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Dedication:-
To Sarah, who loves switches.
 




 
Evil thenceforth became my good — Mary Shelley. 
‘Frankenstein’
 
“Now, I’m coming to gobble you up.” — Peter Christen Asbjørnsen and Jørgen Moe 
 
‘The Three Billy Goats Gruff’
 
 




Author’s Note:-
 
This novel has been adapted from a story called Fireman featured in my Amazon bestseller horror short story collection Dead Ends. This tale started as a short story, but as I got through it I felt there was a lot more untold than told. I wanted to explore Max Power’s plight and the morality compass he was presented with. The result is what you have in your hand.
 




Part 1
 
Playing with Fire
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We are the Monsters
 
 
Two weeks before a naked stranger visited the trolls under the bridge on the outskirts of Old Castle, seven-year-old Emily Power climbed out of bed and went downstairs to get a drink of water. She’d eaten chicken noodles in soy sauce for dinner and that always made her thirsty. Her dad, Max, had told her to bring a glass of water with her and leave it on the bedside locker, but she’d forgotten. Now, she had to go all the way downstairs to the kitchen for water in the middle of the night. But Emily wasn’t scared of the dark like other kids in her class because her mother, Virginia, had told her that the only monsters in their house on Old Station Road were Emily and her parents… ‘Daddy Monster, Mommy Monster and Baby Monster.’ Knowing she was the monster helped her conquer her fears of the dark and whatever lurked in the darkness because she was the one lurking.
But thirst wasn’t the reason she had woken up tonight. Emily Power had heard a noise in her bedroom wall, right behind the headboard; a sound loud enough to wake her. Sometimes, she heard pigeons cooing in the wall. Other times, passing traffic would drive by inside the walls of the house. She’d never understood how a pigeon or traffic could get into her bedroom wall until her dad explained to her that the chimney flue passed by her bedroom, right behind her bed, and that was the reason she could hear pigeons perched on the chimney pots and revving cars on the street outside.
But tonight was different — something else was in the wall tonight. Frantic clambering, scratching, and scraping had awoken her, like someone free-falling down through their chimney, like her fireman dad slipping down the fireman’s pole at the station. He had shown it to her once, and she had even slid down it herself. Emily laughed a lot as she slipped down the pole, but she wasn’t laughing tonight because neither pigeons nor traffic had made that weird scrambling racket through the soot-caked chimney. It sounded like Santa had fallen down the chimney head-first and was using his nails to stop his fall.
When Emily reached the bottom of the stairs, the seven-year-old glanced into the living room as she went by to the kitchen. A tiny fire was burning in the centre of the hearth in the fireplace, which surprised her. The large sputtering single flame cast a cosy warm glow, and the reflection danced in the pictures on the walls. But it was the summer, and the country was experiencing record temperatures. Emily couldn’t understand why her mother or father would light a fire, especially in the middle of the night. The strangest thing was that the single flame wasn’t coming from anything, at least that’s what it looked like to sleepy Emily. There wasn’t any firewood in the grate, yet a solitary fire burned.
Too parched and tired to really care, the seven-year-old shrugged and continued to the kitchen to pour herself a glass of cold water from the fridge. Glass in hand, Emily receded back down the hallway to the foot of the stairs. She took a quick look over her shoulder…and did a double take when she laid eyes on a haunting figure standing by the fireplace. He had his back to her, gazing at that single flame. But there was something else that frightened the child even more than seeing a stranger in her house; he didn’t have—
Emily dropped her glass of water onto the tiled hallway floor with a crash and splash of splintered glass and water when he turned to stare at her.
Lights came on upstairs.
For a moment in time, the child wasn’t sure if it was Halloween…or was it Christmas? Nothing made sense to her young reasoning. That face, that Halloween mask, was—
‘Em?’
Mommy’s voice followed daddy’s voice. ‘Emily, are you okay down there?’ Then the sound of strained, muffled talk between her parents before Daddy appeared at the top of the stairs. ‘Emily, what’s wrong?’
The child looked up at Max in fear. She couldn’t move, couldn’t respond. Emily stood frozen on the first step of the stairs. He realized his daughter didn’t want to look into the living room. Only her head looked in that direction, but her eyes wouldn’t follow.
‘Emily? Sweetie?’ Her mother, Virginia, pushed stunned Max aside and practically jumped down the stairs, dodging the broken glass with her bare feet. She grabbed the child. ‘Em, what is it? What’s wrong with you?!’
The seven-year-old turned to her left.
Virginia followed her daughter’s line of vision into the living room. ‘What is it?’
Emily pointed to the fireplace. ‘A man stood right there.’
They were on the verge of entering the living room when Max called down, ‘Vee, wait.’ Warily, he stepped into the room and looked about, making a point of checking behind the armchair, sofa, and door for Emily’s benefit. ‘Em, there’s nobody here.’
‘Dad, there was someone standing right there in front of the fireplace!’
‘Well, there’s nobody here now. You can see that for yourself. Maybe it was Santa Claus, checking the place out before his official visit on Christmas night. He was probably making sure he wasn’t too fat to come down the chimney. Santa’s been eating a lot of mince pies lately.’
The seven-year-old wasn’t buying it. ‘He looked nothing like Santa, Dad. He was the opposite of Santa Claus. Santa is fat, with a smiley face and red cheeks. This man was…’ Her face darkened as she recalled the stranger, ‘all white, really white, like he had flour on his face…and body. And I couldn’t see his eyes, but he seemed angry. He looked like a Halloween Santa.’
The child’s words gave Max the creeps. The hairs stood on the nape of his neck.
‘And he—’
‘Em, we’ve spoken about this before. We are the monsters…Daddy Monster, Mommy M—’
‘There was a fire in the fireplace, Mom. I saw it! A tiny fire, like a candle flame…but without the candle.’
Her parents glanced into the cold and dark hearth. ‘Em,’ Max pointed out, ‘we haven’t lit a fire since last March. Go on up to bed and go back to sleep. I’ll sweep up this mess. Get some good sleep because we have to work on your school project tomorrow.’ He smiled and kissed his daughter.
In silence, seven-year-old Emily did as she was told, casting one last glance into the fireplace
‘You go on up too,’ Max told his wife. ‘I’ll take care of this.’
Virginia accompanied Emily upstairs and lay down with the child until she fell asleep.
Max got the sweeping brush and shovel, then swept up the glass shards. While he was mopping up the spilled water, an unexpected smell of smoke rose in his nostrils.
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Floating Candle
 
 
The following Saturday morning, Max and Emily were in the garage working on the seven-year-old’s school project when Virginia trotted into the garage holding Max’s phone out at arm’s length as if it stunk to high heaven. ‘Guess…who?’ she whispered.
Max shrugged.
Virginia’s impromptu imitation of her husband’s shoulder raise brought a smile to his face and giggles from her daughter. Her imitation might’ve been a good take on Hitler to anyone else, the way she marched around the garage while holding her index finger between her nose and upper lip, but Max knew who she was referring to, and it wasn’t the leader of the Nazi Party. He threw his eyes heavenwards and lipped, ‘Big Tom?’
She nodded.
‘Christ. Is he ever not working?’ Max muttered, knowing that the only time the police sergeant wasn’t on duty was when he was onstage with his bluegrass band, The Dickie Tickers. He whispered back, ‘Vee, I left my phone in the drawer for a reason. I’m not on call. It’s Saturday, remember? My day off? Doesn’t that mean anything anymore? Look, Emily and I are working on this school project for biology class. She needs to hand it in to Miss Gavin on Monday. We have to plant this little tree in this pot.’ Max held up the clay pot and the sapling. ‘The kids draw something freestyle on the pots but with a green theme. The trees will grow in the pots until they’re big enough to be planted around town. Emily will visit the tree when she’s all grown up. They are planting them in the park and each child will have their name dedicated to their tree. I think it’s a green idea! Get it?’
‘Hey,’ protested Emily, ‘that’s my joke! But I’ll let you use it.’ She giggled.
‘That’s lovely, Em,’ her mother answered. ‘But, um, Max, Big Tom said it was important.’
‘It’s always important to Big Tom. It’s a cat stuck up a tree. Em, tell Mommy what you’re drawing, sorry, illustrating.’ Max had laughed when Emily corrected him, informing him she wasn’t drawing but illustrating. Thank you very much.
‘I’m illustrating—’
‘Darling, gimme a sec. Max, I have the police sergeant on the line…’
Max sighed and asked in a defeated tone, ‘What does he want?’
Virginia smiled and proudly mentioned, ‘Max is currently busy helping our daughter with a school project. He just wants to know what the call is in relation to?’ She paused. ‘Uh-huh. Oh? Hmm, okay, I’ll see if he can…um…Gimme a sec.’ She turned to her husband and lipped, ‘It is a cat stuck up a tree!’ Virginia slapped her hand to her mouth and broke down in a fit of laughter. That got Emily going.
Max shook his head. ‘The cat got up there, so the damn cat can come down too. Is there nobody else with a ladder? Just because I’m a fireman who lives in Old Castle. I’m always the scapegoat, Vee.’
‘Wow,’ Emily exclaimed, ‘Dad, what’s an escape goat? Does it have horns?’
Max smiled. ‘No, it isn’t an actual goat, Em. A scapegoat is…’
And while her husband explained to the seven-year-old how he got roped into everything in town, Virginia was back on the line with the police sergeant. ‘Tom, I’m sorry, but Max is a little busy at the moment. I’m sure if the cat got up there, then it can—’
‘Mom,’ Emily interrupted, ‘Dad will go. We have to save the poor cat. If Dad was a cat and the cat was a fireman, then he would want to be saved.’
Max and his wife turned to Emily. Who could argue with her logic?
‘Oh, I will?’ Max asked with a surprised smile.
The girl looked up at her dad. ‘C’mon, it’s a cat, Dad. Let’s do it. We have plenty of time to finish this. It won’t grow that fast.’
‘We?’
‘You know I would help Venus if he was stuck up a tree and couldn’t get down.’
Max exchanged a glance with Virginia and nodded. ‘Okay, Em. You can be my assistant.’
Emily held her head high and smiled.
Max had a quick conversation with the police sergeant. He told Big Tom Daly that he would be there in twenty to thirty minutes. He was doing it for his daughter, not for the cat up the tree. This was the last thing he wanted to do now, but never in his wildest nightmares did Max Power think this would be one of the last things he would do…with Emily, at least.
 
Ten minutes later, on that Saturday, 18th May, Max Power and his daughter were on their way to the fire station. Max had a choice of trucks, opting for the Ford Ranger 4x4 for practical reasons. Besides, a cat stuck up a tree didn’t warrant the Mercedes-Benz Atego and that vehicle would bring traffic to a standstill.
The first person they saw was the police sergeant when they reached the town square, peering up into a tree canopy while onlookers surrounded him. ‘Your little tree will be that big some day,’ Max commented to Emily.
She replied, ‘And maybe a cat will get stuck up there too.’
‘Who knows? Hopefully I’ll be long since retired when that happens, Em.’ He huffed a chuckle. ‘Although that won’t stop Big Tom from calling me.’
The police sergeant spotted him and waved them over. ‘We have a damsel in distress!’ He called out through cupped hands. ‘Tabby. Beautiful eyes,’ the police sergeant announced. ‘She’s been whining all morning. It gave me the heebie-jeebies. Mother of god but if it doesn’t sound like a baby up there.’ He then held up the traffic to let Max angle the Ranger below the tree.
‘Let’s see if we can get her down before the taxpayers find out where their hard-earned taxes are going.’ Max hinted to the police sergeant he was doing him a favour and the next time, he would have to go through official channels.
‘Don’t you worry about that,’ replied Big Tom. ‘I’ll pay you out of my pocket.’ He turned to Emily. ‘I see you have a helper today, Max. Emily, is it?’
Emily smiled and nodded.
‘Isn’t your dad a great man to help this cat, Emily? Hmm? A lesser fireman would’ve turned away. By god he would.’
‘You can thank Emily that we’re here.’ Max wasn’t lying. He hopped into the ‘nest’ as he called it and raised the hydraulic ladder. As he rose towards the tree canopy, the firefighter wondered why this cat, in particular, was getting all the attention. He was getting the impression that there was something the police sergeant wasn’t telling him. Beyond the rev of the Ranger’s engine, he heard his seven-year-old warning him to ‘…be careful.’ 
Following a minor struggle (plot twist: the cat didn’t want to be saved), Max secured the cat in his arms and lowered the ladder to a round of applause. The look on Emily’s face made it all worth it. He handed the cat to Big Tom, who stroked the scared feline and whispered to it. The cat had a collar, but nobody knew who owned the cat. Once Emily heard this, she suggested to her father if they could take care of the cat until the owner came forward. All present decided it was a good idea and the police sergeant assured Emily and her dad that he would track down the cat’s owner. Max had reservations, but he could tell this cat had been cherished.
In the quiet, while the child spoke to the cat, Big Tom said to Max from the corner of his mouth,  ‘Between you and me, someone is making the feral cats out at the cemetery disappear. Feral cats are overrunning the place. Whoever is taking them is doing the town hall a service. They had to hire an exterminator last year to get rid of them. Old Man, the cemetery caretaker, kept feeding them and giving them shelter. He used to say they watched over the lonely souls at night. May he rest in peace. I think the pussycats had other things on their minds at night because there are kittens  everywhere. Visitors calling in to say hello to their loved ones are falling over them. That’s why we have to be seen to look after our furry friends.’ He winked. ‘Don’t get me wrong, I love the little furry devils, but in the right place, at the right time. This may seem heartless, but it’s a blessing in disguise.’ Big Tom looked overhead with certain dread. ‘And speaking of the skies,’ he smirked with his word play, ‘storm coming in from the west. The last time I saw a sky like that was back in 2009 and we all know what happened back then.’ He blessed himself.
Max added, ‘I was just starting in the fire service back in those days, but my workmate, Dan Keegan, was out in it. His daughter, Fern, was taken away in the Arra.’ Max was fishing for more information than the scant account Dan Keegan had once given him. According to the grapevine, a lot more than deadwood came down the heaving river current that year. Dan would’ve been about the same age as Max, maybe a year or two older.
Big Tom lowered his head and spoke as if thinking aloud. ‘It wasn’t the river, but what was in it, Max. But I’ll save that for another day.’
Dan said the same thing, and that day had never come around in the fifteen years Max had clocked up with Dan, who was not only a workmate but who was probably his best friend, though none of them would admit it.
They left it at that and went their separate ways.
Out of the blue, on the way home, Emily asked, ‘Daddy?’
‘Uh-huh?’
‘There really was a man in our living room last night. It wasn’t a dream like you said it was.’
Max had forgotten about last night’s episode and was hoping Emily would have forgotten her vivid dream. But now he could smell the ghost of the smoke that he had smelt last night when he’d finished cleaning up the broken glass and water. He checked her in his rearview mirror. ‘I think you might’ve been sleepwalking.’
‘I didn’t tell you everything about him. I was going to, but Mom stopped me when she told me we were the only monsters in the house. There was another monster in the house last night. Mom lied. And he lit that magic fire. It was floating, Dad.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘I mean, it was floating in the fireplace…the thing…the whatyamacallit.’   
Max prompted, ‘The flame?’
‘Yeah! It was like a candle flame, but without the candle. Just floating…’ She paused before adding, ‘But there was one more thing.’
Max took his eyes off the road ahead to find Emily in the rearview mirror. She was squirming in her seat and blushing. ‘What is it, Em?’
‘He didn’t have any clothes on.’
Max froze behind the wheel, instinctively taking his foot off the accelerator. ‘What?’ Until now, he believed his daughter had seen something which was the figment of her imagination. But the naked element just added a whole new level of creep factor. 
The first heavy raindrops pitter-pattered onto the windshield. And with the rain came the prickling goosebumps running down Max Power’s spine.
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The Trolls
 
 
Of all the songs, The Red Hot Chili Peppers’ ‘Under the Bridge’ was playing on the beat-up radio. One troll was singing a cracked version of the greatest hit. She put an endearing spin on the song, but instead of singing about the city she lived in, she howled a number about the bridge she lived under. The crowd around the fire barrel responded with guttural, phlegmy cackles, and ominous groans echoed from the dark corners inside the tunnel. Under didn’t rhyme with anything, but the troll made it work. Tears rolled down their sunken cheeks, but mostly tears of pain — nothing rhymed with anything anymore. They had one man to thank for that, but he wasn’t under the bridge. No, sir. Trolls, that’s what Old Castle locals called the drug addicts and down-and-outs. They knew the locals called them trolls and identified with the term. It gave them a sense of purpose in a world gone stale. But they didn’t like it. They belonged. Just as the troll in the Three Billy Goats Gruff belonged. It was their bridge on the new line road, just past Billy Mac’s scrapyard, where a battered black Audi Quattro parked up. They found Young Kelly Monroe’s not-entirely lifeless body in the ‘Kill Car’, God love her. Only God didn’t love Kelly, not that night, at least. The same Audi was discovered parked on Dunganville Bridge. The trolls were present on that December night when they found Kelly’s body. Old Castle police questioned them, but none of them had seen anything, lost in their sinking world of mind-altering drugs. If—
The ravaged singing troll stopped mid-chorus as the silhouette of a person appeared down the other end of the tunnel, just standing there, looking back at her like a mirror image. And for a crazy moment, she thought she was looking at herself. Then again, it wouldn’t be the first time she saw herself looking back at herself. The other girl came to visit her when she was high. She went by the name of Miss Conscience and reminded her every time she visited. It was dark under the bridge, but it was still dusk outside. She couldn’t make out any features through her dead lights that were once dreamy eyes. The troll squinted to get a better look and could’ve sworn the man wasn’t wearing a stitch of clothing. It had been a long time since she’d felt anything, having already given up and withered inside, but now she felt the jittery bubble of nerves and spooked herself awake.
‘Hey, Bridge Guy!’…Guy!…Guy! Her anxious voice echoed along the tunnel. ‘Can we help you with anything?’…anything?…anything?
‘Fire,’ the man called back.
It was the strangest damn thing, but his flat reply didn’t carry an echo. She hadn’t noticed that during her six months living under the bridge. Maybe it was all about angles or something related to aero-something or…ah shit, what did she know — she was just a troll. The woman registered this lack of echo, but the sight of the naked man outshone everything else. The rising full moon cast enough light into the bruising night to tell the troll there was something off about the newcomer. She wasn’t sure if it was the moon’s ghostly illumination, but…no, she was only imagining things. The naked outline of a man was enough to go on for now.
One of the male trolls slurred an echoing growl, ‘Who’s that trip-trappin’ over my bridge?’…bridge?…bridge?
The individual stood there, looking towards them as they huddled for warmth around the raging-hot barrel.
‘Take a picture! It’ll last longer, bitch!’…bitch!…bitch! called another semi-incoherent troll.
More cackles. But those sneering laughs dried up in their throats when the man raised his arm and pointed at them. A few of the more lucid trolls wondered if the guy had a pistol in his hand, but it became apparent that there wasn’t anything in his hand. That empty hand with the pointing finger made them more nervous. They didn’t know how to react to a cocked and loaded finger. A raised gun makes people run, isn’t that the saying? The silence accompanying the raised hand of the intruder unnerved the trolls. They weren’t used to it.
One of the more articulate trolls added, ‘If you’re the same reporter as last week, then you’ve already got your story. We’ve given you the name of the person who put us here, but you’re too chicken shit to print that name in your “news” paper.’…paper…paper… 
‘Man, we put us here. Nobody else.’ The low voice came from the shadows, followed by several clicks and flashes of light as the troll tried without success to light his meth pipe. ‘These Bic lighters aren’t worth a sweet flyin’ Mary. Gimme a light, someone! Gimme…Gimme…Gimme…’
The same troll that asked the visitor who was trip-trappin’ on his bridge added: ‘Now, I’m a-comin’ to gobble you up.’…up…up…
‘I’m bringing you the gift of fire.’
‘Just a light’ll do,’ came the drugged reply from the shadows.
The others would have found this comment humorous, but there was nothing funny about this unnerving character.
‘And we already have a fire, thank you very much.’…much…much…  The female troll gestured to the fire barrel. Fashioned into the top of the fire barrel was a makeshift spit and on that spit was what could’ve been a cooked rabbit. ‘Hungry? We’ve got a cat for dinner. It’s frowned upon around here, but in Asia they do it all the time.’…time…time… 
‘Don’t worry,’ added Pike, ‘we only kill the cats from the cemetery. There’s an explosion of them.’…them…them… 
‘Cull, not kill,’ the young woman corrected him. ‘It sounds better. We’re doing the town hall a service. Last year, they hired exterminators because the cats had taken over the place.’ She muttered from the side of her mouth, ‘Hey, maybe it’s a new mule bringing us stuff?’
Now and again, someone would take their regular mule away, and a substitute would be sent. The regular mule would never appear again. No one questioned the situation, and no one lied about it either.
‘Fire, is that what they’re calling it these days?’
Everyone turned to the individual standing amongst them, gazing into the fire, but the dancing flames didn’t reflect in his taxidermy eyes. They had either imagined, hallucinated, or the uninvited guest had just disappeared from the end of the tunnel and appeared amongst them, down here at the opposite end. Bewildered, they glanced at each other, their dulled senses trying to make sense of what had just happened. One troll turned down the radio in some attempt to understand what had just happened in plain view. The tunnel grew quiet and tense.
‘We already have a fire,’ said the woman, gesturing to the fire barrel.
It was now when the wandering minds and eyes in the tunnel focused on the man’s disfigured skin. At first, it wasn’t noticeable. And the colour of the skin was odd. The man looked as if he had waded through flour.
The newcomer stared into the flames before turning to her. His eyes were the dusty, sunken peepers of a lifeless roadkill rabbit on a secluded stretch of road. The man didn’t blink. ‘You don’t have fire. You have a fire.’
The outsider’s lifeless eyes stayed on the young woman until it got personal. She slapped her hand to her forehead. ‘Will someone please tell me what the fuck he’s jivin’ on about? And will someone please give that man some trousers and a shirt from the supplies? Christ on a bike, we don’t need to see this. Mister, you’ve come to the wrong place if it’s help you’re looking for,’ she advised him.
‘I’ve come to help you,’ came his levelled response.
‘Doubt it,’ mumbled one junky.
A scraggly individual sloped from the shadows and beckoned the nude man to a large, white plastic bag by the tunnel wall. He searched the bag  for what seemed an eternity before pulling out a pair of cut jeans and a flowery sleeveless shirt.
‘Sutty, is there anything in that bag that’s not for a windsurfer?’ asked the female troll, which rose a few sniggers. ‘Why don’t you go home and give him something from your extensive wardrobe? Is it one of those fancy walk-in ones?’
More phlegmy cackles…
Sutty was one of the few homeless who wasn’t homeless. He owned a terraced house on the undesirable side of town called The Strand or the Horseshoe of Horrors, which he inherited from his family. Sutty’s inheritance could have changed his life, but he was also likely to become another overdose victim. He had a death wish, and it would be a matter of days before the genie would grant him that single wish. Sutty had sold almost everything in the house to feed his habit and, apart from a damp bed in the upstairs bedroom, the house was an abandoned empty shell — a lot like the space between his ears these days. God love him.
‘Nah. You get what you see,’ Sutty said, handing the grubby clothes to the man. The man stared at the used clothes in confusion, as if he’d been given a platter of freshly hunted pheasant for dinner.
‘What?’ the masked, bedraggled man asked, ‘They’re second-hand from the clothes bank in town…we help ourselves now and again. We have our own charity right here.’ Sutty cackled with pride. ‘Be grateful. Anything’s better than what you’re wearing now.’
‘Put ‘em on ya’!’ snapped the woman. ‘We don’t need to see it. This is a civilised group of people with a certain level of decorum.’
Someone laughed. ‘That’s one way of putting it, Lonnie.’
With her hand over her eyes, the woman they called Lonnie demanded, ‘What ya’ waitin’ for? Nobody’s gonna do it for you! Look, my patience is runnin’ thin. I don’t know who sent you, but it’s not funny. It’s just fucking creepy. Now, put those clothes on you or the boys will escort you from our bridge.’
The gatecrasher considered every hollow-eyed, swaying troll standing around the burning barrel and their clothes, but mainly their clothes. He raised his right leg and fit it through the right cut leg of the jeans, then repeated the operation with his left leg, and buttoned the jeans. He performed this mindless task as if he were still getting used to a new factory machine that could remove a limb if the wrong button was pressed. Uneasiness descended around the campfire — the hearth and heart of their wayward existence. The fire barrel crackled and hissed. Not another sound. If he wasn’t a mule or a newspaper reporter, then who the fuck was he? More to the point, who doesn’t know how to pull on a pair of trousers?
‘I think there’s something wrong with him. Maybe he’s ill?’ Lonnie mumbled to anyone within earshot. He was whiter than any of the trolls and that was saying something.
Sutty, on dressing-the-mannequin duty, asked, ‘Shoe size? We got ourselves a nice pair of slip-on loafers in here somewhere.’ He went sifting through the enormous plastic bag, almost falling head-first into it. ‘Lookee here!’ His muffled cry came from inside the plastic before he pulled out a pair of shoes and held them aloft as if he’d pulled them out of a magician’s hat. ‘Elvis wore these same blue suede shoes!’ And he sang the chorus in a surprisingly accurate Elvis impression. ‘You look like a pimp!’ Sutty rejoiced. ‘Now, we’re your bitches!’
Lonnie and the others found a minute’s reprieve as they laughed…but their visitor didn’t laugh. He glanced at the others’ ragged footwear and slipped his white disfigured feet into the blue suede shoes. Sutty stopped and gazed up at the man. ‘You’re burning up. You’ve got the fever?’
The individual didn’t answer.
‘Elvis never looked like this. It almost makes me wish to be back teaching kids again,’ said another troll.
‘Happy days, Pike,’ said Lonnie.
‘They were,’ answered Pike, sadness etched in his voice. Pike — real name forgotten — used to teach in Saint Molua’s school before he became crystal meth’s student.
Sutty pondered. ‘Maybe you prefer shoes with laces?’
‘Oh, please, no!’ moaned Lonnie. ‘He doesn’t have the—’
‘Joke!’ Sutty erupted with laughter.
Another troll woke up and joined the group. ‘You can tell me to mind my own f’n business,’ he mumbled into a bag of glue tied around his head like a horse’s feedbag, ‘but what is that stuff all over your body? Son, you look like you’ve been rolling ‘round in flour. Ever hear the joke about the fat woman rolling around in the—’
‘No,’ Lonnie stopped him,  ‘and we don’t need to hear it.’
They were growing used to their odd company and found their old humour was returning. Keeping the funny side out was their force-field against the world on the other side of the bridge. But deep down, most of the sixteen trolls here tonight (no, make that fifteen — one didn’t wake up last week) were laughing hard at life to stave off the tears that came with memories of life over the bridge, as opposed to under it. If they laughed hard enough, they could block out the sound of the world going by overhead.
‘Ash,’ answered the newcomer in a dusty voice, borne of the arid desert.
This didn’t compute for Pike. ‘Ash? What d’ya mean ash?’ He addressed the others. ‘What’s he talking about?’
So, Lonnie wasn’t imagining it, nor was it a trick of the moonlight. She had thought he appeared white standing at the end of the tunnel and more so standing here next to them. Someone had covered him from head to toe in—
‘Ashes to ashes,’ he said with a parched voice that gave the impression the man’s gullet was coated in the same layer of ash. ‘Every pore to the core.’
‘Huh, a regular Eminem is what we’ve got here,’ jested Pike, who looked away from those stuffed animal eyes when they stared at him. ‘Does anyone know what he’s talking about? Why would you want to cover yourself in ash?’
‘Mortality and purification.’
Pike scratched his head. ‘Of course, sorry. Stupid question.’
Lonnie studied the contours of the man’s face. At first, she thought it was acne scarring, but the warm orange light of the dancing flames revealed kaleidoscopic burn scars covering his cheeks, forehead, and chin. The ash layer also hid a horribly disfigured neck. She guessed that his shoulders were also scarred under his newly gained Hawaiian shirt. Lonnie flashed a discrete glance down to the visible part of the man’s legs between his knees and Elvis’s blue suede shoes. Ghastly burn scars ran up and down his legs, as if lava rivulets had burnt into his flesh.
Growing more concerned, Lonnie left the group and took herself up the muddy track they had cut into the small hill to the new line road overhead. It was pouring. She gazed to her right and left through the rain. It was growing dark, but she would’ve seen a vehicle parked up on the side of the road. But there was nothing except for the white noise of the rain and an unnerving stillness. Where had he come from? She looked down over her shoulder at the gaping black mouth of the tunnel. Something was happening, but she couldn’t explain it. But she was sure of one thing — her desire to run. Off to her right, she could make out the vague illumination in the sky above Old Castle — a once-upon-a-time fairytale town where she lived like a princess until the wicked stepmother introduced her to a hobgoblin going by the name of Meth aka Crystal. She’d been living under the bridge too long to go back and even though none of them would admit it, 23-year-old Lonnie — the smallest and youngest troll — had become a sort of mother figure to the castaways. She liked that role, considering what had happened.
She returned down the pathway to a place she called home. Her children needed her.
‘He’s alone,’ she announced.
The others turned to her with a questioning stare in the dancing flames. Lonnie’s confirmation only added to the mystery. They might have been able to put some perspective on this if there was more than one visitor, not that they wanted another visitor.
Sutty declared, ‘Lone wolf.’
There was much to be said for lone wolves, but more went unsaid.
‘Do you want to be free of all of this?’ His eyes gazed through them, giving the distinct impression that he was thinking about something else while speaking to them.
Lonnie’s grandfather used to have a fox in a glass case. The fox snarled and its mouth gave her the heebie-jeebies whenever she visited his house as a child, but the glass eyes — she sank into those dulled eyes. The stranger had the same eyes as the pretend-alive fox had. But in a way, those eyes were dreamy, just like her lifeless eyes used to be. If she stared long enough, she fell into those eyes and the cunning fox showed her things about its life, skulking through the forest undergrowth at night and coming out to play with her cubs on the early-morning dewy grass. The fox never showed her how it died and came to be in a glass case. Just like this individual tonight, there were some things Lonnie knew she was better off not knowing.
If—
‘Purge your demons!’ the uninvited guest bellowed. No echo came from his voice. He reached into the fire barrel and pulled out a burning twig without flinching from the heat. The trolls stood back and watched in dumbstruck fascination as the strange man stuck the burning end into his mouth and suck on it like a lollipop. He pulled it from between his disfigured lips and rolled it back and forth between his thumb and index finger before his dead-fox eyes considered them. ‘Come and clear your tormented heads. Let’s burn the poison out of you together.’
In the silence, Pike said quietly, ‘So this is what they call an intervention?’ Thinking an evangelist had come to save their wandering souls.
People might have laughed at the observation before, but not anymore.
‘Cauterise your wounds and you all will heal. Children, this is your baptism of fire! You are not who the people of the town say you are. You are so much more and have been waiting for your moment to burn bright in this darkness you find yourselves in. Now, lay down the vices that keep you prisoner.’
And then the miracle of fire began before their eyes. Yes, seeing was believing, but until one had the Fire flaming through one’s veins, one would never truly understand the gift the man of ash had brought these hopeless addicts. They would be grateful.
A jogger out for a run on the new line road heard the screams of ecstasy…or maybe screams of pain, difficult to tell, echoing from the tunnel.
 
A couple of hours later that Saturday night, 18th of May, Dunganville Bridge flooded. The current swept away the giant white plastic bag of second-hand clothing, strewing clothes along the embankment below the new line road. The floodwaters also carried away the old car seats the trolls used to sit in (on permanent loan from Billy Mac’s scrapyard). Their much-loved radio short-circuited and drowned. But the fire barrel stood still, held in place by the weight of the sodden ash.
There was no sign of the trolls.
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Ash Man
 
 
The following day, Sunday 19th May, the Arra River burst its banks. The run-off from the twin peaks of Mag Reek mountain had been building since the day before.
Fireman Max Power was on call this Sunday when his pager lit up. He’d been expecting the call. He got on his phone to Dan Keegan, who informed him Bridge Street was under a foot of water thanks to the poorly constructed drainage pipes leading down to the Arra. It was the same problem every time a deluge fell on Old Castle.
By the time Max arrived on the scene, a crowd of onlookers had gathered around the intersection at the bottom of Bridge Street by the double-arched bridge running over the bulging Arra River. It was inside the right-hand tunnel where Fern Keegan, Dan Keegan’s daughter, caught sight of three ghostly apparitions as the Arra tried to drown her — better said, something in the Arra tried to drown her.
The murky water was bubbling through the sewer hole in South Quay Road — Dan Keegan’s house was on the same road, and this added an extra sense of urgency to the affair. The force of the water had lifted the sixty-kilo steel cover and skated it right across Bridge Street like a plastic frisbee. Max spotted Dan standing by the hole, pumping water onto the street. Being the eldest and most senior, Dan was orchestrating the team of four, including Max.
Max asked, ‘So, what’s the deal?’
‘We need to go down there, but we’re taking the route from the top of the street.’ Dan pointed beyond them towards the T-junction that split between Maiden Street to the right and the town square to the left. ‘You and me are going down while the other two man this area. The problem will be where the storm drain dog-elbows off to the right.’
Max knew which point of the underground system Dan spoke of. But he lost focus on his work. He wasn’t sure what it was, perhaps the stress of the situation, but he had never seen his friend and workmate look so drained. Now wasn’t the time to ask him if everything was okay.
Max and Dan marched to the other end of the street, each carrying a retractable, bendy rod, similar to what chimney cleaners use. They stopped at the access hole cover in the middle of the T-junction. Dan Keegan shoved a key lever into the cover while Max raised the lid, rolling it off to the side. Lighting their helmet torches, they lowered themselves through the narrow opening of the manhole. Dan first, followed by Max. They walked along the narrow bank by the wall as the water rushed by them in the opposite direction. It was cold and damp down here in unfounded darkness. With their helmet lights leading the way, the firemen walked down another fifty metres before Dan turned. ‘This tunnel branches off left and right at the intersection at the bottom of the street. You take the left and I’ll take the right. You’ll find the blockage in the left tunnel, I’m sure of it. But I’m not ruling out the problem will be on the right-hand side. The bends on those canals are too sharp. I say the same thing every year to the town hall and we’ll be here again this time next year.’
‘Now you said it,’ answered Max. ‘Okay, I’ll take the left.’ 
Max and Dan split up. Max wondered why Dan would give him the blocked tunnel when Dan had more experience in those matters. Then again, if Max was ten years older and the team coordinator, he would do the same. It was called the pecking order..
Soon, Max was alone with the sound of running water filling his senses. He tramped along the three-foot wide embankment, following his flashlight beam on the wet ground ahead of him. Two dark furry balls skittered by his feet and the vermin squeak put him on edge. No matter how many times Max Power came down into the sewers, the sewers reminded him he wasn’t in his territory and merely a visitor, an unwelcome one. Up there, he was the predator; down here, he was the prey. Despite overthinking, the firefighter was haunted by the feeling that if his helmet light went out, he would be lost and vulnerable down there. They didn’t have an emergency plan in place for such an event. That was something he was going to address when they got back up. 
As he walked along, he passed alcoves to his left. He didn’t know the purpose of these recesses, but he thought they were built to prevent congestion on the narrow embankment if work was happening down here… 
Something caught Max’s eye ahead…a dancing glow coming from one of the wall openings on the left. Confused, he stopped and listened, trying to clarify what he was looking at. It was impossible to hear anything over the rush of the flooding drains in the tunnels. There shouldn’t be any other light source down here except for his helmet flashlight. For a moment, he thought the light was streaming through one of the access hole covers overhead, but that was unlikely, seeing as the dancing light was coming from the recess in the wall. Unless it was some weird light matrix. No, Max was making excuses. The hairs on his neck stood on end. And as this hair-bristling notion dawned on Max Power, that flickering orange glow up ahead became something very different. And it was around now when the first tendrils of smoke wafted beneath his nostrils.
Beyond the lap of the swelling current, he thought he could hear voices. Maybe it was just his mind playing games. But his nose wasn’t playing games; Max got the whiff of smoke all right…but a certain category of smoke. Max Power had built up a keen nose for smoke. It was an aroma Max never thought he would smell in the sewers of Old Castle. ‘Barbecue?’ was all Max said to himself. The last time Max had this aroma in his nostrils was at Dan Keegan’s 50th barbecue. 
Where there’s smoke, there’s fire…fire…fire…
Flames were throwing the orange dancing light. How was it possible, in this dark, damp place — the last place where a fire should exist? 
Max nudged himself to walk on. He knew whatever was coming up on his left-hand side shouldn’t be there, and nothing good would come from facing it. But the firefighter froze just centimetres from the alcove as he negotiated his next move. Max Power had more than enough experience in precarious situations, but this was the first time the man stalled, unable to take one more step because a wall of blind fear stood before him. He knew where he stood with fires. Max had come face-to-face with twisted, crispy bodies and the nauseating, sickly sweet stench that came with it. But this was different. He stepped forward, and the recess opened to his left. From the corner of Max’s vision, he saw the dance of flames and willed every fibre of his being not to look. But the hiss and crackle of the fire and the not-unpleasant aroma of cooking piqued his curiosity and got the better of him. Just as he thought he would make it past that opening, only six feet wide by six feet deep, he glanced to his left…and he was sorry he did. 
In the flickering shadows, he saw only piles of crumpled rags. But on a second glance, Max counted ten or more homeless people in those rags — vagabonds of the under-streets — gathered around the flames. The orange glow flickered over their wan, grubby faces. But what sucker-punched Max Power’s breath from him was the individual who sat in the middle of the subterranean congregation like a religious effigy, legs tucked up underneath him like a yoga master. Only this effigy wore tatty cut-at-the-knee jeans and an unbuttoned faded flowery sleeveless shirt that wouldn’t have looked out of place on the Hawaiian islands, but he wasn’t in Hawaii, far from it. Flour, or maybe ash, covered the man.
And this is what would smoulder in Max Power’s subconscious over the coming hours, days, and weeks. Max was stuck for words. They considered him but didn’t seem too bothered by his presence…or rather, it could seem that they were expecting him. But it was the individual sitting on the far side of the fire who was getting all of Max’s attention right now because he was turning the sizzling carcasses of…
‘Those are cats,’ said Max, astonished at what he was witnessing.
The dazed and confused individual gazed up at him, struggling to find him in his line of vision.
At first, the fireman thought they weren’t concerned with his arrival, but now he understood why — they were high as kites, flying high.
‘They were cats,’ rasped the bug-eyed individual, turning two cats on spits over the fire. The spit was something they had fashioned themselves from scrap iron and wire.
Another interjected, ‘Now, they are rotisserie cats. Meow!’
‘Sutty,’  whispered the woman. ‘D’ya have to be so…?’
‘So…what, Lonnie?’
It was at this point in the strange conversation, when the firefighter realised he was conversing with the trolls under the bridge…only they weren’t under the bridge. The countryside was flooded, and two feet of water now ran through Dunganville Bridge, where train tracks once passed. Max remembered his conversation with the police sergeant about the declining cat population. ‘What are you doing down here? You shouldn’t be here.’ He thought about questioning the cat rotisserie, but decided against it — he didn’t know what he was dealing with.
One of them was gearing up to comment when Lonnie stopped him with, ‘Pike, whatever it is you’re about to say, please keep it to yourself. Remember, this is a civilised group of people with a certain level of…decorum.’ She turned to Max. ‘Please move along, sir. We’re not causing any trouble. Adios, amigo.’
Her bitter words left Max cold. Once upon a time, this young woman would’ve gone places. What a pity. He noticed she had odd markings along her neck. Visibility was low down here and he had no desire to get any closer.
But wait…
As his eyes flitted about the cold and damp hole in the wall (and that’s all it was), the firefighter could see that all of them had those marks on their necks. Finding a horrible disfigurement on one person is one thing, but finding similar scars on every one of these individuals was a different matter. Fear seized him, but Max Power summoned everything inside him to not show it.
Fireman…
Suddenly, this had gone from a few people down on their luck and an eccentric ringleader — guru? — to something very different. Max wasn’t sure, and that’s the reason the hairs were standing on the nape of his neck now and his skin bristled inside his uniform. Their hunched shadows bobbed and danced on the dark, time-stained limestone walls. Max watched the one they called Pike—
Fireman…
—turn the two sizzling felines suspended above the flames. It looked like the guy was in a trance as he swivelled the cats, clockwise and anti-clockwise, in his left and right hands, robotically. Drugs ravaged his body. Alcohol leaves its indelible mark, but nothing sucks the elixir of life from a person like crystal meth does. They stared into the fire, almost in admiration, and those same flames were also seducing the firefighter before—
Fireman…
Max turned to the man in ash and was sure that, just for a millisecond, he had called him without ever opening his mouth, but had beckoned to him with those unblinking glass eyes. Did he just bow to the flames as he got to his feet and then came towards Max?
And now he spoke. ‘You are about to become a fireman in ways you would have never imagined.’ The man, covered in white ash, spoke with a guttural croak. ‘In the fire, you will find your true salvation…’ And those dead eyes didn’t reflect in Max’s helmet flashlight. Even the addicts’ pupils flashed and reflected in his light, but not this one.
Max spasmed away from the white man…but backpedalled an inch too far and slipped into the canal. The firefighter just grabbed onto the side before the strong current whisked him away. He didn’t even have time to call for help as the cold storm rainwater took his breath away, swirling him away like a puppet. Max spun in the swell in time to see the fire and its occupants recede like in a strange dream. There was a grille at the end of this chute of water, and he knew he was going to have major problems if he were to get caught up in that grille. The water would force him through it, breaking a leg or two, just like what happened to his old workmate. The force of the water broke Johnny’s leg, and the only way they could save him was to amputate that useless limb while in the water. They drugged Johnny, and the frogmen held him up while the frogman doctor sawed his leg off. Johnny’s on disability these days, but thankful to have the rest of his body. And it was only now, in this strange whirling moment in time, when the fireman realised that there was no blockage where his boss had said there would be one. What prompted him to realise this was the strength of the current carrying him along; there would be no current if this tunnel was blocked.
‘Help! Help  m…!’
The words dried up in his mouth when a stick materialised in front of him. Instinct screamed at him to catch the stick. It was only then that he realised Ash Man, for want of a better name, was on the other end of that stick, pulling him towards the side of the drain. As the icy water rushed at his face and filled his mouth and nostrils, Max snatched glimpses of Ash Man standing above him on the concrete bank. But how was that possible? The current was fast, yet here he was, fifty feet downstream. Chaotic seconds rushed by. Max was levered out of the water. He lay there, panting, trying to control his breathing and drained of energy. With his face on the ground, he got a sideward view of Ash Man turning and walking away…in blue suede shoes that looked all wrong down here in the underground.
Once composed, he pulled himself to his feet. He considered going back, but they had spooked him. Sodden and shook, the firefighter trot-walked to the other end of the tunnel where Dan Keegan was waiting for him.
‘Christ in Heaven, what happened to you?’
He was about to tell Dan what happened when he omitted some of his story…a lot of his story. ‘Fell in.’
‘You just…fell in?’
‘Lost my footing,’ which was true, but Max was holding back the reason he had lost his footing.
‘The blockage was in my tunnel,’ he informed Max. ‘I got it moving. Quite the dam had built up. I’m surprised that more streets didn’t flood.
And the moment to tell Dan the truth was already gone. He couldn’t go back now and tell him because Dan would see that he had lied. Why was he stalling? The answer would come to him that night.
 
