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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 eats and drinks up at your grocery store to enjoy along with the main character as he brews and eats in this fantasy world!

Last Beer on Earth- American Wild Sour or Belgian Lambic

Best paired with: Loaded French fries

Human Beer- Any Malt Liquor. Knock yourself out!

Best paired with: Pretzels, Fried Pickles, Salted Peanuts

Pyotr House Beer- (Boo! Hiss!) Domestic Pilsner

Best paired with: The classics. Buffalo wings & blue cheese dip, Taquitos, Cheeseburgers (we recommend trying smoked bacon and melted gruyere)

Cheap Elf Wine: Orange Natural Wine, just bitter enough for a select few to actually like and many snobs to pretend they like.

Best Paired With: Spaghetti and clams, Braised pork shoulder, Lamb Kebabs

Elven Brandy: mid-shelf California brandy

Best Paired With: Venison, Cured ham, Pears (if this sounds like a weird dinner to you, just drink enough brandy and you won’t care)

Expensive Elf Wine: Riesling (goes down a little too easy…)

Best Paired With: Smoked Gouda and vegetables, Oysters, Jamón, Strawberries

Kings Brew Founders Edition: Hazy IPA. A winner’s a winner, baby!

Best Paired With: Aged Cheddar, Chorizo, and any spicy food your little heart desires.
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Chapter 1

(American Wild Ale Sour)

“This science stuff is too much for me,” a guy’s voice behind me said. “I’m just here for the tasting. My wife got me this tour, but I can’t really keep up with all the nerdy business.”

I turned around to see a bald guy in a red t-shirt talking to his buddy next to him. I tried my hardest not to scoff at what he was saying, because we were literally on a tour of a freaking brewery. And as it turned out, there was a whole lot more to beer than just taking a nice sip on a hot day.

Man, I loved a good craft beer, just like any other red-blooded, twenty-seven-year-old man, of course. And the Wheatum Brewery in Portland was one of the fastest rising purveyors of the golden nectar around. I’d managed to sneak a day off from the organic deli where I worked by telling them that I was doing culinary research, which wasn’t completely untrue. But my dream of becoming Tyler King, top craft beer brewer on the West coast, was seeming more and more distant when I looked at how much money went into a place like this.

I turned to my right and caught my reflection in one of the giant metal tanks. It was slightly distorted, but I could recognize myself in the copper glint. There was the same curly, sandy hair and freckles that were always in my mirror at home. I sighed when I caught sight of the brown shirt I’d bought a couple of weeks ago from a very talented saleswoman who had assured me the color would bring out my hazel eyes. But as I stared at my reflection, I realized that I just looked like the most boring person in the room.

“Does anyone know how many varieties of craft beer there are coming out of Wheatum at the moment?” the tour guide trilled as he turned around.

Our guide was wearing a black polo shirt with a giant ‘W’ embroidered in light pink on the front that made him look like a cheap superhero. I’d tried not to snicker when I’d seen him for the first time, and I was once again glad as hell that I didn’t have to wear a uniform to work. I mean, I had to wear an apron, but that wasn’t so bad. At least I got to surround myself with the best French cheese and cured meat that Portland had to offer.

“Oh, I know!” someone behind me shouted and raised their hand. “Pick me, pick me!”

“Go on,” the tour guide said. “Tell me how many”

“Twenty-seven!” the person shouted.

“Wroooooong!” The tour guide sang, and he cracked his head back and laughed. “Anyone else?”

The group looked at each other and shrugged. It mostly seemed like guys who just wanted to do the tasting like the ones behind me, a few tourists, and an exceptionally pretty blonde girl who batted her eyelashes at me.

Hell yeah. I had to admit, I did have a bit of a charm with the older ladies when it came to the deli, but I’d never thought much of my looks outside of that. A place like an organic deli obviously got loads of bored housewives, many of whose husbands were frequently out of town, which meant that on top of the usual meat slicing, I had also developed pretty good listening and advice giving skills.

“Tell us how many?” someone from the back of the group asked as the tour guide led us past many more giant vats of beer.

“Twenty-six!” he responded. “Ha!”

Twenty-six, twenty-seven, what difference did it make? The important thing was that some of the varieties that came out of here were the bomb, and I could already taste them. There was the citrus IPA, the sandalwood wheat, and even a Portland flavored Porter that I would have married if it was a woman.

I’d actually done a decent job of replicating many of the flavors on my own time, but that was the problem. It was my own time and even that small batch required whatever portion of my paycheck didn’t go toward the rent and food. So how could I compete with a company that could produce twenty-odd flavors of beer? Nobody was looking to invest in me, and the bank wouldn’t give me a loan, so my dream of having a brewery of my own like this was on hiatus.

“Follow me onto the viewing deck,” the tour guide said with a smile.

The blonde swished her hair around and looked at me again. Man, I totally had to ask for her number before everyone else got drunk and started hitting on her.

But as we made our way up the stairs, I was once again struck by the scale of the operation. There were big copper tanks spread across the stadium-sized plant, and lots of people in white uniforms and gloves moved from vat to vat as they checked on the wheat, hops, and other ingredients.

Craft beer was my passion, but the financing situation was pretty dire. Maybe if I’d been this age at the boom of craft beer hipsterdom, indie sleaze and the early 2010s Brooklyn scene, I’d have found a way to start my own brewery. But the days of securing funding for a microbrewery were long over. Everyone wanted a piece of the cake, or a swig of the craft beer, and the market was so oversaturated that without connections or a trust fund, it was pretty much a pipe dream.

Still, I could continue to plug away at my concoctions. I’d long since passed my moonshine college days, and now I had a pretty good grasp on both historic and current brewing techniques. And hell, maybe if I couldn’t make my own brewery, I could at least explore my passion through things like visiting other brewhouses.

And of course, drinking beer.

Once we got to the top of the viewing deck, I couldn’t help but smile. The beer was brewing away underneath me, and a hot lady seemed to be tracking my every movement. It was definitely going to be a good day, and maybe even a good night.

“What’s in the Portland flavored beer?” someone at the back shouted, and the tour guide laughed and started pacing around.

“Oh, we can’t reveal that,” he said. “It’s a state secret. I could lose my job! I also don’t know, because I’m just a tour guide.”

“Do you have any other geographical beers?” I asked, and I felt the blonde’s gaze trace over my figure.

“Well, we were working on a New York brew,” he offered. “Taste of the city that never sleeps!”

“That sounds gross,” someone piped up from the group. “Manhattan is the last place I’d want to taste.”

“And you know what?” the tour guide said with a nervous laugh. “That actually seems to be cropping up a lot in the market research. But I’ll tell you something. Wheatum actually uses a lot of locally sourced ingredients, and we work with botanists too. Some of our flavorings come from trees!”

“Cool,” someone said, and I nodded in agreement.

I knew a lot of men who would agree that brewing beer was a kind of art. But I believed in a lot more than that. The delicate construction, the process of aging it over time… all of it fascinated me. And that was the best part about making something that people could consume, too. You weren’t just making something nice to hang on the wall. You were giving them an experience to remember.

Or, you know, not remember at all.

I noticed that the viewing platform actually led to a larger catwalk, like the ones that were used for lights in the theater. It was pretty damn impressive, and I couldn’t wait to see the beer underneath us.

“Now be careful,” the brew tour guide laughed. “Make sure to hold onto the metal railing. I don’t want any insurance companies sending us into bankruptcy!”

Seemed like an odd thing to admit out loud, but he had a point. The group formed a line as we followed the guide over the beer brewery underneath us.

“So, do you like beer?” the blonde giggled in my ear.

“Yes,” I replied as I turned to look at her. “I love it.”

“I don’t actually drink much,” she admitted. “I’m just visiting Portland and wanted to do something local.”

“Seems fair,” I shrugged. “But you’re missing out.”

“Well, maybe this is the beginning of a new chapter,” she laughed, and she leaned back on the railing as the tour guide paused again.

“Alright team,” he said. “What you see here underneath us is our famous orange blossom wild ale. We don’t actually use much orange blossom because it can be deadly in large quantities.”

“Seems kind of dangerous!” someone shouted back.

“Well, uhhh… alcohol is also poison if we’re going down that route,” the tour guide shot back. “But everything’s good in moderation.”

What a funny dude. He definitely seemed like it must’ve been his first day on the job or something, but it was still very endearing.

“Why is the tank open?” someone asked.

“Ah great question!” The guide replied. “In addition to our trademark yeast, this beer uses whatever wild yeasts fall in from the air.”

“Gross,” someone growled.

“Actually, it adds a rustic charm and ensures that no two batches are exactly the same,” I added. “Not many brewers do it like this anymore, but it’s really special. In Belgium they are called lambics, but in America they are usually sours.”

“Sounds like you know a thing or two about beer yourself,” the tour guide said with a smile.

I looked over again at the blonde, who stretched slightly so I could appreciate her plump breasts. Then I heard something metal ping, and the hairs on my chest stood on end.

For some reason, my eyes trailed over to the metal railing she was leaning over, and then it hit me.

I watched as a screw dropped in slow motion from the top bar and fell through the slotted metal floor. My eyes widened with fear as my body tried to catch up with what my mind knew, and I was scared it would be too late.

The bar was falling off the metal railing, and the hot girl was gonna plunge to the factory floor.

I reached out as I heard myself call out a warning to her.

“Wait!” I said. “Don’t fall!”

I pushed her to the floor, and just in the nick of time I heard her gasp as she stumbled away from the railing. But then the metal bar broke away from the catwalk and tumbled toward the beer below.

I actually sighed in relief, until I realized that I was still flying forwards.

It occurred to me that now I was going to be the victim of this shoddy catwalk.

“Shit!” I called out.

I could feel the eyes of not only the whole tour group but also every single factory worker on me as I flew off the metal platform and down toward a big, open vat of beer in the final stages of brewing.

Oh, man. This was going to be one to tell the grandchildren, if I got out of this alive. My last thoughts before hitting the surface of the beer were a vague montage of all my days at the deli, the smile of the hot blonde girl, and my dreams of a brewery.

I splashed down into the vat and could hear the plop.

The liquid was surprisingly warm, and I could feel the weight of my body drift down as the bubbles surrounded me and tickled my skin. I was shocked at just how deep these vats were, but then again, we’d been pretty damn high up.

This was insane. One second I’d been on top of the viewing platform, just a regular guy flirting with a hot blonde he met at a beer brewery. And now? I felt like Bugs Bunny. Flying into a vat of beer was not the way I wanted to go, but I wasn’t sure if I could find my way out.

I didn’t want to open my eyes because the brew was already stinging them, but I had to figure out which way was up. So I reluctantly blinked a few times as I could feel my lungs start to squeeze and gasp for air. The beer was murky and yellowish, but I could see light at the top of the vat.

Man, this thing was pretty fucking deep. I lifted my arms and started to flounder to the source of the light. For some reason the liquid around me felt less carbonated now, and I didn’t know if it was because I was running out of oxygen or because I’d gotten used to it.

But the light was getting brighter, and I knew that I was close to the top of the beer. Man, what a silly mishap. I couldn’t wait to get millions out of these guys, and then maybe I could finally start my own company.

I could begin to hear scuffling noises and muffled talking. Man, someone was going to lose their job today, and I was glad. Just as the sounds started to get louder and louder, I could see something emerge in the murk, and I figured out that it was a hand.

Perfect. I reached up and grabbed the hand of whatever worker had decided to brave it and fish me out. I latched on as the worker tugged me from the murky liquid, though I tried to kick a few times to help out. When I finally hit the air, I could feel myself being dragged onto some kind of wooden surface and heard myself gasping for air.

My sopping wet hair covered my face, but the feeling of being able to breathe again was so damn sweet. I took a few deep breaths and listened to the sounds of the city and the seagulls in the sky and then…

Wait. Seagulls?

Something was not right. I swept my hair out of my face and looked around, where I expected to find the brewery.

But there was no brewery in sight. Instead, I could see an old city with cobbled streets and a pebble beach. I was on a boat on a river that flowed through a town with thatched roofs and people bustling around with baskets and horses and carts.

No way. Where the hell was I?

“Took a nasty fall, huh?” an old gruff man’s voice laughed. “Or a particularly busy night?”

I blinked a few times and realized that I was now on a wooden fishing boat, and the man who’d saved me wasn’t a Wheatum employee but a fisherman. The old man was even wearing a white tunic, a leather jerkin, and a straw hat like someone in an old painting, and when I looked around, I even saw nets and fishing rods.

No fucking way. What was this? One moment I was in the brewery… and now I… was… in an Elder Scrolls game?

“Umm,” I fumbled over my words. “I… I…”

“What’s your name, young one?” the man asked, and his face lit up with a friendly glint in his blue eyes.

It was only a simple question, but I had absolutely no idea where the hell to begin.
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Chapter 2

The seagulls flew overhead, and I could see the bustling town on the shore. There were women in dresses with aprons and big white hats that looked a little like folded napkins, and men in pants that were a little too tight for my liking. At least the air smelled more fresh than anywhere I’d ever been in my life.

“Well, son?” the man laughed again. “Haven’t you got a name?”

I sat up, and the boat rocked back and forth slightly. I was more careful and deliberate about my movements as I sat up straighter and swept my wet hair out of my face.

“My name’s T-Tyler,” I said, and I looked at the old man.

It was a gorgeous day, wherever the hell I was. If I really was anywhere. As far as I knew, I might’ve hit my head on the side of the beer vat and gone straight to heaven.

But despite how surreal this place felt, I was definitely there. I could smell fish, I could see pretty women on the shore washing sheets in big wooden crates, and I could feel the sun shining on my back. It was incredibly beautiful, and a lot more detailed than any dream I’d had before.

“Tyler,” the man said, and he looked like he chewed on the word for a little before approving of it. “You know, I’ve never met a Tyler before in my life. You from around here?”

“I don’t know,” I answered truthfully. “I don’t even know where around here is.”

“My my, you must’ve taken a very bad plunge,” the man replied as he squinted at me. “But then again, Tyler, I must say, I’ve never quite seen anyone dressed like you before. Are you comfortable?”

I looked down to see my nondescript t-shirt, relatively loose-fitting jeans, and favorite sneakers. I shrugged and looked at the man, who looked like he was dressed for a renaissance fair. I frowned and looked toward the shore again, and I had to agree that compared to the rest of the locals, I was the one who looked weird.

“Uh,” I said. “Well, right now I’m pretty wet, so I’m not that comfortable.”

“It’s a good day to be wet, boy, the end of summer sunshine,” he smiled.

I blinked a few times and watched as he rustled through some tackle as if nothing had happened. I watched him for a moment, even though it was clear he wasn’t going to take me back to shore or call for an ambulance right away. But… was there even an ambulance?

The old man pulled in a net and shook his head when he saw the small fish that were caught in the rope. He sighed, released the small fish, and then started to stow the net. He didn’t even look at me again until everything was safely stowed, and then it seemed like he was just checking to see if I was still there.

“Where am I?” I finally asked as he started to row toward the shore.

“Where are you?” he snorted. “Well, you’re in Hagop of course. Best city in the world.”

Hagop. I’d never ever heard the word Hagop before, or even a word that sounded remotely like it. It was completely alien to me, and I wasn’t even sure I could identify what language it might have come from.

“Hagop,” I said as I tested out the sound. “And what’s your name?”

“Oh, of course, I’m so rude,” he replied. “I’m Johannes, and as you can see, I’m a fisherman.”

“Johannes,” I said, and I held out my wet hand. “Pleasure to meet you, and thanks for, uh… saving me.”

He removed a piece of watergrass from my hand and threw it back in the river before shaking my hand.

“No trouble at all,” he said. “But I’ll be honest. When first I saw your shadow, I did think that I was going to find an unusually large fish. I thought I’d have my supper for weeks! Or that the top buyer would. But, at least you’re safe. I don’t know what lurks at the bottom of these waters, but I’d rather not find out.”

“Well, I’m sorry I’m not a fish,” I laughed. “But I sure am grateful that you fished me out.”

He smiled at my lame joke for a moment and then turned to watch the shore. He clearly had a sixth sense about the water, because he guided the boat around some rocks and past another rowboat with barely a glance.

The sound of the oars splashing against the water was the only sound as we neared the town, which reminded me of the figurines my grandmother used to collect. It was the epitome of quaint, just like the fisherman who was rowing me to shore.

It also became obvious that the people around Hagop were pretty damn short. I mean, I stood at six feet, which was tall, but not… freakishly tall. But I could swear as we got closer to land that there were full-grown adults with beards and breasts walking around who were lucky if they were five feet. It was truly bizarre. That, or my eyes were playing tricks on me.

I wondered if I’d simply ingested too much beer when I fell into the vat, but that didn’t seem like much of an explanation. I’d had more than my share of drunken nights, and I’d never experienced distorted vision before.

So, the locals were all short, which suggested that I wasn’t near the brewery anymore, because all the people I’d seen on the tour were of normal height. And that made me wonder what was happening back in Portland, where I had just disappeared from the tour and ended up in… well, in Hagop.

I had no idea how I’d gotten here, or how I’d find my way home, but maybe that could all be sorted once I reached the shore. I still had no idea where Hagop was, but as I watched it grow closer, I found I really didn’t care. There were worse things than waking up in a medieval version of a Norman Rockwell painting, and it wasn’t like there was anyone who would really miss me. My mom had been passed away for five years now since the heart attack, and I had no other family aside from that. I didn’t have a girlfriend, didn’t have a dog… I guess I wouldn’t see all the housewives at the deli anymore, but it’s not like that was my favorite part of the job anyway.

As we neared the pebble strewn shore, a few of the washerwomen waved their arms at us. Then, a few men in similar-looking garb to the fisherman waved us over and started to make their way toward the boat.

“Johannes!” one of the men called out. “Looks like you caught a big one!”

“I know!” the fisherman laughed. “He’s called Tyler!”

As the boat hit the shore, things started to actually feel real, and I wasn’t just floating around in some idyllic fantasy world anymore. This was really happening, and the second my two feet hit the ground, I knew that I was going to have to figure some things out and fast.

“Tyler,” the man on the shore said, and he shook my hand and helped me up. “Never heard a name like that before. What made you want to go swimming in the river?”

“Well, nothing really,” I said. “One minute I was back home, in Portland…”

“Port Land?” he asked. “So you hail from a place with a port. I’ve never heard of it, but it sounds like it must be far away…”

“Yeah,” I nodded and looked around once more.

It was becoming increasingly clear that this was a true medieval town and not just a tourist trap. There didn’t seem to be any modern technology anywhere, and everyone was dressed in the same old-timey clothes. There were horses pulling carts, thatch roofs, and not a single power line or cell tower to be seen, even in the distance.

Man, this was strange.

“Welcome to Hagop,” he said. “This your first time?”

“Yes,” I answered. “I… I’ve never been here before. And I’m going to need somewhere to stay for the night. You see, this is kind of an unexpected visit…”

“Ah, yes,” he nodded. “Well, you can stay at the inn down the road. It’s the best inn Hagop has to offer.”

As Johannes started unloading fish out of the boat and heaping them onto the shore, the man in front of me pointed toward a large white building with exposed beams and a chimney that was putting out a lot of smoke. There was a sign swinging from a post just above the door, but there was no name painted on it, just an image of a lamb and a star.

“What’s it called”?” I asked.

“That’s the Lamb and Star,” Johannes replied as he dropped the last of his fish over the side. “Operated by the lovely Hildegard Beecham. Here, send my regards.”

He handed me a large fish that was about three feet in length. It felt slimy in my hands, though its scales were a bright green in the sunlight.

“Oh,” I said. “But this is too kind! You don’t have to…”

“Yes, he does,” the man in front of me laughed. “He’s the best fisherman in Hagop, don’t let his modesty fool you. This is the third batch he’s dragged in today.”

“Well, you’ve been very kind to me,” I smiled. “I won’t forget this, Johannes.”

“As I said, no trouble at all,” he winked. “Well, that’s quite enough fishing for me today. Are you heading to the inn?”

“I’ve got nowhere else to be,” I shrugged. “Thanks again.”

“Farewell, Tyler,” he said. “And good luck on your journey.”

The men smiled and nodded, like strangers in the water was an everyday thing for them. They waited until I started up the road before they started to haggle over the fish that Johannes had brought in. I felt a twinge of disappointment that my sudden arrival didn’t earn more commentary from the locals, but at least they seemed friendly.

I walked carefully across the pebbles, squelched through some mud, and then finally hit dry land. I stopped to look around then, and I let myself enjoy the unfamiliar sights and sounds. I saw fruit sellers, a blacksmith, and a man leading a donkey laden with pots and pans. I could smell the river water, the faint aroma of pine, and something that reminded me of bacon. I nodded to a few people who walked by and glanced in my direction, but then my jaw fell open when I spotted the best costumes yet. Several men who were about three feet tall with long noses and slicked-back dark hair talked among themselves.

There were dwarves in Hagop, just like the ones from Lord of the Rings.

I couldn’t believe that these little dudes, who were all wearing tunics and leggings, were actually real and in front of me, but then I reminded myself that I still wasn’t sure this was real.

Maybe I had died because the longer I stayed here, the more it felt like I was stuck in a storybook, and that the real world was just a distant dream. I still thought there was a chance that this was all just an alcohol-induced dreamscape, but it was way too vivid to be something my subconscious had cooked up.

Nope. I was really here, in the flesh, looking at dwarves.

Suddenly a few of them looked up at me and lifted an eyebrow. They hurried onto the other side of the street, and I swore that I could hear them snickering to themselves.

I guess I did look pretty damn strange, since I was now just a sopping wet dude in jeans and a t-shirt carrying a large fish. I felt like one of those guys on Tinder that only posts pictures of themselves hunting or fishing. Well, now I was just that, come to life.

I squelched my way down the cobbles toward the Lamb and Star. I had no idea what to expect from the inn, and I couldn’t remember what the fisherman had called the person who ran the whole thing. I just hoped the fish would at least earn me some food and maybe a room for the night while I tried to figure out what to do next.

As I neared the inn, I was starting to earn a few more stares, and whispers followed me up the street. I tried to smile and look friendly, though I saw a couple of younger kids run away when I looked in their direction.

Well, fine, but they all looked pretty damn strange, too. The ladies wore long, neutral-toned dresses with white aprons, and some of them had tall hats that looked like the leftovers from a costume store the day before Halloween. Most of the men wore tunics, but the ones who didn’t wore large frilly blouses with big white collars and black velvet pants.

“Just keep moving forward,” I muttered as two women with conical hats stopped to stare at me.

I took a deep breath as I arrived in front of the inn, where I could hear jeering and laughing behind the big wooden door. There was a wrought-iron handle which I pressed down and then took a deep breath.

“Okay,” I said. “So everyone here looks like they stepped out of a Brothers Grimm story. And there are dwarves just roaming the streets. Maybe the inn is run by a giant cat and that’s why Johannes gave me the fish.”

There was another shout from inside the inn, and then laughter rang out again. It sounded like just about every bar I’d ever been in, and if that were true, then I could handle whatever was on the other side.

I pushed the door open and found myself in a large, dimly-lit room with a low ceiling. I could see the place was packed, and the crowd seemed evenly split between those who were just drinking and those who were also eating. At least everyone seemed happy, though that seemed to be the default state in Hagop.

Someone finally noticed that the door had opened, and then the rest of the crowd slowly turned to look. The place fell quiet as I took a few steps inside, and I looked around for anyone who could take the fish from me and tell me what the hell I was supposed to do next.

“Ummm,” I muttered as I looked around.

Men with beards were playing cards at one table, while another group looked like they were playing dice. Most of the people looked like short humans, though there was one guy in the corner with a wine glass, pointed ears, and white-blond hair. That had to be an elf, because what the hell, why not?

“No, no, no, we’re going to need more of the Pyotr House…” I heard a woman’s voice say, and suddenly a short but elegant dark-haired lady appeared from behind the bar.

She stopped in her tracks when she realized how silent everyone was, and the reason why. The woman gave me a single glance with piercing blue eyes and tut-tutted at me.

“Stop staring,” she ordered the rest of the crowd as she beckoned me over with a small, pale hand.

My savior was a very beautiful woman, with pale skin, brown hair the color of dark chocolate, and bright blue eyes that twinkled with mischief. Her face was smattered with freckles, like she’d spent her share of days working in the sun. Her dark blue dress complimented her eyes, though I noticed she hadn’t bothered with either an apron or a hat. The only other adornment she wore was the white lace ribbon that kept her hair tied back in a braid.

“Hello,” I said, and I nodded my head at the woman. “It’s a pleasure to meet you. Johannes sent me.”

“Hello,” she said with a nod.

Even though she dipped her head, I could tell that she was eyeing me up. But I was clearly the tallest guy in the place, so I just smiled and glanced around.

“Umm,” I said. “Is this your inn?”

“It is,” she said. “Finest in Hagop. And you… did you just wash ashore?”

“As a matter of fact I did,” I replied in surprise. “Does that happen often around here?”

She shrugged as she looked me over again, and then she raised an eyebrow before she leaned over the bar to reveal her soft, pale décolletage.

“You’re dressed funny,” she said. “I’ve never seen a man like you before. What’s your name?”

“Tyler,” I said. “My name is Tyler King.”

“And are you a King?” she asked with a cocked head.

“Not usually,” I said. “But I’ve had a pretty strange day.”

“Looks like it,” she said, and her eyes paused on my wet chest before trailing back up to my eyes. “My name is Hildegard. Hildegard Beecham.”

“Hildegard?” I asked. “I’ve never met someone with that name before.”

“Well, if we become friends you can call me Hilly,” she said.

“Would you like to be friends?” I asked. “I could certainly use a friend in Hagop.”

“Not so quick,” she said as she stood up. “I have to get to know you before we can become friends.”

“Of course,” I agreed quickly. “Here’s the thing. I just arrived here, and I don’t have anywhere to go. I don’t even know--”

“Rooms are four a night, two more for food,” she interrupted. “I have three free upstairs at the moment.”

“Ah, yes,” I nodded. “Four what?”

“Silver pieces, of course,” she said. “Can you afford that?”

I had no idea what the exchange rate was between Hagop silver pieces and the American dollar, but I had a feeling that the paper money wasn’t going to fly so well here.

“Look,” I said. “I, uh… I don’t have any silver pieces. I have some money from where I come from, in America…”

I dug my hand into my pocket and fished out my wallet, which was covered in watergrass. I opened it up and held out a flimsy twenty-dollar bill, which just looked depressing.

“No,” she shook her head. “No, I’m not familiar with whatever that is. Only gnomes accept bills of credit and only from other gnomes. And I’m afraid you can’t use it to pay. But I’ll tell you what. There’s a disused room above our old stable that you can stay in. I can offer you a rate of three silver pieces a night, including food. But you’ll have to work for your supper. You look like a strong man, you can help around here. How does that sound?”

“Perfect,” I said as a feeling of relief washed over me. “Just perfect. I can absolutely do that. I’ll be the hardest worker you ever had.”

I mean hell, maybe I would hit my head and wake up in the ICU back in Portland. But for now, room and board in exchange for some labor sounded like the best deal I was going to get. And at least I’d have something to do while I worked out where I was and how to get home.

“Oh,” I said and held up the fish. “Johannes sent this. He said to send his regards.”

“What delicious regards to send,” she said, and she gave a nod of approval to the fish. “That looks very good. Your first task can be to gut that fellow and get the cook to make us a stew. Cookhouse is out the back.”

“Perfect,” I nodded. “I know how to clean a fish.”

“Of course you do,” she shrugged. “It’s a man’s work.”

The inn owner pointed toward a back door and then picked up a wet rag and started to clean up some spilled liquid on the bar. That seemed to be the end of our conversation, so I walked through the bar and made my way to the back of the place.

A few people were obviously looking at me, but I’d gotten used to it by now. At least I wasn’t as wet anymore, and it seemed like they were more perplexed by my t-shirt and jeans and possibly my height than anything else.

I opened the back door and found that the yard behind the inn had a big stable where I assumed I’d be sleeping as well as a smaller hut with steam coming out of the chimney. I could smell herbs and bread as well, so I assumed it was the cookhouse. I walked across the packed dirt to the door and knocked, then stood back to wait for someone to answer.

“Hello?” I called out after a minute.

It didn’t smell like anything was cooking, and I wondered if the cook had gone to the market. I shrugged and knocked again, then stepped back to look around for any sign of another person.

I finally heard some bustling behind the door, and it finally swung open to reveal a very small dwarf. He had beady black eyes and wore a leather suit, and from what I could tell, he was drunk as an absolute skunk.

“Vellhummmm…” he yawned. “Dinnersss… served…”

And with that, he fell to the ground, rolled into a ball, and started snoring.

“Oh, Kitchener!” I heard a familiar voice yell, and Hildegard stood at the backdoor of the inn with her hands on her hips. “Not again!”

“It’s fine,” I laughed, and I held up the fish. “I could easily get a stew going by myself.”

Hildegard walked up to me and raised an eyebrow.

“Oh really?” she asked. “It’s not usually the work of a human man to cook in Hagop.”

“Well, where I come from, plenty of men can cook,” I assured her. “I cook for myself all the time.”

“Well, I guess it will have to do,” she said as she nudged the dwarf with her toe. “I’ve got my hands full inside.”

She placed her hands on her hips and studied me again, but she finally nodded and then crossed back to the inn. She looked back once when she reached the door, but something inside must have caught her attention because she suddenly sprinted through the door as she waved her rag in the air.

With a sigh, I stepped inside the little hut, which was little more than a basic kitchen. Most of the room was taken up by the large fireplace in the center, where a pole held a large pot of water over the flames. There were also tables with various knives, forks, and mystery implements, and plenty of pots and pans hanging from hooks in the ceiling. I had to duck down to avoid cracking my head against the tin, but I spotted a bucket in the corner that I could use to collect the fish innards and a large, sharp knife that would make quick work of the fish.

I’d learned how to clean a fish during fishing trips with my dad when I was a kid, and though I hadn’t dug out my rod and reel in ages, I could still remember the basics. And of course, since the deli I worked at catered to all the latest crazes, I’d attended various classes over the years, and that included one on modern fish preparation techniques. Which was a fancy way of saying cleaning the fish, but at least I’d picked up a few useful tips during the session.

The first step was always the same, and I sliced the fish down the belly and emptied the contents into the bucket. I then left the fish to bleed out a little more while I looked around the kitchen for a few more ingredients to add to the stew. I found some potatoes in a sack in the corner and some onions in a basket, but the best part was the dried herbs that were hanging in neat bundles over one of the counters.

I recognized some, tasted the others, and finally settled on the ones I thought would work well with a fish stew. I also found some carrots and some butter in a dark, cool cabinet under the sink as well as a dried salami hanging from the rafters. I wasn’t thrilled by the orange color, but a quick sniff and taste confirmed that it was actually quite good. It was spicy with a bit of smoked paprika flavor, and the meat reminded me of uncured pork.

“This is going to be good,” I chuckled as I placed a cauldron over the fire.

I found my rhythm as I chopped up the ingredients, and then I tossed the butter and onions in the warm pot, added the carrot, and finally threw in the sausage.

I took some thyme and tarragon leaves from the herb bundles and plopped them in too with a little more butter. The whole hut smelled so delicious as the spicy pork fat, onions, and spices started to mingle that I suddenly felt hungry. Man, I loved a good meal, and I could already tell the stew was going to be delicious.

“Thanks for your service, Mr. Fish,” I murmured to the fish as I started to carve out large chunks of meat.

It was something my mom had always done when she was cooking an animal that we’d caught, and it had stuck with me all these years. I’d never asked why she insisted on doing it, but I always understood at some basic level. It just seemed right, since the animal’s sacrifice was feeding us.

When the fish was clean, I threw the chunks into the cauldron and let them brown on the outside a little before I filled up the cauldron with the water. It didn’t take long for the pot to start bubbling, and as I sat down on the dirt floor, I realized just how hot it was in the kitchen.

It had also been a long day, and I yawned as I glanced at the one window. I could see that the sun was setting, and for one moment, I worried that I would never wake up again if the sun went down. But my muscles ached, and I definitely had a bruise on my arm that was sore, so I told myself that I was fine, and tomorrow morning I would wake up and start another day.

And then I could figure out how I’d arrived in Hagop and how I would get back to Portland.

The steam started to fill the kitchen despite the giant chimney, and the flavors tickled my tongue. My stomach rumbled again, and I wondered if Hildegard would be offended if I sampled a bowl of my stew. I couldn’t believe how good it smelled for something I’d just whipped up on the fly.

I heard a knocking at the door before I could drag myself off the floor though, so I yawned, stretched my arms, and then stood up. I had to hunker over as I made my way through the pots and pans again, but at least I didn’t knock myself out on a cast-iron skillet or something.

“Come in,” I said when I opened the door and saw Hildegard.

“Oh, my,” she said as she stepped inside, and her gaze drifted to the bubbling cauldron. “That smells absolutely delightful.”

“Well, thank you very much Ms. Beecham,” I smiled. “I told you that I could put a good stew together.”

“Well, I haven’t tasted it yet,” she said quickly. “Sometimes smells can be deceiving, you know. Anyway, let me show you where you’ll be sleeping, while the soup simmers.”

She turned around on her heel, and I’m pretty sure she expected me to follow her. So, I made my way back into the yard, past Kitchener the sleeping dwarf, and over to the stable.

We walked through the open barn doors, and though there weren’t any horses inside at the moment, there was a lot of old farm equipment and more objects I couldn’t identify.

“Here,” she said, and she led me up a very small, steep staircase that opened onto a trapdoor.

She held up her skirt and turned the handle of the trapdoor before pushing it up. Then, she gave the room a quick look before she climbed through.

“We haven’t had a visitor here in a while,” she said apologetically. “But the room’s clean, and there’s a water pump downstairs. How does that sound?”

I stepped up into the room and smiled. It had a big mattress on the floor covered in quilts, and there was a black cat sitting on the open windowsill. There was plenty of headspace, even for someone of my height, and the room was wide enough that I could lie down without having to curl up.

“It’s perfect,” I said. “In fact, I’m sure it suits me better than any of the rooms inside.”

“Well, we aim to please at this establishment,” she replied. “And the Beechams have always been known for our hospitality.”

“Then I’m very glad Johannes sent me this way,” I replied.

“Well, that’s it,” she said as she blushed slightly. “Let’s go down and check on this supper you’ve prepared, see if the taste lives up to the smell. After you, Tylard.”

“Tyler,” I corrected her.

“Tyler,” she murmured as she started down the steps.

The scent of the stew had filled the backyard, and I could see people peering out from the back door of the inn. Hildegard made a shooing motion at them and then started to head to the inn instead of the kitchen.

“Looks like they won’t wait,” she said. “You grab a ladle, and I’ll make sure that only those who paid are in the line.”

I nodded and headed back into the kitchen, where I had to hunt around for a ladle. I finally found one, and by the time I turned around, I found the line had already formed outside the window. I dished stew into each bowl, and more than one customer gave me a big grin as they took a sniff of the stew. Most of the guests carried their bowls back inside, but a few started sipping before they made it to the door.

Some of the guests were greedy and tried to come back for seconds, but Hildegard shooed them away. She kept a close watch on the line, and no one challenged her when she sent them away. Finally, it was just Hildegard and Johannes the fisherman, who walked over with spoons and bowls of their own.

“Look who it is,” Hildegard said with a smile. “The very man who saved you.”

“I wanted to see what happened to today’s catch,” the fisherman said. “I have to say, it smells very promising.”

“I haven’t even had a chance to try it yet,” I admitted.

“Well, now’s your chance,” Hildegard said as she handed me three bowls. “Eat up. I don’t want anyone going weak and dying of hunger on my watch.”

I filled up two of the bowls and handed them to Hildegard and Johannes, then filled the third bowl for myself. My stomach was making a full-throttle growling sound by then, and the smell that wrapped around me set my mouth watering.

“Come on,” Hildegard urged as she and Johannes walked back to the inn. “Join us.”

I thought about it for a moment, but the kitchen was still too hot, and I really didn’t want to eat alone. So I grabbed a spoon and trailed after them. I found them at the bar, where they were propped up on a pair of stools with their tankards of beer and bowls of soup in front of them.

The stool creaked as I sat down, and I was basically squatting at the bar, but I didn’t care. I shoved the spoon into my bowl, scooped up a hefty portion of fish and broth, and then finally let it roll around on my tongue.

Oh, hell yeah, this was freaking good. The slight sweetness of the carrot mixed perfectly with the peppery sausage and salty fish. Everything was cooked to perfection, from the golden onion to the flaky fish, and even the potato was soft but without being mushy. Even the wealthy ladies who visited the deli would have enjoyed this.

“My goodness,” Johannes said and shook his head. “I’ve never seen a man cook like this. You have a talent perhaps, boy.”

“Mmm,” Hildegard added as she downed another spoonful.

Johannes and I took our time with the soup, but Hildegard gobbled it down, and when she was scraping the bottom of the bowl with her spoon, she picked it up and slurped down the rest.

“That’s not very ladylike of you, Hilly,” Johannes laughed.

“Let a hardworking woman eat her dinner,” she protested as she rolled her eyes. “I’ve been on my feet all day. Well, Tyler, I’m certainly glad you washed ashore today. This is certainly one of the best meals we’ve had here in some time.”

“So can I call you Hilly now?” I asked.

“Absolutely not,” she answered quickly. “We haven’t even known each other a day. I don’t know a single thing about you, other than that you wear strange clothing and look like at least one of your parents might be a giant.”

I had actually been taller than both of my parents, but I didn’t see the need to share that information. I had a feeling no one would believe me anyway.

“Perhaps they were,” I smiled. “Who knows?”

“Strange fellow,” Hildegard yawned, and she swigged the last of her beer. “My, I quite enjoy this year’s winner. The Pyotr House one.”

“Mmmm,” Johannes nodded, and he opened his mouth and let out one of the largest burps I’d ever witnessed in public. “Now you know, that really hit the spot.”

“Johannes,” Hildegard rolled her eyes. “Your wife would beat you with a rolling pin if she heard you do that.”

“And that’s why I love her,” he smiled. “She keeps me in line. But yes, I can’t believe it’s already been a year since the last fair. Who knows what’ll be on offer this year?”

“There’s a fair soon?” I asked. “I haven’t been to a fair in… ages.”

“It’s an annual event,” Hildegard replied. “To celebrate the harvest, of course, but most people go for the beers.”

“Oh,” I said, and a huge smile crept across my face. “A beer festival.”

“Well, there are other drinks as well,” Johannes said. “But the beer’s what most people look forward to.”

“This one won the best beer this year,” Hildegard said and held up her tankard. “Of course, Pyotr House is well known for their beers.”

“Ah,” I nodded.

I really wanted to know more about the festival, but I could feel my eyelids starting to get heavy. I was suddenly tired as hell, and I realized I’d been going since early morning. I certainly hadn’t planned on turning into a cook along the way or having to survive a plunge into a vat, both of which had worn me out.

“You seem sleepy,” Hildegard noted. “Maybe you should get some rest. It’ll be an early day tomorrow.”

“Bed does sound good,” I sighed. “But does that mean you’ll have more work for me tomorrow?”

“Well, you’ve certainly done an excellent job today,” she replied. “And I can’t guarantee I’ll need you to cook tomorrow, but there’s always plenty to do around here. So here’s seven silver pieces. I’ve subtracted what you owe for room and board for tonight, but the rest is yours.”

She pulled a very large leather wallet out of her dress and unbuttoned it. Then, she handed me seven small silver coins with nothing but a glistening H embossed into the metal.

I quickly shoved them in my jeans pocket and nodded at the two of them.

“Thank you,” I smiled. “And with that, I think I’ll head to my room.”

I nodded to Hildegard and Johannes, scraped myself off the stool, and then shuffled to the back door to the sounds of another noisy night at the tavern. My eyes were bleary, and I had to squint against the darkness just to find the barn. Somehow, I made it up the stairs without killing myself, and I flopped onto the mattress without even stripping down to my boxers. I was so tired that I simply closed my eyes and drifted to sleep.

My eyes flew open at the sound of what sounded like a scuffle somewhere just below my window. Early morning sunlight streamed in, and I had to blink against the sudden brightness.

“You’ll never catch me!” someone shouted, and I heard someone try to kick over a pail. “I have the law on my side!”

“The law hates your kind!” a man growled. “They won’t care what happens to you.”

I could have just rolled over and pretended I’d never heard anything, but I was never one to run away from a fight, especially when it sounded like someone was being bullied. So I ran over to the window and checked the yard, and then I tried not to laugh.

I couldn’t believe my eyes. As if things couldn’t get any weirder, I was now witnessing a man fighting a garden gnome, which was very much alive.

Yep. The little fellow had a blue cardigan, white pants, and a red pointy hat, just like those stupid statues. He even had a white beard and an angry scowl, and he darted around behind tree trunks and old beer barrels to avoid the man’s wrath.

This was an absolutely perfect way to start my first full day in Hagop.
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Chapter 3

(Malt Liquor)

I flew down the stairs and looked around for the gnome and the man. I spotted the pair dancing around a couple of empty barrels while the man kept trying to grab the gnome and the gnome kept dodging just out of his grasp.

“Hey, stop!” I shouted as I rushed toward the pair.

Both turned to look at me for a moment, and then the human growled and lunged for the gnome. The gnome squeaked and darted away, but not before the human managed to tear his shirt.

“Hey!” I yelled. “What the hell is going on over here?”

“Don’t touch me,” the gnome shouted at his attacker. “Or I’ll put you in my bad books!”

“You think I care about that?” the man slurred and then laughed. “You silly fart!”

I honestly didn’t know what to do. There was clearly some sort of personal beef going on, and as a rule, I tried not to interfere in those situations unless someone was clearly getting the shit beat out of them. And the gnome seemed to be handling himself just fine, though I wasn’t sure how much longer he could stay out of the other man’s grasp.

“Please, Sir,” the gnome said as he ran behind my heels. “Please keep me away from that drunkard.”

“Just stay behind me,” I said. “It’ll be fine. I’ll just talk --”

“Who the hell are you?” the man shouted. “Get out of the way! You little stinkin’ coward! Come out here and face me!”

“That’s enough!” I barked. “Go sober up. You smell like a urinal.”

“I… I smell like a what?” the man huffed as he reared back.

“You heard me,” I growled. “Now, get out of here.”

The man looked like he wanted to reply, but his eyes suddenly rolled around in their sockets for a moment. He swayed back and forth a couple of times, and then his eyes landed on the gnome again. He took another step forward, but I simply pushed him back.

He stumbled and looked at me in confusion, and then he spat on the ground at my feet. His eyes rolled again, but he managed to stay on his feet long enough to stomp off.

“Okay,” I said and shook my head. “Not quite the way I usually start my mornings.”

“Hi,” a small voice said to me. “Who are you?”

“Oh, hi,” I replied as I looked down.

As if any of this couldn’t get any weirder, the garden gnome was now clinging to my legs. He still looked grumpy, but that seemed to be his normal face.

“I’ll get you!” the drunk called from the edge of the property.

“I won fair and square!” the gnome retorted. “So run back home, you sorry excuse for a man!”

“Oh, no, no, no,” I muttered as the drunk puffed out his chest.

“You little shit,” the drunk growled as he lunged toward us.

“Why the hell did you antagonize him?” I asked the gnome.

“You… little sack of crap!” the drunk as he leaned over and tried to reach behind me.

The gnome squeaked again and ran around me while the drunk tried to grab him. But that required too much coordination, and the drunk soon tumbled to his knees.

“Steve and Pleeve he’s on his knees,” he chanted. “Come and get me!”

“No, come on, dude,” I said and shook my head. “Leave him alone. Stop fighting! I know that Hildegard won’t take too kindly to people fighting on her property, especially with a drunkard at this hour in the morning!”

The drunk man tried to raise himself up, but he started to make a retching sound instead. The gnome and I both backed up, though the man managed to hold onto whatever he’d been about to release.

“He stiffed me!” the drunk slurred and pointed a shaky finger at the gnome. “You have no idea, and you should mind your own damn business! That little shit fucked me out of two hundred silver pieces!”

It seemed like an acid dream as the tiny gnome ran behind my legs and clung to them for dear life.

“I won it fair and square!” the gnome retorted. “Leave me alone!”

At least the gnome seemed to know what was going on, though the other guy was definitely wasted. And that made him dangerous.

“Hnnng,” the man muttered. “You swindler! This is a robbery!”

“Please!” the gnome begged as he tugged on my pants. “I’m a good player! It’s in my blood! He’s just a sore loser and a drunk!”

I was starting to get annoyed that the drunk hadn’t left yet. Sure, the gnome had taunted him, and no doubt his ego had made him turn back, but it was clear at least to me that the idiot wasn’t going to get anything for his effort.

And come on. It was early in the morning, and he seemed trashed. His face was contorted into a grimace, he stank like shit, and I didn’t want anything more to do with him.

It didn’t hurt that I wanted to get in good with my landlady as well, and she definitely wouldn’t have put up with this crap. I’d bet she saw a lot of sorry drunks in the inn, and this was not the ideal way to start the working day.

“Fuck off,” I said. “The fight is over. Go home now, man.”

It crossed my mind that I’d never even seen a sentient garden gnome before, let alone defended one in a fight. But no matter what world I was in, I wasn’t going to allow the fantasy world equivalent of a drunken Seahawks fan to beat up on someone who was a lot smaller.

Especially if the gnome had won whatever game they’d been playing fair and square.

The drunk man tried to stand up and then lurched toward the gnome again. I could feel the gnome’s fingers digging into my calves as he tried to avoid the sore loser’s grip, but the gnome needn’t have worried. I threw a punch without even thinking about it, and I heard the man’s jawbone crunch beneath my fist.

He flopped to the ground in a crumpled heap, and a small pile of dust rose up around him. He hiccupped once and then went still, and for a second, I was afraid that I’d killed him.

I was a hell of a lot bigger than the asshole, but I didn’t think that I’d hit him all that hard. But he still wasn’t moving, so I started to kneel down to check for a pulse.

And then the guy snored really loudly, and I shook my head in disgust. The guy was actually asleep at my feet, and I didn’t envy the hangover he was going to have when he woke up.

“Who… who are you?” the gnome asked in a tiny voice. “You’re a giant.”

“No, I’m not a giant,” I laughed. “I’m just tall. What’s your name?”

“Babble,” he smiled, and he brushed off his little blue cardigan and took a few swipes at the ground with his feet like he was claiming his territory. “My name is Babble the Gnome.”

“Babble the Gnome,” I nodded. “Well, Babble, my name is Tyler, and I just arrived in Hagop yesterday.”

“Aye,” he said and looked up at me. “I knew I hadn’t seen you around before. But… you’re sure you don’t have any giant blood in you?”

“Quite sure,” I said. “So, what was all that about?”

“Bah,” the gnome snorted and shook his head. “Just a sore loser. Every time someone loses at dice to a gnome, they claim we’re cheating.”

“And were you?” I asked.

“I would never,” the gnome insisted.

“What in the name of the Hagop River is going on out here?” a familiar voice called over, and Hildegard emerged from the back door of the inn with a wooden spoon in her hand. “It’s seven o’clock in the morning!”

I glanced at the morning sky again and wondered how I’d so miscalculated the time. But then Hildegard was standing next to me, and I forgot all about the hour.

“It appears that one of your patrons is taking a nap, kind Hildegard,” I said with a bow. “He was apparently a rather sore loser at a game of dice.”

“Oh, that’s Henry!” Hildegard announced and rolled her eyes. “He certainly is a sore loser at dice. Just last week he tried to start two fights with elves, and you can imagine how that went.”

“I actually can’t,” I told her. “They don’t have elves where I come from.”

“They don’t?” Babble asked, and his black, beady eyes widened in amazement. “Well, you’re a lucky fellow for that, aren’t you?”

“I’m not sure,” I said in all honesty, though they did seem pretty snobbish from the little information I had on them. “Though the ones I’ve met here don’t seem very nice.”

“That they are not,” Babble replied.

“But back to… Henry?” I said and waved at the lump. “As you can see, this guy is out cold.”

“Unfortunately, this is a common occurrence at an establishment like mine,” Hildegard sighed. “I try very hard to send the worst of them home before they’re too far gone, but sometimes, one slips through the net. I’ll just go get an old fish, and then we can send him on his way.”

“An old fish?” I asked.

“Of course,” the gnome cackled and then grinned. “An old fish is the only way to wake up someone this drunk.”

Hildegard reemerged almost immediately with an old fish in her hands. She held it out a few feet in front of her and used her other hand to cover her nose.

“Stand back,” the dark-haired beauty said in a nasal voice as she approached the drunk man.

In one fell swoop, she lifted the fish and struck him on the face with it. It made a loud slapping sound, and I couldn’t help but cover my mouth so that I didn’t start laughing out loud.

She hit the man with the fish three more times before his eyes fluttered open, and he rumpled his nose in confusion and disgust.

“H-Hilly…” he mumbled. “Ms. Beecham, I am most s-zorry...”

“Get up Henry,” she said with a glare. “And don’t call me Hilly. Only friends call me that, and you’ve been enough of a menace on my property this week that you no longer qualify! Go home!”

The man looked around in confusion for a moment, but he shot me daggers as soon as he saw me. Hildegard raised the fish again, so he rolled onto his knees and somehow pulled himself to his feet. He made a sketchy bow to the innkeeper that nearly sent him to the ground again, and then he toddled out of the yard and back to the street.

“Good for nothing,” Hildegard mumbled under her breath, and then she went over to the well to pull out some fresh water to wash her hands with.

“I can safely say I’ve never seen anything like that before,” I told the gnome, who was perched on an old wooden wine box and swinging his legs back and forth.

“I love retribution,” he smiled. “It comes very sweetly this morning.”

“I bet,” I said. “So you won two hundred silver pieces? That sounds like a whole lot of money.”

“Oh, but of course it is,” he smiled. “Gnomes are especially good at games of chance. Anyone with their head screwed on correctly knows that. But as you just saw now, it seems that perhaps our friend Henry’s head was screwed on backwards, at least last night.”

I shook my head and looked around the backyard for a moment. The sun was shining, the birds were chirping, and a faint line of dew covered most everything. I could have been back in my world, though I didn’t know anywhere in Portland that had an old well or a talking gnome. I was starting to wonder if I’d hit my head harder than I’d realized, because this place was definitely feeling more like a dream. Maybe I was stuck in a coma in a hospital somewhere, and this was how my mind was keeping itself busy.

“Are you okay?” Babble asked as he peered up at me. “You look a little… peaked.”

“Haha, yeah,” I said in a daze. “I’m… good.”

“So, do you come from the land of giants?” he asked. “I know you said you’re not a giant, but…”

“He comes from the land of Port,” Hildegard said as she joined us. “Don’t you, Tyler?”

“Oh, a tiler!” the gnome laughed. “Now I get it. So you make tiles!”

“No, my name is Tyler, with a Y… apparently it’s not a common name here,” I said. “And I come from a city called Portland.”

“And where is that?” the gnome asked, and his black eyes glinted with genuine curiosity. “By the coast, presumably.”

“Well, it’s in the Northwest United States,” I said. “But in relation to here… I genuinely have no idea, little guy.”

“How curious,” he said. “What brings you to Hagop?”

“In all honesty, I don’t know,” I shrugged. “I was fished out of the river.”

“Ah, a man of mystery,” the gnome said in a dreamy voice, and he looked up and shielded his eyes from the sun. “Well, you may keep your secrets.”

