them could be exchanged for a 

meal or a garment, but how many coins was a life worth, or 

freedom, or fresh air, or honesty, or friendship, or, well, 

most of what he thought had true value? He feared that 
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people might someday try to find a price in coins for such 

things, realize they had none, and regard them as worthless. 

This could eventually lead to trouble. 

In this case, though, his lack of coins proved of no 

consequence. Queen Elzbeth had decreed that her people 

make all necessary effort to provide for those sent to the 

Gathering by their clan queens, and she promised that she 

would properly reward all who did so. Rian was grateful 

for this and that night slept safely, soundly, and well fed. 

 

### 

 

The next morning, most of their combined group was 

again in the inn's common room where the innkeeper 

provided them a breakfast of pancakes and spiced porridge. 

Queen Sylanna and Queen Maree took the stage at one 

point and thanked them all for coming with them. They 

then asked for a moment of reflection for those who 

perished along the way and promised that their sacrifice 

would not be in vain. After everyone was done eating, they 

read the names of the people that would go with them to 

meet with Queen Elzbeth. Rian, Jul and even Zoon were on 

the list. His sister, Lara, was not. Neither was Gurjin, but he 

was not theirs to command. He, along with the other 

Drenchen they arrived with, left earlier to join their fellow 

clan members quartered at a different nearby inn. 

Commader Marn also was named as was the Spriton 

commander. 

The palace of the Vapra Queen stood on a low hill with 

a view of the Black River. They followed their guide 

through a long arboretum of columns and trellises covered 

in vines, and past ornamental ponds and fountains on either 

side. The approach provided a sense of tranquility and 

safety, and Rian felt refreshed by the setting. All of them 
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seemed to share his reaction and even Queen Sylanna's step 

seemed less hampered by her injuries, although she still 

leaned heavily on her staff. 

They emerged from shade to sunlight in front of the 

palace, a stone structure of peaked arches and open 

porticoes. A few people wearing loose, flowing robes 

roamed the manicured grounds, but none impeded them. 

Their guide led them down one of the arched 

colonnades with floors of polished stone. Rian kept his staff 

from touching the paving for fear of scratching it, but 

Queen Sylanna did not. She probably could not, but the 

stone pavement endured the abuse without a sign. Rian was 

concerned for his queen because of her injuries. They had 

been walking for some way, but she seemed to be holding 

up well. 

They turned though an open pair of thick carved wood 

doors in an arched entranceway. Their guide stopped 

abruptly and announced them. 

"Queen Maree of the Spriton clan, Queen Sylanna of 

the Woodland clan, and chosen companions," he said 

formally. 

They all bowed to the woman sitting on the throne in 

the far center of the room. Decorative marble columns 

stood on either side. The wall behind the dais held a frieze 

with pictures and runes that Rian could not see well from 

his position near the back of their group. Colorful tapestries 

depicting Gelfling at work and at leisure hung from the 

walls. He noticed Queen Sylanna's expression and knew 

what it meant. She had a low tolerance for pompous 

ceremony, but they had traditions, and this was one of 

them. They were not here on a social call. They were here 

to meet with the recognized Queen of the Gelfling on a 

matter of concern, which meant they put their personal 
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preferences aside to the extent that was possible and 

performed the duties of their stations. 

Queen Elzbeth of the Vapra clan stood from her 

pearlescent throne, which seemed to take on different 

colors depending on how the light and shadow fell. It 

seemed both delicate and enduring at the same time, 

carved, or perhaps grown, from what, Rian could not guess. 

"Sisters," she said by way of a greeting, which of 

course they were not in the purely biological sense. Ezlbeth 

bore an aura of graceful elegance and, like all Vapra, was 

pale completed with ash blonde hair worn long and straight 

over her shoulders, while both Maree and Sylanna were 

darker, with skin tones of a more copper hue and hair the 

color of autumn leaves. She was also older than the other 

two queens were. 

"You have caused quite a stir," she said, letting 

formality slip. "I don't think I've ever heard of the clans 

being more united. I spoke with Queen Irwix of the 

Drenchen yesterday. It seems all three of you have called 

for a Gelfling Gathering at the same time for the same 

thing, and it's not to ask for a ruling on an issue that divides 

you." 

"In this, we are united, Your Majesty" Queen Sylanna 

said. "I believe we all must be." 

"So I gather. I have heard from the Drenchen. Now I 

will hear from you. You believe the Skeksis have broken 

the covenant and have failed in their stewardship of the 

Crystal. Is this correct?" 

"It is, Your Majesty." 

Elzbeth turned her attention to the guard who escorted 

them here. "Brin, please close the doors and wait outside." 

He turned to comply and the heavy doors thudded 

closed behind him. 
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"If it's all right with you, we can skip the 'Your 

Majesty' stuff, now." She smiled and the icy ambience in 

the throne room warmed. It was still ornate. It still spoke of 

high culture, but now they were part of it, not supplicants to 

it. 

"You realize how this will seem to many of our people. 

For many trine we have told them that the Skeksis are our 

benefactors and that we owe them our loyalty. They have 

brought us good things; just look around and you can see 

what the knowledge they have given us has allowed us to 

accomplish. All of our stories tell us of the debt we owe 

them." 

"Not all," Queen Maree of the Spriton said. 

Elzbeth sighed. "No, not all. But the legend of Raunip, 

and some of the songs of Gyr are known to be inaccurate." 

"Believed, not known," Sylanna said. "Belief comes 

from custom and tradition. Knowledge comes from 

evidence." 

Rian remembered when Nial had told him that he 

suspected that a great many things the Gelfling believed 

might not be true. 

"You do realize that this distinction is another gift of 

the Skeksis, don't you?" Elzbeth said. 

Rian did not know this, and by the sheepish 

expressions of Maree and Sylanna, they did not either. 

"No matter. We appreciate the difference now. So, I'm 

assuming you have evidence." 

