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  Prologue

Tisiphone Cirillo


Awareness slowly drags my mind from the depths of the abyss. It takes a moment to understand what roused me. Then the silence overwhelms my senses. No one is screaming or crying. There are no sounds of fists hitting flesh as my oldest sister curses and spits venom. 
The world does not go away when they tie a cloth over your eyes. It only gets louder. 
When I try to shift so I might hear better, my cheek scrapes across the gritty floor. An acute pain rips through my shoulder, stealing a gasp from me. When the lock clicks and is followed by the screech of metal as my door is opened, I still.
I learned the geography of this room by the skin of my face and the soles of my feet. It is concrete beneath me, rough and unsealed, cold enough to draw the marrow from my bones if I remain too long in one spot. The dust is heavy here—limestone and concrete, old rust off the corrugated walls, and the sour, stagnant rot of river water from wherever the drain leads. It coats the back of my throat like dry chalk. 
I do not scream. I learned on the second day that screaming changes the air pressure in a closed throat, makes it tight, makes the men who hold the keys want to see how much more sound they can squeeze out of you. My sister Megaera screamed until her voice cracked like dry kindling. I kept my breath small. I kept it inside. 
Seventy-two footsteps from the loading bay door to the heavy metal door on the room where they kept me. I know the count because the iron wheels of the supply cart screech on the same pitted seam every time they bring the lukewarm water and the hard bread. 
The train whistle comes twice between the freezing of the air and the thaw. There is an early morning freight train, a long, heavy pull that makes the concrete floor vibrate against my thighs. Then there’s a commuter line that clicks past later in the day when the air is incrementally warmer, lighter, faster, heading south toward Charlotte.
“Look at her,” the one with the sour-mash breath says. He smells of stale tobacco, cheap lard, and the damp wool of a jacket that has never been dried near a fire. I call him the Gray Coat because of a glimpse of the edge of the cuff of his coat one time when he hit me and the blindfold went askew. “She don’t even flinch when the door throws. Like an old mule.”
“She’s a Blackroot,” a second voice says from the corner. This one is younger, sharper, his boots lighter on the floor. He smells of menthol cigarettes and the greasy oil they use to clean the actions of their guns. “My grandpappy told me about them people up on the ridge. Said they got skin like leather and blood like river mud. Said you can’t kill ’em the regular way.” 
“Everything dies if you stop the leakage long enough,” Gray Coat grunts.
I feel his shadow before I feel his weight. The air gets thick when a body moves between you and the high halogen bulb hanging from the rafters. 
I tighten the muscles in my belly, bracing for the hard, plastic bite of the zip ties at my wrists, that dry, synthetic itch that has already worn the skin down to the white of the tendons. My ribs are a lattice of heat where his boots found me yesterday when I didn’t stand up fast enough. 
Lower down, between my hips, there is a deep, tearing ache that doesn’t change with the temperature. It is just there, a heavy ballast of iron and salt that tells me I am still alive because things that are dead do not hold on to hurt which burns hot. 
Pain reminds us that we’re still alive. I heard Uncle Eron say that to Mama once, a truth I didn’t understand the depth of at the time.
But I do not move. If you stay still enough, the mountain folk say, the copperhead will think you’re just another root growing through the stone. My family has been in these hills since before the state had a name. 
We have bootleggers who died in the brush with their mouths full of leaves and preachers who handled timber rattlesnakes until their arms swelled black and split open. Knowing how to wait is a family heirloom. We know how to let the world think it has won while we settle deep into the dirt. 
I listen to the Gray Coat’s lungs. He’s got an old rattle in his left side, a wet, whistling hitch that tells me he doesn’t take the stairs well. The younger one has a nervous heart, three quick beats, then a drag, the pulse of a boy who knows he’s doing something the law can string him up for but likes the grease on his fingers too much to quit.
Then, the iron door at the far end of the bay doesn’t just slam. It stays open.
The draft changes instantly. The air in the warehouse is usually dead, trapped under sixty years of roof grease and bird lime. But right now, a hard, clean current cuts through the mildew. It smells of the high ridges, of frozen hemlock, granite under ice, and the sharp, clean bite of a winter morning that hasn’t been dirtied by commuter traffic yet.
