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Chapter one






Prologue — MacLellan Distillery, Islay


The stillhouse wore its darkness the way a monk wore his cowl. Cold moved through the stones with no resistance, not even the body heat of a working MacLellan to soften it. At 4:46 AM, Isla moved without a torch. There was no need. She knew the pitch and clutter of this corridor the way a fisherman knew his nets: even blindfolded, the route from the old malting floor to the fermentation room was in her feet. The only light was the distant sodium spill from Port Askaig, leaking across the Sound and through the smallest window slits to paint the fungus-blackened walls a dirty gold.

Isla inhaled as she went, calibrating the air. Above the mineral tang of the building was the sour-milk urgency of fermenting barley, the smell alive and thick, what most called stench but which she called health. Beneath it: the faint iodine edge of saltwater pushed in by the wind, today from the southeast, cold and clean and driving all the way from Gigha. The best days for the yeast were the days you could taste the ocean on your teeth before the sun came up.

The fermentation room was a vault, two stories of stone fitted tight and left rough as it had stood for centuries. Even the MacLellan blue painted on the sills had faded to a disloyal gray. In the corner, the yeast crocks sat in their wool-lined cradle, four of them, each older than her grandfather had lived to be. She crossed to them, steps careful and soft. There was respect in it. Not for the room, which had seen all manner of drunks and failures, but for the living thing at the center of it.

She rolled up the sleeves of her cardigan. She had never worn the coat her father did for this job, but she wore the same knitted vests he liked, every one of them hand-patched by her mother. She bent low to the crocks, lifting the muslin covers and feeling the sting of sharp vapor in her sinuses. It was good. It was as it should be.

She checked the thermometer first, as always. The mercury line: 17.8°C. Textbook. No visible bloom on the surface, only the low foam and thin gold skin she'd been taught to expect in winter. The smell: sweet, then sour, then a mineral bread note that belonged to nothing but itself. Some strains gave fruit, some gave rot. The MacLellan yeast gave memory.

Her father had said this every time: "Yeast never leaves a room the way it found it, nor a family." He'd said it when he first let her run the check herself, years before she was meant to. She'd broken the crock lid that day, hairline crack only, but he had seen and fixed it in silence, then written her name next to his on the log sheet. She signed the sheet now with the same flat-tipped pencil, her letters smaller but more precise.

She dipped a sterile pipette to draw a few milliliters and checked the cloud in a shot glass against the weak light from the window. A swirl: dense at the base, clear up top. No infection, no deviation. She drank it. A single tip, the taste all acid and promise. She made a note in her phone, not for herself but for the record. The American would expect a log, but he'd never know which batch was right or why. The rest was living knowledge, not data.

Isla covered the crocks and sat on the bench opposite. She let the room work on her. There were days she felt the company of every MacLellan who'd ever brewed here, the small comfort of shared mistakes. Tonight it was only herself, the yeast, and the ocean wind. She counted the breaths it took for the nervousness to settle and only then scanned the place.

The walls told their own story: scrape marks where an ancestor had dragged the fermentation vats to safety during the Excise raids, a dent near the ceiling from the day an old fermenter ruptured and launched a cooper's hammer into the stone. The windows were not real windows, only cuts in the wall to let the angels' share escape, but she saw through them all the same: a smudge of sea, dark and wide, the islands stitched across it like secret stitches in a tartan. The light shifted as the sun threatened the horizon, just a grayness at first, then a little silver.

She lingered on the sound. If she strained, she could pick the rhythm of waves striking the sea wall, muffled by a mile of peat and bracken. It was the only rhythm that had never disappointed her.

She stood, careful with the bench so it didn't scrape, and did a second loop of the room. She'd never say she was stalling, but her hands went to the crocks again. She traced the worn letters on the lip of the oldest, feeling each chipped vowel. Her grandfather's hand, her father's, her own, each at a slightly different pressure. She counted back the line: thirty-seven direct custodians before her. And now, if she succeeded, it would be her cousin after her.

She put the covers back, two hands each, and checked the seals a final time.

The door behind her gave a little, then opened with a noise like a dog's sigh. Cairn entered in the way only he could, not announcing himself but not hiding either. The same age as her, maybe two months older, but taller and wider in every useful way. His boots were clean but his hands still showed the heel cracks from years of casking.

"Morning," he said, voice flat.

"Is it," she answered, because the sky was still undecided.

He came up beside her, hands at his sides. "How's the culture?"

She motioned him over, and he bent to look without touching. He never touched the crocks unless she asked. He sniffed the air, eyes narrowed. "Acid's right."

She nodded.

"Last transfer ran perfect. No lag."

Another nod.

He looked at her, not a question but a diagnosis. "You're making the call today."

"I am." She didn't fill the silence.

He waited, then said, "I'll keep it going."

She trusted him, but not because she had to. Blood or not, she'd have kicked him out if he was a liability. She trusted him because he was the only other living MacLellan who had never lost a batch to infection. She told him so, once, and he only said, "We listen to the yeast. Rest is noise."

He went through the steps with her, each of them moving in the old order: thermometer, visual, taste. When he sipped from the glass, his jaw tensed but he didn't wince. She marked the time, then closed the record book and slid it to him for signing.

He signed, bigger and messier than she would have liked, but it was done.

"Leaving today?" he said.

"Aye. Soon as the ferry runs."

He looked past her, through the fake window. "When you come back, it'll be the same."

She did not answer. The truth was, it wouldn't. But she liked that he believed it.

They stood in the cool echo for another minute, neither reaching for words.

He finally said, "Americans won't treat it right."

She shrugged. "They'll try. Some of them."

He nodded once, taking that in, then turned to go.

Isla watched him leave, the line of his shoulders unbroken by doubt. She waited for the footsteps to fade before she allowed herself the last ritual. She dipped her finger in the head of foam on the youngest crock and tapped it to her tongue. Sharp, alive, a jolt of voltage. If the yeast was angry, she would have known. If it was afraid, she'd have stayed.

She smoothed the covers one more time. The wool lining was her mother's invention. It kept the temperature even in storms and cold snaps. She pressed her palm to it, then let herself remember her father's last day, which was here and not in the hospital. He'd come to the crocks, coughed twice, and said, "You'll know what to do." Then he left.

She still waited for the day she didn't need to hear it.

At the door she turned, scanning the room so it would print on her memory. The wet-stone scent, the pitch of the ocean, the color of the old beams cut by first light.

When she closed the door, it was with no sound at all.
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The sun didn't so much rise as bleed through the haar, a diffused orange glow somewhere east of Port Ellen. The air already tasted of salt and damp tarmac by the time Isla loaded her satchel into the boot, keys tight in her fist. She reversed out of the gravel and didn't look back at the stillhouse; she knew every angle of that wall, every moss stain, nothing would change for the hour she'd be gone or the year.

Driving off Islay was the same every time, even if this was only the second time she'd left not knowing if she'd come back. The road to the ferry traced the Sound for miles, cliffs cut sharp by the last ice age, sea on her left and bog on her right. The sheep didn't move for the car, and the crows in the verge made their judgment clear from the safety of a fence post.

A little before Port Askaig, she stopped the car. Not because she needed a picture, but because she wanted to register it. The way the cloud sat low over Jura, the way the sun picked out oil rigs on the far horizon, the exact pitch of wind across the bonnet. She breathed three times, just enough for memory, then drove the rest of the way down.

The ferry ran early today. It always did when you were late and never when you were on time. Isla parked on the bottom deck, killed the engine, and ignored the diesel stink. She had no luggage, only the satchel with the culture sealed in its double-wrapped box and her father's worn logbook, tucked between two thermal packs. If the yeast didn't make it, she could always start a new line, but it was a point of pride that hers had never failed.

Up on the passenger deck, she chose the starboard rail and braced her arms against the cold. The wind slapped her hair straight and stung her eyes, but she didn't shield her face. She wanted the shape of it, the force. The boat shuddered as it left the pier, engines gunning harder than needed. The wake pulled away from Islay in an almost-straight white V, clean as a ledger.

She watched the island shrink. In fair weather you could see the Paps of Jura, and beyond them, on a clear day, the mainland, but today the clouds closed in, and Islay was gone before she finished her tea from the galley. She turned the cup in her hands, letting the warmth bleed through. The other passengers kept their distance, a mix of lorry drivers and American tourists, none of them seeing the point of talking to the woman with her face set to the horizon.

Oban looked the way she remembered: wet, small, efficient. She walked off the ferry without waiting for the crowd, cutting through the car queue and straight to her rental. The drive inland was muscle memory, but the light changed. More green, less gray, the hills softer, the sheep even less self-respecting. The towns grew larger, then uglier. By Loch Lomond she had to fight the motorway, a type of driving she hated for its sameness, the lack of terrain to mark progress.

She made it to Glasgow in under three hours. She filled the tank to the mark, returned the car with the seat adjusted just so, and took a bus to the airport. No one looked at her twice.

Glasgow International was loud in the way of all airports, too much steel and glass, nowhere for a sound to settle. She found her gate early, as always, and set up at the furthest end of the waiting area. The terminal was already full of Americans, all with the same plaid scarves and the same over-loud jokes about whiskey with an e. She took out her laptop and opened her research.

She had read everything published on Kentucky bourbon in the last five years. She had climate charts, evaporation curves, yeast trials. She'd paid a graduate student to make a spreadsheet of every distillery in the state and had annotated it herself, color-coded for likely quality of water and willingness to experiment. There was nothing the Americans could do that she couldn't, but she read their papers anyway, just in case.

She re-read the memo she'd written for herself last night. "Do not be charmed. Observe. Learn. Take what's useful. Discard the rest." She read it three times, then closed the file.

When the call came for first boarding, she stood, packed the laptop, and walked to the gate. The man checking tickets didn't look up, only scanned the barcode and handed her the boarding pass. She nodded, took it, and moved down the ramp.

Business class was two-thirds empty. She found her seat, stowed the satchel under the window, and buckled in. She looked at the other passengers, all of them men in suits, all pretending not to be nervous. She checked the culture vial in the box. Still cool, still safe. She settled back.

She kept her eyes open for takeoff. The city fell away, the river a bright scar, and then cloud swallowed everything. For a minute she watched the wing, and then, as the engines found their level, she let her head tilt back.

She didn't think of home. She thought of the yeast, the culture in the vial, what it might become in the hands of strangers. She thought of the Americans, and whether they'd recognize what they were being given.

She closed her eyes. The future was already on the other side of the ocean. All she had to do was deliver it.


Chapter two




The Announcement


Toby leaned back in his leather chair, scanning the headline that glowed on his computer screen: "Historic Collaboration: Scottish Whisky Meets Kentucky Bourbon." The trade publication had used the same adjective—"historic"—that five others had already plastered across their morning editions. He took a slow sip from his coffee mug, letting the familiar bitterness ground him as his office phone lit up for what felt like the thirtieth time that morning. The calls had started at five: journalists, distributors, competitors, all of them hungry for confirmation of what they'd already printed. He set down his mug and reached for the receiver, his expression unchanged.

"Tobias Ransdell," he answered, his voice carrying that measured Kentucky cadence that gave nothing away.

"Toby! Jim Wilkerson with Bourbon Heritage Quarterly." The man's voice was too loud, too eager. "I'm seeing these reports about you and MacLellan—four hundred years of Scottish yeast coming to Kentucky? Is this for real?"

Toby turned his chair to face the window, gazing out at the rolling hills of Elk Trace. Morning light caught the limestone rick house in the distance, painting it gold against the green landscape.

"Jim," he said, neither rushing nor hesitating. "I appreciate your interest. What's been made public is accurate. We're pursuing a collaborative exchange with MacLellan Distillery that honors both traditions."

"But the specifics, Toby—is this a permanent arrangement? Will you be replacing the Gabbard strain? Our readers want to know if this changes the flavor profile of your flagship expressions."

"The Gabbard strain isn't going anywhere." Toby's voice remained level, but a firmness entered it. "This is about creation, not replacement. Beyond that, we'll share details when the time is right."

He ended the call with the same unhurried courtesy with which he'd answered it, knowing full well that Wilkerson hadn't gotten what he wanted. The phone rang again before he could set it down.

The next hour proceeded in much the same fashion. Calls from distributors concerned about allocation changes, industry insiders fishing for exclusive details, even two competitors whose false congeniality barely masked their concern. To each, Toby offered the same measured responses, neither confirming nor denying anything beyond the press release Dee had crafted.

On his computer screen, the headlines multiplied. "Kentucky-Scotland Alliance Reshapes Whiskey Landscape." "Ransdell Breaks Tradition with Foreign Yeast Partnership." "Wall Street Reacts to Cross-Atlantic Spirits Venture." He scrolled through them, noting which outlets understood the significance beyond mere business metrics. Few did.

The direct line from his secretary buzzed. "Mr. Ransdell, Clayton Roberts from American Distiller is on line two. Says it's urgent."

"Thank you, Marian." Toby picked up the line. "Clayton."

"Toby, you sly bastard." Clayton's voice carried the false intimacy of a man who believed three shared convention panels made them confidants. "You've been sitting on this for months, haven't you? My sources say you've been in talks with MacLellan since last fall."

Toby allowed himself a small smile, knowing it wouldn't carry through the phone. "Your sources seem to have quite the imagination."

"Come on, give me something. Is it true the MacLellan woman is coming over herself? Bringing the yeast personally? That's what I'm hearing."

"When we have personnel announcements to make, Clayton, you'll be among the first to know."

The conversation continued, Clayton pushing, Toby deflecting with the ease of a man who'd been protecting family secrets for decades.

After hanging up, Toby stood and walked to the window, stretching his back. The morning had crept toward noon, and he'd accomplished little beyond damage control. He glanced at his watch and calculated the time difference. In Scotland, the day was already winding down. He wondered if Isla MacLellan was fielding similar calls, or if she'd simply shut off her phone and retreated to the stillhouse, letting the yeast speak for her.

A knock at the door pulled him from his thoughts. Shelby entered without waiting for a response, a legal pad clutched in one hand, her posture military-straight. Her hair was pulled back in a severe bun, and she wore the tailored blazer that signaled her professional mode.

"We need to get ahead of the regulatory framework," she said, her voice clipped and formal. She closed the door behind her and approached his desk, sliding the legal pad in front of him.

Toby nodded, gesturing to the chair across from him.

"I've outlined the international biological material transfer requirements." She sat, her spine never touching the chair back. "This ain't just any old yeast swap." Her accent slipped, mountain cadence breaking through the federal polish. "We're talking cross-border biological material transfer, work authorization papers, intellectual property clauses that'll hold water on both sides of the Atlantic."

He scanned her notes, appreciating the meticulous detail. Shelby had organized the requirements into three categories: immediate, short-term, and contingency. Each entry included the relevant regulatory code and deadline.

"You've been thorough," he said.

"Had to be." She leaned forward, tapping a finger on the page. "TTB's gonna scrutinize every aspect of this. You know how they get with anything that looks like foreign influence on American spirits production."

Toby allowed himself a small smile. "Seems like you'd know better than most."

A flicker of acknowledgment crossed her face. "Let's just say I've seen both sides of that particular fence." She flipped to the second page of notes. "The MacLellan woman—Isla—she'll need specific clearances to work in our production facilities. Scotland has its own regulatory body for whisky, and they're even pickier than ours about tradition and methodology."

"And the yeast itself?"

"That's where it gets complicated." Shelby's voice shifted again, formality giving way to the pragmatic directness that was pure Harlan County. "Live cultures cross international borders have their own set of protocols. We'll need verification of origin, certification of non-harmful biological status, and transfer documentation signed by both parties."

Toby leaned back, taking in the magnitude of what they were undertaking. The headlines called it historic, but few understood the layers of complexity—not just in regulation, but in the merging of traditions that had developed oceans apart for centuries.

"Think we can make it work?" he asked, though it wasn't really a question.

Shelby's eyes met his. "It'll work because we'll make it work." No uncertainty there, just the steady determination he'd come to rely on.

He nodded, appreciating both her confidence and her foresight. Where others saw headlines, Shelby saw logistics and legalities that needed navigation.

"I'll have our attorneys review these requirements today," he said. "And I want you on the call with them."

"Already scheduled for two o'clock." She stood, gathering her notes. "One more thing—the MacLellan woman's flight lands tomorrow. Dee will pick her up from Louisville and bring her to Elk Trace."

"Thank you," he said, the simple words carrying his deeper appreciation.

Shelby paused at the door. "This is bigger than people realize, isn't it? Four hundred years of Scottish yeast meeting almost two centuries of Kentucky tradition."

Toby met her gaze. "History doesn't often announce itself in advance, but sometimes you can feel it coming."

She nodded once, then slipped out, leaving him to the ever-ringing phone and the weight of what they were about to undertake.
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Savannah moved her fingers over the glass beakers. The yeast lab at Elk Trace was her domain, scrubbed clean and ordered to her specifications, no different than her grandmother's kitchen where measurements were made by eye and recipes existed only in memory. She held up a culture sample to the light, checking its clarity against the neat rows of fluorescent bulbs overhead, then made a quick note in her log before turning her attention to the papers spread across her workbench.

The MacLellan newsletter had arrived by courier that morning—not email, not digital, but actual paper printed on thick stock that felt substantial between her fingers. Savannah appreciated that. Digital was fine for numbers, but you couldn't feel the weight of tradition in a PDF.

She smoothed the pages, moving her fingertips over the lineage charts that mapped four centuries of continuous yeast culture. The diagrams were dense with information: temperature variations, dormancy periods, revival protocols. Where most distilleries might show a simplified family tree, the MacLellans had documented every branching of their yeast with the kind of precision usually reserved for royal bloodlines.

"Four hunnerd years," she muttered. "That's older'n this whole country."

She reached for her notebook, jotting calculations about temperature variations between Islay and Kentucky. The Scottish island sat at a higher latitude, its climate moderated by the Atlantic, while Kentucky's continental weather swung between extremes. The yeast would need time to acclimate.

"Fifty-five degrees Fahrenheit average in Islay stillhouses," she said to herself, "against our seventy-two in summer." She frowned, checking the chart again. "Gonna need a temperature control system, gradient adjustment over two weeks, minimum."

Her hands moved automatically as she thought, preparing culture medium in a series of small flasks. Each received a precise measure of malted barley extract, carefully pH-balanced water, and a dusting of nutrients. She labeled each with a code that made sense to her alone, marking expected temperature ranges.

So absorbed was she in her preparations that she didn't immediately register Toby's entrance. He stood in the doorway for a moment, watching her work, before stepping into the lab. Still, she didn't look up, transferring medium to the incubator with steady hands.

"Four hunnerd years," she finally said, her voice low as she closed the incubator door. "That's older than this whole country."

Toby approached, hands in his pockets, taking in the transformation of the lab. Where once it had been merely functional, Savannah had reorganized it with care. New shelving had appeared along the east wall, labeled with temperature zones. The cold storage unit had been calibrated to new specifications. She'd even mounted a series of blackboards with chalk notations too technical for most to decipher.

"You've been busy," he observed, not touching anything. He knew better than to disturb her setup.

Savannah nodded, finally turning to face him. "Had to be ready. Can't be puttin' four centuries of history in just any ol' incubator."

Her eyes returned to the newsletter, specifically to a photograph of the MacLellan stillhouse. Stone walls blackened with centuries of fungus, wooden beams worn smooth by time. "Says here they keep the mother culture in crocks. Wool-lined."

"Traditional method," Toby confirmed. "Isla MacLellan's mother designed the wool lining herself."

Savannah's eyebrows lifted slightly, a dramatic reaction by her standards. "That so?"

She moved to another workbench where she'd laid out small ceramic vessels, each nestled in what looked like hand-carded wool. Toby recognized it immediately as the same wool that came from the sheep that grazed the eastern fields of Elk Trace.

"You've made cradles for the cultures," he said.

"Seemed right." She adjusted one slightly. "Temperature fluctuates less with wool buffer. Old-timers knew that. My granddaddy kept his starter wrapped in sheepskin all winter."

Toby watched as she checked each vessel, her movements economical and sure. There was no wasted motion, no unnecessary flourish. Just a woman who understood the living nature of what they worked with.

"The MacLellan yeast—it's maritime-adapted," Savannah said, breaking a silence that had stretched comfortably between them. "Sea air, salt water influence. Newsletter says the wash backs sit in rooms with slits cut to let ocean wind through. We don't have that here."

"No," Toby agreed. "We have limestone and river water instead."

She nodded slowly, considering. "I've set up simulations. Different water mineral content levels. Gonna start testing soon as we get samples." She hesitated, then asked, "They really never shared it before? Not once?"

"Not outside the family," Toby confirmed. "The MacLellans guard their yeast the way we guard the Gabbard strain. Maybe more so."

Savannah's eyes narrowed slightly. "Then why now?"

It was a good question, one that cut to the heart of what they were attempting. Toby chose his words carefully.

"Sometimes traditions meet at the right moment. Isla MacLellan sees something in what we do that resonates with her own heritage."

"Respect," Savannah said simply. She turned back to her preparations. "Respect for the living thing. That's what matters with yeast."

Toby watched as she made a final adjustment to the temperature control, her fingers gentle but certain. There was reverence in how she handled each component, the same care he'd seen when she worked with the Gabbard strain that had been in his family for generations.

"Will you be ready when she arrives?" he asked.

"Been ready," Savannah replied without looking up. But there was something in her voice. A subtle lift that belied her typically flat affect. She was excited, in her quiet, contained way. Excited to work with a culture that had seen more history than most family lines could claim.

Toby nodded, recognizing what went unsaid. For all her mountain pragmatism, Savannah understood the significance of what they were undertaking. Not just a business arrangement, not merely a blending of spirits, but a communion of traditions that had developed oceans apart for centuries.

"I'll leave you to it, then," he said, turning to go.

"Toby," she called after him, her voice stopping him at the door. When he looked back, she was still focused on her work, but she added, "Tell the MacLellan woman her yeast'll be treated proper here."

It was as close to enthusiasm as Savannah ever showed, and Toby smiled as he left her to her preparations. In her work, he saw the promise of what this collaboration might become.
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Dee pressed the phone closer to her ear as the reporter on the other end asked the same question she'd fielded eleven times already that morning. The antique desk clock showed just past eleven. A Breckinridge family heirloom, it had witnessed two centuries of Kentucky politics. She'd been managing the narrative since six, her voice never betraying the fatigue that lingered at the edges of her temples. She straightened in her chair, posture impeccable even with no audience but the walls of the manor's office, and delivered her response with measured clarity.

"No, the MacLellan yeast will not be replacing the Gabbard strain. This is a collaboration, not an acquisition," she explained, her tone conveying both patience and authority. "Elk Trace is exploring the creation of a limited expression that honors both traditions."

The reporter pressed further. "But isn't this unprecedented? The MacLellan family has never shared their yeast outside Scotland, let alone with an American distillery."

"That's precisely what makes this partnership significant," Dee replied, her Kentucky accent polished to a subtle shine that communicated old money without ostentation. "It represents a recognition of shared values—heritage, craft, and respect for tradition—across distilling cultures."

She ended the call, neither abrupt nor lingering, and made a note on the leather-bound pad beside her keyboard. The manor office was her domain, its walnut paneling and green velvet drapes framing the limestone hills beyond the window. Unlike Toby's working office at the distillery, this space balanced function with heritage, the perfect backdrop for managing the family's public face.

Her computer screen displayed her draft press release alongside the morning's industry coverage. She'd arranged the windows: her own carefully crafted language on the left, the media's interpretation on the right. Most headlines echoed the messaging she'd provided. "Historic Collaboration," "Tradition Meets Tradition," "Atlantic Alliance in Spirits."

But one headline caught her attention. The Distiller's Report, an industry insider publication with a reputation for sharp analysis, had gone with "MacLellan-Ransdell Deal Signals Industry Disruption." The subhead was even more pointed: "Traditional Kentucky Producers Face International Challenge."

Dee's expression didn't change as she clicked the article and scanned its contents. The piece suggested that the collaboration signaled vulnerability in American bourbon's market position, framing it as a defensive move rather than an initiative born of mutual respect. She highlighted a particularly pointed paragraph and forwarded it to her media monitoring service without comment. They would track the author's future pieces and the article's pickup rate.

Her phone rang again. The caller ID displayed Franklin Distributors, their second-largest distribution partner. She took a sip of water, reset her expression, and answered.

"Cordelia Breckinridge."

"Dee, it's Martin." The voice on the other end carried the forced joviality of someone masking concern with backslapping familiarity. "Just calling about this MacLellan business. Some of our buyers are asking questions."

"What sort of questions, Martin?" She kept her tone warm but neutral.

"Well, allocation mainly. If you're producing a new expression, does that mean cuts to existing lines? Our accounts have projected volumes based on current output."

Dee had anticipated this concern. It had been item three on her morning prep sheet.

"Martin, I can assure you that existing allocations remain unchanged. The collaboration expression would be additional, not replacement. In fact," she added, introducing the strategic point she'd developed with Toby the previous evening, "select distributors with strong performance metrics will have priority access to the initial release."

She heard the shift in Martin's breathing, interest overtaking concern. "Priority access? That's something we'd certainly want to discuss."

"I thought you might." She allowed herself a small smile. "I'll have specifics for you next month, once production parameters are finalized."

By the time she ended the call, Martin had transformed from worried partner to enthusiastic advocate. She made another note, then checked her schedule. Three more distributor calls, a brief with their industry association representative, and then preparation for Toby's television interview tomorrow.

Dee opened a new document and began drafting talking points. The key messages flowed from her fingers with ease: historic collaboration, mutual respect between traditions, limited expression that honors both heritage streams. She crafted responses to potential difficult questions, reframing each as an opportunity:

"Is Kentucky bourbon losing its distinctive identity?" became a chance to highlight how American whiskey had always evolved through respectful adoption and adaptation.

"Are Scottish methods superior to traditional Kentucky techniques?" transformed into a discussion of complementary approaches, each suited to their environment and history.

"Is this just a marketing gimmick?" opened the door to explaining the genuine technical exchange and centuries of parallel craftsmanship.

She reviewed each point, testing it for weakness, revising where needed. This was her element. Not the distillery floor with its technical parameters, but the careful architecture of public perception. She had been raised for this, groomed since childhood to manage the delicate interplay of truth and presentation that constituted public life in Kentucky society.

Her computer chimed with an email notification. The subject line read "MacLellan Arrival – Final Itinerary." She opened it, scanning the details. Isla MacLellan would land tomorrow afternoon. The guest suite was prepared according to the specifications they'd received. No floral arrangements, windows that opened, specific water requirements. Dee had overseen each detail personally.

She sat back, allowing herself a moment of reflection. This collaboration was significant beyond its business implications. Two families, each with lengthy traditions, each fiercely protective of their heritage, coming together not through necessity but choice. It was the kind of alliance that her own family would understand. Tradition meeting tradition, strength recognizing strength.

The intercom on her desk buzzed softly. "Ms. Breckinridge, Mr. Harmon from Spirits Business magazine is on line two."

Dee straightened, reset her expression, and picked up the phone. "Steven, good morning. Yes, I have a few moments to discuss the MacLellan collaboration."

As she launched into the carefully constructed narrative, her eyes moved to the window, where the limestone rick houses stood in silent witness to generations of Ransdell whiskey-making. Tomorrow, a woman would arrive carrying four centuries of Scottish tradition in a carefully protected vial. And Dee would be there, ensuring that every aspect of that arrival served the story they were crafting together. A story of heritage, respect, and the careful stewardship of legacy.