“I’m going to run some errands,” Hildegard said to me. “The Inn isn’t full until noon usually, so don’t trouble yourself until I get back and can tell you what needs to be done. It looks like you’ve already completed one heroic deed for the day, but I don’t want you knocking out any more of my customers.”

“I’ll try,” I replied.

She looked at me for a moment and then shrugged. She waggled a warning finger at Babble, who also shrugged, and then she hurried back inside the inn.

“Come down here, Tyler, so that I can speak in a quieter voice,” the gnome said.

I lifted an eyebrow before crouching down to get to his level on the wine box.

“Oh, yeah?” I asked. “And why do we need to speak quietly?”

“I am interested in the terms of your employment,” he said, and he started to rub his little hands together like he was cooking up a plan. “You see, you said that you were employed by Miss Beecham… might I ask for what? Has she employed you as a hero?”

“No, that’s just what I do in my spare time, apparently,” I said with a smirk. “But I needed somewhere to stay, and where I come from we don’t use silver pieces to pay for anything, so I’m shacked up in the stable and doing odd jobs around here. Last night I made a stew, today I’m kicking out old drunks…”

“Interesting,” the gnome nodded, and he started to twirl his beard around in his hands. “Wait, did you say that you made a stew?”

“Yes,” I nodded. “The dwarf who was supposed to make it was also drunk. Is everyone in this city just drunk all the time?”

“I’ll have you know that Hagop is a very respectable city,” the gnome said. “It’s only in the inn that people can get a bit, well… carried away. And dwarves famously love their beer.”

“Ah, okay,” I said. “Hildegard mentioned something yesterday about a beer festival, so I guess that makes sense.”

“They do make the best beer,” he said in a grudging tone. “It’s the only reason anyone does business with them.”

“So what’s the pitch?” I asked.

“What do you mean pitch?” he asked.

“You seem way too curious about my job,” I said. “Sounds like you’re up to something.”

“I am,” he admitted, and he started slapping his little knees with his hands. “I’d like to make you an offer.”

“That’s what I figured,” I replied. “So what’s the offer?”

“Well, you seem like a strong man,” he said. “A very strong man.”

“Comparably, yes,” I said. I mean, as long as we didn’t run into the starting offensive line for the Eagles, I could probably take on most of the people in Hagop without any problems.

“How much are you earning here?” he asked and then waggled an eyebrow.

“Why?” I asked. “Because I’m not much of a gambler if you’re trying to get me to play dice with you. I don’t even play the slots in Vegas.”

“Erm, not sure what that is,” he replied. “But I applaud your choice not to engage in such games. It’s foolish for humans to challenge gnomes at a game of chance anyway, everyone knows that. But I assure you, I have no interest in playing dice with you. I promise, I have a better reason for asking.”

He gave me a big smile, and I could see that most of his teeth were crooked. There was something endearing about the gnome, even though I felt like there was something a little tricky about him, too.

“Well,” I said. “With room and board subtracted, I make about seven pieces of silver a day.”

“Pah!” he snorted and shook his head. “I can do better than that. Look here, giant. I say that I will give you twenty pieces of silver a day to be my protector. And I won’t subtract anything for room and board. Of course, you’ll have to find your own room and board now, but with twenty silver pieces, I’m sure you could find something better than a barn.”

I had to admit that twenty pieces of silver sounded pretty good, especially compared to the seven that I was making.

But then again, the little guy seemed like the type that would always find trouble, and that meant I’d probably spend a lot of time defending him from drunks and sore losers. And though the general population here was pretty short, I wasn’t foolish enough to think that they were all weaker than me. No doubt there were people armed with swords and knives out there who would happily try to slice me in two.

“Nuh-uh,” I said, and his brow furrowed into an expression so sad that I almost wanted to pat him on his tiny gnome hat. “But hear me out. You just made two hundred off of that gamble. If I’m going to be your protector… or bodyguard, I guess, twenty a day is my flat rate.”

The gnome’s face brightened up, and he nodded.

“Okay,” he said. “And then what?”

“And an extra twenty for every scuffle that you get me into,” I decided. “This seems like a tricky business.”

The gnome furrowed his brow again, and I could practically see the cogs whirring in his head. But he looked up at me and shrugged.

“I like someone who is good at bartering,” he said. “It’s a respectable skill, and now you’ve won my respect as well. Fine. You’ll have twenty a day and twenty extra for every fight.”

“Good,” I said. “That settles it.”

I held out my hand, and the gnome took my thumb. It wasn’t as if he could grasp my entire hand with his, so we shook as well as we could on it, and then he spat on the ground.

“Sorry,” he said. “That’s a Hagop custom.”

“Does it make it any less official if I don’t spit on the ground?” I asked. “Because back where I’m from it’s not deemed very respectable.”

“Very well,” he nodded. “As long as we have shaken on it.”

I smiled at the gnome and then started to chuckle. Now that my new employer had a cash incentive to stay out of trouble, I hoped that meant there was less chance that I’d be getting into deadly fights with the drunken locals. And as the new guy in town, I couldn’t really ask for more.

“Now I’m going to have to explain to Hildegard that I don’t work for her anymore,” I sighed. “Do you think she’ll ever forgive me?”

“Of course she will,” he said. “She has workers in and out of here all the time. That dwarf who was doing the cooking yesterday has probably already been replaced. Hildegard’s one of the friendliest people in Hagop, but she doesn’t tolerate laziness on the job.”

“Nor should she,” I said. “But what about Henry? He sounded like he was going to come looking for you after he slept off the booze.”

“Henry will be back to his old tricks in no time, just like me,” the gnome said. “That’s the good thing about gnomes. We’re predictable.”

“You better not be a criminal,” I said. “Because I don’t want to have a bad reputation before I’ve even started in this city.”

“Fear not, giant,” he laughed. “Because I am one of the finest gnomes in Hagop. Sure, the shire magistrate doesn’t care for our kind, but that’s because of the other gnomes! Not me. I barely even hang out in the gnome city anymore…”

He gave a shy look at the ground and twirled his beard slightly before looking up at me and smiling.

“Interesting,” I said. “Well, I better go tell Hildegard. And then, I don’t know… follow you around all day?”

“Sounds perfect,” he replied, and he hopped off the wine box and skipped through the back entrance of the bar.

I think the only time I’d ever been at a bar at this hour was during one unfortunate lock-in during my college years after my friends played a DIY show. Watching the sun rise when you were still very much bleary-eyed was probably one of the most jarring experiences of my life, and I had vowed to never do it again.

But unlike that gross, smelly venue, Hildegard’s place was surprisingly fresh in the morning. It smelled like peppermint and lavender, and the floor was actually clean. The wood glowed like it had been waxed, and even the soot in the fireplace looked like it had been scrubbed. Everything was bathed in red, blue, and gold light from the sunlight that streamed through the stained-glass windows, and fresh candles had been placed in each of the brass candleholders that sat in the center of every table.

The front door was propped open, and I could see the river that ran through the city sparkling in the morning sun. Men in beige tunics and straw hats were starting to gather on the pebbly shores to untangle their nets, while shop owners started to open their doors. It seemed like a calm and respectable existence, and I felt grateful that I was awake this early to see the morning light shine down on the city.

Hildegard appeared in the doorway with a giant canvas bag. The unmistakable aroma of freshly baked bread wafted in with her, and I suddenly realized that I hadn’t eaten breakfast yet.

“Let me help,” I said as I grabbed the bag.

“Oh, thank you,” she said. “I had to go pick up the day’s supply. The baker’s cart broke down.”

“You should’ve told me,” I said. “I would’ve been happy to go get it.”

“Well, I’m sure we’ll find you something to do,” she shrugged as I placed the big canvas sack full of fresh bread on the bar counter. “Though I’m not quite sure what yet… That stew you made yesterday was quite good, but I have Mary coming in...”

I exchanged a look with the gnome, who just smiled and nodded. It was time to come clean and tell Hildegard about my new job.

“Ah, about that,” I said. “Umm, I’m so grateful for your hospitality, Hildegard, but I’ve actually found new work as…”

“As my protector!” Babble shouted, and he flashed his crooked smile at both of us.

Hildegard placed a hand on her hip and nodded at the gnome before throwing me a look. For a second, I held my breath, because even though I was making more money now, I still wanted to stay on the innkeeper’s good side.

“That’s very well,” she said with an honest shrug. “Though I can’t speak to Babble’s respectability as an employer. I only know him as a gambler, which is hardly the same thing.”

“Oh, Miss Beecham,” Babble sighed. “I am a good gnome! All the other gnomes put a gnome with a heart like mine to shame…”

“Gnomes have hearts?” I asked.

“Of course we do!” he snorted. “What, you think a creature like me is heartless?”

“No, no,” I shook my head. I didn’t know how to explain to him that back where I came from, gnomes were usually made out of ceramic, and I hadn’t quite figured out if he was a living statue or a mammal yet.

“Just as long as you pay your room and board on time there shouldn’t be any problems,” Hildegard nodded. “I’m assuming you’ll want to keep your room until you find somewhere else.”

“That would be great,” I said.

“Bah,” Babble said and waved his hand. “With the money I’m paying, you should find somewhere nice.”

“That’s assuming you’ll pay him what he’s due,” Hildegard replied. “But that shouldn’t be a problem, right, Babble?”

“Have I ever given you any cause to doubt me, Miss Beecham?” the gnome pleaded. “Tell me, by the light of the beautiful Hagop sun, have I ever done you wrong?”

“I suppose you haven’t,” she shrugged. “But I must say, Tyler, that was a very good stew you made last night. It’s a pity that there won’t be another.”

“Oh, don’t worry about that,” I said as I shot her a smile. “I actually love to cook. I’ll gladly make any recipe you want, you just say the word.”

I didn’t know if she was unfamiliar with the phrase I used or if she was just bashful with me, because she bit her bottom lip and gave me a shy nod.

“Of course I will,” she mumbled as she hurried behind the bar and emptied a strong, peppermint-smelling liquid onto the counter. “I’m just going to, uh… make sure this shines.”

The dark-haired beauty worked meticulously and carefully as she polished the bar, and she obviously took great pride in both the establishment and her appearance. Her sleek, dark hair had been carefully braided into two plaits and pinned in a wreath on top of her head, and the dark blue dress and white apron she wore were spotlessly clean.

“How long has this place been in your family?” I asked.

“Oh,” she said as she looked into the distance. “Hundreds of years now. My parents both died in an outbreak when I was sixteen unfortunately, and I’ve been running the place pretty much on my own ever since. My uncle used to help, but he was always more of a countryman, and he farms cattle in the West.”

“Sixteen?” I gasped. “That seems young to be in charge of an inn.”

“Sixteen is a perfectly normal age to begin working,” she said. “And as I said, my uncle helped at first. But once he was sure I could handle the place on my own, he went to tend to his own business.”

“What age do people start working in Portland?” Babble asked.

“Well, some people work at sixteen, but it’s usually just to earn some extra cash or save up for college,” I said. “No one expects it to become their career.”

The gnome and the innkeeper stared at me blankly for a moment, and then Hildegard went back to scrubbing the bar while Babble pulled out a tiny leather book from his tiny green coat and started to scribble in it with a pencil that must’ve been the size of a needle.

“What’ve you got there, bossman?” I asked.

“My accounts book,” he answered as he looked up. “It’s very important that I collect the right money and pay the right money so as not to get in trouble. I haven’t gotten in terrible trouble once yet in the human world, and it’s all because of my accounts book.”

“Good to know,” I said. “That should make my job a little easier. I’m not looking to get killed out there, you know.”

“Terrible trouble means hanging,” Hildegard yawned.

Ah, okay. So it was one of those societies. Terrible wasn’t just an adjective, it was an actual sentence carried out by the sheriff.

“Anything good for breakfast, Ms. Beecham?” the gnome asked as he tucked his book back in his coat.

“We have fresh bread and butter with apricot jam,” she said after she shot him an impatient look. “Does that sound suitable to the both of you?”

“That sounds delicious,” I replied as I glanced at the bread.

She smiled at me as she collected the bag of bread and headed into a room behind the bar. She returned almost immediately with two giant slices of bread that looked like it had been cut from the middle of the loaf and then smothered in creamy butter and a light orange jam, which she placed in front of me. She had cut a much smaller portion for the gnome, who probably would’ve exploded if he’d attempted to eat my breakfast.

“Thanks so much,” I said as I picked up one of the slices.

I bit into the fresh bread and jam and was totally blown away. Even though it was a simple breakfast, it was one of the best things I’d ever eaten. The succulent sweetness of the apricots burst in my mouth like sunlight, and they left a perfectly tart aftertaste. It was the freshest butter I think I’d ever eaten in my life, and the bread was still warm from the oven.

“This is amazing,” I said between mouthfuls.

“Respectfully, Tyler, it’s only bread and jam…” she said and laughed.

“Yes,” I nodded. “But it’s still very good. I just need something to wash it down with…”

“Beer?” the gnome suggested.

“What, beer with breakfast?” I laughed in surprise and then glanced between the two.

“Of course,” the gnome said. “You saved my life today, and the least I can offer is some of Hagop’s finest export.”

“Well, you’re the boss,” I said. “And I guess I’ve had a long twenty-four hours. Sure. Cheers to my new life. Let’s have beer and toast for breakfast.”

“Beer and toast for breakfast!” The gnome laughed, and he banged his fists on the countertop. They didn’t make a particularly loud noise, but I was glad that he still seemed excited about having me as his sidekick.

“I’ll get that right up,” Hildegard said as she reached for two copper tankards from the top shelf. “Would that be human beer or dwarf beer?”

I looked at the gnome, who only offered me a goofy smile.

“Umm, I’m gonna go with human beer I guess,” I said. “Since I’m a human.”

It only seemed like the right thing to do. I mean, it was my first instinct. After all, I was a human man, might as well drink some of the beer made for humans, right?

“Suit yourself,” the gnome muttered under his breath, and he knocked on the table and smiled at Hildegard. “I’ll take some of the Pyotr House. Finest this year.”

“And finest last year,” Hildegard trailed off as she poured the gold liquid. “And the year before that, and before that I think, and before that it was…”

“Jillburn Tower,” the gnome sighed. “That brewery went downhill pretty quickly after the fire.”

Man. Between outbreaks and fires, it sounded like these guys had a lot of disasters to deal with, but it was hard to reconcile that with all the natural beauty in Hagop.

Hildegard placed the two tankards of beer on the counter in front of us and smiled.

“Drink up,” she said. “You can tell us how it compares to the beer in Portland.”

I looked down and smiled, and then I took a swig.

But as the flavor hit my tongue, I was shocked. Nope, this was not what I had been expecting at all.
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Chapter 4

(Domestic Light Pilsner)

I swished the liquid around in my mouth and tried as hard as I could not to spit it back into the tankard. Everything I’d had in Hagop up to that point had been delicious, and so I’d expected the beer to be the same. It was like someone took the worst, cheapest malt liquor, skunked it, and then added grass clippings. I was pretty sure that the river water that Johannes had pulled me out of yesterday had more flavor.

“Oh,” I choked as I placed the tankard back on the table and looked up at Hildegard. “This is, umm… this is not like the beer we have in Portland.”

“Human beer is known for being terrible,” the gnome told me with a smile.

“Well, why didn’t you tell me that?” I sighed.

“Because I wanted you to find out for yourself,” he explained, and he searched for an approving look from Hildegard. “See, Hilly? I’m a good employer. I encourage those under my wing to identify and solve problems themselves.”

“A cruel way of going about it, Babble,” Hildegard said. “I’ll replace it with a dwarf beer for free, if you like. Nobody orders human beer, so I won’t be losing any money.”

“Please,” I nodded, and she quickly swished out the old beer and replaced it with a dwarf beer that had a nice head to it, so it looked good at least.

“That’s the spirit,” Babble smiled and raised his own mug.

I smiled as I took a sip of my new reward and then stared into the tankard. It was more flavorful for sure, and the carbonation was better. It was definitely a pilsner style, but it had a decent body and no lingering aftertaste, but…

It tasted like any random macrobrew domestic light beer, at best. Even a beer snob like me had to admit there was always a time and a place for a session beer like this, but it shouldn’t be winning any beer making contests. It was nowhere near the level of craftsmanship that I’d been enjoying in the Portland craft beer scene, and to be honest, it wasn’t as good as my own home brews.

“Amazing,” I said to myself, and the gnome nodded.

“Yes,” he started. “Pyotr House is known as the finest purveyor…”

“No, that’s not what I meant,” I interrupted him. “I mean, it’s amazing that this is your biggest export and it doesn’t even come close to the quality of what we have in Portland. This is the sort of beer that poor university students in my country drink when they can’t afford any better option.”

Hildegard and Babble waited in stunned silence as I took a few more sips.

“Really?” Hildegard finally asked. “Well then, Tyler, I’m sorry to disappoint you…”

“No, no,” I said, and I could begin to feel the cogs in my brain whirring.

I took a few more bites of the delicious bread to remind myself that good sustenance existed in this strange world. But this beer was not it. It was bland, run of the mill, cheap frat boy stuff. And sure, that kind of thing was good as an expendable resource for a keg stand. But it sure as hell wasn’t meant to be savored and enjoyed like a good craft beer.

And if this was the very best they had to offer, then I knew I could do a thousand times better.

“You say that humans don’t usually brew beer here?” I asked, and Babble nodded.

“Of course,” he said. “You tasted what they do produce. It’s like horse piss that’s been left out for a day. Filled with fish. And river water. And--”

“Stop it, we’ve just eaten,” Hildegard said in a sweet voice.

“So sorry, Ms. Beecham,” he replied. “But the giant did ask.”

“Well, I have an idea,” I said, “How about I try making beer? I know how it’s made, and I’ve been trying to get a brewery off the ground for years now. Thing is, it’s almost impossible in Portland with so many craft breweries already in operation there. But if I can find the right ingredients, I can make a beer that will be better than anything you’ve had.”

The two of them gave me a blank expression for a moment, but then Hildegard started to nod while Babble started to laugh, or croak more like.

“A human making good beer?” Babble sputtered.

“It’s not common,” Hildegard said. “But that doesn’t mean that it’s impossible.”

“Bah,” the gnome said.

“I’m telling you, if you could taste what we have in Portland, you’d never drink dwarven beer again,” I said.

The gnome was still chuckling, but something in my face seemed to catch his attention. He finally stopped laughing and leaned forward with a serious look.

“Hold on,” he said. “Do you really think you can make a good beer?”

“Not a good beer,” I said. “A great beer. Better than all the rest.”

“That’s some beer,” Hildegard said.

“And one that people would pay good money to try,” the gnome said.

“Oh, here we go,” Hildegard sighed.

“You’re just as interested in making a profit from this as I am,” Babble retorted.

I stopped paying attention to their argument as fireworks started to go off in my head. I was going to introduce them to the intricacies of craft beer, and it was going to blow their minds. It was going to be like India introducing tea to the British. Soon enough, everyone was going to be drinking the sweet golden nectar that I made, and I was going to finally live my dreams of purveying my own craft beer to the masses…

“That’s it!” I announced, and I slammed my tankard against the table. “That’s why I’m here! That’s my plan. You guys are going to taste the best beer that you’ve ever had in your entire life!”

“Hurrah!” Babble shouted, and he started to wave his hands in the air.

“Are you joking?” a cool, slimy voice wafted in from my left, and I looked at the entrance to the bar.

I saw a very pale elf with long white hair and a blue velvet robe standing in the doorway and blocking the gorgeous view of the Hagop River. There were two other elves standing behind him, and they all exchanged a glance for a moment before breaking down into shrill cackles.

“He said he’s going to make beer!” one of the elves practically wept as they stumbled inside. “A giant human! Making the best beer that Hagop has ever seen? Why, telling a lie of that stature is terrible trouble, surely!”

“Oh, stop it, Thod,” another elf wept as they took a seat in the corner of the tavern. “You can’t say such things out loud. But clearly, this giant belongs in the madhouse!”

I raised my eyebrow at the elves, who had no idea what was coming for them.

I mean, this place didn’t even have electricity, let alone any idea of what quality craft beer tasted like. And they claimed to prize it as their top export, but they didn’t even know what was good and what wasn’t.

“Well, I pity you for thinking that this beer is good,” I replied.

The elves suddenly stopped laughing, and then the one in the center cocked his head at me.

“You pity me?” he asked, and when he said the word ‘pity’ a glob of saliva flew out of his mouth and onto the floor. “Why I--”

“Hey, no spitting inside!” Hildegard said as she slapped her rag against the bar. “You know what happens when you do.”

“Our apologies, Hildegard,” another elf said quickly. “But we don’t take kindly to being pitied by a human. After all, there’s little that a giant like you could do that an elf couldn’t do better.”

“It’s true,” the other elf said. “Our fingers are lithe and nimble, unlike your giant clunky hands. And we don’t even deal in beer. Beer is for dwarves and drunkards.”

“We deal in wine, of course,” the last elf said. “And brandy.”

Ah, that made sense. They really were the snobs in town, and they thought that they had the best taste out of anyone.
But I was going to prove them wrong. I was going to prove every creature in this whole city wrong. The humans, the dwarves, the elves, the gnomes… hell, even the horses if they could somehow talk and drink beer as well. What did I know? Hagop was full of surprises.

I turned back to Hildegard and Babble, who were far more encouraging than these curmudgeons.

“When you three have finished mocking my customer, is there anything you’d like to drink?” the proud innkeeper asked as she folded her arms across her chest.

“Oh, yes,” the middle elf said. “We’ve come in for some golden elderberry wine from the West Country. A little bird told me that you had a brand-new import, and we would like to be the first to taste it.”

“Which is why you’re here at this hour in the morning,” the gnome quipped.

“You’re also here at this hour in the morning,” the elf on the right shot back. “If you haven’t noticed.”

“We’re conducting very important research, I’ll have you know,” Babble said. “Aren’t we, Tyler?”

I looked down into the gnome’s beady little eyes, and I felt that I had made a real friend here.

“Yep,” I nodded. “This is a research trip.”

“Well, now I’ve heard it all,” one of the elves griped as Hildegard poured all of them some yellow liquid into three dark green glasses.

She went over and placed the glasses on the table, and the elves all grimaced before one leaned down and gave his glass a sniff.

“Oh, you can just sense how light it is,” he mused as the others followed suit.

They sat there and smelled their glasses for a good few minutes while they discussed the intricacies of the elderberry plant, and I wondered if they were actually going to drink any of it. Then the elf in the middle finally took a minuscule sip before he started nodding to the others.

“Exactly as I thought,” he said between a few more baby sips. “It tastes very, very good. Hildegard, we’ll take the whole bottle!”

So, that was the verdict? Very, very good? Man, this place was really going to take some getting used to. Dealing with people was hard enough, but I had to praise Hildegard for dealing with a whole menagerie of creatures who all had their own weird little habits and intricacies.

“As you wish, gentlemen,” she sighed, and she brought the entire bottle out to them. “You know, that’ll be sixty silver pieces.”

“Sixty?” one of the elves protested. “For wine from the West Country?”

“As you just said, it’s brand new,” Hildegard shrugged. “We only just got it in. Sixty, fair and square.”

“How about fifty,” the elf in the middle offered. “After all, we’re the very first, and I know that you don’t usually get customers until noon…”

“My prices are fixed,” she said as she raised an eyebrow. “You know that. We don’t barter with imports.”

“Fine, fine,” one of the elves relented.

They took turns looking at each other, and reluctantly decided to split it three ways. Then, they all tossed some small canvas pouches of silver onto the table, and Hildegard collected them.

“Thank you for your coin,” she sighed and then went back behind the bar to count it.

Even though these little freaks had made it their mission to make fun of me, I was still in good spirits. I could feel the wind in my sails, and as I looked out onto the beautiful shining river of Hagop, I felt like everything was possible.

“This is a bright idea, indeed,” the gnome nodded. “I’ve never heard anything like it. But any change is welcome in Hagop… everything is always the same here.”

“We don’t need to fix a city that isn’t broken,” Hildegard replied as she counted the silver pieces. “But if you want to make a beer, you’d better make it in time for the festival.”

“When’s the festival?” I asked.

Now that I had a mission, I was revving to go. And if I had a place to show off the product of my labors, that was even better.

“In four weeks,” she said. “But the hops are being harvested right now, and most of the other brewers have already lined up their share of the crop.”

“You’ll want to get the monopoly on some good hops,” Babble mused. “The dwarves are the first to claim the best crops, and I know that some brewing houses have been left in the lurch if they’re too slow to go to the harvester.”

“Then that’s the first thing we’ll get,” I said, and I guzzled down some more of my beer.

Hell, it wasn’t good, but it was the only thing I had to drink. Plus, Coors Light wasn’t the worst flavor in the world, even if I knew that it could be vastly improved upon.

“Just wait a minute,” Babble said as he held up his tiny hand. “There’s a few things about the festival, and about Hagop, which I think you ought to know before you begin this journey.”

“I knew this was too easy,” I sighed. “Okay, tell me about the festival.”

“The annual beer festival takes place in October,” Hildegard said. “So all of the brewers gather their ingredients in late September.”

“Which is now?” I asked just to be sure.

“It is,” she agreed. “But you’ll need to move fast to get what you need. The big breweries will already be buying up the best of everything.”

“And the dwarves don’t like to share,” Babble added. “If they know you plan on buying hops from the top growers, they won’t be happy.”

I wasn’t deterred. My luck had been pretty good thus far, and I was so hell-bent on my dream of the perfect beer that I knew that we could do it.

“Easy,” I said. “What else do I need to know?”

“You have a good attitude,” the gnome laughed as he looked over to the elves sipping at their wine. “That will get you far around here.”

“The panel that judges the beers is made up of two humans and four dwarves,” Hildegard said. “Humans don’t carry as much weight in this world as I imagine they do in yours, at least when it comes to brewing.”

“That’s an understatement,” I replied. “There are no dwarves where I come from. No elves or gnomes, either. Just humans.”

“An entire land filled with humans,” Babble said to himself. “I couldn’t imagine it.”

“It’s… different,” I said. “So how does the judging work? And why aren’t there any elves on the panel?”

“Elves? Drinking beer?” Babble snorted. “They would never demean themselves.”

“He’s right,” Hildegard said and glanced toward the elves who were huddled around their glasses. “No self-respecting elf drinks anything besides wine and brandy. The dwarves are the real competition, and they’ve been making beer for generations. They’ve never lost a contest as far as I know.”

“Perfect,” I groaned. “Well, there’s a first time for everything.”

“The most important thing,” Babble burped, “is that the prize is ten thousand silver pieces toward your own brewery. And if you get those ten thousand pieces, I imagine you’ll be in a fine place.”

I wasn’t too sure of the exchange rate here, but ten thousand sure sounded like an excellent number. And if I could put that into a brewery? It would be my life’s dream come true. It was more dollars in the human world than I’d ever seen at once, and it would be more than enough to make the brewery that I wanted in Hagop.

“Ten thousand,” I laughed. “You guys have no idea. I could make the best beer out of the best ingredients with that money. I swear, you guys have never tasted anything as good as what I’m going to give you.”

“I’m intrigued,” Babble said, and he gave me a toothy smile. “In fact, I’m sold. I’d very much like to taste this amazing beer of yours.”

“So would I,” Hildegard added. “I’ll tell you what, if you win the contest, then I’ll stock all of your beer here for the people of Hagop.”

“Really?” I asked.

“Really,” she assured me. “Now, don’t get the wrong idea. I always stock the winning beer.”

“But it would be nice if it was a local lad who won it,” Babble said and waggled his eyebrows.

“There’s that,” Hildegard agreed.

“I know that I can do it,” I laughed. “I’m making a solid promise that this is the best beer you’re ever going to drink. And I don’t break promises.”

“But you’ll have to beat Pyotr House,” Babble said as he thumped the bar. “And they’ve won for the past four years.”

“I don’t care,” I said. “Pyotr House beer tastes like horse shit.”

The elves looked at me, and even Hildegard widened her eyes in shock. I knew that I’d struck a nerve, but I couldn’t wait to show them exactly what I could do.

“Of course it does,” one of the elves said, and he gave me a drunken, vague look. “That’s why we only drink wine.”

“But you’re going to love my beer,” I insisted. “All of you.”

I sounded like a maniac, but I didn’t care. I knew that my talent was going to win over all of these weird creatures. I didn’t care if they were foxes, elephants, gnomes, or sailors. I was going to prove them all wrong, and I was going to show them just how good beer could be.

And nothing was going to stop me. Hell, I’d ended up in this weird land, and if I was going to make something of it, it made sense that I put my best talents to work.

“Elves drinking beer,” Babble giggled, and he slammed his tankard on the bar. “This man is going to change Hagop!”

“Damn right I will,” I said. “Anything else you need to tell me?”

“Dwarves are tricky,” Hildegard said. “They’re very particular about what they like. So I wouldn’t stray too far from what they know if you want to win. Remember, four of the judges are dwarves.”

“That’s tough, but I can still work with it,” I said. “Nothing too exotic, but something that will show them what a real beer can taste like.”

“No trouble at all,” Babble snorted.

I couldn’t believe it. Only twenty-four hours in this place, and I already had my new mission in life.

I was going to win that ten thousand so I could finally build my own brewery. I was going to win over those dwarves, whether they liked it or not. They may have hated humans, but once they tasted the beer I made, they’d realize just how much time they’d wasted on bad beer.

And when it was all said and done, I’d be the master brewer they’d be talking about for generations.

“I suppose that settles it,” Babble said. “He’s the new finest brewer in town.”

“Ha!” One of the elves cackled in the corner, and I looked over and saw him already slouched over his friend’s knee. “As if a human could brew beer!”

“You’re drunk,” I said to him. “Before nine in the morning. I could do a whole bunch of things better than you.”

The elf’s eyes darkened as he furrowed his brow, but one of the others placed his hands on the elf’s shoulders and turned him away from me.

I felt indestructible. I was going to show these guys exactly what I was made of. And if they hated me even more, then that was on them.

But I knew that they wouldn’t.

“Yeast,” someone said, and I turned to Babble and Hildegard.

“Huh?” I mumbled and looked between them.

“Yeast,” Hildegard said. “You can buy some at the bakery just down the road. It’s on the way to the farm where all the dwarves buy their hops. But you’ll probably have to fight your way through the dwarves to get any. They’ve already started to buy up what they’ll need.”

“I can fight my way in,” I laughed. “I’m a giant, after all.”

“He’s my giant,” Babble announced proudly, and he looked around to see if anyone else was listening.

But the only souls in the inn were the already drunk elves and the three of us, and nobody else was there to hear it.

“Take me to get the yeast,” I told him. “If that fits in with your schedule, of course, boss.”

“Of course it does,” he burped, and he set his tankard out on the table. “To the bakery!”

“To the bakery!” I added.

The small gnome climbed from his stool, and together, we stumbled through the door in search of the finest ingredients to put in the finest of beers.
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Chapter 5

“Where to now?” I laughed as the daylight hit my eyes.

The sky looked bluer than I’d ever seen, and everything seemed to sparkle. A land without electricity looked like a land without pollution to me, and I smiled as I took a deep breath that smelled like pine and freshwater.

“Only the finest bakery in town,” Babble replied as he leaned against the wall of Hildegard’s inn to get his balance. “For the finest yeast.”

“You’ll have to lead the way,” I said. “I still have no idea where anything is.”

“Just… give me a moment,” he replied and then burped.

While the gnome recovered from his morning beer, I looked around at the strange town where I now lived. Elves, dwarves, and humans walked along the streets as they went about their daily business, and carts moved slowly over the large cobblestone bridge that connected the two sides of the river. Smoke curled up from chimneys, and the breeze carried the first fall leaves along the roads.

It looked so surreal, and the only thing I could equate it with were old paintings of medieval life, except maybe set in a Dungeons and Dragons landscape. I could see elves trying to barter with leather merchants and humans haggling with fishmongers, and just a little further along, a group of dwarves had gathered beneath a banner to laugh about something.

“So where is the finest bakery?” I asked and turned to check on the gnome.

“Up here to the left,” Babble yawned as he finally started to move.

We started to make our way across the cobbles, and I passed dwarves and humans alike who looked at me and whispered things to themselves. Despite being of average height in Portland, it was clear that I was the tallest guy in Hagop. Everyone else seemed to be under five foot five, and it didn’t help me blend in that they were all dressed in tunics and leggings.

I glanced down at my jeans and t-shirt and realized just how out of place I really was. I tried to smile and look friendly, but that only sent people scurrying to the other side of the road. I was starting to feel like Shrek, and for a wild moment, I wondered what the town would do if I painted my skin green.

“Giants aren’t popular here,” I noted as we started across the bridge.

“Eh,” the gnome replied and waved away my concerns. “If you can make beer to rival that of Pyotr House, they’ll love you soon enough.”

“Oh, I can definitely do that,” I said as I nodded.

The whispers followed us to the other side of the river, and I’d stopped trying to wave to people by then. I decided to follow the gnome’s lead and just ignore the looks and sound of hurrying feet, and so I ambled along and drank in the amazing atmosphere of the place.

“That’s the bakery,” Babble hiccupped as he pointed to the right. “We can surely get yeast there. It’s where Hildegard buys all of her goods, and it has the best reputation in Hagop.”

There wasn’t much along that section of the road, but I finally spotted the faded sign with a picture of a loaf of bread. It was a small thatched-roof building with exposed beams that looked like it was being held together by faith alone.

“Perfect,” I nodded. “That’s exactly what we need.”

Babble and I strolled along the street, which wasn’t as busy as the other side of the river. I tucked my hands in my pockets and watched a couple of pigeons that were pecking at a crust of bread, and then Babble cleared his throat to get my attention.

“Look smart,” he said as he straightened his little green blazer. “They get a lot of customers.”

“Oh, um,” I said and tugged at my t-shirt.

The gnome shook his head and scowled at my clothing.

“We’ll need to find you something more presentable to wear,” he announced. “No one will take you seriously in that.”

“You did,” I pointed out.

“Yes, but you’d just saved me,” he replied, and the gnome shook his head again and then stepped up to the door of the bakery. When he opened it, the sound of birdsong drifted outside.

I looked around for the bird in the cage as I stepped inside, but then I was distracted by the most heavenly smell I’d ever experienced in my life. It was the classic aroma of butter and baking bread, but it smelled a thousand times better than it ever had before.

“Oh, man,” I muttered as I tried not to drool on the floor.

“They do a nice job here,” Babble said as he leaned over to sniff a basket of loaves by the door.

The bakery was a small establishment that must’ve only been ten by ten feet. There was a counter lining the entire back wall, and it was currently filled with bread, a few pastries that looked like they were made with berries, and a cake or two. A few of the pastries were still steaming, and the savory scent of rosemary and blueberry drifted our way.

Babble tapped his foot on the stone ground and looked around for an attendant. But aside from the bird, which I still couldn’t see, there didn’t seem to be anyone in the place.

“If you please!” the gnome shouted. “There are two customers willing to pay out here.”

I heard a flurry of sound from the back room and the clashing of metal pans. The whistling abruptly stopped, and a moment later, a woman hurried into the room with a tray of buns.

“I’m so sorry,” the woman said as she smiled. “I didn’t hear you come in.”

“Well,” Babble huffed and ran a hand over his coat again.

I probably should have said something useful, but all I could do was stare at the rosy-cheeked woman. I didn’t know if it was the smell of the fresh bread or just the sight of her that made me feel high, but I’d never felt such an instant need to be with someone before.

Some part of my brain noted that she wore a burgundy colored cloth dress with sleeves that came to just below her elbows and a skirt down to her ankles. Her dark blue apron was covered in flour, and a small dusting of the ground meal had also found its way into her blonde hair, despite the fact that she’d tied it back into a messy bun. The tip of her nose and one cheek were dabbed with flour as well, which somehow made her more endearing.

But what I really loved was the deep, almost navy blue of her eyes. I could have stared at them for hours without saying a word, except that the gnome stomped on my foot.

“I’m so sorry,” she laughed as she set the heavy tray on the counter. “Our cart broke down, so we’re behind schedule. Everyone who isn’t baking is out making deliveries.”

I didn’t even know what to say. I’d only seen a woman like this in paintings, so of course, I grinned like an idiot when she smiled at us.

“Hello,” I almost choked. “Ummm...”

“Oh,” she said and then quickly looked away. “I heard there was a giant in Hagop.”

“I’m not a giant,” I assured. “I’m, uhhh, here to buy… something.”

“Well, we have plenty of bread,” she said and looked up at me shyly. “Or perhaps a tart?”

“Uh...” I muttered.

“We’d like to buy some brewer’s yeast,” Babble said as he stepped forward. “And we’ll need a lot of it.”

“A heavier strain, for making an ale,” I added.

The woman’s deep blue eyes widened, and she placed her hands on her hips. She threw a brief glance at Babble before looking back to me in amazement.

“Yeast,” she repeated as if in a trance. “Of course…”

Babble looked up at me and back at the baker girl. He rolled his eyes as he watched us for a moment, and then he stepped firmly between the two of us.

“What’s your name?” Babble finally asked.

I tried not to slap myself across the face when I heard the question. But I needed to wake up and focus on my brewing business, and not mooning over every pretty girl in Hagop.

“My name?” she asked blankly and then shook her head before throwing Babble a look. “Oh, yes. I’m Flora. And who are you?”

She glanced between the gnome and I and furrowed her brow. I could tell that she was confused, and not just because of the extreme difference in our heights. I guessed it was unusual in Hagop for humans and gnomes to hang out together, and she was trying to figure out why we were there together and what we intended to do with so much yeast.

“My name is Tyler,” I finally said when I found my voice. “I’ve just traveled here from a place called Portland.”

“Oh,” she nodded as she batted her eyelashes at me. “I haven’t heard of… Portland. But I’m sure it must be very… unusual.”

She glanced at my clothes for a moment and then turned her attention to the buns on the tray. She shuffled from side to side as she adjusted the bread before she turned back to Babble.

“So, let’s see, you need...” she murmured.

“We’re looking for brewer’s yeast,” Babble announced as he rolled his eyes. “As I just said. I imagine you have a lot of it here.”

“Of course we do,” Flora shot back at him. “We sell it to all the brewers. But how much yeast exactly are you looking for?”

“We need enough for two barrels of beer,” I said.

“Beer?” she almost gasped as her dark blue eyes fluttered in my direction again.

Beer. Brewing. I had to remind myself of my mission here in this strange place, or else I was just going to get lost in the beauty of this woman.

But how couldn’t I? I was a human man. And I knew that there were other beautiful and exotic creatures around here, but a human man couldn’t resist a pretty girl who smelled like freshly baked bread of all things.

“A gnome and a human,” she said as she studied the two of us. “And you want a brewing amount of yeast? I don’t mean to pry, but I’ve never heard of such a thing.”

“It’s true,” I said. “We plan on producing our own beer.”

“My friend here is a brewer in Portland,” the gnome added.

“Humans brew beer in Portland?” she asked.

“They do,” I assured her. “The best beer you’ve ever tasted.”

“Huh,” she said and looked between us again.

“So… will you sell us some yeast?” I asked hopefully.

“Usually we keep that reserved for dwarves,” she said as she looked down at the buns.

I could tell that she was trying not to look at me, and I realized that I had more power here than I had previously thought.

“I know,” I said. “But I’ve come to the city of Hagop from my foreign land… just to brew beer. And I know that you have the finest bakery in town, which means you probably have the best yeast in town.”

“This is definitely, without a doubt, the finest bakery in town,” she said as she fiddled with the buns some more.

Her cheeks flushed bright beetroot pink, and she turned on her heel and disappeared into the back room again for a moment.

“She hates us,” Babble sighed, and he shook his head and looked down at his tiny gnome feet. “Maybe we’ll have to go to a different bakery.”

“I don’t think that’s the case,” I whispered. “She definitely likes us. Well, she likes me. I’m not sure what she thinks of you.”

“I’m sure she hates me,” he sniffed. “All humans do.”

“I don’t,” I reminded him.

“Yes, but you’re from this strange place called Portland,” he said. “After you’ve lived here long enough, you’ll probably hate gnomes as well.”

“Won’t happen,” I assured him.

We heard something thump in the backroom, and a moment later, footsteps moved quickly toward the front of the store again.

“You said enough for one batch?” the baker asked as she peeked around the corner.

I could tell she had pulled back her long blonde locks into an even tighter bun because her skin looked stretched and she looked at me with big flying saucer eyes like I was an alien. But even though she was obviously trying to be discreet, I knew that she couldn’t keep her eyes off of me. And I couldn’t keep my eyes off of her, either. This bakery visit had turned into a real game of cat and mouse, and it was funny to me that Babble had to watch all this.

I told myself I couldn’t just get distracted by any ladies who might swoon over me, but this girl had something about her. It was like she couldn’t even contain herself, and I thought that it was cute as hell.

“Yes,” I repeated, and I tried to hold back a smile. “If you can spare it.”

Flora looked like she was about to reply, but then a small stout man in a white apron and a white hat appeared beside her.

“Hello,” he announced. “You’re the man who wants yeast?”

“Yes, Sir,” Babble and I both said at the same time, and the baker patted Flora on the arm.

“Get this man the yeast he wants,” he shrugged. “The dwarves have already bought the lager yeast they need, so we have ale yeast to spare.”

“Of course,” she said, but the blonde beauty couldn’t tear her eyes from me.

We stared at each other for a moment, and I drank in her beautiful plump arms and ruddy cheeks. I couldn’t peel my eyes from her if I tried, and every second she stood in the doorway was another second I was in heaven.

“Well, go on and get it, Flora,” the baker snapped.

“Oh, yes,” Flora said and disappeared again.

“Thank you,” Babble said as he furrowed his brow.

“What do you need with the yeast anyway?” the baker asked. “You’re not planning to make your own bread are you?”
“I’m a large man,” I heard myself saying. “Who needs a large amount of yeast.”

The baker and the gnome both stared at me like they weren’t sure what the hell I was talking about, but they were saved from having to respond when Flora returned with three jars of gray-white goop.

“This is active yeast,” she muttered as she held out the jars, and then she looked up at me and blushed. “Is that all that you need?”

“Yes,” I said with a smile as I held up the jars. “This is perfect, thank you.”

“Five silver pieces,” the baker said.

I looked down at Babble, who still owed me for the last fight, and he shrugged and pulled a small pouch out of his pocket.

“Remind me to put this in my books, protector,” he muttered as he counted out five silver pieces.

“Well, enjoy your yeast,” the baker said and then returned to the back of the shop.

The gnome handed Flora the coins, and she quickly counted them and then dropped them in a small drawer in the wall. Then, she leaned against the counter and looked over the pair of us again.

“I’ve never seen anyone like you in town before,” she finally said to me. “And you come from… where is it? Portland?”

We might’ve gotten our yeast, but I could tell that she wanted to talk. And as much as I didn’t want to admit it to myself, I was powerless to a woman like this. She just seemed so wholesome, and hell, I needed to get to know the locals didn’t I? I knew that it was just an excuse, but I could tell myself whatever I wanted.

“Yes,” I answered. “Portland. It’s very far from here. And very different, too.”

“I’ve never heard of it,” she said. “Is it in the East Country?”

“No,” Babble answered. “He came down the river.”

“Oh,” she nodded as she pushed a strand of hair from her face. “So the West Country?”

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “But it’s far from here. I’m staying at Hildegard’s inn down the road. Do you know it?”

“Of course I do,” she said as she nodded. “Everyone in Hagop knows Hildegard. We supply bread to her every day, even when the cart breaks down.”

“I heard,” I said and chuckled. “She mentioned you were having a few issues today.”

“Today, yesterday, every day,” she sighed.

Babble tapped his tiny gnome foot impatiently on the floor, but I didn’t want to leave just yet. Something about Flora compelled me to stay and talk, and five minutes of my time wouldn’t have been too much.

The baker woman peeked into the back room before gesturing at Babble and I to come closer. We exchanged a glance before making a few steps toward the counter, and I leaned down to hear what Flora had to say.

“Try one of these buns,” the gorgeous blonde whispered, and she pointed to the tray. “It’s a new recipe that I’m trying out, so they’re not on sale yet. They’re made with dried rose petals.”

I smiled at her and grabbed one of the buns from the counter, which I handed to the very short Babble. Then, I took one for myself and bit into it.

The bun was amazing and unlike anything I’d ever tasted in the human world. I could taste the rose in it, but there were also hints of cardamom and caraway seeds. I moaned happily as the flavors danced around my tongue, and then I popped the rest of it into my mouth.

“This is delicious,” I said as I chewed it down. “Flora, you’re a genius.”

The baker woman smiled up at me and flushed bright pink. Then, she twirled around and nodded before walking from behind the counter to the middle of the bakery to join us.

“I want to join the bakers’ guild,” she whispered. “But for now I can’t. I just heat the stoves and knead the dough. I’ve known the sound of a rooster’s call since I was fourteen years old. It’s been eight years since then, but I think that if enough people taste my buns, they’ll surely buy them.”

“I agree,” Babble laughed, and he started twirling around as well. “That was heavenly. You’ll be the finest baker in Hagop!”

“Sshhh,” Flora hushed, and she brought her finger to her mouth. “Don’t let the boss hear you say that. He’s very competitive, and he doesn’t like it when anyone else challenges his recipes.”

I looked down at the blonde, who blushed at me again before she made her way behind the counter. I’d never met anyone as passionate and silly as her, and I couldn’t get enough of it.

“We should move on,” Babble said as he nudged me in the shin. “We have other business to attend to as well.”

“These were obviously made from very fine grains,” I said, and I gestured at the rose buns. “Do you get them in town or are they imported?”

“Oh,” she laughed out loud. “Of course the grains are from Hagop. We get them from the Rover Mill at the edge of town!”

Babble tapped his little foot on the floor and nodded at me, and I knew where our next destination was. We needed the hops for sure, but if we could stop along the way to get the other ingredients, then I could get everything that I needed in no time.

“The Rover Mill?” I repeated as I leaned across the counter. “I’ve never heard of it.”

“It’s very, um, very close,” Flora insisted as she bounced from one foot to the other. “If you’re interested in buying grains, then you should definitely visit our local mills. They’re the finest in the country!”

“I bet they are,” I smiled, and for another moment, I became lost in her deep blue eyes.

Until I felt a tug at the bottom of my jeans, of course. I looked down, and Babble was jumping from side to side and flashing me another graveyard toothy smile.

“We need to go to the Rover Mill as well, it seems,” he insisted. “It would be a fine day trip. And to peruse the grains, surely.”

“Umm, of course,” I added, and I shot a look at the jars and then back to Flora. “Do you possibly have anything that we could carry these in? I seem to have forgotten, um…”

“A basket,” Babble replied. “If you could be so kind.”

“Of course,” Flora said, and she gave herself a slap on the ruddy cheek and turned toward the back of the bakery. “I can get you one right now.”

As she disappeared through the door, I felt another tug at my jeans.

“Yes?” I sighed as I looked down.

“I sense something between you two,” he said. “And I’m not sure I approve of this. Not when we have brewing to do.”

“Something is brewing for sure,” I said under my breath before Flora appeared with a large wicker basket in her arms.

She placed the jars in the basket and covered them with some cheesecloth before placing it on the counter.

“This should be good for traveling,” she said without breaking eye contact with me, and I smiled and nodded.

“Thank you,” I said. “This is very helpful.”

Oh, man. I didn’t want to tear myself away from the beautiful baker woman, but I also didn’t want to waste any time on getting my beer ingredients. But if she’d been here since she was fourteen, then I was sure that she would be here tomorrow, so I decided to continue my shopping spree so I could start my batch right away.

Besides, if she delivered everything to Hildegard’s tavern, then I was sure that I would run into her again.

“It was a pleasure to meet you,” she said, and she drew her left leg back behind the other and gave us a small curtsy.

Nobody had ever curtsied for me before, and I felt like laughing because this woman made me so happy. But once again, I felt Babble tug at my jeans, and then he pulled me out of the bakery.

“And you, too,” I called behind my back as I slung the basket over my arm and stepped out into the Hagop sunlight.

“I say, giant,” Babble started. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d accuse you of thinking she’s pretty.”

“What would ever make you think that?” I snorted as I started down the road before realizing that I didn’t know where I was going at all. “So where’s the Rover Mill?”

“Ha!” the gnome laughed. “It’s at the end of the main road, where the grasslands meet the cobbled street.”

“Okay,” I said as I studied the roads until I spotted what looked like a giant wheel along the river’s edge. “Down there?”

“Aren’t you clever?” he chortled as he danced down the road toward the mill.

The weight of the yeast in my basket made me feel accomplished, but I couldn’t get the blue of that girl’s eyes out of my head. Man, they didn’t make them like that back in Portland…

“Hello, Babble,” I heard a voice shout, and a fisherman down on the docks waved at the small gnome with a smile.

“You’re friends?” I asked.

“Fishermen are always friendly,” he said as he nodded. “And I’ve met a great deal of them in my time.”

“Are they gamblers?” I asked as we headed down the street.

“Oh, no,” Babble laughed. “They’re the most sensible humans in Hagop. But I meet a lot of people in town, and I make sure to be as friendly as I can to all of them. Gnomes have a bad reputation, but I don’t want to be part of that. I want to make as many friends as possible.”

I nodded and then looked around at the street. I hadn’t paid much attention before, but it was clear that most of the different races didn’t mix. I tried nodding to the elves we passed, but they ignored us, and the dwarves by the docks actually looked angry when I waved.

“It seems like everyone here sticks to their own kind,” I said. “I mean, I’m new in town, but is that how it is?”

I looked down at the tiny creature who walked along beside me, and I saw his cheeks flushed pink. He started to twirl and pull at his beard and shook his head.

“Yes, you’re right,” he admitted. “But not all of us feel the same way. See, you’re my protector, and you’re a human. And I’m friends with Hildegard, and she’s a human. We don’t need to be so separated all of the time.”

“I’d agree with that,” I replied. “Life can be pretty boring if you only talk to people who are just like you.”

“That’s so true,” the gnome replied. “It’s good to have a different perspective. Even from a head so high in the sky.”

“Or so low to the ground,” I laughed.

Babble laughed as well and did another twirl, but then he turned serious for a moment.

“And I do have gnome friends,” he insisted, even though I noticed that most of the gnomes we passed on the street didn’t seem to regard him as warmly as his human friends. “I just don’t really hang around those parts all the time. Gnome city is a very different place than the human city.”

“Well, the human city seems pretty sweet,” I said and shrugged. “I can understand why you’d want to stay here.”

It really was. There were horses and buggies, women washing sheets on the shore of the river, and fishermen laughing to themselves as they cast their nets out on the water. It seemed like a pretty ideal existence, even if all the races didn’t seem to get along too well. Maybe I would get sick of how picturesque it was someday, but for now, I thought that the place was perfect.

And better yet, I could live out my dreams here. I’d never have been able to afford the opportunity back in Portland, but in Hagop, it seemed like everything was possible for me.

“Wait,” Babble said, and he scurried over toward a shopfront.

I followed him and looked into the window. The shop was like every other building on the street, with a thatched roof and exposed beams. But it had a painted sign out front that said ‘Garb for Sale’ and an arrow pointing to the entrance.

“Do you need a new suit?” I asked, and he threw his head back and cackled.

“Not for me,” he said. “I have lived in Hagop all of my life, and I know how the people dress. But with all due respect, you look like a foreigner if I’ve ever seen one. And I know that old McNally owes me a few favors…”

He tugged at my jeans, and I crouched through the entrance and made my way into the store with him.