"We have testimony of people who were at the Castle 

and have seen the Great Crystal cracked and dark," Sylanna 

said. "They have witnessed the effect of the Skeksis 

procedure that they use on people to pacify them, and we 

believe, based on other things they saw and heard, that the 

Skeksis are not doing it for the reasons they have claimed. 
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We all know about the blight spreading across Skarith, and 

we ourselves were attacked by a Skeksis on our way here." 

"You were attacked by a Skeksis?" 

"Yes," Maree said. "The one known as the Hunter, and 

he killed many of our people." 

"Is true," Zoon spoke out of turn. "I hit him, well, 

almost hit him. Rian called a squikey and save me, only I 

save him first." 

As with many things Zoon said, this led to looks of 

incomprehension and questions. 

"A squikey?" Queen Elzbeth said. "How could a 

squikey do anything to a Skeksis?" 

"Pretty mad squikey," Zoon said. "Claws and teeth all 

over its face, then  

Rian call for everyone to shoot, I think. I hit tree by that 

time and not hearing too good." 

Rian knew that part. It was the other part that confused 

him. He knew he should not speak in the presence of the 

queens unless asked a question, but he had to know. 

"What did you mean when you said you saved me 

first? The Hunter grabbed you before you could hit him." 

"No. Not that time. Other time. Hunter's arrow coming 

for you but hit my pan instead. Remember?" 

Rian did remember the clang of the arrow hitting the 

pan. He did not know it would have hit him if Zoon had not 

blocked it. 

Maree tried to mention casualties at the same time 

Sylanna began to elaborate about the first attack and Jul 

attempted to tell her about Spriton Gelfling disappearing in 

the Dark Wood. 

Elzbeth held up her hand and everyone fell silent. I had 

to be a magical talent that all Gelfling queens possessed. 

"I see there is more to tell, but do you have physical 

evidence? There may be other explanations. We must 
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consider all of them. I'm not saying I disbelieve you, but 

everything you have said so far can be dismissed as 

hearsay." 

"There are these," Sylanna said. "Marn, the arrows." 

Commander Marn presented the bag he had carried 

here crooked in his injured arm. "These are some of the 

arrows the Hunter shot at us," he said. "As you can see, 

only something as large as a Skeksis would be able to fire 

one of these." 

"And we have these," Sylanna said, reaching into her 

shoulder bag. "They are the crystals Rian took from the 

Skeksis Technician's workroom. We did a Seeing on them 

before we left and they have a strong aura of deception." 

"I see," said Queen Elzbeth. "It is possible that the 

Skeksis have changed from what they were in the old days 

when they may have been known by a different name. I 

think there is no doubt that one of them attacked you, and 

that supports the other things you have told me. Three 

queens have called for a Gelfling Gathering, and I judge 

that there is sufficient reason to pursue it. A Gathering will 

be held as soon as all the clans have people here to 

represent them in accordance with our traditions and our 

customs. But since the matter is urgent, we cannot wait 

long. I know you have both sent runners to the clans to 

notify them that a Gathering is called, so we will wait no 

more than three more days. 

They left to return to their inn, but they did not have to 

wait three days. Delegations from three other clans arrived 

that same day, leaving only the Grottan. Word reached 

them at the inn late that night that they, too, now had come 

and that the Gathering would be held in the morning. 



12 – The Gelfling Gathering 
 

Rian walked through the still quiet city in the dim light of 

the Dying Sun with Zoon and Commander Marn. They and 

a few others received word to arrive at the Heptagon, the 

Vapra meeting place, before true dawn. All of them might 

be called upon to present testimony for the Woodland clan. 

Zoon seemed to find it all exciting and gazed in wonder at 

the buildings and even at the few other early morning 

travelers roaming the shadowed streets. Some were 

tradesmen with push carts making deliveries or going to 

their places of business, but others, Rian suspected, were 

also on their way to the Gathering. They nodded greetings, 

but did not engage in conversation with those they met. 

Commander Marn, his arm in a sling, was even less 

animated than normal and maintained the facade of a man 

doing his duty. He seldom showed it, but he must at least 

be concerned about how this would turn out. He had seen 

the power of the Skeksis and would know that their only 

defense against them was to unite the clans in common 

cause. 

Rian also knew this to be true. The physical power of 

the Skeksis and their control of the Great, now Dark 

Crystal had to be challenged, but that required the clans 

coming together. This was their immediate problem, and it 

was not an easy thing to accomplish. The clans were 

separate and distinct with little trade or communication 

between them. Sometimes they even came into conflict. 

While some Gelfling might not like the Skeksis, almost all 

agreed that they had benefitted from the knowledge and 

skills they taught them in the past, and that, for this, they 

deserved respect and service. They accepted that they were 

the legitimate Lords of the Crystal. Before the Gelfling 

could fight the Skeksis, they somehow had to overcome 
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their belief in them and recognize that whatever the Skeksis 

may have once been, they were that no longer. 

The Vapra meeting place was on the opposite side of 

the palace from their inn. Their route there took them past 

many of the more impressive buildings surrounding it. The 

deep shadows of the false day paradoxically made the 

flowing lines and ornate carvings more pronounced. Rian 

was coming to suspect that although the Skekis, or possibly 

the urSkeks, introduced Gelfling to the idea of stonework, 

the Vapra had turned it into an art unique and distinct from 

that of anything at the Castle of the Crystal. 

The mounds became visible over the roofs of thatch, 

shingles, and tile as they drew nearer. Like the meeting 

place of the Woodland clan, the structure was a sloping 

earthwork no more than a couple stories tall at the outer 

edge, but rather than round, this one formed a large 

heptagon with seven triangle shaped mounds gently sloping  

toward a lower seven sided mound at the center. Carved 

stone columns stood on either side of each of the seven 

entranceways, which widened so that, even from the end, a 

person could see the whole of the center mound. 

A Vapra man met them at the nearest of these and 

asked them who they were in a slow, well enunciated tone, 

as if he thought they might have trouble understanding. He 

checked his list and told them where to sit, adding that 

someone else would be by soon to brief them on 

procedures. 

