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The sirens tore through the night. Connor Reed listened to the metallic clangs and shouts echoing through the station as he pulled on his heavy gear. He drew a breath of the cool air, clearing his mind. A fire always began like this: a call, a burst of adrenaline, and then the rush into the unknown.

"Reed, Bennett, you've got the Briar Theatre!" Captain Reyes's voice cut through the alarms. "Abandoned structure. Anonymous tip says someone might be inside. Move fast."

Connor glanced at Chloe Bennett as he secured his helmet. Her expression mirrored his own—determined. The red engine lurched into the street, the city lights streaking past the windows. The Briar Theatre... a historic building, shuttered for years. Why would anyone be there now?

The smoke was visible blocks away—a thick, black column rising against the sky. The heat hit their faces the moment they stepped out. The building's facade wasn't engulfed yet, but an orange glow pulsed from within, dancing behind broken windows.

"Fire department!" Connor shouted, raising his bullhorn. "Is anyone inside?" No answer, only the crackle and hiss of flames.

Captain Reyes's voice crackled over the radio. "Spotters reported movement near a rear window. Likely in the main auditorium, near the stage."

Chloe nodded, pulling a hose line into position. "A nightmare layout. High risk of collapse."

Connor switched on his flashlight. "I have to go in."

The smoke tried to claim him the moment he crossed the threshold. His mask engaged, his breathing becoming a loud, mechanical rhythm. The beam of his light cut a shaky path through swirling ash and burning debris. He pushed into the grand hall, past the ghostly shapes of old, crumbling seats. Flames licked at the heavy stage curtain, threatening the ceiling.

And then he saw him.

A silhouette, crouched near the edge of the stage. The man was turned toward the wall of rising fire, not fleeing, but watching as if hypnotized.

"Hey!" Connor's voice was muffled by his mask. "We have to get out of here!"

The man turned his head slowly. Connor would never forget the moment his light caught the man's face. It was smudged with soot and dust, but unmarked by burns. And his eyes... they were like deep, ancient wells reflecting the inferno, burning not with fear, but with a raw, profound anguish.

The man stood, his gaze meeting Connor's. "Why did you come?" he whispered, his voice a dry crackle barely audible over the roar. "You don't belong here."

And right then, behind them, a massive timber groaned and began to give way.

The groan became a shrieking warning that echoed through the chamber. Connor instinctively stepped back, but his heavy gear slowed him. His eyes darted between the falling timber and the mysterious man behind him.

Then something happened. The man moved like a phantom through the smoke and flame. With impossible speed, he grasped Connor’s arm and pulled him sharply aside. Connor lost his balance, stumbling to the floor as the beam shattered the space he’d occupied just a second before. Wood splinters and sparks erupted around them.

On the ground, breathless, Connor stared up at the man’s face. His flashlight rolled beside them, its flickering beam illuminating sharp features. That pained gaze was now focused with intense clarity.

“Get out,” the man said, his voice low but urgent, cutting through the roar. “Now.”

“With you!” Connor countered, trying to rise.

But the man had already turned away, his attention drawn back to the flames as if answering their call. “I...” he murmured, almost to himself. “I am still here.”

Connor reached out, grabbing the man’s forearm. “Listen! This place is coming down!”

The touch was like an electric shock. The man flinched and turned back, his eyes now wild with a feral panic. In one fluid motion, he hauled Connor upright and began propelling him toward the edge of the stage with almost no effort. His strength was unreal.

“The rear exit,” the man snarled, steering Connor past a burning curtain into a narrow corridor. “Run!”

Connor ran. His footsteps raced against the groans of the building. He glanced back and saw the man wasn’t following. He stood framed against the fire, a lone silhouette in the dark.

“No!” Connor shouted, but the smoke choked him.

Finally, he saw the cold metal of an emergency door. He slammed against it and tumbled out into the clean night air. Firefighters swarmed him immediately. As Chloe pulled off his mask, he managed to cough out, “There’s someone else in there!”

Chloe and the others charged back in with hoses and lights. But Connor, gulping down breaths, kept his eyes fixed on the building. Through a window where flames danced, he thought he saw a dark shape step toward the inferno. Then it vanished.

And a few seconds later, a powerful flash surged from the building’s core, blowing out the remaining windows.

The echoes of the explosion still trembled in the night air as the fire crew shifted into chaos mode. Water jets were redirected towards the smoldering wreckage. Connor, struggling against Chloe's restraining hands, shouted, "Let me go! He's in there!"

"Reed, stand down!" Captain Reyes barked, stepping in front of him. "The structure isn't stable. My team is going in."

Helpless, Connor watched the search and rescue team approach the rubble with dogs and equipment. His heart hammered against his ribs. That man... that strength... and then that step towards the flames... None of it made sense.

For ten long minutes, nothing was found. Connor's hope dwindled with every second. Then, a dog barked. The team converged on a small storage room behind the stage, nearly untouched by the damage.

And there he was.

Dressed in charcoal-black clothes, he sat leaning against a wall, perfectly calm. There wasn't a single mark on him. Not even dust seemed to have settled on him, as if it had intentionally missed him. His eyes were closed.

"My God," Chloe whispered beside Connor.

