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Chapter 1: Grind, Sip, Repeat


 Early Spring

 


 That morning, the weather in
Silvervale Mountains was undecided, with gray skies that thickened
and thinned without urgency. The sidewalks were damp with last
night’s polite drizzle, leaving a faint shimmer on the uneven
concrete. A few ambitious blades of grass stood at awkward
attention, their tips tinged with the sickly yellow of premature
spring confidence. Tree branches held small buds, tentative and
unsure, in a month that still bit with wind. Birdsong was hesitant,
mostly observational. A muffled engine revved down the block,
coughing its opinion of the weather into the thin air.

Seanna Storms woke in her loft bedroom to the
gentle percussion of a drip outside the cracked window, where the
screen rattled softly in a breeze that didn’t care whether she
approved or not. The feather-stuffed quilt was tangled around one
leg, and the pillow had migrated halfway across the mattress.
Shadow lay stretched diagonally, spine to Seanna’s shin, his
smoke-colored fur rising and falling, dreaming, his legs twitching
slightly. She blinked hard, stared at the ceiling’s wooden beams,
and muttered, “I’m up,” as if that declaration could magically
inspire her joints to cooperate.

She tossed the covers aside with a force that
made the mattress protest. Then she shifted carefully from under
Shadow’s outstretched paw, taking deliberate steps. The floorboards
beneath her bare feet were frigid, somehow colder than the outside
temperature. She chalked up this mystery to the ancient laws of
morning punishment. She stood, scratched her head once, and
shuffled toward the loft’s staircase, moving slowly, with visible
reluctance.

The descent was a creaky, knee-clicking
affair that required one hand to steady herself and another to bat
away a spiderweb she had meant to remove three mornings ago. At the
bottom, she turned left into the bathroom, shut the door with her
heel, stood in front of the mirror briefly, and looked away.

She used the bathroom in silence. Flushed
with the practiced jab of an elbow. Then, she ran the tap, splashed
her face thrice quickly, and exhaled like the cold water had
evicted the ghosts of her bad dreams.

The toothpaste was minty and clung to her
toothbrush grudgingly. She brushed thoroughly, stared out the tiny
window, and raised her eyebrows at a squirrel who looked like it
had business with her.

She pulled the drawer open, reached for her
hairbrush, and ran it through her long, slightly wavy brown hair
with habitual efficiency. Then she separated the sections evenly,
tucked one behind her ear, and braided the rest down her back in a
tight plait that wouldn’t budge in a fistfight or a
thunderstorm.

Her clothes for the day were already folded
at the end of the couch. She shrugged into a soft leather vest that
smelled faintly of cedar and cracked pepper, tugged a fitted tank
top over her head, and wriggled into jeans that had molded to her
shape over time, familiar and broken in. She pulled on thick socks,
checked her watch out of habit, though it had been broken for two
years, and moved to the kitchen without glancing back.

She opened the freezer with one hand and
reached for the small cloth-wrapped parcel labeled “Shadow,
sirloin.” The night before, it had been cut into strips thick
enough for chewing but not too sinewy. She emptied the contents
into a cast-iron bowl and placed it beside the back door mat.

Shadow appeared instantly, stepping into the
kitchen promptly. He sat, stared, and once wagged his tail
expectantly and focused.

“You’re welcome,” Seanna muttered.

While Shadow chewed with casual menace, she
rinsed the coffee pot, filled the reservoir, and added exactly
three heaping scoops from the mason jar labeled in faded black ink:
Life Source. The drip machine clicked, hissed, and started its slow
gurgle as if offended by her urgency.

When it finished, she poured the coffee into
her chipped red mug, lifted it to her nose, and inhaled the steam
with focus. She took her first sip at the window, eyes scanning the
yard’s clumsy line of pavers and sad attempt at early tulips.

Breakfast was realistic and utterly
unsentimental. Two boiled eggs with the shells cracked but not
peeled evenly. One thick slice of toasted rye smeared with rosemary
butter. A half pear, sliced longways and dusted with cinnamon
because she’d read that somewhere once, and it sounded
domestic.

After clearing the dishes into the sink for
later, she retrieved her leatherbound book list from the shelf
beside the radio. She uncapped her pen, flipped to the most recent
page, and added a note in small, neat script:

I finished rereading Book 7. Chapter 19 is
still the best. I forgot I hated the ending. I must find something
better.

