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Prologue: The Lesson
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October 1919

The deer came down to drink at first light, when the mist was still caught in the hollow like cotton batting.

Jessie was nine years old. She sat perfectly still on the fallen log, the Winchester heavy across her small lap. Papa knelt beside her, one hand steadying the barrel, the other resting lightly on her shoulder.

"Don't chase it with the sight," Papa whispered. His breath smelled like coffee and tobacco. "Let it come to you. Breathe. Wait."

The buck was a six-pointer, rust-colored in the dawn light. It stepped through the laurel, cautious, testing the air. Forty yards out. Then thirty.

Jessie's heart hammered against her ribs.

"Now you got a choice," Papa said softly. "You can take the shot, or you can let him walk. Either way, you live with it. You pull that trigger, you finish what you start. You understand?"

"Yes, sir."

"Then decide."

Jessie watched the buck lower its head to the creek. She felt the weight of the rifle, the cold steel, the rough walnut stock against her cheek. She thought about her brother Jeremiah Ray Stubbins, who everyone just called Ray, sixteen years old, skinning last year's deer in the barn. She thought about Mama's stew pot, empty more often than not.

She breathed out slow.

She squeezed.

The crack split the morning wide open. The buck leapt once, stumbled, and fell.

Papa's hand tightened on her shoulder. "Good girl. Now we go finish it."

They walked down to the creek together. The buck was still alive, eyes rolling, legs kicking weakly. Papa handed Jessie his knife.

"Quick and clean, Jessie. That's the mercy we owe."

Her hands shook, but she did it. The buck went still.

Papa cleaned the blade in the creek and handed it back to her. "You did right. But don't ever forget: you take a life, you carry it. Even when it's needful. Even when it's just. You carry it."

Jessie looked at her hands. They were red to the wrists.

"I'll remember, Papa."

Ray came crashing through the brush a moment later, grinning wide. "You got him, Little Sister! Hot damn, you got him!"

He hoisted the buck's head, admiring the rack. Papa smiled, rare and warm as summer sun.

"She's got the gift, Ray," Papa said. "Steady hands. Steady heart."

Ray looked at Jessie with something like awe. "Little Sister don't miss."

Papa carved those initials into the Winchester's stock that afternoon—J.R.S—Jeremiah Raymond Stubbins. Jessie watched the curls of wood fall away, revealing the letters beneath.

"This rifle's been in our family forty years," Papa said. "It'll be here forty more, God willing. Long as there's a Ray on this land, this gun stays with us."

Jessie touched the carved letters with her fingertip.

"Yes, sir," she said.

She didn't know that Papa would be dead within three years. Pneumonia. She didn't know Ray would have to quit school to work the farm. She didn't know that fifteen years later, she'd hold that same rifle in her hands and make a choice she couldn't take back.

But that morning, by the creek, with the mist burning off and the blood drying on her hands, Jessie learned the only lesson that mattered:

You finish what you start. You carry what you kill.
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PART I: The Heat

Chapter 1: Candletop and Clay
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The heat in Georgia didn't just sit on you; it hunted you. It found the hollow of your throat and the small of your back. It turned the red clay into brick and the air into hot soup.

It was August, 1934. The depression had teeth everywhere in America, but down here in the wiregrass country, it had swallowed the world whole.

Jessie sat on the bottom step of the porch, whittling a stick of cedar just to keep her hands busy. The shavings curled onto her boots—men's work boots, two sizes too big, laced tight to keep the dust out. She was twenty-four now, but she still wore overalls and kept her dark hair cropped short with kitchen scissors. The women at church whispered about it. Jessie didn't care.

She watched her brother, Ray, throw a canvas tarp over the bed of the Ford Model A truck. The metal of the truck bed was so hot you could smell the paint baking.

"That rope's fraying, Ray," she said. Her voice was low, rasping a little from the dust.

Ray didn't look up. He yanked the knot tight, sweat dripping from the brim of his hat. "It'll hold. It has to hold."

He walked around to the cab, wiping his face with a rag that was already gray with grease. Ray was thirty, but the sun and the soil had chiseled him into looking forty. He had Papa's eyes—soft, brown, too kind for a world this hard—but he had a back made of iron.

Jessie looked past him at the land. Three hundred acres, most of it played out. The cotton had burned up in July. The corn was stunted. The pecan grove Papa planted twenty years ago was the only thing still producing, and even that was half what it used to be.