The younger one’s boots click once. Then he stops.
“Hey,” Gray Coat says, his voice losing its lard. “What’s the word from the gate? We ain’t supposed to have the shift swap until six.”
No one answers him from the door. But the silence that comes in is heavier than any shout. It reminds me of the quiet that drops over a hollow when the crows stop calling all at once. You don’t need eyes to know when the hawk has circled low enough to cast a shadow on the clover.
“Get up,” the younger one whispers. His breath has gone short, the menthol smell souring as his stomach turns over. “Bossman said he wasn’t coming back until Friday.”
“That ain’t the boss,” Gray Coat says. His leather belt creaks as he shifts his weight, his heels dragging back six inches. He’s backing into the shadow of the brick pillar. He’s trying to disappear, but he’s too big and he smells too much like grease.
Two sets of boots move into the room first. Quality boots, heavy, professional, walking in perfect cadence. It’s the synchronized double-thud of men who wear tactical crepe soles and carry short-barreled carbines at the low ready. 
They move with purpose, without hesitation, not looking for holes in the floor because they are confident they can overcome any obstacle. These men don’t hustle. Their movements are mechanical and precise. Military influence, perhaps.
The boots stop twenty feet out before parting ways. They branch. One left. One right. Creating a corridor. Then comes the third stride.
It is lighter than the others, but there is no hesitation in the leather. It is the sound of a thin sole, like handmade shoes, or maybe boots cut from calfskin so soft it doesn’t click against the concrete, only thuds with a dense, solid iron weight.
With the newcomer comes the smell.
It hits the back of my nose before he is even halfway across the floor, cutting through the grease, the stale blood, and the wet limestone like a silver wire drawn through clay. It is cedar smoke. Not the wet brush-pile burn of the lower valleys, but dried heartwood, aged in a stone chimney until the sugar in the sap has gone dark and bitter. 
Beneath that is citrus, but not fruit. It’s the rind of something small and sharp, crushed between fingers that have never handled a shovel. Cologne, expensive and cold, the kind that stays in the fabric of a coat long after the room has gone dark. And above all of it, the smell of clean, frozen wool, the heavy weight of an overcoat that has just come off a mountain road in a car with leather seats.
My tongue goes dry. My skin prickles under the blindfold, every small hair rising as if the room’s electricity has just pooled in the space between my shoulder blades.
“Out,” a voice says.
The voice isn’t loud. It doesn’t carry the gravel of the valley or the sharp, nasal bark of the city men who brought us here. It is smooth, low, and perfectly level, like water pouring over polished slate. 
There is no anger in it. There is no performance. A man who has to shout to be minded is a man who knows he’s losing the grip on his line. This voice owns the air it occupies.
“Sir,” Gray Coat says, and I hear his throat click as he tries to find his spit. “We was told to keep watch until the Charlotte people—”
“Out,” the voice repeats. The cadence doesn’t change by a single vibration.
A sharp, rustling movement follows, the younger guard grabbing his jacket from the crate, his fingers trembling against the zipper. They don’t argue. Their boots shuffle across the concrete, fast and ragged, their breath coming in short, ugly puffs as they pass the two silent men at the flanks.
The heavy iron door creaks closed behind them, but there is no clicking of the lock. I briefly catch the idling of trucks outside, their exhaust a low, oily thrum through the floorboards. Then the door chucks shut, the latch dropping with a heavy clack.
The two silent sentinels stay at the perimeter. There is a tiny, high-frequency hiss of something electronic. Maybe earpieces or some kind of comms system, creating white noise like a nest of small spiders behind the wall. They don’t move. They don’t breathe through their mouths.
The thin-soled leather steps come toward me.
One. Two. Three. Four.
He stops three feet away. The air between us changes. He is tall. I can tell by the way the heat of his body radiates above me. It’s so cold in here that even that much heat feels like someone turned on a furnace. He has been out in the weather; the fading cold is still radiating from the wool of his coat, a clean, sharp aura that makes my bruised skin tighten.
I remain completely still. I do not look away, even though my eyes are bound. My mother always told us that a Blackroot doesn’t show the white of her eye to a dog unless she’s already got her knife in its ribs. 
