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​Chapter 1: Fire 
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I slipped through the crowd circled around the wooden platform in the middle of the town square. Reaching the front, I peered up at the leader of our mountain village as he unrolled a piece of parchment. A woman was tied to a pole behind him with kindling piled around her feet.

“Fin.” 

I was yanked back by my caretaker.

She smacked the top of my head. “I told you to stay beside me.”

Rubbing the spot, I gave her a sideways glance.

“Run off like that again and you’ll go back to the house.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I sighed, letting my head roll to the side. I couldn’t see from all the way back there, and I wanted to know what was going on. It was rare that so many people would gather together. 

“What did she do?” I asked, standing on my tiptoes.

“A monster,” stated Mrs. Haywood. “The world will be a better place without a creature like that running loose among us.” She folded her arms, shaking her head.  

I snuck a peek of the black-haired lady who stood with her head bowed. “She doesn’t look like a monster.”

“It’s all a disguise, Fin.” She nodded toward the woman. “The guardians found her ripping apart a deer like a deranged dog.”

Taking a step to the side, I had a clear view of the woman. “She still looks pretty normal to me.”

“Fin.” Mrs. Haywood looked down her nose at me. “Appearances are deceiving. You can’t trust strangers. Not in a world like this. The gods put these creatures among us to test us. It’s best to send them to hell where they belong.”

“I guess,” I breathed.

“There is no guessing,” she said firmly. “That’s how it must be in order to protect ourselves. Remember that, Fin. Nothing good can come from a shapeshifter. They’re mistakes and should be dealt with accordingly.”

Whether Mrs. Haywood was right or not, I still thought the woman looked ordinary.

“For crimes against the people of Gail,” announced Mr. Lockhart, “we sentence this creature to death by fire, so her curse can no longer harm anyone else.”

A whisper spread through the crowd. I looked to Mrs. Haywood, but she kept her eyes on the woman. The lady next to her with a baby leaned over, and the two whispered amongst themselves.

Peeking at the two women, I inched to the side. Mrs. Haywood didn’t seem to notice, so I took my chance. I slipped through a hole in the crowd to the front line. I had never seen anyone being burned alive before. As cruel as it seemed, there was something about it that excited me.

Mr. Lockhart grabbed a torch from the man standing with him on the platform. “I send you back to hell.” He jabbed the flames into the kindling. “May the gods accept your tortured soul.”

My eyes grew wide as the fire began to grow and spread. Mr. Lockhart and the other men left the platform. The heat rose, causing the crowd to move back. I didn’t, though. The way the flames flickered and flowed across the wood had me in a trance. It was beautiful.

The woman’s head rolled back and forth. The fire was getting closer to her now. Smoke was billowing up around her as the flame wrapped around the pole. She could probably feel the warmth on her skin. I stepped a little closer. I wanted to feel it, too. I wanted to know what it felt like to have such immense heat lick at my flesh and burn to my very core. I wanted to be in that woman’s place.

A scream brought me from my thoughts, and I realized the blaze had nearly consumed the shapeshifter. 

“Dear god, Fin!”

A strong hand grabbed my arm and yanked me back. I looked up at Mr. Lockhart. 

“Children your age shouldn’t be here. A sight like this isn’t meant for someone so young.” He shoved me toward Mrs. Haywood.

“Oh, thank you, Edgar.” She pulled me to her side and slapped the side of my head. “You stupid boy. I told you to stay by my side. Do you want to end up burnt yourself?”

I didn’t reply. I was too confused by the sudden coldness I was feeling. It made my skin crawl with a weird, unsettling sensation. Looking at the flame that had engulfed the woman, I wanted to go back, to feel its warmth again.

“The boy should be home, Mary.”

“I needed him to help me carry some things, or I would have left him.” She pulled me in front of her. “Fin is getting older. I figured he’d manage well enough.”

Mr. Lockhart looked me over quickly. “I suppose. Just keep him out of trouble.” He left with the guardians.

Mrs. Haywood smacked me again. “Embarrassing me like that in front of the Governor, Fin— you know better.”

I didn’t respond. The momentary strike of pain was nothing to the coldness I was feeling, a coldness that could only be quenched by fire.
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​Chapter 2: The Haywood Home 
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I placed the basket of baked goods on the table and sat down as Mrs. Haywood removed her headscarf and hung it with her shawl on the hook sticking out of the wall. She smoothed out her dark blonde hair and straightened her apron.

