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On Buopoths: A Zoological Word to the Fore
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ACCORDING TO H. P. Lovecraft‘s 1927 novella The Dream-Quest of Unknown Kadath (a ripping good read if you’re so inclined): “... [H]e had seen quaint lumbering buopoths come shyly out of that wood to drink, but now he could not glimpse any.”

That’s all we know about buopoths: they are shy, quaint, sometimes thirsty, and they lumber. Although that latter attribute suggests a possessor of substantial mass, we have no real idea what they look like nor their other habits or qualities. (We don’t even know how to pronounce their name: BOO-oh-pawths? BWOE-poeths? BWA-pawths?) But thanks to Lovecraft’s many creative and dedicated fans, a Google search for “buopoth images” will reveal hypothetical animals of all sizes and shapes, colors and characteristics, aspects and aptitudes.

Because of this happy ambiguity, the Exilic Lands buopoths are thus ... polymorphs. Shapeshifters. Creatures-of-no-determined-form. And the buopoth who draws the Cook For Any Price’s galleywagon is named “Onward,” because, well ... that is its name. (There’s a metaphor in there somewhere. If you need help finding it, please contact me at cookforanyprice@gmail.com.)
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Prosatio Silban and the Unfinished Business
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In which Our Hero’s place and time are reintroduced.

PROSATIO SILBAN LEANED FORWARD ON his folding stool, placed his elbows on the drop-down dining counter, put his head in his hands, closed his eyes, and sighed.

What a time it’s been, he thought.

A chill breeze prickled his flesh, but he made no effort to close the galleywagon’s half-open upper door. 

It’s nice to feel Pormaris’ gusty night-air again. I never thought I’d return here, to the epicurean city I love so much, after such an eventful and wide-reaching journey.

His happy meditations reeled back to before the beginning of his adopted career, when he left the Sacreanthood with a disillusioned self-defrocking. Then a year spent in the holy city of M’zir, which gave him a needed distance from all things familiar. After that, an under-wing adoption by an unexpected mentor for a purpose he hadn’t known he craved – a purpose which carried him through adventure after subsequent adventure over more than a quarter-century, as he established himself throughout the Three Cities and Thousand Villages of the Uulian Commonwell (and parts of the Exilic Lands) as the hardworking and resourceful Cook For Any Price.

A man needs to feel useful, he thought. Without that small necessary, nothing else matters. And in this, the most interesting of all possible worlds, everything matters.

Smiling, Prosatio Silban stood and stretched his arms overhead, fingers brushing a dangling tangle of cookware, cheeses, drying herbs, and cured meats. He opened the honeywood pantry abutting his magiked glacier-ice coldbox, and a well-organized array of ingredients met his appraising eyes: tins of mumblefish and other tasty sea creatures; boxes of various-shaped noodles; sacks of blue rice, jaraanga beans, and assorted flours; bottled vinegars, oils, and duliacs both white and blue; containers of this, packages of that, bundles of something else. His smile tightened into a fierce grin.

A cook-errant could earn much coin with such culinary building-blocks, he thought. The only question is: What?
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Prosatio Silban and the Centuried Stew
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In which Our Hero tastes his world’s oldest dish.

THE LARGE, ONE-EYED WOMAN BEHIND the food-stall counter was brusque but not unfriendly.

“We have stew,” she told Prosatio Silban. “That’s all we have. That’s all you need.”

“I know,” he replied. “That is, in fact, why I am here. I cannot believe a gastronomic institution like yours went so unvisited by me for so long. Consider this a pilgrimage by the Cook For Any Price.”

The woman smiled and nodded. “I am Ordvina Tharop, and pleased to at last meet you. We have entertained here a steady stream of ‘pilgrims’ for longer than I have been alive. I am happy and honored to now count you among them.”

As an old Pormaris hand, Prosatio Silban thought he knew all the local purveyors of both raw and prepared foods. However, the great island-city was famed for its ability to surprise even longtime habitués with its miscellaneous diversions, and the cook-errant himself was often enough delighted to bear witness to the occasional astonishment – especially in Pormaris’ fabled South Market, where (it was whispered) anything could be obtained given sufficient price and proper circumstance.