“He thinks were idiots because we’re not Vapra, 

Commander Marn said under his breath as they sat at the 

lowest point of one of the triangular mounds. No one else 

was there yet. Rian wished he remembered to bring a towel 

or blanket to sit on, but the grass was only slightly damp 

from the morning dew. 

“Why would he think that?” he asked Marn. 
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“Well, maybe not idiots, but unsophisticated. When I 

was at the Castle, I met a few of them like that. They were 

surprised, in fact, that Gelfling from other clans could read. 

They thought only Vapra learned how.” 

“It very impressive, reading,” Zoon said. “Never figure 

it out.” 

“It’s not hard,” Rian told him. “I’m sure you could 

learn.” 

“Maybe, but Podling way better for Podling. We keep 

in here, not outside.” He tapped his gourd shaped head. 

“Not get lost.” 

“Podling must have great memories,” Rian said. 

“Or less to remember,” Marn said, half jokingly. 

Rian admitted this might be true. The few Podling he 

met did not seem to have much interest in anything more 

complex than a song or a recipe. 

The Vapra who had shown them in escorted another 

group Gelfling toward where Rian and the others were 

sitting. This group included three Spriton and two 

Drenchen. Jul and Gurjin were among them. Before they 

could share more than a few words, a different Vapra man 

approached. This one was older and more formally dressed 

than the first in flowing cream colored robes that, with his 

white hair and pale skin, gave him an ethereal appearance. 

“Attend!” he said, standing before them. “I am Pontax, 

Vizier to Queen Elzbeth. You are here at the requests of 

your queens. They may, or may not, call on you to provide 

testimony. If you are called, you will rise and walk with 

dignity to the center platform to stand by your queen. Once 

there, you are to speak only if directed to by any of the 

queens or by the advisors on their panels who will be 

sitting with them on the summit of the central heptagon. 

You will not respond to anyone else. If you are asked a 

question by one of the people I mentioned, you will answer 
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it as accurately and succinctly as you can. Do you 

understand?” 

He paused for no longer than a breath and would have 

continued if not for Zoon. 

“What’s a heptagon?” the Podling cook asked. 

“A seven sided shape,” replied the officious Vapra. 

“He means that mound in the center with the seats and 

podium on top,” Rian whispered, pointing as discreetly as 

he could. 

“Why he not say that?” 

The man briefing them ignored this and went on. 

“Shortly, honored guests will arrive. They are not 

participants in this event but observers. You are not to 

approach them or interact with them in any way. Although 

the physical appearance of some of them may seem odd to 

you, you will not regard it. At the end of the conference, 

they will leave first. Is this also clear?” 

This must mean the Mystics and Aughra would be 

here. Rian was curious about their appearance, but he 

would try not to make it obvious. 

“After the observers are seated, spectators will be 

allowed in. I cannot speak for their behavior, but the unruly 

will be removed forcibly, if necessary.” It was clear that he 

thought of spectators as undisciplined rabble, or that there 

was a good chance some of them were. 

“Once the spectators are seated, I will sound a gong to 

command silence and the queens will arrive with their 

advisors. Each clan is allowed three people to sit in 

discussion. According to tradition, this is normally the 

queen herself and two others of her choosing. Again, I 

remind you that only these people are allowed questions 

and only they are to be answered. 

“Lastly, the procedure. Queen Elzbeth will speak first 

as hostess of the Gathering and as acknowledged and 
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rightful ritual guardian for all Gelfling in accordance with 

our customs. Then, the queen who called for the Gathering 

will speak and present her case. In this instance, three 

queens have called for a Gathering, so all will take the 

podium in turn, with the first to arrive, Queen Irwix of the 

Drenchen, presenting first. While there, they may be 

questioned just as you may be and under the same 

conditions. 

“Do you have any questions?” 

Rian did not, and Zoon probably did not know where 

to begin, but it seemed simple enough. Essentially, they 

were to do what they were told and not do anything else. 

The highly structured rules might seem unnecessarily 

formal, but they should prevent things from dissolving into 

chaos, which Rian suspected they might otherwise. He 

knew from recent experience how upset people could 

become when their assumptions were called into question. 

He remembered how upset he was when Nial first told him 

of his suspicions about the Skeksis, and the people here 

would have the same fundamental beliefs he was raised 

with— The Skeksis were benevolent. Their service to the 

Crystal was commendable. They somehow ensured the 

harmonious balance of all life on Thra. How they did this 

was a great mystery beyond the comprehension of mere 

Gelfling, but the Gelfling believed. 

As soon as their instructor left, the honored guests he 

mentioned began to arrive. First came several richly 

clothed Vapra. Rian assumed these were city elders or 

officials of some kind. Then he saw what must be Mystics. 

There were two of them, and they were as large as Skeksis 

but bore little resemblance to them otherwise and moved 

quite differently. Whereas Skeksis tended to do things in 

abrupt jerks, the Mystics flowed smoothly and slowly. 

They walked with focused deliberation. Both of them held 
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long staves in one of their four hands. These were ornately 

carved and may have been marks of office or occupation. 

Rian was not sure how, but their staves and even the 

clothes they wore seemed to be more than simple 

possessions. He got the impression that these were 

somehow intrinsic parts of each Mystic. 

Behind them waddled a squat, amply built and 

apparently female creature with curved horns and a face 

with all the beauty of a large lump of congealed mud atop 

which grew a mangled mop of coarse, tangled hair littered 

with bits of twig and grass and leaf, not unlike the nest of a 

large, untidy bird. This must be Aughra, and she was not at 

all what Rian imagined. No one, he thought, could have 

imagined Aughra, not even after a long night of too much 

strong drink and too little sleep. She picked a spot not far 

from where the Mystics sat in composed silence and settled 

her bulk onto the grass with sounds of grunting and 

wheezing that Rian heard from some distance away. 

