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

Welcome back, citizens of Hagop and those far away and in between! Everything in the novel sure sounds good, doesn’t it? I bet you’ve been hankering for a beer or two, or even a tasty nibble to accompany your reading. We readers and authors 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 local grocery store to enjoy along with the main character as he brews and eats in this fantasy world!

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.

Simmon Soda: Orange Fanta.

Best Paired With: Crackers and light cheese, grapes.

West Country Rum: A nice honey rum of your choosing.

Best Paired With: shrimp scampi and pineapple.

Summer Brew: Corona and Lime.

Best Paired With: A handful of salted peanuts and a hammock.

Midwinter Festival Brew: Dark Star American Dark Ale.

Best Paired With: A nostalgia for the holiday season.

Autumnal Pumpkin Brew: Shipyard Pumpkinhead Ale.

Best Paired With: The bar classics: pretzels, chips, etc. Also chaos, a good night with friends.

Isle of Feather Classic: Guinness.

Best paired with: country views and beef stew, a pub burger, or fried fish.

Corwyn’s Botanical Secrets: Elderflower Cordian & Sprite.

Best paired with: Turkish delight.

Tyler’s Island Brew: Beamish Irish Stout.

Best Paired with: Anything involving bacon and cheese.
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Chapter 1

I looked around at the building site for the King’s Brew Tap and smiled. In my mind, I could already see the people of Hagop gathered around the bar as they waited to sample the new brew or just enjoy an old favorite. It would be a welcoming place, with plenty of beer, snacks, and good company.

“I’m impressed,” my friend Rheingold mused. “Most men with two young children look like they haven’t slept in ages.”

“They do keep me up,” I admitted. “But we’ve got so much going on that I’m not sure I’d sleep anyway.”

“Clearly, you’re up for the challenge,” he noted with a grin.

I laughed and then turned to admire the view of Hagop. We were standing at the top of the hill, so I could see the sharp blue sky, the fishermen out on the river, and a flock of birds that flew from tree to tree. Springtime had just arrived in Hagop, and I was thoroughly enjoying the sunshine. It would also be my son’s first spring, and I already pictured us playing together in the fields. Well, he couldn’t really walk yet, but he had taken to pulling out grass in his fat little baby fists.

More importantly, the heart of Hagop felt more alive than it ever had since I’d arrived. The scent of sawdust, fresh paint, and the lingering aroma of brewed beer filled the air as I stood in front of the old Dwarven Guildhall with Rheingold and watched its transformation unfold.

“Don’t put that there!” a dwarven voice screeched, and I jumped back slightly to avoid a knock to the head from a beam that a pair of dwarves were carrying.

“They’re actually quick workers when they’re inspired,” Rheingold chuckled. “And right now, their spite is working to our advantage.”

“Yep,” I agreed.

It hadn’t been easy getting everything ready for the new beer tasting house, but it also hadn’t been the most difficult challenge I’d faced since I’d been dropped in the Hagop River. My partner, Babble the gnome, had managed to hire some of the most reliable dwarf contractors in the area, thanks to his prowess at the gambling tables. Otherwise, we would’ve been stuck with a lot of dud offers from other dwarves who were trying to sabotage our efforts. I was pretty sure at least two of the offers had come from some of Pyotr’s lackeys, though the dwarf hadn’t put in an appearance in town in some time.

“Should we take a look inside?” Rheingold suggested. “I want to check the taps.”

“That sounds like a great idea,” I said. “I haven’t poked my head inside in a couple of days, mostly because I thought I might lose it if I did. But you’re here, so maybe the dwarves won’t try to kill me.”

The alchemist laughed as we made our way past the ladders and buckets toward the guildhall. It wasn’t easy, since dwarves were scurrying around as well, and neither of us felt like challenging them because that would probably lead to a fight and a complete halt in our work.

“This is going to put Hagop on the brewing map for sure,” Rheingold declared. “And it’s huge for you as well. Imagine all the people that will come here for tastings, and then they can go next door and stay in Hilly’s hotel.”

“Uh-huh.” I nodded. “That’s the plan.”

“And I thought I should mention, regarding those beer taps,” Rheingold said as we stepped inside the old guildhall. “There’s not a single shred of the… well, the same stuff as the vats. No strange alloys. No metals that could set off the wrong kind of curiosity.”

“I get your drift,” I nodded. “That’s probably wise, given how some people feel about… the m-word.”

The thought of dwarven officials and mysterious new visitors from out of town had made us all wary of using anything remotely magical in the new beer hall, even though it played a large part in the production process, and in our lives in general. In fact, the vats Rheingold was referring to were made of Mithril, which had too many ties to magic to be safely used beyond our property. We sure as hell weren’t looking for any more trouble with the dwarves, and if any of them caught a whiff of the magic we were using, we’d be facing a lot worse than a pouting Pyotr.

It sounded crazy that we had to hide our brewing process, but magic was forbidden in the kingdom. It was still there, if you knew where to look, and besides, it wasn’t like we were casting evil spells or anything. We were just looking to make some of the best damn beer in the entire land.

“Yep, these taps are just good old-fashioned craftsmanship,” Rheingold said as he looked around at the chaotic scene. “You know, like I do for my other customers.”

“Well, I’m glad I’m your favorite client,” I said. “If I am, of course.”

“Well, you’re certainly my favorite customer,” Rheingold said. “And you know what? I’d say at this point that you weren’t only a customer, but also a collaborator. How about that?”

“I think you’d be right about that,” I chuckled. “We’ve certainly come up with more than a few designs together. Holy cow, will you look at this place?”

I could barely contain my excitement as I got my first good look at the old dwarven guildhall in days. It was starting to look like the King’s Brew Tasting Room I’d envisioned, and I felt like I was on the way to creating the heartbeat of the Hagop brewing scene.

The air was thick with the scent of aged oak, roasted barley, and the lingering spice of hops from the different types of beers that we had on offer. It was an intoxicating mix that made the space feel more alive than ever.

Or at least, more alive than when we’d attended it as the dwarven guild.

The main hall had been painstakingly restored, and it was looking pretty damn great. The place was illuminated by soft gold lanterns that hung from wrought-iron brackets. The stone and wood-paneled walls which had once looked grimy with age had been scrubbed down to reveal delicate carvings.

Rheingold had managed to contact some local artisans to make a few tapestries that depicted legendary feasts, brewing contests, and the people of Hagop raising their tankards in victory. They were amazing decorations that definitely set the tone for the place, but most importantly, they were good for insulation when the chilly winter months returned.

We’d redone the floor with sturdy, dark oak boards, and each board was sealed with resin to withstand the inevitable spills of ale, sauce, and crumbs. I didn’t imagine that they would keep their shine for very long, but still, I wanted to enjoy it for as long as we could.

But the biggest change we’d made was the addition of a circular firepit that dominated the center of the room. The old fireplaces were still there, but they weren’t big enough to provide enough heat in the middle of the space. So our new firepit was both a functional heat source and a communal gathering space, and it had been ringed with wide, polished stone benches where the good people of Hagop could sit, drink, and swap stories. And most importantly, talk about how amazing the beer they were drinking was.

My favorite addition, though, and what I felt made the place truly remarkable, were the taps themselves. Rheingold had obviously designed and built the taps, and each one was a little piece of his mechanical genius.

“Wow,” I said with a laugh as I approached the works of art that Rheingold had created. “These are truly something. You’ve outdone yourself.”

“Well, once I started I really threw myself into this project,” he replied. “I don’t always get the opportunity to make something as new and innovative as this.”

Each tap looked different, and even though I’d been there during the design phase, I was completely wowed by the results.

The ember tap was a stout, heavy brass tap that had been shaped like a dragon’s claw. It was enchanted to keep ales at the perfect temperature so that they didn’t lose their rich flavor. The frost tap had a silver-lined spout adorned with runic etchings that was designed to pour crisp lagers and pilsners with a refreshing bite. Even though the runic etchings looked a little bit magic, Rheingold assured me that they only said something along the lines of “Cheers to all our friends.”

The anvil tap was a sturdy, iron-forged tap built specifically for stouts and porters. I hadn’t made that many, but I figured that would change now that I had a place to sell all my creations. The tap ensured a thick, creamy head every time, and I couldn’t wait to test it on my next dark creation.

The cask lever was a rotating mechanism that allowed aged brews to be poured straight from wooden barrels at their peak flavor. This is where the designs got kind of crazy, but it was nice working with someone who was kind of adjacent to a mad scientist.

Last of all was the gravity tap, which barely made any sense to me. It was the most experimental thing we had, and it was designed to pour multiple layers of beer into a single glass. I didn’t know when we’d ever use that or why, because I didn’t want to drink multiple types of beers at once, but Rheingold threw it in for free because he just wanted the challenge of creating it, and I figured it would be a good conversation piece for the patrons.

And after all, every good bar needed conversation pieces. If I was going to indulge the residents of Hagop on their first dates or at post-work drinks, they might as well have something to talk about over a King’s Brew. I’d managed to get my hands on some old gargoyles from an abandoned castle, and their piercing gazes looked over everyone in the bar. It could’ve been creepy, but the place was so well-lit and convivial that even the gargoyles made for good companions. Overall, the space was cool as hell, and I was excited to share it with the rest of the town.

After all, the place was designed to be communal. I’d lined the sides of the hall with long, heavy wooden tables, and their surfaces were etched with beautiful, intricate patterns. The center near the firepit had a few scattered barrel tables to allow smaller groups to stand and sample beers while chatting, but mostly, it encouraged people to sit and talk.

“It’s a place to welcome all,” Rheingold said with a nod of approval. “Beer shy and beer curious alike. Dwarves, humans, and elves all gathered together… it’s like a tale of old.”

“I’m not sure how many elves are going to be interested in the good stuff,” I replied. “They prefer… I don’t know, fancy wines and stuff that’s far more delicate than anything I’ve made.”

“Anything you’ve made yet,” Rheingold corrected me.

The dwarves were nearly done with the conversion, and aside from a few small jobs, the place was ready for its first customers. All I had to do was set the date and make the announcement. But before I did that, I wanted to make sure that there would be plenty of rooms available for any out-of-town visitors.

“Let’s check up on Hilly,” I suggested. “I want to see how things are coming along at the inn.”

“I’m sure she has them all working overtime,” he chuckled. “I don’t know how she has the energy with a newborn, but last I heard, she had them running in terror if they fell too far behind schedule.”

“To be honest, I think managing the extension is one of the only things keeping her sane after all those sleepless nights,” I said as we headed back into the hustle and bustle of the main street. “She loves to work, so it just puts her in the zone.”

“Well, she’s certainly good at it,” he replied.

Hagop was just beautiful in this almost-spring weather. There was still a little bite in the air, but everything smelled cool and fresh. I could hear a few seagulls in the distance as they waited for the opportunity to steal something from the fishermen, but otherwise, the world was quiet.

So it was hard to miss the loud, joyful laugh that split the air.

“I know that laugh,” I said with a smile, and I spotted Hilly in the distance, where she was standing outside her newly-renovated tavern.

She looked as radiant as ever, even though she’d spent the last few weeks balancing brewing, renovations, and taking care of a newborn. I had no idea how she did it all, but clearly, she was incredible.

“Why, hello, Mr. King,” she said with a giggle when she spotted me.

I could swear that my entire body turned to goo, at the sound of her voice. I noticed her apron was already splashed with ale, but that wasn’t a surprise, even though it was still early in the day.

The sleeves of her cream-colored blouse had been rolled up to her elbows to reveal freckled arms, though the rest of her top was hidden beneath a deep forest-green vest that was cinched in at the waist. Her brown leather boots were well-worn but sturdy, and a belt of tools hung at her hip.

The lines in her face revealed her fatigue, but she was still one of the most beautiful women I’d ever seen. She practically glowed with that hard-earned satisfaction that came from keeping her business thriving, her baby healthy, and her loved ones well-fed and, most importantly, well-drunk.

“What’re you doing today, Mrs. King?” I asked as we strode toward her.

She’d actually left the house well before I had this morning because she said she couldn’t think about anything else.

“Just polishing,” she called back to me. “Look at this place, Tyler. Things are looking pretty good.”

“It sure is,” I agreed.

Our businesses were now closer to each other on the main street, but more importantly, it meant that she’d been able to knock out the walls of her new place and turn it into something truly special. The heavy oak doors to the old dwarf house had been polished, and gold lanterns on either side gave them a golden aura. The windows sparkled in the sunlight, and the interior glowed with warm, rich woods and fresh tapestries. There was even a hint of roasted barley and spiced brandy in the air, with a bit of butter underneath.

“That smells incredible,” Rheingold said as he looked around. “You’re going to turn Hagop into the biggest culinary haven in this part of Rothbart.”

“Well, I’m not so sure about that.” The tavern owner giggled with obvious pride. “But we do have a new chef who’s really… spicing things up, as you always say, Tyler.”

“Is he making butter?” Rheingold asked as he sniffed the air.

“Indeed he is,” she said with a proud smile. “Herbed butter using herbs from his own garden.”

I was shocked to see an elf appear from the corridor. I hadn’t asked a lot of questions when Hilly said she’d found the perfect chef for the restaurant, and I’d assumed it was one of the usual suspects, which was basically any creature other than an elf.

This one had the typical light-colored features and eyes of the elves, though he didn’t have the insufferable superiority. He was wearing the typical white jacket and hat of a chef, which made his skin look even paler.

“Greetings,” he said with a bow. “My name is Gorky.”

He had a slight accent that told me he was from a different part of Rothbart, but Hilly only shrugged when I glanced at her.

“Pleasure to meet you, uh… Gorky,” I said.

I didn’t go so far as to bow because it would’ve looked awkward as hell at my height, but I did tip my head ever so slightly.

“Hilly has chosen me as the chef of this fine new establishment,” he said with pride. “And that was no easy feat. I’m sure you’re aware of how many creatures large and small were interviewed for this coveted position at the center of Hagop.”

“I am,” I replied. “There was a straight week of interviews, night and day.”

“I had no idea,” Rheingold said. “Was the competition tough?”

“Very,” Hilly declared. “But Gorky was far above everyone else. He’s going to lead a top team of sous chefs, and we’re going to create the finest dining establishment in all of Hagop.”

“How wonderful,” Rheingold murmured as he gave another once-over to the new elven chef.

One of my favorite things about Rheingold was that he was an honest man, but it meant that he was currently having a hard time hiding his doubts about an elven chef. The alchemist’s eyes narrowed slightly, and he made a humming sound.

“And, uh, where are you from, Gorky?” I asked.

“The cold wetlands of the mountains,” he said. “My family has had a distillery there for years, but I always wanted to venture into the flatlands and see what was happening in the city.”

“Well, that’s mighty brave of you to want to set up a life somewhere else,” I said. “It can be a real challenge when you don’t have any friends or family nearby.”

“Indeed,” Rheingold said, and he lifted an eyebrow. “Brave indeed.”

“So how much longer until you’re ready to open?” I asked as I turned to Hilly.

“Not long,” Hilly replied quickly. “We’re waiting on the linens I ordered for the rooms, and there’s still some door knockers and little things like that that we need to sort out. But all the big stuff is done. Even in the kitchen.”

Hilly smiled at Gorky, who nodded in agreement.

“We’re ready to start serving,” he said.

“I’m sure you’ll wow them,” I replied.

Our elven chef gave a deep bow and then retreated to the kitchen when something clattered to the floor.

“I know what you’re going to say,” Hilly warned when both Rheingold and I started to open our mouths. “But I trust that elf. He came with some excellent references, and he’s not from this part of Rothbart, so he’s not likely to be working with any of the local elves.”

“They could’ve brought him in exactly for that reason,” I pointed out.

“I’ve tasted his food,” she said. “It’s amazing.”

“Even if you’re right, how long do you think he’ll stay once the elves here start bending his ear?” Rheingold tilted his head and then sighed in disappointment.

For my part, I shuffled my feet and looked around the room. I didn’t want to end up in a fight between my wife and my best friend.

“I can’t believe you talk about your customers like that, Rheingold,” Hilly said. “I know that you do work for the elves as well, and I’m sure they wouldn’t be happy to hear how you feel about them.”

“I’d like to think my experience with the elves makes me an authority on the topic,” Rheingold said. “They are a highly judgmental folk.”

“And I like to think that by working together, we’ll inspire better relations in the city,” Hilly said. “Because the people of Hagop are good, overall, and--”

“Even that guy?” Rheingold muttered as he motioned to one of the construction dwarves who had just come through the back door.

The dwarf barely glanced at us, but his expression changed when he saw me. His face twisted into an uncomfortable glare, and it lingered just a little bit too long on me before he turned to his work. He knew that we could see him, but he still didn’t seem to care about his look of defiance.

“You know what, Rheingold,” Hilly said, and for a hot second, I thought that she was going to agree with him. “That’s not my chef. That’s a contractor who belongs to a different species.”

“Hildegard,” Rheingold rolled his eyes in exasperation, but the innkeeper winked at me.

It was her business, and I had faith that if anyone could whip a well-meaning creature into a good collaborator that surpassed expectations of all human-elf relations, it would be her. She was just such a straightforward woman, and I knew that everyone who came into her tavern or did business with her respected her.

“You know that this is a good decision,” Hilly said.

“Are you asking if I agree with you or telling me?” Rheingold asked.

“I’m not sure,” she shrugged. “All I know is that I’m right.”

“What else is new?” Rheingold chuckled as he nudged me.

The door opened again, but it looked like nobody was there, not even a dwarf. So that meant…

“Hey!” a small voice shouted. “I thought you two were going to be at the new brewhouse!”

Babble had his hands folded over his chest as he glared at us. Then the gnome blinked a few times before he cocked his head and sighed.

“Sorry, Babble,” I laughed. “My head was in the clouds, and I got thinking about beer taps. We just sort of ambled over here.”

“Ah, how characteristically obsessive of you,” he said in a cheery tone. “And Hilly, what decisions have you been toiling over today?”

“I’ve been deliberating over doorknobs,” she replied. “And it’s not as easy as it seems. There are just so many options on the market these days. The contractor showed me five possibilities”

I grinned as I imagined how lost Hilly would be if she ever ventured inside a Home Depot. But there was no way that was ever going to happen, and I was never so happy to abandon cars and iPads for the fresh air and mystical alchemy of Hagop.

“Let me know if you want any finishing touches, Hilly,” Rheingold said. “I know that I’ve been very busy with the new tasting house and you have a good team of builders on the case, but if anything needs another look or you want some detailing…”

“Let me guess. You want to make sure that there’s some kind of spell in the walls to make sure no funny business is going on?” She lifted an eyebrow. “Rheingold, I know you’re making a kind offer.”

“Me, working magic?” Rheingold laughed. “Why, you know that’s…”

Rheingold waved his hand in the air and then held a finger to his lips. Hilly gave him an unimpressed look, and I couldn’t help but chuckle to myself. because we all knew he would put a protection spell on the place if he could.

“But putting that aside,” Hilly finally said. “As long as there’s nothing illegal involved, I would love to showcase some of Rheingold’s superior craftsmanship in the place. I’ll let you know when everything on our list has been checked off.”

“Ah, perfect,” the alchemist said with a smile.

“Did I miss something?” Babble asked. “What’s everyone talking about?”

“Rheingold is suspicious of my head chef,” Hilly said.

“Not because he doesn’t seem qualified,” Rheingold elaborated. “Just on principle.”

“Oh, that elf guy with the funny accent, right?” Babble asked as he glanced toward the kitchen. “Yeah, yeah. He seems a little too earnest to cause any real trouble.”

“But those elves are conniving,” Rheingold said. “Maybe not out in the country, but here in Hagop, I’m sure they’ll try to persuade him to join their battle against Tyler.”

“And one of the construction dwarves shot us daggers on his way in,” I said. “I’m sure they’ll tell him all sorts of stories about me and how I stole the guildhall from them.”

“I’m not saying you aren’t special, Tyler,” Babble sighed. “But you know the dwarves do that to anyone they don’t like. Especially if they’re tall, and extremely handsome.”

“Uh, thanks,” I said as Hilly blushed.

“Now, don’t get me wrong,” Babble continued. “The dwarves have plenty of reasons to dislike you. And to be honest, I wouldn’t be surprised if some of them were trying to scheme against you right now. But the important thing to remember is this. If you end up in another grudge book, I’ll do everything I can to help you. I’m not saying it’ll work, but I will try.”

“Well, thanks.” I rolled my eyes. “That’s really inspirational, Babble.”

“What?” he sniffed. “Come on. You’ve been in a grudge book before, and we managed to claw our way out of that one. So we already know what to do.”

I thought back to Cassian and the hell I’d been put through to get that measly little troublemaker off my back. It didn’t think the guy would actually kill me, but he’d certainly created more than enough problems for me.

And with my business on the rise, I couldn’t take any chances. Plus, I had a family, so it wasn’t like I had the time or energy to deal with something as silly as a grudge book.

“I’ll do whatever’s necessary not to end up in another grudge book,” I said. “It’s a pain in the ass.”

“I think your Royal charter should help with that,” Rheingold noted. “People know that challenging you is the same as challenging the King, and there aren’t many who want to do that. Obviously, the most pesky buggers will still want to bother you, but they always would’ve bothered you anyway.”

“I suppose that’s true,” I sighed. “Just something I have to watch out for here in Hagop, I guess.”

“Now,” Hilly said as she sidled up to me. “I’ve been so busy over here that I haven’t had time to see how things look at the old guildhall. How does it look?”

“It’s looking so much better,” Rheingold said with a proud swell of the chest. “There’s some real genius craftwork going on in that establishment. Your husband really put together a fine, fine group of artisans. The taps are particular wonders.”

“I thought you were the only person my husband-- I mean, Tyler, hired,” Babble said.

Hilly snorted at the verbal faux pas, and I grinned as well.

“Well, sure, I may be blowing my own horn.” Rheingold shrugged. “But what’s wrong with that? I’m proud of my work.”

“If you want to see all this fine work for yourself, it’s a nice day, and I’m sure your crew here can handle things without you for a little bit,” I said. “And I think Flora was coming to town with Baby Hugh at one point. She had a meeting with a client for an upcoming event, and you know how much the babies like to play together.”

“I could use the break,” Hilly admitted. “And it is a nice day.”

“Are you sure that this place is in safe hands?” Rheingold asked as he glanced toward the kitchen again.

“Extremely safe hands, Rheingold,” Hilly said as she took my arm. “I’ve been in this business for years, and I trust the key holders here.”

“Just checking,” he insisted as we headed for the door. “Safe hands… certainly some small hands.”

“I have very small hands,” Babble pointed out and then harrumphed. “It doesn’t make me a bad person. If they were any larger, they wouldn’t look right. They’d look weird.”

“I know, I know, I have to drop it,” Rheingold muttered once we were in the street. “I’m sure that there are good elves out there, and working for such an important establishment in the town is an honor, whether you’re a human, an elf, a dwarf, or even a gnome.”

“That’s how I look at it,” Hilly said. “And it’s how I expect all my employees to view it as well.”

Rheingold shrugged, but the weather was so perfect that we soon forgot about his worries. We smiled and joked with each other, and by the time we reached the new tasting rooms, Flora was standing outside with Baby Hugh.

“Yoo-hoooo!” the blonde baker called out.

It felt like my very own sun had decided to shine on me as she smiled and walked over. Flora was wearing a light pink shift that hugged her curves and a gray apron that had been smudged with a little flour. She was carrying Baby Hugh, who was holding something in his hand that I didn’t recognize.

“Hey,” I said. “Have you seen the inside yet?”

“Oh, yes,” Flora said with a nod. “And look what our little guy found!”

The Baby’s chubby fingers were wrapped around what looked like an old, carved totem. Even to my untrained eye, it looked dwarven, and the small, rough-hewn hard wood was barely the size of Hugh’s little fists. A few runes spiraled along its sides, and some of them looked like they carried a faint shimmer. The figure on the face of the stone was of a stout, bearded dwarf, who gripped a key in one hand and a hammer in the other.

“Where the blazes did he get that?” Hilly asked as she tilted her head to get a better look at the thing.

“It was definitely made by dwarves,” Rheingold said.

The baby’s grin widened as he let out a tiny, delighted squeal, and then he hugged the totem to his chest like it was his new favorite toy.

“He found it in the corner under one of the tables.” Flora shrugged. “He’s been getting into everything he can reach!”

“Isn’t that good?” I said. “Babies should be crawling all around.”

“I’m not so sure,” Rheingold lifted an eyebrow. “I mean, about the totem and not the crawling. I don’t know anything about babies. But there’s no way that was just lying around. Dwarves are known for their rituals and traditions, so I doubt this is just some forgotten trinket.”

“You think it was planted,” Babble said and nodded in agreement. “Just like a dwarf. It’s probably cursed or something”

“No, nothing like that,” Rheingold replied. “But I’ve seen these before. I wouldn’t be surprised if it was on one of the rafters or in the wall somewhere. It’s used to keep watch. You know, to keep a place safe using dwarven… um…”

“Dwarven what?” Flora asked as she tried to control a squirming Hugh.

“Well, you know.” Rheingold looked around before he quickly ushered us inside.

I could hear a few workmen in one of the backrooms, but the main room was empty. We looked around for a few minutes, and then we took seats by the firepit. Flora set Baby Hugh on the floor, which distracted him enough that he dropped the small carving on the floor

“It’s possible this has been here for decades,” Rheingold murmured as he picked it up. “But… it might also be a new addition. Something to help them keep watch over what you’re doing.”

“But why would they risk it?” Flora asked. “They might get in trouble… especially since there’s…”

The blonde trailed off and looked around.

“Magic involved,” Hilly finished for her.

Flora moved to the floor to sit with our son and to keep him from venturing too far away. Hugh looked up at her with one of his giant grins and spotted the piece in Rheingold’s hands. He held out his chubby fists, and after a moment, Rheingold gave it back to him.

“Look at you,” Flora cooed to Baby Hugh as he made his new totem look like it was flying.

I smiled because it was so much fun watching him discover new things and to see how much of his play was just like mine. But just as Flora turned her head to listen to something the alchemist was saying about the weird little totem, Hugh’s entire expression changed and his eyes locked onto me.

The Baby lifted his finger and pointed straight at me as his little face scrunched up in concentration.

“Oh, I know that look,” Babble said. “He’s going to fart.”

Before I could tell the gnome that was ridiculous, a tiny flicker of blue light leaped from his fingertip. It popped and crackled in the air, no bigger than an ember flying off a fire, but it was definitely there.
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Chapter 2

I thought that I was the only one who’d noticed that brief spark, but the room had fallen completely silent. The only sound was the faint hum of the builders in the background while we all stared at the baby who had produced a spark from…

Thin air.

Hugh was oblivious to the shockwave he had just caused, so he giggled and bashed his dwarf totem against the floor like any happy child would.

Flora, on the other hand, was still staring at him like she’d just seen a ghost sprout wings.

“I…” she started. “I don’t think that comes from my side of the family.”

I looked down at my own hands. Hell, neither did I. I mean, I had a good instinct for brewing, and I knew when a batch of ale was coming together just right. I knew how to balance the right flavors, scents, and textures, but that was hardly magical.

I was no alchemist, like Rheingold. The most magical thing I’d ever done was fall into a vat of beer and end up in the Hagop River, and I still had no idea how that had happened.

“Ummm,” I said. “Well, I don’t either, to the best of my knowledge…”

“Looks like you’re going to have some explaining to do, Flora.” Babble lifted an eyebrow and gave the baker a stern look.

“Oh, don’t be silly,” the blonde said as her cheeks flushed rosy pink. “He looks exactly like Tyler! And I’m sure that babies produce sparks of fire all the time. I mean, he has enough strange fluids coming out of him at any point.”

Here was Hugh, a baby barely old enough to string together more than a few sounds, and he was pointing his sticky little fingers and sending sparks into the air like it was the most natural thing in the world. Maybe that was perfectly ordinary in Hagop, but back in Portland, his parents would’ve rushed him to the ER.

The baby looked up at the ceiling and pointed at the light fixture with great gusto. A small flame crackled off the tip of his finger, and I could even smell a faint hint of smoke.

“A truly explosive child,” Babble muttered under his breath. “But then again, if he couldn’t produce fire and smoke, what fun would that be?”

“As far as I know, my child hasn’t done anything like this,” Hilly said, though she looked worried.

Hilly, who had somehow managed to birth the most well-behaved baby to ever grace Hagop, had left our daughter Charlotte at home for the morning with Solara. She was still so small she could barely lift her own head, but we were both wondering if she would end up shooting fire, too.

“What the heck is going on?” I asked as I turned to Rheingold. “Is this the kind of stuff you did as a child?”

“Yes, Rheingold,” Flora said as she looked at the alchemist. “You must know about this kind of thing.”

“Not too loudly,” he said as he looked around to make sure that there weren’t any dwarves lurking nearby.

“Oh, now he’s concerned about bringing up magic where there might be people listening.” Hilly rolled her eyes.

“Look.” Rheingold sighed, picked up Baby Hugh, and started to bounce him on his lap. “Sometimes things like this happen. Children born in environments where there are strong elements, of… you know. They can pick things up. Like how a child raised around music hums tunes before they can talk, or how some of the greatest dancers walk on their tippy toes from a young age.”

“I wasn’t raised around magic,” Flora sighed. “Not that I remember. Could he really have magical powers even if his parents didn’t?”

“Well, it doesn’t always come in glowing runes and flashy spells,” Rheingold replied. “Or, you know… in the shifting of one element to the next. Not all of it is that complicated.”

“I suppose we have the mithril,” Hilly whispered and looked around again. “You would’ve been around a lot of that while pregnant.”

“Sometimes it lingers in bloodlines, in places, in circumstances,” Rheingold continued. “And after all, Tyler did literally appear out of nowhere. That’s rather magical.”

Another hush fell over the group as everyone turned their gaze to me.

I thought about my childhood back in Portland, but I definitely hadn’t shot any light from my fingers back then. And while many of those memories seemed like a different life now that I barely remembered, I was sure I’d know if I’d been able to do anything like that.

“Sorry,” I replied. “But before Johannes fished me out of the river, I displayed zero talent for magic.”

“Well, I guess the only thing we can do is keep an eye on him,” Hilly said as she glanced at Hugh. “But if he starts doing this kind of thing around other people…”

We all turned to look at Baby Hugh then, and the happy little boy grinned up at all of us in return.

“I hope the other babies aren’t mean to him,” Flora grumbled.

The baker took her son from Rheingold’s lap and held him close to her breast. As she took the baby, a beam of light coming through the window reflected against her wedding ring and hit me in the eye. That reminded me that both Hilly and Flora were wearing mithril wedding rings, and so was I. I wondered if somehow the magical effect could make its way into a person, and from there, into their children.

I looked at Rheingold, who was studying the dwarven figurine that Hugh had found. It was probably best if he wasn’t teething on a piece of dwarven history, especially if it was really a device for spying on us.

“I think we should dispose of this,” Rheingold said as he turned over the wood in his hand. “But we need to be careful how we do it. We don’t want to create any bad energy.”

“Can we burn it?” I asked.

Rheingold studied it more closely and then finally nodded.

“I think that would work,” he replied.

“Let’s do it at home,” I said and looked around. “Where no one will notice.”

My wives nodded in agreement, so after we did another quick tour of the hall, we stepped into the yard of the dwarven guild, into the last rays of sunlight. We were still in the season where it was frosty once the sun went down, so we bundled ourselves in our coats and scarves as soon as we were outside the door.

“It’s biting, isn’t it?” Rheingold shook his head and grumbled as he thrust his hands into the pockets of his shearling coat. “The cold wind, I mean. It comes back when you least expect it.”

“I can get the cart,” I suggested. “That might be faster anyway.”

The stable that came with the old guildhall was just behind the main building, so I went around back to get Clementine. The little donkey greeted me when I appeared, and I scratched her nose before I hooked her up to the cart. Once the donkey was secure, I led her around front.

Hilly climbed in first, and Flora passed Hugh over to her before the baker climbed in after the tavern owner.

“I swear,” Hilly said. “This baby has more energy than a barrel of spiced brandy.”

“You’re telling me,” Flora sighed as she joined her. “Are you joining us, Babble? I have some new buns at home that need testing.”

“It’s tempting,” the gnome replied. “But I’ll need to be back by nightfall. That’s when the real gambling starts, and a gnome’s got to make an honest living somehow. I don’t like to be distracted from my work, but if you’re telling me that something needs testing…”

“Oh, it absolutely needs taste testing,” Flora said with a laugh. “Of that I’m most certain.”

“Well, then, I guess I’ll have to be of assistance,” Babble said and climbed in as well.

I was just about to click the reins to let Clementine know she could head for home when I thought I saw something move. I squinted at the narrow alley that ran between the old stone walls of the guildhall and a neighboring shop, and while it was quick, I was sure I’d caught the unmistakable shape of a dwarf before he disappeared into the darkness.

“Something wrong?” Flora asked.

I turned to reassure her, but I glanced at Rheingold, who looked like he’d also seen it.

“I thought I saw a dwarf,” I said. “Lurking behind the guildhall in the alleyway.”

“Oh, that doesn’t sound suspicious at all,” Hilly said in a dry tone of voice. “In fact, I’m glad the dwarves are watching you. At least we won’t have to hire security.”

“We should take a look,” I said to Rheingold and Babble. “Ladies, we’ll be right back.”

“You can’t get in a brawl without me!” Babble said as he puffed up his chest. “I was instrumental in winning this place, and I’m going to do everything I can to protect it.”

“He’s probably long gone by now, but it’s still worth a look,” Rheingold muttered as we made our way toward the shadowed alley.

The streets of Hagop were familiar to me by now, so I knew which cobblestones were loose and which corners creaked under a bootstrap. Still, the area didn’t lend itself to sneaking around, though at least the guildhall’s stone walls cast long shadows in the softening sunlight where we could hide. We rounded the corner quickly and quietly, but the dwarf was already gone.

I probably shouldn’t have been surprised, but the dwarves sometimes stuck around just to harass me.

“Looks like he disappeared into thin air,” Babble said as he looked around.

“Unlikely,” Rheingold sighed. “People never seem to understand just how difficult it is to accomplish that sort of thing.”

“Don’t tell Solara that,” Babble snorted.

“Well, it looked like a dwarf to me, and there are certainly plenty of them in Hagop beside the ones who’ve been doing the work around the hall,” the alchemist noted.

“Yeah,” I sighed. “But it’s been hard to shake the feeling I’m being watched since we took over the guildhall.”

“I may have an easy fix for that,” Rheingold said as he pulled the totem out of his pocket. “Once we toss it in the flames, I’m sure you’ll feel much better.”

We headed back to the cart, but I kept checking the shadows for any more mysterious figures. I even jumped when a cat knocked over an empty bottle, but the three of us laughed it off nervously.

“I say rest your mind tonight,” Rheingold said as he hopped into the cart. “There’s something far more important to worry about anyway.”

“What’s that?” I asked.

“You have a magical child,” Rheingold said. “And, if you recall, magic isn’t legal in most parts of Rothbart. Especially not Hagop.”

“Oh, right,” I muttered and sighed. “I actually had forgotten about that.”

“Don’t worry,” Rheingold assured me. “There are… possibilities.”

This time, Clementine set off, and we were on our way back to the estate. The sun was nearly gone by the time we arrived, so there was a chill in the air that made me happy to see the warm lantern glow by the door as we arrived. It felt good to know that Solara had been holding down the fort while we’d all been working, and the familiar scent of hops, warm bread, and smoldering firewood filled the air as we stepped inside.

There may have been a lot of things to deal with, from angry dwarfs to royal orders for more beer, but this felt like home.

Solara was floating around by the hearth, but the jinn straightened up the moment he saw us.

“Ah, you’re back!” he said as he stretched. “Just in time. Charlotte’s fed and sleeping.”

Hilly immediately stepped toward a cradle in the corner, where our newborn Charlotte snoozed peacefully. The dark-haired woman sighed with relief and brushed a soft hand over the baby’s wispy tufts of black hair.

“You have quite the touch, Solara,” Hilly said.

“Well, I am a natural caretaker,” Solara replied. “Magic is all about balance, and so are babies. Feed them, burp them, make sure that they don’t suddenly explode into tiny fireballs of chaotic energy…”

“Funny you should bring that up,” I said to the genie.

Flora was studying Solara as well, and I could tell she’d had the same thought I did about Hugh’s sudden abilities.

“Why?” Solara asked as he followed us into the kitchen.

“Drink?” I offered as I glanced at Rheingold.

“Please,” he sighed and shook his head.

I poured a cup of dark ale for Rheingold, one for me, and a smaller one for Babble, while Flora settled Hugh in his highchair. After that, we sat down around the table while the jinn hovered nearby.

“I feel like I am missing something,” Solara said as he looked around the table.

“You are,” the gnome said. “Some very important business happened while you were here. We’re selling you. Please pack your bags posthaste and forthwith.”

“Babble,” Flora shot him a look. “Don’t say silly things like that.”

“I just wanted to see the look on your face,” Babble said to Solara, who laughed.

“Quite silly,” Solara chuckled. “You see, I can’t be sold. Genies can only be gifted. But what’s happening? It’s obviously very serious”

“Watch this,” I said and pointed to Baby Hugh. “Hugh!”

Hugh’s eyes widened with interest as he fluttered his eyelashes. Then, the baby imitated me and pointed straight in my direction. But unlike me, a spark of light flew out of his finger followed by a large popping noise.

“Whoa!” Solara laughed with delight. “I’d done that a few times to entertain him, but I didn’t think that he could learn to do it! I’ve never met a human baby with such expressive magical powers.”

Baby Hugh pointed at Solara this time and made another little flash of light.

“So it’s your fault?” Babble asked. “That the baby is a human firelight?”

“Don’t be silly, Babble,” Hilly said. “He just has some special skills that other little babies his age don’t possess. But luckily we have someone here who is an expert on… such things…”

“Is it me?” Solara said with a goofy grin. “Am I the expert? Because I’m magic!”

The adults seated around the table exchanged awkward glances while the jinn spun happily around the room.

“Well, I guess you kind of are,” Flora replied. “But I think Hilly was referring to Rheingold. You know, since he’s a human who knows how to use magic and still lives in Hagop.”

“Ah, yes,” Solara sighed. “I understand. I’m an expert of my own magic, but Rheingold would know more about human magic.”

“Thank you for understanding,” Hilly said. “Now, I’m giving you the floor, Rheingold. You said there were possibilities, but what did you mean?”

“Well,” Rheingold grumbled. “Here’s what my folks always used to tell me when I was younger. There are places in the world where magic is thinner and harder to find. But there are also places where magic hums under your feet and in the very air you breathe. If you spend enough time around magic, or are just born in a magical place, sometimes that magic finds its way to you. It’s not an exact reason for why one child might have magic powers and another doesn’t. But controlling it is the important thing.”

“What if we can’t control it?” Flora asked as her eyes widened with worry. “What if Hugh becomes a tyrant and starts lighting the whole town on fire? I just want him to have a nice life like the rest of us, and--”

“Calm down,” Rheingold laughed. “Baby Hugh doesn’t have the powers to accomplish anything like that, and by the time he does have that degree of power, if he ever does, he’ll be able to understand the consequences.”

“Okay,” Babble said and nodded. “So our biggest priority at this point is making sure that Hugh doesn’t become an evil genius. That might be tricky.”

“Um, excuse me,” I said. “I don’t think he’s showing any signs of being an evil genius. He’s one of the happiest babies I’ve ever met.”

“True, but people change, Tyler,” Babble nodded. “Especially babies. Sometimes they just change, and there’s nothing you can do about it.”

“Okay, we’re getting off-topic,” Rheingold said. “But yes, it is important that Hugh uses his powers for good. And not just that, but that they are channelled in a healthy way. It’s important that he sees them as helpful, not something to be feared or shunned.”

“But magic isn’t legal in Hagop,” Hilly said. “So he’d have to hide what he can do.”

“What a shame,” Flora sighed. “Can you imagine having these powers and not being able to use them? Oh, but of course you do, Rheingold. I just meant… It seems like such a waste.”

“You’re right,” Rheingold agreed. “It would be unfair for these powers to go to waste.”

“So what are our options?” Flora asked. “Because I don’t know any other children with these powers, and if there are any in Hagop, nobody is talking about it.”

We all looked at Rheingold again, and the alchemist seemed to ponder the question for several minutes.

“There is an option,” Rheingold said quietly as he started to shift his glass around in circles. “There’s an academy where he could learn to control his powers, but obviously, he’s too young for that.”

“What kind of academy?” I narrowed my eyes as I waited for more information.

“Oh, he’s too young for school,” Flora said, and she took his little fist. “He can’t even speak!”

“Of course you’re right,” Rheingold said. “But if there’s a magical human child, I know they’d be interested in hearing about him. Have you ever heard of the Isle of Feather?”

Flora and Hilly both frowned, and Solara shook his head. Babble narrowed his eyes in thought, though he didn’t seem to know anything more than the rest.

“That’s…” Hilly started and then stared at the ceiling like the answer might be written there. “That island? Off the west coast of Rothbart?”

“Of course!” Babble shot up and did a little dance. “One side is part of the Kingdom, but the other side is independent.”

“Aye.” Rheingold nodded slowly and played with his glass again. “It’s one of those places that’s full of magic. They’re always conducting all sorts of alchemical experiments there, and some say, it’s even where the first brewers were born.”

“And you know this because…?” Flora asked. “I’ve certainly never learned that much about the Isle of Feather.”

“And we so rarely get visitors from there,” Hilly noted.

“Well,” Rheingold chuckled. “Because I was born there, of course.”

“What?” Hilly gasped. “I thought you were born in Hagop, just like me! I thought you’d moved out of the town center just to get a little peace and quiet while you worked on your commissions!”

“You’ve said it yourself that I have a long, complicated backstory,” Rheingold pointed out. “Do you even know how old I am?”

“No,” Babble chimed in.

“And you never will,” the alchemist quickly replied. “The only thing you need to know is--”

“You’re from a secret magical brewing island off the coast of Rothbart,” Solara interjected. “I wish you’d told me before. We could’ve compared notes and stories…”

“It’s not my fault that everyone assumed I was from Hagop!” Rheingold said in a frustrated voice. “Obviously, there are good reasons not to share that information with everyone. Besides, it’s not a secret island. It’s just… particular about who it welcomes.”

“I bet it would be secret if it could!” Babble shook his head. “But it can’t because islands are so, so big.”

“Uh, yeah,” Rheingold said and rubbed his nose. “Anyway. This academy is for magical children. Now, not everyone on the Isle of Feather is magical, but they don’t try to hide their skills like they do in Rothbart. If Hugh keeps showing signs of this gift, it may be the best place for him. They’ll teach him everything he needs to know, and maybe even help him discover some other magical skills he may have.”

“He’d be so far away!” Flora sighed. “I didn’t think I’d be sending my son off to one of those schools, even though I know all the noble children attend one. But my family has never been noble before!”

“Don’t worry, you’d see him a lot more than if he went to one of those noble schools,” Rheingold said. “The Academy isn’t designed for nobles.”

“Well!” Solara declared and waved a dismissive hand. “Now that we’ve solved that exciting mystery, we can--”

“We haven’t solved any mystery, Solara,” I said as Hugh shot another spark at the ceiling. “We have a few ideas, but that’s it.”

“Details,” Solara replied. “What matters is that I’ve done my duty today as the household’s magical caretaker. We now know that our dear little Hugh has the potential to become a great magician, and most importantly, Charlotte is still sleeping peacefully. I consider this an overwhelming success and bid you goodnight.”

Before we could protest, Solara spun around in the air, and as gold sparks whirled around him, he shrunk down into the shape of a lamp and floated onto the windowsill.

No wonder my son was so confident with magic.

“You say there’s good brewing on this island?” I asked as I turned to the alchemist.

“They’re famous for a very dark beer that they’ve been producing for generations,” Rheingold said. “It’s velvety and delicious. Very distinct.”

“That’s obviously something I’m interested in,” I said, and my mind wandered to some delicious dark porters or stouts I’d had.

“It would be an interesting addition to our own concoctions,” Flora agreed as she picked up Hugh. “But before you sweep Hugh away to the Isle of Feather, I need to sleep on it. Maybe I’ll have a dream that tells me what to do.”

“I like that approach,” Rheingold said and tipped his glass to her. “I’m sorry I don’t have more information, but it’s been some time since I was on the island. I just thought it would be worth considering, for you know, when he has to start school. He’d be surrounded by other magic users, so you wouldn’t have to worry about him.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Flora said. “Now, I’m putting this little one to bed. I’ll see you soon.”

“I can’t lie,” Hilly said with a tired look in her eye. “I need to go lie down. Between supervising the construction and tending to Charlotte, I’m starting to drag as well.”

“You deserve some horizontal time,” I said to the inn owner. “I’ll be up soon. But first…”

“First, we have something to dispose of,” Rheingold said with a wink, and he pulled the totem out of his pocket.

Hilly nodded in understanding, and she waved goodnight. We waited until her footsteps faded on the stairs, and then we made our way out of the kitchen into the yard. The night air was cool and thick with the scent of hay and barley, but neither of us noticed now that we had a mission.

I lit a torch as Rheingold made a small pyre for the dwarven totem.

“Are we going to have to say any incantations over this thing?” I asked. “Or will the fire destroy the spell?”

“None of that will be necessary,” Rheingold replied. “If we were trying to send something bad back their way, then there are some enchantments we could cast. But since we just want to end their spying, the fire will be enough.”

Rheingold placed the small piece of wood atop a pile of dry kindling and gave me a grin when he saw my look of disappointment. I’d been prepared for the thing to buzz or hum with some unnatural power, but it looked very ordinary.

“Now for the real magic,” Rheingold laughed, and he shot me a wink.

The alchemist reached for a flask at his belt, popped the cork, and poured a generous stream of high-proof liquor over the wood and the totem. The strong scent of malt and alcohol filled the air, and I had to admit it smelled pretty damn good.

“You know,” I said. “At first I thought that this all seemed a bit dramatic. But burning totems actually feels pretty cool.”

“It might not be dramatic,” Rheingold said with a laugh. “But it’s necessary. And it smells good.”

He flicked his finger toward the fire and smiled.

“What?” I asked as I wondered if he was testing my own ability to launch flames.

“Well, go on,” he said. “Toss the torch.”

“You’re sure?” I asked as a few doubts crept in. “It’s not going to explode and destroy my house and brewery? You don’t think they planted it there so we’d find it and burn it?”

“There’d be a lot more magic on the thing if it could do that,” Rheingold assured me. “Look. We don’t know who left it, or why, but a dwarf doesn’t just lose something like this. Not in their own guild, and not without a damn good reason. This wasn’t lost, it was hidden.”

I nodded in agreement and took a step closer to the small pile of wood. The wood cracked and popped as I touched the torch to the alcohol, and the flames licked at the kindling before they caught in a sudden burst of light. The fire flared, and within moments, the dwarven totem was totally swallowed by the blaze.

For a moment, nothing happened. We might as well have been roasting marshmallows over a nice, open fire.

But then, a sharp crack split the air. The totem split straight down the middle, and a hollow, rattling noise escaped as something inside it crumbled to dust. The runes that had once glowed faintly flickered one last time before dying out completely.

“Just as I thought,” chuckled Rheingold.

“Holy crap!” I tore my eyes from the fire and looked at the alchemist in disbelief. “What was that?”

“Just a little bit of runecraft,” he shrugged. “Nothing too serious, but still, it supports my theory that it wasn’t left by accident. It was subtle, so it could’ve been a ward, charm, a tracking spell… hard to say, really. But it was definitely there for a reason, whether it was placed there years ago or more recently.”

I felt my stomach turn at the thought that the dwarves would be out to get us once they realized I’d destroyed their magical device. But I was protected by the King, and even the dwarves would respect that, or so I hoped.

“It’s nothing that can harm Hugh, right?” I asked. “Like… that’s not why…”

“No, no, of course not,” Rheingold shook his head. “In fact, it wouldn’t surprise me if Hugh found it because he’s magically adept. Children like Hugh are naturally attracted to objects with power. We should be happy he found it. It gave us a chance to destroy the guild’s talisman.”

As I watched the last glowing embers die, I let out a sigh of relief. Hopefully, this would be the last time the troublesome dwarves bothered us, at least for a while. It seemed unlikely, but also I was growing in power around the city, and I didn’t think anyone would complain if I put a few dwarves in their place.