The single-food stall occupied one of the market’s more obscure corners. It sported no sign or identifying banner, and the sole evidence for its existence was a luxuriant aroma pervading the immediate area. None but an experienced nose such as Prosatio Silban’s could trace its source: a heroic stew that had been cooking since the city’s establishment – eight hundred years ago.

“Cup or bowl?” asked Ordvina Tharop.

“I believe a cup will suffice for a first taste,” the cook said. “After all, one never knows how much or how little something will sit on one’s palate.”

She ladled his request from a simmering cauldron into an unglazed earthenware mug. “One in copper, if you please,” she said.

“Only one?”

“Only one.” She gestured to a pile of modest wooden spoons on the counter. “Please enjoy.”

They made the exchange, and Prosatio Silban stepped back to examine his purchase: a viscous brown liquid a-swim with meats, roots, tubers, and other unidentifiably fragrant ingredients. Its rich bouquet intoxicated him, and as he raised the laden spoon to his open mouth, the heady scent caressed his tastebuds. He deposited the spoon’s contents across his tongue, his knees almost buckling as he let out a soft moan of sheer pleasure.

The stew’s texture was not at all what he expected – a thick but silky oral embrace, a satisfying snap to the vegetables and a congenial chew to the meats. It was well-seasoned and savory in the extreme, with a sharp undercurrent partaking in equal measure of sweet and bitter. Before the cook knew it, he was scraping his spoon on the empty mug’s bottom.

“Without a doubt, this is the most delicious thing to cross my lips since ... since ... since, perhaps, ever,” he said with a happy grin. “Please – may I have seconds?”

––––––––
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AS AFTERNOON SHADED into evening, Prosatio Silban secured his own marketplace corner, stowing beneath his galleywagon his painted menu-board and two tables-and-chairs. His mind, however, was still occupied with his earlier diminutive but divine repast.

The stew’s quality derives not alone from its recipe, but its method, he thought. Low heat and long cooking will coax every hint of flavor out of ingredients and into the palate. But this is long-cooking on a level far, FAR above anything I’ve yet encountered. O Blessed and Merciful All-Mother! thank You for allowing me to live long enough to appreciate such a dish!

He hummed a tuneless melody, and was about to feed his dray-beast when two chainmailed city guards approached, clad in Pormaris’ sun-emblazoned livery. 

“Pardon us, Master Cook,” said one in a gruff yet polite voice. “Please do us the courtesy of answering a few questions.”

“Have I committed some wrong?” the cook asked.

“Not to our knowledge,” said the other guard. “Yet. Where were you earlier this afternoon?”

“For the most part, I was here at my galleywagon, serving an eager and hungry public. After that, I happened upon for the first time the Commonwell’s oldest dish. Do you know of it?”

The guards’ jaws visibly tensed. 

“That is why we are here,” said the first. “We are speaking with everyone who visited its seller today, for that ancient amalgamation has been stolen.”

“Stolen!” exclaimed the cook. “How? When?”

“By swift subterfuge, and within the past hour,” the second guard said. “Mistress Ordvina had stepped away for a minor errand, and when she returned, her stew and its storied cauldron had vanished. None of the neighboring merchants said they saw or heard anything of a suspicious nature. Did you?”

“I did not.”

“How long was your visit?”

“Not overlong. I did linger over a second mug after bolting the first, offered profuse and sincere praise, and left. Is there anything further I can do to aid either your search, or Mistress Ordvina herself?”

“Not at present,” said the second guard. “I wish we could say you’ve been helpful. Thank you for your time, sir.”

They departed, and Prosatio Silban creased his brow in concern. 

It’s difficult enough to stay in business here by providing a variety of fare – but by providing only one? he thought. And such a unique one at that? I must find a way to help her.
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THE SUN HAD JUST SET when the cook came once more upon the crime scene. All was just as Prosatio Silban saw during his earlier visit, save the missing cauldron. The fire over which it had sat was now ashes, but nothing else had changed. Even the pile of wooden spoons was intact.

Well, one thing had changed. Ordvina Tharop was staring disconsolately at the empty space that the source of her lifelong livelihood had of late occupied.

“May I join you?” the cook asked.

She looked up with tear-moistened eyes. “Please,” she said.

He put a hand on her arm. “I would like to help.”

