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Mise En Place
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In which is revealed Our Hero’s cultural context.

ACROSS THE RIMLESS SEA LIE the Exilic Lands, where dreams come to die – or so say the self-appointed wits of Soharis. But they are a cynical lot, and often fervent in their presumptions.

Here at the Sea’s southeastern edge, two abler-than-wise peoples anciently fought each other to land-cracking effect. Their regressed descendants were left wandering the shattered plains and scorched forests with no greater legacy than a few artifacts, mutual blame, and a thin hope of future redemption.

This hope was handed across the generations through whispered myths of ocean-borne saviors who would restore to the Xao and Xai their once-lush countryside before conveniently withdrawing. Some believed this, others pretended to, and those who did neither made plans of their own.

Thus, when the Uulians washed ashore in three great fleets filled with agricultural necessaries, the Exilic Lands’ indigenes greeted them with a mix of joy and surprise. The Uulians were fleeing their own self-made catastrophe and, according to the Flickering Gods as interpreted by their Sacreants, had reached where to repent and prove themselves worthy of return to their lost homeland.

Deeply self-absorbed and heedless of their role in the local mythology, the new arrivals could comprehend neither the residents’ initial amazement nor their eventual irritation as the purported saviors restored the broken land – and then built the Three Cities and Thousand Villages of the Uulian Commonwell. While the Xao and Xai grew more perplexed by the century, after eight hundred years the Commonwell had ripened into that state of elegant decadence without which no civilization can truly be called interesting. Still, some (indigenes and Uulians alike) continued to believe in their ancestors’ prophecies; others pretended to; and those who did neither made plans of their own.

One did all three, sometimes at once and often with modest success. His name is Prosatio Silban: self-defrocked Sacreant, mercenary cook, and subject of these tales.
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Aperitif
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In which Our Hero makes his first appearance.

THOUGH NO LONGER A SACREANT, Prosatio Silban did retain a sensitivity to the more spiritual aspects of his day’s routine – but since his was the life of a resourceful itinerant in a buopoth-drawn galleywagon, the word “routine” was not always applicable.

His days usually began the same way: he would arise from his sleeping-berth in the galleywagon’s rear; feed his dray-beast, Onward, a morning fatberry-cake and kind word; make grateful but small greetings to the Flickering Gods; and breakfast on a poppyhorn and large mug of hot sugared yava laced with thick cream. As Sacreantal investiture involved an all-over depilatory bath, he would at this point affix a pair of grey mouse-fur eyebrows; though somewhat itchy, they were far more comfortable than answering probing questions about his past. Finally, he would inventory the galleywagon’s well-stocked pantry and coldbox (a waist-high, silver-edged cube of magiked glacier-ice).

Here is where Prosatio Silban’s days diverged: If they involved travel, he would hitch Onward, climb onto the driver’s bench, and be on his way. If he awoke in one of the Uulian Commonwell’s Three Cities or Thousand Villages looking forward to a hired engagement, he would proceed marketward in search of fresh ingredients and attendant consultations. But if, as often happened, he was on his own in someplace busy, he would unsling a table-and-chairs or two from the galleywagon’s undercarriage, set out a large painted menu-board, and greet hungry passersby.

He was the Cook For Any Price. And he never turned away a customer.

So would the day proceed with its particular delights and disasters, until brilliant stars peeped through the darkening sky. Then Prosatio Silban would secure buopoth and galleywagon for the night, wash whatever dishes and utensils needed attention, count his earnings, remove his artificial eyebrows, crawl into his berth, and thank the Flickering Gods for giving him another day’s usefulness.

Somewhere in there, he might also experience what he called the Golden Moment.

The Golden Moment was always and never the same – a calm, comforting, wordless sense of perfect at-onement illuminating the different circumstances through which it flowed and bringing them into a clarified and revelatory whole.

It might come from chopping potatoes or onions, as something big methodically became a pile of something small.

It might come from sautéing fidget-hen breast, watching heat and fat transform light pink to dark-tinged gold.

Or it might even come from handing someone a plate laden with well-crafted nourishment.

A Golden Moment could not be predicted. It manifested itself as the seamless connection between Here and There, Now and Then, Self and Other. Prosatio Silban had a theory (which he kept to himself) that the Golden Moment was the true essence of existence; waiting to be discovered, but never quite absent. After all, where could It go?

One of the most memorable of these experiences, in fact the first, occurred when the cook was a youngish lad new-arrived at epicurean Pormaris’ Diamond Shrine, under consideration for the Sacreanthood. He was swimming with a friend in the Shrine’s iridescent pool when a quiet sense of perfect, pieceless peace overtook him. His sense of ego and separateness vanished. Colors looked brighter, outlines sharper. Seeing his bemused expression, the other boy asked him what was wrong.

“Nothing’s wrong,” came the reply. “I just feel like I’m dreaming.”

The other began splashing him. 

“What are you doing?” Prosatio Silban asked in mild alarm.

“Waking you up!” cried the boy.

Just like that, the feeling vanished, leaving behind a memory tinged with sadness that it was only a memory.

Over the years, Prosatio Silban was to cherish further such encounters, collecting their memories like flowers pressed between the pages of a holy and beloved book. In part, they were responsible for his eventual departure from the Diamond Shrine; as he got older, he couldn’t reconcile his Golden Moment encounters with Uulian religious doctrine. He still believed in the Flickering Gods, and was beyond beyond-grateful for Their steady patronage and many kindnesses. But he couldn’t shake the persistent feeling that They were as much a subordinate quality of the “pieceless peace” as he was, rather than reigning supreme as his tradition taught.

Thus he wandered the Commonwell and Exilic Lands serving people’s bellies instead of their souls. And on those rare occasions when he stumbled into oneness, he would close his eyes – and smile in thankful surrender.

POPPYHORNS

Prosatio Silban’s favored break-fast – one which keeps him fortified until after the lunch rush.

To cook: Prepare a laminated dough, then roll it out flat and baste liberally with warm poppy-seed paste. Cut into broad triangles and roll into crescents, then bake at and for the appropriate temperature and time.

To serve: Accompany with hot yava and a potentially taxing day.
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Prosatio Silban and the Passing Notes
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In which Our Hero meets, and loses, the love of his life.

IT IS MUSIC, AND IT is Time. But mostly, It is Love.

Harpsong and drumbeat whirl through the broad moons-lit hollow like a flight of bright starlings air-dancing over a rain-pocked lake.

In a hollow atop a high cliff squat two robe-wrapped figures: intent, eyes closed, one plucking, one pounding. Nearby lies a third, hands chest-clasped, contemplating the two moons contending for celestial supremacy. The three are edging across the tenuous bridge connecting youth to manhood, when the character which shapes the face has been poured but not yet hardened.

