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  Chapter one
Ashes Don't Stay Cold

Hunter


I’ve seen fire move with purpose before, but never like this. 
Charred beams angled together over my head, making a ribcage of what used to be an industrial laundry. A century ago, they built these places to survive bombing. The fire last night had finished the job in under twelve minutes. Even now, twenty hours later, the structure bled heat into the cold, November dark. The snow at the block’s edge evaporated in uneasy spirals.
I stood with my boots planted in a sooty puddle, not daring to step closer to the heart of the wreckage. A wind off the canal tried to cut through my coat, but the pulse beneath my skin offered its own, traitorous warmth, Emberfire, coiling, waiting to be let loose. At this range, the scent was distinct: not just the protein tang of burned wool and human sweat, but the back-note of singed ozone and something older, more feral. It clawed at my throat, each inhale like a dare.
The flames themselves were gone. All that remained were their after-images: pockets of dull orange light flickering in places where the laws of combustion said they shouldn’t be. They called them ember-spirits in the old books, bodies made of memory and thermal stress, lingering to reenact the violence of their birth. The ground steamed and the warped air hummed with invisible teeth. If anyone else were watching, they’d swear the ruins were clear.
I spread my hands, careful not to flex too fast. In containment work, there’s no margin for showmanship. My left wrist ached, the old break still weak from where I’d thrown it against a Council cell door twenty-three years ago. The right hand was worse, blackened veins visible beneath the glove’s cuff, a trophy of too many solo jobs.
Emberfire resisted being shaped, but with patience, I could tease it into order. I focused on my breath, slowly inhaled through my nose, counted to four, then out. I’d drilled the sequence so often, it sometimes bled into the way I walked or blinked. Not a tick, but a suppression, enough control to fake calm, even when the world burned.
In my mind’s eye, I built a wall between the living heat and the dead matter beyond. The perimeter would hold, if I fed it enough of myself. I reached for the magic, found its wild, hungry edge, and pressed my will against it. For an instant, I felt the fire’s consciousness brush my own, a wild thing, clever in the way of old predators. It wanted to leap, to find fuel and make itself vast. I gave it boundaries.
The air pressure changed. A ring of invisible force shivered out from my feet, frost hissing where it met the snowy curb. In the spirit-sight, the ruin’s heart brightened and drew back from the edges. It clung to the metal fixtures and the bones of the building, but the animal urge to spread had been checked. I nearly sagged, but forced my spine straight. Fatigue gnawed at my calves. In the middle distance, sirens called and then fell silent. Human fire units knew better than to approach the Ember District alone, but the city’s old bureaucratic magic was twitchy, eventually someone would trip an alarm that couldn’t be ignored. I’d have to work fast.
I walked the circumference of the site, a deliberate, measured gait. My steps scored tracks in the ash and left faintly glowing prints that faded as I passed. Ember Wolves could leave traces like that when transformed, but in human form, it took a deliberate bleed of magic. If anyone with supernatural sight checked the scene, they’d know I’d been here. But that was the point. Sometimes deterrence mattered more than stealth.
On the third pass around the perimeter, a memory flashed: the hiss-pop of burning sapwood, a pair of eyes in the dark, the snap of a neck, and then the frantic, lupine wail that followed. My pack. I flinched so hard that the wall of force wavered; a stripe of hungry heat shot up the street, melting a neat hole in the stop sign before I clamped it down. I cursed under my breath, using an old tongue that didn’t belong in human throats. It calmed me, reminded me who I’d been, and why I could never go back. Every fire called to that part of me, the piece that remembered teeth and fur and freedom. I’d spent a century teaching myself to ignore it.
Tonight, the urge was closer than ever.
The world didn’t want to leave me in peace. Somewhere in the shadows of the city, a heat signature darted between alleyways, lighter, faster, and less defined than a true wolf. If the arsonists who started this had stuck around, I’d have picked up their trail before the embers cooled. But this was something else. The magic’s aftertaste didn’t match the usual Council goons or idiot cultists with a death wish. This was deliberate. A challenge, maybe.
A new type of enemy.
I held position at the center of the field, every nerve attuned to the space just beyond my skin. The barrier wanted to relax, as if the fire understood the game was over. But I’d seen too many sites like this go from “contained” to “cratered” in the time it took to call for backup. I kept the wall taut, feeding it just enough magic to keep the spirit-embers pinned to their charred playground.
A tremor ran through my arms; the sweat now a steady drip from my brow, stinging in the cuts I’d picked up on the job. I pressed my tongue to the roof of my mouth to taste the metallic, ionized air, the flavor of overworked magic. The body has ways to warn you when you’re near your limits.
I ignored every one of them.
An overhead cable popped and dropped into the field, trailing sparks that fizzled against my shield. I catalogued the movement out of habit, noting the way the heat bent around the falling metal. The city always watched these events, waiting to see which side claimed the night. My kind rarely won. There weren’t enough of us left to make a proper showing.
