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Helsa and Vairgar had always done well selling
their stew outside the castle walls, but now they were going to
need magic. Lately none had come to visit the castle, so they had
not sold any stew in many days. They had to do
something.

They did not know why no one came, nor did the
other merchants. If the guards knew they weren't talking, not even
for free stew; and no one passed on Helsa's stew. Something big
must have been going on. It was even autumn, usually a great time
for selling their delicious bubbling mix of local vegetables,
chopped meats, and spices. In the past, as the weather grew cold,
more travelers flocked to the odiferous boiling pot.

Helsa and Vairgar sat with a whole pot of the
stew made up. It was boiling above the leaf strewn ground, which
provided a carpeted path for any who would walk through the frigid
biting air. Their wish for the chill weather to bring them more
business had not been granted. Vairgar was fanning the flame under
the pot with his bellows to keep it hot as he heard Helsa sigh. He
knew it meant she was fed up with just sitting around waiting for
their fortunes to turn. He had to admit, she’d done well for
herself to wait this long. Helsa was not a patient woman; she was a
woman of action. Vairgar liked to wait things out. He figured that
eventually everything would just fix itself; but he knew his wife
would have none of that.

"No one is coming, are they?" she said, each
word clipped as if she was biting at them once they escaped her
mouth.

"They will come my dear," Vairgar said, "we
just have to wait."

"We've been waiting! Now is the time when we
must do something. We cannot just continue to sit here and hope
that someone comes!"

It was now Vairgar's turn to sigh. "What is it
that you think we can do about it my love? We do not even know the
reason that no one is coming to the castle."

"Well then why don't you try to go inside and
ask someone?"

"We've already tried that. You know the guards
won't let me in unless I have official business with the
king."

He looked over and saw Helsa start to say
something but he cut her off, "and I won't forge a letter for
admittance either. We could get in a lot of trouble for something
like that."

She slumped, sticking a bit of her plump lower
lip out, as she rested her chin on her hands.

"You wouldn't want your good husband to be in
the dungeon now would you?"

"No," she said just above a whisper. They sat
listening to the slow boil of their stew and the rustling of leaves
from the cold lazy wind. Vairgar was starting to wonder if his wife
had fallen asleep when she sat up with the speed of an arrow
released from a bowman’s grip.

"I've got it!" she said.

Her sudden words had startled Vairgar and he
sat recovering from the sudden outburst of excitement.

"Well, aren't you going to ask me what my idea
is?"

Vairgar got up and grabbed the ladle. As he
began stirring the stew with his back to her he dropped his
shoulders and said, "Alright, what is your idea?"

"We'll go and ask my uncle for
help!"

"Your uncle?" Vairgar said.

"Yes, is something the matter?" she
said.

"Is something the matter? Yes. You mean to say
your uncle, the one who lives alone up in that cave? The one who
was thrown out of the village due to his madness? This same man you
propose can somehow help us? Yes something is the matter my dear.
We may be desperate, but your uncle?"

"It is about time to get spices from him, and
he is not mad; he is a wizard. Most wizards are a little,” she
faltered for the right word, “strange."

"Well he is strange, but besides that I have
never seen him perform any acts of magic. Who could when he stayed
cooped up in his shack all day, mixing concoctions meant for God
knows what?"

"He was teaching himself to make potions, as
he is now up in that cave; poor man. We should bring him some stew
again; it's been some time since we last brought him some. You must
go and ask him if he has something that could help us."



She was right; they hadn't brought the poor
man any stew in some time. It's not that he didn't have food of his
own, but the stew was surely a treat for a man who lived alone. It
was the least they could do when he gave them a fine stock of
spices, to last them most of the year, every time they visited him.
He always said it was left over from potion ingredients he had
gathered but never used. He didn't think the old hermit could do
them any good, but he figured he had nothing better to do than go
and gather more spices. At least he would be giving a lonely old
man some warm sustenance.

