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WHEN THE SALT BURNS GREEN

 

by Brian Hugenbruch

 

Illustration by Ariel Guzman

 

 

 

The air in the jail cell tasted like an old, used washcloth. It hit me hard when I woke up; between that and the hangover stabbing me in the left eye, it's a damn miracle I didn't pass out again. But someone was moving on the other side of the bars. 

I pulled myself into a seated position, flexing wings and stretching arms to shake the salt and sleep from them. A quick self-check followed. I seemed unharmed—headache notwithstanding. But they'd taken all my gear. Shame. There was a hangover tonic in my pack.

I wasn’t alone in the cell. City Guard had thrown more than their fair share of women in here with me. I should be grateful they didn’t take exception to sharing space with one of the fae, but in truth, most were in worse shape than I was…battered, bruised, malnourished. One or two paced with that desperate fear of someone who hadn’t done anything wrong.

I groaned. "How long was I out?"

"Threw you in here a day ago," an older woman said. She had the sort of weathered, worn face that had seen too much for her own good. Her brown silk robes, tattered and frayed by time and ill-treatment, were still far nicer than what I was wearing. She carried herself with a certain aloof calm that seemed a step above anyone else in the bin. "We figured you were dead ’til we poked you." She gestured with blistered hands as though to emphasize her point.

"Did I do anythin’ wrong?"

"Been in here for a while; don’t rightly know."

I looked back at the threadbare hem of her robe. "Did you do anythin’ wrong?"

She folded her arms and gave me a long look. "Disagreement with my brother."

"Bastard probably deserved it," I offered.

The woman smiled faintly before turning away.

A gauntleted fist banged three times against the bars. "Captain incoming! Pay attention!"

The door swung open and admitted an impossibly tall woman. I knew the humans grew them big, especially along the coast, but she looked like a marble statue come to life. Half-ogre, maybe? The ogres were beautiful creatures, but they weren't known to socialize. All the same, here was a tall, dark-haired pile of armor who looked like she’d snap me in half and pick broccolini out of her teeth with my femur. 

Mind, she wouldn’t be wrong to do so. Hells, I’d probably deserve it. Except the broccolini part.

She must have caught me staring, because she snapped her fingers in my face. "You ready to have a chat?"

"Hey, as long as I'm here." My tongue was dead weight and my voice sounded like a cart had run over it. "If you bring me my pack, I'll feel better way faster."

"Your pack holds a lot of contraband," the Captain told me. "Do you know where you are?"

I tasted the air again. "Must be Agamostras. I feel like I'm wearing an entire salt flat."

The Captain looked surprised. "You can tell that from the taste in the air?"

"That, and I've been in this jail cell before." She followed my nod to where a younger me had carved “Maura Daanon” into the stones with a bit of spiteful tessence. "But you knew that, too."

She chuckled deep in her throat. "Given your condition, we were worried you might not remember. In any case: you confirm you're Maura Daanon of Ath-Olomahn, formerly of Anu-Rioghain in the Fae Realm? Scientist, rogue librarian, and suspected con artist?"

I squinted at the woman. She smelled distractingly of lilac; just enough perfume to overcome the iron on her person. "I confirm nothing. Especially slander. My potions work fine. And what the hells is a rogue librarian, anyway?"

"Someone who…" She glanced at the scroll in her hand; her lips twisted a bit. "…apparently gives away contraband knowledge."

I shrugged. "Knowledge wants to be free. Birds and animals spread seeds by virtue of eating; you would not call them contraband farmers."

"We'd still call them vermin and, unless you're shitting books, it's not an apt metaphor. In any case, no need to be defensive." She hunkered down in front of me, her chainmail rustling like a blacksmith's idea of silk, and spoke in a low whisper only I could hear. "There's dark magic in Agamostras tonight. While we'd normally leave you here to dry out for a few days, you're uniquely qualified to help us."

"What makes you think I know aught of magic?" I sniffed. "Respectable, I am."

"You’re fae—you breathe magic."

"I left Rioghain for a reason," I snapped.

"That may be, but you've been here before." She nodded at the mark I'd left. "Rumors spread. I suspect you’re not as free of it as you tell yourself. Walk with me in silence for a bit, Miss Daanon. Hear me out. We can make it worth your while."

I tilted my head and considered this. I wasn't known for silence. But if they needed help, it was apt to be something strange. I felt a small geyser of curiosity building, as it always did. Part of me—the sensible part—recoiled in horror; that feeling preceded all of my favorite mistakes.

The sensible part of me was used to losing this discussion.

"No promises," I told her. "And lies cost extra. But if you give me my pack and a wash basin, I'll do my best."

* * *

I've been in this sort of situation before. I’m not proud of it. Someone finds me in a bind and offers me a job—it’s always the sort of mystery no one else wants to handle, yeah? At this point, half the major cities in the Southern Reaches know I’m at my most altruistic when I’ve got a headache. Might explain why the drinks have been getting cheaper.

I had a vague memory of entering Agamostras through a massive gate in the southern wall. The humans had wrapped the small city in stone, from the white wall itself, to battered cobblestones, to the slate roofing hanging a few stories above narrow streets. At the time, the city had been busy: humans filled it near to bursting, pushing one another along avenues like blood straining to escape an artery. 

My entrance, even with wings folded down, was met with furtive stares.

Instead of marching me toward the massive keep near the center of this gods-rotting pile of rock, though, the Captain snuck me out the back of the jailhouse and into side alleys. Light would have struggled to find these corners at noon; at dusk, it had no hope at all. Which was fine by me; my wings glowed a bit as the moons rose. Daytime stares were bad enough.

Can't lie, though…being in a dim alley with a heavily-armed woman made my feet a mite twitchy.

"What do you know about salt?" she finally asked.

Another memory came to mind: southwest of the city, near the shallows where the gold algae bloomed, several mountains rose up out of a series of clear-cut copses. They'd been white as snow, based upon what pictures of snow I'd seen back home; it had taken me time to realize that the humans had piled their cured salt in the open air. 

That seemed stupid to me—until I saw the guard-posts and torches in a perimeter around it. Any peasant looking to nick a pinch for their dinners that night would find themselves at the wrong end of the law. Something told me that half my bunk mates back at the cell had been thrown there for that very reason—their hair had been brittle, their hands blistered, and I could all but taste the salt under their fingernails.

I shook the memory away as though it were a bit of fae glamour. The memory only resisted for a moment. 

"Major source of flavor," I said. "It’s an earth-based compound, pulled from rocks or from flats like you’ve got here. Useful for brining, cooking, and preservation of meats; necessary when crossing deserts, since it helps a traveler hold their water. Required component when summoning spirits or demons. Burns orange when set alight."

The Captain raised delicate eyebrows. "A measured answer."

"I am a woman of science," I answered. "I study the world in all its aspects, Captain…?"

"Lord-Captain Daniela Helena Amarantha du Bois."

I looked sideways at the statuesque soldier. "I ain’t gonna remember that. I’ll just call you Dani."

"You’ll call me ‘Captain’," Dani said firmly. "And I heard you’d given up the study of magic, which sounds odd for someone in your profession."

"Which one—con artist?"

"Scientist." The word sounded unnatural in her mouth. "Someone who analyzes the whole world and does nothing to make it any better. Save when she’s drunk an entire bottle of wine."

"That," I said primly, "is between me an’ the wine, innit?"

Dani shrugged. "We suspect magic at play. But, because we ran all the wizards and witches out decades ago, his Lordship has no way to handle such things."

"No magicians? Truly?" I felt my eyebrows rising tentatively, despite the risk of igniting my headache, like two thin caterpillars capering over a hot rock. "Every town from here to Willowsring’s got at least a groundseer."

