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      “Don’t touch my yaks,” I snapped.

      The old man’s hand froze mid-extension before he shot me an unbothered shrug. Then he lowered his arm and ambled away into the thick crowd outside the small city of Aymi. Behind us, the town’s gently sloping streets were lined on either side by single-story homes and shops, all packed full with visitors and locals alike, gathered for the festivities.

      Beside me, Yena, the grumpier of my two large crescent yaks, made an annoyed grunt.

      “I know, I know,” I murmured. “There are too many people here for you.” I gave her a rub under the chin to calm her, which of course just prompted Yuna, her more timid sister, to lean in for her own chin scratches.

      I narrowly dodged the sweep of her huge horn as she stepped closer, and indulged the pair with a stifled snicker. Then I turned my attention back to the field outside of Aymi, with its bright elaborate streamers and neat rows of linen-clad tables, each waiting with a pre-prepared little cooking station: small cook fire, end-grain cutting board, various collections of cast-iron pots and pans.

      See, we weren’t there for the crowd. We were there for the cooking contest.

      A moment later, a deep melodious chime sounded, echoing off the buildings behind us and slowly quieting the chatter of the gathered throng. Then the dozen contestants began to file out onto the field and their respective cooking stations, men and women from all over this tiny region of the Great Isles, some in tall hats, others wearing glittering white overcoats or pretentious cooking capes. The patterns and colors were staggering, like a sampling of cooking garments from all over the Green Island. But there was only one Warrior Chef, and it took me but an instant to spot him in his disheveled brown traveling garb, moving with a bold stride and carrying his tall fighting peel in one hand.

      When he spotted me—or more likely, the imposing crescent yaks—he flashed us a cocky grin and made his way toward his cooking station not far from where we stood.

      I just scoffed. It hadn’t been my idea to remain in Aymi for a week waiting for this silly contest. But he’d insisted, and I didn’t see much benefit in leaving without my business partner. So the yaks and I had remained with the wagon on the outskirts of town. But now the contest was finally starting.

      From a newly constructed stage at the front of the field, standing beside a seated panel of judges, Aymi’s young mayor stepped forward to address the crowd with her bright, clear voice:

      “Welcome, everyone, to Aymi and our very first annual Culinary Contest! For decades our little town has been home to some of the most skilled cooks and chefs in all the land, but only rarely have we been able to spread the word of our achievements. But that will change with this contest, which we’ll use to be sure that everyone knows what the city of Amyi has to offer! Whether you were born and raised in and around Aymi or have found us in your travels, I am sure you will find yourself at home.”

      The crowd cheered—locals mostly, I guessed.

      But the mayor grinned, playing to the audience. “So in honor of our great city’s long culinary traditions, this new contest will feature three unique challenges for our contestants, each based on the various historical moments that have made our city great; and each challenge more difficult than the last.”

      I snickered. And each likely to be just as trivial for someone with the talents of the famed Warrior Chef—at least, that’s what I was ready to taunt him with if he lost.

      “Today we begin in the very spot where our magnificent town began—in the original wild Aymi sweet-grain field. And so also shall our contestants follow in the footsteps of Sylvia Aymia lost and alone in the wilds, pausing here to rest amidst the swaying wheat. Thus, I am pleased to share that this year’s contest begins with grain, and the most humble of dishes that became the basic foundation of this town. The very dish Aymia herself first baked here with a simple cast-iron pot over an open flame and the dish that so many years’ of bakers here in Aymi have turned into an art: the traditional Aymia sweet bread! Gathered Chefs, Cooks, Bakers, and other contestants, please find all of the necessary ingredients available at the main table here for your use as you craft your own favorite and most impressive version of our traditional bread for Aymi’s top judges. You have six hours, starting at the chime of our historic bell.” And with a great flourish, she gestured back to the town’s simple bell tower as it gave another melodious peal.

      And with that stroke, suddenly the field of culinary contestants was in frantic motion, rushing to the front table to collect their ingredients. But the Warrior Chef just turned to flash me another bold grin.