Far away below, across a miles-wide natural amphitheater, multihued webs of light converge on a gold jewel just below the level black horizon. Occasional bursts of overhead brilliance flicker colored fingers into the hollow’s shadowed corners, prompting murmured applause to roll up through the balmy night and accent an all-surrounding, almost subliminal hum.

The starlings melt into shafts of silver light; the lake dries to a desert sandstorm ... and became a tap-dancing mastodon. The drummer grinned, raising his arms in triumph.

“Vulture-picked heap of hot steaming lizard dung,” growled the harpist, glaring at the drummer and laying aside his own instrument. “With withered rose petals on top.”

“Perhaps,” rejoined the drummer, “but I love you more.” 

“Self-conscious irony cheapens your art and cheats the audience,” drawled the supine figure. “Do not so.”

“Did I so?”

“Paff. Were you my minstrel, I’d not pay you.”

“Were I your minstrel, you couldn’t afford me,” said the drummer, standing up and stretching his fingers in serene circles. “Oh, but we should have brought women.”

“If we’d brought women, I’d not be sitting here,” countered the harpist, feeling inside one embroidered sleeve.

“If we were going to have to bring women, I’d have stayed home with them,” pronounced the supine figure.

“If we had a home, the women would take care of themselves.” said the drummer, and cocked his head. “Excuse me – one of those boulders is calling.” He receded into rock-shadow.

The harpist began tamping a mellow-colored bone tube into the mouth of a curiously figured suede pouch. “We have been here forever, yet again,” he said. “Is it far to midnight?”

“Do you see the music yet?”

“What is music?”

“Who is the musician?”

“Who’s paying?”

“Indeed.”

The harpist brought the tube to his lips, lit its tamped end, and puffed spicy blue smoke. “To be sure,” he said in a strangled voice, and reached the implement toward his friend.

Sniffing in appraisal, the drummer returned. “Are you preparing for my return?”

“Celebrating your absence,” chorused his cohorts.

“Ah ha ha, and ha,” said the drummer in mock-injured tones, accepting the tube from his horizontal companion and sitting beside him. “We shall settle accounts later, for I predict company within a few heartbeats.”

“I seem to have stumbled into your midst,” said a smooth-headed man at least twice-older than the three friends, attired in a long tunic dappled with random splashes of color. “Forgive me, but the fireworks tend to encumber my night-vision.”

There was a brief, almost awkward, silence. By his utter hairlessness and cultured accent, the visitor might have been a Sacreant of the Flickering Gods – those divine puppeteers Whose subtle and all-pervading influence touched every aspect of life in the Uulian Commonwell. But the man was not dressed in the Sacreantal Rainbow Robe, and his calloused hands and beefy build showed long acquaintance with labors more physical than prayer and cultural supervision. Yet there was something about him; perhaps his smile, which welcomed without ulterior purpose; or his wide deep-set eyes, which appeared to have seen the entire world but decided to keep looking.

The three young Uulians were disinclined toward moral instruction and clichéd religious homilies. Under the circumstances, there was but one course of action.

“Allow us to encumber you further?” asked the drummer, and proffered the still-smoking tube. “Unless you must needs be elsewhere ...”

“One may only be here and now,” said the older man, and – much to their surprise – seated himself. “Thank you.”

The drummer spoke first, with what he hoped was nonchalance. “Phytoris Ramu, at your service,” he said. “These others are Emasio Brullas” – the harpist nodded – “and Wolf” – the supine figure gave a noncommittal howl.

The stranger raised the bone tube and dipped his head in salute. “Prosatio Silban.”

“And how many seasons has Sir Prosatio seen hither?” asked Phytoris Ramu.

“Here? The first was more than twenty-five ago, in the Year of the Ripened Knife. But please, not ‘Sir.’ I work for a living.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” said Emasio Brullas.

“As am I,” the visitor said, and his smile broadened. “Like you, I much prefer the days of youth and newness, where everything unfamiliar is exotic and draws you along by the heart down the swiftest of paths to who knows or cares what end. On the other hand, I also like to eat.”

The three friends laughed.

“Well said, si – er, Master Prosatio,” said Wolf. “Do you live here in Aydnzmir?”

“As much here as anywhere, though I was born and spent a good deal of my young years near epicurean Pormaris. I’m a cook by trade, and a traveler by inclination.”

“A traveling cook?” asked Phytoris Ramu in amazement. “I’d have marked you as a Sacreant due to your, ah ...”

“My holy, and wholly depilated, carcass?” The cook-errant grimaced, running a muscled hand over his bare scalp. “I have been that also, long ago, but the world and I have witnessed stranger things since then. How did you all come to be, here and tonight?”

Three grins and six arms spread wide, embracing the night and all it contained.

The cook laughed. “Well, yes,” he said. “I meant here, on this particular hollow atop this particular cliff.”

“We’ve been attending the Aydnzmir Music Feast since just less than forever,” said Phytoris Ramu, “and always claim this spot. Either it’s ours by the Flickering Gods’ proclamation, or no one else wants it.”

“No one else wants it,” said Wolf. “It’s too far away from the music, at least until midnight.”

“Then why do you keep coming up here?’ asked the cook.

“I don’t know,” said Wolf. “Ramu keeps talking us into it.”

“He’ll whine if we don’t,” said Emasio Brullas, refilling the bone tube.

“I don’t whine. I bellow,” said Phytoris Ramu. “But there are sublime joys up here, despite that they escape these plebeians’ notice. For one thing, you can see all the fireworks between here and the Temple of Song down away, which sight is also quite soul-washing if the evening fog is not too strong. And at midnight! When the Silent Chord slips into vision the view is like no other.”

“I’d rather be down on the plain, and in the middle of it all,” countered Emasio Brullas. “But we never arrive early enough.”

“It is indeed, a long way from the Commonwell,” said the cook. “And not always the easiest journey.”

“I once knew a man who claimed to have seen the Chord from the inside – from the Temple of Song itself,” said Wolf with undisguised envy. “But he could never tell me what it was like.”

“Or much else, after that!” chimed Emasio Brullas.

“For him, there was no ‘after that,’” Phytoris Ramu said. “Alas, he’s only a proverb now.”

“That can be an overwhelming experience,” the cook said with emphatic solemnity. “Even years later.”

The trio exchanged dubious glances, and fell quiet in a way they hoped wasn’t obvious.

Prosatio Silban laughed. “I would have had that same reaction, in those days and at that age,” he said. “Imposture is not a rare quality.”

“Is that why you’re up here?” asked Emasio Brullas.

