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      This collection from the cozy fantasy shared world of Cozy Vales is certain to deliver hours of holiday-themed reading!

      There are many things you should know about Cozy Vales, but the most important one for this anthology is the Harvest of Hope holiday.

      Held on the last weekend of every October, this three-day festival marks the end of fall and the start of winter. A thread of thanks and gratitude runs through the festival. Small gifts (primarily food and drink) are handed out on the eve of the third night, which culminates with bonfires.

      Different settlements put their own spin on the holiday, with minor variations being found all across the queendom, but the common thread is always a feeling of hope.

      Please consider this collection our gift to you!

      Learn more at cozyvales.com.
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        To see the most current version of the Cozy Vales Queendom map, please visit:

        https://cozyvales.com/maps

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            An Ale For Autumn

          

          L.A. SCOTT

        

      

    

    
      Gimmel Stoneheart’s September morning began with someone incessantly knocking on his front door and pulling the drawstring attached to a bell near his door. He was expecting neither a delivery nor a guest. In fact, he couldn’t remember the last time he’d entertained anyone. Still half asleep, the dwarf rolled over, placing a pillow over his head to mute the racket and hoping whoever it was would go away.

      They did not.

      The knocking and bell ringing continued until the dwarf was fully awake and equally irritated. Gimmel tossed back the sheets and stormed into the main room of his cottage. According to the tall pendulum clock the dwarf passed, the person on the other side of the door was either mad with fever or had the wrong cottage. No one in their right mind would dare bother Gimmel before ten o’clock in the morning. The residents of the small village of Appleton were well aware of the dwarf’s preference for late nights and late risings.

      “Pipe down, I’m coming!” The words provided a brief respite from the noise, though far too brief in Gimmel’s still-slumbery view. The knocking and ringing resumed, and it became clear it would continue until Gimmel opened his door. The idea that he would have to do so without the benefit of either breakfast or a much-needed cup of coffee was, in his opinion, a tragedy of epic proportions.

      Still in his nightshirt, the dwarf unbolted his door and pulled it open, ready to unleash a volley of words on whoever was unlucky enough to be standing on the other side. Gimmel did not see anyone at his dwarven height, however, and that gave him pause. Looking down, he saw a squirrel dressed in clothes and wearing a scarf to ward off the autumn wind. A tiny travel bag rested on the ground near the squirrel.

      Not a squirrel, but a quirrel—the sentient, bipedal cousins of the common squirrel.

      The quirrel addressed Gimmel.

      “Hello, Guilder Stoneheart, my name is Montague Greytail, but most of my friends call me Monty, and while we aren’t friends yet, I certainly hope we shall soon be, and when that happens, I hope you’ll do me the honor of calling me Monty, but until then, you can refer to me however you please, and I’m awfully grateful for the chance to study under you and elevate my ale brewing techniques⁠—”

      Gimmel slammed the door closed, but before he could take a step, the knocking and ringing resumed. Clearly, the little entity was confused. Gimmel hadn’t mentored anyone in the craft of ale brewing in over two hundred years, and he had absolutely no inclination to do so ever again. The dwarf had chosen Appleton for its seclusion, and now some quirrel had intruded on that seclusion.

      “Go away! You’ve got the wrong dwarf!”

      More knocking and ringing.

      Gimmel tried ignoring the noise, without success. The quirrel would not so easily be dismissed, and a stronger approach was clearly required. Gimmel opened the door again. This time, he launched into his own speech before the quirrel could open his mouth.

      “I don’t know who you are, I don’t know why you’re here, and if you don’t go away, I’ll send for the constable.”

      Monty held up a letter, which was rather more difficult than it sounded, as it was a dwarf-sized letter and not a quirrel-sized letter. “I am Montague Greytail, I’m here at the recommendation of Celeste Brigane, and I do hope the constable won’t be called.”

      Celeste Brigane? Of the Mashers Guild? Gimmel’s last interaction with her was right about the same time as his last apprentice, who just happened to also be Celeste Brigane. They had parted on amicable terms, yet the mention of her name dredged up several less than amicable memories for Gimmel.

      “Why did Miss Brigane send you to me?”

      “It’s all in the letter,” Monty said. His arms had begun to quiver from the weight of the missive.

      Gimmel frowned and took the letter. The envelope was addressed to:

      Guilder Gimmel Stoneheart

      Appleton, Summerfrost Vale

      Gimmel broke the wax seal on the back of the envelope and began reading the letter. There was the expected amount of flowery language—Celeste often used twenty words when two would suffice—and a preamble of pleasantries that went on for nearly two pages. Finally, Gimmel reached the heart of the matter.

      “. . . and so, given your historic achievements in brewing, I believe Mr. Greytail is a perfect novice candidate. Presuming you are not already mentoring too many apprentices, I ask that you consider being his teacher. Mr. Greytail has some unusual thoughts regarding ale brewing, and I believe you would be an ideal teacher.”

      There were more flowery and flattering words, but Gimmel’s suspicions had proved to be spot on.

      He was a guilder, a member of the Masher’s Guild, and he’d been one for two hundred and fifty-one years, even if he no longer used the title and encouraged others to do the same.

      As a guilder, Gimmel should be a mentor teaching apprentices, not novices. Apprentices had already worked on their craft for years and were ready for the more nuanced instructions only guild mentors could provide. What Celeste had proposed simply wasn’t how things were done.

      Teachers taught novices.

      Novices became apprentices.

      Mentors taught apprentices.

      Apprentices became guilders.

      The idea of Gimmel serving as a teacher to the quirrel was tantamount to asking a talented chef to teach an inexperienced person how to wash dishes. The dwarf also took umbrage because Celeste—a fellow Mashers member—would know all of this. What could she possibly be thinking with this absurd suggestion?

      “Mr. Greytail, I’m afraid there’s been a massive misunderstanding. I haven’t taught anyone in centuries, and I’ve no intention to change that anytime soon. I’m sorry, and I wish you luck.” The dwarf began to close the door.

      Monty nervously shifted his weight. His tail flicked. His hands moved back and forth quickly, with the fingertips of one hand tapping against the fingertips of the other. “Please, I’ve traveled all the way from Soursalt Vale, and I’m awfully honored to meet the one and only Guilder Gimmel Stoneheart, and I just know you’re the perfect teacher for me, so if you would please reconsider, I’d be⁠—”

      The dwarf lifted a hand, which, to his surprise, halted the river of words flowing from Monty’s mouth. “First, please call me Mr. Stoneheart. Second, Miss Brigane did not inform me of her proposal ahead of time, and if she had, I could have saved you a long trip here and the embarrassment of a long trip back. Third, while I’m flattered to hear my name still possesses an air of noteworthiness, I must inform you that my days of being a suitable mentor, much less a teacher, are long behind me. I can recommend a few teachers if you like, but I’m not in the position of taking on either novices or apprentices.”

      “Because you’re too busy?”

      Gimmel nearly snorted at the question, because it was almost as absurd as Celeste’s proposal. Time was something the dwarf had in abundance these days, thanks to a bit of luck and some lifestyle choices. As a younger dwarf, he’d happened into a sizable amount of money. Gimmel had been wise enough to place those funds into a handful of taverns in exchange for a portion of their profits. Those taverns had flourished and, all these years later, continued funding Gimmel’s living expenses.

      Nothing extravagant, of course. Appleton was well within his means, if means translated to a small cottage, simple clothes, and a frugal lifestyle. Seclusion was not the only consideration when it came to Gimmel’s selection of Appleton.