She shook her head. "His Lordship, like his grandfathers, made it plain such wasn’t welcome. And the guildfolk back at the Capital would take weeks to arrive. We need this handled quickly and discreetly."

"You mean cheaply," I said. "'Cos of course you're gonna tell me the case is worth my freedom."

"It's like you've done this before," she marveled.

"Ha ha." I shielded my eyes as we came closer to torchlight. Even dim light wasn’t much of a friend yet. "If there ain't much helpin' it, you might as well take me to the body."

"Bodies," Dani corrected. "And how did you know there was a body?"

Rolling my eyes hurt, but I did it anyway—some things have to be done. "Because there's always a body."

* * *

The cobbled streets felt like hell against my feet, but that didn't do much to distract from the chill. Cold air out of the north started finessing its way into the cracks of civilization not long after we'd left the jailhouse. The soldier, if she was bothered, didn't let it cross her face. Of course, given how much metal she was wearing, the breeze might have been welcome.

"How long you been doing this?" I asked.

She started a bit at the break in the silence. "Been captain for ten years now," she said quietly. "I served his Lordship’s father previously."

"You like it? Captaining, I mean?"

Her lips twitched a bit. "I'd just as soon not be stabbed, but it beats working in the salt flats. Those folks work their fingers to the bone."

"Is it that hard to pick up salt?"

"Depends on how much of it there is," she said pointedly.

I squinted a bit in the twilight and tried to focus on the moment. Cobblestone. Weathered lumber. The smell of brine in the distance. Torchlight flickered fitfully from around unknown corners and side streets; never in the avenues down which Dani led me. While a few carts trundled somewhere beyond sight—cleaners, perhaps—a city of thousands seemed to have made its way to bed.

When I observed as much to the captain, she actually chuckled. "We're a hard-working people; we're not apt to be up to all hours like folks from the capital."

"They work hard in Ath-Olomahn, too," I told her. "Not me, mind, but others do. We're not all looking for the next bar or party."

She glanced sidelong as we walked. "Do you not remember last night?"

I frowned. "Did anyone come to harm?"

"Only your pride, I suspect."

"Well, that shite's been dead for years. If no one was hurt, I figure I don't need to know. Instead, maybe you tell me about the victim?"

We came around the corner and found a large stone building on the far side of a courtyard. The trees near Agamostras grew thin and spindly, like they couldn’t quite decide to be ready for the desert or the ocean to take over; these had been groomed for show. The building, for its part, actually had enough torchlight that I could see broad doors, sheathed in brass, on the far side. The tall windows were lidless and lightless, and iron bars wrapped across stained glass. I wrinkled my nose at the smell of them.

"Merchant? Or factory?"

"Yes." At my look, she added, "Uzol Mirris was our lead salt exporter. Generated a lot of tax revenue for his Lordship, and he's the one who had all the contacts for trade. You can understand the concern here, why we'd like to keep it quiet."

"Certainly. How'd he die?"

"Better we show you."

"That bad, huh?"

Dani didn’t answer. Instead, we crossed the courtyard and, after she produced a key, stepped inside the building.

It looked like prime merchant country: rich rugs, tapestries, paintings. The size of the place would have impressed any other citizen of this town, and not a small number of Ath-Olomahn's own residents. But, in keeping with the habits of the stupidly well-off, the late Master Uzol spent extra money in reminding supplicants just how rich he was.

Fat lot of good it did him.

Dani led me through an antechamber and into a dining area. Dinner was still on the table; my stomach growled a bit at the sight and smell of roast quail and mushrooms. Fae weren't usually fond of meats, but I'd picked up a few bad habits in my time away from the court. Stuffing my face with a dead man’s meal wasn’t my finest moment, but it tasted a damn sight better than the swill at the jail.

Fortunately, the captain was too busy kicking a guard awake to notice. The middle-age man bolted upright with a start and saluted. "Captain! Yes, all clear, no change here, everything well."

"Except for the dead men," she corrected.

"Yeah, uh, ’cept for them, ’course."

I found him on the other side of the table. At least, I assume it was him: a prune-like figure, wrinkled beyond measure, desiccated and dried. The eyes were there, deep in the sockets, but shriveled. He looked as though he'd been left to cure in desert air for a thousand years. And no surprise: the body had been pulled from a pile of salt near as large as the table.

I knelt and examined the corpse, aware that the guard and the captain had stopped arguing long enough to look at me. "Hmm."

"Bit of a problem, killing a man with his own wares," the guard said.

"It would be," I agreed, "if that's what'd happened."

"You said what now?" Dani asked.

I put on a pair of gloves and tilted his head to the side. "He was like this when he was found?"

"Yeah," the guard said promptly. "Or, well, maid found the pile of salt when she was cleaning up after supper. We brushed it off just to make sure it was him, you know?"

"I see. Well, he didn't die from the salt—he was clubbed on the side of the head by something large. Very large. And blunt, since there's no blood." I swiveled the head in a few unnatural directions; the skin creaked in protest. "Nearly snapped his neck. The salt, for whatever reason, followed. There was another body?"

"The footman," he told me. "Found him out back. No piles of salt, though."

I pulled a small mortar and a firestick out of my pack. I scooped up a pinch, being careful not to touch it directly, then tapped the stick against the rim. A bit of fire shook out and promptly set the salt alight. A green flame rose up out of the bowl; it smelled oddly of apples.

I swore a bit under my breath.

"Miss Maura," Dani asked, "is that not normal?"

"It's not." I pushed myself to my feet, set the blazing mortar on the table, and took off my gloves. "Salt burns orange under most circumstances. If there's ever been a case where one of yer salt bins caught fire, you’d see it for leagues, yeah? But the culprit? Well, they could have burned the evidence quite easily, save for the fact that the salt itself was enchanted."

"The salt—" the guard stammered. "What, the salt flakes ganged up and killed him?"

"Yes. Not the way you mean, but yes." I looked over at Dani. "Did this man have enemies?"

"He was the richest man in town—save maybe his Lordship—and a canny merchant. His own family hated him. He threw one ex-wife into prison; the other two cursed him until they died."

"Anyone with enough magical know-how to make a salt golem?"

"A sa—" she stopped and stared. "Nay. We're not as magical as you are; the peasants hate the arcane. And as I said, no sorcerers live within leagues of this city. I don't know who would have such a power."

I grabbed a silver cloche and dropped it on top of the mortar. I could feel, rather than see, the fire go out. "In that case, we'll need to do this the old-fashioned way." I nodded to the far end of the table. "The golem was unstable enough that it left behind pockets ere it collapsed on him. We'll follow the grains back to the source."

The guard blurted, "You're gonna look for salt in the cobblestones outside?"

I smiled beatifically. "Nope. You are. I'ma just set it on fire."

* * *

The evening in Agamostras would have been beautiful, if it weren’t for the death. The ocean, far past the salt flats, gave pulse to the world, and the air was clear—if a bit chilly. Some hours into the investigation, the city had gone to sleep, leaving only the marsh birds and distant four-legged hunters to taunt one another back and forth.

The footman hadn’t been buried in salt, but there’d been salt in the man’s boots near up to his knees, and it came pouring out of his nose and mouth when we turned him over. Same green to the burn. Large gold-plated candle-stick on the floor near the body. Footman must have gotten brave and the salt-golem whacked him one for his troubles. 

Dani watched me work, which was a bit unnerving. I don’t mind performing. Hell, sometimes that’s how I pay for drinks—local science labs for the drunk and disorderly—but stopping to explain chemical reactions and trace elements to her only slowed me down. As much as I loved staring into those eyes of hers, that wasn’t bringing me closer to solving the problem and earning a bit of freedom.

“If my men are searching for salt,” Dani asked, “then what are we still doing here?”