There is a muted snap of gloved fingers, and one of the sphinxes speaks. “You are Tisiphone,” he says.
It is a statement, not a question. My name sounds strange in his mouth. He pronounces every syllable with a clean, foreign precision, as if he is reading it off a ledger or a birth certificate he bought from someone who didn’t want to sell it.
Whoever this man is, because his maleness is undeniable, he does not want me to hear his voice. Fine. He won’t hear mine either. Continuing to breathe slowly, I do not answer.
A slight rustle of fabric follows. The overcoat is unbuttoned. He is moving his hand.
When the leather of his glove touches my jaw, my whole body jerks. It is a reflex, the raw, animal survival that lives in the spine before the brain can stop it. My head snaps back against the iron core of the pillar behind me, the copper taste of old blood blooming fresh under my tongue as my teeth click together.
“Shh,” he whispers.
The sound is soft, almost maternal, but it carries the iron weight of an order. He remains still, his gloved fingers two inches from my skin, waiting for the vibration to leave my frame as if I’m a startled animal. 
I can sense no anger that I flinched away from him. No sensation of pleasure emanates from him like it does from the guards when I react the same way. 
He doesn’t hit me. The men who were here before used to laugh when I jumped; they liked the twitch of the meat. This man simply waits and watches.
When I am still again, his hand returns.
He does not touch me like the others did. There is no grease on his fingers, no heavy, spicy musk of a man trying to take what isn’t his. He lifts his hand to my forehead, his thumb moving with a slow, deliberate stroke across the temple, smoothing back the dark, matted coils of my hair that have been stuck to my skin with dried sweat and Goddess knows what else. His glove is leather, the tannery, the fine oil used to keep it supple fills my nose, and it is cold against my feverish skin. 
He moves his fingers down to my jaw, his grip firming just enough to tilt my face toward the high bulb. My head is turned five degrees to the left, then five degrees to the right. He is studying the purple bloom along my cheekbone, the small, jagged split where Gray Coat’s ring caught me on a day that seems like it happened a lifetime ago.
I’ve lost all sense of time while here. It may have been days or weeks. In the moments when the pain is being applied with liberal hands, time drags, but when the pain grows too intense, my mind drags me into a dark corner where I can turn my attention away from things too difficult to watch. Sometimes it even takes pity on me and lets me black out.
The man’s thumb moves down to my collarbone, his index finger sliding just beneath the collar of my torn shirt to check the thin, raw line where the rope bit when they hauled us out of the van. His touch is light, almost clinical, but there is a strange, heavy focus behind it. His breathing is perfectly regular: five seconds in, five seconds out, the lung-work of a man whose heart never leaves its track.
But underneath that regularity, there is a catch. Just a small, dry hitch in his throat as his thumb lingers on the small, hot pulse at the side of my neck.
He is listening to me. Not to what I say, because I am silent, but to the rhythm of my blood against his leather palm.
“Why aren’t you crying?” he whispers.
The question is genuinely curious. He isn’t mocking me. He speaks as if he has spent his whole life looking at things through glass and has finally found a specimen that doesn’t react the way the charts said it would.
I breathe in through my nose, filling my head with citrus of his cologne and the frozen wool until the grease of the warehouse feels five miles away. I keep my voice steady, pulling the rhythm down from my chest the way the old preachers used to do before they took the rattlers out of the boxes. 
“It wouldn’t help. Would only make them more eager,” I say.
The silence that follows is different from the first one. It has a shape.
His breath halts. It doesn’t shift or stutter; it simply stops for three full seconds. The gloved fingers on my jaw go rigid, the leather pressing into the bone just hard enough to leave a mark, before he slowly, deliberately draws his hand back.
Fabric stirs as he steps back one pace.
“No,” he says softly, more to himself than to me. “It wouldn’t.”
He stands there for a long time. I count the ticks of his silent watch. Not because I can hear the gears, but because I can hear the tiny, rhythmic friction of his wool sleeve against his side as his arm swings slightly with his weight. 
Forty-two seconds. He doesn’t touch the blindfold or offer me the drink of water my body is desperate for. He just watches me through the black cloth, his presence a heavy, dark gravity that pulls the air out of the center of the room.