Her voice never wavered, her cadence remained measured, and if anyone had been watching, they would have seen only the polished exterior of a woman born to this role. But behind her careful words was a deeper appreciation for what they were undertaking. Not merely a business arrangement, but a communion of histories that predated the nation itself.
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Evening settled over Elk Trace like a cashmere blanket. In the master bedroom of the manor, lamplight cast amber shadows across the walnut panels. Toby sat against the headboard, reading glasses perched low on his nose as he reviewed the final press materials for tomorrow's announcements. The day's tension had eased from his shoulders but lingered in the careful way he turned each page, his attention to detail unwavering even in these private hours.

Dee reclined beside him, her head resting on his shoulder, blonde hair spilling across the dark fabric of his t-shirt. She scrolled through emails on her tablet, occasionally making small sounds of approval or disapproval at what she found there. Her silk robe, the blue-green of Kentucky bluegrass in spring, draped across her legs. The weight of her against him felt as familiar as his own heartbeat.

The bathroom door opened, releasing a cloud of steam. Shelby emerged wearing only a tank top, her hair damp from the shower, legs bare and tanned from days spent walking the distillery grounds. Water droplets still clung to her shoulders, catching the light as she moved toward the bed.

"Water pressure's finally right," she said. The polish was gone from her voice.

Savannah followed moments later, carrying two cut-crystal glasses of bourbon. Her movements were economical. She handed one glass to Dee, her fingers brushing the other woman's wrist in a brief but deliberate touch that spoke of established intimacy. The second glass she placed on Toby's nightstand before settling at the foot of the bed, her eyes taking in the scene with quiet assessment.

Toby's hand found Shelby's thigh as she sat on the edge of the bed, his fingers tracing a familiar path along the muscle there. She leaned into his touch without thinking, a response conditioned by months of such moments.

"Press materials look good," he said, nodding toward the papers in his lap. "Dee's messaging is clear. Nothing that commits us beyond what we've already decided."

"MacLellan arrives tomorrow," Savannah said, pulling her legs up to sit cross-legged. Unlike the others, she wore a simple t-shirt and shorts, uninterested in the subtle signals of fabric and cut. "Lab's ready. Temperature controls set."

Dee looked up from her tablet. "Suite is prepared. I'll be picking her up. All the arrangements we discussed." She took a sip of her bourbon, her lipstick leaving a perfect imprint on the glass. "Martin from Franklin Distributors called today. Initially concerned about allocations, but I redirected him. He'll be an advocate now, not a problem."

Toby nodded, appreciating her skill. "And the regulatory framework?"

"I filed everything this afternoon," Shelby said. Her hand moved to cover his where it rested on her thigh. "TTB knows we're playing by their rules. No surprises."

The conversation flowed with the ease of people who shared not just a bed but a purpose. They moved between professional matters and personal comfort without seams, the transition as smooth as good whiskey across the tongue. Toby watched them as they spoke, these three women who had found their way to him and to each other, each bringing her own strength to their shared life.

When the business talk had run its course, a comfortable silence settled over them. Toby reached for his bourbon, took a sip that warmed his throat, then set both the glass and the press materials aside. He removed his reading glasses and placed them deliberately on the nightstand.

The atmosphere in the room shifted with that simple action. Shelby's posture straightened almost imperceptibly. Savannah's eyes darkened. Dee's scrolling finger stilled on her tablet.

Toby moved his hand from Shelby's thigh to her neck, fingers threading into her damp hair. He pulled her toward him with gentle but unmistakable authority, bringing her mouth to his. She yielded immediately, lips parting as she leaned into the kiss. When he released her, her breath came quicker, her eyes half-closed.

"Put the tablet away," he said to Dee, his voice dropping to the lower register that signaled his shift from business to pleasure.

She complied without hesitation, placing it beside his discarded glasses. He turned to her, tangling his hand in her hair as he drew her into a deep kiss. Where Shelby had melted, Dee arched against him, pressing herself closer. Her silk robe slid from one shoulder, revealing the lace beneath.

Savannah moved behind Shelby, sliding her hands under the tank top to find bare skin. Shelby arched back against her, eyes closing as Savannah traced upward, finding her breasts with ease. There was nothing tentative in Savannah's touch. She knew what Shelby wanted, what made her breath catch, what would make her surrender later.

Toby broke his kiss with Dee, keeping his hand firm in her hair. "Take off the robe," he said, not a request but a command delivered with quiet certainty.

Dee's eyes held his as she untied the sash and let the silk fall open. Beneath it, she wore only a lace bralette and matching panties, the delicate fabric a deliberate contrast to the authority of her daytime persona.

"Beautiful," Toby murmured, his free hand tracing the curve of her waist. He looked past her to where Savannah was now pulling Shelby's tank top over her head, revealing her naked torso to the warm bedroom air. "All of you."

He released Dee's hair, allowing her to move back slightly. She turned toward Shelby and Savannah, reaching to help as they removed the rest of their clothes. Toby watched, appreciating the familiar choreography. Dee's manicured fingers contrasted with Savannah's ones as they both worked to undress Shelby, while Shelby's composure dissolved under their combined attention.

Toby stood from the bed, removing his own clothes unhurriedly. He didn't need to direct them now. They knew what he wanted, what they all wanted. The polycule had developed its own gravity, each of them orbiting the others in patterns established through months of exploration and trust.

When he returned to the bed, naked now, Dee lay stretched across the sheets, hair fanned around her. Shelby knelt between her legs, while Savannah dragged her mouth across Shelby's back, hands sliding between her thighs from behind.

Toby settled against the headboard and drew Dee toward him. She looked up at him, clear-eyed and knowing, before taking his cock in her mouth.

"That's it," he said, voice low, one hand stroking her hair. "Just like that."

He watched as Shelby lowered her mouth to Dee's pussy. Savannah's focus remained on Shelby, working her fingers inside her while gripping her hip with her other hand, holding her steady.

The room filled with the sounds of their pleasure, each touch building on months of learning what brought the others to the edge and over it. Toby directed with small gestures and quiet words, shifting positions, guiding transitions, his dominance expressed through control rather than force.

"Come up here," he told Shelby after Dee's first orgasm had rippled through her. Shelby moved up the bed, straddling Dee's face while Savannah took her place between Dee's legs. The visual of them together made Toby's cock throb with anticipation. Shelby's controlled surrender, Dee's elegant submission, Savannah's primal focus.

When he finally guided himself into Shelby from behind, with Dee's tongue working between them and Savannah's mouth on Dee, the connection was complete. The polycule functioned by each giving pleasure, each receiving, none left untouched or unsatisfied.

And as release claimed each of them in turn, the night settled around them like the angel's share, sweet and invisible.


Chapter three




The Drive from Louisville


Dee Breckinridge stood at the spot where first-class passengers would emerge from customs. Not among the cluster of drivers with name placards, not with the families pressing against the barrier, but apart. Her phone remained in her hand, not because she needed it but because it offered the appearance of purpose. Isla MacLellan's flight had landed seventeen minutes ago. Customs at Louisville International rarely took more than twenty-three.

She scanned the monitors again, confirming the flight's status: ARRIVED. The MacLellan collaboration represented the most significant initiative Elk Trace had undertaken in a decade. Not merely a business arrangement but a confluence of traditions separated by an ocean and centuries of independent development. The press had called it historic. Dee had crafted that narrative herself, knowing the weight it would carry, but standing here, she felt the truth of it beyond the messaging.

The double doors swung open. Dee scanned each emerging passenger, then her attention fixed on a woman moving with unmistakable purpose. Isla MacLellan did not hesitate or search the faces in the waiting area. She moved with the certainty of someone who expected to be found rather than to find. Her copper-red hair was pulled back severely, practical rather than styled. She wore a charcoal blazer over a simple blouse, wool trousers, and carried only a leather satchel clutched close to her body, her fingers wrapped tight around the strap crossing her chest.

Dee recognized the hold as protecting something valuable. The yeast. Four hundred years of Scottish tradition, transported across an ocean in that unassuming bag.

Their eyes met, and Dee stepped forward, eliminating the need for awkward searching. "Ms. MacLellan," she said, her voice calibrated to carry just far enough. "Welcome to Kentucky."

"Ms. Breckinridge," Isla replied, her Scottish accent noticeable but not thick, the cadence direct. "Thank you for the collection." No smile, no manufactured warmth, just acknowledgment of a task completed as agreed. Her eyes, a clear green that caught the fluorescent airport lighting, were assessing rather than tired from the transatlantic journey.

"Do you have checked luggage?" Dee asked, already knowing the answer from the manifest she'd reviewed that morning.

"One bag." Isla nodded toward the carousel. "Black, standard size."

They moved together toward baggage claim, neither attempting conversation beyond necessity. Dee noticed how Isla walked with a spine that was straight but not rigid. The satchel never shifted from its position against her side.

The baggage claim area was crowded with a tour group in matching T-shirts, their excited chatter filling the space. Dee navigated around them with ease, never quite touching anyone while maintaining their direct path. The regional director for the bourbon association caught her eye. She acknowledged him with a precise nod, neither inviting conversation nor appearing rude. Isla noticed the exchange, her eyes tracking the interaction before returning to the carousel.

"The MacLellan distillery has never shared its yeast before," Dee observed. Not small talk. Context.

"No." Isla's response was as economical as her luggage. After a moment, she added, "Neither has Ransdell."

A black suitcase appeared on the carousel. Isla identified it with a small nod, and Dee stepped forward to retrieve it. The suitcase was solid but not new, utilitarian rather than expensive. Dee noted the weight. Isla had packed for efficiency and not for an extended stay.

As they moved toward the exit, Dee observed how other passengers glanced at them. Two women in business attire, neither smiling nor chatting, moving with shared purpose. They looked like colleagues, perhaps, but not friends. Dee acknowledged another bourbon industry associate with a slight tip of her head as they passed.

"You maintain connections everywhere," Isla observed as they approached the airport exit.

"Kentucky is a small state in the ways that matter," Dee replied. Her keys were already in hand as they stepped into the humid afternoon. May in Louisville carried weight after the climate-controlled airport, pressing against skin and clothing.

Dee's car waited when they entered short-term parking, the sleek black Audi looking as if it had been placed rather than parked. The airport security officer standing nearby had ensured it remained undisturbed. Dee nodded to him, a relationship established through years of arrivals and departures, maintained with appropriate holiday acknowledgments and the occasional bottle from Elk Trace's mid-tier lines.

She opened the trunk and placed Isla's suitcase inside with care. Isla remained standing at the passenger door, her satchel still secured across her body, making no move to relinquish it.

"The temperature-controlled compartment is in the back seat," Dee said, closing the trunk. "If you require it for your sample."

Isla's expression remained unchanged, but Isla adjusted her grip on the strap. "It's stable for twelve hours at ambient temperature. The car will do."

Dee opened the passenger door, then walked around to the driver's side. As she settled into the leather seat, she noted how Isla finally adjusted the satchel, moving it to her lap once seated rather than placing it on the floor or back seat. The bag remained within her direct control.

"The drive to Elk Trace is approximately one hour," Dee said, starting the engine. "Depending on traffic."

Isla nodded once, her gaze already fixed on the landscape beyond the window as they pulled away from the terminal. Neither woman reached for the radio. The silence between them was not uncomfortable but deliberate, each processing the initial measure of the other, storing observations for later use.

As they merged onto the highway, Dee glanced briefly at her passenger. Isla MacLellan was exactly as Toby had described from their video calls. The question that remained was whether the yeast she carried would prove as adaptable as the woman herself would need to be in the Kentucky heat they were driving toward.
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The interstate gave way to state highways, then to narrower county roads as they left Louisville's sprawl behind. Traffic thinned with each transition, the landscape shifting from strip malls to open fields, from billboards to fence lines. Dee drove with the ease of someone who knew exactly where she was going.

"Elk Trace currently maintains a production capacity of three million proof gallons annually," Dee said, her tone neither proud nor modest but factual. "Barrel inventory stands at approximately one hundred and twenty thousand, with an average age of seven years. Market position is primarily premium and ultra-premium, with seventy-eight percent of revenue derived from the Reserve and Legacy collections."

Isla nodded once, absorbing the information. Her hands remained resting on the satchel in her lap.

"And distribution?" she asked. Not her first question, but her first priority. "How broadly are your products placed?"

"Forty-seven states domestically. Twenty-three countries internationally, with primary markets in the UK, Japan, and Germany," Dee replied. "The MacLellan collaboration would initially be allocated to twelve markets with established appreciation for limited expressions."

The road curved around a limestone outcropping, revealing a valley spread below them. Dee continued.

"Toby Ransdell is our master distiller. Seventh generation. He runs production and blending. Shelby Hensley handles legal and compliance. Savannah Caudill is our Assistant Master Distiller and yeast specialist. You'll be working primarily with her."

"How does the Gabbard yeast strain perform in summer fermentation temperatures? Your summers are considerably warmer than what our strain experiences on Islay."

Dee noted the shift in energy without changing her own demeanor. "The Gabbard strain has adapted to temperature fluctuations between sixty-eight and eighty-two degrees Fahrenheit during peak summer. We maintain climate control in the fermentation rooms, but there are natural variations. Efficiency drops approximately four percent during July and August, but flavor compounds actually intensify."

"And when introducing new strains?" Isla pressed.

"Savannah has protocols for gradual temperature acclimation. She's prepared a controlled environment specifically for your culture."

They passed a horse farm, white plank fencing stretching along the roadside. Thoroughbreds grazed on grass that glowed emerald in the afternoon sun. Neither woman commented on it, though Dee noticed Isla's eyes tracking the scene.

"What's the water mineral profile from your limestone spring?" Isla asked, turning back from the window. "I've reviewed the published data, but those analyses are often incomplete."

"Calcium carbonate at one-hundred twenty parts per million. Magnesium at eighteen. Iron content below detectable levels," Dee answered without hesitation. "pH averages 7.3, with minimal seasonal variation. The limestone filtration removes most iron while preserving essential minerals. It's similar to Speyside water rather than island sources."

Isla's eyebrows rose slightly. "You're familiar with Scottish regional water variations."

"I make it my business to understand what affects our product," Dee said, neither apologetic nor boastful. "The water chemistry comparison was part of our initial compatibility assessment for this collaboration."

The road narrowed further as they entered bourbon country proper. Old distillery signs marked the boundaries between properties that had operated since before Prohibition. Dee noted how Isla took in these markers, her gaze lingering on the dates displayed on weathered signs.

"Has Savannah worked with non-native cultures before?" Isla asked after they passed a roadside marker noting the county's establishment in 1792, the year Kentucky entered the Union.

"She's worked with three imported strains for experimental batches. A Belgian ale yeast, a Japanese whisky variant, and a wild strain from Virginia. None were commercial releases." Dee took a gentle curve without slowing. "But her expertise is in adaptation. She comes from a moonshining family that's been cultivating yeasts in the Appalachian mountains for generations."

This earned another slight lift of Isla's eyebrows. "Clandestine distillation has a long tradition on Islay as well. The excisemen were particularly hated."

"Some things transcend oceans," Dee acknowledged, the closest they'd come to shared sentiment.

Fields gave way to more horse farms, thoroughbreds moving across pastures like liquid wealth. The Kentucky countryside unfolded around them, rolling hills carpeted in bluegrass. The limestone beneath enriched everything that grew above it. Isla studied it all with quiet assessment, her eyes missing nothing.

"Your soil composition must affect your grain profile significantly," she observed. "Our barley grows on peat and thin coastal soil. Entirely different mineral uptake."

"Our corn benefits most from the limestone," Dee confirmed. "High calcium creates a distinctive sweetness you don't find in corn grown elsewhere. Our rye and barley are mostly imported from further north. The climate here isn't ideal for either."

They passed through a small town with a courthouse square and a single traffic light. Local men in work clothes stood outside a hardware store, nodding to the passing car with the instinctive recognition of an unfamiliar vehicle in familiar territory. Dee noticed how Isla cataloged these details, building a mental map of the environment her yeast would inhabit.

"Upon arrival," Dee said as they left the town behind, "you'll be shown to the guest suite in the main house. I've scheduled an initial meeting with Toby and Savannah for tomorrow morning to discuss integration protocols. The yeast lab has been prepared according to your specifications."

"I'll need to check the culture immediately upon arrival," Isla said. "It's stable, but I prefer to verify status after transport."

"Of course. The suite has the refrigeration unit you requested. Savannah can meet you this evening if you prefer to transfer the culture directly to her."

Isla shook her head once. "Tomorrow is soon enough. I'd like to assess the environment first."

The road began a gentle climb, cresting a hill that revealed the first glimpse of Elk Trace in the distance. Limestone buildings clustered around copper-topped structures that caught the afternoon sun. Silos and rickhouses stood in neat formations. The main house sat on its own rise, overlooking everything with the quiet authority of old money.

Dee glanced at her passenger, noting how Isla straightened slightly at the sight, her hands adjusting their position on the satchel. The Scottish woman's expression remained unchanged, but her focus had intensified, taking in every detail of what would be her professional home for the coming months.

"We'll be arriving in approximately twelve minutes," Dee said, returning her attention to the road as it wound down toward the valley where Elk Trace waited.

Isla nodded, her gaze fixed on the approaching distillery complex. "Thank you for the briefing, Ms. Breckinridge."

"Dee," she corrected, the first personal note she'd offered. "We'll be working closely."

"Isla, then," the Scottish woman replied with equal economy. The formality remained in her posture, but the acknowledgment was made.

The car continued its descent toward Elk Trace, carrying two women and four hundred years of living history toward a convergence neither could fully predict.
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The road to Elk Trace curved between ancient oaks, their branches forming a cathedral ceiling that dappled the asphalt with shadow and light. As they emerged from this natural tunnel, the full expanse of the distillery complex spread before them as a carefully arranged collection of buildings that had accumulated over generations. Isla leaned forward slightly, her first visible indication of genuine interest. Dee slowed the car, allowing her guest the courtesy of a proper first impression.

"The original stillhouse," Dee said, indicating a limestone structure with windows that had been cut larger over time, evolving with the demands of production. "Built in 1868, still operational for our heritage line."

Isla's eyes tracked the building, noting the copper roof that had weathered to a distinctive green patina, the stone walls blackened in places by decades of the angel's share escaping and feeding the distillery fungus. She nodded once, a professional recognition.

"The rickhouses," Dee continued, gesturing toward a series of imposing structures that marched up the gentle slope to their right. "Numbers one through seven date from before Prohibition. Eight through twelve were added in the fifties. The newest three are on the far side, constructed with modern climate control but traditional rack spacing."

"Seven-story?" Isla asked, her attention now fixed on the rickhouses.

"The original seven. The newer ones are nine."

The car followed the main drive, passing a copper column still gleaming in the afternoon sun that had been preserved as a monument to earlier methods. Isla noted it without comment, though Dee observed how her fingers tightened slightly on the satchel in her lap.

"Visitor center to the left. Administrative offices beyond that. The production facility is the larger complex behind the original stillhouse. We've maintained historically accurate exteriors with modernized interiors."

They turned onto a narrower drive that curved up toward the manor house. Built of the same limestone as the distillery buildings but with more elaborate detailing, it commanded the highest point on the property. Three stories of Kentucky Federal architecture with a columned entrance that spoke to both tradition and authority.

"The manor dates from 1872," Dee said as they approached. "The east wing was added in 1884. We maintain residences for key personnel on the grounds, but the main house serves as the family home and includes guest accommodations."

The drive ended in a circular courtyard before the front entrance. Dee parked the car in the allotted space, the tires stopping at the edge of the decorative brick pattern. A staff member in a dark uniform appeared at the top of the steps, ready to assist but waiting for their exit before approaching.

"Your suite is in the east wing. Second floor, corner position. It has the morning light you specified." Dee turned off the engine and released her seat belt. "Samuel will see to your luggage."

Isla nodded, gathering her satchel closer as she prepared to exit. The car's climate control had maintained a steady seventy degrees throughout their journey. Outside, the Kentucky spring afternoon waited.

Dee opened her door first, stepping out with ease. She watched as Isla followed, then saw the exact moment when the heat hit her. The Scottish woman's step faltered almost imperceptibly as she emerged into air that felt like a physical entity. May in Kentucky carried weight. Humidity that clung to skin and clothing, heat that penetrated layers instantly. For a woman accustomed to the cool, dry climate of Scotland's northern islands, the effect was immediate.

Her wool blazer became an instrument of torture in the Kentucky afternoon. Her already fair complexion flushed as her body attempted to adjust to the temperature differential. She did not gasp or comment, but Dee noticed the quick intake of breath, the momentary widening of eyes.

Dee glanced once at the wool clothing, a brief assessment rather than judgment. "The guest suite has air conditioning," she said, her tone unchanged. "I'd use it."

She turned to the staff member who had descended the steps. "Samuel, Ms. MacLellan's luggage is in the trunk."

"Yes, Ms. Breckinridge." Samuel moved to retrieve the suitcase. His glance took in Isla's inappropriate attire and flushed complexion, but his expression revealed nothing. He'd worked at Elk Trace long enough to understand discretion.

"Dinner is at seven," Dee continued, walking toward the steps. "Samuel will see to whatever you need this evening."

Isla nodded, refusing to acknowledge the heat verbally. Sweat now traced a visible path along her temple, and her grip on the satchel had tightened, but her posture remained upright and her pace steady as she followed Dee up the limestone steps.

The manor's entrance opened into a foyer with high ceilings and hardwood floors polished to a mirror shine. A grand staircase curved up to the second floor. Portraits of Ransdell ancestors lined the walls, their expressions as reserved as their descendants'. The temperature inside was notably cooler, though not yet the full relief of modern air conditioning.

"This way," Dee said, leading Isla toward the east wing. Their footsteps echoed on the hardwood, then softened as they passed onto a runner of muted blue and gold. "The house tour can wait until tomorrow if you'd prefer to settle in."

"Thank you." Isla's voice betrayed no discomfort, though a drop of sweat now traced its way down her neck. Her self-control was impressive, if unnecessary. Kentucky heat was a force of nature, not a personal failing.

They passed a formal sitting room, a library with floor-to-ceiling shelves, and a smaller morning room before reaching the corridor that led to the east wing. Samuel followed at a discreet distance with the luggage.

"Your suite is the third door," Dee said. "The thermostat controls are beside the entry. Dinner is informal but not casual. Mr. Ransdell and the others will join us in the dining room."

Isla nodded, processing the information while visibly fighting the discomfort of her wool layers in the humid air. "I'll be ready at seven."

They reached the door to the guest suite, and Dee gestured for Samuel to place the suitcase inside. She produced a brass key on a leather fob embossed with the Elk Trace logo.

"This building predates electronic locks," she explained, handing it to Isla. "We've preserved certain historical elements. Your privacy is assured."

Isla accepted the key, her fingers leaving a damp impression on the leather. "Thank you for the collection and orientation."

Dee nodded once, acknowledging the thanks without elaborating. "I'll leave you to settle in. Samuel, please ensure Ms. MacLellan has everything she requires."

"Of course, Ms. Breckinridge." Samuel stepped back, allowing Isla access to the door.

Isla paused at the threshold, her composure intact despite the growing evidence of her physical discomfort. The acknowledgment had been Dee's glance at her wool clothing, not words. And Isla had clearly understood that language.

"Until dinner," Isla said, stepping into the suite.

Dee nodded and turned, walking back toward the main part of the house. She didn't look back, granting her guest the dignity of privacy for what would undoubtedly be an immediate removal of that wool blazer the moment the door closed.
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The door closed behind Isla with a solid weight that spoke of old wood and quality craftsmanship. She stood motionless for five seconds, allowing her eyes to adjust to the dimmer light while she welcomed the blessed relief of air conditioning. Without ceremony, she removed her blazer, hanging it on the back of a nearby chair. Her blouse clung to her skin, damp with sweat she wouldn't acknowledge. The room had windows that faced east, minimal décor, and high ceilings that allowed air to circulate properly. A suite designed for function, not decoration. She approved.

The space was larger than necessary but not ostentatious. A sitting area with two armchairs flanked a small writing desk positioned before the eastern windows. The bedroom portion held a queen bed with simple linens in a muted blue. The bathroom door stood ajar, revealing marble and porcelain in classic proportions. On the writing desk, a carafe of water with no ice.

Isla moved to the thermostat and lowered the temperature two degrees. She would adapt to this climate on her terms, gradually. Her suitcase waited beside an antique chest of drawers, but her attention remained on the satchel still secured across her body. She placed it carefully on the bed before moving to wash her hands in the bathroom sink, scrubbing thoroughly.

Returning to the satchel, she unzipped the main compartment and removed a sealed container approximately the size of a hardcover book. The container was triple-walled for thermal protection. She placed it on the desk and opened the first two layers, revealing a sealed glass vial nestled in foam.

Isla lifted the vial to the window light, examining the contents. Four hundred years of continuous cultivation, thirty-seven custodians before her, transported across an ocean for the first time in its existence.

She checked the digital temperature strip on the vial's side: 17°C. Within acceptable parameters. The seal remained intact, the pressure indicators showing no concerning fluctuations during transport. She inserted a small digital probe into the monitoring port and recorded the readings in a notebook retrieved from her satchel.

The small refrigerator in the corner of the room hummed quietly. She opened it, finding it already set to the exact temperature she had specified: 4°C, calibrated to within half a degree. She placed the sealed container on the middle shelf, positioning it in the center, then closed the door. The yeast would rest tonight. Tomorrow would begin its introduction to its Kentucky future.

With the culture secured, Isla turned to her suitcase. She unpacked. Clothing hung or folded, toiletries arranged in the bathroom in order of use, electronic devices placed on the desk with their charging cables neatly coiled. Within twelve minutes, all evidence of travel had been erased.

She showered, letting cool water sluice away the airplane staleness and Kentucky sweat. When she emerged, wrapped in a towel, she stood before the closet considering her options. For dinner at seven. Informal but not casual, Breckinridge had said. Isla selected linen trousers in a deep green that wouldn't show wrinkles too badly, paired with a cream silk blouse. Concession to the climate without surrendering her standards.

At precisely 6:57, she descended the grand staircase. Samuel appeared in the foyer as if summoned by her footsteps.

"This way to the dining room, Ms. MacLellan," he said, leading her through the main hall to a room at the back of the house overlooking a stone terrace and gardens beyond.

The dining room balanced grandeur and restraint. A long table that could seat sixteen set for just five tonight, crystal that caught the evening light, silver that had been polished by generations of hands. Tobias Ransdell stood at the head of the table, conversing quietly with a woman Isla hadn't met yet. Dee Breckinridge was already seated.

Introductions were made with minimal ceremony. Shelby Hensley, the legal and compliance officer, had a firm handshake. Savannah Caudill, the Assistant Master Distiller and yeast specialist, offered a nod rather than a hand, her assessment direct and unadorned. Tobias—"Toby, please"—Ransdell matched Isla's own economy of movement, neither rushing nor lingering as he welcomed her to Elk Trace.

The meal proceeded pleasantly. Conversation flowed around business matters, distillery operations, weather patterns that would affect this year's grain harvest. Isla observed more than she spoke. The dynamics between these people were professional certainly, but with undercurrents she couldn't yet interpret.

When the main course was served, Isla asked her single question of the evening.

"Your rickhouse rotation schedule," she said, directing her words to Toby. "I noticed the buildings are positioned to catch different exposures. Do you rotate barrels based on seasonal temperature variations or maintain fixed positions?"

"Both," Toby answered, meeting her directness with his own. "Core inventory remains fixed to maintain consistency. Experimental batches are rotated seasonally. We've mapped temperature and humidity variations in each building down to the individual rack position."

Isla nodded once, absorbing this. She noted how each of the women reacted. Savannah assessed Isla's reaction, Shelby's eyes narrowed slightly at the question's implications for production schedules, and Dee registered all these subtle shifts without changing her expression.

The meal concluded at a reasonable hour. Isla excused herself with appropriate gratitude but no unnecessary elaboration. "I'll be ready at eight tomorrow for the lab introduction," she said as she departed. Samuel appeared to escort her back to her suite, though she had already memorized the route.

