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  Chapter 1


Alex pressed on the accelerator, her speed increasing rapidly as she pulled out of the curve only to slow down again for the next one. She headed straight for a canopy. Under it, a photographer pointed a long lens at her, panning as she followed the contours of the barely-two lane road and passed within inches of the man. A large banner advertised a website where drivers could find pictures of themselves conquering the Tail of the Dragon. The scenic drive snaked around 318 turns over a mere eleven miles, making the mountain passage from Tennessee to North Carolina the curviest in the United States. 
“Now that’s entrepreneurial,” Emily said.
“Smart,” Alex agreed. She risked a glance at her friend, who was grinning as she held onto the bar above her window, her fuchsia mohawk brushing the glass of the moon roof. “How much do you think they charge for the photos?”
“I’m sure we’ll find out,” Emily said. “Makes sense someone would do this. It’s like the photo ops at amusement parks, and this is kind of like a roller coaster.”
“I wonder how they get permission to sit there?” Alex mused.
“Always the reporter,” Emily chuckled.
Alex smiled. Emily was right. Alex may have retired from reporting to become a travel writer, but her journalistic instincts were as sharp as ever. During her newspaper days, she’d focused on crime and corruption cases, but after digging into one too many stories of people trying to get away with murder–sometimes literally–she couldn’t take it anymore. She turned in her notice, boarded a plane for Arizona for her first travel story, and never looked back. As she hugged the shoulder around another curve, she thought of her friend William. She’d met the fellow writer during one of her first press trips. They’d instantly hit it off, even though they’d both had a crush on the same guy. “Glad you don’t mind being a passenger,” she said to Emily, coming back to the present. “William would have insisted on driving.”
“I can’t believe a man who specializes in road trips gets carsick.”
“Only if he’s not driving.” Alex eased back in her seat as they hit a straight stretch for a few yards. They were on their way to Asheville and had decided to skip I-40 and take a detour along this more scenic route. They’d picked a perfect day for it. Blue skies filled the moon roof. Not that Alex could look up to see them. Occasionally she’d glimpse the smooth mountain tops and deep valleys of the Smokies, but she had to focus on the road. One downside of driving a route like this was that she couldn’t soak in the views, but she was OK with that. She neared another turn, tightening her grip on the steering wheel and leaning into the curve. “Should we take this on the way home so you can drive it?”
Emily shook her head, a motion Alex barely caught in her peripheral vision. “Nah. It’s lovely, but I’ll have to get back to Chicago quickly. In fact, I’ll probably fly back so you don’t have to rush. I know you like to stick around and explore.”
“This is true.” Alex embraced one last curve before entering a town roaring with Harleys and sports cars. “Town” was generous: the intersection comprised a barbecue joint, a lodge, and a gift shop where drivers could purchase the photos of their vehicles taken by the enterprising photographers, as well as every souvenir imaginable. The place was crawling. Alex lucked into a parking spot in the full lot as a ’63 ‘Vette pulled out of a space. They stepped out of her Outback and stretched.
“That was fun,” Alex said, grinning and shaking her hands loose. She inhaled the smoky scent of roasting meat combined with the exhaust of hundreds of motorcycles.
“Glad we drove this on a Friday,” Emily said. “Can you imagine what it’ll be like tomorrow?”
“Bumper to bumper.” A man dressed in leather chaps, leather vest, leather gloves, and wearing a pink handkerchief on his head held the door to the souvenir shop open for the two women. “First time?” he asked, his voice rumbling almost as deep as one of the motorcycles. When they nodded, he smiled, revealing perfectly straight teeth and an adorable dimple.
“What gave it away?” Emily asked.
“Those shit-eating grins. What brings you to these parts?” When Alex raised an eyebrow in question, he indicated her Subaru. “Illinois plates.”
“Beer,” she explained.
“I’m pretty sure they’ve got beer where you come from,” he said, following them inside.
“We’re here for the Raise the Beer Fest,” Emily said. “She’s a travel writer and I’m just along for the ride.”
“And Sergio,” Alex winked at Emily.
“Y’all know Sergio? Well, Hell’s bells. You must be good people.” The man peeled back his glove and looked at his watch. “Darn. I gotta get back on the road, but I’ll look for you tomorrow. I’m Roger,” he said, extending his hand.
Alex shook it. He headed back outside and she stared after him. “Did you see that watch?”
“Uh huh. Probably cost more than his ride.”
The friends browsed the shop. Alex spun a display laden with postcards and bumper stickers. They found several photos of Alex’s car on a wall of televisions, but skipped buying any once they saw how much they cost. “Yowza. Amusement park schtick. Amusement park prices,” Emily said as they walked towards the exit.