“It is one reason, yes,” said the cook. “And another is because of a woman.”

“Oh, well,” Phytoris Ramu said with an exaggerated leer. “Such a tale cannot remain halfway told – especially if it’s about women. But I hope you don’t think us naïve! Everyone knows the Temple is closed to all but the priestly Auraculi and their gently fanatical minions. No Uulian, and by extension no servant of Uulian gods, has been or ever will be allowed within – or if discovered within, released intact.”

“I was not in the Temple proper, but very nearby, and in fact no longer a Sacreant but a confused and lovesick young man,” Prosatio Silban said. “You see, the Auraculi and their sacred retainers have long enjoyed on this night such varied fare as could be obtained throughout the Exilic Lands and around the Rimless Sea. Through a combination of circumstances I found myself laboring in the kitchen, which – at, least, at that time – occupied a complex of chambers in the outer Temple ...”

––––––––
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MINGLED SWEET AND SAVORY aromas and bustling cooks of every known Exilic Lands nation filled the enormous and smoky hall, half-illuminated by the glow of dozens of free-standing stoves, grills, and ovens. Countless counters and butcher-blocks were piled high with prepared ingredients, and with many still in preparation. A hurly-burly of attendants ferried out the results via an arcade of open doorways. The music trickling in from the Temple was unlike anything Prosatio Silban had heard or even imagined outside of dream – a sort of hazy golden whine shot through with long blue sparks caressed his inner ear, or so his somewhat fatigue-crossed senses told him. Whatever it was, it wonderfully accented the warm lips pressed against his own.

I hope I’m doing this right, he thought, pretending that he was.

Not long ago he would have thought his present circumstances improper, and perhaps also irreverent. But the now-former Sacreant had, with recent fervency, shed his Rainbow Robe in favor of the more comfortable clothing appropriate to the open road. 

The obvious destination for one of his age and frustrated soul-stirrings lay a daunting distance west of the Uulian Commonwell, on the forest-girdled edge of the Rimless Sea: Aydnzmir, City of Music, built ages ago of ivory and amethyst, coral and jasper; whose myriad silver towers each supporting a lamp of strange and different hue, glowing at a distance like dawn through a lifting mist; whose inhabitants possessed an ancient wisdom and incomparable elegance; and whose sovereign guardians, the deathless Auraculi, had kept alive through countless millennia the all-surrounding and world-sustaining Silent Chord, sliding it into “visibility” once a year at midnight during the world-renowned Music Feast.

However, getting there wasn’t easy. 

Ten dayrides didn’t look this big on the map, he thought, and anyway, where did all this rain come from? He uttered a reflexive petition to Thupitor, God of Impeded Travel, and the sudden appearance of a caravan of Aydnzmir-bound cooks he ascribed to mere happenstance – and to sheer luck their need for another assistant. But babbling gratitude died on his lips when his eyes met ... hers. 

She gave him a dry towel and a warm smile; and over the next week or so, as the convoy rattled along the Western Wides’ increasingly crowded road, the two professed to their peers that they weren’t playing the soft and pleasant games common to all young hearts.

And that is how Prosatio Silban came to be clasping the raven-curled and enticing Ashlaya in the kitchen complex adjoining the Temple of Song.

She kissed him again, disengaged herself and squeezed his hand. 

“You’ve never done that before,” she said.

“How do you know?”

Ashlaya spread wide her arms with a grin, embracing the moment and all it contained. “It shows in your eyes. And in the way you kiss.”

“How do I kiss?”

“Eager. Yet tentative. You’re not used to it, yet. To love.”

“Well, no,” he said, blushing. “I’m not used to beautiful women kissing me in the middle of frying corn-wraps.”

“You’re not used to women at all,” she said, and squeezed his hand again. “But you will be.”

Her words, or perhaps their inflection, or maybe just the way she returned to her mixing-stand, did something pleasant and new to him. Prosatio Silban rubbed his lips, still tingling with what he hoped was promise, or at least sincere invitation, or (so he implored Flouina, Goddess of Unexpected Trysting) not his imagination. They had, as usual, been casting dewy glances back and forth all morning, and as he watched Ashlaya’s curvy hips sway in time with her stirring, her bead-embroidered skirt swirling about her well-formed calves, the onetime holyman found he could think of little else. His fingers ached for her, then began to burn; cursing to himself, he realized he was holding a hot and unprotected skillet-handle.

“Dolt!” barked a gruff voice behind him. “Mind the pan, not her bottom.”

Prosatio Silban’s face went redder, and he grabbed a padded cloth to shield himself from further injury and embarrassment. “My mistake, my mistake, no harm done,” he mumbled.

Apith Dumar, the voice’s formidable and obese owner, glowered from under bushy brows. “I didn’t hire you to make moons-eyes at the help,” he said. “You Sacreants think you’re the gods’ own gift to the Commonwell, is that it?”

“I keep telling you I’m no longer a Sacreant,” Prosatio Silban said. “And anyway, Sacreants aren’t considered to be so much a gift as –”

“Did I ask for your nonsense? You’re working for me now, you hairless sponge. Fry those corn-wraps – and don’t burn them again, or I’ll stick you in the skillet.” Apith Dumar pushed a massive index finger against the young man’s chest, glared for emphasis, then stumped off into the flickering darkness to find fault with another of his hirelings.

I don’t have to take his unlettered and uncouth garbage, Prosatio Silban thought, and flirted with untying his apron and walking out. But as always, his sense of responsibility outweighed his resentment; and when Ashlaya smiled at him and returned to her mixing with a superfluous wiggle, the weight of his infatuation bounced everything else into irrelevancy. He picked up the tongs and put another corn-wrap in the skillet.

By Galien the All-Mother, how could anyone be so beautiful? he thought. His eyes caressed Ashlaya’s loose-clad form, lingering at all the places he had wondered about but seemed barred from him forever. He had known few girls in his cloistered before-life, and anyway they were more interested in his office than his affection. Being too proper to press the matter, his natural desire had of course become an idealized yearning – thus, his first-ever kiss had come only moments before, and with predictable results.

I’ll marry her, he thought, and we’ll love each other every day forever. 

He removed a soft corn-wrap from the skillet, put it on the pile at his left, tonged a raw one from the stack on his right, slapped it into the pan, and looked up at Ashlaya.

Rather, her absence.

Prosatio Silban whipped his head from side to side. Where is she? Where is she? Ah ... oh, no.

Ashlaya, one bare foot tucked behind the other, was talking to another young man. As the stricken youth watched, she reached out a hand and gave the interloper’s arm an affectionate squeeze – and might as well have been squeezing Prosatio Silban’s heart. She stood on tiptoe to kiss the attractive-but-hated rival on his bearded cheek.

