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Soup for Ogres

Chapter One

Twenty years before Muffin was born, the tavern was called The Whetstone. Then one wintry evening during a terrific brawl between rival Dwarven factions, a carelessly-thrown hammer had taken a chunk out of the sign, and since that day it had been known as The Wetstone.

It was the sort of bar where adventures began, as opposed to where they ended. Scores of wide-eyed, idealistic young adventurers gathered around its scuffed wooden tables to pore over mysterious maps to hidden treasures or to organize dungeon crawls in far-off lands. Wizened old men in travel-stained robes with long white beards and pointed hats arrived with sometimes alarming frequency, pouches filled to bursting with ancient baubles requiring urgent transport to distant fiery mountains or scrolls bearing prophecies to remove ancient curses, or even with missions that would, without a doubt, save the world. They would sit in the darkest corner of the Wetstone, drinking bitter herbal teas or selecting the best of the Wetstone’s admittedly small wine list, awaiting those youthful would-be heroes whom they would then dispatch on their missions.

Muffin assumed most of those missions ended in failures, except the ones that would save the world because the world was, as far she could tell, still bumbling along as it always had. Her brother had been one of those wide-eyed adventurers, a young man whose peach fuzz had only barely begun to transform itself into a proper beard. He’d gotten wind of some sort of plot that could only be halted by a group of similarly minded youngsters, brought together under the aegis of an ancient sage. Whatever the mission had been, he’d been convinced it was frightfully important, and Muffin had embraced him with all her six-year-old strength, begging him first not to go, then to bring her with him, and finally making him promise to bring her back something pretty.

Pyel knelt before her, his new leather armor creaking from stiff straps not yet softened by weeks of use. He wrapped her tiny hands in his ungainly paws. “I’ll miss you, Muffin,” he said. “But don’t fret. I’ll be back some day and tell you all about my adventures.” He extended his hand with the pinky raised, and she clasped it with her own. It was a promise, a pinky swear that was the closest thing to an unbroken bond in the whole world.

“I still don’t want you to go,” she said with a sniffle.

He brushed back the tangled mop of her black hair away from her tear-soaked cheeks. “Here, take this,” he said, and handed her his smallest dagger. “Keep it by you always. It will keep you safe.”

“What if you need it? What if you have to stab a g-goblin with it?”

Pyel laughed. “I have a sword for that. You keep it. A knife is a better tool than a weapon. Look at father. He uses knives all the time.”

It was true. Their father owned the Whetstone—back then still with the H—and spent his days in the kitchen whipping up delicious meals for travelers passing through Grognan’s Grove. Every morning began with him cutting up vegetables and meats with a knife in preparation for the day’s dishes. When she was younger, Muffin played under the tables while he worked. Now that she was old enough, he had put her to work doing children’s chores like churning butter, plucking chickens, and peeling potatoes.

“I guess so . . .” she said, wiping her eyes.

Pyel embraced her. “Goodbye, Muffin. I’ll be back before you know it.”

That had been ten years ago, and Muffin suspected her brother had died in some far-off land. As the years passed, her father grew more and more distant, spending more and more time consuming the Wetstone’s ales, wines, and spirits. She’d been forced to grow up quickly by learning to run the tavern while he drank himself into his daily stupor. She found a peace of sorts behind the counters of the kitchen, inventing dishes to keep the travelers fed and losing herself in the preparation process. One of the few adventurers who had ever returned to Grognan’s Grove was a grizzled, one-eyed veteran named Jerzy. He’d spent his years running around the world at the behest of ancient wizards and sages, seeking wealth beyond imagination but returning home with naught to his name but a missing eye and a broken magical ring that played part of a tune over and over when worn. In one of his more lucid days, Muffin’s father had hired Jerzy to run the front of the tavern, and the old man served up drinks and regaled the eager young fighters, clerics, thieves, and wizards about his adventures.

With Jerzy handling the customers out front, Muffin disappeared into the kitchen and stayed there for more than half her life. Pyel’s knife hung on a leather cord beneath her blouse, wrapped in a sheath she’d made herself so it wouldn’t slice into her as she bustled around the kitchen. It was her constant reminder of what she’d lost the day he left, and that the world was a dangerous and terrible place.

It was high summer, and the kitchen was already swelteringly hot even as the sun rose. Muffin had already prepared the morning gruel, loaded with oats, apples, and raisins, cooking it down in a large cast iron pot over one of the fires. She had cinnamon and ginger scones baking in the oven, and sliced up a large rasher of bacon to fry up with eggs to feed the day’s morning customers. Her dog, Gristle, a lean and mean ratter, raised his head from the soup bone upon which he was gnawing, clearly hoping for a scrap of the bacon. Muffin relented and tossed him a small piece, which he downed with the kind of energy suggesting he had never before been fed in his life.

She pulled the scone tray from the oven with the stained quilted glove made expressly for that purpose and stuck a knife into the top of one to test it. The blade came out clean and she nodded to herself. “Scones are done,” she announced.

Liebese, her sous-chef, looked up from the cutting board where she was elbow-deep in chicken guts. “Are you going to take one over to Waldace, lovey?”

Muffin felt her ears grow hot. “Maybe.”

Of course she was going to take him one. Liebese delighted in prodding Muffin to spend more time with the gangly young stable boy. “He’d make a fine husband, lovey, don’t you think?”

Muffin shrugged. She’d never really considered Wally that way. He was her friend, and they’d grown up together, but a husband? Muffin would rather cook. Being a wife was a complication she simply didn’t need. She had the Wetstone to run and adventurers to feed and didn’t have time for anything else. “You like him so much, why don’t you marry him?”

Liebese laughed. She was far more interested in the carnal life, and spent most nights in the company of various travelers passing through town. “I’m not one for marrying, lovey. I’m happy getting my gutters plumbed on the regs.”

Muffin shook her head. “Wally’s just my friend, Liebese. You know that.”

“Aye, but there’re friends and then there’re friends.” Liebese made an unsubtle grinding motion with her hips, made somewhat less lascivious by the chicken slime dripping from her arms.

Muffin put a still-hot scone on a tin plate and said, “I’ll be back. Add some cream to the porridge and take it off the fire. Breakfast crowd is already arriving.” She fled through the back door. Gristle scrambled after her, his tail held high. Muffin nearly bowled over Stiev with his cart of freshly-wiped dishes. He was the Wetstone’s plongeur, a simple man who trekked down to the river several times a day to keep the utensils, cups, and pots clean to Muffin’s standards. Many taverns didn’t bother with such amenities, but Muffin held herself to a higher standard. It wasn’t like she was a Dwarf or something.