That Sunday night, Max Power was in a quandary as he went over the events of the day. His mind kept coming back to the strange motley crew down in the drains and their stranger guru, Ash Man. They were there right now as he listened to the rain pelting on the roof, and that notion chilled his blood. He wasn’t sure why he had said nothing to Dan Keegan. Maybe he should’ve gone straight to the authorities. Big Tom would sure appreciate cracking the missing cat case. What had Ash Man said? You are about to become a fireman in ways you would never have imagined. What did that even mean? How did he know him? That was another thing that gave Max pause for thought. He wouldn’t be here in bed, staring up at the ceiling if it weren’t for Ash Man. Then again, he wouldn’t have fallen into the canal in the first place if that frightening individual hadn’t come at him. Had Max overreacted? It wasn’t as if Ash Man had attacked him.
So many questions, yet so few answers.
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Blue Suede Shoes 
 
 
While Max Power slept and dreamt, seeing the world a thousand times over through the compound eyes of a moth fluttering towards a bright flame, other flames were burning in the underground chambers below the streets of Old Castle. The stench of searing skin — human, not feline — wafted through the dank tunnels. The men roared with pleasure while the women screamed in ecstasy as he of no name and no known address cauterised their old lives. Their cries echoed through the labyrinthine network. As he fire-branded them, he assured them that the poison would leave their systems because only a pain greater than the one they were living would get that pesky monkey off their backs once and for all. They were desperate, homeless and hopeless, and more than anything, ripe for the picking. Maybe the real question here is why these individuals on the periphery of society would ever allow themselves to be abused — burnt, of all things. Yet they craved the Fire, willingly permitting this stranger of few words to scorch their flesh and make them a part of something — make them belong. These sear marks were their underground gang tattoos. They no longer lived under the bridge and no longer identified themselves as trolls. They cried as their skin sizzled, and he licked their wounds with his dry sandpaper tongue coated in acrid ash.
Once the branding had taken place and the tiny brainwashed minions fell back into the shadows, the man coated in white ash took the ex-troll Sutty aside. He rubbed the back of his head, soothing him like a mother might. ‘I knew you were the man for the job when you offered me these blue suede shoes.’ In another lifetime, the sombre yet unintentionally comedic words would’ve made Sutty laugh, but his brain was under the influence of the ‘Fire’, as they called it. Sutty had never been this close to the man and he could see his flesh was ravaged beneath that blanket of ash he constantly smeared on himself. Sutty’s mind was fuzzy. The nameless man was like a drug. No, the man had become their drug of choice. Wait, he was the drug lord in every sense of the word. He was a drug, and he was the lord of the drains. And that high he gave them with a burning stick was like nothing he would ever understand. It burnt like a fucker and left a mark, but such a sweet hot head-rush came with it. That’s the part he didn’t understand. That’s the part that shouldn’t work. But it did. He was some kind of magician working blood magic with fire and a chemical extracted from his mouth. Yes, with every dose administered, he would first insert the burning stick into his mouth, then suck on it as he extracted it, like a child sucking on a lollipop.
Their leader pointed with a crooked white finger to the loosely fitting shoes on his feet, which didn’t fit. Sutty had seen that with his own two eyes the day he had slipped them on his cold, dry feet. Once upon a time, all these retired trolls had normal jobs and normal lives. Sutty had worked in one of the city’s finest shoe shops on O’Connell Street. He had tried on more shoes on anonymous feet than Prince Charming did with his mysterious glass slipper in his quest to find Cinderella. Sutty never mentioned it to any of the others because it seemed unimportant at the time, but he had never seen a pair of feet like this man had. They were perfectly symmetrical and identical, as in there wasn’t a left or right foot. Just two straight feet without an inner edge to decipher which was which. Birth defect? If it was, then it was ultra rare. Sure, he’d heard of flat feet, but this was on a different level. It was as if the man died, and was put back together again as perfect as he’d been when he was alive…almost perfect, save for that one small detail in the feet, which had been overlooked.
But there was something about how he said “blue suede shoes” and it wasn’t very Elvis. He gave Sutty the impression he was making a humorous comment but only because he had heard somebody else utter that same line, like a parroting child, and observing to see if it fell right on the intended’s ears. No attempt at a smile came with the deadpan line. Maybe that alerted Sutty to the hollow feeling coming off the man like a chilly draught.
‘I need you to do something for me. A mission, Su-tty.’
‘Huh?’ Sutty didn’t like how he pronounced his nickname: Su…tty, with a brief pause in the middle.
‘You’d like that, wouldn’t you?’
‘A mission?’ repeated Sutty. ‘I don’t know…’ Under the influence,  his eyes rolled in his head.
‘You will get all the Fire you want and need once you carry out this mission, Su-tty.’
Sutty nodded like a child plied with sweets. His mother always told him never to talk to strangers, but the magician wasn’t a stranger…or was he? ‘What do I have to do?’
The blood magic magician leaned in and whispered in Sutty’s ear while the addict listened with numb interest. The man who had slipped into their lives helped Sutty understand his mission by drawing out a map in the ash by the fire. Sutty noticed how his white forefinger tracked through the soft white and grey cinders. Sutty was mesmerised by how his poking, knobbed finger snaked through the ash, using the side of his hand to cut through the embers. The ex-troll couldn’t pick out a square inch of flesh on the man’s hand that the raging fire hadn’t marred once upon a time. But whoever put Humpty Dumpty back together again had put the same foot on both legs. Easily overlooked.
Once Sutty was clear on his ‘mission’, he retired to the shadows when the man called him back.
‘Would you like to know my name? Only you. Our secret.’
Sutty nodded. In the matrix of dark and light and the Fire in his nervous system, the man’s head looked like a skinless cranium and his eyes were bottomless sockets.
The man leaned into his left ear and whispered a name. Sutty frowned. ‘You’re not from ‘round here with a name like that,’ he said. ‘I thought you had a foreign look about you.’
‘Nobody else knows my name and I want you to take it to your grave.’
Not for a second did Jonny Sutton, aka Sutty, take him at his word. C’mon, it was a turn of phrase, nothing else. We’re all going to our graves, and Sutty knew this, some sooner than others. But the magician made it sound as if he was going sooner rather than later, and he didn’t like the tone in his voice.
Sutty retreated to his corner, lay his head on a folded blanket and mulled over the plan in his dulled mind. From the shadows, he observed the magician speaking lost words to the fire. He couldn’t hear what he was saying with the run of water in the tunnels. But he had other things to think about. What he was about to do made little sense. Didn’t his ‘mission’ follow the traditional style of the good ole’ kamikaze pilots? Nobody in town fucked with Dodd…not unless your life has little value. Did Sutty’s life have little value? Did Sutty’s life ever have any value? He would have to have a serious sit-down with himself to answer that one, and tonight wasn’t the night. From the shadows, he watched the man with the flowery Hawaiian shirt, cut jeans and the good old blue suede shoes hiding symmetrical feet, stare into the dying fire. The only light down here in the drains was coming from that fading fire and Sutty had a dim view of the mystery man who had come into all their lives like a new drug. He said his name to himself. At first, it sounded like part of a prayer — the closing of the prayer…the closing of every prayer now that he came to think of it. Sutty wasn’t a praying man. Maybe he should start?
And then something happened that caused Sutty to question if it was just a vision conjured by his dreaming mind as he teetered on the edge of sleep.
The man — their new drug of choice — sitting by the dying fire, leaned over the cooling embers, gagged and retched, before vomiting flames into the fading cinders. Sutty sat up in shock and wiped his eyes like an old street bum might do in a low budget TV comedy. ‘What the f…?’ Maybe he’d just hallucinated. This new and free ‘Fire’ drug gave him strange dreams…about fire.
There’s nothing free in this life, Jonny, and you should know that. Remember the first time you tried meth? Those rocks were free…but you had to pay for your second fix, and your third, and your f—
Just as Sutty fell asleep, he saw the blood magic magician get to his feet and wander off into the pitch-black tunnels without a light to guide him.
 
And so a complex and devious human chess game was about to kick off with people’s lives up for the taking. Sutty would be the first pawn to be moved across the chessboard of Old Castle. It didn’t have to be like this — so complicated. But to hand over the torch, this is how it was. Ashes to ashes, after all. It was all just a little mischievous fun, never meant to harm anyone. Not really.


6
 
 
Dead Wood
 
 
‘Pretend you don’t know me. It will make this easier — for me, at least.’
It was around lunchtime on Monday, 20th May. Something horrific was cooking, but lunch was the last thing on the menu for one abandoned terraced house over on the undesirable side of town known as The Strand.
‘Man, what’s with the face mask? I know who you are. We grew up together here in The Strand. What’s the deal?’
‘Sometimes it’s easier to talk to a stranger, Sutty. Ah shit! Now look! You’ve made me say your name.’
‘But I know you’re D—’
‘I said you don’t know me. Are you stoopid? I’m stoopid for even asking if you’re stoopid. You might know the old me, but you don’t know the new me. And the new me is sending deadwood down the Arra.’
‘Dead wood?’
‘Not dead…wood, just deadwood. Miss Crystal has killed what brain cells you had, man. You could’ve been one of us, Sutty. No, you could’ve been my right-hand man.’
‘Right-hand man?’ he repeated, remembering the magician had said the same thing.
‘But you got hooked on your own product. That’s a big oopsie-doopsie, as Granny used to say. You’ve become a liability, Sutty.’
Sutty goes to take out his phone. ‘What does that mean?’
‘Put Google away, man. What’s happening to the human fucking race? You can’t fucking think any more? Man’s race to the gutter is what it is. I’m not sure of the definition, but I can tell you what it means for me — it means that you have become a danger to my operation.’
Sutty occasionally worked as a small-time mule for this individual with the promise of drugs.
‘You have a big mouth on you, Sutty. A big ole’ mouth, by god. A little birdie told me you’ve been spreading rumours about me and my operation.’ He paused and scratched his nose through the balaclava. ‘The strangest little birdie if ever I saw one. Who is that guy, anyway? How do you know him? I haven’t seen him around town. He gave me the heebie-jeebies the second he laid those dead eyes on me. Another junkie, no doubt.’
‘Who are you talking about, D—’
‘Some creep covered in ash came right into my office last night. Have you seen my office, Sutty? Hmm? Tucked away nicely behind the laundrette where I launder my money? That’s a poor joke…but I am behind a laundrette. The guy came right into my office, and, somehow, walked past my goons. And you’ve seen my goons. No brains, but you don’t need brains when you stand at a door and deny access to anyone you refuse to come a-knock-knock-knockin’ on Heaven’s door… He told me you were down at The Hound throwing out my name willy-nilly — that’s another expression Granny used. Willy…nilly.’
Sutty denied the accusation.‘What did he look like?’ he probed.
‘I just told you that the guy had ash covering him from head to toe. Is that not specific enough? Or maybe it was flour? Who knows where these addicts sleep? And who gives a flying fuck, anyway? Wait, he was wearing clothes that weren’t his own — how could I forget the ridiculous Hawaiian shirt? They only look good in Hawaii…and we’re a long way from Hawaii. Oh yeah, and a pair of fancy blue suede shoes to top off his funky look.’
‘I fit him with those shoes myself. He’s got weird feet.’
‘I’ve got weird feet. My toes bend—’
‘No, I mean he doesn’t have a left or right foot.’
‘What the fuck are you jiving on about? Everybody has a left and right foot.’ He points to Sutty’s legs. ‘Left…right.’
‘No, I mean…’
‘Sutty, I don’t have time to talk about feet now. I must take care of business. I’m sorry.’
Sutty scratched his head. What was this mission about? Last night, he told him to be at his house. He told him he would have a visitor. But he didn’t tell him his visitor was one of the most feared gangland drug lords in the county, no, in the country. And he didn’t tell Sutty that he would be lying about running his mouth in The Hound of all godforsaken places. What was going on here? Sutty felt like a helpless fool, in over his head and sinking fast. Even though drugs had taken most of his brain cells, he was still lucid enough to realise that he was part of something much bigger here. ‘He’s lying to you. I don’t know why. The Hound? I haven’t been to that dump since I was eighteen years old. P.S. I don’t drink.’
‘You’re right. It is a dump. Remember Cyril? He always kept a double-barreled shotgun under the counter for any undesirables who visited his establishment.’
They laughed. And for a brief second, they were teenagers again, swapping stories.
‘Why are you treating me like this, man? I don’t deserve it. I’ve thrown away my life for your product. Sold everything I had.’ He gestured around the room and to the mattress on the floor. ‘I even mule for you when I don’t have money and you know that.’
‘Sutty, I cannot afford to have wagging tongues in this town. I’ve already got enough problems; Big Tom’s looking over my shoulder every time I turn around. He’s like a fucking macaw.’
‘A what?’
‘A parrot, Sutty. Now, I must send a message to the others…that’s what the Mexican cartels do.’ He cackles a quick burst of manic laughter, then fixes his balaclava around his nose. ‘This material itches like fuck. You see how this shit snowballs, Sutty? Snowball Sutty, that’s what I’ll call you.’ He stalled. ‘Hey, can I ask you a question before we get this over with? Where did all you trolls disappear to? I sent my guy out there and there’s nothing under the bridge except a fire barrel.’
‘We moved to the drains.’
‘What? So, why are you not buying from me anymore?’
‘There’s a new drug in town. It’s called Fire. Weirdest shit I’ve ever seen…but the best.’
For the first time, the masked intruder didn’t have an answer. He became visibly ruffled. So much so that he whipped off the balaclava to breathe deeply, revealing his ruddy complexion to Sutty, only reaffirming what he already knew. He sat down on the mattress on the floor across from him, all defeated. ‘Whoa, whoa, whoa! Wuh-What did you say? On my turf? That’s a death warrant right there. Who’s supplying? Gimme names Sutty and you might get out of this alive.’
‘I-I-I shouldn’t say.’
‘We’ll forget all this if you tell me, Suts.’
‘He doesn’t have a name,’ replied Sutty.
‘Bullshit. Everyone’s gotta name, and if they don’t they’ve got a nickname.’
‘He’s a magician.’
‘That’s not a name.’
‘It’s a strange name, but he told me to take it to my grave. Maybe if I whisper it to you he might, y’know, turn a blind eye. It’s not as if he’s here.’ And besides, he put him in this situation. Why had he ever agreed to this stupid fucking mission? Sutty looked over his shoulder and whispered his name.
‘What kind of name is that? As in…’ The intruder blessed himself.
‘That’s what I thought, but it’s spelt differently. I think it’s an ‘o’ where the ‘e’ should go.’
‘Foreigners ruining this country. It isn’t enough that they’re taking our jobs, but they’re taking our addicts as well. What’s it called? Fire?’
Sutty came over all dreamy. ‘It takes you to heaven and brings you gently back to Earth.’
And that was when the intruder produced ropes, a petrol can, and a Zippo lighter. He held up his tools of the trade. ‘It’s nothing personal. I just want to make sure nobody traces my DNA. I’m sure you understand.’
Sutty screamed something about ‘…a mission!’ as soon as the other man popped the petrol can lid and took a heavy sniff. ‘Mmm, I always loved the smell of petrol. It reminds me of my childhood, cutting my grandaddy’s lawn with the Briggs and Stratton lawnmower. I don’t know why I remember that name. Simple days,’ he reminisced. ‘Why do things have to become so complicated?’
On the street outside, a bright ball of light flashed in one of the upper bedroom windows…followed by Sutty’s muffled screams that echoed around that deadest of dead ends known as The Strand aka The Horseshoe of Horrors. It was true for Big Tom Daly, the place was a “…dead-end rat’s nest” and a dead-end in more ways than one for Jonny Sutton or R.I.P. John ‘Sutty’ Sutton 1985-2024 as his epitaph would read.
Sutty screamed out to the bedroom walls, ‘Where are you?! You said you would watch over me when the time comes! The time has come!’ It would’ve been funny if this had been a comedy-crime caper. Only it wasn’t. Sutty prayed aloud for the first time in his life, now that his life was ending.
The drug lord watched with sick fascination as Sutty went up in a screaming ball of fire. As Sutty’s flesh fried and his body fat sizzled, the air was filled with the smell of beef and pork. Flames erupted from the curtains, leaping from one object to the next as they sought out plastics, wood, and anything combustible to fuel their spread.
Disappearing into The Strand’s local lanes, the attacker fled the scene, using paths only a local would know.


7
 
The Strand
 
 
Max Power expected it would be a Monday night like any other when his pager screen lit up. The alert came through as Max was reading Hansel and Gretel to Emily. He was just getting to the part where the wicked witch wanted Gretel to climb into the oven to check if it was hot enough to bake the dough they had worked on together with love.
‘I have to go, Em.’
Seven-year-old Emily, tucked into the warm crux of her father’s right arm, asked, ‘Aw, do you have to go now? Why doesn’t somebody else do it, Daddy?’
Max rolled his eyes. ‘Because that’s my job, Em. I’m a fireman and I’m on call,’ wiggling his pager in his fingers. ‘While on-call, I am waiting for a call. I already explained this to you. Remember?’
Although Emily was aware of the answer, she chose not to respond.
‘There’s someone out there tonight who needs my help. Maybe it’s a little girl just like you.’ While I’m reading Hansel and Gretel to you, Em, that little girl is screaming for help. She really is in the witch’s oven. Have you seen what fire does to human flesh? I have. That night I pulled those charred, smoking kids from the wreckage on their way to a disco…car cut down the middle like a hot dog. First and second-degree burns don’t cover it. Those kids were twisted black crispy things, holding hands, still sitting in the raging inferno. I could see them through the flames. And guess what? The radio in the car was still working. They were listening to Nirvana’s Smells Like Teen Spirit. I smelt what teen spirit can do that night, Em, when it mixes alcohol and speed. You won’t find that in your fairy tales, Emily.
This is what Max wanted to tell his daughter. He would save those lines for another day when Emily would be about the same age as those kids became timeless ghosts. It had impaired his world vision. Being a doting father, Max shielded his little princess from the cruelties of the world. But a part of him wanted her to know what would happen to Gretel if she did find herself in the witch’s baking oven. He wanted his seven-year-old to know why he left the house so often at strange hours and when they were in the middle of doing something together, like tonight. And the other day when they were working on her school project.
‘Maybe it’s just another cat stuck in a tree, Daddy?’
Max flashed a smile, gave his daughter a tight hug, and then tucked her in. According to his pager, there was a major house fire blazing over in the Strand. Surprise, surprise. A cat stuck up a tree hadn’t triggered Max’s pager, much to the disappointment of cats everywhere. He had saved that cat out of the kindness of his heart and his love for his only daughter.
He kissed Emily on the forehead. ‘Permission to leave, Lieutenant Power?’
Emily nodded with a sulking pout. ‘I guess so.’
‘Don’t worry, I’ll read the rest of the story to you tomorrow night. Since I’ve already read Hansel and Gretel to you…how many times? Twice? Maybe three times? A hundred times? I’m sure you know how it ends, Em.’
Downstairs, Max popped his head into the living room. ‘Vee, I just got the dreaded call.’
Virginia turned from the TV screen for a second. ‘Oh?’ Back to the screen…
‘Yep. Fire over in The Strand.’
She didn’t take her eyes off the telly. ‘Uh-huh. Please be careful.’
He chuckled to himself. ‘I’m always careful, Virginia. The ones who play with fire are the ones who need to be careful.’
‘No, I mean The Strand. That’s a dodgy place, Max.’
Max nodded. That was common knowledge. Even the postman didn’t venture into The Strand. Nobody wanted to be stranded in The Strand. That’s how the saying goes. People had boarded up or burned down every second house. Crooks and squatters lived in the houses still standing. Scattered between the misery, there were still well-kept houses and respectable families.
‘Probably an insurance job. It wouldn’t be the first insurance fraud coming out of that place. Sometimes I want to let the rats burn.’
‘Now, now,’ Virginia quipped. ‘Be a professional, Max.’
‘Don’t wait up.’ He knew she wouldn’t. ‘See you in the morning.’
The latest hospital escapades of Grey’s Anatomy had Virginia too engrossed. ‘Hmm?’
‘You’ve been binge-watching that show for months. How many episodes can there possibly be?’
Virginia turned her head towards her husband, but her gaze remained fixed on the screen. ‘Hmm? Thousands, Max. I don’t know.’
Max commented, ‘You used to read once upon a time,’ before closing the door behind him.
 
Max parked up in the fire station car park. He jogged to the changing room, where he geared up in his heat-resistant Kevlar suit and was on the truck with Dan Keegan and the rest of his team within two minutes. The firefighters moved in silence, every man and woman knowing the drill…only this was no drill.
Dan Keegan produced a coin. ‘Heads or tails?’ he called.
The other four called a chorus of ‘Heads!’ and ‘Tails!’
One by one, the five were whittled down to one: Max. Go figure. He plugged in his earbuds and listened to Tom Rosenthal’s ‘Lights Are On’ to cool his nerves. Max always listened to this soothing tune as they screamed their siren-wailing way through the night towards a blazing inferno where melting heat, the crash of metal and rubble, and hair-raising screams awaited him with loving open arms. As they rocketed through the city streets, traffic pulled out of their way for these unsung heroes of the night.
As they drew nearer to The Strand, the firefighters caught sight of the orange bloom on the skyline and the ghostly plumes billowing into the still night sky.
Max looked out his window to the left and spotted the forsaken houses rushing by, abandoned and burnt out, just empty shells where only memories of happier days lingered in the air. It made him appreciate what he had achieved in life and he was never more looking forward to going for a simple walk in the park with Emily, maybe feed the ducks in the pond. Those ducks never failed to bring Emily to giggling fits. Those giggles worked like a catching virus on her father and he, too, giggled with the quack-quack tail-twiddling ducks.
As the fire truck pulled up on the street, the five individuals sitting in that truck watched the trail-blazing flames curl and lick from the four windows of the terraced house like demonic fiery tongues. Max had already decided this fire was deliberate. This was arson-for-hire, he was sure of it. But what they were about to find inside that raging inferno caused Max Power to question his own existence and existence itself.
A huddled group of neighbours stood by on the opposite side of the street in the cul-de-sac. The burning house, number 11, was one of fifteen houses in the horseshoe cul-de-sac. The neighbours hissed and spat about the house’s occupants, giving out stink about all kinds of people going into that place day and night. One of the group came to Max in confidence and told him it was a ‘drug house.’ The same individual with darting eyes who relayed this information didn’t have a single tooth in his head, with sunken cheekbones and haunted hollows for eyes. Max didn’t doubt the young man wasting away before him was probably a customer in that very house every now and again. He told Max that a man called Sutty lived in that house.
‘Wait, you said Sutty?’ Why did the nickname sound familiar? ‘Does he have a name?’
‘Everyone calls him Sutty. It’s his house, but he only lives there sometimes. He lives under the bridge. Although, I’ve heard they’re not there on account of the floods. Dunno where they’ve gone.’
Now, they are rotisserie cats. Meow!
Sutty, d’ya have to be so…?
Jesus, Max had met this same individual in the sewers. Wasn’t he the guy turning the cat on the spit?
‘All I know is that he used this house as a drug house,’ the local druggie continued. ‘He was a dealer and a mule for, well, you know who — the one we can’t mention. Harry Potter fan?’
Max shook his head.
‘I won’t mention his name cos it’ll get back to him. It always does. He’s got lots of little birdies around town. Junkies,’ thumbing his chest, ‘slept off our highs in that house. Smell o’ piss everywhere. Someone left that house to the waster in their will, so he didn’t have to pay a penny. He could’ve done something with it. Drugs ruin lives, man.’ The man shook his head and gazed at the wet footpath for inspiration.
Max thanked him and helped the others to unroll the hoses. The firefighters sprung into action, each man and woman of the five-person team working in perfect synchronicity. Max had lost the coin toss (or won the coin toss, depending on the day and the fireman), so it was to be himself to lead the way into the house and search for occupants, dead or alive. Max checked himself quickly and knocked on his face mask and helmet to make sure they were solid and ready. For the third time, he took three deep gulps through his SCBA (self-contained breathing apparatus), then entered the inferno.
He had a pretty good idea the house was empty. The owners would’ve made sure they happened not to be at the property when the place just went up in flames. He battled through the raging blaze. Nobody ever thought about the roar of a fire unless they were a firefighter. Few considered the roaring bellows of an out-of-control fire, fixated only on the heat and destruction. And this one screamed inside his helmet as he made his way through the front door and down the hallway. Every room was on fire. The first room on the right was what he took to be the living room. Max did a quick reconnaissance of the room and left it behind. It was empty. No furniture of any description. Across the hallway, he entered what could only be the kitchen, making out a melting fridge. Taking a deep breath, he appeared through the flames and smoke at the bottom of the stairs. The bannister was on fire and the flames were chewing into the steps.
It was now or never. Max made his way up the steep stairway, choosing his steps between the patches of stairs where the flames had bit too deep. On the second floor, raging flames unfurled from the room across the way. Instinct told him this was where the fire had started; experience told him that fire burns upwards…yet he was sure the fire had started up here on the second floor. Whoever set fire to the second floor made sure they set alight to the first floor on their way out, and he would share his findings with the fire investigators, who were already on their way.
He felt his way through the smoke, breathing through his SCBA…
The firefighter stalled in the hallway. Through the doorway of the second bedroom, the fireman laid eyes on something through the swirling plumes of choking fumes.
You know it’s no illusion. You’ve smelt burning flesh before, Maximilian. The sweet aroma is a sour stomach-turner and those rich overtones of tanning leather are seeping into your face mask.
At first, the firefighter thought it was an optical illusion in which the smoke and licking flames created images, like looking up at the clouds and finding elephants and tigers in them. However, these were no exotic animals but a human being; a twitching mass of flesh on the floor.
Max screamed through his mask, ‘Jesus!’ Heart thumping, the firefighter ran head-first into the inferno, and fell at the burning individual’s feet.
Suddenly, this routine house fire had turned into something much different.
The man sat on the floor, back against the wall, head slumped forward in the flames. His head was on fire. Max thought it was just the hair, but it had eaten into the flesh and he smelt pork scratchings. It was the same smell he got that night coming from the Japanese import playing ‘Smells Like Teen Spirit’. He got to his feet, not as fast as he would have liked with the heavy Kevlar suit and steel toe-capped leather boots. On default, Max dragged the burning man out of the room…
But as he reversed out through the bedroom door, Max stalled. The fireman could’ve sworn he saw a silhouette in the flames at the other end of the upper hallway. There one moment, gone the next.
Dealing with the present situation, Max pulled the victim to the top of the stairs and yelled down for help. ‘I need help! There’s someone up here!’ He wrapped up the individual in a protective blanket like a human-sized wrap.
Dan Keegan bounded up the stairs to meet Max and grabbed the blanket handles by the man’s feet while Max carried the handles by his shoulders. They descended the stairs of fire, dodging the fire-eaten areas to get the smoking man outside. All the while, phlegmy, gut-turning groans came from the individual.
On the street, the onlookers watched the man with smoke rising from him carried into the back of an awaiting ambulance and the doors shut behind him. Low muttering moved through the growing crowd. He was so badly burnt he would’ve been unrecognisable to anybody else, but not the neighbours. They knew that infamous house and the owner who once fit shoes in the city for a living. The sirens squawked, and the ambulance spun away from The Strand.
Max heard ‘Sutty’ repeatedly, confirming what that junkie had told him. ‘Sutty? Is that a nickname?’
‘That’s Jonny Sutton,’ said one man, grimacing at the sight of the man’s face that had been burnt away, revealing cartilage and bone.
‘Sutty,’ said another, ‘the village idiot.’
‘Hey,’ called another, ‘that’s not fair!’
‘He inherited that house in her will and he blew it all away on drugs! And look at what’s left of the house! That’s a fucking idiot if ever I saw one.’
‘He’s a drug addict,’ another ratty man with a moustache told Max and Dan. ‘He wasn’t a village idiot. Until the crystal meth took hold of him, he worked in Debenham’s Shoe Shop in the city. It’s destroying this town! He was a good man, and the disease struck him down.’
‘Disease my arse!’ cried another neighbour. ‘Self-inflicted. Cancer took my mother! That’s a disease! Nobody forced him to take a needle to his arm! Nobody asked my poor mother if she wanted a dose of the cancer! There’s a difference! He brought it on himself. Everyone knows he was a fool of the highest order. His mommy dropped him on his head when he was a child!’
Max wasn’t sure if this last comment was a joke, but the serious look on the irate woman’s face indicated that it was no joke. He exchanged a glance with Dan Keegan.
‘He’s better off dead,’ crowed an elderly woman with a head of curls in a lilac wash.
A strange lull came in the crowd. Max wondered why nobody stood up for Sutty, why no-one challenged the elderly woman’s heartless comment; they seemed pretty vocal about everything else that had gone down here tonight.
Big Tom Daly arrived on the scene in his bluegrass outfit, giving everyone a few chuckles despite the high tension. He told Max and Dan that he’d been playing a session at The Hound with his bluegrass group, The Dickie Tickers, when the call came through. He was taking statements in his faded jeans, white shirt, pin-stripe waistcoat, and rhinestone cowboy boots. ‘Anybody know who did this?’ That was his only question, which was met with a deafening round of silence. People couldn’t find their tongues. A chilling silence fell over the crowd, revealing their terror. He observed how their shifty eyes slipped to each other. He had a pretty good idea of who might be behind this. Nobody wanted to mention his name for fear of it getting back. Even Big Tom thought twice about uttering that bastard’s name. People here in the cul-de-sac knew to trust nobody outside their own inner circle. Snakes slithered through the grass in The Strand and it was too easy to step on one and get bitten.
They listened to the ambulance siren fade into the night.
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The Clever Fox
 
 
Half an hour later, the terraced house in The Strand was nothing but a black, smoking shell. Luckily, the houses to the left and right of the property avoided much of the fire. Max Power and Dan Keegan surveyed the pathetic damage while the fire investigators were already up there on the second floor, cordoning off the scene. Max and Dan could see them through the broken window in their white crime scene suits.
Dan Keegan removed his helmet and took a deep breath of fresh air. ‘Christ, that fresh air is so good. If only people would recognise that.’
Max agreed with his workmate’s comment, but there was something else on his mind. Dan had looked tired the morning they unblocked — well, Dan unblocked the storm drain blockage. Max saw this drawn complexion now again as his friend pulled off his helmet. The man was weary. But now Max spotted something else; whatever way Dan had taken off his helmet, Max glimpsed odd markings on his lower neck. How long had they been there? Those blemishes were clearly visible. They were in plain sight, yet Max hadn’t seen them until now. He decided to broach the subject at a more opportune moment. Looking up at the smouldering shell, Max observed, ‘Nothing but a sad and wet pile of soggy, steaming memories.’
Dan turned to Max. ‘You should write poetry.’
‘You think so?’
‘No.’
They laughed.
Dan clapped Max on the back. ‘Well done. Maybe you saved a life tonight. Time will tell.’
Max welled up as the emotions of the night came washing down over him.
Dan added, ‘You saved two lives tonight, Max…or two lives gone down the drain.’
Max didn’t follow.
‘Everything is in the lap of the fire gods, but you have done your part.’
Max thought. ‘Two lives?’ Did he just drop fire gods into the conversation?
‘Let me put it to you this way,’ Dan said, not taking his eyes off the smashed window to the bedroom where Max had saved a man. ‘There are a couple of scenarios. If Sutty dies on the way to the hospital, then that’s going to clear the guy — and I think I can say we both have our suspicions who set the place on fire. Now, there’s a chance Big Tom in his cowboy boots will track the culprit down, but we both know what fire does to DNA. But if Sutty pulls through, he’ll put a face and a name to our fire-starter…which could be his death sentence,’ he added as an afterthought.
‘So, I’ve saved an innocent life and put a baddie behind bars? Is that what you’re saying? But if it goes the other way and that poor bastard dies, I’ll save the…’ Max flashed diverted commas, ‘baddie’s life?’
‘Yes…two lives.’
Max sensed there was more coming, and sure enough, Dan Keegan grew very serious. ‘If that man — Sutty? — doesn’t speak, that’s all we’ll have here…memories, as you so eloquently put it, but his memories, which are no good to anyone and no good in the eyes of the law. Maybe the guy survives, but what if he’s too scared to talk? I would be if…’
Max interrupted, ‘Maybe we shouldn’t…’
‘Fuck that!’ Dan snapped. ‘We all know Dodd — fucking Dodd! — is behind this. All a guy has to do is piss into the wind and that bad egg is bringing on the matches and petrol tank. He reminds 
me of Mr Burns…remember him?’
Max nodded. ‘What was his real name? Nobody remembers his real—’
‘Blake Pierce. That was his real name. I was the first one in his room.’
Dan’s verbal jab surprised Max.
‘If Sutty’s too scared to talk,’ said Dan, changing the subject, ‘then Dodd will go free. By saving Sutty’s life, you have potentially saved a murderer because now we have turned a murder into an attempted murder, which is a very different kettle o’ fish if all of this goes to court.’ He paused. ‘See what I’m saying? It’s complex.’
Max had never thought about it this way. A nervous flutter wriggled inside him and he didn’t like it. Nor did he really know why. But later he would understand that his brain had already concluded what he didn’t want to face.
‘Look, you did your duty. You saved that man. You will always have that, Max. And I wouldn’t be surprised if there’s a medal of courage in here somewhere. Was he a lowlife? Yeah, for sure. But a lowlife is still a life. Everyone deserves to be saved.’ Dan finished by saying, ‘There’s a death sentence in here somewhere…whose death is the question?’
That line got under Max Power’s skin and it was a line he would drag up from the ashes of memories in just days from now, when the lights went out at night. He gazed up at the window and thought about the silhouette he’d seen in the flames. The silhouette he thought he’d seen. ‘Dan?’
‘Yeah?’
‘Nothing.’
‘Forget about it, Max.’
Max wanted to speak about what he’d seen, but felt embarrassed. Then again, he knew it was a phenomenon firefighters reported down through the years. ‘Have you ever seen someone else in the flames you couldn’t account for?’
Dan nodded. ‘Some say it’s a guardian angel, while others say it’s the burning soul of the victim leaving the property.’
That gave Max the goosebumps. ‘What does Dan Keegan say?’
‘I think it’s a cocktail of emotions, stress, smoke, and fire. It’s the fire playing mind games.’ He considered Max. ‘You saw someone?’
There was something about the way his friend asked the question. He couldn’t put his finger on it. It was almost as if Dan knew he had seen someone, but was testing the waters. ‘It was gone in the blink of an eye. I thought I saw someone standing in the hallway when I pulled the guy from the bedroom.’
‘That house had one person in it and he’s on the way to the hospital,’ Dan concluded.
Max and Dan went their separate ways and cleared up. One neighbour, the same elderly woman with the lilac wash and who wished Sutty to death, approached Max and quietly told him with a spooked expression on her wrinkled face, ‘That house was busier than a hooker’s takeaway.’
Max knew what a hooker and a takeaway were, but he didn’t understand when they were combined. ‘So, does that mean…?’
‘People were coming and going from the place at all hours of the day and night. Nobody locked the door. Lots of bad connections in that house…drugs, guns, extortion. Anything bad you think of went on in there. It gave me the creeps. There’s nothing a good fire can’t sort out.’
Max almost laughed at this until he saw the deadly seriousness in the old woman’s white face. As he wound up the last hose, he asked her, ‘Did you see anyone around the house during the fire?’
‘No.’ Another cautious glance over her shoulder. ‘But I have a list as long as my arm of potential candidates for the position.’
Max smirked. ‘Well, we’re not hiring pyromaniacs at the moment.’
The old woman found nothing humorous about Max’s observation. ‘But, with a heavy heart, I could whittle down that list to one name and surname.’
Max waited, but nothing was coming. ‘And that name is?’ He knew that name, but a wave of  suffocating dread had crept up on him.
She zipped her lips. ‘I don’t play with fire,’ is all she mumbled. She turned and shuffled off. Without turning back, she muttered, ‘It’s a crying shame you and your team didn’t let the other houses in the Horseshoe of Horrors go up in flames and smoke those rats out of there.’ She cast a furtive eye about the lit street where everything was a shadow. ‘He was a good boy once upon a time. Jonny has broken my heart.’ Another glance, deep sigh with a shake of the head, before hobbling away. She was nothing but skin and bone as she shuffled off into the night. But she gave Max the impression that she looked older than she was; a 60-year-old woman hiding beneath the wrinkles of a 90-year-old woman.
‘Sorry, one thing…’ Max called after her.
She stopped and slowly turned.
‘Were you standing here on the street while we were in the house putting out the fire?’
‘No,’ she answered. ‘I keep to myself around here. A few neighbours don’t like me, so I steer clear.’
This answer caught Max by surprise.
Max pointed up to a smaller cracked window by the smashed bedroom window where he’d found the occupant. ‘So, you didn’t see anyone at that window?’
She shook her head. ‘Just flames. Mr Fireman, the no-good waster, was long gone by the time you lot came on the scene. He’s a cunning fox.’ Giving it more thought. ‘Or he’s probably in the last place where you’d expect him.’
‘And where’s that?’
‘Right here, dammit. On this street, lurking in some dark corner, watching us. The clever fox, Mr Fireman.’
The hairs went up on Max’s neck and forearms. She knows who lit the fire, but will not divulge. He wasn’t referring to the evil-doer behind this atrocity, but the inexplicable silhouette he saw as he saved the man. But he refused to mention that.
The hunched woman hobbled away into the night. Max called, ‘Sorry, one more thing. Why did you say he was better off dead?’
‘Sutty’s my son. And he’s gone too far down the dark path. He’s only a torment to himself.’ Then she repeated, almost robotically: ‘He was a good boy once upon a time.’
This was the last thing he expected the woman to say, and now he understood why the others hadn’t judged or commented. It was a tragedy and Sutty’s own mother was the first to say it. He watched the frail woman, worried to her wit’s end, divert around the group of huddled neighbours.
Max dropped one of the fire blankets as he piled them into the back of the truck. As he reached down to grab it, something caught his eye underneath the fire truck. He got down on his two knees to see a manhole cover next to an open sewer tunnel. That was an accident waiting to happen. ‘Dan?’ he called.
Dan was busying himself around the fire truck. ‘Yeah?’
‘You drove tonight, right?’
‘You know I drove tonight, Max.’
‘C’mere.’ He beckoned Dan over and told him to have a look beneath the truck. ‘Did you see that when you parked up?’
Dan was on his hands and knees, gazing beneath the muddy belly of the fire truck. ‘See what?’
‘It’s easy to see, Dan. The manhole cover…’
‘Yeah, I see it,’ came Dan’s muffled reply.
Dan Keegan’s nonplussed reaction confused Max. ‘Well, did you see it when you parked up? You couldn’t have missed it.’
Dan pulled himself to his feet and considered his friend. ‘What’s with the interrogation, Max? What about the sewer hole cover?’
‘Dan, what are you…’ Without finishing his sentence, Max dropped to his knees and peered beneath the fire truck to see the access hole cover sitting in the hole. ‘What the…?’
‘Max, is everything okay with you?’
‘But that manhole was open, Dan, as God is my witness. The cover was lying next to the hole.’ Someone had just been under the very truck he stood next to, listening to his conversation. His skin crept as he realised that. Between spotting the open manhole cover and calling Dan over, someone had carefully replaced the cover over the sewer hole without making a sound. The individual likely heard him call Dan over. Max imagined a hand popping up out of the ground beneath the truck’s exhaust pipe and pulling the cover shut. Extra chills in the knowing that whoever had done this were now below his feet in the sewer tunnels and a sprinkle of shivers in the knowing that the individual now knew what Max’s voice sounded like. Wait… Max thought back to the vagabond squatters living down there. It might’ve been one of them. He had forgotten all about them until now. It wasn’t the man manning the cat rotisserie. In a strange karma, Sutty, too, fell foul of a rotisserie on a much bigger scale. What goes round comes around, just like that ghoulish rotisserie.
The other firefighters climbed into the fire truck. As the wheels drove over the manhole cover, Max stepped forward to have a closer look at the metal rim. It was just a manhole cover. No more, no less. He got down on one knee, almost as if he was about to propose to that sewer hole cover, and jammed the hooked end of the lifting key into the pick hole. He was about to pull up the lid when Dan called out… ‘Max, it’s been a long night and we want to go home. We still have to dry out the hose lines and load up the truck with dry hose. Our face masks need to be inspected, cleaned and sanitised. The oxygen tanks need to be…’
‘Christ!’ huffed Max and pulled the key from the manhole. ‘I know the procedure, Dan!’
Aggravated, Max Power climbed up front, with Dan Keegan behind the wheel. As they pulled away, he glanced over his shoulder at that manhole. He wondered if the strange Ash Man and the junkies had moved on. Mind addled with the day’s events, Max didn’t see the individual standing in the shadows across the way, not three feet from where he had spoken with the old woman who wished her own son to death.
*
He had seen the whole thing unfold from his vantage point in the shadows. Sutty looked pretty dead when they carried him to the ambulance in that shiny blanket. But what if he pulls through? Sutty knows mentioning his name will mean a second death sentence. ‘I’ll kill him again.’ He chuckled nervously.
That old bitch talking to the firefighter would’ve died a slow death if she’d mentioned his name, but she didn’t. And she knows his name. Why wouldn’t she, when she had practically raised him. He had spent most of his childhood at Sutty’s house, ate off Suts’ dinner table when money was scarce at home and wore Sutty’s hand-me-downs. Pity how things had to end up. But he couldn’t afford to have Sutty giving away his trade secrets down at The Hound. He knew too much and he should’ve known better than to let him mule for him. An actual mule would’ve done a better job. A big-eared donkey, that’s what Sutty is — was, hopefully. Nobody was going to compromise his growing empire that started right here in the Horseshoe of Horrors, stealing cigarettes from Dickie Histon’s shop on Maiden Street and selling those cigarettes individually to the morons in The Strand, even to his own mother — at a good discount, mind you. Funny, it was a pack of cigarettes his father went out to buy one Sunday morning and never came back. Prick. The Strand wasn’t always a shithole, though. His poor mama would say it turned into a shithole when her son turned it 
into his lair.
It all comes down to the fireman; if that meddling fuck hadn’t pulled that shit-for-brains from the flames, he wouldn’t have this hanging over his head now. That they put him in the ambulance told him that Sutty wasn’t dead, not yet. He couldn’t identify that fireman, though he now had him recorded on his phone video speaking with his surrogate mother. His tentacles wriggled deep into Old Castle and beyond and he would find someone local who knew him. The other one, Keegan, had done him a favour by taking off his helmet. You could say a lot of things about him (and people did), but nobody ever questioned his memory — he never forgot a face, and that face belonged to Dan Keegan. Let’s just say they’d crossed paths down through the years. He might have to pay him a brief visit should this not go his way. If Sutty somehow survives this ordeal and this comes back to him, then those firemen will regret the day they saved the donkey’s life. He would—
He startled as someone appeared from the shadows next to him. He turned to come face to face with the same pasty individual with the dead eyes who had come whispering to him about Sutty shooting off his big mouth. Approaching him, he whispered in his ear: ‘They will all burn in this trial by fire. He lives.’
‘Who the fuck are you, anyway? I appreciate you tellin’ me an’ all, but what have you got against Suts?’ Fighting an unexpected bout of nerves, he half-turned and looked at the man hidden in the shadows. ‘You’re not a junkie. Who are you?’
‘A pilgrim.’
Dodd laughed in the man’s face and quickly sobered on registering the dead nature of the man. ‘What, you’re on some kind of pilgrimage?’
‘You are on the pilgrimage.’
‘What do you mean?’
The stranger leaned over and whispered in his ear…
A minute later, he was running along the street, looking for a car to hot-wire. He skidded to a stop at a red souped-up Honda Accord and thanked his lucky stars. Honda Accords were the easiest vehicle to hot-wire, and he knew that from experience. Not only was this a Honda Accord, but it was a Honda Accord with one of the rear doors unlocked. It was an open invitation, as they say. He hopped in. Within seconds, he had located the cables he needed and…BOOM! The Honda revved into life. He threw the little car into gear and pointed its snout for the city. Switching on the radio, he screamed along with Sadie Shaw’s ‘Puppet On A String’, slamming his hands on the steering wheel of the Accord. Then he tired of the song, switched off the radio, and screamed anyway.  Within minutes, he was coasting down the N21 road towards Limerick City, more specifically, the hospital. If he floored the Honda, he just might catch up with the ambulance before it docked in the ambulance bay. The career criminal howled at the full moon through his open window. ‘Die! Die, Sutty! Die!’ Among other nuggets, his creepy informant had told him the fire hadn’t reached his heart. And those were the words he’d used. He’d also added, ‘…yet.’
He was a crazed, jittering mess when he pulled up outside the Limerick City Hospital. Like a ghost in the night, Dodd slipped into the hospital. Dodd tracked down where Sutty had been taken by smooth-talking and telling bald-faced lies about being the family of the burn victim (well, he sort of was). Now all he had to do was sit and wait. He couldn’t just go up there. Hoping for the sake of everyone, he desired that someone would put Sutty into a deep sleep, or, better yet, induce him into a coma. As he waited, he contemplated the rain gutter coming down the side of the building. Taking advantage of his time, he sent the video of the unidentified fireman to his trusted minions. It wasn’t long before a positive I.D. came back. The firefighter who had been speaking with his second mama was a man by the name of Max Power and lived on Old Station Road with a little family. He always liked when they had family as it gave him extra leverage. Perfect. The night was young…young enough to make two more calls before sun-up.
 
