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The Skeksis’s Lie 

    Rian was getting really nervous.  He had followed Keefe into the lower parts of the castle 

quite awhile ago.  The crystal of the walls had given way to stone as the two Gelfling wandered 

further through the corridors.  So far they had found a room full of scrolls and several rooms of 

tapestries and art, but still no laboratory.  To make matters worse, without the light from the 

triple suns it was impossible to tell exactly how long they had been gone; Rian was certain that 

someone would come looking for them at their post soon.  

 Keefe was bounding along beside Rian, seemingly sharing none of his younger cousin’s 

concerns.  And really, why should he?  “I worked this hallway last week on my own and no one 

bothered to come looking for me,” Keefe had said when they were back at their post.   

 “That’s because my dad wasn’t working.”  Rian had held his cousin’s gaze, his honey-

coloured eyes flashing.  “He’s back to work, too.” 

 “He won’t come looking for us today,” Keefe grinned.  “I heard the Emperor wanted 

Uncle Reiss standing guard in the throne room.  He’ll be stuck there until shift’s end.” 

Rian hadn’t been keen on breaking the one rule the Skeksis had given their Gelfling 

guards, especially on his first day back at the castle after his mother had passed away.  But in the 

end, Rian had agreed to go for his father’s sake.  Ever since his mother had died, his father had 

been a shell of his former self; Rian hoped that showing his father the room where she died in a 

dreamfast would provide some sort of closure for them both.   

 And so here they were, wandering the forbidden lower parts of the Castle of the Crystal 

in hopes of finding skekTek’s laboratory.  In truth, Rian knew he would have found the 

laboratory faster without Keefe there; the other Gelfling insisted on entering each room, poking 
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and prodding at everything.  Thankfully these corridors were sparser than the ones above in the 

castle proper or Rian was certain they would still be in the entryway.   

Unfortunately there were still well-chosen pieces of artwork here and there in the 

corridors, slowing them down all the more as Keefe stopped to examine them.  “Do you think 

these are from one of the far away Gelfling clans?” Keefe asked, running his long fingers over 

yet another elaborate tapestry.  “Or do you think the Skeksis make their own art?” 

The tapestry in question had a large, brightly-coloured creature which looked like a cross 

between a reptile and a bird surrounded by a group of much smaller, earthen-toned people; it was 

the Skeksis Emperor, dancing with his Gelfling courtiers.  The Gelfling of the tapestry had 

darker skin and hair than either of the two boys; they were probably a representation of the 

Woodland clan.  While Rian’s mother had been from that clan, his father and cousin were not.   

        Rian hastily glanced ahead, worried Keefe’s speech might carry.  “Are you trying to tell 

everyone we’re here?” 

“At least some of them are artists, right?  I mean, one of them’s an ornamentalist.” Keefe 

frowned, his hand tracing the brilliant threads of the Skeksis on the tapestry.  But then his grey 

eyes brightened.  “Do you think we’ll find where he works?  I’d love to see some unfinished 

ornaments.” 

“Please tell me you remember why we’re here,” Rian said, his voice thick with sarcasm. 

“Yeah, yeah, yeah, we’re looking for skekTek’s la-” Keefe was interrupted as Rian 

abruptly yanked his cousin behind the tapestry, no mean feat since Keefe was larger than him.  

Keefe’s outrage died on his lips as he heard voices speaking from further down the corridor.  The 

two remained motionless, listening.  Luckily the voices did not get closer, otherwise the Gelfling 

would have been seen for sure; the tapestry was not much of a hiding place. 
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 “Who’s that?” Keefe mouthed to Rian.  Rian could just shrug.  One of the voices 

sounded harsh, most likely a Skeksis, but Rian wasn’t certain.  Keefe gave a little shrug and 

motioned towards where the voices were coming from; Rian nodded.  Cautiously, the two 

Gelfling crept closer, passing several alcoves before coming to a doorway.   

It occurred to Rian that creeping towards one of the Skeksis might not be the best plan if 

they didn’t want to get caught.  He reached forward to stop Keefe. 

“Now, Gelfling, I need you to sit in this chair.”  Rian paused, recognizing the voice.  It 

was indeed a Skeksis.  But not just any Skeksis; this was the harsh and impatient voice of 

skekTek, the Skeksis healer.  They had found the laboratory.   

“Is he healing a Gelfling?” Rian whispered, starting towards the door.  Keefe pulled him 

back a few paces.  Rian turned to his cousin, moving so his lips were mere inches from Keefe’s 

ear.  “Up ahead must be skekTek’s lab.”   

 “Are these restraints necessary?” a soft, feminine voice asked from within the room. 

 The Skeksis was healing another Gelfling right now.  Rian took another step torwards the 

laboratory.   

Keefe pulled him back a second time.  “Are you crazy?  He’s in there.  You’ll get 

caught.” 

“...a safety precaution.  We wouldn’t want you hurting yourself during the treatment,” 

skekTek replied. 

Rian pulled back to whisper in Keefe’s ear.  “He’s healing another Gelfling, right?  This 

is the perfect time for me to see him working.”   He pulled out of Keefe’s grasp.  “You coming?” 