At the very edge of my focus, the memory fire sparked again, faces I’d once called siblings, mouths open in agony or joy or both, the whole pack a single, terrible song. I had to look away, as if the ghosts could see my shame. I’d failed them then, but I could do better now. I let the burn spread up my chest, where the magic lived the most wild, and pictured a perfectly smooth containment. The ring of pressure narrowed, then sealed. Inside, the temperature spiked, driving what was left of the supernatural energy into harmless vapor. I gave the magic a push, and the memory-embers swirled into a spiral, then winked out, leaving only darkness and the stench of exhausted power.
The silence that followed was absolute. Even the distant traffic seemed to pause, waiting for the smoke to decide whether it would rise or settle. I didn’t let myself relax, not until the residual heat fell below critical. Only then did I let my arms drop, body unclenching, heart hammering loud enough to feel it in my teeth. I knelt and touched the sooty ground, my palm flat. The city’s heartbeat pulsed back at me, slow and skeptical. Not approval, but not rejection, either.
It was enough.
When I stood, my hands trembled. I wanted to call that weakness, but if the cost of safety was a few minutes of physical collapse, I’d pay it every time. I surveyed the site one last time, tracing the perimeter for weak spots. There were none. I’d done the job right. But even then, I couldn’t shake the sense that this fire was only the start.
The pack was gone. The job, protection, remained. I was alone, but the city had other ideas.

      [image: ]She arrived with the hush of authority, not the thunder of enforcement. I caught the sound of her boots on wet stone, a rhythm that was clipped, but neither hurried nor hesitant. The smell of cold air changed as she neared: crisp, astringent, with a suggestion of antiseptic over the embers’ half-life reek. I ducked back behind a blackened post, my breath condensed, hands already stilled by the new threat. Whoever this was, they navigated the field’s boundary with zero hesitation, like she’d walked a thousand fire lines before. That wasn’t supernatural. That was training.
She slipped the police tape without breaking stride. Auburn hair in a disciplined tail, standard-issue navy peacoat over close-fit tactical black. No gun. She kept her hands clear, a clipboard tucked under her left arm, phone clipped at the hip. When the nearest ember-echo drifted close, it didn’t leap for her as I’d expected; it shivered and reversed, as if the magic itself wanted nothing to do with her.
My heart staggered in my chest.
Nobody had ever managed that. Not humans, not even the damned Council auditors with their layers of ritual protection. Ember-spirits reacted to all bloodlines but never retreated, never, until her.
She circled the central debris, surveying the cooled blast radius with the same dispassion she’d use for a leaky faucet. No evidence markers yet, so she produced her own: tiny neon dots on the end of a pen, each glowing faintly with quick-drying spray. She knelt, measured, snapped photos, and moved on, always three paces, always a ninety-degree turn. A forensic waltz. She ran the perimeter twice, then cut straight to the origin, where my spell wall still rippled with latent force.
Her right hand hovered just above the soot-stained concrete. I waited for the burn, the flinch, or even a startle at the residual magic. Instead, she touched it bare, scooped up a pinch, and smeared it between her fingers. I watched, waiting for blisters or a scream, but she just studied the residue and wrote a precise note on her board. When the next ember-spirit tried to slither in, it veered away from her shadow with comical panic.
I realized my jaw was locked. A line of sweat cooled instantly on my temple, proof that she’d shaken me more than the last two hours of containment work. Who the hell are you? I thought. The city, for once, offered nothing. No whisper of magic, no clue. Just the faint electric warble of a camera drone as it did a lazy flyover, then vanished.
She found something that made her pause, a wedge of half-melted plastic fused with what used to be a phone. She turned it over delicately, checked both sides, then tucked it into an evidence pouch at her belt. Every movement had an economy that made my own efforts look performative. This was a person who’d had to work twice as hard and twice as carefully just to get here.
I caught her scent when the wind shifted. Not perfume; not even soap. It was ozone and graphite, tinged with the high, sharp clarity of a city street right after lightning. My own Emberfire, usually a constant growl at the base of my skull, softened to a dull purr. The urge to transform and assert dominance, the predator’s need to stake the territory, melted into something I hadn’t felt since the old days. Not comfort, not exactly. The ache for kin.
I almost stepped out then, just to see her up close. Some curiosity runs so hot it burns right through protocol. But I managed to keep my distance, if barely. A century of being the last one had taught me the cost of exposure. She finished her circuit and stood for a long minute, eyes on the horizon as if she was waiting for something to catch up. The face was sharper than I’d expected, angular, high cheeks, dark brows that turned every glance into an interrogation. But what set me off-kilter were the eyes: not brown, not amber, but a molten gold that didn’t belong to any human breed.
I risked a closer angle. She was maybe five-seven, with a runner’s muscle under all that indifference, and hands that never shook. When she exhaled, I could see the calculation in it, the practiced exhale of a person who’d learned to suppress reaction, to never let the world see the effect it had.