He could neither look at her nor away as the couple embraced. The man departed, and when Ashlaya turned in his direction, he lowered his eyes to the smoke-spewing skillet.

“What in the name of the Nameless One are you doing?” bellowed Apith Dumar, smacking Prosatio Silban on the back of his head with a greasy towel. “You hairless, worthless, unmothered son of a –”

“It’s not his fault. It’s mine,” Ashlaya said, emptying the smoking skillet. “He’s never before fried corn-wraps. So I set the heat for him. Perhaps too high. And forgot to caution him. Forgive me? I’ll make good the loss.”

The corpulent cookmaster raised an eyebrow as Ashlaya took Prosatio Silban’s hand in hers and held it over the skillet. “Like this. See? The heat? Perfect ...”

“Just mix the batter, woman,” muttered Apith Dumar. He walked away, shaking his fat-cushioned head.

“Thank you. I can manage it from here,” Prosatio Silban said in a remote voice, slapping a raw corn-wrap in the skillet and not meeting her eyes.

“Are you angry?” she asked.

“No. Well, no. I mean, no. I, ah ...”

“Please don’t be,” she said, and he somehow wasn’t. “Gdil Aren is a friend. Well. More than a friend. My sister’s man. Who brought me her greetings. Which I returned.”

Prosatio Silban’s world reassembled itself. He looked for Apith Dumar, but the rotund overseer was on the far side of the kitchen explaining to his butchers their latest incompetence.

“Oh. It’s not that I was jealous, mind you,” he said. “But I did miss you.”

“That’s sweet,” she said. “But work now. Later...” And she kissed him again, waking odd corners of his body.

Senses engaged and soul singing, Prosatio Silban set to his task with a will. The stack of corn-wraps at his left grew, was taken away, grew again. The process had its own rhythm – slap, sniff, flip, sniff, remove; slap, sniff, flip, sniff, remove – which coincided with the music wafting into the smoky kitchen. This is not hard at all, he thought, stealing a glance at Ashlaya’s perfect form and inadvertently meeting her amused eyes.

He opened his mouth to speak, when the scullion to his left – a pale and skinny youth named Otlon, who had been filling and rolling the gently fried wraps and arranging them on cloth-covered wicker plates – coughed and made gargling sounds.

“Don’t mind me,” Otlon said. “I can never get used to whatever plants or flowers or weeds they have around here. And the smoke! Doesn’t it bother you?”

Schooled in politeness, Prosatio Silban refrained from putting his hand over Otlon’s thin lips.

“Not as such,” he said, one eye on Ashlaya. She had finished her mixing and was now flattening raw wraps for the skillet.

“Why not? They surely bother me.”

“Ah ... I don’t know. Sacreant’s Privilege, I would think.”

“What’s that?”

“Well ...” He noticed Ashlaya listening out of the corner of her ear. “In exchange for ministrations to the faithful, Sacreants receive from the Flickering Gods certain benefits. We ... rather, the Sacreants, don’t get colds or headaches and the like, for one thing, and tend to heal faster than the lay public.”

“Does that healing include hearts?” murmured Ashlaya.

Prosatio Silban opened his mouth for a flirtatious reply.

“I wish I didn’t get colds,” Otlon said. “But every summer, it’s the same thing – three months of dripping hackery. And my sleeves! I wish I were a Sacreant.”

“No, you don’t,” Prosatio Silban said, his heart running at full speed and going nowhere. He turned again to Ashlaya.

“Why don’t I?” asked Otlon.

“Why don’t you what?”

“Why don’t I wish I was a Sacreant?”

“It’s not quite the transcendent delight you might think.”

“Why not? Get to live in the Diamond Shrine, eat well every day, in charge of everything and telling people what they want to hear. I’d like that better than slaving for old Ape-piss.”

“You only say that because you ...” lack the experience to contrast it to your current station, he almost said. Am I going to speak like a pompous donkey for the rest of my life? No wonder people dislike us ... dislike the Sacreants, I mean. “... you don’t have anything to compare it to,” he finished.

“Compared to this, anything’s better,” grumbled Otlon.

“Be gentle,” Ashlaya whispered to her hope-would-be lover. “You’ll learn to like yourself. In time.”

Prosatio Silban prepared to ask her how she knew what he was thinking, but Otlon didn’t give him the chance.

“Why did you quit being a Sacreant anyway?” the sallow youth asked.

“Well ... sometimes a thing isn’t as nice up close as it is from a distance.”

“Sometimes it’s nicer,” Ashlaya murmured. “But you can’t tell that. Before you know it.”

“I think everything’s wretched, from a distance or otherwise,” said Otlon. “You’ll see.” He lifted a plateful of filled corn-wraps and ambled off.

At last, Prosatio Silban thought. Now for a real conversation. He turned again to Ashlaya, who was regarding him from under knitted brows.

“My pitcher’s empty,” she said. “I must get more water. Wait for me?”

“Every heartbeat is an eternity until you return,” he replied with a bow and a sigh.

“Then. I shall always return.” She smiled an inscrutable smile and padded away.

“I can’t believe how many wraps these people eat,” Otlon said, returning. “I bet they don’t get colds either.” Prosatio Silban sighed again – this time, with vehemence.

Slap, sniff, flip, sniff, remove. Slap, sniff, flip, sniff, remove. It’s a dance, he thought. Why did this seem so hard? It’s easy, if you just let them cook themselves. As easy as falling in love ...

“Sacreant!” Apith Dumar bellowed. “Quit that and come over here. Otlon! You take his place.”

Prosatio Silban wiped his hands on his apron, and sought in vain the comely Ashlaya. He half-ran to Apith Dumar, who was standing next to a large butcher-block surmounted by a great pile of chopped meat.

“Shape these into balls for the frying-pan, and mind that you keep them even,” the supervisor said.

“What kind of meat is this?” Prosatio Silban asked.

“It’s the kind you’re shaping into balls for the frying-pan!”

“How big should I –”

“Big enough to fry, and fry at speed. Now get to it.”

The pile was pink, cold, and gave off a rich blood-smell as Prosatio Silban sank his hands into it, lifting his upper lip in reflexive disgust. Though not averse to meat of any sort, neither was he skilled in its manipulation. He pinched off a measure that looked like what he himself would eat, and rolled the greasy mass between his palms. 

It stuck to his fingers in clots. 

He tried scraping his left hand with his right, then his right hand with his left, then fluttered both hands with impatience – and watched in horror as the dislodged animal-flesh arced, with more-or-less grace and accuracy, to splat against the back of Apith Dumar’s immense neck.

