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Chapter One

 


“Here ya go, Scharlie,” Tom Kern, the store
keep, said as he laid two stacks of brown wrapped bundles on
the counter. “They came in just an hour ago.”

Scharlie
Thorn smiled and gave a large sigh of pleasure. Finally, after
waiting for five months, the new books had arrived.

“Thank you so much,” she said, reaching out
a gloved hand to touch one bundle almost reverently.

“What are they?”

“Hm? Oh, books, for the children,” she
answered.

Tom scratched his head. “You pay for these
yourself? ‘Cause I don’t remember sending money in with Tommy.”

“These books are at no cost for the
parishioners of Stoddard County, Tom. Just my way of helping the
children learn.”

She smiled at him and she saw his eyes
flicker over to the right side of her face. The old shame of her
scar reared its ugly head, and she couldn’t help but turn her head
away, trying to hide the ugliness on her face, which was ridiculous
because there simply wasn’t a way to eradicate her
disfigurement.

Her stepfather had made sure of that when he
had cut her.

“Here, let me put them in your wagon,” Tom
offered, coming around the counter and grabbing the heavy book
stacks.

“Thank you,” Scharlie said, following after him but keeping her head
bent.

Usually, she wasn’t so embarrassed about how
her life had turned out. She knew the people of Rock Ridge had
grown used to seeing her and the scar that ran from her temple,
down her cheek, to dissect her upper lip. She had more than gotten
used to the pitying looks cast her way, but Tom was different. He
had been her first love, although that infatuation had been
one-sided. She had been fourteen when Tom’s blond hair, blue-eyed handsomeness had captured her young
heart. Of course, a world of change had happened since that summer,
least of which had been eighteen-year-old Tom falling for Angie
Bursting. Now she taught their son.

“Much obliged,” she mumbled and turned to
climb into the wagon.

“Scharlie!”
came the breathless call from Tom’s beautiful wife, Angie, as she
raced out of the general store. “I have a letter for you!”

Scharlie
kept her eyes averted from Tom as she reached down to take the
small envelope that Angie held out to her. There was a little
weight to the letter but not a return address. The postal mark,
which came from northern Missouri, the only identifying mark.

“Thank you, Angie,” she said as she slipped
it under the binding that held the books together.

She knew Angie and Tom waved at her, but she
didn’t even spare them another glance as she headed out of town
toward her little home located about a mile west. Her monthly trip
to town always brought back the unpleasant memories of that
long-ago summer when everything had changed. First her mother, then
her face, and finally, how it made Harlow leave. Lots of things she
could forget and forgive but her brother forever branded a killer
wasn’t one of them. If she could dig up her dead stepfather and
kill him all over again, she would. Not for herself but definitely
for Harlow.

A low rumble rolled across the ground and
the wind picked up slightly. Scharlie looked skyward and saw
low-hanging clouds that seemed to be turning an ugly color that she
didn’t like. She flicked the horses’ reigns, urging them to move a
bit faster since she preferred not to be stuck in the downpour when it hit. The long day at the
schoolhouse plus the ride into
town had left her fatigued, and all she longed to do that night was
read before going to sleep early.

As her horse and cart trotted down the dirt
road that led to her cozy little house, Scharlie noticed a shape
lying in her path. As she neared, she pulled on the reigns, coming
to a stop. The wind whipped furiously at her clothes and hat as she
applied the break and then stepped down onto the road.

It was a dead doe already in the early
stages of rigor mortis. The blacks of the eyes had started to glaze
over to white. It hadn’t been there as she gone to town and she
wondered if it had fallen off
someone’s wagon as they transported it somewhere else. Scharlie
walked around the poor creature and then abruptly stopped, the
breath swooshing from her lungs. The doe’s face had been slashed,
from the high forehead, over the snout and into the lip.