She took one last lap, pausing at the containment’s edge. Then she turned and, with a final scan of the street, walked off the scene, already entering her observations into a dictation app. Her focus never once flickered in my direction. After a minute, the residual heat ebbed to normal. The ember-spirits uncurled, then slowly faded from existence. My own magic simmered, quiet and obedient.
I waited another thirty seconds before I let myself out of hiding. Her footprints made neat, diamond-shaped imprints in the ash, one more kind of evidence, if you cared to look. I followed the trail out to the sidewalk and watched her blend into the city, shoulders squared, head already down as she texted in a follow-up report. For a long while I just stood there, hands in pockets, breathing the sharp, weirdly sweet air she’d left behind. It had been decades since another presence, human or otherwise, made my Emberfire go silent.
I hated how much I wanted to follow her, how badly I wanted to know what she’d seen. I’d made a career of staying invisible. But suddenly, staying out of sight seemed like the least interesting thing in the world.

      [image: ]It was three blocks before I realized she’d looped back.
The woman from the fire scene, a professional by the look of her though not Council, walked like she meant to disappear, but I’d been tailing marks since before she was born. I kept to the shadows, using the back routes between alley and service corridor, trusting the city to provide blind spots where I needed them. She made it hard, veering at odd intervals, ducking through a dead subway entrance and up a crumbling iron staircase to the street above.
I caught up to her at the old tram depot. She was waiting, perfectly still, barely a pulse in her shadow as the sodium lights flickered overhead. The evidence case hung loose in her grip, and the set of her jaw and the look in her eyes suggested she knew I’d be there.
She didn’t speak at first. Just studied me, her expression blank, as if her eyes could punch through skin and bone straight to motive. When the wind hit her face, her features sharpened, eyes pale, nearly colorless now, her skin free of the usual fireworker’s pockmarks. She was younger than I’d thought at first glance, but her posture had that set, ready-for-impact cast that said she’d spent too many years waiting for bad news.
“You left traces,” she said, voice low, controlled. No wasted syllables. I shrugged. “Accidents happen.” “Not with your kind. Not anymore.” She flicked her gaze down, then back up. “What are you doing in my scene?”
A hundred answers queued up, all bad. I went with the least incriminating. “Containment. The department sent a ghost crew, but they’re not equipped for memory embers.” I didn’t mention the overtime budget, or the fact that the only ‘ghost crew’ these days was whatever poor bastard had managed to survive the last culling.
She considered this. “Who called you in?” I smiled, but kept it small. “That’s classified.” Her mouth twitched, like she was weighing whether to laugh or snarl. “I’ve got two witness statements placing someone matching your description inside the perimeter while it was still active. Any comments?” I let her question hang, because a good silence does more work than a bad answer. Instead, I stepped a fraction closer, just into the wash of her scent, clean, analytic, the after-image of controlled flame.
She stiffened, but didn’t back away. “You should leave. Before the official team arrives.” I held my ground, boots scuffing ash off the curb. “And if I don’t?” She drew herself taller, which was a neat trick at her height. “You’re still not as immune as you think. Especially with the way you’re leaking.” It was only then that I noticed the back of my right hand, small blisters rising where I’d pressed it too close to the containment wall. A rookie mistake, if I was being generous. Or maybe the start of something new.
I flexed my fingers and nodded at the evidence case. “You catalog everything yourself?”
“Always.”
“Even the weird stuff?”
She hesitated, just a blink, but I caught it. “Especially the weird stuff.”
“Good,” I said, letting my voice drop into the old register, the one that makes people listen even if they hate themselves for it. “Because whatever did this, it’s not in the records. You’ll need someone who can read the old fires.” Her eyes narrowed. “You’re offering to consult.”
“I’m offering to keep you alive.”
For the first time, something shifted in her face, doubt maybe, or the edge of fear. She hid it fast, but it left a fingerprint behind. “Why me?” she asked, and for an instant the voice was smaller, not the pro but the real person underneath. The question snagged deeper than it should have. Because in that moment, I realized I didn’t know, not in words. It was just the instinct, the old magic’s pulse: protect the only thing that steadied the fire inside me.
“Let’s just say, you have a way of making things behave.” I let my gaze slide over her, not as a threat, but as a statement of fact. “Even the stuff that shouldn’t.” She looked away, and the lights caught the edge of her face, illuminating a fine line of scar along her jaw. Survivor, then. That explained a lot.
A siren howled somewhere south, an approaching engine. She stiffened, then shifted her weight, already calculating the fastest exit. “Name?” she said. I gave her the honest one. “Hunter.” Her lips quirked, more bemused than amused. “Of course it is.” She turned, coat snapping behind her, and made for the alley’s far side. I thought she’d vanish outright, but she stopped after a few steps. “You’re still burning,” she said, without turning. “You might want to get that checked.”
