
        
            
                
            
        

    OceanofPDF.com


[image: A black background with a black square  AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

OceanofPDF.com


Hey you.

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

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

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

And now! A word of beer wisdom from our beloved 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.

Eisenstadt Black Lager: A German Scharzbier like Köstritzer or Mönchsof. Served in a tall flute, not usually a mug.

Best Paired with: Some rye bread, smoked sausage, and pickles.

Diplomalt: Vienna Lager with a malty backbone, crisp finish, and subtle caramel and biscuit notes. Like a Samuel Adams Boston Lager.

Best paired with: Grilled meats and specifically pork, spicy sauce and strong cheese like cheddar.

Royal Pilsner of Eisenstadt: Crystal Clarity and no frills. Think a Pilsner Urquell or Bitburger. Serve very cold.

Best paired with: A light, healthy snack like veggies and hummus.
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Chapter 1

I blinked a few times and took a deep breath. Sometimes it felt like just when one big adventure ended, another one started straight away, and I wasn’t getting any breaks.

“Sir Tyler,” the knight said again.

“Yes, yes,” I said and shook my head. “Sorry. I just got back from the Isle of Feather… and now, you say I’m needed? Needed where?”

I took another look at the man, but I couldn’t see a crest. There was no polite chatter about his journey either, even though there was a massive steed behind him. All he had was a letter that he held out to me like a challenge.

“May I?” I asked.

“Ya, ya,” he said. “Of course. Why else would I be here?”

“Okay, good point,” I said around a yawn.

I thought I heard him harrumph as I took the envelope and broke the seal with my thumb. I didn’t need to look at him to know he was probably rolling his eyes, but after the long trip home, I didn’t care. I yawned again and then blinked at the loopy handwriting on the page.

Dear Sir Tyler,

It’s me, the King writing this. Or you know, saying the words so it can be transcribed. You didn’t write that down, did you? No? Well, I don’t have time to read it, so I’ll just take you at your word. It’s getting late, and I’m tired.

It’s me, the King. You and your very little assistant are summoned to Quake at once. A matter of grave importance requires your presence. Come immediately. Follow the knight.

Best Wishes,

The King of Rothbart.

“I’ll keep that administrative error to myself,” I muttered as I looked up.

The knight was still there on my doorstep with a helmet tucked under his arm. His eyes gave nothing away, and they flickered down to the ground for a moment like he was debating how insistent he would need to be.

“He requests your presence immediately,” the knight said when he looked up. “And that of the little assistant.”

“But you’re not wearing a royal insignia,” I pointed out as I cocked my head. “How am I supposed to know you’re really from the King?”

“This letter is signed by the King,” the knight said. “As to the matter of my uniform… well, that is all a part of ze problem you see.”

“What, is the laundry backed up?” I snorted. “Because I really don’t know anything about washing machines in these parts.”

“What’s a washing machine?” a small voice asked from behind me.

“Good morning, Babble,” I said and glanced down.

Babble was wearing a light blue nightshirt, and it was a sign of how hurried he’d been that he hadn’t bothered with a robe. He blinked at the knight and then turned to me.

“I heard what he said,” the gnome grumbled. “Assistant. Little. I’m quite sure that means me. Right then.”

I watched as he trundled away and then started pulling items from drawers and adding them to his satchel like we’d been planning this trip for weeks.

“Tyler?” Hilly asked in a tired voice. She’d managed to put on a robe, at least. “What in Hagop is going on? I just put the kids to bed.”

She was still tidying her braid, and her eyes darted from me to the knight and back.

“We’ve been summoned,” I said. “Or at least, I think we have. Take a look at this letter.”

She gave a cautious look to the knight before she accepted the letter and held it up to the light.

“That’s the King, alright,” she said as she handed it back to me. “The stamp is the royal seal. I’d know it anywhere from running the post office. And I can’t imagine he’s proofread anything in his life, nor would his secretaries and scribes. It wouldn’t be fun enough for him.”

“That’s precisely what I thought.” Babble stomped back, and I could hear dice clattering in his pack like he was going on vacation.

“Don’t worry,” I said as I gave her a kiss on the cheek. “We’ll be back soon.”

She gave me a peck and yawned as she headed back to bed.

“Right,” the knight said. “We ride for Quake before dawn.”

I glanced past the knight to the pale edge of the horizon. The stars were still burning, but the night sky had faded to that color between smoke and silver.

“I kind of think it is before dawn,” I said. “So I suppose that means it’s time.”

The knight gave a single nod, and I figured that was all the conversation that I was going to get out of him.

I gave one low, sharp whistle, and Midnight trotted from the stable. His mane was dark as sin, and steam curled from his nostrils. He gave me a familiar look that was half-loyal and half-annoyed, like he didn’t know why I’d summoned him at this hour. I slung on the bridle I always kept by the door, and Babble clambered up behind me with his sack filled with his dice. The little gnome clutched it like it was a state treasure, and I tried not to roll my eyes as he held it tight against his chest.

And then we set off.

The estate and brewery shrank behind us, and soon, its chimney smoke was a thin thread against the paling sky. Vast fields appeared, silvered with dew, and I could smell the damp earth as we flew by. I sure as hell didn’t want to be awake, but this definitely wasn’t the worst trip I’d ever taken.

We cut into the forest a few miles later, and everything changed. Pine needles muffled the sound of our passage, and the air turned sharp and resinous. Owls blinked down at us, and they looked silent and severe in the early light.

But the entire time I kept watch on the knight ahead of us, whose armor caught the faintest glimmer of light. Babble muttered odds to himself, and I was pretty sure that he was half-asleep and playing a game of dice in his dreams. The sun continued to rise in the sky.

When we broke from the trees, farmland stretched to the horizon in tidy squares, and cottages with thatched roofs offered the only break in the scene. Smoke had just begun to curl from the chimneys as people and creatures began to stir for the day. A milkmaid paused with her pail to watch us thunder past, and I could only imagine the story she’d tell of a crestless knight and whatever we must’ve looked like, trailing behind him.

We continued for who even knew how long, but the sun had come and gone and all I knew was that I was hungry as hell and this knight seemed to have no appetite.

At long last, we saw the watchtowers of the capital city. Their black silhouettes rose against the morning sky, sharp as spear points, but the knight didn’t slow down as we approached, and no one challenged him as we barreled past various checkpoints on the road. In fact, I had no idea how long we’d been riding, but the sun was setting, and we were a lot closer to the city than we should’ve been even by this time.

The knight led us down a narrow lane half-hidden by hedgerows where the cobbles changed into worn stone steps. At first, I wondered if he’d taken a wrong turn, but I soon realized we were on a secret road into the city.

“How long have we been traveling?” Babble asked when he finally stirred.

“I don’t know,” I said. “How have you been asleep this entire time?”

“We did leave before dawn,” Babble mumbled. “And I think I needed to catch up on a backlog of sleep.”

“Maybe,” I replied doubtfully.

As always, Quake revealed itself not all at once, but in layers. First there were the roofs of the outer square, and then the famous pale spires that had been made through magical engineering. The knight urged us through a gate I’d never even known existed, probably because it was hidden between two arches of an old aqueduct I didn’t know about, either. We emerged into the back of the city, where the streets were empty and lanterns were still burning. The air smelled like cooking stoves, and I could hear some of the city residents on the main streets as they ended their day, but I had the impression that they couldn’t hear us.

By the time we clattered into the shadow of the royal keep, the sky was pink and orange. My thighs ached from all the galloping, and Babble was snoring again against my back.

But the palace gates were opening for us.

The gates groaned like they hadn’t been used in awhile, and our horses clattered into the courtyard. I didn’t realize until we slowed down just how weak I felt since I hadn’t eaten all day. At least Babble had been able to sleep all day, though he’d probably drooled on my back the whole time.

Before I could even dismount, two squires hurried forward, all elbows and eagerness. They took Midnight’s reins, and the stallion gave me a quick sarcastic look like, ‘thanks for all the water breaks.’

“Sorry, pal,” I said as I swung off and patted him on the neck. “But I can promise you that you’re about to get the royal treatment.”

He gave me a quick nuzzle before he swished his shiny mane and trotted off as the squires were dragged along with him. With my ride taken care of, I decided it was time to find some grub for myself. If there was time before my big meeting with the King, of course.

The knight dismounted with a grunt. He’d hardly said anything the entire ride, but now he muttered something to himself.

“What was that?” Babble asked as he scratched his belly.

“What?” the knight sniffed. “Were you addressing me?”

“Yeah, you said something.” Babble tapped his foot. “I’m very alert right now because I, umm… well, you know, I spent the ride recharging myself for this very important job.”

“I said I’m starving,” the knight replied after a moment and shook his head. “It was a long journey.”

“You’re starving?” I chuckled. “We rode through half the kingdom without so much as half a crust of bread. I was following you!”

“It was an urgent matter,” he insisted as though that explained everything. “When there is an urgent matter, there is no matter more important, ya?”

“Well, urgent doesn’t fill the belly,” I muttered as my stomach growled in protest. “But I understand that we’re here on business. Let’s just--”

“And if it’s all the same,” Babble cut in. “I could eat six breakfasts right now. Not just six, possibly seven. And it’s not just because I’m super hungry. I could do that any time I wanted.”

“That’s very, uh… impressive…” The knight looked at the gnome and blinked a few times.

“Here, here, roast chicken, chicken, chicken.” Babble started to jiggle his dice pouch as he searched for the elusive chickens. “Heeeere, roasty chickens. Come to me.”

“Is he alright?” The knight asked.

“Do you mean in general, or just right now?” I replied.

“Never mind,” he said quickly. “I will leave you to your duties while I find something to nourish myself.”

“Wait, what?” I protested. “But--”

The knight shrugged and quickly marched away, so Babble and I were left stranded in the courtyard. We looked at each other and then around the cobbled square, but despite our earlier visits to the palace, I had no idea where we were or how to find either the king or the kitchen from here.

Luckily, a squire boy who couldn’t have been older than eleven ran up to us and bowed.

“Sir Tyler of Hagop,” the small blond boy with a floppy velvet burgundy hat said. “And little assistant. We have been expecting you. Thank you for coming at such short notice.”

“You’re awfully young,” Babble noted.

“I’m an apprentice,” the boy said and grinned for a moment. “I’m in training… they’ve had to change over a lot of staff because, well, of what’s going on.”

“What’s going on?” I murmured under my breath, but the boy was already gesturing for us to follow.

“This way, sir and little sir,” he said.

“Right,” I sighed and then looked down at my assistant. “Do you think he knows where he’s going?”

“I hope so,” Babble replied. “I certainly don’t.”

“Neither do I,” I admitted.

We wound through echoing stone passages, and our boots clicked on polished floors. Torches hissed in iron sconces and threw long shadows across walls draped with scarlet banners. The air smelled sharp and clean, but still faintly like burning candles and wine.

The boy took us through yet another small corridor that I had never seen before, away from the grand staircases and echoing hallways where more very young servants shuttled from room to room with trays, boxes, and all sorts of other items. The ceiling in these parts was lower, and the light was dimmer. The silence felt almost conspiratorial.

“I wonder where the kitchen is,” Babble murmured to himself. “That would be good to know.”

“We’re not that close to the kitchen,” the boy said with a smile. “That’s all done downstairs.”

“Rats,” Babble muttered.

“Oh, there aren’t any rats here,” the squire replied, quick as a whip. “They all live in the cheese-tasting district of the city.”

“Quake has a cheese-tasting district?” I asked.

But the squire came to a stop before a heavy oak door bound in brass. The boy rapped twice, quickly and softly, and then he pushed it open without a word.

The room on the other side was clearly a private study. It was candlelit and warm, and it was filled with shelves that sagged from the weight of the books. Scrolls had been stacked like firewood, and a giant map of the entire Kingdom stretched across the far wall. Most of the candles were on a wide desk, where they left golden puddles on the wood.

And in the middle of it all was the King.

“Sire,” Babble held out a hand, because the King didn’t look good.

He didn’t look like his usual pageantry-loving self, or even the jolly fellow in the portraits out in the hall. This man wasn’t wearing his glittering crown or his stiff velvet suit. He looked up as we entered, and his usual bright, hazel eyes looked full of shadows and despair.

“I’ve brought him, Sire,” the squire said.

“Very good job, boy,” the King murmured. “Thank you. You may spend the rest of the night off.”

“But, sire, nobody else is on duty in this hallway,” the boy protested. “How will you find your way to bed?”

“Ah, you’re right,” the King said with a small, sad nod. “Well, in that case, you can continue working. Not much else to do tonight, is there?”

The squire looked like he didn’t know what to say, so he just nodded.

“Will that be all for now, Sire?” the boy asked.

The King gave a tired wave to excuse him, and the boy bowed and then scurried away. The door shut with a click behind us, and the King sighed heavily.

“Sire,” I said as I sat across from the tired looking man. “You look…”

“I know I look like shit,” he said and snorted. “That’s beside the point. Nobody cares if you’re handsome in times like these.”

“Times like what?” I asked.

He looked up at me, and his hazel eyes met mine as he brushed some now-oily reddish hair from his forehead.

“Sir Tyler,” he said. “We are on the brink of war.”

Babble and I blinked at him in surprise, and honestly, it took a full minute before that word even sunk in. War. It wasn’t the sort of word you expected to hear from the King of Rothbart.

“Sorry,” Babble coughed into his fist. “Did somebody say… war? Because, Sire, this is not like you. I thought I heard you say, uh…”

The King lifted his head from his hands and stared down at the gnome, who looked like he was scraping the barrel of his mind for an end to his sentence.

“Say what, Babble?” I muttered.

“This is bad,” Babble finally said. “I know this is bad, because I can’t think of a joke.”

“Why were you going to make a joke, Babble?” the King asked. “We might go to war!”

“I don’t know, because I kind of thought you were joking!” Babble said. “Because… I just don’t understand! You’re a fun king! You hate fighting! How can there be a war?”

“I am a fun King!” The King slammed his fists on the table and shook his head in despair. “I am so fun! You’re right! This is why I needed you two here, because I knew you’d understand! Actually, no, that’s not why I brought you here at all, but it’s nice to have someone who understands just how fun I am!”

“Are we having fun?” I asked as the King knocked over an empty cup by accident. “Because I get the feeling that we’re not having fun.”

“Well, no, you’re right,” the King said. “And I must continue with briefing you, because that’s what I called you here to do, and it’s an urgent matter. And nothing comes before urgent matters, or so they say.”

“Who is ‘they’?” I asked. “The knight who brought us here? He wasn’t even from Rothbart, was he? Are we already under occupation?”

“No,” the King said quickly. “No, no, nothing like that. But there’s been problems. With Eisenstadt.”

“You sense what?” Babble asked.

“The Kingdom,” the King sighed. “Of Eisenstadt. To the North. It’s a country made of iron, order, and soldiers drilled from childhood to be perfect killers. It’s a kingdom that loves to be everywhere on time, and loves to be… sensible. Their ruler, King Braunwald, is not a man who laughs.”

“Braunwald,” I murmured as I tested the name. “I haven’t heard of him.”

“I have,” Babble piped up. “Well, I’ve heard whispers. Mostly marching songs on foreign lips. I once heard a rumor that you can be fined for singing at the wrong hour, and that each street tells you which color to paint your shutters.”

“How do you always know about this stuff?” I asked.

“I have a robust cultural education, I’ll have you know,” Babble shot back.

“Yes, all those things are true.” The King steepled its fingers. “They are very strict about… everything. We’ve always had a pretty solid diplomatic relationship with them. Nothing too friendly, but nothing too inflammatory, either. But you see, our differences are quite unavoidable, because they’re just no fun up there.”

“Ah,” I murmured. “Okay. Well, that would make sense. I can hardly see a King as fun as you, Sire, wanting to be best friends with some place like that.”

“Oh, Sir Tyler,” the King sighed. “I’d tell you not to flatter me, but you’re right. You’re just so right, and that’s why I trust you. I really am very fun. But this has caused a problem, which is the last thing I’d want.”

“Mm,” I nodded. “What kind of problem?”

“A minor incident,” he said, and he looked away like a guilty dog who’d eaten a rotisserie chicken left out on the counter.

“You just said we’re on the brink of war,” I said. “Are you… sure that it’s only a… minor transgression?”

The King pinched the bridge of his nose as though the memory itself gave him a headache.

“The whole matter began at a banquet,” he sighed. “Which is all the more strange, because that’s usually where nice things happen, not terrible things! Anyway, an old friend and one of the Rothbartian nobles, Baron Wittel… have you met him?”

“Maybe in passing,” I shrugged. “I don’t recognize the name, but I might recognize his face.”

“Oh, you would,” the King said. “He has more mustache than sense. But that man can drink. And I dare say he’s a great fan of your work, though I also wouldn’t say he’s the most discriminating judge when it comes to libations. Anyway, he’d already emptied three steins before the soup course.”

“Oh, that can’t be good.” I grimaced and shook my head.

“It wasn’t,” the Kind said with a note of disdain. “He was sloppy, and I’ll admit, maybe a little wild. I’m sure you know what I mean.”

“Oh, I do…” Babble said. “A little too well.”

“Well.” The King paused as he stared at the ceiling for a moment. “This is something that I could usually excuse at a good dinner party, but not this time.”

“What did he do?” I pressed.

“In a drunken moment of brilliance, he slopped half his fourth stein of ale across the table,” the King replied. “And what does he do? He reaches for the nearest cloth to wipe it up.”

“Only natural,” Babble said and then frowned. “Did he spill it on the King’s wife?”

“No, no, worse,” the King said and shook his head.

“Did he spill it on the King’s wife’s breasts and climb across the table and slobber it up?” Babble asked.

“What in the world possessed you to just ask that?” I asked in disbelief.

“I don’t know.” Babble threw his arms up in frustration. “There’s going to be a war, Tyler! I don’t know what I’m saying!”

“It was far worse than that,” the King groaned. “I dare say that might’ve been fun… but I digress. The nearest cloth wasn’t a cloth. It was…”

“A dog!” Babble said. “The King’s dog!”

“Babble, shut up!” I said.

“It was a banner,” the King said in a grave tone that made one of the candles flicker. “The Eisenstadti banner. You’ve probably seen it. White field, black eagle, though this one was stitched by hand by their queen’s own needleworker, who is probably, like, ten billion years old by now. Anyway, he dragged it across the spill like it was nothing more than a tavern velvet. Or silk. I don’t know. I’ve never worked a job. The point is, he used it to sop up the beer, and then he wrung it out onto the floor!”
“He wrung it out?” Babble gasped.

“He wrung it out!” the King cried and shook his head.

“Why was there an Eisenstadti banner there, anyway?” I asked. “And just to clarify, I’m assuming that desecrating a flag is highly frowned upon in their culture?”

“Sometimes visiting envoys wear a banner to show where they’re from,” Babble said. “So he probably just ripped it right off one of the nobles.”

“You have no idea,” the King sighed, heavy as a millstone. “To us, a drunken faux pas. To them, it was a direct insult to their honor, their monarchy, their gods, maybe even their very soil. And worst of all, their King, Braunwald!”

“Oh, no,” I shook my head. “This does sound bad.”

I could picture it all too clearly as the baron wobbled and beer dribbled across the table. I could see the man reach for something to clean it up, probably a napkin or something, but in his drunken state, he’d grabbed this sacred cloth while uptight Eisenstadti envoys and nobles stared in silent horror.

“Oh, no is correct,” the King said. “King Braunwald is not a man of jokes, gestures, or mistakes. He is humorless, Tyler. Formal. Dangerously reactive. Where we shrug, he sharpens. Where we laugh, he drills another regiment of extremely efficient and unnaturally serious-looking children. The man cannot laugh at himself, Tyler, and it looks like our Kingdom may suffer the consequences!”

Babble whistled through his teeth.

“Sounds like a riot at parties,” I said.

“I tried to reason with him,” the King said. “But even when we’re speaking the same language, it’s like we can’t understand each other. The flag is sacred to them. Every reproduction is sacred to them. And the woman who makes them, the private seamstress, is very old. I assured him, look, she’s spent this long staying alive, so she has a good track record of not dying yet… I didn’t even mean it as a joke. But he took it as a joke, which in his world is an insult! It’s impossible, Tyler.”

“So what do you want us to do?” I asked. “Because this sounds bad.”

“Tyler.” The King sighed and glanced at the map of Rothbart. “If this insult cannot be softened… if their rage cannot be redirected, then war is inevitable!”

“Rage, redirected.” Babble’s eyes sparkled. “I understand perfectly! You want me to be the scapegoat gnome! A time-honored tradition! Well, Sire, I am honored, but for a job at this level I’m afraid I have a slightly higher fee… or, you know, any fee…”

The King ignored him and fixed his gaze on me.

“I cannot risk sending swords to answer swords,” the King said. “It’s just not in my system. I don’t want to injure or kill. And besides, we just don’t have the military power. We have knights, but only a few dozen who are properly able to fight a battle. This just isn’t a military Kingdom. It’s a fun one! A cultural one! I’ve had to send all the palace staff to be trained as a regiment, and now we’re being run entirely by apprentices. And they’re eager to please, Tyler, but they’re all like twelve…”

“So you need some diplomacy,” I said.

“Yes!” he declared and pounded the desk again. “Beer diplomacy. You know how a drink can bridge what words cannot. Perhaps in Eisenstadt, beer will succeed where swords must fail!”
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Chapter 2

I let the King’s words hang in the air a moment as I considered the possibilities. I’d done some beer diplomacy for the King before, but this seemed like the biggest test of my skills that I’d faced.

“I’m up for it,” I finally said. “As a concept anyway. But beer was the thing that got Rothbart into this problem in the first place. Do you really think they’ll go for it?”

“Yes,” the King replied. “I’m quite sure it’s the only thing that’s going to get us out!”

“I’m not so sure,” Babble said. “I can think of a few strong stain removers that might be able to do the job just as effectively. And I’m not just saying that because I don’t get to be the scapegoat gnome, which I would’ve deemed a very great honor…”

“But you said they’re not fun,” I pointed out. “What if they chase us with weapons? I’m not bad at fighting, but I’m not an entire army. Beer is the strongest weapon I have.”

“And beer is the only weapon you need!” the King affirmed. “Plus, it’s not a weapon! Think of it as more of a… a glue, or an offering. That’s the spirit of Rothbart, and that’s the attitude that you should bring!”

“Mmm.” I nodded while I considered this new mission.

The first thing I thought about was the girls and the kids at home. I didn’t want anything to happen to me while I was out there defending our Kingdom’s honor and making sure that the lives of the citizens of Rothbart were safe. But I thought back to our beautiful home and the thriving business I had created, and I remembered that this place had given me everything. Hell, I was even chartered by the King. If it weren’t for this magical land, I’d probably be living a very boring life back in Portland, so I ought to at least try to do something that would help keep the peace, not only as a thank you to Rothbart, but to ensure my children didn’t have to grow up in the middle of a war.

And I did seem to have a special knack for getting out of trouble, which was good, since I also had a fun way of knowing how to get into it. More importantly, though, I always made it back, and I was sure I could do that this time as well.

“I’m also thinking,” Babble muttered when I glanced at him. “Not that my thoughts will change your mind, because I can see you’ve already decided.”

“Alright,” I said as I turned back to the King. “I’ll go.”

I watched the King’s shoulders ease as he took a breath, but I held up my hand before he could thank me.

“Yes?” he said as his eyebrows inched up his forehead.

“On a single condition,” I said. “I’m happy to be involved because of everything that the Kingdom has given me, don’t get me wrong. I love this place. But there is something else that I want you to consider if I do this.”

“I am always happy to consider something,” the King replied. “And I suppose it’s only fair, since I’ve come to you from a place of dire need. Well, hmm. I suppose it also depends on what I’m considering. I should ask that first before I agree to anything. That’s the smart thing to do, isn’t it?”

“What did I say?,” Babble hissed. “You could make this work in your favor.”

“I’d like you to consider making magic legal again,” I said. “You know as well as I do that it’s not just for tricksters and troublemakers. I admit, I do have to look more into the magical history of the kingdom, but I’m just coming from what I’ve learned since I landed here. I know that Solara, Rheingold, and people like them deserve a place under the law, not outside of it. I know magic was abused in the past, but I think there are ways to address that without banning it completely.”

The King’s jaw tightened, but he nodded.

“I understand perfectly what you’re saying,” he said. “It might be tricky, because those laws weren’t created under my rule. Not to say that I can’t revoke them if I want, but you know as well as I do that sometimes places and Kingdoms just get stuck in their ways, and the longer something goes on, the harder it can be to stop. Or perhaps you don’t know that. I don’t know how things are in the land of Port. But I want a good Kingdom for all, and so perhaps, it’s time I sought counsel on the matter. I can’t make everything happen immediately, of course, but I can start.”

“Thank you,” I said, and I thought how happy Solara would be to go out in public without pretending he had legs or was stuck in a wheelchair. “It would really be great.”

“Well, I think that concludes our meeting,” the King said and gave me a questioning look.

“That’s all I have,” I agreed.

“Good,” he sighed. “Because I’m beginning to get sleepy, and I’ve been quite anxious all day. And you know the worst thing? In the morning, the problems will remain. I will still be stressed, and not all of the issues will be resolved yet! There will be notoriously non-fun things to think about, and I’ll have to keep thinking about them until everyone has forgotten about that stupid flag. Oh, how terrible it is to be a King sometimes. Anyway, where’s that squire?”

The King pressed a button on his desk, and a moment later, the squire-in-training returned. He yawned as he opened the door, but then he perked up again and clasped his hands behind his back.

“Sir Tyler of Hagop and Babble,” he said. “I will now see you, to your quarters.”

“And do you remember the way, child?” The King tilted his head. “I wouldn’t want the three of you to get lost at this hour.”

“Right, left, left, right, left,” the boy declared.

“Wow.” The King looked genuinely impressed. “A ray of light in all this darkness. Perhaps we have trained you all rather well! But I’m not sending children to be part of the regiment. Anyway, Tyler and Babble, I shall see you two later.”

“See you tomorrow, Sire.” I nodded and then followed the boy into the dark, lantern-lit hallway.

It wasn’t as busy as usual in the palace, but we still had to duck out of the way a couple of times as people rushed by with serious faces. It was strange to see so many people here with frowns and scowls, so clearly the potential war was affecting everyone. I felt a sense of relief when the squire finally left us at our room, which were the usual quarters where we stayed. It even had the same giant bed for me and a much smaller bed for Babble.

“Thanks,” I said, and for a moment I felt like I should tip him, but that wasn’t palace custom. “You’ll be going to bed soon, right? Lots of work for a young man like yourself.”

“Oh, don’t worry,” he replied as he tried not to yawn again. “I’ll be going to bed now as well. The job isn’t too difficult if you know the castle, but then they’re not working us as hard as the usual staff. I think it’s the kitchen that’s the most trouble, but I’m not involved in that.”

“That’s lucky,” I chuckled. “I guess I’ll see you in the morning, then.”

He bowed and started to walk away, but then I remembered the girls would be wondering what had happened.

“Oh, hang on,” I called out.

“Yes?” He turned around as he tried to smother another yawn.

“I don’t want to give you any more work for the day,” I said. “But do you know where I could get some writing supplies?”

“We put some fresh ones in the bureau in your room,” he said and grinned. “The King thought you might need them.”

“Thanks,” I called back after him as he started down the hall again.

I turned into our candlelit room, where Babble had already flung himself across his tiny featherbed. I didn’t know why he was so tired, but I guess we’d been doing a lot of work back to back. He started snoring before his boots were even off, though at least the dice pouch was by the bed.

I made my way to the meticulously-carved wooden bureau by the window and opened it. I grinned when I saw the royal paper as well as a quill and ink, and I took a seat in the chair while I debated what to say.

For one thing, I couldn’t ignore the thought that I’d promised Juliette a wedding, and I’d really hoped to do that soon. I’d gone through all the trouble of diplomacy with a dragon just so I could earn a title and marry her. But it looked like the actual result had just been… more diplomatic work. It was an important assignment, but stopping a war seemed like something that would take more than a couple of days.

As I thought about the princess, her face appeared so clearly in my mind that it was just like she was sitting across from me. I could hear her mischievous laugh that seemed to tickle my senses, and I grinned at how she had a way of wrapping herself around my body like a snake. I’d worked hard to get to marry her, and she also deserved to know what was going on.

Because now I was going to be spending my days smoothing over a beer-soaked flag instead of planning a wedding. And I had absolutely no precedent for how something like that would work.

I dipped the quill, and the ink bled black across the pages as I started to write. I’d gotten used to writing with a quill versus a normal pen, but it still took me longer than if I’d just had a Bic I could use.

My dearest Juliette,

The King has called me away on a mission of grave urgency. As I’m sure you know, things have run a little… ragged around here, if you’ll excuse my pun. I know that you just saw us off and maybe just got home, but I was called into work immediately.

Basically, this means we might have to postpone our wedding planning a little bit, because the King needs to send me on a diplomatic mission to Eisenstadt. I know that this is irritating, but you have such a strong sense of duty that I’m sure you’ll understand. If it was up to me, this wouldn’t be happening. But what can I say, duty calls!

With all my love,

Your fiancee, Tyler of Hagop.

P.S. Please let Hilly and Flora know where Babble and I have disappeared to so they don’t worry.

I signed it with a flourish, folded it, and heated up a stick of wax that was on the desk. I stamped it shut and then noticed a golden drawer on the right side of the bureau. The sign above it read Mail Chute.

“Huh,” I muttered to myself. “Maybe these guys really are starting to catch up…”

For a second, I let myself indulge in some thoughts about the world I’d come from, namely America in the present. Portland seemed long gone to me by now. Sure, sending an email right now would’ve been a little more convenient, but truth be told, I didn’t miss it. I loved the dragons, the trouble, and even the early mornings welcomed by a rooster’s crow. Everything else just seemed like white noise.

I popped the letter in the drawer and blew out the candle. Then I undressed and made my way over to the bed.

I hadn’t fully let myself feel tired after the journey because of everything going on. The possible war had certainly gotten my attention, but now that full day of riding was starting to get to me.

And we still hadn’t eaten anything yet.

I decided to put the thought of food away and munch on the most indulgent breakfast once I woke up. Besides, I had enough mercy in my heart not to demand that whatever kids were working in the kitchen not get up to fix me something.

I stared out into the pitch-blackness and took a deep breath. For a moment I thought of the kids, the girls, and Princess Juliette. I had a lot to do, but I could feel sleep starting to trickle through my body from the top of my head to the bottom of my feet.

While I slept, images of large horses and different colored flags drifted around me, but they weren’t solid. I could hear voices in the background calling my name in many different directions, but I didn’t know where to go. Then there was a bright yellow light that I tried to follow.

Only a knock at the door startled me awake.

I opened my eyes and blinked. For a second, I’d forgotten where the hell I was. I vaguely registered a four-poster bed, big blue curtains, and a stone ceiling. There was also a faint smell of polish instead of the hops, hearth smoke, and baby mix I usually smelled when I woke up.

There was no crying or gurgling, either. That was what told me I wasn’t home.

I finally rolled off the side of the bed and opened the door, where two squires were waiting just outside with a tray balanced between them. Steam curled from under the silver covers, and I noticed a folded letter sealed in turquoise wax before anything else. I knew that specific shade, and I knew that it had to be from Princess Juliette even though I’d only just sent her a letter the night before.

“Oh, that smells very, very good,” I heard Babble purr from his bed, and both of his arms raised out in front of him like a mummy. “Very, very, good, good…”

“For you, Sir,” one of the apprentices said as the pair set the tray on the bed. “And little sir, your breakfast is here, too.”

“I can make the climb for a smell that tempting,” Babble moaned.

“Thanks,” I said, and I noticed this apprentice also looked about twelve. “How are you getting on? You know, the… apprentices? Are you okay?”

“Breakfast shift is a killer,” he admitted. “There’s always a lot of people staying here for parties. But an honest day’s work means an honest day’s pay, so I have nothing to complain about. At least I’m not working in the stables. You take care, now.”

He gave me a little salute, and I blinked a few times. It was weird enough getting used to being waited on at all, and now this entire setup had me pondering child labor laws.

But none of that was my business, and I figured it was just another reason to avoid war if I could. I shrugged and started to reach for the cover when I saw the parchment again. I snatched the letter from the tray before I got distracted, and I broke the seal to see Juliette’s familiar, wild, but somehow readable handwriting. I could feel my heart begin to beat faster as I took a minute to smile at the missive without actually reading it.

My most dearest Tyler,

Oh, you poor little fool. I jest. If the King is dragging you across half the Kingdom, then I suppose he needs you now more than I do. But know this! When you return, we will make good on every promise. We will have the wedding that we deserve, and you can interpret that however you like.

And also remember this. Wedding or no, you are already mine.

I grinned like a boy caught with chocolate around his mouth. Princess Juliette was just so sexy, I could barely contain myself as I imagined her laugh as she wrote this.

“Urghh.” The sound of Babble trying to launch himself onto the bed broke me out of my daydream about Princess Juliette and brought me back to the present.

I started to reach over to help, but the gnome managed to worm his way up the sheet on his own. I had to stifle a laugh as he sniffed the air like a hound dog with the scent.

“Morning,” I yawned. “Did you sleep well?”

“I think you were snoring a little,” Babble said as he lifted a cover. “But other than that, all good.”

“Pffft,” I scoffed as I looked at what the kitchen staff had prepared for us.

I took in a deep breath, and the aromas were to die for. Rich, heavy scents filled the ornate room, and all I could think was this really was a meal fit for the creator of the King’s brew. Smoked trout glazed with honey sparkled under the morning light, and curls of ham glistened in their own fat. There were baked eggs with cream and herbs, as well as small individual loaves of crusty bread still warm from the oven. There were also golden pears sliced into fans with a wedge of soft white cheese dripping at the corners.

Babble grabbed half a load of bread and tore into it with impressive gusto.

“This,” he declared. “Is the type of diplomacy that I can get behind. You know, I may not get to be the bait in this arrangement, but I’ll settle for this.”

“Why do you even want to be the bait?” I asked as I poured some spiced chocolate so thick it barely went into the cup. “I thought that was your least favorite thing to do.”

“Yeah, but…” Babble sighed as he looked into the distance. “I don’t know. I can’t deny that I really am good at it.”

“Well, you’re right about that,” I said as I took a bite of some of the trout.

It was sweet and sharp all at once, and I let the butter from the bread melt across my tongue. The King might have his fearful words and iron alliances, but culinary diplomacy was definitely my preferred way to fight.

“This is so good,” Babble said as he took some of the pears. “You know, the King did say that the apprentices were eager to please. Seems they’re going above and beyond to do just that.”

“Yeah, you’re right,” I said. “They really are. Maybe they can keep some of them around when the normal staff are back… if that’s allowed.”

We had hardly made a dent in our meal when another knock rattled the door. Another young squire poked his head in before I could say anything and waved at us.

“Sir Tyler, Sir Babble,” he said. “Your carriage is waiting outside to take you to the dockyards. Please head down once you finish your breakfast.”

“The dockyards?” I asked through a mouthful of ham. “I didn’t even know there were dockyards around here.”

“Eisenstadt is across the river,” the boy said. “You will be traveling with a team of other diplomats.”

“Wait--” I started to protest, but before I could respond, the door swung shut. “Man, these teenagers.”

“Well, I’m fortified,” Babble said as he patted his belly.

“I’m a grown six foot man, so I need more,” I said as I shoveled some ham onto another loaf. “But did you hear that? There are other diplomats on this mission, too! We’re not the only ones… I don’t know if that’s good or bad.”

“This is war, Tyler.” Babble shrugged and then burped. “But perhaps now you know how I feel whenever we go on a mission. You won’t be the one taking the lead all the time.”

“You’ve always been an equal partner,” I mumbled through my bread.

“Mmm,” he muttered.

I finished up the rest of the food on the board with haste. I figured that I would be sitting in a carriage and then on a boat for who knew how long, and there was no mention of when we might eat again. Besides, I hadn’t eaten much the day before, so I figured I was entitled to eat while I could.

“Right,” I said after I’d cleaned off the last crumbs with my finger. “I think it’s time.”

After we cleaned up and got dressed, we stepped into the hallway ready to start the day. But as we looked around, we realized that neither of us had any idea where we needed to go.

“Excuuuuuuse me!” Babble sang out. “Please, we would like to leave now! We’re not prisoners, we’re just heading to the carriage…”

“Yes, yes, yes, follow me,” an out-of-breath middle school-aged kid with red hair darted out from a hidden door and urged us to follow.

Babble and I shrugged and trailed the squire down the hallway and then down a few staircases that seemed to go on forever. The stone walls were decorated with banners and brass sconces, but it was too dim to really see the crests. I wondered if Juliette’s was there, but the squire kept us moving like we were in a race.

My boots echoed against the stone, and Babble’s feet pattered at double time to keep up, but he didn’t complain. He gnawed on some pear that he’d tucked in his pocket before I’d polished off the rest of the food, and the sound of his munching kept an even tempo for our mad dash.

“Wow,” I panted when we reached the main hall. “That was really fast. I don’t think I’ve ever gotten here this quickly.”

Young servants hurried like ants across the marble floor, but to me, they looked like they were in a school play. The scent of polish and smoke clung to the air, and someone had even set up a ladder so the shorter kids could reach the picture frames they were trying to dust.

Our guide opened the door and waved us through. We stepped through the tall doors into a courtyard, where the carriage waited. It really was a beauty, covered with a glossy black lacquer, velvet curtains, and four matching bay horses that were revving to go.

But none of them could replace my horse, Midnight. The mighty steed was perhaps one of my favorite gifts of all, and I was suddenly worried that he would be stuck in the stables while I was gone.

“What about my own horse?” I asked the coachman before I climbed into the carriage.

“All taken care of,” the coachman said as he tilted his hat. “A black stallion, yes? He’s been transported to the dockyards with the other steeds. You will be reunited in Eisenstadt. And don’t worry, those equines travel in the utmost luxury.”

“Well, then say no more,” I replied as I helped the gnome climb inside.

Babble threw himself onto the cushions as soon as he cleared the threshold, and as soon as I followed, one of the squires closed the door behind me with a satisfying thunk. The carriage jolted forward, and wheels rattled over the cobblestones as we left the keep.

I looked out of the window to see a very sleepy Quake was just waking up. The streets swelled with bakers hauling trays of steaming rolls and fishmongers slapping down their first catches.

“Not as good as the Hagop fish, I’ll tell you that,” Babble said.

“How do you know?” I said. “Every fish we’ve ever had in Quake has been as good as what we have back home.”

“Tyler,” he sighed and rolled his eyes. “I’m just trying to be a patriot.”

Nobody seemed fazed by the sight of a royal carriage being drawn through the city, but the people who lived in the capital were probably used to this. The horses carried us deeper through the city, so at least I got to see parts that I’d never witnessed before. When I caught the first briny tang of tar and mildew, I knew we were close.

“You know, I think you’re right,” I said as I looked down at Babble. “I’ve never smelled anything like that in Hagop.”

“Right?” Babble asked. “And I mean they fished you out, so I doubt Quake has ever had a catch like that.”

“Aw, Babble,” I chuckled. “You know, that warmed my heart.”

“I mean every word, buddy,” he replied with a gnomish smile.

We both looked out to study the docks, and it was impressive. Cranes swung above stacked crates, and sailors shouted at each other as they unloaded cargo. Gulls shrieked from every post and rooftop, and the scent of exotic spices added a hint of mystery.

“I’d say I am much like a seagull,” Babble said. “Don’t you think?”

“I think you’re probably better at cards than a gull,” I replied. “And I can’t really imagine a seagull on a diplomatic mission.”

“No,” he said. “But I could see them as professional agitators.”

“I thought that was just their hobby,” I remarked.

Our carriage clattered between wagons piled with barrels and past rows of warehouses daubed with chalk marks until we finally drew up at the royal dockyard. The place thrummed with industry, but I felt lucky that we weren’t going to be spending much time here. After so much time in Hagop, this felt like too much stimulation.

When the carriage finally came to a stop, we got out and stretched as we looked around. My legs were still a little shaky after a day in the saddle, but at least I’d be able to sit down on the ship.

I noticed one ship stood out like a jewel in the mud. It was sleek, low-slung, and its hull was painted a deep royal blue that glimmered against the water. Brass fittings caught the light, and the railings were polished so bright that I could see a reflection of the dock in them. The deck gleamed like it had been scrubbed for hours, and I certainly hoped that it was seasoned professionals and not children doing all that.

“I don’t believe it’s a long journey across and up the river,” Babble said as we studied the ship. “But the King must want us to arrive in Eisenstadt in style.”

“Yeah,” I said and nodded. “Well, if we can’t intimidate them with brute force, we can at least roll up in style.”

“Sir Tyler!” someone called out. “Sir Tyler, your companions await!”

At least the person calling to me was an adult, so I took that as a sign that our ship wouldn’t be manned by middle schoolers.

“Companions,” I scoffed. “I wonder if anyone from the cheese-tasting industry is here.”

“You mean a rat?” Babble asked.

“Yeah, why not,” I said as we headed toward the ship.

“It might be good to have some serious professionals,” Babble pointed out. “You know, a proper delegation.”

“You’re probably right,” I replied. “But remember all those serious professionals who couldn’t save Princess Juliette when she was taken by that ogre?”

“Well, they might be happy that we’re going to war,” Babble mused. “That’s supposed to be their expertise, right?”

“Not a good reason to want war,” I muttered.

“Maybe some of them are good at dice…” the gnome mused. “I could enjoy a few games before we arrive…”

We climbed the gangplank, and as soon as we reached the deck, we were met by the rest of the diplomats.

The first had mismatched shoes. One of them was polished black, and the other one was brown with a broken lace that flapped like a cow’s tongue. He didn’t seem to notice, because he spent most of his time scribbling furiously in a notebook that was balanced on one knee.

The second guy stood next to him, and he didn’t look very happy to be here. He held a satchel that was covered in ink stains close to his chest like he was sure someone was going to try to steal it.

“Nine,” he pointed to the bag.

“Beg pardon?” I asked as I wondered if he had somehow been transported from Germany.

“I brought nine ink wells, just in case,” he said with slightly wild eyes. “Any fewer and we might face disaster! Imagine. An ink shortage at a diplomatic summit! I can’t even think of a worse disaster!”

“Ha,” I nodded politely, even though I wasn’t entirely sure what his point was.

I noticed a third guy declaiming loudly in what I thought must be some ancient tongue, because I’d never heard anything like it in my life. I hadn’t learned much about other languages in college other than a few basic words in most of the romance languages, but this was something completely new. He rolled his r’s so hard that his spit flew in a near arc over the deck, and a sailor in a red sweater ducked to avoid it.

“Watch it, dweeb!” the diplomat grumbled.

Babble’s hopeful grin faltered, and I felt the light behind my own eyes turn off slightly. The professionals should’ve made our work easier, but I had a feeling that these guys were going to turn into dead weight. Still, it wasn’t kind to make assumptions based on our first meeting. For all I knew, they were totally smart and normal, but maybe not showing it right now because they’d been drafted for this mission on short notice as well.

“Tyler, may I have a word with you,” Babble murmured as he leaned back.

A few gulls also tilted their heads in to hear what he said.

“Of course,” I said through my teeth.

“Tyler, I think we’re doomed,” Babble sighed. “Those boys have never set foot outside of a university, I can tell. They don’t have the hands of someone who has worked.”

“What about the one covered in ink?” I asked. “How could you even tell?”

“I’ve spent a lifetime studying hands,” the gnome replied. “Trust me, none of them has done anything like this before. It seems we have apprentice diplomats as well.”

I pinched the bridge of my nose and could practically taste the headache that was forming. This was the delegation that had been charged with avoiding a war, and I had agreed to be a part of it.

Well, I refused to let them destroy this mission before we even started.

“We’re all gathering in the lounge!” a sailor called out. “Come, come!”

“Well, let’s see who our other teammates are,” Babble said and shrugged. “Maybe it’s not as bad as it looks.”

Unfortunately, the gnome was rarely wrong about these things.
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Chapter 3

“Come now, lads,” the sailor urged. “Or sirs, mind you. I’ve been instructed to get everyone in the lounge because there’s going to be a fair bit of splashing on this journey, and we don’t want you to be sick if you’re hit in the face with a good dose of river water.”

“I don’t need to be told twice,” I said with a smile.

Babble and I followed him into the hold first, and the short man led us to a lounge where we could stay dry and comfortable during the trip. The room was a polished little chamber with brass lanterns, a low ceiling, and benches that had been padded in red velvet. A round table in the middle had been bolted to the floor, and its surface gleamed from overzealous polishing. The smell of beeswax clung to the air, to give it a homey touch.

“Ah.” Babble nodded in approval as he looked around. “Well, shall we introduce ourselves?”

The one with mismatched shoes had started to sit down, but he sprang to his feet so fast his shoes squeaked. Then he bowed so low that I thought he would fall over.

“I’m Dimitrius,” he said. “Scholar of comparative etiquette, and I’m so happy you’re joining us on this trip. I’ve memorized three hundred forms of address, six hundred modes of greeting, and at least four thousand ways to say thank you. That should serve us well when we meet with the Eisenstadt team.”

He straightened up and puffed his chest.

“Hi, Dimitrius,” I said. “Nice to meet you. That sounds like a… very impressive amount of knowledge.”

“Thank you, thank you,” he replied solemnly.

“What did I say,” Babble mumbled. “Spent all their time in school…”

The inkpot man waved a blotted hand, and I could see that the cuffs of his shirt were already freckled with blue. Of course, I glanced at the satchel on his side, where he was hoarding all of those pots of ink, now that he’d pointed it out to me.

“I’m Sebald," he declared as he clutched one of the pots of ink to his chest like it was alive. “I’m a chronicler and a recorder of every utterance! History is ink, ink is history. I just love to write everything down, so I think they’re sending me as a note-keeper.”

He jingled the satchel, and it let out an ominous slosh. I thought about what a mess it would make if the bag were to fall and all of the ink pots were to smash, but that seemed like the least of our worries at the moment.

“Nice to meet you,” I replied.

“Yes,” Babble said. “I, too, am a fan of writing things down.”

“It’s simply the only way to keep track of information,” the man said.

The third man finally stepped forward and bowed.

“I’m Harold,” he said as he rolled his rs. “I’m philologist of the ancient tongues, keeper of forgotten syllables, and a bridge to the glory of the antiquities. In Eisenstadt, they may respect us for speaking the language of their forebears.”

“I can’t speak that language,” Sebald sighed.

“Neither can I,” Babble admitted.

“What about you?” the trio asked at the same time as they all looked at me. “Can you speak any?”

“Nope,” I said and gave them my goofiest grin. “Not a word.”

“So why are you on this diplomatic excursion?” Harold raised an eyebrow at me. “If you can’t even introduce yourself in the proper language?”

“I may not be able to introduce myself,” Dimitrius said. “But I can thank someone in any language.”

“Yes, very useful,” Harold muttered, though his eyes were still on me.

“I’m a beer diplomat,” I said.

“Beer?” Sebald asked in surprise. “And how long did you study for such a position?”

“Well, I don’t have any official qualifications in beer diplomacy,” I said. “But at this point, I do have a great deal of experience.”

“No official qualifications!” Harold protested. “Well, that’s… that’s entirely new, isn’t it? I’ve never heard of the King putting his trust in someone who has no official qualifications!”

“You’d better believe it,” Babble retorted. “Because this is what it looks like.”

“I’ve been successful on all of my missions so far,” I added. “So the King asked me to be a part of this one as well.”

