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Prologue
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It began in a place no one was watching.

There were no cameras, no nearby roads, and no reason for anyone to pay attention to the dry, open stretch of land that sat miles beyond the nearest town. The ground was cracked from months without rain, and the air carried a stillness that felt unnatural, as though even the wind had chosen to avoid the area.

For a long time, nothing moved.

Then the air shifted.

At first, the change was subtle, nothing more than a distortion—like heat rising from asphalt on a summer day. It wavered just above the surface, bending the light slightly, easy to ignore if you weren’t looking directly at it. But the distortion didn’t fade. Instead, it tightened, drawing inward as though something unseen was pulling it into focus.

The pressure built gradually, pressing into the space from somewhere beyond it, as if the air itself were being compressed. The ground beneath the distortion darkened, not burned but altered, as though the surface was being reshaped from beneath.

Thin lines began to spread outward.

They branched slowly at first, tracing paths across the cracked earth in patterns that didn’t follow any natural formation. The lines intersected and divided, forming a network that pulsed faintly beneath the surface, carrying a dim glow that never quite broke through into flame.

The distortion above them deepened.

What had once been a shimmer became something more defined, a point where the boundary between spaces—whatever that meant—had begun to weaken. It did not open like a tear or a crack. Instead, it shifted, as though something on the other side was pressing forward, testing the limits of a barrier it did not yet understand.

For a brief moment, it nearly worked.

The pressure surged, the lines on the ground brightening as they fed into the center, strengthening the connection. Something pushed forward from the other side, not fully visible but undeniably present.

Then it stopped.

Not because the structure failed, and not because the connection broke.

Because something was missing.

The pressure lingered, testing, adjusting, probing the boundary as though searching for a way to complete the process. When it found none, it receded, slowly withdrawing from the point of contact.

The distortion faded.

The glow dimmed.

But the pattern remained.

Faint, etched into the ground like a mark left behind by something unfinished.

The air settled once more, returning to its unnatural stillness, as if nothing had happened.

But beneath the surface, the network held.

Waiting.

And somewhere far beyond that empty stretch of land, something shifted in response—not with frustration, not with urgency, but with quiet calculation.

It had found a boundary.

Now it would learn how to cross it.
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Jake Mercer had been inside enough burning structures to know when something didn’t feel right.

It wasn’t always obvious. Most fires followed a kind of logic, even when they were out of control. Heat moved in predictable ways, feeding on available fuel, climbing walls, spreading along ceilings. There was chaos in it, but there was also structure. Experience taught you how to read that structure, how to anticipate where the danger would be before you could see it.

This one didn’t follow the rules.

He felt it the moment he stepped through the front door.

The house was small, a single-story place with a narrow hallway leading deeper inside. Smoke hung low, thick enough to limit visibility, but not as dense as it should have been given the call they’d received. Somewhere ahead, fire crackled, but the sound didn’t match the scale of the damage they had expected.

Jake paused for half a second, letting his eyes adjust as best they could.

“Kitchen’s in the back,” his partner called from behind him.

“Yeah,” Jake said, though his attention had already shifted forward.

There was something off about the heat.

It wasn’t building the way it should. Instead of radiating outward, it seemed to hold in place, concentrated somewhere deeper in the house.

He moved down the hallway carefully, each step deliberate, scanning the walls and ceiling as he went. The smoke shifted in slow, uneven currents, and for a brief moment, he thought he saw something move within it—not a shadow, not exactly, but a change in the way the air itself behaved.

He stopped.

Listened.

The fire crackled again, louder now, just beyond the doorway ahead.

Jake stepped closer and pushed through.

The kitchen came into view, and for a second, nothing about it made sense.

The fire was there. It burned along the far wall, bright and contained, but it wasn’t spreading. It wasn’t climbing. It wasn’t doing anything a fire should do.

It was holding.