It was about four in the morning when he drove back to Old Castle in a different car to the one he had arrived in — the police would be on the lookout for the Honda. He felt strange tonight. Not only was there a full moon, but he was now officially a killer, and he had mixed feelings about it. Maybe if it was someone else’s life he’d taken, he might’ve felt different, but it was Sutty, his childhood friend and they were practically brothers. He convinced himself that he’d done it for the good of his growing empire. Deadwood and all that jazz. But who was this strange individual who kept turning up next to him, whispering dangerous words in his ear? What was his role in all of this?
He stopped outside Max Power’s place on Old Station Road and left a little surprise on his daughter’s bedroom windowsill. Not only did his contacts know Power had a daughter, but they knew where she slept. Even he was impressed by that concise piece of intelligence.
Once he had left his little souvenir, he drove the hot-wired Citroen to the second fireman’s residence — Dan Keegan’s place on South Quay Road, just a ten-minute drive from Old Station Road. Dodd didn’t need Google Maps for this place. He already had Keegan in his sights because of a previous altercation.
He waited until the silvery light of dawn lit the eastern sky. And that was when he politely knocked on Dan Keegan’s door…his back door, just to fuck with his head.
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Coffin Nail
 
 
It was around four in the morning on Tuesday, 21st May when Max Power got the call. He jumped when his phone chimed Ronnie Kennedy’s ‘Roll Out the Barrel’. He woke on the sofa, having fallen asleep in front of the TV. As he fumbled for the phone and raised it to his ear, he clocked Dan’s name on the screen. Something was up. ‘Dan?’
‘Did you hear?’
‘Hear what?’
‘I’ll take that as a no. Your man — Sutty. He died at the hospital.’
A mix of emotions filtered through Max Power. The first thought that flitted through the fireman’s mind was how some neighbours in The Strand got their wish, like his poor mother, for example. The village idiot had succumbed to his injuries. But not exactly…
‘Technically, he didn’t die.’
‘Dan, it’s a little late…or early for cryptic mind puzzles. He either died or he didn’t.’
‘Someone murdered him.’
A pause came down the line as Max stared through the TV. He was partial to a dusty Western now and again. He had been watching ‘The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly’ before he drifted off. But now, all he could see was ugly as he stared blindly through the telly screen. All he could see were moving images as his brain short-circuited. Had he heard right? ‘What the fuck…?’
‘That was my reaction. The man was strangled in his hospital bed. It was like one of those stranger-than-fiction stories you come across now and again on the internet.’
‘But how—’
‘Listen to this. The killer, and we all know who it is, somehow found out where Sutty was lying in the hospital. He waited till just an hour ago and — get this — climbed the guttering into the ward room through a window, and strangled the man with the cable to his nurse-call button. He was going to pull through according to my sources.’
‘Who?’
‘Tara. My cousin. She’s a nurse working in the ICU.’
‘Shit, so I didn’t save a life, after all.’
Another lull floated on the line between them. ‘Yes, and no.’
‘What do you mean? He didn’t die?’
‘No, Max. He’s dead. But here’s where things take a twist. Are you sitting down?’
‘Yes, I was asleep just a sec—’
‘He gave the name of the man who did this to him in the ambulance not a minute down the road from The Strand.’
With bated breath, Max asked, ‘And that name is?’
‘The big D.’
‘Dodd?’
‘Bingo.’
Dan only confirmed everyone’s suspicions.
‘He’s a fucking maniac, Max. The guy came in through a window on the third floor and left through the same window. Why didn’t he just go through normal doors if he intended to be seen? He’s cocky, I’ll give him that. Without a care in the world and was caught on several surveillance cameras’
Max’s eyes crept to his living room window. Gooseflesh bristled along his arms like an electrical pulse.
‘You can get all philosophical about it,’ said Dan. ‘You could say you tried to save a man, but put a nail in another man’s coffin by doing so.’
Max thought it was a suitable moment to ask about the marks he’d seen on Dan’s neck and perhaps enquire why Dan was looking peaky. Maybe it was none of his business, but what if Dan wasn’t aware of the marks? Maybe he needed to see a doctor. ‘Dan, it’s probably nothing, and you can tell me to mind my own business. But today, well last night, I suppose, when you took off your helmet, I noticed—’
That was when Dan Keegan hung up, leaving Max with a head full of worry and unanswered questions.
‘Um, okay? Goodnight to you too, Dan.’ What a strange way to end the conversation, thought Max. There was a second there when, in the background, Max thought he heard a knock on a door coming from Dan’s end of the line. Muffled words coming from Linda accompanied this.
It wasn’t until he was in bed, staring up at the ceiling in the darkness and listening to the rain pelting on the roof that he asked himself: whose coffin did I put a nail in?
*
Dan Keegan hung up on his workmate, Max Power, when he heard a knock on the door downstairs. Who knocks on someone’s door at this time of the morning, unless it is an emergency of some description? After a brief and startled conversation between Dan and Linda, Dan’s wife volunteered to go downstairs and see who was calling at this ungodly hour of the morning. They thought it might have been Fern, but she was on holiday and their daughter would’ve texted or phoned ahead to let them know she was coming home early.
Linda Keegan got to the bottom of the stairs. Goosebumps erupted on her body when she realised that the knocking was coming from the back door. If she were reading this in a book, she would’ve read how the female character turned and ran back upstairs to her husband. But Linda Keegan didn’t believe in any of that knight in shining armour bullshit because she was the knight. Her favourite character was the loyal and immense female knight, Ser Brienne of Tarth in Game of Thrones.
Upstairs, Dan Keegan sensed rather than heard his wife stall in the hallway downstairs. A second later, a single high-pitched scream ripped the house in two.
*
It rises from the funeral pyre of rubble, ash and scorched memories, floating horizontally above the fireman in his lonely bed, whispering a hissing, fire-branding warning in his dreams.
‘Ashes to Ashes, Dust to Dust…’
That mantra comes repeatedly, so close to his face he can feel the hot powdery ash fall on his flushed cheeks from the dry clicking burning hole of a mouth, heat emanating from the fiery lick of its tongue. Down there in the darkness of its gullet, there’s a burning orb…
‘Wake up, damn you! This is your baptism of fire! And they will all burn in this trial by fire!’
 
Max bolted up from his sleep in a cold sweat, choking for air through the drool pooling in his throat.
Virginia floundered for the bedside light. ‘Max, what’s wrong?’
‘Ash Man…’ Max floundered before realising he was in his bedroom.
‘Who? What are you—’
‘Bad dream. Sorry…’
‘You will be sorry if you keep talking, Max. Go back to sleep.’
But Max Power couldn’t sleep. Ash Man had come from under his bed — the funeral pyre. He had seen it with his own two eyes — Max’s bed was a burning funeral pyre on the banks of the Ganges. He blamed the nightmare on his experience with the burning house and his late-night unsettling conversation with Dan Keegan. He went back to sleep.
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The Worm
 
 
Rumours were spreading like wildfire by midday on that Tuesday. Jonny ‘Sutty’ Sutton’s death had leaked to the press. But more worrying than that was the name he’d uttered before the same lunatic who climbed up the hospital guttering to get at him snuffed his life out. Everyone was so focused on their own safety that the hospital’s security was completely overlooked. Residents looking for answers and protection thronged Old Castle’s police station. A killer was on the loose. Locals knew the police were looking for the infamous Dodd who had crossed the line and was now a killer in their midst. Everyone guessed that Dodd was already a killer. But he had always gotten away with it because they were low-lives killing low-lives and the consensus was, ‘Let them at it.’ Big Tom believed in natural selection, as did the public. Still, he had to be seen to be doing something, so Big Tom had also ordered extra boots on the streets. But the word on those same streets was that they were shutting the stable door when the horse had already bolted.
Police sergeant Big Tom Daly, accompanied by animal rights activist/policewoman Maggie Wallace, called to Dodd’s childhood home in The Strand, careful to park the squad car facing the way they had come — the place was a dead-end in every sense. It was common knowledge that James ‘The Jimmy’ Dodd had several properties, but none of those houses were in the Horseshoe of Horrors. No, Dodd’s stately homes and manicured lawns were on the good side of Limerick City, where nobody wanted him for a neighbour. Big Tom went for the jugular and hit where it hurt, so they called in to visit Dodd’s dear old mother. ‘Bringing it all back home’ were the words the police sergeant used with Maggie Wallace before they left the station. It was common knowledge that the criminal still lived at home, despite his ill-got wealth.
While they stood at the door, they looked at the sorry sight that was now the Sutton house, across the way, nothing but a cordoned-off shell with a black interior, smoke tendrils rose lazily into the sky and the acrid burning fragrance clung in the air. Big Tom muttered complaints under his breath about Dodd having ruined his bluegrass set the night previous at The Hound. ‘We were in the middle of our anthem when…’
Wallace slammed the heel of her fist on the door when the police sergeant mentioned bluegrass music. ‘Mrs Dodd? Hello?’ She called out, ‘We just want a word with you about your son.’
‘…I got the call about the fire. Hell of a business,’ he reflected, shaking his head. ‘And, in my humble opinion, it was The Dickie Tickers’ best rendition of Lady Luck to date. I was in the middle of my second solo when my phone buzzed. I should’ve switched it off. Hell of a business.’
Big Tom had come up with the band’s name nine years ago when he found his old flame and friend, Lucy Devereaux, dead on the floor in the forest ranger’s prefab office in the national park. Big Tom’s sidekick this morning, Maggie Wallace, was also there on that strange night when all wasn’t as it seemed. God bless Lucy’s stopped heart (1959-2015). As a mark of respect, Big Tom dedicated the bluegrass outfit’s name to Lucy, who died of a heart attack. He knew she would take it in good jest…if she were alive.
‘Surprise, surprise, nobody’s answering the door.’
‘What were you expecting, boss? Hawaiian Hula dancers?’ Policewoman Wallace wiggled her hips.
Big Tom turned to his colleague. ‘Wallace, I didn’t get one word of what you just said. Hula Hoops, Jesus, but I haven’t had a packet of those for years. Yummy!’
The policewoman was on the point of explaining the Hawaiian dance she had seen during her honeymoon eight years ago in Maui, but sighed and knocked on Mrs Dodd’s door once again.
Just as they were turning to leave, the door clicked open. An elderly woman peered through the crack in the door before opening it to a melody of chains and locks. ‘He’s not here,’ she croaked.
‘Mrs Dodd, how are you? I’m truly sorry about all this bad business,’ said Big Tom. ‘Your son, Jimmy, is suspected of committing a serious crime, and we need to speak with him.’
‘To get him off the hook.’ Maggie Wallace’s additional information was out of turn if the police sergeant’s brief scowl was anything to go by.
‘You can keep him on the hook for all I care. My son is a worm. Feed him to the fishes.’ Having imparted these words of wisdom, Jimmy Dodd’s heartbroken mama slammed the door shut in their faces.
They stood in shock before Big Tom summarised the situation with, ‘Cast your line, Wallace…open season.’
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Stalker
 
 
It was meatball Tuesday. Max Power was sitting at the dinner table in his kitchen, too worried to face his meatballs in tomato sauce. The firefighter was on edge to the point of feeling queasy. Those meatballs wallowing in the tasty red liquid were looking like—
You could say you tried to save a man but put a nail in another man’s coffin by doing so.
Dan Keegan’s words rung in his ears. A knot of unease tightened in Max’s stomach at the mention of Dodd’s coffin. The quicker the authorities found this loose cannon and put him away, the better. What if the killer looked at it this way: I wouldn’t be on the run if that interfering firefighter…
(who was only doing his job)?
…hadn’t saved that poor imbecile.
Now whose coffin is the pointy end of that nail for? Where the hell was Dodd, anyway? How can a man just disappear like that?
At midday on that Tuesday, 21st May, Max had heard on the grapevine that Limerick City police had taken a nest of rats associated with Dodd into the police station for questioning. Most of Dodd’s dubious acquaintances lived in the city — the wrong side of the city and by choice. One of them would talk, Max was sure of it. Someone knew where this fiend was and that someone might be looking for leniency from the justice system…maybe strike some kind of deal for a previous or current misdemeanour. The fireman was convinced the criminal was long gone, and he couldn’t have been happier about it. And he still couldn’t face his favourite meal. But the situation was about to grow a lot more intense than meatballs. And to add to the growing sense of dread, he hadn’t heard from Dan Keegan since he left their telephone conversation during the night.
 
Hours later, that Tuesday night, when Max Power was drawing the curtains before going to bed, he noticed someone standing on the road outside. All he could see was a shady silhouette beneath a streetlight. He was sure the individual was staring right at his place. Max ran cold. Gooseflesh prickled. Then again, maybe he was being paranoid. The person could have been someone else waiting for someone, but still…
‘What’s wrong?’ Virginia, who was getting into bed, noticed her husband had just frozen at the window. ‘Max?’
‘It’s nothing.’
‘It doesn’t look like “nothing”.’
‘I forgot to lock the gates.’
Max was already marching down the hallway when Virginia called, ‘That killer is still on the loose, Max. Lock those bloody gates and get back up here.’
The truth of the matter was that they rarely locked the front gates. They never had a reason to…until now.
‘I’m already on it,’ Max called back.
‘What’s wrong?’ Emily called. ‘Dad? Where are you going?’
‘Go back to sleep, Em,’ Virginia said from the room next door. ‘Dad’s going out to lock the gates.’ Virginia cringed, realising her daughter had probably heard her loud mouth shooting off about the killer on the loose.
Max went to the living room and squinted through the curtains. The individual was still out there. With a disregard for his safety, Max went to the front door and opened it…to find nobody standing there. He trotted down the short pathway to his front gates and scanned Old Station Road, down the hill to the left and uphill to the right. A couple passed by, illuminated under the same streetlight, out for a late-night power walk. But they weren’t who he had seen. Illumination was low here on the outskirts of Old Castle, with only one street light where clusters of houses stood.
Max Power hung around his front gates for another uneventful five minutes before turning to go back inside. He looked up at Emily’s window and spotted something on the windowsill. At first, he thought it was one of her Barbie dolls. But squinting his eyes, the object became something else, and that was when his heart started thumping. He went around the side of the house to fetch the ladder and noticed the ladder wasn’t where he had left it by the side of the garage. Adrenaline flowed, and Max got the jitters as he picked up the ladder and went around to the front of the house, then laid it against the wall by his daughter’s window. He climbed, and with every rung of the ladder, he grew closer to the object, no objects on the windowsill. At the top of the ladder, Max forgot to breathe when he laid his eyes on a small can of lighter fluid and a box of matches. In that blinding moment of confusion, the fireman even wondered if his seven-year-old daughter was a closet pyromaniac. It would explain the fire in the fireplace she had spoken of. She might’ve lit it herself, but panicked when she couldn’t put it out. It would also explain the fear on her face…while using the glass of water as the excuse why she had gone downstairs in the first place…because she was thirsty. The glass of water was to put out the damn fire she had st—
And then it hit Max Power like the business end of a hammer. The realisation stunned him. The world spun and Max’s head spun with it. He swayed at the top of the ladder and leaned back. The ladder left the wall…shaking Max awake. He leaned in to slam the ladder back to the wall and froze before hugging the rails as if it was a family member. If any neighbour should see him now…
His energy spent, Max descended the ladder shakily, his legs trembling on every rung. He dropped to the ground and sat on the doorstep.
Dodd! He’s right here in town… Right here on my street and I just saw him…
Max wasn’t sure if he spoke those words aloud or in his head, such was his state of shock. He backed up to the front door on his behind, eyes darting left and right. The killer was there, lurking in the cover of darkness, on this silent night. He listened out. Apart from a barking dog somewhere up the hill, there wasn’t a sound tonight. How long had those objects been on the windowsill? Max racked his brain, thinking about those moments when he had come and gone from his house today. Maybe this morning, as they left for school, maybe he had seen something on a subliminal level. But being so worried about the situation, he hadn’t realised what he had seen. Sometimes, people don’t see extraordinary things because they’re not expecting to see them in ordinary places. Max was sure about that. How many times had Virginia asked him why he was so incapable of finding the eggs in the fridge? The answer was because Max wasn’t expecting to find them on the lower shelf. The goddamn eggs were always kept on the top shelf of the—
Composing himself, he got to his feet and climbed the ladder once again. Once level with Emily’s bedroom window, he slipped his phone from his back pocket. The firefighter snapped a flash picture of the objects on the windowsill. Sure, anyone could have put them there, but that’s all he had for now. He ran rigid with fear as the implications of this sank in. This was a direct threat from Dodd to him. No, worse again — this was a threat from Dodd to his daughter, Emily. How would he even know in which room the seven-year-old slept? Wait, was Max overthinking this? He wasn’t overthinking the can of lighter fluid in his hand. He popped the cork to a waft of naphta in his nostrils with that familiar petrol-smelling solvent. Max wasn’t imagining that. He went inside to get his car keys. Big Tom and his crew down at the police station needed to see this. He sat in the car and was about to put the key in the ignition…when he stalled. Was he digging a deeper hole—
Grave… That nail is for your coffin, not Dodd’s!
—for himself? How could he leave his wife and child alone when the killer was outside just minutes ago? Filled with raw heart-fluttering panic, Max Power ducked back inside the house, locked the front door behind him, and bounded upstairs to Emily’s bedroom. He sighed a long sigh of relief at seeing his daughter sleeping. He sat next to her and kissed her. She didn’t budge in her deep sleep. Max pondered his predicament. If anyone knew what to do, then it was Dan Keegan. He pulled his phone from his pocket and sent him a text:
 
Can I call you?
 
When twenty minutes went by, Max sent a second text:
 
I have a BIG problem. I shud go 2 the police but I dont want to make this any worse
 
He hadn’t heard from Dan since their conversation over the phone, which had cut off. Max Power lay down next to his seven-year-old. His eyes crept to the window every few minutes, expecting to see the silhouettes of a ladder and a man thrown on the curtains from the streetlight. But nobody came. Jesus, he couldn’t believe Dodd was right here under their noses — the last place they’d expect to find him. Max slipped under the covers next to his daughter. His phone chimed, but he was disappointed to see that Virginia was calling.
 
What r u doing?
Max responded:
 
All ok. Just want to lie down next to Em for a while. Go 2 sleep.
 
Virginia sent back a Thumbs Up emoji, but added:
 
Don’t forget I’m on the night shift 2moro night. U know the drill.
 
As dawn approached on that Wednesday morning and the possibility of seeing any shadows on Emily’s yellow curtains fizzled away with the sunrise, Max found sleep to the shivering knowledge that he had a stalker. Scratch that — his family had a stalker. And it was his fault. 
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Dodd
 
 
By Wednesday, May 22nd, a major manhunt was underway for James ‘The Jimmy’ Dodd. The shocking story had gone nationwide, trickling into a few international tabloids, true crime podcasts and YouTube channels. Armchair sleuths were gorging themselves on a three-course meal of conspiracy theories. Old Castle locked its doors at night and drew the curtains tight. Terror gripped the town, as residents feared Dodd might appear in their backyards at any moment—a habit he was known for. They imagined coming face to face with the killer squinting through their windows if they just peered through the slit in the curtains.
It was Max Power’s turn to prepare Emily for school that week. Max and his wife took turns when Virginia worked shifts at the computer factory in Limerick City. But instead of giving Virginia a lie-in, he went to the bedroom and asked her to accompany them to school this morning, which was out of the ordinary.
‘Max, I’m working tonight. Can’t you take her? You know this is what we do when I work the night shift. What’s wrong with you? You’ve been acting weird since last night. Why did you sleep with Emily?’
The last thing Max wanted to tell her was that they had a stalker. ‘I just thought you might…’
‘Might what?’
‘It doesn’t matter. Go back to sleep.’
He decided to take a risk and drive Emily to school, while Virginia went to sleep. Outside, he checked Old Station Road, left and right, then checked the car before they sat in.
Emily was looking at him suspiciously. ‘What’s wrong, Daddy?’
‘Nothing.’
Emily giggled. ‘Why are you looking at our car as if it isn’t our car?’
Max flashed a strained smile at his daughter. ‘Just checking the tyres,’ he lied. ‘Got everything for school?’
‘Yep. Dad, remember the day I forgot my schoolbag?’
A few weeks ago, they turned up at school without Emily’s schoolbag. There was panic but now it brought a smile to Max’s face. For a moment, he forgot all about their night-time visitor.
Outside the gates of Saint Molua’s school, Max found himself scanning the crowd of parents, looking for any sign that Dodd was in their midst, but it was a morning just like any other. What was he expecting to find? Dodd standing at the school gates, waving the kids off to school with a big smile on his face while he held a butcher’s knife behind his back? No. It was just doting parents sending their kids off to school. But he noticed how those smiles dropped from the parents’ faces once their kids went through the school’s front doors…and they waited until their children were safely inside. And that’s when the low clandestine chatter started. Max heard the name Dodd several times as he walked by huddled groups on the way to his car. A palpable tension clung in the air, with people flashing shifty glances over their shoulders. Dodd was a ghost haunting everyone.
Next stop: the police station. As he sat back into his car, it dawned on Max that Dan hadn’t called, not even returned his text, which was unusual. He put the phone on hands-free and called his friend and workmate. No answer.
At the police station, Max met ‘Jolly’ Dolly McMahon, President of Gossipmongers Galore Inc. and who also happened to be the receptionist at the police station.
‘Max Power, how are you? What can I do you for?’ She said it with a straight face.
‘Hi, Dolly. Any chance of speaking to Big Tom?’
‘Be careful,’ wagging her sausage finger, ‘the man himself doesn’t like when people call him that to his face.’
‘How ‘bout behind his back?’ Max smiled.
Dolly winked dramatically and tapped the side of her nose. ‘I’ll see if he’s in his office, Max.’ She picked up her phone and pressed a button. ‘How’s Virginia and little…?’
‘Emily.’
‘Emily, that’s it. Beautiful child. Oh, she’s a real diamond. I saw her out walking in the park with her mommy the other day…spitting image of your wife. Chip off the ole’ block as they say, hmm, yeah.’
‘Yeah, she was lucky.’ Adding for comic effect, ‘She could’ve got her old man’s looks.’ Max laughed it off before his mind returned to last night. ‘Is he available?’ The fireman was growing anxious. ‘Maybe he’s busy.’
‘The line’s busy. But between you, me, and the four walls, I’ve seen him take the receiver off the hook. He did it in plain view of me one day and told me: “When a lyric comes, it has to be jotted down.” And those were his very words. That’s when he picked up his banjo and pulled a tatty little notebook out of one of his drawers and started working on his next tune…and the world falling to pieces around him. Jesus in Heaven, God loves us all.’ She broke from her trance. ‘Are you in a hurry, Max?’
He thought about his sleeping wife at home alone. ‘A little maybe…yeah.’
She said, ‘Just tell me and I’ll pass on the message,’ in that easy, breezy manner of hers.
Now, Max knew that Jolly Dolly McMahon had a big mouth on her and had her minions strategically placed around Old Castle. She knew stuff before Big Tom did. She knew stuff before it even happened. If he told Dolly that he’d seen who he believed to be Dodd standing outside his house, the whole place would know before Big Tom in the office next door. She should’ve been sacked years ago, in Max’s opinion. ‘It’s, um… I prefer to speak to the police sergeant, if that’s okay.’ Max cleared his throat awkwardly.
Dolly chuckled. Her gigantic frame shook. She paused, eyeing him. ‘Um, you were the fireman who saved Sutty?’
‘That’s right.’ And you know it was me…
Her jolly mask slipped a little. ‘Uh-huh, you saved that good-for-nothing. But I s’pose you’re going to tell me he’s a human being.’
Straight off the bat, Max picked up on the edge in Dolly’s cadence.‘Just doing my job…’
‘And now we have that lunatic on the run. Hmm, yeah. God forgive me for even saying it, but this wouldn’t be happening if he had killed Sutty in the fire. Dog eat dog. Wouldn’t you agree?’
‘Um…’
‘Do you sleep at night, Max?’
Dolly’s tongue was poisonous. Then the dreamy smile came back on her face. ‘As you say, you were just doing your job. I wish others would do their job and catch the baddies. But some of us prefer supping Guinness down at The Hound or plucking on our banjo.’ She winked. ‘I’ll mention no names.’ Tapping her bulbous nose. ‘Max Power was just doing his job.’ Slight inflection on just.
Reading between the lines, Max heard: don’t you have a brain between your ears? Why didn’t you just let the poor bastard burn like the rest of them in The Strand? Hmm, yeah. By saving that poor fool, you have put nails in all our coffins. Nest o’ rats, Max. Nest o’ rats…
Maybe Dolly’s attitude explained the strange looks he got outside the school. Surely people weren’t holding him responsible for this mess? If that’s the case, he would be the first in line to tell them he was public enemy number 1 (at least Dodd’s enemy number 1) and he had the photograph to prove it. The same picture on his phone he was going to show the police sergeant…if he decided he wanted to speak to anybody today.
Dolly hung up, grunted and snorted her way around her desk, then knocked on the police sergeant’s door. She popped her head in. ‘Max Power’s here to see you.’
The second Jolly Dolly opened the door, Max was sure he heard banjo plucking fall silent, followed by muffled words between the receptionist and the police sergeant. ‘He said you can go in.’
Max thanked the secretary and went into Big Tom’s office. As he eased the door closed behind him, he noticed how snooping Dolly was standing by the door, checking the leaves of a ficus plant strategically placed by Big Tom’s door. The second thing Max noticed was the banjo on a stand by the police sergeant’s chair.
‘Max, how is everything?’
The firefighter skipped pleasantries. He pulled the phone from his pocket, tapped on the gallery, and lifted his screen to the police sergeant, who frowned at the image. ‘What am I s’posed to be looking at here?’
Max went on to tell Big Tom what he was looking at and the circumstances of the objects left on his daughter’s windowsill.
Big Tom was at a loss for words.
‘And you’re certain you saw Dodd on the street earlier that night?’
‘Almost certain.’
The police sergeant repeated what the fireman said. ‘Sorry, but in Big Tom’s book, the words almost and certain don’t go hand-in-hand. Well, where is he? We’ve searched every square inch of town, Max.’ The police sergeant considered him. ‘Does anybody else know about this?’
Max told the police sergeant that Dan Keegan probably knew about it, but his workmate wasn’t answering his texts or calls.
‘Uh-huh. You didn’t mention it to anybody on your way into my office?’ Beads of sweat broke out on Big Tom’s forehead. ‘I’m already on two cholesterol pills a day, Max.’
Max picked up on what the police sergeant was getting at without mentioning names. ‘No, I didn’t.’ He asked, his patience running thin. ‘Now what?’
‘Now we wait.’
‘Wait?’
‘They all come crawling from the shadows. Eat, drink, shit or sleep, he’ll have to come out. Patience, my friend. Patience.’
The police sergeant got up from behind his desk and came around to Max. He put his big hand on Max’s shoulder and assured him they would catch Dodd.
Max felt a twinge of desperation. Would Big Tom be there in the middle of the night when Dodd showed his face at their window? He doubted it. But for now, the firefighter had no choice but to play along with the police sergeant. 
They parted company with Max feeling underwhelmed.
As he crossed the station car park, someone approached him. ‘Your friend is in danger.’
Before he had time to react, the man sloped away, leaving Max stuck for words. The fireman was about to follow the strange individual to ask which friend when an inexplicable shard of dread stabbed him from the inside. He only had one friend, Dan Keegan.
Instead of chasing down the individual, Max fumbled for his keys and jumped in his car.
As he drove to Dan’s place, Max couldn’t shake the feeling that he’d seen that woman before. It was the haunted look in her eyes…the ghostly, pale sunken face of an addict. He’d seen the same face under Dunganville Bridge and later in the sewers. Bonnie? Was that her name?
But what Max Power found at Dan Keegan’s house would change everything.
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Max Power diverted from the police station towards Dan Keegan’s place on South Quay Road. He tried calling Dan, but there was no answer. But now, instead of the phone ringing out, Max listened to an engaged tone, telling him Dan’s phone was switched off.
The moment he pulled up in front of Keegan’s place, Max was struck by how quiet the place looked. Dan and Linda’s cars were parked on the street in front of the house. Linda worked as a receptionist for the town’s GP, Dr. McCoy. She should have been at work since eight this morning. Max noticed something else. The curtains were pulled. Dan was an early bird, not a man for lying in bed. He checked his wristwatch to make sure he wasn’t dreaming all of this. It was 10 minutes shy of 10 am. The place gave off an unsettling stillness.
The calm before the storm…
Max exited the car, walked up to the front door, knocked, and waited. He turned to his left and peered through the split in the drawn curtains in the living room. The interior was too dark to make out anything. All Max saw was his reflection in the gl—
‘Huh?’ Max swivelled on his heels. He could’ve sworn that someone was standing right behind him, a full reflection over his left shoulder in the glass. Maybe it had been a trick of the light coupled with the stress of knowing a killer was on the loose with his family’s names on his hit list. And now this silent treatment with Dan. Dodd was fucking with his mind. That’s what it was. That got him thinking about the woman who had told him his friend was in danger. How would she even know about that? Who had sent her? He wasn’t sure of much, but he knew someone had sent her because the woman was a walking corpse. He had seen her before, not only under the bridge and under the streets, but on the streets. She was one of Old Castle’s sad stories. And he still couldn’t remember her name. But he never forgot a face and—
Sounds like Bonnie… Lonnie?
—she had deteriorated since he’d last seen her. She wasn’t capable of thinking for herself. Someone else was thinking for her and she was nothing but the desperate messenger who delivered her message to him on the promise of drugs. Max was merely surmising. He regretted not chasing down the woman and demanding more answers to her cryptic message.
Dealing with the here and now, Max took it upon himself to climb over the side gate and trotted down to the back garden. Everything appeared normal. His eyes flitted over the garden shed aka Dan’s ‘man cave’ at the bottom of the garden, where he and Dan had shared beer and stories down through the years. The first window he came to was the kitchen. He cupped his hands around his eyes, peered through the glass over the kitchen sink…and stumbled backwards onto Linda’s manicured lawn. She was very proud of her lawn, so proud that it was to be viewed and not walked on. He could imagine Linda telling him to get off the grass. But that was the least of his worries now, because Linda wasn’t in any position to tell Max off. He stole up to the window again and checked to see if he had only imagined things the first time. No, they were in there alright, bound up to chairs by the kitchen table. Alive or dead, he wasn’t sure. They were unconscious. He knew that much. Adding to the chaos and confusion was Finney, their black and white shih tzu, yapping at his feet. Max needed to get in there. He turned left to Linda’s rockery. The fireman quickly located a choice piece of limestone, briefly remembering how they’d laughed at that rockery during a barbecue not so long ago, in another lifetime, when Dan maintained that his wife could’ve just found those rocks on the side of a road instead of paying a hefty price for them at the local garden centre. Linda maintained that they were ‘quality rocks’ and that brought a round of laughs to the get-together. Max picked up a quality rock now and catapulted it at the double-glazing glass. Just as the limestone shattered both layers of double-glazing, Max suffered from a horrible surge of doubt. What if their assailant was still in the house? That crash of splintering glass would alert the intruder. Like a little kid and not a fireman with years of experience in risky situations, he ducked in behind the garden shed where Linda kept her tools and waited. A sickening feeling overcame him as nothing, only silence, came from within the house. The explosion of glass should’ve promoted a reaction from the Keegans. That was their moment to cry out for help…but nothing. They didn’t flinch. He squinted through the hole in the double layer of glass…
No, wait. There was something, but Max Power wasn’t aware as he shakily took his phone and called the police station. Jolly Dolly McMahon answered and was about to go off on some line of small talk when the fireman cut her off. ‘Send someone around to 28 South Quay Road now! Dan and Linda Keegan are tied up! They’re unconscious! Please! I…’ The rest of his sentence dried up to a hitch in his throat when the smell of rotten eggs rose into Max’s nostrils. He sniffed at the air coming through the hole in the glass. A draught was coming through that shattered gap and on the back of that current of air came heady gas fumes. Max knew a gas leak when he smelled one.
He hung up on Jolly Dolly and called 112 for an ambulance.
Max put his hand through the hole in the glass and thanked Christ there was a key in the lock. He twisted it and left himself inside. Once inside the property, the smell of gas fumes made him gag. The fireman fell to the kitchen table and untied Dan and Linda. Dan was a bigger man than Max and he dragged his workmate across the kitchen floor and through the backdoor. He stretched Dan out on Linda’s precious lawn. Then he went inside for Linda. He slung her over his shoulder, took her outside, and placed her next to Dan. Finney was all over them, licking their faces. Whatever about Dan, who loved the little dog as if it was the son he never had, the shih tzu’s busy wet tongue was a true test for Linda, but she didn’t budge. Max shoved the dog out of the way and fell onto the lawn next to them, then checked their wrists for a pulse. Yes, they had a pulse…but they had something else too, both of them. Jesus, what was it? But the most important thing now was that they were breathing. He placed his right ear next to their mouths. Only Dan was breathing! Max had completed many first-aid courses for work purposes. He didn’t hesitate to perform mouth-to-mouth resuscitation on Linda. The off-duty fireman unfastened the top buttons of her blouse to help her breathe. In fact, he had done it to help himself breathe, feeling claustrophobic and tightness of breath with the terrifying situation. As Max unbuttoned Linda’s blouse, he noticed more strange markings in that chaotic moment, red dots running up and down both sides of her neck. He didn’t have time to contemplate the odd markings as he pinched Linda’s nose between his fingers, arched her head back to open the passageways, and blew. On the third blow into her mouth, Max Powers’ breath breathed life into Linda Keegan, jolting her awake. With an addled brain, Max realised they were suffering from monoxide poisoning. As far as he could tell, their captor or captors hadn’t laid a hand on them. But let’s face it, there were no captors, it was just captor in the singular. Dodd and Dodd only was responsible for this travesty. The fireman briefly questioned what the connection was between the drugged woman and Dodd. They seemed like an unlikely fit…until something glaring came at him. There was a connection, of course there was: drugs. After all, wasn’t that woman walking about Old Castle like a zombie because of him and his ‘product’? Another layer of scum was rising to the surface of the stinking, rancid sink-water now…but Max was overcome with nerves and emotion. He lay on the ground next to an unconscious Dan and Linda and waited for the ambulance. Lying there, gazing up at the clouds, with Dan on his left and Linda on his right, was the most surreally disturbing moment of Max Power’s life, but the week wasn’t down yet…
Then Max remembered the gas leak. He got to his feet and went inside the kitchen. He pulled a tea towel hanging from the stove, covered his mouth and nose with it, then followed the fumes downstairs to the basement where the furnace was situated. It was dark down there. Max flicked on the switch, but the bulb was blown. He reached for his phone and tapped on the flashlight icon…and was horrified to see the fuel lines had been cut with what appeared to be a hacksaw. If an electrical spark should come from the furnace now, this property would go sky high and Max up there with it. He’d seen it happen with his own two eyes. His training told him that even though natural gas sounded nice and eco-friendly, he knew it was a two-faced killer as it spreads quickly and combusts even faster.
Max was about to switch off the furnace when his arc of LED light passed over something that shouldn’t be down here in the dark with the toxic fumes. Everything froze up inside him, and there was no cry of shock like on TV. The sight of what he’d just seen shut everything down inside him and later, Max would ponder if that was his body’s natural defence mechanism, kind of like a body shutting itself down when it senses it has just fallen off the side of a cliff and unimaginable agony and death was but seconds away. But the fireman wasn’t thinking about that now. There wasn’t a sound, which made it even worse. All he could hear was a ringing in his ears. He wanted to pretend he hadn’t just seen what he had seen, just switch off the gas furnace and get the fuck out of there. But his conscience got to him — the conscience of a human being and the conscience of a fireman who had saved people from situations just like this one. Slowly, he angled his phone at the feet and legs tucked into the corner of the basement. There was someone standing there, in the darkness and immense silence, while noxious fumes filtered from the sabotaged furnace. For a hallucinatory moment, Max thought it was Walter, the life-size butler Dan had bought on eBay a few years ago. Walter stood in the hallway and greeted anyone who came through the front door. But forgetting he was there, Linda freaked out every time she came face to face with Walter, constantly ready to serve. She asked Dan to leave him down here in the basement, only bringing him up when they had a house party, which was never, and which was the whole point, according to Dan’s wife. Only a fibreglass butler should be down here right now…but to Max’s sickening realisation, he remembered that Dan had moved Walter to his man cave.
All sorts of questions zipped through Max’s conscience, but there were no good answers. All his training and experience belonged to another Max Power now — the super hero fireman Max Power. Mother of Dragons, Daenerys Targaryen, had nothing on him. But right now, Max was the same mental age as his own daughter and afraid for his life. The bogeyman was down here with him. No matter how hard he tried, he just couldn’t raise his phone to see the rest of what was attached to the feet and legs. The fear bristled every pore on his body and he tingled while screaming inside his head…
Summoning every fibre of his being, Max Power slowly backed up towards the door…flinched and scared himself alive, pin-wheeling out of there…and the primordial roar that left him was involuntary. He fell away from the gas furnace and bolted upstairs. Fear of the unknown was the greatest fear of all and that’s what had got to him. At least with a house fire, he knew where he stood and how to deal with it.
Shaking, he slammed the door shut behind him and forced his back to the door. The more he pushed, the more useless he felt as his knees trembled and threatened to buckle beneath him. Was he pushing against the door, or was the basement door pushing against him? Max really didn’t know in this flurry of confusion. In Hollywood, a sweeping brush would miraculously appear and the sweating actor would jam the brush into the door handle. But this was real life. Max didn’t have a sweeping brush at hand. What he had, though, was a robotic Conga hoover, and it was whirring the conga around his feet right now while his legs turned to jelly. Feeling the gas clog in his lungs, Max had no choice but to put Plan B into action. He catapulted away from the basement door, sprinted down the hallway to the kitchen, locked the back door behind him, and pocketed the key. It was a futile attempt to keep the intruder inside, but that’s all he had. He stumbled out onto the lawn and was overcome with joy and relief at hearing sirens screaming in the distance. It sounded to Max like three or four squad cars were approaching and throw an ambulance or two in there too. Two things dawned on him as he listened to the sirens and kept a close eye on that smashed hole in the back door for a protruding hand. First, he hadn’t shut off the gas. How was that individual even down there and not falling over? Maybe he had some kind of breathing mask? Max didn’t have time to see, freaking out the second he laid eyes on those feet…which brought him to the second thing that had dawned on him — the trespasser wasn’t wearing shoes. That concept stood the hairs on the nape of his neck. What kind of person walks about another man’s house on bare feet? A dangerous lunatic, that’s the type of person. More importantly, what kind of man walks about a stranger’s dark basement with a gas leak and shoeless? Then again, not once had he seen the individual move. Not even when he backed up to the stairs. He was down there now, trapped, and the quicker the police came, the better for everybody. This would clear his name in town. Those caustic stares hadn’t gone amiss on him; he was only doing his job — fires and saving lives, was that not enough, hello? How was he supposed to know that this would backfire? Pardon the unfortunate pun.
The local police, accompanied by police sergeant Big Tom Daly, stormed the premises. Max Power filled them in on what had happened and how he had trapped an intruder downstairs…whether it was the same individual who had done this to the Keegans was up for a debate. Before the fireman knew what was happening, the armed police were coming at the back door with a battering ram and destroying the whole thing, even the door frame. Max cringed as he rubbed the key in his pocket but said nothing as it was too late to say anything; now wasn’t the moment for dark humour. If the state didn’t pay for the repairs, then Max would. The medical team carting Dan and Linda away to the ambulance distracted him. They were coughing, and that was a good sign. Maybe they would laugh about this someday. But that rising feeling of unease told Max Power that the day would never come.
The police stormed the house and filed downstairs to the basement. Max Power waited with bated breath to hear when they came upon the intruder…but nothing came, just muffled talk of confusion. They reappeared, scratching their heads while looking at Max with uncertainty.
Big Tom Daly approached him. ‘Who did you say you saw down there?’
‘I never said who I saw. I said I saw someone standing in the corner by the furnace…just their feet — bare feet — and their legs, up as far as their knees.’
‘What about their legs?’
‘What about them?’
‘Were they bare?’
For a second, Max thought the police sergeant was pulling his leg. No pun intended there either, but he wasn’t. And now that he thought about it, the individual didn’t appear to be wearing trousers. He had overlooked that fact, choosing to focus on the bare feet. It was possible that the person was wearing shorts or something to that effect, but who doesn’t wear shoes? And he relayed this to Big Tom. But the police sergeant didn’t look too convinced.
‘Are you sure you didn’t confuse it with the mop down there? Right where you described. I know after a few pints of Guinness down at The Hound I like to take Miss Mop out for a little spin when the missus is gone to bed.’
Max couldn’t even believe he was having this conversation. He waited for some sign that Big Tom was pulling his leg for the second time, but the earnestness in his face said otherwise. ‘Um, is it possible to confuse a mop for a person’s legs and feet?’ He had a strange out-of-body experience where he saw himself jam the mop into the basement door handle to stop the evil man (mop?) from breaking free. ‘I went down to switch off the furnace, and I spotted legs and feet in my phone flashlight as I was about to switch off the leaking furnace. Well, it wasn’t leaking. The bastard hacked through the pipes, Tom. The gas was flowing into the house like a geyser.’
‘Just legs and feet?’
‘Hmm?’ Max didn’t understand what the police sergeant was asking him, nor did he want to understand. ‘I guess so, if you’re asking if those legs and feet belonged to a body,’ Max replied. ‘I freaked out.’
‘I never thought I would hear a fireman with your experience telling me he freaked out.’
‘The situation with the creep down there got to me.’ He was sure he had seen Dodd, but that was something he was going to keep to himself. He was in enough deep water with the killer as it was.
‘There was nobody down there, Max. Your addled mind came up with the rest. You saw Miss Mop.’
‘How can you confuse a pair of legs and two feet with a mop?’
‘With the right set of ingredients, you can see anything, Max.’
Max was about to laugh off that comment when he recalled seeing the silhouette in the house fire. And it wasn’t only he who had witnessed such a phenomenon in raging fires where lives were at stake. But he wasn’t having any of it. ‘I know what I saw.’
Now it was Big Tom’s turn to consider the firefighter. ‘Let’s agree to disagree here, Max. You saw something, but you didn’t see a shoeless man.’
Max left it there for now. He could see there was no convincing the police sergeant and, if he was being honest, he even doubted himself. Tensions were high. Maybe he had imagined it.
And then Max Power recalled something he’d been mulling over earlier about associating that woman — Bonnie or Lonnie — and Dodd, assuming it was Dodd who had done this and who else would it be? This was payback for their interference in Sutty’s delayed death. She was down in the sewers that day of the flood when Dan had told him to check the tunnel for the blockage. He’d recognised her then, because he had seen her under Dunganville Bridge once  before when the fire service had been called out to a fire they had lit with old car tyres and which had grown out of control. Down in the sewers was the last place he had seen her. Hadn’t he seen an open sewer hole in the street right outside Sutty’s house? Jesus, Dodd was down there, under his feet right now, looking up at him and laughing his ugly head off. It made sense to Max, kind of.
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The Kraken
 