The spectators, mostly citizens of Vapra City, streamed 

in and claimed spots on the sloping banks of the seven 

mounds. There were others, though. Rian saw Gelfling 

from all seven clans. He knew his sister and the others who 

came with them would be among them, but he did not see 

her. He did notice a small group of Grottan Gelfling in 

hooded cloaks and black veils to shield their light sensitive 

eyes from the suns. It was the first time he had ever seen 

anyone from their reclusive clan. Despite the number of 

people, the crowd settled quickly. 

The ghostlike man, who introduced himself as Pontax 

and briefed them on procedures, now stood on the low, 

center mound next to a large, bronze gong suspended from 

rope in a rectangular wood frame. It emitted a rich, metallic 

sound when he struck it, which echoed throughout the 
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meeting place. The murmur of the assembled spectators fell 

silent to await their queens. 

Soon, they arrived from each of the seven entrances. 

Each queen was accompanied by two others of her clan 

walking in single file at a slow, stately pace. Behind Queen 

Sylanna was Lianda, and behind her, one of the other elder 

Woodland seers. Queen Maree of the Spriton clan was 

accompanied by two people Rian vaguely recognized as 

having seen before, but he did not know their names. Other 

than Queen Elzbeth, the Gelfling queens from the 

remaining clans and those with them were all strangers to 

him. 

The seven groups slowly made their way to the center 

mound so they would arrive at the same time. Rian 

suspected this was to acknowledge their equality. He 

understood why such things were done. The formality 

maintained decorum and reminded everyone that some 

things transcended personal opinion, but he was growing 

impatient with all the ponderous ceremony. They needed to 

act, and they could not do that until they agreed that the 

Skeksis posed a threat and what to do about it. He just 

wanted it to happen quicker. 

The clan delegations took their seats on the central 

mound and Pontax sounded the gong again. Queen Elzbeth 

stood at the podium. 

“Fellow Gelfling,” she began, “and honored guests. 

We are here today for something unprecedented in Gelfling 

history. Three queens from three different clans have called 

for this Gathering, all with the same cause. I have spoken 

with all of them before coming before you today, and I 

believe certain facts pertinent to this discussion are beyond 

dispute and will not be debated. First, is that there is a 

blight spreading across the plain of Skarith. Second, is that 

people from each clan have disappeared mysteriously over 
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the last several trine. It appears that the Spriton may have 

lost the most and the Grottan the least, but all have lost 

some. 

“We assumed that there was no connection between 

these events, but this assumption may be incorrect. The 

three queens who have called for this Gathering say they 

may both be related to changes in the Skeksis and the 

cracking of the Great Crystal.” 

As soon as she said this, the crowd reacted much as the 

one in Rian’s village had when Queen Sylanna told the 

Woodland clan about the Crystal being cracked. Pontax 

sounded the gong again, and the noise from the crowd fell 

to a hush. 

Queen Elzbeth continued. “This is the issue we will 

discuss today. Each queen will present the information and 

evidence and call for testimony from others that they deem 

merits attention. I remind you that your queens and their 

chosen advisors speak for your clans. You will show them 

due respect and deference or revoke your right to witness 

this important event.” 

As Queen Elzbeth left the podium, the crowd again 

began to mutter. Pontax sounded the gong for silence. 

When the echoes retreated, he announced the next 

speaker. “Queen Irwix of the Drenchen Gelfling.” 

Even in her formal purple robes, Irwix did not present 

an impressive appearance. She was not as wide as Aughra, 

but her build did call to mind that of a toad, although 

perhaps a royal toad of good character. The Drenchen were 

not an attractive people, except possibly to other Drenchen. 

She spoke eloquently, however, of a mysterious hunter who 

had invaded the Swamp of Sog and made off with Gelfling 

of her clan. She called Gurjin to provide testimony, and he 

spoke briefly of his experience at the Castle of the Crystal 

and gave a realistic description of the Skeksis as they now 
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were, capricious, devious, manipulative, untrustworthy and 

untrusting, even among themselves. He also said they were 

physically ugly, which, coming from a Drenchen, may have 

lost some of its impact among Gelfling of other clans, but 

Rian knew he was right. The Skeksis were ugly in every 

possible sense of the word. 

Rian thought it was a good summary, but when the 

questions began, he realized its weakness. Gurjin had not 

personally witnessed anything more than what could be 

called rude behavior by Skeksis. He could not say he even 

suspected they had cracked the Crystal until after Rian and 

Jul mentioned it to him after he left the Castle. 

From the questions being asked, Rian could tell that 

the Sifa and Dousan queens were the most resistant to the 

claims that the Skeksis were a threat. They both stated that 

nothing said so far warranted challenging them. The 

Grottan delegation asked no questions. In their long dark 

robes and hoods, Rian could not even be sure they were 

awake. Of the other delegations, only one member 

dismissed the importance of the Drenchen testimony. This 

was one of the Vapra advisors. 

Spriton Queen Maree spoke next. She described the 

attack on Queen Sylanna’s party by a Skeksis, and she 

presented some of the Hunter’s arrows they had retrieved 

afterwards as evidence. She called Jul to present his 

testimony, and although he had been sent to the Castle of 

the Crystal specifically to find clues to why Spriton 

sometimes vanished and for an explanation, if not a 

solution, for the blight creeping over Skarith, all he could 

claim to have witnessed personally were people who were 

drained of their personalities and the disappearance of the 

Woodland Gelfling, Nial. The Skeksis had provided 

explanations for both of these, though, and neither Jul nor 

anyone else could prove them lies, as his cross examiners 
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pointed out.  Jul and Queen Maree provided stronger 

testimony and physical evidence to support their claims 

than the Drenchen had, but Rian did not think many of the 

delegates were swayed by it. 

Queen Sylanna of the Woodland clan presented last. 