She grabbed the laundry basket from beside
the door, filled it with two days’ worth of lived-in realism, and
carried it past the bathroom to the laundry closet. She opened the
folding doors and set the basket in the dryer. The washer and dryer
sat side by side beneath a shelf of labeled baskets, soap,
softener, wool dryer balls, and two unmatched socks that had made
peace with their fates.

She sorted the load: darks on one side,
towels and rags on the other., She added soap to the dispenser,
turned the dial to warm, and pressed the button until the machine
hummed to life. While the cycle ran, she refilled her coffee and
reviewed her shopping list at the kitchen window.

The dryer buzzed as she scribbled a note to
buy vinegar and more baking soda. She moved the damp clothes into
the dryer, added a cedar-scented wool ball, and pushed the button
more forcefully than necessary. The drum started spinning, a low
thump-thump of familiarity.

When the cycle ended, she folded each item
while still warm: shirts first, then towels. There were no wrinkles
no delays. She carried the stack back upstairs to the dresser and
placed everything in its proper drawer without pause.

There was control here where there wasn’t
anywhere else.

She dropped to her knees in the vegetable
patch with the basket empty. She yanked weeds with brisk
efficiency. She inspected the chives., She whispered something
disapproving about the spinach. She corrected the angle of a
wayward trellis spike. Then she sat back on her heels, brushed the
dirt off her palms, and stared at the sky with narrowed eyes.

Shadow barked once from the porch. It was not
a request. It was a reminder.

She washed up at the kitchen sink, handed
Shadow a piece of leftover bacon from yesterday’s sandwich, and
folded her shopping list into her jacket pocket. Then she opened
the door again and called, “Let’s go find some garlic and social
disappointment.”

Shadow followed at her side.

They walked the length of Oak Row, one of the
oldest streets in Silvervale Mountains. The sidewalks tilted from
freeze-thaw arrogance, and porches boasted rocking chairs no one
sat in anymore.

“Mornin’, Miss Storms,” Old Mr. Calloway said
as he tipped his cap without smiling.

“Morning,” Seanna called back.

“How’s your wolf today?” Mrs. Garvey asked
while watering a bush that had died last October.

“Better than your shrubbery,” Seanna
replied.

“Looks like someone’s up early,” Darla said,
waving from her porch swing like she was auditioning for a life
insurance commercial.

“Trying to beat the gossip train,” Seanna
said without slowing.

Miriam stood behind her stall at the grocers
with judgmental energy usually reserved for courtrooms and church
pews.

“No, Miriam., I said garlic, not regret in a
sack,” Seanna said.

“You’ll thank me next winter,” Miriam
replied.

“I’ll be dead of seasoning deficiency by
then,” Seanna muttered.

Jory the butcher looked up from his cleaver
just as Shadow’s nose hit the glass.

“Three pounds of beef, no bone,” Seanna
said.

“You hunting something or feeding him?” Jory
asked.

“He’s more punctual than my last boyfriend,”
Seanna answered.

“Fair,” Jory nodded.

She picked up a loaf of seeded rye at the
bakery, still warm from the oven. At the corner shop, she snagged a
pack of instant ramen and a bottle of chili oil, which she did not
need but always bought when she was sarcastic.

Then she made her way to Mugs & Pastries
Café. This two-story inn sat at the heart of Silvervale Mountains,
cutting through the town square of Silvervale Mountains as Shadow
sniffed every lamp post like they were holding state secrets.

She pushed open the back kitchen door without
knocking. She belonged there. And it was time to begin the morning
prep, coffee round two, and the kind of gossip only towns like this
could ferment properly.

She rolled her sleeves, tied her braid
tighter behind her shoulder, and quickly inspected the counters.
There were crumbs near the bread bin again. She made a mental note
to blame Harbin if asked.

She started by gathering the morning’s
ingredients. With a shoulder nudge, she opened the pantry cabinet.
She pulled down a burlap sack of cracked wheat, a jar of dried
apples, a tin of cinnamon, and a basket of farm eggs from the lower
shelf. She set a pot of water to boil, then let the griddle heat
the pan for frying the eggs.