When in Rome, I thought. Or at least, when in Hagop.
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Chapter 6

I stepped into the dark shop and then stopped on the threshold in confusion. I’d been expecting something like the clothing stores back home, but instead of brightly-lit displays and a smiling salesperson, the room was dark and apparently empty. The whole place smelled like mothballs and dust, and I had the sudden urge to turn around and leave before I got sucked into buying something unfashionable and uncomfortable.

I could hear a whir coming from the back, but other than that, it seemed like the place hadn’t been touched in years. I tried not to sneeze as I looked around the room, which was filled with tiny clothing fit for gnomes and elves, but nowhere near big enough to fit a human teenager, let alone a human man.

“McNally!” Babble called out. “McNally, it’s me, Babble!”

“Dammit!” a shrill voice came from the backroom, and I heard what sounded like boxes falling.

A cloud of dust exploded like a miniature atomic bomb, and the gnome and I coughed before an elf appeared before us through the fog.

Just like the others of his kind, he had white-blond hair and stood at about four feet tall. But he looked very old, and had a wrinkled face and a long crooked nose. He was wearing a black robe that came to just above the ankles, and I could see that his nails were long and yellow.

“It really is you,” the elf sighed.

He seemed undeterred by the amount of dust in the store, which was impressive to me, because my eyes were already beginning to itch like I had hay fever.

“You’re right, it is me,” Babble smiled.

I appreciated the gnome’s disregard for social cues and decided that it was probably better to let him do the talking. After all, I wasn’t the one who had a favor to call in.

“What is it that you want?” the elf sneered.

“You remember April of last year?” Babble asked, and he started to twirl his beard slowly in his hands.

“April…” the elf replied, and he looked down at the ground. “Yes, April…”

His expression darkened, and he rolled his eyes and attempted to strut back into the back of the store.

“Ah, so you do remember,” Babble called after him. “That will make things much easier.”

“Fine,” the elf finally sighed and then turned around. “But I was hoping that you wouldn’t. You had a lot of wine on that night.”

“I did,” Babble laughed. “But I will never forget a promise made to me! Isn’t that impressive?”
“For you, perhaps,” the elf sniffed, and he cast a hateful look at me before turning back to Babble. “What do you want?”
“You know what I want,” Babble said with a smile.

I looked down at the tiny gnome and tried to make sense of it all. He wasn’t really friends with his kind, and yet people all over town owed him favors. If I had been back in the States, I would’ve pinned him as some kind of petty criminal, or even a mob guy. Even though he seemed harmless on the surface, it was clear that he was not a conventional member of Hagop society.

But I didn’t have many more friends in town, and whether I liked it or not, it was better to be tied to someone who knew the place from the inside out. Even if we weren’t best friends forever, I probably couldn’t ask for a better guy to show me the ropes when I was fresh out of the river. I didn’t want to think about abandoning my brand-new boss yet, but it was clear that there was something about him that set him apart from the rest. Whether that was good or bad was something I’d figure out later.

“Come to the back,” the elf groaned, and he cast a look at me. “If you can fit, of course.”

Man. I’d never been fat-shamed in my life, and yet these elves seemed to have it out for me, even if I hadn’t said a single word yet.

“I’ll try my best, kind sir,” I said with a big old smile.

The elf scowled at me before taking us through the store to a small cupboard-like nook in the back. Of course, the nasty little creature was right, and there was no way in hell that I would fit in there.

I sighed as I looked into the back room, where I could see another elf slaving away at a sewing machine that he was powering with a treadle. It was the kind of thing that I’d only seen in antique stores back in Portland, and I was quickly reminded that some things were definitely easier with electricity.

“Barty,” McNally said, and the fastidious elf didn’t even look up. “Barty, stop right now!”

The skinny elf shook his head like he’d been awakened from a trance and scrambled to his feet. He brought his pale hand to his forehead like a sailor and addressed McNally.

“Yes, sir!” Barty shouted before he realized that a gnome and a human were standing before him, and he scrambled backwards for a second before regaining his balance. “Oh, customers! Hello, customers. Nice to meet you.”

“You fool,” McNally growled. “Babble has come to make good on an old favor that I’d hoped he would forget about.”

“You’re very funny, as always, McNally,” Babble replied with an uneasy laugh. “But I’m a gnome, after all. Never forget a bet, a bet we never forget! I have a large human here, and he needs to be clad in the finest that Hagop has to offer.”

“Then why don’t you go to a human tailor?” McNally sneered as he eyed me.

“Because I don’t have any favors in my books with human tailors, McNally,” Babble said. “Surely you know that. And you’re known as the finest suit-maker in the city. You don’t think I’d associate with… inferior craftsmanship, do you?”

The elf shrugged, and his expression softened. I could tell that Babble was trying to appease the elf despite his hatred for humans.

“He’s a giant,” the sewing elf, Barty, giggled. He looked me over and started to wring his hands. “A very big giant. I’ve never seen a giant so tall before! He looks freakish!”

“Thank you,” I answered. “That makes me feel great.”

“I’m sure you can come up with something,” Babble added. “After all, no designer is as innovative as you. It would be a feat of engineering.”

“You’re right,” McNally answered, and his eyes twinkled with delight. “It would be a work of genius.”

“And there’s nobody more fit to do it,” Babble persuaded him. “Nobody in Hagop has ever suited a giant.”

“Leave it with me,” McNally said, and he rushed over to a table covered with bolts of cloth.

The tailor returned with a roll of burgundy colored fabric and shoved it at Barty like it was a rat he’d caught poking through his store.

“Make this monstrosity a suit,” he said. “King’s cut, bell sleeves, forty-three by forty-seven. And if you’re slow about it, I’ll fish slap you.”

“Of course,” Barty squeaked as he grabbed the roll of fabric and started to chop at it with a pair of rusty scissors.

I didn’t want to condone slave labor, but I had to admit that I was grateful that my new employer had deigned to use his favor to buy me a new suit. I would never blend in completely because of my height, but I might at least be able to look like a local and not like someone who’d gotten lost on the brewery tour.

“If you’ll just give me a moment,” McNally said, and he ushered Babble and I back into the main space of the store.

Babble and I shrugged at each other, and then we walked around and perused what they had to offer. It seemed to mainly be a purveyor of velvet cloaks and tiny suits, but all of them looked well-made.

“This is all fine work, McNally,” Babble called out as he patted the sleeve of a pink velvet dress. “I can’t wait to tell the townsfolk that you’re the first to suit a giant.”

He looked up at me and winked, and I could tell that he was working a particular kind of manipulative magic on the elf.

“Me, neither,” McNally rushed back with a green glass bottle and some glasses. “May I treat you to a glass of brandy?”

I looked down at the elf, who had apparently been flattered into submission.

“I’d love a glass,” I said, and the elf started to pour the liquid into little glasses on the counter.

I mean, if this was a research trip, I still wanted to see what kind of libations Hagop had to offer. And I didn’t know when or if an elf would be nice to me again, so this seemed like a good time to find out what made the elves happy.

McNally handed a glass to me and to Babble, poured one for himself, and held it up to us.

“To a new suit,” he said and then gave me a curt smile.

I could tell that even though he loved the title of suit maker for a giant, he still hated having to associate with a human.

“A new suit,” I nodded and took a sip of the liquid.

It immediately burned the roof of my mouth and the back of my throat. The closest thing I’d ever had in Portland was a mezcal negroni, but this stuff just seemed like ginger-tinged rocket fuel. I tried my best not to cough again as I took a few more sips.

“Wow,” Babble choked, and he tried to smile despite the obvious pain he was in. “This is very strong.”

“Yes, it’s Jeeves House,” the elf said, and he took a hearty sip as if the stuff was water. “It’s very delicate, isn’t it?”

“Psychos,” I said under my breath, and the elf looked up at me with a sleepy smile.

“What was that?” he asked.

“Like roses,” I told him, despite the fact that my eyes were watering. “Very delicate.”

“Ah, yes,” the elf nodded. “It really is. I can’t wait to see what Jeeves House brings to the festival this year.”

The gnome looked up at me with tears streaming down his face and burped, but I could only shrug. So far this town seemed like one big party, but if I wanted to be a part of it, I had to take care of business first.

“Sir!” a tired voice piped up from the store cupboard. “Sir, take a look at this!”

“One moment,” McNally smiled, and he scurried away into the backroom.

“We’re never going to get anything done if we keep drinking all day,” I whispered to the gnome. “I still need to get my grains and my hops!”

“You need to fit in a little more if you want to get anywhere in this town,” Babble assured me before hiccuping. “Or shrink, but that’s less likely. Don’t worry, we’ll get there in time. Everyone here owes me a favor.”

I rolled my eyes and let out a large sigh. I liked Hagop so far, but I couldn’t ignore the fact that it also seemed like one big fever dream, and the weirdness never stopped.

“Behold!” a voice came from the back of the store, and McNally reappeared.

The elf was using a cane to hold up a human-sized suit so it wouldn’t drag on the floor.

I couldn’t believe that the tired elf had made such quick work of my suit, and every detail down to the stitching was certainly as fine as all the others that were on display in the store. I found myself looking at a burgundy colored tunic and a pair of loose pants that luckily didn’t look anywhere near as tight as the ones that I had seen some of the guys on the street wearing.

There were also a few decorative brass buttons along the front of the tunic that glinted in the sparse rays of sunshine in the store, and there was a faint pattern in the fabric of the pants. It wasn’t my usual look, but overall, I was happy with the work, and I felt a grin stretch across my face.

“It’s amazing,” I smiled. “It’s really something.”

“Well, you can save your compliments for when you try the thing on,” Babble said. “Which I suggest you do now. Not that I don’t like attention when walking down the street, but it’s only nice when it’s the right kind of attention. And getting stares because your clothes look like something pulled from a rag bag is not the right kind of attention.”

The gnome had a good point, and even the elf was nodding in agreement. Both creatures scowled at my jeans and t-shirt and then exchanged a quick look with each other.

“Come with me,” McNally said and led me to the back of the shop again.

The small room with the sewing machine was barely tall enough to fit all of me inside, but I slumped down while I pulled off my old clothes. McNally sniffed when he saw my boxers, but he handed me the suit without comment and then left me to change.

I took the suit in my hands and realized that the fabric was a very soft velvet. I’d never owned anything so nice back in Portland, but then again, velvet wasn’t something people still wore. I ran my hand over the suit for a moment, and then pulled it on.

The tunic felt like a cloud against my skin, and the cotton tee suddenly seemed like cheap, rough material. A quick look in the mirror revealed that the color was actually quite complimentary, and I found myself grinning.

I glanced down at the jeans and t-shirt, and though the new clothing was comfortable, I wasn’t quite ready to give up on my old rags just yet. So I folded them up and tucked them under my arm as I stepped back into the front of the shop.

Babble and McNally’s eyes widened as they turned around, and for a moment, I thought they would ask me to catwalk around the store. Both men nodded as they took in the view, and Babble even gave me a wink.

“Oh, it’s really something,” McNally nodded, and a sickly grin passed over his pallid face. “You look like the most handsome giant in town.”

“Superior craftsmanship,” I said to the sewing elf, who was inspecting the cuffs of one of his red suits.

“Oh?” he said as he turned around. “Oh! Why thank you, Sir. It is my pleasure and obligation.”

McNally shot him a sneer, and the other elf shook his head and gave himself a slap on the cheek.

“Not obligation,” the sewer insisted. “Hmm… celebration.”

“Fool,” McNally muttered. “But yes, you look like a most accomplished giant. And you won’t be needing those anymore.”

He pointed at the folded pile of clothes that I was holding, and for a second, I felt a pang of homesickness.

If I let go of the pile, I would be getting rid of the last things that tied me to my old home. I was effectively admitting that I was now a resident of Hagop, with no real plans to find a way back to Portland.

Well, maybe it wasn’t really that serious, but it certainly felt momentous. I told myself that the suit was just to help me blend in until I figured out how to return to the great state of Oregon, and then I could buy all the t-shirts and jeans I needed to fit in again.

I took a deep breath and pulled the jeans and old t-shirt from under my arm. I knew it was time for me to become a real Hagoparian, or Hagopite, or Hagopman, and I couldn’t do that if I spent all my time worrying about how to get home.

“Here ya’ go,” I said and then handed the clothes to McNally, who snatched them out of my hands.

“Quite an unfamiliar material,” he said to himself as he fingered the jeans. “I’ve never seen anything like it…”

“It’s called denim,” I told him. “It’s pretty common where I’m from. By the way, what do you call people from Hagop? Are they Hagopites?”

“Hagoppers,” Babble laughed. “And my, don’t you look splendid! The farmers will be willing to sell you as much as you need now because you look like a man who can afford it. As for our business, McNally, I think we can agree that all of your dues have been paid off.”

“Of course,” the elf replied, and he rolled his eyes. “I must say, this has been a most entertaining day. And giant, whenever they ask you who made a suit as fine as that, tell them that it was McNally, and that they can always come here for the suit that will last them a lifetime. Every wedding, every funeral…”

“Thank you McNally!” Babble shouted, and the bell started to jingle as he opened the door.

I gave the two shifty elves a wave and smile before following the gnome back out onto the bustling Hagop street. The sun almost blinded my eyes after the dark shop, but I didn’t care. It was a gorgeous day in a gorgeous town, and now I finally felt like a real Hagopper.

“I say, you look quite dashing in that!” Babble laughed. “I’m sure that Flora the baker girl will appreciate it.”

I looked down at the fabric, which sparkled in the sunlight. Even though the material was quite heavy and decadent, I didn’t feel too hot, and I wondered if the elves had used some kind of magic on it. Not that I’d seen any magic since I’d been here, but I wouldn’t have been surprised if there was such a thing.

As for Flora, I had to admit that I was looking forward to showing her my outfit. And Hildegard as well. I couldn’t believe I’d only met two women in town so far and they were two of the most beautiful women that I’d ever seen in my life. I had no idea if the rest of this world was like Hagop, but if it was, I certainly couldn’t imagine leaving it.

“Thanks Babble,” I laughed, and I noticed that some of the women were starting to look over and blush.

I was the tallest guy in town, I had a brand-new suit, and I felt like nothing in the world could stop me.

Damn, I was good.

“And now to the Rover Mill!” Babble laughed as he twirled down the sidewalk.

By now, the town of Hagop was in full swing. Street vendors were selling every variety of fresh autumn fruit from apples to pumpkins, and they bartered with their customers with cheerful smiles. Ladies in long dresses were hustling children with slates and books into what looked like a local church to go to school. I could hear bells ringing in the distance, and the cool river breeze tingled the inside of my nostrils and reminded me of the delicious fish stew that I’d made the evening before.

“What a glorious day,” Babble sighed happily as he waved to a group of women. “A perfect day for me to introduce you to the beauty of Hagop.”

“I’ll say,” I laughed. “It’s absolutely gorgeous out here.”

The scent of cinnamon started to tingle my nose, and I followed my senses to see that it was coming from a stall with a big tin pot carefully positioned over a fire. I peered into the pot and saw what looked like red wine gently bubbling while sprigs of thyme, rosemary, and cinnamon sticks bobbed around. I could see chopped up apples and oranges as well, and I drank in the heavenly scent when a man with a ladle stirred the pot.

“What’s that?” I asked Babble. “It smells so delicious.”

“Spice wine,” he answered. “But just as you said, we can’t drink any more today. At least, not until a little later.”

“No, you’re certainly right about that,” I agreed, however good the stuff smelled.

The gnome was moving again, and I trotted after him. It only took me a few steps to catch up with him, and then I was able to slow down and look around as we made our way along the cobbled street. I knew we were reaching the outskirts of the town when the buildings were spread further apart and chickens could be seen walking along the road.

“Not much farther now to the mill,” Babble declared. “And not a moment too soon. I don’t trust these chickens.”

“Why did the chicken cross the road?” I asked as the gnome pressed close against me.

“What?” he asked in a confused voice as he tried to swat one of the birds. “Do you mean the bridge?”

“Never mind,” I sighed. “It’s a joke back where I come from.”

“Well, it’s not very funny,” he said. “Chickens are no joke here, especially for gnomes. My cousin was killed by a rooster.”

“Was he at a cock fight?” I asked.

“Yes,” Babble admitted. “It’s not the most upstanding hobby in the world, but us gnomes are just so good at placing bets that it’s hard to resist any game of chance. Some of the humans don’t like that, though. They think that our luck comes from a history of gnomes worshiping the devil.”

“Is that true?” I asked. “Because I have no idea how you can just acquire good luck.”

“Of course it’s not true,” the gnome scoffed. “It’s just how we’re made. If I could explain it, then I would. Look, there’s the mill over there.”

We passed the last few houses, and the rolling fields stretched out before us. I was surprised just how close the city and countryside were, but then again, it wasn’t like Hagop had suburbs.

I could see a few big windmills in the distance, but the mill we were interested in was situated on a large stream that branched off of the Hagop River. The wheel was slowly turning, and I could hear the creak of the wood as it moved in its unending circle.

A small flock of sheep were grazing on one of the last patches of green grass nearby, and several crows were sitting on top of some nearby hay bales. The air smelled like soil and alfalfa, and as we neared the mill, I could smell the grain as well.

“Looks beautiful,” I said.

“You won’t be saying that in a moment,” Babble replied.

A moment later, I saw what he meant. The mill wasn’t bustling with more cute animals and happy washerwomen. From what I could see, it looked like the place was full of dwarves.

They must’ve gotten wind of me just as soon as I saw them, because one of the dwarves whispered something to the other, and then five of the short men, all clad in the same green uniforms and floppy red hats, turned around and scowled.

“Don’t pay them any mind, Tyler,” Babble said.

“I’m used to attracting attention around here as a giant by now,” I said and shrugged. “If they want to try and make an enemy of me, then that’s on them. But I’m just going to mind my own business.

“A very respectable plan of action,” Babble nodded. “I couldn’t have said it better myself.”

Babble and I joined the crowd of dwarves that were gathered around the brown barn. I tried not to pay attention to whatever they were whispering to each other, but it was pretty hard.

“--never seen anyone like that here before,” a voice wafted over.

I rolled my eyes but refused to acknowledge them. These guys really had to get used to seeing people that didn’t look anything like them. I mean, the world was a damn big place, and I was glad that I’d experienced more diversity in my life.

“Oh, come, Romolo,” one of them said, and the small creature bent back and peered at me.

Something was different about this dwarf. It was like he wasn’t intimidated by me, or even suspicious. Instead, he looked me over and sized me up like an avocado that he was testing to buy from the supermarket.

“What are you doing?” one of the other dwarves spat.

The not-scared dwarf rolled his eyes and dragged his feet over to me. He studied me with one eye like that would somehow make me look shorter.

“Sir,” Babble said and suddenly bowed to the dwarf. “Forgive me for not recognizing you right away.”

Okay, so clearly the dwarf wielded some power in Hagop, and I wondered if I was supposed to bow as well.

“Greetings,” the dwarf said to me as he ignored the gnome. “I thought that I knew everybody in this town, but it appears not. What is your name?”

“I’m Tyler,” I said. “Tyler King.”

“A King?” He raised an eyebrow.

“It’s just my family name,” I assured him. “I’m not really a king.”

Well, for all he knew, I was about to start the most successful brewery known to man. And then perhaps I would really be the King of the brewers. But for now, that didn’t really matter.

“King,” he nodded. “Well, it appears that you are new to the city. My name is Pyotr House.”

My ears perked up, and I recognized him as the current master brewer who had won all of the competitions for the last four years.

“Pyotr House,” I repeated. “I’ve heard many very good things about your beer. Your reputation precedes you. I myself am looking to become a brewer.”

Suddenly, all the dwarf chattering stopped, and the entire barn went silent. I could see a few of them turn around to each other before the giggling started.

“A giant,” someone sputtered, and suddenly even Pyotr House was on the floor cackling.

Within the space of a few seconds, the place turned into absolute mayhem. I could barely hear myself over the scratchy cackling of all of these dwarves, who obviously had pretty firm preconceptions about just who should be doing the brewing in town.

“A human brewing beer!” one of them sobbed with laughter, and his friend slapped him on the back.

Man. Apparently, I could’ve started a career in comedy to fund my beer just by telling them my true intentions. But I didn’t like the idea of feeding their low view of human beer, even if it did work to my advantage for the moment.

“My apologies,” Pyotr said as he got up and dusted himself off.

He looked back at his friends, who tried their best to stop giggling but could barely manage it.

“That’s fine,” I groaned. “Everyone here thinks the same.”

“No, no, I cannot wait to taste your brew at the festival,” the dwarf said, obviously unfazed.

He wiped a tear from his eye and then returned to his friends, who were looking at the sacks of grain on the ground.

“It’s better this way,” Babble said. “Because otherwise, he would be working on schemes to ensure your loss. But luckily, Pyotr House is so full of himself that he doesn’t believe you could be a real threat.”

“I agree,” I nodded, but I still got the feeling that these dwarves wouldn’t be too happy about my newfound occupation.

We moved forward in the line, where a few tired-looking farmers were shoving off big sacks of grain. They were wearing straw hats and canvas tunics covered in straw and muck, but despite the bags under their eyes they looked happy with their work, and they were nice to the dwarves. Most of the small, hubristic creatures grabbed their sacks and ran off to their carts and donkeys once the money had been paid, so we moved pretty quickly to the front of the line.

It was all going well until the dwarf in front of us turned around and gave me a stony gaze.

“Hello,” he growled as he studied me. “Why are you here?”

“Hi there,” I smiled. “I’m here to buy some supplies. What’s your name?”

“Pah!” He spat on the ground and moved up one in the line. “My name is Cassian.”

“Nice to meet you, Cassian,” I replied with the biggest, dorkiest smile I could manage.

He looked at me and Babble suspiciously, and then he huffed to himself as he turned to place his order for the grains. He grunted as he accepted the bag, and then he lugged it away to his cart.

“Last order of the day,” the farmer coughed, and he gave us a tired smile. “You want a brewing portion? That’ll be ten silver.”

“Please,” I said, and I looked down to Babble, who still held my charge for the day.

The dreamy look in his eye disappeared, and he shook his head and produced a small sack of silver coins from his pocket.

“Here you are!” the gnome said as he plopped them down on the table.

“And here’s the barley,” the two farmers said as they lifted a massive sack onto the table.

Luckily for me, I wasn’t as small as a dwarf, so I slung the sack over my shoulders with ease. But when I looked behind me back at the town, I knew it was far too heavy to carry all the way back to the town by myself.

“Any chance we could hitch a ride back into town with someone?” I asked Babble. “You seem to have a lot of friends everywhere. Maybe there’s someone nearby who might lend us a cart.”

“Oh, there’s no chance that a dwarf will want to take you back to the town,” Babble laughed. “But perhaps we can find a human.”

We stepped back into the blazing afternoon sunlight. It might’ve been the beginning of fall, but the summer sun still shone down on us and started to make my back sweat.

I looked around for a cart that might be free to take us back, but I only saw a few donkeys grazing near the sheep.

We approached the donkeys and waited around for a couple of minutes. The town was a lot quieter now that the sun was at its peak and most of the townspeople had gone inside, and I sighed as I realized I might have to lug the sack all the way back after all.

“I might sweat to death out here,” Babble choked, and he removed his hat and started to pat his neck. “I can’t wait for the harvest. The sun is beautiful, alright, but it’s been here long enough for one season…”

“Hey there, friends,” someone shouted out.

I looked toward the voice and saw a tall man with long dark hair and a dark beard. He was dressed like a farmer in a canvas tunic and a straw hat, and he was playing one of those twangy little jaw harps. More importantly, he was riding a cart pulled by a donkey.

“Will!” Babble laughed. “Oh, Will, I hoped you’d be here!”
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Chapter 7

(Domestic Light Pilsner)

“Why’re you out at the peak of day, little fella?” the man laughed and then tut-tutted at me. “Seems you’ve got yourself a protector, huh?”

“Finally, someone understands,” Babble answered. “This is my good friend and protector, Tyler. He’s going to be the best beer brewer in all of Hagop, and we just got his barley!”

“A human brewer?” the man asked, and his eyes widened with surprise. “Well, much power to you, giant. I tried once or twice to brew some, and it tasted… well, it tasted like any old human beer. If you can learn the craft from the dwarves, you’re in good stead!”

“Oh, I don’t need to learn from them,” I told him. “I already know how to brew myself.”

The man’s jaw fell open, and his tiny jaw harp fell out of his mouth. He crouched down to pick it up before dusting the yellow dirt off his pants and gesturing to his cart.

“You two look like you could use a ride,” he said. “With all that grain. I’m excited to see where it goes, Tyler, if what you say is true. I’ve never known a human familiar with the beer craft before. And if all the help I can give is a ride back into town, I’d be glad.”

“You read my mind, Will,” Babble laughed, and then he bent his knees a few times and looked like he was fixing to jump up on the wooden cart like a cat.

I wasn’t sure the little guy could make it on his own, so I dropped the bag of grain into the cart, then grabbed the gnome around the waist and plonked him into the back of the cart as well. Babble huffed at the indignity, but I just grinned and hopped in next to him.

“Well, what are we waiting for?” Babble asked as he turned to look at Will.

“These are sensitive animals, you know,” Will said as he rubbed the donkey behind the ears and then gave him a carrot. “People treat them like factory workers. But they’re full of love, just like you and me. They love their families and they work hard. They’re respectable little creatures.”

“I’m sure they are,” I replied with a smile. “And we appreciate everything the little fella is doing for us today.”

“That’s all he needed to hear,” Will said.

He gave the donkey one last pat and then climbed into the driver’s seat. A moment later, the donkey started to march forward at a good clip, and I could feel the relief of not carrying the grain spread through all of my back muscles.

As we rode back into town, I took in all the gorgeous scenery in front of me. I couldn’t believe that I’d landed in such a strange place. I knew that it couldn’t be heaven because it had all the same problems of the human world, like discord between the communities and gambling, but it still felt like paradise compared to the world I’d come from.

“Where to?” Will asked.

“The Lamb and Star,” Babble replied. “Wait until Hildegard sees what we bought today!”

Will rolled up to Hildegard’s inn, and we stepped off the cart and took the grain. After Babble and I waved goodbye, I carried the grains and yeast around the side of the inn and dropped them on the empty barn floor, which was actually the ideal place to store my dried goods since it was dry and cool.

“This is really happening,” I laughed as I looked around the barn. “And I can’t fucking wait to start brewing.”

There were three steps to brewing beer, and that hadn’t changed in centuries. First was the malting, second was mashing it all up, and third was the fermenting. This was the crucial step that turned the fat of the land into the golden goodness that we called beer, ale, lager, and cider depending on how you did it. I’d read up on it for years and made my own batches at home to share with my friends, but now I was actually going to turn it into a business.

Of course, I knew that they didn’t have the modern brewing technology in Hagop that I was used to in Portland. But luckily, I’d taken a course in college on early modern culinary techniques when I needed an easy A, so I knew what I could use instead. And it looked like the local blacksmiths had the skills to get the job done, so I wouldn’t have to ask any of those loathsome dwarves or elves for tips on how to find what I needed.

“What’s next?” Babble asked as he sauntered into the barn. “I know there are barrels involved, and a still of some sort...”

“Do you have anything else you need to do today?” I asked. “Because I still want to earn my keep. If we need to go and ruffle any more feathers, then I’d be happy to do that first. You’re my employer, after all.”

“Oh!” Babble laughed, and he pulled out the tiny notebook from his back pocket. “Hmm… you know I like to keep these things on a very tight schedule. But I’m so excited about this beer of yours that I’d almost rather watch that than make any more visits today! You should’ve seen the look on those dwarves’ faces…”

“I did,” I smiled. “Pyotr House didn’t seem too annoyed with me being here. But that guy Cassian…”

“Cassian has come in third at the fair for the past two years,” Babble nodded. “He has a lot to prove. And usually dwarves don’t think that humans are competitors… but at this point, he seems desperate, so he won’t welcome any more competition, even from a human.”

“That explains the attitude,” I said. “But if we have time to hang around, I’d like to get started.”

“We have all the time in the world,” Babble assured me as he tucked his notebook back in his pocket. “Let the brewing commence.”

I had never been a bodyguard before, but so far, my charge was pretty flexible, which would hopefully leave me plenty of time for brewing. And it was pretty sweet to have someone who knew their way around town like Babble did.

“I feel like I’m going to need Hildegard’s help with this first part,” I mumbled.

“Best fetch her then,” Babble replied as he walked around the barn and studied the space like he was measuring it for new drapes.

I nodded to the gnome and then made my way from the old stable to the inn. I could smell something cooking as I crossed the yard, so I guessed the cook had shown up at least, though I wouldn’t have minded turning my attention to another stew if the innkeeper needed it.

“Hildegard,” I called out as I stepped inside. “Are you in here?”

“Where else would I be?” I heard her sing, and she stepped out of the backroom into the bar.

The dark-haired beauty leaned over the bar as she studied my face, and then she grinned.

“Now that is a sharp outfit,” she said and looked me up and down. “How were the dwarves?”

“Thank you, and terrible as always,” I murmured and then leaned over the bar and stared into her eyes. I knew that she had business to attend to, but I could flirt with a pretty girl my first full day in town, couldn’t I?

“I bet,” she answered, and her cheeks blushed a deep pink. “So, what’re you here for? You want a drink?”

“I’ve had enough drinks today,” I answered. “I was wondering if you had any brewing equipment handy. If not, I can probably ask Babble for some tips…”

“Oh, we’ve got some,” she replied. “There was a time when this inn produced its own brew. Haven’t done it in awhile though, because it’s easier to just buy from the dwarves since that’s what most people want.”

“Well, that’s about to change,” I replied.

“I certainly hope so,” she laughed. “Alright, you’ll find a kettle and a siphon on one of the shelves in the back kitchen. And if you need a big spoon for mashing, there’s more than enough in there. Just help yourself.”

“Perfect,” I said. “Hildegard, I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

“Oh,” she giggled, and the innkeeper swept her hair out of her face. “Well, seeing as you don’t know anyone else in this town other than the gnome, I don’t think you’d do very well…”

“You’re right about that,” I said and winked.

I shot her a smile and made my way out of the bar and into the back kitchen. The place was clean but a lot smaller than the kitchen I’d used when I’d prepared the stew. It was crammed full of kitchen tools, so it took me a few minutes to find the kettle and siphon on one of the top shelves. I found a large wooden spoon in a pile on one of the counters and then added a small knife as well because it seemed like a good tool to have just in case.

Hildegard was busy with a customer when I walked through the bar again, so I gave her a quick nod and then slipped out the back door. I lugged my finds back to the stable and set them on the ground near the sack of grain.

“What can I do?” Babble asked as he peered into the kettle. “Do we boil it in here?”

“Eventually, we’ll combine all the ingredients in the kettle,” I said. “But for now, we just need the grains to sprout.”

“And how do we do that?” the gnome asked.

I scrubbed down the pot while the gnome watched, then I filled the bottom with clean water from the well. When that was done, I added the barley and then added a bit more water just to make sure that every grain was soaking.

“What now?” Babble asked.

“When they get warm enough, they’ll sprout,” I told him. “If you sprout it, they release an enzyme which transforms the starch into sugar in the grain, and then we’re going to roast them…”

“I don’t know what an… enz-enz… whatever is,” Babble coughed. “But I trust you, giant. You seem to know a lot from your foreign land.”

I thought back to Portland, with all the bored housewives and my embarrassingly exhaustive knowledge of internet memes. I never considered myself to be a font of knowledge, but then again, I had a degree, so maybe I knew more than I gave myself credit for.

“Well, I try,” I said. “For now, we just let it steep. I’ll need an oven at some point, but I need to make a wort first.”

“A wart?” Babble asked. “That sounds like the outbreak!”

“No, no, okay…” I muttered to myself.

It looked like these guys didn’t use the same language that we did back in America regarding such things. Or at least, the way that America described medieval Europe.

“Then what?” Babble asked.

“The mush,” I said. “I need to make a mush with the sprouted grains and the hops. And then we’ll be in business, and the real work can begin.”

“So we need hops…” Babble muttered to himself. “I knew that it would come to this.”

“Yeah, duh,” I added. “I told you earlier. Where do we get them?”

I was starting to smell the grains in the water, and I smiled happily while I waited for Babble to produce a name. It was only the very first step in beer making, but I was happy as hell that I was actually getting to do this.

“Well, you remember when you tasted human beer?” the gnome giggled.

“Yes,” I shuddered. “It was totally gross.”

“Well, it’s because humans just don’t get good hops,” Babble shrugged. “Or so I’ve been told. The hops community in this town is small, and most of it goes to the gnomes. What doesn’t go to the gnomes gets snapped up by the dwarves. That just leaves the scrapings for the humans.”

“But I bet you know a guy,” I said as I leaned against one of the stalls. “In fact, I’ll bet you probably know the farmer with the best hops in Hagop.”

“Of course I do,” Babble replied. “But I don’t want you putting any ideas into my head. Those gnomes are cutthroat about the hops! They practically reserve them.”

“I don’t care,” I shrugged. “I want the best hops, and I won’t be scared away by gnomes or dwarves. By the sounds of it, you know how to get some.”

“But you know how unlikely it is for a human like yourself to be beer brewing,” Babble said with a nervous laugh. “I don’t know if they’ll even sell--”

“I’m not a human,” I said. “I’m a giant and a king. Tyler King, as you know.”

“But you said you weren’t a real king,” Babble said, and he crossed his arms. “But now that I think about it, maybe they’d be more likely to listen if you were…”

“Then why don’t you pull a favor?” I asked. “Just like with this suit. I mean, that elf in the store obviously didn’t want to make me a suit, but whatever debt he had with you was clearly pretty big.”

“I don’t have any favors with farmers,” Babble sighed. “They don’t gamble, because they have real jobs… I mean, they don’t have the time to come into town. And they have to get up early. They’re not the gambling type, especially with a gnome like me.”

“Smart fellas,” I sighed. “But I’m relying on you, Babble. Come on, think.”

For a moment, we both looked at the pot with the grains steeping in it. It represented a whole lot of money and a lot of intrigue. We just needed to get to the next step of the brewing, and then we would be in the money.

“It smells like bread in here,” Babble muttered.

“Uh-huh,” I said. “It smells like fresh… wait.”

It smelled like grain, but it sure as hell wasn’t supposed to smell like bread. Bread had yeast and everything. I leaned over the pot and took a big whiff of my new concoction. Sure, it smelled like possibility, but it didn’t smell like bread.

“It’s the beer, right?” Babble asked as he looked up at me.

“It’s nowhere near beer yet,” I whispered to the gnome. “And this doesn’t smell like bread. But you’re right. Something in here does.”

I hadn’t noticed it until he pointed it out, but the barn did smell like fresh bread. It was the best smell in the world, but I had no idea why an empty barn would smell like bread. For a moment, I felt like a dog as we walked around the stable and tried to figure out where it was coming from. It could’ve been the cookhouse, but I knew that Hildegard got her fresh baked goods from the bakery rather than making her own.

I felt my hairs stand on end, and for a second I stopped. I held my finger up to my mouth and stood perfectly still like I was in a game of freeze tag.

And then, a hay bale near the door fell over, and Babble’s eyes widened with surprise.

“Hey!” I shouted.

I almost expected a spiteful dwarf to appear out of the bales, but instead a head of blonde hair emerged.

And then a pair of blue eyes appeared, followed by a pair of bountiful bosoms that I recognized. The owner of said bosoms brushed herself off, and then the baker girl Flora crept out from her hiding spot and dusted off her dress like it was an ordinary thing to hide in a barn.

“Ha, ha,” the blonde beauty laughed and then grinned at us. “Well, I guess I should be getting home. I don’t know why I’m here! I, uh… time to go!”

She took a few steps toward the barn door, but Babble jumped in front of her.

“Not so fast, girl!” the gnome shouted, and he started to jump from side to side while he threw some air punches. “It seems like you have been… umm...”

“Were you spying on us?” I demanded. “Or do you just hang out in stables in your spare time? Are you a horse girl or something?”

“I love horses,” she nodded. “Yeah, I really, really love horses… and the smell of them, too!”

“A likely tale!” Babble shouted. “Nobody loves the smell of horses! And there aren’t any horses in here anyway! You’re not telling the truth!”

I sighed and tried to signal the gnome to back down. I wanted to call this girl out softly, not interrogate her like a police officer.

“Don’t pay any attention to my friend, he’s just surprised,” I murmured as I met her eyes with mine. “Just tell me why you’re here.”

I could see her body soften and a small grin pass over her face as she looked up at me. Yeah, being a giant in this town certainly got a guy a little leeway. I mean, Flora was an absurdly beautiful lady who smelled like fresh bread. I’d never had a girl stalking me, and maybe I was a little impressed by her effort. If not a little freaked out, obviously.

“I’m really sorry,” she mumbled and waved her hands around. “Umm… I just… I just…”

“Just stealing!” Babble huffed.

“What could she be stealing?” I asked. “We haven’t done anything yet.”

“Well...” the gnome sniffed and then looked around for something the woman might want.

“Let’s get a drink, Flora,” I said, and I put my hand on her back.

An electric current seemed to rise up my arm from the contact, and Babble threw me a nasty glare like he knew what had happened. When the baker wasn’t looking, I stuck my tongue out at him over her shoulder. I never would’ve treated an employer back home the same way, but if he was going to be petty, then I could absolutely rise to meet the occasion.

“Am I invited?” Babble sputtered.

“Of course you are,” I told the gnome. “You’re my boss. And this is a professional endeavor.”

“A likely tale…” the gnome muttered as he stalked after us.

The afternoon sun had started to set, and by now, the inn was full of elves and dwarves. There were a few dwarf and small human waiters watching the tables, and Hildegard was at the back of the bar overseeing the whole operation and nodding at her henchmen. I respected how much of a good boss she was, and I was sort of sad that I wasn’t one of her employees anymore.

“I can explain,” Flora started as we made our way into the busy inn. “I just, uh…”

“Don’t worry about it,” I said. “Well, actually, do worry about it. But let’s get a drink, and then we can talk. What do you want?”

“I’d like a Pyotr House,” she smiled, and I nodded in response.

Ha. Pyotr House. I couldn’t wait to show them up. But for now, they could drink their barely hoppy water. It wasn’t like they knew any better.

“Hildegard!” I shouted over the busy bar, and the barkeep’s eyes fixed on me. “Can we get two Pyotr House beers, please!”

I heard a loud cough, and saw that Babble was staring at me and glaring with his arms crossed over his chest. I could see that he was peeved, but I also knew that if he were a ceramic gnome posed exactly in that position, he would’ve had a million housewives in a Home Depot cooing about how cute he was.

“Three Pyotr House beers,” I added, and Hildegard nodded at me with a raised eyebrow.

The bar mistress didn’t break her eye contact with me until she’d smashed all of the tankards on the counter, which she did with an unusual fervor. She looked away from me and waggled her fingers in my direction.

“Thank you,” Hildegard sniffed while Babble pulled at my velvet pants.

I took a small canvas sack from the gnome and placed it on the counter. I watched Hildegard sweep it away without even looking at me, and I sighed as I turned around to hand out the drinks.

“Now, don’t be frivolous,” he said. “We can’t spend all of our money on stalkers!”

“Don’t listen to him,” I said to Flora and smiled. “As I said, he’s just upset.”

“About what?” she asked, and her cheeks flushed pink.

The place was so loud that she obviously hadn’t heard my reluctant employer, which might make it easier to interrogate her.

“Don’t worry about it,” I said as I tried to stifle a laugh. “Anyway, tell me what you were doing in the barn. This is an interrogation, after all.”

“Oh, you’re so kind,” she laughed, and I shot a look down at Babble, who rolled his eyes.

“You’re so kind,” he blabbed to himself before taking a big swig of the golden stuff.

“Shut up,” I muttered down to him. “Anyway, Flora. I know you’re a respectable woman, but I didn’t expect to find you in a barn. You’d better explain yourself.”

“Oh, yes, of course,” she nodded. “Umm, so… fine. Okay. I was following you.”

“Well, that’s weird,” I said as I took a sip of the dwarf Bud Light. “I’ve never been followed before. Is this something that you generally make a habit of, or am I just special?”

“You’re a giant,” she said. “I’ve never seen anyone like you before.”

“That doesn’t just give you free rein to stalk me,” I scolded her, even though I felt like the biggest celebrity in my life.

“Then what’s the deal?” Babble shouted, and this time both of us looked down.

The small creature had not only finished his beer, but was flailing the glass at me. I knew that if I was going to keep him busy and out of my conversation with Flora, I was going to have to pull out the big dogs.

“Why don’t you get a gnomish drink now, Babble?” I asked.

“Of course not… the only thing gnomes make is eggnog,” he told us and then scrunched up his face. “Blech!”

“Want me to get you an eggnog?” I threatened, and even Flora puckered her face like she’d tasted a lemon.

“Of course not,” he scowled in disgust.

I ordered him another Pyotr House from one of the elves at the bar and handed it down. And then, it was time to find out just what the heck was going on with the baker’s assistant.

“I know who sells hops,” the baker said into my ear.

It was really loud in the bar, so it wasn’t like she really needed to lean in so closely. But I felt a sudden sense of electricity as her breath brushed my ear. I had to force myself not to lean closer to her as I waited for Babble to demand to know what she had said. But when I looked down, I realized he had moved on, and I spotted him a moment later talking to a group of women.

“So why were you following us?” I asked. “I’m glad you know who has hops, but it doesn’t explain why you were following us.”

“I was intrigued,” she admitted as she took a sip of beer. “I’ve never met a human brewer before, well, not a good one. But you seemed so sure of yourself, like you really know how to make a good beer.”

“Well, you’re a gutsy girl,” I laughed, and I placed my beer back on the table.

Even though it was weird as hell that she’d been in the barn with us, I couldn’t help but feel a sense of respect for her strange antics. I mean, her entire life seemed to be baking and delivering bread, which couldn’t be that exciting day after day. If I were her, I probably would’ve been looking for a bit of adventure as well.

“I don’t know what that means,” she said. “But I’m sorry for following you two. If you can ever forgive me, I want to help you. As I said, I know the hops sellers. And I’m pretty sure that I could help you to get some of the good ones before the dwarves snatch them up.

I was intrigued, especially since Babble seemed less than sure about his own ability to get some good hops. I looked around the bar again and saw that Babble was now busy telling a big story to a pack of unimpressed-looking elves, so we had a few more minutes before the gnome returned to my side.

“Tell me more,” I said. “I want to get the best ingredients I can, but I know the dwarves usually claim it all for themselves.”

“That they do,” she said. “But I think that we can strike up a deal, if you’d be willing to listen.”

Being a giant in this town certainly carried a lot of weight. It seemed like people were trying to strike a deal with me left, right, and center, and all because I was so much bigger than everyone else.

“Everyone wants a deal,” I sighed, but I still couldn’t peel my eyes away from her. “So what do you want out of this?”

“If I tell you where the hops are, I want to be part of your operation,” she said and grinned. “How does that sound?”

“I’m already sharing part of my operation with Babble and Hildegard,” I said. “And frankly, I’m not sure why I should even trust you. You just spent the whole day following us around and then breaking into the barn.”

“Yeah,” a small voice came from the floor, and I looked down and saw Babble stumbling around. “You’re going to haff… haluff… have to prove your loyalty to us.”

He blinked a few times, and despite the slightly cloudy look in his black and beady eyes, I felt my heart warm. This guy barely knew me, and he believed in me no matter what for some strange reason.

“I can do that,” Flora shrugged. “I’ll get you the hops. Easily. Isn’t that what I offered?”

“It is,” I said as I turned to look at her again. “And if you do deliver on the best hops, then you can be part of our venture.”

“Employee Giant,” Babble hiccupped, and he nodded his head toward an empty corner of the inn. “I’d like a little word with you.”

Flora and I threw each other a knowing glance, but after all, this guy was my employer and my only real investor at the moment. He was the only reason that I had started getting around in Hagop, and even though I didn’t know his origins, he didn’t seem like the type of guy that I wanted as an enemy.

“Of course,” I said as I followed him to the other side of the room.

“Respectfully,” the gnome shouted before gesturing for me to bend to his level, and I crouched down to make the job easier. “Respectfully, your eyes are clouded by her beauty. She was following us, Tyler! And I have a better idea.”

“Well, then, what’s your better idea?” I asked the little guy.

I mean, at the end of the day, my priority was the beer. The pretty lady was one part of the equation, but I had my eyes on the prize. I wanted to win that money at that festival at all costs, and I wanted to set up my own damn brewery.

“I say that we do this,” Babble wrung his hands and cackled. “We sneak into the hops farmer’s place, and we rob them blind from the last of their stock!”

“What?” I snapped. “I don’t want to start my new life in Hagop as a criminal. And what’s the penalty for stealing hops anyway?”

The gnome’s face darkened, and he bit his lip.

“Well, uh…” he said. “It has happened only once in the history of the entire beer festival. And if I recall correctly, it was deemed as a terrible--”

“Terrible trouble,” I finished his sentence with a nod. “So, basically, a death penalty case.”

“Er, well, only if they can prove it was you,” he replied.

“I’m the tallest person in town,” I pointed out. “I’m pretty sure they could prove it easily enough.”

“Only if someone sees us,” he said and grinned.

“Sorry, Babble,” I said. “But I’m going to build my success on good, honest work. I’m not going to rob the farmers or steal coins from people. I’ve got the best beer anywhere, and I’m going to prove it without committing a crime.”

“Stupid moral humans,” Babble muttered.

“Look, we have an in, and I think that we should take it,” I said. “Or… I should take it. You can always bow out of the brewing business if you want, though I’d like you to stay on.”

“Of course I’m staying on!” Babble protested. “But are you completely sure? She seems very shifty. She did a very good job of hiding, after all, and we still don’t know why she was so interested in us.”

“I’m sure,” I said, and we locked eyes.

I barely knew a damn thing about this guy, but even if he was suspicious, it still meant that he was there for me. I could see his gaze soften, and I knew that he trusted me, whether he wanted to or not.

“Fine,” Babble groaned.

“Good,” I smiled, and we made our way back to Flora, who was trying to brush away a bunch of shorter men.

“She’s with me,” I said as I swatted away the other men.

“Just in time,” she said with a sigh of relief. “So… come to any conclusions? What do you think?”

“I’m… I mean, we’re in,” I told her. “Take us to the hops, and you can be part of the beer brewing operation. What do you want, a percentage of the ownership rights or something?”

She furrowed her brow and looked at me in confusion before shaking her head.

“I don’t want any money, if that’s what you’re asking,” she replied. “I just want a project that will stretch my skills. And I must say… I find you intriguing.”

If I didn’t know any better, I would’ve said that she was flirting with me. And in Hagop, I didn’t know any better, so I tried not to smirk as I offered the gorgeous baker woman a smile.

“That’s great news,” I said.

“I think so, too,” she giggled.

“But only if she delivers,” the gnome grumbled as he glared at me.

“We could surely use someone who knows where the best hops are,” I said as I ignored the gnome. “It’s the next ingredient I need as you know.”

“Because she was spying on us,” Babble added.

Flora blushed at that, but she refused to rise to the bait. She took another sip of her beer and then leaned in closer to me.

“So from what I’ve heard, you could get away with the second best hops,” she said. “But I know where to find the best. And that’s what you want, right?”

“Naturally,” I answered. “I only want the best ingredients for my beer.”

“Of course he does,” a familiar voice wafted over, and I looked up to see Hildegard.

Despite the nightly pandemonium playing out in her inn, the bar mistress seemed as cool as a cucumber. And it might’ve been the single beer talking, but I could swear that she almost had a jealous look in her eyes.

“Hildegard,” I smiled. “Flora is joining our brewing team. She’s offered to help us track down some supplies.”

“Interesting,” the inn owner nodded at Flora. “How are your new recipes coming?”

“Oh, I’m still perfecting them,” Flora muttered to herself. “I can’t ever seem to stop… I wonder if they will ever see the light of day…

“Your rose buns were delicious,” I told her, and the blonde blushed. “I thought that they were perfect already.”

Hilly, however, muttered something to herself and shook her head.

“Well, if your beer is as good as you say it is, I can’t wait to serve it to customers,” the bar mistress huffed. “But it has to win.”

“Of course it will win,” I replied.

“To the only beer giant in Hagop,” Flora laughed and took another swig from her beer. “Well, the hops sellers only deal in the afternoon. The sun has set now, but I can meet you at the bakery tomorrow after my shift.”

“I’ve got nowhere better to be tomorrow,” I shrugged. “Unless Babble gets into another scuffle tonight.”

I looked down at the tiny gnome, who was dancing in circles and muttering to himself. If he was drinking the same beer size that I was at the height that he was, then it made sense that he was significantly more drunk than me.

“Wonderful,” Flora giggled. “I work mornings, but I’ll be able to leave when twelve o’clock strikes. I should get home now, because I have to make supper and be up at the crack of dawn!”
“Then by all means,” I said as I gestured toward the door. “Don’t let me keep you.”

“Oh, I’ll hold you to that,” she giggled, and the blonde threw me a wink before disappearing in the drunken crowd.

She was one of the most attractive women I’d ever seen in my life, and yet she’d made it her mission to follow us down the rabbit hole of a human making craft beer in a strange land. Maybe the gnome was right about his suspicions of her, but I really hoped she’d come through for us.

“How are the grains spouting?” Hildegard asked.

I pulled my eyes away from the door where Flora had just disappeared and smiled at the inn owner.

“Oh, I think they’re sprouting just fine,” I said.

“That’s certainly good to hear,” she replied as she brushed a dark strand of hair out of her face. “I’m glad it’s all working out for you.”

Before I could reply, she moved down the bar to deal with a surly dwarf. I watched her pour a couple of beers, and then I looked around the bar while she filled an order from one of the elves. I couldn’t believe that this place was full of creatures that didn’t even exist back in Portland. It was like I’d landed in the middle of a Dungeons and Dragons game or something.

Still, I knew that the way forward was to keep my head on straight. Yeah, it was totally unfamiliar surroundings. But if I could keep a clear goal in mind, then I would land in the right place. Hell, it had worked so far. Why not see where tomorrow went?

I looked out the window and saw that it had shifted to night. I’d been drinking all day and the days started early here, so I thought that it was best to get to bed before I was too tired to climb the steps to my room.

“I’m tired,” I said to Babble, who was honoring his name by jumping around in circles and babbling nonsense to any passersby who wanted to listen. From the looks of it, no one did.

“Huh?” he asked, and he stopped spinning around and looked up at me. The drunken gnome gave me a sleepy smile and put his hands in his pockets.

“I think that it’s time for me to go to bed,” I said to him. “I’m beat. What’re your plans tonight?”

“Why, the night has only gotten started!” he laughed. “This is when the gnomes’ work begins! My gambling fortune is yet to be made. Isn’t that exciting?”

I sighed as I imagined a morning spent fighting elves, dwarves, and whatever other creature Babble decided to gamble against. Yep, I was tired as hell, but if I had to fight off any more drunks, I wanted to get it over with before we had to go and get the hops.

“We’re meeting Flora at noon so that we can get the hops,” I told him. “So if you have any debts to settle, try and wake me up early so that we can collect them in time.”

“Oh, of course,” the tiny gnome danced around. “The hops will be ours!”

