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Hey you.

Yeah, you. You should join my Patreon page. When you join, you will get preview chapters of my future books to both read and listen to. You’ll also be able to see cover art sketches and get copies of sexier, NSFW versions of my already super sexy covers. If you are into audiobooks, I have a tier where you get 3-4 every month included for a crazy low price. Woah.

Click here, or search for my name on Patreon.com

If Patreon isn’t your jam, you can always join my Facebook group to get updates there


And now! A word of beer wisdom from our beloved Barley Master…

Everything in the novel is meant to be enjoyed. I bet you’ve been hankering for a beer or two, or even a tasty nibble to accompany your reading. We like to think that nothing goes better with outstanding literature than a nice cold beer, so here’s a few ideas for a Drink-A-Long! If you care to, pick some of these drinks up to enjoy along with the main character as he brews in this fantasy world!

King’s Brew- Hazy IPA, one of the author’s favorite brews for the thinking man.

Elven Spiced Brandy- We recommend a smoked apple cider brandy. Or, if you just want to experience the heat and the sweet, you can even kick back a shot of Fireball Whiskey.

King’s Brew Winter Edition- Yule Brew Cinnamon & Ginger, or Hop Hooligans Apocrypha: Rum Barrel Aged Cinnamon. Anything with Cinnamon Hops!

King’s Brew Weissbier- Any Hefeweizen that your heart desires! (So long as it doesn’t have banana flavor)
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Chapter 1

As I crawled out of bed, the first thing to hit me was the wall of cold that had permeated Hagop since the autumn months had drawn to a close. The days were shorter, but that meant that the drinking hours started earlier as well, which was a nice boon for a brewer like me.

Even Hilly had been forced to employ more bar workers from the noble city to accommodate all the elves, gnomes, humans, and dwarves who piled into the inn when the sun started to show signs of turning in for the night. And most of them were there to sample the beer that had won first place at the fair.

My beer.

“Damn,” I muttered as my feet hit the floor.

At first, the bitter cold had been quite the adjustment since I didn’t have an HVAC system to keep the place warm. The only heat that we had in the bedroom was a small iron fireplace, and it had taken me a few attempts to figure out how to adjust the damper just right to keep enough heat in the room overnight. But the room was cozier than ever, and at least I had the body warmth of my two gorgeous women to keep me warm when the woolen socks that Flora had knitted me hadn’t quite cut it.

Well, usually I had my two women. Hilly had been going to bed late and rising early in order to accommodate all the changes that the bar went through every season. And even though it was pretty chilly, I felt luckier than ever that my beloved bar mistress had given me one of the best rooms in the entire inn.

I mean, the King’s Brew was practically bankrolling a significant portion of the tavern. Earnings were through the roof, business was booming, and the only thing we needed now was a more sophisticated setup to get this beer distributed as widely as possible.

“Mmmm,” my other companion murmured.

Flora’s hand reached across the bed and snuck a hand under my oversized sleeping shirt. She was still half asleep, but her cheeks were flushed in the cold air, and her bombshell blonde hair was still tousled from our night activities.

“Morning beautiful,” I said, and I leaned down and gave her a kiss on her somehow piping hot cheek. “You look like a beautiful loaf of bread today.”

“Thank goodness I get to sleep in,” she yawned and glanced toward the window where sunlight crept through the curtains. “I’ve done the four o’clock shift for five days this week!”

“You get your rest,” I said. “I want to check on the beer.”

“My hard worker,” she said as she stretched her arms above her head. “Where’s Hilly? Did she stay in her room last night?”

“Probably didn’t want to wake you,” I said. “There was a large group of travelers yesterday from the West Country, and they were entertaining them until… well, probably until when you usually get up.”

“I don’t know how they do it,” she sighed as she stretched her arms in the air. “These early nights make me want to just curl up and stay in bed all night. I hate having to get up before dawn when it’s so cold. The only good thing about it is how warm the bakery is.”

“Well, then you should take your time this morning,” I said as I stood up.

I could still feel the chill of the old wooden floorboards through my thick, hand-spun wool socks, so I rushed over to my wardrobe and started to dress myself in my new winter uniform, which included some cotton long-johns underneath some loose leather pants. I pulled on a suede tunic, my boots, and finally pulled on a large leather overcoat that would see me through my daily beer check.

“You look very handsome in that,” Flora murmured.

I couldn’t help but laugh to myself. I caught a glimpse of my now shaggy beard and long, curly hair that was starting to come down to my shoulders. I’d have to get Hilly to cut it at some point, but for now, I thought that I looked like the young Kris Kringle of beer. Or basically any guy from my hometown of Portland, Oregon.

“You take your time,” I said. “You’ve been working on those commissions all week, and I don’t want you to get exhausted when it’s this cold out.”

“Oh, silly, I know how to handle a Hagop winter,” she giggled. “It’s the only winter I know. What’s it like back in the land of Port?”

“Not too different,” I shrugged. “We just have a lot more… inside heating and stuff.”

“Well, if you’re too chilly you can always huddle with the cows,” she giggled, and she rolled back around to my warm side of the bed and almost immediately started to snore lightly.

“Beautiful,” I laughed to myself as I tiptoed out the door so as not to wake up anyone else who might’ve been staying in the inn that night.

I couldn’t believe that in such a short amount of time, I’d managed not only to snag the beautiful Flora but also impress Hilly, who was smitten with me. They were the best team that I could ask for in Hagop, alongside Babble the master gambler and negotiator.

I made my way down the hallway and headed down the stairs. Because of my new and improved living situation, I’d been able to convert the entire stable into a brewing barn. And it worked, for the time being, though I knew I’d have to find someplace bigger soon if I wanted to expand my operations.

For now, King’s Beer gave mad street cred to Hilly’s bar, since the best beer in town was being brewed right on her doorstep. It also meant that a lot of the artisans I relied on, like the cooper and the hops farmer, trusted me even more. I wasn’t just some nepo noble who had rolled up with the best equipment in town and started to make the beer immediately. No, this was a real mom-and-pop operation, or more like a man and gnome operation, and there wasn’t anything to compare it to.

As I stepped into the main bar space, the smell of mint hit my nose. I saw a few of the young barkeepers swabbing the tables and the floor, and a young man called Mason looked up at me and waved.

“Morning, Tyler,” he whispered so as not to wake some of the barflies who were still sleeping in the bar.

There was still an entire booth full of elves, many of whom had passed out with their heads on the table. I felt a shudder as I saw a dwarf in one of the booths who had drooled so much that his shirt was soaking.

“I’m pretty sure you can kick them out if you want,” I said in a stage whisper. “Hilly usually likes them out by dawn.”

“I’ve never done that before,” he said as he looked at the dwarf.

But almost like I’d summoned her, the raven-haired bar mistress stepped out from one of the back rooms in a long woolen blue dress and surveyed the place.

“Ah, Tyler,” she said in a normally pitched voice as she started to tie her hair back with a piece of twine. “What a gorgeous morning it is!”

“A gorgeous morning indeed,” I said with a playful bow.

A few of the sleeping patrons started to squirm, and one of the elves opened his eyes and sneered at Mason.

“Shut up, humans,” he grumbled. “I’m trying to get my beauty sleep.”

“It’s seven in the morning, Grog,” Hilly answered, and she made her way over to the table and slammed down a big jug of water. “I’ll allow you this mercy, but you know the rules. Out by opening.”

“But it’s night time!” another elf, who had pulled a red woolen hat over his face, whined. “What kind of establishment is this?”

“Come, Borg,” the first elf said, and he ripped the hat off his friend like it was some kind of curtain.

“Oh, my,” the elf sputtered as his eyes tried to adjust to the light. “Well… give me some of that water, Grog. I need it.”

“I also need it,” another elf said as he clawed for the jug of water.

Hildegard rolled her eyes and tut-tutted as she made her way over to me.

“So what does this morning hold for the best brewer in Hagop?” she asked as she fluttered her eyelashes. “Any new batches for me?”

“Well, I’m working on some new concoctions as you know,” I answered.

Mason’s eyes lit up when he heard that, and for a moment, he looked like he would run outside and shout the news to the world.

“A new recipe!” he said and did a quick two-step. “King’s Brew is my favorite on the market, so I can’t wait to see what’s next!”

“Well, whenever you’re ready, we’ll plan the best beer premiere that the town has ever seen,” Hilly said. “And then we’ll probably sell out in an hour flat…”

“Will I be able to try it, too?” Mason asked. “You know, before everyone else can get their hands on it.”

“Of course you will,” I said with a laugh.

“Just as long as you’re not drunk on shift,” Hilly said with a raised eyebrow. “Though I’ve never worried about you, Mason. No, it’s your brother Stanley who always causes trouble.”

“Stanley’s with cousins in the country breaking horses,” Mason added with a nervous laugh. “He thought that that would suit him a little better than working in the city. He’s always been a wild one.”

“Well, even though he’s quite the character, I can’t fault him,” Hilly said. “He’s a funny fellow. And breaking horses seems perfectly right for his temperament.”

“That’s what my father said,” Mason shrugged as he started to wipe the drool from the spiteful elves’ table. “He’s got an animal streak in him.”

“Humans…” the elf shuddered, and Hilly rolled her eyes as they continued to clean up the inn.

I rubbed my hands together a little bit to warm them and then stepped out the backdoor into the familiar yard of the inn. We hadn’t had any real snowfall yet, but I could see frost glimmering on the tips of every blade of grass. The sun was starting to turn to a bright yellow color, and I knew that it was going to be one of those perfect crisp days that I always looked forward to in the cold months.

“Oh, wait,” Hilly said before I’d gone too far, and she handed me a heavy metal bucket full of grain. “One of the travelers from the country is trying to push some of his produce in the city, so he gave me a big bag of grain. Give some to Tulip to see if she likes it, and maybe we can strike up some kind of a deal.”

“Sure thing,” I smiled, and the innkeeper winked at me and got back to work.

I walked back to Tulip’s stable and found the donkey in a warm corner surrounded by hay. One of her ears was folded over her eye, and it looked very cute as she snoozed.

“Morning Tulip,” I whispered as I poured the grain out into her feeding bucket. “You can give me a full review of these after you’ve had your breakfast.”

The donkey opened one eye and made a sleepy grunt before pressing herself into her corner and falling back to sleep.

I trudged over to my brewing barn and unlatched both locks with the special keys that Hadrian the blacksmith had made for me. They had been one of the best investments that I’d made for the barn so far, because lord knew that I didn’t want anyone to break in and try to sabotage my brew.

And obviously, by anyone, I meant Cassian and his band of jealous dwarves. Those pesky creatures loved drinking the stuff but quite literally crossed the street when they saw me in town. I could practically see their eyes glowing green with envy as they muttered horrible things to themselves, but hell, I was pretty much laughing my way to the bank. And on their dime, too.

I opened the barn door and the familiar scent of the hops hit my nose like it always did. There was little that I loved more than that tangy smell first thing in the morning. Not only was it the smell of my beloved beer, but so many other things, like my brand-new life in Hagop, all the money I’d made, and all the opportunities that were coming my way.

As soon as I got a bigger brewing operation off the ground, that is.

I made my way over to one of my vats and grabbed an iron mug from the top of a nearby stack of hay. The metal was freezing cold in my hands, which did more to wake me up than the cold floor in my room. But as I dipped it into the amber liquid, I smiled to myself. It was still hard to believe that this really was my job, and that I was basically paid all this money to start my day off with a sip of beer. I knew guys who would kill to get to this beautiful position in life.

I swished the liquid around and admired the delicate bubbles that rose to the surface. This was a well-fermented batch, and the balance had been as exact as I could possibly make it. I brought the ice-cold mug to my lips and gave the beer a swig. The familiar aromatics and citrusy overtones currently formed the most popular flavor on Hagop’s lips.

“Beer for break--” a small voice came from behind me, but as I turned around, a giant burp erupted from Babble that seemed to shock him so much that it sent him back a few feet. “Oh, good grief. I ruined my entrance.”

“Morning Babble,” I said. “Did you have much luck last night?”

“I’m a gnome,” he said. “I don’t need luck.”

The gnome was wearing his usual red hat, but he’d pulled on a striped scarf as well. He was flipping a shiny silver coin in his hand, which was pretty impressive given that his hands were approximately the same size as a raccoon’s.

“Right,” I said and shook my head. “I guess I’m still waking up.”

“Humph,” he muttered. “Do you know how much I slept last night?”

“I’d be surprised if you slept at all last night,” I said as I took another swig and slowly savored the taste for a moment. “Usually after a good night of gambling, you’re out until the afternoon.”

“And that’s true,” the gnome said as he leaned against a bale of hay and yawned. “But you see, I have to make quick work of my endeavors now. Because I don’t want to be getting up at two in the afternoon and missing all the sunlight that Hagop has to offer.”

“Seems wise,” I shrugged. “Here, try this.”

I kneeled down and handed him the mug. When he touched the cold metal he immediately recoiled, but he used his wool scarf as a makeshift mitten and grabbed the good stuff.

“Hmmm,” he said, and he took a long gulp and polished off the rest of the brew.

“What do you think?” I asked as I folded my arms across my chest.

“Well, it’s King’s Brew,” he said. “Only the best brew in Hagop. So, in the spirit of being honest, I’d say that it’s the most delicious beer I’ve ever tasted, just as delicious as it always is. Tyler, are you fishing for compliments?”

“No, no,” I shook my head. “It’s good, I know it’s good. But… I don’t know. You ever feel like the balance is ever so slightly different in each batch? Like, it always tastes good but not always quite the same?”

“Ah, a typical brewer’s anxiety,” Babble sighed. “Well actually, I don’t know if it’s typical. But it seems typical of you to be scrupulous about such things. And besides, do you really think those sots in the bar will finish their third beer and notice such a subtle change?”

“Look, the beer is for the public, sure,” I said. “But I also want it to be as… exact as possible. Always live up to the standard, you know?”

“You humans crave consistency,” he hiccupped. “But life is a changeable place!”

“You’re still drunk,” I laughed and added a tiny bit more citrus to the mixture before leaving it to rest.

“You’re right, but then, I only slept three hours last night,” the gnome yawned. “You’re not the only one who has a business to run, you know.”

“Any collections today?” I asked. “Seems like people are paying up now since they know that you’re affiliated with the King’s Brew.”

“Oh, you’d be right about that,” Babble said. “And not only that, but I’m even getting some gnome clout.”

“Gnome clout?” I laughed. “And what does that entail?”

“Well, seeing as I’m the chief purveyor of the finest brew to gnome city, Brigitta has been… rather impressed with me,” Babble chuckled. “And every gnome with two pairs of working eyes wants Brigitta’s approval.”

“Don’t you mean one pair of eyes?” I asked. “Unless you have another pair stored somewhere that I don’t know about.”

“Oh, don’t get smart with me,” he blushed. “But yes, Brigitta is the owner of one of the finest gnomish taverns, and she has been selling out every batch almost immediately.”

“Well, maybe there’s something in store for you two,” I smiled as I thought of Babble actually having a girlfriend for once. “Brigitta and Babble sitting in a tree…”

“Sitting in a tree?” he asked. “We’re gnomes, Tyler, not squirrels.”

It seemed like my tease didn’t quite translate, so I shrugged and headed back out into the yard.

As Babble stumbled into the inn, I locked up the stable with our special locks. The blacksmith had crafted them so that no skeleton key could ever be used against our locks, and I was glad we’d taken such precautions, if a little disappointed that we’d had to. But even though things were doing just fine in the barn with the extra security, I’d need to get something a little more sophisticated up and running quickly, especially when the new flavor was ready to try. And then I could start purveying even more brew and making even more money. It was the American dream come true, but I’d just needed to travel all the way to Hagop to attain it.

I stepped into the bar, where I was happy to find Hilly and Johannes talking at the bar. The fisherman had a red ribbon in his beard, and I was impressed with the large sheepskin coat draped across his shoulders that made him look like a viking.

“Morning, all,” I said and glanced around the bar. “I see you got rid of the stragglers.”

“They have jobs to get to,” Hilly grumbled. “Or so I assume. I honestly have no idea what the elves do all day.”

“Morning, Tyler,” Johannes said and slapped me on the back. “I heard a rumor that you were working on a new brew?”

“Well, it’s not ready yet,” I shrugged. “But it’s in the works. Otherwise, the King’s Brew is always, um… brewing back there.”

“I’m glad to hear it,” he said. “Us fishermen have a lot of work on our hands at the moment. We’re preparing for the colder months, so we’re trying to stock up as much as we can before the river freezes over. With these shorter days, we’re spending a lot of time salting and smoking fish. My wife says that I reek.”

“I like your ribbon, Johannes,” Babble said as he clambered onto one of the stools. “It’s very festive.”

“Ah, yes, my wife gave it to me for good luck,” he laughed.

“Not that you need it,” Hilly said. “I’m sure you’re out there doing a fine job.”

“Well, I managed to catch this giant, and that’s one of the proudest moments of my fishing career,” he replied as he patted me on the back again. “But I trust the brewing is going well?”

“It is, for the time being,” I sighed. “I mean, I love working here and all, but I also want a more… I don’t know, regular brewery, if that makes sense. Someplace with room for lots of vats and a place to store the ingredients I want to use. More precise measurements and temperature controls.”

“Oh, sure it does,” Johannes nodded. “I mean, you’re the most in-demand brewer in the town.”

“But it’s more than just meeting demand,” I said. “Sometimes there’s subtle variations in the flavor.”

“What?” Johannes protested. “I’ve never noticed such a thing.”

“A lot of people don’t,” I said. “But I can always tell. It makes me worried that I can’t guarantee the flavor from batch to batch. I think I might need some better materials and maybe some better equipment.”

“I think you’re due an upgrade,” Hilly agreed. “And you’ve saved most of the money, except for the locks of course.”

“What’re you thinking?” Johannes asked. “Different vats? They always make a difference, according to the dwarves. I’ve heard them argue for days about the best vats.”

“Better vats would definitely be fantastic,” I said. “In fact, that would be a perfect place to start.”

“It’s a substantial investment,” Babble added. “But you already have the finest ingredients, so you might as well get the finest vats.”

“I agree,” I said. “How much are we talking about?”

“They’re usually a few hundred silver each, in my experience,” Johannes said. “Now, I’ll admit, I’m just using mine for salting the fish, but I’ve seen the ones the dwarves buy. Those will cost you from three to four hundred, I’d say.”

“That’s a fair price,” the gnome said and belched. “Though we might be able to find better.”

“I know a very good coppersmith that supplies the vats for Pyotr House, as well as a few of the other top brewers,” Johannes said.

“Okay, now I’m listening,” I said. “As long as I don’t work my way back into any grudge books for stealing supplies.”

“Nonsense,” Johannes shook his head. “Luckily, these don’t come in limited supply. But if you want the right man for the job, his name is Rheingold. We actually went to school together as young boys.”

“I’m not sure I know him,” Hilly said. “But if he’s a friend of yours, I’m sure he’s trustworthy.”

“You wouldn’t know him,” Johannes laughed. “Despite his commitment to the cause, he actually doesn’t drink beer, wine, or whatever else it is that the elves think is so much better. He lives out in the country and doesn’t come to town very often. Most of his work is by commission, which tells you just how good he is.”

“I like the sound of that,” I said. “Rheingold. Okay, I’ll see if I can consult with him about this.”

“Good lad,” Johannes said as he stood up from the bar. “And now everyone, I’m afraid I must wish you a good day. The sun is up, and we don’t have all the time in the world to catch fish.”

“Have a good day, Johannes,” Hilly said. “I’m sure I’ll see you soon.”

“Oh, I’m sure you will,” he replied, and he gave us a wave before heading out the door. “And good luck with the brewing, Tyler. I’m sure it’ll be magnificent.”

“Thanks,” I said, and then I turned to Hilly and Babble.

“Well, that sounds like one problem solved,” Hilly said as she started to polish some of the silver forks. “What do you think?”

“I think it’s perfect,” I replied with a smile, and I looked down at Babble. “I’d say we have a game plan. We’re going to find Rheingold, and then we’re going to find a place where we can install our new vats.”
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Chapter 2

My head was swimming with possibilities as I pictured a warehouse full of vats, each filled with a different brew. Sure, we didn’t have a space yet, but naturally that would be the next thing to follow in our quest for beer Manifest Destiny. There was plenty of land in Hagop, and I was sure I’d find the perfect place.

“Hilly!” Flora grumbled as she stumbled into the bar.

The bar mistress and I exchanged a worried look before we headed over to Flora, who was wearing a bright red dress that emphasized just how green her face had become.

“Oh, by Hagop,” Hilly said, and she took Flora’s hand and led her behind the bar. “What’s going on? You weren’t out last night too, were you?”

“No,” Flora gagged, and I took her hand, which had become clammy. “It’s butter.”

“Butter?” Babble asked. “But you’re a baker. You love butter!”

“I know!” Flora belched, and Hilly shoved a glass of water in her hand, which the baker downed. “But I tried to eat some toast and butter this morning from the kitchen, and it just came back up.”

“Yuck,” I said. “Are you sure it wasn’t… rancid or anything?”

“I’d certainly hope not,” Hilly said. “The kitchen received a fresh shipment yesterday, from the same place as the bakery, in fact.”

“Good grief,” Babble said, and his eyes glazed over in wonder. “I’ve never heard of such a thing… the butter’s evil!”

“The butter’s not evil,” Flora gurgled as she downed another glass of water. “It’s just something to do with me, but I’m not sure what!”

“Strange,” Hilly said, and I could see the cogs in her brain whirring. “No, I don’t think the butter’s evil. But if you aren’t feeling well, you should get some fresh air. Here, I was thinking of going for a little walk to check on one of the new spice stalls. Why don’t you come with me? The fresh air and exercise will make you feel better.”

“I don’t know,” Flora protested and then heaved again.

“I do,” Hilly said firmly and handed her a wool shawl. “Trust me.”

Flora grimaced as she pulled the shawl around her shoulders, but she followed the barkeep outside without any more heaving or complaining.

“Huh,” I shrugged, and I looked down at Babble. “What’s that about?”

“Maybe she’s just sick of the stuff,” the gnome replied. “I mean, she’s seen a lot more butter in her line of work than the rest of us. I’m sure they have a unique relationship.”

“Uhh… yeah,” I said just as Mason stepped out of the back room.

“Hildegard!” he called, and he shook his head when he found Babble and I sitting at the bar instead of his boss. “Oh, hello again. Where’s Hildegard?”

“She’s taking care of a butter incident,” Babble said.

“So you’re the man of the tavern now,” I said. “Congratulations.”

“Good thing it wasn’t at peak hours,” Mason laughed. “I have no idea how Hildegard rushes around like that.”

“She’s a very talented woman,” I said. “And she’s very used to it. I’m sure if you practice long enough, you’ll learn the ropes too.”

“I certainly hope so,” he nodded. “I don’t think I have it in me to break horses like my brother. I’m a lot better with people than I am with animals.”

“Then it’s a shame you have so many elves in this establishment,” Babble laughed. “Anyway, barkeep, fetch us two King’s Brews, will you?”

“Babble, it isn’t even eight yet,” I said.

“So?” the gnome huffed. “I’ve got nowhere better to be. And we can discuss your plans for a new and improved brewery. Oh come on, Tyler, you’re a beer man after all.”

I rolled my eyes and turned to Mason.

“Why not?” I said. “Two King’s Brews. Time is a construct, after all.”

“Okay,” Mason replied and then turned to pull us two mugs of my famous brew.

“I like the sound of this Rheingold man,” Babble yawned. “Sounds like he can help with your equip… equipment needs.”

“Well, it certainly seems like a step in the right direction,” I said. “And maybe that’s all I need right now.”

“Two King’s Brews,” Mason said as he plopped the mugs on the table. “And Babble, shall I put this on your tab?”

“Please,” the gnome said as he waved his hand.

I took a sip of the foamy goodness that I’d worked so hard to make, and man, it really was good knowing that I had made something this amazing. And even though the brewing method wasn’t completely perfect yet, I was well on my way to making it the best damn beer it could be.

“So, I need to find the perfect property for my brewery,” I said. “It needs to have all the modern trappings of beer excellence.”

“Maybe it’s not even the modern trappings that you need,” Babble answered. “You know, a lot of brewers turn to the old techniques to achieve that perfect blend. And they do stand the test of time.”

“Oh, you mean like the dwarves?” I chuckled.

“They’ve had the best for generations,” the gnome said. “I wouldn’t dismiss them so lightly.”

“You’re right,” I sighed. “To be fair, I don’t know a lot about Hagop brewing history.”

“I could tell you enough to fill a book or two,” Babble said, and he took another long sip of beer.

I had no idea how a gnome his size could drink the same amount as a man my size, but it was pretty impressive nonetheless.

“We’ll need somewhere good for cooling, for sure,” I said. “I mean, now that we’re in the colder months, it’s perfectly fine to keep it in the barn. But when summer rolls around, we’ll need someplace cooler.”

“Oh, most certainly,” Babble responded. “You’re going to want somewhere with a great deal of beautiful natural features as well.”

“Beautiful natural features?” I furrowed my brow. “What, like waterfalls and stuff? I mean, obviously it would be nice to work somewhere pretty, but I don’t think that’s the first thing we need to consider.”

“No, no, not like that,” Babble said. “You know, some of the earliest Hagop brewers would use caves back in the day. And some of them still swear by it. In fact, some of the earliest dwarfish art was found in beer caves.”

“Interesting,” I said. “So those caves helped with the cooling process?”

“Yup,” Babble burped. “And I think that it adds a certain sense of style, don’t you?”

“I guess,” I shrugged. “As long as all the other parts of the property can be used to make beer as well. But I like the idea of a cave. There’s something mysterious about it, and they usually have a constant temperature, which is what I need...”

I trailed off as I considered the possibility of using caves. It was pretty freaking cool, though as far as I knew, nothing in the States had been brewed in caves. I’d heard about wine makers in Europe who used caves, so it wasn’t such an oddball idea, and maybe it would add to my entire vibe of making a brew that satisfied traditional tastes but also blew the people of Hagop out of the water with brand-new flavors.

“Not to eavesdrop,” Mason said and leaned in closer. “But I’m interested in this brand-new brew that you’re creating. Would you be able to reveal what kind of flavors are in there? Just so, you know, I have something to look forward to…”

“Oh, of course,” I laughed. “Well, we’re using cranberries for one.”

“Cranberries in beer,” Mason laughed. “I’ve never heard of that before. But if it’s as good as your last brews, I know better than to question you.”

“It’s certainly pushing the fermenting process in an interesting direction,” I said. “But the tanginess really pulls it all together. There’s also hints of pine in there.”

“Oh, I didn’t know that,” Babble said. “Pine is a very interesting flavor indeed.”

“Uh-huh,” Mason said. “My grandmother used to make cakes with pine and walnuts.”

“Whoa,” I nodded. “That sounds really good.”

“Anything else you can reveal?” Babble said. “Any more fun flavors?”

“Cinnamon,” I said. “Can’t go wrong with cinnamon in the winter. It always makes me feel like I’m home.”

“Oh, I love cinnamon,” Mason said dreamily. “Well, I’m sure that it will sell out immediately, just like the other batches.”

“When’s it arriving in stock?” Babble asked, and he waggled his white little eyebrows. “Soon, I hope, in time for the winter festivities?”

“I think it should be ready next week,” I said. “There was a slightly different fermenting time with this one, but so far, it’s pretty good.”

I could see Babble and Mason’s eyes widen with interest, and for a minute it was like I could read their minds. I knew that they wanted to try it, and even though it wasn’t perfect yet, I wanted to give it another taste test as well.

“I’m starting to get a vibe,” I said.

“A what?” Babble asked, and he and Mason exchanged a quick guilty look.

“Oh, fine, fine,” I said as I waved my hands. “I’m just getting the feeling that maybe you two boys want to try the winter brew…”

“Oh, don’t be ridiculous,” Mason said with a nervous laugh. “I mean, of course it would be totally amazing, but I’m sure that I’ll get a chance when it comes out…”

“Come on,” I laughed. “You two can give me your honest feedback, and then you can say that you were an essential part of the brewing process.”

“Whoa, you mean it?” Mason asked.

“Huzzah!” Babble cheered as he slammed his tiny fists on the bar. “I mean, of course, I’m only asking because, um... of my vested interest in this venture. Besides, it’s always better to get a second opinion, isn’t it?”

“Don’t say I never did anything for you two,” I laughed and then swigged down the last of my King’s Brew and gestured for them to come outside.

The two quickly abandoned their stations and started after me as I walked to the back door. The sun was fully up as I stepped into the backyard again, and though the frost had started to melt under the heat of the day, it was still crisp enough to turn my cheeks a rosy pink.

“I can’t believe I’m going to be the first to taste a batch of this,” Babble said. “It’s really such an honor, Tyler.”

“I mean, technically I was the first one to taste it,” I replied. “But I guess you’re the first, um, non-brewer to taste it. But hey, that’s not a bad idea. Maybe when I go big time, I can charge people to be the first to taste our special editions.”

“You’re quite the businessman, Tyler,” Mason said. “I’d pay to do that.”

“I think a lot of people would,” I said as I removed my special set of keys from my pocket and undid the custom locks. “As long as we keep making the best beer in Hagop.”

I’d never imagined myself as much of a big businessman, but I’d been thrown in the deep end of the beer vat so to speak when I’d decided to start my own brewing business. And now, we were already selling out as quickly as a batch was done. I currently had several brews that would be ready over the next month or so, and I was always starting on new ones to fill the demand, but we were still behind. I knew there was a chance we’d start losing customers, though, if we couldn’t find a way to keep up, so the new vats and new brewery were essential. Besides, if the operation could produce more beer, then we’d see some real riches.

The familiar smell of the hops greeted me as we made our way inside, and I led the two upstairs to the attic that I used to call home. I’d kept my little mattress shoved on a bale of hay in the corner with the idea that I might need to sleep on the job, but since Hilly’s place was less than a stone’s throw away and the new locks were in place, nothing like that had ever transpired. Still, it was a nice reminder of my humble beginnings, and it made the makeshift brewery look just a little bit homier.

I made my way to the back where I had a few small, old iron cauldrons brewing the stuff. I uncovered one of the vats and gazed into the significantly darker liquid. In fact, it was so much darker than the usual King’s Brew that I could even see my own reflection. It wasn’t quite as dark as Guinness, but the hops I’d used had given the Malt more of a stout feel.

“Well, this is certainly very different!” Babble said with a laugh as he climbed up onto a nearby bale of hay to get a better look.

“You better not fall in,” I warned him. “I don’t want to have to explain to Hilly why we were delayed a week because the first vat had gnomey undertones.”

“I don’t think there’s anything wrong with gnomey undertones,” he huffed. “Unless someone develops a taste for it, that is. You know, sometimes ogres used to eat us back in the day, before we fled to the city.”

“I would never eat you,” Mason said.

“Thank you,” Babble whispered, though he made sure to station himself where he couldn’t fall into the vat of beer.

The hints of cinnamon and pine tickled my nose, and it smelled like a winter treat better than any other. I couldn’t wait to hear what the guys thought of it.

“How do you get it that dark?” Mason asked. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen a beer that looks like that in my life.”

“Different approach,” I said. “Basically, I’m not just plopping a bunch of cinnamon sticks into the brew. I used cinnamon hops, which already have the flavor. I had to infuse the hops I used for this beer before I actually started the entire process. But it makes it a little more malty, and it’s a really distinct flavor. It’s not just the normal bitter scent.”

“It smells like wintry memories,” Babble said as he fluttered his eyelashes. “And I’m sure a lot of people will make some happy memories drinking this beer.”

“Hey, thanks,” I smiled. “That’s very, um… sweet of you?”

“Including me, right now,” he clarified. “Come on, cough it up. I’m at the edge of my hay bale.”

“Fine, fine.” I rolled my eyes as I grabbed one of the mugs I kept around the barn. “And to think I just thought you were flattering me out of the goodness of your heart…”

“Well, in some ways I was,” the gnome shrugged. “But it’s always nice when I get something out of the deal, too. I’m a gambler, you know.”

I took a deep breath and dipped the mug into the dark liquid. I watched as my reflection rippled, and then I pulled out the cold mug and held it up to the group.

“You have the first sip, Tyler,” Mason said. “I feel like we need your expertise.”

“Thanks,” I smiled, and I brought the mug to my lips.

When the liquid passed down my throat, it really did feel like it was full of wintry memories. The cold undertones of the pine as well as the warmth of the cinnamon blended together perfectly. And then it was all polished off with that nice tartness in the cranberries. I couldn’t believe that I’d made something so, well… evocative.

“Alright, my turn,” Babble said.

He held out both of his hands like a toddler grabbing for something. He snatched the mug and nearly dribbled some on the floor, but then he carefully lifted the mug to his lips and took a big gulp.

“Oh, my!” the gnome laughed and started to lift the mug again..

Before he could polish the whole thing off, I grabbed it back and gave it to Mason to try.

“Tyler, this is… absolutely magical!” Babble declared as he watched Mason take a large gulp. “It tasted like a forest in a storybook!”

“My goodness,” Mason said, and his eyes widened as he smacked his lips. “I didn’t think that it would be at all possible to top the King’s Brew, but you’ve really outdone yourself this time, Tyler. All of Hagop is going to go absolutely wild when they get their hands on this.”

“Well, I hope so,” I laughed. “But not too wild. It’s only a limited edition, and the barrels are going to go to the highest bidders. Once Hilly starts serving, the other purveyors of beer can start putting in their bids for the remaining barrels.”

“It’s marvelous,” Babble said. “Winter in Hagop will never taste the same again!”

“I can’t wait,” Mason said. “And I can’t wait until you can sell even more to the good buyers of Hagop!”

“Well, I’ll need a bigger operation for that,” I said. “And not just vats. Just like we were saying, Babble, I have to start thinking about property soon as well.”

“And property you shall think of,” Babble said as he reclined onto his bale of hay. “You know, I’m pretty sure I know a few folks who could help with your search.”

“Oh, no,” Mason said with a low laugh. “I know who handles a lot of those properties, and it won’t be easy to get what you want.”

“Lay it on me,” I said. “I want to know where the best brewing places on the market are.”

“Well, you might not like it,” Babble said. “But… it’s the elves. Yeah, elves. That’s it.”

I shuddered at the thought of dealing with more elves, but after all, they were just a necessary evil when it came to life in Hagop. At least I’d gotten pretty good at dealing with their type. As long as you let their passive aggressive schtick roll off you, everything was bound to be fine.

“I can live with that,” I shrugged. “I’ve got money, and I know that I’m going to be making a hell of a lot more. Where do we go, some kind of elf real estate office or something?”

“Oh, no,” Babble laughed. “No, no… that’s not how it’s done in Hagop. We’re going to have to go deep into the underbelly of where I spend most of my days and nights. Yes… yes… Tyler, I think it’s time that I took you for a gamble.”

“I was never allowed to gamble,” Mason sighed and shook his head. “Not that I had the money to do so anyway, but my mother would’ve chopped off my ear if she knew that I was getting involved in that kind of thing.”

“Well, humans don’t really have the same gift as gnomes,” Babble shrugged. “And so I can understand, and in fact commend her, for steering you away from such a life.”

“Then why are you trying to push me into it?” I asked. “You want to sabotage me all of a sudden?”

“Oh, don’t be silly,” Babble laughed. “You’re my charge tonight. You’ll do the rounds with me, and we’ll get all the information we need and make a pretty penny, too. The good thing about humans is that you know your boundaries when it comes to gambling with gnomes. And the even better thing about elves is that they don’t. They always think that they can win somehow, they think that this is going to be the time that they strike it rich. And sometimes they do, but most of the time, they don’t. They just don’t have that gnomish charm.”

“And I’m sure you don’t cheat, do you Babble?” Mason asked. “I only ask because my father always said that gnomes…”

“Just because the humans don’t understand our gifts doesn’t mean that they’re wrong,” Babble said. “Now, what do you say, Tyler? You want to find out about the prime brewing properties in Hagop and… as you would say… kick some elf ass?”

“I mean, I’d be more than happy to,” I shrugged. “But I’m not as well-versed in these games as you. I played a little poker with my buddies when I was growing up, but I’ve never done it seriously with a lot of money on the table. And especially not as a ruse to get information.”

“Then it will be a fun learning experience for you,” Babble smiled. “And you can just shadow me. They all know you’re my giant bodyguard, and so it makes sense that you’d turn up at a game if I need it. By Hagop, maybe this time I can even get into a little more trouble, now that I’ve got the muscle behind me…”

“I’d rather not try and intentionally ruffle their feathers,” I said. “But sure, this sounds like a plan. Alright, let’s do it.”

“Ah, I wish I could join you,” Mason sighed. “But, as you said Babble, the gambling life is no life for a human like me. And I don’t want my mother to chop off my ear.”

“Oh, we can’t go now,” Babble said. “We’ll keep you company until the sun goes down, get nice and drunk, and then we’ll set off.”

“Well, duty calls then,” I shrugged. “We should probably head back inside before Hilly starts to wonder what we’re plotting.”

I put the lid back on my sweet winter brew, and we headed downstairs and back into the inn.

Thank God the days were so short in winter, because there was no way I could’ve stuck around the bar until midnight without falling asleep. In the summer this might’ve been an issue, but as soon as we got to four o’clock in the afternoon and seven beers dragged out throughout the day, it was time to head off. But just before we left, a group of dwarves stepped into the inn.

“Three King’s Brews!” one of them laughed, and then when they saw me the trio froze.

“Oh…” one of them sneered, and he pushed his dark hair out of his face and adjusted his velvet cloak. “It’s you.”

“Glad to see you like my beer,” I smiled. “Well, Babble and I were just heading off for a night on the town.”

“Oh, really?” one of the dwarves snickered. “And where would that be?”

I wasn’t threatened by his curiosity, because I’d learned by then that dwarves and elves were nosy as hell. Both races were always looking for some reason to undermine the competition, especially when the competition was human.

“I don’t know,” I shrugged, and as I hopped off the barstool, I realized that I really was a little bit tipsy.

“Wouldn’t you like to know,” Babble answered before letting out a belch that could’ve classified as a loud battle cry if they were actually trying to be aggressive.

“Whatever,” the dwarf in the middle said as they headed to one of the booths.

“Good luck, you two,” Mason called out as we headed for the door.

We waved back at him before we stepped into the cool evening.

“Ah, dark at four,” he yawned. “Just like it always is in Hagop at this time of year.”
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Chapter 3

“I think it’s nice,” I said, and I watched as the last of the fishermen packed away their wares from the side of the Hagop river. “Hey, do you guys ever ice skate in the winter? That sounds like that would be fun.”

“Oh, I’m sure that a great deal of people do,” Babble said. “But you can understand the risks that would pose to a small gnome like me. You know, knives on the bottoms of the shoes right at my height.”

“Ah, yes,” I shrugged.

It was just another reminder that life sure was different for a tiny gnome versus the tallest man in town. Even something as simple as ice-skating could be hazardous to my companion, though I seemed to recall a CSI episode where the sharp blade proved just as hazardous to a man my size.

“You know, I’m kind of excited,” I said as the music started playing at another bar. “Now I get to see what you do all night.”

“Oh, well, it’s not really that exciting,” Babble said. “But I can assure you that we’ll gather some valuable information, and that’s the thing that really matters.”

Babble led the way to a small alley that was so narrow I could barely fit through. There didn’t seem to be any doors, and the one light was so high up in a window that it didn’t do much good for those on the ground.

“Huh,” I said. “Are you sure we’re in the right place?”

“Of course I’m sure,” Babble said as he tapped on one of the bricks.

Nothing happened, so he squinted at the wall where he’d stopped and tapped on a different brick. After a few seconds, I could hear gears grinding, and then the wall swung inwards.

Holy shit. This was a speakeasy like no other.

“Whoa,” I said under my breath as an elf stepped into view.

The elf smoothed down his white hair, patted his blue velvet robe, and then sized us up with an appraiser’s hard stare.

“Greetings,” he said. “And what can we help you with tonight?”

“Well, I’d like to play, of course,” Babble announced. “That’s the only business here.”

“And the giant?” the elf asked. “I’ve only ever seen him selling beer, not playing games of skill!”

“He is very much with me,” the gnome said. “He is my official bodyguard, and tonight I feel his company is needed by my side.”

“Very well,” the elf huffed before stepping to the side to reveal a long, narrow staircase that led into a basement.

“Come on, Tyler,” Babble said as he hurried down the steps.

I followed after the gnome, but the interior was definitely designed for smaller creatures. I had to hold my breath to fit through part of the stairwell, and I was hunched over so I wouldn’t bang my head against the ceiling. Somehow, I made it to the end of the stairs and found myself staring at the classic casino scene, though most of the occupants weren’t human.

Gnomes, elves, dwarves, and others I couldn’t even name were gathered around an endless parade of tables. There were card games and dice games, and even something that looked like roulette. Some of the patrons were smoking something from long pipes, and there was a band in the back playing slow music that was more like white noise.

“This is certainly something,” I said.

“It’s not bad,” Babble said as he climbed onto one of the stools at a table.

“Ah, Babble,” an elf said, and he crossed his hands over his chest. “What a surprise to run into you here. I didn’t know that you were a member of the Orangery Club.”

“I haven’t been here in a while, but I’ve been a member for years,” Babble laughed. “Perhaps you’re so new that you never saw me.”

“Nonsense,” the elf said, and he threw over a shifty glare. “And what on earth is that giant doing here? Doesn’t he have a batch of beer to tend to?”

“This giant is my bodyguard,” Babble said.

“Oh, I’d heard that rumor,” the elf replied. “I didn’t realize it was true. Well, then, let’s hope it’s a boring night for the giant.”

“Always,” Babble replied. “Though some people just can’t stand to lose. That’s why I’ve decided it was safer to bring him along.”

“Mmmm,” the elf said and then moved away to a different table.

I finally managed to settle onto one of the stools without breaking it, though I blocked the area around me with my legs. I sighed as I tried to find a way to get comfortable, before I gave up and leaned in to talk to the gnome.

“So tell me something,” I whispered.

“What?” the gnome replied absentmindedly as he tried to signal one of the waiters.

“I thought gambling was legal in Hagop,” I said. “So why bother with all these secret clubs and such?”

“Well, of course everyone can gamble,” Babble responded. “But not… anyone can gamble, if you get my drift. Some of us are just a little more talented than the others, and when you want a good game, you come to somewhere like this.”

“Do you really want the stakes to be high all the time?” I asked. “Surely you lose more money that way.”

“There’s more dignity in it,” Babble said. “I’m a master of gambling, but I’m no swindler. I have respect for my craft. Besides, I rarely lose.”

“Fair enough,” I shrugged.

Babble had finally managed to sign something to one of the waiters, and a moment later, a dwarf hurried over and plopped two glasses of a reddish-brown liquid in front of us.

“What is this?” I asked as I sniffed the glass.

It smelled like vanilla and cinnamon, though the underlying scent of wine was unmistakable. I watched Babble take a large gulp from his glass, so I took a much smaller one. It was definitely some sort of wine concoction, though I couldn’t decide if I liked it or not.

“Spice wine,” Babble said, and he puckered his lips. “But I don’t think that this is the best I’ve ever had, personally. A little bit too sweet. And is that a hint of nutmeg?”

“Seems like it,” I said, and I took another sip before setting it on the table.

Something about the flavor reminded me a little bit of flat Dr. Pepper, and I felt the light bulb in my head go on for a moment. What if the people of Hagop could enjoy a really good soda someday?

But that was something I could figure out in the future. For now, I needed to focus on my beer, and that meant trolling the casino for information on good real estate.

“So how do we find opponents?” I asked. “Do they just… appear? Or is it something a little more complicated than that?”

“Don’t worry, the opponents will come,” Babble said. “Just you wait. I have a mystical knowledge of these things.”

I shrugged and did as Babble said, and sure enough, three elves sidled up to the table. Babble sat up straight and offered them a seat.

“Gentlemen,” he said. “It would be my honor if you joined me for a game of weasel tonight.”

“Weasel?” I asked.

“Of course we’re playing weasel,” one of the elves said and scowled at me. “Why, it’s only tradition once winter falls. And I don’t recall ever gambling with a giant before.”

“The giant is only shadowing me for now,” Babble said.

The elves looked at me again and then exchanged looks. One of them finally sighed and pulled out a small box.

“We’ll be using the lunar deck,” the elf said as he opened the box to reveal the cards.

“Wow,” I said as I leaned in for a better look.

The cards were really things of beauty, and were unlike any cards that I’d ever seen back home. They had silver and gold leaf on the back, and the designs on the front looked like they’d been hand drawn with silver ink. Even though they had the same symbols as the ones back home, there was a certain mystical quality to these cards that I had never seen before.

The elf dealt out the cards like they were nothing. He cast them on the table, and I watched as the others grinned and wiggled their fingers. Apparently, they knew that they were in for a good game.

Too bad I had no idea what was going on.

“Babble,” I murmured. “Clue me in. Do these guys know about the estates that are for sale?”

“Of course they do,” he whispered to me. “Just wait ‘til we’re later in the game, and they’re more vulnerable.”

I sat back and watched as they finished dealing out the cards. Then, after several hands and rounds of play, I turned to the man next to me.

“How’s it going?” I asked.

“Well, I’d ask the same,” he sneered. “Of the most talented new brewer in Hagop.”

“I’m fine,” I smiled. “Do you know anything about the property market out here?”

“What do you want to know?” he asked.

“If there are any breweries on the market, of course,” I said, and I tried to keep my tone as light as possible. “I always want to know how the competition is doing.”

“Ha!” the elf laughed. “Of course there are. But shouldn’t you be paying attention to the game?”

“I’m just watching Babble for this one.” I shrugged.

The elf snorted, but he’d apparently had enough conversation. He took a swig from his wine glass and then nodded as one of the other players laid out a card.

“That’s a six," Babble said. “All to you.”

“Yes!” the elf giggled, and he turned to his friend and whispered something.

This didn’t look good for Babble. The elves were pretty happy with themselves, and I had a feeling that they were winning.

“Hey,” I said as I leaned closer to the gnome. “What’re you playing at? I thought this was a bar for the best betters.”

“Trust me,” Babble said. “You need to lure them in with a bad hand. Make them trust you. And then you take them!”

“Just make sure the hand isn’t too terrible,” I said. “We have a lot of supplies to pick up.”

“Are you really going to lecture me on how to gamble?” the gnome snorted.

The elves looked in our direction, so I shrugged and sat back.

“So,” the elf asked me. “Why are you interested in property around here? Do you want to buy something? Maybe get out of that barn where you’ve been working?”

“Maybe,” I said as I took a sip of my strange drink. “I want to see what the market here is like before I make any investments. Are there any good properties available or is it all just scrubland?”

“Ha!” The elf laughed and threw down a card. He waited to see if it was well received by the other players, but after being ignored, he turned back to me.

“I know of one good one,” he said and shrugged. “But buy me another drink. I need to lubricate my throat before I talk any more.”

It took everything I had not to roll my eyes, but I waved over the dwarf waiter and turned to the elf to ask what he wanted.

“King’s Brew,” he burped. “If you have it.”

“Wonderful,” I said to myself and nodded.

“I wouldn’t usually be caught dead drinking a human beer,” the elf said. “But it’s the best, and it’s not sold in large amounts these days. It’s exclusive, and I like that.”

“Then by all means,” I said to the waiter. “And get me one, too.”

Hell yeah. I knew that I was changing the game, but this just proved it. If the speakeasies were buying my beer, and even the elves wanted it, I was sure to make bank in the future.

“Cards out,” Babble said.

I glanced at the other players again and then tried to figure out what had happened.

“Easy,” the other elf said. “You lost the last round. And if you don’t have an exact six of hearts in your draw, you’ll be out.”

“It’s time,” Babble insisted.

The elves glanced at each other, and then they laid out their cards. The elves looked smugly happy, until Babble laid out his cards, which included a six of hearts. The elf’s expression started to darken, and another look passed between the elves.

“You… gnomes!” the other elf hissed. “It’s trickery!”

“He really does have good luck,” the elf closest to me said. “The best luck, in fact.”

“Hand it over, Jeeves,” Babble yawned, and the elf reluctantly threw over a bag of silver.

“This is blasphemous!” Jeeves yelled, and he hit his fist on the table. “Surely you must have cheated somehow!”

“I’m merely a gnome,” Babble shrugged with a yawn. “You shouldn’t have gone up against me. You know that.”

I looked at the elves at the table, who were furious at Babble, and realized they wouldn’t stay if they were angry. But I still needed information about the property that might be for sale, and I didn’t feel like waiting around for another group of elves to show up and challenge the gnome.

“How about another round for everyone,” I announced. “On me. Whatever you want.”

Jeeves was still seething, but the elf closest to me perked up. He nudged Jeeves, who finally gave me a nod.

“Brandy-wine,” Jeeves said as he put his beautiful cards back in his pocket. “Get us all a glass of brandy-wine!”

“Are you joking?” Babble whispered. “Why would you treat them to a glass of brandy-wine? They lost!”

“I need to get more info on this property that he was telling me about,” I said. “I won’t be able to do that if they leave.”

“Then I’ll have a brandy-wine, too,” Babble hiccupped.

“Of course you will,” I muttered as I signaled the waiter again.