She filled the second pot with milk, added
oats and barley, and stirred slowly until the mix thickened. She
sprinkled in the cinnamon and sliced apples, muttering about people
who didn’t stir their porridge evenly.

The scent filled the back kitchen like a warm
bribe. It mixed with the aroma of brewed coffee from the first urn,
already half gone from the regulars’ early visits.

She wiped her hands, filled two mugs for
herself and one to keep Harbin out of her hair for twenty minutes,
and sipped hers in calculated silence. The gossip would arrive soon
enough, but Seanna liked to be caffeinated before the inevitable
commentary about which farmer’s son had returned from out of town
or which pie looked too perfect to be homemade.

Outside the service window, the muted murmur
of the front room began to swell as boots shuffled, stools scraped,
and the town’s rhythm ticked on. It was only a matter of time
before someone dropped a hint about the girl who hadn’t shown up at
home last night. And Seanna, spoon in hand, would be listening
closely.

“If she were mine, I’d be looking in the
woods,” said Marla Trigg, dropping her empty mug into the bin with
carelessness only reserved for dramatic effect.

“She’s probably just holed up with some boy,”
Harbin muttered as he wiped down the end of the bar with short,
angry circles.

“The kind of boy who doesn’t let you call
home?” Seanna asked, not looking up from her cutting board.

Marla huffed. “Well, when you put it like
that, it sounds suspicious.”

Seanna lifted an eyebrow. “It is
suspicious.”, Harbin grunted. “You think it’s trouble?”

“I think missing is missing, whether it’s
trouble or not,” Seanna said, slicing three tomatoes into even
wedges and brushing the juice off her fingers onto a nearby
towel.

Shadow scratched at the back door once, and
she let him in without a word.

She fed him a few slices of the leftover
roast beef from the night before, real meat only, sliced and warmed
slightly in the skillet before it touched his bowl.

He ate in three precise motions, then slunk
to the kitchen corner and lay down like he was preparing to
testify.

Seanna refilled the urn, topped off her mug,
and set out bowls for the midday rush.

Each one was carefully placed on the warming
shelf, its placement as deliberate as the matching silverware laid
beside it.

The regulars came in waves. Martin, Bellows
asked for his usual with a cough that was meant to sound
casual.

“Morning, Miss Storms. Have you heard
anything yet about… You know.”

“Not a thing, Martin. But I’m listening.”

Daphne Crowley hovered by the pastry board
longer than necessary.

“Something’s off in the air today,” she
said.

“Spring,” Seanna replied. “It’s always a
little off.” Daphne nodded like she had expected no less.

After serving a rotation of coffee, tea, and
sliced bread with cheese, Seanna wiped down the counter with
practiced movements. She swept crumbs into her palm, dropped them
into the bin, and scrubbed the surface with lemon water and
vinegar.

She glanced toward the corner booth where two
travelers sat in silence. They hadn’t ordered much, just a pot of
tea between them and a pair of muffins with the tops picked
off.

“You two find what you were looking for last
night?” Seanna asked casually.

The older of the two looked up. “Didn’t know
we were looking.”

“Funny. You were at the market stall after
closing. Only people who are lost shop in the dark.”

The younger man blinked. “We’re passing
through.”

“Then pass politely,” Seanna said with a
smile that never reached her eyes.

They didn’t linger much longer.

Once they were gone, she collected their
dishes, washed them by hand in the back sink, and let them air dry
on the rack. She noted their names in the margin of her notebook
beneath that day’s list:

Two strangers. One tall. One thing. Didn’t
blink enough.

Outside the inn, the sun had finally pushed
past the clouds. And inside, the tension lingered in the
floorboards and clung to the coffee like dust.

It was just another midday in the town where
even the silence seemed to be trying to say something.

Seanna pulled out the garden ledger from the
bottom kitchen drawer.

She had already prepped the coffee and set
the warming trays in order, so now it was time to check the garden
for what it could give without protest. She untied her apron,
slipped on her boots by the back door, and stepped onto the gravel
walk that bordered the raised beds behind the inn. The breeze
carried the scent of warm soil, dill, and something vaguely
metallic, like rain waiting for its cue.

She unlatched the garden gate with her elbow
and stepped inside. The early spring rows were neat but not smug,
their order held together by sheer vigilance and three seasons of
compost.