He’d certainly changed his tune, but I knew that it was drunken optimism. I decided it was a good time to leave the busy tavern, before the gnome turned into a crotchety old man or whatever he was in the next level of drunkenness, and I headed to the stable and into my attic.

Luckily, it was nice and cool, and the sounds of the inn were muffled by the space between us. I settled back into my bed and looked up at the ceiling.

I’d never had such a productive day back home, but in a single day in Hagop, I’d put together a team of investors and workers, and I was about to embark on a career in brewing. I felt unstoppable for the first time in my life, and I loved the feeling.

I didn’t even realize I’d drifted off to sleep until the sound of a rooster woke me. I opened my eyes and squinted at the sunlight that was streaming into my attic space, and as I stretched, I realized I felt more well-rested than I had in years.

And best of all, it was time to gather the hops.

Just wait until the dwarves heard about that.
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Chapter 8

(Cinnamon Custard Iced Coffee)

I rushed downstairs like it was Christmas morning. I couldn’t wait to check on my grains and see if they’d made any progress in sprouting. After all, they were the key to my success here, and I’d never gotten to brew like this back in Portland.

Just as I imagined, my malt was coming along nicely. I smiled down at the large pot before stretching and cracking my back.

“Good morning, Hagop,” I yawned to myself as the rooster continued to crow somewhere in the yard.

I was feeling pretty swell about my life when it crossed my mind that I actually didn’t know how to contact Babble or where to even find him. Everything had happened so quickly that I hadn’t considered some of the technical difficulties I’d face, like the fact that I couldn’t just text people.

But as I ventured out of the barn, I kind of didn’t care. It was a beautiful day in a beautiful land, and I just had the feeling that things were going my way. It might’ve been the totally unpolluted sunshine or the sight of my fresh grain beginning to sprout, but I knew that I would find the little guy somehow.

I knew that the first place to look would be the bar, so I swung open the doors and ventured inside.

Just like the day before, the entire place smelled of peppermint. Even though I knew there had been a hefty amount of drinking and debauchery the night before, the bar was gleaming like it’d just been cleaned. I scanned the room to see if Babble was still inside by any chance.

I wandered over to a table of sleepy dwarves that Hildegard hadn’t been able to kick out by closing time the night before. And sure enough, in one of the dark wood booths, there was a tiny gnome curled up snoring.

And not just any gnome. It was my gnome.

“Babble,” I whispered, and I poked at the tiny figure.

He mumbled something to himself and curled into an even tighter ball on the small dark wooden bench. But it was already morning, and whether he liked it or not, duty called.

“Babble!” I repeated in the loudest whisper that I could utter without waking up the dwarves around him, and I shook the small being.

At first, one eye opened, and then the other. He blinked a few times before turning his gaze to me and scowling.

“What time is it?” he hiccupped, and I was glad that my employer was still alive and grumbling.

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “The rooster just crowed so the sun just rose. Does that make sense?”

“I’m a gnome, not a chicken,” he growled before shutting his eyes and laying his head on the bench again. “Fetch me in an hour.”

I shrugged to myself and looked around again. At least I knew where my accomplice would be for the next hour, so if anything came up I’d be able to find him. But for now, I had the morning to myself, so I walked through the front door and soaked up the early morning air of Hagop.

The river glistened in the sunlight, the cobblestones were still damp with dew, and a few stray leaves rolled along the road with a gentle breeze. There were a few fishermen setting up their boats, but other than that, the town was totally empty.

Man. What good deed had I done to land somewhere as amazing as Hagop? It was the most beautiful place I’d ever been, and I decided it was time to poke around on my own. So I walked along the riverside for a while, and then I crossed a bridge near the edge of town. I walked back along the other bank, and by the time I reached the town again, the shopkeepers were setting up and fruit-sellers were building their stalls.

I stopped to investigate some of the wares, though I decided I would wait to eat until I was back at Hildegard’s. But it gave me some ideas on flavors I could add to my beer, so I decided I could consider it a successful business trip.

By the time I returned to the bar, I was fully awake and revving to go. I didn’t want to waste another minute, and I slammed the door open and let all the light in. But it looked like I was alone in the bar, so I laughed and held my arms out wide as I turned to face the city again.

“Gooooooood morning, Hagop!” I declared like I was Robin Williams.

“Good morning, Tyler,” Hildegard shot back. “Though I can’t speak for all of Hagop, unfortunately.”

I turned around and saw that the innkeeper had emerged from the back room. I smiled as I saw that she had pulled her hair into a low bun again and wore the same burgundy dress with puffy sleeves. It just felt right on such a fine day.

“Well, then, good morning to you,” I replied as I walked over to the bar and smiled. “Can I call you Hilly now that you’ll sell my beer?”

“Oh, what nonsense,” she laughed. “My job is to sell the beer of the finest brewer, not just any ambitious man who stumbles into my inn. And you haven’t even spent a single week in this town! You can call me Hilly when you’ve proven you really are the best.”

The innkeeper blushed and swabbed the bar with some more peppermint liquid. She refused to meet my eye as she scrubbed the wood, though she didn’t seem upset that I was hanging out in her bar so early.

Still, I didn’t want to disturb her too much in case I ended up on her bad side, so I went back to Babble and decided to get him up for good.

“Come on,” I said as I shook the gnome. “It’s been an hour. It’s time to work.”

The gnome sat up reluctantly, took his hat off, and slapped his face a few times with it. I was shocked to see that there was a mop of black and gray hair on his head, but he looked up at me as he leaned across the table.

“So soon?” he grumbled and then yawned. “My, my, my, you are a great protector. I’ll accomplish big things with you on my arm.”

Babble stumbled off of the bench, righted himself before he could face plant onto the floor, and finally brushed himself off.

“Any winnings last night?” I asked.

“There’s always winnings,” he said before unleashing a disproportionately large burp. “And that means there’s always a schedule for collecting. If they don’t come to me and pay up when due, I go to collect. If they try to fight me over it, that’s where you come in.”

“Good to know,” I replied, even though I couldn’t imagine what three more weeks in Hagop would look like. “Now, we have to get to the bakery by noon.”

“It’s eight,” Hilly shouted from the other side of the bar without looking up at us. “If you were wondering.”

“So early,” Babble said and slapped himself a few more times on the face with his hat.

“It’s not that early,” Hildegard replied.

“It’s early,” the gnome insisted as climbed up to the bar.

“Thank you, Hildegard,” I said. “At least I appreciate knowing what time it is.”

The gnome belched again, and this time, one of the elves opened his eye and scowled at us.

“Shut up,” he growled.

“Go home, Javice,” Hildegard groaned. “Your bed is more comfortable than my table!”

“It’s certainly quieter,” the elf said as he pushed himself upright. “Come on, gentlemen, we should seek better company until the evening crowd returns.”

The elf poked at his friends, and they growled and grumbled, but eventually, the small band of elves dragged themselves into the light of day.

“Those silly creatures never leave me alone,” she muttered. “That’s the second time that’s happened this week.
“I hope that I haven’t bothered you too much, Hildegard,” Babble said with a deep bow. “If you’d like, I’l never sleep over again.”

“Oh, you don’t bother me Babble,” Hildegard smiled. “You’re just fine. But those elves always drink too much wine and overstay their welcome.”

“At least they’re paying customers,” I shrugged. “So, we have to wait a few hours to get Flora from the bakery.”

“And why is that?” Hildegard asked.

“Oh,” I said. “Didn’t we tell you? Flora is going to help us get the hops we need. I don’t know about you, Babble, but I’m pretty damn excited.”

“Really?” Hildegard said and stopped her cleaning to stare at me suspiciously. “Aren’t the hops reserved by all of the dwarf houses, months in advance? Does she have some secret source for hops?”

“Oh, of course not,” I laughed. “Flora knows one of the farmers, though, and she’s going to convince him to share some with us.”

Hildegard stared at me for another heartbeat, and then she went back to cleaning the bar again.

“Well, isn’t that something,” she said. “Good for you. Did those tools I gave you for the steeping work?”

“Oh, they worked perfectly,” I nodded. “Those grains are beginning to sprout now.”

“Miss Hildegard,” Babble said, and he released a loud burp as he leaned over the bar. “I have a favor to ask of you. It’s to do with the beer brewing.”

“Well, it seems as if we’re all part of this operation now,” she said, and she tapped her foot on the ground. “What is it, Babble?”

“I was wondering if you would be so very kind as to lend us your cart and donkey,” the gnome said, and he took off his hat and fanned his red face. I could see that he had the hangover sweats, and I tried to stifle a grin.

“My cart and donkey?” Hildegard asked. “Well, if you must. I don’t need it today, and I don’t think that we’re due any deliveries.”

“That would be very convenient,” I nodded. “You see, we didn’t have one yesterday, but luckily, we were able to hitch a ride back.”

“Yes,” Babble said, and he let out a proud laugh. “I know all the right people in Hagop.”

“Well, you certainly know a lot of them,” Hildegard said as she lifted an eyebrow. “Anyway, I suggest you two take a walk while I’m preparing the bar for yet another day. I have a lot of work to do around here, and I’m interviewing a few more dwarves for the cooking position.”

“Understood,” I said and nodded at the bar mistress.

“Exercise?” Babble grumbled as he placed his cap back on his head. “At this hour?”

“Unless you want to listen to the dwarves brag about their culinary skills,” Hildegard replied.

“Nope, never,” the gnome said as he scrambled down from his bar stool.

Babble and I stepped outside and found that the town was coming to life. People were moving along the streets, and the first of the carts were making their deliveries.

“Where to now?” Babble yawned as we stepped into the bright Hagop sunlight.

“I don’t know,” I shrugged. “Show me something new.”

The tiny gnome and I spent a good few hours exploring two of the places of worship in town. They were both made out of stone and so were very cool inside, and even though they weren’t as ornate as some of the churches I’d seen before, I felt a nice sense of safety in them. We grabbed some bread and jam and a custard coffee from one of the street vendors before heading back to Hildegard’s to pick up the cart.

“This is fucking amazing,” I said through a few sips of the custard coffee. “Oh, my God, Babble… I’ve never tasted anything like this.”

All of the caramel-iced-fratty-vanilla-pumpkin bullshit absolutely paled in comparison to what I was tasting right now. It was a normal black coffee loaded up with what appeared to be a kind of condensed milk mixed in with a cinnamon stick. I’d never experienced anything like it, and I felt like it was the perfect drink to compliment the summer fading into fall.

“They don’t have this back in Portland?” the gnome asked in surprise.

I thought back to all the gross syrupy coffee amalgamations that they came up with in all the chain stores, and I shuddered as I thought about how bad the flavors could get.

“Nothing this good,” I told him. “Nope… you guys might be lagging behind in beer, but you’re definitely not lagging behind in baked goods or coffee.”

“Oh, well, that’s good to hear!” a familiar voice said, and I spun around to find that Flora was right behind us.

Her blonde hair hung in two braids on either side of her head, and the tips curled up at the bottom. She had fastened the braids with small pink ribbons that matched the perfect cherry blush of her cheeks, and all I could think of was that she looked like a beer girl from Oktoberfest.

“Flora!” Babble shouted when he noticed that I was struggling to stutter a response. “I thought that we were going to pick you up!”

“We ran out of stock early,” the baker woman said and shrugged. “There were a lot of travelers from the West Country, and they bought almost our entire stock for their journey.”

“Nothing wrong with that,” I said and then slurped down the last of my coffee. “Well, I have good news for you. Hildegard said that we can borrow her donkey and cart to bring the hops back.”

“Oh, that’s great news,” she said. “Yes, very great news… well, why don’t we go now? I brought some pretzels for the journey, too!”

She pointed down at the contents of the basket that was hanging from her arm and smiled. This was definitely feeling like the world’s biggest beer garden, but I wasn’t complaining.

“To the hops!” Babble laughed.

We made our way back to the inn, though rather than going through the bar, Babble led us around the building to the barn in back.

“I don’t feel like dealing with any dwarves unless we have to,” he murmured.

“But shouldn’t we tell Hildegard--” I started to ask.

“She’ll figure it out,” the gnome replied.

It turned out that Hildegard had left the donkey and cart in a small fenced-in area near the barn. There was a halter hanging from a nail on one of the posts, and after looking at both Flora and Babble, I finally picked up the halter and stepped into the corral.

“There’s a good boy,” I said as I tried and failed to put halter over his head.

“You’ve never done that before,” Flora stated. “Let me show you.”

Flora deftly haltered and harnessed the donkey with practiced ease, and made sure I saw it so I could do it on my own next time.

“Such a good boy,” I said after we accomplished the feat.

“Her name is Tulip,” Hildegard laughed as she stepped out of the inn. “And she’s a great little donkey. I love her dearly, so make sure you keep her safe. And if you happen to see some nice grass or clover, be sure to stop and let her graze.”

“We’ll be happy to do that,” Flora replied as she gave the donkey a nice big scratch behind the ears.

I led Tulip to the cart, and Hildegard helped fasten her into place. When the donkey was secure, the innkeeper gave her a kiss on the cheek and then looked up at me.

“I won’t bother wishing you good luck,” she said. “I’m not trying to be pessimistic. I just know how the dwarves are about their hops. It’s cutthroat out there.”

“That’s why I’m involved,” Flora nodded. “I know quite a few of the farmers now, and I think that I can put in a good word.”

“Well, for the sake of the best new brewer in town, let’s hope so,” Hildegard said. “By the way Tyler, have you ever driven a cart before?”

“Not even once,” I admitted. “But I can drive a car.”

“A what?” Flora asked as Babble lifted an eyebrow.

“Umm, never mind…” I said. “It doesn’t involve horses or donkeys anyway.”

“So that’s a no,” Hildegard said.

“Don’t worry,” Flora laughed. “I drive a cart every morning. I can show you the ropes, Tyler. Or at least, the reins… it’s pretty easy. I’m sure you’ll have the hang of it before the day is over.”

“Just don’t push her too hard,” Hildegard said as she patted the donkey.

“We’ll take good care of her,” Babble replied. “Giant, give me a boost into the back.”

“Yes, boss,” I laughed as I helped the gnome scramble into the back of the cart.

I joined the gnome while Flora took the bench seat at the front. I watched as she checked that Tulip was secure and then slapped the reins to get the donkey’s attention.

The little donkey’s face perked up, and she started to make a few jaunty steps forward. Babble and I waved at Hildegard, and the bar mistress went back inside her inn.

“What a beautiful day,” Babble sighed, and he popped a piece of straw in his mouth and stared up at the sky. “It feels like every day in Hagop is a beautiful day.”

“That’s just because of the time of year,” Flora laughed. “You’re forgetting the rainy season at the end of the colder months. Though mud season would be more like it. Tyler, if you stay with us for that long, you’ll have to walk through a whole lot of mud in the moon cycle after the snow melts.”

“Oh, I think I can live with that,” I said as I looked around. “Portland is always wet and muddy.”

Even if I hated mud and dampness, though, it wasn’t like I had much choice. I still had no idea how I’d ended up in Hagop, and as far as I could tell, there was no way back. Whatever black hole I’d fallen through seemed to have vanished.

I mean, I could always try and recreate my arrival in Hagop by jumping into a massive vat of beer again. But what if that didn’t work? Or what if it worked, but it took me some place I really didn’t want to be? At least I liked Hagop.

“Come on, Tulip!” Flora sang as we trotted along the bustling streets.

The sun still hadn’t reached its peak, so we weren’t sweltering yet. I decided to enjoy the ride, like Babble, and I leaned back against the cart and watched the city pass by.

“How far is the journey?” I finally asked.

“Oh, it shouldn’t be too long at all,” Flora assured me. “I make this journey once a week to visit a neighboring farm. There’s an old lady who lives there, and I make her deliveries because she can’t come into town.”

“That’s very kind of you,” I replied.

It reminded me of the Meals on Wheels program that I’d joined in high school. It was nice to know that despite their obvious penchant for public hangings, there was also a charitable side of town.

“I know that I’ll get the same help when I’m older,” Flora shrugged. “It’s how we treat the elders in Hagop. They’re a very valuable part of our society.”

“Well, that’s good to hear,” I said. “I was a little worried that you guys were kind of… on the barbaric side after I found out about terrible trouble.”

“Who’s in terrible trouble?” Babble asked and shot up.

“Nobody,” I laughed. “Nobody is, I just mentioned it…”

“Well, don’t speak of such things!” Babble told me. “Us gnomes have always thought that it’s bad luck to say the words out loud unless it’s completely necessary.”

“That’s because you’re good at attracting it,” Flora laughed. “Not you personally, Babble. But you know what I mean. The gnomes don’t exactly have the best reputation with the law keepers in our city…”

“And it’s a well-earned reputation, unfortunately,” Babble sighed. “We can be quite troublesome.”

A few people waved at us as the streets filled up with more carts and more buyers, but soon enough, I started to see a few chickens pecking around the cobbled roads and knew that soon we would be hitting the countryside. I was used to seeing birds like pigeons in a city center, but never actual chickens.

“Ah, there’s the Rover Mill,” Flora said as we passed the big mill where we’d procured the grains from the day before.

“Uh-huh,” I nodded. “Already crossed that one off my list. They’re already sprouting in the bottom of the stable, as you saw yesterday…”

“Oh, yes, that,” Flora said as she blushed. “I hope you don’t think that’s something I normally do. But… there aren’t many people who talk about brewing the way you do. And you’re so tall…”

“Well, I’d certainly hope it’s not part of your normal routine,” I said. “It was pretty weird. But also brave, and I have a lot of respect for bravery.”

“Me, too,” Babble said, and he started to fan himself with his hat. “My, it’s getting pretty hot out here. And I’m starting to smell…”

“Rosemary,” Flora said. “You should eat more. It will help with your odor. Oh, look. We’re almost near Pink Cottage, which means that we’re almost at Bob’s Hops farm. It’ll only be a matter of minutes.”

It was only beer hops, but I could start to feel the adrenaline race through my body. On one hand, the knowledge that this was making me so excited made me kind of feel like a total nerd. But on the other hand, I was freaking stoked to get to the next stage of my beer brewing.

And who cared if I was a nerd? After all, my beer knowledge and nerdiness was what was going to win me the top prize at that beer festival, fair and square.

I knew it.

“Here we are,” Babble said as the cart started to slow down.

I snapped out of my train of thought and looked around at our destination. We were definitely at a farm, one that had plenty of flat, well-tilled land. I felt like I could see miles into the distance, and every mile was filled with neat rows of grains, vegetables, and things I couldn’t identify.

There was a small wooden farmhouse with a thatched roof in the distance, but Flora parked the cart outside of a large barn that looked like it had once been painted red, but was now tinged a weird terracotta orange tone.

“Nobody seems to be here,” I said as a refreshing breeze rolled through the grass and through my hair. I looked down at Babble, and he shrugged and started to climb out of the cart.

“Hello!” the little gnome called, and he spun around a few more times before padding toward the barn.

It didn’t look like anybody was in, but I swore that I heard something in the distance. I squinted at the rolling fields as I tried to spot what was making the sound, though I wasn’t sure I was actually hearing something.

“What’s that?” Flora asked as she looked around.

Suddenly, two giant terriers emerged from behind the barn. They threw each other a slightly goofy look before bounding toward us. At first, I thought that they must’ve been running to say hi to the donkey, because neither of them looked like they had particularly vicious intentions. But then it crossed my mind that my employer and companion, Babble, looked like the ideal chew toy.

“Protector, help!” Babble shouted as he started to run back to us.

Flora covered her mouth with her hand to stifle her giggles, but we could still hear her.

“Nope,” I said as I hopped out of the cart.

Just as both gray-colored shaggy terriers were about to pounce on my quivering pal, I took him by the back of his little coat and plopped him back into the cart.

“Hey there, boys,” Flora laughed as the dogs ran up to her and licked her cheeks.

“Well, if these two are here then there must be a farmer,” I said as one of the dogs pawed at my pants and drooled on my shoes. “Shouldn’t there?”

“These are working dogs,” Flora replied as she looked around again. “So who knows? But the hops farmer is always here in the afternoon to sell his grain.”

“You coming, Babble?” I asked as I stepped away from the cart.

“I’m perfectly fine up here,” Babble said as he glared at the dogs. “You know, somebody happened to wake me too early for my liking this morning, so I think that I deserve a little nap!”

“Suit yourself,” I shrugged as I started to walk toward the barn.

There was a soft thump, and a moment later, Flora ran up to my side. She smiled up at me, and for a heartbeat, she started to slip her hand in mine. But then she seemed to remember we were here on business, and she dropped her hands to her side and looked straight ahead.

That’s right, Tyler. Eyes on the prize. Business trip. Money. Beer.

“You know, I’d be terrified of dogs, too, if I was that small,” Flora said. “I mean, they’re taller than he is!”

“I used to be scared of big dogs when I was a kid,” I replied. “And for exactly that reason. I like dogs now, but a lot of people never lose that fear, even when they are bigger than the dog.”

“I like dogs,” Flora sighed. “And cats. Pretty much anything that’s cute and furry...”

“Hey there, Flora!” a voice shouted, and a surprisingly old man stepped out of the barn.

The tan man looked like the guy from the Colombian coffee commercials, with a loose brown tunic, brown pants, and thick leather boots. His head was covered with a conical straw hat with a wide brim that looked like a close cousin of a sombrero. It wasn’t my first choice in headwear, but as I wiped the sweat off my brow I understood the practicalities of wearing a big hat like that.

“Hi, Mr. Gold,” she replied as she smiled. “Great to see you.”

“What brings you to the farm?” he asked, and his eyes brightened at the sight of the basket on her elbow. “You got anything for us?”

“Oh, would you like a pretzel?” Flora asked, and she lifted the white cotton napkin to reveal a neat little stack of fresh pretzels.

“Don’t mind if I do, Flora.” He wagged his fingers as he studied the pretzels, and then with a happy grunt, he picked out one of the more plump specimens. A few grains of salt fell to the ground as he took the first bite, and then he nodded happily as he swallowed.

“Hi there,” I said.

“And who’s this giant?” he asked as he waved the pretzel in my direction.

“Oh, he’s no giant,” Flora laughed before a worried look crossed her face. “Unless you want to be, Tyler.”

“No, no,” I said. “I’ve told the townspeople many times that I’m not a giant, I’m just… uh… pretty tall.”

“That you are,” the farmer agreed and then glanced at Flora. “I’m guessing you’re part of the reason Flora’s here today.”

“I’m trying to help Tyler,” Flora said and blushed. “He’s new in town.”

“Well, I did figure that much out,” the farmer chuckled. “It would be pretty hard for a near-giant to hide in Hagop for very long. Are you starting a business?”

“I am,” I said. “Actually, I’m starting a brewery, and I need some hops for the next phase.”

“A brewery?” he snorted and then looked at Flora.

“He’s very good at making beer,” she replied.

“You’ve tasted his beer, have you?” the farmer asked.

“Well, no...” Flora replied. “But he swears he can do better than Pyotr House.”

The farmer laughed for a moment and then wiped his eyes. He looked at both of us again, shook his head, and then sighed.

“You’re serious about this?” he asked.

“I am,” I assured him. “Trust me, that swill Pyotr House is making is nothing near as good as the beer I can make.”

“He’s from a place called Port-land,” Flora supplied. “The humans make all the beer there, and Tyler says it’s very good.”

“Not just good,” I corrected. “It’s great. Spectacular. Life-changing.”

“That’s some beer,” the farmer replied. “But… I don’t know if I can help. I don’t have much left, and what I do have, I usually sell to the dwarves, since they produce the best beer.”

“But what about a human who can make a better beer than the dwarves?” I asked.

The farmer looked at me for a moment and then at Flora again. He shrugged, looked at the dogs, who were sniffing around the cart, and then out at the fields.

“Walk with me,” he said as he started to head toward the fields. “Maybe we can find some that haven’t been spoken for.”

It wasn’t a yes, but at least it wasn’t a hard no. I still would have argued my ass off if it had been, but at least I knew I had a good chance to get the hops.

“Here’s the last of the tomatoes,” the farmer said as he pointed toward some plants tied to stakes.

The plants were tall and a vibrant green, and strangely shaped heirloom tomatoes hung from almost every one. There were also a few cucumber vines behind it that showed off an impressive amount of small, spiky cucumbers.

“Very impressive,” Flora said. “But you always have the best of everything.”

“It just takes time and a little attention,” the farmer replied. “What about you, Tyler? Ever grown anything?”

“Just a couple of houseplants my mother gave me,” I replied. “I’m afraid there isn’t much room for a garden in a city apartment.”

Both Flora and Bob looked at me, though neither one seemed like they wanted to be the one to admit they had no idea what I was talking about.

“It’s kind of like renting a room to stay in,” I said and shrugged. “Like at Hildegard’s.”

“Ah,” they both replied and nodded.

“As you can see there are lots of chickens,” the farmer said a moment later. “Which means a lot of eggs. I don’t know what I’ll do when my back isn’t so good anymore. I’m always plucking them out of the weirdest places out here. The chickens have a coop, but they seem to find their own favorite spots during the summer.”

“Well, it must get pretty hot in the coop,” I suggested. “It might feel nice to be outside.”

“Maybe you’re right,” Bob replied. “Well, onto the cows now. Look at those beauties.”

I saw that he was referring to a bunch of brown cows with bells around their necks, like the ones they had in Switzerland. They had such big and beautiful eyelashes, that all I wanted to do was stop and say hello. A few of them walked up to the gate and greeted the farmer, and he stepped back so we could pet them as well.

“Oh, they’re lovely,” Flora asked, and then a dark look crossed her face. “What, uhh… why do you have them? I didn’t think you sold milk.”

“I’m starting a creamery,” he said and smiled. “It’s been a lifelong dream of mine, and it’s finally going to happen. The only problem I haven’t solved is how to sell it. I know it’ll be the best butter in town, but I have to convince people that it’s worth the trip to pick some up.”

“Ah,” I said and grinned. “But it might be easier to convince people to buy the butter if, say, the best inn in town or the best bakery were using your butter.”

The farmer smiled and then leaned over the railing to pet another cow that had wandered up, but Flora was still frowning as she stared at the herd.

“Flora,” I said. “A bakery can always use some extra butter, right? And Hildegard says the one where you work is the best in town.”

Flora’s eyes widened with possibility, and for a second, I thought that her braids were going to start levitating off of her head like she was Pippi Longstocking or something.

“Oh, you’re in luck!” she said as she looked at the farmer. “The bakery is always looking for good butter to use in our products, and the boss has talked about selling things like butter and cheese to go with our baked goods. I’m sure I could convince him to sell some of your butter in our store. I mean, just look at these cows. They’re so happy and content that you know they must make the best butter in the world.”

Man, this girl was good. And we didn’t even have to use unjust flattery to try and win this guy over. Nope, just a good and honest trade, and that was the way I liked it.

“Why, Flora,” the farmer said with another huge smile. “That would be wonderful. It would be so much easier if there was a way to transport one large load into the city instead of having people come out here... ”

“I could do it,” Flora agreed quickly. “I was just telling Tyler that I come this way often to visit Mrs. Pinks down the road. But there’s one thing I want in return.”

“Of course, of course,” the farmer shook his head. “I’m sure we can reach a mutually agreeable percentage...”

“Oh, you’ll have to work that out with the owner,” Flora said. “No, what I want in exchange for hauling the butter is a brewing amount of your best hops.”

For a moment the farmer stopped scratching the cow. He looked at the sky, tilted his head from side to side, and deliberated over the best course of action as if there was any doubt about what he would do.

“Hmmm,” he mumbled. “Hops… well, you’re a paying customer, aren’t you, Tyler?”

“Oh,” I said. “Of course, Sir. No messing around with me. That’s why we came here. We weren’t looking for any favors or anything.”

“Then you can have the last of my crop for the year,” the farmer shrugged. “I know there are a few more dwarves who still have to collect hops for the season, but after all, you’re here first, and you and Flora are doing me a great kindness by offering to help with my butter. Come, I’ll show you to the hops. And you be good, Bessie!”

He waved at one of the cows, who nodded her head and made her bell tinkle in response. The cow watched us for a moment, and then she wandered back to the rest of the herd.

I smiled as I watched the cows for another moment, and then I followed the other two to the barn. I realized just how much I’d been sweating as we walked around the farm, and I stepped into the shady coolness of the old structure with relief.

“Just over here,” the farmer said as he led us to one of the corners.

There was a large metal tub in the corner, filled with small, green-yellow bulbous flower buds that looked like tiny, soft pinecones. As the farmer stirred the hops, it gave off a strong earthy scent that reminded me of the alpine regions back home. After a moment, he nodded and then grabbed a large sack, which he started to fill with the very last of the hops.

“I knew that this would work,” I winked at Flora, and she nodded at me.

“Thank you so much, Farmer Gold,” Flora said.

“Ah, it’s just business,” he replied as he handed me the sack. “Nothing unusual about any of this.”

“Do you have any butter we could take back?” Flora asked. “You know, so we can show my boss just how good it is?”

“Of course,” he replied and led us back outside.

We walked around the barn to the back, where a small creek tumbled over the rocks. It wasn’t very deep, but it was deep enough to hold a large metal tub that had been covered with a wooden lid.

“I keep the dairy products cool in this creek,” he said as he opened the lid.

“That’s clever,” I replied.

“I’ll take that whole pail,” Flora said and pointed to a pail that was filled to the rim with butter. “Unless you’ve already promised to sell it to someone else.”

“It’s all yours,” the farmer said as he lifted the pail from the tub.

He carried the pail back to the cart while I lugged the sack of hops. We plopped our goods in the cart next to Babble, who was snoring softly.

“Wake up,” I said as I nudged the gnome. “And pay the man.”

The gnome sat up with a start and rubbed his eyes. He looked around frantically when he suddenly remembered the dogs, but when he didn’t see them, he smiled at Farmer Gold.

“Let’s see,” the gnome murmured as he counted out some silver pieces. “Well, that will make a dent in your pay for today.”

“It’s worth it,” I replied. “To have the best hops in town.”

“You won’t be disappointed,” the farmer said as he accepted the coins. “And I’ll be excited to taste your beer.”

“And I’ll be just as excited to sample your butter,” I replied with a grin. “Thanks again.”

“I’ll be back in a few days,” Flora called out as she slapped the reins.

I waved goodbye as Tulip jogged along the path, and then I leaned back in the cart and smiled as I caught the scent of the hops again.

“A successful venture?” Babble asked as he sniffed the sack.

“Very,” I replied.

It was a quiet trip back to Hagop, and we watched the birds peck at the fields and a couple of deer dart into the trees. It was one of the most peaceful scenes I’d ever enjoyed, until we spotted another cart heading toward us from the town.

“Huh,” Babble said. “Perhaps someone else wants the hops as well.”

“Well, they’ll have to find a different farm,” Flora said. “Because we definitely got the last of Farmer Gold’s.”

As the cart neared us, I tried to make out the face of the driver. It was definitely a dwarf, and something about him struck me as familiar.

It took me a moment, but I realized it was one of the dwarfs I’d met the day before when I went to get the grain. It wasn’t Pyotr House, but…

Cassian.

As we passed the cart, Babble tipped his hat and I nodded my head to be polite. But the dwarf only stared at us and scowled. For a moment, he looked like he would leap into our cart and grab the hops, but I wrapped a protective arm around the sack and stared right back.

The dwarf made a sound somewhere between a growl and a roar, and a chill raced up my spine. His face started to go red as he jerked hard on his reins, and I could feel his eyes boring into me all the way back to Hagop.

So even in a place as peaceful as Hagop, it was apparently possible to make an enemy.
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Chapter 9

(Domestic Light Pilsner)

“What got into his beer this morning?” I muttered.

“He doesn’t seem to like you,” Babble said as he watched the dwarf’s cart shrink in the distance. “I’m good with people. I can always tell these types of things.”

“I don’t think it took much talent to see that he wasn’t happy,” Flora said. “I hope he has somewhere else he can buy his hops, or he won’t be able to make his beer this year.”

“I don’t think anyone will be all that disappointed if he doesn’t,” the gnome replied.

“You snooze, you lose,” I said. “And anyway, there are other hops farmers around here. I’m sure he’ll find something he can use. It just won’t be the best.”

“He doesn’t deserve the best,” Babble said and then looked at the sky. “Well, it’s the middle of the day now, and I’m starting to heat up. I’ll need some lunch. And then hopefully, a nap.”

“You just took a nap,” I groaned. “What do you do, sleep all day?”

“As you have seen, protector, I have a very active nightlife,” the gnome replied. “All of my business takes place during the dark hours, when the other creatures are at their drunkest and weakest.”

“So you’re effectively taking advantage of the drunkards in Hagop?” Flora asked, and she lifted an eyebrow.

“Of course not,” the gnome said. “It’s just when we operate. And if any other creature is foolish enough to want to get into a game of chance with a gnome after a few too many beers, then that’s their own fault!”

“But it sounds like you wouldn’t have much of a fortune without their foolishness,” I said as the edge of the town appeared.

“You just don’t understand,” the gnome harrumphed and rolled his eyes. “It’s so hot during the day. I don’t understand why any creature with an ounce of sense is outside in this. We gnomes, however, understand that the brain works better when it’s cooler.”

“Mmmm,” I murmured and shook my head.

Hagop was really bustling as we neared the town center, and Flora drove the cart along the shady side of the street and tried her best to avoid the groups of arguing elves and dwarves that littered the sidewalks. The fishermen were pulling their boats to shore to dump out their first catches of the day, and the washerwomen were hanging out their white sheets to dry in the afternoon sunshine.

“Do either of you want a pretzel?” Flora asked, and she gestured to her basket in the back of the cart.

“I’d love one,” I said.

It was becoming obvious to me that anything Flora baked was pretty damn good, and I was hungry after that little tour around the farm, so I grabbed one of the pretzels from the bag and bit into its salty, doughy goodness. And just like I’d suspected, it was approximately a billion times better than any pretzel I’d had back in Portland.

“What do you think?” she giggled as she watched me eat.

“You have quite a talent, Flora,” I replied happily. “I can’t wait to see where your business goes. I’m sure the bakers’ guild would be lucky to have you.”

“Oh, you’re so kind,” she said and blushed. “You know, I’d have more time to work on my recipes if I wasn’t always kneading dough. But I suppose you have to put in the grunt work before you can reap the benefits.”

“Yeah, I think that’s usually how it goes in a trade,” I agreed. “Years of thankless working, and then one day, you just hit the jackpot.”

We rolled up to the inn, and Flora steered Tulip into the shade of her small stable. We hopped off the cart, and I regained my land legs before trying to shift all of the hops from the cart into the stable.

“What’ve you got there?” Hildegard called out as she stepped into the yard.

“I have the hops,” I replied. “It was the last he had, but we managed to get the best.”

“You actually convinced the farmer to sell you the hops?” She raised an eyebrow and then looked at Flora as she jumped down beside me in a small puff of yellow dust.

“Well, Tyler did all of the thinking,” she admitted. “I just did the talking. But we struck a deal with Farmer Gold. If Tyler got the hops, I would have my boss stock his new butter in the bakery, so people don’t have to go all the way to the farm to get it.”

“Very smart,” Hildegard nodded. “If you can get your boss to go along with it.”

“I can,” the blonde said and nodded. “He’s been talking about adding things like butter and cheese, but he hasn’t found anyone who had enough extra butter to sell us. I think this is just the deal he’ll want.”

“Then it sounds like you made a good deal,” Hildegard said. “People will respect that. Maybe it won’t take you so long to reach that goal of owning your own bakery after all.”

“Well, I’m glad to hear it,” I said. “And I’m glad to reap the benefits as well.”

Flora giggled, and Hildegard rolled her eyes at the other woman.

“Let me put these somewhere cool,” I said as I grabbed the sack of hops.

I carried the hops in the stable and found a cool, dry corner to set it in. Then I stopped to look at my grains, and I saw that there were even more sprouts. I’d be ready to mash my wort soon, and then I could start the real art of beer making.

“That’s a job well done,” the gnome declared and twirled around. “And now, I think it’s time for a beer. Three Pyotr House, please, Hildegard!”

“Come right in,” she replied, and she shot me a glance before turning around and heading straight back into the bar.

I could tell that she was impressed that I’d managed to get the hops. And why not? No other human had ever managed to get their hands on the best barley and hops for their beer, so I was already ahead of the game.

And when they tasted the beer I made, they’d realize just how far ahead I really was.

We followed Hildegard into the pub, where she’d already plopped three tankards of beer on the bar. She shot us another look before going to assist a small group of dwarves that were squabbling over their food. Babble climbed up on a stool and pulled his beer toward him while Flora and I took the stools on either side of him.

“This is a successful operation, you know,” the gnome said. “I know we haven’t made any beer yet, but we have everything we need to beat the dwarves at their own game. And I’m very proud of you, Tyler. I don’t think a human in Hagop has ever been able to get hops this good.”

Flora coughed to herself, and I turned my attention to the blue-eyed beauty who had been so crucial in the next step of the beer brewing endeavor.

“And we couldn’t have done it without you, Flora,” I said. “You really helped out.”

“I told you that I could,” she shrugged. “And that’s not all that I can do. I know a lot of the tradespeople in Hagop, and I’d make sure that your beer reached the right hands. So what do you say? Can I officially join your gang of brewers?”

Gang of brewers. I’d never thought about it that way before, but I kind of liked it. It made me seem like I was running some kind of crazy operation.

Which I was, at least by the rules of Hagop.

“Hmmm,” Babble mumbled. “Well…”

“Of course you can,” I replied. “You’ve more than proven yourself today. You’re trustworthy and indispensable. Welcome to the gang of brewers.”

“Oh, and what is this gang called?” Babble asked as he raised an eyebrow. “Tyler’s brew?”

“No, of course not,” I laughed, but then it crossed my mind that I didn’t actually have a title for my supposed gang. Hmm… Tyler’s finest? No, that didn’t sound quite right.

And then it hit me.

“It’s going to be called the King’s Brew,” I said.

“King’s Brew!” Babble laughed. “Why, it’s absolutely perfect! A brew that’s fit for a King.”

“But offered to the good people of Hagop, of course,” I winked. “Because what would I do without you guys?”

King’s Brew. Now that we had a name, I knew that we would really be going places. There was just something about having an official name that made the whole exercise seem more real. I couldn’t wait to taste my new creation, and I knew that the others would love it as much as I did.

We spent the rest of the evening scheming about bottle shapes and colors. Green was usually reserved for elvish wine and brandy, while the dwarves used brown bottles for their beer. It made it easy to figure out what something was, even if you couldn’t read the label, but Flora suggested that I could get a dark red bottle for my special brew. It was close enough to the brown in color that people would still know it was beer, but the red would let them know that it wasn’t just more of the same dwarven beer.

“I don’t know,” I said. “If people are expecting their beer to be in brown bottles, will they order anything in a red bottle?”

“It’ll make it stand out,” she assured me. “And it will make it feel special. Plus, it actually costs a little less than the dark brown. But the dwarves are just so stuck in their ways that they won’t change.”

“Well, if it costs less, that’s perfect,” I said. “And we can come up with a cool label to give it its own personal flare.”

“Mmmhmm,” Flora mumbled and then yawned as she looked toward the window. “You know, I think that I should probably be going back now. I wake up before the chickens to go to work and start kneading the bread, so I’m pretty tired.”

“Of course,” I nodded, and I stood up as she did because that was the polite thing to do.

The sleepy blonde gave me a kiss on the cheek, and I felt my entire face heat up with desire. I was so surprised, though, that I didn’t say anything until she’d already skipped out the door.

“Uh, bye,” I called after her.

“Huh,” Babble grunted and gave me a sleepy smile. “Looks like somebody is having fun.”

“Oh, shut up,” I laughed, but he was right.

The brew was sprouting, and I had a pretty girl flirting with me for fun. As far as I was concerned, things couldn’t really get any better at the moment.

“By the way, this is what’s left of your pay for the day,” Babble said, and he plopped a small sack of silver on the table. “Just for you.”

“Thanks,” I said as I scooped up the sack. “I don’t suppose you’ll be getting in any more fights tonight?”

“What, twenty pieces of silver isn’t enough anymore?” he laughed and then burped.

“Do you boys want anything else?” Hildegard asked, and she leaned over the bar and furrowed her brow. “Where did Flora go?”

“She went home,” I said. “She still has to go to work early in the morning. By the way, this is for you.”

I counted out the amount of silver that I owed her and plopped it down on the table.

“Thank you kindly,” she answered as she shoved it into her apron. “And Babble, I assume that you’ll be staying here for a few more hours?”

“It’s time for me to start my work,” he said with a wiggle of his eyebrows. “But I promise that I won’t drink as much as last night. I want to be well awake tomorrow when the giant starts his brewing.”

“Well, I’m under your charge, Babble,” I laughed. “So if you need a bodyguard, you know where I’ll be.”

“Very well,” Babble laughed. “How good it is to have a bodyguard so close on hand! You’re only up in the stable!”

“It’s true,” I shrugged. “And there I will stay. Anyway, I’m going to head up. I quite like the mornings here in Hagop, and I don’t want to sleep through them.”

I gave Babble a little salute and smiled at Hildegard, and then I snuck out the back door into the dusty yard. The faint scent of rosemary and mint drifted over from the kitchen, and I could see Tulip picking at a few blades of grass as she wandered around her corral. There were even a few crickets chirping as I made my way to the stable.

It wasn’t the best room in town, but for now, I wanted to stay close to my brew anyway, so the attic was perfect. I climbed the steps quietly even though there was no one else around, and I flopped down onto the straw mattress just as a cool breeze seeped through the cracks in the boards. Autumn was coming, and I fell asleep to the thought of cinnamon and fresh apples dancing around my head.

And then there was a bang. Well, several, actually.

“Tyler!” a small voice shouted, and my eyes flew open.

Light was streaming through the cracks, and it looked like the sun had just risen.

“H-huh?” I asked, and I sat up and looked around. “Come in!”

“I can’t!” the gnome called back.

The door banged again, and I realized that he wasn’t tall enough to get to the handle. I pulled myself up and walked over to the door, then I swung it open to find a tiny Babble with a large envelope in his hands.

I mean, pretty much everything looked large compared to him. But this happened to be a particularly large envelope as well.

“Good morning to you, too,” I yawned with surprise as the tiny gnome bounded in through the door. “I certainly wasn’t expecting you to be so chipper this early, especially after yesterday…”

“Tyler!” He shouted, and he waved the envelope in the air. “This is bad news, Tyler! Don’t you know what this is?”

“Babble, I didn’t even know what you were until the other day,” I told him. “And what do you mean, bad news?”

“This is a dwarven letter,” he said, and he waved the envelope again. “And it’s from Cassian.”

“Cassian,” I said in surprise. “Geez, he did look pretty pissed on the road yesterday. But don’t dwarves usually attack when they’re angry? Why would he send me a letter?”

“That’s just a stereotype,” the gnome huffed as he shoved the envelope into my hand. “I mean, it’s accurate, but still a stereotype. Just read this. We’re in deep shit now, I’m sure of it. Cassian wouldn’t bother with a letter if he wasn’t serious.”

So much for another perfect day in paradise.
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Chapter 10

(Sweet Riesling Wine)

I snatched the envelope and looked down at the red, wax seal holding the parchment shut. It had a small inscription around the circle with a big hollow tree trunk in the middle. If I didn’t know who it belonged to, I probably would’ve admired the thing.

“That’s his seal,” Babble yawned. “I know all of the seals in Hagop. I wouldn’t be much of a businessman if I didn’t have them memorized.”

“Well, then, let’s take a look at what this letter says,” I replied.

I broke the seal in half and pulled a surprisingly large letter out of the envelope. I unfolded the letter and was surprised to find that it was practically decorated with streams of curly dwarfish handwriting.

“Mr. Newcomer,” I read aloud and then squinted at the rest of the writing.

“Well?” Babble asked as he bounced from side to side.

“Umm, Babble,” I said as I tried to make out the writing. “This is, uh… this is almost impossible to decipher. The letters are tiny, and they’re connected to each other in a way that I’ve never even seen before.”

“Hand it over here,” Babble offered, and I gave him the letter so he could squint at it.

“Hmmm, perhaps they’re right,” he murmured to himself. “Yes, yes… humans really don’t have the deft and nimble penmanship that us smaller creatures possess.”

“Hey!” I protested. “I have great penmanship, but I’ve never seen writing like this!”

“Well, it’s quite simple for a gnome,” he said. “The letter reads:

Dear Mr. Newcomer,

After sighting you at both the grain farm and the hops farm, it has become clear to me that your intention is to brew beer in Hagop. And not only any beer. According to the good Pyotr House, current Beer Master of Hagop, your plan is to brew the best beer.

You can imagine that when I heard this, my ears felt like they had been burned. This is not a territory that humans usually pass into, and even though there are no stated laws that would prohibit your participation in beer brewing, it is an unspoken rule that humans do not show so much audacity.

Because of your impertinence, I could not collect adequate hops for my beer, and for this, you will pay. I will make it my mission to ensure that you are just as inconvenienced as me for this brewing season.

If you don’t offer the return of my hops in good will, you will be going directly in my grudge book. Do not take this lightly.

Welcome to Hagop, newcomer.

Sincerely,

Cassian”

“Ohhh, noooesss,” I said. “Not the ‘grudge book!’ You snooze, you lose, Cassian.”

“I’m not familiar with the phrase,” Babble said. “But it appears to me that he lost out on the hops because he was asleep, just like you said.”

“Exactly,” I said. “Plus, adequate hops? He could just get some hops from one of the other farmers. He’s just pissed off that I got the best. Either way, wasn’t the season ending? If he cared so much, he would’ve gotten them earlier.”

“Precisely,” Babble shrugged. “But I’m not the one you have to convince. And dwarves are famously stubborn creatures. You’re not going to be able to tell him that he has made the mistake and that it’s not your fault.”

“Well, that’s immature,” I answered.

“It’s just dwarves,” Babble said. “This is how they work, this is how they’ve always worked, and this is how they will continue to do so. Alright?”

“Fine,” I sighed. “But what does this mean? A grudge book? Is that just a turn of phrase? Because I’ve never heard of anything as dumb as that.”

“A grudge book is no light matter, Tyler,” Babble shook his head. “Every dwarf keeps a grudge book.”

“Sounds like a burn book,” I said. “That’s something that thirteen-year-old girls have back in my town. It’s where they write down the names of all the girls they hate and why they’re unpopular.”

“Ha!” Babble laughed out loud. “No, no… this is far worse, Tyler. A grudge book is like having a personalized curse written for you. It’s a commitment to the writer that no matter what happens, he will keep pursuing you until he gets what he wants.”

“Hmmm…” I looked at the letter again. They’d never seen anyone like me in this town, nobody close to it. And I didn’t care if I was in this guy’s book, because at the end of the day, I had gotten those hops through fair means. Just because he was too lazy to jump on them didn’t mean that I had to suffer as well.

“I’m not handing the hops over,” I shrugged. “If he wanted them, he should’ve pursued them earlier. I mean, what would you do, Babble? I won this round fair and square. I bet that you wouldn’t back down to a deal that you won fair and square.”

The gnome shifted between his feet, but he started to nod very slowly.

“Okay,” he said. “You’re right, I wouldn’t back down, either. You can’t let the bullies win. But… you should be worried about being in his grudge book. He’s going to do everything in his power to come after you, Tyler. The dwarves don’t play around when it comes to grudges.”

“Neither do I,” I said. “I won’t be the fall guy for his stupidity. If he thinks I’m just going to lay down and let him attack me, then he’s in for a surprise. I’ll knock him down so fast he won’t know what hit him. And seriously, he isn’t even the best brewer in Hagop. You said so yourself, so why should I just give in to his demands?”

“You sure you don’t have grudge books where you’re from?” the gnome chuckled. “Because you certainly sound like you have one. How do you even let someone know you’re angry at them?”

“I’m an American, Babble,” I replied. “We sue people in court. But I’m perfectly happy to do this the Hagop way and beat the crap out of Cassian if he doesn’t back down.”

“No need to get worked up,” the gnome said.

“Look,” I sighed. “Back home, there was no way I could live my dream of being a brewer. There were already tons of companies making amazing beer, and there was no way I could find the money to even get started. But Hagop has given me that second chance, and I’m not going to let some bitch dwarf take that from me, especially over something that’s his own damn fault.”

“You’re very brave, Tyler,” Babble said. “Most people aren’t willing to fight a dwarf.”

“Yeah, well, most people around here aren’t six feet tall either,” I said. “I’m making my beer, Babble, and I’m using the hops we bought from Farmer Gold to do it.”

“Fine,” Babble huffed. “But… just be careful. If you’re in someone’s grudge book, you’ll have to be on constant alert. You never know when they might strike.”

“Well, I don’t think most criminals are nice enough to send you advance warning,” I snickered.

“I’m scared, Tyler,” Babble admitted. “I’ve only been in one grudge book before, and it almost cost me my life. I wouldn’t take this as a light threat.”

“I’m not taking it lightly,” I assured him. “I guess I just don’t understand how he can get away with blaming us for his own poor behavior. If he’d gotten there before us, I wouldn’t have put him in my… grudge book.”

“I’ve told you before, dwarves take their beer making seriously,” the gnome replied.

“So do I,” I replied. “And you know what? This guy deserves to come in third place if he can’t even drag his ass to the farm to get his hops. I just got here, and I managed to beat him to it. He’s not going to get to the hops, and he isn’t going to get to us, either.”

Babble gave me a wide-eyed look and nodded. He might’ve been my employer, but I knew that he trusted me in a way that he hadn’t trusted anyone else in Hagop.

After all, I was very large, and I’d already managed to save him from drunken elves and slobbering dogs.

“But how are we going to keep the hops safe?” Babble asked. “This place is only a barn. He’ll be able to get in here. I can assure you, he’s already making plans to steal it back if he has to.”

“Let’s ask Hildegard,” I said and started down the steps. “Maybe she has a lock we could use on the barn.

“Like a lock would stop a dwarf,” the gnome mumbled as he ran after me.

“Hildegard?” I called out as soon as I entered the tavern. “Are you up yet?”

“I am,” she called from the backroom. “Do you need breakfast already?”

“I wouldn’t mind some food,” Babble said hopefully.

“Could you come out here for a moment?” I called back. “I need your help.”

The innkeeper appeared in the doorway a moment later, which made me wonder if she’d been lurking nearby. Her dark hair had been braided into a single plait behind her head and tied with a dark green bow that blended with the wine-red dress she wore. She stepped into a shaft of light, and she suddenly looked like she was glowing.

“Morning, boys,” she said. “I wasn’t expecting to see you up this early, Babble.”

“We have terrible, terrible news,” the gnome wailed, and he fell to his knees and shook his head. “Our Tyler has been… well… he’s in a grudge book!”

Hildegard looked between the tiny gnome and me and rolled her eyes.

“Only the creatures have grudge books,” she sighed. “Not the humans. But Tyler, I’d watch out. Dwarves take their grudges seriously.”

“So Babble tells me,” I said.

“Maybe you should explain this to me,” she said. “If it’s a regular customer, I might be able to talk him out of it. Everyone wants my favor in this town. Well, at least the drunks do.”

“I don’t think there’s much you can do in this case,” I said and shrugged. “Not that I doubt your authority. But it’s Cassian. We took the last of the best hops, and he wants us to give them to him. It’s either that or I’m going in the book.”