Alex was not empty-handed, however. She stopped at the cashier and put a journal on the counter. The cover was a moody image of a winding river flanked by mountains shrouded in trees and mist. She shrugged when Emily shook her head at her purchase. “Some people buy shot glasses; I buy journals.”
“I know,” Emily said. “I’ve seen your shelves.”
As they walked to the car, Alex checked her phone. “We’ve got a couple hours of driving before we get to Asheville, but we’re early. There’s a brewery I want to check out; mind if we stop there before heading to Layers? It’s kind of on the way.”
Emily sighed. “You’re going to make me wait, aren’t you?”
Alex paused while another cavalcade of motorcycles passed, then pulled out onto the two-lane road. “Not for long. But I’ve been hearing a lot about this place and I doubt we’ll have time to visit before the fest tomorrow.”
“Fine, but you’re buying.”
“Deal.”

      [image: ]The building consumed what would have been an entire city block if it hadn’t been in an industrial corridor. Monolith Brewing Company loomed in giant letters over the top of the cinder block exterior, perched above silver tanks the size of barn silos. There were no windows except for a narrow one next to the door. Two rows of picnic tables sat on the bare asphalt, bordered by raised beds filled with wilted geraniums. Above, strings of Edison lights hinted there might be a touch of ambiance once the sun set.
“So, why are we here?” Emily asked.
“I’m working on a piece about the local brewery scene. Since this place has been getting a lot of ink, even back in Chicago, I thought I should check it out.”
Emily frowned. “Not a whole lot of character. Maybe the inside’s better.”
They entered a narrow hallway and stopped, blinking to adjust to the dim lighting. The corridor led to a cavernous warehouse space. At one end, a glass wall provided a view of the brewery operations, which could be seen from any of the high tops scattered around the room. Stacks of barrels lined the back. They walked to the bar and sat on stools, gasping as their bare thighs hit the cool metal.
“What exactly have you heard about this place?” Emily asked. “Can’t imagine anyone praising the décor.”
Alex looked around. She wasn’t totally surprised because she’d checked out Monolith Brewing’s social media accounts and websites, but she was still disappointed in how stark and utilitarian it appeared. “Not exactly the most hospitable place,” she said.
Two men stood at the end of the bar. One of them, a stout man with a comb-over, looked up and frowned when he saw the two women. Alex heard him tell the other man to stock the cooler, “and do it right this time,” and then he walked towards them. More like waddled, Alex thought, then reprimanded herself for being unkind. “Let me guess,” he said, looking at Alex. “You want a wine slushie, and you,” he pointed at Emily, “want a cider. Something sweet.”
She and Emily turned to each other and burst out laughing. Alex decided that thinking the man waddled was just fine. “Um, no. Not even close,” Emily sneered.
The man scowled. “So you’re actually beer drinkers?”
Emily looked around. “We are in a brewery.”
“Absolutely,” Alex said brightly, giving her friend a warning glance. “I’m a travel writer doing a story about Asheville breweries.”
The man’s demeanor abruptly switched. He smiled, an affectation Alex thought he probably intended to be charming but creeped her out instead. “Welcome to Monolith Brewing. I’m Greg Mitchell, and I own this place.” If he’d been wearing suspenders, he would have pulled them out and rocked on his heels. He turned and filled a couple of short glasses from the tap right behind him. Froth spilled over the rim. “Try that, then.”
Alex took her first sip. “Tasty,” she said. “Very clean.”
“It’s the water,” Mitchell drawled. “Pure, clear, mountain water. If I could bottle that up and sell it, I would.”
“You kind of are,” Emily said. She eyed her glass. “You know, this reminds me of another beer. What was it,” she turned to Alex. “Do you know which one I’m thinking of?”
Alex considered, then took another drink. “You’re right. This tastes just like the pilsner from Zen.” It was a beer they could get back in Chicago and Emily served it at Elements, her Lincoln Park restaurant.
Mitchell slapped his hand on the bar. “Our beer tastes nothing like that swill. Nothing.“ He turned to the taps and pulled a couple more short pours, sloshing beer over the rims. “Here. Try this and tell me it tastes like someone else’s.”
Alex and Emily glanced at each other, then accepted the glasses filled with a dark, almost black liquid with creamy foam on top. Emily grabbed a bev nap to wipe off the glass, then took a drink and coughed. “You’re right about that; I’ve never tasted anything like it.”
Mitchell beamed. The glint in his eyes spoke of a deep-seated need to win. “That right there is going to be the hit of the Raise the Beer Fest. Just you watch.” He wiped down the bar and handed the towel to the bartender. “Get these ladies anything they want.” The bartender nodded and Mitchell walked off.