She leaned her staff against the podium and paused a 

moment, for breath or to collect her thoughts, Rian was 

uncertain. When she spoke, there was no sign of her recent 

injuries or any sense of uncertainty, though. She told them 

about Nial and what he wrote in his journal concerning his 

suspicions of the Skeksis and then about the unlikely 

explanation the Skeksis provided for his disappearance, 

clearly implying that he was taken because he had learned 

too much about them. She called Zoon to testify, and 

although she had to keep him from wandering from the 

subject at hand once or twice, he confirmed that the black 

arrows presented in evidence were those of skekMal the 

Hunter, and that Nial was not the first Gelfling to vanish 

after being sent on a secret mission for the Emperor. 

Sylanna then spoke of the crystals Rian had taken from 

skekTek’s workroom and presented them to the delegates 

to examine. She told them of the Seeing they did before 

they left the Woodland village, and more about the attacks 

from skekMal after they left. At this point, she called Rian 

to testify. 

He walked nervously to the center mound to stand 

beside her. He tried to not think about the enormous crowd 

around him. There were more people watching him here 

than lived in his entire village. Pontax said he should ignore 

them and direct all his words to only the twenty-one people 

seated nearby, but in some ways, this was worse. The 

people in the crowd were more like him, common Gelfling. 

Those who would be paying most attention to him, and 

maybe asking questions, included the queens from all seven 
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Gelfling clans and their closest advisors. The realization 

that the fate of all Gelfling might rest on how well he 

presented his information weighed heavily on him. 

Queen Sylanna placed a reassuring hand on his 

shoulder. “Tell them what you saw at the Castle. Tell them 

what you know about the Skeksis.” 

“I’m not sure where to begin,” he whispered to her. 

“I suggest starting with when you first suspected that 

what you long believed about the Skeksis might not be 

true.” 

He could do that and it made sense. Most of the people 

here probably believed what he had about the Skeksis. 

Then, one momentous dinner conversation with Nial began 

to change his world. I seemed like it had happened in a past 

age, but it was only a matter of a handful of days. If he 

began his tale from the place they mentally occupied now, 

they might better be able to follow him to the perspective 

he currently had of the Skeksis. 

The expressions on the faces before him ranged from 

openly sympathetic or encouraging, as was the case of 

Sylanna and Maree, to antagonist, most evident in one 

elderly Vapra advisor. A few, especially among the Dousan 

and Sifa delegations, even seemed fearful or at least 

nervous, possibly more nervous than he felt. He could not 

concern himself with this or why it might be. All he could 

do is tell what he knew. 

“Nial was my friend,” he began. “He was going to wed 

my sister when he returned from his tour of duty at the 

Castle. That won’t happen now because he won’t return. 

When he first told me of his suspicions about the Skeksis, I 

did not believe him. In fact, I was angry. I thought he might 

be, well, deranged. The Skeksis are strange, but everyone 

knows that they care for Thra and for the Gelfling. That is 

what I always believed, anyway. But he shared some of the 
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things he had seen through a dreamfast, and I began to 

doubt. Through his ears I head them talking about how they 

had improved the Crystal by turning it dark. I saw 

disturbing sights in areas of the Castle that are forbidden to 

all but Skeksis.” 

He went on to tell them what he saw and what he had 

concluded about vliya being drained from people and what 

the process did to them. He told them of the Gelfling man 

he found mopping the floor in skekTek’s workroom, and of 

the Great Crystal, now dark and cracked, that he saw 

hanging suspended in the central shaft of the Castle. He 

told them everything he could remember and hoped it was 

enough. 

As soon as he finished, he realized it was not. 

“That is all very interesting,” said the Vapra advisor 

Rian noticed before. He was an elderly man, thinner even 

than most of his clan, with ice blue eyes and deep creases 

in his face. “You have seen and heard things that would 

cause most Gelfling concern, it seems, but I question your 

interpretation. The discussions have brought up two central 

points of fact. One is that the Skeksis have changed. The 

other is that the crystal is cracked. Both may be true and, 

for the sake of further discussion, let us assume for the 

moment they are. Perhaps the Skeksis have changed. We 

certainly do as we age,” he said, examining his own 

withered hand.  “They may have even cracked the Crystal, 

not deliberately, mind you, but due to some accident or 

miscalculation, but there is no conclusive evidence that this 

has caused the blight. It may be natural, a disease, or 

something to do with the weather. If indeed the Skeksis 

themselves are changing, both may be symptoms of the 

same disease, and they are secretly doing their utmost to 

cure it without alarming us. This, to me, seems more 

consistent with what we have always understood of them. 
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Perhaps the one known as Hunter has been driven mad by 

this disease and that is why he attacked you. Is this not 

more likely? You are arguing that everything we know 

about the Skeksis is either untrue or that they have changed 

so much so quickly that they no longer resemble the 

benevolent people who brought us culture and technology. 

I, for one, am not willing to so quickly abandon our old 

beliefs and the bonds we have with this race that has given 

us so much. I will not dispute what you experienced, but I 

do dispute the conclusions you have drawn from those 

experiences.” 

“People have disappeared,” Queen Sylanna said. 

“I imagine secret missions for the Emperor can be 

dangerous,” the Vapra advisor said. “As for the others, wild 

animals, accidents, there are many dangers. Are we to 

blame every ill that befalls us on the Skeksis? 

“They may be stopping the blight.” The Queen of the 

Dousan, in her glittering crystalweave cloak, spoke just 

above a whisper in clipped words as if each was costly. 

“We see no sign of it in the desert sands of the Crystal 

Sea.” 

“Nor along the coast of the Silver Sea,” added the 

Queen of the Sifa, charms of metal and crystal jangling 

from her arms. “Our lives on the shores are good, now. I 

see no benefit in antagonizing the Skeksis. That could lead 

to trouble far worse than a few unexplained 

disappearances.” 

“And who are we to question the Skeksis?” The Sifa 

advisor seated next to her said. He wore a large silver 

medallion in the shape of a fish around his neck. “Who will 

manage the Great Crystal if they leave? Gelfling do not 

have the knowledge or wisdom for such a task.” 