“Cassian,” Hildegard nodded, and her eyes widened. “Well, he hasn’t done as well as he would’ve liked in probably every beer festival he’s ever entered. He’s usually third or fourth. And I can imagine that Pyotr House doesn’t care about someone like you entering the brewing scene, so he won’t find any support there.”

“Exactly,” I nodded. “But it’s his own fault he didn’t get there in time to buy the hops. If he’d gone out an hour earlier, we’d be the ones searching for the last of the flowers.”

“But these are dwarves, not rational men like yourself,” Hildegard replied. “Their honor is tied to winning. If they don’t win, then they don’t have any honor, and that’s the worst thing in the world for a dwarf.”

“So, a sore loser,” I huffed. “Look, I don’t need him to like me. In fact, I’d be fine if we never had to see each other ever again. But Babble thinks he’ll try to go after the hops or the beer, so I need to make sure it’s protected.”

Hildegard’s eyes wandered to the barn and then back to me.

“I may have a key and a padlock,” she said. “Give me a moment, and I’ll go see if I can find it.”

As Hildegard retreated into the back, I looked down at the tiny gnome, who was still kneeling on the ground for some reason.

“Babble, get up,” I said. “We’re finding a solution, okay? We’re out of the problem phase and into the solution phase.”

“But I don’t want to be in a grudge book,” he pleaded. “For Hagop’s sake, Tyler, look at how small I am! Do you think I can stand up to an angry dwarf with a stature like this? I’m… I’m practically a flea!”

It kind of reminded me of a three-year-old having a tantrum, and I didn’t know if it was because of his size or because of the emotions he was expressing.

“Oh, Babble, don’t be so fatalistic,” I rolled my eyes. “You have me as your bodyguard, and I won’t let anything happen to you. I absolutely promise.”

Hildegard reappeared in what felt like seconds holding a large brass key in one hand and a fist-sized padlock in the other.

“This is for the barn,” she said. “Don’t lose the key, because there isn’t another one. I’m trusting you Tyler, okay? I don’t usually trust my occupants with the keys, but I feel like I can make an exception in this case because you’re so… well… exceptional.”

She blushed and handed the key and lock over to me. The set looked much smaller in my hands than it did in hers, but I knew that I would keep it safe. After all, it was the key to all of my prospects as a brewer in Hagop.

“I’ll guard it with my life,” I told her. “Trust me, this is important. And I won’t let that shithead dwarf get the best of us. We’re a team, aren’t we?”

“Yes, yes we are,” Babble said as he brushed himself off.

“I’m not part of your brewing crew, so I don’t care that much about the beer,” Hildegard pointed out. “But I don’t want any angry dwarves on my property. Hagop knows that I see enough of that on a normal working day. Now, is there anything else you need me for?”

“Nothing at all, Ma’am,” I said, and for some reason I bowed my head. “By the way, seeing as you trust me with the keys… will you let me call you Hilly?”

“Ha!” she laughed. “You haven’t even been here a week. I’ve known patrons for years that aren’t allowed to call me Hilly. As I said, when you prove your beer is what you say it is, we can talk.”

She turned on her heel, flounced her skirt, and disappeared into the back once again. She made a lot of noise as she moved around in the backroom, which seemed to be a signal that we were dismissed.

“See?” I said and looked down at Babble. “That was easy.”

“That dwarf is still out there, though,” he said. “And I have a collection to make today.”

“Do you want me with you?” I asked. “I mean, now that I’m in his grudge book.”

“All the more reason to have you with me,” he sighed. “As perverse as that sounds.”

“Then I’ll just go lock the barn,” I said as I headed for the door.

“If you’re lucky we’ll get in a scuffle,” Babble called after me. “Because you’re burning through your silver.”

I grinned as I drew the doors closed and slipped the padlock through the handles. I realized then why the thing was so large, because a normal padlock would not have fit across both handles. I gave it a quick tug to make sure it was locked, tucked the key in my pocket, and then returned to the tavern where the gnome was waiting for me.

“Alright, give me the brief,” I said as I stepped inside. “Just so I know exactly what it is that I’m getting into.”

“Just a moment,” Babble muttered.

He struggled to get the small leather-bound book out of his back pocket, and for a moment, I was worried it would tear. But he finally had it out, and he flipped past several pages before he found the one he wanted. He grunted as he read the contents, and then his face lit up like a birthday cake.

“So this is a good one?” I asked.

“Of course,” he chortled. “We’re going to a wine cellar. We’re going to the Guthry Wine Cellar, to be exact, to collect three hundred silver from Mr. Guthry. That elf hates me, by the way.”

“I wouldn’t imagine any less,” I sighed, and Babble shot me a hurt look. “Not that you aren’t charming, Babble. But these elves seem to be a little shifty. And the dwarves do, too. In fact, does anyone run an honest business around here?”

“Hildegard,” Babble shrugged. “She’s a very honest business owner.”

“Right,” I nodded. “So we’re going to hassle some elves in a wine cellar? Easy.”

It might’ve just been my bloodlust from the letter I’d just received, but I imagined an avalanche of red wine flowing from smashed bottles in a small cellar. I imagined the pale elven hair dyed completely burgundy, and sopping wet clothes that would never be clean. I was pissed that so many creatures in this town seemed so petty, especially when it was such a wonderful place. But I knew that I was going to protect my employer at all costs, because I was a stand-up guy, even if no one else was.
After all, my little friend had supported me this far, and he was part of my team. And it seemed like there was a lot of tricky business here in Hagop, so having the gnome on my side was critical.

“We should go,” Babble said. “I want to catch him in the morning before he’s had a chance to sample his wares, and he’s just down the road.”

“Lead away,” I shrugged. “I’m ready for whatever the elf throws our way.”

“Now that’s what I like to hear!” the tiny gnome giggled as we stepped out the front door.

The crisp, autumn sunshine greeted us as soon as we stepped into the street, and the heat quickly warmed me. Water lapped against the fishing boats, and a couple of ducks quacked at each other as they floated on the river. It was the usual peaceful scene, and I drank it in with a smile.

“Good morning, Hagop,” I whispered to myself as a few washerwomen passed us in the road.

“Morning, all!” Babble waved at a group of girls sewing on the side of the street on a few benches.

The seamstresses waved at the gnome and then looked up at me. Every one of them blushed as they stared, and then they quickly turned to whisper to each other.

Once again I had to stifle a grin. I was the tallest man in town, and I could definitely feel the effects that it had on the ladies here.

“Where’s this cellar?” I asked as we headed down the street.

“This way,” Babble said, and then he darted left into a cobbled alleyway.

I took a sharp turn and followed him down the narrowest side-street that I had ever experienced in my life.

“Whoa,” I muttered to myself. I practically had to hold my breath to get down this place.

“Here we are,” Babble said as we approached a dark wood door with a solid brass knocker.

The small gnome looked up at me and smiled, and I realized that he was too short to reach it. I shrugged, lifted the knocker, and banged it three times against the door.

“Someone’s awake,” I said as we listened to feet scurrying around on the other side of the door.

“Good,” Babble said. “I hate having to wait.”

The door swung open, and a small man glared at us. He had white-blonde hair with almost fluorescent green streaks and striking green eyes that matched his light green robe. He crossed his arms and gave me the most unimpressed look I’d ever seen in my life.

“Hey,” I smiled down at the elf. “How’s it going, buddy?”

“Who in the Hagop are you?” the elf sneered. His voice was brittle and scratchy, and I felt the hairs on my chest rise up.

“I’m his protector,” I answered and gestured at Babble. “And I think we have some business with you guys. Mind if we come in?”

I hadn’t planned on saying anything, but I was still angry about the letter from Cassian. So I directed that toward the elf, who backed up uncertainly as he looked between me and the gnome.

“Yes,” Babble added. “This is my protector. And Guthry, the time has come for you to pay your debts. Once again, do you mind if we come inside?”

I could tell that the elf didn’t want us inside, but we weren’t going anywhere. I smiled at the shorter man as I blocked the door, and the elf finally sighed and opened the door all the way.

“Come in,” he sighed. “Let’s go to the cellar. I need to do some work there anyway.”

The elf led us to a set of narrow steps that led down to the basement. He started down without bothering to check that we were still behind him, though maybe it was just one of those odd things about Hagop. Everyone was a sleazy businessman, but they’d trust you not to steal their stuff.

Babble hopped down the stairs right behind the elf, and I followed at a slower pace. The place smelled damp, and it was almost entirely lit by candles and a few torches in the shoddy basement corners. However, the place seemed to hold an impressive volume of wine in several green and clear bottles.

“So, Guthry,” Babble started. “I know that we had that little tournament a few weeks ago. Do you remember that?”

“Of course I don’t,” the elf growled. “I never remember anything after a night out with you.”

“Protector!” the little gnome gasped as he looked back at me. “How insolent! Thrash him at once!”

“Why don’t we give him a chance to redeem himself,” I suggested as I leaned against a cask.

The gnome looked like he wanted to argue, but he huffed and then turned back to face the elf. Babble could be hot-headed, especially when it came to collecting his winnings, but we’d have a better chance of success if we kept our cool. The gnome seemed to understand that, because when he looked at the elf, he smiled and shook his head.

“Ha!” Babble snorted. “It’s so hard to find good help these days.”

“Mmmm,” the elf murmured and glanced at me.

“Now, about my winnings--” Babble said and rubbed his hands together.

“Not so fast,” the elf replied and held up a hand. “You see, I’m a little confused, Babble, if that’s your real name.”

I frowned at the elf. Things had taken a turn for the weird pretty quickly, and I wasn’t sure what kind of game Guthry was trying to play.

“Excuse me?” the gnome gasped. “Of course I’m Babble. You owe debts to me, and you haven’t paid up!”

“Yes, I have,” the elf said as he eyed him. “Because Babble already came to me yesterday!”

I turned to look at the gnome. Sure, there was a lot of weird stuff about this town, but time jumping wasn’t one that I expected from it.

“Wait, wait, wait,” Babble said as he shook his hand. “What the Hagop are you talking about? I haven’t ever been here in my life, except for once three years ago. But that was a long time before our recent competition, which was only three weeks ago!”

“Are you dumb?” the elf glowered over him. “You stopped here yesterday with a dwarf! And you collected your money and headed back to town.
I looked and saw as the blood drained from the gnome’s face. Suddenly, it occurred to me that this guy had been tricked. Someone had posed as Babble and taken the money in his place, and I had more than a faint idea of who it might be.

“You absolute fool!” Babble shouted, and he stamped on the floor. “You’ve been duped!”

“What are you talking about?” the elf asked. “Were you drunk or something? Is that why you’ve returned here today? Or did you think I would be dumb enough to pay you twice?”

“You dimwit!” Babble shouted again. “That wasn’t me! Have you ever known me to hang out with a… a dwarf by my side?”

“You all look the same!” the elf protested.

“Protector!” the gnome shrieked as his face turned red. “Protector, thrash him within an inch of his life!”

“Oh, now you’re going to beat more money out of me?” the elf snarled. “Wait until I tell the people of Hagop what a vicious, lying creature they’ve let in their midst!”

“You’re the one who’s lying!” the gnome snarled back. “I’ve never heard such a poor excuse. Protector! Why aren’t you beating the snot out of him?”

“Both of you, shut up!” I shouted.

The elf and the gnome both backed away at my voice, and when I crossed my arms across my chest and glared at them, they both started to sweat.

“There’s no need to shout,” the elf finally mumbled. “You’ll bring the whole house down.”

“Do it,” Babble urged and did a jig.

“You got the wrong guy,” I said and frowned at the gnome for a moment. “It’s Cassian. That was the dwarf, wasn’t it?”

“Well, I don’t associate with many dwarves,” the elf replied, but he quickly nodded when I scowled. “Umm… but yes, I think that one was Cassian.”

“Just as I suspected,” I muttered. “Well, who the hell was the gnome with him?”

“Yeah!” Babble shouted. “Who could possibly impersonate me?”

“He looked like you,” the elf shrugged. “But he had lighter hair and bright green eyes and a blue coat. Ring any bells?”

The gnome stomped on the ground, but then his eyes widened as he looked up at the elf.

“That thief!” he shouted. “Jeffrey has returned once again to make my life a pile of shit! I don’t know how he figured out who owes me money, but clearly he has spies everywhere. A vast ring of spies watching my every move, watching me rack up wins at dice, and attempting to subvert my collections.”

“Slow down,” I said. “There’s a lot going on. First of all, the money is already in someone else’s hands. And second of all, who the hell is Jeffrey?”

“That gnome hates me,” Babble moaned.

It sounded peculiarly similar to the sentiment that he’d expressed today about the elf. It seemed like however many people there were who loved, or at least liked, Babble, there were another ten that hated him. I didn’t quite understand what his status was in this world, but I was starting to get curious.

“But he’s a gnome,” I said. “You’re the same creatures.”

“Gnomes often hate each other more than they hate other beings,” the elf said as he tugged at his robe.

“Ooooh,” Babble growled and stomped on the floor.

“Look, Guthry, where did these guys go?” I asked as I stepped between the elf and the gnome.

“How would I know?” the elf practically spat on the ground. “One gnome is much the same as any other. I paid my money, and they left. I didn’t ask where they were going.”

“Why you…” Babble grumbled as he started to punch at the air.

“We have to find Jeffrey,” I said as I placed a hand on Babble’s head so he couldn’t reach the elf. “Come on, stop it. We don’t have time for this.”

“You lost my money!” the gnome wailed.

“I don’t care about this anymore,” the elf yawned. “If you would be so kind, I have a lunchtime tasting this afternoon that I have to finish setting up. Goodbye, gentlemen.”

The elf pointed up the stairs, and though I really wanted to kick the elf’s butt, I also knew it was more important that we find the other gnome before he could steal any more of Babble’s money. So I picked up my friend, set him on my left shoulder, and carried him all the way back to the street.

“Unbelievable!” Babble growled as I set him on the ground. “I can’t believe that such a mistake could be made! I should have his head on a platter.”

“Look, I get that you’re annoyed,” I told him. “But we can’t waste our time fighting the elf. If Cassian and Jeffrey have your money, then we have to find them before they visit any of the other people who owe you.”

“Oh, the thieves!” Babble wailed.

“Just tell me about this other gnome,” I said as I rolled my eyes. “You said you knew him.”

“Oh, I know Jeffrey alright,” he huffed. “But I wish that I didn’t. He always liked to play tricks on me, and now that Cassian is out to get you, I’m sure he’s more than a willing sidekick.”

Ugh. Now they had a little team as well. But the good part was that I was significantly taller than both of them, and I knew that I was stronger than a dwarf and a gnome combined. All we had to do was find them, but I didn’t know Hagop well enough to know where they might be hiding.

“Well, that elf wasn’t very helpful,” I said. “And I don’t know why he thought Jeffery was you. The gnome he described certainly doesn’t sound like you at all.”

“Elves are a pain in the hat,” Babble sighed. “I wouldn’t trust one on a good day. Usually they pay up, but if they can find a way to get out of it, then they will. He probably knew it wasn’t me, but he paid Jeffrey just so he could stick it to me.”

“Do you know where this guy, Jeffrey, hangs out?” I asked. “Because if we can find them, then we can get the money. And that dwarf will look like an idiot for trying such a stupid stunt.”

“I’m sure that we can find them,” Babble said. “But we’re going to have to go to the gnome city. And I’m not too sure that you’ll fit in, for obvious reasons.”

“I mean, you got me these sick threads,” I said, and I pulled at my sweet velvet suit. “So I look like a real Hagopper now.”

“No, no,” Babble said. “Not the clothes. I mean literally… fit in. Like, everyone is a lot smaller than you. You might crush something or knock something over...”

“Ah,” I shrugged. “Well, we can cross that bridge when we come to it.”

“Funny you should mention bridges,” Babble said. “Because that’s exactly where we’re heading. Come on, I have an idea of where these deviants might be hiding out.”

I followed him back through Hagop, which was once again full of donkeys and street vendors. I kept my eyes peeled for that damn dwarf and the gnome who had impersonated Babble, but I didn’t see them in the streets.

We passed Hildegard’s inn and then made our way up the street toward a large hill. I looked down at the gnome and lifted an eyebrow.

“You said we were going to a bridge?” I asked.

“Just wait,” he replied.

We walked around the base of the hill, and as we came around to the other side, I stopped and stared in surprise. It looked like the hill had been hollowed out and an entire miniature city had been built inside. A small bridge had been built across a river, and to reach the city, we would have to cross to the other side.

“Whoa!” I laughed. “Well, it’s small, but I think I can fit if I crouch down.”

“Just… be careful where you step,” Babble replied.

We crossed the bridge and entered the city, and I quickly slouched down so that I didn’t look so tall. But I still got a lot of looks, not just from the gnomes but the few elves and dwarves that were there as well.

“We’re going to have to go right to the edge,” Babble said. “That’s where the bar we want is. A lot of deals between gnomes and the other creatures go down there so it’s a little… larger.”

We headed through the busy gnome street, which looked very similar to the main Hagop street minus the river. The tavern we approached was only ten feet tall, like most of the buildings in the town, but it was significantly wider, so I still had to crouch down, but maybe I wouldn’t feel so crowded.

That turned out to be a lost hope. The inside of the place was packed, and many of the customers had to stand because there didn’t seem to be any more seats available. The copper-covered walls glowed in the firelight, while tiny gnomes with giant beers whizzed around and handed them to the customers. There were a few gnomes waiting for their drinks at the bar, but it seemed like most people simply tossed their order to a passing waiter.

The moment Babble walked in, the noise level dropped considerably. It wasn’t deathly quiet, but it was still creepy. The gnomes stared at us for a long heartbeat, and then they started to mutter among themselves. Ever so slowly, the volume returned to normal, and we continued through the bar.

“Who the hell is that?” I heard an elf sneer. “Is that what they call an elephant in the West Country?”

“I’m a man,” I replied to the long-haired elf, who was wearing a red robe that draped around his knees and drinking a delicate glass of brandy. “Which is more than I could say for you.”

The elf scowled, but Babble tugged impatiently on my leg before I could say anything else. I gave the elf the bird as I walked away, though he had no idea what the finger meant.

“Quickly!” someone shouted. “We have to leave. Now!”

I spotted Cassian as he tried to lead a small gnome back behind the bar. I didn’t think Babble had seen them yet, but even from my crouched position, I could see the pair clearly.

Two full strides later, I was standing by the bar, and I slammed my hand down on the dark wood so hard that the glassware bounced and rattled. The noise was enough to draw the attention of the other customers, and the place went quiet again. The dwarf and the gnome had frozen when I’d smacked the wood, and they looked up at me with guilty eyes while the rest of the bar waited to see what I would do to them.

“You can all return to your business,” I said without turning around. “I have who I’m looking for.”

“But I want to know what’s happening,” a small voice piped up.

“Yes, do tell us,” another member of the crowd said. “I’m hungry for gossip… starving in fact. It’s been a slow week.”

“Just go on, Tyler, it’s always like this,” Babble waved at me. “Do what you’ve been paid to do.”

“Alright,” I said as I reached for the dwarf. “Cassian, I’ve come here to make an example of you. You and Jeffrey took Babble’s money, and we’re here to get it back.”

“You prig!” Cassian spat as he tried to squirm out of my grasp.

“But how did he steal Babble’s money?” one of the gnomes from the audience demanded. “Did they threaten him with a knife?”

“Oooh,” one of the others cooed. “Maybe they bashed him over the head and took it.”

“Cassian had his friend here pretend to be Babble,” I said. “And then they went to collect the money that was owed to Babble.”

“A disguise!” another gnome yelled. “Why, that’s trickery!”

“And good trickery, too!” another voice added, though not as loudly.

Suddenly, a few of the gnomes started cheering and waving their beer mugs back and forth. Damn, didn’t anyone here have a sense of moral decency?

“Tyler,” Babble said as he pulled on my pants. “Trickery here is an art and a currency unto itself… if anything, they’ll win public favor for their devious behavior!”

“Not on my watch!” I boomed, and the crowd died down again. “Look Jeffrey, you’ve been found out. Cassian, I know that you’re trying your damnedest to mess with us, but you’ve only got yourself to blame for losing the hops. I got to the farm first, and I bought what was left, fair and square.”

“A human procuring hops!” one of the gnomes squeaked. “Why, I’ve never heard of anything like that in my life! This tale just gets more interesting by the second.”

“Now hand over the money,” I snarled. “I don’t want to ask twice.”

“Why not?” Jeffrey the gnome shot back. “It’s polite in gnome culture to ask three times for something! And then, perhaps, I will grant your request.”

“It’s not your request to grant,” I said. “The money is Babble’s. Not yours.”

“But I have it,” the gnome shrugged. “So right now, it surely seems like it’s mine!”

God dammit. This really was like trying to argue with a three-year-old.

“Look,” I said as I slammed my hand down on the bar again, and the whole place went silent. “You’re not getting out of here until you hand over the money. And if you don’t, I’ll rip the roof off this place, and you’ll have to pay for it to be fixed.”

I wasn’t expecting that to come out of my mouth, but it seemed like the kind of threat that would strike where it would hurt the most. In the wallet.

And hell, I was the paid muscle now. I was supposed to use my size and brute force to bring this place down, and by the looks of things, that would be about as hard as breaking down a cardboard box.

“The audacity you have to come here,” Cassian sneered, but Jeffrey the gnome was already digging through his pockets.

“It would cost a fortune,” Jeffrey growled, and he placed the sack of coins on the bar. “Are you happy?”

Babble snatched the bag, looked inside, then looked up at me and nodded.

“No,” I said. “‘Happy’ would be an overstatement. But you’ve given me what I want.”

“Well, at least you’ve got someone on your side, Babble,” Jeffrey smirked. “Even if it is a freak.”

“Shut up, Jeffrey,” Babble said. “And Cassian, leave us alone!”

“You fools,” Cassian said. “I won’t let you get away with those hops.”

“Whatever, Cassian,” I sang. “But you should know, you’ll lose every time.”

Some of the other customers laughed at that, and I gave them a hearty wave as I made my way back to the door. I glanced down and saw that Babble was strutting along beside me, and I laughed as we stepped into the street again.

“Let’s get away from here before Cassian can round up a mob,” I said, and then I picked up Babble and placed him on my shoulder again.

“Wahooo, whoopeee!” the gnome giggled as we made our way through the town. “You did it, Tyler! You’re the best bodyguard that a gnome could ask for!”

“It’s my job, isn’t it?” I replied. “It did feel pretty good to get that money back. And also to foil Cassian’s plan.”

The look on the dwarf’s face had been priceless. His brows had furrowed, his nostrils had flared, and he’d even bared his sharp teeth, but Jeffrey had still returned the money without much of a fight.

I could tell that Cassian hadn’t been expecting us to go after him, and I was hoping he might decide that it wasn’t worth it to keep his grudge. But the anger and embarrassment in Cassian’s face had been deep, and I had the feeling that the dwarf would rear his ugly head once more.

“Cassian won’t be happy about that, not one bit,” the gnome sighed as if he’d read my mind. “Usually humans don’t interfere too much in gnomish trickery… which begs the question why they get so annoyed by it. I mean, if they actually took the initiative to come and find us and stand up for themselves, maybe the gnomes wouldn’t get away with so much.”

“But that guy was annoying as hell,” I said. “And I happen to be a giant. Not many of the humans are giants, and either way, we were definitely in the right back there. But as for a bet? I highly doubt the game was rigged…”

“It’s never rigged,” Babble said. “But gnomes have lucky throws when it comes to dice. It’s down to our size, luck just works in our favor. If I knew how to explain it, I would, but I don’t.”

I shrugged, and he hooted with victory again.

“Well, I’d say I’d earned that bit of extra silver,” I said. “So, where do we go next? Any more beings to hassle?”

“Not today,” he said. “But I certainly think that we should celebrate. How about we try some elvish wine? Are you fond of wine?”

“It’s not my drink of choice,” I admitted. “But I’m willing to try it. They spend so much time talking about and analyzing it that I’m curious to know how it actually tastes.”

“The elves are snobs,” the gnome said as we crossed the bridge. “But their wine is good. They’d probably sell even more of it if they didn’t go around telling everyone how much better it was than anything else.”

“An important lesson for all advertisers,” I chuckled.

“There’s a place just up on the left that carries some good bottles,” the gnome said.

“Oh, let me guess,” I sighed and pointed toward a place along the main road of Hagop.

There were a few elves seated at outdoor tables, and they were sipping wine from glasses while they took notes in their small books. Wine bottles were suspended from pieces of twine in the window to form big, wine-themed wind chimes, and if I didn’t know the place was run by elves, I would’ve said that it was rather charming.

“That’s the one,” Babble nodded. “Hanly’s. If you’d be so kind as to put me down, giant.”

I placed the gnome gently on the ground, and once he’d dusted off some imaginary dirt, we walked across the street to the wine bar. We drew a few looks from the elves as we stepped up to the door, but most of them went back to writing in their notebooks when I glanced at them.

“Ah, what would be good for a celebration like this?” Babble murmured as we stepped inside.

Unlike the tailor’s shop, the wine shop looked brand new. The white walls looked pristine, the floor didn’t have so much as a speck of dirt, and the flowers near the window looked like they had just been plucked a few minutes earlier. It was probably the swankiest place I’d been to in Hagop, and I found myself standing up straighter like my mom was going to appear and tell me to stop slouching.

“My goodness, you’re big,” a croaky voice said, and I looked down to see a white-haired elf in a gray velvet robe looking up at me. “Is there anything that I can get for you two?”

Well, at least this one was civil.

“Yes,” Babble nodded. “What’s your best yellow wine today?”

“We have an excellent yellow Splotnick from the East,” the elf offered. “How does that sound?”

“Two glasses, please,” I said, and before the elf could spin around Babble lifted his hand.

“Nay, two glasses and an entire bottle please,” the gnome corrected. “We’re celebrating.”

“Babble, we can’t just waste all the money you earn on booze,” I laughed.

“We can do whatever we like with my money,” Babble shrugged. “I can spend it on booze if I so choose. But don’t panic, giant. There will be plenty left to pay you for this day’s work.”

We grabbed a pair of seats at the bar and watched as one of the elves fetched a bottle from the back and carried it toward us along with two glasses.

“That’ll be ten silver,” he said, and Babble dropped the coins into his hand. The elf counted it and nodded at Babble before leaving us to our wine.

“They’re awfully civil here,” I said in a low voice. “You know… compared to some of the other guys that we’ve run into.”

“This is a civil establishment,” he shrugged. “Now let me know what you think about this wine.”

He poured us each a glass of the golden-white wine, and I swirled it around like I’d seen the other elves do back in Hildegard’s tavern. A few elves looked over and lifted their eyebrows. Evidently they didn’t think much of humans and were surprised to find that I could do something regarding wine.

I took a sip of the stuff and puckered my lips. It was fine, and even had some hints of honey. But I was a beer guy through and through. I had to agree that even though I wasn’t too fond of wine in general, it was actually a lot better crafted than the Pyotr House beer. It had hints of honey, lilac, and even had a note of sunflower seeds. The closest thing I could compare it to from back home was a riesling.

“This is very good,” I admitted. “I don’t normally pick wine over beer, but it’s very well made. They’ve put a lot of work into it.”

Hey, the elves were assholes, but as a fellow craftsperson, I had to admit when they’d done something well.

“Of course it’s good,” a drunken scratchy voice wafted over.

I rolled my eyes at Babble, but I refused to turn around. I just knew that if I did, I’d get an entire lecture on why elves were so much better at making wine than humans.

But the elf was not to be deterred, and he staggered over to our spots at the bar with his wineglass firmly clasped in his hand.

“Hello,” I sighed.

“Ha,” the elf hiccupped. “Yes, yes… you know how much longer it takes for the wine grapes to mature?”

“I actually do,” I shrugged. “In some instances, wine is kept for years before being served.”

“Well, look at you,” he mumbled. “Perhaps you’re someone who has a little respect for the elven crafts rather than that dishwater beer you all seem to drink.”

“I agree that it tastes like dishwater,” I shrugged, and the elf’s eyes widened. “But I’m going to make a better beer.”

Just like before, the entire wine bar went silent while the elves looked at each other. And then, the cackling started.

“You’ve done it again,” Babble sighed. “At this rate, you could probably make good money as a comedian. And then you’d be sitting pretty.”

“It’s actually good that nobody takes me seriously,” I said with a shrug. “They won’t see me as a threat, like Cassian. Even though he’s obviously dumb as hell, maybe he’s actually a little smarter than the others.”

“I wouldn’t put it down to that,” Babble sighed. “Probably just insecurity.”

Once the high-pitched laughing had drawn to a close, the drunken elf wiped away the tears streaming down his face and turned to face me again.

“You are a funny fellow!” he said. “A funny giant. And you respect the elven crafts!”

“If that’s the way you want to look at it, sure,” I said. Hey, if they wanted to misinterpret everything to their benefit, then that was just fine by me.

“Try some of this,” the host of the wine bar said, and he shoved a small portion of dried meat in front of us. “On the house. If you like it, you can order a plate.”

Babble and I looked at each other and shrugged. I took some of the thinly-sliced meat and popped it in my mouth, though I wasn’t sure what to expect.

“Oh, wow,” I mumbled as the first bite seemed to dissolve in my mouth.

The meat was high-quality beef, and it tasted fresh even though it had been cured. The spices were a perfect complement to the steak, and all I could do was moan as I swallowed my first bite.

“This is incredible,” I admitted. “I don’t think I’ve ever had anything quite like this.”

“Well, you can have an entire plate of it for only sixty silver,” the elf said with a smile.

I looked down at Babble, and both of us shook our heads. It was good, but six times the price of the wine we were drinking? That definitely seemed a little steep.

“I think we’ll pass this time,” I said and winked. “We’ve got dinner waiting for us at home. It’s really very good, though.”

The owner scowled and swept the plate away, and then turned his attention to customers who were more willing to pay the exorbitant price for a few slices of meat.

“Elves will pay good money for quality,” Babble whispered to me as we sipped our wine. “It’s their point of pride. They lavish on good ingredients.”

“That’s good to know,” I murmured. “Because now I know that when my quality product comes out, they’ll be the first to buy.”

“Come again?” the drunk elf hiccupped.

“Nothing,” I said and smiled. “I was remarking on how good the ingredients must be. It tastes very fresh.”

“Ah, of course the ingredients are the finest in all of Hagop,” the elf laughed. “It’s the same that goes into the wine. You see, those beer-thirsty dwarves obsess over the perfect hops. Oh, hops from the finest farmer in Hagop! Local grains! Pah! They’re too lazy to venture a few stretches outside of the city. The greatest spices come from the southern part of the river, and none of those silly dwarves bother to take their carts and donkeys out there. And the humans? Forget about it! I have a theory that they mix in the sewage with well water and slap a name on it…”

I looked down to Babble, who poured another glass of wine for us and gave me a tired grin.

Even if those dwarves didn’t want to venture to the end of town, I sure as hell had nowhere better to be.

Especially now that I had a pretty good idea where we would head to get the best assortment of spices for the beer.
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Chapter 11

After two weeks, I’d become a regular Hagopper. Each day, I would wake up in the morning, defend the honor of my gnome, and then spend the afternoon brewing my beer.

It had taken Babble a little time to adjust to the schedule of chasing his debts before noon, but it meant that we got all the dirty work out of the way before lunch, and then he could nap until it was time to head to the taverns and gambling houses again. He had more money than ever, which meant that I had taken some pretty hefty bonuses, which in turn meant that it was time to go and procure the expensive elf seasonings that I needed for the next step in my process.

I was pretty confident that this beer would be one heck of a hazy IPA, but I needed the right citrus and spice notes to make it come to life.

I headed down the stairs and smiled at my brew, which had taken on a lovely hoppy scent. It was all coming along better than I could’ve imagined, and I always felt like doing a little dance in the morning whenever I walked by it for the first time that day.

“Good morning, Hagop,” I chuckled as I stepped into the yard.

I drank in the crisp air and the buttery light for a moment, then locked up the barn. I had the money to spend on a better room, but I had been saving it for the best spices that I could get. Besides, once my beer business took off, I’d have enough money to buy ingredients and still find a small place for myself.

A pair of blue jays squawked at me as I headed across the yard, and I waved back. I nodded to Tulip the donkey, who was munching on some hay that Hildegard had set out, and then I stepped into the tavern to look for my employer.

“Morning,” the little gnome said from his favorite stool. “Pleasant outside today, isn’t it?”

“Every morning here is beautiful,” I said with a smile.

The weather had taken an autumnal turn, and I could see yellow and orange leaves falling to the ground around the Hagop River. For some reason, it conjured up scenes from my childhood, like the county fair and Halloween parties at my friend’s house. It made me realize that fall had just become another season when I was an adult, and not one of the fun ones in Portland.

“You know, I’ve started to actually like the morning,” Babble said. “I used to think that it was too noisy and too bright. But now I think that it’s rather good! And last night I was spooked enough by a few out of town elves, so I hid away and got to sleep even earlier.”

I’d never visited Babble’s lodgings before, but I had the feeling that he would’ve invited me over by now if I could fit through the door.

“That’s good,” I nodded. “The beer is looking and smelling as good as always. And it’s going to be even better when we get these spices today. Everything’s right on schedule!”

“Oh, more materials for your beer, is it?” Hildegard said as she stepped behind the bar. “Where are you two boys heading off to?”

It seemed funny that she would still refer to us as boys when Babble was a tiny gnome and I had accepted my title as the local giant. But it was endearing, and she’d proven to be an excellent landlady during my time here.

“We’re going to get some spices,” I replied. “From the south. It’s where the elves go to get the ingredients to make wine.”

“Ah,” she nodded. “Now that’s a good idea. But what made you think of that? And why do you need it? I don’t think the dwarves use anything like that.”

“A couple of weeks ago, we stopped at a wine bar, and one of the elves told us where they get the ingredients for the wine,” I said. “The type of beer I want to make has strong citrus flavors with some other minor notes, and I figured that I could get what I need there.”

“Citrus… beer?” the gnome cocked an eyebrow.

“They use all sorts of things to craft the flavor back home,” I replied. “And you’re right, no one around here seems to experiment with any exotic ingredients or methods here.”

“Well, the dwarves are pretty set in their ways,” she said. “It’s like they’ve been trying to perfect the exact same recipe for hundreds of years. Some of them are even passed down between families. But I like your way of thinking. Maybe what we need is a whole new flavor.”

“That’s why King’s Brew is going to be the best brew in town,” I said. “I just know it. Anyway Babble, should we get the cart and go? I’d like to leave before Tulip gets too comfortable in the yard.”

“She can be stubborn,” the gnome sighed. “Just like any donkey.”

“Well, she really only seems to be stubborn around you,” I said.

“Only because the humans have been warning her about gnomes,” Babble sniffed.

“Just make sure that she has some food and water when you arrive so she doesn’t get too tired,” Hildegard said as she rolled her eyes at the gnome. “At least it isn’t as hot out now, and those donkeys can go a long way in weather like this.”

“Will do,” I said as I lifted Babble from his stool.

We walked back to the yard to fetch the donkey and cart. I gave Tulip one of the carrots that was in a bucket near the barn before we fastened her to the cart, a trick that Flora had taught me. Then I took the reins, since I’d mastered the art of cart driving and because Babble had a hard time getting Tulip to go where he wanted. I had to admit, I’d gotten used to driving a cart, and somehow it was way more rewarding than just driving everywhere in a car. The pace of life here was slower, which meant there was time to enjoy the beautiful scenery. I never felt like I had to rush somewhere, and there was always a sense of peace whenever we took a journey.

A few people tipped their hats at me as we made our way along the main road, and I smiled back at them. Most of the humans had been pretty friendly to me, and I didn’t really have any enemies other than some of the creatures who I’d had to rough up a little bit. But even then, that was just business, and the only real foe I had made in my short time here was Cassian.

“I wonder if Flora will have any good buns for us today,” Babble murmured. “Those poppyseed pastries she made yesterday were absolutely delightful.”

“They were a real winner,” I nodded. “The fresh farmer’s cheese in them was amazing.”

“It’s the milk cows here,” Babble nodded. “Their milk gets extra yellow because of the quality of the grass. It’s like you can taste the sunshine coming through them.”

“Mmm,” I nodded, and I thought back to the poppyseed buns from the day before.

Flora just got better and better with every recipe that she devised, and I couldn’t wait until she was confident enough to show her own baked goods to the masses. But for now, we were her test subjects, a role both Babble and I had quickly learned to enjoy.

We pulled up outside the bakery, and I tied the cart to a stake outside of their shop. But instead of the usually rosy-cheeked Flora that I was expecting to see, I found the flustered baker girl rushing around the store with one of the part-time apprentices, Elina. Both were covered in flour, and Elina looked like she was about to burst into tears.

“That was for Madame Abbey’s,” Flora called out. “It was due an hour ago. Are you sure it’s too wet?”

“Hey, is everything okay?” I asked.

“No, it’s not,” Flora nearly wailed when she saw me. “This is the worst setback I’ve had in my career. Somehow, my proofs didn’t rise when I was making the dawn deliveries, and now we’re behind in stock for the early afternoon. Usually this wouldn’t be a problem, but the noblewoman Madame Abbey is hosting a family from the West Country, and we were supposed to have double the amount!”

“I just don’t know what happened,” the small teenage assistant called over as she desperately tried to knead what looked like wet cement. “Flora used the exact same recipe, but they just didn’t work. They looked like someone had poured milk on them!”

“My dough was all soggy,” Flora sniffed. “And it smelled sour. I don’t know what happened! They’ve been ruined, but I don’t know how.”

But I had an idea of who could’ve done such a thing like that.

“It’s Cassian,” I said, and Babble gasped. “It has to be. He tried to get to you, Babble, and now he’s trying to get to Flora to slow us down.”

“But why would he want to ruin my bread deliveries?” Flora asked. “This is a business! It doesn’t just reflect on me. I don’t even own it! Oh, but if I can’t get these goods to Madame Abbey, then I’ll surely lose my job. Mucking up a commission like this might put the bakery out of business! The boss would happily serve my head on a platter if that’s what it takes to save this place.”

“You won’t lose your job,” I told her, and I took her flour-covered hands in mine. I felt an electric rush up my back, and I tried to ignore how attracted I was to her, even when she looked like she was on the verge of tears.

“But how, Tyler?” she asked. “This is a complete disaster!”

I had to think quickly. I had worked in a deli, but I hadn’t actually made the bread or meats that went into our sandwiches. The one thing I did know was that it took bread a long time to rise, and there was no way the damp dough would be ready to go in the ovens in time to make Madame Abbey’s party.

Then I had a lightbulb moment. I knew that Flora was always experimenting in her spare time, and if there was a chance that one of her own delicious recipes was already to go, then maybe she could replace the bread with those.

“What about some of those incredible cheese and poppyseed buns?” I asked. “Do you have any of the dough ready for those?”

“Of course I do,” she shrugged. “But that’s not what they ordered!”

“Well, let’s step out of the problem phase, okay?” I said, and she furrowed her brow in confusion and nodded. “Now we’re in the solution phase. We already know the problem. All that we have to do is fix it. Now, can you make enough bread from the dough you do have to get it to the noblewoman in time?”

“Definitely not,” she shook her head. “It’s not possible anymore, and all of the bread that we already baked today has been delivered to the early morning crowd. And the dough looks like sewage! That evil little trickster!”

“So clearly you can’t send the bread,” I said. “It’s out of the question. But why not offer them those delicious buns that you made yesterday? They’re a lot smaller, and if you still have some waiting to go in the oven, I know they won’t take long to bake.”

“But what if they don’t like them?” she whispered. “What if they hate what I make and then they get angry at me. I could lose my job, and then I can’t pay my rent, and I’d have to leave the city, and I would go nowhere in my career, and I’ll never join the bakers’ guild, and I’ll have to become a washerwoman! Not that I disrespect the washerwomen, but I just love baking so much, I’ve always wanted to be a baker my whole life, and now I--”

“Flora, you’re going down a rabbit hole of worry,” I interrupted. “But your buns are delicious, and right now, we don’t have the option of sending them bread. So you can either go empty-handed or go with your amazing buns that will probably blow their minds for all we know. Let’s think positive rather than negative. And whatever happens, you can count on me to help you out. Okay?”

She blinked a few times, but then her mouth started to curl into a smile. I started to see the pink in her cheeks return, and she blushed as she patted some of the flour from her apron.

“You’re right,” she said. “We have to think positive. And we have to get rid of all this gloopy dough and get those buns in the oven. Elina, stop trying to salvage the dough. We both know it’s a lost cause. I’m going to get those poppy pastries in the oven this instant!”

She rushed into the back, and Elina gave a sigh of relief before starting to pile all the smelly glop into a big wooden bowl.

“Thank goodness you came, Tyler,” the young assistant muttered. “I was worried that I would be here all day trying to resurrect this mush.”

“What can we do?” Babble asked.

Elina thrust the giant wooden bowl into my hands, and I nearly reeled back from the stink that rose up from it. It still had a yeasty smell, but there was definitely something off about it.

“Tyler, could you dispose of this out the back?” Elina asked. “And then… I”m not sure.”

“You can help with the deliveries!” Flora called out as she threw a tray of speckled pastries into the oven and wiped her brow. “If you’d be so kind, of course.”

“It would be my absolute pleasure,” I said.

While the bakers worked on the pastries, I stepped outside to find a place to get rid of the dough. I was doing a good job of keeping a calm exterior, but I was mad as hell. Trying to hassle a dwarf and a gnome to hand over some money was just a part of my job, and I hadn’t minded that.

But sweet Flora? She could’ve lost her job over this. And all because of her affiliation to me.

This dwarf was an evil prick, and he was going to get his comeuppance. As I poured the sticky, gooey slop into the waste bucket, I imagined the goo was his mashed and pulverized dwarf body. Better yet, he could drown in the sickly paste, and his last thoughts would be about how to swim out of a vat of dough…

Wait. I was getting ahead of myself. Man, this guy had brought out something bloodthirsty in me, which was not something I’d really experienced before.

But then again, I’d always just been a drone with big dreams before. In Hagop, though, I was a brewer and a protector. Those were my two titles in this town, and I was going to do them damn well. I cared about the product that I was making, and I sure as hell cared about protecting my team.

And the revenge on this guy would be pretty fucking sweet.

“Bastard,” I muttered to myself as I headed back into the bakery.

“What was that?” Babble asked from atop the counter where he and Elina were shoveling more useless dough into another bucket.

“Nothing,” I sighed as I watched them work. “Just… Cassian. He’s a bastard.”

“He comes from a long line of dwarf troublemakers, actually,” Babble said. “I could tell you exactly who his father is, and his father too, and the ancestry…”

“It’s just a turn of phrase,” I said as I grabbed the now-full bowl.

I chucked three more bowls of corrupted dough into the slop bucket, and once we’d gotten rid of all the dough, I helped Elina clean the countertops just in case whatever Cassian had used had somehow ended up on the surfaces. When that was done, we closed the bakery while Flora finished getting all of the buns ready.

After an agonizing fifteen minutes in which I had to physically pry Flora’s hands from her mouth so that she didn’t bite all of her nails off, the place started to smell heavenly.

“You smell that, Flora?” Babble asked, and an almost drunken smile passed over his face. “That’s the smell of success.”

“That’s cheese,” Elina snorted, and then she blushed as she glanced at me and then wiped a rag over the already pristine counter.

“They usually take a while to pack away,” Flora said.

“I can help,” I offered. “I have, umm… large hands.”

“You do,” she nodded and then smiled. “And that’s exactly what we need.”

Once she’d removed the buns from the oven, Babble started to blow on them with the reckless abandon of a four-year-old blowing out birthday candles.

“So you don’t burn your fingers!” he yelped when I tried to get him to stop.

“No one wants to eat your germs,” I replied.

“My what?” he asked.

“Just… never mind,” I sighed. “Trust me, I’ve got this.”

Elina set the gnome back on the ground to make room for the four giant wicker boxes that Flora tugged from underneath a pile of aprons.

“Stack them on top of each other in rows,” she said. “Please and thank you. And put a cloth in between so that they don’t crush each other.”

“Yes Ma’am,” I said and saluted.

Once all the buns had been safely packed away, I took two of the boxes and packed them onto the regular bakery cart. Then, I took the last two and packed them onto mine. Even Tulip must’ve thought they smelled good, because her ears perked up, and she blinked a few times as I hopped into the driver’s seat.

“Alright,” I said. “What’s the game plan?”

“Elina, you go do the usual afternoon deliveries,” Flora said. “It’s on the regular route, and it would take too much time to explain to Tyler.”

“Yes, Flora,” the anxious teenager said as she hopped onto the bakery’s cart.

“Tyler, we’re going to Madame Abbey’s,” Flora said as Babble clambered onto the cart.

“A noblewoman!” he laughed. “I’ve never been to a noble house!”

“Well, be good, or else we won’t get invited back,” I laughed. “Which way?”

“Up past Hildegard’s and down the Western Lane,” Flora said. “It’s behind Gnome Hill, just past that stretch of ancient oaks. You can’t miss it!”

“I know the place,” Babble declared. “Though I’ve only seen it from afar.”

“Then let’s go,” I said and slapped the reins.

We turned back onto the main street, and I gave the reins a few taps so Tulip would pick up the pace. A few people moved out of our way, but I could see that they were more distracted by the smell of the warm, delicious cargo that we were carrying, than the fast pace of the cart.

“I hope they like them,” Flora muttered to herself. “Or else… I suppose I’d be a good washerwoman. I mean, I love clothes, and I’d have to get used to the smell of fish by the river, but the fishermen are always so friendly…”

“Solution phase, Flora,” I said to the blonde. “Not problem phase. And whatever happens, I’m here for you. Now brush that flour off your face before we get to the noblewoman’s house.”

She looked up at me and smiled, and then she used the edge of her apron to dust away the flour that was sprinkled on her rosy cheeks.

“Thanks for this, Tyler,” she said. “I don’t know what I would’ve done without you.”

I was excited to take a route that I’d never been on before. We passed Gnome Hill, and Babble stood up in the back and shook his fist at it as we went by. We passed a small patch of mighty oaks that looked like they’d been there for centuries, and then Flora pointed toward the Western Lane.

I steered Tulip into a grassy field, and the cart bounced across the ground as we headed for the other road. Even though it was a stressful time, the view was still glorious. Red, orange, and yellow leaves littered the ground, and we left a cloud of vibrant color in our wake.

The ride smoothed out once the wheels rolled onto the road, and Tulip trotted along like a mini race horse. We’d traveled a couple of miles down the road when a large stately home started to appear in the distance. Its shape reminded me of a large barn, but it had stained-glass windows that could be seen even from the road and a variety of topiaries that had been shaped to look like cones.

“Is that it?” I asked.

“That’s the one,” she said and nodded. “Oh, I hope we’re not too late…”

“If they ask, we’ll tell them that a rat got into the stock!” Babble laughed. “It’s only the truth!”

“Don’t say that,” I told them. “Nobody wants to think about rats being where their food is.”

The gnome shrugged as I turned the cart down the path to the house. Someone had already raked up the leaves, so all we kicked up was some dust as we made our way along the drive. When we pulled up to the front door, we were met by two short men in white conical hats, black tunics, and white leggings.

“Welcome to the Madame’s house!” the man on the right said as he bowed. “Have you arrived from the West Country?”

“We’re here to deliver goods from the bakery,” I said.

“Are we late?” Flora asked, and one of the footmen blinked at her.

“Who am I to know?” the man asked and shrugged. “Between you and me, everyone in the nobility is late. We have no idea when the guests will arrive.”

“Oh, thank goodness!” Flora said and fanned herself with her hand like she was about to pass out.

I hopped off the cart and started to hand the boxes over to the footmen when I heard the sound of clacking.

“Dill, is that from the bakery?” a pleasant voice sang, and an older woman in a pink velvet robe with white-heeled slippers appeared in the doorway.

“Yes, Madame Abbey,” Flora said and then curtsied. “Please forgive this lateness… Something went terribly wrong in the--”

“Oh, don’t, I only just woke up,” the noblewoman yawned. “Dill, has the family arrived yet?”

“No Madame,” the footman said as he handed over the buns to another member of staff who appeared in the doorway. “No sign of them yet.”

“Oh, my,” the noblewoman said, and her eyes widened. “That doesn’t smell like bread… it smells like…”

“They are poppyseed and cheese buns, madame,” Flora said. “I… I devised the recipe myself for your special day!”

The noblewoman looked at Flora in surprise, and I held my breath. This was going to make or break her job, but if anything bad happened, then maybe I actually could give her a larger share in the business, and she could feed me pastries all day until I got too fat to walk.

“Perfect!” the noblewoman clapped her hands together. “Poppyseeds and cheese! They smell remarkable. And I can guarantee that there’s nothing like that in the West Country. What’s your name, girl?”

“F-Flora,” she stuttered. “My name is Flora.”

“Well, Flora, I’m very glad that we’ll have something new to show our guests!” the noblewoman smiled. “I always love to try new and exciting things. Who needs ordinary bread when you can have cheese and poppyseed… well, we’ll have to come up with a name for them, something that says Hagop!”

“Oh, um, thank you,” Flora mumbled.

“I never would’ve thought’ve that myself,” Madame Abbey mused. “Perhaps I shall have you design a special delight for all my guests. Here, take this.”

The noblewoman removed a small sack of silver from her pocket and tossed it at Flora, who caught it in a daze.

“Thank you, Madame Abbey,” Flora said. “This is very charitable…”

“This is payment for your hard work,” she replied and shrugged. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to get dressed. And Dill! Fix me one of those right now while they’re still hot. With some butter. And make me some tea.”

“Yes, Madame!” Dill replied as he followed the lady inside.

I looked between Flora and Babble, and the baker woman started to jump up and down.

“Yes!” she laughed. “Yes, it was fine! Oh, my goodness, I think I’m going to faint…”

Before she could make good on her prediction, I stepped forward and wrapped my arms around her waist. Then I twirled her around, and she laughed into my hair.

“I knew that it would be fine, Flora,” I smiled. “You’re such a talented baker that I knew there was no way Madame Abbey could be upset.”

“I can’t believe it,” she said. “This is such a relief… and that Cassian fellow can go and choke on the sour milk glop for all I care!”

“Oh, I’d like to see that,” Babble chortled.

“So would I,” I admitted. “But our day’s not done yet.”

We climbed back onto the cart, waved goodbye to the man still on duty out front, and headed back down the drive. There was a palpable energy of excitement between us as we made our way back to Hagop. It was barely noon, and we’d already defeated a common enemy.

And even though Cassian had tried to foil our plans, his trickery might’ve just landed Flora a promotion.

“Where to now?” Babble asked.

“South of the river to get those spices?” I suggested.

“Let’s go!” Babble laughed.

Instead of riding back through the city, Flora directed me down a parallel country lane so we could take in all the sights. The hills of Hagop seemed to roll on forever, and we passed a few hikers who tilted their hats and smiled at us. The sun was gleaming in the sky, the birds were singing from the branches, and even the animals we saw looked too cute for words.

“Down there,” Flora said when we crested one of the hills. “Where the river twists.”

I could see the river glimmering in the distance, and there was an assortment of small huts surrounded by private gardens. I started to smell whiffs of citrus in the crisp autumn air, and I turned to the other two.

“Do you have oranges here?” I asked.

“I think that some of the smaller farmers do,” Flora added. “They’re quite a lot of work to keep up, which is why they’re such an expensive essence to get.”

Luckily I’d been saving up all my money, and I couldn’t wait to see what the farmers had in store for us.