      Even so, while Gimmel technically had the time, he did not have the interest. Standing in his nightshirt in the brisk morning air with a grumbling tummy certainly did not make him more inclined to indulge Celeste’s request, though he felt a pang of remorse for the quirrel.

      “Yes. And there are other considerations.”

      “I’ll do anything, Guilder Stoneheart, I’ll clean your house, I’ll cook your meals, I’ll clean your clothes, I’ll study day and night and never complain, so please, please, please do me the honor of sharing your wisdom.”

      The pang of remorse grew but not enough to change Gimmel’s mind. “It’s Mr. Stoneheart. I’m very sorry, Mr. Greytail. I can point you to a few teachers who are more than qualified.”

      The quirrel looked, well, not nearly as crestfallen as Gimmel would have expected. The dwarf’s ego felt a pinch at that. Monty picked up his bag. “I understand. I’ll be back tomorrow.”

      “My answer won’t change.”

      The quirrel headed away and called back over his shoulder. “I’ll be back tomorrow.”
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        * * *

      

      After a leisurely breakfast and three cups of coffee, Gimmel found the motivation to dress and take his traditional morning stroll about the village. He filled his favorite pipe with a cherry-smoked tobacco, placed a box of matches in his pocket, and set out. A walk, a pipe, and some fresh air were just what he needed to shake the thoughts rattling inside his head.

      Part of him counseled to stay indoors for fear he’d cross paths with the quirrel. The other part counseled him that remaining in his home could have the same result if the quirrel chose to return.

      So it was that Gimmel took to the streets of Appleton that fine October morning. Fallen leaves in a multitude of earth tones cartwheeled through the streets, carried by a breeze filled with the scent of burning wood issuing from nearby chimneys.

      The dwarf often took walks to clear his mind or solve a problem or simply get some fresh air. The walk that morning provided lots of fresh air but no solutions or a cleared mind. If anything, Celeste’s letter and Montague’s presence unleashed a blizzard of memories Gimmel would have preferred remained locked up and forgotten. Some might say he’d fled to Appleton to hide, though he certainly didn’t think that to be true. Preferring a slower life with fewer distractions didn’t brand him a coward.

      The clouds steadily moved against a bright blue sky, as did several birds heading for warmer climates in nearby vales. The dwarf took no notice, as his eyes remained focused on the ground. His brow was furrowed, his mouth a frown, and he sighed multiple times.

      “Ho, there, Mr. Stoneheart!”

      The dwarf looked up just in time to avoid stepping in front of a horse-drawn carriage. The driver, a fellow dwarf by the name of Henri Hammerfall, brought his wagon to a halt mere feet in front of Gimmel. Henri was widely considered to be the village’s most talented craftsman. He could shape stone, cut wood, shape metal, and a dozen other things better than just about anyone in Appleton.

      Gimmel liked the dwarf because Henri didn’t pry into the dwarf’s affairs. Henri also seemed content to limit his interactions with Gimmel to a few short, perfunctory exchanges when they crossed paths. Not all residents took the same approach, and Gimmel had quickly learned to avoid them when possible.

      “Terribly sorry,” Gimmel muttered. “My fault entirely.”

      “Everything all right? You look confuzzled.”

      Gimmel had never heard the word before, but it felt like the perfect description for his ailment. He was indeed both confused and puzzled. Confused about why his past was still such a painful topic and puzzled about what to do about it.

      “I am, Mr. Hammerfall, I am.”

      “Anything I can do to help?”

      “Short of turning back the hands of time, I rather suspect not.”

      Henri grinned. “Haven’t mastered that just yet, but you’ll be the first to know when I do!” The crafter flicked the reins and continued on.

      Looking around, Gimmel realized he’d wandered in a circle around the outskirts of Appleton before meandering slowly towards the southwestern corner of the village square. Gimmel stood next to Fiddle Inn, a large building and the biggest inn in Appleton. Several shops lined the rest of the square, including his favorite tavern (Sweet Apple Press) and his former favorite bakery (Banneton Bakery). Lately, he’d been frequenting the Crust and Crumb bakery, which had recently been reopened by a newcomer to Appleton, a hearth witch and baker named Genever Wells.

      Still savoring his hearty breakfast, Gimmel reluctantly convinced his feet to take him home instead of to the bakery. He knew he’d be unable to resist the call of a blueberry turnover or apple twist or strawberry muffin.

       The wind picked up, nearly pulling the hat from Gimmel’s head. He caught it before it went airborne, noting how quickly the weather had turned that week. Autumn had touched Appleton early, and the snows weren’t far off.
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        * * *

      

      Gimmel woke the next morning, having temporarily put the matters of Monty and Celeste and brewing out of his mind. The knocking and the bell ringing coming from his front door changed all that. Gimmel sighed and climbed out of bed.

      He opened the door to find Monty standing outside. The snap of the autumn air rushed inside his toasty cottage, and Gimmel regretted not grabbing his robe.

      Surprisingly, the quirrel was not alone. Genever Wells stood behind the quirrel, prompting Gimmel’s regret to climb another notch or two.

      “Pardon me, Miss Wells, I wasn’t expecting you,” the dwarf stammered as he moved behind the door until only his face was visible.

      “Not at all, Mr. Stoneheart,” the hearth witch replied. “I’m just assisting Mr. Greytail with a delivery.” She held up a small paper bag, which Gimmel took.

      “Very kind of you.” Gimmel looked down at the quirrel. “Both of you.”

      “My pleasure, especially as Mr. Greytail informs me you’re about to start brewing ale again.”

      Gimmel’s grip on the door handle tightened. “Now, I’m afraid there’s been a bit of a misunderstanding. I’m not brewing ale again.”

      “Tut, tut, Guilder Stoneheart,” Monty said as he entered the dwarf’s home. He waved to the baker. “Thank you kindly for your help, Miss Wells!”

      “Not all. Good day, gentlemen!”

      Gimmel’s toes were lamenting the cold, and given that Monty had walked out of reach anyway, he closed the door. “Now see here, Mr. Greytail, I must emphatically insist you refer to me as Mr. Stoneheart, and I must equally insist that you refrain from spreading gossip and rumors and whatnot regarding what I will and won’t be doing.”

      The quirrel ignored Gimmel, heading towards the brewing room past the kitchen. “The first thing we’ll need to do is make sure the brewing station is ready to go and⁠—”

      “Mr. Greytail⁠—”

      “Oh yes, the blueberry turnovers! Miss Wells suggested they were likely your favorite based on your previous purchases, so I took the liberty of choosing those, no need to thank me at all, just a small gesture of my thanks for your willingness to teach me, now, let’s take a look at⁠—”

      “Mr. Greytail!” Gimmel’s deep voice filled the space. Monty froze, his eyes blinking in surprise. Gimmel took the opportunity to explain himself before the quirrel resumed talking. “As I stated yesterday, I’m not taking on students of any kind. As you can see from the state of my brewing room, I haven’t made ale since well before you were born, and I’ve no intention of starting now. I greatly appreciate the turnovers, but I must insist you leave. Please.”

      The quirrel’s tail twitched once, and he leapt onto the nearest table in the brewing room. His shoes left prints in the thick dust, and he clucked his tiny tongue. “Oh, my, you’re quite right, this won’t do at all, though it shouldn’t take more than a little cleaning to get things right again, don’t you worry about a thing, Guilder Stoneheart, just make yourself a pot of coffee or tea, sit down, and enjoy the turnovers while I get to work, I won’t hear another word about the matter until you’ve had a spot of breakfast and have had a chance to dress, now, off you go.”