On the porch rail, weighted down with a rusty horseshoe, was the tax notice. Jessie had read it so many times she had it memorized:


DELINQUENT PROPERTY TAX NOTICE

Parcel 447, Ray-Stubbins Property

Amount Due: $47.00

Payment Required by: September 15, 1934

Failure to pay will result in public auction.



Forty-seven dollars. It might as well have been four hundred.

"Two weeks up at Candletop," Ray muttered, more to the truck than to Jessie. "Hauling for the Dockery boys. Should clear fifty, if the truck don't quit and the creek don't rise."

"Creek ain't risen in six months," Jessie said. She stood up, brushing the cedar shavings from her overalls. "You got enough water?"

"Plenty."

"Spare fan belt?"

"Got two."

"Extra oil?"

Ray stopped and looked at her. His face softened. "I'll be alright, Jess. I've done this run before."

"Not in August you haven't. Not in this heat."

"I know." He reached out and squeezed her shoulder. His hand was rough, callused, familiar. "But we're out of choices."

A cloud of dust rose up the driveway, heralded by the grind of gears. A battered green pickup bounced over the ruts and skidded to a halt next to Ray's Ford.

Andy Warlord hopped out.

He was everything Ray wasn't. Where Ray was solid and quiet, Andy was a live wire—loud, grinning, moving with a loose-limbed swagger that charmed the old ladies at church and the young girls at the dances. He wore a clean shirt, which was a miracle in this dust, and his hair was slicked back with pomade. He had a straight, white smile that belonged in a Coca-Cola advertisement.

"Heading for the high country!" Andy shouted, slapping the hood of Ray's truck. "Leaving us to sweat it out down here in the hellfire, huh?"

Ray's face broke into a grin. He wiped his hand on his pants and took Andy's handshake, pulling him into a one-armed embrace. "Somebody's got to pay the tax man, Andy. Unless you got fifty dollars buried in a jar somewhere."

Andy laughed, a bright, sharp sound. "Brother, if I had fifty dollars, I'd be halfway to Savannah by now." He reached into his back pocket and pulled out a silver flask. He unscrewed the cap and handed it to Ray. "One for the road. Keep the radiator cool."

Ray took a pull, winced, and handed it back. "Burns good."

"Best corn in the county," Andy said, taking a swig himself. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, his eyes drifting toward the house. "You leave plenty of firewood for Lurene? Hate to think of her hauling logs."

"She won't have to," Ray said. "Woodpile's high. Jessie can handle the rest."

Jessie watched them. She'd known Andy Warlord her whole life. He and Ray had been inseparable since they were boys—fishing together in the creek, running shine together during Prohibition, getting thrown out of the same tent revival for laughing during the sermon. Once, when Ray was seventeen and got his leg caught in a thresher, it was Andy who pulled him out and rode six miles for the doctor. Ray still limped when it rained.

Brothers, Ray called him. Closer than blood.

But something had changed in Andy lately. Jessie couldn't name it, but she felt it. His eyes didn't settle anymore. They moved quick, restless, like he was always looking for the exit.

Andy turned his smile on Jessie. It was a practiced smile, dazzling and empty. "Little Sister," he nodded. "You gonna keep that ornery brother of mine in line while he's up in the mountains?"

"He don't need me for that," Jessie said flatly.

Andy laughed. "No, I reckon he don't." He turned back to Ray. "Listen, I'll keep an eye on things here. Check in on the ladies. Make sure the foxes don't get into the hen house."

"I appreciate it, Andy," Ray said earnestly. "I truly do."

Andy clapped a heavy hand on Ray's shoulder. "Hell, Ray, you'd do the same for me. That's what brothers do." He glanced back at the house again, just for a second, then grinned. "Besides, somebody's got to make sure Lurene don't get too lonesome out here."

Ray's smile flickered, but he nodded. "She gets nervous when I'm gone."

"Well, don't you worry. I'll stop by every few days. Bring some eggs from my hens, maybe help Jessie with the fence if it needs mending."

"You're a good man, Andy."

Andy hopped back in his truck, revving the engine. "Don't take any wooden nickels, Ray!" He peeled out, kicking gravel onto the porch, leaving a cloud of exhaust hanging in the humid air.

Ray watched him go, smiling. Then the smile faded as he turned back to Jessie. The playfulness was gone.

"Come here, Jess," he said.