“Let’s follow that scent,” I said.

We followed the scent all the way to the small town and up a small dirt road that led to one of the farmhouses. I found a post near the river, so I tied the reins off so Tulip could drink some of the cool water, and since everyone here had donkeys, I was sure that I could get some oats or maybe a carrot from one of the farmers for her as well.

“Afternoon,” a voice called out, and I saw a very small man with a beard and a straw hat holding a shovel. He was wearing gloves and had a muddy white tunic, and looked like an artisanal farmer if I’d ever seen one.

“Afternoon,” I said as I made my way over. “We could smell your orange blossoms from way out in the fields.”

“Well, if you venture out of town this far, that’s the reward,” he laughed. “What can I do for you?”

“I’m looking for some spices and essences,” I said. “I’m a brewer.”

The farmer’s eyes widened, and he took my stature in and nodded.

“A human brewer?” He tutted to himself. “And you’re all the way out here? Where did you come from, the land of giants?”

“I guess you could say that,” I replied since I didn’t feel like explaining about Portland yet again. “But I was wondering if you had anything that we could use.”

“Oh, certainly,” he said and then squinted. “But it… uh… it certainly won’t come cheap. I don’t know what the other human brewers have told you, because I don’t see them out here very often. Only elves, usually.”

“I don’t know any other human brewers,” I told him. “Just me. But I’m very interested in what you have to offer. And I have the money to pay as well.”

“Well, then, follow me,” he said with a smile, and then he led the three of us through his miniature groves and showed us his produce.

After an afternoon of deliberating over every single thing that the farmer had on his farm, I finally decided on a mix of citrus oil, geranium oil, rosemary, and tarragon for the beer and a couple of carrots for Tulip. The fee came to a hefty three hundred silver pieces, but I knew that it was worth every glimmer of silver that I had.

“An interesting concoction indeed,” the farmer laughed as he counted the silver. “I’ve never quite heard of anything like it! And especially from a human. Where did you say that you were from again?”

“I’m from Portland,” I said. “It’s very far away from here and from the city of Hagop. But this has been a wonderful trip.”

“Well, I look forward to tasting whatever you make, Sir,” he said. “Will it be at the festival?”

“Oh, of course,” Flora added. “It’s going to be called King’s Brew.”

“King’s Brew!” he laughed. “Well, so far it seems to be fit for a King. You’re a peculiar fellow, but I’m sure that I’ll be impressed. You three go on now, before the sun sets. The days are beginning to get shorter, and the journey back to the city is steeper than the ride here.”

“I’ll do just that,” I said as I nodded my head. “And thanks again!”

I fed Tulip one of the carrots before I untied her, promised her the second one when we returned to town, and then climbed into the driver’s seat again. Tulip started back along the road to Hagop, and I fell into a pleasant daze as we started to climb through the hills again.

The ride down had seemed so pleasant and short because of the afternoon sunlight, but I didn’t realize just how far out of town we were until the sky turned pink as the sun started to set. Even Tulip seemed anxious to be back in her stall, and she responded quickly when I gave her more rein.

“My, I’m tired!” Babble said. “After all of that rushing around earlier, and then we drove all the way out here…”

Hagop appeared in the distance, and Tulip started to move even faster. A cool breeze brushed against us, and the sun was nearly out of sight. But we made it to the town before it was completely dark, and we passed the fishermen who were dragging in their boats as well as crowds of people either heading home for their supper or venturing to one of the local inns. We rode up the main street to the bakery, where we stopped long enough to drop off Flora.

But Flora didn’t hop off of the cart right away. She bit her plump, pink lip and looked up at me, and then looked away as she brushed a stray hair out of her face.

“I have to hurry off,” she finally laughed. “Another day at work tomorrow, and it’s always early for me… but really Tyler, I can’t thank you enough. I think my head would’ve exploded if you hadn’t helped me out back there.”

“Well, we wouldn’t want that,” I laughed, and she fixed her blue gaze on mine.

Her blue eyes lit up with appreciation, and all I could think at that moment was that she was the prettiest girl I’d ever seen.

“Well, I’m glad that we could help,” I finally mumbled after another couple of heartbeats had passed between us.

“Ahem,” Babble coughed, and the spell was broken.

But the baker woman gave me a kiss on the cheek before hopping off the cart and waving at us.

“Goodnight!” she called out as she ran along the road.

“Goodnight, Flora,” I sang to myself.

“As I said,” the gnome said as he climbed up next to me. “I am sensing something between you two, and it doesn’t seem business-like to me.”

“Oh, come off it,” I said and slapped the reins.

Tulip could smell home, I was sure, because she took off at a fast pace again. We pulled into the yard as the sky turned black, but luckily there was enough light coming out of the inn to direct us. I put the sweet donkey away and gave her the second carrot before thanking her and going over to unlock my barn.

“This is where I leave you, Tyler,” Babble said. “Unless you’d like a brew.”

“I’m good for now, thanks,” I said. “I want to check on my own brew. I can’t wait to add these ingredients, and I need to get the measurements just perfect for my first barrels of beer.”

“Fair enough,” Babble sang. “You have your work, and I have mine. I’ll see you in the morning!”

I waited until the gnome had headed into the inn before I unlocked the stable. The smell of hops filled the air, and I smiled to myself as I laid down the newest ingredients in a pile of hay. I couldn’t wait to start mixing them in, but I would have to wait until it was daylight again before I could add anything. It was too dark in the stable at night, even with the lamps that Hildegard provided.

“Until tomorrow,” I sighed and then headed up to my room to work on the perfect formula for my brew.

I fell asleep as I tried to work out the perfect combinations, and I woke with a start when the rooster crowed again. I shook myself awake and then pounded down the stairs to look at my brew.

“It’s time,” I said happily.

I took one of the larger wooden spoons I’d taken from the kitchen, took a deep breath, and then started to do the thing that I’d looked forward to the most, and that was mashing the wort. I started to press the hops and the grains together into one big soupy liquid, and the smell of the stuff was overpowering. Maybe for Flora the cheese had been the smell of success, but for me, it was my sweet golden mixture.

When I was satisfied with my mash, I stepped into the morning light for some fresh air and firewood. I built a nice little pile in the firepit, and once I had a steady flame, I set my pot on the heat.

As the wort gently bubbled, I added small amounts of spring water so it wouldn’t get too thick. I needed it to be more soupy than stew-like, and I needed to keep an eye on it the whole time.

It was also time to add in my flavors, so I retrieved my oils and herbs from the barn and started to sprinkle them into the mix. I hadn’t settled on an exact ratio the night before, but as I stirred and mixed, I knew exactly how much I wanted to add of each ingredient.

“Something smells good,” a familiar voice said, and I turned around to find Hildegard leaning in the door like she always did. She was wearing a simple dark blue dress but looked as elegant as always.

“It’s the King’s Brew,” I smiled, and I looked down at the pot. “And it’s the best thing you’ll ever taste.”
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Chapter 12

(California Brandy)

I spent the next week making sure that all of the flavors were consistent and proportionate. The beer had been placed back into the barn in a tub to start fermentation, and I could feel my excitement bubbling up every time I passed it on my way in and out of my little room.

“I can’t wait to taste it,” Babble hiccupped as we sat at the bar.

He was on his third tankard of Pyotr House, and I felt like I had finally convinced him that it was terrible.

“I can’t wait to taste it, either,” I told the tiny gnome. “It’s going to be life-changing.”

“Tyler, could you help me with this?” Hildegard called over.

She was holding a hammer and nail in one hand and a large cloth scroll in the other.

“I’d be glad to,” I said, and I took them from her hands. “What exactly am I helping with?”

“It’s a sign for the festival,” she replied, and her light blue eyes twinkled with mischief. “But since you’re so tall, I was thinking that you could save me the task of balancing on a stool to hang it up. I understand that you’re not my worker of course, but I’ll give you a drink for the trouble.”

“That would be wonderful,” I said. “And it’s my pleasure, of course. You’re a gracious hostess, Hill… I mean, Ms. Hildegard.”

“Oh, stop,” she giggled and then pointed to a well-lit spot near the fireplace. “That would be perfect. You can see it from the door or anywhere inside the bar.”

I nodded and then unfurled the banner. I smiled as I recognized many of the traditional signs of fall, from pumpkins to big tankards of beer, and even an apple tree decorated with bright red apples. And right at the bottom of the poster there was a big black cauldron with Fall Festival in Ridley Fields - See You There inscribed over it.

“It’s great,” I said.

I hammered it into the wall and made sure that it was aligned perfectly before stepping back and admiring my handiwork.

“The fall festival is always my favorite time of the year,” Hildegard sighed. “There’s more business than ever, of course. And in the few weeks after, everyone is excited to taste the winning beer. Even though it’s been the same for the past few years, of course…”

“Well, it won’t be the same this year,” I said. “I promise.”

I couldn’t predict the future, but I’d always heard from those inspirational coaches that you had to state your goals as if they’d already happened, so I was pretty fine making grand statements. I believed in my capabilities, and my brew was coming along very nicely.

“How many barrels will you have?” Hildegard asked. “It seemed like you had a nice amount of beer.”

“Three,” I said. “Three barrels exactly, no more, no less. So I’m going to have to be careful that I don’t lose any to… accidents.”

“Sabotage,” the gnome corrected me.

“Well, you only need one for the competition,” she told me. “But it’s always best to bring two, just in case. Not that I think anything will go wrong, but it’s a good rule. Plus, if you win, the extra barrel will sell for a pretty penny.”

My time in Cassian’s grudge book had taught me that a little accident was always around the corner, so I knew that I had to be vigilant. But I was taking every precaution possible to make sure that the beer was safe. After the bakery incident, Babble and I had gone through the stable and made sure that every crevice was boarded up and that nobody could break in.

“I think we’re going to have enough,” I nodded. “And it’s almost ready for tasting. It smells just amazing, Hildegard, I can’t wait for you to try it.”

“And I can’t wait to try it, either,” Babble said in a dreamy voice. “We’ve been… well, mainly you have been working so hard on the concoction. But I’ve had a fun time as your boss, too!”

“Well, it’s not over yet,” I laughed. “And speaking of that, didn’t you say that we had somewhere to go today? You had a small collection to make.”

“Yes, yes,” Babble said, and he almost fell backwards before Hildegard took his little hand and pulled him back up. “We have to head to Rosewood’s place to collect a hundred silver.”

“Oh, Rosewood?” Hildegard lifted an eyebrow. “He’s a good customer, for a dwarf at least. I thought that he would’ve paid up by now.”

“He was actually very agreeable,” the gnome shrugged. “But he needed a little bit of time to settle his accounts, so I said I’d come back in two weeks.”

“That’s very kind of you,” I said in surprise.

“I can be kind, to the right person,” he hiccuped.

“So where does Rosewood live?” I asked as I tried not to laugh.

“Between here and the gnome city,” Babble said. “So not too far.”

I helped him from the barstool so he wouldn’t smack his head against the floor, and then after a quick wave to Hildegard, we headed out into the city again. We were near the edge of Hagop when Babble turned into a low alleyway, and I had to duck down to avoid the building overhangs that threatened to take my head off.

The gnome stopped in front of a small red door and knocked, and then we waited while a cold wind sent brown leaves scurrying along the road.

“I hope he’s as honest as Hildegard made him out to be,” I sighed. “Because I don’t like when they suddenly get all weird about money.”

“Well, he’s a dwarf,” Babble sighed. “So who knows what will happen when push comes to shove?”

The door finally swung open, and a dwarf wearing a long white tunic with leather drawstrings and blue leggings stood in front of us. Those were usually the types of clothing that humans wore, so I instantly felt a little bit more trusting around him than a lot of the other creatures I’d had to hassle around Hagop.

“Good day,” he said, and he crossed his arms as he looked between me and Babble. “Can I help you two?”

“Oh, Rosewood, don’t play around,” Babble sighed. “I’m here for the hundred silver.”

The dwarf’s eyes widened, but he nodded quickly and then squinted at me.

“Follow me inside,” he said. “Can you fit?”

“Uh, yes,” I replied, though I wasn’t sure.

At least there wasn’t any anger or malice in his voice, so I was feeling pretty good about this collection as we stepped into the house. The place wasn’t very big, and the dimensions reminded me of a child’s treehouse. There were papers and gold candlesticks scattered everywhere, and a stack of books gathered dust in a corner.

The dwarf walked over to a desk, pulled open a drawer, and waggled his fingers before producing a cloth sack. He weighed it in his hand, nodded, and then tossed it toward Babble.

“Hundred silver,” Rosewood said. “I believe that pays the debt in full.”

“Ah,” Babble said. “Well… that was surprisingly easy. Have a good day, Rosewood.”

“Not so fast!” the dwarf snapped before we could escape.

“I knew it was too easy,” Babble muttered under his breath. “Alright Rosewood, what is it that you want now?”

“I have a proposition for you,” he said. “A business proposition.”

“No,” Babble responded. “I gamble independently, and I’m not taking any non-gnomish folk under my wing.”

“No, not for gambling,” the dwarf rolled his eyes. “For the beer. I know that you’re brewing something, Tyler, and I have an idea.”

I crossed my arms over my chest. Even though this guy seemed pretty sound, I’d been in Hagop long enough to know that the dwarves thrived on trickery.

“I’m not taking anyone under my wing, either,” I said, but whether I liked it or not my curiosity was getting the best of me. “But I’m willing to hear your proposal.”

“I think you’ll like it,” the dwarf said and cleared his throat. “Essentially, Tyler and Babble, I have a secret that could help you in your brewing endeavor.”

“Amazing,” I shrugged. “What is it?”

“Ha,” Rosewood chuckled. “Not so fast. That’s not how a deal is made, now, Tyler, is it?”

“I knew that there’d be a catch,” I sighed. “What’s the price?”

“Ten percent of the profits from the first batch,” he shot back.

“Bullshit,” Babble told him. “He’s not doing that.”

“At least let me put forth an argument as to why you should trust me,” the dwarf replied.

“I don’t know, Tyler,” Babble said. “This might be a waste of our time. You can never trust what a dwarf tells you.”

“But I’ve never wronged you, Babble,” the dwarf protested. “Nor have I ever wronged Hildegard.”

“Yes, but you’re still a dwarf,” Babble said.

“And you’re still a gnome,” the dwarf shot back.

“Fine,” Babble huffed. “We will hear your argument.”

“Wonderful,” Rosewood said as he cleared his throat. “Well, I’ve already stated the first reason why you should trust me, which is that I’ve never caused you any harm. The second is that if I’m interested in your beer profits, it’s because I trust the quality of your craft. You seem very committed, and on the off chance that your beer is actually good, I want to share in the profits. And third, Cassian’s great-great-grandfather was in my great-great-grandfather’s grudge book. It was never resolved, and us dwarves don’t forget something like that.”

Cassian again. That little shit. Just hearing his name made me want to punch a wall. But this guy seemed like he might have some good information for us, and I was starting to get tempted by his offer if only so I could inflict another injury on the annoying dwarf.

“Hmmm,” I said. “You actually make a very fair argument.”

“See?” Rosewood responded. “I don’t hate humans for the sake of it. And it seems like you don’t hate dwarves for the sake of it either, Tyler. You just dislike the ones who are out to cause you harm.”

I looked down at Babble, who nodded.

“Hildegard does trust you,” the gnome said. “And if Hildegard trusts you, and you’re telling the truth about this grudge book, well… I trust you too.”

“So it’s settled,” I said. “I trust you, but I’m not giving you any profits. No way.”

“What?” Rosewood sighed. “But I thought you trusted me!”

“Doesn’t mean I’m handing over any money,” I shrugged. “If you care so much about your ancestor’s grudge book, you can help me out upfront and in the future we can do real business.”

He looked at me and rolled his eyes.

“I thought I had it there,” he said. “But you’re quite a shrewd businessman.”

“And you better not be pulling my leg,” I said.

“I can assure you that I’m not,” the dwarf smiled. “And now that the agreement has been made out loud, we can begin. First of all, I know that you’re still quite new in town Tyler. And one thing that you won’t know about the dwarfish world is that they love to brag about the tricks they’ve pulled.”

“I gathered that,” I said. “In fact, that seems to be all they do.”

“Ah, yes, but those are the tricks already performed,” he said. “There are dwarf circles that also bet on tricks to come. And I overheard Cassian in one of the dwarfish bars the other day, telling tales about what he was going to do to sabotage you.”

“I knew it!” the gnome shouted and stomped his foot. “That little weasel!”

“Babble,” I snapped and then turned back to the Rosewood. “Well, the fact that he’s planning something isn’t news, but I wouldn’t mind getting the upper hand this time. Do you really know what he has planned?”

“I do,” Rosewood assured me. “Cassian’s scheme is to corrupt your barrels with river water this very night.”

“But I keep the barn locked,” I said with a frown.

“He knows that,” Rosewood said and waved away my security. “But he’s going to show up at the Lamb and Star tonight and offer you an apology. He’ll get both of you blind drunk, and then one of his cronies will pinch the key for the padlock on the stable.”

“That little shit,” I muttered. “As if I’d fall for something like that.”

I knew that I never would’ve accepted a drink from Cassian, but I wouldn’t have been surprised if his crony still tried to pickpocket the key from me anyway. They might even resort to damaging Hildegard’s inn as a distraction, and I couldn’t live with myself if I let the dwarf get away with that.

“I knew that he would plan something big before the festival,” Babble nodded. “And he’s been quiet these last couple of weeks, so I was sure he was planning something.”

“He’ll offer to cross you out of his grudge book right there,” Rosewood said. “As an act of good will.”

“That’s vicious,” Babble said. “The grudge book is binding. If he did such a thing outside of the confines of the grudge book curse… well, then he would just be acting freely out of malice!”

“Exactly,” Rosewood said. “He’s got bad blood, that dwarf. He’s a sore loser like his great-great-grandfather, but luckily for him, there’s enough dwarves out there who are exactly the same or he probably would have been chased out of town long ago.”

“I can’t believe it,” I shook my head. “Rosewood, this information is indispensable to us. Thank you so much for sharing it. But… you’re not some kind of… dwarf traitor now, are you?”

“No, no,” he laughed. “I don’t hate humans, but I’m also doing my family a favor. As I said, the grudge book lives on, and I knew that I had to continue my great-great-grandfather’s legacy somehow.”

“Well, what are we going to do?” Babble asked. “We don’t have much time to plan an ambush--”

“We don’t need to ambush anyone,” I said. “And we might be able to use this to our advantage.”

“Oh?” Babble said.

“When I go to bed I lock it from the inside,” I said. “So first of all, I suggest that we get Flora to stay in the stable with the key so that they can’t get to it if they tried. I know that they have nimble little hands that are good for stealing.”

“That’s very wise,” Babble said. “We can arm her with a pitchfork, too.”

“Perfect,” I said. “And I’m not going to drink tonight. I don’t want anything clouding my vision if they’re trying to trick us.”

“Yes, I… ugh, alright,” Babble sighed. “But wait… what about this? You’ve done a lot for me these past few weeks, so I’d like to return the favor. I will challenge the group to a drinking game of the finest elvish brandy on offer. Whoever loses has to pay the bill. They’ll be absolutely sozzled!”

“And meanwhile, I can stake out the stable,” I said. “I’ll pretend I’m going somewhere else so they think it’s unattended. And just when they’re about to strike, I’ll get them!”

“Yes!” Babble laughed.

“But...” Rosewood murmured and then frowned. “Will they still try to go through with the plan if they don’t have the key?”

“If I get them drunk enough they will,” Babble replied. “Especially if I keep talking about how wonderful the beer is going to be. I’ll mention all the exotic ingredients we’ve purchased. That will get Cassian seeing red. He’ll be even more determined to ruin the beer, even if he has to break the door down with his fists.”

“Then this could work,” Rosewood said as he waggled his fingers. “You know, you two really do make quite an impressive team.”

“I like to think so, too,” I said.

“I can keep watch too, if you want,” Rosewood said. “It only seems fair, not that I’m part of the team, but I do stand to profit from your success. I can find a place in a corner where they won’t see me and let you know if they do anything shifty.”

“An excellent idea,” Babble said as he bobbed his head. “You can never trust a dwarf to be straight up, even when it comes to a drinking game. Oh, sorry Rosewood.”

“Oh, it’s fine,” he said and shook his head. “Trust me, I know better than anyone how untrustworthy dwarves can be.”

“We should talk to Flora,” I said. “Make sure she’s willing to do this. And then we’ll head back to the bar to wait for Cassian to show up. Er, that’s assuming there’s no one else we need to visit today.”

“Oh, I think we’re good,” Babble chuckled. “Now that Rosewood paid, I can wait another day or two to collect the other debts I’m owed.”

“I’m always a man of my word,” Rosewood said. “Even if it takes me an extra day or two to fulfill my promises.”

“This is so exciting!” Babble declared and twirled in a circle. “I can’t wait to pull one over on Cassian again!”

“And I can’t wait to taste your brew, Tyler,” the dwarf added, and he bowed his head at me as a sign of respect. “It’s all anyone is talking about, and though most people are laughing, I think you’ll give Pyotr House a run for his money this year. “

I dipped my head as well because Rosewood had turned out to be a real stroke of luck. I looked down at the tiny gnome beside me and wondered if he was some kind of lucky token for me. I mean, they were good at games of chance, so why not?

“You two head to the bar,” I said. “And I’ll fetch Flora. We need to have everything in place before they show up.”

“Of course,” Babble said and nodded at the dwarf. “After you.”

We followed Rosewood back to the front door, and once we stepped outside, Babble and Rosewood veered to the right while I continued down the road toward the bakery. I wasn’t sure if Flora would still be there since it was well into the afternoon, but if she’d already left, I could find out where she lived from the baker.

But Flora was still in the shop, and I watched her through the open door as she mopped the floor while she hummed a tune. She was wearing a pale pink dress with puffy sleeves, which was an unusual color for Hagop, but she looked amazing in it.

“You’re here awfully late today,” I said as I stepped inside.

“Oh, Tyler!” she laughed. “I knew that we had plans to meet later to talk about the festival, but…”

“Um, actually, there’s something I need your help with,” I said as I shut the door. “Long story short, Babble and I heard from Rosewood that Cassian is planning to get us drunk so one of his buddies can steal the key for the barn. Then, they’re going to pour river water into the brew!”

“That scoundrel,” she whispered, and her eyes widened with fear. “Do you have a plan? You always seem to have a plan…”

“Of course I do,” I replied with a grin. “That’s actually why I’m here.”

“Ah, so you have a part for me in this plan,” she giggled.

“I do,” I said. “I’d like you to stay in the stable and lock it from the inside while we’re in the bar. We’ll arm you with a pitchfork, just in case the dwarves somehow get past us, but if all goes well, you won’t need it.”

“Oooh!” she giggled. “A pitchfork… well, I’ve never had to hurt anyone before, but I guess that this is for a good cause! So what will you and Babble be doing?”

“Babble’s going to challenge them to a drinking game,” I replied. “I’ll use that as my opportunity to sneak out to the yard where I’ll wait for them to strike. When they do, I’ll be ready.”

“And I’ll run out to help you,” she said and mimed stabbing something with a pitchfork. “I’d love to put a few holes in that horrible dwarf.”

“Well, I hope it won’t come to that,” I laughed. “But Babble and Rosewood are already on their way to the Lamb and Star. We should probably head over there soon if we want to get you in place before Cassian arrives.”

“I’m done here,” she said as she untied her apron. “I was just tidying up a bit while I thought about what I wanted to experiment with next.”

“So you still have a job?” I asked. “Even though Madame Abbey didn’t get her bread?”

“Not only do I still have a job,” she replied. “But Madame Abbey has a standing weekly order for the buns.”

“I told you it would work out,” I laughed.

“Let’s go out the back way,” she suggested as she pulled me through the shop. “So they won’t see us sneaking into the barn.”

“You’re really into this,” I noted.

“For a chance to get some revenge on that sneak?” she retorted. “Absolutely!”

Flora led me through a couple of narrow alleys and a wide dirt road lined by small homes until we reached the edge of the inn’s property. We snuck around the side of the building to the yard, and after making sure that there was no one else around, I handed her one of the pitchforks that Hildegard used to give Tulip her bales of hay.

“Remember, don’t hurt anyone if you don’t have to,” I whispered as I opened the padlock. “But if you do, I’m not judging.”

“Yes, Sir,” she giggled.

I felt myself blush as I handed her the lock and the key, but I forced myself to check the yard again for any intruders. I waited until Flora had slipped inside, closed the door, and locked it from the inside, before I made my way to the inn.

When I stepped into the bar, I was surprised to see that Babble was already drinking with a handful of dwarves. I nodded once as I scanned the room for Rosewood. I spotted our dwarf friend in a corner, and he gave me a subtle nod before he lifted his mug.

“Well, here’s my giant,” Babble declared.

Four hungry-looking dwarves turned around to stare at me, though Cassian was the only one I recognized. My nemesis was leaning on the bar, and he offered me the fakest grin I’d ever seen in my life before gesturing at me with his yellow fingernails.

“Ah, yes,” he coughed. “Come here, Tyler. I think that a few apologies must be made.”

His friends offered him some evil grins of their own before they turned to me and batted their eyelashes innocently.

“I agree,” I said. “You’ve been a pain in my ass, Cassian.”

“Not so fast,” he laughed to himself. “I thought that we should probably just make amends now. You’re sorry for getting my hops... I mean, how were you to know that they were the last of the crop? You’re new in town. And of course, I’m very sorry for trying to sabotage your team at every turn.”

I lifted an eyebrow at him, but I didn’t say anything at first. I wasn’t sorry at all for taking those hops, but I knew that I had to throw him a bone if we wanted to catch him in the act.

“Fine,” I said. “It’s fair and square.”

“Good,” Cassian nodded. “Now, let’s shake on it.”

“Not so fast,” I said and I cast a look at Babble. “How about I buy you a drink, Cassian? It’s how we say sorry in my culture.”

I wasn’t about to shake his hand, because for all I knew, it was just another binding contract. But luckily, Babble stepped in with the next phase of the plan.

“If I may, I have a better idea,” the small gnome said. “How about a game? A game for all of us to make friends. I have the perfect suggestion. We can have a night of drinking checkers! And to make it interesting, whoever loses has to pay the tab for the party.”

“How’s that work?” I asked.

“Whenever you take someone’s piece they have to take a drink and if you get a king, they have to finish their whole drink,” Babble replied

“I like the sound of that,” one of the dwarves said. “Depending on what we’re drinking, of course.”

“Oh, pumpkin brandy of course,” Babble said, and all of their eyes widened. “It’s the season for it, after all, and it’s some of the finest brandy on offer at the moment. And it wouldn’t be a fun game without any stakes now, would it?”

The dwarves exchanged a look, and then they glanced at Cassian.

“I think it would make us the best of friends,” I added. “And there’s no better way of making friends than getting blind drunk with them.”

I could see that Cassian’s ears perked up at that, and he nodded at the others.

“Let’s do it,” he said. “But I should warn you, giant, since you’re new to Hagop. Us dwarves can be particularly competitive. I wouldn’t want you two to get into something that you weren’t prepared to lose.”

“Oh, I don’t intend on losing,” I smiled, while Babble bristled at the suggestion that only me and the dwarves were the ones who would be the real competitors.

“I’m a three-- no-- four time gnomish checkers champion,” Babble whispered to me. “They are doomed.”

“Well, then, let the game begin!” Cassian said.

“Hildegard,” I called out.

The innkeeper looked up, and for a moment, she frowned when she saw me with the dwarves. She sauntered over, nodded to Babble, scowled at the dwarves, and then looked at me.

“Hello, Tyler,” she said. “You’ve got some interesting drinking companions tonight.”

“We’ve decided to let bygones be bygones,” I said. “And Babble had a wonderful idea to celebrate. We’re going to play a match of drink checkers!”

“Oh, how fun,” Hildegard said and rolled her eyes. “And what drink will you be wasting in this effort?”

“I think we settled on a nice bottle of Guthry elven brandy,” Babble said. “We want the stakes to be high.”

“Guthry brandy!” Hildegard said as her eyes went wide. “Well, that’ll be a hundred and fifty silver to whoever loses.”

“Bring it on,” I said and then shot a wink at the bar mistress.

She rolled her eyes again, but as soon as the dwarves looked away, she winked at me as well. Babble must have told her our plan, though I had to admire how well she’d played her part.

“I see a table that’s available,” Babble said as he dropped to the floor.

The gnome led the way to one of the large wooden tables that had just been vacated by a group of elves. We took our seats on the benches, with me and Babble on one side and the dwarves on the other.

“Here’s the board,” Hildegard said as she plunked a wooden board marked with red and white squares on the table. “And here are the pieces. I haven’t counted them in a while, but I assume they’re all there.”

“Thank you, kind innkeeper,” Babble replied as he accepted the two small sacks.

He handed one sack to Cassian and then opened the other one to pour out round wooden disks that had been painted a bright blue. The dwarf did the same to reveal a pile of yellow disks, and then the gnome and the dwarf lined up their discs on the board in the same neat lines like we used back home.

“And the brandy,” Hildegard added as she returned to the table. “Have fun, gentlemen.”

“Oh, it will be, for sure,” Babble replied as he rubbed his hands together. “Nothing beats a bottle of brandy.”

Even the cork on top had been fashioned into a heart shape, and the liquid inside the clear bottle had a dark amber color with a hint of orange. The scent of grape filled the air as Babble removed the cork, and I drank it in for a moment. It reminded me of a brandy I sampled in the Napa Valley that I really enjoyed.

“Very nice,” I said and smiled at Cassian.

Yep, the brandy really did look pretty damn good. And I couldn’t wait to jump into the game and make sure these guys got their comeuppance.

Hildegard came by and placed some small shot glasses on the table. They were a little rounder than the ones back in Portland, but there was no mistaking their purpose.

“Let’s play,” Babble said, and he shifted one of our blue checkers forwards.

Checkers was nowhere near as hard as chess, so the first five minutes culminated in Babble and Cassian’s friend, Sarnard, taking three entire shots of the precious pumpkin brandy. Babble and Cassian had each taken smaller amounts, but the alcohol was starting to take effect anyway.

“I’ll take the next one,” I offered, even though I’d made a decision not to drink that night. “If you lose, that is.”

“Nonsense,” Babble hiccupped. “I thought you said that you were meeting a friend at Guthry’s to talk about… pigeon shooting.”

“Pigeon shooting!” one of the dwarves on our bench piped up. “I didn’t know that you were a man after my own heart. We love shooting pigeons. You should come along sometime.”

Cassian elbowed the dwarf in the ribs and scowled at the man, and the guy quickly looked down at the board like he was ashamed of making the offer. But when Cassian looked at me, he smiled and nodded like he thought it was a grand idea.

“Thanks for reminding me,” I said. “In fact, I should probably get going. Are you sure you’re okay on your own for tonight?”

“Go on,” he insisted. “I don’t want you to be late. And now that me and Cassian are friends, I don’t have to worry about anyone trying to beat me up or steal from me.”

“That’s right,” Cassian added as he nodded a little too vigorously and almost fell off the bench.

“Well, that’s fine then,” I said. “And I’m glad we were able to resolve our differences. I’ll see you guys later.”

“Goodnight, Tyler,” the dwarves all said in unison, like the creepy pod people from a cheap horror movie.

I felt a chill race up my spine, but I managed to smile like I thought all was right with the world. I nodded to Babble, waved to Hildegard, and then headed for the door. I wandered a short distance down the street in case any of the dwarves were watching, and then I ducked between a couple of buildings and made my way to the yard.

Tulip’s snores guided me to the stable, and I crouched down below the now boarded-up window. I couldn’t see inside, but I was close enough to the door that I’d hear the dwarves when they finally made their move.

It was cold in the darkness, and I started to shiver while I waited. I pulled my cloak a little tighter and willed Cassian to make his move. A few minutes later, I was blowing hot breath into my hands and rubbing them together, and there was still no sign of the dwarves.

My legs were starting to ache, and my nose was starting to itch before I finally heard footsteps move away from the back door. I sighed in relief and then hoped it wasn’t just a drunk customer looking to relieve themselves.

“Back here,” a voice hissed, and then the steps ran across the yard toward the edge of the property.

It took everything I had not to leap out at the dwarves right then, but I had to catch them in the act, or else the bastards would just claim that they were drunk and looking for a place to piss or something. But there was no way I was going to let them slip out of the trap this time. I was going to make my mark with my beer, and these pathetic little shits weren’t going to stop me. I would fight for my business at all costs, because I knew that we were making something worthwhile.

“Is this enough?” one of the voices hissed.

“It should be plenty,” Cassian replied. “We just add a bucket to each barrel, and that will be the end of the human’s beer.”

“It was very clever, letting the fish guts soak in the buckets all day,” another dwarf said. “And leaving them hidden behind the firewood.”

“The river water isn’t dirty enough on its own,” Cassian replied. “Now let’s get this done before the gnome comes looking for us.”

The footsteps started to head back to the barn, but this time I could hear something sloshing around as well. The buckets must have been heavy, because the dwarves were moving more slowly.

“Did you get the key, Sarn?” Cassian whispered when they finally reached the barn.

“No,” the dwarf admitted. “There wasn’t anything in his pocket. I placed my hand inside, but it was empty.”

“You stupid fool,” he hissed. “Maybe the gnome has the key...”

“Or Hildegard,” one of the other dwarves suggested and then hiccuped. “It is her barn. Um, but I don’t see a lock…”

“We don’t have time to search for it,” Cassian snapped and then tried to open the door. “We’ll just have to break it down.”

And that was about all I could take. I didn’t want to have to replace the door to the barn or repair whatever else the dwarves broke in their quest for revenge. Hildegard didn’t deserve that.

“Hey!” I shouted as I stood up and then had to fight to keep my balance.

I’d been crouched down for so long that I thought my knees would buckle, but at least I had the pleasure of seeing Cassian’s eyes pop wide-open in surprise. I managed to take two long strides forward, and I grabbed the bucket of fishy river water from Cassian’s small hands.

The dwarf tried to use his long nails to hang on, but I was too strong. I jerked the bucket from his grasp, which left long claw marks in the wood. The dwarf sputtered, but I wasn’t interested in his excuses. I emptied the contents of the bucket over Cassian’s head, then grabbed another bucket from Sarn and did the same to him.

“Nice giant!” a third dwarf shouted before he dropped his bucket and ran off with the last dwarf.

“Sarn!” Cassian sputtered. “Sarn, do something!”

“C-Cass,” Sarn coughed and then put his head down and ran at me.

It was easy to step out of the way, and I stuck out my left foot at the last second so that Sarn crashed face-first into the stable door. His face scraped against the rough surface as he slid to the ground, and I tried not to laugh as I thought about how many splinters were in his face.

But hey, the dwarf deserved every splinter in the world for trying to ruin my beer.

“Babble!” I shouted. “I’ve caught them!”

The back door popped open, and light spilled out from the bar. The gnome hustled outside, along with most of the other customers. I had no idea if Babble had filled them in on our plan after Cassian had left the bar, but they were certainly interested in whatever was going on in the yard.

“Ha!” Babble laughed as he danced around the yard.

There was a clanking noise from the barn, and then the door slid open. Flora’s pink dress was covered in hay, but she brushed it off as she looked at the scene.

“Shame on you!” she shouted, and she pointed to the fallen dwarves. “And shame on your trickery! If I had a grudge book, you’d be written in there ten times!”

“Get up,” I ordered.

Cassian glared at me, but my own angry look was enough to make him help Sarn to his feet. The dwarf looked like he wanted to punch me and then run away, but there were so many people that there was no way he could escape.

“Tyler,” Cassian laughed as he looked around. “Tyler, this isn’t what you--”

“I know about your plan,” I said angrily. “You bragged to the other dwarves that you were going to pour river water into my brew. And if that wasn’t bad enough, I just heard you admit that you added fish guts to it.”

The crowd gasped, and then angry murmurs started to buzz around us. It was one thing to one-up a business rival, but this was a step too far, even in Hagop. Cassian started to look around for an escape route, but the other customers tightened their circle.

“I won’t stand for this kind of trickery in my inn,” Hildegard declared as she stepped forward. “And for your crimes, I demand that you drink all of the remaining river water.”

“This is ridiculous!” Cassian said. “It was just a silly prank between friends. There aren’t any fish heads… and a little extra water would only...”

But the fishy stench that filled the air was ample proof that the dwarf was lying.

“This wasn’t some stupid prank,” I growled. “You’ve been trying to sabotage me since day one. And now you’ll pay!”

“There’s no more river water,” Sarnard pleaded. “It spilled all over us and the ground. You can put us in any book you want, just let us leave!”

“Insolent beggar!” Cassian hissed, but before I knew it, Johannes came over carrying a bucket of river water.

“Hildegard told me to fetch this,” he said, and he shot me a smirk. “Even added a few bits of old fish, for some extra flavor.”

“No,” Cassian coughed. “No… no…”

“Drink it up!” the crowd started to chant. “Drink it up! Drink it up! Drink it up!”

I felt something tug at my pants, and I looked down to find Babble stumbling around.

“Drink it up!” he joined in with a tiny, angry fist. “Drink it up!”

I looked down at the two dwarves and felt like the tallest man in the world. And not only that, I felt like the most popular guy in Hagop, too. There were about fifty people chanting against my opposition, and I’d never had anything that satisfying happen in my life before.

“Hilly…” Cassian coughed as his knees wobbled. “Hilly, I come here often enough. You can’t do this to me!”

“Don’t ever call me Hilly,” she scolded. “I’m Miss Hildegard to you. You have caused quite enough trouble at my establishment. Now drink it up, or I’ll make sure that you never set foot in here again!”

The dwarves gazed at each other with wide-open eyes. They knew that they’d lost this time, and they knew that they were about to be subjected to the worst public embarrassment possible.

Johannes lifted an eyebrow at the seething Cassian, who held his small hands out.

“If you pour this on the ground we’ll catch you,” the fisherman said with a smile. “So don’t even think about it!”

“I can take my punishment,” the dwarf growled, and he took the wooden bucket in his hands.

He closed his eyes before pressing his lips to the bucket and starting to drink. The crowd erupted in howls, but all I was focused on was the pained expression that Cassian was trying to hide.

“Ha!” Babble laughed as Cassian chugged half of the bucket. “River water with fish guts! He’ll be full of worms, now!”

“Hand it over to Sarnard,” Hilly ordered him, and the dwarf did as he was told.

Sarnard’s face looked like he’d been hit by a porcupine from all the splinters, and for a second I even pitied him. But then again, he was part of a plot to sabotage me, and I didn’t give a fuck about how he felt.

Yeah, I didn’t want to be in that position. But I would never be like them. I would never be so dishonest and conniving. These guys had tried to find trouble, and they’d found it alright.

I tried not to smile so hard, but karma was a real bitch sometimes.

The dwarf pressed the bucket to his mouth just like Cassian and took a sip.

“Mercy!” Sarn coughed and sputtered, but the crowd continued to chant.

“Coward!” Babble pointed at him

“Coward!” Johannes and Hildegard laughed. “Coward, coward!”

“Fine!” he huffed as tears pricked at the corner of his eyes.

I watched as the dwarf tried to hold his breath as he drank, and after a painful minute of guzzling, he retched a few times before setting the bucket to the side and collapsing on the ground by the stable door.

The bar crowd erupted in cheers, and Johannes looked at me and winked. Hilly shot me a smile, and Flora was jumping up and down with her fists in the air.

Man, these guys loved justice. It was hard justice, but the dwarves deserved it.

“Now get out of my sight,” I shouted, and the crowd went quiet.

Cassian pulled Sarnard up from his sorry heap and shot me the most evil look I’d ever seen in my life.

“And to think that I was going to cross you out of my grudge book,” he seethed.

“I know your ways,” I boomed. “I know that was just a ruse so you could sneak in here and destroy my brew. I’ll never trust another word you say. Now get out of here!”

“This isn’t over,” Cassian growled as he pulled Sarn through the crowd.

The other customers hissed at the dwarves, but they parted just enough to let the pair pass. When they reached the edge of the yard, Cassian turned around one last time.

“What do you want now?” Hildegard huffed.

“You will pay for this,” Cassian said and spat on the ground. “Mark my words, Tyler King, you will pay!”
They disappeared into the pitch-black night, and once the sounds of their footfalls were gone, the bargoers turned to me.

“Are you really a King?” Someone said from the crowd. “You’re awfully large.”

“I’m no King,” I announced. “But I’m named after one. I’m Tyler King, and I’m going to be the best brewer in Hagop!”

The crowd started laughing, and they slapped each other on the backs before heading back into the bar.

“We did it!” a tiny voice came from my ankles, and I looked down to see Babble dancing at my feet. “Tyler, you thwarted him! Goodbye, Cassian!”

“I’m not so sure about that,” I sighed.

After all, he hadn’t officially written me out of his grudge book. And even if he had, I knew that he would be up to his old trickery anyway. This guy wasn’t going to give me a break until he beat me, even though I’d beaten him at every turn so far.

But I knew the one thing that would put his antics to a stop. Once I won that beer contest, he’d pipe down and leave me the hell alone, if only because it would make too many other people angry. Even a dwarf wouldn’t want to face down a crowd of angry beer drinkers who couldn’t get their beer.

“Hey,” I said to Hildegard and Flora, who were busy giggling to themselves. “I have an idea.”

“What?” they both asked.

“A Tyler idea is a King’s idea!” Babble hiccuped, and he held onto my velvet pants for support. “What’s the idea?”

“I think it’s been long enough,” I said. “And tonight seems like the perfect night to find out if it worked.

“If what worked?” Hildegard asked as she looked at Flora and then Babble.

“Oh,” Flora said and clapped her hands. “Do you really think…?”

“It’s time to test the King’s Brew!” I declared.
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Chapter 13

(Hazy IPA)

“Are you sure?” Flora started to giggle. “It smelled so good in there… like nothing I’d smelled before… I almost hate to open it. But, I am really curious to see if it tastes as good as it smells.”
“Enough time has passed,” I replied. “But we’ll keep it to just us four. We wouldn’t want to ruin the surprise for the festival.”

“And we can finish the brandy,” Babble hiccupped. “I already won the checkers match, so it’s all ours.”

“You already won?” I asked. “That didn’t take long. What were you planning to do if they didn’t leave the bar? Challenge them to another game?”

“Why not?” he said and then staggered backwards a few steps. “I’m a gnome. I’m good at shames. No, that’s not right… games. And shames. Shame on them, I won!”

He balled his fist in the air, and the girls and I broke into laughter.

“Well done, Babble!” Flora said, and she bent down and gave him a kiss on the cheek.

The gnome’s face turned bright pink before he shook his head and waved his hands toward the bar.

“Go on, someone fetch the rest of the bottle,” he hiccupped. “And a few candles. We’ll have a stable lock-in!”

“I’ll tell the staff behind the bar that I’ll be gone for a little bit,” Hildegard said, and the girls rushed into the inn to make plans for our private party.

“I can’t believe it,” I laughed. “They really paid up, too?”

“Of course not,” he said as he stumbled around. “They’re dwarves, after all. We’ll have to collect the silver in three weeks. And they won’t be happy, but I know you’ll make them pay up. But you think I’m a good boss, right? I’m a great boss. I’m a wonderful gnome! Do you think I’m the best gnome in town?”

“I think you’re the greatest gnome in town!” I laughed. I wanted to pick him up and swing him around, but I knew that would probably make him puke all over me, so I held back.

But still. In my short time here, I’d managed to assemble the best team a guy could ask for. My brewing was moving along nicely, my enemies had been foiled, and the townspeople were on my side.

What more could the newest guy in Hagop ask for?

The girls came back almost as soon as they’d disappeared. Flora was holding the half-full bottle of pumpkin brandy, and Hildegard had a golden candelabra with six candles. The wicks were already lit, and the flames swayed slightly as she moved. It didn’t seem like the safest thing in the world to take six lit candles into a barn filled with hay and a tub of beer, but what the hell. We needed to celebrate, and this was the perfect place.

The barn doors were still open, so we slipped inside and closed the door behind us. The smells of beer and hay wrapped around us, and the candlelight turned the spooky shadows into a welcoming warmth.

“I have glasses, too,” Hildegard said, and she produced a few beer glasses from the deep pocket of her dress.

Until that moment, I didn’t even know that her dress had pockets, and now that I did, I was impressed with how large they were. But it made sense that the best bar owner in town wore practical clothing, and I nodded as I sat down on a bale of hay.

“Should I lock it again?” Flora asked and pointed toward the padlock.

“Yeah,” I answered. “It seems like the safest bet. I don’t want anyone stumbling in here before I’m ready to share this with everyone. I’m glad we stopped Cassian from carrying out his plan, but I have a feeling we’re going to have a lot more attention on us after all that fuss.”

“That’s an understatement,” Hildegard laughed as she placed the candelabra on the floor.

I’d never seen her smile so much during my time in Hagop, but she seemed pretty entertained by the whole thing. Maybe it would even get me one step closer to calling her Hilly.

“The dwarves took a real beating tonight,” Flora said as she tried her best not to smile. “Not that I want to see anyone suffer… but you know… they deserved it…”

“You were prepared to kill them earlier, Flora,” Babble laughed as he pointed at her. “We gave you a pitchfork!”

The baker’s cheeks flooded pink, and Hildegard raised an eyebrow.

“I’d prefer to keep the killing to a minimum on my property,” she said. “But they are pretty damn annoying, I think we can all agree on that.”

“Hear, hear!” Babble said, and he held up his fist in imaginary cheers.

“So how do we go about this?” Flora asked.

“I think I’ll just pull it from the tub for now,” I said. “If I like what I taste, then I can move on to getting it in the barrels next.”

I took the glasses from Hildegard and walked over to the tub full of beer. Since it was an ale, the yeast was on the bottom of the tank rather than floating on top like a lager. It smelled way better than the brewery back in Portland, and a million times better than anything I’d tasted in Hagop. But I didn’t want to get ahead of myself. I still had to taste it, because at the end of the day, that was the only thing that mattered.

“Here goes,” I said and dipped the first glass in the brew. “We’ll filter it as we transfer it to the barrels, so it may have some bits in it, but the taste will be there.”

I handed that one to Hildegard, then filled the next one for Flora, one for Babble, and finally, one for myself. When I turned around to look at my friends, I could tell that they were all about to burst with excitement.

“This is it, guys,” I said. “This is the moment that we’ve been waiting for.”

“It’s going to be incredible, Tyler,” Flora said as she sniffed the glass. “I’d swear this smells better than the bakery in the morning.”

“I just hope it tastes as good as it smells,” I laughed. “And if it’s bad, well, tell me.”

“Nonsense,” the baker woman assured me. “You believed in my talent when I didn’t. So now I’m telling you. You’ve worked harder than any brewer, human or dwarf, and even elf, for the short time I’ve known you. I believe in you.”

I felt a rush of warmth as a grin stretched across my face. I really had worked hard, and I hoped to Hagop that it would pay off.

“Thanks,” I said, and I felt a tugging at my pants.

“You’re the king, Tyler!” Babble declared. “The King of brewing! To Tyler!”

“To Tyler!” the girls repeated, and they held their brews in the air.

“Well, take the first sip,” Hildegard urged. “We won’t drink until you do.”

I closed my eyes and drank in the aroma of orange and flower, with just a hint of something earthy and herby. It made me want to smile, which I did, and then I finally lifted the glass to my lips and took my first sip.

God in Heaven, it was even better than I imagined.

It was a perfect summer day in a glass, and it made me want to sit back, relax, and soak in the sunshine while the rest of the world slowly went about its business.

The flavors were in perfect proportion, and I got hints of citrus, geranium, and the warming undertones of tarragon and rosemary as I knocked a few more sips back. But even though I’d spiced it well, none of it overrode the slightly bitter, hoppy taste. I didn’t have a way to measure precisely, but from experience I could say it was around six percent alcohol by volume, which was, in my opinion, the sweet spot for a hazy IPA. It was just a delicious, engaging beer that tasted nothing like the trash they had in Hagop.

In fact, it was nothing like the brews back in Portland, either. I could taste just how fresh all the ingredients had been, and that was the perfect ode to this amazing place I’d found myself in.

In short, it just was a fucking amazing beer. King’s brew was an understatement. More like a god’s brew.

But I still didn’t want to get big-headed.

So I opened my eyes and looked at my friends while I waited for their verdicts.

“Tyler,” Hildegard murmured, and her big blue eyes glowed at me. “This is… this is unlike anything I’ve ever tasted before.”

“You’re a beer genius, Tyler!” Flora laughed. “Tyler, this is better than the elf wine… even better than the brandy… nobody here has ever tasted anything like it!”

“But will it win?” I asked. “What if it’s so unfamiliar that the dwarves hate it? Maybe they won’t appreciate--”

“Shut up!” Hildegard added. “Tyler, this is brilliant. You’re brilliant. Even the dwarves won’t be able to deny how good it tastes… I promise. Listen to us. This is the best beer that’s ever appeared in Hagop, and that’s a fact.”

I felt my chest swell with pride, and my face warmed up from the effects of the alcohol. I had doubts like any creator, but this stuff was undeniably good, just like Hildegard said.

“This is gold,” Babble burped. “You’ve made magic, Tyler! Magic brew… magic gold… silver in tenfold…”

He guzzled the rest of his beer before setting the empty glass on a bale of hay and then falling to the ground.

“Well, he’s out,” I said and shook my head. “How are you two feeling?”

“Glowing!” Flora declared and then giggled.

My, it was a beautiful setting. Two gorgeous girls in the most idyllic city I’d ever been to in my life, and we were just kicking back in the candlelight and drinking the best beer in town.

And I had just happened to make it. My lifelong dream had come true.

“I’m not out,” a small voice came up from the hay, and I looked down to find Babble waving his arms in the air. “In fact, I have a proposition for you.”

He sounded unusually lucid for how drunk he was, and I was surprised when the gnome got to his feet and brushed the hay from his pants.

“A proposition,” I said as I took another delicious sip. “Sounds like something I’ve heard before. From a whole lot of people around here. And I thought you were blind drunk.”

“I pick my moments,” he shrugged as he tried to keep his balance. “You can forget most of the things that I say when the morning comes… other than that this beer is good, and my proposition. But I have an idea!”

“What’s the idea?” Flora giggled at the stumbling gnome.

“Well… since I’m your employer, and I’ve had a good-sized part to play in your production of this golden beer…” he said and then paused for a moment to collect his thoughts. “I’d like to distribute your product to the gnome community as a sole seller. They’re cynical fellows, but I think with my help, we can get them on our side!”

“He’s right,” Hildegard shrugged. “Most of them rarely leave the gnome city, and they almost never buy anything made by anyone other than a gnome unless there’s a gnome selling it.”

“And it’ll help me win favor again,” the gnome added before dropping down on the ground and making snow-angels in the hay.

I’d always wondered why the humans and the other creatures that made Hagop home seemed to be more friendly to him than the gnomes in the gnome city, and maybe this was my clue as to why. Maybe he’d fallen out of favor with his people.

“What do you mean back in favor?” I asked

“Golden beer, silver beer, silver for me and for you and all of us,” he giggled as he waved his hands in the air.

I shook my head as he threw handfuls of straw in the air, but I wasn’t going to press the gnome. I could tell when he wasn’t going to talk, and this was one of those moments. I sighed, took another sip of my beer, and pondered his offer.