“Mawnin’, Miss Muffin,” Stiev said as he moved his cart aside for her. He bent to ruffle Gristle’s ears.

“Good morning, Stiev. Liebese could use your help inside.”

He nodded and she headed for the stables.

Waldace dreamed of becoming a knight someday, leaving Grognan’s Grove to join the company of Duke Hankswoth’s soldiers in Victory, the city several miles away. He had been in pre-squire training since he was old enough to carry a helmet. Unfortunately, the career path for knighthood began with squiring, and one of the primary requirements for squiring was literacy. Squires had to keep track of their knights’ expenses, record their legendary feats, and submit regular reports to the council in Victory. Wally was good with figures, able to do the kind of math in his head that sent Muffin into conniptions, but he couldn’t keep his letters straight. Muffin had been trying to teach him over the years, but even now at sixteen, he still struggled with them. He’d confided in her his fear was he would never be more than a stable-boy, and it had broken her heart to see how miserable that made him.

He’d been lower than normal recently because a couple of knights errant had arrived in town the night before, leaving their chargers in Wally’s care while they wined and dined at the Wetstone.

When Muffin arrived at the stables, Wally was alternately moping around and pitchforking soiled hay into a wheelbarrow. She took a deep breath and rearranged her face into a bright smile, hoping it would help cheer him up from his funk. “Good morning, Wally! I brought you a scone.” She held up the plate as evidence.

Wally turned and as Muffin hoped, smiled when he saw her. “Hi, Muffin. Thank you.” His smile faltered a bit as Gristle growled at him. Muffin knew deep down that Gristle didn’t mind Wally that much, but he took his job as her protector seriously at all costs.

“Take a break and eat. The hay will keep.” Muffin leaned against the rail fence of the yard, holding the plate at the ready.

Wally stuck his pitchfork into the wheelbarrow where it stood upright like a flagpole, then trudged over to lean on the fence beside Muffin. Gristle sat at Muffin’s feet and rested his chin on his paws, his eyes never leaving Wally.

Muffin wrinkled her nose at Wally’s teenage goat-like smell, which had grown stronger as he approached manhood, but didn’t comment on it. His poor spirit was bruised enough already without—“Wait . . .” she said as he reached for the plate. “Aren’t you going to wash your hands?”

He looked down at the offending appendages in confusion. “Why?”

“Because you were mucking out the stable, of course.”

He shrugged, wiped his hands on his shirt, and reached out again.

“No. Your hands have to be clean to eat. We’re better than Elves and Dwarves. They don’t care about cleanliness.”

“What am I supposed to do, go all the way to the river? I had a bath last week. Isn’t that good enough?”

Muffin sighed. She wasn’t going to win this one, and she knew if she harped on it more, it would only make Wally feel worse. “I suppose so. Just be careful that you don’t eat anything . . . gross.”

Wally swiped the scone from the plate and took a bite, closing his eyes in content as he chewed. “Thith ith not groth.” He swallowed and grinned. “You could never make anything gross.”

Muffin punched him lightly on the shoulder, the way friends did. “You’d be surprised. I undercooked my first chicken so badly I think a Halfling might have used it to poison someone.”

Wally laughed. “Yeah, but what were you, seven or eight? When did you start cooking?”

Muffin’s cheerful attitude abated as his words brought up unpleasant memories. “It was after Pyel left. After father started . . .” She shook her head. She didn’t want to think about that and cleared her throat to change the subject. “How are you coming on that book I gave you?”

Wally grimaced. “Uh, I’ve been reading it?” he asked, as if trying out the idea.

“Really?”

He nodded. “Yeah. It’s got, uh, a princess in it.”

“She’s on the cover,” Muffin said. “And I know you know the title because you read it to me. The Princess in the Tower.”

“Couldn’t you, you know, find me a book with fighting in it? Like . . . like heroes slaying Orcs and Goblins and Dragons? I bet I could read that.”

Muffin rolled her eyes. “I don’t have any books with heroes fighting monsters. I have books with princesses. I like princesses.”

“Yeah, well, I like heroes.”

“So here we are then.”

“Yeah, here we are.” Wally glared at Muffin and she glared back until he snorted with laughter.

She chuckled as well. “Look, there’s a library in Victory. Maybe the next time I go for spices, I can find you a book.”

“With sword fighting!” Wally said, eyes alight. “And heroic quests!”

“Rescuing a princess is a heroic quest . . .” Muffin squinted at him, feeling a contemplative smile quirk her lips. “Or maybe I’ll find one about a heroic princess rescuing a trapped hero. And they can get married happily ever after.”

Wally’s face fell. “Awww . . .” Then he brightened. “Still, sword fighting, right? That’s the best. I’ve been practicing that. Look.” He picked up a stick and began cavorting around the yard with it, lunging at imaginary opponents. “Ha! Yah!” he cried, beheading a foe only he could see. Gristle barked at him, wagging his tail, but remaining at Muffin’s side.

Muffin took a bite of Wally’s scone and let the flavors roll around her mouth. When he got like this, all squire-ey, all she could do was wait it out.

At the center of town, a bell tolled, signifying the commencement of the morning shift for the laborers and the opening of businesses. “Crap, I’ve got to get back to the Wetstone.” Muffin brushed crumbs off her blouse. “Breakfast rush will be starting.”

Wally raised his stick to her in salute and bowed. “Milady. ‘Twas my honor to battle for, uh, your honor.”

Muffin laughed. “Finish your scone before it dries out, Wally. Come by the kitchen tonight and I’ll fry up a piece of chicken for your dinner.”

“Thanks, Muffin.” Wally tossed aside his stick and returned to his wheelbarrow.

“And bring the plate back!” Muffin called after him. She gathered up her skirts and headed back toward the Wetstone.

Return to Table of Contents
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The day’s business at the Wetstone was steady and Muffin lost herself in a haze of smoke and grease from frying eggs and bacon, roasting sausages and vegetables, and baking. The porridge, as always, was a popular breakfast item for travelers and between all of them, they consumed two full pots of it. A party of Halflings interrupted their first breakfast for a long argument about something called batrachovenom, which Muffin gathered was some kind of poison. It was a spirited enough discussion that several of the guests surreptitiously moved further away lest the tiny men began flinging poisoned needles at one another. Eventually one of them jumped off his high chair, muttered something about showing them all, and left the Wetstone.

