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      Mocked, ridiculed, and sentenced to death, seven-year-old River is saved from the noose when the Sisters McNee find her. They take her to their home in Havenwood Falls, a place for people like her to live safely, without fear of persecution. But what if the threat to their safety is River herself?

      Her fire-maiden origins are a mystery. One a child has no hope of explaining. Then one futuristic vision from a well-respected member of the community seals her fate.

      Flames.

      Chaos.

      Complete destruction.

      Sixteen years later, River has come of age in the era of prosperity, prohibition, and ragtime music—and even as an adult, she still hates her power, resolute to never use it again. She tries to stay under the radar, but there is no hiding from the penetrating eyes of Jonas Pederson. Despite repeated warnings that she is dangerous, he won’t stop pursuing her until she understands that he can easily survive her flames—even if he needs to show her his own well-protected secret.

      It might be too late for River, though, when a threat from the past ignites that horrible vision.

      Flames.

      Chaos.

      Destruction.

      In the end, it will all be ashes.
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        A sincere thank you to every reader that loses yourself in these pages. I hope you enjoy this glimpse into the past of Havenwood Falls, and it leaves you curious for the future. This book, and every book I write, is for you.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Fear not for the future, weep not for the past.

        —Percy Bysshe Shelley
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          RIVER

        

      

    

    
      SUMMER 1908, CARLISLE, PENNSYLVANIA

      I would never get used to hard-soled shoes even as an adult, but as a girl of seven I hated them. I’d much rather have gone barefoot, but the teachers in Carlisle were adamant the children properly dress themselves at all times. Dressed according to their standards, anyway. Our parents stood opposed even as the soldiers dragged us from the reservation.

      “Who are you to take our children?” they cried out, unable to do more than shake their fists and stomp their feet; our once proud nation reduced to servants of a government foreign to us. A government so hell-bent on erasing our existence they uprooted the native children and forced them into boarding schools to learn the English way. Eliminate the savages and teach the children to be productive members of society.

      Kill the Indian. Save the man.

      Even now, many years later and grown, I have trouble wrapping my mind around the thought process that led to the exodus of the children—the reeducation process. But that had happened. And the history books will more than likely gloss it over the more time marches on, but I will never forget being five years old and plucked from the small plot of land I considered my home.

      Parents wept.

      But not my parents. They died of the great sickness a year before. I had no parents to hold me in their arms as the soldiers came and separated us. No one fought for me, so when the time came to leave—aside from dragging my heels in the dirt—nothing stopped the soldiers from putting me on the wagon, squeezing me up against the rows of other crying, terrified children.

      But I was different. If they knew how different, would they have placed me with the other children? Would they have taken me? There was no way to know, and I wouldn’t explain because I had learned long ago that my kind of different was best kept hidden. Even from my own people.

      So to the Carlisle Indian Industrial School I went, sandwiched in with many other children from mixed tribes, all learning to speak English and change everything about themselves. The administration beat the students who cried, and the angry, rebellious ones received a harsher punishment. One so severe, we feared talking about it amongst ourselves—because those students left without warning and didn’t come back. But I didn’t cry, and I didn’t rebel. I obeyed, because I knew no other way. And there I lived for two years, suffering at the hands of my oppressors under the guise of spiritual cleansing until the summer of my seventh year.

      I made a mistake.

      It was playtime in the yard. That short time of day between morning chores and evening chores when there was a small sliver of space to remember that we were just children. It was my favorite time, and every chance I thought I could get away with it, I’d chuck my shoes under the shade of a white oak tree and curl my toes in the grass. Not running, not moving, just standing in place, anchored to the earth. Eyes closed, I stood under the tree with my arms raised out to the sides, feeling the wind above and below me.

      The Great Thunder is near, I thought to myself, smelling the rain on the wind. I wonder what mischief the Thunder Boys will be up to tonight. The Great Thunder and his sons were a myth, and I dared not speak of it out loud, not when the teachers could hear. Speaking the stories of my people was forbidden and the punishment severe. But since no one controlled what went on in my head, I would think as I pleased.

      “Come back here, Thomas,” a voice shouted angrily, interrupting my peaceful moment. “You’ve stolen the bread; we know you have. Come receive your punishment.”