He walked past her, into the house. The inside was dim, the shades drawn against the heat. The air was thick, barely cooler than outside. A single electric fan hummed in the corner—one of only three luxuries they had: the fan, the icebox, and the radio that only worked half the time.

Ray went to the mantle above the cold fireplace.

Lying there, heavy and dull-black, was Papa's Winchester Model 1894. It was a lever-action .30-30, a deer gun, a man-stopper. The walnut stock was scratched and worn smooth by three generations of hands. Carved near the butt plate were the initials J.R.S.—Jeremiah Raymond Stubbins, their father.

Ray picked it up, checking the action. Clack-clack. He ejected a shell, caught it, and thumbed it back in.

"I'm leaving this," Ray said.

"I don't need it," Jessie said. "I got the shotgun for snakes."

"This ain't for snakes," Ray said quietly. He leaned the rifle against the wall by the door, hidden behind the coat rack where it couldn't be seen from outside. "It's for... well, it's just for sure."

He looked toward the bedroom door, which was slightly ajar. Through the crack, Jessie could see Lurene sleeping. It was noon, and she was still in bed. A second fan hummed in there, pushing the hot air in lazy circles. Lurene's silk slip was draped over the chair. Her makeup bottles crowded the dresser Ray had built with his own hands.

Ray lowered his voice. "Lurene... she gets lonely, Jess. She ain't like us. She grew up in Macon. Electric lights. Picture shows. The quiet out here, it gets to her."

"She's lazy, Ray," Jessie said flatly.

"She's delicate," Ray corrected, though his eyes looked tired. He rubbed the back of his neck. "I know she don't... I know she ain't what you'd pick. But I love her, Jess. And I'm asking you. Please. You promise me. You look out for her. Make sure she's alright. Don't let her run off to town and spend money we ain't got."

Jessie looked at the rifle, then at Ray. She saw the lines around his eyes. She saw how thin he'd gotten. She saw Papa's ghost in his face.

"I promise," she said.

Ray grabbed his hat. He leaned down and kissed Jessie on the forehead. He smelled of sweat, motor oil, and the whiskey Andy had given him. He smelled like safety.

"Two weeks," Ray said. "Then we pay the taxes, and maybe... maybe things get easier."

He walked out the door. Jessie stood in the shadow of the coat rack, her hand brushing the cold steel of the Winchester's barrel. The metal was still cool from the night before. In this heat, that wouldn't last.

She heard the Ford crank over, cough once, and catch. She heard the crunch of tires on gravel. She listened until the engine noise faded into the drone of the cicadas.

Then, from the bedroom, a voice called out—whiny, high-pitched, and bored.

"Jessie? Did he finally leave? God, it's hot in here. Bring me some iced tea, would you?"

Jessie closed her eyes. She counted to five.

"Get it yourself, Lurene," she whispered to the empty room.

But she went to the kitchen anyway. She had promised.

The kitchen was the hottest room in the house. The icebox leaked, leaving a puddle on the linoleum that never quite dried. Jessie chipped a piece of ice from the block, wrapped it in a dishtowel, and poured lukewarm tea from the pitcher. She added two spoonfuls of sugar—more than she'd allow herself, but Lurene would complain if it wasn't sweet enough.

She carried the glass down the narrow hallway to the bedroom.

Lurene was sitting up in bed now, fanning herself with a movie magazine. She was twenty-six, pale-skinned and pretty in the way city girls were pretty—soft hands, painted nails, hair that curled just so. She wore a peach-colored nightgown that Ray had bought her last Christmas, back when they still had a little money saved.

"Thank God," Lurene said, taking the glass without looking at Jessie. She drank half of it in one gulp and sighed dramatically. "I swear, Jessie, I'm going to melt into this mattress and just die. How do you people live like this?"

"We work," Jessie said.

Lurene's eyes flicked up, sharp. Then she smiled, sugary and false. "Well, we can't all be farm girls, can we?" She set the glass on the nightstand, next to a bottle of perfume and a dog-eared Sears catalog. "Is Ray gone?"

"Left ten minutes ago."

"Good." Lurene stretched, catlike, and picked up the catalog. She flipped it open to a page she'd marked with a ribbon. "Look at this dress, Jessie. Isn't it just darling? Only three dollars. If Ray makes his money, maybe I can finally get something decent to wear."