Apparently satisfied at the results of argument, the Halflings fell to their second breakfast.

A solitary Dwarf tinker dropped by to check if Muffin was in need of any new pots or pans, or had any that required repair. In fact, she did have a cast-iron pot that Stiev had accidentally washed with water instead of with sand, and it had a thick coating of rust after being left out all night. The Dwarf said he could clean it and Muffin gave him a silver piece to do so and sharpen her knives.

She caught a pair of Elfesses squatting beside the back door of the Wetstone and screamed at them to go shit somewhere else. The women flounced away, leaving behind the reek of their unwashed bodies and their heavy floral perfumes.

Breakfast turned to luncheon, where fare ran largely to sandwiches on the previous day’s bread and scones with the previous day’s meats and vegetables. As was the culinary preference in Grognan’s Grove, the bread was moistened with olive oil imported from the Larriban desert oases, and punctuated with Muffin’s own pickles. Farmhands especially preferred the sandwiches as they could grab them and return to the fields to work on the maize and wheat crops. Business owners who came in for lunch often stayed to chat with one another over their sandwiches, dunking them into the spicy beetroot soup that Muffin had simmered all morning.

The afternoon lull gave her time to clean up the kitchen somewhat and to feed her own workers. Jerzy filled a mug with the soup and reported that they were getting low on nutty ale. Muffing made a note in her book so she would remember to order more. Liebese passed over a portion of the silver she’d earned for spending the evening entertaining the two knights errant. Muffin hadn’t seen them leave but Stiev said their room was empty and they’d left nothing behind, so she assumed they’d departed. She checked her inventory, noted what she needed to purchase, and collected funds from the cashbox.

She also made sure to pay her staff. She’d learned a long time ago that a well-paid crew was a happy crew, and unlikely to steal from her. Consequently, her three workers had been with her for many years. With her brother gone and her father . . . absent . . . Jerzy, Liebese, and Stiev were more of a family than she’d ever known. Her mother had died in childbirth, as was common in villages that had no midwife mages. The town elders had been trying to get a Guild midwife assigned to the Grove for years, but no Guild member wanted to be stuck in a tiny agricultural community full of men and women who stank of sweat and shit. Jerzy was like a proud uncle, always ruffling her hair and being the buttress upon which the Wetstone leaned. Liebese was an elder sister who—if a bit promiscuous—was always there for Muffin when she needed a shoulder to cry on or to share a laugh with. And Stiev, of course—dear, sweet, simple Stiev was the most cheerful man she’d ever met. Nothing ever got him down, and even when he made a mistake she couldn’t find it in her heart to be cross with him.

Macklevitch was the Dwarf who ran the general store, and he bustled through the aisles, placing stock and gathering debris as needed. “Good afternoon tae ye, Miss Maffelaina,” he said as he replaced a fallen apple in its bin. He always called her by her full name no matter how many times she’d asked him to stop. He said nicknames were improper and she should honor the name granted her by her parents. Eventually she quit arguing the point with him and just suffered the indignity in silence.

“Hello, Mr. Macklevitch. I’ve got a short list today,” Muffin said.

“I’ve got some fresh crackleberries from the coastal orchards,” said Macklevitch. He pulled a bag from his apron pocket. “I thought ye might like tae try them.”

“What’s a crackleberry?” Muffin thought she might have heard the term before, but couldn’t think of what they were.

Macklevitch opened the bag to display a handful of small orange berries with smooth skin and faint white spots speckling them. “Try one,” he urged.

Most people were faint of heart when it came to accepting food from Dwarves. As a culture and a race, the underground people were notoriously hardy and resistant to disease and poison and the like, and consequently they had exceptionally lax ideas about food safety. For many folks, dining upon the hearty Dwarven cuisine meant a night hunched over one chamber pot while squatting over another, sluicing at both ends. Perhaps Muffin was stronger than most, or perhaps Macklevitch was cleaner than most, but she’d never sickened from anything he’d offered her.

She popped a crackleberry in her mouth. It had a smooth, soft texture like a cherry tomato but almost no flavor at all until she crushed it between her teeth. Tart juice flooded her mouth with a delightful underlying sweetness. Almost immediately, her mouth felt like it was full of frying fat. It wasn’t hot, but it bubbled like a boiling pot and the crackling sound was so loud between her ears she was sure people on the street could hear it. “Oh!” she said in delight.

Macklevitch burst out laughing. “Aye, lass. That’s a crackleberry for ye. They’re not cheap, I’ll grant ye that, but I’ve got a pound of them for six silvers.”

“Six? Mr. Macklevitch, I’m an orphan. You’re taking advantage of me.”

Macklevitch popped one of the berries into his own mouth. “Ye’re a successful tavern owner, Maffelaina, and ye’ll not take advantage of me in my own store. I might go as low as five silvers and eight coppers, but I cannae live on less than that.”

“Now, Mr. Macklevitch, I could travel to Victory and buy my supplies there but here I am. I’ve got a list of supplies that’s at least ten, maybe fifteen silver. Surely you don’t want me to take my business elsewhere.”

Macklevitch laughed. “Victory’s two days’ ride from here, and the road is fraught with bandits and wandering monsters. I provide ye with both convenience and safety. Still, I’d hate tae see ye taken advantage of by unscrupulous merchants who don’t know ye like I do. I could go as low as five and five, but I’ll have tae overcharge the next person who walks in here just tae make up for my losses.”

Muffin smiled. “I’m frying chicken tonight. I’ll save you a piece if you like.”

Macklevitch paused in his tirade. “Fried chicken?”

“Extra crispy.”

Macklevitch tugged at his beard. “Rocks and boulders take me for an old man and a fool, Maffelaina. I suppose I could find it in me tae let these go for five and four, but any less than that and I’ll have tae shave me beard in shame.”

Muffin passed over the silver pieces and bent to kiss Macklevitch’s face. “I’d have given you six, dear old man.”

He smiled at her. “I’d have taken five.”

Muffin paid for the rest of her supplies, placed an order for additional nutty ale that would have to come from Victory, and returned to the Wetstone.

Stiev had already acquired a dozen chickens and wrung their necks when Muffin arrived and was busy plucking one of them. “I brung yuh the chickens, Miss Muffin,” he said, pinfeathers stuck to his stubble.

Muffin smiled at him. “I brought you something too, Stiev.” She handed him a crackleberry.

“Oh no, Miss Muffin. I don’t like no maters.”

“This is a crackleberry. It’s sour, then sweet, and it makes your mouth get all bubbly.”