Ordvina Tharop sighed with deep feeling. “That may not be possible,” she said. “I have been turning over in my mind the afternoon’s events, and can only come to one conclusion: someone wishes to ruin me.”

“Who would want to do that?”

“I do not know. My great-grandmother’s great-grandmother’s great-grandmother inherited that stew and its prodigious vessel from her extended forebears, along with instructions for what to add, and when and how to add it. I have tended my charge with diligence and good faith since my own mother died, and made substitutions as availability dictated – all the while keeping the essence intact. Why would anyone rob me of that?”

“Why indeed?” Prosatio Silban replied. “Perhaps together, we may arrive at a solution. I do have some ... small influence which may prove useful in detecting the culprit. Let me try.”

A hopeful expression crossed Ordvina Tharop’s face as the cook closed his eyes and quieted his breathing. When he deemed the moment favorable, he recited in a low tone an old but familiar formula:

“O Hopmon of the Ever-Filling Purse, and Everwen, Finder of the Otherwise Obscure, I seek Your boons and plead for Your intercessions in the matter of this most grievous offense. Shed Your light in the direction of its perpetrator, that the fruits of this hardworking woman’s trade not go for naught. In return, and on the occasion of its restoration, we will publicize Your miracles whenever the opportunity should arise. This I, or rather we, affirm.”

Practical theophany can often be a dodgy affair and, for several heartbeats, Prosatio Silban almost despaired of anything happening at all. Then, by slow degrees, a soft green light grew behind the counter until it took on the dim semblance of a man –  short, bearded, and dressed in a suggestion of ancient clothing. Embraced in his ghostly arms the very real cauldron of stew.

“Why have you disturbed me?” the spectre asked in a hollow, breathless voice.

“That depends on who you are,” replied the cook. “And what you are doing with Mistress Ordvina’s property.”

“I am Jegs Urmano, First Cook to the Architect Bold Merianus Ydren, and it is not her property. It is mine.”

“By what right?”

“By right of creation. I first cooked this stew to celebrate Pormaris’ founding and its future, and have been shepherding its flavor ever since. But this one” – here he pointed at the stew-mistress – “has corrupted it!”

“I object!” cried Ordvina Tharop. “I have not so done!”

“You have. Where is the preserved apple? Or the spiced vanth? The twile, the jugged harrian, and, most important of all, the potent moon-wine?”

“Such things have not been seen in the Commonwell, or even these Exilic Lands, since long before my great-great-great-grandmother’s birth. She improvised replacements, as did her mother and her daughter, and the improvisations took root and flourished to become a vital part of the stew’s particular taste. After all, adaptation is essential to any transmission process.”

“But it is not the same stew! As the saying goes, ‘Traditional flavors are traditional for a reason – because they tasted right the first time.’ You cannot change something and call it by the same name!”

“We have only ever called it ‘stew’ – which it is! Would you rather we had stopped cooking it at all, and lost it to the All-Limiter?”

Prosatio Silban raised a mollifying hand. 

“Please!” he said with quiet politeness. “It seems to me that you are both arguing the same point. As the originator” – the cook pointed to Jegs Urmano – “you wish your recipe to live forever in the hearts and mouths of your descendants. Your descendants also wish that. But they live in a world different from the one in which you lived, and must make certain necessary adjustments as scarcity and situations dictate. The question is: What would be the least egregious way to satisfy your desire for integrity?”

Then came a pause, during which Ordvina Tharop and Jegs Urmano contemplated the flagstones beneath their respective feet. Then the spectre spoke.

“What would satisfy me would be to trace the stew’s history and transmission-chain for everyone who wishes to eat it. If you cannot prepare it as I did, you should at least describe the ways and wherefores of its present iteration. I would be happy to teach these to you.”

“I am the twenty-seventh link in your chain!” Ordvina Tharop exclaimed. “Speaking those names would take longer than the act of eating – to say nothing of ‘publicizing the miracle’ invoked by this cook!”

Jegs Urmano’s eyes flashed, but before he could reply, Prosatio Silban spoke up. 

“How if a standing sign could be fashioned, serving the same office?”

“Well ...” said the spirit.

“I suppose ...” said the stew-mistress.