      “Exciting, isn’t it?” he said.

      I frowned, watching as his competition dashed for the waiting ingredients and wondering how much of this contest was about crafting a perfect bread and how much would really be about beating away that competition to secure the necessary supplies for any sort of bread at all. “Don’t you think you should get moving?”

      He turned with a lackadaisical eye to watch the others for a moment, pushing and shoving at the table in front of the main stage. Then he slowly shook his head. “No, I think I’ll wait a little—to see the action die down.” He sidled closer and reached his hand over toward Yena, who glared at it before finally deigning to accept a few scratches under her chin.

      “What if they take all the ingredients?” I asked, beginning to feel a touch worried as I watched portions of the table empty altogether.

      “I’m sure I’ll manage something,” he answered, tilting his head back to enjoy the warm sun on his face. “Oh, this will be fun.”

      Between herding my yaks in through the crowd and fighting off mounting anxieties about the contest—even though I wasn’t even in the stupid thing—I hadn’t noticed just what a beautiful day it had become, with a brilliant blue sky overhead enhanced by a pair of long, wispy clouds drifting past.

      Chef took in a deep breath, no doubt savoring the faint aroma of the sweet grain that the townsfolk had cleared to make space for the contest. Then he opened his eyes and flashed me another grin. “Time to get to work, eh?”

      Without waiting for an answer, he turned and started for the front stage. Had it been anyone else, I probably would have already despaired for their even completing the challenge. But not with Chef. I’d seen him concoct three-course suppers from ingredients he’d gathered by the side of the road. I’d seen him craft elaborate dishes that should have taken hours in but a quarter of that time. And I’d seen him fight bandits and beasts alike with little more than his exotic fighting peel, all before his bread was ready to snatch from the fire with the very same tool. If there were anyone able to salvage the ingredients for a winning bread from that picked-over table, I was confident it would be the Warrior Chef.

      And if he couldn’t, I would get to lord it over him for the next few weeks.

      Yet, as I’d rather expected, Chef returned with an armful of supplies after little-to-no fuss at all. Of course, by this point the other contestants were all hard at work mixing and kneading their doughs. Yet this seemed to perturb Chef none at all, as rather than set himself to catching up with the others, he instead began to lay out his haul from the ingredients table, carefully sorting and arranging them on the worktable in front of him.

      I almost cried out to him that he should be hurrying—or at least working on deciding upon the proportions of his mixture—but I bit my tongue, giving Yuna a rub behind the ear instead.

      Only once content with his arranging did Chef finally set himself to the challenge in earnest, and that’s when his careless air shifted to something altogether different. First he collected a sprinkle of the unrefined gain and popped them in his mouth, chewing carefully with a thoughtful smile. Then he dipped a finger into the raw sweet-grain flour and tasted it, frowned a little in concentration as he closed his eyes. And then, finally, he began to bake—eyes still closed, selecting from the neat arrangement in front of him as he weighed and sifted and stirred and mixed. And then he began to knead, his forearms rippling with muscles built by years of training, both cooking and combat. Yet while the other contestants moved with wild speed, frantic in their race against the challenge’s time constraints, Chef moved with a strict efficacy, each action intentional and controlled, arms pumping with practiced precision as he shaped the dough into a neat little ball.

      And then he moved his little golden-silver lump into a cast-iron pan he’d left warming near the fire and covered it with a white linen. All before most of the others had finished mixing and kneading their doughs at all. He looked up at the sky, noting the time I suppose, before turning and flashing me a happy grin. “Suppose I should go check on the others while we wait.”

      “What?” I managed in surprise, but before I could say more he’d already turned and ambled away toward his closest neighbor, a tall, thickset man who held a metal spoon in one hand, which he was using to mix with such frantic intensity that he scarcely even noticed as Chef wandered over.

      “Oh, that’s looking quite promising,” Chef commented with a cheerful smile.

      The poor man started back a step as he looked up in bewilderment.

      Chef paused, sniffing the air with a thoughtful frown. “Might benefit from a little more salt, don’t you think?”