 
That same Wednesday, May 22nd, not fifteen minutes’ walk from where Max Power stood by his stricken friend, James ‘The Jimmy’ Dodd, was looking down on the town of Old Castle in more ways than one. From up here on the water reservoir, the town looked even more pathetic. Dodd could make out the police station from his windy viewpoint and cursed the idiots working there. Then, he surprised himself with a burst of heinous laughter; here he was, staring at the cop station while they had every man, woman, and dog on the streets looking for his scrawny ass. It hadn’t dawned on Big Tom to send up a drone because a drone was the only thing that would find Dodd right now. Yes, it was official — they were all fools. Maybe Big Tom should send up his banjo instead? Beyond the police station, on the horizon, Dodd could see The Strand; the Horseshoe of Horrors was never clearer. Over to the left, he could see the Fire Service tower by the library. Those firefighters would curse the day they ruined Dodd’s role in this devious game of chess — not his words, but the words of his creepy informant. This was his playground, but it was true — the place had become too small for him. No, he had grown too big. Once all of this died down, Dodd promised to make the capital his new playground, and Old Castle would be his sandbox. His eyes wandered back to the library. It had been calling him, but he didn’t want to give in. He couldn’t remember the last time he had seen the public library, let alone go inside. But now the childhood memories came rushing back when his mother would take him to the Children’s Section where James Dodd with the cowlick would read the biggest books he could find with titles like ‘100 Amazing Facts About…’ Neither could Dodd remember the last time he’d read a book. Where had his childhood sense of curiosity and wonder gone? The world held no more mystery for James Dodd. That mystery lost out to easy money and the wrong company. It was that simple, and to be fair, he never looked back…
A shuffling behind Dodd spooked him. He swivelled on his heels to come face to face with that same pasty fuck-creep who never wore shoes. Who doesn’t wear shoes for the love of Christ?! This shoeless fact threw Dodd more than the strange appearance of the knee-cut jeans and technicolour sleeveless shirt with hibiscus flowers and hummingbirds. But they were up on the roof of Old Castle’s water tower for the love of Christ. Okay, it wasn’t the North Pole, but there was a bite in the wind. Perhaps more than his sense of fashion, another question he should be asking is how he had made his way up here… barefoot, especially when Dodd had picked the lock and blocked the only door to the rooftop. He had crawled out from under his skin, or so it seemed. Jesus Christ, that was Dodd’s trick, not his! Until now, he assumed he was one beggar and hanger-on to that Godforsaken congregation under Dunganville Bridge, and who had some kind of vendetta against the town, just like he had…only they weren’t under the bridge anymore and Dodd was about to find that out. It was only then that Dodd realised this man was a fire victim. Afraid, Dodd asked, ‘W-What are you doing here?’ He was James Dodd with the cute cowlick, reading his fascinating ‘100 Amazing Facts About…’ tomes in Old Castle Library’s Children’s Section. 100 Amazing Facts About The Shoeless Creep-fest Pale Man… ‘How do you always know where I am?’
‘Be thankful I’m the only one who knows where you are.’
His desiccated voice reminded Dodd of a drought. In the cold light of day, he could really see the man’s disfigured face for the first time. He traced the scars which wreathed his neck. The wounds were ghastly. His pitted flesh appeared to wriggle before his eyes. Some scars were penny-sized gaping holes in his Halloween costume. Dodd blinked as he attempted to clear his blurred vision. He was sure he hadn’t seen those horrid holes a few seconds ago.
‘You have another task.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘You know what I mean. Loose ends. We’ve spoken about this in our little game of chess.’
For a second, Dodd thought he saw flickering in the man’s eyes. He stepped back as the man covered in ash moved towards him, entering Dodd’s personal space, where nobody had ever ventured. ‘Hey man, get outta my face! How did you get up here? Who are you? You’re not one of those junkies, are you? Who the fuck do you think you are telling me what to do? Loose ends? How ‘bout I tie that loose end around yer scrawny neck? What happened to your neck, anyway? What happened to the rest of you?’
The shoeless man came right up on Dodd, and he was sorry he opened his mouth. The guy wasn’t—
And he kept coming…
—playing with a full deck. Dodd stepped up onto the low ledge and peered down over his shoulder. ‘Wha…?’ Dodd spasmed backwards, slipped, and plummeted. He screamed as his stomach surged the roller-coaster. A red-hot, vice-like grip locked onto his right wrist. Dodd peered up at the white man looking down at him, and his heart skipped a second beat when he saw that vague glowing pendulum in the man’s gullet. It reminded him of… He might not have seen it if it weren’t for the approaching dusk. James Dodd, with the cowlick, pleaded with his saviour. ‘Pull me up! Please! I beg of you!’
‘One more task,’ insisted the fiend. ‘Your role in this trial by fire isn’t complete.’
‘Okay! Okay!’ Dodd would’ve agreed to a million more tasks. He looked upwards through the piercing sweat in his eyes and saw that lit orb down inside the man’s throat — his uvula. And—
100 Amazing Facts About The Deep Ocean…
—little Jimmy was back at the library, sitting at the table, swinging his legs back and forth as he perused the monsters that live on the black ocean bed. The angler fish was one of those fabulous creatures. The prehistoric sea monster’s bioluminescent lure fascinated little Jimmy. He wondered how the creature used the flashing orb to attract prey towards its jaws of murderous needle teeth. Dodd didn’t see needle teeth; he didn’t even see teeth, but what he did see was something aglow down beyond the beyond of his throat, just like the Kraken of the Deep from his childhood books.
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Shingles
 
 
Dan and Linda Keegan were interviewed in the hospital that Thursday night. They confirmed James ‘The Jimmy’ Dodd was the man who had broken into their home and left them for dead. When the police asked Dan and Linda why they thought Dodd hadn’t simply killed them, their reply came as as much of a shock to them as to the police. Dodd told them he was “sending a message.” When Big Tom asked why Dodd displayed such an “act of goodwill,” Dan said Dodd had spoken of an individual who knew things and “that little birdie” whispered in his ear.
 
The following day, on Friday afternoon, 24th May, Dan Keegan and his wife, Linda, were discharged from Limerick City Hospital. Apart from sore lungs due to toxic fumes inhalation, they were free to go.
The manhunt for James ‘The Jimmy’ Dodd was ramped up and a new wave of panic clung in the air. It was hard to keep a lid on what had happened at the Keegan’s place after the convoy of police cars and an ambulance turned up at 28, South Quay Road. Armed police with sniffer dogs combed the streets of Old Castle, and any known resident with any connection to the killer was put under surveillance. Even the army lent a hand to track down the drug lord.
That same evening, Max went around to visit the Keegans. The house didn’t feel the same, knowing what he’d seen in the Keegan’s basement. He knocked on the door. Dan let him in. Max was struck by the bags under his eyes that looked more like bruises. His friend and workmate looked as if he had the weight of the world on his shoulders as he led Max to the living room where he met Linda wrapped in a blanket, sitting on the sofa, gazing into the flames in the fireplace where a log fire burnt. It wasn’t cold outside and Max put the fire down to a creature comfort in their time of need. Especially when the house heating wasn’t on either, but that was because the furnace was out of action. Maybe that explained in the fire in the hearth. But that theory went out the window when Dan informed Max that the furnace had been repaired. Max wasn’t sure he wanted to hear about the furnace.
Pale and haggard, Linda looked as if she’d seen a ghost. Her daughter, Fern, sat next to her, holding her hand. She looked through Max and it disturbed him to no end. He’d never seen her look so, well, empty. Dan and his brother had fixed a makeshift panel of plywood to the backdoor entrance. Just as well, it wasn’t cold out. Max came clean about the damage to the back door and how the police had needlessly wrecked it when he had the goddamn key in his pocket. This brought a much-needed if desperate moment of light-heartedness. But it was a strained meeting. Max felt like a stranger at The Keegan house. He didn’t feel welcome for some reason and regretted not taking Virginia’s advice and giving them some ‘space to breathe.’ Ironic. He had found that response a little odd, considering he’d saved her life…until Linda caught everyone by surprise when she burst out crying, threw herself at Max, and hugged him in a python squeeze. She thanked him from the bottom of her heart if such a place could be reached. ‘How can we get angry at you because of a broken door?! Oh, Jesus, Max!’ She whispered to him in his left ear, which he thought was a little odd. ‘I’m alive because of you, Max. I’m forever in your debt.’ And as she whispered into his ear, almost sensually, Max thought about that haunted bedraggled woman who had stopped him in the police station car park, of all places.
Your friend is in danger right now…
Surely Linda or Dan didn’t know that junkie? He couldn’t think of an odder fit.
‘Anyone would’ve done the same, Linda.’
Linda shut him down with a wave of her hands. ‘No, they wouldn’t’ve done the same, Max. They…’ She broke down in another sobbing fit. ‘T-They would’ve let us there to die in the fumes.’ She swept up Finney sitting by her feet and squeezed the little dog until he whined to be released.
Her daughter, Fern, came to her side. ‘Mom, you’re going to choke Finn. That would be kind of ironic, don’t you think?’
Linda laughed through her tears and hacked out a whooping cough.
‘C’mon, Mom. Let’s snuggle up and watch The Circle.’ Fern turned to Max. ‘Mindless entertainment is good for the soul now and again. It keeps our minds off more serious topics.’ She flashed a strangely vacant smile.
When pleasantries were over (not that any of this was pleasant), Dan invited Max outside to his ‘man cave’. But Max wanted to go downstairs beforehand; he needed closure. Dan granted him his wish and took him downstairs to the basement. The worm of fear wriggled inside Max as they descended the steps.  He found it difficult to believe that, after everything that had happened, Dan still hadn’t put a bulb in the overhead socket, neither on the stairs nor in the basement. ‘Someone’s going to have an accident if you don’t install a bulb.’
‘I just didn’t get around to it.’
Dan lit the way ahead with his phone flashlight, as did Max. Max paused before crossing the threshold into the basement where Dan shone on the new, shiny copper piping the technician had installed at no cost after what he heard happened to the Keegans. Max wasn’t interested in the shiny pipes but in the room’s corner, left of the furnace. And, believe it or not, saw Miss Mop Big Tom Daly had referred to. ‘Was that there all the time?’
‘What?’
‘That.’ Max pointed to the mop.
‘It’s been there since the floods. All that water had to go somewhere.’
Max waved the cone of light from his phone across the mop.
‘What are you doing?’
‘Just testing out something.’
‘Testing what?’
Max told his friend about the police sergeant’s theory a mop rather than someone lurking down here had spooked him. ‘He seemed to think that one could confuse a mop with human feet and legs if one was in a high-stress situation.’
‘What do you think of that theory?’
‘I think the police sergeant needs to retire. He told me he likes to dance around the kitchen with a mop — Miss Mop, he calls her.’
They both laughed at that as they left the basement behind. Max cast a last glance over his shoulder at the corner with the mop laying up against the wall. Maybe Big Tom had a point. After all, nobody had left the house, he was sure of it.
They went to the man cave. No sooner had Dan pulled two bottles of Heineken from the mini fridge when he broke down.
‘What’s wrong, Dan?’
Dan heaved, ‘Everything.’
Max felt there was more to his tears than what had happened at the house.
‘I owe you my life — our lives.’
Max fought back the tears. They had been through so much, but this was the first time Max saw the big man cry. He blubbered into Max’s chest as they hugged and it felt right. It — whatever it was — flowed out of Dan. When the moment passed, they sat down and sucked from their bottles of Heineken in silence.
Max bit the bullet. ‘Dan, is everything okay with you?’
Dan looked at him. ‘What do you mean? Our kidnapper held us hostage in our own house while slowly poisoning us with poisonous fumes. Apart from that, everything is just hunky-dory.’
‘I’m not talking about what happened here. I’m not sure if I’m out of line here when I say that you haven’t been yourself for the last few weeks. You look haggard. And I think your work is suffering.’
Dan didn’t like this last comment if the caustic stare was anything to go by. ‘Max, if you’ve got something to say, then come out and say it.’
‘You look like a ghost lately…and Linda.’ Max paused. ‘There’s something else that’s been bugging me. I don’t know if it’s my place to—’
‘Would you just spit it out, Max?’
‘You have marks on your neck.’
‘Shingles.’
Dan was lying. Max knew what shingles looked like because his mother had suffered from the painful inflammation, and what he saw on Dan’s neck was nothing like shingles. He played along for now. ‘Maybe. I know it’s your business. I’m just looking out for you. If it’s something medical, then maybe you should get it looked at.’ Dan was wearing a polo neck tonight. How convenient. Come to think of it, so was Linda. ‘Dan, I saw those same marks on Linda’s neck when I gave her CPR.’
Dan didn’t answer, but supped his beer instead. Just when Max thought he was ignoring what he had said, Dan replied, ‘Shingles,’ as cool as a cucumber. Did he take Max for a fool? Shingles aren’t  contagious, and Max knew this. His friend didn’t want to talk about the mystery ailment. And considering what Dan and Linda had been through over the last 48 hours, Max thought it best to keep his big mouth shut. He was always known for bad timing, and Virginia had said this on more than one occasion. He had broken the ice that was enough for now. Maybe they could continue this conversation at another moment.
Dan changed the subject. ‘Dodd…he could’ve ended our lives if he wanted to, Max.’
‘Did he mention he left a can of lighter fluid and a box of matches on Emily’s window sill?’
Dan’s reaction told Max that he hadn’t and that he knew nothing about it. ‘Is that what your text messages were about? Sorry, I was kind’ve tied up. Bad joke, sorry.’
They shared a shaky laugh.
‘Why did you think it was for Emily? You assumed that because it was her window. But it could’ve easily been your window.’
Max hadn’t thought about that. ‘That’s true. But Dan, our cards are marked. He knows who we are and where we’re living. How does he know?’
Dan shook his head. ‘He’s terrorising the town.’ Then he froze, the bottle of beer poised at his lips, and looked right through Max. 
For a second, he thought Dan was having a mini stroke. ‘Dan, what is it?’
Dan broke from his cataleptic trance. ‘Are you sure it was Dodd standing outside your place?’
‘Someone was standing at the bottom of the road, looking right in my direction. But it was too far to make out anything. Would I swear it was him in a court of law? No. My conscience wouldn’t allow it.’
Dan grew pensive. ‘I didn’t mention it to the police, but Dodd spoke about another individual who was sort of mentoring him. I don’t know why I didn’t mention it…it didn’t seem important.’
‘I didn’t think Dodd needed mentoring. If Dodd’s the worst in the world…in this part of the world, at least, then I’d hate to meet the mentor.’At this juncture, Max went on to tell him about his uneventful meeting with the police sergeant yesterday morning, but Dan’s mind was elsewhere. For the next ten minutes, they sat in silence in the man cave as they finished their beers. Max broke the silence by saying, ‘Remember you said, “You could say you tried to save a man, but put a nail in another man’s coffin by doing so”?’
‘Yeah?’
‘At the beginning, I was thinking it could work two ways — put a nail in Dodd’s coffin by saving Sutty because Sutty would spill the beans…or that nail was for Sutty because Dodd would come back and finish the job. But now I know there’s a third element — my coffin. Dan, I was only doing my job. We were only doing our j—’
‘Jesus Christ, Max,’ Dan snapped, ‘Do you think the likes of Dodd gives one flying fuck about whether we were only doing our jobs?!’ Dan slapped his hand to his mouth to cover another bout of tears. ‘This guy is like a ghost.’ Dan looked about as if Dodd was going to appear in the man cave.
‘I prefer a ghost,’ Max muttered to himself. ‘Where is he, Dan?’ As Max asked, his skin crept. ‘Hey, you don’t think he’s hiding out in Crazy Daisy cave, do you? That’s where I’d be if I was on the run. Crazy Daisy would be the perfect place to hide in all those tunnels. And the streams running through there will throw the dogs’ scent off.’
Dan shut him down. ‘I don’t talk about that place. There’s a lot more up in that place besides tunnels and streams.’
Under better circumstances, Max would have ventured to ask Dan about the strange and tragic event that befell his daughter and the schoolchildren two years back. But his friend wasn’t himself tonight. He felt antsy, thinking about Virginia and Emily at home alone, and a demon watching from the shadows. ‘I’m heading back. Vee’s on the night shift.’
They bumped fists and Max left in more of a hurry than when he’d arrived. If Max could read the future, he might’ve opted for a meaningful goodbye instead of a mindless fist bump.
At the door, he stopped and turned. ‘By the way, you don’t owe me your life.’
It took a second for Dan to register that Max was still there, lost in deep thought. ‘Huh?’
‘You owe the troll in the police station car park. If she hadn’t told me, I wouldn’t have come to your place.’
‘What are you talking about, Max?’
‘She said something like, “Your friend’s in danger”.’ I’ve only got one friend.’ He regretted saying that, not because it was an exaggeration, but because it was the truth and he was a tad embarrassed.
‘Take a seat, Max.’
Max sat down and explained how he had been speaking to Big Tom when a troll walked by, without really stopping, and told him that Dan was in trouble…not that she mentioned Dan.
‘Who was she, Max?’
‘A troll…’
‘How do you know?’
‘The hollow stare and sunken cheeks. I’d know that look anywhere. She looks young. Tragic. We’ve crossed paths from time to time. The last time I saw her was…’ Max pulled up, remembering he’d never told Dan about the junkies in the tunnels and the strange man of ash. Why had he never mentioned that? Too much time had gone by, telling him now would look like he had been hiding something, so best say nothing. Anyway, he didn’t need to know. ‘…under Dunganville Bridge. I think she’s called Lonnie, possibly Bonnie. But definitely not Ronnie,’ he smiled.
But Dan wasn’t finding any of this funny. ‘Why the hell didn’t you stop her, Max? She obviously had something to do with it.’
This wasn’t going as Max had envisioned it. ‘Hey, now, wait a minute, Dan. You were on my agenda, ‘kay? Put yourself in my position. Somebody tells you that your buddy’s in danger? What’s the first thing you do? And if I could turn back the clock, I’d do exactly the same thing. How was I s’posed to know that Dodd was behind it? Yes, in retrospect, I could’ve tracked her down and dragged her to the police, but where does that leave you and Linda?’
Dan turned away and nodded. ‘Sorry.’
‘I would like to think I would be first on your agenda. She just kept walking. I considered following her, but I didn’t have time. Dan, we might not be here having this conversation if I had chased her. And, whether or not you like it, you might not be here in the man cave if it were not for this individual. She saved your life.’ And this was something that would play on both their minds.
Dan turned and looked Max in the eyes. ‘Everyone seems to know everyone else’s business, but nobody knows how or why. Even though those people are strangers, they know things about each other. Take this junkie, for example. How did she even know that we were there at that moment?’
Max hadn’t considered this, and it gave him the chills.
‘Why would Dodd turn on his childhood friend? Dodd lived with Sutty when Dodd’s mother was incapable of looking after him, and a father-figure wasn’t around to put him straight. And who is this mystery mentor? What’s happening to Old Castle?’ Dan looked through the open shed door as the rain came down. ‘Dodd said something about a game of chess. No, a human game of chess. I didn’t tell that to the police either.’
Spooked by the whole affair, Max got up to leave. ‘Shit, that reminds me, I need to get your back door fixed. Get Harry Murphy to cut you a new door and door frame. I’ll fix up with you for the cost. They wouldn’t have broken down your door if I had given them the key.’
Dan waved away Max’s comment. ‘I prefer the plywood. It’s got character.’
 


16
 
A Diversion
 
 
That Friday night, Max Power was sitting at the kitchen table with his family, pecking at his greens while thinking about what may be lurking outside the house on Old Station Road. They ate in silence. Virginia should have been at work, but she called in sick. The situation was getting to her, Max could tell, and she didn’t even know the half of it. She wasn’t aware of their stalker or what that sick fuck had left on their daughter’s windowsill. And she wouldn’t as long as Dan kept his mouth shut.
A prickle of fear nudged him from the table to draw the blinds across the sliding door leading to the back garden. He caught Emily looking at him with a curious expression several times this evening and now she asked, ‘Why are you closing the blinds? You like looking out at the new lights you put in the garden, Dad? They’re cute.’ The seven-year-old had picked up on the tense atmosphere and realised her father was acting out of character. ‘Daddy, what’s wrong?’
Max exchanged an anxious glance with Virginia. Struggling to come up with a suitable excuse, he was saved by the bell when his pager lit up on the table in front of them. He hid the thing when he was off duty, but he was on-call tonight because of Dan’s absence. ‘Oh, well,’ sighed Max. ‘It was good while it lasted.’
‘Where are you off to tonight?’
‘Where do you think?’
Virginia asked in mocking tones, ‘Let me guess. The Strand?’
‘You’re wrong. There’s a car on fire in the town square.’
‘Really? Strange.’
‘It is strange, but it’s not the first time. Remember Halloween four or five years ago? The town looked like one of those war-torn places you see on the news.’
Max got up from the table and peered out through the blinds. On the horizon, over to the east, he saw a plume of jet-black smoke rising into the sky. He just knew by that smoke it was coming from rubber tyres. Only tyres caused those angry, black, bubbling plumes. ‘This is what the government calls integration,’ flashing air commas. ‘They bring the shit from shitty areas to nice towns. Then you’ve got a new shit town and so on. Do you think those politicians invite those problematic families to their streets? No, sir.’
‘Max, watch your language.’
Emily said, ‘Miss Gavin said shit at school the other day when she dropped her apple.’
That comment gave Max and Virginia something to laugh about.
‘Sorry,’ Max apologised, ‘it riles me because I’m one of those people who have to deal with the burn-outs while the politicians sleep in their beds.’ Max gave Emily a peck on the cheek and told her, ‘Be good for Mommy.’
‘I’m always good. I’m mature for my age, Dad. Even the teachers say it.’
‘That’s true. Well, maybe you can look after Mommy, then? Give her the milk bottle and burp her.’
The seven-year-old giggled.
‘Oh, don’t forget to change her nappy.’
‘Eugh!’ Emily exclaimed.
It was this freeze-frame memory of Emily’s mock grimacing that Max would conjure up over the coming hours, days, weeks, and months.
Virginia accompanied her husband to the front door. Before he left, Max said in a low voice, ‘I don’t wish to alarm you, but I’m a realist and this is real life. That guy is still on the run. Keep every door and window locked. I don’t need to tell you this, but do not open the door to anyone, and I mean anyone. If somebody needs us, they will call you or me.’
Virginia considered her husband. ‘Is there something you’re not telling me?’
Max stalled in the doorway. ‘No,’ he lied. ‘Why?’
‘I dunno, you’re just acting cagey.’
Not wanting to tell another lie, he kissed her on the lips as he did every night when he was called out to a fire.
Max scanned the front of the house before crossing the front yard to his car. Should he have asked Virginia to stay with her parents until they caught this lunatic? No, Dodd wouldn’t dictate to his family. Vigilance was paramount; they couldn’t afford to let their guard down. But moving the family elsewhere was a line he wasn’t willing to cross because that meant the bad guy won. If anyone was moving, then it was him.
Firefighter Max Power had so much on his mind that he didn’t see the lurker in the shadows.
 
Fifteen minutes later, Max and the rest of the firefighting crew — without Dan Keegan — were dousing the burning car in Old Castle’s town square with a sudsy plume of air-compressed foam. Angry flames licked at the night sky. Max was certain it was textbook insurance fraud. It was either that or a few delinquents from The Strand had set fire to a random car. It wouldn’t be the first time. That’s how they rolled. A third remote possibility was spontaneous combustion. That wouldn’t be a first either — electrical faults and dodgy wiring, especially in French cars.
It took half an hour to get the car fire under control. As Max and the other firefighters wound up their hoses and put everything back on the truck, he scanned the huddled crowds spaced along the limestone wall in front of the Norman castle, inspecting for anyone who resembled Dodd. What would he do if he saw him? He wasn’t sure. The police diverted traffic around the burnt-out vehicle, which belonged to Wilma at Wilma’s café in the town square. Max didn’t see any trace of the killer, but he saw Big Tom Daly speaking to Wilma, who was in her nightgown at the front door next to the café. She lived with her daughter in the apartment above the premises.
Max’s pager buzzed in his breast pocket, diverting his attention from Big Tom and Wilma. He glanced at the blue-lit screen…then frowned and rubbed his eyes. He looked at that glowing blue screen again. The address confused him — confused him because it was too familiar. Was this a sick joke because Max was feeling sick to his stomach right now? A cold sweat broke out on his forehead. He grew dizzy as his world tilted over when he learned of a raging house fire — his house. The firefighter turned and screamed at the others to, ‘Get in the truck!’ He yelled across the street to Big Tom to get to his place… ‘Now!’
Big Tom called back, ‘What’s wrong, Max?’
‘F-Fire!’ stuttered Max in his numb state. ‘My place!’
Just then, it seemed Old Castle itself was burning.
It took valuable seconds to get everyone and all equipment onboard before they jolted away towards Old Station Road. The siren wailed through the streets of Old Castle as they closed in on Max’s house. His heart stopped, or so it seemed, as they approached his place, swallowed by sickening, raging flames. It was the most surreal night of Max Power’s life, but the night was only beginning.
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House Fire
 
Blind panic seized Max Power. He caught the door handle of the fire truck, pulled, and leapt onto the road from the moving truck to a chorus of protests from inside the cabin.
‘Virginia?!’ Max cried out as he landed on his feet, running. ‘Emily??’ But the roaring, hissing, sizzling inferno drowned out his voice. It was as if he was seeing a house fire for the first time in his life, now that it was on his own doorstep. The inferno had taken hold. Flames spit and spilt out of Emily’s shattered bedroom window on the second floor and Max saw that box of matches and lighter fluid on the windowsill of his mind’s eye — his deadly warning he never took seriously enough. He should’ve crossed that imaginary fucking line and taken his wife and child to family or friends. How could he have been so stupid? How could he have been so fucking proud?! He should’ve crossed that imaginary line. His pride and stubbornness stopped him from crossing over. Just get them out, for Christ’s sake!
A horror descended upon Max Power as he realised that the random burning car was nothing but a diversion to get Max away from the house. His heart sank and his flesh prickled in the heat. Dear Jesus.
He roared through the front door where raging flames rushed out to greet him instead of little Emily with a gleaming smile on her f—
A horrid scream came from inside the house.
That was Emily in the kitchen, Max was sure of it. ‘Em, I’m coming!’ The fireman sprinted down the burning hallway and stalled in the doorway just in time to see half of the ceiling come away in a crash of spreading flames, dust, and smoke. Bristling dread skittered through Max. The hairs on his neck and arms prickled as he caught a brief glimpse of his little girl standing at the sliding doors to the back garden, screaming and clawing at the glass to get out before the choking flames swallowed her up. Before he had time to get to her, a chest-pounding boom erupted to his right as the butane tank by the cooker exploded. The ripped orange tank rocketed across the kitchen in a ball of hail-fire and struck Virginia, who he hadn’t even seen until now. Through the smoke, he saw her head jerk back as the tank hit her, hair flying as she slammed against the wall.
‘Vee…!’
He didn’t have time to finish calling out his wife’s name as the escaping gas tank spun on its axis like the gods were playing a deathly game of spin-the-gas-tank, before shooting off at another angle and crashed through the kitchen table, whooshing in all directions like a giant out-of-control flame-thrower. But the damage had already been done.
‘Who did this?!’ Did it even matter anymore?
If Virginia answered, Max didn’t hear her reply. What came next happened in a flurry of confusion…
Virginia, her face already tearing away in the heat, turned towards the doorway. At first, Max thought it was her dying body that succumbed to the heat, tendons tightening and shrivelling, burning neck muscles contracting and causing her joints to flex, giving the macabre impression of life in death. She reminded Max of a mannequin found in a medical university. He assumed she was already dead; carbon monoxide poisoning making sure she was no more. Max fell away when, through the crackling firestorm, he witnessed her head turn to the doorway in one last posthumous…
Max followed his dying wife’s line of vision. Even before he turned to the hallway, he sensed someone standing there. He had already seen the silhouette several times on a subconscious level. He gasped and grasped at whatever air he had left in his lungs. His trained eyes may have told him this was a deliberate fire, but those same eyes didn’t see the silhouette framed in the fiery doorway until Virginia showed him. From his vantage point, it looked as if the individual was on fire, or perhaps it was just the dancing flames between Max and the uninvited guest. The burning man stared at him through the firestorm. Max had read and heard about people on fire who didn’t even know they were going up in flames because adrenaline was in the driving seat, like headless chickens running blind about the place. As his world faded to black, Max Power realised one doesn’t relive one’s life in a few brief moments before death. No, there was nothing…
Another chunk of ceiling dropped to his left. He heard a soft crunch as the plaster and a falling wooden joist caught his right shoulder in a nauseous jab of red-hot pain. He fell to his knees as the flames grew around him. Max didn’t see a future beyond those flames which had just taken his family. His body went into shutdown as the blaze worked on his Kevlar suit until it found a weakness and a place to bite before bringing down its chopping, melting teeth on the fireman. Max screamed as the inferno chewed his muscle and tissue, his skin tearing away in the 600-degree Celsius flames as his nerves succumbed to the heat. The fire had already eaten through his epidermis and was working into the lower layers of subcutaneous tissue. Max was eight years old again, sitting at the kitchen table before school, with his ear to his bowl of Rice Krispies, listening to the famous snap, crackle, and pop! His body was going into shutdown and he was confused, not realising the snap, crackle, and pop was his sizzling skin. But even though Max Power was succumbing to the flames, he still spasmed when he felt Virginia’s burning hand reach into his. Like a newborn baby grasping Mother’s finger, Max Power squeezed his wife’s hand on instinct, and they took that journey away together into the inhospitable lands of Fire, where they would forever search blindly for Emily’s hand…
Max experienced exquisite weightlessness, sailing upwards in a burning Valhalla boat helmed by a white angel, screaming as he floated.
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Feed the Wolves
 
 
Sweating and dizzy from the heady petrol fumes, Dodd scampered into the night. He sprinted toward town but stuck to the fields running along the hedge next to Old Station Road. That way, no camera would pick him up. James ‘The Jimmy’ Dodd felt a wave of gratitude for the quiet, rural setting that surrounded him.
He had waited in the shadows and watched his creation and destruction come to fruition in the space of fifteen minutes. The entire house was gone up in a blaze, and just as planned, the car fire proved an excellent diversion. It was fiery poetry, that’s what it was. Dodd loved it when a plan came together, just like cigar-chomping Colonel John ‘Hannibal’ Smith. God, but he loved that series when he was a kid. But helpless women and kids were never burnt alive in The A-Team. That’s what he had done here tonight. Was he a career criminal? Yes. Was he a drug kingpin? Why, yes. Do criminals have codes of conduct and lines they never cross? That’s a definitive yes. Tonight, Dodd had crossed the line. He was a criminal, but what he had done tonight was criminal, and there was a difference. He had seen the firefighter go in, but as far as he was aware, he had not come out. Dodd could just about justify the fireman but not his family, and that was something he would take to his grave. Why did it have to be this way? He had completed his task in this stupid fucking trial by fire. Whose trial was this, anyway? Dodd understood nothing except the whispers that came from the man with no shoes and disfigured skin that he kept hidden beneath that weird coating talc powder or whatever it was. Dodd had never thought to ask about it. His initial reaction to seeing that dusty layer was a medication to help protect the freak’s burnt flesh. It didn’t matter. He wanted to run away from that vision that came to him at the most inopportune of moments. But he couldn’t outrun him because Dodd knew now that, however outlandish it seemed, that man — only he isn’t a man — was living inside his head, somehow, using him in this game of human chess he spoke about. Hadn’t he mentioned Old Castle was the chessboard? 
Dodd kept to the shadows on Old Castle Road, but he knew the whispering demon was with him, right here now, in the shadows, watching, lurking. If this was Max Power’s punishment, then why did the other firefighter not get the flames like this one, but only the promise of flames in the gas leak? But more important than any of this, why was Dodd even listening to the night lurker who hid amongst the junkies of this town—
A squad car appeared at the top of Churchtown Road. The idiots had their blue bubble lights on, giving him ample time to duck behind a corner while the car coasted by him as he marched up the hill towards the cemetery and the water tower where he had his strange lofty meeting with the man with no shoes. How did he—
‘Psst!’
Dodd turned. At first, he couldn’t decipher where the call had come from.
‘We’re down here,’ came the raspy voice. He said it as if Dodd had already been looking for them. The voice had come from somewhere to his right. Then he noticed the manhole cover in the middle of the road was slightly elevated on one side. He squinted as he stole up to the opening in the street. A pair of bloodshot eyes in an emaciated white mask peered up at him.
‘Come down here with us.’
Dodd wasn’t so sure about going down there. He scanned Churchtown Road left and right, then squinted down into the darkness where he made out moving pale flesh.
‘You fed us,’ came a woman’s voice. ‘Now it’s our turn to feed you.’
What the fuck? thought Dodd. Had Sutty told him that the junkies had moved from under the bridge to the sewers? Or was he only dreaming that? The little army of zombie junkies Dodd had single-handedly created with his burgeoning meth empire were now in the slimy gutter with mush-for-brains. Why did that slurred woman’s tone of voice sound more like, Now it’s our turn to feed you…to the wolves? And he knew that voice, making matters worse. 
‘We’re down here,’ she repeated, but Dodd had never asked. He didn’t want to know. Yet, he was in a tight spot. He had his accomplices in the city, and many of them would be only too happy to keep him undercover in exchange for Dodd’s favour. But he couldn’t run that risk. There was always one waiting to put him in the ground and take his place. Whoever said there was honour amongst thieves was talking through their ass. There was no honour amongst thieves when the right reward or plea deal was wriggled under their noses. No, Dodd had made his bed and now he had to lie in it, as his dear mother liked to say.
Taking a deep gulp of fresh night air, Dodd pulled across the steel manhole cover and stepped onto the rungs, then pulled the cover back as he lowered himself down into the tunnels. As the cover slipped into its groove and shut the night away, a scorched voice rumbled from the darkness, ‘Welcome to this trial by fire, man-on-the-run.’
Dodd froze. He was familiar with the croak of that old desert flower.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 




 
 
 
 
 
 
Part 2
 
 
Baptism of Fire
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The Invisible Man
 
 
The chilling nocturnal scream echoed through the hallways of Limerick City Hospital. Max Power, who had been in a coma for almost three weeks, let out that mournful cry as they brought him out of it. He had sailed out on a dark sea, helmed by a strange white angel without a face, before returning to shore three weeks later with that same gaping-mouthed scream. He flailed and thrashed in his ICU bed. As he floated back to the dock conjured by his fevered imagination, Max felt the heat radiate on his face and heard the rushing roar of the flames, and he was back in the house fire again; that acrid stench of burning flesh—
Vee and Em’s flesh…
—cloying in the back of his throat.
The beeping machines set off an alarm at the nurse’s station. More staff came running to join the medical team who had just injected Max Power with 10mg of Zolpidem to shake him out of his vegetative state. As the firefighter swam to the surface of consciousness, he caught beautiful flashing selfies of his life with Virginia and Emily: presenting his seven-year-old daughter with her much-loved cat Venus…rollerskating in the park…picnics in the pine forest…day outings at the National Park…a tub of fro-yo with a sprinkled topping at the local ice-cream parlour. But ominous smoke tendrils rose in the background in each of those selfies: the tip of Venus’s tail was smouldering, yet the cat was oblivious…smoke rose from the wheels of Emily’s roller skates, leaving smoke trails behind her as she happily executed figures-of-eights…smoke billowed from the pine trees in the background of their selfie while they sat on a creaky old picnic table…the twin peaks of Mag Reek mountain in the National Park smoked like a double volcano and the puffs of smoke came in threes, like a native American smoke signal, but what those signals were saying remained a mystery. Max’s dreams and nightmares fused into one. Every precious smoke-infused moment permeated his nostrils.
When the fireman opened his eyes, he caught sight of flailing arms wrapped in bandages. In his murky confusion, he couldn’t understand where those arms had come from. Those swinging bandaged limbs belonged to someone else. ‘Who…owns those…arms?’ he cried out in his febrile delirium. ‘The invisible man?!’ He laughed deliriously; laughing because he was numb to the pain as the potent cocktail of painkillers ran through his system. ‘Dr Jack Griffin, I presume?’ More crazed laughter. Max had watched the 1933 version of The Invisible Man just a few days before the house fire burnt his life down. Before someone burnt his life down, the house didn’t catch fire by itself. Max wasn’t a believer in spontaneous combustion…except in French cars.
At this point in the disarray, Max heard one of the hospital staff echoing something about delirium and a possible allergic reaction to one drug in his system. It was common knowledge amongst the staff that delirium, known as ICU delirium, affected up to two of every three patients in the intensive care facility. That incoherency came in many forms…and it was about to come to Max Power in the strangest form yet.
Max took in the surrounding team with wide and wandering, bloodshot eyes. He counted five anonymous faces, half hidden behind face masks, adding to the psychological terror…
A spontaneous scream, like a jet of bile, ejected from the firefighter when a disfigured face appeared amongst the other faces. This face didn’t have a mask, but it had a brushing of white flour or something similar covering the disfigured skin. That misshapen anomaly belonged to a hunched and decrepit individual, watching over the proceedings. At least, that’s what it looked like to Max Power, drugged up to the eyeballs. The strange apparition was standing right there in the middle of the group of medical professionals, yet nobody noticed him.
Max raised his arm and pointed over their shoulders. Slurred and distraught, Max called, ‘Who is that? There’s someone else here!’ His voice wasn’t his own anymore; it was the voice of a croaking stranger. Max realised how painful it was to utter a single syllable. A disorientating moment filled him as he connected his croaking voice with the intruder in the hospital room, almost as if that strange individual were speaking through Max. His befuddled mind couldn’t extrapolate reality from fiction.
The doctor laid her hand on Max’s forehead but he couldn’t feel her touch. ‘Shh, Max. You’re in a hospital, in safe hands.’
Again, that bandaged arm rose in front of him and pointed at the nightmare face in the group — a nightmare face that should not be in a hospital, which made it even worse. ‘There…’
Max noticed how the doctors followed the pointing gauze fingers to a point between them and quickly flashed surreptitious glances at each other.
‘Max,’ said the same doctor, ‘you’re a little confused right now. We are going to put you into a light sleep to help with your anxiety. Your mind is racing and concocting medicine in your system right now isn’t helping. You are in excellent hands, trust me.’
He didn’t trust her. Max would trust no one ever again. ‘But…But…’ He flinched with pain as what felt like razors slashed at his throat.
The doctors disregarded him and called instructions to one nurse, who disappeared and appeared with a syringe and vial of clear liquid. Max screamed and pleaded to the medical staff that someone had broken into the hospital ward and to please get him out! Somewhere, in the back of his foggy conscience, Dodd was climbing up the gutter-pipe outside the window and he was going to appear at the window any second now to finish the job he had—
Max sunk as the numbing effect of the Propofol took hold and sucked him down into the mire of unconsciousness. Max Power may not have felt physical pain, but those chemicals would never kill the pain of witnessing what had happened to his wife and child.
The fireman didn’t know then that he had undergone nineteen skin-grafting procedures. What lay beneath the tourniquet of bandages hid a bright new horror. But there was something else that went beyond all of this and, in a way, Max would be thankful for his scarring and mutilation the house fire had brought him.
It was Monday, 10th June. Max Power was about to become a fireman above and beyond his job description.
 
