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Chapter One
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The first thing I saw was the torches. It was as if there were fifty living wounds of fire drifting through the black. They moved in perfect silence except for the hiss of burning pitch and the low pop when a knot of pine exploded in the flames. Our horses knew. Their ears flattened, nostrils flaring at the reek of kerosene and hate. One horse sidestepped, hooves skittering on gravel, but the line quickly reformed. The riders moved together until they felt less like individuals and more like a single creature, a pale serpent sliding down the dirt road with a hundred glowing eyes.

Nobody spoke. Nobody needed to.

Up front, my father sat straight as a judge on his big bay gelding. Ezekiel Whitlock never had to raise his voice; he only lifted his torch a fraction higher, and the entire column slowed to a crawl, hooves muffled in red dust, shadows stretching long and thin between the pines. Moonlight slid off the white hoods, turning them the color of old bone.

I could feel him from twenty yards back: the heat of his certainty rolling off him in waves, cold as well-water and twice as heavy. It pressed against my chest the way storm pressure before a twister touches ground. Every man there felt it too. You could see it in the way they held their reins, loose but ready, like men waiting for a sermon they already knew by heart.

Somewhere ahead, through the trees, a tiny house glowed soft and yellow, the last warm thing left in the world tonight, and we were coming for it.

We halted just beyond the last screen of pines. Down the gentle slope, the pastor’s house sat lit from within, its windows spilling soft gold onto the grass, as if it still believed the world was gentle. A child’s shadow crossed the curtain, small and quick, and something in my ribs cinched tight enough to hurt.

Ezekiel turned his horse in a slow, deliberate circle, the torch in his hand painting his hood the color of fresh blood. When he spoke, the words came low and sure, the same voice he used to read Scripture on Sunday mornings, only colder now, honed to a blade.

“Brothers,” he said, not loud, but every man leaned forward to drink it in. “Tonight, we remind this county who owns its soul.”

A ripple of assent moved through the line; torches lifted higher, a slow wave of fire.

“That preacher down there has forgotten the natural order,” Ezekiel went on, pointing with the torch until the flames licked toward the little house. 

“He fills their heads with poisonous ideas, tells ’em they’re the same as us, tells ’em they can stand straight and look us in the eye. That’s a sickness, brothers, and sickness has to be burned out before it spreads.”

He let the silence settle, heavy as wet wool. Then he turned in the saddle and looked straight at me.

Jesse leaned over from his saddle; his hood tilted like a conspirator. Even through the cloth, I could hear the grin in his whisper.

“Go on, Caleb. Make your daddy proud.”

The words slid into my ear like warm oil. I swung down. The ground felt suddenly foreign beneath my boots. My father was already there, waiting, the bottle cradled in his gloved hands like a newborn. 

The rag hung limp and wet from the neck, reeking of gasoline. Torchlight painted the inside of his hood hell-orange, turning the eyeholes into empty sockets.

He held it out.

“Take it.”

My fingers closed around the glass before my mind caught up. The bottle was heavier than sin and twice as cold. My hand shook; the liquid sloshed. Ezekiel saw; he always saw but said nothing. He only flicked a match alive between thumb and forefinger. The scratch cracked the night open like a rifle shot. Flame ran up the rag in a greedy blue tongue, and I was holding a living heart of fire.

“Strength before weakness,” he said, soft enough that only I could hear. “Honor before softness. Blood before all.”

A sermon in nine words. A death sentence in nine more.

Inside the house, a curtain twitched. I saw them plain: the pastor on his knees, arms around his wife; her face buried in her children’s hair; the little boy’s mouth open in a silent scream. Just a family. Just people. Praying to a God who was apparently busy elsewhere tonight.

My arm wouldn’t move.

“What are you waiting for, boy?” My father’s voice cut through the darkness cleanly. “Throw it.”

The bottle burned hotter. The rag hissed against my wrist. My pulse was a drum that only I could hear, loud enough to rattle my bones.

“Caleb!”

The name cracked like a whip.

I threw it.

The bottle left my hand smooth and accurate, a comet trailing fire. It punched through the night and kissed the side of the house with a wet, glassy pop. Flame burst outward in a starving roar, licking up clapboards, hungry for more. The roar of approval rolled up from behind me, fifty hooded throats giving voice to something ancient and rotten.

Jesse’s hand clapped my shoulder. “Attaboy,” he laughed, giddy as a child on Christmas morning.