She started with the herbs.

Thyme had bushed out early, so she pinched
the stems where they branched, knowing it would encourage new
growth. The chives needed trimming, and the parsley had gone leggy,
so she took the outer stalks, always from the base.

Next came the lettuces, pale and fragile in
their optimism. She checked for beetles, took what leaves were
ready, and moved on to the scallions. They had come up stronger
than expected. She harvested five, laid them in her trug, and
patted the dirt down briefly and efficiently.

Tomato starts were still under a cloche. She
peeked under one and murmured, “Not today.”

She went to the root bed, where the turnips
were shallow but growing cleanly. She pulled three, checked their
undersides, and dusted them with her thumb.

The truck was full when she stood, brushed
off her knees, and locked the gate behind her. She returned to the
kitchen with the same quiet resolve she used to measure flour: no
waste, no delay.

Each item was rinsed and laid out on a folded
towel. Then, she recorded the quantities in the garden ledger and
sharpened her favorite prep knife.

The stew would wait until after lunch. But
for now, the kitchen smelled like certainty. She flipped past the
pressed flower pages and land-plot sketches until she found the
column marked Lunch Stew - Early Spring. Today’s ingredients were
simple and familiar: beef cubes, chopped potatoes, carrots,
parsnips, leeks, cracked black pepper, and bay leaf.

She shrugged into her kitchen apron and
crossed the back patio to the fenced garden. The gate squeaked with
a sharp creak. She crouched low and inspected each row for what was
ripe enough without being stingy.

The carrots came up with a gentle twist and
tug. The leeks required a little more coaxing. She brushed dirt
from each stalk by hand, whispering curses at a particularly
stubborn parsnip that fought for its life.

With her basket full, she returned inside,
rinsed the produce under cold tap water, and dried it over a clean
dish towel. Then, she set the chopping board in place and began the
quiet rhythm of the midday prep.

Each vegetable was cut to size, never too
small to vanish in the broth, never too large to interrupt a
mouthful. She seared the beef in a heavy pot with lard, browning
each side before adding the chopped roots and seasoning. The broth
hissed as she poured it over the sizzling pan, the scent rising in
slow, determined waves.

“We still out of celery salt?” Harbin called
from the front.

“Check the bottom shelf left of the
preserves,” Seanna said. “If it’s not there, I already murdered
it.”

Harbin grumbled something indistinct.

She stirred the stew gently, leaned in to
smell it, then nodded once to herself and set the timer. Coffee was
poured, and the counters were wiped again. A pan of oat biscuits
was prepped and slid into the oven while she worked.

Outside, the lunch crowd was beginning to
show. Inside, the kitchen smelled like trust. And, hands braced on
the counter, Seanna stared toward the front with ears tuned like
antennae. The second wave of gossip was always quieter and far more
useful.

Seanna tightened the apron strings around her
waist and moved to the espresso machine with steady hands. The
steam wand hissed as she wiped it clean, filled the portafilter
with fresh grounds, and tamped them down precisely.

“Double-shot latte, no sugar,” called Barry
Hemsley, leaning halfway over the counter impatiently.

“One flattery-free coffee coming up,” Seanna
said as she turned the machine on. The espresso was poured in two
rich ribbons. She steamed the milk with a quiet hum, tilted the mug
at the right angle, and topped it with a leaf pattern that would’ve
made a lesser barista smug.

“There you go, Barry. It’s exactly as
lukewarm as your conversation.”

“Bless you for your consistency,” Barry
muttered, already sipping.

A pair of college kids hovered near the
pastry case.

“You got anything without raisins?” the
taller one asked.

“Everything worth eating has raisins,” Seanna
said. “But I’ve got a banana walnut scone that might pretend
otherwise.”

“We’ll take two and a cappuccino each.”

“Names?”

“Devon.”

“Also, Devon,” said the other.

“Of course you are,” Seanna said as she
stacked the scones on a plate and made the cappuccinos. The first
one had a foam dome that was tall and fluffy. The second one got a
lopsided heart. Both were served without comment.

She rang them up, wiped the counter again,
and rotated the pastry board. It now featured lemon bars, raspberry
tarts, chocolate hazelnut croissants, and a tray of small danishes
arranged in a pinwheel pattern that had taken her nearly forty
minutes to align.