“I think I’m going to head back to my place,” the alchemist said as he watched the fire. “Nothing like some rune magic to give me ideas… I can already feel a few ideas taking shape.”

“All good experiments, I hope,” I said.

“No such thing as a bad experiment,” Rheingold said. “Unless you don’t learn anything. Or you die. That’s also not such a good thing.”

“You’re right about that,” I laughed. “I need to head upstairs myself. The opening of the new taproom is coming up, and I don’t want to be too tired to enjoy it.”

“Then I’ll bid you goodnight, Tyler,” the alchemist replied. “And don’t worry about Baby Hugh. We have time, yet. You have more important things to worry about for now.”

I sighed because it was true. There was still so much work to do at the tasting room, and I had several new ideas for beers that I wanted to try…

“I’ll see you soon,” I said and waved goodnight as the alchemist headed for the road.

I headed back into the house and shut the door behind me. The house smelled of hops and cinnamon and wood, and I let myself relax as the sense of home swept over me. I climbed the stairs as quietly as I could and slipped into my room. I pulled off my day clothing and lay next to Flora, who was sound asleep.

“Mmmm,” she murmured as she pulled a soft arm around me and snuggled up closer.

The feeling of her warm skin against mine was heavenly, and for a second, I felt totally at peace. This was what really mattered, my family, safe and happy together.

As I drifted to sleep, I remembered what Flora had said about having a prophetic dream. Maybe she was figuring out the answer to what we’d do about Hugh right as I was falling asleep.

In the morning, Flora shot up and sat up straight like that girl in The Exorcist. I was scared silly and cowered in the duvet as she smiled and turned around with the same creepy smile on her face.

“Tyler,” she said in her usual voice as the smile turned into her usual warm greeting.

I breathed a sigh of relief. Okay, so she wasn’t possessed after all.

“That’s me,” I said with a nervous laugh. “Uh… yeah…”

“I had a dream,” she said as she looked out of the window. “Of the Isle of Feather! I saw Baby Hugh, and he was a baby like he is now, but for some reason, he had all his teeth. And you were wearing a pink dress!”

“Is this necessary to the story?” I asked. “I don’t really want to hear about myself in a dress.”

“Well, no, I guess it isn’t important,” she murmured and thought for a moment. “But I think the dream was a good omen. I was dreaming of Baby Hugh on the Isle of Feather, and he was making the plants around him dance. Isn’t that nice?”

“That is pretty nice.” I shrugged. “And he seemed happy?”

“He wasn’t the only one,” she said. “There were lots of children there, and they were also making the plants around them dance. Oh, it was so lovely, they were all so cute. But I think that we should look at the Isle of Feather, Tyler. It would be hard to say goodbye to our baby boy for long stretches, but we should at least see what it’s like if it makes him that happy.”

“Mm.” I shrugged while I weighed the options. “Well, we’ve got a lot on our plate right now, but I think that a short trip to the Isle of Feather might be a nice getaway once we’ve got everything running smoothly. Just to see what it’s like. We don’t even know for sure they’d really welcome him.”

“Oooh, a secret mystical island,” she cooed. “I can’t wait to see what it’s like!”

I tried to picture it in my head, but I had no idea what the mystical island looked like since Rheingold hadn’t bothered to tell us. I sighed and then glanced at the sunlight that was slipping around the edge of the curtain. As fun as a secret island sounded, we really did have a lot to do today. For starters, Rheingold, Babble, Hilly, and I were going to the new tasting house so we could get it ready for the launch party.

We’d already brought a few kegs of the King’s Brew over to the old guildhall, so now we had to make sure the taps were all working and the final touches were made. Then we could finally open, which would probably involve a few more headaches.

“Right,” I sighed and pulled myself out of bed.

We rushed through our morning routine since everyone had places to be, and even poor Clementine protested as I roused her from her slumber and let her have a quick breakfast before I hooked her to the cart.

The ride into town was chilly, so even Clementine was inclined to move quickly. Babble and Rheingold were already waiting for us out front when we arrived, and while I wasn’t surprised to see Rheingold, I was impressed that the gnome was there. It was always possible he hadn’t been to bed yet, and if that were true, I owed him a huge thank you before he left for the day.

“Long time, no see!” I laughed as I stopped the cart in front of them.

“I’m excited to see the progress,” Rheingold said and rubbed his hands together. “I have to admit, this is my favorite project I’ve worked on in a while.”

“Even better than the vats?” I asked as we climbed out of the cart.

“It’s close,” he admitted.

I unlocked the door and led everyone inside. The morning sunlight slanted through the windows of the main room and cast warm golden rays over the polished floor and tables. We grinned at each other, and then while Babble followed Hilly to the bar, and Flora headed toward the kitchen, Rheingold and I went to the cellar to get the barrels for the tap.

But as I started pulling one of the barrels toward me, I felt something wet drop on my wrist. And then another one. I stopped and lifted my hand to the alchemist.

“There’s a leak.” I frowned and stared at the liquid on my skin.

“What?” Rehingold asked as he stopped and stared. “There shouldn’t be any leaks.”

“I know,” I said, and for a minute his blue gaze seared into mine as we came to the same conclusion.

“Check the beer,” we both said at the same time.

Rheingold found a screwdriver on the shelf, and we cracked the top of the barrel open.

The smell hit us first, and we both recoiled. It was a sharp, acrid stench that shouldn’t have been there. The King’s Brew carried depth, sure, full of notes of malt, hops, and usually a little bit of citrus.

But this? This smelled like vinegar.

I frowned and stuck my hand in the barrel before lifting my finger to my lips. The moment the taste hit my tongue, my stomach dropped.

The contents had soured. It was completely ruined.

“Shit,” I muttered as I tried to wipe the taste of the terrible beer from my tongue. “It’s bad. This has been tampered with.”

“Is everything okay down there?” Hilly called down. “Do you need any help?”

“It’s ruined,” I called out.

There was a moment of silence, and then Hilly’s footsteps pounded down the steps

“I’m sorry, what?” she demanded. “What in the Hagop do you mean, ruined?”

“Look at this,” Rheingold said.

I turned around to find that he’d decanted some of the botched beer into a glass. The amber liquid should have been smooth and crisp, but instead, it had a murky, cloudy tint.

“Oh, no,” my heart sank somehow even farther than before. “No, no, no.”

“What’s going on?” I heard Babble call out, and the sound of his small feet descended the stairs as well. “This doesn’t sound good.”

“It’s not,” Rheingold sighed.

“Smell that,” I said, and I handed Babble the glass to smell.

The gnome lifted it to his nose, took a single sniff, gagged, and shoved the glass back.

“Oh,” the gnome belched. “Oh, no, no, I was out far too late for this. Tyler, that’s not just ruined. That’s completely and utterly done for. Like skunk spray.”

“Yep, I figured,” I sighed.

“We should check the other barrels,” Rheingold said.

The alchemist quickly uncorked the remaining barrels while the rest of us looked on.

“How many barrels do you have here?” Hilly asked.

“More than I’d like to waste,” I sighed. “We were planning a party, you know. It’s only our regular King’s Brew, not any of the limited editions, but still, there will be guests who want King’s Brew.”

“I’m sure I still have some at the tavern,” Hilly offered. “We could bring it over if we have to.”

“It has to be sabotage,” Babble grumbled. “Beer doesn’t just turn overnight like this. My wager is that it’s the dwarves, and I’ll have you know that I’ve been on a particularly successful gambling streak lately. Those bastards are probably trying to get revenge.”

“You’re always on a successful streak,” Hilly huffed. “But you saw how bitter those dwarves were about you taking over the guildhall. I wouldn’t be surprised if this was their retribution.”

“We won it fair and square,” Babble replied. “If they want to be angry about that, they should be angry at Pyotr IV.”

“How is that any different from your more recent wins?” Hilly asked as she rolled her eyes.

“Because they’ve had time to recover from the loss,” Babble said.

“I don’t think they’ll recover from the loss of the guildhall anytime soon,” Hilly replied. “It was a lot more important to them than a few coins and trinkets.”

“A few coins and trinkets?” the gnome nearly shouted.

“I knew that dwarf was up to no good,” I growled. “We need to do something--”

“Before everyone gets worked up and storms off to Pyotr’s brewery, we should take a deep breath,” Rheingold warned. “We don’t have any evidence it was the dwarfs just yet, and the law will be on their side until we do.”

“And this batch?” I asked. “What are we going to do with it?”

“We’re going to figure out what’s wrong,” Rheingold said with a small smile. “Because I’m good at figuring such things out. But until we know what happened, nobody else is allowed in the building. Tyler, would you mind fetching my leather satchel from upstairs?”

“Got it,” I replied.

“And lock the doors!” Hilly called after me.

I bounded up the stairs and quickly locked all the doors. Then I looked around for Rheingold’s dark leather bag and finally found it next to a few long scrolls of building plans and instructions for attaching the taps. I grabbed the satchel, headed back downstairs, and handed the leather bag to Rheingold.

Rheingold emptied his satchel and spread the contents across a workbench. He poured the tampered-with beer into glass vials and small cauldrons. Beakers bubbled, strange vapors curled in the air, and a strong smell of vinegar mixed with the heavy aroma of roasted malt as he worked to isolate whatever had tainted the batch.

“I’m going to take a look at the small crevices and corners,” Babble said. “I’m the closest to the ground, so I can be of use in this situation.”

“I like your thinking,” I replied.

The gnome muttered to himself as he started to check pipes, taps, and barrels, while I focused on the higher areas the gnome couldn’t see.

“So this is just normal testing, right?” Hilly asked as she watched the alchemist work. “There aren’t any enchantments or spells involved?”

“You’ll be pleased to know that this is all perfectly legal,” he said as he added a tiny spoonful of red powder to one of the bubbling beakers. “Not an incantation in sight. Just pure elements, seeing how they react with one another. Anyone with the correct equipment and a basic knowledge of chemistry could carry it out.”

“That’s fine,” she said. “I just had to be sure.”

“Don’t worry,” Rheingold said and winked. “There won’t be any illegal activity in front of the guests.”

“Only in secret,” I added with a grin.

After one of the liquids turned a satisfying light orange color, Rheingold finally leaned back and rubbed his temples.

“I can’t find anything suspicious,” Babble yawned as he stepped out from behind a barrel. “But I feel tired and a bit nauseous. Does anyone else feel that way? Perhaps a curse has been placed on this room and all who enter it.”

“How hungover are you?” I asked.

“That doesn’t make any difference.” Babble straightened up and wiped the sweat from his brow. “Or it doesn’t, unless someone’s been using magic on me.”

“Okay,” I said and turned to the alchemist. “Rheingold, what are we dealing with?”

“The beer was soured,” he said, and he picked up a beaker full of cloudy liquid.

“Oh, no, really?” Hilly finally asked in a flat voice. “I never would’ve guessed.”

“Well, it could’ve been something far more nefarious!” Rheingold protested. “For all we know, you could’ve been cursed! But you weren’t. It was exactly as we thought.”

“So that’s it?” Hilly asked.

“If you let me continue, you’ll see there’s more,” Rheingold said.

“Then, please, enlighten us,” she said.

“May I continue?” he asked when she snorted.

“Please,” I said and gave my wife a warning look.

“Basically, it’s been tainted with a mold that alters the acidity and the structure,” Rheingold explained.

“Okay,” Hilly said thoughtfully. “That’s actually very impressive that you can tell that just from mixing a few liquids and powders.”

“Gee, thanks,” he muttered and then looked at me. “This type of mold grows naturally on the rocks in the Hagop river. So we’re looking for someone who spends time around the river rocks and is familiar with the mold.”

“Which means it was probably the dwarves,” I replied and crossed my arms. “That or the fishermen, but those are all great guys.”

“There is something that can counteract that reaction,” the alchemist said.

Rheingold pulled a notebook from his bag, and I glanced over his shoulder as he started to flip through the pages. It was full of illustrations he’d made of places and things he’d seen on his travels, though he flipped past the maps and sketches of animals to a section filled with plants. He slowed down to study each page, and when he found what he wanted, he tapped the sketch of a slender-petaled flower with curled edges.

“What’s that?” I asked as he pointed to a plant.

“Moonflower,” he said.

“Moonflower?” Babble asked. “Sounds a little woo-woo to me. You’re telling me that weird thing they claim glows at night and only blossoms under the full moon is real?”

“It most certainly is real,” Rheingold replied. “It’s a very unique plant, as you might imagine. It can neutralize the acidity in the tainted beer, and it will prevent anything similar from happening to the rest of your stock. More importantly, if we can find some, I can use it to reverse the damage that’s been done.”

“That’s great!” I exclaimed. “We can just pick some moonflowers--”

“Tyler, you can’t just pick moonflowers,” Babble interrupted. “I didn’t even know they were real until a moment ago.”

“Well, we can pick them,” Rheingold said slowly. “But they’re very rare. I’ve seen them a few times before, but only in places rich with old magic.”

“Huh,” Hilly grunted and then shifted uneasily for a moment. “Umm, I might know exactly where to find them.”

“Really?” I asked.

“Of course.” Rheingold smiled warmly at the innkeeper. “Your family’s lived here for generations. You probably know these lands better than anyone.”

“We’ve lived in the town for generations,” she corrected the alchemist and then sighed. “But I’ve seen those before, on land owned by some of my relatives. They live in the West Country, and the forests near their farm are filled with moonflowers. They’re everywhere out there, especially after it rains.”

“Well, that’s convenient,” Babble whistled. “Even though it is rather far.”

“Well, Babble, Rheingold, and I can collect the moonflowers,” I said.

“But what about me?” Hilly protested as she crossed her arms. “It’s my family, after all. They’ll let you pick all the flowers you want if I’m there. Otherwise, you’ll have to convince them yourself.”

“But you just gave birth,” I pointed out. “And you haven’t left Hagop since before Charlotte was born,”

“And you know that this isn’t just a day trip,” Babble said. “It would be a real journey.”

“But I’ve been cooped up for sooooo long,” she sighed. “I love spending time at the tavern and with Charlotte, but it’s been weeks since I’ve seen anything but the bar and the baby. Besides, Solara doesn’t mind spending time with the babies!”

“If I could just add something,” the alchemist said. “As much as I’d enjoy a trip to the West Country, I’m too busy with my commissions right now to leave Hagop. This is one trip you’ll have to make without me.”

“Sounds like a job for man and gnome,” Babble declared.

“Hmm,” I mused.

The thought of Flora, Hilly, and me in the West Country had a certain appeal. I didn’t know what it looked like, but I imagined a magical forest with glowing plants that would keep the darkest nights at bay. It had been a while since the three of us had done anything on our own, and if Hilly was well enough to travel again, then it could be a lot of fun.

“Hmm, what?” Hilly asked.

“I think we should talk to Flora,” I said. “Maybe she’d like to go with us.”

“I’d like that.” Hilly grinned for a moment and then looked at the small chemistry lab that was spread across the table. “And for now?”

“For now, we take these barrels back to the brewery,” I said. “Nothing is going to be stored here until the beer is fixed and the place is safe. And only then will we have our launch. Good?”

“Good,” the others nodded.

Flora had padded silently down the steps while we were talking, though, and her huff made us all jump.

“Nope,” the blonde declared. “There’s no way I’m letting any of you go to the West Country now. There’s too much to do.”

“But we can take Charlotte,” Hilly insisted. “You said she’s the most well-behaved baby you’ve ever seen, so we could take her with us.”

“Isn’t she a little too young to go on a voyage to the West Country?” Babble asked.

“She’ll be fine,” Hilly insisted.

“I just don’t want you to exhaust yourself,” Flora sighed. “You’ve been doing so much between the expansion and the new baby, and I’m worried you’ll exhaust yourself if you add another task to that list.”

“But I haven’t really been doing anything different,” the dark-haired tavern owner said. “It’s the same things I do every day, just with a baby in tow when Solara isn’t watching her. I just want to do something fun, which I feel like I haven’t done since Charlotte was born! Come on, you know it’ll be fun, and I could use some fresh air, a stiff drink, and some family time, and so could you.”

“Tyler?” Flora prodded as she leaned against the counter and crossed her arms. “What do you think?”

“Yeah, Tyler,” Hilly said, and her blue eyes seared into the back of my head. “You wouldn’t want to disappoint your wife, would you?”

“Both of you can do whatever you want,” I laughed. “I just want what’s best for you and the babies. But Hilly, if you’re up to it, I would love to go with you to the West Country to get moonflowers. And I’m sure Flora will, too.”

“Fine,” Flora sighed. “Looks like we’re going to the West Country.”
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Chapter 3

The morning air was crisp, cool, and breezy as we packed up the cart and readied ourselves for the journey west. Midnight, my black steed, stamped impatiently, and his breath clouded the light dawn.

Flora had stayed up half the night in a silent debate on whether she should come with us, and she’d alternated between watching Hugh sleep and pacing the floorboards of our bedroom as she tried to decide. She’d finally given in and agreed sometime after the rest of us had gone to sleep, and now the blonde was ready to go.

Hilly grinned with excitement as she pulled her dark hair into a braid. Her sleeves were rolled up despite the chill, and once she was done, she wrapped Charlotte in a soft, green shawl and held her close to her chest.

“Well, this will be fun,” Solara said. “Me and baby Hugh holding down the fort.”

“I’ve made you a map,” Rheingold said as he handed me a scroll. “Well, I didn’t really make it. I found one in the library and traced it for you.”

“That’s great,” I said as I opened it.

It looked like a straightforward route from my house through some woods, over a few hills, and across the vales. Obviously, it was going to take more than a few hours, but we wouldn’t be gone for months, either.

“And Babble isn’t here to see you off?” Rheingold asked as he looked around for the gnome.

“It’s too early for him,” I said and laughed. “But seriously, I think that’s a good thing. If he’s not here in the morning, it means that he had a successful night. Or that he got into a fight so bad that we’ll never see him again, but I somehow doubt that’s the case.”

“Never happened before,” Rheingold agreed. “And who would want to beat up a friendly gnome?”

“Well, other than me sometimes, I can’t think of anyone else,” I replied.

I lifted a few more wicker baskets into the back of the cart as well as an uncorked and untampered-with cask of beer that hadn’t been touched since it had been brewed. We thought it might be nice to come with a few gifts if we were going to be taking some moonflowers, and what could be better than some of the King’s Brew?

“Have a safe trip,” Rheingold said. “I should head back. I’ve got a ton of work to do.”

“And I should make sure Hugh hasn’t set anything on fire,” Solara said.

I shook hands with the alchemist and nodded to the jinn. As they walked off together, I loaded one last bag into the cart.

“Almost ready?” Hilly asked.

“Yep.” I nodded, and then I thought it might be wise to bring some simmon soda as well in case anyone was cart-sick. “I’ll be right back.”

I was making my way around to the brewery barn when I heard two familiar voices. I stopped and frowned, because I didn’t know what a jinn and an alchemist could be talking about so quietly.

“It needs to be done,” Solara said.

“I’m not disagreeing with you,” Rheingold sighed.

“If this sabotage doesn’t stop, we’re going to need something a little stronger than watchful eyes,” Solara urged.

“And what do you suggest?” Rheingold asked. “That we slap a big, magical barrier around the tasting room in the middle of town and just hope that nobody notices? We both know that isn’t going to happen.”

“A barrier would work, though,” Solara said. “You know, it’s not a bad idea.”

“Hilly will have a fit if she found out we used magic,” Rheingold sighed. “I don’t think Tyler would mind all that much, but you know if anything went wrong, we’d get arrested, and the brewery would be in jeopardy. And frankly, Hilly is scary when she’s angry.”

“You’re telling me,” Solara said with a low laugh. “But I guess you’re right.”

“Trust me,” Rheingold added. “If the dwarves even suspect that we’re tampering with anything arcane, they’ll be all over us like flies on honey, and they’ll be the first to report us to the authorities. We’re barely holding our ground as it is.”

“I know,” Solara said. “But it can’t continue this way.”

“Right now, we do what we can without drawing attention,” Rheingold said. “No magic, just vigilance. We have to hold the fort until they come back.”

Solara huffed, but since the pair seemed to have reached a decision, I made a thumping noise and then stomped around the corner.

“Ah, Tyler!” Solara said with a guilty, too-wide grin. “We thought you were off.”

“I just thought we should take some simmon soda as well,” I replied. “So what are you two conspiring about?”

“Not conspiring,” Rheingold chuckled. “We’re just worried about the dwarves’ next plans.”

“And you thought a magic shield would protect the taproom?” I raised an eyebrow at the pair, but only Solara gulped.

“No one’s putting up a magic shield,” the alchemist assured me. “Find the moonflowers, and we’ll keep an eye on everything here. No magic, no trouble.”

“No magic,” I agreed and looked at the jinn.

“No magic,” the jinn sighed.

Both men smiled, but it wasn’t totally convincing. Solara, just by his nature, was magical, and the alchemist often used it even when people didn’t realize it. But the girls were waiting, and the sooner we had the moonflowers, the sooner we could return and take care of the beer.

“Are you coming?” Hilly called out.

“Just grabbing some soda,” I replied.

I nodded to the two men and then stepped into the kitchen. I greeted Baby Hugh, who was playing with his breakfast mush, and then walked over to the pantry. I grabbed a large jar of the soda and headed back outside.

“We won’t get there before nightfall, but at least you have one of the fastest horses in the Kingdom,” Flora said as I climbed into the seat.

“It’s true,” I said, and I thought about Princess Juliette, who had sent me the horse.

Princess Juliette, who was now engaged to be my bride. Everything had happened so quickly once I’d earned my title, and then she’d scurried back to her castle shortly after Charlotte’s birth to attend to the last of her royal duties before she turned her attention to our wedding.

“Come on,” Flora laughed. “I want to see how fast this horse is!”

“Wave bye-bye!” Solara said as he appeared with Hugh and held the grinning baby in the air. “Bye-bye!”

“I’ll see you soon, my little prince!” Flora called out as a tear dribbled down her cheek. “I promise!”

“He’ll be fine,” I said as I waved to the baby. “He loves Solara, and now he can be the man of the house.”

Baby Hugh’s giggles followed us for several minutes before we were out of range. Flora sighed when she couldn’t hear him anymore, and then she opened the map next to me while Hilly fed baby Charlotte. I glanced at the map even though this part of the trip was familiar and braced myself for a numb butt by the end of the day.

I slacked the reins once we were well into the countryside, and Midnight began to gallop like he wasn’t hauling a cart with three adults, a baby, and all their luggage. It was impressive, and Flora laughed happily as we sped along the road.

The first part of our travels took us through the farmlands, where the roads were familiar. Well-trodden dirt paths meandered toward distant farmhouses, and the scent of fresh-cut wheat and damp earth hung heavy in the air. I was used to these haystacks, the weathered barns, and the small cottages with smoke curling from their chimneys, but I still enjoyed the ride past the wide, golden fields.

The land rolled in gentle hills, and eventually, the fields of Hagop gave way to wilder meadows where the air smelled of heather and salt. After a few hours, though, we’d traveled further west than I’d ever been before, and the land began to change.

It was flatter and rockier, and the plants didn’t grow very tall. A stiff breeze kept us company, and then as we came over a rise, I saw the ocean spread out before us.

It wasn’t just a glimpse of blue through trees, but a vast, unending blue with waves that rolled along the surface.

The dirt roads turned into paths that were carved along towering cliffs, so the ocean stretched out below us, while the sun danced on the waves. The sky looked bigger here, and the horizon stretched on to infinity.

I pulled the reins for the first time since we’d left just so I could admire the view.

“Wow,” I said as I inhaled the sea air.

Hilly grinned in the back and closed her eyes as she breathed in deep and slow like she was tasting the air itself.

“Feels good, doesn’t it?” Hilly asked. “Traveling can be tiring, but I knew that this would be refreshing for all of us. We really needed this after how manic these last few months have been.”

“Mmmhhmm,” Flora purred. “It looks like the ocean never ends.”

I’d never seen anything like it, not even when I’d lived in Oregon. The ocean seemed to be pulling at something inside me, and I felt at peace in a way I rarely did.

“So, is this where your family lives?” I asked hopefully.

“Unfortunately, no,” she said and shook her head. “But it’s always my favorite part of the journey. If we didn’t have such a fast horse, we’d still be hours away from this. So at least we can take a little time to soak it in.”

“I agree,” Flora said. “And I’m glad that you talked me into it.”

I got Midnight moving again a few minutes later, though we weren’t racing like we had been. I was happy just to drink in the salty air and the bright sunshine for as long as I could.

The coastal path eventually curved inland, though, and led us away from the cliffs. I was disappointed as we turned our backs on the vast stretch of water, but once we entered the woodlands, that’s when the real magic began.

The trees were the first thing that changed, though it was subtle closer to the cliffs. In the woods, the trunks were taller, the branches were thicker, and the green on the leaves was deeper. I was expecting that, but there were other changes, too.

There were silver streaks in the bark that looked like moonlight had soaked into the wood and left threads of magic on the trees. The leaves became larger and broader, and some were edged in a faint, pulsing glow, like they were drinking the last of the day’s sunlight and storing it inside their veins.

“How much longer should we keep going?” Flora asked as she tried to peer through the vast canopy of leaves.

“Only an hour, I think,” I said and glanced at the map in her lap. “We’ll want to have a camp set up before it gets too dark and cold.”

“We have lots of woolen blankets,” Hilly said. “But we’ll definitely want a fire tonight.”

It was hard to see the sky through the thick leaves, but I found enough patches that I could watch the sky shift from a bright, burning orange to a light blue, and then finally soften into dusk.

That’s when the forest really came alive.

“Uh, Hilly,” Flora said as she looked around. “What’s that?”

Charlotte was gurgling in Hilly’s arms and pointing up at the sky.

“Right?” Hilly cooed to Charlotte. “Are the trees glowing just for you?”

“Whoa,” I said as I tried to keep my eyes on the road, but it was pretty damn difficult.

The leaves began to glow as soft ripples of color moved across them. There would be a pale-blue shimmer here, and then a golden flicker there. The ground beneath Midnight’s hooves pulsed faintly as well, like a carpet of bioluminescent moss, and each step sent a gentle wave of silver-green outward. I was relieved that Midnight wasn’t spooked by the light, because it was trippy as hell even for me.

“Sweet merciful brews.” Flora shook her head. “It’s like we’re walking through the night sky, full of twinkling starlight.”

Everywhere I looked there were tiny glowing petals that drifted in the air as they were caught by the faintest breeze. The mushrooms clustered at the bases of trees weren’t just white or brown anymore, but deep violet and pale gold with gently pulsing caps that breathed in time with the wind.

It was the most amazing light show I’d ever seen, and then we reached the creek.

“I told you all that this would be worth it,” Hilly said with a giggle. “Isn’t this a sight for sore eyes?”

“Hagop doesn’t make my eyes sore,” I laughed. “But I understand. This is a different universe entirely.”

Small, winding streams cut through the forest floor, and the water glowed from within like molten silver running through the veins of the earth. Ripples spilled from edge to edge, and glowing water lilies floated along on the surface.

“How is this real?” I asked. “And how am I just finding out about it now?”

“It’s always been here,” Hilly replied. “You just had other important things on your plate, and we didn’t have a reason to come here before.”

“No wonder the people from the West Country so rarely visit Hagop,” Flora said. “This is absolutely beautiful. I’d never want to leave.”

“Eh, I’m sure it would get old,” I teased, but I doubted that could ever be true.

It didn’t feel like just another part of Rothbart. This was something else entirely, something older and untouched. Maybe this is what Rheingold had meant when he said that there were some places that just had more old magic in them.

“Should we pick some of the flowers now?” Flora asked. “They all look like they’re glowing to me, and that’s what you said Rheingold told us to pick, right?”

“Not yet,” Hilly shook her head. “I want to make sure we’re gathering the right ones, so I’ll need to talk to my family first. Besides, it’s getting late, and I want to reach the house before it gets too dark.”

“Good idea,” I said.

The forest started to lighten as we emerged from the glowing woods, and the last of the bioluminescent trees flickered behind us in one final shimmer. The land opened into wide, seaswept hills where low stone walls wove across green fields. The scent of salt and wet grass filled the air, and for some strange reason, all I could think about was Ireland, even though I’d never been there.

“Up there,” Hilly said and pointed toward a hill. “I kind of recognize where we are on the map, and that should be the road to my family’s property.”

We rode up a gentle rise until a house came into view. It was a sturdy, windworn cottage of whitewashed stone and sea-blue shutters tucked into the crook of a small hill overlooking the western cliffs. A trail of smoke puffed from the crooked chimney and curled into the dark blue sky. The thatched roof was lined with wind charms and bundles of dried herbs that hung like offerings to the wind, much like the bundles that hung in Hilly’s tavern and in our kitchen at the estate.

“That’s it,” Hilly said with a giggle, and Charlotte cooed against her chest in reply. “This is where I used to come as a child in the summer!”

“We didn’t write to say we would come,” Flora said. “Do you think they’ll be alright with that?”

“Of course it’ll be fine,” Hilly said with a bawdy laugh. “Our family is known for our hospitality! Why do you think we’ve owned the tavern for so long?”

“Guess that makes sense.” Flora shrugged and then sighed happily. “I’m not sure I’d be able to leave if I lived here.”

“It wasn’t easy,” Hilly replied.

I pulled Midnight’s reins, and we started down the gravel path to the house. Everything seemed calm and quiet until we neared the front door.

“Hildegard!” a deep voice hollered as we pulled up to the door.

A broad-shouldered man with windswept hair and a thick fisherman’s sweater rushed out of the house with a plump woman who had laugh lines as deep as riverbeds. Her apron flapped in the breeze, and two gangly teenagers grinned and pushed each other like they’d already been fighting over who would get to say ‘hi’ first.

“My stars, I thought that we’d have a visitor!” The old lady wiped a small tear off of her cheek as Hilly dismounted the cart with baby Charlotte. “And with the little one! Oh, what a happy day!”

Hilly laughed and held out baby Charlotte, who was wrapped snug in a shawl that smelled like fresh wool and warm skin.

“This is Charlotte,” Hilly said with a smile. “She’s ours. Mine and Tyler’s. You haven’t met Tyler yet, but he’s my husband.”

“Good gracious, she’s perfect,” Hilly’s aunt whispered as she took the baby in her arms. “She looks just like your mother when she was a babe. And Tyler, we’ve had a few letters about you! I understand that you’re the brewer of the town!”

“Well, Hagop’s been a great place for a brewer,” I said with a laugh. “And I couldn’t have done it without Hilly. She let me stay in the family tavern for as long as I needed until I got on my feet. And then, I guess, we fell in love.”

“Well, you can call us Uncle Bobby and Aunt Darling,” the woman nodded. “That’s what Hilly calls us, and… oh! Who is this?”

“I’m Flora King, Tyler’s other wife,” the blonde baker replied and shook Darling’s hand. “I’m so excited to be here! Your house is beautiful.”

“It’s a trek from Hagop,” Uncle Bobby said. “But Hilly used to come here in the summer. And look Hilly, your cousins have certainly been growing.”

The two gangly boys shyly shook our hands.

“I’m Caius,” one of them said.

“And I’m Titus,” the other one nodded.

“It’s nice to meet you,” I said.

“Hilly said that you showed up out of the blue and haven’t stopped making miracles since,” Uncle Bobby said.

“Well, miracles may be an exaggeration,” I said and nudged the dark-haired beauty with my elbow. “But with the help of the good people of Hagop, we’ve certainly created quite a brewing scene. And things are only getting better.”

“Oh, she’s so small,” Caius cooed to baby Charlotte, who was laughing and trying to grab at his face. “Look at her fingers! Her fingers are so small!”

“They’ve always wanted a baby sister,” Aunt Darling said and winked. “But I’m definitely done with having any children. Incredible that we even had them in the first place.”

“Come in! Come in!” her husband declared. “We don’t need to stand out here when there’s light and warmth inside.”

We followed the family inside the house, and I was hit with a wave of scents from the rosemary, hearth smoke, and fresh bread on the counter. A fire crackled in the heart beside a pair of rocking chairs with worn cushions, and the walls were decorated with old pictures, pressed sea flowers, and shells on thin strings that tinkled in the breeze.

“This is such a lovely place that you have here,” I said as I looked around. “It must be so calming.”

“Well, not all the time,” Uncle Bobby chuckled. “When the tides are misbehaving, then it isn’t fun. But times like this, there’s no place else I’d rather be.”

“I can’t complain,” Aunt Darling said when I glanced at her. “The land provides so much, how could I?”

“Ah, this reminds me of my visits here as a little girl,” Hilly sighed. “It’s like nothing has changed.”

“Only thing that changes is us,” Uncle Bobby said. “And the boys of course. We get a little bit older every year.”

“So does everyone,” Aunt Darling pointed out as she rolled her eyes. “Come, sit. We were just about to eat.”

We gathered around the table, and we were served some of the crusty bread with fresh-churned butter, roasted turnips, sea salt oatcakes, and mugs of nut-brown light rum that made Hilly feel right at home.

“This tastes so good,” I said as I took another swig.

It smelled like it was made from almonds and nutmeg, and it left a faint trail of fire at the back of my throat when I took a gulp.

“We brought you some of the King’s Brew as well!” Hilly said. “It’s in the cart.”

“Oh, you didn’t need to bring anything,” Aunt Darling said. “Just having you here is enough.”

“Well, I wanted to talk about that,” Hilly said. “We were thinking that we could make a trade.”

“A trade?” Uncle Bobby said and stroked his chin. “Now that’s something that I’m interested in, though I don’t know what we’d have that you can’t find in the city…”

“I think that Tyler can give you a little more information about that,” Hilly said with a smile. “He knows more about it than me.”

“Well, barely,” I admitted. “I’m not much of a… umm, you know, a botanist. But I have it on good authority that moonflowers are what we need for a problem I’m having.”

“What kind of problem?” Aunt Darling asked in a puzzled voice.

“It’s a tainted batch of beer,” I sighed. “And it would be a real waste if we couldn’t use those barrels.”

“Ah!” Uncle Bobby laughed, while Aunt Darling threw him a knowing grin. “Well, you’re certainly right about that. Moonflowers can fix the most perplexing maladies.”

“I’ve never seen them before in real life,” Flora said. “But Hilly said that they grew around here.”

“Well, Hilly would know,” Aunt Darling said with a smile. “They grow in the forest out back, and Hilly used to pick them as a girl.”

This was sounding hopeful, and I felt so grateful to be surrounded by Hilly’s family while I sat in front of a fire and tasted one of their local drinks. It was a welcome break from the intense work that we’d been doing on the new tasting room, the new tavern hotel, and everything at the brewery.

Plus, it was nice to just spend time with Hilly and Flora. We’d been pulled in so many different directions these last couple of months that it was nice to remember the little family we’d started out with. I found myself grinning as I watched Hilly’s family pass baby Charlotte from lap to lap like she was a sacred loaf of bread, and I vowed we’d spend more time at the family farm.

“Will they be in the same place?” Hilly asked after a few moments. “I know the spot we always went to before. My father would take us to look at them and tell stories about their… um, special qualities.”

“Bless his soul,” Aunt Darling said quietly to herself.

I felt a pang of sympathy. I knew that Hilly had lost her parents to illness, and it was rare that she talked about her childhood for any reason other than her tavern or her responsibilities.

“They’ll be there,” Uncle Bobby said and nodded. “Just be on your guard. There’s been a few stories of strange happenings out there in the woods.”

“Happenings,” Flora said, and she leaned in and rested her chin on her hand. “What kinds of happenings?”

“Strange animals and the like,” Aunt Darling said, and she shot Uncle Bobby a look. “Ones we’ve not seen around here before.”

“Indeed,” he said. “Strange creatures. I haven’t seen any myself, but I don’t spend too much time in the woods. And we haven’t been hunting too much in the past months because it’s not the right season for it.”

“I’m going to learn to hunt this year,” Caius said with a big, toothy smile as he rocked Baby Charlotte in his arms. “Dad says that I’m finally big enough to handle a bow and arrow, and then mother is going to teach me how to make the best venison pies that you can ever imagine!”

“Oh, I love making meat pies!” Flora’s eyes lit up.

“Flora is a baker,” Hilly said. “And she makes the best pastries I’ve ever had in my life.”

“You know what, Hilly?” Flora said with a smirk. “You’ve never actually admitted that before.”

“I haven’t?” Hilly said with a blush. “Well, it’s probably because we’ve been so busy. But you must’ve guessed, given how I devour everything you make.”

“Maybe motherhood has softened you,” Flora said with a smile.

“Hilly has always had the stubbornness of a bull,” Uncle Bobby said with a laugh. “That’s our girl. Just like her mother, too.”

“Yes, my sister,” Aunt Darling said. “She was far more adventurous than me. She always wanted to live in the city, where she could be in the middle of the action. That’s why she was so good at running a successful tavern. And Hilly has the exact same skills.”

“Ah, that’s a seal of approval if there ever was one,” Flora said with a smile.

“But, now if I can be stubborn as a bull as you said,” Hilly said with a laugh. “I’d like to collect some moonflowers. It’s getting late, and if I put Charlotte down to sleep for the night, we can go looking.”

“I’d tell you to look in the morning,” Aunt Darling shrugged. “Because of your long journey. But of course, they’re easier to find now.”

“And better to pluck in the dark,” Uncle Bobby said. “They’re more potent if you do. I just want to make sure that you’re safe out there.”

“Oh, I think Tyler can handle whatever’s out there,” Flora said with a laugh. “Tyler’s no stranger to an adventure. He even fought a dragon not too long ago.”

“We didn’t fight,” I said with a laugh. “It was only a little bit of diplomacy. I just reasoned with him and then let him fly away.”

“You did have to fight a little bit, though.” Hilly lifted an eyebrow. “Unless you were lying about that part.”

“Of course he wasn’t lying,” Flora said. “We don’t know anything about diplomacy, so maybe there’s always a little bit of fighting involved in the beginning.”

“A dragon?” Titus asked, and his eyes widened. “You must be quite a knight”

“I’m not a knight,” I said with a laugh. “But, uh… I am a noble. Because of the thing with the dragon, you know.”

“Whoa,” he said, and his eyes practically twinkled. “Maybe when you’re done finding the moonflowers, you can tell me about the dragon.”

“That won’t be tonight, my sweet pet,” Aunt Darling said with a gentle laugh. “It’ll be to bed with you soon.”

“But mom,” he protested. “It’s a special occasion! There’s family visiting!”

“You heard your mother,” Uncle Bobby said. “You want to be fit and strong, don’t you? Can’t do that if you don’t have enough sleep.”

“Fine,” he groaned.

“I’m going to put the baby to sleep,” Hilly said as she carefully lifted baby Charlotte. “This won’t take long, and then we can go.”

“I’ll show you to one of the spare rooms,” Aunt Darling said as she stood up. “You know, we still have a crib in the house. We set it up again when cousin Jess visited during the holiday season, and we never put it away. I just had this feeling we’d need it.”

“Oh, I haven’t seen cousin Jess since her wedding,” Hilly’s eyes lit up. “I’d love to hear what she’s been doing.”

“Oh, I have so much to tell you,” Aunt Darling laughed as the two of them scurried upstairs.

Uncle Bobby lifted an eyebrow and looked at his boys, who rolled their eyes when they understood that it meant it was time for them to go to bed.

“But we’re not babies,” Caius said.

“But it’s still late,” Uncle Bobby said. “And Caius, you’re supposed to be setting an example as the oldest. If you don’t get your sleep you might be too tired to learn how to hunt.”

“I’d never,” Caius said, and he shot a look at Titus. “Come on, it’s time for bed.”

“Mmm,” Titus said with a big yawn. “I’m not even that sleepy… but fine, I guess I’ll go to bed.”

Flora giggled as they made their way up the stairs behind Hilly and her aunt. Hell, if I didn’t have to go search for moonflowers to save my beer, then I definitely would’ve been ready to go to bed as well.

“Is there anything that we need to know?” Flora asked. “Any beasts we should watch out for or hedge wizards casting spells in the area?”

“The forests aren’t usually too dangerous,” Uncle Bobby said and thought for a moment. “But take a lantern and a bow and arrows, for sure. Hilly will know the best places to look. In fact, I’d start just inside the trees. There’s always a nice collection there.”

“Do you have a basket, perchance?” Flora asked. “For the moonflowers?”

“Of course,” he said.

He pulled himself out of his chair and went over to the hearth. There were several tools hanging from hooks near the mantel, and after a moment, he grabbed a basket I hadn’t even noticed. He gave it to Flora just as Hilly and Aunt Darling made their way down the stairs.

“Hilly, I’ll fix you a lantern,” Uncle Bobby said and turned back to the hearth.

He found a glass lantern among the tools and lit the wick. He handed it to Hilly and then opened one of the large wooden cupboards. After a few moments, he turned around with a bow and arrows clasped in his hand.

“And this is for you,” he said and handed the weapon to me. “Not that I don’t trust the lovely ladies with a weapon, but if you have experience in fighting dragons and the like, then it seems only fitting that perhaps you’d be the best to handle a weapon like this, too.”

“Oh, I’m fine with my basket,” Flora said. “No offense taken.”

“I think Tyler is the best for the job,” Hilly said with a smile as I took the weapon from Uncle Bobby.

The bow was long and slightly curved, and it was carved from a wood that I didn’t recognize. It had been stained dark with time and weather, and when it caught the light, I saw tiny iridescent flecks in the grain like starlight had soaked into the wood a long time ago and never left.

The limbs were smooth but etched, notched all along the belly with little scratch marks. The grip was wrapped in well-worn leather that was patched in places where the imprint of Bobby’s hand had sunken into it. The string was woven from flax and strong as wire, but smooth to the touch.

“You know, I made it myself,” he said. “Carved the wood the same year Hildegard here was born. Never let me down yet. It keeps its shape in the damp, and it even sings a bit when the wind’s just right.”

“It’s amazing,” I said. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“Well, here’s to hoping all you ever have to do is look at it,” Uncle Bobby said as he handed me a leather sack. “And the arrows.”

“Thanks so much,” I said as I peered inside the oiled cloth. “And as you said, here’s to hoping I never have to use it.”

“I’m sure everything will be fine,” Aunt Darling said. “We haven’t had any strange creatures near our property, but there’s no harm in taking precautions.”

“Well, I feel safe with Tyler,” Flora said. “And I’m sure Hilly does, too.”

“Most certainly,” Hilly said with a yawn. “Now let’s get these moonflowers, and then let’s get to sleep.”

“Keep your wits about you,” Uncle Bobby said and nodded to me. “And Hilly knows. If you hear something call your name, don’t respond. Just turn around and leave.”

“Of course,” I said, though I’d never heard that warning before.

Flora’s eyes widened, but when Hilly nudged her, the blonde followed us outside.

“What did he mean, if someone calls our name?” the baker asked as we started to walk around the house. “Nothing out here knows us.”

“Exactly,” Hilly murmured as her blue eyes were dazzling in the light of the lantern. “Nothing you want to know.”

It sounded like more magic to me, even though nobody talked about it out loud. But if Uncle Bobby’s warning had made me nervous, the sight of the forest we were heading into quickly eased my fears.

The woods rose in front of us like a living cathedral, with a vast canopy that swayed to create a lattice of shadow and violet-blue light that pulsed softly with each breath of wind. The air beneath the trees was cooler and damper than out in the open, and the rich scent of moss and damp bark reminded me of the journey here.

“Not too far,” Hilly said. “Don’t worry, we’ll be fine. The moonflowers should be… Oh! Well, look at that!”

We were only about fifteen yards into the forest, but there was no mistaking what we were looking at.

Moonflowers.

They bloomed in little clusters beneath the twisted roots of the trees. Each one was a perfect silver spiral, just like the illustration that Rheingold had shown us. Their petals were like fine silk dipped in starlight, and they glowed with an otherworldly shimmer. The light they gave off wasn’t harsh, either. It was gentle and almost a little bit melancholy.

“Right there,” Hilly whispered and crouched beside the first patch. “My, my, they’re even prettier than I remember.”

“Mm,” Flora nodded with eyes wide with awe. “It’s like the air stops moving around them.”

Flora and I knelt down as well, and the three of us gathered moonflowers by the handful. The moonflowers maintained their shape and their glow even after we plucked them, and we never took too many from a single cluster. We were reverent as we plucked them from their stems, and the forest felt like it was listening.

But then, just as I reached for one particularly luminous bloom nestled beneath a tangle of roots, everything stopped.

The breeze vanished, the glowing moss dimmed, and even the moonflowers themselves seemed to hold their breath.

A voice drifted out of the trees. It wasn’t loud, or harsh, but it was clear.

“That is enough.”
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Chapter 4

We froze.

Something started to move toward us from the heart of the glade. It was hard to tell if it had legs because one second, the tree in front of us was solid bark, and then in the next it started somehow peeling itself into shape. It was a tall, narrow form made of woven branches, moss for hair, bark for skin, and glowing amber eyes that were set deep in a face that shifted like whorls in wood grain.

“Oh, no,” Hilly murmured and grabbed my arm.

I tightened my grip around the bow and arrow, and the creature in front of us seemed to be able to tell.

“That wood will do nothing to harm me,” it announced. “It is made of my brothers, my sisters, my family. It can do nothing terrible here.”

“What about the eyes?” Hilly muttered under her breath.

“I don’t want to hurt you,” I said as Flora flashed a look at me.

“Wait,” Flora said to the strange creature in front of us. “Umm… what’s my name?”

“Flora, what?” Hilly whispered. “What are you… that’s not how that works!”

“Your name?” the creature asked. “How am I supposed to know that?”

“Okay,” Flora straightened up and crossed her arms. “Fine. We’ll listen to what you have to say.”

“You pluck what belongs to the forest,” the tree said. “To take some to enjoy is acceptable, but you take too many.”

“I’m sorry,” I replied as Flora cradled the basket against her chest.

“We need enough to… heal,” Hilly said. “We didn’t mean to offend you, but we weren’t sure how many we would need. What are you, by the way?”

The tree-man ignored Hilly as it stared at the basket in Flora’s hands.

“You take advantage of the dryads,” the tree said. “We still follow the old rules here. You can’t just pluck this many moonflowers without a cost.”

“But I plucked moonflowers as a girl!” Hilly protested.

“Things are changing here,” the creature said.

“I thought you just said the rules are the same,” I replied. “But you just said they changed. So which one is it?”

“Never mind which one it is,” the tree creature said. “I’m a spirit of the wood, and if you cannot abide by my rules, then there will be a cost.”

“A cost,” Flora said, and she clutched the moonflowers in the basket even tighter. “What… what cost?”

The spirit raised a branch like it was a hand, and the air around us began to hum thick with pressure. I could see the bark on nearby trees shiver, and the roots tightened around their trunks like muscles flexing.

“If you cannot answer my riddles,” the spirit said. “You shall stay here, rooted in the trees.”

Flora’s face was deadly pale, and Hilly grimaced. I wasn’t sure what my own expression was, but I growled as I stared at the tree-man.

“Oh, crap,” Hilly huffed. “But Uncle Bobby didn’t say anything about--”

“Uncle Bobby evidently doesn’t pick moonflowers very often,” the tree said. “They’re powerful, you know. You can’t just take whatever you want when you feel like it. We protect the magic of this place.”

“But we don’t even have that many,” Flora replied. “And I’m sure we have enough. So if you don’t mind, we’ll just be on our way--”

But as she tried to turn around, the trees behind us formed a fence with their roots. I could see the cottage in the distance, but it was beginning to seem further away the longer we stayed in the woods.

“Not so fast,” the spirit said.

“I’m sorry,” Hilly muttered in an uncharacteristically scared voice. “I really didn’t think these moonflowers would come with so much baggage.”

“What was that?” the spirit asked.

“Nothing,” Hilly said and shook her head.

“What do you want?” Flora asked. “Because we have… we have children at home.”

“You can’t offer the children, Flora!” Hilly hissed.

“I mean that we can’t be turned into trees,” Flora said to both Hilly and the spirit. “We have responsibilities! I have a business to run. I can’t bake if I’m a tree.”

“Well, that’s the point,” the woodland spirit said a little impatiently. “It’s supposed to be a punishment.”

“Well, what can we do to avoid that?” Hilly asked.

“Well,” the exasperated woodland spirit said. “For a start, you can stop asking me questions and let me get to the next part!”

We stopped talking, but the spirit didn’t say anything for several minutes. We glanced at each other, and then I decided I needed to risk a few more words.

“Go on,” I urged.

“Thank you.” It rolled its glowing eyes and then cleared its throat. “I have a riddle. One answer. Speak it true, or speak no more.”