It was true that I wouldn’t have been able to make my brew without his help, and if I wanted to make sure that the beer was carried everywhere in Hagop, then it sounded like I’d need an inside man with the gnomes. And really, I only knew the one gnome.

“You can sell to the gnomes,” I said. “I agree with your proposition.”

He opened one eye, and I could see that he understood me. But he laid his head back down on the hay and started to conduct an imaginary orchestra.

“Thank yoooooouuu,” he sang.

I laughed and turned back to the girls. I didn’t want to talk anymore today about serious matters like grudges or foes. I just wanted to enjoy the golden goodness that I’d made with the help of my friends.

“So, honest opinions, how do you think this will do in the competition?” Flora asked as she took another sip. “Gosh, it’s so good that I have to slow myself down…”

“I think it will win without a doubt,” Hildegard said. “It’s just so tasty. It’s by far the best beer I’ve ever tasted in my time here in Hagop, and as you can imagine, I’ve tasted a lot of beer.”

“Yes, I imagine so,” I said with a smile.

Hildegard tilted her head back and drank the rest of the beer without a shred of shame before looking back at us.

“But I have to go,” she said with a frown, and she brushed the hay off of her dress. “This beer is incredible, Tyler, and I’d love to continue the party, but I have to attend to my inn. It makes me anxious when I leave for too long.”

Flora and I shrugged at each other as Hildegard made her way over to the door and looked back at us.

“We’ll see you soon, Hildegard,” Flora smiled.

“Thank you,” the innkeeper replied as she opened the padlock. “Enjoy yourselves.”

When the stable door shut, I walked over to the door and locked us in again so that nobody could intervene. I heard Babble start snoring a moment later, and Flora burst into a fit of giggles as she listened to him.

“This is very good, Tyler,” she murmured as she leaned against me.

I realized that it was the first time the baker and I had been alone. Or at least, half alone. Babble was snoring soundly enough to let us know that he wasn’t physically present at all.

“Thank you,” I smiled. “Want to try some of the brandy? I haven’t even had a sip yet. Babble was the only one playing checkers back there.”

“Well, he really put up a good fight,” she laughed. “But I’m sure that he enjoyed it.”

“Yes,” I laughed. “I’m sure that he did.”

I uncorked the bottle of brandy and filled our glasses with a measured amount of the stuff. I’d always preferred beer to liquor, but I still felt like a little bit of a tourist in Hagop, so I was willing to try a bit.

“What should we drink to?” Flora said as she lifted her glass. “We could say cheers to your beer again, but it would be bad luck to drink to the same thing twice… that’s a Hagop custom.”

“Of course,” I shrugged. “Umm… how about to our success at the festival?”

“Perfect,” she smiled, and her blue eyes glittered in the candlelight.

We clinked our glasses together, and I took a small sip. The stuff burned my throat like fire, but I had to admit that the taste wasn’t half bad. It was spiced with cinnamon, cloves, nutmeg, and ginger, along with the hint of pumpkin. After a second sip, I decided it was a more refined version of the pumpkin spiced latte that was so popular back home at this time of year.

“Delicious,” Flora said, and she sat back down on her bale of hay.

“Mmmm,” I replied as I sat down as well. “Not bad at all.”

I was starting to feel my shoulders soften as the alcohol did its job. I hadn’t had much to drink, but this stuff was like drinking pumpkin-spiced rocket fuel.

“Tell me about the land of Port,” Flora said. “I’ve never left Hagop. Is it anything like the West Country?”

“Well, I’ve never been to the West Country,” I admitted. “So I don’t know what it’s like at all. But it’s very different from here, umm…”

I didn’t even know how to compare Portland and Hagop. They were literally worlds apart, and every beautiful day that I spent in Hagop, I felt my old self from Portland slip away.

“What are the days like there?” she asked. “What do you do?”

“Well, it’s a lot rainier than Hagop,” I said. “So the skies are gray most of the time.”

“Oh, so do you all stay inside?” Flora asked as she took another sip. “That sounds very different.”

“No, we don’t stay inside,” I laughed.

“Were you a brewer in Portland, too?” she asked. “Because it seems like you have a lot of practice.”

“Well, no, only as a hobby,” I said. “As I said, I wanted to. But the market is pretty oversaturated… I used to make my own brews by myself, but it was more difficult to set up a business.”

“That’s pretty hard,” Flora nodded. “Lucky for me, there are only two good bakeries in Hagop, so when I told my parents that I wanted to get into the business, they did everything they could to make sure I had a position at the best one.”

“I love Hagop,” I said. “It’s been the ideal place to make all of my dreams come true. And I’ve met the best friends along the way. I mean you and Babble have shown me how to get around and find what I need. And Hildegard’s been there as well.”

“You’re too kind,” the blonde giggled. “Everyone in Hagop is friendly, but you just seem to have something… different from the other guys.”

“Yeah," I chuckled. “My height.”

“Well, there is that,” she agreed and then winked. “But… you just seem more… confident.”

“I do feel more confident in Hagop,” I mused. “And not because I’m taller than everyone else. I just feel like my talents are actually useful here.”

She nodded and then looked around the barn. She opened her mouth like she was going to say something, but then she giggled and glanced shyly at the steps that led to my room.

“So, do you sleep down here, or is there more to this place?” she asked.

I couldn’t quite tell if she really wanted a tour or if she was interested to see my bedroom for… other reasons. But I thought it would be only polite to get us away from Babble, who was snoring loudly from his spot on the hay.

I mean, that’s what I told myself at least.

“I can show you where I sleep, if you’d like,” I offered as I picked up the candelabra. “It’s not much, but it’s home for now.”

“I’d like that,” she said as she stood up.

I led her up the creaky stairs, but despite all the noise we made, I noticed that Babble never moved. I turned around to grin at Flora and pointed at the gnome. I heard her giggle when she looked down, and then her cheeks flushed when she looked up and saw the door to the attic.

“I haven’t had time to decorate,” I said as I opened the door.

Flora looked around and bit her lip as she took in the bed and small table that I’d added. She smiled shyly and then sat down on the edge of the mattress.

“I like your room,” she said. “You don’t mess around with unnecessary decor or trinkets.”

“Well, I’ve only been here a few weeks,” I told her. “Maybe in the future I’ll have a few more trinkets to litter my room with. I could’ve gotten a better room in Hildegard’s place, but I decided to spend all of my money on spices for my beer instead. You must think I’m crazy.”

“Ha!” Flora laughed. “You’re talking to the wrong girl if you think I’d call you crazy. You saw how insane I was about my buns, didn’t you?”

“I sure did,” I said with a grin. “Looks like we’re just two artisans who are obsessed with our craft.”

“Well, good for us,” she giggled, and her blue eyes glowed with appreciation.

I could start to feel the air grow thick with expectation, and I struggled to think of something to say. But in my experience, all that meant was that it was time to act instead.

So, time to act.

I leaned over and tipped the blonde’s chin up with my hand. I could practically feel her heart start to beat at a thousand miles per hour, and she gasped as my fingers brushed her skin.

“Ssh,” I said, and I leaned in and planted a kiss on her soft, plump mouth.

I had never been that confident in my life before, and I was almost kind of impressed with myself. But I could feel her small, soft hands work their way into my hair, and she pulled me in closer as she danced her tongue against mine.

“Tyler,” she murmured happily to herself when she pulled back to catch her breath.

I wrapped my arms around her waist and pulled her in closer. Everything about her body was perfect, and I felt myself melting inside like I had a gooey center I’d never even known about. Her small body was soft and curvaceous, and I wanted nothing more than to grip her tiny waist in my large hands while I planted kisses along her neck. As she gasped into my ear again, I started to pull her in closer and murmur in her ear.

“I can’t stop thinking about you,” I confessed and then licked her earlobe and kissed all the way down her neck to her collarbone.

“Me, neither,” she whispered, and she grabbed my head in her hands and pulled me back to her lips.

I could start to feel my body lift off of the mattress as I ran my hands over every curve. She was so gorgeous, so perfect, and this was all I’d wanted since I’d met her. I wasn’t sure what the local customs were when it came to unmarried sex, but the smile she gave me quickly banished any worries I had.

“I’ve never met anyone like you,” she murmured as she climbed on top of my lap.

The feeling of her weight on me made my cock grow hard in my pants, and I grinned happily as she looked down at the bulge.

“I’ve never met a girl like you, either,” I said calmly, but I was practically high from how hot it all was.

She was one of the hottest girls I’d ever met in my life, and I’d never be able to land a ten like this back home. She pulled me in closer, and we started to kiss and bite at each other until I could barely take it anymore. I took her breast in my hand before I trailed my grip up to the top of her sleeve and then started to move it down.

“Mmmm,” she murmured. “Oh, yes please.”

Her large, round breasts fell out of her dress, and I saw her nipples were almost as perfectly pink as her dress. I licked her neck and started to suck at her nipple as she gasped.

“Wait,” she murmured as she reached behind her back. “I just have to--”

“I’ve got it,” I said as I reached behind her and pulled the ties of her dress loose.

She stood up slowly and let the dress fall to the floor. Her soft, freckled skin glowed in the candlelight, and her perfect body looked like something out of painting. She did a quick twirl and then glanced shyly at me.

“Well?” she whispered. “What do you think?”

“I think you’re perfect,” I said as I reached for her.

She giggled as I pulled her in closer, and she groaned as I ran a hand through her silky soft hair. I traced my fingers over her breasts and rubbed the nipples until they were standing at attention.

“You feel like an angel,” I said, and she giggled into my ear in that way that made me feel like I was on fire.

“You’re so sweet,” she said. “I want you so much…”

“Good,” I said, and in one fell swoop, I flipped her over onto her back and clambered onto the mattress.

I drank in the sight of her voluptuous body as she looked up at me, and then she grinned as she ran her finger down her chest to her clit.

“You’re beautiful,” I murmured, and she pulled me down and kissed me again.

I could feel my entire body almost burst into flames as she traced her hands down my chest and started to unbutton my pants. I was so hard for her that I thought I’d burst, and then she started to fondle me through the velvet. I gasped as waves of energy surged through me, and I growled as she bit my lower lip.

“Fuck,” I said as she started to unbutton my pants.

I quickly sat up and pulled my top off while she worked on freeing my rod. I cast my shirt across the room without even bothering to check where it went, because right then I didn’t give a single fuck about anything other than the beautiful woman who was right in front of me.

“Ummm,” she murmured as she tugged at my waistband.

I sat up long enough to pull off my pants and boxers, which I also tossed aside. I heard her gasp when she saw my erection spring free, but when I looked at her, I could see excitement in her eyes.

“That’s so impressive,” she murmured.

“Just wait,” I replied as I climbed on top of her.

I felt like I’d been hit by a bolt of lightning as our skin touched, and my stomach was so tight that I wasn’t sure how long I could hang on. But I started to kiss her lips again, and I slowly worked my way down to her belly button. By the time I reached her pussy, she was already glistening from her juices.

“That’s what I like to see,” I growled, and then I lowered myself down and started to kiss at her wet folds as she writhed underneath me.

“Ohhhhh,” she moaned. “You are using your mouth? Ohh… ohhh… Oh, please, don’t stop. By the gods, that feels so good.”

“I won’t,” I promised and then buried my face in her sweet juices again.

She tasted amazing, and every lick sent another wave of pressure through me. My erection was rock hard, but I wasn’t ready just yet.

I dragged my tongue up and down her slit and started to massage circles around her clit. When she started to shudder, I grabbed her soft ass cheeks and pressed my face down deeper into her. As I sucked on her folds, she started to moan and shake underneath me, and I quickened my pace until her knees wrapped around my head, and she tensed her whole body.

“Oh, Tyler…” she moaned. “What.. what is this…”

As she came in my mouth, I lapped up her juices and smiled to myself. Obviously, she’d never had an orgasm before, and when I lifted my head, her entire body had blushed pink.

“Flora,” I murmured, and she looked down at my cock and bit her lip.

“I’ve never been with a man before,” she whispered. “But you’re the man I want to be with.”

“Good,” I murmured as I laid over her. “Because I want to be with you, too.”

As I leaned over her, I started to rub my member against her soft, wet pussy, and she cocked her head back in pleasure.

“Ohhh...” she whined. “Yes, yes… Keep doing that.”

Fuck. She was so wet for me, and I couldn’t get enough of it.

I continued to drag my cock over her wet pussy until I couldn’t take it anymore. I was coiled so tightly that my abs felt like they were going to snap, and my rod was so taut that it was like a steel blade. I groaned from the pressure, and then I buried myself into her warm, tight hole.

“Ohhhh, myyyyy,” she gasped as I filled her.

“Does that feel good?” I asked as I started to press into her slippery tunnel.

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

I slid in and out slowly, just to get her used to the motion, and then I started to pound in deeper and deeper. She was so tight and warm that I felt like I was getting high just from how our bodies molded to each other. I’d never had sex this good before. But hell, everything in Hagop was way better than what I was used to.

“Oh, deeper, deeper,” she begged as she wrapped her legs around me. “You are so big and hard inside of me.”

Her hands found the back of my head, and she held on as I pumped harder and harder. She was practically growling as I bit into her neck, and then her whole body started to vibrate.

My own body started to vibrate as well, and it was like we were two guitar strings that were being plucked at the same time. Our bodies were practically melded together, and the only thing between us was a thin layer of sweat.

“Tyler,” she moaned as she arched her back.

“I want to cum with you,” I said as I pulled back slightly. “I’m going to come with you, Flora. I’m going to fill you up with my cum.”

“Oh, yes,” she begged. “That… that sounds perfect!”

I started to drive into her again, and I could feel the coil in my chest start to tie itself into a knot. It wouldn’t be long now, and I drove even deeper until I felt her clench so tightly that I couldn’t pull back.

I felt the sweet release as I pressed everything I had into her body. I buried my face into her neck as the shockwaves of pleasure rolled down my spine, and the tight knot started to unwind with every thrust.

My seed filled her velvet tunnel, and there was so much that it felt like I might have been able to fill a pint glass. It mingled with her own sweet juices, and the sweet, salty smell of sex filled the room as we both came down.

“Ohhhhh,” she moaned when she could finally move again.

The tension slowly left her body, and I could finally pull back enough that she flopped onto the mattress. She looked so content that all I could do was smile at her and then place a kiss on her cheek.

“That was amazing,” she murmured. “We really must do that again… and again… and again...”

I chuckled as I rolled onto my back and stared at the ceiling. I couldn’t believe how good that had been, but I don’t know why I was surprised. Like everything in Hagop, it was perfect.

“Wow,” I said. Nothing else really came to mind. That sex had been so mind-blowing that it had rendered me speechless.

“I’ve never felt like this before in my life,” she said and then bit her lip.

“I aim to please,” I chuckled.

And then I yawned. The day’s activities were starting to catch up to me, and the beer and brandy I’d had didn’t help. I was suddenly tired as hell, but it was a good kind of tired. I’d worked hard, defeated my enemy, and won the girl, which sounded like the perfect day to me.

“May I… stay?” Flora whispered.

“I wouldn’t have it any other way,” I replied as I snuggled against her.

“We really should blow out the candles,” she giggled. “We don’t want the barn to catch fire while we’re sleeping.”

I watched as Flora sat up just enough to blow out each candle on the candelabra and the barn sank into darkness. I wrapped my arm around her and pulled her into my chest as we fell asleep next to each other for what felt like an eternity.

“Oh, dear Hagop, and bats in hats!” I heard, and my eyes flew open.

The barn was drenched in sunlight, so it took me a moment to see anything besides the blinding light. When my vision cleared, I saw Babble struggling to run down the steps as quickly as he could.

“Oh, no,” I murmured, and Flora turned around and started to smile in her sleep.

“Hmmmm,” she murmured to herself. “Is it… oh, my goodness, what time is it?”

She sat up and rolled out of bed completely naked. Luckily, the tiny gnome had disappeared, so she didn’t have an audience as she grabbed her clothes and started to get dressed.

“I have to go, Tyler,” she murmured. “I must be hours late!”

I heard her footsteps on the stairs, and then I heard the barn door slam shut behind her. A moment later, I saw the tiny gnome’s red hat appear on the stairs.

“Morning, boss,” I said as I sat up in bed and rubbed my eyes. “What’s the plan toda--”

“Just get dressed,” he murmured. “The official elf is coming to take registries for the beer festival, and he’s making his way to the barn. I’m going to get some tea. I think I’ve seen enough already…”

I laughed to myself and started to pull on my clothes. I could hear the sound of a donkey outside, and I decided to deal with Babble after I got down to business with the official elf of the festival.

Yep. Just another successful day in Hagop.
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Chapter 14

I clambered down the stairs and waved down the elf, who was holding a large scroll and a plumed pen as he looked around at the yard. I could see the disapproving look he gave the rough-and-tumble area, though he did nod politely to Tulip.

“Taking beer signatories,” he said, and his eyes widened when he looked up at me. “Um, the gnome indicated there was someone here…”

“Morning,” I said. “I’m the one who’d like to sign up to be part of the beer festival. I have a brew I’d like to enter.”

“Very well,” he nodded. “I’ll need your name first.”

“Tyler King,” I responded.

“Ah,” he nodded. “A King living in a barn?”

“It’s just my name, I’m not really a King,” I told him.

“Pity,” he muttered. “And the name of your brew, please.”

“King’s Brew,” I told him, and he nodded.

“Very good name,” he answered. “And that’s all I’ll need from you for now. Would you like me to list the tavern as your official place of residence?”

“Please,” I said. “That would be the most convenient.”

“Very good, very good,” he murmured before looking up at me. “Well, I suppose you know that the festival takes place in the Stroop Fields, a six-hour journey by donkey from here. You’ll need to be at the festival by noon on the day of the judging to enter the competition. Any later than that, and you won’t be allowed to submit anything.”

“Easy,” I nodded.

Flora was usually up before the crack of dawn anyway, so I was sure she could get me up in time. As long as we weren’t busy together the night before, of course.

“The judging takes place in six days’ time,” he said and glanced at his list. “And, uh… is there anything else that you need to know?”

“How many barrels of beer do I need to bring?” I asked, even though I already knew the answer.

“Well, one,” he scoffed. “But most of the entrants tend to bring another as well, just in case something happens. Once we had a group of pigs break into the beer, and the entire festival had to be shut down. They tried again a week after, but it was a disaster.”

“Right,” I nodded. “Look out for pigs and bring an extra barrel of beer.”

“And don’t forget to have fun,” the elf said with a pained grin.

Man, that was the last thing that I expected to hear an elf telling a human. But I shrugged and took it with a pinch of salt, though I hoped it meant that maybe some of the elves weren’t too bad around here.

“Thanks,” I said as he hopped back on his cart.

I waved him off, but I started to feel my thoughts trail away before I’d even turned back to the inn.

Yeah, I sure as hell was going to have fun. I mean, I was only going to start my entire brewing empire on the back of the best beer that I’d tasted in my life.

And now the festival was only days away. I leaned back on the barn and breathed in the sweet autumn air.

“Yes” I said to myself as a ray of sunshine passed over my body.

I’d gotten the beer, I’d entered the festival, and I’d just spent an amazing night with Flora.

Life was awesome.

“You look happy with yourself,” a familiar voice startled me out of my trance.

I blinked a few times to find Hildegard standing in the doorway as she regularly did.

“Ah, good morning Hildegard,” I smiled.

“Good morning,” she lifted an eyebrow and crossed her arms over her chest.

Today she was wearing an emerald-green dress with a burgundy sash around the waist. Her long black hair had been tied into a burgundy bow, and her cheeks looked even more freckled than usual in the sunlight.

“You look wonderful,” I said. “That dress looks beautiful on you.”

“Oh,” she said as she looked down at her dress. “Thank you.”

“You are welcome,” I said. “I’m happy to know you.”

“I am happy as well. In fact, I’m very proud of you Tyler. Though I certainly hope you didn’t finish everything you brewed after I left.”

“It would’ve been all too easy,” Babble called from somewhere inside the inn.

“Oh, don’t worry,” I laughed. “We didn’t finish the whole thing. I wouldn’t want to deprive the town, not after that crowd helped us beat Cassian last night.”

“Well, I’m sure everyone in Hagop is very proud of you today,” she smiled. “Especially Flora. Anyway, I have to get back to cleaning the inn. I don’t have any magical fairies that will take care of that for me.”

She turned around on the ball of her foot and stepped inside. If I didn’t know any better, I would’ve said that she was even a little bit jealous.

I shrugged to myself and then walked across the yard to the door. I could smell the peppermint before I even stepped inside, and every surface already glowed, just like it did every morning.

“Ah, look who it is,” Babble declared. “So, did you sign up for the festival?”

“Sure did,” I answered. “And I can’t wait. We have to be there…”

“In six days by noon exactly,” Hildegard said as she scrubbed behind the bar. “Don’t worry, I know the rules. I’ll make sure you get there in time”

“Thanks, Hildegard,” I said since I apparently still hadn’t earned the right to call her Hilly.

“That beer you made was magnificent,” she said without looking up. “You know, if I were you, I’d start drawing up a budget for what you want to buy when… or rather, if you win the prize money. Sometimes the judges ask the contestants questions about the brewery they want to build as well as the beer. It’s to make sure they aren’t awarding the prize to someone who doesn’t really want to be a brewer. And since you’re a human…”

“Oh, right,” I said and nodded. “Humans don’t brew beer. Well, good beer. Do you really think they’ll believe me when I say I want to be a full-time brewer?”

“After they taste what you’ve created?” she asked as she finally looked up. “I think the beer speaks for itself.”

“I guess I’m worried about the dwarven judges,” I sighed. “What if they give me bad marks because of what I did to Cassian last night?”

Hildegard stopped wiping the bar again and huffed.

“I’m surprised you’ve given any thought to the dwarves since last night,” Hildegard shot back.

I heard Babble snicker, and I could feel my cheeks starting to turn red.

“It shouldn’t be a problem,” Babble finally said. “It’s not like Cassian is a top brewer, and all the dwarves know that. I wouldn’t be surprised if many of them are laughing about his comeuppance.”

“Besides, the judges work very hard to be fair,” Hildegard said. “Well, most of them do.”

“And even the dwarves won’t be able to resist the sweet nectar that you’re about to offer them,” Babble added. “I can promise that.”

“They’ll be demanding barrels from you,” Hildegard added reluctantly. “Everyone is going to want a taste. I know that you’ll place, but there aren’t the same cash prizes for second or third. So if I were you, I’d make sure that your presentation was perfect if you really want to nail down first place.”

“And how can I make my presentation perfect?” I added. “Do I have to… pitch something?”

“Just be prepared to answer the questions,” Hildegard said. “They’ll ask you details about the process you used, the ingredients you selected, basically anything and everything about the beer. But like I said, they’ll also ask questions about the brewery you want to build. So you should be ready to describe what you want to build.”

“Well,” I said and thought for a moment. “I want all of my own equipment, obviously, though I might have to special order some of the pieces. I want my own building and land that’s near the farms where I’ll buy most of the ingredients that I don’t grow myself. Oh, and I’ll need to be near a major road or river so I can visit other suppliers.”

“Sounds like you’ve already thought about it,” Babble said.

“I have,” I said. “I know all of the equipment that I’ll need to start, and I even have plans for what I can add down the line. And there’s plenty of land around here, so I think I can find some that meets my requirements.”

“Maybe you should start looking,” Babble suggested. “Just so you can say to the judges that you have a place in mind.”

“That’s a good idea,” I replied.

“Don’t forget that you’ll need two barrels for the competition,” Hildegard said. “I have one that you can take in the cellar, but you’ll need to buy another one in town.”

“Oooh, and we can trick Cassian again if we do,” Babble chuckled. “If we only buy one barrel, he’ll think we’re only taking one.”

I furrowed my brow and looked down at the tiny gnome.

“Aren’t you supposed to take two barrels?” I asked. “I was told that I might get ambushed by… I don’t know, wild pigs or something.”

“Oh, the pigs here love beer,” Hildegard shook at the thought of them. “You have to be careful around the pigs.”

“Just to be clear,” I added, since I hadn’t actually seen many pigs in Hagop. “Pigs are big pink creatures who… grunt, right? Like they can’t talk?”

“Of course they can’t talk,” Babble laughed. “They’re livestock. Wait, can pigs talk back in Portland?”

“No,” I said. “But in Hagop, a lot of things seem real that aren’t real in Portland, either. Like you, for example. I’ve never hung out with a gnome before.”

“No wonder you like this place so much,” he replied. “And yes, we should perhaps in fact bring three barrels of beer to the festival. But if Cassian thinks you’re only bringing one, then his next dastardly plan will only involve destroying one of your barrels.”

“But I thought I got rid of him yesterday,” I groaned. “I don’t want to plan my entire life in this beautiful city around avoiding some loser dwarf who couldn’t get his act together.”

“Yeah, Babble,” Hildegard added. “He looked like he was pretty finished with the whole thing to me. The look on his face when you made him drink that water… it was like he wanted to crawl into a hole and die.”

“But that’s why he’ll come back with a vengeance,” Babble replied. “I swear it. You can’t be removed from the grudge book unless you’re dead or somehow convince your enemy that there’s zero chance they’ll ever get their revenge on you, and then they’ll just leave it to the next generation to deal with.”

“I mean, they looked pretty defeated when they left here last night,” I said.

“Unfortunately, public embarrassment isn’t the be all and end all for the dwarves,” Babble explained. “Or else they would disappear in droves… No, you’ve foiled his plans, but you haven’t actually attacked him. As far as the dwarf is concerned, he’s still got the upper hand because all you do is respond to his attacks.”

“So I need to attack him?” I asked the tiny gnome.

“Exactly,” he said and nodded so hard that he looked like a bobblehead. “And it can’t be some piddling thing like Cassian tried last night. It has to show that you’re bigger and stronger, and if he doesn’t end the war, he’ll be completely destroyed.”

“Ugh,” I groaned. “This grudge book thing is a lot of work.”

“Yes,” Hildegard said and glanced at the gnome. “Which is why dwarves and gnomes waste so much of their lives on such petty things.”

“They’re not petty,” Babble huffed.

“Well, we probably bought ourselves some time at least,” I said. “Cassian will have to come up with a new plan and find people who are still willing to work with him.”

“And with the festival so close, he’ll need to focus on his preparations for that,” Hildegard pointed out.

“So will I,” I said. “And it sounds like the first thing I need to do is find a barrel.”

“They have barrels at the market now,” Hildegard replied. “The coopers always set up a spot there the month before the festival. But Babble is right about being seen, I suspect there will be another move by Cassian.”

“You’re totally right, so here’s the plan,” I began, and my co-conspirators leaned in. “I buy one barrel for the beer, borrow the old one from Hildegard, and get Flora to buy one in secret. This way we have a beer supply they are unaware of and cannot account for in their plans.”

“This is good hijinks,” Babble laughed.

“This is good business,” Hildegard smirked. “I love it, Tyler.”

“I love it, too,” Babble smiled. “We can stop by the bakery and tell Flora the plan. I’m sure that she knows some of the coopers, we can give her the money, and she can have it delivered to the bakery.”

“That’s convenient,” I said.

“Convenient and necessary,” he shrugged. “We need to take precautions getting to the festival.”

“Go to the cooper now before it gets too busy,” Hildegard added. “Okay?”

“Well, I do need some fresh air,” I said. “How about you, Babble?”

“Eh,” he said and shrugged. “I can join you. I might find something interesting there.”

“Just don’t piss off any more dwarves,” Hildegard called after us.

I hadn’t appreciated just how chill the morning was until we stepped into the town, and I realized that I would have to invest in some heavier clothes soon. But for now, it was perfectly fine to walk around in my velvet suit as long as I kept moving.

“I certainly hope that Flora wasn’t late for work,” Babble snickered under his breath.

“I’m pretty sure that she was,” I answered as I rolled my eyes. “But she’s in her boss’ good books after getting that commission, so I don’t think she’ll be in that much trouble. Besides, she says she’s never been late before, so I’m sure the boss will let it slide.”

“She’s a hard-working woman,” Babble replied. “And I’m glad that we met her.”

“Ha!” I snorted. “Weren’t you the one who--?”

“Water under the bridge,” the gnome huffed. “Look, there’s the cooper.”

I was surprised to find that it was run by a human instead of dwarves or elves, since they were probably the biggest clients, but there was no mistaking the broad-shouldered, red-headed man for anything other than a human. I saw him slap an elf hard enough on the back to send the short creature staggering, but the elf shrugged it off, nodded to the man, and then waved to the driver of a nearby cart. The cart, laden with barrels, started to roll away slowly, and the elf trudged along in its wake.

“Hey there,” I said as I walked up to the man. “I am going to need one beer barrel for my brew.”

“A human brewer?” The man laughed as he looked me up and down. “And a tall one, too. I haven’t seen a new human brewer here for years. What’s your name?”

“My name’s Tyler,” I smiled. “Tyler King.”

“Well, Tyler,” he nodded, and he rolled a barrel toward me. “That’ll be three silver.”

“Three silver,” I said, and I counted out the coins from my pocket and handed them to him. “That’ll cover it.”

“Thanks,” he nodded and then looked at me again. “So, are you the fella I’ve been hearing about? The one who claims he can make the best beer in Hagop?”

“Yep, that’s me,” I said proudly. “It’s called King’s Brew, and you’ll get your first chance to taste it at the festival.”

“King’s Brew,” he mused. “Sounds interesting. Well, Tyler, I look forward to trying another human brew here in Hagop. The river knows that we need someone who knows what they’re doing and can give those dwarves a run for their money.”

“That’s the plan,” I replied.

He nodded and helped me flip the barrel on its side. He gave it a nudge to help get it rolling, and then he waved before he turned away to greet his next customer.

“I can help,” Babble declared as he put his hands on the barrel.

He wasn’t actually any help at all, but I shrugged and decided to at least give him the satisfaction of feeling like he was doing something. Besides, he’d helped at every other stage in the process, so I could let him believe that he’d moved a barrel, too.

As we rolled our way through the town, I heard some of the dwarves we passed snicker to themselves or make snide comments to their friends. I was sure that they must’ve heard about the scuffle last night, since news between the dwarves seemed to spread like wildfire.

Their voices were too low to catch everything they said, but there seemed to be shock that I’d stopped Cassian’s attack on my beer and a lot of speculation about what the dwarf would do next. I sighed, because clearly I was still in the dwarf’s grudge book.

Maybe Babble was right, and an all-out war was the only way to get Cassian off my back once and for all.

“Damn dwarves,” Babble muttered and then tried to peer over the top of the barrel. “Oh, there’s the bakery. Maybe--”

“I’ll take it from here,” I assured him, and I counted out some more pieces of silver and handed them to him. “Give this to Flora and tell her the plan.”

“Right,” Babble nodded. “Sure you’re good to take the barrel?”

“It’s a short journey,” I replied as the gnome nodded and ran off.

I rolled the barrel past the bar and into the backyard. Then I looked up into the sky and took a breather. Man, I was fit as a fiddle from my time in Hagop.

“It’s set in motion!” A tiny voice shouted, and I turned around to see Babble running at me.

“Amazing,” I said. “Now we just need to figure out how to get to the festival in case Cassian wants to… intercept us.”

“We can brainstorm now,” Babble nodded as I went to hide the barrel with the brew.

While I unlocked the door, Babble wiped his brow and stretched his muscles like he’d just run a marathon. I tried not to grin at the gnome’s antics as I rolled the barrel into the barn and stood it next to the hay bales. I figured I could get the other one from Hildegard after Babble was busy with something else.

“You know, you were right about only buying one barrel,” I said. “I’m sure word has already gotten back to Cassian. And did you see some of those looks we were getting? Those dwarves didn’t look very happy that I was still in the brewing game.”

“Hardly a surprise,” Babble said as he leaned against one of the hay bales. “I know those dwarves, and they’ll be more interested than ever in what you’re doing. Aside from Cassian’s vendetta, that barrel is real proof that you’re actually brewing something. It’s not just a joke anymore, and that will get them even more riled up.”

“That revenge was pretty damn sweet, though,” I said and smiled at the gnome. “So, what’s next, boss?”

“We don’t have any collections today,” Babble said as he headed for the inn. “About three weeks ago, a lot of my opponents started to behave themselves and pay up on time.”

“Isn’t that when you hired me?” I asked as I tried to do the mental math in my head. I couldn’t believe that I’d already been in Hagop for nearly a month.

“Indeed,” he agreed. “Ha! I knew hiring you was the answer to my problems.”

“Maybe so,” I said as we stepped into the bar.

“Oh, good, you’re here,” Hildegard said as she popped up from behind the bar. “I have something to tell you.”

“That I can call you Hilly?” I asked hopefully.

“Of course not,” she said and frowned. “And if I ever hear that name leave your lips again, I’ll have you arrested.”

“Don’t laugh,” Babble warned as he climbed onto a stool. “She will.”

“Then Hildegard it is,” I said quickly.

“Good,” she said. “So, there were a few dwarves who stopped outside to smoke their pipes earlier. Usually I don’t allow them to do that, but I thought I might hear something interesting after Cassian’s debacle last night.”

“And did you?” I asked.

“Oh, I did,” she said and chuckled. “Apparently, Cassian claims he’s developed a secret brew. No one’s tasted it, but he swears that even the dwarves will be in awe of this new beer.”

“Well, I’m not sure if I would believe that or not,” I said.

“But that’s not the important part,” she said.

“Oh, just spit it out already, woman,” Babble huffed. “I don’t have the patience for this after that strenuous exercise.”

Hildegard and I both looked at the gnome, who flexed his arm muscles just to prove he was strong enough to move the barrel. Hildegard rolled her eyes and then turned to me with a smile.

“He only made one batch of this secret brew,” she said.

“Okay, I guess that’s interesting,” I replied. “But why would I care about his beer? I already know mine is better.”

“He did try to corrupt your beer,” she pointed out. “So I thought it would be good to gather some information about his own operations.”

“Corrupted…” I mused as I thought about Cassian’s plots.

He had tried to ruin Flora’s bread with old milk, and then he’d tried to destroy my batch with river water. Cassian was obviously a one-note guy, and while I wouldn’t normally have resorted to such tactics, the idea of giving him a taste of his own medicine was very appealing.

“Babble,” I smiled at the gnome. “I think that it’s time to go pay Flora a visit and see how she’s getting along at work.”

“But I just got up here,” the gnome muttered as he rolled his eyes.

“I’ll buy you a beer later,” I replied as I lifted him from his stool and placed him back on the ground.

I winked at Hildegard before walking back into the open high street. It was a nice day to be around town, and the place already felt like there was a festival in full swing. I’d obviously never been to one in Hagop before, but I remembered the fall festivals in my home town when I was a kid. It was always the best time of the year, and I had no doubt that the same would be true in Hagop.

“There she is,” Babble said and pointed at Flora through the window. “Safe and sound, just like you said. Now, about that beer…”

But I ignored the gnome and opened the door. The little bell tinkled as Babble and I walked inside, and Flora looked up from whatever she’d been discussing with the new assistant.

“Hey there,” I said and smiled.

“Oh, Tyler,” Flora said and then blushed. “My wonderful assistant here delivered all the bread this morning, isn’t that just great? I knew that I could count on you.”

“Oh, stop,” her teenage assistant said as she blushed. “You’re my role model for this job, and I knew that you would do the same thing in an emergency.”

“Oh, an emergency, was it?” Babble snickered.

“Anyway,” Flora said as she rolled her eyes at the gnome. “What brings you two here? You’re looking very happy with yourselves.”

“I have officially registered for the festival,” I replied. “And I bought a barrel at the market this morning, so I’m finally feeling like a real brewer.”

“Congratulations!” Flora exclaimed and clapped her hands. “That’s wonderful… and Babble stopped in earlier to, uh…”

“Of course,” I nodded with a wink. “ Anyway, I had an idea. One that might get me out of Cassian’s grudge book. And I think you’ll like it.”

“And what is that?” Flora asked as she leaned across the counter.

I stared into her eyes for a moment, and then I had to give myself a mental kick so that I didn’t just stare at her the entire time. I still couldn’t believe that I’d spent the night with such a beautiful woman by my side. I was a lucky guy, and I sure as hell knew it.

“Hildegard said that Cassian is planning to bring a special brew to the festival,” I finally said. “One that he swears will wow the judges.”

“Oh, pffft,” Flora snorted. “As if that son of a trub maker could ever make a good beer.”

“Well, whether or not he’s hit on a good recipe, the fact remains that he’s tried to sabotage both of us,” I said. “And all because of that stupid grudge book of his.”

“It’s not stupid,” the gnome rumbled.

“Now Babble here claims the only way to get your name out of the book is to launch an all-out attack that will convince the fucker that there’s no way he will ever defeat me,” I said.

“It’s true,” Babble said and nodded. “Only way to ever get your name erased.”

“I certainly like the sound of this so far,” Flora said.

“So, I have an idea,” I said. “Do you have any buttermilk?”

Flora’s eyes widened in surprise, but she nodded.

“Well, of course I do,” she laughed. “We’re practically brimming with the stuff. When we have too much of it and can’t use it to bake, we give it to the pigs… terrifying creatures. Anyway, what are you thinking of using it for?”

“Do you really have to ask?” I chortled.

“So we’re going to ruin his beer,” she said happily. “When?”

“Tonight,” I said. “And just to prove I’m the bigger man in more ways than one, I won’t ruin everything he’s brewed. Just the special batch for the festival. He can still submit his usual crap, if he can bring himself to do it after all the bragging he’s done.”

“How deliciously evil,” Babble giggled. “It’ll really sting his ego since he wasn’t able to do the same to you!”

Suddenly the doorbell jingled and none other than Johannes stepped in through the door.

“Johannes,” Flora said. “What a pleasant surprise.”

“I’m just stopping in to say hello,” he said. “We’re going to be sailing to the festival soon, and wanted to check in on you.”

Suddenly I had an epiphany.

“Johannes,” I said. “I just had an idea. How would you feel about taking two barrels of beer to the festival?”

Flora and the fisherman gave me a puzzled look and shrugged.

“Umm,” he said. “I have space, but I must ask why?”

“We don’t want a run-in,” I said. “Babble, you’ve made me think like you. If we take only one barrel with some river water or something in it, then if anything happens…

“They’ll get the river water!” Babble laughed. “And not the beer! It’s genius.”

“Fine by me,” Johannes said. “Especially after that show last night. It was quite something!”

“Amazing,” I said.

“We can drop it off before setting out for the festival,” Flora said.

“Well, Flora, you can come sail with us surely,” Johannes said. “As a representative of the beer.”

“And Babble and I will take Tulip,” I said. “So that I’m not in the same place as the beer. They’ll assume I have it, but you will!”

“How exciting,” Johannes shrugged. “Well, this was certainly a fun run-in. Let me know how you fare.”

He stepped out of the bakery, and Flora smiled.

“He always stops in for a chat,” she said. “Such a nice man. But back to more scheming. Cassian’s beer will be ruined!”

“Good,” I smirked. “Now all we have to do is find his brewery.”

“I can help with that,” the gnome replied. “I had to collect some silver there about a year ago. He was tricky about it, but he handed it over when I mentioned the name of an old gnome friend whose grudge book he’d been in for years.”

“At this rate, I’m starting to think that I should start a grudge book,” I groaned. “With the amount of crap I’ve run into already.”

“You’re a human, you don’t need one of those,” Flora said.

“Don’t be so sure,” the gnome said. “Personally, I don’t know how you humans get along without one.”

“Well, if we’re going to do this tonight, then I need to finish up my work here in the shop,” Flora said.

“We can help with that,” I replied. “So your assistant can go home early.”

The assistant looked disappointed not to be included in our plans for the night, but she finished kneading some of the bread, then grabbed the last two loaves of day-old bread and headed for home.

That left the three of us to finish the prep work for the next day and then to clean up the shop. We made quick work of it, despite Babble’s grumbling, though he quickly recovered when Flora offered us some of her fish pies in return for our help. They were a departure from her usual baking, but they were absolutely delicious, and paired with some of the cider, made a perfect dinner.

“That was delicious,” the gnome declared. “It was almost worth all that work.”

“That’s a real compliment coming from you,” Flora replied.

“You’re quite welcome,” the gnome said and then looked out the window. “Good. It’s nearly dark. We’ll want to strike soon. The dwarves go out to play as soon as the sun sets… and Cassian won’t want to be alone tonight, not after his public walloping yesterday!”

“Then let’s get ready to go,” I said. “All we need is the buttermilk.”

“Here,” Flora said as she heaved a big, metal bucket onto the counter.

“Excellent,” I said as I picked it up easily with one hand.

“Oh, stop,” the blonde huffed. “You’re making me look weak.”

“You’re one of the strongest girls I know, Flora,” I replied. “I’ll bet you could beat Babble in a wrestling match.”

Flora laughed while the gnome huffed and stamped his feet. Babble punched me in the leg, which I barely felt, adjusted his hat, and then glared at both of us.

“I’m sorry, Babble,” I said in my most sincere voice.

“As am I,” Flora added. “I know you’re a very strong gnome.”

“I helped roll the barrel today,” he huffed.

“You did,” I agreed.

“There, you see?” Flora said. “A very strong gnome.”

“So how do we get to Cassian’s brewery?” I asked before Babble could offer more examples of his strength.

“It’s out past the gnome city hill,” Babble sniffed. “Toward the north. There are a few elf breweries there as well.”

“I’m surprised they’d have land near each other,” I said.

“It’s all smaller operations,” the gnome said. “They usually rent from the local lords rather than owning the property.”

“We should at least leave through the back door,” Flora suggested. “So that nobody sees us carrying around a bucket of buttermilk. After all, you’re quite easy to look at Tyler… I mean, you’re quite visible… dammit…”

I blushed at the baker girl, and Babble rolled his eyes at both of us.

“Right,” I said and cleared my throat. “Back door.”

We blew out the candles for the night, closed the curtains, and then headed into the back room. Flora did a last check on the dough and then opened the back door.

She looked both ways before she stepped into the narrow alley and then motioned us to follow. Somehow, Babble managed to slip into the lead, and he led us through a series of narrow streets that finally brought us to an old dirt road on the outskirts of town.

I looked up at the sky as we started to walk along the road. The night air was chilly, but I barely noticed. I felt like a kid again, about to launch the world’s best prank on some of my fellow summer campers, and really, that seemed like the only reasonable reaction. Everything I’d done since I’d come to Hagop reminded me of those carefree days, and this was no different.

We trudged along the road for a bit, and then Flora pointed to a crossroad just ahead. There was a signpost at the intersection, but it was too dark to read any of the signs. But both Flora and Babble headed north, and I followed quickly behind them with my precious pail of buttermilk.

A short time later, the first wooden structure appeared, and a moment later, I realized that there were at least a dozen of them scattered across the hills and fields. They didn’t look like houses, since there weren’t any chimneys and the windows were small and dirty, but they were too sturdy to be just another storage shed.

“This is where they brew?” I asked.

“It is,” Flora whispered. “Babble, which one belongs to Cassian?”

“That one,” the gnome replied and pointed.

He started to zip along the road and then across a field, like he was worried that we might be seen. Flora and I kept up easily enough, but I could hear the buttermilk sloshing around in the bucket.

“This is going to be good,” I whispered gleefully.

I couldn’t freaking wait until Cassian discovered that his very best batch that he had saved for the festival had been spoiled. If he even bothered to test it before going, that was. Since he’d been too lazy to get his damn hops before the farmer sold out, I wasn’t sure if he’d even bother.

But if he didn’t, that would only make it that much sweeter for me, because I’d get to see everyone’s reaction when they tasted his special beer.

Of course, I did have my doubts about the ethics of what I was doing. My parents had raised me to rise above petty feuds, and I couldn’t quite believe that I was sinking to the dwarf’s level. But I reminded myself that if I didn’t do something, the dwarf was likely to keep hounding me, and at some point, he’d probably succeed in ruining something. This was my chance to put an end to that, and I’d be a fool not to take it.

Cassian’s brewery wasn’t very big compared to the others, and the dumbass had left the one window open, despite the fact that he’d basically declared war on me. Flora and I were tall enough that we could peep inside, though Flora had to stand on her tippy toes, and the first thing I noticed as I looked over the sill was the smell of hops and grain, but none of the gorgeous spices that I’d used.

But it definitely looked like a brewery. There were several vats on the floor, vials neatly lined up on a table, and even a long row of barrels.

“Let me see!” Babble said, and I picked him up to look inside the shed.

“How are you going to get in?” Flora asked. “I don’t think you can fit through. You’ll get stuck for sure.”

I stepped back from the window and tried to gauge how wide it was. But the baker had a point, and I realized there was no easy way for me to fit through the dwarf-sized opening. The only way I’d get through was if I knocked out the whole frame, and even then, it would still be tight.

For me, at least.

“Well, that leaves two possibilities,” I replied as I looked at my companions.

“Oh,” the blonde said and glanced at the gnome.

“That was a long drop to the hay bale,” Babble noted. “I’m not sure I’d survive.”

“It wasn’t that far,” Flora said and rolled her eyes. “But you’d probably spill all the buttermilk anyway.”

“I’ll lift you through,” I said as Babble sputtered. “Then I’ll hand you the pail with the buttermilk. After you add it to the beer, I can help pull you back through the window.”

The blonde sighed as she looked at the window again, but she finally nodded.

“For the good of the beer,” she agreed.

I mean, maybe I had ulterior motives, because I certainly wasn’t complaining about getting to wrap my hands around her waist again. I felt a rush as our skin touched, and she looped her arms around the back of my neck for support.

“Oh, brother,” Babble muttered.

I lifted her off the ground and held her in place as she slipped her legs over the sill. For a moment, she dangled over the edge, and then she gave me a quick kiss on the cheek and let go of my neck. A moment later, there was a soft rustling sound.

“Are you okay?” I whispered as I leaned over the window sill.

“I’m fine,” she said as she stood up. “Hand over the milk.”

I passed her the pail, which she set carefully on the floor.

“How do we know which one is the special one?” I asked.

“He’ll have it marked in some way,” she said as she pulled a box of matches from her pocket.

“But if it’s in dwarven runes… Can you read it?” I asked.

“I don’t need to,” she said. “We know it’s only one vat, so I’ll just look for the one that has a different mark.”

“Sounds right,” Babble replied.

Flora lit one of the matches, and the small brewery lit up. Most of the vats were full, but I could see one brand-new copper vat that had a yellow ribbon tied around one of the siphons.

“There,” I said, and I pointed at the glimmering vat. “Check the marks on that one. I’ll bet that’s the special one.”

“I’ll compare the smells as well,” the baker girl said. “If he’s trying to add spices, it’ll be easy to tell.”

She ran over to the line of vats and quickly checked the marks that Cassian had painted along the side and then took a quick sniff of the brew. She saved the new vat for last, and after checking the marks and performing another sniff test, she gave me a thumbs up to indicate that we were right. She ran back to the hay, grabbed the bucket, and started to carry it back toward the new vat.

“I want to watch, too!” Babble wailed.

“Hang on,” I said as I picked him up.

We watched the gorgeous blonde lift the heavy pail to the edge and then tip it just enough that the buttermilk started to stream into the vat. I’d been pretty into her last night, but at that moment, I could have sworn that she was my personal angel.

The smell of the shed changed as the buttermilk mixed with the hops, and the pleasant scent of mash turned sour. The whole thing stunk like overripe cheese, and both Babble and I pinched our noses.

When the last drop had fallen into the vat, Flora ran back to the window and passed me the bucket, which I handed to Babble after I placed him back on the ground. I then lowered my arms through the window, and a moment later, I felt Flora grab hold. I lifted her toward the window and held her as she squeezed through one more time.

“I can’t believe we just did this,” I laughed.

“Well, I did it,” she said with a grin. “But we should be getting back now. You’re the first person Cassian will suspect, so you should probably put in an appearance at the inn.”

“Right,” I said. “An alibi.”

We raced across the field together, and then back along the dirt road. It was mostly downhill once we reached the crossroads again, so we were flying as we reached Hagop. We tossed the bucket near the barn and then walked around to the front of the building so we could stroll inside at a more leisurely pace.

“Bastard,” Flora laughed as we entered the place.

“You look like you’ve been up to trouble,” Hildegard said with a hint of a smile as she brushed a wisp of her dark hair out of her face. “And if you don’t tell me what kind of trouble, I’ll kick you out for good!”

“We might’ve done a bad thing,” I smiled as I leaned over to the bar mistress. “But I wouldn’t want to spoil the fun. You’ll just have to hear about it with everyone else.”

“I can’t imagine what you did,” she giggled.

I still couldn’t quite believe that we’d actually destroyed Cassian’s special brew. There was something dreamlike about the whole thing, and I almost wished we’d brought the bucket in with us just so I could have confirmation. But I’d have that soon enough when Cassian finally served his special brew.
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Chapter 15

“Wake up!” I heard a small voice, and I felt my body shaking. My eyes flew open, and all I could see was darkness in my barn attic.

“Ugh,” I mumbled. “What’s going on?”

But I knew the answer as soon as I asked the question.

It was the day of the festival.

“Hello,” Babble said and smiled, and for the first time in my life he looked taller than I was. “I’ve come to be your alarm clock. Before the roosters, or Flora, or--”

“How did you get in here?” I asked. “I thought I locked it inside.”

“That lock is meant to keep out a human or a dwarf, but it’s not gnome-proof,” he answered as if that was a reasonable explanation.

“But the lock itself was ins--” I began.

“Tyler!” Flora called out from the stairs.

“You know what, I give up.” I immediately perked up as I brushed the sleep out of my eyes. When I opened them again, I saw Flora standing in front of me in a blood-red dress and an apron, and I felt a smile creep across my face.

“Guess I didn’t do the job,” Babble muttered as he crossed his arms over his chest and stomped a foot.

“Shut up, boss,” I yawned. “You did just fine. And today is the festival, so no pouting allowed! Also, what time is it?”

“It’s three,” Flora replied. “I got up a little early today since we wanted to get such an early start. Should we load up Tulip’s cart?”

“Dear Hagop,” I heard myself mutter, and that’s when I really knew that I was one of the locals. “When I said early, I didn’t mean the middle of the night.”

“It’s a long trip,” Babble replied. “And I wouldn’t be surprised if one of your competitors tried to stop us along the way. Those dwarves have made it known these last few days that they don’t want you in the competition. So, we need the extra time--”

“Yeah, yeah,” I sighed. “We’ve had this same discussion for weeks now.”

I rolled out of bed and stretched, even though it was literally three in the morning, which was still nighttime as far as I was concerned. But now that I was up, I was pretty damn excited about the festival, and I couldn’t have fallen asleep again if I wanted to.

“I need to get dressed,” I said with a pointed look at my guests.

“We’ll wait downstairs,” Flora replied and tugged Babble toward the stairs.

I waited until they were out of sight before I went through my morning routine and finally pulled on my burgundy suit. I had other clothes now, but for something as important as the festival, I felt like I should wear my best outfit.

As I headed down the stairs, Flora reached into her basket and handed me a bun. I couldn’t make out exactly what was in it, but it smelled absolutely delicious.

“Thanks,” I said.

“It’s cranberry and whipped cheese with rosemary,” she answered. “Usually cranberries aren’t ready to be harvested until a little later in the season, but one of the farmers from the bogs came in the other day and dropped off his first harvest."

I took a bite into the bun and felt a smile creep across my face. It was tart and savory with just a hint of sweetness from the cheese, and it felt like the perfect way to warm up on a cold autumn day.