      The quirrel darted about the room, checking the various tools and pots and tubes and collectors. He inspected the large oven at the back and the drying table. Gimmel opened his mouth to protest, decided against it, and did as the quirrel suggested. He made coffee, warmed up the turnovers in his wood stove, and settled down by his front room window.

      Gimmel still had no plans to teach the quirrel, and a few turnovers wouldn’t change that. But if the quirrel insisted on cleaning up the brewing room and delivering fresh food, who was Gimmel to argue? So he sat and sipped and snacked. Until a loud crash came from the brewing room.

      “Not to worry, I’m fine!” Monty called out. “Just a ceramic bottle, easily replaced!”

      Gimmel started to get out of his chair. It was one thing to let the quirrel do a little dusting but allowing him to destroy the brewing equipment was far from acceptable.

      Or was it? Hadn’t Gimmel himself just declared his brewing days were long behind him, so did it matter if Monty broke a few things?

      Somewhat to his surprise, the dwarf decided that, yes, he would prefer to keep his equipment in working condition. Choosing not to use it was very different from watching it be destroyed. He stood and walked to the brewing room, from which another crashing sound emanated.

      “Perfectly all right, Guilder Stoneheart, I’m as right as the queen’s crown, not even a bruise!”

      The dwarf sighed at the sight, relieved that the quirrel appeared unhurt and in one piece. The state of his equipment was less impressive. Dirty and dusty was one thing. Shattered and scattered was another.

      “Mr. Greytail, I believe it’s time for you to go, and I must insist.”

      Monty tapped his fingertips together. “You’re right. My apologies for the mess.”

      “Accidents. Think nothing of it, and no one’s hurt, and that’s all that matters.”

      Monty lightly landed on the floor and headed for the door. “If you don’t mind, Guilder Stoneheart?”

      “Of course.” The sudden change in Monty’s behavior gave Gimmel a sense of relief. Perhaps the quirrel had come to his senses. “Good luck and goodbye, Mr. Greytail.”

      “Goodbye, Guilder Stoneheart. I’ll be back tomorrow.”
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        * * *

      

      Gimmel was a gifted brewer (a fact he no longer talked about at all). He was also a smart dwarf, if he did say so himself (which he did, in fact, if the matter ever came up in conversation). And he was a shrewd problem solver (at least, that was his personal view).

      He certainly could teach Monty if he chose, and he was inclined to believe he still had much to share about brewing, in spite of how long it had been since he’d made ale.

      But he wasn’t interested in teaching, not after . . . well, best not dwell on it. The deed was done, Gimmel was still assessing the ongoing damage, and nothing could change a drop of it.

      Which meant he would need to somehow persuade the quirrel that no amount of heroic questing or pleading or persistence would change Gimmel’s mind. And that meant the dwarf would need to address the matter head-on, directly, and with no further delay. And, to Gimmel’s shrewd, problem-solving mind, that meant he had only one choice.

      Flee his home at dawn and well before Monty returned.

      After a small meal of six eggs, ten strips of bacon, half a loaf of sourdough bread, an entire pot of coffee, and the last remaining blueberry turnover, Gimmel cracked open his door. The street was empty.

      Armed with a coat, scarf, hat, a book, and his trusty pipe, the dwarf headed out, though exactly where was something of a puzzle. Appleton was just beginning to stir, and few shops or taverns were open. Gimmel needed refuge from the cold, and there simply weren’t a lot of choices.

      The dwarf puffed on his pipe and walked and considered his options.

      Oh, what about the Fiddle Inn? Gimmel knew the owner, Kayla Starlight, and even though he wasn’t staying at the inn, she would likely let him rest in the common room. For that matter, she’d probably allow him to buy a meal.

      On second thought, there was a chance Monty was staying there. No, the inn was most certainly out.

      That left Sweet Apple Press, the only tavern in Appleton that opened early. Yes, Gimmel thought it highly unlikely he would encounter Monty there. Nevertheless, he only stepped into the main room of the tavern once he’d confirmed it was entirely devoid of quirrels.

      A single human patron sat alone, already enjoying a meal. He nodded once to Gimmel before returning to his breakfast. Jens Urloch, owner of the tavern, greeted the dwarf with a smile.

      “Morning, Mr. Stoneheart. What can I get you?”

      “A table and a morning’s worth of peace and quiet would be a lovely start.”

      Jens smiled and waved a hand at the room. “Take your pick of the tables and stay as long as you like. Can’t promise peace and quiet, but I’ve got a fresh batch of apple cinnamon cider, and Mary’s whipping up some pancakes. Just got a delivery of thornberry syrup if you’re interested.”

      Gimmel removed his scarf and unbuttoned his coat. His breakfast had been smallish, and he’d need provisions if he planned on spending the morning there. Besides, thornberry syrup was a seasonal treat he never passed up. “Yes, that sounds delightful.”

      Jens nodded and left for the kitchen while Gimmel settled down at a table near the fireplace. He relit his pipe and sighed with satisfaction. No knocking, no bell ringing, no quirrel, and no brewing nonsense. The day was off to a promising start.

      Patrons came and went over the next several hours as the dwarf lost himself in his book, Intara’s Guide to Cozy Vales. The travelogue, written by a visitor from another continent, captured the author’s thoughts about her first visit to Cozy Vales. Gimmel found it pleasantly intriguing, as he’d never traveled south of Capital Vale and had only experienced a small portion of the northern vales.

      He was deep into the book just as a wave of customers rolled in for lunch, and Gimmel decided to stay for another meal. He was in no rush, after all. The other patrons offered smiles and nods but otherwise ignored the dwarf, which was much to his liking.

      As he ate a hearty stew and several slices of stone bread, Gimmel’s thoughts turned to Monty. Had the quirrel returned as he’d promised? Had he knocked on Gimmel’s door? Had he stood in the cold for minutes before giving up? Had he realized the dwarf wasn’t home?

      Oh, dear.

      What if the quirrel had camped out on the front stoop to await Gimmel’s return? It was awfully cold outside, even for a quirrel. Surely, Monty had wandered off before long.

      Hadn’t he?

      A nagging concern blossomed in Gimmel’s heart. He imagined the poor quirrel shivering outside the cottage, knocking and ringing the bell in vain. He feared he’d return to a half-frozen Monty, and then what would he do?

      Gimmel dropped some coins on the table and grabbed his coat, scarf, and book. He didn’t bother lighting his pipe as he headed for the door. “Goodbye, Mr. Urloch, and thank you so much!”

      Jens waved. “Good day, Mr. Stoneheart!”

      The dwarf slipped into his coat, a feat made more difficult thanks to the wind, and looped the scarf around his neck. He hurried home as quickly as he could.

      Rounding the last corner, he let out a sigh of relief. There was no sign of the quirrel at his home or in the street. Gimmel slowed his pace. He’d overreacted. Monty had almost certainly abandoned his quest hours ago and was likely enjoying a delicious lunch at that very moment. Perhaps the quirrel had finally realized the futility of his efforts. Perhaps he was already long gone from Appleton.

      Gimmel stepped inside his home, grateful for its familiarity and, most importantly, its emptiness. He hung up his coat and scarf and headed for his favorite leather chair in the bay window. But he never made it.