“Don’t you think that’s already been done before?” Hilly replied. “You know… three riddles.”

“If you don’t cooperate, we’re going to be bark!” Flora snapped at the tavern owner. “If you don’t mind, I’d prefer not to get stuck out here for the rest of my life.”

As the girls glared at each other and then the tree spirit, I knew it was my time to make good on my promise to protect the girls. I had a family to take care of after all.

I stepped forward as my heart pounded in my chest. My palms were slick, but something told me that this riddle was mine to answer.

The spirit raised its arm, oblivious to the anxiety that seemed to surround us now. The moss on its shoulders began to drift like smoke, and the voice grew louder.

“I have no voice, but I speak to you. I have no hands, but I touch you. I have no form, and yet I can move you. What am I?”

“Well, that’s vague,” Hilly muttered.

“Was that an answer?” the tree spirit asked.

“No,” the baker said through gritted teeth as she shot a look at Hilly. “That was not an answer.”

Both of the girls looked at me, and I motioned them to huddle together.

“I don’t know what to say,” Flora said. “I have no idea what the answer is. I was never very good at riddles.”

“I’m too angry to think clearly,” Hilly added. “All answers seem to point to a pain in my ass.”

“Okay, I don’t think it’s that,” I murmured. “Let me think.”

I closed my eyes and let the forest press in around me. I thought of the ocean wind, the way it had moved me, and the way the woods had stilled when the spirit arrived.

Something that touched me, like a feeling, and something that moved me. The answers were all figurative, but it was about guessing the right one.

I opened my eyes and gulped.

“A story,” I said. “Something that speaks to me, that can touch me, that moves me. It’s a story, isn’t it?”

The spirit’s form shivered like wind rippling though a still pond. Its wooden mouth finally curved into something that was like a smile.

“You are greater than I thought, Tyler,” the spirit said. “You may all take your moonflowers and go.”

The pressure broke like a wave, and the wind rushed back in the trees as the moss lit up like fireflies underfoot. Then, the spirit stepped back and became a tree again, and the knotty wooden fence behind us vanished as quickly as it appeared.

“It said your name,” Flora said. “That’s not a good sign.”

“No kidding, Flora,” Hilly rolled her eyes. “It just tried to recruit us into the fire log brigade.”

“Guys, we did it,” I said with a laugh. “We’re free to go!”

“Well, you did it Tyler,” Flora said, and the beautiful blonde gave me a kiss on the cheek.

Hilly wrapped her arm around my neck and nuzzled into me as we stepped over the moss and back into her family’s yard with the moonflowers.

“This is why I love living in the city,” the tavern owner sighed.

“I’m not so sure,” Flora laughed. “I think that the dwarves are a great deal more troublesome than that tree spirit.”

“But if it was just the two of us, Flora, we’d be shrubbery by now,” Hilly said. “I was letting my feelings get the best of me.”

We wandered back up to the house, where the last of the fire was glowing. It looked like Uncle Bobby and Aunt Darling had already gone to bed, and we set the moonflowers on the table.

“Is there anything we need to do to them to keep them fresh?” I asked.

“They have a long shelf life,” Hilly said.

“Well, who knows if we can trust your memory,” Flora lifted an eyebrow. “You didn’t seem to remember that they were guarded by spirits.”

“How was I supposed to know that?” Hilly asked. “That guy wasn’t there when we were young.”

“Maybe they don’t bother with children,” Flora shrugged. “That would make sense.”

“Either way, I’m glad that we didn’t get turned into trees,” Hilly said. “And I know that these moonflowers will be just fine overnight.

“Then maybe it’s time to go to bed,” Flora said, and she wrapped her arm around my neck. “Yes, without our Tyler here we would be part of the forest tonight.”

“And I’m so grateful that we’re not,” Hilly said, and she batted her eyelashes up at me.

I looked down at both of my girls, who smiled up at me. I could tell that they were trying to get my attention, and they had it.

“You know, everyone else is asleep,” Flora said.

“Fast asleep,” Hilly said, and she walked slowly over to the staircase. “I can show you to our room, if you’d like.”

“Well, you’re known for your hospitality, Hilly,” I said. “And I know that better than anyone.”

She looked upp at me and fluttered her eyelashes, and I could practically feel her mentally undressing me.

We made our way up the stairs and turned around the corner to head up another flight of stairs into the attic before Flora shut the door behind us. The room was lit by a single candle, and it cast shadows wherever we were. Flora set the basket of moonflowers atop a chest of drawers, and their faint glow made the room glimmer mysteriously.

“I like this,” I said.

“Mm,” Flora said as she started to unbutton my shirt, and I had a feeling that she wasn’t talking about the interior decor. “Me, too.”

“Save some for me,” Hilly said, and the two of them pulled my shirt off and threw it onto the floor.

I could feel my cock growing harder in my pants as they threw me onto the mattress. I looked up at the ceiling and felt the warm lust wash over me as they unbuttoned my pants and pulled them off.

“Mmm,” Hilly said. “I’ve missed this.”

She pulled off my boxers to reveal my hard, throbbing cock. Then she opened her mouth and started to lick it gently up and down the shaft. The sensation sent hot and cold shivers of lust up my spine, and I gasped and bit my lip.

“Fuck,” I said. “That feels so good.”

“Yeah?” Flora asked, and she started to do the same. I looked down at my girls, who were gazing up at me as they covered every inch of my member with their tongues.

Flora kissed the tip of my cock before swiping her tongue around the top and plunging me deep into her warm, wet mouth. I could feel myself practically melt with pleasure as she took me in and out and used her hand to massage the base of my member as well. Hilly climbed up onto the bed and pinned me down as she pulled her shift from her body.

I looked at her figure in the glow of the candles and the moonflowers and took it in. She really was gorgeous. The light fell over her body and cast shadows over her perfectly round breasts and full hips. Her skin was soft and pale with freckles, and she leaned over me and rested her hand on my shoulder.

“I want you,” the tavern owner whispered as she started to plant small kisses on my face.

Then the dark-haired beauty bit my jaw, and I felt a flush of hot lust rush down my body. She climbed on top of my body and started to massage her warm, wet clit with my cock.

“Tyyyylllleerrr,” she moaned as she grew wetter.

She moved her hips around my cock and swept back and forth as she got more and more wet for me. It felt amazing.

“That feels so good,” I murmured, and I could feel myself get harder until she finally pushed me deep inside her.

Her tunnel was warm and tight, and I felt her take me in completely as she started to move up and down with me inside her. I gripped her hips to guide her and pushed her down more, so that I was deeper inside her.

“Tyler,” she moaned. “Tyler, oh, oh…”

She threw her head back and let her jaw hang open in ecstasy as she rode my cock. I loved being underneath her and watching her breasts bounce in rhythm with my thrusts.

“You like that?” I growled.

“I love how you feel inside me,” she moaned.

I pushed her down even farther, and she moved in circles around my member and massaged herself on my body until I could feel her insides begin to contract and her legs begin to shake.

“Tyler,” she moaned as she gripped my shoulders, and I could feel myself grow hotter.

“I want you to come with me,” I breathed, and I pushed her down farther on me and felt myself get even harder.

“Tyler,” she moaned. “Mmmm… I’m going to…”

Her insides grew tighter around me, and when I couldn’t hold back the pleasure any longer, I released everything I had into her as she leaned down and sighed into my ear. I felt all of her muscles relax as she spread out on top of me and took my hands in hers.

“That was so good,” I murmured. I smelled her hair and felt my body completely relax into hers as we both breathed in unison.

The dark-haired beauty rolled off of my body onto the bed, and I looked over to find Flora next to me. She had also removed her shift and was completely naked, and even though I’d just gone with Hilly, I couldn’t resist Flora.

The baker’s body was really something to behold. A strand of blonde hair fell in her face as she looked over me and bit her plump, pink lips. Her breasts were round and full, and her body was soft and inviting. I reached out a hand and placed it right at the dip of her waist between her hips and her breasts, where there was an irresistible fold of skin that made me want to bite into her soft form like she was one of her delicious pastries.

And then I did.

I pushed her onto her back and bit into her soft arm. It wasn’t hard enough to break the skin, but enough to make her laugh and wiggle under me.

“Tyler,” she laughed. “What are you doing!”

“You looked too delicious,” I said with a smirk. “So delicious. I want to devour all of you.”

My nibbles turned into kisses, and Flora gasped underneath me as she started to draw small patterns on my back with her fingers.

“Oh,” she moaned as I wrapped my tongue around her nipple and sucked lightly. “Mmm, Tyler…”

I could feel myself growing hard again as I took more of her in my mouth. I licked her breasts and her stomach until I was all the way down to her hips, her slit.

“Oh, yes!” She gasped as I started to swipe my tongue over her warm, wet folds.

I could feel her getting more wet for me as she shook and pulled her fingers through my hair.

“Tyler,” she moaned. “That feels… ssssoooooo good.”

“Mmm,” I murmured as I dug my tongue deeper into her folds and around her clit. I started to apply pressure with my mouth, and I drew small circles around her clit as she shook underneath me.

“Tyler,” she moaned, and she pressed my head deeper into her. “I’m… I’m going to…”

“Mmm,” I said, and I felt her legs shake as she came.

I lapped up all of her sweet juices and bit her hip again as I pressed myself onto the bed and looked down at her. Her body was flushed pink from her orgasm, and she looked absolutely beautiful.

“I want more,” I whispered.

“Me, too,” she said as I started to swipe my cock up and down her folds. Her mouth formed an ‘o’ as she wrapped her arms around my waist and then reached down to guide my cock inside her.

I groaned as I entered her soft, perfect body. She was so wet for me already, and I pressed myself into her tight tunnel over and over again. Her eyes rolled back in pleasure as I pumped in and out of her.

“Flora,” I growled into her ear as I felt her soft ridges squeeze around my cock. “Flora, you feel so good.”

“So do you,” she gasped, and she wrapped her legs around me.

I felt like I was completely at her mercy, and it was amazing. I pressed deeper inside of her as she locked her legs around my torso and pulled me in closer. I could feel a warm knot of pleasure forming inside me as I buried my head in her neck and pumped deeper inside of her.

“Flora!!” I groaned as she contracted tighter around me. I felt like I was burning up, and I gasped as I pumped into her even harder.

“T-that feels so amazing,” she stuttered.

“I’m going to come,” I said into her ear. “You feel so good, you’re going to make me come.”

“Yes,” she gasped. “Yes, yes…”

I pumped inside of her and felt the warm knot of pleasure slowly unravel as I came. I could feel the warm shot of energy up and down my spine, and I bit my lip and rolled my eyes into the back of my head as I emptied everything into her.

“Fuck,” I murmured to myself as I allowed all of my weight to collapse onto her soft body. “I love you two.”

“We love you, too, Tyler,” Hilly murmured as we got under the warm quilt covers.

I knew that Charlotte might wake up in the night, so I decided to get some shut-eye in the moments that I could. So I closed my eyes and tried to will myself to sleep.

But my mind was filled with thoughts of the journey back to Hagop. It was going to be a long trip, but even though we hadn’t been here long, I was grateful that I’d seen the West Country. Maybe when the kids were a little older and we had some more time on our hands, this would become a spot to take our family vacations. After all, it seemed like the boys liked the little ones, and maybe Uncle Bobby could take me hunting.

I fell asleep to the images of deer floating through my head and woke up to the sound of unfamiliar but beautiful birdsong.

“Mmm,” I stretched my arms and looked to my side.

Flora was still fast asleep on my chest, but Hilly was out of bed already. Even though baby Charlotte was well-behaved, newborns did love to wake up early.

“Biscuits are ready!” I heard Aunt Darling sing from downstairs, and I sat up.

“Flora,” I whispered, and I ran my hands through the blonde’s hair. “Flora, breakfast is ready.”

“Five more minutes,” she murmured. “I never get to sleep in anymore.”

“Then enjoy your moment of laziness,” I said with a laugh.

I kissed the blonde on the top of her head, climbed out of the bed, and recovered my clothes. After that, I headed downstairs.

The morning sun filtered through the lace-curtained windows and spilled across the old wooden floorboards of Uncle Bobby and Aunt Darling’s kitchen. The air was thick with the scent of herbs and sea salt, woodsmoke, and freshly-made biscuits. Uncle Bobby stood by the open stove, sleeves rolled up to his elbows, as he flipped thick biscuits in a pan slick with butter and rosemary. The edges were golden brown, and the insides looked soft and pillowy.

Hilly was sitting on a rocking chair and breastfeeding baby Charlotte, and she looked up and smiled when she heard my footsteps on the stairs.

“Good morning,” she said with a tired smile. “Charlotte slept most of the night.”

“Good,” I said as Aunt Darling handed me a cup of coffee. “Because I didn’t want you to do everything by yourself if she was awake.”

“Hildegard has been filling us in about your adventure last night,” Aunt Darling said. “You had to keep your wits about you it seemed!”

“I’m so sorry that happened.” Uncle Bobby shook his head and sighed. “I feel terrible. You didn’t need a bow at all, just a good education on the rules of the woodland.”

“But that’s never happened before, has it?” Hilly asked.

“Not to me,” Uncle Bobby replied. “I’ve heard of similar things happening to travelers out in the deep woodlands, but I thought that they were just tall tales. I didn’t think they were real.”

“Woodland spirits,” Aunt Darling muttered. “I’ve heard about them since I was a girl, but I’ve never seen one myself. That’s very special, Tyler. Hopefully, the memory is a good souvenir from the West Country.”

“I’ll say,” Uncle Bobby nodded. “That kind of thing doesn’t happen to just anyone.”

“Well, unusual things always happen when Tyler’s around,” Hilly noted.

Aunt Darling and Uncle Bobby looked at me for a moment, so I smiled and shrugged.

“Despite your encounter, Hilly said that your journey was successful,” Uncle Bobby finally said

“It was,” I agreed. “Now we just have to see if they work, and hope Rheingold knows how to use them.”

“They better work,” Flora yawned as she made her way down the stairs. “By the way, those smell amazing.”

“Yeah, let’s tuck in,” I said.

Aunt Darling ladled something out into small wooden bowls, and I saw a delicious-looking mixture of tomatoes and white beans with some poached eggs.

Uncle Bobby placed the biscuits on a plate and set them next to a platter stacked with smoked fish cakes that looked like they’d been mixed with mashed potatoes before being fried to a golden crisp. The whole meal looked absolutely delicious.

“Where are the boys?” Hilly said as she placed Charlotte on a quilt on the floor and headed over to the table.

“The boys are out exploring by the seaside,” Uncle Bobby laughed. “They like to get up early and do that.”

“I’m afraid they’ll waste away,” Aunt Darling shook her head. “When they remember to eat, they eat a lot, but they’re so gangly!”

“I wish I could burn off all the food like they do,” Uncle Bobby laughed and patted his stomach.

“But I like you nice and plump,” his wife replied. “So I know you’ll stay right here next to me.”

Hilly was already a few bites deep into a fish cake with full cheeks, but she nodded vigorously at everything that was being said. Flora sat beside her and looked like she’d never tasted anything better in her life as she scooped soft beans onto a hunk of biscuit.

I tasted my portion, and it was absolutely delicious. It was smoky, sweet, savory and nourishing. I knew that this would set me up perfectly for the day ahead, and I felt a pang of sadness that we couldn’t stay longer.

But there was work to be done if we wanted to save our businesses. Once we’d done that, we’d be able to return for a real visit.

“I’m so glad that you thought of us,” Aunt Darling said to Hilly. “It’s been so lovely to meet the little one and hear about everything that you’ve been up to.”

“Well, we’ll definitely be back,” Flora said as she shoveled a fish cake into her mouth. “You can count on that. But next time, we’ll be careful about what we take from the woods.”

“Aunt Darling, I think I’d be happy to sit at this table and just eat whatever you put in front of me,” Hilly said.

“I think that’s my problem,” Uncle Bobby laughed. “But I’ll make sure I’m lean by hunting season.”

“That’s always the way it goes,” Aunt Darling said.

After breakfast, I rolled the barrel of King’s Brew from our cart into the outdoor shed where Aunt Darling kept all her canned vegetables and salted meat and fish.

“I can’t wait to try some of this,” Uncle Bobby said as he rubbed his hands together. “Maybe after the first hunt of the year, I’ll invite some of the neighbors over for a taste of city life.”

“Thank you so much for your hospitality,” I said. “It really means a lot to know we have family close by.”

“And you have your moonflowers, don’t you?” he asked as we headed toward the stables. “We wouldn’t want you to forget those.”

“Don’t you worry,” Flora said from the cart as she held up her basket. “I’ve got them safe and sound right here.”

“That’s good then,” he said. “And it looks like everyone is ready to go.”

The rest of Hilly’s relatives came out to wave goodbye, and we waved so much that my wrist started to hurt.

“Next time, you have to tell me about the dragon!” Titus shouted before we were out of sight.

“Don’t worry,” I shouted. “I will!”

“I can’t wait to come back,” Flora sighed. “Hilly, your family is so nice.”

“Yes, they are,” Hilly smiled and then sighed happily.

“So what went wrong with you?” Flora teased.

“Oh, shut up,” Hilly rolled her eyes, and Charlotte giggled in her arms.

As we rode back toward Hagop, the sky was wrapped in pale lavender with streaks of peach and gold rising behind us. The cart creaked beneath us, and the air was filled with the sweet scent of fresh-cut moonflowers. Hilly cradled Charlotte in her arms, and the wind teased strands of Flora’s light-blonde hair loose.

The forest gave way to coastal cliffs and then to rolling farmland once more. Sea-slick stone fences, herds of shaggy sheep, and country homes with paint-chipped shutters and crooked chimneys dotted our journey and made me feel like I was staring at a painting.

“This is nice, isn’t it,” Hilly sighed. “The birds singing, the smell of the earth…”

“And we’re not trees,” Flora added. “That’s a real bonus.”

We passed through a few sleepy villages and quiet hilltop clearings, and the hours seemed to melt away. I was enjoying the girls’ company, but it was clear that we were all rapt with the gorgeous view around us because no one was talking.

“How much farther are we?” Flora asked hours later.

The blonde now had the baby cradled in her arms, while Hilly held the basket of moonflowers.

“A few hours still,” Hilly said and glanced at the blonde. “Do you need a break?”

“I’m fine.” Flora shrugged and then yawned. “But it does make me a little worried. She’s so well-behaved, so what’s the trade-off?”

“Maybe when she’s a teenager, she’ll set the house on fire or something,” Hilly suggested.

“I will do my best to actively discourage that,” I laughed. “In the meantime, I’m thinking we should find someplace to eat soon. Maybe we’ll find an inn or a tavern where we can stop.”

“I think I might know a place along this road,” Hilly replied. “I’m sure it’s still open. Flora, have you heard of the Merry Toad?”

“Merry Toad,” Flora wrinkled her nose and shook her head. “No, I’m not familiar with that one.”

“I’ve never been,” Hilly said. “But I know some people who’ve done tavern hopping from the West Country to Hagop, and they often arrive at my place after a visit to the Merry Toad.”

“Well, then it certainly ranks in good company,” I said.

“So true.” The tavern owner winked at me and then chuckled at my grin.

Just before dusk, we came upon a bend in the road where the trees opened into a clearing. There was a country tavern nestled in the field, and I followed a crooked hand-painted sign with a depiction of a fat green toad holding a mug of ale.

“That looks like a Merry Toad if I’ve ever seen one,” Flora said.

“Let’s check out what they have,” I said as I found a place among the other carts and horses.

We left Midnight by a trough and walked over to the tavern, where light and music spilled out of the windows.

“This looks good,” Hilly said as she peeked through one of the windows. “I say we try it.”

I nodded in agreement and opened the door to reveal a low-ceilinged room wreathed in candle smoke. The place was packed with people with sun-browned faces and wool coats, all of whom held tankards in their hands. The smell of roasted meat, warm spelt bread, and cinnamon wrapped around me like a welcome.

“Oh, it smells incredible in here,” Flora said as she made her way up to the bar.

“Hey!” a man called over at me. “You’re awfully tall for an ordinary man. You wouldn’t be Tyler King, would you?”

For a second, the crowd of people stopped talking, and I could only hear the music in the distance.

“Uh, yeah…” I said with a nervous laugh. “That’s me…”

“You’re a celebrity, Tyler,” Hilly said with a laugh as she sidled into a booth.

“I was at the beer competitions,” the stranger walked up and smiled. “My wife and I go every year. Your beer this year was incredible. In fact, we still have some of it here at the Toad.”

“And the King’s Brew proper, of course,” one of the barmen laughed.

The barman looked like a jolly toad himself, with a very large belly, a ruddy complexion, and eyes that bulged out of his face at slightly opposite angles. Yep, I could very much see him as a toad, and given the magic that still existed in this part of the Kingdom, I wouldn’t have been surprised to find out he was a toad when he wasn’t working behind the bar.

Flora ordered some tankards of King’s Brew and a large sharing plate for the table, while I sat next to Hilly and Charlotte in the booth. The baby was pointing at the wooden platform near the hearth, where a few more musicians were setting up, and a crowd soon gathered around as the new act started. There were two fiddlers, a barefoot drummer, and an older woman with long reams of gray hair that were pulled into two braids that hung by her knees.

She started her song, and her voice was like molasses. Her song echoed a jolly tune about a sailor who falls in love with a river spirit and turns into a fish, and the audience sang along on all the refrains.

“Aaaaah!” Charlotte added at one point as she sat on Hilly’s knee and pointed to the band.

“She likes music,” Hilly noted. “And most importantly, she looks like she feels at home in the tavern. That’s a mark of my daughter if there ever was one.”

Our large plate of food arrived, and it was utterly delicious. It was just a simple plate of roasted mutton, warm bread and herbed butter with some parsley, and a cinnamon apple stew with some cream to finish, but after such a long day on the road, it tasted divine.

“This is so good,” Flora practically moaned at the stewed apples.

“I know,” Hilly said. “Maybe we should travel out here more often.”

“I wholeheartedly agree,” I nodded. “It’s been great to see more of Rothbart.”

“And maybe we’ll get to see the secret mystical Isle of Feather soon,” Flora sighed, and as she gazed off into the distance, I could practically see the stars in her eyes.

“That’s yet to be determined,” I said. “Speaking of magical mysteries, I wonder how our, um… talented child is getting along.”

“Well, I haven’t heard any news about strange fires,” Hilly said as she soaked up the last of her meat juices with a hunk of bread.

“Of course you haven’t,” Flora said. “How would we have heard about it? For all we know, Baby Hugh might’ve set the entire city on fire while we were gone.”

“Well, there’s only one way to find out,” Hilly sighed and passed me Baby Charlotte. “Take this. Alright, everyone!”

“What is she doing?” Flora hissed.

“Hi!” Hilly shouted as the room started to quiet down. “Did anyone travel to Hagop yesterday or earlier today? Anyone?”

A few of the regulars nodded, and one of them raised his hand.

“Yeah!” the guy who raised his hand shouted. “I have! I was doing some trading.”

“Good.” Hilly nodded. “Have you heard any reports of a magical baby setting the city on fire?”

The pub went quiet as the patrons looked around and shook their heads slowly.

“Is this a joke?” someone behind the bar asked-.

“Ha-ha,” Hilly laughed awkwardly. “Umm… sorry… I’m wasted. But yeah, that was supposed to be… a joke.”

The brunette sat down as she turned bright pink, and Flora struggled to contain her laughter.

“Oh, my goodness,” the blonde snorted, and even baby Charlotte was giggling.

“I guess we have our answer now,” I said.

We finished our meal in peace and then set off again. By the time we returned to Hagop, it was pitch black, and Hilly and Flora were barely awake. I could see the low light of the house in the distance, and when we pulled to a stop in front of the door, Solara opened the door with a sleepy smile.

“Back so soon?” the jinn asked.

Solara yawned as I climbed off the cart, but with his help, we soon had Midnight back in his stall and everything else in the house. Hilly put Charlotte to sleep in the nursery, and we checked on baby Hugh before heading to bed. I put the moonflowers in the brewery before heading upstairs and falling into a dead sleep after a day full of travel.

The next day, at the crack of dawn, I made the trip to Hagop with the contaminated barrels of brew. I found Rheingold outside the King’s Brew tasting room with a grin on his face, and he waggled his eyebrows when he saw my surprise.

But as soon as I stepped onto the property, I noticed something different. It was subtle, but the door had an extra lock. It was a strong-looking iron fixture that hadn’t been there before, and its surface was etched with fine circular runes too small to read at a glance.

“You noticed the lock,” he said when I bent down for a closer look.

“Indeed,” I replied as I held up the basket of moonflowers. “I can barely even see the runes. What do they do?”

“Well, it’s just a lock.” He shrugged and looked around casually. “It keeps strangers out of the place.”

“Yes, but we already had a normal lock for that,” I said with a smirk. “What makes this one so special?”

“Oh, well, you know,” he said with a low laugh. “It’s technically just a lock. Nothing overtly magical. But it has… let’s call it a protective resonance. Enough to keep a few curious dwarves from sticking their noses where they shouldn’t.

“So it’s enchanted?” I asked quietly.

“I wouldn’t say that,” he quickly replied. “Because we’re out in the open. Let’s just say it’s a Rheingold special.”

“Sure,” I shrugged. “As long as it doesn’t keep me locked out.”

“Here are the keys,” he said and handed me a key ring.

There were small runes carved into the keys as well, so I figured they must somehow match the runes on the lock.

“These runes won’t cause us any trouble, will they?” I asked.

“No,” he assured me. “Most metalwork in the Kingdom is decorated with runes. The metalsmith would copy the alchemist, and… you know. The real difference between the two is that only one can infuse them with any power.”

“I knew I could trust you,” I said, and I opened the lock with a satisfying click.

Hell, even if there was magic on the outside of the building, I was relieved. If the lock kept the saboteurs out, then let it have runes.

We flung open the doors, which looked unchanged, so evidently the new locks had worked. We unloaded the crates into the cellar where Rheingold had set up his makeshift work desk.

“So,” I said. “What, do we just add the moonflowers to the crates and it’s good?”

“Don’t be silly,” he laughed, and he took the basket from me. “Watch how it’s done.”
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Chapter 5

I’d never been a whiz at high school chemistry, but somehow I’d turned into a master brewer. I felt good about my mixing skills these days, but as I watched a master alchemist like Rheingold at work, I realized I still had a lot to learn.

The scent of the moonflowers was subtle but unmistakable. It was a blend of dewy grass, old rain, and something soft and sweet that reminded me a little bit of honeysuckle.

Rheingold stood in his alchemical corner with his sleeves rolled up and moved with the measured confidence of a man who knew just how close he was to potentially doing something extremely dangerous.

“Don’t make any sudden movements,” he murmured under his breath.

“Why, Rheingold?” I asked. “They’re just flowers.”

“We just put a lot of work into this place,” he said. “And I don’t want it to blow up before we’ve even served a single beer to our first customer.”

I gulped, but I trusted the guy with my life, so I was sure he’d know how to handle these chemicals. I mean, there was a reason that he was one of the most lauded metalsmiths in Rothbart and the one that the King himself had recommended when I needed new vats. So what if he was a mad scientist?

“Ha,” I said as my mouth dried a little.

“Never worked with moonflowers before,” he said. “But I’ve read about them. So this is very exciting for me. Hope I don’t make any mistakes.”

“Me, too, buddy,” I sighed and shook my head. “Me, too.”

“Moonflower is temperamental,” he said more to himself than to me. “Too much heat and it wilts. Too little, and it won’t release what we need.”

“Will it change the flavor profile of the beer?” I asked the alchemist.

“No,” he said. “Not if it’s properly prepared. Once the right properties are released, that sweet smell will disappear.”

“That’s good.” I nodded. “I was worried we might have to label it as a special brew or something.”

“It will taste just like it was, before it was contaminated by the mold,” the alchemist assured me.

Rheingold laid the bloom onto a disc of dark slate, and then he pulled out a narrow, curved scalpel from his leather tool pouch. He used it to slice a tiny incision along the thickest part of the petal’s spine, and a pale, shimmering liquid appeared along the incision.

“This is the nectar node,” he said. “It holds the essence, but it’s bonded to a defensive compound. That’s the part that turns one thing into another, if you were wondering.”

“What, like people into trees?” I asked. “Because we haven’t even got to that part of our trip.”

“Oh, no,” he chuckled without looking up. “Did a spirit of the wood try to recruit you to become a tree?”

“It threatened to turn us into trees if we took any more moonflowers,” I said. “I had to answer a riddle.”

“Mmm, in some ways, it’s a good precaution to make sure that people don’t steal all the plants,” he said. “And most importantly, that plants like this moonflower aren’t taken by… well, let’s say those who aren’t intelligent enough to harvest their power correctly. The riddle proves you can handle the power of the forest.”

“Makes sense,” I said after a moment. “You don’t seem too surprised by my tale.”

“I feel like strange things happen to you all the time,” he said and shrugged. “And then there was the way you arrived in Hagop. You just appeared in the river and had to be rescued by Johannes.”

“Fair enough,” I chuckled.

The alchemist placed the petal into a bowl of cold distilled water that he’d poured from a flask. The moonflower started to unfurl itself in the bowl, and the glow in its veins started to pulse again like it was in the dark.

“Very good,” he said and then lifted a small glass pestle. “Let’s coax these properties out.”

He ground the petal in the bowl using slow, circular motions that made clouds in the water. The liquid turned opalescent and pearl-like, and he added a tiny smattering of powder from his pocket.

“What’s that?” I asked as I watched him mix it carefully into the solution.

“It binds the properties,” he replied. “Gives it stability in the fermentation. I wouldn’t normally add it, but because it’s going into beer, I need to make sure it won’t change the results of the brewing process.”

“Good to know,” I said.

After several minutes of grinding, he strained the mixture through a cheesecloth into a round-bottomed flask. The liquid was still glowing a little, and he held up the flask and inspected it from every angle.

“There you go,” he smiled. “That’s the moonflower magic. Or maybe not magic. The extract can just be… unnaturally cooperative when mixed in the right way, if you get my drift.”

He carried the flask over to the barrels, which we’d opened, and removed a small metal teaspoon from the pocket of his pants.

“How much does each batch need?” I asked.

“Not a lot,” he said. “It’s very powerful.”

He carefully measured out a teaspoon and poured it into the first barrel. The liquid shifted slightly in color and went from its murky, vinegar-tinted hue to the familiar King’s Brew amber. A hiss rose, followed by a low, resonant fizz.

And then the brew settled.

“May I?” I asked and pointed to the seemingly normal beer.

“Go ahead,” he encouraged.

I dipped my finger in the brew and then stuck it in my mouth. I grinned as I tasted the familiar malt and hops of my traditional King’s Brew rather than the nasty vinegar that had threatened to destroy my latest project.

“Is it good?” the alchemist asked. “Did I get the mix right?”

“You sure did,” I laughed. “Rheingold, this is great! Thank you so much for this. You saved the beer!”

“Bah, you harvested the moonflowers,” he said and shook his head. “I just ground them up and extracted their… special qualities. Now, let’s fix the rest of these barrels, and then we’ll need to make sure that none of it wears off overnight or anything.”

The next two days were a total blur of activity. We polished every tap, made sure that there wasn’t a single splinter in the floor, and hung colorful lanterns along the guild’s stone arches. Hilly and Flora helped to paint a mural on the far wall that featured a big golden stag made of hops and steam. Babble even made labels for each of the tasting flights, and despite the fact that some of them were oddly poetic or even a little threatening, we let it slide.

King’s Brew

This one starts easy, then gets blurry near the end. Like memories, a great party, or some peoples’ marriages. Love, Babble.

Summer Brew

Best enjoyed by the river, in a hammock, or while sitting suspiciously still in someone’s backyard. Love, Babble the Gnome.

The King’s Winter Festival Brew

You’ll be drunk, delighted, and possibly dethroned. Love, Babble.

The Autumn Pumpkin Brew

Pairs well with stories you just made up on the spot. Love, Babble.

“Do you really think these are going to entice people?” Hilly asked as she studied the notes for the hundredth time. “Babble certainly took a lot of creative license with these.”

“I can hear yoooou, Hildegaaard,” a somehow already drunk Babble hiccupped as he leaned against one of the stools. “And might I add… there is no innovation without creativity… the King’s Brewery is seeking to… to bridge new bridges over water. Rivers that’ve never been explored before. If people think it’s new, they’re going to like it.”

“Well, that made no sense,” Hildegard sighed. “But I think I actually get the gist of what he’s saying.”

“We want to make an impression,” I said. “And those definitely make an impression. Let’s face it, Babble is an essential part of the operation. I wouldn’t be here without him. So I think we should stick with them.”

“Yeah, I see the vision,” Hilly shrugged. “And I guess you’re right. Babble certainly does make an impression.”

“I have many words in this small body,” he hiccupped from the ground. “And many more… other things, too.”

“He’s wasted,” I sighed and then stepped over the gnome to check on my baking team.

Flora was organizing a sweets table with a few young helpers and a terrifying amount of precision. She’d spent days drawing up diagrams of how she wanted to organize her goods and then tossing the paper in the trash whenever she had a better idea.

“The cream slices should all be to the left, and vanilla and lemon should be very distinct,” she said as she looked over the current arrangement with a hawk’s eye. “A lot of people who like vanilla don’t like lemon, and vice versa. It’s important to get them correct.”

“Yes, Flora,” one of her little helpers said as she made sure that both cakes were obvious.

“And how are the confections coming along?” I asked.

“Very good,” Flora said without looking at me. “Do you like the colors? I wanted to make something that really captured people’s attention.”

The array of pastries was beautiful, and my mouth watered at the sight. Different berries and poached pears decorated small yellow tarts, and she’d made enough cream puffs to feed an army. The air was filled with the scents of lemon, sugar, and butter, and I was sure everyone would want to buy at least one.

“I think it looks beautiful,” I said. “And I’m sure we’ll sell out quickly.”

More wagons arrived with herbs, cheeses, and crates of fresh bread that had been removed from the oven mere moments ago. A band of helpers set out the charcuterie in no time, and I felt like the general of an army as I directed the placement of all the food, but I knew the bakers, butchers, and drinkers of Hagop were really going to make this an occasion.

By the time the sun was scorching the sky with the last of the day’s light, the brewery gleamed. The beer was poured, the locks were set, and the moonflowers had done their work, so everything was absolutely delicious.

And in the quiet that came just before the crowd, I stood in the center with my small family, surrounded by the glowing lanterns and the smell of hearths and smoky wood. The storm had passed for now, and the dwarves were at bay.

Then, I took one deep breath and opened the door, and the moment I did, it felt like all of Hagop stepped inside.

“Oh, look, the farmers’ guild!” Flora pointed and laughed as a gang in muddy boots strolled in with their wives and kids.

More townsfolk in their best vests and shawls followed close behind, and merchants who’d closed their stalls a little early just to be first in line waved happily at us as they looked around. The air was thick with the smell of bread and sweet roasting nuts, and children darted around with old festival ribbons in their hair. As they stepped through the stone archway of the old dwarven guild, now the King’s Brew Tasting Room, their faces lit up.

“It looks great, doesn’t it?” Hilly sighed happily as she put her arm around me.

“It really does,” Babble hiccuped as he tugged at my calves. “We’ve really done something. Something good I think. Excuse me, I need to find my gnome wife.”

“He adds character to the place,” Hilly laughed. “And I would know, since he’s been skulking around my tavern as long as I’ve worked there.”

“Well, I think Babble speaks the truth,” I chuckled. “We have done something. Something good. Just look how happy everyone is.”

The long oak tables were already packed with townsfolk, and the polished wood gleamed beneath mugs of amber, gold, and chestnut-hued ales. Brass taps lined the place like shining sentinels, and we’d hired a small waitstaff to work the place. We’d already told the new workers that if they were good tonight, they could stay on, and from the way they rushed around, it looked like they were all determined to keep their jobs. The air was full of laughter, the clink of tankards, and the rising hum of fiddle music that drifted over from a corner where a local trio had set up.

“Crisp finish on that one!” I heard someone say with a nod as they licked the foam from their upper lip. “Like kissing a snowflake!”

“That’s the winter brew,” someone else said.

At first, the plan had been to only have a King’s Brew opening. But since we now had enhanced locks that would keep any spoilers at bay, I felt more confident about serving some other brews as well. And after all, we wanted to make an impact. Who cared what time of year it was? People could drink whatever they wanted. It was a uniquely American perspective that I was willing to bring to Hagop. It didn’t matter if it was in season. As long as I had it, I was going to sell it to whoever wanted it.

“This one’s floral,” I heard someone say as I darted through the crowd.

“Yes, yes,” a few gnomes that Babble had brought gathered around. “And this one is like being kicked in the face by a honeyed bear!”
“Is that a good thing?” Hilly called over to the gnomes’ table.
“A good thing?” the gnome squeaked. “Why, it’s a great thing!”

They laughed, cheered, and kept on drinking.

Flora had taken over the sample counter, and she made sure that there were enough pieces of sliced cheese and homemade rosemary crackers. The combinations she made had people moaning with delight, and as the night went on, even Hilly was manning one of the taps with Charlotte in hand.

“Starting her off young?” I asked with a laugh.

“You bet,” she said and nodded. “This is making me feel younger than ever as well! Like back when I was a girl.”

“I’m glad to hear it,” I replied and smiled at my wife.

I loved that everyone was enjoying themselves, even those of us who had to work. I was feeling a little loose as the band began to play, and while I wasn’t about to break out into song, I was certainly happy enough to laugh at even the worst jokes.

And then the room went still as the doors opened again. It looked like a scene from a Disney movie, where the doors spread wide in perfect synchronicity to herald the arrival of a Very Important Person.

“She’s here,” I said hopefully.

A moment later, Princess Juliette was standing in the doorway. She looked like a shining beacon of light against the dark night behind her, and I even heard a few gasps at how beautiful she was.

She was dressed formally in a gown of plum and deep forest-green, rather than her usual turquoise-blue color. Her red-brown hair had been braided and crowned with a delicate circlet of hammered copper and green glass.

I felt my heart racing, and if I were a cartoon character, my eyes would’ve turned into hearts. Princess Juliette was really here in front of me, and I finally had the official title that I needed to marry her.

She stopped in the middle of the room, and the chatter of the townspeople faded as they basked in the royal presence. A faint smile passed over her lips, and her face flushed a bright and lively pink as she scanned the room.

Her gaze finally stopped on me, and the faint grin turned into a fully-fledged smile. Usually she had something of an official attitude about her, but tonight I could tell that she just wanted to have fun.

After her official duties, of course.

“Greetings, esteemed members of Hagop,” she declared loudly. “It is with great pleasure that we welcome yet another incredible venture from the geniuses at the King’s Brewery.”

“Geniuses,” Rheingold chuckled to himself. “You know, I like that.”

“Oh, you get that all the time,” I teased.

“I have the privilege of knowing firsthand just how tirelessly Sir Tyler King works,” Princess Juliette continued, and she bowed her head slightly when she said the word Sir. “And it impresses me every single day. I am so glad that the people of Hagop get to experience this unique cultural institution that’s so unlike anything else in the entire realm of Rothbart. To the beginning of a new age in brewing!”

“To a new age!” Rheingold lifted his tankard in the air, and the other guests quickly followed suit.

I lifted my tankard in the air because I wasn’t the only man behind this project. In truth, none of this ever would’ve been possible without the community of Hagop on my side, so they deserved a toast as well.

And I’d made so many friends and lovers in the process, it was like everything just kept getting better and better.

“And to Tyler!” I heard a small, drunken voice ring out.

I realized that Babble had broken out of his impressive drunken stupor for a moment to recognize me. He lifted his tankard, and the mug of beer looked absolutely gargantuan compared to his tiny, gnomish body. His eyes were bleary with alcohol, but I couldn’t help smiling at the little guy. He’d shown me the ropes when nobody else understood how I could’ve just been fished out of the river with no knowledge of this country, least of all me. And while I was the creative brains behind the project, Babble had provided plenty of support and contacts.

“Thanks, guys,” I laughed, but I felt my eyes get misty.

I looked over at Charlotte, who was asleep and drooling on Hilly’s shoulder, and then over at Baby Hugh, who was playing with a tiny pumpkin. It was all so perfect.

Then Princess Juliette came up to me and wrapped her arm around my waist, which made the entire event just a million times more perfect than before.

Everyone lifted their tankards to me in one final toast before making their way back to the taps to buy more beer or turned to their friends and continued with their conversations.

“Princess,” I said and made a sketchy bow to Juliette, and the side of her mouth curled up into a smirk.

“Oh, please,” she said. “I get enough of that at… well, not just at work. Everywhere, in fact. You’re my lover, and I’d prefer if you called me Juliette. Princess’ orders.”

“Lots of mixed messages there,” I said as I considered her Princess status and her decree to be casual with her. “But everything you do turns me on, so who am I to say no?”

“Tyler.” She blushed and bit her lip as her cheeks turned a gorgeous shade of cherry red. “We’re in public! And I am--”

“A Princess, of course,” I said, and for a moment we just stared into each other’s eyes.

Even though we didn’t say anything, I could feel the connection between us. We had an entire conversation without uttering a word. Hell, I’d negotiated with a dragon for her. I didn’t have to slay it, but in some ways, slaying it would’ve been easier. Those fairytale princes didn’t have to know a damn thing about diplomacy with giant reptiles, whereas I was just a guy from Seattle who’d had to learn on the job.

“Nobody’s ever spoken to me the way you have,” she said with a giggle. “I love it. There’s nobody like you anywhere, Tyler. Not in this world, and I’m pretty sure not even in yours. Now, I have some work to get to.”

“And what would that be?” I lifted an eyebrow. “This is my party, after all.”

“And these are my subjects,” she said with a wink and then disappeared into the crowd.

“A Princess has gotta do what a princess has gotta do,” Babble slurred from under a bench. “You can bet on that. But not against me.”

“How are you still awake?” Rheingold laughed.

The gnome gave the alchemist a raspberry and then waltzed over to the dance floor to join the party. I didn’t know if he was trying to waltz, but he definitely did some fancy footwork to get there.

“He’s got a higher tolerance than me,” I shrugged. “Somehow. I don’t know how.”

“Might just be magic,” Rheingold said with a wink.

“Ha,” I laughed. “You know, I want a snapshot of this night. The girls dancing with the kids and the crowd, the Princess being a fox as always, you being weird and mysterious, and Babble’s…well, babbling. This is how things are meant to be, aren’t they?”

“I dare say you’re right,” Rheingold said. “It’s almost as if you figured out the secret to a good life.”

“Beer?” I asked, and we both almost fell off our bench from laughing.

Rheingold’s laugh was warm and rich, and I could feel a buzz myself. But this was really what it was about. Laughing until our sides split surrounded by pals was the best life I could imagine.

The tasting room hummed with laughter, the hum of fiddles, and the rhythmic thump of boots on flagstone. Somewhere in the back, someone was shouting about whether their tongue had gone numb. But everyone was definitely having fun, and I stretched my legs out under the long table in front of me. The room had a soft, golden blur to it, so it was like looking at pure joy through a jar of honey.

“You know, the beer where I’m from is very different from what you usually find in Hagop,” Rheingold said once he’d gotten control of his laughter.

“Oh, really?” I hummed as I turned to look at him. “I haven’t heard you talk about the beer from your home country before. Actually, I haven’t heard you say much about the place where you grew up.”

“Well, I don’t talk about my native land all too much,” Rheingold replied and thought for a moment. “But I’ll tell you what, I think you’d like it. I can remember my grandfather pouring one while he sat next to the fireplace and told me about tree spirits. It’s smooth and deep, gentle but bitter. It’s not flashy, no fire or anything. But it’s got a slow, steady warmth that spreads from the back of the tongue to the tips of your fingers…”

“Rheingold!” I gasped and sat up. “Why haven’t you told me about this beer before? It sounds amazing. Actually, it sounds like a real game-changer.”

“I don’t know,” he sighed. “As I say, it isn’t brewed to be flashy. It’s for memory and comfort. It doesn’t have bubbles like yours, so I didn’t know if you’d be as interested in something like that.”

“Of course I am,” I said. “Look, I know that I made a big deal out of the bubbles, but this beer sounds amazing, and we can always add the bubbles to it. Come on. Teach me!”

I stared at him and the slightly hazy version of him that hovered around him, and part of my brain registered that I was probably drunker than I’d realized. It’s possible it was just the beer I’d already downed that was speaking, but I was suddenly passionate about learning about this beer. Of course, I was always passionate about beer, no matter what state I was in.

“I think it takes a long time to master,” he said. “The water alone is temperamental where I’m from, and forget about the yeast. It won’t even talk to you if it doesn’t like your accent.”

“Don’t care,” I slurred and thumped my mug down. “Teach me. Or let me look at how it’s made. Or… I don’t know, take me there. Hey, isn’t that where the academy is? So now we have another reason to go.”

He studied me for a beat and nodded once.

“Well,” he mused and scratched his chin. “You might be in luck. I’ve been meaning to return home for a visit, and I happen to have a fallow period in commissions, by which I mean I’m refusing to take them for the next few months to work on my own experiments, so it isn’t as if I have anything due. And if we go, it means that yes, we can stop by the Academy. For Baby Hugh.”

That definitely sobered me. Well, not actually sober sober. But it was enough to straighten me up a little and perk up my ears.

“You really think so?” I asked. “Because you did say that he was too young. Plus, I know that Flora couldn’t bear to part with him just yet. Still, it might be nice to go look at the place.”

“Oh, he’s definitely too young,” the alchemist said and nodded unsteadily. “But soon. If his gifts are as robust as they seem to be now, then they’ll know that. Plus, they’ve got books, artifacts, and training grounds. Not to mention a few ancient ghosts who only speak in riddles. You’d love it, I just know it.”

“It definitely sounds fun,” I said. “You know, a real relaxing time.”

“You’re joking about that, right?” the alchemist asked as he gave me a puzzled look.

I winked, shot finger guns at him, and made a half-assed effort to lean back casually. If he got such a kick out of being weird and mysterious, then maybe I could do that, too.

“You’re drunk,” he laughed as he grabbed my arm to keep me from sliding onto the floor.

“But I’m serious about the trip,” I insisted.

“Yes, I’m sure you are,” he replied.

Princess Juliette appeared from across the room like a vision out of wine-sodden legend. Her gown was hitched up to her knees, and her silky boots were mildly scuffed. She had a look in her eyes that meant she wanted to cause trouble.

“Guess what?” she laughed as she skipped over to me. “I’ve just bested two drunken merchants in a game of dice! I was considering dueling a third for dessert, but… that certainly doesn’t seem very ladylike, does it?”

“I think it sounds perfectly agreeable,” Rheingold said.

“Tyler and Rheingold, what are you two planning over her?” Flora asked as she arrived with a sleepy Baby Hugh in her arms. “You looked very intent about something, and that usually means you’re about to go off on another harebrained adventure. You also all look drunk, but since this is a party in a taproom, I’d say that’s a given.”

“I think we should visit Rheingold’s homeland,” I said to Flora. “With Hugh. I want to see about a beer that they have there, so you know… it’s a work trip. But I also want to see this school, for Hugh.”

“Well, I suppose that sounds like a good trip,” Flora said slowly. “And it only makes sense that as Hugh’s mother, I would come along, too.”

“What’s happening over here?” Hilly demanded as she joined us as well. “Are you four talking about me?”

“Of course,” Flora said with a straight face.

“Alright, well, now I know you aren’t,” the brunette said and rolled her eyes. “But I know you’re talking about something.”

“We’re going to the Isle of Feather,” Flora said. “To look at that school for Hugh.”

“Oh, what a fantastic idea.” Hilly’s eyes brightened as she thought about the trip. “You know, after our visit to the West Country, I was thinking about the next family trip we could take, and that seems like the perfect option.”

“Well, the more, the merrier, I suppose,” Rheingold replied.

“What about me?” Princess Juliette asked, and everyone had to hide their look of surprise. “Am I invited?”

“Well, Princess,” Rheingold began and cleared his throat. “Of course, you’re always welcome. I’m just surprised you’d want to make the journey…”

“It’s been a while since I’ve been to the Isle of Feather,” the redhead replied. “And honestly, I’d feel left out if I had to stay here.”

“Oh, we wouldn’t want that,” Flora replied.

“And of course, with a royal as part of your traveling party, we’ll use royal transportation and enjoy royal accommodations,” Juliette added.