"Alright dear. I'll go to give the poor old
man some stew and get more spices from him, but he won't be able to
help us."

"You don't know that Vairgar; will you ask
him?"

Vairgar sighed again as he stood and pulled
the sides of his tall hat down over his ears.

"Yes, I'll ask him. Please prepare a container
of stew, while I get my coat and mittens for the
journey.

#

The way to the cave had become familiar to
Vairgar, and he made quick work of getting there. The sooner he got
this over with the better. As he walked up what he knew was the
last hill before the cave, he smelled something strange in the air.
It was a mixture of smells, so many things blending together that
Vairgar couldn't pick out just one. The old man had always kept a
pungent place, but this smell was new to Vairgar. As he approached
the mouth of the cave he saw green smoke billowing out into the
clear air. It crept along the roof of the cave, sweeping around
stalactites and then floating up and dissipating into the white
clouds above. The further into the cave he went the worse the smell
became, until he finally tucked his nose inside of his
shirt.

"Fezdon, are you in here? Fezdon, do you hear
me?"

He would often call out before coming upon the
old man, in an attempt to not startle him; but it never worked.
Every time Vairgar found the old badger, he was deep in thought,
pondering over his boiling cauldron. Vairgar always had to get
right next to him and tap him on the shoulder, as he did now. The
wrinkled mad man jumped. It always made him jump, but there was
nothing to be done about it.

"Oh, hello my boy. I didn't see you
there."

"You never do," Vairgar said.

"Ha ha, I'm sorry. So is it that time again?
Have you come to get your spices?"

"Yes, something like that," Vairgar said. He
looked down into the massive cauldron boiling with green goo, and
then to Fezdon. Fezdon’s shirt was flecked and smeared with the
stuff, as was the ground around them. Vairgar backed away from the
cauldron, barely avoiding the splash of a big bursting
bubble.

"I'm sorry about the mess. Here, I'll go get
your spices," said Fezdon. "I just finished packing it up for you a
couple days ago."

"Here, take this with you," Vairgar said. He
handed him the pot of stew.

"Oh, thank you. This will be very nice. Yes,
it has been some time since I have eaten anything with a good taste
to it.”

Fezdon took the pot and walked back to a
homemade table covered in glass vials and dusty boxes. As he placed
the pot on the table, Vairgar began to think. If he didn't ask the
old man what Helsa had sent him here for, she would nag him without
end until he came back to do it. There was no way around
it.

The old man came back with many spices wrapped
in cloth and bound at the end with a rope. Vairgar swung it over
his shoulder and said, "Thank you. Now, I'm sure that you can do
nothing to help us, but your niece wanted me to ask something of
you."

"Yes?"

"Well, you see, there hasn't been anyone
visiting the castle in many days. We have sold no stew in all this
time. Helsa was wondering if you had anything that could somehow
help us sell our stew. I don't see how a potion could possibly do
that, when there's no one around to buy it from us, but I told her
I would ask you."

"Ah yes, I see. Well, I think I've got
something that will help your situation."

He walked back to the table, and rummaged
around underneath it until he produced a slender glass vial. It was
filled to the brim with some sort of black powder, very thin like
sand, and capped off at the top with a cork. He walked back and
handed it to Vairgar.

"Yes, sprinkle just a pinch of this in each
batch of your stew. Since you'll only need a pinch, it should last
you a couple of years."

"Ok, what does it do?"

"Well, like you said I don't know why there's
no one coming to the castle, but this should lure people to you,
even from great distances. It was first produced by a great wizard
who worked for a king in the market of conquering. It was meant for
a war tactic of retreating. You see their forces had been met by
those of another kingdom, and they were being over powered. They
had to retreat, but were losing men by the hundreds. The wizard
made up this powder, and a sprinkle of it will make the smell of
your food travel very far. People for miles will be able to smell
your stew. The soldiers used it so their enemies would think that
they were much closer upon their trail. If their pursuers thought
that they could smell the camp just over the next hill, they would
not chase after them with as much vigor. It allowed them to
escape."