“More clues. Other clues. A better clue, if I’m correct. Be patient.”

After I'd taken the ninth pile of salt into the dining room and sifted through it with my brush, she sighed loudly. "Can’t this be sped up?"

"Did you want something true," I asked, "or something quick?"

"Both would be nice."

"Truth is, you can’t rush facts."

"…but you could, couldn’t you?"

I looked up at her. "Make something up?"

She waved her hand vaguely. "Magic something. Find the trail of salt back to the source."

I looked at her, mildly stupefied. "The source is easy. You have it piled in gobs outside the city. I’m not looking for the salt. I’m looking for the sorcerer." I gestured toward a small pile of salt near the table leg. "Golems oft have somethin’ inside them. A small personal thing." I took my brush and pushed aside some of the salt. 

Aha!

I pulled a small pin from the carpet. It was gold, in the shape of one of the long-legged marsh-birds. It once had a gemstone for an eye, now gone, but it was attached to a piece of ragged brown silk.

Finally.

"His enemies," I asked. "Any family?"

"Living? Only his ex-wife," Dani confirmed, "but she's in prison. No children by any wife." She made a face. "There were stories. I can't say this man deserved this, but it would be a lie if I said I was not tempted."

My mouth twisted a bit. "What about the local nobility?"

"His Lordship wasn't fond. Felt Uzol should have left his trade contacts in noble hands. They never got along; he's the only man who could disagree with his Lordship in public."

I held up the pin, but pulled it back from the Captain’s grasp when she reached for it. "Nuh-uh, no touching the science."

"It looks lovely."

"Right? Exquisite craftsmanship. Uzol must have bought it for someone important. Unless the workaday humans pooled their money?"

Dani scoffed. "The salt trade exploits hundreds of workers. Not saying they wouldn't rejoice, but they couldn't afford half a trinket such as that. Not on their wages."

"Who would Uzol then consider important enough to gift or bribe with this? His Lordship?”

"Perhaps, but his Lordship isn’t under investigation."

I tilted my head and stared at her.

Dani blinked and frowned. "No," she said. "His Lordship is not under investigation."

I shrugged. "Well, I can only tell you what the truth is."

"You say that," she warned, "I’m throwing you back in your cell."

This isn’t that unusual either. Lords and ladies put me on these cases because humans are…well, sort of rotten, aren’t they? Tricky, duplicitous, murdery, self-centered fools. It’s a wonder their armies held up as long as they did against ours. 

Not that my people are much better, mind—but humans are a lot more fun.

All the same, humans get downright nasty when I tell ’em the truth. They laugh when I start off by sayin’ lies cost extra, and then they’re upset when they find out I meant it. You want a bedtime story? I’m not yer gal.

But I also know there’s a time and a place, and this wasn’t it. I put the pin into my pocket and said, "Best I don’t say that, then."

"Good. So if you’re not going to follow a trail of salt somewhere, what are you doing?"

"Giving ’em time to attack again."

Dani’s jaw dropped. "What?"

"If we’re on the case, we’re a threat; and we've seen the sorcerer take care with their messes, yeah? They'll act tonight, before all yon magic-panicky humans wake up. But a new salt-golem attracts a lot of attention with all your guards running around chasing salt-piles. We'll know as soon as it's coming. And if there’s an active golem in front of us, then yes, that’s when I can use a bit of—" I waggled my fingers at her. She cringed at the gesture, as though it were impugning the honor of her mother.

"You’re using my men as bait. You might get good men killed."

I shrugged. "You wanted my help, not the other way around, and I don’t recall there being any stipulations on how I did it."

Her lovely eyes turned hard as coal and burned as hot. "Do you know what’ll happen to you if one of my friends dies on your watch?"

My wings flexed a bit as I drew myself up. "Same thing you were going to do if they didn’t." She opened her mouth to argue, but this time it was one admonishing finger I brandished at her. "Don’t deny it. You’re not a good liar. And my people invented it; we can tell."

Which was, itself, a bold-faced lie, but I figured Dani wouldn’t know that.

When she failed to defend her position, I put my hand on my hip. "Look. I get that his Lordship is descended from a good man, but that’s not the same thing as being good himself. If you let him give those sorts of orders—if you carry them out—you’re not helping him, and you’re sending yourself down a shite sorta path." I looked around; no other guards to be seen. "When I do figure this out, and I will, you’re gonna have to make a choice, aren’t you?"

Dani’s lips curled. "That’s between me and my sword, isn’t it?"

I chuckled a bit as I plucked an opened bottle of wine from the dead man’s dinner table. When the Captain protested, I said, "Was he going to use it?"

"No, but—"

"Captain!" 

We turned as one to see our lackluster middle-aged human soldier burst through the interior doors. "There’s another one! Came up from the salt flats. And it’s headed toward the Keep!"

Dani drew her sword and looked at me. "You were saying?"

I kept my eyes on her face and not on that disgusting steel-and-iron thing in her hand. "Could be a ruse," I offered. "Or someone has reason to hate them both."

The beautiful statue turned back to her subordinate. "Pull ranks in," she ordered. "Form a line along the avenue. It must not reach his Lordship. We’ll defeat it, and these magicians will rue this day!"

She was half-right, at least, but not in the way she thought.

* * *

The Captain brought me along, perhaps to help demonstrate how little they actually needed my help. Might have been she felt this was proof her Lordship wasn’t the root of it. In any case, we found ten men in various states of armor and weaponry in the courtyard before the Keep.

Mostly I ignored them. The Courtyard was a delight to behold: all the winding avenues opening into a large promenade before the Keep's inner gate. Trees lined the walkways and a series of fountains and skinny canals trickled faithfully amidst the greenery. The waterways had small wooden bridges crisscrossing them, despite the fact that they could easily be hopped by an able human.

A vague memory of dancing through here floated through my head. Human musicians, long since fled, had played their fastest favorites. There may have been a crowd. There was definitely a lot of wine. Now only iron-bearing guards stood by and they were not in a mood for revelry.

The salt-golem trundled down the main avenue, oblivious to all of it.

The creature stood twice the height of Dani, perhaps three times my own, and looked like nothing so much as a granulated shadow of a troll: a crude face, gaping and toothless mouth, and massive hands. Small flakes of white and gold and pink fell from it as it trundled; it stomped the cobblestones hard enough to turn them to dust.

It was not aiming for subtlety.

The men drew their weapons. From the way they held them, I could tell they hadn’t been trained for this. Most were far too young to have seen the last war with the Fae, but too old to have been drafted into the humans’ war with the ogres. Anyone of that sort of age was already at the front, and these constabulary pretenders thought they’d sign up for a pension for the act of roughing up passersby. Maybe throwing a drunk fae into a prison cell. Who were they, compared to tessence such as this?

I sidled up next to Dani. "Now, you might think you can take this thing," I said, "and maybe you could; you seem competent with that…thing you carry. But do you mind if I go first?"

She glanced at me, then said, "I do. If we fall, you’ll be needed to solve what’s left of the case."

"That’s sweet, it is, but it’s also really stupid. I don’t want you claiming I could have saved your men if you—"

"We have our orders," Dani told me.

I turned away, waving my hand dismissively.

It wasn’t pretty. The guards met the golem at the mouth of the avenue, swinging axes and swords and the occasional rusty mace. The creature was slow, and I could tell from here that the tessence that controlled it was dull; if someone watched through the creature's eyes, it could only watch, not control. Self-defense of any sort would be part of the base spell. All the same, it picked up the strongest and fastest of Dani’s men and threw him halfway across the courtyard. Another was sent sprawling by a fist that hit harder than a runaway horse cart. When half the men had dropped, the rest simply threw down their weapons and scattered.