“Then you’re definitely invited,” I laughed. “You’ll be the guest of honor.”

“I like the sound of royal accommodations,” Hilly said. “And of course, I also like you, Juliette.”

“I like you, too, Hilly,” Juliette said with a giggle.

“What about me?” Flora asked with a pouty face. “Do you like me?”

“Of course we do, Flora,” Princess Juliette assured the blonde and placed a hand on Flora’s shoulder.

“Okay, well, now that we all know just how much we like each other, we should make some concrete plans--” Rheingold began.

“I like me,” Babble slurred as he suddenly appeared from under the table. “And I really like this plan.”

“Babble,” I said. “You’re coming, too? And how long have you been there? I thought you were dancing.”

“Of course I’m coming with you,” he replied before his eyes glazed over. “Um… where?”

“To the Isle of Feather, where I’m from, for the fourteenth time,” Rheingold sighed. “But Babble, do you even have any reason to come? Wouldn’t you rather stay home with your wife?”

“Of course I have a reason to visit,” the gnome said and then burped. “I know how these journeys go, and who else is going to be bait when you encounter an ogre or a troll? Besides, I don’t take up much room.”

“He’s right,” I replied. “It wouldn’t be right to go on an adventure without Babble.”

“Right,” Rheingold said with a hiccup. “It looks like we’re going to the Isle of Feather. For beer, adventure, and…”

“School,” I said, nervous that he would say magic in front of the citizens of a town that had banned magic.

“School!” Everyone lifted their tankards.

“Fantastic!” Princess Juliette giggled. “In fact, I’ll make all the arrangements. I just have to talk to the footmen. Oh, I’m just so excited!”

“Me, too!” I laughed, and I took Hilly’s hand and spun her onto the dancefloor. “I can’t wait for our next adventure!”

But man, I probably should’ve. The next morning, the sun was far too bright for anyone’s good. It slashed through the lace curtains in our bedroom with the rude insistence of a tax collector. My skull felt like someone had stuffed it with fizzy barley, poison, and fish, and then spun them all in a butter churn. My tongue had the texture of burlap dipped in vinegar that had somehow grown hair. I heard the rustle of sheets followed by a sharp groan from Flora.

“Oh, good grief…” the baker moaned. “I think my bones are pickled. Oh, I’m a terrible mother!”

“Nonsense,” I said as I tried to shield my eyes from the light, but I had the feeling that if a mouse so much as walked across the floorboards right then, I would scream.

“What time is it?” Flora mumbled.

“Guys,” Hilly said as she walked in with a cooing Charlotte. “How are we alive?”

“How are you feeding a baby?” Flora groaned.

“I don’t have a choice,” Hilly grumbled. “She’s gotta eat. Where’s Solara when you need him?”

“Did someone say my name?” The genie flew into the room with a giggling baby Hugh in his arms. “You lovers were absolutely toasted last night! But I’m so glad you’re up on time, because…”

“On time?” Flora sat up. “What… what are you talking about, on time?”

It was at that precise moment that a sharp, deliberate knock came at the front door.

“What’s going on?” I asked. “Solara… what?”

“I’ll get it,” the genie plopped a gurgling Hugh into Flora’s lap and flew downstairs.

The knock came again, though it was more firm the second time, and then I heard the door open, and Rheingold’s voice sailed upstairs.

“Tyler!” he barked. “Get some simmon soda down you, and if you’re not dead, get the family and your belongings together! We want to get to the boat at a good time!”

“B… boat?” Flora mumbled and placed a hand over her mouth.

But it all started to come back to me.

The Isle. The Princess. The Journey. School. Dancing. And then…

I looked at the end of the bed, where several trunks were piled on top of each other as if they’d been packed for a journey. Solara came upstairs with a few large jars of simmon soda for us, and I held my hands out to receive the reviving orange liquid.

“Gimme,” I said. “Gimme gimme. Solara, what happened last night?”

“Drink, first,” the genie suggested as he handed us the hangover combating soda.

I glugged mine down, and once I was about halfway through, the genie nodded in approval and resumed his story.

“Well,” Solara said. “A few of Princess Juliette’s guards dropped you off, and the kids were asleep in the carriage and had been for some time rather than being left on a bench in the taproom, so that was all fine. I took them upstairs, and when I came back down, you were all talking about a trip. Everyone seemed very excited about it, but then you all fell asleep before you told me about it. Luckily, Babble was able to tell me more this morning.”

“Wait,” Flora said as the color returned to her cheeks. “Babble is here?”

“Morning!” The gnome waltzed in and leaned in the doorframe. “I got my simmon soda at the crack of dawn, when I was puking up everything I’d ever eaten in my entire life.”

“What about Mrs. Babble?” I asked, and he chuckled and shook his head.

“No, no,” he said. “She isn’t the traveling type, we gnomes rarely stray far from our place of birth. I’m the exception, which is what makes me so exceptional!”

“Thank goodness for you, Solara,” Hilly said. “I don’t know what we’d do without you.”

“Oh, you’re too kind,” the genie spun around in an excited circle. “But honestly, your invitation meant so much to me, I can’t thank you enough.”

I exchanged a look with Hilly and Flora, but I could tell from their looks that neither of them remembered inviting Solara to the Isle of Feather, either. But it seemed like a place that accepted magic, and even better, it would mean we’d have some help with the kids.

“Right,” I shrugged. “Well, I guess we should get this trip started, just like Rheingold said.”

I looked around at the domestic chaos, but my headache was disappearing at least. The babies, the hangovers, the scattered clothes, the gnome… I couldn’t help but grin.

Because I knew better than anyone that some of the best adventures started with a hangover.
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Chapter 6

The journey began shortly after first light, and I looked out at the fogless morning. The sky was so clear that even from the estate, I could see the streets of Hagop were still slick from the early morning dew, and the rooftops glimmered like sunlit pewter. We gathered outside the house, where Princess Juliette had prepared for a royal sendoff.

“My head is killing me,” she muttered as we got closer.

Despite her hangover, she still looked put together. Her hair was pulled back into a lazy but chic pile of braids, and she wore her usual turquoise, this time in the form of a loose-fitting skirt and a baggy shawl.

“Take this,” Rheingold suggested and took a bottle of simmon soda from Solara.

The princess snatched the bottle from his hands and glugged the whole thing in a decidedly unladylike swig. She licked her lips and smiled as the color started to return to her cheeks.

“You really are a genius,” she smiled before letting out a large burp, which she tried to cover with her dainty hands. She still managed to be cute as hell.

“Whoa,” Flora said as she blinked at our ride to… well, wherever the hell we needed to go next. “Now, this is really something. I like this.”

“Talk about traveling in style,” Hilly echoed in approval.

Our ride was definitely a step up from our usual donkey cart or creaky old wagon. This was a serious journey, and we were going to look seriously good.

Juliette had obviously pulled some strings, and the strings must’ve had golden tassels attached, because these carriages were opulent as hell.

The exterior was glossy black lacquer trimmed in deep plum velvet and stamped with her house crest. The wheels looked so well-oiled that they barely made a sound as they rolled, and I wouldn’t have put it past her to have them enchanted, too.

The horses were massive, dappled beasts with braided manes, plumes on their bridles, and silver fittings. They stood tall and proud, and their breaths puffed in rhythmic clouds in the early morning air. Even Solara’s jaw nearly fell on the ground, and he’d grown up in a court, and he could literally fly.

“Oh, this is going to be great,” Babble declared as he rubbed his hands together.

“Alright,” Flora murmured to herself as she rifled through one of her picnic baskets. “Diapers, clothes, buns, flour, emergency cheese of course, travel blanket, teething bark. We’re ready to go.”

“I say we take the little ones in one carriage,” Hilly said. “Solara can ride with us. They’re wiggly, and they won’t stay still, so I think they need a little more room.”

“Whatever you feel is best,” Juliette agreed as she waved at a giggling Hugh. “Rheingold and Tyler…”

“And Babble.” Babble stepped up. “I’ll join your carriage. I don’t take up much room, and I don’t wiggle around a lot. Plus, I want to be near the conversation, by which I mean I want to dominate the conversation.”

I knew that Hugh had developed a habit of stealing Babble’s hat and chewing on it, which my son thought was a fun game and Babble thought was a frightening blow to his dignity. I had a feeling the gnome would do everything in his power on this trip to not end up next to my son.

“That’s perfectly fine, Babble,” Princess Juliette replied. “But we need to leave soon. There’s a ship waiting for us, and if we make good time, we can be there before nightfall.”

“It takes that long?” I asked. “Wow. That’s almost as long as it takes to travel to the island.”

“It’s actually a little longer,” Rheingold sighed. “That’s why I don’t go back as often as I’d like. It’s a lot of work just to get there, and then I don’t get to stay long, because I have to be back in time to take care of my commissions.”

“I’m glad you cleared your calendar then,” I replied as everyone climbed into their respective carriages.

“Not sure how I feel about all these bells on the horses,” Rheingold muttered. “It does attract a lot of attention.”

“This is the land equivalent of a Royal fleet, Rheingold,” Princess Juliette said. “I don’t intend to travel through open, possibly dangerous land discreetly. Any potential highwaymen needs to know what they’re dealing with and the cost of attacking us.”

“True,” Rheingold sighed. “I guess it’s a safety measure.”

I clambered in and found myself in a green velvet-lined carriage that smelled vaguely of lavender. The benches were padded with matching fabric, and ornate glass jars with metal tops were set into the wall where they were easy to reach but wouldn’t be in anyone’s way.

Babble quickly perched cross-legged on one of the benches and lifted the top to see what was inside. He grinned and pulled out a handful of candy-coated nuts and started to nibble on them.

“Traveling in style,” the gnome declared.

I shook my head, but before I could claim a few candies for myself, the carriage started to move. I could feel a surge of energy in the carriage, which confirmed there was probably some magic involved. It was going to be a smooth journey for sure, and it somehow felt way more high-tech than anything I’d ever experienced in Seattle. Hell, I’d take a magic carriage ride over a long-haul flight any time.

“You know,” Babble said. “I studied the folklore of the Isle of Feather when I was young. And not just for fun, even though it obviously was fun. But their magical ecology is… singular. It’s practically a living museum.”

“Oh, good,” Rheingold murmured. “You’re doing the lecture voice. Sure, let the gnome tell the story of my land.”

“Shhh,” I replied. “Go on, Babble. This is how I end up learning things that no one else will tell me.”

Babble cleared his throat and leaned forward, while Rheingold rolled his eyes and Juliette snickered.

“Here’s what I remember,” the gnome stage whispered. “They say that the trees on the Isle hum when the wind gets too quiet, and not with the same creaks and rustles as normal trees. They have melodies, Tyler. Full, eerie lullabies in languages that even some of the birds can’t understand.”

“Really?” I asked and glanced at the alchemist.

“Well, you’re right about that,” Rheingold admitted. “I remember listening to the trees on doldrum days when I was a boy. The melodies are such quiet whispers that you can’t hear them when the wind is blowing. But when the wind goes silent, the forest is filled with their song.”

“I think I’ve heard that before,” Princess Juliette said thoughtfully. “My father visited the island when I was a girl. It was a diplomatic mission. He was hoping to strengthen the ties between Rothbart and the island, but he was obsessed with feathers for months after he came home. He had to consult a witch to stop dreaming about them. To stop speaking about feathers every chance he got.”

“Royals were never popular on the Isle,” Rheingold noted. “At least, not when I was a boy. But there were those who thought it might be good to have an ally like Rothbart, and they pushed for more treaties between the two. Do you know about the stone wives, Babble?”

“Of course,” the gnome nodded. “Great slabs of moss-covered granite carved in the hills that look like women mid-dance. One story claims they were once witches who loved the earth too much to leave it. If you ask them nicely and give them a gift, usually bread, they’ll whisper a secret to you.”

“And here’s the real secret,” Rheingold said. “They’re not carved. They’re naturally occurring.”

“How is that possible?” Juliette asked with a frown.

“The most reasonable explanation is the legend,” the alchemist said and shrugged.

“And what happens if you don’t give them a gift?” the Princess asked.

“You apparently become a stone husband,” Rheingold said. “But I wouldn’t worry about that. That part was definitely invented by traveling bards.”

“Now tell us something scary,” Princess Juliette said. “I want something shocking. Something juicy.”

“Oh, right,” Babble nodded. “I also love juicy. Hmmm…”

“Tell them about the Feather Stag,” Rheingold said without looking up from a small notebook that he’d pulled out of his pocket and started annotating. “That should be frightening enough.”

“Oh, of course,” Babble nodded. “The Feather Stag. It’s a white beast with antlers like driftwood and eyes like molten copper. They say it only appears to those it finds interesting. Or doomed. Or both. But there’s no way of knowing which camp you belong to.”

“That’s comforting,” Princess Juliette sighed.

“If it speaks to you,” Babble whispered. “You either find your purpose… or vanish into the mist.”

“Yeesh,” I shook my head. “So is everything on the Isle shrouded in mystery and poetic doom? And does everything talk?”

“Only the important bits,” Rheingold said with a wink, and then it all made sense. His weird magical ability must’ve been just another skill set on the island.

“Well,” Juliette gave a half-theatrical shiver. “Sounds like a perfect place to bring a magical child and a hungover brewer.”

“Hey,” I turned to her. “I’m not hungover anymore.”

“Of course, darling.” She winked, and her eyes sparkled with mischief.

I grinned and then looked out the window, and while I would never admit it to Juliette, I was even more amazed by the view beyond the carriage. The journey through the countryside was like riding through the pages of a storybook left out in the sun too long. Every color was rich and warm, and every breeze carried the scent of some herb or bloom or even a hint of some far-off ocean salt.

We passed through meadows stippled with buttercups and foxglove, and the grasses swayed like rippling green silk. We took winding cobbled roads that dipped into hidden valleys, and then climbed again into open, wind-swept hills.

Crows called from the fences, and flocks of sheep shifted like spilled clouds across the slopes. At one point, we even slowed down for an actual goat parade with ribbons braided into their beards and an old fiddler playing a tune as they clomped through a stone archway.

“Wow,” Babble nodded as he watched the entertainment. “Those are some real fancy goats.”

“Sure are,” I nodded. “I’ve never seen goats that fancy before.”

“I’m pretty sure that this area is known for goats,” Princess Juliette said.

“Maybe they’re royal goats,” Rheingold suggested with a straight face.

I heard happy giggles from the carriage in front of us, and I was glad that the kids got a kick out of the goat parade. There were a few sounds of disappointment when the carriages started moving again, but the countryside provided plenty of other distractions. Even though Babble was snoozing, Rheingold was scribbling away in his notebook, and Princess Juliette was doing some intensive embroidering, I was happy to drink in everything Rothbart had to offer.

Villages rolled past us like pebbles on the road, though I noticed that in these parts, the homes were more likely to have thatched roofs. There were plenty of ivy-covered taverns, and more than a few mysterious old women that tried to peer in the windows of our carriages. We stopped briefly in one hamlet to water the horses and found ourselves swept up by a roadside fair where a man was juggling knives and a teenaged boy swallowed a flaming branch.

“Don’t get any ideas,” I whispered into Hugh’s soft little ear as he erupted in a fit of giggles and pointed at the fire swallower.

A spark actually came out of his finger, and we hurried back into the carriages before anyone got wind that we were harboring a magical baby. I also didn’t want that magical baby to accidentally set something on fire, so it was best to keep him occupied with his toys and his books.

Every now and then, I’d lean my head out of the carriage window like a dog and take a deep breath. The sun cut sharp lines over dry stone walls, and the flash of silver trout in the brooks made it look like they were sparkling.

The closer we drew to the coast, the more the world began to smell of salt and cedar, and the breeze picked up until we crested that final ridge and saw the sea laid out like a shimmering silver cloth.

This wasn’t just a wide, gray-green ribbon on Rothbart’s coast. No, it was a proper port bustling with sails, seagulls, and the low roar of the tide and labor.

“Here we are,” Princess Juliette said with a smile. “And ahead of schedule, too. Best of all, we won’t have any of my scheming cousins along who will try to join the pirates and leave me completely hysterical.”

“Well, we don’t know that for certain yet,” I laughed. “We won’t know that for sure until we’re actually underway.”

“Huh, huh?!” Babble grunted as he jerked awake. “Wh-where am I? What’s going on?”

“You fell asleep,” I said. “Nothing too dramatic. We’re at the port…”

“The port of Lyndmoor,” Rheingold said.

I felt relieved as the carriage rolled to a stop and I finally got to step out. I wasn’t someone who got road sick, but I felt like I had to regain my land legs after sitting in a carriage for so long.

The fresh, salty air hit my nose as soon as I was on the ground, and I instantly felt at rest. I took several slow breaths as I looked around at the port, though I wasn’t really paying that much attention. I could tell it was old and wide, and it was wrapped in the scent of brine and barrel wood. The harbor jutted out in long, wooden fingers, and each finger was tethered to ships both grand and humble.

Obviously, ours was one of the better ones, since we had the Princess in our midst, but there seemed to be a couple of possibilities. Three ships seemed to be flying the royal banner, and they all looked like something a princess would deem acceptable.

“Land, sweet land!” Hilly laughed as the girls and Solara hopped out of their carriage.

“But not for long,” Solara said with a wink.

I looked at the genie and saw that the girls had managed to drape him in a long enough cloak that he looked like a particularly elegant blue man.

“Don’t worry, the jinn won’t get too many looks,” Rheingold said. “Anywhere that’s a transport link to the Isle of Feather sees enough magic that they don’t bother reporting it. It’s only far inland that you have difficulties.”

Princess Juliette motioned for us to follow her, and as she set off, she pointed at one of the royal ships.

“That’s us,” she said. “That’s the Starling.”

“Whoa,” Flora whispered as Hugh squirmed in her arms.

The ship was a sleeper barge, wide-bodied and long. She had a dark oak hull polished smooth and rigging strung like harp strings between her tall, triangular sails. Lanterns hung along the deck, and they already glowed faintly, as if ready to greet the night. Her figurehead was carved into the likeness of a feathered woman with closed eyes and wind-blown hair, and her arms were outstretched to the waves.

“Hmm, I think I recognize this ship,” Rheingold laughed, and he swept some of his black hair out of his face as the wind whipped around him. “Oh, yeah, I’m pretty sure that I did all of the carvings for it.”

“I am absolutely certain that you did,” the Princess said. “She’s an excellent build, good for both stability and comfort. She should get us to Feather by the morning tomorrow.”

Hilly adjusted Charlotte on her hip and blinked a few times against the salt air.

“It already feels like we’ve come a world away,” the bar mistress said. “I’ve never been to the port of Lyndmoor before.”

“Another day of firsts,” I replied.

After a full day of travel, we were miles and miles from home, the brewery, and Hagop. The sky was wide and unfamiliar, and the sea seemed to whisper something that none of us were mariner enough to understand.

But I was still excited for the trip ahead, and I suddenly felt very awake. I watched as the crew loaded crates and fresh linens aboard the Starling, and I smiled as I thought about how much I freaking loved being an aristocrat now.

The Starling rocked gently beneath my feet as I stepped up the gangplank, and as my feet touched the deck, I could swear the ship sighed like it had just been woken up from a nice, pleasant nap. I made a silent apology for disturbing it, and then I took in the dark cherrywood railings and the lanterns that hung from every beam. Glass globes had been filled with gentle floating lights that bobbed inside like fireflies caught in dreams, and the deck looked golden under the last of the sunlight. In fact, the whole harbor was painted in that particular kind of orange light that made everything feel a little unreal and a little enchanted.

Juliette climbed up beside me, and she laughed as her cloak caught the wind behind her. Meanwhile, Babble slipped on a coil of rope and nearly somersaulted into a barrel of pickled onions. So, yes, the tone was pretty much set.

“This is no ordinary vessel,” Hilly said as she stepped onboard and looked around. “This looks more like a floating manor! Rheingold, you really did a number on this one. I mean, the brass fittings…”

“This is what I’m known for,” he replied and patted a railing. “This is why the King recommended me to Tyler in the first place. Well, it feels like that was ages ago, and yet, it really wasn’t.”

“I can barely believe it,” Flora said.

“I say that we freshen up and check out our quarters,” Babble said. “I want to know where I’ll be spending the night.”

“That’s a good idea,” I agreed. “Let’s go check on the cabins.”

The girls and I made our way down the steps to the cabins. Solara would be attending to Hugh and Charlotte in the nursery in typical royal style, and I knew from previous experience that the rest of us would be separated by gender in our own rooms, even though I was married to two of the women, and engaged to the third. It was a strange way of doing things, but I did like the sense of tradition that came with everything.

I found the door that had my name on a carefully handprinted card and opened the door. I stepped into my personal cabin, which made me literally gasp with delight.

The room was absurdly plush, with thick velvet cushions, little velvet footstools, and soft curtains around the porthole windows. There was a small china tea service next to the bed, and I had no idea how they trusted that it wouldn’t break. Maybe that was just how confident this crew was in the ability of the captain of the ship and the stability of the vessel.

“You know,” Babble said as he appeared in my doorway. “I hear that tea on a ship tastes rounder than regular tea.”

“I have absolutely no idea what that means,” I said. “But I’m willing to give it a try. Anything to make the seafaring journey more authentic.”

“We’re casting off,” Rheingold said as he also appeared in the doorway. “If you’d care to take a look.”

“Oh, most certainly,” I said.

I followed the alchemist and gnome back to the upper deck so we could watch as the ship made her way out of the port. As I’d expected, the ship was so smooth, it barely felt like we were moving, but the coastline got smaller and smaller, while the sky turned a rich blue as the sun finally disappeared for the day.

“Right.” I felt someone wrap their arms around my waist, and I turned to find Hilly next to me. “I say that we have some fun.”

“Let’s go to the parlor,” Princess Juliette said and led us down the steps.

The room we stepped into looked more like a saloon than any parlor I’d seen. The walls were paneled with wood, and we sat under a chandelier made of twisted driftwood and blown-glass kelp. A few servants brought us some plum wine and lit a few candelabras, and it seemed to slowly be turning into a real occasion.

“I like this,” Flora sighed as she leaned back onto a plush, turquoise velvet cushion. “I think that this is the life I was made for.”

“I agree,” I nodded. “I think that we were made for this life.”

“Oh, I have a trick,” Rheingold’s eyes suddenly lit up, and he started rifling around in his pockets.

“Huh,” Babble lifted an eyebrow. “That seems like it’s usually my sort of thing…”

“Watch closely,” the alchemist said, and he pulled out a walnut.

It looked like a normal walnut, until it began to glow.

And not just glow. It started to pulse with a strange, golden, inner light like someone had stuffed it full of late summer sunlight and a hint of thunderstorm. I leaned forward for a closer look, while Babble squinted at it. Flora paused mid-sip of her plum wine, and Hilly frowned.

“I don’t trust that nut,” Hilly finally said.

“Good.” Rheingold grinned slightly. “You shouldn’t.”

With a flick of his wrist, Rheingold tossed the walnut up, and when it was on the descent, it split midair, popped open, and spilled a handful of glittering blue sand, which vanished before it touched the table. All that was left in his palm was a small silver ring that was still warm with magic.

“Umm…” I said at the very-real-magic trick. “Would we really call that sleight of hand?”

“Absolutely,” Rheingold said. “At least it is to me.”

“I don’t know,” Babble raised an eyebrow. “I think that I would refer to that as a minor transmutation.”

We all stared at the alchemist, who had just performed outlawed magic before our very eyes. But he just sipped his drink and winked. I vowed that I would never play cards with him, because even though I trusted him, I now knew that it was fully in his power to change his hand.

“Well, that was certainly entertaining,” Hilly said. “But I also have a fun idea. What about a game of thieving barmaid? I’m not too good at games of chance, but I think I’d have a good chance at this.”

“Thieving barmaid?” Flora blinked a few times. “That’s… that’s just you! Minus the thieving part, of course.”

“It’s easy,” Hilly shrugged, and she handed out some mismatched and slightly oily cards. “If you get the corkscrew, you can challenge the landlord. But if someone slaps the mop card, you have to spill your drink. Unless someone else has the chimney sweep.”

“What?” I blinked.

“Yes Hilly, with all due respect,” Rheingold said. “What in Hagop are you talking about?”

“Don’t worry,” she smirked. “I’m the barmaid, so I know what I’m doing.”

The game actually started to make sense, mostly because the cards had pictures of stuff like mops and corkscrews on them, so it wasn’t actually as farfetched as it seemed. Within three rounds, the brunette had cleaned me dry of my apple cards, taken a few gold coins from Babble, and somehow gleaned a few buttons that Rheingold was oddly sentimental about. Flora laughed so hard that she cried as she handed her scarf over to Princess Juliette for one round, and Rheingold just glared at his hand like it had betrayed him.

“I don’t think this is a real game,” Babble said.

“It is now,” Hilly said as she tucked her winnings into her pouch and took a triumphant bite of a honey biscuit that the servants had laid out while we were all being thieved by the barmaid.

“But you’ve had your fun now,” Flora said with a lifted eyebrow. “I say that we see our children off to sleep. Now wouldn’t that be wise?”

“Ugh, fine,” Hilly rolled her eyes. “I suppose I do love them more than trinkets.”

I accompanied them into the nursery, where Solara had plopped a very sleepy Charlotte in her cradle. Flora made her way to the other side of the room and settled a confused Hugh into a hammock.

“We’re on a ship, Hugh,” she said. “We’re on the sea! That’s why you get to sleep in the hammock tonight.”

He didn’t look convinced that the hammock was safe, but he finally quieted and after a moment, he seemed to enjoy the very gentle swaying. I noticed the hammock had been slung between two carved pillars, and the wood had little winged lions at the top and tiny fish scales carved into the grain. When the ship swayed ever so slightly, the whole structure rocked like a lullaby.

The baker tucked a soft cloth over him and murmured some nonsense in that secret, soothing tone that only mothers seem to know. Hugh yawned so hard that his whole face crumpled, and then he gave a gurgling sigh and fell asleep like he finally trusted the ship, the sea, and all the stars overhead.

Flora and Hilly stayed there for a minute longer before tiptoeing back to join the others, but I stayed on a moment longer just to watch the pair. I felt so full, and yet, there were times when I still couldn’t believe that all this was mine.

“Oh, good, you’re back,” Princess Juliette said as she shifted herself on one of the velvet sofas and patted the cushion.

One of the deckhands was showing Babble how to whistle through his tiny fingers, though from the expression on the gnome’s face, it didn’t seem to be going well.

“Like this,” the deckhand said. “Thumbs curved. Blow between the knuckles. Like this.”

He let out an elegant, perfect whistle that echoed off the cherrywood but didn’t sound shrill.

Babble tried, but there was nothing. The gnome scowled and examined his hands like there was something wrong with them.

“Again,” the gnome demanded as he watched the sailor.

Babble tried three more times and got so red in the face I thought he’d keel over, but finally, a blast like a trumpet blared from his hands. It was loud enough to make Solara spill his tea and Juliette shriek.

“Yes!” my friend shouted. “I am the wind gnome!”

“You’ll be shark food if you wake the babies,” Hilly warned him.

“Er, um, sorry,” Babble muttered as he went white in the face.

“All hail,” Rheingold lifted what remained of his glass and nodded.

“I don’t know what it is about traveling that makes me so tired,” I yawned and stretched out my limbs. “But I’m not sure if I’m going to be able to stay up having fun for much longer. Even though it has, of course, been wonderful to hang out with you all.”

“That’s just fine,” Solara shrugged. “I want to read some poetry to the moon. One of my great-grandfathers once dated her for a while, and I know that she likes votive offerings. So that will be a good omen for our journey.”

“Mm, good idea,” Rheingold nodded.

“What…” Hilly murmured under her breath but didn’t press the matter any further.

“I want to find a secret cupboard,” Babble said. “I hear that these ships tend to have them.”

“Only I know where you’d find that, or if you’d even find that,” Rheingold said. “And I’m most certainly not going to tell you.”

I trundled back to my sleeping quarters as the others continued doing… well, whatever it was that they were doing. But I knew that I’d have to be sharp when we got to the Isle of Feather, and after last night, I really needed some shut-eye, even after the simmon soda.

The bed practically called to me, and I found myself drawn to it like a magnet. I shut the door behind me, and I could feel my eyes grow heavy as I drooped onto the impossibly soft velvet without even changing out of my clothes. I managed to kick off my boots before the irresistible lull of the sea finally got to me, and I found myself in a dark and dreamless sleep.

I woke up to the soft groan of the ship’s wood stretching in the dawn and the gentle hush of waves licking the hull. It felt like the Starling had either stopped rocking or just settled into a lull so smooth that I couldn’t tell where the sea ended and the world began. I knew that it was common to get so used to the gentle rocking at sea that it was difficult to regain land legs, so I mentally prepared myself for feeling a little wobbly when I got back to the shore.

My cabin was dim and bathed in early-morning gray light that seeped through the porthole and onto the luxurious velvets that comprised my room. I crept to the door and could hear some servants running around with muffled whispers, but it didn’t sound like Babble or the kids were awake yet.

I pulled on one of the cloaks by the door and stepped out into the hallway. Then I crept out to the deck and blinked against the cool morning air.

And there it was. The Isle of Feather.

It rose out of the sea like something out of a fairy tale. It was a wild, verdant mass, soft with mist and crowned with a tangled forest. The trees looked tall and ancient, and their tops vanished into low clouds like they’d grown too high for this world and tickled the bottom of Heaven. The shoreline curved around the bay in a perfect crescent dotted with pale ruins. There were pillars and domes of moss-eaten stone half-sunk into the hillside. It was overgrown, unkempt, but absolutely glorious.

It was still early, but the mist clung to everything. It rolled back just enough to show glimpses of cracked stairways that led nowhere and massive roots curled through doorways. Toppled arches framed the distant cliffs, and I couldn’t believe how many beautiful ruins there were on this distant island.

The air smelled like wet cedar and salt, with a faint sweetness. I closed my eyes and took it in, and man, it was fresh. I’d gotten used to the sweet clean air of country living, but this was something else entirely.

Behind me, I heard a creak of the hatch and an unmistakable yawn.

“I found the secret cupboard,” Babble yawned. “The only hard part was finding my way out.”

“Well, I’m glad that we didn’t have to send a search party,” I smiled. “Sleep well?”

“Excellently,” he sighed dreamily. “Like a baby being rocked in a cradle. Does it feel like the island is watching us, or is that just me?”

“It does,” I nodded. “But not in a bad way.”

Princess Juliette appeared with her braids down by the side of her shoulders. She was wrapped in a wool shawl, and she yawned.

“Morning, you two,” she said. “Sleep well?”

“Very,” I nodded. “We were just saying that it feels like the island is watching us.”

“I understand that feeling,” Rheingold said as he appeared with a steaming mug that was probably filled with something herbal and mystical. “To the uninitiated, this place can feel like a threshold, a place in between. That’s especially true inland.”

“In between what?” Babble asked.

“Ask the stones,” the alchemist replied and shrugged.

I leaned on the rail, and my heart thumped a little faster as I studied the island. We weren’t in Rothbart anymore, that much was obvious, though I couldn’t really say why. This place didn’t seem like it followed any rules that I knew of so far. It seemed full of magic.

After the kids woke up, we had a delicious breakfast of pastries and tea in the parlor room. The island got closer and closer, and I could practically feel the air around us hum with magic. The staff and crew prepared for docking, and then we made our way up to the deck.

I took a deep breath of the fresh island air and looked out onto the misty, verdant land. Now the trees were towering over us, and the grass somehow looked more emerald green than before.

“Home, sweet home,” Rheingold said as he smiled at the coast.

I saw something in him soften. Maybe here he would be less of a mysterious outsider, and I would get a real sense of who he was when he fit in with everyone around him.

The gangplank creaked beneath our boots as we stepped off the Starling and onto the dock of the Isle of Feather. A low mist still curled over the harbor, and the sun cast the whole port in a kind of twilight hush even though it was morning.

The people on the dock didn’t crowd us, exactly. They just… watched, from behind stacks of crab pots and under shawls pulled tight against the breeze. I could see pairs of eyes from the raised planks of fish-drying huts and crooked little tea stalls. Men and women with hair like tree bark and eyes the color of old stone. And a fair few with striking black hair and blue eyes, just like Rheingold. Some of them wore boots too big and hats too small, and a few of them had a lean, ropy look that I knew came from a lifetime of hauling things. All of them were still and quiet.

I glanced over at Princess Juliette, and I almost expected the usual fanfare whenever she arrived somewhere, even though this land wasn’t part of the Kingdom. Surely there would be a trumpet, a bow, or even someone fainting at her boots. But nothing happened, though the people were quiet and respectful.

They looked at her coat of arms and took it in, but nobody seemed to care very much.

“They don’t seem to regard royalty as highly as the people of Hagop,” Flora murmured as she leaned in toward me

“We have a checkered history,” Princess Juliette said in a low, soothing tone. “I’m not trying to impress them right now. We’ve found it’s easier to just let the people of the Isle of Feather do their own thing. Plus, it’s nice to not have to put on airs for the civilians.”

Rheingold straightened his pack and nodded to one of the staring men, who nodded back. Babble, meanwhile, kept glancing around corners, under carts, and between crates. I didn’t know what he was looking for, but he gave a brief nod.

“Seems like a friendly lot,” he said. “Doesn’t feel cursed here.”

Solara floated to a halt beside me. His silken robes shifted in the breeze like wind-tossed curtains, and he narrowed his eyes at the stones beneath our feet. A few of them shimmered faintly, barely enough to notice unless you were watching for it.

“Feels nice not to have to pretend to have legs,” he noted. “There’s really a nice feeling here. It’s like the air remembers more than it should. That’s old magic.”

“Mmhmm,” Hilly harrumphed. “Well, just as long as we won’t be questioned for saying anything of the like.”

“I can assure you that you won’t,” Rheingold said. “It’s just the way of the land here. We don’t have the same laws about magic here.”

“Plus, I’m above the law,” Princess Juliette said with a wink. “So even at the best of times, you don’t have to worry when you’re with me.”

“You know Juliette, I like you more every day,” Hilly said as she nuzzled Charlotte closer to her.

Suddenly, we heard a large popping noise, and I jumped while Babble shrieked like a gull.

“What was that?” I asked as I looked around.

I quickly spotted a small trail of green smoke that drifted to the ground by our feet. As soon as the smoke touched the ground, a creature appeared from the mist. He was two feet tall, and he wore an old corduroy jacket and a hat with a feather longer than his leg.

“Well, well, well,” the red-headed little man said with his hands on his hips and eyes glittering like emerald glass. “If it isn’t the travelers.
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Chapter 7

Rheingold didn’t even flinch, and Princess Juliette raised one eyebrow, like she was being addressed by a mushroom with poor manners.

“What…” Hilly whispered into my ear. “Is that an island version of Babble?”

“You look thirsty,” the leprechaun-like creature said as it scanned us. “Fancy a drink? Tavern is this way. Only opens when it wants to, so it’s your lucky day.”

“I feel like I’m getting scammed,” Flora said. “Just a feeling.”

“Do you work for the tourist board?” I blinked.

He ignored me and gave a wink so sharp that it felt like a poke.

“Hmm,” Hilly raised an eyebrow.

“Come along now,” the creature said. “The beers won’t pour themselves. I have a feeling that you’ve got questions. And I’ve got answers… if you don’t mind a riddle or two, that is.”

“I mind,” Babble stepped out. “I don’t have the time for riddle after riddle. But I am interested in a drink.”

“Babble!” Flora hissed.

“Very well,” the creature said with another wink, and he turned on his heel and marched back into the mist as he whistled something that might’ve been a jig or a warning.

We all stood there for a moment and then looked at each other. Princess Juliette straightened her traveling cloak, and her reddish-brown hair glinted in the mist-filtered sun. She placed a leather-gloved hand on my arm and gave me a wink.

“You all go on,” she said as she nodded in the direction of the leprechaun. “I’ll see to the staff and make sure that the accommodations aren’t full of turnips or dry hay. Have fun. And I’ll find you if you get cursed, but I’m quite sure that Rheingold could deal with that. And Babble, don’t have too much fun.”

“Me?” the gnome asked. “Why, I’d never.”

She rolled her eyes and turned back toward the dock with a regal air that somehow made a seagull stop squawking mid-cry.

“So it looks like we’re following the little guy,” Flora shrugged. “Well, I’m always down to see what the island has to offer. And Hilly, I’m sure you are, too?”

“Let’s just take a moment to understand something,” Babble held his hand up. “There is one little guy in this gang, okay? And that’s me. Now, I’m not going to be replaced by an even littler, little guy.”

“You’re irreplaceable, Babble,” I said. “Trust me. Plus, we don’t even know his name.”

“The name’s Hungy O’Gold!” a sing-song voice rang out from the mist ahead of us. “And you’ll be wanting to follow me this way!”

He didn’t walk so much as scamper, and his little feet kicked up pebbles and the occasional twig as he hummed a tune that had no business being as catchy as it was.

“I don’t know how I feel about him,” Babble muttered as we followed. “I know I’m small, but something about his proportions… seems dishonest.”

The gnome adjusted his belt and narrowed his eyes as he glared at Hungy’s back, and Flora shot me a knowing look.

Hungy led us through a winding cobbled lane that cut between two steep, mossy hills and past cottages that looked like they’d grown out of the earth rather than been built. Thick roots curled through chimneys, and doors were shaped like crooked mushrooms. The windows glowed with warm golden light, and everything seemed so cozy and inviting.

The path opened up just ahead to reveal the tavern.

It was nestled under the gnawed boughs of an enormous, blooming hawthorn tree. The building looked like a sunken library built by someone with a love for both books and barrels. It had low ceilings, round doors that I’d never seen before, and the whole thing was half-covered in ivy. A little sign hung from a rusted bracket, with the name in hand-painted curling script.

THE GLOAMING CUP.

I didn’t even get a chance to admire the woodwork before we stepped inside and the world changed.

“This is the smell of home.” Rheingold gave a deep sigh. “Reminds me of countless hours as a boy spent in places like this with my family.”

The air was thick with the scent of roasted malt and wild herbs, of peat smoke and cloves. There was also something richer and deeper that I thought was wood at first, but felt more like the memory of old stories. The walls were paneled in knotted wood and polished bones, and carved with scenes of feasting and dancing.

“What’s this about?” Hilly asked and pointed to one of the other murals.

“It looks like sheep robbing a bank,” I replied, and honestly, it really did.

There was a gray stone building in the center, flanked by several sheep in black eye masks that looked like they were conversing and holding burlap sacks full of gold.

“Guess we’ll have to ask Rheingold about that,” Hilly huffed, and then she gave Charlotte a kiss on the head like that might ward off anything too magical.

As we made our way to the bar, I took a good look at the locals. They were leaning on wooden tables that had been worn smooth by centuries of elbows and good times. A few of them had slightly pointed ears, and I noticed that some of them had extremely pink skin. But they all had a certain glint in their eye of knowing too much, a little like Rheingold, and their drinks shimmered slightly when a ray of sun caught them just right.

One older man leaned over from his table with a clay mug in his hand and gestured for his friends to look at us.

“You folk don’t look as if you’re from the Isle,” he said. “Some of us thought we’d be having travelers soon, and we’re right. Except for you, Sir.”

He nodded at Rheingold, who smiled.

“You’re right,” he said. “Showing some friends where I’m from, and all that the Isle has to offer.”

“Does my foreignness show?” I said with a chuckle and gestured to myself.

“Don’t worry, stranger,” he laughed, and it sounded like gravel poured over honey. “You’re welcome as long as you can stomach the drink from these parts.”

“Where do you come from?” A woman with one eye and an apron that was covered with a design that looked like blades of grass and flower stems asked. “Anywhere I’d know?”

“Hagop in Rothbart,” Hilly answered. “I own a tavern, Flora’s a baker, and our husband owns a brewery. He works with Rheingold, who is from the Isle.”

“Ah,” the woman smiled. “Fellow beer people! Well, I’ll tell you what, brewing is very different here than what you’re used to in Rothbart. Always has been. Yeast won’t rise unless the moon’s been sung to properly. Wort doesn’t ferment unless it’s in the right mood. We brew with minerals, woodsmoke, and wells.”

“Whoa…” I hummed, impressed. “Yep, that does sound very different than how we brew things back home.”

“Where’s Solara?” Flora asked as she looked around. “I thought he’d want to join us.”

“Of course not,” Hilly laughed. “He’ll want to help Princess Juliette with the accommodations. He loves organizing, that genie.”

“Of course,” I shrugged. “That checks out.”

Hungy clapped his tiny hands and leaped up onto a stool beside the bar.

“You see, we don’t just make beer here,” he said. “We make reminders. Things you taste that take you somewhere you forgot. One pint might take you to your grandfather’s porch. Another tankard might take you back to your very first kiss!”

“And I thought I was whimsical,” Babble groaned. “This pipsqueak talks like an embroidered pillow!”

Hungy obviously didn’t hear him, because he gestured up at the barkeeper, who had a long white beard and didn’t seem to be wearing any shoes. He slid a dark mug toward me, and I could practically feel my eyes watering.

“It’s only right that Tyler has the first pour,” Rheingold declared as the girls smiled in agreement. “This is his craft, after all.”

“Only if you’re all sure,” I said.

“We are,” Hilly answered. “Now drink up.”

I took a sip, and my whole world felt like it was cracking open and filling with light. The beer was thicker, darker, and smoother than anything I’d ever tasted. It was like drinking the color brown, but in the most appetizing way possible. There wasn’t any fizz, but there was a gentle cascade of roasted barley, earthy hops, something smoky, something sweet, and a final echo of something… ancient. It sat on my tongue like velvet and then slipped down my throat. It was closer to a stout than a porter, but it had elements of both in a way that I’d never quite had on Earth.

Yum. My eyes widened, and I blinked once, and then twice. Then the room and the chatter and the expressions of the onlookers made themselves clear to me.

“Wow,” I said quietly.

“Told you it was worth coming all this way,” Rheingold smirked beside me. “I knew that you’d love it.”

“I think I want to bathe in this,” I said. “Or name my child after it. I want it on tap at my funeral.”

“That’s the usual reaction,” the bartender said and gave a small nod.

“You will not be bathing in anything like that,” Flora sniffed and lifted an eyebrow. “We fished you out of one river after you fell into a vat of beer, and I’m superstitious enough that I believe if you go swimming in beer, you’ll return to wherever you came from.”

“I guess you’re right,” I shrugged. “I’d never thought about it that way before, but it would be pretty stressful if I just disappeared.”

“It would indeed,” Hilly agreed. “Now let me take a sip. After all, I’m also a professional in the beer world, and I want to know what I’ve been missing all this time.”

I leaned back against the warm, wood-paneled wall and watched as the others took turns trying the beer. I couldn’t believe that we were really here on the Isle, and the beer was even better than Rheingold had described it. It was a strange place, but I was used to that. And it was only the beginning of this adventure.

“Oh, I knew that you’d like it!” Hungy declared and interrupted my wistfulness. “You know, the master brewers of this Isle listen to the pulse of the land before choosing their hops.”

“Oh, here we go,” Babble finally looked up. “More lyrical nonsense.”

Hungy turned slowly with one brow arched like the curl of a particularly condescending vine.

“Uh-oh,” I muttered under my breath. “We’re barely an hour in…”

“You got something stuck in your ears, gnome?” the little guy asked. “Or just dust where your wonder should be?”

Flora and Hilly both put their mugs down and started to pay attention. I had a feeling that this would be good.

“I’ll have you know,” Babble squared his little shoulders. “I’m packed with wonder from my left ear to my right, but in terms that the average man could understand, none of this highfalutin twaddle you’re using. I know dwarven marshmasters who can taste water and tell you which glacier it comes from.”

“How positively arithmetic,” Hungy faux-gasped.

“Brewing,” Babble snapped. “It’s about balance, temperature, and grain profiles. Just ask Tyler! They’re all actual things that you can measure, not just whimsy and dancing and whispering to puddles. If anything, the way you talk makes it even more difficult for anyone to know what you’re on about!”

“You poor, rigid lad,” Hungy swirled his beer with a glint in his eyes. “Yeast rises when flirted with. Our grain sings. Our water remembers.”

“I have a wife,” Babble said with gritted teeth. “And I don’t think she’d be happy at the suggestion that I’m having a workplace romance with… with yeast!”

“Now, now, now,” the barefooted bartender said as he polished a glass with the same pace of a glacier melting. “Some might say that you’re both right. And some might also say that you’re both drunk!”

“I’m not drunk,” Babble said, and he immediately slipped off his stool and caught himself with a surprising dignity. “I am merely insulted.”

“Because your palate is afraid of poetry!” Hungy leaned toward him, smug as a cat who got the cream.

“You weird, broody little twerp!” Babble growled.

Hilly wandered over with her tankard and smiled like she was watching a puppet show.

“Are they arguing about beer or flirting?” my barkeeper wife asked.

“Yes to both,” I answered. “But I think we all know that they’ll end up brewing together by the end of the night, so we shouldn’t worry too much.”

After all, that was just Babble’s style.

After enough drinks that the rest of us were getting a little bit hungry and a great deal of Babble murmuring things like “yeast doesn’t need to be wooed” under his breath, Hungy O’Gold slapped his tiny hands on the counter.

“You have my attention, small fry,” Rheingold said.

“Thank you,” O’Gold replied. “But I suggest that if we are feeling hungry for some of what the Island has to offer, then we head to the market.”

“Oh, that would be fantastic,” Rheingold nodded. “I know that there will be something delicious in the market. And there’s plenty of fun things to look at, too. A fun little introduction to where we are.”

“I could do with a change of scenery,” Babble grumbled as he slid off of his bench.

“Ho!” Hungy gave a florid bow and hopped off his stool before zipping out of the tavern door like someone had lit fire under his feet.

“Well, guess we’re going to have to be quick,” I said as the rest of us exchanged a glance. “I assume this is still the fun kind of magic and not the ‘steal your shadow and turn you into a tree’ kind.”

“Oh, don’t remind me of that.” Hilly shivered at the reminder of how we’d nearly been transformed in the West Country. “I was just starting to forget.”

“Me, too,” Flora added and burped.

“I’d say the chances are at about sixty-forty, knowing this place,” Rheingold said. “We haven’t been charmed, hexed, or robbed blind yet, and usually that type of thing occurs in the first half-hour when you meet a nefarious type.”

“Good to know,” I said. “I’ll bear that in mind.”

We followed Hungy out into the twisting, misty lanes of the village, where the thatched cottages gave way to mossy stone and trees that seemed to lean in just a little closer. The market finally unfolded at the end of a narrow lane that might have once been a deer path. It reminded me of a spilled deck of those cards that Hilly had used for the Thieving barmaid game. The scene was chaotic, colorful, and also a little unnerving.

Tents and stalls bloomed beneath ancient oak trees. Their canvas had been dyed in indigos, blood reds, and mossy greens. Some seemed to be made of patchwork quilts, and others of leaves and shimmering thread. The air buzzed with the scent of ginger and roasted chestnuts, wet stone and dried lavender, and every few steps a wind chime tinkled with notes you could feel in your molars.

“Oh, this is so enchanting,” Flora sighed to herself, and Hugh giggled as he pointed at some wooden fish that were hanging from a mobile. “I’ve never seen anything like this in Hagop!”

“It might be quite literally enchanting,” Hilly murmured as we made our way into the throng. “I’d be careful.”

“You might see where I learned some of my crafting,” Rheingold leaned in as we looked at the mystical wares.

There were swords made of fishbone, bottles that hummed, and candles that somehow burned with upside-down flames.

“Looks alchemical to me,” I said.

“Behold,” Hungy O’Gold. “One of my favorite stalls, the weather catcher.”

We approached a stall that had a light-blue burlap canvas with rain clouds and a sun painted on it. The place was full of jars, but looked as if it was devoted almost entirely to jars of weather.

“Storm in a bottle,” the short, ruddy man said with a smile. “It makes a fine mood! Use it for mood lighting, or unleash at your peril. Or better yet, to the peril of others.”

“I think we’re fine to leave the weather up to chance for now,” I said with a smile as I spied a jar that flickered with tiny contained lightning.

I had no idea how something like that worked, but Rheingold was certainly right. Magic abounded here.

I resisted the urge to buy a jar labeled “Second Thoughts (Mild)” solely from the fact that I didn’t actually want to be having second thoughts about any of my life decisions. I was curious about what would happen with these things, though, and I was having a great time trying to picture the effects when I was distracted by the sound of Babble scoffing behind me. It was sharp and unmistakable, like a dagger being unsheathed by someone who was bored of the peace.