"I see. So people will be able to smell our
stew from far off? I suppose that might bring a customer or two
from the village, but . . .”

"There is more my boy. There is something else
which I have added myself to this fine powder. It makes the person
who comes upon the enhanced smell pine greatly for whatever the
powder has been added to."

"Really?"

"Yes, but that is not all. Something else
which is from the original recipe is that the powder has a very
strong health enhancer. It was made to put in the soldiers' food
anyway, so the wizard gave it restorative power. Any sick person
who eats the stew, you have sprinkled that into," he pointed to
vial, "will get better right away. All of this should help you sell
more stew," the wizard said crossing his arms with
pride.

"Alright, well, thank you. I had better get
going so I can return in time for supper."

"Yes, Helsa is not a woman you want to keep
waiting."

They shared a short laugh.

"Yes, well, thank you."

"You are most welcome. I will go eat the stew
you have brought me before it grows cold. It never tastes the same
if I've used a potion to restore its temperature. Safe
journeys."

"Thank you," said Vairgar as he pulled the sac
of spices off of his shoulder. He opened it and put the small vial
of powder inside, then slung it back over his shoulder and headed
out of the cave. He was thankful for the fresh air as he escaped
the dark pungent cavern.

#

Vairgar made it home just in time for supper.
As Helsa saw him approach, she got up from his chair and leaned the
bellows against it on the ground.

"Thanks for keeping the fire going
dear."

"Of course; did you get anything from my
uncle?"

"Yes, I did. I still don't see how it will be
able to help, but I did ask him, and he did give me
something."

He knew she waited for him to elaborate, but
he left it there and walked past her to put the spices away in the
tent behind her. He returned with some more wood for the fire,
never looking over at Helsa. He didn't have to look to know what
she was doing. He knew that she was fidgeting; doing everything she
could not to ask him more questions. It was a game they played
between each other whenever they were having a bit of a spat.
Vairgar laid some fresh cuts of wood across the fire, and then sat
reaching for his bellows. He pushed air into the flames and watched
them grow. He was waiting for her to give up and ask him. He
finally looked over at her. Her face was bright red, and she had
placed one hand into the other, shoving them into her lap. She
looked like one with ants in her pants, doing her best not to
reveal that something tickled beneath her clothes. Vairgar laughed,
and it was the last straw. She spoke.

"Oh, you drive me mad sometimes Vairgar, do
you know that?"

His laughs eased into speech.

“I'm sorry my dear, I just can't
help it sometimes; you get so worked up over the smallest trifles.
You say go and ask my uncle for something to help us; honestly what
a fool’s errand."

Helsa said nothing, biting her lip to hold
back the storm of angry words. She waited again now that she'd been
able to say something to him. Vairgar, seeing that he was about to
send her into a fit, spoke again.

"I will tell you."

As soon as these words left his mouth, he saw
the tension fall away from his wife. Her broad shoulders relaxed,
and her face brightened. Vairgar reached into a pocket and produced
the small vial filled with black powder; then handed it to
her.

"What's this?" she said, turning it over in
her hands.

"Well, according to your uncle, that will make
the smell of our stew reach out to people for many miles. He says
it will bring people to us craving a taste of what they have
smelled."

She held it up searching its fine ingredients
as if looking for some answers in its random pattern.

"Really?" she said in a dreamy
tone.

"Well, that's what your uncle said. He also
said that it has healing properties. All we need to do is sprinkle
a tiny pinch of it into an entire pot, and it will work; according
to your uncle."

"Well what are we waiting for?" Helsa said.
She uncorked the vial, and reached her large fingers inside,
squeezing a bit of the powder between them. She stood and took a
quick step to the pot releasing the fine granuals into it, and then
sat back down. It didn't take long for the smell of the stew to
grow. It rose out of the pot and flew across the leafy country,
searching for nostrils to fill.