“If I may sum up,” said the elderly Vapra advisor, 

directing his comments to Queen Sylanna. “You have 
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presented your evidence and your conclusions, but I do not 

believe your case is strong enough to—”  

An angry shout from the seats of the honored guests 

interrupted him. 

“Stupid Gelfling!” 

Rian looked in the direction from which the voice 

originated and saw Aughra ponderously strolling to the 

central mound. She continued to mutter loudly to herself or 

to everyone or to no one in particular as she approached. 

Rian could not be sure. But mutter she did, and although 

the words themselves may have sounded like nonsense, he 

thought he knew exactly what she meant because he felt 

much the same. 

“Ceremony and delay. Fuss and bother. And questions, 

questions! Too many questions. Talk, talk, babbling talk in 

twisty words of jumbling, bumbling babble.” 

Pontax drew back his hammer to strike the gong. 

Aughra’s outburst clearly violated protocol. 

“Hold!” Queen Sylanna said to him. “I believe I still 

have the podium, and I call Aughra to testify.” 

Pontax altered the course of the mallet in mid swing, 

barely missing the gong and looking far from happy about 

it. The queens could call whoever they wished, and she had 

just called Aughra. Despite the procedural faux pas, the old 

witch woman, or whatever she was, could have her say. 

In an obvious bow to the established protocol, Queen 

Sylanna asked Aughra again to speak. 

“Aughra,” she said, “Please tell us what you know of 

the matters we are discussing here today and give us the 

benefit of your wisdom.” 

Aughra laughed a deep, jiggling belly laugh that 

caused several portions of her anatomy to collide with one 

another and potentially endanger anyone standing too close. 
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“No time to tell all I know, pretty Gelfling queen. 

Can’t be Keeper of Secrets and Teller of Secrets, too. Keep 

some, maybe tell some. Can’t tell all. Do you no good, 

anyway. May do harm. Will tell you this. Yes, Skeksis 

cracked the Crystal. Aughra there. Aughra knows. Song of 

the Crystal— Hah! Not for me to say. Listen yourself if you 

still can. Can’t, can you? Forget how, I bet. So uppity 

Gelfling now. So stiff. Once we sit in dirt and ponder the 

universe, Aughra and Gelfling. Listen to the Song of the 

Rocks and the Harmony of Life, and now what? Argue and 

snipe. Moan and worry and forget what Gelfling are.” 

She pointed a finger like a pudgy, gnarled twig at 

Sylanna. “Tell me what Gelfling are.” She waved the 

accusing digit at the other notables seated on top of the 

mound. “Any of you know?” 

“I’m not sure I understand what you’re asking,” 

Sylanna said. 

“Gelfling! Pointy ears. Two legs. Clever but not too 

smart sometimes, I think. This place full of them. Can’t 

miss them. What are they? Give you a hint. Skeksis aren’t.” 

“We’re people,” Queen Sylanna said uncertainly. 

“Half right. People of Thra, Gelfling. All you, all 

clans, all Gelfling. People of Thra. You forget, huh? You 

forget what you are. What you are part of. Maybe, if you 

lucky, Thra not forget you.” 

“I still don’t know what—” 

“Don’t know, don’t know,” Aughra mumbled. “Before 

Gelfling knew life, Aughra was here. When they wanted to 

understand death, who taught them, huh? Aughra. Why you 

not visit me? Why you not ask me? Gelfling gain much, 

lose much, maybe too late. Maybe not. Worth trying.” 

With her one good eye and the expression of a peeved 

mother toward wayward children, she glared at the 

assembled group of the most important and influential 
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Gelfling alive, and in a louder voice that the left no doubt 

about how obtuse she thought them to be she said, “Do a 

Seeing! You remember? All clans here, might be a good 

one. Maybe you see better if not hiding behind fancy 

clothes and big words and stupid gong thing.” She scowled 

malignantly at the gong on its platform and deliberately 

toppled it. It fell, predictably, with a loud gong. “You have 

the gift if you work together. Do a Seeing.” 

The stunned silence that began at Aughra’s first words 

lingered a few moments. Queen Elzbeth recovered first. 

“It has been proposed that the clan seers meet to 

perform a Seeing,” she said. “I see the wisdom in this. If 

any are opposed, state so now and give your reasons.” 

For a moment, it appeared as if her elderly advisor 

would speak, but she glared at him and he choked back 

whatever he might have been about to say. 

“In that case, this Gathering will recess until a Seeing 

can be done. Pontax, see to the dismissal of all attendees. I 

will remain here with the queens and their advisors. Since 

all clans are represented, I see no reason why this cannot 

happen tonight.” 

 

### 

 

Later that night, Rian waited outside after escorting his 

queen and his sister to the Vapra meeting place. The queens 

and their seers were to perform the Seeing undisturbed, and 

Aughra and the Mystics were permitted inside to witness 

the event. 

Rian was not alone outside. Jul was there. So was 

Gurjin. In fact, except for a few people still laid up from 

their injuries, most of those who had arrived at the city with 

them after the Skeksis’ attack were there. So were people 

from the other clans, mingling and talking together— 
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except for the darkly cloaked and inscrutable Grottan who 

stood together in a deeply shadowed spot at one entrance, 

not avoiding contact with the rest but not seeking it, either. 

People of all the clans hovered by the seven entrances 

of the Heptagon, often glancing inside to see if they could 

tell what transpired within, but, so far, the mysterious 

proceedings remained mysterious. 

“What do you think they’re doing in there?” Gurjin 

said, pointing to the nearest entrance to the Heptagon. 

“A Seeing, like Queen Elzbeth said,” Rian replied with 

a shrug. “Lara told me that if seven seers from seven clans 

met for a Seeing, they might be able to foresee the future.” 

“I don’t think all the clans have seven seers here,” Jul 

said. “Queen Maree only brought four.” 

“Queen Irwix only has three,” his Drenchen friend 

said. 

“I know you don’t need that many to do a Seeing. My 

sister did one by herself, but I think the more you have, the 

more detailed it is. I really don’t know. I’m not even very 

good at dreamfasting, and Seeing is related in some way. 