Stiev looked at it suspiciously, but he trusted Muffin, and knew she wouldn’t ever give him something that was bad. He popped it in his mouth and his eyes widened. “Oh, my! That’s the funnest thing I ever did eat! Sounds like a fireplace in my mouth. Can you hear it?”

“I can, Stiev.” Muffin couldn’t, but she knew what it was like.

He laughed like a child and returned to plucking the chickens. “That sure warn’t no mater.”

Muffin mixed up her chicken-frying batter and started a large pot of oil heating over the stove. Frying in oil made for the best chicken, but it was always dangerous enough that most people didn’t want to risk it. All it took was one spill or one bad splatter and a fire would start. Muffin had dealt with fires in the Wetstone kitchen before, and she was sure to keep a bucket of salt handy whenever she fried.

Muffin’s fried chicken was legendary among the citizens of Grognan’s Grove, and she never had any leftovers when she made it. By the end of the night, she’d had to hide the pieces she saved for Macklevitch and Wally. She’d mixed the rest of the crackleberries into a sweet batter and made fried crackleberry twists for desserts. The berries retained their poppy texture even after being fried, and the patrons shouted with laughter as they listened to each others’ mouths from the fried dough.

Macklevitch dropped by as promised and Muffin handed him the chicken breast she’d saved for him along with one of the dessert twists. He thanked her profusely and wandered off into the dusk to eat.

By the time Wally arrived, the sun had set and the last of the Grognan’s Grove residents had departed for their own homes. The only people remaining in the Wetstone were travelers—a small band of merchants heading south with textiles from Victory and a Hanrahite cleric in brightly-colored vestments who offered healing high-fives to anyone requesting them free of charge. “Like, peace be with you, man,” the cleric said as Wally walked through the door.

Muffin had been nibbling on one of her dessert twists at the corner of the bar and smiled at her friend. “There you are. I was afraid I was going to have to eat this last piece myself.”

Wally flopped onto the stool beside her. His dark curly hair was clean and pulled back from his face in a knot at the nape of his neck. He actually smelled of . . . soap? “Sorry I’m late. I was really, uh, dirty after working all day in the stables. I jumped in the river for a minute.”

“Thank you. It’s nice.” Muffin handed him a plate with a fried chicken thigh, some crispy potato slices, and a crackleberry twist. “Jerzy, can you bring him some water?” She turned apologetically to her friend. “It’s all fried. It makes you thirsty.”

“That’s fine,” Wally said. “Oh. Crap. I forgot your plate.”

Muffin touched his arm before he could jump to his feet. “It’s all right, Wally. You can bring it to me tomorrow. Eat now.”

Liebese had found herself a willing patron in the Hanrahite cleric for the evening so she was already gone, and Stiev had gone to sleep in the common room he shared with several farmhands. Eventually the merchants retired to the hostel next to the Wetstone, leaving only Jerzy, Wally, and Muffin remaining. Jerzy lit the lamps at either corner of the bar but left the wall sconces dark. It was late and unlikely anyone would show up seeking a late meal. Muffin had decided years ago that she didn’t want to turn away late travelers, even those simply passing through and needing to stop for a quick bite. Besides, in the summer, it was often too hot to sleep comfortably in her chamber anyway. She would doze on and off but rarely could she sleep through the night until the nights grew cooler.

Jerzy leaned against the bar, a mug of frothy dark ale before him, and picked his teeth with a long, silver pick. “Wally, did I ever tell you about the time I visited Brazzer’s Landing?”

Wally leaned forward, interest spread across his face. “No. What was it like?”

“It was—”

The Wetstone door banged open and a man in fine livery stepped inside. He had on striped pantaloons with a dark velvet waistcoat over a blouse with bulging, floppy sleeves. A cape was slung over his shoulders, connected by a fine gold chain, and a baggy hat perched atop his head with a colorful feather sticking up from it at a jaunty angle. He had a leather pouch strapped across his chest and a sheathed dagger with a fancy pommel at his waist. Someone as foppish as him would normally have no business traveling alone, as he appeared to be, but the device pinned to his breast indicated he was a Postman from the King’s Court in High Vallallen, further away than most people in Grognan’s Grove had ever even heard of, much less visited. To attack one of the King’s Postmen was to invite vengeance of the worst sort, involving armies, siege engines, and powerful wizards. It was well-known that at least one war had started after a renegade Duke had slain a messenger and made off with a gift intended for the princess of a distant kingdom beyond the Daeroph Mountains.

“Good evening to you, Postman,” Jerzy called. “Welcome to the Wetstone. Do you require food or drink tonight?”

The Postman looked around the Wetstone with barely-disguised distaste. Clearly, he thought the tavern was far lower quality than the types of establishments he typically frequented. Muffin bristled at the apparent slight. The Wetstone might not have been perfect, but it was hers, and she was proud of that fact. “What wines do you have, barkeep?”

Jerzy sized the messenger up with his one good eye. “We got white . . . and, uh red.”

“Do you have any Elven Chablis, preferably a Premiere Cru white?”

“You know, let me just go check in the back for you,” Jerzy said, and he loped into the kitchen where Muffin was afraid he was going to do something horrible to the messenger’s wine.

“What, uh, brings you here to the Wetstone?” Muffin asked. “Especially this time of night?”

“I am on a mission of the utmost importance,” the Postman said. “I have a message to deliver the famed chef Hartsel Koch, last known to reside in this . . .” In his brief pause, he gave the impression he was looking down his nose at all of Grognan’s Grove in a singular expression of distaste. “. . . village. Do you, perhaps, know of him?”

Muffin’s tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth. Hartsel Koch was . . . her father. A famed chef? Him? He’d crawled into a bottle after Pyel failed to return from his quest and never found his way back out. That was why Muffin ran the Wetstone. Her father was a pitiable drunkard, dependent entirely upon handouts and the kindness of others in Grognan’s Grove. The few people who’d given him the chance to work had wound up sorely disappointed. Even those few times he’d attempted to sober himself up enough to return to work at the Wetstone had all ended in failure. Muffin went out of her way to avoid even seeing the wreck of a man as he staggered through the fringes of the village, begging for coppers to buy another bottle of vinegary wine.

Wally saw Muffin was frozen and he turned to the Postman, his eyes wide with the prospect of addressing someone of such importance. “He’s—”

“Dead,” Muffin said suddenly, the words pouring forth like a dam bursting. “He died. He died a long time ago. He’s really, really dead.” She cleared her throat. “I’m his daughter. This is my tavern. Any message you had for him, y-you can give to me.”