“That must be why there were so many libations and offerings in the hold,” Sebald said. “The crown has sent us with many gifts to share with the King of Eisenstadt.”

“Humph,” Harold grumbled.

“I think it sounds wonderful,” Dimitrius said. “Of course, this is the kind of mission that requires more… etiquette than beer, but I’m sure it will help.”

His smile said otherwise, but I smiled and let it go. I found a comfy bench to sink onto as the first feelings of dread started to seep into my bones. What had I gotten myself into now?

“Well,” Babble murmured as he sat next to me. “I think we have a pretty adept team. One that’s ready to confront any challenges that we pass along the way.”

“Oh, hush,” I mumbled. “No one likes a sarcastic gnome.”

Babble chuckled for a moment and then started to hum a song. The other members of our contingent sat down as well, and after a few minutes, they found ways to make themselves look busy. It stayed that way until Dimitrius snapped his notebook shut with a loud thud so everyone looked at him.

“Is everything okay?” I asked without sounding too annoyed.

“We must rehearse greetings,” he waggled a finger in the air. “After all, this is only a short journey, a very short journey, and first impressions are everything! Absolutely everything, I tell you!”

“I wonder if he considered our first impressions,” Babble murmured.

“Doubtful,” I said. “I may be nobility, but I don’t have any qualifications after all!”

“Let me show everyone the proper way to greet a King in Eisenstadt,” Dimitrius said as he began bowing to an invisible King. “Like so. Observe me now. If you are too shallow then you will appear to be dismissive. Too deep, and you appear servile! The exact angle must be calibrated with certainty.”

He bent down so far that his mismatched shoes squeaked against the carpet.

“I must document this vital nuance,” Sebald declared as he rummaged frantically through his satchel. “Ah, here… ink and blank parchment!”

He pulled out three ink pots, decided which one to uncork, and accidentally got a big red blotch on his sleeve.

Harold cleared his throat and waved his hands in the air like he didn’t give two hoots what these guys were doing.

“Forget bowing,” the ancient languages expert sighed. “The ancients would always begin with a phrase in the Eisenstadti High Tongue. Something like, him…”

He let out a strange noise that reminded me of a cat trying to hack up a fur ball. It didn’t sound like actual words, just a horrible noise that made me want to wretch.

“Bless you!” Babble shouted as he jerked up in his seat.

“It means,” Harold bristled. “Hail to the empire of everlasting stone!”

He said stone so loudly that he accidentally sprayed Sebald with flecks of spit. Sebald shrieked and clutched his parchment away from the dampness.

“Careful!” the note-taker cried out. “Ink and moisture is a disaster! A catastrophe!”

He flipped the page in the air and wiggled it around like he was drying laundry.

There was a loud thunk, and Dimitrius suddenly collapsed into his chair. He rubbed his head, where a nice welt was already starting to appear.

“What happened?” I asked.

“I hit my head on the edge of the table when I bowed,” the scholar replied.

If the fate of my adopted country hadn’t been in the balance, I probably would’ve laughed at how ridiculous this all was. But now, all I could imagine was some very angry foreign knights riding roughshod over Rothbart.

“That’s it,” Babble sighed. “We’re dead. They’re going to laugh us straight out of the palace. Oh, wait. They don’t laugh in that place, do they? So maybe they’ll just kill us.”

“I doubt they actually have a ban on laughing,” I said. “I mean, that would be completely ridiculous.”

“I’m sure that the bow can’t be that low,” Sebald said like Dimitrius hadn’t just nearly killed himself. “I mean, we can’t just go straight into the floor each time. What if one of us breaks our heads? Or worse, drops an ink pot?”

“How terrible would that be?” Dimitrius asked as he brushed himself off. “But I insist, it has to be a deep bow. Just not too deep.”

“Are you sure?” Harold asked suspiciously. “For a nation that prizes its rigidity, I doubt that they would have the flexibility to bow that deeply from the waist. No no, we must bow from the head. That’s the way that it simply has to be!”

“I disagree!” Dimitrius said. “I swore I could’ve read it somewhere, let me take a look–”

“Really!” Harold shook his head. “And you’re an expert on etiquette!”

“But that doesn’t mean I know everything,” the scholar protested. “Or at least, the particulars. And I would’ve been fine to bow as low as I’d liked if you hadn’t been arguing with me!”

“Yes, and then you would’ve concussed yourself for sure!” the language man said. “I’m just looking out for you!”

“Of course, of course,” Dimitrius mumbled as he pulled another scroll from his satchel. “Well, at least with this we’ll be able to do some more research on the topic.”

With the flick of a hand, the brittle, green scroll unrolled across the table. The etiquette master’s lips moved as he scanned the text, and his eyes narrowed until suddenly he went pale.

“What?” Sebald asked when he saw the scholar’s reaction. “Is everything quite alright?”

“Oh, heavens,” Dimitrius gulped. “It says here… it… it says that any form of laughter is strictly forbidden in Eisenstadt.”

“Ah,” I muttered as I leaned over to look at the scroll. “That seems… on brand. And you know, I thought it was impossible that it would be completely banned from everywhere, but it looks like I was wrong about that…”

Before I could point out another interesting law, Dimitrius’ eyes rolled back and he swooned sideways. Then, he collapsed onto the velvet cushions with a dramatic sigh, so his mismatched shoes stuck up like a dead fish.

“I knew he hit his head harder than he said!” Harold rolled his eyes. “Someone get one of the crew. I’m sure that they’ll know how to handle something like this.”

Sebald shrieked for no apparent reason and nearly dropped an open ink pot onto his lap, but then he placed it on the table and ran out into the hall.

I made sure that Dimitrius was lying down in the standard recovery position, while Harold started a speech in another strange language. Meanwhile, the etiquette master started to mumble to himself, though it was so quiet I couldn’t hear what he was saying. When a couple of crew members appeared with smelling salts and some good, strong coffee, I saw Babble lean over, pluck the scroll from Dimitrius’ fingers, and scan it with a frown.

“This looks a little outdated,” the gnome said as he tapped a line with his stubby finger. “It’s not from the last fifty years, at least.”

“Yeah, but who knows what that means?” I asked. “Progress takes time, and from all we’ve heard, King Braunwald doesn’t care for laughter, jokes, or really any type of humor at all. So we’re going to have to work with the information we have.”

“I wasn’t worried about the whole bowing nonsense,” Babble said. “But you know, if you can’t make ‘em laugh…” he stared off. “What else can we do?”

“I don’t know,” I admitted as the ship suddenly rocked.

I wasn’t sure if it was the current, but I could swear that I felt my stomach turning as the ship slid upriver to the land with no laughter. The dockyards hadn’t been a place I wanted to stay, but now I missed Quake’s warm chaos.

We were well past the capital and its area, but I glanced out the porthole and saw that the view was still familiar. There was the rolling Rothbartian farmland, the cottages with crooked chimneys, and children who waved from the riverbanks as if every passing boat were a festival. I could smell fresh bread from kitchens that I couldn’t see, and a fiddler’s tune drifted in from a tavern down the river.

“Maybe we should take some time to think about our shared values,” I suggested when I turned back to the others. “So that we can approach this thing with a united front.”

“Oh, I can’t possibly think of a united front now,” Harold shook his head with a sleepy sigh. “It’s just not possible. There’s far too much to decompress from. No laughing, no happiness, and I’m the only one who speaks the language!”

“I’m tired, too,” Dimitrius said. “I just fainted.”

“I know,” Babble said. “I was there.”

I glanced at Sebald, but the note-taker was busy writing something. I sighed and slumped back down on the velvet cushion in defeat. If none of these guys were going to offer anything in the way of any real diplomacy, then I couldn’t force them. I had a feeling that Babble and I would find ourselves on our own in this mission, but that was the way these things always seemed to work out.

The air thinned and cooled as we moved further along the river. I also noticed that there were fewer cottages along the river, and the happy everyday sounds seemed to disappear. Fields flattened into precise grids, and the rows of barley looked so straight that I could line my arm along them like a ruler.

We passed a pine forest with tall, regimented trunks, and the needles were so thick that they muffled every sound but the creak of the ship.

“Those are some very straight trees,” Babble noted as he peered at the pines.

“I didn’t know that trees could grow that straight,” I said and thought for a moment. “Well, I guess I’ve seen straight trees before, but this seems…”

“Excessive?” Babble suggested.

“Do you suppose they cut down any crooked trees they find?” I asked.

“We are in a very strange land,” Babble muttered. “Nothing would surprise me.”

Watchtowers started to punctuate the horizon, all made of the same black stone and sharp lines. A red and gray banner flew from their battlements, and straightbacked soldiers watched us glide by without any reaction. Even the river seemed straighter here, which meant it flowed faster and more efficiently.

“So what do you think of the motley crew?” Babble whispered as he glanced at our companions.

Dimitrius was still fanning himself after his fainting spell, and Sebald was adjusting the corks of each of his nine ink pots. Harold was sprawled on the floor and muttered things to himself while pretending to conduct an imaginary orchestra. The whole scene was annoying as hell.

“I think we’re going to have to work pretty hard to convince the King that war is bad,” I said. “And I’m not sure these guys will be much help.”

“What else is new?” Babble snickered.

“There must be a reason the King sent them,” I mused. “Maybe the King of Eisenstadt will be really impressed with someone who speaks ancient languages or knows the precise angle to bow.”

“Ha!” Babble snorted.

“What was that?” Dimitrius asked.

“Nothing,” I said. “We’re just working out what would be, um, safe to say.”

“Always be prepared!” Harold declared before returning to his invisible orchestra.

“Look,” Babble gasped and pointed out of the window. “That’s the place. I think.”

“The capital of Eisenstadt,” Dimitrius said as he looked up. “It’s called Graavenstadt.”

“Nice,” I said. “I’m not going to repeat that for now.”

“I can teach you how to say it perfectly,” Harold said as he scowled at Dimitrius.

“I’m doing just fine right now,” I said and shook my head. “I’m sure I’ll be able to get by.”

I didn’t want to get into any little lessons with the rest of the group right now because I was just taking in the strange, massive city ahead of me.

And it really was strange and massive.

It didn’t sprawl the way Quake did, but it definitely towered over us. There were black gates, sheer walls, and rows of clock towers that bristled like spears. I didn’t know why there were so many clock towers everywhere, and I wondered if they would all chime at the same time.

Everything about the place looked gleaming, sharp, and unforgiving. Pretty much the opposite of Rothbart, which was of course clean, but also very cozy.

“How majestic,” Harold’s eyes twinkled as he finally got up and peered out another porthole. “You know, I’ve never actually been here myself, but I’ve heard so many incredible things about the place.”

“You’ve never been?” I asked. “And yet you can speak the language perfectly?”

“Usually my teachers just came to Rothbart,” Harold replied. “There was no need to venture out this far.”

“Of course,” I replied as I wondered if his instructors had really taught him to speak the language or if he was about to embarrass us all.

We’d find out soon enough, once we crossed through the main gate. It had just come into view, and I could see each steel arch bore the country’s emblem in precise block letters.

Order is Strength.

“Oof,” Babble said. “Well, that looks like no fun at all.”

The ship pulled up to a dock, and a moment later, one of the sailors appeared to lead us back up top. The gangplank clattered down just as we stepped onto the deck, and the first thing I noticed was that instead of some ambient city noise, there was absolutely nothing.

“It’s so… quiet,” Babble murmured.

“Maybe they’re all dead?” I suggested.

We stepped off the ship anyway and were met by four guards dressed in gray and red, who marched up a moment later. Their boots were incredibly shiny, and their faces were blank as a slate. They didn’t bark orders or even grunt hello.

And they certainly didn’t laugh. They just raised their halberds in unison, and all of us glanced over to Dimitrius, who would be able to translate such a gesture.

His eyes were wide and nervous, and he gulped once before dipping his head and muttering something under his breath that I assumed meant “thank you.”

“Is this good?” I nudged him. “This means they like us?”

“It’s a standard greeting,” he said. “But you know, the Eisenstadti people love… standards. Regiments.”

“Great,” I said. “I guess this means we’re with them.”

I smiled and nodded politely to the guards, and a moment later, they turned as one and started to walk away. One of them broke formation long enough to motion for us to follow, and we trailed after them like schoolchildren afraid to speak out of turn.

The black gate loomed closer with every step, and its iron plate was taller than any tower in Hagop. Order is Strength glared down at us, and Babble nudged me just before we stepped through.

“Remember,” he said. “Don’t make ‘em laugh.”

“I think that’ll be easier for me than for you,” I smirked.

“Hogwash,” he replied.

About ten steps past the gate, the street seemed to harden around us, and a full formation of soldiers waited shoulder to shoulder. Their uniforms were pressed so sharply that they looked like they could’ve cut through cement. There wasn’t a single wrinkle between all of them, and not one of them so much as twitched.

One man finally stepped forward and saluted the soldiers who’d brought us here. The new guy was square-jawed and had his helm tucked under his arm. His eyes swept over us and then fixed on a parchment that Dimitrius was carrying.

“Travel orders?” he asked and pointed to the paper.

The anxious scholar nodded and handed them over. The guard broke the seal with one precise motion and scanned the contents. His jaw flexed once, and then he looked up and shook his head.

“No, no,” he shook his head again. “These names are not on the official list.”

My stomach sank while our envoys whimpered behind me, and Sebald’s ink pots clinked nervously as he shifted from foot to foot.

“Not on the list?” I asked. “But they’re stamped with the King’s seal.”

“No,” he said firmly. “Perhaps on your King’s list. But not on mine.”
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Chapter 4

Eisenstadt Black Lager

“Well, this is encouraging,” Babble muttered under his breath as he swung his dice pouch.

“That’s one way of looking at it,” I sighed.

The line of soldiers remained perfectly still as their spears glinted in the light. I knew that with one wrong word they would shove one straight through me, and I shivered as I stared at the sharp points.

But it wasn’t like we were underage kids trying to get into a bar. We were real diplomats on a mission to keep our Kingdom safe. And we had a real royal seal.

Which evidently this guard didn’t care about.

Nobody said anything. Even Harold, with his supposedly perfect knowledge of the language, balked in the face of one angry dude. It looked like if we wanted to meet with the ruler of Eisenstadt, our diplomacy would have to start right now. I cleared my throat and tried to summon every scrap of professionalism that I’d ever absorbed.

“These orders come directly from the King of Rothbart himself,” I said. “As evidenced by the royal seal on the letter. Surely your records can be amended for such an important matter. I’m certain that once your monarch hears…”

The head guard’s face didn’t move. Not a flicker. He might as well have been carved from the same metal as the gate behind us.

“We do not amend our documents,” he said. “You’re not on the list.”

He handed the parchment back as though it were a child’s drawing, and that was that.

We stood in the road for a long beat, and the envoys shifted and mumbled. Babble frowned and tut-tutted like he’d been betrayed.

“Nice united front, everyone,” I muttered as Dimitrius poked Harold in the ribs.

“You didn’t think to use any of your linguistic skills when we needed it there?” The scholar asked Harold.

“No.” Harold shook his head. “I… I just… I could only think of quotes from the classical literature of the kingdom, and that was it! I just don’t know what happened…”

“A likely tale,” Dimitrius said.

“Let’s regroup,” I said as I scanned the nearby buildings. “As the official beer diplomat on this journey, I know exactly what’s going to help us.”

I spotted the nearest tavern and led the way to its door. The place was dim, low-ceilinged, and smelled like smoke and boiled cabbage inside, but we found a corner table and slumped into it while the envoys mopped sweat from their brows and Sebald played with his ink pots. Harold muttered what sounded like a funeral chant in some ancient tongue, and I ordered us a round.

“So where are the horses?” I asked. “And the offerings?”

“Waiting on the dock,” Harold sighed. “They can’t go anywhere without us. Usually we’d be granted entry, and everything would be taken care of. Now it’s just… I don’t know, now we’re just at a bar.”

“Yes, we are,” I agreed.

“We traveled all the way here just to be turned away at the door,” Babble huffed. “A shame, really.”

Before I could answer, the tavern door banged open, and a cluster of Eisenstadti soldiers stomped in. Their uniforms were spotless, naturally, and there wasn’t a hair out of place. They took seats nearby and ordered beer in clipped voices.

“I have an idea,” I said and then leaned toward Babble. “It might be time to test your gnomish luck again.”

“Oh, indeed,” Babble snickered. “Which game? Which game?”

“Just pick one and go with it,” I said.

“Gentlemen!” Babble shouted at the soldiers, who didn’t look over at first.

Actually, they looked totally shocked that anyone would actually address them. Babble, however, waved again, like he was trying to hail a cab in a rain storm.

“What are you doing, Babble?” Dimitrius gasped. “Such acts are not part of the Eisenstadti customs! They might deem it deeply curious, and therefore, deeply dangerous!”

“Well, deeply curious is exactly the impression I’m after,” the gnome replied. “And dangerous isn’t bad, either. Envoys, I’m part of the beer team in this diplomatic journey, but consider this a nice taste of what it means to be bait.”

“Bait?” the three of them said in unison.

“I said over here, boys!” Babble waved his little arm again and jumped up and down a couple of times. “Yoo-hoo! It’s me!”

The soldiers eventually shrugged and drifted toward our corner. Even though they weren’t on shift, their boots still hit the floor in a matching rhythm. Babble slid off his chair, wiped his hands on his vest, and smiled up at the squad like they were old friends.

“Gentlemen,” the gnome said, and his voice was bright enough to cut through glass. “I challenge you all to a game of stacked sixes. We’re only on the border, but we so want a taste of Eisenstadt. If I win, you wave us through the gates and spare us any more fuss, right? And if I lose, then we’ll walk back to Rothbart barefooted.”

“What?” I choked on my weak beer. “That’s… not what I suggested at all, Babble!”

“Trust me.” Babble winked as he plucked the dice from his pouch and let them clatter into his palm. “Because I’m certainly looking forward to it.”

The nearest sergeant had square shoulders and a jaw like an anvil, but he looked like he was considering the proposal. He certainly seemed to like it more than merely squishing us, so that was a step up. He turned around, and the men traded quick, efficient nods and glances for a moment.

And then the sergeant nodded at us.

“The terms are accepted,” he said. “Let us play.”

“Dear goodness,” Dimitrius said and shook his head. “That’s the last thing that I was expecting to happen.”

“Well, I’d ask what the first few were,” I said. “But it looks like we have a game. And I know what side I’m on.”

“Have you two lost your minds?” Harold turned to me and sputtered. “This isn’t real diplomacy at all! You’re going to make us walk back with… with our feet touching the floor!”

“This is as real as it’s gonna get,” I said. “So get used to it. And I don’t think you have much to say, given how successful your shot was.”

That shut him up for a few minutes, so we turned our attention to the game. The soldiers cleared a space on the table with military efficiency, and two beer coasters were set down side by side, one for each stack. A private produced some of his own dice from a leather pouch, and I almost laughed at just how well they fit their vibe. They were heavy, brass-edged cubes with crisp pips. Babble weighed one, smirked, and handed it back.

“You use yours,” he said. “Probably better weighted to your uses. But as for me? I will use mine.”

“Very well,” the soldier agreed. “Three rounds. Highest stack of sixes wins. Any six rolled must be placed. Collapse a stack, and you lose.”

“I know the rules well.” Babble waggled his eyebrows at me as if to tell me not to worry, but I worried anyway like I always did when he gambled.

The sergeant chose his champion, a stout soldier with eyes like gunmetal and hands as steady as a surgeon’s. The tavern hum dimmed into a hush as people started to notice not only what was going on, but how strange the entire situation was.

The opposition went first, and he rolled cleanly and crisply. I shuddered as the brass dice hit the wood and bounced once to reveal a three and a six.

A murmur rippled through the crowd, and the soldier nodded to his teammates. He pinched the six and lifted it to set it on his coaster. He pressed down with his finger to settle it and then eased away.

“Nice,” I heard someone in the background say.

Well, it was our time to prove to them that we were even better.

“You got this,” I murmured.

“Of course I do,” he said and laughed with glee. “I always have it. I don’t know what it is. All I know is that I’ve got it.”

The gnome cupped his dice, gave them a theatrical breath, and then let them tumble out of his hands.

Six and six.

The room inhaled as Babble flashed our opponents a polite and almost apologetic smile, and then he placed the first six flat. He balanced the second atop it and rotated it a hair. The top die wobbled before settling into stillness.

“Oh, what can I say,” Babble gushed. “Beginner’s luck.”

The opponent rolled again, and I felt my heart begin to race. For some reason, I felt totally present in what was going on. No matter what happened, I was rapt, and I held my breath as the dice came to a stop.

It was a one and a six, but the soldier didn’t look disappointed. Instead, he just lowered it onto the first and let it tumble a little before it stopped and stayed put. It was Babble’s turn again.

The gnome didn’t bother with any flourishes now. He gave his dice a small shake and a drop.

Six and six.

This time he stacked them with a speed that bordered on eagerness. He put the first die down and then the second. He was four dice high, and the tower swayed before it caught itself. Two soldiers from the opponent’s team leaned closer in spite of themselves.

“I feel as if I may need a miracle, ya?” The opponent smiled, and I was surprised to see him soften up.

But then again, it wasn’t like he was actually laughing. Just showing some human decency.

“Perhaps.” Babble shrugged. “Looks like I’ve been a little lucky this time.”

“Yes,” he nodded, and he rolled with a little more force, like he was trying to control the dice by rolling them harder.

The dice hit, danced, and lay 6 and 6. Yep, he’d found his miracle.

A collective hum wafted under the ceiling beams. He lifted the first dice and placed it. Three high. Then he reached and placed the fourth.

“It looks like I found my miracle,” the soldier said as he leaned back, and one of his teammates gave him a stiff pat on the back.

“Hmm,” Babble said. “Well it looks like we have a tie now, doesn’t it?”

“Don’t love the look of this,” I shrugged. “But oh, well.”

“There’s nothing you or I can say that will make me feel more at ease,” Harold sighed. “And so, I will say nothing.”

“Is that also a quote?” I asked.

“No,” he said and shook his head. “I’m simply telling the truth.”

Babble cradled his dice like they were precious eggs that he’d been tasked with taking care of. He didn’t look at me or the guards as he rolled the dice in his palm and then released them onto the table.

Six and six. We were about to win.

He gave a little, helpless squeal that he couldn’t quite hide. It had been a perfect sequence, but that was the least that I expected from him.

He placed the fifth die on his stack and then the sixth. He rotated it to line up pip to pip and then let gravity do the final millimeter. The stack swayed a little, and then he touched the top of the tower.

Yep, he’d done it. Six dice high and six faces showing six. A perfect tower in a kingdom that, for some reason, seemed to love towers.

The soldier shrugged and stepped back, but he didn’t look angry or upset. And some of the other people who had gathered to watch now whispered and almost giggled. I didn’t know what the consensus on giggling was around the border of the capital, but it seemed like that sort of thing should be allowed. One of the soldiers’ shoulders shook once as if a laugh had tried to escape him but found the door locked.

The sergeant cleared his throat and put the room back in order just by lifting his hands, and somehow everyone knew to resume their regular conversations. When the place was calm again, the sergeant tapped the rim of Babble’s coaster with two fingers and acknowledged the win.

“Very good job, little man,” he nodded. “I appreciate your aptitude for the game, ya. And I suppose that terms are terms. You, uh… ya, I guess you must pass.”

His voice had remained level, but his eyes held the ghost of something warmer. I could tell that he was impressed by the little gnome’s skill.

“No way,” I heard Harold say. “Unbelievable…”

“This must be written down!” Sebald started scribbling in his notebook. “This must be archived! It’ll be in the history books.”

Babble bowed as if he was accepting a knighthood. I finally let out a breath that I hadn’t even realized I’d been holding, and I shook my head at the gnome.

“Almost had us in a little stitch there,” I said. “A cold stitch. With no socks and no shoes. A trench-footed stitch.”

“Have I ever steered you wrong?” he asked as he winked back.

“But of course,” the sergeant continued. “You will be heavily supervised. Very heavily supervised, ya? And this is only because you also have the royal orders of the King of Rothbart. This is not how we usually do business, we always follow the rules. But you will be escorted to the palace, and your goods unloaded. No detours.”

“None taken,” Babble said. “Thank you very much.”

Babble scooped his dice back into his pouch and flashed me a grin.

We rose from the table ready to follow the soldiers, and the other diplomats followed behind us.

“Only these two,” the Sergeant said bluntly, and Harold balked. “They are obviously the masterminds behind this. And we cannot accommodate all of these newcomers.”

“But we traveled all the way here!” Harold protested.

“And you are no longer required to return on foot, ya?” The Sergeant shrugged. “The journey is not too long.”

Sebald dropped a bottle of ink in horror, but he picked it up before it could spill over the floor. That was the last sight we had of the trio before we left them behind in the smoky tavern.

“I’d say sorry,” Babble declared. “But I’m not. And I don’t think it’s right to lie, is it?”

“I’m not sorry, either,” I agreed. “They were no help at all.”

The air was noticeably cooler now, but the guards marched so quickly there was barely time to notice. The sergeant sent one of the men ahead, so when we reached the gate again, a wagon was already waiting for us. Babble and I climbed up, and a moment later, we set off with our escort.

The city melted into countryside, but it wasn’t the patchwork of beautiful and occasionally chaotic greenery that Rothbart was. Out here, everything stretched in straight lines to the horizon. Barley grew in perfect squares, while wheat sprouted in obedient rows. No kids chased hens, or no one was cooking outside.

“The King isn’t in the capital?” Babble asked.

“We are still near the capital,” one of the soldiers replied. “King is in the palace. You have been escorted on a direct route.”

There were lots of checkpoints on the way to the palace, and each one was a stark hut of black timber where the soldiers drilled in almost total silence. Their eyes remained fixed ahead, and they didn’t so much as look at us as we made our way through. A few of them saluted our escort, but then they returned to formation without a word.

I felt the hairs on my arms lift ever so slightly. Hagop was a place of crooked lanes and laughing neighbors, and this place seemed scrubbed of anything out of place. I didn’t know if I could ever get used to somewhere so cold.

The sun bled out behind the buildings, and a chill started to come over us. Cold air sank heavily into the wagon, and even Babble cozied up beside me.

“It’s cold,” he yawned. “And I’m getting sleepy. I’ve been awake all day!”

“That’s a new one for you,” I replied. “But you might have to get used to it. I have a feeling that they don’t believe in late morning starts here.”

“It’s terrible,” Babble grumbled.

The palace finally appeared over a ridge, and it was breathtaking.

It didn’t have the same sprawl as Quake’s palace or any fairytale turrets, but it was impressive nonetheless. Sharp, efficient lines cut against the dusk, and the walls of stone were so smooth that they caught the last light like blades.

We started to slow on the outskirts, and I noticed the palace had just as many clocks as there were in the city proper. The brass handles on towering dials marked the hour with merciless precision, but apparently, they were also very quiet. No Big Ben style chimes here. There were a few banners with the royal crest, but that was it for decoration.

“Wow,” Babble said. “Now that’s something completely different from what I’m used to. Dare I say, it’s even a little bit scary.”

The wagon finally rattled to a halt before the great steps. Our guards dismounted in one motion, snapped their heels together, and gestured for us to get out of the wagon.

“At least we know what time it is,” I said as I looked up at the clocks. They were even bigger up close and way more intimidating.

“Come with us, ya,” the sergeant said. “The King will still be available to see you at this hour.”

“Well, that’s good,” Babble murmured. “I think.”

We climbed the steps and passed between a pair of massive bronze doors. Their hinges sighed a little as they swung open, but like the clocks, everything else was very quiet.

Once we were inside, we were surrounded by stone, and everything was cold but immaculate. The corridor stretched so high above us that it felt like we were in a canyon. Every step I took came back twice as loud, which would be handy if intruders were a concern.

Our guide set off, and we followed him along an endless line of passages. I was quickly lost, which wasn’t a surprise since I still hadn’t figured out how to navigate the palace in Quake, but still, I’d figured this place would be set out like a grid, like everything else we’d seen in Eisenstadt so far.

“Looks like every palace is a little complicated,” Babble whispered to me.

“Security measures,” I said. “Or maybe just some overly ambitious architects.”

The torch brackets were polished brass, and the flames were trimmed to identical heights somehow. Even the shadows looked like they fell in perfect measurements.

“The throne room,” our guide announced and then opened the very large door where we’d finally stopped.

If there was a throne anywhere in the room, I couldn’t see it from the doorway. Columns marched down either side, and their surfaces were carved with angular runes that I’m sure Harold would’ve given his left hand just to see. Tapestries hung between them in perfect alignment. They were red and gray, just like everything else in this place, so I barely looked at them.

“Tyler,” Babble whispered to me. “Look at the ceiling.”

The ceiling was painted with a mural so vast that it dwarfed us. It featured ranks of soldiers saluting the horizon as the first rays of dawn broke across their helmets. Each face was exactly the same, and their weapons were lifted at exactly the same angle.

When I finally looked down again, I saw Babble was smoothing down his little overcoat.

“I have a feeling wrinkles are frowned upon,” he said when he caught me watching him.

“This way,” our guide urged once he was sure we’d been suitably impressed.

We set off along the path between the columns, and after a few more steps, if I squinted just so, I could see the throne. It wasn’t gilded in gold or jewel-encrusted, but instead, a big block of steel and obsidian.

And in the middle of all that black and gray was King Braunwald.
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Chapter 5

I’m sure he couldn’t see who the soldiers were bringing in, but he didn’t rise as we approached. He didn’t need to. His back was ramrod straight, and his gloves had been folded neatly in his lap. I could see the slate-gray color of his eyes even from a distance, and they were flat, cool, and unblinking.

The closer I got, more details came into view. His hair had been combed so precisely that it might have been sculpted there. There wasn’t a single wrinkle in his long gray tunic, and I felt myself smoothing down my own shirt. Apparently, this need for order was contagious in some way.

“Sir Tyler and company,” the King said once we stopped. “I was informed of your arrival.”

His voice was low and velvety, with a very faint hint of an accent. He sounded like someone who had traveled a lot, despite obviously being the ruler of this place. And I hated to admit it, but he also sounded like a Bond villain.

“King Braunwald.” I gave a small nod of my head.

Nobody around here seemed to be bowing as low as that goofy etiquette expert had suggested, and I was sure it would’ve looked out of place in the face of so much smoothness.

“You managed to find a way here, even without the proper paperwork,” the King mused. “Very good. That shows that your head is a little more screwed on than the rest of your peers, ya? A very creative little game you played.”

This guy wasn’t doing anything to dispel the Bond villain vibes. It took everything I had not to look around for a hot woman in a catsuit or a flunky with metal teeth.

“That’s all thanks to Babble,” I said. “He’s very skilled.”

“Skill, chance, either way.” King Braunwald rolled his fingers through the air before pointing at us. “I’m impressed, and that’s very hard to do.”

“We were very determined to meet you,” I said. “We were hoping--”

“I know why you’re here,” he cut me off. “You’ve come to talk about… the messiness. Ya. Well, okay, but we don’t have time for that right now. Right now is a different time. You will attend a cultural display this evening.”

A cultural display sounded… interesting, though given what we’d seen so far, the word disturbing also came to mind. I looked down at Babble, and he looked up at me. I was tempted to say we’d come back in the morning, but it was clear that this was a command, and not a suggestion.

“Okay,” I finally said.

“You may contribute,” the King said.

Babble’s eyes glimmered, and I could tell that had piqued his interest. But we were inside the palace, not a tavern, and I had a feeling that the King wouldn’t approve of the gnome’s usual fare.

“Thank you for the invitation, and we’ll try to find something… appropriate to contribute,” I said. “What time shall we be there?”

“In one hour,” the King replied. “That should leave you plenty of time to settle into your quarters and change for the event, and as you said, perhaps even devise something of your own. You should know that this event will highlight the devotion that the people have for Eisenstadt.”

“I can’t wait,” I said and started to smile before I realized that might not be welcome here.

Braunwald nodded and then waved his hand, which was the signal for the steward to approach us. The steward was thin, hawk-nosed, and draped in the same gray and red palette as the rest of the entire Kingdom. He bowed stiffly and beckoned us to follow without a word.

I glanced over my shoulder at our guide, who nodded back and gave a curt smile. That was all the warmth I was going to get, so I nodded back at him before I set off after the steward.

Our new guide led us through more narrow halls, past a few doors that all looked completely identical and windows that looked out onto sharp courtyards filled with stone and clockwork. There was no ivy or flowers, and certainly none of the familiar ruins that I was used to. It was all just symmetry and shadow.

We finally reached the chamber that was to be our room for tonight at least. There were two narrow beds, a washstand polished practically to a mirror finish, and a wardrobe stocked with more formal attire. There was also a desk with a sheet of folded paper on it, a small table just big enough for a tray, and a pair of chairs.

“That will be your map,” the steward said in a heavy accent as he pointed at the folded paper. “So that you may find your way around the castle. Be sure to leave the quarters at least fifteen minutes early if it is your very first time, so that you won’t be late. We cannot have latecomers in this Kingdom.”

“Understood,” I replied. “Thanks for your help.”

I noticed a small metal clock ticking away on the desk. I wasn’t wearing a watch, but luckily, the infrastructure here seemed to support the timeliness that the Eisenstadti people demanded.

The steward left, and I turned to Babble, who was already picking through the formal clothing.

“This is what I always imagined a prison would be like,” I said. “Right down to the rigid schedule. But maybe everyone likes this here.”

“Take a look at these clothes,” Babble sighed. “You got some gray, more gray, and a splash of red. Fifty shades of gray with a dash of red. Very festive.”

“Well, when in Rome,” I said, and Babble gave me a confused look. “Never mind… it’s a phrase from the land of Port. It means that when you’re in a different place, do as the people there do.”

“But that’s not going to make us stand out in the show, will it?” His eyes gleamed as he turned back to stare at the dull garments.

“Ummm, that might be a good thing…” I said as I walked over to look.

I pulled one of the stiff garments from a hanger. It was a tunic of dark wool cut sharp at the shoulders and trousers pressed into creases that you could slice bread on. The boots were polished so bright they almost glared at us.

“You know,” Babble said as he wrestled himself into a Babble-sized tunic. “This is actually kind of stylish.”

“I know what you mean,” I said as I changed into mine. “It makes me feel like my posture has to be completely perfect.”

“Mm,” Babble said as he pulled on a pair of shiny boots. “It’s not very gnomish in spirit, though. I can’t do a lot of prancing in garb like this, but I’ll make it work.”

“Babble,” I murmured as I tugged my own collar straight. “We’re here to make peace, just so you know. And I’m not really in the mood for tap-dancing. So if you could just keep it simple…”

“Well, obviously,” Babble laughed. “Besides, I don’t even know what tap-dancing is!”

“Babble…” I said and then paused as I tried to think of the best way to soften the blow. “Whatever happens tonight, I don’t think we should go onstage with the others. I just don’t want to cause trouble, you know? That game worked, but--”

“A genius idea on your part, may I say,” Babble added.

“You’re flattering me,” I replied. “But you know that game back there worked because we were in our domain, namely a tavern surrounded by people and beer. But this is the King’s territory. We can bend the rules a little bit, but we should at least scope out what’s going on here before we make our next move. We don’t want to do something that will offend them again.”

“That all sounds very smart, Tyler,” he said. “So why would I think any different? I always agree with you, for the most part.”

“I’m just saying I don’t want any trouble.” I raised an eyebrow. “Understood?”

“Me?” Babble giggled. “Trouble? Oh, absolutely never!”

I didn’t believe him for a single second. Even if he believed he could behave, I knew there was something in the gnome that seemed to invite trouble. Our best hope was that the entertainment would be so dull that Babble would decide not to participate.

“Do I look Eisenstadti enough to pass?” he asked as he did a twirl.

He looked less like the soft, troublesome little gnome I knew and more like an action figure man. He even scowled a little, just to complete the look.

“Yes, and I really don’t like this look on you,” I admitted. “But it’ll have to do for now.”

“As I said, it’s not gnomish.” Babble shook his head. “Oh, well. At least you look very handsome.”

I turned around to get a good look at myself in the mirror. My light brown hair was a bit unruly at the moment, so it was nothing like the short back and sides that everyone here seemed to have. My stubble looked out of place as well, but it wasn’t like I’d had much time to shave recently. At least the outfit complemented both my actual height and my position, so I felt like a serious individual in this getup. In fact, I’d never felt this serious in my life, not even at a funeral.

“Well, I guess we should head out,” I said and glanced at the clock. “At least they provide maps here.”

“Maybe we should suggest that to the King of Rothbart,” Babble said.

“You’re assuming someone has a map of the palace,” I snorted as I picked up the map.

“That’s true,” Babble admitted. “But someone must.”

I shook my head and then unfolded the map. The paper revealed crisp lines, precise lettering, and a map where every hallway and corridor had been marked as though the whole place was laid out with a ruler. It was even more precise than the grid of upper Manhattan.

“Oh, look,” I said as I noticed an arrow pointing to our chamber. “That’s us.”

“You know, I’d expect somewhere as efficient as this to be good at maps and signage,” Babble said. “To at least make up for the lack of fun.”

“Mm,” I murmured as I spotted a bold black circle that had been labeled Amphitheatrum Centralis. “Okay, I think I know where we’re going.”

“Look at the notes,” Babble said as he squinted at the page. “Proceed through corridor, left at this columned hall. Do you think that the King of Rothbart has some kind of key like this? Or maybe the squires?”

“No chance,” I said as I did the last button of my uniform. “There’s probably an entire platoon of former squires who never found their way back to the King’s office. They just wander through the back halls looking for a way to escape.”

“Oooh,” the gnome gasped as his eyes widened. “Maybe they appear at night to steal food. And they lurk in the shadows, plotting against us surface dwellers like the underground rat-men.”

“What rat-men-- nevermind, I was kidding,” I said, even though part of me wasn’t. “Let’s roll.”

We slipped into the silent hallway and then set off in the direction indicated. Each turn we took matched the map with exact precision. In the first corridor, we came across more tapestries that depicted the military history of Eisenstadt. Then we went through another columned hall, where gleaming brass markers caught the torchlight in a way that made them glow.

“It looks like the path is lit up,” Babble said.

“You’d hope that’s what it means,” I replied. “And not that we’re on the way to the-- I don’t know-- the snake pit or something.”

“No way this place would have a snake pit,” Babble snickered. “They’re way too curvy. They don’t match the aesthetic. We’re far more likely to walk into a giant paper slicer.”

I checked the map again and confirmed we were supposed to step outside into the cold evening air. The stone archway yawned before us, and the side of a large mountain loomed ahead.

“Uh-oh,” Babble muttered. “Maybe this was all an elaborate trick to get us to leave. And they made us dress up in their little outfits, too.”

“No, I don’t think it is,” I said as I spotted several lights at the base of the mountain. “Look! The amphitheater is carved directly into the mountainside!”

It was an impressive achievement, and I could understand why the King would want a guest to see this, even on a cold night. Rows of stone benches cascaded down into the earth toward a stage carved from stone. The place was already full of Eisenstadti nobles who wore matching red and gray clothing, and their posture was as rigid as the architecture.

Still, I had to admit that it looked tasteful. Torches flickered in blue crystal sconces and cast a faint blue light on the stage. It was still efficient, but something about the way the angles merged came together in a beautiful way.

“And remember,” Babble said to me. “No trouble.”

“Pfft,” I rolled my eyes. “You should talk.”

A steward in a red sash ushered us down a central aisle and motioned to two seats next to the aisle. She gave us a polite nod, but I couldn’t read anything behind her expression. These Eisenstadti people seemed quite good at keeping their feelings to themselves.

The benches we sat on were stone cold, naturally. I wondered if they’d been polished smooth by centuries of rigid backsides or if this was a newly-designed place. Either way, my fanny was going to be numb from the cold by the time we left.

“We’re getting a few looks,” Babble said. “Maybe everyone here knows each other or something.”

A few Eisenstadti near us turned to stare, but their faces looked blank rather than hostile or confused. They tilted their heads at Babble’s beard and my less than perfect hair. But after a moment, they returned to their own hushed conversations and ignored us.

“You know, maybe these people are misunderstood,” I suggested. “Maybe they’re actually really nice, but because they don’t act like us, we just think they’re not nice.”

“They banned laughing, Tyler,” Babble reminded me. “Get a grip. I can be understanding up to a certain point, but that’s just a step too far.”

“Fair enough,” I sighed. “I don’t understand banning laughter either, though there were a few places back home that tried it.”

The torches started to dim, and the hum of voices quickly faded.

“Here we go,” Babble said. “Let’s see what this place is all about.”

A line of children filed onto the stage in crisp uniforms. Their boots were polished and clean, and some had ribbons in their hair that were perfectly aligned. They arranged themselves in a razor-straight row, and when the conductor nodded, they opened their mouths like they were going to burst into song.

Strength is our shield! And order is our might. Stone and steel, in the dark we make light!

I love the King, and the King loves me. Oh, to be… Eisenstadti! Oh, to be… Eisenstadti!

The anthem was chanted rather than sung, and whenever they came to a pause, the audience all sighed in unison. The crowd clasped their hands, and I could swear that there were even a few misty eyes from all the patriotic pride. When the kids hit their last note, the crowd erupted with applause.

“Well, this clapping is the least ordered thing we’ve seen,” I said. “To think they might not all be on the same tempo!”

“I know,” Babble chuckled. “But why could we understand it? You’d think that their anthem would be in their own language, not the language of Rothbart.”

“I think they want to display their love for their Kingdom to the entire world,” I said. “So they probably sing the anthem in whatever language they need to. But I’m just spitballing here.”

“Seems about right,” Babble replied. “It’s not exactly a charmer, though, is it? It reminds me of an opera directed by a drill sergeant.”

I snorted before I could stop myself, which earned a sharp and inquisitive glance from the steward in the red sash. I managed to turn it into a cough and smoothed out my tunic before giving a sniff, like I too was affected by the patriotism on display.

“Good save,” Babble said as his eyes glittered with mischief.

The applause for the children faded, and the lights were turned up a little as another act filed onstage. There were a dozen men, who marched onto the stage in silver uniforms. Their faces were set like stone as they spread out into a precise formation.

“Like flying geese,” Babble murmured.

“Yeah, I guess,” I muttered as I waited for something to happen. “Kind of a similar shape.”

Suddenly, a trumpet blared, and they began a routine of sharp stomps, rigid arm movements, Their whole bodies snapped to invisible commands, all perfectly synchronized like they were being controlled by one person. Each pivot was totally identical, and each salute was perfect. It was like the Rockettes had turned hyper-nationalist and been taken over by dudes.

But everyone in the crowd was totally entranced, and I had to admit that it was impressive to watch, though I had a feeling we were fascinated for different reasons. The Eisenstadti were definitely more interested because this was patriotic, while I found this to be morbidly intriguing.

I glanced at Babble to see what he thought, but something about him was… off. He was sitting bolt upright with his eyes wide and twinkling, while his lips twitched uncontrollably. His whole body trembled like he was trying to hold in a laugh, or a sneeze, or a small nuclear bomb. It was a sure sign of trouble, so I nudged him a little harder than usual.

“You okay?” I asked suspiciously.

“Need the lav,” he croaked and shook his head too quickly. “Need it real bad.”

“Well, then go,” I urged.

The gnome shot up from his seat, and I sighed in relief that someone had enough sense to stick us on the aisle so we wouldn’t disturb anyone else. He trotted over to the usher, and after a moment of confusion, she bent down so she could hear him over the stomping. He must’ve asked her where to go, because she gave him a single curt nod and pointed toward a side passage. Babble bowed his head and then vanished through a curtain near the stage.

I stared at the curtain as it returned in place and gulped. I mean, maybe that was the closest lavatory, and they were just being efficient. It didn’t mean that he was up to no good back there.

“He’s just going to the bathroom,” I muttered as I focused on the stage. “I mean, he did look like he was about to burst.”

The line of stomping men and the trumpet that accompanied them finally finished with a thunderous salute amid another round of applause from the audience. The audience even started to clap in unison, and after three crisp claps, they fell into a reverent silence.

A moment later, the next round of performers stepped onto the stage, and it did look more creative than the last two. They were still all dressed in gray, but their faces were painted white. They made fluid movements, but for once they weren’t all perfectly synchronized. The entire amphitheater was so quiet, I could hear a pin drop.

The performers began to dance to the silence. Their arms sliced through the air, and their bodies bent in mirrored arcs. The backdrop shimmered with painted hills and neat, square fields. I got the impression that this number must’ve had something to do with nature, which explained why their movements weren’t so stiff.

The crowd was totally mesmerized and started to sway slightly with the dancers. I let myself breathe for a heartbeat and relaxed as much as I could in my uniform. It wasn’t exactly the club dancing I was used to, but at least there was a little more freedom to it.

I noticed a curtain twitch, which never would’ve caught my attention if we hadn’t been in such a starkly-ordered atmosphere. I was sure it was one of the other dancers waiting for their cue, but a moment later, a goose waddled onto the stage.

There were a few gasps from the crowd that were quickly buried, and that was the first sign that something was wrong. And then I realized it wasn’t a goose, but a gnome in a goose costume. My gnome in a goose costume, to be more precise.

Babble’s head poked through the white feathers, and the beak lolled above his brow. The wings were stitched to the sleeves of the ridiculous costume. He took three steps out, and I felt my entire body tense. I wanted to yell out, but before I could say anything, his foot caught on some rope. He pitched forward, opened his mouth, and actually honked.

And then he rolled head over tail feathers straight across the stage.

The dancers all looked over and froze mid-pose. The performers were horrified at this sudden and unexpected plot twist, and the audience took in one perfect gasp of surprise in unison.

“No,” I mumbled to myself. “No, no, no, please don’t sing…”

He scrambled to his feet as he flapped his wings wildly, and he honked with every staggered step. That was strange enough, but then he started to spin. He did a full pirouette that looked as clean as a ballerina’s, and the goose feathers whirled around him. He did another spin, and then another. He twirled across the stage with comic grace and honked like a chorus of brass horns.

It was so not the vibe.

By the time he landed in the center with his wings spread wide, the amphitheater was dead silent. Not even the torches crackled. My face was in my hands, and I imagined being put through some giant medieval paper shredder.

The silence was shattered with another gasp that rolled through the amphitheater like a giant wave. Hundreds of people sucked in the air at once, and the echo bounced off the stage.

The dancers gave each other looks, and their eyes were wide, like they’d just witnessed a crime. Nobody knew what to do.

A military officer in the front row surged to his feet. I saw that his face was tomato red, and then more importantly, I noticed that his hand was clamped on the hilt of his sword.

“Blasphemy!” he barked, and he seemed half a second from storming the stage.

But then, King Braunwald lifted a single gloved finger.

The ruler didn’t say a single word, and his expression never changed. It was just that single command.

And I had no idea what he’d just ordered.
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Chapter 6

Eisenstadt Black Lager

Royal Pilsner of Eisenstadt

Nobody knew what he would say, and nothing moved for one breathless moment. Babble watched the crowd with a grin, though the feathers were starting to droop, like the gnome was surprised there wasn’t more laughter. The audience was so still, though, they might as well have been carved from the same stone as the amphitheater.

I couldn’t believe my life in Hagop was about to come to an end. I’d come so far after being yanked out of the river. I’d built a brewing business, made the family of my dreams, become friends with a king, and now all of that was about to be flushed down the toilet because of a gnome in a goose costume.

Well, it had been a good run.

But then I heard something break the dead silence. It was barely audible, but totally unmistakable. A low, soft, almost-cough came from the royal box.

The King’s hand wavered, but I knew what I’d heard. King Braunwald’s face looked like granite, but the sound had come from him, and it was a very faint chuckle.