Alone in her room, Isla moved to the eastern window. Night had fallen fully now, but exterior lighting illuminated the distillery complex below. She could make out the shapes of the rickhouses, the distinctive silhouette of the copper still tops, the geometric arrangement of buildings that had evolved over nearly two centuries.

The scale was larger than she had anticipated. Not just in physical size, though Elk Trace was indeed larger than the MacLellan distillery on Islay, but in the scope of the operation. The production capacity Dee had cited was nearly six times that of MacLellan's annual output.

And the people were not what she had expected either. She had anticipated American brashness, perhaps, or Southern charm deployed as strategy. Instead, she had found precision in Dee Breckinridge, steady authority in Toby Ransdell, wary assessment in Savannah Caudill, and controlled competence in Shelby Hensley. They were serious about their craft, not performers playing at tradition.

Isla checked the refrigerator once more before preparing for bed. The culture remained stable, waiting for tomorrow. She would test it in the morning before transferring it to the lab, ensuring its health after transport. Then would begin the real work of determining whether four hundred years of Scottish maritime yeast could adapt to limestone water and Kentucky heat.

She stood again at the window, watching the lights of the distillery complex below. The MacLellan yeast had survived wars, prohibition, changing tastes, and the rise and fall of empires. It had never left Scotland before today. Whether this American experiment would become a footnote in its long history or the beginning of a new chapter remained to be seen.

What was clear was that Elk Trace was something with its own integrity, its own tradition. Something that might, perhaps, be worthy of what she had brought across an ocean in trust.

Isla closed the curtains and turned away from the window. Tomorrow would begin the real assessment of compatibility. They would learn whether these two traditions could find common ground in the living medium of yeast, water, grain, and oak.


Chapter four




The Distillery


The pale light of a Kentucky dawn had barely breached the horizon when Isla checked the culture vial for the third time. The yeast remained stable, its temperature holding at 4°C despite the journey. She noted the reading in her log with the same care she'd used for every morning check in the MacLellan stillhouse, the ritual unchanged though everything else had shifted. Her body insisted it was early afternoon, not dawn, but she compartmentalized that dissonance as she'd been trained to do. Time was a construct. The yeast's needs were not.

A knock at her door came at six-thirty. She opened it to find Tobias Ransdell—Toby, as he'd insisted—standing with his weight balanced evenly between both feet, his posture neither casual nor rigid but a man comfortable in his authority.

"Good morning," he said, the words carrying the soft edges of his Kentucky drawl. "I trust you slept well enough, considering."

"Well enough," Isla replied, though sleep had been fitful at best, her body fighting both the strange bed and the six-hour displacement. Her voice betrayed none of this. "I've checked the culture. It's stable."

Toby nodded once, absorbing this information without surprise. "I thought we might take my route through the distillery today," he said, "rather than the visitor path. See the operation as it stands, not as we present it."

Isla registered the significance immediately. This was a master distiller offering access to the working heart of Elk Trace to a peer.

"I'd appreciate that," she said simply.

They walked in step down the manor's grand staircase. The house was quiet, the staff moving to prepare for the day. Toby led her through a side door rather than the main entrance, down a gravel path that curved around formal gardens just beginning to emerge from the blue-gray light of early morning.

"We'll start with the mashing operation," he said, "then move to fermentation, distillation, and finish in Barrelhouse Number One."

He didn't elaborate, didn't explain why he'd chosen this particular sequence. He didn't need to. Any master distiller worth the title understood that this progression followed the bourbon's own journey from grain to spirit to maturation.

They rounded a corner, and the full production facility came into view as an integrated complex that had grown organically over generations. Toby proceeded directly to a simple metal door marked "Employees Only," bypassing the columned entrance where tours would later gather. He held the door, and Isla stepped through.

Islay's maritime climate had its own damp quality. This was different. Warm, close, almost tropical compared to Scotland's cool mists. Her body, calibrated to island weather, registered immediate protest. Small beads of sweat formed at her hairline within seconds.

Isla gave no outward sign of discomfort. Her posture remained straight, her pace unchanged. Only the faintest flush across her cheekbones betrayed her body's reaction to the climate shift.

Toby noticed, but he offered no comment. This wasn't a test, but it was an assessment, and they both knew it.

"Our primary mash bill is seventy-two percent corn, eighteen percent rye, and ten percent malted barley," he said as they proceeded down a corridor that thrummed with the distant machinery of production. "For the high-rye expressions, we adjust to sixty-four, twenty-six, and ten."

"What's your average fermentation time?" Isla asked.

"Seventy-two hours for the standard mash bill. We extend to ninety-six for certain expressions where we're looking for specific ester development."

"And your yeast pitching temperature?"

"Eighty-five degrees Fahrenheit for primary fermentation," Toby answered without hesitation. "We cool to seventy-five by the third day."

Their conversation continued in this vein as they moved deeper into the facility.

They passed through the milling room, where the day's first batch of grain was being prepared. The air filled with the sweet, dusty scent of fresh-ground corn and rye. Workers nodded respectfully to Toby, their eyes tracking curiously to Isla but asking no questions.

"Your hammer mill produces a finer grind than we typically use for barley," she observed, running her finger through a sample of ground rye on the inspection plate.

"Kentucky corn needs the finer grind for proper starch conversion," Toby explained. "We adjust for each grain individually."

Particle size, extraction rate, sugar conversion, alcohol yield. The chain completed itself before he finished the sentence. She'd run the same calculation a thousand times on Islay, different grain, same physics. What interested her was that he adjusted per grain rather than standardizing the process. That wasn't efficiency. That was craft.

As they approached the mashing room, Isla inhaled deeply, processing the scents. "Limestone water," she stated. "Different mineral profile than Islay. Less iron, more calcium."

Toby nodded. "The limestone filtering removes iron naturally. Essential for proper bourbon development."

"Opposite of what we want at home," she said. "Our water carries more iron. Different wood, different cask tradition. The chemistry suits what we're making."

Their eyes met briefly. For all their differences they shared the distiller's instinct. They read a facility through all senses, noticing the small details that would escape ordinary observation.

The mashing room opened before them. Massive stainless steel tanks where ground grain met heated water to begin the conversion of starch to fermentable sugar. Steam rose in gentle clouds, adding to the room's humidity. Isla's linen blouse, chosen with the climate in mind, already clung to her back, but her attention remained fixed on the equipment, the process, the details that spoke of craft rather than mere production.

"You're cooking the corn separately from the rye," she noted, recognizing the sequence of the operation from temperature gauges and valve positions rather than any explicit explanation.

"Yes. Corn at one hundred sixty-five degrees, rye introduction twenty minutes later at lower temperature," Toby confirmed. "Helps balance the extraction rates between grains."

They stood side by side, watching the operation unfold. Isla's nostrils flared slightly, processing the sweet cereal aroma of the mash. Toby's head tilted almost imperceptibly as he registered the pitch of a pump that told him the mash consistency was exactly as it should be. Neither commented on these assessments. They didn't need to. The language of distillation transcended words.
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The stillhouse doors parted with a weight that spoke of purpose, revealing a cathedral of copper and steam. Two column stills towered toward the ceiling, their copper surfaces gleaming where they caught the morning light streaming through high windows. The heat was immediate and enveloping, fifteen degrees warmer than the mashing room they'd left behind. Isla felt sweat bloom across her skin but focused instead on the complex symphony of sounds: the steady hiss of steam, the gurgle of liquid moving through copper, the metallic clicks of expanding metal as the stills heated to full operating temperature.

Toby moved into the space with the ease of a man returning to his own element. He navigated between pipes and gauges without looking, his body remembering the path through decades of daily traversal. His hand brushed a copper valve here, adjusted a small lever there. Minor corrections that maintained the balance of the operation. These weren't performances for her benefit but the automatic habits of a master distiller in his domain.

"Continuous distillation," Isla noted. "What's your reflux ratio at the current production rate?"

"Eight-to-one on the beer still, twelve-to-one on the spirit still," Toby replied without hesitation. "We run higher reflux than most Kentucky operations. Gives us cleaner separation of congeners."

Isla nodded, digesting this information. "And your copper contact time?"

"Forty-five minutes total through both columns. We've found that's the sweet spot for sulfur compound reduction while maintaining the grain character we're looking for."

She moved closer to the nearest column, examining the intricate system of plates and bubble caps that constituted its interior structure. This wasn't the pot still distillation of Islay tradition, with its simple copper vessels and worm tub condensers. This was American industrial efficiency refined into art.

"Your lyne arms," she said, gesturing to the copper pipes that extended from the top of the columns. "They're angled downward more than I'd expect."

Toby's expression remained neutral, but a slight lift in his eyebrow acknowledged the precision of her observation. "Seven degrees from horizontal," he confirmed. "Creates more reflux in the neck, concentrates the esters we want to preserve."

"At MacLellan, our lyne arms ascend at twelve degrees," she countered. "Maritime tradition calls for heavier spirits."

"Different traditions, different outcomes," he said. Not defensive, simply factual. "Bourbon needs to stand up to the new oak. Too light, and the wood overwhelms it."

"Too heavy, and the Scotch loses its maritime character in the refill casks," she completed the thought.

Their eyes met briefly. Neither tradition was superior. Each had evolved to create the specific spirit its culture demanded.

Toby led her to a small glass panel in the side of the spirit still, a viewing port where the clear distillate could be seen rushing through copper pipes. Beside it was a sampling valve and a row of small testing glasses.

"We make our cuts based on both fixed temperatures and sensory evaluation," he explained, reaching for the valve. "No computer can replace a distiller's nose and palate, even in a column operation."

He opened the valve, drawing a small stream of crystal-clear liquid into a testing glass. The sharp, sweet aroma of new-make spirit immediately cut through the ambient stillhouse smells.

"This is coming off at one hundred fifty-seven proof," he said, holding the glass up to the light. "The heads have already transitioned to hearts about twenty minutes ago."

Isla stepped forward, moving closer than professional distance would typically allow. Their shoulders nearly touched as they both leaned in to examine the liquid. Neither seemed to notice or acknowledge this proximity.

"May I?" she asked, her hand hovering near the glass.

Toby handed it to her without hesitation. She brought it to her nose first, inhaling with the technique of someone who had spent decades evaluating raw spirit. Her nostrils flared slightly, processing the complex compounds, mentally separating them into their component parts.

"Clean acetaldehyde transition," she noted. "Minimal fusels. Strong vanilla precursors." She took a tiny amount onto her tongue, letting it rest for two seconds before breathing out to volatilize the compounds across her palate. "Corn sweetness is present but not dominant. The rye's already showing."

Toby nodded, his expression unchanged but his eyes registering approval of her assessment. Without comment, he drew another sample from a different point in the distillation process. This one was directly from the doubler, where the spirit underwent its second distillation.

"We maintain higher copper contact here," he explained, handing her the second sample. "Traditional Kentucky approach, but we've refined the method over generations."

The stillhouse heat intensified as morning progressed, steam rising from multiple points in the system. Isla's linen blouse now clung completely to her skin, and perspiration traced a visible path down Toby's temple. Neither mentioned the discomfort. The physical environment was simply one more variable in the complex equation of distillation.

The sweet cereal smell of the mash was transformed here, sharpened and concentrated by the distillation process. It mixed with the mineral scent of heated copper, the faint caramel notes of previous distillations lingering in the air, and the ever-present yeast signature that permeated every corner of the facility. The stillhouse had its own olfactory fingerprint, as distinct as any finished bourbon.

"Your doubler design is unusual," Isla observed, examining the large copper vessel that received spirit from the column still for its second distillation. "More surface area than standard."

"My grandfather's modification," Toby explained, running his hand along the copper surface with something close to affection. "He believed the doubled copper contact created a rounder mouthfeel in the final product."

"He wasn't wrong," Isla conceded, having tasted the evidence in her sample.

A growing recognition emerged between them as they moved through the stillhouse. Isla asked questions that only a master distiller would think to pose. Toby answered with the precision of someone who understood every variable in his process. Neither simplified their language nor sought to impress. They spoke as equals in a shared craft.

When a stillman approached with a question about an adjustment to the steam pressure, Toby turned to address it. Isla used the moment to wipe discreetly at her brow, the only concession she'd made to the oppressive heat. Her focus returned immediately to the copper columns, mentally comparing flow rates and reflux ratios to her own operation on Islay.

"Ready to continue?" Toby asked when he returned, his expression revealing nothing of what he thought of her or her assessment of his domain.

"Yes," she said simply, giving the massive stills one final appraising look.

As they moved toward the exit, Toby paused at a control panel, making a minor adjustment to a temperature setting without explanation. It wasn't for show, he'd simply noticed something that needed correction, the way a musician might tune an instrument without breaking conversation. Isla noted the action, filing it away with everything else she'd observed. The man knew his equipment as intimately as she knew her own, but on a scale that dwarfed MacLellan's operation.

The doors to the stillhouse closed behind them, the sudden drop in temperature almost shocking after the concentrated heat they'd been standing in. Ahead lay the fermentation room.
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The corridor leading to the fermentation room was deliberately cooler than the stillhouse, the temperature dropping eight degrees. Isla noted the change immediately, a climate control decision that prioritized yeast health over human comfort. The low hum of mechanical systems blended with a deeper vibration that resonated through the concrete floor. Thousands of gallons of liquid sat in active fermentation, the microscopic organisms within them converting sugar to alcohol with mechanical precision and biological unpredictability. Before they even reached the heavy door marked "Fermentation," Isla could sense the living process taking place beyond it, the way a parent might sense a child's presence in another room.

Toby paused before the door, his hand resting on the handle. "This room houses our oldest living tradition," he said, his voice lowering slightly. "The Gabbard strain has been in continuous cultivation here since 1868, but the yeast itself is older. Mary Gabbard brought it to this distillery when she married Thaddeus. Where the Gabbard family first cultivated it, we don't entirely know."

He pushed the door open but made no move to enter. Instead, he stepped aside and simply waited, saying nothing more.

A wave of aroma rolled out through the doorway. The rich, sour smell of active fermentation filled Isla's lungs as she took her first careful breath. This wasn't the antiseptic, controlled environment of modern industrial production. This was something primal, something ancient—yeast converting sugar into alcohol and flavor compounds the way it had for millennia before human understanding caught up to the process.

Isla stepped over the threshold and inhaled deeply, deliberately. Her eyes closed briefly, shutting out visual distractions as she processed what her olfactory sense was telling her. The Gabbard yeast signature was distinctive. It was unmistakable from the dozens of distillery environments she'd evaluated across her career. There was the expected sweet sourness of fermenting grain, yes, but beneath it lay complexity: fruity esters she could almost name individually, phenolic undertones that spoke of the yeast's resilience, and a distinctive buttery note that marked the strain as surely as a fingerprint.

She stood motionless, cataloguing each component. This moment would reveal everything about her understanding of Elk Trace's heart. Toby watched her, his expression neutral but his attention absolute. They both knew what was happening: a master distiller from one tradition evaluating the living core of another.

The twelve massive wooden fermenters stretched before her, each holding ten thousand gallons of fermenting mash. Unlike the stainless steel vessels used in most modern distilleries, these were constructed of cypress, their wooden surfaces darkened by decades of use. The choice was deliberate—wood harbored micro-environments that stainless steel could not, subtle bacterial colonies that contributed tertiary flavors to the fermentation. Not contamination but complexity.

The surface of each fermenter bubbled actively, carbon dioxide rising from the living yeast below. The liquid itself was a turbid, golden-brown, moving with a slow, purposeful churn driven by the biological activity within. Heat radiated from the fermenters, the temperature a precise balance between efficiency and flavor development.

After nearly a minute of silence, Isla opened her eyes and turned to Toby.

"Your ester profile leans heavily toward ethyl acetate and isoamyl acetate," she said, her words precise and technical. "But there's a distinctive ratio between them that I've not encountered before. The phenolic balance suggests adaptation to temperature fluctuation while maintaining flavor consistency—evolution without fundamental change." She paused, then added, "Remarkable stability for a strain that's seen nearly two centuries of continuous use."

The observation was exactly right.

Something in Toby's posture relaxed fractionally. Not enough for a casual observer to notice, but Isla saw it. Her assessment had been correct. More importantly, it had focused on what truly mattered.

"The strain has adapted to our conditions while maintaining its essential character," he confirmed. "Each generation of Ransdell has been careful not to push it beyond its nature."

Isla moved deeper into the room, approaching the nearest fermenter. The cypress wood contrasted sharply with the stone vessels at MacLellan, where fermentation took place in containers carved from solid granite over centuries of use. Different materials, different thermal properties, different microbial environments. Yet both types of vessel served the same fundamental purpose. She noted the temperature gauges, the sampling ports, the careful documentation posted beside each vessel.

"Your fermentation periods are longer than industry standard," she observed, reading the batch information.

"Efficiency isn't our primary goal," Toby replied, moving to stand beside her. "The Gabbard strain develops its full flavor profile on the third day. Rushing it would be counterproductive."

Isla nodded. The MacLellan yeast similarly required patience, its maritime adaptation having produced a metabolism that worked steadily rather than rapidly. She mentally compared the bubbling mash before her with the fermentations she managed on Islay. The activity level was similar despite the temperature difference. A good sign for compatibility.

"You monitor pH continuously," she noted, indicating the digital sensors embedded in each fermenter.

"The strain is sensitive to acidity fluctuations. It's happiest between 5.4 and 5.2 pH."

Isla stored this information away. Her own culture preferred slightly higher acidity.

They moved between the fermenters, Toby pointing out subtle differences between batches, Isla asking specific questions about fermentation temperatures and sugar conversion rates. Their conversation remained technical, but something deeper was being communicated beneath the words. Every question she asked, every answer he provided, contributed to a growing mutual assessment.

At one fermenter, Toby drew a small sample using a glass thief, then offered it to Isla without comment.

She took it, holding the glass tube at eye level first to observe the liquid's turbidity, then bringing it to her nose. The aroma was more concentrated here, the living yeast's work captured in its current state rather than as ambient room scent. She detected nuances that had been muted in the general fermentation room environment: a specific fruitiness reminiscent of ripe pears, an almost floral quality beneath the sour notes, and the distinctive "Gabbard signature" that marked this strain as unique among Kentucky bourbon yeasts.

"The conversion rate is remarkably consistent," she said, handing the thief back to Toby. "No stalling, no acceleration. It knows exactly what it's doing."

Toby nodded, a faint smile touching the corners of his mouth for the first time that morning. "It's had a long time to practice."

What passed between them was professional respect of the highest order.

As they moved through the room, Isla found herself wondering how her own yeast culture would interact with this environment. The MacLellan strain had evolved in stone vessels, in cool maritime air, with barley as its primary food source. Here it would encounter cypress wood, warmer temperatures, and a corn-dominant mash bill. The challenge was substantial but not insurmountable. Yeast, like distillers, could adapt while maintaining their essential character.

Toby led her toward another door at the far end of the room, leaving the active fermentation behind. The foundation for their collaboration had been established in this room more definitively than in any meeting or contract signing. The yeast had spoken, and both master distillers had listened.
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They moved through a narrow passage that connected the fermentation building back to the main stillhouse complex. The morning production was in full swing now, the facility humming with purposeful activity as workers monitored gauges, adjusted valves, and documented readings at regular intervals. Isla had just asked Toby about their approach to bacterial management in the mash when Savannah Caudill rounded the corner ahead of them, a clipboard in one hand and a small glass container of cloudy liquid in the other. They had shared a table the night before, introductions made with minimal ceremony. In the stillhouse, Savannah's eyes found Isla with a different quality of attention. This was not the social assessment of a dinner table, but the working evaluation of a woman on her own ground.

Savannah wore sturdy work pants and a plain button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled up, a stark contrast to Isla's more formal linen attire. A set of keys hung from her belt, along with what appeared to be specialized tools for sampling and measurement. Her dark hair was pulled back in a simple ponytail, practical rather than styled. Nothing about her presentation suggested performance or impression management, only function.

"Morning," she said to Toby with a brief nod before turning her full attention to Isla. Her gaze was direct, evaluative, and assessing. "MacLellan."

"Caudill," Isla replied, matching the economy of address.

They regarded each other with the frank appraisal of craftspeople meeting across traditions. No social niceties, no unnecessary words. Just two women who understood that in their world, competence mattered more than courtesy.

Savannah held up the glass container, the yeast culture inside swirling slightly with the movement. "Runnin' initial tests on pH tolerances for our limestone water. Your specifications mentioned maritime adaptation. How's your strain take to mineral shifts?"

The question was a direct probe of Isla's expertise. Savannah hadn't waited for Toby to facilitate introductions or ease them into conversation. She had cut straight to what mattered: the practical challenges of integrating the MacLellan yeast into the Elk Trace environment.

"It's resilient to calcium fluctuations up to eighteen percent variance," Isla answered without hesitation. "More sensitive to magnesium shifts. We maintain tight control on our water chemistry to compensate, but the strain has adapted to seasonal mineral changes over centuries."

Savannah nodded once, tucking that away. "You reckon how you work your feints in a pot still translates to what we're doin' on the column side?"

This question was a test of whether Isla understood the fundamental differences between Scotch whisky distillation and bourbon production. Feints—the final portion of the distillation run containing heavier compounds—were managed differently in pot still versus column still operations. Savannah was probing whether Isla's expertise extended beyond her own tradition.

"In our pot still system, we collect feints separately and redistribute them across subsequent runs, typically at twelve percent volume ratio," Isla explained. "In your column operation, the continuous separation means your feints management happens through reflux ratios and plate positioning rather than batch selection." She paused, then added, "The principle remains consistent, but the mechanism differs. Your system offers more precise control points if properly calibrated."

Something shifted in Savannah's expression, a slight relaxation around the eyes. The answer had been technically correct and had acknowledged the strengths of both approaches without preferencing either. Isla had demonstrated knowledge beyond her own tradition without dismissing its validity.

"Your culture prefers copper contact or stainless during propagation?" Savannah asked, her next question slightly less challenging.

"Copper during final propagation stages. Stainless is acceptable for storage and early propagation, but the strain's flavor development improves with copper exposure in the twenty-four hours before pitching."

Savannah nodded again. She glanced down at Isla's hands, noting the slight calluses at the base of her fingers. Isla noticed Savannah's hands in turn—more weathered than her own, with a small scar across the right palm and stains from regular contact with grains and spirits. Both women's hands told the story of direct engagement with their craft, not merely theoretical knowledge.

"Lab's ready for you," Savannah said. "Temperature gradient chambers are calibrated. I've prepared test media with five different water mineral profiles and three mash bill variations."

"I appreciate the thoroughness," Isla replied. "The culture's stable but will need gradual acclimation. I'd recommend starting with seventy percent of your standard pitching rate until we assess viability."

"Already figured on it. We'll run parallel batches. Controlled variables, one change per test. Beats guessin'."

The conversation flowed between them with technical precision, neither woman wasting words on unnecessary pleasantries. Savannah saw in Isla not an interloper but a fellow craftswoman who understood the science and art of fermentation. Isla recognized in Savannah not a subordinate but a specialist whose hands-on expertise would be crucial to the collaboration's success.

Toby stood slightly apart, observing the exchange without interruption. His authority wasn't needed here.

"I'll meet you in the lab at two," Savannah said, already shifting to move past them, her assessment complete. "Bring your strain notes. I have questions about its temperature sensitivity range."

"I'll have the complete data," Isla confirmed.

Savannah gave a final nod and continued on her original path, moving with purpose. The interaction had lasted less than three minutes, but more had been communicated than in hours of formal meetings.

Isla watched her go, noting the confidence in her stride and the way other workers acknowledged her with the respect due to undisputed expertise. This was not a woman who needed titles or formalities to establish her authority.

"Savannah knows more about practical yeast behavior than anyone I've worked with," Toby said as they resumed their path. There was pride in his voice, the recognition of exceptional talent regardless of hierarchy.

"I can see that," Isla replied, her tone neutral but her assessment clear.

They continued toward the barrelhouses, but something had shifted subtly in their dynamic. The interaction with Savannah had established the technical teams that would implement their shared vision. Isla found herself reconsidering her initial calculations about success probability. The knowledge base here was deeper than she had anticipated, less theoretical and more practical.

Her yeast would be challenged in this new environment, but it would also be understood. In the world of fermentation, understanding was everything.
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Barrelhouse No. 1 stood apart from the other buildings, positioned on a gentle rise where the Kentucky breeze could circulate around its weathered timber exterior. Unlike the newer rickhouses with their metal siding and climate control systems, this structure belonged to another era entirely. Seven stories of traditional construction, its wood darkened by decades of exposure to the elements. As they approached, Isla noted how the afternoon sun caught the edges of the building, illuminating a black patina that could only come from the angel's share escaping and feeding the distinctive distillery fungus that thrived on ethanol vapor. This was not merely a storage facility. This was a living monument to time itself.

"The Old Guard," Toby said as they reached the massive doors. "Built in 1868, never temperature-controlled. We age our heritage expressions here exclusively."

The doors opened with a deep, resonant creak that seemed to come from the building itself rather than just the hinges. What greeted them was darkness and density. It was an atmosphere so thick with evaporated alcohol that Isla felt it enter her lungs with her first breath, rich and sweet and heavy. As her eyes adjusted to the dimmer light, the vast interior revealed itself: a soaring timber-frame structure that stretched upward and outward, with thousands of barrels arranged in neat rows that disappeared into the shadowed heights.

Light entered through narrow windows set at intervals, the beams slanting through the dusty air like physical entities. The effect was not unlike a medieval cathedral, where architecture and atmosphere combined to create a sense of reverence. But instead of saints and relics, this cathedral honored the patient marriage of spirit and wood.

Isla inhaled deeply, processing the complexity of what her senses told her. The angel's share hung in the air like invisible smoke, carrying notes of vanilla, caramel, oak tannins, and the distinctive grain signature of bourbon. Beneath these expected notes were subtler elements: the minerality of Kentucky limestone, traces of the Gabbard yeast's unique ester profile preserved through distillation, and a kind of molecular memory of all the seasons these barrels and countless others before them had witnessed.

She understood immediately why Toby had saved this for last. If the stillhouse represented craft and the fermentation room represented heritage, this space represented the physical evidence that what the Gabbard yeast produced was worth protecting across generations. This was the culmination of everything she had seen so far, the proof that Elk Trace's commitment to tradition yielded results worth waiting for.

"We have approximately thirty thousand barrels aging in this building alone," Toby explained as they moved deeper into the space. "The oldest is twenty-two years, an experimental batch my father laid down the year I joined the company."

The barrels stretched in every direction, stacked in ricks that reached toward the ceiling. Each bore the Elk Trace logo branded into the wood, alongside date codes that chronicled years of patient aging. Isla noticed how the barrels on the lower racks differed slightly from those higher up. The wood showed different patterns of expansion and contraction and the angel's share stains varied in intensity.

"You don't rotate positions," she observed.

"No. Each location has its own microclimate. We've mapped the building's temperature and humidity variations over decades. Each barrel ages according to its position. Higher racks experience more extreme heat cycles, lower racks maintain more consistent conditions." He gestured to the various levels. "Different elevations for different flavor profiles."

Isla nodded, mentally comparing this approach to the MacLellan warehouses on Islay. There, the stone buildings maintained naturally cool temperatures year-round, with far less variation between seasons. Their barrels aged more slowly, more consistently, developing different character than these Kentucky counterparts. Neither approach was superior, but the contrast was striking.

"Our climate forces more interaction between spirit and wood," Toby continued as they moved toward a narrow staircase. "Kentucky summers push the bourbon deep into the charred oak, winters draw it back out. The cycle creates complexity faster than your Scottish warehouses."

"But with higher evaporation rates," Isla noted. "We lose about two percent annually to the angel's share. You must lose nearly four."