      His eyes caught on the brewing room and the mess he’d yet to clean up. Gimmel swept up the broken bits of pottery and dumped them into a trash bin. Surveying the space, he decided that while he still had no plans to brew anything anytime soon, he’d ignored the room for far too long.

      He dusted and cleaned, horrified at how dirty everything had gotten. Memories of his previous brews returned as he wiped down the tubes and pipes and containers. On reflection, most of his brewing years were joyful. He’d loved experimenting with various blends, ingredients, and techniques.

      Oh, what about the day he learned his latest batch of ale—his apprenticeship masterpiece—was deemed worthy? That single batch had opened the door to the Mashers Guild and bestowed the title of “Guilder” on him.

      And what about his first trip to Capital City to visit the headquarters of the Mashers Guild?

      And his initiation ceremony was spectacularly memorable, a moment he would treasure forever.

      What followed were decades of experimentation. Holiday-themed ale varieties. Seasonal ales.

      At the time, he reveled in exploring new techniques. Gimmel was convinced his greatest achievements were still ahead of him. He was just getting started, and he wanted to know all he could about crafting ale.

      But in the end—for that was how Gimmel viewed it in more ways than one—all that time and effort inevitably led to the decision that changed his life forever. That drove him out of his brewing days and into the quiet and welcoming arms of Appleton. On reflection, the tragedy was as obvious as the beard on Gimmel’s face.

      He recalled the fateful day he first had the idea of adding hops to the mash. The green plant was known for its healing properties and was sometimes used in baking but introducing it as an ingredient in the mash used to brew ale was unheard of at the time.

      The ale had a strong smell and a bitter taste. Gimmel initially considered it a failed test. Compared to the sweet ales he was used to, he couldn’t imagine the hopped version finding much favor. He set the pot aside in a corner and forgot about it.

      Two weeks later, he remembered the hopped ale. Had it been regular ale, Gimmel’s nose would have immediately declared it spoiled. But this variation’s aroma hadn’t changed at all. Gimmel tasted it. Still bitter but also still unchanged in flavor. So unchanged that he nearly dropped his mug.

      Ale spoiled after a handful of days. Certainly, less high-minded brewers would hide that with spices and herbs to cover the smell and taste, but that only bought you a few more days at most.

      This hop-infused ale? It seemed to last much longer. And that was when all the trouble had started.

      The sound of his doorbell reeled Gimmel’s mind back to the present. He remained still, hoping against hope it wasn’t Monty. Someone knocked on the door, and it was far too loud to be a quirrel’s tiny knuckles.

      “I say, Mr. Stoneheart, are you home?”

      The dwarf didn’t recognize the voice, but he knew it wasn’t Monty. Gimmel tossed the dusting rag on a table, grateful to have dodged the quirrel for the moment. He realized his error as soon as he opened the door.

      A young man from Frundle's Market & Emporium of Fine Goods and Supplies —his name momentarily escaped Gimmel—stood next to two crates resting against a handcart. And who was sitting atop the crates?

      “Mr. Greytail. What a surprise.”

      “Good afternoon, Guilder Stoneheart! I missed you this morning, so Mr. Treadwell and I decided to try you again, and that was fortunate, because here we all are! Mr. Treadwell, if you wouldn’t mind?” Monty hopped down and slipped past Gimmel. The young man—Gimmel now recalled his full name was Linus Treadwell—pulled back on the cart, rocking the crates against it, and smiled at Gimmel.

      Before he knew what he was doing, the dwarf had stepped aside and pulled the door open even more. Linus wheeled the crates inside, following Monty into the brewing room.

      “What is all this?” was all Gimmel could muster.

      “Delivery from Frundle’s, Mr. Stoneheart,” Linus said. “No charge. Mr. Greytail has taken care of the payment.”

      “Oh, crack my nuts, but someone’s been very busy since yesterday!” Monty darted around the room in excitement. “I say, Guilder Stoneheart, I feared I’d have my work cut out for me, but you truly are ready to brew, aren’t you?”

      Linus dislodged the crates from the handcart and tipped his hat. “Good day, gents, and thank you for thinking of Frundle’s!” He retreated from the cottage, closing the door behind him.

      Gimmel turned to Monty. “Hammer and tongs, haven’t you heard a word I said?”

      “Tut, tut, don’t you know the old saying, ‘Actions speak louder than words?’ Well, I think it’s clear by your actions that you’ve come to your senses about returning to your calling, so why don’t we stop wasting time and get those vats set up, I’m not exactly up to the task, if you take my meaning.”

      “I can’t possibly⁠—”

      “Pay me for the vats? ‘Course not, because I’m the one who broke them, and how in the world would it make sense for you to pay me for having broken your vats, I mean, I suppose there might a situation where it would be reasonable, but this is not that situation, and the only proper and decent thing for me to do was to acquire replacements, though if I’m being honest, I have to say these are an improvement over their predecessors, just look at the nozzle design, say, where are you going?”

      Gimmel collapsed in his chair by the window with a sigh and closed his eyes. “If I ever see Celeste again . . .”

      “If you ever see her again, what?” Monty called out from the brewing room.

      “Nothing. Look, you simply must forget all about this nonsense. I don’t have any brewing left in me, understand?”

      The quirrel appeared in the brewing room doorway. “Of course you do.”

      “No, I don’t. I haven’t brewed anything in years.”

      Monty jumped up onto the landing in the bay window. “That’s a shame.”

      Gimmel rubbed his face and sighed again. “The world’s none the worse for wear, I assure you.”

      Monty’s tail twitched, and he put his hands on his hips. “Now that might be the most ridiculous thing I’ve heard in all my years, which is six if you must know, and that’s more than enough time to hear many ridiculous things, and anyway, why haven’t you brewed anything for so long?”

      The quirrel’s presence had dredged up more of Gimmel’s past than he cared for. The prospect of reliving more of it held no appeal whatsoever.

      However, if he told Monty what had happened, that might convince the quirrel to leave. The temporary discomfort would certainly be worth it if he could rid himself of the quirrel’s persistent pestering.

      “The last time I brewed a beverage was when I inadvertently invented hopped beer.”

      “Yes.” Monty nodded as if confirming the fact.

      “My invention brought no small amount of grief to the Mashers Guild.”

      “Mmm.”

      The quirrel didn’t appear to have any grasp of Gimmel’s history, a rather disappointing revelation given Monty’s intention to become a Masher. “Don’t you know what happened after that?”

      “Of course, your invention spurred a debate over the nature of unhopped beer, also called ale, and hopped beer, commonly called beer, and the result was a raucous debate within the Mashers Guild that nearly tore the institution apart, but in the end, it survived, though several of its members resigned in frustration or anger and formed a new guild devoted solely to the brewing of hopped beer, and there’s been some animosity between the two guilds ever since.” The quirrel walked into the brewing room without waiting for a response.

      Apparently, Monty did know his history, but that only puzzled an already confuzzled Gimmel even more. If the quirrel knew all of that—all of the heartache and acrimony Gimmel’s invention had caused—the dwarf’s reluctance should not have been a surprise. “Then you must understand why I have no interest in brewing!”

      “Would you please help me connect the new vats?” Monty called out. “I can’t move it into place.”

      Gimmel threw up his hands and got to his feet with a groan. He walked to the brewing room and hooked up the vat. “There.”

      “Thank you.” Monty attached a short hose to it, tightening a clamp to keep it in place. “Now, the second vat, please.”