At least that’s how Lara explained it to me.” 

Zoon shrugged. “Dreamfast some with other Podling, 

but not a seer. Seeing what happens when it happens soon 

enough for me.” 

Rian suspected that this probably went a long way 

toward explaining why Pod People always seemed content. 

They didn’t worry about tomorrow. He saw the benefit of 

such an attitude, but he saw the danger in it, too, especially 

now. 

Queen Elzbeth emerged alone from the entrance 

nearest them. 

“I must ask you to depart,” she said in a commanding 

whisper. The seers have completed all they can here, and 

now they must go to the palace. I cannot explain it to you 
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now, but you must all leave and not disturb them from their 

trance. Please, go now. Tell those you see that the 

Gathering will resume tomorrow morning.” 

Most of those gathered outside left to spread the word. 

Some withdrew but lingered far enough away not to risk 

disturbing the seers who emerged not long thereafter in a 

tight cluster, moving woodenly with glazed expressions as 

if sleepwalking. Queen Elzbeth led, and the other queens 

strode on either side as if they were guarding or possibly 

herding them. The two Mystics and Aughra followed at a 

discreet distance. 

Rian and some of the others near him moved to follow 

either out of concern or because of simple curiosity, but 

Queen Sylanna intercepted them. 

“Leave them be,” she told them. “They are in a trance. 

They must now go to a place where they will dream-etch 

their visions.” 

“Dream-etch?” Rian and a few others asked. 

“Yes. I cannot explain much, but Lianda warned me 

that this might happen.” 

Rian’s eyes widened in alarm. 

“Don’t worry,” Queen Sylanna said. “I don’t believe 

your sister or any of the other seers are in danger, but while 

the vision is still powerful they may be able to burn images 

of it into stone. That is dream-etching, and it is how they 

will share the details of what they have seen with the rest of 

us. Whatever we discover from this will be shared 

tomorrow when the Gathering resumes.” 

 

### 

 

By the dawning of the Great Sun, the Heptagon once 

more was filled. Queen Elzbeth stood at the podium this 

time addressing the crowd rather than her peers. 
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“Fellow Gelfling. I intend to keep this short because 

our seers are fatigued and the clan queens are scarcely 

better. We have been up most of the night discussing what 

the Seeing has revealed. First, let me tell you that it was 

both successful and disturbing. All of the clan queens have 

discussed this and we are in agreement. The Seeing has 

confirmed the truth of much of what was presented 

yesterday by the Drenchen, Spriton, and Woodland clans. 

What we are to do about it is less certain. There is still 

much to discuss on this point, but it must wait, for now. 

“Last night, seers from all seven clans conducted the 

largest collective Seeing in living memory. To the surprise 

of some of us, their combined focus caused them to fall into 

a much deeper trance state than any of us have witnessed 

before in any such undertaking. Through the art of dream-

etching, they recorded their vision on a section of stone 

wall at the palace. It shows us that the Skeksis have cracked 

the Crystal and that they have no intention of healing it. It 

also revealed, or should I say confirmed, that the damage to 

the Crystal has disrupted the harmony of life on Thra, 

which is responsible for the blight upon Skarith, among 

other things. The intent of the Skeksis was also disclosed. 

We now know that the Skeksis intend to dominate Thra 

rather than protect it.” 

Again there was murmuring from the crowd. Those 

around Rian— Zoon, Lara, Jul, Gurjin, Marn, and some of 

the others he had come to know better in the last few days 

were silent. He saw Aughra sitting with a smug expression 

at the front of the triangular mound to his right. There was 

no sign of the Mystics. 

Queen Elbeth took a breath and went on. “I know some 

hoped the seeing would be able to foretell the future, but it 

did not. What it did reveal is the truth as it is today. With 

this, we can better prepare for tomorrow. It will take more 
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study into the art of Seeing and, perhaps, more seers, to see 

into the future. We will meet again to answer these and 

other questions. What our seers have etched on the wall so 

far is just the first chapter, but it is a start. There is more to 

write on what we are calling the Wall of Destiny. 

“We do not yet know if it is possible to restore the 

Crystal. We do not know whether it is best for us to quietly 

resist the Skeksis, openly fight, or scatter and hide. I and 

the other queens will continue to discuss how we will 

address the threat we now know exists, but one thing is 

certain, the Gelfling clans must unite in common cause. We 

must abandon our old beliefs about the Skeksis. We must 

face the truth that they are no longer our benefactors and 

we do not owe them our loyalty or our deference. They 

seek to dominate, to use, to extract what is good for their 

benefit alone. They are not friends of the Gelfling.” 

The reaction of the crowd was mixed, but it appeared 

to Rian that most agreed with what she said. Some cheered 

and raised fists as if ready then and there to storm the 

Castle. Others trembled with worried faces, clutching 

spouses, friends or children. 

“There is one more thing I wish to say,” Queen Elzbeth 

continued. “Whatever may happen after this, we owe a debt 

of gratitude to the brave people that prompted us to open 

our eyes to this threat. Such news is seldom welcomed, but 

it should be. Truth, no matter how inconvenient or 

disturbing, is better than falsehood and deception, no matter 

how comforting or familiar. Several people deserve 

recognition. They have suffered not only from the Skeksis 

but from their own people at times to bring us this news, 

but I believe two names in particular must be preserved in 

song and story. Both of these people risked their lives and 

one lost his to bring us this news— Nial and Rian, both of 

the Woodland clan.” 
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A cheer, by no means unanimous, but heartfelt where it 

was voiced, rose from the crowd. Rian was dumbstruck. 

His mouth dropped open, and he barely noticed the 

congratulations and backslaps he received from those 

around him. 

“Rian, will you come up here, please?” Queen Elzbeth 

said. 

His legs automatically moved to comply. When he got 

to the podium, both Queen Elzbeth and Queen Sylanna 

were standing there. 

“We wish to provide you with a token of our 

appreciation,” the Vapra queen said to him. 