"Closer to five in the upper racks during summer," he confirmed without defensiveness. "The price of acceleration."

They climbed the stairs, moving upward through the levels of the rickhouse. With each floor, the temperature increased noticeably, the air becoming thicker with evaporated alcohol. By the time they reached the sixth level, the heat was substantial. Isla's linen blouse once again clung to her skin, but her focus remained on the barrels surrounding them, each one containing liquid that had been transformed by time and environment.

Toby moved with confidence between the ricks, occasionally running his hand along a barrel's surface as if checking its temperature. He stopped before a particular section where the barrels bore dates from twelve years prior.

From his pocket, he produced a whiskey thief, the traditional tool used to extract samples directly from the barrel. Without ceremony, he removed the bung from one of the barrels, inserted the thief, and drew out a measure of dark amber liquid.

He held the copper cylinder up to catch the light from a nearby window. The bourbon inside was viscous and rich, swirling with tiny particles of charred oak that had infused it with color and flavor over more than a decade.

"Twelve years, sixth floor, south-facing position," he said, offering the thief to Isla.

She took it, careful not to spill the precious liquid. She brought it close to examine the color first. Then she lifted it to her nose, inhaling deliberately.

"Substantial vanillin compounds," she noted. "Heavy caramel precursors. The oak tannins are pronounced but not dominating." She detected notes that spoke directly of concentrations of flavor compounds that could only develop through Kentucky's extreme temperature cycles.

She took a small taste directly from the thief, letting the high-proof bourbon rest on her palate momentarily before evaluating. "The grain foundation remains present despite the oak influence. Remarkable balance for something that's experienced such aggressive aging conditions."

Toby nodded, accepting the thief back. He returned it to the barrel, then moved to another section, this one bearing dates just six years old. Again he drew a sample, this time from a barrel positioned on the opposite side of the building.

"Six years, sixth floor, north-facing position," he said, handing her the thief.

The contrast was immediate. The liquid was lighter in color, its flavor profile showing less oak influence but more prominent grain character. Isla's assessment was equally precise, noting how the same distillate had developed along different paths based solely on its aging environment.

They continued this pattern across multiple floors, sampling barrels of various ages from different positions within the rickhouse. Each sample told the story of seasons passed, of wood and spirit in conversation, of the Gabbard yeast's underlying character persisting even through decades of aging. Isla's tasting notes remained technical but increasingly appreciative, recognizing the deliberate craft in how Elk Trace positioned each barrel for its intended flavor development.

As they descended back to the ground floor, the professional framework between them was firmly established. Toby now knew with certainty that Isla's expertise extended beyond her own tradition. She could understand and evaluate bourbon on its own terms rather than through the lens of Scotch whisky practices. Isla had confirmed what she had crossed an ocean to verify. The craft at Elk Trace was genuine, the commitment to tradition was not merely marketing but fundamental to their operation.

They stood before the massive doors, preparing to exit the rickhouse. The afternoon light had shifted, casting longer shadows through the narrow windows. Isla turned to look back at the soaring racks of barrels, each containing liquid that had been transformed by time, wood, and the character of this Kentucky hillside.

"Your warehousing approach is different from ours," she said finally. "But the principle is the same. Provide the spirit what it needs to become what it should be."

Toby nodded, understanding what she was acknowledging. "Different traditions, same purpose."

Something unspoken passed between them as they stepped back into the Kentucky afternoon. Beyond the professional assessment, beyond the technical exchange, a recognition had formed.

They walked in silence across the limestone-rich soil, back toward the main distillery complex. The tour was complete, but something new had begun, a professional respect that might serve as foundation for more. Neither named it. Neither needed to. Like the angel's share that rose from the barrels in Barrelhouse No. 1, some things existed without requiring acknowledgment.

The woman from Islay and the man from Kentucky had found what each had been looking for, though perhaps not exactly what each had expected. The question of whether their traditions could merge successfully, whether the MacLellan yeast could thrive in Kentucky limestone water, whether the Gabbard strain could contribute to a Scottish-influenced expression remained to be answered. But the more fundamental question of whether the people behind these traditions could find common ground had been resolved in the spaces between words, in the shared language of craft and commitment that transcended oceans and centuries.


Chapter five




Shelby's Framework


Shelby arrived at twenty minutes to nine and arranged the room before she sat down in it.

Four binders on the dark wood table, labeled in her own hand: "APHIS Permits," "CDC Protocols," "TTB Timeline," "IP Framework." Tabs color-coded blue for filed documents, yellow for pending, red for items requiring action. The red tabs were few. She had seen to that. She set a legal pad to the right of her position, two sharpened pencils beside it, and her phone face-down at the corner. Then she pulled Isla MacLellan's import permit file from the APHIS binder and began to read.

The conference room was small by manor standards. It was a side room off the main office, limestone walls the same as the rest of the building, a single window facing south toward the distillery complex. Morning light came through at a low angle, finding the dust on the windowsill and the grain of the wood table. The room smelled of old paper and the faint mineral ghost of the stone walls. It was a working room. Nobody had bothered to make it anything else.

She went through the permit file methodically. The USDA APHIS documentation for the research sample—yeast culture, Saccharomyces cerevisiae, living biological material, origin Scotland—was complete. Filed correctly, classification appropriate, accompanying plant health certificate valid through the end of the quarter. Her contact at APHIS had confirmed electronic receipt of the ancillary documentation three days ago. The file was tight. She turned the last page, ran her thumb down the margin where she'd made her previous notations, and set it aside.

The window showed her the copper tops of the stillhouse buildings catching the first real heat of the day. A worker moved between the old barrelhouse and the production facility, crossing the gravel path she'd walked so many times she could do it blind. The Kentucky morning was already building itself into something hot and consequential, and it would not stop until the sun dropped back behind the limestone ridge at the western boundary of the property.

She heard the footsteps in the hall before the knock.

"Come in."

Isla MacLellan opened the door, carrying only the satchel that Shelby had already noted went everywhere with her. She wore dark trousers and a lightweight blouse in some neutral color that read as deliberate rather than casual, and her copper-red hair was up in the same practical knot from dinner, from the tour, from every other moment Shelby had observed her. No briefcase. No legal pad. Just the one bag.

Shelby noted this and filed it.

"Agent Hensley," Isla said, then corrected herself without pause: "Shelby."

"Isla." Shelby gestured to the chair across from hers. "Coffee's at the sideboard if you want it."

"Thank you." Isla set the satchel on the floor beside her chair rather than the table, and sat with her hands folded in front of her. No paper, no pen, no visible preparation beyond what was already in her head.

Shelby opened the APHIS binder and turned it to face Isla. "Let me start with what's done. Your research sample permits are complete and properly filed. APHIS classification for living yeast cultures as non-regulated material is confirmed. Plant health certification is current. TTB has been notified of the biological material import under the research and development provision." She indicated the tab sequence as she spoke, not because Isla needed the visual but because clarity was how Shelby operated. "No outstanding items on the import side."

Isla scanned the document, finding the relevant information quickly. She didn't ask Shelby to wait while she read. She read quickly, nodded once, and looked back up.

"My counsel reviewed the HMRC filing and the Scotch Whisky Association notification requirements last week," she said. "There are minor variances in the classification language between the SWA's definition of 'research sample' and your APHIS designation. It doesn't affect the validity of either filing, but it may complicate the return documentation if we extract viable cultures from the Kentucky batches for repatriation."

"I've flagged that," Shelby said. She held up the legal pad so Isla could see the notation. "We'll need a parallel filing under Scottish law for anything moving back. Different classification language, same underlying purpose."

Isla looked at the notation. Then she looked at Shelby in a way that was a brief recalibration of the interaction.

"Your counsel drafted that flag?" Isla asked.

"I drafted it." Shelby set the pad down. "Outside counsel reviews. I don't sign anything I haven't read myself."

Isla nodded once. It wasn't approval, exactly. It was recognition of a standard that matched her own.

The morning light shifted as the sun crept higher, and the room filled with a steadier brightness. Shelby straightened the binders slightly. Isla had reviewed the permit documentation without a single question she hadn't already known the answer to. Shelby had asked nothing she hadn't already researched. The opening statements were complete.

What Shelby was building was a profile. She had spent thirteen years reading people under professional necessity. She read them for threat, for motive, for the gap between what they said and what they did. Isla MacLellan had no gap. She had handled the SWA notification herself. She had identified the variance in classification language before she arrived in this room. She had crossed an ocean with four hundred years of living culture in a satchel and reviewed the import permits without a lawyer present because she needed to know the territory, not just be told she was standing in it.

This woman didn't delegate what she needed to understand herself.

Shelby made the note in her margin, wrote it in the shorthand she'd developed over years of field work, and underlined it once.

"Let's move to timeline," she said, and opened the TTB binder to the first tab.

Isla uncrossed her ankles and leaned slightly forward, hands still folded on the table. Ready.

The window held the distillery grounds in its frame behind them and the meeting began in earnest.
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She laid the timeline on the table between them. A single sheet, portrait orientation, the steps numbered and dated in a clean visual sequence rather than buried in paragraph text. She had learned years ago that legal language buried in dense paragraphs caused delays. Delay cost money. The sequence visible at a glance cost nothing.

"Seven steps," she said, tracing the column with her finger without touching the paper. "Step one, APHIS classification confirmation for the transferred culture. That's already done, as we covered. Step two, CDC notification based on yeast risk category. Step three, TTB import acknowledgment under the research and development provision. Step four, interim use authorization while the O-1B is processed. That covers your supervised work in the lab before we have work authorization in hand. Steps five through seven are the longer tail: formal TTB oversight registration for any commercial expression derived from the exchange, IP filing, and the first compliance review window."

Isla's eyes moved down the timeline with the same efficiency she'd brought to the permit documentation. She didn't reach for it. She read it from where she sat, then looked up.

"Step two, your CDC notification." She kept her voice neutral. "What risk category threshold did you apply for the pathogen screening determination?"

It was the kind of question that sorted people immediately. Half the compliance attorneys Shelby had worked with over the years would have looked it up before answering. The other half would have given her a general answer and hoped it held.

"Biosafety Level 1 presumptive classification," Shelby said, "based on the organism profile: Saccharomyces cerevisiae, non-pathogenic to immunocompetent humans, well-characterized strain, no select agent status. CDC notification required but no permit. That classification holds unless the culture profile shows deviation from standard S. cerevisiae characteristics during preliminary lab assessment."

Isla watched her as she said this.

"And if Savannah's initial assessment identifies atypical secondary metabolite production?"

"Then we trigger the BSL-2 review protocol and pause hands-on work until reclassification is complete," Shelby said without pause. "That scenario adds fourteen to twenty-one days to step four. I have a contingency branch drafted."

"I'd like to see it."

Shelby produced a second sheet with a narrower sequence from the CDC tab, the branch clearly marked with its own timeline. She placed it beside the primary document.

Isla reviewed it. Then she said, "The SWA's internal review cycle for research material exports runs on a forty-five-day calendar. That's not a regulatory deadline, it's an internal governance window. Your step three TTB acknowledgment assumes receipt within thirty days of import notification." She tapped the relevant line with one finger. "If the SWA review cycle coincides with our import window, we could find ourselves with a TTB acknowledgment pending while the SWA's internal sign-off is still open. Not a conflict of law. A gap in documentation sequence that will cause the TTB reviewer to pause and ask questions."

Shelby's pen came up and tapped once against the margin of her legal pad. Twice. Three times.

She hadn't considered it from that angle.

"You've had a filing caught in that gap before," Shelby said. Not a question.

"A different export. Two years ago. The SWA's internal calendar isn't published, but their review cycles are predictable if you've watched them long enough."

Shelby made the annotation. Then she drew a bracket around step three and wrote a question mark beside the thirty-day figure.

"If we buffer step three to forty-five days, it changes the interim use authorization window," she said, working it through as she spoke. "Pushes step four back by two weeks."

"Only if the SWA review and the TTB window overlap. Which they may not." Isla's hands remained folded. "But accounting for the possibility costs you two weeks of buffer. Not having the documentation sequence clean costs you more."

Shelby looked at the revised margin, then at Isla. She turned the legal pad so the annotation was visible to both of them. "Agreed. I'll revise the master timeline with the forty-five-day assumption."

Isla nodded once.

They moved to the IP registration timing. Shelby had flagged this as the more contentious section. Territory carve-outs, trademark control, and the registration sequence relative to the TTB oversight window were all places where interests could diverge before they'd had time to align. She presented the relevant steps with the same neutral precision, stating the facts of the filing sequence without edging toward interpretation.

"IP registration in step six requires concurrent filings in both jurisdictions," she said. "USPTO on the American side, UK IPO on yours. The TTB oversight registration in step five includes a provision about derived expressions. The TTB will want to see that the IP framework is in place before they sign off on any commercial expression filing."

"Which means step five and step six are functionally sequential rather than parallel," Isla said.

"Functionally, yes. The timeline has them overlapping to save calendar time, but if TTB pauses on step five pending step six confirmation—"

"Then you've built a false efficiency into the sequence."

Shelby's pen stopped. Then she circled the overlap section on the timeline and drew an arrow pointing to a note she wrote in the margin: confirm TTB position on concurrent vs. sequential—call Sarah on Tuesday.

She was aware that her posture had changed. She'd arrived at this table with her shoulders set at an angle of professional readiness, straight, contained, occupying the space she intended. Somewhere in the last twenty minutes, her spine had found the back of her chair. Not slumped. Just settled.

It wasn't comfort, exactly. It was the kind of ease that came from realizing the person across the table was fluent in the same language you were, not reciting it from a textbook but speaking it because they'd had to learn it by getting it wrong once and making sure it never happened the same way twice.

Isla wasn't negotiating for advantage. She was improving the framework. Those were not the same thing, and Shelby's years of reading people had learned to tell the difference.

She made two more annotations on the legal pad, both incorporating Isla's points. The page was dense now, her original clean margins populated with revisions that had come out of the last forty minutes. A better document than the one she'd brought in.

She tapped her pen twice more, a cleaner rhythm this time, and turned to the next binder.

"IP ownership framework," she said. "This one we'll need to work through more carefully."

Isla unfolded her hands and moved them flat on the table, ready. The morning light held steady in the window behind them, and the distillery grounds beyond it went about their own business, indifferent to the careful architecture being assembled inside.
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Shelby slid the IP ownership framework across the table rather than reading from her own copy. She wanted Isla's eyes on the document, not on her. The provisional draft was twelve pages, the margins cleaner than the timeline had been, and she'd marked the places where the positions were most likely to differ with small paper clips.

"Provisional only," she said. "Not Toby's final position. My job today is to put the structure in front of you and hear where your counsel's views diverge from what we've drafted."

Isla read the first page without comment. Shelby watched her face peripherally, cataloguing without staring. Isla's expression didn't move. Not the careful blankness of someone hiding a reaction, but the genuine absence of reaction in someone whose first pass through a document was purely absorptive. She wasn't forming opinions yet. She was building the map.

She turned to page three and read for a moment, then looked up.

"The geographic exclusivity carve-out," she said. "Your draft splits the UK into co-jurisdiction between both parties for any expression derived from the exchange."

"That's the starting position, yes."

"Scotland and the broader UK market needs to sit with MacLellan. Not co-jurisdiction." She said it plainly and without preface. "The MacLellan label in Scotland carries four hundred years of family association. A co-jurisdiction arrangement on a derived expression creates ambiguity about the label's origin that the SWA will flag and that our Scottish consumers will not forgive us for."

Shelby considered this. It wasn't an unreasonable position. It was, in fact, the position she'd have taken if she were sitting in Isla's chair.

"I'll note it as a first-round revision," she said, writing it down. "The American market splits remain as drafted?"

"Agreed. And any derived expression sold in Scotland would carry the MacLellan name as primary, Elk Trace in a secondary position. In the US, the reverse."

"That's workable." Shelby made the notation.

They moved through the licensing terms with less friction. A royalty structure tied to production volume rather than revenue, which benefited both parties' ability to project costs, and a minimum production commitment that gave the MacLellan side security without capping Elk Trace's upside. Isla offered one adjustment to the minimum threshold, citing seasonal production constraints on Islay. Shelby accepted it without objection. The math held either way.

The trademark control section on label copy was the harder ground. Shelby presented it neutrally: Elk Trace proposed joint approval rights for any use of either family name in label copy or marketing materials.

"MacLellan approval rights over any use of 'MacLellan' need to be unilateral," Isla said. "Not joint approval. We'll extend the same position to you for 'Ransdell' or 'Elk Trace.'"

"That's a reciprocal restriction rather than joint control."

"Yes."

Shelby's pen didn't tap this time. She sat with it for a moment, running the practical implications. The distinction was meaningful. Joint approval required both parties' agreement to move forward, which could create delays or deadlock. Reciprocal unilateral control meant each family retained absolute authority over their own name while accepting a symmetrical constraint. Cleaner, in a way, but it required a level of trust in the other party's judgment.

"I can put it forward as a counterproposal," she said. "I won't commit on Toby's behalf today."

Isla nodded once. "I expected that."

What Shelby noticed, as they worked through the remaining IP points, was the pace of Isla's negotiation. She didn't pause before making her positions known, didn't build to them through qualifications or retreats. She stated them directly, heard the response, and either accepted or maintained. There was no false patience in it. No deliberate slowing to seem reasonable. Just actual patience, which came from a different place entirely. From someone who had sat in enough rooms with enough lawyers to know that the process itself required respect, not just the outcome.

It wasn't a technique. It was a standard.

Shelby filed that observation where she filed the useful ones, somewhere below the professional register and above the personal. A place she'd developed over years of needing to make distinctions about the people she worked with.

The work authorization section was more practical and moved more quickly. Shelby opened the TTB binder to the back tabs and outlined the O-1B extraordinary ability visa framework.

"Outside counsel handles the petition," Shelby said. "We cover the costs as part of the collaboration agreement. Premium processing gets us to a decision in forty-five to sixty days."

"And in the interim period?"

"You can work in the lab in a supervised capacity under the research and development provision. That covers the culture acclimation work and formulation development. What you cannot do in the interim is take a formal production role or make commercial decisions about any derived expression."

Isla considered this. "Savannah leads the production protocol until authorization is in hand."

"Correct. You advise, she executes."

"And if the culture shows behavior in the first sixty days that requires an immediate production decision? If we're looking at a narrow fermentation window and waiting for my authorization creates a technical problem?"

It was a good question. Shelby had a note on it already.

"We build a protocol that covers that scenario. Savannah makes the call, documents your advisory input, and we create a clear paper trail that protects both parties. The TTB has accepted this structure in two prior analogous cases involving foreign specialist consultation." She turned the legal pad to show Isla the case citations she'd pulled.

Isla scanned them. "Adequate," she said, which from her Shelby was beginning to understand meant something closer to correct.

They agreed on a provisional start date for the hands-on lab work. Two weeks from Monday, contingent on Savannah's preliminary culture assessment confirming BSL-1 classification. The O-1B petition would be filed simultaneously.

Shelby closed the IP binder. She gathered the four binders and the timeline sheets and created a new folder from the stack of blanks she kept in her bag, writing on the tab in her flat block letters: Strategic – MacLellan Exchange. She placed all four binders inside, along with the annotated legal pad, and set the folder at the end of the table where it would be easy to retrieve.

Her posture was different than it had been at twenty to nine. Not different in a way she'd have described to anyone, but different in the set of her shoulders, the angle of her jaw.

Isla collected the satchel from the floor beside her chair, settled it across her body, and looked at Shelby across the table.

"Thank you," she said. The words were precise and complete. No elaboration.

"I'll have the revised timeline and IP counterproposal to you by end of week," Shelby replied.

Isla gave a single nod, not a social gesture but an acknowledgment, and left. The door closed behind her, the same solid sound as the suite door Shelby had heard through the manor's limestone walls.

The room held its silence.

Shelby pulled the new folder back toward her and opened it. She wrote a final annotation on a fresh page of the legal pad, this one not a revision but a note to herself in the shorthand nobody else would read. It was her version of a filing system, the one that lived in pencil and disappeared when she was done with it.

She had walked into this room expecting a principal who needed management. Someone who knew her product and her tradition but not the terrain she was standing in. Someone who would require guiding without feeling guided.

She had found someone who'd already mapped the terrain before she landed.

Shelby wrote three words, then sat back and looked at them. Not ally yet. She crossed out yet and looked at what was left. Not a threat. Not a problem. Something that required continued attention of a different kind than she'd intended to give it when she'd labeled the four binders this morning and arranged them in a line.

She closed the legal pad and set it in the folder.


Chapter six




The Stillhouse Test


Savannah came through the fermentation room door at half past ten and stopped.

Not hesitation. Just the automatic recalibration of someone who had entered a space expecting to find it empty and found it occupied. The cypress fermenters stretched their familiar rows before her, carbon dioxide still rising from number six in the slow, purposeful way that told her the batch had peaked overnight and was beginning its descent. She registered all of this in the first three seconds. The fourth second was for the woman standing at fermenter number three with her hand on the temperature gauge and her head tilted at the angle of someone reading a number and converting it simultaneously.

Savannah crossed the room without speaking. Her clipboard was under her arm, her sampling kit in her left hand, and her notebook in the back pocket of her work pants. She moved between the fermenters the way she'd moved through the Caudill hollers as a girl, knowing the terrain without needing to look at it, her attention ahead.

"You're off the mark on three," Savannah said when she was close enough. "It's runnin' a degree warmer than the gauge shows. Sensor lags when the batch peaks."

Isla MacLellan looked up. Not startled. The copper-red hair was up in the same knot it had been in every time Savannah had seen her, practical in a way that cost no thought. She nodded once at the information and stepped back from the gauge, allowing Savannah access to the physical sensor housing beneath the digital readout.

"I noticed the readout was inconsistent," Isla said. Her accent was there, the flatness of the Scottish vowels giving the sentence a different shape than Kentucky would have given it. "I was recalculating based on the mash viscosity."

"You'd get there eventually." Savannah set her clipboard on the top of the adjacent fermenter and flipped open the physical housing, checking the probe connection. Tight. She documented the lag discrepancy in the production log. "How long you been in here?"

"Forty minutes."

Savannah's pen paused for one beat, then continued writing. Forty minutes before she'd arrived. No escort, no request for access. Just a woman who needed to understand a fermentation environment doing what women who needed to understand fermentation environments did.

"You run a pH check on five?" Savannah asked, moving to the next fermenter in her sequence.

"4.9," Isla said. "Lower than your target range. I didn't touch anything."

4.9. Savannah checked her own reading, found it consistent with the number Isla had given her. She wrote it down, made a note about the acidification rate, and thought about it for a moment without sharing what she thought.

"Your strain," Savannah said. "The MacLellan culture. When it encounters limestone water at your calcium levels, where does it stall in the fermentation cycle?"

The question had no diplomatic answer. It wasn't intended to. If Isla MacLellan knew her yeast the way she claimed to know it, she'd answer precisely. If she knew it theoretically, she'd qualify. Savannah could tell the difference in about four words.

"It doesn't stall," Isla said. "It slows on the third day. Forty-eight to seventy-two hours, ester production drops approximately twelve percent, then compensates. The calcium uptake competes with the magnesium pathway. Below eighteen parts per million magnesium, the compensation is incomplete." She had moved to the adjacent fermenter while she spoke, checking the level gauge the way you checked it when you actually cared about the reading. "Your water is at eighteen. Borderline."

Savannah looked at her.

"Your water chemistry report is accurate," Isla added, answering the unasked question. "I had it analyzed independently before I left Scotland."

"Course you did," Savannah said, and meant it as something close to respect.

The room held its heat around them. Different from Islay's weather, which Savannah had never experienced but could imagine from what she knew of high-elevation cold: sharp, maritime, the kind of damp that went to the bone rather than sitting on the skin. Here the warmth was produced by the living work inside the cypress vessels, ten thousand gallons of active biology warming the air from within. The Gabbard strain's signature was everywhere. It was a combination of fruit and sourness and something that was almost buttery and almost floral and existed in the gap between both. She'd grown up with her daddy's starter wrapped in sheepskin and she'd learned the MacLellan newsletter by heart before the woman carrying the culture had ever set foot on Kentucky soil, but she hadn't been prepared for how right the room smelled to her. How certain. Like the culture itself was stating a preference about where it wanted to remain.

"Temperature stress at the upper boundary," Savannah said. "Your strain hits what on the high end? Kentucky runs up past eighty-two in summer, sometimes eighty-five in the fermentation room before climate control compensates."

"We've testit tae seventy-eight Fahrenheit in controlled trials. Above seventy-eight we see cellular stress indicators. No' death. Stress. The secondary metabolite profile shifts — less of the fruitier esters, more of the heavier compounds. The spirit would still be viable. It wouldnae be what it's supposed tae be."

Savannah set her glass thief against the side of fermenter four and looked at the woman across the vessel from her.

"So we need climate control that holds below seventy-eight."

"For the MacLellan batches, yes. If you're running a blended expression where you want that heavier compound profile—" Isla paused, not for effect but for precision. "There might be an argument for a controlled stress induction at day four. Brief. One degree over threshold. See what it produces."

Savannah's jaw shifted. She hadn't considered that. She should have. She'd run flavor stress trials on the Gabbard strain twice in the last five years, and both times the results had been worth the risk. She'd just never thought about applying the same logic to an incoming culture on its first American batch.

"You'd risk that on a first run," Savannah said.

"I'd document it precisely and consider it on a first run," Isla corrected. "The decision would be yours."

Savannah turned back to fermenter four and read the temperature. The number matched her expectation within half a degree. She wrote it down. The room breathed around them, slow and purposeful, ten thousand gallons of bourbon in the making filling the air with the particular patience of living things doing exactly what they were built to do.

She had more questions. She went to them directly.
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Savannah moved to fermenter seven while Isla worked her way along the opposite row, checking what she was checking, writing what she was writing in the small notebook she'd produced from her jacket pocket. Neither woman announced her movements. The room accommodated them both the way a working space accommodated people who understood it, each settling into the natural rhythm of the work.

"What's your magnesium compensation protocol look like in practice?" Savannah asked across the row. "Not in theory. On the floor."

"Magnesium sulfate addition at the mash stage, before pitching," Isla said. "Calculated to bring available magnesium up to twenty-two parts per million in the final mash. We don't adjust after pitching. If the addition is wrong, we note it and correct on the next batch."

"You don't adjust mid-batch."

"Interrupting an active fermentation to compensate for a miscalculation teaches you nothing about the miscalculation."

Savannah drew a sample from seven and held the thief up to the overhead lights. Good clarity, appropriate turbidity for day two. She added it to the log. The room continued its patient business around them.

She had moved to number eight when Isla stopped.

Not stopped walking. Stopped and went still, which was different. Savannah heard the change in movement before she saw it.

She looked up.

Isla was standing at fermenter nine with her hands at her sides, not touching anything, her face turned down toward the surface of the mash. From where Savannah stood, she could see the slight flare of the woman's nostrils.

"This one," Isla said. Not a question. "The CO2 output is irregular. Bursting in six-to-eight second intervals rather than continuous. But the temperature and pH are in range."

Savannah crossed the space between them and stood beside her. She looked at the surface of nine's mash. The carbonation pattern was exactly as Isla had described. Not the steady, fine effervescence of a batch running clean, but something more intermittent, the carbon dioxide releasing in pulses that were too regular to be random and too irregular to be normal.

"How long you been watchin' it," Savannah said.

"I walked past it when I came in," Isla said. "I thought it was a gauge artifact. But it's the same now as forty minutes ago."

Savannah looked at the batch documentation on the clipboard hanging from nine's rack. Day three, standard mash bill, Gabbard strain pitched at standard rate. pH 5.3. Temperature 78.1 Fahrenheit. Nothing in the recorded numbers that would explain what the surface was doing.