“Very good, Flora,” Babble muttered as he finished off his own bun. “My, there’s going to be so many delicious foods at the festival. I won’t know where to start!”

“We can think about that when we get there,” I said. “For now, let’s get these barrels to Johannes.”

“Ah, yes, I’ll help!” Babble declared as he patted a barrel that was easily three times taller than him.

“Let me just get Tulip,” I said.

I opened the barn door and went out to the paddock, where Tulip would be in her stable. It was a little chilly out, but the entire yard was lit in a peaceful blue light. It was also dead quiet because the bar had been closed since the previous morning when Hildegard left for the festival.

I’d teased her about being a judge in the beer competition and asked if that counted as having some kind of in. I’d gotten a smile in return and a reminder that it was a blind tasting, so she had no way of knowing which entry was mine.

As if.

She’d know exactly which beer was mine, and she knew it.

“Morning Tulip,” I called out, and I heard some shuffling in the donkey’s stall. She peeped her sleepy head out and blinked at me in confusion. She looked up at the sky as if to tell me that she was unimpressed with the early start time, and then she added a displeased wheeze in case I didn’t understand her other hints.

“I know, honey,” I laughed. “But we have to be there by noon today, so we need an early start.”

The donkey stomped one foot unhappily, but she let me lead her from the stall and put her harness on. She shook her head to wake herself up while I worked, and she nibbled on the carrots I gave her while I attached her to the cart.

When that was done, I laid a couple of boards from the back of the cart to the hard-packed ground so I wouldn’t have to lift the barrels. The damn things weighed a ton, as I’d discovered, but fortunately, my landlord had a few tricks of her own.

“All good?” Babble asked as he stepped into the yard.

“All great,” I said. “Time to get those barrels rolling. Flora, will you check that the corks are in nice and tight?”

“Yep,” she called back.

I patted Tulip again and then stepped into the warm, dry barn. I watched Flora inspect each tap carefully, and then she gave me a thumbs up.

“Here we go,” I said as I placed the decoy one, which I’d marked with an x, on its side and then rolled it out to the cart.

I had to give the barrel an extra shove to get it onto the boards, and I moved more slowly as I rolled it up the beams because I didn’t want to roll it off the edge and have the whole thing break apart. But once I had it in the back of the cart, I turned it upright again and pushed it into the back of the cart.

“Easy as can be,” I said when I saw Babble watching.

“So I see,” he replied and did a little dance.

“Morning,” someone yawned, and Johannes appeared. The tired-looking fisherman gave me a wink, and I smiled.

“Hey Johannes,” I said. “These are the barrels.”

“Let’s go, boys,” he yawned, and three teenaged boys appeared.

“Dad, it’s so early,” the smallest one yawned, but the other two got to work on rolling them out.

“Thanks a bunch,” I said, and then Flora gave me a peck on the cheek and followed Johannes onboard his boat.

She gave me an excited wave goodbye as the ship made its way upriver, and I waved back at her. I couldn’t believe that we were actually putting this plan into motion.

Babble and I climbed onto the cart, and then I clicked to Tulip. The little donkey’s ears perked up at the sound, and as soon as she felt the slack in the reins, she trotted from the yard and out to the empty street.

I’d never seen Hagop so quiet before, and I kind of liked this other side of my adopted town. There were a few stragglers from one of the other bars, but even the chickens had found a quiet place to roost for the night. The sound of the cart wheels against the cobblestone seemed to echo off the buildings, but no one came out to investigate.

“Is this what it’s like when Flora gets up for work?” Babble asked. “It’s so quiet, though it does look lovely in the moonlight.”

“Must be,” I nodded. “Nobody is around, and the town feels like it belongs to her.”

“Lovely, but oh so quiet,” the gnome muttered, and then he curled up in a little pile of straw and smiled.

“Do you know how to get there?” Babble asked a moment later.

“Hildegard gave me directions,” I said.

“That’s good,” Babble said. “But if you need help… I used to go to the festival with my gnome friends when I was younger, so I know the route.”

“Did you and your friends have fun?” I asked.

“A little bit,” he said. “But we were really there to gamble.”

“I’m hoping I’ll see a lot of things at the festival,” I replied. “Especially a lot of silver pieces for making Hagop’s best beer.”

The sun started to peek over the horizon as we reached the first of the fields, and the yellow and green of the crops looked like they had caught fire for a moment. The first warm kiss of sunlight touched my cheeks, and I could hear some of the small birds start to stir.

“Oh, it’s the day of the festival,” Babble started to sing. “The locals give great cheer… we eat some harvest apples… we like to all drink beer! We get up in the morning, and then stay up all night! We’re going to the festival, and, and…”

“And everything is going right?” I asked.

“Exactly,” Babble said. “I used to make up songs while I work. It’s just a great way to pass the time. But all of my gnome friends thought it was silly.”

“They’re silly,” I said. “Would you ever perform them in Hagop? You have a good knack for rhymes.”

“Nah,” he said. “I like to gamble, but I’m more of a behind the scenes kind of gnome. I get stage fright.”

“Interesting,” I nodded. “Is there usually a lot of music at the festival?”

“Tons,” Babble nodded. “Folk bands come from all around to entertain the masses. The big draw of the festival is the beer competition of course, but there’s also a music competition there.”

“Sounds amazing,” I said. “I can’t wait to do a victory dance to some sweet folk music after I win first prize.”

“Oh,” Babble laughed. “That sounds so fun! Also, take this path on the right.”

I veered right at a fork toward some pastures full of cows and horses. I’d never been down this path before, and although there were some smatterings of farmhouses in the distance, it didn’t seem like there was too much going on in these parts of town.

By the time the sun was blazing in the sky, the world was starting to look like the Hagop I knew. Smoke poured from distant chimneys, and a few more carts started to appear on the road. We passed a farmhouse, where a man was loading some wares and four kids into his cart. He tipped his straw hat at us and waved, and the kids did so as well.

“Morning!” I called out.

“Morning,” he nodded. “You two heading to the festival?”

“We are!” Babble shouted and then sat up.

“There you go, little fella,” the farmer laughed. “Gorgeous day for the journey! We’ll see you there.”

His gaze passed over my barrel, and his eyes widened for a moment. He suddenly looked very excited, but we were past him before he could ask any more questions.

The farmland eventually gave way to fields of wildflowers and thick clumps of trees. Sunlight glinted off something, and I realized we were near water.

“We’ll follow that river up ahead,” Babble said. “That will take us straight to the fairgrounds.”

“That is pretty easy,” I said. “Is it part of the Hagop River where Johannes and Flora are?”

“Yes, this is the one that runs through the Eastern Woods,” Babble said. “Unlike the murky Hagop River, the water is a lot cleaner in these parts.

I thought back to Cassian and his shit-for-brains pal drinking the river water from the Hagop River. The river water had looked pretty fucking gross, but I was sure that if it had been truly poisonous, nobody would’ve been standing there cheering like they had. At least, I hoped they wouldn’t.

“What song is that?” Babble asked as he heard me humming.

“It’s called The Wanderer,” I said.

One thing that I did really miss about Portland was being able to listen to whatever music I wanted whenever I wanted. There was obviously no such thing as a radio here, much less music on demand. But maybe one day, I could change that, too, if I managed to build my brewery into a beer empire.

“Don’t get ahead of yourself,” I murmured as we neared the river.

Several small streams branched off into the trees, and even in autumn, the leaves were thick enough to cast long shadows across the road. But it looked like it was well-used, so I took that as a good sign that we wouldn’t have any problems along the way. There was even a small well tucked away beneath some trees where travelers could stop and refresh themselves. Except…

“What’s that?” I asked, and I pointed at two large figures standing near the bridge we had to cross.

“Stop the cart right now!” Babble gulped.

I took a deep breath, but since the gnome was about to crawl over me to get to the reins, I finally brought Tulip to a halt. I could only make out a faint outline, but they were definitely larger than I was. And since I hadn’t met anyone nearly as tall as me so far in Hagop, that wasn’t a good sign. I sighed and wondered if I’d somehow jinxed us by making such extensive plans.

But it was always good to plan for an emergency.

“Hold on,” I murmured, and I turned Tulip onto a rutted track where we could hide behind some trees.

“I can’t believe this,” Babble whispered as we watched the musclebound giants from our hiding spot. “I was right!”

“Babble, you obviously know what they are,” I said.

“They’re ogres,” he replied and spat over the side of the cart.

Ogres? In Hagop? I should have expected they existed here but God dammit, now I’d really seen it all. But unlike the dwarves and elves, I didn’t think I could just knock them down with a good, hard shove.

“This seems like trouble,” I sighed. “Ogres on the bridge. And why do you think they’re there?”

“Ogres aren’t all too bright,” Babble said. “And usually they stay away from the towns.”

“But we’re not in town,” I pointed out. “We’re in the middle of the woods.”

“On a popular track,” he said. “That’s as good as being in town, at least to ogres. Usually, you’d have to hike for days deep into the woods to find one.”

“Then why are they here?” I mused.

“How would an ogre know about the festival?” Babble grumbled. “They wouldn’t, unless--”

“Unless someone hired them to waylay us,” I said, and my thoughts drifted to Cassian.

“Like a dirty, low-down dwarf!” Babble sniffed.

“We assumed that he would try something,” I replied.

“This is insane,” Babble said, but then calmed himself down. “But this is what we prepared for. However, I will admit, I didn’t think that ogres would be the sabotage… they are awfully… large.”

“Evidently,” I sighed. “But what are those ogres going to do to me? Does he want them to smash me into a pulp or something?”

This must have been the dwarf’s final fuck you. I couldn’t imagine how he’d found a couple of ogres and then convinced them to lie in wait for me, but it must have cost him every favor he had.

Too bad it was going to blow up in his face.

As long as they had no intentions of beating us up, of course.

“What are we going to do?” Babble whispered. “Those guys don’t look as if they’d be happy to see us. In fact, they look like they’re sniffing around for prey!”

“Okay,” I sighed. “This is not what I was expecting. Being intercepted? Yes. But not by ogres. Those things look like they could snap me like a twig.”

“That doesn’t make me feel too confident, Tyler” Babble said. “And even Tulip looks frightened.”

Tulip turned behind her for a moment and gave me a wide-eyed look. Yeah it was scary, but it was also the only way to the festival.

“I’m going to act like you’re my slave,” I said. “And you’re going to act like I’m the worst master in the world. And we’re going to give them the decoy. Just like we thought might happen, okay?”

“I didn’t think that ogres would happen,” Babble sighed. “They could… eat me!”

“Do they eat gnomes?” I said. “Is that a regular part of their diet?”

“No,” he shook. “But they are aggressive beasts!”

I sighed and looked about. They really were pretty gross. They had greenish skin and barely any clothing other than some suede loincloths, and I’m pretty sure one was holding a stick like a police baton. They looked like a cross between Sloth from The Goonies and the Incredible Hulk, and I really did not think trying to fight them would work out well for me even if I had had a gun to use.

“This is a nightmare,” I said. “But we have a plan. Okay? You hate me, and I hate you. And together, we will lose this barrel of river water.”

Tulip anxiously pawed at the ground, and I slacked the reins. We didn’t have a choice in the matter, and we were going forward with it.

“Come on Tulip,” I coaxed the donkey. “We’ll be okay.”

She stepped forward toward the beasts, and I guessed that this was actually happening.

“Oh, my,” Babble said as the ogres came into sight.

“Halt!” One of them roared, and I felt my heart pounding against my chest. One wrong word to these guys, and they could easily bite my head off.

“H-h-hello,” Babble quite literally babbled. “We’re going to th-th-the…”

“Stop it, you jabbering fool,” I ordered Babble, and the gnome gave me a frightened look before realizing that it was part of the plan.

The two ogres stepped over, and my heart was practically audible by now. They were nearly ten feet tall, and even atop the cart they were taller than me.

“We don’t like you,” one sneered, and he looked at the barrel in the back. “And we don’t like the look of that barrel, either.”

“Why?” I added with a nervous laugh. “Just a regular old beer barrel, for the--”

“Quiet!” Another one roared, and I winced as his rancid breath washed over me like a potpourri of dog poop and fish guts.

Don’t eat me. Don’t eat me. Don’t eat me.

“Master, what shall we do?” Babble moaned. “These esteemed beasts don’ like our barrel!”

“Beast?” One growled.

“Yes, oh large and elegant monstrous one,” I said quickly. “Forgive my stupid slave. He’s too small to generate any wise thoughts, unlike yourselves… yes… large selves…”

“I’m not forgetting that!” Babble shot back, and the ogres squinted their eyes.

“Hmmmm,” one huffed. “You no pass with that barrel.”

“But I want to take it to the festival,” I whined in my best Luke Skywalker voice. “For the beer compet--”

“No beer brewing for humans!” One roared, and I tried not to faint. “Rather a dead human than a beer brewing one!”

“Well, what would you prefer, his life or the beer?” Babble asked, and I shot him a glare.

“Imbecile!” I said. “Oh, ogres, must you--”

“We take beer, like bearded man said,” he growled, and one of them stepped to the back of the cart. He lifted the barrel like it was a piece of paper and gave it to his friend to inspect.

“Surely we can go now,” I added with a nervous laugh. “Surely, yes… and I can watch all the other dwarves win, like always!”

“Hmmmmmmph,” an ogre growled at me as he met my eyes.

His eyes were a dull amber color, and I took a few deep breaths as his friend sniffed the barrel.

“It’s human beer,” he said, and the ogre turned away. “Dwarf will be happy.”

“Get out of here,” he said. “Go to the festival, and we take beer.”

“Oh, I can’t believe you did this, oh terrible master of mine!” Babble cried, and I slacked the reins. Tulip walked past the ogres at a significantly quicker pace, and we veered in the direction of the festival.

“Oh, my God,” I said.

“What’s that?” Babble asked, and I rolled my eyes.

“Nevermind,” I said. “Just… I can’t believe we made it out. I cannot believe that. They were…”

“The plan worked and that’s all that matters,” Babble said, and we rode in silence for the next five minutes as the ogres disappeared once more.

As we got farther and farther, I felt my heart rate normalize once more.

We had done it. We had actually gotten by without being squished.

“I can’t believe they thought river water was human beer,” I laughed.

“You’ve tasted it,” the gnome giggled. “Close enough to fool a dumb ogre.”

“When you’re right, you’re right,” I replied and cringed as I thought back to that nasty human beer I’d tried when I first got to Hagop.

“So,” Babble yawned. “Do you actually think I have a small head?”

“I think you are a brilliant actor, and that’s all that matters,” I added. “Now look, what’s that?”

Over a few trees in the distance I could see a flag. Then another one, and another.

It was the festival.
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Chapter 16

(Hazy IPA)

“There’s Flora!” I laughed, and the blonde raced up from the riverbank and waved.

“Success!” she shouted. “I was waiting for you!”

The boys loaded the barrels from the boat into my cart as I explained what happened to our barrel, and I smiled with pride.

I could feel my heart racing as the festival appeared in the distance. I could see some large circus-like tents with orange stripes and tall posts with long colorful ribbons floating in the breeze, and of course, lots and lots of people. The hum of the crowd made me smile, and I turned to Babble with a big grin on my face.

“It’s amazing,” I laughed. “This looks so fun!”

“It’s some of the most fun in the Hagop calendar,” Babble laughed. “Other than the summer wedding festival, at least.”

“The wedding festival?” I asked. “What’s that?”

“It’s when everyone gets married, of course!” Babble laughed. “All the taverns supply free room and board, and the eateries save a portion of their food for the city-wide day. And all the old couples celebrate their previous weddings, too. What else!”

“Wait, so all the weddings happen on the same day?” I asked. “Huh, that makes a lot of sense, actually.”

“Why? What do they do in the land of Port?” Flora asked.

“Everyone has their own weddings on different days,” I said. “Couples plan for months, sometimes years. It’s a whole big thing, with trying to reserve locations, arrange the catering, send out invitations…”

“Sounds complicated,” she said and shrugged. “It’s much easier to just have a wedding day for everyone.”

“I kinda like the idea,” I replied.

I liked a good wedding, but it sounded like an entire city-wide wedding festival was an even better idea. The happy couple was going to spend every day together, so why go into debt claiming a perfect date when you could invite the entire town to your party?

As we neared the festival, I was greeted by a skinny man with a curly beard and a jester’s hat. He was wearing a bell around his waist, and he smiled up at us as the cart rumbled along a well-worn path.

“Welcome!” he shouted. “You here for the beer?”

“Here for the beer,” Babble laughed. “Yes, that’s us. Where shall we go?”

“Take your cart over to that tent,” he said as he pointed to the largest white tent in the distance that had a burgundy flag at the top. “And then you can unload in the back. Want a blanket for later?”

“Please,” Flora said.

He nodded and ran into a shed that still smelled like freshly sawed wood. He returned a moment later with a large cotton blanket, which he handed to the baker.

“You’d be surprised how many of those we hand out every year,” he chuckled. “Though people usually have a fair amount of beer in their bellies before they fall in the water.

We all laughed, and then I set Tulip in motion again. We were circling around the edge of the fair on a stretch of flattened grass that was intended to be a road for the fair. It was mostly vendors along this stretch, and I was impressed by the number of people and carts that we passed along the way.

“Wow,” Flora said as we neared the beer tent. “Looks like there are a lot of contestants this year.”

There were about twenty donkeys standing around in a pen just outside the beer tent, and just as many carts with way more fancy inscriptions on them than mine. In fact, we didn’t even have an inscription on the cart. I recognized Pyotr House’s curly writing on one of the carts, where a bunch of dwarves were unloading one massive barrel of beer, bigger than any of the barrels I’d seen before.

A few of the dwarves shot me evil glares as we rolled by, but I ignored them as I brought the cart to a halt in one of the few remaining open spots. Another man in a jingly hat ran out and saluted me as we started to climb off the cart.

“Welcome to the festival,” he said, and he pulled out a long scroll. “You’re, uhh… the new human, right? King! Yes, King!”

A few dwarves turned around, and their eyes widened, but then they saw that it was just me, a regular human, instead of a King.

“That’s me,” I agreed and nodded.

I noticed a few dwarves had started to whisper to themselves, and I wondered whether they knew about Cassian’s plan. If they did, word would no doubt reach the brewers soon enough, so I flashed them a big smile as we rolled one of the barrels from the cart.

“What’s the second barrel for?” the jester asked as he peered over the edge of the cart.

“In case of any wild pigs,” I said, and Babble snickered to himself. “Is there any way you can keep it safe?”

“Of course,” he bowed. “We have a locked shed where we can keep the extras. Several brewers bring one, just in case.”

I rolled the second barrel out of the back of the cart and then watched as the man pulled a piece of chalk from his pocket to mark the barrel with a ‘KB’.

“All set,” he said as he started to roll the barrel away. “You’re all checked in so you can go on inside.”

“Well, let’s go,” I said, and I took a deep breath as we rolled our barrel into the swarming tent.

I was surprised to find that we had to step up onto a wooden stage, where dwarves with long scrolls were running around with quills. One of them caught my eye and beckoned me over.

“Mr. King,” he said. “You will be at the third table, over here.”

“Tyler!” a familiar voice called over.

I looked up to find Hildegard wearing an emerald-green dress and a big smile on her face.

“Hildegard!” I said as she ran up and gave me a hug. I realized that she’d never actually hugged me before, and I felt a tingle rush up my chest.

“You’re here,” she laughed. “I was worried that something would happen, like you’d be struck by lightning…”

“You’re not far off,” Babble grumbled, and then he pointed over to my left.

I looked down the row of tables to see Cassian talking with one of his advisors.

“I shouldn’t, should I?” I laughed, and Hildegard furrowed her brow.

“What happened?” she asked.

“I’ll fill her in,” Babble said. “And you go say hello to Cassian.”

I nodded to the women, waved to a couple of people I knew, and then casually walked over to the dwarf’s table.

“Hello,” I said in my most cheerful voice.

The dwarf turned around with an aggravated look, but he quickly paled when he saw me. For a long heartbeat, he didn’t even move, but all of the blood drained out of his face.

I took a few deep breaths and stuffed down the cackle that I wanted to unleash in his face.

“You’re-- here,” he finally choked out.

“Yeah, though we ran into a little trouble on the way,” I said with a smile. “But it wasn’t anything we couldn’t handle. You know, just a few hiccups. But now we’re here all safe and sound and on time, so I guess it’s time to get to work!”

“That’s… good,” he mumbled as he started to look around. “Um…”

Whatever else he might have said was cut off by a few quick notes from a pair of horns. The noise in the tent suddenly faded, and everyone turned toward the center of the tent.

“Brewers, please man your stations,” someone shouted. “The judging will now begin. Please, settle down, everyone!”

The crowd started to grab seats, while dwarves ran around the stage. I could see a few humans at the end of the row of tables, but none of them looked too excited. I’m sure that they were pretty used to losing at this point.

I made my way over to my station and lifted Babble onto the table so he could stand beside me. My heart was suddenly pounding from the tension, and I felt the first twinge of doubt as I watched one of the gofers uncork a barrel and start to siphon the beer.

As they poured the beer into glasses and allotted all of them numbers to allow for the blind judging, a few dwarves and humans took to the stage. Most of the dwarves crowded around Pyotr House’s table, and the smug brewer leaned back in his seat and began to proselytize about his brew.

“It’s really changed things,” he sighed. “You know, all of this progress we’ve made. And I really do believe that progress comes in small and steady batches. You know, we’ve built this company out of determination and of course… discipline.”

“And of course, a long familial history of brewing knowledge,” one of the judges smiled, and I could see the famed dwarf wince a little as he nodded.

“So he’s a nepo baby,” I murmured to Babble. “Makes sense.”

“I don’t know what that type of baby looks like,” Babble shrugged.

“Never mind,” I laughed, and I noticed that Hildegard was trying to swerve some of the judges in my direction.

A few looked over and rolled their eyes, but two dwarves shrugged and made their way to our table along with Hildegard.

“Hello,” I smiled. “I’m so pleased to be a part of this competition.”

“And it’s your first year, isn’t it?” Hildegard asked, and I nodded.

“Uh-huh,” I said as the dwarves scribbled in their notebooks. “I’m the new human in town.”

“And what inspired a human like you to want to brew?” One of the dwarves asked, and he fastened his tiny round spectacles on his face.

“I love beer,” I shrugged. “But none of it tasted as good as it did in my imagination. So, I wanted to bring that dream to life. And with the King’s Brew, I really think that I have.”

“And do you think that your brew is fit for a King?” the other dwarf shot in.

“I’ve never met a King,” I shrugged. “But I bet it is. Just as long as he has good taste, of course.”

The first dwarf snickered, and the second elbowed him in the ribs as he made a few more scribbles in his notebook.

“Thank you so much for your words,” Hildegard winked, and they made their way to another table.

More barrels were tapped, and soon, the tables were filled with glasses of golden, honey-colored glory. The scent of barley and hops filled the air, and the crowd grew restless as they watched the dwarven assistants start to pass the glasses to the judges.

The judges seemed to have a regular routine of sipping the brew, making nome notes, and then asking questions. Each judge had a handful of cards where they wrote down their impressions, though it looked like only one or two actually asked the questions. The rest of the judges nodded or shrugged and then moved onto the next brew.

“There aren’t too many entries,” Babble said. “Not the fewest I’ve ever seen, but not the biggest, either. A lot of people probably stayed away because they figured Pyotr House would win again.”

“Good thing I’m not like most people,” I replied.

I saw Hildegard take a sip of beer and then scowl. She scribbled something on her paper quickly and shook her head, and the dwarf next to her leaned over to whisper something in her ear. She nodded in agreement, and they both pushed the mug away.

I looked over at the judging table, where a few of them were laughing and shaking their heads, but Hildegard gave me a bored eye roll.

“This is it,” I said to myself as the beer glasses were passed to the judges. I saw a noticeably more amber-tinged beer and held my breath.

I knew that beer was mine.

“That’s mine,” I whispered to Babble. “It doesn’t look like any of the other ones. It has to be.”

“Well, we’ll see,” Babble said. “But you don’t know for sure, so don’t jump to any conclusions…”

I looked down at the tiny gnome and nodded. Even though it hadn’t been announced, I knew for a fact that the beer they were drinking was mine. It just looked so obviously different from the others with its hazy, creamy, golden glow. And even though he was trying to keep me calm, I had a feeling that he knew as well.

As the first dwarf took a sip, his facial expression changed entirely from a bored, humdrum look to wide-eyed wonder. He looked up at the competitors, then at the other judges, and finally started to scribble on his notecard.

“Oh, my goodness,” Babble murmured. “That guy certainly looks surprised.”

Hildegard took a sip from her glass, and a smile crossed her face. She nodded and made a note on her scorecard.

The next two judges were impressed, but the final judge took a few sips and looked like he was about to gag. He was obviously a dwarf, and he looked up at the competitors and shook his head.

“Guess it didn’t taste enough like piss,” I commented.

“Mmm,” Babble mused. “He looks like a sour dwarf. You might just be projecting.”

“Shut up,” I whispered.

They moved onto the next beer, but none of the reactions were quite as colorful as the one they’d had to the previous one. I knew that we had caused a shock in the local beer scene, but I still wasn’t sure if the shock was a good or a bad thing.

“This is excruciating,” I said as the next round was passed around.

Flora smiled at me from the audience, but most of the other visitors had started to drift away. Watching other people sip beer wasn’t nearly as exciting as drinking it, and no doubt they all expected Pyotr House to win again anyway.

Finally, the last beer was tasted and scored, and one of the dwarves took to the stage again.

“Now, we will tally up and average the scores,” he called out. “This will take about ten minutes. Please, for the love of Hagop, don’t discuss your brew with the other members of the competition. There will be plenty of time to share your brewing knowledge after the judging.”

I looked down at Babble, and Hildegard threw me another glance before she got to work with the rest of the judges. I felt a line of sweat form along my brow, and I wondered when it had become so hot inside the tent.

“I don’t know how to feel,” I sighed. “I know that my beer was good, but it was also not at all like the beer these folks are used to. You know… some of them looked impressed, but that one dwarf looked like he would’ve given it a negative score if he could.”

“Well, he can’t,” Babble said. “It’s against the rules for the judges to know which beer is who’s. And that’s all that matters!”

“Come on, I think all the judges know which one is mine,” I shot back. “Hildegard even smiled.”

“Hildegard is a friendly and very pretty woman,” Babble shrugged.

I watched in pained silence and listened to the kids shoving each other around outside and laughing. I could smell fresh fish being cooked over the fire as well as spiced cider, and suddenly, all I wanted to do was join in the fun.

But this was my dream, and I couldn’t walk away from it just because of some stiff competition.

“It’s okay,” I breathed to myself. “Ten minutes isn’t very long… not at all…”

But it felt like an eternity. I looked up at Flora, who gave me a hopeful smile and a wink. However it went, at least I’d managed to make the best friends possible in my time in Hagop.

“Right!” the dwarf announced as he returned to his spot in the center of the stage. “We have the results!”

There was scattered applause from the few people still left in the tent, though Flora stood up and clapped so hard that everyone turned to look at her.

“So,” the dwarf said when the blonde finally sat down. “We’ll start with the three runners-up, and then we’ll announce the winner of this year’s annual beer festival!”

Someone must have been standing outside to announce when the results were in, because the tent started to fill up with people again. The dwarf waited until most of the crowd was sitting down before he opened the first sheet of folded paper.

“In fourth place,” the head dwarf called out. “We have House of Cassius Brew, with an all around 7.”

I looked down at Babble, who lifted an eyebrow and nodded. Then, I looked down at Cassius, who was trying to smile even though his face was hot with shame.

“Better luck next time,” I called out softly.

“In third place, we have the Beer of Olivier with an all around 8!” the dwarf called out, and a blond dwarf stood up and bowed before the audience.

“Oh, well done,” Babble said mid-clap. “They haven’t placed in thirty years. He must be very proud.”

“In second place,” the head dwarf called, and my heart almost stopped. “We have, with a 9.5 average… Pyotr House!”

The audience didn’t even clap at first because they were so shocked.

Holy shit. Pyotr House had come in second for the first time in years.

Babble looked up at me and went pale. Even though neither of us wanted to say it, we had a pretty good idea of what was coming. Or not.

It was all or nothing, and I was there for it.

“And finally, the winner of the annual Hagop beer competition is, with an average of 9.75… King’s Brew by newcomer Tyler King!! Congratulations!”

“Yeesss!” Flora shrieked, and a few audience members looked over to her before breaking out in applause. “Yes, Tyler! Woooo!”

“Oh, my goodness,” I murmured.

“We did it!” Babble screamed as he jumped up and down on the table. “You did it, Tyler! You won!”

I had to lean down to shake the hands of two of the dwarven judges, and then Hildegard walked up and placed a wreath around my neck as she winked at me.

“Do you know how hard it was to contain myself when we added up the scores?” she asked. “Pretty much impossible. You deserve every shred of silver you get, Tyler.”

“Thanks, Hildegard,” I finally heard myself laugh. “This is… this is a lot!”

“Oh, call me Hilly,” she replied as she brushed her hand against mine.

I couldn’t believe that this was all real and not some crazy fever dream. I was officially a successful brewer, I had a hot girlfriend, and maybe a second hot girlfriend, and people were starting to barter for the chance to taste my beer.

“There’s only one barrel,” Babble said. “So the glasses get auctioned after the tasting. The money goes toward paying each of the city vendors for the festival.”

“You people really take care of each other here,” I laughed as Flora ran up to the stage.

“Tyler!” she laughed. “Tyler, you’ve done it! I knew that the King’s Brew would win. Your beer really is the best.”

“Well, isn’t this something?” a voice growled behind me.

I looked down to find Pyotr House looking up at me with his hands on his hips. But this time, he didn’t look nearly as friendly. In fact, he looked pissed that I even existed.

“Hey,” I smiled. “Yeah, I’ve worked really hard, and I’m really proud.”

“Pah,” he said, and he shook his head before turning to the other dwarves and walking away. Even if he was pissed, at least he had the dignity to not try and sabotage me like Cassian.

Or so I hoped.

“Mr. King,” one of the jesters said. “Your silver will be loaded into your cart, and your cart will be kept in the lock-shed so that there is no chance of robbery. To get some logistics in order, part of your prize is a room in the Haberdash Inn for the night so that you don’t have to travel immediately, and all festival activities are free for you and however many guests you offer these to.”

At first, I thought he was handing me a giant bouquet, but then I realized he had given me flower necklaces.

“Oh,” I laughed. “I think I can use these! Thanks!”

I wrapped one of the flower necklaces twice around Babble, and then I handed one to Flora and one to Hilly.

“I already get in everywhere for free,” she said. “But I have an idea. Johannes, get over here!”

The fisherman raised his strong, tanned arm and made his way over to the stage.

“Well done, boy!” he laughed as he gave me an extremely firm handshake. “I knew that you’d do something great! You’re too large not to.”

“No worries,” I winked. “Take a sip of the beer.”

Hildegard procured her judge’s cup before a dwarf could steal it and handed it to him. When he brought it to his lips, his face softened, and he shook his head.

“It’s unbelievable,” he murmured. “Like no beer I’ve ever had.”

“Perfect,” I nodded. “And I wouldn’t be here without your help, Johannes. Anyway, this is for you. Go apple-bobbing for me.”

As I placed the flowers around his neck, he smiled, and then he brought them to his nose and smelled them before laughing.

“Ah, the last harvest of the season,” he smiled. “My favorite smell. Now let’s go.”

I looked around and saw people haggling to try a sip of my beer. A man slammed a big pouch of silver on the table and took one of the tankards they’d just poured and sloshed a big sip down.

“It’s remarkable!” He laughed as he wiped foam from his blond beard. “It’s so… citrusy! Even better than a wine, I might say!”

“Impossible!” A woman laughed, and she grabbed it from him and took a gulp. Her eyes widened, and she smacked her lips together before he snatched it back.

“It’s mine, Hillary,” he said mid-guzzle.

“It’s incredible!” The woman shouted, and she gathered more peasants around the table. “It’s the greatest beer I’ve had in years! In… well, ever, perhaps! It’s ambrosia.”

“Let me in,” a man said, and he slammed a large pouch of silver on the table. “I want the King’s Brew!”

“Come on,” Flora laughed. “The auction will start, and this place will turn into a screaming match!”

Hildegard and Flora each grabbed one of my hands and pulled me off the stage, which left poor Babble to scurry after us as we ran out to the fall festivities.

I didn’t even know where to turn first. Between the apple bobbing, the bands, and all the delicious food, I was completely overwhelmed.

“What do I do?” I laughed. “There’s too much going on to decide!”

“Music!” Hildegard laughed, and we made our way over to the tent where a band was starting to play.

Well, the closest thing to a band I’d seen in Hagop. There were lute players, drummers, and people with tambourines who were hopping around.

“Oh, I love this one!” Flora laughed, even though most of the songs sounded the same to me.

But the sweet woodwinds wafted over the loud drum, and I felt the rhythm seep through me and make me want to dance. The girls twirled their skirts, and Johannes ran up to me with a tankard of beer. When I drank it, it was nowhere near as good as mine, but it was still fun for the party.

We ran around from tent to tent, and I even danced with a few drunken elves. It turned out that even the pointy-eared guys liked a little fun when they weren’t too busy halfway up their own asses judging everyone around them.

The four of us danced in circles, and Babble watched from the side with some gnomes.

“Come join!” I called out as Hilly swung past me.

“No way!” he shouted back. “Too many big feet!”

Ah, that made sense. There really were too many big feet around here for one tiny gnome to cope.

“Alright,” I shrugged, and we continued dancing.

By the time I even considered apple bobbing, the sun had already started to set. We stumbled around after a few too many beers and pointed at the now-pink sky.

“So beautiful,” Flora yawned. “My goodness, it’s been a long day. And I don’t say that lightly as a baker.”

“I know,” I rolled my eyes. “It really has. Hilly, do you know where the Haberdash Inn is?”

The innkeeper looked over at me with glazed eyes. She’d not only tried every beer in the festival, but also every wine and had some brandy on top of that, too.

So to put it lightly, she was a little sauced.

“Ugh,” she said. “It’s getting dark. And o-o-f-f course I do. They’re actually very good. It’s only a stone’s throw away.”

“Babble!” I called out. “Babble, where the hell did you go? We’re heading for the inn.”

“I’m here,” he said, and for the first time since I’d met him, I saw his arms around another gnome. “Don’t worry. We’re heading to one of the gnome inns for some insider trading!”

“Insider trading?” I furrowed a brow. “Isn’t that illegal?”

“Of course not,” he hiccuped. “It’s just trading, but for gnomes.”

“Fair enough,” I shrugged. “As long as you don’t get into any trouble.”

“Of course,” he said with a puzzled look. “It’s the safest type of trading there is…”

Flora and Hilly both wrapped their arms around my waist, and we barreled around as the people who’d been at the fair since the morning hours started to gather their families and head home. For a second, I thought that I even saw Cassian staring back at us and scowling, but it might’ve just been all the beer blurring my vision.

“I’m awfully tired, aren’t you Flora?” Hilly asked. “And you must be so very tired, Tyler… after all, a run-in with brutish ogres must be exhausting!

“She’s right,” I chuckled. “It was quite a sacrifice, but somehow we made it.”

“Well, then I think it’s only right for us to go back to the inn,” Flora said. “If I’m invited of course… it is your prize after all.”

“Of course you’re invited,” I laughed. “You’re both invited if you want…”

The girls exchanged a look and then looked back at me. I felt a tingle race up my spine, and I had a feeling the three of us were drunk enough for some fun.

And boy, what a prize that would be.

“Okay,” Flora said as she bit her lip. “Then Hilly, why don’t you lead the way? If I can call you Hilly, of course.”

“Of course you can,” Hilly winked. “And right this way… my king.”
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Chapter 17

The inn was a large white building with a thatched roof and exposed black beams. I could hear the revelry inside, and the windows were glowing orange with life.

“Hello,” I laughed as we stumbled through the door.

A man in an apron offered the three of us an awkward smile before spotting the wreath around my neck.

“Ah, yes, the winner!” he laughed. “Of course it’s you. Come, come right in… you know I paid twenty silver for a glass of your winning beer! And I heard that it went for even more when they got to the last of the barrel!”

“That’s amazing,” I replied and tried to shake my head. “It sounds like the city will get a nice contribution from my beer. And I’m sure you’ll stock it when it gets produced for the masses?”

“Oh, it’ll be my pleasure,” he smiled.

“Best beer I ever had!” another human called from the back of the inn, and his buddies all cheered in agreement.

“Thanks,” I said and waved to the crowd.

“Will you join us?” someone else called out.

“Maybe later,” I replied. “For now, I’d just like to find my room.”

“Of course,” the innkeeper replied as he ducked behind the bar. “Let me just find that key…”

The innkeeper furrowed his brow as he dug around in a drawer. After a few moments, he pulled out a large skeleton key and presented it to me before looking at the two girls.

“You have a suite,” he said. “So that, umm… if you have a large party traveling with you, there will be room for everyone.”

“That’s just perfect,” I smiled. “We had a long journey here.”

“As I suspected,” he said. “You know, sometimes the committee says that they want to make the festival closer to the Hagop town center. But you know, I think that takes all the fun out of it. Half the fun is the journey, or at least that’s what I always supposed…”

He led us up a narrow staircase, and I could hear Hildegard stifling her laughs the whole way up while the innkeeper kept on about the wonders of the festival. Even though this guy was very friendly, I really wanted him to move a little faster.

When we reached the top of the steps, something mewled, and then a black cat shot past us. It was hard to see on the dark staircase, but it glanced back long enough to give us the once-over with its green eyes.

“Aww, what a sweetie!” Flora said. “What’s her name?”

“Crystal,” the innkeeper said in a dreamy voice as we followed him left down the hallway. “She’s going to be a mother soon, actually! And then we’ll have kittens running all over the place. I just can’t wait! I’m already thinking of names. I’ve got Barley, Cinnamon, Bean… oh, here’s your room.”

He slid the skeleton key into the lock, and after a few jiggles, the bolt slid back. The innkeeper opened the door and then stepped back so we could see our room for the night. The room was lit by the gentle glow of the fire in the fireplace as well as a few candles. There were two large beds, a massive wardrobe, and even one of those full length mirrors on a stand. I realized it was the first one I’d seen since I’d bought my new suit, and I knew I’d have to take a look at myself.

“Thanks a bunch,” I said as I smiled at the man and took the key from him.

“Enjoy your stay,” he replied as he closed the door.

I walked over to the mirror just for a peek, and I found myself grinning as I took in my appearance. Despite the wrinkled suit and lack of haircut, I was looking damn good. My beard was full but not obnoxious, and the cut of the suit emphasized my muscles.

“Trust us, you look fine,” Hildegard chuckled.

I spotted their images standing just behind me in the mirror, and I felt myself grin as I drank in their familiar forms. I felt a flush of lust down my spine, and I felt my erection press against the velvet of my suit.

“I knew that you would do it,” Hildegard declared as she draped her arms around me. “You’re amazing, Tyler.”

“Mmhmm,” Flora said, and the blonde placed a kiss on my cheek.

Oh, man. I’d never had two women on me like this before, let alone visible in a mirror right in front of me. I wondered in the back of my mind if this was a conservative society or not. Because by the looks on these girls’ faces, it seemed like neither of them were fazed by this kind of thing.

“Ha,” I managed to say as Flora started to trail her hand down my chest and make her way to my cock. Meanwhile, Hildegard fastened her grip around my chest and started to lick at my ear.

“What?” the innkeeper whispered as she stared at our reflection in the mirror. “You look… confused.”

“Oh, Hilly,” I laughed. “Maybe I didn’t expect this of you. But I always had a feeling that you had a thing for me.”

“Of course I did,” she rolled her eyes. “I just have a business to run, you know, and I--”

“Can’t get distracted,” Flora said, and she giggled as she unbuttoned my pants.

“Ladies, ladies,” I laughed. “Is this… allowed?”

“Allowed?” they said at the same time and then glanced at each other.

“What, do they have a law against love in the land of Port?” Flora asked with a pout.

“No, just… usually girls prefer it when it’s just one of them, I guess,” I said and shrugged.

“Well, I guess that Hagop girls aren’t like the ones back home,” Hildegard said, and she swung me around and pressed me onto the bed.

Okay. Looked like I didn’t need much more convincing than that. I was just a man, after all. A poor, helpless man, being lovingly attacked by two beautiful women…

And wasn’t it just terrible?

Hildegard started to unbutton my velvet top, and Flora smiled as she crawled onto the bed next to me.

“Now you’re ours,” the blonde said, and she knelt down and kissed me.

Her lips were plump and heavenly, and I parted my mouth to play with her tongue and run my hands through her soft, golden hair. When I sat up, Hildegard had managed to undo every button on my shirt.

“You really have a wild streak,” I said to the innkeeper as I sat up and pulled her closer to me. “You know, I wasn’t expecting this kind of behavior from a pillar of the community such as yourself.”

“Well, I wouldn’t want to get a reputation,” she said as she stared up at me with her icy-blue eyes.

We were so close, I felt like I could count every single freckle on her cheeks, but before I had the chance to start, she placed her arms around my neck and kissed me. She tasted different than Flora, but just as amazing. Something about her was slightly more cool, though she pulled my head in like she was grabbing a life preserver. It was as if I was the oxygen she needed to breathe.

I couldn’t get enough of her, either. I took her by the waist and pulled her over me, and she started to run her hands down my torso.

“I’ve wanted you so much,” she said as she finally came up for air.

“Me, too,” I murmured, and I finally let all of my desire for her come to the surface.

I hadn’t even considered fantasizing about the inn owner because I didn’t want to feel the longing that came with wanting something I couldn’t have. But right now, it felt like I had everything that I had ever wanted. Both in Portland and Hagop.

Flora unbuttoned my pants and winked as she looked up at me. She pulled off my boxers and grabbed my fully erect cock and gazed at it.

“Wow,” Hilly gasped. “That is quite a tool there.”

“It is,” Flora whispered.

“Well, baker, are you going to taste it or stare at it?” The innkeeper snorted.

“Mmmm,” Flora said as she bit her lip. “I’m going to taste it…”

She leaned down, and I gasped as her warm breath circled around my member. Then, she put the tip in her mouth, and I felt pure heat rush up my spine. She swirled her tongue around the tip of my cock before pulling away for a moment and flickering her tongue at the base of my member. It was like she was teasing me, and my heart started beating faster as it felt like all the blood in my body rushed to my cock.

“Oh,” I murmured as she started to draw her tongue up and down the shaft. “Flora, that’s amazing…”

Spurts of pure fire ran up my torso, and I bit my lip and looked down at the blonde beauty, who seemed fixated on my manhood. I’d never received that type of intense devotion before, and I really, really liked it.

“Does it feel good?” she asked as her doe eyes widened. “I just want to make you feel good, like how you made me feel good.”

“Of course it does,” I breathed, and she gave me a genuine smile and a wink before fixing her mouth around my cock and pushing it deeper into her mouth.

“Fuck,” I murmured as I got even harder. I reached down and ran my fingers through her golden hair and felt my teeth sink into my lower lip. I tilted my head back and just let myself enjoy all the hot pleasure running up my body.

She bobbed her head up and down even faster and tightened her lips more around the shaft of my cock. I could start to feel a warm ball of pleasure forming in my lower abdomen, and I gasped as her tongue started to wrap itself around me. I felt like I was about to snap in half.

“Flora,” I groaned. “Oh, Flora…”

“Mmm,” she moaned as she started to wrap her hand around the base of my cock and squeeze me. I gasped as it felt like she was coaxing all of the pleasure inside me out into her mouth.

“Fuck…” I said to myself. I’d never gotten head like this before.

“Do you like that?” Hilly whispered in my ear. “Do you like when she sucks on your manhood?”

“Oh, God, yes,” I replied as my eyelids fluttered closed. “I’m going to cum.”

I could still see the firelight flickering behind my eyelids, and the heat matched the growing urgency in my groin. I was so hard that I thought I would burst, and then Flora finally started to suck on my erection like it was a straw.

There was nothing to do but to start pumping, and somehow, Flora managed to keep her lips locked around me. She bobbed along with my rhythm, even when some of my semen started to dribble out of her mouth. I wasn’t sure I would ever stop, but finally, I felt that last release, and with one final push, I shot the final load into her throat.

“Ohhhhh,” I groaned as I nearly fell over Flora’s shoulder. “Oh, fuck… fuck… Damn, that was wonderful.”

“Glad to hear it,” she said as she climbed up on the bed next to me.

“Seems you have another talent,” I chuckled. “That was really… really…”

“I love your manhood,” she said, and she bit her lower lip. “I love how good it makes me feel. And when I could hear just how good I was making you feel, I got so wet Tyler… it was hard to not touch myself.”

“Well the last thing I would want is to deprive the lady,” I said, and I reached down and lifted her red dress. Just at the touch of my hand she started to shake, and I felt like some kind of all-powerful sex god as she reacted to my grip.

I traced my hand up her impossibly soft leg and she gasped.

“Tyler,” she whispered as I reached the top of her legs. She wasn’t wearing any underwear, and I started to feel her wetness.

“Oh,” I murmured, and the feeling of how much she wanted me made me start to get hard again. I couldn’t believe that I could go again this quickly, but she just felt so amazing.

“Tyler,” she moaned, and I started to delicately slip my fingers through her folds. I barely had to apply any pressure, she writhed and moaned at the slightest touch.

“Fuck,” I murmured to myself. “Oh, Flora, is this how much you want me?”

“Yes,” she moaned, and I hovered over her. For a second she looked up at me before I started to draw small circles around her clit, which made her eyes roll back in pleasure.

“I want you, too,” I said.

I placed a kiss on her lips and started to bite at her jawbone.

“Mmmmmmm,” she moaned, and I slid my finger down and pressed it inside her warm, plush tunnel.

“Do you like that?” I whispered into her ear, but she was moaning and shaking so much that I had a feeling that I already knew the answer.

“Tyler,” she whimpered as I started to move my fingers rhythmically in and out of her slit. “Tyler, fuck…”

“I love how you say my name,” I growled into her ear, and my cock was becoming so hard that I was ready to explode.

I climbed on top of her and pulled off her dress to reveal her round, perfect tits. Her nipples were hard and pink, and I leaned down and fastened my mouth around her breasts and sucked on her.

“Oh,” she moaned, and she pulled her arms around my back, and I felt her scratch at me. The heat of my lust and the burn of her hands made me want her even more.

“I’m going to take you now,” I said, and I fastened my hands around her ass as she parted her legs. I guided the tip of my member into her wetness and lowered myself into her warm tunnel.

“Fuck,” I couldn’t help but gasp again as I was overwhelmed by her tightness. She hugged my cock, and I started to dip in and out rhythmically. I felt like I was floating.

“Mmmmm,” I murmured, and I started to pump in and out of her. She felt fucking amazing, it was like both of our bodies were melded with heat.

“Oh, Tyler,” she moaned, and I grabbed her ass and dug my face into her neck. She started heaving and moaning.

“You look so hot,” Hilly said, and I groaned in pleasure.

“Fuck,” I murmured, and I kept pumping in and out of her.

“I’m going to… to…”

“Cum for me,” I murmured in her ear, and she started to shake underneath me.

“Yes!” she moaned, and I emptied everything I had into her.

“Fuck,” I said as I slowed down. For a moment I just felt the warmth of her body against mine.

“I want to make you feel good too, Tyler,” my other companion said.

I looked up at Hildegard, who had flushed pink from the whole scene. It was hot as hell, especially when I saw the desire in her eyes. I was starting to get hard again just from her gaze, and another bolt of heat raced up my spine.

“You’re so beautiful, Hilly,” I said.

I pulled Hildegard in closer, and she climbed on top of me. I reached around her ample breasts and started to undo the buttons on her dress, though it was hard to concentrate with a face full of perfect booty. When I finally managed to unbutton the last one, I pulled the dress over her head, tossed it blindly on the floor, and finally drank in the view.

Hilly had a slight frame and muscular arms, which I already knew, but my eyes were drawn to her small, pink nipples. I could also see the outline of her ribcage and her perfectly flat stomach, though her pussy was hidden by a long white pair of bloomers that came down to her mid-thigh.

“Wow,” I murmured. “Never seen a pair of these before.”

“They’re for special occasions,” she replied as she started to pull them off.

I reached down as I looked up into her eyes and touched between her legs. She was already so wet for me, and she tilted her head back and gasped as I slid my fingers between her folds.

“Mmmm,” she moaned. “Oh, Tyler…”

“Come here,” I ordered her, and she bent down and started to kiss me as I rubbed her clit with my hand.

“Ahh,” she whispered into my mouth as she started to bite at my ears and then neck and then my ears.

I couldn’t get enough of her, and I sharply inhaled as she trailed her way down to my neck before sitting up again.

“I want to feel you inside me,” she murmured, and she started to wiggle her hips over my hard member and stroke herself against me. I was still dripping a lot of my seed out of my tip, but she didn’t seem to care as she angled my cock to her entrance.

Then, she gasped as I slipped inside her, and she was so wet that I was able to slide all the way inside of her with one thrust until I was balls deep.

“Fuck,” I said out loud as she started to move up and down on my cock.

She arched her head back and moaned as her pussy squeezed around me, and I could feel her excitement flow between us. I shivered when she did, and I knew we were in perfect sync.

Dammit, she felt so good. She gripped at my sides as she started to pump up and down, and I started to rise up to meet her.

“Tyler, yesss…” she breathed, and she bounced up and down faster on my cock. “Yes, yes!”

“Oh, Hilly…” I heard myself say as she dug her nails into my chest.

She was so wet that I could feel her juices against my lower stomach, and I loved feeling just how much I turned her on.

“Tyler,” she moaned, and her tunnel started to contract against my member. “I… I…”

“I want you to cum for me,” I sighed. “I want to make you feel good, Hilly…”

“Oh,” she groaned, and I could feel myself about to explode as she rode me even harder.

I felt like my entire body was on fire. I took her ass in my palms and slapped it with my right hand before fixing my grasp around her waist and pushing myself deeper into her. I could feel my body almost burning, and I knew that I was about to cum.

“Yes, yes…” she moaned as her legs shook around me, and she tilted her head back to form a perfect ‘o’ with her mouth. I took a few deep sighs and groaned as I emptied everything that I had into her accepting womb.

“Wow,” she said as she slumped over me, and I felt her small body in my arms. She felt so perfect there, I could have laid down with both of my girls forever.

The night continued that way over and over. We’d get tired, think we were going to sleep, and then suddenly I’d catch one of them looking, then I’d take them in one of many positions until we both came. It was heavenly until I could barely feel my legs anymore, and both of their pussies were stuffed with my cum ‘til the dripping point.

“I’m so tired,” I admitted, and both of them erupted in a fit of giggles.

“You should be,” Flora said. “It’s been a very long day.”

“You’re telling me,” Hildegard yawned, and we snuggled further into the bed.

As Flora went to blow out the candles, I felt myself returning to earth.

The day had been such a high. First the rapids, then the competition… and now I could settle down into sleep with the two most gorgeous women I’d ever met.

As I fell asleep, the image of all that silver glittered in my mind. So far, Hagop had given me everything that I could possibly want.

And it was only the beginning.

End of book 1
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End Notes

Thanks for reading Brew Master! I’ll start writing the next book when this gets 300 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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Haremlit

Want to find other authors like me?

Check out the Haremlit Facebook group!
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