The waiter stumbled over like he was a little drunk himself and took the order. He nodded and scurried away, and an uncomfortable silence fell across the table. No one spoke until the waiter returned with three glasses, which he carefully placed in front of the players.

I took a sip of Babble’s, but I was unimpressed. I set the glass back in front of the gnome and watched as the cards were dealt for the next hand.

“So where’s this new property?” I asked after a few minutes.

“It’s on the waterfront,” he shrugged. “Nobody’s looked at it for months. There’s a nice house, though, and there’s a cave system on the property. The owner had some big plans for the caves, but it never worked out.”

“Sounds perfect,” I said, and I elbowed Babble.

“Huh?” the little gnome grunted.

“He knows where there’s a house for sale,” I said. “On the waterfront. And it has caves.”

“Nice view,” the elf added.

“Perfect,” Babble spat back. “Get me a tour in the morning.”

“A tour of an elf property?” The first elf started to laugh, and he knocked his friend on the back. “Then you’ll have to play again. And win the first round, if you ever want to see any of that.”

“Easy,” Babble burped, and he slammed his hands on the table. “Bring it on.”

I watched as the elves dealt out the lunar deck once more, with seven cards dealt to each player and the rest stacked in the middle. I held my breath as I watched them play another round of weasel.

“Ten of hearts,” Babble said, and he took a sip of drink and slammed it on the table.

“Why aren’t you playing?” I asked the closest elf, who scowled at me.

“I’m not a gambler,” he said and fluttered his eyelashes. “It’s not in my family.”

“Then why are you here?” I asked as the rest continued with their game.

“Same reason as you’re here,” he scowled. “I’m just a bodyguard. If an elf gets into a scuffle, I’m here to protect them.”

I felt kind of bad for the little man. He was considerably smaller than me, and I knew that if he ever tried to take me down in a fight, he would be pulverized within the first ten seconds.

“Alright,” I said. “Well, let’s see how it goes down.”

The elves and Babble took turns taking some cards from the middle and handing them out. It seemed like a simple deal, and I honestly didn’t know how Babble could keep winning a game of chance like this unless he was cheating.

“Come on,” I said under my breath. “I want to know where this house is.”

The gnome continued to swap out cards with the middle deck, and so did the elves. I wanted to know how it was going, but soon Jeeves smiled at his deck and looked up at us.

“It’s time to show cards,” the elf said. “Rest in peace, Babble.”

“You haven’t seen anything yet,” the little gnome said with a tired yawn, and he set his cards down on the table.

The order of them wasn’t discernible to me, but the elves gasped.

“Hagop it!” Jeeves shouted. “You really do have good luck! But nothing else! No skill, I know it!”

“I don’t care what I have,” Babble slurred as he took another sip of his drink. “You’re going to tell me about all the elf properties that are for sale. And you shouldn’t be bitter about it. I’m a gnome, after all.”

“This is codswallop!” another elf shouted as he kicked a chair.

But I knew the game was over. Babble had won fair and square, and we were getting more information about the nice property with the view, the house, and even some caves.

“I want to hear about this waterfront property,” I said to the angry elf, and both he and his bodyguard gave me a look. “It was the agreement. If you back out of it now, then I’m afraid I’ll have to take action.”

“No, no, that won’t be necessary…” Jeeves said as he shook his head. “Marco, get over here!”

He looked toward the corner of the room, where another elf bolted up and shrugged as if to ask what was going on. But the bodyguard just gestured at him to come over, so he made his way to our table and made a bow.

“Babble,” he said. “A pleasure to see such a gambler as yourself here, as always.”

“Ah yes,” Babble hiccupped. “Marco runs this place. One of the finest gambling establishments in all of central Hagop.”

“Well, it would be, Marco,” Jeeves sneered. “If you didn’t insist on letting gnomish cheats in!”

“I will have absolutely none of that talk,” Marco said. “You know for a fact that gnomes are some of the finest gamblers, and you know that I only allow the finest gamblers in my humble institution, which is why you’re here as well. Now, don’t debase yourself by backing out of an agreement.”

The elf grumbled, and I had to admit that I was pretty impressed with Marco. I hadn’t seen elves generally behave with such decorum when it came to scuffles with humans, dwarves, or gnomes alike, and he even had a light and amicable energy about him. I didn’t know if he was just drunk or what, but most of the elves I dealt with were pretty spiteful toward humans even when they did have a few pints of beer or glasses of wine in them.

“Marco,” Babble said. “My good… friend here called you over because he thought that you might know something about this waterfront property that’s currently for sale. We’re looking for a place to build a bigger brewery, and my friend here was… impressed with what he heard.”

“So you’re interested in an elf property fit for a brewery,” Marco lifted an eyebrow. “That can be quite tricky for non-elves, but I’ll tell you what I know. However, Tyler, there’s something that I want to consult you about before we get into this property business.”

“And what would that be?” I asked, and I had to do everything in my power to hold down a burp.

The spice wine really did have a kick to it, even though it was kind of disgusting. No wonder the elves drank so much of it.

“I’d like a barrel of King’s Brew,” Marco started. “You know, we’re willing to pay the highest price for it.”

“King’s Brew?” I asked and looked down at Babble.

I’d never had an elf ask me about King’s Brew with such enthusiasm before. Maybe my brewing talents were instilling more social change in Hagop than I’d ever expected beer to be able to do.

“I’d be more than happy for you to come by Hilly’s place, and we can negotiate there,” I said to the elf.

I looked around the table and noticed that the other elves looked flabbergasted by the exchange.

“That would be fine,” Marco said and nodded. “I’m sure we can reach an amicable agreement.”

“Interesting, I’m a little surprised,” I said. “I just assumed you preferred wine or brandy.”

“Well, we usually don’t drink much beer,” Marco said. “But you see, there’s a certain air of… exclusivity to your beer. It’s unlike anything else, and it’s so popular that it’s almost impossible to get. And as elves, we believe that there’s nothing that tastes better than something others can’t have. Isn’t that right, gentlemen?”

“It certainly is,” Jeeves agreed. “As much as we hate to admit it, it really is the most pleasant knowledge in the world.”

I looked at Babble, who rolled his eyes at their elf antics. It really showed something about their character that the most attractive taste they could think of was something that only they could have, but at least Marco was friendly about it.

“Well, what about the property?” the gnome demanded.

“It’s a ten-minute cart ride along the southern side of the river,” Marco shrugged. “Right near the cave complex as you mentioned. I’m currently minding the keys for the owners, so they know that it’s safe in my hands.”

“Ah, that’s why Jeeves asked you to join us,” Babble said and nodded to Jeeves.

“Mmmm,” Jeeves mumbled and slurped some wine.

“But, Tyler, you should know that elves don’t like it when other creatures move into the elven areas,” Marco said. “They can be… prickly about that.”

“We can cross that bridge when we come to it,” I said. “But for now, I want to see the property as soon as possible. Tomorrow morning would be fine for me.”

“We can do that,” Marco said. “I have to make sure the deliveries are made in the morning, but I can come by around ten to collect you.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Babble said, and he looked over to the other elves at our table. “Now, when will you pay up?”

“Within the week,” the bodyguard shot back as he took in my sheer size. “And you can count on it.”

“I better,” Babble said, and he slammed his tiny first on the table. “And a good game of weasel to you two fellows. Now, seeing as our business is complete, I think that it’s time for the giant and I to return to our abode and prepare for a day of viewing tomorrow.”

“You mean to tell me that the brewer doesn’t want to try his hand at a game of weasel?” Babble’s opponent asked, and he lifted an eyebrow.

For a second I held my breath. I hadn’t really been paying much attention, and I certainly didn’t possess the mystical powers that Babble seemed to have when it came to gambling.

“No,” Babble answered for me and shook his head. “This is a team, and we have different responsibilities. Tyler brews the beer, and I drag in the weasel winnings. Let’s not disrupt the natural order of things. After all, some of us creatures were born to play. And some… weren’t.”

“I certainly hope that isn’t a slight, Babble,” the bodyguard answered, and the other one leaned over the table.

But I quickly stood up and watched as the elves’ eyes widened in wonder as I towered over them. They both knew that even with five elf bodyguards, they wouldn’t stand a chance against me.

“Of course it isn’t a slight,” Babble yawned. “You need to calm down, my friend. Maybe have another glass of spice wine.”

“I’ll drink as much or as little spice wine as I please,” the elf murmured, but he still brought the glass to his lips and took Babble’s suggestion.

“I’ll see you tomorrow, Marco,” I said with a brief bow.

I generally didn’t offer my hand to some of the non-human creatures in Hagop, because the size difference was so comical that it might’ve been considered insulting.

“Tomorrow,” Marco replied and bowed his head.

“To bed, giant!” Babble declared as he flopped to the floor.

Despite the fact that the gnome could barely keep to a straight line, we made it out of the speakeasy and back into the cold air. I hadn’t realized how hot it was inside the casino until I was back outside and I could feel the sweat on my brow suddenly start to cool.

“That was… a fun place,” I said as we started to walk along the street.

“It’s not bad,” Babble replied. “But there are places that are more fun.”

“Like Hildegard’s,” I laughed.

“Like Hildegard’s!” Babble shouted.

The lights from the taverns and inns cast the town in an orange glow, and despite the late hour, there were still plenty of people about. Humans, elves, and dwarves moved in packs along the streets, and a few other species mingled there as well. The air smelled like spices and wood fires, and the sound of laughter followed us down the street. It was like I was in a storybook, and I couldn’t believe that this was the place that I got to call home.

“So,” I said to Babble. “First of all, congratulations on winning weasel.”

“Was there ever a doubt?” he asked.

“No, never,” I chuckled.

“Good,” Babble yawned. “I will say that I think that I did a rather good job with those elves tonight. My, that spice wine was strong, wasn’t it?”

“Very,” I agreed. “Anyway, what was Marco saying about elves wanting, or not wanting, humans in their neighborhoods? He didn’t seem to be the usual snobby elf, so I doubt that he was just trying to scare me off.”

“Oh, there is a great deal of truth to that,” Babble said as he narrowly avoided a rotten apple that someone had dropped on the ground. “You know, it’s very rare that I’ve seen a human snag an elf property in my time in Hagop. Very rare indeed. But you seem to be good at doing the impossible, so I’m sure you’ll find a way to do this as well.”

“Well, what would we need to do to convince them?” I asked. “I mean, I have the money, but I have a feeling that it might be a little more difficult than that.”

“Oh, it will,” Babble said. “We need to get in their brain. Make them feel like they’re benefiting from the entire deal in some way, rather than the opposite. And then we strike.”

“Then we strike,” I nodded and then smiled as Hilly’s bar appeared before us.

“Home sweet home,” Babble yawned. “For you at least.”

“And it’s good to be back,” I said as I opened the door to the glowing tavern. “You know Babble, you haven’t so much as invited me for dinner at your place.”

“Oh, don’t be ridiculous, Tyler,” Babble said. “I’ve told you many times that you’d never fit. Us gnomes have humble homes, and even an elf wouldn’t fit inside, let alone a giant.”

“I’m just pulling your leg,” I said as we stepped inside the bustling tavern.

Just like always, there was a group of drunken dwarves in the corner who were rolling dice while they slapped the table and shouted at each other. I saw a few dwarves speaking in low voices in one of the more secluded corners of the tavern, probably about some kind of wine deal or something. And there were even a few fishermen who were enjoying a pint or two of King’s Brew after their days on the river.

Mason was cleaning up a spill before replacing a glass with more beer. Hilly was always pretty friendly about replacing a drink whenever someone spilled or smashed something, and that’s why she kept so much favor with a lot of the locals.

The dark-haired beauty was behind the bar, and she appeared to be going through one of the notebooks full of her accounts. She was ticking a few things off and nodding to herself as I made my way over to her.

“Hello, gorgeous,” I said.

She looked up at me and blushed, and then she leaned over the bar and offered me her hand to kiss like a lady.

“Hello, Tyler,” she said. “I heard that you’ve been gambling.”

“Oh, not really,” I rolled my eyes. “I’ve been shadowing Babble, trying to get some information from elves on properties that are for sale. The elves seem to know a lot about that kind of thing.”

“A likely tale,” she lifted an eyebrow before relenting. “Just kidding. I know that you’d never develop such a filthy habit and squander away all of your hard-earned cash.”

“Who’s calling it filthy?” Babble asked as he scrambled onto one of the stools. He looked up at us, and Hilly leaned over to him.

“Not in your case, Babble,” she said. “We know that. You’re a gnome, and the rules are different for you.”

“Sure as Hagop they are,” he replied. “You know, I come from a long line of some of the best gamblers in the gnome community. My father, his father before that, and even my mother had the knack in her. You need the knack, or else you’re as useless as a human.”

“I know, Babble, I know,” I sighed and then remembered where Hilly had disappeared to earlier that morning. “Hey, Hilly, is Flora okay? Did you guys get to the bottom of the…”

“The butter disaster,” Babble said.

“Yeah,” I muttered. “Buttergate.”

“Butter what?” Hilly asked.

“Never mind,” I said. “But is she okay?”

“Just something that disagreed with her,” Hilly answered. “Nothing too serious. She’s fast asleep already, though.”

“Well, that’s good,” I shrugged. “At least she’s getting her rest. And then she can get back to being the best baker in all of Hagop.”

“What a pair!” Babble laughed. “The best baker and the best brewer!”

“I’m going to head to bed, I think, Hilly,” I said.

“So soon?” Hilly asked.

“Marco is supposed to pick us up around ten tomorrow, and I want to have everything done before then,” I said. “And that spice wine that the elves gave us was pretty intense. I’m not sure I can keep my eyes open much longer.”

“Oh, well, that’s because it’s not just wine,” she laughed. “The spiced part is a kind of brandy.”

“Now it makes sense,” I said. “I’ve been drinking grain and grappa.”

“What--” Hilly started to ask. “Oh, never mind.”

“And Babble, you should get here at nine so we don’t miss Marco, okay?” I added.

“Here at nine,” Babble yawned, and he waved over Mason to get another drink. “You can count on me.”

“I know it,” I said and headed up the stairs.

The sounds of the revelry in the bar disappeared behind me, and I felt the familiar comfort of going to bed after a long day calling to me. Sure, my job was fun as hell, but I couldn’t just stay out drinking every single night. I’d never be able to build my empire if I did.

I stopped for a moment when I reached my floor, but the hallway was quiet. I crept along the old floorboards until I reached my room, and then I opened the door as quietly as I could. I had to jiggle the key to get the lock to move, but once it did, the door opened without a sound.

Flora was already fast asleep, and I watched her for a moment as I slipped into the room. It seemed weird that she’d suddenly have an aversion to dairy, but I supposed that there was always a chance of bacteria in the dairy products, especially since they didn’t pasteurize their milk.

“She looks fine,” I muttered as I started to pull off my day clothes. “I’m sure it was just a one-time thing. Damn, it’s cold.”

The embers had died down, so the room was cold without any clothes on. I shrugged into a large cotton nightshirt in the dark before sliding into bed next to my warm lover. I gave her a quick kiss on the forehead and then flopped against my pillow. I found myself going over the day, and I couldn’t believe that I’d accomplished so much. I had the name of someone who could make the vats and potentially a new property lined up.

“It’s good to be the King,” I said in my best Mel Brooks voice.

My eyelids soon grew heavy, though, and sleep pulled me under. The sounds of the bar faded away, and I found myself dreaming of a giant brewery that smelled like my favorite beer.

“Oh, Hagop,” I heard a voice gurgle, and my eyes flew open to the milky, early-morning light.

Flora was hobbling out of bed with her hand covering her mouth, and I rushed into action.

“Flora,” I said as I hopped out of bed, but she’d already wobbled to the window and opened it. “Flora, are you…”

“Blech!” she retched as she leaned out of the window.

A stream of gunky puke fell out of her mouth… and landed on the head of a hungover dwarf who was leaving the inn.

Well, that was certainly one way to start the morning.
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Chapter 4

“Oh, for the love of Hagop!” the tiny dwarf shouted.

I peered over the windowsill, and even from the third floor, I could sense how angry the tiny dwarf in the red coat was. I mean, I’d probably be angry as well if I’d been puked on by someone leaning out a window.

“Oh, my goodness,” Flora mumbled, and she took a step back and covered her mouth. “I… I need to chew on some mint leaves…”

Before I could ask any more questions, she rushed out of the bedroom, and I could hear her running along the hallway.

What the hell was wrong with Flora? Maybe she really had caught some kind of bug, though I really hoped that wasn’t true. We were so close to starting the next part of the journey that I didn’t want to slow down because I’d caught the flu.

The door to our room flew open again, and Flora practically fell onto the bed and then stretched out. She was chewing on a bunch of mint leaves, and she rolled onto her side while she studied the fabric of the bedspread.

“Miss Flora,” I said as I sat on the bed. “What is going on?”

“I’m fine,” she replied and then yawned. “I’m not baking today. I knew I’d need another day to recover.”

“Well, then, why don’t you come look at the property that Babble and I are seeing today?” I suggested. “Some fresh air might help.”

“Property?” she asked as she sat up a little. “Well, this is the first that I’ve heard of it.”

“That’s because Babble and I only learned about the property last night,” I said. “We had to weasel the information out of some elves that Babble was playing… well, weasel with. But it’s supposed to have a house and some nearby caves. It could be just what we need to expand our operations.”

“Oh, that sounds fun,” she said. “But I’m not sure...”

“You should come,” I insisted. “You’ll feel better in some good, clean country air. And you can even stay in the cart if you want. Babble and I can look around the property. It’s got to be better than lying around here all day and feeling like crap.”

“I could do with a change of scenery” she sighed. “And I don’t feel like there’s anything left in me to… come back up.”

“That’s a relief,” I said, and I wrapped my arms around her and started to kiss her on her warm, rosy cheeks.

“No, no,” she giggled as she squirmed under me. “I probably stink!”

“You smell like mint,” I assured her. “And roses, and softness, and warmth, and all that kind of girl stuff.”

“Mmmm, you’re too nice,” she said, and she kissed me on my cheek.

I heard a knock at the door then, and the both of us sat up.

“Come in,” I called out.

The handle jiggled for a moment and then it finally opened. Hilly appeared in the doorframe and glared at the lock before she looked at us.

“I just saw a dwarf outside get hit on the head with what was either a massive bird shit, or…” she said and then waved a hand in the air.

“A perfectly normal-sized adult woman’s vomit,” I replied and felt Flora shudder. “Don’t worry. I’m going to take her to see the property with me and Babble today. Maybe a change of scenery and some good country air will help her feel better. And your guests won’t have to worry about dodging any more vomit.”

“I think that’s a great idea,” Hilly said. “Hagop is well known for its good air, but it might be better to get out of the city for the day. Didn’t you say that the elf was coming around ten?”

“Uh-huh,” I answered. “What time is it now?”

“Just a little after seven,” Hilly answered. “But the sunrise is looking particularly beautiful on the river, so I thought maybe we could drink some tea and sit outside if you two were awake.”

“That would be perfect,” Flora replied. “I’d like some peppermint tea, please, to soothe my stomach.”

“Coming right up,” Hilly said, and she shut the door behind her.

“I know it’s been a rough start to the day,” I laughed. “But I think this could be one of our best ever. I’m glad you’ll be there with me.”

“I am, too,” she said. “Of course, I’m always happy to be anywhere with you.”

She kissed me on the cheek again, and then she got up and started to burrow around in the drawers for something to wear.

I pulled on my regular cold day clothes and my leather boots, and once Flora had pulled on her several layers of clothing, we were ready to go. We headed downstairs where Hilly had made three cups of peppermint tea and Mason was just starting to shove out the drunken dwarves and elves.

“Come on now,” the young server said as he pulled one of the dwarves from a booth. “It’s after sunrise, and I’m sure you have somewhere you need to be, even if it’s your own bed.”

“Mmmmffff...” the dwarf protested. “Just let me stay another… hour… or two.”

“That well in the back near Tulip’s stall isn’t frozen yet, you know,” Hilly warned. “But the water is very, very cold. So if someone won’t leave, you have my full permission to dump a bucket on them. It’ll help with the cleaning as well.”

“Very well, Ma’am,” Mason said with a grin.

“I’m going,” the dwarf grumbled as he stumbled toward the door.

We followed him outside, and I took in the pleasant Hagop view. The sun was starting to shine over the city, and everything was bathed in a golden light. The fishermen were pushing their boats out, and I could see Johannes and a couple of his buddies casting their nets. Vendors were starting to set up stalls to share their wares, store owners were sweeping their doorways, and a group of small children ran along the street as they kicked a ball back and forth.

“I feel a lot better,” Flora said as we watched the morning go by. “It’s such a nice change to be able to watch the city waking up. Normally, I’d be elbow deep in dough by now.”

“And it’s nice to leave kicking out the drunk dwarves to someone else for once,” Hilly agreed. “Now that’s a job that gets old pretty quick. And it’s always the same ones. You tell them once, and then… well, they just don’t listen. It’s like children in school. But in a way, I love it.”

As I settled into the comfortable rhythm of the morning, I decided that I didn’t need to do a beer check. I’d spent enough time in the barn yesterday that I knew exactly how the beer would taste, and I really didn’t want to keep disturbing it. So I would let the brew enjoy a day off as well while I took a day trip outside of the city, even if it was only a ten-minute cart ride. I didn’t move again until I saw Babble walking up the street toward us.

“Morning, you three!” Babble called out and waved, and a little cloud of steam appeared as his hot breath mingled with the cold. “What are you doing out here in this cold?”

“Just enjoying a moment of peace,” Hilly replied. “Of course, that’s all changed now.”

“Pffft,” the gnome replied as he sniffed at her tea mug. “Just peppermint tea? Not even a drop of whiskey?”

“Not a one,” Hilly replied and took a long sip.

“Flora is going to join us today,” I said and squeezed her shoulders.

“Oh, wonderful!” he said and clapped his hands. “Glad to see you’re back on your feet.”

“Just about,” Flora said and blushed. “I was a little sick earlier.”

I chuckled as I thought back to the angry dwarf. I wondered if there was some old wive’s tale about that being a sign of good luck or something, but that seemed unlikely. I just hoped he was able to get his coat clean.

“It’s cold out here,” the gnome declared as he rubbed his hands and then stared at the mugs.

“I need to check the ledgers anyway,” Hilly sighed.

We finally headed back inside the bar, which had been cleared of stragglers. The room was certainly a lot shinier in the morning light, which led me to believe that Mason had in fact dumped freezing water on some of the more stubborn patrons.

“Well, it’s practically gleaming in here, Mason,” Hilly said. “I take it the cold water worked.”

“It’s not how I’d want to wake up, but it was the only thing that seemed to work with some of our guests,” Mason answered.

“Seems like everyone is getting splattered with something unpleasant today,” Flora said under her breath.

“More tea,” Hilly said. “That’s what we need.”

“If I could have a wee drop--” Babble started to say.

“You may not,” Hilly said sharply as she carried our mugs into the back.

Babble, Flora, and I took seats around a table that was bathed in warm sunlight, and Hilly joined us with fresh tea for everyone a moment later. We chatted a little while longer as Mason polished the bar, but then there was a knock at the door.

“Come in,” Hildegard called out.

A gust of cold air blew inside as the door opened, and then Marco stepped inside and quickly closed the door.

“Greetings,” the elf said and then bowed. “I’m here to show Mr. Tyler and Babble the property that we spoke of last night.”

“And my friend Flora here will be accompanying us,” I said as I gestured to my blonde companion. “We need her for quality control.”

“That’s fine,” the elf replied. “And I trust that we can discuss this barrel of King’s Brew upon our return from the country?”

“Of course,” I answered.

“King’s Brew?” Hilly asked as she looked at me. “You want to stock beer in an elvish establishment?”

“It’s the most sought-after beer in all of Hagop,” Marco said. “And you know that we elves value exclusivity more than anything else. Now come, we should set off. I want you to see the property in bright daylight, so you can appreciate all its fine features.”

We said goodbye to Hilly and stepped outside, where the sky was clear and the air was cool. The elf had a normal cart with a donkey, and we stepped in the back as he slacked the reins and then set her into motion.

As we made our way down the river to the south end of Hagop, I took a deep breath and smiled. It reminded me of the ride to the Hagop beer festival as well as all of the trips we’d made to the surrounding farms to gather our supplies. Even though I loved living in the city, I was looking forward to having a place of my own where I could own some land, too. The perfect property would have plenty of room for me to expand my beer making while still being close enough to the city that I could enjoy it whenever I wanted. And a place that was only a ten-minute ride away seemed like it might meet that need.

“It’s just near this hill range,” Marco said as he veered left.

The hills rolled gently around us, and despite the cold that had gripped the area, I could still see fields of green grass and golden groups of hale bales. It reminded me of the place in North Hagop where the gnome city was, but instead of a tiny town hidden behind the stony hills, several large farmhouses started to appear in the distance.

Many of the homes appeared to be brick rather than wood, though, and huge sunflowers grew along the front of the homes, despite the winter chill. There were stone fences with large iron gates that didn’t look very inviting, though at least the air smelled like a warm wood fire.

I sighed because I was sure I was going to be disappointed. But then Marco turned onto a smaller road, and I smiled at the vast, flat fields that stretched off into the distance and the rocky cliffs that overlooked the property. I could even see some of the caves that Marco had mentioned, and some of them looked large enough to drive a cart into.

“Is that it?” I asked as I caught sight of the house.

“That’s the one,” the elf said.

The house looked like a ski chalet from back home. It was made of wood, unlike most of the neighbors, but it was also noticeably larger. The wood gleamed in the sunlight, and it looked a lot more inviting than the other homes we’d passed. Little wooden eyelets over the windows made it look like the house was staring at each passer-by, and the curved roof looked like it could handle a lot of snow.

The barn behind the house was much larger than Hilly’s, and it was close to the caves, which would make it easy to move product from my manufacturing space to the storage area. Tall coniferous trees followed the property lines, and a pleasant dirt path led up to the front door. It wasn’t hard to imagine the place filled with wildflowers in the spring, and I found myself smiling as I drank in the view.

“It’s beautiful!” Flora said. “They really built it in the old Hagop style.”

“Yes, they did,” Marco said as he pulled to a stop near the door. “And it’s beautifully spacious inside.”

Even though I knew that elves were a pain in the ass to deal with, I was already sold on the idea. Something about this place made me feel like I was destined to call it home, though I knew I should wait until I’d seen the inside.

“Here, Bess,” Marco said as he pulled a carrot from his pocket and gave it to the donkey.

While the donkey worked on her treat, Marco dug around in his pocket again until he found the key.

“Is this the main residence?” Babble asked as we walked up to the door.

“This is,” Marco confirmed as he slid the key into the lock. “There are three bedrooms and all the modern amenities.”

“Sounds wonderful,” Flora sighed happily as she stepped inside.

“Oh… wow,” I said as I stopped just inside the door.

It was more beautiful than most of the dwellings I’d seen in Hagop. I was sure the upper class and nobles probably had some really nice places, but I hadn’t been in very many of those. Still, I couldn’t imagine very many of them were as nice as this place.

The high ceiling let in plenty of light, and the sun warmed the interior to a toasty temperature despite the cold just outside. Most of the space was open, though the bedrooms were tucked away at the back. A large kitchen with plenty of cabinets had pride of place near a bank of windows that looked over the backyard, and the rest of the space was filled with tables, couches, chairs, and a few cozy nooks for anyone who wanted some time alone.

It was nothing like any home I’d ever had, and I loved it. It was simple but spacious, and it had the perfect rustic vibe but still felt modern. And I knew that the girls would have a field day when it was time to decorate and plant the gardens.

“This is amazing,” I said as I watched Babble run from room to room.

“Yes, yes,” the gnome muttered to himself. “It’s a very comfortable abode. But it’s ginormous.”

“I think it’s the perfect size,” Flora said with a smile as she wandered into the kitchen. “Oh! And you even have a coal oven inside for cooking! That would be perfect for baking.”

“Yes, the owners used to entertain quite a lot,” Marco said. “It was a way to show off their wines.”

“That makes sense,” I said and nodded. “We could do something similar.”

“Don’t get too excited yet,” Babble warned. “We haven’t seen everything yet.”

“He’s right,” Marco chuckled. “Why don’t we go take a look at the cellar rooms?”

“That sounds good,” I replied.

Marco led us through the kitchen to the back door, and once we were all outside, he locked the door behind us before he waved us on toward the barrel aging facility. The faint scent of oak and brandy still drifted from the structure, and I could start to feel the adrenaline rush up my spine as we neared the door.

“Now this house doesn’t come with the brewing equipment,” Marco clarified. “Sometimes the properties do, but this was made for wine. Of course, with the proper renovations, it shouldn’t be at all difficult.”

“That’s fine,” I said as I thought about the coppersmith who Johannes had suggested.

I didn’t need to use someone else’s brewing equipment any longer. It was time to strike out completely on my own, or as much on my own as I possibly could at this point. Besides, I liked the idea of having my own brand-new vats to break in.

“Whoa,” I whispered as we stepped inside the barn.

I could have sworn the thing was bigger on the inside than it was on the outside. It stretched on so far that all I could see of the other side were some patches of light where there were windows. There were outlines on the hard floor where the vats had been, and a few random bits of debris were scattered around, but otherwise, the place was empty. The windows had shutters to keep the cellar dark and cool if needed.

Several catwalks ran above our heads, and I smiled as I remembered the incident that had brought me to Hagop. I’d have to make sure that I didn’t do a repeat of that once I had my own vats in place. The last thing I wanted was to leave my new life behind.

“This is rather large,” Babble said. “And I think that I’m the ideal creature here to judge that.”

“Well, even I think it’s large,” I said. “And I’m the giant in town.”

“You could accomplish so much in a space like this,” Flora said, and her voice echoed around the vast space.

“There isn’t much to clean up, as you can see,” Marco said. “A few bits of wood and some cobwebs, but that would be easy enough.”

“We could put up some decorations,” Flora suggested. “Just to make it a little more… cozy.”

“I’d like that,” I said as I tried to imagine how I would arrange the vats.

Even though I didn’t want to get too carried away, I couldn’t help myself. The empty room was like a blank canvas on which I could project all my fantasies of the perfect brewery. I could imagine a whole host of employees who moved around the floor as they tasted and tested the various brews. There would be scales so we would always have the perfect amount to replicate any recipe, and there would be giant, five-foot wooden paddles to stir the wort with when the time came to brew everything. I could practically smell it, and it smelled like success.

“T-Tyler?” I heard a little voice say, and I looked down at Babble once I realized that I must have been lost in my fantasy world.

“Oh, yes,” I said as I shook my head. “Just, uh… just thinking about measurements and all of that.”

“Yes, very technical,” Marco said under his breath as we moved into the cave complex proper. “Well, this is the main cave. If you’re interested in the cooling complex, I can also give you a look at that.”

“I would like nothing better,” I said.

The elf nodded and led us back outside.

“I really like this place,” Flora giggled in my ear. “I don’t think I’ve ever been in such a grand place, but it feels like a home, too.”

“It’s really something, isn’t it?” I said.

I didn’t want to get my hopes up too much, but the fire that I felt in my belly made me determined to claim this place as my own. It would be perfect as both a brewery and home, and I could picture myself growing old in this place with all my friends gathered nearby.

“Just this way,” Marco said as he started down another path.

“Everything is so far apart,” Babble grumbled.

“But just the right distance for humans,” Marco replied and shot a look at me.

“So far, so good,” I said and grinned.

Marco turned to look at the gnome, and the two soon fell into a muttered conversation about the local gambling scene in Hagop.

“I think it would be good to organize some kind of a summit,” Marco said. “You know, get some people in from the country to play some really good games. You know many gnomes out in the country?”

“I’ve got some cousins,” Babble said and squinted. “Of course, every gnome is from a big family. But mine don’t usually like to travel too far by human standards. It’s a lot more to a gnome than it is to someone of a larger stature.”

“I can see that,” Marco said. “But it’s always the same players in Hagop. If there was a bigger competition with some fresh blood, we could bring in a lot of cash.”

“Is this the cave?” Flora interrupted as the path came to an end.

“Oh, yes,” Marco said as he looked up.

The opening was about twenty feet tall, and it was so dark inside that I couldn’t even see the back. I crossed my arms and nodded as the elf’s voice boomed through the space.

“A large and dark space such as this is essential for storage. When they built the new house and barn, they kept using the cave. It’s quite large, and it has the same temperature year round. If you’re using this as a brewery, I imagine it’s perfect for cooling.”

“It’s perfect,” I said, and my voice echoed through the blackness.

“You could even do cave parties,” Flora suggested. “Not in the back, in the cooling section, but over here, near the entrance. Close off the back and light a few torches, and it would be a lot of fun!”

“Now that does sound like fun,” Marco said as he emerged from the shadows. “Well, what do you think?”

What did I think? Well, I was overwhelmed by the amount of space. We’d already been selling every barrel the moment it was produced, and that was a trend that looked likely to continue. With all this space, I’d be able to pay off my debts in no time, and there would still be plenty of room to expand for years to come.

“I love it,” I admitted. “I absolutely love it. In fact, I think it’s perfect.”

“Excellent,” Marco declared and clapped his hands.

We stepped back into the sunlight, which was nearly blinding after the cave. I was feeling good about the sale, until I noticed that Babble’s face had gone pale and he was staring at something just to his left.

My eyes trailed over to where he was looking, and I felt my stomach churn. It was another group of elves, and I had a bad feeling they were more like the ones I usually encountered. In fact, they were holding pitchforks as they muttered among themselves, and everyone wore a frown.

“So, can I put in an offer?” I whispered to Marco.

“I’m sure that the owners would be more than happy to receive an offer,” he replied nervously as he watched the approaching elves. “It’s just that… any sale would need to be approved by the other homeowners in the area, and, well, …”

“Elves hate humans,” Babble finished. “As we all know.”

“They should be ashamed,” Flora tutted as she shook her head. “Staring like that. You’re the hottest brewer in town right now!”

“Well, I’m going to put in an offer,” I said. “And we can cross this bridge when we come to it. I want this property, and I’m not about to let a few elves stand in my way. Oh, hell, they won’t put me in a grudge book, will they?”

“I doubt it,” Marco said. “You haven’t done anything to outwardly spite them. They’ll just be irritated that you had the audacity to bid on elven land.”

“Well, thank Hagop that isn’t enough to be put in a grudge book,” Babble laughed. “Otherwise, I’d have people chasing me all over town!”

“True,” Marco said. “But they’re just sore losers. They’ve had their own chances to bid on the property, and none of them were successful. Anyway, I say we return to the city. We can talk about the barrel of King’s Brew, and then I’ll let you know what the next steps are.”

“Sounds like a plan,” I said.

We started to walk back to the cart, and I could hear the elves still muttering angrily behind us. At least they hadn’t actually attacked us because I really didn’t want to get stuck with a pitchfork.

“They could mean trouble, Tyler,” Babble said as we watched the pack of elves head back to their own land. “Even if you don’t end up in a grudge book, they might try and mess with your offer.”

“We’ve seen worse,” I said. “Though I have to say, a lot of the creatures in Hagop have a real penchant for sabotage.”

“Aye, that they do,” the gnome sighed.

“But I know that I’ll get my brewing property one way or another, whether it’s this one or some place even better,” I said.

Though after seeing this property, it was hard to imagine that somewhere better could possibly even exist. I knew right then that I was going to push through any obstacles, just like I had the other times someone had tried to stop me from making my beer.

“Could you help me up, Tyler?” Flora asked when we reached the cart.

“Of course,” I said as I took her soft hand in mine and helped her into the cart.

She took a few deep breaths before sitting down and dusting herself off. She looked pale for a moment, but then she smiled at me so brightly that her eyes sparkled.

“You feel any better now, Flora?” I asked.

“A lot better,” she replied happily. “I can’t wait to tell Hilly about this place.”

“I’ll be interested to get her opinion,” I said. “From a business perspective.”

Marco clucked to the donkey, and we were soon underway again. The winter wind whipped against my face, and even the birds seemed to have found someplace to get out of the cold. The only sound was Bess’ hooves on the frozen ground, and if the ride hadn’t been so short, I probably would have nodded off.

The town was even busier as we rode up the main street, and most of the elves we passed gave us a weird look, like they didn’t understand why a fellow elf was carting two humans and a gnome around town. Luckily, we didn’t pass any of the spiteful dwarves who seemed to want my head for brewing a better beer than them, because I’d had more than enough angry looks for the day.

“Here we are,” Marco said as we reached the familiar front of Hilly’s pub.

“You can pull around back,” I said. “There’s room for the cart there, and you can let Bess have a snack while we head inside.”

“Ah, she’ll enjoy that,” Marco said as he directed the little donkey around the side of the building.

“And Tulip will probably like the company,” Flora added.

“We have some new grain from one of Hilly’s visitors,” I said as the cart came to a halt. “So we can see if she likes it.”

Marco unhitched the donkey, and then I led Bess into the small barn that served as Tulip’s home. Tulip sniffed at the strange donkey, and then they nuzzled together for a moment while I filled a feed bag for both of them. The pair looked content as they ate and nuzzled, and I felt myself grinning as I watched them.

With the donkeys settled, I led our small team into the bar, where Mason was serving a few men who had taken up spots along one side of the counter. Once he saw us, he popped his head into the back room, and a moment later, Hilly emerged from behind the bar. Her apron was already covered in a few stains, but she didn’t seem to be in a bad mood.

“Well, good afternoon, Marco,” she nodded at the elf. “So, how did it go?”

“It went well,” the elf said. “I must consult with the owners and the local homeowners’ group before Tyler’s offer is approved, of course.”

“Offer?” Hilly asked, and her eyes widened. “So you liked it that much?”

“Oh, Hilly, it was amazing!” Flora giggled. “It was such a fun property. It had caves for cooling, and a big barn as well that Tyler could use for brewing. And the house! It was so cozy, but there’s plenty of room to have a party.”

“Well, size is very helpful when it comes to brewing,” Hilly replied, and her and Flora sustained eye contact for so long that it made me a little suspicious.

“Babble,” I said as I turned to the dwarf. “Why don’t you get Marco one of the barrels that we have left? I’m afraid, Marco, that the lowest I’ll go is the highest price it’s already fetched, which is about three hundred and fifty silver per barrel.”

“Three hundred and fifty silver!” he said, and his eyes widened as he took in the price. “Well… alright. It is the most sought-after beverage in town, after all. And I know that the patrons of my establishment will drink it up.”

“They will,” Hilly said. “As an owner, I can tell you that it’s the most popular drink in town. Your customers will stay all night if they know you have some.”

“Do show the way, Babble,” Marco said with more excitement. “I love anything that will keep my patrons in the house.”

“And you’ll let me know what to do next?” I asked before the elf could disappear.

“Of course,” Marco said and bowed. “I’ll let you know the next steps as soon as I’ve spoken to the owner.”

“Come on,” Babble grumbled. “Leave it to the smallest ones here to fetch the barrel.”

“Ah, I deal with barrels all the time,” Marco declared as he headed for the back door.

“You owe me,” Babble said as he looked at me, and then he followed the elf outside.

“I’ve never met an elf that friendly,” I said when the pair were out of earshot.

“He isn’t friendly, he’s tactful,” Hilly said as she started to wipe down the counter in front of us. “The kind of place he runs has to cater to a lot of different creatures, and it wouldn’t be in his interests to offend the most sought after brewer in all of Hagop. And Babble as well. Even though Babble keeps a low profile, he’s well known in the gambling circles.”

“I guess,” I said. “But he was still a lot more willing to help than the other elf businessmen I’ve met.”

“I like him,” Flora said. “And I’m sure he’ll help you get that property.”

“So, what can I get you two?” Hilly asked, and she smiled at Flora and me. “On the house, but just this once.”

“Of course,” I laughed. “Well, I think we’ll have two King’s Brews. Seems fitting, since we may have found the next home of King’s Brews.”

“Oh, I’ll just have some water,” Flora said quickly.

“No King’s Brew?” I asked as I looked at her. “I mean, suit yourself, but… first butter and now beer is off the menu?”

Flora took a deep breath, and Hilly leaned over the bar. They exchanged another glance, and I had a feeling that something was up.

“Go on, Flora,” Hilly said, and she looked at me and tried to conceal a smirk. “You might as well say something now, before you puke on the rest of my customers.”

“Oh, fine,” Flora murmured. “Tyler, I have something to tell you.”

I looked between her and Hilly and felt my heart practically stop beating in my chest.
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Chapter 5

“And?” I said after a long pause. “Come on, you can’t keep me waiting like this. I’m dying here.”

“I’m pregnant,” Flora blurted out, and then she brought her hand to her mouth as she started to giggle. “With a baby.”

“Well, I’d hope so,” Hilly cackled, but I could barely pay attention to anything happening around me anymore.

Something similar to nausea and wonder came over me. I gripped the bar as I started to experience tunnel vision, and all I could see were all the possible futures for me, Flora, and this baby.

Dear God. Flora was pregnant with my baby. There was a tiny Tyler King inside her, or maybe a tiny Flora, and in nine months, I’d be able to hold this child in my arms. I would be Tyler King, the dad, who not only made beer, but also chased a small child around and spun it around in the air just like my dad used to do with me. When I saw Flora smiling at me, I could almost see her cradling a tiny human in her arms and holding it close. It was the most beautiful and terrifying thing that I could imagine.

“Tyler?” Flora said, though her voice sounded like it came from a million miles away.

I shook my head, and the rest of the world seemed to come back into focus. I realized that my face was wet.

“Am I… am I crying?” I asked as I wiped at my cheeks.

“No, honey,” Hildegard said. “You looked like you were about to faint, so I gave you the old cold water treatment.”

“Ah,” I nodded and accepted the towel that the innkeeper held toward me.

Once I was dry, I felt a laugh bubble up from my soul. I couldn’t speak yet, so I picked up Flora and spun her around instead.

“Tyler!” she giggled into my ear as I felt her soft, plushy arms around my neck.

Even though she hadn’t been in the bakery that day, she still had the lingering scent of flour and butter in her hair. It was the essence of warmth and happiness, and I let it intoxicate me before I plopped her gently back on the ground.

“So that’s why you’ve been so nauseous!” I laughed. “Wait. How long have you known?”

“I had suspicions when I missed my cycle,” Flora replied and then glanced at the innkeeper. “And Hilly talked me into doing a test yesterday just to confirm.”

I didn’t know how the women of Hagop did pregnancy tests, though I had no doubt they were accurate. If nothing else, I didn’t think Hilly would use anything that wasn’t guaranteed to be one hundred percent correct.

“And to think that I just assumed you were sick of butter,” I sighed and shook my head. “How could I be so oblivious?”

In my defense, I’d never been in a position like this before. I’d had food poisoning, sure, and man, I knew just how ugly that kind of thing could get. And while I’d had friends who’d been pregnant, it wasn’t like I’d been around in the early morning hours to see what that entailed.

“Looody-doody-dooo!” a tiny voice sang as the backdoor shut and my gnomish companion entered. “And that’s three fifty for you!”

“Babble,” I laughed and then picked up the tiny gnome and set him on the bar as he wriggled in my hands.

“Hey!” he said as he set his fists on his hips. “I’m not some kind of a lapdog, you know!”

“We have great news!” I said and turned to Flora.

“What is it?” Babble asked as he looked between us. “What, what is it?”

“I’m with child!” Flora laughed.

“W-with child?” he stammered and then stared open-mouthed at us.

“Yes!” I smiled. “She’s got a bun in the oven!”

“She’s always got buns in the oven!” Babble laughed. “But this one will be the best by far. And you should name it Babble Junior!”

“I’m not naming it Babble Junior,” Flora said as she patted the gnome on the head. “Because someday you’ll have a Babble Junior of your own.”

“Oh, fine,” he rolled his eyes. “It was worth a shot.”

“This is a cause for celebration,” Hilly said, and she plopped three mugs of King’s Brew on the table. “For Flora, the best bun baker in town! And Tyler King, who’s going to be a father!”

“Oh, it really is wonderful,” Babble said, and his eyes started to tear up. “You know, I really can’t believe it. First your business success, and now this…”

“And the house,” I said. “I don’t care if those elves want to fight me for it. It’s the perfect place for my brewery, and it’s the perfect place to raise a family. There’s no way I’m letting those snobs take it from me.”

It was amazing how quickly my view of the property had changed. As I thought about the house and the surrounding land, I no longer just thought about where the vats would go or what type of crops I could grow. Now I thought about a swing set behind the house and happy times spent exploring the river. I had a brand-new tiny life to take care of, and I was sure as hell going to give that child the best that money could buy.

“Well, I suppose it really is time to celebrate,” Babble said, and he took a large sip of his beer.

“Damn straight,” I said happily and then swigged back about half of mine.

“When’re you due?” I asked Flora. “Um, I assume it’s nine months in Hagop as well…”

“What else would it be?” Hilly said and rolled her eyes.

“I’m not due for a while,” Flora laughed. “Not until the summer time.”

“A summer baby!” I said. “What a perfect time for a birthday.”

“And right around the time of the summer wedding festival,” Babble said as he prodded my shoulder. “If you get my drift.”

“Oh, right,” I said as I sank onto one of the stools.

Holy crap. I hadn’t even thought about that. Hell, I didn’t even know what the social customs in Hagop were around this type of thing. It was just one more thing to add to my ever-growing list of things to do. But since no one else seemed to be urging marriage right away, I took a deep breath and told myself I could hold off until I crossed something else off my list.

“More beer?” Hildegard asked.

“Sure,” I said. “I think I’ll need it.”

She passed me another mug and Flora a cup of water while more people started to pile into the inn.

“Ah, I can’t wait to meet the little fellow… or girl, of course,” Babble said as his eyes took on a faraway look. “You know, I came from a very small family, but I always wished that there were more of us when I was younger. Flora, when you have the baby, can I hold it?”

“I’d be more than happy to let you hold the baby,” Flora laughed. “But only if, you know… you’re bigger than it.”

“Ah yes, of course,” Babble sighed.

“I’m sure we can figure out how to do it safely,” I said and nudged the gnome. “We don’t want you to feel left out.”

“That would be wonderful,” the gnome replied.

I could feel everything around me getting misty and warm, and the sound of voices over the hum of the bar started to fill my ears. I noticed a few of the men had instrument bags in their hands, and I turned to Hilly.

“Is tonight a music night?” I asked, and the inn-keeper gave me a happy nod.

“Yes, indeed!” she said. “It is. I’m so happy they could come. They’ve been racking up a reputation in town, so it’s been almost impossible to find a day when they could perform here.”

I thought of all the hassle that was involved in setting up a show back in Portland. Band members had to arrive early to set up the equipment, do the soundcheck, and all the rest of it, but it was a lot easier when everything was strictly unplugged. As soon as one guy took his lute out of the case, another man brought out something that looked like a trumpet, and another guy added a drum.

“This is very exciting,” Babble said and clapped his hands.

Flora squeezed my hand as the bar started to quiet down a little. There was still some noise as the patrons moved around in their seats or set mugs on the table, but even the elves turned to look at the performers with excited faces. Humans, dwarves, elves, and gnomes leaned in closer as they waited for the show to begin.

The men started to harmonize, and the rest of the noise disappeared as they sang a cappella for a few bars, and even I felt transported far away. It was like a Lord of the Rings soundtrack, and I laughed to myself as I took a swig of beer. Even though Hagop didn’t have all the modern touches of Portland, things were just as cool and entertaining.

Then the instruments joined in, and the music started to rise to a fevered pitch. There were shouts from the audience, and people leaped to their feet to dance around in circles and swing each other around by the elbow.

I laughed in sheer joy, then I grabbed Flora and swung her around as elves, dwarves and gnomes hit my legs. As my vision got blurrier, I started to feel the room around me get warmer and warmer, and it was like I was floating on air.

I could understand why this band was so popular. The music made me want to dance all night, and the rest of the crowd was feeling it, too. It was the Hagop version of a nightclub, and I loved it. I knew that the rest of the patrons were there for the beer and the party, but it felt like it was a celebration just for me, Flora, and our child, and I wanted to enjoy it as long as I could.

Tyler King was now a father-to-be as well as a master brewer. Soon, I’d have a little King running around, though I’d have to come up with a name because I could hardly keep referring to my child as a little King.

But that was a discussion I’d have to have with Flora, probably over the next few months, whenever we had a quiet moment. Names tumbled through my mind, but I barely registered them as I stared into Flora’s eyes and swung her around the dance floor.

“Tyler!” Flora laughed. “Wait!”

I stopped dancing for a moment, and it was like a scene out of a rom-com. The rest of the dancers kept going, but it felt like they were somewhere far away. The bar suddenly blurred, and the other voices faded, while Flora suddenly became the only solid object around me.

Her hair was so light, and her lips were so plump that all I wanted to do was scoop her up and carry her away. If I looked long enough at her stomach, I thought I could see a slight bulge, but then again, that might have just been my imagination or the flickering firelight. I felt like I’d never seen anyone so beautiful in my life, and she was smiling at me like I was the most wonderful person she’d ever met.

“I just need to catch my breath,” she said and fanned herself with her hand.

“You look beautiful,” I shouted over the crowd.

She laughed and batted her long eyelashes at me, which sent a pang of desire up my spine. She took me by the hand, and in that moment, I wanted the rest of the world to disappear.

“Maybe we should…” I started to say.