She had been watching nine for eleven days.

Not in the production log. There was nothing wrong enough with nine to flag in the production log, which was precisely what made it interesting. In her personal notebook, the one in her back pocket, she'd been tracking a fermentation variable that existed in the gap between the numbers looking correct and something being slightly off. A fermentation behavior she'd first noticed in this same fermenter fourteen months ago and had seen three times since, each time producing a finished new-make spirit with a specific ester compound she hadn't been able to reliably reproduce.

She did not talk about this experiment in meetings. She had not written it into any shared document. It was hers, not out of secrecy but out of the particular ownership that belongs to something unfinished, something you haven't yet understood well enough to explain to another person.

She pulled the notebook out of her back pocket.

The act of doing it was already complete before she'd consciously decided to do it. Her hands had made the decision for her, the same way her hands sometimes knew what the next adjustment to a fermentation needed to be before the numbers had told her brain. She held the notebook for a moment, looking at it, then opened it to the section on nine and held it out.

Isla took it without comment and read.

The pages were dense with handwritten observations in Savannah's tight script, dates running down the left margin, temperature readings and pH values and her own notations about what the surface behavior looked like, what the sample smelled like, what the finished spirit tasted like when this particular pattern appeared. There was a table she'd drawn herself, correlating fermentation behavior variables with specific flavor outcomes in the finished bourbon two years out. There was a theory in the margins, written in pencil and partially erased, about whether the pattern was a stress response or an adaptation behavior in the Gabbard strain itself.

"This happened after the first heat spike of last summer," Isla said, reading from the notes. "The batch that produced this pattern was the one pitched six days before the June temperature incident."

"That's what I figure." Savannah watched her read. "The Gabbard strain in specific environmental conditions. Something about the thermal history before pitching changes the fermentation kinetics without changing the basic viability indicators."

"The mother culture carries the thermal memory," Isla said. "It's a documented phenomenon in strains that have been through enough generational stress. The yeast records the experience at a cellular level."

Savannah's chin came up slightly. "Records it how."

"Epigenetic modification. The protein expression changes without the underlying DNA sequence changing. It's heritable within a generation or two, then reverts." Isla looked up from the notebook. "Your Gabbard strain has been experiencing Kentucky summers for a hundred and fifty years. This behavior you've been tracking, I'd wager it's heritable. You'd see it in the daughters of these batches under similar thermal conditions."

The room went quiet in the particular way it did when both the machinery and the people in it stopped moving at the same time. Savannah looked at her notebook in Isla's hands, and at the woman who had read eleven pages of personal documentation and gone straight to the theoretical framework Savannah had been circling without the vocabulary to land in.

"Give me your next step," Savannah said. "If this were yours. What's next."

Isla handed the notebook back and turned to face fermenter nine. "Pull a timed sample sequence. Every four hours for the next twenty-four. Document the burst interval duration alongside the standard measures. You're looking for whether the interval is constant or variable. If it's constant, it's a mechanical behavior. If it varies with temperature fluctuation, it's a biological response."

She had said exactly what was already written on the erased line in Savannah's margin.

Savannah reached out and touched her arm. Brief and deliberate. Two fingers against the forearm, gone before a second had fully elapsed. It was the kind of touch that happened when a person's hands were ahead of their caution, when recognition arrived faster than the social calculation about whether recognition was appropriate to express.

Isla's breath caught. Barely. A small thing, the slight suspension of the chest's movement, the kind that comes when something unexpected is not unpleasant.

Savannah was already looking back at fermenter nine.

"I'll set up the sample sequence this afternoon," she said.

"I'd want tae see the results," Isla said. Her voice was back to its working register. Even.

"I'll leave 'em in the lab." Savannah tucked the notebook back into her pocket and reached for the sample kit. "You'll see 'em."

They returned to work. The fermentation room continued its slow biology around them, ten thousand gallons of bourbon in various stages of becoming, the Gabbard strain doing what it had done since Mary Gabbard Ransdell carried it to this limestone country in another century. The smell of it filled the warm air. The surface of number nine pulsed in its irregular rhythm, patient and particular, keeping its secret for now.
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The stack of trade publications arrived at Dee's desk every Friday, tied with a rubber band that she removed and set in the upper right drawer before she began. She read them in order of publication date, oldest first, making small marks in the margins with a mechanical pencil she'd carried since her last year at university. The marks were minimal: a vertical line beside anything requiring follow-up, a dot beside anything to monitor, a single horizontal stroke through anything she'd confirmed as already handled.

By three o'clock she had worked through Bourbon Heritage Quarterly, Kentucky Spirits Industry News, and the two regional food-and-drink publications whose readership overlapped with Elk Trace's primary consumer base. Her legal pad held four vertical lines and one follow-up note about the French import tariff coverage that might affect the export conversation she had scheduled for the week after next. The dot column was empty. The horizontal strokes were numerous.

She reached for The Distiller's Report.

It was a smaller publication, privately funded, with a circulation that didn't approach the majors but a readership that was influential. Buyers. Category directors. The mid-tier trade press that shaped the language smaller outlets borrowed. Dee read it third from last in her rotation. Not because it was unimportant but because it required a particular kind of attention that she preferred to arrive at after the more straightforward reading was complete.

The cover carried no image of Elk Trace or MacLellan. She opened to the contents page, found the relevant article on page fourteen, and turned to it.

"Cross-Atlantic Spirits: Heritage Exchange or Heritage Dilution?" ran across the top of the page in a typeface sized for emphasis. Below it, a subhead in smaller text: "As Kentucky bourbon enters its most visible international collaboration to date, industry voices raise questions about the direction Elk Trace is steering America's most protected spirit tradition."

Dee read the first three paragraphs, which laid out the Ransdell-MacLellan collaboration in broadly accurate terms with a specific editorial tilt: each fact delivered in phrasing that implied a question the article hadn't quite asked yet. The collaboration was real. The MacLellan yeast was real. The history of both families was real. But the article's language organized these facts into a shape that was slightly different from the shape she had crafted in the press materials. Where she had written "confluence of traditions," the article said "unprecedented departure." Where she had written "collaborative exchange," the article said "first-time external access to closely guarded heritage material."

She turned to page fifteen. Near the bottom of the column, set off in the pull-quote formatting the publication used for its most pointed content, was the line:

"The Gabbard strain is Kentucky bourbon heritage. Sharing it with a foreign operation raises questions about whose interests Elk Trace is actually serving."

Attribution: A Kentucky spirits industry veteran, requesting anonymity.

Dee read the sentence twice. Not because she hadn't understood it the first time. Because she was reading it for different things with each pass.

"Foreign operation" was the first phrase she isolated. Not "Scottish distillery." Not "international partner." Foreign operation. That was language that belonged to a different register than trade journalism. It was the vocabulary of protectionism, of interest groups, of the particular kind of old-money Kentucky opinion that treated the bourbon industry as a cultural trust rather than a commercial enterprise. Someone had fed this to the publication's source in those words, or the source had used them naturally, which told her something different about their position.

"Whose interests Elk Trace is actually serving" was the second phrase. The word "actually" was doing the work there. Actually implied that the stated interests were insufficient explanation for the decision. Actually implied there was a real explanation concealed behind the official one. The sentence was framed as a question rather than an accusation, which was the careful thing to do, but the question's framing carried the implication that the answer was already known to whoever was asking it.

She turned the page back to the byline and confirmed the author's name, made a note of it on her legal pad without elevation.

She knew the voice even without the byline. The particular framing, the vocabulary of grievance dressed as principle, the insistence that what one family had protected for a hundred and fifty years belonged to a collective that had never tended it. She had heard that argument before, in different rooms, from a man who believed Kentucky bourbon heritage was something he was owed rather than something he had failed to earn. Only one publication would have taken the quote without pressing harder on the attribution. Only one writer fancied himself a conscience of the industry rather than a reporter in it.

This was not an emergency. It was an opening position. Someone was establishing a public argument early, before the collaboration had produced anything to judge, which was the strategic moment to establish it. You didn't build a counter-narrative around a product that didn't yet exist. You built it now, when the territory was still being defined.

Dee made a dot on her legal pad with a small notation beside it that she would expand into a full briefing document by Monday. Not for Toby yet. Not until she'd seen whether the story spread over the next two news cycles. She had learned from her mother, who had learned from hers, that the Breckinridge response to threat was not alarm. It was attention. You paid attention until you understood what you were dealing with, and then you dealt with it from a position of knowledge rather than reaction.


Chapter seven




The Smoke


The magazine was folded to page fourteen and tucked under her arm as Dee walked the corridor toward Toby's study. The afternoon light came through the narrow windows at an angle that found the dust on the limestone walls and turned it gold, the way late Kentucky sun turned everything it touched into something worth considering. She carried the publication the way she carried most intelligence: without drama.

The study door was open. She knocked twice on the frame before stepping through.

The room was the most honest room in the manor, she'd always thought. No portraits of ancestors angled for effect, no display cases arranged for visitors. The limestone fireplace occupied the western wall, its mantel holding a small line of sample bottles without labels. Eight of them, each containing a different stage of a single experimental batch that had been running for three years. The leather-topped desk dominated the room's center, its surface currently occupied by a spread of production reports, a mechanical pencil, and a half-empty glass of water. Toby sat behind it in the same straight-backed posture that he carried everywhere, reading something she recognized as the week's barrel sampling notes.

He looked up when she entered.

Dee crossed to the desk and set the magazine in front of him, pressing her fingertips flat against the margin of page fourteen. She didn't ask him to read it. She indicated the pull-quote and let him see the words before she spoke.

"One article," she said. "The Distiller's Report, this week's issue. The collaboration coverage is accurate in its facts and editorial in its framing." She kept her voice at its working register, the one that meant information being conveyed rather than alarm being signaled. "Two phrases. Here" — she tapped the margin — "'foreign operation.' Not 'Scottish distillery.' Not 'international partner.' That's the language of the other conversation, the one that happens in rooms where protectionism gets called principle."

Toby's eyes had moved to the pull-quote. He was reading.

"And here." She moved her finger two lines down. "'Whose interests Elk Trace is actually serving.' The word 'actually' is doing the work. It implies the stated reason for the collaboration is insufficient explanation. It implies a real explanation concealed behind an official one." She paused, not for effect but because the next thing required precision. "The source is unattributed. The publication ran it anyway. The writer has a pattern. I'll have a six-month coverage pull by Monday. But the framing is established now, before the collaboration has produced anything to evaluate. That's the move. Position the question before there's an answer."

She stopped. That was the briefing.

He looked at the pull-quote for another three seconds, reading it once more the way you read something when you're confirming what you already know rather than learning it for the first time. Then he set the magazine down beside the production reports, its pages open to page fourteen, the pull-quote visible.

"Caleb," he said.

The single word arrived flat and complete. Not a question. Not surprise. Just the sound of recognition.

Dee gave a small nod. One motion. Nothing attached to it.

The name sat between them in the particular silence that surrounds things that don't require elaboration. She didn't add to it. He didn't ask her to. Both understood what the name contained: the history it carried, the shape of resentment it represented, the reason a certain kind of grievance would find its way to a certain kind of writer at a certain kind of publication right now, at the precise moment when the collaboration had been announced and before it had produced anything that could be defended or criticized on its merits.

Toby picked up his mechanical pencil and made a notation in the margin of the barrel sampling notes. Not about Caleb. Not about the article. Something about the production reports that had apparently required his attention before she'd come in and would require it again now that she was done. He reached out and moved the magazine three inches to the left, off the spread of production reports, placing it in the narrow cleared section of desk that held items awaiting later attention.

Not discarded. Not highlighted. Filed at the correct priority.

"Monday," she said. It contained the whole summary of what she'd do with it.

He nodded without looking up from the barrel notes.

She left without drama, the door closing behind her with the solid weight of old wood.
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Isla had the documentation spread before Toby arrived. Not arranged for effect but laid out in the sequence that told the argument cleanly, the way you presented evidence when you wanted it understood rather than admired.

The conference room held the afternoon in its limestone walls, the oak table catching what light came through the south-facing windows and holding it in the grain of the wood. From somewhere in the adjacent production corridor came the faint, living tang of fermenting yeast. Isla had noticed it when she first entered the room and had not stopped noticing it. It seemed appropriate, that the documentation of a four-hundred-year life should be examined in the presence of its current living form.

She worked from the satchel. Two ledger folios, their covers boards of some dark wood she didn't know the name of, the pages inside a parchment that had gone from cream to something closer to sand in the centuries since they'd been written. She set them open at the pages she intended, handling them by the edges in the way she'd been taught to handle things that could not be replaced. Beside them she laid a flat document case containing the excise-raid letters. Seven of them, the oldest from 1743, the official stamps still readable through the brown water damage along the left margins, the signatures of men who had ridden out to seize illegal stills and had, in their own bureaucratic thoroughness, preserved the record of what they were trying to destroy. She opened the case and folded back the protective sleeve.

The wartime shipping manifests went beside the excise documents: two from the First World War, one from the Second, each showing the culture listed in the cargo under a designation that meant nothing to customs officials and everything to the MacLellan family member who'd carried it through. The second one had been signed in a hand that slanted sharply right, the pressure too hard on some letters and absent on others.

Last came the Scots Gaelic papers: a handful of handwritten sheets in a script that predated standardized spelling, the words recording batch records and yeast observations in a language that had been her grandmother's first and her own third. She set these to the right of the manifests without opening them to any particular page. Their presence was argument enough.

The fermentation tang drifted through again. She registered it.

Toby came in three minutes later, carrying a glass of water and the particular quietness of someone who had finished one form of work and was moving toward another. He saw the table before he reached his chair. He stopped for a beat, the involuntary stillness of a person processing something unexpected in scale. His eyes moved across the documents without touching them, taking in the materials with a single comprehensive sweep. Then he set his water glass down and came to the table.

"Four centuries," she said, an anchor for what he was about to see. She began at the left end of the spread. "The earliest confirmed record of the culture in continuous MacLellan custody. The handwriting belongs to my six-times-great-grandmother, though the attribution wasn't formally noted until the following generation wrote a margin note confirming her as the source." She moved right along the table. "The excise documents establish the distillery's illegal operation through the mid-eighteenth century and the culture's survival across at least three raids in which equipment was seized. The yeast was not seized because it was kept separately, in a location the excisemen's notes describe as 'not found.'"

Toby's attention had sharpened. He was reading the open ledger, not touching it.

"The wartime manifests show two transatlantic passages and one inland evacuation in 1940, when the coastal distilleries were considered vulnerable to naval activity. The culture was carried in a canvas bag inside a government requisition shipment, which is as good a hiding place as any." She reached the Gaelic papers. "These are batch records and yeast observations in the original family language. I can provide translations, but the physical documents establish unbroken documentation in a consistent hand across the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries."

She stopped. The argument was complete. Four hundred years, laid on a table, asking to be taken seriously.

Toby stood with his hands in his pockets, looking at the full spread. Then he turned to the shelving unit along the south wall and retrieved a cloth-covered folio from the second shelf. He brought it to the table and set it down with the same care she'd used with her own materials. Opened it.

"1868," he said, his drawl present but quiet, the way it got when he was being precise rather than sociable. "Elk Trace founding ledgers. Thaddeus Ransdell's hand." He turned to a page she could see held columns of figures alongside notations she recognized as early production records. "First documented batch." He pointed to an entry: July 14, 1868: Mash prepared using M.G.R. mother yeast. Initial assessment promising. "M.G.R. — Mary Gabbard Ransdell. The yeast came to this distillery with her, a gift from her father to Thaddeus on the occasion of the marriage. Her father's to give. Her choice of who to give it to."

He turned another page. A letter, handwritten on paper that had foxed along the edges, the signature at the bottom large and deliberate: Thaddeus Ransdell.

"He wrote to his brother about her," Toby said. "About the yeast, specifically. He called it a wedding gift from her people. Something of value brought to the marriage that became part of what the marriage built." He was quiet for a moment, looking at the letter. "The family story has always been that she knew what she was carrying. That she understood the yeast was the beginning of something, not just an ingredient. Whether that's true or whether it's the story families tell to make themselves feel like their traditions were chosen rather than accumulated, I can't say." He looked up. "That's the version I have."

It was the most honest thing she'd heard anyone say about a family legacy in a long time. Isla looked at the letter, at Thaddeus's signature, at the columns of figures in the founding ledger beside it.

She reached out and touched the edge of his folio with two fingers, not reading it but acknowledging it. He'd done the same, implicitly, by looking at her documents rather than past them.

They stood at the table with both spreads open before them: a hundred and fifty years on his side, four hundred on hers, the documents touching at the edges where they'd been placed close together. The fermentation tang came through the wall again, steady and present, the living yeast conducting its patient business in the rooms beyond the limestone.

Neither of them spoke for a moment.

She had come to Kentucky for a controlled exchange. A scientific proposal, a collaboration with defined parameters, a transaction that honored both traditions without requiring either party to risk more than was necessary. That was what she'd told herself on the plane. That was what she'd told Cairn when she'd handed him the morning culture check and walked to the car. A careful, bounded thing.

But the documents on this table were not bounded. They were evidence of what happened when a tradition was tended rather than merely maintained. When the people who carried something understood that carrying it was not enough. That it had to be brought forward, into new ground, or it would simply persist without growing.

Isla looked at him across the spread of documents.

"Not diminishment," she said.

"No." His voice carried the same quiet that had been in it since he'd opened the folio. "The next chapter of what Mary Gabbard's family began. What your ancestors protected through excise raids and wartime. Not dilution. Continuation."

The afternoon held the room, and the yeast breathed through the walls, and the documents lay open between them like a conversation that had begun in separate centuries and was only now, finally, finding its other speaker.


Chapter eight




What the Water Holds


Isla stood on the verandah, defeated. The July night pressed against her skin like a living thing, the Kentucky summer having found new ways to demonstrate its mastery over her body. She had fled the stifling interior of the manor twenty minutes earlier, driven out by a heat that seemed to have saturated the very limestone of the walls, but the outdoor air offered no real relief, just a different variety of the same oppression. Humidity clung to her blouse, transforming the light fabric into a second skin that mapped her discomfort in darkening patterns across her back and beneath her arms.

The condensation on her glass of sweet tea ran in rivulets between her fingers. She had accepted the Southern drink out of necessity rather than preference, finding that water alone couldn't replace what the heat extracted from her body. The sweetness had been jarring at first, but after weeks in Kentucky, she'd come to understand its purpose. This wasn't indulgence. It was survival.

She shifted her weight from one foot to the other, peeling her bare feet momentarily from the wooden planks of the verandah where sweat had adhered them. Her hair, normally controlled in its practical knot, had begun to escape at her temples and the nape of her neck, damp tendrils clinging to skin that hadn't felt truly dry since the sun had climbed past nine that morning. She wiped at her forehead with the back of her wrist, the motion leaving a streak of condensation from the glass mixed with her own perspiration.

Nothing in her life on Islay had prepared her for this particular assault. The maritime air of the Scottish island carried its own damp, but it was a clean, bracing sort of wetness that evaporated and refreshed. This Kentucky wetness accumulated, built upon itself, transformed the simple act of breathing into a deliberate effort. The distillery fermentation rooms were cooler, their climate control calculated for yeast health rather than human comfort, and she found herself missing them now.

The cicadas and tree frogs created a wall of sound unlike anything she'd known. On Islay, night brought the clean rhythm of ocean waves, the occasional cry of a seabird, the distant drone of a fishing boat returning to harbor. Here, the darkness vibrated with insistent life, thousands of unseen creatures announcing their existence with unrelenting volume. It was not unpleasant exactly, but it was foreign. Another reminder that she stood in a place her body had not yet learned to read.

Movement caught her eye. A figure emerged from the shadows on the far side of the swimming pool that lay beyond the verandah. In the dim light cast by the moon and the distant security lights of the distillery complex, Isla recognized Savannah Caudill. The mountain woman moved with the confidence of someone navigating familiar territory, requiring no additional illumination to find her way across the pool deck. Her path was practiced, her steps certain.

Isla watched, momentarily forgetting her discomfort. There was something compelling about the way Savannah inhabited this landscape, as if the darkness and the heat were elements she had negotiated peace with long ago. She moved with an economy that suggested nothing wasted.

When Savannah reached the pool's edge, she paused. Isla remained still, partially concealed by the shadows of the verandah columns. She found herself holding her breath, though she couldn't have explained why. Then, without ceremony, Savannah began to undress.

The mountain woman's movements held the same directness that characterized everything she did. No performative quality, no glances around to check for observers. She simply removed her clothing as a practical matter, each piece set aside in a neat pile on one of the deck chairs. The moonlight traced the lines of her body. Strong shoulders, the curve of her waist, the muscled definition of thighs that spoke of a lifetime of mountain paths. Her nudity was a fact rather than a statement, unself-conscious in a way that suggested comfort in her own skin that went beyond mere confidence.

Isla found herself unable to look away. The contrast between her own discomfort and Savannah's apparent ease felt like a distillation of everything that had separated them since her arrival. The mountain woman had inhabited this land for generations, while Isla remained a visitor fighting against its fundamental nature.

Savannah moved to the edge of the pool and dove in a single, fluid motion. Her body cut through the surface with minimal splash, an efficiency of movement that had nothing to do with training and everything to do with innate physical intelligence. The water accepted her, closing over her form as she disappeared beneath the surface.

Isla wiped another bead of sweat from her temple, suddenly aware that she had been staring. She considered retreating inside, giving Savannah the privacy her midnight swim clearly wasn't asking for but might deserve nonetheless. Before she could move, Savannah surfaced near the center of the pool, pushing water from her face with both hands in a gesture that was somehow both practical and beautiful.

Their eyes met across the distance. No startled recognition. No embarrassment. Just a moment of acknowledgment. Savannah's gaze was direct, neither challenging nor apologetic. She had seen Isla standing there and accepted her presence as simply another fact of the night.

The silence between them stretched, filled with cicada song and the gentle lapping of disturbed water against the pool's edge. Savannah floated, her body held by the water with the ease of someone who had learned to surrender to natural forces rather than fight them. Her next words came without preamble or explanation.

"Come in," she said, her voice carrying across the water with a directness that matched her gaze. "The water's fine."

Isla looked down at herself, then back at the water. "I haven't got a suit."

Savannah's expression didn't change. "Aw, honey." A beat. "Don't tell me you ain't never been skinny dippin'."

She waited in the water, unhurried.

The invitation contained no pressure, no expectation. It was presented as a simple solution to a problem Isla's body had been telegraphing all evening. The heat. The discomfort. The sense of being perpetually at war with her environment. Savannah offered not just cool water but a different relationship to this place.

Isla's fingers tightened around the glass of sweet tea, its ice long since melted, the liquid now nearly as warm as the air around her. Savannah remained where she was, floating, waiting. Not pressing the invitation, but not withdrawing it either. The choice belonged entirely to Isla, and they both knew it.
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Isla stood frozen, the sweet tea glass a sweating anchor in her palm. Savannah's invitation hung in the humid air between them, neither retracted nor repeated. The mountain woman simply waited, treading water with minimal movement, her eyes never leaving Isla's face. This wasn't merely about escaping the heat. This was a threshold of another kind entirely, and they both recognized it. Isla's body understood before her mind fully processed the decision. Her fingers loosened their grip on the glass, her feet already shifting toward the steps that led down from the verandah to the pool deck.

She placed the tea glass on the verandah rail, the small sound of glass against wood marking her commitment. She removed each piece of clothing. The night air touched newly exposed skin, barely cooler than the fabric that had covered it.

As her clothes formed a small pile on one of the deck chairs, Isla felt a peculiar liberation. She had crossed an ocean with four hundred years of living culture in her care. She had negotiated terms, argued points of law, defended her family's heritage against dilution. She had maintained control in every moment since her arrival. Now, standing naked in the Kentucky night, she felt that control transform into something different. Not abandoned, but deliberately set aside.

The first step into the water sent a shock of relief through her system. The pool wasn't cold, exactly, but compared to the oppressive heat that had been her constant companion, it felt like sanctuary. She moved down the steps with increasing certainty, water rising past her calves, her thighs, her waist. The sensation of being enveloped, of having the weight of heat lifted from her skin, was almost overwhelming.

Savannah remained where she was, watching Isla's approach with patient attention. Neither of them spoke. The professional complexities that had defined their interactions since Isla's arrival simplified in the dark water. Two bodies. The night. The relief of cool water against heated skin.

Isla swam toward the center of the pool, her strokes measured. When she stopped, water lapping at her collarbones, they faced each other across a distance that felt both vast and negligible.

"You have good instincts," Savannah said. "For what you need."

She moved closer. The water barely registered her approach. Isla felt the change in pressure before Savannah's hand found her waist beneath the surface, cool and certain, neither tentative nor demanding. It rested there, establishing connection, waiting.

"Yes," Isla said. The word carried her accent more strongly than usual.

Savannah drew her in until the length of their bodies met beneath the water. Skin against skin after weeks of careful professional distance. Savannah's other hand came up to cup the back of Isla's neck, fingers threading into her damp hair, and then her mouth found Isla's. Unhurried, knowing, the kiss of a woman who had been here before and understood exactly what she was doing.

Isla kissed her back with the same directness she brought to everything else that mattered. Her hands found Savannah's waist and held on.

Savannah broke the kiss and put her lips close to Isla's ear. "Tell me what you want. Don't be coy about it."

Isla, who measured her words in every professional context, found the same precision had another application entirely. "Your mouth on my tits first," she said. "Then I want your fingers in my pussy."

Savannah's intake of breath was the closest thing to surprise she'd shown all evening. Then a low sound that wasn't quite a laugh. "Direct," she said. "I do like that."

Her hands moved to Isla's breasts, thumbs finding her nipples, and Isla's breath left her in a rush. The touch was skilled and unhurried. Isla arched into it, her grip on Savannah's waist tightening. Savannah lowered her mouth to Isla's breast, tongue circling before her teeth grazed the nipple, and Isla made a sound she wouldn't have recognized as coming from herself an hour ago.

"People are like fermentation," Savannah murmured against her wet skin. "You watch close enough, they tell you everything you need to know."

Her hand moved lower, sliding between Isla's thighs beneath the surface, finding her with accuracy that left no room for misunderstanding. Isla gasped. Savannah's fingers stroked along her pussy before pressing inside, two fingers curling to the place that made Isla's vision blur at the edges. The water moved around them with the rhythm Savannah set, warm and dark and alive with the sound of cicadas that Isla no longer heard as foreign.

"There," Isla managed. "Right there. Don't stop."

Savannah didn't stop. Her thumb worked Isla's clit while her fingers moved inside her, and Isla clung to her shoulders and felt her pussy clench tight around Savannah's hand as the pleasure built past managing. She came with her face pressed against Savannah's neck, the sound of it swallowed by the Kentucky night, her whole body shaking in the water that held them both.

Savannah brought her down slowly, fingers gentle now, her free hand stroking Isla's back. When Isla's breath steadied enough to think, she lifted her head.

Savannah watched her attentively.

Isla reached up and touched her face. Savannah went still.

"Your turn," Isla said.

She guided Savannah to the pool's edge, hands on her hips until she understood and sat on the stone lip, legs still in the water. Isla moved between her thighs and looked up at her. Savannah's expression had softened.

"You don't have to —" Savannah started.

"I know I don't." Isla held her gaze. "I want to."

She lowered her mouth to Savannah's pussy and gave it her full attention. Savannah's hand came down to the back of her head, fingers threading into her hair, not guiding, just holding on. The sounds she made were nothing like her usual economy of expression. Her thighs tightened against Isla's shoulders as Isla's tongue found what it was looking for, and she came in waves that left her gasping and gripping the stone edge of the pool with both hands.