Then the screaming started.

Raw, animal, human. A sound that should never come out of a child. It poured through the broken window and wrapped around my throat like wire. My arms dropped. I couldn't move. The night narrowed to that single, impossible note.

Ezekiel raised both arms, torch high, a dark preacher baptizing the sky in smoke.

“Let this be a warning!” he thundered. “The Whitlock name does not know mercy!”

The men howled with him, a single savage creature drunk on its own voice.

The house burned brighter, hotter, painting us all the color of judgment. Black smoke clawed upward, thick and violent, blotting out the stars.

And in that moment, with the screams still climbing the night behind me, I understood I had just stepped across a line drawn in fire. My father would never let me step back. And I wasn’t sure the boy who threw that bottle was still standing on this side of it. 
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​Chapter  Two
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I woke with the taste of smoke thick on my tongue, bitter and clinging like a confession I couldn’t spit out. For a long minute, I lay still, eyes fixed on the cracked plaster ceiling, bargaining with God or fate or whatever listened to boys like me. Let it be a nightmare. Let me wake up clean.

But nightmares don’t settle into your bones like lead. They don’t leave black flecks under my fingernails or the faint reek of kerosene in my hair. They don’t make your chest feel hollowed out by something hotter than guilt.

I dragged myself upright and shuffled to the bathroom. The pull-chain bulb sputtered to life, weak and sickly yellow, the same light that had watched me grow up. I stopped dead in the doorway. The boy in the mirror was a stranger.

Caleb Whitlock. Eighteen. Six-one, broad across the shoulders from years of tossing hay bales and swinging an axe until my palms blistered. Father always said I carried myself like a man who knew his place. But the face staring back looked carved from ash, blond hair matted and wild, blue eyes gone pale and watery, ringed with bruise-colored shadows. My jaw was locked so tight the muscle jumped under the skin, and behind those eyes something dark moved, restless and hungry, something I refused to name.

I turned the tap hard. Cold water hit the basin like punishment. I cupped it, splashed my face again and again, scrubbing until my skin stung.

When I looked up, water dripping from my chin, nothing had changed. The stranger was still there, wearing my skin like a poorly fitted mask. A boy who had stood by while a house burned. Who could still hear children screaming.

“Caleb?” My mother’s voice floated up the stairs, thin and careful, the way it got when Father wasn’t home yet. “Breakfast is ready, sweetheart.”

I pressed the towel to my face until the fibers burned my cheeks, then forced my feet to move. One step. Another. Down toward the smell of bacon and normalcy I no longer deserved.

BREAKFAST TABLE

The kitchen smelled of frying bacon and hot coffee, the kind of ordinary morning scent that used to mean the world was right-side up. Mama stood at the stove in her faded cotton apron, cinched tight around her narrow waist like she was holding herself together with it.

Annabelle Whitlock had always been small, barely taller than the enamel counter, and gentle as morning dew. When I was little, her smile came easily and often, lighting the whole room. These days, it only slipped out when Daddy was off at the factory or out with the men.

She turned when she heard me, and I saw what the night had done to her: eyes puffy and red-rimmed, like she’d cried herself dry after I’d gone to bed. She looked away quickly, poking at the eggs with a wooden spoon that trembled in her hand.

“Morning, Mama,” I said, voice low.

She reached up and brushed my cheek with fingers that shook just a little. “You look worn out, sugar.”

Before I could answer, heavy boots started down the stairs, slow, deliberate thuds that rattled the dishes in the cupboard. Daddy filled the doorway the way a thundercloud fills the sky: tall, thick through the chest, silver threading his beard, eyes hard and bright as busted glass. He carried the smell of last night’s cigars and the cold woods on his clothes.

But this morning he was grinning wide, like a man who’d won something big.

“There’s my boy!” he boomed, bringing his big hand down on my shoulder hard enough to sting. “Stood tall last night, Caleb. Show every man there you got Whitlock blood running true.”

I kept my face still, though my stomach lurched and my heart climbed into my throat. He dropped into his chair, snapped open the newspaper, and slapped it on the oilcloth in front of me like he was proud to show off a trophy buck.

NEGRO PASTOR’S HOME GUTTED BY BLAZE

Below it, a picture of what was left: charred timbers and blackened walls staring empty as a picked-over carcass. The story said the preacher, his wife, and their girl got out with cuts and smoke in their lungs. But the little boy, four years old, had been carried out wrapped in a blanket, his skin burned badly. Doctors figured he’d live. Figured he’d hurt the rest of his days.

