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Chapter One — Celia: The Poisoned Root
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The kitchen was an altar long before anyone called her witch.

Smoke curled from the hearth and pressed its warm palm to the rafters. Tallow hissed in the pan. Wild parsley waited in a small twist of cloth at the edge of the worktable, beside darker leaves she’d hidden in a jar labeled “bay.” Celia had learned long ago that names make a good veil—call one thing another and eyes will slide right over it. The house liked to watch. The house liked to listen. But the house had never learned to see.

Her wooden spoon cut slow circles through the stew, and with every turn she felt the world move with her. Beef softened, onions surrendered their bite, the broth deepened to the brown of river mud. She let the steam rise to her face and closed her eyes, not to pray—she didn’t bargain—but to count. Seventeen. She had said the number until it became the measure of her days, a shape with no mercy.

Old sounds came back in the quiet: the pop of pitch, the quick suck of flames when wood drinks fire, the pitched wail that only a mother hears inside her bones. Memory is a cruel herb, she thought. It never brews out.

She reached for the jar marked “bay,” thumb steady, breath smooth. The leaves barely cracked when she rolled them between finger and palm. Oleander’s whisper hid there, thin as a hair. Too much and the house would fall in a night; too little and balance itself would laugh. The world had already laughed too long. She measured with the knife-tip, stirred until the shimmer of the broth took it in and told no secrets.

A board moaned in the doorway.

“Cook.” The overseer’s voice had a heel in it. “The master wants the table set before the bell.”

“It will be,” Celia said. Her voice was a flat river stone—cool, unremarkable.

He lingered, fogging the threshold with his sour breath, trying to make fear out of air. “There’ll be guests,” he added. “Eldest’s friends down from Natchez. Big night. Wine from New Orleans.” His eyes raked the room, then her hands. “Don’t get creative.”

She lifted the spoon, blew, tasted. Salt and smoke played on her tongue. The herb hid the way a wolf hides in brush, waiting. “I cook as I was taught,” she said, setting the spoon down. “Meat soft, bread hot, hands clean.”

When he was gone, she wiped the spoon and turned it spine-up on the table—an old sign, a small barrier to wandering spirits and nosy men. Then she went to the bannetons where loaves rose under cloth, pressed a finger to the domed dough, watched it sigh. Bread speaks plainly, her mother had said. If you listen to bread, you can hear a house’s mood. Today the dough puffed quick, too quick, like a child laughing to cover fear. She scored each loaf with a small X, not for blessing—she had nothing for heaven—but to remind the heat where to break.

Outside, the dogs barked. A wren tapped the window and vanished. The sun cut through the high panes and laid a thin consecration across the table. Celia slid the bread into the brick oven and felt the heat nip her knuckles. She did not pull back. She fed the fire a pinch of dried rosemary, the way her mother had on days when men loomed too large. The smell was a clear bell. The oven settled.

She returned to the stew. The second addition was foxglove, ground fine and folded into the pepper jar. Just a breath, no more. A boy in his prime might eat a bowl and feel a flutter, then another, and the old drum in his chest would stagger. Cruel herb, foxglove—but cruelty had been the first language this house taught. She tapped a measured hint across the top and stirred until it vanished like a thought that knew better.

The scullery girl, Evie, crept in with a stack of plates against her belly. Fourteen at most, all elbows and eyes.

“Miss Celia,” she whispered. “They’re laying silver. They want the good cups.”

“Then they’ll have the good cups,” Celia said, and her mouth made something like a smile. Evie’s eyes snagged on the jar of “bay,” then on the pepper. Children see more than men, Celia thought. Children know the difference between smoke and fire. She met the girl’s gaze and held it. “Go on, now. Don’t let them catch you talking to me.”

Evie swallowed, nodded, and slipped away. Celia listened to the steps go small down the hall and felt a soft ache at the base of her throat that didn’t belong to rage. Once, she had braided hair like that, greased small scalps with goose fat and whispered rhymes to keep nightmares from the cradle. Once, she had said hush and the world had obeyed. The cradle boards had burned with the beams. There was no hush left, only work.

She ladled the stew into a white tureen with a gold-leaf lip and set it aside to keep warm. The roasted hens were next, their skins lacquered with sorghum and vinegar, their cavities stuffed with onion and sprigged parsley. She used a different brush for glaze than for baste—the old ways were careful ways, patient as seeds. From a small pouch sewn in her hem, she drew a pinch of jimson seed and crushed it in her palm with a smear of rendered lard. Sleep wears many faces: a heavy eyelid, a sagging jaw, a chair that gathers a man into its lap and will not let him rise. The hens shone. She tucked charred lemon halves along their edges.
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