Jake stared at it, his instincts clashing with what he was seeing. The flames flickered, but they didn’t reach outward. They didn’t search for fuel. They stayed in place, as though they were waiting.

“For what?” he muttered under his breath.

Behind him, his partner stepped into the room. “We’ve got it contained. Let’s knock it down.”

Jake nodded automatically, but he didn’t move right away.

Because as he watched, the fire shifted.

Not outward.

Not upward.

Toward him.

Just a slight movement, barely noticeable, but enough to make his chest tighten.

That wasn’t how fire worked.

He took a step forward.

The flames reacted again, tightening, focusing in a way that made no sense at all.

“Jake,” his partner said. “What are you doing?”

Jake didn’t answer.

He couldn’t take his eyes off it.

For a moment, the room felt smaller, the air heavier, as though something unseen had settled into the space between them.

Then, just as quickly as it had shifted, the fire stilled.

It flickered once.

Then returned to normal.

Jake exhaled slowly, forcing himself to move, to fall back into routine.

“Yeah,” he said, grabbing the hose. “Let’s put it out.”

They worked quickly after that, knocking the fire down in minutes. By the time it was done, the kitchen looked like any other contained burn—damaged, but manageable, nothing that would raise more than a passing report.

But Jake didn’t feel relief.

As he stepped back into the hallway, he glanced over his shoulder one last time.

The fire was gone.

The room was quiet.

Everything looked normal.

It wasn’t.
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The report didn’t reflect what Jake had seen.

It never did.

By the time the paperwork was finished and the scene cleared, the fire had already been reduced to something explainable—faulty wiring behind the stove, heat buildup, a localized ignition point that hadn’t had time to spread. It fit the data, matched the damage, and gave everyone involved a clean, reasonable conclusion.

Jake signed off on it like he always did.

That didn’t mean he believed it.

The station was quiet when they got back.

Most of the crew had turned in, leaving the common area dimly lit and mostly empty. Jake dropped his gear where it belonged, moving through the motions out of habit more than thought. The adrenaline had worn off, replaced by something slower, heavier, something that sat in the back of his mind and refused to go away.

“You’re still thinking about it.”

Jake glanced over as his partner leaned against the locker beside him, arms crossed, watching him with a knowing look.

“Thinking about what?” Jake asked.

“The fire.”

Jake shrugged, though the movement felt half-hearted. “It was a fire.”

“Yeah,” his partner said. “And you were staring at it like it was about to say something.”

Jake let out a short breath, not quite a laugh. “You ever see one just... stop like that?”

His partner frowned slightly. “Stop?”

“In the kitchen,” Jake said. “It wasn’t spreading. It wasn’t even trying to. It just held there.”

There was a pause.

Then his partner shook his head. “Probably just the way the air was moving. Venting, pressure differences—stuff like that can make it look weird.”

Jake nodded slowly.

That was the right answer.

The logical answer.

The one that made sense.

“Yeah,” he said. “Probably.”

He didn’t stay long after that.

Sleep wasn’t coming anyway, and the station felt too still, too quiet. He grabbed his jacket and headed out, the cool night air hitting him the moment he stepped outside.

The city felt different at night.

Quieter, but not empty. Lights still burned in windows, distant traffic still moved along the main roads, but everything seemed a little more distant, like the world had pulled back just enough to let the silence settle in between.

Jake walked without a clear destination, hands in his pockets, his thoughts circling back to the same moment over and over again.

The way the fire had moved.

The way it had reacted.

Toward him.

He stopped.

Shook his head slightly.

“That’s not real,” he muttered.

Fires didn’t react to people.

They didn’t focus.

They didn’t wait.

His phone buzzed in his pocket.

Jake pulled it out, frowning slightly at the unknown number on the screen. For a second, he considered ignoring it, but something about the timing made him pause.

Then he answered.

“Mercer.”

There was a brief moment of silence on the other end, followed by a voice that was calm, controlled, and
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