“Tyler,” Hilly said as she placed a hand on my arm and glanced at Flora.

“We should go upstairs,” Flora said without taking her eyes from Hilly.

“Are you sure?” I asked both women.

“Oh, definitely,” Hilly replied.

The sound of the music still rattled through the inn, and I spotted Babble dancing with a few gnomish women safely on top of a table, where nobody could step on them. But then my girls pulled me up the stairs, and the sounds of the show faded away to a few thumps from the drum.

We passed a few guests as we climbed to the top floor, though they were so determined to join the fun downstairs that they barely looked at us. The girls giggled as we ran up the steps, but then they stopped when we reached the landing.

“What’s wrong?” I asked, and I looked down at my two women, who looked like they wanted to tear me apart like hungry wolves. “Don’t tell me you’re getting cold feet.”

“Shhh,” Flora said, and she took a few steps toward me and covered my mouth with her finger.

I looked down at the blonde bombshell and opened my mouth ever so slightly. I could feel my cock beginning to harden as she pressed her finger into my mouth and opened hers slightly. I could taste her as she slid her finger inside my mouth, and I really wanted to taste her tongue when it licked across her lips.

She removed her hand from my mouth and started to trace down my neck with the tip of her finger. A draft of cold air blew along the hallway and made me shiver, but the heat between us was enough to warm me up again. My cock was starting to press against the fabric, and Flora smiled as she felt it harden against her.

“I want you so much,” I said, and she peered up at me with her sparkling blue eyes. “I’ve never wanted you so much in my life.”

I heard Hilly giggle as I pulled Flora through the door and onto the bed. Our fire had already been lit for the night, and the girls and I basked in the orange firelight of the room as Hilly shut the door behind us.

“I’ve never wanted you more too, Tyler,” Flora said. “You’ve accomplished so much.”

“So have you,” I replied. “In fact, I couldn’t have done as much as I have without the help of both of you.”

“Then you should show us how much you appreciate us,” Flora said.

I reached under the blonde’s dress and felt her cold, plump legs. She was wearing thick woolen socks all the way up to the top of her thigh, but I snaked my hand underneath and started to massage her through her already wet panties.

“Oh,” she murmured and wrapped her arms around my neck.

I started to move my finger in and out, but Hilly stepped into view then. I watched as the innkeeper took off her dress, and a flush of lust raced up my spine again as I took in her toned body.

“Tyler,” Flora breathed in my ear. “I need to go first. Then you can have fun with Hilly.”

“If you insist,” I said with a grin.

I swept her dress over her head to reveal her perfectly plump, round breasts. I grinned as she started to moan and writhe under me while I slipped my fingers even deeper inside her.

“Do you like that?” I asked.

“Oh, yes, yes, yes,” the blonde said as she squirmed.

I leaned down and fastened my mouth around Flora’s nipples and drew small circles with my tongue. She gasped and started to pull at my hair as I made my way down her body and pulled off her panties.

I lowered myself down onto her sweet pussy and started to lick up all of her delicious juices. She was wetter than ever, and I grasped her hand as her fingers interlaced with mine. I pulled her closer to me and started to squeeze her warm, plush ass under my hand.

Fuck, she was like a piece of ripe fruit. I continued to lick and suck at her folds until she started to shake underneath me and gasp.

“Tyler, Tyler,” she moaned as I grasped her soft pink flesh even more. “Tyler, fuck, that feels so good… I’m going to…”

I felt her come in my mouth as she continued to grind and shake against me. I could feel myself get even harder, and knew that I had to have her now.

“Mmmm, that was so sexy,” Hilly murmured as she started to pinch at her perfect, small nipples. Flora fumbled around with my pants before revealing my rock-hard, throbbing member.

The blonde looked up at me and wrapped her mouth around my cock. Her warm breath and sly tongue licked up and down the shaft, and shockwaves of pleasure rolled up my spine and made me arch my back and bite my lip.

“Oh, fuck…” I breathed, and I grabbed a tuft of her blonde hair.

I couldn’t take it anymore. I pushed Flora back down onto the bed and took in her perfect body. She was so light and curvaceous, I could barely resist her.

I swept the tip of my cock along her folds, and she parted her lips slowly and arched her head back. As I finally pushed into her warm, welcoming pussy, she moaned and wrapped her arms around my waist.

“Oh, Tyler,” she moaned as I started to pump in and out of her. I could feel her contracting around me as I looked down at her.

“You feel fucking amazing,” I said and then pressed even deeper into her.

“You make me feel so hot, Tyler,” Hilly moaned as she started to play with herself.

I felt like the absolute king of the world, and I kind of was.

I kept pumping into Flora harder and harder, and I felt her walls contract around me. She pulled me in, and I kissed her neck before feeling her start to shake.

“Oh, Tyler,” she moaned. “I’m… I’m…”

“I’m going to come in you,” I said and a split second later I felt everything in me release into Flora.

I kept pressing into her until everything I had was inside her, and then I looked down at her and took a few deep breaths.

“Mmmm, I love you Flora,” I said, and she smiled and giggled.

“I love you too, Tyler,” she said. “That was so good…”

“Now me,” Hilly said as she slid onto the bed.

The innkeeper’s dark hair swept over her face, and she looked more like a siren than ever. I could barely resist her as she rolled onto her belly and started to kick her legs in the air.

“Someone’s looking cheeky,” I said as I took in the view of her plump, pale ass.

“Who, me?” she asked as she batted her eyelashes. “I would never.”

“Except every day of your life,” I laughed. “Damn, you look so good. Even those cute little freckles.”

“They are cute,” Flora agreed.

“Are you just going to look?” Hilly pouted.

“No,” I growled. “I want you, too.”

I clambered on top of her and started to bite at the back of her neck, just where I knew she liked it.

“Mmmm, Tyler,” she moaned as she started to wiggle herself against me.

I reached underneath her and grasped her breasts in my hands. I could feel her pulse just beneath me, and I knew she was getting more excited.

“Fuck,” she gasped, and she pressed her hips against me even more as my hand trailed down to her wetness.

I started to draw small circles around her clit with my hand, and I felt her moan and shudder under me. I loved biting down into her neck, especially when it made her press against me. Even though I’d just had my turn with Flora, I was hard again, and I wanted Hilly.

I rubbed my cock against her folds and felt her gasp as she arched her neck back.

“Yes, yes,” she moaned. “Yes, put it in!”

“Be patient,” I growled, but I wanted her just as much as she wanted me.

I finally slipped my hard cock into her tunnel and felt her tighten around me. I balanced on my knees and grabbed her hips as she started to push against me rhythmically.

“Yesss, Tyler,” she moaned. “Yes, go deeper!”

“Whatever you say,” I told her, and I slapped her ass before continuing to pump even deeper into her.

I could feel myself growing harder as she moaned and sighed underneath me. The sounds of the pub downstairs drifted up the stairs every so often, and for a few seconds, I would feel like I was at a weird medieval themed frat party.

“Oh, Hilly,” I groaned, and I pushed in even deeper.

“Yes, yes…” she moaned. “Tyler, Tyler…”

“I’m going to come in you,” I said.

My eyes practically blurred from how good she felt. I grasped her tighter and tighter, and then I felt myself empty everything that I had into her. I didn’t let go until every last drop had been spilled, and I could feel the tension inside me finally fade.

As we rolled onto the bed, both girls clambered up and rested their heads on me.

“Mmmm,” I said as we fell asleep by the firelight.

There was no feeling like it, and if I could have found a way to keep us in that perfect moment, I would have done just that. But sleep pulled me under, despite the occasional loud cheers from below, and I dreamed of gleaming fields and happy children that looked like mini versions of Flora.

“Tyler, wake up!” I heard a voice whisper.

When I opened my eyes the sun was beginning to shine a golden egg yolk color through the window. Flora was getting her boots on, and I smiled as I watched her struggle with the leather.

“You weren’t sick today!” I said.

Hilly grunted in her sleep, and Flora quickly shushed me.

“You don’t need to get up,” Flora whispered. “I just wanted to let you know that I was leaving. I’ll see you later?”

“Of course,” I whispered and kissed her.

I watched her check her hair and then slip into the hallway as quietly as a cat. I was tempted to go back to sleep, but I was too excited. I was ready to start the next part of my life, and that meant it was time to buy some property.
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Chapter 6

“Just so you know, I’ll be acting as your official lawyer,” Babble yawned as he clambered onto a barstool.

“Do you even practice law?” I laughed and took a quick bite of my toast. “Don’t you have to go to law school or something?”

“Well, I haven’t practiced it very much,” he said. “But I’ve done pretty well in the past when I’ve had to use it.”

“You won’t need to get the law involved,” Hilly yawned as she placed a cup of tea in front of me. “But I’d still be careful of those elves. You know how much they dislike humans. I wouldn’t ruffle their feathers too much or you could end up in another grudge book. Just let them know what you’re offering, go in there with a solid business plan, and make sure they hear you out before they bring up any problems.”

“Problems?” I asked. “What kind of problems?”

“They’ll think of something,” Babble said and nodded. “They always do. Elves are very good at finding problems. It’s the solutions they’re not so good at.”

“Huh,” I muttered and took a sip of the tea. “Good to know.”

While I watched Hilly go through the receipts, I decided I didn’t want to do a beer check today because I’d just done one, and besides, I knew that Babble would want to tag along if I did. Once the gnome started drinking, I knew we’d both be drunk by noon, and that seemed like it would be a very bad state to be in when dealing with the elves.

Once we’d finished up our breakfast, I hopped off the barstool and Babble did the same. We waved goodbye to Hilly and Mason before heading out into the cold Hagop morning.

“It is crisp, isn’t it,” Babble yawned, so I picked him up and put him on my right shoulder. “Oh, my, looks like I’m getting a ride today!”

“You certainly are,” I said. “I’m in a good mood.”

“I’ll have to do more to encourage these good moods, then,” Babble laughed.

“Where do we even go to make a formal offer on this place?” I asked. “Is there a real estate agent or something?”

“Not sure what that is,” Babble replied. “So no. We need to talk to Marco again. He told me yesterday that he spoke to the owners, and it seems like something could happen there. His real concern is the neighbors.”

“Oh, right,” I nodded. “The neighbors. They certainly didn’t seem very happy about our presence at the estate.”

“If there’s a snobbier creature in the universe than an elf, I hope I never meet it,” Babble said.

I found my way back to the alley where Marco’s establishment was located. I set Babble on the ground, since it was easier for him to squeeze through on his own and then followed him to the hidden door. The only other creatures in the alley were a pair of small mice, but there were no signs of other gamblers yet. It was a good time for a business meeting, and I hoped we could wrap it up quickly so I could take care of some of the other purchases I wanted to make.

Babble did the same elaborate knock that he’d done before, and I started to sense motion behind the secret door. I heard an elf scampering up the stairs, and just like before, the bricks seemed to swing back to reveal an old staircase. But unlike last time, I could see what laid beyond the door, and it looked like a regular, dark, dank basement. It was like a behind the scenes look at a Vegas casino, and I had to admit, it was disappointing.

“Hey there,” I said to the elf, who raised a pale blonde eyebrow. “I’m, uh, I’m here to see Mar--”

“I know that you’re here to see Marco,” he answered with an eye roll. “Who the Hagop else would you be here to see this early in the morning?”

“Thank you,” I said and smiled, because I knew that if I made a smart-ass remark, he’d make me wait outside for at least another half hour.

Babble and I made our way down the long staircase without tripping, despite the lack of light, and we soon found ourselves inside the casino. There was no sunlight, of course, and the place was still dimly lit. There was no way to know whether it was day or night, and I was honestly surprised that Marco didn’t keep the place going all the time, like any self-respecting Vegas shark.

We found Marco sitting in a corner where he was counting out some silver coins. He tut-tutted to himself before taking out a small leather-bound book and scribbling something down with a quill.

“That fearsome Rabbit clan,” he murmured. “They have no respect for paying on time.”

“How is it, Marco?” Babble called over.

The elf looked up and nodded at us before he returned his attention to his book. He shook his head and then plucked at one sleeve of his green cloak.

“I’ve had to bring out the grudge book, so you know how my day is going,” he grumbled.

“Grudge book?” the gnome gasped as his eyes widened. “But what for?”

“The Rabbit clan,” Marco growled. “I made a loan to them a year ago, and they haven’t made good on paying it for months. It was supposed to be a three-month loan, after which they would start to accrue interest. Now it’s far past the threshold, and they haven’t paid on time once. So they’re going in the grudge book. They knew that it was coming.”

“Well, I certainly wouldn’t want to be part of the Rabbit clan if they’re in your grudge book, Marco,” I said.

Babble raised an eyebrow at me, and he held his eyes open for a few seconds too long without blinking. The gnome was trying to tell me something, though it took me a moment to catch on.

If I wanted to make sure my offer for the property went through, then it wouldn’t hurt to get in good with the agent. And right now, the agent needed someone who could step in and help him recover some of the loan he’d made to the Rabbit clan.

“I certainly don’t pity them,” Marco said with a sly grin as he closed his book. “No, not after the amount of money they’ve cost me. They’re elves, they know how such things work. This type of behavior is just unthinkable. Absolutely unthinkable.”

“Well, I’m a bodyguard, as you know,” I said. “But I’ve also helped Babble here recover money that he was owed. So if you ever need any help on that front…”

“Oh, I couldn’t possibly ask for help right now,” Marco said as he waved his hand. “No, no, not yet. But maybe, if they don’t get the picture a little down the line, then we can talk again…”

“Just let me know,” I said as I sat down across from him.

He nodded as he swept his coins and his grudge book out of the way, and then he folded his hands together on the table.

“Right,” he said. “On to our business. Now, there’s a few things that I need to prepare you for. I’ve told the housing board that there is interest in the property. The asking price is twenty-five thousand silver.”

“I’ll offer thirty thousand,” I said immediately.

His eyes widened for a moment, but then he gathered himself. He plucked at his sleeve again and then nodded.

It sounded like an absurd amount of money, but I’d made a shit ton of silver with my beer, and I was going to make even more once I had the proper brewing facilities. In the grand scheme of things, thirty thousand silver was a drop in the bucket.

“Very well,” he said. “But unfortunately, I’ve had to invite a member of the housing board to talk this over. I’m not sure if you know, but elves retain first right of refusal in the sale of an elf property.”

“That seems pretty archaic,” Babble sniffed “Aren’t we supposed to be beyond all that segregation nonsense?”

“Take a look at gnome city, Babble, and ask me that again,” Marco replied and then shrugged. “I’m not trying to be difficult, it’s just the truth.”

“But gnome city was granted to us because of our size,” Babble said. “It’s very difficult for the average gnome to work and function in places run by you big people. Why do you think so few gnomes spend any time in Hagop proper? But the elves don’t have that problem.”

“Point taken Babble, but you understand what I’m getting at,” Marco said. “And it’s exactly as I suspected. Look, Tyler, there hasn’t been much interest in the property up until now. But now that a human has stepped into the picture, I have a feeling that there will be at least one other offer.”

I was starting to feel my blood boil, though I appreciated that Marco at least had the decency to warn me. I’d never experienced speciesism to this extent, and it was pretty fucking annoying. Those elves just wanted me to stay in my humble lodgings because they couldn’t stand the thought that I might be able to turn a failed elf business into something successful.

“Why do they care about the property if I’m just going to brew beer?” I growled. “They’re only making wine, and brandy, and brandy wine, and all that, umm… sh-stuff.”

It was hard to not call the list I’d just rattled off a tank load of shit, but I had to keep my cool around Marco. I knew he didn’t have to help me as much as he was, and even though I knew it was only for his own selfish motivations to get my beer, it was still making my life a hell of a lot easier.

“Well, you can ask the man yourself,” Marco said to me as he crossed his arms over his chest. “I’ve also invited the owner of the neighboring property, Tannin, to come and meet you.”

I remembered the elves who’d shown up when we’d viewed the property. They’d shown up with pitchforks in hand like a cartoon of an angry mob that wanted to chase my kind as far off the property as possible.

And while I’d been willing to ignore their bad behavior then, things were different now. I had to make sure that wherever I moved into was safe, not only for my business, but also for the woman and child who would soon be living there as well. I didn’t want to raise a kid in an area where scary elves waved pitchforks at them, but I also wasn’t ready to give up on the property just yet.

For a moment, my mind drifted away. I’d always been told fairy tales about elves and the like, but in this world they were real. So what kinds of fairy tales was I going to tell my kid? Would I be regaling my children with stories about the strange and magical devices that were stored in the faraway kingdom of Walmart?

“Okay,” I finally sighed. “Well, I’m hopeful that the owner will agree to the deal, and I’m sure we can find a way to work with the neighbor.”

“That’s good, Tyler,” Babble declared. “It’s always good to be hopeful. And you have a lot of good reasons to be hopeful!”

“Thank you Babble,” I grumbled. “So, when does the neighbor get here?”

There was a creak from upstairs that sounded like the door had been opened, and the faint buzz of voices followed a moment later.

“That will be Tannin,” Marco said.

Babble and I both turned around, and I held my breath as I waited to see my potential new neighbor. I still hoped that it was going to be an elf I didn’t know, but I sighed when I recognized the pointy-eared bastard.

It was the one who had been holding the pitchfork.

He was also wearing a dark green cloak very similar to Marco’s, but he had a gray wooly shawl over it that made him look like an art director for an upscale gallery. His white hair was pulled back into a messy braid, and he scowled at me as he passed both Babble and I and went to sit on the same side of the table as Marco.

“Marco,” he said in an icy, nasally voice as he shot daggers at Babble. “Oh, Marco, a pleasure as always. Though I really don’t know why you bother with all of this… business.”

He threw us another glance, and I couldn’t help but roll my eyes. These elves thought that they were so slick with their passive aggression, but I couldn’t wade through all this bullshit for a moment longer.

I just wanted to get this deal done, get my house, and go.

“This is Tyler,” Marco said and nodded to me. “He’s put in an offer on the estate.”

The elf nodded as he sized me up. His nose twitched for a moment, and then he gave me a strained smile. He didn’t offer to shake my hand, but since I could easily crush his hand with mine, he’d probably decided it was wiser to skip that part of the ritual.

“It’s a pleasure,” Tannin sniffed. “And who might this be? I don’t spend too much time in the city these days, so you’ll have to make a formal introduction to this gnome.”

“I’m Babble,” the gnome said as he climbed on the table and sat down. “Forgive me, I thought it would be easier to hear if I was up here.”

“All very well, Babble,” Marco said quietly after making sure that there was nothing disgusting on the bottom of the gnome’s boots. “So, let’s get this meeting started. The property in question has been empty for two years, with little interest from potential buyers.

“I’d like to amend that,” Tannin said. “There has now been some interest.”

“Let me guess, since I visited?” I asked.

“Does it matter?” Tannin retorted.

“Just how much interest?” Marco asked as he flipped through a few papers.

“Some,” Tannin said.

“I’d like to know how much, Tannin,” Marco said with growing impatience in his voice.

“Some,” Tannin repeated.

“Tannin, for the love of Hagop, don’t be juvenile,” Marco huffed. “If someone really intends to put in an offer, then fine. Otherwise, I’d be hard-pressed to come up with a reason not to accept Tyler’s very generous offer.”

“Fine,” Tannin said. “I’ll have you know we spoke about it at my company’s board meeting yesterday. And then there are the Rodgers. They’ve been looking to expand.”

“They’re on the other end of the village,” Marco said and shook his head. “Why would they be interested in the property?”

“And, umm, the Foresters were looking at the cave complex yesterday,” Tannin said.

“Foresters, yes, that makes sense,” Marco nodded, and he pulled out a pair of spectacles from his pocket and placed them on his nose. “Go on.”

“The Rifkins are going to have a look as well,” Tannin said. “He seemed particularly interested, since he’s just beginning to make wine.”

“Surely this isn’t the type of property for a beginner?” Babble asked, and he raised an eyebrow at the elf. “This is the type of place for a large operation, and that’s why Tyler is the best candidate!”

“I’m not finished,” Tannin seethed, and he looked at Babble up and down.

“Then by all means, continue,” Babble yawned and then studied his fingernails with a bored expression.

“Thank you,” the elf spat. “By all means, I wouldn’t want to waste the time of a gnome.”

Anger flared in Babble’s eyes for a moment, but the gnome knew how to deal with elves. The gnome shrugged and then motioned to Marco that it was okay to continue.

“What else do you have to add?” Marco sighed.

“The housing committee has raised some questions about this proposed sale,” Tannin said.

“Oh, of course, they have,” Babble muttered. “That’s what committees do.”

“The committee has some real concerns that having a human so close to our own properties will bring down the value,” Tannin said.

“If you’re the one with these concerns then just go ahead and say it yourself,” I replied. “Don’t hide behind other people. Besides, you’ve already made it clear you don’t like me, so it’s not like I’ll be offended.”

“Why, you insolent little--” the elf started to protest.

“Exactly,” I said and nodded.

“Now, now,” Marco said as he held his hands in the air. “I thought that something like this might happen, but there’s no reason to get heated about it. While it’s uncommon, it’s not unheard of to sell elf land to humans. And Tyler has made a very good offer. So, Tannin, are there any grounds for this potential loss in value?”

“Besides prejudice,” I said.

“Prejudice?” The elf laughed and then turned to Marco. “There’s no prejudice. I’m just telling you the facts. Elves don’t like to live around humans, and whenever one moves in, the other nearby properties suffer. And even if the human has made a good offer, there are plenty of offers coming in from elves now, so you’ll have to consider those as well.”

“But I’d be willing to bet that these new offers are only coming in to keep me out,” I said. “Isn’t that right?”

“And if the owner accepts one of the other offers, the elves will dither over the details until the deal is dropped, and then the next elf will step in with an offer that won’t go through, either,” Babble said as he punched the air with his fists. “I know how you elves work, and I know all the dirty tricks you use. I’ve seen them all a hundred times before. You can’t hide from an old gambler like me!”

“Now Babble, calm down,” I said as Tannin stood up.

“Quite right, quite right,” Marco said, and he snapped his fingers twice. “Look, I’m going to get some good elf brandy that will calm everyone’s nerves, and then we’ll settle this properly.”

“There’s nothing to settle,” Tannin declared. “By elf law, each bid from an elf must be considered before that of the human, no matter how long it takes. So unless this beermaker has a few years to wait, the property won’t be going to him.”

“Tannin, with all due respect,” I said as an elf with a tray hurriedly sloshed a bunch of glasses on our table. “I’m currently the most profitable brewer in Hagop, so there would be great benefits to living in such close proximity to a brewery like mine. And I’d be happy to buy some of my ingredients from my neighbors. We could build our businesses together.”

“That’s not the point,” the elf seethed. “You’re a human, and you’re nothing to us. Your silly beer will be a distant memory while the elves are still producing the same fine wines and same delicious brandy that they have for generations. And we will not see a fine elven property ruined by someone who doesn’t respect it properly.”

“I’m no passing trend,” I said. “And I respect the land more than you do. You’re the ones who have left it alone all this time.”

I thought the elf’s eyes would pop out of his head from the shock of being addressed so sharply. I picked up the glass, held it in the air like I was toasting the elf, and then swigged it back in one single gulp.

Holy shit.

It was like drinking fire, and I felt the world go blank for a few seconds. I tried to shake my head, though I couldn’t tell if anything actually moved. When I finally regained my senses, I found another glass had been placed in front of me and a scared-looking elf was rushing back behind the stairs to get more.

“That’s our finest ginger brandy,” Marco said in a low voice. “I only really keep it around for… diplomatic purposes.”

“I like it,” Babble slurred, and he brought another one of the glasses, which looked like a bucket compared to his tiny frame, to his lips. “I like it a lot. Unlike some of the things that I’m looking at!”

He glared at Tannin over the rim of his cup and then deliberately slurped the brandy. The gnome burped as soon as he set the cup down, and he wiped his mouth with his sleeve.

It was all designed to irritate Tannin, and the elf scowled at the gnome’s antics. The elf finally took a delicate sip of ginger brandy, and I watched as his eyes tried not to water as the incredibly powerful stuff flowed through him.

“I don’t know what to tell you,” Tannin said once he could speak. “Your interest in the property has reminded people that it’s available, and now everyone wants the chance to invest.”

“And what about the owners?” I asked as I turned to Marco. “You said yourself my offer was very good. Won’t they want to go with the best offer?”

“Of course,” Marco shrugged and took a small taste of the brandy. “But the law in this matter is clear. The elves have the right of first refusal. We’ll have to wait for all those offers to fail before the owners can even entertain yours.”

“And right now, we’re just so overrun with elven offers,” Tannin said and smiled, which revealed a set of sharp, yellowing teeth.

I wanted to punch them right out of his smug little head, but I knew that wouldn’t help me get the property. Still, the image kept me entertained for a few moments, enough that I didn’t grab the bastard by his throat and toss him against the wall like the limp rag he was.

“You may think you’ve won,” I said. “But I’m very good at games as well.”

I smiled at the elf and took another giant gulp of the ginger brandy. I tried not to groan as the fire hit my stomach, and I told myself I was getting overconfident. I couldn’t keep treating this stuff like shots if I wanted to leave Marco’s casino before nightfall, but when my eyes were working again, I saw that another glass of the ginger brandy was sitting before me on the table.

“This is dangerous,” I heard Babble slur.

“What, trying to mess with an established community of elves?” Tannin asked and then hiccupped a few times. “Everyone knows that.”

“Not the elves,” Babble belched. “I meant the brandy.”

“We’re not messing with the elves,” I said, though I might have slurred the last ‘s’ a little bit.

I managed to lock eyes with Tannin, and I noticed his eyes were a deep burgundy color. I could also see that they were starting to glaze over, so at least I wasn’t the only one who was getting drunk on ginger brandy.

“Then what are you doing?” the elf asked. “Why would you… want to buy our land if you didn’t want to… mess with us?”

“It’s what’s best for the business,” I shrugged. “It’s time to scale up my production, and this is the perfect property. I’d still be close to the town, but I’d have room to expand. There’s already a barn for the vats, caves to keep it all cool, and I’d have land to grow my own barley, wheat, and hops. It’s perfect. And it could really help the elves out as well.”

“Pah,” he grumbled and then sipped more of the elven brandy. “I won’t live next to a human.”

With that, Tannin gathered his things, nodded to Marco, and stood up slowly. He swayed on his feet for a moment, but he finally managed to start moving toward the stairs.

I watched the elf walk away and then took a last swig of the brandy. I felt the rocket fuel course through me and my head spun for a moment, and I was vaguely aware that Marco and Babble started to argue.

“This is codswallop!” Babble said when my brain cleared. “Marco, you won’t get a better offer than this!”

“I know that,” Marco sighed. “The owner knows that, too. But this is elf business, and you know that means nothing can ever be simple.”

“He’s obviously bullshitting us,” I said, though the words seemed to come out a second later than I wanted them to. Man, that ginger brandy really was extremely strong.

“Of course he is,” Marco said. “Everyone knows that. But it doesn’t matter. If they have to find a hundred elves to put in bogus offers, they will. They don’t want you there.”

“But is it the elves?” I asked Marco. “What if it’s just the one elf? Maybe no one else even cares. I mean, most neighbors would be happy to see a property get sold after it’s been sitting empty for so long.”

“We’ll never know,” Marco said. “Tannin has enough friends and business partners that he’ll be able to keep this going for years. I’m sorry, but you should consider looking for a different property.”

“Or figure out a way to put an end to this travesty,” Babble burped.

I tried to organize my jumbled thoughts as I stared at the table for a minute. I knew it would be easier to walk away, but the place was too perfect to just let it go without a fight. And the fact that the elves didn’t want me there only made me want it even more.

“I’m going to fight for that property,” I declared.

“Hurrah!” Babble shouted as he jumped up and down. “Yes, yes we are!”

“Then you’ll have to be…” Marco started.

“Don’t,” I said as I held my hand up. “I know that I’ll have to be clever. But oh, I will. And it will be a sweet victory. I’m not going down, Marco. And if Tannin wants to go to war with me, then he’ll regret the day that he ever tried to cross Tyler King.”

Okay, so I was being a little confident and dramatic. But at this point I wasn’t just day-drunk, I was day-wasted. The worst thing about being a brewer in Hagop was that this kind of occurrence was just normal for someone in my position. I knew that I’d have to pull it together when I had a kid, but for now, I could use my blind, drunk confidence to get the property of my dreams.

“Let’s go, Tyler,” Babble said as he tumbled to the floor. “And for the love of Hagop, Marco, what is in this? Arsenic?”

“No, it’s just got an unusually high amount of alcohol,” Marco said with a low laugh. “And if I’m being honest, I think I might have to go lie down.”

“Maybe don’t serve it to any more guests,” I managed to get out as I stood up. “Unless you want them spending the night.”

“Please, no,” Marco chuckled. “I don’t think I’d want to deal with them in the morning.”

“Come on,” Babble said as he tugged on my pants. “Give me a ride again. I’m not sure I can walk straight.”

“Not sure I can, either,” I replied, but I picked up the gnome and plopped him back on my shoulder.

“I’ll see you out,” Marco said as he stood up.

Babble grabbed onto my ear for dear life as I started to walk, and somehow, I made it across the room and up the rickety stairs without crashing into anything or tripping over something.

“We’ll be back,” I slurred as Marco held the door open for us.

“I’m sure you will,” the elf replied before he closed the door.

The scent of fresh, cold air hit my nose, and after a few deep breaths, I could feel the cobwebs starting to clear away. I heard Babble do the same, and I wondered if there was something in the basement air that made me feel more intoxicated than I actually was.

“That was a mess,” Babble sighed.

“It was,” I agreed as I squeezed through the alley. “Are you sure you don’t want to get down?”

“I’m fine,” he grunted. “I needed to get this coat cleaned anyway.”

We made it back to the main street, and I started to trudge back to Hilly’s place.

“He was really annoying,” I said as I waved my hand in the air. “And now we’re so drunk that my brain isn’t working that well. But I’ll tell you what, Babble. We’re going to figure out a plan to take Tannin down.”

“What, just Tannin?” Babble asked.

“Yeah,” I said. “He seems like the ringleader of this entire thing. I have a feeling that if he changes his mind, the rest of these offers will disappear. Besides, he’s the rudest creature I’ve ever met.”

“He is an elf, Tyler,” Babble sighed. “Elves aren’t known to be the kindest of creatures, especially with species that they don’t like. Which is… well, every creature other than elves.”

“Xenophobes,” I muttered under my breath as I barged into Hilly’s bar.

It took me a second to take in my surroundings, but I soon spotted Mason with a dishrag in his hand.

“Oh, Tyler!” he said, and he waved at the both of us. “You two were gone quite a while. How was the meeting?”

“Get us a beer,” Babble hiccupped. “And make it quick.”

Mason nodded and rushed behind the bar while I shuffled over to a booth. I set Babble on a cushion, plopped down next to him, and then waited for the world to stop spinning.

“I’m surprised we got a booth,” I mumbled. “Usually, the dwarves and elves grab them up.”

“Still early,” Babble replied.

“What the Hagop is going on?” Hilly demanded as she appeared with three pints of beer. She placed one in front of Babble, one in front of me, and then slid in beside me with her own frothy King’s Brew.

“Hilly,” I said and tried not to burp.

“Oh, goodness, did they poison you?” she asked, and her eyes widened. “Those rotten elves.”

“Ginger brandy,” Babble hiccupped. “Which might as well be poison.”

“I should’ve known,” she sighed and rolled her eyes. “Their favorite trick is to get you drunk while they negotiate a deal, and then they’ll try to bamboozle you. Some of these country elves are so shifty!”

“It didn’t make a difference,” I sighed. “There was no deal.”

“What?” she said. “I can’t believe the owners didn’t accept your offer. They’ve been trying to unload that property for… well, a long time.”

“It’s the neighbors,” I said. “They’re using the elves’ right of first refusal to keep us from buying the property.”

“Stupid elvish laws,” Hilly grumbled as she shook her head. “But there’s got to be some way to buy the property.”

“It’s really just one elf,” I said. “The guy who lives next door. Tannin is his name. I just need to figure out how to fuck him over, and once he understands that I can make his life miserable until he gives up this claim, then I think we’ll be okay.”

“Tannin,” Hilly mused. “You said this property is south of the river near the cave complexes, right?”

“Yep,” I said and burped.

“And this neighbor, does he have a vineyard as well?” Hilly asked.

“Indeed,” Babble said as he sloshed down more King’s Brew.

“None of the good vineyards are down there,” Hilly said. “So I doubt he’s making much money. King’s Brew is definitely doing better than he is.”

“Is that why the property has been empty?” I asked. “Because the wine isn’t very good?”

“It is,” Hilly agreed. “The soil’s not very good for the grapes. The elves who have property along there have tried all sorts of crazy things over the years to improve their wine, but nothing’s worked.”

“Huh,” I said and took a sip of my beer. “So he probably doesn’t sell very much.”

“It would just be the cheap stuff,” Hilly said. “All the local bars keep some in stock, but you won’t get rich selling it because nobody out of town would bother importing bad wine.”

“So if the local bars decided not to sell his wine anymore, it would be a big blow,” I said.

“I think we covered that,” Babble said.

“You have an idea,” Hilly said and grinned.

“Maybe,” I said. “Babble, can you find out what his wine is?”

“Of course,” the gnome replied.

“And then what?” Hilly asked.

“And then we make the rounds of all the bars,” I said. “We tell them that if they want to keep selling King’s Brew, they’ll have to stop selling Tannin’s wine. I think it’s safe to say that the bars would rather sell my beer than his wine.”

Hilly and Babble looked at each other and exchanged grins.

“That’s rather ingenious, Tyler,” Hilly said. “And I’ll be the first to support you. Once we get the name from Babble, of course.”

“I’m on it,” Babble yawned. “I promise, I am.”

“Good,” I said. “We’ll start with the biggest bars. If that doesn’t convince him, then we’ll go to the others. We’ll keep going until we cut him off from every buyer if we have to.”

“I love it,” Babble said, and with that he curled up on one of the pillows in the booth and fell asleep.

“Well, I guess my great idea will have to wait a little longer,” I sighed.

“Never fear,” she said and patted me on the back. “I’ll make some coffee, and Babble will be back on his feet in no time.”

“Thanks, Hilly,” I said. “Umm, I could really use a cup myself.”

“I was planning on it,” she chuckled as she stood up.

At least I had a plan. I just hoped it still sounded like a good one once I was sober.

I must have dozed off while I thought about all the bars I’d have to visit, because the next thing I was aware of was the giant steaming mug of coffee in front of me. I blinked a few times to clear the fog and realized that Hilly was standing by the table with a grin on her face.

“Hello, sleepyhead,” she said. “Are you feeling any better?”

“How long was I out?” I asked.

“I let you two have a good hour,” she replied and then shrugged. “But I didn’t want to leave it any longer than that. I figured you two would want to get back to business.”

“I do feel better,” I said as I yawned. “That short nap was exactly what I needed.”

“The coffee will help as well,” she said as she waved another mug under the gnome’s nose.

When Babble stirred, she set the second mug on the table and then went to greet another customer. Babble blinked a few times and then finally sat up. He sniffed at the coffee and took a big sip, which I quickly copied.

“Are you ready, Babble?” I asked when half my coffee was gone.

“Hmm?” he gurgled as he took a large sip of coffee. “Am I ready for what?”

“To convince the biggest bars in town to get rid of that wine,” I said. “We’re going to put Tannin in a tight spot, one that he can’t get out of.”

“Oh, right,” Babble said and nodded. “Yes, I think I’m sober enough to handle that.”

“Good,” I said. “Because I’m ready to claim that property as my own.”
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Chapter 7

“Alright,” I said as Babble and I headed out of Hildegard’s place a few minutes later. “Babble, your first job is to get the name of Tannin’s wine.”

“That should be easy,” he said. “We’ll just start at one of the elf bars. They all know each other, and if the rumors are true, they’re all related somehow. They’ll know which wines are his.”

“Sounds like a miniature elf mafia,” I muttered under my breath as we trudged through the frosty streets.

I didn’t know if it snowed much in Hagop, but the chill in the air reminded me of the sharp cold we always had back home just before it snowed. I glanced at the sky and saw that gray, heavy clouds had started to appear.

“Like a what?” Babble asked after a moment. “I don’t think I know that word.”

“Never mind,” I said as I waved my hand. “It’s something that I think only exists in my old world. So where do you think we should start? Hodgeley’s? He was the first elf to buy a barrel of King’s Brew, so he wouldn’t want to lose that edge.”

“Hodgeley’s it is,” Babble answered. “I think that sounds very practical. He’s one of the most popular spots for the elves to frequent in Hagop, and many other races go there as well. He’ll definitely give up some bad elvish wine to keep our beer.”

We followed the road to the river’s edge and then crossed the bridge. The fishermen were laughing and even singing underneath us, and I managed to spot Johannes pulling a big fish from the water.

“They look like they’re having fun,” I said as I peered over the side.

“I can’t see them,” Babble sighed. “But I’ll take your word for it. You know, I’d be a really good shoe designer. I see enough of them at this height, and I end up thinking a lot of thoughts about them.”

“Do you have any thoughts on my shoes?” I laughed.

“None worth repeating,” he said as he studied my footwear. “But they’re very big.”

“Well, maybe that can be your next career,” I suggested.

We reached the other side of the bridge, and I spotted Hodgeley’s right away. Since it catered to elves, it wasn’t one of Hilly’s direct competitors, though I knew that people from other races visited the place whenever they wanted a good brandy or wine. It was the kind of place that liked to brag about how good their offerings were, which is why Hodgeley had been so quick to buy a barrel of my beer, even if it was made by a human.

“Here we go,” Babble muttered as I opened the door.

“Geez,” I said as we stepped inside.

The place reminded me of the hipster bars back home, with everything done in shades of gray and bare lights that didn’t do much to light the place. It definitely lacked the welcoming feel of Hilly’s place, and the cold that seeped up through the floor didn’t improve it. A handful of elves were sitting on low seats, their bums protected by gray cushions that had silver tassels. The moment they saw us, they scowled and started to mutter to themselves, and I wondered why anyone who wasn’t an elf would ever bother to step inside.

“Is Hodgeley here?” I asked one of the elves working at the bar.

I’d only met the owner a couple of times, but I remembered that he kept his beard in a braid, which neither of the bartenders had. They were also too young, though there was enough similarity between them that I figured they were probably some of Hodgeley’s kin.

“Of course, Mr. King,” one of the elfs sighed after the pair had stared at me for a moment.

The elf disappeared through an arch behind the bar, and I smiled at the remaining bartender. It felt pretty cool that everyone knew who I was, even if the elves would have preferred to never be seen with me.

There was a scuffling noise from the arch, and Hodgeley stepped into the bar. He blinked like he’d been asleep and then shooed the other bartender away as he walked over to us.

“You’re out early,” he greeted us. “And I’m quite sure my accounts are all paid up.”

“They are,” Babble said as he clambered up to the bar. “But that’s not why we’re here. Do you know Tannin?”

“Tannin the elf?” Hodgeley asked as he looked between us.

“That’s the one,” Babble said. “He makes wines.”

“Well, he tries to make wines,” Hodgeley said.

“Which wines?” I asked.

“Grapple Wines,” Hodgeley replied. “But why do you care? Are you planning to make wine now?”

“And there you have it, Tyler,” Babble laughed and slapped his knee. “He’s the owner of Grapple Wines. Those will be the ones you’re after.”

“You’d like some Grapple Wine?” Hodgeley raised an eyebrow. “I didn’t know that you were a wine drinker, but I’m sure that I could get you a glass… We sometimes carry his stock for less… um…”

“Refined tastes is what he was going to say,” Babble snorted.

“No, I’m not interested in tasting his wine,” I said and then leaned forward. “I have a few issues with him, and I think you may be able to help.”

“What seems to be the matter?” he said. “I don’t really know Tannin that well, so I’m not sure what I can do.”

“Oh, but there is something you can do,” I said. “I’ve decided I won’t allow my King’s Brew to be sold any place where Grapple is being sold.”

Hodgeley’s eyes widened for a moment, and he looked between me and Babble like he was waiting for the punchline of the joke. But when neither of us offered anything more, he tugged at his beard and then scratched his ear.

“Is that so?” he finally asked.

I could tell that he was already running the calculations in his head. Sure, he was an elf, but also I knew that I was the most profitable brewer in town, and anyplace that didn’t sell my beer would lose a lot of customers and a lot of money.

And I’d be damned if I wasn’t going to use that.

“It is so,” I replied. “That’s just the way it is. If you’re stocking Grapple, you can’t have King’s Brew. And I’ll be sure to check.”

“And so will I,” Babble added, and we both nodded at each other.

“Well, if that’s the case,” the elf said and shrugged. “Then of course I’m going to keep stocking the King’s Brew, Tyler. I mean, it’s the most profitable drink we stock. It would be suicide to do away with it in favor of an ordinary elf wine.”

“That’s exactly what I thought,” I said with a smile. “It’s a pleasure doing business with you, Hodgeley, as always. And be sure to spread the word to your elvish friends, too. Let them know that King’s Brew will no longer be sold anywhere that sells Grapple Wines.”

“Oh, certainly,” he said with a nod before he scurried into a back room.

I felt a smirk cross my face. Hell, even the elves in Hagop were starting to respect me. I mean obviously not all of them, but anyone who had to trade with humans certainly did. I’d be able to take that little shit out of business in no time at all, and then he’d know exactly what the price was for fucking with my property dreams.

Babble and I nodded to the other elves and headed for the door. The whispers from the customers followed behind us, and I knew that word of my demands would spread through the elvish grapevine like wildfire.

“That went well,” I said once we were back outside.

“It did indeed,” Babble agreed. “And I know where we should strike next.”

We repeated the process a few more times at some of the most renowned elf spots in Hagop. We decided we couldn’t go to Marco’s because it would’ve been a conflict of interest, but we figured it wasn’t a big deal since he’d just stocked one barrel of our beer anyway. And true to my predictions, the elves quickly agreed to my demands. After all, King’s Brew was making a lot of money, not just for me but for the people who sold it as well. Why give that up for some second-rate elvish swill?

“Well, that was a successful day,” Babble yawned as we made our way back down the main road.

“I’m sure that he’ll get the message soon,” I said with a smile. “He’s not selling anywhere near as much as me, and a blow like this will drive him out of business. Unless, of course, he’s willing to negotiate.”

“Of course,” Babble said. “I’ll check the elf bars every few days to make sure they aren’t selling any Grapple Wine. I could probably recruit a few acquaintances to help with that task as well. Just to be sure they aren’t hiding Tannin’s wines whenever I show up and then selling it as soon as I leave.”

“That’s a good idea,” I said.

“We covered the largest elf bars today,” the gnome said and glanced at the sky. “And it only took us about an hour.”

“Well, we didn’t actually drink anything,” I pointed out.

“That seems like a terrible waste of a visit,” he sighed. “But I suppose it was necessary.”

We were near the bakery where Flora worked, and the scent of warm bread and fresh butter drifted our way. I drank in the wonderful aroma for a moment and then turned to my companion with a grin.

“You thinking what I’m thinking?” I asked. “She might have something for us to sample.”

“I would be more than happy to visit Flora after all this walking,” Babble said happily. “Maybe she’ll have something sweet for us today.”

We trudged past a few dwarves who were gossiping by the side of the road and stepped into Flora’s. As usual, the bright lights gave everything a golden glow, and the entire place smelled of cakes and icing. It was absolutely delicious, and I almost drooled all over the floor as I took in the displays of bread and pastries.

“Ding dong,” I called out into the empty main room.

“Just a moment!” I heard Flora sing from the backroom, just like a Disney princess would.

In a few moments she materialized before me with a tray of delicious-looking scones. Her hair was pulled into a messy ponytail, and flour covered her usually pink face.

“Hello,” I said as I brushed a stray hair from her forehead.

The mother of my first child blinked a few times and managed to blush through all the pale flour. She giggled as she set the tray on the counter, and then she sighed happily as I kissed her cheek.

“I thought it was you,” she said. “But it’s so noisy back there sometimes that it’s hard to be sure. I’m glad you’re here, though.”

“Really?” I asked as I studied the scones. “Is everything okay? Is the butter still giving you problems”

“What have you got there?” Babble asked as he tried to see what was on the tray.

“Oh, I’m fine,” Flora said. “The nausea is nearly gone. But it’s not that. Tyler, I got word that there was a human from the magistrate’s office looking for you today. He’s been all around town, but apparently you weren’t at the inn, and they weren’t sure where you’d gone.”

“The magistrate’s office?” I asked and looked down at Babble. “Babble, did you know anything about this?”

“If I knew something, I would’ve told you, Tyler,” he said. “But I haven’t heard a single thing about it. Then again, it’s probably some human affair, so it wouldn’t be that interesting.”

“Usually the magistrate just sends a letter,” Flora said. “I’ve never heard of them sending an actual officer to talk to someone. It must be pretty urgent.”

“But what business do I have with a magistrate?” I asked.

“I don’t know,” Flora replied.

We both looked at the gnome, since he was the one who seemed to know the most about how business was conducted in Hagop.

“How am I to know?” Babble huffed. “Like I said, it’s human affairs. But I do know the magistrate means big business. Very big, not just big to me. It’s the most official body that Hagop has.”

“Well, shit,” I muttered under my breath.

I tried to think of what I could have done that would have drawn the attention of the magistrate. I wondered if there was some sort of paperwork I was supposed to file before I opened my business, or maybe there was a tax I needed to pay. But Babble would know about that, and the gnome had done a very good job so far of making sure I followed all the rules.

“Maybe it’s not about the beer,” Flora suggested. “The magistrate does deal with everything. It could be about… um, well, maybe because you’re a giant?”

“I’m not a giant,” I sighed. “But maybe they want to know more about where I came from? It’s not like I have an official identification to show them. Do you guys have birth certificates here or something? Like a census? How do they keep track of everyone?”

“Like a what?” Babble asked. “We Hagoppers are free to procreate as we please. We don’t need a certificate for that.”

“That’s not…” I started to say and then shook my head.

“I know they keep a record of births and deaths,” Flora said. “But I’d think that something like that would warrant a letter in the post rather than an official visit.”

“What about immigration laws?” I asked. “I did kind of just… magically appear one day. Maybe there’s a form I’m supposed to fill out.”

“I don’t know if there’s any specific laws about that kind of thing,” Babble shrugged. “I don’t think that magic is under the jurisdiction of the magistrate’s office. How did you get here anyway?”

“I fell into a vat of beer back in Portland, and then Johannes fished me out of the Hagop river,” I said.

“Hmmm,” Flora murmured and then nodded as she stared into the distance for a moment. “Well, as strange as that sounds, I still don’t think that would require an official visit.”

“Then it must be about taxes,” I said. “Hilly said that there wasn’t a beer tax out here, but what about the prize money? Was there something I didn’t know about?”

“The only taxes we have in Hagop are on imports and land,” Babble said. “Nothing other than that. And the tax bureau is useless anyway. I doubt the magistrate would even offer to get them a coffee, let alone scour the city for you.”

“Well, then, I’m stumped,” I sighed. “I guess we’re going to have to check this out for ourselves, Babble.”

“Then it looks like we’re going to the town hall,” Babble said. “But first, umm… maybe it would be good if we had a little sustenance? We did do all that walking, after all.”

“Oh, naturally,” Flora said, and she pulled a cloth out of her apron and folded it over two of the scones. “These are made with cranberries. I hope you like them!”

“Sounds perfect,” Babble said, and he licked his lips.

“Enjoy,” I said as I plucked one of the scones from the cloth and handed it to the gnome.

“Oh, it smells wonderful,” he said as he sniffed the confection.

“Can’t leave without another kiss,” Flora whispered to me and then leaned closer to plant a small kiss on my cheek.

I could practically feel the lovebirds tweeting around my head as I smiled. As long as the villain didn’t show up, I would be perfectly happy in my fairy tale life with my muffin-baking princess.

“I’ll see you soon, Flora,” I said, and then Babble and I headed back out.

I took a big bite of the cranberry scone as we walked along, and I was impressed with just how delicious it was. The delicate interplay of the tart cranberry flavor with the sweetness of the dough was absolutely to die for, and it was just chewy enough that I didn’t gulp it down in a few mouthfuls.

“Oh, hot damn,” I said between mouthfuls. “This scone is so good. Oh, my Hagop.”

“I know,” Babble said. “It would make the perfect companion to your wintry beer.”

“That’s exactly what I was thinking,” I said and took another bite. “Anyway, should I be scared about this visit to the magistrate’s office? I’ve never even been inside the town hall before.”

“I haven’t been there in years,” Babble said. “They had an open day for a gnomish position once, and I went to see if I thought I would fit the job. But lo and behold, I decided I prefer gambling to office work.”

“Makes sense,” I said and nodded. “I would, too, if I could get a job as a gambler. Of course, now I make beer, which I like even better.”

“And we’re all very glad you do,” Babble replied.

We walked past some of the market stalls, and I watched life go by in Hagop. The cobblestone streets echoed with the rhythmic clatter of children running around, people selling fish, and housewives meeting to gossip. Everyone was bundled up in wooly clothing and fur coats, and they laughed and nodded to each other like there wasn’t a problem in the world.

But as we came around a corner, I stopped for a moment and debated what to do. The town hall loomed ahead, and for the first time since I’d arrived in Hagop, I wondered if everything I’d built was about to be taken away.