Alex turned her chin to her shoulder and spoke under her breath. “What the heck is this?”
Emily coughed. “It tastes like Christmas and Halloween got into a fight and we lost.”
“Exactly. I’m getting clove, pumpkin, cinnamon, and what’s that other flavor?”
“That would be ‘pine’,” the bartender said, with air quotes. When they looked at him, he shrugged. “Bartender ears. I can hear conversations from across the room, let alone right in front of me.”
“OK. Honest opinion. What do you think of this?” Alex asked, pointing at her glass.
He leaned over and whispered. “It’s crap.”
Emily laughed. “Yes, yes it is. Here,” she said, shoving their glasses across the bar, “dump these and pour something you would drink.”
“Before you do, what’s your name?” Alex asked.
“Todd. And you?”
“Alex and Emily.” Alex watched Todd turn to face the taps and walk all the way to the end, where he pulled a handle that differed from the rest. Inside the glasses he set in front of them, the liquid was opaque and nearly orange. Alex tasted it. “Oh wow. That is delicious.”
Emily nodded. “So much grapefruit, but not too much, you know?”
Alex lifted her pint and pointed her index finger at the tap on the end. “This is a guest beer, isn’t it?”
“Sure is. I wouldn’t drink the beers made here if you paid me, and since I am actually paid to be here, that should tell you something.”
“What about that one?” Alex asked, pointing to the tap of the first beer Mitchell had poured them.
Todd frowned. “Not even that one.”
“But it’s really good,” Emily said. “It tasted just like Zen’s Pils.”
It was a few beats before he responded. “Exactly.”
“Ahhh,” Alex and Emily said simultaneously. “Do they know?” Alex asked.
“Of course. Doesn’t mean they can do anything about it.”
“I have to ask,” Emily said, leaning forward. “If you hate this place so much, why do you work here?” Her directness was one of the many things Alex loved about her friend. “Let me guess. Is it a ‘keep your enemies closer’ type of thing?”
Todd winked. “I could tell you, but then I’d have to…”
“Got it.”
The bartender grabbed the glasses still full of the dark liquid and dumped them in the sink behind the bar. “Are you going to the fest tomorrow?”
They nodded and Alex spoke. “That’s why we’re here.”
“Will you be there?” Emily asked.
Todd nodded. “Yep. Pouring this crap. You won’t be able to miss me. I’ll be the one wearing a tarp to protect myself when people throw their cups at me.” The two friends laughed. “If you’re here to cover the fest, do you know about Sergio and his non-profit?”
“We sure do,” Emily said, doing her best Groucho Marx impersonation.
Todd snapped his fingers. “That’s right. I knew I recognized you. You were in that show; what’s it called?”
“Dining + Destinations,“ Alex answered. “We met Sergio during the production and we’ve all stayed in touch. Some of us more than others.” She winked and tipped her head toward Emily, who elbowed her.
“Cool cool.” He looked up as a couple entered the bar, then turned back to Alex and Emily and pointed at their nearly empty beers. “Those two are on Mitchell. If you’re looking for some real beer, head to Titan. Or you could just go to Layers since you, ahem, know the owner.” He winked again at Emily, then sauntered to the end of the bar to help the arrivals.
Alex stood up, peeling her bare legs off the metal seat. She and Emily each left a few dollars on the bar and waved at Todd on the way out. He acknowledged them with a nod.
“That was interesting,” Emily said after they’d climbed into Alex’s Outback.
“You know what I’m realizing?” Alex asked. “That there’s drama everywhere. Nothing is simple. Nothing is what it seems. There are always–”
“Layers?” Emily finished.
“Like an onion.” The friends laughed.
“Speaking of layers, when is Mr. William meeting us?”
“Not until tomorrow. He and Billy got in this morning and picked up some steaks from a local butcher. They’re both looking forward to ‘living like mountain men,’ as William put it.”
Emily guffawed. “If William weren’t the mountain man I know him to be, that would be hilarious.”
“A mountain man with a twenty-minute facial routine and an inordinate need for beauty rest.”
“He’s an enigma, that one.” They were silent as Alex negotiated some tight curves. “So, Layers?” Emily asked.
Alex quickly gave her friend a side glance, then smiled as she focused on the road. “Of course. I think I’ve made you wait long enough.”






  
  Chapter 2


The car was still rolling when Emily jumped out. She ran across the gravel and leaped, wrapping her legs around Sergio. He spun her round and round, her laughter carrying to Alex as she stepped onto the lot. She turned away as Emily’s fuchsia-topped head dipped and the two exchanged a long-awaited kiss. Ah, young love, she thought. Alex heard rocks pinging metal behind her and turned to see a campervan pull up. The driver’s window rolled down. “Alright you two, get a room,” William called.