      A small brown blur came running across the packed dirt yard, and children of various ages stopped mid-play to see the boy running with the bit of bread locked in his fist. He came to a screeching halt about fifteen feet from where I stood, under my oak tree, and facing off like a boxer, he scowled at his aggressor.

      I recognized the boy from my old village. I remembered when his mother had clung to him and the soldiers yanked him, only a year younger than myself, from her grieving arms. They’d given him a new name when he’d come to this school, just as they’d done me, but I knew his real name was Wesa. I knew because his mother had screamed it to the sky as they had taken away the children.

      Wesa. Two years he’d been here, knowing the rules. And still he stole the bread.

      Oh, Wesa, what will happen to you now?

      Thomas now, no longer Wesa, stood in front of the man who’d been so aggressively calling his name. His cotton button-down shirt had come untucked from his plain brown breeches while chasing the boy, and he stood, panting, mouth drawn down in a formidable frown.

      “Thomas. You’ve stolen food. Accept the punishment.” The man’s expression was stern, his eyes hard and unfeeling.

      Wesa fidgeted before opening his hand to show the small bit of bread clutched in his fist. “But I’m so hungry, Mr. Crane.” He looked at the food, his eyes wet and his lower lip trembling. “Please, I didn’t want to steal, but I’m so hungry.”

      Sorrow gripped my heart for him. My stomach often felt hollow from the slim allotment of rations we were each given per day. And he was so young. Poor Wesa. Mr. Crane’s features relaxed, and I breathed an inaudible sigh of relief. Mr. Crane was not a very nice man by nature, but I’d never seen him hurt any of the students. The same couldn’t be said for other teachers. Several of them seemed to only be working at the boarding school because they loved tormenting children, seeking reasons to dole out discipline.

      Mr. Crane just always had a sour look on his face, and even though he always smelled like whiskey, I’d never seen him raise his hand in anger.

      “Bring it, Thomas.” Mr. Crane raised his hand and beckoned Thomas closer. Two tears snaked down the small boy’s cheeks, but the will of the older man won, and the younger of the two made slow shuffling steps across the packed dirt of the yard, head hanging low in defeat. Eyes so downcast he didn’t see the blow coming and didn’t even get to react. My seven-year-old self could do nothing but watch openmouthed at the violence that unfolded.

      The cuff on the side of his six-year-old head lifted him straight off the ground and onto his back where he lay, a sad pile of arms and legs in the dirt.

      “Thieves are beaten, Thomas,” Mr. Crane said calmly, standing over the small boy on the ground too stunned to even react as the older man plucked the bread from his now slack grip. He grimaced and crumbled the small loaf with one hand until it was nothing but crumbs drifting to the ground. I mourned the loss of the food myself, hand drifting to my empty stomach. Now no one would get to eat it.

      “If we let you do it, then everyone would think it entitled them to more than we give them, boy. You aren’t special. None of you are. But if you’re so hungry, you can eat your bread in the mud like an animal. Are you an animal, Thomas?” Mr. Crane’s face twisted into something monstrous, and he stepped on the small pile of bread crumbs with his dusty brown shoe. “Go on, Thomas; eat it if you’re hungry. This is good enough for you.”

      The small boy looked up from his place on the ground, afraid to move. More tears fell down his face, his little shoulders shaking with fear—or pain—maybe both. He made no move toward the pile in the dirt and crumbs, and still I stood in place, caught inside the vision with no way out. Mr. Crane sneered at him, his eyes a window to the depths of an ugly soul. Without warning, Mr. Crane’s leg shot out, and his dirty brown shoe connected with the small boy’s legs, lifting him up a few inches and sending him spinning farther in the dirt. Wesa—or Thomas, as they called him—lay on his back, clutching his side and crying. He made no move to get to his feet.

      The air no longer smelled of rain. Instead, the wind carried the scent of burning. Similar to that of the blaze we gathered around when we had our own land, where the warriors told the tales of the hunt and the women sang their songs and cooked the meat. It was the smell of the fatwood just sparking, smoky and warm but not yet blistering. It was a small fire, but with enough tending it would become a great blaze, hot enough to sear anything placed before it. The breeze tickled my skin and moved the stray hairs that stuck out of my braids around my face. I didn’t know where the wind had come from, but it did nothing to cool the aching itch marching up and down my skin, nor the anger that was bubbling just below the surface.

      Mr. Crane was hurting Wesa—and no one was doing a thing to stop it.