The leather soles turn. They do not hurry, but they move with a finality that makes the cold air follow them toward the exit. The iron door opens, the sound of the idling diesel engines roaring loud for two seconds, and then the warehouse door slams shut again.
Voices murmur outside the door, too quiet for me to hear, but one of them is clearly angry. Two of them, Gray Coat and Menthol Man, are on the verge of whining.
The citrus stays behind. It hangs in the damp corners, heavier than the mildew, more persistent than the old grease.
An hour later, the younger guard comes back. He doesn’t enter the room fully. He stays by the outer door, his boots shifting on the concrete. When he brings the tray, he doesn’t drop it on the floor or kick the leg of the pillar. He sets it down twelve inches from my feet, his breath coming fast and shallow as if he’s afraid I might bite through the cloth.
There is salt in the broth today. It is hot enough to steam against my knees, and the bread isn’t green at the corners.
The Gray Coat doesn’t come back at all.
I sit in the dark, my wrists burning under the plastic, my body mapping the remaining hours until the freight train rolls through the valley. The warehouse is still cold, still industrial, still stale with the smell of old blood and concrete dust. But the hand on my face didn’t leave a bruise. It left an anchor. 
I should hate him. He is likely the one who holds the ledger; operator of the machine that built the cage holding my family. I can’t help but wonder where Daddy is and whether he’s still alive.
When the commuter train clicks past, the air in the room shifts again, and for the first time in too many days, the phantom bite of the zip ties doesn’t make me want to scream. I breathe in, small and secret, searching the drafts for the last fading thread of citrus and frozen wool. 
I survived because the hawk looked down and decided the root wasn’t worth striking.






  
  Chapter 1

Tisiphone


One Year Later — Blackroot Manor 
The dirt under my fingernails is the only thing that doesn’t lie. 
I keep my gloves beside me on the carrier where I keep my things. They are thin, blue nitrile, sterile enough for a lab but useful enough for a girl who likes to touch things that can kill a horse in under twenty minutes. 
Right now, though, I want the raw earth. I want the damp, black loam of the ridge between my thumbs, the icy bite of the mountain soil grounding the jump in my blood before the fading mists can turn my fingers into live wires. 
The monkshood is coming up beautifully this year. 
Their little green heads look like small, clenched fists pushing through the leaf mold, innocent as clover until you bruise the leaf and let the aconitine find a scratch on your skin. My grandmother used to call it wolfsbane, used to say it was the first thing that grew where the foam from Cerberus’s jaws hit the grass. 
She didn’t have a degree in botany. She just had an old King James Bible with five dried, pressed leaves in the book of Revelation and a kitchen window that smelled of elderberry wine and kerosene. 
“Tisi,” a voice calls from the terrace.
I don’t look up. I know the stride without checking the horizon. It’s my mother, her flat shoes crushing the lingering winter detritus with that rhythmic, executive tempo that means she’s already cleared the security logs and found three things she needs to fix before the next board call. 
She smells of the high-end espresso Darla brews at dawn and the sharp, clean lavender soap she uses continually to try to wash the warehouse out of her skin. She thinks the lavender works. I don’t tell her that underneath the flowers, she still smells like the limestone dust of Charlotte. 
“Hey, baby,” she says softly. 
She stops four feet away, just outside the drip-line of the old hemlock. She doesn’t reach for me. We don’t do a lot of reaching in this house anymore; we move around each other like four small cutters orbiting a dead carrier, keeping the perimeters clear and the lines tight. 
“Morning, Mama,” I say, my voice keeping that low, steady rhythm I took from the old valley hymns. It keeps her from checking my eyes for the twitch. 
“What are you working on?” she asks, nodding at the neat, black nursery trays lined up on the nearby stone bench. Each one has a little white stake with my small, coded handwriting—numbers and letters that look like grid coordinates but are actually the dates the seeds cracked. 
“Trying something.” I let her see the corner of my mouth move. Just a small, dark stitch of a smile to show her I’m present. 
“Something that requires gloves?” She points to the nitrile pair. 
“Not yet,” I reply. This time the smile is kept hidden on the inside. 