“Fin.”

Propping my head up, I let out a sigh. “Yes, ma’am.”

“Don’t sound so enthralled, boy.” She turned sharply and started getting out different pots and pans. “Go get the girls and send them down to help me, then go do your chores. The woodpile is getting low.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I breathed, sliding off my chair. 

Entering the living room, I found Mr. Haywood asleep in his seat near the fireplace. My eyes lingered longer than necessary on the black ash piled in the bottom before I hurried up the stairs. Seeing that woman burn had done something to me. The constant itch to be back in the warmth of the flames hadn’t left.

Kicking open the door to the girls’ room, I was met with a chorus of screams. “Mrs. Haywood wants you downstairs now!” 

“Get out!” the four girls yelled in unison.

The door was shut in my face. I didn’t really care if they went or not. They’d be the ones in trouble, not me. Shaking my head, I pulled down the stairs leading to the attic and climbed up. Reese was asleep in the corner. 

Hunching over so I wouldn’t hit my head on the roof, I walked to where he was lying and kicked his foot. “Hey, we need to go get firewood.”

With a groan, he rolled onto his back. “That’s your job, shorty. Get out of here.” He pushed me away and curled under the covers.

“You’re supposed to help,” I snapped.

“Some of us have to work,” he stated. “So go do your stupid chores and be quiet about it, or someone will be sleeping in the chicken coop tonight.”

“Reese!”

He sat up, grabbed my lowered head, and shoved me back. I hit the ground hard and felt a sharp pain in my elbow. I rubbed it and checked to see if I was bleeding. Reese simply pulled the covers over his head and completely ignored what he had done.

“Boys!” yelled Mrs. Haywood. “You better not be roughhousing up there. I have a wooden spoon right here and I’ll beat you both if you break anything.”

“We’re not doing anything,” replied Reese. “Fin just fell.”

“Fin! You better get working on the woodpile right now.”

Glaring at him, I exhaled sharply out of my nose and stood. Just because Mr. Haywood made Reese get a job in the mines didn’t mean he could be lazy. One more year and they’d kick him out anyway. I climbed out of the attic and marched down the stairs. 

Mrs. Haywood was waiting. “Did you tell the girls?”

I nodded.

She leaned down slightly. “Woodpile, now.” 

“Yes, ma’am,” I muttered as I walked out the front door.

Wandering into the trees, I started gathering fallen twigs and breaking off branches from the trees. It wasn’t fair. All the girls had to do was help cook, while I had to do all the hard stuff. It stunk being the only boy around. I kind of wanted the governor to bring another one, so I had someone to help me. Reese was worthless and never did anything. 

It was starting to get dark by the time I had nearly filled the wood box. On my last load, I spotted the smoke through the trees coming from the fireplace. The image of the woman surrounded by flames entered my head. It made the excitement from earlier in the day return. Throwing the wood into the bin, I hurried inside. The girls were all sitting around in the living room.

“Fin,” said Mrs. Haywood, “your plate is on the table.”

Despite how hungry I was, I felt disappointed. I kept sneaking peeks at the small fire as I dragged myself into the kitchen. Reese and Mr. Haywood were sitting at the table. Grabbing my bowl, I took the chair on the far side. Reese didn’t acknowledge me, while my caretaker stared at me with a confused expression on his face. 

“Fin, how old are you now, boy?”

“I turned thirteen a few weeks ago.” I dipped my bread into the stew. 

The old man, whose hair was starting to grey, sat up straight. “It’s about time we get you a job.”

My shoulders dropped. “What kind of job, sir?”

“From what I’ve heard, you’re pretty agile.”

I scratched my chin, more concerned with my food than anything he had to say.

“You know old Mr. Hobbs, right?”

I nodded. “Yeah, the man who sells all the herbs.”

“He says you’re good at climbing trees and rock sides.”

Letting out a deep breath, I sunk into my chair. “I guess.”

“Well, he needs someone to gather supplies. He asked me today if you could come work for him.”

“Do I have to?”

“Yes,” Mr. Haywood said firmly. “You’re old enough now to be contributing to this family.”

I rolled my eyes at the thought. A family that only lasted until I was eighteen. 

“You don’t make the girls get jobs,” I muttered. Two of them were even older than me.