“Good! In the interests of intergenerational amity, I will even contract for the sign. Bello Ryarin is the local limner who painted my own menu-board, and I always enjoy handing him more work, especially in these uncertain times. I ask only one price.”

Ordvina Tharop smiled, ladled some of the cauldron’s contents into a mug, and presented it to the grinning cook.

“Is this it?” she asked.

“You are as wise as you are exacting,” Prosatio Silban said. “Yes, this – but in a bowl, please, and another whenever I visit this epicurean city. Think of it ... as the price of peace.”

––––––––
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“STEW”

THIS RECIPE HAS UNDERGONE modification by multiple generations of one family, as the original ingredients became unavailable. It is said that the original flavor remains unchanged, which makes sense as the original ingredients are still lurking comfortably in the background.

To cook: Begin by sautéing a mixture of onion, carrot, and celery in an enormous cauldron. When those have cooked down somewhat, add (at appropriate stages) sufficient quantities of good beef, preserved apple, fine mutton, spiced vanth, twile, whole fidget-hen eggs, jugged harrian, and a touch of potent moon-wine. Simmer for eight hundred years, adding such substitutes and seasonings as are dictated by the cooks’ faithful and experienced palates.

To serve: Ladle into unglazed earthenware cup or bowl and eat with a small wooden spoon Mind that your knees don’t buckle.
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Prosatio Silban and the Amazing Duplicator
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In which Our Hero attempts to right a cruel wrong.

SMALL KINDNESSES MAY OVERCOME GREAT cruelties, as Prosatio Silban discovered one day to his everlasting pleasure.

The circumstances began with the beefy cook reflecting on yet another boisterous morning-crowd surrounding his painted menu-board in the Itinerants’ Quarter of Pormaris’ famous South Marketplace. 

If only I could serve my clientele without their jostling one another for primacy, he thought, shaking his head. I am grateful for their coin – but my board and seating arrangements are not sufficient for their numbers.

Natheless, he survived the brisk, six-patrons-at-a-time break-fast service with his trademark quiet aplomb. He had just finished the morning’s washing-up when a well-dressed man and rags-clad adolescent male appeared at the menu-board. The man ran a cursory eye over the listed offerings, nudged the boy with a wicked-looking, belt-hung quirt, and broke into a toothy smile as the cook-errant approached.

“With what may I please you both?” Prosatio Silban asked.

“It’s not how you can please me, but rather how I can please you,” came the reply. “I am Aufsetto Ab’dik, late of toilsome Tirinbar, and I am an imprinter by profession.  This” – the boy flinched at the man’s suddenly outstretched hand – “is my apprentice.”

“It is good to meet you both. An imprinter, hey? In woodcut? Or movable-type?”

“Neither! I employ a device of my own invention, one which I have not immodestly named after myself – ‘Ab’dik’s Amazing Duplicator’ – and I would like to offer to you my services.”

“What makes you think I need your services?”

“I have observed your expression these past few mornings from my adjacent market-stall. You seem a man in search of a solution.”

“And what will it cost me?”

“Naught but mutual advantage. You will help me to publicize my invention, and I will help you to control your customers.”

“Well ...” drawled the cook, hand on chin. “Convince me.”

Aufsetto Ab’dik snarled at his subordinate, who cringed again before producing a luminous mirrored paddle from a wagon-mounted, chest-high metallic box in the stall abutting Prosatio Silban’s galleywagon-space. The lad passed the paddle over the menu-board, then attached the glowing implement to the gleaming cube. After a bit of fiddling, the apparatus emitted a succession of loud whirrs and clicks before discharging a series of stiff bamboo-paper cards. The boy collected these and placed them, eyes downcast, into the cook’s waiting hand.

“By the All-Mother!” Prosatio Silban exclaimed, leafing through the stack. “Perfect replicas in every way! Is this magik?”

“Better than,” Aufsetto Ab’dik replied. “It is machinery.”

“Whatever else, it is also, as you say, amazing. What are your terms?”

“Of these nine pieces, you may have seven, and I will retain two – one as a proof for future such jobs, the other for my portfolio. Should they serve you as promised, you may have more for a nominal fee to offset my costs and labor. What say you?”

A moment’s pause, then the cook proffered a smile and an open hand. “Done,” he said.