Silence fell among the dozen or so nearby cooklings, but was compensated for by the loud laughter from elsewhere in the kitchen. Prosatio Silban froze as the supervisor swept a burly paw over his neck, raised it to his piggish eyes, and glowered.

“Let’s see how chopped Sacreant tastes,” he growled, starting forward.

With a squeak of terror Prosatio Silban bolted from behind the butcher-block, Apith Dumar in shouting pursuit. The youth jumped over sacks of flour, through racks of raw sausages, and past huge vats of bubbling stew. He cast a fearful backward glance, saw his nemesis gaining, turned back, and almost avoided crashing into a basket of golden apples, which spilled its fragrant contents across the flagstone floor. The cook-boss couldn’t negotiate the sudden obstacles, and went sprawling into a tower of crockery with a roar and a satisfying crash.

Prosatio Silban didn’t stop running until he passed out of the kitchen, through several darkened doorways, and leapt to the side of the last one. He doubled over, hands on knees and panting, caught his breath, stood up, and gasped.

Across an age-worn pavement of sapphire and cracked emerald stood a vast amethyst dome supported by immense ivory pillars. Silver beads and figured silk banners hung on near-invisible gossamer throughout the intervening spaces, swaying in the salt-scented breeze. Beneath the dome, a sourceless blue radiance revealed a raised platform busy with robed figures.

The awestruck young man could not quite see what was going on, but the hum of tuning instruments and the low drone of voices set his heart thudding. With part of his mind, he wondered where Ashlaya was, and if he dared go back into the kitchen to bring her here. Desire wrestled with fear, triumphed; he turned back to the door.

And then the Silent Chord sounded.

It engulfed Prosatio Silban while he was still watching it approach, sliding with a steely crackle of blue fire from everywhere and nowhere all at once. 

A warm and throbbing force, like an adrenaline-frantic heartbeat, vibrated into and out of every cell in his body. He raised his hands. The left one was receding – getting smaller and younger, folding into itself like a baby’s – while his right hand grew calloused, then spotty and withered with age. He seemed poised at the exact balance point between past and future – a giant string which stretched away in both directions, knotted with other strings into discrete events and moments of knowing. Some set up great resonances; some knocked their neighbors into chaotic noise far down unthinkable gulfs of time. His hands touched everything they ever had held and ever would hold: incense sticks, scrolls, a jug of water, an inadvertent knife-edge, a pen, a pot, Ashlaya’s hand ...

Ashlaya!

Prosatio Silban could sense her not-there-ness throughout the cross-connecting web: a woman-shaped hole running through and around him, not quite intersecting with his own spiraling soul; here and in all the places he had yet to visit. The temple guards about to apprehend him would eventually release him, but only long after the sad-eyed Ashlaya had climbed aboard Apith Dumar’s departing caravan. He could smell her hair, her breath, almost touch her skin ... she was right behind him and at his side, just behind a veil that he couldn’t quite break through ... that he would spend his life in vain shredding ... and then ... and then ...

And then the Silent Chord subsided, sliding back the way it had come and gone, leaving only this present moment in the Year of the Weighted Table, atop the cliff where the cook-errant sat with three young men the same age he had been a moment ago. Cheers welled up from below and around them, applauding the rhythmic pulsing of a music bigger than the world and more ancient.

“You didn’t see her this year, either,” Emasio Brullas murmured.

Prosatio Silban’s expression mingled joy, sorrow and resignation.

“Then why do you keep coming back?” whispered Phytoris Ramu.

The cook’s arms spread as wide as his sudden grin, embracing the night and all it contained – or ever would.
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Prosatio Silban and the Beloved Animal
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In which Our Hero discourses on the nature of affection.

HALFWAY BETWEEN HERE AND THERE lay a town whose chief feature was a particular animal, wild but benign, which had made its home in a civic park. So charming were its ways and so touching its mannerisms that the townspeople painted its winsome form on signs and walls, dyed their clothes to imitate its pelt, and dated their history in terms of its first appearance. Great crowds would gather around it every day, punctuating every move or motion with an “ooh,” “ahh,” or “Look!”

Prosatio Silban watched the beloved animal from the edge of the park. He thought the townspeople a bit fervent in their adorations but said nothing; he had his own share of eccentric fervencies. After a time, he realized that the charismatic beast’s large eyes were looking into his.

Why am I so popular? asked a voice in his head. All I do is sit here, occasionally scratching. And yet, they feed me and love me.

“You don’t need to do anything else,” Prosatio Silban said. “It’s in the nature of people to love something like you.”

Oh. But why?

“No one can say,” the cook replied. “Perhaps they simply need to know such love exists.”
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Prosatio Silban and the Uninvited Guest
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In which Our Hero solves an existential problem for a passing traveler.

THE RHYTHMIC RAPPING OF STEEL on wood filled Prosatio Silban’s cozy galleywagon with the sharp tang of garlic, and he marveled – not for the first time – at how the pungent aroma sliced through a quarter-century of accumulated food-smells.

Having stopped for the evening in the shadow of haunt-rumored Mount Tenebor, the Cook For Any Price had seen to his great dray-beast’s dinner and was now preparing his own to suit the clammy evening chill. The surrounding bare black basalt and scattering of curious blue-veined boulders had not retained the day’s meager heat, and he paused in his chopping to close the galleywagon door’s upper half. He latched it, turned, and regarded his portable haven with fond familiarity.

The floor, slightly out-slanting walls, and concave ceiling – from which two bright fatberry-oil lamps dangled amid a comfortable tangle of pots, pans, utensils, bunches of herbs, and slow-curing meats and cheeses – were of unpainted honeywood, its natural reddish-gold glow now tinged by a long accretion of cooking-smoke. On his right, under a small lozenge-paned window, a waist-high translucent coldbox nestled against a ceiling-high grey oak pantry. To the left a six-burner stove, also fueled by fatberry-oil, sat below an antique corkboard thick with tacked and yellowing recipes. Beneath another latticed window, this one bordered by racks of spices, a blocky oak preparation-counter and freestanding sink stood adjacent to a tall service cabinet. At the galleywagon’s rear, across an ornate braided rug, a black silk curtain concealed a cozy sleeping-berth.

There really is no such thing as too much garlic, Prosatio Silban quoted to himself, especially when spirits are said to be about. 

He filled a copper pot with water, set it on the stove, added a generous measure of sea salt, and lit the burner. His eyes took on a faraway look as he began halving a handful of yellow pearl tomatoes.