A second later he tried to clear his throat sharply so no one would suspect, but it was too late. Everyone had heard it, and the audience started to shift in their seats like preschoolers at the end of a long day. A few shoulders trembled, and then a woman in the third row let out a stifled snort. That was all it took.

It was like cracks running through ice the way the tension just broke. Laughter rippled through the theater and up the mountainside. It was nervous at first, but when no guards appeared to demand silence, it became full-bodied laughter.

It was a sound that Eisenstadt had clearly forgotten how to make. People seemed unsure what they were doing, but they kept doing it.

Oddly, I was one of the few people who wasn’t laughing, mostly because I was still afraid the King would order his guards to draw and quarter me or whatever it was they did to enemies of the state here. I glanced at Braunwald again, but he had something that might’ve been a grin on his face.

“Okay, we might survive this,” I muttered.

A few people who’d recovered from their laughter started to cheer, and I finally smiled. I finally looked back at the stage, where Babble was performing a few lumbering pirouettes.

Even the dancers had softened a little and were swaying back and forth as they watched the gnome. Then I looked back at Braunwald and tried to read his eyes. He wasn’t guffawing like everyone else, but he didn’t look offended at the interruption.

Still, despite the crowd’s reaction, there was still a show to get through, and the longer Babble disrupted the performance, the more likely the King would be to demand some sort of retribution. With a sigh, I turned back to the stage and tried to signal Babble to leave.

The gnome seemed to take the hint, because he flapped his arms at the crowd and then headed toward the curtain. The laughter was starting to die down by then, and order reasserted itself. The snorts and giggles faded, and the audience sat straighter as they smoothed their tunics and folded their hands in their laps as if nothing unusual had happened at all.

The next act stepped onstage, and everything became serious again. Grim-faced women with metal bowls balanced on their heads began a solemn, silent dance as Babble and the other dancers quickly ducked out of view.

“Where did you say you were from?” An audience member next to me whispered.

“Um, down the river,” I replied, because I didn’t want the King of Rothbart to get it in the ass if Braunwald decided someone had to be punished. “Lovely night for a show.”

“Mmhmm,” the person replied as they focused on the stage again.

Babble returned to his seat a few minutes later. He’d mostly shed the goose suit, but a few feathers were still poking out from his collar. He sat down with only a minimum amount of fuss, though his eyes were wide and sparkling.

“I think I brought the house down,” he whispered.

“Yeah, and possibly the Kingdom, too,” I said. “Right on our asses. I think we should probably leave. Unless you want to stay and watch the other acts? You can’t participate, though. I think the guards will shoot you if you go out there again.”

“I don’t want to see them embarrass themselves,” he replied. “I know I’m a tough act to follow, and that’s the type of grace that I give as a performer.”

“You’re so kind,” I muttered with only a hint of sarcasm. “Hopefully, we won’t find ourselves at the bottom of a moat tomorrow.”

We rose together, and the steward in the red sash gave us an awkward look with pursed lips but didn’t stop us. As we passed down the aisle, I dared a glance upward at the King that we’d come to visit.

Braunwald sat perfectly straight in his steel and obsidian throne, which looked just about as comfortable as a dissecting table. His expression was unreadable, but as our eyes met, he gave me the smallest of nods.

It was hard to read his face, but he looked… confused? Yes. He definitely looked confused. But at least he wasn’t having us escorted from the theater and executed at dawn. Of course, that could still happen, but for now, it seemed like we were okay.

“You still got that map?” Babble asked once we’d exited the amphitheater.

“Yup,” I said as I pulled the sheet of paper from my pocket.

We found our way back to the palace, and then we followed the neat brass markers to our room. The place was quiet, which was surprising to me since the palace in Quake always seemed to be humming with activity. Maybe this was such a well-oiled machine that they didn’t need people to work well into the night, but the silence was heavy, like the walls were holding their breath.

At least nobody had followed us, and nobody was giving us a royal order to cease and desist. Of course, those women were probably still dancing on the stage with bowls on their heads, so maybe nobody had the time.

“I think we might almost be there,” Babble said as we took a turn at a familiar-looking corridor.

All the corridors looked familiar though, so I thought Babble was simply being more hopeful than accurate. When I checked the map again, though, I saw we were close, if we hadn’t managed to get lost along the way.

“I think this is it,” I said as we stopped in front of one of the doors.

“Looks like it,” Babble agreed and nodded at me to open the door.

I still wasn’t sure, so I knocked once before I turned the knob and pushed the door open. I sighed in relief when I saw the room was empty and our bags were where we had left them.

I let the door shut behind us, and then five seconds later, the dam totally broke and Babble collapsed onto his narrow bed and started howling with laughter. Feathers flew out of his tunic as he kicked his legs, which only made the whole scene more ridiculous. I fell into the chair by the desk and tried to keep a straight face in case spies were lurking in the hallway, but I finally broke down as well.

We laughed until our stomachs hurt, and I could swear that my tears fell on the map and blurred the ink. I took a few deep breaths and then looked down at my companion.

“So, are you insane?” I finally said. “Those people looked like they thought that goose was trying to stage a coup. What if we get executed?”

“I had a moment of inspiration, Tyler,” Babble said. “Or at least, I really had to go to the bathroom. And I thought that was it. But it turned out that wasn’t just it. I had to go and… well, express myself!”

“That was a totally rogue move,” I said and still couldn’t stop grinning in spite of myself. “What if the King thinks that we’re here to embarrass him?”

“But he said that we could participate if we wanted to!” Babble protested. “And you know, I really had no idea just how much I wanted to participate until… I saw that suit.”

“I can’t believe that happened.” I shook my head. “You tripped on some rigging and honked like your life depended on it.”

“And it worked!” The gnome’s eyes lit up. “It didn’t even matter that I fell over, and it didn’t matter that I looked totally ridiculous, either! They laughed, Tyler! They laughed, in the place where there is no laughter!”

“And you think that’s a good thing?” I asked. “What if he sends us back to Rothbart tomorrow? Or worse, throws us in prison for breaking the law or something?”

“I could say it was meant to be funny.” Babble shrugged. “Did you ever think of that? Throw it back at him. He’s the one that laughed first, after all.”

“I don’t think he’d appreciate that reminder,” I sighed.

“We could say that the goose is a sacred animal in Rothbart, and we just wanted to share that with the people of Eisenstadt,” Babble replied. “And what did they do? They threw it back in our faces and mocked us!”

“Okay,” I agreed. “I’m actually kind of impressed. That would be a good comeback. If Braunwald believes it.”

“Maybe this will mean some good change for Eisenstadt,” Babble mused as he picked out a few feathers from his tunic. “Maybe they’ll even change the law or something. All thanks to me!”

“Well, that would be one of the better outcomes,” I said.

“I saw you there,” he said. “From the stage. You never would’ve been able to tell because of my showmanship and professionalism, but I did see you.”

“And?” I asked.

“And you almost laughed right along with the rest of them,” Babble said with a grin.

“I actually wasn’t,” I sighed. “I was trying very hard to figure out if we were about to be executed on the spot. I, at least, was trying to think strategically.”

“Strategy?” Babble lifted an eyebrow. “Do you mean the strategy of not peeing yourself in front of the host? I already employed that, with great success.”

I threw a pillow at him and chuckled, but he caught it and hugged it to his chest.

“Admit it,” he sighed. “I think that we showed these guys a good time, and we haven’t even been here an entire day yet.”

“It’s not about showing them a good time,” I pointed. “It’s about whether they even want that. What if they just love order?”

“You can’t have order without letting loose once in a while,” Babble said. “It just doesn’t work!”

“Try telling that to the king,” I said. “Because it looks like he hasn’t let loose in a long, long time.”

I took off my Eisenstadti wear and hung it back up. Now that my bones were finally free, I took a few deep breaths and stretched out. It felt good to let everything relax, right down to the smile I’d been fighting all night.

“I think that we’re going to be just fine,” Babble said. “I really do.”

“I’m going to believe you,” I said. “Because I don’t really have any other choice. I gotta say, I really need to get some shut-eye after the day we’ve had. I feel like we’ve been awake for a week straight.”

“Or maybe even a year,” Babble replied and then yawned. “You know, putting on an improvisational number like the one I did requires a lot of quick thinking. That can be pretty exhausting.”

“I believe you,” I said. “Almost as exhausting as wondering if the King is going to cut your head off anytime soon.”

“Ah, so you do understand,” Babble replied. “Well, no need to worry about that tonight.”

“I hope you’re right,” I muttered as I turned off the light.

The room was plunged into pitch-blackness, and I fell into a dreamless sleep before I had time to start wondering if soldiers would appear in our room and announce we were under arrest. I must’ve slept very deeply despite my anxiety, because I didn’t stir until a thin ray of light crept across the room.

It was the only thing that woke me up, because unlike Hagop, there weren’t any of the usual morning noises, like the neighbor’s cock, the early songbirds, or the sound of hooves against the soil as my horse and my donkey moved into the fields. Actually, there weren’t any of the usual bustling sounds I’d come to expect from a castle, but that didn’t surprise me. All I could hear was the low hum of bells from the clock towers as they tolled the hour with mechanical precision.

“Well,” Babble declared as he stretched and sat up in bed. “It looks like no one murdered us in our sleep. Unless we’re in the next life, that is.”

“If so, then the next life looks exactly like our room in Eisenstadt,” I said. “Which would be very disappointing. So I’ll go with we’re still alive. By the way, you’ve still got some feathers on you, bud.”

“Ah,” he muttered and plucked the last few feathers from his clothing and tossed them on the floor. “I knew there was something itchy in my bed. I had a dream that I was sleeping in a barn next to a chicken.”

“I didn’t have any dreams at all,” I said. “At least, I don’t remember having any. I do feel very refreshed.”

“The beds are comfortable,” Babble noted. “Maybe not as comfortable as the ones in Quake, but they’ll do.”

“I guess good sleep is important if you want everything to run smoothly,” I said.

“Mmm,” the gnome hummed. “Well, no one’s arrived to arrest us now that we’re awake, so I guess we haven’t been banished, either. Unless they’re still sorting out the paperwork.”

“I’m sure they would’ve taken care of that quickly, if that was the plan,” I said. “They seem very efficient at that sort of thing. Of course, they seem very efficient at most things.”

“I suppose that means we’re going to have to think of something to do today,” Babble replied. “Since we can’t really talk to the King until he agrees to see us.”

“I think we should explore the castle complex,” I said. “The map showed that there was a lot to explore. There were taverns, beer gardens… that sort of thing.”

“Leave it to the brewer to notice that,” Babble chuckled. “So you’re suggesting we go for… a little taste of the local brew?”

“Well, I think we should definitely start by seeing what’s outside this room,” I said. “Besides, I think it’ll help our diplomatic efforts to know what the average Eisenstadti thinks and not just the King.”

“That seems wise,” Babble agreed.

Now that we had a plan of sorts, we dragged ourselves from the beds, cleaned up, and then pulled on our Eisenstadti gear again. I even smoothed down my hair a little, though it started to send out feelers again pretty quickly.

“Where do we start?” the gnome asked once we were ready.

“Let’s go to the gates,” I said as I checked the map. “It looks like there are some local businesses near the… well, I guess I’ll call it the back gate, since it’s not the one we used. There seems to be a lot of companies that serve the people in the castle and that sort of thing.”

“You lead the way, then,” Babble said. “Your navigation skills got us to the amphitheater last night, so I’ll trust you to find a gate.”

“Thanks, I think,” I muttered.

A few moments later, we were on our way through the maze of quiet hallways again. We found a flight of big metal stairs that clanked as we marched down, and I was sure someone would be waiting for us at the bottom to tell us we were being too noisy. But no one appeared, so we trotted through another long hallway, made two more turns, and then burst through a door into a courtyard that I hoped was the right one.

“The back gates,” I sighed in relief.

“Well, gates of some sort,” Babble replied.

The guards watched us with the same stone-faced stillness the others had, though I now understood that was just their usual demeanor while on duty. I gave a little wave as we walked past the guards and into the town.

“It’s very well organized,” Babble muttered as we looked around.

The streets were perfectly straight, and every building had the same slate roof. The windows were aligned like a row of perfect teeth, and even the cobblestones seemed like they’d been laid out by a perfectionist with a ruler.

“It’s very… straight,” I finally said.

“It doesn’t feel ominous, necessarily,” Babble concluded. “But it doesn’t feel very fun either, does it?”

“It’s just not what we’re used to,” I said as I thought about the lovable chaos of Hagop. “I’m sure someone from Eisenstadt would find Hagop charming but… disorderly. They’d probably wonder how anything ever got done.”

“Where do you think they keep all the fun?” Babble asked as we started walking again. “Hidden under the floorboards?”

“I don’t know,” I sighed. “Maybe if we find one of these taverns, we’ll find out.”

“It does seem like a good time for some diplomacy,” Babble declared as he waggled his eyebrows.

“And by diplomacy, do you mean beer?” I laughed. “We just woke up an hour ago! We should at least have some breakfast first.”

“I’m very committed to my work, Tyler,” Babble said. “And if we’re beer diplomats, then we need to find some beer. It’s all part of our mission.”

“Well, I can’t fault you there,” I chuckled. “Alright, we’ll find some beer, and maybe some food to go with it.”

“That should be easy enough,” Babble replied and started to sniff the air.

“What, you’re a bloodhound now?” I teased.

“I happen to have a very refined sense of smell,” the gnome huffed.

“I didn’t know that was a gnomish trait,” I mused.

“It’s particular to me,” he sniffed.

“Mmm,” I hummed and took a deep breath. “Oh, wow. Do you smell that?”

“Of course I do,” Babble replied. “Um, what do you smell?”

“It smells like malt and… smoke,” I said with a grin. “You know what that means!”

“They’re burning the beer?” Babble scowled. “Oh, this is even worse than I thought!”

“No, silly,” I shook my head. “It means that they’re probably cooking something, just like back home!”

“Ah, of course,” Babble said with relief. “Yes, of course. A little oatmeal to start the day. With some toast, perhaps some sausage…”

“Come on already,” I urged as I set off.

We followed the scent of malt and smoke through the narrow streets until we reached a square that was alive with quiet activity. I let out a sigh of relief that we’d finally found people actually doing something.

It wasn’t like home though, even if they were going about their daily routines. There weren’t any hawkers shouting about their wares, and no one fiddled on the corner. Everything felt very controlled, and the people looked the same. Still, they were average citizens, and even though they moved in neat lines as they waited patiently for their turn at the stalls, it was good to see someone besides the King and his retinue.

We strolled into the square, and while we drew some looks, no one dared to speak to us. Most of the people seemed to be buying supplies for the day, though the longest line was at a stall that sold pretzels twisted into identical knots and sausages that were lined up like soldiers. The stall was so popular that there were long tables with benches set up nearby, and there were even a couple of young women who seemed to be taking orders from the customers who’d taken seats.

“You know,” Babble said as he admired the pretzels and sausages. “I think I might be settling in just fine.”

I started to agree, but then I spotted a barrel with a tap that I just knew was full of some Eisenstadti beer. It looked like we’d be able to start our beer diplomacy this early after all.

“Too right you are,” I said as I headed for the tables. “I think we’ve found the perfect spot for some breakfast, at least.”

The biergarten sprawled along one of the wider roads, and I realized it was even bigger than I’d realized. It was already busy, and the polished oak tables were packed. Trellises provided some shade from the morning sun, but most of the citizens had taken spots in the morning light, probably because there was still a chill in the air.

“There’s even a few people drinking beer,” I said and nodded to a group of men with tankards.

“Then we’re in the right place,” Babble replied.

“Then let’s find a seat,” I said.

Babble took off at the suggestion, and a moment later, he waved me over to a bench with a couple of empty spots. He sprawled across the wood until I arrived, and then he smiled apologetically at a woman who’d tried to sit down.

One of the waitresses appeared a moment later. She wore the same gray and red palette as everyone else, and her apron had been starched so flat that it barely moved. She took one look at our grins and brought over two steins without being asked.

“Whoa,” Babble said as she placed his stein in front of him. “Now that’s top-level service.”

“Uh-huh,” I muttered as I studied the beer.

It was jet-black, heavy as smoke, and definitely wasn’t the same stuff we’d shared with the soldiers. I had a feeling we were about to find out what real Eisenstatdi beer was.

I took a sip, and it surprised me. There was a bite of licorice on the finish, but it slid down clean and straight. I got the impression that it had a high alcohol content, but the flavor was just strong enough that I probably wouldn’t notice until I’d had a few. Just like everything else in Eisenstadt, it was very efficient and well-made.

“Tastes like discipline,” Babble grumbled. “But I think I like the little tang that it has. It’s nowhere near as good as the King’s Brew, of course, but we can’t all be brewing geniuses.”

“Mm,” I nodded as I took another sip. “Totally not what I was expecting, but it fits into the general vibe of the place. Efficient, heavy at times, an unexpected twist…”

“Yeah,” Babble took another gulp, and his eyes got a little hazy.

I realized I was suddenly feeling a little lightheaded, and then I remembered that we were drinking beer without so much as a crumb of breakfast.

“Discipline with a backbone,” I burped. “They obviously know their malt. But I think we need some food before we get wasted. We don’t want to insult the King by showing up drunk.”

“I can’t imagine why you’d be worried about that,” Babble muttered and then burped. “It seemed to go so well last time.”

“Excuse me!” I called out and lifted a finger at the waitress. “Could we, uh… order some food?”

“But you haven’t finished your first beer!” she said with a polite nod.

“Wait,” Babble said as we both looked down at our large steins. “These people… they’re actually supposed to drink beer before breakfast?”

“Babble,” I said as I started to slurp down the rest of my beer. “I think that there’s a lot more to this country that meets the eye.”

Babble nodded in agreement, and once we finished our drinks, I was really feeling woozy.

“How do they do this without laughing?” Babble demanded. “I feel like I’m on my fifth!”

“It’s a test of discipline,” the waitress replied as she returned. “It proves we can be composed even in the worst circumstances.”

For a second, Babble and I both blinked at the woman. Or maybe it was women. I was having a hard time seeing clearly after downing a large stein of beer without food.

“Can I have my breakfast now?” I asked. “I think I’m in a state of deep culture shock.”

“Of course, ya.” The waitress nodded and walked off in the direction of a small wooden hut.

“So they do the whole day hungover?” Babble asked. “That might explain why they never laugh. Or maybe the food will revive us, but… oh, so many questions, but my brain feels fuzzy.”

“I’ll tell you what, Babble,” I muttered and realized it sounded slurred. “This really means a lot about your performance last night. You managed to make them laugh without getting them drunk.”

“I know,” Babble hiccuped. “I am, after all, an artist extraordinaire. Sometimes.”

The Eisenstadti near us sipped their beers in silence with calm, precise expressions. Some of them offered us polite but slightly awkward smiles whenever we looked at them, and I wondered if they remembered Babble from the night before.

The waitress returned a few minutes later, and the smell of breakfast was a relief. It wasn’t like Hagop’s sprawling, chaotic feasts, but it was still food, and that was all I needed.

I looked down the row of tables and saw that everyone had the same meal. There was dark rye bread cut into slices so even, that they could have been measured with calipers. Small squares of pale butter had been arranged in rows on little porcelain plates shaped like perfect crosses. And all the plates were red and gray, of course.

Alongside the bread was a sharp cheese cut into perfect wedges and a kind of sausage paste that looked like pate sliced into identical coins. There was also a soft-boiled egg that sat upright in a steel holder, and finally, the breakfast was topped off with a dark malt tea in a tall glass.

“Nice,” Babble shrugged as the waitress popped two little metal bowls of salt and pepper as well as a small pot of something yellow-brown between us.

I lifted the pot to my nose and took a sniff. It smelled like honey mustard, and I nodded in approval.

“Ah, nice,” I said as I debated what to start with.

The rest of the customers ate quietly and efficiently, and their knives and forks seemed to move in sync. There was no chatter and no clatter. The only noise was just the sound of steel on porcelain as someone cut something or the occasional neat sip of tea.

I slapped some of the pate on the rye bread and topped it off with some honey mustard and pepper. It tasted great, but I decided to dip it in the egg and then top it with some of the hard cheese just to get the full effect.

“It’s good,” Babble admitted after he’d taken a few bites. “But not… exciting. More… contented.”

“It’s not like our breakfasts back home,” I agreed.

“I know,” Babble knocked the side of his egg cup with the tiny egg spoon. “But everything here just feels so measured. Almost like… I don’t know, like a machine made it! Imagine that…”

“I can,” I said. “The ‘land of Port’ has machines that make lots of things. It’s very common there.”

“Really?” he said in disbelief. “How strange. Don’t get me wrong. I don’t think that everything should look exactly the same everywhere in the world. It’s just… eerie that everything is so… precise.”

“Well, this is some of the best bread I’ve ever tasted,” I said as I gobbled the last bite. “And that sweet mustard is just fantastic. And you know, I just realized I’m not feeling woozy anymore. Are you?”

“I’m not.” Babble looked surprised as the realization struck. “Maybe they do know what they’re doing… But they can’t laugh, and that’s the most important thing in life. I just can’t tolerate a country that doesn’t laugh.”

I worked through my tea, which was the perfect warmth and flavor to wash everything down with. It wasn’t too hot, too sweet, or too bitter, and that was saying something from a guy who preferred a different kind of brew. Like the rest of Eisenstadt, it seemed every part of the meal had been carefully formulated to achieve the desired effect.

“You know,” I said as I looked around. “There are a lot of crates in here. And while I can’t read the language of Eisenstadt, I know those crates all have different labels. And you know what that means.”

“Yep,” Babble agreed. “This is a big language, and we’re never gonna learn it!”

“Nope, not what I meant at all,” I sighed. “What I meant is that there are different kinds of beer.”

“Aaaah,” Babble hummed. “Yes, yes, now that’s interesting. Different beers, and clearly we haven’t tasted all of them yet.”

“Now you’ve got it,” I chuckled. “And I think that as beer diplomats, that really does seem--”

“A tad irresponsible?” Babble suggested. “Reprehensible, one might even say. Well, I know what we should do.”

“A thorough survey,” I answered.

“A patriotic duty,” he declared as he slid off the bench. “And you know, if we end up sauced, then we can just keep ordering more breakfast.”

“I wouldn’t be surprised if there were different rations for different hours,” I said as the gnome started to walk away. “Are you going to order?”

“Sure am,” Babble said. “We have to make sure we taste every single thing on the menu.”

Babble walked up to the waitress, who didn’t see him at first and jumped back for a second once she did. I hadn’t seen many gnomes walking around here, but I was sure that there had to be other creatures in Eisenstadt. I found it hard to believe that only Rothbart had so many races, especially when I thought about just how many I’d seen.

Babble climbed back onto the bench once he’d finished shouting his order to the waitress, and he gave a contented sigh as he polished off the tea.

“I think you startled her,” I said and nodded at the waitress.

“It seems like everyone here is very tall,” he said. “Which makes me wonder if there’s even a gnome city in this kingdom. If there is, I’ve never heard of it.”

“Neither have I,” I said, though there was a lot I didn’t know about my new home. “Maybe there’s just a lot of humans here.”

“No way,” Babble shook his head. “Think about how particular these people are. The place reeks of elves.”

“Oh, wow, you’re so right,” I said as I looked around. “There definitely have to be elves here. But I wonder where they are?”

“Who cares, as long as it’s not here,” Babble said and then pounded his fist against the table. “See? I didn’t spend so much as a day in one of those fancy universities, and I’m smart enough to see that! Bet those experts we left behind haven’t caught onto that yet.”

“Probably not,” I agreed. “But you do have a good understanding of the different creatures and their cultures.”

“Yeah, because I deal with them all the time,” Babble scoffed. “And I can read.”

The next round arrived, and my first impression was that it reminded me of a dunkel that was black as midnight, just like the first one we’d drank. It had also been roasted to within an inch of its life, and the first sip hit with dark bread and smoke, and the finish was almost bitter.

“No wiggle room,” I said as I set it down. “I mean, I like it. It’s not as bitter as I was expecting. But it’s malty for sure.”

“I agree,” Babble said and smacked his lips. “It’s missing a certain joy of living, you know?”

“Can’t imagine why,” I said as the waitress appeared with the remaining beers.

“You don’t want them in order?” She looked concerned, and a little stern. “You’d prefer all at once? At this time? Directly after breakfast? Outside?”

“We’re not from these parts,” I said. “And yes, we’re here on important beer duties. So we’ll just take all of them at once. If that doesn’t bother you too much.”

“I am not bothered, no,” she said and shrugged, and then she set the rest down with a mild look of disapproval before she walked away.

“Tyler,” Babble muttered as he looked over at some of the Eisenstadti people still lingering over their breakfast. “Tyler, I think we’re getting some stares.”

I looked down the table and found that we were in fact getting a few stares. And not just casual glances, but people who looked calm and settled in their staring, like it was a totally normal thing to do.

“Yeah, you’re right,” I said. “But I don’t know why they’re doing that. They might think that drinking one beer after another at this time and at this angle of the sun or whatever is weird, but I think staring someone down is pretty weird.”

“Well, we’re diplomats,” Babble replied as he turned back to the steins. “So we just have to… I don’t know, drink and bear it?”

“Drink and bear it,” I chuckled as we selected our next beer.

It was what I would call a rauchbier, and it had a sharp tang that reminded me of woodsmoke. I could imagine drinking it by a campfire or maybe while I scarfed some barbecue. My throat prickled, and my chest warmed from the smokiness, but I decided it would’ve been better with a hint of carbonation. The taste was nice, but I knew if I made something like this, I’d want to stop after a single glass because of how flat it was. And one-glass-beer wasn’t the type of beer that brought in good returns.

“Thoughts?” Babble asked as he stared into the stein.

“I think it needs the King’s fizz,” I said. “This flavor is good, but it would definitely benefit from some time in our vats.”

“You’re right about that,” Babble replied. “I totally agree. But I like how hot it is. Maybe a dragon would like to drink it.”

“Yeah, maybe he would,” I said. “To the last one?”

“To the last one,” Babble said and gulped the rest of his. “And then what, we finish them all?”

“Can’t waste them,” I said. “Alright, let’s try this one.”

The next beer was pale and cloudy, and it had the faintest hint of clove. It had been pulled straight like all the other beers, and there were no frills or bubbles lifting it. I leaned back and let it wash over me.

“Nice but boring,” Babble sighed. “Like a first date you’re not that into.”

“Been on many first dates?” I teased.

“Not since I got married,” Babble assured me. “But I spend a lot of time with drunkards and gamblers, so I see my fair share of bachelors and I hear their stories.”

“You’re right,” I said and took another sip. “I think that might be a good description for a lot of these beers. They’ve got flavor, so there’s really something there. But for me… it’s falling a little flat.”

I was definitely buzzed by then, but it wasn’t the same as when I was drunk on one of my own brews. I sat back for a moment and tried to figure out what was different.

The Eisenstadti beers had been clean and straightforward. There was such a good backbone there, and the malt characters were strong and unwavering. But they all felt a little bit… safe. There was no sparkle, and there would definitely never be a surprise.

I tried to think less about the national spirit and more about the beer. None of them were carbonated, of course, and I felt like this was the source of the problem. The liquid sat flat on the tongue, steady as stone.

“What if…” I said out loud, but when everyone turned to look for a moment, I closed my mouth and shook my head.

Instead, I tried to follow the logic in my head. What if I married the two things? What would happen if I blended the strong order and backbone of these malts with something more daring? We could use these Eisenstadti ingredients to make something great.

But it wasn’t just that. We could add Hagop’s whimsy and play. It would add a joyful fizz that became the spark that danced on the tongue and set my beers apart from everyone else’s. It would still be clean and straight, because that part wasn’t too bad, but it would be something else that the King would definitely approve of. The King of Rothbart, that was. It would be… fun.

I was less sure what the King of Eisenstadt would think of my plan.

“Babble,” I murmured and waved a hand in front of the cloudy-eyed gnome’s gaze.

“Tyler,” he slurred. “This is hard work. This is really much harder than I thought it would be. Usually you just drink beer while doing other stuff as well, but now that I’m focusing on it, the whole thing feels kind of like a chore.”

“Okay, well, let’s think about that in a minute,” I said. “I’ve just had a great idea.”

“Oooh!” Babble said and tried to sit up straighter. “That sounds fun. Your great ideas are always fun. Oh, but I think I’m getting a headache.”

“Wouldn’t it be fun to make beer with the Eisenstadtis?” I asked. “And not only that, but…”

“But?” the gnome burped.

“Babble, drink up,” I said. “I just had another great idea.”

“I’m trying my hardest!” he cried. “I really, really am! But… did you just say you had another great idea?”

“I did,” I replied.

“Two great ideas,” Babble muttered. “So what’s the other one?”

“We have to write a letter to the King,” I said. “After we talk to the King.”
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Chapter 7

By the time we found our way back to the palace, Babble was leaning on me like I was his crutch. We weren’t really stumbling, but we were definitely a little heavier with the pleasant weight of a few too many fine brews.

“This place,” the gnome slurred as he looked around the palace. “This is honestly just a bunch of hallways. I mean, look at this map. It doesn’t even look real. Just more hallways that go nowhere. Lots of them.”

“You turned the map upside down,” I told him and tugged it back into place. “Let’s hope that we didn’t somehow find our way into another castle.”

“It might be upside down to some,” he sniffed. “But to me, it may be right-side up. That’s subjective cartography for you.”

“I think you’ll have to take that up with the academics,” I said. “Oh, wait, they’re not here! Because they suck at diplomacy! Booyaaaaaaa!”

One of the guards looked at us with a blank expression that I couldn’t read. My vision was still clear enough that I could tell he was looking at us, but my brain wasn’t sure what to make of his expression.

Well, we’d gotten a lot of those looks today.

We blundered by more brass markers and passed a few servants who gave us the kind of look that seemed reserved for livestock that wandered indoors.

“Okay,” Babble said. “So now we know what they really think of us.”

“Maybe they were just in a bad mood,” I said as we turned into another hallway.

All the corridors looked exactly the same. They had the same stone, the same symmetry, and the same unnatural silence. And sharpness, of course.

Somehow, we found ourselves in front of the doors to the throne room. They were closed at the moment and guarded by two statuesque men who were obviously in gray and red. But they looked down at us, and one raised an eyebrow.

“You are the diplomats, ya?” he asked.

“We are,” I said and tried to nod, though that made my ears buzz. “From…”

“Rossbart,” one of them whispered to the other, and they opened the doors.

“Showtime.” Babble straightened instantly and smoothed his tunic like he’d had an entire bottle of Simmon Soda.

“No,” I warned him. “Not showtime. This is the opposite of showtime. Not after last night.”

“Oh, I thought we were past that,” Babble groaned.

We marched in, and our boots echoed in the vast geometric chamber that housed the King. I didn’t know what he did all day on that throne, and I didn’t think he’d appreciate it if I asked.

He was sitting on his steel and obsidian seat with his back straight and eyes flat as slate. He watched us cross the hall, and it almost seemed like he was counting our steps.

“I’ve never seen him step off that throne,” Babble said. “Maybe…”

“No time for silly ideas now,” I said before I cleared my throat. “Your Majesty.”

Babble bowed too low and hit his head on the ground before doing a somersault and a little jump at the end.

“Ta-daaaah!” he sang.

“Babble,” I moaned.

“Your little friend,” the King sighed. “He likes tricks. You like performing tricks in Rossbart, ya?”

“Did you enjoy the performance last night?” Babble asked in delight.

I wanted to scream. This was the exact opposite of what I’d wanted to lead with.

“It was very new to us.” The King lifted an eyebrow and looked back at me. “You know, it’s becoming clear that perhaps our Kingdoms have more differences than we once imagined.”

“Oh, but I don’t think that’s true,” I replied. “You see, that’s what I came here to talk about.”

“Of course, of course.” He almost rolled his eyes. “After all, you are diplomats. You love to think that we can all be friends, all of us. What if we are too different to be friends?”

“I like to think that nobody has so many differences that we couldn’t get along on some level,” I said. “We’re all people, aren’t we?”

“I am certainly a person,” King Braunwald agreed in a bored voice. “And you. And even the little goose, though he is maybe only a third of a person, since he’s so small.”

“Youch,” Babble murmured.

“So this is what you have come here to say to me?” Braunwald asked as he tapped his fingers on the throne. “After your noble makes a mockery of our heritage and our heirlooms, that after all, we are all… people? Well, think about this, Tyler of Hagop. People are the sum of their actions, and a person who acts in a way that disrespects this Kingdom simply can’t be tolerated by this Kingdom. And that is something that I, and my large army, stand behind.”

“Of course, I understand,” I said, but I didn’t.

I knew that the King of Rothbart had too much of a sense of humor about himself to ever sow division just for the sake of a handkerchief. Which probably explained why we obviously didn’t have the same military budget as Eisenstadt.

“That wasn’t the only idea we had,” Babble said and kicked my shin.

“Oh, no, of course not,” King Braunwald said. “There was also the flight of the little goose. And as talented as you are, Babble of Hagop, I am afraid that your feathery display did not sway me to peace.”

“Well, at least, it didn’t sway you to war, either,” Babble said with a nervous laugh before pretending to cough. “Because otherwise, uh… we might be dead.”

“I had another idea,” I said as I took a step forward. “It came to me when I was tasting the delicious beers that the castle complex has to offer alongside a typical Eisenstadti breakfast.”

“Ah.” The King nodded. “I am glad that you tasted the fine food and beers of our Kingdom. And what did you think?”

“Well, I’m a brewer myself,” I said.

“I know,” the King responded. “Your monarch informed us when I asked for information about the diplomats he was sending.”

“Oh, well, that’s good,” I said and took a deep breath. “Here’s my idea, and I’m going to speak to you from the perspective of a craftsperson first and a diplomat second. Are you alright with that?”

“As long as you are clear and to the point, and I like what you are saying, then you may speak any way you like,” the King shrugged.

“Great,” I said. “Because here’s what I found. There’s no denying the strength and purity of your brews. Their backbone is formidable. But I think that if we collaborated and made something together, then we could make something… absolutely amazing. Rothbart has a real gift for play and… enjoyment. And I thought that before we lunged at each other’s necks, we could maybe celebrate our fine food and beers together… in a cultural festival.”

“A Beer Festival of Unity,” Babble said and did a little dance. “The beer here is so delicious, and so is ours. It’s something we connect on, and let’s face it, we’re grasping at straws here for something we both like…”

“It’s a chance to share,” I spoke over the gnome. “To talk, to break bread, and just have a drink together before deciding whether war is really what either side wants. It would be a cultural event that could go down in history. And after all, I’m sure you wouldn’t want to be the one who ends the peace and… order by acting too hastily…”

When I said the word order, I noticed the King’s interest pique. Nobody in this place liked messes, and going to war with a neighboring nation was the biggest mess a person could make.

“Mm.” The King hummed as he considered my suggestion. “I know that Rothbart is not as war-driven as Eisenstadt.”

“We’re not,” I said. “But something that became clear to me in the cultural display last night is that we both have such rich and distinct cultures, and great food to match. I think that your reverence for the arts and culture could be just the thing to showcase a friendly competition and festival.”

“Don’t say culture again,” Babble murmured.

“The dancing goose cannot return,” King Braunwald said.

“Sorry,” Babble lifted a tiny finger. “But the goose is actually a sacred animal symbolic of hope, transformation, and protection in Rothbart. And I’m sorry if it came across differently, but it’s very important to me.”

Suddenly the King’s eyes widened, and he brought his hand to his face.

“We mocked your symbol?” the King moaned. “How shameful of our people… to mock your culture… my goodness… well, I suppose now you know how it feels. But we are still a nation of warriors, and warriors must have… war.”

Babble’s claim had nearly solved everything, but it seemed the King wasn’t to be so easily swayed. I sighed, because now it really did come down to the beer.

“Yeah, it wasn’t supposed to be as funny as it was,” I said. “That was just… well, you saw him trip, and after that, he tried to recover.”

“So what do you say to the festival?” Babble asked. “One last chance to see the goose dance before we all try to murder each other.”

“Well, I can’t believe that I am saying it, but…” The King paused and rubbed his chin like he was deep in thought. “I will agree to this idea. Under one condition.”

“Yes?” I asked hopefully.

“It will be hosted by Rossbart,” he said. “If you don’t want to have a war with us, then make a good spread.”

“Done,” I said. “We’ll write to the King and let him know right away.”

“Good,” the King said. “I like it when things are official. And you will let me know what comes of your communication with the King.”

“I can’t speak on his behalf without official word,” I said. “But I’m positive that the King of Rothbart will be happy to host such an occasion.”

“Of course,” King Braunwald huffed. “Well, then you should go now and see that everything is in order.”

We bowed and backed away, and the King’s stillness followed us out like a shadow.

“Well.” Babble let out a long, shaky breath once we were clear of the throne room. “That went well, didn’t it?”

“Did it?” I arched an eyebrow. “You know, I was worried for a minute. Why did you bring up the goose?”

“I wasn’t going to bring up the goose,” Babble replied as we set off down the hallway. “But it just danced into my head when I looked back at the King, and I couldn’t help it! I don’t know. I feel like I’m under that bird’s control.”

“How are we going to explain that the goose isn’t actually a sacred symbol of Rothbart?” I asked. “We did a good job of saving it back there, but if they’re expecting to see another goose dance…”

“I know,” Babble sighed. “It actually made the King feel kind of bad, and at least it helped convince him to consider our idea.”

“It’s a good idea,” I said. “We put on a good party, and they won’t want to go to war with us. That’s how these things work, right?”

“But who knows what kind of parties they even enjoy,” Babble pointed out.

“It’ll be a party with good beer,” I said. “And both Kingdoms have good beer. We may have nothing else at all in common, but if we have that, then I’m going to make sure that Rothbart doesn’t go to war.”

We found our way back to our chambers with the help of the brass markers, but that was the only reason we made it back. Every corridor still looked the same to me, and it didn’t help that I was still tipsy from our breakfast. As soon as we tumbled inside, Babble fell flat onto his bed and curled up in a little ball.

“I’m tired,” he said. “You know, that was a big day so far. And we did drink a lot of beer. Anyway, let me know when we’ve achieved total peace between the Kingdoms.”

“I don’t think that will happen during one nap,” I said. “But I’ll get started on this letter to the King.”

I went to the desk, pulled a fresh sheet of parchment from the drawer, and then uncorked an ink bottle. I noticed that there was a mail chute on this desk, just like the one in Quake. I was also willing to bet that the Eisenstadti mail system would be even more efficient than the one in Rothbart.

“Here goes,” I muttered and started to write.

To the King of Rothbart,

I write from inside the walls of Eisenstadt Castle, where we have already engaged in a great amount of diplomacy. As the only two diplomats on this journey who have met with King Braunwald, we are happy to report that we have a solution to our predicament. Best of all, it involves a great deal of fun.

I have proposed that we hold a joint beer and cultural festival. I would create new brews using Eisenstadti ingredients and my own brewing practices, and the Eisenstadti will present their own beers and food. All we need is some of the best food in Rothbart and some great entertainment.

King Braunwald has requested that the celebration take place in Quake. I haven’t said yes, but I know how much you love throwing parties. I’m sure we can find a way to present our culture and wares in a way that both Kingdoms could enjoy.

Best wishes,

Tyler of Hagop.

After I signed my name, I blew on the letter until the ink had dried completely. Then I sealed it shut and wrote the details of the recipient on the back. Once that was done, I popped it down the letter chute and smiled.

“Nice,” I congratulated myself.

All the beer and diplomacy caught up with me after that, so I stretched out on my bed to take a nap. I didn’t wake up until there was a knock on the door, and I jerked up so fast I left a trail of drool on the pillow.

“What…” Babble mumbled. “Wh… where am I?”

“We’re in Eisenstadt,” I said and wiped at my chin. “And someone is knocking on the door.”

“Do you think that they got the letter to and from the King that quickly?” he asked as he sat up. “Maybe we already have a reply!”

“That would be good, wouldn’t it?” I said as I dragged my feet to the door.

But it wasn’t a letter. Instead, a member of staff dressed in gray and red held a gleaming silver tray.

“Lunch is served,” he announced

“Even better,” Babble said and clapped his hand.

I took the tray and then looked around for the best place to set it. Of course, the Eisenstadti had already thought of that, and the servant pulled out a foldable metal table from the wall. I thanked him as I set the tray down, and once the man had left, Babble and I peered down at our lunch.

There were more sausages sliced into coins, bread so dark that it nearly shined, and a very fragrant green soup. Everything was perfectly in its place, from the bread knives to the soup spoons, even though it had been carried through who knew how many halls to get here.

“It smells good,” I noted.

“Oooh, I’ll take some of everything,” the gnome declared happily.

We dug in, and I smiled as I let the flavors roll around my mouth. Everything was delicious, and the flavors of one perfectly balanced the other items.

“It’s good,” I said. “Obviously unhealthy, but really good.”

“Unhealthy things can be good,” Babble replied. “I actually like this soup. It really makes me feel… energized.”

“Yeah,” I said. “It’s good that we’re getting some vitamins. Are you feeling rested after your nap?”

“Yep,” he said and nodded so hard his hat almost came off.

“Good,” I said. “So am I. But… what should we do next?”

“Well, if we’re just waiting around for a reply, we might as well do some exploring,” the gnome suggested.

“I agree,” I nodded. “Let’s explore some more.”

So we looked over the map while we finished lunch, and then we stepped into the hall again. I shoved the map in one of my pockets, but before we’d taken more than a few steps, I stopped.

“You know, I haven’t heard anything about Midnight since we’ve been here,” I said.

“I’m sure that he’s being spoiled,” Babble replied. “But we should ask if you’re worried.”

“We can check the stables on the way back,” I suggested.

With help from the map, we made it out of the castle and into one of the ‘famous gardens’. I tried to admire the symmetry of the Eisenstadti gardens, but they were brutal. There were squares of gravel raked into perfect grids, hedges that had been trimmed with military precision, and flowers all the same color and height. It was impressive, if only as a display of someone’s desire to control nature.

“Not a single weed,” Babble observed. “This place really is strange.”

“I suppose it’s impressive,” I said. “But you know, it really is missing that certain… something.”

We wandered into one of the historical archive rooms, and I tried reading one of the etiquette scrolls that had been translated into multiple languages. After a while, every new rule just seemed like the same thing repeated over and over again, and the words blurred into drills and punishments. Once we escaped the archives, Babble fell asleep on the lawn with his red hat over his face, and I peered out into the flat horizon and the very perfect grid.

The clock towers chimed as evening fell, and we ate another sensible supper on long tables in the courtyard. Not that many people took an interest in us, now that they knew who we were, so we were able to eat in peace.

By the time I extinguished the lamps next to our beds, my stomach was gnawing at me. I hadn’t really expected a reply so quickly, but part of me had hoped that a knight would appear that evening with the King’s response. I didn’t like waiting around on the average day, but especially in a place as cold and impersonal as Eisenstadt. The only way I could warm myself was to think about the hearth back home with my girls and my kids, and that made it tolerable.

I listened to Babble’s soft snores as I stared at the ceiling and traced invisible lines between the stones. Soon, my mind wandered to the King of Rothbart and what he would say. This was a man who loved fun, but he’d been so worried the last time I’d talked to him. Would that make him reluctant to take the offer?

I knew that if both Kings shared a good time together, war could be averted. The real issue was that these Kings had different ideas of a good time. But I thought that I could bridge that gap with some really good beer.

But first, they both had to say yes.

The knock finally came just as the first bells tolled dawn, and I sat up quickly. A member of the staff slipped inside before I could say anything and gave a short, curt bow with a letter in both hands. The seal gleamed with the familiar royal blue.

Yep, it was from the King. I broke it open before the door had even shut.

“Babble,” I whispered. “Babble, we have our answer.”

“What?” He yawned. “Oh, that’s nice. Yes… so nice…”

Sir Tyler and Babble,

The proposal has merit, and more importantly, I like it. This Festival of Unity is hereby approved! I think it would be best to return at once and prepare the brews. We will provide support for transport, security, official invitations, and everything else. The staff do all of that every day, and this will be just one more event to schedule. Well, it’s their job after all. Did you put that in the letter? Don’t put that in the letter.

By the way, they sent back your horse with the diplomats. He is being attended to in the royal stables.

Fun wishes,

The King of Rothbart.

“Yay!” I said. “We’re going to have a festival!”

“So he didn’t banish us?” Babble’s hair stuck up into the air as he sat up with bleary eyes. “We’re good?”

“We are indeed good,” I said. “Very good. He also mentioned that Midnight was sent back with the other diplomats, so at least we know he’s alright.”

“Okay,” Babble muttered and then yawned. “Random, but I knew you were worried about that.”

“I was,” I said. “He really is a considerate King. Here, take a look at the letter yourself.”

I handed the letter to the small gnome, and he read it as he nodded his head a few times.

“You see?” Babble laughed. “Goose diplomacy. It works every time.”

“No, it doesn’t,” I said. “This was beer diplomacy.”

“But I think that the goose softened him to our cause,” he said.

“By lying about our nation’s beliefs,” I pointed out. “You know, we’re going to have to tell the King about that.”

“Oh, come onnnnnn,” Babble chuckled. “He’ll love that. You know he will.”

“We can deal with that later,” I said as I hunted around for my regular clothes. “We’ve got to get back to Hagop. You read the letter. Brewing starts soon.”

I felt the air ease in my chest when I thought about going home. Not only was I going to see my ladies and the kids, but the real work was about to begin. The work that this brewer was actually made to do.

There was another knock at the door, so I quickly pulled on the rest of my clothing. Apparently, there weren’t any more messages from the King of Rothbart, because the person waited until I opened the door.

There was another member of the staff there, and he gave a low bow before he spoke.

“Friends from Rossbart,” he said in his accent. “We understand that today you are to leave us.”

“Yes,” I furrowed my brow. “But how did you know”

“We intercept all foreign letters,” he replied. “We must ensure that no one is plotting against the Kingdom. So, we know you are summoned home. But first, the King has insisted that you visit the Ministry of Culture before your departure.”

“Ministry of Culture, huh?” I muttered and then nodded. “Actually, yeah, that would be a great place for me to visit.”

“Are we going to have to march there?” Babble asked.

“Not if you do not wish.” The man shook his head and then stepped back so we could follow him.

He led us through another maze of corridors that I doubt I could’ve found on my own, even with the map. The air grew warmer and thicker the deeper we went, and soon, it was touched with a faint tang of copper.

The hall where we ended up hummed like a giant machine. Rows of vats gleamed under lamplight, and fat copper bellies piped steam through brass valves. Elven scribes scurried between the shelves with arms full of parchment, while others scribbled furiously on fresh sheets.

We were in the palace brewery, and I was impressed.

“There they are,” Babble murmured. “I told you there were elves here.”

“Is it weird that this is the only place we’ve ever seen them?” I asked.

The quick look I had at some of the scrolls looked more like battle plans than brewing notes, but the place really was beautiful. I looked at the giant timelines carved in stone on the walls, and there were great wheels that marked the reigns of monarchs, each one accompanied not by victories or laws, but clock designs. The place was totally obsessed with clocks and all their parts. Everything was marked by gears, pendulums, and dials, even in this ode to brewing.

“Ah,” Babble nodded. “I see why they’re so into timeliness now. Well, if we had clocks this advanced, then maybe we would be, too.”

“It’s amazing,” I admitted. “It’s a real feat of craftsmanship. I’m really glad we got to see this. And also, I can’t wait to tell Rheingold. He’ll love all of this.”

“Mm,” Babble nodded.