Jessie looked at the dress. It was pale blue with lace at the collar. It was the kind of dress you wore to a garden party, not to a farm in the middle of nowhere.

"We need that money for the taxes, Lurene."

"Oh, I know," Lurene said, waving a hand dismissively. "But surely there'll be a little left over. A girl's got to have something, doesn't she?" She looked up at Jessie, her smile sharpening. "Or do you just plan to wear those overalls for the rest of your life?"

Jessie didn't answer. She turned to leave.

"Wait," Lurene said. Her voice softened, almost honeyed. "Andy stopped by this morning, didn't he? I thought I heard his truck."

"He came to see Ray off."

"Oh." Lurene's fingers traced the edge of the catalog. "He's such a good friend to Ray. Always looking out for him. For us." She glanced up, her eyes bright and curious. "Did he say if he'd be coming by again?"

"He said he'd check in."

"Well, that's sweet of him." Lurene smiled, small and secret. "He's always been so thoughtful."

Jessie felt something cold settle in her stomach. She looked at Lurene—at the way she held herself, at the way her eyes lingered on the window, at the faint smudge of rouge on her cheek even though she hadn't left the house in three days.

"You need anything else?" Jessie asked.

"No, darling. You run along." Lurene lay back on the pillows, the magazine open across her chest. "I might take a little walk later. Get some air. If that's alright with you."

"Do what you want, Lurene."

Jessie walked out, closing the door behind her.

She stood in the hallway for a long moment, listening. She heard Lurene humming softly—some tune from the radio, light and careless.

Jessie went back to the porch. She sat down on the bottom step and picked up her whittling knife. The cedar stick was half-carved now, shaped like nothing in particular. Just something to do with her hands.

The sun was high and brutal. The cicadas screamed. The air shimmered over the road.

And then, just at the edge of the tree line where the pines started, Jessie saw it:

A flash of movement. A figure, half-hidden in the shadows.

She went still.

The figure didn't move closer. It just stood there, watching. Then it turned and melted back into the trees.

Jessie's hand tightened on the knife.

She knew that shape. Lean, slouching, wrong.

Seth Amos.

She sat there for a long time, staring at the trees, the cedar shavings piling up at her feet.

The storm clouds were building on the horizon, low and dark, but they wouldn't come. They never did anymore.

Jessie finished the piece of cedar. It looked like a small, sharp stake.

She slipped it into her pocket and went inside.

Behind her, the rifle leaned against the wall, waiting.
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Chapter 2: The Painted Doll
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The first three days after Ray left were a slow suffocation. The sun rose white-hot and stayed that way until dusk, bleaching the color out of the world. The cornstalks rustled like dry paper in the dead air.

Jessie worked. She was up before dawn, feeding the chickens, mending the wire fence where the hogs had rooted under, chopping kindling for the stove. She worked because if she stopped, she would start thinking about the $47 tax notice, or the empty pantry, or the look in Papa's eyes the day he died.

Lurene did not work.

Lurene existed. She moved through the house like a ghost haunting a place she despised. She slept until ten. She spent an hour brushing her hair in front of the vanity. She sat on the front porch swing, pushing it back and forth with one bare foot, staring at the dust of the road.

On the first night, Jessie woke to the sound of crying. Soft, muffled, coming from Ray and Lurene's bedroom. She lay in the dark, listening. Part of her wanted to get up, to knock on the door, to ask if Lurene was alright.

She didn't. She rolled over and stared at the wall until the crying stopped.

By the second day, there was no more crying. Just silence.

On Tuesday morning—the fourth day—Jessie walked the property line, checking for breaks in the fence. The heat was already vicious at seven a.m. The wiregrass was yellow and dying. She found a section where something had pushed through—not a hog, something bigger. The wire was bent outward, the posts loose in the dry earth.

She stood there, looking at the trampled grass leading toward the tree line. Fresh boot prints. A man's boots. Size eleven, maybe twelve.

She followed the tracks twenty yards into the pines before they disappeared in the pine straw. She stood listening. Nothing but cicadas and the distant caw of crows.

She walked back to the fence and spent an hour re-stringing the wire, her hands blistering in the heat.

When she came up from the barn that afternoon, her shirt stuck to her back with sweat, carrying a bucket of eggs, Lurene was sitting on the porch steps. She had a bottle of nail polish open—bright, violent red. The smell of the acetone cut through the heavy scents of manure and pine sap like a knife.