      He was a small boy, not so different from myself, who was just hungry. We all were, and that was a fact, but he was only six and didn’t have as much of a grasp of self-control, even after two years in their Anglo prison. But Mr. Crane would make an example out of him regardless. The older man bore down on the child, his face as red as his facial hair, a grim smile plastered on his face.

      He’s happy. My inner thoughts echoed the stark reality. Even as a young child, I still understood. He wants to hurt Wesa.

      But Wesa was so small, he couldn’t take much more. Still no one in the yard moved. All those small faces looked on with fear in their eyes. No one would stand up for Wesa; no one could. Everyone knew what the punishment for rebellion was. I had seen the stone markings before—set up in the woods a short bit away from the school. That’s where rebellion led you—to your very own stone marking in the dirt.

      But even so, watching Mr. Crane as he reached the spot where he had kicked the young boy and hauled him back to his feet by his close-cropped hair had me gritting my teeth, the taste of bile and ash in my throat. He cocked back his fist and hit Wesa once; the impact split the skin on his chin and blood spurted out. Wesa cried. The smoke in the air stung my eyes, and my voice was that of a stranger croaking out of a throat lined with rocks and silt.

      “No.”

      I wasn’t loud enough. Mr. Crane didn’t hear me, or at least pretended he didn’t as he shook the boy until his feet left the ground, and he hung there in his master’s hands, limp as an animal removed from a trap. “Come, Thomas, to punishment with you.”

      To punishment. As if the six-year-old hadn’t been through enough. There was nowhere that Mr. Crane would take him that could be any improvement, and I doubted Wesa could even walk by himself. Blood poured from that angry cut on his face, and the crimson trail dripping from his tiny chin matched the hue of my blistering rage.

      I found my voice.

      “No.” The heated breeze carried the word farther this time. This time Mr. Crane heard me, and his head snapped up, his eyes zeroing in on me from where he stood a short distance away. His mouth dropped open, but he didn’t release his hold on the small boy.

      “Mary, what are you doing?” Mary. That was my new name. I wasn’t supposed to think of myself as River anymore, but sometimes I forgot. Times like now, when the atrocity I had just witnessed placed me somewhere outside of myself—outside of my safety nets and away from right and wrong.

      I was just so angry.

      Uncertainty graced Mr. Crane’s face, and he took a small step back. I didn’t want him to take a step back. I wanted him to let go of Wesa.

      “No. You let him go. You hurt him—you’re a bad man.” The air snapped and crackled around me, and my braids rose and fell in this new heated breeze before unraveling completely. My long tresses danced in the angry wind.

      “What are you doing?” the older man whispered, his eyes no longer narrow and cruel, but wide and fearful. “What are you—? Stay back. Stay away⁠—”

      But I didn’t stay away. I couldn’t, because Mr. Crane still had his meaty hand fisted in Wesa’s short dark hair and was dragging him backward across the ground. Rage burned in my belly. He was a bad man. He hurt Wesa. He needed to be punished.

      The ground I stood on cracked beneath my feet, the air so hot, the dirt released what little moisture it had and hardened like wood. The small bit of grass I’d curled my toes in earlier incinerated as if it had never been. I barely noticed. The heat. The smell. The acidic swell burning and churning deep in my belly—all were secondary to my rage as I looked at the man who had beaten a small boy to near unconsciousness.

      “Drop him.” The words blasted out of my mouth with ferocity, and Mr. Crane complied without thinking. Wesa just lay there, crumpled where he fell. The only movement in the entire yard was the myriad of small heads swiveling to look from Mr. Crane to me. The same look of horror that had been focused on Mr. Crane now moved to me. I didn’t care.

      I couldn’t see any of them anymore. All I could see was the form of the man in front of me, the one who had such blackness in his soul, he could beat a child with a smile on his face. I only had eyes for him. Two other teachers had come into the yard by now—Mr. Weisman and Mrs. Crane. They had come out to see what was going on, I was sure, but I couldn’t count on either of them to help in this situation. No, I’d witnessed their punishments before. No help would come from any of the adults in this building. I’d need to take care of them myself.

      “What on earth is going on out here? Oh—” Mrs. Crane’s sentence ended in a bloodcurdling shriek. “Mary! It’s witchcraft! Savage witchcraft!”