“Me? But Nial is the one who... I mean, I’m no one 

special.” 

“Everyone is someone special. Each of us everyday 

faces challenges and does his or her best to meet them. 

You, Rian, faced a difficult choice and you chose to risk 

your reputation and your life because you thought others 

were in danger. This is courage, and, for that, we wish to 

give you this.” 

Queen Sylanna held out the staff she held and Rian 

realized it was not the one she normally carried. 

“This staff,” his queen told him, “has been dream-

etched with runes and symbols of all seven Gelfling clans. 

The crystal shard embedded near the top is a gift of the 

Grottan clan and will provide enough light for you to see in 

dark places. This is just a token, a physical symbol, if you 

will, of the strength, cooperation, and dedication to truth 

that you have exhibited. I know you will use it well.” 

Rian accepted the staff. Both ends were banded in 

bronze, and it was surprisingly light yet unquestionably 

strong. Artistic representations of leaves, bones, fangs, 

birds, gems, fish, and frogs among twisting runes and 

twining vines were seared into the wood along the entire 
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length. It was the most beautiful and well made staff Rian 

had ever seen. 

 

### 

 

After the Gathering, several people lingered outside 

the Heptagon in small groups, socializing or, judging from 

the occasional raised voice, arguing about the Skeksis 

threat and what they should do about it. Rian found himself 

one of the centers of attention of a particularly large mob 

including several clan queens, Jul, Gurjin, Lara, Zoon, and 

several others. His newly acquired fame made him 

uncomfortable. Others had done and sacrificed far more 

than he had. 

“Why so glum?” his sister asked him. 

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I just, well...” he held out the 

staff he had been given. “This is far more than I deserve.  

She smiled and shrugged her shoulders. “I think it may 

be as much an apology as it is a reward.” 

“No one needs to apologize to me.” 

“Not you. To themselves. They could see that the 

world had changed, but they never questioned it or tried to 

find out why.” 

“Nial did,” Rian said. He knew he never would have 

on his own. Nial was the real hero. 

“Yes, he did,” she said wistfully. “He was...,” She 

began to sob softly. 

Rian hugged her. 

“Are you all right?” he asked. 

“I’ll be fine. I’m just tired. I’m going back to the inn to 

get some rest.” She kissed him on the cheek and forced a 

smile. “I’ll see you later, hero.” 

He felt a hand on his shoulder as he watched his sister 

leave. 
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“She’s very brave,” Jul said. “She could almost be 

Spriton.” 

“She could be just about anything, I suspect” Rian 

said, “but she is my sister, so don’t get any funny ideas.” 

Jul laughed. “I wouldn’t think of it, my friend.” 

At that moment, he heard Queen Maree talking to 

Queen Elzbeth. He paused to listen, not eavesdropping 

exactly, but her question was one he wondered about as 

well. 

“Why did you pick Borely as one of your advisors?” 

the Spriton queen asked her.  

Rian did not know the name, but he felt sure who she 

meant— the elderly advisor who had been one of those 

most resistant to accepting the idea of a Skeksis threat. 

The Vapra queen chuckled. “Because he always 

disagrees with me. We see things differently, so I felt he 

would notice things I might miss. After you and the others 

came to see me, I was already leaning toward believing it 

was all true, and I couldn’t risk overlooking anything.” 

Many of those around her nodded their agreement at 

the wisdom of this. Only the tallest and widest of them 

spoke. 

“Smart,” Aughra said. “Always said Gelfling could be 

smart. Lesson I learned hard way. Maybe you do all right.” 

Queen Elzbeth turned to her and dipped her head in 

respect. Rian found this surprising. Who or what was 

Aughra that she elicited such respect from the Queen of all 

Gelfling? 

“Aughra, why did the Mystics leave.” 

“Huh, they came to see. They came, they saw, they 

left. All they will do, I think.” 

“I have the feeling they could help us if they chose to.” 

“Not their way, but Aughra say no more. Fool I was 

and secrets I keep, but you must find your own way. This, 
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Mystics know, and with reason. You ask your questions. 

You find your answers in your own way in your own time.” 

The Grottan queen stepped forward. Rian suspected it 

was the queen, anyway— they looked much alike in their 

dark cloaks and veils. 

“The blight has also not touched us in the Cave of 

Obscurity,” she said in a deep, hollow voice, like a whisper 

of wind in a cavern. “But it is wrong to believe that what 

occurs there is what occurs elsewhere. This is why we said 

nothing at the Gathering. We had nothing relevant to offer. 

But, if the time comes, we may be able to offer a place to 

hide. This is all I wish to say.” 

“Um, thank you,” Queen Elzbeth responded. 

With an almost imperceptible nod, the dark cloaked 

queen and the rest of the enigmatic Grottan delegation left. 

One of the Vapra seers ran up, whispered a few words 

to Queen Elzbeth, and handed her a whicker box. 

“Aughra,” she said. “I’d like you to, well, to hold these 

for us. They’re the crystals Rian found at the Castle. We 

have not been able to find out much about them, but I 

thought maybe you might be able to learn something. Even 

if you can’t, they may be safer with you. I feel they may be 

important.” 

Aughra opened the lid of the box and peeked inside. 

All she said was, “Humph,” and seemed unlikely to say 

more. 

“Can you tell us anything about what to expect?” 

Queen Sylanna asked her. 

Aughra turned her one good eye on her. “Is it the 

future you want to know? Future is future. Not happened 

yet. Who knows? Change happens. Happenings change. 

People make future. People make choices, huh? One of the 

things that make them people, choices. Rocks, plants, most 

things, not many choices. They are what they are. You are 
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what you choose. Learn all you can. Only way to make 

wise choices. Do what you think right.” She held up one of 

the crystals and examined it briefly before returning it to 

the box. “Maybe it is.” 

Rian turned and walked away. He knew the queens and 

others had choices to make. He was just a normal Gelfling, 

but he had already made a momentous choice, and it would 

have consequences. He hoped he had chosen well. 
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