

    
        
          The Shadow's Steep

        

        
        
          Tinctures and Terror, Volume 2

        

        
        
          Rowan Heath

        

        
          Published by Iron Kettle Press, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE SHADOW'S STEEP

    

    
      First edition. March 7, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Rowan Heath.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8233610905

    

    
    
      Written by Rowan Heath.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

Epigraph

Chapter One: The Architecture of Stubbornness

Chapter Two: The Truth-Settee

Chapter Three: The Mildew Menace

Chapter Four: The Row to Ruin

Chapter Five: The Crying Spirit

Chapter Six: The Scent of Victory

Chapter Seven: The Bell and the Barnacles

Chapter Eight: The Captain’s Ghost

Chapter Nine: The Lethe-Leaf Lullaby

Chapter Ten: The Steeping Tide

Chapter Eleven: The Scone Skirmish

Chapter Twelve: The Grotto's Glow

Chapter Thirteen: The Weight of the Seed

Chapter Fourteen: Lore and Lager

Chapter Fifteen: The Pot of Containment

Chapter Sixteen: The Theology of Burnt Currants

Chapter Seventeen: The Settee’s Verdict

Chapter Eighteen: Gear and Gravity

Chapter Nineteen: The Weight of Gold and Shadow

Chapter Twenty: The Descent

Chapter Twenty-One: The Peat Pit

Chapter Twenty-Two: The Theology of the Glow

Chapter Twenty-Three: The Ascent of the Ash

Chapter Twenty-Four: The Planting Ritual

Chapter Twenty-Five: The Unfiltered Upholstery

Chapter Twenty-Six: The Shadow’s Breath

Chapter Twenty-Seven: The First Steep

Chapter Twenty-Eight: The Rhythm of the Past

Chapter Twenty-Nine: Malithandra

Chapter Thirty: The Truth and the Tincture

Chapter Thirty-One: The Terms of Inheritance

Chapter Thirty-Two: The Lingering Frost

Chapter Thirty-Three: Bread and Bone

Chapter Thirty-Four: The Midnight Watch

Chapter Thirty-Five: The Morning of the Deep

Chapter Thirty-Six: The Breath of the Abyss

Chapter Thirty-Seven: The Silt and the Sorrow

Chapter Thirty-Eight: The Vault of Echoes

Chapter Thirty-Nine: The Breaking of the Brew

Sign up for Rowan Heath's Mailing List

Further Reading: The Villain's Teacup

Also By Rowan Heath

About the Author



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    To those who find sanctuary in the shadows.
May your tea be strong, your friends be loyal, and your furniture be slightly less honest than a Truth-Settee.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "To brew the perfect cup, one must first understand the water. It is the only element that can be both a mirror and a grave." 
— Extract from 'The Practicalities of the Void' by Malithandra Nyx
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​Chapter One: The Architecture of Stubbornness
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The problem with moving into a sea cave was that the cave had spent several thousand years becoming exactly what it wanted to be, and it wasn't particularly interested in Vessandra’s opinions on interior design.

Vessandra stood in the center of the grotto, her hands on her hips, glare directed at a jagged protrusion of limestone that sat exactly where the spice rack needed to go. In Siltport, the wood had been compliant; it had smelled of cedar and history. Here, the walls smelled of ancient salt and the damp indifference of the earth.

"I am telling you," Vess muttered, her voice echoing with a low, melodic resonance that made the nearby rock pools ripple. "You are not a geological feature. You are a functional storage solution. Adjust yourself."

The wall did not adjust. A single drop of icy condensation fell from a stalactite and landed squarely on the bridge of Vessandra’s nose.

Pip, perched atop a crate of 'Nerve-Settle' leaves, let out a sharp, clicking sound that was unmistakably a laugh. The skeletal mouse was wearing his new, one-armed green sweater—a jaunty little number Elowen had knitted to replace the one lost on the flagship—and he looked quite smug about Vessandra’s lack of progress.

"Hush, you," Vess said, wiping her nose with her sleeve. "If I don't get these shelves sorted, your favorite dried sunflower seeds are going to taste like kelp and regret."

She reached out, her fingers hovering an inch from the stone. She wasn't using the Shadow Weave to destroy—she had promised Elowen she wouldn't resort to 'structural demolition' unless absolutely necessary. Instead, she was trying a harmonic manipulation, a delicate art she hadn't practiced since her first year at the Academy. She hummed a note, a deep, resonant frequency that vibrated in the marrow of her bones.