“It’ll be fine,” Babble assured me. “It’s probably just some paperwork you have to sign. The magistrate loves paperwork.”

The gnome smiled up at me and then started forward again. He glanced back when I didn’t move, so I took a deep breath and started to march toward the building.

Town Hall had an ornate facade adorned with wooden carvings that depicted scenes of daily Hagop life. I could see the outline of a cow and all varieties of creatures that increased in size, with humans and ogres being at the far end. Despite the butterflies in my stomach, I had to marvel at the intricate architecture and the amount of craftsmanship that seemed to adorn every corner of this city. Back in Portland, most buildings were boring boxes of glass and concrete, despite all the advanced technology. I doubted anyone on the city council would have even dreamed of adding such an artistic flourish to a local government building.

As we got closer, the grandeur and special energy of the place became even more apparent. It somehow felt busy, even though only a few people walked through the doors, and even if Babble hadn’t brought me here, I would have known that this was the place where the government went about its business.

It started to really sink in that it had to be really important if someone had been sent to find me rather than waiting for me to respond to a letter, and I took another deep breath before walking inside. We were greeted by a rainbow of colors cast by the stained-glass windows along two walls. The faint murmur of voices filled the entryway, and people from all walks of life moved around with purposeful strides.

There were separate booths where elves dressed in velvet suits and tails were arguing over something, and in another far corner I could see a long table of dwarves gathered for a meeting by candlelight. A group of humans had gathered together near the center of the room for an intense discussion, while a pair of gnomes carrying a stack of scrolls scurried through another door. It was a reflection of the way that Hagop functioned every day, and I felt some of the fear disappear as I drank in the familiar scene.

“Humph,” Babble grunted and then pointed to one of the tapestries that adorned the wall. “They’re supposed to show the history of the town, but you’ll notice it’s mostly about the humans, elves, and dwarves.”

I glanced at the tapestry, but then my attention shifted to a man who had just stepped through a door near the back. He definitely didn’t look like a local, with his silk turquoise shirt with incredibly puffy sleeves, matching puffy pants, and black leather lace-up boots. He had a black and gray fur cloak draped over his arm, and he carried himself like the world owed him respect simply because he existed.

“Must be a noble,” I said and nodded toward the man. “Maybe that’s our guy.”

“Well, he’s the only thing that looks out of place around here,” Babble replied. “Besides you. And a noble would have the power to send a magistrate into the streets to look for someone.”

“Thanks,” I muttered.

“Put me on your shoulders again,” Babble said. “So I can look this man in the eye.”

I rolled my eyes at the demand, but I scooped up the gnome and placed him on my shoulder before I started to walk toward the stranger.

“Hello,” I said as I neared the man.

The noble did a double take before hopping back slightly.

“Here, giant, what business do you have in this place?” the noble sniffed.

“I heard there’s someone here to see me,” I replied calmly. “The magistrate has been looking for me.”

“For you?” the noble asked and then looked me over. “Are you this Tyler King person?”

“As a matter of fact, I am,” I said, and I felt Babble cross his arms. “Are you the reason the magistrate was looking for me?”

“Ah, well,” he said and cleared his throat. “I come to you bearing a message from the King.”

“The King?” Babble shrieked, and the entire room went so silent that you could’ve heard a pin drop.
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Chapter 8

The man blinked at both of us before nodding.

“Yes, the King,” he said. “Why else would I be in Royal garb?”

“I’m rather new to this place,” I said. “I don’t know much about Royal garb.”

“Perhaps that sort of ignorance explains this… faux pas,” the man replied. “Because really, I can’t imagine why else you would have done this.

Okay, I could get behind the fact that I didn’t really know Hagop customs too well. But I didn’t like to be called ignorant, especially when I had no idea what the hell the man was talking about. As far as I knew, I hadn’t committed a serious… faux pas since I’d arrived. But I also didn’t want to pick a fight with a member of the Royal court in the middle of the Town Hall, so I unclenched my fists and smiled at the messenger.

“Alright,” I shrugged. “Lay it on me. What’s going on?”

“You’ve declared your beer to be the King’s Brew without an express royal charter,” he said.

“King’s Brew,” I said. “The name of my beer? That’s why I’m in trouble with the King?”

“Of course it is,” the man scoffed. “He is bewildered, nay, flabbergasted, that someone would claim to sell his beer without his approval.”

“Bewildered?” I asked, and for a moment I kind of checked out.

I should’ve been the one who was bewildered. I mean, I’d had absolutely no idea that there was a King because no one ever talked about him. I mean, sure, there was an aristocracy and all that, but they were just sort of… there.

“What do you intend to do about this?” the man demanded.

“Will you give me a moment?” I asked. “Don’t worry, I’m not running away… I’d just… like a little privacy with my advisor here, that’s all.”

“As long as you stay where I can see you,” the man huffed. “If you try to leave, I’ll have the magistrate arrest you and bring you back.”

“Fine, fine,” I said as I rolled my eyes.

I carried Babble over to a line of chairs that were out of earshot of the Royal messenger. I could feel his eyes on me the whole time, and I knew he was hoping I would make a run for it just so he could use his authority to send the magistrate’s men after me again.

“Geez,” I said as I set Babble on one of the chairs and then squatted down next to him.

“Well, this is a dilemma,” the gnome said.

“Why the Hagop didn’t anyone tell me that this kind of thing might come up?” I asked.

“Because why would it?” Babble fussed and tugged at his beard. “The King has never paid much attention to beer or exports! In fact, I don’t think he even drinks beer. He must’ve gotten word that you were causing a stir in Hagop, though. Maybe after your big win at the festival? Ooooh, I’ll bet those dwarves were involved…”

“I didn’t even know there was a King,” I said.

“Didn’t know about the King?” he snickered. “Why, of course there’s a King. What, did you think that Hagop just existed by itself, out of the blue?”

“I mean, kind of,” I shrugged. “I pretty much landed here out of the blue, and I’ve been brewing, boozing, and, uh… making friends ever since. I didn’t really take the larger geopolitical implications of Hagop into account.”

“I don’t know what some of that means,” Babble said and squinted at me. “But Hagop is part of a much larger Kingdom called Rothbart, and the King of Rothbart presides over everything.”

“Okay,” I nodded, and I looked back at the messenger, who was tapping his foot. “Now, I think I’m ready to go back and talk to the messenger.”

“What are you going to tell him?” Babble asked.

“The truth,” I said.

“He may not like that,” the gnome warned.

I shrugged as I helped Babble climb down from the chair, and the two of us walked back to the messenger. I noticed that the rest of the Town Hall had gone quiet while I talked to Babble, and everyone had turned to watch our discussion with the Royal representative.

“This is a serious matter,” the messenger said when we stopped in front of him.

“I know,” I sighed. “But look, I didn’t name my beer after the King. My surname is actually King. I’m Tyler King, which you know since that was who you were sent to find.”

“It doesn’t matter what you decide to call yourself, you can’t market a product as having the royal seal unless one is granted by the real King,” the messenger replied.

“I haven’t decided to call myself a King,” I shot back. “It’s the name I was born with. And I’ve never claimed that my beer had a royal seal.”

“Nobody in Hagop other than a King would be named King,” the messenger snapped.

“I’m not from Hagop,” I said. “I come from a place called Portland, er, the land of Port. And there are lots of people there who are named King. There’s even a professional sports team called the Kings, and it’s not because they play for the King of Portland.”

“Well, it doesn’t matter where you’re from,” he said as he straightened out one of his sleeves. “You’re in Hagop now, and so you’re required to obey the laws of this town and of the Kingdom of Rothbart. And one of those rules states that you cannot claim to be the King’s anything without his approval.”

“But…” I started to protest.

“However,” the messenger continued. “The King has heard about your beer, and so, I have been sent here to issue you a challenge.”

“A challenge?” I asked and then looked down at Babble. “You aren’t going to fine me or put me in the stocks or something?”

“Don’t give him any ideas,” Babble warned.

“No, no, the King isn’t a despot,” the messenger laughed. “He always awards chances to those he believes might be able to fulfill them.”

Babble tugged at my pant leg, and I looked down at the tiny gnome. His eyes were wide with wonder, and he didn’t seem to have much more to say other than that.

“Okay,” I shrugged. “What’s the challenge?”

“As to that,” he said, and he cleared his throat. “The King is aware of your prowess in beer-making. He was told by one of the local council people that a new brewer who had won the autumn competition had been wowing the good people of Hagop with his unique brews. And so, the King enquired further.”

“Enquired further,” I repeated.

“He acquired a sample of one of your brews,” the messenger replied. “And he enjoyed it.”

“Oh, me, oh, my,” Babble said and did a little dance.

“But,” the messenger declared, “the fact remains that you used his Royal Title without permission. So, you must earn that right.”

“How do we do that?” I asked.

“You will brew a beer especially for the King,” the messenger replied. “It will not be a seasonal brew, but one that can quench the Royal thirst no matter what time of year it is, and that goes with absolutely every variety of royal meal that the palace has to offer.”

“That’s… a tall order,” I said.

“If you wish to be the King’s brewer, then this is what you must do,” the messenger said and shrugged. “Do you accept the challenge?”

“Do I have a choice?” I asked.

“You always have a choice,” he replied with a polite smile. “But you might not like the other options.”

“Right,” I sighed. “And if I make this perfect beer, what do I get out of it?”

“Ha,” the magistrate laughed. “Well, you won’t be imprisoned or forfeit your property, which would be the normal penalties for using the King’s name without his permission. Really, this is a most graceful mercy on the part of the King.”

“It is, it is,” Babble said.

“And of course, the King always rewards good work,” the messenger said. “If you impress the King as much as you’ve impressed the people of Hagop, I’m sure there will be other rewards.”

“But will I be able to keep the name King’s Brew?” I asked.

“That will be for the King to decide,” the messenger said. “So, do you accept the challenge?”

“I accept the King’s challenge,” I said.

“Very good,” the messenger replied. “There are only two rules, other than what I’ve already told you.”

“More rules,” I huffed.

“You will have four weeks to make the beer,” the messenger said.

“Four weeks?” Babble squeaked. “To create a whole new beer?”

“And deliver it,” the messenger said.

“It’s fine,” I said when Babble started to protest. “Where are we delivering it?”

Hell, I had hundreds of great ideas for future beers in my head, and one of them would probably be perfect for the challenge. It would be close, but I had no doubt I could get the beer done on time as long as I didn’t have to transport it halfway around the world.

“At the end of the four weeks, you must present your brew to the King at the Royal Palace in the capital of Rothbart,” the messenger said.

“Um, and where is that?” I asked.

“Didn’t they teach you anything in school, giant?” the messenger sighed. “It’s in Quake. The capital of Rothbart is Quake. The palace is right in the center.”

I was pretty sure that the extent of my public school American education hadn’t even covered the capitals of most Asian countries, let alone the fantastical Kingdom of Rothbart.

“I’ll make sure he gets there,” Babble said. “With time to spare.”

“I wouldn’t go that far,” I muttered.

“Then I will see you again in four weeks,” the messenger said. “My name is Robert by the way.”

“Thank you, Robert,” I mumbled. “I’m sure it was a long trip just to come all this way to deliver the challenge.”

“It was,” he sighed. “But such is the life of a Royal Messenger.”

Robert bobbed his head and then turned on his heel. He flung his fur cape over his shoulders as he headed for the exit, and the other creatures who were in his way quickly scurried to the side.

“Well,” I said and looked down at Babble. “I guess we should get back to the inn. We’ll need to get to work on our next brew.”

Babble nodded, and we cut our own path to the exit. I could see a few elves pointing at me and whispering, but today I just wasn’t in the mood for any of that. I swung open the door again and let out a sigh of relief when the cold swept us outside.

“Tyler, this is crazy!” Babble squeaked. “I mean, it could be good, but it’s also crazy.”

By now the sun was setting, and the entire place was full of golden light. My head was swimming with so many possibilities that it felt like I could barely focus on anything.

I mentally tallied up everything that had happened over the last few days, from the property search to my first child, and now the Royal challenge. It was all getting a little insane, so I stopped by the river to enjoy the view and catch my breath for a moment.

“Good idea,” Babble puffed, and I realized that I’d been pacing pretty quickly. “Yes, I think we need a break after that mighty news…”

“I’m going to put all my attention on this,” I said. “And it’s going to have to start now. I don’t have any time to waste. I’m sure when the beer happens it’ll come together like always, but until then… I need to figure out how I’m actually going to make it. What the perfect recipe is.”

“I know that you can do it, Tyler,” Babble said after a few deep breaths. “I know that you’ll be able to please the King.”

“Do you know anything about the King?” I asked, and Babble shook his head.

“No,” he sighed. “Not a single thing. And I don’t know anyone who knows him personally. I know there are gnomes who work at the palace, but that’s it.”

“Well, there’s got to be some way we can figure out what the King likes,” I sighed.

“If it’s good, he’ll like it,” Babble said.

“But a beer that goes with everything,” I replied. “That’s a tall order. I mean, they must serve a lot of different types of dishes at the palace.”

I looked at the Hagop River again and wondered what I’d gotten myself into. It was an exciting challenge, to be sure, and I had no doubt I could craft a perfect beer. But the time limit was making me nervous. Usually, I could take a couple of days to feel my way into a new recipe, and then I could tweak it until it was what I wanted. With only four weeks to work with, though, I would have to cut that time down considerably.

“Four weeks isn’t a lot of time to design a beer from scratch,” I said.

“I’m sure you can do it,” the gnome replied. “I don’t think there’s another brewer in Hagop that’s as creative or single-minded as you. You’ll be able to get this brewed for sure, and you’re going to do a fine job of it. Just think about how good it will feel to be in the King’s favor! You would have the best resources in Hagop at your disposal.”

“That’s true,” I said. “And that would go a long way toward creating the best brewery, wouldn’t it?”

“Oh, for sure,” he said. “Oh, the looks on the dwarves’ faces when the King declares yours the best! It will be the greatest day of my life!”

“Ah, but won’t we be in the palace when that happens?” I laughed.

“True,” Babble said and tugged on his beard. “But I can picture it in my mind. That’s almost as good.”

“Thanks, Babble,” I said and then smiled down at the gnome.

“Where to now, Tyler?” he asked as he danced around my feet. “Shall we go back to the inn? I know that Hildegard will probably have some much-needed wisdom for your predicament!”

“Nah,” I said as a plan started to bubble in my head. “I don’t think I can do that right now. There’s a library around here somewhere, right? Hilly told me that there was.”

“Well, of course,” he nodded. “Not that I go very often. Reading such large books is, of course, a rather athletic demand for me. But I can point you in the direction of the town library.”

“That would be great,” I said.

Babble gestured at me to follow as he took off down the road. He darted through a few side streets and hopped along the cobbles like a gnome on a mission. It was starting to get dark, and a chill wind nipped at my cheeks. It felt like I was back in college and on my way to the library for a late-night cram session.

“There it is,” Babble said as he suddenly stopped and pointed.

“That’s a library?” I asked as I looked at the building.

It was like the cobblestones had risen up out of the ground to form a big, round building. I don’t know how I’d missed it, but then again, I’d never been in this part of town before. I was duly impressed with the structure, from the carved columns near the door to the stained-glass windows that looked like jewels in the lamplight.

“Yes, yes,” Babble said. “That’s the library.”

“Do I need a library card?” I asked.

“It’s just a building full of books, Tyler,” the gnome said and scratched his head. “Nobody is going to ask for identification.

“Then I’ll see you later,” I said.

“I’m off to find something warm,” the gnome sang as he trotted away.

I trotted up the steps and pulled the door open. A wave of hot air washed over me, and I slipped inside before someone yelled at me to close the door. I stopped for a moment and looked around, but all I could see were endless bookshelves, all of them packed to capacity, several ladders on wheels that ran on tracks between the shelves, a row of wooden tables in the center of the room, and an elf that was fast asleep to my right.

There weren’t any signs to point me in the right direction, so I started to walk along the shelves and peer at some of the titles. I realized that the different sections were identified by signs with pictures, so the shelves with cookbooks had a sign that featured a Thanksgiving feast, the books on local wildlife were tagged with a bird, and the section I wanted featured a bottle.

I knew about brewing, but I wasn’t all that familiar with local techniques. And since the dwarves were the local brewmasters, I knew I couldn’t expect any help from that quarter. What I was hoping to find was a list of the types of ingredients I could find locally, and maybe a few tips on the best ways to brew them. I’d relied on the pre-measured sacks that the farmers put together for the brewers, but if I really wanted complete control over the process, maybe it was time to see what else Hagop had to offer.

After a quick scan of the book titles, I lifted out one of the heavy tomes and coughed as a small cloud of dust blew into my face. I nearly dropped the book on my foot as I hacked out the dust, and then I realized that Babble was probably right when he’d suggested that the library was a dangerous place for a gnome.

I was sure that all my coughing would rouse the elf, but his snores still reverberated through the entire library, which had surprisingly good acoustics. I put that down to the round shape, gathered a few more books from the shelves, and then carried my armload of leather-bound tomes to one of the long wooden tables.

As I opened the first book, the scent of mildew and dust filled my nose and triggered another coughing fit. I glanced at the elf, who stirred for a moment and then quickly started snoring again.

“Someone could just walk out of here with all these books,” I muttered as I shook my head.

The parchment crinkled as I turned the pages, so I tried to be gentle with each one. Most of the pages I ended up skipping because I couldn’t read the script, but near the back of the book I found a diagram that showed me more than words ever could. It was a fold-out page of illuminations that depicted alewives tending wooden barrels and villagers of all races gathered around communal brewing kettles.

There were also pictures of different types of local hops, and though the archaic script was still hard to read, there was a small map of Hagop that identified which types of hops were from where. There was also a meticulous list of the chemical properties of barley, wheat, hops, and herbs as well as the best locations to find each one.

“Shit,” I muttered when I realized I didn’t have any scrap paper or even a pencil.

I checked the long tables, but there was nothing that I could use to take any notes. I sighed, glanced at the sleeping elf, and decided to do something that probably would’ve gotten me shot execution-style in middle school.

I very carefully tore out the page, which was not an easy thing to do. The paper was so old that it felt like it would split into tiny pieces, and every so often, the elf would twitch like his oversized ears had detected the sound of a book being harmed.

When the page was finally free, I carefully set it aside and took a deep breath. The elf kept snoring, so I glanced down at the next page. It was another diagram, though this one outlined the different brewing processes with meticulous detail, and even revealed the chemical relationship between the different ingredients. It wasn’t news to me, since every homebrewer in my world knew this stuff, but I’m sure that at the time the book had been compiled, it was revolutionary stuff.

The rest of the pages didn’t offer anything new, though the last page had some notes scribbled in the sides of the margins. At least someone else had looked at the book at some point, though it must have been at least a few years ago.

I went through some of the other books as well, but most of those were more like a review of the local brews. There were lots of breathless descriptions of the dwarven beers and warnings to avoid human beers unless there was nothing else to drink. But there wasn’t anything about the brewing process or even a list of basic ingredients. When I finished going through the stack, I carried the books back to the shelf and placed them in what I hoped was the right order.

Then I walked back to the table, shoved the folded parchment in my pocket, and started to walk back to the door. The elf stirred again, and this time, his eyes flew open and he sat up straight.

“Oh!” he said as he shook his head. “And what is it that you want today, sir?”

“Nothing,” I said with a smile. “I was just looking in for the first time. I’ve heard that it was a good library, so I thought I’d take a look on my way home. You have quite a collection here.”

“One of the best,” the elf said proudly.

“And anyone can use it?” I asked.

“Of course,” the elf sniffed.

“Then I’ll be back,” I promised.

“Very good,” the elf said and blinked. “Enjoy your evening, sir.”

“And you,” I replied.

The town was completely dark when I stepped outside, and even the laughter and firelight from the bars I passed couldn’t fend off the cold night air. I was anxious to get back to Hilly’s so I could start working on the King’s Brew for the King, so I stuck to the shadows and darted through the sidestreets so I wouldn’t get sucked into any conversations.

Hilly’s place was brightly lit, and people tumbled in and out of the door. It sounded like there was another musical performance, and I really didn’t want to get sucked into that.

So I headed around to the back of the building with my key in my hand. The locks on the barn door nearly froze my fingers off, but I managed to insert the key and turn it. I ducked inside, closed the door, and then fumbled around for a candle.

My fingers shook as I struck the match, but once the wax was lit, the barn lit up with a friendly glow. The cauldrons glinted in the corner, and the smell of malt and yeast hit my nose.

“Time to burn the midnight oil,” I chuckled as I set the stolen page on a small table.

I stared at the ingredients list for a moment and then traced the locations of the best spots to find each one. I churned over various options as I looked at the map, but then reminded myself that it would be more limited now with the cold weather. After I considered a few more possibilities, I finally stood back with a smile.

I knew exactly what kind of brew I was going to make. Something that would accentuate the meal on the King’s table, rather than dominate it. It was going to be a Hefe Weissbier, the first light wheat beer that Hagop, nay, Rothbart, had ever seen, and it was going to be so delicious that even the King would agree it was Royal Brew.
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Chapter 9

“But nobody buys from the farms out here!” Babble protested. “Well, except for the bakers. But bakers and brewers don’t use the same ingredients!”

“Don’t argue with me Babble,” I yawned as Tulip rode out into the countryside. “For the beer I’m making, I need a different kind of yeast than the one that the other brewers are using. In fact, it’s super important for this particular brew.”

“But how do you know?” he asked.

My mind started to fill with all the tables and land studies that I’d looked at last night. It was hard enough deciphering what they said, let alone trying to put it into normal understandable terms in my head.

“Because I spent all night looking at the chemical compounds of all the plants and yeast in Hagop and what everything is known for,” I yawned. “It was exhausting.”

“So that’s why you were still awake when I headed out,” Babble said. “You were working. I saw the light in the barn, and I must admit, I was a little offended that you hadn’t joined me in the bar for a drink. I had to tell Hilly the news all by myself.”

“Uh-huh,” I yawned, but at least the cold Hagop air was keeping me awake. “Sorry about that, but I really wanted to get started. Four weeks isn’t much time.”

“At least we agree on that,” he said.

“Want to know some beer trivia from the land of Port?” I asked.

“Sure,” he shrugged.

“Well, it’s not exactly from the land of Port,” I said. “But a country from the same, um… world I’m from. Yeah, let’s go with that. Anyway, there’s a country called Germany, and the Germans have a Purity Law, or the Reinheitsgebot.”

“That sounds like a frightening law,” Babble said. “And I think that word is taller than I am.”

“They have long words there,” I said. “Anyway, it’s a law that states that traditionally only water, hops, and barley are used in beer. But from what I remember, this was the first beer that ever broke that rule.”

“Sounds dangerous,” Babble said. “You sure you want to break rules when you’re making a brew for the king?”

“No, that’s not a rule here,” I said. “We can put whatever we want in beer here. But I don’t know… I think there’s something special about the one I want to make.”

I yawned again, and I wondered how I was going to make it through the rest of the day. I’d barely had any sleep, and breakfast had been a quick bowl of oatmeal. But at least I got to watch the sun rise over the beautiful but chilly fields of Hagop.

“So we’re getting special yeast,” Babble said.

“Yeast with a specific flavor,” I said. “So that the beer is light and fluffy, almost sweet to the taste.”

I remembered that some of the not-so-good Weissbiers I had consumed in my time tasted vaguely like bananas. I definitely didn’t want to go that far, but I did want the airy lightness. Unlike the original King’s Brew, it wouldn’t be bitter, and it wouldn’t have citrus. It would be more thirst-quenching, and the flavor profile would be the perfect accompaniment for absolutely any meal the King decided to serve.

“Here’s the country market!” Babble shouted and clapped his hands.

A smattering of small stalls on a dirt road appeared in the distance. It wasn’t that far outside the city, but it had been set up to service the little country villages in Hagop, where not everyone had time to go into the city for their goods. As we neared the market stalls, a couple of elves passed by and scowled. I rolled my eyes at them and kept us moving forward while Babble climbed up closer to me.

“They weren’t happy to see us,” Babble said.

“Elves don’t seem to like anyone who isn’t exactly like them,” I replied and shrugged. “And knowing how tight they are with each other, I wouldn’t be surprised if they already knew about the fight over the property. I wonder if Tannin has told them about our response yet?"

“They’re jealous and lousy,” Babble yawned. “And I don’t think that those are very admirable traits in humans, gnomes, or elves alike. Anyway, what exactly are we looking for?”

“Wheat yeast,” I said.

“Sounds divine,” the gnome said and yawned.

I parked Tulip as close as I could to the market stalls and made sure that she was happy beside the other donkeys. Luckily, there was a pail of water and some hay that the animals could share, and I made sure to remove any valuables from the back of the wagon before we made our way to the stalls. There wasn’t much in the cart except for some old beer mugs, but I wasn’t taking my chances. Even though these elves valued honor, I knew that they still liked to mess with me.

“Help me down!” Babble said as he held up his arms.

I lifted him from the seat and set him on the ground. At least the market wasn’t so busy that he couldn’t be seen, though I wouldn’t put it past a few of the elves to bump into him anyway.

The sun hung high in the sky and cast a warm golden glow over the elf market. I could feel the wind bite my nose, but there was something perfect about the combination of the sunlight and the frosty air that made me smile.

“Let’s see what we can find,” I said as we joined the crowd moving slowly between the stalls.

I tried to ignore the scowls and whispers of the elves as I strolled through the labyrinthine aisles filled with colorful stalls and smells that I’d never experienced before. I quickly realized that it was a lot more than just a simple market, and I was sure I could find exactly what I needed somewhere in all these stalls.

Babble’s eyes sparkled with mischief as he would throw me a glance to tell me which sellers would help us and which couldn’t. We got quite far into the market before he started to recognize elves that he trusted, or as much as the gnome trusted any elf.

“Tyler, my old friend, can you smell it?” he asked.

“Smell what?” I asked and sniffed the air. “Wheat yeast?”

“Not yet,” he shook his head. “But close. The sweet aroma of promise is in the air, Tyler, and with it, will come our continued success.”

“Well, promise indeed,” I said as I looked around at the elven sellers, who were mainly sitting and knitting while others inspected their spices and special varieties of corn. “But let’s not forget the mission at hand. We need one thing only, and then we can head out.”

We moved deeper into the market, and as we did, a fragrant smoke hit my nose. The colors of the individual tents seemed to dance around us, and I felt mellow down to my bones. I was suddenly in a Cheech and Chong movie, and the only thing missing were the brownies.

“Babble, what’s that smell?” I asked.

“Oh, that’s from a plant called glowsis,” he said. “It’s an elf tradition. They always have it at the markets. They have a theory that it brings in more buyers. It has a mildly calming effect.”

The colors danced around me in time with some flute music that was coming from one of the other aisles. I was definitely mildly intoxicated, and part of me wanted to just flop into a chair and yell ‘groovy’ at everyone who walked by.

“Makes sense,” I said and shook my head until some of the fog cleared away. “If I were inhaling that all the time, I’m pretty sure I’d agree to just about anything.”

It was an interesting sensation, but I was glad when we stepped away from the incense. I could feel the fog lift quickly once we were back in the clean air, and I stopped to take a deep breath before I continued down the next aisle.

Elves clad in elegant robes hawked old trinkets shaped like various animals, and I could even see a few elf bakers offering tiny pastries that wouldn’t have made me full after eating a hundred of them. But I stayed true to our purpose and scanned each stall with a discerning eye until Babble’s eyes widened with satisfaction.

“There’s one!” Babble said. “Look! A wheat emporium!”

He pointed to a demure-looking blue stall with several barrels displayed in front. Large golden wheat sheaves had been draped from the stall, and an elf-sized banner read ‘Finest Yeast’ followed by a list of very affordable prices.

“Oh, I like the look of that,” I said.

I didn’t know if the King was expecting the most expensive ingredients in all of the land, but I was always a fan of using products from nearby sellers. Not only did it contribute to the local economy and ensure that the ingredients were fresh, but it would really showcase the best that small businesses in Hagop had to offer.

Even if it meant that I had to deal with elves.

We approached the stall, where a sleepy-looking elf with flowing silver hair was knitting a green scarf. The elf seemed lost in his own world, and he didn’t even look up when we stopped in front of him.

“Hello, good sir,” Babble said.

The elf pushed his glasses further up his nose and peered around for a moment like he was expecting a different customer. When no elves stepped forward, he looked down at Babble and then all the way up to me.

“Well, I don’t know where to look,” he croaked. “It requires the entire range of my bifocals to look at both of you.”

“We’re looking for wheat yeast,” I said. “I’ve heard that some of the best is grown right around here, and that the soil is ideal for what I’m looking for.”

“Well, looks like you’ve done your research,” he said. “My farm is nearby, so I like to think that we stock the best wheat yeast. So, what’re you baking with it?”

“Beer,” I answered.

“Beer indeed,” he gasped as his eyes widened. “Well, I can safely say that my yeast has never once been used for beer. But tell me, you wouldn’t so happen to be the winner of the Hagop beer competition this year, would you?”

“That I am, good sir,” I heard myself saying and then realized that I had actually adopted the Hagop way of talking.

“Well, I had my suspicions when I saw that you were, well… a giant,” the wheat seller said. “I’ve never seen anyone quite as tall as you in my life. But I’d be more than happy to supply you with all the yeast you need. I’ve heard that you’re quite creative when it comes to your brewing.”

“Well, I’m just following my instincts,” I replied. “I like good beer, and I like to play around with different flavors. When I got to Hagop, I felt like some of the local brewing spirit, uh… needed a little bit of a refresher.”

“Ah,” the elf said and then looked around. “It’s an honor to be chosen for your beers, no matter what my fellow elves say. Just tell me how much you need.”

After some negotiating, I bought more than enough for a few barrels and watched him decant the yeast into a nice burlap sack. It was a nice change to find another elf that seemed genuinely happy to do business with me. Maybe it was a matter of real recognizing real, because most of the successful elves that I had come into contact with didn’t seem to resent me like the ones who weren’t doing so well themselves.

The elf even smiled as he handed me the wheat, and I placed the appropriate amount of silver on the table in return.

“A thousand thanks, kind sir!” Babble exclaimed. “And if this brew is as successful as we hope, then we’ll be back for more.”

“Oh, good news indeed,” the elf said happily.

We said our good-byes, and then Babble and I made our way back through the market. But I wanted to avoid the sweet-smelling incense again, so we turned up a different aisle. We found ourselves ambling by a seller who was hawking the very last squash of the season, and I was toying with the idea of picking some up for Hilly’s kitchen when a familiar and unwelcome figure stepped into our path.

“Cassian,” Babble grumbled as he eyed the dwarf.

“Gnome,” Cassian sniffed.

I hadn’t seen the dwarf brewer since the last beer competition, which we’d won after we’d tricked the trolls Cassian had paid to stop us. I watched as the dwarf pushed some of his greasy hair out of his face so he could look up at me with his usual scowl, and I tried not to roll my eyes as he crossed his arms in his attempt at a tough guy pose.

“Cassian,” I said and smiled. There was no way that I was going to engage in the same level of pettiness that he was bringing to the table, though I really wanted to just push by him so I could get back to my beer making.

“Tyler the giant,” he seethed, as if such a title would offend me. “I haven’t seen you in quite a while.”

“And I haven’t seen you in quite a while, either!” Babble answered for me.

“I wasn’t even talking to you, Babble,” Cassian said as he looked down at the gnome.

“If you’re talking to my bodyguard, you’re talking to me,” Babble retorted.

“Oh, is he still your bodyguard?” Cassian asked. “I thought he was so successful that he didn’t have to stoop to such lowly things as a real job anymore.”

“You’re a brewer as well,” I pointed out. “Are you saying you don’t have a real job?”

“I’m saying I make real beer,” the dwarf snapped.

“Pffft,” Babble snorted.

I stood there a moment longer, but the dwarf refused to move out of the way. I sighed, debated whether I should just pick him up and toss him out of the way, but then decided it wouldn’t be worth it if I ended up in another grudge book.

“So Cassian,” I said. “Do you come to this market often?”

“Yes,” Cassian scowled. “And because I do, I know that you don’t. So, Tyler, why are you lurking around these parts? There aren’t many humans around here, as even you must have noticed. It’s reserved mainly for the crafts of other races.”

“Well, I think it’s good that all the elves, dwarves, humans, and gnomes mingle together,” Babble said. “We should try to bring Hagop together for once rather than all keeping to our separate worlds.”

“Exactly,” I said. “And since I’d never been to these parts before, I thought it would be a nice place to check for ingredients. You never know where you might find something unusual and yummy.”

“A likely tale,” Cassian muttered.

But the dwarf had nothing on me. He knew that I had every right to be there, and he eventually moved out of the way.

“I’ll see you in Hagop,” I said, and I noticed that he was eyeing my burlap sack of yeast.

“Good thing all of these bags look the same,” Babble said as we made our way out of the bustling marketplace. “Because if he saw what you were buying, he’d probably try to copy you.”

“There’s a very specific brewing method involved,” I assured him. “So I doubt he’d get it right anyway. Still, you’re right that it’s better if he doesn’t know. He might tell the other dwarves, and one of them may figure it out.”

Tulip was still standing just where I’d left her, and she had even found a patch of daisies to munch on with one of the other donkeys. I threw our goods in the back of the cart and gave her a pat on the head before we took our seats.

“Well, that’s that step done,” I said as I looked up at the sky.

It was perfectly blue, though the sun hadn’t reached its peak yet. A few clouds floated lazily in the distance, but otherwise, it was just another clear day.

“As far as I can tell, it’s not even lunchtime yet,” Babble said. “And that run-in with that horrid dwarf has made me hungry! Hungry for vengeance, that is!”

“Now, now, Babble,” I said as Tulip started to trot home. “I don’t like him either, but I’m not about to start something when I don’t need to.”

“You’re very wise,” Babble grumbled. “You know, if any of those bureaucratic dwarves overheard what happened with the magistrate, Cassian will want in on it. He’ll want to know exactly what’s happening, exactly how you’re making it. In fact, I wouldn’t even be surprised if he followed you here today…”

“Babble, don’t put ideas into my head,” I said. “Come on. I don’t trust him either, but I can’t be worrying about Cassian on top of everything else I have going on. I mean, a property, a baby, a seasonal beer, and now a brand-new beer on top of that? There aren’t enough hours in the day, my dude.”

“I know, I know,” Babble said as he laid back. “But I’m just saying. Be aware and stay alert. Dwarves can be shifty. All of us little folk can.”

“Fine,” I sighed, though I knew the gnome was right.

I was still getting used to the feeling of being so successful that I had just as many haters as I did fans. Well, I assumed that I had more fans than haters, but being in someone’s grudge book could be dangerous on a grand scale.

As we passed the fields and farms, though, it was hard to worry about Cassian or the other dwarves. It was another beautiful day in Hagop, and it felt so perfect to ride through the countryside in a cart and watch the world go by, that I couldn’t imagine doing anything else. I didn’t have a single worry in the world, and I knew that somehow, it would all work out.

The journey back somehow seemed to be shorter, and before I knew it, we were back in the city of Hagop. The main street was bustling with activity, like usual, and I laughed and smiled as we passed Flora’s bakery and waved at her through the window.

“That’s my girl,” I said when she waved back.

I could see several baskets lined up on the counters, and I knew that Flora and the other assistants were preparing another weekly delivery for one of the local noblewomen. The bakery had received plenty of commissions over the last month from the noblewoman and her friends, and it was all thanks to Flora’s tasty treats.

We pulled into the yard behind Hilly’s inn, and while I returned Tulip to her stall, Babble found a couple of carrots to give to the donkey.

“Have you told Hilly about the royal commission yet?” the gnome asked as Tulip munched on her treat.

“Nope,” I said. “I was burning the midnight oil, and when I went to bed, she was already asleep. And we set off so early this morning, she was still asleep. So she’s none the wiser to my new venture.”

“Well, if she doesn’t kill you for not telling her sooner, she might have some advice on what might appeal to the King,” Babble said. “She’s very good at finding complementary flavors.”

“So I’ve noticed,” I chuckled.

I put the yeast away in my barn and made sure that everything was safely locked away before I started to head toward the bar. I sure as hell wasn’t taking any risks with my royal commission, especially now that Cassian would be nosing around.

“Oh, hello you two!” Hilly said as we stepped into the bar. “Tyler, I feel like I haven’t seen you in an age!”

“I’ve got important business,” I said.

“Well, I know that,” Hilly laughed. “You said that today was probably the cut-off for your seasonal brew.”

“Oh, uh, yeah,” I said. I’d been so focused all night on the new brew for the King that I’d completely forgotten that I was supposed to premiere my brand-new baby tonight.

Just another day as the most in-demand brewer in Hagop.

“Ah, I’d forgotten about that,” Babble yawned. “So much has happened between yesterday and today, that all of that old news is no longer important.”

“I’m sure you won’t feel that way after you taste the new beer, Babble,” Hilly replied.

“I have more news,” I said.

“Have you already worked out another new beer?” Hilly asked.

“You could say that,” I said and glanced at Babble.

“Oh, no,” the gnome said and shook his head. “This is your story to tell. I’ll have nothing to do with it.”

“What are you two going on about?” Hilly asked.

“Well, basically, something strange happened, and that’s why I was up working so late last night,” I said.

“I thought you were decanting the seasonal brew,” Hilly said. “But I would love to know about this idea of yours. It must be good if you stayed up all night to work on it. Say, is that why the magistrate was looking for you? Did he want to commission a beer?”

“You’re almost right,” I replied. “But… um… gee, I’m thirsty.”

“So am I,” Babble grumbled. “That was a long ride in the cart with nothing to show for it except… um… well, nothing we can drink.”

“Fine, be mysterious about it,” Hilly said as she rolled her eyes.

She placed two mugs of King’s Brew on the bar in front of us and then left to deal with another customer for a moment.

I took a sip of the golden brew and decided it was just as good as ever. I had a feeling that it probably would’ve been just as popular in Portland as it was in Hagop, but sadly, I would never know. And truth be told, I was happy with that.

“Alright,” Hilly said when she returned. “Your tongues should be well lubricated by now.”

“God that’s good,” I said under my breath. “Anyway, the magistrate was looking for me because I named my beer King’s Brew.”

“A mighty fine name, if you ask me,” the dark-haired mistress said as she leaned over the counter. “But why would the magistrate care what you called your beer?”

“Because the King doesn’t like it,” Babble sighed. “He said that we’re using his name without the King’s express permission, or something like that.”

“Oh, that’s ridiculous,” Hilly rolled her eyes. “I’ve never heard of the King of Rothbart being so, well… petty. And it is absolutely petty, of all things. You aren’t in trouble, are you?”

“Well, not yet,” I shrugged and took another swig. “But I have to make good on a challenge. If I don’t, then the King will probably fine me and make me change the name of the beer.”

“Or worse,” the gnome mumbled.

“Or worse,” I sighed.

“What do you mean by a challenge?” Hilly asked angrily. “Are you supposed to fight a duel with someone?”

“Nothing like that,” I chuckled. “I have to make him a special beer that goes with every meal they serve at the palace.”

Hilly looked at me like I’d lost my mind. She then looked at Babble, who nodded in agreement with everything I’d said.

“But… that’s…” Hilly huffed and then threw her hands in the air. “I’ve never heard of anything so…”

“It’s better than a duel,” Babble pointed out.

“Alright, alright,” Hilly said and then stared at the bar for a moment. “So what are the terms of the challenge?”

“Like I said, it has to go with everything they serve,” I replied. “And we have four weeks to deliver the beer.”

“Four weeks to devise a beer like that!” Hilly said. “But Tyler, that’s absolutely unbelievable!”

“Well, believe it baby,” I said. “Because that’s what I spent all night figuring out, and that’s where we were this morning. I was gathering one of the key ingredients that I need to make the beer the King wants.”

“Wait, so you’ve already figured out what you’re making?” Hilly asked. “Gosh, you really are some kind of beer genius.”

Beer genius. Now, that was a title that I certainly liked a lot.

“I mean, whatever you say,” I shrugged while I tried to keep down a smirk. “But yes, I know exactly what I’m going to make.”

“Can you tell me?” she asked as she leaned forward.

I looked around the bar, but the few dwarves that were present were gathered near the fireplace on the other side of the room. The elves, of course, had sharp hearing and would probably run back to Tannin with any gossip they could collect about me, but the lone group of elves in the place were already too sloshed to even realize I was back.

“I’m using wheat yeast and brewing a light beer that will be the perfect companion to any meal,” I replied.

“I don’t think I’ve ever had a wheat beer,” Hilly mused. “So is the King coming here to taste it or something?”

“We have to go there,” Babble said.

“Go where?” Hilly asked.

“To Quake,” I replied.

“To Quake?” she said in surprise and then looked around to make sure no one had heard. “You know, I’ve actually been there a few times.”

“You have?” I asked. “Well, what’s it like?”

“Oh, it’s absolutely beautiful,” Hilly said, and a dreamy look filled her eyes. “Honestly, it’s even more amazing than Hagop is. I know that this is a wonderful place to live, but the city is just… so much more. And the river there is so beautiful in the spring.”

“What’s it called?” I asked.

“The Glittering River,” she said and smiled.

“And the buildings are extremely beautiful,” Babble sighed. “They all have curving roofs with little spires at the top. It’s like they’re talking to the clouds in the sky.”

“That does sound beautiful,” I said.

“And it has some of the best bread in all of Rothbart,” Hilly added. “So you’ll be eating well when you’re there.”

“Sounds perfect to me,” I said.

“You know, a lot of the buildings were constructed with magic,” Babble said to Hilly. “And they predate a lot of Hagop, too. It was the first real town in all of Rothbart.”

“I didn’t know that you could construct buildings with magic,” I said.

To be fair, my knowledge of how magic functioned in Hagop wasn’t very precise. For all I knew, it was just a tool for taking care of ordinary tasks, sort of like Samantha on Bewitched used to do.

“Oh, yes,” Babble replied. “It was mostly an ancient art. Magic isn’t used in the same way now because we have more technology. Magic is all well and good, but it’s a very emotional practice. Not everyone can master it in the correct way, and it’s easy to take advantage of people if you’re not careful.”

“Lots of those magicians are swindlers,” Hilly said. “It’s hard to find a real wizard these days who can do the job right.”

“That’s why the pigs like beer,” Babble added. “Some hundred or so years ago, something went wrong with one of the spells. Now they crave the stuff.”

“You should get them in a twelve step program,” I laughed.

“Into a what?” Babble asked as he furrowed his brow.

“Nothing,” I said and shook my head. “They’re probably happier with the beer anyway.”

Of course there was no need for something like AA in Hagop. In a world filled with magic, beer was an elixir for happiness. I threw back the rest of my brew and then smiled at my friends.

“Well, I guess I should check the new seasonal brew and make sure everything is okay for tonight,” I said to Babble.

“We need to deliver a barrel to the gnome city,” he replied. “Before the celebrations can commence tonight here in the bar. We may not be sober enough to drive the cart for a couple of days once the party starts.”

“Well, you may not be,” I replied. “But sure, let’s get that delivered. That’ll just leave me more time tonight to work on my next project.”

“Have fun,” Hilly called after us as we headed toward the back door again.

We crossed the yard one more time and stepped into the barn. It wasn’t much warmer inside, but it smelled delicious. It smelled of warm spices and wintry herbs, and it made me feel warm inside just from the aroma.

“You know, I completely forgot about this,” Babble said as he climbed on top of a bale of hay.

“You’re telling me,” I said as I started to decant the brew. “I’ve been so busy with this other King’s Brew that I didn’t even remember that the unveiling was tonight.”

“What’s it like being the busiest brewer in town?” Babble asked as he twirled his beard in his hands.

“You know, it’s pretty sweet,” I said. “There are definitely worse things in life than getting to live your dreams for twenty-five hours a day.”

“Silly Tyler, there aren’t twenty-five hours in a day,” Babble laughed.

“I know,” I replied. “But at this rate, I would prefer if there were.”

I corked the barrel set for gnome city, and then Babble and I got rolling, literally. Well, mostly I got rolling while Babble walked alongside me. I made sure that I was wearing the pair of fur-lined gloves that Johannes had lent me, and then I set the barrel on its side and started to roll it along the ground.

We stopped long enough to lock up the barn again, and then I pushed the barrel across the yard and onto the street.

“Afternoon, Tyler!” one of the other barkeepers called from across the street. “Is that what I think it is? Can I have a sip?”

“This batch is going straight to gnome city,” I called over. “But come to the auction later at Hilly’s! There are a few more barrels going.”

“I can guarantee you that I’ll be there,” he called back.

It was easy enough to roll the barrel along the cobblestone streets of Hagop, but sweat started to drip down my back as we turned up the big hill that hid gnome city.

“This is hard work,” Babble huffed as he ran next to me.

“Yeah,” I said, even though he wasn’t really doing anything.

But I knew that it meant a lot to him to be the main purveyor of my beer to gnome city, and I knew how hard he’d worked to convince the gnomes to try some of our first batch. So in his own way, Babble had indeed worked hard.

We had to make a sharp right turn that was neatly hidden from the casual eye, but a few steps later we’d arrived. The air in gnome city buzzed with excitement as Babble and I rolled the giant barrel through the tiny main street. I felt like a giant walking through a doll village, but gnome city comprised a big chunk of all the revenue I got for my beer, so I was more than happy to make the delivery myself.

“There he is!” I heard a tiny woman cheer, and some lady gnomes started to bat their eyelashes at Babble, who blushed.

The streets were lined with quaint little shops and gnome houses that were adorned with vibrant painted flowers. The aroma of freshly baked pastries wafted through the air, and the anticipation was palpable as we made our way to the heart of the city.

At this point, gnome city felt like a second Hagop to me. Some of the winding tunnels and cozy burrows would always be a mystery to me due to my significant size, but maybe some things were best left to the imagination anyway.

“Babble, where’s your house?” I asked.

“We’ve already passed it,” he said and waved vaguely behind us. “And don’t make me tell you again. I’d invite you in, but you simply wouldn’t fit.”

“I know, I know,” I laughed.

“Now, they said they would have a special display area set up,” Babble said. “I said that was fine, as long as it wasn’t hidden under the stairs or something…”

Babble trailed off as we reached the bustling town square in front of the most popular bar in the city, where we were supposed to be delivering the beer. Twinkling fairy lights and colorful paper chains had been draped across the square, and a string quartet of gnomes were playing lively music. Gnomes of all shapes and sizes had already gathered, and their tiny eyes gleamed with curiosity and excitement.

“There he is!” a gnome shouted as we came to a stop in the town square.

“Oh, wow,” I muttered.

“There you are, Babble,” an officious-looking gnome said as he ran up. “Perhaps you could say something? Just to kick things off.”

“Of course,” my partner agreed.

He glad-handed his way through the crowd to a small stage and stepped up to the front. The crowd quieted as he held up his hands, though the excitement was still palpable.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” Babble said. “And all you marvelous gnomes. Thank you so much for coming out today. I can promise you that you won’t be disappointed. Today marks the birth of a brew that will dance on your taste buds and make you glad that winter has arrived. It’s the King’s Brew Seasonal edition!”

The crowd erupted in cheers, and I felt a surge of pride as Babble beckoned me to join him on the stage. Together, we presented the first barrel of the seasonal brew, and the very dark liquid gleamed in the last of the sunlight. The aroma of malt and hops filled the air, and the gnomes crowded in closer in eager anticipation.

“Gnome city is the first place to taste the seasonal brew,” I announced. “And I couldn’t be happier or more honored. So I hope you enjoy drinking it as much as I’ve enjoyed making it.”

“Oh, what fun!” a lady gnome declared as she stepped up on the stage.

She looked very similar to Babble, as most of the gnomes did, but she was wearing a little green dress with a red overcoat. Instead of a beard, she had long white flowing hair that she’d put in two braids by her side, and I noticed that Babble had blushed.

“Brigitta,” he said, and he started to play with his beard. “I can’t believe you made such a lovely party to introduce the new beer.”

“Oh, it’s my pleasure,” she said. “You know, King’s Brew has been the best selling in gnome city, and the gnomes can’t wait for more!”

“Oh, surely,” Babble giggled.

I tried hard not to roll my eyes, but I found myself staring at the roof for a moment. But then again, he’d seen me act all gooey around my women, so I decided to give him a break.

“Babble has brought the best beer we’ve ever had!” another lady crowed.

“Oh, thank you,” Babble laughed. “It’s been my utmost pleasure to work with the best brewer in the entire history of Hagop, and surely all of Rothbart!”

“Oh, stop,” I said, but I secretly loved the attention.

In fact, I loved that the gnomes were all over it, because so was I. I loved good beer, and I had finally landed in a place where everyone else did, too.

After that, everyone gathered around Brigitta’s Tavern to enjoy a gnome-sized mug of the brew. As I watched the tavern owner fill each tiny mug, it suddenly made sense to me why so many gnomes went to drink in human Hagop, because you definitely paid more for a smaller quantity in gnome town. But then again, that’s why I made so much money on sales in gnome city, so I wasn’t complaining.

I danced around with Babble and some of his new friends, but I had to be careful not to step on anyone. We danced until the sun went down, and then I patted Babble on the shoulder.

“Hey, buddy,” I said, and he looked up at me with bleary eyes.