Daddy shoveled eggs into his mouth and talked around them. “That’ll teach him,” he muttered, satisfied. “Preaching that integration foolishness from the pulpit. Thinking  he can stand up and talk equality to decent folks.” He gave a short, ugly chuckle. “Maybe now his young’un’ll know better about how the world’s ordered.”

My fork froze halfway to my mouth. He was proud, proud of me, for scaring a child for life.

Mama drifted over like a ghost, setting his toast down as carefully as setting nitroglycerin. One corner was a shade too dark.

Daddy’s smile vanished. His voice dropped low, the way it did right before thunder. “This toast is burnt, woman. Are you trying to tell me something?”

“No, sir,” she whispered, already reaching to take it back. “I’ll fix another right now—”

His hand shot out, caught her wrist hard enough to whiten the skin. The flat of his other hand cracked across her backside, sharp, loud, mean as a whip. She took a step forward but didn’t cry out. Didn’t even make a sound.

Something in me snapped loose.

“Dad!” The word tore out of me before I could stop it. I was half out of my chair.

He didn’t even look at me. “Sit down, boy. A woman’s place gets corrected when it needs correcting.”

I sank back slowly, a thin, cold crack running straight through me, quiet but deep enough to change the shape of everything.

Mama kept her eyes on the toaster, hands shaking as she slid in fresh bread. She never once looked my way. She didn’t have to. I could feel her hurt hanging in the air like a cloud of smoke.

“I need some air,” I mumbled, pushing back from the table.

The sun climbed bright and clean over the cotton fields, just as always. Inside, my father was humming a hymn. Inside, my mother was making fresh toast. Inside, a four-year-old boy was waking up in a hospital with burns that would never fully heal. And I was standing between all of it, belonging nowhere.
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[image: ]


The road to school stretched longer than usual that morning, the kind of quiet that rang in your ears and the bright that hurt to look at. Sunlight poured over the cotton fields like it was trying to wash the night clean, pretending nothing ugly had ever happened under its watch. Gravel popped under my boots, steady and indifferent. I shoved my hands deep in my pockets and tried to breathe the cool late-spring air without tasting smoke.

“Caleb Whitlock!” Jesse’s voice cracked the silence behind me. “Slow them long legs down, boy!”

I turned just as he jogged up, grinning wide enough to split his freckled face. Jesse Boone looked built for trouble. Wiry, quick, all elbows and sharp corners, sandy hair sticking up like he’d combed it with a firecracker. Those green eyes of his always lit up at the first hint of mischief or meanness.

We’d been raised side by side, thick as thieves and twice as reckless. Fished the same creeks, took the same whippings, bled in the same dirt. The only difference was that Jesse still looked up to my daddy like he hung the moon. I, on the other hand, was starting to see the shadows it cast.

“Your old man gave a hell of a sermon last night,” Jesse said, punching my arm hard enough to sting. “Shoot, Ezekiel Whitlock could talk fire outta green wood.”

I managed a grunt. “Yeah.”

“You’re lucky, Caleb. My pa couldn’t lead a prayer meeting, much less a chapter. I’d be strutting like a banty rooster if I had your blood.”

He didn’t notice how my shoulders locked up. Just kept walking, whistling some half-remembered Hank Williams tune, easy in his skin the way I used to be.

“You looked mean as hell throwing that bottle,” he went on, nudging me. “Thought for a second you’d set the place ablaze just by glaring at it. C’mon, laugh, it’s funny.”

I forced a laugh. It came out thin, but it was enough. We fell into our old rhythm after that shoving, jawing about Jesse’s sorry haircut, arguing whether Elvis could take Hank in a scrap. For a little while, it felt almost normal. Almost safe.

Then a motor roared behind us, rough and hungry. A beat-up ’50 Ford pickup rust-red and dented, as if it had lost every fight it ever started. It skidded to a stop up ahead, kicking up dust across the road. Doors flew open, and six Trinity Bend boys piled out, big as barns and twice as thick-headed, shoulders straining the seams of their work shirts.

Jesse spat in the dirt. “Well, hell. Look what the cat dragged in.”

I knew them on sight. Another chapter, always itching to prove they were harder than us. Brock Rudd led the pack, thick-necked and grinning like a wolf that already smelled blood.