Keefe’s eyes were wide.  “I’ll stay here.  Keep a look out.” 
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Rian frowned at Keefe’s sudden lack of enthusiasm before shrugging and turning back 

towards the laboratory.  He had no time to worry about his cousin if he wanted to see skekTek in 

action. 

“My assistant is positioning the reflector now.  Make sure you look into the Crystal’s 

light,” skekTek said as Rian cautiously made his way to the doorway.  The smell of a dozen 

different animals assaulted his nose as he poked his head into the room; all he got was a glance 

of a ramp leading upwards before a weird purple glow emanated from inside.  Out of instinct he 

jerked his head back out into the corridor.  The glow was accompanied by the horrific screeching 

noises of the animals; Rian had to cover his ears against the sound until after the light had ebbed.   

Again peeking inside, Rian found the room to be quite different from what he had been 

expecting.  The ramp led to an upper level, which is where the glow had been coming from.  

Rian could hear the sounds of the animals rustling around coming from above as well.  He crept 

his way up, spying a couple of empty cages and a table to his left; the table had all kinds of 

different tools and vials.  A female Gelfling was standing by a switch in the wall.  To the right 

were a few more cages, these ones occupied by animals that were still yipping and howling in 

distress.   

Directly in front of him appeared to be a work in progress, made of chair pieces and other 

odd bits of machinery.  skekTek was fussing over a Gelfling who was strapped into the odd chair 

contraption.  The healer was the smallest of the Skeksis that Rian had seen, but he still stood at 

least six spans taller than any Gelfling.  He was thin, even for a Skeksis, with a longer and 

narrower beak than most of his fellows.  Rian couldn’t see much of the girl he was treating 

except for the back of her head, but that was enough; her hair was very pale and lackluster, 

clearly indicating that she needed the Skeksis healer’s help.   
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Rian ducked under a table to his left.  From there he was able to get a better glimpse of 

the Skeksis’s helper.  Like the girl in the chair, this Gelfling had the same pale and unhealthy 

looking hair.  Rian was about to turn his attention back to the Skeksis when he noticed the 

necklace she was wearing.  It was a miniature firca, the small flute carved with a pattern Rian 

would recognize anywhere because he had helped his father carve it. 

“Mother?” Rian whispered, staring at the other Gelfling in shock.  Her hair was no longer 

the warm brown colour he remembered, but it had to be her; no one else could possibly have that 

necklace.  She should be dead, not calmly standing in skekTek’s laboratory.  Why was she not 

dead?   

 skekTek finished what he was doing and removed the restraints from the other Gelfling.  

“Come now, Gelfling,” he told her.  “skekNa is expecting you.” 

 Rian didn’t know who skekNa was, but then he wasn’t familiar with all the Skeksis.  He 

backed up against the wall, aware that his hiding spot wasn’t great.  Luckily skekTek swept past 

without even glancing his way, far too intent on bringing the Gelfling to this other Skeksis, 

whoever he was.  For her part, the sick Gelfling followed him docilely, not even looking from 

side to side.  His mother remained where she was, seemingly forgotten by the Skeksis.   

 Once skekTek’s footsteps had faded, Rian made his way over to his mother.  She didn’t 

even glance his way.   

 “Mother?  It’s me,” Rian said, reaching out to touch her.  At the contact, she finally 

looked at him, her eyes utterly white and vacant, not the warm brown he remembered so well.  

 “Mother?” Rian recoiled, less sure now.  But Rian had no more time to speak with her as 

footsteps alerted him to the return of skekTek.  Rian dove underneath the table just as skekTek 

rushed back up the ramp.   
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“I forgot about you,” he said to her, annoyance clear in his voice.  “Come, Gelfling, we 

have work to do.”  

His mother turned and followed the Skeksis without even a glance towards her son.  Rian 

watched her go, his mind whirling.  His mother was alive!  But why would skekTek tell them she 

was dead?   

More importantly, what was wrong with her?  Rian slowly got out from under the table, 

deciding to investigate the lab more closely before he left.  His mother had looked similar to the 

sick Gelfling, so they must have the same disease.  He glanced at the chair where the second 

Gelfling had so recently been sitting.  Maybe that had some sort of clue? 

Rian hadn’t noticed it when he had been hiding, but there were a bunch of tubes running 

along the chair.  Curious, he found that the tubes led to a vial filled with blue liquid which was 

strapped to the opposite side of the chair.  The vial looked largely like any number of the others 

sitting around the laboratory, but one look at the liquid inside and he felt his breathing intensify 

as his body readied to flee.  Rian took a couple of deep breaths to calm down, pointedly looking 

away from the vial; fleeing would do him no good if he ran straight into skekTek in the hallway.   

 That thought reminded him that Keefe was still out there.  Rian hurried down the ramp, 

hoping his cousin had managed to stay hidden when the Skeksis had left the laboratory.   

 

* 

 

 True to his word, Keefe remained back in the hallway while Rian investigated the 

laboratory.  Keefe was curious about the laboratory, especially after seeing the bright purple light 

and hearing all of the animals; was skekTek a healer for animals, too?  While strong, his 
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curiosity wasn’t enough to get him inside with one of the Skeksis there.  Keefe couldn’t believe 

that Rian had actually gone in; he’d always thought his cousin was the cautious one, but 

apparently that wasn’t the case.  Hopefully Rian wouldn’t get caught. 