Scharlie put a hand up to her own scar as
her stomach rolled. The wound looked eerily similar to the one on
her face. She spun around, looking in every direction, but for what
she didn’t know. The only thing out of the ordinary was the fact
that everything was silent. No birds chirped, no crickets sounded.
Only the wind whipping through the trees could be heard and it made
her uncomfortable. She felt too vulnerable out in the open since
the road wound along the edge of the woods. Hurrying back to her
cart, she quickly resumed her ride home, maneuvering around the
carcass and flicking the reins
harder than usual.

If the doe had been left for her to find,
had it been a practical joke? If so, who would be so cruel?
Scharlie tried to think if any of the parents had held any
objections to her taking over the schoolhouse, but no one came to mind. When she had
applied for the position of teaching in the small community the people had all
agreed.

So, if the deer wasn’t a joke, was it a
warning? Only one evil person from her past came to mind, and he
currently resided six feet under in the town cemetery.

When Scharlie reached her house she placed
the books inside before running to unhitch the horse. She secured
him and her cow in the small barn before running to close up the
chicken coop. Though she had a lot of land, she only had the necessary animals to maintain
living in the small house that had belonged to her parents. She and
Harlow had been born here, grown up here, and she couldn’t imagine
living anywhere else.

The heavens broke as she hurried inside,
barely sprinkling her with a smattering of rain. Scharlie breathed
a sigh of relief and then proceeded to secure her little home. The
unease from earlier lingered though she didn’t know why. It wasn’t
like anything happened. Still, she couldn’t help but feel that the
doe’s scared face wasn’t accidental.

Southeast Missouri lay on the border of
tornado alley, but close enough to take the storms seriously. After
securing the windows and door, she grabbed a traveling bag and
stuffed it with a blanket, a change of clothes, a flask of water
and some dried jerky. Then she peeled back the rug that hid the storm cellar door in the
kitchen and opened it. She hadn’t been down there in a few weeks
and a musty smell wafted upward. She lit a lamp and walked down the
ten steps to place her traveling bag on the shelves. Next, she moved the new children’s books as well
because after taking four months to get them she’d be damned if
she’d lose them to the weather.

She blew out the lamp and left it there,
using the light streaming from the open hatch to guide her way back
up. While the wind howled and the rain battered her tin roof,
Scharlie settled in for the night. She took off her confining
dress, unbraided her long dark hair, and curled up on her bed in
her shift, pulling the covers up to her chin.

As she lay in the dark, trying to fall
asleep, the day came back drifting through her mind. More
specifically, the ride home from town. When she’d been young there
had been the occasional taunt from other children about the scar on
her face and the fact that her brother was branded a murderer.
She’d dealt with their snide remarks and cruel jokes, keeping to
herself and letting the years pass by. Those kids had grown up and
some had even apologized for their behavior while others refused to
look at her hideous face. But there wasn’t one person she could
think of who would slash the deer’s face to match her own and then
place the dead animal in an area she would deliberately find it.
Was there a message behind the macabre spectacle? A threat? Or just
a mere coincidence?

She didn’t believe in coincidences and all
the rationale debates in her mind couldn’t block the fact that
someone had intended to shock her. For good or bad was yet to be
determined.

Rain pelted the roof, luring her into
dreamland, so she embraced the fall and succumbed to sleep.


Chapter Two

 


She wasn’t quite sure what woke her later
that night, but the first thing Scharlie noticed was that the rain
had stopped. A chill lingered in the air and she shivered, wishing
the fire hadn’t burned out, but that wasn’t what had dragged her
out of a deep slumber.

Scharlie sat up in bed, dragging the blanket
with her, looking around her small home and listened. The creak of
the porch boards outside squeaked
as if a heavy boot stepped firmly on them. In a flash, Scharlie
hopped out of bed, ignoring the cold as she wrapped herself in her
robe and pulled out her Colt Frontier Six Shooter with pearl handle
stashed under her mattress. She checked to make sure the chamber
had rounds and cocked it, her hand only trembling slightly.