––––––––
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THE NEXT MORNING, INSTEAD of battling a bustling, menu-crowding human cluster, Prosatio Silban laid out six painted-signboard “duplicates” on his two tables-and-chairs and directed to them a string of break-fasters. He repeated this for what turned out to be profitable lunch services, and at the day’s end, he gathered the menus and secured them in his galleywagon.

It wasn’t until the end of the second day that he realized he had only five.

I am certain there were seven, he thought after a thorough, frustrating, and fruitless search. O Beltryx, Goddess of Unstoppable and Inopportune Retrieval, he thought. Where and why have You taken them?

More disturbing to Prosatio Silban than the misplaced menus, however, was Aufsetto Ab’dik’s mistreatment of his young apprentice: shouting at him, cuffing his ears, even striking him now and then with the quirt. Whenever the cook raised the issue with his temporary neighbor and inadvertent partner, he received the same answer.

“Boy’s got to learn,” the imprinter would say with a dark frown. “Besides, that’s how I learned – and look how well I turned out.”

One day, Aufsetto Ab’dik absented himself to search out new clientele. The cook took the opportunity to engage in affable banter with the skinny, anxious-eyed adolescent.

“What is your name?” he asked.

The boy cast morose glances left and right, then regarded his all-but-tattered shoes. “Uggit,” he replied in a near-whisper.

“Where are you from, Uggit?”

“Bellyback. Village. Near Tirinbar proper.”

“Everyone must be from somewhere,” Prosatio Silban said in a kind voice. “How did you enter your current situation?”

“M’father. He ‘prenticed me for to get himself out of debt.”

“Did that help?”

“He used the coin to purchase more spirits than he could drink – and live to tell of. So, no.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

“So was I.”

The ensuing and awkward silence was broken by Aufsetto Ab’dik, returning with his package-laden pack-lizard. 

“You! Boy!” he shouted at Uggit. “Come unload these parcels. Or do you want the quirt?”

With a resigned grimace, the boy excused himself. The imprinter slapped him on the back of his neck and sauntered over to Prosatio Silban, making a great show of uninterruptable busyness.

“Are the new menus working as expected?” Aufsetto Ab’dik asked.

“Quite well,” the cook said, wiping down a table. “The only problem is that they keep disappearing.”

“Disappearing! Indeed. Perhaps someone wants a souvenir?”

“I’d thought of that. I shall have to watch over them; that’s easier now due to my not being overcome by would-be customers.”

“Good, good! As for the menus, I will be glad to replace them – for a fee.”

“Which is?”

“Three in copper. Apiece.”

“Expensive, what?”

“But worth it, as I’m sure you’ll agree. I’ll duplicate them from one of yours and return straightaway.” Humming a popular off-color ditty, Aufsetto Ab’dik entered his stall and barked an order to Uggit.

Two weeks later, the mystery had deepened. The menus continued their enigmatic departure, and Prosatio Silban’s investment in the imprinter’s business continued its steady growth. Not long thereafter, Aufsetto Ab’dik, as had become his daily wont, ambled over after the break-fast rush to boast to his captive fellow-tradesman.

“I am on the cusp of great things,” the imprinter said. “The Heir Second Vajang Capito will visit me today. If I can make a good showing of the Duplicator, he will finance me to create more of them. Imagine! It will forever change my trade, and make obsolete both woodcut and moveable-type. I will control all the Uulian Commonwell’s imprinting jobs – and become wealthy beyond my most avaricious dreams.

“You may attend the demonstration as my esteemed witness,” he finished. “But I must first make myself presentable.” So saying, he strolled off toward the nearest public bath.

Once he had gone, it was Uggit’s turn to pay the cook a visit.

“I know where your menus are going,” the lad said with his usual furtive air.

“Oh?”

“Yes. He” – Uggit jerked a thumb in the departed imprinter’s direction – “is stealing them. Faking your signature. Selling them on the undermarket. Calls them ‘souvenirs as used by the Commonwell’s best-known mercenary cook.’”

Prosatio Silban’s face flushed. 

“You are certain of this?” he asked, voice trembling.

“I operate his machine. When I make a new menu, he takes two of your used ones. That way he can sell them truly as ‘used.’”