 As Keefe pondered his apparent cowardice, he found himself backtracking down the 

corridor towards one of the alcoves they had passed.  He hadn’t noticed it earlier, but there was a 

sculpture set within it.  That wasn’t surprising: the sculpture looked to be created out of some 

strange dark stone that made it almost impossible to determine the sculpture’s shape; it seemed 

to be one with the shadows.  Keefe was just able to make out the outline of a Skeksis, but it was 

no Skeksis that he had ever seen.  Where the Emperor and his courtiers had a noble bearing 

about them, this one looked absolutely sinister, thanks in large part to its wickedly sharp beak 

which bore a long and jagged scar; that beak looked very much like a well-used weapon.  Where 

the courtiers had feathers and other ornaments decorating their bodies, this Skeksis wore leaves 

and what might have been animal skins.  The whole piece was extremely life-like, especially 

since the sculptor apparently used real skins and leaves, but it didn’t move or blink; luckily it 

was only a sculpture.   

 The sound of hurried footsteps brought Keefe back to the present.  He managed to duck 

into the shadows beside the sculpture as skekTek exited the lab, a female Gelfling following in 

his wake.  The Skeksis seemed to be in a hurry, his strides quick.  The Gelfling seemed unfazed 

by his speed, staring intently at his back.  Keefe caught a glimpse of white hair; thinking she was 

from the beautiful Vapra clan, Keefe tried to catch her eye.  He got quite a shock when he 

realized her eyes were completely vacant. 
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 Keefe backed even further into the alcove, considering what that could mean.  The girl 

must be really sick to look like that.  Or maybe she was blind?  But if she was blind, why would 

she be following skekTek around without any help from the Skeksis? 

 As suddenly as skekTek had swept by, he suddenly reappeared.  “Stupid Gelfling,” he 

said as he quickly retraced his steps, disappearing back inside the laboratory.  Keefe had never 

heard one of the Skeksis belittle the Gelfling like that before.  Was he talking about the sick girl? 

 With a start, Keefe realized Rian was still inside the laboratory.  Luckily he didn’t have 

long to fret as skekTek reappeared with another female Gelfling in tow.   Like the one Keefe had 

already seen, she had pale hair and the same vacant-looking eyes.  It was only when she was 

beside his alcove that he caught a glimpse of her necklace. 

 “Aunt Mari?” the words slipped out of his mouth before he could stop them. 

 “What was that?” skekTek demanded, turning around to face the Gelfling in the corridor.  

Keefe mentally cursed, his fingers flying to his mouth.  As the Skeksis came closer to examine 

his aunt, Keefe tried his best to blend in with the wall, hoping the Skeksis wouldn’t turn and see 

him.   

“Did you say something, Gelfling?” skekTek lowered his head to glare directly into her 

eyes.  His aunt just stared vacantly back.  After a long and tense moment, skekTek slowly turned 

and continued down the corridor.  “I know I heard something.  Perhaps the treatment needs more 

work.”  He glanced back over his shoulder.  “Hurry up, Gelfling.” 

 Keefe didn’t know what to make of that.  He had never seen a Skeksis react so hostilely 

before.  He glanced up at the sculpture and shuddered.  Maybe there was more to the Skeksis 

than he had ever imagined? 
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 Rian appeared a few moments later.  “Keefe?” he whispered, casting furtive glances 

down the corridor. 

 Keefe detached himself from the shadows.  “I’m here, Rian.” 

 “Did he see you?” 

 “Of course not.”  Keefe chuckled, the sound a little higher pitched than normal.  “I guess 

he didn’t see you, either?” 

 “No.” Rian glanced back towards the laboratory.  “I saw someone else though.” 

“I saw her too, Rian,” Keefe said, wiping away a stray tear that trailed down his cheek.  

Saying the words out loud made the incident in the corridor seem like nothing compared to the 

fact that somehow Aunt Mari was alive. 

  “So I wasn’t imagining her.”  Rian cast a quick look down the corridor, listening to make 

sure they were alone.  Hearing nothing, Rian let out a breath.  “Keefe, I need to show you 

something.” 

 Keefe cast his own fearful glance towards the portal skekTek had recently disappeared 

through.  “We should get back to our post.”  

“Our post?”  Rian tilted his head.  “What happened to my cousin?”    

Keefe let out another chuckle.  His voice was almost back to its normal pitch.  “It’ll be 

shift’s end soon.” 

 “It’ll only take a moment,” Rian said, disappearing back inside the laboratory.  Fearful 

that the Skeksis would reappear, Keefe cast another wide-eyed glance backwards, then sprinted 

towards the laboratory.  Rian led him up a ramp to a strange looking chair near the back of the 

room.  It had restraints and all kinds of weird tubes attached to it, along with a vial.  One glance 

at the blue liquid inside and Keefe was rushing back the way he had come. 
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 “Keefe!” Rian ran after him.  He managed to catch his cousin by the arm and slow him 

down.  “Remember, we can’t make too much noise.” 

 “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Keefe said, his stomach roiling.  “I told you, we need to get back 

before shift’s end.” 

 Rian looked unconvinced, but released his cousin’s arm.  “If you’re sure you’re okay.”   