And then she was gone, footsteps light as if the city had already erased her presence.
I looked at my hand again, at the heat trembling just beneath the skin. It didn’t hurt, not really. But it reminded me that even after a hundred years, you could always find new ways to be surprised.
The wind changed, and for the briefest second, I caught her scent, ozone and unfinished business. The supernatural blaze from before was a memory now, already forgotten by the city’s shifting architecture, but the resonance it left behind in my chest was unignorable.
For the first time in decades, my Emberfire burned steadily, not wild. It felt like hope. Or hunger. Probably both. I put my hands in my pockets, walked into the new dark, and let the city decide which fire would call me next.






  
  Chapter two
The Man Who Doesn't Burn

Kiera


Fire scenes don’t start with the blaze. They start with the aftermath, the geometry of what’s left behind. Even before I stepped out of the car, I could see the superstructure of the old laundry was gone, peeled down to bone by heat so intense it had glazed the snow to glass on the street out front. The incident commander’s paperwork called it a total loss, but that was generous. All that remained was a charcoaled ribcage of steel, with a slumped jaw of collapsed roof capping the entry. A black wreath of soot radiated from the blast site, thick enough to muffle sound and make every footfall feel like trespassing into a sacred, forbidden ruin.
I slung my investigator’s kit over one shoulder and picked my way across the perimeter, careful not to disturb the spatter of evidence cones the first-response team had scattered like breadcrumbs. Nobody met my eyes. They were all rookies or temps, working under a shared policy: Don’t talk to the arson girl unless you have to. I preferred it that way. Let them wonder about the lack of scarring, the fact that my boots and jeans always came back from a site with no more than cosmetic singe. Most people clocked me as either incredibly lucky, or incredibly careless. Nobody liked the third option.
I ducked under the police tape. A small flock of ember-echoes, a phenomenon only visible to those with the right trauma or genetics, flickered through the debris, replaying in miniature the motions that birthed them: the gout of flame, the panicked swirl, the moment of collapse. Most fire-investigators can’t see them at all, or else choose not to. I’d trained myself to catalog them along with the rest. If you didn’t want to be haunted, you shouldn’t have chosen this career.
The air was dense, every breath a shot of scorched wool and something less definable, metallic and wild. I snapped on nitrile gloves and palmed my phone for the scene log. First note into the voice recorder on my phone: “Extreme charring, near-complete structural compromise, blast pattern inconsistent with accelerant. Roof collapse accelerated, possible vapor detonation. Source undetermined.”
I started with photography, using the phone’s thermal overlay. Even hours after suppression, the building bled heat in long, arterial streaks. Some of the readings bordered on physically impossible, a support beam glowing two thousand degrees at the apex, despite visible snow on the upper joists. I focused on the origin zone, cataloguing spall marks and weird melt signatures. Something had focused the energy here, something with directional intent.
Every step closer to the crater gave me new data points. The ground wasn’t just burned, it had fused in a shallow bowl, like someone had pressed a giant branding iron into the concrete and left it until the world cooled. That was the kind of thing you only saw with military-grade thermite, but the residue scan turned up negative for all the fun stuff: no magnesium, no white phosphorus, not even the usual street-punk fireworks chemistry. Just carbon, silica, and a weirdly high signature of organics.
I squatted by the edge of the pit and ran a fingertip along the fused lip. If it had been a true flashover, there’d be a layer of fine ash, easily disturbed. Instead, the glassy surface resisted my touch, so hot it should have burned straight through the gloves. I pressed harder, just to be sure. Nothing. No blisters. I slid my hand bare against the rim, feeling the pulse of residual energy. Not pain, exactly, more like a static charge thrumming through my bones, resonating in the fillings of my teeth. It wasn’t until the third pass that I noticed someone watching from inside the cordon.
He was standing in the dead center of the damage, feet braced on opposite banks of the bowl. His posture was too relaxed to be a firefighter, but too alert to be a civilian. I clocked the boots first: heavy, old-fashioned, but scuffed in a pattern that meant actual use, not cosplay. Jeans, sturdy, no fray at the hem. Black jacket, tailored, but too many repairs on the cuffs to be off-the-rack. The face was unremarkable at first, just dark hair and a three-day stubble, but the eyes… Even at this distance, I felt them pin me in place. Not blue, not brown, not anything normal, but a deep, burning amber, like the last flicker before the wick chokes out.
He didn’t move. Didn’t even pretend to hide. The heat haze made his outline waver, a mirage effect that didn’t track with the rest of the background.
I finished my scan, pretending not to notice. Scene discipline meant never letting the subject know how much they interested you. I pulled out the tape measure and made a show of laying out a grid, calling out numbers into my phone’s recorder. “Origin to north wall: fifteen point three meters. Blast scatter: twenty-eight degrees east. Anomalous vapor dome detected… ” I paused, deliberately loud enough for the stranger to hear. “ …possible secondary event?”