After, they were both breathing hard. Savannah slid back into the water and they stood together in the quiet, the cicadas filling the dark, the pool holding them both.

"I've been watching you fight this heat since you got here," Savannah said finally, her voice different than usual. Softer. "Sometimes you have to stop fighting and learn to move with it instead."

Isla understood she wasn't just talking about the Kentucky summer.
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Isla sat at the pool's edge, her legs still submerged to mid-calf in the water that had witnessed her surrender. The night remained warm around her, but her relationship to that warmth had subtly shifted. Her naked body no longer registered the heat as an assault to be endured but as a condition to be inhabited. Water droplets traced paths across her skin, cooling as they evaporated. She watched Savannah climb from the pool, water sluicing from her body in silvery rivulets that caught what little moonlight penetrated the canopy of oak branches above them.

Savannah didn't reach for her clothing. She stood for a moment, letting the air touch her wet skin, seemingly unbothered by her nudity or the lingering gaze upon it. Then she gave Isla a small nod. An unspoken promise to return.

"Stay," she said, the single word neither command nor request but something in between.

Then she was moving across the pool deck, her footsteps wet against the stone, and disappearing into the shadows toward the manor. Isla remained as instructed, feeling no urgency to move or cover herself. The night insects continued their constant chorus, the cicadas and tree frogs creating a wall of sound that now seemed less foreign than it had hours earlier. She trailed her fingers through the water beside her, creating small eddies that caught the faint light.

Minutes passed. She didn't count them. Time had become elastic, stretching and compressing according to rules she hadn't bothered to catalog. When Savannah returned, Isla registered her approach by the subtle change in the air currents against her damp skin rather than by sight or sound.

The mountain woman carried two heavy-bottomed glasses, each containing a finger of amber liquid that could only be bourbon. She sat beside Isla at the pool's edge, her own legs sliding back into the water, and set one glass on the stone between them.

Isla picked up the glass. She studied its contents, the way the bourbon caught what little light reached the pool deck and transformed it into something richer, deeper. On her first night at Elk Trace, defeated by the Kentucky heat, she had accepted sweet tea as a necessary concession to her environment. Now she held Kentucky bourbon in her hand, naked beneath the stars, her body still carrying the memory of Savannah's touch.

The shift was not lost on her.

She brought the glass to her lips, taking a small sip. The liquid touched her tongue with familiar complexity. But in this context, it was more than a spirit to be analyzed. It was a punctuation mark, a declaration: This happened. We are here. Something has changed.

Savannah sat beside her, close enough that their shoulders nearly touched but not quite making contact. Her own glass remained untouched for now. They shared the silence, neither feeling the need to explain or qualify what had passed between them.

Isla's posture had changed from earlier in the evening. The rigid set of her shoulders that had accompanied her every day since arriving in Kentucky had softened. Her spine remained straight, but the control had given way to something more natural. More inhabited. She was a woman who had relinquished control and discovered that doing so could be a choice rather than a defeat.

"First time?" Savannah asked finally, her voice quiet against the night sounds.

Isla knew she wasn't asking about the bourbon.

"First time here," she answered, the distinction precise and honest.

Savannah nodded once, accepting this. She lifted her own glass, taking a sip that left a momentary sheen on her lower lip. Isla watched the bourbon disappear, thinking of heritage, of traditions carried through centuries, of what it meant to bring something old into new territory.

Their glasses caught a brief flash as something sent a beam across the water's surface and up to where they sat. The amber liquid glowed momentarily, then returned to shadow. Like a heartbeat, Isla thought. A brief illumination followed by the necessary darkness that allowed the next beat to emerge.

The night air wrapped around them, still warm but no longer oppressive. Isla's body had acclimated, or her perception had shifted. The distinction didn't matter. What mattered was that the Kentucky summer had become a condition of possibility rather than an obstacle to be overcome. The heat that had driven her from the manor now held her in a kind of embrace, one she no longer felt compelled to resist.

"Tomorrow," Savannah said after a long silence, "I want to show you something in the lab. The culture samples we've been running, I'm seeing patterns I think you'll recognize."

"I'll be there," Isla said.

Savannah's hand found hers in the darkness, fingers intertwining briefly before releasing. A confirmation rather than a question. They returned to silence, the bourbon glasses catching occasional glints of light as they sat together in the dark. The sweet tea glass remained on the verandah rail where Isla had left it.


Chapter nine




Morning After


Savannah woke before the alarm could sound, her body attuned to distillery rhythms that needed no electronic reminder. The first gray light of dawn seeped through the east-facing windows of Isla's room, catching on copper-red hair spread across the pillow beside her. She slid from beneath the sheets in a single fluid motion, bare feet finding the cool hardwood without sound. Isla didn't stir.

Savannah didn't reach for her clothes. No need for that yet. She gathered them from the chair where she'd left them folded the night before, tucked them under her arm, and crossed to the door. The latch made a soft click as she eased it open and stepped into the limestone corridor.

The manor's hallways held a different coolness than the bedroom. Older, settled into the stone over generations, carrying the mineral breath of limestone quarried from Kentucky hills before anyone alive now had been born. The air touched her skin, raising gooseflesh along her arms. Not uncomfortable. Just the honest conversation between flesh and air that required no mediation.

She moved through the manor without ceremony or urgency. Her nudity was a simple fact. Her body was a tool that served her purposes, in the stillhouse and in bed with a copper-haired woman from across an ocean, and she made no distinction between the two in terms of how she carried herself.

Samuel was ascending the main staircase with a small tray when she rounded the corner. He looked up without surprise.

"Morning, Miss Savannah." His voice was pitched to match the early hour. "Coffee will be ready shortly."

"Morning, Samuel." She nodded and continued past him without breaking stride.

No flicker crossed his features. Samuel had served this household long enough to understand that privacy at Elk Trace wasn't about pretending not to see what was plainly visible. It was about respecting what didn't need to be discussed. He continued up the stairs. She continued down the hall.

The door to the master bedroom opened quietly under her hand. Morning light sliced through the plantation shutters in horizontal bands across the polished walnut floor. Dee was already at her desk by the eastern windows, laptop open, a document spread before her, pen in hand. She looked up at Savannah's entrance.

"Morning," Dee said, her eyes returning to the document before her even as she spoke. No wasted attention. "Did you sleep?"

"Enough." Savannah moved to the closet, pulling a fresh shirt from the section that held her things.

"Overnight readings on the MacLellan culture. Did the fermentation interval hold?"

"Held at forty-two minutes through the night. Temperature stayed at sixty-eight, plus or minus a point."

Dee made a notation on the document. The information received, processed, filed. No further comment required.

Savannah draped her shirt over the back of a chair and headed for the bathroom. The shower ran hot almost immediately. She stepped under the spray and let it wash away pool chlorine and the scent of Isla's skin. Not erasing the night but preparing her body for the day's work. The slight sweet ache between her legs was a pleasant reminder rather than a distraction. She washed, dried, and dressed. Work clothes, denim softened through countless washes, boots she could wear into a fermentation room without a second thought.

When she emerged, Dee was still at the desk, the document now annotated with several additional notations.

"I'll be in the lab all morning," Savannah said.

"I have the French importers at eleven," Dee replied without looking up. "Lunch meeting. I've asked Samuel to send something to the lab for you."

It wasn't a question. "Appreciate it."

She crossed back to the desk, tilted Dee's chin up with two fingers, and kissed her softly and unhurried. The easy kind of kiss that belongs to people who know each other's mouths well. Dee's hand came up briefly to the side of Savannah's face, then returned to the document.

"Go," Dee said.

Savannah left the room without further exchange, the door closing behind her with a quiet click.
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Toby entered the kitchen at precisely seven-thirty, his body keeping the same schedule it had maintained for twenty years of distillery mornings. He paused in the doorway for two seconds, not enough time for anyone to register the hesitation, but long enough for him to read the room. Something had shifted since yesterday. The kitchen itself remained unchanged. Morning light spilling across the granite countertops, coffee already brewed in the heavy carafe, Shelby at the table with the morning paper, Dee standing by the window with her first cup already half-empty. But the air held a different quality, like the barely perceptible pressure change that precedes weather not yet visible on the horizon. He filed this observation without comment and moved toward the coffee.

Isla sat at the far end of the table, a spiral-bound notebook open before her, making notations. Her copper hair was pulled back in its usual knot, her clothing unchanged from previous days. Yet something in her posture had altered. The provisional quality that had marked her presence since arrival had dissolved, replaced by something more settled. She didn't look up when he entered, not out of rudeness but out of comfort.

He reached for a mug from the cabinet, noting that the one Isla used was the same one Savannah preferred. Not coincidence. Choice.

"Morning," he said, addressing the room rather than any individual.

Dee's response came first, a simple "Good morning". She remained by the window, her attention divided between the grounds outside and whatever calculations she was running in her head. The set of her shoulders told him she was already three hours into her workday mentally, though the clock had barely passed seven-thirty.

Shelby folded the newspaper with care, her eyes meeting his briefly over the top edge. She'd already mapped the room's dynamics before he entered. He recognized the stillness in her hands that meant she was processing information rather than just holding paper. Her gaze shifted momentarily to Isla, then back to him, a small adjustment occurring behind her eyes. She was recalibrating something, closing one mental file and opening another.

"Production meeting at nine?" Shelby asked, the question purely professional but carrying an undercurrent of acknowledgment. Her voice gave away nothing, but her eyes held the calm certainty of someone who had seen the household absorb new connections before.

"Yes," Toby confirmed, pouring his coffee. "Main conference room. We'll need the TTB timeline update and the export projection."

Isla looked up from her notebook, inserting herself into the conversation with a directness that hadn't been there the day before. "I've adjusted the acclimation schedule based on yesterday's test batches. I'll bring the updated projection." Her accent remained the same but the delivery had shifted. No longer a visitor offering input. A participant stating facts.

"Good," Toby said, accepting both the information and what it represented.

He moved to the refrigerator, retrieving cream for his coffee. The morning light caught the glass bottle as he set it on the counter, transforming it briefly into something luminous. When he turned back to the table, Isla had risen and was moving toward the coffee pot without hesitation. Three weeks ago, she would have asked where mugs were kept. Two weeks ago, she would have waited for an invitation. Today she simply reached for the cabinet where she now knew they were stored, her movements possessing the quiet confidence of belonging.

She selected a heavy stoneware mug that had sat at the back of the shelf, largely ignored. The choice wasn't random. It was deliberate, a small declaration. This one is mine now.

Shelby shifted her position slightly, making room at the table as Isla returned with her coffee. The adjustment was minimal but significant. Dee observed this from her position by the window, saying nothing but missing nothing. Her eyes met Toby's briefly over the rim of her cup, communicating volumes without a single word. She had cataloged the changes, assessed their implications, and filed the information away.

Samuel entered with a tray of fresh biscuits, sliced fruit, a small pot of local honey. He placed it on the table, his eyes taking in the room's configuration without comment.

"Miss Savannah said to tell you she's already in the lab," he informed them. "She'll join the meeting at nine but won't be here for breakfast."

Toby nodded, receiving both the stated message and the unspoken confirmation it carried. Savannah's absence was itself information. She was already fully engaged with the day's work, consistent with her pattern after nights that shifted household arrangements. Her dedication to the lab intensified during transitions, her focus on fermentation calculations providing the structure she preferred during times of change.

Isla reached for a biscuit with the ease of someone who no longer felt like a guest. She split it open, applied honey, and took her seat. Not the one she'd occupied for previous breakfasts, at the edge of the table's social geography, but one firmly within it. The space she claimed wasn't tentative or apologetic. It was certain.

Toby sipped his coffee, observing these shifts, patient attention revealing truth over time. The household was absorbing this new configuration without ceremony or discussion, each person adjusting their position slightly to accommodate the change.
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Isla knocked once on the study door before entering, a courtesy rather than a request. The afternoon light had shifted to the amber quality that preceded evening, catching dust motes as they drifted through the air. She carried production notes from the day's test batches, data that confirmed what they'd both suspected about the MacLellan culture's adaptation to Kentucky water. Factual information with implications beyond the scientific. The yeast was finding its place here, transforming without losing its essential character. Adapting without surrendering. She understood the parallel without needing to articulate it.

Toby stood by the limestone fireplace, examining one of the unlabeled sample bottles from the mantel. He wore dark trousers, a crisp shirt with the sleeves rolled precisely to mid-forearm, no tie. His posture was unchanged from every professional interaction they'd had since her arrival. Straight-backed without rigidity, his weight balanced evenly between both feet, nothing performative about his stance. Yet something in the air between them had shifted, like the barely perceptible change in barometric pressure before a weather system arrives.

"The fermentation interval is holding at forty-two minutes," she said, closing the door behind her. "Consistent through three test cycles. The culture's accepting the limestone profile without stress markers."

He set the sample bottle back in its place. "Expected, but good to confirm."

"The temperature tolerance is expanding," she continued, moving further into the room. "We've pushed it two degrees above the Scottish baseline without cellular stress indicators."

"Adaptation without fundamental change," Toby said, echoing words she'd used in the fermentation room weeks ago.

Their eyes met across the study. The professional exchange was complete, the information delivered. What remained was the unspoken thing that had been building between them since her arrival. The recognition that had nothing to do with yeast cultures or fermentation intervals and everything to do with the way they'd circled each other, two people accustomed to authority finding the precise balance point where respect meets attraction.

"Yes," she said, answering both the stated observation and the question beneath it.

Toby's eyes held hers, his gaze direct and uncompromising. Not challenging, but unwilling to look away from what was developing between them. "Your boundaries," he said. Not a question but an opening.

"I choose what I yield," she replied. "And tae whom."

The distance between them remained unchanged, neither moving to close it yet. The limestone walls of the study held the heat of the day, radiating it back into the space between them. From somewhere beyond the walls came the faint, living tang of fermentation, the distillery's constant reminder of transformation in progress.

"With Savannah," Toby said, not a question about what had happened but a request for clarification of what it meant.

"Different," Isla said. "What I found with her belongs tae her and me. What happens here would belong only tae us."

He nodded once, accepting this. His hand moved to the top button of his shirt, unfastening it. Not a performance or a seduction, but a practical step toward what they both recognized was coming.

"If you stay," he said, his voice dropping to a register she hadn't heard before, "you'll do exactly as I say."

The words landed in her chest before she'd finished hearing them. Isla felt her breath catch, not in surprise but in recognition. This was what she'd sensed in him since their first meeting. The quiet authority that required no announcement, the dominance that was simply part of who he was rather than something he performed.

"Yes," she said, the word complete and unqualified.

He crossed the space between them in three unhurried steps, closing the distance without urgency. When he reached her, his hand came up to cup her jaw, thumb tracing the line of it. His touch was certain, the contact of a man who knew exactly what he intended and required no reassurance.

"You've been in control since you landed in Kentucky," he said, his drawl more pronounced in this lower register. "Every moment. Every interaction. Even last night in the pool you were choosing to let go, which is its own form of control."

His hand moved to the back of her neck, fingers threading into her hair where it was secured in its practical knot. He didn't disarrange it. Not yet. Just established his grip, letting her feel the strength in his hand without applying it.

"Here, with me, you don't choose moment by moment," he continued. "You choose once, at the beginning. Everything after that is my decision."

Isla felt her body responding before her mind had fully processed his words. She felt a rush of heat between her legs, her nipples tightening against the fabric of her blouse. Not from the words themselves but from the certainty behind them. From the recognition that this man understood exactly what she needed without her having to explain or justify it.

"I choose now," she said, her voice steady despite the quickening of her pulse.

His grip tightened in her hair, not painfully but firmly enough to tilt her head back slightly, exposing the line of her throat. "Good," he said. Then, after a beat: "Undress."

The command was simple, direct, and brooked no negotiation. Isla's hands moved to the buttons of her blouse, unfastening them with the same efficiency she brought to lab work. No performance, no hesitation. Just compliance with a direction she had chosen to follow. The blouse opened, revealing the simple cotton bra beneath. She removed both, folding them and setting them on the corner of his desk.

Toby watched her, his eyes taking in each revelation of skin without hurry. Appreciating, the way a master distiller appreciates the color and clarity of a perfectly aged spirit. When she stood fully naked before him, he circled her once, examining her from every angle. His hand trailed across her shoulders, down her spine, over the curve of her hip. He claimed territory through touch that was both possessive and assessing.

"Perfect," he said, the word delivered without embellishment or qualification.

He moved to stand behind her, his chest against her back, fully clothed while she stood naked. The contrast created its own charge between them. His hand came around to cup her breast, thumb circling her nipple with precise pressure that made her breath catch. His other hand pressed flat against her stomach, holding her against him so she could feel his cock hardening against her ass through his trousers.

"You don't move unless I tell you to," he said, his mouth close to her ear. "You don't come unless I allow it. Understood?"

"Yes," she said, the word coming out slightly breathless.

His hand moved lower, sliding between her thighs to find her pussy already wet for him. He made a sound of approval against her ear as his fingers explored her thoroughly, learning what made her breath quicken and her muscles tense. When he slid two fingers inside her, she gasped.

"So wet already," he observed, his voice carrying no judgment, just appreciation. His thumb found her clit, applying pressure with the same precision he brought to everything. "You've been thinking about this."

It wasn't a question, but she answered anyway. "Yes."

His free hand came up to grip her throat, establishing control and reminding her who was directing this encounter. She felt herself getting wetter at the contact, at the evidence of his strength held carefully in check.

"On the desk," he instructed, releasing her. "Hands flat, legs spread."

Isla moved to comply, bending over the heavy oak desk as directed. The wood was cool against her palms, the position exposing her completely. She heard him unbuckling his belt behind her, the leather sliding through fabric loops with a sound that made her pussy clench in anticipation.

When he entered her, it was with the same controlled deliberation that characterized everything else about him. No hesitation or uncertainty, just the thick and steady pressure of his cock pushing into her, filling her completely. Isla gasped, her body adjusting to accommodate him.

"Don't move," he reminded her, his hands gripping her hips firmly.

He began to fuck her with deep, measured strokes, each one driving her against the desk with carefully calibrated force. Not punishing, simply certain. His rhythm was steady, his control absolute. One hand moved from her hip to grip her hair again, using it to arch her back into the precise angle he wanted.

"You take my cock so well," he said, his drawl thickening with arousal. "Like you were made for this."

The praise washed through her, intensifying the pleasure building in her core. Her body responded to his control with increasing urgency, inner muscles tightening around his cock as he drove into her. She felt the familiar pressure building, her orgasm approaching with the inevitable momentum of natural forces.

"Not yet," he said, reading her body's signals with expert precision. "You don't come until I say."

She bit her lip, focusing on holding back the rising tide of pleasure. This was the surrender she'd chosen. Surrender not just of her body but of her timing, her rhythm, her release. The giving over of control to someone she trusted to use it well.

His pace increased slightly, his cock hitting exactly the right spot with each thrust. One hand moved around to find her clit again, circling it with ruthless accuracy. The dual sensation was almost unbearable.

"Please," she gasped, the word escaping before she could contain it.

"Please what?" he prompted, not slowing his movements.

"Please. I cannae hold out any longer."

He leaned forward, his chest against her back, his mouth at her ear. "Now," he commanded. "Come for me now."

The permission unleashed something primal within her. Isla came hard around his cock, her body convulsing as pleasure crashed through her in waves that seemed to originate from her very core. She cried out, the sound echoing off the limestone walls as he continued fucking her through her orgasm, drawing out every last tremor.

Only when she had finished did his rhythm change, becoming more urgent as he chased his own release. His grip on her hips tightened, fingers pressing into her flesh hard enough to leave marks. When he came, it was with a deep groan that seemed to rise from somewhere fundamental within him, his cock pulsing inside her as he filled her with his cum.

For a moment afterward, they remained connected, both breathing hard. Then he withdrew slowly, his hands still steadying her. Not discarding her after use but maintaining care even as the encounter concluded. He helped her stand upright, turning her to face him.

What Isla saw in his eyes wasn't triumph or conquest but recognition. The dominance he had exercised hadn't diminished her. It had acknowledged something, a complementary balance that enhanced rather than reduced.

"Thank you," she said simply.

He nodded once, understanding what she was thanking him for. Not just the physical pleasure but the permission to surrender control temporarily, knowing it would be returned intact. His hand came up to touch her face with unexpected gentleness.

"This belongs to us," he said, echoing her earlier words. "Different from what you have with Savannah. Different from what I have with the others."

"Yes," she agreed.

The limestone walls held the heat of their encounter, the scent of sex mingling with the distant tang of fermentation that permeated the entire property. Outside, the distillery continued its work. Inside, something equally valuable had been distilled between them. An understanding without diminishment, connection without compromise.

Isla began to gather her clothes, moving without awkwardness or uncertainty. What had happened between them required no explanation or justification.


Chapter ten




The Weight of It


Isla sat on the edge of the bed, her MacLellan logbook open beside her, its leather worn smooth by generations of hands before hers. The morning light stretched across the limestone walls of her guest suite, transforming what had once felt temporary into something that had become familiar. Her satchel rested within arm's reach, its presence a physical anchor to everything she had been before Kentucky. She checked her watch, calculating the time difference: afternoon in Islay, morning here. Cairn would be at the distillery.

She moved to the window, her fingertips trailing across the sill. The Kentucky landscape spread before her. Limestone ridges caught the morning light, the distillery buildings glowing against the horizon, the copper still caps gleaming like beacons. When she had first arrived, she'd seen this view as foreign territory.

This was no longer just a place she was visiting. It had become something else entirely.

The decision had crystallized over the past weeks in the accumulation of small certainties. The way her body had adapted to the Kentucky heat. How her hand now reached for tools in the lab without hesitation. Conversations that no longer required translation between whisky traditions.

Her notes were already arranged on the desk by the window. Fermentation metrics. Adaptation rates. pH stability across multiple test batches. The data told its own story: the MacLellan yeast had found a home in Kentucky limestone water. It had adapted without surrendering its essential character. It had become something new while remaining what it had always been.

She touched the worn leather of her father's logbook, her fingers finding the spot where his hand had rested during countless morning culture checks. The binding creased at familiar pages, the record of four centuries of careful tending. He had entrusted this to her not because she was his daughter, but because she understood what it meant to carry something forward rather than merely preserve it.

Isla picked up her phone and dialed.

Three rings, then Cairn's voice, clear across thousands of miles: "MacLellan Distillery, Cairn speaking."

"It's Isla," she said. The words carried her accent more strongly than usual, as if her voice remembered home even as she was choosing to leave it.

"Good timing," Cairn said, his own accent familiar and precise. "Just finished the morning culture check. Consistent with yesterday. Ten point two pH, glucose conversion at expected rate."

"No variation from standard indicators?"

"None. Temperature holding at sixteen Celsius, plus or minus point three. The summer batch is performing exactly to baseline."

She made a small note in the margin of her papers, though the information required no documentation. The routine of it grounded her. "And the new oak barrels from Spain?"

"Arrived yesterday. Cooper confirms no variance from specifications. We'll use them for the August filling as planned."

They continued in this vein for several minutes. The conversation of people who had worked together long enough to need no preamble or explanation. Each sentence contained exactly what was necessary and nothing more.

Isla looked out at the Kentucky morning once more, gathering herself for what came next. "I need to inform you of a change to our plan," she said.

A brief pause on the line. "Go on."

"The collaboration with Elk Trace is proceeding ahead of projections. The culture has adapted to the water profile more quickly than anticipated. Initial test batches show promising flavor development." Her voice remained steady, professional. "The blended expression concept has expanded beyond our initial parameters."

"Expanded how?" Cairn's question was neutral, seeking information rather than challenging.

"I will be remaining at Elk Trace permanently," she said. The words were simple, direct. No qualification, no embellishment. "The project requires on-site supervision by someone who understands both traditions. I am best positioned to provide that."

The silence that followed contained no surprise, just absorption. Cairn had known her for too many years to need explanation beyond what she'd provided. He would have seen this coming, perhaps before she had.

"Understood," he said finally. The single word carried acceptance without requiring her to elaborate. It acknowledged both the professional reasoning she'd offered and the personal motivations she hadn't needed to voice.

"I am recommending you for Master Distiller," she continued. "The board has my formal letter already. Your name is the only one I've put forward."

Another brief silence. "I appreciate your confidence," he said.

"It isn't confidence," she replied. "It's assessment. You know the culture as well as I do. You've learned everything I know about running the distillery. The transition will be seamless."

She heard him shift something on his desk. "The board will have questions."

"I've anticipated them. The answers are in the formal recommendation. They'll contact you today."

"And the culture?" He didn't ask about titles or responsibilities. He asked about the living heart of what MacLellan had always been.

"The culture is in good hands," she said. The statement served as both professional handoff and personal farewell. They both understood that she meant multiple things: the yeast back on Islay, now his to tend; the daughter culture adapting to Kentucky limestone, now hers to shepherd forward. Both still MacLellan, both still carrying four hundred years forward into different futures.

"I never doubted that," he said, and the words carried no sentiment but absolute certainty.

They finished with a few more operational details. Neither made more of the moment than necessary. Their relationship had always been built on respect rather than sentiment. When they had said everything that needed saying, the call ended with the same precision with which it had begun.

Isla set the phone down. She closed the logbook, her hand resting briefly on its cover. The soft thud echoed in the quiet room, not an ending but a transition. What had been carried in these pages would continue, both here and there. Different hands, same purpose.

Outside her window, the morning light brightened the Kentucky hills. She sat in the light of the new day, letting the certainty of her decision settle around her like the weight of good whisky in a glass.
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Dee settled into the leather chair behind her desk, the afternoon light filtering through the mullioned windows of her office. The limestone walls of Elk Trace Manor lent the silence weight. She placed her coffee precisely on the coaster, squared the corners of the document before her, and opened the top drawer of her filing cabinet. Her fingers found the folder immediately and she extracted it with a single fluid motion. Six months of monitoring, compiled into twelve pages of analysis, with her own annotations in the margins where the tracking service had missed connections she hadn't.

The leather chair creaked softly as she leaned forward, pulling the desk lamp closer. Its warm glow fell across the pages, illuminating the tracking data that had accumulated since that first article in The Distiller's Report. She turned to the executive summary she'd drafted herself, reviewing her own assessment with the same critical eye she applied to external reports.

"No major publication pick-up," she read. "Trade press mentions contained to original source. No amplification across industry channels. Social media monitoring shows minimal engagement beyond standard industry accounts."

She ran her finger down the list of publications that had been specifically monitored. None had run follow-up pieces. None had reached out to Elk Trace for comment. None had pursued the unnamed source or attempted to substantiate the veiled accusations about the collaboration's true purpose.

That absence was information in itself.

Three pieces written since the Elk Trace article. All were on different subjects, containing the same subtly leading questions posed as objective reporting and quoting unnamed sources who happened to align with specific industry interests.

The pattern confirmed what she had suspected from the beginning. This hadn't been investigative journalism. It had been an opening move.

She turned to the final page, where she kept her assessment of probability vectors. The likelihood of a second direct attempt through the same publication channel: low. The writer had moved on to other targets. The likelihood of a strategic shift to a different approach: high. The absence of noise was not evidence of abandonment.

Dee picked up her pen and made one final notation at the bottom of the page: "Monitored – inactive file." She closed the folder and set it aside.

Her movements were unhurried as she opened the bottom drawer of the filing cabinet. The inactive files were arranged chronologically, each labeled with the same neat block letters. She slipped the folder into its proper place, her fingers lingering briefly on its edge before releasing it.

Then she paused.

To anyone watching, the moment would have appeared unremarkable. Just a woman filing a document, her expression composed, her posture straight. But in that brief suspension of movement, Dee's mind was working with the particular clarity that had made her indispensable to three generations of Ransdell business interests.