“Why, Tyler,” he laughed. “You haven’t even had a sip of your own brew yet!”

“I don’t want to take any of it from the gnomish population,” I laughed. “But I think I should get back to Hilly’s. The auction’s going to be happening soon. But I don’t want to take you from gnome city and your, uh, friends if you’re having fun.”

I shot a look at Brigitta, who seemed pretty busy behind the bar, but she looked up and winked at Babble.

“Nonsense,” Babble said, and he started to march out of the bar. “We must be off. It’s simply time to go. And the bar is busy enough that I can barely get a word in anyway, if you get my drift.”

“Of course I do,” I said with a wink.

We waved goodbye to the gnomes and started to head back to Hilly’s. As we got to the main street of Hagop, I could feel the hustle and bustle of the town around me. It was sure to be an extremely fun night, but my thoughts still kept going back to my brand-new brew.

When we got to Hilly’s, a crowd had already gathered around. I could see Johannes and all the regulars in the crowd. Of course Cassian wasn’t there, but I didn’t give a shit about that. The new beer was probably so good that it would make him explode.

“There you are!” Hilly laughed, and her and Flora emerged from the crowd.

I smiled at both of them and made my way up to the bar to start things rolling. There was laughter and a few rude remarks as the bidding started, but it was all in good fun. One barrel even went for five hundred silver, and by the end of the night, I’d had the best night of my career as a brewer.

“Babble, I think that this is a good omen,” I said as I tucked the silver coins into a cloth bag.

“I agree,” he said. “I think that the new King’s Brew you’ve come up with will please even the King. I mean, it’s in the title.”

“Exactly what I was thinking,” I said, and we clinked our third glasses of beer.

As the people of the tavern danced, sang, and drank the new brew, I could feel something inside calling me. It was late, but I still wanted to see what that was.

I looked back out at all my friends and companions as they danced and smiled. And then I turned into the chilly night to get back to the brand-new King’s Brew, which was going to change everything.
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Chapter 10

The winter seasonal beer reigned over Hagop for about three weeks. I’d never seen so much money from a single batch, and my fans kept demanding more. I’d always hated the commercialism that had infiltrated so many of the holidays back home, but then I remembered the success of stuff like pumpkin spice lattes and all that. People waited weeks for those drinks to come out, and I had a feeling that my seasonal brew would have the same effect on Hagop for years to come.

“Tyler, if we don’t get back inside in the next minute I think I’m going to freeze,” Babble said as he scuttled up the street by my side.

“We were literally just in Flora’s bakery,” I said. “And it’s only five minutes away from Hilly’s. How can you be so cold?”

“I’m only small, Tyler, not big and warm like you,” the gnome replied.

“Oh, please, Babble,” I laughed, but out of the kindness of my own heart, I scooped him up and plopped him on my shoulder.

“Ah, yes,” he sighed into my ear. “It is certainly a great deal warmer up here.”

“You’re pushing it,” I said.

I pushed my way through the crowds while Babble shouted warnings at anyone in our path. I made it back to Hilly’s in near record time, but my hands were so cold that I still fumbled with the door for a moment.

“Shut that door, I don’t want another draft!” Hilly shouted before she turned around. “Oh, it’s just you two. Sorry, I thought you were some of the regulars. They sometimes forget to close the door when they come in, and then we’ve wasted all that good firewood trying to keep the place warm… Sorry, I sound like my father!”

“I think it’s cute as hell,” I said as I walked over to the bar. “And I guess there haven’t been too many regulars yet because it sure is cozy in here.”

“For now,” Hilly replied. “So where have you two been?”

“We just visited Flora at the bakery,” I replied.

“And how is she?” Hilly asked. “Is she taking that lemon balm that I gave her?”

“She said it really helps with the nausea,” I said as I sat down. “You know, my trip to Quake is looming. I can’t believe so much time has passed.”

“Oh, how exciting,” Hilly answered. “There’s so many things to look forward to!”

There really were, though a few issues still lingered. I was still locked in a battle for the property I wanted, and though I hoped to have it settled by the time my child arrived, the elves were being particularly stubborn. I was actually impressed that Tannin had held out so long, though Babble had heard rumors that the elf was nearly bankrupt.

“How will we get there?” Babble asked. “It’s a very long journey.”

“Well, Tulip is as healthy as ever,” Hilly said. “I’ve noticed that her fur is a lot silkier since I switched her diet to those new grains. And she seems to have a lot more energy.”

“That’s good to know,” I said. “So we can take Tulip?”

“Uh-huh,” Hilly nodded. “And you’ll need a change of clothes. You can’t go see the King in the same things you work in.”

“I don’t have that many clothes,” I laughed. “You know, everything has to be tailor made for me since I’m the only giant in this neck of the woods.”

“We can figure something out,” Hilly said, and she offered me a wink.

The door creaked open, and one of the regulars, Bartleby, came in. The old silver-peddler who worked at one of the stalls in the marketplace plopped himself on one of the stools and gave Hilly a big goofy grin.

“One of those seasonal brews please,” he said as he practically licked his lips. “I can’t get enough of it.”

“That’s what I like to hear,” I said, and Bartleby’s eyes lit up.

“Tyler, I haven’t shown my proper appreciation!” he laughed. “Come, let me buy you one, too. Unless you’re sick of it, that is.”

“Oh, I’m not sick of it,” I laughed. “But only if you want.”

“It would be my absolute pleasure to,” he said.

I heard a small voice clear his throat, and Babble smiled at the man.

“And one for the gnome, too.”

Hilly served us three beers and gave me a wink as Bartleby took a sip. For a moment he closed his eyes and looked like he was in pure ecstasy.

“That’s the ticket,” he said as he shook his head. “Tastes like an enchanted winter in a beer.”

I took a sip myself, and I was flooded again with just how damn good the beer was.

As the glass touched my lips, a burst of warmth enveloped my senses. It was somehow comforting and refreshing at the same time, the exact kind of thing you’d want from a beer in winter. The initial sip greeted me with the familiar taste of malt, but it was the base flavor of cinnamon and hops that really set this apart from the other beers. The cinnamon was subtle yet assertive, and it didn’t cut through the delicate flavors of the beer.

The mouthfeel was rich and inviting, and the hops added an ever so slight bitterness. Yep, the drink captured winter in a glass, and it was one of the best damn beers I’d ever had.

Suddenly, I felt a cold gust of wind bring all the hairs on the back of my neck to attention, and I looked over at the entrance of the tavern.

“Shut the door,” Hilly called without looking up.

But I felt my blood practically run cold as I saw who had walked in. It was Tannin, and he was wearing one of the angriest expressions that I’d seen on any face I’d seen in Hagop or on Earth.

“Oh, good Hagop,” I heard Babble mutter under his breath as the light-haired elf slammed the door shut behind him and began to march over.

“Not that hard!” Hilly huffed, though when she looked up she went pale. “Ah, hello… do you, umm… do you have any business here?”

“Of course I have business here,” Tannin practically spat, and he waved his hand in the air.

I grimaced when I saw that between his clenched white knuckles there was a dark-navy leather book with some twine around it to keep it from falling apart. And though I was an optimist, I sure as hell knew a grudge book when I saw one.

“Hello, Tannin,” I sighed. “What a pleasure to see you.”

“Pleasure, my bonnet!” he shouted.

“Don’t use such language in my establishment!” Hilly warned as she leaned over the bar.

“I don’t have to impress the likes of you anymore, Hildegard,” he hissed. “Seems as if I’ve been all but banished from Hagop!”

“Banished, you say?” Babble leaned in and asked. “And why would such a thing as that happen to such a warm and upstanding figure as yourself?”

“You’re going right in here, Tyler King… if that is your real name,” the elf said, and he pointed at the leather book. “And you’re going to see the worst of it!”

I could start to feel a fire rise in me. I knew that the elves didn’t like me all that much, but I sure as hell didn’t have the time or energy to end up in another grudge book right now, not with all the shit that I had to sort out in the next few weeks.

“Like hell I am,” I said. “I don’t appreciate being threatened without being told why.”

“Really, Tannin,” Hilly glared. “I don’t understand why you creatures can’t settle your differences like… well, like men. Always holding grudges and making sure that the feud lasts generations longer than it should!”

“Well, if you’d let me finish,” the elf said, and he smoothed down his cloak. “In the last three weeks, my business has… well, it’s halved!”

I looked down at Babble, who shot me a wink. It seemed the rumors were true after all, and it looked like Tannin had reached the end of his rope.

“And why is that?” I asked, and the elf scowled at me again.

“You know exactly why,” he said. “Anywhere that stocks the King’s Brew has stopped stocking my wine. At this rate, I’m going to go completely bankrupt by spring. Could you imagine?”

“No,” I shrugged. “I have the most successful business in Hagop. So honestly, I actually can’t imagine it.”

“You cheeky meddler!” Tannin screeched.

“Tannin, language!” Hilly shouted in response.

“Oh, for the love of Hagop,” the elf huffed, but at least he wasn’t shouting anymore.

“I’m no meddler,” I said. “In fact, if anyone’s a meddler here, I’d say it was you. But you know why this is happening, and you know how to fix it.”

The elf looked up at me, and I could read in his eyes that he was unimpressed as hell. I’m sure that the last thing he wanted to do in the history of his entire elf life was give up the property, but I really had put him in a tight spot.

And just as I suspected, I was going to win.

“I’m not happy about this,” he said.

“Just tell me something, Tannin,” I sighed. “All those elves who are putting in bids on the property that keep mysteriously backing out… that’s your doing, isn’t it?”

“Y-yes,” he said after a pause. “That was my doing.”

“Uh-huh,” I nodded. “So what if I put you in my grudge book or something? Would that be a fitting punishment according to your logic?”

“Humans don’t have grudge books,” he said. “So you wouldn’t put me in one.”

“Oh, yeah, that’s right,” I nodded. “Humans don’t have grudge books because they do something a little like what I’m doing now, which is negotiating. Or they launch an operation, which is also what I did. It’s just business, Tannin. Nothing personal. Now, are you going to tell those elves to back off the property?”

“Yes,” he sighed. “I’ll tell them to back off of the property.”

“And then what?” I asked.

“And then…” he said and pursed his lips. “And then, if you can afford it, you are welcome to move into the property.”

“Perfect,” I said.

I tried to keep my cool as I realized I’d finally won, but I just wanted to jump up and down and clap like a middle school girl who just received a wink from her heartthrob. And why not? I was definitely on top of the world at the moment. I had the beer, I had the girls, and now I was going to have a production line that would maximize my output.

And I was going to be rich as all hell.

“Ugh,” the elf mumbled and then scowled at the prospect of living next to a human.

“Can I buy you a drink, Tannin?” Babble offered. “Something to help wash the taste of defeat from your mouth perhaps?”

“Of course I don’t want a drink,” the elf said and rolled his eyes. “You’ll probably just stick a mug of that beer in front of me.”

“It does a marvelous job of refreshing the palette,” Babble replied.

“I do have one request,” the elf said and turned to Hilly. “Now that we’ve settled… our business, will you stock my wine again?”

“When the deed is in Tyler’s hand, your wine will return,” Hilly said as she raised an eyebrow. “You know that I don’t want any funny business.”

“I can assure you that there will be absolutely no funny business to speak of,” the eld said.

Tannin bowed slightly to Hilly, nodded to Babble, and managed not to spit on me before he trudged back to the door. He sniffed as he stepped outside, but at least he remembered to close the door.

Once the door was firmly shut, I practically launched myself off of the barstool and started to dance a jig around the empty bar.

“Hoooeeee!” I laughed as Babble joined me. “I’m going to get my own plaaace! And it’s going to be amazing! And we’re going to make tons of money!”

“We can have a swimming pool filled with money!” Babble laughed as we danced around.

“Money isn’t a liquid!” Hilly started to sing in the corner, but we didn’t care.

I felt like a ray of sunshine as all of my plans started to bear fruit. I already had some ideas on what the new brewery would look like, but now I could actually find someone who could implement it. And we’d be moved in before the baby was born, which meant my son or daughter would be the first King born on our land.

“This is so amazing,” I said, and I spun around before sitting back at the bar. Who knew that a happy dance could be so exhausting?

“So you can turn your production up by, like, a million percent,” Hilly said. “Yeah, you’re probably going to be the richest brewer in the history of Hagop at this rate.”

“Well, I don’t care about breaking any records, just as long as I can live a beautiful life,” I said.

I leaned across the bar, took her head in both my hands, and planted a massive smooch on her lips.

“Oh,” she giggled as I pulled away.

I’m pretty sure that no drug in the world could compare to the joy I felt just then. Despite all of the grudge books and sleepless nights, my meticulous attention to my brews was going to pay off.

“We’ll have to move everything to the property,” Babble said as he clambered onto his bar stool. “Not to bog you down with the practicalities, but that’s just how it’s got to work.”

“Don’t worry,” Hilly said. “We can rent out a whole barge of donkeys. Usually we’d do this type of transportation on the Hagop river, but it’s going to be frozen any day now. Besides, it’s not like you have that much to move.”

“That’s true,” I said. “It’s mostly beer-making equipment.”

I imagined a fleet of city donkeys dragging me to my dream house while the people of Hagop clapped and cheered as we made our way along the streets. I could almost smell the sweet country air as we sauntered by the first of the firms, and the fresh smell of the water as we neared the new house would be a wonderful welcome to my new home.

Another blast of cold air dragged me from my dream, and I turned around before Hilly could yell at the newcomer. I grinned when I saw it was Flora, and she quickly closed the door with a thud so Hilly wouldn’t yell at her.

“Sorry, sorry,” the blonde vixen said as she brushed some snow off of her long navy cloak and hung it up by the door. “Did I miss anything?”

I noticed that her cheeks were pink with the cold, and her eyes sparkled like stars. I’d ever seen her look so lovely in my life, and I was practically buzzing with glee as I drank in her sheer beauty.

“Tyler, Babble, Hilly,” she said as she scanned all of us. “You all look… very, uh… very spirited indeed?”

“We’ve got the estate!” I laughed, and I ran over to my baker.

I swept my arms around her waist and lifted her into the air. She still wasn’t really showing because it was still early days, but I could tell that there was something a little different about her physically, like she was a little softer around the middle. I pressed my face into her neck and swung her around as I took in the scent of butter and fresh bread from her day at the bakery.

“Tyler!” she giggled. “Tyler, calm down, I might puke if you keep twirling me in circles!”

“Oh, yes,” I said as I very delicately set her back down on the floor.

I pulled away and looked into her sparkling sapphire eyes as a big smile stretched across her face.

“I can’t believe it, Tyler,” she giggled. “Does this mean Tannin’s agreed to end all those useless offers?”

“It does indeed,” I said happily. “I know he’s an elf, so I’m sure there will be other delays. But the property’s as good as ours.”

“And you’re going to have the brewery that you wanted?” she asked.

“Right down to the copper tubing,” I laughed. “It means that business is going to be booming, Flora, and I want you to come with me.”

I hadn’t really discussed it with her before, but I’d assumed she’d want to stay with me since we were having a child together. I really wanted to make sure that Flora and our child would have the best life possible, and the estate was a large part of that. But I felt a small wedge of doubt when I realized that I didn’t know if Flora felt the same way.

“Really?” Flora giggled. “And we can have a house full of children and bread and baked goods and beer?”

“Yes!” I laughed. “Yes to all those things!”

“Then I would be honored to move into your new house,” Flora said. “But only if you let me design the kitchen.”

“Of course,” I agreed quickly.

“This is incredible!” I heard Hilly laugh in the background, but I could barely pay any attention. I didn’t care, I knew that I was being crazy, but I was just so swept up in the moment.

“Flora,” I said, and the blonde looked at me. “Flora, will you…”

I got down on one knee like it was the most natural movement in my life. I’d obviously never proposed to anybody before, but it felt like it was completely right. I’d always heard it said that when you know, you know, and it felt like the right moment to seal the deal.

“Flora, will you marry me?” I asked.

I felt the silence that descended on the bar, and I saw her eyes widen in shock. Another wedge of doubt flickered in my brain, but then she took my hand in hers, and I could see her eyes growing misty.

“Oh, Hagop,” she started to laugh as a big tear rolled down her cheek. “Yes, Tyler! Yes, of course!”

“Good,” I said as I rose up and kissed her.

I couldn’t think of anything better to say, though that seemed to be enough. I grinned at my new bride-to-be, and she pulled me in for a big, long kiss.

“Oh, my!” Babble laughed. “We’re going to have a wedding! It’s been some time since I attended the summer wedding ceremony to witness a friend’s nuptials!”

“I can’t wait,” Flora laughed.

I did the calculations and realized that she’d be pretty ready to deliver around that time, too. Summer was clearly going to be a busy time, with a wedding, a child, and a brand-new giant house that we would need to renovate to suit our purposes.

It was a good thing the seasonal beer had done so well, because I had a feeling that a lot of the money would be used up during the summer.

“This is all quite beautiful and exciting,” Hilly said. “But Tyler, I think that in your mad flurry of passion, you might’ve forgotten something rather important.”

Forgotten something? I racked my mind for what was possibly different, and then it hit me.

The ring.

“Ah, yes,” I laughed. “Uh-huh. Well, about that…”

I frantically searched around the inn with my eyes for something that would make do. I knew that I could search for the best ring in Hagop when I had a little time, or maybe even in Quake when we were there, but for now I needed something to at least mark the occasion.

I spotted a piece of holly that had been tied to the bar, so I carefully plucked the brambly piece of foliage from its hook and tied it around Flora’s wrist. I offered her a smile, which earned me a faint blush.

“Oh, Tyler,” she said. “I don’t care about a fancy ring. I’m just overjoyed that I get to marry the most incredible man I’ve ever met."

“But you’ll still have a ring,” I said. “Just maybe not tonight. It’ll be, um, when I get to that part of the equation.”

“Oh, I’m sure it’ll be divine,” she cooed. “And now I can spend all of my days at the bakery imagining how things are going to be in that beautiful house… it’s simply perfect!”

“And we can have a big party here after the wedding ceremony,” Hilly said. “There’s always people in the bar after the wedding festival anyway, so it will be even bigger!”

“We’ll be the talk of the town,” Flora added.

“I can’t believe it, a wedding on top of everything!” Babble said. “What a fun year this is going to be!”

At that moment, I couldn’t have been happier that there was a city-wide wedding festival where all of the people in Hagop set to be married that year did so at the same time. Because it would have certainly been a hell of a lot of work to put wedding planning on my list of things to do as well.

But either way, I felt like I was floating on a cloud. This was going to be the most exciting year of my life, I could just feel it. And even though I hadn’t had a chance to discuss it yet with Hilly, I also had a feeling that it might just be a double wedding.

I don’t think that stupid grin left my face all night as the band filed in and started to tune their instruments, nor when any of the regulars started ordering their daily fill of wine and beer. Flora, Hilly, and I danced and sang as the night went by, and I even had a celebratory brandy-wine from Marco. Sure, it wasn’t anywhere near as good as the King’s Brew, but it was still fiery and felt special nonetheless.

“Oh, what a happy day,” Hilly said as she leaned over the bar and crossed her arms.

I could see her ample cleavage bulging out of her dress, and I looked down and then back up at the dark-haired beauty.

“Hello,” I said as I leaned in. “You’re looking like a bit of a temptress tonight.”

“My eyes are up here, Tyler King,” she said as she batted her eyelashes. “No one should be looking anywhere else. Except for you. Yours are allowed to roam anywhere.”

“Well, I like that proposition,” I laughed, and I could feel my cock twitch in my pants.

Damn, Hilly did look good. And this flirting was more than earned. I’d managed to brew the perfect wheat beer for the King, I’d just proposed to the mother of my child, and now I’d finally be able to buy the land I needed to expand my family and my beer empire.

“Proposition?” I heard another sugary voice ask, and when I spun around to find Flora behind me.

I didn’t know if it was just the beer making my vision a little hazy or if my senses were dull because of everything going around in the bar, but the blonde beauty looked like she was surrounded by a halo.

I smiled at her and felt my insides go warm. She really was absolutely beautiful, and soon we were going to be man and wife. I really had come a seriously long way from my very boring life in Portland. Hagop had definitely turned into my land of opportunity.

“Let’s dance?” I asked and then winked at both the girls.

“Of course,” Hilly said as she swept out from behind the bar. “You know, I can decide when my shift is done. And I’ve decided that now it’s time for me to dance.”

“Perfect,” I replied as I led the girls onto the dance floor.

The girls laughed as I started to spin them around faster and faster. I could feel myself getting lightheaded, and Flora threw her head back and giggled.

“Tyler!” she laughed. “You can’t keep spinning me like this! I’m going to throw up!”

“Sorry,” I laughed, and she came toward me and wrapped her arms around my waist.

The gorgeous blonde looked up at me and batted her eyelashes, and I took a deep breath and met her gaze with mine. I could feel my cock twitch in my pants, and I leaned down and kissed her.

I didn’t care if it was in the middle of the bar and the rest of the customers were judging me. This woman was going to be my wife, and my other lover owned the entire place. We could do exactly as we liked.

“Mmmm,” she giggled as she started to tousle my hair in her hands. “I liked that.”

“Why don’t we go upstairs?” Hildegard asked.

I nodded and then looked around for a moment. The other patrons in the bar were busy dancing and enjoying the new seasonal brew, and though a couple of people waved toward us, most paid us no mind. We wove our way through the crowd and then started up the stairs. Hilly squeezed my hand as we neared the top, and I had a feeling that my night was just beginning.
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Chapter 11

Hildegard giggled as she raced up to the top floor. Flora tried to keep up, but the bar mistress was suddenly full of energy, and I knew that my blonde baker didn’t want to exert herself.

“Hey!” Flora laughed. “Wait up.”

Hilly looked over her shoulder and batted her eyelashes at us, and another flash of lust raced up my spine.

“You’re too slow,” Hilly purred.

The innkeeper laughed at her joke and then darted across the landing to my room. She opened the door and disappeared inside while Flora and I were still trudging up the stairs.

“Hey,” I shouted. “Do you make a habit of just barging into people’s rooms when you feel like it?”

“Of course not,” a sultry voice called from inside the bedroom. “Just yours, Tyler…”

“Well, I can’t blame her for that,” Flora declared. “Come on. Let’s see what she’s got planned.”

Flora and I were giggling as we followed her inside the room, but I quickly shut the door behind me when I saw a stark naked Hilly sitting on the bed.

I could feel my cock grow harder in my pants as I took in her gorgeous frame. The candlelight draped itself over her delicate collarbones, her plump breasts, and her pert, hard nipples. She brought a small hand and brushed it up her torso before playing with her dark hair.

“I’ve been waiting for you two,” she purred as she tossed her dress to the side.

“You weren’t waiting for long,” I said.

I could feel myself getting hotter. She just looked so good, and I knew how much she wanted me.

“Really?” She asked with a sly smile. “Well, it felt like forever.”

She bit her lip, and I felt like putty in her hands. Flora and I made our way toward her, and she laid back on the bed. Her pale, milky skin glowed against the dark green duvet and made her look like one of Tinkerbell’s relatives.

“You look so pretty,” Flora said as she studied the innkeeper.

The baker bent down and kissed Hilly on her plump berry-red lips. It was just a gentle peck at first, but then Hildegard draped her arms over Flora’s neck, and they licked each other’s tongues and then looked up at me.

“Come on, Tyler,” Flora said with a naughty giggle. “Don’t you want to join in the fun?”

“Of course I do,” I growled, and I kissed the blonde before leaning down and kissing Hildegard on the mouth.

“Mmmm,” Hilly moaned, and the sound of her voice made her mouth vibrate against my lips. “I couldn’t stop looking at you all night, Tyler. It’s hard to pay attention to the rest of my guests when you’re around… but I love it.”

“Me, too,” Flora giggled. “And everyone loved your beer so much.”

“Ladies, ladies,” I said in a low voice, even though I loved all of this. “I like all of this flattery. But who should I take first?”

“I think Hilly really wants it,” Flora said, and she looked from me down to the bar mistress. “In fact, I’d say she’s been ready all night.”

“Oh, I have,” Hilly agreed quickly. “Every time I looked at you, I thought about how good it would feel.”

Oh, man, this was hot as hell. I had one woman practically begging to feel me inside her, and another by my side who wanted the same thing as well.

“Whatever the women wish for,” I said and then bent down again and bit Hilly’s neck.

I wrapped my arm around her waist and felt her gasp and groan underneath me as I trailed my tongue from her neck to her collarbones to her stomach and down to her hips.

“Oh, Tyler,” she breathed as her chest rose and fell faster and faster. “Oh, by Hagop…”

“I want to taste you,” I whispered and looked up at her in the soft orange glow of the candlelight.

Even though we were doing the dirty, I still felt like I was in an old masters’ painting or something. I couldn’t believe that every detail of my life was so beautiful.

I made my way down her torso and neared her plump, juicy slit. She was already dripping wet for me, and I nestled my mouth in the soft downy hair of her sex and started to lap up her juices.

“Ohhh,” she moaned, and the bar mistress took the top of my head and started to tug at my hair. “Oh, Tyler, that feels so good…”

“Mmm…” I said in response as I licked up and down.

I lapped up her sweet wetness with every swipe, and I could feel myself get harder as I felt and tasted just how turned on she was by me.

“Yes,” she sighed as she fastened her hands tighter around my head and drew me in closer to her.

I took my hands and started to position her ass nearer to me so that I could pull her in near to me. Her soft white skin felt like putty in my hands, like she was some kind of delightful cloud, and I squeezed each cheek until I felt her squirm.

“Tyler,” she moaned loudly.

I could practically hear her cries bouncing off of the walls, though I didn’t care who heard us. If there was anyone else upstairs, they could enjoy the entertainment we provided, though I was almost positive all of the guests were downstairs with the locals.

“So gooooood,” Hilly cooed.

“I aim to please,” I said when I looked up for a moment.

I leaned down again and started to massage her clit with my tongue as the dark-haired beauty writhed and shook under me. I could feel her chest rise and fall quicker and quicker until she pushed my head into her and practically vibrated with pleasure.

“Tyler, yes, yes,” she squealed and inhaled as she came in my mouth.

I loved the feeling of giving her pleasure, and I knew that I had succeeded as her body shook in my hands. When she arched against me, I ripped my shirt off and started to undo my pants.

The sound of her coming, the knowledge that my other beauty Flora was here beside me watching… all of it was too hot to handle. And I knew that Hilly wasn’t satisfied yet by the way she bit her lip and batted her eyelashes at me. Her cheeks were still flushed from the intensity of her orgasm, and her lips were a dark berry pink. God, she was so fucking hot.

I leaned down and bit her neck as she started to fondle my buttons and pulled my cock out of my boxers. I heard myself gasp as her warm hand grabbed my shaft, and I leaned down and growled into her ear.

“I want you so much, Hilly,” I said. “Fuck, you’re so hot tonight.”

“I want more of you,” she whispered in my ear. “I haven’t had enough.”

“And then I want you,” Flora murmured as she started to disrobe next to us. “I want my turn as well.”

“Everyone will get their turn,” I said, and the girls nodded in response. “As many turns as they want.”

Hilly guided my cock up and down her warm, wet slit, and I felt a shiver race up my spine. I couldn’t take it any longer, and I guided my member into her tight, wet tunnel.

As I entered her, she gasped and wrapped her arms around my neck. I pumped inside her and felt absolutely amazing as she welcomed me into her warm, wet tunnel. She felt just as good as always, and I groaned in her ear as I took in her intoxicating scent.

“God, you feel amazing,” I said as I pressed deeper inside of her. “Hilly, you feel fucking amazing.”

“So do you,” she replied, and then she gasped as she wrapped her arms tighter around me.

I pumped deep inside her and felt her contract around me as I breathed down her neck. I was getting harder inside her, and I felt totally enveloped in fire.

I could feel all the pleasure inside me start to form in my stomach as she gasped and moaned from the sounds of me taking her. I pumped deeper and deeper inside her as she contracted around me, teasing me to come inside her.

“Oh,” she moaned as her nails dug into my skin.

I felt like I was ready to burst so I took a few deep breaths and growled into her ear again.

“I’m close,” I said. “I’m going to come…”

“Yes,” she moaned. “Yes, Tyler…”

I pumped into her harder and faster until I couldn’t take it any longer. I felt myself release everything into her as my body glowed with satisfaction.

“Fuck,” I heard myself say as I continued to pump in and out of her slower and slower, and then I came to a complete stop. I looked down at Hilly and her red, rosy face, and I smiled like a horny teen.

“Mmmm,” Flora purred as her fingers trailed along my spine. “You didn’t forget about little old me, did you?”

I had to stop myself from wolf whistling out loud, which wasn’t even a habit of mine, but Flora looked like such a bombshell that I almost couldn’t help it. Her round, full breasts were soft and pillowy, and her waist still cinched in perfectly before extending out to her pink, fleshy ass. I felt like I could dive into her soft body and stay there for hours.

So that’s exactly what I did.

Back in Portland, I’d never had the stamina for two women at once like this, but then again, I’d never had the opportunity, either. And now that I did, I felt like an Olympic champion at pleasuring hot women.

I practically leaped over and pinned her to the bed, where she threw her head back and laughed.

“You can’t beat me at wrestling,” she said as she continued to try and bat me off of her playfully.

“Oh, really?” I asked. “And what makes you think that?”

“I’m surprisingly strong,” she said as we continued to roll around. “From kneading dough all day.”

A lot of the fun was that Flora and I both knew that I was at least three times as strong as her. But I loved the feeling of a gorgeous naked woman trying to wrestle and pin me down by candlelight. I mean, this was any guy’s idea of heaven, and I wasn’t just going to flex my muscles so I could end it quickly.

I could feel myself get hard again as she gripped my wrists in her warm hands and straddled me. We were both completely naked, so we could see just how turned on the other was.

“Mmmm,” she said as she bit her lip and looked down at my member. “Just the way I like him.”

She grasped her hands around the shaft of my cock and started to move them slowly up and down. The feeling of her soft skin against mine made shockwaves of lust fly through my body, and I bit my lip and watched as she moved her hand up and down slowly.

“I love the way you make me feel,” she said, and she continued to rub my member. “I want to feel you inside me.”

“I want to feel you, too,” I said.

She grinned as she balanced with her hands on my shoulders and started to swivel her hips around my cock. Her folds were wet and glistening, and when they met with the tip of my member, I let out a small gasp as a flash of lust raced through my system. I could go for hours like this with my women, though what I really wanted was for time to stop so I could stay in that moment forever.

She held me down as she continued to move over me until she reached down and guided my member into her tight, warm slit. As she slipped it in, I arched my head back and felt as she bounced up and down on my cock.

“Oh, Tyler,” she moaned.

I opened my eyes to the gorgeous sight of her ample breasts bouncing right above my face. This was one of my favorite views, and I loved the feeling that I was under her control.

“You look amazing, Flora,” I breathed, and I reached up and grabbed one of her breasts.

It was so soft and supple in my hand, and she reminded me of an ancient goddess. She threw her head back and moaned in delight as she continued to fuck me even harder.

I was in pure ecstasy, but I wanted to feel more. I sat up and tightened my arms around her plump asscheeks as I pulled her in and started to bounce her up and down on my member even faster.

“Tyler,” she moaned. “Oh, please, Tyler.”

I found one of her nipples with my mouth and started to suck on it, just like I knew she liked it. That really sent her over the edge, because she threw her arms around my neck and started to fuck me with even more intensity.

“You like that?” I whispered as I squeezed her ass and pumped into her harder and faster.

“Yes, yes,” she pleaded.

I knew that she was about to come as her tunnel contracted around me, and I was in such a flurry of passion that I could barely take it any longer myself.

“I’m going to come,” I gasped.

I pulled her as close as I could and made one big, final thrust inside her. I emptied everything I had as she moaned into my ear and hugged me so tightly that I was sure she’d leave bruises.

I could feel the energy between us start to quiet down as the sounds from downstairs suddenly appeared again. I looked down at Hilly, who was lying beside us, and she rolled over and lifted an eyebrow.

“Another round?” the dark-haired woman asked with a devilish grin.

I knew that I wasn’t going to get any sleep for a long-ass time, but I didn’t care. I grinned back and let Hilly have another round in the sheets.

By the time we did get to sleep, the birds were starting to sing and the pale blue Hagop light was beginning to appear on the horizon. I had absolutely no intention of waking up early in the morning, not after the celebration we’d had, and the Weissbier could wait until I was reasonably functional.

As my two girls sidled up next to me, I listened to the birdsong outside, and it crossed my mind that I’d never been so damn annoyed to hear birds singing before. Instead of a refreshing morning welcome, it was like they were judging me for my debauchery, but then I realized that I was so tired that I was actually almost grouchy, and what I really needed was some sleep.

After what felt like a mere five minutes, there was a knock on the door. It sounded like someone was pounding it with some kind of tool, and Hilly’s eyes flew open.

“What in the great Hagop is that noise?” she muttered.

By then, I could hear the bustle of the townspeople outside, and the sun was high in the sky. We’d slept in after all, though it felt like we’d only just fallen asleep.

“It’s noon,” I mumbled as I sat up.

Someone or something banged on the door again, and I growled in frustration.

“Noon?” Flora asked in her sleep without opening her eyes. “How nice… what a nice time to be…”

“What do you want?” I shouted.

“It’s Babble!” Babble shouted. “We need to talk.”

I sighed and lifted the sheet over the girls also just to make sure that everyone was decent.

“Come in,” I called out.

The door creaked open, and the tiny gnome appeared with one of the pokers for the fireplace.

“Sorry,” he said as he shut the door behind him and set the poker to the side. “But these doorknobs are indeed very high, and as you know, I don’t have very big hands for knocking…”

“Quite alright,” I yawned, then looked over at the tiny gnome. “You’re up early for a gnome. So what’s so important that you’re pounding on my door?”

“Well, that’s why I’m here,” he laughed. “Oh, Tyler, you must come outside immediately. There’s a wizard!”

“A wizard?” Hilly asked, and she sat up quickly. “Morning, Babble.”

“Oh, Ms. Hildegard,” Babble blushed beetroot pink as he set his gaze directly on the floor. “I’ve… I’ve never seen you in only a bedsheet…”

“Well, you keep your eyes on the ground, and I won’t have to wipe your memory of anything,” Hildegard said with a low laugh. “Now, what’s all this about a wizard? There hasn’t been a wizard in Hagop in years. Too risky, after the whole pig incident. We didn’t want the chickens to start forming societies and all that nonsense.”

“I don’t know why he’s here,” Babble said. “But I think we should find out! After all, there’s not many people in Hagop I can think of who would knowingly welcome a wizard. Or, at least, someone who claims to be a wizard…”

“So you think it might be some kind of scheme?” Hildegard pondered and then nodded. “You’re probably right about that. He’s probably been hired to sell some useless elixir or something.”

“That was my thought,” he said as he looked up, but then he blushed again and looked at the ground. “Shall I, uh… shall I stay downstairs and wait for you to join me? He should be on the bridge soon.”

“Say no more,” I said, and I leaped over Hilgedard and stretched out in front of the window.

I realized that Babble probably had a full view of my behind, but it was his job to look away in my room. That was just how these things worked.

“Oh, great goblets,” the gnome muttered and then scurried from the room.

“Oh, we really embarrassed him,” Hildegard giggled as we both started to get dressed. “And what should we do about this sleeping beauty over here?”

I looked down at Flora, who looked happier than ever to be the only one in the big bed. She stretched out her limbs and grasped one of the pillows as she continued to sleep away.

“Let’s leave her for now,” I shrugged. “We had a pretty busy night, and her body is doing a lot.”

“We did have a busy night,” Hilly smirked as she speed-braided her hair and stepped into a practical pair of clogs. “Alright, let’s go see what this magician business is. Sorry, wizard. Either way, all these men are swindlers to me.”

I shrugged and followed her out of our room and back downstairs. I’d never met a real wizard before, and I was pretty unsure as to how magic worked in Hagop.

But something about the whole thing did ring strange to me. I knew that Babble had said that someone might’ve hired him, and the type of person who would hire a wizard seemed like someone who didn’t want to do their dirty work themselves.

That, or he was just going on some kind of wizard world tour and Hagop was the next stop. But either way, this was going to be a marvel like no other, and I wanted to be there for it.

When we got to the bottom of the stairs, I found that the bar had been overrun with every kind of creature. Gnomes, elves, and dwarves alike were fast asleep in the booths, on top of the counters, and even on the floor. It looked like the dregs of a frat party, and even though it brought a smile to my face, Hilly did not seem happy about the whole thing.

“Oh, really!” she huffed. “This is what I get for not being more firm. It’s my fault for disappearing, but someone else around here really needs to, well… grow a pair! I mean, Mason is a lovely boy, but he’s young, and the creatures don’t take him anywhere near as seriously as they take me.”

“Maybe it’s time to invest in some security,” I shrugged. “To kick everyone out at a certain time. That’s what happens back where I’m from.”

“Oh, but where’s the charm in that,” Hilly sighed. “It’s not very hospitable. Plus, I suppose last night was an exception to how things usually are.”

“Besides, they’ll all move on soon enough,” Babble said as he scrambled down from a stool.

I shrugged as the three of us stepped over the snoring bodies and made our way outside. It would’ve been practical to have a bouncer there to kick everyone out at closing time, but she was right that it would’ve been one hell of a lot less charming as well. I loved that her inn was a beacon for the community, and I knew that she loved that as well.

“My, what a busy day,” Babble said as people started to gather in the streets.

I nodded as I looked around at the crowd. It really did seem like there were more people out than usual, and I tried to remember when there were other novel events in Hagop that I could compare it to.

There were people of all professions out in the middle of the streets as a bright red speck started to materialize from the other side of the bridge. I could hear one of the elves near me whispering about something to do with magic and looked down.

“You know, I’ve never seen this one in these parts!” the elf hissed to one of his friends. “He must be from the countryside. I’m sure that all the wizards were chased out of Hagop after everything that happened with the pigs…”

“Yes, the pigs,” another voice echoed. “Now, that was really something that put a blemish on our society.”

“It was indeed,” the first voice said.

I really didn’t want to hear any more about the pigs, no matter how funny it was. After all, there was a real wizard before me, and I wanted to see what he looked like. The first thing I noticed was that he was nearly as tall as me.

“He’s pretty tall,” I said. “Like me.”

“I wonder why he’s here,” Hilly said and crossed her arms. “It can’t be anything good.”

“What’s the commotion about, I was hoping to get some more sleep?” Flora asked as she walked up next to us.

“A wizard has arrived,” Babble explained.

“Oh, that can’t be good,” Flora replied.

“Greetings, people of Hagop!” the wizard said with a laugh.

He was wearing a cherry-red robe with a pointy hat and had long, gangly fingers. I had a weird feeling about him, like he wasn’t quite human, and for the first time since I’d arrived in Hagop, I felt uneasy.

“Hi!” Babble shot back as Hilly rolled her eyes.

“Will you perform any tricks, sir?” one of the children called out.

The wizard threw his head back and laughed as he stroked his gray beard. He was such a stereotype of a wizard that I started to look around for the camera crew, even though no such thing existed in Hagop. It had to be an elaborate prank, though everyone else seemed sure the man had some kind of magical powers.

“Oh, of course not, child,” he finally declared. “No, I’m not here for any trickery! I mean, sorcery. I am here to see all of the beauties that the city of Hagop has to offer. Now, children, let me through. I see a tavern just over there, and it looks quite promising.”

He looked up, and I could swear that he was staring straight through my head. Something about the whole thing felt kind of off, and Hilly and Flora turned to me.

“He’s coming to the tavern,” Flora practically squeaked.

“So it seems,” I replied as we retreated to Hilly’s.

“How strange,” Hilly said as she got her crew into motion. “I don’t think this place has ever had a wizard visit before.”

“Looks like it will bring in business, though,” I said as the place started to fill up. “There’s a hell of a lot more people today here than there would normally be at this time.”

“Well, you can say that again,” Hilly nodded, and her group of minions got to work on selling pints of beer.

Most of the customers asked for some King’s Brew, and I felt myself grinning as the taps that Hilly used for my beer started to flow. Every so often, another beverage would be poured, but King’s Brew was far and away the most popular, especially the seasonal edition.

“Heedle hum,” a voice boomed before coughing.

“He’s here,” Babble snorted.

I turned around and watched as the wizard finally made his way into the inn. Just like me, he had to stoop down in order to get inside, though I still had a few inches on him.

A few people whispered and giggled as he made his way through the crowd. Suddenly, the line for the bar seemed to part like the red sea, and the crowd went quiet as they watched this second giant step up to the polished wood surface and tap his chin.

“I’d like a…” he hummed as he stroked his beard. “Ah, yes! A King’s Brew, please! I heard it won the grand prize this year in Hagop.”

“And where did you hear that?” Mason asked as he started to fill a mug.

“Oh, a friend called Cassian,” the wizard replied with a smile.

I locked eyes with Hilly as the name of my dwarven foe washed over us. It finally made sense why a random wizard had decided to grace us with his presence, and I fought the urge to rush out to the barn to check on my royal brew.

But I couldn’t get ahead of myself. There was always a chance that elves and dwarves were friends with wizards and would actually hang out with them, despite the pig incident. So I nodded and smiled until the hubbub of the inn started to pick up again, and then I moved toward the back of the bar with Hilly.

“Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” I asked.

“Friends with Cassian,” Babble said as he and Flora joined us. “That rings an alarm bell to me.”

“Well, dwarves are the most likely creatures to use magic,” Flora said. “You know, a lot of them still practice some forms of spell casting themselves. Nothing too elaborate or expert like a wizard, but for cleaning up and basic household tasks…”

“I could use some cleaning spells,” Hilly sighed. “It would save me a lot of early mornings.”

“But wizards don’t usually come around here, do they?” I asked.

“That they don’t,” Babble said as he shook his head. “Usually wizards only really come to do favors for people. Well, I say favors. Wizards have been known to make a lot of money delivering on spells for people. That’s another reason why they were outlawed. Magicians were scamming people.”

“So you think there’s a good chance that his good old friend Cassian paid him to be here?” I asked.

“Shhhh,” Flora warned.

The wizard had wormed his way through the crowd, and he leaned against the polished wood with a smirk.

“Hello,” he said with a hearty cough. “And you must be Tyler King, correct? King of the beers, it seems.”

A few weeks ago I would’ve bristled at the mention of the King because of the stress I was under, but now I was more than ready to defend my honor and my product.

“As a matter of fact, I am,” I nodded. “But how did you know that?”

“I was told that the beer was made by a giant,” the wizard said. “And you’re the largest man I’ve met in town. The name’s Garth.”

“Nice to meet you, Garth,” I said. “But… I understand wizards don’t usually spend much time in Hagop.”

“Well, we don’t, after the pig imbroglio,” he sighed. “But a friend of mine mentioned that a human giant had won the competition this year, so I just had to try it.”

“A friend of yours?” I asked. “Do I know him?”

“Maybe,” he said with a smile. “Though, he’s a dwarf, so maybe not?”

“I think you said Cassian,” Hilly noted.

“Oh, well, I have many friends among the dwarves,” he laughed, “But, uh, yes, Cassian was the one who mentioned your beer. The others refused to talk about it. It’s something of a scandal, losing to a human.”

Mason plopped a pint of beer in front of him, and his eyes lit up as he slurped half of it back in one gulp.

“My, my, my,” he laughed. “What a treat. Tell me, what are those hints of? Hints of some citrus, perhaps? Always an interesting element to tamper with… er, I mean, use in spells.”

“Hmm,” I said, and I lifted an eyebrow. “Well, the recipe is top secret, as you might imagine. I can’t tell everyone the ingredients if I want to make any money off of it.”

“Of course, of course,” he said. “But this really is a most wonderful beer. Perhaps I will even be able to figure out the recipe…”

“Many have tried,” I murmured with a smile.

I nodded to him and then moved out of earshot. Babble and Hilly joined me a moment later, and we watched the wizard take another gulp of the beer and then stare speculatively at the ceiling.

“He’s got something up those long, bell-shaped sleeves,” Hilly said as she scowled at the wizard. “I can feel it.”

“And he’s a friend of Cassian’s,” Flora said. “And probably more dwarves as well. I think it’s safe to say that he’s here on their behalf.”

“So, what do we do?” Hilly asked.

“He said the word tamper,” I said. “And then he quickly corrected himself. Something about tampering with citrus.”

“They can access the elements,” Hilly said. “If they’re good, that is. Did you get his name?”

“Garth,” I nodded. “Garth the wizard. Good at tampering with elements, it seems. And he’s friends with Cassian.”

“You know, wizards have books, too,” Babble said, and he cast a glance over at the tall wizard, who had started talking to a few interested elves. “A bit like the grudge book, but a grimoire. It’s where they write down their commissions and the spells they’re going to use. Same as in any business.”

“Interesting,” I said as I took in the wizard sitting on the stool. “It’d surely be a shame if a pair of tiny hands took that grimoire out of his cloak while he was distracted… wouldn’t it?”

“Oh, it would be a huge inconvenience to him,” Babble said into the distance before he locked eyes with me. “Oh, this is part of a plan, isn’t it?”

“You said it, not me,” I shrugged, and I saw Hilly’s lips curl into a smirk.

“Fine, fine,” he sighed. “You’ll have to create a distraction though. Something that keeps him looking at anything but me.”

“That’s why we’re a team,” I said. “Because you’re small, and I’m big.”

“Don’t rub it in,” he grumbled as he hopped down from the stool.

“I think Flora and I have a few questions for the wizard,” Hilly said, and she went around and grabbed Flora’s hand. “Why don’t you give us a minute?”

I watched as both girls made sure that their skirts were spread as wide as possible to obscure Babble. I heard the gnome sneeze once as the odd trio started to make their way back toward the bar, and then I circled slowly toward the wizard. When I saw that the girls had successfully escorted the gnome close enough to grab the book, I sidled up next to the wizard and smiled.

“Hey, Garth,” I said. “Looks like you really enjoyed the beer.”

He turned around and looked at me again, and his eyes flashed greedily for a moment. I felt like a dove that had just been spotted by a hawk, but the wizard quickly schooled his face into a smile again.

“Mr. King,” he said too heartily.

“Call me Tyler,” I corrected him. “I guess we’re friends now, right?”

“Of course, Tyler,” he said with a mild blush. “So, I’ve just tried your seasonal brew as well. It’s really something! How did you make it?”

“Garth, Garth,” I said with a laugh. “I can’t give away all of my secrets now, can I? That wouldn’t be proper for a businessman like me.”

“No, you’re quite right,” he said. “But you know. It’s really a wonder, how all of these elements are coming together to form something so wonderful. Now, let me get another.”

“Garth, what brings you to town today?” Hilly asked.

When the wizard looked over at her, I looked down to see what Babble was up to, but he’d disappeared under everyone’s long skirts. Thank goodness I was no longer in a society where everyone wore shorts and a t-shirt, because it made everything all the more fun.

“Oh, I hadn’t been to Hagop in a long, long while,” Garth said. “About thirty years, in fact! That’s really something.”

“Well, then it makes sense why we wouldn’t have met before,” Hilly said with a shrug. “I, uh, wasn’t even born then. But it’s an honor to have you in our fair city, for sure. Are there any particular sights you want to see, people you want to meet?”

“I always liked the Hagop River on a cold winter’s day,” the wizard said with a twinkle in his eye. “You know, when I was a boy a century ago, we used to ice skate there and make ice sculptures with our magic. Now, we can’t really use magic in the same way, and these old bones are far too rickety for ice skating. But it’s nice to look at the natural beauty of this place and remember those happy times!”

I felt a little sad for a moment, because he seemed like a standup guy. But then again, he was a businessman like me, and his business happened to be magic. And he was friends with the dwarves, who had probably filled his head with all sorts of stories about the evil giant.

But the only way to know why he was in Hagop was to look inside the grimoire. And that all depended on Babble and his quick little hands.

When Flora leaned down to adjust her skirt and Hilly shot me a look, I patted Garth on the shoulder and smiled.

“I have some beer business to attend to behind the bar,” I said with a smile. “But I’ll be back soon. I’d like to hear about some of the other places you’ve visited.”

“Of course!” he laughed.

The four of us scurried around the bar and into the backroom, which was full of steam and old barrels. There was an entire army of young workers corking and uncorking barrels depending on what people wanted.

“Come here,” I whispered and led the way to one of the corners.

Hilly’s employees were used to our sudden appearances in the back, and no one even looked at us as we scurried past them. They had a steady rhythm going as they filled glasses and tossed dirty ones in the sink to be cleaned, and short of a bomb going off, I doubt they would have noticed anything else anyway.

“Let’s take a look,” Flora coughed, and she brought out the book.

It was a pretty underwhelming-looking thing, kind of like the medieval version of a Filofax. Old pieces of parchment stuck out at odd angles, and the leather actually creaked like it would fall apart in our hands. But we untied the small leather-bound booklet and flipped to the last written page. It was covered in red scribbles, the word Cassian, and a little drawing of a beer glass with my name next to it.

“Oh, goodness,” Hilly said.

It was exactly as we thought. This guy was out to get me, and we had to do something about it immediately.
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Chapter 12

“This is not good,” I sighed. “Not one bit.”

“What in the Hagop are we going to do?” Flora asked as she tried to read the foreign runes and all of the other pieces of information on the sheet. “This is terrible. And that wizard could actually cause some real trouble if he’s worth his salt.”