He smiled, or maybe just tightened his jaw. I couldn’t tell if he was amused or sizing me up for something more predatory. I logged a few more readings, then started toward him. “You’re inside an active scene,” I called. “Step back and identify yourself.” He tilted his head, considering. “You’re not with the fire department.”
It wasn’t a question, but I answered anyway. “Private investigator, arson specialty. Consult for the department on unusuals.” I showed him the badge clipped inside my coat. “Who are you?” He watched my hand, careful, as if it might be a weapon. “Just a witness.”
“Witnesses don’t stand in the origin zone.” I edged closer, keeping my posture non-threatening but making it clear I was in charge of the interaction. “You should be dead.” He shrugged. “Not my worst day.” I circled the bowl, closing the distance. “Name?” He waited long enough that I nearly asked again. “Hunter.”
I rolled that around in my head, looking for a match. Not in any database, not in my own mental file of regular firebugs, not even in the department’s blacklist. “Surname?” He looked away, eyes tracking an ember-echo as it skittered past my boot. “Not important.”
I stopped, maybe two meters from him, close enough to see the way his hands flexed at his sides. Not nervous, more like a calculation: how quickly could he close the gap if I tried something stupid? I respected that. I made a note of the gloves, thick, reinforced, but worn like a second skin. “You were here before the fire?” I asked.
“No.”
“But you knew to come.”
He smiled then, a quick upturn at one corner of his mouth. “You could say I have a sense for these things.” I pulled my phone and pretended to check a notification, but actually logged a covert scan: pulse, respiration, eye dilation. He read as cool as a paramedic, heart rate barely elevated. “You’re not shocked by the bodies.” He let the silence stretch, then, “Not my first fire.”
I scanned the bowl again, searching for evidence of a casual path, footprints, drag marks, anything to show how he’d entered. Nothing. Either he’d stood motionless since the burn, or the scene had been disturbed in ways I couldn’t see.
“Stay put,” I said, and knelt to scrape a sample from the glassy pit. When I looked up, he was watching me, not with interest, but with the kind of focus that felt like being measured for a suit or a coffin. “You see what happened?” I asked. “Enough.” He inclined his head toward the fused metal. “This was a warning. Not for you.” I didn’t bother hiding my skepticism. “Who, then?”
“The city,” he said. Like it was obvious.
For a split second, I felt the weight of every weird thing I’d ever seen, every case that bent the laws of physics or luck or probability. He wasn’t just a bystander. He was something else, a variable, maybe even a source. “Walk me through your version,” I said. He shrugged again, but his eyes never left mine. “Something old. Something hungry. They want to see if there’s any of us left.”
“Us?” I parroted. He shook his head. “Doesn’t matter.”
I set my jaw. “You said this was a warning. Does that mean you expect more?” He hesitated, just for a breath. “Yes.” I logged that, along with the microexpression that flickered across his face: not fear, not anger, but a weird, bruised kind of hope. I decided to push.
“You know, you’re not the first unexplained survivor I’ve found. But you’re the first who’s ever hung around after.” I stepped into the pit, so the radiant heat blurred the space between us. “If you want to avoid the next one, you’ll answer my questions. Fully. None of this cryptic crap.”
He nodded, as if agreeing to a private joke. “You’re immune,” he said, no inflection, just stating the fact. “Medical anomaly,” I replied, automatic. “Not medical.” Now his tone had an edge. “You should be dead, too.”
We stood there, both letting the silence do the heavy lifting. I felt a push in my chest, like a hand pressed flat against my sternum, steadying my heartbeat. The city’s magic, if I believed in that sort of thing, but more likely just the old, familiar adrenaline spike of staring down a suspect who might be a new predator or just a different kind of victim.
“I want to see you again,” I said, surprising both of us. He looked genuinely caught off guard, then gave a small, respectful nod. “You will.” I backed out of the pit and started my grid again, pretending not to notice that his eyes followed every step. I could feel the pattern of his attention, mapping my path through the char, assessing threat or maybe potential.
I finished my walk-through, signed the log, and handed off the evidence tubes to the waiting tech. When I glanced back, Hunter was gone. Not a footstep, not a shadow left behind. The pit still radiated heat, but it felt less hostile now, almost… guarded.
I dusted ash from my hands and walked back to my car, already prepping the next report. Whatever Hunter was, he’d just made my job a thousand times harder. And for the first time in years, I was looking forward to it.

      [image: ]The city didn’t sleep; it just kept burning at lower voltages between alarms. When I returned to the site at dawn, the snow had scabbed over most of the ash, masking the worst of the damage with a sugar-coat of pristine white. The tape was down, the crowd gone, but the heat signatures lingered, visible only to those who knew how to look.
Hunter was waiting in the field. He’d changed coats, navy instead of black, but everything else was the same: hands in pockets, shoulders squared, gaze locked on the ruined superstructure. If I’d been superstitious, I’d have said he looked like a spirit haunting his own grave. Instead, I noted the lack of frost on his boots, the way the snow melted faster in a two-meter halo around him. He was running hot, in every sense.