“They’re girls, Fin.” He pointed his spoon with chewed up potato caked on the side at me. “No woman wants to crawl around in a mine. You, on the other hand, need to learn a skill. One day you’ll have to provide for a family. Right, Reese?” He slapped the seventeen-year-old on the back. 

The brown-haired boy muttered a “yes, sir,” before going back to finishing off his stew. 

“I guess.” I stirred my soup around, trying to find the rare piece of meat hidden among the mushy carrots. 

Mr. Haywood nodded. “Good, because tomorrow morning you’re going to his shop. You’ll be gathering the same things that you do for Mary when someone’s sick. It’s nothing too hard, Fin. I could always get you a job in the iron mines.”

I tensed up. Being buried under the ground all day sounded horrible. “No, thank you, sir.”

“Good to hear.” He flashed me a half-smile. 

It looked painful for him to do, but the man rarely smiled. 

After I finished my stew, I piled my bowl on top of the others in the sink. Going into the living room, I saw the girls gathered around doing each other’s hair before bed. I sat down on the rug in front of the fire and watched it flicker across the wood. The urge to stick my hand into the blue flames at the very bottom grew the longer I sat there.

“Fin,” said Mrs. Haywood. “Fin, scoot back. You’re too close.”

My head fell back. “But I’m cold.”

Gwen threw a blanket at me. “There.”

I narrowed my eyes at her. “You don’t have to be so mean about it.” I moved so I could lean up against the couch.

“Maybe you should try knocking.” She pursed her lips at me. 

I rolled my eyes and faced the fireplace. It wasn’t like any of them had anything I wanted to see. Girls were just weird and blew things up way bigger than they needed to. 

Jewels sat behind me and started running her fingers through my blond waves. “You have such pretty hair.” 

“Wasted on a boy,” sighed Mrs. Haywood as she tied off Bridgette’s black braid. 

The young girl pulled the long braid over her shoulder and moved so her birth sister Hannah could sit down to have hers done.

Jewels started to twist my hair back into some weird thing.

I slapped her hands away. “Don’t.”

“Come on, Fin.” She hugged me from behind and pulled a strand of shoulder-length hair out of my eyes. “Just let me play with it.”

I turned around and locked eyes with her. “No.” 

“Mrs. Haywood,” she whined, “I’m not going to hurt him.”

“Fin, just amuse her for a bit,” breathed our caretaker. 

Folding my arms, I slumped back against the couch as Jewels started pulling on my hair. I hated that Mrs. Haywood was always on their side. It was bad enough the four of them ganged up on me all the time. Now I had to have my head ripped around to amuse one of them. It wasn’t right.

Mr. Haywood and Reese entered the room. Gwen quickly moved out of the way and went to sit with the younger girls on the smaller couch. Reese sat down in the corner and gave me a smirk. I lurched forward only to have Jewels yanked me back.

“Mrs. Haywood, tell him to stay still.”

“Fin,” she said firmly. 

Jewels tied off the end of a braid. I ran my hand down the side of my head to find it tightly woven back. I went to move, but she stopped me again.

“Let me do the other side.”

“That’s enough.” I knocked her hands away.

“Fin.” Mrs. Haywood eyed me. “Don’t make me tell you again, boy.”

I turned and scowled at the wall. Reese gave me a big grin. 

“Shut up,” I hissed at him.

“Is this really necessary?” asked Mr. Haywood. 

“It’s not hurting anything, Paul.”

“Still”—he leaned back in his rocking chair—“let the boy retain his dignity.”

“I’m not making him go to town with his hair all done up,” shot back Mrs. Haywood. “Besides, it’s good practice for the girls, and it keeps them busy.” 

He groaned. “Girls.”

“Watch it,” she replied, throwing a comb at him. “Or you’ll be cooking your own meals from now on.”

I grimaced as Jewels pulled the braid way too tight. My eyes were going to start watering if she kept this up. “It hurts. You’re doing it too hard.”

“Stop it.” She batted my hands away.

Mrs. Haywood shook her head. “We really do need to cut it. It’s starting to get out of hand.”

I looked out of the corner of my eye at my caretaker. I didn’t really care what she did. If she cut it all off, it just meant these girls couldn’t torture me anymore. The fire flickered, making me smile to myself. I turned toward the fireplace. I’ll never understand how I hadn’t noticed its beauty before. If there was a job that meant I could play with fire all day, that would be the one I wanted.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter 3: Playing with Fire 
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I followed Reese up the stairs to the attic and flopped down on my bed, which was rolled out on the floor.