Wally looked relieved at her stepping up to take charge, but also horrified at her blatant lie.

Jerzy returned from the back with one of the tavern’s actual wine glasses filled with a pale wine that Muffin knew was barely suitable for cooking, much less consumption. “Your wine, m’lud.”

The Postman accepted the glass, looked at it for a moment, and then set it upon the bar without even so much as a sniff at its bouquet. “Quite charming, I’m sure. This young lady claims Hartsel Koch is deceased. Can you corroborate this, barkeep?”

Jerzy’s leer spread from ear to ear, making the scar beneath his missing eye twist into a curlicue. “I don’t even know what the word means, Your Messengerliness.”

“It means—” the Postman began.

“It means my father’s dead, Jerzy. Right?” Muffin fixed her barkeep with a gimlet eye.

Jerzy was no fool. “Oh, that. Yeah, he died. Right about where you’re standing, in fact. Keep talking about him and you’re likely to disturb his spirit. Believe me, nobody wants that.”

Wally coughed to cover up his nervous laugh. Muffin forced herself not to elbow her friend. The last thing she needed was to crack up in front of someone as important as a King’s Postman. Beneath her, Gristle growled softly at the foppish man.

The Postman withdrew a bone case from his pouch and removed the stopper to withdraw a rolled piece of parchment. He broke the wax seal upon it and read in a self-important voice: “From Princess Emmeline Heinrich-Brandt to Chef Hartsel Koch, greetings. To celebrate my birth, you prepared a special dish served to the royal household, one which is to this day still spoken of fondly. As I prepare for my upcoming wedding to Duke Hankswoth of Victory, I request to have this dish served for the rehearsal. To aid in your decision, I have decreed that if I enjoy your meal as much as my forbears, I shall employ you as my royal chef. My wedding is in . . .” The messenger withdrew a small device from his pouch resembling an oversized pocket watch, opened it, and spun several wheels on it. “Seventy-one days. Send your acceptance or refusal by Royal Post. So is it written, so is it decreed. Signed, Princess Emmeline Heinrich-Brandt of Vallallen, soon to be Duchess of Victory, Countess of the Southern March, Lady of the Six Rivers, et cetera, et cetera.” The messenger set the parchment upon the bar. “I presume that with the death of your father, the response shall be an apologetic refusal. Good evening to you.” He spun on his heel.

“Wait!” Muffin cried, sharply enough for Gristle to yip in surprise.

The Postman turned. “Yes?”

“I accept.”

“I’m sorry?” the Postman asked politely.

“You what?” Jerzy’s mouth hung agape.

Muffin cleared her throat. “Tell her, uh, Royal Highness that I accept her offer and will prepare that dish for her.”

“You are . . . not for whom the message was intended,” said the Postman.

Muffin felt her ears grow hot. “Well, it was for my father, and he’s dead, and I’m not and I’m right here. I’m a chef too. And a darn good one. I’d offer you something but all the chicken is gone and so are the twists. But I made them and they were amazing and everybody loves my cooking.”

Wally managed to give the messenger a thumbs-up, as if the stable boy’s endorsement would make all the difference.

“You will . . . cook for the Princess?” The Postman wrinkled his brow. Clearly, Muffin’s response had been outside the purview of his expectations.

“Yes. I’ll make her what she wants. You tell her that. Tell her Chef Maffelaina Koch has inherited her father’s recipes and skill in the kitchen and will deliver upon her request.” Muffin felt a nervous shiver run down her spine. “Tell her I will stake m-my life on it.”

The Postman smiled with his lips only while his eyes remained cold. “We don’t do that anymore. We’re hardly the barbarians of centuries past. However, I shall deliver your message to the Princess. See that you arrive at Vallallen Castle before the seventy-first day with sufficient time to prepare your dish.” He turned once more and left the Wetstone. A moment later, they heard the sound of hooves thudding on the ground as he rode away.

Muffin collapsed back onto her stool, creeping horror spreading through her mind at what she’d just done.

“Muffin . . .” Wally said softly. “What are you going to do? You don’t even know what it is you’re supposed to make, and you just promised to make it.”

Muffin grimaced. “I’m going to have to go talk to my father.”
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Being an agricultural village meant Grognan’s Grove was quiet after night fell. The residents were already sleeping off their hard day’s labor, with another set to begin before sunup. Muffin and Wally wandered through the silent houses trying to find where Hartsel Koch had passed out for the evening. Gristle trotted at their heels, tail waving like a flag at the prospect of a Mission of Great Importance.

“Why’d you say your father was dead?” Wally whispered as they checked behind the general store in case Hartsel was curled up amid the empty shipping crates.

“Because he’s basically dead to me,” Muffin said curtly. “He’s been gone from my life for so long he may as well be.”

Wally shrugged. “It happens sometimes.” Wally’s own parents were long gone, having both died from the ague three years earlier. He had managed his grief pretty well, she thought, and if he could ever figure out his reading would probably be a really good knight someday.

“He’s not here,” she grumbled after they finished poking through the empty crates. “I don’t know where else he might be.”

“It’s hot. Maybe down by the river?” Wally suggested.

“Maybe. We’ll go look.” Muffin sighed and turned toward the river wending its way through the fields, broad and slow.

“What are you going to say if you find him?”

“I’m going to ask what he made all those years ago.”

“What if he doesn’t remember?”

Muffin stopped. The idea hadn’t occurred to her. “I guess we’ll have to find out another way. Maybe we can find someone who was there who will remember.”

“Someone from the Royal Court in Vallallen? That’s leagues away from here,” Wally said. He stopped suddenly. “That’s a long way. How are we going to get there?”

“We?” Muffin stopped as well and looked at Wally, the moonlight giving him a ghostly bluish luminescence.

“Well, yeah. I mean . . . I can’t let you go by yourself.”

“You don’t let me do anything, Wally. I’m my own person. But . . . you’d go with me? All the way to Vallallen?”

Wally stared at his feet. “Someone has to watch out for you. Make sure you get there to do your cooking.”

“I was going to bring Gristle.” Upon hearing his name, Gristle looked up from the clump of muck he was sniffing at and whined.

The clump moved.

Muffin and Wally both shrieked and clutched at each other. Gristle yipped and jumped around them, nipping at Wally’s ankles as if it were a game.

The clump groaned and Muffin’s heart sank. They’d found her father after all. He’d been sleeping in the reeds, a couple inches deep in the mud. He was probably being eaten alive by mosquitoes and leeches, and maybe he didn’t even care.