"Careful," Jessie said, stepping around her. "You spill that, it won't come out."

Lurene didn't look up. She was painting her toenails, the brush moving with surgical precision. "It's called 'Fire Engine Red,'" she said. "Ordered it from Atlanta. Does it look too fast?"

"Who's gonna see it, Lurene?" Jessie asked. "The chickens?"

Lurene paused, the brush hovering over her pinky toe. She looked out at the empty fields, her expression hardening into something brittle. "I see it, Jessie. I see it."

She capped the bottle tight. "Ray took the truck," she said, her voice dropping. "I'm stuck here. Like a prisoner. I can't even go to the mercantile for a Coca-Cola."

"Ray took the truck to save the roof over your head," Jessie said.

Lurene laughed, a short, sharp sound. "This roof? It leaks when it rains and it bakes when it shines. I should have stayed in Macon. I could be working the counter at Woolworth's. I could be going to the pictures on Friday nights." She looked up at Jessie, her eyes bright and hard. "I could be with men who know how to talk about something other than cotton prices and the goddamn weather."

"But you ain't in Macon," Jessie said, opening the screen door. "You're here."

"Don't I know it," Lurene whispered.

On Wednesday morning, Jessie found the cigarette butt.

It was on the top porch step, left deliberately where someone would see it. It was hand-rolled, expensive tobacco—the kind you bought at the mercantile for fifteen cents a pouch, not the cheap stuff most men smoked.

Jessie picked it up, turning it over in her fingers. It was fresh. Smoked sometime in the night.

She looked out at the tree line. The pines were dark and still in the morning light.

Someone had been on the porch while they slept.

She crushed the butt in her fist and threw it into the yard. She didn't tell Lurene.

That afternoon, she went to the barn to check on the milk cow. The barn door was open. Not just unlatched—standing wide open, the latch hanging loose.

Jessie always closed the barn. Always. It was one of Papa's rules: Never leave the barn open. Foxes get in, coyotes get in, worse things get in.

She stood in the doorway, letting her eyes adjust to the dim interior. The cow was fine, chewing her cud in the stall. The chickens roosting in the rafters clucked softly. Nothing stolen. Nothing hurt.

But someone had been inside.

She walked through slowly, checking. One of Ray's old saddles had been moved. The rake was leaning against the wrong wall. Small things. Deliberate things.

A message: I can get in whenever I want.

Jessie's hands started to shake. She clenched them into fists until they stopped.

She left the barn and walked back to the house. She didn't run. She made herself walk slow and steady, her eyes scanning the trees.

When she got inside, she locked the door. Then she went to her bedroom and dragged the Winchester out from behind the coat rack. She leaned it against the wall next to her bed.

When did I start sleeping with a loaded rifle?

She didn't have an answer.

Wednesday evening, the intruder came back.

It was the purple hour, that brief window between sunset and full dark when the shadows stretched out long and strange. Jessie was doing a final walk of the perimeter, carrying the double-barreled shotgun broken open over her arm.

She smelled the smoke first. Not woodsmoke. Tobacco. The same expensive, store-bought tobacco from the cigarette butt.

She stopped near the dry creek bed that marked the edge of their land.

Thirty yards away, leaning against a sweetgum tree, was Seth Amos.

He was dressed in slacks and a white shirt, unbuttoned halfway down his chest despite the heat. He was smoking a cigarette, watching the house. His face was flushed, his eyes glassy. Drunk, or getting there.

He saw Jessie. He didn't run. He didn't hide. He just took a long drag, exhaled a plume of gray smoke, and smiled.

Jessie snapped the shotgun closed with a sharp clack. The sound carried in the still air.

Seth's smile widened. "That's a big gun for a little girl."

Jessie didn't answer. She raised the barrel, not aiming, just holding it ready.

"Your brother ain't here to protect you, girl," Seth said. His voice was slurred, lazy, like he had all the time in the world. "Heard he's up on Candletop. Dangerous work, hauling logs. Awful lot of accidents happen up there." He took another drag. "Be a shame if he didn't come back."

Jessie's finger moved to the trigger.

"And that pretty sister-in-law of his," Seth continued, pushing off the tree. He took a step closer. "She must get awful lonesome out here. All alone. In that big empty house." Another step. "Maybe I should stop by. Keep her company. Make sure she's... safe."

"You step on Ray's land," Jessie said quietly, "and I'll put you in the ground."
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