I circled the scene, measuring his reaction. The embers from the night before had mostly dissipated, but the last few clung stubbornly to the debris. They behaved differently than usual, bending their paths away from me, then rippling and almost bowing in his presence. I tried to rationalize it as microcurrents, heat differentials, but the pattern was too precise, almost, personal. Like the room read the social order and adjusted accordingly.
Hunter tracked my approach with the unwavering patience of a predator. I stopped at the edge of his perimeter. “You camp here all night?” “Somebody had to,” he replied. No sarcasm, just a quiet statement of fact. I pulled my notebook and clicked the pen, no need to fake the record this time. “Three major fire events in thirty days. You’ve attended all of them. That’s not a statistical anomaly; it's a pattern.”
He didn’t blink. “You’re the first to connect them.”
“That’s my job.” I thumbed through yesterday’s notes. “You want to explain why you’re always first on scene, or do we skip straight to the part where I have you detained for questioning?” Hunter shrugged, but I caught the microtwitch in his jaw. “I’m not the arsonist, if that’s what you’re asking.”
“Not what I’m asking.” I paced the perimeter, watching how the air shimmered around him. “I want to know what you’re really doing here. No more riddles.” He was silent for a full ten-count, as if weighing every possible answer. “Containment,” he said finally. “If these fires aren’t managed, they escalate. You know that, don’t you?”
I bristled, annoyed to have my expertise questioned. “I know unmanaged fire better than anyone in this city. Which is why I’m not buying the cover story. You’re not official, not freelance, not on any registry. Who do you work for?”
Hunter studied me as if cataloguing my molecular structure. “I’m the last of a line that used to matter. Now, I just make sure no one else dies the way mine did.” The admission, however cryptic, hit in a way I hadn’t anticipated. I dialed back the aggression, just a notch. “Do you have a theory of origin for this?”
He nodded to the glassed crater. “They’re looking for survivors. Testing the perimeter, seeing how far the bloodlines have thinned.” He glanced at my exposed wrist. “They’ll be back.” He didn’t elaborate on who “they” were, and I’d learned to recognize when a subject wanted to bait you into a question. I refused. Instead, I flicked my gaze to the nearest ember-echo, a coiled wisp of heat that seemed to cower against the concrete. “Why do they fear you?”
He looked down, as if surprised the spirits still lingered. “Because I’m worse.” The phrase could have come off as posturing, but he said it with a kind of regret I’d only heard from the really old burnouts, the ones who’d outlived their purpose. He didn’t want to scare me. He wanted to warn me.
I kept my notebook out, recording the cadence and content of his speech. “You’re not surprised by the fire. But you’re surprised by me.” I made it a statement, not a question. He nodded, once. “You shouldn’t be able to do what you do. It’s… statistically impossible.
I closed the distance, standing just within the boundary where his heat field intersected mine. The air between us warped, visible to the naked eye, a trick of pressure differentials or something less defined. “I’ve got a file on every reported case of fire immunity in the last sixty years. None of them match. Do you have any idea what makes me different?”
He hesitated, then met my gaze directly. “You survived something that should have destroyed you. And it left a mark.” I wanted to ask what he meant, but the longer I stood there, the more I felt it: a charge building under my skin, as if my heart had grown a new muscle for channeling excess heat. The feeling wasn’t comfortable, but it was familiar. The same buzz I’d felt the first time I walked a fire scene as a rookie and didn’t flinch when the flashover re-ignited right in my face.
I pressed the advantage. “You know these fires aren’t random. What’s the next target?” He shook his head. “Doesn’t work like that. It’s opportunistic, predators find the weak spot, then exploit it.” He took a half-step closer, his voice dropping to a confidential register. “You’re a vector, not a victim.” The language was precise, almost scientific. I logged that for later. “You mean I attract the events?”
“Not just you. But you’re the only one who leaves the scene intact.” It was a compliment, or maybe a warning. I was tired of not knowing which. “You don’t leave untouched either,” I said, pointing to the faint scorch at the collar of his coat, the singe marks along his gloves. “You burn, but you don’t burn out.” He smiled at that, brief and crooked. “Call it professional courtesy.”
We fell into a standoff, two people with too much data and not enough theory to explain any of it. The snow kept falling, drifting between us, instantly vaporizing as it hit the ground in his radius. He was first to break. “You’re going to keep asking questions.”
“And you’re going to keep showing up.”
He nodded, as if there was a mutual understanding. “There are rules to this. I’ll tell you what I can, when I can.” I didn’t push. Instead, I reached for a pocketed tube, capped it over the rim of the glassed crater, and handed it to him. “Next time, bring your own sampling kit.” He took it, his gloved hand brushing mine for a nanosecond. The spark, literal, I could swear, jumped between us. He didn’t react, but I felt my whole arm tingle to the shoulder.