“Father?”

A low moan came from the man, the sound of someone who hadn’t been sober in years. “Lemme ‘lone.”

“No, father. I—I need to speak with you.” Muffin’s mouth had gone dry and she licked her lips with a sandpapery tongue. It was already the most she’d spoken to him in years. It made her feel dirty, like his filth was rubbing off on her. “I need you to think.”

“Muffin? ‘Zat you?” Hartsel wiped mud from his face, blinking owlishly in the moonlight. “Why’re you here? I mus’ be dreamin’.” He fumbled around in the mud until he found a bottle. “There y’are, you bastard.” He bit the cork out of it and spat it aside. Acidic wine glugged into his mouth, slopping down his chest. He coughed and sprayed a mouthful into the river.

“Father!” Muffin stomped her foot. “I’m not a dream! I’m your daughter, and I need to talk to you!”

Hartsel squinted at her. “Muffin? You’re . . . really here. You’re real.”

“Of course I’m real. I came all the way out here to find you, and you’re just sitting there in the mud drinking that horrible wine. I . . . I need to ask you something.”

Tears spilled down Hartsel’s cheeks. “Oh, Muffin. I’m so sorry. I done so wrong for so long.” He retched and Muffin turned away so she wouldn’t have to see him be sick in the mud.

“Father, I need you to remember. A long time ago. Before I was born. You made a meal for the Royal Court at Vallallen. What did you make?”

“Ugh. I . . . I don’t—”

“Father, please!” Muffin cried. “It’s important!”

He took a long, shaking breath, and let it out in a sob. “It was . . . it was . . .”

“Gods take you, father, what was it?”

Hartsel’s words were strangely clear, as if he’d made a tremendous effort to sober himself enough to speak them. “Roasted glazed Wyvern with Druidic herbs, stuffed with cave mushrooms and candied bacon, served on a bed of broth-poached wildroot with a limeberry mint reduction.”

The effort of speaking such a long, complicated sentence overwhelmed Hartsel, and he sank back into the mud, his snores muffled by the squelching of muck around him.

“What is that? I don’t know what most of that is,” Muffin pleaded, but her father was fully unresponsive to her entreaty.

“It’s got bacon,” Wally said, trying to be helpful. “I know what that is. Everybody likes bacon.”

“Hush. I need to write it down so I don’t forget it.” Muffin slapped at her pockets and pouches but she’d left her recipe notebook back at the Wetstone. She didn’t even have so much as a piece of charcoal. As she checked her possessions once more, her hand brushed against Pyel’s knife, dangling on its leather cord between her breasts as it always did. She’d been wearing it for so long that she had forgotten it wasn’t just another part of herself. “Wally! Find me something I can scratch on. A piece of bark or even a big flat rock.”

Wally jumped up to obey and began rooting around the riverbank. Muffin paced back and forth, shadowed by Gristle, holding her hands to her head as she forced herself to repeat the words her father had said over and over. Writing it down would help in the long run, but if she didn’t commit it to memory beforehand, she might record the wrong recipe. After twenty years, would anyone at the Royal Court know if the dish was wrong?

She couldn’t take the risk. She felt like she could cook anything well enough for people. Perhaps it might not be the exact same dish her father had made, but Muffin knew one thing was true. Whatever it had been, she would make it better.

Wally came back with a piece of bark twice as big as Muffin’s hand. “Will this work?”

She flipped it over. The outside was rough with age and decay, but the inside seemed reasonably smooth. “It will have to,” she said, and drew her knife.

Scratching on the bark with a dagger proved far more difficult than she’d expected. At first, she’d tried to do so while holding the bark in one hand, but the knife slipped and she pricked her finger. Then she braced it on a large boulder next to the river and tried again, but she couldn’t hold the knife along the blade like she really needed to for writing. “Dang it!” she shouted into the darkness.

“Will this help?” Wally offered her something that glinted in the moonlight. It was a tiny knife, more ornamental than useful, she thought. What in the world did he carry such a ridiculously little tool for? Still, with a blade barely an inch long, she was able to rest her hand properly against the boulder and scratch letters into the bark.

“How can you see what you’re doing?” Wally asked, hunched over next to her to watch.

“The moon is bright, but you’re blocking it,” Muffin said, her face scrunched up in concentration. “Move.”

“Oh, sorry.” Wally stepped back and paced while Muffin worked.

She was guessing at the spelling on several of the words that she’d never heard before, and was afraid she’d run out of room on the bark. Still, she got the gist of all of it and at the very least, the bark would act like a memory jog in case she forgot any of the original details.

She handed the knife back to Wally and, to both of their surprises, impulsively kissed his cheek. Gristle whined at them. “Thank you, Wally. I couldn’t have done this without your help.”

Wally touched his cheek in wonder, as if Muffin’s lips had left a lasting mark upon it. “You’re welcome. I’m sorry I didn’t think of it before you stuck your finger with Pyel’s knife.”

Muffin shrugged. “It was just a nick. First blood the thing has tasted since he left all those years ago. Maybe it’s thirsty.”

“You never used it for butchering or anything?”

“No. This is a weapon of war, not a kitchen tool.” She snickered. “My cleaver is bigger than this. Bigger than that silly little bramble you’re carrying. Is that in case you run across any vicious mice?” She nudged him to let him know she was teasing, not being mean.

“Those stable mice are no laughing matter,” Wally said, dead serious. “I’ve seen them drive off cats.” He chuckled. “No, I use this for digging out ticks and lancing boils. It’s small enough for delicate work like that on the horses.”

“Ticks and boils? That’s disgusting!”

“So are ticks and boils. It’s worse if you don’t deal with them.” Wally said. “So what is all this stuff? I remember bacon was in it. What’s the rest of it?”

“I don’t know,” Muffin admitted. “I think I’ll have to go to the library in Victory for some research.”

“You mean we’ll have to go. I’m not letting you go on this journey by yourself.”

“I told you, you don’t let me do anything.” Muffin squeezed his hand. “But I would love to have you accompany me, Wally. You’re the best.”

He shrugged. “I’m all right.” Then he slapped at his neck. “I’m also getting eaten alive out here. Can we go back?”

Muffin tucked the precious piece of bark into her most secure pouch and double checked to make sure it was sealed. “Not yet,” she said.

“Why not?”

“Because, Wally, we’re going on an expedition, and expeditions cost money. Maybe a lot of money. Are they expensive?”

“How would I know? I’ve never gone on an expedition before.”