“Afternoon, Seanna,” said Marcy Bell, peeking
her head through the door with a hopeful grin.

“You here for gossip or cake?”

“Always cake.”

“Lemon bar it is,” Seanna said. She plated
one with a square of wax paper and poured a flat white without
being asked.

Between orders, she swept the front rug,
collected empty cups from a corner table, and cleared out the crumb
tray from the register drawer. She restocked stirrers and lined up
sugar packets with the focused energy of someone who knew routine
was a shield.

Every person she served was greeted by name,
with a drink that matched their temperament and a pastry that
either rewarded or scolded their habits depending on her mood.

By the time the late lunch lull hit, her
notebook already held two new lines:

Devon and Devon – identical drinks, no ID,
asked for no raisins. Curious.

Barry still avoids eye contact when
lying.

And just as she was about to refill the
biscotti jar, Shadow gave a low chuff from beneath the table, ears
forward. Something, or someone, was coming.

Seanna reached under the counter and
retrieved the second portion of Shadow’s lunch from the small
fridge beside the baking rack. It was wrapped in brown butcher
paper and labeled in black marker: “2 PM – Beef & Liver.” She
unwrapped it on a clean plate, sliced the pieces into even bites,
and warmed them briefly on the skillet before sliding them into his
heavy ceramic dish.

“Lunch is served,” Seanna said quietly.

Shadow padded forward, tail low, relaxed
posture, and carefully sniffed the dish. He ate in slow, deliberate
bites. Each chew is precise. Every swallow finished with a quiet
exhale.

“You eat better than half my customers,”
Seanna muttered, rinsing and drying the pan.

The front bell rang again. This time, it was
Caleb from the hardware store.

“Afternoon, Seanna. Flat white and something
sweet, preferably illegal.”

“You’re in luck,” Seanna said. “I just baked
moral compromise into a cinnamon roll.”

She poured the espresso and steamed the milk
to a glossy foam. Then, she plated the largest roll from the second
row and handed it across with a napkin folded precisely under the
edge.

“Tell your wife it was half this size.”

“She already thinks I exaggerate,” Caleb
said, grinning.

Next came Louise Carter, a retired librarian
who liked her cappuccinos strong and her gossip stronger.

“I heard the girl might’ve gone out with a
trucker,” Louise said, not even greeting first.

“Then I hope he’s the kind that leaves a
name,” Seanna replied, preparing her drink.

“They never are.”

“Neither are girls who vanish,” Seanna said,
placing the cup down gently.

Louise sniffed her foam. “You put extra
cinnamon in again.”

“You looked like you needed a little
chaos.”

By the time the clock hit three, Seanna had
served four lattes, three flat whites, one macchiato, two
Americanos, and one decaf espresso for Carol Dane, who was no
longer allowed caffeine by her doctor but didn’t believe in
rules.

The pastry board now showed more gaps than
fillings. The Danes were down to two. The croissants were gone. The
lemon bars clung to a last sliver of respectability.

Shadow stretched, yawned, and returned to his
post beneath the corner bench. His meal was finished, and his eyes
were still alert.

Seanna leaned against the counter, filled her
mug with the last fresh brew, and took a long sip. She jotted two
more notes into her journal:

Louise knows something but wants me to
ask.

Caleb’s nervous smile is new.

The lull returned. Seanna checked her apron
pocket for the house keys in that quiet space between customers. It
was almost time to prepare for closing.

Seanna rinsed her cup, dried it with the
corner of her apron, and set it back in the rack exactly where it
belonged. She tied her braid a little tighter, exhaled once through
her nose, and started the evening routine with a kind of sacred
discipline no one else respected but her.

She swept the front of the house thoroughly,
starting with the entry mat and moving methodically through every
inch of tile and rug. Crumbs were brushed into the dustpan with
exacting strokes. Even the corners behind the chairs were checked
twice. She shook out the entry mat, tapped the broom handle against
the porch post, and returned with a rag ready.

The tables were wiped with lemon oil and
vinegar, and every chair was pushed in evenly. She refilled the
sugar jars, rotated the creamer shelf, restocked the napkins, and
re-centered the pastry board signage to reflect the next day’s
offerings.