Let me see, he pondered. As I remember it, four types of disembodied souls vex the living: the Moaners, whose noisy ululations keep awake even the deepest sleepers; the invisible Shakers, who terrify folk by moving their belongings – sometimes through mid-air; and the most inconvenient are the Takers, who steal desired objects and return them at a later time and different place, if at all. And then there are ... and then ... hmm ...

The cook-errant lit a second burner under an iron skillet slick with oil of olives, and glanced out the preparation-counter window. Frowning, he put a large sailor’s-cap mushroom on the counter, closed his eyes, and began slicing. An old recollection was bubbling up from deep in his mind: some folktale or other he had learned long ago, warning against “the unattended dead” ... something he had dismissed as superstition and foolishness ....

He opened his eyes. “What am I trying to remember?” he asked the mushroom.

“I do not know,” croaked a voice to his left.

Were he a younger man, Prosatio Silban might very well have jumped or screamed, but he had long ago learned the folly of unconsidered motion. He glanced to his left, holding the knife in as inconspicuous a manner as possible.

Against the galleywagon’s lower door-half stood a squat human-shaped shadow of impenetrable blackness. No features were visible, yet he somehow knew the apparition was watching him with guarded intention.

Prosatio Silban considered the knife in his hand, regretted for a moment its irrelevancy, then remembered the proverb: When cornered, act with boldness.

“Who are you?” he barked.

The specter regarded him for a half-dozen rapid heartbeats.

“I no longer know, if I ever did,” it rasped. “Nor do I know who I was. Or indeed if I was, or am still, or will be again.”

Oho, Prosatio Silban thought, as the fugitive memory clicked into place. He lowered his knife, doused the burners, and adopted a tone of casual and erudite authority.

“I understand, though do not share, your despair,” he said with growing certainty. “You are, unless I am much mistaken, one of the Liminals.”

The apparition cocked its shadowy head. “Am I?”

“So I believe. It is an old legend, one ill-known in these cynical times,” the cook said. “If a soul remains unparted from its body by a proper funerary pyre, it cannot enter the Pure City of the afterlife. Instead, it becomes more and more diffuse, and is doomed to wander amongst the living. I had thought such a tale simply a mere caution, imparting dutiful religious lessons. But here you are.”

“‘The Liminals.’” The beetle voice chirped a pitiable imitation of a sob. “Ah! must I languish in this interminable intermediacy for more of an eternity than I perhaps have already?”

“Not necessarily. What does your memory tell you?”

“I do not have any clear remembrance, only vague impressions, and cannot say when or whether or not they exist. Dim glimmers of experience pass around and through me like drifting windows: a small girl feeding a restive horse; a young boy playing on the edge of a cliff; warm wind caressing entwined and illicit lovers; a newborn’s first and last taste of air; a homewife’s worries over family and funds; the smell of lonely roads; the crackling of fire beneath an enormous baobab.

“As these impressions come, they go, and with less substance than a passing dream. I can describe neither what I am experiencing nor the despair at my utter anonymity.”

“Identity is just one arbitrary frame through which to view life,” Prosatio Silban said, much moved by his guest’s discourse and not knowing what else to say. “And not everything experienced can be expressed. Everyone tastes, for example, and while I have never met anyone who could well describe the sensation, no one doubts that they do indeed taste. Words need not bind themselves to certainty.”

“But I have no certainty to bind!”

“You did once. Can you not remember what it was like?”

“No!” grated the spectre with window-rattling vehemence. “I know only frameless vistas with no perspective – frameless, nameless, and forever alone.”

Prosatio Silban nodded in meditative empathy. He was recalling a time in his own life, when he was a young man wandering the Exilic Lands in search of himself, or at least of some role by which he could connect to those around him. It is not good for a man to drift so, he thought, no doubt less good when he has no body – no container for his essence.

He frowned, and all at once, the solution struck him.

“Perhaps your answer has been with you all along,” he said in a measured tone.

“What do you mean?” rasped his uninvited guest. “Do you know who I am?”

“Perhaps. Perhaps ... you are simply the one who says, ‘I.’”

Without a sound, the shadow winked into nothingness. A warm gust banged open the galleywagon door, and the cook’s startled dray-beast emitted a sleepy bleat.

“It’s alright, boy,” Prosatio Silban called. “It’s only me.”

“WHEAT THREADS-AND” 

As basic a dish as they come. The “-and” component is merely suggestive; feel free to adapt them to your own tastes. Also: if your local victualer does not stock wheat-threads, capellini (or any long, thin pasta) will substitute so closely as will make no difference.

To cook: Break wheat-threads in half and add to boiling, heavily salted water. Slick a skillet with oil of olives and fry slices of any or all of the following in the best order your cook’s sense dictates: yellow pearl-tomatoes, sailor’s cap mushroom, garlic, anchovies or anchovy paste, ground pepper.

To serve: Drain wheat-threads, and use tongs to plate in a tight swirl. Spoon skillet-sauce over the center and grate sharp dry cheese over all. Accompany with good bread for sopping, and a sturdy, palate-cleansing beverage such as white duliac, potent moon-wine, or bitter ale.
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Prosatio Silban and the Double Reflection
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In which Our Hero learns a Great Truth.

IT WASN’T UNTIL THE CHEESE course that Prosatio Silban realized his clients weren’t silk merchants at all – was it their furtive conversations? Curious gestures? Piercing eyes?

Enchanters, he thought with a mild adrenal shock. I should have tumbled to it earlier in the evening.

The setting, too, should have clued him in – a tumbledown shack located on a nondescript alley off one of epicurean Pormaris’ myriad back-streets. On entering, one had the impression of a larger room than the outer walls bespoke; it was hung with lavish tapestries and gilt-framed paintings, all featuring figures and scenes both peculiar and indescribable.

One attendee in particular stood out: a wizened crone in dark red robes sitting near one end of the long oak dining table. She raised neither glass nor fork, but her glass goblet and porcelain plate inexplicably emptied, her stark countenance melting into satisfaction.

“Delicious,” she said, seeing him see her. “My compliments to you, Master Cook.”

Prosatio Silban bowed. “You are kind.”

“Not at all. May I tell you a tale by way of partial repayment?”

The cook bowed again and took an empty seat by the woman’s side. “Certainly,” he said. “That is, as long as it does not distract from my hired duties.”

“Not at all. It goes like this:

“Once in space and time, there were rumors of a fabulous treasure, the wonder of the ages, locked in a tall castle atop a lonely mountain. Adventurers the world over sought it in vain, for it was guarded by fierce sentinels and forbidding topography. One seeker after another tried to attain it, only to die – or retire disappointed.”

“I believe I may know this story,” said Prosatio Silban, in as polite a tone as he could muster.