Dani swore a vile oath—a set of words that seemed at odds with her perfectly-formed features. When she raised her sword, though, I held out my hand. "This time, I insist. You’ll know what to do, I swear it."

She paused, looked at me, and gave a quick nod.

My wings beat hard and a moment later my feet were a handspan off the ground. Moonlight cast my shadow along the path until more salt bloomed in small clouds in my wake. Dani stared, her perfect face a mix of awe and revulsion.

So too did the golem. Perhaps it was not so dull a spell as I thought. I darted forward, an open bottle of wine in my left hand, and charged right at the golem.

It raised its arms in anticipation of my blow. It was far too slow to stop me, but I was never going to hit it. That wasn't the point. I had to get but close enough to say, "I know who you are."

The eerie green light in its fist-sized eye sockets flared at this and the creature trundled forward, faster now, to catch me from where I hovered. I flittered back, and back a bit more, darting left and right. As it swung wildly, it paid little attention to where it placed its feet.

When it placed its foot upon the second bridge, I raised my free hand.

Dani circled behind and struck—not the golem, but the ropes holding the bridge across the water.

The golem roared as its feet landed in the canal up to the knees. It was a large, lumbering creature, but the flowing water was already tugging at the ensorcelled salt granules of its body. It could not jump, nor fly. It could only move its fists furiously in my direction, lower and lower as the creature dissolved.

It was then, and only then, that I took a swig of wine and spat it in the creatures’ eyes.

The tessence was simple. Juvenile, even. But it was enough. The green light in the eye sockets flared—and then flew out of the creature’s head and toward a point at the far corner of the city. I fell to the ground and poured wine onto the cobblestones beside me. Within a moment, I could see not only the location of the murderer, but their reflection in a basin of water.

Easy.

The tessence nearby, though? It called to me. As the golem disintegrated, the tessence needed somewhere to go, and my bones ached for it. It had been so many days since my last magical binge. I swore I was over the stuff, but…

Later, I’d tell myself and others I absorbed the tessence to save Dani and the small crowd of homeowners starting to gather in the courtyard, summoned by the noise. But that’s a lie, and I paid extra for it. For I pulled all that tessence into me just because it felt good to do. It set my senses alight and made my wings glow bright enough to shame the stars above—and soon I was puking rainbows and glitter back onto the cobblestones. It tasted like cheap wine and salt. It tasted like broken will.

As the pommel of Dani’s sword hit me in the back of the head, I knew it tasted like something I’d gladly do again.

* * *

The air in the jail cell tasted like an old, used washcloth. But, like an old washcloth, it felt familiar. Disgusting, but familiar. It was where I expected to be. And while I hated the fact that Dani held true to her shitty oath, it was where I hoped I’d be.

I opened my eyes and saw my name, “Maura Daanon,” glittering a bit in the moonlight. It must have picked up some of the residual tessence in my system. I groaned a bit as I sat up. It felt good at the time—what fae could resist binging upon the raw magical material of the world? But I was already regretting it, and I knew that wasn’t going to stop.

"Didn’t expect you back here," a voice said. I turned my head, despite my muscles arguing otherwise, and saw the older woman from before reaching blistered hands toward me. Once-fine brown silks brushed a bit of salt off my wings. She had the decency to look concerned.

"Had to," I said. I pulled a small, golden pin out of my pocket. "You dropped something."

Her face remained neutral, but there was just the faintest hesitation when she saw the sculpted marsh bird. That was proof enough. When she realized she was had, she laughed a bit. Her laugh must have sounded lyrical once, before the tessence destroyed her body.

"He wasn’t a kind man, was he?" I asked.

"No. No, he wasn’t." She said it with the sort of conviction one reserves for the weather. "Neither is his Lordship—my brother. He deserved much the same."

"Where’d you learn the spells?" I asked. "I’m just curious; Dani assured me there’s no magic here."

"She would," she snorted. "The groundseers stopped casting where we could be seen, but half the women of this town know little tricks. Been the only way to make sure there’s enough bread and water for the little ones. Uzol, and his Lordship, and those before them? They bled this city dry."

"Did he catch on? That why you’re here?"

She gave another quick nod. "Not the magic, else I’d be dead. But things had gone missing. Supplies that I donated behind his back. I was trying to set things right. And now…now, I suspect you’ll tell them I’m a killer?"

I blinked. "I should say not. Lies cost them extra."

I pushed myself to my feet. A groan came from my mouth, but it felt like someone else’s pain. All the same, I shuffled toward the bars. No guards in sight, but I could smell the faintest trace of lilac.

"So, Captain," I whispered, "what are your orders now?"

The voice came from just out of view. "I’m to kill you, and her, and anyone associated with her."

A laugh like a gasp escaped my body. "Might be half the city. You okay with that?"

The faintest sound of chainmail rustling followed, and the statuesque woman pivoted into view. She looked down at me and smiled. "That’s between me and the sword, isn’t it?"

"It is." Then I grinned up at her. "But I'll find out once there's nothin' between me and the sword anymore. Maybe tell me now, spare the drama?"

Dani frowned at that. Her hand dropped to her waist, drew, and thrust forward. 

I heard the lock turning over. Looking down, where I half-expected a sword to be, I saw a key undoing the bars to which I was clinging. I took a quick step back before the door swung outward and took me with it.

Dani reached down and pulled up my pack. "I expect," she told me, "you’ll want to be scarce in the city for a bit. Good thing you're carrying a message for me." 

"Was I?"

"Back to the Capital. To let them know about the passing of his Lordship." She glanced at the old woman, then back at me. "It was quite tragic. If they have a response…look me up when you bring it back?"

Smiling hurt, but I did it all the same. I gave a half-salute and said, "Aye, Captain." Then I wrapped my arms around my pack and put one foot in front of the other. Pain radiated through me with every step, but that would fade. My smile lasted until I passed through the northern gates. 

When I turned, the sun was coming up in the east, its first beams landing on mountains of white near the marshes. A few startled marsh birds took wing, sending small clouds of salt rolling across the golden waters. The birds landed somewhere out of sight, on the other side of the gleaming stone walls.

I turned with a sigh and opened my backpack. I was pretty certain there was something in there for hangovers.
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"Facade seal is established," Reclamation Hierarch Salsar intoned, inspecting the ancient handheld digicomp in their six-fingered hand. "You may initiate LosCol entry, Technitiate."

"Yes, Hierarch," Technitiate Coezak responded, turning their large head inside their oversized bubble helmet. With a single, delicate finger—and a visible shudder—they pushed a flat green button next to the LosCol dome's outer door.

All six of the Knowledge Reclamation Missionaries stepped back as an ominous clang sounded into the still air of Zeta Nebulon's second planet, Bravo. 

"What was tha—?"

"Quiet, Inspectorate Palbut!" Hierarch Salsar barked. "We must observe every detail of this Sacred Operation for the sake of the Unistamer Empire!"

Inspectorate Palbut shrank from the Hierarch's anger. "Y-yes, Hierarch."

The reverberations died away slowly, replaced by a noise that sounded like a tri-winged Kluftrung regurgitating its waste sack over and over and over again.

"Technitiate, silence that noise!" Hierarch Salsar shouted, waving their hands by the side of their helmet to no effect.

Technitiate Coezak closed their hand in mid-air with authority.

The noise continued.

Technitiate Coezak wrinkled the emolines above their eyes and chopped a hand through the air, six fingers held flat.

The noise continued.

"Hierarch, I believe the digicomp is indicating something," Wayfinder Brecho said, pointing three fingers at the blinking anctech in the Hierarch's hand.

The Hierarch looked down and pressed a digit to the obscenely hard surface of the digicomp. A flashing rectangle on its flat screen disappeared and the cogit-splitting noise ended. The Hierarch waved the unpleasant sensation of physical contact from their finger and looked ahead.