 “I’m fine.  What was that blue stuff, anyway?” Keefe asked, trying to sound as 

nonchalant as he could.  When the other Gelfling remained silent, Keefe felt himself panicking a 

little more.  “Rian?” 

“I don’t know,” Rian finally answered.  “I was hoping you could tell me.”   

“I’ve never seen anything like it before.”  Keefe took a deep breath, trying to calm his 

body down.  “Rian, what’s going on down here?” 

“I don’t know,” Rian said again.  He glanced back down the corridor towards skekTek’s 

laboratory.  With a sigh, he turned to his friend.  “I have to tell my father.  He needs to know that 

mother is still alive.”   

Keefe’s nose wrinkled at the thought.  Since Aunt Mari had died, talking to Reiss was 

generally like talking to a wall: Reiss barely seemed to acknowledge anything Keefe said.  But if 

he did show emotion, it was usually anger.  Over the last few weeks, Keefe generally tried to 

avoid speaking to his uncle, something he found difficult, especially since they lived in the same 

house.  He tried to grin, but it looked all wrong since his nose was still crinkled.  “Need my 

help?” 

“I can see that you want to,” Rian laughed.  But then he grew silent for a moment, his 

head slightly tilted as he thought.  “I’d like it if you came with me, but it’ll probably be best if I 

do the talking,” he finally said.   
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“Fair enough,” Keefe said with a genuine smile, relieved at not having to speak to his 

uncle.  “Want to go find him now?” 

“No,” Rian said.  “There’s plenty of time to tell him when we get home.” 

 

*  

 

The throne room was an ever-changing place of beauty, thanks to the countless Gelfling 

and Podling artists who had come here to bask in the glory of skekSo, the Skeksis Emperor.  A 

multitude of paintings and sculptures had been created in his honour.  Whenever a new work of 

art was presented to him, skekSo made sure it was displayed in a place of honour, often chosen 

by the Skeksis Ornamentalist, skekEkt.  As the art work piled up, the Ornamentalist moved older 

work out of the throne room and into other parts of the castle, never failing to find the perfect 

spot to display it.  

A Podling band was just finishing up a rousing tune they had created in honour of the 

Emperor.  Where Gelfling musicians prided themselves on their artistic skill, the Pod People 

cared more about having a good time; when they played, they were sure to draw a crowd.  True 

to form, a vigorous dance was taking place, with Pod People, Gelfling and even the Skeksis 

Emperor all joining in. 

While the court itself was a beautiful thing, it was nothing without skekSo.  The Emperor 

stood much taller than those gathered, Skeksis included.  He moved with a grace that even the 

Gelfling could only imagine having, his every movement a dance.  When he turned in the light, 

iridescent markings shone on his body and long, smooth beak. 
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There was a moment of confusion in the court as the band of Pod People finished their set 

and the next band, a Gelfling group, made ready to perform.  The dancers dispersed, clearing the 

center of the court for a group of Gelfling maidens dressed in gossamer robes designed by 

skekEkt.  When all was ready, the Gelfling band began.  In the nearby village, this band 

normally played music more similar to the Podlings; merry tunes inspiring impromptu dancing 

were what the Woodland clan preferred.  But here in the court, the band was playing a song that 

was a work of art, made all the more beautiful by the group of Gelfling maidens dancing in 

accompaniment.    

skekSo made his way to the golden throne that was sitting on the far wall.  Carved by 

many Gelfling hands, the throne brought to mind a majestic dragon with wings outspread.  

skekSo loved the feeling of power he got from sitting on it, even though he rarely did.   

His Chamberlain, skekSil, was waiting for him by the throne.  “Excellent dance, Royal 

Sire,” he said, giving a slight bow with his head.   

“Perhaps you should join in on the next one, Chamberlain,” skekSo said, a sparkle in his 

pale eyes.   

“Hmmm.  I would not wish to shame the Gelfling,” skekSil replied.  That brought on a 

laugh from the Emperor.  Clapping the smaller Skeksis on the back, skekSo moved past him 

towards a female Gelfling that was standing off to the side, watching him.  Even though there 

was peace throughout the land, she was dressed for war.  From the leathers she wore, the armor 

on her wings and the empty scabbard on her side, there was no mistaking that this Gelfling was 

from the ferocious Spriton clan.   

“Royal Sire, I am Jul,” she said.  Her bow was awkward, all the more so due to her 

armor.  “I wish to stay the night here in the castle.” 
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“Of course.”  Without even a glance, the Emperor raised his hand towards his 

Chamberlain, forestalling the protest he knew was coming.  The visiting Gelfling usually stayed 

in the nearby village of Crystal Haven.  But the village was run by the Woodland Gelfling, the 

age-old rivals of the Spriton clan; it would be best for everyone if she stayed elsewhere.  “My 

Chamberlain, skekSil, will be happy to arrange your stay.” 

The Chamberlain’s eyes went wide, but he hastily sketched a bow for his Emperor.  

“Right this way,” he said, drawing the girl away from the throne.  “Please.”   