“Well, well,” he drawled, folding arms thick as fence posts. “If it ain’t Ezekiel’s crown prince and his yapping little dog.”

Jesse stepped forward first, chin high. “Pocket-sized? Boy, I’ll fold you like a road map and sit on ya.”

The Trinity boys roared. Brock wiped his eyes like it was the funniest thing he’d heard all week. “Listen to Boone running his mouth. Cute.”

Then his eyes slid to me, cold and measuring. “Heard your daddy finally cut the leash, Caleb. Let me off the porch last night.”

I cracked my knuckles slowly, feeling the scabs from last night pull tight. “Y’all got business,” I said, voice flat, “or just out here showing off them dime-store shirts?”

The words hung for a second. Then Brock’s grin widened, and he charged.

Gravel exploded under his boots. His fist came high and heavy, easy to read. I ducked inside it, grabbed a fistful of shirts, and used his own weight to pitch him forward. My shoulder drove into his gut; air whooshed out of him like a busted bellows. Two more piled in, one clamping my arm, the other swinging wild for my ribs.

I twisted hard, yanked the first one into the path of the punch. It landed solidly on his buddy’s back. He cursed; I swept his legs and dropped him hard. Behind me, Jesse hit another like a wildcat, the two of them tumbling in a tangle of fists and dust.

It was over quickly. Just enough noise, just enough blood to burn off the poison boys like us carried around. My knuckles split open on Brock’s jaw; he staggered, blinked, then let out a low, surprised laugh.

“Damn, Whitlock,” he said, working his jaw side to side. “Getting stronger every year.”

And just like that, the storm passed.

Laughter rolled out rough and genuine, bloody lips, busted knuckles, shirts half torn off our backs, but grinning all the same. Brock slung a heavy arm across my shoulders like we were old pals.

“Tell your daddy we’ll see him at the next gathering,” he said. “Try not to burn the whole county down ’fore then.”

They climbed back into the truck, still chuckling, and roared off in a cloud of red dust.

Jesse wiped blood from his lip and spat pink into the grass. “Hell of a warm-up, huh?”

“Yeah,” I said, dragging air into my lungs.

He elbowed me. “C’mon, we’ll be late.”

We started walking again. Jesse talked about big plans, dumb jokes, and the same old noise. But inside me, something twisted tighter with every step. Last night’s fire. This morning’s fight. The easy laughter that followed, as none of it mattered.

Guilt and dust and the smell of blood all mixed up together, winding around my ribs like barbed wire pulling tighter. Jesse never saw it. Nobody did.

I wasn’t sure how much longer I could keep it hidden. 

KLEIN STEEL FACTORY

They said a man’s true colors showed brightest at work, and that morning Ezekiel Whitlock strode into Klein Steel, sure the world was finally about to pay him his due.

He crossed the factory yard with his chin high and his boots polished to a spit-shine, shoulders thrown back like he already wore the supervisor’s title. The whistle blew shrill and clear; white men, most of them brothers under the hood, lifted hands in greeting or dipped their chins as he passed.

“Morning, Zeke.”

“Boss is calling you up today, I reckon.”

“Bout time you ran the whole damn place.”

Ezekiel drank it in, clapping back and trading grins, easy as a preacher working a revival tent. In this town, fear and admiration were so knotted together that no one bothered trying to pull them apart.

When the foreman jogged over with a clipboard, Ezekiel straightened his shirtfront like he was headed to the governor’s mansion.

“Mr. Whitlock, Mr. Klein needs you in the office. Says it’s urgent.”

Ezekiel’s grin widened. He’d been waiting for this.

He climbed the metal stairs to the glass-walled office that overlooked the floor. Mr. Klein stood inside, shuffling papers and avoiding the window as though he could already feel the heat. Ezekiel knocked once and pushed in.

“Klein,” he said, voice thick with certainty. “Good news, I take it?”

Klein managed a thin smile. “Come in, Ezekiel. Shut the door.”

Ezekiel stepped inside, chest puffed, arms folded. Ready.

“I know you expected the supervisor spot,” Klein began, voice low. “You were considered.”

Ezekiel’s smile held, but something flickered behind his eyes.

“I’m afraid the position’s been filled.” Ezekiel blinked once, slowly. “By who?”

The door opened again before Klein could answer. A tall Negro man in a crisp button-down stepped in posture straight, eyes steady, the calm kind of confidence that didn’t need to announce itself.

