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The Discovery


by Malcolm Sterling






Sprinting among the stone pillars, the acolyte did the unthinkable: he moved in a straight line. Built by generations forgotten by time, the spacious halls provided ample room for social decorum and personal boundaries. But today, in his youthful haste, he bumped past the students and professors, ignoring their shrieks and flushed tentacles. He felt his skin pulse in rippled patchworks of bright blues, purples, and yellows radiating over his primary field of dull grays and browns, hopeful his transgressions would be forgiven once word had spread.


“Master, we found it!” The acolyte’s tentacles heaved against the massive door. Despite the frequent application of ookawee blubber, its thick wooden hinges creaked and groaned as it swung into the shadowed chamber. 


A single tentacle approached him from within the dimly lit room. The tip was a dull orange, barely visible against the Master’s skin, a skin so dark it absorbed the totality of light.


The acolyte caught himself at the threshold and greeted the outstretched tentacle with a light tap from his own—a gesture reserved for close acquaintances—but moved no farther. Involuntary, youthful splotches of purple throbbed around his eyes. Peering past the tentacle his eagerness dampened and he flushed into a saturated mix of grays and yellows.


The Master sat hunched in the far corner of the grand chamber. His four walking tentacles extended into the kitchen, prepping food, and stirring a boiling pot of gengee pulp, its thick pungent aroma heavy in the air. Three grasping tentacles steadily maneuvered the knobs, buttons, and posts on the computer. It was one of eight devices allotted to the academy. Select components of the metal keyboard were replaced long ago with wooden parts. The Master’s two speaking tentacles held a book of such weight one of the tentacles working the brew in the kitchen reached over and turned the page.


In the acolyte’s fifty cycles of life, he’d seen demonstrations by Master Disciples of Nehtaka temples controlling all their tentacles at once. But the acts on display in the temple courtyards were rudimentary to what the Master was so easily doing now. 


The acolyte felt even more committed to serving the Master, even past his Naming Ceremony—if he earned one. His desires for what he’d learn, what he’d become, roused his thoughts, for only a few of the hundreds of books encasing the walls had been opened to him. He suspected now, the others whispered even greater promises of knowledge. He entered the room. 


The Master eased the book to the floor. A steaming cup of soup appeared before the acolyte, held aloft on a plate by outstretched tentacles. 


“Come, sit, drink.” The Master’s thick voice hugged the walls and waves rippled in oranges and browns on his skin. 


The acolyte moved to a seating cushion. He wrapped all his tentacles but four, those for speaking and eating, under himself. Shimmers of blues, oranges, and purples cascaded across his bulbous body—another embarrassing display of his youth—but he suppressed them before they reached his face. The clatter from the keyboard continued unabated, lulling the acolyte with its mesmeric rhythm. A pointed clink of the Master’s cup against the saucer interrupted his scattered thoughts.


“Master, why do you hide this ability?” One of the acolyte’s tentacles briefly mimicked the Master’s primary field of blacks and deep browns as he spoke the title. “Why display it to me now?”


“Long ago, such abilities were trivial with the proper training. We can speak of it later. For now, what news?” The Master blew across the top of the steaming cup. 


“Ah, yes, Master, we found the object!” The acolyte’s tentacles supplemented the other words with gestures and yellow flares. “It is as you predicted.” The yellow bursts morphed into soft green waves on brown spotted fields. 
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