We wandered past the tables where clerks inked reports. There wasn’t a single blotch on a page, nor a ruler out of line. Every sheet had been stacked into perfect piles. Yeah, this was a little different from the chaos that I was used to, but then again, I achieved the same results, if not better.

The hall bustled as clerks and artisans bent over their stations, and I couldn’t even keep track of everything that was going on. Some of them etched delicate clock hands with tools that I couldn’t recognize, and others were measuring the drip of copper stills with the precision of surgeons.

“I wonder if we have one of these in Quake,” Babble said.

“Maybe,” I shrugged. “I feel like there’s always something to discover. I mean, I only just found out about the whole cheese-tasting district.”

“I’m pretty sure that’s run by rats,” Babble murmured. “Or overrun by rats. Either way, it’s one of those.”

“You’re the Rothbartian,” I heard someone call out and looked around in surprise.

This wasn’t like the rest of the gruff, efficient voices we’d heard so far. It was clear, deliberate, and feminine.

I turned around and quickly spotted the woman who was working her way through the clerks. She was tall and composed like everyone else in this land, and her posture was as straight as the spines of the many books around her. Her hair was the color of summer wheat, and it had been tied back into a bun so flawless that it was almost perfectly spherical. Her eyes studied me with open curiosity instead of suspicion, like a more self-assured version of the people who’d stared at us over breakfast the day before.

“Hello.” I blinked, and suddenly, I felt a little more aware of how travel-worn my tunic looked next to all of this symmetry. “I mean, yes, that’s me. I’m Sir Tyler of Hagop, and this is my assistant, Babble of Hagop.”

Babble was currently testing whether a pair of brass calipers made a good nose pincher. He yelped as the calipers snapped shut, and then he looked up at the woman.

“Assistant extraordinaire,” he said. “And gambling consultant in other settings.”

“I’ll bear that in mind,” she replied in a serious voice. “I’ve never met someone from Rothbart before, but they say that your cities are… quite colorful. Chaotic.”

“Well, chaotic is one word for it,” I said. “But I prefer colorful. Because there’s a real… I don’t know, just a fun feeling there. It’s all good there.”

“Fern-brain,” Babble murmured under his breath.

“It sounds fun,” the woman said with a faint smile.

For a minute, it felt like everything else in the room disappeared, but in a way it did. Everyone else was focused on their work, Babble was busy tinkering with something, and nobody was paying any attention to us.

“What’s your name?” I asked.

“I’m Lisette,” she said. “And I am a very proud Eisenstadti.”

She looked at me like I was a specimen she was studying for her biology class.

“Well, it’s great to meet you,” I replied after an awkward pause.

“What’s it like?” she asked as she leaned closer. “On the outside? I mean outside Eisenstadt.”

“Outside?” I blinked.

She gestured vaguely to the walls, the endless ticking gears, and the elves at work. It was a nice place to work, but I got the feeling that she didn’t just mean the Ministry of Culture.

“Yes, outside,” she said. “I’ve never left. We’re told not to dream outward, because beyond the border, there’s just hostility, disorder, and enemies.”

“Enemies?” I protested as I thought about the King of Rothbart, who loved fun so much. “Well, I think that might be an exaggeration…”

“Yes,” she murmured and nodded. “I can’t believe everyone is an enemy.”

“You’d be amazed at how many enemies we’ve managed to make just by accident,” Babble snorted and then shrugged. “But it always turns out okay.”

“Outside isn’t simple,” I added. “It can be just as messy as anywhere. Hagop, where I’m from… it’s definitely not as orderly as Eisenstadt. But I don’t think anyone cares. In fact, I think if people were obsessed with order, then it might lose some of the charm, to be honest. Things like kids chasing chickens or fishermen slapping fish onto the riverbank.”

“Oh, so I’m not allowed to bring up our propensity for trouble, but you’re allowed to talk about fish slapping,” Babble sighed as Lisette started to giggle.

“You two are so funny!” she said before catching herself and turning it into a cough. “Oh, my goodness, I’m so sorry! I didn’t even realize I was doing it!”

“That’s fine,” I chuckled. “That’s allowed where we’re from. In fact, it’s even encouraged.”

“Very different indeed,” she murmured. “But if you laugh in the open, it doesn’t seem hostile.”

“It’s not hostile at all,” I said. “And it’s certainly not neat. But it’s definitely alive.”

“Alive sounds good,” she replied. “And the colors? Is it true people use any color they like?”

“There are colors everywhere,” I said “And there are lots of colors. Blue banners that fade in the sun, green moss between the cobblestones, and market stalls striped in reds and yellows. Half the time it looks like someone painted it. Where I’m from… well, it’s the most beautiful place I know.”

“Wow,” she pressed a hand against her collar to steady her breath. “Here, everything is gray and red, as you have seen. Black. Gray. Red. One palette, one pattern, all the time. I wouldn’t even know that there were other colors if I didn’t work in the historic department of the Ministry of Culture.”

She looked down at her own tunic, which was immaculately ironed but just as boring as every other outfit we’d seen since we’d arrived.

“Yeah, I’ve noticed that things are pretty… uniform out here,” I had to admit.

“Sometimes I dream of wearing something that isn’t regulation,” she whispered and then looked around. “A scarf maybe, or a dress in a different shade. Just something that doesn’t match the rest. It really does get so boring.”

“I once wore nothing but leaves for a week,” Babble replied. “When I was in my bachelor days. Fashion’s flexible.”

“Not here it isn’t,” she sighed. “How I’d love to see those colorful places. The flowers, the clothes, and even the people. Even if they are loud, and perhaps grubby.”

“I don’t think we’re that grubby,” Babble sniffed. “But if we are, it’s just seasoning.”

I cleared my throat and felt suddenly restless among all the ticking and the parchment. I wanted to tell this girl more about the wide world, but more importantly, I wanted to know more about her, too.

“You know,” I said. “We’re leaving the Kingdom soon. We have a project that involves your Kingdom that we’ll be starting. But we won’t leave before one more drink. Come with us just for one, and we can call it a cultural exchange. Do you think you could take time off for that?”

She looked surprised at the invitation, but her eyes darted toward the clerks. Their heads were bent over their workbenches, and I had a feeling that was how they would stay, no matter what.

“I make my own schedule,” she declared. “They trust us with that here, since we’re so used to schedules. Yes, I will be able to join you for one drink. That would be… interesting.”

“At last!” Babble clapped his little hands together and did a jig. “A volunteer for goose diplomacy phase two.”

“Did you say goose?” she asked in confusion.

“Long story,” I said quickly. “No need to think about it.”

I was surprised that Babble’s antics apparently hadn’t been the talk of the town, but since everyone had broken the law by laughing at his antics, I could understand why they wanted to keep it under wraps.

Lisette led us through a side passage and into the crisp light of the day. Once we were outside the castle complex, I found another small tavern tucked into a corner square. Its windows glowed with an amber light, which looked as bright as the sun in the land of gray and black.

We ducked inside, where the air was warmer and smelled of malt and rye. Wooden beams stretched across the ceiling, and while their symmetry wasn’t absolute, they were still very straight.

I ordered three steins of the smooth, dark, and serious beer. When the drinks arrived, we clinked them together, and Lisette took a delicate sip while Babble and I both took large sips. At least her eyes sparkled as the foam laced the glass, and she nodded in approval at the taste of the beer.

“Would you like to know something about me?” she asked. “I collect things. Recipe books.”

“Recipe books?” I asked. “What, all from here? Or do you have recipes from all over the world?”

“I know all the recipes in Eisenstadt,” she said and shook her head. “No, I collect recipes from elsewhere. Sometimes they come hidden in crates of vegetables. They’re smuggled past the inspections because, you know… they’re contraband.”

Babble and I looked at each other, and once again, I was surprised at how strict the rules were.

“Sounds risky,” Babble said. “But as a gambler, I know high risk can mean high reward.”

“That’s it exactly,” she said and actually smiled for a moment. “There are some wine-making and brewing manuals in my collection, which I’m sure you’d enjoy. I also have books about sugar, spices, and even exotic fruits. You’d be amazed what people do with fruits. They even put them in beer.”

“Fruit?” Babble nearly choked on his beer. “In beer?”

“We do some of that,” I reminded him.

“But… just for a little flavor,” he said. “It’s still beer.”

“I’ve read them all,” she whispered as she leaned forward. “I can’t brew anything on my own because I don’t have a license, but I know all of the theories. And you’re a brewer.”

“I am,” I agreed. “Are you hoping to be a brewer some day?”

“Mm, not quite,” she sighed. “I like to design.”

Lisette was easily the most interesting person we’d met so far. Just the fact that she was ready to challenge the set patterns, even in private, said something about her own creative juices.

She reached into her satchel and slid something onto the table. It was a small brass fitting shaped like a lily. Polished petals flared outward, and a hidden valve gleamed beneath.

“What’s that?” Babble asked as his tiny hands reached for the metal. “It looks beautiful.”

“It’s a tap,” she explained as I plucked it from Babble’s hand. “It’s my own design. It’s more graceful than any of the standard levers, but it’s also easier to regulate the flow, you see. I’ve studied metalwork in the workshop at night with scraps.”

“This is stunning,” I said as I turned it over.

The solid, elegant design reminded me of Rheingold’s playful contraptions. It was less rigid than the general Eisenstadti vibe, and more alive than anything we’d seen this entire trip.

“Thanks.” She almost smiled again, and then her eyes flickered around the room. “I can’t really tell anyone in the Kingdom about such things, so I just keep them to myself. But I feel like I can trust you, for some reason.”

“And we’re leaving soon,” I chuckled. “So your secret’s safe with us.”

“You’re very talented,” Babble said as he snatched the tap from my hand. “It’s a shame that nobody can see these. Maybe we can smuggle you out in a barrel.”

Lisette smiled, and I saw her quickly cover her mouth before laughing as though she’d just said a four-letter word in church. But the sound was there, and it was light and human, even if it was forbidden.

We lingered over the last of our steins, and Lisette asked us more questions about Rothbart while we asked her for more information about the flavors that the Eisenstadti liked.

But our moment of peace ended when the tavern door banged open, and a guard in Eisenstadti gray stepped inside. His helmet was tucked beneath his arm, and his eyes swept the room and found us in our normal-looking non-gray clothes instantly.

“Sir Tyler,” he nodded. “His Majesty has ordered that a carriage be prepared for you. It will take you to the docks.”

Lisette’s back straightened, and suddenly, she looked just as rigid as everyone else in the bar. She stood up and nodded.

“It was a pleasure to meet you,” I said before she could leave.

“And you,” she said formally and shook my hand.

But instead of the warmth of her skin, I felt something cold, and I realized that she’d pressed the lily-shaped tap into my palm.

“Take it,” she mouthed. “To remember me.”

“Goodbye, Eisenstadt,” Babble said as stood up and waved to everyone in the room.

The guard cleared his throat sharply, so we followed him through the narrow, regimented streets. I had to admit that I was relieved to be heading home. I missed the fun and easy vibes of Hagop, and I missed my family, too.

The carriage was fast, though not as smooth as the ones in Quake. It deposited us at the dock right next to our ship. It was a sleek vessel with brass fittings that gleamed in the beautiful morning light.

“Try not to miss me too much!” Babble shouted to everyone before he boarded the ship.

I followed him on board, and while I hadn’t loved it here, I turned back for one last look. It still looked sharp and unyielding, and I thought about Lisette, who just wanted a new life where there might be color and curves.

But then the lines were cast off, and the sail unfurled.

“You know,” I said to Babble. “I think we were there long enough.”

“Oh, for sure,” Babble agreed. “At least we’ll get to stay home for the next part of this.”

“Yeah,” I agreed, though I felt a whisper of doubt about that.

I was sure we could pull off an amazing cultural exchange, but could we do it without somehow offending the very uptight people of Eisenstadt?
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Chapter 8

The river slid under us, and the tense, angular city shrunk as the water carried us away. I could feel something in my chest begin to unknot as the city faded from view, and I took a few easier breaths. Even my shoulders eventually loosened, and I had to admit, it felt good to be able to slouch again.

“That was a lot,” I sighed.

Babble plopped down on a soft cushion next to me and produced a battered deck of cards from his vest. He fanned it in one hand so that the cards flashed like little flags.

“Lesson time!” he announced. “I believe learning a new game is a perfect way to decompress. That way we don’t spend the entire trip thinking about work!”

“Wouldn’t now be a good time to think about work?” I asked. “Before we get busy back at home and get distracted?”

“No, I think we need a breather to energize us after dealing with all that,” he insisted. “So. I’m going to teach you King’s Barrel. I don’t know why I never did before.”

“Yeah, it’s certainly on-brand,” I chuckled.

“The rounds are usually only five minutes,” Babble said. “But it takes a lifetime to master. The loser buys the first round in Hagop.”

“I’m pretty sure I do all the brewing in Hagop so it’s not like we’ll have to pay for anything,” I said. “But yeah, let’s go.”

“Tavern deck,” he rapped it on his knee. “Thirty-six cards, six through ace. We got hops, hammers, coins, and cups. You have to get three in a row of the same suit, or three of a kind from any suit. Either of those make a barrel. Whoever gets the barrel first wins the round.”

“Seems straightforward,” I said. “But you’ve got the luck of the gnomes on your side, so I don’t have a chance, do I?”

“Shuffle and see,” he said as he slipped me the deck.

I listened to the river glide against the hull as I shuffled the cards. The lily tap Lisette had given me felt heavy in my pocket, and I could feel it every time I leaned forward or turned to look over the side. Despite Babble’s insistence that we not think about work, I found myself devising schemes where I could bring more of Lisette’s creations to Hagop.

After I’d shuffled the deck a few times, Babble plucked the cards from my hand with a grunt and then dealt five to each of us, one to the discard, and then set the rest as a draw stack. It seemed like a pretty straightforward card game to me, but somehow these Hagop card games always ended up being more complicated.

“Right,” he glanced at the face-up discard. “It’s a hammer nine. Draw from the stack or take that refuse.”

“Huh.” I fanned my hands as I tried to decide what to do.

I had a Hops seven, Hops eight, Coins six, Cups king, and Hammers ace. The matching hops made me want to play them, and for a moment, I felt as lucky as a gnome.

“What’s your choice?” Babble asked. “Discard or Stack?”

“Stack,” I replied as I reached for the top card.

It was a Hops six, and I grinned. I decided to lay my Hammers ace in the discard and smiled up at the gnome.

“Abandoning your ace this early in the game?” he mused. “You’re bold.”

“Well, I’m just learning,” I said.

“We could always gamble to heighten the stakes,” Babble suggested as he studied his cards.

“I’ve got nothing on me,” I said. “And I’m enjoying the thrill of just playing a new game.”

“And well you should,” Babble replied as he drew from the stack.

We continued with the game until we were two rounds in, and we were tied at two barrels. I’d never expected to do so well against a gnome, and I felt proud of myself just for keeping the game close. Especially because I was so distracted.

Lisette’s voice kept replaying in my head as she talked about seeing the colorful places. I pictured her at one of the long tables in the royal palace in Quake, where she would roll up her sleeves as she adjusted the flow on some of her metal taps, ready to serve some delicious brew to the gathered nobles. I wondered if I could get her to Rothbart as part of the cultural exchange, perhaps as a brewer’s apprentice. It gnawed at me in the same pleasant way that a new idea for a recipe did.

“Tyler,” Babble sang as my eyes drifted over my cards again without taking anything in. “Tyler, are you in there somewhere?”

“Huh?” I shook my head and blinked at my cards.

After a quick scan of my hand, I discarded a Coins card, which Babble drew from the discard pile immediately. He laid down a barrel, but I only shrugged. I was honestly starting to get bored with the game.

“I feel like your mind is elsewhere,” Babble sighed. “That wasn’t even a beginner’s mistake you just made.”

“Yeah, it is,” I said. “I’ll admit it.”

“Brewer’s brain,” he sighed and shook his head. “I’ll get you some water, and then you can tell me what’s on your mind, since I’m sure it has something to do with this upcoming exchange, even though I told you not to think about work.”

“Yeah, I guess it’s tied to that,” I admitted. “You know, a brew would be nice.”

“Well, I’d offer something stronger, but I don’t think we actually have anything,” he said. “These Eisenstadti apparently frown on drinking and sailing.”

The gnome got down and walked over to one of the sailors, who pointed him toward a small table a moment later. Babble nodded politely and then walked over to the table, and after some fussing, he found two tin mugs and an elegant blue bottle. He filled the mugs and walked back to our spot. He handed me one of the cups and then climbed back into his chair.

“It’s the girl, isn’t it,” Babble said after he’d taken a sip. “The one who wants to get out.”

“You got me,” I chuckled. “It is her. I was just thinking that if Braunwald sends artisans for our festival, maybe she could be on that list? Or maybe we can get the King to request a metalsmith’s apprentice from Eisenstadt to consult on tap logistics. It’s safer than smuggling her in a barrel, and I think a little smarter than blind hope.”

“Man,” Babble shook his head. “You really are thinking about this.”

“Come on,” I shrugged. “Rheingold would agree with me, too. She’s wasted on clock teeth. She belongs in a room where she can do what she wants. I mean, I’d venture to say that a lot of people there have untapped talents, but her specifically.”

“Bad, bad, bad ideas.” Babble shook his head. “Write the letters, Tyler. You’re the envoy. Invite her like a gentleman, not a smuggler. And besides, you know the King’s attitude. The more, the merrier.”

“Will she accept, though?” I asked. “What if Braunwald forbids it if she does?”

“There’s only one way to find out,” the gnome reminded me.

We played a few more rounds after that, but I knew I’d lost when Babble smiled at his cards. I’d been on autopilot for most of the last hands, so I hadn’t even noticed that I’d only lost the match until I saw Babble’s victory grin.

“Wow,” I chuckled. “Now imagine how that would’ve gone if I’d actually been paying any attention.”

“Well, maybe the gnome’s luck was what made you start dreaming about the girl,” Babble replied. “Also, all draws go to the gnome. It’s a very old rule.”

“What, among gnomes?” I asked.

“You’d be surprised at how many old superstitious rules there are in gambling,” he replied.

I groaned and rolled my eyes, but Babble only cackled as he collected the deck again. I knew he was going to propose another game, but I brushed it aside because I could see the first spires of Quake in the distance.

The ship finally docked as a few bells in Quake tolled three in the afternoon. With the bells came the hustle and bustle of the city, and I was relieved to hear the sounds of a city that was very much in motion. I also grinned at the old, strange, and sometimes lopsided architecture. It was like we were in the real world again, where life was messy, but always fun.

“Oh, thank goodness,” Babble said. “It smells terrible here, but that’s the way I want it. What’s the word she used? Oh, yeah. We’re a little grubby. Well, I’d gladly be grubby instead of a prude.”

A gleaming black and gold carriage was waiting for us, and its harness was hitched to four horses. I recognized one particularly black stallion as Midnight, and I breathed a sigh of relief when I saw him. As soon as we were off the ship, I ran over to the horse and patted his neck.

“Look at him,” I laughed as the stallion whinnied.

“They’ve doubled the horsepower for this one,” Babble noted. “Clearly, they’re taking this very seriously. I’m surprised the King didn’t send a portable vat along, just so you could start without delay.”

“Don’t give him any ideas,” I warned as I looked around.

Once we climbed inside the carriage, the driver cracked the reins, and we lurched forward. The cobbles of Quake quickly blurred into the green countryside, and soon after that, the brash colors of the wilderness swept by. Despite the fast pace, the ride was very smooth, thanks to a little royal magic.

As I leaned back against the padded velvet seat, the day’s weight pressed down on me. Babble was already snoring beside me, though he somehow shuffled the cards in his little hands as he slept.

I chuckled at how quickly he’d fallen asleep, but my eyes drifted shut not long after that. I dreamed of my home and the vast stretch of land I called my estate, and I smiled as the sun turned everything golden. I heard someone behind me, but when I turned around, it wasn’t Flora or Hilly, or even Princess Juliette.

It was Lisette, and she was dressed in a saffron, cobalt, and emerald gown. She laughed loudly and freely as she held a stein in one hand and her lily tap in the other. Hagop thrummed around her, and I recognized the scene well. The crooked streets were alive with fiddle music and clattering mugs, and Rheingold’s latest contraption looked like a beer fountain. Hilly appeared from the crowd and pulled Lisette into a tavern dance, while Flora danced with Baby Hugh.

The Eisenstadti woman looked like she belonged at the festival, just as surely as any Hagopper did. I reached for her across the dream, but the carriage suddenly jolted to a stop, and my dream scattered as I blinked awake.

The sky was deepening toward dusk, but the familiar smell of malt drifted on the air. The fields I knew so well were spread along the hillside, and sure, they were messy and crooked, but at least they were real. And at least they were ours.

“Home,” Babble finally stirred and yawned. “And thank goodness for that.”

“I’ve never been happier,” I said as I opened the carriage door and tumbled to the ground.

The doors to the house flew open, and Hilly strode out first. Her apron was still on, and her hair was loose from a day’s work. The others spilled out behind her, even baby Charlotte who gurgled happily in Flora’s arms.

“It’s about time!” Flora laughed and placed a kiss on my cheek. “We were beginning to think that the place had swallowed you whole.”

“Princess Juliette wrote to let us know about your mission,” Hilly said. “Quite a busy man you are, Tyler!”

“The place nearly did swallow me whole,” I sighed as I pulled Hilly in for a big hug.

The tavern owner smelled fresh and minty, the same scent they used in the tavern to clean up every morning. By all rights, she should’ve smelled like stale beer at the end of the day, but somehow, she managed to keep that same wonderful aroma of mint.

“Shall I return your horse to the stable?” the driver asked.

“That would be great,” I replied.

The driver nodded and started to unhook Midnight, but before I could offer any instructions, Flora shepherded me while she planted more kisses on my face. The table had been laid for dinner like they’d been expecting us, and I couldn’t think of anything more delectable than the home-cooked spread that had been set out in front of us. Roasted chickens gleamed with butter, potatoes swam in a dark gravy, and baskets of steaming fresh bread beckoned us to partake. Bowls of pickled beets and cabbage, pitchers of ale, and a pie cooling at the edge of the table promised a perfect meal.

Once Hilly returned from the barn and the driver had left, we took our seats, and moments later, we dug into our meals while the ladies peppered me with questions about Eisenstadt. That first sip of King’s Brew, though, was the moment I really felt like I was home.

“We weren’t gone long,” I said. “But everything was so different, it felt like we were there for months. They’re very uptight there.”

“I’ve heard that,” Flora said. “Is it true that there are clock towers everywhere?”

“Oh, for sure,” I said. “But there’s a really impressive workshop as well where they make them. There are lots of elves there, too.”

“It had an elfish vibe for sure,” Babble said as he slurped down a potato. “Everything was very ordered. It all felt very… snobbish, but that’s true of most things the elves do.”

“And what about their King?” Flora asked.

“That’s one man who’s difficult to read,” the gnome replied and shook his head.

“Babble made the King laugh,” I said. “Which is illegal, by the way. But now King Braunwald believes that geese are a symbol of Rothbart, thanks to my business partner here.”

“Wait, what?” Hilly asked. “How did that happen?”

“Oh, yeah,” Babble said and wiped his mouth on a napkin. “I dressed up as a goose and did a dance in their talent pageant. The King did say we could join the show, and that’s what I did.”

“Yes, but the other performers were so very serious,” I said. “And then out comes Babble, during one of those serious performances, and begins his routine by tripping over a rope. People laughed, which is a big no-no, and I was sure we’d get banished if not executed for making people laugh. So we had to cover our tracks by saying that geese are actually a revered symbol of our Kingdom and that they’d mocked us when they laughed at Babble’s display.”

“I guess it’s good it worked,” Flora said and frowned slightly. “But does that mean we all have to wear goose feathers whenever the Eisenstadti King visits?”

“I’ve started a fashion trend!” the gnome gasped.

“Er, I wouldn’t go that far,” I protested.

After that, Babble told his version of his act, complete with honks and waving hands, in between mouthfuls of stuffing. The kids laughed until they nearly fell off their chairs.

I smiled as I listened, and with my tankard in hand, I felt the warmth of my home in Hagop pressing in from every side. The last of Eisenstadt’s chill melted away, and I knew that this was what I was fighting for. Not order or perfection, but just laughter around a crowded table filled with my family.

“But there’s more that you have to tell us.” Flora looked up with a soft smile, and the candlelight captured her soft cheeks absolutely perfectly. “Because Princess Juliette says there may be trouble afoot. I don’t think she knows the full extent of it, but--”

“But if you’re going to be the one that has to sort it out, then we want to know what the problem is,” Hilly said as she dipped a knife into the pie. “Tell us what happened.”

“It’s honestly so foolish that it doesn’t even sound real,” I sighed. “Which is probably why Babble should tell the tale.”

“An Eisenstadti envoy was dining with the King,” Babble said as he took over. “And one of our nobles was so drunk that he spilled beer on the table. Not a big deal, but he wiped it up with an Eisenstadti heirloom that’s made out of very important fabric or something. So that’s what happened.”

“Seriously?” Hilly’s eyes widened. “And so what were you doing, issuing an apology?”

“Not quite,” I sighed. “Our mission has only just begun. You see, after we insulted their flag, King Braunwald threatened to go to war.”

“Over a spilled beer?” Flora was shocked. “That seems like an overreaction. I’m sure that it was just an accident.”

“I don’t think accidents are really part of the Eisenstadti vocabulary,” Babble said. “But it was just an accident. Still, they are weird there. There are so many rules, it’s hard to keep track of them all. They also have strange habits like drinking beer before breakfast. They won’t even serve you breakfast until you finish your morning beer.”

“Weird,” Hilly muttered. “Not that this isn’t a beer-loving household, but…”

“I’d venture to say that this is the house that beer built,” Flora snorted.

“But before breakfast seems a little… I don’t know, masochistic?” Hilly said. “Or troubled, at best?”

“That’s exactly how I felt while we were there,” Babble replied.

“I still don’t see why you two were there,” Hilly remarked.

“We were part of the diplomatic team,” I said. “After our success with the dragon and the lizard-people, the King thought we’d be a good match for this.”

“It’s a good thing he sent us,” Babble added. “Because we were the only ones who met with the King.”

“So what’s left to do?” Flora asked.

“We’re going to host a beer and cultural festival in Quake,” I said. “My idea was that if we drank good beer and ate good food together, Braunwald might be less inclined to go to war with us.”

“The food part sounds good,” Flora said. “But it sounds like beer caused this problem in the first place. Do we really think we should be serving it around the Eisenstadti again?”

“That’s what I said,” I replied. “But the King seems to think that a beer problem can only be solved with a beer solution. And as a beer specialist myself, I have to admit, I might agree.”

“Well, you do work for the King,” Hilly sighed. “And of course I trust your judgment. I just hope that the festival will be something that provides a good connection between both of our Kingdoms.”

“Normally, I would say that I want them to realize that we actually have more commonalities than differences,” Babble sniffed. “But we don’t. I can say that very authoritatively after spending these past two days there.”

“Not all of them are like that,” I said, and I thought of Lisette. “We met someone right before we left that’s been smuggling in cookbooks, and she makes things out of metal. She’s called Lisette.”

“Well, it sounds like she should meet Rheingold,” Hilly said. “He knows more about metal than… well, maybe anyone, ever.”

“It’s not that simple,” Babble said and shook his head. “You know, there’s heavy censorship there. You could tell because their performances were so… wooden. It needed a honk or two, just to change the mood.”

“Well, maybe you can pull some strings with this beer festival,” Flora suggested. “Maybe you can get an invitation for her. When’s it supposed to take place?”

“Soon,” I sighed. “I’m about to get very busy in the barn as I try to come up with the perfect brew for this festival.”

“Not before you try the savory pie.” Hilly winked as she passed me a plate of pie. “Flora just made it this morning.”

“I’m trying a few new recipes,” Flora said. “So I want your opinion.”

“God, life’s hard.” I practically licked my lips, it looked so good.

The pie didn’t disappoint. The crust was thick and golden, and brushed with egg so that it gleamed in the candlelight. The filling was dark and rich, and looked like braised beef in a glossy gravy with carrots, onions, and parsnips tucked among the chunks.

The first bite was heavenly. The beef fell apart in my mouth, and she’d seasoned it with thyme and black pepper that lingered at the back of my throat. The crust soaked up the gravy, and I wolfed down the deliciousness all in one.

“That,” I said. “Is truly the taste of coming home.”

“Thank you.” Flora smiled and blew me a kiss. “You know, I played around with the herbs, but I like it simple. Just some thyme and pepper, and let the rest of the ingredients speak for themselves.”

“It’s perfect,” I said.

“It’s certainly better than the disciplined pie we had to eat in Eisenstadt,” Babble huffed.

“Disciplined pie?” Hilly asked. “What is that?”

“Don’t worry, we didn’t have to eat anything called disciplined pie,” I laughed. “I don’t even want to know what that would taste like…”

“Goose,” Babble nodded. “And a tough one, too. On that note, I’m going to head home to my own wife and then take her out for a night on the town. My fingers are itching for some real gambling.”

“But it’s getting late,” Flora noted.

“We gnomes prefer the late hours,” the gnome replied. “And the wee hours.”

“You certainly do,” I laughed. “Make sure you drop by tomorrow for some simmon soda. I’m sure you’ll need it.”

“You know me too well!” Babble called as he excused himself from the table and headed out.

“Daaa,” Baby Hugh declared and then yawned.

“Oof, it’s been a long day for Hugh,” Flora said as she wiped Hugh’s chin.

“I’ll take them upstairs,” Solara announced as he swept into the room. “It’s time the two little ones were in bed.”

“Solara!” I laughed. “Where have you been this entire time?”

“Foraging,” he replied with a wink and then scooped up the babies. “It’s easier to do at night. I’ve found some glowing algae that may have some interesting effects. I’ve been working on some concoctions.”

“Sounds like a good hobby to me,” I said. “It never hurts to have another brewer in the family. Oh, and I have some news for you. I’ve asked the King to consider legalizing at least some magic. He said he’d consider it, especially if our diplomatic mission is a success.”

“Really?” Solara’s eyes widened in surprise, and the two babies started to slip from his grasp. But before I could react, Solara had tightened his grip and swept them back up to his chest.

“That was close,” Flora muttered.

“It won’t happen again,” the jinn replied and then bowed his head to me. “Thank you, Tyler. That means so much to me. Life here would be so much easier if I didn’t have to hide what I am.”

“He seemed interested,” I said. “And he’s a good King. He likes to help people, so I’m sure we’ll be able to think of something.”

“That would be wonderful,” Flora sighed. “We all know that many people practice in secret, despite the laws, and that’s just made it more dangerous because you can’t always be sure who you can trust. It would be nice if the good magic users didn’t have to hide anymore.”

“As long as Rheingold doesn’t make any special vats for another brewer, I’m fine with it,” I laughed.

“I’ll make sure these two are asleep, and then I’m off to bed,” Solara said. “I’ve moved my lamp upstairs because I like the view in the morning. But tonight I will dream of freedom!”

The jinn swept from the room with his charges, and we could hear the children giggling all the way up the stairs. Hilly, Flora, and I chatted a while longer, and then we cleared the table. Once every dish was clean and the leftovers were put into an appropriate container, Flora wiped her hands on her apron and smiled at me.

“You didn’t have to help with all that,” she said. “I know you must be tired after all that traveling.”

“Don’t be silly,” I said and wrapped my arms around her waist. “This is all I’ve been thinking of, the entire time I was away. I really don’t want to go to war, but if I have to fight, it’s for moments like these…”

“Tell that to all the dishwashers I’ve had to hire for the new hotel.” Hilly rolled her eyes with a giggle. “I’m sure they’d be grateful for their jobs then.”

“Nothing like the threat of war to stir devotion in new hires,” I laughed. “Ah, it just feels good to laugh with you two. Do you know how crazy it is that they banned laughing? How is that even possible?”

“Maybe it’s like magic here,” Flora shrugged. “Some people just do it in the safety of their own homes.”

“That would make sense,” I replied and smiled at the blonde.

I pulled her in and kissed her on her soft, pink lips, and I could feel my cock getting harder as she pulled me in and pushed her hands underneath my shirt. She rubbed her hands all over my skin, and her fingers left a trail of fire across my skin.

“Flora,” I murmured. “I missed you.”

“We missed you too, silly,” Hilly laughed. “Every last… part of you.”

Hilly started to kiss my ear, and I could feel jolts of pleasure race over my skin as the two girls pulled me in. Everything about them was so warm, familiar, and sexy that I could barely contain myself.

“Let’s go upstairs,” I murmured as I grew even harder. “Then I’ll show you just how much I missed you two.”

I pulled the girls upstairs, and we tried to be as quiet as possible so that nobody else woke up. They yanked me into our bedroom, and both of them looked hotter than ever in the candlelight. Both of their light eyes glowed in the light, and I felt like I was prey to the best types of hunters imaginable.

“Mmm,” I grabbed Flora, and her soft skin under my hands made me melt.

I peeled off her apron first, then her dress, and cast them onto the floor to reveal her dainty white cotton underwear and bare breasts. They were round, plush, and had perfectly pink nipples. I grabbed her waist and pulled her in and squeezed her ass.

“You’re so delicious,” I murmured in her ear, and she turned her head and bit my lip. I felt a rush of heat and got even harder as she pulled back and gazed up at me.

“So are you,” she sighed as she and Hilly pulled me onto the bed.

I could feel them pulling off my clothes, and I’d never been so happy to be undressed in my entire life.

Flora started to run her soft hands up and down my member, and I bit my lip as she tightened her grip and started to pull up and down. I could feel warm shots of pleasure all the way down my body, and Hilly licked and bit my earlobe. That really did it for me. I pulled Hilly in and kissed her, and she slipped her tongue into my mouth. We continued to swipe our wet, warm tongues over each other until I pulled her up by her hair and looked into her bright, yearning eyes. She batted her eyelashes at me.

“Sit on my face,” I commanded her, and she obeyed happily.

She pulled off the dark shift that she had been wearing, and I licked my lips as she wrapped her warm, soft thighs around my face. I dug my fingers into the flesh of her legs as Flora continued to stroke my member in her hands.

Hilly lowered herself onto me, and I kissed the delicious wet lips of her pussy.

“Yes, yes,” she started to moan as I swept my tongue in every crevice. I could feel her get more wet as she tugged at my hair and started to ride my face.

“Mmmm,” she moaned. “Oh, Tyler, oh, that feels so so good…”

I pressed my tongue into her slit and massaged small circles until her legs started to shake around me.

“Oh, yes!” She sighed. “Yes, yes… Tyler, you’re going to make me come…”

“Mmm,” I said into her pussy as she continued to press herself faster and faster into me until she came. Her wet juices flowed into my mouth and on my face, and I lapped them up. She was so fucking hot.

“That felt so good,” she said as she tried to make her legs stop shaking.

But I couldn’t resist Hilly and I pressed her down on the bed. She took my cock in her hands and pulled it in closer. She looked beautiful with her dark hair splayed all over the bed behind her head, and she bit her lip.

“I want you inside me,” she said. “So bad.”

“Be patient,” I said as I swept my cock over her wet slit.

I moaned with pleasure as her warm juices touched my member. I couldn’t believe how wet I made her.

“Pleeeeease,” she moaned as she arched her back.

I was so hard that I couldn’t take it anymore. I had to have her, so I pushed my cock into her warm, tight cavern and felt her consume me.

Fuck. She felt so good. I pushed in harder and wrapped my arms around her waist to pull her more into me. I continued to pump in and out, and she bit her lip and pulled at her own nipples.

“Tyler,” she moaned. “Tyler…”

“I missed you,” I moaned before flipping her over onto her stomach to admire her pale, fleshy ass. I pushed my cock back into her and felt her contract even tighter around me as I pushed myself in and out of her.

She was heavenly. I put my hands around her waist as she moaned and shook underneath me.

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

I could begin to feel a warm ball of pleasure knot in my stomach as I continued to press into her. Her tunnel was so soft and tight and welcoming, and she began to contract around me and get tighter.

“Oh, Hilly,” I groaned. “I’m going to come inside you.”

“Yes, yes,” she moaned. "I want to feel you come inside me, yes…”

I pumped in and out until finally my wife began to shake and contract, and I couldn’t hold it in anymore. We came at the same time as I emptied everything I had into her and gave a few more final pushes.

“Wow,” she said as she turned around and blinked a few times.

“Satisfied?” I said.

She nodded, but Flora crawled over and smiled at me.

“I’m sure she is,” my other gorgeous, blonde wife said. “But I haven’t had my turn.”

“Don’t think I forgot about you,” I said, and I kissed her, and she ran her hands through my hair.

She pushed me down onto the mattress and crawled above me.

“Watching you two turns me on so much,” she said as she started to massage her wet pussy lips with my cock. “I want to make you hard again…”

Man, this was irresistible. I knew that they’d missed me, but this was the best welcome back in the world.

I got harder in her touch as she rubbed my cock up and down her folds and over her clit. Her sweet little sounds of pleasure turned me on even more, and I couldn’t handle it.

“I want you so much,” I groaned. “Mmm…”

“I know,” she said with a sweet smile. “I love making you want it.”

“You know,” I said. “You look so sweet. But really you can be so dirty…”

She winked before finally sitting on my cock and taking all of me inside her. I gasped as she started to push herself up and down, and my eyes trailed over her gorgeous breasts. I pulled her down over me and sucked on one nipple and then the next as she continued to ride my cock faster and faster.

“Fuck,” I groaned.

I took her soft, plush hips and pushed her down even farther on my member. I could feel her warm, welcoming tunnel take me into her body like I belonged there, and we both started to sweat. She leaned down again and licked the side of my face, and I felt like I was in pure ecstasy.

My entire body felt like it was on fire. I pulled her in and nibbled on her ear, and she moaned softly before leaning down and grasping my hair.

“You feel so good,” she moaned. “I’m going to… I’m going to…”

“Come with me,” I said. “Right… now…”

I finally let go of everything I had, and I was in a state of sheer bliss. I gasped as she squeezed me, and we clung on to each other until both of us had finished shaking with pleasure.

“Oh, Tyler,” she breathed. “That was… that was incredible.”

“I know,” I said. “It really was.”

“Don’t ever leave us again,” Hilly said with a giggle, and I pulled them both onto my chest.

“But it was only for one day!” I said. “Well, no. It was for a few days.”

“You can’t just deprive us of that,” Flora groaned as our bodies began to get heavy and ready for sleep. “It’s just not fair!”

“I promise I won’t,” I said. “Well, I actually can’t make any promises, but I’ll do my best.”

“Thank you,” Flora said sweetly as Hilly blew out the candle next to us.

I didn’t even feel myself fall asleep, that’s how tired I was. Even though I’d been traveling all day, I could feel the miles in me. It wasn’t like traveling in a plane or train, where everything was so immediate and rapid. I could always feel the distance after a carriage ride or time on a ship, even if it was a very smooth royal conveyance.

But the next thing I heard was a rooster crow, followed by another one a minute later. Neither of them could decide when was the perfect time, only that the sun was up, which meant it was time for me to wake up.

But I didn’t care about the precise minute, hour, or second. All I knew was that I had a brewing competition to run, and it was time to get to work.
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Chapter 9

King’s Brew Founders Edition

Morning sunlight crept through the shutters to turn the room warm and golden. It was a welcome contrast to Eisenstadt’s iron-gray dawns, and I almost pinched myself when I felt Hilly and Flora were still asleep beside me.

I stretched and felt a soft hand on the nape of my back.

“Where are you heading?” Flora sighed. “Don’t leave.”

“Wow, I’m up before the kids,” I laughed. “Well, that’s new. But I’ve got no time to waste. I need to have the perfect beer to impress King Braunwald.”

“So we can sleep in again without worrying about a war,” Hilly said. “Oh, and have a nice time when the Eisenstadti come to visit.”

“You nailed it,” I laughed as I got dressed.

I padded downstairs a few minutes later, tiptoed through the kitchen, and crossed the yard to the brewery. It felt good to be home and back at work, especially if I ignored the reason I was supposed to be working on a new formula. I paused in the barn door to enjoy the scent of the malt and yeast, and then I spotted several new crates stacked along one wall.

“What the…” I muttered as I tried to remember if I’d ordered any new supplies.

“Good morning,” Solara said as he appeared over the crates. “This delivery was dropped off while you were still asleep. The guard said it’s from Eisenstadt. I brought it in here because it’s supposed to be ingredients from their King.”

“Man, they are organized,” I sighed. “So, so organized. Right, well, I guess I’d better see what they sent…”

Each crate had a gray seal stamped with block letters. I couldn’t read what it said, but I recognized the crest. I could also see that no one else had messed with the crates after they’d been sealed, so at least I didn’t have to deal with stolen ingredients.

“Oh, my…” Solara murmured when I opened the first chest.

The contents had been carefully packed up like the world’s greatest treasure, and that made me smile. The barley had been polished until it gleamed, and every kernel was totally identical in size. The hops were bundled so tight that they looked like they’d been pressed in a ledger, and the smoked malt had an aroma as clean as freshly cut wood. The last beer-making ingredient in the delivery was some yeast in precise little bricks, each wrapped in paper with tidy inked numbers.

There was also a small box of native Eisenstadti herbs, as well as a potent apple syrup that smelled divine. A tiny piece of paper flickered to the ground when I picked up the apple syrup, and I scooped it up.

To the King’s Brewer,

Good Luck. I hope that we can meet again.

L.

My heart started to beat harder, and I felt giddy. I knew she was good at smuggling, so maybe she’d packed the syrup as a hidden gift. That was daring, though, to use the King’s own shipment to send me a present.

I took the golden tap from my pocket and set it on one of the worktables in the brewing room, just to remind myself why this was so important. I mentally thanked her for the inspiration, though I really didn’t need it with my family just across the yard.

“Does the King of Eisenstadt think so poorly of our hops and barley?” Solara asked.

“Not quite,” I laughed. “I asked him to send some of their best ingredients, and I promised to create a beer he wouldn’t forget.”

“Ah,” Solara said and drifted closer to the crate.

I ran my hands through the malt and let the grains spill like gold dust between my fingers. They might’ve been raised in Eisenstadt, but now we were in Hagop, and things were a little more freewheeling here. Even our grain was allowed to settle in lumpy piles.

“Wow,” Solara laughed. “They look like they were packed with military precision. Is there a regiment that just packs crates for the King or something?”

“Right?” I shook my head. “But that’s what it’s like there. Everything is carefully… regimented.”

“I can’t wait to see what you make with such regimented ingredients,” Solara laughed. “I’m sure it will be much more fun than this.”

“I hope you’re right,” I sighed. “Now all I need is some inspiration.”

“I’m sure you’ll think of something,” the genie replied and then suddenly looked toward the house. “Ah, Hugh and Charlotte are stirring. I should get back.”

I nodded, but the jinn had already sped away toward the house. I shook my head and then turned back to the ingredients. I ran through a few possibilities as I sniffed and nibbled, but I finally settled on a scoop of pale Eisenstadt barley with some golden Hagop malt that was a little lighter and sweeter-smelling. I ground them by hand for a very small portion and then mashed them.

The first trial was rough. The barley was too stiff, so the Hagop malt was lost. The wort was dark and deep like I wanted, but it was flat and boring compared to the brews we’d had in Eisenstadt.

For the next one, I added more Hagop malt with a pinch of the potent smoked malt. I stirred, tasted, and decided it was better, but it was still missing a little something.

“It’s like one of those annoying parties where everything is planned to the last second,” I huffed as I sampled my third attempt.

I knew that if I could get the sturdy backbone and the playful flavor to live together in harmony, I would make a beer that would wow both Kings. I wasn’t there yet, but I felt like I was getting close.

After my fourth attempt, I pulled out some more of our own yeast and set it beside the carefully packaged Eisenstadt stuff. The contrast made me grin, but I knew I had to keep going.

I decided I would use that apple extract, but I didn’t have enough to use it in the test phase. That was fine, because once I had the perfect base, I knew it would be easy to figure out exactly how much apple to add.

And so the rest of the morning passed while I tested and sampled, and I didn’t even realize how late it was until I heard a shout from the yard.

“Tyler!” Solara called again and then laughed. “Come out, come out, Tyler! There’s something you need to hear!”

“Huh?” I straightened up, and I could actually hear the bones in my shoulders crack. “Oh, man… I think I’m getting old…”

I groaned as I made my way out into the bright daylight. I blinked against the golden light, but then I saw Solara zoom toward the back door to the house.

“Hurry up!” the jinn shouted.

I sighed and crossed the yard as I tried to guess what was so important. The jinn seemed happy, so maybe it was a note from Juliette. I grinned at that, and my mind started to create all sorts of fun things the four of us could do if she came to visit.

“Get in here, you little recluse!” Flora laughed when I stopped in the door. “Hilly has some exciting news!”

“Is it a third baby?” I gasped. “Does the math even--”

“No, no,” Flora chuckled as she pulled me into the kitchen.

Hilly was by the table, where someone had spread a piece of parchment. There was writing on the parchment, but I wasn’t close enough to read it. Instead, I looked at Hilly, who had clamped both of her hands over her mouth.

“What is it?” I asked. “Please tell me it’s good news.”

“Oh, trust me,” the brunette giggled as she thrust the paper at me. “It’s good. Read it out loud. I want to hear it!”

The seal indicated it was from the King of Rothbart, and it was addressed to Hilly. For a moment, I was worried that he was summoning her to Quake for some reason, but then I started to read.

To Hildegard King of Hagop,

What a strange matter that your name is also King. Anyhow, I’d like to make a royal decree. It’s one of the favorite parts of my job, so I guess I’ll go ahead and do it now. By royal decree, your establishment is to be elevated to Official Royal status as a countryside retreat of Rothbart! Funding, staff, and some additional luxuries expected at all Royally-chartered locations will be provided at the Crown’s expense. Your work represents the very heart of our kingdom’s hospitality. Let it shine as a beacon to guests near and far.

Sincerely,

His Majesty The King of Rothbart.

P.S. By law, I must insist all members of your staff be over the age of sixteen. Something about child labor. No, don’t put that. Oh, and to keep that local feel, I think it would be best if only Hagoppers were hired. If elves are too cantankerous, hire dwarves. Unless you need to bring in a specialist that you can’t find locally. Yes, that’s all.

“Whoa!” I laughed. “A win for our family and child labor laws!”

“He wants the inn!” Hilly squealed. “As a retreat! Not just the post office! You know what this means?”

“It means spa days!” Solara declared as he started flying around in circles. “And money! And that two members of the family have a royal charter!”

“This is amazing,” I said as I gave Hilly a hug.

“It’s… beyond amazing,” the innkeeper laughed as she wiped a tear from her eye. “I never even dreamed of such a thing.”

“You so deserve this,” Flora said as she also wiped a tear from her eye. “You’re finally getting the recognition you deserve for all those years of hard work!”

“I know this is the King’s way of saying thank you,” Hilly said and sniffled. “Not just for what I’ve done, but… for the whole family. For what you’ve done, Tyler, and you Flora. And of course, Juliette, whenever she finally joins our clan.”

“Well, I’m not sure about that,” I laughed. “I think it’s mostly about you.”

“It’s true, Tyler,” Hilly insisted and gave my arm a playful swat. “Your beer diplomacy has not gone unnoticed.”

“And neither has the family,” I said. “It’s just more proof that we matter, that Hagop matters, that family matters. And that it’s worth protecting.”

We were still buzzing from the letter when Rheingold stomped in through the back door and waved.

“Hello!” he said. “You all look happy!”

“How do you always know exactly when to appear?” I asked.