I stepped back. “You know how to reach me.”
He looked at the tube, then at me, and for the first time, the wall slipped. He was scared, but not of me, of whatever was next. “Be careful, Kiera,” he said. Not a threat. A warning, real and raw.
I turned and walked back to my car, resisting the urge to look over my shoulder. I could feel his gaze on me the whole way. When I started the engine, I saw him in the mirror, standing alone in the ruin, a blue ghost in the city’s broken heart.
I made a note to check the next callout list as soon as I got home. There’d be another fire, and I’d be ready. But as I drove away, I couldn’t shake the feeling that Hunter was less a suspect and more a partner, whether I liked it or not.






  
  Chapter three
Extinct Things Don't Howl

Hunter


The apartment was built for people who never planned to stay. I’d always found that comforting: four identical rooms, each one smaller than the last, connected by a hallway lined with paint the color of old milk. There was only one window that mattered, and I kept it just barely open to let the outside city seep in. The furniture was less than basic. A folding table. Two mismatched chairs. The bed was a disaster of stacked blankets that tried and failed to pretend at comfort. Only the lamp by the kitchen had personality, an artifact from another tenant with a shade that bled orange, giving everything it touched the look of late afternoon no matter the hour. 
At night the lamp’s bulb flickered, just like it did now, throwing unreliable geometry across the floor. It cast long, spidery shadows over the threadbare rugs and the heaps of paperwork I’d never finish. I paced, tracking those shadows, each step carefully plotted to avoid the sag in the center of the living room floor. My boots left a pattern in the cheap carpet, evidence of a nervous system running just a fraction faster than it should.
It was late. The city was between pulses. I stood at the window, watching condensation trickle down the glass, the drops pooling at the frame. Outside, traffic lights flipped from red to green for nobody, and the neon over the bodega across the street buzzed, guttered, and then steadied. Somewhere off to the west, a siren went on a date with its own echo and never came back.
I should have been planning the next containment, or at least pretending to. Instead I ran the last encounter with Kiera over and over in my mind, trying to untangle what she’d said from what she’d meant. She shouldn’t have been able to walk through a burn site like that. She shouldn’t have gotten close enough for the memory-embers to take notice. She definitely shouldn’t have left an impression so vivid that I could still smell her hours later, the trace ozone and city-rain cutting through the apartment’s usual rot of fried dust and decaying floorboard.
I turned away from the window, rubbing at my right wrist, where the magic always started to itch if I let my attention drift. The skin was redder than usual, the black veins under the surface splayed out like tree roots. I pressed the heel of my hand hard into the joint, counting out the seconds, old habits of pain management. It helped, but barely.
The flare hit without warning.
Heat pulsed under the skin, an electric current that started in the chest and rippled outward in branching waves. My knees nearly went. I staggered, caught myself on the folding table, and watched as the surface beneath my palm bubbled with the suggestion of flame. Not visible, not at first, but enough to make the air warp, to trick the eye into thinking something had just moved where nothing should have. The bulb in the lamp brightened, surged, then flicked off. In the darkness, every nerve ending screamed for oxygen.
I collapsed, landing hard on both knees. The rug singed instantly, its plasticky fibers recoiling from my heat. I clenched my jaw and forced my breath to slow, pulling air through the nose, holding, then releasing on a six-count. The fire inside wanted none of it. It clawed up my throat and pressed behind my eyes, filling my head with a pressure that didn’t belong to this dimension.
Containment, I told myself. Brick walls. Iron rings. The tricks they’d drilled into us when the world still had enough Ember Wolves to need a manual. But the manual hadn’t covered what to do if you were the last.
The pulse at my wrist became a living thing. I could see it now, a faint red glow radiating from my veins, running up toward the elbow. I pressed my arm to the floor, hoping to ground it out, to give the energy somewhere to bleed besides my own tissue. It worked, but only in the sense that I could now smell ozone, fresh and furious, boiling the air an inch above the hardwood.
Memories crashed in. Not as visions or dreams, those had been burned out of me decades ago, but as pure, sensory assault. Wolf eyes in a ring around me, each reflecting firelight, the yellow-and-black pattern never random, always symmetrical, always the pack. The hiss and pop of burning sapwood as the hunt’s end became the funeral’s start. The snap of bone and the crackle of fur. The wail that followed, never singular, always the chorus.
I shook my head, trying to knock the images loose. Instead, the apartment caught them. The air is filled with the scent of wet earth, singed fur, and the kind of smoke that never quite leaves a room, no matter how many years you leave the window open.
Another surge of magic. The walls trembled, the wallpaper rippling as if the whole place were trying to breathe with me. I heard the glass in the window flex, a microfracture racing its length before the pane held. My vision doubled, then tripled, the afterimages tracing every motion. I could see the glow from my arms mirrored in the glass, like a second set of veins had been drawn over the real ones with a child’s marker.