“Is that so?” asked the cook, clenching and unclenching his fists. “Well. Well! Well, then. Listen carefully ...”
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M’LORD VAJANG CAPITO, flanked by a trio of liveried retainers, sat with austere dignity in Aufsetto Ab’dik’s stall. Much to his potential guarantor’s increasing delight and amusement, the imprinter had already duplicated a closely written deed-of-title; a silhouette of the noble’s mother, Allita; several intricate lace-papercuts; and was working up to a much-ballyhooed finale.

“As your keen eyes can discern, good m’Lord,” he said with naked obsequity, “the Duplicator can manufacture swift reproductions in a variety of colors and styles, sizes and shapes, no matter what the material subject – text, portraiture, even living models. Master Prosatio here can attest to that, and my apprentice will show you an example. Uggit? Please demonstrate for our wise benefactor the Duplicator’s capabilities. If you will permit us, m’Lord Vajang?”

“Of course!” said the aristocrat. “I am quite enjoying myself. Pray continue as you will.”

With care, Uggit passed the glowing paddle over the Heir Second’s face and plugged the wand into the waiting machine. After the mechanism made its signature noises, Uggit retrieved from it a large sheet of bamboo-paper which he handed to the waiting noble.

“Do you see the resemblance?” asked Aufsetto Ab’dik.

M’Lord Vajang cocked an eyebrow. “I see a resemblance, but I do not believe it is the one you intended,” he said. “Explain this, if you please.”

He handed the paper to the curious imprinter, who gasped and sputtered. 

“What is the meaning of this?” he spat at his apprentice, his face crimson. “Is it some sort of prank?”

“No, sir,” replied Uggit, raising his eyes to meet his employer’s. “You know yourself. The Duplicator can only make true images.”

The imprinter cast down the paper where Prosatio Silban could see it. Superimposed in large red letters over the Heir Second’s crisp and colorful likeness were the words, “AUFSETTO AB’DIK IS A THIEF, A LIAR, AND A BULLYING CHEAT.”

“Damn your impudence!” Aufsetto Ab’dik snarled, slipped the quirt from his belt, and raised it.

“Cease! What are you doing?” demanded m’Lord Vajang. “It is forbidden by Commonwell Law for masters to strike their apprentices. Too many have abused their office for it to be otherwise.”

“It would not be the first time he did so,” said Prosatio Silban. “I have witnessed it myself.’”

“In truth?” asked the noble.

“In truth,” replied the cook.

Aufsetto Ab’dik let go the quirt. “I-I was just trying to teach my apprentice in the way I was taught,” he stammered. “I meant no harm.”

“Ah,” said the cook. “But you did.”

“And have,” added Uggit.

M’Lord Vajang gestured to two of his retainers. “Take this cruel man away,” he said.

As the protesting inventor was dragged from the scene, the noble extended to Uggit a welcoming hand. “My boy,” he said in soft tones. “You seem to have more than a little skill with this equipment. How would you like to become wealthy in my service?”

It was the first time Prosatio Silban had ever seen the adolescent smile – though not the last.
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Prosatio Silban and the Sentinel’s Turn


[image: ]


In which Our Hero happens into a deadly game.

SKIRTING THE AZURE VOID IS not for the timid – and while Prosatio Silban did not possess that trait in great measure, he did on occasion come close to experiencing it.

“Easy, Onward,” he clucked to his buopoth, as the quaint dray-beast lumbered its way along the vast crater’s narrow Rim Road, his galleywagon bouncing over rocks and across potholes.

How does this hulking animal plod with such careful agility between extreme height and utter depth? the cook wondered for the two-dozenth time. O Piedrolo, God of Surefooted Ambling, please continue giving it whatever help it needs.

Unique among the Exilic Lands’ fantastic geographies, the Azure Void was so called by the Uulian Commonwell’s just-arrived founders more than eight centuries ago. As with most matters Uulian, the designation suited their poetic practice of naming that which they had never before seen: in this case an unnatural, many dayrides-wide emptiness shrouded in perpetual twilight.

Aside from the snoat-breeders of Ixtachet and their singular economics, few dared to live in or near the Void’s vicinity. In fact, the sole reason for Prosatio Silban’s partial circumambulation was that Rim Road connected two of his favorite villages: Kissing Bridge in the south and Hightower to the north. 