“Let me guess,” he muttered in his little voice. “A cart of shiny nonsense and riddles disguised as commerce.”

I turned and saw another leprechaun-like creature, but this one was a little different. It looked like Hungy, but more mischievous and tired, and maybe a little more slippery. He was taller and narrower with cheekbones like knives and a grin that looked like it could unlace my boots. His coat shimmered in the dim light like a beetle shell lacquered with varnish, and he wore a top hat that leaned rakishly to one side. I didn’t know how it stayed balanced on his head, but then again, everything seemed to have magic here.

“Afternoon, all,” he said with a smirk. “Hungy, who are these new friends of yours?”

“Everyone, this is my cousin, Mortimer,” Hungy said. “First cousins, same grandmother, slightly different interpretation of ethics.”

“What was that last part?” Babble asked.

“Mortimer, I didn’t know you’d be here!” Hungy said. “I thought you were, uh… somewhere else.”

Mortimer’s cart was lined with rows of spinning coins perfectly balanced on little brass points as they rotated lazily in the air. Each one gleamed in the bright light, and though some were gold and some were copper, they were all etched with runes and symbols that I didn’t recognize. One flipped itself into the air without being touched and landed without a sound on a velvet square over and over again.

“You look like a man of precision,” Mortimer said to Babble with a twinkle in his eye. “A man who enjoys the thrill of chance, the romance of risk.”

“I wouldn’t go so far as to say that I enjoy either, but I’m good at a gamble, if that’s what you mean,” Babble said. “And I do enjoy proving people wrong.”

“Then let’s play,” Mortimer smiled.

“What’s the wager?” Babble asked. “And more importantly, what’s the game?”

“A simple one,” Mortimer said, and he plucked a particularly ornate coin from a carved box. One side bore a sun and the other a moon.

“Nice coin,” Rheingold said, and he cocked his head. “Haven’t seen one like that before. Must be old.”

“Call the side,” Mortimer said to Babble. “Simple. Win three in a row, and I’ll give you a wish token. Lose, and I put your name on the board.”

He gestured behind him at a wooden plank that was nailed to the side of his cart and covered in tiny brass nameplates. One read Here played Thimblenose. Mistook a frog for a Princess.

“Do I look like the type of gnome who gets his name engraved in a gloating ledger?” Babble scoffed. “Please. Don’t insult me.”

“Well, I can’t say for sure,” Hungy said. “But you do sound like the type of man who is stalling.”

I didn’t notice at first that a small crowd had started to form, but they let out a ripple of oohs and aahs at the insult. Babble was usually good at pulling it out of the bag when it came to betting, but there was no denying that these creatures did have a magic about them.

“This can’t possibly go wrong,” I leaned into Flora’s ear. “We won’t hear the end of it until we get back to Hagop. And that’s if we’re lucky.”

“Mm,” she nodded. “Remind me of how often Babble walks away from things with dignity?”

“But also,” Hilly added. “Remember how often Babble loses.”

“Good point,” Flora said. “Well, let’s hope that the gnome’s luck is on his side.”

“Go on,” Babble shrugged. “I’m ready as ever.”

Mortimer flipped the coin into the air. It spun with a faint glimmer and caught the light just so.

“Moon,” Babble called out as Mortimer slapped it onto the back of his hand.

The leprechaun revealed the coin, and moon it was.

“Yes,” I heard Rheingold say under his breath, and the crowd let out a polite smattering of applause.

“Lucky,” Mortimer shrugged. “Now for the second time.”

“Bring it on,” Babble grinned.

Another flip into the air.

“Sun,” Babble nodded as Mortimer slapped the coin on the back of his hand.

The creature revealed the coin, and it was a sun.

“Let’s go!” Hilly laughed.

There was more applause, and a few cheers now. Someone handed Babble a piece of candied citrus, but he couldn’t eat it yet. He was laser-focused, and he watched Mortimer like he was about to recite a flawed proof.

The trickster twirled the coin into the air, and Babble nodded.

“Moon,” he said.

But this time, the coin fluttered. Just a touch, but it was noticeable. A hiccup in the spin, like the air caught it.

It hit his hand, and Mortimer revealed a sun.

“Ah!” the trickster laughed. “So, so close. But alas…”

“Again!” Babble said as his eyes narrowed.

“Again?” Mortimer laughed. “I sense a sore loser!”

“Then let me see the coin,” Babble said as the crowd murmured. “Something isn’t right.”

“You can just admit that you lost,” Mortimer laughed to himself. “But of course, have a look…”

Babble snatched the coin and held it up to the light. He turned it, sniffed it, and then he handed it to Rheingold.

“There’s something afoot with this,” he said. “Rheingold, dust it. I’m sure you have some?”

“What’s going on?” I asked.

“If you’re thinking what I think you are, Babble,” Rheingold said as he rifled through his pockets. “Then I must admit that I underestimated your intellect.”

“There’s a lot more brains in this tiny noggin than one would suspect,” Babble said as he took a tiny vial from Rheingold’s hand and dusted it with an ashy substance.

The coin shimmered, but then the shimmer started to concentrate on one edge. Mortimer lifted an eyebrow, but then he started to flex his hands and twiddle his thumbs. I didn’t know what the hell Babble was thinking, or even Rheingold for that matter, but it looked like they’d somehow caught him.

“I wonder what’s happening…” Flora whispered into my ear.

“It’s a charm loop,” Babble said as he looked up at his opponent. “Built into the flip arc. It nudges toward the side you’ve told it to choose. It’s very clever, but obviously impossible to achieve true probability.”

The crowd gasped. I looked over at Hilly, who covered her mouth with her hand. I could tell that she was having a hard time grasping just how openly they used magic in this strange Isle. But luckily between a gnome, a genie, Rheingold, and my own magical baby, I felt like I was used to this kind of thing.

“That’s… that’s ridiculous,” Mortimer started to stumble over his words as he turned pale. “That’s a completely baseless accusation.”

Babble turned the coin to show the faint pulse of the enchantment that still flickered along the edge.

“That’s a charm loop, no doubt.” Rheingold nodded, and I could tell that the crowd believed him.

“You cheated,” Babble declared. “With flair, no doubt. But it’s still cheating. So my name isn’t going on your stupid little plaque. And all of these people know what your real game is now.”

Someone in the crowd let out a slow, drawn-out whistle. It was the kind of response that ended careers. I could tell that whatever Mortimer tried to say, there wasn’t any going back from this. His face didn’t move, but something behind his eyes went steely and sharp, and I shuddered.

“You’ve got some nerve, gnome,” the cheater said calmly to Babble.

“I have standards,” Babble frowned. “If I’m going to gamble, it has to be a fair game.”

“And you say that as one who possesses the luck of the gnomes, no doubt,” Mortimer practically spat.

“That’s in my blood, I can’t get rid of it or… or… I’d be dead,” Babble said, and I gave him an encouraging nod. “It’s not something gnomes can control. But I’ve never rigged a game. That would be shameful!”

The crowd was fully invested in the argument now, and I heard whispers as people debated that. By the looks and sounds of it, nobody had ever caught out Mortimer before, even though he clearly had a pretty bad reputation. Even Hungy O’Gold had fled the scene.

“Alright guys,” I finally stepped in. “You know what, let’s maybe go on our way before we get banned from another establishment.”

“We’re banned from establishments?” Hilly asked. “I thought I was loved by establishments.”

“No harm done,” Mortimer said with a smile. “Games are meant to be lively.”

But something about the trickster’s smile just felt a little too rehearsed. He looked dead behind the eyes, and I shuddered again. I had the feeling that we’d somehow already managed to make an enemy on the island, and we didn’t have the reputation of being an inconspicuous crew.

“I won’t forget this,” Babble said, and I wanted to kick him. “Mark my words!”

“Babble,” I muttered under my breath. “Let’s just go…”

“Oh,” Mortimer purred as he slipped the coin back into a velvet sack. “I know that I’m unforgettable.”

The crowd slowly dispersed, but judging by the glint in Mortimer’s eyes, I could tell that he wouldn’t forget us, either.

The market buzzed back to life behind us as we moved on. Bells tinkled, voices rose and fell like waves, and carts rattled over the roads. But then the energy shifted, and I soon saw why.

A carriage was appearing, and I had a feeling that Princess Juliette had arrived at the perfect time.

It rolled over the mossy square with the elegance of a moving cathedral. Its wheels were almost silent over the cobbles, despite how heavy it was. Its black wood with silver trim gleamed in the light, and all I could equate it to was a medieval sports car.

“Is that…” Rheingold laughed. “Is that the Princess?”

I grinned and saw Juliette was sitting atop the carriage. She wasn’t inside, where a princess normally would be, but in the driver’s spot, with the reins in her hands. Her cloak was thrown over one shoulder, and a mischievous smirk tugged at her mouth like she knew she was rescuing us from something.

“Come along, my beloved troublemakers!” she called out. “It’s time to head to our lodgings.”

“Princess!” Flora laughed. “Is that… is that allowed?”

“Everything I want is allowed.” The redhead shrugged and waved us to the carriage.

A few onlookers chuckled, but mostly the locals minded their own business. I could see why Princess Juliette liked coming to a place where they weren’t as fazed by royalty. She could let her freak flag fly without all the blowback.

“Maybe there’s some enchanted upholstery,” Babble said as we climbed in the back of the large carriage, which was lined with velvet in a dark turquoise color.

“Ah, wonderful,” Flora said as she set baby Hugh on her lap so he could see out the window.

The moment the door shut behind us and we started our slow roll from the village, it felt like the market was a weird dream that we were leaving behind. It had been a disorienting morning that started on the sea, got a little tipsy, and then was bullied by a nefarious leprechaun. My life back in Hagop was by no means normal, but this really blew my idea of a normal day totally out of the water.

The road took us through moss-carpeted hills and over low stone bridges that reminded me of the Three Billy Goats Gruff. After that, I told the story of the goats to Hugh to keep him entertained.

“You’ll scare him!” Flora protested at the end of the story. “Those silly goats.”

“Nonsense,” Hilly said. “Fairytales are supposed to be scary. Because kids love gore.”

“No, they’re supposed to be scary as a didactic tool.” Flora shot a glance at Hilly. “But Hugh is too young to know how to behave yet. He’ll--”

“Adaaaaa!” Hugh pointed out of the window, and we all turned to look.

He kept taping the glass, and a moment later, we came around a curve just as the mists pulled back like curtains to reveal a castle.

It rose gently from the slope of a cliff, and I could see plenty of worn stone, ivy-strangled turrets, and towers that leaned in just slightly with age. Its windows were tall and narrow, and they flickered with warm candlelight even from a distance. There were crumbling gargoyles hunched at the corners, which even from afar were more frightening than anything I could describe to my young children.

“This is where we’re staying?” Hilly laughed as the carriage came to a stop.

After a moment of stillness, the carriage door opened and Princess Juliette grinned up at us.

“Welcome to Glinwhistle Hold!” she declared.
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Chapter 8

The doors creaked open with a sound that was somehow both majestic and extremely unsettling. It was like I’d woken an old creature that had been sleeping a long time.

But when we stepped into the main entry hall, my jaw fell open, and I gaped at our surroundings.

“Whoa,” Rheingold looked around. “I’ve seen this castle from a distance, but I’ve never actually been inside before.”

“Quite something, right?” Princess Juliette smiled.

“It’s absolutely gorgeous,” Flora said.

It didn’t look like anything I’d ever seen in Rothbart. Every inch of the stonework was hand-chiseled with intertwining runes and soft floral motifs that had been worn smooth by centuries of candle smoke and the seasons. There was a vaulted ceiling arched above us that was ribbed with pale wood beams that gleamed in the light of floating lanterns. I could’ve sworn they were magic, but then I saw that they were actually just cleverly suspended on swaying chains. There wasn’t any symmetry to anything. It was as if the entire castle had grown out of the ground.

On our left, a giant set of stairs spiraled upward, and its banister was wrapped with ivy so alive that I could swear it shifted when I was looking at it. In fact, everything in the place looked alive, even the stone walls and the polished floor.

“I think I smell baked apples,” Flora said as she lifted her nose in the air and sniffed. “Is that right?”

“It’s probably coming from the kitchen,” Princess Juliette replied. “I smell it, too.”

Suddenly, a woman so ancient that she looked like she’d been carved from driftwood appeared. I didn’t think I’d ever seen someone so old. Her gray hair was twisted in complicated loops, and her apron had a cat stitched onto it.

“Rooms are ready,” she croaked. “Tea’s at four, dinner’s at sun-dip, and under no circumstances at all are you to go into the basement.”

“Why?” Babble, Hilly, Rheingold, Flora, Juliette, and I all said in perfect unison.

“Well, I never,” the woman looked a little shocked. “You lot are a curious bunch, aren’t you?”

“The most curious,” Rheingold said. “I hope that we can still get along.”

“I’m sure we’ll manage,” the woman huffed. “But if you’d like to know why the basement is off limits, it’s because there’s a banshee in it.”

“Yowza!” Babble yelped. “That’s… very frightening.”

“Mm.” Rheingold gave a solemn nod. “They’re real here. And not always the operatic, tragic type. Some of the ones here bite.”

“Fantastic,” I sighed.

“She’s a racket,” the housekeeper said. “So you’d do your best to stay away. But there’s so much of the castle to explore anyway, you won’t even know you’re missing anything. We’re very excited to welcome you.”

“Why can’t you just get rid of the banshee?” Hilly asked.

The old lady chuckled to herself and shook her head like that was the silliest question she’d heard in some time.

“Oh, you can’t just get rid of a banshee that easily,” the old lady said. “That’s not how banshees work.”

“That’s very true,” Babble agreed.

“Well, then, Babble or Rheingold, you can explain to us how banshees work over tea,” I suggested.

Before the conversation could deepen, Solara floated down the hall with open arms and a fetching cloak of gray silk. He looked like a benevolent thundercloud, and the kids clapped when he appeared.

“Welcome, welcome,” Solara said. “Ah, so lovely to be in this establishment! But I think it’s time I take the little ones. They should be ready for their nap.”

“Solara, you are a lifesaver,” Hilly said. “My arms are killing me.”

The jinn swept up Charlotte and Hugh like a stage magician gathering props, and with a puff of fragrant wind and a polite nod, he whisked them upstairs in a cloud of giggles.

“Your bags have been seen to,” the housekeeper assured us. “I can show you to your quarters. Except for Princess Juliette, you will be in the royal suite.”

“Tyler, you’re with the ladies,” Juliette said. “The children are in the nursery next door. I’m in my own suite because, well… because I’m unmarried and it’s proper. And Rheingold and Babble, you’re sharing, too.”

“What?” the alchemist protested.

“Oh, come on,” Babble smiled. “It’ll be fun. We can tell each other scary ghost stories, and try to come up with the most frightening ones to tell the others.”

“Great,” Flora shrugged.

We followed the old housekeeper up the stairs to our respective rooms. Ours was first, and she opened the door with a nod.

“We have a traditional stew being served in the dining room at your leisure to replenish you after your long journey,” she said. “After that, we’re back on a tight schedule.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I said and pretended to tip my hat.

She grunted and then waved for the others to follow. As they set off down the hall, Flora, Hilly, and I stepped into our room.

“Oh, yes,” Hilly sighed happily. “I could get used to this.”

The room was round, since it was in one of the towers. We were high enough that we had a view of the distant sea and the curve of the village below. A fire already crackled in a hearth made of green stone. The only downer was that there were three beds, rather than one large one.

The beds had been carved with looping knotwork and padded with feather mattresses, and they lined the walls to form a crescent. Someone had arranged fresh mint and sprigs of juniper on the pillows, and the duvets looked plump and warm.

“Three beds,” Flora sighed. “These royal properties really… stick to a strange set of rules when it comes to couples being together.”

“At least they look comfy,” Hilly replied. “And we could always push them together.”

“We could,” I agreed as I plopped onto one to test it.

“Oh, another painting,” Hilly said and pointed to a canvas on the opposite wall.

It depicted a woman with dark hair in a blue cloak standing in a field of black heather. Her hair drifted upward like it was caught in water, and her eyes were closed. Behind her, a twisted tree burned with golden flames. Around her ankles, dozens of tiny moths gathered in a perfect circle.

“What do you think is going on there?” Flora asked.

“Hmm,” Hilly said. “She’s either a prophet, a forest witch, or someone with terrible luck.”

“Her cloak looks like it’s made of feathers,” Flora said as she walked over for a closer look. “And there are glowing moths.”

I stared at the woman’s face, and for a second, I could’ve sworn that she was about to open her eyes.

My thoughts were interrupted, though, by a small ding-dong from down the hall.

“Some stew for our trouble?” Flora suggested with a grin.

We headed down to the dining room, and I could swear I heard some faint harp music guiding us. When we arrived, I saw that there was in fact a self-playing harp, but I was too distracted by everything else in the room to focus on it.

The room was long and low-ceilinged, with stone walls draped in thick green tapestries. Candles flickered in iron sconces, and the smell hit me like a fond memory that I didn’t know I even had.

“I need that stew,” I said as I drifted over to a seat.

“Tyler, a harp is playing itself,” Flora said. “And all that you can think about is the stew?”

“Yes,” I said confidently. “Because I bet that harp’s been plucking itself for decades, but that stew won’t last forever.”

“Fair point,” Hilly said.

A maid ladled it out from a great black cauldron in the center of the table. It was dark, fragrant, and served in deep bowls with crusty rye bread still warm from the oven.

The stew itself was unlike any I’d had before. The broth was thick and tinged with dark wine and something smoky, maybe wood roasted root vegetables or charred leek. Chunks of tender venison fell apart on the spoon paired with glistening red-skinned potatoes, butter-soft parsnips, and wild mushrooms that burst with umami. And then there were the herbs. There was something piney, and something almost sweet like thyme crossed with clover.

“Wow,” I let out a long breath and leaned back. “That really is reviving.”

Hilly grinned and started to mop her bowl with some bread.

“This place is weird,” Flora said. “But I like it.”

Lunch ended with a ceremonial unbuttoning of my belt one notch. Sometimes I was worried that with all the beer and the immense privilege of being married to a baking whiz, I would end up as the fattest old man in all of Hagop. But for now, one hole after a big stew wasn’t much to worry about.

We sat for a moment in the afterglow, when everyone was too full to sleep. Hilly looked out into the distance like she was staring at some distant scene only she could see, and Babble let out a gentle snore.

“Right,” Rheingold said and scraped his chair against the floor.

“Mm?” Flora asked dozily as she jerked upright. “What’s going on?”

“You know what it is,” Rheingold said as he patted his hands dry on a linen napkin. “It’s time. We’re on this island for a reason, and we’ve got to see it through.”

“But we just ate lunch,” Hilly said. “And I don’t know if it was the journey or the air or what, but I feel like I could sleep for a thousand years.”

“You don’t have to come with us, Hilly,” Flora shrugged. “If you’d rather nap.”

“In fact, it might be better,” Rheingold said. “You know, there’s already a lot of us going already. Tyler, Hugh, Flora as the mother of course, and Babble because you insisted.”

“And he also works for me,” Babble murmured. “So I can vouch for his character.”

“Of course,” Rheingold said. “And of course, I’ll go, too, because there’s nothing that the academy loves more than an alumnus with a potential future student.”

“Nepotism,” Hilly murmured under her breath. “And this island says that it doesn’t care as much for the monarchy.”

“Speaking of the monarchy,” Princess Juliette drawled. “I can’t imagine I’d be terribly useful on this trip. I doubt my presence will have any sway in whether they allow Baby Hugh to attend. But I send my highest regards, and Hilly, I think that perhaps we should take a nice walk in the gardens with Solara and Charlotte.”

“I’d love to float around without having to pretend I’m walking,” the jinn sighed happily.

“That all sounds good to me,” I said as I got up and stretched my arms.

It had been a nice reprieve to rest awhile, but I was hankering to see more of this place. It was only the early afternoon, so we had plenty of time for more exploring.

Besides, who knew how long the admission process would take, but it would be nice to have it wrapped up by the time we left. I trusted Rheingold on this, and if he thought we should go there now, then I’d happily agree.

So we bundled up and headed outside where another carriage waited. This one was sleeker and a lot more simple than the royal coach. It was still elegant, but it had less velvet and more worn wood. It was obviously used more for utility rather than ceremony, so at least we wouldn’t draw too much attention. We were still foreigners, after all.

Babble climbed in with a yawn, followed by me and Flora, and then Rheingold swung the door shut behind us.

Hugh fell asleep in Flora’s arms as the carriage pulled away from Glinwhistle Hold. He snorted every so often, but otherwise, he seemed content to snooze through this next adventure.

I stared at the scenery as we moved across the island. The hills spilled out into rich farmland and sleepy hamlets, and it was all tucked under a sky of silver-threaded clouds. Low stone fences crawled across fields dotted with fluffy sheep and the occasional pale cow, and patches of clover filled any space where there wasn’t a crop.

“Feather’s always been a little different than the rest of Rothbart,” Rheingold said as he watched out the window. “The people care more about legacy rather than bloodlines here.”

“Well, it’s like that in plenty of places in Rothbart,” Flora said. “It’s just when you get into the monarchy and the upper-class… that’s when things get a little bit more murky.”

Another town came into view, and Rheingold’s eyes lit up in a way that I’d never seen before.

“This is it,” he said. “My, I haven’t been back in years.”

Flora, Babble, and I leaned out of the windows to get a good look. Rheingold’s past seemed so mysterious and magical that any tiny detail about where he came from was interesting. I mean, we didn’t even know how old he was.

The town was full of hollow bell towers, rooftop greenhouses, and market squares built around trees so old that I felt like a rube for being under two hundred years old. People moved with the calm efficiency of folks who didn’t have anything to prove.

I was about to ask where the Academy was, but as we crested a hill, I realized I didn’t need to bother.

The carriage was heading straight for a place that seemed to scream private school. It was wide, low, and built entirely of white stone and silver-roofed turrets. It almost blended into the nearby cliffs, and it looked less like a school from my hometown and more like a monastery designed by a trickster god who had a good eye for windows. A series of interlocking archways led to a massive central dome carved with runes that shimmered as we passed under them.

We stepped out of the carriage onto flagstones that still held some of the warmth of the morning sun. As soon as we entered the marble foyer, a tall, gray-cloaked figure emerged from behind a reception desk shaped like a crescent moon.

“You’re here,” the receptionist said without looking up from her parchment.

“Indeed, we are,” Rheingold answered with a nod.

“I didn’t know that you were officially expecting us,” Flora said to the secretary as the baker shot me a confused look.

The secretary looked up from her parchment to study us. She had gray skin and white hair, and she looked smaller than the average human but not quite small enough to be an elf. Someone with mixed elf and human blood was rare enough in the rest of Rothbart, where the two species didn’t always get along, but as Rheingold had pointed out, things were different here.

“Ah, and it must be your first time.” The woman rolled her eyes. “How exciting for you.”

Her eyes trailed over us before they finally got to Baby Hugh, who blinked a few times at her before giving a big, toothless smile.

“It is exciting,” Flora said as she ignored the secretary’s attitude and lifted Hugh a little higher. A baby as cute as Hugh couldn’t help but soften her up.

The small woman gestured for us to follow her before leading us through a series of hallways lined with tapestries. None of the images in the tapestries were very clear, though I thought I could pick out abstract depictions of fields and sheep. However, there were also a few portraits that looked like they were moving when we passed them, and it took everything I had not to spin around and try to catch one watching us.

“You know,” Babble tugged at my pant leg. “It really does feel like there’s something in the air here. Maybe the pressure is different lower to the ground, I don’t know. I really feel like I’m getting something, though.”

“You’re probably right,” I agreed.

We finally stopped at the far end of the corridor in front of a large wooden door covered in carvings of the constellations. It was absolutely beautiful, and the level of craftsmanship had Rheingold written all over it. Even if he didn’t make it himself, I could tell where the inspiration was coming from.

The secretary knocked once, and the door opened on its own.

“The headmaster will see you now,” she said. “But he has a few more appointments today, so please bear that in mind.”

“Of course,” I replied with a smile.

I stepped inside and then stopped in surprise when I saw the Headmaster was an elf.

It wasn’t that I really had anything against elves, but elf and human relations in Hagop were always… contentious. There was the rare elf that I got along with, but most of the time, the creatures liked to stick to their own kind, and I was happy to leave them there.

The headmaster was tall for an elf. He had sharp ears and sharper cheekbones, eyes the color of wet slate, and dark blue robes that shimmered. He had a cool, curious expression, like he was trying to read me from the inside out. Yep, that felt like a pretty Elven trait alright.

“Hello,” he nodded. “We were expecting someone today. The stars made us aware. You obviously know of the academy, but you probably don’t know me. I’m Telmorith. Let me be the first to welcome you to the Academy.”

“Well, I don’t know much about academies,” Babble said as he leaned against a footstool. “And that’s now the only thing I know about this one.”

A few of us looked at the gnome, but none of us said anything. He really had a way of breaking the tension sometimes.

“Uh… yes…” The headmaster cleared his throat and nodded. “Well, this seems like a rather large… following of people. I assume you’re all here for the young one?”

“We are,” I agreed and glanced at Hugh, who was gurgling happily in Flora’s arms.

The headmaster took us in with a slow glance, before his gaze finally settled on Hugh. Even the elf couldn’t help but smile briefly before he returned to his more professional tone.

“Well, you’ve come at a young age,” he said. “But even if we can’t admit him yet, it’s good to meet them at a young age to see how they progress. Still, I can’t make any promises yet. Admission is not a matter of power alone. It’s about discipline, curiosity, temperament, and legacy.”

“Legacy, eh?” Rheingold nodded. “Interesting.”

Telmorith’s eyes flicked to Rheingold before a pause.

“I recognize you,” he said. “You’re a former student. But you haven’t been back for a long time.”

“Long, long time,” Rheingold corrected. “You’re right about that.”

Telmorith’s posture softened very slightly, and his sharp-edged face looked suddenly less cold. His shoulders relaxed, and he tilted his head to the side.

“Maybe we do have some legacy for Hugh after all,” Flora whispered into my ear.

“Your final thesis,” the headmaster mused, and then he thought for a moment. “It was on the transmutation of memory into a physical medium. You know, we still use it in fourth-year enchantments after all this time.”

“And it’s all quiet now?” Rheingold said with a faint glimmer in his eye and a small smile.

“Mostly,” Telmorith answered with a low chuckle. “Rheingold. You haven’t been around for a time, but I know that you’ve done well. Even here, we hear stories of your achievements”

“I suppose I have,” he nodded. “Thanks to the teachings of the academy.”

“Ah, it’s all making sense to me now,” Babble said. “I understand perfectly.”

“I’m glad you understand, gnome,” the headmaster said before he looked back at Hugh and then to Flora and me. “If the baby is connected to Rheingold, and Rheingold thought he could benefit from our teachings, then he most certainly has my attention.”

“Oh, we’re connected alright,” Rheingold said. “As you’ve surmised, I recommended the academy. I work closely with Tyler, and I can vouch for the family. They’re not like any family you’ve met before, and I know that Hugh King would make a wonderful addition to the academy.”

“Yes, well, I obviously take that in high regard,” the headmaster said. “And I must say, this particular case has piqued my attention. What is it that you do exactly, good sir, and what is your name?”

“His name is Sir Tyler King of Hagop,” Rheingold said before I could even open my mouth. “And he’s the finest brewer in all of Rothbart. He’s been commissioned by the King himself. We’ve even brought a few barrels with us from Hagop, so you can taste his fine work for yourself. I had the pleasure of producing his vats, and we’ve had many successful collaborations since.”

“Mmhmm.” Telmorith nodded. “Well, I would like to know more about this family. Your character and capacity. You know there’s a tradition here on the Isle of Feather that we see people through their craft. We don’t always test with scrolls and incantations. We test with what they build, bake, or brew.”

“Brew,” I blinked. “Well, that’s my trade.”

“That settles it,” the headmaster nodded. “A challenge. You will prepare a brew of any kind under our conditions. If it moves me, then the chances for your child’s admission will increase even more.”

Flora lifted an eyebrow, and Baby Hugh produced a tiny spark from his finger. The headmaster’s eyes widened for a moment, but then he looked back to me and waited for a response.

“With all due respect, Headmaster Telmorith,” I said. “I work for the King of Rothbart. I’ve brewed for nobles, royal weddings, dragons… and they’ve all been extremely pleased with what I had to offer. I think I can handle your request.”

“I’m glad they enjoyed it.” Telmorith shrugged. “But that means nothing here.”

I glanced over at Rheingold, who also gave me a shrug that somehow managed to say ‘I told you so’ and ‘I don’t know what comes next.’

“Headmaster,” Babble said as he lifted a tiny hand. “It does seem like what you’re saying is--”

“I don’t care about crowns,” he said. “I care about cups. Impress me, and we shall speak again.”

“But it’s the baby going to the school, not Tyler,” Flora said.

“Trust the process, my dear,” the headmaster said. “Things work very differently here in the Isle of Feather than they do in Hagop.”

I took a breath, squared my shoulders, and gave a bow.

“I accept your challenge,” I said. “So everyone, I say let’s head back. There’s work to be done.”
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Chapter 9

“Wonderful,” the elf nodded, and his eyes lit up with curiosity. “Well, then, I have several meetings to attend, but I look forward to seeing you again.”

“Thank you for your time, everyone,” the secretary added with a bland smile as she ushered us to the door.

The headmaster gave Rheingold one last nod before we stepped into the hallway. The door closed behind us as we headed down the hallway. Babble started muttering something about a carbonation charm, but a different conversation caught my attention.

It was between two professors, who were huddled under an archway. They were having a serious conversation, conducted in whispered tones.

“It’s a disruption in the leyfield,” one of the professors said. “South end of the campus. Yet again.”

“I knew it,” the other one replied. “The council is trying to ignore it, but… it’s not good. It feels like something is stirring.”

“No,” the first professor argued. “The wards aren’t holding the same way. This has the stink of meddling. Outside hands.”

“I bet it’s Mortimer,” the second one sighed.

Babble nearly choked on his own gasp, and he grabbed my sleeve like I might float away if he didn’t.

“Did you hear that?” Babble whispered.

“Babble, you make one enemy, and suddenly, we’re supposed to believe he’s the enemy of the Isle?” Rheingold raised an eyebrow. “That very same trickster whose greatest achievement is palming two coins and a marmalade tart without being slapped? That Mortimer? I somehow doubt it, gnome.”

“You didn’t see his eyes,” Babble frowned. “He’s up to trouble. Real trouble. No trickster bothers setting up a trap unless he knows someone’s about to walk into it.”

“Babble, you don’t know anything about the affairs on this island,” Rheingold said. “A leprechaun isn’t as harmful as you think.”

“I don’t know,” I shrugged. “I kind of agree with Babble. I mean, I don’t know why he would attack a magical school when he has no talent himself, obviously. But that being said, he does seem like the type to stir the shit for fun.”

“Wow, Tyler,” Babble said. “I wasn’t expecting you to agree with me. But I’d been feeling recently that you were growing in intellect, and it’s good to see it demonstrated.”

“Okay, whatever,” I chuckled. “But we should be on the lookout for the troublemakers. And I don’t know… the patterns. Isn’t that something you always tell us to watch out for?”

“It is,” Rheingold sighed heavily.

“And you always seem to find yourself in a caper, especially when brewing’s involved,” Flora said to me with a wink. “But I know that you’re going to do a great job with this beer. You always do.”

“Well, I guess we’ll have to see about that,” I hummed, but I could already feel the cogs in my brain whirring.

“Yes, I agree that we should keep an eye on the patterns,” Rheingold relented. “But if we’re going to impress Telmorith, then we have to get to work. We need to get brewing and get brewing now.”

The coach ride back was a blur as I dreamed up possible brews to win over the elf. The carriage wheels hummed against the cobbled road, and branches brushed against the roof, but I didn’t notice. I had to prove myself in a completely unfamiliar setting, just like I’d done when I first arrived. But I knew Rothbart well enough now to know that something was rippling underneath the surface of the Isle of Feather entirely.

We dropped Flora and Hugh off at Glinwhistle Hold so that they could enjoy the castle and hang out with the others. Hugh waved with his tiny hand, and I saw that it was smeared with a sweet treat that Flora must have given him.

“Right,” Flora said as she kissed my cheek. “Don’t start any riots. It’s only the first day.”

“Don’t worry,” I winked. “As you said, it’s only the first day.”

But the carriage didn’t start moving right away, because we didn’t know where we were going next. Rheingold leaned forward in his seat, and he rested his hand on his fist. Babble sat forward and did the same until a few minutes had trickled by.

“I should’ve asked what we were pondering,” Babble said. “Because I’m stuck. Not too many good ponders are coming to me.”

“I know where we have to go,” Rheingold replied and leaned back. “I know someone who can help us get started. He’ll have what we need or know where we can find it, but he doesn’t much like outsiders.”

“Well, luckily we’re the most charming crew of magical gambling brewers in the world!” I said.

“Yes, we are!” Babble agreed.

Rheingold went to speak to the coach driver and then hopped back in the carriage. A moment later, we were moving again, and I leaned against the window to watch the fields and woods roll by again.

The land that unfurled around us was like nothing I’d ever seen. It was nothing like the rest of Rothbart, and it seemed completely specific to the island. Ancient trees with silver bark leaned together, and their roots were gnarled and veined with moss that glowed very faintly in the shaded light. The air here had a weight to it, like a storm that was always brewing. I felt like I was inside one of those little storm-in-a-bottle trinkets we’d seen in the market.

When the carriage came to a stop outside a fence, Rheingold leaned out of the small window to say something to the driver.

“We’re close,” the alchemist said when he turned back to us. “But the carriage won’t fit on the trail, so we have to go on foot from here. The carriage is going to wait for us at a local pub.”

“Sounds good to me,” I said. “I’m excited to get to see more of the nature around here up close.”

“I suppose I’m not too exhausted for that,” Babble muttered.

We hopped out of the carriage and smelled the air around us. It smelled like the beginning of a storm and sunshine all at once, and I smiled. It really felt like we were on an adventure.

Even though the air was warm, the brambles shimmered as if they were dusted with frost. The air felt crisp, and leaves crunched under our feet. It was a pleasant walk, and I wondered if I could create a beer that would capture this feeling.

“That’s it,” Rheingold said when we reached a clearing. “That’s where we’re going.”

A round, crooked hut made of woven timber and sea stone sat in the center of the clearing. Lazy spirals of violet smoke puffed from the chimney, like whoever lived there was making a witch’s brew in the fireplace. Wind chimes made out of small bones and scrap pieces of brass clinked gently in the bushes.

The door opened, and a man stepped out. He wasn’t wearing any shoes, just like the first bartender we’d met. He had a beard like a broom and eyes as sharp as a falcon’s.

“You!” he said as he pointed to Rheingold. “You still owe me a tankard of mead and an explanation for that soup that made my ears ring for three days straight.”

“I--” Rheingold started to say, but the man wasn’t done.

“And you two,” he turned to me and Babble. “The two of you aren’t welcome until I know whether or not you intend to steal my secrets.”

“Right,” I nodded. “Um, a pleasure to meet you, too. And don’t worry, we--”

“This is Corwyn,” Rheingold interrupted. “Master of quiet fermentation and land processes. He fermented the first moonberry wine on record, and he’s the best at what he does. But more importantly, he keeps to himself, as you may have noticed by his questionable approach to manners.”

“You know why, Rheingold,” Corwyn raised a thick, bristly eyebrow that made him look like an owl. “And I know that you keep to yourself in your career as well. It’s always the same you see, everyone wants the recipe, and nobody wants to cultivate the patience it takes to make it work.”

“We’re not thieves,” Babble said. “We’re honest alchemist-brewer-gamblers. I swear. And we don’t ever attract theatrics or disaster in our wake.”

“Babble,” I hissed. “That’s not very… convincing.”

“You,” Corwyn sniffed, and he fixed his gaze on me. “A river-born.”

“Sorry?” That stopped me cold.

River-born. Nobody had ever called me that before, but it made sense. For all I knew, that’s how I got to Hagop in the first place.

“In Hagop,” Rheingold explained. “He was pulled from the river by the fisherman, Johannes. He came from the land of Port.”

“Portland, Oregon,” I said. “Um… so yeah, I did. I fell into a vat of beer there, and that’s how I got here.”

“Reminds me of an old legend from these parts,” Corwyn grumbled and shook his head. “I’m surprised you haven’t heard it, Rheingold. It speaks of a river-born outsider, who was drawn here when the world was on the brink of change. Never thought I’d see it, but you know how these legends can be. Never happen the way you think they’re going to.”

“Mm.” Rheingold nodded, and he fixed his piercing blue gaze on me. “Very interesting indeed. Tyler has brought a lot of change to the brewing game in Hagop. He’s got a vision, and he’s the best in the game.”

“Well, I’m honored to fulfill a possible prophecy,” I said. “But I’m more interested in learning from you. We have to do some brewing on the island, and I want to know what you would recommend.”

Corwyn stared at me for another long, weighty second. Then, to my surprise, he stepped aside and held the door open for us.

“Well, there’s a lot to show you,” he said. “So you’d best be getting in here sooner rather than later.”

Rheingold gave me an encouraging look, and Babble skipped ahead. I didn’t know what these legends were about the river-born, but it looked like it might work in my favor, so I wasn’t going to question it. And maybe when the important work was over, I could get a better look at what this prophecy was.

Inside, the hut was cool and dim. The walls were lined with jars of herbs that I couldn’t name and barrels banded in carved stone instead of metal. The air smelled of spice, damp wood, and old secrets. I saw that there was a bright violet fire burning in the corner. It wasn’t very big, and it didn’t emit any heat, and I had a feeling I shouldn’t ask what it was for.

“Looks familiar,” Babble said as he looked up at Rheingold. “Not unlike your place.”

“Oh, Rheingold works with very different materials than I do,” Corwyn said. “But with the same spirit and commitment to experimentation. Isn’t that right?”

“I learned from the best,” Rheingold said. “And I’m grateful for it.”

“What’s that?” I had the courage to ask when I saw a pot bubbling on the hearth.

“Thank you for reminding me,” Corwyn murmured as rolled up his sleeves, grabbed the pot, and set the concoction on a stone table. “This is a base of feather root and windflower sap. It needs to be tempered, calmed, and infused with the right herbs and intentions.”

“Intentions?” I asked.

“Mmhm,” he hummed and tapped the side of the pot. “You have to brew it like you mean something. That’s how the materials on Feather behave. If not, they’ll turn to vinegar and spit in your eye.”

He put the lid back on the pot and foraged around for something else. After rifling through his cupboards for a while, he handed me a squat wooden bowl covered with spiral symbols. He then looked through some glass bottles on a counter and selected a green bottle. He turned back to me and started to fill the bowl with a liquid the color of weak tea.

“What’s that?” I asked as he stirred it with a stick of polished horn.

“Sun-thick water,” he replied. “Dew water if you will. It’s only gathered from the eastern side of the trees. That way you know it’s moonlight only in the mix. No sunlight touches it here. It tastes like dreams if you do it right.”

“Do you mind?” Rheingold asked politely as he stepped closer.

“Please,” the other alchemist said. “Give it a sniff, see what you think. The olfactory sense is very important in this line of business, as I’m sure you know.”

“I do,” I agreed.

Rheingold nudged me, so I leaned in and sniffed. Something about it did smell oddly nostalgic, like the memory of orchard fruit and old rain. It had rained a lot where I was from in Portland, and that came to mind. But how dew water native to the Isle of Feather could make me think about where I’d come from was a mystery to me.

“Let me smell, let me, let me, let me,” Babble chanted.

Corwyn lowered the bowl, and Babble took a deep breath.

“Hmmm…” the gnome murmured. “I think I might prefer my liquid to have at least a little bit of direct sunlight. Otherwise, what if I get totally lost?”

“Do you want a fire in your belly or on your tongue, gnome?” Corwyn asked.

“He’s not wrong,” Rheingold chuckled. “Dew water from moon-bled bark is one of the oldest bases in island brewing. It’s one of the reasons why it doesn’t ferment the same way.”

Corwyn grabbed a couple items from one of the many wooden counters and held them up to us.

“Crimson root,” he said. “And some bark. It has to be thin like parchment so that it doesn’t overpower the water. But you can easily shave it with a mandoline.”

He dropped both of the ingredients into the dew water. It hissed and fizzed faintly for a moment, and then the smell shifted. Suddenly, it was less like the memory of rain, and more like woodsmoke and bruised plum.

“That’s really rich.” I nodded. “I like that smell.”

“Mmmm,” Babble sighed happily. “I’m with you.”

“The wood is from a whisper root tree,” Corwyn said. “It doesn’t bloom in most of Rothbart, including Hagop. The spores here react to ancient soil, and the island sings through it. It softens the grain without any heat.”

“That’s amazing,” I said as I took another sniff.

I knew that I wouldn’t be able to master the exact science of this in the time that I had, but I was sure as hell going to learn as much as I could.

“Now,” Corwyn said and pulled out a stone sieve lined with stained silk and a small pouch of something that looked like brown moss. “This next part is critical. I’m going to toss this into a pot of fermentation grain, which is a mix of barley, oat, and feather barley.”

I looked down into the pot he was referring to and was shocked to find that the grain was teal. Like, Princess Juliette’s signature blue. And I’d never once seen it in nature other than the ocean.

“That stuff is blue,” I said. “Is that… is that from the barley?”

“Feather barley,” he nodded. “It only grows on the cliffs. It absorbs sea salt and fog. It breaks down in stages and has an almost salty tang that disappears when mixed with other ingredients while it helps emphasize the other flavors.”

“Whoa,” I tried to hide my dumb grin. “This is incredible.”

I mean, if there was a time to nerd out, then surely it was now. I’d always wanted to be a brewer, and though I’d reached that goal, I obviously still had a lot to learn, especially in a place where magic was such an important part of the process.

Corwyn stirred the liquid slowly as he hummed under his breath. When he was satisfied, he poured the grain mixture through the sieve. What came out was golden, slightly viscous, and smelled like honey, lemon zest, and something very old that I couldn’t quite put my finger on.

“This is so much more intimate than the brewing in Hagop,” I said as I watched. “I have an entire barn that I’ve converted into a brewery filled with special vats.”

“Well, yes,” he said. “I imagine this does seem more intimate. But there are ways to complete this on a larger scale.”

“Of course,” Rheingold added.

“I’m showing you on a small scale so you can learn how to handle our local ingredients,” Corwyn said. “You won’t learn what you need to know if you just watch me toss some ingredients into a giant vat.”

“Oh, sure, that makes sense,” I said and nodded. “It’s how I learned how to brew in Portland.”

“So, now you,” the brewer said.

For a second, the hut went silent, and the others just looked at me. I felt a moment of panic because I wasn’t sure I could replicate everything he’d done. Heck, I hadn’t even paid attention to the song he’d been humming as he worked, and apparently, that was all part of the process.

“Ah,” I nodded. “You want me to…”

“I don’t want anything in this life,” the brewer said and shook his head. “I have all that I need. But if you want to impress Telmorith, then impress me first.”

Rheingold merely shrugged, and Babble was busy looking at a strange carving of what looked like a mermaid. It was time to prove myself, and I didn’t want to fall short.

“Right then,” I sighed. “I guess, uh… I guess I’ll get to work.”

I took a deep breath and reminded myself that I worked best under pressure. From that first batch of beer I’d made after being threatened by the dwarves, to my battle with the elves for the property I now called home, I was used to this. I could handle this.

“You don’t have to harvest the ingredients,” Corwyn said. “I’ll show you how to do that after. For now, just mix them the right way. Like I just showed you.”

“Okay,” I nodded, and I reached for the ingredients.

First, I added the dew water gently, and let it cool. After that came the whisper root, and I made sure to use one of the mandolines on the counter to slice rather than chop. The way it curled into the bowl felt almost ritualistic, and each slice was so thin, I could almost see through it.

Then there was the feather barley and the moss. Once I’d added everything, I stirred while I hummed, and I very lightly pressed it rather than shaking it or being rough with it. I made sure that there was some silk over the sieve, just like my teacher had shown me, and then I stirred it, not too fast and not too slow.

And then there was the intention. I didn’t know what Corwyn’s had been, but it didn’t matter. I had my own reasons for brewing the perfect beer, and that was all I needed.

I closed my eyes and tried to imagine what I wanted. I envisioned the final outcome, which was the sight of everyone I loved congratulating me for another amazing brew.

But then another thought crept in. I also wanted to honor the materials by creating an excellent brew. I wanted this to be the best possible expression of every single fiber and cell that was used in it. And I felt that desire take over my body like a bright yellow light was filling me with purpose and inspiration.

When I opened my eyes, Corwyn was watching me closely. His arms were folded, and his eyes narrowed, but he didn’t correct anything I’d done.

“If he messes up, I’m blaming the moss,” Babble whispered to Rheingold.

“Thanks for your support,” I murmured, but my eyes never left the mixture.

The color changed, and I knew it was time for the last step.

The pour.

I held my breath and let the last of the brew fall into the clay cup that Corwyn held out. It was the same consistency and texture as before, but of course this master knew things about brewing that I never could.

He lifted the mixture to his nose and inhaled. I tried to read his face for any kind of response, but there wasn’t one. He was like a stone. He brought the cup to his mouth and tasted the mixture.

It felt like the entire forest was holding its breath. I looked down at Babble and then up at Rheingold, but both of them were totally fixed on Corwyn. It was clear that they both wanted to know what he thought just as much as me, and I couldn’t blame them.

“Hm,” the brewer muttered and then nodded. “Yep. You didn’t ruin it.”

I exhaled. Even though it wasn’t the highest praise, from this master it felt like a standing ovation. Babble clapped a few times, and Rheingold patted me on the back and nodded.

“It’s okay?” I pressed.

Corwyn was obviously tough to please, but I was hoping for something more useful, like a tip about how long to stir it, or even just a comment about my form.

“You’ve got something, river boy,” he said. “You brew with a lot of intention. It’s clear to me that you want to get it just right.”

“Well, I do,” I admitted. “I do want to get it just right. Is that a bad thing?”

“Of course not,” he said. “But that comes through in the taste with sensitive materials like these. You don’t want anything to feel constrained. I can tell, of course, but to the most common tongue it wouldn’t come up. So, I wouldn’t worry. You’re on a good path.”

“Thank you.” I nodded, and I thought back to baby Hugh and how good it would be to get him into the academy. “It really means a lot.”

After the second batch of feather brew settled into its ceramic vat and let out a beautifully deep aroma, Corwyn nodded toward the rear of the hut.

“So that’s it?” Babble asked. “I mean, I know that the inner machinations of what’s going on are probably a lot, you know, like chemistry… but it looks like Tyler has a good handle on all of that.”

“That’s only the beginning!” the brewer announced.

“We have to gather the ingredients,” I added.

“Ah,” Babble said. “Well, then, I guess, uh… show us the other parts.”

Rheingold snickered as the brewer led us to the back of his hut. Babble shot him an angry glare, but the alchemist shrugged it off.

“Come with me,” Corwyn said as he handed me a basket. “The forest can’t give all of its gifts in the shade.

We followed him into the backyard, where the canopy thinned into a clearing so green and alive that it felt like the entire earth was exhaling through the moss. The sun poured down and dappled every fern, vine, and strange bloom with a yellowish golden light. A small spring trickled down between rocks and fed a series of tiered beds. It wasn’t quite a garden, but it wasn’t quite wild, either. Maybe it was made with intention, like the brew. But either way, it was curated chaos.

“Beautiful,” Rheingold nodded. “You have a real array of favorite plants here.”

“I do,” the alchemist agreed as he admired his almost-garden. “Well, these are your next teachers. So harvest with care.”

The plants were like nothing I’d ever seen, let alone brewed with. One row was lined with tall stalks crowned by violet plumes the same color as the smoke rising from the chimney. They were soft as dandelions, but sticky to the touch.

“What’s that one?” I asked as I rubbed the gummy syrup between my fingers.

“It’s called wind fleece,” Corwyn replied. “The oils retain aroma. Once infused, it clings to the nose or the back of the tongue. It’s great for preserving fleeting notes like citrus or rose hips.”

Beside that was a cluster of knuckled roots that were as knobbly as old elbows. But despite the cool air, I could swear that they radiated warmth.

“What are those?” Babble asked. “They look like an elf’s knuckles.”