This is how it ends, I thought. Not in a blaze, but in a slow leak, a whimper of failing willpower.
I switched to a different strategy. Focus not on the pain, but on the rhythm. In through the nose. Hold. Out through the mouth, slow and even, each exhale a surrender. The fire didn’t like that, but it responded. The tremor in the floorboards still. The walls went quiet. The skin on my arms stopped rippling and settled into a steady glow.
For a while, the only sound was my heartbeat, thunderous and uneven. Sweat poured from every surface, dripped down the back of my neck, pooled at my collarbone. I wanted to lie flat, to just let the fire finish what it started, but years of training, or maybe just spite, forced me back upright.
When I opened my eyes, the world had returned to its usual palette of grays and cheap off-whites. The lamp had burnt out, leaving the kitchen in shadow, but the city’s lights still pushed through the window, outlining everything in a suggestion of gold. I could see the scorch marks on the table, the new ones, not the old scars. The smell of ozone lingered, stronger than ever.
I got to my feet, slow and careful. The skin at my wrists had split, a hairline fissure running along the vein, leaking a glow that faded as I watched. The floor was singed, but not ruined. I took a rag from the sink and wiped the sweat from my face, then sat on the edge of the bed, elbows on knees, hands open and shaking.
For a long time I just breathed, letting the aftermath settle. The city was quiet. No alarms, no sirens, not even a neighbor’s complaint. Maybe nobody had noticed. Or maybe the city had learned to look away, just as I’d taught myself to.
I glanced down at the carpet, and saw the dark patch where I’d nearly burned through. It would need covering, but I couldn’t bring myself to care. The flare had come and gone, but the threat of it lingered in the air, a promise that next time, it might not be so easily caged.
My phone buzzed, a silent vibration against the kitchen table. I ignored it. Whatever it wanted could wait.
Outside, the first hints of dawn turned the sky the color of wet stone. I watched it for a while, feeling the heat in my chest die down to a manageable simmer. With every minute, the memory of the flare faded, replaced by the familiar dullness of solitude and the ache for something I couldn’t name.
When the city finally stirred, I was ready to pretend I was just another tenant, invisible and interchangeable. But I knew better. The walls remembered, and so did I. It was only a matter of time before the next flare, or the next hunt. And I was tired of pretending otherwise.

      [image: ]I lost time sometimes. Not the way people with trauma meant it, but literally, like a chunk of seconds had gone missing and the world just continued without me. That was how I knew the flare had been worse than the others. One moment I was sitting on the edge of the bed, sweat-soaked and empty, the next I was on my feet again, staring at the wall, hand pressed flat over my sternum. The spot beneath the palm was hot, too hot, as if a coal had lodged there and was burning through the layers of skin and memory and bone.
The old stories said that the Ember Bond always started like this. Not with a thunderclap or a vision, but with a little pulse, barely a twitch at first, then if you were unlucky, a throb that grew until it outpaced your own heart. We used to joke about it, back when there were enough of us left to joke, back when the Bond was a thing you could count on to anchor the fire inside instead of letting it eat you alive. But the Bond had been silent for a hundred years, dormant, nothing more than an ache when I’d catch the echo of a packmate in an alley or a dream. Now, standing in the dark, hand on my chest, I felt the Bond flare to life, shy and insistent as the first spark in dry tinder.
It shouldn’t have been possible. Bonds needed two, and there was no one left. But the rhythm was unmistakable: a second pulse, layered over mine, close enough to syncopate, just distant enough to terrify. I froze, waiting for it to fade, but instead it intensified, beating against my ribs like the fists of a drowning man.
My first thought was that I was hallucinating, the aftershock of the earlier containment breaking something loose in my brain. That would have been preferable. Hallucinations you could medicate. This felt too real, too sharp. Each thump radiated out from the center, pulling magic through the bones of my sternum and into my arms, lighting up every nerve ending in a chain reaction of pure, animal panic.
The apartment caught it. The curtains at the window curled, fabric singed at the edges, the fibers hissing like dry grass on a summer day. The pile of books on the table shuffled, two sliding off and landing spine-down with a sound like a judge’s gavel. I watched, helpless, as the mug on the counter next to the sink developed a hairline crack, spider-webbing out and then collapsing into a puddle of ceramic and coffee that instantly began to boil.
I staggered backwards, hit the wall, and slid down until I was crouched on the rug, knees drawn up. The new pulse kept hammering, once per second, faster now, almost a flutter. I pressed both hands to my chest, as if I could push the Bond back down, bury it under layers of muscle and denial. I could feel it respond, not with pain, but with a warmth that bordered on euphoria, a memory of what it used to mean to be connected, to have a pack, to be more than just a vessel for dying magic.
“No,” I said, the word raw, torn up on the way out.
The Bond didn’t care. It twisted under my fingers, then settled, waiting.
I’d spent a hundred years keeping that part
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