Also, the journey scratched his irresistible itch for the seldom-beheld and remarkable.

Craning his eyes westward, the beefy cook could almost make out the distant crags on the Void’s all-but-invisible floor. Though said to be haunted, details regarding its purported astral inhabitants were sketchy and few.

Anything out of the ordinary may as well be haunted, Prosatio Silban thought, so long as no one can be troubled to investigate it.

Onward’s rattling hoot cut through his reverie. Just ahead on the right was a squat but imposing slate structure, its angular grey bulk pocked by rough holes and painted with jagged glyphs. The building had neither roof nor crater-facing wall, and he was about to pass by with a shrug when a hoarse voice croaked at him out of its shadowy interior.

“Welcome, traveler,” it said in a thick but familiar accent.

‘In ambiguity, react with boldness,’ ran the old Uulian proverb, so the beefy cook-errant made his voice both brave and firm as he reined his dray-beast to a halt.

“Who are you?” he demanded.

“I am Kishu, the sentinel of this place,” came the reply. “And you?”

“Prosatio Silban, the Cook For Any Price.”

“I would converse with you. Pray take your rest here.”

“I do not take my rest with those I cannot see.”

“The point is well taken.” 

A bright candle kindled inside the gloom, revealing a wiry old man with short grey hair, clad in the motley tunic typical of an Aydnzmir soul-singer, though a shade darker than usual. He sat on a low obsidian boulder at a makeshift slate-slab table, on the other side of which lay an identical boulder. On the table were the candle and three small dark spheres.

”Is this not more welcoming?” asked Kishu.

“Not by very much,” Prosatio Silban said. “What do you do here?”

“I keep watch over the Azure Void and engage with all who pass my way.”

“Why does the Void require watching?”

“Because one never knows.” Kishu smiled and swept his hand above the tabletop. “Do you enjoy games of chance?”

“Of a sort. What do you propose?”

“It is a variation on the pastime you know as ‘Middles.’ We of the Singing City call it ‘manaka-no,’ and employ dice rather than Uulian gambling-cards. Intrigued?”

The cook pondered the invitation. It has been a long day, and Onward should rest his strength for further travel on this difficult road, he thought. What harm could come to me from one Middles-match?

“You have your challenger,” Prosatio Silban said, dismounting from the driver’s-bench. He sat down across from Kishu and saw that the three dark spheres were actually multifaceted gems. Each triangular face bore a number from 1 to 20.

“These jewels may be strange to you, but the principle is the same,” explained the sentinel.

“For what shall we play?” asked the cook.

“In truth, I have no items of value with which to bet. Let us instead play ... for time.”

“How would that work?”

“Only time can tell. As the host, I will serve as dealer for ten throws, then we will switch roles.” Kishu cast on the table two of the icosahedra. 

“Eight and sixteen,” he said. “An auspicious beginning. Perhaps.”

Prosatio Silban rolled the third die. “Fourteen,” he said with a smile. An auspicious beginning indeed. At least, for me.”

“Shall we roll again?”

“Please.”

Kishu did so. “A six and a ten.”

“For some reason, I feel lucky.” So saying, the cook rolled a seven, and a peculiar lightness surged through his chest and arms. Was that a new seam on Kishu’s brow, or a mere trick of the dim light? He rubbed his eyes.

Another cast by the host: one and fifteen. Prosatio Silban rattled the third die in one confident hand, and let it fall to the table.

“Sixteen,” Kishu said. “An unfortunate roll.”

Three more casts; the cook lost each one. Now he was certain that Kishu’s face had changed – was it smoother? He felt his own just-heightened energy dissipate, as though gravity had somehow increased. He glanced at his hands, where liver-colored spots marked wrinkled skin, and gasped.

“What is happening to me?” he exclaimed.

“I told you. We are playing for time. When one wins a cast, he grows younger. When one loses ...”

Prosatio Silban stood up, gripping the table for assistance. “I do not wish to play anymore,” he said, his voice creaking.

The black-haired sentinel grinned. “With four rolls to go? And you now a much older man than you were! How much time will you retain if you leave before the game is over?”

“How much time will I retain if I continue to lose?”

“That
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