“Glowroot,” Corwyn said. “Go on, pull one and hold it.”

I leaned down and did as he said. It warmed my palm instantly, as if it was responding to my pulse.

“Whoa,” I said. “How does that work?”

“Heat-reactive sugars,” he said. “They caramelize during fermentation, but only when the temperature rises in sympathy with the drinker’s body heat.”

“Wow…” I said. “So the drink can change as you drink it?”

“Mmhm,” he hummed. “It adapts.”

After that, we moved past low hedges of silver moss that tickled our ankles to a small pool at the edge of the property. Its surface was mirror-still, but beneath it there were flashes of shell, scale, and foam.

“What’s in here?” Rheingold asked. “I’ve actually never seen this before.”

“It’s unusual, that’s for sure,” Corwyn nodded. “It’s called sea yeast.”

“And just how unusual is it?” I asked.

He knelt and scooped a metal flask of water to show to us.

“It feeds on salt, not sugar,” Corwyn said. “You don’t coax it with sweetness. It prefers kelp, citrus peel, sometimes even blood in the right setting…”

I saw Babble’s eyes widen with fear, and Rheingold let out a low chuckle. I got the feeling that this guy might be stretching the truth a little for dramatic purposes, but I didn’t mind.

“Well, I won’t be feeding blood to anything that goes into my beer,” I said. “I’m open-minded, but I have to draw some boundaries somewhere.”

“Fair enough,” he nodded. “Whatever you feed it with, it’ll make a drink that’s light but anchored. It’s great with coastal grains or anything fermented with shellfish or sea greens.”

“We’ve never made anything even close to that,” Babble said.

“You’ve never had the ingredients,” Corwyn pointed out.

I looked down at the basket that I’d been filling. It was packed with wind fleece, glowroot, and a handful of pale berries that tingled my fingertips.

“Can I trade you for these?” I asked. “A barrel or two of my own beer? It feels wrong to just take what you’ve spent so much time growing.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Cornyn shook his head. “No trade. These aren’t mine to sell. They’re of the Isle, and so, for the people. Just promise me this. Grow them back in your home town. Let the land remember their taste. Because if the Isle called you and gave them to you, it means you’ll need them later.”

I looked at the others, who nodded. Rheingold gave me a small wink.

“Deal,” I said.

We picked a few more items and then headed back to the hut, where Corwyn started to fiddle with a new setup. It was a three barrel rig made of stacked stone, copper spigots, and some kind of pressurized valve system that sounded like the air was humming a little tune.

“Time for infusion brewing,” Corwyn said, and he handed me a pouch of dried petals that shimmered in the purple firelight.

We started with a blossom mead that was slow-steeped in wind fleece and elder leaf. The flavor was light, floral up front, honeyed in the middle, and surprisingly savory on the back of the tongue.

“What does this pair well with?” I asked as I took a few more sips.

“You tell me,” Corwyn said. “What’re your thoughts?”

“Hmm,” I tasted it again. “I think fish or winter pies.”

After that we tried a layered ale brewed with glowroot and a hint of sea yeast. It fermented in real time, and I could see the foam rise and settle like it breathed with the rhythm of the room. When we tasted it, the beer shifted flavors with each sip. First, it was bitter and bright, and then it was mellow and toasted.

I felt so dizzy from the changes that I sat down. But it was in a good way.

“Wow,” I muttered as I took another sip of the deliciously toasty beer. “I really thought I knew brewing. But it looks like I didn’t.”

“You knew what you had to know when you needed to know it,” Corwyn said. “Now you’re learning more because you can.”

Just as Babble leaned over to take a sip of the beer, a sharp knock echoed at the door.

We all froze, because it wasn’t a polite, curious knock. It was three firm raps, deliberate, measured, like a policeman about to announce he was there to arrest someone.

Rheingold looked up from his notebook long enough to glance at Corwyn.

“But nobody knows we’re here,” the alchemist said.

“Not unless they were watching,” Corwyn replied.

The door creaked open with a hesitant groan, and everyone held their breath.

On the other side was something I had never ever seen before. It looked like the stuff of bedtime warnings and beer-fueled tales from old traveling traders.

“My word…” Rheingold whispered. “It’s a fomorian.”
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Chapter 10

He was tall. Like, really, really tall. And it looked like he was crouching down, too. If he’d stood to his full height, his head would have cracked the doorframe. But he remained slightly stooped, either out of courtesy or because he didn’t want to give himself a headache. It seemed weird that such a terrifying creature would be worried about being polite, but that’s what I had come to expect from this world.

His skin was a mottled slate-gray that made him look like the buried corpse in every detective show. It was stretched tight over corded muscle and ridged bones, like tree bark had grown over jagged stone. Patches of moss and lichen that clung to his shoulders and his thighs were a not-so-subtle reminder that this creature was in fact from the wild.

His left eye was milky and blind, and the other was the color of a burning color set deep beneath his brow. His face was almost humanoid, but not quite. His jaw jutted oddly to one side, and his molars had been replaced with fangs. A spiral tattoo ran down from his temple and vanished into the folds of a torn leather hood. He was wearing a patchwork tunic stitched from hides that I couldn’t identify, and a belt of bronze charms rattled like hollow teeth when he stepped forward.

But what really got me was his weapon. It was a spear twice the size of a normal man in this realm, so twice the size of a man that was a few inches shorter than me. It rested in his clawed hand, and I couldn’t help but stare at it. The shaft was etched with glowing runes, and even I could feel the magic that flowed from it.

Babble let out an involuntary noise somewhere between a squeak and a whistle, while Rheingold stepped forward and crossed his hands over his chest. It wasn’t an aggressive move, but it was clear that there was some sort of connection between the fomorians and the humans on this isle. I didn’t know what it was yet, since I didn’t even really know what a fomorian was.

But I was ready to find out.

The creature’s great burning amber eye swept across us. When it seemed satisfied, Corwyn leaned in and addressed the fomorian.

“Hello,” the island brewer said. “What brings you to these parts today? It’s not often that I see your kind here.”

“You are Corwyn?” the creature asked slowly, like he was taking the time to form each word.

It crossed my mind that this was an unfamiliar language to him, and he was doing his best to enunciate clearly.

“I am,” the brewer agreed. “You’ve come to see me specifically? I wasn’t expecting anyone today, and this is my second visitor.”

“Yes,” the fomorian said. “I was sent to you. There is discord on the isle. It’s brewing beneath the moss and under the humans’ teeth. Something is festering.”

Corwyn took a slow breath beside me, and Rheingold chimed in.

“You mean a conflict,” Rheingold said. “On the island?”

The fomorian didn’t react at first, like it was trying to understand the word, but the moss across his shoulders shifted with tension like it had a life of its own.

“We hear the trees whisper of a break,” he said. “Old cords pulled tight. Townsfolk are growing louder, and our kin are growing restless. I’m here because you walk between the forest and the people. They trust you, and so do we.”

We all looked at Corwyn, whose face was unreadable. It was weathered smooth like old stone, which made it hard to guess what he was thinking.

“Why tell me now?” the master brewer asked.

“Because you should be prepared with the knowledge,” the fomorian said. “You are still in between. I encourage you to be ready.”

And just like that, the fomorian straightened, turned, and walked away. His spear clicked against the stones lining the path for a moment, and then he faded into the woods as silently as a breeze. There was no farewell and no flare of magic. Just a turn and he was gone.

I let out a breath that I hadn’t even realized I’d been holding.

“That,” Babble muttered, “was probably the most terrifying introduction I’ve ever seen. I mean, he didn’t even tell us his name. What kind of etiquette is that?”

“They don’t usually come up to the doorsteps,” Rheingold stepped up to the threshold and stared after the creature. “And you can rest assured that they never talk that much. This one must mean business.”

“You don’t ask questions of fomorians,” Corwyn said slowly. “You listen to what they have to say. And then, I suppose, you disappear.”

“But he didn’t even say what was wrong,” I turned to him. “Just that it was coming.”

“That’s how they speak,” Rheingold replied. “Half-symbols, and half-silence. They don’t use words to share details, if that makes sense. It’s all shape and feeling. I’m not even terribly sure if they use words to communicate between themselves.”

“The amount of poetic license on this island is, frankly, exhausting,” Babble groaned. “I’m not sure how you get anything done out here!”

“The pace here is different, I’ll give you that,” Corwyn said. “We’re more attuned to the images that the landscape gives us.”

“See!” Babble said. “Even that! I’m not used to thinking so hard about what people say.”

“Look, all that aside,” Rheingold said. “He said that conflict was coming. And Corwyn, they trust you, probably because you’re in close counsel with the earth and isolated enough from the rest of the town to understand it.”

“Mm.” Corwyn looked at us and then back at his hut. “Well, I suppose we must prepare.”

“But how?” I asked. “He didn’t give us any information. And I barely know this place at all.”

“It’s not our fight,” Rheingold sighed. “But I feel like we have a responsibility because we were here when he delivered the message.”

“You should go into town,” Corwyn nodded. “Go to the town and hear what they’re whispering there. Once you know what has them riled up, report back here. He did say the people were whispering about something.”

“Well, if we’re going to the pub, then you don’t need to tell me twice,” Babble declared. “Nope, you don’t need to worry about me…”

“Night’s coming,” Rheingold said as he took a sniff of the air. “I would’ve liked to stay longer, but it looks like we have more work to do before we can finish our brewing.”

“I can’t believe it.” I shook my head. “Our first day here, and we’re already solving mysteries and getting caught up in a conflict.”

“And you said that you don’t attract trouble,” Rheingold chuckled and gave me a wink.

“I don’t think that I attract it,” I insisted. “I just have an unusual talent for being in the right place at the right time… when it comes to trouble that is.”

“Well, then, you’d better not waste any time,” Corwyn told us. “The townspeople might think you’re just visitors, so they won’t think you’re listening to their conversations or that you can make sense of what they say. Keep your ears open, and I’m sure you’ll learn plenty.”

“We will,” I said as I tightened my grip around the basket of magical ingredients. “And Corwyn, thanks for teaching me everything. We’ll be back once we learn more.”

“I’ll be waiting,” he said and gave me a small pat on the back.

And with that, we three Hagoppers turned back toward the path and collected our driver from the inn in the forest. The distant glimmer of the town started to shine through the mist as the sun was setting.

The carriage wheels hissed against the dewy cobblestones as we came down out of the hills and into the town. I looked at the deep blue sky that was soaking up the last traces of the light and realized this was only our first night here. Lanterns glowed golden in the mist and guided us through narrow lanes that were flanked by low stone walls and more overhanging trees, and for a few minutes, I could just enjoy this otherworldly place.

“That looks pretty good,” Rheingold said as we rounded the bend. “Let’s see what these good folks have to say.”

“Hm?” I felt pulled out of my stupor and saw that we’d pulled up in front of an inn.

It was a sprawling timber and brick building nestled on the town’s edge. It wasn’t the same one that we’d been to with Hungy O’Gold, though. This one looked a lot older and bigger, with a tiled roof and iron lanterns that flickered over the ivy-wrapped porch. A fresh coat of paint clung to the trim, but it couldn’t hide the crumbling exterior. It looked like it had seen the wear and tear of hundreds of years, but that also made it charming.

“The Briar’s Tongue,” I noted as I read the sign over the door.

“Tongue, hey?” Babble asked as he looked out of the window. “Well, seeing as we’re on the lookout for some tongue-wagging, I think that this might be the very place to go.”

“And you say you don’t like poetry,” Rheingold smirked. “That sounds rather poetic to me.”

“I’m just trying to adapt to my surroundings like any good spy,” Babble said. “Not because I like all this touchy-feely woo-woo.”

We hopped out and told the driver we’d be back in a bit, and while the driver joined a few other patrons who were sitting outside, we moved toward the door. Even before we opened the door, I knew it would be bustling. There were plenty of horses tied up outside, and we could hear voices raised in laughter and the sound of some folk instrument through the windows.

“This place may be a little too much fun,” Rheingold noted. “I don’t imagine we’ll hear anything too surprising from such a merry crowd.”

“But we’ve worked hard today,” I said. “I think we deserve a drink for all our effort. And if we happen to hear something interesting…”

“We’ll be able to report back to Corwyn that much faster,” Rheingold said with a grin.

“Morning pints, lunch pints, evening pints, a pint’s a pint!” Babble said to the tune of the fiddle. “And now’s a time for a pint!”

I opened the round door, and the smell of hearth smoke, pepper, and damp wool hit me. We stepped inside and looked around, and the first thing I noticed was that locals filled every seat. There were weather-beaten farmers, tradesfolk with ink-stained fingers, cloaked figures who nursed thick tankards without uttering a single word, and some younger couples who danced to the music. It was a familiar scene, one I’d seen in Hagop, Quake, Portland, and pretty much everywhere else I’d ever been.

Definitely not the worst place to get some work done.

Babble slipped ahead to the bar like a dart. I knew that his drunkenness usually led to gambling, and gambling usually led to conversation, which was exactly what we needed.

Rheingold nudged me in the ribs, and I looked over at the alchemist.

“You won’t believe this,” he whispered. “But we may even have some friends here.”

Rheingold pointed over to a chair by the fire, and I felt myself start to grin.

It was none other than Princess Juliette, who was sitting in a high-backed chair by the fire. She’d kicked a pair of riding boots off, and her feet were tucked beneath her as she swirled a goblet of something dark and probably rare or expensive. Her hair was down, which was also rare, and it caught the firelight in waves.

She must’ve sensed my gaze, because she suddenly looked toward the door. When she spotted me, her eyes sparkled with mischief for a moment, before she gestured for me to join her.

“Fancy finding my fiancé in the wild,” she giggled as we approached.

“I’m a fool to think that you’d actually be enjoying a quiet night in the castle,” I chuckled.

“Oh, you know me.” She shrugged and batted her eyelashes. “It was just… a little too quiet! Everyone wanted to go to bed, and since I didn’t take care of kids all day, I was wide awake. I’d had my little nap, and then I wanted more. After all, it’s still early!”

“So it is,” I said.

“And you’re here as well,” she noted. “So things will be even more fun.”

“I’m here strictly on business,” I said as I sat down across from her.

“A likely tale,” the Princess said, but as she studied my face, she realized that I was telling the truth. “Wait, you’re here on business?”

“Mmmhm,” I nodded as I pulled my chair closer to her and lowered my voice. “There’s some… unrest afoot between the fomorians and the townspeople. I saw one today.”

“You saw a fomorian?” she whispered as her eyes widened with shock. “On your first day here? Those are creatures of legends… Did it talk?”

“It did,” I said. “Kind of. We were with Corwyn to learn how to brew some island beer with the materials here, because--”

“Oh, Flora told me that part,” Juliette cut in. “She said you had to prove yourself to secure Hugh’s entry, so now you’re brewing another beer. Now you’re telling me that this has somehow embroiled you in trouble with the other creatures on the island. Well, looks like some things never change, do they? I say you get a drink, and we can say cheers to that.”

“That sounds good,” I replied as I checked the crowd for any sign of Babble.

“So, what’s this business you have to conduct?” she whispered.

“Just information gathering,” I whispered back. “The fomorian didn’t share much, just hinted at some civil unrest. Corwyn, that’s the brewer I’m working with, asked us to come here, and I said yes. I’d like to know if a civil war is about to break out.”

“You know a great way to get information out of strangers?” she said and fluttered her eyelashes again.

“I have a feeling you’re going to tell me,” I sighed.

“With a nice cold beer in your hand,” she said. “And you’re an outsider, so people will be interested in you. They’ll tell you all sorts of things if you ask the right questions.”

“Guess I need a beer then.” I grinned, squeezed her hand, and then headed for the bar.

I ordered one of those amazing dark beers from another shoeless bartender and barely had the time to turn around before the man next to me leaned toward me. His face was lined like a topographical map with half-moon eyes and a bulbous nose, and his hands were dusted with some kind of black grit.

“You’re the outsiders, aye?” he asked in a voice that could sharpen knives. “Staying in the castle?”

“We are indeed,” Juliette said as she swept up behind me. “And after talking to my friend here, I have to ask. What’s your relationship with the fomorians?”

My eyes widened as I turned to look at the redhead. Evidently, Princess Juliette had enjoyed more than a few of those dark, expensive-looking drinks.

“Fomorians,” the man murmured and stared at the distant wall for a few seconds. “Interesting, yes. There are a lot of legends about them.”

“Yes, that’s what I’ve heard,” I said and smiled. “I was just wondering if any of them were true.”

He sat back and nudged a wiry woman with streaks of silver in her dark braids.

“What do you want now?” she asked in a surly tone.

“They’re asking about fomorians,” he said and squinted at me. “Did you see one yourself?”

“I have,” I said. “Yeah, a scout, I think.”

“Then you’ve seen more than most,” the woman snorted. “Until recently anyway. They used to stay far from the edge of town. Always did their trading on their own terms. A quiet, careful lot. No real problems, until recently.”

“But not anymore,” the man declared and then burped. “Not since the academy started pushing out their wards into the lower glen. Marking ley lines with no thought to who lives there.”

“So you’re saying it’s the school that caused the rift?” I asked. “The academy?”

“Well, no, not directly.” The woman shook her head. “These decisions are made by councils, so it’s not just the school. But they stirred the pot, and the fomorians won’t forget or forgive for fencing off their history.”

I looked at Juliette, who never let anyone see her emotions when it came to anything diplomatic. She was a princess after all. But I knew her well enough to recognize the flicker of worry in her eyes.

“And what about you folks?” I asked. “What do you want? Do you support the Academy or the fomorians?”

“Some want war,” the smith snorted. “Others want walls. Me? I just want my children to be able to walk the woods without coming back with a mark on them or a whisper trailing them.”

“And speaking of the children,” the wiry woman said with a smile. “It’s getting late, and I want them to be right for school in the morning. The days are getting a little longer, but they still need their sleep to grow. You can’t be without those important dreams you get in childhood, and you need a lot of sleep for that.”

The couple gave me a polite nod before they set off to find their children.

“Well,” Juliette leaned forward and set her goblet down. “This seems serious, doesn’t it?”

“For a moment, I thought you might’ve scared them off,” I said. “When you were so direct about the trouble.”

“I’ve spoken to people from all over,” she replied. “I know what kind of tone works best for different kinds of people.”

“That’s a good skill to have,” I noted. “But it sounds like this situation could escalate quickly, don’t you think so?”

“I do,” she agreed as she turned to me with a very serious expression. “Which is why I think you should be ready to handle it.”

“I should what?” I blinked. “Why me? I don’t know a thing about this place. Even Rheingold isn’t totally up to speed, and this is where he’s from!”

“Oh, come on,” she said. “You’ve dealt with dragons, baby pageants, and angry dwarves. Diplomacy is just arguing with better table manners. And the ability to fight if you need it.”

“Jules,” I whispered. “This is Feather, not Rothbart. I’m still learning how to brew here… I don’t know the lay of the land. Or the lore, or the laws, or anything really. I’m just a tourist.”

“You don’t have to fix everything on the island,” she said softly. “Just listen. You’re good at that, and people trust you.”

“But you’re literally royalty,” I said. “Surely you’d be better at something like that than me.”

“Nobody cares about Rothbart royalty here,” she said. “And besides, it’s not just that they don’t care about us. I don’t think the people here would be very happy if a royal from Rothbart started bossing them around, and rightfully so. But you? You were pulled out of a river and started a successful business by yourself. That will earn you a lot of respect just about anywhere.”

“I know,” I sighed. “But I can’t lose sight of why we came here. It was for Hugh, not to help me get more glory.”

“This isn’t about glory,” Princess Juliette said. “It’s about using your skills to help a community. And if that doesn’t help Hugh, then I’m not sure what would.”

I looked into her eyes, and I knew she was right. If I could prevent a war or whatever was about to happen, it would go a long way to earning Hugh a spot at the Academy. But first, I needed to know more about what was happening.

So we made our way around the room and chatted with the locals. There were plenty of people, their faces were warm with drink, who were happy to talk about their lives and friends. We split some onion bread and thick stew at one table, and shared a mug of something dark and bitter at another. And at each table, we learned a little more.

Near the end, I spoke with an older woman at a corner table whose hair was coiled in an enormous knot under a green netted scarf.

“Marn,” she said and smiled at us. “I’d shake your hand, but mine feel like leather at the minute. They’re all callused from nettle-picking.”

“Ah, yes,” Princess Juliette said. “I know that nettles are very medicinal.”

“So they are,” Marn agreed. “You two look like you’re wanting for something, and I don’t know what. I’ve watched you work the room, though, so I guess you haven’t found it yet.”

“I was hoping to hear more about a local legend,” I replied. “The fomorians. I saw one earlier today.”

“Ah,” she nodded as she cradled her drink. “They’ve been circling more than usual, so I’m not surprised. Used to be, you hardly ever saw one except on market days. But they don’t come to trade anymore or to speak. They don’t usually speak much anyway, but they’ve always had something to say to the foragers. Now they just watch from the tree line. I saw one last week near the mill. He was just staring at the iron posts the academy surveyors are putting up.”

“Why don’t the academy folks stop putting up the posts?” I asked.

“I don’t know,” Marn sighed and shook her head. “There’s some politics going on there that we just don’t know about. I’ve never concerned myself with the Academy before, since they mostly kept to themselves.”

“Interesting,” Princess Juliette murmured.

It seemed like everyone had a similar response. It might have something to do with the academy, or it might have something to do with zoning laws. But either way, it didn’t seem like the people at the pub knew why the Academy was moving its walls.

I surveyed the rest of the pub when Babble caught my eye. He’d installed himself at a low round table where three younger men were engaged in what looked like a game of dice.

The gnome’s shirt was crumpled, and his face was red, so he’d had to push his way through the throng to get to the table. Leave it to Babble to find the best dice game in the bar, though, and I had no doubt he’d win. I tugged on Juliette’s sleeve, and we wandered over to the table just as Babble took the dice in his hand.

“Two fives!” Babble slapped his dice down on the table and then grinned as the boys looked at it.

“Impossible!” one of them laughed. “Why, the luck of the gnomes never fails, does it?”

“Not in my experience,” Babble slurred. “But we can check again if you like.”

“You tiny flirt,” the other players laughed.

“You all from the mainland, then?” another man leaned over and asked me.

“We are,” I said slowly.

“Are you here for the school?” He asked. “Got a kid or doing land work?”

“Oh, you know,” I said and then frowned. “What do you mean land work?”

“Well, there’s some kind of expansion going on,” he replied. “We’ve had a lot more visitors because of it.”

“My son has some magical talents,” I said and shrugged. “He’s only a baby, but we thought we’d visit early, maybe get him tested.”

“Good on you,” the man said. “I don’t want to put you off the school, but it’s something to watch out for. Of course, I think all that commotion impacts the town more than the school. You see, some people around here have stopped respecting the fomorians as neighbors and started treating them more like… well, a nuisance.”

Another man leaned forward.

“It’s not just the school,” the second man said and shook his head. “Some folks from the capital, advisers or surveyors or something, came through a season ago. I don’t know what happened, but I’ve got a hunch their visit has created all these… problems.”

Across the room, the bard struck a slow, low note on his fiddle that made the candle flames shiver. It seemed like the perfect atmosphere for such a sentiment.

“This all sounds very interesting,” I nodded. “Well, I hope that it gets resolved soon. I wouldn’t want to send my son to the middle of a war zone.”

“We feel the same way,” the first man said. “Every one of us. Because now the fomorians are more suspicious than ever of everyone else, and that makes everyone uncomfortable.”

“Really?” I asked. “I wasn’t expecting that.”

“Oh, they are,” the second man said. “We don’t know what exactly’s happened, but something is afoot.”

“Well, I’ll keep that in mind,” I said as Juliette tugged me toward another table.

“I keep feeling like we’re getting somewhere, but no one has anything substantive to offer,” the redhead sighed.

“I know,” I said and looked around at the happy crowd. “Nobody seems to know what’s creating the tension. All they know is that the fomorians are reacting to something.”

“And the scout didn’t tell you anything today?” she pressed. “He didn’t complain about the school or anything?”

“No.” I shook my head. “I think they don’t usually… speak in the same way we do. That’s what I was told. It makes it hard for them to communicate much detail to us.”

“Well, then it must be pretty bad if they tried to send a warning,” Princess Juliette said.

“Yeah, I don’t like the sound of this,” I said.

“You two,” Rheingold said as he joined us. “I imagine you’re reaching the same conclusion as me?”

“The inconclusive one?” I sighed. “Yep.”

“And Princess, I assume that our dear Tyler has filled you in?” the alchemist asked as he smiled at her.

“He has,” she agreed. “But I don’t think we’re going to learn anything more tonight. The crowd’s about to tip over into that less useful drunk, and to be honest, I’m pretty tired.”

“So am I,” I admitted. “It’s been a really long day.”

“That it has,” Rheingold agreed. “We might have more luck in the morning.”

The moon hung low over the winding hills as we slipped out of the Briar’s Tongue, though the warmth of the firelight and glamor still echoed faintly behind us. The air was cooler than I expected, like the island was finally exhaling at night. My boots thudded with each step I took, and I was suddenly very aware of just how tired I was.

“Wait,” Princess Juliette stopped in her tracks. “We’re missing the little one. Where’s Babble?”

“Forget about him.” Rheingold waved his hand. “He’s six pints in and on his fourth pouch of winnings. The locals love him.”

“They won’t love him long if he keeps winning night after night,” I said. “He’s going to bankrupt the whole isle at this rate.”

“Well, I’d like to see a jail that can hold Babble for more than an hour,” Princess Juliette said.

We hopped back in our carriage and leaned back in the cushions as we began the trip home. We exchanged the information we’d gathered, but none of us had learned anything definite. Most people seemed to agree that the fomorians were upset because of something at the Academy, but that was as definitive as it got.

The cobbled road back up to the castle was steep and lined with stone walls overgrown with wild thyme and tangled hawthorn. After a while, we gave up on conversation and let the swaying carriage and the scent of wild thyme soothe our nerves.

When the castle finally came into view, it seemed to loom against the clouds. It looked like something out of a Halloween movie, with crooked towers and flickering sconces. The grass near the path shimmered with dew, and from somewhere in the hills beyond, an owl called out. It was pretty spooky, and whatever peace we’d been able to find on the ride quickly vanished.

The carriage came to a stop in the courtyard, and we quickly hopped out. I walked beside Juliette, while Rheingold trailed a little behind. I could tell he was deep in thought, and he kept scratching things in his notebook even in the dim light. I heard him mutter something about ley lines and the subtle erosion of shared mythologies, which matched what I’d overheard at the Academy.

“You know,” Juliette whispered and bumped her shoulder lightly against mine. “I think we did pretty well back there.”

“We confirmed that something’s happening,” I agreed. “But you know me, Jules. It’s going to eat away at my brain like a little worm until I solve the mystery.”

“And that’s why you’re the man for the job,” she said.

The front doors opened with a low, haunted creak as we reached the top step, and I half-expected to hear a banshee screaming in the basement as we stepped inside. But the place was completely quiet, so maybe banshees had a bedtime, too.

The walls glittered in the candlelight, and the tapestries swayed ever so slightly even though there was no breeze. I caught sight of a woman’s shadow down a corridor, but then it was gone. My imagination really was playing tricks on me.

“I swear this place is totally haunted,” I said.

“Well, not totally,” Rheingold corrected me. “If it was totally haunted, there wouldn’t be any space for us. But these spirits are strictly ancestral, not hostile.”

“Glad to hear it,” I chuckled.

The housekeeper was nowhere to be seen, which checked out. She seemed like she had a rigid schedule, and even our late arrival wouldn’t disrupt it. She was probably asleep, or maybe she magically evaporated into candle smoke once the clock struck twelve. Either option seemed completely plausible.

We all paused at the bottom of the stairs, and then Juliette turned to us with a solemn look.

“Well, it looks like we have our work cut out for us,” the princess said. “There’s a lot we need to do, so we should get started early tomorrow.”

Rheingold gave us a half-salute and muttered something about latent energies before vanishing down the candlelit corridor to the guest wing. His boots echoed for a moment, and then he was totally gone.

I tucked my thumb in my belt and stared up the steps, while Juliette leaned against the banister and fixed her eyes on me. Her lips parted in that subtle smirk that meant she was about to say something that might make me blush.

“You really care about him,” she said softly.

“Who, Rheingold?” I asked. “Because you can’t mean Babble. I just left him in a bar like two miles away.”

“No, silly,” she giggled. “I mean Hugh.”

“Oh,” I let out a slow breath and nodded. “Yeah, of course. I mean, he’s my son, but yeah. He’s just so… amazing.”

She walked toward me with quiet steps, and the train of her traveling gown brushed lightly across the old stone floor.

“You didn’t have to come all this way,” she said. “You could’ve let someone else handle it. After all, you’re a wealthy, powerful brewer now, and a very newly-minted noble. You’ve got your hands full with taverns and dwarves and magical beer.”

“So I do,” I laughed lightly.

Juliette stepped closer, and her scent of rosewater and cloves folded around me.

“I like this version of you,” she murmured. “Curious. Driven. Thoughtful.”

“I’d like to think I’ve always been thoughtful,” I smirked.

“Yes,” she cocked her head. “Maybe I just forgot how much it turned me on.”

I looked down at the Princess, who bit her bottom lip gently. And then I leaned in, swooped her into my arms, and carried her down the corridor.
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Chapter 11

She bit my ear, and I felt her warm breath like a drop of rain down my back. It was heavenly. I turned into the corridor with our bedrooms, and went past the room I was staying in with the other girls and down to her royal suite. After all, I didn’t want to wake them up.

“I’ve missed you,” she murmured into my ear. “I couldn’t stop thinking about you during our trip to the island, and I haven’t stopped thinking about it since we arrived. But I admire your commitment to your work here.”

“Well, I think that I deserve a little bit of a respite,” I said as I pushed in the door to her room.

Even though it was dark, I could see how opulent her room was. The moonlight bounced off of gold and silver bottles on her vanity, and the bed was gilded in precious metals. The sheets had turquoise swirls woven into the duvet, and I wondered if she’d brought them from the ship.

“Make sure the door is shut,” she whispered into my ear. “We don’t want the housekeeper to hear us.”

I couldn’t help but chuckle at the thought of the fussy old lady walking in on us and seeing us in the heights of passion. For a brief moment, I could picture her stern face as she stepped into the room and announced that sex was not on the schedule.

Sometimes, it was better to improvise.

I closed the door behind us and heard the soft click of the latch as it slid into place. Then I went over to the bed with the Princess in my arms and placed her down on the soft, sparkling duvet. She looked like she was surrounded by an angelic light, the way the moonlight fell onto the bed and hit the swirling turquoise threads. Her reddish-brown hair was dazzling in the light and fell to either side as she bit her bottom lip and stared up at me.

As her eyes met mine, I felt a flash of heat blossom through my body and my cock twitch in my pants. She ran her hands over my arms, my chest and my shoulders, and her lips parted before her face curled into a devilish smile and she took me by the collar. She pulled me over her onto the bed, and I buried my head into her neck as her legs parted and she wrapped them around me.

She smelled like spices and fresh air, and some other secret scent that I couldn’t put my finger on but found addictive. My tongue traced her ear, and she moaned beneath me as I nibbled her neck and started to grind into her.

“Oh, Tyler,” she gasped in my ear, and she dug her fingers into my neck and pulled my hair.

I parted her lips with mine and kissed her. Her tongue played with mine as I started to unbutton her dress, and I let my hands roam over her soft, smooth skin.

I could feel myself growing harder, and she started to fondle me over my pants. I bit my lip and dug my face deeper into her neck as her grip tightened around me.

“I want you so much,” I growled into her ear. I could feel myself grow harder as a rush of heat snaked down my back.

I made my way down her body and pushed her dress over her head to reveal her pert, round breasts and pink nipples. Every part of her soft, freckled skin looked absolutely delicious.

I wrapped my mouth around her perfect, pink nipple and sucked on it hard.

“Tylerrrr,” she moaned into my ear.

I gasped as I felt her warm breath against my skin, and she giggled in return. I licked her soft skin all the way down her torso to her hips until I nestled myself between her legs.

She was wearing dainty white lace panties, and I wanted to tear them off like an animal. But she must’ve seen that wildness in my eyes, because she put her hand on my head and bit her lip.

“Be gentle,” she whispered and then winked.

I smiled as I took them in my teeth. I was gentle, but I still managed to bite them and pull them down her legs to reveal her sex.

I moved my fingers through the small, soft tuft of orange-brown hair and started to rub her folds up and down. Then I leaned down and started to lick her sex.

“Oh, Tyler,” she moaned, and she took my hair in her hands and pushed me deeper into her.

I swept up and down every crevice of her sweet pussy with the tip of my tongue, and then I massaged circles into her clit. She moaned and shook underneath me, and I could feel her get wetter in my mouth.

I puffed hot breath onto her pussy and felt her grip tighten around my hair. I heard her gasp and felt a gush of sweet juices dribble onto my tongue.

“Tyyyyyyler, Tyyyyyler,” she moaned as she shook.

I lifted my head and looked at the Princess. She was a deep pink color that made her freckles stand out even more, and her eyelashes fluttered like she’d lost control of them.

“I want you now,” I said.

“Oh, yes,” she pleaded as she unbuttoned my pants.

I pulled them open to reveal my hard member, and she bit her lip again. I swept my cock up and down her wet folds and heard her gasp as I grew even harder. Flashes of heat raced up and down my spine as I pushed against her clit, and when I couldn’t take it anymore, she pulled me into her.

I slipped into her tunnel and clenched my hands around her waist as I started to pump in and out of her. She tightened and contracted around me as I pushed into her.

“Mmmm,” she moaned. “Yes, yes, deeper!”

I did as she instructed and pulled her closer to me. She felt so fucking good that I pressed more into her and gasped as she massaged herself in circles around my cock.

“Wait,” she suddenly said and then rolled onto her belly and got on all fours.

She looked over her shoulder with a devilish smile, and I pressed into her from the back.

Her ass was soft and fleshy, and I took her by the waist and pumped in and out. I could feel a warm knot of pleasure beginning to form in my groin as I felt my cock slide in and out of her tight, wet pussy.

She gasped and arched her back, and I could barely take it anymore. I could feel her contract and tighten around me, and I knew that we were going to climax.

“I’m going to come,” she moaned as she began to shake. “Tyler, you’re making me come.”

“Yyyyyyyeeeeeesssss,” I groaned, and I finally released everything that I had into her.

I took a few deep breaths as I pumped slower and slower into her, and our bodies softened as we fell onto the bed side by side.

The Princess looked perfect in the moonlight. The blue light framed her face, and her hazel eyes glowed as she batted her eyelashes and fought to keep them open.

“Mmmm,” she cooed as she nestled into my chest. “I love you, Tyler.”

“I love you, too, Jules,” I whispered, and a moment later, we both fell asleep, drenched in the light of the moon.

When my eyes fluttered open, cool island light filtered through the window. I could hear some shuffling around outside, but it was clear that the house was just waking up still.

“Mmm,” Princess Juliette smiled as she stretched and turned to me. “Last night was amazing.”

“It sure was,” I agreed and smiled at the Princess.

It had been a wonderful way to end the day, but a new morning was here, and I knew I had a lot to do. As much as I hated it, I had to get moving if I was going to finish everything I needed to do.

“But you have brewing to attend to,” she said as she sat up. “And some diplomacy, too.”

“I do,” I sighed. “I almost forgot that you offered my services.”

“Not publicly,” she shrugged. “But yes, I think you’d be good at that.”

“Well, let’s see,” I said as I thought about what we’d learned.

We’d been looking for information as to why the fomorians would be angry with the townspeople, but all we’d heard were vague references to something at the Academy. We were going to need to dig even deeper if we were going to uncover what was going on.

“I wonder how Babble fared,” the Princess said as she rubbed her temples. “Mm. I’m going to need some eggs or some oatmeal or something if we’re going to be working all day.”

I swung my legs to the floor and yanked on my shirt. Not only did I have professional responsibilities, but my whole family was here. I wanted the kids to feel occupied and the girls to be having a good time, or at least to be involved in whatever the hell it was we were getting into.

I looked out the window and saw that the sun had barely cleared the rim of the hills. I was looking for my pants when someone started to bang on the great oak doors at the main entrance. It was a deep, rhythmic pounding that echoed like a war drum through the halls of the castle.

“Umm,” I said as I turned to Juliette.

“You don’t think that’s Babble, do you?” she murmured as she scrambled to pull on a fresh dress.

“I wouldn’t put it past him, since he loves to make an entrance,” I said. “But no, I don’t think that’s Babble.”

“What’s going on?” I heard Hilly ask from the hallway just before the door to the Princess’ quarters swung open. Hilly was wearing a red silk robe and cradling Charlotte in one arm.

“Good morning, Hildegard,” Princess Juliette said like she was a queen on a throne and not a princess in her bed.

“Sorry for the intrusion,” Hilly said. “But if there’s trouble happening, I thought that you’d be the best one to ask to investigate, Tyler.”

“Let’s find out,” I said as I pulled my pants on. “I don’t want the staff to have to deal with this, whatever it is.”

“Of course,” the girls agreed.

We made our way toward the door, past a few confused servants. By the time I stepped into the main hall, Rheingold was already there. He was adjusting his cuffs when he caught my eyes.

“Morning,” he said. “It’s too early for ghosts, so I’m assuming this is politics. That, or Babble is back with a vengeance.”

“You left Babble in town?” Hilly asked.

I reached out to open the door, but a servant moved between me and the entryway with a sense of purpose. Hell, I didn’t want anyone to feel like I was putting them out of work, but I had a job to do.

“Allow me,” the servant gasped.

“Of course,” I nodded. “Sorry…”

The doors groaned open and three fomorian envoys strode in. They were tall, ash-skinned, and as grave as carved monoliths. The one in the center wore a cloak woven from bark and scarred feathers. His eyes were the same glowing amber as the scout that we’d met the day before, but they were colder and seemed less curious. The vibe was very different now, and for a moment, I was genuinely afraid for my family.

“Tyler of Hagop,” the one in the middle thundered as he turned to me, and his voice sounded like gravel soaked in old water. “It seems that this time, you have overstepped.”

The others looked at me, and even Flora appeared from the end of the hallway. Her eyes widened with fear, and she stepped back to make sure that Hugh was safe from whatever was going on.

“There must be a mistake,” I stood firm, but I held up my hands with my palms out. My voice was steady, but I felt caught somewhere between confused and trying to be diplomatic. What the hell did he mean?

“You have walked our forests,” he said. “To stir our watchers. You have visited the root-binder. You bear the water from the isle’s scent. And furthermore, the academy has sent you to map and taste and measure.”

“You are treading where lines are already cracking,” another one of the fomorian envoys said, and I was beginning to understand what he meant.

“Wait,” my stomach sank. “You… you think that we’re here on behalf of the academy?”

The fomorian’s lip curled in response, but it wasn’t quite a sneer. For a second, I was afraid that he would lean forward and try to bite my head off. But they seemed more open to diplomacy than that.

“Do you deny that you were on their grounds?” he snarled as Rheingold started to shake his head.

“No, no,” I said quickly. “It’s not like that at all. I’m… look, I’m a brewer. I came to the Isle of Feather to learn about the traditions and understand the roots. Rheingold is a native of the island, so he thought it would be good for us as well. My son made sparks… you see, he might have magic. Magic isn’t allowed where we’re from in Rothbart, and we thought that the academy would be the right place for him, but--”

“You’ve stepped into old wounds,” the middle fomorian said. “It’s not your place.”

“But we only came to look at the school,” Rheingold huffed. “The very school that I attended so many years ago. Surely there’s nothing against that. This is the land I was raised in.”

“I didn’t mean to do anything to offend you,” I added. “I know that your kind belongs to these lands, and I am not here to challenge that. I’m definitely not here to work on maps or whatever. I wouldn’t even know how to do that.”

“Then you must explain yourself,” one of the fomorians said. “Because if not, we are fully capable of coming up with our own ideas.”

I glanced around and saw that the three women were scowling but had also smartly backed away. I could tell Rheingold was trying to make sense of the accusations, but he looked as confused as I felt.

“I’m here for my son,” I finally said as I turned back to the fomorians. “I want him to have the best life he can, and that includes learning about his magical abilities. I can’t do that at home. I promise you, I’m just a brewer. I don’t know anything about maps or measurements. If it’s not related to beer, then I can’t help you.”

Nobody said anything, but I could feel the tension in the room start to dissipate. The storm had finally broken, and the rain was washing away the misunderstanding.

The cloaked fomorian blinked slowly and deliberately. The second envoy was a tall, androgynous figure with antlered jewelry, and he tilted his head slightly.

“Beer?” the three of them echoed just as the door opened again.

“Nobody say anything to me about beer!” Babble shouted as he dragged himself through the doorway.

I loved the little fella, but even I had to admit that he looked like complete crap.

“Babble…” Rheingold murmured.

“I never want to see a beer again in my life!” Babble burped. “Where’s the soda? We still got the magic juice? Yeesh, you three are big fellows. Wipe those scowls off your faces, will ya? You’re bringing the whole vibe down!”

“Ignore him,” I said as a servant dragged the babbling gnome away.

Princess Juliette looked down at the ground like she was trying to avoid a fit of giggles, and Hilly rolled her eyes. Even Rheingold looked like he was struggling not to laugh.

“Right,” I sighed and looked back at the fomorians. They were still scary-looking, but only because of their size. Their expressions had shifted to something more confused than angry.

“Beer,” the leader said again.

“Yes, beer,” I agreed. “I’m interested in anything related to beer and beer-making. That’s the other reason I came here. So I could learn all about the techniques, the roots, the fermentation, all of it. Rheingold said that the traditions on this island are deep, so it seemed like the perfect family trip. We planned to visit the magic school for my son and learn about the local brewing traditions.”

The fomorians blinked slowly again, and I could feel everyone holding their breath as we waited for the creatures to speak.

“Will you be staying for breakfast?” A voice cut in, and we all turned around to see the housekeeper had appeared. “We can set more places at the table if you are, and the chefs will accommodate any dietary requests you have.”

The creatures stared at her for a moment and then looked at me. They still hadn’t said anything, and I was starting to wonder if I should just offer them some of the beer we’d brought with us. They did seem to appreciate beer, or so I assumed since they’d latched onto that word pretty quickly.

“You wish for the fruit of this soil?” The antlered envoy asked. “The rituals, the lessons, and the…”

“No, breakfast,” the housekeeper corrected him. “I don’t know how much fruit is in season, but…”

“I think he was talking to Tyler,” Rheingold said and shot the old woman a warning look.

The housekeeper muttered something under her breath, and then she harrumphed and shuffled back into the dining room.

“I was told by the man in the woods that I could grow the fruit of the soil back in Hagop,” I said. “Surely that would make the land more powerful? We could replant what we used so that there’s nothing to steal and nothing to hide. It would be honest work, and maybe even an honest trade.”

The envoy with the bark-feather cloak studied me, and for a moment, the early morning sunlight caught something faint behind the eyes. I couldn’t tell if it was an old pain, or some kind of deep, generational suspicion of strangers. I didn’t blame them, since it sounded to me like things had been weird for a long time.

“If you brew under the shadow of the mountain,” the envoy finally said. “You owe the mountain respect. Not ownership.”

“I understand,” I nodded. I wasn’t exactly sure what all ‘respect’ entailed, but I could be reasonably sure I wouldn’t do anything actively disrespectful or extractive, and hopefully that would appease them.

He looked at his companions, and they exchanged a few hand gestures that reminded me of sign language. Then they turned away without another word. The sounds their cloaks made against the floor sounded like dry leaves rustling against the forest floor.

They stepped through the doors, and the sounds of their footfalls faded before they even hit the gravel. It was like they had disappeared into thin air.

“Well,” Rheingold finally exhaled. “Looks like you’re really in it now.”

“I think I’ve been in it since I stepped off the boat,” I said. “Maybe you’re right. Trouble just seems to follow me around.”

“It’s not quite trouble,” Princess Juliette replied. “In fact, I’d say that was a rather impressive display of diplomacy.”

“Maybe they just like beer,” I said. “Everyone likes beer, don’t they?”

“But the fomorians don’t like most humans,” Rheingold said. “Well, maybe like is a strong word. They most certainly don’t give people their time like they just did.”

“Are the visitors staying for breakfast or not?” the housekeeper demanded as she stepped into the hall again. “We haven’t seen fomorians here in a while.”

“Are they common visitors?” Princess Juliette asked in surprise. “I don’t remember hearing about them visiting the Keep…”

“Well, it’s been some time,” the housekeeper sniffed. “Fifty-odd years I’d say, maybe sixty… but they were always very nice.”

She mumbled something else to herself and shuffled out of the door before I could say anything. She clearly wasn’t bothered by the fomorians’ appearance, except that it messed with her schedule.

“What’s going on with her?” Princess Juliette asked as she turned to Rheingold.

“It makes sense,” the alchemist replied. “Some of the older generations are a lot more open-minded than the younger ones. They grew up during a time when there was harmony between the races here.”

“That’s good to know,” I said.

“Well, what’s next on the agenda?” Hilly asked. “Because I’ll admit, that bit of drama woke me up.”

“Back to the academy,” Princess Juliette declared.

“Right now?” I asked. “Why?”

“She’s right,” Rheingold said. “We need to understand what they’re doing and why the fomorians are so upset about it.”

“But I just came to an understanding with the fomorians,” I said. “Will the school even want to talk to me?”

“But you’re engaging in diplomacy, Tyler,” Princess Juliette replied. “Not taking sides. And to solve this dilemma, you need to talk to everyone.”

“And besides,” Flora appeared from the hallway. “Think of Hugh. If something fishy is going on with the academy, then we should know about it.”

“Okay, fine,” I sighed. “Flora’s right. If there’s something wrong at the academy, I’d like to learn about it before we enroll Hugh. But what time is it? I don’t want to get there and find the place empty.”

“It’s too early,” Babble declared as he strolled back in with a bottle of simmon soda. “Where did all the big fellas go?”

“Back to their home, I assume,” I replied.

“Scared them off, did ya?” the gnome snorted and then winked.

“Ah, there you are,” Solara said as he swept in. “It looks like the simmon soda is working.”

“So it is,” Babble replied and burped.

“Well, I could use your help,” the genie said. “With the little ones…”

“Who are you calling little?” Babble retorted, though he followed the jinn happily enough.

“Well, there goes the muscle in our operation,” Rheingold said with a wink. “But luckily it’s just after the crack of dawn, so if we leave soon, we should get there right as the school opens.”

“You three should go,” Hilly said and nodded to me, Rheingold, and Juliette. “You’ve got the stature to make that elf talk.”

“So do you,” I pointed out.

“Yes, but I need to spend time with Charlotte,” the brunette replied and kissed our daughter on the top of her head.

“Oh, right,” I said suspiciously, but Hilly only smiled as she swept up the staircase.

We gulped down some breakfast, changed into clean clothes, and crammed ourselves into the carriage again in record time. As the wheels thundered over the hills, I stared out of the window at the twisting oaks and the low, moss-covered stones. I tried to keep my thoughts from spiraling, but it was impossible. So many things had happened in such a short amount of time that I could barely keep up.

The fomorians had accused me of trespassing and maybe even spying. And they thought my affiliation with both the academy and Corwyn was a reason to be suspicious of everything I did. When I put myself in their shoes, though, I could understand why they thought I was an untrustworthy outsider.

So how could I convince them otherwise?

The academy’s strange spire-like structures appeared in the distance, and I sighed as I wondered what the fomorians would make of this second trip to the school. But I could hardly solve their problems if I had no idea what the source was. I just hoped they’d understand that.

“Ah,” the elf headmaster said when we were ushered back into this office. “Back so soon? I’m rather surprised. I thought the brewing process would take longer.”

He was standing by the window, so his robes sparkled in the morning light. His silver hair was tied back with a woven blue cord that matched his pristine robes, and it all looked very elegant. But his face looked like he’d been chewing on a lemon peel and he was trying to hold it together.

“I’m actually here about the fomorians,” I said. “I’ve seen four of them since I arrived on the island, headmaster, and they seem to think that there’s something wrong with the academy.”

“They were angry,” Rheingold added. “Not just cautious. They said something’s been building, and they definitely aren’t fans of the academy. I haven’t been here in years, but if the fomorians would rather rely on foreigners than deal with the academy directly, then this situation is worse than it’s been in a while.”

“You’re telling me,” the elf murmured to himself.