      Later, Gimmel would have no answer for why he let the quirrel order him around the brewing room. The orders—in reality, polite requests—continued for thirty minutes until the brewing equipment was completely cleaned and put back together.

      “Now,” Monty said with a grin, “all we need are some ingredients for the nut ale, and we can get to work.”

      “I don’t⁠—”

      “Not to worry, I’ll take care of everything, though I may not secure it all today.” The quirrel hopped down and walked to the front door. Gimmel followed, anticipating the need to open it for Monty. Clouds has moved across the sky, dropping the temperature even more. The wind made a whooshing sound as it moved between buildings and through the trees.

      “Rather cold out,” Gimmel said.

      “I have a scarf,” Monty replied.

      “You do have lodging, don’t you?”

      “Of course. The Fiddle Inn.”

      “Oh. Good. Miss Starlight runs a proper inn with reasonable rates. And the food’s improved noticeably in the past several months from what I’ve heard.”

      “It’s quite good, though I doubt I’ll have the pleasure of enjoying it much longer. Good evening, Guilder Stoneheart. I’ll be back tomorrow.”
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        * * *

      

      Gimmel fixed an extra-large dinner of pheasant, wild rice, and potatoes.

      All evening, Gimmel kept eyeing the brewing room. His thoughts turned to the new vats and the rest of the equipment. They occupied his mind while he cooked his dinner, while he ate, and while he sat in his favorite leather chair and puffed on his pipe.

      Hold on a tick. Nut ale?

      On its face, it sounded awful, but the more Gimmel thought about it, the more he thought there was a way to incorporate acorns into the mash. He could halve them and toss them in, or he could grate them, or he could grind them. Several test batches would be required, and of course⁠—

      “Stuff and nonsense!” the dwarf exclaimed. He knocked the contents of the pipe into a bin and dropped the pipe into its stand. He slammed the door to the brewing station. “Stuff and nonsense!”

      Gimmel did not sleep well that night, and early morning found him still tossing and turning. He was agitated, and the lack of rest certainly hadn’t helped. He sought solace at Sweet Apple, coating his frustration with pancakes, which were, in turn, soaked in thornberry syrup. They helped a little. The cider helped a lot.

      “Hard to say no to thornberry syrup, eh?” Jens said as he collected Gimmel’s empty plate. “Anything else I can get for you?”

      Gimmel held up his copy of Intara’s Guide. “Just the luxury of losing myself in this while warming my bones by the fire.”

      “Of course. Stay as long as you like. And please let me know when your first batch of ale is ready. I’ll pay you handsomely for it!”

      The tavern keeper moved on to another table before Gimmel could protest. His reading progressed poorly, given the constant interruption of his thoughts, said thoughts being Monty and the brewing station and all the history with Mashers that Gimmel preferred not to remember.

      He gave up and headed home, resigned to the fact that a certain quirrel was almost certainly waiting for him. Monty was in fact standing outside the cottage, and he smiled at Gimmel’s approach.

      “Beautiful day, wouldn’t you say, Guilder Stoneheart?” The weather was sunnier, though the temperature had dropped a few Copplebottoms from the previous day.

      “I’m inclined to say several things, and not a single one of them has to do with the weather.” Gimmel pulled a key from his pocket and stepped around the collection of boxes and bags. He feared he’d regret asking, but he couldn’t help himself. “What is all this?”

      “Just some ingredients for the mash.”

      Gimmel gently prodded a familiar travel bag with his toe of his boot. “Isn’t this your luggage?”

      “Yes.”

      “And what in the ten tongs of Temir is it doing here?”

      With a shrug, Monty said, “I checked out of the Fiddle Inn.”

      “Because?”

      “I’ve no money left for lodging.”

      Gimmel grunted and unlocked the front door. “Well, I don’t run an inn, so don’t plan on checking in, got it?”

      “Wouldn’t think of it, now, if you’ll be so kind as to help me with these.” Monty walked through the front door as soon as the dwarf opened it. “We’ve got much work to do and very little time to do it.”

      Picking up two bags, Gimmel carried them to the brewing room. “I’m afraid I’m lost on both counts.”

      “The Harvest of Hope festival is less than two months away, and we’ll have to work quickly if we’re going to produce a suitable nut ale by then, and I’d say we’ve only got time for six batches to try getting it right.”

      Gimmel retrieved the remaining boxes and bags. He opened them and inspected their contents, absently acknowledging the quirrel had pulled together an impressive collection of ingredients. If Gimmel were to start brewing again—and he wasn’t—he would have selected the exact same ingredients for the mash.

      “I’m under neither deadline nor obligation, and I plan on enjoying the festival without a single drop of nut ale.”

      “Tut, tut, Guilder Stoneheart, imagine the faces of everyone at the festival when they try our nut ale, it’ll be the talk of Appleton for weeks after, and I just know it will get me into the guild, and then we can share the recipe through the guild’s network, and by this time next year, even Capital City will be enjoying our creation, and just imagine how many hearts we’ll have touched by then!” Monty pointed at one of the bags. “Let’s get to work on the mash, and we can start with that one.”

      “Where did you get all this?”

      “The Beer & Board kindly donated some oats and barley, I believe we should start with a three-to-one ratio of barley to oats, what do you think?”

      “That would be my approach,” Gimmel begrudgingly admitted.

      The quirrel bounced and tapped his fingers together. “Excellent, excellent, let’s soak the grains and spread them on the table for sprouting, I’ll fill the soaking bowl, and if you’d be kind enough to handle the grains, that would be wonderful, thank you very much!”

      Gimmel started to protest but found he simply didn’t have the energy. He retrieved a measuring scoop and mixed up a blend of barley and oats at the agreed-upon ratio. He brought the mixture to the bowl, which was located under a tap connected to a water catch outside. The grains went into the bowl, and Monty stirred them until they were thoroughly soaked.

      “There,” Monty said, his tail twitching with excitement. “Tomorrow, we’ll set them out to dry and then prepare the mash.”

      “Yes, yes, I’m more than a little familiar with how to brew ale.”

      For the first time, the quirrel looked embarrassed. “Of course, of course, most silly of me, a thousand apologies, now, as for the acorns, I’ve collected a good amount of pristine specimens, almost entirely oak, which I believe to be the best choice for a nut ale.”

      “No offense, but you’re too small to be able to use this equipment if you plan on making nut ale here.”

      “Which is why I’m ever so grateful for your assistance, but I’m off now, nothing to do for the next few hours until it’s time to churn the grains.” Monty headed for the door.

      “But you checked out of the Fiddle.”

      “Yes.”

      “Are you staying somewhere else?”

      “Yes.”

      “The Pleasant Orchard?”

      “No.”

      Gimmel felt, well, confuzzled. “But there aren’t any other inns in Appleton.”

      “No.”

      “Wherever are you staying?”

      “I’ll find a place.” Monty picked up his travel bag. “If you please.”

      The dwarf opened the door and shivered. The chill in the air felt more pronounced than earlier, despite it being a gorgeous day.

      “I’ll be back tomorrow,” Monty said.

      Gimmel watched the quirrel’s scarf flutter in the wind, and against his better judgment, he called out to Monty. “Wait. Look, you can stay here for a few days, but no longer. Just until we can sort out where you can go.”

      “I don’t want to be an imposition.”

      “Of course not.”

      “You’re quite sure about this?”

      “Yes,” Gimmel lied.

      “In that case, thank you very kindly, Guilder Stoneheart!” Monty stepped back inside the cottage.