“So pretty, Finny.” He brushed his hand over one of the braids.

“Shut up!” I jumped at him, but Reese was a lot bigger and slammed me onto my back.

“Boys!” yelled Mr. Haywood from downstairs. “That’s enough.”

Reese jolted me against the ground. “You’re lucky their room is underneath us,” he laughed as he rolled onto his bed. 

“It’s not funny.” I ripped off the little bands and messed up my hair until the braids fell out. 

He groaned something I couldn’t make out and pulled a blanket up to his shoulder. 

“Hey, Reese?” I brought my knees to my chest. 

“What?” he muttered.

“Have you ever seen someone burn?”

He peeked over at me. “Twice, why?”

“Mrs. Haywood and I went to town today, and they burned a woman. Mrs. Haywood said she was a monster, a shapeshifter.”

“Yep.” He moved around until he was comfortable. “That’s what you do with shifters.”

“She said the gods sent them to test us.”

Letting out a deep breath, he turned onto his back. “Look, Fin. The gods are immortal bastards who are bored out of their minds. I don’t even think they’re actually gods, just really powerful shapeshifters.”

“Don’t let Mrs. Haywood hear you,” I whispered. “She’ll be mad.”

“The Haywoods are superstitious idiots. This whole town is. There is no such thing as a god. Wouldn’t we have seen one or heard more about them than just some made-up legends? I mean, they are gods.” He dropped his head onto his pillow. “It’s just a bunch of shifters. If the guardians ever catch one, they’d burn them just like the others. No shapeshifter can escape fire.”

We fell silent for a moment.

I picked at the stitching on my blanket. “I like fire.”

“Well, good for you,” he shot back. “Don’t burn anything down, or the governor will have you hanged.”

I rubbed my neck. “I wouldn’t.” My head fell to the side as I straightened out the blankets. “Have you ever touched fire?”

Reese sat up and gave me a weird look. “What? Why would anyone touch fire? Did you forget what fire even is?” Flopping back down, he yanked the blanket to his neck. “I think watching that woman burn has messed with your head. Either that or they pulled those braids too tight.”

“It was just a question.” I rubbed my head. 

“Go to sleep, Fin. I have work tomorrow, and so do you.”

Clenching my jaw, I laid down and turned away from him. I just wanted to know what would happen if someone actually did play with fire. It didn’t seem like that weird of a question to me. 

***
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CLEARING A SPOT ON the dirt-crusted window, I peeked into the cluttered shop. Different-shaped jars lined the shelves and weird plants grew from planters that dangled under the skylights in the room. I slowly opened the door and poked my head inside. It smelled musty, like moldy old people, like the widow Mrs. Haywood always made me visit with her. Her house was just as cluttered, too. 

“Mr. Hobbs? It’s me, Fin. Mr. Haywood sent me.” I stepped into the room, but there was still no sign of him. “Hello?” 

I wove through the stacks of papers and jars to the door at the back. Pushing it open, I scanned the area. “Mr. Hobbs?”

No reply. Maybe he’d died. He always looked like he would keel over at any time. Shuffling through, I folded my arms to keep from knocking anything over. This was a waste of time. The man wasn’t even here.

Someone moved above my head as dust filtered down from the floorboards. 

“Mr. Hobbs?” I maneuvered around the mounds of what I considered garbage to the small set of stairs that turned around a corner. My foot caught on something and I stumbled forward. Somehow I managed not to crush anything as I hit the floor. 

“Filthy old man.” 

What he really needed was a maid. I placed my hand on a box to move it out of the way but stopped. An incredible heat was coming from it. It flowed through my whole body. Whatever was inside, I wanted it. It ignited a new kind of excitement inside of me. 

I popped the first latched open, and a wave of heat escaped through the small crack. It felt amazing. A pleasure I had never experienced before. Swallowing hard, I undid the other. A foot slammed down on the lid before the fire could escape. 

Frozen, I stared at the boot. This didn’t belong to an old man. I slowly peered up at the hooded figure. 

“Little boys should know better than to play with things that don’t belong to them.” 

Even though I couldn’t see his face, I still felt the anger in his gaze. 

“Close it,” the stranger ordered.