      The man blinked as his stirring slowly resumed. “But it’s a sweet bread; I haven’t added any.”

      Chef nodded, as though that explained it all. “You might still desire a pinch or two—to bring out the richness of the sweet-grain.” Then he shrugged. “If you agree that would fit with your vision, I mean.”

      Then he turned and ambled away, leaving his confused competition to hastily grab a few pinches of salt before he resumed pumping away with his spoon.

      But Chef wasn’t done—he was already headed for another of the contestants, this time a thin young woman with long, dark hair braided into a thick plait at the back of her neck. She shot him a skeptical frown as he peered over her shoulder.

      “Oh, I was hoping someone would fold in some of the raw grains,” he murmured. “Excellent indeed!”

      Her scowl softened. “I didn’t think anyone else would notice.”

      His gaze quickly swept over her worktable, taking in the ingredients she’d gathered. “Though I don’t see any mint here. Don’t you think that would help bring out the earthy notes of the unrefined sweet-grain?”

      She frowned. “It would, but there wasn’t any mint available.”

      Chef grinned. “Oh, I salvaged a little from the table’s centerpiece. Here, let me fetch it for you!” As he came dashing back to his own station, I managed to catch his eye with my exasperated glare.

      “What are you doing?” I snapped.

      “Just offering a little aid to my fellows where I can. I certainly have the time for it while waiting for my bread to rise.”

      “But those people are your competition!”

      Chef smiled, and it was full of both amusement and patience. “They’re no competition for me. Besides, we’re all here to do the best we can. So why shouldn’t I offer a little help? I’d much rather the judges receive the best breads we can each offer. After all, winning means nothing if you don’t face your opponents at their best.”

      I frowned, both confused and a little heartened. On the one hand what he had said made no sense for a contest—where the point is to outshine everyone else. On the other hand, there was a poetic logic to his reasoning. Not to mention the simple truth that none of these local bakers should be able to outshine an established chef of his caliber.

      “What about the prize money?”

      Even as I said it, I realized what a lame excuse that was—even if it had been the initial reason he’d offered me as to why we should stay for the competition.

      Chef grinned. “We’ll still put it to good use.”

      And something about his bold confidence—overconfidence, perhaps—left me with no option but to laugh as he grabbed the bunch of mint he’d claimed from the ingredient table’s decorations before hurrying back to help make his competition’s visions as complete as they could be.
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      Well, he carried on that way for the next few hours, busying himself helping the other contestants when he wasn’t tending to his own creation—not that it took him very long to finish his elaborately braided bread. And then the evening bell tolled, marking the time for the contestants to bring their Aymia breads to the front table for judging. A couple of the other bakers wore frowns of disappointment, but most seemed at least content with their loaves; Chef had certainly seen to that, for any who would accept his aid.

      “And now we shall give our fine judges a few moments to sample our contestant’s creations,” the mayor said from the main stage, “after which I shall announce who has advanced to the next round!”

      Tensions in the crowd continued to mount as we waited, watching as the judges first inspected each loaf—testing and prodding, one thumping the bread against the side of the table to test its crust and another holding each loaf up to her ear before using a finger to thump it. Finally, they began sampling the breads, testing the spring, chew, and flavor of each loaf, before gathering to discuss their conclusions.

      All through this, the contestants could only stand at their stations and watch, but most of them shot Chef the occasional look, and he answered them each with an eager grin. Only one man—short and with a head of dark hair—shot Chef a disgusted scowl rather than seeking encouragement. Chef still answered his glare with a smile all the same.

      Suddenly one of the judges stumbled and fell to the ground, gasping so loudly I could hear him from where I stood. The others around him scrambled to help, but the chaotic scene made it clear none of them knew what to do. But I did—I recognized the judge’s symptoms.

      I ducked under the ropes separating the crowd from the cooking stations and dashed to the stage, hopping up to land in a crouch beside the poor man. His face had turned red and puffy, and his hands grasped at his neck as he wheezed, struggling to draw in each critical breath.