Over the next few days, Max Power fell in and out of consciousness. During his unconscious hours, bad dreams plagued him; during conscious hours, bad daydreams plagued him. There was no way to win this twisted game of chess. A constant tendril of smoke in his nostrils joined his conscious and unconscious states. That sickening stench of burning family flesh stayed in his upper nostrils and wouldn’t go away, just like that unusual sensation that had stayed with him for weeks after his obligatory bout of the coronavirus — a parosmia of the olfactory system in which Max smelt fuel every time he inhaled. It now seemed like a strange omen. But the smoke, the doctors told him, was a form of phantosmia — an olfactory hallucination — triggered by nothing more than a ‘phantasm’. The doctors explained to Max that he was experiencing ghostly odours that didn’t exist, especially at night when the lights were dimmed in the ICU. Only they existed for Max Power and the ghosts were haunting him — family ghosts that were very real. Although Max was heavily drugged, with only his eyes visible beneath the bandages, he never felt alone because Virginia and Emily, ghostly and translucent, stood on either side of his bed, holding his bandaged hands in their blurry hands. They were there from the beginning, the minute Max Power opened his eyes until he shut them again. Put to sleep for pain or fall asleep. His transparent family was with him.
They wouldn’t be your ghost family if you hadn’t saved that low-life, Sutty, who had nothing to live for. Now, who’s the one who’s got nothing to live for? By saving that loser, you lost your family. There must be balance in this trial by fire, and what goes ‘round comes around…
Max wouldn’t remember those damning words he’d heard during the night.
 
On Thursday night, the 13th of June, someone else came to the ward to check in on Max Power. The on-hiatus fireman was wallowing in an uneasy slumber, never asleep, unable to toss and turn himself to sleep, staring up at the ceiling every half an hour. During one of these sleepless bouts, he first noticed the figure who always remained outside the curtain wall surrounding Max’s bed and beeping, life-assisting equipment. Vee and Em sat on either side of his bed with those pale, nonplussed faces that never changed, looking at him with a Mona Lisa smile. He wasn’t sure what was in those smiles. They sat there like regular visitors, yet there were no chairs by his bed to sit on. Once, when Max was numb, he got his elbows beneath him and propped himself up a little, enough to see them sitting on thin air, floating.
But the third visitor first appeared to him on Thursday night (not that Max knew what day he had), when the hospital ward was quiet, and staff mumbled in the hallways while the patients slept. Only Max wasn’t asleep. That dark silhouette on the curtain would just stand there in silence; a deathly stillness that unnerved the fireman. Although his mind was fuddled, he was believing the shadow was just the outline of an object in the hospital room, cast by the light from the window. And with that silhouette came a whispering just beyond Max’s hearing capability; a chilly breeze of words. The whispering current of air blew right in his ears, finding its way inside the tight layer of bandages holding Max Power together. Yet, he could not discern a single word. Max was terrified in his bed and thumbed the help button placed on the bed beside him — maybe the same one Dodd had strangled his childhood friend with on the promise of a whisper. The night nurse came to ask Max what he needed. In a hoarse toad voice, he told her someone was standing outside his curtain. She smiled in response, telling him it was his ‘guardian angel’. Patients on heavy medication saw things, and she was used to it by now. She was so used to it she had compiled a list she could pick from whenever an intensive care patient saw something or someone. She didn’t even bother telling him it was the medication causing the hallucinations.
This continued for five nights in a row.
 
On Friday 14th June, Max was coming around after a total of twenty skin grafts. The team of surgeons who had performed the procedures came to visit the firefighter that Friday morning. And for the first time, Max was lucid.
The lead surgeon told him, ‘You are a fireman on a whole new level. You went above and beyond your job description.’
‘You fought the fire and won,’ commented another.
Max needed to build up mental energy before answering with, ‘I don’t feel like I have won. I don’t look like I have won.’
‘You are the fire, Max. And they will all burn in this trial by f—’
Max spasmed in his bed, realising those words hadn’t come from behind the lead surgeon’s face mask but from the figure standing just beyond the group of professionals circling his bed, remaining above the fray. He decided he didn’t want to tell the staff about his visitor, who only visited during non-visiting hours because they would inject something into his vein to impair his senses. He needed his wits about him.
One of the masked doctors asked, ‘How do you feel?’ And regretted asking that inane, rudimentary question.
‘How do you think I feel, doctor? I am disfigured for life…by life. But I will never complain because my family is gone.’
‘Max, do you remember anything of the fire? I know this is painful in more ways than one, but we need some clarification.’
The doctor standing to the right of the lead surgeon added: ‘We don’t need the clarification, but the police do.’
Max didn’t understand and, finding it too painful to speak, gestured his confusion.
Somewhat cryptically, the lead surgeon said, ‘Max, you said you will never complain because your family is dead. I am so, so sorry for what has happened to you, and no amount of commiserations will bring them back. But I want you to know that you have another reason not to complain.’ He glanced at his team. ‘Max, you died in the fire.’
Max stared through the man, uncomprehending. At the corner of his vision, he sensed the stranger approach, as if coming to listen.
I should have died in the fire…
The surgeon added, ‘You are here to tell the tale, Max. And it is this that brings us back to that night. Someone pulled you from the fire. Someone, whoever that unsung hero was, saved your life. Another five seconds and you would be toast. Forgive my use of language, but we just don’t see this every day.’
I never asked to be saved…
Max wanted to ask why this mysterious unsung hero didn’t save his wife and child’s lives. His mind was on sensory overload. Was it possible that this unsung hero was his workmate and friend Dan Keegan? Had he not done the same for Dan? He was Dan’s unsung hero.
That recognition must have shown in his eyes because the surgeon interrupted, ‘You remember something, Max?’
For now, it was easy to play dumb with most of his face hidden in bandages. If Dan had saved him, then why keep it a secret? Three weeks had passed since that horrible night. Dan would have gone to the authorities between then and now to let them know what he had done. Surely he would have told Linda — it’s not every day you get to save a man’s life. Why was he there at the house? This was the second reason Max Power shook his head when the doctors asked him again if he could recall who pulled him from the fire.
‘This is also important, Max,’ another doctor added, ‘because they might shed some light on how the fire started.’
Through his delirium of pain and strong meds, Max wasn’t thinking straight. He froze, terrified that his next words would betray his friend. So opted to say nothing. Besides, that night was a black hole in time. His brain had filed that in the ‘Forgettable’ drawer. And from that sucking black hole in space and time came Emily’s echoing screams.
Not wanting to push the matter, the doctors checked Max’s vital signs and glanced over the beeping equipment surrounding him. ‘If you think of anything, let us know. In the meantime, recuperate. This journey won’t be easy, but remember, we have given you a second life here. Others don’t get that very often. And you know that more than anyone,’ the surgeon added somberly.
The medical team filed away to check on other critical patients in the ward. The same nurse who had been with Max from the beginning came to tuck him in. Max watched her glide about his bed in the low light. There was something comforting about that and he thought he was seven years old again, just like Emily used to be, watching his mother tuck him in at night, snug as a bug in a rug.
‘You’ll hear a lot of medical jargon, Max,’ she spoke softly, ‘but I’m going to put it to you in terms us mere mortals understand: biblical shit.’
‘Huh?’
‘Max, you died in that fire and the person who pulled you from the fire resurrected you. It’s that simple. Okay, technically, they brought you back in the ambulance. You were dead. But if your guardian angel hadn’t pulled you out of the flames and left you lying on the lawn—’
Just like Dan…
‘—you would have been too far gone for the team of medics to revive you.’
The nurse left Max’s bedside, whispering over her shoulder, ‘And on the third day, he rose again…’ She winked.
Under different circumstances, Max Power might have smiled, maybe even laughed. The nurse cracked him up — literally. That’s why he refused to laugh, because it would split his sides in more ways than one. And that was when Max had a sense of déjà vu. He was peering down at the controlled chaos in the back of the ambulance as the medical team swarmed around him, shocking him with the defibrillator paddles. He flinched on hearing the jolt of electricity — WHOP! — followed by a single machine beep…silence… ‘Again!’…‘Clear!’…WHOP!… Beep-Beep-Beep-Beep-Beep…‘We’ve gotta pulse!’
But that wasn’t the strangest part of this out-of-body experience. A jittering cold wave overcame Max as he recalled a naked figure, white as talc powder, looking over Max’s clinically dead carcass as he was resurrected. The same individual who had been at Max’s bedside as the doctors told him he had died and come back to life.
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The Sewers
 
 
James ‘The Jimmy’ Dodd had gone underground and found solace amongst the trolls who were now sewer rats as far as he was concerned — not that he would say that, now that they were keeping him hidden. But it wasn’t the trolls hiding him, it was the man behind the trolls…the scarred man who wore the uniform of ash in a strange protest Dodd didn’t understand. And what about those clothes that were hanging off him? Where had he picked up those second-hand garments only bums would wear? And the shoeless feet? The closest he had gotten to the man was when they shared those hair-raising moments on the roof of the town’s water tower. He recalled the strange undulations on the man’s burning skin, yet stone cold to look at him. Down here, the trolls hovered around him like flies to shit. He was a god, this man of ash; the rat-infested sewers with their bat roosts in the stone ceiling were his pestilent temple. Dodd never warmed to the furred creatures with leathery wings and claws, and he flinched every…every time a rodent brushed by his feet. But it was what lay hidden in the sewer canal itself that gave him the heebie-jeebies. There was something of large proportions trawling the subterranean canals. The gang leader, promoted to cold-blooded killer, had seen the ripples on the water surface reflect their bonfires while the others sat around the campfire, dazed on some mystery drug, which didn’t come from Dodd’s drug empire, and that was something he had learnt while down here; a steep learning curve for The Jimmy. Dodd had never seen what made those waves, but it had to be an enormous creature. He’d heard about crocodiles living in the sewers, but Old Castle wasn’t Miami. It was too cold for the ancient reptile in these parts. Yet, whatever it was must be cold-blooded, because only a cold-blooded creature of the night could survive in that dark waterway. It was impossible to make out anything in the slow, steady flow in the profound and pervading darkness, but on one occasion, at the top of the tunnel where it branched off, sunlight filtered through the manhole cover…the same sewer hole Dodd was using to come and go by night — though it was only a matter of time before that, too, disappeared. He caught a brief glimpse of that mystery water-dweller and it was like nothing little Jimmy had ever come across in 100 Amazing Facts About The Deep Ocean during his reading sessions at the local library. What type of aquatic creature possessed a mane of long silvery-white hair? Dodd was sure that he’d seen wavy hair flowing in the water. He might have been wrong. Could someone have dropped their pet wig-wearing, albino conger eel into the storm drain? Dodd may have caught sight of its soft white underbelly. Some of those things can get up to thirteen feet long and he knew that because of his childhood fascination with all things living in the dark sea. Then again, rumours were rife in Old Castle about something occasionally seen in the river Arra, especially during periods of heavy rain when rainwater trickled, poured, then flooded down from the twin peaks of Mag Reek mountain.
But the strangest creature of all was on land — below land. On the first night underground, the leader of this motley crew invited Dodd to glut upon cat-on-a-spit with the others. He had seen the leader quickly dispatch the animal. It wasn’t a disturbing affair, but a laying-on of the hands, almost spiritual. The feline purred in his embrace while the man’s glowing pale face and whiter lips spoke to the fire. Dodd could see the man’s lips move, but he could never hear what he was saying, with the constant trickle of water echoing through the tunnels and the crackling of the fire. The cat fell asleep, and that’s when the subterranean God whispered the animal into a deep coma. So deep that its heart stopped. Dodd watched from the shadows, this peaceful act in the flickering flames, a sort of assisted euthanasia. He then handed the lifeless carcass over to the others, who made quick work of the deceased feline, stripping, gutting, and cooking. The entire process was done in silence, and each member knew their role. They kept the cats plump down here, feeding them on the rats scattered through the ever-black tunnels. The only consolation was that the cat enjoyed its life towards the end. A Christmas goose. The place was teeming with rodents, and they had brought in more and more cats from the cemetery to hunt down and feast on the rats. The trolls feasted on the cats, except for the sitting Buddha in the centre of the congregation who didn’t eat at all. Dodd, point-blank, refused to eat a cat, choosing to sit in the shadows while the others chewed on fibrous cat gristle with vacant expressions. It was a happy symbiosis in the underground. But all that cat whining like young babies was getting to Dodd. It was feeling like a feverish nightmare down here. And there was another noise Dodd tried not to hear, but he’d heard it once and it wouldn’t go away…
During Dodd’s extended stay in the nethermost chambers of darkness, the fire was a constant in their lives. The addicts would forage for anything to keep the fire lit. It was a source of light, heat, and a DIY rotisserie for the main diet of cat-on-a-spit. When they weren’t dining on feline, they scavenged from the shops of Old Castle. Wilma of Wilma’s cafe donated all her leftover buns and cakes to the trolls and was more than happy to do so. The trolls never breathed a word of Dodd’s existence. Their master held a tight grip on them. The fire was also a thing of superstition and the heart of the congregation, where the hopeless addicts liked to mingle…among other activities, like the strange blood magic performed on them.
Yes, fueling the nightmarish baby-mewling from the cats, were those bloodcurdling moans and groans echoing through the dark chambers. Dodd had witnessed it the first night he spent with them. That night, he reeked of fuel and smoke, fresh from the fireman’s house fire. He was giving them something — medicine of some description. Dodd couldn’t figure out what it was, but he’d seen the man of ash administer something from the fire and poke their skins with it. He was supplying some strange type of drug to these hopeless cases for their loyalty. How he would pick a burning stick from the fire and roll it between his fingers, like a man at a candy floss stall, spinning fire instead of sugar. And then he would bring that smouldering stick to their skin…and that’s when the cries of ecstasy would begin as this strange blood magic flowed. They called it Fire, and Dodd had first heard about it from Sutty. Now he knew he wasn’t lying. That made this underground god Dodd’s competitor, and that rattled Dodd’s cage, and make no mistake, these tunnels were becoming his cage. The God of the Underground had asked him if he would like to try a little Fire. Dodd knew more than anyone else that a drug dealer was one profession in which the entrepreneur should stay well away from his own product. No dipping or double dipping. But, just lately, let’s just say that the candy floss stall was looking sweeter every night and day that went by.
The woman and child’s screaming voices interrupted Dodd’s broken sleep. He would wake to see the sheer terror on their faces. They wouldn’t let him sleep because he didn’t deserve to. He’d crossed that line and he was finding out, little by little, that karma had a sneaking way of coming up and around to bite you on the ass. His only consolation was that he was carrying out instructions on behalf of this guru or shaman or whatever the fuck he was. He had whispered in his ear that he needed to claim and reclaim and assert his dominance in this trial by fire. But he was questioning why he had ever listened to that whispering stranger in his ear. Who the fuck did ashen creep think he was to dictate to Dodd, anyway? Hmm? Yes, Dodd, D-O-D-D, and everyone knew to fear the name. Yet, Dodd feared this individual even more than people feared him. That disfigured, charismatic fuck had crept into his head and set up shop. Dodd still didn’t know why he had left the other fireman with a severe warning, but destroyed the other firefighter’s life. One thing was for sure — he wouldn’t be interfering again. They should’ve let that village idiot die and take his secrets to his grave. He believed in an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth. Dodd hadn’t read the Old Testament; his reading days had finished soon after the 100 Amazing Facts About… series, so he wouldn’t have known about the biblical verse, “do unto others, as you would have them do unto you.” But Dodd had his own take on that line, and it went something like: Do unto others before they do unto you — The Gospel according to Dodd.
There was one other element down here in Old Castle’s sewer system, and it scared Dodd more than anything, because it was flesh and blood, just like him. Too like him. It’s true what they say about karma — it can sneak up on you and bite. 
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The Mirror
 
 
By Monday 17th June, Max Power was awake and lucid enough to know he wasn’t on his own at night. Medical staff moved him to the general ward after he spent a few days in intensive care. The secret benefactor and the ambulance crew brought Max Power back from death, which was a true reanimation for him. Now, on the general ward, Max had become just another casualty of war. And he had found his voice, but it was still a way off.
Something was bugging Max. When he was feeling mentally able, he rang his bell. A young nurse came to his bedside. He peered at her through the holes cut in his eye bandages, which, thankfully, the house fire hadn’t damaged, along with other parts of his body he was yet to discover.
‘Max, how’re you feeling?’
Max’s throat hurt. The fire damaged his vocal cords, so he spoke with a throaty, guttural croak. He’d learned the easiest way to communicate was through gestures. But that would only get him so far. He could only convey his next message through sign language for the deaf. But for the fireman, he never learned sign language because he never had reason to. Every syllable was a needle to his face, and Max imagined his head as a pincushion every time his facial muscles flexed and those pins and needles dug into his flesh. Crying had become a daily hell, and Max had done a lot of weeping during his convalescence, holding the ghosts’ hands at night, a cold little hand in his right hand and a woman’s colder hand in his left, while he thought about what could have been — thinking about how he had failed his wife and child and how that guilt swallowed him. He disgusted himself — that’s how Max was feeling. Disgusted in every sense of the word. He spoke through the slit provided for his mouth. ‘There’s someone…’  he said in a raspy whisper.
‘Yes, that’s right, Max.’ The nurse’s reply was disconcerting, to say the least.
‘At night, it…’ Unable to speak, he shook his head. He gestured for the glass of water on the locker. The nurse placed the straw between the slit and his melted lips. Max sucked and dribbled on himself, finding that his lips weren’t where they once were. No, they hadn’t moved; they just weren’t there anymore.
‘Whisper it to me?’ said the nurse.
Max whispered so low that the nurse cocked her ear to his lips to listen. ‘Someone is coming to my bed at night.’
Someone else who isn’t Vee or Em…
The whisper was so faint, the nurse turned to look at Max and wondered if she had heard right. She repeated back what she  had understood and Max nodded. She considered him through the two holes provided for his eyes, and smiled a full smile. ‘Oh Max, that’ll be one of my colleagues checking up on you.’ She smiled and tapped him ever-so-lightly on the shoulder.
But Max was worried, and he didn’t like to be dismissed. A surge of anger came over him. Forgetting himself, he snapped, ‘It isn’t one of your colleagues!’ The trill of pain that lit up his face brought tears to his eyes. Darts were thrown at his cheeks. It was an excruciating, vicious circle made all the worse because he was doing it to himself. He took a deep breath,  composed himself, and whispered: ‘The same thing happened in the ICU. Now it’s happening here.’
The nurse listened and paid attention to him. But now the smile had left her face. ‘Max, you’re on a heavy dose of meds. Those meds and the environment can make you…’ she twirled her fingers at her lobes, ‘cuckoo — medical term.’ She winked. ‘No, I’m just kidding, but it could be a phenomenon called ICU delirium. Anxiety and depression can set in. It’s a real thing, Max, but it will pass. Although hallucinations aren’t typical symptoms, I must admit.’ She gave it a little thought. ‘I’ll mention this to the doctor and he can reevaluate your medication. Some people are allergic to certain types of meds and this can manifest in all kinds of ways. I have stories that would make your toes curl.’
Max liked her jocular manner. She was a breath of fresh air in a stale and sterile place.
It was useless; she wasn’t listening. Max didn’t have the energy to spend on more words that would fall on deaf ears. ‘Nurse,’ he whispered, ‘please leave the curtains open tonight.’ Even if it was all in his head, it was just enough insanity to keep him sane. ‘Please.’
‘Deal,’ she smiled and swished away to tend to the other patients. But before she disappeared from view, Max’s right thumb was on his help button again.
She slipped back into view. ‘Yep?’
‘Was it all just a bad dream?’
The nurse blinked down at him. ‘Was what a bad dream?’
‘Are they at home?’
‘Who Max?’
‘Vee and Em. Why am I here?’
‘V and M?’ she asked, not understanding. ‘Is that a…?’
‘Sorry,’ Max croaked and winced, forgetting himself. ‘No, I mean Virginia and Emily.’
Max’s insides surged when he saw how the nurse reacted to his question; that pause and undeniable pity etched on her face. In that stall, Max knew she was figuring out how to let him down gently. He’d seen that face before and called it the charity face.
‘The fire was your bad dream, Max. But this is your nightmare, and I hope to God you wake soon.’
She left him with that cryptic thought. The nurse’s sombre, though honest, response shook Max to his core. For an odd moment, he looked down at himself through the nurse’s eyes, and what he saw frightened him. Maybe seeing the reality would show him the reality? He’d been living in a feverish dream for the last few weeks, and facing the truth was all the medicine Max Power felt he needed now. The firefighter wanted to know how bad it was. To a symphony of pain, Max tried to lever himself up to get a blinkered view of the room. He propped himself up just long enough to see that there wasn’t any mirror on the blank walls. Then again, would there be a mirror on a hospital ward? He looked at the two hand-washing sink stations. There was nothing there either. Max pressed his bell for the third time, and the same nurse was at his side in seconds. ‘I’d like to get some work done tonight, Max,’ she scolded in mocking tones. ‘Third time lucky. What can I do for you?’
‘Mirror.’
She didn’t hear him the first time. Max repeated himself.
‘A mirror?’ It was as if he was asking her for a car battery. ‘What do you mean?’
‘Do you have a make-up mirror?’
‘Oh.’
Max deduced, by her reaction, that she had understood, but was perhaps delaying the moment to come up with an answer.
‘I suppose there’s nothing in hospital policy that says anything about mirrors. Are you sure, Max?’ she asked with unmistakable forewarning in her voice. ‘What if you don’t like what you see?’
Max answered, ‘I need to see.’
With a nod of understanding, she flashed a consolatory smile. Leaving his bedside, she came back with a little make-up mirror. The nurse unfolded it and handed it to Max. He turned it to himself, but a stranger peered back at him. Max could’ve been anyone. Even his eyes weren’t familiar to him. The one part of his face that protruded under the bandages was his nose. But there was something off about it. It didn’t feel right when he ran his fingers over the cotton and polyester. Its shape beneath the bandages was different. He felt as if he had half the nose he once had. The tip of his nose didn’t exist anymore and the widening of the nostrils wasn’t there. 
That was enough for now. He handed back the mirror and closed his eyes. The nurse left him with his thoughts. He needed a bigger mirror. Tomorrow he needed a full-frontal, and he almost laughed at that in an idiotic, boyish way. But the giggle was only in his head, as it was too painful to smile, let alone laugh. But where would he find a bigger mirror? In the public bathroom, of course. Max wanted to peek at his flesh beneath his bandages, but they were wrapped around him like a tight corset, and he was too weak to remove them.
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Four Ghosts
 
 
Dodd found a little alcove where he found a comfortable spot — if it was possible to find a comfortable spot down here. The rumble of trucks passing along Bridge Street and the faster whoosh of car tyres making their way up and down the street where they turned left and right towards Maiden Street and the town square was audible to him. He longed to be up there, but he had to stay down here. Dodd was trapped, and the night he climbed down through the sewer hole was the night he trapped himself. His phone was gone, either lost or flung in the canals by a troll. Now, he was completely cut off from communication.
A longing, tantalising groan echoed in the tunnel, almost sexual, only it was far from that. They were carrying out the ritual again. It was ceremonial. That was a big word for Dodd, but this was a ritual and ceremony.
‘Fire?’ he asked Dodd, as if he were asking him if he wanted a cup of tea.
The ringleader turned to Dodd and beckoned him over with a strangely inviting smile. Now, observing from the shadows, Dodd realised something was terribly wrong. James ‘The Jimmy’ Dodd got a flashback of his childhood and how he used to peruse 100 Amazing Facts About The Deep Ocean… He was now looking at the deep ocean, down here in the darkness, and the strange pallid creatures floating around their master in a glowing pocket of darkness. It was the closest he would come to the dark ocean bed of his childhood. What had happened to these people? Whatever dignity these trolls had was gone. They were visibly worsening day by day on whatever blood magic this black magic magician weaved.
‘Come, man-on-the-run,’ the desiccated voice of the man of ash beckoned. He waved the burning stick like a priest, cleansing the air with incense. The sight of the others lining up horrified Dodd. They were following the wiggling, smoking stick with their tongue-licking and vacant hollow eyes, eager to participate in whatever this thing was. Jesus, but it was only a smouldering stick.
Dodd let out a cry and flinched when whiskers bristled along his right ankle. His leg sprung out and kicked a fat squeaking rat right into the flowing water trickling along the major drain. That rat was the straw that broke the camel’s back, as they say. Dodd blubbered, unable to keep it together anymore, down here in these hallucinogenic tunnels of lunacy…
He came towards Dodd and whispered, ‘Just a little fire in the veins will help you get through this, killer.’ His eyes…they burnt. At first, Dodd thought it was the reflection of the stick of candy-lit twig in his fingers, but he was sure now that fire burnt inside the man’s head.
Killer?
Dodd backed up in the little alcove where he was sitting on a stone.
The man with the blank face loomed towards him. The groaning junkies sloped in behind him. ‘Just the tip, man-on-the-run?’
Dodd shook his head, running cold with fear as they dragged and jerked towards him. He wasn’t sure if he was asleep or awake, delusional or…? And it was only now that Dodd realised these junkies had crossed the line into zombie territory. Whatever he had done to them. The pale man had taken their vulnerable lives for himself and moved them about the chess board. And they kept coming to him. But now the trolls were crawling on their hands and knees…and Dodd couldn’t stop crying in this bad dream. Suddenly, the rats were all around him, nibbling at his cold, numb buttocks. And he wondered if the rodents had been there all the time, slowly chewing at his numbed extremities without his knowing. The white man with wildfire in his eyes waved the burning twig in Dodd’s face in slow, intentional figures-of-eight. Dodd remembered himself running through his childhood home with an incense stick, marvelling at the beauty of that smoke tendril left behind in his slipstream. Sometimes, Jimmy pretended he was operating a steam engine as he ran down the hallway of his childhood home in The Strand, Chuff…Chuff…Chuff…Chuff-Chuff-Chuff…Choo! Choo!…Chuff-Chuff-Chuff-Chuff-Chuff Only now the choo-choo train whistle was a junkie-zombie groan and James didn’t like it very much. All aboard the train of perversion, little Jimmy!
And the squeaking rats kept chewing…
Dodd knew they were working on him because he could hear the gnawing of the incisors on his fatty tissue. While the black sewer rats worked on his lower half,  Dodd found himself offering the soft flesh of his neck to the shaman. Just a little magic. That’s all he needed to get through this. And a second later, a blazing sensation on the right side of his neck came with the familiar smell of burning flesh; the same acrid aroma that came from the small hairs on Dodd’s fingers when he occasionally pitted himself against the heat rising from a candle wick. Dodd found out that, though it is a little flame, that little candle flame packed a lot of punch when one’s hand was held about the tip of the flame. During these mindless occasions, he would watch the hairs curl and shrivel on the backs of his fingers. And then that familiar whiff that only came from burning hair. He’d smelt it at the fireman’s house as the flames went to work on the little girl’s long—
STOPPIT!…
The searing point of burning pain gave way to a wave of uplifting clarity and Dodd felt he could fly about the tunnels like the pin-eyed common pipistrelles he’d seen down here. He had fire in his veins, and it was the most extraordinary feeling he had ever experienced. Even the—
‘Dad?’
Jimmy’s father was standing down in the tunnel, strangely illuminated in the darkness. Dad looked angry and…was that his looped belt he was holding in his left clenched fist? If—
‘Jimmy?’
‘Dad?’
‘Jimmy, is that you?’
‘Dad, it’s me.’
‘What are you doing down here, Jimmy? I told you to finish your homework.’
And now the cats were whining all around him, crying like hungry week-old babies. It was driving Dodd to insanity.
‘Dad, I’m not Jimmy anymore. I—’
‘I didn’t beat you enough, son. I should’ve beaten it out of you when I had the chance. You wouldn’t have ended up down here if I’d just been a better father to you. But now we can turn back the clock with the Fire, Jimmy. Look at what I brought with me, James.’ In slow motion, Jimmy’s dad looked at the belt in his hand as if someone else was moving his head or he wasn’t sure how the belt had got there. He held up the belt and smiled a crooked grin. ‘Time for a whoopin’, Jimmy. Long overduuueee…’
In jerky movements, Dodd’s father came at him out of the darkness. Little Jimmy didn’t scream, but he wet himself — pissed the bed as Daddy used to say. There was only one way to solve the problem, and that was to beat it out of him every night before he went to bed. He squeezed his eyes shut.
When he opened them again, Daddy was staring right into his eyes. ‘Just going out for a pack of ciggies, Jimmy. Be good for your mother, god knows, but she needs all the help she can get.’
Dodd blinked. When he reopened his eyes, Daddy was gone and the pale face of his captor was where his father’s face should’ve been. The fire was burning in the pupils, just two blazing dots. His pupils were the only way to see in to check the fire was alight, like looking through the peephole in the Keegan’s furnace he had cut through with a hacksaw. But there was something else happening now. The shaman’s lips parted ever so slightly. A flickering light came from his mouth. Dodd fell backwards as the man stood there and lowered his jaw. A glow danced on the glistening walls of the man’s mouth. There was a fire down there in his gullet. The uvula — not that Dodd knew it was an uvula — glowed like the trawler fish orb in 100 Amazing Facts About The Deep Ocean…
Numb and frozen, with a growing wet patch at the fork of his legs, Dodd couldn’t move until something tickled the back of his neck. He shivered as he felt a soft hand rifle through his hair. The one they called Lonnie ground herself up against him, caressing him and kissing the nape of his neck. ‘Jimmy,’ she whispered. ‘Oh Jimmy. Don’t you see? This is a sign…’ And for a second, her dead eyes twinkled.
Dodd swung around and grabbed her by the shoulders, about to yell something in her face. But she was too far gone. Dead inside. Her milky white eyes told him so. There was a time when he got lost in those deep blue eyes.
Screaming himself awake, Dodd ran and grabbed a burning stick from the fire to light his way, tripped himself up, and fell to his knees and sending spark and embers flying from the stick. He picked up his lantern and scrambled through the darkness like an animal, whining, sobbing, and screaming at whatever was prowling behind him. Darkness prevailed, but Dodd knew there was a drop only a few inches on his left. Maybe he could swim out of here? No, the cold would kill him first.
‘You enjoy fire?’
Dodd heard a soft, dry croak behind him. ‘I’m sorry,’ he blubbered over and over again.
‘No, don’t be sorry,’ came that hair-raising cadence again. ‘Never be sorry for liking the fire. It’s what separated us from the other animals when time began.’
Dodd pleaded. ‘I want to go home!’
‘Yes, welcome home.’
‘Nooo! I want to turn myself in!’
‘Yes, you will turn yourself into the man whose life you ruined, and we will all burn in this trial by fire.’
‘What?!’
‘This is the way it’s meant to be, this game of chess we find ourselves in.’
Dodd didn’t need to hear anymore. He ran blindly through the darkness, screaming to be let out, searching for a halo of light through one of many manhole covers. But the only light was that gaping mouth that was always behind him, no matter how fast he ran. That unseen image of an individual following him with his mouth wide open, trying to swallow him. Dodd saw—
‘Psst…Jimmy!’
Dodd slowed down when he heard a voice calling from somewhere up ahead. He knew that voice. ‘Babs, is that you?’
In his exhausted and deranged state, Dodd was sure that one of his accomplices had come down from above to save him. The voice had come from the alcove ahead on his right. As he approached, he held his burning stick out ahead of him to catch sight of his crony. The thoughts of his friend and colleague’s chubby, smiling face appearing was—Dodd’s spontaneous scream echoed through the chambers when someone materialised from that hollow in the tunnel wall, only it wasn’t Barney — Babe to friends. Babs’ chubby, smiling face didn’t appear, but a burning head did…
‘Jimmy, it’s me. I heard you were down here.’
Sutty materialised from the darkness. His face was melting like plastic. His old friend, customer and occasional mule, was trying to smile, but his liquified grin was a ghastly down-turned grimace. Sutty’s nose and cheeks were burnt away, revealing bone. Flames rose from his head like the fire king he had become in death. ‘Cmon, bud, this way…’
‘Suts?’
Sutty turned right into the wall opening. ‘I know a way out, Jimmy!’ came the stifled voice from the darkness of the alcove. ‘I love you like a brother, Jimmy.’
Dodd was so out of his mind on Fire, worry and fear, that he believed Sutty was down here. As the killer turned right, he encountered a nightmare. He was confused and tried to scream himself awake, but the three figures before him weren’t breaking and fizzling away. He roared for Mommy, but Mommy wouldn’t come. On purpose or accident, he wasn’t sure, but Dodd peed himself and waited for Daddy to come with the belt buckle, but not even Daddy would come to his piss and screams.
‘You burnt us,’ came the little girl’s voice. ‘We’re still burning.’
Dodd recognised her from the house he’d torched and everything sank and shrivelled inside him. He slapped his hands to his face to block the image, then he roared. Through his fingers, he could see the child’s beautiful, long hair going up in a ball of flames and her clothes were on fire. Her right side of her face was missing, revealing her jaw and teeth. Looking at him with her popped-out right eye, she resembled a pirate wearing an eye patch. Poor dear Jesus, worse than any of that were her frantically scratching hands still working on imaginary glass. The young girl was just standing there, on fire, and scratching at nothing in front of her. Dodd wanted to faint, but couldn’t.
‘You could’ve been someone.’
Standing on the right of the girl was the woman he’d seen in the Power house. Dodd knew she was the fireman’s wife and the mother of the burning child. She looked at her burning body with curiosity, wondering why lazy flames sputtered from her torso. Her face, too, was a shadow of her former glory, the flames having taken her beauty. Those were the only words she spoke.
Sutty stood next to the mother and daughter. They stood there in silence, three melting shopfront mannequins.
Dodd backed away…and flinched when he felt something nudge the small of his back. He looked around…and down at a tiny waif of a boy. A  dribbling whimper was the only reaction from Dodd. The child could have been six years old, but he looked three years old. No, not could have been six years old, was six years old, and would be six years old forever. ‘Go away…’ he whispered.
‘Daddy, could you come to my Take Your Parent to School Day? I’m so proud of you.’
Dodd fell to his knees. ‘Go…away,’ he groaned to his deceased son. ‘You’re not meant to be here, Sean. You were too fragile for this world.’
‘Remember, Daddy, you made me fragile. Christy made me fragile. That’s what you call it, right? Ole’ Christy.’
‘Sean, please. Go away.’
‘I can’t go away because someone took my life from me. I will always be at your heels, Daddy. Every time you turn around, you will see me looking up at you…because, guess what, I look up to you. Get it?’ The apparition giggled, only it was no apparition for Dodd. And the words that came from his deceased child’s mouth weren’t the words of a six-year-old, but a coached six-year-old.
His face dropped as if someone had switched him off. ‘I was behind you when you set fire to that girl.’ His puny arm raised to point a brittle finger at the burning girl-mannequin. ‘She was cute until you did that to her. Pity…’
‘S-Sean, please shut your mouth…’
‘I look up to you and I want you to talk about your job in my class, so all the kids know what a great dad I have. You have the best product in town, you said it yourself. I know because I was born with Ole’ Christy in my system. Remember, Mommy was healthy and always smiling when you met her for the first time in the town square. She was a junkie when you finished with her, all sad and lost. Ole’ Christy.’ Another giggle. ‘It weakened me while I was in Mommy’s belly, and it killed me. I was born an ill little junky because of Ole’ Christy. I never recovered, not really. That’s strong stuff…and you sell it! The best crank in town. Crank!’ Giggles. ‘That was another name you called the crystals.’
And the final nail came to the lid of Dodd’s coffin when the pallid waif said: ‘You’re lucky Mommy let you down in the sewers with her. Lonnie always had a good heart. She always protected you, even though you were killing us.’
He turned around to see milky-eyed Lonnie — the zombie mother of his dead little junkie boy. He had offered Lonnie Ole’ Christy a few weeks after they met at a party one night on South Quay Road. She could’ve said no, but Lonnie said no to nothing when she had a few beers in her. He had put Lonnie here, and no amount of convincing would persuade him otherwise. And little Sean? Collateral damage.
On the street above, passersby heard Dodd’s bloodcurdling wail from one end of the claustrophobic sewer system to the other.
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Monster Movie
 