I quickly flipped the latches back into place. 

“Hand it to me.”

Picking up the black box, I stood and gave it to him. “I’m sorry,” I whispered.

“What are you doing here?” He examined the casing before balancing it on his hand. 

My eyes grew wide as the dull markings on the outside started to glow a bright red. “I’m here to see Mr. Hobbs.” I swallowed—my mouth felt extremely dry—and tried to get a look at the man’s face. “I’m supposed to start working for him today, gathering herbs and things like that.” I wrung my hands together and shifted my weight from foot to foot.

“A useless little thing like yourself?”

I glared at him. “I’m not useless.”

“You nearly got yourself killed.” He tucked the box under his arm and the marks grew cold.

Killed? By some stupid box? I doubted that was possible. “What’s in there?” I nodded toward the case.

He held it out in front of me and examined it. “Nothing that concerns you.”

I could feel the heat exuding from it. “I want it,” I breathed without thinking, overwhelmed by the warmth. 

The man tucked it away. “Why?” He placed a finger under my chin and lifted my head. “What would a little boy like you want with my box?”

A weird sensation traveled through my body. I closed my eyes and melted into his touch. The heat began to build. It felt so good. My mind started to get lost in it.

“Zoran?” called a shaky voice.

The hand was withdrawn and I dropped to my knees. A sharp coldness returned and I felt like crying. Clasping my forehead, I tried to recover from whatever had just happened. Something was wrong with me.

Mr. Hobbs wobbled down the stairs as fast as he could. He helped me to my feet. “Oh, Fin. Go outside and wait for me while I see to this customer.”

I nodded and slipped past the man. I felt so strange. My balance wasn’t right, and I was worried I might topple into something. I sank to the ground outside and breathed deeply. An emptiness was settling in my chest. 

“What’s happening to me?” I whispered.

Covering my face, I didn’t understand what I was becoming. The sight of the woman burning must have cursed me. The gods were punishing me for some reason. The door opened and I spun around. The men stepped out and let the door snap closed, nearly hitting Mr. Hobbs in the face. He stood in front of it for a moment so Hobbs couldn’t come out. 

Taking a step forward, the man held out his hand to me. “This is what you want.” A black flame flickered from his palm. 

My breath caught. He was one of them, a shifter. But a shifter of fire? That didn’t seem right, and I really wanted the warmth only he could offer. Shifters were bad people, but this man couldn’t possibly be bad. Rising to my feet, I stared at the flame before sticking out a finger to touch it. I waited for the pain as it wrapped around my hand, but it never came. He snatched my wrist and yanked me forward. I gasped and stared into his glowing red eyes. 

“Never play with fire,” he said with a smirk. “Something like that will get you into trouble. Understood?”

I nodded. “Yes, sir.” 

With a smile, he turned and walked away, taking his fire with him.
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​Chapter 4: Tribute 
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Mr. Hobbs peeked out the door. “Is he gone, Fin?”

I nodded. “Yeah.”

Hobbs let out a sigh. “Thank the gods.” The short, squat man wobbled over to me. “Are you alright?”

“I’ll be fine.” I glanced in the direction the man had left. “Who was he?”

“Best not to discuss him.” He put his hand on my shoulder. “Someone like that man, you should forget ever meeting him. Understood?”

“Yes, sir,” I breathed. I really wanted to know what kind of man could hold fire, though. Well, if anything, I just wanted to touch him. “He’s different.”

“Alright, Fin.” Mr. Hobbs took a list out of his pocket. “Your caretaker said you know herbs.”

My shoulders dropped. I didn’t want to look for stupid herbs. I wanted to go after the stranger. “Yes, sir. I gather them for Mrs. Haywood all the time.” I snatched the list out of his wrinkly hands and quickly read it. 

“Yes, well,” he stepped inside and grabbed a pouch with a shoulder strap. “Here you go.”

I took it from him and looped it over my head.

“Be careful with them. There’s nothing worse than a squashed plant. Ruins the integrity.” He waved his finger at me before going back inside. 

“Weird old man,” I muttered. Turning down the road, I headed for the cliffs where most of the herbs could be found. 

Once I reached town, I found it was a lot quieter than yesterday. Everyone was busy, hurrying about their different tasks. A large black stain still marred the center of the courtyard. I dropped to a knee at its edge and went to touch it. Someone stepped in front of me, and I looked up to see the governor. 