Vairgar and Helsa did the only thing they
could, sit and wait. As Vairgar wasn't expecting much, he ate some
stew and then settled down for a nice long nap, pulling his tall
hat down over his eyes. Helsa sat eagerly awaiting their customers.
She kept looking to the left and to the right, expecting to see
someone coming, with their nose turned up in the air, at any
moment. They sat like that for a good hour, and then someone they
did not expect came to visit them. It was a messenger from within
the castle. As Helsa saw him approaching, she jabbed Vairgar in the
side, putting an end to his snoring and his sleep. The young man
approached them.

"Excuse me sir, malady, but the king has
smelled your stew, somehow, from within the castle walls. He wishes
to eat some of it."

"Of course!" Helsa said, standing immediately
to grab the ladle and dish him up a bowl. As was her custom, she
pried for news while preparing the stew.

"If you don't mind me asking sir, what has
been going on in the castle? We've not had customers for nearly a
week now as there've been no visitors."

The messenger looked around, and then leaned
in speaking in a low tone.

"The king has not been feeling well as of late
malady. To be honest with you, I was quite relieved when he ordered
me to go and find your stew. They have not been able to get him to
eat anything since yester morn. He's just wasting away up there;
white as a ghost he is."

"Oh dear," Helsa said as she finished filling
a large bowl full of stew. She handed it to him and said, "Take
this to him right away then."

"Thank ye. Here is some coin for your
trouble."

"Oh, thank you." Helsa said.

The boy handed Helsa a small pouch, nodded to
each of them, and then strode off towards the castle.

Vairgar still sat in his chair. Words escaped
him.

"So, do you still think my uncle is just a
crazy old man claiming to be a wizard? Aren't you glad you went to
see him now?"

He didn't answer her, but sat up and reached
for the purse.

"Ah, ah, ah; I served the man while you just
sat there. I get to count it."

Vairgar sat back, crossing his arms as he
waited for her to tally up the coins. She pulled the sack open and
looked inside.

"Oh my. Why, we'll be set for over a month
with what is in this purse!"

"Is that so?" He looked up from the ground
with a smile that put an end to his pouting.

#

The soup had done its work on the king, for
within the next day the messenger was back.

"The king would like some more of your stew
malady."

"Yes of course."

As she stood and filled another bowl he
continued.

"He's made quite the turn around, the king
has. It's astonishing really. Why just yesterday, he was pale and
motionless. He had not moved from his bed in many days, and now he
walks the halls screaming for more stew. Much of his color has
returned as well, it's remarkable. What's in that stew
anyway?"

"That is wonderful news good sir. As for the
ingredients, well that is my little secret. I’m sure you
understand."

"I see," said the messenger. He looked down
into the bowl, and then back up to Helsa. "I must be getting back,
but would you mind if I had a taste? The smell of it has reached
the castle, and standing over it here like this is just driving me
mad. My mouth has even begun to water. Just a sample if that'd be
alright? Oh, and here's more coin for this second bowl."

He handed Helsa another small pouch full of
coins. They jingled as they fell into her hand. She threw it into
Vairgar’s lap, who was grinning like a court jester.

"Of course you can have some. Here," she
reached down into a basket next to the pot of stew," I'll pour some
into a cup for you so that you may sip it as you return to the
castle.

"Oh, thank you malady."

"Not to worry." She filled the cup and handed
it to him. He took a careful sip.

"Oh that is very good. Yes, I must say that is
the best stew I've ever had. Thank you very much, I must be going
now. Sir. Malady."

He bowed and walked off, taking delicate sips
as he balanced the king's bowl in his other hand. Soon many feet
would be retracing his steps from the castle, and beyond. As the
king regained his strength, he was able to get back to work,
receiving visitors and ordering more stew. From then on Helsa never
made a batch of her stew without adding a pinch of her uncle's
black powder.

THE END
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