A ridiculously thick door had slid inward and to the side, revealing a small internal room with a similar door at its other end. With squared shoulders and determined emowrinkles, the Hierarch strode forward. "Follow me."

The rest of the party traded glances, trepidation rippling above their eyes. They slowly crowded forward. With a displeased poke, the Hierarch activated something on the digicomp that closed the outer door, initiated an alarming hissing sequence composed of what appeared to be atmospheric particles, and finally opened the inner door. The Hierarch stepped through and the rest followed.

They looked around in awe.

"The corridors are composed of hard material, much like the exterior!" The heretofore silent Rednitiate Habkem shouted in scandalized alarm.

"It is beyond barbaric," Ologyest Lietre said from the back of the group. "They lived like the most savage of Grungltests. How can it even be that they are our ancestors?"

Hierarch Salsar held up a hand. "It is not our place to judge the Ancients. Their colonization of the stars brought us to the worlds that became the Great Ring and that is enough."

"But the Great Ring is failing! The resources have all been used up!" Ologyest Lietre spat in disgust.

"And the Great Haze hems us in…" Wayfinder Brecho mused sullenly.

"Of course it does!" Hierarch Salsar shouted. "It is the burden of our time. That is why we have been sent to this, the last of the blind colonies, to learn how the Ancients colonized without the aide of the all-helping Aether…wait, why are we talking about this again? Have we not discussed this a quantillion times on numerous other occasions?"

The others in the group looked about sheepishly.

"Ah, I see. You are simply delaying the inevitable." The Hierarch looked at each of them in turn, settling on Ologyest Lietre. "Ologyest, how do the atmospherics read?"

The scientist's lips whitened. Reluctantly they waved a hand. A schematic of the air materialized before them, rotating slowly. "The mix of component parts is breathable, though high in oxygen and low in hydrogen."

"That makes no sense!" cried Rednitiate Habkem. "Why would you filter out the most plentiful substance in all Unity?"

"Perhaps they could not use it…" Ologyest Lietre mused.

"By the Quants, they could not have been so lowly!" Wayfinder Brecho shouted.

"Will the lack of hydrogen effect us?" Hierarch Salsar asked.

"No, but the increased oxygen may lead to cognitive…anomalies."

Everyone, yet again, exchanged glances.

Hierarch Salsar noted quavering emolines through all five helmet bubbles. It was time to act. "Then it is settled. Suits off!"

The Hierarch closed their fingers before their face and pulled backwards. With an audible pop the bubble disappeared from around their head and an invisible shell of force winked out around their body.

"Hierarch!" Ologyest Lietre cried.

The other party members stared in stunned silence.

With star-willed determination the Hierarch sucked in air until all four lungs were full to bursting. They held it in for five full cesium cycles.

"Bwe-aaahhhhhhhhh…"

Everyone jumped back.

"See," the Hierarch said, large eyes somewhat glassy. "The atmosphere in here is fine."

Ologyest Lietre swallowed heavily but whisked their own protective suit away. The others soon followed.

"Wow, I can't believe how good this air feels in my carbon exchangers," commented Technitiate Coezak.

"I concur," Inspectorate Palbut said, sucking in another breath of the ancient mix. "Our ancestors appear to be complete Fantaks at building and absolute Kiblstiqs at gesture interfaces but they sure knew how to breathe."

"Here, here!" 

"Wayfinder Brecho," the Hierarch announced loudly, "let us explore this facility and determine if it can teach us to colonize inside the Haze."

"Certainly, Hierarch!" Wayfinder Brecho boomed. They looked left and right. "These hallways appear to circumnavigate the outer edges of this structure. Given the hostility of the outside environment, I would expect the systems deemed critical for survival are located near the center. Therefore, we should continue straight ahead down this large concourse."

"Excellent!" the Hierarch said.

They stepped forward as one, heads swiveling to take in everything around them.

"Look, doors and hallways branch off from here at regular intervals," Inspectorate Palbut noted.

"Yes, and there are humorously large doors between them that could partition this concourse into many small sections," Wayfinder Brecho added.

"For what purpose?" Rednitiate Habkem asked.

"I suppose they could prevent the entire facility from being lost in the event a part of it was compromised," Technitiate Coezak mused.

"Wouldn't their Aether Manipulator handle that?" Rednitiate Habkem asked.

"I am unable detect any consistent signs of Aether manipulation within this facility," Ologyest Lietre said, inspecting another floating schematic as they walked.

"They created all this without any aid of the Aether?" Inspectorate Palbut asked incredulously.

"Only faint residual distortions remain, there is nothing focused," Ologyest Lietre replied.

"That is absurd!" Inspectorate Palbut said.

"Not as absurd as this walking surface," Rednitiate Habkem interjected. "It is made of the same hard substance as the outside of this place. My podiatic membranes feel like they're getting fluktagged by a Diblkleck."

"Rednitiate Habkem, the language!" the Hierarch barked.

"Sorry, Hierarch," Rednitiate Habkem said with a shrug. "It is the truth. But even with that, if they have no Aether control then perhaps this facility can teach us how to survive in the Haze without it…"

"Cease your blasphemies!" Hierarch Salsar cried, scandalized. "We will not abandon the Aether! We must merely learn the Ancient's methods for determining their next location without the Aether's Far Sight. With that we can pierce the Haze and establish new colonies as we have done since this," The Hierarch waved their hands at the walls, "the last of the pre-Aether colonies, was created."

"Of course, Hierarch."

"Wait!" Ologyest Lietre interrupted, holding up a hand.

Everyone clumped together, wincing as the bottoms of their feet slapped the cold floor with obscene force.

"Look through those doors," Ologyest Lietre continued.

Heads turned, mouths dropped open.

"What in the name of Red Shift…" Hierarch Salsar breathed.

Beyond the small entry door great green leaves pressed against a transparent material steamed with moisture. In the small patches, where rivulets of water had coalesced and raced towards the floor, more green could be seen, composed of vines and stalks, stems and pistils. Red, orange, yellow, and purple flowers popped from the verdant extravaganza with lewd brightness, tended to by creatures who hovered and darted about with primal quickness.

"It is an ecosystem…" Ologyest Lietre breathed.

"An ecosystem of the Ancients!" Wayfinder Brecho shouted, eyes wild. "A relic of the past, an artifact from the very beginnings of the Path!"

The party wandered forward into the room, awestruck, spreading out along the observation windows that curved away to their left and right down hallways that appeared to completely circumnavigate the vast, domed containment room. A single, small door led into the space.

"How could it have survived these long millennia without Aether manipulation?"  Ologyest Lietre asked.

"It is a mystery that must be solved," Inspectorate Palbut said. "The survival of all those who inhabit the Ring rests with our discoveries here. No hargtrap must be left unfluggaled."

"I agree," Hierarch Salsar said. "Technitiate Coezak, open the door to the ecosystem."

"Yes, zir!" Technitiate Coezak barked.

Hands waved, fingers twiddled. Nothing happened.

"Ah, Hierarch…" Wayfinder Brecho said, gesturing to the digicomp.

"Oh, yes, of course," the Hierarch said, looking at the green query button that pulsed on the screen. "I should have remembered that gestures do not work here…" The Hierarch's emolines knit in self-introspection. "I wonder…"

"Hierarch, the digicomp…" Wayfinder Brecho prodded.

"Wha—? Yes. Yes, of course." The Hierarch pressed the screen, unable to suppress a shudder at the suit-less contact.

A light above the door switched from red to green, emitting a sound like the cooing of a contented Starflam. With a slight groan and sudden pop, the door split in two at its center and slid away. Air laced with moisture rushed out, covering their skin with foreign wetness.

