


brilliant handbill campaign will haye been
never get a customer again ... and ||
payment! Do you have any idea how many fav |
to call in, just to get that handbill printed in .
place? 3
I gritted my teeth and grabbed the largest
kettle. T1l be fine, I told her. ‘But youd better get ¢
‘What? Her eyebrows shot upward. ‘I don't kr
to make chocolate! I can't —
‘Not that." I pointed to the tray of chocolate cr,
‘Those need to go out before they cool.’ |
And you want me to deal with them? Silke lookeg
from the tray to me. Then she let out a crack of lau shte
‘Oh, well,’ she said. ‘Why not? At least it'll be a new exper:
ence for all of us.’ She gave a twirl, the tails of her red jz _,
flaring around her. 71l bet none of your fancy customer
has ever been served by a girl like me before!
ing dlmu@shet te&th she sPed up the tra







So I tossed a solid pinch of dried chal
kettle before I could think any mo ; ‘ |
would be perfect, or it would burn their |
Iwouldn't know until they drankit.

Please, please, let this taste right! Let » 08
today. Let them love this place as much as 1 dot

The lid of the kettle rattled in my shaking {
closed it and set the hot chocolate mix
brazier to cook. ;

Silke sailed back into the kitchen, her tr: v full
cups and glasses. ‘Lots more orders,’ she said ¢
one wants to leave while the royals are still } e to
So at least youll make plenty of silver for e d
house today ... even if your hot chocolate does tu
be disgusting, eh? She slid me a mischievous

But I couldn't even bring myself to r
had too much experimenting to do ... and g

Chocolate creams, at least, I knew h owt
idea how to make the pastry for chocolate

i






Stike was right. If the kint

or coughed, or winced and
would know aboyt it. And I weg
humans by now. 1t didn't matger }
tasted Marina’s hot chocolate } -
them heard that the royal famﬂy h :
immediately decide that they didnt eigh
Humans really were herd animals y
their mercy, J

Silke swept up to the royal ta :";
mixing with the upper crust her w
chatting as she laid down the tray. T}
thought he didnt even seem to notice, his
and his gaze fixed on his hands, which
together on the table in front of him. The cr
gave Silke a smile, though, and sa
made Silke’s own smile deepen. At he sigh
chocolate pots, even the youngest princess
looking suddenly hopeful. She started to




| er in the whole shop was moving.
.:‘Q\".'\‘ ¥ i | ei' table‘ P .
o was ﬁ",‘ed Onvtr o sudden start, his €yes flying
7 the kit oot s

| od. He reached out, lifted the cup

s lips - late house flew open.
| ¢ door of the choco

ﬁ th;eﬁr:: cually annoyed-IOOkmg man whod run

B over the paintwork in our front room four

. ';'E . marched inside, along with the tall, brown-

4 woman who had tried to bribe me. At the sight

-4 satisfied smile, everything inside me braced for

o he nodd

ks
5

»:. .ntion” the man bellowed. ‘By order of the lord
or himself, all customers are hereby required to vacate
e house immediately. We are here to inspect this

ClL i | e )
vs, - " a

Eepthiough the swinging doors into the
- as he customers in the chocolate
t, blocking my way. Voices
calling out in confusion and outrage,
as the king; when 1 stood on

he two men in front of me, 1



“They — ungh! The lord mayor’s man ¢
gaze fell on the king and the two prmcem
into a bow. ‘Your Maj-’ Al

The crown princess cleared her throat 1y

The king shook his head. |

Silke said, ‘May I present Count von Reir
valued customer of this establishment?’

‘Sir’ The lord mayor's man stralg,htened o
panicked. ‘We didn't expect to see — that is — the lord
wants — but -’

‘Perhaps,’ said Silke, you could wait just a f 0 ~?«;;
minutes to carry out your important inspection? After
don't you think the lord mayor would prefer Count
Reimann to be allowed to enjoy his drink first? 2

‘Well .. His eyes darted from side to side as the i
watched him smilingly, one regal hand already resting ¢
the royal chocolate cup. Next to the king, the younger
cess reached for her own cup with a hope ul look, and th
lord mayor’s man mghed Perhaps & Obe lm sure k
ledn’t:eaﬂymmd e, b oot




- d the kitchen floors ... cockroaches in the

the chocolate is kept ... massive patches of

‘mould beside the ovens ... and old hot chocolates
for days, only to be reheated again and again for

<=,,“mmer who comes - !

~ies of horror erupted throughout the room, drowning

' m as she continued her recitation.

But I didn't need to hear the rest of her words. T was
eady shoving my way through the crowd, pushing
own customers aside and growling fiercely as all the fear
felt earlier drained out of me. If Id had my claws, I
have rip‘ped her into shreds before she could speak
other poisonous word! I was more than ready to take on
itori challenge

hose are lies!" I was panting with effort by the time I
e oyal table, where the king and both princesses
to their feet, leaving their hot chocolates
intou ed, 'Ihe older royals were back to

essionless, but the younger princess's
 disgust, and shed shoved her hot-
m her seat as possible. ‘She’s making
henr “")The lerd mayor hates us. He's
we know now why no ones ever

ns.’ The ha' dghnd. ‘Pity. I should




He tilted his head at the frar
different people were ]| trYing to squeen.
once. One man was gibbering loudly ahe
female companion held her parasol Jike
waiting to stab some imaginary vermin n sel

No!' I said. ‘Just listen to me. s o
trick! Ir's - oy

‘Leaving now, before things get even 1

certainly be sensible.” The lord mayor's wory van
kingasmileassweetassugar.

I burned for the ability to shoot flame. Yoy
the kitchens right now; I said desperately. All of y
with me, and youll see for yourself. There's no moulg
aren any rats or cockroaches! There's vl

‘Would you like a tour? Silke asked, ges
the kitchen doors. ‘We'd be more than happy
to show you - &
A tour? The lord mayors woman laughed. ‘H
ictly are we meant to have any tour without the prese

authority

UTINO tC

and honc




ot her, snarling with my hands outstretched.
;ifllke:; arms clamped around my waist just before my

__ils could rake the woman's face like claws. ‘No!’ she
E \ ; _Aventurine, think!
you see? The lord mayor’s woman was breathing
quickly as she pointed at me. “This girl is positively feral!
~ . want an animal like that making your chocolate?
| writhed in Silkes grip, glaring at the lord mayor’s
woman. If she wanted to see what an animal would do, I
vas more than ready to oblige her. You -
~ “Young lady ... The crown princess startled me into
by stepping forward and putting her cool hands
ightly around mine. ‘T do admire your loyalty, she told me,
nd I appreciate your offer to see this mysterious kitchen
- ourselves. However -’ she gave me a steady look — ‘the
and restaurants of Drachenburg follow the laws of
and his town council, and neither of them
assistance here. After all - she gave me a

, ‘Wdy and then let £0,
er fathe: and sister started for
ou all the best of luck in the

.:'L_



T don't need help latey; Was:altioss 40
tion. T need it now. You haye to ulfen

But the crown princess Was already
sympathetic smile to the lord mayoy's tWO asstnecad
wish you both good fortune in the 1 O tar

civic duties.’ 3

‘We thank you, my lady.’ The [

d mayors \
ducked her head as she lowered herself ingo an elzh
curtsy. Still, I could see her grin, not even half

it made my stomach roil.

As the crown princess followed her father out of

chocolate shop, ignoring all of my last, desperately sho
protests, the bell over the door 'sounded a malicig
hg!njmgle ... and bile ran down my throat, as bitter
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