The dead deer from the day before flashed
through her head and fear sluiced through her. She waited. Breath
held, nerves strung tight, as
another set of footfalls crunched behind the house. She glanced at
the cellar door and thought about hiding in there, but was afraid
any noise would cause the unwanted people to come barreling in. She
had bolted her front door but somehow didn’t think that would hold
back anyone determined to come inside.

Everything was silent for a moment and then
there came a knock. So unexpected, Scharlie jumped. A little sigh
of relief escaped as she took a deep breath. She doubted very much
that outlaws would actually knock before ransacking the place.

She lowered the hammer of the Colt but kept
it down at her side. Holding her robe tight at the throat, she
walked up to the door.

“Who’s there?” she called out.

The footsteps paused.

“We’re looking for Scharlie Thorn,” a man
replied.

“It’s awfully late at night for a visit,”
she answered.

“Yes, ma’am, but we’ve come with news of her
brother.”

Cautiousness evaporated as all other
thoughts left her mind. Running over to the door, Scharlie threw
back the bolt and opened it. A tall silhouette graced the doorway
like a specter lingering in the shadows. She blinked at the spooky
image and then leaned over to light the lamp that rested
nearby.

The small flame shed little illumination,
but she saw two men, which accounted for the other footsteps she’d
heard around back. The only impression she got of them were shadowed faces and tired eyes. They both
wore hats tipped back while long dusters fell to brush the porch.
In the dim light, she could see
gun belts hugging their waists, the handles of their guns within
easy reach. Dark clothes, boots and spurs rounded out their outfits. A shiver ran down
her back causing her to wonder if she’d been too rash in opening
the door in the dead of night.

She lifted her chin. “What about my
brother?”

“You’re Scharlie?”

She nodded the confirmation. “I won’t let
you in until you tell me about Harlow.”

The man in front sighed, closed his eyes
briefly, then reached up to remove his hat. The man behind him
followed suit. A burning started in Scharlie’s belly, and she suddenly didn’t want to hear
what these men had to say.

“Can we come in, Scharlie? I don’t want to
say what I have to say out here on the porch.”

Just like that, she knew what they were
going to tell her. The weight of the forthcoming news made her
haunch in self-preservation as she stood back from the door to let
both men enter. Once they were inside, she closed the door and
marched toward the fireplace, placing the gun on the mantle. Part
of her wanted to put off their words, another part hoped that by
making a fire the cold that had settled into her heart would thaw.
She stacked kindling and lit a match, teasing the dry twigs and
leaves until they caught, and then placed a couple of small pieces
of wood on top to make sure the fire would grow bright.

When she finally turned around, she saw that
the men watched her intently. Her heart jumped into her throat when
she realized how good looking they were. The first one, the one who
had addressed her at the door, had long wheat colored hair, wavy even though it was presently all mashed down from the hat. His
light eyes regarded her solemnly. The other one was the complete
opposite. Asian features dominated the grim face that stared at
her. She saw his eyes flicker over the right side of her face and
she turned her head out of habit to hide the scar as much as
possible.

“My name is Cassidy Brooks,” said the blond.
“This here’s Garrett Webb. You’re Scharlie Thorn.”

It wasn’t a question but she nodded anyway.
She braced herself for what she had to ask.

“Harlow’s dead, isn’t he?”

They took a long time to answer, but
finally, Cassidy Brooks stepped forward and laid a comforting hand
on her shoulder.

“I’m so sorry,” he replied softly. “He was a
good man.”

She held stiff for a moment, letting that
confirmation wash over her. Sorry. He was a good man. The
words gathered speed until they became a bullet through her denial.
Everything inside her body crumbled and Cassidy caught her as she
fell forward. Tears welled up in her eyes and ran down her face,
the sobs breaking through.

Harlow had left because he had defended her,
now he lay dead somewhere in some unknown location. He had once
been the light of her world, her protector, but evil had taken him
away and now she’d never see him again. Scharlie felt herself being
lifted but she didn’t care. Nothing mattered anymore. For years,
she had existed on when Harlow would come back home, but now he
never would and the pain
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