“Best be leaving that alone, boy.”

“Yes, sir.” I quickly stood and backed away from the singed ground.

“What are you going this far away from home, Fin?” He narrowed his dark eyes at me. “I know Paul won’t hesitate to give you a good beating if he finds out you’ve been causing trouble.”

“I have a job now, sir.” I grabbed the list from my bag and held it up to him. “I’m going to the cliffs.”

Mr. Lockhart took it from me and read over the contents. “Taking on some responsibility.” He gave it back. “Just be careful. The cliffs are dangerous, and if you see anything inhuman, come and tell me, and I’ll take care of it.”

“Like what?”

He patted my head. “You better be off. Don’t keep the old man waiting for his herbs.” Turning sharply, he left me standing there.

I quickly messed up my hair where he had touched it and tried not to glare at the arrogant man. This wasn’t the first time I had gone to the cliffs. And even if I did see something, I wasn’t telling him. He’d just kill it. I marched down the road, but my mood started to lighten as I thought it over. Shapeshifters were burned. If I found one and told the governor, I could see the flames again. I could watch the fire grow. 

The excitement was enough to make me jog all the way to the drop-off. Herbs weren’t the only thing I’d be looking for now.

I stood atop the small hill that overlooked the junction. Two paths ran off in either direction. One led to the mine and the other to the bottom of the ravine. A tall gray tower sat in the middle where the watchman made sure nothing crawled up from below. Men were herding animals toward the southern path. The forbidden path, unless someone wanted to get themselves killed. At least, that was what I had been taught in school. I was still curious about what might be down there.

“Well, well.” A hand slapped my back. “What’s the little orphan doing here?”

I shrugged our neighbor’s hand off. “Getting herbs for Mr. Hobbs.”

Jake folded his arms and looked out over the gathering. “Paul found you a job. He’s been bringing it up for a while now.”

“Yep.” I adjusted the strap on my shoulder. 

“Be happy it’s not the mine,” chuckled Jake.

“Yeah,” I sighed. I was really, really happy, actually. “What are they doing?” I motioned to the animals.

“Tribute,” he replied. “Every three months, we send a little something to the god that lives in the ravine. He’s more likely to keep all his little monsters down there with him when he’s well-fed.”

“No one’s ever said anything to me about that before.” 

“It’s a sensitive topic,” laughed Jake. “The governor hates that we’re feeding a demon. The one that lives in that hole isn’t your typical god. But from what I hear, he’s not one to make mad, either.”

A man yelled for Jake’s help and he hurried over to tie off a wagon. Slowly walking down the slight decline, I watched them for a moment. Men had come by before to take a chicken or a pig from the house. Mr. Haywood was always in a bad mood afterward, and his wife had a tough job of getting him to calm down. This was the first time I actually knew what they were doing with it. 

I moved a little closer and stretched out my neck. There was a mist that blurred out the trail. Demon or god? It seemed Reese wasn’t the only one who didn’t believe. 

Sucking in my cheek, I gazed across the ravine. I didn’t know what I believed. I moved a little closer to the rocks that outline the edge of the cliffs. Peeking over the side, I couldn’t see the bottom through the layer of mist that sat around two to three hundred feet below. God or demon, that didn’t look like a very pleasant place to live.

“Boy!” A middle-aged man started waving his arms at me. “Get away from there!”

Running off toward the northern path, I kept my head down and hoped he didn’t see my face. He’d probably tell the governor on me for being in the way if he recognized me. Cutting off the path, I started climbing the mountainside. I worked my way along to an outcropping I already knew grew certain plants. I scoured the forest for a few others before returning to the cliffs. That last one on my list was a little hard, simply because I had to climb down a sheer incline to get it. 

I made sure my pack was done up before lowering myself over the edge and carefully making my way down to the small ledge. This wasn’t my first time doing it, so I knew where all the holds were located. It still made my heart pound, as a misstep would send me falling a good thirty feet. 

My feet hit solid ground and I picked three of the purple flowers from the wispy bush. With the last item tucked away in my bag, I sat on the ledge to let my arms rest and watched the mining carts roll by below. I was really glad I didn’t have to do that. That was where they’d shipped Reese off to when he turned fourteen. He hadn’t been at the home very long before they put him to work after his parents were killed by a shapeshifter. 

