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“There in the west I shall be fire and sword, destroyer, avenging Fate.” – Jenghiz Khan

Qacha:

Ulaan Bataar, Mongolia

Qacha Duar whirled as her grill chef, Bolomaa, screeched at the grill station. They both stared as a flume of fire shot up from the heating element. With a curse, Qacha grabbed the baking soda and threw a healthy dose over it. Flames licked up her arm, but somehow, she escaped burns as she poured more fire-retarding powder.

Her sous chef, Anhua, shouted for her attention. “The chicken ready now!”

She brushed a hand through her cropped-short black hair, mopping off the sweat. She liked Anhua, but the Chinese man didn’t speak Mongolian well. That led to friction and misunderstandings in her kitchen, which made everything more difficult. “Then send it out, idiot! Don’t stand there gawking like the great Khan just stole your concubine. Can’t you see I’m busy here?”

Once she got the fire under control, she handed Bolomaa the scraping tool to clean the grill. “Get all that baking soda off before you fire it up again. We’ve still got fifty dinners to prepare tonight.”

The grill chef grumbled but bent to her work without further comment. Satisfied that crisis had been dealt with, Qacha turned to Anhua, but he’d already organized the plating and delivering of the chicken dishes. Twenty of them had gone out with another twenty waiting for servers. He plated the third group of twenty now. 

Ten minutes later, two dinners came back from the dining room. The server pursed his lips. “Wrong flavor, they said.”

Qacha frowned as she cut off a bite and tasted it. “Fuck a goat. Anhua, what marinade did you use for these?”

The Chinese man blinked, his brow furrowed. “The yak’s milk and saffron.”

Qacha slammed her fork on the metal prep table. “Idiot! That’s for tomorrow’s banquet! Fuck, fuck, fuck! Bolomaa, check the stores. I need more chicken breasts, now! We need to get them in the garlic ginger marinade.”

Ten more chicken plates came back into the kitchen, followed by ten more.

She grabbed the minced garlic and grated enough ginger for another batch of marinade. It would never be as good without time to sit, but at least she’d get the diners what they’d ordered. How many did she need? Another five came back. Twenty-seven so far? Better make enough for thirty-five. 

Bolomaa returned with a bleak expression. “We’ve only got ten more breasts, Chef.”

“Fuck again. Fine, Chingis will give you money from petty cash. Rush to the grocery store. You have a car, right? Get... thirty breasts. Run, now! Anhua, send out the rest of those. Yes, I know they’re the wrong flavor, but some will accept them, and it will buy us time. We won’t have to remake them all. Go!”

The new manager, Chingis, emerged from his office. “What’s going on, Qacha? What’s this about chicken breasts?”

“I’ll explain later, Chingis. I’ve got a crisis on my hands. Just give Bolomaa the cash so she can get more chicken, right? We’ve got diners waiting.”

Qacha knew the magic words. The manager rushed back into his office just as a server entered with ten more rejected chicken dinners on a huge shoulder tray. He barreled into Chingis, sending plates and half-eaten food flying. She shouted back to the dishwasher. “Grab a mop and clean that up!”

They’d cleaned most of the mess when another server ran in, slipped, and fell right on her tailbone. By the time Qacha got the poor woman wrapped up and in the back lounge, Bolomaa returned with the new chicken breasts.

After she cooked the replacement meals, had Anhua plate them and onto servers’ trays, she just about collapsed in the employee lounge. Big banquet dinner service always sucked the energy from her.
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THE MANAGER GLARED at each of them as they stood, their heads hung low, at the after-service meeting. Chingis threw his hands up in frustration. “We can’t have cock-ups like this anymore. Not this month, not ever! Do you have any idea how much food we threw out? Half the convention room ordered chicken, and it all had to be recooked. Corporate is pissed, and frankly, so am I.”
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