“Well, what do they say at squire training?”

“They, uh, they don’t talk about that part so much. I always kind of gathered that the kingdom pays for the knights to do their, you know, their knight stuff.”

“Knight stuff,” Muffin repeated. She sighed. She suspected she was going to need a lot more coin than she had saved up, or that she could take from the Wetstone’s till.

She would have to visit the banker.

Return to Table of Contents



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Four

[image: ]




Muffin had a reasonably practical sense for business, having spent her entire life in the Wetstone. She understood the basics of charging enough for food and drink to cover the costs of restocking ingredients, paying the staff, paying herself, and setting some coin aside for unusual circumstances. There was the one time a powerful storm had torn away part of the Wetstone’s roof, and she’d had to pay a carpenter to fix it. If she hadn’t been planning ahead for that kind of eventuality, it would have meant she’d have to either have fewer seats in the restaurant, or have seats that nobody would want to occupy, because they’d get rain or snow on them, and then the word would get out. The Wetstone’s not a nice place. And then she’d lose even more business.

What she didn’t understand so much was finance, something Dwarves had invented and Gnomes had perfected. It used, as far as she could tell, imaginary money. One day Mr. Macklevitch had tried to explain the concept of amortization to her and she’d had to skip dinner that night because of a headache. Money was money. Coin. Hard, cold pieces of copper, silver, or—rarely—gold. If one had money, one could buy things with it. If one didn’t, well, one had better get busy doing or making something for which someone else would pay.

The problem with Muffin’s big talk about expeditions and fantastic dishes and royal weddings was she had no practical experience with any of it—except maybe the fancy dishes part. And since she didn’t know how much anything was going to cost, she figured she would need to deal with imaginary money, which is why she stood outside one of the few brick buildings in Grognan’s Grove. It was late in the evening and she still had mud on her shoes from her run-in with her father down by the river. The precious piece of bark with his recipe carved upon it was tucked into her pouch, but she kept reaching into it to confirm it was there nevertheless.

“This is a bad idea,” Wally said from beside her as the two teens looked at the solid wooden door with the sign set into it. It was too dark to read, but Muffin knew what it said from years of walking past it on the way to Macklevitch’s Market: Master Feston J. Chatham, Brokerage, Insurance, High Finance. Member in Excellent Standing, Local Economists’ Guild #223.

Muffin ignored Wally’s warning and knocked on the door. “Mr. Chatham? Hello? Mr. Chatham?”

A light appeared in a window as someone lit a lamp. Grumbling and muttering came from behind the door. “Who is it?”

“It’s Muffin, Mr. Chatham. From the Wetstone.”

The grumbling stopped so quickly Muffin wondered if the Gnome had fallen asleep. Then the door opened, spreading a wedge of warm lamp light onto the street. A wizened Gnome blinked up at her, his salt and pepper beard smushed on one side from sleeping on it. He wore a peaked nightcap with a festive blue tassel on it, and the stripes on his pajamas were the same color. “Do you have any idea what time it is, child?” His words were sharp, but Muffin thought he looked more like he was curious than angered.

“I don’t know. I’m sorry if you were asleep, Mr. Chatham, but I need to talk to you.”

“Muffin, this is a bad idea,” Wally whispered again, as if the Gnome wasn’t standing right there before them.

Chatham shot a glare at Wally, then turned a much more solicitous gaze upon Muffin. It might have been a warm, fatherly expression if he were twice as tall. “Something . . . financial, I presume, Muffin?”

“Yes, please.”

Suddenly the sleepiness was gone from the Gnome’s eyes, to be replaced by something more avaricious. “Well, there are three things in this world that wait for no man to finish sleeping,” he said cheerfully. “Come in, come in.”

“What three things?” Wally asked.

“Time, death, and compound interest. Oh, mind your head, lad,” Chatham said a moment too late, for Wally bumped his crown upon one of the overhead crossbeams. “I normally don’t entertain tall folk here in my den, but my office is a bit of a disaster right now.” He lowered his voice conspiratorially. “I’m being audited by the Guild to make sure everything’s in order. The buggers are sleeping in there right now, so I don’t try to hide anything.”

“What would you hide?” Muffin asked.

He waved a hand like it didn’t matter. “Oh, the usual. Second ledgers. Bogus insurance certificates. Annuities with suspicious maturation dates. Insider trading records. Nothing I would involve myself in, I assure you.” He spoke this last loud enough to awaken anyone who might be asleep elsewhere in the house. “Now, please, make yourselves comfortable while I put the kettle on. I normally charge by the hour for consultation, but the two of you look like you’re in, well, rather dire financial straits.”

Chatham bustled over to an iron stove in the corner and stoked up the coals in its box. With no Human-sized chairs in the room, Muffin sat upon the floor, carefully drawing her skirt up close to her legs so it wouldn’t get trod upon. A moment later, Wally sat beside her, rubbing the bump on his head and wincing.

The Gnome returned to them, bearing a pair of teacups that looked like massive tankards in his small hands. He took the kettle from the stove, poured tea into each of their cups, then filled a smaller one for himself. He settled into a high-backed leather chair with brass buttons upon its arm seams and crossed his legs primly. One slipper dangled from his toes, swaying back and forth hypnotically. “Now then, how may I be of service to you, Muffin?”

“I need a loan.”

The corners of Chatham’s mouth curled up and around in a generous smile. “Well, you’ve come to the right place. Our rates are extremely competitive in this market, and we offer multiple tier options depending upon your circumstances. Unlike certain . . . less savory lenders, we are bonded, insured, and licensed by the Guild. At no time will we ever send out anyone to break your legs. Ever!” He emphasized this last.

“You break legs?” Wally’s eyes were wide.

“Of course not. That is extremely unethical behavior. There are plenty of less painful ways to deal with someone who reneges on a contract or misses a scheduled payment. And the beauty of it is that as a Guild member, those methods are legal.”

“But what—” Wally began, but Muffin tapped his leg to make him stop.

“Mr. Chatham, I have to go on an expedition, and it’s going to take several weeks.” She went on to highlight the salient points of what the King’s Postman had told her.

Chatham listened, nodding helpfully and making encouraging noises for her to continue when she faltered or took a breath.

Finally, Muffin ran out of words. She realized she was still holding her cup of tea, gone tepid since she started speaking. She downed it all at once.

Chatham uncrossed and recrossed his legs, letting his other slipper dangle. “Muffin, I want you to be very clear here. Are you making a rash financial decision based upon strong emotions?”

“Y-yes?”

