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    For the tea-drinkers, the mouse-lovers, and the ones who find sanctuary in the small things.
May your kettle always be hot and your shadows always be friendly.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "There is no problem so dark, no enemy so fierce, and no empire so vast that it cannot be improved by a well-steeped brew and a moment of silence. Though, in my experience, a fireball is usually a much faster solution." 
— Vessandra Nyx, 'Observations on the Mundane'
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​Chapter One: The Weight of Silver
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The brass bell above the door of The Kettle & Cauldron didn't just ring; it shrieked. It was an alarm-enchantment originally forged to detect the specific magical signature of a Sun-King’s assassin, but in the three months since Vess had opened shop in Siltport, it had learned to settle for Mistress Huniford.

Vess stood behind the counter, her fingers white-knuckled around a ceramic canister of dried Moonleaf. She wore a sensible apron of thick, undyed linen over her emerald silks—a deliberate costume of humility.

"Mistress Vess," Huniford chirped, the sound like a rusted saw hitting a knot in pine. She slammed a small tin onto the dark wood of the counter. "I bought this 'Vitality Blend' yesterday. I drank three cups before bed, as instructed. And yet, look at me." She gestured vaguely to the sagging skin beneath her eyes. "I woke up this morning with the exact same puffiness. For three silver pieces, I expected a miracle."

Vess took a slow, measured breath. In her previous life, she had once spent three silver pieces on a handful of salt to throw into the eyes of a dying pretender.

"Mistress Huniford," Vess said, her voice a low, melodic purr. It was the voice that used to command legions, now forced to negotiate the intricacies of herbal drainage. "The Vitality Blend is a restorative. It aligns the humors and encourages the body to shed excess fluid. It is not a reconstructive ritual. It requires patience."

"Well, I don't have patience," Huniford huffed, crossing her arms. Her perfume smelled of dying lilies and desperation. "I want a refund. Or better yet, I want one of the real potions. I’ve seen the way the jars in the back glow at night. I know you’re holding out on us."

The word unacceptable hung in the air, though Huniford hadn't said it. It triggered a cold, dark current in the back of Vess’s mind.


Flashback: The Siege of Aethelgard

The sky had been the color of an old bruise. Vessandra stood atop the Spire of Shadows, her obsidian crown biting into her brow. Below, a captured General had knelt in the mud, screaming that her terms of surrender were "unacceptable."

She hadn't bothered to argue. She had merely flicked a finger, and the shadows beneath the man had risen like hungry wolves, silencing his protest by dragging him into the silent dark. Acceptance, she had realized then, was a luxury the weak could only afford once they were broken.


Back in Siltport, the air temperature in the shop dropped three degrees. The jars on the shelves rattled with a faint, crystalline chime. Pip, the skeletal mouse, ducked behind a tin of Earl Grey, his tiny ribcage vibrating.

Vess leaned over the counter. Her eyes, usually a dull slate grey, flared with a sudden, predatory violet light.

"You want a miracle, Mistress Huniford?" Vess whispered. The sound carried the weight of a falling mountain. "I could give you a tea that would make you look so young you would literally cease to exist. I could weave your life-force into the very floorboards of this shop. You would be smooth, and ageless, and perfectly silent. Shall we begin the ritual?"

Mistress Huniford blanched. The bravado in her chest evaporated, replaced by the primal instinct that tells a rabbit it is standing next to a wolf.

"I... a credit for next week would be fine," the woman stammered.

Vess blinked. The violet light receded. She smoothed her apron with trembling hands. "A credit," she said, her voice returning to its hollow, practiced cheer. "What a sensible, non-violent suggestion."
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​Chapter Two: The Salt of the Earth
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After the bell shrieked a final, frantic goodbye behind Mistress Huniford, Vess retreated to the small kitchen at the back of the shop.

Siltport was a town of grey stone and salt-crusted timber, huddled against a coastline that seemed to want nothing more than to swallow it whole. It was a place for people who wanted to be forgotten. For Vess, it was a sanctuary of anonymity. The locals knew her as Vess, the tall, slightly intimidating woman who brewed the only tea in town that actually worked.

"I was too much," Vess muttered, leaning her forehead against the cool stone of the hearth.

Pip clicked his teeth together twice from the counter. The skeletal mouse was currently occupied with a single drop of spilled honey. He looked up, his empty eye sockets glowing with a faint, companionable purple light.

"I know, Pip. I nearly lost it over a voucher," she sighed. "But the audacity is what gets me. These people have no idea how fragile their world is. They spend their days worrying about puffiness and the price of pickled herring, never realizing that the abyss is only ever a finger-flick away."

She reached for a heavy iron kettle. It was a mundane object, soot-stained and heavy, a far cry from the silver cauldrons of her Citadel. But there was a weight to it that she found grounding.

Her rivalry with Barnaby, the man who ran The Gilded Anchor across the square, was the only thing that kept her sharp. Barnaby sold "Health Tonics" that were mostly grain alcohol and red dye. The town loved him because he smiled, and he was loud, and he didn't make them feel like they were standing in the presence of a natural disaster.

Vess began her morning ritual: grinding the roots, sifting the dried petals, measuring the base. It was a form of alchemy, certainly, but it was alchemy with the teeth pulled out. No blood sacrifices. No soul-binding. Just the slow, steady extraction of nature’s quietest powers.

As she worked, she heard a soft knock at the back door—not the aggressive alarm of the front bell, but a hesitant, rhythmic tapping.

She opened the door to find a boy, no older than ten, his skin the color of wet sand and his clothes tattered by the sea. He held a small, limp bundle in his arms. It was a gull, its wing twisted at an impossible angle.

"Mistress Vess?" the boy whispered. "I found him on the docks. Barnaby said... he said it’s just a bird and told me to throw it to the crabs. But I heard you know the secret ways."

Vess looked at the bird. It was a dirty, common thing. A scavenger.

"It is just a bird," Vess said, her voice cold. "And Barnaby is right. The natural order dictates that the weak are consumed."

The boy looked up at her, his eyes brimming with a hope that felt like a physical blow to
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Brewing Redemption, One Teacup at a Time.

THE VILLAIN'S
3 MEACUP

\\
| \ |
| y
i I J’
: ANT
\ ii"
‘\ i

Ly i
%
et
P >

R
N -

3¢ C
3y o J
3]





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