I laid my head against a rock and pushed small stones over the edge. No one had ever mentioned how my parents died. All they said was the governor handed me over to the Haywoods as an infant. It was probably the fault of a shapeshifter, like the majority of people who were killed in the village. 

Standing, I stretched my arms above my head and debated whether I should go back. The old man would most likely give me another list, or I’d have to go home, which meant more chores. I didn’t want to be stuck with either. It wasn’t like Hobbs had given me a time limit. For all he knew, I might not know where half of these things were located, and it could possibly take me all day to find them.

Grabbing onto a handhold, I started the climb back to the top. I pulled myself onto the ledge and dragged my body the rest of the way up. Voices from the village could still be heard, and I had an itch in my pocket that I really wanted to try out. Rising to my feet, I dusted myself off and slipped my hand into my pocket. As long as I didn’t hurt anything, it should be fine. I jogged off into the forest that surrounded the town and made sure I was far enough away that no one would notice the smoke. I couldn’t risk someone seeing me, or the governor snooping around to see what I was up to. Finding a secluded area, I sat down and took the flint and steel I had borrowed from the house from my pocket. I rolled them around in my palm. Maybe the stranger was right. I shouldn’t play with fire. I’d get in so much trouble if someone caught me. 

But the thought of feeling the heat on my skin was making my hands shake with anticipation. The stranger had played with fire. He didn’t really have a right to tell me not to. Grabbing all the sticks around me and pulling up some dead grass, I created a little pile in a patch of dirt I had cleared. I stuck the flint and steel together and showered the kindling with sparks. Leaning down, I started to blow. It took me a while, but I soon had smoke. I kept blowing and watched a small flame appear. 

I nurtured that small spark until it engulfed the whole pile. I added more sticks and had to restrain myself from making it any bigger. A little smoke would go unnoticed. A bonfire would have the whole town tracking me down. 

Sitting back on my heels, I watched it. It danced and flickered, calling to me. I held out my hand but was hesitant to continue. The black flame hadn’t hurt me, but I didn’t know if this would be the same.

I slowly stretched my hand forward. The fire warmed my skin without any sign of pain. Scooting a little closer, I placed a finger into the orange flames. It flickered around it and my skin remained unharmed. Retracting my hand, I examined it, but the blisters that usually came with burns didn’t form. Mrs. Haywood always had one appear when she burnt herself cooking. Honestly, I couldn’t even remember what it was like to get burned. I had just been told to be careful not to get close to anything hot.

I studied the blaring red embers at the bottom. I wanted to hold them in my palm and feel their warmth. Slipping my hand through the wood, I grabbed them. My head fell back, and I closed my eyes. The ever-present coldness in my chest melted away. 

This was heaven.
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​Chapter 5: A Proper Job
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—Five years later—

“Fin!”

I jolted upright and slammed my head on the beam above me. Cursing under my breath, I laid back down and rubbed my forehead. “What!”

“If you want breakfast, boy, get down here now,” replied Mrs. Haywood. “You’re going to be late.”

“Alright!” I shouted back. The throbbing in the front of my skull had yet to subside, and her constant nagging wasn’t helping. “I’ll be down in a minute.”

“Now, Fin!”

“Alright!” I carefully sat up. “Always yelling,” I muttered as I grabbed my shirt and pulled it on. My head was still pounding, and I checked to see if I was bleeding. 

Nathan rolled over and stretched his arms above his head. “Good morning, Fin.”

I grumbled at him and proceeded to get dressed. I was starting to understand why Reese was so cross with me every morning. This new kid was driving me insane with his happy attitude. At least, I didn’t get stuck restocking the woodpile anymore.

Hunched over, I dropped the stairs. It had been a lot nicer sleeping up here when I was a foot shorter. I hurried to the kitchen, twisting out the night’s kinks as I went. 

Mrs. Haywood eyed me as she placed a bowl of mush on the counter. “You’re going to get yourself in trouble one of these days.”

“Mr. Hobbs doesn’t mind.” I grabbed my spoon and started to eat. 

“Exactly,” stated Mr. Haywood. He was at the table with the girls. “You need to get yourself a real job.”

“I have one,” I muttered. 

“That’s work for a child,” he replied, puffing out his chest. “You should let Nathan take over and find yourself a good-paying job. Something that can support a family.”

My shoulders rolled forward as I did my best to hold in a groan. “Mr. Hobbs pays me fine.”