“Good. It’s best to make these kinds of choices in the heat of the moment, and it’s even better to do so in the middle of the night.” Chatham sipped his tea. “I’m very excited to hear about your upcoming journey and the dish you’ll be preparing. Why, it’s making my very tummy rumble with anticipation. What I wouldn’t give to be offered a seat at that royal table, to partake in this fantastic recipe you’ll be recreating. The idea of you two kids taking off into parts unknown without enough supplies and gear . . . well, it breaks my heart to think of what might happen if you were unprepared.”

“So . . . you’re going to give me a loan?” Muffin asked hopefully.

Chatham smiled. “Why yes, child, of course. Now . . . are you familiar with the term mortgage?”

“Does it have something to do with cooking?”

“I’m afraid not, my dear. I’m going to share with you one of the most important secrets of the Economists’ Guild. Do you want to know what it is?”

“Yes, I think so.”

He leaned forward and the two teens leaned closer to him. “People who have money are the best lending clients.”

Wally blinked. “Wait, if someone has money, why would they need a loan?”

Chatham laughed. “Precisely! That’s why they’re the best clients. If you had a hundred gold pieces, and you needed twenty gold pieces, you wouldn’t need a loan.”

“Because I’d have twenty gold pieces,” Muffin said.

“So if you came to me with your hundred gold pieces, and said Mr. Chatham, I need twenty gold pieces in a loan, I would look at your hundred gold pieces and say Of course. You have coin to pay me back so I’ll be happy to loan you twenty gold pieces at a prime rate.”

“What’s a prime rate?” Wally asked.

“Never mind that, lad. Here’s the problem that you two are facing. You need an amount of coin to equip yourselves for your expedition. I’m thinking something on the order of a hundred and fifty gold pieces would be about right for your needs.”

“A hundred and fifty gold pieces!” Muffin gasped. That was more coin than she saw in a year, she was sure. The Wetstone’s fare mostly called for coppers and silvers.

“Adventuring is expensive,” Chatham said solemnly. “I can’t tell you how many parties have come here following their meeting in your very establishment, looking for help in financing their dungeon quests or treasure hunting or monster slaying or whatnot. I’ve been doing this for a very long time, child. If I say you’re going to need a hundred fifty gold pieces, you can be quite sure that is the amount you will require.”

“But you said I have to have money to be lent money! And I don’t have any money!” Muffin cried. Suddenly she felt like her plans were all going up in smoke, like butcher paper in the fire.

“Not to worry, my dear. That’s what brings us back to the term mortgage. You may not have any money to secure a loan, but you are not without assets. You have in your possession a rather choice asset that will easily secure a loan of the size you need.”

“But I don’t have anything except . . .” Muffin realized what he meant. “The Wetstone! You’re talking about the Wetstone!”

Chatham laughed. “Right as rain, child. Spot on. You are going to mortgage the Wetstone to me and that will be the collateral for your loan.” He picked up a device from an end table that was a rack of thin wires like a minstrel’s harp, but rows of colored beads were layered upon the wires. Chatham’s fingers flew over the device in a blur, swiping beads back and forth as he explained the terms of Muffin’s loan.

She didn’t have a good head for figures, unfortunately, but Wally was there to simplify the explanation for her. She would sign a mortgage document for the Wetstone, using it as collateral for her loan. Chatham would lend her one hundred and fifty gold pieces for a period of three months. “More than enough time for you to complete your task with the royal wedding,” he said cheerfully.

When the three months were ended, she would have to pay Chatham back the hundred and fifty gold, plus an additional twenty-five gold. That last was his fee for loaning her the money. It was how he made his own coin, he explained. Otherwise, he wouldn’t be able to stay in business.

“Yeah, you might have to start making something real, instead of fake money,” Wally grumbled.

“Mr. Chatham? What happens if . . . if I don’t pay you back in time?” Muffin asked in a small voice. She had a sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach.

“Then, sadly, I would have to foreclose upon the Wetstone. That means it would become mine.”

“Yours?”

“Completely legal according to the laws of the land,” Chatham said. “Never saw myself as much of a tavern owner, but I’m sure it’s something I could learn.” He rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “Of course, if you can’t pay back your loan, it would mean you fail your quest. That would make you a prospect for employment, Muffin. Perhaps I could see my way clear to hire you to run the Wetstone for me.”

Muffin gasped. If she agreed to Chatham’s terms, she was risking everything she had—everything she’d ever known her entire life. Even if he hired her back, it wouldn’t be the same. She’d be working there, but the Wetstone would belong to him. He could do whatever he liked with it. He could rename it, or sell it, or burn it to the ground if it pleased him.

“Come on, Muffin, we’ll figure something else out.” Wally started to get up.

“No,” she said. “Wally, there’s no other way. I already told the Postman I would make the dish. We have to go.”

“But what if you don’t? He said they don’t kill people anymore for failures like that.”

“He said that, but I don’t want to be the one to disappoint the Princess.” She reached out for the paper Chatham was holding out to her along with a quill and inkwell. “I’m not going to fail, Wally. I’m going to pay you back on time, Mr. Chatham. Every copper I owe you.” She carefully scrawled her name on the line where he indicated.

Chatham took another device shaped like a bell from his table. It glowed with ethereal power as he ran it across the paper. He twisted a ring on the top of the device, took a blank sheet of paper, and ran the bell across it. It caused a copy of the contract Muffin had just signed to be recreated on the blank sheet, including her signature and Chatham’s.

“That was incredible!” Wally said.

Chatham set the device aside. “I’m given to understand it’s a fairly simplistic spell, but I’m hardly versed in the ways of magic. It’s a Guild-sanctioned device, perfect for duplicating contracts and other important legal documents. That way everyone has an exact copy, to keep things on the up and up.” He said this last loudly again.

He took the copy of the contract, blew on it to make sure the ink was dry, and then rolled it up and slid it into a scroll tube. After sealing the cap with wax, he handed the tube to Muffin. “Congratulations on your recent loan, Muffin. How would you like your funds?”

“Um . . . in a bag?”

Chatham snorted. “In a bag. Well, one hundred and fifty gold pieces is about ten pounds, and you don’t want to be walking around with that much coin clinking around, even somewhere as quiet and peaceful as Grognan’s Grove. Here’s what I’ll do. Six platinum pieces and thirty gold. That’s a reasonable amount of coin to carry without calling attention to yourself, and any merchant should be able to make change for a platinum coin or else has no business being in business.” Chatham chuckled at his little joke.
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