After a moment, the headmaster made a low sound in his throat and picked up a feather quill. He looked around and then picked up a notebook, and after some thought, he started to doodle random circles in a notebook.

“Headmaster,” the alchemist said. “Surely there’s something that we can do, that we can at least look at. Because this all seems a bit…”

“There are some older communities along the southern glens,” the elf said. “Ones we haven’t had that much contact with. They prefer to remain unobserved by our folk.”

“And now they’re observing back,” Princess Juliette crossed her arms. “Hard.”

“And they confronted you?” the headmaster asked as he turned to me. “About my little beer challenge? About… a future admission? It’s madness. None of it makes any sense…”

“They think I’m with you,” I said. “Or that I’m working with the academy against their community to divide or fence in their lands.”

“Well, that’s certainly misguided,” the headmaster said.

“But maybe not baseless,” Princess Juliette said. “And that’s what we’re here to find out.”

“I don’t know what to tell you,” the elf sighed. “We’ve extended some of our protective wards and encouraged a few of the outer families to join our programs. We encountered some resistance, but most seemed happy.”

I looked around at the other two, who furrowed their brows in confusion. Rheingold lifted a hand to get the headmaster’s attention.

“Wait, wait, wait,” the alchemist said. “You think they’re angry… because you’re teaching magic?”

“It’s the only thing I can think of,” the elf said and shook his head in genuine confusion. “I know that the fomorians cling to ancient traditions. After all, we all do. But I’ve been starting to think that maybe those traditions fear the existence of a magical academy that might be… I don’t know, more powerful?”

“That doesn’t sound right.” I shook my head. “It seems like they’re more afraid of being erased.”

“Their powers have stood since ancient times,” Rheingold noted. “I don’t see how widening the net of students or an update in the alchemical curriculum would shake them. That can’t be it.”

That made the headmaster pause. He studied his doodles for a long, silent moment before he gave a reluctant nod.

“They have some reasons to worry,” he said. “But if they wish to speak, we’d rather that they do so with their words and not their veiled threats. There’s only so far in the middle that we can meet them.”

“But what if they don’t want to talk?” I felt the heat rise in my chest. “What if they just keep blaming me for their problems? I have a family to take care of. Do you think I want to be worrying about my safety when I’ve got two very young children?”

“I understand that you care for your children,” the headmaster said and thought for a moment. “How did you leave things with the fomorians?”

“I don’t know, it was kind of vague,” I said. “They don’t want me to steal the fruits of the soil…”

“The fomorians have been here since ancient times, but they certainly don’t own the land,” the headmaster said. “Many, many creatures here have existed in harmony. I don’t know what’s going on, but it’s something bad.”

“Then what do I do?” I asked. “I’ve somehow made enemies without even trying, and I know that this is somehow tied to your school, headmaster, so you should be worried, too.”

“Well, I would suggest you continue as you’ve planned,” he said. “We don’t know what the problem is, and they haven’t explicitly forbade you from anything. What are you going to do, back down and let them bully you into submission?”

“No,” I said quickly.

“Good,” he declared. “Now, I have a meeting…”

Of course he did. He ushered us from the office, and his assistant walked us to the exit.

I felt like I had more questions than answers after our conversation, along with the growing sense that something ancient was pressing back against us.

“I’m confused as anything…” Princess Juliette said. “I can’t tell who is telling the truth, if anyone is telling the truth, if there’s even any drama, or if there’s just some big misunderstanding.”

“But why am I in the middle of it?” I groaned. “I just came here for some time off.”

“You need to stop asking questions.” Rheingold shook his head. “You’re in the middle of it because you’re always in the middle of it.”

“Thanks for reminding me,” I sighed. “Well, one thing’s clear, they really don’t like outsiders.”

It seemed like everyone wanted me to back off and slink home like some lost mainlander who’d asked too many questions and gotten a mouthful of ancient trouble for it. But I wasn’t going anywhere, because I had a son who might just carry magic in his blood. If there was a chance this island could help him foster that talent safely, then I was going to forge a connection with the place, whether they liked it or not. I’d take every brewing challenge that they could throw at me, and I’d show them how it was done.

“Well,” Princess Juliette said. “They’ve pushed the wrong man if they think that beer diplomacy isn’t real. It won’t take them long to learn, though. We’ve all seen what you can do when you set your mind to it.”

The return trip didn’t do anything to lift my spirits. More questions ran around inside my head, and all I could do was stare in frustration at the scenery. It didn’t feel like the most productive day so far, and part of me wanted to climb back into bed.

But as soon as we arrived at the keep, I went for the cellar door, with Rheingold right behind me. We’d stored the new island ingredients there once we’d returned the night before, and I felt happy at the thought of starting another brew. The scent of the island grains and coastal yeast filled my nose as soon as I opened the door, and the herbs sang in their pots to welcome me.

I wanted to make sure I used Corwyn’s ingredients to the best of my ability before I showed anything to the academy, the fomorians, or anyone else. With this beer, I could prove that we were a special, hardworking, and creative family that deserved a stake in this island’s rich history. And maybe my commitment to my craft and to using local ingredients would show the fomorians just how much respect I had for this place.

“Let’s get to work,” I said and clapped Rheingold on the back. “We have a lot to do if we’re going to win everyone over.”

“Tyler,” Rheingold murmured and tugged on my arm before I could start down the steps. “Company.”

I turned around just as a smug voice drifted down toward us.

“My, my,” it said, and shivers raced up my spine. “Are you still here? I was sure you’d have packed up your little jugs and flown home by now.”

At first, I thought it was Hungy O’Gold, but after a moment, I realized that wasn’t right. This one had darker boots, a longer coat stitched in a spiraling thread, and a crooked coin that glinted between his fingers.

It was Mortimer. The bad O’Gold.
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Chapter 12

“Mortimer,” Rheingold said as he watched the uninvited guest.

The leprechaun grinned like a jackal that had found a spilled basket of hens as he stepped into the sunlight. He looked around for a moment and then stepped closer to me. He had to tilt his head back so far to see my face, though, that he scowled and backed up again.

“I didn’t expect to see you out here brewing after such a heated morning as you had,” the leprechaun said as he flipped his coins. “But then again, you mainlanders are thick with optimism. Or foolishness. Sometimes it’s hard to tell the difference… but you all eventually leave, one way or the other.”

“How do you know what we were doing today?” Rheingold asked.

“I’m not going to listen to another one of your challenges,” I said. “I don’t like to play with cheaters.”

Mortimer scowled at that, but he flipped his coin high in the air instead of answering. As it spun, it glinted like it was a diamond before landing back in his hand without a sound.

“Now would be a really good time for Babble to make one of his entrances,” I murmured, but sadly, the gnome didn’t appear.

“You… you meddler,” Mortimer snarled. “You shouldn’t even be here.”

“Why are you bothering us, Mortimer?” Rheingold sighed. “I’m quite sure you’re not even supposed to be on this property, and I’d be more than happy to summon a few guards to have you removed.”

Mortimer’s eyes sparkled, and for the briefest second, I thought I saw something cold and unnatural beneath his smug expression.

“I’d like to know why you’re here,” the leprechaun replied.

“To brew,” Rheingold said. “Plain and simple. Now run off, Mortimer. Don’t you have someone else to swindle?”

“I like to know what’s happening on my island,” the leprechaun said.

“Your island?” I scoffed. “Something about that doesn’t sound right…”

“Not all of us take too kindly to the mainlanders coming and stealing our wares,” Mortimer continued.

“We haven’t stolen anything,” I said in a frustrated voice. “What? Are you jealous, Mortimer, that someone from off the island can actually make something wonderful? We’re not trying to take anything, only improve upon it--”

“Improve it!” the leprechaun snorted and slapped his knee like I’d told a great joke. “As if you could improve anything, you great, stinking… giant.”

“Oof, that stings,” Rheingold muttered and then made a choking sound when he tried not to laugh.

“I know you’re embarrassed that we caught you cheating,” I said. “Especially since you had that nice plaque with the names of everyone else you cheated. But it’s your fault. You thought you could beat a gnome’s good luck, and clearly, you couldn’t.”

“Whatever you say, boys,” Mortimer snorted as he walked off. “Whatever you have to tell yourselves.”

We watched the leprechaun walk away, but neither of us said anything until he was out of sight.

“What the hell is going on, Rheingold?” I hissed. “It’s like the island is turning against us!”

“I don’t think it’s that simple,” the alchemist said thoughtfully. “It can’t be.”

We waited a few more minutes to make sure Mortimer was really gone, and then we stomped down the stairs to the cellar. We set to work, and after a few minutes, I forgot all about the leprechaun as I got back into the rhythm of making beer. It was different with the new materials, but I felt comfortable with the process after the lesson with Corwyn.

“I wonder how the others are getting along,” I said after a few hours. “Hopefully, they’re enjoying a more leisurely vacation than we are.”

“Don’t be silly,” the alchemist said as he studied the wort. “There’s nothing more fun than making something you’re proud of.”

“Well, that’s certainly true,” I said and grinned.

“Though…” Rheingold murmured and then walked over to the door and peered outside.

“Is something wrong?” I asked.

It suddenly occurred to me that the air felt thicker, like a storm was forming, and when I walked over to the door as well, I saw that the clouds had thickened over the hilltop like cream curdling in milk.

“Strange weather,” the alchemist whispered. “We don’t usually see so much rain this time of year.”

“As long as you don’t accuse me of bringing it with us,” I said.

Rheingold snorted, and we turned back to our brew. We lit a fire, and Rheingold stepped outside to collect some well water for the next step of the process. The sweet, grassy scent of malt swirled in the air as steam rose from our copper vat, even as thunder clapped in the distance.

“I’m going to ferment a rune,” Rheingold declared when he returned.

“Rheingold, what in the name of Hagop does that even mean?” I chuckled.

“Oxidation curves and mythical substrate,” he said as he set the water down. “You know, I can show you if you like…”

Before I could reply, the wind that had been building outside suddenly stopped. Everything stilled around us, and the alchemist froze like a deer caught in the headlights.

“Rheingold,” I muttered as I turned toward the door. “I’m guessing that’s not normal.”

“I haven’t been back in a long while,” he whispered. “But I don’t think so…”

We looked at each other as a chime rang out. It was unnatural and resonant, and it sounded like bells made of bone and glass. It clanged through the trees, and it made the insides of my ears burn. My teeth rattled in time with the noise, and I could swear the sound was trying to invade my body.

“Ahhh!” Rheingold cried out and covered his ears with his hands. “We have to get to the barns. That’s where the rest of our supply is! We have to protect it, Tyler!”

I could barely make my head move, but somehow, we made it up the steps and bolted to the barn, where more brews and materials were stored. We managed to get the door open just enough to slip inside, and we nearly stumbled in relief when we realized that the sound was muted in the barn. In fact, it was dry and safe, just like we’d left it.

“Huh,” I said and took in a deep sniff of the hops and citrusy scent.

“It seems--” Rheingold started to say.

But then, a large banging noise started like a deep drum from behind the barn. I looked over at Rheingold, who was just as confused as I was.

“There,” the alchemist said and pointed at the old iron door in the back of the barn.

It led to the back fields, and the sound was clearly coming from the other side. I ran toward it and threw the door open, and as soon as I did, the banging sound stopped. My eyes locked on a mossy boulder that hadn’t been there before, except, it wasn’t just a mossy boulder. A small shape unfolded along the top, and I found myself looking at Mortimer O’Gold, who raised his hand as an infuriating grin spread across his face.

“Spirits of the sea and salt!” he cried out into the forest as he drew a twisted staff of iron and root from beneath his coat. “Eyes of bone and ash, I call ye forth! The lands are threatened! The bloodlines tarnished! And the men from beyond are seeking dominion!”

“Oh, come on,” I grumbled. “This is getting really old.”

“Mortimer, shut up, you old prune!” Rheingold shouted. “Why are you trying to summon a storm?”

“Is that what he’s doing?” I asked as I glanced at the dark sky.

“Come to me, come to me!” the leprechaun cackled. “And let the ancient guard rise to shatter this outsider’s lie!”

The creature threw his arms in the air, and I looked over at Rheingold and then back to Mortimer.

“Finished yet?” I called out.

“Hardly!” Mortimer laughed as his wild eyes met mine. “I don’t think I quite am.”

A great wind began to blow, and rain started to pour from the sky. Worst of all, fomorians started arriving in droves.

Shit. I looked at Rheingold and gulped. This was bad. Really freaking bad.

They were tall as trees, with shoulders like jagged cliffs and skin that reminded me of rotting basalt. Their eyes glowed with distrust and exhaustion, and I wondered if they had always been this terrifying. Four or five of them stomped toward us like a mountain itself had decided to come and see what was going on.

“Tyler, he’s raising an army against us!” Rheingold shouted.

“Aw, man,” I sighed as I looked out at the horrific sight in front of me. I really hoped that my family wasn’t inside watching the fomorians descend on us.

“Any ideas?” Rheingold asked as they grew closer.

“Well,” I sighed. “I guess some diplomacy wouldn’t hurt.”

“Good.” Rheingold swallowed hard. “Because I think I’m about to faint.”

I nodded in agreement. My heart was racing, and my adrenaline was pumping through me. I hadn’t been this scared shitless in years, even with the dragon, and all I really hoped was that I wouldn’t literally shit my pants.

“You have it wrong, Mortimer!” I called out with my hands half-raised. “Completely wrong! Just because we embarrassed you, doesn’t mean we’re out to get you! We don’t have any nefarious plans for the island, either!”

“Lies!” Mortimer growled, and he twirled his staff in a swirl of gold-tinted sparks. “You mean to steal from this soil! To take our goods to make capital on your foreign land. You have come to pollute our island with your kin until nothing is left of the natural beauty!”

“That’s not right!” Rheingold shouted. “We’re not doing anything like that!”

One of the fomorians growled and gnashed yellow, rotting teeth at us, while another cracked its massive knuckles.

I could feel my pulse in my fingertips, and my heart beat like a keg under pressure. I was trying to think of something to say when a voice broke through the chaos.

“For the love of barley!” my gnomish friend shouted.

Rheingold and I turned around just as Babble burst into the barn with his hat askew. One of his boots was missing, and his eyes were blazing with fury.

“Babble!” I said. “Where’ve you been?”

“More hungover than usual,” the gnome said. “The simmon soda wore off quickly.”

“Mmm, counter magic,” Rheingold murmured.

“Mortimer, I knew that you were bad news!” Babble shouted as he pointed at the leprechaun. “And I knew that you were lying, too! As for the rest of you, you look worse than something the cat dragged in!”

One of the fomorians growled, and Rheingold’s eyes widened.

“Oh, good,” Mortimer snickered. “It gives me great joy to see your eyes filled with fear.”

“My eyes are filling with nothing of the sort,” Babble spat as he waggled a finger at Mortimer. “Except for perhaps… tears! Yes, a tear that you’re making such a stink about losing a game of coin toss, when you’ve been swindling people for years!”

“You know that this is bigger than that,” Mortimer growled. “This is about the safety of the island. Your kind is coming to ruin it!”

“It’s not true,” Rheingold insisted as he looked at the fomorians. “Tyler hasn’t done anything wrong. This oaf is telling lies about us because we figured out his swindle. He’s taking advantage of you, like he took advantage of all those market-goers!”

“Nonsense!” Mortimer barked back.

“You think this man,” Babble huffed as he pointed at me, “who sings to the hops when he thinks nobody is looking, and gets misty-eyed over, um, yeast, is a tyrant? He puts more effort into a mash temperature than most kings put into war!”

For a moment, everything went silent. I definitely didn’t sing to my hops, and I was sure that I’d never gotten emotional over yeast. But I could see that Babble was trying to ward them off by sticking up for me, and that did make me kind of emotional.

But not for long.

“Save your words,” the fomorians said. “We’ve heard enough.”

I didn’t see which one moved first, but the air shifted, and then I was on the ground. A massive shadow seemed to lunge at me, and it was like the world cracked open.

“Fuck!” I screamed into what felt like empty air.

A blow struck me so hard it felt like I’d been hit with a half-ton tree trunk wrapped in steel. I rolled hard, and pain bloomed across my ribs before I could gather myself. Another fomorian came roaring forward, and his fists looked like boulders.

“Tyler, move!” Rheingold shrieked from what felt like a million miles away.

I ducked just in time, and a crater opened in the ground behind me where a fomorian’s blow landed. The floorboards cracked and broke, and I knew that this was bad.

Really bad.

Rheingold was already there. His shirt billowed like a piece of parchment as he reached into his pocket and threw some green confetti-like leaves in the air. I looked up and watched as they released a jet of sticky golden steam that coiled around one of the giants’ legs. The fomorian stumbled and snorted as he struggled to free himself.

I couldn’t think any more about whether it was right or wrong to fight them. They were obviously being manipulated by Mortimer, but I had to defend myself and my family.

I lunged forward and slid over to one of the beast’s legs. I looked around frantically before grabbing a broom and used it to pummel his ankles with all of my might.

It wasn’t deadly, but he shrieked and stopped in his tracks. It was enough to slow him down, which was what I needed. While the creature howled, I scrambled back and ducked a wide swing from another one of the fomorians.

My heart raced as I tried to figure out what the hell to do. I brought my elbow into the giant’s knee like I was trying to split an old barrel in half, and lo and behold, I heard something pop. Maybe these creatures were more frail than I had imagined, because something had definitely popped. He staggered back and almost fell into a crate.

“Why are you doing this?” I gasped as I tried to dodge their actions. “We don’t want a war! It’s Mortimer! He’s manipulating you!”

“You bring change,” another one spoke, and her voice sounded like cracked slate. “You are going to steal our land!”

I ducked under a blow just in time to see a few sigils rush through the air and explode in the fomorians’ faces. Rheingold was using his magic in a way I’d never witnessed before, and it was freaking amazing. The alchemist drew a quick circle in the dirt, and it flared up with white fire as another fomorian advanced.

“You will spread your medicine,” one of the creatures said. “Your magic. Your schools. And our forest will rot!”

I shook my head and jabbed my broom upward into a soft arm. The blow made the creature howl, but I still had to scoot along the floor to avoid a direct shot to my head.

“You’ve been lied to!” Rheingold shouted.

“Halt!” Mortimer bellowed.

A ripple passed through the barn as Mortimer stepped forward. The leprechaun looked around and then laughed as Babble emerged from behind a crate of beer.

“You poetic sack of crap!” Babble shouted at the leprechaun. “I knew I couldn’t trust you and your flowery language! You’re always hiding things in those stupid metaphors. I knew it!”

“Big mouth, but little real courage when it comes to a fight, eh?” Mortimer said with a yellow smile.

“I’ll have you know that I’m first-class bait!” Babble shouted back.

“Shut up,” Mortimer hissed, but before Babble could think of a comeback the leprechaun turned back to the fomorians. “Look at these heathens, my lovely old ones. See how he fights you without remorse? See how dangerous he is! Making all of that fuss over how good they are, and then fighting without a second’s delay!”

“This is ridiculous,” I snapped. “I have to protect myself! And my work, and most importantly, my family!”

“How sweet,” the leprechaun sneered as he twirled his staff and sent a jolt of gold light spiraling from the tip. “He’ll bring schools, scholars, books, and borders! And worse, he will help the academy turn everyone into magic makers. And where will that put you, the real magic keepers of the land?”

And suddenly, I understood.

The fomorians didn’t fear the academy, and they didn’t even know or care about me. They were scared that their world was coming to an end, which made them an easy target for manipulation by someone who didn’t want their power undermined.

Or rather, his fake power. Someone who didn’t want their trickery to be exposed by people with real skill. Someone who stood to lose a lot if things changed

It was obvious that Mortimer had his own plans, and we’d posed a threat to them. He’d found an easy but powerful group to take his side by appealing to their biggest insecurity.

“He’s manipulating you,” Rheingold said as he spat some blood out of his mouth. “He’s not even using powerful magic, just a few party tricks to make big sparks fly out of a stick. He doesn’t want people with real magic on the island, because they’ll expose him for the powerless fool he really is.”

“I honor the old ways,” Mortimer snarled.

“No,” Rheingold snapped back. “You’re just a hack who doesn’t want people to see what’s really going on. You’re sabotaging the island’s potential because you want… I don’t know, control? What is it you’re looking for, anyway?”

Mortimer turned red in the face, and for a second, I thought that actual steam would burst from his ears. But then he scurried behind the strange mossy boulder and disappeared. For a second, we all stood there and looked at each other.

“So is he… gone?” Babble asked in an uncertain voice.

I moved over to the boulder and looked behind it, but there was no sign of the leprechaun. I jabbed it in a few places with the broom, just to be sure, but it seemed Mortimer had decided to abandon his army.

“We must speak again,” the tallest fomorian said in a grave voice. “In clearer air.”

And with that, the giants turned around and walked back into the trees. The air still felt warm with the heat of conflict, and the ground was marred with scorch marks and crushed wood. But at least the silence seemed normal.

“I definitely cracked something,” Rheingold said and wiggled his arm. “Glad that didn’t escalate.”

“We need a table,” I finally said. “And cups.”

“What?” Babble’s ears practically pricked up. “We’re playing cups?”

“If we’re going to talk, we need to do it over something poured,” I sighed. “And quickly, before I run out of steam.”
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Chapter 13

The fire in the castle’s long hearth snapped and hissed as I stood up, and the last curls of steam from my tea caught the light. The warmth in the room was welcome after the chill of the fomorian standoff, but there was a real weight in the air.

Because things could have gone a lot worse.

“Yeah, it was bad,” Babble sighed to the others. “You know, one of them tried to eat me. But if they hadn’t, then maybe they would have eaten Tyler. Luckily, he got out with enough time to spare…”

Well, that wasn’t exactly what had happened, but I didn’t have time to explain to the others the particulars of the fight. We just needed to make sure that we got back on track and found a way to keep the peace on the island.

Solara leaned against the mantle and looked way more serious than I’d ever seen him before. Rheingold sat at a long oak table, and even though he’d been attacked as well, he was still making notes. Hilly bounced Charlotte in her arms, while Flora nestled Hugh in a blanket near the fire.

“Right,” I said as Princess Juliette entered the room finally.

“What,” she said. “Is this to do with me?”

“What?” I laughed. “No, no. You arrived at the perfect time. We need to make a plan, because, well… you must’ve seen those guys out there.”

“Yes, that’s why I came down,” she said. “What in the Hagop is going on?”

“I think what matters at this point is what we’re going to do about it,” Rheingold said.

“We had a small skirmish,” I said. “Mostly due to some misunderstandings.”

“That’s the reason for most fights,” Juliette sighed.

“Well, it looks like a magical leprechaun with a god complex and a flair for sabotage wants to use the fomorians to seize control,” I said. “Or at least, get rid of the Academy. Hmm, actually, I’m not really sure what his endgame is.”

“But why involve us?” Flora asked. “Because Babble showed the town that the leprechaun was fooling everyone?”

“Well, for whatever reason, Mortimer doesn’t want anyone else learning magic,” Rheingold sighed. “And he’s somehow convinced the fomorians to go along with it.”

“He wants to keep the magic for himself,” Babble asserted.

“But his magic isn’t very impressive,” Hilly noted.

“Maybe that’s the only way it will be impressive,” Flora suggested. “If no one else can practice it.”

“Well, at least we have a better idea of what’s going on,” I said. “So now we have an actual issue we can tackle.”

“But it sounds like they don’t even want us here,” Flora said. “How can you win them over?”

“Not everyone feels that way,” Rheingold said. “It’s mostly just that leprechaun who wants us gone. So Tyler was thinking that we treat everyone to something that will win even the biggest doubters to our side.”

“Like a drinking competition?” Babble asked and rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “Because you know, leprechauns are a little bigger than me, and they may actually be able to out-drink me…”

“Nope, nope.” I shook my head. “Something that will be fun for everyone, and that actually brings people together. A little brewing festival! We’d hold out in the open, near the borderlands, so everyone can show off their skills, and everyone can come together.”

“A beer diplomacy summit,” Princess Juliette said with a grin. “Interesting.”

“Everyone likes beer,” I pointed out. “And hell, I’m the best at it.”

“It just might work,” Solara hummed. “Especially if there’s yummy food.”

“I’m in,” Babble nodded quickly. “But I’m in charge of the dancing.”

“Noted,” I said with a smirk.

“Okay, well, I like that there’s no violence,” Flora shrugged. “And I’m sure I could come up with a nice treat to contribute.”

“But Tyler, remember how much those dwarves wanted to ruin you when you claimed first prize?” Hilly asked. “You were in a grudge book! Do you really think that the creatures of the island, who already want your head on a plate, are just going to be nice now that you’ve suggested a competition rather than a war?”

“Well, it’s only the one leprechaun,” Rheingold pointed out. “And the spirit of creativity in this place is far greater than in Hagop. They won’t be able to resist the temptation.”

“But they already don’t like you!” Hilly protested. “If you make them even angrier, we won’t be able to send Hugh to the academy, because those leprechauns will always be trying to hurt him or something.”

“Would they really do that?” Flora gasped.

“I can’t let them scare me away,” I shrugged. “The Academy’s the best place for Hugh, or it will be, once he’s old enough. I need to make sure that Mortimer won’t hurt him. Besides, this isn’t my first diplomatic mission. What could possibly go wrong?”

There were a few winces at that, but that was fine. I’d only said it to get a reaction, but I was surprised to see how many of my friends and family looked like I’d just suggested we should go for a picnic in the middle of a field full of landmines.

“Ummm…” Flora muttered and glanced at Hilly. “Well…”

“I know there’s always a chance that something will go wrong,” I huffed. “But I won’t let that happen. Come on guys, I think we should do it.”

“I think it’s a wonderful idea,” Solara replied. “And I’d be happy to use my magic to help.”

“Wonderful,” Babble snickered. “The genie will rock Mortimer to sleep before he can unleash his dastardly plan.”

“That was not--” Solara started to protest.

“I think this is the best option we have,” Princess Juliette cut in. “Tyler’s right. We can’t just play it safe and go back to Hagop, while Mortimer continues to foment unrest. The King would not be happy.”

“Oh, who cares about the King right now, anyway?” Hilly sniffed.

“We all should,” the Princess replied. “He is the King, after all. But, if we do this, we not only improve relations between the island and Rothbart, we also show the headmaster that this family is worth our salt. We also make sure that the leprechauns aren’t messing with the fomorians anymore, so that magic stays on the island and in the right hands, which will benefit Hugh when he attends the academy. Everyone wins… well, except Mortimer and his ilk.”

“Why is this our duty?” Flora sighed. “We always seem to end up in these situations.”

“It comes with the title,” the redhead said.

“But what about those knights at your birthday party, Princess Juliette?” Babble asked as he raised his small hand. “They left you to be eaten by, like, a cyclops or something.”

“They weren’t raised well, obviously,” the Princess snorted. “But Tyler, I think this could be your moment to shine.”

“I agree,” Rheingold said. “If we pull this off, we’ll really improve relations between the mainland and the island as well.”

“That, and we’ll get to try the best beer that the island has to offer,” Babble said. “So, how do we put this plan into action?”

“I guess we start by talking to the headmaster,” I said. “And after that, we can tell the townspeople. You know, I think they’ll be pretty excited to take part in something like this.”

“Oh, believe me, they’ll love the idea,” Rheingold laughed.

Once we had a plan, Rheingold, Babble, Juliette, and I set off for the academy. There was very little chatter on the way there, though Juliette and Babble had a whispered conversation on whether the headmaster was likely to go along with our idea. When we reached the wide, circular doors of the academy, the secretary sighed heavily and tried to conceal an eye roll before saying hello.

“Oh, you’re back,” she said and forced a smile onto her lips. “It’s, um, nice to see you again.”

“Thanks,” I said. “We’d like--”

“To see the headmaster,” she interrupted and picked up one of the scrolls. “You’re in luck. He’s got a few minutes before his next meeting.”

“Another meeting?” Babble scoffed and rolled his eyes. “That seems to be all he does.”

The secretary actually nodded in agreement before she could stop herself, though she tried to pretend she was looking for something on the desk. She finally stood up and led us down the hallway, and she opened the door after one quick knock.

The elf was sitting in front of a stained-glass window with his arms crossed over his chest. He looked hypnotized by something, and he didn’t leave the view until we were in the room and the door had closed behind us.

“Uh… headmaster…” Babble said after a moment of being ignored.

I looked over at Rheingold, who shrugged and then clapped his hands.

“Ah!” the headmaster said, and he took a big gulp of air before he looked over at us. “Sorry, sorry… asleep with my eyes open, something we elves are very good at doing. It’s very helpful for court appearances and family dinners, you know. So, Tyler King, the brewer, how can I help you all?”

“We’re back!” Babble said, and he fluttered his hands like he was about to burst into a song-and-dance routine.

“Uh, yes, I can see that,” the headmaster said. “And the reason I can see that is because…”

“We found out who’s been inciting the fomorians,” I said. “It’s Mortimer O’Gold. He’s convinced them that they can’t trust any of the people on the island.”

“He doesn’t want people learning magic,” Rheingold added. “And he’s convinced the fomorians that they should back him to protect the island’s magic.”

“Oh?” the headmaster asked and scrunched his brow in thought. “Mortimer O’Gold, you say? I’m not even sure that he was a student at the academy… Some of his family members have attended, but I don’t remember any Mortimers.”

“That would make sense,” Rheingold said. “His magical skills are very basic, and it seems like he wants to make sure no one else ever develops their magical skills, either.”

“Is he the only leprechaun involved in this?” the headmaster asked. “Or are there more?”

“We don’t know,” I admitted. “But we have an idea to help patch relations between the creatures, the townspeople, and visitors to the island. We thought it might undo some of the damage that he’s done.”

“That’s a very noble desire,” the headmaster said. “But I don’t know how you’d accomplish that very quickly. It’s been tense for some time.”

“What about a shared brewing event?” I suggested. “Anyone on the island can participate. Creatures, humans, fomorians, anyone who has something to offer. We want to show that the island has space for all traditions. Old and new.”

The headmaster tapped two long fingers against the side of his arm for a minute. His expression didn’t change, but his eyes seemed to slowly study the entire room.

“A brewing competition,” he hummed as he cocked his head.

“It’s kind of our thing,” Babble explained. “You know, beer love, beer hate, beer war, and beer peace.”

“Hmmm.” The headmaster rested his chin on his fist in a thoughtful pose. “Interesting. Well, we have a very rich brewing culture on the island, so I’m sure there would be plenty of people willing to participate. But isn’t that the kind of thing that will attract the attention of Mortimer O’Gold?”

“We’ll deal with him.” I shrugged.

“I’m surprised no one has pointed the finger at him before,” Rheingold said. “He seems pretty fixed on sabotage.”

“Some of the leprechauns have terrible reputations.” The headmaster sighed and shook his head. “But without any real, conclusive proof, it’s impossible to know what’s true and what’s just the usual leprechaun nonsense. We don’t tarnish people’s reputations without proof, and I’m afraid not everyone would believe the testimony of mainland outsiders over the word of a local, even if it is a leprechaun.”

“Then we’ll just have to expose Mortimer’s true colors,” the Princess said.

“And if everyone could enjoy some good beer, good food, and good times together, I know things will work out,” I added.

Honestly, I didn’t think that things were more complicated than that. If everyone could just get along over some laughs and good vibes then there wouldn’t be so many problems in this world or any other.

“Well,” the headmaster said and shrugged. “If it brings peace, then you have my support. And if it doesn’t, then I’ll just pretend that I never knew anything about it, and I’ll deny that we ever spoke. Does that sound like a fair deal?”

“We can work with that,” I agreed.

“Then you’ll need to make the announcement soon, I suppose,” he said. “Because this is your idea, and as far as anyone knows, I’m not involved.”

“Right.” I nodded. “Time to go.”

Our first stop was the keep, to work on our brew a little bit, but once the day faded into evening, we returned to the pub. It was warm and glittering with firelight and murmured conversations. The locals were packed shoulder to shoulder as tankards clinked, pipe smoke curled, and laughter abounded. There was a low hum of fiddle music, and a cask of porter already running low near the bar.

“Time to disrupt the calm,” Babble rubbed his hands together. “What should I do? Maybe I can tug on someone’s beard, or knock over a glass and run away. Or maybe--”

“I’m just going to ask for their attention instead of causing trouble,” I replied. “We don’t want people to be put off before they’ve even had a chance to hear about it.”

Babble didn’t look convinced, but I stood on one of the stools, which meant my head nearly brushed the ceiling. I ducked slightly and then cleared my throat.

“Good evening, people of Feather!” I shouted over the noise.

A few heads turned, but then Babble tapped a spoon against one of the glasses, and more people turned to look.

“Hello!” the gnome shouted. “Important announcement!”

“Everyone shut up!” Princess Juliette suddenly yelled with a force that I didn’t know she possessed.

And just like that, the place was dead quiet, and everyone was looking at us.

“Whoa,” I muttered under my breath. “That’s some real… Princess power there.”

“Hi, um…” A younger guy waved to get my attention. “This isn’t a robbery, is it?”

“No!” I said quickly. “It’s not a robbery.”

“Is it a hostage situation?” a woman asked in a more panicked voice.

“I promise that you’re all safe,” I said. “I actually have something good to say.”

There were some quiet murmurs, and a few people started to turn away. But Juliette stomped her foot, and all eyes were back on me.

“My name is Tyler, and I’m a brewer from Hagop,” I began. “I’ve been learning about some of the brewing traditions of the island, and I’d love to do something to thank you, so I thought, why not something everyone can enjoy?”

I hadn’t expected a standing ovation, but some murmurs of interest or perhaps some polite applause would’ve been nice.

“Woo-hoo,” a single person in the back said.

Everyone else was silent.

“I’m proposing a celebration of brewing,” I continued. “One where all creatures, all people can bring their craft, share their stories, and have fun over some great beer and great food. Anyone and everyone is encouraged to enter their brews and just have some fun. What do you say?”

A few murmurs and shrugs passed around the room. Then a gruff, slightly deaf old man at the bar turned to his friend.

“Only if you bring your special fig-moss brew, Carson!” the deaf man shouted.

Laughter rippled out from there, and someone began to clap. And then more, until the fiddle chimed back in, and the people started to scheme.

“Of course!” someone shouted. “A brewing festival! It sounds mighty fun. But when?”

“In ten days time!” Babble replied. “Just spread the word!”

“Ten days, Babble?” Princess Juliette whispered. “That’s quite a deadline!”

“We’ve done it in less!” he insisted.

“Well, I suppose you’re right,” I said. “But now we have another challenge. We’re going to have to make something that…”

“Promotes peace?” Rheingold suggested.

“I was going to say something that rivals that creamy island brew,” I said, and I rubbed my hands together just like Babble did. “But yeah, I guess you could say that we need to focus on promoting peace as well.”

“Just don’t get ahead of yourself, Tyler,” Princess Juliette warned. “You’re a very good brewer, but I don’t want the plan for peace to be overshadowed by competition.”

“I’m not competitive,” I insisted. “I can’t help it if I’m naturally the best.”

Rheingold threw his head back and laughed.

“Obviously, modesty is not one of his finer qualities,” the alchemist said when he stopped laughing.

We hung around for another hour or so, but word of the competition was already spreading beyond the bar. So we left the locals to debate what they were going to enter and returned to our temporary home.

Everyone was up early the next morning because there was so much to organize for the big day. Babble, Rheingold, and I were in the barn when Flora swept in and dropped a bundle of silver clover and honey root onto the table.

“What was that?” I asked when I heard a loud thump.

“It was me,” Babble sighed. “Can someone get me out of this sack of dried sun-anise?”

“I’m elbow deep in a bowl of moss-mashed moonflower, Babble,” I said. “Stop messing around.”

“I’m not messing around, I just wanted a sniff!” Babble implored. “Please, someone rescue me from this place!”

“I will,” Flora volunteered with a laugh.

“Saltroot essence,” Rheingold muttered to himself. “And the sea yeast is going well. Tyler, I think we’ll definitely be able to bring this back to Hagop. By the way, that smells like citrus.”

“I know, right?” I asked as I continued to mash. “It’s great.”

After a few more days of hectic chemistry, we were ready to try the prototypes. The only thing we were missing was a local who we could trust to give us an honest opinion and not spill the beans at the local tavern afterwards. We finally convinced the housekeeper to be our guinea pig, and so she now sat in front of a trio of tiny, Babble-sized mugs lined up on a rustic plank of wood.

“I’m not sure if I have the most discerning tongue,” she said. “But I’ll do what I can.”

“We just need to know what you like,” I said. “Just make a few notes on each one, and that will be all that we need.”

The housekeeper took a delicate sip from one and scrunched her nose.

“Tastes like minty smoke,” she said and scribbled something down.

“Noted,” Rheingold murmured and leaned closer to me. “That’s got fennel.”

She took a sip of one of the more amber ones, and her mouth curled into a smile.

“Oooh,” she nodded. “That’s nice, yes. Like crystal syrup.”

She took a small sip from the last one, which had a brew that kind of resembled the stout-like beer on the island. There was a tiny bit of froth on her lip, but she looked at the brew and smacked her lips before lapping the whole thing up.

“My word,” she said. “That tastes like home, but… but better. Like everything is right in front of me, and the time didn’t pass.”

“Stops time,” Rheingold muttered as he scribbled in his notebook. “Great.”

“You should’ve tried the first proof,” Babble laughed. “Tasted like a candle with a past.”

“I don’t want to know what that means,” the housekeeper said. “I’m a proper woman.”

“Of course, ma’am,” Babble mumbled as he turned bright pink.

With our selection made, it was time to increase our production, so a few days later, we were stooped over a big copper cauldron and stirring with an oar that we’d found in an abandoned boathouse. Rheingold hadn’t offered to make any more tools for this last-minute sojourn, and I hadn’t asked, either.

“Right,” Rheingold said as he sprinkled in the last of the powdered root from a long height. He was on one of the hay platforms at the top of the barn.

“Are you sure that even makes any difference?” Babble called up.

“No,” he shook his head. “But we’re scientists! And it certainly wouldn’t hurt to try.”

“You do that one,” Hilly said as Charlotte dropped some petals into the cauldron from her fat little fist. “Good girl!”

The rest of the ten days continued in the sweet, ritualistic bliss of waking up at dawn to take in the morning air and then brewing all day. We’d eat tomato sandwiches at lunch and whatever stew the housekeeper prepared for dinner, and I could swear that I hadn’t felt this peaceful in a long time.

“Life’s not bad on the island, is it?” Rheingold said over a buttered roll one night.

“You better not abandon us in Rothbart,” Hilly said as she looked up from her bowl. “Or I’ll thump you.”

“Oh, I’d never,” he replied and shook his head. “I promise. But you know, it’s not bad here, is it?”

“It’s fine.” Hilly shrugged. “But nothing like Hagop, you know.”

“I think it’s magical,” I said. “And Hilly, you don’t always have to be so proud of your hometown.”

“I am a loyal woman,” she said. “Of course I will maintain my allegiance.”

“Me, too,” Flora said. “But maybe, if Hugh ends up in school here… we could get a little house in the mountains or by the sea and live here in the springtime!”

“Mmm,” Hilly grumbled.

“I’d come for a season a year!” Babble mused. “That would be nice.”

“You have a wife who doesn’t like to travel, Babble,” Princess Juliette said. “I’d say you’re already pushing it with this trip.”

“No way,” he shook his head. “Do you know how much I’ve won in the taverns here? Money talks, Princess. She doesn’t mind if I’m away for business as long as the business is good.”

“Fair enough,” I shrugged.

We finally decided to hold the competition on the castle grounds. After all, this big old place had to be used for something, and a lot of the townspeople had never been so close to it before. It would also make it easier for Flora and the other cooks to keep the food flowing, since we’d have a very large kitchen nearby.

On the night before the competition, contestants started to come and set up their stalls. Creatures of all kinds were walking calmly past one another and helping to string up bunting with hop leaves. There were elves, humans, and even a fomorian.

But more importantly, the headmaster stopped by to drop off a few ribbons. He gazed up at the window where we were and nodded before looking over the scene.

“What do you think he’s thinking?” Hilly muttered.

“I don’t know,” I said as we watched him watch the busy crowd. “But he seems okay with everything.”

The last ten days had passed in a fog of mashing, brewing, steaming, and tasting. The ritual was so perfect that I almost didn’t care about showing the brew to anyone outside the crew, but when I saw how well everyone was getting along, I knew I had to share.

And then it was the morning of the competition.

The sun had just started to crest the hills and cast a warm golden light across the castle’s dew-dusted stones when I caught sight of movement near the barn. I knew everyone else who was supposed to be on the property was still inside dressing, yawning, and preparing for the big unveiling of our new brew, and Rheingold never usually went out without me or Babble.

I was the head honcho in this operation, and something just seemed wrong. So I slipped downstairs, out the door, and walked quickly across the wet grass. Dewdrops clung to my boots, and my breath rose in little clouds.

I’d just come around the corner of the barn when I saw Mortimer O’Gold, the greasy little snarl in a waistcoat. He was hunched near the central cask of our festival batch like a rat creeping into a cradle, and his hands were too careful as he uncorked a glass vial filled with something oily and greenish-brown.

He glanced over his shoulder and spotted me.

And that’s when I sprinted.
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Chapter 14

My boots skidded across the muddy floorboards of the barn as I launched myself forward with one plan and one plan only.

I had to get that vial.

Mortimer’s hand was already tipping it, and I could see a green, viscous liquid that looked like swampy spit. Whatever it was, it wasn’t good news.

But just as the look of horror that he’d been caught passed over his face, I launched myself forward and crashed into him before the liquid left the vial. We tumbled down onto the ground as we slapped and kicked each other, and a few drops splashed free.

When one landed on the back of my hand, I heard a hissing noise and immediately tried to rub it off.

“Damn it!” I shouted.

A sharp acidic sting that was like rot and betrayal felt like it was burrowing through my hand. I yelped and cradled my hand to my chest as the heat started to wane.

Clearly, this was fairly unhealthy.

My vision blurred, but I started to blink through the pain. I couldn’t imagine what it would be like to actually consume this, but I assumed it would be deadly. At least the dwarves back home had only tried to ruin the flavor. This crackpot leprechaun was trying to kill people.

My eyes finally cleared as Mortimer was scrambling to his feet. But there was no way in hell I was letting him go, not after this.

“What’s going on?” the genie shouted.

I turned around and saw Solara floating in the air. His eyes were blazing gold, and a golden cloak flared in an invisible breeze. Apparently, the genie had delusions of being a superhero.

“Solara, stop him!” I shouted.

The leprechaun looked back at us and jeered. He really thought he was going to get away, but evidently, he’d never messed with anyone like us.

With a flick of his hand, golden light coiled into a whip-like snare from Solara’s wrist. I grabbed the rope he’d made and cracked it in Mortimer’s direction. It caught the leprechaun around the waist, and he let out a shocked, spluttering gasp that quickly turned into a long whine as he hit the ground with a thud.

With another flick of the wrist, Mortimer’s arms were bound up. He tried to squirm away, but Solara tugged him back with the rope.

“Nice work!” I laughed.

“Don’t mention it,” the genie replied with a grin. “That was all you.”

“You didn’t tell me you had so many skills,” I noted. “When did you take up lassoing?”

“Oh, I used to help the kitchen staff sometimes,” Solara replied as he tugged Mortimer closer.

“You’ll pay for this!” Mortimer spat. “The festival is a fraud, your peace is a lie, and nobody will believe you, anyway! You’re an outsider and nobody likes you.”

“That’s not true,” Babble declared as he skipped inside the barn and headed straight to the leprechaun. “Tyler is actually a very likeable individual. Unlike this creature writhing around on the floor like a stomped worm. We know your plan. You’re trying to stop everyone on the island from using magic just because you can’t.”

“That’s right,” Rheingold added as he strolled inside. “Now, Mortimer, it looks like you got your hands on something you shouldn’t have. Tyler, hand that over.”

I picked up the vial with my sleeve, and I made sure not to let any of the liquid touch my skin again. I handed it to Rheingold, who took a quick sniff before holding it far away from his face and shaking his head.

“Oh, no way,” he said in a low voice. “No, no… this is very, very bad.”

“It burned my skin,” I said as I held up my hand, which still stung a little bit.

“What’s going on?” This time it was Princess Juliette who stomped into the barn in a blue jumpsuit and her hair billowing in the wind. She looked between us and then gave Mortimer a disgusted look.

“This is fermented snake grass,” Rheingold announced to everyone and held the vial up. “Unlike soured milk, which I know the dwarves have tried to use to foil Tyler, this won’t just make the beer taste bad. This would’ve been enough to kill anyone who takes a sip!”

A loud gasp emerged from the small crowd, and I shook my head. This leprechaun wasn’t just power-hungry, he was also a murderous little prick. We’d been seconds away from poisoning a good chunk of the population of the Isle of Feather. If I hadn’t intercepted him in time…

“Why I oughta…” Babble started to ball his fists, but I held him back.

“Don’t, Babble,” I said. “We can let the townspeople deal with this.”

“The townspeople deal with what?” the headmaster asked. “Oh, well, it looks like there’s been a kerfuffle. And who is that?”

The headmaster was wearing dark blue robes with yellow stitching that caught the light and made it look like magic was sparking all around him. There were locals behind him who had come early to finish setting up the last of the tents, some academy staff, and to my great surprise, a few fomorians had arrived as well. The giants stood at a healthy distance, of course, but at least they were here in time to learn about Mortimer.

“Good morning, headmaster,” Rheingold said and nudged the leprechaun with the toe of his boot. “Not only did Mortimer want to disrupt the festival, but he also attempted to poison Tyler’s beer with fermented snake grass.”

There were more gasps, though Rheingold didn’t have to explain what that was to the new arrivals. Most exchanged shocked expressions, but then they looked at Mortimer with anger and disappointment.

“Mortimer!” Hungy O’Gold barked as he pushed his way to the front of the crowd. “Mortimer, this can’t be true, can it? I knew you were a trickster, but… attempted murder! You can’t be serious, Mortimer!”

“You fools don’t understand!” Mortimer growled. “The one who sold it to me--”

“Sold?” Corwyn cut him off as he stepped forward. “No self-respecting wizard, alchemist, or earth-minder would ever sell something so dangerous. You would’ve had to search far and wide for something this illegal. Not to mention that as an aspiring magician yourself, you can’t even muster up the integrity to pick your own snake grass and ferment it. Let alone identify it!”

“Yeah!” Babble pointed at him. “You’re an attempted killer, but that’s not even the worst part… you’re also lazy!”

“And you failed anyway!” Princess Juliette cackled.

“Okay guys, we’re getting off-topic, and this is sending a weird message,” I said.

“Sorry, Tyler,” Babble said. “I was just getting a little too excited.”

“I know,” I said. “But Mortimer, this--”

“You lied to us,” a deep, earthy voice cut me off.

It was so deep it made the whole barn shake, and Mortimer gulped as the sound echoed around us. When the reverb faded, we all turned around to look at a young fomorian. He had braided, gunpowder-gray hair and carved bone charms hanging from his large ears and through his nose.

“Ah, yes,” Babble harrumphed. “Your former advisor. Well, I’m glad you can see the truth for yourself.”

“This is dishonorable,” the fomorian intoned. “You said the humans and the academy folk were plotting against us. You said they’d imprison us, force us to cast for them, and strip us of our land! But all along it was you!”

“No, no, of course not, Barthel!” Mortimer squeaked. “I wasn’t lying… I had a premonition! I already knew that it was going to happen, and maybe now it will! In time…”

“No!” another fomorian growled as he stepped beside his brethren. “You are the true evil here. Of course you knew what was coming, because you were plotting it! You told us these lies so we would do your dark bidding, but you have been exposed. You are not our friend, and you are not a friend of the land!”

“He’s a scoundrel!” Babble was practically foaming at the mouth, and he even rolled his r’s for an exciting flair. “And a cheater! And someone who uses strange, long words to explain simple concepts!”

“Another scam from Mortimer,” one of the townspeople sighed and shook his head.

A ripple moved through the crowd, and I felt my lips stretch into a smile.

This was all the proof that they needed that Mortimer had been up to no good. He’d isolated the fomorians, made up rumors to make it seem like there was a conflict when there wasn’t, and then he’d tried to profit off their labor and fear.

“This is a real shame.” The headmaster shook his head and then swept a silver-blond hair back behind his ear. “With the academy expanding, we’ll have plenty of room for all magic users. We’d even discussed welcoming fomorians, if they wanted to attend, but this Mortimer fellow has meddled in all of that.”