 
On Tuesday morning, Max Power’s sole purpose in life was to see himself in the largest mirror he could find. All of this would only be a bad dream until he stared at himself in a larger-than-life mirror. Max asked the nurse on duty if there was a mirror in the public bathroom. She said there was, but she wasn’t sure why he was asking until he whispered he needed to see himself. Regret was already setting in for mentioning it. ‘I do not think that’s a good idea, Max. Not yet. Give yourself another few days.’
‘Please,’ he begged in a whisper. He hadn’t planned to cry this morning, but it came easily and he felt the warm salty tears soak into his bandages. Through his washy holes-for-eyes, Max saw the nurse stall and look about, as if visually tracking Max from his bed to the door.
‘Wait.’ She disappeared and returned seconds later with none other than the matron herself. Max’s heart swelled with gratitude, but he didn’t want to make a scene. Now he needed two ladies to take him to the toilet. That was soul-destroying in so many ways. Yes, he was in a hospital and had suffered 3rd degree burns to 95% of his body and he needed the nurses…but still.
The two nurses levered Max out of the bed to a shooting needlework of pain, drilling up through his feet and legs, exiting his head and arms. The pain was on the outside, but the hurt was on the inside. All the mental anguish was tucked up neatly inside his tourniquet of bandages which held him together as they walked him arm-in-arm across the ward while the other bed-ridden patients spurred him on.
‘One small step for Man, but one giant leap for Max Power!’ called one patient.
‘Jesus, Max, just go in the nappy they put you in this morning! That’s what it’s there for, son.’
From hospital space walks to adult nappies, Max gave the two other patients hope. And the irony was that astronauts wore nappies on space walks.
It took almost five minutes to walk five seconds to the bathroom just outside the door. The nurses accompanied Max, each standing on either side of him. The fireman didn’t want to lock his arms in theirs, but he swallowed his pride and allowed them to carry him. Truth be told, he would have fallen over. Walking through the door was a catharsis for Max Power; it was more than a door to the hallway but an open doorway to the rest of his life. That sharp realisation came when he saw visitors and other patients milling about in the hallway, staring at him in shock. One little girl, sitting with, who Max assumed was her grandfather in striped pyjamas, stared up at him in wide-eyed disbelief as he dragged his feet by her. He moved like a zombie and looked like an Egyptian mummy; Max Power was the central character in his own monster movie. He looked at the girl through the holes in the dressing. Her face blanched with horror. She turned away and cried into the old man’s chest. Max’s heart sank, and he concentrated on the bathroom door just ahead on the left. And as he sloped along, he could feel the eyes burning through his gauze and dressing. He was the fireman in so many ways, by God. And hadn’t someone said those very words to him?
They came to the toilet door and stopped. The willing nurses propping him up on either side were about to accompany Max into the public toilet when he considered them with a Really? He said it with what was visible in his eyes. Max realised the power of silence to communicate. Body language never interested Max, but over the passing days, he would marvel at everything the eyes could say without saying it. They are the windows to the soul, he would conclude.
The matron opened the door for Max and he nodded a thank you.
The younger and more inexperienced nurse turned to the director of nursing, who nodded with reluctance. They let go of his arms and Max took his first tentative steps on his own, like a toddler walking for the first time—
One giant leap for Max Power…
—as he entered the toilet. He spotted what he’d come all this way to see — a mirror. But it was a bit of a let-down. The mirror he had been fantasising about over the last twelve hours had grown to enormous proportions, like something found in a mansion above an Italian marble fireplace. The mirror was no bigger than his head, yet it was better than the make-up mirror the night nurse had given him, and he was thankful for it. He glanced down at the distance between his slippers and the washbasin, then dragged his slippered feet to the mirror above the sink.
He shuffled into view and gasped at his reflection. Not for the first time, the firefighter was thankful for the bandages that covered his face, because nobody would see the tears soaking into the cotton wool and gauze. He was never more tempted to see his face beneath what was becoming his comfort blanket. Max sobbed as he remembered his family.
We never went away, Max…
He couldn’t look at himself without thinking of Virginia and Emily, who were an extension of who he was. The more he cried, the more painful his face became as his facial muscles and retaining ligaments twisted and writhed, causing agony beyond belief. The nurses were standing just outside the door. He thought about calling them and that was when—
A strange hallucination took place in the mirror when Max Power thought he saw someone else staring back at him, someone who resembled him in his present state with his tourniquet of white bandages. If he looked at himself from the corner of his eye, just out of focus, he was ashen white, sickly thin, and bald. But that wasn’t the oddest part. No, the oddest part was Max Power thought he knew that blurred stranger in the looking glass. He’d seen him before but had filed him away in his nebulous memory bank. But now, Max Power remembered the strange individual he’d met in the sewers a few weeks earlier and heard his prophetic words.
You are about to become a fireman in ways you would never have imagined.
Those words rose from the deep, dark well of his consciousness. And that was when Max forgot to breathe when he focussed on something behind him in the mirror. Had they been there all the time? He wasn’t sure. In the mirror, he saw a pair of bare feet on the floor inside the cubicle; two feet pointing towards the door. By default, that meant whoever was in the cubicle was standing there, looking at the door — without shoes or socks? Maybe it was another patient? Not even a familiar nervous whistle or the ruffle of clothes came from in there…or other less savoury sound effects that can come from a public toilet cubicle. But Max would’ve been quite content with those off-putting sounds of splashdown — anything was better than the deafening silence he was listening to now. It was as if the person in there was pretending not to be there, hiding like a child… But Max could see their bare feet, a whopping giveaway. That image gave Max Power goosebumps, and it was a thrilling ride to feel his gooseflesh bristle against the inside of his tight corset of wound dressing. He felt alive even though those stationary feet frightened him and the silence from the occupier of the cubicle. Who in the hell goes around a hospital in their bare f—
Max grew still. He knew who walked shoeless around a public hospital. The same stranger who walked the myriad of passageways below Old Castle’s streets. He’d just thought about—
Smoke…
—this odd character for the first time in what seemed a lifetime; he even thought it was him in the mirror. He had been wearing blue suede shoes the last time he saw these feet. How did he know it was him just by his feet alone? He just knew. And now here he was, Ashman, standing in the cubicle. How had he arrived here? Up through the sewers like a splashing rat can sometimes appear in a toilet bowl? No, wait, Max had seen these feet before…in the Keegan’s basement. What was going on?
Smoke…
Max began to sweat. He felt the blood drain away from his head, and with it came the prickling wave of pins and needles coming up through his feet to overtake him. His knees buckled. The fireman was about to black out. Maybe he had already picked up on the smell of smoke. Like a ghost, it haunted him and brought him back to the house fire. That smell rose in his nostrils and he was back in the raging fire of his home and heard the screams. He crumpled to the cold sterile tiles of the bleach-smelling public toilet floor. Before he blacked out, he caught a glimpse of beneath the cubicle door and what he saw helped him fade into the blackness of subconsciousness. As he plummeted down into the bottomless chasm, he heard a faint voice and he wasn’t sure if it was all inside his head.
This is your baptism of fire… They will all burn in this trial by f—
‘Mary! Go and get help! The patient has collapsed!’
Max heard the matron’s panicked voice coming in from the far distance. Something was disturbing about describing him as “the patient”. During his time here, he thought he had made friends with the staff, especially the nurses who came to check on him day and night. With profound sadness, Max realised he was nothing more than a nameless patient, and they would have some other misfortune in his bed next week. Maybe he had nobody left…nobody except that grimacing powder-white face peering out at him through the space below the cubicle door and fires flickering in his pin pupils nestled inside those dark hollows. It was here, and it was real because Max saw the face reflecting on the shiny floor tiles — Ash Man’s face.
 
That evening, Max received his first visitors, none other than Mr and Mrs Keegan. It was a momentous occasion when Dan and Linda came into the ward room wearing big smiles, but Max saw those smiles falter when they saw him lying in the bed in his tourniquet of bandages. Just like with the little girl, he imagined what he must look like and even frightened himself. He hadn’t spoken to anyone about what had happened in the toilet this morning. He had blacked out and awoke a minute or a year later in his bed.
Dan asked in jest, ‘Looking forward to the weekend, Max?’
His friend and colleague looked more withered than ever, and Linda, too. Pale, drawn and lifeless. The passing weeks had brought them nothing but stress and anxiety. Max knew humour was Dan’s coping mechanism; he would’ve done the same. He chuckled inside his bandages and groaned in pain. ‘Please,’ he whispered, ‘no jokes.’
Max saw how Linda tried to keep smiling, but her eyes weren’t smiling. She didn’t have any small talk this evening. That was unlike Linda, who could talk till the cows came home, as Max’s mother used to say. And ten minutes into the stifled conversation, she drew her hands to her mouth, and the tears trickled down her cheeks. ‘Oh, Max…’ she whimpered. ‘Max, oh, Max…’ He reached out for her, and she took his bandaged right hand in hers. She bawled into his dressing.
Dan intervened and tried to prise his wife from Max, but she wouldn’t let go. She was beside herself with grief, and Max knew this was about more than just him — The Mummy — lying in a hospital bed. This was about Virginia and Emily, too. Linda squeezed his hand. Max was in agony but tried not to show it — his bandages took care of that. ‘Everything’s going to be okay,’ he croaked.
Linda didn’t sugarcoat things and always spoke her mind. ‘Okay? Okay?! How is everything going to be okay, Max?! Hmm?’ she pleaded. ‘You weren’t even at your own child and wife’s funerals.’ She wept into her hands.
‘Jesus, Linda,’ muttered Dan, who leaned in to put his arm across her shoulder. He lip-synched Sorry to Max. Max nodded back. Linda was fuming and liable to say anything to anyone. Who could blame her? Funerals? Nobody was fooling anybody here. The bodies were cremated; Max’s wife and child were cremated unofficially before their official closed-coffin funerals, and buried officially in Old Castle’s cemetery, where the feral cats no longer prowled.
‘I’m sorry, Max. I’m so, so sorry.’
Dan snapped. ‘They know who it is, Max.’
‘Me too,’ whispered Max before tiredness caught up with him.
Not much more communication passed between Max and his visitors. He was too jaded to communicate much more. It was enough to know that they were by his side as he fell asleep. But just as he was about to nod off, Linda leaned over and whispered in his ear. ‘We want you to stay with us when you get out of hospital. Fern has moved out and we have a free room. It’s the least we can do. We insist. We have everything planned.’
With growing unease, Max would mull over these last two lines over the coming days.
For now, Max accepted their offer and fell into a deep sleep, comforted because someone still loved him in this world of cold embers.
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Morbid Things
 
 
Dan Keegan collected Max Power at lunchtime on Friday, 21st of June. Max would have many follow-up appointments scheduled with the day clinic over the coming weeks and months to check on his burn wounds and skin grafts. Infection was the greatest worry now, and Max had to adhere to a strict regime when dealing with weekly dressing changes, antiseptic, antibiotic, and numbing creams. Deep pain plagued him. Yes, his flesh stung, but his whole body ached and the simplest of things became life-altering journeys, like going to the bathroom. Max would never again take unbuttoning his jeans and dropping his trousers for granted. The bandages and dressing covering his body would remain in place for at least another six weeks…and that was only a rough estimate.
It was raining when they exited the hospital. Freedom filled Max Power when the fresh air rose in his nostrils. Max would have enjoyed the feeling of rain on his face, but the bandages hid his face. And if he were honest with himself, he preferred the refuge of the bandages where he could hide from the world. He was too fragile.
On the way to Dan’s house on South Quay Road, Max asked, ‘Can we drive by my place?’ His vocal cords hadn’t healed, and the doctors told him his voice wouldn’t ever be the same. He spoke with a cracked, raspy voice as if he had a permanent sore throat. It wasn’t very comforting to those who didn’t know Max…and more so to those who remembered his old voice. And, if one should go deeper into a darker place, they would say it wasn’t only Max’s voice that had changed.
Dan took his eyes off the road. ‘Are you sure?’
‘No.’
‘Then I don’t recommend it.’
‘I need to see it, Dan.’ He needed to see himself in the nurse’s make-up mirror, and now he needed to see his house.
‘Why don’t you wait a while?’
‘Wait for what? Nothing is going to change. My life stopped, Dan. I’m dead, remember?’
‘No, you’re not fucking dead,’ snapped Dan. ‘You’re sitting next to me. You’ve been through the tumble dryer, but you came through.’
Max considered Dan. ‘I feel strange, Dan. Apart from what the fire did to me. I feel like I’m a stranger to myself. I should’ve stayed dead, Dan. Don’t you see? Have you heard of survivor’s guilt? I was dead and should’ve stayed dead. Yes, I’m sitting next to you, but the bandages covering me are my shell and there’s nothing alive inside.’
At this point in the strained conversation, Max noticed the circles around Dan’s eyes. ‘Hey, I’m sick of talking about myself. Let’s talk about you.’
‘What about me?’
‘You don’t look well. And forgive me, but neither does Linda. Did you have a doc look at those marks on your skin?’
‘Shingles. We already spoke about this.’
Max knew they had already spoken about it. He wanted to see if Dan would give him a different reason. But he was sticking to his original diagnosis of shingles.
Dan made a detour to Old Station Road. Max tensed as they travelled up the hill towards his place. Everything looked the same on Old Station Road, and in the back of his mind, he hoped that all of this had just been a bad dream. But as they crested a blind spot on the road, he could see the black skeletal eaves of the house on the hill jutting towards the grey sky. The sight of what was left of his everything made him sink inside his tourniquet. Max went through a curious, out-of-body experience as he shrivelled up to nothing inside his fire corset. The hospital bandages and dressing became Max Power — became the empty shell.
They pulled up in front of what remained of the house, nothing but a soggy pile of black mush. Strangely, the charred front door and the surrounding frame still stood, inviting them inside. Tears welled in Max’s eyes as he recalled working on Em’s school project. He thought about the little tree in the clay pot she had illustrated and wondered where it was planted because it was a tangible connection to her memory. It was probably still in the pot. Max made a mental note to go down to Saint Molua’s school and ask the biology teacher, Miss Gavin, if she recalled which tree belonged to Emily. A head-rush of emotions came back to Max Power, how he had run down the blazing hallway that night to find Emily and Virginia trapped in the kitchen…Emily screaming at the patio doors and scratching wildly at the glass to get out. She was like an animal. He’d never forget it. The scariest thing that night wasn’t a fire, but the expressions on his wife’s and daughter’s faces; faces he had never seen before and would never want to see again. Thankfully and regretfully, death assured him of that. If—
Max flinched when Dan tapped him on the shoulder. ‘Max?’
‘Hmm?’
‘Let’s not dwell on morbid things.’
‘Thanks, Dan, but I need to dwell on morbid things. I don’t expect you to understand. It helps make sense of this. It’s therapeutic, y’know.’ Max stalled and attempted a smile. ‘It’s not you, it’s me.’
Dan smiled for the first time. It was a little joke they shared. Once upon a time, one conversation had got around to their ex’s and they laughed when they discovered they had both been on the receiving end of: It’s not you, it’s me. They laughed because time had healed all, and exes were just part of the game. But they also knew that it was never just It’s not you, it’s me. It was an easy way of saying: It’s not me, it’s you.
‘Y’know what else is therapeutic?’
Max waited for an answer.
‘A beer.’


25
 
Kiss of Death
 
 
Max moved into the downstairs bedroom in the terraced townhouse on South Quay Road. It was Dan and Linda’s room, but it was the only bedroom with an en-suite bathroom, and it also meant that Max didn’t have to climb the stairs. The Keegans moved into Fern’s vacant room on the second floor. Linda Keegan fussed around Max, ensuring everything was at his bandaged fingertips. Max assured her he was grateful and couldn’t wish for a better homecoming.
When he got to his new room, he thanked Dan and Linda for everything they had done. They flashed strained smiles and closed the door behind them. A silence loomed from the other side of the door, sensing they were standing outside. He could imagine them stalling, their forced smiles gone now, worry etched on their faces, before walking off. Max listened to their receding steps.
The first thing he noticed was the small mirror on the wall opposite the bed. The last mirror he’d seen was in the hospital’s public toilet. Because he didn’t want to see the man he had become, and didn’t want to be reminded of the man he once was, Max carefully and painfully pulled the looking glass off the nail it hung on (Dan’s handiwork no doubt), turned it to face the wall, and then hung it back up. Now, he could stand in front of the mirror without being reminded that he existed, or that his wife and daughter should stand on either side of him in the reflection. Max was a Harry Potter fan, and he found himself thinking about the beautiful and cursed Mirror of Erised. Yes, and his deepest desire now was to see and hold them.
Trying to forget, he turned from the faceless mirror and dragged himself to the window that looked out onto South Quay Road. Across the road (which was more of a street), he could see the limestone wall that blocked his vision from the Arra River. That was when he spotted the seating area built into the wall. Not so long ago, Emily and Max sat there and threw bread at the ducks and swans below. He cried as he realised everything was going to remind him of his deceased family. At every turn, their ghostly faces would peer out from the least likely of places. The—
A knock came on the door. ‘What about that therapeutic beer?’ Dan called.
That sounded like a little piece of heaven to Max, but he was on a lot of medication and the doctors made a point of telling him to stay clear of alcohol. But he didn’t care because the same doctors also told him he had died in the fire and they had brought him back to life.
As if reading his mind, Dan said, ‘What doesn’t kill you will make you stronger. Meet you in the man cave in five.’
Dan was oblivious to the cocktail of medication Max was on and wouldn’t have asked him to join him for a beer if he had been thinking. He hadn’t mentioned it to Linda because she would have intervened and shot down their beer, and opted for tea instead. Max would not say anything; he had already decided that a beer was the best medication now.
He met Linda in the kitchen. She was preparing lunch. ‘Max, I had a word with the nurses and they told me you can eat soft food. Is lasagna soft food? I wasn’t sure, but I went ahead anyway.’
Max croaked, ‘Linda, thank you.’ He considered her through the holes in his face of bandages. ‘You don’t know how much this means to me. What you and Dan have done for me goes above and beyond…’
Then Linda did something which caught him by surprise. She turned from the cooker and kissed him where his lips should be. Max didn’t have time to react. ‘You gave me the kiss of life, Max. How can I not return the favour? That kiss of life will forever bind us together.’
Max was stunned into silence. He was thankful for the bandages that covered his blush. She spoke about the mouth-to-mouth as if it had been a sensual stolen kiss and not a kiss of life. There was a difference.
She smiled before turning away to tend to the lasagna. ‘He’s waiting for you in the man cave. By the way, do you know if a woman cave exists? Because if it doesn’t, I’m going to build one.’ She laughed. Her eyes lingered on him for a second longer than necessary.
Max left the kitchen and walked down the path through the back garden, flummoxed by what had just happened in the kitchen. He was so taken aback by the easy kiss Linda had planted on him, he wondered if it had even happened.
‘And don’t even dream of drinking a beer, Max,’ came her voice from the kitchen.
Max met Dan sitting in the red leatherette chair in the shape of a hand and open fingers to lie back into. He’d salvaged it from a house fire. Go figure.
‘Sit here, buddy. I know you like the hand chair. I kept it warm for you.’
Max sat in the chair and graciously took the beer. He noticed his bandaged arm reach out for the bottle. It was odd to see himself in this social scenario wrapped in bandages. All along, he’d seen himself at the hospital where he fit in. But here in Dan’s man cave? Max was painfully self-aware and was happy to hide behind his tourniquet of ligatures and dressing. This was another moment of truth, and these moments would sneak up on him, just like the ghosts of his dearly departed family.
‘You want a straw with that?’ Dan asked.
‘If you have one handy…’
Dan disappeared, then came back with a straw. ‘It’s only a matter of time before they ban these things. Take it before the plastic police come knocking on my door.’ Dan popped the straw into Max’s fizzing bottle of Heineken. Max found the tip of the straw through the slit for his mouth, sipped, and instantly fell into the lap of the heavens. Beer never tasted so good, so good, Max sighed with relief. It was the first time he felt alive since the house fire and that was no exaggeration.
‘Should you be drinking that stuff? I didn’t even think about it, sorry.’
‘I should be dead,’ Max answered frankly.
He went on to tell his friend all about the night of the fire and how he had tried to save Virginia and Emily. Just uttering their names aloud for the first time was one of the hardest things he ever had to do. It was a part of the healing process. Knowing that made it no easier. Dan Keegan chose the simple route and came up with the stock line: ‘You tried your best.’ Probably because there wasn’t anything else to say. Max had tried his best, and they clinked their bottles on that score. He talked about the strange vision of himself in the back of the ambulance, how he watched his own resurrection. But what he held back from Dan was the strange figure watching over the medical team as they brought Max back to life. He also failed to mention how that same figure visited him during the night at the hospital and how the staff had dismissed him, deducing that medication and the situation as the culprit. He told his friend and colleague about the nurse giving him her make-up mirror to see himself, and his trip to the public toilet to get a fuller picture of himself in the mirror above the washbasin…and how he had fainted. Again, Max left out the reason he had blacked out, not mentioning that smell of smoke that rose in his nostrils and the bare feet he saw below the cubicle door in the mirror reflection…and the ghastly face that peered down at him through the crack beneath the door as his world went blurry. There was concern and pity in that pale face. He failed to mention the eerie individual because he was beginning to believe the nurses. It was a figment of his derailed imagination.
Dan Keegan made a joke to lighten the atmosphere about how he sometimes fainted when he looked at his reflection on Sunday morning after a night out at The Hound. He was nervous, and he incessantly rolled something in his right hand. Max tried to see what it was, but couldn’t make out much except to say that it was a stone of some description. But he forgot about that useless piece of information as a wave of overpowering anxiety swelled in him while he listened to his own story. That unearthly face went around his head on a loop. He sucked the beer through the straw, through the hole in the bandages. And kept sucking until he was swallowing dregs, then air. The beer dregs tasted bitter on his tongue.
‘Whoa there,’ said Dan to Max. ‘I can get you another. Although, maybe on second thoughts…?’
‘One more for the road.’ Where that road was taking Max Power was a mystery.
Dan paused before going to the mini fridge and pulled another cold bottle of Heineken from the top shelf. He went in behind the little bar, uncorked it, fumbled around before handing it to Max. Instead of thanking him, Max surprised him by saying, ‘I need Dutch courage.’
‘Why?’
‘Sometimes, I think I should have died in the fire…and stayed dead. I could be with my family now.’
Dan was about to say something, but Max waved at him. ‘I know what you’re going to say. Save it for the choir.’
An uncomfortable silence loomed in the man cave.
‘But that’s not why I need Dutch courage. I want to thank you for saving my life.’
Dan was confused. ‘All we’ve done is give you a place to stay. The medical team in that ambulance were the ones who saved your life.’
Max siphoned beer through his straw. ‘Yes, but the real person who saved my life was the one who took me from the fire. Why didn’t you tell the police it was you? I said nothing. I was just curious why you wouldn’t accept the glory.’ Max smiled. ‘And this has nothing to do with me saving your life. Like the way I just patted myself on the back?’ The beer was taking effect and Max was coming out of his shell of bandages…at least, it felt like that.
‘Max, I wasn’t there the night of the fire. I was off duty, remember? But, believe me, I have thought about what might have been.’
Now it was Max’s turn to be confused. It was true. Dan was on leave after having his own brush with death. So who— ‘What are you talking about? I saw you come through the back door in the kitchen.’ Max’s head reeled as he was back there that night when a white angel floated him away on a celestial ship. ‘I dream about it, Dan. Over and over. I’m not sure if it’s a beautiful dream or surreal nightmare.’
Dan shook his head solemnly. ‘Max, I would love to take the credit for that, but I’m afraid to tell you it didn’t happen. I wasn’t the one who saved you. So, I still owe you one. Promise. Maybe giving you a place to stay and all that goes with it will go some way to paying you back. Not that any of this is about paying anyone back. It’s just that I feel I owe you big time.’
Dan didn’t see the blood drain from Max’s face. ‘So, who saved me?’
‘Whoever it was hasn’t come forward. You have a secret admirer, Max.’
‘Speaking of secret admirers…’
‘Yeah?’
‘Dan, this is going to be a strange question, but how often did you come to see me while I was at the hospital? I wasn’t conscious half the time…’
Dan frowned. ‘We would’ve come more often, only I normally called ahead to ask if you were awake. We didn’t see the point of sitting by your bedside when you were asleep.’
‘So, those times I saw you at the hospital were when you came to visit me? During visiting hours?’
‘Is this a trick question? Max, I’m sorry. Linda and I would have visited if—’
‘No, it’s not a trick question. And it doesn’t bother me how many times you visited me. Like you said, I wasn’t for this world — literally. But I want to know if you visited late at night or…’
Dan shot that down. ‘Max, hospitals have visiting hours. What’s the real question here?’
‘The real question here is, who was coming to my bedside in the middle of the night?’ He had said it without even thinking. Keeping it a secret had become too much.
‘What are you talking about, Max?’
‘Between three and four in the morning, someone came to my bedside. But I could never see them because they were standing on the other side of the curtain thing that goes around the bed.’
‘Didn’t the nurses or the staff say who it was?’
‘Yep… They told me it was a side effect of the benzos.’
‘What’s that?’
‘Benzo…Benzo-somethings… It’s an anti-anxiety and anti-depressant. It produces sedation and can produce hypnosis.’
Dan nodded. ‘Oh well, that’s where your nightly visitor is coming from.’
‘Maybe.’ Max wasn’t convinced. ‘Was it my imagination when I saw him in the cubicle in the hospital toilet? I saw his feet, Dan. You can’t make up that kind of shit, Dan. Then I smelt the fire. That was when I hit the ground.’
Through the holes in Max’s bandages, he watched Dan’s expression…but that was the thing — he showed no expression. ‘Oh, I see. You’re taking the doctors’ side.’
Dan slugged on his bottle. ‘Remember that time I hurt my back? I was on many meds between the horrible traction sessions. I heard and saw all kinds of shit, according to Linda.’ Dan slid open the mini fridge and pulled another bottle of Heineken from the bottom shelf. Max shook his head when he was offered one. He knew his limits. Feeling unwell now, he regretted ignoring the doctors’ advice. Besides, he was a little let down by his friend. ‘I’m going back to the room.’
‘Are you sure? I was just going to ask you if you wanted to take a spin in the car? Go out to the lake?’
Max hauled himself out of the red-hand chair. ‘Thanks for the beers, Dan.’
‘Are you okay? Have I said something wrong?’
The firefighter wanted to run, but the pain wouldn’t let him. But more than the pain was the immense wave of tiredness, no grogginess washing down over him. Yep, the doctors were right. Idiot Max. Just hearing the word lake caused all sorts of inner turmoil. The last time he’d been there was with Virginia and Emily. It would be a wintry day in hell before he would go to that place again. The last thing Max wanted to do now (and it would always be now because that’s how those sickly sweet moments rolled) was to go over his last interaction with Virginia and Emily. He recounted their last words in such a silly throwaway moment, one of thousands in their lives. But wouldn’t it always be a silly throwaway moment? That was just the nature of living — an unending sequence of silly throwaway moments until the final silly throwaway moment.
Max got back to his room, lay on his bed with a groan of pain, and curled into a bandaged foetus. But he deserved every stabbing jab of neuropathic pain as his damaged nerves screamed with horrid muscle seizures. Max had it coming to him. Virginia and Emily had suffered a lot more than a tummy ache. A wall of drowsiness came down over him, brick by brick. The doctors had told him, warned him, not to consume alcohol while he was on the cocktail of medication. But he did it anyway because he wanted to remember what normal was. The fireman cried until the Bismuth-impregnated petroleum gauze layered over his nose and cheeks was sopping wet. He looked at the small mountain of medication on the bedside locker and thought about swallowing that mountain, downing it with another Heineken from Dan’s trusty mini-fridge. The thought was ghastly, but Max wished the fire had damaged his brain, making him unaware of his existence and content in a vegetative state. However, he was sharper than ever after the fire. It had burnt a hole through a veil, and now he could see with crystal clarity. Unlikely as it seemed, the flames had burnt off the fog that had concealed the events of the fire. He kept coming back to the white ghost who lifted him — and him only — from the fire. Max knew the identity of his saviour and it gave him goosebumps. The realisation was a shock to the system, but his system was shutting down for now.
Max Power fell into the deepest sleep of his life. As he dropped into a fuzzy netherworld of sleep, he heard movement outside his bedroom door and receding steps.
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Baptism of Fire
 
 
Max Power woke in the middle of the night, unsure if something had woken him. The pain emanating from his back drove him to near madness. He tried lying on his left side to a drill of pain. He shuffled over onto his right side, and the excruciating agony came in red-hot streaks. It was as if his upper torso was on fire. Jesus, but the agony, it was…ironic. Max pulled himself up to a sitting position, swung his legs over the side of the bed, and took a deep breath of relief. The light coming through the curtains was keeping him awake. Even the pilot light on the TV became a red traffic light. He got to his feet with a tired sigh, wearily dragged himself to the wardrobe, and opened it. From it, he hauled out a heavy dark grey blanket. The suffering he endured to get that blanket through the wardrobe door caused instant cloying sweat on his brow, but it would be worth it for a night’s sleep. He tugged the blanket behind him and approached the window with the idea of securing it to the curtain pole and draping it over the curtains to dim that annoying glow coming from the streetlight outside his window. Max couldn’t understand it because the light at night never bothered him before. He put it down to the pain, keeping him awake. Even when he slept, it was but a shallow slumber.
‘Jesus fucking Christ…’ The blanket was too weighty for Max in his present state. He hated to do it, but he had no other choice than to call Dan in the room downstairs. But not ready to give in just yet, Max lifted the blanket and tried levering it to wherever he could find support. But he gave up, knowing he might only end up causing serious damage to himself. Throwing the blanket to the floor, Max sighed and—
A shadow passed by the curtains. Ordinarily, it wouldn’t have piqued his interest. Only three o’clock in the morning was the witching hour. It’s probably a late-night patron coming from The Hound, Max thought. The landlord was infamous in Old Castle for his ‘lock-ins’, which comprised locking the pub door after calling last drinks and drawing the curtains, hoping Big Tom Daly and his band of merry men and women wouldn’t carry out an after-hours raid. But seeing as Big Tom was a permanent feature at The Hound, plucking his banjo with The Dickie Tickers, kind of like Liza Minnelli in the Las Vegas Hilton, the police sergeant afforded the landlord a certain leeway. On those nights, The Hound packed every drunkard into the back pool room — you scratch-my-back-and-I’ll-scratch-yours situation.
Max went to the window, hoping to glimpse the late-night reveller when he stopped dead in his tracks, as that shadow appeared again right outside his window. For a moment, Max thought it was the only chance that the passerby happened to stop outside his window. A sinking feeling surged inside him as déjà vu swept him away. He was back at Limerick City Hospital. It was late at night. The ward was quiet, and soft light came from various points of the room. Machines beeped. And a man was standing outside the curtain surrounding Max’s bed. That shadow on the fabric was the same outline he was looking at now, and it froze him to the spot. The firefighter wanted nothing more than to know who was standing outside the window at this  ungodly hour of the morning, but had no desire to know who the owner of that shadow was. But he needed to know. Max didn’t have the opportunity at the hospital ICU, but now he did and it would not evade him, by God. Summoning every fibre of his being, Max Power stole up to the window and got as close to the slit in the curtains as he could without moving them. Vision blinkered by the bandages, he found it tricky to gauge the distance. He peered through the opening where the drawn curtains met…and forgot to breathe as an ashen face stared right back at him. He had seen that same white face and dark, sunken eyes with glowing pin-pricks before. And this was no late-night drinker shuffling home from The Hound. Maybe it was a trick of the light, but Max could make out — no, it couldn’t be — flickering fire in those dark pools. He’d seen that face down in the sewers and again in the public toilet at the hospital, peering out at him from below the cubicle door in a hellish nightmare that faded to black as he collapsed. It was Ash Man in all his pasty glory, and with him came the smell of smoke.
Max backed up for the bedroom door, never losing sight of the shape on the other side of the glass. He needed Dan to see this. Max needed a second person to witness what he’d been witnessing, and nobody would ever tell him again that he was imagining things.
Max dragged himself to the door with every burning sinew and levered down the handle…when it jammed. He hadn’t previously noticed the door sticking. He heaved on the handle enough to bring tears to his eyes. The pain, oh dear Jesus, but the pain brought him to his knees. And a sudden moment of clarity came to him, albeit a strange realisation. Here he was, Max Power, in Dan Keegan’s bedroom, on his knees, crying while trying to open Dan’s bedroom door. What the fuck? How had he ended up here? Trapped in Dan Keegan’s bedroom? Max had forgotten all about the house fire, the tragedy, the scarring, the body horror nestled inside his gauze and bandages, waiting for its moment in the sun. Where were his gods now? Where was the God of Fire who had put him in this unfamiliar bedroom in another man’s house? Was that okay? Was that cool, as the kids say? She had kissed him in the kitchen while Dan was in the man cave, nothing separating her lips from his melted ones but the tourniquet of bandages. Max had been through a life-altering tragedy, and the Keegans were there for him to help pick up the pieces. Yet the more Max thought about it, the uneasier he felt. He had just arrived, and it wasn’t an issue now, but hours dragged into days and days into weeks. Max would stick to his bedroom while Linda was below him in her bed. People would talk. And the moment he thought about Linda in that way was the same moment he couldn’t get it out of his head. How dare he! How dare Max have impure thoughts about his good friend’s wife? Max thought she was a real looker, and any man would say the same. But Max’s subconscious was taking him to a strange place in this strange house, and he was watching himself sitting with Linda Keegan as she unwrapped his bandages and looked at him before kissing his face — not his lips, now that she could see the invisible man. How dare he think about Linda when Virginia—
‘Get a fucking grip!’ Max admonished himself. He glanced over his shoulder at the window…but he was gone.
Queasy and weak, Max hauled his burning carcass to the window and peeked through the curtains to the empty street-lit South Quay Road. No sign of Ash Man. Relief washed down over Max. The tension left him wrought and drained.
This is your baptism of fire. And they will all burn in this trial by fire…
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Skin Graft
 
 
The following morning, Saturday 22nd June, Max Power was half asleep when he heard a soft clicking coming from somewhere in the bedroom. He was too sleepy and meds-groggy to decipher where that sound was coming from. But he didn’t care; he’d had one of the worst nights of his life, and that didn’t include the visitor at the window — that was a pleasure compared to the lightning pain that ran through him now. The torture he’d suffered dragging that heavy blanket to the window had done untold damage. Why hadn’t he just swallowed his pride and asked Dan for help? But wasn’t he already on his way to get him when he spotted the shadow at the curtain? But the door had jammed when he was about to go and fetch Dan, and Max wasn’t an agile man anymore. He didn’t want to pull and drag at the stuck door. But it didn’t matter. By then, he’d already undone something along the left flank of his back. He’d felt his flesh rip and tear last night. He’d topped up on valium and painkillers, which eventually took him to the land of Nod. But the damage had been done. The numbing effect of the medication ensured he found sleep…until he woke in the middle of the night.
Now his body screamed. He needed help. ‘Dan? Dan?’ The pain was so severe he could hardly raise his voice. He became aware of muscles, ligaments, and nerve endings he never thought about as they tensed, tingled, and tortured him with every flex.
But it was Linda who came to his bedroom in her flowing nightgown and not leaving much to the imagination. ‘Max, what’s wrong? Dan’s gone to work.’
‘He’s gone to work?’ Max checked the alarm clock on the bedside locker. It was almost eleven. He couldn’t remember ever sleeping so late. Then again, he hadn’t slept until four or after that.
He was still a man inside his restrictive corset and couldn’t help but notice Linda’s flash of flesh at the low-cut top of her nightgown, the swell of her breasts, and her smooth legs dangling over his bed. But she didn’t see Max in that same light; she saw him as a distressed child who had just had a nightmare. Yet, she was braless, and it was almost as if she wanted Max to know that. Was she playing some kind of game or twisted experiment with the man in the tourniquet of bandages? She didn’t see a red-blooded man because she would’ve made some attempt to cover herself, no matter how subconscious…or maybe Max was overthinking. Max was shrink-wrapped in bandages and unable to harm a fly. Too much time to think for ole’ Maximilian, that’s what it was. That would be the easiest solution. But he hadn’t forgotten about that strangely erotic daydream in which Linda undressed him…undressed his bandages, at least. And how could he forget the throwaway peck on the lips? So strange.
Max went on to explain what had happened during the night, but he kept the window visitor from his account.
‘Jesus Christ, Max. Why didn’t you call one of us for help?’
Max flinched as he said, ‘The door was stuck…’
She frowned at him and got up from the bed. She opened and closed the door several times and looked at him.
‘It was stuck.’
She nodded. ‘I think I know what happened. This door gets stuck at various times of the year. It depends on the weather. The timber swells. Humidity, something like that. Normally during the summer.’
Max found that comment plausible, yet something wasn’t right. He had one of those doors in his once-upon-a-time-house. The downstairs bathroom door jammed on the floor tiles during the summer when the humidity was higher.
Linda sat down next to him, so close that she acted like an anaesthetic, because in that moment, Max Power forgot all about his insufferable pain and felt the radiant warmth of a beautiful woman.
How dare you even think about that, with your poor wife not cold in her grave! Cold in her grave? She was burnt alive and she will always burn in Hell for the eternal sins of others and your failures… For a second, he thought he heard Virginia’s voice, not the voice of his conscience.
‘My back,’ he said as he leaned onto his right side.
Linda leaned over Max to check his left side. He was in agony, but he couldn’t believe how she put herself on display like that, her breasts dangling in his face. Anyone would think she was doing it on purpose. Wait, was she doing it on pur—
‘Oh, no!’ she exclaimed. ‘You’re bleeding! We have to go to the hospital right away, Max.’
Linda gave Max one of his powerful painkillers and helped him out of his pajamas and into some respectable clothes. A silly, awkward moment occurred when Linda tried to pull Max’s jeans (the wrong choice) over his bandaged legs. Linda ended up in places that should have been embarrassing for both of them. Max was writhing in pain, but Linda remained completely unfazed, just like during the nonchalant kiss in the kitchen. During this blur of confusion, Linda pulled on Max’s slip-on loafers. As she did so, Max glimpsed those strange markings, almost like an addict’s track marks.
The quick glimpse he garnered of the odd markings along the nape of her neck would go forgotten in the chaos, but he would pull that glimpse from the filing cabinet of memories in just a few days from this moment of anguish and vulnerability.
 
An hour later, unconscious Max Power was lying on a gurney in an operating theatre. They cut through Max’s layers to find a skin graft on his left flank or the ‘latissimus dorsi’ that had ripped away from the surface of his skin. The skin graft in question hadn’t ‘taken’. Blackened, hardened, and dead, the patch of epidermis resembled frostbite. Later, the doctors told Linda, who never left Max’s side (no unfortunate puns intended), that the skin graft would have lifted from the underlying tissue, but the blanket only sped up the problem. A few days earlier, the graft had lifted. That was the consensus. Underlying bleeding had caused the graft to separate and lift from lower layers in the epidermis, preventing connecting tissue from finding ‘a hold’. In the operating room, the surgeons played Tetris with Max’s flesh; ‘Robbing Peter to pay Paul,’ was a line the lead plastic surgeon used on several occasions — the same surgeon who had performed the other plethora of skin grafts, and the same individual, who had told Max that he had died and come back to life. Because fireman Max Power had become a human patchwork quilt of flesh with such extensive damage, the surgeons couldn’t decide where to take healthy donor skin to cover the hole in Max’s left side. He didn’t have a healthy 4 square-inch patch of skin which hadn’t already been damaged. They eventually took the top and second layer of flesh from the tricep area of his left arm, which had escaped the fire. It was the last patch of healthy skin and they would travel up shit creek without a skin donor should this graft not ‘take’. By now, no part of Max had escaped this trial by fire. The only part of him which wasn’t damaged was his genitalia, as Linda had discovered, by accident apparently, but that territory was off the charts regarding skin grafts. It was a fragile subject.
The procedure took two hours when a normal case would take one hour tops.
 