Emily turned, still wrapped around Sergio, who’d laced his fingers together underneath her to hold her up. “You don’t have to tell me twice.” She swung her legs down and stood, grabbing Sergio’s hand and pulling him towards the row of cabins.
Sergio stayed put. Emily turned and grasped his wrist with both her hands. She pulled, feigning resistance from him as he shook his head. They were like a couple of teenagers, Alex thought. Sergio bent his head down to Emily and Alex heard him say, “Later,” in a low growl. I wonder what that’s like? It had been so long since she’d had any real physical connection with a man she’d forgotten what it felt like.
As Alex neared the couple, Emily let go, a grin plastered on her face. Sergio hugged Alex, one of those deep, connecting hugs that belied his normally gruff demeanor. She heard William and Billy approaching and released Sergio, who then turned to hug the two men. He’d barely released them when Emily barreled in, kissing both William and Billy on either cheek. “What are you two doing here? Alex said we wouldn’t see you until tomorrow.”
“I decided I couldn’t withhold the pleasure of our presence from you any longer,” William said.
“And he burned the steaks, so we’re hungry,” Billy said.
William gently nudged his partner, pushing his shoulder so the other man stumbled. “We burned the steaks, you mean. I asked you to keep an eye on them, remember?”
“I was too busy keeping an eye on something else.” Billy wiggled his eyebrows, which were thick and black and slightly resembled a pair of caterpillars. They made his blue eyes even brighter.
The group of friends laughed. Alex looked at the two couples. She’d been there when each of them had met. William had fallen for Billy while the detective was investigating a murder during a Door County, Wisconsin, press trip the two writers had attended, and Sergio and Emily met while filming the pilot episode of Dining + Destinations, a travel cooking show. Both pairs initially seemed unlikely. William was gregarious and completely comfortable in his skin. Billy, a no-nonsense police officer, hid his orientation and seemed determined to keep it that way, but William broke through his reservations.
Sergio and Emily each had passionate temperaments, but the two chefs were uniquely suited for each other, especially since they lived several states apart. 
Alex focused on the large cabin behind Sergio. It looked like it had once been a mess hall, but to the side of the log building, she could see tall tanks. She knew the Civilian Conservation Corps had built the original encampment in the 1930s as they were constructing the Blue Ridge Parkway.
Sergio caught her appraisal. “Do you want to see our little operation first, or would you like to get settled into your cabin?”
“Cabin,” Alex and Emily said simultaneously.
William looked between Emily and Alex, frowning. “Alright, you two. Don’t keep us waiting. You,” he said, pointing at Alex. “I know how you like to get comfortable. And you,” he shifted to Emily. “Don’t get all distracted by Mr. Tour Guide here.”
“He’s just grumpy because he’s hungry. I’ll get him some onion rings and a beer and he’ll be fine,” Billy said, then walked towards the brewery. 
William shrugged before following. “He gets me.”
Sergio shook his head and turned to Alex. “The cabins are right over there. I can grab a couple guys to help you with your bags so you can leave your car here for now.”
“No need,” Emily said as she opened the gate at the back of the SUV. She pulled out a large hot pink backpack and shrugged it on, then pulled out Alex’s rolling suitcase and smaller black backpack. Alex grabbed her two bags from Emily and they followed Sergio towards a curved row of log cabins sheltered by evergreens and deciduous trees about a hundred yards from the main building. As they neared, she heard water cascading over rocks. Rivers, lakes, oceans—anything related to water was like catnip to Alex and she practically ran, picking up her suitcase so the wheels wouldn’t get damaged on the gravel.
She reached a creek that flowed behind the cabins, which were cleverly arranged so each back deck was hidden from the next, providing privacy. From the outside, the cabins looked exactly like they should. The weathered logs alternated with cream strips of chinking. Patches of moss on the roofs hinted at their age. The front porch extended the width of the cabin and was big enough to fit a swinging bench. “Oh, Sergio,” she sighed. “This is absolutely perfect.”
“Wait ‘til you see the inside,” he grinned, pulling out a large brass key as he approached the cabin on the end. “This one’s yours. They’re all private, but I know you’re an early riser. This way you can have your coffee in your robe and don’t have to worry about anybody seeing you.” He opened the door with a flourish and Alex entered, then stopped. She stepped back out, then entered the cabin again. She poked her head back through the door. “Em, come here. You’ve got to see this.”