      Gimmel rummaged around his home until he’d put together a bed using an old crate and a blanket. “I’m afraid I don’t have any quirrel-sized pillows.”

      “Tut, tut, this will do very nicely, and thank you.” The pair stood silently for a moment. Monty’s stomach made a tiny growling sound. “Sincere apologies.”

      “Are you hungry?”

      Monty looked embarrassed. “A touch.”

      Gimmel nodded. “I know a place that serves pancakes and thornberry syrup.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Monty must have told the entire town that Gimmel was not only back to brewing, but that he was creating a brand new ale just for the Harvest of Hope. Everyone they encountered on their way to Sweet Apple nodded and smiled and wished them luck. The excessive socialization grated on Gimmel’s nerves, though not as much as he would have guessed.

      “You’re certainly a respected figure,” Monty observed. “Everyone is anxious to try our ale.”

      The fact was Gimmel limited his interactions with his fellow residents. He wasn’t rude, but over the years, his preference for limited interaction—ideally, no interaction—became clear. His neighbors stuck to the most perfunctory and briefest of greetings, and Gimmel’s life had shrunk to a pleasantly small sphere consisting primarily of himself.

      Somewhat to his surprise, Gimmel offered a small wave or a nod to his fellow villagers. Given their reactions, they were equally surprised, though pleasantly so.

      Jens Urloch grinned at Gimmel as soon as he saw him. “My friend, it’s only been a few hours, but it’s good to see you again! And I see you’re not alone. I’ll get a small table setting, and you get settled, huh?”

      “Thank you, Mr. Urloch,” Gimmel said. The tavern was mostly empty, being in the lull between lunch and dinner. A few patrons sipped cider at the bar, while another played an upbeat song on a lute. Gimmel picked a table close to the fire.

      “I know you can’t teach me, Guilder Stoneheart, but you’ve no idea how much it means to me to be able to brew ale with you, I mean, this has been my dream for years, and now it’s coming true, and I still can’t believe it.”

      “I never promised to teach you.”

      The quirrel looked around the tavern with a large grin on his face and appeared not to have heard Gimmel or was ignoring him. Gimmel suspected the latter.

      The tavern keeper set up a small table and chair for Monty across from Gimmel. “Now, what can I get you today?”

      “Cup of stew, some stone bread, and a fire cider,” Gimmel replied.

      “You want Goldenrod Honey with your bread? A case just arrived from Honeyhive Vale. I know it’s your favorite.”

      The comment caused Gimmel to blink in confusion. Had he told Jens about his favorite honey? The dwarf couldn’t remember doing so. Had Jens simply picked up on it? Perhaps. The curious thought provoked more thoughts, none of which Gimmel wished to explore in more detail for the moment.

      “Please and thank you.”

      “A stack of pancakes with extra thornberry syrup, please,” Monty said. “And a sour apple cider.”

      Jens nodded. “Coming right up.”

      “I was thinking,” Gimmel began. “I could write a few letters of introduction for you. Despite my absence from the brewing table, I still have a little sway with a few guilders.” That was something of a stretch. His last interaction with a Masher was so long ago, Gimmel couldn’t remember the exact year. Twenty-two? Twenty-three? Certainly two decades at the least.

      With a frown, the dwarf looked away at the fire.

      His life was exactly the way he’d planned it to be. He’d found some peace and quiet in Appleton, and he’d found a measure of solace by avoiding brewing. His slow retreat from the guild was now complete, even though that had been less intentional.

      The flickering flames offered little warmth to Gimmel’s cold realization about just how small his life had become.

      He thought about how different his life might have been if he had never experimented with hopped ale. Or how he could have handled things differently if he had. Or how there might have been a way for him to stay active in the guild without brewing being a constant reminder of the strife he’d caused in a community he cared about so dearly.

      Monty wanted to make nut ale, and he wanted a teacher to help him get to the next stage of his journey to becoming a guilder. Gimmel still worried that inviting Monty into his home would turn out to be a mistake. But perhaps Gimmel had a little more left to offer the quirrel, and perhaps the dwarf’s days of self-imposed isolation were nearing an end.
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        * * *

      

      “Now, use the paddle to turn the sprouts and acorns,” Gimmel instructed.

      The grains had taken a full day to sprout and were now drying in the stone oven. Monty and Gimmel had agreed to test using acorn halves on their first try. They would slice, dice, and ultimately grind the acorns in future tests if acorn halves did not infuse enough flavor.

      The oven in the brewing room heated up the room nicely, and Monty and Gimmel sipped coffee while they worked.

      “Like this?” Monty used a quirrel-sized wooden paddle with a long handle to flip the sprouts and nuts. A quick slide of the large, flat paddle gathered up dozens of them. Monty gently shook them off. The sprouts and acorns tumbled to the bottom of the oven, where Monty gently spread them out again.

      “Perfect. That’s all for now. We’ll turn them again in the morning.” Gimmel glanced out the window.

      “What is it?”

      “I usually take a walk before dinner. The days are getting shorter, and the light’s already beginning to die down. I lost track of time.”

      “I’d love a walk, if you wouldn’t mind the company, that is.”

      Gimmel nodded, and the pair bundled up.

      The wind had retreated for the moment, and Gimmel puffed on his pipe as they strolled through the village. The earthly colors of the leaves lent a pleasant palette to the scene, especially considering Appleton was surrounded by thick orchards. Harvest of Hope was weeks away, but the entire village was already gearing up for the three-day event that was always observed on the last weekend of October.

      Harvest of Hope had a thread of thanks and gratitude running through it, with gifts—primarily food and drink—being handed out on the eve of Sunday night, followed by bonfires at the center of the village. Residents would fill the space, sing songs, tell stories and jokes, and enjoy hot chocolates, teas, and hot ciders.

      The specifics of the festival varied from settlement to settlement and vale to vale, but the core essence remained the same: a communal gathering of celebration over another successful harvest and the hope it represented for a pleasant winter.

      Persella Frundle, owner of Frundle’s, stepped in front of Gimmel, who was forced to come to a halt.

      “Mr. Stoneheart, I just had to stop you and say how thrilled I am to hear that you’re back to brewing! And that you’re coming up with a brand new ale flavor just for the festival is incredible. We’re all most excited.”

      “Well, you see, as it happens⁠—”

      “We’re just as excited,” Monty interrupted.

      Persella self-consciously touched her hat, something clearly meant to be stylish. Gimmel felt it to be headwear best burned and buried, lest another unsuspecting soul be forced to experience it. He kept those thoughts to himself, knowing Persella believed she was always at the forefront of fashion. Besides, the older woman had always been pleasant to him since he’d first arrived in the village.

      “What a striking hat, Miss Frundle.”

      “This? Oh, it’s nothing. Just the latest from Capital City.”

      “How lovely to see you bringing such lively color to our little Appleton.”

      Persella smiled, obviously pleased to have caught a compliment. “Oh, stop, Mr. Stoneheart, you’re making me blush. Good day to you both.”

      Once she was out of earshot, Monty chuckled. “You lie pretty well.”

      Gimmel sighed. “It was that obvious, was it?”

      “No, you were pretty convincing, but that hat was atrocious.”

      Gimmel chuckled as well. “Everyone here gets along well for the sake of the village. A little lie now and then to preserve our close-knit community is a small price to pay. The residents welcomed me as soon as I arrived.”

      “Everyone I talked to said you were a hermit.”

      That prompted a cough from Gimmel, and his teeth nearly lost their grip on his pipe. “Is that so?”