She watches me for another thirty seconds, her eyes narrow and calculating, the way she looks at a zoning map before she buys the entire mountain. Mama would prefer if I were inside the safety of Blackroot Manor’s walls instead of out here on the lawn with nothing but sky and tree cover above. 
She wants me in the kitchen with Megaera, who is currently drowning her night terrors in a five-inch screen full of shell company transactions, or out back in the shed with Alecto, who has been hitting the heavy bag since six a.m. until the iron chains rattle like old bones. 
But she won’t push the door. She knows that if she pulls me out of the dirt before the sun hits the ridge, the jangling in my hands won’t stop until dark. 
“Physical therapist is at eight,” she reminds me, straightening the collar of her black blazer with two quick, precise fingers. “Darla said she’d bring your tea out if you stay past seven.” 
“I’ll be in.” 
She nods once, that short, corporate snap of the chin, and turns back toward the house. Her silhouette against the cool limestone of Blackroot Manor is straight as a plumb line. She is the CEO of Wyrdwood Development, the woman who smiles for the Chamber of Commerce while her second phone stays in her pocket, loaded with the names of the men who owe allegiance to our family for far darker reasons. 
I know she worries about me out here in the garden. She and my two sisters think of me as fragile, and for most of my life, I’ve been content to let them think so. They don’t know I’m only fragile in the way a strong wind can bend a tree. It might even break, like parts of me did in that warehouse almost a year ago.
But I’m a lot like a tree that grows back over and around obstacles, stretching toward the light, sometimes even absorbing what was meant to harm it. And my roots run deep into the earth on these mountains.
I wait until the glass terrace door clicks shut before I look at my palms.
The soil has left a dark, curved crescent under every nail, like five small moons rising out of the skin. My hands aren’t shaking today. They are heavy. Steady.
I reach for the blue nitrile gloves, pulling them on with a sharp, latex thwack that sounds like a small whip cracking in the early morning gloam.
The monkshood isn’t for the resorts. It isn’t for the pretty stone planters Mama puts near the infinity pools to give the New York tourists the “illusion of danger” with their trout. 
I am growing something else entirely. 
I drop my chin into my collar, breathing in the fecund aroma of the damp earth, but my mind doesn’t stay in the garden. It slides back down the mountain, past the gates, past the highway, back to the cold concrete floor where the air smells of cedar and expensive citrus. 
It’s been a year since the warehouse, and Meg still can’t find the core of the data she’s been analyzing so fervently. Mama wants to find the men who hurt us and deal with them first. It’s a fine place to start. 
Alecto is simply eager to hurt someone the way they hurt her. She’s honed herself into a blade, but I don’t think she realizes how brittle that has made her. I can only hope she survives her trauma before it burns her alive.
I wonder if they’ll discover the identity of the man who unbuttoned his coat and smoothed the blood out of my hair with a black leather glove. Part of me wants to thank him because after that visit, the brutality eased and soon after, we were released.
But with relief came the news that the wheels of the machine that wanted what my parents had built ran right over my father. They left him on the side of the road in a mangled car, that teasing light in his eyes burned out forever.
He is still out there. I can feel him in the pattern of the news—in the quiet, bloodless way certain real estate consortia buy up the independent timber yards before Wyrdwood can clear the titles. He is the shadow member in the rooms where men don’t shout because they don’t have to. 
I take a small glass vial from the pocket of my apron, the clear liquid inside moves like mineral oil against the flint glass.
Mama thinks she is the shield, and Alecto is the sword. Yes, they believe I stayed in the cellar of memory because my room stays dark and I don’t like sudden noises. However, they underestimate the quiet ones. They always have. 
I look up at the mountain ridge, where the mist is turning from cotton fluff to a hard, bright gold under the climbing sun. Time to finish up my work out here and head into the greenhouse.
Blood stands, the family vow goes. Bone remembers. 
I adjust the blue plastic over my fingers, my touch light against the green stems of the wolfsbane. 
“I’m watching too,” I whisper into the leaves.
And somewhere in the valley, a train whistle blows.






  
  Chapter 2

Tisiphone


Present Day 
The mist doesn’t rise from the ground in early April; it drops from the ridges like carded wool caught on the hemlock boughs, as if the spirits who roam these mountains are hovering overhead to keep an eye on their descendants. Most days I like to imagine my Granny Mullins peeking out from the vapor and guiding me as I work with the plants she taught me about.