Caleb McBrayer had fired once and missed. He had attempted to position the collaboration as a betrayal of Kentucky bourbon tradition, foreign interests corrupting American heritage. The narrative had failed to gain traction. But the machinery behind that attempt was still running.

Her fingers tapped once against the wood of the drawer. The tap was deliberate, not nervous. A physical punctuation mark to her thought process.

The absence of further noise was not reassurance but patience. His patience, not hers.

She filed this thought alongside the brief and closed the drawer with a soft click. The sound was final but not conclusive. Like the end of a paragraph rather than the end of a chapter.

Dee returned to her desk and pulled forward the export projection that required her attention before tomorrow's meeting. The business of Elk Trace continued regardless of what currents might be moving beneath the surface. The French importers needed confirmation on volume commitments. The EU tariff situation required monitoring. The London presentation materials needed final review.

Her hand moved across the page, making careful notations in the margins of the export report. The afternoon light shifted, casting longer shadows across her desk. Outside her window, she could see a worker crossing between buildings in the distillery complex, carrying something from the main production facility toward the lab.

She made no outward acknowledgment of the thought that Caleb would be watching too, from his own office at Old Sentinel, making his own calculations. The McBrayer bitterness ran too deep to be abandoned after a single failed attempt. It had sustained itself across generations. It would find new expression.

But that was a problem for another day. For now, there were contracts to review, projections to finalize, a business to run. The file was closed. The monitoring would continue. She had learned from her mother, who had learned from hers, that vigilance required no announcement.

Dee's pen moved across the page, making a precise annotation in the margin of the export forecast. Her coffee had grown cold. She didn't reach for it. The work required her full attention, and she gave it exactly that.

The inactive drawer remained closed. The work continued.


Chapter eleven




The Còrdadh Decision


Isla paused at Toby's study door, afternoon light falling across her shoulders as it filtered through the limestone-framed windows. The golden hour transformed the corridor, casting long shadows. She didn't knock. The time for such formalities had passed weeks ago. She simply turned the handle and stepped inside, carrying nothing but the certainty that had crystallized during her call with Cairn that morning.

Toby sat behind his desk, production reports spread before him in neat stacks, sample bottles arranged along the right edge in ascending proof order. His mechanical pencil moved across a yield projection, the straight-backed posture unchanged from every other time she'd found him here. He looked up when she entered, his eyes meeting hers directly.

"I'm not going back," she said without preamble or qualification.

He set the pencil down, aligning it parallel to the edge of the report. His expression revealed only quiet acknowledgment, as if he'd been waiting for this statement to arrive on its own schedule.

"All right," he replied.

The words hung between them in the limestone-walled study, simple and complete. No elaboration necessary. She moved further into the room and stood across from his desk, establishing her position physically as she had just done verbally.

"The culture has fully stabilized in the Kentucky water profile," she said, the technical language arriving naturally. "pH levels consistent through fourteen test cycles. Temperature tolerance expanded by three-point-two degrees Fahrenheit beyond Islay parameters without stress indicators. The calcium uptake issue has resolved through natural adaptation rather than chemical adjustment."

Toby nodded once. "The ester profile in batch seventeen showed the integration we were hoping for. Fruit notes maintained while the limestone minerality comes through in the middle register."

"Exactly." Her accent sharpened slightly on the word. "It's not a Scottish whisky being made in Kentucky. It's not a Kentucky bourbon with Scottish inflection. It's something new. Something neither tradition could produce alone."

He reached for one of the sample bottles, holding it up to catch the afternoon light. The amber liquid inside seemed to gather the sunbeams and transform them into something deeper, richer.

"The angel's share is running at four-point-eight percent," he said. "Higher than your Islay warehouses would produce, but the accelerated aging is balanced by the maritime notes your yeast introduces." He set the bottle down with care. "The integration isn't just chemical. It's structural."

"Yes." The single word carried her complete agreement.

She moved to the window, looking out at the distillery complex spread across the limestone ridge. From this vantage, she could see both the traditional barrelhouses and the laboratory wing where the experimental batches were aging. The landscape no longer felt foreign to her. It had become a working canvas, a place where her four-hundred-year heritage could continue its story in new soil.

"The MacLellan Board has accepted my resignation as Master Distiller," she said, still facing the window. "Cairn takes the position effective immediately. The transition documents were filed this morning."

She heard Toby shift slightly in his chair.

"And your role here?" he asked.

She turned back to face him. "Master Distiller of Innovation. Joint oversight of the collaborative expressions with you, and primary responsibility for the new line."

His eyes held hers across the study. "The new line needs a name."

"It already has one," she said. "I registered it with the TTB this morning, with your authorization signature from last week's contingency filing."

Toby's eyebrows rose slightly, the closest thing to surprise she'd seen from him. Not at the action itself but at her certainty in taking it.

"Gabbard's Còrdadh," she said.

The Gaelic word hung in the air between them. Toby repeated it, his Kentucky accent wrapping around the unfamiliar syllables with careful attention to their shape.

"Còrdadh," he said again. Close, but not quite right.

"Kôr-da," she corrected gently, the pronunciation shifting slightly under her guidance. "The emphasis on the first syllable, the second softer."

He nodded and tried again. This time, the word emerged properly formed.

"It means 'agreement,'" she explained. "'Accord.' 'Harmony.' The coming together of distinct elements to make one new thing neither could make alone."

"Mary Gabbard's accord," Toby translated, understanding immediately. "The woman whose yeast founded this distillery, bringing her heritage into harmony with yours."

"Yes." Isla moved back to his desk and placed her hands flat on its surface, leaning forward slightly. "Four hundred years of MacLellan tradition meeting a hundred and fifty years of Ransdell craft. Not compromise. Confluence."

The afternoon light had shifted, catching the sample bottles and transforming them into miniature amber beacons. Outside, the distillery continued its daily rhythm.

"The legal framework is ready," Toby said. "Shelby's had it prepared since the test batches confirmed viability."

Of course she had. Isla felt the corner of her mouth lift slightly. Shelby Hensley prepared for outcomes before others had finished processing the question.

Toby reached for his desk phone, pressing a single button.

"Shelby," he said when the line connected. "We're ready for the permanent transition documents." He paused, listening. "Yes. She's staying." Another pause. "Thank you."

He hung up and looked at Isla across the desk. What passed between them required no vocalization. It was the recognition of professionals who had found more than they'd expected when they'd begun this collaboration. The personal implications remained unspoken, unnecessary to articulate in this moment that belonged to craft and legacy.

"The bourbon market will have questions," he said.

"Let them ask," she replied. "The liquid will answer."
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Shelby was updating the export compliance timeline when Toby's call came through. One ring, then she reached for the receiver. His words were minimal, but they contained exactly the message she'd been prepared to receive for weeks. She didn't need elaboration. Her response was equally concise: a single "On my way" before hanging up.

She turned to the filing cabinet behind her desk, fingers finding the drawer pull without looking. Second drawer. Third folder from the front. Labeled "MacLellan Integration - Final Framework" in her precise block letters. She had updated it seventeen times in the past month alone, each revision incorporating new data from the test batches, each contingency mapped and addressed, each potential complication identified and resolved before it could materialize.

The folder was nearly two inches thick with tabbed sections for the IP framework, work authorization documents, collaboration agreement, and revenue allocation structure. She had built it methodically, the way she built everything that mattered. Not from existing templates, because none existed for what they were attempting. This was a framework without precedent: cross-border biological material transfer, shared intellectual property across international boundaries, hybrid employment authorization for a master distiller assuming permanent residence while maintaining ties to a foreign distillery. The TTB had initially balked at the structure. The SWA had raised concerns about dilution of heritage. Both had eventually yielded to the careful architecture of documentation she had constructed.

Shelby closed the drawer, the sound of it clean and definitive. She lifted the folder with both hands, its weight satisfying. This was the work she did best: building structures that could hold something important without constraining it. Creating frameworks that protected without suffocating.

She crossed the manor's limestone corridors, her heels making minimal sound against the polished floors. The late afternoon light slanted through the windows, catching dust motes that seemed suspended in time. She registered the stillhouse's distant hum through the manor's thick walls, the constant reminder of what all this documentation served.

The study door stood half-open when she arrived. She entered without announcement, taking in the scene with quick, comprehensive assessment. Toby behind his desk, straight-backed but relaxed. Isla standing by the window, her posture more settled, more certain. The air between them had shifted since she'd last been in this room with them both. Something had been decided beyond what they were about to sign.

She placed the folder on Toby's desk and opened it. No ceremony, no preamble required.

"The complete integration framework," she said, her voice at its professional register. "Three primary agreements, two jurisdictional addenda, TTB authorization with expedited processing confirmed as of this morning."

She extracted the IP framework and placed it in the center of the desk, turning it to face both parties. This had been the most challenging section to construct. No existing model adequately addressed the sharing of living biological material with four hundred years of proprietary history. She had built it from first principles, creating a structure that protected the MacLellan legacy while allowing the collaboration to grow.

"IP framework establishes mutual recognition of proprietary yeast strains, protected geographic origin claims, and joint development rights for all expressions derived from the combined cultures," she explained, her efficiency born not of haste but of precision. "Schedules A through C detail the trademark division as discussed."

Toby and Isla reviewed the document. They signed where indicated, the scratch of pen on paper the only sound in the room. Shelby noted that neither hesitated, neither asked for clarification. The groundwork had been properly laid.

The work authorization documents followed, the framework that would allow Isla to assume her permanent role without the immigration complications that typically plagued international transfers. Shelby had constructed a pathway that satisfied both U.S. employment regulations and Scottish citizenship retention requirements. She had spent three weeks on this section alone, consulting with immigration specialists in both jurisdictions, building something seamless where the existing systems created only friction.

"O-1B extraordinary ability status secured with premium processing," she noted as they signed. "Permanent resident pathway established with dual-jurisdiction tax structure outlined in section four."

The collaboration agreement came last. The document that brought the technical, legal, and financial elements together into a coherent whole. Shelby had drafted and redrafted this section more times than she could count, each version getting closer to the structure that would support what they were building without constraining its growth.

As she watched them sign the final document, Shelby felt a satisfaction that belonged only to this kind of work, the quiet recognition that something complex had been successfully constructed. Not just a set of legal documents, but a framework for something living to continue growing in new soil.

She closed the folder. The sound of it shutting felt like punctuation to her. Not the end of a story, but the conclusion of its establishment phase. What would happen now would build upon the foundation she had created.

"It's done," she said. Simple. Complete.

Toby nodded, the slight movement carrying acknowledgment that went beyond the documents themselves. Isla's eyes met hers across the desk, holding a recognition that Shelby hadn't expected but found herself appreciating. The woman understood what had been built here. Not just legal documents but a pathway forward.

Shelby tucked the folder under her arm, her posture straightening imperceptibly. She had built frameworks before for distillery acquisitions and international distribution agreements and regulatory compliance structures. But this had been different. She had created something without precedent, a structure for living heritage to merge across oceans and centuries, and it had held. That was the thought she closed the file on. The work she did best had held.

[image: ]

The workday bled into evening as Isla made her way from the study toward the kitchen. The limestone corridors of Elk Trace Manor had changed in her perception. The evening light caught differently on the stone walls, warming them from gray to amber. She moved with a new certainty, her footsteps carrying the weight of decision rather than the provisional quality of the visitor she had been until today.

The kitchen already held the familiar end-of-day arrangement of bodies and tasks. Dee stood by the window, one hip against the counter, tablet in hand, scrolling through what was likely tomorrow's schedule. Savannah moved between refrigerator and counter, assembling ingredients. Shelby sat at the kitchen island, legal pad beside her, pen moving in the way it always did when she was transcribing thoughts from mind to paper.

They had been doing this before she arrived. They would have continued doing it had she left. But now she would be part of this daily migration, this gathering that happened without announcement or invitation. The kitchen with its limestone walls and copper accents was no longer a space she occupied temporarily but a room in a house that would know her presence permanently.

Isla moved to the counter and reached for a glass from the cabinet. Her hand found the one she'd chosen as hers weeks ago without conscious decision, a heavy-bottomed tumbler with a slight irregularity in the rim that her thumb recognized before her eyes did. She set it on the counter with a soft sound that announced her presence without demanding acknowledgment.

Dee looked up briefly from her tablet, her eyes meeting Isla's. Something in her gaze had shifted since this morning. Not warmer, exactly, but more settled. As if a variable in her calculations had been resolved to her satisfaction.

"Tomorrow's lab schedule is updated," Dee said, her voice carrying the neutral efficiency it always did when discussing operational matters. "I've moved the French importers to three so you can present the Còrdadh concept directly."

Isla nodded once. The simple statement contained acknowledgment of her new role, integration of her priorities into the distillery's operations, and the assumption that she would now be the one explaining the concept she had named.

Savannah continued her work at the counter, her movements uninterrupted, but Isla caught the slight upward curve at the corner of her mouth.

Shelby's pen continued its movement across the legal pad. She had known for twenty minutes. In her world, this was already documented, processed, filed. But Isla noticed the slight adjustment in her posture.

The kitchen door opened, and Toby entered, carrying a bottle of Elk Trace's limited Heritage batch, the one they didn't sell but kept for significant occasions. The amber liquid caught the evening light, transforming it into something deeper, richer. He set it on the counter without ceremony and reached for the cabinet above the sink, extracting five glasses — not four, as it would have been a day ago, but five.

"She's staying," he said, his voice carrying the same measured Kentucky drawl it always did, no emphasis beyond the words themselves. He removed the cork from the bottle and began to pour.

The statement landed in the kitchen the way a stone lands in still water, creating ripples that moved outward without disrupting the fundamental nature of what they touched. Savannah's knife paused momentarily against the cutting board, then resumed its rhythm, though her eyes lifted to meet Isla's across the counter. The smile reached her eyes now, quiet satisfaction made visible. Dee set her tablet down, giving the moment her full attention. Shelby completed the sentence she was writing before looking up, her pen coming to rest against the pad.

Toby finished pouring the fifth glass and set the bottle down. He lifted his glass slightly. The others followed suit, each movement characteristic of its owner: Savannah's direct and unembellished, Dee's precise and measured, Shelby's efficient and controlled.

Isla lifted her own glass, feeling the weight of it differently now. Not a visitor being served but a participant in a household ritual that would repeat itself in different forms across uncounted evenings to come. The bourbon caught the last golden light of day, five identical pools of amber that seemed to concentrate the sunlight rather than merely reflect it.

The taste when it touched her lips was familiar now, but with subtle variations she had learned to identify over the months. This was the Heritage batch, aged fourteen years in Barrelhouse No. 1, sixth floor, south-facing position. She knew its chemistry, its process, its story. It was no longer a foreign spirit she was evaluating but part of a tradition she now belonged to.
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The master bedroom held its own gravity that evening, drawing them in one by one as the hour grew later. The space was designed for this convergence. Isla entered last, the heavy door closing behind her with a sound that marked transition. The room was lit only by bedside lamps, their amber glow catching on the polished walnut floor, the limestone feature wall, the substantial bed that dominated the space without overwhelming it. Toby stood by the window, his posture unchanged from how he carried himself in the distillery. He turned as she crossed the threshold, his eyes meeting hers with the directness that had characterized their professional relationship from the beginning and now extended into this most private sphere.

The others had arranged themselves according to some unspoken pattern that spoke of familiarity rather than routine. Savannah sat at the foot of the bed, already undressed, her body displaying the same unselfconscious comfort it had that night by the pool. Dee stood by the dresser, removing her jewelry. Shelby was near the bathroom door, still fully dressed but with an alertness in her posture that suggested anticipation rather than hesitation.

Toby's voice dropped to a register that seemed to reach Isla at some point below conscious hearing.

"Come here," he said.

Two words. No embellishment. Just direction delivered with the certainty of a man who expected to be obeyed not through force but through earned authority. Isla moved toward him without hesitation, her steps unhurried. This was not the first time they had been together, but it was the first time within this configuration.

When she reached him, Toby's hand came up to cup her jaw, thumb tracing the line of it in a gesture that contained both possession and appreciation. His eyes held hers as he began to unbutton her blouse, his movements economical and precise.

"Tonight," he said, "you all belong to me. And to each other."

The words landed in the room like stones into still water. Not a command that required enforcement but a statement of what already was. Isla felt her breath quicken as his fingers worked the buttons of her blouse. Behind her, she heard fabric against skin and the soft sound of someone's breath catching.

Toby turned her to face the room as he removed her blouse, his hands moving to her shoulders to present her to the others. Not as an object but as an addition. A completion. Dee's eyes tracked the movement. Savannah's lips curved into that subtle smile that meant satisfaction without surprise. Shelby's posture had shifted subtly, still controlled but with the first hints of the yielding that Isla had come to recognize as her form of desire.

"Shelby," Toby said. Just her name, but it contained instruction.

She moved forward with the characteristic restraint that defined her in every context, the controlled resistance that made her eventual surrender meaningful. Her hands went to the buttons of her own shirt, unfastening them with movements that revealed her body by degrees.

When she stood naked before him, her body betrayed what her face did not. Nipples hardened, the flush that spread across her chest and up her throat, the slight parting of her lips. Toby's hand came out to trace a line from her collarbone to her breast, the touch deliberate and assessing.

"On your knees," he said.

The words landed like permission rather than command. Shelby sank to her knees, the movement containing a visible release. Her hands went to Toby's belt, unfastened it, and took his cock into her mouth.

Isla watched as Toby's hand threaded into Shelby's hair, establishing control without force. His eyes remained on Isla as Shelby worked his cock, the dual attention creating its own charge between them.

"Dee," he said, attention shifting without leaving Isla entirely. "Show Isla what you do for me."

Dee moved from the dresser with the contained grace that characterized her in every setting. She had undressed while Isla's attention was elsewhere. She knelt beside Shelby, her hand coming up to stroke the other woman's back in a gesture that contained both encouragement and instruction.

"Let me," she said, her voice carrying the same clarity it did in board meetings, though softened at the edges.

Shelby yielded without resistance, sitting back on her heels as Dee took her place. The transition was seamless. Dee took Toby's cock into her mouth with focus, completely committed to the task at hand. Her usual control was evident in the pace she set, the attention to his responses.

Toby's hand moved to Dee's hair, gripping it more firmly than he had Shelby's, understanding without being told that her surrender required a different kind of claiming. His fingers tightened, controlling her movements more directly, and Isla saw the moment Dee's control began to fracture. The slight tremor in her shoulders, the way her hands gripped Toby's thighs with increasing urgency.

"Enough," Toby said, his voice dropping lower.

He guided Dee to her feet and turned her toward the bed. "On your back," he instructed. "Spread for me."

Dee complied, arranging herself on the bed. Toby turned to Isla, his hand coming up to cup her breast, thumb circling her nipple with calculated pressure that made her breath catch.

"Savannah," he said, not looking away from Isla. "Show her what you learned in the pool."

Savannah moved across the room with the fluid grace that characterized her everywhere—the stillhouse, the lab, the midnight water. She approached Isla from behind, her hands sliding around to cup her breasts, lips finding the sensitive spot where neck met shoulder. Her touch was direct and knowing, as uncomplicated as everything else about her.

"I been waitin' to do this again," she murmured. Her hands moved lower, finding Isla already wet. "See? Your body already know'd what it wants."

Isla leaned back into her touch, letting her head fall against Savannah's shoulder. The mountain woman's fingers slid inside her pussy with the same pressure she'd used in the pool, finding the spot that made Isla's breath catch.

"That's it," Savannah encouraged, her accent more pronounced now. "Let go for me."

Toby moved to the bed where Dee waited, positioning himself between her spread legs. He entered her cunt with a single, measured thrust that made her gasp from the pleasure of being filled with his cock. His hands pinned hers above her head, establishing control while his hips set a steady rhythm.

Shelby moved to join them, her resistance now fully yielded as she straddled Dee's face. The federal agent's surrender was complete now, her controlled exterior entirely abandoned as she gave herself over to the pleasure of Dee's mouth between her legs. The sound she made was unlike anything Isla had heard from her before.

Savannah guided Isla to the edge of the bed, bending her forward so she could continue her attentions from behind while giving her a view of the others. Her fingers worked inside Isla with the same knowing precision they'd displayed in the pool, thumb circling her clit with unerring accuracy.

"Look at them," Savannah murmured against her ear. "Look at what you're part of now."

Isla watched as Toby fucked Dee with measured, powerful strokes, his control absolute even in this most primal act. Dee's usual composure had shattered completely. She threw her head back, her cries uninhibited as Shelby rode her face. Three bodies moving in a rhythm they had established long before Isla arrived but now included her by witness and participation.

Savannah's fingers curled inside her, finding the exact spot that made stars explode behind her eyes. "Come for me," she directed, her voice carrying no question.

Isla's orgasm crashed through her like a wave breaking against limestone. Powerful. Inevitable. Transformative. She cried out, the sound joining the symphony of pleasure that filled the room. As she came down from the peak, she felt Toby's attention shift to her.

"Isla," he said, his voice commanding even in the midst of fucking Dee. "Come here."

She moved to him without hesitation, her body still humming from Savannah's attentions. He pulled out of Dee, who whimpered at the loss but continued her attentions to Shelby above her. Toby guided Isla onto the bed, positioning her on her hands and knees.

"This is where you belong now," he said as he entered her pussy from behind, his cock filling her completely. "Part of us. All of us."

His thrusts were deep and measured, the pace deliberate and intense. Isla felt herself building toward another peak almost immediately. Around her, the others had shifted. Savannah now kissed her deeply while Shelby came against Dee's mouth with a cry that seemed torn from somewhere deep within her. The five of them moved together in an intricate pattern that required no direction beyond what their bodies already knew.

When they finally collapsed together, spent and satisfied, they arranged themselves in the familiar configuration that had expanded to include a fifth body. Toby reached for the bourbon bottle that waited on the bedside table, pouring five measures into glasses that had been placed there earlier. The amber liquid caught the lamplight, five identical pools that seemed to hold the essence of what they had just shared.

"To Còrdadh," he said, lifting his glass. "Agreement. Accord. Harmony."

Five glasses clinked together softly. Five bodies arranged in new configurations that somehow felt inevitable rather than novel. The household complete in every sense that mattered.

The yeast had been carried through centuries because the people tending them had understood when to protect and when to adapt.


Chapter twelve




The Agreement


Shelby arranged the documents in three stacks across her desk. Each pile represented months of negotiation, dozens of revisions, and countless hours spent navigating the regulatory requirements of two countries. The final versions, printed on heavyweight bond paper that would stand up to archival storage, waited for signatures that would transform theoretical possibility into legal reality. She checked her watch. Five minutes until Toby and Isla were scheduled to arrive. Five minutes until the Còrdadh moved from concept to commitment.

She traced her finger down the left margin of the primary collaboration agreement that established the framework for everything that followed. Thirty-seven pages of carefully constructed language that balanced protection with possibility. The TTB had initially pushed back on three separate provisions, claiming they created a precedent they weren't prepared to set. Shelby had revised each one, not by changing the substance but by finding language that allowed the regulators to approve what they might otherwise have rejected.

The second stack contained the work authorization instruments. O-1B extraordinary ability visa documentation, supporting evidence packages, and the employment framework that would allow Isla to assume her role as Master Distiller of Innovation. This had been the most technically challenging portion to construct. Immigration law wasn't designed to accommodate the permanent relocation of a master distiller who would maintain ties to her original distillery while establishing primary residence at a competitor's facility. Shelby had built a structure without precedent, one that would likely become a template for others if it succeeded.

The third stack was the thinnest but perhaps the most significant: the official registration of Gabbard's Còrdadh with both the TTB and the Scotch Whisky Association. The document acknowledged both the American and Scottish components of the new expression, recognized the historic significance of both yeast strains, and established the legal framework for labeling, distribution, and protection of the new product line.

A knock at the door, two sharp raps that announced presence rather than requested entry. Toby and Isla entered together, their movements aligned. She noted the slight shift in Isla's posture since the decision to stay had been formalized. More grounded, less provisional. The copper-haired Scot had ceased to be a visitor and become a resident, and her body had already absorbed that transition before the paperwork caught up.

"Morning," Toby said. His eyes went directly to the document stacks.

"All final versions," Shelby confirmed, addressing the unasked question. "Tracked changes accepted, all edits incorporated, clean copies for signing."

Isla moved to the desk, her eyes scanning the stacks. "The SWA clearance came through?"

"This morning," Shelby confirmed. "Final approval at 6:42 Eastern. I've incorporated their requested language on page twenty-four regarding protected geographical origin status."

Isla nodded once, satisfied. The protection of the MacLellan heritage had been her primary concern throughout the legal process. Not out of distrust but out of responsibility to four centuries of tradition.

"Shall we?" Toby asked, the question directed at both women.

Shelby reached for her fountain pen and uncapped it. She placed it beside the first document stack and turned the top page toward Toby.

He sat in one of the visitor's chairs opposite her desk, took the pen and signed his name in the designated field. No hesitation, just the scratch of nib against paper. He dated the line below, set the pen down, and slid the document toward Isla.

She sat in the chair next to him, picked up the pen, and added her signature beside his. Her handwriting was different but equally deliberate. No flourish, no hesitation.

Shelby watched them alternate through the stacks, each document receiving the same careful attention. Neither spoke beyond the occasional confirmation of placement—"Next page," "Initial here," "Date below."

When they reached the SWA recognition of the Còrdadh as a legitimate cross-Atlantic collaboration, Shelby stood and moved around the desk. This one required her signature as witness, confirming that both parties had signed freely and with full understanding. She took the pen when Isla offered it, and added her name to the designated field.

"That's it," she said. "The legal architecture is complete."

Toby nodded. Isla's expression shifted almost imperceptibly. A softening around the eyes, the slightest relaxation at the corners of her mouth. The signing hadn't changed anything about their daily reality, but it had transformed that reality from provisional to permanent in the eyes of the regulatory bodies that could have prevented it.

Shelby gathered the documents, straightening the edges. She placed the originals in a heavy archival folder, which would be stored in the fireproof filing cabinet behind her desk. She extracted two sets of duplicates from her desk drawer, already prepared, and handed one to each of them.

"One set for Elk Trace's permanent records," she said to Toby. "One for MacLellan." This to Isla, though the distinction between the two distilleries had blurred in recent weeks. "Digital copies will be transmitted to both boards by end of day."

Isla took her set with a nod of acknowledgment. Toby placed his on the corner of Shelby's desk. It would remain here, where all significant Elk Trace documentation was maintained.

"Thank you," Isla said, the words carrying more weight than their simplicity suggested.

Shelby recognized what the Scottish distiller was acknowledging. The recognition of one professional for another's expertise.

"You're welcome," she replied, the response equally weighted.

As they left her office, Shelby turned to the filing cabinet, extracted the key from her pocket, and unlocked the bottom drawer. She placed the archival folder containing the originals in its designated position, closed the drawer, and locked it again.
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Dee's fingers hovered over her keyboard, the cursor blinking at the end of the final sentence of the Còrdadh announcement. The document had gone through fourteen revisions in the past week, each one refining the message without diluting its impact. Now, with the legal framework completed that morning, the announcement could finally be released to the trade press. She leaned back in her chair, allowing herself one final comprehensive review before the words would travel beyond Elk Trace's limestone walls.

The afternoon light filtered through the plantation shutters, casting alternating lines of brightness and shadow across her desk. Dee had positioned her monitor to avoid any glare, the screen positioned at precisely the angle she preferred for extended periods of focused reading. To her right sat a leather-bound notebook containing her handwritten notes from three strategic planning sessions with Toby and Isla that had shaped how this announcement would frame the collaboration. To her left, a single glass of water, positioned on a coaster exactly five inches from her keyboard.