"Gah! It sucks at my skin like a Hockltrap!" Ologyest Lietre cried, moist arms held to the sides in horror.

"I felt it enter my air passages like thick Frantog sap!" Inspectorate Palbut gagged.

"It is crawling above my emolines! It is crawling above my emolines!" Wayfinder Brecho wailed, shaking their head back and forth with squinted eyes.

"We should have tested it first!" Rednitiate Habkem yelled, stumbling backwards. "Why are we proceeding so recklessly?!"

"The oxygen!" Hierarch Salsar shouted, eyes widening in understanding. "The oxygen has affected our cognitive abilities! We have been behaving like curious Mokentots instead of serious explorers!"

Bzzzzzz

"Wait, what is that?" Inspectorate Palbut squeaked, pointing to a minuscule flying creature that wafted through the door emitting a high-pitched buzz. Everyone watched its erratic flight, transfixed, until it dropped with sudden purpose upon the stomach of the Inspectorate.

"Gah!"

The Inspectorate stumbled back as the tiny creature plunged an elongated mouth part into their skin. "By the love of Star Fusion, it has violated my epidermic barrier!" The Inspectorate raised a hand to deliver a barbaric slap to their own skin.

"Wait!" Hierarch Salsar cried, holding out a hand. "Perhaps there will be no adverse effect."

All stood rooted, eyes upon the creature as it sat motionless, its back-most legs raised in the air. After a moment of extreme tension, broken only by Inspectorate Palbut's whimpering, the creature detached itself and buzzed back into the air. Everyone let out a great sigh of relief.

"There, see. It has only caused a small bump to form where it—"

"Whaa-gaaaa!" Inspectorate Palbut cried as the small bump expanded outward and upward and finally burst. Red, green, and purple fluids gushed out, followed by various organs that exited with sick plopping sounds. Inspectorate Palbut's head bobbled like a spastic Keeblob. Their eyes bulged and the skin of their face shrank inward. The splashy noises about their feet morphed from wet plops to hard clatters as bones ejected from the stomach hole with alarming force. Then, with a slurping sound that not a single one of the Knowledge Reclamation Missionaries would ever be able to forget in their lifetimes, the Inspectorate's substantial skull slid down the inside of their neck and out their stomach with a pwowp, clattering onto the hard floor. It spun lazily in the spreading pool that was the former Inspectorate's insides.

The Inspectorate's empty skin fell into a wrinkled pile upon the floor with a schlump.

Technitiate Coezak fell to their knees, eyes rolling back in full mental shutdown at the sight.

Wayfinder Brecho stared at the pile of skin, mouth hanging open, Holy Path Gazers empty of all direction.

Ologyest Lietre blinked over and over and over again.

Hierarch Salsar jerked violently as some vestigial muscles around their digestive chambers attempted to force sustenance back from whence it had come.

"Son of a Bleekard, that was warped!" Rednitiate Habkem declared, stepping back from the mixed slurry that oozed across the floor.

Hierarch Salsar looked up, still heaving, fear shimmering behind their eyes.

Rednitiate Habkem saw it, looked to the other mentally-incapacitated party members and leapt into barbaric action. A quick slap to the face of the Ologyest, a grab of the Wayfinder's arm, and a physical dragging of the Technitiate brought them out into the main concourse. Rednitiate Habkem poked at the digicomp in the Hierarch’s hand as their leader staggered past and the door that led into the ecology observation ring scraped shut.

"Never open that door again!" Rednitiate Habkem yelled while waving a hand over their mid-section. Nothing happened. Rednitiate Habkem looked down in shock. "My Aether suit is not activating."

A faint splorching came from the unit attached to the rednitiate's waist. With a timidity born out of a lifetime of non-touching, Rednitiate Habkem gingerly poked the gelatinous glob. "It is slick with the air of that place!" They waved a hand before the unit again, eliciting another sad splorch. "The moisture in that archaic air has interfered with the Aether manipulator's operation!"

"You…you made forceful physical contact with my face," Ologyest Lietre said, aghast, rubbing at the reddening mark upon their yellowish face. 

Rednitiate Habkem looked up, confused for a moment, then said, "I had to! You were caught in a visual initialization loop!"

"You exerted pressure upon my upper appendage, inflicting subcutaneous damage to my musculature!" Wayfinder Brecho said in horror while rubbing delicately at their upper arm.

"You were just standing there, staring! You had clearly lost the Way!"

"So you decided to show it to me by crushing my arm?!"

"You—" said a dazed voice, cutting Rednitiate Habkem's reply short.

Everyone looked to Technitiate Coezak, who half-lay, half-sat on the floor.

"You—"

"Yes, Technitiate?" Rednitiate Habkem asked, raising a single emoline.

"You seized my upper torso with your manipulating appendages, tipped me past my balance point, dragged me through the door, and left me in this position upon the hard floor." 

Everyone looked to Rednitiate Habkem to see what they had to say.

"I did what had to be done!" Rednitiate Habkem screamed.

Angry emolines abounded.

The Hierarch held up a hand. "Yes, Rednitiate Habkem's actions were shocking, but they did not physically touch me, so I think they were okay."

"Oh, come on!" Technitiate Coezak cried.

A beeping sound cut through the rest of the indignation.

"Oh my, the digicomp is flashing something in a very urgent manner," the Hierarch said.

"Give me that!" Technitiate Coezak barked, swiping the digicomp from the Hierarch's hands. Even Rednitiate Habkem looked appalled at the aggressive move.

"Technitiate Coezak!" the Hierarch began, but the technitiate cut them off.

"It's displaying the emblem of the Starry Order of Cryoists…" Technitiate Coezak muttered.

Wayfinder Brecho leaned in. "No, it is very similar but it is missing the four primary stars of Ring Origin and the swoop of Aether. Everything else looks the same. It appears to be indicating that direction." The Wayfinder pointed down the main concourse to a door on the right.

"I do not think we should go down there," Ologyest Lietre said resolutely.

The Hierarch took a deep breath. "The loss of Inspectorate Palbut is terrible, I will assent. But our mission is to determine if this facility can aid us in colonizing in the Haze and I do not believe we have enough information at this time to answer that."

"I have enough information! Information I am never going to be able to forget!" Ologyest Lietre shrieked.

Several missionaries nodded in agreement.

Hierarch Salsar paled but said shakily, "Nevertheless, we have a duty to all who inhabit the Ring to continue on."

The group fell in behind the Hierarch as they forged ahead, their heads snapping to and fro at the slightest buzzing sound.

"The lights of this place hum like that death creature," Technitiate Coezak griped, looking up at the long glowing tubes that lit the concourse.

"Perhaps they are filled with them!" Ologyest Lietre screeched, ducking down.

"Ologyest Lietre!" Hierarch Salsar barked. "You are supposed to be our logical studier of all things, not a pre-cognian Inner Ringer driven by uninformed superstitions!"

"But what if they are?" Wayfinder Brecho whispered in horror.

"Bah!" Hierarch Salsar spat.

"We are here," Technitiate Coezak said, looking from the flashing digicomp to a double wide door painted with the pseudo-Starry Order of Cryoists symbol.

"I don't think you should open that doo—" Ologyest Lietre started, but the swoosh of the double doors parting cut him off.

"It is empty," Hierarch Salsar said.

The missionaries peered in from the doorway at a long room devoid of Aether Wrappings, the Sustaining Glow, and the Hum of Humane-ity.

"You are right. They must have abandoned this place completely, leaving no one behind."

"No," Technitiate Coezak breathed, looking at the digicomp. "I cannot believe it."

"What? What do you see?" Hierarch Salsar demanded, leaning in.

"They are in the walls!" Technitiate Coezak said. "They have embedded the poor souls in the wall!"