“Let me take a look,” Babble said.

“Here,” I said as I held the book so he could see it. “Does any of it make sense to you?”

I knew that the wizard’s arrival was trouble from the get-go, but if anyone knew how witches and wizards in Hagop worked, it would be Babble. And maybe the gnome knew enough to tell us what the wizard had planned.

“This is not good news,” the gnome said. “I’m no magician, or magic user, so I can’t speak to the efficacy of his spells. But one thing’s for sure, this guy has had a lot of work in the past. I mean, look at how big this grimoire is. He must have made some of his clients happy since many of them repeat.”

“What are we going to do?” Hilly asked. “Look, I’m a tavern owner… I obviously know a lot of people with a lot of strange professions, but I’m sure as Hagop not someone who affiliates with dark magic. That’s just nasty stuff!”

“I know,” I sighed.

I had never had a problem like this in my life. Back in Portland, nothing was like this. At least all humans operated on the same logic as each other, and we couldn’t just cast spells. I knew that voodoo and hoodoo existed, but that seemed to be something you really had to buy into, not just a natural law of the universe.

“Maybe there’s someone who can… I don’t know, overpower his spell,” I said as I looked down at Babble.

“Oooh, yes,” he said as he started to bounce on his feet. “Yes, yes… but we wouldn’t be able to find him in the city…”

“There aren’t any wizards in Hagop,” Flora said.

“Do we need to do this with magic though?” Hilly asked. “You might not know this, Tyler, but being a wizard isn’t illegal. Just hiring one is illegal.”

“But it looks like he’s already figured out what he’s going to do,” I said as I pointed at the runes. “I don’t even know how these rituals are carried out…”

“They’re carried out after dark,” Babble said. “Because it’s dark magic, obviously, but also, as Hilly said, much of what they actually do is illegal, like casting spells on people. All we need to do is find another wizard who can tell us what to do to foil his ritual. And then we follow this Garth and vanquish him!”

“But there aren’t any wizards in Hagop,” I said. “By the time we find someone who can also help us uncover the wizard’s spell, Garth might’ve cast it. And then what are we going to do?”

“Okay, I might know a guy,” Babble admitted and looked around. “But he hasn’t practiced for a long time, and in fact, he actually stopped when Hagop banned wizardry.”

“Who is it?” I asked. “We have to go there!”

“Well, it’s going to be a little bit of a squeeze,” Babble said with a nervous laugh.

“Wait,” Hildegard said. “Are you suggesting that there’s a wizard in gnome city?”

“I know a very talented spell caster in gnome city,” Babble nodded. “You see… well, I’ve never been the most beloved of the gnome community, because there’s a lot going on in my family.”

“Yeah,” I said. “But I never knew why. What’s going on, Babble?”

“Right,” he sighed. “It’s… it’s my grandfather. He’s one of the only gnomes that was ever granted the talent of being able to cast spells.”

I looked at Hilly and Flora, whose jaws practically dropped to the floor. It was starting to make sense to me why Babble really was so looked down upon by his fellow gnomes before his partnership with me boosted his reputation.

“I have to say, Babble,” I said. “That was a twist I never expected.”

“A lot of people knew that my grandfather had those powers,” he sighed. “They used to think that my gambling prowess was due to a spell that he’d made. But I promise, he’s a good gnome… he never did anything illegal, when it was made illegal of course. So he might be able to help us, but he does hate magic… it made him a gnome pariah.”

“He has to help,” Hilly said. “He doesn’t even need to cast any spells, and then he won’t need to create any magic, either. He won’t be doing anything illegal, it’s just like… you know, giving advice on how to stop another wizard from casting a spell. He’d be a hero.”

“Advice,” Babble nodded as he stared into the distance. “Yes, advice… he is a very old gnome, and he likes giving advice.”

“We can sneak out the back,” I said. “Before it’s dark. And then he can tell us how to stop the ritual before Garth can ruin the beer.”

“What’s he doing now?” Flora asked.

We crept back to the door and peered around the edge. Garth was easy to spot, since he was now surrounded by admirers who were lapping up his stories. With any luck, they’d keep him busy for a few more hours so we could slip out, find Babble’s grandfather, and figure out how to stop whatever Garth’s evil plan was.

“Let’s go,” I said as I picked up the gnome and darted for the door to the yard.

The light was already starting to fade as we made our way across the yard to the street. The road was still busy, but we sprinted toward the gnome city like we were in the Olympics. The cold whipped around my face, but I could barely feel it. All I knew was that I didn’t know shit about magic, and I wasn’t about to take any chances with an old enemy who wanted me to disappear.

“This way,” Babble said when we reached the edge of the town.

“Okay,” I panted as I tried to catch my breath. “Where are we going?”

“I’d just like to… point out… that there’s no way… that we’re all going to fit… in a gnome establishment,” Hilly said as she swept a strand of brunette hair from her forehead and tried to catch her breath. “They’re all so small.”

“We could try to bring him out here,” Babble said. “But he doesn’t like to leave the city. Oh, we could try the Gnomish Town Hall. It’s big enough to fit humans.”

“Sounds good to me,” I replied.

“Town Hall it is,” Flora said. “Lead the way, Babble.”

Babble darted off, but the rest of us had to move more slowly. It was hard work trying not to step on a gnome, especially when the gnomes didn’t seem to pay much attention to where they were going.

I had to admit, it was quite a view as we made our way through the town. The gnomes looked like tiny mushrooms with their colorful little hats that bobbed around my calves. I found myself grinning despite the serious nature of our mission, and I vowed to create a new beer just for the gnomes.

Babble led us deeper into the city than I’d ever gone before. It was all very compact and built up, but as the larger establishments started to turn into smaller buildings, I could see little backyards with gardens, and even a playground where several gnome children were playing.

“Is this where you live?” I asked as I surveyed the architecture.

The houses were square and had little thatched roofs, and they all had painted daffodils on the front. There were plenty of bright colors, just like the gnomish clothing, and plenty of intricate carvings.

“This is indeed where I live,” Babble said. “And as I’ve always said, I would invite you all for dinner, but I don’t think you’d fit.”

“It doesn’t look like many gnomes would fit in these little houses,” Flora giggled.

“We’re very sociable people,” Babble explained. “So we prefer to hold our parties in the town center, where everyone can attend.”

“Fair enough,” I said.

Babble finally came to a stop in front of a house with a rose painted on the front instead of a daffodil. Smoke poured from a little round chimney and made my eyes water, and I quickly placed a hand over my nose and mouth so I wouldn’t breathe in any more of the smoke. Babble took a deep breath, opened the gate, and finally knocked on the door as he nervously swayed from side to side.

“I just hope he agrees,” he said. “You know, this is quite tricky business for a gnome to be involved in…”

“We’re desperate,” I said. “If this wizard infiltrates the recipe, there will be no good brew for the gnomes, either. And I know they don’t want that.”

I couldn’t hear if there was anyone behind the door because of how high up I was, but suddenly, the small rounded wooden door flew open and revealed what looked like a very, very old version of Babble.

“Babble!” The old gnome laughed, and he stepped outside.

He had a tiny red cane that matched his hat, and he patted Babble on the shoulder like he was an old friend he hadn’t seen in a few months.

“Oh, well,” Babble started to say. “It was short notice…”

“You should’ve said you were coming,” the older gnome continued. “I would’ve made a pot of chocolate.”

“Oh, that sounds delicious,” Babble said as he perked up. “You have chocolate!”

When Hilly politely cleared her throat, Babble’s grandfather looked up in surprise. His beady eyes widened as he took in all the giants who had suddenly landed at his doorstep.

“Great goose!” he gasped. “You’re all very large! We don’t often get humans in here!”

“Ah, yes,” Babble sighed unhappily. “I’m afraid the chocolate must wait. We have a very important matter that we need to discuss with you.”

“Oh, yes?” the older gnome asked as he pushed his spectacles up his nose. “And what would that be?”

“That would be that a wizard named Garth has been hired by a really annoying dwarf named Cassian,” Babble said. “Cassian wants to sabotage the King’s Brew and all the rest of Tyler’s brewing, and we need to find a way to stop him.”

“Sounds like a mess,” the old gnome said as he lifted an eyebrow. “But unfortunately, I don’t know what any of that has to do with me. I’m simply a humble, retired gnome. I don’t think I can help.”

“Please, sir,” I said, and I crouched down carefully so I wouldn’t knock over any of the ridiculously small bicycles on the side of the road. “I promise that we won’t hold any judgment for you or for your practice. I mean, I’m from somewhere completely far away, where they don’t even have magic, so I really need your help. You’re the only one close enough to help us. Besides, I know what it’s like to be the outsider.”

“I’ve been a loyal member of the gnome community for as long as I’ve been alive,” the old gnome scoffed. “Outsider my beard!”

“That’s not what I meant,” I said and shook my head. “Sure, you go to the parties and spend time at the bar. But I’ll bet they still look at you sideways.”

“Well,” he harrumphed and looked at Babble.

“And I’ve seen how they treat Babble,” I added. “He never complains, but I know it’s there.”

“Yes, well,” he muttered and shook his head.

“Oh, please, sir,” Flora said. “We just need to know if there’s some way to stop the spell.”

“This is risky for me,” the old gnome said as he looked around.

“I understand that,” I said. “So if you can help us, I’ll make sure that you never ever have to pay for anything that my brewery makes. How does that sound?”

The old gnome looked up at me, then to Babble, and finally started to ruffle his thick white mustache.

“You mean, for the rest of my life?” he asked.

“Yes,” I said and nodded. “For the rest of your life. Easy. That’s what I mean.”

“It doesn’t seem right to be involved in magic again, even if it is to save the beer,” he said as he shook his head. “Honestly, I don’t know if I can still work it like I used to.”

“Oh, please,” Flora begged as she knelt down. “It would mean so much to have your expertise. You’re so wise after all, and there’s nobody else in the city who could help us!”

“And we wouldn’t breathe a word of it to anyone,” Babble assured him. “No one will know what you’ve done.”

“Oh, fine,” the older gnome said as he rolled his eyes. “But we can’t do it here. None of you will fit!”

“Then we can go to the old town hall,” Babble said. “It’s big enough to host about ten humans, and nobody will see us there. I know how much everyone hates going to the town hall.”

“It smells like mice,” the old gnome said. “Horrid beasts. But yes, that’s a good idea. You’re right that nobody will see us there.”

I felt a wave of relief wash over me, even if we didn’t have an answer yet. At least we’d found someone who might know how to turn aside whatever spell Garth was going to cast, and I’d get my first official taste of Hagop magic as well.

“Just let me find something warm…” the older gnome muttered as he stepped back inside his house.

“We need to get an idea of what we’re doing before nightfall,” Babble said.

“I’m coming, I’m coming,” the older gnome huffed as he stepped outside in a large woolen sweater and shut the door. “And don’t expect me to run to the town hall. There’s only so fast an old gnome like me can travel.”

“That’s where I come in,” I said. “If you’ll allow me to give you a ride, of course.”

“Oh, well,” the older gnome grumbled and looked at his grandson.

“It’s actually a very smooth ride,” Babble said as he held up his arms.

I picked up Babble and placed him on one shoulder, and after a few moments, his grandfather held up his arms as well. I placed the older gnome on my other shoulder, and the two men shook hands in front of my face.

“My, what a gorgeous view,” the grandfather laughed into my right ear.

“Just hang onto his hair,” Babble instructed.

“Or my shirt collar,” I suggested quickly.

“We’ll take a left at that inn over there,” Babble said as he pointed to the end of the road. “The town hall is just down the street. It’s the only human-sized building in the entire place, so you can’t miss it.”

There was a sharp turn at the end of the cobbled road, so it was hard to see any of the buildings until we actually went around the corner. The town hall did indeed stand out, though it was more the size of a large shed than a building. But at least we’d be able to fit inside without having to hunch over.

“I don’t think it’s been used in years,” Babble’s grandfather said.

“Are you also a Babble?” I asked.

“Oh, my, no,” the older gnome laughed. “I’m Chuckle. But you can call me Chuck. It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance, by the way. I’m quite the fan of your beer.”

“I’m glad you enjoy it,” I replied. “And I can’t thank you enough for helping us with this.”

“Ah, I just hope I can,” he said. “It’s been some time since I… dabbled.”

“You know more than any of us,” I assured him.

The town hall looked even more like a small wooden barn up close, and I wondered if the gnomes had hired a human farmer to build the thing. There were none of the decorations I’d come to expect from the gnomes, and the single layer of paint on the thing was chipped and peeling.

“Huh,” Hilly muttered and then opened the door.

“Oh, um,” Flora said as she stared at the dark, barn-like interior.

There were a few tomes on low shelves, a pair of tables with mismatched chairs, and a gnome sleeping at the front desk.

“Do we just go in?” Hilly asked.

The gnome snorted loudly and then woke up. He rubbed his eyes twice, like he needed to be sure he wasn’t still asleep.

“We needed somewhere to meet,” Babble said.

“Ah, indeed,” the gnome at the desk replied as he stared up at my shoulder. “Well, that’s why we’re here. I just ask that you be as quiet as possible. I have another job after this one, and I actually need to be alert for it.”

“Of course,” Flora said, and I could see by the way that she was pursing her lips that she was trying as hard as she could not to giggle.

We shuffled to the back of the small, empty building and sat at the table near the far wall, as far away from the other gnome as possible. His snoring resumed before we’d even reached the table, and both Babble and Chuckle huffed at the other gnome’s less than business-like demeanor as I plopped them down on some gnome-sized stools.

“They really should get some heating in here,” Hilly said as she sidled up to Flora.

“Why waste good fuel on a building no one uses?” Babble asked.

“Maybe more people would use it if there was heat,” Hilly replied.

“Let’s inspect the damage, shall we?” Chuckle said quickly.

“Here,” Flora said as she produced the grimoire and pushed it toward the gnomish wizard.

“Why…” he said to himself as he flipped through the pages. “I haven’t seen one of these in… in years!”

“What happened to yours?” Babble asked.

“I don’t know what you could be talking about,” Chuck said, even though he had a twinkle in his eye. “You know, if any wizard in Hagop possessed one of these, he would have been instructed to burn them. And you know how loyal I am to Hagop…”

“Mmmm,” Babble hummed and then shrugged.

Chuckle sifted through the papers until he got right to the end, where the recipe for my demise was stored. He studied it for a moment while he stroked his beard, and then he looked at us.

“Well, it does seem that he intends to harm the beer,” Chuckle said.

“We managed to gather that,” Hilly answered politely. “What we need to know is how he intends to do that and how we can stop him.”

“Well, it’s quite simple,” Chuckle said, and he pointed to some of the runes. “This wizard specializes in elemental manipulation, so he’s going to invoke the alchemy of your beer and then make a mock version to tamper with. Once he has those, he’s going to say a spell over it, and direct his energy as if he’s tampering with the actual batch. It sounds very theatrical, but that’s basically all that it is.”

“Does it say when and where he’s going to do it?” I asked, and Chuck held his hand up and flipped over the page again.

“Yes, yes,” he nodded. “Yes, it’s written in runes as well, just like always. His plan must be performed at midnight, and he intends to carry it out on the day he arrives. Probably so he can leave before anyone thinks to point the finger at him.”

“Why do you… I mean, they do that?” Hilly asked as she leaned over and looked into the grimoire. “Is it because they don’t want the prying eyes of gentiles like us trying to discern what’s going on?”

“Precisely,” Chuckle nodded. “Ah, yes, here we go. Wizards tend to write a narrative around their craft, along with the spell itself. It’s like they’re writing it into being. So here it says that on the day he enters Hagop, he will find the brewer and get the recipe.”

“Okay, well, he’s succeeded at arriving,” I said. “But I didn’t tell him the recipe.”

“He will have tried to discern it, and wizards have a taste for how different elements come together,” Chuck replied. “Which is essentially what all of the culinary arts are based on.”

“What about baking?” Flora asked, and her eyes twinkled. “I like to bake. Does that count as a form of magic?”

“One could argue such a thing,” the gnome shrugged.

“But perhaps we should leave that for another time,” Hilly suggested.

“Right,” Chuckle said and then looked at the runes again. “So, after he has sampled the beer, met the brewer, and memorized his face, he will wait until midnight, at which point he will take water from the Hagop River, use his special powders that impersonate the elements, and say a spell over them. Then, he will direct all of his energy into tampering with your beer from afar.”

“God dammit,” I said, and the others looked at me like I was speaking a completely foreign language, which I kind of was. “Well, how the hell are we going to stop that? I thought we would just be able to catch him sneaking into the barn or something.”

“Sorry, but no,” Chuckle sighed. “The spell is based more on his special magical attention. He doesn’t need to be in the presence of the beer.”

Special magical attention. That sounded like there was something vaguely official about it almost.

“So… most of it is taking place in his mind?” Flora asked.

“Yes,” Chuckle replied. “He’s thinking it into existence.”

“And what’s the penalty if we just get someone to beat him up before he casts the spell?” Hilly asked. “What happens then?”

“You don’t want to do something like that to a wizard,” Chuckle said and shook his head. “Not one who is still taking commissions. I can promise you that if they have the gall to practice magic despite the ban, then they’ll have the gall to do something terrible, to the person who beats them up and the person who hired them.”

“Ugh,” Hilly rolled her eyes. “What good is knowing everyone worth knowing in town if a wizard can just waltz in and do whatever he wants?”

“I think I have an idea,” I said.

“Well, then, by all means, do tell,” Chuckle said. “Because I’m fresh out.”

“Okay, hear me out,” I said. “What if we, like… distracted him? There’s this thing in Portland called a subliminal suggestion. Basically, we plant an idea in the subconscious that will screw up the spell. Then when he does cast it, the beer is safe because the spell was screwed up. And if the screwup is big enough, everyone will know the sorcerer was to blame. Cassian will be arrested for hiring the guy, and my beer will remain unscathed.”

“You know, that’s actually quite sophisticated,” Chuckle nodded. “It’s one of the older methods that we… I mean, they would’ve used back in the day. I read about it in my magical studies.”

“Course you did, Chucky,” Hilly nodded. “Anyway, what’re we going to do? Throw rocks at him until that’s all he can think about?”

“Or just hum an annoying tune?” Babble asked.

“Maybe we could just chant Cassian’s name over and over,” Flora suggested. “So he’s really thinking about Cassian when he casts the spell.”

“That’s not bad,” I laughed and then glanced over my shoulder.

But the gnome on duty was still sound asleep. A small stream of drool was running from the corner of his mouth, and his hat was starting to slide off his head.

“But he’ll clear his mind before he starts the spell,” Chuckle said. “And he’ll find somewhere away from the town where he can be alone and put all his focus on the spell.”

“So we need to do it while he’s performing the spell,” I said and nodded. “Say, Babble, didn’t you say that gnomes always used to break out into song?”

“You really are bringing me back to the old days today,” his grandfather said. “Yes, we did. But do you know how difficult it is to accomplish anything when everyone’s always breaking into song? Our diplomacy was in ruins. We almost went to war with the elves because they thought we were making fun of them.”

“I mean, we were,” Babble said. “But it took them long enough to figure that out.”

“We’ll need to follow the wizard,” I said.

“Oh, what fun,” Hilly mumbled.

“We wait until he starts casting his spell and all his attention is focused on that,” I said. “And then Babble will break into a song that ruins his concentration and makes him think of something else entirely.”

“I will?” Babble huffed.

“You do have a good voice,” his grandfather said.

“But we’re talking about a wizard,” Babble replied. “What if he hexes me for interfering with his spell? I have to say, Tyler, that I’m starting to feel like a pawn in your plans. First, the ogres, now a wizard…”

“But that’s the point, Babble,” Hilly said. “You’re a gnome, so no one believes that you’re a threat. They don’t understand just how smart and clever you are.”

“Oh, don’t sweet talk me, Hilly,” Babble sighed. “Because it’s working. Do I also get a lifetime of free beer?”

“How about I just release you from your tab as it stands,” Hilly offered.

Babble looked like he was doing the mental math on the offer as he tugged at his beard, and his grandfather rolled his eyes like there was only one real answer to the suggestion.

“It is cold,” Babble murmured as he stared at the ceiling. “And I tend to drink more in the cold. But then in the summer when it’s warm, it’s so nice to have a refreshing beer… oh, well. I’ll do it.”

“Yay!” Flora clapped and then glanced at the gnome on duty when he snorted. “I mean, yay.”

“And where will you three be?” Babble asked.

“We’ll be by your side the whole time,” I said.

“You’d better be,” the gnome said. “After we encountered ogres on the last trip. Just the sight of those things scare the Hagop out of me.”

“Chuckle, does this seem like a good idea to you?” I asked.

“This seems like an excellent idea,” Chuck nodded. “The main thing is to make sure you catch him off guard. If he knows you’re around, he can block you out. The best wizards could cast a spell in the middle of a raging storm or even on a battlefield, so Babble here will need to time it perfectly.”

“I’m sure he can manage that,” I replied and nodded to the younger gnome.

I didn’t know a damn thing about magic in Hagop, but now I had a wizard-approved plan to save my beer. It was better than I could’ve imagined, and I knew that if anyone could be an irritating distraction, it was Babble. I meant that in the most complimentary way possible, of course.

“Let me give you a ride back home,” I said to Chuck, and I plopped him and Babble on my shoulders once again.

We didn’t have much time, and I wanted to make sure that we could strike while the iron was hot. Or at least, while the wizard was still in town.

“And just to double-check,” I asked as we headed back into the cold. “It has to be at midnight, doesn’t it?”

“If he’s written in the grimoire that it will be at midnight, then it is so,” Chuck said into my ear. “Wizards are very intentional about these things, and they have to plan sometimes for weeks in advance.”

“I wonder if he noticed that the grimoire is gone,” Hilly said as we scurried down the road and toward Chuck’s cozy little house. “Surely that will throw him for a loop as well.”

“From the looks of his grimoire, he seems like an old wizard who would be able to memorize a spell,” Chuck said. “But I know that it would make me or any wizard feel insecure if their grimoire went missing.”

We came up to his house, and I parked Chuck on the ground right on his rose-painted porch. He smiled and winked at us, and Babble waved goodbye as the older gnome stepped back inside.

“I’ll come by for some chocolate soon!” Babble said, and we parted ways.

We rushed out of gnome city and headed down the main street, where the last of the evening light was starting to fade. It was early still, but I wanted to keep my eyes on the wizard so he couldn’t slip away.

“Looks like our guest of honor is still here,” Hilly said as we waltzed back into the bar.

The place was swimming with elves and dwarves who were asking after the wizard. It seemed weird that someone whose practice was so obviously illegal was lauded so much in Hagop by all the creatures.

“Weird,” I shrugged. “Well, I’m not going to drink much tonight, because of the mission.”

“I won’t, either,” Babble said. “I’m a changed man, somehow. I know I have a mission, and I want to do it well.”

“That’s the spirit,” Flora laughed, and she planted a little kiss on the gnome’s cheek.

“Miss Hildegard,” Garth said. “I, uh… I have a small book that went missing. Have you seen it, or perhaps someone handed it to you? Just a list of contacts and addresses, but it would be a real shame if I lost it.”

Man, it really was like this poor wizard had lost his Filofax. But I could see from his worried expression that he was already losing confidence in his plan, which made me trust our strange mission even more.

“I’ll ask behind the bar,” Hilly said. “But I’ve been so busy tonight that I haven’t really had a chance to talk to anyone.”

“He’s never getting this back,” Flora said with a wink as she patted her apron. “Not if he wants to mess with old Tyler King.”

“I can understand doing a job for a price,” I sighed. “And he doesn’t know me personally. But Cassian is gonna get it for sure. I mean, his name is in there.”

“Right,” Flora nodded. “After we vanquish his spell.”

“Of course,” I agreed.

“Tell me again, why aren’t we going to the authorities first?” Flora asked Babble.

“Oh, Flora,” Babble laughed and shook his head. “I do admire your optimism about Hagop. It’s a stellar place, but we don’t have much crime. You see, the authorities aren’t going to care what happens once the sun goes down on a night like this. They’re probably at the bar somewhere themselves.”

“Jeez,” I sighed, and I nodded at the two. “So it’s up to us to vanquish the wizard. Starting with this act of petty theft.”

I could see Garth looking under all of the tables and the chairs, and even checking the pockets of some creatures when they weren’t looking. But he wasn’t going to find the grimoire, because Flora was cradling it in her apron where her baby bump would soon be.

“What do we do now?” Flora asked with a yawn.

“You’re going to get some rest, because I don’t want you overexerting yourself,” I said, and she nodded sleepily. “And most importantly, you’re going to lock up that… diary in my room where it can’t be found.”

“Fine,” she smiled. “Just call me when it’s time.”

“And Hilly is going to stay here at the bar,” Babble said as we looked over at Hilly attending to her customers. “So as not to arouse any suspicion.”

“Very good,” Flora nodded. “And you two?”

“We’re going to wait it out,” I said. “And Babble is going to think of the silliest song he knows and start to do vocal exercises.”

“I am?” he asked.

“You are,” I said and nodded.

And that was exactly what we did. Just like the wizard, we visualized our plan, spoke it out loud, and decided that it would be so. As we watched the people of Hagop dance, laugh, and exchange pleasantries, I couldn’t help but think about Babble’s magical past. I knew that gnomes tended to be very good at betting, but maybe there really was something magical about his ability to win. I mean, I’d never seen anyone win almost every single game they played, and it seemed like he could just switch his luck on, like the wizard directing his energy to a spell.

By midnight, the bar was in full swing, and Babble and I had gone over our plan roughly fifty times. Our success seemed set in stone, as long as we actually got out of the bar at some point.

“Tyler,” Babble said at exactly half past eleven and nodded toward Garth.

The wizard was hunched over so as not to attract attention. He pulled his crimson-red cloak tightly around his body and looked around quickly as he opened the door and disappeared into the night.

“Let’s go,” I said, and I popped Babble on my shoulder and swung open the door.

“Just us?” the gnome asked.

“Just us,” I said and nodded. “We’ll leave the women here. Flora needs her sleep, and it’ll be suspicious if Hilly leaves.”

“Then we should hurry,” the gnome said. “Before we lose him.”

I never thought I’d have to foil a wizard, but it appeared that it was time to do exactly that.


[image: A black background with a black square  Description automatically generated with medium confidence]




Chapter 13

The moon hung low in the ink-black sky and cast a silvery glow over the frosty cobblestones of Hagop. Babble clung to my shoulder as we slinked down the street after the wizard. He looked like a big red shadow as he headed toward Flora’s bakery, though he kept going until he got to one of the bridges that crossed the Hagop River.

“That’s a well-hidden spot,” Babble murmured in my ear. “He’s done his research.”

I looked down at the small cove that he’d chosen. There was a small stairway that led under the wrought-iron bridge which made it safe for humans to use. Usually the other spots were just used by the fishermen, or for loading goods onto other boats, but he really had picked a perfect spot. That and the fact that nobody wanted to go down there because it was so cold really made it a good place for spell casting.

“Come on,” I said.

I looked down at the crimson wizard as he produced a long staff from his robe and a velvet purse of materials that he poured one by one into a small cauldron.

“Huh,” Babble said into my ear. “So they use travel-sized cauldrons now. Even the dark arts has to get with the times eventually.”

“It smells like fish down there,” I said and I watched as he cracked some of the ice with his cauldron and took the water from the Hagop River.

We needed a good vantage point where Garth wouldn’t be able to see us. But most importantly, we just needed to be at a good enough spot that the wizard could hear Babble’s song and be distracted from his spell.

“What if we went onto the bridge?” I suggested.

“You sure?” Babble asked. “I don’t even know if we’ll be able to see him from up there.”

“Then why not the stairs?” I asked and then pointed to the steep staircase that Garth would’ve used to get down to the area under the bridge. “That way, we get the acoustics under the bridge.”

“Seems dangerous,” Babble said and then grinned. “I like it. Just be quiet on the way down.”

“Obviously,” I said as I tiptoed my way down the iron staircase until we were mere yards away from the wizard at work.

I had no idea how he didn’t hear us, but I assumed it was because he was focused on his task. Of course, he also seemed kind of old. It would only make sense that he’d be a little bit hard of hearing.

I crouched down before I reached the bottom step and placed Babble on the step just below me as the water in his cauldron started to glow bright blue.

“Holy shit,” I whispered to myself.

I knew that magic was real in Hagop, but it was still a little insane to see it happening right before my own eyes.

The wizard raised his staff, and glowing arcane symbols slowly formed in the air. Babble and I exchanged glances, and for a brief second, our curiosity trumped the risk of getting caught.

Garth started to chant and hum words that didn’t make any sense to me. As the incantation reached its crescendo, the cauldron shimmered with an otherworldly light. Garth’s hands moved in intricate dance-like patterns, weaving a tapestry of illegal magic that danced in the air. It was a spell that surely carried some power, because my instincts were screaming that this was bad news.

Garth’s eyes were closed, and the runes danced around his face. His long spindly arms slowly rose in the air as his chanting became more and more rhythmic, and there was an electricity in the air that set every hair on my body on end.

Suddenly, the runes came to a standstill, and before I could do anything, I heard Babble take a deep breath.

“I’m just a dirty little gnome!” he started to sing, and I shut my hand over my mouth so that I wouldn’t start laughing.

“I’m a dirty little gnome

And I don’t have a home

Hagop City is my place to roam.

My beard is full of crumbs

From the snacks I like to eat.

I’m scared of mice

And my friends think I’m sweet!”

The runes started going haywire, flying away like untied balloons that had been let go of all too early. The water turned a pale green color before fizzling out with a gross, sulphuric smell. I didn’t know much about magic, but I sure as hell knew that this did not look like a good scene at all.

I saw the wizard open his eyes and fall backwards from the power of his spell going awry, and I grabbed Babble and hopped up the stairs as quickly as possible. We practically flew up Hagop High Street, and I tried my best to avoid all the ice on the ground as we smashed our way back into the inn.

“Ha!” I finally let myself laugh, while a few elves hissed at me in disapproval.

“What’s so funny, giant?” one of the elves groaned, and I wiped the tears from my eyes.

“Nothing,” I guffawed. “Can’t a man have a little fun on a cold night like this? I sure as Hagop know I need a little warming up.”

“Two of the finest elven brandy-wines for my friends Babble and Tyler,” Hilly said, and she plopped two glasses of a pinkish-red liquid before us.

I didn’t realize just how freezing my hands were until I wrapped them around the warm glass and couldn’t feel anything.

“Oh, thank you Hilly!” Babble said, and he guzzled the brandy-wine down in one big gulp before patting all the pink stains out of his beard.

“How did it go?” she asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Let’s put it this way,” I said. “Babble is perhaps one of the most talented on-the-spot songwriters that I’ve ever met.”

“I was merely trying to think of the silliest song that I knew,” he said and shrugged. “That was what we used to have to sing when we were in trouble in gnome school.”

“Well, I think it was beautiful,” I said. “And we definitely did something terrible to that spell. It looked like it rotted on the spot.”

“Oh, most definitely,” Babble nodded. “Who knows what will happen? But one thing is for sure, it’s not going to be what Garth or Cassian expects.”

As the night devolved into the usual revelry, I had to bat away my worries about what we’d just done. It had felt triumphant as hell, but I’d never done anything involving magic before. I didn’t know if it would turn out to be a great feat or into something even worse than what I’d imagined. But all I could go off was the feeling that I’d done something fun as hell with one of my best friends in Hagop, and that had to be good enough for now.

When my eyes flew open the next morning, the first thing I noticed was that I had a pounding headache. The left side of my head was sore from all the brandy-wine, so much so that I didn’t register the banging on my door for nearly a minute.

“Tyler!” A maniacal laugh came from outside, and as I sat up the door flew open.

I blinked a few times, and eventually Hildegard and Babble appeared in my blurry vision.

“What time is it?” I asked.

“It’s about ten!” Babble said with another maniacal laugh. “Ha ha ha! Not even twelve hours!”

“What’s going on?” I asked, and I hopped out of bed.

The floorboards were freezing cold, and the embers of last night’s fire had died out, so I pulled on my clothes and a pair of wool socks to go on my feet.

“You’ve caused a stir, my handsome boy,” Hilly said with a giggle. “Just like you always do.”

“Uh-oh,” I mumbled under my breath at the dark-haired beauty.

She was wearing another dark blue dress and a white apron, but every time she moved slightly I caught a glimpse of her beautiful frame. This really was the wakeup call of the century, and I felt my hangover disappear as I drank in her beauty. Whatever stir I’d cause could surely wait a little while longer…

“Come along, come along,” Babble said as he pulled at my pant legs. “You’ll want to see this.”

With a sigh, I followed both of them out of my room and down the stairs of the inn to the main space. The place was suspiciously quiet, though it smelled like peppermint cleaning liquid, just like it usually did in the mornings. Mason was sweeping up what looked like a large clump of dark thread, but otherwise, it looked normal.

“Uh, morning,” I said, and I looked around at all of them. “Is there something that I should be… I don’t know, noticing here?”

“I think they’re all outside,” Mason murmured to Hilly.

She nodded before grabbing a big woolen shawl and wrapping it around herself.

“Is Flora at work?” I asked.

“Yep,” the gnome said. “She’s been at the bakery for hours now. Tyler, you’re going to love this.”

Hilly opened the door, and I took a deep breath as I took in the bizarre scene before me.

“I’m so cold!” a dwarf cried, and the small, dark-haired creature ran past with his hands clamped around where his beard would’ve been.

“What foul creature has done this?” another dwarf-sized man with no beard demanded.

There was pandemonium all along the street, though there seemed to be one common denominator. A hell of a lot of dwarves were running around, but they were all noticeably beardless.

“Oh, my Hagop…” I started to say.

Babble’s eyes practically bulged out of his head from how much he was laughing.

“Tyler, we did it!” the gnome laughed. “Look at what happened!”

“I need to check the beer,” I said. “Just to be sure.”

No matter how entertaining it was to see all of these dwarves without their beards, I wanted to make sure that none of the chaos would seep into my brewing, which was the original target of this whole fucked-up venture.

I ran past the inn to the stableyard, where I unlocked the barn with my special key and pushed my way inside. I took a deep breath, and the familiar scent of hay bales, hops, and spiced brew filled my nose.

“Oh, thank Hagop,” I said as I realized that everything I had worked so hard for was okay.

The hops were intact, the winter wheat was good, and my yeast hadn’t changed at all. Most importantly, the brand-new brew for the King was in absolutely perfect shape, as a quick sip confirmed.

“Tyler!” Babble called from the doorway. “Is everything alright?”

“Everything is better than alright,” I laughed, and I headed back out to the yard. “Babble, everything is absolutely dandy. The brew is safe, and we know who did that to the dwarves of Hagop.”

“So we can tell them,” Babble said with a fiendish grin as his eyes filled with the fire of revenge. “When the dwarves get their hands on him, he’ll wish he’d never returned to Hagop!”

“It’s perfect,” I said. “Hired by a dwarf, and then chased out of town by the dwarfs.”

I started to feel the sweetness of revenge rise up in me. I didn’t want to get addicted to the stuff, but I also knew that I was looking forward to Cassian getting a good beating from his own kind.

“Come come,” Babble said. “Flora should be done with her shift at the bakery, and she still has the grimoire! We’ll need that as proof, not only of Garth’s spellcasting, but of Cassian’s involvement.”

As we made our way along the street, the moans of beardless dwarves started to fill my ears. Even though I felt kind of bad for them, they’d always been total assholes to me, and now they were causing a stink about their facial hair. At least that was something they could grow back… or so I assumed.

“This is a tragedy like no other!” one of the dwarves moaned as he fell to his knees.

I rolled my eyes and tried not to snicker too loudly. Okay, they were being annoying and over-dramatic as hell, but it was also incredibly entertaining.

“Who could’ve done this?” one of the dwarves wept as he held the entrails of his beard in his spindly hands. “A travesty like no other… we will sing songs about this for hundreds of years to come!”

“Nay, I will simply never sing again!” another dwarf wailed. “And now my wife must knit me a brand new beard, to keep my chin warm this winter! Oh, what a blight on our kind! What did we do to create such an enemy?”

“What didn’t they do?” Hilly grumbled.

“And here comes Flora,” I said when I spotted her familiar figure heading toward us.

Flora was wearing a light blue dress that bounced around her as she skipped down the road, and her brilliant white wool shawl trailed behind her like a kite. Her cheeks were ruddy and pink, and she grinned even more as she pulled out the grimoire from behind her.

“Tyler!” she laughed. “You did it!”

“Well, Babble and I did it,” I shrugged.

“But you came up with the idea,” Babble said. “I couldn’t have done that.”

“Did what?” I heard an angry voice say, and two of the dwarves turned around and stared at me with glowing red eyes.

“Ah, I guess I should make the announcement now,” I said and then stepped a little closer to the main Hagop Bridge.

Even the fishermen stood to attention as a crowd of locals gathered around me, and Flora reached over and handed me the leather grimoire.

“People of Hagop!” I shouted.

Humans, elves, and dwarves all turned their attention to me. I’d never seen so many angry dwarves in one place, and one even spat on the ground. Everyone else looked amused, though the red-hot anger from the dwarves kept the laughter in check.

What’s the meaning of all this, giant?” a mean-looking dwarf demanded.

“Behold!” I shouted, and I held the grimoire in the air, just to add to the sense of drama. “This is the wizard Garth’s grimoire!”

“Garth!” another dwarf shouted. “But he was here only yesterday! He… he acted as if he was our friend!”

“Did Garth do this?” one of the dwarves asked with trembling lips.

“It’s not quite that simple,” I replied and then opened the grimoire. “You see, all this trouble started at the behest of your fellow dwarf, Cassian!”

“Cassian?” a bald and beardless dwarf grumbled. “What does that piss-poor excuse for a brewer have to do with this?”

“According to the grimoire…” I said as I flipped to the correct page. “Cassian ordered a spell to tamper with my beer recipe. It says here that Garth was paid by Cassian to come here and cast the spell on the day of his arrival. And Babble and I saw him cast a spell down there, at the wrought-iron bridge with the staircase!”

“This can’t be!” one of the dwarves closest to me yelped.

“See for yourself,” I said as I held the book so those closest to me could read the page.

“Who can read runes?” one of the dwarves asked as he scanned the crowd.

There was shuffling and grumbling, but eventually, an older gray-haired dwarf was pushed to the front.

“I can read runes,” the old dwarf grumbled, and he lifted his spectacles to his face. “We all had to before magic became illegal.”

At least the dwarves were a little more respectful to their elder, and they all moved to the side as he assessed the pages of the grimoire and turned to them.

“He is correct!” the dwarf yelled after a moment. “This wizard was given a paltry payment, and his magic suffered for it! Cassian has ruined us!”

“This is Cassian’s fault!” a dwarf screeched, and suddenly, they all held their little fists in the air.

“Oh, my goodness,” I muttered under my breath as the dwarves started to spread out through the town.

“Find Cassian!” some of the dwarves screamed.

I felt my insides flush with fire and victory as both girls rushed up to me and laughed.

“This is going to be the most fun Hagop has seen in years!” Flora giggled.

“What do you mean?” I asked as the two women exchanged a knowing look.

“Well, Cassian is in trouble, for sure,” Flora said. “A whole lot of trouble.”

“Perhaps even terrible trouble,” Hilly muttered under her breath.

“No, surely not,” Flora shook her head. “I mean, this is terrible, but they can’t hang him for something like this!”

Oh, man. I’d sure as hell wanted my sweet revenge, but I wasn’t quite sure that I wanted him to die for it. I didn’t think of myself as a murderer, but if that was what it took to survive in Hagop…

No way. I was a brewer, not a gangster.

“He won’t be killed,” Babble rolled his eyes. “Though that would really make history.”

“The dwarves are vicious,” Hilly said. “But they won’t kill him for this. That would be too easy. He’ll be in everyone’s grudge books for as long as he lives!”

“Well, then he’ll end up with a life of misfortune,” Flora shrugged. “And that should satisfy the dwarves, as far as I know.”

“Whatever happens, we need to make our way to the town hall,” Hildegard said. “Because those dwarves will find him quicker than we think, and any legal proceedings will happen on the spot. And everyone will want to see what happens to the dwarf who has managed to alienate his entire community with one bad spell.”

I shrugged and decided to follow the girls to the town hall. And as the dwarves continued to bang on doors as they searched for Cassian, everyone else in town seemed to have the same idea as Hilly and Flora. Even some of the fishermen and some of the tradespeople started to leave their posts and make their way to the town hall for the entertainment of the century.

The sun hung high in the sky and cast long shadows across the cobblestone square by the time we all reached Hagop Town Hall. I was starting to like this place in town, and I took a moment to admire the building as a small crowd of people started to form and chatter.

Murmurs of anticipation wove through the air like a sneaky undercurrent. Hilly, Flora, and I stood by a few empty barrels and watched as more humans and creatures congregated.

“I know they’ll find him soon,” Hilly said. “You know how well-connected dwarves are. And I can bet you that right now he doesn’t have a single friend on his side.”

“That sounds about right,” I chuckled.

“This will be quite a spectacle,” Flora said. “And they’re going to want the grimoire for evidence, Tyler, so you can keep that, too.”

“You didn’t mention that you were the one to intercept the spell, did you?” Hilly said with a smirk.

“Of course not,” I said. “I think it’s time for Cassian to get what he deserves, and if I have to spoon feed the crowd who the good guy and the bad guy is here, then I’m going to do just that.”

I’d never thought of myself as much of a thespian before, but it looked like things were falling perfectly into place. Maybe when my brewing business was off the ground, I could get into directing or something.

“We’ve got him!” someone shouted triumphantly.

The now sizable audience turned around to watch as a beardless Cassian, my bitter rival, was dragged into the square by a gaggle of angry, beardless dwarves.

“This is a mistake!” the spiteful dwarf shouted, and he gnashed his teeth and tried to claw his way through the air. “I would never do this to the dwarf community!”

“Your stupidity has cost us our beards!” the elder dwarf who had read the runes hissed.

The crowd let the dwarves through, and they then formed a circle around a large chain which was attached to the cobblestones. I hadn’t paid much attention to it before, but I realized that it must have something to do with punishing wrongdoers.

Cassian kept pleading his innocence, but as soon as he got a glimpse of me, his eyes were filled with hatred.

“You!” Cassian hissed and gnashed his teeth in my direction. “What did you do to ruin my spell?”

“Is that a confession?” a human asked as he stepped from the crowd.

Cassian howled in reply, but he was quickly shackled to the chain. The human stood over him for a moment, and then started to read a passage from a large book.

“That’s Dorian,” Johannes said as he stepped up next to me.

“Who is Dorian?” I asked.

“He’s the town judge,” Johannes replied. “But we haven’t had a public indictment like this in years. It looks like they’re going to be putting on a real show for us!”

“A show?” I murmured to myself as the crowd started to chant Dorian’s name.

“Alright everyone, listen up!” the town judge called out.

He certainly looked the part in a blue velvet robe, and a dwarf quickly pulled up a chair for him to stand on. He nodded to the dwarf as he climbed up, and then he started to leaf through the book.

“Here’s the moment of truth,” Hilly said.

Flora started to bounce up and down and clap, just like many of the others in the crowd. Even though it was clear how much they loved all of this, I knew that Hagop didn’t have much in the way of entertainment besides the bars. Something like this was a once-in-a-lifetime event that would be talked about for generations.

“Cassian the dwarf,” Dorian read out, and he shoved his spectacles further up on his nose. “You have committed an act of trouble which does not abide by Hagopper law 629, which states that magic is not to be procured. Seeing as your use of the dark arts has broken business and trade agreement 405 which states that esoteric methods of acquiring capital are not to be used, you will be banned from all beer competitions in the future.”

“Is that it?” someone from the crowd yelled while others muttered and shuffled uneasily.

“You shut up!” Cassian hissed back.

“Be careful now son,” the judge warned as he shook his head. “Anything you say now will affect the severity of your sentencing. Now Cassian, the use of magic as well as the impact of your mishap has caused significant damage to the dwarf community. Is this something that you take responsibility for?”

“Why don’t you ask him!” Cassian said, and he pointed a bony, yellow-nailed finger at me.

The judge looked up and rolled his eyes.

“Who, the giant?” he asked,

“Who else?” Cassian spat. “He’s been nothing but trouble since the day he arrived!”

“Giant, do you have anything to add?” the judge asked in a bored voice.

“I actually have a piece of evidence, Judge,” I responded, and I saw Cassian’s eyes widen in fear.

“Wait!” the dwarf started to plead when he saw the grimoire. “Wait, this can’t be! How did you get that!”

“Give it here, son,” the judge said.

I opened the grimoire to the page where Cassian’s contract and spell was written and passed it to the judge.

“Hmmm, interesting,” the judge said as he ran a finger over Cassian’s name. “Yes, yes. Does anyone read runes?”

“I’ve already inspected it, Sir,” the gray-haired dwarf said. “It was how we knew to find Cassian in the first place. It’s Cassian’s charge, Garth, and he’s the one responsible for all this.”

“Yes, yes, as you said,” the judge nodded matter-of-factly, and he shut the grimoire and handed it back to me. “Well, I’ve seen all the proof I need. I doubt the dwarf community would go after one of their own in such a heinous matter over nothing, so I will trust that their translation is correct. Cassian, you are sentenced to tar, feather, and banishment!”

“Waheeyyyy!” Hilly chanted.

In fact, the entire crowd started to high-five each other and dance in circles. Some of the humans who weren’t involved in the drama but nonetheless invested in the occasion started to whisper and giggle.

“Wait!” Cassian said. “Don’t I get a chance to speak?”

“Of course,” Dorian sighed. “In the case of banishment, you are entitled to a parting speech. After all, it’s only right, isn’t it? What do you have to say for yourself, you sorry little fellow?”

“I’m not little!” the dwarf yelled, which made him appear even more childish. “All I want to say is that this can’t be my fault! It just can’t!”

“And yet it is,” Dorian sighed. “We have proof, we have an angry mob, and so it is categorically your fault. Let’s get this show on the road, now shall we?”

I didn’t know that they were already so prepared, but two men appeared with a large steaming vat of tar. Cassian ran around in circles and tried to get away from them despite the chain, but the other dwarves weren’t having it at all.

“By Hagop, you will suffer as we have suffered!” one of the dwarves said, and he caught Cassian and held him down with the help of three other dwarves.

“But my beard is gone, too!” Cassian cried. “I don’t have one, either!”

“But it’s your fault!” the dwarf holding his right leg down said.

“Mercy!” Cassian yelled.

“Oh, don’t be such a chicken!” Dorian drawled. “You’re not even in terrible trouble. Believe you me, this will feel like nothing after you’ve spent a few years in every single dwarf’s grudge book.

“Mercyyyy!” Cassian wailed.

But it was too late. With a great deal of enthusiasm, the other dwarves quickly covered him in the molasses-thick tar goo. Cassian struggled against the tar’s sticky embrace, and his eyes filled with a mixture of shame and defiance as the other dwarfs danced around. The feathers, which one dwarf dumped out of a pillowcase, clung to him like a grotesque parody of his former dwarf beard. I could almost taste the bitterness in the air as the crowd roared with laughter and relished the dwarf’s misfortune.

The town square was charged with a peculiar energy, a mix of triumph and pity. I watched from the back of the crowd, because being the tallest guy in the city certainly had its perks, and honestly, I didn’t want to revel in the guy’s pain. I watched as he wriggled around like a demented chicken, but I didn’t see the need to rub salt in the wound, so to speak.

It was enough that Cassian knew who had ruined his scheme.

“Let me see!” Babble shouted as he tugged at my pants.

I held him up so that he could take in the entire scene in its full glory.

“By Hagop, we certainly are good,” Babble laughed.

“That we are, Babble, that we are,” I agreed. “And we couldn’t have done it without help from Chuckle. If I ever need any more magical advice, I’m definitely going to have to consult him again.”

“I’m sure he’ll appreciate that,” Babble sighed. “But I don’t think magic is worth this kind of humiliation. I hope we never have to deal with it again.”

“You’re right,” I shrugged. “Best stick to good old-fashioned elbow grease for now.”

As the celebration continued, my mind started to drift to all the actual work I still had to do. Sure, I’d had a hell of a time learning about magic and defeating Cassian and Garth, but that was only one small step. I still had to get my brand-new beer to Quake City for the King, and after that, I had to move into my new house.

There was never any shortage of stuff to do, and even though I was stressed as hell, it was still the most rewarding life that I could’ve asked for.

“What should we do now?” Hilly asked as she turned to me and Babble. “This was fun at first, but now I’m starting to kind of feel bad for him, and that’s not how I want to leave a public shaming. Drink back at the tavern?”

“I would love nothing more,” I replied.

The four of us started to pick our way through the crowd, which felt like it was going to stay in the square for some time. We nodded to people we knew, but we left them to their entertainment and made our way back to the inn.

“You know, on days like this, I’ll be the only one making any business,” Hilly said. “People never go back to work after a shaming. Or, better yet, an execution. But we haven’t had to host one of those in years.”

“Ugh,” I shuddered at the thought of a public execution. “And, uh… what were they for generally?”