The espresso machine was scrubbed, dried, and
polished in the back. The portafilters were cleaned. The grinder
was emptied and brushed. The milk pitchers were soaked in hot,
soapy water while she wiped down the inner counters.

Harbin had already clocked out. Shadow
watched from under the bench with one eye open, uninterested but
observant.

She packed the unsold pastries in a wax-lined
box, labeled them “Next Day Donations,” and placed the sealed
container in the cooler. Then she turned off the back burner,
rinsed the last mug, dried her hands on the kitchen towel, and
checked the stovetop twice.

She walked the floor once more, inspecting
every surface. She straightened a crooked salt shaker. She folded
two stray dish towels and tucked them in the bottom drawer. She
turned off the house lights one switch at a time.

At the back door, she paused, looked out into
the softening dusk, then flipped the deadbolt with a quiet click.
The lock settled into place with finality.

The café was clean. The day was done. And now
it was time to go home.

Seanna pulled her cardigan tighter around her
shoulders, stepped into the quiet street outside the café, and gave
one last look at the warm windows she’d just extinguished. Shadow
trotted ahead, tongue lolling, pausing only to sniff at a patch of
sidewalk where someone had spilled beer two nights ago.

The walk back to her cabin took ten minutes
if she didn’t stop and fifteen if she did. Tonight, she stopped. At
the oak tree, she reached up and gave the porch swing a small push,
watching it rock gently in the still air as if remembering an old
conversation.

She crossed the gravel path and unlocked the
cabin door with a familiar wrist twist. The door creaked open, and
the scent of rosemary, burnt coffee, and old pine greeted her,
familiar and unchanged.

She removed her shoes from the mat, hung her
cardigan on the hook, and scratched Shadow behind the ear before he
made his usual lap of the living room.

Dinner was simple: a small wedge of rye
bread, a boiled egg, and a bowl of vegetable soup she’d frozen the
week before. She reheated it slowly on the stovetop while setting
two bowls, one for her and one for Shadow. His portion was the last
sirloin, shredded over cooled broth with carrot shavings. He ate it
faster than she finished slicing her egg.

She sat at the nook table, turned on the
small lamp overhead, and opened her leatherbound journal.

 

April 4 – Early Spring.

 

Woke in the loft to the sound of dripping
water and that breeze rattling the window screen. Shadow slept like
a boulder across my legs. Dragged me out of bed. The floor was
freezing again. Downstairs creaked more than usual. The bathroom
mirror is still lying to me.

The toothpaste lid is crusty again. I braided
my hair tighter today, probably too tight. I wore the cedar vest
and tank again. I wore the same jeans as Wednesday, and yes, they
still fit.

Fed Shadow the sirloin strips; he inhaled
them like a king. Made Life Source coffee and stood at the kitchen
window. Tulips are trying to rally in the yard; bless them.
Breakfast was eggs and rosemary toast. Pear with cinnamon again, a
habit at this point. Book 7 is still terrible. Chapter 19 is still
great. Updated the reading log.

I did the laundry inside. The washer
grumbled, and the dryer buzzed twice. I folded the towels warmly.
The drawer is full now, which is satisfying. I refilled my coffee
and updated my grocery list while it ran.

Weeded the garden. Spinach is giving me
attitude. Oregano looks proud. Chives trimmed. Got dirt in my boot
again. Shadow barked right on cue when I took too long.

Walked to town. Saw Mr. Calloway, Garvey, and
Darla. Miriam oversold the garlic. Jory was fine. I got beef, rye,
chili oil, and ramen, but I don’t need them.

Opened the café. Morning prep was cracked
wheat, eggs, dried apples, and cinnamon. Smelled like I was trying
too hard. Served the usual crew. Marla hinted about that missing
girl. Harbin pretended not to care. I listened anyway.

Fed Shadow lunch, beef and liver, skillet
warmed. He ate it like he had opinions.

The espresso machine behaved. Barry’s latte
was made with mild spite. The two Devons wanted no raisins.
Suspicious, Louise said, “trucker” with weight. The travelers gave
me that not-blinking energy. Wrote it down.

I harvested leeks, carrots, parsnips, and
scallions. The stew













cover.jpg
WHAT
SHADOWS
KNOWWJ

f

ATHINIA TANDINO