“Morning,” he said politely, extending a hand. 

“I’m—” 

“Don’t,” Ezekiel snapped, recoiling as though the hand carried plague. “Don’t you dare put that near me.”

The man lowered his hand without flinching. “Name’s Jefferson. I’ll be your new supervisor. Looking forward to working together.”

Ezekiel’s laugh came out harsh and hollow. He wheeled on Klein. “This is your choice? After all I’ve done here?”

“Mr. Jefferson is qualified,” Klein said, voice tight but steady. “Educated. Experienced. He’s the best man for the job.”

The words struck like a match to dry grass. Ezekiel’s face twisted into something raw and ugly, the same look he’d worn once when a preacher dared tell him God answered to no man.

“You little Jewish rat,” he hissed. “You and your kind think you can spit in my face in my own town? Replace me with this?”

“That’s enough, Mr. Whitlock,” Klein cut in.

But Ezekiel was already moving, shoving past Jefferson hard enough to rattle the doorframe. Curses spilled from him as he stormed down the stairs and across the floor, men turning to watch the fury rolling off him like heat off molten steel.

He left the building the way a man leaves for war, high on adrenaline, fists clenched, already planning the fight to come.

SCHOOL CAFETERIA

By lunchtime, the scrap with the Trinity Bend boys had faded into the usual cafeteria roar: scraping, trays clattering, the thick smell of mashed potatoes, pinto beans, and fryer grease hanging in the air like fog. Laughter bounced off the cinder-block walls, crude jokes flying faster than the cornbread.

Jesse and I dropped onto the bench with Tommy Jenkins and the rest of the boys from our crowd. A greasy stack of playing cards already sat in the middle of the table.

“Twenty-one?” Jesse asked, sliding in.

“You know it,” Tommy said, flicking a card across the scarred metal.

I dealt myself in, letting the slap of cards on the tabletop drown out everything else. The boys whooped and carried on like the world was nothing but sunshine and easy wins. Laughing along was simpler than thinking, so I did.

Jesse slammed down a blackjack and shot both arms up as if he’d just won the state fair. “Bow down, peasants!”

“The only thing you’re winning is a big-mouth contest,” I fired back.

The table exploded. Somebody snorted milk out of his nose.

Then the noise shifted, like a cloud sliding over the sun. Heads turned. Conversation dipped. I looked up and saw why.

Mary Beth Hollander was weaving straight toward us, blond curls bouncing, pink lipstick bright as a new dime, wearing a sundress that hugged her curves just enough to make every boy in the room sit taller. She stopped at our table and leaned in, palms on the edge like she owned the place and everybody in it.

“Caleb Whitlock,” she said, voice sweet as Coca-Cola, lashes fluttering. “You walking me home after school today?”

A week ago, I might’ve stammered like a fool. Today, something inside me stayed still and cold.

“Thanks,” I said, flat as the tabletop, “but no.”

Her smile flickered, just for a heartbeat. She tucked a curl behind her ear. “Are you busy or something?”

“Something like that.”

Jesse’s jaw hit the table so hard I half expected it to leave a dent. He leaned in, stage-whispering loud enough for the next county to hear: “Caleb, what in the hell?” Then louder, for the whole table: “Boy just turned down Mary Beth Hollander! Do you even like girls?”

The bench erupted in howls, elbows, and somebody pounding the table so hard that a tray jumped. One of the boys choked on cornbread and had to be thumped on the back. I flipped Jesse the bird without looking up. “Shut it.”

He wheezed with laughter. “I’m serious, man! You're acting like she ain’t the prettiest thing in this school.”

“She’s just not my type,” I said.

The table went quiet for a second, the kind of quiet that waits for a punch line.

Tommy leaned in, eyes narrow and grinning. “All right, Whitlock. Then what exactly is your type?”

I stared at the cards fanned in my hand, the Queen of Hearts staring back like she knew something I didn’t. Something turned over slowly in my gut, nameless and heavy.

“Don’t know yet,” I said at last. “But I’ll know when I see it.”

Jesse smacked my shoulder. “Listen to him. Talkin’ like a damn poet.”

The boys roared again, louder than before, but I barely heard them. My mind had already drifted out past the cafeteria windows, past the noise and the grease and the easy, hollow things I’d always thought I wanted. Whatever I was looking for, it wasn’t here.
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