After they departed, skekSo had a rare moment to himself.  He sat back in the throne to 

survey the room, finding his eye drawn to the captain of the Gelfling guard.  Normally Reiss was 

a jovial fellow, enjoying the music of the court.  But today the larger Gelfling stood stiffly, his 

stance screaming his displeasure at being here.  Reiss’s eyes roamed across the court; the 

Gelfling refused to let his feelings, whatever they were, get in the way of his job.  From a minor 

disagreement between courtiers to another heretic like Raunip trying to storm the castle, skekSo 

knew he was safe under Reiss’s watch.   

Curious about what troubled his captain, the Emperor jumped back to his feet and strode 

towards the Gelfling.  But he only got about ten paces from the throne when skekEkt, his 

Ornamentalist, and skekAyuk, his Gourmand, intercepted his path.   

The Ornamentalist was a tall and thin Skeksis.  He was the only one who had decided to 

start wearing robes; he was currently wearing a black robe with sleeves of a light blue.  True to 

his title, he held two trinkets in his hand.  They were made of wire, bent into feather shapes.  The 

first was golden, the second more of a copper-colour.  “I think the gold will look nice on you,” 

he said in his shrill voice.  He was much higher-pitched than any of the other Skeksis; it was 

almost uncomfortable to listen to him speaking loudly.  He placed first one ornament then the 
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other up to the Emperor in an attempt to decide which looked better with skekSo’s shimmering 

complexion.  “But the copper’s good, too.” 

skekSo idly waved him off as skekAyuk, a larger and rather jolly-looking fellow, held up 

a tray for skekSo’s inspection.   In his clear, booming voice, he asked, “A sample, Royal Sire?”  

“Come speak with me in a moment,” the Emperor said as he walked past them both, 

making his way to the Gelfling’s side. 

 “Royal Sire,” Reiss said, standing stiffly at attention.  While Reiss was large for a 

Gelfling, he was dwarfed by the much larger Emperor.  His hair was lighter than most of the 

Gelfling in the court.  Between his hair and his build, Reiss was very much marked as not of the 

Woodland clan. 

“At ease, Captain,” skekSo told him, but the Gelfling remained steadfastly at attention.  

“Is something the matter?” 

“No, Royal Sire.” Reiss’s eyes roamed quickly across the room before meeting the 

Skeksis’s again.  “Everything is well within the court.”   

“It’s not the court I’m worried about,” the Emperor said with a slight frown.  “Why do 

you not enjoy the music?” 

Reiss’s face was stone.  “I’m on duty.” 

Somehow skekSo managed to keep a grin from forming on his face.  “Being on duty has 

never stopped you before.” 

Reiss’s whole body slumped a little at that.  “I’m sorry, Royal Sire.  Music used to bring 

me joy.” 



Kosoris 16 
 

That made skekSo pause.  The Reiss he knew had always delighted in all forms of music.  

But then the Emperor remembered that this was Reiss’s first day back on the job after his wife 

had passed away.  “Was your wife a musician?” 

“Yes.” Reiss’s fingers were over his eyes, attempting to hide the tears that threatened to 

fall.   

“Then go home.”  skekSo placed a hand gently on the Gelfling’s shoulder.  “We will get 

on without you, my friend.” 

Reiss sighed.  “I know.”  He looked up at the Emperor.  “But here or there, what 

difference does it make?  Everywhere reminds me of her.” 

“Surely being here with all this music is worse?”  When Reiss stayed silent, skekSo gave 

his shoulder a reassuring squeeze.  “Go.  Be with your family.” 

Reiss made a bow as the Emperor released his shoulder.  Without another word, he 

turned and stalked through the crowd towards the exit. 

Pleased, skekSo attempted to return to the waiting Skeksis, but was intercepted by his 

General, skekVar.  The General was one of the larger Skeksis, though he was still a span smaller 

than the Emperor.   

“Royal Sire,” skekVar gave a low bow.  He then spoke in Skeksis.  “skekMal requested 

an audience with you.” 

The Emperor frowned.  What could his Hunter want?  “Did he say why?” 

“No, only that it was urgent.”  

“Tell him to meet me in the Crystal Chamber.”  
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Bowing low, the General strode from the room, leaving skekSo free to return to the small 

group of Skeksis who still stood waiting for him.  He was glad to see his Chamberlain was also 

there.   

skekEkt held up two different ornaments to the Emperor.  These two were both made out 

of dark feathers, but on one the feathers were attached to blue coloured crystals, while the second 

had purple.  The Ornamentalist tried to hold one up for size near the Emperor’s forehead, but 

skekSo waved him off.  “skekEkt, I’m in the mood for something new.” 

“These are new,” the Ornamentalist shrank back, his hand trembling a little. 

“No, I mean here in the hall,” skekSo said, waving towards a tapestry.  “Hasn’t that been 

there awhile now?” 

 “I’ll redecorate at once!” The Ornamentalist bowed low before turning and shrieking 

“Gelfling!  Podlings!”  By the time he had moved a few paces away from the other Skeksis, there 

were already a dozen courtiers ready to help him. 

“Hmmmmm,” skekSil said, eyeing the Emperor with a frown on his face. 

For his part, skekSo ignored the Chamberlain, turning instead to the other Skeksis.  

“skekAyuk, what have you got there?” 

The Gourmand displayed the plate proudly.  Wriggling on it were several small, scaled 

creatures.  “These were just brought in from the Crystal Sea.  Very fresh.” 