The limestone groaned. It was a slow, tectonic sound, like a giant shifting in its sleep. For a heartbeat, the rock softened, turning the color of wet clay, ready to be molded.

"Vessandra? Are you trying to negotiate with the masonry again?"

The voice was warm, bright, and laced with a suppressed giggle. Vessandra lost her concentration, the harmonic note shattered, and the limestone snapped back into its jagged shape with a sound like a wet slap. A fresh spray of saltwater hit Vessandra’s face.

Elowen emerged from the back tunnel, carrying a lantern that cast a soft, golden glow against the dark walls. She looked like a dream of the sun in this damp place, her white silks replaced by a sturdy, moss-green wool tunic that matched the algae in the lagoon.

"The masonry is being bigoted against the concept of organization," Vessandra grumbled, wiping her eyes.

"Maybe it just needs a more personal touch," Elowen suggested, walking over and resting her hand on the stone. She didn't use magic; she just felt the texture. "It’s been here a long time, Vess. It’s used to being a fortress. You’re asking it to be a home. Give it a minute to get used to the idea."

Vessandra sighed, the iron in her shoulders finally dropping. She looked around at the chaos—crates of porcelain, jars of half-sorted herbs, and the sprawling, bioluminescent lagoon that served as their front yard. "I just want it to be perfect, Elowen. I want us to be safe."

"We are safe," Elowen whispered, leaning in to kiss Vessandra’s damp cheek. "But if you don't stop glaring at the wall, I think the wall might start glaring back."

​

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter Two: The Truth-Settee
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The arrival of the furniture was supposed to be a triumph. Instead, it was a liability.

Valerius, the former Inquisitor who was now, by default, the shop’s head of security and primary heavy-lifter, had spent the morning dragging a massive, velvet-wrapped object up from the docks. It was the "midnight-plum" settee Vessandra had insisted upon, purchased from a black-market smuggler who swore it was "distress-free."

"I don't like it," Valerius panted, leaning against the cave entrance. He was stripped to his undershirt, his scarred arms glistening with salt and sweat. "It hums. Things shouldn't hum when they’re meant for sitting."

"It’s an antique, Valerius," Vessandra said, her eyes lighting up as she began to unwrap the thick burlap. "Antiques often have... character."

As the last of the wrapping fell away, the settee was revealed in all its absurd glory. It was beautiful—carved ebony legs shaped like raven claws and velvet so dark it seemed to absorb the lantern light. But as soon as it was uncovered, a soft, gossiping whisper filled the grotto.

"He thinks the tea is too hot, but he doesn't want to hurt her feelings," the sofa murmured, its voice sounding like dry silk rubbing together.

Valerius froze. Vessandra’s hand stopped mid-air.

"What did it just say?" Valerius asked, his eyes narrowing.

"It’s a Truth-Settee," Vessandra whispered, her horror mounting. "I should have known. The weave in the velvet is sentient. It’s designed for interrogation rooms in the High Reach."

"The Inquisitor has a hole in his left sock," the sofa added helpfully. "And he’s currently wondering if the mouse is actually the one in charge."

Pip let out a series of triumphant clicks and scurried onto the back of the settee, looking incredibly pleased with himself.

"Get it out," Valerius said, his voice dropping to that dangerous, low register he used when he was about to arrest someone. "I am not living in a cave with a piece of furniture that narrates my laundry failures."

"We can't get it out!" Vessandra argued, though she was blushing a deep, furious red. "It cost three crates of Moon-Leaf and a favor I haven't even performed yet. I just need to... suppress the enchantment."

She reached for her satchel, but the settee was faster.

"She has a secret stash of dark chocolate behind the jars of valerian root," the sofa whispered. "She eats it when she thinks Elowen is asleep and feels very guilty about not sharing."

Vessandra spun around to see Elowen standing in the doorway, an eyebrow raised and a playful smirk tugging at the corner of her mouth.

"Dark chocolate, Vess?" Elowen asked. "The kind with the sea salt?"

Vessandra closed her eyes, praying for the ground to swallow her. "The sofa is a liar. It’s a malicious, velvet-clad liar."

"She’s lying about calling it a liar," the settee whispered.

"Right," Valerius said, picking up his driftwood staff. "I’m going to go find some cows. If I’m going to be insulted by the upholstery, I at least want some cream for my scones."
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