"That is madness!" Wayfinder Brecho cried.

"Well," Ologyest Lietre said, tremulously. "Perhaps not."

Everyone turned on the ologyest, looking surprised. The shaking missionary pointed a finger at the floor. "Everything the Ancients appear to have built is made out of this hard material. Perhaps it is the only medium with which they knew how to work."

"If you are right, then we may yet find the answers that we seek here," Hierarch Salsar said. "If they had no knowledge of the Aether, they would not have been able to read its vibrations and see what lay at their Arrival Point. They could at most see the makeup of the star, the gross forms of the planets, all from some distant time in the past."

"I know that, Hierarch," the Ologyest said.

"But traveling like that is sheer madness. They must have used something else to determine where to go," the Hierarch reasoned, looking around at the crude structure. "What was it?"

"I…do not know," the ologyest said, lowering their finger.

An uncomfortable silence descended. The missionaries looked at the lights that glowed inside the rectangular delineations marking the cryo-units within the walls. Most were red, one was blue. The digicomp beeped and flashed a rectangle with multiple tiny images arranged inside it.

"It appears there are some rudimentary recordings stored on the cryo facility's controlling digicomp," Technitiate Coezak said. "They have been automatically added to this device. Shall I access them?"

"You mean," Wayfinder Brecho breathed, "recordings of the Ancients?"

"I assume so," Technitiate Coezak said.

The missionaries looked at one another, eyes wide.

"No one knows what the Ancients looked like," Ologyest Lietre said needlessly.

"Of course they don't!" Hierarch Salsar barked. "When the Aether was discovered and began to be utilized, the ability to access the Elder Records was lost."

"We don't need another lecture on the Schism of the Eight Track, Hierarch!" Technitiate Coezak said irritably. "We all know the Aether opened up seven new methods of storage and the old Eighth was left collecting quantums on Quendar's lower moon of Basomant. If it hadn't been destroyed by that solar flood we would have an uninterrupted record of our flight from Home Prime to the Outer Ring."

"But now we may get to see the Ancients for the very first time…" Wayfinder Brecho said.

"Just do it, already!" Rednitiate Habkem shouted

Technitiate Coezak touched the digicomp screen.

A moment passed.

"What's going on?" Wayfinder Brecho asked.

"I do not know," Technitiate Coezak said. "Some sort of geometric shape has appeared and a line of increased radiance is slowly growing around it."

Everyone leaned in to see.

"How very odd."

"There are strange symbols in the middle that keep changing."

"I see that."

"I sense a pattern, see how the left-most symbol stays the same while the right one changes, then the left eventually changes?"

"Yes…perhaps it—"

"What is that?!"

Everyone jumped backwards as moving images burst onto the screen. Technitiate Coezak turned sideways, holding the digicomp at arms’ length. He slowly peered back around at the flat screen. "By Star Fusion, is that an Ancient?"

A fuzzy creature with four legs and a long tail rubbed its slightly pointed face on the side of a standing digicomp terminal. Strange rumblings rose from it, but those were quickly obliterated by a barrage of hooting and barking that originated somewhere outside the field of view.

"Wh—what was that?"

"I do not know."

"The creature did not cause it."

"That cannot be an Ancient. It has no manipulators."

"Perhaps they are hidden within it, making that rumbling sound?"

"Look at the size of it. There is no way it could reach the digicomp terminal to use—"

The creature suddenly sat back on its haunches and sprang upwards, landing on the top of the digicomp terminal.

"Great Calabi-Yau!"

"It leapt like a Pleesian Glorpath!"

"If that is an Ancient, I'm a—"

"Gah wa-ha-haaaaaaaaaa!" Technitiate Coezak dropped the digicomp as everyone leapt back a second time. The relic clattered to the hard floor, its screen flickering to black for an instant before resuming its two-dimensional display. With addled minds and shaking limbs, the missionaries leaned forward as one to peer at it.

"Fusion me, that thing is ugly," Wayfinder Brecho said, staring at the large figure that had come into view.

"Why is its head so shrunken?"

"And colored pink?"

"And what is atop it? It's as if it has enticed a curly armed Ruthtake to nest on its cranium."

The thing on the screen opened an orifice in its head and emitted a vibrating call, modulating it with movements of its lower face and the repugnant elastic membrane that had split to reveal the hole.

"Good gravitons, what is it doing!" Hierarch Salsar exclaimed.

The thing's tiny, inset eyes looked right at the four-legged creature atop the digicomp console as it croaked out its hideous call.

"I…I believe it is attempting to communicate with the furry creature," Wayfinder Brecho said.

"A Crebstak communicates on a higher level than that thi—"

"For the love of Hbar, look!" Ologyest Lietre cried.

The hideous figure had raised one of its appendages and stretched out a five-fingered hand towards the four-legged creature. The pseudo-cryoist symbol shown plainly on an oddly detached covering near the figure's wrist.

"An Ancient!" Wayfinder Brecho cried. "That thing is an Ancient!"

The missionaries staggered about, hands raised toward their large heads, feet slapping the floor. Ologyest Lietre sat down, legs crossing, hands falling into their lap. Hierarch Salsar reached out, found support on the nearest fixed digicomp terminal and sagged against it. Technitiate Coezak simply swayed in place, head rotating back and forth in relativistic denial. Wayfinder Brecho watched the display with introspective sorrow.

"Ugh, there's another one of them," Rednitiate Habkem said in disgust.

The second figure to move into view matched the first in sheer ugliness, but with a head covering that hung down to its shoulders.

"I…I can't…" Ologyest Lietre said, arms flopping randomly about their lap.

"There is no way that these…these…abominations could have colonized the stars and lead to ugh…ugh…" Hierarch Salsar hitched over, arms over their stomach, as they had done after the demise of Inspectorate Palbut. "…ugh…us," the Hierarch finally said.

"I would have to agree," Wayfinder Brecho replied. "And yet…"

The figures on screen had turned to each other and exchanged barbaric ululations punctuated by strikingly familiar motions of the fuzzy bars above their small eyes.

"They have emolines!" Wayfinder Brecho cried, pointing at the crude marks as they rose and fell, bent and straightened.

"By all that fights Implacable Entropy, you are right…" Hierarch Salsar said with resignation. "They are Ancients."

"Yes, I know exactly what they are trying to express just by observing those primitive patches of fuzz," Ologyest Lietre admitted in disgust.

"But they couldn't possibly have colonized the stars!" Technitiate Coezak said. "They only have five digits and you need six to manipulate the Aether!"

"We've already said they don't use the Aether!" Rednitiate Habkem bellowed in exasperation.

"How can you have any space travel if you don't manipulate your Aether!" Ologyest Lietre cut in, large eyes looking wild.

On the small screen, the first Ancient reached out their disfigured hand and touched the four-legged creature atop its head, running their digits down its neck and back.

"Wait a moment…" Hierarch Salsar said.

Everyone turned at their leader's far-off look.

"There have always been those who believed our ancient ancestors could not have colonized the stars by themselves. They said they would have needed help because they were too primitive and too bound to Home Prime to figure out how to leave it. Maybe that fuzzy creature is what helped them."

The fuzzy creature on the screen emitted a single, short cry, revealing rather sharp-looking protrusions inside its cranial orifice. One of the Ancients immediately squawked back and set a bowl-shaped object before it. The fuzzy creature bent its neck and began extracting items from the object into its cranium.

"Why, yes!" cried Ologyest Lietre. "That makes perfect sense! As you can see, the fuzzy creature is primitive enough to need to consume physical sustenance to stay alive and the Ancients have provided such sustenance after a mere call from it!"

"The Ancients' emolines also indicate that they are happy when touching the creature and care for it a great deal," Wayfinder Brecho added.