“Do we have enough for a feast?” 

“Of course.”  

“Excellent.  I look forward to trying these tonight.” 

Paling, the Gourmand bowed, all the while struggling to keep the creatures on his platter.  

“It will be done, Royal Sire.”  
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Both skekSo and skekSil watched the Gourmand make his way through the crowd, trying 

desperately to keep the creatures from falling onto one of the courtiers.  Normally watching the 

plump Skeksis’s antics would have drawn a laugh from the Emperor, but he was not in the mood.   

The Gelfling band finished playing and started to pack away their instruments.  With the 

dancers dispersing, now was the perfect time to make an exit.  “Come,” skekSo told his 

Chamberlain, heading towards the same door that skekVar had used. 

 “Hmmmmm.” skekSil slid a sideways glance at the Emperor.  “Is something wrong?” 

“I hope not.”  

“Royal Sire,” a short male Gelfling wielding a paint brush stopped him.  “We would be 

honoured if you posed for us,” he said, pointing his brush towards a group of painters sitting off 

to the side.  Smiles lit up the groups’ faces as skekSo turned to regard them. 

“Unfortunately I have some business to attend to now,” the Emperor told him, his face a 

mask of disappointment.  “But come find me after the feast and I will be pleased to then, lad.” 

The crestfallen look on the painter’s face abruptly vanished as he turned back to his 

fellows, eager to share his news.  The Gelfling were so easy to please.  With a satisfied smile, 

skekSo led the way to the Crystal Chamber. 

 

* 

When their shift ended, Rian and Keefe couldn’t be out of the castle fast enough.  Neither 

boy was in a hurry to meet up with one of the Skeksis; they grabbed their cloaks and raced down 

the corridors, heedless of other Gelfling cautioning them to slow down. 

The village of Crystal Haven was on the river bank, a short distance away from the castle.  

The pathway was well-worn from the many Gelfling feet that walked it daily.  On either side of 
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the path, whole fields of vines grew crops of fruit to feed both the village and the numerous 

guests to the castle.  The vine plants had been brought in from many distant corners of Thra by 

Gelfling who had come to visit the Skeksis.  A welcome side effect of the new vines was that the 

tall grasses that characterized the Bah-Lem Valley were removed and otherwise kept short near 

the castle and the village.  This gave the Gelfling a much wider range of sight against possible 

attacks from the Heretic than they would otherwise have had.  Of course, the large herd of 

mounders the village kept also helped to keep the grasses tramped down.  Although the large, 

woolen quadrupeds were mostly out away from the village this time of year, the grasses wouldn’t 

recover to their full height before the mounders were brought in closer to the village during the 

colder months. 

It was still rather early in the day, and so Rian and Keefe passed a few Gelfling who were 

either heading to the castle or just otherwise going about their day to day activities.  Most of the 

Gelfling of the village who weren’t chosen to be palace guards were farmers; they tended the 

many fruit vines.  The vines that were native to the Bah-Lem Valley were hardy and required 

little care, but the others required constant attention.  Luckily all of the plants flourished in 

Crystal Haven.    

The village itself didn’t take up much area.  Rather than building out, the Gelfling had 

chosen to build upwards, adding on new floors and levels to their homes as the village grew; this 

had the added advantage of giving the Gelfling an excellent view of the surrounding land.  

Constructed out of mud like the houses, a large wall surrounded the village, providing an extra 

level of protection should the heretic decide to attack. 

Rian’s family could trace their lineage to the founders of Crystal Haven, and so their 

home was on the ground level of their building.  One other family lived next to them on the 
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ground, and three families had their homes on the upper stories.  His neighbour, an elder by the 

name of Trina, was sitting with a group of children, showing them how to carve a firca.  Rian 

and Keefe waved as they passed. 

“What’re you going to tell him?” Keefe asked as he opened the door.  The house had only 

two rooms: the large main room where they ate and the two boys slept, and the smaller room 

which Rian’s parents had shared.  The second room had a large closet where the family stored all 

of their belongings except for the food, which was kept near the fire place, and Mari’s 

instruments, which sat near the entrance to the second room.    

“Tell who?” Reiss asked from the shadows, making the two younger Gelfling jump.  The 

older Gelfling was sitting on a chair in the far corner of the main room, next to the fire place.  

The fire had long grown cold and the older Gelfling had done nothing to rekindle it.  Normally 

whoever got home first lit the fire to provide light and to cook dinner.  

“What’re you doing home so soon?” Keefe asked.  Rian, who was hanging his cloak on a 

peg near the door, cringed at his cousin’s words.  Keefe noticed and shot him an apologetic 

smile. 

Luckily Reiss’s anger was directed elsewhere.  “The Emperor told me to go.” Reiss gave 

out a sharp laugh, his eyes narrowed.  “Apparently I wasn’t cheery enough for the court.” 

“Dad.” With a deep breath, Rian crossed the room and knelt in front of his father, 

extending his hand towards the older Gelfling.  “I need to show you something.” 

With a frown, Reiss took his son’s hand and joined in a dreamfast.  Rian’s memories 

from earlier in the day had just started to flow into his father’s head when Reiss abruptly jerked 

his hand away.  “You went into the Skeksis’s private quarters?” 