      “He can’t breathe,” Chef said, pushing one of the other worried judges away so he could crouch on the other side of the man.

      “He’s having an allergic attack,” I explained. “It’s made his throat swell. We need to make the swelling stop.”

      “Then we shall need some water and a handful of blue ligon grass!” Chef cried, dashing away. A moment later he returned with his wooden cooking box and flipped it open to find his personal stock of ingredients. Meanwhile, the mayor had gathered a bowl of warm water for him, and Chef quickly mixed a concoction to ease the judge’s throat using ligon grass and a few other herbs from his box.

      “Here, now. You need to drink this slowly,” he told the suffering judge as he tilted his head up so the man could sip on the water between desperate gasps. “And breathe it in if you can.”

      At first it didn’t seem much of the chef’s tea was making down the man’s throat, but as he persisted the effects seemed to spread, until the judge was able to tilt his head back and swallow the last of it in a single large gulp. Then he gave a great sigh as he settled his head back to the ground. “Thank you,” he murmured. “I think that’s done it now.”

      “You’ll still need lots of rest until it’s out of your system,” I said. “And I’ll have Chef make you more of that tea to keep sipping on. But has this ever happened to you before?” I asked gently.

      He nodded. “Once, as a child—but only because I’d taken wicked root as a dare with my friends.”

      Chef frowned at the mention of the ingredient, but one of the other judges gasped, snapping her fingers. “Wicked root! Oh, I knew I’d tasted something rancid in those breads.”

      Chef spun in place to look up at her. “What?”

      “Most of the breads we tasted must have had wicked root in them, though I can’t for the life of me imagine why they chose to add it. It gave them all a distasteful bitter flavor—not at all like yours,” she added with a faint smile.

      But Chef frowned as he turned to the bewildered mayor. “Why would you have had wicked root available on the ingredients table?” he asked.

      She frowned as well. “I don’t know. I didn’t select what to put on the table myself. But I thought we were only to be showcasing the best of what Aymi has to offer. I didn’t think that would include something as bitter as wicked root.”

      That did little to settle the Chef’s frown as the mayor and I helped the unsteady judge back to a chair before she turned to reassure the crowd. And within a few minutes, she was able to resume the contest, announcing who among the contestants had advanced to the next challenge of the competition.

      Unfortunately, it wasn’t very many.
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      “It just doesn’t make sense,” Chef murmured as we wandered through the little city’s main street the next day. “I was there with them—I saw the breads they were each trying to create. Why would any of them have used wicked root? It wouldn’t have matched any of their intentions.”

      “Alright, so what are you suggesting?” I asked. “That it was some kind of accident that it was on the table at all?”

      He frowned. “No. One doesn’t accidentally add wicked root—it is a very distinctive ingredient. You can’t even handle it without taking care; it irritates the hands and leaves the fingers splotchy for hours. Indeed, I rather doubt some of those bakers could have selected it by accident.”

      “Then you think it was intentional?”

      He nodded thoughtfully. “A distillation, perhaps. Sprinkled on the other ingredients at the table. Or perhaps only one.”

      I shot him a wry smile. “So you’re saying it’s a good thing you were late to collect your ingredients?”

      He scoffed. “Perhaps. But the possibility is quite unsettling. Even if it isn’t the first time I’ve seen someone poisoned.”

      “You think it was an attack on the judges? All of them, or just the one?”

      This time he shook his head. “I’m not sure. Wicked root might make you sick, but not usually in the way that one judge reacted. Someone would have had to have known a great deal about them to make it so specific. I’m grateful you were there to recognize the symptoms of that allergic attack.”

      I shrugged. “My sister used to have them when she was little. Not from anything she ate, though. It was a particular vine on our farmstead she had to avoid. If we played too close to it, her throat would start to swell. So, as the eldest sister, my parents put me in charge of watching out for her and making sure we didn’t go anywhere too dangerous. Fortunately, she outgrew it as she grew older.”

      “Hmm, or perhaps her body merely adjusted to encountering the vine.”