“How do you think?” he asked and rubbed his black mustache. “Solara said you’re doing some work for the King, and as part of the deal, he’d consider legalizing at least some forms of magic in the Kingdom.”

“It’s true,” I agreed. “Though that’s not why we’re celebrating.”

“Ah,” he said as he raised an eyebrow. “And what would you be celebrating then?”

“My new inn has been named as a Royal retreat!” Hilly laughed. “I have a charter now, too!”

“Well, it’s nice to know that our King has good taste,” Rheingold said. “You’ll have to polish the place up until it shines.”

“And I’m sure you’d love to help with that,” Hilly said.

“Obviously,” he chuckled. “I love any kind of tinkering. In fact, that’s become a problem. I love it so much that I’d do it for free.”

“Well, I can pay you a royal rate now,” Hilly said. “But that’s what you get anyway, isn’t it? Because you’re the King’s official man when it comes to making things…”

Rheingold didn’t respond, but he only winked. I mean, I’d found out about him through the King, so I knew that was true, and Rheingold had hinted at some of the items he’d worked on for the Royal family over the years, and it was an impressive list.

“Why don’t we talk about it over a beer?” I suggested. “But in town, at the tap. I want to check on the place, and maybe we can make some plans.”

“Already?” Hilly asked. “That does seem quite quick.”

“But things move fast when the King sets his mind on them,” Rheingold said. “We know that. Come on, let’s go. I could do with a beer.”

“Me, too,” I said. “I’ve been working all morning.”

“And what do you think the rest of us have been doing?” Rheingold teased.

When the laughter died down, I went to the barn to get the cart. I patted Midnight and gave him some carrots before I hooked Clementine to the cart. I brought it around front, and once everyone was settled, we headed into Hagop.

Our new brew shop was in the old dwarf guild’s meeting hall. We put a lot of time, money, and effort into fixing it up, which had also included the removal of several magical items the dwarves had left behind to spy on us. Now, the taps that Rheingold had made gleamed in the afternoon sun, and the floor sparkled like someone had poured fairy dust on it.

I pulled us each a pint, nodded to the staff, and then carried the mugs to the table the others had claimed. I set down the drinks and then took a spot on the bench, and once everyone had their drink in their hand, we lifted the mugs into the air.

“To luxury,” Hilly toasted.

“And to being recognized for your efforts,” I added.

“Hear, hear,” Rheingold replied.

I took a sip of the classic King’s brew, and I could feel my shoulders fall back to their normal position. A calmness swept over me, and I sighed happily as I admired the golden liquid. There really was nothing like the taste of the King’s original brew. It tasted like home. It tasted like success.

“That’s always so good,” Hilly sighed as she put her pint down on the table. “Just… every single time.”

“It should be,” Rheingold replied. “We went through a lot to get those vats just right.”

“It was worth it,” I replied.

“So,” he muttered and leaned across the table. “I’ve had a thought about this Royal retreat. Your inn is a fine place, Hilly, and the renovations are gorgeous… but if it’s to host nobles and courtiers and knights and all those fancy people, it’s going to need a little touch of spectacle. A touch of the impossible.”

“Rheingold.” Hilly’s eyes narrowed as she crossed her arms. “What are you suggesting?”

“Nothing too flashy,” he said quickly. “Definitely elegant, though. It’s those small, invisible touches that will set you apart. But I think, if you get my drift, that Solara and I could give the place a shine it’s never known. Not during the day, of course. We’d have to work at night, and only in the rooms that aren’t occupied.”

“I know what this means,” she groaned.

“Subtlety is our specialty,” Rheingold said.

“But you just said we need spectacle,” Hilly protested. “How can it be both?”

“I meant we’d be subtle while we were working,” Rheingold said. “Come on, I have enough experience with Royals and other nobles. I know what they like.”

“It would certainly be easier for you and your staff,” Flora pointed out.

“You’d be home for dinner every night,” I added.

“And you’d make the place gleam?” Hilly asked after a long pause. “I mean, really gleam?”

“Absolutely,” Rheingold said. “It’ll be the cleanest, brightest place anyone’s ever seen.”

“But won’t people wonder how it was done?” she asked.

“There will be a rational explanation for everything,” he replied and sipped his beer.

The rest of us did the same as we contemplated the alchemist’s offer. I didn’t offer an opinion besides my one observation because it technically wasn’t my business. It was Hilly’s inn, and as she’d proven time and time again, she was a great businesswoman. Whatever she decided would be the right choice.

“Fine,” Hilly gave in with a weary wave of her hand. “But if the whole village wakes up glowing, then I will hang, draw, and quarter you myself.”

“Agreed,” Rheingold said as he and Hilly clinked mugs to seal the deal. “For the love of my own organs and life, I promise that no Hagoppers will be glowing tonight.”

We finished our beers, swapped a few stories with the fisherman who came in for a late lunch, and then rode back to the house to make our plans. When the sun had set and the streets had emptied, Solara, Rheingold, and I took the cart back to town. We didn’t have any tools or lanterns, though we did have a whole box of turnips that we gave to Clementine to keep her busy while we worked.

“Right,” I said as I lit a few candles. “Before we begin, I just wanted to remind you that if we’re caught, Hilly will kill us, and I don’t mean that metaphorically. She’s a woman of her word, and she won’t let us wreck her business without exacting a very steep price.”

“I can attest to that,” Rheingold replied and looked at the genie. “Solara, shall we get to work?”

“Shall we ever!” Solara shrugged off the large blanket he’d used to hide his legless body, and a moment later, the pair began their illegal renovations.

I watched as Rheingold unpacked a bundle of brass fittings and crystals, which he scattered on Solara’s blanket on the floor. Once he was satisfied with their placement, the alchemist nodded to the genie, who lifted his hands as faint threads of light shimmered between his fingers.

The first job was the windows. Rheingold fixed little gears into the frames, and Solara traced them with his light. Every smudge and bit of dust suddenly disappeared, and the glass glowed faintly for a moment before it settled into a pane so flawless and beautiful that it looked like still water.

Next came the walls as Rheingold uncorked a vial of something that smelled like fresh-cut cedar and painted it in streaks along the beams. Solara followed behind him and brushed the stone with his palms, until each one was perfectly flat. Even the knots in the wooden beams untangled, and the cracks knit shut before my eyes. The timbers straightened as if they were proud to stand up tall again.

“What,” I said under my breath as I watched. “This… this is insane…”

“Certainly makes a job quicker, doesn’t it?” Rheingold chuckled. “And you know, this is happening to the outside as well. We just can’t see it from in here. I had to mix these chemicals to respond to Solara, but it looks like it’s working.”

“Insane…” was the only thing I could say.

The tables and chairs were suddenly perfectly balanced and comfortable, and the brass sconces became elegant swirled shapes that were so polished they looked otherworldly. The hearthstone shifted and reshaped into a large grand arch that reflected the firelight like a stage.

Solara murmured something under his breath, and suddenly the air smelled like rosemary and citrus. Drapes thickened and lengthened to spill velvet folds down the walls where there had been only some tasteful linen before.

“Nice, nice, nice,” Rheingold said under his breath as he tightened a bolt here and twisted a gear there until the chandeliers above burst into a hundred sparks of light to create a crystal prism. The whole place was glowing like the inside of a jewel box.

“Now for the bedrooms,” Solara said, and we headed upstairs.

Mattresses were plumped up, and feather quilts were fluffed. Rheingold ran the water until it started to look like it was fresh from a mountain spring in the moonlight.

We finished every bedroom before making our way downstairs for the tiny finishing touches.

“It’s glittering,” I exhaled slowly.

“Yep,” Rheingold said. “We’re nearly done.”

We stood there for a moment longer and took it all in. The chandeliers, the velvet drapes, and the polished floors rivaled anything I’d seen in Quake. Even the air seemed fresher, cleaner, and more alive.

“Well,” I turned to my magical duo. “If this doesn’t impress the King’s guests, then nothing will.”

That’s when someone cleared their throat.

“Mm, very nice work,” it said. “A little too nice, perhaps.”

We all froze.

I turned my head to the paneling beside the hearth, where a section of wood shuddered and swung open. A dwarf with dust in his beard stepped out with a lantern in his hand, like he’d wandered out of the wall. He brushed some plaster from his shoulder and squinted at us.

“I knew you were up to some no-good,” he muttered as he narrowed his eyes. “Magic, is it?”

I felt my stomach drop straight through the perfectly-polished floorboards.

Hilly would have our heads for sure.
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Chapter 10

My mind spun in circles, but at least I knew I wasn’t the only one who was suddenly worried. If we were arrested for using magic, we’d be in big trouble. The fact that I hadn’t performed any of the magic myself wouldn’t save me, and I could already hear the whispers about how I must’ve used magic to make my brews. People would stop buying my beers, and the King’s Brew would be out of business.

But my biggest concern was Hilly, because the inn was hers. Sure, we could claim that we’d gone behind her back, but I wasn’t sure anyone would believe that, even though my fiery wife would be the first to call for our heads on a platter.

“Clear as day.” The dwarf cocked his head and tut-tutted. “Well, it’s certainly magic. Things don’t just fly on their own accord! Looks like I have a report to make…”

And that’s when I saw the burlap sack by the bar.

It was propped up against the wall, and while there’d been plenty of tools inside when we arrived, I suddenly had a better use for it. Impulse struck before reason could take charge, and I lunged.

Actually, I dove. The dwarf yelped as my shoulder drove into him and knocked his lantern from his grip. Rheingold cursed and dropped his satchel to slam into the dwarf from the other side. Solara gasped, and then the room went dark, so I assumed the genie had snuffed out the lantern before it could set anything on fire.

“Get off me!” the dwarf screeched. “This is illegal! I knew that there was something no-good going on over here, and now I’ve got the proof!”

“Shut up!” Rheingold growled as we struggled with the angry interloper.

The dwarf landed another elbow in my ribs that made me wheeze, but I clawed at the sack, dragged it over his head, and bundled him inside. The sack swallowed him, though his muffled shouts stretched the seams.

“Hold him steady,” Rheingold barked.

“Oh, no,” Solara said under his breath.

I cinched the rope tight around the mouth of the sack, despite the blind kicks the dwarf was launching in every direction. A moment later, I sat back and took a deep breath. The burlap was holding, despite the dwarf’s struggles.

“We need to get to the cart,” I said.

“It’ll be dawn soon,” Rheingold said. “We should leave before anyone’s up.”

Solara snapped the rest of the lights off and then slipped ahead to open the door. It was still dark outside, and the cool air that washed over us carried the smells of woodsmoke and damp earth.

We carried the flailing dwarf through the empty streets, and I had never been more grateful to live in a town where people liked being at home. Hagop slept on, unaware of the bundle we carried or the upgrades we’d made to the inn.

Clementine was where we’d left her, and she barely noticed our return because she was still munching on turnips. We dragged the sack across the yard and then tossed him in the back of the cart. The wheels creaked under the sudden weight, and the donkey gave us an unhappy look.

“Shit,” Rheingold said to himself. “This is really bad.”

“Solara, is there anything you can do to make sure the knots don’t come undone?” I asked.

“I might know something…” Solara grabbed the top of the sack, and a moment later, his hands glowed.

The rope tightened like a pair of giant hands had suddenly grabbed each end, and the stitches shrunk into the fabric as well. The dwarf suddenly had less room to work with, and his struggles became little more than a faint rustling along the fabric. Unfortunately, his mouth still worked just fine.

“You’ll pay for this!” his muffled voice shouted.

“Where are we going?” Solara hissed. “We need a plan! We can’t drive around in the dark for the rest of the night!”

“Should we get him drunk?” I asked. “Offer him a bribe? We can do both of those at my place, but I’d rather not bring the girls into this…”

“No, no, no,” Rheingold hissed as he shook his head. “Look, I have an idea. And it’s a little more complicated, but it’s the best option we have. I’ve done it before, and it worked like a charm.”

“So we’re going to…” Solara prompted.

“To my workshop,” Rheingold replied. “On the double. Tyler, get this donkey moving.”

“She’s not very fast, especially if you interrupt her dining experience,” I said and then leaned forward to pat her. “Come on, Clementine, do this for us. For me. I’ll give you every last turnip I ever come across for the rest of my life if you do this.”

“He’s talking to a donkey!” The dwarf screamed from the back. “Magic! Magic!”

Solara covered him with the blanket he’d been wearing so at least the dwarf wouldn’t wake the neighbors. The dwarf’s shouts also seemed to worry Clementine, because the little donkey started to walk and then to trot. It wasn’t nearly as fast as a ride on Midnight, but at least we were moving.

The cart rattled like a drawer of loose cutlery over the cobbles, and I kept checking the windows and doors to see if anyone had been drawn to the racket. The sack in the back still thumped as well, but at least he was slowing down, which I hoped was because he was getting tired and not suffocating.

We finally passed the edge of the town, and Clementine started to head for home. There was a brief struggle before I could convince her to head toward Rheingold’s place, which made the dwarf perk up and bump around the back of the cart.

“We’ll only take a sliver,” Rheingold muttered. “Nothing immoral. No need to worry.”

“Wait, what?” I asked. “What-- what are we going to do? I already feel bad enough…”

“This isn’t exactly a good look for us,” Solara sighed. “I don’t really know how we’re going to get back from this one.”

“Sorry,” I replied. “But my first instinct was to pounce, before he could slip away. But I’m a diplomat now, so I should’ve been able to think of something better. You really don’t think bribing is a better option?”

“I’m going to need you to trust me,” Rheingold said. “Because we’re going to do something a little radical, but I promise it won’t hurt him. We’re just going to make sure that he doesn’t remember what he just saw. Just a little… extraction, if you would.”

“Extraction,” I nodded, and then I gulped. “This really is a bad look for us.”

“What’re they saying!” the burlap sack declared.

“I just wish he’d stop struggling,” I sighed as I glanced over my shoulder. “It would make his life a lot easier right now.”

“Now you really do sound like a criminal,” Rheingold snorted.

“Ah, man,” I shook my head. “Don’t say that. I’ve never really thought of myself as a criminal. I might be someone who uses magic to really spruce the place up or bend a few rules to get a better result, but I’m not, like, some dangerous mastermind. I’m certainly not someone who tackles and kidnaps people.”

“And yet, here we are,” the dwarf grumbled.

“Well, sometimes we all surprise ourselves,” Rheingold said. “That’s the beauty of it all.”

By the time the cart creaked into Rheingold’s yard, the dwarf had fallen quiet. I didn’t know if he thought he was a goner and passed out or whether he’d fallen asleep. Either way, we pulled the heavy burlap sack from the cart and dragged it inside.

The familiar workshop was dark, and Rheingold moved around the room as he turned on some lanterns. Soon, I could see the benches covered in cogs and clamps, jars of glittering sand, and dried herbs attached to coils of copper wire. It smelled of hot iron, beeswax, and rosemary hung up to dry, which was somehow pleasant if a weird combination.

A moment later, Solara was toying with a half-disassembled pump that breathed with a tired wheeze, while Rheingold headed toward what looked like a junior chemistry set. The sack was unmoving on the floor, though I could see the fabric rise and fall just a hair, so the dwarf was still breathing.

“Solara, how good is your medical training?” Rheingold asked without looking up. “Do you think you could encourage some paralysis? It wouldn’t have to last long, but I want to make sure he doesn’t escape while we gather what we need.”

“If I can touch his skin, then I could do that,” Solara murmured. “Though it’s not an area I know very well. It’s not something that comes up in my usual work.”

“I’m sure you’ll do just fine,” Rheingold replied and then glanced at me. “Don’t worry, Tyler, we won’t hurt him. We’re just… giving him a better ending. It’ll be a better ending for all of us.”

We upended the sack with as much dignity as we could muster for a man that had threatened to destroy everything we’d built. He tumbled onto a padded stool with a beard full of burlap fluff and an angry look.

A really angry look.

It wasn’t an exaggeration to say he looked mad as hell. But before he could find his voice, Solara flew to his side and put his two blue-gray hands on either of the dwarf’s cheeks. The jinn’s hands started to glow, and a moment later, the dwarf’s muscles loosened as he dropped forward.

“Hnnnnnf,” he tried to say, and even though he glared, his eyelids soon sagged.

“Sorry,” Solara said. “But don’t worry, you’re just really relaxed right now. In fact, you’re going to feel really great when this is all over.”

I had to admit that the whole scene was pretty freaky. I’d never seen my magical friends work so fervently to… I don’t know, put someone out. This felt more criminal than what I was used to.

“Right,” Rheingold said and studied the lab. “For the next step, I’m going to have to construct a circle, so bear with me while I do that.”

“This is actually really freaky…” I murmured to Solara.

“Oh, my, oh, my, it is,” the jinn replied.

Rheingold cleared some space on the floor, and then he chalked a ring on the flagstones. When he was happy with what he had, he turned his attention to the clutter in the room and started to gather what seemed like random items.

“A spiral for recall,” the alchemist muttered. “A crossbar for restraint… three hops flowers sketched at cardinal points to represent us… Ah, will one of you grab that brass basin, over there?”

I ran over and collected the brass basin, which he filled about halfway with a jug from the other side of the room.

“What’s in it?” I asked as I peered at the clear liquid.

“Just moon water,” he said. “To charge my circle. Ah, yes, look…”

The water in the basin was forming tiny waves, and it soon looked like a miniature diorama of the ocean. I’d seen magic, but… tonight I’d seen a lot of magic. Maybe even too much. I was starting to see why there needed to be more regulations around this, because this was not something that I would want my enemies using against me.

“Wow,” I finally said.

“I’ll need some copper coils,” he said and looked around. “On the bench behind you. Pass them to me?”

I handed him the basin and then turned around. There were actually a couple of benches behind me, so it took me almost a minute to find the coils. Once I dug them out of a pile of scrap, I passed them to the alchemist, who wound them into a circlet with quick, sure twists.

Small quartz beads dotted the wire like dew, and as Rheingold worked, the small beads started to glow. He kept an eye on the beads, and when they reached a certain brightness, he dabbed his thumb in something oily and sweet-smelling and then applied it to three points on the circlet. The wire started to hum loud enough that I could feel it.

“Put him in the chair,” Rheingold said and nodded toward an armchair.

Solara and I carried the paralyzed dwarf to the chair and propped him against it. Solara slid a rolled-up cloth behind his neck to keep his head upright, and then Rheingold set the copper circlet gently on his brow, just under his mop of unruly hair.

“Breathe,” Rheingold murmured. “In and out, and in and out. Watch the light.”

The alchemist lifted his hand, and a pure radiance gathered where the oil touched his hand. It turned into a filmy haze that hung in front of the dwarf’s eyes, and when he finally pried them open, his pupils followed the light like they were connected.

“It reminds me of those old Vegas acts,” I murmured. “The ones where the magician would make someone cluck like a chicken.”

“Are we going to make him cluck like a chicken?” Solara asked in confusion.

“No,” Rheingold snapped as he held up a tuning fork and began to turn it through the haze.

“Well, now I’m a little disappointed,” the genie sighed. “That might’ve been fun to see.”

“What’s your name?” the alchemist asked as he shot the genie a warning look.

“Durnik,” the dwarf murmured in a dazed voice.

“Very good, Durnik, that’s very good,” Rheingold replied. “Now, I’m going to ask you to think back to the moment that your feet stepped through a panel into the inn. Only that thread. Nothing before, nothing after. Can you see it?”

I gulped as the dwarf’s brow creased.

“Aye,” he said. “I was hiding there to see… I came to look for magic.”

“You did,” Rheingold laid three fingers on the copper circlet while he turned the tuning fork again. “Hold onto that thread now. There’s no cutting here. Only… unspooling.”

He dipped the tuning fork into the moon water, and then a filament of pale light rose from the bottom of the bowl. It was as thin as a spider’s thread, and it slowly settled between the alchemist’s knuckles and the dwarf’s temple. The air tasted metallic and herbal, and I suddenly wanted a beer more than anything.

“But what really happened, Tyler?” Rheingold turned to me. “Plant the seed.”

“Yes,” I said in a calm voice, even though I hadn’t been expecting to play a part. “Durnik, after your rounds, you stopped at the Round Horn Tavern at the edge of town.”

“Round Horn Tavern,” he repeated. “Yes.”

“Very good,” Rheingold whispered.

“You drank five beers,” I told him. “There was plenty of good company tonight, mostly travelers with interesting stories. You forgot their names. They picked up the tab because you were so drunk. You fell asleep on a warm bench. And in the morning you will wake up with a strong need for greasy eggs. Nothing more to tell.”

“Need eggs.” The dwarf nodded.

Rheingold pulled the filament out of the dwarf’s head, and the basin received it with the faintest hiss. The thread settled, and images appeared on the surface of the water for just a moment. It wasn’t as clear as a photograph, but more like impressions. Seconds later, they broke apart into curly ripples before being replaced by an etching of a warm tavern.

“That should be it,” Rheingold murmured. “He’ll think he spent the night at the other tavern instead of stalking us at the inn.”

Rheingold pulled the copper circlet from his head and pushed it into the moon water. The liquid lit up for a single heartbeat before dying back down and then turning clear. Rheingold looked at the sleepy dwarf and pressed his oiled fingers into his head.

“Seal,” the alchemist murmured.

The dwarf took a deep breath as Rheingold set the tuning fork down and looked at Solara.

“Get rid of that water outside,” the alchemist ordered. “Just throw it down the grate. It can’t be used anymore. It’s full of confused memories.”

“Of course,” Solara agreed and picked up the basin before he floated away.

“Durnik,” Rheingold prodded. “What’s the last thing you can remember about tonight?”

“I don’t feel very good,” Durnik groaned. “I think I had too much to drink… I met some travelers, you know… they were really generous. Oooh, I really need eggs.”

Rheingold and I traded looks, and a flush of adrenaline raced through me.

“What…” the dwarf looked around. “Where am I?”

“We found you sleeping on a bench, friend,” I laughed. “At the Round Horn. The owner said you had to leave, so we carried you over here to wake you up if we could. Where do you need us to drop you off? We can take you in the cart.”

“Oh, you’re so kind,” the dwarf said as he rubbed his head. “I had far too much-- just drop me in town.”

“My pleasure,” I said. “And don’t worry. It happens to the best of us. I’m sure you’d do the same for us.”

He seemed to realize who we were then, and he looked momentarily embarrassed by our generosity to a dwarf who was probably, in his mind at least, our sworn enemy.

We bundled him back into the cart with a wool blanket around his shoulders against the thin chill before dawn. The dwarf was still rubbing his forehead, but so far, he was sure it was because he’d had too much to drink.

Only a sliver, I reminded myself. We hadn’t taken anything important. We’d only taken enough to protect ourselves.

“I’m going home,” Solara whispered. “Since he’s got the blanket.”

“Understood,” I nodded. “Just… stay off the roads as much as possible.”

“Of course,” the jinn snickered and then winked.

The dwarf never noticed the genie as we set off, and though he sometimes asked a question or talked about the people he’d met that night, he was mostly quiet on the trip into town. By the time we were back, the bakers were just lighting their ovens for the day.

“Let’s put him somewhere warm,” Rheingold suggested.

“The Round Horn is fine,” Durnik said.

“Mm,” I said. “I think they’re closed.”

“I live close by,” Durnik replied. “I can find my way from there.”

I shrugged and pointed Clementine toward the tavern. The Round Horn’s sign creaked in a sleepy early morning breeze as we came to a stop just outside its large oak door. Durnik swung down and squinted at the ground like it was a new revelation to him. He grunted something that might’ve been thanks and shuffled down the road just as Rheingold flicked the reins and turned the cart back home.

“That was completely nuts,” I finally said. “So just to be clear, we wiped his memory.”

“I think wipe is a bit harsh,” Rheingold said with a shy smile. “We took the parts that we didn’t want him to have and left everything else intact. Everything is normal. Everything is as it should be.”

“Okay,” I said. “But I’m beginning to understand why some people think magic should be regulated or even banned. You can’t have amateurs practicing that. They could’ve… I don’t know, destroyed his mind or something.”

“Well, it would be the equivalent of an amateur surgeon trying to do an amputation,” Rheingold admitted. “So yes, it’s remarkably dangerous in the wrong hands, but let’s think about what triggered all this. All we did was redecorate a hotel. That hardly seems like something the police should care about.”

“Oh, sure,” I shrugged. “I completely agree with that. But erasing memories? That’s some serious business.”

“I know,” Rheingold sighed. “It is serious business. But it had to be done.”

“It all feels very ironic,” I laughed. “Doing something dangerous and illegal so no one will find out about the other illegal but completely harmless thing we did.”

“Welcome to my world,” Rheingold said and stifled a yawn.

It was officially morning by the time we reached the estate, and the rest of the family was just starting to stir. I kissed Hilly and Flora, and then the babies, and then I was so tired, I climbed the stairs to my bed despite the smell of coffee. By the time I woke up, it was noon, and Hilly was standing over my bed. I was vaguely aware that someone else was in the bed, and when I glanced over to say hello to Flora, I realized it was Rheingold, who was snoring peacefully.

“Success?” Hilly asked.

“Um, what?” I muttered as I sat up and rubbed my eyes. “Did something happen?”

“That’s what I’m asking you,” she huffed. “Did everything go okay at the inn last night?”

“Everything looks beautiful,” Solara said as he floated in. “Go see for yourself! I think we did a splendid job.”

“And you weren’t caught?” Hilly asked as she looked between us. “The sheriff won’t be knocking on our door anytime soon?”

“No,” Rheingold replied as he rolled onto his back. “Nobody catches me…”

“Well, then, yay!” Hilly laughed and skipped out of the room before anyone could tell her the full tale. “I can’t wait to see what you’ve done!”

“You can’t lie to my wife for me, Rheingold,” I laughed as I flopped back on the mattress. “That’s just a step too far.”

“Well, then, by all means tell her,” he said. “Maybe just… let her see it was worth it first.”

“Okay, now that’s a smart plan,” I said. “That’s a plan that I can get behind.”

“I’m good at some things,” Rheingold chuckled.

“Yeah,” I replied and turned to look at him. “It seems like you’re good at breaking the law. Almost as good as you are at alchemy.”

“Well, at least I’m good at it,” he said. “Otherwise, I probably would’ve been exiled years ago.”

“I think we should search the inn for more hidden doors or traps, I don’t want a repeat of what happened,” I said.

“Easy enough,” Rheingold replied.

I thought about sleeping in a little longer, but I was suddenly full of energy. I smiled and dragged myself out of bed, and once I was dressed, I made my way to the brewhouse, which after a morning shower smelled of wet stone and malt. Sunlight streaked in golden bands across the vats and picked out dust motes hanging in the air like tiny sparks. I rubbed my eyes, tied my apron, and surveyed the ingredients spread across the bench.

It was time to make the perfect beer, and I had a good feeling that today would be that day. The precision of Eisenstadt and my cheerful, uneven Hagop grains were sure to do the job.

I took a step back and rubbed my eyes. I was kind of glad that I was so dazed from the night before, because it meant that I didn’t even have the energy to worry. Only the energy to work. Hopefully, this would be the beer that could stand with both feet in two kingdoms.

And then I was back mixing and coaxing as I tried to imagine how my brew would be described back in the land of Port. Or, Portland. I was so far away from that life now, though, that I found I preferred the Hagop way of speaking.

I decided it would be a schwarzbier at its core. It would be smooth and brooding with that dark Eisenstadti backbone, but then I’d add the perfect amount of our ingredients to add a fun twist without demolishing the sturdy Eisenstadti malt. It all came down to the measurements. Too much and it would mock their beer, but too little and it wouldn’t be a mix of our two cultures. But I knew that I could get it just right, because that was my talent in this magical land.

The paddle groaned against the wort as I stirred, and my shoulders burned with each stroke as the day wore on. I told myself when Hilly’s place was a spa retreat, I was going to be the first customer at whatever massage-Jacuzzi equivalent they had here, because I had certainly earned it.

But first, I had to find the balance that I was searching for. I tasted the steam that curled up warm on my face, and when it seemed close, I got a ladle, blew on the mixture, and took a tiny sip. It was good, but the uniform was still a little too tight to let in the fun.

“Sweet crystal malt,” I yawned as I took some off the shelf.

Flora used it in baking, but I had yet to try it in one of my beers. Maybe the thing that was going to cut through the strong Eisenstadti flavor wasn’t subtle, but a tiny pinch of something incredibly saccharine. I watched as the malt melted into the dark liquid like sugar into coffee. I took another taste, and the flavor was definitely lighter.

But it still wasn’t perfect. It didn’t quite shout ‘fun’ yet, and I didn’t know exactly how I was going to add that.

“How do you brew a good time into beer?” I asked nobody in particular. “Beer is usually the one bringing the good time, not waiting for someone else to start the party. Man, this is the last profession I expected to get existential in.”

I stared at the mixture and waited for inspiration to hit, but the mixture refused to speak. The mash hissed, and dark bubbles broke the surface, but that was it. Maybe I could add the apple essence now, but I knew that was something that would ride on top of the other flavors. It would be like spraying perfume on a wet dog. No, I was still missing something…

Suddenly there was a loud knock at the workshop door, and I jerked up in surprise.

“Who is it?” I asked.

“Me, of course,” Rheingold said as the door creaked open.

“Come in,” I laughed. “I could use a break.”

“Brooding over your kettle?” he laughed. “I might have some things that can help.”

Rheingold pulled in a wheelbarrow that squeaked with every turn of the wheel. Copper coils hung over the sides like vines, though I also spotted some jars of powder, and the unmistakable smell of brimstone and honey.

“Not more magic,” I sighed. “I don’t know if I can watch another… what was it? Extraction.”

“Well, that’s a lie,” he laughed. “Because extractions are extremely cool, and I know that you’ve never seen anything like that before.”

“Okay, you’re right about that,” I admitted and then glanced at my mash. “But now I’m trying to figure out this flavor profile, and it’s not quite coming together in my head. It’s okay, I’ll give it that. It’s the kind of thing that would sell, and I’m sure it would sell well. But… I’m not happy with it. And I know that I can do better.”

“You’re trying to marry two very different Kingdoms,” he said thoughtfully. “So you need a little more science than just barley and prayer. Come on, I say we try a few different metals. I brought some over just in case this very thing happened.”

“You’re a lot craftier than I ever gave you credit for,” I chuckled. “But let’s see what you’ve got, because I want to make something that is undeniably the best, not something that’s merely good enough.”

“That’s the spirit,” he said. “Now let’s see what I have.”

He began unloading a collection of instruments that didn’t look like the usual brewing tools. There was also a small glass bottle that puffed smoke even when empty, an alembic etched with runes, and a bellows that looked like it had belonged in a giant’s mine.

“What’re those for?” I asked.

“Melding materials,” he said.

“So pure alchemy,” I murmured. “You know, I think I get this. I have to bring the two things together, so this is kind of like…”

“It’s kind of like a spell,” he winked. “A beer spell.”

“Now I see where you’re taking this,” I replied with a grin. “It’s not just beer diplomacy. It’s beer magic, and the King will have a hard time saying no to my request once he realizes how important it can be.”

“He already knows that,” Rheingold said. “But… it would be nice if other people knew. To be honest, I never thought I’d see the day. But if anyone is going to carry out beer magic, it’s going to be you.”

“I hope you’re right,” I said as I scowled at my boring mash.

With Rheingold’s help and his new tools, we came up with a different process to combine them. I mashed some of the wort into the smoking glass and then poured it back in with the rest of the mash. We kept at it until the color lightened to a burnished gold.

It wasn’t fully fermented, but I knew by now exactly how the taste would change once it was in the barrels. More importantly, I wouldn’t get wasted in this part of the process just from sampling the product.

“It’s time,” I said when I’d finally found the perfect balance.

Rheingold arched an eyebrow as I grabbed the bottle of apple syrup. I added a single drop to the mixture, and I smiled happily. When night fell, the fermenter was sealed and the fire damped low.

I stared at the side of the vat, with all the crossed-out and final measurements painstakingly noted. Tomorrow, I would make sure that I ordered enough of everything to brew for two kingdoms.

But for now, we just had to wait.

“Tyler!” Solara called upstairs as my eyes blinked open. “Tyler, Rheingold and Babble are here to help transport the goods! They’ve brought a whole fleet of horses!”

I opened my eyes and gulped. The weeks from beginning my brew to the actual delivery had passed in a heartbeat, and today was the day we began the final stage. Transporting so much beer would take triple the time it normally did, so our one-day journey would take about three.

“I’m coming,” I called back, but I smiled to myself.

I wasn’t worried about the beer anymore. I knew it was perfect.
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Chapter 11

By sunrise, our backyard was in absolute chaos. I didn’t even know how we were going to get everyone in the same cart, let alone all the way to the capital of Rothbart.

But still, it was the good kind of chaos. Flora had set out a large station where she was packing some lunches for everyone that consisted of a small meat pie as well as some fruit, desserts, and other goodies.

The horses stamped clouds of mist into the morning air, and Rheingold was going around and making sure that each steed was ready for the journey. Two carriages sent by the King were waiting for us, and I had to admit that they were pretty damn impressive. And those were just the passenger wagons.

The wagon sent to carry the beer was… well, a beast.

It didn’t even look like a wagon so much as a moving warehouse, even by Rothbart standards. It was a broad flatbed on reinforced axles with sides banded in iron, and a body that looked like it had once been gold but someone had stopped polishing it because it just wasn’t worth the effort.

At least twenty barrels were already strapped into position in two neat rows, and their tar-sealed lids glinted like bronze coins. The air already smelled a little like malt and woodsmoke, and I told myself that was normal and not the result of a leak.

It would all be worth it, though, even if this was a lot of beer to transport across the countryside.

“Not bad, huh?” Rheingold asked with a satisfied nod of the head.

“You’re the only person I’d trust with a task like this,” I said. “And it’s not only because you’re incredibly skilled. It’s also because you’re crazy.”

“Well, that’s why all of this works, my friend,” he said. “And trust me, I’m having a lot of fun. Don’t worry. We’re going to get everything there safely.”

“Oh, I know,” I sighed. “I know.”

Four horses hadn’t been enough for the giant structure in front of me. Instead, we’d brought a team of six along for the ride, and they weren’t the regular stallions, either. They were heavy Hagop dray horses, broad-shouldered and slow. Their harnesses had been stitched with brass rivets and charms against spillage that wouldn’t be recognizable to anyone other than Rheingold and maybe Princess Juliette if she caught a glimpse. There was only one driver, though, who was perched on the front bench, with the reins looped around his arm like he was steering a small fortress.

“Behold!” Babble threw his little arms in the air and climbed the side ladder to inspect the wagon and its contents. “This is what I like to call the Brew Leviathan!”

“Looks more like a barrel with wheels,” Hilly said with her hands on her hips. “But I trust Rheingold. He’s the only one crazy enough to find a way to make this work.”

“It’s not as simple as it seems,” I pointed. “There are some fancy parts to it, too. Just to keep everything safe and secure.”

“Those are my favorite parts,” Babble said as he inspected it. “We’ve got pressure valves, copper gauges…”

“There’s even some slats I installed that will keep the barrels steady on uneven roads,” Rheingold said. “There’s really no chance that any of these are going anywhere.”

“It’s not just the cart that’s impressive,” the driver added. “I’ve been making unconventional deliveries for quite some time now, and these horses can pull almost anything. So I know for a fact that you’re in good hands… or hooves.”

“I’ve never met a horse in Hagop that wasn’t amazing,” I laughed. “So… what does the rest of this do?”

“Well,” Rheingold began and pointed to some gauges, “those control the temperature in the casks. Too warm and she vents. Too cool, and she’ll sulk. The goal is to keep it between ten and twelve degrees, and it’ll hum all the way to Quake.”

“This science is beyond me,” the driver said as he shook his head.

“And that’s why I’m traveling with the beer,” Rheigold replied with a wink. “To make sure everything keeps working the way it should.”

“You’re insane,” I said. “But I’m glad you’ll be there to keep an eye on it. I’m not sure I’d know what to do.”

“I’ll explain it all to you,” Rheingold promised. “When we have more time.”

I nodded and turned to check on the rest of the process. There was one more cart of goods that was far smaller than the leviathan that carried a few extra supplies. There was some hops, malt sacks, extra tap fittings, and a crate that was labeled as sobriety for reasons Rheingold hadn’t explained.

“Winnow!” Hugh said to Flora as he pointed up at the carriage we would be riding in.

“Yes, I know!” Flora cooed. “You want to sit by the window?”

“Winnow!” Hugh laughed again, and a tiny spark flew out of his fingers.

“He has a real way of getting what he wants,” Flora laughed.

“What, you mean the threat of him setting the whole place on fire with his untapped powers?” I asked. “He’s a little manipulator if I ever saw one.”

“Aw, he can’t help it,” Flora said before giving him a barrage of kisses on his chubby cheeks. “And we have to treasure these moments before he goes to the academy for months on end…”

“Aww, honey,” I laughed as I pulled them both into my chest. “I know, but we don’t have to worry about that right now. I have a feeling that there’s going to be plenty of fun to be had with baby Hugh between now and then.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Flora giggled.

“How does this look?” Solara did a twirl in a shiny orange shawl that came down to his feet as always. “I think it really suits my dark coloring.”

“It looks great,” I nodded. “And maybe when we get to the palace we can see if the King has made any moves on legalizing magic. Although, he’s had a lot on his plate with this possible war and everything, so it might not be very high on his to-do list.”

“I’d understand if that was the case,” Solara sighed. “But I still have hope!”

“And you should,” Hilly replied as she rocked Baby Charlotte in her arms. “The King would never go back on a promise.”

“I’m just so excited to go to a festival again!” Solara laughed. “It’s been too long!”

“I’m excited to see what they’re going to have besides beer,” Hilly mused. “I mean, obviously the beer is what interests me the most. But there’s bound to be other fun things to taste, and I’d love to be the first to carry something new and unusual in Hagop. Besides the next King’s Special Brew, of course.”

“I’m sure there’ll be plenty of good food and drinks,” I said. “Who wouldn’t want to be part of such a huge festival?”

“Well, I can think of a few dwarves,” Babble murmured.

“We should roll out soon,” Rheingold called out. “I’d rather not spend more time than we have to on the road.”

“I’m going with my family,” I said and nodded to Rheingold. “Solara, you and Babble can take the second carriage. Rheingold can ride with you if he gets tired of the beer wagon.”

“I’ve never been happier,” Rheingold said with a glint in his eye.

“You know,” Hilly chuckled to herself. “That man is enjoying this way too much. I’d swear he was up to no-good.”

“Oh, you have no idea,” I said, and I felt a pang of guilt.

No one else knew what had happened with that dwarf, and while I kept telling myself I had to at least let Hilly know, I still hadn’t found a good time. At the moment, I’d decided it was better to wait until the spa was a success, magic was legal, and no one gave a darn if we’d polished the brass with a little help from an alchemist and a jinn. In the meantime, we had a festival to attend and a war to avert.

After we clambered in, I took one last look at the brewing house. We’d managed to make a lot of magic happen there, both real and figuratively. And I knew that we had what it took to keep the peace between Rothbart and Eisenstadt.

As the road opened up, I caught a glimpse of the rooftops of Hagop. Even from afar, it looked warm and inviting, and I smiled when Baby Hugh waved goodbye to the town.

“Jagon,” Hugh said as he pointed at a haystack that actually was shaped a little bit like a dragon.

“That’s right, Hugh!” Flora giggled. “That does look like a dragon! You know, your daddy once met a dragon!”

“Daddy Jagon,” Hugh giggled as he pointed at me. “Fends!”

“Well, I don’t know if we’re necessarily friends,” I laughed. “But I think that we reached a good agreement.”

“I wonder if so much beer has ever traveled this far before?” Hilly murmured. “Obviously, small batches are imported all the time. We get them at the inn whenever I can convince a dealer to trade. But this is definitely going to go down in history.”

“And hopefully for the right reasons,” I sighed.

“I have full faith in you,” Hilly said. “And even if they don’t like it, I have full faith in our ability to wreak enough havoc to convince them that war wouldn’t be worth it. We may not have a very well-trained army, but we do have a very passionate civilian mass.”

“You know, I didn’t think of that,” I said. “And the King didn’t, either. I’m sure he’d be very happy to hear that.”

“We’ll party them right out of our borders,” Flora said. “Mark my words.”

I knew the journey would be long, but at least it was never boring with my family by my side. After a full morning of travel we stopped by a riverbank for lunch. Babble and Solara joined us, but Rheingold waved at us from the beer wagon and kept going.

“That man,” Hilly shook her head. “Got to love him, though.”

“Yep,” I laughed. “You know, I’m sure he’ll make an impression on King Braunwald. Rheingold isn’t someone I’d want to have as an enemy, and if Braunwald is smart, he’ll realize that, too.”

“I swear he used to be more normal,” Hilly said. “I suppose we just didn’t know him as well as we thought we did, though I think maybe you brought something out in him.”

“Maybe,” I chuckled. “But I tend to bring out the best in people, don’t I?”

I gave her a quick kiss on the cheek, and she laughed.

“Well, you certainly brought out something unexpected,” she said.

“Babaaa!” Hugh shouted as he crawled through the grass in pursuit of Babble around the grass.

The gnome moved just fast enough to stay out of reach, and the game went on for a few more minutes before the pair broke down into giggles.

“Can you say Babble?” Solara asked Baby Charlotte.

“Ba,” she said with the same self-possessed seriousness that Hilly sometimes used. She was her daughter through and through, and if she only wanted to say “ba” then that was all she was going to say.

“Very well,” Solara nodded. “For you, he’s Ba.”

Flora unpacked some fresh bread and roasted ham, and the smell of honey filled the air. It was absolutely glorious.

“This is the perfect picnic,” Babble sighed as he sat down and laid his head on his hat. “I wish that we could stay here all day and never have to do anything hard at all ever again.”

“You and everyone else,” I said. “But trust me, it’ll be worth it.”

“Oh, and you didn’t hear about the plan,” Flora said in the middle of patty-cake with Baby Hugh. “If King Braunwald doesn’t want peace after everything we’ve done, then we’re just going to party him out of the Kingdom. We’ll frighten him away with our crazy moves and unpredictable… songs or something.”

“I like that idea,” Babble replied. “But let’s see if beer diplomacy wins him over before we break out the festival.”

“But it would be fun to roll into Quake in full party mode,” Flora mused.

“We can always have our own party,” I said. “You guys know that!”

“When we win, sure,” Flora said. “Or, sorry, when we draw up some kind of agreement.”

“You know that wedding you were supposed to be planning?” Hilly said and then yawned. “With Princess Juliette, your fiancée? We haven’t heard about that in a few weeks, and that seems like a good excuse for a party to me.”

“Oh, Hilly, it’s driving me crazy,” I sighed. “I want to get married to the Princess more than ever, but we can’t seem to find the time. And after I went through all that trouble to become a noble. Well, I guess we can’t plan a big wedding during a war, so I really need to pull this off.”

“I guess that’s true,” Hilly said.

“Then let’s wrap this up quickly,” Flora said. “Because I want a wedding to attend! I don’t know what I’ll do if I can’t dance at another wedding soon. Outside of the Hagop wedding festival, that is. You know, I’ve never been to one before that wasn’t at the Hagop wedding festival. It’s something that only nobles really do in Rothbart.”

“Well, you’re invited,” I said. “When we send out the invites, that is…”

“We need to make this work,” Hilly declared. “Which means we should get going. This picnic was a nice break, but nothing will get done while we’re just lounging around in the grass.”

“It’s not work,” Babble sighed as he chewed on a blade of grass and watched the clouds. “It’s a calling. That’s what I’m telling myself, because I really don’t want to go to war.”

“We won’t,” I said. “But Hilly’s right. We can’t stop the war if we don’t make it to Quake.”

We gathered up the remains of the picnic and climbed back into the carriage. Baby Charlotte and Hugh both fell fast asleep almost as soon as the horses started moving, and by dusk the fields gave way to the road leading to Quake. I could see the first few towers gilded by the sinking sun and the faint outline of the banners as they fluttered in the warm air. The hum of the city was almost infectious, and I could feel it long before the rest of the buildings came into view.

“I haven’t been to Quake in a while,” Flora said.

“Hopefully this will be a historic time to be there,” I replied. “You’ll be able to tell your grandkids about the day we made peace with Eisenstadt.”

“Grandkids,” she murmured. “Oh, my…”

I leaned out of the window as we rolled through the gates of Quake and finally entered the city proper. We wound through backstreets on a route that wasn’t as awe-inspiring as the ride along the main avenues, but it was faster and would bring us right to the main courtyard of the palace.

The palace was humming with activity when we pulled in, and the guards had to clear a space for the carriage. Servants ran around with giant hampers, furniture, bunting, and all the other last-minute bits and pieces required to put on a festival.

“Looks like the regular stage crew is back,” I noted.

“What?” Flora asked as she peered out at the chaos. “What do you mean?”

“Oh, the whole place was being run by adolescents when the King thought we were about to go to war,” I laughed.

“Are you sure that wasn’t some weird dream you had?” she teased.

“I wish,” I said and shook my head. “But yeah, the King sent his regular staff for military training or something. I guess so they could spear an Eisenstadti soldier with a pickle fork if they had to.”

The day had deepened into gold and dusk by then, and the palace looked like a castle in a fairytale. Even the brew leviathan, which had arrived just before us, was gilded in the last few rays of sunlight. Rheingold, the guards, and the driver were all trying to find the best place to park it, and I held my breath as the giant wagon was pulled forward and backward several times. Finally, a few stablehands and a squire appeared, and they quickly took control.

“Final moment of calm before the storm,” Flora said. “Hilly, wake up.”

The blonde baker shook Hilly, who was as sound asleep as Charlotte. Both had drooled a little while they slept, so they had matching wet spots on their shoulders.

“Huh?” Hilly blinked a few times and then looked out the window. “Aw, man, I got nap-trapped. But I can’t help it! The baby is just so nice and warm, and I don’t want to wake her up.”

“I doubt you’ll have to,” I said. “You guys can go straight to your quarters with the kids if you want, and I can take care of this entire… situation.”

“It’s going to be fine, honey,” Flora said as she squeezed my arm. “Just take it one step at a time.”

I saw Babble and Solara exit their carriage, and I knew it was time to go. Solara took a moment to steady the horses, and his calm radiance soothed them after the long journey. Maybe he had the same gift with animals that he did with kids.

I kissed the women and then hopped out of the carriage, though I had to take a moment to let myself adjust to being on land again. Riding in a carriage was so different from a car, and it always took me a couple of minutes to adjust. Once I could walk without fumbling, I helped the girls out and waved down one of the squires to deal with the luggage.

“Hildegard and Flora of Hagop!” a steward called out as he approached. “And kin. I’ve been instructed to show you to your chambers!”

“That’s us,” Hilly lifted an arm, and the sleeping Charlotte nestled further into her neck. “Sorry, but I can’t carry much with the napping baby in my arms.”

“That’s perfectly fine,” the steward replied in a kind voice. “You’re at the palace now. We insist on making you as comfortable as possible.”

“Have fun,” I said and winked at the barkeep.

“We always do,” Flora replied.

“Afraid there won’t be much of that for us,” Rheingold declared as he walked up behind me. “We’ve still got some work to do.”

“That’s my cue,” I said and kissed Hilly and Flora on their cheeks.

The pair followed the steward while the squire dealt with the luggage. I watched until they slipped inside the palace doors, and then I turned back to the alchemist.

“Nice to see that the staff are of age again,” I said. “Last time I was here, they were all kids.”