It is 5:22 a.m. when the heating elements in the floorboards click, a low, hydraulic sigh that runs through the foundation of the greenhouse before the first grow lights hum to life. I don’t need the copper chime hanging from the cedar beam to tell me the wind has shifted to the north. My bones know it first. 
The old fractures from the warehouse, the ones the physical therapist spent six months trying to soften with her small, fragrant oils, have their own way of reading the barometric pressure. They tighten when the moisture thickens over the creek, a dull, metallic ache that stays until the sun clears the gap.
In the center of the glasshouse, the air stays thick and sweet, smelling of peat moss, wet gravel, and the green, peppery musk of things that shouldn’t be touched with bare fingers. I like the light here before the sun hits it. Under the blue-spectrum halogens, the seedlings don’t look green; they look like small, velvet teeth pushing through the dark loam.
I move down the row of cedar flats with a pair of long, brass tweezers, my fingers steady inside the blue nitrile. Aconitum napellus. Monkshood. They are two inches high now, their true leaves showing that deep, jagged five-lobed spread that will later mimic the shape of an old woman’s hand. 
They need to be thinned before the roots tangle. If you let them crowd, the alkaline in the sap goes sour, competing for the iron in the dirt until the whole batch turns stunted and weak.
I like them strong. I like them disciplined.
My notebook sits on the corner of the limestone bench, its oilskin cover stained with tea and the dark purple juice of crushed elderberry. There are no names in it. Just grid lines, numbers, and the small, cursive dates that look like warehouse freight schedules if you don’t know how to read the codes.
04-02: Row 3, Flat B. Twelve sprouts. No damping off. Temperature constant at 68.
I hear her before she reaches the gravel path.
Most people walk on the balls of their feet when they’re trying to be quiet in the morning, their heels coming down with a soft, rolling thud that vibrates through the grass. Meg walks like that, heavy, strategic, her slippers dragging just enough to let you know she’s carrying the weight of three server farms in her pocket.
But this step is distinct. It is light and irregular, the weight shifting toward the outside of the sole, the cadence of someone who spends her life walking on side-hill trails where the dirt wants to slide out from under your instep. A short stride, a pause, then the distinct, dry crush of hemlock needles against stone.
Lena.
I don’t turn around when the glass door slides open. I don’t have to. The draft she brings in is enough. It smells of cold creek water, the sour smoke of the wood-stove she keeps burning in her cabin down at the holler, and that sharp, herbal oil she mixes herself from dried rosemary and mutton tallow to keep her hands from chapping in the spring wind.
She doesn’t speak. Lena’s been around long enough to know the rules of the house before six. She just moves down the central aisle, her oversized moss-colored sweater catching on the edge of the rosemary pots, leaving a green, resinous wake behind her.
When she reaches the bench, she sets her tote bag down with a soft, metallic jingle. Through the canvas, I can see the outline of her old Marantz tape recorder, the heavy, silver-faced thing she bought at an estate sale in Madison County that still smells of thirty years of tobacco smoke and three percent beer. Next to it, three old Maxell cassette tapes, their labels scribbled over in that soft, blue ink she uses when she’s interviewing the old women up on the creeks.
People keep telling her to get one of those tiny digital recorders, but Lena won’t hear of it. She treasures what her grandmother taught her, the way I do what mine taught me. It’s as if we inherited a bit of their old souls as we sat at their elbows learning their craft.
“They’re coming up early,” she says. Her voice has the morning gravel in it, low and thick, the mountain drawl softer than mine but deeper, rooted in the red clay of the lower valley where her folks have buried their dead since the King’s grant.
“The floor-heat helps,” I reply, not taking my eyes off the brass tweezers. I slide the prongs around a tiny stem, lifting it out of the peat with a whisper of root-hair. “They think it’s mid-May.”
“Trickin’ ’em.”
My lips curl. “Helping them.”
Lena leans her hip against the stone bench, her long denim skirt hiking up a bit. Her boots are dark with wear, shaped by traversing creeks, getting caked with the yellow mud of the Madison ridge, and scrabbling over the granite of the mountains. 