Dan Keegan came to visit Max later that evening. He sat by his bedside in the recovery ward with Linda, who had stayed with Max from the moment he left the OR. They spoke for a while before Dan took over the watch and let Linda get ready for work. At least, that was the plan until she told him she wasn’t going anywhere. He tried to convince her to go, but she refused. And that was when the tone of their conversation changed to sharp, hushed words. Max, lying in the bed next to them, was semi-conscious and half aware of his surroundings. He was aware of the sudden lull in their conversation and the low mumbling he couldn’t pick up on. They were having some kind of argument, better said, a difference of opinion. In his floating state, Max picked out certain words in their secretive chatter: ‘…the bedroom…’…‘…look at him, Linda…’…‘…Max, around the clock…’ What were they discussing? Max didn’t want to be a burden. Through the slit in his eyelids, he watched them acting suspiciously, not—
Daddy, wake up…
—wanting to be heard by anyone, especially Max. He had spied on Dan and Linda looking his way, but they were so involved in their clandestine chat that they didn’t notice him watching from beneath his eyelids. Dan grabbed Linda by the arm and led her out of the room.
And that was when Max fell asleep to a nightmare…
Daddy, wake up! Answer me! I keep calling you, but you don’t hear me! Why did we work on the school project together and plant a tree if I was only going to die? Now, I’ll never see the tree when I’m grown up because I’ll never grow up. You told me I would see the tree when I’m all grown up. I’m a dead girl, Daddy! I’ll always be your little dead girl!
A single tendril of smoke curled upwards from her hair, like rising cigarette smoke. Her little face was perfect. It was as if she had never been near a fire, yet that thread of smoke rising from her scalp was a gentle yet constant reminder. 
Max turned and collided with unblinking Virginia, wearing a slight smile. No, he didn’t collide with her — he fell through her.
Fancy meeting you here, Max. We were in a fire — a house fire. I…I can’t remember whose house it was. Max, if you knew our lives were at risk, why would you leave us alone? I don’t understand — we don’t understand.  All of this is one big sick game of chess — human chess, where our lives and deaths are nothing but a macabre game. She giggled and winked. Check mate.
Max felt sick to his stomach. Human chess? Where had Max heard that line before? Had Dan said the same thing? It was raining, Max remembered that because they were in Dan’s man cave talking about their brush with death after Dodd had kidnapped them and tried to poison them. Dan had mentioned how Dodd spoke of this strange game of human chess. Why would Virginia say the same thing? And even if—
Max, I know about you and Linda.
Max felt the air and life leave his body and felt the tourniquet of bandages was the only thing keeping him standing. ‘What are you talking about? There is no me and Linda.’
Don’t lie. I’ve seen how you look at her. More importantly, I’ve seen how she looks at you. That’s all I need to see, Max…
He opened his eyes. There was no sign of Dan Keegan, but Linda Keegan was sitting next to him, holding his bandaged hands in hers. Her eyes lit up. ‘You’re awake! I was sending my good vibes.’
Before he had time to react, Linda leaned over and kissed him through his cut-hole for a mouth. It was the kiss of a girl planting one on a boy’s cheek in a school yard before running off, leaving the kid in a haze of confusion, embarrassment, and a warmness he would never be able to describe.
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Chess Game
 
 
That Saturday night at Limerick City Hospital, a burning fever engulfed Max Power. Strange visions plagued him in the fire of his fever. It wasn’t visitor time at the hospital, yet Emily and Virginia came to visit several times, always unannounced. Watching through holes in his bandages, Max saw them hover by the milling orderlies, smoke trailing, before they sat on thin air beside his bed. Hospital staff gave Max antibiotics to fight his fever and infection as the spectral figures watched. Max’s imagination conjured ghosts that ignored the buzzing staff, instead watching him with their taxidermy eyes. Max was only vaguely aware of the edgy chatter between hospital staff, wondering why their meds weren’t bringing down their patient’s fever. His body temperature kept rising and rising, hot enough to match the flames that had put him in this place. The single tendril of smoke he had seen rising from them before was now a steady plume coming out of their heads and they were happily unaware. But Max was painfully aware. The firefighter marvelled at how they never seemed to get in the nurses and doctor’s way even though they were sitting on either side of him, clogging up the already restricted space. When Vee and Em had first appeared to him after his initial bout of skin grafts weeks previous, he felt comforted having his wife and child sitting on either side of him, even though he knew they were dead. They were a comfort in his time of need, and his brain told him they were there to look after him. But now things had changed. The dynamic had shifted. They had come for answers.
Daddy, Emily asked, why is the tree we planted free to grow and live while I have stopped growing? While I have stopped living?
Virginia wanted to know, Why did you kiss Linda Keegan? I saw you kissing her when you woke up after your surgery, Max.
‘Vee, I didn’t! She kissed me.’
‘What’s he saying?’ a doctor asked.
A nurse answered, ‘A lover’s tiff.’
The doctor chuckled. They all chuckled. Nobody here was new to a feverish patient speaking gibberish.
For a crazy second, Max considered telling her he was so groggy he thought she was Linda, but why should he lie? He had done nothing wrong. Besides, he knew full well that all of this was a concoction of conscience. Of course, his—
You burn us alive in our own house, then carry on with your best friend’s wife? Is this all a game to you, Max? Hmm?
‘I—’
A game of chess where you play with people’s lives? Is that it?
And having imparted these caustic lies — and they were lies — the smoking ghostly apparitions left Max Power’s bedside, firstVirginia, followed by Emily. It broke Max’s heart to see how Em glimpsed over her shoulder at him, then lowered her smoking head in forlorn sadness and pity.
 
Over the next two days, Max Power’s fever continued to rage without abating. The hallucinations reached, no pun intended, fever-pitch on Sunday evening while Linda and Dan sat next to Max…and his dead family on the opposite side of the bed. Kidnapped by feverish thoughts, Max drew the strange conclusion that Virginia and Emily were the living ones here while Dan and Linda were the dead. Max slipped in and out of consciousness while the nurses and doctors did everything they could to keep his temperature down, but nothing worked. When his body reached a Guinness world record 47.1 degrees celsius, staff did what they did with children with dangerous fevers… They wheeled Max away to a back room kept for storage and a stand-alone bath in the middle of the room. They stripped Max of his bandages and clothes, then immersed him in a bath of iced water. Max went into temporary shock and tried to escape, but they held him down. A nightmarish vision came before his eyes as he saw his thrashing arms and legs, now without the bandages he trusted and hid in. Those arms reminded him of Freddy Krueger’s face, only worse, pale, pitted, red sinewy limbs. He looked as though he’d been skinned alive. The biggest shock for Max Power wasn’t the bath of ice cubes but seeing his own flesh. He had become a thing found in a child’s nightmare. And maybe adults too. It was the rudest wake-up call of the century. Max screamed and cried to be let out of the bath, flailing and beating at whatever his limbs came into contact with. Between shocked outbursts, Max Power heard the medical staff warning him not to thrash about so much as his body wouldn’t tolerate another lifted skin graft, not that they had spare skin to use on this patchwork quilt of flesh. Max Power was down to the last millimetres of skin…
A nurse (the same nurse who had given Max her make-up mirror) took Max’s temperature and flashed a worryingly impressive raise of her eyebrows. ‘Wow!’ She paused and frowned as she checked her infrared thermometer. ‘He’s going up! 47.3…47.9…’ Between digits, she looked to the others for guidance. ‘48.4…48.5…48.—’ Her voice cracked as she broke down in hysterical sobs, tears streaming down her red face. That got her workmates going, screaming to know what the fuck was happening and what was to be done?! Max’s body should have gone into a seizure at these dangerous — dangerous? No, impossible — temperatures. But the firefighter had become serene as he wallowed in the bath of ice cubes and water.
One doctor cried, ‘Hyperthermia!’ But nobody reacted because nobody could believe what they were seeing. Yes, Max should go into hyperthermic shock around about now, but he wasn’t. The higher his body temps rose, the more tranquil he seemed; the more at one he became. This just didn’t happen in their medical journals.
‘49.5…!’
The nurses were screaming. The doctors fumbled about each other like headless chickens, none of them knowing what to do. Medical training gone out the window now.
The ward matron entered the back room to find chaos around the bath of water they used on such occasions. She crowed something at the nurse and snapped the clinical thermometer from her hand to check it for herself, and—
It was the first time anyone had ever seen that look of fear come over the old director of nursing. The flabbergasted matron’s mouth became a jittering O as she announced to the stunned room, ‘50…degrees…celsius! Oh dear Jesus in Heaven, help us!’ But Jesus couldn’t help her now and, by the looks of things, neither could anybody else. She was overcome with emotion to utter another word, and that was saying something, considering the director of nursing had seen just about everything there was to be seen at a busy public hospital. So long had she been here that she no longer saw patients as people but living, moving bodies with mistakes that needed to be corrected. Years of witnessing body horror had dehumanised her, but that’s for another day. Margaret was close to retirement and felt fortunate to have experienced this unique event. This would be the highlight of her illustrious career. When—
‘Look!’ exclaimed the same nurse who had looked after Max during his tentative hours following the fire weeks previous.
Everyone looked at Max in the bath.
‘There!’ she emphasised.
‘What are you jiving on about now, Tara?’ the director of nursing cried.
‘Steam! Look!’
Silence filled the room. And as surely as night followed day and day followed night, they saw steam rising from the water, and the ice cubes they had dumped in had melted away to nothing.
‘His body’s heating the water!’ Margaret the matron observed. ‘But…what? How’s that even possible?’ She emitted a high bird-like shrill.
They turned to each other, dumbfounded, unable to get a grasp on what was happening. They didn’t need their fancy medical equipment to tell them that the temperature of the bathwater was rising. The matron held the thermometer to Max’s forehead and screamed another single high-pitched yelp, as if someone had just come up behind her and pinched the back of her leg, before declaring to the room, ‘100 degrees celsius!’
Max showed no signs of distress. To the others, he looked to be taking a light nap.
‘Someone take his pulse!’ called the director of nursing, then carried out her own order, such was the mayhem of the moment. She went to grab Max Power’s wrist and flinched before dropping his limp arm back into the hot water with a splash. ‘He’s burning up!’ She looked at her fingers where she had grabbed Max’s wrist and saw blooming red patches where she had burnt her skin on Max’s searing, disfigured flesh. The aged matron went into a stunned trance at this moment, and one of the accompanying doctors shoved her aside and took Max’s pulse rate through a cleaning cloth he found on a shelf. He looked at his wrist watch as he located the pulse and abandoned that idea. He didn’t need to go counting the pulses per minute because…with wide, stark eyes, he announced, ‘He’s off the charts! The guy’s got the pulse of a mouse! He must be up around 700 beats a minute!’
As if he was a child again, one doctor forgot he was a doctor and took out his phone and started recording this miracle because nobody would believe them. In time, that same video would end up on the internet. The back-room became a sauna. The doctors and nurses scrambled around the fireman who was becoming a fireman above and beyond his job description now — yes, he was a man and he was becoming the fire. They went to take him out of the bath but changed their minds and lowered him back in. It was a back-room freak show and if only their peers could see them now.
Speechless, the matron’s eyes came out on stalks. She pointed into the bath. ‘Bubbles!’
Wanting to get a better view through the rising steam, the team gathered close around the acrylic bath and watched as little bubbles appeared from beneath Max’s scorched flesh. Max Power was boiling.
‘He’s going to cook himself alive!’ bawled the lead doctor. It would’ve been darkly funny if he wasn’t simmering in his own juices. Max Power’s eyelids opened. He gazed up at them, his body hissing in the water. This hissing was the final straw that shook them out of their stupor.
‘Grab him and pull him out!’ the nurse they called Tara screamed.
The others jumped into action and were grabbing Max to pull him out when the matron cried to stop. She stared at the thermometer. ‘He’s coming down! Fast!’
The nurses and doctors glanced at each other, unsure of what they were witnessing or what to do next. They all wore that same mask of stupefaction, none of them having ever witnessed such a steep drop in body temperature.
‘44.7…42.1…’ went the matron. ‘42.6…42.1…39.8…39.5…39.5…39.5?’ The last number was a question.
They waited another five…ten…fifteen…twenty minutes. But Max’s body clock was stuck fast on 39.5 degrees celsius which was almost as alarming as his record-breaking temperature.
And it was at that moment when Max Power experienced something leave and enter his body. As it left his old shell, Max Power felt the energy draining from him. Something filled that shell, like a hermit crab. He sunk down into the water, shattered and relieved as whatever entered his new pitted and scarred body was a lightning rod of wholesome goodness. A light lit him up from inside. Profound peace and tranquillity washed down over Max as his hypothalamus deemed 39.5 degrees celsius to be Max’s new body temperature, which was technically a fever.
New alarm rose amongst the onlookers as the patient sunk beneath the water and, just as they were about to pull him up, a wide underwater smile on Max’s destroyed face beamed up at them with open eyes. But there was something different about his eyes; those eyes had died inside. Max Power may have felt more alive than ever, but from the outside looking in, nothing could be further from the truth. The director of nursing was a religious woman and she would later tell close friends, in a quiet corner of The Hound whilst nursing a half pint of lager, that what she witnessed was, ‘…nothing short of spiritual.’ Saying how she could think of nothing else but, ‘…a strange baptism in that bath of ice and fire water.’
By then, Max Power would be a fugitive from life and himself.
Fearing the patient would drown himself, the medical team manhandled him from the bath of cooling water. Max wanted nothing else but to wallow in this bath for an eternity. He fought off the hands which tried to grab him…but the fight left him when a figure glided into the room in slow motion and came to stand above him: a wan face looking down on Max with black circles for eye sockets and the flicker of fire in his pipistrelle eyes. The firefighter cowered as the individual he first met in the sewers of Old Castle lowered his right hand towards Max. A pale arm reached down and stroked his wet hair. None of them seemed to see the pale arm amongst their own bare arms with their sleeves rolled up. Max sensed his hot fingers caress his scalp. He whispered in his ear: ‘The fire runs in your veins. Your baptism ends and your trial begins. Ancient cultures repented in dust. They submit to the fact that they can and will be reduced to dust. Creation in cremation.’
Having imparted these perplexing words, Ash Man turned and left the hospital back room.
The others didn’t understand why the patient had gone quiet and watched nothing cross the room and come to stand above him. They watched him shrink down into the water. Possibly a hallucination. But there was no time to think, and they seized the moment to get him out of the bath, dried, and wrapped in his fresh tourniquet of bandages.
Once Max Power was done up like Dr Jack Griffin in the 1930s ‘The Invisible Man’ he felt ready to face the world — but not the world he had once known. Virginia and Emily were left behind, somewhere in the past. They were back there, somewhere in the world he had left behind in a pile of blackened cinders once called HOME on Old Station Road. His life as he knew it had finished in the house fire. Max Power had died along with his family. Yes, the men and women in white suits and face masks told him that Max Power had died in the fire, but they brought him back to life. But only half of what they said was correct. But if they had brought him back to life, who could call this living? Born again, it was time for his trial by fire and he would fight fire with fire. Fireman would rise from the ashes.
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Lab Rat
 
 
Later that same night, Max Power aka Fireman lay in his fresh hospital bed in a new room all to himself, staring up at the ceiling, pondering revenge, when a team of doctors and men in suits came filing into the room. The only face he recognised was the nurse who had given him the mirror. But she had a look so strange now that he barely recognised her. The director of nursing stared at him, unblinking. In fact, they all did, and he felt their intimidating eyes.
A salt and peppered bearded man in a sharp suit introduced himself in a rich voice. ‘Mr Power, I—’
‘Who?’ The patient croaked, so low the only person to hear his question was himself. ‘I don’t know that person anymore.’
‘Uh-huh. Um, I’m Ben O’Hanlon, the hospital manager. I’m also an average cardiologist by trade, but that’s beside the point. I hope you like your cosy room we have set up for you…away from the hustle and bustle and annoying neighbours in the beds next to you.’ He huffed a chuckle at this last observation. ‘What do you remember of your time in the bath?’
A row of questioning eyes on the patient now.
‘Not much.’
‘Uh-huh,’ the hospital manager probed. ‘Nothing at all?’
‘I remember peace and tranquillity washing down over me. For the first time in a long time, I was at ease with the world, and things became very clear to me.’
‘Which things?’
‘Life truths one can only learn in death.’
O’Hanlon glimpsed at the others with raised eyebrows. ‘Uh-huh. Um, Mr Power, staff here at—’
‘I told you I don’t know that man anymore.’
‘—the hospital witnessed something very…odd while you were in the bath.’
The individual once known as Max Power knew something had happened in the ice bath, a metamorphosis of sorts. But it came as a shock to him when Ben O’Hanlon handed it over to the medical people who had been present at ‘the bath incident’ as it would become known as. The hospital manager explained how his fever broke all kinds of world records, even heating up the iced water he lay in, creating steam and — wait for it — bubbles. But stranger than all of that was how his body stalled at a steady 39.5 degrees celsius and remained at that specific temperature, displaying no side effects. No medication in the hospital possessed the ability to lower the high temperature. 
Ben O’Hanlon finished by saying, ‘It’s as if your body requires that temperature to function whereas everybody else who I know feels comfy somewhere between the 36 and 37 degrees celsius mark.’
Nurse Make-Up Mirror tittered.
Manager Ben didn’t appreciate this interruption if his look of disdain was anything to go by. But to be fair, it was the way he said it, as if one could go shopping for various body temperatures and wear the one that suits one’s mood.
‘How did you do this?’ he asked. ‘Magic?’
The same nurse lowered her head to hide the involuntary smile.
At the same moment, a hospital security woman popped her head into the room and Ben O’Hanlon was quick to tell her to get lost.
Suddenly, this was going in a different direction and Max Power, aka Fireman, didn’t like where it was taking him. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’
‘Max, we have several witnesses who saw you heat that bath full of ice cubes. If we had left you there, you would’ve cooked yourself alive.’
‘Been there, done that,’ came the patient’s croaky frank response.
This time, the nurse couldn’t help herself. ‘I’m sorry, but that’s a good one,’ she chuckled.
‘Sorry, your name escapes me?’
‘Tara, sir.’
‘Uh-huh.’ That was O’Hanlon’s singular, pensive response. The kind of uh-huh that would tell Tara that she was out of a job before she finished her shift. The pensive uh-huh that would tell Tara to collect all her things and not just her coat and handbag. And hand your uniform over to the matron.
‘We must bring this to the attention of the health board. The world needs to know about you, Mr P—’ He stopped short. ‘Sorry, what should we call you if your name isn’t Max Power anymore?’
‘You can call me Uncle Charley if it suits you. I don’t care. The world is better off without me.’ Fireman noticed how Nurse Tara turned to look at him in the eyes (what was visible of them through the bandages).
‘That’s where you’re very wrong,’ the hospital manager answered. ‘We need to conduct tests.’
‘Wait,’ said Fireman, ‘I’m a human being and human beings have rights. I—’
‘Uh-huh. Well, we just want to make sure you are a…human being. I’m joking. Obviously, even so, we’re obliged to notify the proper authorities when a case comes in like yours. When you signed the documentation, you might’ve perused section 3, second clause, which clearly—’
‘Santa Claus.’
Nurse Tara sniggered.
Her days were numbered at the hospital and she bloody well knew it, going by the caustic stare coming from O’Hanlon. ‘Uh-huh.’ He didn’t elaborate any further on the second clause in section 3.‘The finest and most illustrious scientists are flying in from all around the world to Shannon Airport as we speak. They will arrive tomorrow morning. We would like to visit you and have a little chat about your journey that has led you up to the house fire.’ He paused. ‘We would like to know if anything out of the ordinary has happened.’
‘“Out of the ordinary”? Yes, you could say that.’ Fireman glimpse Nurse Tara, who was enjoying every second of this strange meeting.
‘Uh-huh. Between tonight and tomorrow morning, I would like you to think about that, Mr, um, Charley.’
‘Uncle Charley.’
‘It might have been something so rudimentary to you, but sometimes we find strangeness in the rudimentary. So, we’ll leave you to your thoughts.’ Another pause. ‘Condolences, by the way.’
Fireman didn’t feel O’Hanlon’s sorrow for his wife and child. Then again, he felt nothing anymore except that odd ice-cold burning in his veins; he wasn’t sure if it was hot or cold, but he knew he liked it. His blood boiled, yet icicles ran through his veins. He imagined himself as a strawberry slush puppy. The man in the sharp suit had thrown that condolence in at the end to sweeten his suggestion…not that it was a suggestion. Nobody was fooling anybody here. No longer a patient, he had become a human guinea pig. And if Fireman thought he was overthinking, the two security guards standing on either side of the door said otherwise. Now he realised why annoying patients sounded odd when he’d said it…it was because the hospital manager didn’t see him as a patient, but as a test subject. And this cosy room had become a lab. But he was nobody’s squeaking—
‘I’m nobody’s fucking lab rat!’ Fireman bawled as O’Hanlon left the room and the others streamed out behind him. No sooner had he left when the hospital manager came back into the room with two orderlies who strapped him to the bed. Straps, already attached to the bed and hanging from the frame, were just out of view. This bed belonged to the psychiatric wing…he was in the psychiatric wing!
‘Please, calm down. This is for your own good,’ soothed O’Hanlon. ‘You are going to rip yourself apart, you fool! Those skin grafts are still fresh, Mr Power!’
‘Don’t kill the lab rat! Is that it?!’ growled Fireman.
The orderlies managed to hold him down and strap him to the bed while he kicked and thrashed. And the strange thing was Fireman didn’t feel a goddamn thing, yet he knew that parts of him were lifting and peeling beneath the covers. And the blooming crimson on the crisp white sheets confirmed that.
‘Oh, Jesus!’ Nurse Tara pointed to the pooling blood on the patient’s left side. There goes the most recent skin graft. Fireman looked from the distraught nurse down to his left and watched, transfixed, as the red blood bled into his snow-white bedding.
Panicking, the hospital director spoke to Nurse Tara, who produced a syringe and vial of clear liquid from a work station placed by the door. She came towards the whiskered beady-eyed rodent in the guise of Max Power, aka Fireman. The hospital manager stood at the door and watched as the nurse made a point of raising the vial and puncturing the rubber stopper with the syringe needle, then turn to their captive specimen. Ever so quietly, she lipped, ‘Do this for me and I’ll do that for you.’
Fireman didn’t understand the nurse’s cryptic words. I’ll do that for you. What was “that” exactly?
O’Hanlon was panicking. He was on his phone. ‘Get the OR ready…NOW. Emergency. Mr Power has come undone.’
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The Morgue
 
 
Fireman woke twice on Saturday night, going into Sunday morning.The first time he woke, he found himself in the same single private room with straps attached to his bed. But they didn’t need to strap him in because the drugs immobilised him. He noticed he had a fresh tourniquet of bandages and ligatures holding him together, but he had zero pain. Whether it was due to his heavy medication or another reason was unclear to him. Despite struggling with reality, he recalled feeling no pain from his earlier collapse beneath the bedsheets.
That was when the weight of his bandaged corset and what was left of his eyelids grew too heavy to stay awake. He fell asleep to a fractious carousel of feverish dreams in which many people came to visit Max Power, but they didn’t recognise him. When he explained he was now Fireman, they understood, and everything made sense. Friends and acquaintances came out of Old Castle’s woodwork to bid him farewell, for he was going on a voyage with the white angel. To where? He did not know. But his ship waited docked while the white angel stood at the helm in the fog.
The second time he woke, he found himself in the hospital morgue. How appropriate; he was already dead as far he was concerned and felt quite at home here in the Limbo Room, which was the room where the dead reposed before going to the ground or the flames of creation, strike that, cremation. Fireman wouldn’t have known about the concealed sinister role of this room if Nurse Tara hadn’t told him.
‘What am I doing here?’
‘You need to get out of here. Max, there’s some kind of clause — not Santa Claus — that hospitals have. I’m not sure of the exact wording, but a patient cannot leave the hospital if that patient is deemed a threat to themselves or the public. They can hold the patient for 72 hours. That pertains to psychiatric hospitals and general hospitals where they can hold you in the psych ward. As you know, this is a general hospital, but I think O’Hanlon got around that by keeping you on the psych ward. He’s real sneaky.’ She grew shifty. ‘But O’Hanlon isn’t as sneaky as me.’
‘Oh?’
‘I feel so sorry for you…after everything that happened to your family. You don’t deserve this. This was not something you asked for. You—’
‘Did you say sneaky?’
She smiled. Tara’s face reminded him of a smiling cat, not quite The Cheshire Cat, but a cat nonetheless. ‘Yes, I’m a sneaky nurse. And this sneaky nurse moved you to the morgue.’
‘But what about O’Hanlon and the rest of them? What about the two goons at the door earlier?’
‘O’Hanlon will be back, and that’s when all hell breaks loose. He’s in a meeting right now…discussing you. And the goons? Well, the goons are guard dogs. Doggies react, they don’t think. I’m the one with the hospital uniform, and when the person in the hospital uniform says all matter-of-factly that the patient needs to be moved, the guard dogs stepped aside. It’s the same as me throwing them a bone.’ She laughed with a hysterical edge to it. ‘But we don’t have much time.’
‘Thank you for putting everything on the line, Nurse Sneaky.’
‘I want you to listen carefully.’ And so Tara the nurse explained her extravagant plan to Fireman. If bandages weren’t covering 95 percent of his face, she would’ve seen the shock bloom on his disfigured countenance as he listened to the sweetly scheming woman’s macabre plan of action. It was perfection.
She finished by saying, ‘You’re disfigured beyond recognition.’ She apologised to him, but she spoke the truth — he really was disfigured beyond recognition, and they both knew it. ‘Unrecognisable,’ she hinted.
He nodded his understanding. Dan and Linda had only seen him in his bandaged costume and the dressing had, in a surreal way, become Max Power. It was that, or they held onto their old image of him, having convinced themselves that their old friend was inside the tourniquet. Fireman knew for a fact that he could walk by them on a quiet country road and they wouldn’t recognise him if he unwrapped himself. He was The Invisible Man because he had become invisible.
The nurse gathered Max’s things into the small backpack Linda had prepared for him when they had driven to the hospital. Like everything else, the backpack didn’t belong to him. He was the proud owner of nothing these days; fire had relieved him of that duty…and that was another thing — he found unending liberation because he had nothing, zero to his name. This was a baptism of fire and Ash Man had told him so. That strange individual living underground had told him that this would be his baptism of fire. Of course, his bank account didn’t go up in flames and neither did the fire insurance payout sitting in that same bank account. It had softened the blow considerably, but now it didn’t mean a sweet damn thing.
Nurse Tara asked him. ‘Ready?’
‘Ready to climb into a…?’
‘Yes.’
‘Ready as I’ll ever be.’
She flashed a smile. ‘Time to follow Nurse Sneaky.’ She was enjoying this, but nervous as hell.
‘How do you know about all of this?’ Even as he spoke, Max was becoming Fireman and could feel it inside his blemished body. They were fusing into one.
You are about to become a fireman in ways you would never have imagined.
‘O’Hanlon doesn’t know that I worked down here in the morgue before I changed to the general floor. I know all the ins and outs.’
Tara grabbed a single car key and a bunch of keys from the desk drawer near a second door hidden down a short hallway off the room they were in; Max hadn’t seen this door until now. She clicked the door open. Tara flicked a light to reveal a long, narrow hallway. She swished away, all business, too fast for the dragging Mummy…for now.
‘Hurry on!’ she whispered.
He tried to pick up speed, but lengthening his pace meant he would be on the floor…but, wait. Just as he thought he was about to stumble over because his legs could not keep up with his upper torso, his left leg kicked out and broke his fall…and his right leg slipped under him to pull him forward. He didn’t fall flat on his face. Max Power (only he wasn’t that man anymore) was wondering if… ‘What did you give me?’
‘Huh?’
‘A painkiller or something?’
‘Nothing.’ She answered without stopping. ‘You are on painkillers for your impromptu skin graft procedure, but that should wear off by now.’ She glanced over her shoulder to see the patient gaining on her, but now wasn’t the time to discuss miracles. ‘C’mon, Max. It’s only a matter of time before O’Hanlon or one of his minions comes to check that you’re knocked out on ketamine. Maybe I should’ve put some pillows under your sheets like they do on the TV?! What idiot falls for that?’ She tittered as she strode forwards towards a second door.
And for the first time, Max aka Fireman felt he may be in the hands of an unhinged woman who was posing as a nurse until the right moment presented itself. Still, she was the best and only help he had right now and if she was leading him into the jaws of the monster, then he had no choice but to greet it with open arms.
‘Hey, you probably won’t be here again — at least, not while you’re alive. So—’
Im not alive…
‘—I should give you a quick guided tour. We’re walking through the tunnel where hospital workers wheel coffins to the hearse parked in the back yard, hidden from public view. This hospital has a back-up hearse should there be any issue with disposing of the remains. Many of the dead don’t have anyone to take care of their affairs.’ The nurse fumbled with the same bunch of keys in the second door lock before opening the door to a gush of fresh night air. The relief was immense as they stepped out into the night.
Sure enough, a parked hearse was waiting in the small patio area, away from prying eyes. There was a simple coffin lying in the back of it. The nurse explained that the minimalist coffin was called a “pauper’s coffin.”  Max looked over his shoulder at the building he had just left. Unless one knew, nobody would’ve guessed that building burnt people who had died in the operating room or in their beds. That inconspicuous grey structure with the chimney turned people into dust…or ashes.
Ash Man…
He wondered where the strange presence was right now. The last time he had seen the otherworldly figure was while he was in the bath in the hospital back room. But right now, it was less about Ash Man and his prophecies and more about the ones who had put him here — they’re the ones who had to answer for their actions.
Nurse Tara opened the rear of the hearse with the second key she’d grabbed from the desk. ‘Get in.’
He looked at the coffin. ‘There’s nobody in it, is there?’
She followed that comment with that hysterical giggle. ‘But there will be someone going into it. An old man died on the operating table yesterday. He doesn’t have next of kin, so the hospital organises the burial and the state pays for it. I’m sure the deceased won’t have a problem with you trying out their coffin.’ She watched as he stalled, eyes fixed on the coffin. ‘You don’t have a choice. It’s the only way out of the hospital…for a dead man,’ adding cryptically.
This last comment urged him to climb into the back of the hearse and lay down in the sarcophagus, which was just perfect. Nurse Tara lay the lid over him and climbed into the front.
Seconds later, Fireman, who once went by the stage name Max Power, felt the rumble of the funereal car’s engine and the disorientating motion as they pulled away from the hospital.
 
Ten minutes later, on the outskirts of Limerick City, Nurse Tara at the wheel called, ‘Where are we going?’
Fireman just about heard her muffled voice. He croaked a reply, ‘Old Castle.’
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The Hearse
 
 
It was between 4:30 and 5am on that Sunday morning, 23rd June, when a black hearse sailed into town. The journey to Old Castle was uneventful, as uneventful as a journey can be when one is hiding out in a rented coffin in the back of a stolen hearse commandeered by an unhinged or helpful nurse. The only transaction which took place between the coffin-occupant and hearse driver was when Tara called back to the coffin, asking if the occupant would like to sit up front. ‘We’re out of danger and on the open country roads. There’s no need to hide. Even if you’re seen, nobody will know because you’re done up in bandages — a perfect crime if ever there was one.’ Goofy giggles followed this.
Yet the escapee patient was more than comfortable and expressed his desire to stay within the coffin. He felt at home in the wooden box and that wasn’t a sense of dark humor but the truth. But there was another reason the patient kept to himself…and that reason was because he wasn’t himself. As they turned left and right on dark country roads, heading for the town of Old Castle, where all of this began, Max Power was experiencing strange feelings beneath his corset of gauze. It was dark in the coffin, but he could see the left and right walls by his plastered shoulders and the foot of the box by his slippered feet. Max Power was living up to his surname — he had all the power in the world, now that he was leaving Max Power behind for the comfort of darkness and the wildfire running through him. His flesh — Fireman’s flesh — slowly crawled and undulated beneath the tourniquet of bandages. He imagined his flesh as lava rivulets creeping about his body. Constant motion. To his mute horror, his skin was moving all by itself, the scars, blemishes and pits in constant motion, bristling against the woven fabric of the hospital dressing. Memories of his childhood, when he helped Moss Sheen restore old cars, flooded back to him. He was an inquisitive child and asked lots of questions and Moss’s quick replies had always stuck with him.
‘What time is it, Moss?’
‘Time to get a watch, Maxie.’
‘Where are you going, Moss?’
‘I’m going mad, Maxie. Coming?’
Moss Sheen once told him that he was bursting out of his skin because he was always so energetic, jumping around the vintage cars. He wasn’t bursting out of his skin now, but he felt he was slithering out of his skin. Not quite the same.
‘Now where?’ Nurse Tara called. ‘I think we’re in the town square?’
Fireman peered out from beneath the coffin lid and saw that they were indeed driving around the square. They had just driven by the imposing Norman castle and there was Wilma’s café coming up on the right. ‘South Quay Road.’
Tara put the address into her Google Maps app and did a full lap of the town square before driving down Bridge Street, passing over the Arra River, then taking a right onto South Quay Road. No sooner had they turned right when the escapee patient told Tara to pull over. She got out and opened the back door and watched Max Power climb, no, creep out of the coffin. She gulped, she actually gulped. Her infectious if manic giggles were nowhere to be heard. ‘Max?’ Something was wrong with him. He was the same bandage-clad Egyptian mummy (with clothes on) who had climbed into the coffin. But she sensed something had happened beneath those bandages she had helped wrap around him. A change, for want of a better word, had taken place inside that borrowed coffin on this journey, headed by an angel in a white uniform. The eyes are the windows to the soul and Nurse Tara could see that Max’s eyes had changed and were no longer windows to his soul. Right now, under the street lights, it looked as if he didn’t have a soul. Yet, she knew there was one in there somewhere. His eyes had turned opaque.
‘Thank you.’
Even his voice has changed, thought the nurse. She wanted nothing more than to get away from here. Tara regretted helping the man escape. He was ill. Some strange, exotic disease had taken hold of him. What if he was infectious? Dear Jesus in Heaven, but what had she unleashed upon the world? She was a nurse for the love of Christ! Nurses don’t help patients escape hospitals —  they do the opposite and keep them there until they’re better! She had gone against every principle she ever stood for. What had happened to her childhood aspirations and conviction? Why did she do it? Because she felt pity for him, that’s why. It came down to something as simple as human empathy. Tara hadn’t heard about Max Power’s tragedy until she got to know him in the ICU. She googled fireman Max Power and the first picture her teary eyes laid upon was that of Max’s wife, Virginia, and daughter Emily, looking out at her from her phone screen. They were the reason he had ended up as a critical case at the hospital with 3rd degree burns to most of his body and the reason he had died in that fire. Yes, that’s right — died in the fire. At least, that’s what she’d thought back at the hospital. But now, watching this strange individual climb from a coffin (a coffin he didn’t want to leave just earlier), she wasn’t so sure. Now he was coming towards her, with outreached arms and eyes that prompted her to slip back into the hearse, never turning her back to him…pulling on the door until it clicked shut…then making a mad scramble for the lock. Between locking and starting up the engine, she thought she heard a final, ‘Thank you’ in a voice that wasn’t his own.
Fireman watched the red glow of the hearse’s rear lights fade down South Quay Road and then nothing as the racing funeral car went beyond the bend. He had spooked her, saw it in her face as he crawled out of the coffin. He had only wanted to give her a hug. She was a different person getting back into that hearse to Miss Giggler, who had first sat in it. He wondered whether she would inform the powers-that-be of his whereabouts. Fireman wondered if she would have a job to go to in the morning. Whatever the outcome, she had helped him. She was a true but brief friend; she was that white angel, but instead of a ghost ship, she commandeered a car of ghosts.
With the night turning silvery as dawn approached on the eastern sky, Fireman stripped himself of his restrictive clothes and slippers and walked barefoot along the limestone wall separating the road from the cold rushing waters of the Arra below. He flung his slippers over the wall and into the river, which took them away in the fast current. It felt so good to have his maimed feet on the cold cement of the footpath. Why? He didn’t know, but he needed that connection. He went about undoing his shirt buttons before growing impatient and ripping it off himself and sending in over the wall along with his trousers. Then the backpack with all his worldly possessions launched into the air. The river carried away what remained of Max Power. The backpack bobbed on the current, then disappeared through the right tunnel of the double-arched bridge at the intersection of Bridge Street with South Quay Road. But just before he flung the backpack over the wall, he grabbed something from the front pocket. And during all of this, a fever raged inside him, like his very own house fire, and it felt good to be alive…if he was still alive.
Fireman, in all his deranged and bandaged glory, marched through the mist rising from the River Arra on South Quay Road.