“Dad –” 
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“You disobeyed the one rule the Skeksis gave us, Rian.” Springing to his feet, Reiss 

glared at Keefe as well.  “I’m disappointed in both of you.”  With that, he pushed past both his 

son and nephew.  The door slammed shut in his wake, making both Gelfling jump a second time. 

“That went well,” Keefe chuckled once he was certain Reiss was out of earshot.  He 

turned to hang his own cloak on a peg.  “Where do you think he went?” 

“Maybe just to clear his head.”  Rian got to his feet slowly.  “Or else he went to tell the 

Skeksis.” 

“Oh.”   Keefe frowned.  But then he turned to Rian, the cloak in his hand dropping to the 

floor, forgotten.  “Want me to explain next time?” 

“No.” Rian picked the cloak up and hung it properly.  “He barely listened to me.” 

“He’ll probably say we’re just crazy anyway.” 

“Yeah,” Rian said, crossing the room to the fire pit.  He started placing kindling 

carefully.  “I don’t know what to do.  We need to tell someone.” 

“I think we should tell my mom,” Keefe wandered over to the chair his uncle had 

vacated, flopping into it.  “She’ll listen.” 

Rian grabbed a piece of flint and a small knife from the shelf near the fire.  “What makes 

you so sure?” Rian asked as he held the flint above the kindling and started striking it with the 

knife. 

“Rian, she’s my mom.  She always listens.”  There was a wry grin on Keefe’s face as he 

watched his cousin work.  “And she’ll know what that blue stuff is, too.” 

Rian paused with the knife raised, shooting his cousin a questioning look.  “How will she 

know that?” 
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Keefe jumped to his feet.  “Because she’s the smartest person I know.”  He started 

pacing, his hands getting more and more animated as he spoke.  “And whatever it is, she can tell 

the other Gelfling clans.” 

“Why would she do that?” 

“Because she has lots of sway.” 

“I think we’re getting a little ahead of ourselves, Keefe.” Rian went back to coaxing the 

fire to life.  

“Yeah, but if we did need to tell others, my mom would be the one to tell them.”  Keefe 

stopped his pacing, hands on his hips.  “Besides, who around here is going to listen to us?” 

“Definitely not my dad,” Rian said, sitting back on his heels.  “But that doesn’t mean no 

one will.” 

“Rian, everyone here loves the Skeksis.  They won’t like it if we speak out against them.” 

Rian’s eyes went wide as he realized the truth of that.  “Even though we saw my mom, 

they’ll never believe us.” 

“Not here in Crystal Haven.”   

There was a moment of silence between the Gelfling after Keefe’s pronouncement.  Rian 

finally broke it when he turned away from his cousin.  “Keefe, why did the Skeksis lie to us?” 

“I don’t know.” Keefe squatted down beside Rian.  “But my mom will.”  Keefe patted his 

cousin on the shoulder.  “Besides, don’t you want to get away from all this for a bit?” 

Rian was about to protest, but then he looked around the room.  The whole house was 

filled with memories of his mother.  The chair Keefe had vacated was where she had told him 

stories before bed when he was younger.  Her instruments were still sitting as she had left them 
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in the far corner, waiting for her to return.  Even the fire pit made him think of all the times they 

had cooked together.  A tear trailed its way down Rian’s cheek as he nodded. 

“Great!” Keefe was back on his feet and bounding into the other room before Rian could 

blink.  By the time Rian followed him, Keefe already had his head in the closet.  “It’ll probably 

take us two nights to get to my house.  I’ll pack this stuff, you grab the food. " 

With another nod, Rian backtracked to the fire pit, which served as the kitchen area.  His 

family stored food on a shelf that sat opposite from the chair.  While his mother tended to eat 

mostly fruits and vegetables, his Drenchen-clan father preferred to eat lizards and the like.  Rian 

was partial to either, but knew Keefe would prefer the lizards.  Luckily Rian had salted and 

stored a couple of lizards yesterday; he left some for his father, then transferred enough for a few 

meals into another container.  Once they were closer to the Swamps of Sog, he knew they could 

easily catch a few more. 

“What should we take for protection?” Keefe asked, dropping two large packs onto the 

ground.  “I know a pan would work, but I want something better.” 

“What about an axe?” Rian asked, stuffing the container of lizard meat into one of the 

packs.  He didn’t know how Keefe had managed to pack so fast, but was glad they’d be out of 

here sooner rather than later.  “I know we’ve got a spare somewhere.” 

“Good idea,” Keefe said.  He ran back into the other room.  Rian took a moment to rifle 

through the second pack, happy to see blankets and some water-proof sheets to keep rain off of 

them.  “Ta da!” Keefe returned, triumphantly holding up both an axe and a small lantern.  “I 

think we’re ready to go.” 

Rian stuffed a small contained of fruit into the second pack, then slung it over his 

shoulder.  He took a moment to survey the room in case they had forgotten anything.  When his 
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gaze fell on the chair, he began to have second thoughts about leaving without an apology.  

“Maybe we should wait until my father comes home,” he said, dropping the pack to the floor.  “I 

don’t want him worried about us.” 

Keefe handed the pack back to Rian.  “Why don’t we just tell Trina?  She’ll let him know 

when he comes back.” 