“Well you may scoff,’ replied the crone. “It is an old tale, but has the potential to reward patience.”

“My apologies,” said the cook. “Pray continue.”

“One day, a simple-hearted youth, motivated more by curiosity and less by avarice, attempted to reach the castle. He defeated the sentinels and bridged the surrounding grounds to arrive at the great castle’s forbidding iron doors. Three loud knocks brought the castellan, who set the youth to guessing three riddles, all of which the lad answered with the purity of his heart’s wisdom. The castellan bade him enter.

“Up a steep spiral staircase the youth climbed, until he was short of breath. He came to a final door, opened it, and stepped inside a lighted chamber. There before him lay a dais covered by an embroidered cloth. He drew off the cloth and beheld ... a mirror.”

The crone held the cook’s eyes. “Such is the tale, as it was told to me longer ago than I care to name,” she said.

There was a pause. Prosatio Silban raised an inquiring eyebrow. “Is that all of it?” he asked.

“It is,” she said. “You must understand that our lives’ ultimate quest is simply to find ourselves – our true selves – which can only emerge after everything else is taken away. Of course, you must also know that everything a mirror reveals is reversed.

“That is one secret of life, but unrevealed in the tale. Life only is life with someone else to polish our worldview and – most important! – to act as parallax. How else could one answer the question, ‘Is it just me, or ...?’”

“I see,” said Prosatio Silban. “And who is your polisher?”

The crone smiled a fellow-conspirator’s smile. “Everyone I meet,” she said.
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Prosatio Silban and the Last Meal


[image: ]


In which Our Hero prepares a long-lost family recipe.

ASIDE FROM BUOPOTHS, NO ONE knows what a fatberry-cake tastes like. But judging by how many the quaint lumbering beasts devour, the greasy but fragrant maroon lumps must be a delightful treat.

Prosatio Silban pondered this mystery often. He fed his buopoth, Onward, its third cake of the day, then wiped his hands on his faded green apron.

It’s a good thing fatberries are ubiquitous, he thought. I’d be a financial ruin, out a useful dray-beast – and a loyal traveling companion.

The cook-errant scratched Onward behind one ear, told it what a good buopoth it was, and stashed the jute fatberry-cake sack under the galleywagon’s driver’s bench. He glanced at his painted menu-board and frowned. 

Not so much as a bowl of jaraanga beans all morning, he complained to himself. Is it just me, or has epicurean Pormaris lost its taste for my portable livelihood?

It was not an unjustified thought. Here it was lunchtime, and despite being parked a-purpose near one of the great lake-encircled city’s dockside gates, busy merchants and prospective customers alike thronged past his galleywagon as though participating in a conspiracy of mutual silence.

The cook sighed, leaned back against one of the vehicle’s chest-high spoked wheels, and narrowed his eyes. Let’s see who’s passing me by: a jewelry-adrip Heir Second and his liveried retinue ... a poor woman browsing the bruised-vegetable stalls in search of cheap dinner ingredients ... a happy girl and boy chewing on lollypop-root ... two anxious young men, Gentry by the look of them, headed straight for me –

The pair wore stylish brown tunics, long gold jerkins, yellow kneebreeches, and faces creased with concern. Prosatio Silban didn’t recognize them as past customers, but as they strode up he hoped their agitation wasn’t pointed at him.

“Are you the Cook For Any Price?” asked the younger-looking of the two.

“Does he owe you restitution or satisfaction?” the cook replied.

“No,” they chorused.

“Then I am he,” Prosatio Silban said, bowing low. “With what may I please you?”

“Come at once,” said the older. “Our father is dying – and we need your help.”

––––––––
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PROSATIO SILBAN COULD not help marveling at Sir Baello Forbit’s large and impressive foyer. Expensive-looking tapestries hung on every wall, from the tall vaulted ceiling to the intricate teak parquet, illustrating the Baello family’s history for the past several generations. Bright braziers here and there cast warm pools of light. Three oubaq-leather chairs were disposed behind a massive and low mahogany table; two were occupied by the brothers, and in the center chair sat – rather, half-lay – the limp grey figure of Sir Baello himself.

“You will forgive me if I do not rise to meet, you, Master Cook,” the old man said, drawing closed his embroidered gold dressing-robe. “I have been unable to stand unaided for weeks. Such is life – it comes and goes, then comes and goes again. One cannot stand fast against such somber inevitabilities.”

“True enough,” Prosatio Silban replied. “I have seen many such in my life as a mercenary cook. One must be prepared to serve all diverse kinds of the hungry, meal-seeking public. Speaking of which, if I may be so abrupt: your sons said you had a task for me. With what may I please you?”

“To be equally direct – I am approaching the time for my last meal,” the old man said with a wan smile, “and I should like for you to prepare it. Your reputation for sensitivity and attentiveness has impressed me. I will pay a fair price for your service.”

“Thank you for your confidence, Sir Baello,” replied the cook. “Would you like something bold and spiritually restorative, or does your taste run toward more nuanced subtleties? The markets of Pormaris are at your disposal, as am I. You have but to ask, and I shall arrange what’s appropriate.”

Sir Baello raised a trembling hand. “Do not agree so swiftly,” he said. “The task may not be an easy one. You see, I desire, most of all, my mother’s noodle stew.”

Prosatio Silban thought for a moment. “Mimicking a mother’s tender cookery may prove challenging, but not, I hope, impossible,” he said, nodding. “I will require her recipe, and shall do my best to soothe your appetite in a similarly maternal fashion.”

“Aha,” said Sir Baello with a grimace. “That is the challenge – she used no recipe, and I never stood at her side as she measured the ingredients with her long-practiced hand. I do, however, well know of what those ingredients consisted.”

Prosatio Silban produced a wax tablet and stylus from his black shoulder-slung bag. “You may dictate them to me at your leisure. But to shape them into the result you seek, I would ask you to also describe to me her personality ...”

––––––––
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THE AROMA OF GOOD THINGS filled the Baello kitchen and spilled over into the adjacent and well-appointed dining room, where the three Baellos waited with polite expectation. In large ceramic bowls Prosatio Silban set out the portions for the patriarch and his sons and stepped back from the table, awaiting praise or blame.

Sir Baello raised a trembling spoon to his pursed lips, blew on it, and slurped. His eyes closed; his countenance melted into the very portrait of joy, grief, and recognition; and he gave forth a soft, satisfied moan.

“I’ve not tasted the like in more years than I care to admit!” he exclaimed. “Master Cook, how did you imitate to perfection the textures, the flavors, the subtle seasonings ...?”