She scrolled back to the beginning of the document, reviewing the text that would introduce Gabbard's Còrdadh to the spirits world:

FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE
ELK TRACE DISTILLERY AND MACLELLAN DISTILLERY ANNOUNCE GABBARD'S Còrdadh
ELK TRACE DISTILLERY — Elk Trace Distillery and MacLellan Distillery announce the creation of Gabbard's Còrdadh (pronounced GAB-erd's KOR-da), a collaboration that unites two of the world's oldest continuously maintained yeast cultures to create an entirely new expression in the premium spirits category.
Gabbard's Còrdadh takes its name from the Scottish Gaelic word meaning agreement, accord, and harmony. The label carries the definition explicitly:
Còrdadh (kôr-da) — Scottish Gaelic Agreement. Accord. Harmony. The coming together of two ancient things to make one new thing neither could make alone.
The expression brings together the historic Gabbard yeast strain, in continuous use at Elk Trace since the distillery's founding in 1868, with the MacLellan heirloom culture, documented in unbroken use since the early seventeenth century. The Gabbard yeast came to Kentucky with Mary Gabbard Ransdell, whose family contributed the culture to Elk Trace's first production. The MacLellan heirloom culture survived excise raids, two world wars, and the industry consolidation that eliminated dozens of Scotland's small distilleries. Gabbard's Còrdadh represents the first collaboration between these two traditions at the level of living culture — not an exchange of techniques or styles, but of the organisms that define both spirits at their most fundamental.
"The Gabbard yeast came to Kentucky with Mary Gabbard Ransdell and has defined this distillery's character for a hundred and fifty years," said Tobias Ransdell III, Master Distiller at Elk Trace. "What Isla MacLellan brings is four centuries of a culture that survived everything the world could throw at it. This isn't a collaboration between two distilleries. It's a conversation between two traditions that have earned the right to speak to each other."
"The MacLellan culture has been carried forward by people who understood that protecting something living means knowing when to let it grow in new soil," said Isla MacLellan, Master Distiller of Innovation at Elk Trace. "Gabbard's Còrdadh is the next chapter for both traditions. Neither culture is diminished by what they produce together. Both are continued."
MacLellan assumes the role of Master Distiller of Innovation at Elk Trace, with primary responsibility for the Còrdadh expression alongside Ransdell. MacLellan Distillery will continue operations under the leadership of newly appointed Master Distiller Cairn MacLellan, with both distilleries maintaining their individual production lines alongside the collaborative expression.
Gabbard's Còrdadh is currently in barrel. Release date and production volume will be announced following the completion of the maturation period. Distribution will initially be limited to select markets in the United States and United Kingdom.
About Elk Trace Distillery: Founded in 1868 by Thaddeus Ransdell, Elk Trace Distillery has operated continuously under Ransdell family ownership for seven generations. Elk Trace produces approximately three million proof gallons annually across its flagship bourbon and reserve expressions and is known for its protection of the historic Gabbard yeast strain, maintained without interruption since the distillery's founding.
About MacLellan Distillery: Established on the north coast of Islay, Scotland, MacLellan Distillery represents one of the oldest continuously maintained whisky traditions in the world. The distillery's unpeated single malt expressions are defined by their heirloom yeast culture, protected through centuries of production across legal and illicit eras alike. Now led by Cairn MacLellan as Master Distiller, the distillery continues its tradition of maritime-influenced whisky production alongside this historic collaboration.
Media inquiries: Cordelia Breckinridge, Strategic Marketing Director, Elk Trace Distillery


Dee reviewed each paragraph with the same attention she might give to a legal contract. The opening established the historic significance without hyperbole. The Gabbard name took precedence, appearing first in the product name and receiving primary emphasis in the description of the yeast heritage. The MacLellan provenance was acknowledged with appropriate respect, the four-century history noted without overshadowing the Ransdell family's contribution.

The inclusion of the Gaelic pronunciation immediately after the name was her particular insistence, ensuring that no reader would feel excluded by unfamiliarity with the term. The definition followed naturally, establishing the meaning that would become central to the product's identity.

The quotes were balanced. Toby's statement emphasized heritage and growth, positioning the collaboration as evolution rather than disruption. Isla's reinforced the continuity narrative. Neither overpromised specific flavor profiles or accolades. That wasn't Elk Trace's approach, and it certainly wasn't MacLellan's.

Her eye caught on the final paragraph of the MacLellan description. She adjusted her position slightly, leaning forward to make one final edit. Where it currently read "while embracing this historic collaboration," she revised to "continues its tradition of maritime-influenced whisky production alongside this historic collaboration." The adjustment was subtle but significant, framing the partnership as consistent with MacLellan's existing values rather than a departure from them.

Dee re-read the revised section, nodding once in satisfaction. The announcement would hit the primary trade publications by end of day, triggering a cascade of industry coverage. By positioning the collaboration as the natural extension of two historic traditions rather than a marketing-driven novelty, the announcement established the narrative that would frame all subsequent coverage. The bourbon traditionalists would note the prominence of the Gabbard name and the emphasis on Mary Gabbard Ransdell's contribution. The Scotch purists would see the clear acknowledgment of MacLellan's four-century heritage and the language of adaptation rather than dilution.

Most importantly, the announcement established the Còrdadh's legitimacy through its very naming structure. Not "Ransdell-MacLellan Collaboration" or some fabricated brand name, but "Gabbard's Còrdadh." A name that linked the yeasts' historical provenances with the Gaelic concept of harmonious agreement. The structure itself told the story they wanted told.

She moved the cursor to the "Send" button, pausing only briefly to confirm the distribution list. Twenty-six trade publications, eleven key industry influencers, fourteen distributor communications directors, and the internal teams at both distilleries. With a single click, the announcement would transform the Còrdadh from an internal project to a public commitment. Satisfied with the list, Dee pressed "Send".
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The first response landed in Dee's inbox exactly three minutes and forty-seven seconds after she'd sent the announcement. A distributor in Chicago, replying with an immediate request for allocation numbers and projected release dates. She had prepared a graduated response template with three levels of specificity depending on the distributor's tier status. Without hesitation, she selected the appropriate template, customized the opening line to acknowledge their long-standing relationship, and sent the reply.

Her phone began ringing before she'd finished addressing the second email response. She checked the caller ID. Marcus Holloway, Eastern Regional Director for Benchmark Distributors, their largest partner in the northeastern markets.

"Cordelia Breckinridge," she answered, her voice carrying the professional warmth she reserved for top-tier business contacts.

"Dee, it's Marcus." His voice carried an eager edge that she recognized as opportunity assessment rather than genuine excitement. "Just got the Còrdadh announcement. I need to know if we're looking at the same allocation structure as the Heritage release or if this is getting broader distribution."

"Marcus," she acknowledged. "The initial release will be more limited than Heritage. We're looking at approximately sixty percent of those numbers, concentrated in your metropolitan markets and selected international points of presence." She delivered this without consulting notes, the figures already committed to memory. "The expression is currently in barrel. We're projecting an eight-year maturation. First bottles won't be available before then."

"Eight years." A pause on the line. "You're playing the long game."

"We're honoring the process," she replied. "The cultures involved have been maintained for centuries. They don't rush. Neither do we."

He absorbed this. "Early allocations?"

"We'll have that conversation in year seven," she said. "What you can do now is position yourself correctly for when that conversation happens."

The call concluded within four minutes. Dee made a single notation in her follow-up document: "Benchmark: allocation conversation - Year 7."

Her email alert sounded twice more as she finished the note. The first was from Spirits Business magazine, requesting an exclusive interview with both Toby and Isla. The second was from Kentucky Bourbon Review, asking for technical specifications on how the two yeast strains were being integrated.

Dee addressed the magazine request first, sending a measured response that offered separate interviews with specific timing parameters rather than the joint conversation they'd requested. For the technical inquiry, she forwarded the request to Savannah with a brief note: "Appropriate level of detail without proprietary specifics. Review before sending."

Her phone rang again. American Distiller's Monthly, their editor requesting comment on the regulatory framework that allowed the collaboration. She connected him with Shelby's office. The legal architecture was her domain, and she would provide the level of technical detail appropriate for trade publication without revealing anything proprietary.

The responses continued at a steady pace over the next half hour. Dee handled each with the same efficiency, neither rushing nor lingering beyond what each required. A distribution inquiry from London. A request for bottle imagery from a design publication. A technical question about yeast viability from an industry scientist that she routed to Isla's new departmental email.

The message that caught her particular attention arrived forty-seven minutes after the announcement had been distributed. It came not through the general press channels but directly to her personal work email, an address shared only with industry principals of significant standing.

From: William.Linfield@FiveRiverDistilling.com
Subject: The Còrdadh
Dee,
Please extend my personal congratulations to Toby on what appears to be a genuinely innovative step rather than a marketing exercise. The Gabbard yeast has been the backbone of Kentucky bourbon's distinctive character for generations, and I've long respected the Ransdell family's stewardship of it. The MacLellan culture's reputation for resilience is equally well-established among those who understand the science beneath the spirits.
I've had the pleasure of meeting Isla MacLellan at industry events over the years and found her technical knowledge exceptional. Her decision to relocate permanently speaks volumes about the seriousness of this venture.
Five Rivers would welcome the opportunity to host both master distillers for a private tasting when your schedules allow. No press, no publicity—just professionals appreciating craft.
Regards,
William Linfield
Master Distiller
Five Rivers Distilling


The message carried weight beyond its content. William Linfield was a third-generation master distiller whose family had maintained cordial but distant professional relationships with the Ransdells for decades. Five Rivers and Elk Trace were competitors in the premium bourbon segment, but Linfield's personal reputation for technical expertise and commitment to traditional methods was unimpeachable. His private endorsement, even in this limited form, represented significant industry validation.

Dee composed a careful reply, acknowledging the congratulations and accepting the invitation concept without committing to specific timing. She would discuss it with Toby before finalizing any details. She forwarded the message to him with a single note: "Significant. Worth accepting."

Her phone rang once more. Kristopher Wilson from Southern States Beverage Group, their largest southeastern distributor.

"Dee Breckinridge," she answered.

"Dee, it's Kris Wilson. Just saw the announcement. Bold move with the Gaelic name. How are you handling pronunciation training for staff and retailers?"

"The label design incorporates the pronunciation guide directly," she replied. "We're also developing point-of-sale materials with audio elements for training purposes. I can send you a preview package by end of week."

"Do that," he said. "And I'll need allocation numbers before Christmas planning starts."

"Kris." A brief pause. "The expression is currently in barrel. Eight-year maturation. There are no allocation numbers to give you because there is no product to allocate. What I can give you is early positioning. First access to the conversation when that changes."

Silence on the line. Then: "Eight years."

"Eight years," she confirmed. "Plan accordingly."

The exchange concluded with the same efficiency that characterized all her professional communications. No wasted words, no unnecessary elaboration. Just the information required, delivered with precision.

By the time the first hour after the announcement had passed, Dee had responded to seventeen emails, taken nine phone calls, and forwarded five technical inquiries to appropriate team members. She had neither rushed nor delayed, treating each communication with exactly the level of attention it warranted. The industry response was unfolding exactly as she had anticipated. Strong interest, specific questions about allocation and timing, and a focus on the technical aspects of the yeast collaboration rather than marketing angles.

She made a final notation in her tracking document, a single line that contained her assessment: "Initial response aligned with expectations. No significant deviation from projected reaction pattern."
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The fermentation room hummed with the vitality that came from ten thousand gallons of living yeast doing its work. Toby moved between the cypress fermenters, checking temperature gauges. Fermenter six held their attention today. It held the third test batch of the CÃ²rdadh's production-scale implementation, where the MacLellan and Gabbard strains were coexisting in Kentucky limestone water for the first time outside the controlled environment of the laboratory.

Savannah stood at the monitoring station, her clipboard holding the hourly readings she'd been tracking since pitching the combined culture thirty-six hours earlier. Isla leaned over the open top of the fermenter, her copper hair secured in its knot, inhaling the aromatics rising from the active mash.

"Secondary esters are presenting earlier than in the lab batches," Isla noted, straightening up from her assessment. "The fruit notes are developing at hour thirty-six rather than forty-eight."

Savannah nodded, making a notation on her clipboard without looking down at the paper. "Accelerated by the temperature. We're running two degrees warmer than the lab environment."

"By design," Toby confirmed, moving to join them at fermenter six. "The scale changes the thermal dynamics. More mass, more consistent heat retention."

Isla dipped a glass thief into the fermenting mash and extracted a sample, holding it up to the overhead light. The liquid showed the characteristic turbidity of active fermentation, slightly cloudier than a single-strain batch would present at this stage.

"Cellular competition at the nutrient uptake level," she observed. "The MacLellan strain is adapting its feeding pattern in response to the Gabbard's presence."

"Not competing," Savannah corrected, stepping closer to examine the sample. "Co-fermenting. Look at the meniscus structure along the glass."

Toby took the thief from Isla's hand, examining the sample himself. "She's right. They're not fighting for resources. They're establishing parallel pathways."

This was the evolution Isla had noted most clearly in their working relationship over the past months. Where their early conversations had required full explanations and careful navigation of technical terminology differences, they now communicated in the abbreviated language of professionals who trusted each other's observations. Savannah no longer needed to explain what she meant by meniscus structure; Isla didn't need to elaborate on cellular competition. They had developed a shared vocabulary that existed in the space between Kentucky bourbon craft and Scottish whisky tradition.

"pH holding at 5.1," Savannah noted, checking the digital readout. "Higher than the Gabbard runs solo, lower than MacLellan's typical range."

"Right where we want it," Isla confirmed. She moved to the adjacent monitoring station and pulled up the fermentation curve graph on the display. "The question is whether we continue with the standard distillation protocol or adjust the run timing to account for the accelerated ester development."

The question represented the core challenge of the Còrdadh's production, balancing traditional bourbon making protocols with the specific needs of the hybrid culture they'd developed. Standard Elk Trace procedure would dictate a seventy-two hour fermentation cycle before distillation. The MacLellan tradition typically extended fermentation to ninety-six hours to develop specific flavor compounds. The Còrdadh required its own pathway.

"If we pull at seventy-two hours, we capture the fruit notes at their peak," Savannah said, running her finger along the projected curve on the screen. "But we miss the development of the heavier phenolic compounds that give the MacLellan strain its maritime character."

"If we wait for ninety-six, we risk over-development in the Kentucky climate," Isla countered. "The temperature dynamics are different here. The esters will start breaking down after hour eighty at these temperatures."

Toby stepped back from the fermenter, his stance shifting slightly. Both women turned toward him automatically, not from deference but from recognition of the role he occupied in this space. As Master Distiller, the final production decisions were his, even as he valued their expertise.

"We split the difference," he said, his drawl unhurried but definitive. "Eighty-four hours. We'll catch the fruit notes on their downward curve but before significant degradation. The phenolics will have established but won't dominate."

Savannah was already making calculations on her clipboard. "We'll need to adjust the still heat accordingly. Run it cooler to compensate for the higher ester concentration."

"One point five degrees below standard," Isla suggested without hesitation. "And widen the hearts cut by three percent on the front end."

Toby nodded once, accepting both recommendations without needing to question either. This was the framework they had established. His authority providing direction, their expertise refining the implementation.

"The real question," he said, moving to the control panel that would program the distillation sequence, "is how we handle the low wines circulation. Standard procedure recirculates twice. MacLellan tradition?"

"Single pass, higher reflux ratio," Isla replied. "But that's optimized for our pot still configuration. Your column still architecture changes the calculation."

Savannah was already ahead of them, pulling up the distillation simulation program on the adjacent monitor. "I modeled it last night," she said, fingers moving across the keyboard to bring up the relevant file. "Hybrid approach. One-point-five recirculations with the reflux ratio increased by twelve percent on the second half-pass."

The screen displayed a detailed simulation showing projected flavor compound development across the modified procedure. Isla stepped closer, examining the output with the critical eye of someone who had spent her life evaluating distillation parameters. Toby moved to stand between them, his attention on the technical data.

"That's it," Isla said after a moment, tapping a point on the curve where two lines intersected. "That's the balance point. The maritime notes and the Gabbard fruit profile converge precisely."

Toby nodded, satisfaction evident in the slight relaxation of his shoulders. "Program it," he said to Savannah. "We'll run the test batch through on Friday."

Savannah entered the parameters into the production system, her fingers moving across the controls. As she worked, Toby and Isla returned to fermenter six, standing shoulder to shoulder as they observed the living process that would become the Còrdadh's foundation.

"We're creating something entirely new," Isla observed quietly. "Not a bourbon with Scotch inflection. Not an American single malt. Something that exists in the space between traditions."

"That's where the interesting work always happens," Toby replied. "In the space between what's established."

Savannah joined them, clipboard tucked under her arm, the programming complete. "Distillation parameters locked in. Eighty-four hour fermentation. Modified recirculation protocol." She looked at the fermenting mash, then at her two colleagues. "We'll know by Saturday morning if we got it right."
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Dee stood at the head of the conference table, surveying the six label mock-ups displayed on foam core boards along the opposite wall. Ashford & Pine had worked from her brief, and it showed. Each design gave equal visual weight to both names, the Gabbard heritage and the MacLellan contribution standing alongside each other without hierarchy. The differences between the six options were refinements, not corrections. This was the kind of work she expected from a firm that had held Elk Trace's visual identity for eleven years.

"Walk me through the typography choices," she said, addressing Caroline Winters, the firm's creative director who had personally overseen Elk Trace's visual identity since the Heritage line relaunch.

Caroline stepped forward, her tablet in hand. "We've created a custom typeface for the Còrdadh label that draws from both traditions without directly mimicking either." She tapped her screen, and a detailed type specimen appeared on the conference room's display. "The serifs reference traditional Scotch type specimens from the early nineteenth century, while the weight distribution and counter shapes echo American type design from the same period."

Dee moved closer to the first mock-up, examining the letterforms. The type established its own visual voice while acknowledging both lineages.

"The nameplate hierarchy works," she said. "Gabbard's and MacLellan carrying equal weight, with Còrdadh anchoring below them. That's the correct read."

She moved to the second mock-up, which featured a different color palette. Deeper amber tones with accents in a blue that suggested both Kentucky bluegrass and Islay's maritime surroundings without committing to either. "This palette is stronger. The amber connects more clearly to the bourbon tradition while the blue accent acknowledges the MacLellan maritime influence without overstating it."

Caroline made a note on her tablet. "We can apply this palette to the first typographic treatment."

Dee continued her assessment, moving to the third design. Its border treatment incorporated both limestone formations reminiscent of Kentucky's geography and wave-like elements suggesting Islay's coastal environment, subtle enough that neither read as literal. "The border treatment succeeds without being literal. No explicit imagery of either distillery. Just the suggestion of both environments coexisting."

The fourth mock-up introduced the pronunciation guide for Còrdadh, placed at the bottom of the label beneath the Gaelic word. Dee studied it briefly. "This placement isn't working. The pronunciation guide needs to be more immediately visible. We don't want consumers hesitating to ask for the product because they're uncertain how to say it."

"We tested a more prominent placement here," Caroline replied, flipping the board to reveal a variation where "(KOR-da)" appeared directly beneath the Gaelic word in a clear, accessible typeface. "And we've included the definition — Agreement. Accord. Harmony. — as a tertiary element beneath the pronunciation."

"Better," Dee confirmed. "The consumer reads the name, immediately sees how to pronounce it, then understands its meaning. That sequence needs to be intuitive."

She stepped back to take in all six designs at once. The fifth and sixth boards offered variations that incorporated elements from the first four but with different emphases and arrangements. She studied them in silence for a moment, mentally combining the strongest elements of each into a coherent whole.

"The composite I want," she said, "takes the typography from the first design. The color palette from the second. The border treatment from the third. The pronunciation and definition placement from the fourth revised version. Both names given equal visual prominence throughout. The Còrdadh name anchoring the center with the definition beneath."

Caroline was already sketching this combination on her tablet. "Color system?"

"The amber base with blue accents. Dial the blue back by about twenty percent — it should be present but not stated."

She turned her attention to the back label designs, displayed on a separate board at the far end of the table. Here the fuller story could be told. The four-hundred-year history of the MacLellan yeast, the arrival of the Gabbard strain with Mary in 1868, the collaboration that had brought them together.

"The technical information needs to be higher in the narrative," she said, studying the text layout. "Consumers increasingly want to understand the process, not just the provenance. Move the fermentation details and yeast information up. The story matters, but so does the craft behind it."

Caroline adjusted the elements on her tablet, sending a revised layout to the display. "Like this?"

Dee studied it. "Yes. The authenticity established through technical detail, not just heritage claims."

The design team worked quickly, translating her direction into a composite that appeared on the display within minutes. The result drew the strongest elements of each approach into something that felt resolved rather than assembled, a visual system that honored both traditions while establishing its own identity.

Dee studied the composite, her expression unchanged. Her shoulders settled a fraction. "That's it," she said. "Adjust the letterspacing on the Gabbard name and the leading between the pronunciation and the definition. Then proceed to final artwork."

"Revised files to you by tomorrow afternoon," Caroline confirmed.

"Good." Dee gathered her notebook from the table. The label would tell the correct story. Two traditions, neither diminished, the accord between them visible before anyone opened a bottle.


Chapter thirteen






Epilogue


Caleb McBrayer's office at Old Sentinel Distillery held the evening light differently than the rest of the building. The western windows caught the last red-gold beams as the sun dropped behind the ridgeline, transforming the normally austere space into something almost warm. Almost. The light caught on the crystal decanters arranged along the credenza, on the framed industry awards with their gold embossing, on the heavy brass nameplate that read simply "McBrayer." The room felt like a man holding his breath. Everything in its place. Everything still. Everything waiting.

The envelope sat in the center of his desk, having arrived by courier twenty minutes earlier. Inside was a single sheet of heavyweight paper, folded once, bearing the Elk Trace letterhead. Caleb had not opened it immediately. He'd finished his call with the Chicago distributor, completed his notes on the latest barrel selection for the Elias's Promise limited edition, and signed three documents requiring his attention. Only when those tasks were complete did he finally reach for the envelope with the motion of someone picking up something they expected to bite.

He unfolded the paper and laid it flat on his desk.

GABBARD'S CÒRDADH

The name hit him like a physical impact. Gabbard. Not Ransdell-MacLellan. Not Elk Trace Special Reserve. Not some meaningless marketing concoction meant to sound old without claiming history.

Gabbard's.

The name his family had carried like a wound for a hundred and fifty years. The name his father had cursed in his bourbon-soaked rants. The name that appeared in Elias McBrayer's journals, page after bitter page, always associated with betrayal.

He forced himself to continue reading. His eyes caught on particular phrases that seemed designed to drive the blade deeper.

"...the historic Gabbard yeast strain, in continuous use at Elk Trace since the distillery's founding in 1868..."

"...the MacLellan heirloom culture, documented in unbroken use since the early seventeenth century..."

"...the first collaboration between these two traditions at the level of living culture..."

The words on the page reconstructed the theft his family had lived with for generations. Mary Gabbard taking what belonged to the McBrayers. Taking it to Thaddeus Ransdell. And now this. A bottle that would carry her name, celebrating that original betrayal with some Scottish partnership that would only further obscure the truth.

Caleb set the announcement down on his desk. His fingers did not tremble. His breathing remained even. The rage he felt was an old and familiar thing. A banked coal that had been tended for generations, passed from father to son like the family's mash bills and fermentation techniques.

From the wall, the portrait of Elias McBrayer stared down at him. The artist had captured the tension in his ancestor's jaw, the angle of his head that suggested a man perpetually preparing to argue a point. The same angle Caleb's father adopted when he spoke of the Gabbard betrayal. The same angle Caleb found himself holding now.

He reached into his top desk drawer and removed a cheap prepaid phone. He dialed the number he never saved but had committed to memory.

Three rings, then a click. No greeting.

"It's time," Caleb said. His voice betrayed nothing of what he felt. "Move on the Blackberry Creek documentation. Now."

A pause on the other end of the line. Then Doyle's voice, carrying the particular clipped precision he always used when delivering unwelcome news.

"That's not possible on your timeline."

"Explain." One word, flat and final.

"What you're asking for requires layering," Doyle said. "Each piece needs time to settle into the historical record before the next piece is introduced. Rush it and it's obvious. We need five years minimum. Preferably seven."

"Five years." The words emerged as a statement, not a question.

"To do it right, yes. The oldest documents first — land surveys, property transfers. Then the family connections, introduced gradually through different channels. Then the business records, again through multiple sources. Then the distillery documentation. Each piece needs to calcify, to become something people remember seeing before they saw it. To look like history rather than fabrication."

Caleb absorbed this without changing expression. On the page before him, Mary Gabbard's name seemed to grow darker than the surrounding text, as if the printer had used a different ink for those particular letters.

"Five years," he repeated. "1868."

Doyle didn't ask what the year signified. He didn't need to. He knew enough about the McBrayer family's obsessions to understand that 1868 was the year it all went wrong. The year Mary Gabbard married Thaddeus Ransdell. The year the yeast that Caleb McBrayer considered his birthright changed hands.

"Yes," Doyle confirmed. "We target the documentation to establish Blackberry Creek's founding in 1868. Pre-dating Elk Trace by eight months. The original Gabbard distillery that should have been the foundation. The one written out of history."

"Begin now," Caleb said. "I want updates monthly."

"Understood."

The call ended without further exchange. Caleb set the phone down beside the announcement. Five years. By then, Gabbard's Còrdadh would be nearing release, having completed its maturation. Elk Trace would have invested millions in the collaboration, in marketing materials, in distribution agreements. And Blackberry Creek, the name Savannah Caudill had chosen to honor her father's craft and bring mountain heritage into legitimacy, would carry a different history by then, and the doubt that created would be enough. Not immediate satisfaction. But complete.

The fiction would be perfect because it contained just enough truth to feel authentic. There had been a small distilling operation on Blackberry Creek in the 1860s. The land had once had connections to the Gabbard family through a distant cousin. These threads of reality would be woven into a tapestry of carefully constructed evidence: land deeds with correctly aged paper and ink, family letters discovered in archives, business records inserted into county historical collections, newspaper mentions seeded into digital databases of historical periodicals. By the time they were finished, the documentation would suggest that Elk Trace's entire foundation story was built on a convenient omission of Blackberry Creek's prior claim to the Gabbard legacy.

The irony wasn't lost on him. The Gabbard name that Toby Ransdell had so prominently placed on his new collaboration would become his greatest liability. Let them think they were cementing their claim to the yeast's heritage with this Scottish partnership. When the truth — his truth — emerged, the same name would undermine everything they'd built.

The original journals rested in the safe behind Elias's portrait. Not photocopies or transcriptions, but the actual leather-bound volumes in which Elias had poured out his bitterness, his sense of betrayal, his certainty that Mary Gabbard had been his by right. Page after page of neat, precise handwriting chronicling how she had been stolen by Thaddeus Ransdell, how the yeast had been diverted from its rightful McBrayer inheritance. Elias wrote about Mary as property, about the yeast as birthright. Yet the conviction behind those words had shaped generations of McBrayer men.

Caleb folded the announcement and slipped it into the center drawer of his desk. Then he reached for the bottle of Birthright Rye that stood on the corner of his desk and poured two fingers into the glass beside it. The amber liquid caught the last of the evening light, transforming it into something molten and alive.

He drank without raising the glass in his customary toast to Elias. Tonight that felt unnecessary. The plan was in motion. Five years was nothing measured against a hundred and fifty of waiting. Of knowing.

He never acknowledged the slight astringency on the finish, the way the grain overwhelmed the sweeter notes that should have provided balance. To him, Birthright Rye tasted exactly as it should. Like justice delayed but not denied. Like a promise kept across generations.

The portrait of Elias watched from the wall. Caleb felt the weight of that gaze across the decades that separated them. Not a burden. An inheritance.

He would write a different ending to Elias's story. One worthy of the man who had begun it.
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