“That’s true,” Rian said with a frown.  It still felt wrong to be leaving, no matter how 

angry his father was.  But with luck, his Aunt Gurjin could give him some advice on how best to 

talk to his father.  

The two Gelfling hefted their packs and grabbed their cloaks, heading outside.  With one 

last backwards glance, Rian closed the door behind them. 

 

* 

 

 “What does he want, hmmmm?” skekSil asked.  The two Skeksis had retired to the 

Crystal Chamber to wait for skekMal.  At its center, the Dark Crystal hung over a shaft that led 

straight into the heart of Thra.  This was a room no Gelfling or Podling was allowed to enter.   

 skekSo was pacing in front of the Crystal.  “I don’t know, skekSil.” 

 “Hmmmmm.” Head tilted in thought, skekSil stood more than a respectful distance away 

from his emperor, watching the other carefully.  “Hopefully we will not wait long.” 

“You won’t,” skekMal said, appearing next to skekSil and eliciting a startled squawk 

from the Chamberlain.  For some reason, only the darkened light of the Crystal seemed to 

illuminate the Skeksis, who was normally clothed in animal pelts and leaves, the perfect 

camouflage while on the hunt.  He often seemed to be a living shadow, blending into the 
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darkness if viewed anywhere but in this chamber.  The Hunter bowed low, the scar across his 

wickedly sharp beak gleaming in the Crystal’s light.  His skin was craggy and stone-like from 

too much time spent outside under the triple suns. 

 “What’s this all about?” the Emperor paused in his pacing, nodding for skekMal to rise.   

The Hunter was on his feet in one fluid motion.  “Two Gelfling guards were below,” 

skekMal said.  skekSil made a noise like he was choking, which elicited a slight growl from the 

other, the closest sound skekMal ever made to a laugh.  His lips curved upward in a sneer.  

“They found the essence.” 

“What?” skekSil’s arms flew upwards, his hands alternately on his beak then up in the air 

as he started walking in little circles.  For his part, skekSo’s eyes narrowed, focussing squarely 

on skekMal; the fearsome Hunter quickly swept into another bow, this one even lower than the 

first.  skekMal would never be much of a courtier, but he knew his place.   

Hands on his beak, skekSil turned back to face the other Skeksis.  “Did you deal with 

them?” 

“No.”  The Hunter slid a sideways look at the Chamberlain and gave a low-pitched hiss.  

“No Gelfling killed in the castle.” 

Dropping his hands, the Chamberlain gave a hiss in response.  “This is an exceptional 

circumstance, hmmmm?”  

“Rise, skekMal,” skekSo said, turning away from the other two to face the darkened 

Crystal hanging above them.  “You have done nothing wrong.” 

“But...the Gelfling...” skekSil could feel the panic rising once again. 
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“Were on shift.  They would have been missed had they not returned.” skekSo’s gaze 

raked over his Chamberlain.  “And had skekMal detained them, what then?  We warn them off 

from going there?  Inflict some minor punishment?  No, it’s far better this way.” 

“And if they tell others, hmmmm?” 

“They cared more about a slave,” the Hunter said with a growl.  “She’s supposed to be 

dead.”  

“Yet another problem.”  skekSo steepled his fingers together, thinking deeply.   

“Hmmm,” skekSil visibly puffed out his chest.  “It may not be, Royal Sire.” 

        “Why not, Chamberlain?” skekSo glanced over his shoulder at the other Skeksis. 

“The Gelfling all think that those below are dead.” A wicked grin slowly spread across 

the Chamberlain’s beak.  “Those two clearly saw that which wasn’t there, hmmmm?” 

That drew a laugh from the Emperor.  “If you spread this tale, make sure you don’t 

offend the other Gelfling, skekSil.  We need to remain their friends.” 

“Of course,” the Chamberlain said, giving a short bow. 

“But we must eliminate these two Gelfling all the same,” skekSo turned back to 

contemplate the Crystal once again.  “What if someone like Raunip hears of their tale?” 

“skekSil’s plan will make them flee.” A dangerous glint was in skekMal’s eyes.  “I know 

where they’ll go.” 

“How?” skekSo asked, his head tilted slightly. 

“One is from the Drenchen clan.” 

skekSo spun around immediately, gazing squarely at the Hunter.  “You’re certain?” 

skekMal took an involuntary step backwards.  “Yes.  He had the colouring.” 

The Emperor drew in a slow breath of air.  “Then see that they do not make it.”  



Kosoris 27 
 

“Done,” skekMal growled.  He made another low bow and quickly disappeared back into 

the shadows.   

“Hmmmm.”  skekSil tilted his head, leveling a long look at the Emperor.  “They will tell 

the father.” 

skekSo sighed and bowed his head slightly.  “I know.” 

“Will he believe?” 

“That remains to be seen, Chamberlain.”  The Emperor turned and started walking back 

towards the court.  He paused, glancing over his shoulder.  “When you get a chance, speak with 

my Captain.”   

skekSil’s eyes narrowed as he tilted his head.  “Why don’t you, hmmmm?” 

The Emperor turned away, his eyes closing.  “I cannot trust my own judgement with that 

one.” 

The Skeksis Emperor continued on his way, glad he could not see the large grin plastered 

across his Chamberlain’s face.  