      “A nice hermit,” Monty qualified.

      “I suppose there’s some truth to that.”

      “But they all like you.”

      “Hmm.”

      Gimmel hadn’t given much concern over what others thought of him. They could think whatever they wanted, so long as they didn’t intrude on his life. Still, hearing that he was liked by the villagers brought a warmth to his heart that even the wind couldn’t temper.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, the pair removed the sprouts from the oven and spread them over one end of the large table in the brewing room. Gimmel picked up a handful of sprouts and gently rubbed them between his palms. The agitation removed the sprout tails from the grains. Gimmel scattered the grains on an empty part of the table.

      “Now, a lot of brewers would grind these grains right away. I believe you get better results by lightly spraying them with water beforehand.”

      “Oh? I’ve never heard of that before.”

      “In my experience, too many grains will be powderized if you grind them straight off. A little water reduces the amount of fine particles, which makes straining the ale easier later.”

      “Which smooths the taste.”

      Gimmel nodded in approval. “Exactly. We’ll give them an hour to dry, then grind them.”

      And so it went, with quirrel and dwarf working together, comparing ideas, and ultimately brewing their first nut ale. Most of the time, Gimmel demonstrated his preferred techniques, with Monty doing his best to imitate them. Occasionally, Monty would offer his own views about a particular process, and more often than not, Gimmel would agree.

      The next step was to steep the sprouts in hot water to create wort. This multi-step process involved adding very hot water to the malt a little bit at a time. Hours later, after the mixture had cooled, they strained the malt, yielding a malt-infused watery liquid called wort. Yeast was added to the wort, which then fermented for a few days.

      “This is the trickiest part,” Gimmel said. “I prefer my ale to still be fermenting when it’s served. A lot of beginners let the ale ferment for far too long.”

      A week after they had begun their first brew, Gimmel deemed the ale ready to taste. He poured two small glasses, and he and Monty tried it at the same time.

      Monty swallowed hard but couldn’t mask the hint of a grimace. “Not much in the way of nut flavor, but a great first try.”

      Gimmel spit his sip back into his glass. “Rubbish. Either we didn’t strain the wort sufficiently or it fermented too long.”

      Monty seemed relieved. “Oh, thank the Fates, I was trying to be supportive, that was the worst ale I’ve ever had.”

      “Wish I could say the same. All right, back to sprouting and a new test batch.”

      As they prepared the second batch, it suddenly occurred to Gimmel that Monty was still living in the dwarf’s house.
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        * * *

      

      Another week unfolded, and the pair had fallen into a routine to fill the waiting times during the brewing process. Several pancakes and a lot of syrup were consumed. Gimmel nearly ate the remaining stock of Sweet Apple’s Goldenrod Honey. And there were many hours of book reading, strolls about the village, and exchanges of ideas regarding brewing.

      Gimmel’s interactions with the Appleton residents became more frequent, and those interactions lasted far longer than they ever had. Even when a few of them enthusiastically showed up unannounced at Gimmel’s house, the dwarf welcomed them in for a quick tour of the brewing room.

      Most surprising of all? Gimmel had come to enjoy having Monty around. Moreover, he’d come to enjoy brewing again.

      One evening as he and Monty enjoyed some port and lounged in the bay window, the dwarf lifted his glass. “I must say, you have a handle on all the latest brewing developments, Mr. Greytail. You are a most informed student of the arts. I fear I’ve fallen so far behind current practices that I may be obsolete as a brewer.”

      “Tut, tut, not at all,” Monty replied. He sat on the edge of the built-in bench in the bay window, his legs swinging slightly. “Your deep knowledge of the history of brewing combined with your centuries of experience is a rare combination, and what’s clear from our chats is that many brewers today haven’t just chosen different techniques, they’ve literally forgotten or never learned about the older ones, ’tis a shame, truly.”

      “I suppose it is.”

      “But not a tragedy. We’ll revive the old ways, just you wait and see.”

      It would have been easy to chalk up the quirrel’s enthusiasm as a subtle expression of his hopes for getting into the Mashers Guild. But Gimmel didn’t believe that to be true. Yes, Monty had not abandoned his goal of becoming a guilder, but the last two weeks had shown that he truly was passionate about brewing and sharing that passion with others.

      “I suppose time will tell, Mr. Greytail.” Gimmel yawned. “For now, I’m off to bed. We’ll taste the second batch in the morning. Good night, Mr. Greytail.”

      “Good night, Guilder Stoneheart.”
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        * * *

      

      The second batch was better than the first, though not by much.

      “I wonder if the yeast is off,” Gimmel mused. “I’d like to start with a fresh batch for the third brew batch.”

      “Sounds like an excellent idea.”

      The third batch was an improvement—dicing the acorns really allowed the nutty flavor to surface in the ale—but still a far cry from anything Gimmel would willingly inflict on someone. Gimmel kept an eye on the calendar, increasingly nervous about their lack of progress.

      “We have at most three more attempts. Unless we find a way to shorten the overall process, I don’t think we’ll have enough time to perfect your nut ale.”

      “Our nut ale,” Monty corrected. “I suppose we could try batching the batches.”

      “That’s going to be double the work, but I agree. There are too many variables to test in just three more brews. But we might get there with six.”

      They mapped out their plans for the revised brewing process, which meant working two batches simultaneously. They would only change one part of the brewing process for each batch, and, if things went well, they could deliver a quality brew by the time the festival arrived. But the Fates seemed uninterested in their trailblazing endeavors. Weeks later, the hoped for leap in progress had yet to materialize.

      “Bah,” Gimmel said with a note of irritation in his voice. That last batch was actually worse than the previous one. I was a fool to think I could just jump right back into this. What could possibly be going wrong? Are the acorns ruining the malt or messing with the fermentation? Should we try flavoring the ale in the last step instead of trying to work the acorns in from the beginning?

      Monty tapped his chin and thought. “That’s worth considering, though my instincts say introducing the acorns during the malting phase is still the right course, but we’ll figure it out, Guilder Stoneheart, don’t you fear.” The quirrel frowned as he leaned over his notes, scratching through some of them and adding new ones.

      But Gimmel had privately lost all hope they would succeed. They had time for only one more test batch before Harvest of Hope. Worse than failing to develop a delicious nut ale was the fact that everyone in Appleton knew about the experiment. If only Monty had kept his mouth shut. What would happen if Gimmel showed up empty-handed?

      The dwarf was certain he knew: everyone would realize him for the fraudster that he was.

      He’d stumbled onto the hopping infusion almost by accident, and he’d never invented anything new since then. His intimidation at being unmasked for being lucky and not talented settled over him like a dark cloak.

      This was why he’d fled Capital City and the Mashers Guild and brewing. He’d done his best to leave it all behind, and he’d succeeded for nearly two hundred years. But all it took was one dream-addled quirrel who wouldn’t take no for an answer, and Gimmel’s carefully constructed life meant to protect him from additional suffering had come tumbling down in a heartbeat.

      The dwarf’s fist slammed down on the table, causing its contents, including a certain quirrel, to jump.

      “We’re done.”

      “It’s only the middle of the afternoon, Guilder⁠—”

      “I mean we’re done with all of this nonsense. No more brewing. No nut ale. And you’re leaving tomorrow morning, bright and early.”

      Monty’s tail twitched. He looked at Gimmel for a long time before replying. “As you say, Guilder Stoneheart. Perhaps it might be best if I take a stroll.”