      “Maybe. She certainly never had a reaction as severe as that judge did. How did you know ligon grass would help him?”

      Chef gave me a wistful smile. “I spent years working as a chef in my king’s army. And while our primary duty was to prepare the meals that kept soldiers fighting, we were also the main medical support for the troops. I’m afraid I saw more than my share of soldiers in need. Have you ever witnessed an entire army engulfed in a noxious cloud from a dying mountain? Not a pretty sight.”

      I shot him a sharp look. In our time traveling together, I’d learned a few things about my good companion. “A dying mountain?”

      “Oh yes. Violent deaths, most often. Full of fire and smoke. Get in too close and terrible things happen to the lungs.”

      “And you saw this firsthand?”

      He gave me an amused sidelong glance. “More or less.”

      I scoffed. “You just can’t help embellishing your stories, can you?”

      He grinned. “Now where would the fun be if I did? And you would miss out on the—oh! There’s a stand of seymtor leaves! That’ll be perfect for the challenge.” And with that he hurried off to purchase more ingredients.

      While the first challenge had used pre-supplied ingredients, for the second challenge the remaining contestants had been set to collect their own ingredients from merchants within the city using a limited budget. And Chef had nearly completed gathering what he’d been looking for—as well as a few options he’d been too excited to pass up, even with his quickly waning funds.

      “What are you going to do with seymtor leaves?” I called after him. “I thought you were making a slow roast!”

      He just flashed me an eager grin.

      But I couldn’t help but continue worrying about the previous challenge and the fact it had removed nearly half of the contestants. Would this one be the same? Or worse?

      Chef returned a moment later, bundle of leaves tucked under his arm. “Side salad, perhaps? Or ground into a glaze for the roast lamb.”

      The inhabitants of Aymi seemed quite proud of their seared rock-lamb stews—so it wasn’t surprising when the challenge was for each contestant to create their own version. But Chef had decided to attempt the same flavors of that local dish as a low-and-slow roast instead.

      “Alright,” I agreed. What else are you still looking for??”

      He frowned in concentration. “Blue garlic, I should think. The more local, the better. And while we’re at it,” he added with a wry smile, “maybe we’ll ask around about the competition.”

      “You want to know what your roast will be up against?” I asked, surprised that he would care.

      “No. I want to know if any of them might have had reason to attack one of the judges.”

      And with that we were off again, continuing our search of the town for both ingredients and suspects.
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      By the time we returned to the field the next morning, we’d gathered everything Chef needed for the challenge, even if we were still light on suspects. Once again, the mayor of the city opened with a little ceremony, calling in the remaining six contestants and starting the timed cooking portion of the second challenge with a great peal of the city bell.

      It didn’t take long to recognize that most of the remaining contestants were sticking to fairly safe and traditional variants of the seared rock-lamb stew that Chef had chosen to deviate from. It also didn’t take long to recognize that they were having problems. Something about the small firepans they’d each been given to serve as both oven and stove seemed to be causing difficulties for the contestants. But just as he had two days prior, Chef set to work, quick and efficient, chopping and dicing, preparing his ingredients before setting his leg of rock-lamb to begin roasting over his open flames. It was only once he looked up that he seemed to notice the others were struggling. So, naturally, he began to amble.

      From what I could gather from the snippets of conversation I caught, the problem was the heat—the little pans weren’t making enough heat to quickly sear their large cuts of lamb or to bring the stock pots up to a sufficient boil. And with the time limited, that meant the other contestants weren’t going to have enough to first char their meats and then simmer it in the stew.

      At one point, while Chef was helping one of the others to bank his fire a bit in the hopes of getting more heat from it, another of the contestants—the same young woman with the dark hair he’d shared his mint with two days prior—gave a strangled cry of frustration. Everyone turned to her just as she heaved her rock-lamb rump off the flames and onto the air. Chef dashed toward her, but it was too late. The rump landed in the grass beside her station with a wet thud that resounded across the suddenly silent field.

      “This is impossible,” she growled. “Not even worth trying! No one can cook like this!”