“You only have a couple more weeks before your birthday, boy.” He pointed his spoon at me. “Then you’re out of here. We can’t be having a grown adult sticking around. Who knows?” he breathed. “The governor could come by with a new boy any day ready to take your place.”

“I know, sir.” I sighed. Hearing this every day for the last couple of months was starting to grind on me. The man didn’t care about having “space” for a new kid. He just hated that I didn’t have a proper job in the mines. It wasn’t like he was crawling around in that giant pit, either. 

“You can’t support a wife on a salary like the one Hobbs gives you.”

“I know, sir,” I replied calmly. 

“You need to start thinking about your future.”

“I know.” I tried to keep the annoyance out of my voice. This was going nowhere for either of us. I just had to wait until he figured that out. 

“Look how well Reese turned out.” Folding his arms, he held his head high. “You have the same capabilities.”

Finishing my bowl, I slipped off my chair and grabbed my jacket from the hook on the wall. “Thank you, Mrs. Haywood. It was great, as always.”

“Fin,” called Mr. Haywood.

“I’ll see you all tonight.”

“Fin!”

I quickly escaped through the back door with Mr. Haywood still yelling my name. 

Shoving my hands in my pockets, I marched toward town. It was starting to get cold, which always left me in a horrible mood. Everyone else seemed perfectly fine with the dropping temperature, but I hated it.

The town square was the same as always. People were preparing for the day ahead, except for kindling being piled in the center clearing. Did they find another? I wandered over and stood on the outside of the permanently scorched ground. I ran the tip of my shoe through the dirt. Ever since I saw the woman burn as a boy, the number of public executions had been growing.

“Fin,” said a familiar voice. 

I glanced over my shoulder at Reese. He tossed another load of sticks and twigs on the pile.

“Did they catch another shifter?” I asked. 

He shook his head. “No, the governor just wants to be ready. We’re burning a shapeshifter practically once a week.” He went over to the wagon piled with kindling and grabbed a bundle. 

“Hmm...” I could suppress the thought that I wished they had. It was only during a burning that enough heat was generated that I received a break from the constant cold buried in my chest. “Well, I better be going.”

“Hey.” Reese bumped my arm as I passed. “The Haywoods asked me to talk to the governor about a job.”

I kept my eyes pointed at the street toward Hobbs’ shop. “I’m fine with the one I have.”

“The herb boy?” He raised an eyebrow. “Come on, Fin. You’re not a little kid anymore.”

“Doesn’t mean I want to be stuck in a mine.”

“I’m not stuck in a mine, Fin,” he laughed, pressing his hand to his chest. “Those aren’t the only jobs out there.”

“I don’t want to work for the governor, either.” I turned to walk away, but he grabbed my upper arm.

“Fin.” He pulled me over to him. “Don’t be stupid. You’re going to be eighteen soon and on your own. You need a better job, and one that doesn’t make you look like an outcast.”

“I like being alone.” I shrugged.

“The woods are messing with your head.” He tapped the side of his own. “Working in a mine is a lot better than having rumors spread about you.”

I sucked in my cheek. “What kind?”

“Look.” Reese leaned up against the wagon and wiped the sweat from his forehead. “You’ve helped us capture plenty of shapeshifters. The governor is very grateful about that, but it comes across a little suspicious with all the time you spend alone in those woods.”

An uneasy feeling settled in my stomach. I glanced around, but no one acknowledged us. “It’s my job. The plants Hobbs need don’t grow in the local family garden.” I gave him a sour look.

“Don’t be like that with me.” He jabbed a dirty finger in my chest. “All I’m doing is telling you what I think is best. So don’t get that attitude with me. I beat you as a kid, I can still do it as an adult.”

I nodded. “I’ll think about it.”

Reese smiled and shrugged. “That’s all I’m asking.”

“Well, I have to go.” I backed away from him before taking off down the street toward the shop. 

People were talking about me? I clenched my fists. There was nothing wrong with the woods. People needed to mind their own business.

Arriving at the shop, I found my sack sitting outside and a list in the pocket. Shaking my head, I read through the items. Nothing was very difficult to get, and I’d be done a little after noon. I glanced at the dust-marred windows. There were blurred shadows moving around inside, but whoever it was, Mr. Hobbs didn’t want me to disturb them. But it still annoyed me when he left my stuff on the doorstep. 
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