Emily followed her in and they scanned the interior. It was a model of tiny home efficiency. A wood-burning fireplace with a massive stone surround acted as the centerpiece of the wall to her left. It was flanked by shelves filled with books focused on the outdoors and the Appalachians. While the designers had kept the rough-hewn logs exposed, the cabin had all the modern conveniences, except for a television. Outlets studded the walls every few feet. In the far corner, a kitchen with granite countertops and stainless steel appliances meant Alex could cook if she wanted to. The L-shaped counter provided a breakfast bar that would be a perfect spot for her morning journaling. On the window sill above the sink, herbs reached towards the sun. 
“This is perfect, simply perfect. I’ll get unpacked while you show Emily her cabin,” she said. “See you in fifteen?”
“Make it twenty,” Emily said, giving Sergio a wicked grin.
Alex unpacked, stowing her clothes in the drawers at the bottom of the bookshelves and her toiletries under the sink in the bathroom. She knew she’d be there at least a week, and while she loved to travel, she did not love living out of a suitcase. Plus, she felt making a place feel like home gave her a better sense of its character.
After placing her candle and journal on the breakfast bar, she turned off the lights and left the cabin. She figured if she waited for Emily and Sergio, she might be there all night.
She locked up and walked the path towards the building that contained Layers Brewing. A wide expanse of grass behind the brewery backed up to the creek. She could see picnic tables, chairs, and firepits strewn around the open field. Most of them were occupied, and several dogs lolled in the grass next to their people. A three-legged cat with black and gray stripes hopped onto one of the picnic tables. The man sitting at it reached over to pet it, and it flopped over on its side. Alex stopped to smile at the bucolic scene, then entered the building.
“There she is!” William shouted from the bar, drawing the attention of the few people dispersed around the space. William leaned over to look past her. “I see we’ve already lost the happy couple,” he said.
“We’re right here,” Emily called from behind her, a huge grin plastered on her face. She let go of Sergio’s hand and looped her arm through Alex’s. 
Sergio split off and walked behind the bar, approaching a woman whose skin shone like marble. She smiled, a flashing brilliance that transformed her from an impossible sculpture to a living, breathing work of art. Alex didn’t think she’d ever seen anyone so beautiful. William waved his hand in front of her face. “Close your mouth, my dear, and stop staring. This here’s Calliope.”
The bartender wiped her hands with a towel and extended one across the bar. “Pleasure to meet you,” she said.
Alex rattled her head and snapped back to reality, reaching out to shake Calliope’s hand. “I’m Alex.”
Emily also reached across to shake her hand. “Please forgive my friend. She’s normally much more articulate.”
Sergio tilted his head towards his bartender. “She’s used to it.”
“If I had a dime for every time someone asked me why I was bartending instead of modeling, I could buy him out,” Calliope shrugged. “It’s genetics. I prefer to use my skills.”
“And skilled she is. She's going to be one of the best brewers out there.”
“Because of you.”
“I present the tools. What people do with them is up to them. Here,” Sergio said, pouring tasters and passing them across the bar. They each took a drink, set their glasses on the bar, and stared at Calliope. 
“Wow,” they said, simultaneously.
Calliope grinned. “Glad you like it. That’s our signature beer for the fest tomorrow.”
“What’s that flavor? I can’t nail it down,” Alex asked.
William leaned forward. “We’ve been trying to figure it out, but she won’t tell us.”
Calliope winked. “Find me tomorrow and I'll tell you my secret.”
Alex drained her glass, then asked for a pint. “This is so much better than what we had at Monolith.”
Sergio’s face darkened. “You went there?” he scowled.
Alex raised her hands in surrender. “Work, Sergio. It’s for work. I take it you don’t like them?”
Calliope abruptly walked away. Sergio’s eyes followed her, then turned back to his friends lining the bar, looking at them one by one. “No. I do not.”
“What’s the skinny? What’d we miss?” William asked, leaning forward.
Sergio shook his head. “Nothing special. Although, you’ll see him tomorrow.”
“Quick question,” Emily said. “This fest isn’t a contest, is it? I thought you didn’t want to make it competitive.”
“No, it isn’t. We’ll have a people’s choice award, but that’s it. This is simply to celebrate great beer–well, most of it will be great–and raise money for more scholarships.”
William inhaled as if to speak, but it turned into an appreciative whistle as the front door slammed open and a tall man strode into the building, long black hair trailing behind him. “Now that is a tall drink of water.”
“You know I’m right here,” Billy admonished him, but then grinned. “And yes, yes he is.”
The man headed straight to the bar. He raised his right hand, which was gripped tightly around something. “It's getting worse, Sergio. We have to do something about him, now,” the man growled.
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