“Hmm.” Rheingold lifted an eyebrow. “Are you sure you haven’t been smoking? Maybe some of the King’s special cigars? Last time I did that I thought the entire palace was made of plates…”

“No, I promise…” I started to protest, but Rheingold disappeared again to help one of the squires with some of the ropes on the brew leviathan.

“Nobody believes me when I tell them the King had a bunch of teenagers running this place last time we were here, Babble,” I huffed. “Is it really that unbelievable?”

The gnome watched the flurry of activity around us for a moment. It looked chaotic, but in fact, it moved like a well-oiled machine. Servants with linen gloves, porters carrying crates of hops, and laundry women carrying linens on their heads moved around the courtyard without bumping into each other or dropping anything.

“Well, maybe I don’t, either,” Babble sighed. “I was there, and I saw it with my own eyes. But if you’re the only one to tell the tale, then I could easily just… I don’t know, use it to my advantage. Say you’re going crazy.”

“Between this and the goose as a national treasure thing, you have to stop thinking of ways to gaslight people, Babble,” I shook my head. “It’s freaking me out.”

“There’s a dark side to diplomacy, buddy,” the gnome sighed. “And it’s… dark.”

“Well, that’s a quote for the ages,” I said before I caught sight of myself in the polished brass of a carriage door.

I was travel-worn and dusty, but at least I was still smiling. And honestly, I didn’t look too bad. The days had been long, but the hard work suited me.

“Sir Tyleeeer!” a melodic voice called out from the palace steps.

I grinned before I’d even caught sight of my future bride. But there she was, Princess Juliette, gracefully descending the stairs like there weren’t several dozen people trying to go up the stairs right at that moment. She was as radiant as ever as the last flecks of sunlight danced in her orange-brown hair and made her turquoise dress glitter like gold.

Even though my gaze was fully fixed on my bride-to-be, I spotted someone following her at a slower pace. It took me a second to realize it was the King, who looked much older and more tired than the last time we’d met. There was still a warmth to his eyes, though, and his face lit up when he saw the precious beer cargo.

“Your Highness,” I chuckled as I bowed to Princess Juliette. “It’s been quite a while.”

“Too long,” she said, and she wrapped her arms around my shoulders and kissed me on the mouth.

I could practically feel the birds circling around my head when her soft lips touched mine, and I pulled her in close to me so she wouldn’t end the kiss too quickly.

“Way too long,” I sighed when she finally pulled back.

“I see you brought half of Hagop with you,” she laughed as she pointed at the beer leviathan.

“Well, we certainly have enough beer to fill the Hagop River,” I replied. “Though I’ll be disappointed if there’s any left after the festival.”

“This looks promising,” the King declared as he joined us. “Very promising. But whether our efforts will impress the King of Eisenstadt, that’s another matter completely.”

“I’m sure that he’ll be very impressed.” Princess Juliette winked at me. “Really.”

“Alright, it’s my turn to welcome you now,” the King said as he clapped a hand on my shoulder. “Don’t worry, I’m not looking for a kiss, but I must say, it’s been a hard, strange few weeks, Tyler. Planning the party has been wonderful. Or, you know, overseeing other people as they plan the party. As a King generally does.”

“You’ve done a very good job of overseeing this, cousin,” Princess Juliette assured the King. “I think some of the finest in your career, even if it hasn’t been under the best circumstances.”

“You know, that’s what makes it so difficult,” the King sighed and shook his head. “Working when it isn’t fun just isn’t… fun.”

“Well, that’s a quote for the history books,” I replied. “But I’m feeling confident in this brew. I know our beer diplomacy will win them over.”

“I trust that the brew will be as persuasive as ever,” the King said. “As it always is.”

“I really went through a lot of iterations on this one,” I admitted. “There was a lot of thought put into this process as I tried to find the perfect balance. I’m hoping Braunwald will see how well the two can get along.”

“I’m sure he will,” the King replied and then clapped his hand. “Actually, I’m glad you’re both here because I wanted to personally apologize for postponing your wedding.”

“Well, we didn’t technically have a date,” the Princess said. “But we did have to postpone making a date.”

“I promise that I’ll make this up to both of you,” he said. “I know you both realize that duty comes first, but I don’t want you to think that I’ve forgotten about anything else.”

“Duty does come first,” I said and nodded to the King. “And if this whole thing ends with a peace treaty, that will be the best wedding present I could’ve ever asked for. Let’s just hope that King Braunwald agrees.”

“The Eisenstadti Delegation will arrive in an hour,” the King said as he looked around the courtyard. “And the festival will commence tomorrow morning.”

“I guess there’s nothing much left for me to do other than say a prayer,” I replied.

“And if it’s the beer you’re praying to!” Rheingold shouted as he rolled past us with a cartload of valves. “Then Tyler, you’re in the right profession!”

“I feel like that’s something I would say.” Babble narrowed his eyes as he watched the alchemist for a moment. “I’m supposed to be the silly one, and Rheingold is supposed to be the mysterious one. This isn’t right, Sire. I want things returned to their natural order as soon as possible.”

“How do you think I feel, having to be this serious?” the King grumbled. “It’s been some of the worst, most uncomfortable days in my life. But hope will prevail. Beer will prevail.”

“And it looks like there’s enough beer to drown the war,” Juliette said as more barrels were rolled past us.

“I was hoping that peace would prevail long enough for us to enjoy my new brew,” I said. “But Flora and Hilly also suggested a general drunken rebellion if things go awry.”

“Mmm, that’s a possibility,” the King murmured and then shook himself. “But first, Tyler and Babble, I want you to meet our guests.”

“Um,” I mumbled as I looked down at the dust on my clothes.

“It’s fine,” the King replied. “Come, come.”

“Well, I guess I’ll have to act all mysterious!” the gnome muttered as he kicked a rock. “Seeing as it’s… the day of opposites!”

“Your time will come, Babble,” I said as I rolled my eyes, and then I stopped in my tracks. “Wait, Sire… before we go in. Babble has something important to explain to you.”

“And what would that be?” The King looked down at the gnome with an expression that bordered on frustration.

“Goose,” I said, when the gnome looked at me.

“Ah, yes,” Babble said and cleared his throat. “Well, Sire, hopefully this might be something that you will find funny. See, King Braunwald invited us to a talent show when we were in Eisenstadt, so I dressed up as a goose and walked out on the stage--”

“While another group was performing,” I explained.

“Oh?” the King murmured as his eyebrows met in the middle of his forehead.

“And due to some minor law breakage and intentional miscommunication, King Braunwald now thinks that the goose is an extremely important symbol of Rothbart,” Babble finished.

The King blinked a few times as he tried to make sense of the tale.

“I have a feeling I’m getting a very edited version of the story,” he remarked.

“The important part is that they think we… well, not exactly worship geese, but, you know… think they’re an important symbol.”

“We have a goose on the menu,” the King noted.

“Oh, that’s not good,” Babble sighed.

“We should probably serve something besides goose,” I said. “If it’s not too late.”

“It’s never too late,” the King replied. “I’ll notify the kitchen. But I’ll tell you what else is going to happen. Babble’s going to be fitted into another goose costume and perform for us tomorrow. And once the beer is served, we will release geese among the festival-goers like doves.”

“Are you sure, Sire?” Princess Juliette asked. “Geese aren’t like doves. They can be quite… hostile.”

“Well, I’m sure it’ll send the right message either way,” the King insisted. “We’re this close to resolving our differences. We can’t let Babble’s… minor law breakage ruin that. Right, let’s continue.”

“Hope you remember your choreography,” I muttered as the King suddenly flagged down one of the squires.

“That’s not how I was imagining that conversation would go,” Babble sighed. “But I should be grateful. It’s a tough business out there.”

“What business is that?” Princess Juliette asked. “Goose business?”

“Of course not,” Babble snorted. “Show business, of course!”

“We won’t unveil the beer until tomorrow,” the King said as he turned back to us. “But let’s see if a little lager and laughter can at least charm the other nobles that are arriving tonight.”

“We can only hope,” Princess Juliette sighed.

We passed under an archway and through a few corridors as the King took the lead. He still looked more serious than normal, but his jolly self slowly returned as we moved deeper into the palace.

“This may be a time of high stress,” Babble said. “But I’d certainly rather be stressed out in a castle than in my own humble lodgings.”

“I know what you mean,” I said. “It’s not bad here, is it?”

Things might’ve been high stakes, but we were still preparing for a royal party after all. The chandeliers burned low, and each flame was mirrored in the extremely well-polished and waxed floor, so that the whole place seemed like it was lit from below. It was amazing, and I had to give the Rothbart crew the edge when it came to preparing for a festival.

“Look at those,” Princess Juliette pointed at some of the tapestries we passed. “Those should give us some hope, if things don’t go well tomorrow.”

I knew the tapestries were supposed to depict Rothbartian victories in other wars and battles, but there were so many bright plumes, barrels, and banners on display, it looked more like a party. All I could think was that my new country had a long, proud history of mixing parties in with everything.

“That was a long time ago,” the King muttered. “We can appreciate our former glories, but we certainly cannot rely on them. Now is the time for new strategies and new ideas.”

“Well said,” Princess Juliette replied and then took a deep breath. “Alright everyone, remember to smile. We’re royals tonight, and even worse, we’re also politicians.”

“I’ve been a politician since the day I was born,” Babble replied just as the King opened the doors to the banquet hall.

The Eisenstadti nobles were already inside and being tended to by the palace staff. The entourage looked like it included barons, generals, and a handful of grim-looking advisors. No matter their station, they looked as if they’d been carved from the same block of discipline as the rest of the people in Eisenstadt.

Of course, I’d asked the King if he would request members from the ministry of culture to attend the festival, which he’d agreed to do with only one raised eyebrow. Braunwald had agreed, and so I scanned the gathering for Lisette. But for now, it looked like we were stuck with the King’s homies, which meant there wasn’t a smile in the bunch.

“Where is the herald?” the King muttered. “Usually there’s a little man with a horn to announce my arrival.”

“I don’t know,” Princess Juliette replied. “He may have been drafted to help set up the tents or something.”

“Do you think they’ll know who I am?” the King whispered as we stood in the open doorway.

“I do, yes,” I said.

“Right,” the King sighed and took a step into the room.

Some of the Eisenstadti nobles had spotted the King, and they had stopped to watch him approach. He nodded to them and then cleared his throat as he came to a stop.

“Gentlemen and Ladies,” the King said in a warm, booming voice as he opened his arms. “What a pleasure it is to welcome you to our Kingdom on the eve of what I think will be a great affair. And looking so… crisp, as always.”

They were all wearing gray and red uniforms that looked like they’d wrinkle from a mere sneeze. Their table etiquette was so synchronized that it was like watching a synchronized swim team take a meal together. Either that, or they’d all been possessed by the same evil spirit.

They raised and lowered their wine glasses in almost eerie unison as a herald ran toward us, tripped over the carpet, and then scrambled into position in front of the King, who put his hands on his hips and just shook his head.

“His Majesty the King of Rothbart,” the herald declared. “Princess Juliette of Quake, Sir Tyler of Hagop, and his associate, the Babble.”

“I like that,” Babble murmured. “The Babble.”

The nobles finally rose, and one silver-haired minister gave us what I now know was the official bow.

“Your Highness,” he said. “I am Baron Weiss. We thank you for your kind hospitality in this unfortunate time of great discomfort and tension.”

“Well, let’s hope that we can at least make it a fun time of great discomfort and tension,” the King said with a weak smile.

“Let’s call it anticipation,” Princess Juliette said. “We drink tomorrow not only for politics, but for peace.”

“Peace,” Weiss echoed, and he looked at his fellow Eisenstadtis, who nodded. “Yes, peace means all is well. But a nation truly proves itself in war.”

“I venture to disagree,” I said. “Extreme actions should always be taken with great thought. It’s not the same as a talent show.”

“Interesting,” the noble sniffed. “Well, we look forward to this banquet, and of course to see what Rothbart has to offer. We are well aware of your culinary prowess, and are eager to… taste it.”

“Sire,” Babble said when a squire motioned for us to follow him to our seats. “When do you want this, uh… goosey surprise?”

“That will be tomorrow, of course,” the King said. “So that Braunwald can see it. Have a wonderful feast. We can talk later.”

“Hello, stranger,” Hildegard said as we were led to seats across from her and Flora. “Our quarters are beautiful. Yours?”

“Who knows,” I sighed. “It’s round the clock work for this guy.”

“Oh, you poor, poor thing,” Flora said with a little wink. “Well, I guess that saving the country from war costs a little free time. Right, let’s fill our bellies and then get a good night’s sleep so we’re ready for all the festivities tomorrow.”

“And I’m here, too,” an Eisenstadti voice said.

I turned to see a young man with a very precise short haircut and a perfectly ironed uniform on my other side.

“Oh, nice to meet you…” I said and paused.

“I am named Feldt, and I am here to see Rossbart,” he replied. “I hope that I am pleased.”

“I’m sure you will be,” I replied.

“More than you’ll ever know…” Babble muttered.

“I think the food smells very good, ya,” he nodded. “It’s arriving.”

He looked excited, at least for an Eisenstadti, as the meal began to appear. At least Feldt was so focused on the food that I didn’t have to make small talk. Sure, I was a diplomat now, but we’d been traveling all day, and I was hungry.

“Oh, my,” Babble purred as he eyed the food.

Platters of roasted duck and spiced venison graced the tables. They glistened with a honey glaze and were accompanied by white loaves of bread dusted in salt. Green, glorious peas and carrots steamed up the silver plates, and for once, I was excited to eat my vegetables.

“This is very good beer,” Feldt said as he set his stein on the table, and I took a sip of mine to check the contents. Just as I thought. King’s Brew.

“He made it,” Princess Juliette was quick to say. “He’s a master brewer.”

“Yes, I did not get to say,” Feldt replied. “But we got word that the beer would be… exciting.”

“Exciting is the right word,” I said with a smile, and I could see the Eisenstadti’s expression soften, but he didn’t quite smile.

“Trust me,” Babble said as he leaned in. “Get enough of that down you, and you’ll be singing about your childhood!”

Juliette choked on her wine and tried not to laugh, and even Feldt’s composure cracked for a split second before it returned to its normal sculpted self.

But I did notice as the night went on that some of the stiffness had begun to thaw. Rothbartian nobles started telling drunken, exaggerated stories, and Eisenstadti ones listened intently. Babble tried to perform a sleight of hand with a bread roll that didn’t work, but it did make us laugh.

“Mmmm, this is nice.” Princess Juliette leaned in and kissed me on the ear, and I felt a warm glow of pride. “Let’s hope that it stays this way.”

“It has to,” I said, and we raised our glasses to each other.

The dessert was almond tarts shaped like crowns, and by the time it rolled around, the candles had burned low.

“Right!” the King said as we scraped up the last of the desserts with our tiny dessert forks. “To the friendship of tomorrow. I hope you’re not hungover, because the day starts early!”

“Of course we would not be,” I heard one of the Eisenstadti nobles say. “In that case, we would not be on time…”

The nobles filed out in tidy lines and murmured their farewells. Juliette paused beside me at the doorway where the squires would take us to our quarters and smiled.

“Tomorrow’s the day, Sir Tyler,” she said. “Don’t let us regret putting the Kingdom’s peace in a barrel.”

“Well, if you do,” I said with a wink. “You can always remember that it wasn’t your idea. But don’t worry. I’ll make you proud, whatever the outcome.”

“You already do.” She smiled as she waved, and then she disappeared down the corridor.

“Well,” Babble declared as we followed a squire down the dark hallways. “That went better than expected. Nobody drew swords or uttered curses!”

“Why are we always sharing a room?” I asked. “Why am I never sharing with one of my wives, at least? Let alone my fiancée?”

“Old rules,” the squire said. “It’s best not to question them. We don’t know where the paperwork is. We just know this is how it’s been done for centuries.”

“There you go,” Babble said. “And come on, old pal. You know you want your assistant by your side. Your… The Babble.”

“Yes,” I sighed. “My The Babble.”

The quarters were, as always, far too grand for any brewer, but I guess I just had to accept that I would always have such luxury at the Palace. I collapsed into the feather bed, and even though I could hear the city’s faint hum beyond the windows, I had a hard time keeping my eyes open.

My thoughts turned to the day yet to come, and I tried to picture what the festival would look like. I imagined the smiles on all the happy faces as they tried the beer, and I pictured the scene as the two Kings shook hands in peace.

But that was tomorrow. I finally drifted off to sleep as the rest of the city began to slow, and I didn’t open my eyes until dawn arrived, bright and loud. Bells rang from every tower, and sunshine spilled through the windows. I rubbed a hand through my hair and then ambled to the window for a quick peek. Dozens of servants were already busy carrying streamers, roasting chestnuts to keep them going, and setting up stalls.

The day of the Festival of Unity was upon us. And if everything fell apart, there was only one person to blame. Well, me, and maybe a certain gnome.
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Chapter 12

Diplomalt

“Wakey, wakey,” Babble sang. “We’re in Quakey! Hope the King don’t make a mistakey! And the other King’s not flakey! So this festival’s, uh… nice and sweet and cakey!”

“Great flow,” I said. “But you’re right. We’ve got to be at our best today, Babble.”

“Speak for yourself!” the gnome chortled. “Your work is done! Now I have to perform my goose dance once again for the masses. Oh, I hope it goes well…”

“You and me both, buddy,” I sighed. “You and me both. And that whole plan to release the geese. Not really sure how I feel about that…”

“Well, that wasn’t our idea.” Babble shrugged. “It was the King’s.”

“But the King could easily point out that the whole noble goose thing was your idea,” I said as I made my way into the ensuite and began to run a hot bath.

“I’m sure the King will sort it out,” Babble called after me. “It’s not something we need to worry about.”

“Except for your dance,” I reminded him.

“I had a dream about that…” he laughed.

I tuned out the gnome as I filled the bath with fresh herbs and a splash of something that smelled like an ocean breeze that I found in a bottle by the sink. After loading up with mint, sage, and some other earthier oils that were added to the side of my bath, I hopped out and towel dried my hair. It was nice to not smell like yeast and horsehair for a change, and I took a moment to enjoy this cleaner version of me. Then, I pulled on a new royal-blue jacket over a white shirt and a new pair of leather pants from the closet.

“Do you like my outfit?” Babble asked as he twirled around in essentially a smaller version of mine.

“Perfect,” I nodded. “It’s great.”

“Thanks,” he said as he fluffed his beard. “I think we’re ready to go now, aren’t we? Looks like we were up before any staff could hunt us down and offer to do our buttons for us.”

“Yeah,” I sighed. “Big day ahead. But I’m feeling ready. And no matter how rich I get, I think I’ll always be doing my own buttons.”

“Good man,” Babble chuckled.

I took a deep breath to brace myself and then opened the door to a palace I knew would be nearly frantic. The place was thrumming like a hive already, and the sound came at us before the door was opened all the way. Babble and I exchanged a quick look, and then we set off to find breakfast and offer our services.

The staff had already transformed Quake into a living party. Courtiers were carrying banners dyed in all different colors, and I saw some gardeners trimming potted hops vines in the courtyards. They wound them around the marble columns until the air started to smell like the brewery. I found it nice and comforting, but I wondered what Braunwald would think.

“Scuse me, Sir Tyler,” a servant muttered as he rushed past with some trays of steaming bread rolls, followed by more servants with mutton legs and a basket of seasonings that smelled incredible.

“Oh, this is so good,” Babble said and took a deep breath. “I can feel the energy already. This is going to be the best party I’ve ever attended!”

“We can only hope,” I sighed. “Really, we can only hope at this point. Because we’ve already done all the work.”

“Over here, guys!” Rheingold, of course, was already up and shouting directions, and he’d spotted us as we stepped outside. “Bring the barrels around… yes, yes, and be careful with the copper lines! We’re almost done!”

“Whoa!” Babble laughed. “It looks great here!”

The royal fountain in the palace courtyard had been transformed into something halfway between a shrine and a brewhouse. Its marble basin had been drained and refitted with gleaming brass pipes that snaked from the giant crates of brew into a ring of twelve polished taps. Each of them were crowned with a miniature brass leaf that I knew Rheingold must’ve made. It was extremely decadent, but I guess that’s just how a royal festival had to be.

“That is extremely cool,” I declared as Babble and I walked over.

Rheingold stood like the proud engineer he was and admired the heart of his invention. His sleeves were rolled up, and his dark mustache glistened with condensation. Solara whisked around in a long, lightweight cloak specifically designed for him and made sure that all the temperature valves were at the correct settings.

I spotted an already very drunk-looking man in festival garb in a large chair. He had a notebook in his hand, and he gave a tipsy thumbs up to one of the servants.

“All checked!” the servant called out. “Please escort the royal taster back to his quarters for a mandatory nap before the lunch tasting begins!”

“The royal taster?” I asked as Princess Juliette appeared next to me.

“But of course,” she said with a smile. “You don’t think royalty can just eat anything given to them, do you? Especially in a diplomatic context like this, where the countries might be going to war. We don’t think that Braunwald wants to kill the King, but of course we must take measures to make sure that nobody else does, ever.”

“Wow,” I noted. “So he’s just…”

“He’s been up since before dawn taking a sip of every beer that will be served at this festival,” Princess Juliette said.

“Wow,” I chuckled. “But what if he just dies of alcohol poisoning instead of… actual poison?”

“He’s had the equivalent of twelve entire drinks from the small portion he has to imbibe of everything on offer,” Princess Juliette shrugged. “So if anything, I’d say he’s probably doing pretty well…”

“Whoa…” Babble muttered under his breath as two servants tried to carry the royal taster away. “Now that’s a job I could enjoy.”

“Sir Tyler!” the royal taster slurred when he spotted me. “I’m your biggest fan! And I love you!”

“Get him some simmon soda to drink when he wakes up,” I told one of the servants who was trying to haul the man to his bed. “He’ll need it.”

“Right,” the younger servant agreed.

“And good morning to you,” Princess Juliette laughed and gave me a kiss on the cheek. “Are you feeling good about today? I have to say, the courtyard is practically unrecognizable!”

“Well, none of that is my work,” I shrugged. “I’m just the guy with the ideas.”

“No, actually this is my work,” the Princess said with a wink. “I should’ve told you that, but I thought it would be a fun surprise.”

“Wait,” I chuckled as I looked around. “All of this design. It’s all… you?”

“Yep,” she shrugged. “I wanted to be part of the effort to save the Kingdom. So this is my contribution. It’s also a great portfolio for our eventual wedding, isn’t it?”

“It’s absolutely incredible,” I said, and I gave her a kiss behind the ear.

It really was, though I should’ve recognized Juliette’s part in the design just by all the turquoise in the mix. Long tables stretched the length of the gardens, and more servants were now adding plates of bread, cheeses, roasted meats, sugared nuts, and frosted pastries that were shaped like steins and crowns to each one. There were even some cookies with the Eisenstadti banner on them, and I liked that someone had put that much effort into impressing Braunwald and his nobles.

More importantly, the banners of both kingdoms hung side by side above the palace gate. Rothbart’s and Eisenstadt’s crests weren’t similar in either design or color scheme, but someone had made it work. They fluttered together in the morning breeze, and it felt like a good omen for the rest of the day.

Some music drifted from the far end of the square as a band began to warm up. There were fiddles and a few horns, and marshals directed the early arrivals toward the stage.

“Looks like it’s really happening,” Babble sighed. “Merchants… nobles… other inferior brewers.”

“Oh, don’t say that, Babble,” I sighed. “It’s not their fault they’re not the best in the Kingdom.”

“True,” he shrugged. “Not everyone can pull a giant who knows how to brew beer from a river.”

I grinned at that and then turned to watch as the place started to fill up. Children laughed and chased each other around, and the musicians played a favorite kids’ song that soon had everyone under the age of ten singing along.

It made me wonder for a moment where my family was. Hugh and Charlotte were both early risers, so they’d probably already had breakfast with Flora and Hilly and were now getting ready for the day. I really hoped they had a wonderful day, more than anything else. That was the real reason for all of this. It wasn’t just about crowns and treaties, but the sounds of fun and laughter, and all the things that made Rothbart great.

“Look at this,” Princess Juliette said, and she lifted a silver bracelet that looked like threads of precious metal braided with tiny white-gold barley stalks. “I designed this, too.”

“Is there anything you can’t do?” I asked as I admired the piece.

“Don’t flatter me,” she said as she rolled her eyes. “I don’t want to get lazy.”

“Everything is set up,” Rheingold announced as he ran over to us. “Come on, let’s check the fountain. Everyone from the palace will enter through the side gate, so only the Kings will use the main steps. It’s amazing how much planning went into this.”

“The Eisenstadtis will love that,” Babble said. “Maybe we should present them with a book of everything that was done, so they can see just how complicated it all is.”

“That’s not a bad idea, gnome,” Rheingold said thoughtfully.

“Later,” Juliette huffed. “Right now, the fountain of beer awaits.”

“What a jolly fun-looking festival!” one of the older citizens of Quake proclaimed as we walked by. “This is going to be great!”

“Hello, handsome!” Flora giggled from just to my right, and a moment later, she stepped through the crowd with Hugh and a large plate of barley cake.

“Well, hello, my darling,” I said as I gave her a kiss on her soft, plump lips. “I didn’t know where I’d find you. There’s just so much going on out here.”

“Fear not,” she said. “I’m handing out some of my very own wares with my delightful helper.”

“Da!” Hugh practically leaped into my arms, and I caught him just in time and gave him a kiss on the head.

“You’ve been on mom duty for long enough while I’ve been working on the brew,” I said. “So we’ll let mom go hand out some barley cake and talk with the other bakers, and I’ll take this one as my little assistant.”

“Daaa,” Hugh giggled in my ear and put his arms around my neck. It was the warmest and softest feeling in the whole world.

“Aw, well, I think you deserve some nice baby time,” Flora said with a wink. “And if, uh… sparks go flying…”

“Don’t worry,” Rheingold said. “I’m very good at extinguishing things. And we’ll just make up some excuses.”

“They care less about magic in royal circles,” Princess Juliette replied. “But we should still keep an eye on him. Even among the royals, we can’t be too obvious with our magic.”

“I’m sure he’ll behave himself.” Flora gave me a wink and then disappeared over to some of the baking stalls.

“Hey,” I felt Babble tug on my pants. “You know, I thought I was your little assistant.”

“Baba,” Hugh reached down to Babble. “Bababa.”

“Okay, fine,” Babble sighed. “I’m won over. After all, I can’t spend all day with the beer. I’m to give a performance, after all.”

“I certainly hope that goes well,” Rheingold said.

“Are you the engineer?” a citizen asked as he ran up to Rheingold. “This is a beauty! I build carts, and I’ve never seen anything like this before in my life!”

“It’s a calling more than anything else,” the alchemist replied as he placed a hand on the leviathan. “I could give you a few details on how we do it, though.”

Rheingold started chatting about metalwork and tools, even though I knew that a fair amount of his work was also completed using magic. More citizens of Quake filled the courtyard, and soon there was a definite electricity in the air. One long table had been set aside for the royals, nobles, and courtiers, but the rest were already full of families and visitors.

For about an hour, I forgot what I was even here for.

“What’d we miss?” Hilly asked as she handed a sleeping Charlotte to Solara. “I got nap-trapped again. But she was up all night, so that nap before bed didn’t really do us any good. I am absolutely wired.”

“Nothing royal has occurred if that’s what you’re asking,” I said. “And we haven’t been obliterated, either.”

“Thank you for understanding what I was trying to say with my tired brain,” Hilly rested her head on my shoulder. “I need it.”

“Don’t worry,” I said. “I think you’ll get some time to chill before…”

So of course, that’s when the horns blew.

All eyes were drawn to the main stairs where the musicians had appeared, and a murmur ran through the crowd. The sharp notes became a melody as a fleet of carriages rolled through the open archway. Their lacquered black sides gleamed like mirrors, and the murmurs faded away as the crowd spotted the Eisenstadti crest on the doors. Soldiers in red and gray marched behind the carriages, and their boots struck in perfect rhythm on the cobblestones.

“I’ll put it like this,” Hilly whispered. “They don’t… not look out of place around here.”

“Trust me, their entire Kingdom is like that,” I said. “It’s crazy.”

They were followed by a single soldier on a white horse. His cloak spread out behind him, but all I could think of was Edna’s warning in The Incredibles about no capes. The rider’s face was so still and composed that it looked like a statue.

“Wow,” Babble murmured. “Do you think he’d react if something flew in front of him?”

“Let’s not test it,” I said as several drums joined in.

We looked back to the stairs, where the King of Rothbart had appeared at the top step. He still looked a little tired, but he was standing straighter than I’d ever seen before.

“There’s the man of the hour,” Princess Juliette said proudly. “And he’s certainly looking the part.”

The King of Rothbart had brought out the full regalia, which included a crown, a scepter, and an impressive array of brooches and medals. He was even wearing a long cloak that brushed his ankles before it trailed behind him, and when the lead carriage stopped by the bottom step, he stepped halfway down the staircase, which made the silver threads in the cloak glimmer.

“Wow,” I murmured. “Now, that’s a King, if I ever saw one.”

“I agree,” Flora said. “He looks remarkably royal.”

“Here we go,” Babble muttered beside me. “May the best Kingdom hold its drink.”

“That’s not the point of this festival, and you know it,” I said.

“Oh, come on, Tyler.” Babble winked. “Sometimes it feels like you don’t know when I’m joking anymore!”

“Well, sometimes I don’t, Babble,” I sighed. “Sometimes I really don’t.”

The air hung heavy for a heartbeat as the world froze for a moment. It was so silent, even the birds had stopped chirping. The King of Rothbart didn’t move as he stared at the carriage, and then finally, the door of the Eisenstadti carriage opened.

A tall, square-shouldered figure emerged dressed in a slightly different shade of iron-gray and crimson. It took me a moment, and then I realized the material of his suit was just a little shinier than the others.

Every pleat of King Braunwald’s cloak was perfectly placed, and every button polished to a mirror’s shine. His boots struck the marble at the same time, and he paused for a moment as he stared up at the steps.

Braunwald’s hand rested briefly on the hilt of his ceremonial sword, but it seemed like more of a habit than a reaction to a threat. He started up the steps, and when he was three steps away from the King of Rothbart, he stopped.

“Your Majesty,” King Braunwald said in a loud voice. “It is an honor to be here.”

He bowed in a single, deliberate motion that seemed to fit the moment perfectly.

“Your presence honors us,” the King of Rothbart replied, and he bowed in return with an unintentionally exaggerated flair.

“I hope that today will be productive and… energetic,” the King of Eisenstadt said. “For both of our Kingdoms.”

“Energetic is an okay way to describe a party,” Hilly murmured. “But productive? Seems like a little bit of a stretch.”

“Friends!” The King of Rothbart declared as he turned to the gathered crowd. “Guests from near and far. We are here today in a long overdue display of recognition! Because for all that divides us, there are always things that will bind us together. We share a love of good works, good spirit,… and of course, good beer.”

It took a moment, but the crowd finally cheered. There was some laughter as well, and a few patriotic whistles. Babble whooped so loudly that the three Eisenstadti soldiers nearest to us flinched in perfect unison.

“By royal decree,” the King of Rothbart shouted over the noise. “The Festival of Unity is now open! Make sure to try everything that Rothbart has to offer, especially the new beer created especially to commemorate this grand event from the makers of the King’s Brew!”

The audience whooped and cheered even louder, and the fountain taps hissed to life. Foam glittered in the sunlight, and people pressed closer to fill their tankards.

“Looks like it’s beer time,” Babble said and rubbed his hands together.

“Sir Tyler of Hagop,” a page huffed as he appeared at my elbow. “And esteemed assistant. His Majesty requests your presence at the royal table.”

“Ours?” I asked, and I looked down at Babble, whose mouth was suddenly stuffed full of herbed bread.

“Indeed,” he said. “He said it’s essential that you both be present when they sample the new beer. Since this is your mission.”

“Excellent.” Babble grinned, and crumbs flew out of his mouth. “Nobility time!”

We followed the page through the cheering throng toward the long dais at the front of the courtyard. The royal table was wide enough to feed a regiment of officers, but at the far end, the two Kings were just being seated by squires.

An enormous tapestry separated the royal seats from the others, and Babble and I made our way to the end. Both Kings sat across from each other at the end and merely looked at each other.

“Reminds me of the first dinner I had with my wife,” Babble said. “And I’d say that was a successful alliance. I wonder who will lean in for the first kiss.”

“Your royal highnesses, I present Sir Tyler of Hagop and the Babble,” a squire announced when he spotted us.

The Kings nodded in our direction, and then the squire directed us to a pair of seats at the end of the table right between the two Kings.

“Interesting seating plan,” I muttered.

“And might I add, gentlemen,” Babble said as he smiled at the two leaders. “It is an absolute honor to find myself in the splash zone of diplomacy on this fine day in Rothbart.”

“You are a very strange little creature,” King Braunwald replied as he glanced at Babble. “But it is very… nice to see you once again. I hope that you are well.”

“We’ve been very busy preparing for this day, Sire,” I cut in before Babble could say anything else. “It’s something we’ve been looking forward to since we proposed it, and we take this occasion very seriously.”

“Then we have very different ways of showing our seriousness, ya?” the King of Eisenstadt replied. “Still, our differences are the subject of our discussion today.”

“I’m sure we’ll agree they’re very minor differences,” the King of Rothbart said. “And what better way to hold such a discussion than over a tankard of beer that was brewed for just this moment?”

The King of Rothbart raised his hand, and two servants hurried over with four tankards of beer. They placed them in the middle of the table and then scurried away again.

“Yes, I tried some of the King’s Brew that was gifted to us,” King Braunwald said. “It was a very different beer. Not at all like our own beer. I felt that I did… learn something from that.”

“We’re always happy to hear that,” the King said with a nervous laugh. “Sir Tyler, you may explain to His Majesty of Eisenstadt the, uh, concept perhaps? Behind the brew? Before we do this official tasting.”

“Is every beer on offer in Rossbart approved by the King?” Braunwald said with something that could almost be interpreted as a smirk.

“No, no, of course not,” the King said quickly. “I just thought it would be fun if we… no, no. Not fun. I thought it would be… appropriate for us to have a moment to ourselves, so we could get to know each other privately. As men.”

Babble had to stare at the ground, and I literally bit the inside of my cheeks to keep myself from laughing.

“And as Kings, of course,” the King of Rothbart added when Braunwald didn’t react. “That’s what I mean. Mostly as Kings.”

“Ah, yes,” the King of Eisenstadt nodded politely. “I understand perfectly. It is something I must get used to in Rossbart. You use a lot of words to say things that in our language would be said with only a few. But I think it is a very rich and colorful language, nonetheless.”

“Why thank you,” the King said, obviously relieved. “Yes, I take great pride in our language here.”

“It’s my personal favorite,” Babble said as he smiled up at Braunwald. “My first and only, you might say.”

“And now for the beer,” I said before Babble found another way to offend the King of Eisenstadt.

“Yes,” Braunwald murmured as he looked at the mugs. “The beer.”

“Right,” I cleared my throat. “Well, Your Highnesses, the idea behind this beer--”

“Which we’ve named the Diplomalt,” Babble said with a smile.

“Diplomalt,” the King of Rothbart chuckled. “I love it.”

The King of Eisenstadt looked less impressed.

I sighed and barely managed not to shake my head. I was going to kill the gnome one day, but today was not it. After all my hard work, I wasn’t about to let everything fall apart before anyone had actually tasted my brew.

“My mission here,” I said and shot a quick glare at Babble, “was to combine the best traits of both of our Kingdoms into a harmonious treat. The precision and discipline of Eisenstadt and the spirit of joy of Rothbart.”

“Do you perhaps think our Kingdom lacks spirit?” Braunwald asked as he cocked his head.

“Of course not,” I assured him. “No, not at all. Just as I don’t think that Rothbart lacks precision.”

Which was the exact moment I saw one of the squires slip on a grape and land headfirst in the fountain, but I didn’t bring that to anyone’s attention.

“Of course, I understand, ya,” Braunwald hummed. “That makes sense, I suppose.”

“It’s more about the flavors,” I said. “And how they correspond to those traits.”

“Very interesting, Sir Tyler,” King Braunwald said and took a sniff of his mug. “And tell me, how does one… distill joy into a beverage?”

“Trial and error, mostly,” I said, and I could swear that just a flicker of amusement crossed his face.

“Tell me more about it,” Braunwald said.

“Well,” I said and leaned forward. “The base is an Eisenstadti classic with all of your own ingredients. Dark, elegant, and not too much. Perfectly balanced, in perfect… alignment.”

“I love order,” King Braunwald murmured.

The King of Rothbart, however, looked a little sad.

“But then there’s the Rothbartian elements,” I added.

Our King immediately perked up and grinned.

“Oh, good,” he mumbled. “I’m excited for this part.”

“We added a touch of Rothbartian spices and our own mild carbonation, so it takes on the character of the earth of both Kingdoms,” I said. “I’ve also used a very faint apple extract from Eisenstadt.”

“Apple extract?” King Braunwald cocked his head. “Eisenstadti apples are notoriously brief in season, and it’s nearly impossible to capture their flavor. Perhaps you have used some of your own instead?”

“Well, it’s got apple extract,” I said. “You can tell me if you think it’s yours or ours.”

“It sounds unique,” the King of Rothbart said and smiled quickly. “Like a very unique friendship between Kings.”

Babble gave me a pained look as he tried not to laugh again.

“It’s also versatile,” I said. “You could drink it during both a council meeting or a tavern singalong. It could be a quick pick-me-up, or easy enough to be your only drink all night.”

“And it’s a beer that doesn’t judge,” Babble added. “Unlike me.”

“What was that?” The King of Eisenstadt cocked his head, and the King of Rothbart coughed into his hand to avoid a laugh.

“Nothing, sire,” Babble replied. “I was just… babbling.”

“Hmm, yes, you do that a lot,” Braunwald said. “But this is enough talk. I think it is time to taste, ya?”

“I agree,” the King of Rothbart said.

That was our cue, and we each picked up a mug and clinked them together awkwardly.

“To new beginnings,” I said.

Now it was the moment of truth. We took our sips, and I held my breath as I waited for the verdict.
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Chapter 13

Diplomalt

I noticed the King of Rothbart had a mischievous glint in his eyes, which usually signaled that he was happy. I sighed in relief at that, but then I looked at King Braunwald’s face, and I couldn’t tell what he was thinking.

For a terrifying second, nothing happened. I savored the taste of the beer while I waited for some sort of royal verdict. Obviously, I’d tasted every single draft of the beer, but this one was the real winner. I was sure the King of Rothbart agreed, but was it good enough for Braunwald?

The beer was Eisenstadt through and through at first, so I had high hopes that it would win Braunwald’s favor. The taste was refreshing, and just as clean and disciplined as anything we’d had in Eisenstadt. It was as dark as polished steel, just the way the Eisenstadti liked it.

The malt came up first, roasted and firm, like a good handshake. But then just as the flavor settled, the Rothbartian energy woke it up. It was a flicker of spice, a hint of warmth, and a kick of the carbonation. The apple tones stayed pleasant throughout and added an unexpected sweetness.

In short, it was freaking great. It wasn’t shouting for attention, and it wasn’t as obviously seasonal as the pumpkin brew. It was balanced, complex, and a delicious treat no matter what type of beer you preferred.

“Mmm-mmmm-mmm,” Babble hummed and then smacked his lips.

Braunwald’s posture was as rigid as ever, which was a little disappointing. He finally put the stein down, and after a moment, he nodded.

“It is…” he said and then paused thoughtfully. “Very good. Extremely good. Very balanced. And something about that apple… I can’t quite describe it, you know. But it reminds me of being a boy.”

“It’s marvelous!” our own King declared. “Absolutely marvelous, yes. Better than I could’ve even dreamed, and trust me, I did have some dreams about this.”

“Dreams about your special male friendship?” Babble asked and then winced when I kicked him under the table.

“No, no, more like nightmares,” the King mused. “Where it turned to sewage and hot oil. And there was one where my tooth fell in it, and another where my father’s ghost appeared. Fortunately, none of that has happened, and I’m glad you enjoy it, Braunwald.”

“I will be drinking a fair few steins of this,” the King of Eisenstadt said, and I could swear that his lips almost curled into a smile. “In fact, it seems like I may need to verify its consistency with… another, afterward.”

“Why, I like your turn of phrase,” the King of Rothbart said with a hearty chuckle.

Both Babble and I held our breaths for a moment, but in a moment of sheer surprise, the King of Eisenstadt actually smiled and nodded in agreement.

“Yes,” he replied. “I can make a joke too, I think.”

“We’ll train you to be a true jester yet,” the King said and raised his hand like he wanted to slap Braunwald on the knee in his usual jolly way, but he caught himself in time. “Now, let’s continue the festivities! Except for the two of us, of course. I think we have some policies to discuss.”

“That would be most efficient,” Braunwald agreed.

My shoulders sagged as the tension left them, and I was suddenly aware of the crowd noises again. People were laughing and cheering, and I could see a few people had even started dancing.

“Babble and I will leave you to your deliberations,” I said as I stood up. “My assistant still has to prepare for his part in the show later.”

“Of course,” the King of Rothbart agreed. “Go, go.”

Babble downed the last of his stein and then stumbled after me. We managed to keep it together until we were lost in the crowd and far away from the royal table.

“You did it, Tyler!” Babble laughed. “You made their date incredible!”

“Next time, Babble, I’m going to tape your mouth shut,” I grumbled as I looked down at the gnome.

“What’s tape?” he asked.

“Ugh, never mind,” I said and rolled my eyes. “You were making way too many jokes!”

“I couldn’t help it,” he protested. “The King was being weird!”

“He probably kept saying weird things because he was nervous!” I pointed out. “I was trying to diffuse the situation!”

“Who cares?” Babble asked and waved off my concerns. “It’s a testament to the power of your beer, Tyler! They’re talking about policies now, and they don’t hate each other!”

I looked down at my little friend, who always seemed to have some kind of trick up his sleeve, and I had to admit he was right. They hadn’t killed each other, and it looked like they were starting to get along. If they could do that without any more awkward comments about special friendships, we just might resolve this peacefully.

“Well, what can I say?” I shrugged. “I am a professional, after all.”

“That you are!” Babble laughed. “Now, I do actually need to prepare for my appearance…”

The band started playing a brighter tune, the soldiers relaxed as they watched the crowd, and the beer flowed freely through it all. As the Kings leaned in and discussed the state of the Kingdoms over a second stein, I caught a glimpse of genuine enjoyment in Braunwald’s eyes.

“How’d that go?” Princess Juliette asked as she sidled up next to me. “Did my cousin get nervous and say something silly?”

“You know him too well,” I said as I wrapped my arm around her waist. “But it was fine. They’re talking about policies now, over their second beer. They haven’t clawed each other’s eyes out, so I’d say it was going well.”

“That’s very promising,” she chuckled. “Though I doubt they’d claw each other’s eyes out. That’s what armies are for.”

“True,” I said and glanced around at the soldiers. “Though I don’t think the army is up for much fighting right now. How’s the festival going?”

“Not bad,” Princess Juliette said hesitantly and then nodded to the courtyard. “Obviously, Rothbart loves a good party. But so far the Eisenstadtis seem to be better at… observing the party.”

I looked around and saw it was true. The average citizens were definitely enjoying themselves, oblivious to the tension that was still in the air. The Rothbart nobles were laughing too loudly because they knew they had to keep the party going, and they kept casting furtive glances at the out-of-towners.

The Eisenstadti stood like statues and clutched their cups as they watched the unfolding chaos. They nodded politely when anyone spoke to them, but they didn’t join in the fun. It was like their amusement required authorization. Every time somebody dared to chuckle, a dozen others turned to check Braunwald’s expression first.

“They’re not used to laughing,” I said. “And they probably don’t want to get used to it. It’s a fun habit, and they’d be hard-pressed to stop once they got home.”

“Not really rebellious spirits, are they?” Princess Juliette noted.

“Hello, everyone!” Babble shouted.

Those who could hear him looked over, and I was sure he was about to do his goose routine again. Instead, he was sitting behind a small, gnome-sized table beneath some lanterns, while a palace servant set up a hastily written sign that was taller than the gnome.

DIPLOMATIC TASTING FLIGHTS! One beer, two Kingdoms. No fighting allowed.

“He’s just full of ideas,” Princess Juliette said. “Isn’t he?”

“Between him and Rheingold,” I said as I spotted the alchemist speaking with a maniacal fervor to some local merchants about the brass taps. “Their brains seem to be working overtime because of the festival.”

“That’s not such a bad thing,” Juliette mused. “As long as nothing is broken.”

“Don’t hold your breath on that one,” I muttered as we moved closer to Babble’s table.

The gnome had somehow acquired a vest that didn’t match his shirt, and he’d added a large Rothbartian banner as a shawl. He looked like he’d had a lot more than one beer already, but I knew better than to underestimate my partner.

“Step right up!” Babble shouted. “One sip Eisenstadt, one sip Rothbart, then tell me which one makes you want to sing! There’s no wrong answer unless you say water!”

“That doesn’t even make sense!” I called back. “They’re the same beer!”

“I said there were no wrong answers!” Babble laughed and did a quick dance.

The Eisenstadti nobles blinked a few times and then looked at each other in confusion. They obviously couldn’t tell if he was joking, and if they could, then they didn’t know how to react. I felt like I was watching a nature documentary about a young predator learning to hunt for the first time until a young Eisenstadti lieutenant finally stepped forward.

“Curiosity overcomes caution,” Princess Juliette said. “A classic.”

“This is so weird,” I said.

The young lieutenant took the two gnome-sized glasses that Babble offered, sniffed them like they were some type of contraband, and then downed both in quick succession.

“Hmmm,” he said as he played along. “Yes, very different. But I prefer the second half of the first and the first half of the second!”

“Ladies and gentlemen,” Babble spread his arms triumphantly. “The face of unity!”

Suddenly, laughter rippled through the crowd. At first it was slow and quiet, but it grew louder and more free as other people joined in. More festival-goers lined up for the challenge, and moments later, Rothbartians and Eisenstadtis were talking as they sipped their beers. They pretended to critique things like mouthfeel and talked about the differences, but they soon abandoned the small cups for the serious mugs.

“It looks like everyone is beginning to have a good time,” I said.

“It’s about time,” Juliette laughed.

Cups clinked, and strangers toasted. The musicians picked up the tempo as a fiddle answered a trumpet. This was what two big countries coming together actually looked like, and I couldn’t be happier.

I cast my gaze over to the Kings at the Royal table, and I could see the cracks beginning to show, though there wasn’t any anger or fury underneath. In fact, it looked like King Braunwald was almost enjoying himself, though he kept his silver stein near his mouth so no one would see his amusement whenever the King of Rothbart unleashed another joke. But the signs were there for anyone who was paying attention. Braunwald’s shoulders shook whenever he chuckled, and every so often, he would sway to the drumbeat.

“It looks like we’re breaking him down,” Princess Juliette noted. “Ever so slowly.”

“Careful now,” I smiled. “You sound like Babble.”

“Then he’s a wise old gnome,” Juliette laughed.

“I’m not sure about the wise part,” I replied. “I’ll remind you we’re not out of the woods yet. One wrong word, and Braunwald might decide that the entire festival is a mockery. What if someone wipes their nose on another Eisenstadt banner or something?”

Princess Juliette looked serious for a moment, but then a silver trumpet cut through the hum of the crowd and the other musicians. Every conversation stopped mid-sentence, the music trailed away, and that left only the soft splash of the fountain. Rothbart might’ve been rowdy, but we always knew when to pay attention.

A herald stepped forward onto the dais.

“He looks ridiculous.” Princess Juliette shook her head. “I said they needed new uniforms, but nobody ever listens to me when it comes to design ideas.”