      I ignored her. I was far too focused on the backward steps of Mr. Crane as he tried to put as much space between the two of us as possible. Mr. Weisman had no such sense of self-preservation, and he marched to where I stood, circumventing Wesa on the ground as if he was nothing more than a puddle of dirty water. He almost made it in time to stop me. Almost.

      I felt the graze of his fingers on my arm before I opened my mouth to scream. Dry, cracked lips pulled back as far as I was able, but no sound escaped. I spoke no words because I had none to give. But I had something else. That which I had been hiding for as long as I could remember. That twisting ache in my guts I had spent years learning to ignore, or at least keep hidden from everyone around me. My parents had taught me that, if not much else. Hide it away or bad things would happen.

      Well, I’d hidden it all this time, and bad things still happened. There was no need to hide it anymore, so I let the mangled ropes of burning fury snake their way out of the depths of my body and erupt from my mouth in a single blast of heat and flame. I might not have any words to exorcise my rage, but I did have my fire.
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          RIVER

        

      

    

    
      As a child I’d never thought of killing anyone before. I’d seen dead people, but I’d never inflicted damage on another human soul intending to end their life. But with Mr. Crane lying in a pile on the charred ground in front of me, I was having trouble dredging up any regret about what I had done.

      Especially when I could still see the little ball of crying boy on the ground just a little farther away.

      Mr. Crane was a bad man.

      He also wasn’t dead. The fire had spewed forth from my belly angry and hot, but it had done little damage besides heating the air and charring his hair and clothes. He threw himself on the ground in what was probably a mixture of self-preservation and fear, and had smothered the flames most likely without even thinking about it.

      I’d acted without thinking, as most children do, but my actions still had the desired effect. Mr. Crane had stopped hurting Wesa. I’d not thought a single second past that goal, and I wasn’t prepared to defend myself as the hands of the other adults in the yard descended on my seven-year-old self, slinging me over a meaty shoulder by my legs as my hair hung down over my face, obscuring my vision.

      “Get her out of here, Hank,” Mrs. Crane squawked as Mr. Weisman carted me out of the yard at a run. “I don’t know what dirty little trick she pulled, but she won’t get another chance. Lock her away until we decide on her punishment. Get up, Yancy,” she leveled at Mr. Crane where he still lay on the ground. “You’ve been had by the tricks of a child. You’re an embarrassment to everyone.”

      She may have had more to say, but Mr. Weisman carried me too far to hear, and I couldn’t see through the hair that hung down over my face. He carried me far enough that the blood rushing to my head obliterated any sound at all, and I had trouble getting my bearings as I was suddenly righted and sat down on an upside-down crate in a dark room I’d never been in before.

      With my hair now out of my face and the blood that had been thundering in my head receding, I could see the face of Mr. Weisman as he towered above me.

      “I’m afraid you’ve stepped in something you can’t step out of, Mary girl.” He sighed and scrubbed his hands over his face. I didn’t want to think about what he meant, but I couldn’t help but notice I was in an old storeroom out back, away from other people, and not back in the dormitory to await a normal punishment like I had thought I would be. “I know you thought you were helping Thomas, but it will only be worse for you now, you know? Not sure what they’ll do with you, but it can’t be good from the look of things. You attacked a teacher. They’ll nip that right away, I’m sure.”

      I said nothing, just looked up at Mr. Weisman, trying not to let the fear I felt show on my face. I’d learned long ago to hide the things that were strange about me. To swallow it down and not let it out. It wasn’t just strangers and those at the school who would persecute me if they knew. My own people were not immune to fear either. My parents had taught me long ago that the world was a dangerous place, and I knew the cost of letting my power show.

      But my parents died, and I’d revealed my secret.

      Not a single soul in this world would help me now.

      “Hold out your hands, then, Mary,” Mr. Weisman said as he pulled a heavy cord from a hook on the wall. Willing my arms not to shake, I did as he asked. “Now Michelle thinks you pulled some trick on Yancy to get him to leave Thomas alone, but I was there. I know what I saw. Even now I see—your eyes are straight black, all the way through. Just a little bit of the white showing on the outside now, when there was none earlier. That’s not normal, girl.” He continued to speak as he wound the corded rope around my wrists, binding my hands together in front of me. I didn’t know what to say to him. I’d only used my fire once before, and only in front of my parents, so I didn’t know my eyes changed colors at all.
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