She watches my hands. She’s the only person in this family who doesn’t look at my wrists when I’m working. The others watch for the twitch, the sudden, small spastic jerk that means the cellar of memory has opened its door again. Lena just watches the plants.
She reaches out, her hand brown and wide from a winter of hauling wood, and pulls a dried leaf off the datura hanging above us. Her thumb rolls the brown skin until it crumbles into dust between her fingers.
“Met an old lady up on Spillcorn yesterday,” she reports, her eyes fixed on the dust as it falls onto the gravel. “Mrs. Gentry. Eighty-eight years old. Lives in a log house with four hounds and a wood-cookstove that’s older than the county.”
“What’s her mind like?”
“Sharp as a briar. She’s the one who kept her grandmother’s recipe book for the croup. Had it written down in the back of an old ledger from the Madison Timber Company, dated 1912.” Lena reaches into her pocket, her fingers coming out with a small piece of brown grocery bag, folded into a tight square. She unfolds it with her thumbnail, smoothing the crease against the stone. “She told me something about the wolfsbane. Said her people didn’t call it that. Called it the parson’s tongue.”
I pause, the tweezers holding a small sprout an inch above the soil. “Why?”
“Said if you put three drops of the root-juice in a man’s tea, he’ll tell you every lie he’s ever told his wife before his lungs go small.” Lena looks up, her eyes, that dark, leaf-brown that looks green when the sun catches the glass, settling on my face. “Said the old women used to keep a jar of it behind the flour bin. Not for the foxes. For the men who came home from the logging camps with grease on their collars and nothing in their pockets.”
“It’s efficient,” I tell her, my voice level. “The aconitine stops the heart within forty minutes if the dosage is right.” 
“That’s what I told her.” Lena’s mouth twitches at the corner, that quiet, private smile she only gives the greenhouse. “She just laughed. Said forty minutes is a long time if you’re holding the door shut from the outside.”
She steps closer, her shoulder brushing against mine. She doesn’t ask before she reaches up; her thumb is warm and slightly rough from the cold as it brushes a small streak of black peat off my left cheekbone. Her touch is lingering, a slow, deliberate pressure that stays for two seconds after the dirt is gone, her thumb trailing down to the line of my jaw before it falls away.
My heart doesn’t shift its beat. It stays steady, but the skin where her hand was feels different from the rest of my face. It feels like the air after a freight train has passed, settled, heavy, full of the current she brought up from the road.
“You didn’t sleep,” she observes.
“I slept for four hours.”
Lena turns her back to the bench to look out at the mist. She reaches into her tote bag, her fingers shuffling through the loose papers until she pulls out a small, blue-lined notebook with a rubber band around it. 
She doesn’t show me the pages, but I know what’s in there. Songs. Old remedies for the rot. Names of women who died in childbirth in 1890 with nothing but a cedar shingle for a headstone. Lena collects them the way I collect seeds, not because she wants to use them, but because she’s afraid if someone doesn’t write them down, the language will go out like an old lamp.
“Mrs. Gentry had an old saying,” Lena murmurs, her thumb hooking into the rubber band, stretching it until it clicks against the cardboard cover. “Said some bloodlines hear the mountain clearer than others. Said the Mullins women always had that prophetic streak, the old ones up on the ridge who could tell when a well was going sour before the water turned gray.”
I don’t look at her. I slide the tweezers into the drawer, the brass clicking against the wood. “Prophecy is just pattern recognition, Lena. You look at the clouds long enough, you know when it’s going to rain. It isn’t a gift. It’s just attention.”
Lena rolls her shoulder in a noncommittal gesture. “Maybe.” Her voice drops a register, the drawl thickening. “But she said something else. Said when a Blackroot woman stops talking, that’s when you need to watch the well. Said they don’t pour their water out for everyone to see. They let it settle until the mud hits the bottom.”
She steps back, the sleeve of her sweater rustling against the nursery trays. In a few steps, she reaches the small tin kettle I keep on the hot plate in the corner, her movements as familiar with this space as mine are. 
She doesn’t ask if I want tea. Knowing that I’ll drink it if she fixes it, she just fills the tin from the filtered tap, her fingers moving with that easy, domestic grace that belongs to someone who has spent half her life in the little makeshift kitchen I have set up out here.