“I think he looks… festive,” I said. “And let’s face it, he definitely has everyone’s attention.”

“It’s that ridiculous plume in his hat,” she sighed. “It’s impossible not to stare.”

“By decree of His Majesty, the King of Rothbart!” the herald proclaimed in a booming voice. “And in the ever-gracious presence of His Majesty King Braunwald of Eisenstadt! The showcase of Rothbartian entertainment will begin! Please turn your attention to the center of the courtyard!”

The crowd started to shuffle in circles so we were facing the courtyard. I glanced at the tasting stall and saw that Babble had already disappeared, and a sigh escaped my lips.

“What?” Juliette leaned in. “Is it time for our special chicken performance?”

“Goose,” I said. “And I love the King, but I’m not sure he realizes how insane this really is.”

“We’re in Rothbart now,” Princess Juliette said. “It can’t possibly be as bad as it was in Eisenstadt. I’m sure everyone will love it.”

“Until he unleashes the geese,” I muttered.

A group of musicians appeared first and struck up a lively tune on pipes and fiddles. Then, a line of six Rothbartian dancers emerged from the columns around the center of the courtyard. The six women were dressed in matching blue silk skirts and barley flowers in their braids. Silver bells on their ankles chimed with each step, and I smiled at how fun and jaunty it was.

The crowd erupted in cheers, and rightly so. They were absolutely beautiful.

The dance couldn’t have been more different than the performance that I’d seen in Eisenstadt. They danced like sunlight on river water. It was quick and playful like the people here, and no one seemed serious or self-conscious about the performance. They spun in pairs, broke apart, and rejoined again.

I knew they’d rehearsed it for weeks, but something about the dance was just so fun and free. The bells at their feet kept time with the laughter that rolled through the square, and some of the crowd started clapping in time, too. About halfway through, two of the dancers wove ribbons between each other’s arms to form patterns like plaited gold. Another one tossed her long thick braid over her shoulder and winked at an Eisenstadti soldier, who turned pink.

One of his friends elbowed him in the arm, and I could see that he was trying to keep his cool. They were actually smiling, and a few even laughed, though they tried to hide it behind their steins.

The music started to wind down, and the dancers slowed as well. They all ended in a line at the front, where their graceful bows turned into cabaret-style curtseys.

“Ah, so beautiful,” Flora cheered as she walked over with a tear in her eye. “You know, I always used to love to dance when I was younger. Bravaaaa! Let’s go, ladies!”

“Excellent!” the King of Rothbart boomed as he stood up to clap. “Most wonderful, ladies!”

“He’s loving this,” Juliette noted.

“That’s the Rothbart spirit!” the King laughed. “Joy and sweat in equal measure!”

Braunwald nodded politely and offered some exact, measured claps. I still took that as a good sign.

“And thank you, our talented maidens of Rothbart!” the herald declared. “And now, our next performer…”

I barely heard the rest, because somewhere behind one of the columns, I caught a faint honk. My stomach dropped, even though I knew what to expect. I glanced at Braunwald, and I saw that he was sitting up a little straighter.

“Here we go again,” I murmured. “Goose on the loose.”

The herald had barely cleared his throat when the second honk echoed from behind the stage. The musicians hesitated and glanced at the curtains. Another longer and more theatrical honk followed, and a ripple of laughter spread through the Rothbartian section of the crowd. A flutter of crimson velvet fell to the floor, and suddenly, Babble burst onto the stage.

The gnome was wearing another full goose costume, though he’d had time to add more details to this one. There was a white-feathered tunic that hung to his knees, orange felt webbed slippers, and a headpiece shaped like a long, ridiculous beak that wobbled every time he moved. His bright, gleeful eyes peered out from beneath it as he honked again.

“Ah, this dance is very special, ya,” one of the Eisenstadti soldiers said. “The goose is a great symbol.”

“I hope they don’t find out that the goose isn’t a great symbol of our culture,” Princess Juliette whispered. “Because then they will think we were playing a joke on them, and I don’t think they’d like that.”

“I’m aware this has gotten out of hand,” I said. “But the King decided it was easier to go along with it, so I guess we’re stuck for now.”

Babble started with a little bow, and then he began flapping his arms rhythmically. He honked in time with some rolling drums before wobbling left and right. Then, he spun around in one of those weirdly impressive pirouettes that somehow ended in a graceful knee-slide. The feathers shed from his costume like confetti, but even though the Kingdom’s ass was on the line, I had to admit that it looked cool.

He honked at the musicians, who were trying to keep playing through their laughter and turning red in the process. He also honked at some drunken Rothbart nobles, who clapped and hooted encouragement like they were at a bachelorette party. But as he made his way through the crowd, past all the nobles and some of the townspeople, I started to feel a little queasy.

“No,” I shook my head. “No, Babble. Please don’t push the envelope. Babble. No.”

“He can’t hear you, Sir Tyler,” Princess Juliette sighed. “He’s a goose now. And a goose has to do what a goose has to do.”

“I really don’t understand how politics in this Kingdom work at all,” I sighed as Babble made his way all the way to the royal table where the two Kings were sitting.

The gnome struck a pose worthy of a catwalk model, turned to look over his shoulder at King Braunwald, and let out a coy honk. Up to that point, everyone had played along, but then the courtyard froze as we waited for the King of Eisenstadt’s reaction.

Braunwald still had his stein in his hand, though it seemed frozen halfway to his lips. Neither King seemed to know what to do next, so Babble started to do an interpretive dance of astonishing precision. Even the band changed their tune to something more experimental. He flapped his wings in sharp formations, spun on a single heel, and saluted the Kings with a feathered wingtip.

Then, he collapsed into a series of wild spins that sent his weird beak hat flying furiously across the ground.

The Rothbartians started to lose it. Laughter rolled like thunder across the courtyard, and even the Eisenstadti soldiers weren’t immune to it. Juliette was crying into her napkin, and my stomach started to hurt from trying to keep it together.

The Eisenstadtis looked scandalized, but soon, the cackling plague got to them, too. Something cracked, and a young lieutenant let out a strangled snort. And then they all started laughing so maniacally that the Rothbartians looked scared. They were laughing like they’d been holding it in their entire lives, which they actually had.

A general who still wasn’t laughing started to rise with his hand on his sword, but Braunwald lifted a gloved finger at him and wagged it. The man froze mid-way from his chair and then backed down like a scolded puppy.

“You know,” Juliette wheezed. “I think Braunwald is actually enjoying it. Look!”

The corner of the King’s mouth curled upward as Babble danced freely and carelessly while feathers flew through the air.

The King of Rothbart whispered something to Babble when he danced close enough, and the gnome nodded before he started his grand finale. He swooped into the arms of one of the fishermen and then crowd-surfed all the way back to the center of the courtyard. When he was finally set down on the ground again in front of the curtains, he struck a pose like a proud goose.

The music got quieter, and the King of Rothbart’s voice boomed from the royal table.

“And now, behold!” the King cried out. “An ode to our feathered symbol that will go down in history!”

Babble grabbed the curtain and yanked it as hard as he could. It took a couple of tries, but he finally tore the curtain down, and suddenly, there was a wild torrent of honking, flapping, and general chaos.

Servants released one hundred geese into the audience. Real geese. Furious, feathered, hissing and honking geese.

“What the fuck!” Hilly shrieked as she dove behind one of the giant crates of beer.

The birds stormed into the square like an invading army as their white wings beat the air and beaks snapped, and their weird toothy tongues terrorized everyone from the merchants to the soldiers. Parents snapped up their kids, and Flora and Solara dove behind me with my own offspring like I somehow had the power to stop the barrage of geese that were coming at us.

Nobles toppled backward over their chairs, and one goose flew straight through the dessert table and scattered tarts like artillery shells.

“This is insane!” I shouted as Babble made his way toward us.

“Don’t worry!” He said. “The goose farmers said that they should calm down once they feel more comfortable in their surroundings!”

“I’ve never heard of a goose farmer!” Flora shrieked.

“Well, where else were we supposed to get all of these geese?” Babble shouted over the screams and hisses.

After a few minutes, the geese started to calm down a little. They were still curious about their surroundings, but they weren’t attacking everyone and flying in all directions anymore.

A single goose landed squarely in the lap of an Eisenstadti minister, but it put its long neck around his, and he was trapped there. The musicians decided to join in and turned the chaos into one big jig.

“I’ll bear this in mind for when we’re married,” the Princess nodded. “Between Babble and my cousin, they would gladly put our lives on the line for a joke.”

“I’m envious that you only just figured that out,” I sighed.

“Tyler!” Flora grabbed my shoulder. “Look at Braunwald!”

I decided to face my fate and looked up at the King of Eisenstadt, who had probably had enough of all this ruckus. I mean, even I’d had enough. And I actually liked these people.

But when I looked over, I was shocked to find that the King wasn’t angry at all. In fact, he was alive.

He was standing up, though his stein was on the table behind him like he’d forgotten it. His eyes blazed with something fierce and wild, and then he smiled. He let out an honest, booming, soul-shaking laugh like something was erupting from him. The sound overtook everything in the square, and some of the geese flew away at the noise. He threw his head back, clutched his sides, and the composure of years finally dissolved into pure, helpless joy.

His generals stared at him, too astonished to do anything else, until one by one, they started to laugh as well. Even some of the geese honked triumphantly. The Rothbartians cheered, even when a few geese flew into the fountain like conquerors.

“It looks like he’s having fun,” Princess Juliette said. “Let’s hope he doesn’t resent us for ruining his composure.”

“I think he’s too far gone,” Babble said. “Come on, diplomat Tyler. Let’s inspect the damage.”

Babble dragged me over to the royal table, where both Kings were in hysterics. It was an image I never thought I’d see.

“You know, my friend,” the King of Rothbart said. “I can see that you like the beer.”

“It is more than satisfactory,” Braunwald laughed. “As are your feathered friends.”

“How much do you think you can handle?” the King of Rothbart laughed. “Because you’re already handling quite a lot.”

“Ah, me and my countrymen?” Braunwald snorted. “We can handle it all, ya. We are… very resilient.”

“Then let’s put that claim to the test!” the King of Rothbart slapped the table, and foam sloshed from the cups.

“Oh, boy,” I muttered because I’d seen the King engage in a few drinking games in the past.

“Attention!” the King of Rothbart shouted and then pounded the table until even the geese were quiet. “I, His Royal Highness of Rothbart, hereby challenge King Braunwald of Eisenstadt to a contest of good fellowship, stamina, and understanding! We will be taking part in the ancient art of a drinking contest!”

Gasps rippled through the crowd like a gust of wind, though they quickly turned into more speculative murmurs. It didn’t take a life-time of gambling experience to know what was happening in the crowd.

“This is official business?” Braunwald asked.

“For Rothbart,” the King said. “And Eisenstadt. Which means that it is very official business indeed.”

“Now this is what I call diplomacy!” Babble looked like he was high with excitement.

“Alright,” the King of Eisenstadt said. “To your challenge, I say this. We accept.”
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Chapter 14

Diplomalt

“I for one think that we might actually broker peace,” Babble said.

“Yeah, through liver damage,” I sighed. “You really think this is the best course of action?”

“Doesn’t matter.” Princess Juliette pulled me in and gave me a small kiss on the cheek. “Because he’s the King, and he’s never wrong. Mistake or not. Besides, you’ve seen how much he can drink.”

“Well, as long as I’m not implicated in a negative way,” I said. “Let the drinking begin.”

“It’s good publicity,” Babble declared. “They live by the beer, they die by the beer.”

“That’s the definition of bad publicity,” I said.

“All publicity is good publicity, Tyler.” Babble shook his head. “Trust me.”

I shrugged and decided it wasn’t worth arguing with the gnome. I had no idea how Babble would have any expertise on publicity, but sometimes I just had to accept that this magical world I inhabited was full of unseen talents and odd quirks, and sometimes it was easier not to ask too many questions.

The servants scrambled to clear the King’s table and made sure that it was clean and polished before they set out two massive tankards that I hadn’t seen before. The one from Rothbart was gilded and ornate, while the one from Eisenstadt was plain but precise. The crowd started to press, though from the tone of their murmurs, they hadn’t decided if they should be excited or horrified by what was about to happen.

“Let’s have some music,” the King of Rothbart declared and clapped twice. “Yes, some good drinking music for the both of us!”

“Music, the King said!” Someone shouted, and the call was picked up by the crowd.

A few minutes later, the musicians appeared and were hustled to a spot near the royal table. After the King of Rothbart nodded in approval at their arrival, he rolled up his sleeves, while Braunwald straightened his cuffs. And just like that, our diplomacy took a very sharp turn into genuine madness.

“First round,” King Braunwald said as the band warmed up. “Of the competition, that is. The others didn’t count.”

“I like the way you think.” The King of Rothbart smiled as they clinked tankards.

The crowd watched as they lifted their tankards and locked eyes, and I saw a few people were making bets. It was mostly Hagoppers, but there were a few Eisenstadti in on the action as well.

“Maybe they’ll kiss,” Babble murmured.

“Babble, I’m putting a moratorium on that routine,” I said. “Okay?”

“I thought it was funny,” Princess Juliette said. “Maybe once they’re both well and truly drunk…”

“Then we’d probably end up going to war,” I pointed out.

“A war for true love,” Babble sighed. “How romantic.”

When they set their cups down, Rothbart grinned. Braunwald simply nodded once and shrugged as if he was approving what the chef had prepared for dinner.

“That was a very nice one, ya,” he nodded. “But you know, in Eisenstadt, we drink a beer before breakfast. So my self-control is… unmatched.”

“Well, I can’t say that anyone’s ever accused me of having self-control,” the King of Rothbart admitted. “But if anything, that’s just a testament to how much I can keep drinking. Funny how different impulses can lead us right to the same place.”

“Well, we will see when there is a winner.” Braunwald winked as a servant refilled their tankards.

“I wish they were betting on something and not just the crowd,” Babble said as the royals slurped down their second round. “That would make me feel really at home.”

“Now that you mention it, that’s actually impressive,” I said as realization dawned. “They’re only doing this for… for…”

“For fun,” Princess Juliette laughed. “That’s right. Braunwald agreed to do something for fun.”

“Maybe things are going way better than expected,” I admitted.

It was fascinating to watch at first, even though it followed the same pattern of pour, drink, wipe foam from the lip, and gesture for the next. The tension grew fainter with every swallow, and people began to pour their own tankards and dance with each other. The courtiers started to whisper, then cheer, and then they started to chant.

By round three, the King of Rothbart was already slurring his words.

“To the zailors of the zeeazz,” he said. “Who so honorably defend us against. Bad fish. And the wet. We should be very grateful.”

“I feel like my kneecaps are flying, ya,” Braunwald said. “I, too, like sailors.”

“They’re going to be shipwrecked,” Princess Juliette said. “Drinking at this rate is challenging for anyone.”

“I believe that I also may be turning pink,” the King of Rothbart declared. “How very rummy.”

“I think it is yummy, yes,” Braunwald nodded as he finished his beer. “Right! It is time for yet another round! Come, come, come, servants of Rossbart. You always have so much beer to give us.”

By the fifth round, they’d abandoned any sense of formality entirely.

“To unity!” King Rothbart shouted. “To barley! And to the miracle of being ever so slightly alive!”

“And to precision!” King Braunwald raised his cup with a tiny bit more grace, but I knew that it came from years of acting in an elegant and restrained manner rather than being less affected by the beer. “Yes, yes. Precision is good… and big.”

“And big?” our King asked.

“Yes.” Braunwald nodded so hard he almost fell off his seat. “In my land, we love big. But it is curious, for we also love small. Very small. Just as long as it’s good.”

“Well,” the King of Rothbart hummed and then somehow lifted his mug for another toast. “To improvisation!”

They drank, and even though I thought I heard a slight gagging sound from Braunwald, he managed to avoid any spewing.

“Improvisation,” our King said as he tapped his mug. “As well as precision.”

They guzzled down the next round, and after two more rounds, both men had given up on trying to keep their crowns straight or their heads up. They were both slouched down in their seats, and Braunwald’s crown fell onto his forehead. The Eisenstadti courtiers looked a little stricken, like they’d never seen their regent in such a state of disarray before.

Still, it hadn’t gone completely off the rails, and no one had mentioned anything about the geese again. I was just thinking we might escape this with nothing worse than a couple of hangovers, which the Simmon Soda would cure, when the King of Rothbart took in a big breath and addressed the audience.

Did you ever hear of the very bad sitch?

A brewer, a pig, the King, and the witch!

And they heehee’d and hoodled and woodled and danced

And the pig ended up in the King’s golden pants!

The Eisenstadti King burst into drunken laughter, and after that, nobody else could keep it together either.

When it got to round seven, the King of Rothbart shooed the courtiers away and decided it was his responsibility to pour the beer for he and his peer because he was the King and the other King was his guest. The beer splashed everywhere, but Braunwald made sure that the pours were level before they started drinking.

The band kept playing, and the crowd in the courtyard danced along. Everyone seemed just as happy as the Kings, even though I’m pretty sure that nobody was as drunk.

“I can’t watch anymore,” I said as I turned to Juliette. “They have doctors standing by in case one of them… injures himself, right?”

“Oh, of course,” Princess Juliette said. “In fact, there are even some healers in the wings, just in case. Not that anyone will admit that magic might be used, but… better safe than sorry.”

“Ugh.” I rolled my eyes. “Okay, this would all be so much easier if they could start legalizing magic. Because if he gets special treatment…”

“It’s royalty,” Princess Juliette reminded me. “There’s always special treatment, even in one of the most perfect places in the world.”

“Your beer is very flessible!” I heard King Braunwald slur at our King.

“Flexible?” Rothbart said. “Why, I’d venture to conjecture that our beer is practically acrobatic!”

They laughed so heartily that I had to look, and I noticed that the Eisenstadti nobles had all turned to look as well.

“I wonder if they’ll be allowed to laugh at home now,” Princess Juliette mused. “King Braunwald looks like he’s enjoying it.”

“I’ve never heard such a thing,” one of the Eisenstadti soldiers drunkenly declared as he stumbled by. “The sound of laughter. But it makes me feel like there is a lightness in my chest. I think it’s good for our health, and I will not hear otherwise.”

“Well, there you go,” I said to Princess Juliette as the man wrapped his arm around another soldier and pulled him toward the beer fountain. “It’s good for their health, and they won’t hear otherwise.”

The next round of steins hit the royal table with a bang that made the fountain tremble, and Rothbart leaned forward as he swayed like a ship in a gale. Braunwald was red-faced, and his hair was slightly mussed, but I could tell that he was unraveling at the seams at least as much as our King. Braunwald tried to make a toast but could barely lift the stein, and every other word dissolved into uncontrollable laughter.

“To uniteehee,” he banged his head on the table. “Ah, so funny. Yes, yes, I never thought it would feel like this.”

“What is wrong with you, old bird?” King Rothbart hiccuped. “You have stopped your singing.”

“I am shrecked, your majesty,” King Braunwald sighed dramatically. “Oh, I think I mean wrecked.”

“And yet we are still tied,” the King of Rothbart noted as he tilted too hard to the right and almost fell. “No one’s taken a lead yet.”

“To unity!” The Eisenstadti King finally managed to get out.

Braunwald toasted everyone in the crowd, and they cheered so loudly, it rattled the palace windows. The musicians struggled to be heard over the noise, but a hearty and devoted crew were still dancing.

“I’m going to put the kids to bed,” Solara announced as he emerged out of nowhere with both children in his arms. “They’re tired, and it’s time for some more fun for the rest of you.”

“Very well,” I replied and gave Hugh and Charlotte a kiss on their heads. “Sweet dreams, my little ones, and I hope these Kings don’t keep you up.”

“I’m sure they’ll be far enough away from this that they won’t hear any of it,” Princess Juliette said and then looked thoughtful for a moment. “But honestly, you just never know with these Kings. They might decide to move the whole party inside”

“Hello!” the King of Rothbart shouted.

Unfortunately, that didn’t quiet the crowd, who shouted ‘hello’ back, so the King stole one of the herald’s trumpets and blew a long, unnerving note. The courtyard went from wild laughter to a bubbling, expectant hush. The two kings could’ve been twins, with their crooked crowns, rolled-up sleeves, and cheeks that glowed like twin hearts. Their steins were empty, and I really hoped that neither of them was going for another round.

The King of Rothbart tooted on the trumpet again, and I covered my ears at the ear-piercing sound. A lot of the other party-goers quickly covered their ears as well, but at least it was quiet enough now that the King could be heard.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” he slurred. “Citizens, soldiers, drinkers, and geese alike!”

“Don’t want to leave the geese out,” the King of Eisenstadt said, and a few of the grazing geese actually looked over and craned their necks as they tried to decide if he was serious or not.

“We have…” The King of Rothbart started. “A haha… a han… an announcement!”

The crowd cheered as the two Kings tried to move around the table so they could stand next to each other. It took almost two minutes, and by the time they’d arranged themselves, they were using each other as a counterweight so they wouldn’t fall on their asses.

“After some discusses,” the King of Eisenstadt said in a thick but clear voice. “Some discusses… and several rounds of evidence… we have reached a very conclusive time.”

“Okay,” I sighed. “This is getting out of hand.”

“And it’s a peaceful conclusion!” Rothbart raised a finger and then stared at it like he’d never seen it before.

“Yes,” Braunwald nodded. “As you may see, we are currently weak. But we are weak in a good way. A way that we have earned through goodness.”

“And basically there’s not gonna be a war,” King Rothbart slurred. “It’s fine. There’s no war between us. We want to have a nice time instead of killing each other. So it’s good.”

The crowd erupted in cheers and applause, and even the geese honked in approval. I felt my knees go weak with relief, and Juliette clapped both hands to her mouth like she’d just heard that her favorite boy band was getting back together. Even Babble wiped away a tear.

“Why are you so relieved?” I rolled my eyes at the gnome. “You were the one who created half our problems! I was starting to think you wanted a war!”

“Oh, come on, Tyler, can you really see me going to war?” he asked.

“I suppose not,” I sighed. “Though you would’ve been the greatest bait that this Kingdom has ever seen.”

“That’s true,” he agreed.

“But this means everything’s going to be fine, right?” I asked, just to be sure I hadn’t misheard the announcement.

“It’s always fine,” Princess Juliette said. “Until it isn’t. And for a moment there, I thought it wasn’t going to be, but now it is.”

The King of Rothbart raised the trumpet again, with a little help from Braunwald, and another off-key note filled the air.

“And furthermore!” King Braunwald shouted once the crowd was reasonably quiet again. “For the Eisenstadti people, we are now going to have full movement! Open borders. Trade, art, and knowing things will all pass freely between the two!”

“And so will the beer!” the King of Rothbart threw an arm around Braunwald. “Look! It’s already underway!”

The King tried to point toward the courtyard, and Braunwald had to hold his arm again. The crowd turned to peer at the gates, which were creaking open again. For a moment, I was sure the Eisenstadti were about to gift us with more geese or something, but a small procession of carriages rolled into the courtyard instead.

They were sleek and polished, just like the one that King Braunwald had arrived in, and I recognized the sigil of the Eisenstadti Ministry of Culture. My heart fluttered as I realized the King of Rothbart had kept his word and suggested that members of the Ministry should attend.

The doors opened, and a cluster of scholars, artisans, and elves stepped out in the same neat gray coats that everyone in Eisenstadt wore. They blinked in the sunlight as they clutched bundles of papers and curious brass contraptions to their chests, and I could see the looks of amazement on their faces as they took in the drunken crowd that was staring at them.

I didn’t realize that my eyes were searching for Lisette until I spotted her and my heart flip-flopped.

Her hair was still coiled in that perfect, disciplined bun. But this time, a few curled strands had escaped, and they caught the golden light. Her dress was travel-wrinkled but elegant, and her careful and curious eyes took in everything around her. She looked around with a wondrous look, but after a while, she spotted me and smiled.

“Tyler!” she mouthed and waved.

But the King of Rothbart interrupted everything again when he raised his cup to the newcomers.

“And so!” he called over the noise. “By royal decree, our two lands will share their finest minds! Engineers, artists, brewers, dreamers, whatever. We think it will be a good match! So, all are welcome!”

The crowd practically went mad with joy. Bells rang from the palace tower, and someone in the crowd started a drinking song that turned into a full choir before the first verse was done.

Lisette pushed through the throng until she reached the edge of the dais.

“Sir Tyler,” she greeted me and flashed a grin. “I told you I wanted to see all of the colors on offer here! And it’s absolutely beautiful!”

“Isn’t it?” I laughed, and I could barely believe any of it. “Well, welcome to the royal palace, to Quake, and to Rothbart. There’s plenty of color here, for as far as the eyes can see.”

“But this seems like weirdly perfect timing,” Princess Juliette emerged from the crowd. “Did you… were you all waiting back there or something on the decision of the Kings?”

“Oh, that would have been a luxury.” The artisan shook her head. “But no, the reality is nothing of the sort."

The courtyard was still roaring with celebration when the carriage driver stumbled out with his gray hat in hand. His face was flushed and sheepish, and he had a massive sweat stain on his back.

“If I may!” he called out, and the crowd went quiet to let him speak. “Your majesties, your majesties. My apologies are in the hundreds, for we were delayed. Not just delayed, but… very, very delayed. You see, I took the wrong road at the border. And went in the wrong direction for half of the day. And it was only Lisette who had the good idea to turn the map around, to see if it was upside down. If I am to be punished, know that it is so deserved that I would surely enjoy it!”

“Delayed?” The King of Eisenstadt stumbled over and slapped the man on the back so heartily that it nearly knocked him off of his feet. “What absolute nonsense! You have arrived exactly when the drama demanded you come!”

The crowd laughed and cheered as they raised their cups to the bewildered driver, who bowed and mopped his brow.

“But, sire, are you quite sure?” He asked. “For… for certain? You are acting unlike yourself!”

“I am very drunk, and I feel I have learned a lot today,” the King slapped him on the back again. “Ah, but you haven’t heard the good news! We are to be at peace! Both countries are no longer going to war!”

The Eisenstadti scholars looked around in dazed amazement. Their world until now had been gray stone, measured silence, and lots of clocks. This was all warmth and chaos and color, but we weren’t going to war, either. The sky blazed pink and copper above the palace, and banners flapped in the wine-scented breeze. The air smelled like roasting almonds and beer foam, and for a moment I really just loved Rothbart.

“We aren’t going to war?” Lisette laughed. “We are going to be safe!”

“Exactly,” I laughed. “And the cultural exchange that I didn’t even know about has clearly been approved. So… it looks like everything is going to be better than okay. It actually looks like everything is going to be great!”

Lisette was glowing with excitement as she blinked and looked around at the cheering crowd like someone who had stepped into a dream. The gold of the lanterns were reflected in her eyes, and her cold Eisenstadti composure totally melted into something like awe.

“Everything here is alive,” she laughed. “The air smells like cinnamon, and grass… and everyone is laughing! It couldn’t be more different than my home.”

“That’s Rothbart for you,” I shouted over the noise. “Half of the people here are extremely drunk, and I’m pretty sure that the other half are either on their way there or just dancing the night away. This is the most chaotic you’re ever going to see it, so drink it up.”

“I didn’t believe that places like this existed in real life.” She gave me the type of smile that came from her gut. “We were always told that all of this color was far too distracting.”

“Well, if you think this is distracting, then you haven’t even seen Hagop in the summer,” I said. “The beer is gold, and the flowers and the trees are alive with flowers. It’s beautiful.”

“I want to see everything,” she declared and then twirled in a circle. “Absolutely everything! I want to see every crooked street, hear every song, and admire every single shade of red.”

The band struck up another dance tune that was fast and joyous. Juliette pulled off her shoes and threw them into a bush before spinning over to dance on the dais, and Rothbartian nobles finally linked arms with the Eisenstadti scholars. They twirled around in clumsy, glorious circles, while Rheingold filled glasses in the background.

“Why are there so many geese?” Lisette asked as she spotted Babble trying to teach a rudimentary dance to a gosling. “They are everywhere.”

“They’re a national symbol.” I shrugged.

“Of what?” she asked in a puzzled voice. “Of… goofiness?”

“Nobody knows,” I laughed. “They just became that one day.”

I saw Rheingold and Solara clink glasses in the background, and I felt a sense of magic sweep over me that I’d never encountered before. Even though I’d spent so much time in this magical land, there were always new experiences that I’d never encountered before.

“Come on,” I said and tugged Lisette to the fountain. “I want to know what you think.”

Rheingold handed me two mugs of the special beer, and when one surly soldier started to complain that he’d been next in line, Rheingold rolled his eyes at the man.

“This is the brewer,” the alchemist explained. “He’s the one that made all of this.”

“Oh…” the soldier muttered and glanced at me. “I guess that’s okay, then.”

“Enjoy!” I shouted as I pulled Lisette to a reasonably quiet spot. “Okay, tell me what you think.”

She sniffed the beer, gave a nod of approval, and then took a long sip. She waited a moment, and then her eyes brightened.

“The apple,” she smiled. “You got it! And you used it perfectly!”

“I’m pretty sure that it made all the difference,” I said. “Both Kings really enjoyed the beer. They enjoyed it so much that they had a drinking competition, and now they’re wasted. But luckily I also made a kind of soda that cures hangovers.”

“A cure for hangovers?” Her eyes widened. “I’ve never ever heard of that in my life! You must use magic!”

“Well, funny you say that,” I laughed. “But no, that’s not the magical part. It’s actually a plant that I found in the highlands, or rather, the fruit. It cures hangovers all on its own.”

“You traveled to find it?” she gasped.

“Yep,” I said and smiled. “I made a deal with a giant toad to make sure we’d have a steady supply.”

“This sounds so strange!” she giggled. “A giant toad! Traveling and dancing and hangover cures! I love it here already!”

The music rose up bright and dizzy, and I felt like my feet were being told to move whether I wanted them to or not. I turned around, ready to guide Lisette back to the crowd, but Rheingold suddenly loomed in front of us. His beard glinted with foam, and his eyes were filled with an ecstatic energy.

“Your diplomacy is a success!” the alchemist declared. “You’ve saved our nation with beer!”

“Well, I couldn’t do it without you,” I said. “I couldn’t have done it without Babble, even though he had a strange way of getting us where we needed to be.”

“It’s often the way with progress,” Rheingold replied. “Things don’t always appear to be working at first, and then they do.”

“I’d like you to meet someone,” I said and stepped aside so Rheingold could see the Eisenstadti woman behind me. “This is Lisette, the girl from the cultural exchange who has a certain knack for metal. She likes taps.”

“Aha!” He raised his mug to her and then did something that was probably supposed to be a bow. “An engineer from the land of straight lines and sharp edges! I am most eager to hear your thoughts on… taps.”

“That’s not completely inaccurate,” she laughed and bowed slightly in return.

“I’m Rheingold,” he said. “I work with Tyler.”

“Among other things,” I laughed. “This is actually one of the smartest men you’ll ever meet. I guess you could say that he’s a brewer, metalsmith, philosopher of questionable merit, and very skilled in… a lot of areas. He’s also the only designer with a charter from the King.”

“I’ve studied clockwork architecture,” Lisette replied. “Very… rigorously. Our Kingdom loves to be timely, and it has a rich history of clockmaking. But I have always preferred tap mechanisms. I would like to make one that sings when you pour.”

“Magnificent!” Rheingold’s face split into a grin. “A designer after my own heart. You must have Tyler bring you to my workshop in Hagop.”

“Which workshop?” I tilted my head. “Because I didn’t see much metal in the, um, place we were last time.”

“Oh no, that’s where I do chemistry,” he replied and waved away my observation. “My metal workshop is on the other side of the property. I have a valve that hums like a bird when it’s running too hot. Bring your sketches, and we’ll see what we can come up with.”

“I’d love that,” she replied and giggled. “I’ve wanted to learn from people who can do things other than make clocks for so very long!”

I felt a heady, quiet state of joy when I heard that. I knew that the King of Rothbart was responsible for making sure that Lisette was here, but I felt like I’d helped someone embrace true freedom for the first time.

She looked around the square like a traveler stepping into a painted world. There were musicians in crimson and royal blue coats, and banners that looked like they glittered in the torchlight, which probably had something to do with Juliette’s not-unmagical approach to things. Laughter echoed against the marble, while a happy jig kept people dancing with wild abandon. This place was everything that Eisenstadt wasn’t, and she drank the whole place in like sunlight.

“Right, and now I must leave you both,” Rheingold declared. “Because I hear some young apprentices arguing about alloys, and none of them are right. I should charge money for this information.”

“You know you love it!” I laughed.

“Ha!” he snorted and then darted off.

“Do you dance, Sir Tyler?” Lisette asked a moment later.

“I do,” I replied with a grin. “But only when I’m showing off. Otherwise, it’s just some twirling and wiggling here and there.”

“Well, perhaps you will show off for me,” she said with a soft laugh, and the designer took my hand before I could think of a clever answer.

We joined the current of dancers as they spiralled through the courtyard. There were Rothbartians with tankards, Eisenstadti officers with loosened collars, and Babble had even successfully made a circle of geese. The music was wild and uneven because the band had enjoyed some of the beer too, but that was only to be expected.

“Everyone here even moves differently!” Lisette laughed as I spun her beneath the lanterns. “The air… the lanterns. It feels like it’s breathing with you!”

“Well, that’s Rothbart,” I replied. “It’s never still. It’s beautiful and calm when you need it to be, but it’s always buzzing with a certain kind of energy.”

When the band’s tune ended, she pulled me in and stayed close for one heartbeat longer. She looked up at me and rose on her toes to press a small, quick kiss to my cheek.

Then she smiled as her cheeks turned pink, and I smiled back down at her.

“I’m staying in Quake,” she murmured. “But I’ll come visit you and Rheingold. There’s too much to see and too much to learn to stay in place. The King has kindly agreed to give us a space in the palace, but I want to see more of Rothbart.”

Before I could reply, she slipped away into the crowd and vanished among the dancers, the banners, and the swirling lights.

I stood there and grinned like a fool for a moment as the party went on without me. The taste of beer and laughter was still on my tongue, and I sighed in happiness as I drank it in.

“And everything was okay in the end,” I murmured to myself as the fireworks started to rise over the city.

They thundered above Quake in bursts of gold, rose, and cobalt blue. The whole place lit up like the sun was shining on some kind of hyper drive. The old stones of the castle glittered and sparkled, and I loved it.

The two kings were still at the royal table surrounded by half-empty steins and diplomats who’d long given up on any diplomacy. Braunwald was laughing helplessly into his sleeve for maybe the first time in his life, while the King of Rothbart was slouched sideways in his chair as he leaned on an exhausted-looking squire, but both the King and the squire grinned like contented babies.

I finally found Flora and Hilly, who were spinning each other around in circles until they fell over, which looked pretty fun. But Princess Juliette suddenly emerged through the crowd with her skirts trailing like embers of silk. The lamplight caught her hair, and she walked up to the royal table and whispered something into her cousin’s ear. He squinted at her before his eyes brightened, and he nodded a few times before shooing away the squire and searching around for the big trumpet that he’d stolen from the herald.

The King lurched upward and steadied himself on the table before letting out another long, sour note. The band cut off mid-song, and every head in the courtyard turned toward him again.

“How is he still awake!” someone shouted.

“How is he even still alive?” another person shouted

“Ladies and gentlemaaa…” he slurred. “Kings and commoners, brewers and most importantly, birds! I have a very important other matter of state that I need to tell you right now.”

Juliette pressed a hand to her forehead as she disappeared into the crowd. I wondered what she’d told him.

Suddenly the King lifted his big trumpet and pointed it dramatically toward me. He nearly toppled over as he did, but luckily the table was there to support him.

“That man!” he declared. “That brewer. Sir Tyler of Hagop! He is a brewer of peace and joy. Not only has he united some nice Kingdoms tonight, but also… an…,, an… an other thing is happening.”

“Oh…” I said with a nervous laugh. “Sire, that’s very kind of you…”

“Sir Tyler and my cousin, the Princess Juliette, have been waiting for far too long to get married because he keeps having to do important things like make beer to save us!”

The crowd looked a little confused, but they got the general idea, and after a moment, they laughed and cheered. I felt my face burn hotter than all of the fireworks combined.

“This is not exactly what I was intending,” Princess Juliette said with a wink as she reappeared at my side. “But I think this will be more fun.”

“What have you done?” I asked as I pulled her in close.

“Therefore!” King Rothbart shouted and raised his tankard high. “By royal decree, effective absolutely immediately and totally irrevocably, before both nations and the heavens themselves, Princess Juliette shall marry Sir Tyler of Hagop at the coming harvest moon!”

The courtyard erupted in the loudest wall of cheers that I’d ever heard in my life. I had to step back for a second as the sound pushed against me. I didn’t know when the next harvest moon was, but I didn’t care. It sounded like it was soon, and I knew that if I was marrying a royal, then everyone in the entire kingdom would be moving mountains to help get it done.

“Don’t startle the geese!” I heard Babble scream as an aggressive honker ran out from the other end of the courtyard. “They’ll go crazy again!”

It seemed like everyone actually listened to what he was saying, because the crowd quieted a few degrees, though it still had that electric energy that happened when people were excited. I looked down at my wife-to-be, who had turned a deep shade of pink and looked more excited than I’d ever seen her in her life. She looked at me and shook her head in disbelief, and I could only shrug and grin like a total idiot.

“It’s a good thing you were pulled out of that river, I guess,” she giggled.

“Oh, this is way better than being a fish!” I laughed. “Or fish food, for that matter.”

“Let it be known!” the King said and gave one last, half-hearted toot on the trumpet. “War is over! Peace is poured! And now there will be a wedding to close out the season!”

The crowd went totally wild, and the music started up again. Everyone who was near us started to slap me on the back and congratulate me, and I plastered a smile on my face and thanked them, though I had no idea who they were. When I finally managed to wiggle free, I saw several soldiers pulling the King of Eisenstadt from his seat, while a couple of the most henchmen-looking guys I’d seen in the Kingdom quietly helped the King of Rothbart off the dais.

“Well, he needed to go to bed,” I sighed.

“Wahoo,” Juliette cheered.
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Chapter 15

As the sky turned pitch black, the festival tipped into full delirium. The music tempo was so fast that the fiddler’s bow was a blur and the drummer’s wrists gleamed with sweat. The nobles flung their shoes away and danced barefoot on the marble.

Soldiers were clinking their steins with scholars, while Babble was trying to get the geese to sing. I felt like I was in a fever dream, but really it was just the best time ever. It held the promise of peace, and most importantly, the greatest diplomatic brew ever served.

“I can’t believe we lasted longer than the Kings!” Rheingold laughed as we all linked hands to make a big circle.

“Really?” I snickered. “Because I have eyes. And ears. They looked like they were well on the way out of this galaxy.”

“What’s a galaxy?” Rheingold shouted over the music.

“Never mind,” I said. “Not important.”

The people outside the castle were serving something that smelled sweet and syrupy, like roasted sugar, and it made my mouth water. I tried to spot the vendors as we swirled around, but there were so many people, and the sky still flashed with fireworks every so often, so it was hard to see anything. It was like the biggest wedding I’d ever attended on steroids.

“What’s that amazing smell?” I shouted at Rheingold. “I need some of that. It smells like paradise.”

“Those are the royal recipe candy apples,” he shouted back. “There’s nothing in the entire world like them, and they only bring them out for special occasions. Let’s go before they run out!”

We dropped out of the circle and followed the amazing aroma through the crowd. A big group of people were already swarming around the servers, who looked like they were about to head into battle.

“Come on,” Rheingold urged and slapped me on the back. “You can push to the front of the line! You earned it.”

“No way, man,” I laughed. “Using my privileges to get a candy apple? That would make me a total asshole.”

“I’m sure they’d be happy to give you one if they knew who you were,” Rheingold said. “And nobody in the line would protest. This entire event is all thanks to you. Stop being humble. I bet your wives won’t find it sexy.”

“You’re drunk,” I chuckled.

We moved along with the line, but Babble soon appeared by my side with a candy apple the size of his head already clutched in his hand.

“How did you get that so quickly?” Rheingold asked as he lunged for the stick. “Gimme some!”

“Well, not only am I nifty,” Babble said as he dodged Rheingold’s grasp. “I’m also very good at weaving through crowds because I’m so small. And… wait, Gladys, no!”

A goose had emerged from a bush and grabbed the apple from the gnome. It ran off before either the alchemist or the gnome could grab either the bird or the apple.

“How could she do that to me!” Babble looked like he was on the verge of tears. “After how close we’ve become! I really thought we were besties on the dancefloor!”

“That’s a gander, you loon,” Rheingold said. “And he was probably just trying to assert dominance while you were hot-stepping.”

“Little Babble of Hagop,” I heard a drunk but serious voice say.

We turned around to find a group of Eisenstadti soldiers right in front of us. I noticed that two of them were carrying a large wooden box, and they were all looking down at the gnome.

“Wh-what’s going on,” Babble said, and he gave me a wild look. “Don’t tell me I’m in trouble, please!”

“We are here by order of His Majesty King Braunwald of Eisenstadt,” one of the soldiers said.

“He’s going to arrest me for art!” Babble hid behind my leg.

“This is for you,” the soldier said, and he opened the box and drew something out.

I had to blink a few times because it was gleaming so brightly that it was hard to see its exact shape. But a smile curled around my face when I saw it was a mask shaped like a goose head. It had been sculpted from beaten gold, and the eyes had been cut with ruby glass. The beak was curved in a perfect, ridiculous smile that mirrored Babble’s.

“My, my,” Rheingold gasped. “That’s… that’s simply remarkable. And it was made by an Eisenstadti artist?”

“It was,” the soldier nodded. “The King had it specially made for the gnome. He can’t present it himself because he’s, uh, indisposed, ya, but he wanted to be sure you received it tonight.”

“It’s amazing,” I said.

“Why would he…?” Babble asked as he stared at the mask.

“Because you made him laugh,” the soldier replied. “And that’s something that hasn’t happened in years.”

“My goodness,” Babble said as a tear of joy rolled down his pink cheek. “I’m… I’m just touched. This is one of the most beautiful things I’ve ever seen in my life, let alone had the privilege to own.”

“It will be sent to your quarters immediately,” the soldier said as he closed the lid on the box. “For you plan to drink more tonight, ya? We wouldn’t want someone to… borrow it and not return it.”

“You people are too sensible for your own good,” Babble laughed. “But I agree. You know, I’ve always wanted to say that I specialized in cross-border chuckling.”

A ripple of laughter spread through the nearby crowd, who had all turned to watch the scene. Even the soldiers let their shoulders fall now that they were off the hook from any more official duties.

“That is a form of diplomacy too, ya,” the soldier agreed.

The onlookers erupted in applause, whistling, and a little more honking. Babble gave a deep bow with exaggerated grace before he struck a pose.

“Does this mean I’m entitled to a candy apple?” Babble asked hopefully.

“Oh, no way, man,” one citizen said. “Do you know how rare these things are?”

“But I just helped save the Kingdom!” Babble whined. “Surely we’ve earned one apple?”

“You guys have enough nice stuff,” someone else shouted. “Nice try, though.”

The Eisenstadti soldiers held in their laughs for a moment, and then they giggled.

“Don’t ever let them tell you that being a noble is easy,” I sighed. “The noblesse oblige is depriving me of sweets.”

“Poor darling,” Juliette said as she wrapped her arms around my waist. “And it looks like Babble just became the unofficial jester for both kingdoms.”

“Don’t say that too loudly,” I murmured to her. “Or he won’t ever stop reminding us.”

“Now there’s even more cause to celebrate!” Rheingold laughed. “Babble has received a very fine gift crafted by a true master metalsmith!”

“I don’t know if it’s humanly possible to celebrate anymore,” I said, but we grabbed hands again and made another circle to spin around.

Juliette was absolutely radiant. Her eyes gleamed with the same wild joy as the fireworks that still popped in the sky above Quake. Her hair was wild and free, and she hadn’t recovered her shoes, but she didn’t seem to care. Nobody did because they were all having too much fun.

“This,” she said breathlessly as she turned around to take it all in. “This might be the best engagement party in history. Half the diplomats don’t even remember what they were arguing about.”

“Because they’re drunk,” I pointed out.

“Well, there’s that,” she laughed as she clinked her cup against mine. “But that’s part of it, isn’t it? Your work is already done.”

“It feels wrong to encourage so much drinking,” I said. “But I know that I’ve done a good thing.”

Soon, Flora and Hilly emerged from the market part of the crowd, where they’d been networking with local merchants and forging some good business connections. But now Hilly had swapped her apron for a gown of forest green, though she still had a pencil behind her ear. Flora, on the other hand, looked like she’d walked into a glitter bomb and survived. The blonde gave us a big, mischievous grin as she ran up.

“Finally, there’s going to be a wedding!” Flora cooed as she grabbed Princess Juliette’s hands. “You look so royal and radiant! And to think, our Tyler will have to learn not to burp at the table!”

“I do not burp at the table,” I protested.

“You do,” Hilly and Juliette said in unison.

The women all burst out laughing, but before I could retort, I heard a honk in the distance. I glanced over in case there was a goose about to attack, but Babble was teaching some of the drunken nobles his tricks of the trade.

“I couldn’t ask for better company,” Juliette said as she took the hands of both Hilly and Flora. “My cousin might’ve declared the wedding date between hiccups, but now that it’s official, we will have to start planning immediately.”

“Yaaay!” Flora let out a maniacal laugh that I’d only heard once before when Hugh had won the baby costume competition at the annual fair.

It was a sound that meant she was ready for business. Dangerous business.

“Don’t you worry, dear,” Hilly said as she clasped her hands together like a general about to draw up battle lines. “I know that you’re going to have a whole arsenal of royal decorators that will be able to do anything you want. But just remember. We’ve got a venue, food, attire, musicians… just say the word. And either way, we can have a pre-wedding feast at the inn once the renovations are finished. We’ll keep the boring guests upstairs and the fun ones downstairs.”

“You’ll fit into the royal family perfectly,” Princess Juliette laughed. “That’s precisely the type of thing that my cousin would say.”

“Oooh, I can help with the flowers!” Flora chimed in. “Lots of wild things would be beautiful, wouldn’t they? Ivy, marigolds, hops vines, maybe even something a little bewitching…”

She winked at Solara across the courtyard, who had gotten rid of his cape. We were past the point of people remembering that magic was illegal, let alone caring that there was a genie on the property.

We pretended not to notice while the lights on the torches started to dance just a little bit higher, but that was Solara. Everyone was doing their bit to keep the party going.

“You’re all very serious about this,” Princess Juliette noted. “And for that, ladies, I thank you.”

“Serious?” Hilly laughed. “We’ve been waiting for this for too long! I know things take time with royals, but…”

“We’re just humble folks,” Flora giggled. “And we’ve so wanted to attend a wedding that wasn’t just part of the annual nuptials. And now you’ve let us into your world. Watch out!”

“There are no two girls I’d rather have help plan this royal wedding,” she said. “Trust me, most of the other members of the family are as stiff as a board. And don’t even get me started about my other cousins.”

“I know the feeling,” Flora sighed. “My family is so big, there are cousins whose names I don’t even remember.”

“We’ll have to make it one for the ages,” Princess Juliette declared. “And Tyler, you’ll have to promise me one thing.”

“And what will that be?” I asked as I gazed into her blue eyes.

“That no matter how official it gets, no matter how many important men and women and ministers and horses and maybe even geese show up, the first barrel that we tap that day has to be yours,” she replied.

“Juliette,” I laughed as I pulled her in closer. “It wouldn’t be a wedding to Tyler of Hagop any other way.”