The paramedics moved in. The man—Silas—opened his eyes. His gaze immediately found Connor. There was no fear, no confusion in them. Only a deep, bottomless weariness.

Connor knelt beside him. "You... how did you...?" he stammered.

Silas's fingers brushed lightly against the burn mark on the sleeve of Connor's firefighter coat. "You burned," he whispered.

"It's nothing. You... the explosion..."

"A minor tremor," Silas murmured, leaning his head back. As if he'd merely felt a bit dizzy.

He didn't resist as the paramedics secured him to a stretcher. But his eyes never left Connor. As the ambulance doors closed, he gave Connor a faint nod. Was it a thank you, or a goodbye?

Captain Reyes approached Connor. "Reed," he said, his voice low and serious. "That man doesn't have a single scratch on him. He was so close to the epicenter... it's impossible."

Connor watched the ambulance's red lights recede into the distance. Inside him, it wasn't just suspicion that stirred, but a strange sense of protectiveness.

"Maybe he was just lucky, Captain."

Reyes gave him a long, meaningful look. "That's not luck, Reed. That's... something else. And when you talk to him, you'll report every word to me. Understood?"

Connor nodded, but his mind was already at the hospital. And on that last look.

He went straight to the hospital's emergency department the next morning. He had thought about those eyes, that scorched voice, all night. Dozens of questions swirled in his head.

He approached the nurses' station. "I'm here to visit Silas Ember. He was brought in from the fire last night."

The nurse checked her computer. She frowned. "Ember... Yes, we have a record. But he discharged himself, against medical advice, just after midnight."

Connor froze. "Discharged? That's not possible. The exposure he had—"

"All his tests came back clear, Mr. Reed," the nurse interrupted, having seen his name. "Vitals were perfect. No signs of contusion, burns, or smoke inhalation. He left on his own recognizance."

Connor tried to process the words. Nothing. Just as Reyes had said. The impossible.

Back at the station, the air was thick with unspoken tension. The other firefighters gave him odd looks. The fire had made the local news, talking about a "miraculous rescue." Chloe cornered him in the kitchen.

"What happened last night, Connor? That man pushed you, didn't he? I saw it."

"He saved me, Chloe. And then he... vanished."

"And had no injuries," Chloe added, her voice low and concerned. "That's not right. None of this is right. The Captain wants to talk to you. Now."

A heavy feeling settled in Connor's gut as he entered Reyes's office. The Captain sat behind his desk, looking over reports.

"Reed. Sit." Reyes took off his glasses. "I want everything about that man. Don't leave out a single detail."

Connor told him everything. The way he looked at the flames, his impossible strength, his calmness. Reyes listened without reaction.

"There's another call in the city," Reyes said finally, not commenting on Connor's story. "Report of smoke at the old lumber mill up north. You and Bennett are on the second engine."

Connor nodded and stood up. As he turned to leave, Reyes added:

"And Reed... if you see him again... this time, don't let him out of your sight. Understood?"

At that moment, the alarm outside began to wail.

They arrived at the old lumber mill to find the fire still in its early stages. Smoke seeped from the building's roof. As Chloe and Connor rapidly laid out the hose line, another crew worked on forcing the main entrance.

"Wind's low, looks containable," Chloe shouted, securing her mask.

But Connor wasn't listening. His eyes scanned the narrow alley behind the building. There, under the pallid glow of a streetlight, stood a motionless silhouette. A long, dark coat. His heart sped up.

"I'll be right back!" he yelled to Chloe before starting to run.

"Connor, wait! Where?"

But he was already rounding the corner. The alley was empty. Had he imagined it? Then, a faint crackle. A window on the upper floor of the adjacent abandoned warehouse was open. It was dark inside.

His logic told him to turn back. But his feet carried him to the fire escape beside the warehouse. The rusty iron groaned. He climbed to the upper floor and slipped through the open window.

The air smelled of dust and mildew. The only light was a shaft of moonlight filtering through the grimy window. And there, before him, stood Silas with his back turned, watching the smoke rise from the mill.

"Do you have to follow the fires?" Connor asked, his voice echoing slightly in the dark space.

Silas didn't turn. "They call to me, Connor Reed. And you..." He finally turned his head slowly. "You follow them too."

"I'm trying to understand who you are. How are you unharmed? Why were you there?"

Silas kept his gaze on the mill. "Ember," he whispered. "My name. 'A glowing piece of coal.' Something that doesn't go out, that radiates heat constantly. Strange for a name to carry a curse, isn't it?"

Connor took a step closer. "It's just a name."

"No." Silas suddenly looked at him, his eyes seeming to hold a faint gleam in the moonlight. "A reminder. In every flame, every plume of smoke, there's something that reminds me of what I am. And you..." His voice dropped. "Why did you come?"

"You saved me last night. I needed to thank you."

"Thank you." Silas tasted the word as if it were foreign. Then he startled, his head snapping toward the street below. "Go."

"What? Why?"

"Because," Silas called out, now looking out the window into the darkness, "someone else has come."

And Connor saw Chloe below, entering the alley to look for him. When he turned back, Silas was gone. Only a spot on the dusty floor, slightly charred, remained.

Connor stood frozen in the empty
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