She sets two heavy ceramic mugs on the stone. They are the ones we bought at the fire department yard sale three years ago. They’re made of thick, blue clay with chips along the rims that look like old teeth.
“Your mama wants me to go down to the resort today,” she says, watching the water begin to simmer, the little white bubbles rising like salt. “She wants me to do a piece for the Wyrdwood newsletter about the old moonshine routes on the back ridge. To give the guests something to read while they’re drinking their twenty-dollar bourbon.”
“Are you going?”
“I’ll go,” Lena says, her back to me. “The old trails are still there under the briars. If you know where the stone chimneys fell, you can find the old stills. Most of ’em have been crushed since the fifties, but the copper stays in the dirt. Nothing grows right where the mash spilled. The soil goes sour for fifty years.”
She turns around, holding the two mugs, the steam rising between her hands like a veil. Instead of handing one to me, she sets it on the edge of the notebook, exactly where the oilskin is stained, then stands there, her fingers staying on the handle as if she’s waiting for me to take the heat from her.
I look down at the blue plastic on my hands. Without removing my gloves, I slide my fingers into the handle of the mug, the nitrile thin enough to let the heat of the clay through, but thick enough to keep the salt of my skin off the glaze.
We stand like that for five minutes while the halogens hum above us. The mist outside is changing, turning from that heavy, leaden gray to a thin, milk-white as the sun begins to bleed through the hemlocks on the eastern gap.
From the main house, a fair bit up the stone path, the first kitchen light throws a yellow square onto the lawn. Darla is up. 
“Tisi.” Lena’s face is closer now. She’s looking at the white stakes in the nursery trays, the ones with my small, coded grid-numbers. Her thumb moves along the edge of my notebook, not opening it, just feeling the thickness of the paper.
“You’ve been writing a lot of numbers lately,” she says softly. “More than usual for the spring planting. You only catalog this hard when you’re hunting for something specific.”
“The weather’s complicated this year.”
“It ain’t the weather.” She doesn’t look up, but her voice has gone tight, the way it does when she’s listening to an old woman tell a story about an old killing that never went to court. “I’ve seen the way you look at the paper when Meg brings the mail up from the gate. You don’t look at the letters. You look at the postmarks.”
I take a slow breath: five seconds in, five seconds out. The air in my lungs is full of her rosemary oil and the life growing all around us. 
“Meg missed it.” 
Lena stays still, her hand resting flat against the oilskin cover of my journal. “Missed what?”
“The core,” I whisper. I lean down, my chin nearly touching the collar of my shirt, my eyes following the line of the monkshood seedlings under the blue light. “She thinks Vanguard was an engine with five cylinders. She thinks she pulled the wires out of the spark plugs one by one, and that the car has stopped running.”
“And did it?”
I let my voice go small, so small the copper chimes don’t even vibrate with the air. ““It’s a gravity system, Lena. The weight is at the top. Arthur and Loggains weren’t the engine. They were only the motion.”
Lena’s thumb presses into the leather of the journal, the cardboard underneath giving way with a small, dry creak. She doesn’t ask me how I know. She doesn’t tell me I’m spiraling, the way Alecto does when I stay in the dark too long, or the way Mama looks at me with that pitying, executive sigh that means she’s going to call the doctor in Asheville for another bottle of the green capsules.
She looks into my eyes through the muted morning light.
“You found a thread,” she says.
“I know there’s someone else. Someone who was the architect behind it all, but wasn’t overtly part of Vanguard.”
I reach down, my gloved hand taking the glass vial from my apron pocket. The clear, thick oil inside moves slowly against the flint glass, heavy as glycerine, catching the blue light of the halogens until it looks like a drop of river water trapped in ice.
“Mama and my sisters think they cleared the board. They think because the house is quiet and Meg has declared there’s nothing left to find, the debt is settled.”
I have no fear in revealing my family’s secrets to Lena. Her family has lived alongside the Mullins family in these mountains for generations. We know who each other is and where we come from down to the marrow.
Lena looks at the vial. Her breathing has changed. It’s gone short, that quick, defensive rattle she gets when she’s trailing a scent through the brush and finds something too big for her dog to tree.
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