“Good,” she laughed as more fireworks suddenly flared overhead. “Then it’s settled. I’ll bring the nobles, and you bring the party.”

“Sounds like a deal to me,” I said. “We’re making this work already.”

The festival was alive with color, the future felt bright, and the world was mine. Flora and Hilly went off to dance with Rheingold and Solara, and Princess Juliette and I watched as the fireworks slowed into a lazier rhythm. Long, slow flashes of gold drifted across the sky like sparks from a celestial forge, and faint bursts of music provided a happy accompaniment.

“Will you take a walk with me?” Juliette asked. “Just so we can get away from the loud noise for a moment.”

“Of course,” I said.

We went to the edge of the courtyard, where more lanterns had been lit, though the place was filled with stragglers who were either flirting or napping. The festival still roared behind us, but at least we didn’t have to shout at each other just to be heard.

“Don’t worry,” the Princess said as she pulled me toward one of the royal carriages. “We’re not leaving. Just come with me for a moment. I want to have our own… private celebration.”

“And what would you mean by that?” I cocked my head and gave her a quizzical look.

“Come see,” she urged.

I couldn’t resist my wife-to-be, so when she leaped up into one of the carriages, I let her pull me inside. The door clicked shut behind us and sealed out most of the noise of the crowds, so it sounded like the low murmurs in a fine restaurant and not spring break in Cancun.

The carriage was luxurious even in the dark. It smelled of cedar and a floral perfume that almost made me sneeze. I caught myself looking at the dark turquoise velvet and realized that it must’ve been Princess Juliette’s personal carriage, because everything was in her signature color.

“Are you kidnapping me?” I teased.

“Maybe,” she said as a smile tugged at her lips. “You know, once you saved me from a kidnapping. Maybe I should return the favor.”

“I don’t think it counts if you’re the one who also does the kidnapping,” I laughed.

“Shh,” she murmured as her fingers traced the collar of my shirt. “You’re being a very naughty captive.”

The laughter, the politics, and even the loud honks of the geese all seemed to disappear. The only things that existed in that moment were the warmth of her breath and the rustle of fabric as she pushed me against the velvet seats and kissed me.

I liked this type of partying. Or after-partying. Whatever it was, I loved it.

I parted her lips with mine and licked her sweet, soft tongue. She took the back of my neck in her hands, and I felt a hot flush of heat race down my spine. I pulled her into me and wrapped my arms around her waist. I couldn’t help but squeeze the soft flesh of her arms, her back, and anywhere I could see even a tiny bit of skin. I wanted to take all of her in, and I wanted to be inside her too.

“You smell like beer,” she giggled as we pulled apart.

“Occupational hazard,” I replied. “If you wanted a husband who smells like perfume, you should’ve found a… what do they call people who make perfume?”

“Perfumers,” she said and laughed heartily. It was a genuine, unguarded laugh that I knew I wanted to hear for the rest of my life.

Another volley of fireworks burst over Quake, and I could see glints of the red and silver lights sparkle against Princess Juliette’s beautiful, freckled skin. She looked like a mythical figure in the light, and I smiled. This is what success looked like.

“I want you now,” she said as she climbed onto my lap.

“Well, I wouldn’t want to disappoint you,” I replied as I found the ribbons at the back of her dress.

I ripped the bindings apart and watched as her tight corset waist unraveled. I was finally free to run my hands all over her smooth back, so I let my fingers trail down her spine until she shivered.

I could feel myself getting harder as she started to dry hump me over my pants, and I ran my hands up her soft legs and grabbed her hips. She trailed her hot tongue from my ear all the way down my neck, and the hairs on the back of my neck stood on end in the best possible way. She bit my collarbone and then started to unbutton my shirt, and by that time, I thought I would explode before I ever got my pants off.

I couldn’t believe that I was necking in a carriage like a teenager, but it was sexy as hell. I pulled Princess Juliette’s dress over her head to reveal her glorious, sexy body. I cast my gaze all the way from her shiny reddish-brown hair down to her pink, perky nipples. My gaze lingered there as I reached out and squeezed her breasts, and she bit her bottom lip and craned her head back as her nipples hardened.

“Mmmm,” she moaned. “Oh, I love the feeling of your hands on me.”

“Yeah?” I asked as I trailed my hands down to her white lace underwear. “Already in white, I see.”

“I knew that if I imagined it, something good would happen,” she breathed into my ear until another shiver ran down my spine.

“So it’s magic underwear?” I asked and then kissed along her neck as I touched her pussy.

“Mmmm…” she moaned. “You’re teasing me…”

I started to massage her pussy more through her underwear while I licked her collarbones. She wrapped her arms around my neck and pulled me closer as I continued to touch her and made my way down to her breasts.

I looked up into her piercing light brown eyes before I licked her nipple ever so lightly. I felt her shiver under my touch and then she moaned in my ear.

“Tyler,” she gasped. “Tyler, I want you…”

“I know,” I hissed into her ear.

My fingers burrowed under her underwear, and I felt her slippery wetness for myself. I could feel waves of hot lust pulsate through my body as I felt just how wet she was for me, and I could barely contain myself.

“That feels so good,” she groaned.

“And I’m just getting started,” I chuckled as I finally slipped one finger inside her and then another.

“Oh, by all that’s royal…” she moaned.

“You’re so wet,” I murmured as her muscles wrapped around me.

“Don’t go,” she protested as I knelt down in front of her.

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” I said as I pulled off her panties to reveal her delicate pink lips.

Her juices smelled like roses, and I took a deep breath before I started to lick. She started to gasp and moan as my tongue moved in and out, and she grabbed my hair as a tremor coursed through her.

“Yes!” she grunted. “Yes, yes! You’re so good at that.”

I swept my tongue up and down her slit until I felt her start to rock, and then I massaged small circles over her clit. I could feel her contract and shake as she squeezed my hair tighter in her hands and pushed me in deeper. I licked her up and down until she couldn’t contain herself and her legs squeezed around me.

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

She started to shake as she gushed sweet juices from her pussy, and I lapped them up.

“I’m obsessed with the way you taste,” I said. “God, I love making you come.”

I pushed her back on the long, soft seat of the carriage and watched her arms fall over her head. She stared up at me with her lips parted as I climbed over her and pulled off my pants.

“I want you inside me,” she whispered.

I had to obey a Princess, so I pulled out my throbbing cock and let it trace along the edge of her wet pussy lips.

“Mmm,” I moaned as I felt hot rushes of pleasure race down my spine.

I was so hard I could barely move, and every muscle strained for release. I managed to hold on until I felt her wrap her legs around me, and then I pushed inside. Her muscles wrapped around my penis, and the heat of her juices filled me with warmth.

“Tyler,” she moaned and pulled me down into her neck.

Fuck, she felt incredible, and I felt her arc toward me as I started to pump in and out. Every inch of me was on fire, and the knot in my stomach felt like it was about to explode. I pumped harder as the friction built, and I plowed deeper even as her tunnel wrapped even tighter.

The rest of the world faded away, and it was just me and the Princess. My hands wrapped around her fleshy ass, and I felt like I was touching heaven. Her body was amazing, and the sounds of her moaning and panting in my ear made the knot tighten, even though I didn’t think that was possible.

“M-my t-turn on top,” she stuttered.

Somehow, without breaking our rhythm, she rolled us until she was on top and I was wrapped in the soft fabric while her hand traced along my member. I felt my abs spasm beneath her touch, and she grinned as she started to grind on my cock with her wet pussy. She let out a moan as she moved up and down my member.

“Fuck,” I growled as I grabbed her ass again and started to bounce her up and down on my cock.

She wrapped her arms around my neck and kissed my ears as she slid up and down. Her juices slicked my cock so she could move easily, and my penis was so hard it was perfectly straight, so she was bouncing on a flagpole.

“You feel so good,” I moaned as I pulled her tighter. “Juliette, I’m going to come…”

“Come inside me,” she moaned into my ear, and began to roll her hips in a figure eight motion. “I want to come with you… yes… yes…”

“Oh, Princess…” I groaned.

I pushed in one last time all the way to the end, and her body shook like she was caught in an earthquake. The knot in my abs finally snapped, and my whole body spasmed as I unloaded.

“Yes, yes…” she moaned in my ear as she shook in my hands. “Fuck, you feel so good…”

The spray filled every inch of her, and when we were finally finished, we clung to each other as our bodies unwound. I could feel her heart pounding as she sprawled on top of me, but I didn’t feel the weight. I was so light after the release that I felt like I was drifting.

The world outside the carriage was just a blur of distant laughter and clattering tankards. The only thing solid was Juliette’s soft, moist skin and the heavy beat of both our hearts in sync. A lantern shined through the curtain outside for a moment and threw ripples of golden light across the ceiling.

Juliette finally dismounted me and sat on the seat. Her hair tumbled like spilled sunlight, and the carriage smelled of our joined scents. Everything felt slower, yet still vibrant.

“Now it really feels like the party will never end,” Juliette laughed.

I heard a loud boom, and another firework split the night sky. A bright red glow spilled through the window, and even though it was dark outside, the courtyard lit up like it was the middle of the day. A white and silver pair followed, and more cheers went up from the crowd.

“This feels like another world.” I shook my head. “Like the sun is never going to come up.”

“Oh, it will,” she sighed happily. “But we don’t have to worry about that right now. Look.”

We sat up together and leaned toward the glass. The sky over Quake was alive with spirals, blossoms, and giant waves of light that were reflected in the palace’s marble spires. The festival crowd roared with every burst, and a chorus of joy filled the courtyard. People were still spinning around and dancing, and the band was going just as hard as when this thing had started.

“This is the best party I’ve ever been to in my life,” I laughed. “By far.”

“And this is only the engagement announcement,” she said with a giggle and winked. “Even though it looks like they’re using the whole royal stockpile of fireworks for this party. My cousin will have to replenish the supplies as soon as he wakes up tomorrow.”

“It beats having to mobilize the troops,” I said.

“True,” the Princess replied as she rested her head on my shoulder. “Besides, he would’ve had to order new ones anyway. I’ll expect the show for my wedding day to be turquoise, of course.”

“Oh, of course,” I laughed. “It would be a travesty if not.”

Another volley bloomed outside in an explosion of gold that rained sparks over the city like confetti. Then they faded into smoke and stars, and Princess Juliette gave me a kiss on my ear.

“So,” she murmured. “Back to the party?”

“You’re crazy,” I laughed. “But so am I. Of course we’re going back to the party.”
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Chapter 16

Simmon Soda

The party refused to end, so we pulled our clothes back on and clambered out of the carriage as another round of fireworks went off. It was like the Fourth of July on speed.

I made sure to fasten the Princess’ corset again before we ran out to greet the others. I had completely lost track of time, but it had to be the wee hours of the morning.

When we got to the courtyard, everything had descended into cheerful chaos. The army officers were half-dressed and half-awake. They had devised some kind of relay game with sparklers that didn’t seem to make sense to anyone else, but I was just glad to see them laughing.

“Who authorized the reserve powder stockpile?” I heard one of the squires shouting.

“The King did!” another squire shouted back.

“You moron, he’s drunk as a skunk!” a third squire yelled.

“No, it’s fine, we took inventory!” the second squire replied. “And besides there’s a huge shipment from the tropics with more powder. I promise.”

“More powder!” a drunk soldier shouted and was cheered on by the others involved in the relay race.

“I’m pretty sure we’ve scared the sun away,” I sighed.

Princess Juliette laughed as more fireworks shot into the sky, and all the soldiers who had spent their lives polishing bayonets now cheered like happy children.

I finally spotted Babble and Rheingold, who were slumped at one one of the tables. Well, Rheingold was slumped over the table. Babble was sprawled across the table while he watched the show. I tugged on Juliette’s hand, and we worked our way to the table.

“Magnificent!” Babble shouted like a maniac as his face lit up in bright red. “No war and no enemies! Just fire in the sky!”

“Where are the girls?” I asked Rheingold, who could barely keep his eyes open.

“They went to bed,” he yawned. “Solara had to take them. They wouldn’t stop chasing the geese.”

“Yeah, that checks out,” I chuckled. “I can’t believe the party went this long.”

“Once the fireworks stop, things will calm down,” he replied. “I can’t believe they had this many, and honestly, I can’t stop looking at them. I’m hypnotized by the light. At least there’s no war. That’s all that matters.”

“Don’t forget the biggest hangover in history,” Babble added.

“You’re actually wrong there,” I replied. “The palace put in one of the biggest orders of simmon soda that we’ve ever seen. So aside from being able to pay all of my children’s school tuition, including the ones who haven’t been born yet, we’re going to save the Kingdom once again.”

“You just can’t stop, can you?” Rheingold chuckled. “What would you do if you weren’t doing good deeds?”

“Hey, you’re the same way,” I laughed.

“Eh, it’s not the same,” he said and tried to shake his head. “I’m not a diplomat. I just hide away in my lab and make things that improve people’s lives. But I need my alone time.”

“Different strokes for different folks,” I said as there was one final burst of light and sound.

And then the sky was finally quiet. I looked around and saw that most of the people who remained had fallen asleep. Squires were trying to wake them up to get the guests of the palace inside and shoo the others back to their homes, but they weren’t having much luck.

“We can’t say we didn’t try!” one of the squires said as he tried to pull a general by his feet. “And that’s what counts!”

“It doesn’t count if we get fired for being inhospitable!” an older squire grumbled.

“I’ll see to it that all of your jobs are protected,” Princess Juliette shouted. “Don’t worry. These nobles can take a thimble of responsibility for themselves.”

“Thank you, Princess,” the squires replied in unison as they bowed.

“It must feel nice to put people at ease like that,” I said. “Just by being a noble.”

“It offsets the fact that I put some people on edge, too,” she sighed. “Though I worry less about that.”

“Can someone carry me to bed?” Babble shouted. “Please! I’m not very heavy!”

“Oh no,” Juliette laughed. “If Babble’s calling it, then - the party is truly at an end.”

And it was. I could spot a pink edge over the horizon despite the leftover smoke from the fireworks, and I knew it was time to call it quits. It had been the best party ever, but there was such a thing as going too hard. And hell, I was still a married man with two kids and a business empire to oversee.

“And don’t worry,” Juliette said to a few civilians who were passing by. “We’ll have simmon soda delivered to your houses with the milk tomorrow.”

“Oh, hooray,” a few people cheered as they stumbled through the gates.

Some of the nobles were searching in the bushes for their shoes, and if that wasn’t funny enough, there was glitter and confetti tangled in their hair. The vendors’ stalls had long since closed, and the fountain had been filled with flowers and the occasional goose feather.

It looked like the aftermath of the best battle possible.

“It’s like we went to war against being boring,” I said. “And if you think about Eisenstadt, I guess that in a way we kind of did.”

“Yep,” Princess Juliette nodded. “You did.”

“Mmmfff,” Rheingold grunted as he finally collapsed on the table.

“I’m going to bed,” I said. “And I guess I’ll make sure Babble makes it to his bed as well.”

I picked up Babble and put him on my shoulders.

“Oh, this is nice,” the gnome sighed as he snuggled against me. “I feel like the king of the world.”

“Until breakfast,” Princess Juliette laughed and then winked as she danced away to her own bed.

Once we were inside the palace, I realized just how inebriated I was, and I had to admit, I hadn’t been this wasted in a long time, if ever. I hadn’t really noticed it in the middle of the party, but I wasn’t noticing it now. A squire tried to direct me to our room, but I could feel my vision blur as I stumbled along a corridor that looked vaguely familiar. The last thing I remembered was my face hitting my pillow and the feeling that I was on a merry-go-round as I drifted to sleep. Well, more like plummeted to sleep.

Morning in Quake arrived gently after the chaos of the party. I opened my eyes, and the light made my head pound. I smacked my lips and then scowled because the inside of my mouth felt furry. I gagged and sat up, which made my head spin.

It was a hangover fit for royalty. I needed to get my hands on some simmon soda before I tried to face the day.

When my head settled, I glanced over at Babble’s bed and saw the gnome had somehow managed to fall asleep horizontally. He still had his boots on as well.

“Babble,” I managed to croak. “B-Babble. Are you coming for soda?”

The only response was a deep snore.

“I’m going to die,” a voice in the hallway declared. “It was worth it, but I will be dying. Why in the history of the Kingdom of Rothbart didn’t they deliver that hangover cure straight to our bedrooms?”

“The staff are probably also drunk,” someone else said. “You know how these Quake parties are.”

I looked out the window, where sunlight spilled across the courtyard. It looked like the aftermath of a frat party, and I noticed that more than a few nobles hadn’t made it to their beds. A few of the staff had given up and fallen asleep on the ground as well.

Fresh air seemed like a good idea, so I cracked the window open just enough to let in some fresh air. The breeze still smelled faintly of hops and smoke, though, and even though I usually liked those smells, I felt my stomach rumble in warning.

“Simmon soda,” I muttered as I ran for the door.

“The dining hall,” a noble said when I threw the door open. “That’s where the simmon soda is.”

“Okay, good,” I nodded.

I felt like a junkie looking for his fix. We were suffering from too much fun, and if there wasn’t enough simmon soda to fix my hangover, then I was perfectly happy to be taken out back and shot.

Every corner and every step felt like an assault on my sense of gravity. But we finally came to a familiar pair of wooden doors, and I let out a large exhale as the doors opened to reveal a warm, humming room.

“Oh thank God,” I muttered under my breath. “I guess this is why they didn’t deliver it to our rooms.”

Every staff member, from squires and cooks to cleaners, were filling glass bottles with the orange-colored soda and handing it to the walking dead of the party. I joined the line and was perfectly happy to stand there and not have a conversation with anyone.

“Is that Tyler of Hagop!” the King of Rothbart bellowed. “Tyler! Let that man through, so that he can taste his own creation!”

The King’s voice rang in my skull and nearly made me barf, a sure sign I needed a taste of my own medicine. I let the squire lead me to the front of the line and gladly accepted a bottle of simmon soda. I swigged the entire thing down in three gulps so quickly that I barely tasted its fruity orange sweetness.

Moments later, my body made sense again. My limbs responded to my commands, my mouth felt fresh, and my brain was making sense of the world again. I was so energized, I was actually making plans for the day.

“It’s going to be okay, everyone,” I said like I was Jesus or something. “I feel great. If you can just make it through the line…”

“But what if they run out?” a woman in a wrinkled ball gown whined.

“We will have no pessimists in this dining hall!” the King declared. “There is plenty of soda for everyone! Drink up! Drink up!”

“Sire,” I greeted the King as I stopped by the royal table. “King Braunwald.”

King Braunwald had shed his military-style coat in favor of a simple gray button-down tunic. But something else about him looked kind of different as well. His hair was tousled, and his sleeves were rolled up. It was like he was a real guy finally.

Our King was still in full regalia, but all of it looked stained and lopsided. Both of them looked a little regretful, but they also had tired smiles on their faces.

“Good morning, Tyler,” King Braunwald said. “Your soda is most impressive. In fact, it is an ingenious feat of engineering. And you made the recipe yourself?”

“Ah yes, our hangover cure,” I said. “I’ve never heard of anything that can match it. The process involves a native fruit from the mountains called a simmon, and then I work my, uh… brewing expertise to make it into something delicious… and medicinal.”

“It’s very effective as you can see,” the King of Rothbart chuckled. “I wasn’t sure I would wake up this morning, but here I am! And I feel marvelous!”

The King of Eisenstadt let out a hearty laugh and banged the table with his fist. I exchanged a look with our own King, who only gave me a satisfied nod.

“Join us for breakfast?” the King of Rothbart suggested and nodded at the food that had been laid out.

I looked down at the royal spread, which looked delicious. There were fresh rolls, cold meats, cheese, and pitchers of soda that looked like sunrise. There were even some pastries, too.

“You know what,” I said. “I’m not really that hungry. I don’t know why, because I’m usually starving after a night of partying. But not this time.”

“Suit yourself,” the King replied. “More for us!”

“Indeed,” Braunwald replied as he scooped up a chocolate-filled pastry.

I nodded and then slipped away when I spotted Solara and Rheingold at another table. Rheingold seemed to be sketching something on the back of a napkin, while Solara picked at a bowl of fruit.

“Good morning, Tyler.” Solara gave me a tired smile when I sat down. “Well, you’ve survived your first big royal party. And you did your job perfectly.”

“Well, we’re not at war,” I replied. “So I guess that’s good. Though the courtyard looked like a war zone this morning.”

“It always does after one of these parties,” Rheingold said without looking up. “You know, that simmon soda does such wonders, but there’s a part of me that feels… spiritually tired.”

“Well, I don’t know that the soda can do much about the fact that we were up all night after a month of worrying that our Kingdom was going to war completely unprepared, if that’s what you mean,” I noted.

“That’s true,” he said. “But there’s always more work to be done.”

“I don’t want to think of working right now,” Solara sighed as he rubbed his temples.

“Good morning, fools,” Princess Juliette laughed as she joined our table.

Naturally, she was wearing a loose-fitting turquoise dress with a silk robe and turquoise slippers.

“Pajama party?” I asked as I gave her a kiss on the cheek.

“Why not?” she replied. “There’s nobody to impress here.”

“Gee, thanks,” Rheingold said before accidentally letting out a large burp. “Actually, maybe you’re right.”

“I think you look beautiful, Princess Juliette.” Solara cocked his head. “But suspiciously fresh. What’s your secret?”

“You can discover all my secrets when I marry Sir Tyler,” she said. “But not before.”

“I look forward to it,” Solara replied.

“Ah, cousin,” Princess Juliette laughed as she glanced over my shoulder. “You’re looking well.”

“That soda is one of the crowning accomplishments of our Kingdom,” the King replied and patted my shoulder. “I don’t know where I’d be today without it. Quite literally.”

“I know it’s an extremely efficient hangover cure,” the Princess said and looked around the dining hall. “But I didn’t realize that it also raised the dead.”

“Ha,very funny,” the King snorted. “Normally, I’d partake in more jokes, because as you know, I love jokes. But I’m actually here on business.”

“Oh no, more business,” Rheingold muttered. “There’s always more business.”

“Is this going to involve work?” Solara asked as he tried to look more perky.

“Well, yes,” the King said. “But don’t worry, it’s good work. I’ve been thinking a lot about a Magical Integration Charter, and I wanted to let you all know. It will be a framework through which we will regulate, protect, and eventually legalize controlled magical practice. And most importantly, it’s for the benefit of all. But considering you’re all, well… inclined… I thought it might be nice to tell you first.”

“Really?” Solara straightened up even more, and his eyes flickered with something like hope.

Rheingold merely stopped doodling and dropped his quill.

“What?” the alchemist murmured. “Are you… are you kidding me?”

“I’m a King,” the King said. “And although I love a good joke, I never joke about issues of state. I assume this is something you would benefit from?”

“Honestly, I don’t know.” Rheingold shrugged. “Being a recluse who practices his, uh… metalwork… in a secluded workshop is kind of my entire thing. And I suppose it depends on what the new rules are. It sounds like I’ll have to get a license or something…”

“Well, maybe you can start selling your metalworking more widely now,” the King suggested. “And maybe you can find a nice wife who won’t be afraid of… um, your skills.”

“I think that might be a bit much at this stage in my life,” Rheingold chuckled. “But you never know.”

“Well, there won’t be any adjustments to make if we don’t start working on this legislation,” the King said. “And there’s nothing like a night of partying to galvanize me! That’s why we need to have fun, my friends. That’s why.”

“So what do you need us to do?” I asked. “Most of us just woke up, so I’m not sure how helpful we’ll be.”

“Think about ways to regulate magic,” he said. “And I’ll send for you when the hour is right.”

“Okay,” I said slowly. “We’re pretty sleep deprived as well.”

“Really?” The King laughed. “I got to sleep at a sensible time, so I’m feeling ready for the day!”

“Is that the real reason you challenged Braunwald?” Rheingold asked suspiciously. “So you could bow out early?”

“I can have anyone I want executed, you know,” the King said with a chuckle. “So behave, and do as I ask. Obviously, I don’t use that power very often, but technically we never got rid of it…”

“Oh, don’t be silly,” Princess Juliette said and patted Rheingold’s hand. “You’re giving my cousin too much credit for being clever.”

“I prefer being silly,” the King said. “And you know what? It’s served me well. Just look at last night!”

“I’d rather not,” I muttered.

“In fact, that’s one of the reasons I’ve decided to get working on this legislation,” the King continued. “The King of Eisenstadt is going to lift the ban on laughter, and I thought, well, why can’t I do something like that? And Tyler already asked about… you know… the m-word.”

“That’s good news,” Rheingold said. “Though I feel like I should point out that King Braunwald will have the entire trip home to work on his legislation. Whereas we’re being asked to come up with something mere hours after a lot of drinking.”

“Gentlemen,” the King harrumphed. “Really. I know that the Eisenstadti boast a strong military, but we’ve always been known for our ability to recover from a night of drinking. After all, that’s what we’re good for.”

“I’m not sure it’s what we’re good for,” Rheingold murmured.

“We’re known for it because we’re good at it,” the King said and waved his hand. “You know what I mean.

“I need more of that soda,” Solara suddenly said and floated away to join the line.

“So, ponder my idea and be ready when I summon you,” the King of Rothbart said before he returned to his table.

“Where am I?” Babble whined a moment later. “I feel like I’m in oblivion.”

“Babble,” Princess Juliette looked down at the gnome, who was a strange shade of green. “Oh my. You definitely need some soda.”

“I feel really, really bad…” Babble said and burped. “I made some deals last night and some promises to some geese that I don’t know if I can keep. Those birds are scary! And they can fly! So they could track me down, no matter where I go!”

“They’re not going to get you, Babble,” Princess Juliette snickered as she pulled out a bottle of simmon soda from what looked like thin air. “They may be very aggressive and scary, but I don’t think they understood what you were saying. And I can assure you they definitely won’t remember even if they did speak your language.”

“Ah, you’re right,” Babble sighed. “Of course, you’re right. We were all drinking so much, and that late at night, everyone was very drunk. There’s no way they’ll remember what was said!”

The gnome sucked down the soda in several giant gulps, and he slurped so fast, some of the orange liquid even dribbled down his face. His skin lost the green tinge as he drank, and soon, he was back to his normal pink. When the bottle was empty, he tossed it aside and rubbed his belly.

“You really are keeping this Kingdom afloat right now, Tyler,” Princess Juliette laughed. “It would be days before the government was functional again if it weren’t for your Simmon Soda.”

“Keeping the kingdom afloat is a team effort,” I replied. “Mainly between me and those goose farmers.”

“I wonder if they collected all those geese,” Princess Juliette mused. “I’d hate to find one wandering around the halls of the palace, though I suppose if we did, it could become the new royal mascot.”

I laughed just as the bells of Quake began to ring in the morning. At least a few of the citizens were awake, so the Simmon Soda deliveries must’ve been made. It seemed like life was quickly returning to normal, despite the crazy party.

“I might get some real coffee,” Rheingold said as he stood up and stretched.

The rest of us chatted quietly until he returned. He set several mugs of coffee on the table for whoever wanted one and then added sugar to the largest mug.

“How’re you feeling about the proposed magic laws?” I asked as I watched him stir his coffee.

“I don’t even know where to begin,” he said. “I’ve built my whole practice in the shadows. I can’t even imagine being able to admit to my skills, and honestly, I care more about creatures like Solara. The worst thing that could’ve happened to me was a fine, but even that was unlikely because of my work for the King. Most other magic users aren’t so lucky, and they’re the ones we should think about.”

“That’s a very respectable position,” I said. “I like it.”

“In the meantime, let’s look at the wreckage outside,” Juliette laughed. “It’ll be fun, and maybe you’ll be inspired.”

“Do we have to brainstorm ideas?” Solara asked as the rest of us stood up. “I’m not sure I can manage that right now.”

“Don’t be such a teenager,” I chuckled as I pulled him after us. “This is all for your benefit, after all.”

“But I’m not even a politician,” he sighed. “Or a diplomat. I just happen to be a magical creature who wants to go outside without hiding what he is.”

“And we’re going to make it happen,” Princess Juliette replied. “We just have to do it in a way that won’t make people afraid.”

“That’s just silly,” I snorted. “Everyone knows magic exists, so why hide it?”

“Oh no,” Princess Juliette laughed as we got outside. “This place is…”

“Like a bar at six in the morning right before cleanup,” Hilly supplied as she walked up.

I grinned at the dark-haired beauty and gave her a kiss on the cheek. I also gave little Charlotte a kiss on her head, and my daughter laughed and gurgled.

“Daaaa!” Charlotte cried happily as she held my ear in her fat little fist. “Daaa!”

“At least you look well rested,” I said as I took her from Hilly and bounced her in my arms. “What’s your secret, Charlotte, huh? Won’t you share your secrets with your old man?”

“This is one time we can’t blame the kids,” Hilly snickered. “Flora is still asleep. This one was up fresh as a daisy, so I had some soda sent up and then came out here to see the carnage.”

“You’ve got carnage, alright,” Babble said. “It looks like we went to war after all.”

The air was thick with the faint tang of stale beer and burnt candy, and the marble and cobbles were sticky underfoot. I didn’t even know that could happen outside, but evidently it could.

Dozens of nobles were draped across the steps, and a goose wandered through the bodies like a bored park ranger.

“Excuse me!” someone called out, and Princess Juliette pointed behind me.

We turned around to find a young page in gold and blue.

“Oh no, it’s a kid,” Babble said. “Maybe the King of Eisenstadt changed his mind and now the palace staff are preparing to march to war.”

“Hey,” I said as Hilly took Charlotte from me. “What’s going on?”

“His Majesty requests Sir Tyler, Princess Juliette, Rheingold, and Solara attend to him in his private chambers,” the page said. “As soon as possible.”

“Have fun,” Hilly said with too much enthusiasm.

The innkeeper laughed as she and baby Charlotte danced away, and I felt a pang of jealousy.

“What about me?” Babble asked in an offended tone.

“Take it as a compliment,” I said. “You have enough on your plate with the geese and all.”

“It’s true!” he gasped. “Well, go do your thing. I’ll go tend to the geese.”

The page looked dubious, but he quickly turned on his heel and led us through corridors filled with sleeping guards, open windows, and staff sweeping up confetti from the previous night.

“Hello!” the King greeted us as we stepped into yet another private office.

It was a beautiful, well-lit room with a giant oak desk covered in maps and letters. There were chairs set in a circle around the desk, so I got the impression that this was some kind of royal boardroom.

“I’ll admit, I was hoping you’d get distracted and forget about our assignment,” Rheingold chuckled.

“Never,” the King replied with a grin. “Take a seat, my friends. Last night we celebrated like fools, but today we have serious work to do. This incident with Eisenstadt made me realize that peace is necessary not only with other Kingdoms, but among ourselves as well.”

“I agree,” Princess Juliette said as she quickly claimed the most comfortable-looking chair in the room.

“Me too,” I said and took the chair next to Juliette.

“I’ve seen enough to know that real magic isn’t something we need to fear,” the King said. “And so I want to outline a Magical Integration Charter, just as I said. It will give users and artisans of magic a place within our laws. I don’t know what it will look like or how many phases it will need, but Tyler’s right. It’s about time that we tried.”

“I can help design the framework,” Rheingold said as he leaned in. “I know I’m more of an engineer than a bureaucrat. But I can start with the definitions, tiers of licensing, and safe guild practices.”

“Good,” the King nodded. “Because I most certainly have no interest in any of that.”

“Good to know,” I muttered.

“And Tyler,” the King said. “You can oversee negotiations. You’re a diplomat, so that makes sense.”

“Yeah, that does,” I admitted.

“I’ll warn you, though,” the King said. “You must be patient. Sometimes change can bring unexpected problems.”

“I can handle the unexpected,” I said. “There’s been a lot of unexpected problems since I arrived.”

“But, Sire,” Princess Juliette said. “Will this new mission cause another delay?”

“This will not delay the wedding,” the King declared. “Rheingold will get us started, with help from Solara. He’ll be your consultant to provide feedback on your drafts.”

“I can do that,” Solara said and nodded at the alchemist.

“Right,” Princess Juliette said as the clock tower started to toll noon. “I think we have a good start.”

“I agree,” I said.

“And with that, you can go enjoy yourselves a little longer,” the King urged. “Just don’t forget your official duties.”

“Never,” Rheingold assured him as we stood up.

The palace courtyard looked completely different when we made our way outside again. The stone still glittered with some missed confetti and spilled sugar, but it looked like they’d done a big sweep of the place and cleaned it up.

We found a place to sit by the old fountain, and Princess Juliette pulled out a notebook. The sunlight turned her hair golden, and for a moment, she looked like a fairy.

“Wow, you really are eager,” I said. “And I thought you wanted to get out of that meeting.”

“Oh, this isn’t for politics,” she laughed. “We’ve got a wedding to plan.”

“Then here’s my first suggestion for that,” I said. “No birds.”

“Agreed,” she said as she scribbled in her notebook. “Babble can wear his special mask, but other than that, not a single bird. Actually, what do you think of white doves?”

“Doves I can live with,” I said. “Just as long as they don’t honk and shit everywhere.”

“Then I won’t invite some of my cousins,” she giggled.

I laughed heartily, and then finally shook my head.

“A little bit of chaos is all right,” I said. “But I think Babble and Rheingold will supply more than enough.”

“Tyleeeeeer!” I heard a familiar voice across the square. “Princess! Are you two busy being sentimental or do you want some news that’ll make you spit your drinks?”

We both turned as Hilly marched at us with her skirts hitched up just enough to show her boots. She had a stack of letters clutched in her hand, and she looked equal parts exhilarated and exasperated.

“We don’t have drinks, so we won’t be doing any spitting!” I called back. “Is everything okay?”

“That depends on what you consider okay,” she panted as she waved one of the letters in the air. “Because apparently his majesty has now decided that my hotel isn’t opening next month. He wants it open tomorrow so that he can continue the party!”

“Oh, that’s just like my cousin.” Princess Juliette rolled her eyes. “He gets a taste for a good time, and then he just can’t stop! Especially after such a huge success like last night.”

“If there are any geese in attendance, then I’m moving to Eisenstadt,” my wife declared as she threw both her hands in the air. “Apparently, there will be a ribbon cutting, whether we’re there and ready or not.”

“Then I suppose it’s time to put away my notebook,” Juliette sighed. “Duty calls.”

“Duty always calls,” Hilly said as she looped her arm through mine. “But it’s not the worst duty in the world. We could be dying wool with sheep’s piss.”

“Yeah, our duties seem fine compared to that,” I laughed.

“Well, come on,” Hilly said. “We have to go. At once!”
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Chapter 17

King’s Brew Founders Edition

The next morning was a frenzy. The Eisenstadtis made a grand departure, and once they were finally gone, I felt like I could finally breathe again. Unfortunately, I couldn’t stop to catch my breath because we had to return to Hagop pronto.

“Right!” One of the palace guards harrumphed. “Why aren’t the carriages lining up where they should be! Who’s in charge here?”

“Don’t put that crate in there!” Rheingold shouted at a group of squires who were attempting to lash barrels of ale to a giant glass bottle that was shaped like a pear. “I swear to you, if you break that, you will regret it!”

“What the heck is going on?” I asked Princess Juliette.

“Just the usual,” she assured me.

“Look at me!” Babble said and waved a tiny piece of parchment paper and a quill. “I’m the director of the celebration in transit! As part of my duties, I’ve been pretending there’s a luggage limit for everyone traveling.”

“Why would you do that?” I asked.

“I don’t know,” Babble snickered. “I’m bored. I miss my wife. Do I need another reason?”

The King finally appeared at the top of the palace steps even though dawn had just broken. I’d never seen him in pajamas, but he was wearing a dark navy velvet set with embroidered gold stars.

“My dear friends!” the King called out. “I’ve sent out invitations. Or at least, someone has. Every courtier, craftsman, and curiosity seeker will be in Hagop by dusk! We can’t be late!”

“Dusk,” Hilly practically choked as Solara followed her around with a curious baby Charlotte. “How in the name of Hagop will we make it in time?”

“Don’t worry,” I said as I put my hand on her shoulder. “We’ll make it. Somehow. I don’t know exactly how, but I’m going to assume that it has something to do with horses though.”

“Panic,” Rheingold muttered as he stomped over. “That’s how we’ll get there. Sheer panic.”

We were in our carriages within the hour, and we shared ours with a handful of servants who had more enthusiasm than sense.

“Wheeee!” one of the particularly young boys cheered as we left the city. “We’re going so fast! And there are so many villages! And there’s going to be so much dancing!”

“Who are you?” Babble muttered under his breath, but Flora elbowed him so hard that he almost fell off his seat.

“Thank you so much for agreeing to work tonight at such short notice,” Flora said as she smiled at each of the servants. “We’re all so grateful.”

“Oh, we would’ve been working anyway,” a woman in a bright orange dress replied. “But this is better. We’ll get to see someplace new, and we have all this time to relax before the party begins.”

“I feel like that’s not the kind of thing you should say out loud…” Hilly murmured to herself.

No one else seemed to notice though, and as the caravan pounded across the landscape, I was happy to lean back and doze while Flora chatted with the servants and Charlotte and Hugh shouted happily at every cow they saw. It was a long trip, and the roads grew rougher as we neared home. Despite a day spent cooped up in a carriage, I could feel the excitement growing as we got closer to our destination.

“Come to Hagop!” the King shouted as he leaned outside of his carriage window. “Come along! We’re going to dance all night!”

“What’s gotten into him?” I asked. “He’s acting crazy!”

“The spirit of the party, it looks like,” Flora said. “That man loves nothing better than having fun.”

By the time we actually reached the hills overlooking Hagop, the sun was already low enough that it painted the rooftops bronze. Smoke rose from the chimneys, and the brewery’s familiar smell of malt and yeast was carried our way in the wind.

“Smells good,” I said with a grin. “Should we stop and pick up a fresh supply?”

“Servants will be getting the beer,” Rheingold said as he looked out the window. “The driver was told to head straight to the hotel.”

“I feel like a guest rather than a hostess,” Hilly sniffed. “But I’m not complaining.”

“Finally,” I said as we turned onto the main street. “A town that never asked for much attention, but it always seems to attract it.”

“Attention is industry,” Hilly said. “Never forget that.”

We could already see the glow of torches outside Hilly’s new hotel from the far end of the main street. The unmistakable outline of a royal banner fluttered from the roof, and I grinned as people stopped to watch the royal carriages roll toward the hotel. We’d just been partying at the palace, and now we were here because of the King’s insatiable appetite for fun. I just hoped we’d be allowed to return home soon.

“Oh Gods,” Rheingold muttered. “It looks like he really did send invitations, and quite a few people have accepted.”

The town square was packed with merchants, nobles, and every fisherman I’d ever seen in the town, even an eager-looking Johannes. Everyone waved as we rode by, and I noticed that someone had even thought to hang lanterns from every archway in the town, so the road was well lit for a change. The smell of roasting meat and fish filled the air, and Hilly made a face like she’d eaten a lemon.

“It doesn’t even make any sense!” Hilly said. “How did he get the message to this many people in only a day? Surely he must’ve used some kind of magic.”

“I don’t know,” Princess Juliette and Rheingold said in unison while they studiously ignored each other.

“Well, that tells me everything that I need to know,” I said. “You’re lucky you guys won’t get arrested for this.”

“The King is the highest power in the land,” Juliette pointed out. “So if he insists the invitations be delivered in a day, they are delivered in a day. No one would ever question why or how.”

“It’s good to be the king,” Babble mumbled.

The hotel gleamed like a gem as we stopped in front of it. Every window was alight, and I knew it was because of the ridiculous chandeliers that had been installed with, well… magic.

“If this goes wrong,” Hilly muttered as she handed baby Charlotte to Solara and hitched up her skirt. “I’m blaming you, Tyler.”

“But I had nothing to do with this party!” I protested. “Why am I always the scapegoat!”

“Yeah!” Babble called after her. “Why does he get to be the scapegoat? I never get to be the bait anymore!”

We hopped out of the carriage behind Hilly, just as the King also leaped out of his. He pushed aside two squires by accident so he could address the massive crowd in front of him.

“Citizens of Hagop!” the King began. “Can you hear me?”

“Yes, we can!” the crowd replied.

“Do you see what I’m saying?” Hilly threw her hands in the air. “Where did everyone learn to do that? Is there something that I don’t know about?”

“What else would they say?” I teased. “Don’t think about it too much, and just celebrate with everyone else. This party was royally decreed after all, and how many other hotel owners can say that?”

“You’re right,” she sighed. “I just need to take a deep breath and enjoy the show.”

“Citizens of Hagop!” the King called out. “Hagoppers! I’m so excited to open a royally chartered property in this beautiful town! Hagop has become quite a cultural spot over the past few years, and I’m more than excited to open this establishment and toast to the future of our fair kingdom!”

The crowd erupted in cheers, and I grinned as I watched. Everyone looked genuinely happy, even Hilly, despite the quick glances she kept throwing at the hotel.

My brunette wife didn’t need to worry. The building looked like it was humming with life, and the King was already smiling as he sized the place up. The windows gleamed, smoke rose from the kitchen chimney, and strings of hops and barley had been threaded around the balcony rails. Every table on the terrace was taken, and nobles in silks and fishermen in canvas laughed together like they were old friends.

“They did a damn fine job in a day,” Babble said. “Ah, my eyes do not deceive me. There she is!”

“Hello, Brigitta!” Flora shouted when she spotted the gnome tavern owner, who was speaking to some elves near the main entrance.

“My love!” Babble called out. “My love, I’m never going to work again! For… for love!”

“And to think I didn’t send out a single opening notice.” Hilly shook her head as the King ushered us inside.

“Well,” I laughed. “It seems the King has taken care of that.”

“His scribes certainly did,” Juliette replied.

“Miss Hilly.” A staff member that used to work at her old tavern ran up to my wife and handed her a ledger. “Miss Hilly, the entire place is booked solid. Every room, every suite, even the attic! They’re paying in advance and tipping like they think the beds are filled with magic. And by the way, who did make the beds?”

Hilly paused for a moment and looked at the worker, and I just held my breath.

“Tell them the beds are made with magic,” she chuckled. “Tell them that everything runs on magic here, and then you see what they think. Just remind them that it’s a royal establishment, so any magic is royally approved.”

Rheingold and I exchanged a look before we turned to Hilly.

“Wow.” The alchemist laughed nervously at some of the nearby guests. “Funny that you would say something like--”

“Oh, please.” Hilly rolled her eyes. “I wasn’t born yesterday. I mean, you can wrap me in a diaper and stick a bottle in my mouth, but it doesn’t change the fact that I know what you three were up to. This place is shining in a way that no amount of wax or polish can achieve. There’s only one thing that can do this, and it’s fine. The place is beautiful.”

“I’m sorry we didn’t say anything,” I said. “It’s just that--”

“All that matters is that you didn’t get caught,” Hilly said in a hushed tone as the crowd cheered something the King said. “The earnings for this night will be better than I was expecting, I’m sure…”

She started to finger through the ledger, and her eyes widened like she was in shock.

“Hey,” I put my hand on her arm. “Is everything okay? You look worried.”

“Worried?” she muttered and shook her head. “Tyler… this is more money than I’ve made in the past five years. And I own a busy, main street bar with service every night, including the holidays. And this is just one…”

She continued to flip through the book, and Rheingold and I smiled at each other. I knew it was Hilly’s tavern, but it was also a major part of the future of our family.

“And you deserve every penny,” Rheingold said. “Now be good and follow the crowd inside.”

Hilly nodded and then made her way to Flora. I watched as the innkeeper told her the good news, and I saw surprise and then happiness fill Flora’s eyes as she hugged Hilly.

“It looks good,” Rheingold sighed happily as he pulled me through the door.

“Nothing’s changed since we got it ready,” I agreed.

“Good people of Hagop!” the King announced from a little platform cobbled from some wine boxes. “I’m going to give another speech, because I’m having such a good time. And I want to say this. I hadn’t spent a lot of time in Hagop before, because the palace I live in is in Quake, and not Hagop. But I’ll tell you what. Now that I’ve been coming here so often, I truly believe that I have found the heart of Rothbart itself. This town is what we fight for, and for now, I encourage everyone to raise a glass without fear for what tomorrow may bring. Hip hip!”

“Hagop!” the entire crowd roared in reply.

The crowd erupted into cheers after that, though I heard Babble whistle loudly through the noise. Rheingold lifted his mug, though I hadn’t even seen him grab one, and then people started to dance as the band struck up a tune.

Everything was shimmering, and the lanterns cast a gorgeous glow on young and old alike. The peace held, for now, and that was worth a celebration or two.

“Excuse me!” a voice cut through the hum of the crowd. It wasn’t loud, exactly, but it was clear, and even the band heard it and stopped.

“Tyler,” Rheingold gasped. “That voice… I think I’d know it anywhere.”

“No,” I muttered. “It can’t be. Why is he here?”

The dwarf from Hilly’s cellar had somehow made it back to Hagop.

A stout figure with a familiar, bristling beard and a red nose from the road pushed through the crowd. His clothes were patched but tidy, and his boots were dusty from travel. He clutched his hat in his hands and twisted it a little nervously as he peered at the King on the platform.

My stomach dropped as I tried to think of a way to stop him. The dwarf looked even more determined than the night he’d caught us using magic, and he cleared his throat and straightened his vest as he prepared to reveal our secret to the King.

“Hello,” the King said in a friendly voice, though he looked confused. “Why are you speaking when I’m speaking? That’s usually frowned upon.”

“I beg your pardon, Your Majesty,” he said. “But I believe that we may have some unfinished business here.”

The torches cracked, and a single gust of wind swept through one of the open windows. I could feel every single muscle in my body tighten, and I saw Rheingold start to inch toward the door.

“Tyler,” Hilly whispered as she leaned closer. “Do you know him? Who is that? Is he a brewer?”

“That,” I muttered and took a few deep breaths. “Is someone who was not supposed to remember a damn thing about this place.”

“Unfinished business?” the King sniffed and then shook his head. “I don’t remember any business we may have had, but pray tell me what is this unfinished business?”

“Ah,” the dwarf said, and my stomach somehow twisted in even more knots. “Well, I have a message for the brewer.”

The crowd tensed like a bowstring, and for five long heartbeats, it felt like every person in Hagop was holding their breath.

“I’m sorry that I’ve failed you,” Rheingold whispered in my ear. “I have some very strong sleeping potion that we can all…”

“And I’d like to say this!” the dwarf shouted. “This is just the best beer that I have ever had! It’s smooth as silk, puts hair on your chest, and a song in your teeth! And I couldn’t wait to tell you in person. And then I heard about the party, and I knew exactly where to find you! So let the party continue!”

The tension snapped like a cork, and laughter rippled outward from the King. Soon, everyone had joined in, even the other dwarves with frothing mugs.

“Oh, you’re so silly,” Hilly laughed in my ear. “You’re so good at tall tales, and here, I thought he was about to announce some deep, dark secret. But this is even better! I love it when our fans tell everyone how much they love our beer!”

“Forget I mentioned anything about sleeping pills,” Rheingold whispered as he inched back to my side. “I think we’re just fine.”

“Of course we are,” I laughed. “We always are.”

Besides, I didn’t have the time to deal with any more drama with the dwarves. We had another business empire to run, and I had a royal wedding to plan. Oh, and I had to come up with a way to make magic legal again. So my plate was full, and thanks to Rheingold’s illicit magic, I had one less thing to worry about.

And if that was true, maybe the King was right. There really was nothing left to do but party, at least for tonight. The rest of it would still be there in the morning.

End of Book 7
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