      “Nothing is impossible,” Chef countered gently, scooping her discarded semi-seared lamb from the ground. “Not until you give up, at least. But you can’t throw away a dish half-finished—that’s a sure recipe for failure.” He looked around. “Where are the rest of your ingredients? The stock for your stew?”

      Her angry frustration softened to chagrin. “I already tipped it out.”

      Chef looked down at the wet puddle he was standing in. “Then you’ll have nothing to present the judges?” he asked with dismay. “Would you do the same to a customer? Despite the trials and hardships you might face, would you not at least give them the chance to tell you it wasn’t good enough rather than dictate that decision for them? You would send them away hungry rather than risk presenting something that is not perfect?”

      She looked away for a moment. “I let my frustration get away from me. And now I don’t⁠—”

      “We all make mistakes,” he interrupted. “But it isn’t the mistake by which we should be judged—it’s how we handle ourselves afterward. So what will you cook now for the judges?”

      She glanced up at the sun, noting that she only had another hour or so left. For a moment dismay crossed her expression. “I don’t know,” she growled. “I’m a sushi chef, not a…” And then she turned back to Chef, sudden resolve in her expression. “I don’t make stews. But I can still make something. I could slice away the lamb, cut off what hit the ground,” she said, excitement building in her voice as she worked through it. “Make sure it cooks that way.”

      “Yes! Very good!”

      “Ugh, but I don’t have anything to go with it,” she murmured, even as she took the rump from Chef’s hands—this time she was acknowledging a hurdle, not admitting defeat.

      Chef’s expression brightened. “I have seymtor leaves I could spare! And perhaps the others have something to share as well!”

      She eyed him for a moment in silent wonder, no doubt questioning why he would do this for her—another contestant. But I could only remember his answer when I’d asked him the same: because they all deserved a chance to present their best dish.

      Chef dashed away, pausing only briefly to spin his roast on its low flame before collecting the seymtor leaves and then hurrying to question the other contestants. Before long, he’d gathered a few more ingredients the others could spare—half an onion, a couple of carrots, a quartered sweet-pepper. It wasn’t much. But each was important; each was an offering from a fellow cook helping their competition to complete the challenge; each was a symbol that Chef’s eager hopefulness was contagious.

      Only one other contestant had refused to share: the same man who’d glared at Chef during the prior competition. “These are my ingredients! I see no reason I should help her make up for her own foolish mistake. This is a competition, and I intend to win! Which means I’ll beat you too, ‘Warrior Chef’—whatever it takes!”

      Chef hadn’t even bothered to respond to that. He’d simply offered a thankful nod and hurried away to deliver what he’d gathered. But as he returned to check on his slow roast, I continued watching the woman, curious to see how she’d handle her gifts. She’d already begun carving the large, soiled rump into delicate slices, each thin as a hair, which she lay over the low flames of her struggling fire. They were small enough that they cooked quickly, and she had to manage bouncing between slicing more and tending the ones on the flames. But she seemed more confident now in her methods. The other vegetables she’d been given were soon treated the same: lightly spiced and then set upon the flames beside the thin strips of lamb. As different portions of the dish finished, she pulled them and began plating—rushing to catch up with the others who were still grumbling about their under-simmered stews.

      But it was the seymtor leaves that did the real trick for her. Those she seasoned and ground into a light green sauce that she drizzled over the thin strips of seared rock-lamb along with the fire roasted onions, carrots, and sweet-peppers, pulling the small, simple dish together. It might not have been the perfect dish she’d originally envisioned, but it was certainly better than offering the judges empty bowls.

      As the final bell rang marking the end of their time, she stepped back and gave Chef a grateful smile, which he answered with a grin of his own.

      Judging for the second challenge was somewhat less exciting than the first, as none of the judges suffered medical emergencies caused by sampling the dishes. But that doesn’t mean it went entirely without drama. One of the stews was deemed unsafe to consume, due to its undercooked lamb’s meat, while another was judged harshly against the city’s traditional recipe. Only the last of the stews, the one cooked by the glaring man, managed to pass the judges
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