“The last terrible trouble committed was when we were kids,” Hilly said, and Flora nodded in agreement. “But I don’t remember what it was for. I think it involved kidnapping a donkey, but my parents might’ve just told me that because the reality was too gruesome.”

“I don’t remember, either,” Flora shrugged. “I don’t really like public hangings.”

“I don’t think I would, either,” I agreed.

Hilly had been right about people getting a drink afterward, and we hadn’t been back long before the bar started to fill with people. I could feel myself start to mentally check out as the place filled up, because even though Cassian had finally got his due, I was still worried about the new King’s Brew. The one for the King, that was.

“I know that look,” Flora said, and she flounced over and batted her eyelashes. “You’re preoccupied. What’s the matter?”

“I’ve still got to impress the King with my beer,” I said.

“Oh, it’s so exciting, isn’t it?” she asked as her eyes widened. “I bet that the beer tastes perfect with absolutely everything, just like it has to!”

“Well, I certainly hope so,” I sighed, and then a new problem presented itself to me.

When I tasted it in the morning, I’d thought it was light, versatile, and delicious. But there was no real way of knowing for sure unless we tried it with absolutely everything possible.

“Hey,” Hilly snapped as she tapped me on the arm. “Why the worried look?”

“Is it that obvious?” I asked with a laugh. “Well, I don’t know. It’s just the new beer for the King. I think it’s good, but his stipulation is that it has to go with absolutely everything. And I just don’t know if it does!”

“Well, there’s only one way to find out,” Hilly said with a wink. “You just leave everything to me, and I’ll make sure you have the answer in no time.”

I couldn’t wait to see what was up those big puffy sleeves of hers.
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Chapter 14

Hilly started to rush around to all of her workers and whisper in their ears. They nodded, and after a few minutes, the young barkeepers began to herd the Hagop public out of the bar on account of a special private booking. There were some grumbles, especially since everyone wanted to celebrate Cassian’s downfall, but there were plenty of other bars in town, so soon the place had been cleared out.

Man, I really did have the best friends in the entire world.

“Umm, Miss Hildegard,” I called behind the bar. “Could you tell me exactly what’s happening?”

“Yes, I can,” Hilly said as she stepped over again and leaned toward me. “You need to test if the beer goes with everything. Well, King’s Brew gets me a whole lot of revenue, so it only makes sense that I pay you back by letting us all taste it with… everything on the menu?”

“Everything on the menu!” Flora giggled, and her eyes lit up. “Why, that sounds absolutely perfect for a girl that’s eating for two!”

“But you won’t be trying any of the beer, will you?” Hilly raised an eyebrow.

“Of course I won’t,” Flora said and laughed. “But I do have an idea. What if I fetch some of the leftovers from the bakery, and then we can try it with those, too? Some sweet treats.”

“That sounds like an amazing idea,” I laughed. “So I can see how the beer tastes with dessert!”

I’d never had a beer with dessert before, but I was pretty excited to test it out. Plus, this beer had to taste good with everything, and everything included dessert. For all I knew, beer and cake was a Quake delicacy, or maybe it would become one after the King sampled the two together.

“Here’s the menu,” Hilly said, and she shoved a piece of parchment toward me.

“Let’s take a look at this,” Babble said as he picked up the parchment.

“Flora!” Hilly called out when she saw Flora heading for the door. “Hold up!”

“Everything okay?” the buxom blonde asked as she turned to look at the innkeeper.

“If you run into Johannes, tell him he’s also invited to our tasting session,” Hilly said. “Especially if he has a fresh fish or two to contribute.”

“I’ll let him know,” Flora replied with a smile and then slipped into the cold.

I looked down at the menu and was pleased to find that our courses would be sausage, leek, and butterbean pot pie; pumpkin fish soup; roast leg of lamb; thyme with barley porridge; and beef with pickled cucumber.

“Wow, I’m into this,” I said. “I don’t think I’ve even tried everything on here, and I live here.”

“We just changed over yesterday,” Hilly said. “Which is why I think it’ll be a good palette to test it with. No preconceived notions or favorites. Now, get us a small amount of that beer, as much as you can spare, and we’ll set it out to try with the feast.”

Babble and I set out to the stable to get everything that we needed to try the beer. I always made extra so there’d be plenty to taste and sample as the process moved along, though I usually didn’t throw a tasting party for my friends before it was ready for the big reveal. After checking on the beer I had, I found a clean pony keg and filled it with what I could spare and then lugged it back to the bar, all while the gnome offered tips on the best way to carry the keg without spilling anything.

“Oh, I do love a feast!” Babble cooed as we clambered onto one of the benches at the longest table. “This is going to be the best taste testing night ever!”

“Yep,” I said. “And it’s just in the nick of time, so I can iron out any tiny imperfections. Not that I think there will be any, or at least, I certainly hope not…”

The bar door opened and let a draft of cold air blew inside. Johannes quickly followed, and he closed the door quickly before the wind blew out the fire.

“Hello, everyone!” Johannes said with a laugh. “I hear that I’ve been invited to a most private occasion, one that I’m honored to attend, in fact! Though sadly, I have nothing to offer besides the fish Hilly bought this morning.”

“Oh, Johannes!” Hilly laughed. “It’s wonderful to see you. Don’t worry about the fish. I had an idea for a new dish that I wanted to try, but that can wait. Tyler is about to show us his new beer for the King, and we’re to make sure that it goes with everything!”

“Yes, Flora told me,” he said with a smile. “She also told me to tell you that she was curating the perfect basket of goodies for you to try alongside your beer. I expect she’ll be along at any moment.”

“Thanks so much for coming,” I said. “I know that I want my beer to work with everything, but I need my friends’ discerning palates to give it a proper evaluation. So that I can stay critical and not get too hopeful that it’s just perfect already.”

“Goodness, you’re so hard on yourself, Tyler,” Johannes said as he found a seat at the table. “But I admire your commitment to your craft. I understand that you want the very best for your beer, like any true artisan. So I’ll just say now that I’m sure it will be absolutely delicious.”

“That’s what I’m hoping for,” I sighed.

“We’ll know soon,” Hilly said as she started to decant the beer into half-pint mugs for all of us. “Now there isn’t too much, so don’t drink all of it in one gulp. Take small sips.”

“If that’s difficult to do, I know that you will have succeeded,” Babble said to me with a wink just as the door to the tavern flew open again.

“Alright!” Flora said, and she shook the shawl from her shoulders and rubbed her pink nose to warm it up. “I have all of the buns and the cream tarts that I think we need. But we have to save them for after the meal! Except for the cheese rolls of course, they can stay.”

“Oh, not the cheese rolls,” Johannes said and for a moment he looked like he was in a trance. “You know, magic might be banned in Hagop, but I think there’s some sorcery involved with those. I could live off the cheese rolls.”

“Oh, you flatter me,” Flora laughed, and she started to divvy out the delicious baked goods onto trays.

The tavern took on a different ambiance in the quiet, and the flickering candles cast a warm glow over the worn wooden tables. It was the most peaceful the bar had been in ages, and it made me happy to be with my friends. Hilly placed a mug of beer in front of each of us, and the warm scent quickly filled the room.

“Alright, Hilly,” Johannes said as he smiled at his mug. “What have you got for us?”

“Bring it in,” Hilly shouted.

The door to the kitchen swung open, and Mason appeared with a tray full of food. He set a large plate of each dish on the table, and the food was still so hot that steam floated toward the ceiling. Even though we were in old-times Hagop, I was sure our plate-sharing meal was something that the young and hip people of Portland would have gone crazy over. I smiled as I helped myself to a little bit of everything, as well as two of the delicious piping hot cheese rolls.

“This is all delicious,” Johannes said as he took a bite of the chicken and thyme. “Hildegard, your chefs have really outdone themselves.”

“I’ve learned what to look out for in a chef,” Hilly said. “It’s been a long process, but I think I finally have a reliable crew.”

“And I hope they stay for many years,” Babble said as he took a bite of the beef and cucumber.

“Alright everyone,” I said and raised my glass. “It’s the moment of truth. I want you all to really think about the flavor profiles and whether they go with this beer. And don’t be too nice to me. If anything, go hard on me. Because I doubt the King of Rothbart cares about my feelings, and he’s the only one I have to impress.”

“Of course,” Johannes said, and he lifted his glass. “But first things first. I think this is the perfect opportunity to make a toast to Tyler for all his hard work creating the King’s Brew for the King.”

“Thanks,” I said, and I really felt like my heart was warm in a way. “But just so you know, if he doesn’t like it I’ll be in a heap of trouble. Not terrible trouble, but I’ll probably end up having to pay some large fine for calling it the King’s brew in the first place.”

“I know that won’t happen,” Hilly shrugged, and she took a sip of the weissbier.

For a moment, the rest of the gang looked at her as she smacked her lips a few times. Her eyes narrowed as she let the flavors blend together, and then she blinked and nodded.

“Tyler,” she said. “This is unlike anything I’ve had before. I mean… try it yourself. Just take a few bites of something and try it.”

“Okay,” I said cautiously as I picked up my fork.

I took a bite of the pie and let the savory goodness roll around my tongue. The sausage was spicy, but not hot enough to cause me to sweat, and the leek gave it a nice crunch. The crust was soft and flaky, and it had sopped up a lot of the juice and butter. It was divine, but I had still had to put it to the real test.

The frosted glass felt cool against my fingertips as I lifted it, and I felt anticipation build around the table as the others watched the beer master try his next possible hit. I took one more look at the light beer, which was crowned with a fluffy white head that beckoned with promise. I inhaled deeply, so I could catch the subtle notes of wheat with my nose.

And then I took the first sip.

As the cool liquid touched my lips, a burst of effervescence greeted my palate. The bubbles danced on my tongue and carried a refreshing tingle that hinted at the lively character within.

Oh, hell yeah. It was like drinking sunshine.

I’d done it.

I took a few bites from the other dishes and then returned to the refreshing beer. The wheat base provided a smooth foundation, a canvas for the nuanced culinary flavors that I would pair with it. Best of all, there was nothing of the sweet banana flavor that the beers back home had. There was a tiny hint of clove, which I’d popped in a week back, but it didn’t overpower the wheat or take away from any of the flavors. And the beer itself wasn’t too heavy or stodgy. Nope, it held a nice weight on the tongue, not too much but not too watery, either.

“Oh, I wish I could taste it,” I heard Flora whine from the other side of the table as she lifted a glass of cloudy apple juice to her lips. “This apple juice is nice and all, but it’s not the same.”

“You’ll get to try it soon enough,” Hilly laughed. “When you’re not as busy cooking up a baby as you are now.”

“I suppose you’re right,” Flora sighed. “At least I get to eat everything on the menu.”

“Don’t get used to it,” Hildegard said with a grin. “I’ve shut down an entire evening of business for this, but I certainly can’t afford to do that very often.”

“And I’m very grateful,” I said. “If the King likes this beer as much as I think he will, then I’ll more than make it up to you.”

“I hold you to that,” she said with a wink.

As the evening continued, it became very clear that the beer really did compliment everything, even the buns that Flora had made. We tested it with cream cakes, pickles, preserved plums, and whatever else the kitchen sent out. The kitchen staff even went into the depths of the cupboard to find new and different flavors, and nothing seemed to be outside of the reach of the weissbier. And if anything, I was far more ruthless than my counterparts.

“Let’s try some pipe tobacco with the new beer,” Johannes said with a cheeky grin as he produced a long, elegant white pipe. “You know, just so we’re sure that it goes with that as well. I know for a fact that the King is a devoted pipe smoker.”

“Oh, really?” I asked. “Well, there you go. We’ll just, uh… have to make sure.”

“Outside with that,” Hilly said.

“Of course,” Johannes agreed.

“Sounds like another taste test I’d like to enjoy!” Babble laughed, and he followed us outside to the yard where we sat by Tulip’s stall while Johannes lit up the pipe with a match.

“You know, I’ve been to Quake a few times,” he said. “They don’t have the same species of fish in the river, so sometimes we transport large containers of salted preserves. I never think it’s as good as fresh, but they’re always appreciative when we make a delivery.”

“That sounds exciting,” I said. “Have you ever met the King?”

“Not personally,” he shrugged. “I was there when they had an honorary dinner for the fishers’ guild. He gave a very nice speech and then did the rounds, said a few words, asked about our families and whatnot. He’s a very affable man, doesn’t seem the type to rule with an iron fist. And he loves nothing better than to be entertained.”

“Entertained?” I asked. “Well, I’m just a brewer.”

“I know,” he said. “But beer pairs well with entertainment, so I’m sure if you impress him, you’ll go up in his estimation.”

“You don’t think he’s trying to trick me do you?” I said. “You know, drag me all the way over there with some impossible task just so he can make an example out of me for using the King’s name?”

“No chance,” he shook his head. “He’s not an unfair man. He maintains the order, but I’ve never known him to be devious. He’s truly a man of the people, and if he wants you to impress him, well, I don’t think there’s anything more to read into that.”

Johannes handed me the tobacco pipe, and I took a small puff. I’d never been one for smoking, but I knew that technically you didn’t inhale from a tobacco pipe. The taste was low and tangy on my lips, and although I thought it was fun, it wasn’t really a habit I wanted to form.

“Thanks,” I said as I handed the pipe down to Babble, who was pulling on my pants leg.

There had been a part of me that was scared the King would hate my beer no matter how good it was just to prove his point. But I trusted Johannes’ word, and it seemed like he was sure the King would pass a fair judgment on my creation.

“This has been a wondrous day,” Babble sighed.

Even I couldn’t quite believe my luck. It seemed like things were falling into place. Now we just needed to get to Quake and see whether the King actually liked the new brew.

“Indeed it has,” Johannes said. “And I’m sure the King will be just as pleased. As I said, the King is understanding, and he’ll no doubt realize what an honor it will be to have his name tied to such a brew.”

“Thanks,” I said and chuckled. “Though I think it’s supposed to be me that’s honored.”

“It cuts both ways,” the fisherman replied.

Johannes and Babble finished the pipe while I started to unlock the stable door. It seemed like a good time to siphon the new brew into barrels, since we had to leave for Quake in the morning, and I didn’t want to waste precious travel time on the task. I still couldn’t believe that the four weeks were nearly up, and I felt another bout of nervousness as I wondered what the King would do.

When the other two realized what I was doing, they joined me inside the barn. Johannes helped me siphon the weissbier, while Babble did his best to look and feel busy. Once that was done, I made sure that the barrels were packed and ready for a journey, and then I shut the stable door. I looked up into the cold night sky and marveled for a minute at the endless stars in the sky and the bright moon that seemed to shine just for me. I made a silent wish that this beer would save my ass with the king, and as I peered up, I had a tiny inkling that it just might.

“Come inside, it’s getting far too cold!” Hilly called through the backdoor.

“I better get going back to my family now,” Johannes replied as he tilted his hat. “It’s getting dark, and I’m sure my wife has a second dinner prepared for me! I’d say I’ve eaten like a King, but Tyler, you’ll have to be the judge of that for me when you visit him in Quake.”

“I will,” I said as I headed inside. “Wish me luck!”

“I would,” he laughed. “But I don’t feel like I need to. I’m sure that you’ll win the King over with that same charming attitude that you always have.”

Babble and I watched the fisherman step around the corner, and then we went back inside the bar. The little gnome stretched his arms over his head as he yawned, and then he blinked a few times.

“I better head back to gnome city,” he finally said. “If we’re heading out early, I don’t think it would be wise to go drinking and gambling tonight.”

“We have a spare room if you’d like to stay here,” Hilly said as she raised an eyebrow. “You sure you don’t want to do that?”

“A room in the inn?” Babble murmured as the cogs started to turn in his head.

At that moment, I wished that I could be a Babble-sized person in a human-sized bed. I could swim around in the warm covers, and bury myself under the sheets until I was ready to start the day.

“I’m in,” he decided.

“Then I’ll show you to your room,” she said.

The gnome and I followed Hilly up the stairs to one of the doors on the first landing. Hilly opened the door and then stepped back so Babble could see his accommodations for the night.

“Oh, my,” Babble said as his eyes widened.

He pulled up a stool and clambered into the comparably ginormous bed, and just as I’d dreamed about a moment before, he went straight to the middle of the bed, flopped back, and sighed happily as he stretched out.

“Thanks for this!” the gnome laughed.

“Enjoy it,” Hilly replied with a wink.

“Oh, I will,” he said.

Hilly closed the door on the gnome and then took my hand. She gave me a kiss on the cheek, and then we walked up the next flight of stairs to my room.

“Flora is already out cold,” she said as we stepped into the room. “Growing a baby seems to take a lot of energy.”

“Well, we should all get our sleep,” I said to Hilly. “We’ve got a long trip ahead of us tomorrow.”

“At least it’s on the main roads,” she said as she started to pull off her dress. “You shouldn’t run into any problems with trolls or ogres.”

“That would be nice,” I chuckled.

The fire was still burning, so the bed was warm and cozy as I slipped between the sheets. I found a comfortable spot next to Flora, and then Hilly joined us a moment later. I hugged the dark-haired woman close, and then I closed my eyes and felt the world fall away.

I was oblivious to everything until I felt someone shake me, and my eyes flew open to find Flora standing over me. I noticed that she was already dressed and was holding a cup of coffee.

“Here,” she said as she pushed the cup closer to me. “This is for you. It’s time to get up.”

“You didn’t have to get up before me,” I said as I sat up in bed. “You need your rest!”

“Oh, please,” she said. “I’ve gotten up early for so long now that I don’t think I could sleep in even if I wanted to. Besides, I’m excited about the journey.”

“So am I,” I said and took a quick sip of the piping hot coffee.

The caffeine kicked in quickly, so I set the cup down, climbed out of bed, and started to get ready for the day. I hesitated for a moment as I reached for my usual clothes, but then I decided to put on the most distinguished-looking clothing I had for the King. I had no idea what the upper classes of Rothbart dressed like, but I figured my elven-made suit would be good enough.

I finished up my coffee, brushed my teeth, and headed downstairs, where I found Hilly giving a very sleepy-looking Mason instructions on how to manage the bar in her absence.

“This is a big day for you,” she said. “This is your first day as manager, but I’m sure you’re ready for the responsibility.”

“Of course, Hilly,” he said and tried to stifle a yawn. “I’ll make you proud. As soon as I get some coffee in me…”

“That’s a good lad,” she said. “Now, let’s discuss the deliveries…”

I smiled as Hilly and Mason disappeared into the kitchen, but I wasn’t alone long. I saw Babble walk down the stairs a moment later, though I almost didn’t recognize him, thanks to the healthy glow that radiated around him.

“I feel fresh as a flower!” he declared.

“Must be all that good sleep you got instead of drinking and gambling all night,” I teased.

“Don’t get used to it,” he warned. “It’s just not normal.”

“Oh, Babble, you’re up,” Hilly said as she returned from the kitchen.

“I am indeed,” he said. “Did you think I would miss this trip?”

“No, of course not,” she said. “Well, shall we load the cart?”

I nodded and led the way to the stable. I greeted a very sleepy Tulip with some of her favorite grains, and she had no option but to follow me into the yard where we hitched her to the cart. Then, Hilly and I rolled the barrels out of the stable and into the back of the cart while Tulip munched on her breakfast.

“I didn’t know you were so strong, Hilly,” I said as she helped me with the very last barrel.

“Well, I do this just about every day,” she said. “But you know, I always appreciate it when there’s a man around to do it instead. Now, where’s…”

Before the innkeeper could finish her question, Flora appeared at the backdoor and held up a large wicker basket.

“I have some sweets for the journey,” the baker said. “And the chef was kind enough to supply me with some leftovers this morning, so we also have a savory pie.”

“You did all of that this morning?” I asked with a laugh. “The sun isn’t even up!”

As the gorgeous baker blushed and gave me a peck on the cheek, I felt like I’d hit the wife jackpot. I mean, I knew my women would always help out, but they’d outdone themselves before we’d even got on the road.

“Everyone on board the cart to Quake!” I called out cheerfully.

I helped Flora and Babble climb into the back, where they could hide beneath a pile of warm blankets, and then Hildegard and I took over the buggy seats. I whispered some sweet nothings to Tulip to get her excited for the journey, and the five of us hit the road.

“So long for now, Hagop,” I said as the cart moved past all the sleepy stalls and closed storefronts.

There was something so beautiful about the cobblestones and the wooden signs covered in frost, and I could see the spires of the buildings start to glisten with the first of the morning sun. I really loved my new home, and I knew right then that I was never going back to Portland.

“I always liked waking up very early,” I heard Flora say from the back. “I always loved watching the sunrise, even when I was just a little girl. I guess I was just destined to become a baker.”

“I’m the exact opposite,” Hilly laughed. “That’s why the nightlife is the one for me.”

“Works out well for me,” I said.

We laughed as we left the cobblestones of the city behind and started down a country road. The morning sun painted the Hagop fields with hues of amber and gold, and the creaking of the wooden cart beneath us harmonized with Tulip’s rhythmic clip-clop to create a soothing cadence.

I looked out into the open fields of wheat, grain, and hops as we ambled by the farms, and I felt myself smiling. I’d never been on anything like a pilgrimage before, but I was sure this was what the devout must feel when they were following in the footsteps of one of the saints. I was on a beer pilgrimage, after all, and that was something that was truly sacred to me.

“Take the fork to the right,” Hilly said as we approached a split in the road.

“I’ve never been this way before,” I noted.

“It’s a well-maintained road,” Hilly said. “We shouldn’t have any problems.”

“Are we still in Hagop?” I asked a few minutes later.

“We are not,” Hilly replied. “Welcome to the wider world of Rothbart, Tyler King.”

The countryside of Rothbart unfolded before us like a vast tapestry, filled with rolling hills, meadows, and valleys that stretched out in every direction. Even though it was frosty, the air was crisp and carried the scent of grass. I could hear birds of prey calling out above us, and the occasional rustle of a rabbit or a squirrel in the bushes. It was just another perfect day in this magical land.

“Hope there aren’t any ogres on this journey,” Babble said. “I’m not in the mood to become Babble stew today.”

I felt the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end, like somehow mentioning the brutes would make them appear. I wasn’t really afraid of ogres, but I wasn’t sure the King would find a battle with the creatures to be an acceptable excuse for our late arrival. I started to scan the fields and trees for any sign of trouble, though I didn’t see anything more dangerous than a lopsided scarecrow.

“I don’t think there are many ogres in these parts, Babble,” Hilly said. “So you shouldn’t worry, especially since Cassian has been chased away. I’m pretty sure he’s in the grudge book of every dwarf in the Kingdom of Rothbart right now.”

“Damn straight,” I said.

Hilly gave me a puzzled glance before shrugging in that way that she always did when I used words from back home.

“Oh, we’ll be fine, Babble,” Flora practically sang. “Tyler, can you believe that we’re on our way to present your brew to the King himself? This is grander than anything I’ve ever experienced before!”

“It’s truly monumental,” Hilly nodded. “Flora, have you ever been to Quake?”

“Never,” Flora said and giggled. “Not once in my life. But I’ve heard that it’s one of the most beautiful places in Rothbart.”

“Yes,” Babble nodded. “I was telling Tyler that some of the buildings were even constructed with magic!”

“Magic,” I chuckled. “Well, I think that we’ve all had enough of that for one week.”

“Perhaps,” Hilly said as she stared out into the distance. “I haven’t been to Rothbart in a while, so it’s as good as a first trip for me as well. All I know is that things work differently there, so we should be careful.”

“We always are,” I replied.

“Well… I’m not sure about that,” she mumbled and then winked at me.

Small villages started to appear, set against the majestic backdrop of tall, distant mountains that reminded me of pictures I’d seen of the alps. As the sun rose higher, we started to see more people as well. A few waved to us as they fed the chickens or pulled water from a well, and at one point, we even stopped to let a shepherd lead his flock of sheep across the road.

I didn’t know exactly how many hours it would take to reach Quake, but it started to feel like we were caught in a loop as village after village rolled by. Hilly assured me that we were making good time and consulted a map that looked like it was older than time itself. The bent edges of the manuscript even had little shiny ornaments, but as far as I could tell, it seemed to be an accurate depiction of the land around us.

The sun had ascended to its highest point in the sky and started its descent by the time we saw the imposing gates of Quake in the distance. The city’s towering walls stood like sentinels over the countryside, though as we got closer, I could see that they were adorned with intricate carvings of houses, people, and what looked like moons and stars. I didn’t know how long the city had been here, but the walls somehow felt ancient, and a real sense of history seemed to permeate the place.

“I can’t believe it,” Flora said.

“It’s actually Quake!” Babble laughed. “We’re here!”

“The gateway is exactly as I remembered it,” Hilly said,

The smells of the city soon wafted toward us. It was a heady mix of spices, freshly baked bread, and something else. It was something a little darker and grimier than I was used to finding in Hagop, and I wondered what it was until I realized I’d smelled it before in every large city I’d visited. It was the unmistakable odor of urban life.

I took a deep breath and looked up at the glowing gates as we approached. The inside of the city already looked five times the size of Hagop, far bigger than anything I’d ever seen in the Kingdom of Rothbart.

We were actually here, and we were going to show the King our beer.

I slacked Tulip’s reins as we approached the great gate while the others looked up in wonder. I didn’t know how to open it or how we would get in, so I drew the cart to a halt.

“Excuse me,” someone said in a gruff voice.

A dwarf stepped out of a guard box hidden in the shadows. He was wearing a dark blue velvet cloak, and unlike the dwarves in Hagop, his beard was completely intact.

“What’s your business in Quake today?” the dwarf asked in a bored voice.

Now was my chance. I sat up straight and addressed the dwarf.

“I’ve been summoned here to see the King,” I replied. “And I’m sure he’s anxious to meet us.”
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Chapter 15

“The King?” the dwarf asked, and he looked over the cart. “Well… I must fetch a squire for verification!”

“So people can’t just come in here?” I asked Hilly as the dwarf disappeared through a small door.

“No,” she said and shook her head. “Not all year, at least. In the summer, they’re a little more relaxed about people coming here, so the gates are kept open. But in the winter, you need a reason to be here.”

“Well, I suppose I wasn’t lying,” I shrugged. “I was genuinely summoned by the King, so they must have some record of that.”

“Very well!” the dwarf growled as he reappeared with a human by his side. “You must be… Tyler the brewer.”

“Yes, my name is Tyler K-- the brewer,” I agreed. “Tyler the brewer, that’s it.”

“Yes, yes,” they both muttered as they started to whisper to each other.

Both the human and the dwarf were wearing blue velvet, just like the messenger, so clearly this was the Royal color of Quake. It was a nice shade of blue, and I wondered if the King would let me use it on a label one day, at least for the weissbier.

The whispering suddenly stopped, and the pair stepped into the guard shack together. A moment later, the massive gates of Quake swung open and granted us our first look at the heart of the city.

The difference between being inside the walls of Quake and on the outside was shocking, and I was reminded of the forbidden city in China. As we crossed the threshold, the bustling noises of the streets enveloped us completely, and I felt my heart rate begin to rise as Hilly gave me a peck on the cheek. It wasn’t that I’d never been in a big urban center like this in my life, obviously, but now it resonated with a sense of heightened excitement because so much rested on whether we succeeded on our mission. The next time we passed through the gates, our fate would be set.

“Just look at this place, Tyler!” Babble chortled behind me, but his tiny voice was no match for the hustle and bustle of street vendors putting away their stalls and people returning home from work.

“It’s just a marvel,” Flora cooed in the background. “A symphony of everything! I’ve never seen a place with so many people. And all of these buildings are made of stone, but something about them feels like they’ve come to life!”

The human reappeared right in front of the cart and nearly gave poor Tulip a heart attack. The little donkey brayed in surprise, but the human just waved for me to follow him.

I nodded and tried my best to focus on directing the awe-struck Tulip through the streets of the capital. The cobblestones stretched before in a labyrinth of roads, avenues, and alleyways, and even though there were crowds of people, we still drew some curious glances from passersby.

Okay, so it was no New York. People here still batted an eyelid at things that were out of the ordinary, and two women, a giant, and a gnome being guided by a member of the King’s court was apparently a pretty weird scenario, even in Quake.

As the sun set over the city, the air carried snippets of laughs and shouts of amusement. We passed a big square where colorful street performers dazzled children and adults alike by standing on their hands and contorting their bodies into strange shapes, while roasted chestnut vendors set up their carts. While Hagop was beautiful, contained, and calm, Quake had an energetic hum that felt more explosive.

“Keep following me!” the squire shouted when we hit a particularly thick crowd near what looked like a theater.

Our guide pulled out what looked like a gold pom-pom from his pocket and waved it in the air. It seemed to be a signal to clear the road, because the crowd started to back away from the man and our cart.

“Oooh, that’s pretty!” Flora said.

“I think he looks rather silly if you ask me,” Hilly said as she rolled her eyes.

As we made our way toward the castle, the cityscape changed. The architecture became more majestic, and I noticed that the winding buildings were taller and more ornate. The cobbled streets widened into a grand boulevard lined with statues of different types of trees, something I’d never seen before. The trees drew the eyes upward, and as I glanced at the skyline, I found myself staring at the tall spires of what had to be the royal palace.

By then, we’d left the busiest part of the city, and we were surrounded by large, ornate buildings. Sure, I’d seen skyscrapers before back home, but I hadn’t seen anything like this in a long damn time, so it was a shock to the system.

“This is it, Tyler!” Babble said and let out a low whistle. “The castle awaits, and so does the King. Your beer is destined for greatness!”

“Oh, don’t freak me out too much,” I laughed, but the reality of the situation really was starting to dawn on me.

The guards at the castle entrance were clad in gleaming armor and the usual blue uniforms, and they acknowledged the squire and our cart with a nod. The weight of the moment really settled on me as we came up to the door, and I prepared to meet my judgment.

The grand gates were adorned with intricate carvings of more moons and stars. One of the guards started to open it, and I almost gasped at the opulence within the castle gates.

The courtyard sprawled before us, adorned with manicured gardens and fountains. Nobles in elaborate and colorful attire strolled slowly across a carefully cut lawn, while they engaged in animated conversations. The echoes of the old wooden cart’s wheels against the cobblestones made me feel out of place in the regal zone, and a few nobles even started to whisper and point in our direction.

“Well, looks like you’re causing a stir again,” Hilly said with a wink.

“Great,” I sighed as I tried to ignore the looks and whispers.

When we reached the steps that led to the castle entrance, two more guards stepped forward. They nodded to their fellow guards, who did a sharp turn and started to head back toward the gate.

“What about the beer?” I asked as one of the new guards motioned us down.

“We’ll see to that,” the other one replied.

“Ready?” Flora asked as she and Hilly each took one of my hands while Babble latched onto my pants.

“Let’s go,” I said and took a deep breath.

The guards led us up the wide, stone staircase, and the anticipation in the air was palpable. I was afraid my knees might buckle before we reached the top, but then the doors swung open, and we were actually inside a castle.

It was probably the most impressive thing I’d ever seen, and though the guards were clearly used to it, I sure as hell wasn’t. It felt like an entirely different universe than the one in Hagop, with polished marble, tapestries that depicted Rothbart’s history, and the intoxicating fragrance of burning candles, which permeated the entire place.

I looked down at Babble, and he gave me a determined nod. We walked along with our heads held high until the guard stopped in front of a set of doors and snapped his fingers twice.

“There’s protocol,” he said under his breath as he turned to us.

“Oh, of course,” Flora replied. “Um, what do we do next?”

“Just wait here for a moment,” the guard replied.

We looked around at the tapestries and the marble statues for a few more minutes until we heard sharp taps echoing against the marble.

“Coming, coming,” someone called from one of the hallways.

A moment later, a man the same size as the guard appeared. He was wearing a white tunic with white pants and wooden clogs that sounded like stiletto heels on the hard floor. He was older, though, with a gray beard and spectacles that he pushed all the way up to his eyes.

“Hello,” I said, and I held out my hand. “Pleased to meet you, I’m Tyler K… I mean, Tyler the brewer.”

“Yes, I’m aware,” he nodded, but he didn’t shake my hand. “I’m the doctor. Now, let me get a good look at you all while the guards search you. Just protocol, as I’m sure you were told.”

A few more guards emerged from the hallway and patted us down, as efficiently as the cops on TV always did. The doctor lit a candle and held it up to all of our faces before nodding at the first guard.

“Right, you’ve passed that,” the guard said as the doctor disappeared.

“But he didn’t even touch us,” Flora said in confusion.

“He just needed to see your eyes,” the guard said.

“But why?” Hilly asked.

“You’ll be taken into the dining hall now, where your beer is to be presented to the King,” the guard said, and he pulled out a staff and made three loud raps on the very large doors.

For a second, I distanced myself from the situation and reminded myself how silly it all seemed. It seemed insane to go through all of this decorum just to taste some weissbier, even if it was very good beer.

But I’d taken it upon myself to bring good beer to people who didn’t know any better, and maybe this was how history was made. Maybe the things that I so often took for granted back in Portland had been perfected in the serious and often laborious process I used, in which case, all of this seemed somehow appropriate.

Before I could finish my thought, the grand doors swung open with an impressive creak to reveal the vast expanse of a great dining hall. A hush fell over the room as the four of us followed the guard inside.

The hall itself was a marvel of architecture, with high vaulted ceilings adorned with ornate chandeliers that bathed the space in a warm, golden glow. Elaborate tapestries lined the walls, and each one depicted a scene of battle and conquest. The flickering candlelight danced across the polished surfaces of long wooden tables, each set with fine silverware and crystal goblets that looked a million times more fancy than anything I’d ever used to drink beer.

At the far end of the hall, a raised dais held the King’s throne, and I gulped. As we approached the King, a path seemed to form through the assembled nobility. In my imagination, it was just the King and maybe a few others who tasted the beer. But of course, it made sense that the King wouldn’t give up his personal time to taste a beer. He probably had to squeeze it into his schedule, and it made perfect sense that the best available slot was during a meal.

Hilly and Flora’s eyes darted from the King to the nobility that surrounded us. The lords and ladies were dressed in their finest attire, and they muttered quietly as we passed by, but at least no one hurled any insults our way.

The tension from our group went up quite a bit, and I could feel Babble’s hand shake as he gripped the fabric of my pants. I heard Flora gulp, so I squeezed her hand, and Hilly gripped the other one like her life depended on it.

And then we were in front of the King, and nothing else seemed to matter.

Just like everyone in Hagop, he was shorter than me, but only by a few inches. He had bright blue eyes with a playful twinkle that immediately put me at ease. Clearly, Johannes had been right, and there was something that just seemed very friendly about him. He hadn’t said a word yet, but something about him made me trust him. Maybe that’s why the Kingdom of Rothbart seemed so pleasant, because it was ruled by someone with such an easygoing energy.

His courtiers, adorned in rich blue fabric and sparkling jewels of every color, stood with poised grace on either side of his throne. They watched us very closely, and I had to admit, they made me more nervous than the King himself.

Before we reached the throne, the King lifted his hand and motioned us to stop. He looked at us expectantly, but as someone who’d never been in a royal presence before, I had absolutely no idea what to do.

“Bow,” Hilly whispered into my ear as she dropped down to one knee and tilted her head down.

I quickly copied the others, and we remained frozen in the awkward position for several long seconds.

“Ha, ha, ha,” I heard a voice boom from in front of me. “Very well, very well. Yes, yes, that’s all very good. You may rise.”

His voice seemed to ripple through my entire body and make my bones vibrate. But it wasn’t a scary feeling at all.

I stood back up as the others did, and then I looked at the King. I saw that he’d stood up from the throne and was watching us as we all bobbed our heads again.

“Your highness,” one of the courtiers announced. “I present to you, Tyler the brewer, famous brewer in the city of Hagop, and the originator of the King’s Brew.”

The moment he said the name of my famous beer, the entire court started to break out into whispers and giggles. They must’ve known that it was a misdemeanor charge to use the King’s name without his permission, and they certainly found it entertaining that we’d been dragged before the man to answer for our crime.

“Yes, yes,” the King said as he nodded. “Well, I had planned to ask the magistrate to open an investigation when I heard about your brew, but then I decided it might be better to ask you a few questions myself. You have time to spend with us here in Quake, I trust?”

“I’ve got nowhere else to be,” I heard myself say, and Hilly covered her mouth with her hand. “Your Highness, of course.”

“Ha!” he boomed again. “Ha, you know there’s something I like about you Tyler. Now, tell me the meaning of all of this. What business do you have calling your product King’s Brew without asking for permission.”

“I didn’t realize I needed it,” I said.

“Really?” he asked in surprise and glanced at the courtiers. “You know, when I first heard about this brew, all I could do was laugh. Nobody in the history of Rothbart has ever had the audacity to use the royal title before. Naturally, I just had to try it, and I will say, it is very… innovative. But you understand why you’re in trouble, don’t you?”

“Of course,” I said. “Yes, now it makes sense.”

“And yet, it didn’t make sense before?” he asked.

“It’s just…” I started to say and then shook my head. “You see, my surname is King, so the beer is named after me.”

The royal court broke into more whispers and giggles, and the King lifted his ginger eyebrow as he looked at me. His blue eyes seared into me, but he seemed more curious than angry, and I could tell that he wanted to know how I could have the name King.

“Well, I don’t see how that’s possible,” he said. “You see, I’m the only King in Rothbart. And it’s not a name that’s on our census registry. I had them check, you see. But I know you’re from Hagop, so who are your family?”

“My family’s not from Rothbart,” I said. “I… I don’t know how I got to Hagop. I washed up in the river one day, after a terrible fall in the… in the Land of Port.”

“The land of Port?” he mused. “I’ve never heard of it. And I don’t know whether to believe you, either. But I think we can all agree that even if it’s impossible, it’s a wonderful story, and there’s nothing I love more than a good story, is there?”

The royal court shook their heads and shrugged at his question, and I felt a sense of relief wash over me.

“Besides,” the King continued. “Stranger things have happened in this Kingdom.”

“Like what, your highness?” I asked before I could stop myself.

But the King just shot me a smile without replying. There really was something charming and mischievous about this fellow, and even though he had called for a decree to punish me, I got the impression that he was more preoccupied with possibly pardoning me. If I could prove myself, of course.

“Never mind that now,” he boomed, and the crowd went silent again. “I have set this challenge, and I think it’s time we see what you have done.”

“Perhaps we should remind everyone of the rules?” one of the courtiers suggested.

“Of course,” the King said. “In case one of you has been hiding under a rock for the last few weeks, let me remind you what’s at stake. Tyler the brewer was to produce a special beer just for the court, one that would go with every meal. If he succeeds, then we have a wonderful new beverage to enjoy at court. If he fails, then King’s Brew will be renamed and Tyler will be fined.”

“Heavily,” the courtier added.

“Mmm, yes,” the King said. “I believe the royal accountants projected two years’ worth of your profits would be required to pay the fine. You’ll be catching up for a while.”

Shit. That really was a hell of a lot of money for someone who was just starting out. I gulped and nodded at the regent, though I felt both girls squeeze my hands again.

“Of course, your highness,” I said in a steady voice. “And I promise, you won’t be disappointed.”

“Very well,” he said. “I’m glad you didn’t argue with me just then, otherwise I would’ve tripled it. You know, I think I like you, Tyler. But the time has come for me to see if I like your royal beer. I’ve been working with the royal chef for weeks now on a menu that encompasses every flavor profile known to, well… me.”

“That is a lot of flavor profiles, your highness,” Babble squeaked and then raised his little hand. “And, not to be presumptuous, your highness and big excellency… but, out of interest, why not just punish Tyler for his transgressions rather than going to the trouble of curating an entire menu for weeks on end? Surely his royal highness has a great many things to attend to?”

I shot Babble daggers, but the gnome kept his eyes locked on the King. I mean, it was a reasonable question and one I’d wondered myself, but come on, man! I was trying to catch a break, and my very own assistant and also somehow boss was asking the King why he wouldn’t just punish me rather than give me a chance? Babble was crafty, so I trusted that he was going somewhere with this.

“Well, my good gnome,” the King replied. “It’s a reasonable question, isn’t it? Tell me, Tyler, would you prefer to pay the fine or create the new beer?”

“Oh, I absolutely prefer to create the beer,” I said. “In fact, I’ve rather enjoyed the challenge of creating this beer.”

“And let me tell you, gnome,” the King said. “What is your name, fellow?”

“The name’s Babble, sir,” he said with another bow. “Babble the gnome.”

“Babble, indeed,” he sighed. “Well, are you familiar with the phrase living like a King? Do you know how much fun it is to be a King? And how tiring it is to preside over a Kingdom, too? I like to use my privilege to have as much fun as possible in the days that aren’t full of diplomacy, reigning, and other Kingly duties. Wouldn’t you use all of your resources to do whatever you wanted if you were a King too, little Babble?”

“Y-yes,” Babble stammered.

“I like food,” the King said. “And I like drinking beer. I am a man of Rothbart just as much as I am its ruler, and that’s something I pride myself on. As a man of Rothbart, I was impressed by the quality of Tyler’s very first brew. Enormously impressed, in fact. So why wouldn’t I want one just for myself? I am the King after all, so I can demand these things. I hope that answers your question.”

“Absolutely, sir,” Babble said, and he stepped back.

Damn straight. I respected the King, but now I had, like, mad respect for him. He was just a guy living the dream, which was exactly what I wanted as well.

“That was amazing,” Flora whispered into my ear.

“Anyone else have any suggestions for the King of Rothbart before we move on?” the regent boomed, and the crowd broke out into laughter.

I felt more like I was in a cafeteria full of popular kids than aristocrats, and the King shook his head and looked back at me.

“Then the feast shall commence,” he said. “Guards, escort our visitors to their table.”

One of the guards guided us to one of the long, wooden tables, and Babble was given a big wooden stool that looked like a medieval high chair. At first he huffed and puffed in an obviously patronized manner, but realistically there was no other way that he would’ve been able to reach the table to try the food

The great dining hall buzzed with activity as the feast unfolded in a symphony of culinary delights. Babble, the girls, and I found ourselves seated behind a cornucopia of dishes. My eyes were so full from taking everything in that I almost lost my appetite, but the growling in my stomach reminded me of just how long we’d traveled to get here in the first place.

“I feel like I’m drunk,” Hilly said before we’d even been served.

“I do, too,” I admitted.

The air was rich with the tantalizing aromas of roasted meats, fresh herbs, and baked delicacies, while the royal courtiers made their rounds in the hall. The place was packed, and suddenly our winter clothes felt too heavy. The hum of conversation filled the air, and it was so noisy that it was hard to hear what was being said.

“What a story,” one of them said behind me, but there were so many moving figures that I couldn’t figure out which one. “But the King seems to like him. I mean, that old booze hound will love anyone who can tell a good joke. He’s like a golden retriever.”

“That’s why we’ve had fifteen years of peace ever since his father, Cornelius, died,” another voice answered. “Nobody wants to anger the King. He’s like everyone’s best friend.”

It seemed like the King had created a peaceful period in Rothbart’s history through some gentle parenting and a love for fun. I didn’t know much about being a King, even though it was in my name, but it seemed like a good approach.

“I hope none of you mind if I join you?” I heard a cool, refined voice asked.

“Oh, uh, no,” Flora stammered as the woman took one of the seats across from us.

She had reddish hair like the King, but dark brown eyes and very pale skin. Her hair had been braided into two plaits and piled up on the side of her head like earmuffs, so of course she reminded me of Princess Leia. She also wore a long flowing dress like Leia’s, which was unusual in Hagop, and from what I’d seen in court, Rothbart as a whole. Most of the women I’d seen wore tight numbers with big skirts, puffy sleeves, corsets, and darker colors. But the fabric of the Leia dress was a light mint color, which made the noblewoman look like a fairy.

“We’d be honored,” Flora said. “After all, we’re the guests, and you, I think…”

“I’m Princess Juliette,” she said with a smile, and she bowed her head.

“Your highness,” I said, and I instinctively copied the motion. “I’m sorry I didn’t recognize you. I’m very new to…”

“Don’t worry,” she said with a serene smile. “There are no portraits of me in the Kingdom. I forbid it.”

“Why?” Hilly asked. “Um, if you don’t mind my asking.”

“Well, I don’t like sitting for them,” she sighed. “It’s boring, and I don’t like to be bored. A princess should never be bored.”

“Are you married to the King?” Babble asked.

“Oh, of course not,” she said and laughed. “If so, I would be Queen. And I would be sitting with the King and all of his friends over there.”

She pointed to a large round table at the back of the dining hall, where the King was seated with a bunch of blue-clad courtiers. I didn’t see a Queen in sight.

“I don’t see a Queen,” Hilly said, and she shook her head.

“My cousin is a party boy,” she shrugged. “And most Kings don’t get married until a little later anyway. Didn’t you know that? He gained the position quite young, he’s only thirty-five.”

“Ah,” I nodded.

“Are you married?” she asked as her deep brown eyes seared into the back of my head.

“Ha,” I said with a low laugh, and I shot a look at Flora and Hilly. “Well, I’m to be married at the next ceremony.”

“How charming,” she said and smiled. “You know, it always seemed nice to have a communal wedding. In the palace, they do individual weddings, which are a terrible fuss. And if you have multiple wives, forget about it. They always end up wanting to outdo each other.”

Okay, so I registered that polygamy was definitely okay in the royal sphere as well.

“They do individual weddings where I’m from, too,” I said. “Though, huh, generally people only marry one person. Unless they got divorced or something, and then they might remarry.”

“Oh, really?” she asked. “How interesting. Are you from nobility?”

“Far from it,” I laughed, but before I got into a discussion about how the American class system worked, one of the squires placed a giant tankard of my own brew before me.

“You are, of course, entitled to your own brew for this tasting,” the squire sneered. “The King would like to point out that he is not an uncharitable heathen. And Princess Juliette, as someone who has taken a particular interest in this venture, you are entitled as well.”

“Thank you,” Princess Juliette said, and she winked at me as the squire placed a giant tankard in front of her.

Okay, well, at least I got to say that I had a real princess flirting with me. But unfortunately I was a little too preoccupied with the possibility of being fined out of my ass to even consider flirting back.

That, and I was engaged. I mean, life couldn’t just be one long party… could it?

The feast commenced with a flourish, and we began with an exquisite platter of smoked salmon paired with a delicate horseradish cream. The smokiness of the fish danced on our tongues, while the delicious creamy undertones accentuated the slightly fruity notes of the beer. The pairing was a triumph, and it certainly set the stage for the culinary journey that lay ahead.

Subsequent courses were directed in a carefully orchestrated sequence, and our large plates had been set up so we had to eat each portion clockwise. I’d never seen anything like it in my life, but hey, I wasn’t one to argue. The second course appeared, a rich lamb stew, redolent with savory herbs, and it paired seamlessly with the maltiness of our beer. So then we were on to the third.

A platter of grilled vegetables that tasted better than anything I’d had back home provided a refreshing contrast and allowed the ever so slight citrus brightness of the brew to shine through. It was refreshing, but not too bold. So far it was perfect, beyond perfect, and I was even starting to feel a little bit hazy and more pliable to jokes.

The royal chef’s creativity obviously knew no bounds. Each dish brought a new dimension to the weissbier, and Hilly leaned into me as we were in between courses.

“I think you might just have done it,” she whispered.

“Don’t say it too soon,” I told her and then laughed lightly. “I don’t want to jinx it.”

I knocked on the wood of the glimmering table just to make sure that it really wasn’t jinxed. We couldn’t have had something like that happen this late in the game, even if it seemed to be going well.

The beer complimented a whole spectrum of flavors, ones that we didn’t even have the resources to produce back in Hilly’s tavern. Roasted game birds spiced with exotic blends that I hadn’t ever tasted in Hagop heightened the complexity of the flavors, while small fried snacks like corn nuts and rosemary potato chips were served as well.

“I know I’m eating for two,” Flora said as she tried not to burp. “But this is more food than I’ve ever seen in one place in my life.”

“I’m just plowing through,” Hilly said, but even she was turning kind of green. “I have to. I have set a goal, and I have to get to the end of this meal. Even if it kills me.”

“No need to be so dramatic,” Juliette said, but even she was laboring to swallow all of the food in front of us. “We would never kill any of our guests. Unless, you know… there was some kind of conspiracy.”

As I tried to put thoughts of Macbeth out of my mind, a bell rang, and I looked up.

“Alright, everyone!” the royal servant called to the crowd. “And now, for the last courses!”

“There’s more?” Babble said as he licked his lips.

I couldn’t understand the physics of how a tiny gnome still wanted more when three human women and one giant were struggling to continue, but the little creatures were still a mystery to me.

Squires cleared our plates and placed large platters on the table to finish the meal, and I decided to continue onward through the feast of my life like a real stoic as a velvety chocolate soufflé was placed in front of us. The bitter chocolate brought out the subtle sweetness of the beer, and all three of the women rolled their eyes in pure happiness.

At last, we’d reached the final course. A platter of assorted cheeses, accompanied by honeyed nuts and freshly baked bread were set on every table. I groaned as I picked up a piece of cheese and popped it in my mouth, but the beer’s effervescence cut through the richness to create a harmonious finale to what had been a genuinely absurd meal.

“That’s it,” I said as Babble wiped his mouth with a napkin. “That’s all there is. Now it’s time for the King to make his decision.”

My tankard was empty, and I was certifiably drunk. As the last bites were savored and the feast came to a close, the lingering echoes of appreciation filled the hall. Princess Juliette and I exchanged a glance, and even though I still felt a little nervous, it seemed like the success of my beer had been affirmed by several drunk, happy members of the royal court.