“I can’t believe you,” Hungy sniffed and gave Mortimer a swift kick. “I always knew you were darker than most, but you’ve cast such great shame now on the family name.”

“Well, you’ve certainly lost your audience, haven’t you, Mort?” Solara raised his eyebrows. “Magic comes effortlessly to some, like any great talent. But instead of appreciating the skills of others, you tried to use it to gain power for yourself. A pox on you!”

“Okay, I get it!” The leprechaun rolled his eyes. “Yeesh, are you going to arrest me or are you just going to stand around and assassinate my character all day? Don’t you have things to do?”

“That actually sounds kind of fun,” someone in the crowd said. “Might be cathartic.”

“You just tried to kill everyone,” Rheingold said. “But you’re right, we are getting carried away. I guess we should arrest you.”

“Finally!” Mortimer rolled his eyes. “Maybe I can get some peace and quiet, away from you self-righteous, magical cronies.”

“Oh, there won’t be any peace and quiet where you’re going.” The housekeeper suddenly stepped forward and crossed her arms over her chest.

The townspeople nodded with reverence at the old lady, who carried an air about her of total control as she scowled at the leprechaun.

“What do you mean?” Mortimer groaned. “Are you gonna put that gnome in the cell with me so he can yell at me some more?”

“Far from it,” she said, and she waved the fomorians over. “I don’t know where you’ll end up, but right now, we’ve got a brewing competition to get underway. And you’re delaying that. Luckily, we have a nice little banshee locked up in the basement who I think you should spend some quality time with.”

The leprechaun’s face darkened as he realized that his eardrums were going to face irreversible damage.

“I mean, look at it this way,” Babble chuckled. “At least you won’t be able to hear any criticism for a long time. It’s the ultimate peace and quiet.”

“This is why I hate tourists!” the leprechaun screeched.

He started to struggle again, but before he could kick free of the ropes, the fomorians had picked him up and were carrying him by his ankles to the basement, led by the housekeeper.

“Now, that is one woman you want on your side,” Princess Juliette declared as Mortimer’s cries grew fainter.

I turned around to face the crowd, which was now significantly larger. I spotted Hilly and Flora by the side of the barn and waved to them before I addressed the rest of the townspeople.

“Right!” I called out. “Can I get everyone’s attention! I think we can all get behind one sentiment, which is that nothing ruins a festival faster than bad beer, let alone deadly beer.”

“We could’ve been killed!” someone shouted back.

“Yes, but the important thing is that we stopped him!” Babble called back.

“Look.” I took a breath and cleared my throat. “I think that no matter what happens for the rest of the day, we can all agree that the festival got off to a… memorable start, let’s say. It might be hard to match that, but I’m sure we’re about to taste some very fine brews.”

“What if he poisoned something else?” a woman called out.

“I’m sure he didn’t,” I replied. “I’m the one he wanted to destroy. But if it will make you feel better, we can check the other brews before we serve them.”

There was some murmuring, but the promise of good beer was irresistible, and most of the people in the crowd nodded happily.

“So, come on, everyone, it’s time to get the party started and drink some of the good stuff!” I declared. “Are you with me?”

“I’m with you!” Corwyn shouted as he stepped forward. “There’s nothing to get me more in the mood for a party than taking down a scam artist!”

“Justice has been served!” a teenager shouted. “Let’s do it!”

The crowd cheered and clapped, and it looked like it was time to start the day for real, this time.

The sun had properly risen now, and the castle and the surrounding lands were cast in a warm, golden light that spilled across the fields like the sky had spilled a nice amber ale. The townspeople quickly finished setting up, while Rheingold, the headmaster, and some of the other staff members checked all the offerings for any signs of poison.

When everything was ready, brightly-colored tents fluttered in the breeze. Each one was stitched with a little emblem that denoted who it belonged to. There was the academy crest, a craggy knot work symbol for the fomorians, and some great amateur banners from other elves and humans that had been eager to join the brew-off. Long rows of wooden tables were set up under canopies of linen, and we’d strung up lights that would light up at nightfall. Even the guy who sold storms in a jar had set out a few sun showers in jars to cheer the place up.

But obviously, the best part was the barrels that were stacked beside every booth. Their taps glinted in the sun, like a promise of the warmth inside.

As I rolled my own barrel into position, the smell hit me. There was a rich, yeasty beer foam that tickled my nostrils and blended with the flames of a nearby barbecue. There were root sausages sizzling on skewers, and Flora had even set up a stand to sell fried honey cakes covered in sugar. Something smoky and herbal drifted from the fomorian cooking tents, and part of me wasn’t sure if it was edible or… something a bit more recreational. Someone had clearly brewed a batch of cider with apples, because the air carried a distinct, sharp perfume that made my mouth water.

Hell, at this point, I cared less about winning and more about having a good time. I knew that my brew would do well, even though I didn’t have any scheming dwarves or jealous rivals against me this time. For some reason, I always did best when someone was plotting against me, right up to the moment the judges tasted the brew. But our opponent was being screamed at by an eternally undead woman in the basement while he awaited official trial, and we were day drinking in the sunlight. Any victory after that justice would just be the cherry on top.

“Come, everyone!” I heard Corwyn call from atop a barrel. “Grab a beverage and gather round, as I explain how to not over-ferment basil lavender seasoning. It’s really quite simple!”

The promised lecture didn’t seem to attract many onlookers, but who cared?

“Tyler, I think you just might’ve pulled this off,” Flora said as she came over and rested her head on my shoulder.

I took Hugh from her arms and blew a raspberry on his neck, which made him erupt into a fit of giggles. I laughed as well and buried my face in his tummy for a moment.

When I looked up, I saw children darting between adults, their faces sticky with elderflower syrup and pure joy. They chased enchanted bubbles that came from an elf-run stand, and one popped near me and exploded into the scent of lemon. A pair of fomorian musicians tuned a long-horned instrument that looked like it was part harp and part war horn, and I couldn’t wait to see how it sounded.

“It’s time I went to work,” Flora sighed. “I have a feeling that these are going to sell like hotcakes.”

“I agree,” I said and gave her a kiss. “I’ll stop by later to see how you’re doing.”

Flora walked toward her display, so Hugh and I explored a few more of the stalls and tried some of the fresh apples from the orchard, which were tangy and utterly delicious. Eventually, we made it back to Flora’s stand and watched as she shook the powdered sugar over her fried honey cakes. The aroma was intoxicating.

“Amaaa!” Hugh pointed and laughed as some of the sugar got on his mother’s cheeks.

“What time are the festivities starting?” the blonde baker asked as she patted her hands on her apron and then winked at Hugh. “And also, where is Hilly?”

“Probably schmoozing with some of the local tavern owners,” I replied and glanced at the crowd. “That would make sense, wouldn’t it? Either that, or she’s cutting deals for new brews for her tavern.”

“Mm,” she nodded. “She’s got a good brain for business, that one.”

“Tyler!” Juliette pointed to a small stage we’d set up that was surrounded by flowers and bunting. “I think it’s almost time to begin!”

“Okay!” I said, just as Solara appeared out of nowhere.

“I’ll be taking this,” he said as he took Baby Hugh from my arms.

“You’re really practically a mind reader,” I said. “Always appearing at the perfect time.”

“Well, I am a magical creature,” the genie said. “And so I know when I’m needed. Man, it feels nice to say that out loud!”

“I know,” I sighed, and I thought back to Hagop, where Solara couldn’t enjoy all the usual perks of being a member of the Hagop community because magic was banned.

But I had a feeling that if Hugh was going to school on the isle of Feather, maybe we’d be spending a lot more time here.

Princess Juliette appeared on the stage with a cup in one hand and a long conical tube in her hand that would help project her voice. She looked absolutely radiant in a sun-gold gown that was embroidered with barley stalks.

“Hello, citizens of the Isle of Feather!” she shouted as she raised her goblet. “We are here to test the beers that you’ve taken the time to make. We’re so excited to celebrate with all of you, and we’re looking forward to a day of fun and festivities. We got off to an interesting start this morning, so I say we keep things light and jolly. What do you think?”

The crowd cheered in agreement, and I smiled out at the amount of people who’d gathered. It was really heartwarming to see everyone trying their own hand at brewing. That was how I’d gotten my own start back in Portland, and then again, after my abrupt arrival in Hagop.

“And now I’d like to hand over the floor to someone who knows a lot more about brewing than I do, someone who I am lucky to know, and someone who is very interested in your community,” the strawberry-blonde said and glanced toward me. “Let’s give it up for Tyler King of Hagop!”

I felt a quick jolt of nerves, and for a moment, I couldn’t move. I hadn’t expected to say anything, but hopefully, I could piece together something that didn’t make it sound like I’d already sampled all the offerings. I managed to get my feet moving, and I walked onto the stage and waved to the crowd.

“Thanks for the surprise,” I whispered to Juliette.

“Oh, you love it.” She winked and then stepped back to give me the stage.

I flexed my hand, which still stung a little from the burn. But it was a hell of a lot better than a large, accidental slaughter of the entire population of beer drinkers.

“Welcome,” I smiled and cleared my throat. “Uh, I thought that I would end up having a fun little vacation to the Isle, but as you can see, it didn’t quite work out that way. My family says that I have a penchant for getting into trouble, or at least, attracting it. So I guess making an enemy out of a nefarious leprechaun and having to stop him from attempted murder would be par for the course for our trips.”

The crowd laughed, and I could tell that they were on my side. Okay, so maybe I wasn’t the worst at public speaking.

“I’ve never tried to start a war,” I said. “But I’ve definitely started a few fermentation chains that nearly qualified. So on behalf of all of our strange, stubborn, and spicy cultures, I say let’s pour, let’s share, and most importantly, let’s all have a nice drink together.”

The crowd erupted, and I felt a sense of pride, and not about my own beer. Well… yet.

“Let’s go!” Princess Juliette said as she took my hand and pulled me to the judging tent that had been set up the night before.

The long oak judging table stretched beneath a striped canopy. It creaked under the weight of barrels, mugs, and notebooks. A hush fell over the crowd as we gathered in a wide semicircle around it, and all eyes turned toward the judges.

This was the moment. I’d let the townspeople decide on who could judge, and it was a nice mix of some elders, a professor from the academy, and even a fomorian

“I’m Gnarlach,” the fomorian said when he saw me staring. “And I am famously difficult to please.”

“Well, good thing I’m not your wife,” I laughed, which earned me a faint scowl from the magical creature.

Hildegard herself took a seat, and I raised an eyebrow in interest.

“Excuse me,” I said. “Now, how did you wrangle a chair here? The locals were in charge of selecting the panel.”

“They asked me,” she replied. “While you were brewing in the barn, I was making moves in secret and schmoozing with every other tavern owner within a close radius of the castle.”

“That’s very impressive schmoozing,” I admitted.

“Right,” one of the elders shouted. “We’ve organized this so that we all get a small taste of the ten entries. Please bear in mind that there are many more drinks to go around, but these are the brews that were made especially for this competition.”

Each judge had a flight of ten beers in small, clear glasses that were lined up like shimmering gemstones. They ranged in color from pale gold to obsidian black. Each brew had been poured and carefully numbered, and their foamy crowns stood up like miniature mountains.

“Excuse me, excuse me,” a small, familiar voice pushed through the crowd. “Chief overseer of vibes coming through. And I just want to make sure that nobody cheats.”

“Babble, nobody is going to cheat,” I laughed. “I don’t think you can cheat at a tasting competition.”

“Oh, you’d be surprised,” he said, and he eyed a particularly old man who looked like he’d been alive for at least a century.

“And let the tasting begin,” the old man said.

And just like that, the tasting was underway. The first beer was a gingery forest ale that had been presented by the two fomorian brewers. Hilly sipped, winced, but then nodded.

“Fierce,” she said. “But bold. And the flavor softens and warms you. I like it.”

Gnarlach grunted, but I didn’t know whether it was in approval or not. He made a few notes and clunked his glass back onto the table.

The second beer was an elfin beet beer with a hibiscus twist. I’d never heard of elves who were interested in beer, but here on the island, things seemed a little different. One of the academy professors sighed and smiled.

“It’s like a dessert beer and also a salad beer,” he said. “I can’t say I’ve ever tasted anything like that in my life.”

Then came a pale ale infused with selkie kelp from Corwyn. One of the judges noted that it tasted haunting, which Corwyn seemed to take as a compliment.

But after a few more brews using ingredients that I’d barely even heard of, it was time to taste my beer. It was a dark, creamy stout with a head like frothed silk that rose slowly and sat like a crow. The color was as rich as midnight peat, and it caught the light like velvet.

Gnarlach lifted his cup, took a sniff, and paused. He took a long, deliberate sip, and everyone held their breath.

“By the deep barrels,” the fomorian said. “This tastes like warmth at the edge of winter. Like a hug from someone that you used to fight.”

He stared into the cup like he’d seen his own reflection for the very first time.

The rest of the judges couldn’t seem to take their sips fast enough after that. Hilly sipped, blinked, and then smiled so wide that her nose scrunched.

“It’s like your island’s old recipe,” she smiled. “But it laughs. It’s… happy almost. It complements a night out perfectly.”

“Creamy mouthfeel,” a professor with a foam moustache said. “Caramel top notes. A hint of toasted oat and just the tiniest, tiniest whisper of island rosemary. I think I love it.”

“Yes, it’s not a copy,” one of the elders said. “It’s a conversation between beers.”

“Yes, yes!” Babble practically exploded behind them. “I told you that the oat would sing for us!”

Applause broke out across the tent and rippled outward as more tasters were handed cups and friends passed mugs around.

The headmaster took a step forward and patted me on the shoulder.

“I don’t know what those judges’ notes say,” he smiled. “But that success sounds pretty unanimous. Tyler, I’d like to say a few words if I may.”

I felt a squeeze on my palm and looked around to find Flora beside me with a grin on her face. Baby Hugh was giggling in her arms, and I had a good idea of what was about to come next.

“Of course,” I smiled.
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Chapter 15

The headmaster stood at the edge of the stage with his arms folded over his stomach. His long robes rippled ever so slightly in the coastal breeze, and his silver brows furrowed in deep calculation as he polished off a second mug of stout.

“Well,” he said when he was ready to speak. “I’d just like to get everyone’s attention, if that’s at all possible in this, uh, throng…”

Most of the people around us stopped talking, and although there was a lot of beer still flowing, the crowd went significantly more quiet.

“Thanks,” I said to those within hearing range.

“Alright,” the elf said and turned to face me. “I’d just like to take a moment to address you all because, as you know, the academy has come under some scrutiny in recent times. There have been some questions about how we treat our neighbors, and although we now know that all of that is nonsense, I’d just like to add that I am just as committed as ever to our community and especially to the magical education of our children.”

There were some cheers and a smattering of applause, but the most important thing was that I saw a couple of the fomorians nod in agreement.

“Right,” the headmaster said and cleared his throat. “Now that I’ve got that out of the way, I’d like to talk about the brew in front of us. Not only does it display innovation, but I can see clearly that Tyler has taken absolutely great care to craft something that abides by the tastes of our people and still improves on it.”

The headmaster looked down at little Hugh, who was perched in Flora’s arms while he chewed on the corner of some sanded-down wood that Rheingold had made him for teething. When the elf paused, Hugh raised one hand like a sleepy wizard and shot a tiny, blazing fireball clean across the stage.

It smacked a load of some of Flora’s baked goods off the table in a puff of smoke.

“Well, there goes half of yesterday’s work,” Flora sighed. “But it’s all for you, Baby Hugh.”

The entire crowd gasped at the display, and then someone let out a cheer.

“My, and he’s so young as well!” a woman cackled.

“Look at that!” Babble shouted. “The baby’s got range!”

The headmaster nodded slowly and then turned to me.

“As for the boy,” the elf declared. “We’ll admit him. Full scholarship. Based on both his obvious magical talent as well as diplomatic merit for the Isle of Feather.”

“You’re serious?” I blinked. Even though this is what I’d been working toward the entire time, I still couldn’t quite believe it.

“Serious as a banshee’s bedtime,” he said before shuddering at something only he imagined, and then he swept away into the crowd.

I turned and looked at Flora, who was tearing up and laughing at the same time. Then I looked over at Hilly, who clapped me hard on the back.

“The boy’s gonna be a wizard!” The innkeeper pulled the blonde into a hug.

“First one in my family,” the blonde laughed. “I never saw this coming. But I’m going to have to explain to my parents and, you know. They’re quite old- fashioned, and they’ve only known a Hagop that was magic-free.”

“We’ll break it to them gently,” Hilly said. “Or not. It might be easier to just dump it all on them at once.”

“Well done, Hugh.” I patted him on the head, but Rheingold suddenly slapped me on the back so hard that my beer almost sloshed out of my mug and soaked my son.

“Hugh?” the alchemist laughed. “More like well done, Tyler! None of this would be possible without you. Not just admission to the academy, but the competition, exposing Mortimer’s plan, and all the rest of it. It’s a great, towering success.”

“And to think,” Babble said wistfully as he glided over. “This time they were so jealous that we didn’t even need any bait. This may be the first time I haven’t been used as bait.”

“I think you’re right,” I said. “How does that make you feel?”

“Well, it gave me time to focus on other artistic pursuits,” he said. “You know, like maybe being the attacker for once. I’m also getting good at character assassination, just like that horrible old leprechaun said.”

We all burst out into a fit of laughter. I was probably just imagining it, but there was a moment when we were quiet after that when I could almost swear that I heard the banshee’s cry echoing through the backyard.

I looked around, and the celebration had exploded like someone had uncorked the last bottle on the Island. Everyone was going wild, and it was freaking amazing. Not that Hagop parties weren’t great too, but this was different.

There was music everywhere from pipes, fiddles, and even stomping boots on packed earth. Fomorian drums beat low and thunderous like heartbeats under the sky, and a trio of elves played furious banjos on the top of an upturned cart. The sun dipped gold and wine-red over the cliffs as fairy lights danced from tree to tree and cast everything in a storybook twilight glow.

I stood behind the festival bar that had been cobbled together from barrels and planks. Solara had taken Charlotte for a while so that Hilly could flex her bar mistress skills.

“Next up!” she shouted. “Come on, keep it moving. We’ve got a lot of people to intoxicate here! Oh, or… wait… not literally!”

“I think they’re too drunk to care,” I laughed.

But as the night continued, my hands almost got itchy. I had an idea, and I wanted to show it to the world.

“Right,” I said and took a deep breath.

I knew it was a dumb idea, but I started to gather some ingredients from behind the bar. If I could pull this off, then I was going to make one of the best impressions that a tourist ever could.

“My darling husband,” Hilly said as she saw me pouring, mixing, and the like. “What in the name of Hagop are you doing? Haven’t you done enough work for once?”

“I have,” I shrugged. “But I was thinking that I’d do a little more. When inspiration strikes, you know, you just have to go for it.”

“I suppose,” she said. “As long as you tell me what your idea is. I’m too curious to be left in the dark like this.”

“Well, then, watch and learn.” I winked and then turned back to my mission. She crossed her arms and raised an eyebrow. The line behind the bar kept getting longer, but the sense of urgency she’d just displayed seemed to disappear as she watched me work.

I grabbed a bottle of the black island stout, a clay jug of some local creamy whiskey, and took a splash of an elven liquor that one of them had offered. It wasn’t part of the competition, but some of the local suppliers had been nice enough to donate things to the festival. Man, if only the elves in Hagop were that nice.

A fomorian walked over holding a plate stacked with fire-crusted meats. But he stopped and looked at my measuring and pouring.

“What are you producing?” he asked, and his voice was so loud that a woman nearby fainted.

“It’s something from my homeworld,” I said.

“From the mainland?” he asked.

“Not that home,” I replied. “From… uh… farther than that.”

I poured the stout into a heavy pint glass, and the froth rose like an ocean mist. In a smaller shot glass, I mixed the cream and whiskey and swirled them until they almost shimmered. With the giddiness of someone about to light a firecracker, I dropped the shot into the pint. And then, the foam surged.

The crowd around me gasped.

“Here, drink it fast!” I ordered as I handed it to the first person in line.

He watched it for a second and then guzzled the entire thing down in record timing.

While he slurped, I made one for myself, and it was like drinking a bonfire that had gone to college. It was sweet, bitter, creamy, and roaring.

“What’s going on?” Princess Juliette asked as she floated over and looked at the Irish car bomb drink I’d made. “That looks yummy! I want to try it.”

“Coming right up,” I said as I started to mix another one. “I don’t know how else to describe it, but it tastes something like chocolate milk.”

“You’ve put yourself in a bind,” Hilly laughed. “Now everyone is going to want one, and you’re the only one who can make it.”

“Well, I came here to work, after all, didn’t I?” I laughed as I handed the Princess a mug.

She took a huge chug of the foaming drink and laughed so hard that she almost choked.

“This is so fun!” she finally gulped. “I don’t know why, it just is!”

“I want five!" Babble shouted as he held his hand in the air.

“That’s a tall order for a small fry such as yourself,” I said to the gnome. “Why not just start with one?”

“No, no, they’re not all for me,” he snorted. “I’m in a dice tournament, and I said I’d get everyone a round.”

“Ah,” I shrugged. “Okay, that’s believable. I’ll buy that.”

I made him the drinks, but this time I used a bit less than a pint. Of course, Hilly was right, and I was trapped behind the bar for at least another hour while I made Irish car bombs for everyone who wanted one. Oh, well, now that I’d taken on the life of a brewer, that was just part of the job.

After my shift behind the bar, I lost track of time. There was more dancing and spinning, and someone put a hat on me and declared me the Baron of Barley. I hadn’t told anyone that we were technically nobility already, even though they probably guessed because Princess Juliette was undeniably a Princess. But they didn’t care too much about the royalty here, so I decided not to announce my title.

I spotted Rheingold as he played a glass-bottle xylophone in a far corner of one of the festival tents where Corwyn was drinking something that was smoking while he watched the alchemist perform. Then I saw Solara juggle some glass mugs for the children while munching on a honey cake like it was no problem at all.

I didn’t know how long we’d been there, and I didn’t care. Losing track of all time felt incredible, and I savored the sweet bliss of triumph as well as a little fuzziness from all the great drinks that I’d had the fortune to try. I looked over as Hilly beat a fomorian elder in arm wrestling by making him cry with laughter during the contest.

“I wonder if Charlotte will have any magic,” Flora laughed into my ear.

I was holding my little daughter in my arms as she snoozed, and we spun around to a slow tune. Hugh was still casting fire sparks, and we had to be careful not to whip around too fast or he might have hit a few strangers.

“What makes you say that?” I laughed as I looked over at Hilly. “Something to do with the unbelievable levels of confidence that her mother possesses?”

“Yeah, something like that,” Flora said as we started another spin around the dance floor.

I heard a roar of laughter from one of the corners of the tent, and we looked at each other, and when the pace of the music picked up, we decided to make our way over to see what all the ruckus was about.

It looked like Babble had found a table of leprechauns, including Hungy, and at first I felt a shiver shoot down my spine. I really didn’t want to get into any more trouble with the leprechauns, and I didn’t want them to hassle me anymore. But these looked cleaner and less weathered than Mortimer. They had gold buttons, green caps, and the rest of the leprechaun schtick. It looked like they were playing a holographic dice game that I couldn’t even begin to follow. But Babble was obviously in his element, and his eyes glinted as he threw us a sharp grin.

One of the leprechauns was a wry-looking woman with dandelion-colored hair and eyes like thistle ice. She leaned in and murmured something to the gnome that made him turn absolutely scarlet.

“Uh-oh,” Flora whispered into my ear. “I’ve never seen him that color before.”

“Only if you’re ready to lose with style, lass,” Babble said as he focused more on the dice.

“Attaboy,” I nodded. “I want to know what she said to him. It seems like it made him more compliant.”

“Oh, you wish,” Flora snickered.

As the night rolled on and Babble tore the leprechauns apart one by one in dice, the drums started to soften. There were a lot of kids around, and Solara kept them entertained until it was time to whisk our pair off to bed.

“But all the mess,” Flora said around a yawn. “I wonder if we can leave it until tomorrow?”

“You all have done enough,” the headmaster said as he wandered over. “And I mean that in the greatest way possible. You’re a wonderful family, but I won’t allow you to clean this up after all you’ve given us. Consider it the smallest token of my gratitude. You’re going to rest now, and tomorrow, I’ll send up the magical cleaning crew from the school. It’s no hassle at all.”

“Oh, what a relief,” Princess Juliette, who hadn’t lifted a finger to clean in her entire life, sighed. “I was really quite concerned about our lack of staff. You’re too kind!”

“Ah, sometimes she just says these things,” Flora chuckled. “And I’m reminded of how different we are.”

Stars unfurled against the dark sky like glitter, and the crowd started to shrink. After the last few drinkers stumbled into the night, we finally made our way inside.

The castle was quiet, which came as a shock after all the festivities. But the stones were cool, and there was a soft firelight that somehow didn’t emit heat. Maybe Corwyn had something to do with that. We passed the kitchen, which was full of meaty leftovers, and I knew that we were going to have the best breakfast in the world. The shadowy portraits watched us with vague approval as we made our way past the public room and into the bedrooms.

“Well, this is me,” Babble said and looked around. “Where’s Rheingold?”

“Probably talking with Corwyn,” I muttered. “Why?”

“Well, because we’re roomies,” he said. “And I know that doesn’t mean we have to share the entirely same schedule, but… you know, it would be nice not to be woken up in the middle of the night.”

“I’m sure he’ll be back soon,” I chuckled. “And he can move quietly when he wants. You probably won’t even hear him come in.”

I could see the gnome wasn’t convinced, but I shrugged and headed upstairs to the nursery. Hugh was already fast asleep. I didn’t know how much energy it took to shoot magical firebolts out of your fingers, but it must’ve been a lot for someone his age. Charlotte let out a little snore from her cradle, and Flora wrapped her arms around my waist from behind.

“I can’t believe you,” she whispered. “Our son is going to a magical academy. You fought off the fomorians, and then made up with them. I’m pretty sure that’s more progress than the island has made in scores of years. You basically invented cross-cultural culinary diplomacy.”

Hilly appeared and stretched with a sleepy yawn.

“And you did it all while creating one of the yummiest beers that the island has ever seen,” she said. “Plus that thing you just made behind the bar… the fun really never ends with you.”

“Okay, now you’re just flattering me,” I laughed, but I secretly loved it. I mean, they weren’t wrong.

“Am I welcome here?” Princess Juliette asked in a deep, smoky voice that was also tired from all the partying. The light from the hallway fell on her and her long hair, and the other girls smiled.

“Of course you are, Juliette,” Hilly said. “Why wouldn’t you be?”

“Well, I’m not a mother,” she sighed. “And I don’t know the etiquette.”

“I don’t think etiquette matters after a party like that,” Flora put her arm around her, and there was a sparkling glint in her deep blue eyes.

“You know,” the Princess said. “I think that nobility does suit you. Tyler, the brewer, diplomat, and father. And for a few occasions out of the year, festival hero. It’s really all very good, isn’t it?”

“I’d say so,” Hilly said, and she wrapped her arm around my waist.

“This is all very nice,” I said. “But now you’ve got me worried. Have I already peaked?”

“Of course not,” Flora murmured as she kissed me on the cheek. “You’re just getting started.”

Hilly took me by my belt loops and pulled me in. I had a feeling that even though the party had officially ended, the last chapter of my night was just getting started.
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Chapter 16

We moved out into the hallway, and I looked around to make sure that Rheingold wouldn’t stumble in after a night of partying. When I was sure nobody was there, I pulled Hilly in closer and could feel my cock getting hard in my pants as she twirled me around and laughed.

“This is very mischievous,” I said as Princess Juliette took my other hand, and the four of us started to spin each other around even more. “What if the housekeeper finds us?”

“Tell her she can join,” Princess Juliette guffawed as she skipped over to her room.

“I’d prefer to not do that,” Flora whispered into my ear. “Can you imagine what that would be like?”

“I’d rather not,” I laughed and winked at the baker.

“You’re all very presumptuous, aren’t you?” Princess Juliette grinned as we followed her to her door. “Thinking that you can come to the royal quarters!”

“Well, you’re an unmarried woman who’s sleeping with my husband, so I think we’re about equal,” Hilly snorted while Flora giggled.

“I… we…” the strawberry-blonde started to protest. “This arrangement may not be royally recognized yet, but--”

“It’s fine, Juliette,” I laughed. “They’re just teasing you.”

“Oh, of course,” the Princess huffed and rolled her eyes. “And I’m just teasing you, too.”

“A taste of your own medicine,” Flora declared and then giggled again.

“I don’t like the taste of medicine,” Juliette replied.

“How royal of you,” Hilly said. “Now, show us around.”

“I’ll show you to the bed, Hildegard,” Princess Juliette said as she batted her eyelashes. “And that’s the best that I can do.”

Once the door was shut, the girls pounced on me like I was prey and they were about to eat me. For all I knew, they would.

Hilly pushed me against the wall and kissed me on the lips. I could feel my cock grow harder as I took her by the back of her head and kissed her more. Her lips were soft and wet, and she tasted like some of the brews that we’d been drinking today. She was heavenly and delicious.

I let my arms trail down to her waist and then to her thick, fleshy ass.

“Mmmm, Tyler,” she moaned as she looked up at me and batted her eyelashes. She looked back down at me and bit me on my bottom lip.

I sighed as I licked her earlobe, nibbled on her neck, and made my way down to her collarbones.

The other girls sidled in and started to take me from all angles. Flora ruffled my hair as she started to massage my cock through my pants, and Princess Juliette knelt down and looked up at me with a sly grin.

I barely had to move at all, and I watched as they all eventually got to their knees and took turns unbuttoning my pants.

“I’ve wanted you all evening,” Hilly said as she looked up at me and met my eye.

“I want you all the time,” I replied.

She’d looked so hot working the bar, just like she did back in Hagop. Even though she was supposed to be on vacation, she was never one to slow down.

Flora finally pulled my pants and my boxers down to reveal my hard cock. Princess Juliette bit her lip as she looked my member over and then back up to me.

“Mmmm,” the Princess purred. “Shall we?”

The three girls giggled, opened their mouths, and dragged their tongues along the shaft of my cock.

I gasped as I felt hot jolts of pleasure race up through my whole body. Flora kissed my shaft as Hilly swirled her tongue around the tip of my cock before gently sucking on it. Jolts of pleasure erupted all over my body as she took me deeper in her mouth.

“Oh, man,” I moaned as I held their hair and looked up to the ceiling. I felt like I’d died and gone to heaven.

“I want a taste,” Flora said as she dipped my cock in her mouth.

I could feel it touch the back of the blonde’s throat, and I was still surprised at how much of me she could take inside her, even though we’d done this so many times. She pulled her head up and down, and I felt completely surrounded by her warm, wet tongue. I felt myself get even harder as she continued to suck on me.

“Mmmm,” she said as she pulled back so Princess Juliette could swirl her tongue around my balls. “I want more.”

“Me, too,” Hilly said, and the girls exchanged a quick look before they pulled me onto the bed.

Flora pulled off her light shift to reveal her full, pale breasts, and I just had to reach out and squeeze them as I kissed her on the neck.

“That felt so good,” I murmured into her ear. “I love when you take me in your mouth. But now it’s my turn.”

“Oh, Tyler,” the baker moaned. “Please, oh, please.”

I lowered my head to suck on her breasts, and she pushed my head down so I licked her nipples, then her stomach, and finally lowered her panties.

I couldn’t wait to repay all of the pleasure that she had just given me. I felt her squirm as I started to lick her wet sex and taste her delicious juices.

“Mmmm,” she moaned and gasped, and I took her legs over my shoulders and started to swipe up and down as she shook underneath me.

“Tyler, that feels so good,” she moaned as I drew circles around her clit with my tongue. “Oh… you feel amazing.”

“Mmm,” I said, and she gave a sharp inhale.

“You’re going to make me come,” she moaned, and I smiled as I continued to lick her. She took the back of my head and pressed me down into her until I could feel her contract and shake, and she gasped as her sweet juices dripped out of her. I lapped them up and lifted my head as I looked down on my wife, who was flushed completely pink.

“You look so beautiful, Flora,” Hilly said, and she bit her lip as I met the blonde’s eyes. She looked down and grabbed my throbbing cock, which felt like it was going to explode. She moved her hands up and down my shaft, and her hands were soft and agile. But I couldn’t take it anymore. I pushed her back down onto the bed and swiped my cock back and forth against her clit.

“Oh, Tyler,” she moaned. “I want you so much. Put it in!”

“You want me?” I asked, and she nodded.

“Fine,” I smiled, and I pushed myself deep inside her.

Oh, man, she felt so good. I could feel the walls of her tunnel tightening against me as I started to pump in and out of her. I gasped as she pulled me in with her legs and wrapped them around my waist.

“Deeper, deeper,” she moaned as I continued to pump in and out of her.

She felt so fucking good, and I gasped as I could felt sparks of pleasure fly from my cock through the rest of my body.

“Mmmm,” she said as she scraped my back with her nails and pulled me in even closer. I could feel a warm knot of pleasure form inside me, and I knew that I was about to burst.

“I’m going to come,” I moaned in her ear.

“Come inside me,” the blonde moaned and then licked my earlobe. “I want to feel you come inside me.”

“Yes,” I obeyed her.

That did it for me. I felt everything that I had release into her, and I groaned as I felt myself weaken in her arms. When my arms gave way, I flopped down on her soft chest and breathed into her ear.

“That was so nice,” I said, but then I felt another arm pull me to the side.

It was Hilly, and she looked up at me with her fabulous blue eyes. The barmaid and the Princess were naked, and it was truly a sight to behold.

Both women were shrouded in moonlight, and they looked like they were floating in a starry sky. Their hair draped down their backs, and the moonlight kissed their soft breasts.

“I want to try something,” Hilly said, and she pushed me back down onto my back on the bed.

I looked up at my two captors and smiled. I wasn’t going to break free this time, because I was sure I would enjoy whatever was about to happen.

“Whatever the lady wishes,” I said, and I felt her hand move up and down my cock.

Fuck. I knew that I’d just come, but I felt like I couldn’t stop. I was riding on a high from the events of the day, and it felt like nothing could take me back down.

Hilly massaged my cock until I was hard again, and then she crawled up my body and bit my chin. It stung a bit, but it also made me horny as hell.

“Fuck,” I hissed as she licked my ear.

Her lips trailed back down to my cock, and then she massaged her wet pussy with my member. She groaned as she moved, and I could feel it vibrate against me.

Meanwhile, Juliette approached me from behind and positioned herself over my head so that I could taste her sweet, wet sex. I clutched her ass cheeks in my hands and squeezed her down onto my mouth as Hilly pushed me inside of her.

“Oh, oh, fuck,” Hilly moaned. “That’s ssssssooooo good!”

I felt like I was actually in heaven. This was sexually overwhelming, and I was loving every moment of it.

I kept licking Juliette as Hilly bounced up and down on my cock. The way the dark-haired beauty moved on my cock was incredible, and she made small circles until I was pushing deeper inside of her than I thought I could. I felt jolts of pleasure rush up and down my body with every jerk and bounce.

And then, on the other end, I got to taste the sweet Princess Juliette.

“Yes, Tyler,” the Princess moaned as I licked every crevice of her folds. “Don’t stop, don’t stop, don’t stop…”

“Mmmm,” was all I could say since I was still buried under her very lovely thighs.

I loved how the royal tasted, and I loved how Hilly felt. Hell, I freaking loved everything.

I could feel Hilly contract and tighten around me as she pushed up and down over and over again. She grabbed my chest as she started to move faster and faster, and so did Juliette. I loved how in sync we were, though I hadn’t known it was possible until I arrived in Hagop.

“Tyler,” Hilly moaned. “Tyler, you’re going to make me come…”

“Me, too,” Juliette moaned.

That did it for me. The idea of both of them coming together turned me on so much that we all came at the same time.

As I unleashed my load into Hilly and felt her shake around me, Princess Juliette released her sweet juices, and I lapped them up. I grabbed her ass tightly until she stopped shaking, and we eventually all flopped onto the bed and looked up.

“Oh, my goodness,” Hilly finally murmured in a tired voice. “That was…”

“Amazing,” Princess Juliette finished her sentence for her.

“Incredible,” Flora sighed happily. “The best. But then, you’re always the best, Tyler. And not just at diplomacy… trust me on that one.”

I didn’t even have to reply. I didn’t have to say a single thing. I felt absolutely perfect here with my girls, and that was all that mattered.

But man, it had been a long day. In fact, it had been a pretty freaking long vacation. It felt like I’d put in a full work shift every day since we’d arrived on the island, and now I was really feeling it.

I let my muscles sink into the soft, royal bed. I was working hard, but I was also getting used to the spoils of my labor, like the houses, the business wins, and most importantly, my gorgeous partners who I’d met along the way on this crazy journey. And I couldn’t forget my beautiful kids that had come out of it, too.

I couldn’t wait to raise my kids in this magical, wonderful world I’d fallen into. I couldn’t wait to see just how rich life would become with the people who I loved by my side. And even though it felt hard sometimes, and I didn’t always know what to do, it was also beautiful as hell.

I let my eyes flutter closed as the girls drifted off to sleep. We’d saved the day once again, and I’d earned the right to lie back and enjoy the fruits of my labor.

Even if that was just a decent night’s sleep.

The sun hadn’t yet cracked the rim of the sea when the castle hall echoed with the low groan of trunks being lifted, boots marching down the hall, and the quiet murmurs of whispered instructions. I had to piece together the previous night for a few moments, and I sighed when I realized I still felt tired as hell. But I knew that it had ended on a sexy high note, so at least I had an excuse to lie in bed.

“Rise and shine, rise and shine!” Solara shouted from the hallway, and I could swear that I heard a pan being hit with a wooden spoon. “It’s time to go!”

“Wait, what?” Princess Juliette hiccupped next to me. “But how?”

“Oh,” Flora yawned. “I told the housekeeper we’d leave the day after the festival, and she took care of the rest of it. I figured we’d either solve everything at the festival, or need to make a quick exit if we didn’t.”

“Man, you couldn’t give it at least one more day?” Hilly groaned. “My head is killing me!”

“And you’ll have all day on the ship to recover,” Flora yawned. “At least we don’t have to do the packing all on our own.”

“I don’t even have the mental capacity to remember what I brought,” Hilly grumbled. “But I know one thing. My child will need to be fed, and that’s something that I can’t ignore.”

“I feel like a piece of trash,” I muttered as I tried to sit up.

“Nonsense,” Juliette said and patted my shoulder. “You’re not a piece of trash. Everyone feels like that after so much drinking.”

“Solara!” I shouted as I scrambled to the door of Princess Juliette’s room. “Solara, where is the simmon soda? I think I’m going to die! Or at least… wilt.”

“It’s on the ship!” he shouted from the hallway. “Come on, the sun’s almost completely risen! We can’t waste any time.”

“Wait, what time did he say it was?” Hilly asked. “Are you kidding me? We probably only went to bed three hours ago at most.”

“It’s a long journey,” Flora said. “And think about the gentle rocking. It will probably lull us to sleep.”

“Think about the gentle seasickness,” Hilly muttered. “It will probably lull me into a coma.”

Somehow, we managed to get reasonably cleaned and dressed, and the genie quickly took charge as soon as we emerged from Juliette’s suite. Solara hustled us outside, where the air was a sharp slap of salt and cold mist. The sky was still the inky, cobalt-blue of pre-dawn, which meant that Solara had gotten us up even earlier than he claimed. Solara assured me that everything was safely packed as he hustled us into the carriage, and then we were waving goodbye to the housekeeper as the carriage started to move.

“I’ll never forget you!” the stern woman called out. “I may only have a few years left on this island, but I promise I won’t forget you for the rest of my days!”

And then we were on the twisting road to the docks. The island flew by, though I could pick out a few familiar sights. There weren’t many people out, but the few who were, waved as we went by.

“I think I’ll miss this place,” I said when the carriage finally stopped.

“We’ll be back when it’s time for Hugh to go to school,” Flora said with a wink. “Oh, by the way, here.”

The baker handed me a wrapped meat pastry and kissed my cheek. I think I grunted a thank you, but my mind was still a blur. I tried to shake my head at Babble, who looked very chipper for someone who’d indulged at the festival, and I nearly lost my balance.

“You look suspiciously happy,” I muttered as I raised an eyebrow at the gnome. “Why is that?”

“Because I got a bottle of simmon soda before the genie packed it away,” he said. “But I’ll admit, I felt like roadkill when that creature woke me.”

“That’s an image that’s going to haunt me on the trip back,” I groaned.

Our ship bobbed in the harbor like a steel-scaled beast, and though it still looked majestic in my eyes, the up-and-down motion was making me nauseous. I had to remind myself that the trip over had been very smooth, and no doubt it would be just as smooth on the way back.

Hilly was already marching up the ramp even though she was as hungover as the rest of us. Charlotte was asleep in her sling, and Hilly had thrown a blanket over the both of them like a knight’s cape. Babble had one last argument with one of the dockmen about which crate had his dice while the rest of us boarded the ship, and then we were ready to go.

Except for one person.

“Wait, wait!” I shouted as I looked. “We’re missing the very reason we’re here.”

“Oh, no,” Flora said with a smile. “Hugh is down below with Solara!”

“No, no,” I shook my head. “I meant Rheingold. We’re missing Rheingold.”

As if on cue, Rheingold appeared on the dock, though he looked like he hadn’t slept for about five years.

“I’m here,” the alchemist called out. “I may not be at my best, but I’m here.”

“Don’t worry,” Princess Juliette replied. “We wouldn’t have left without you.”

“Mmm,” Rheingold muttered as he walked up the gangplank that had been hastily lowered for him.

With everyone safely aboard, the crew started to prepare for departure. While everyone else headed for the cabins, I found a coiled rope near the bow, curled around it like a kitten, and fell asleep. I drifted in and out of a half-dream where barrels sang sea shanties and Charlotte sprouted wings and tried to fly the ship by herself. Hell, maybe that was what she was supposed to do.

I remember feeling the boat’s rhythm beneath me. It was rocking, hissing, and creaking. But then there was nothing, and the world went blank.

When I finally stirred again, the sun had gone. The sky had turned a velvet black, and it was littered with stars. The air was warmer than it had been, and someone nudged me gently.

“Rise and stumble, sailor,” Solara’s voice teased. “We’ve docked. And you didn’t even need any simmon soda. That’s impressive.”

“I actually feel fine,” I said as I stood up and looked around.

The gangplank was already down, and lanterns had been lit along the dock. Palm trees swayed at the cliff’s edge, where they were silhouetted against a moonlit sky.

We didn’t linger at the shore too long, though. We still had a long trip over land, and there was already a pair of carriages waiting for us as we stepped onto land. Our rides had been painted navy blue and trimmed in copper, with wheels that hummed softly as if they’d been enchanted to smooth the road ahead. The inside was padded with velvety cushions the color of mulled wine, and I sank into one beside Flora and Hugh while Juliette sat opposite and kicked off her boots with a long sigh.

“I know that I shouldn’t be tired,” the redhead said. “But sometimes traveling really just takes it out of me. I don’t know what it is.”

Hugh looked happier and more awake than ever, and even Flora was looking more refreshed.

“It took two bottles of simmon soda,” the blonde baker said when she caught me staring. “But it did eventually get the job done, and now I feel totally fine. Luckily, Hugh slept for most of the journey. Not that I didn’t want to hang out with him, but…”

“I understand perfectly,” Princess Juliette laughed. “We all needed a little bit of shut-eye after last night.”

The coachman snapped the reins, and the horses surged forward. The road wound up through the hills, past glimmering rice paddies under moonlight and crickets so loud that they sounded like laughter. The windowpanes steamed from our breath, but somewhere up ahead, our next stop awaited. I didn’t know exactly how far we were from the estate, but I knew it was a long ride.

I felt a little bleary after my long nap, but I was still smiling. I pulled a blanket over my lap and leaned into the woman I loved as the stars wheeled above, and the wheels hummed below. We were almost home.

The first light that crept into the carriage was like soft, golden fingers that stretched across the horizon. It burst the tops of the distant hills and settled on dew-covered fields. Warmth crept through the carriage window and painted Flora’s sleeping face in amber.

We’d been traveling for hours, I knew that much. The steady thrumming of the wheels over the earth had become hypnotic as the ride wore on, but I definitely hadn’t slept as well in the carriage as I had on the ship.

I could smell the scent of morning grass and hear the rustling hush of waking birds. I leaned forward and caught the view just over the crest of the next hill, and I felt a grin spread across my face when I saw the estate.

I didn’t realize how much I’d missed it until I finally saw it again, and I let out a sigh of relief. It hadn’t burned down while we were gone, and it looked like everyone I’d employed to keep production going while we were gone had done their jobs well.

Hugh stirred in Flora’s arms, and Princess Juliette yawned from where she was sitting.

“I swear,” she said. “At this point, the sunrise feels offensive. I don’t even know how long we’ve been traveling.”

“I don’t think that I could tell you, either,” I said. “But all I know is that we’re home.”

“Well, you’re home.” Princess Juliette stretched and winked. “But I still have another half-day’s journey. I have more royal business to attend to, and even though I’d love to stick around, I simply can’t.”

“Oh, no!” Flora pouted. “You can’t be leaving already!”

“Duty calls,” Juliette insisted. “That’s why we get all these nice carriages and whatnot. We have to keep the social order going.”

The carriage finally came to a stop right in front of our estate, and the moment I stepped down onto the drive, a wave of something warm and grounded settled into my bones.

The others quickly descended as well, and Solara took charge of unloading our luggage. We stayed and watched, and then it was time for the carriages to finish their journey.

“Tyler,” Princess Juliette laughed as she leaned out of the window. “Remember that you’ll have to marry me one day.”

I felt a pang in my chest, because it was always difficult to say bye to one of my ladies. I understood that she had a lot to do, and I would always respect that, but I still sighed at the thought of not seeing her for who knew how long.

“Goodbye, Juliette,” I said as I gave her a soft kiss on the lips.

She held my face in hers and gave me a smile before pulling back and sitting in the carriage. The driver cracked the reins, and the small fleet pulled away.

“Well, well, well,” Babble sighed. “I also have to go home to my wife. At least I’ll have some stories to entertain her with.”

“That you will,” I agreed.

When the carriage was out of sight, we stumbled into the house. I was relieved to find that it hadn’t been raided by any Hagopper elves or dwarves while we were gone. Of course, we had a reputation now, not just as top-notch brewers, but also for kicking ass, and so the local creatures had probably decided not to risk it.

The estate was just how we’d left it, kissed with early light, while the shutters creaked just a little in the breeze. The familiar smell of damp wood and old earth rose from the stone path, and the fields were waking up, bathed in morning mist. Dew caught on the herbs and spices that Flora had planted in the kitchen garden.

“Oh, good,” Flora said and made a bee-line for the pantry. “No one has looted the tea. And I know that mice have a penchant for tea sometimes…”

Solara hovered near the window and peered at the fields as if checking for hidden mischief. Rheingold stood still in the hallway for a long moment, like he was mentally measuring how awake he was.

“I’m going to continue napping,” he grumbled before going over to the living room and dropping onto the couch.

I was about to plop down myself when there was a sharp, measured knock on the door.

“Who’s that?” Hilly asked as she glared at the door like it might answer her question.

“Everyone’s here,” I said as I counted heads.

“It’s probably trouble,” Flora sighed. “This is about the time it usually shows up.”

There was another sharp, measured knock at the front door. It was three quick raps, each one deliberate and heavy.

“I’m not getting it,” Rheingold murmured. “Not my house.”

“Crap,” I muttered under my breath. “Why would someone be bothering us at this hour?”

“Maybe it’s the neighbors,” Hilly said.

“But why?” I asked. “The carriages weren’t too loud.”

Rheingold at least moved to my side as I stepped to the door, and with one last glance back to make sure that the others were safe, I opened the door.

A knight was standing in the doorway. He looked tall and grim beneath a hood of slate-gray chain mail. The morning sun flashed off his pauldrons, and I grimaced.

This was not a Rothbartian knight. He was foreign.

“Sir Tyler,” he said with a faint Germanic accent.

“Yes?” I asked. “What’s going on?”

“You’re needed,” he said, and he began to lift his visor.

Well, well, well. I couldn’t spend five minutes at home without being bothered by more trouble. And this time, it looked like foreign trouble.

End of Book 4
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