      Gimmel let the quirrel outside before collapsing into his chair. He was angry for letting the quirrel talk him into brewing again. He was angry that Monty had told the entire village about their experiment. If no one knew, there wouldn’t have been so much pressure.

      “Pressure!” Gimmel snapped his fingers. “That’s it!”
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        * * *

      

      The Harvest of Hope festival was officially underway. Appleton’s very own maire, Dapple Sprockton, had overseen the ceremony that ushered in the festival, and she even hinted about the unveiling of a brand new ale never before tasted in all the vales. Residents smiled to themselves and slyly looked at Gimmel and Monty, both of whom pretended not to notice.

      The pair enjoyed the festival, most of all the food being sold from various stalls. All the taverns and cafés had a presence in the village square, selling their most popular goods. The Crust and Crumb bakery offered sourdough bread and turnip tartlets. Beer & Board sold its famous black bread bowls filled with vegetable stew. Sweet Apple Press had the longest line of customers, who were eager to try Jens Urloch’s latest cider flavor, anise.

      Children laughed and raced around, playing childhood games like blink and chase. Artists of all manner performed, including tea dancers.

      “I’ve never seen that before,” Monty said, as he watched tea brewers perform a series of choreographed dance moves, all while pouring tea from a very long-spouted brass teapot. Part athletic prowess, part artful performance, the tea dancers impressed onlookers with amazing feats of balance, strength, and grace.

      “Spill but a single drop, and you’re disqualified.” Gimmel pointed at a female elf. “Kayla Starlight’s the best tea dancer in all of Summerfrost Vale if you ask me.”

      When Kayla’s performance ended, she bowed to a raucous cheer from the crowd and a thunderous clapping. Little wonder who the judges were going to pick that year.

      Gimmel glanced at the sky. “We best head back. I think it’s time to taste this batch. However it turns out, we can return and enjoy the rest of the day at the festival.”

      Monty nodded and accompanied him. Gimmel had confidently gone all out on the latest batch, making enough to fill three large oak barrels. Not enough for every one of the four hundred and some residents, but enough to get a sense of whether their nut ale experiment was a success.

      Gimmel tapped the barrel and poured two glasses. He and Monty sniffed the aroma.

      “Hearty,” Gimmel said.

      “But sweet,” Monty replied.

      At a nod from Gimmel, they tasted the ale at the same time. Monty’s expression confirmed what Gimmel already knew.
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        * * *

      

      Dear Miss Brigane,

      I write to you with thanks and news. First, thank you ever so much for sending Mr. Greytail to me. His presence has yielded an unexpected but exceedingly pleasant change in my life, for which I believe I shall be eternally grateful to you. Second, I wish to address the nature of your request regarding the tutelage of Mr. Greytail as he pursues membership in the Mashers Guild.

      I regret to inform you that I shall not be serving as his teacher. Mr. Greytail has demonstrated to me on more than one occasion that he is more than ready for the more demanding role as an apprentice. As such, he shall require a mentor, not a teacher.

      I have already provided him with glowing recommendations he can use as he sees fit, or he can choose to solicit training under you. I have left the matter entirely in his hands.

      By the time you read this, Mr. Greytail will be in either Heatherton, Summerfrost Vale or Capital City. He carries my very best wishes for his future brewing endeavors, and I’ve no doubt we both will be referring to him as Guilder Greytail in a few short years.

      Again, thank you for your friendship, and please do let me know if you make it to our humble little vale. I should very much like the pleasure of repeating my thanks in person.

      With Gratitude,

      Guilder Gimmel Stoneheart

      Mashers Guild

      That was but one letter Gimmel wrote Friday night, the others being the aforementioned letters of recommendation. The next night, he and Monty had the three kegs of nut ale rolled to the village square for the first public tasting. Maire Sprockton, Jens Urloch, Persella Frundle, and many others anxiously gathered around the kegs.

      Gimmel poured one glass for Maire Sprockton, who had the honor of taking the first sip.

      Her eyes lit up. “Oh, I do believe we’re going to have to start calling you Guilder Stoneheart again, my friend. That ale is incredible!”
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        * * *

      

      The fireworks that closed the festival Sunday night drew just about every resident to the outskirts of town for the show. Gimmel and Monty stood with the other residents, watching the explosions of lights overhead.

      “I suppose you’re headed out tomorrow, then.” Gimmel couldn’t bring himself to look at the quirrel, someone he’d grown fond of in a very short period of time.

      “Yes, off to Heatherton, as I want to visit the Mashers guildhouse there.”

      “Good, good.”

      “I’m very excited.”

      The dwarf smiled as he recalled how impressive the guildhouse was. “You should be.”

      “You’re sure, you, ah, you won’t accompany me?” The quirrel looked up with a hopeful expression.

      Gimmel shook his head. “Perhaps one day.” And he actually meant it.

      Monty sighed. “Well, I’m ever so thankful for your help, Guilder Stoneheart, I couldn’t have done this without you.”

      Gimmel shrugged. “I’d never have thought about pressurizing the malt if you hadn’t dragged me back to the brewing table. And somehow I suspect you’d have stumbled on it eventually.”

      “Perhaps, but definitely not in time for Harvest of Hope.”

      Gimmel grinned at the quirrel, whose tail twitched with excitement. “Definitely not.”

      The next morning, Monty packed up his travel bag. Gimmel treated him to a final breakfast at Sweet Apple Press, then he walked the quirrel to the village entrance.

      “Well, I suppose this is where we part ways,” Gimmel said. “It’s been a pleasure, Mr. Greytail, and I’d wish you luck except I don’t believe you need it. Here are some letters of recommendation. I wrote them on paper as small as possible to make it easier for you. I’ve also sent letters ahead, just in case.”

      Monty looked confuzzled for a moment before accepting the quirrel-sized envelopes and placing them in his bag.

      “Tut, tut, the pleasure has been all mine, sir, all mine.”

      Gimmel held out his hand. “Please let me know how your search for a mentor goes.”

      Monty looked even more confuzzled and replied, “Oh, I’ve already found one.”

      “That quickly? Who is it?”

      “You, of course, but I best be on my way, have a coach to catch, you know, but don’t you worry.” Monty winked at Gimmel. “I’ll be back tomorrow.”
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        * * *

      

      Meet some of the other residents of Appleton and explore the village in A Hearth Fit For A Witch.

      
        
        Small town secrets.

        An abandoned bakery.

        One annoyingly cute carpenter.

      

      

      All hearth witch and baker Genever Wells wants is to open her own Banneton Bakery. The catch? Only Banneton Baking School graduates can work at Banneton Bakeries. The problem? They've rejected every single one of Genever's applications.

      Determined to keep her next application out of the rejection pile, Genever reopens an abandoned bakery in the remote village of Appleton and shows off her talents. It’s the perfect key for unlocking the gates of Banneton and her baking future.

      But Genever quickly learns fixing the dilapidated building will be the easy part.

      Navigating the tight-knit community of Appleton, dealing with the frustratingly charming carpenter (who's the only person willing to repair the building), and making friends with the local Banneton Bakery shop manager? Harder than two-week-old bread.

      Genever's determined to reopen the bakery, but will that really be enough to get her into Banneton? Or will it crush her dream flatter than a dropped soufflé?

      Read A Hearth Fit For A Witch.
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      L.A. Scott writes mocha-fueled cozy fantasy stories of magic and mischief set in the Cozy Vales shared fantasy world.
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