"It must be because their survival depends upon the creature and they recognize the benefit its space travel knowledge brings them," Technitiate Coezak remarked authoritatively.

One of the Ancients on screen brought another container sloshing with a clear liquid, which the creature consumed while they continued to stroke it.

"They dote upon it as unto an Ultra Hierarch," Wayfinder Brecho said. "It must be one of these surmised Helpers."

As the Helper finished the clear liquid and looked up, one of the Ancients lifted it up, pressed it to their chest and cheek and placed it in a small drawer the other Ancient had pulled open from the wall. They stroked its head a few times until it lay down, then closed the drawer. With a warning chime, the lights on the front of the drawer blinked from red to green to a cool blue.

Technitiate Coezak looked up from the digicomp at the wall across from them. "They placed the Helper in cryostasis…right there!"

Everyone followed the technitiate's finger. There, upon the wall, stood the same small drawer shown in the recording, blue light still shining.

"One of the mythic Helpers has been ten quarksars from us this entire time," Hierarch Salsar breathed in awe.

"We must decant it and learn its secrets to save our people!" Ologyest Lietre cried fervently.

"Wait a minute!" Rednitiate Habkem said. "Our Aether suits are not working and I, for one, do not want to unleash another ancient evil that will turn us all into piles of Palbut putty!"

Everyone paused. There was a great wrinkling of emolines.

"What Rednitiate Habkem says makes sense," Hierarch Salsar conceded.

"We should use caution, perhaps investigate more of the recordings on this device to ascertain what the Helper is capable of," Wayfinder Brecho said reasonably.

"That would mean spending more time in this wretched place!" Ologyest Lietre cried, hands gesturing around. "We need to get the secrets from the Helper and get out of here!"

To everyone's absolute astonishment Ologyest Lietre leapt forward and slammed a hand on the single protruding button that sat at the center of the Helper's drawer. The blue light began blinking slowly, gained speed rapidly, then suddenly stopped on pure, blinding white. The drawer cracked open, emitting a hiss of cooled air that sent everyone except Ologyest Lietre retreating back to the far wall. A gentle chiming sounded as the drawer slowly rolled itself fully open.

Ologyest Lietre reached into the mist swirling from the drawer and lifted a fuzzy form out. The other missionaries shuddered at the obscene contact, but Ologyest Lietre took it one revolting step further and actually pressed the Helper to the side of their face, just as the Ancients had done.

"Wise Helper of our distant ancestors, we honor you as they did," Ologyest Lietre intoned. "Share your secrets with us so we may save our society."

The limp form of the Helper stirred, its eyes cracking open and blinking as a strange, soft rumbling burbled from its chest.

"I believe its primary reactor is coming online," Technitiate Coezak said. "Strange that it would make so much noise just to function."

Ologyest Lietre pulled the Helper away and set it atop the standing digicomp console where it sat unsteadily, head wobbling as it inspected the room.

"Here are the bowls the Ancients used to nourish it," Technitiate Coezak said, sliding over to a shelf that jutted from the wall. "Ah! This appears to be a nutrient station." A large flat screen lit up at their approach. After close inspection of the images that played across it, the technitiate selected one and turned back holding a bowl of liquid. "Honor the Helper with this offering," Technitiate Coezak said.

"Hold on a moment!" Hierarch Salsar interrupted. "If the Helper of the Ancients is to be honored, then I, Reclamation Hierarch Salsar, Leader of the Inward Knowledge Reclamation Mission, shall do the honoring!"

Technitiate Coezak frowned, but handed the bowl of liquid to the Hierarch with a bow.

"Thank you, Technitiate," Hierarch Salsar said, turning towards the Helper and approaching with slow, grandiose steps. "Great and Honored Helper, I, Hierarch Salsar, present this gift of nourishment to you on behalf of the Peoples of the Outer Ring in the hopes that you will—Ologyest Lietre, what is on your face?!"

All eyes snapped to the ologyest who staggered backwards, eyes puffy and laced with red. The skin of their cheek bubbled grotesquely.

"Agh, it feels as if biting Sklantags are infesting my esophageal tubes!" Ologyest Lietre croaked, clutching at their throat. The boils on their cheek suddenly erupted across the whole of their body. With a gurgling scream, the ologyest fell to their knees and disintegrated into a dusty pile.

The Hierarch dropped the bowl and turned to run.

"The Hierarch's eyes are red, too!" Wayfinder Brecho cried, pointing three shaking fingers.

"Run!" Rednitiate Habkem screamed, feet already slapping the floor out the door.

"Wait!" Hierarch Salsar said with a dry sounding voice. "I'm fi—" The membrane about the Hierarch's eyes and mouth puffed up like Ploontag sacks, cutting off their cry.

Technitiate Coezak glanced backward at the sudden silence. The Hierarch continued to expand until the Aether manipulator blasted from their waist. With a ripping crack, the rest of the Hierarch exploded into wispy tendrils that fluttered to the floor like Foonish lichen.

"Continue to run and do not stop until you have exited this cursed place!" Technitiate Coezak yelled up to the remaining missionaries as something tiny buzzed past their ear and landed on their forehead. "Agh, no!" Technitiate Coezak cried, slamming their hand against their own forehead. The resulting smacking sound caused Wayfinder Brecho to turn, mid-run and witness the technitiate's skull ejecting violently from their head.

"Wha gah gah ha ha!" Wayfinder Brecho cried, redoubling their speed.

"There, the door to the outside!" Rednitiate Habkem shouted. The missionary slid to a halt beside the digicomp screen set into the wall outside it and slapped a hand down hard. Lights flashed, the door slid open, and they jumped inside.

Wayfinder Brecho hit the screen on the other side of the door with not a single thought about the Proper Way.

The door slid shut, gases gushed and Wayfinder Brecho's eyes blew wide open. "Our suits! They aren't working!"

Rednitiate Habkem's hands clutched their head in horror then dropped to their waist, waving frantically. With a slightly fuzzy whir, the Aether manipulator sprang to life, sealing the rednitiate safely in a probabilistic shell. "It has dried enough to function! Use it!"

Wayfinder Brecho waved with abandon, activating their own Aether suit just as the outer door of the little room cracked open. The two missionaries staggered out into the poisonous winds and stumbled to their floating ship. They raised their arms and were lifted through the Aether hull, collapsing onto the soft, forgiving Aether floor.

"That…was…horrible," Wayfinder Brecho panted.

"Yes," Rednitiate Habkem replied. "But…it has taught us…one thing."

"What…is that?" Wayfinder Brecho asked, emolines wrinkled in confusion.

"That the Ancients did all that they did without the Aether, without any Far Sight." Rednitiate Hadkem said. "We must go forward…into the Haze…whether we can see where we end up or not."

Wayfinder Brecho rolled onto their back and stared at the soothing orange glow of the soft ceiling. "Go forward without a clear path?"

"Yes. Simply go," Rednitiate Habkem replied.

Silence fell. Moments passed.

"What you suggest goes against everything the Wayfinders stand for," Wayfinder Brecho finally said. "But I agree with you. Anything is better than dealing with the horrors of our Ancestors. I shall recommend to the Order of the Way that we jump into the Haze, guided by boldness alone. As the Ancients did."

"Transmit it now, so they receive it immediately," Rednitiate Habkem said. "We shall make our full report when the Aether delivers us. I shall begin Deliverance calculations now."

* * *

Upon the howling plains of the second planet of the star designated Zeta Nebulon, a ship pulsed, the curious folds of its six dimensions wavering within space and time, though only four of them were visible to the reactivated security cameras of the ancient installation near which it hovered. Inside the facility, a curious animal sniffed at a left-behind handheld computer, initiating a recording that played in the background as the animal moved on to sniff another object upon the floor.
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