And then a man who was clearly the chef appeared and walked over to the King. The King shook his hand and the two men talked for a few minutes. There was much nodding and pointing, and then the chef took a few steps back and cleared his throat.

“Attention!” the royal chef shouted, and suddenly everything came to a complete stop. “The King has reached a decision!”

“Yes, I have,” the King boomed.

“Here it comes,” I muttered.

It was time to see whether I was leaving Quake a favored brewer or an indebted, troublesome fool.

“Thank you for indulging me in this most wondrous feast,” the King said. “First, I would like to thank the royal chef. You impress me thrice daily, Mortimer, and once again, you have exceeded my expectations. And now, about our guests and the beverage that was served.”
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Chapter 16

The King rose from his seat, and at first, he looked rather stern. There was a short hum as the nobles whispered to each other, but then the King took a few steps toward the center of the room. There was a happy gleam in his eyes, which might have just been from the fact that he was drunk, but I hoped it meant that he’d liked the beer.

I could feel the entire room collectively hold their breath, and that included myself. For a moment, I thought that I left my body and started floating to the ceiling, like they said always happened in near-death experiences. I couldn’t believe that this was happening. Or, I could, but I didn’t want to. My hands were numb, and I felt like I was going to faint until Hilly took me by the hand and squeezed me back into my body.

“Thanks,” I murmured.

“It will all work out,” she whispered.

“Ah, the beer,” the King said and stroked his chin.

The royal courtiers leaned forward in eager anticipation while the rest of the nobles glanced at each other. Even the Princess looked uncertain about what would happen next, though she caught my eye and offered me a smile for support.

As the King raised his goblet, a sudden, unexpected pause settled over the hall. The King bent over for a few seconds, held his hand up, and then ripped the biggest burp I’d ever heard in any land in my entire existence.

“Oh, my…” Flora gasped and quickly covered her mouth with a napkin.

The sound echoed through the hallowed chamber and seemed to shock all of the assembled guests. Princess Juliette, Babble, and I all exchanged glances and tried our damndest to stifle grins while the courtiers quickly held their hands over their mouths.

At first it was silent, as anyone would’ve expected. I mean, the nobility are stuffy, right? But then, the King started to laugh, and it quickly spread to the guests. The tension was broken, and I was glad as hell that he wasn’t one to take himself too seriously. In fact, his laughter rose up the loudest in the dining hall, and it echoed all around the grand space. With one last good-natured chuckle, he raised his goblet again and looked me straight in the eye.

“To the brewer, Tyler,” he said. “Take that as the first token of my appreciation. This beer has not only graced our tables but has also brought joy to our hearts on this cold winter night. I have sampled many brews in my time, from the most reputed dwarven brewmasters, but none have gone with every single thing I throw on the table. And I tell you, we really tried to make it difficult for you. So congratulations, you have quite exceeded my expectations.”

There was a smattering of applause and a few cheers, though the King didn’t seem to be done yet. He nodded politely until the hall was quiet again.

“As you can probably tell, I’m drunk,” the King continued. “And it takes a very fine product indeed to make me want to drink that much!”

The hall erupted in laughter again, and I found myself joining in. And why not? It seemed my career as Hagop’s best brewer was secure.

“So here’s to craftsmanship, camaraderie, and the art of brewing!” the King declared as he raised his mug. “And, last of all, a toast to Tyler!”

“A toast to Tyler!” the crowd roared in appreciation.

I practically felt my jaw fall to the floor, as relief swarmed my body, and suddenly I was on cloud nine. It had happened so quickly that I could barely believe it was true, but it seemed I had the Royal seal of approval.

As the nobility started to chime their glasses with silver forks, Babble and I exchanged a look of sheer delight. The beer that I had slaved over for the last few weeks had been a success, and most importantly, I wasn’t going to have to pay a hefty tax for an accidental misdemeanor.

“Tyler, this is incredible!” Flora squealed, and she put her arm around my neck and gave me a big kiss on the lips.

I was instantly brought back to the human world, and I felt Hilly wrap her arms around my neck as well.

“Hooray for Tyler!” the innkeeper laughed, and she turned my head and gave me a kiss as well.

I could’ve stayed in the arms of my appreciative women all night, but once I pulled away, I found a Royal squire right behind me with a sour expression on his face.

“Um, hello,” I said as I dipped my head.

“The King would like a word,” the squire said in an equally sour voice.

“May we come?” Flora asked. “I’d like to meet the King.”

“He has only requested the presence of Tyler the brewer,” the squire replied. “There is business to attend to, and I’m sure you ladies will find that quite boring.”

“I’ll have you know that we are both successful businesswomen ourselves,” Hilly said with a raised eyebrow. “But this doesn’t happen to be my business, so I’m happy to stay in the hall for the party.”

“I guess I can, too,” Flora sighed and then smiled. “As long as I can have more of that chocolate!”

“I’m sure there’s more--” the squire started to say.

“I’m involved with the business!” Babble suddenly slurred, and he clambered onto the table. “I represent this client. So I’m important, too.”

The squired looked doubtfully at the gnome and then at me.

“He’s my partner,” I replied.

“Of course you are,” the squire sighed. “Then please, come with me to the King’s private quarters.”

“Private quarters!” Princess Juliette said, and she batted her eyelashes and sent me a wink. “He must really like you, Tyler. You should be proud.”

“I’m overwhelmed,” I admitted as I stood up.

The squire gestured for us to follow, and we moved along the edge of the room toward one of the large tapestries. It turned out it was concealing a discreet side door that was the most unimpressive thing I’d seen in the palace so far. The courtiers and nobles we passed nodded and smiled, and a few even offered up another toast.

“This way,” the squire said as he opened the door.

We stepped into a narrow corridor that ended at an ornate passage adorned with portraits and historical artifacts such as large swords and an instrument that looked like it had been made from a giant ram’s horn. As we walked, the air shifted from the grandeur of the feast to an intimate hush, and I realized just how grateful I was to get away from the hot revelry for a moment.

“How much further?” Babble huffed.

The squire didn’t respond, so I scooped up the gnome and put him on my shoulder for easier traveling. We passed more portraits and a display of jeweled boxes before we arrived at a set of impressive carved double doors. The squire knocked twice, and I heard a bell tinkle from inside as the door swung open to reveal the King’s private office.

I heard Babble whistle at the insanely opulent room. It was fittingly palatial, but I’d never been in a palace before, so I found it all pretty damn cool. There was dark blue wallpaper with shiny gold stripes running up the walls, which perfectly matched the richly carved furniture, old tomes, and a desk the size of a grand piano that was covered in scrolls that bore the blue royal seal. I’d never been anywhere like it in my life, though it gave me a few ideas for my own future office.

“Tyler, and, um…” the King said.

“Babble,” I replied.

“Babble!” The King laughed, and he motioned for us to take a seat on one of the pristine blue velvet couches.

“Here, Sire,” the squire said when the King stumbled.

“Oh, get off,” the King grumbled as he waved the squire away. “I’m not an old man yet.”

“Apologies, your highness,” the squire gulped.

The King finally settled into an intricately carved chair behind his desk and gave us a sleepy grin.

“Tyler, Babble, Babble, Tyler,” he began as his eyes gleamed with genuine appreciation. “I am not one to let extraordinary talents go unrecognized. Unless, of course, you’ve made a bewitching potion rather than a brew. And I said that, didn’t I? Didn’t I say that when I tried the beer?”

It took me a moment to realize that the King was addressing a tall, lanky guard who stood in the shadows. The soldier blended in so well that it was still hard to pick him out, even when I knew he was there.

“Uh, yes, Sire,” the squire said in a low and monotonous voice. “You did say that.”

“I did say that,” the King laughed. “Yes, yes, it’s very good. Very, very good. The best. So tonight, I offer you not only my gratitude, but also a Royal charter.”

Babble’s eyes widened, and even I couldn’t suppress my astonishment. I was just relieved that I could keep my little stable-based mom-and-pop business, but now it seemed that I would also receive a public blessing from the King.

A royal charter was surely one of the highest honors bestowed in the Kingdom of Rothbart, and yet I was about to have one in my name. I’d only started brewing a few months ago, and somehow, I’d clambered my way into the private office of the King.

“Your Highness,” I fumbled. “That’s… that’s really…”

“And I promise it’s not just the beer speaking,” he said as he tried to suppress a small burp. “No, not at all. Tyler, consider this an invitation to establish your brewing legacy in Hagop. You’ve obviously impressed the townspeople, and now you’ve impressed me, and that’s pretty much the highest honor you can get within the confines of this beautiful Kingdom. You know you wouldn’t think it, but I am a humble man, and it always gives me joy to bequeath my blessing on my people. Isn’t that funny, Stephen?”

“Sorry, Sire?” The guard in the corner stood up straight and blinked like he hadn’t been paying attention.

“I said, isn’t it funny that a blessing from me is the highest honor?” the King repeated.

“Very funny Sire,” the guard agreed and nodded as if he was answering a command.

“Exactly,” the King laughed to himself. “Yes, yes, it’s good to be King… anyway, I won’t ask you to relocate your brewery to Quake because I understand that you’ve grown attached to Hagop. That’s correct, isn’t it?”

“It is,” I nodded, and I thought back to the house that I’d finally been able to settle on. “I just invested in a larger property so I can expand my brewing. I’m not sure I’d be able to find any place as suitable inside the walls of the city.”

“A brewer with a plan, that’s what I like to hear,” the King said. “And you’re probably right about not finding an equivalent property in Quake. Well, since this light beer of beauty is the new King’s Brew, I’m expecting regular shipments. How does that sound? You’ll be able to use the Royal Mail to send your shipments, so we can both be sure it arrives on time.”

“Great,” I said.

“Sorry, your highness,” the gnome said as he raised his hand. “But as a matter of fact, I am familiar with the Hagop mail routes, and Hagop isn’t a regular stop for the Royal Mail.”

“Isn’t it?” the King asked with a puzzled expression. “Interesting. Seems like the type of thing I should know. Stephen, is that the type of thing I should know?”

“Do you know it, Sire?” the guard barked back.

“No, I don’t know the mail routes,” the King said and shrugged.

“Then of course it isn’t a thing you’re supposed to know,” Stephen affirmed. “It’s someone else’s job.”

“Ah, exactly,” the King nodded. “It’s because it’s someone else’s job. Well, no worries there, then. Something I do know is that I have the power to create a new stop on the Royal Mail routes. And I will add a stop in Hagop. Now, where is a good location for a Royal Mail station? It should be in the center of the town, and the riders and carters will need rooms, of course. Is there such a place near your new property?”

“Um, the brewery will be more on the outskirts,” I said. “But… my friend has a wonderful inn. There are plenty of rooms, and she always has the King’s Brew on tap.”

“Ah, that was easy,” the King laughed. “I love it when it’s easy. Do write down the address.”

He handed Babble a quill and parchment, and the gnome quickly scribbled the address of Hildegard’s Inn. It crossed my mind that most of my topographic knowledge of Hagop was just by memory rather than by street names, but then again, it wasn’t like I was going to be traveling all that often when I got to the real brewing.

It crossed my mind that a royal charter meant much more than just being able to say the King liked it. I could hike up the price if I wanted to, and I could even impose a tax if I wanted. Of course, I didn’t want to hurt the people of Hagop, but I knew that I could start slowly raising the price of my wares, and that with more in circulation, I’d be making absolute bank in no time at all.

“This has been an honor, Sire,” I said to fill the silence.

“Oh, I’m sure that it has,” he said. “But the honors will keep flowing. That’s just the first part of my business proposition. You will be very excited to learn that I have another assignment for you.”

“Another assignment?” I asked. “Wow, okay, sure. I’d love to hear what that is.”

“You say that you’re new to Rothbart,” the King said. “Well, when exactly did you land? Or surface, I suppose.”

“Toward the end of the summer, your highness,” I answered. “That’s when my good friend, the fisherman Johannes, pulled me from the river.”

“Well, what a catch,” he murmured. “Bet you haven’t heard that one before. Alright, so you won’t be familiar with the Feast of Midwinter.”

“Oh, the Feast!” Babble said, and his eyes glittered with excitement.

I didn’t know what it was, but I certainly wanted to find out. Actually, it seemed like Rothbart had a lot of feasts and celebrations, which was really good for my business.

“No, I don’t know about that,” I said. “What is it?”

“Well, every midwinter we hold a feast to celebrate the Earthquake which created all the rubble from which the city of Quake was built,” the King replied. “A bit of Rothbart history for you. Isn’t that amazing? This all used to be mountains.”

I thought back to what Babble had said about the city being constructed with magic, and suddenly it made a little more sense.

“Wow,” I nodded. “That’s really wild. I haven’t actually read much on the history of Rothbart…”

“Yes, it’s incredible,” the King said as he leaned back in his chair. “Used to be a mountain range, and now it’s my house. How’s that for Royal Privilege?”

“Um, impressive,” I said.

“Anyway, the festival is one of the biggest events of the year,” the King said. “It’s the celebration of our very inception as a Kingdom. Every single member of the nobility will be there, even the ones who I don’t like. And I would like you to provide all of the beer for it.”

Holy crap. The entire thing certainly sounded like the perfect way to break in my distillery plans, but I had no actual idea of the numbers that it entailed.

“How many people are we talking about?” I asked. “I… I’ve never catered to such a large feast before. Just a small city, which might be the same size?”

“It’s roughly five hundred people,” the King said. “And I want the beer flowing. Like, really flowing. I can’t emphasize how much I have to invite people who I don’t even like.”

“Sire, we spoke about this,” Stephen said from the corner. “They can always be placed on the other side of the dining hall.”
“If we place them on the other side, they’ll know I don’t like them, and then there will be friction in our diplomatic proceedings,” the King sighed. “I know how politics works. It’s all just people, at least that’s what my father told me. And his reign was one of the most peaceful in the history of Rothbart, so I’d like to maintain that.”

“Of course, Sire,” Stephen said from the corner.

“I’m no warlord, Tyler and Babble,” the King sighed as he turned to me. “I have no interest in going to battle. And I certainly have no interest in petty fights or land disputes when they can be resolved by a magistrate. I’m an idealistic King. I want everyone to get along all the time so they’ll leave me alone to do what I want.”

“Sounds perfectly rational to me,” I nodded.

“I’d probably do the same thing if I was a King,” Babble added.

“So, we’re going to need, perhaps, three dozen barrels of beer, yes?” the King asked me. “In exactly two months time!”

“Two months?” I laughed, and a jolt of adrenaline ran up my spine.

Making a small batch in three weeks had been enough of a stress, but I had to set up my brewery before I could even begin to create beer on such a grand scale. And even then, I didn’t know how the hell I’d have enough time and space to brew for the people of Hagop as well as the King.

“Yes,” the King said. “That’s when it is. And you’ll be paid handsomely, of course. Twenty-five percent above your market rate. Unless you’d personally prefer to commit another crime, then you can just give me the beer and I’ll look the other way…”

“That’s, umm, that’s not what I want at all,” I shuddered.

“No, no, of course you don’t,” the King shrugged. “I was merely making a joke.”

“My brewery isn’t set up, it’s the only, uh, hiccup here,” I explained. “I only just got permission from the elves to buy the property. I have to set up the vats with the help of a coppersmith, and then I’d have to gather all the ingredients.”

“Tyler, Tyler,” the King said and shook his head. “You forget, you have a royal charter now. In a rather loose sense, we are business partners. All things are possible.”

“Oh, um, right,” I said.

“Which coppersmith do you have in mind?” the King asked. “It’s not the most common art, and you’ll want to hire the best, of course.”

I looked down at Babble, who I could tell was also trying to rack his memory for the name of the guy that Johannes had been to school with.

And then it hit me.

“Rheingold,” I said. “I heard that he only works on commission.”

“Do we know Rheingold the coppersmith, Stephen?” the King asked his guard.

“He did the entire kitchen set for the royal chef,” the guard replied. “The chef was quite happy.”

“High praise indeed,” the King said. “There were several failed attempts before Marcel was satisfied.”

“That’s good to know,” I said.

“As for the ingredients, you won’t have to fetch them yourself.” the King said and winked. “Another bonus of having a royal charter. The finest ingredients will arrive at your doorstep, whenever you ask.”

It was a lot to think about, but I still wanted the feeling of the hops in my hand, so I could be sure that everything was top quality.

“Of course,” I said. “But you know, I do like finding my own ingredients. I care a lot about local sellers, and I wouldn’t want to lose control of that part of the process.”

“Well, you won’t,” the King asked. “Simply find what you want, and it will be delivered to you. You’re part of the royal family, now, Tyler. Wait… no. That’s not what I meant at all. I’m part of the royal family. You’re part of a family of businesses under the royal charter now, Tyler.”

“Very good, Sire,” Stephen nodded.

“Yes, very good,” the King nodded. “Well, that’s all I have to offer you, I suppose. That, and this contract for you to sign to solidify everything that we have just spoken about.”

The King opened a drawer and pulled out a large piece of parchment, which he placed on the desk. He turned it so I could read it, pushed it closer, and then set a quill by my hand.

“Thanks,” I said and took a deep breath.

“Let me know if this is all agreeable to you, or if you need anything amended,” he replied.

I looked over the contract and tried to read the ornate, boxy lettering as quickly as I possibly could. It was so different to how we wrote letters back home, and I was still getting used to all of it. But I made out most of the contract, and there didn’t seem to be any hidden clauses or threats to my ownership. I would be under the royal charter, and I would also supply the King with beer for the upcoming midwinter feast. If I succeeded at that, my next assignment would be for all of the following festivals and feast days in Quake, alongside regular production of the King’s brew. I could make a nice living just from the profit of these festivals, to say nothing of all my regular sales.

“It looks fine to me,” I nodded and then signed at the bottom. “Oh wait, I didn’t show my lawyer.”

“If you think it looks good, so do I,” Babble nodded. “In my legal opinion.”

“Very well, very well,” the King said as he dropped the parchment on top of one of the piles. “Well, I think that was a fabulous party. But I, myself, am tired, and I am sure that you are as well after your long journey here.”

“I am rather tired,” I said, even though I was more wired than I’d been all day.

The adrenaline was coursing through my veins even though my muscles were screaming for rest. I had only been in the palace for hours, but I felt like Quake had turned me into a different man entirely.

“Me, too,” Babble yawned. “But first, we’ll need to find rooms for the night. I hear there’s a nice place near the gate…”

“Nonsense,” the King huffed.

As if on command, the door to the King’s private office swung open, and the squire who had led us here in the first place appeared.

“Good evening,” he said. “I am here to escort you to your room.”

“My goodness boy, were you eavesdropping?” the King roared, and the squire’s face drained completely of all blood and went pale as a sheet.

“Y-your Highness,” he managed to squeak. “As an official squire outside of his royal majesty’s chambers, my job description states that I…”

“Ha!” the King laughed so loud that it even sent a jolt of fear through me, and Babble clutched his seat. “Oh, you poor, poor boy, you should have seen the look on your face! I know that it’s your job, I’m only just pulling your leg! Silly boy. Yes, take these two to bed, they’ve had a long day.”

“Oh, yes,” the squire said, and he took a few deep breaths as the color returned to his cheeks. “Yes, yes, Sire, you are so funny sometimes!”

“I’m a fun King,” he shrugged. “Anyway, I shall see you off in the morning, Tyler and Babble. Unless you’d like to stay for longer, in which case I probably won’t notice. The castle is so very big and so easy to get lost in. You know, I’m quite certain that there are people who live here that I haven’t met once in my life. Can you imagine? But I do think, given all the work you have been given, that it would be prudent to start on your journey home as quickly as possible.”

“Absolutely,” I said. “We will be off in the morning, bright and early.”

“Sleep well, then,” the King declared and then waved us from the room.

We followed the squire through the labyrinthine corridors of the royal palace, which was now completely dark. The flickering torchlight painted the walls with warm hues as we moved in a hushed procession.

“Rather spirited man, the King, isn’t he?” Babble finally said to break the silence as we made our way past many more precious artifacts and paintings.

“Ha, ha, yes,” the squire said, and for a moment it sounded like he was more on the verge of tears than laughing. “There’s never a dull moment in the palace with a King like that.”

I shot a look at Babble, who shrugged. I liked the King, and he’d been good for Rothbart, but I could also see why life in the palace might be hard.

“Gentlemen,” the squire said when he finally stopped in front of a pair of intricately carved doors. “This is your bedchamber for the night. The King hopes you find it to your liking.”

My thoughts drifted back to the girls, and I held my hand up.

“Sorry,” I said as a panic-stricken look crossed over the squire’s face, as if he had no more answers for anyone’s questions. “Just a small one, where are the two women who accompanied me here?”

“In the ladies wing, of course,” he shrugged. “They have their own chamber, since they are not your wives.”

Damn. So much for a private celebration of our success.

The squire looked like he wanted to bolt, though, so I shrugged off the disappointment of missing my companions for one night. After all, I was exhausted, and I knew I’d see them in the morning. And once we were back in Hagop, we’d have plenty of time to talk about the feast.

“Thanks for letting me know,” I said.

The squire swung the door open to unveil a chamber fit for royalty. Dark blue velvet drapes adorned the windows, and I could see bright moonlight filtering through. It cast a gentle glow on the plush furnishings, which were also heated by the light of a low fire.

A resplendent canopy bed with embroidered linens dominated the center of the room, and next to it was an identical Babble-sized bed. The air carried a hint of lavender, a touch of luxury that immediately made me feel like I was going to fall asleep.

“Oh, now this is nice,” Babble said.

The squire stepped aside so we could enter and gave another final sigh.

“If there is anything you require, do not hesitate to summon an attendant,” he said. “The royal household is at your service. But for now, I bid you goodnight.”

As the doors closed behind us, Babble and I exchanged wide-eyed, awestruck glances. The chamber felt like its own sanctuary of calm after the exhilarating events that had taken place over the past few hours, and yet all I wanted to do was collapse on the bed.

“I’m wrecked,” I said as I walked over to the four-poster.

I launched myself onto the bed, and I felt all of my weight sink into the plush, almost sensationally comfortable mattress. A sigh escaped my lips as I closed my eyes, and the day’s worries seemed to vanish in the air.

“Tyler,” I heard Babble say. “Can you believe this?”

I kicked off my boots with all the energy I had left in my body. Then I pulled my shirt off, crawled under the covers, and felt the warm glow of the fire by my feet.

“I sure can’t,” I said. “But everything in this Kingdom has been incredible so far, so why shouldn’t we have a royal charter?”

“If I hadn’t met you, I never would’ve been in the presence of the King, Tyler!” Babble said as he removed his hat and boots and crawled into his doll-sized bed. “You’ve made my life more fun than I ever dreamed!”

“Then next time, maybe you shouldn’t tell the King to punish me?” I groaned.

“I didn’t know what else to say,” he admitted. “Besides, I knew that he wouldn’t punish you. I just needed to trick him into explaining his reasoning. It’s a gambler’s technique.”

“Of course, of course,” I yawned. “Well, I forgive you. I’m going to be richer than rich, Babble. I’m going to be Tyler King, the first non-royal King in all of Hagop…”

I felt my eyelids become as heavy as the thick, embroidered duvet over me, and I soon fell into a warm, cushioned slumber. The promise of the next chapter in my brewing legacy echoed in my dreams, and I don’t think I’d ever slept better in my life.

Until a loud banging came at the door, that was. I rubbed my eyes and sat up in the resplendent bed. It was a little bit of a rude awakening, but at least I’d had one of the best nights of rest since I’d been in Hagop.

“Mercy…” Babble babbled as he woke up.

“What is it?” I asked just as two squires opened the doors and started to march in.

The squires opened the drapes with a fierce tug, and light flooded the room instantly. I had to blink in the sudden brightness, but at least I was fully awake.

“Good morning, Tyler and Babble,” a different squire who was dressed in bright blue velvet said. “We were instructed to wake you early, since you have a long journey back to Hagop ahead of you.”

“That’s very considerate,” I said. “Um, if you could wait outside…?”

“Of course,” the squire said, and the two men quickly hurried from the room.

Babble and I quickly got cleaned up and dressed, and when we opened the door, we found the squire waiting just outside for us. He led us through a seemingly unending set of corridors and hallways full of paintings and precious objects, until he finally opened a large wooden door that led to the dining hall.

I couldn’t see the King, but I spotted three beautiful women at one of the long tables, and the blonde one turned around.

“Tyler!” Flora laughed, and she beckoned us over. “Come here! Princess Juliette wants to tell us about the city of Quake! So we’ll know what to visit next time we’re here!”

“You hear that, Babble?” I laughed. “Sounds like we’ll be spending more time in Quake.”

“Well, we do have a royal charter, after all,” the gnome said happily.

“Yes, we do,” I said and smiled.

We were officially the King’s Brew, in more ways than one.
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Chapter 17

The morning sun painted the dining hall in hues of orange light as Babble and I made our way to the girls. The aroma of a lavish breakfast spread guided me forward, and as I sat down, a squire rushed over with plates of food.

The previous night’s rest in that crazy bedchamber had recharged my spirit, and I was eager to face the day. Flora wrapped her arm around my waist and put her head on my shoulder, while Hilly sat on the other side of the table with Princess Juliette.

“We missed you last night,” Flora giggled. “But Princess Juliette showed us around the ladies’ chambers, which had some of the most beautiful wallpaper I’ve ever seen…”

“Not to brag,” the smooth-voiced princess said. “But I really think you should all come visit my house in the country. My cousin, the King, is very old-fashioned and doesn’t care much for the decor outside of the royal blue. But I have a garden filled with flowers of every color imaginable. I always have fresh ones in the house, no matter what the season.”

“Doesn’t that sound beautiful?” Hilly cooed.

“It does,” I said, though my attention was on the plate that had just been placed in front of me.

The royal chef had outdone himself again with a large selection of flaky pastries, succulent fruits, and a cheesy omelet. There were also sausage links that smelled like they were made of venison and herbs, and a few strips of crispy bacon.

“This smells delicious,” I said as I tucked in. “I don’t know how I have an appetite after last night’s feast, but somehow I do.”

As Babble and I indulged in the delicious breakfast, Juliette turned her deep brown gaze to me. Her eyes lingered with a playful glint, and I suddenly remembered all of the flirting from the night before.

“Tyler,” she purred. “While you two were away with the King, your beer caused quite a commotion in the court. It was all anyone could talk about.”

“That’s good,” I said around a mouthful of egg.

“Well, they’d placed bets on whether you’d win, you know,” she said. “So I wouldn’t let it go to my head too much.”

“Ah, a gamble,” Babble laughed between bites. “I’m a gnome of that world myself. What was your side, if I might ask, Princess Juliette?”

“Oh, it’s not something I indulge in,” she said with a pert smile. “No, no.”

“Can’t say I hold that against you,” Babble said. “It’s not as much within a human’s range of skill. But we gnomes, we’re known for it.”

“There is that,” the princess laughed. “I will say that a few members of the court made a lot of money.”

“Is that so?” Hilly asked. “Well, looks like some of them believed in you, Tyler.”

“I’m glad someone did,” I replied. “Though I never doubted we could do it.”

“My money would’ve been firmly on you,” the gnome said. “If I’d known about the bets.”

“The King could speak of little else all day,” the Princess said, and she batted her eyelashes at me. “He was very excited for his new brew. So tell me, Tyler. What’s the secret behind such an enchanting drink?”

Even though I was in the presence of my other women, I couldn’t help but smile. I appreciated the playful banter and the obvious interest that she had in my hobbies.

“Princess Juliette,” I said with a laugh. “The magic lies in a combination of carefully selected ingredients, a touch of passion, and maybe even a little sorcery.”

Hilly and Flora giggled to themselves as the Princess raised an eyebrow.

“Passion?” she asked. “How charming… I do wonder, Tyler, if your talents extend beyond the realm of brewing.”

“He’s a good chef, too,” Hilly interjected quickly. “Makes, umm… a mean stew.”

Babble could sense the playful atmosphere, and he chuckled beside me.

“Princess,” the gnome said. “I’ll have you know that my friend here is a master artisan. His talents are as boundless as the combinations that this new beer can have!”

“I’m sure they are,” she said and smiled at me. “I had a small request, if you’ll allow me. Before you go, that is.”

“Well, I’ll see if I can fulfill it,” I said. “What kind of request would that be?”

“I’d like to ride with all of you to the gates of Quake,” she said, and the rhyme felt like a melody in my head. “Just to point out some sights, to tell you a little bit about the history. I have a feeling that I’ll be seeing a lot more of you in the coming months.”

“That’s true,” I said. “I’ll be providing beer for the festivals and feast days.”

“Really?” Flora said with a giggle. “Oh, that’s so exciting! Well done!”

“And that’s not all,” I said. “They needed a place in town to use as a Royal Mail stop, so they could ship the beers from Hagop to Quake. So Hilly, I’ve offered your inn as a post office.”

“Truly?” she gasped and then laughed. “Now, that’s really something. I can make a pretty penny with such a steady income, though I might need to add some rooms.”

“This all sounds like quite the plan,” Princess Juliette said. “Now, I’m aware that you have to leave soon in order to reach Hagop before dark. I wouldn’t want you all stranded in the countryside because of my chattering.”

She had a certain aristocratic grace about her that I’d never witnessed before. A curl of reddish hair fell into her face, and she swept it behind her ear before sending another glance my way. She must’ve thought she was being coy, but I knew exactly what game this Princess was playing.

“Oh, but we’ve loved spending time with you,” Flora sighed. “And we’d definitely love to come visit again.”

“I’d like that very much,” Princess Juliette said, and she gave me a glance that confirmed how much she was mentally undressing me. “Now, let’s fetch that cart of yours.”

“Just a moment!” the King boomed.

I turned around to find the King standing just behind us. He was still adjusting a velvet hat on his head, like he’d rushed to the dining room to meet us before we left. He was dressed head to toe in hunter-green velvet, and he made his way to the table with two anxious-looking guards trailing behind him.

“Tyler, it has been a royal honor to make your acquaintance,” he said as he trotted across the room. “I would’ve come sooner, but I had to collect the bets from last night, and then there were the remaining barrels of beer, and all the noblemen, and before I knew it the sun was rising. Basically, I haven’t actually been to bed yet. You know, there used to be a royal decree that it wasn’t night unless the King was asleep? I’d never subject my people to that, no, no. Anyway, safe travels home, and the magistrate will be in touch.”

The King turned around and went to sit at his own table, where he laid his head in his hands before a host of squires brought a large breakfast plate out for him.

“He’s a very good ruler,” Princess Juliette assured us. “But he is quite young, and he has his vices, as every King has had before him. Just comes with the territory. I think Kings grow up slower than other men.”

“I guess it makes sense,” I said. “Everything is theirs, and they don’t have to work for it.”

“Unlike you,” Juliette said and winked. “Well, shall we go?”

“Just one more bite,” Babble said and shoved the last bite of his pastry into his mouth.

When the gnome nodded, we waved goodbye to the King and headed for the courtyard. We found Tulip and the cart already waiting for us, and the donkey looked like she’d been bathed and brushed until she shone. The empty barrels had been belted together for easier transportation, and some extra blankets had been added to the back. As we boarded the cart, Juliette sat next to me, and smiled at the others.

“I’ll play tour guide until we get to the gate,” she said with a twinkle in her eye. “You know I haven’t been on one of these since I was a little girl.”

“It’s merely how we get around, Princess,” Hilly said.

“Oh, of course,” Juliette said quickly. “I didn’t mean to offend…”

“I’m not offended,” Hilly said. “But Tulip might be.”

“I do apologize, Tulip,” Juliette called out to the donkey.

The donkey glanced back and flicked her tail, and then I slacked the reins. We rolled by the gardens and fountains again, where the nobles were starting to gather for their morning strolls. We waved goodbye as we passed through the gate, and then we were back in the bustling city center.

“The castle really is very calm in comparison to all this,” I said with a laugh.

“It’s true,” she smiled. “But I love all of it. I get so much energy from being in the city.”

“So tell us more about Quake,” Flora said from the back. “This is my very first time.”

“Well,” Juliette started as we clip-clopped down the cobbles. “Quake came about after hundreds of years of trial and error, just like any city. That grand building you see over there was made to commemorate the battle against the ogres.”

She pointed to a building which seemed like a Rothbart version of a cathedral. It was nowhere near as big as the palace, but it’s curly spires rose high into the air, well above many of the surrounding buildings.

“I remember reading about that,” Hilly said.

“Mmm,” the Princess nodded. “And there’s a fountain in that square that tells the tale of the first King and Queen at the base.”

I looked to the side and recognized it as the square where the street performers had been the day before. It wasn’t nearly as busy in the early morning hours, though I rather liked the peacefulness of it.

The morning sunlight gilded the city, while Juliette pointed out all the landmarks she knew. It was quickly obvious that Quake had a very long and storied history, and the ancient walls, majestic statues, and bustling neighborhoods had existed for centuries.

But as the cart approached the gates where we’d entered only a day ago, Juliette sighed.

“Well, as I said, I’ll see you very soon, I’m sure,” she said, and she bit her lip slightly as she looked at me. “But now I must attend a diplomatic matter in the castle, which is why I was there in the first place.”

“Ah,” I nodded. “So you’re not a normal fixture.”

“No, no,” she laughed. “I was explaining that to the girls last night. I live in the country, halfway between here and Hagop.”

“So we’ll be able to visit whenever we come to Quake,” Hilly said.

“As often as possible,” Juliette laughed. “So I will bid you farewell for now, my friends. Just know that your beer has brought a lot of excitement to the King and the palace, and soon it will to the rest of Quake.”

“Thanks,” I said with a smile.

She reached into her long, flowing green skirt, which I realized had pockets.

“This is my address,” she said as she handed me a small, green card. “I do hope you will all visit. And please feel free to write to keep me abreast of any new developments.”

We waved goodbye to the Princess as she dismounted the cart. I was shocked that a Princess could walk the public streets with such ease, but she disappeared into the crowd like an ordinary woman of the people.

“Did anyone else hear her say breast?” Babble asked as he clambered into the shotgun seat.

“Babble, quit it,” I said and rolled my eyes as the large gates started to open. “It means to keep her aware."

“But I do think that she liked you,” Flora said.

“Mmmhmm,” Hilly concurred a little less enthusiastically. “Well, I’d like to get to know her a little better first. It would certainly be interesting to get to know a princess.”

“Yes, that it would,” I said as we headed off into the countryside, away from the hubbub of the capital city.

The wheels of the cart rumbled along the well-worn path as the sun started to climb. A cold breeze kept us company, but the extra blankets kept everyone toasty.

We chatted for a while, and then the conversation faded away. Flora and Hilly hummed to themselves, and Babble leaned on my knee and started to snooze. I shrugged and turned my attention to the beauty of the landscape around me. Sure, it was cold, but I could deal with the cold. The view of the mountains in the distance made it all the more worth it, and I imagined myself walking around on the snowy tops one day.

“Have either of you ever been in the mountains?” I asked the girls.

“No,” Flora said. “My parents are very much city folk. Other than a few cousins in the country, they don’t venture out of town too much.”

“It’s not the same in the mountains,” Hilly said. “They do things differently out there. They really don’t have anything like a city life.”

“Interesting,” I murmured.

It was so strange to think that there were so many things about the Kingdom that I now called home that I just had no idea about whatsoever. But I certainly had the time to discover more now that I had the King’s approval. And I would be making a shit ton of money while I was doing so.

The sky seemed to stretch above endlessly, and the sun rose and fell in the sky in accordance with the hours. Even though the journey was long as hell, I was in the best company that I could ask for.

As the cart rolled through small quaint villages and past fields frosted with the beginnings of snow, I thought back to the house where I would set up my new brewery. That was my new frontier, and I was going to do a damn good job of it.

By the time the sun had almost completely descended toward the horizon, the landscape became drenched in hues of amber and egg yolk gold. It was absolutely beautiful, and the smell of the cool air made me feel more refreshed than ever.

“Is that what I think it is?” Hilly asked from the back when a few black specks appeared in the distance. “Our dear, sweet, humble town of Hagop?”

She pulled out the map, and the two women giggled when they realized how close we were. I could see the bank of the river curve off in a different direction, but I knew for sure that it was the Hagop river.

The spires became clearer the closer we got to town. Sure, it wasn’t anywhere near as big as Quake, but it was our home.

“Ah, it’s nice to be back,” Flora said. “But I won’t complain about my boudoir last night. Oh, it was so pretty, wasn’t it Hilly?”

“Well, if it helps, I’m going to let you girls decorate the house as pretty as you want,” I said. “In fact, I delegate all decorating to you.”

“Really?” Flora and Hilly gasped.

“Really,” I replied. “I think I’m going to have enough on my hands while I’m setting up shop and making enough beer for the festival.”

“Suit yourself,” Hilly giggled. “But you don’t get to complain when you see the results.”

“I’m sure I’ll love it,” I replied.

Shadows danced across the fields as we approached the outskirts of Hagop. The familiar sights of the main street emerged from the lengthening shadows, and I smiled at the sight of the river, the bridges, and the town hall.

I steered Tulip up the cobbled street, where most of the vendors had packed away their wares and the taverns were already full. By the time we rolled up to Hilly’s stableyard, I felt like I’d been away for a month.

“It’s only been a day,” Hilly sighed as she climbed out of the cart. “But it feels like weeks, or even months.”

“It’s strange how that can happen,” Flora said as she stretched her arms over her head. “It must be because of all the good food and wonderful news.”

I put Tulip back in her stall, and she seemed more than happy to be back with a bunch of soft, fresh hay. I gave her some nice oats for all her walking, and then I heard Hilly tell someone inside to bring her some carrots from the kitchen.

Mason appeared with a handful of carrots, and then he helped me unload the barrels and shove them into a corner of the stable. When everything was properly stored, we locked the barn and hurried across the yard.

“A package arrived for you today,” he said as he pulled the door open

“A package?” I asked as I stepped inside.

“It’s behind the bar,” he said and then nodded to Hilly.

Hilly picked up a box wrapped in blue cloth from behind the bar.

“What in the Hagop is this?” she asked.

“A package for Tyler,” Mason said. “A man on horseback delivered it.”

“Horseback?” Flora said. “There aren’t very many people who travel on horseback around here”

“It’s the same blue as everything in the palace,” I noted.

“It can’t be from the palace, can it?” I asked. “I mean, we would have noticed a man on a horse.”

“Horses are a lot faster than donkeys,” she said. “And the palace is known to work in mysterious ways.”

“Well, why don’t you open it,” Flora said with a giggle. “Come on! I want to know what’s inside.”

I shrugged before pulling the twine off the box. Under the fabric there was a large, folded piece of parchment. I opened it up to find a lot of scribbling in blue ink, and I read it out.

“Dear Tyler,” I started.

Wow, isn’t this exciting! A new post office in the city of Hagop. I’ve sent this as a first test, just to be sure we have the correct address. There will be a knight on horseback outside tomorrow, so if you could kindly send a letter back to let the castle know that you have received this, that would be of the utmost importance to moving forward with our postal plans.

Second of all, as part of your royal charter, I would like to award you the services of master coppersmith Rheingold, paid for from the king’s purse. To be part of the royal charter, you must be equipped with the finest tools, and as I have gathered, he is the finest. He will be paying a visit to your new abode to do a consultation. Not to frighten you, but we already know where it is. We have such powers in the palace.

And lastly, I’ve enclosed two possible prototypes for a King’s Brew cup. The noblemen and I were thinking about them last night, and so we had a castle artisan draw up some options this morning. Nothing is set in stone, just let me know what you think.

With all royal respect,

The King of Rothbart

He hadn’t signed it, but he had stamped it with the royal blue seal, which was good enough for me.

“What an odd-sounding fellow,” Mason said. “Sorry, is that treason to say that about the King?”

“No, no,” I shrugged. “He’s definitely odd. But very friendly.”

There was a second sheet that showed that the palace had actually shelled out the money for ten copper vats as part of my royal charter, along with a long list of terms and requirements for the making of said vats.

“Tyler,” Hilly said as she peered over my shoulder. “Those vats… they’ve actually bequeathed them to you! They’re your property, not the King’s.”

“I know,” I said, and I could barely believe it.

It was actually all happening. Everything that I’d set my mind to, I’d actually done it. It was like I’d cast a spell of my own, and everything had worked.

“Well, open the box!” Flora said. “I want to know what the cups look like!

I opened the wooden box and popped out two tin cups that had very different shapes and designs.

The first prototype looked like a testament to the floral and fruity notes of the beer, and the glass flared at the top like the petals of an unfurling blossom. It looked so delicate that I couldn’t believe that someone had made it so quickly. I held up the tin cup to the light, where I noticed more intricate engravings on the base that depicted vines and blooms. But the slender stem reminded me more of a wine glass than a beer mug.

“Wow,” Hilly nodded. “I like it, but for beer? The serious drinkers will break those almost as soon as they’re out of the box.”

“This is the kind of thing I’d only keep for fancy occasions,” Flora echoed.

“I’m pretty sure every night at the castle is a fancy occasion,” Babble noted. “But I get your point.”

I lifted the other cup from the box and held it up to the light as well. It had been shaped to look like a cascading waterfall, perhaps as a tribute to the waters of the Hagop River. The base was wide, but it tapered toward the rim, which was adorned with more geometric etchings.

“I prefer this one,” Hilly said. “It seems sturdier.”

“Well, we don’t have to decide now,” I said, since I didn’t really have an opinion on either of them just yet.

“No, I’m tired,” Hilly said, but a little glint in her eye told me that she really just wanted to go upstairs.

“Oh, me, too,” Flora added, and she sidled up to me. “It’s been such a long day, and I am so very tired…”

“Well, I’m not,” Babble laughed.

“Of course not,” I smiled. “You were asleep for most of the journey.”

“Cart rides always make me tired,” he shrugged. “But I think it’s time for me to get some gambling in. It’s been two nights, and luck waits for no gnome.”

“Whatever you say,” I shrugged as Hilly batted her eyelashes at me.

“Come on,” the innkeeper whispered. “I think it’s about time that Flora and I showed you just how proud we are of your… very hard work…”
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Chapter 18

The girls practically pulled me upstairs, but who was I to complain? I really had worked very hard, and I was enjoying all of this appreciation that I was getting for it.

And that I was going to get for it as well.

We were only at the second landing, but Hilly pushed me against the wall and kissed me so hard that I didn’t see it coming. But I could feel myself grow harder in my pants, and I wrapped my arms around her and let the heat of passion consume both of us.

I tangled my fingers through her hair, felt the warmth of her skin against me, and kissed her on her neck all the way down to her collarbones. I wanted to rip her dress off and take her right there, but I knew that there were people around who could see us if they decided to leave their rooms.

“Come on,” Flora laughed as she tugged at my pants.

We climbed the next flight of stairs, but by then, I was so turned on that I could barely take it. We finally clambered up the last flight of stairs and breathlessly slammed into the door of my room.

“It was torture that you weren’t with us last night,” Flora said as she pushed me against the closed door and bit my jawbone. “After everyone was giving you a standing ovation as well. There was nothing that I wanted more than to take all of you in my mouth.”

It was so hot hearing about how much they wanted me. Especially after all of the appreciation that I had already received for all of my work, this just felt like the cherry on top.

As the baker drew near, I could smell her sweet skin and the scent of vanilla that she sometimes had on her from baking so much. I felt my cock grow harder in my pants as she leaned in, and I could see her ample breasts practically bursting from her dress. She was abundance incarnate, from her thick beautiful lips to her luscious thighs. I pulled her in closer, and my mouth began to salivate. I craved the taste of her just as much as she craved the taste of me.

“Mmmm,” she said as she bit her lip.

A moment later, Flora sank to her knees, and Hilly joined her. The innkeeper started to run her long, elegant arms up my torso, while the baker undid my belt.

“I like this,” I admitted as the baker unleashed my bulging member.

“And I like this,” Hilly said, and she held out her tongue and started to lick the tip of my cock.

Oh, fuck that felt good. I could feel spasms of pleasure moving from my cock to the rest of my body, like I was on fire. The girls ran their warm, wet tongues up the shaft of my throbbing cock as I took both of their heads in my hands.

“That feels so good,” I murmured, and I bit my lip as their tongues wrapped around me.

I could barely take it anymore, and I placed my finger under Flora’s chin and lifted her to my level. I pushed against her hips and guided her to my bed while her eyes gazed admiringly up at me.

“I’ve wanted you so much,” I growled.

Her soft hands cradled my face and pulled me in closer as she kissed me.

However, that moment of sweetness didn’t last long. I could practically feel just how much she wanted me. Her hands trailed south to grab my cock, and I tilted my head back and bit my lip.

“Fuck,” I heard myself say.

I was sensitive as hell as she continued to stroke me, so I reached under her dress and between her legs to feel just how much she wanted me. Her panties were already soaked, and she gasped as I started to rub her clit through her panties.

“Does that feel good?” I asked, and she only moaned in response.

I pressed my hand under her panties and pressed my fingers between her folds until I pushed two inside of her. I felt her quiver underneath me, and then she whispered in my ear.

“I want you inside of me,” she said.

I couldn’t wait any longer, and neither could she. I sat down on the side of the bed, and she straddled me as I pulled down the top to her dress. Her ample breasts bounced out, and she moaned as I sucked on her nipples.

“I love when you do that,” she moaned, and she pushed her hips forward.

I could tell how hungry she was for me as she moved herself against my cock, and I felt her sweet juices against me until she slipped me all the way inside her juicy pussy,

“Oh,” she gasped.

I buried my head in her neck as she continued to ride me. She pressed into me slowly and deeply at first, and I could feel every inch of my cock move inside her and want me more.

She grabbed my back, and I ran my hands through her hair. She continued bouncing on me harder and rougher, and I could hear the sounds of us fucking reverberating off the walls. Her juices dripped down my member as I could feel the pleasure growing inside me. I needed to release myself inside her, and I fixed my mouth around her nipple and started to press her down on me further as she fucked me even harder.

“Oh, yessss!” she moaned. “Yes, deeper!”

I could feel her walls contract around me until she dug her face into my neck and let out a wild moan. I felt her come around me on my cock, and I sank my fingers into her plump ass and came inside her.

As we caught our breath, Flora laughed.

“Wow,” she giggled. “I was really thinking about that all day.”

“And so was I,” Hilly purred, and the dark-haired tavern owner came over and bit her lip. “What about me, Tyler? Anything left for me?”

“Of course, Hilly,” I smirked, and I pulled her onto the bed and pinned her hands down. “Anything you want.”

“I want you to take me from behind,” she murmured.

I felt a jolt of fire down my cock. I’d just had Flora, but I wanted Hilly so much that it didn’t even matter that I’d just come.

I did exactly as she asked and pushed her onto her front and bit her neck. As she started to moan underneath me, I kissed her earlobes and hiked up her skirt to feel how wet she was for me. Then I massaged my fingers between her folds and slipped one in as she moaned and squirmed under my grip.

“Oh, Tyler,” she moaned. “Yes, yes…”

“I want to take you now,” I practically growled into her ear, and I kissed her neck while I pushed my cock into her wet, slippery tunnel.

I felt a rush of heat as she contracted around me and pushed against me. She sprawled out her arms, cat-like on the bed, and I took her under her hips and started to pump into her even more.

“Oh, please, Tyler,” she moaned, like it was something she’d been craving.

I knew just how much she wanted me from all the juices she left on the shaft of my cock, and I leaned down and started to fondle her breasts as I continued to fuck her.

“You feel so good,” I whispered into her ear as I pressed into her over and over, and I could start to feel her tighten around me as she quivered with pleasure.

“I’m going to come,” she gasped, and I fastened my grip around her even more.

“Come for me,” I moaned as I emptied everything I had into her in a frenzy of shaking and moaning.

I practically saw stars as I gasped and fell back onto the bed. I was sweaty and tired after a long day on the road, but I was in the middle of a pile of gorgeous women. It was absolutely perfect.

“What a fucking day,” I said, and they laughed at my side.

The embers on the fire were beginning to die out, but our lust continued well into the night. I might’ve only been in an inn in Hagop, but I sure as hell felt like the King I was.

Before I finally drifted to sleep, I remembered the knight that was supposed to come tomorrow to pick up a letter. Yeah, it had been a hell of a day. But tomorrow would be, also. And the day after that. And every day in Hagop it seemed, where there was always an opportunity for an unexpected adventure.

End of Book 2
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End Notes

Thanks for reading Brew Master 2! I’ll start writing the next book when this gets 100 reviews, so please leave a review right here. Thank you!

Do you know I have a Patreon? It’s true, and it’s amazing. When you join, you’ll get advanced chapters of my books to read and listen to BEFORE they come out. You’ll also get advanced sketches of covers, super sexy versions of my covers, and I even have an audiobook tier where you get 3-4 audiobooks a month at a steep discount. Everyone is joining, so you should too. Click on this link right here, or search for my name on Patreon.com

So here is the deal: Amazon doesn’t update readers when an author comes out with a new book… UNLESS you follow that author on the store. Click here to go to my author page, and then click on the “FOLLOW” button on the left side.

You should also join my Facebook Fan page or follow my Facebook Author page. If you don’t follow me on Amazon or join my Facebook page, you’ll never get alerted when my next book is out. So do it now!

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.
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