“Cooking skill can often be a guide to character, and vice-versa,” Prosatio Silban said. “Tightfisted people often cook in like manner, while the more generous-hearted are known for their abundance of both foods and flavorings. You described to me a woman who was fastidious, kind, and devoted to her family’s well-being. That suggested someone with an exacting eye, but lavish with healthful spices and herbs; whose noodles always reached the perfect doneness; and who balanced meat and vegetables in exquisite measure. It was an honor to prepare this for you.”

The old man took another slurp. “My boys,” he told his sons, “this is what your grandmother fed us every week’s-end and holy day. She learned the dish from her own grandmother, her grandmother from hers, and so on. I daresay that this dish enabled the Baello dynasty to thrive as successful Pormaris merchants for long generations. What do you think of it?”

“It’s good,” said the older.

“Tasty,” affirmed the younger.

The dining room was relatively quiet for a time, as the three Baellos set to work with enthusiasm on their brimming bowls and Prosatio Silban smiled his beneficence on the scene.

“Master Cook,” the old man said after some moments, “if you’ll allow me, I must have seconds. No, don’t bother getting it – I’ll see to the pot myself.” So saying, he pushed back his chair, arose, and bowl in hand, walked to the kitchen on steady legs. They heard him putter with the stew-pot, then stop.

“By Galien the All-Mother,” he whispered, awestruck.

The brothers Baello looked at Prosatio Silban, then at each other.

“So much for our inheritance,” muttered the younger brother. The older one sighed.
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Prosatio Silban and the Leisurely Eggs
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In which Our Hero swaps a breakfast for a life.

TO THOSE WITH LITERALIST SENSIBILITIES, the phrase “ridiculous beauty” may suggest mere hyperbole and labored contrivance.

But picture dawn by the bank of an iridescent river – black sands washed by rippling indigo, sparked with silver and rose – enhance it by a golden mist muting the eerie calls of magah-birds and other early risers, add the clean smell of a cooking-fire, and words will quite fail you.

Prosatio Silban was, at least for the moment, content. His previous client had paid him well enough to obviate immediate further employment, and the cook-errant had taken the unusual opportunity and the lesser-traveled of two roads to bumble along with no plan other than to see if one would occur to him. So far, one hadn’t.

At the water’s edge stood a wide ring of waist-high obsidian boulders, and on the flattest one the cook had arranged a makeshift kitchen. His buopoth, Onward, was somewhere about, no doubt nibbling wildflowers or conversing with the local bees after his usual breakfast of two fatberry cakes and a kind word.

Prosatio Silban contemplated three fidget-hen eggs, a bit of hard yellow cheese, plump boar-and-apple sausage, waxy blue potato, sweet onion, and where are those capers?

The cook caught himself mid-frown, then grinned. He was, in most things, a traditionalist; not from formality, or fear of either god or novelty, but for the sheer delight of playing the game. Though his galleywagon was a mere few gentle strides uphill, the morning was already too pleasant for such fussiness; five ingredients would have to do. He poked at the embers in his folding grill, laid on top a large, oiled skillet, and began to chop the potato for a platter of Leisurely Eggs.

Leisurely Eggs dated from the Uulian Commonwell’s earliest days, when food was scarce and cooks inventive out of necessity rather than style. The dish could be thrown together in any fashion, and indeed looked that way on the plate no matter how talented its maker, but was also a time-honored test of skill. A bad cook would toss everything into the pan and hope for the best, including a forgiving palate; a good cook used as many ingredients as obtainable, adding them in such order as to bring out the purest and most complementary flavor of each. So well-known was this principle and so beloved its demonstration that the dish was often cited as both metaphor and pre-matrimonial standard (“Yes, my son, she is beautiful; but how Leisurely are her Eggs?”).

An earthy scent rose from the skillet as Prosatio Silban sprinkled into it the cubed tuber, and from behind him came the crunch of sand beneath massive feet. “No more fatberry-cakes until high sun, Onward,” he said, reaching for the sausage.

“Who are you, and why are you on my beach?” rumbled a bone-trembling bass.

The startled cook turned, looked up, then further up. His visitor was as tall as six men stacked on each other’s shoulders, wide in the same proportion, with hair and beard the color of wet oak and black eyes more curious than suspicious. The giant’s belt, tunic and boots seemed of tanned elephant-hide; one hand gripped the mouth of a shoulder-slung leather sack, and the other rested on the hilt of a sheathed knife longer than the wondering cook-errant was tall.

When in doubt, be polite, Prosatio Silban thought.

“I am Prosatio Silban, the Cook for Any Price, and I intend no encroachment beyond a restful breakfast,” he replied in a steady voice with mollifying overtones. “I will of course leave at once, but may I first know against whom I am trespassing?”

The giant’s eyes widened with surprise, then crinkled into a sudden smile.

“I am Marutri Rus, and none have asked my name for countless moons, nor been so willing to accommodate rebuff,” the giant said. “Often, there is a reckless dispute, followed by screaming, bone-cracking, and a sad head-shake at the folly of men.”

“As a mercenary cook, I have long ago learned the benefits of such accommodation,” Prosatio Silban said. “And as for reckless disputes, I share your disdain – at least, when one disputant’s argument so outweighs the other.” He made to remove his pan from the fire, but a forefinger the size of his hand stayed his wrist.

“What do you mean by, ‘The Cook For Any Price?’” asked the giant.

“Exactly that. I travel in search of hungry patrons, and serve them whatever they like for whatever they will pay me.”

“Why?”

“A good question. Sometimes, I even ask it of myself.”

Marutri Rus smiled and removed his finger.

“It is long since I have tasted cooking other than my own,” said the giant, “and such monotony is as wearisome to the stomach as to the soul. Fix me a breakfast that will satisfy both, and you may stay here until sundown. Decline, or fail, and I shall breakfast upon roast buopoth – for it is also long since I have tasted that.”

Near the galleywagon stood Onward, its chatoyant pelt muted in the golden haze, and a winsome expression on its wildflower-specked face. Seeing the pair looking at him, the buopoth flapped three of its enormous ears and continued nibbling.

The cook passed within a heartbeat through protective anger and helpless despair and into grim resolve. Onward was more than a useful dray-beast – it had been a constant companion for many years, asking in return little more than a steady supply of affection and fatberry-cakes. In many ways, Prosatio Silban considered the quaint lumbering animal his closest friend. Though not always given to petitionary prayer – it felt to him as childish as asking his parents for a shiny new toy – he closed his eyes and shouted with his heart:

O Bohoran, God of Unlooked-For Strength; Penteget, Goddess of Just Desperation; and Wempernal, Patron of Self-Made But Narrowly Averted Catastrophe – whatever happens, show me what to do
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