Part 3
 
 
Trial by Fire
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Egyptian Mummy
 
 
A milk truck slowed down for the Egyptian mummy moving along South Quay Road early that Sunday morning. The sight of the barefoot man bandaged from head to toe, walking through the early-morning river-mist, sent the hairs standing on the nape of his neck and along the driver’s arms. For a millisecond, he wondered if it was Halloween, but they were at the tail-end of June, for the love of God. He eased his foot off the accelerator, not quite all the way, to see if he could help the confused individual. But when their eyes met, he floored the pedal to the metal and drive on, please. It was but a brief glance, but he saw enough through the slits-for-eyes in the headwork of dressing to convince him of the unknown quantity lurking beneath that walking tourniquet. His eyes glowed; this was the line he would use, and the Old Castle police and anyone who knew him would ridicule him for it. At the police station, the police greeted him with belly laughs, mocking Halloween remarks, and the obligatory observation of teenagers returning from a fancy-dress house-party. They laughed in his face and told him he’d been watching too many classic horror films. It didn’t help that the only other passers-by to see the stranger were stray cats that had moved back into town after fleeing the cemetery where their comrades were disappearing by night. Nobody on South Quay Road would receive milk for their cereal that Sunday morning, that’s for sure. If it weren’t a Sunday, the stranger would have been seen by a lot more in their early-morning routines besides just the milkman and the felines.
Later, the police and everyone else would take the milkman’s claim more seriously, but it would be too late by then.
*
In his altered physical and mental state, Fireman stopped outside the terraced two-storey house where he had once been invited to recuperate following a house fire, which was far from an accident and was another neat block falling into place in this hellish game of Tetris…or was it the game of human chess Dan Keegan and Dodd spoke of? Hadn’t Dan mentioned Dodd had spoke of this weird chess game when he had come to their house to do what he did? Not quite killing them as he had done with his family? How convenient. Yes, Dodd would begin his trial by fire, as would the others. Dan Keegan spoke about a lot of things, yes, but he didn’t speak about a lot more things going down in Old Castle. Things weren’t as they seemed at the Keegan household and hadn’t been for some time. Fireman’s previous life as Max Power was floating away from him, like the way fresh dreams have a way of fizzling into the ether. But Fireman could just about put a time-frame on the period when Dan Keegan changed…and Linda. The dark bruising under their eyes had begun around the same time, and if his sketchy memory was anything to go by, Fireman would say about a month before Dan sent him down into the sewers to solve the blockage that was never there. Mr and Mrs Keegan shared the same drained appearance and what made it more obvious was that Fireman (then Max Power) had seen that same haunted expression before. Of course he did and how convenient that Dan had sent him down the same tunnel where Ash Man and the other poor souls were waiting; poor souls with the same strange skin markings as his best friend had on his neck and his wife, too.
He stood across the road and considered the bedroom window through which he had gazed to see Ash Man standing where he was standing now on the footpath, barefoot just like Ash Man, and covered from head to toe just like Ash Man, not in ash but in bandages. From a distance, it looked very similar. He could be Ash Man.
He took the key he had taken from the backpack he had drowned and inserted it into the Keegan’s front door and clicked it open, making no attempt to muffle the sound of the turning key in the lock, like they done when they had locked him in. Yes, Linda and her dilating timber excuse didn’t wash. Max Power had been a prisoner, and he never realised it. Now, the next question was why. And he was here to find the answer.
Fireman looked down as his pale bare feet crossed over the threshold and into the hallway. It was strange to see his naked feet padding along the hardwood floor. He went upstairs and paused at the first bedroom door entrance before stepping into Fern Keegan’s old bedroom, where Dan and Linda were sleeping like babies. As far as he was aware, the Keegans didn’t know of his impromptu visit to the ice bath and the strange transformation — something Max nor Fireman truly understood — which took place before the seeing-is-believing eyes of the hospital staff. The Keegans were expecting to meet him that Sunday during normal visiting hours and take him home. From there, he would return to the downstairs bedroom/cosy cage. Only Fireman would never return because this house held secrets. He couldn’t go back now anyway, even if he wanted to.
Fireman studied them as they slept. They looked so peaceful, and for a second, he felt guilty about what he was about to do and invite them to play their part in this trial by fire.
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Ashes to Ashes
 
 
The silent ghosts of Virginia and Emily standing in the darkest corner of the bedroom were the gentle reminder he needed to go ahead with the wildfire. His wife and daughter weren’t speaking to him anymore, but Fireman felt their support as they silently observed. They were here for a reason and Vee made no objection to the way Fireman gazed upon defenceless Linda Keegan. They both knew. Of course they did because nobody was fooling anybody here; Fireman knew that Virginia and Emily were in a very far away place, and were only a mirage of the mind. Ghosts didn’t exist, at least that’s what he kept telling himself. But those conversations he’d had with postmortem Virginia and Emily felt very real, yet they were merely manifesting his niggling conscience, weren’t they? Fireman needed to remind himself about what Dan and Linda had done to him and his family, at least, played a part in what they had all done to him. He had some answers, but he needed more answers. A few little details had escaped him during his brief sojourn at the house. He hadn’t been thinking clearly, having died and come back to life. Please forgive him and add a grieving husband and father to that minutiae. But with the gift of hindsight, everything was making disturbing sense, and he didn’t like the improbable conclusion he was coming to.
Linda Keegan was naked beneath the covers. Fireman had a clear view of her upper chest, shoulders, and neck. He leaned in for a closer inspection—
Vee’s watching…
—of those marks he’d seen when she was dressing him for the hospital. Track marks ran up and down the soft pale flesh of her lower neck by her collar bones, both sides. No, they weren’t track marks but a red dot-to-dot pattern in a bumper activity book, reminding him of Christmas and his past life as a child. He checked Linda’s right arm resting on the blankets and noticed more red dot-to-dots inside the wrist. The pattern was haphazard, yet every pin-prick had something in common — every red-raw dot ran along a major artery or vein. That reminded Fireman of something from his previous life, but the smoke had carried all of that away. Puff! Gone.
Vee’s watching yet she remains silent.
Fireman observed the woman through his slits-for-eyes. Dan was busy snoring his head off next to her. Now was the moment for answers and he would start with Linda. After all, hadn’t she admitted to having a soft spot for his alter ego, Max Power? He would take advantage of that. By Christ, he would. Now let’s see how soft that spot really is.
He lay his bandaged index finger on Linda Keegan’s lips, telling her to be quiet, not him, as she opened her eyes to come face to face with a horror she couldn’t understand on any level. He was supposed to be safe at the hospital, locked up and recuperating, doing whatever he was supposed to be doing with—
‘Come downstairs. If you make one sound, I will burn your bed to the floor with you and Dan in it.’
‘What are you talking about, Max?’ she whispered.
‘You know very well what I’m talking about. And don’t call me Max. I don’t know that person anymore.’
Linda sat up in bed and let the blankets fall to her hips. ‘Then what should I call you? The Invisible Man?’ There was almost something childish about her with that dreamy gaze. Fireman’s eyes left Linda Keegan for his wife standing in the shadows, slightly translucent. And was that a smile or a smirk? Fireman turned back to his best friend’s wife and considered her naked body and breasts in the low light streaming into the room. He remembered holding a secret torch for Linda, a torch every man in Old Castle carried for her. It would be useless in denying it because it was there, and that’s that — the heart wants what it wants, and the heart wants what it cannot have. Yes, she was in her early 50s, but Linda turned heads just the same because she had that elusive secret ingredient. But not now; Fireman looked upon Linda like a tourist gazing at the Venus de Milo at the Louvre, all stoney and cold.
He contemplated her comment. ‘Invisible Man? Yes, that sounds about right.’
She looked him up and down. ‘How tight are those bandages, Invisible Man? How about we see if you can find room to manoeuvre, if you catch my drift?’
Linda was afraid. He could see that fear in her eyes. He could smell it off her. She had the same expression as Nurse Tara when she let him out of the coffin, but was trying not to show it. The words coming from Linda’s mouth were hollow and monotone; acting wasn’t her calling. Someone had coached her to love him. But why?
Linda Keegan pulled back the covers and climbed out of bed, then suggestively crossed the bedroom, prowling to Fireman and brushing up—
Max…
—against him like a purring feline, then went to pick up her nightgown on the back of an armchair…but laid it down again. She turned and approached him, pushed her naked body against him to give him a clear view of those sinister dot-to-dot marks on the soft area of flesh. In that other lifetime, Max Power would’ve flinched in pain despite the warm electricity coming from Linda, but there was nothing and it was the frigid rock of the armless Venus de Milo. But she wouldn’t look him in the eyes any longer; she had seen something she didn’t like. Linda laid her trembling hand on his face and undid one ligature by his left ear, which were—
Max…
—holding him together. The clip came away in her fingers and the tail of the bandage fell onto Fireman’s shoulder. She began to unwrap him…
Max, I love you…
He turned to Virginia.
You do the right thing, Max.
Then Emily spoke. We love you, Daddy. But we have to go now. Mommy says we’re going on a long journey to a place where I can play all day and never have to go to school. I told her I like school. Daddy?
Yes? Fireman wasn’t sure he’d said that aloud.
Please visit our tree and think of me.
Linda stalled and gasped as she caught sight of what was beneath the dressing. She drew her hands to her mouth and said something barely audible. Then repeated it, a little louder this time. ‘What have we done?’ Louder this time. ‘Oh Jesus, what have we done?’ Even louder now. ‘Dan, what have we done?’
Dan Keegan was snoring his head off. And—
‘Daaannn!’ Linda screeched. ‘What is it, Dan? What the fuck is in there?!’
What had she seen?
Downstairs, Finney the shih tzu yelped that distinctive half-bark of his. The dog never barked and when he did, everyone present always laughed, but nobody was laughing now. Why was the dog barking?
Dan Keegan sat up in bed. He was in the middle of a vivid and beautiful dream where he was receiving a dose of the Spit ’n Stick, as he called it. Well, Linda had come up with that one, and they’d laughed every time they uttered it. The nightscape was so vivid; Dan could feel the searing point of heat melting into his skin and carrying that exquisite lightning-poison for instant relief and a dizzying fall upwards. When—
‘Dan! Wake…the…fuck…up.’
And it was only now when her husband realised this was no dream, but a nightmare he had just woken into. ‘Max? What…?’
Linda backed off and pulled on her nightgown.
Dan Keegan turned to his wife for answers, but Linda was in shock. ‘Max,’ he tried smiling, ‘I-I thought you were at the hospital? When did you…?’
Daddy?
Fireman turned to his daughter.
There’s a man downstairs. The same man I saw standing by our fireplace. He’s the one who put the floating candle flame in the fireplace. He’s always waiting…
Fireman turned from his daughter and her cryptic words to the doorway…and back again to see the ghosts of his dearly departed melt into the walls of the bedroom. Just as they fizzled away, Fireman heard Virginia from very far away, calling out like she was at the end of a tunnel.
I love you, Max. Ashes to ashes. They will all burn in this trial by fire and I will never stop loving you.
Something fell over inside Fireman as he realised that his daughter and wife had been nothing more than a mirage of the mindscape. In the recesses of his brain, he had been holding out on the notion that they had been real, but Virginia knew nothing about this trial by fire. Yet, he held onto their beautiful words. Anger seething inside him, he commanded them to ‘Sit,’ in a barely audible  croak.
Dan and Linda Keegan sat on the bed like children obeying their tyrant father.
‘What’s going on?’
‘You know what’s going on, Max. You were in a fire and we offered to take you in and watch over you while you recuperated. You have been through such a terrible time and—’
‘Stop, Dan.’
Dan Keegan stared at the thing before him who was once a trusted colleague and a steadfast member of the Man Cave club.
‘We both know,’ glancing at Linda, ‘we all know that’s not the entire truth, don’t we? There are two truths here — the truth that you want me to see and the truth that you don’t want me to see. You have just told me the truth that you want me to see. Now, please, don’t make this any more difficult than it already is. Tell me about the truth you don’t want me to see because, either way, I’m going to get it out of you.’ And he turned to Dan on saying this. And for a brief moment, their eyes met, and Fireman wanted to do nothing but cry. But nothing but dust came from his tear ducts.
Just that glance alone between Dan and Linda Keegan was enough to tell Fireman that all wasn’t as it seemed at the Keegan household, just as he had assumed. ‘You locked me in that bedroom downstairs.’
‘What are you talking about?’
‘I tried to get out, but the door jammed…only now I know it didn’t jam. I heard the key turning in the lock more than once. You think I’m stupid? Why would you do such a thing? What has gotten into you lately, Dan?’ The bandage Linda had undone came fully loose and flapped down the side of his face, exposing the flesh beneath. Dan recoiled in horror.
‘What’s wrong with him, Dan?!’ Linda was panicking.
‘I don’t know. He didn’t say anything about this!’
There was a pause in the room. Fireman considered Dan Keegan with burning eyes. ‘Who?’
Linda turned on her husband with venom. ‘We were told not to say anything. We are just players, now fucking play. We were warned about what would happen, Dan. What’s happening beneath those bandages is nothing to do with us. He told us we would see things we wouldn’t ever understand, and to not ask questions. Play our part in this stupid fucking game of chess and—’
Fireman couldn’t believe Linda Keegan’s sudden outburst. What was she saying? He didn’t know her! Did he ever know her? ‘Who?’ Fireman demanded for a second time. ‘What are you talking about?’
Dan looked as if he wanted to say something, but Linda shut him down again.
Fireman interjected, ‘Linda, you once said to me that Dan said, “I want to keep him away from himself.” What did you mean by this?’
‘It doesn’t matter, Max.’
‘I don’t know who Max is anymore.’
Dan added, ‘She’s right. It doesn’t matter. All of this has gotten out of hand.’
‘Oh, but it matters. I thought nothing of it, maybe an odd thing to say, but I understood what Dan meant. At least, I understood what you wanted me to understand. I took it you meant that you both wanted to keep me away from morbid thoughts? Keep me entertained so I wouldn’t dwell on the tragedy. But it’s beginning to look like something very different. Oh, and what about that therapeutic beer, Dan? Therapeutic indeed. I’m no stranger to beer, and by now you should know that no beer, sucked through a straw or not, tastes bitter. You drugged me. Because you wanted me to stay put, you kept me groggy. Again, tell me about the truth you don’t want me to see?’
‘Because he told us we could have as much as we wanted if we monitored you!’ Dan’s voice trembled. ‘I’m sorry. I-I didn’t know where this was going.’
‘Who? Damn you, who?!’ Fireman had one more question for the Keegans and he’d saved the best for last. He turned to Linda. ‘Why have you been coming on to me, Linda?’ He turned to Dan. ‘Did your wife tell you she’s been trying to seduce me?’
Dan’s reaction wasn’t the one Fireman had been hoping for. ‘You knew about this? Is all this part of the chess game? This human chess game you spoke about. Was it worth it, Dan? Look at me, Dan.’
His old friend lacked the courage to see what remained of Max Power.
‘I said look at me.’
Dan turned to him with tears in his eyes. A knot of emotion surprised Fireman, the last flutter of humanity left in him. But the salt tears didn’t come, but tears of ash came from his tear ducts. Fireman unwrapped the bandage around his index finger to feel the strange globules of ash drip like mercury. He went to the mirror on the dresser and looked at that patch of visible skin on his face…only it wasn’t skin but ash. He brought his finger to his face and rubbed the ash. And that was when he realised his finger, too, comprised a light dusting of white ash. He looked like a Mt. Vesuvius victim beneath his tourniquet. He’d seen them on their honeymoon to Italy. It didn’t feel right to use those poor people as entertainment and he’d left Pompeii not feeling all that great about himself. ‘What’s happening to me?’ He turned on the others. ‘What…have…you…done?’ Another Tetris block dropped and clicked into place as Fireman recalled something else during his brief stay at the Keegan’s place. ‘What was happening here during the night? I always heard movement around the house at all hours. I put it down to being in a strange house — and I mean that in every possible way. But then I heard you,’ looking at Linda, ‘the temptress and her groans of pleasure…but they never came from the bedroom. It was always downstairs, in the living room. Those marks on your bodies have something to do with all of this.’ Even as he spoke, he felt his tongue turn to grainy ash in his powdery mouth. And the final nail in their collective coffin: ‘I do not care about anything anymore, at least, what you did to me. But you played a hand in the deaths of my family. I cannot forgive that.’
Linda drew her hands to her mouth. ‘We’re not to blame. We were playing with fire. This was never something we anticipated.’ She turned to her husband. ‘He deserves to know. We deserve to know what’s going on here.’
Dan Keegan said, ‘We had no hand in the deaths of Virginia and Emily, Max. Dodd started that fire…Dodd started that fire!’
Fireman coughed a raspy, wheezy cough which swirled around his lungs like a desert tornado. ‘Meant? What do you mean?’ His laboured breathing was evident. His pulmonary system felt as if it was being sand-blasted every time he took a breath. ‘If he started the fire, then you knew about it. You played a hand in the deaths of my family,’ Fireman repeated. And now this was feeling every bit the trial by fire Ash Man had told him about all that time ago in the sewers.
With great reluctance, Dan suggested, ‘Let’s go downstairs. We must call it. We have no choice.’
‘You call it,’ Linda snapped. ‘I’m done with this, Dan. You should’ve never brought that thing home. I told you! Did I not fucking tell you, Dan?! Never bring things home. You don’t know where they’ve been!’ She spoke to her husband as if he was a four-year-old.
They went downstairs to the living room…to the fireplace in the living room.
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The Pyre
 
 
In the living room downstairs, Linda Keegan curled up on the sofa in a defensive tight knot of fear and fury, while her husband, Dan, pulled a chair over to the bookshelf. Linda refused to look at her husband hoist himself onto the chair and grab the King James Bible from the shelf.
‘The bible, Dan? It’s a little for praying, don’t you think?’
From behind the Bible, Dan produced a small black trinket box. He passed the box to Fireman as if it were a World War II undetonated mine he’d just found in a field. Then he turned to the fireplace hearth to build a small stack of sticks and firewood.
The trinket box had a dint in its lid and wasn’t black originally. It had been burnt in the not-so-distant past: the soot coating was relatively fresh and rubbed off on his bandages and index finger of ash. Fireman stared at the smudge of black soot against the white of his dressing and ash. Embers  and soot; black and white. There was something in that, but he couldn’t figure his life out anymore, let alone the cryptic message in the juxtaposition of black on white. ‘What is this?’ He clocked Linda gravely, shaking her head. ‘Where did you get this?’ This wasn’t going how Fireman thought it was going to go…but he knew the ending, no matter how they got there.
Dan, who had just lit the fire, was standing strangely off to one side of the growing flames. ‘Open it.’
Fireman clicked it open to find a stone, multi-limbed and winged figurine grimacing up at him, red-rusty, and blowing what appeared to be flames from its gaping mouth.
‘Remember the fire at The Hillside?’
In his other lifetime as Max Power, he remembered the psychiatric hospital out on the coast road; the building white-washed in gull shit still stood today but minus the D wing after the fire that raged almost exactly a year ago. And why wouldn’t he remember it when he was one of the first firemen on the scene?
And so, Dan Keegan related the story of how he had come by this burnt and damaged trinket box containing the ghastly figurine, and he used that word, figurine. His colleague had been there that night, the man he used to know as Max Power, so he saved him the details about it being a Thursday night when the alert came in and the raging storm blowing in off the Atlantic, which hindered the operation and fueled the fire on D wing. That screaming ocean wind pushed the fire that started in room 38. If it had been on the other side of D wing, the fire services might have had some chance in saving that section of The Hillside, but 38 was facing the mighty Atlantic and the building didn’t stand a chance.
‘As you know, we got most of the patients to safety, but the one patient we couldn’t save was the one who started the fire — Mr Burns, remember him?’
Fireman considered him with dead eyes.
It was a cruel joke name around Old Castle for the mentally deranged individual who had a penchant for lighting fires. It had started with setting fire to rubbish bins, then he graduated to cars and hay barns, and eventually his own house, from which his parents made a narrow escape. Their own house going up in flames was the lit match that broke the burning camel’s back. Mommy and Daddy had Mr Burns sectioned after that. He ended up in The Hillside. When asked by the resident psychiatrists why he had burnt his house down and had a general fondness for lighting fires, Mr Burns answered with aplomb, ‘I like making fierce and furious abstract art with flames.’ But that nickname, Mr Burns, stopped being funny when he set fire to himself in room 38 on D wing, producing his ultimate, finest, and final work of art. That few people remembered his actual name was a tragedy in itself until it was permanently chiseled into his headstone:
 
RIP
 
In Loving Memory of Blake Pierce
 
1985-2023
 
Some joker in town later added in with permanent marker:
 
May Your Flame Burn Bright
 
‘He had that in his room.’ Dan pointed to the little stones statue. ‘I found it in the ashes. I think…’ He paused and looked at his wife, who closed her eyes and turned away, wishing to be somewhere else. ‘I think he was playing with this figurine…or it was playing with him. I think this thing possessed Mr Burns.’
‘Dan?’ Linda observed. ‘“Possessed”?’
‘How else would you explain what we’re about to see, Linda?’
Linda Keegan didn’t have an answer for that question, nor did she want to talk about it.
Dan took the figurine out of the box and dropped it into Fireman’s bandaged hand. In a split moment, virtually subliminal, a peculiar sense of déjà vu struck Fireman. This wasn’t the first time he had laid eyes on this odd effigy. It looked familiar in Dan’s hand as he passed it over. That was when it hit him…he had the same object in his hand that day they shared the beer in the man cave. He recalled how his friend was rolling something made of stone in his hand, but he couldn’t make out any discerning features. But enough to know that Dan Keegan couldn’t put much distance between himself and the stone creature.
‘Dan,’ wept Linda, ‘take that thing outside and smash it into smithereens!’
Dan turned to his wife with a faraway expression. He kneaded his neck and wrists, appearing not too different from the patients out at The Hillside where all of this had begun. ‘But what about the—’
‘Can’t you see it’s using us with that fucking poison? There’s something else going on here, Dan. Look at him! What’s happening to him under those bandages?! If you don’t destroy it, then I will.’
But the Spit ‘n Stick consumed Dan’s mind, and he would do whatever it took to get it. In the blink of an eye, he caught the object from whoever or whatever Max was becoming and tossed it into the flames.
Fireman watched on in amazement as Dan Keegan backpedaled away from the hearth until he flopped into the sofa next to Linda, who was covering her face and peering through her fingers while shaking her head over and over. ‘No… No… No…’
This fearful reaction caused Fireman to step back. What was coming from the fireplace? And it was at this unlikely juncture, when he recalled a situation he had in his own house, now long gone and everybody in it, when Emily said that she saw a single flame in the fireplace, like a candle flame without a candle. Hadn’t she said it was floating or something to that effect?
Beyond the crackle of the fresh firewood, other noises came from the hearth. It was difficult to discern whether the sounds were coming from up the chimney or from around the fire and—
‘Look at the ash under the grate…’ whispered Dan.
Fireman’s dulled eyes followed his old friends’s pointing finger to the bed of ash beneath the fire.
‘Look,’ whimpered Linda in wide-eyed panic. ‘It’s coming…’
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A White Angel
 
The small pile of ash undulated as if a sluggish snake was wriggling awake from hibernation.
Linda screamed when a single finger poked from the pile…then a hand, rather ash in the shape of a hand. This was followed by—
‘Oh Jesus, I’ll never get used to this…’ mewled Linda as a kind of trancing palsy seized the three of them.
—another hand of ash creeping from the hearth. Those hands pulled themselves forward to reveal pale arms…then a small head which grew as it found the space until it was out from beneath the red-hot grate and ballooned to the size of an adult male human head. It looked at them as its face contorted into the ashen contours moulded into that of the very recognisable face of…Ash Man.
Now, the fire raged in Fireman’s dying dusty veins…
The thing pulled itself out of the fireplace. As it did, its body formed behind it, shoulders…chest…back…buttocks…legs. It got to its bare feet in one fluid motion and considered them, staring at the man once known as Max Power. It turned to the others. ‘You have completed your task and your prize awaits in this trial by fire.’
On cue, Linda’s eyes rolled in her head and she moaned while Dan turned up his sleeves and ripped the top buttons from his shirt, tearing it open to reveal his upper chest and neck. He had forgotten who and where he was, and the physical evidence manifested in his wild, dilated pupils. Dan and Linda Keegan were a couple of starved animals, ready for din-dins.
The naked entity reached into the fire and pulled out a burning stick, then inserted the ignited end into his mouth like a circus performer. The others, including Fireman, watched his pallid cheeks glow like a Chinese lantern before hearing the quench as he withdrew the smoking stick through his closed lips. Ash Man licked the smoking end once, rolling the smouldering tip on his tongue of ash.
Linda, in a trance, watched the smoking point as it came towards her husband. She licked her lips in anticipation of what was about to go down here on this very ordinary Sunday morning, where very normal things were happening around the world. Right now, as Ash Man poked Dan Keegan’s neck with the smoking tip of the stick, Pope Francis was celebrating Mass in St. Peter’s Basilica, families were going for early-morning walks in parks around the world, and the frantic milkman was explaining to a stoney-faced policeman what he had seen walking down South Quay Road.   
Dan Keegan, an addict addicted to something more potent than anything found under the bridge or in the sewers of Old Castle, had somehow kept it together. But he was a functioning user. He sighed a deep sigh of relief as the smouldering stick burnt a series of tiny holes in his skin. Ash Man worked methodically. Every now and again, it — not he — would poke the stick into his powdery mouth and jab Dan once again, who groaned as whatever demonic drug seeped into his pores with pleasure. Every time Ash Man licked the stick, it would eye Fireman, as if saying, Look and learn. It will be your turn next to administer… 
Administer what? Fire?
Dan’s eyes were rolling like revolving cherries in a slot machine. He was three sheets to the wind, as his dear ole’ Mom might say.
‘Now it’s your turn to burn.’ Ash Man re-lit the stick in the fireplace and held it up to Fireman. ‘Carry the torch, my friend.’ He didn’t force the burning stick on Fireman, but waited for it to be taken from between his ember fingers.
Fireman took it, not knowing why he took it. Because it felt right, dammit…
‘Put it in your mouth.’
Fireman raised the burning stick and inserted it through the slit in the bandages, singeing them as he pushed the stick through…and between his lips. He flinched, waiting for the searing, burning pain that never came.
‘Taste the smoke and feel the tickle of the flames.’
Fireman felt the flames tickle the roof of his mouth. And he tasted the acrid smoke. Now he was a fireman in every sense of the word.
‘Take it from your lips.’
Fireman did so.
‘Now, apply the smoking tip to the arteries and veins you see below the skin. You see them, don’t you? I know you see them.’
He could see them. Linda’s blood tributaries pulsed. Fireman could see everything down to the fine capillaries criss-crossing Linda Keegan’s face. But as he drew the stick towards the left side of her neck, strobing flashes of memory pre-house fire came to him. They had been friends once upon a time. They had dinner in each others’ houses once a month, Max, Virginia, and Emily. Emily loved to play with Fern’s old dolls and Finney while the adults chatted and laughed at the dinner table. It was perfect. It was too perfect. Their own little club and nobody would ever—
‘Pierce her now! She needs to sleep.’
A chill ran through Fireman. ‘Why?’
‘It’s better they sleep through this trial of fire. They won’t suffer, but they made you suffer. They are greedy people and played a hand in the death of  your wife and child…and the death of you.’
Fireman shook his head, unwilling to accept what he was hearing.
Linda had her head cocked to the side to reveal the smooth flesh of her neck and previous tracks where Ash Man had left his calling card. How long had this perversion been going on? Fireman brought the smoking stick to her neck and branded her with the smouldering twig. She groaned with pleasure or pain. It was difficult to tell. What was this magic? Linda was a helpless addict, just like her husband. 
‘She’s ready.’
Linda tried to bring herself around, eyes rolling, tongue lolling. It vaguely sounded as if she was disagreeing to what Ash Man was saying. Even Dan tried to speak, but he was too drugged, and his head helplessly lolled from side to side like a newborn.
‘They were instrumental in your death. Dan wasn’t there to save you, but I was.’
A white angel floated him away in a celestial ship…
Fireman thought back to the house fire. Ash Man had saved him? ‘Why?’
‘Because this is your trial by fire — our trial by fire. You must now carry the torch, as someone once gave it to me. And, when the time comes, you too will hand over the torch.’
Then Fireman recalled how it wasn’t the first time Ash Man had saved him. ‘You saved me in the sewers.’
‘And I will save you a third time, but you’re not ready to be saved. You have proven yourself against many obstacles. You are a man of honour and never gave in to the advances of the female.’ If Ash Man hadn’t gestured to comatose Linda on the sofa, half naked, Fireman wouldn’t have known he was referring to her. ‘You saved the male from our friend, the fire.’
‘What does that prove?’
‘It proves loyalty and honour. It proves you are the one who will carry the torch.’
Nothing made much sense to Fireman. ‘What other obstacles have I gone through without knowing it?’
‘You have lost everything, from your house and family, to your identity. Others have taken that from you. We have been observing you since your fake baptism in that so-called house of God. But now you have had your true baptism of fire.’
A white angel floated him away in a celestial ship…
‘And your life has been one long trial by fire, ever since you were born to your mother. The flame always attracted you; you are a being of ash. You still have remnants of the man you once were. Once you shake him off, you will triumph.’
Fireman still had those grainy remnants of Max Power that Ash Man spoke of. When the fireplace entity mentioned its attraction to flame, Fireman thought of Mr. Burns and told the entity so.
‘Ah,’ hissed the creature, ‘but he abused the flame and he paid the price. He could’ve been a worthy torch-carrier, but he was too volatile to carry the flame. If you don’t treat it with respect, it will cut you down. He didn’t live by it as you and others have done before you and will after you. Spontaneous combustion is by natural selection.’
Investigators never found the source of the fire in room 38 at The Hillside. He was on suicide watch. During the changeover of staff, Blake Pierce, aka Mr Burns, caught fire. And that got him thinking about the statuette or the figurine, as Dan called it. How long did Pierce have that thing in his possession? Where had he found it?
As if answering the questions flitting through Fireman’s disintegrating mind, it answered, ‘The question isn’t where he found it, but how it finds us.’ He paused. ‘It’s time to begin your return to the ashes and triumph in your trial by fire. You must complete three more obstacles.’
‘What are they?’
‘You will find the way to your true resurrection.’
And even though Ash Man spoke a lot of cryptic words, Fireman couldn’t help that all of this made crazy sense, but he also sensed there was something left out of the equation. And—
Ash Man turned on Dan and Linda, who weren’t for this world, and who could blame them right now with this abomination and their friend of ash standing in their own living room.
‘These did it all on the promise of a taste for the burning stick — even taking their own lives in their hands.’
‘They were my friends.’
‘When did they become your friends?’
‘We have always been friends.’
Ash Man shook his head. ‘Think again.’
Fireman thought back through the weeks and months…all the way back to midsummer last year when, one Friday evening, Dan Keegan asked Max if they would like to have dinner. That was about a week after the fire at the psychiatric hospital.
Fireman turned from Ash Man to the people who he thought he knew. ‘Is this true?’
‘We…duh-didn’t know!’ Dan slurred a plea. ‘It was just some f-fun at the beginning.’
‘Fun?’ Fireman repeated. The little figurine had twisted their minds and their sense of reality.
As her eyes went back in her head, Linda quaked, ‘The Spit ’n Stick… We were told to k-keep an eye, and that’s wuh-what we did.’
‘Did you almost kill yourselves because he said it?’ Fireman asked.
‘They did it for you,’ said Ash Man quietly. ‘To give you the opportunity to prove yourself a worthy candidate to carry the torch. These two have a genuine fondness for the Spit ’n Stick, as they like to call it. Catchy! Besides, Dodd knew where to draw the line. It was all part of the trial.’
The absurd situation, with all its twisted truths, confused Fireman. He couldn’t believe what he was hearing…couldn’t believe what Dan and Linda were willing to put themselves through.
Ash Man said, ‘Now, next move. You must do the right thing to honour your loved ones’ memories. You decide this trial by fire, and only you will carry the torch. I’m showing you the way. When I say I, I mean the master, for what you see before you is a mere marionette of memories.’
Fireman was confused. Whose side was Ash Man on? Who was Ash Man really? It made sense, but it didn’t at the same time. Ash Man was playing mind games. But even as the doubt crept inside him, the ash crept inside his bandages and he could feel himself turning to dust. Not that he was becoming ash, but ash was becoming him. Fireman was growing a layer of ash and he could feel the increasing pressure beneath his bandages as his mortal and immortal body fused and expanded, flesh for cinders. Jesus, but he was becoming Ash Man. His heart should’ve been pounding in his chest, but there was nothing inside but the ghost of a heart and if he listened very hard, he could hear and feel that faintest of irregular pulses. Max Power was dying, becoming a withered thing inside his tourniquet, which maintained the illusion. This was his baptism of fire, and it terrified him… 
That fear manifested in a sudden, inexplicable surge of anger that lit him up. None of this would be even happening if he had stayed clear of Dan and Linda Keegan, who had kept a horrible and strange secret from him and his family for a year! He stood over them on the sofa, sleeping off the strange drug he could now administer.
‘Three more death obstacles,’ whispered Ash Man, ‘before you will carry the torch for your loved ones. They are in the ashes, do you know this? They are lying in the ashes on the foundations of your old house. You can be with them once again and wait to be called by the next mortal to find the immortal talisman dedicated to our humble lord of the Flame.’
Seething anger raged inside Fireman. It blinded him. He would rid these people of the world; his new mission in life would be to do bad things to bad people for the good of the world. Fireman would be the anti-villain. He would make them disappear and he cried out to their daughter, who wasn’t to blame for any of this. He screamed for pity and forgiveness for making Fern an orphan. Fireman would make them disappear and that figurine — that cursed effigy — would go with it. Smoke rose from his feet and fingers. He was catching fire all by himself. That anger inside fueled the fire. He caught the sofa between his hands. Fireman watched as the thing went up in a screaming ball of flames, as if someone had spilled fuel all over it. His betrayers screamed themselves out of their stupor.
Fireman fell back and watched his handiwork with horror. Ash Man stood on the other side of the flames and for a moment, Fireman thought he saw a hellish contortion in that ashen face; a grimace through the flames as Dan and Linda Keegan screamed in their sleep. It was horrible, but he couldn’t look away from the flames. There was just something so addictive in those bright flames with the bluish tinge. He would avenge his family and he could die a fortunate man. Fireman stuck his hand into the fireplace and sifted through the burning embers for the winged and many-limbed figurine. His bandages caught fire, but the protective layer of ash beneath protected his lower layers from the heat. His flesh was already maimed and disfigured. More bandages caught fire.
Flames rising behind him, Fireman looked over his shoulder at the burning sofa in the living room and the two crispy unmoving cadavers sitting there. They were hugging each other, stuck in an eternal embrace like those victims of Mt. Vesuvius he had seen all those years ago on his honeymoon with a woman who no longer existed. But it was more than that. That fire wouldn’t spread to other areas of the living room. That sofa was the fire’s focus; it raged intensely only there. The normal laws of combustion weren’t at play here. What Fireman saw was a funeral pyre. 
On fire but not feeling the heat, Fireman fled from the house and bolted down South Quay Road. Black smoke billowed behind him as his blazing tourniquet burnt and melted. With flapping, burning bandages, Fireman sprinted along the footpath running by the River Arra.
He came face to face with an old woman walking her dog.
‘Is everything okay?’ she enquired politely as the ball of fiery flames jolted by her.
Fireman leapt onto the low wall and let himself fall into the freezing bubbling rush of the Arra. He heard himself singe as the murky waters swallowed him…but it became apparent that he’d jumped from the frying pan and into the fire. Water had become his immortal enemy. He was melting away, leaving cloudy pools of ash in the surrounding water. The strong current swept him downriver to the double-arched bridge beneath the intersection with Bridge Street — the same tunnel where Fern Keegan was once saved by a mother and two children who weren’t of this world. And it was here, at the same point in the tunnel where a hand reached out for Fireman as the current whisked him through the passage. Ash Man appeared on the narrow embankment running along the tunnel wall with his hand of embers held out. And for a second, as Fireman twirled around like a helpless rag doll, he considered not taking that white outstretched arm of ash. He sort of liked the idea of having his ashes literally spread along the Arra.
But even in close death — and it was coming, make no mistake — Fireman had that desire to live and Ash Man was there to grant him that wish. He pulled sodden Fireman up onto the stone embankment. No sooner did he leave the water when steam rose from him like a horse after a race. By the time his bare feet touched the cold, wet embankment, his bandages had dried and his slimy surface of ash had dried up to his natural state of powdery cinders. He looked at Ash Man through the rising steam.
‘Come, I want you to meet someone.’
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Marionette of Memories
 
 
Ash Man led Fireman up through a steep narrow shaft which branched off to the left and right. The light soon faded and Fireman groped in the gloom. From his previous life, he remembered the left tunnel connecting to the Norman castle. People used it as a getaway route during medieval times. They turned right and Fireman knew exactly where they were going; this underground system was embedded into his brain and he knew they were heading back to the same spot where all of this had begun.
The people of ash walked through the damp passageways with nothing but the sound of dripping water and the soft leathery flitting of chirping bats and scurrying, squeaking rats. This is where Ash Man chose to reside. Should that mean something? The soft flickering glow appeared further ahead in the belly of the subterranean sewers. The low mumble of chatter and the juicy fragrance of sizzling meat accompanied the glow. Fireman, however, could no longer smell anything.
They walked into an opening in the tunnel. The trolls who once lived under the bridge came sloping from the shadows. Fireman watched as they gathered around Ash Man’s feet like feral animals, gazing up at their master with dazed, emaciated expressions, whining for ‘…the stick,’ over and over again in desperation. ‘The stick… Gimme the stick…’ Whatever gift — curse? — which had been given upon him, left them dazed and confused, surviving solely for the Spit ’n Stick as his friends, Dan and Lin—
No! Fireman stopped himself. They were never his friends, they were his enemies! Ash Man told him so, helped him see the truth, by God. But he was helpless against that burning image of the living room pyre in his mind’s eye — just the sofa, nothing else. That fierce rage centered only on the sofa. That was unnatural. Even the flames didn’t look natural, burning high, jagged, and fierce, but they burnt at a different speed, faster than anything he’d ever seen. It was as if he was looking at a fire in fast motion. And it whoooshhhed as if a giant aerosol can had just exploded in the flames. Something horrible bubbled deep inside him, below his layer of burnt gauze and ash. That last particle of humanity told him no, it crept into his ear and whispered that he had made one catastrophic mother-of-all mistakes. Dan and Linda Keegan had got involved in something dark, and he and his family had suffered interminably. No, his family was gone and he would suffer interminably. But did that give him the right to take their lives? Eye for an eye? Ash Man had turned them into his puppets with that blood magic or whatever Fireman also now possessed. He had converted them into helpless junkies, though not as far gone as this motley crew down here. At least they were trolls under Dunganville Bridge once upon a time, happy-go-lucky junkies and drunkies, some more lost than others. But the sight of horror which greeted Fireman through his flapping layer of burnt bandages left him grappling for anything in this world that was normal. What had happened to these poor people in the intervening days and weeks? They were only glorified skeletons, creatures of the night, with their bones poking through their skin, clothes hanging off them, bloodshot eyes popping from deep dark sockets, hair and teeth falling out. He was killing them with his blood magic. Fireman couldn’t make out if they were male or female anymore. They were so far gone. They had withered away so much since he’d last seen them. He used them in exchange for the blood magic, this alchemy he wasn’t privy to, yet possessed.
But Dan and Linda had been part of this otherworldly chess game revolving around him. But what if Ash Man was playing with everyone? What if—
‘There’s someone here to meet you.’ Ash Man beckoned him to sit with him and the others. Fireman sat down next to a fire where a cat hissed and spat, but it was very dead and only its roasting skin hissed and spat as it released its bubbling fat and juices. The flickering glow of the fire lit the zombie faces sitting all around him. They considered with him dull interest, not quite grasping the fact that there was an individual sitting before them whom looked remarkably similar to Ash Man but wrapped in loose and burnt bandages. The man beneath was nothing but a furry layer of ash, yet they were so far gone that Fireman was only one of many illusions they’d become used to down here in the depths. In the back of his metamorphosing mind, Fireman still questioned why Ash Man would choose this little piece of Hell as his home, with the zombie addicts, rats, bats, and something trawling the sewer canals.
But there was one more down here who Fireman wasn’t aware of…
‘Bring our guest forward,’ croaked Ash Man.
One troll, the once-upon-a-time pretty girl with high cheekbones that were now coming through her cheeks, slinked away into the shadows. A second later, she appeared with—
Fireman stepped back as he recognised the man. Dodd! It was Dodd…only it wasn’t Dodd. His eyes were wide and terrified of things he had seen down here. The sewers had left their mark on him and he had gone quite insane. The pale hostage with the scraggly beard shuffled into the light of the fire. His face was glossy with sweat.
‘I’d like to present you with the man who burnt your house down and turned a deaf ear to your good wife and innocent child’s screams. His name escapes me, but that’s all that escapes me.’
Dodd spoke gibberish and dribbled.
‘Shush now, what did I tell you about speaking?’ Ash Man turned to Fireman. ‘Apologies, but he has become quite the beacon of insanity. So much so that he begged me for the stick. He saw the relish and enjoyment it brings to the others. He wanted to forget where he was and what he had done, but I wouldn’t allow it. After all, this is our trial by fire. He must pay for what he has done. He heard their screams and turned away. Our guest is a greedy individual, just like your so-called friends.’
Fireman considered the ‘guest’.
‘And do you want to know the saddest thing about all of this? He killed your family on a promise of nothing — not an empty promise, just a promise of nothing. This man has enjoyed his time down here with us and the rats…especially the rats, because he is one. Him and all his rat friends down in that Horseshoe of Horrors, as you call it.’
This was the first time he had heard Ash Man refer to a familiar name, and it was odd to hear it coming from him, something so unfamiliar. Fireman became Max Power for a split second on hearing that familiar term. It was like recalling a dream. ‘What is your name?’ He knew the man’s name, but needed to hear it.
The guest-hostage mumbled.
Ash Man interrupted, ‘Speak when you’re spoken to.’
Again, the deranged man just uttered a single grunt.
‘Speak up, man. Don’t you realise this man is about to become the next carrier of the torch for us?’
Us? Fireman looked about. There weren’t any of us. That got him thinking about his strange comments about being a marionette.
…mere marionette of memories…
The deranged man grunted once more.
‘Speak up, damn you!’ The hatred in Ash Man’s voice put everyone on edge, including Fireman, who hadn’t seen this side of the unearthly being until now. It seemed as if he was seeing many things about Ash Man only now.
‘Dodd.’
Fireman realised those singular grunts were him speaking his name.
Dodd stared at him in horror. More specifically, those areas of his face visible beneath the ripped and burnt tourniquet. Something lit up inside Fireman, and it wasn’t anything nice, more like a detonator charge. A raw, untamed power surged through him, shaking him to his core. He shook so violently that dust sprinkled onto the damp floor and heat was building in his fingertips.
‘Hungry, Dodd? Fancy a little cat-on-a-spit?’
The killer turned to Ash Man, who was gesturing to the cat rotisserie, and the lost individual turning the cat over the flames, staring unblinking with hollow eyes at the revolving cat carcass. ‘round and round the merry-go-round she goes.
Dodd shook his head like a shy child. ‘Not hungry.’ Then mumbled lost words to a child named Sean who wasn’t visible to anyone else.
Ash Man pointed up to a constant drip coming from the tunnel roof, but his flickering eyes stayed on the prisoner. ‘Thirsty? Come, now. You cannot go home to mommy and tell her we didn’t treat you well.’ Ash Man’s lit eyes considered the ceiling. ‘I know you like to sip from that drop of rain that finds its way down here. I’ve seen you do it. That drip…drip…drip is the only reason you’re still alive.’
Fireman thought he saw a smirk, slight and subliminal. Maybe it was just the dancing shadows cast by the constant fire. It was painfully clear that James ‘The Jimmy’ Dodd hadn’t been hungry for quite some time; the man could hardly stand. But Fireman felt no pity for the weasel buckling at the knee before him. He had killed his family on the promise of nothing. What kind of man does that? More to the point, what kind of man does that on the promise of everything?
A dead man…
Fireman flinched. The soft, sensual voice was very near his remaining right ear. It was Linda Keegan’s voice, and those words had come from the same lips that had kissed him at the hospital. But her breath wasn’t warm like it was then. Instead of tickling buffets of air in his flame-chewed ear, he felt nothing but icy shards with each syllable on the side of his half-hidden face of burnt skin. At that same moment, he clocked Ash Man turning away from him. He’d been watching him and waiting for his reaction. Anyone would think Ash Man knew he had just been visited by a ghost. The scarce hairs left on Fireman’s body stood on end and the few penny-sized patches of skin not damaged by fire or hidden beneath a light blanket of ash erupted in goosebumps. Max Power was still inside there somewhere and would be until this — whatever this was — was complete. Ash Man had planted that voice in his conscience. What else had he planted there?
‘Your honour,’ rasped Ash Man, ‘what is the appropriate sentencing for the man standing before you in this trial by fire?’
Fireman listened to the mocking tones coming from the unworldly Ash Man and considered the pathetic gibberish-speaking Dodd. ‘Why did you do it?’
Dodd was away in a world of his own, speaking to children who weren’t there. His stark, wandering eyes considered the dank walls of the subterranean chamber. Once upon a time, he knew how to find his way out of here. Dodd was familiar with every manhole in the half-mile radius surrounding Ground Zero, here where they slept, cooked cats, droned, dribbled, shit, pissed, and received The Stick to help them get through the eternal night. During the first days down here, Dodd had thanked the addicts and their strange leader for keeping him hidden and safe from the authorities. But as the everlasting nights passed by, Dodd’s suspicions grew and his hope waned, bereft in the darkness. He wasn’t their guest. Dodd was their prisoner, a hostage, and that strange freak of a man who disappeared into the shadows before his eyes frequently was his kidnapper. Dodd went on hunger strike and only drank from the drip-drip-drip drop in the old brick ceiling. It wasn’t long before delirium set in and confusion became part of the eternal night…or ‘away with the fairies’, as his dear ole’ Mom might say. God bless her broken heart. Maybe—
‘You are hereby summoned,’ Ash Man announced, ‘to death by fire!’
Razor quick, Fireman lunged like a pouncing wolf…
Ash Man whooped and cackled…and laughed. Dear Jesus in Heaven but he was cracking up in heinous, demonic convulsions. A frenzy of sparks and flames flew. Screams and roars filled the underground tunnels. Fireman came down on Dodd in a haze of fire and hellacious fury, pulling the shirt off him, exposing his chest. His burning index finger fire-branded Vee and Em along Dodd’s poking ribs. The killer took his screams an octave higher.  And now, even Ash Man stood back and watched his protégé unleash hellfire on James ‘The Jimmy’ Dodd. The terrified trolls cried out in distress as they received a rude awakening.
The troll who shrieked the loudest was Lonnie, watching her ex’s head go up in a ball of flames while he screamed a guttural, cracked cry as the flames chewed and melted his vocal cords. Those high howls of pain faded out into throaty, broken whimpers and whines. A part of her enjoyed the spectacle, another part of her died with Jimmy.
It was a symphony of fire for the ages. 
The trolls screamed and wailed to get away from the shrieking man falling about the place in a wild circus-show fireball. It was one of those videos that turn up online when an amateur flamethrower makes the mistake in thinking that he was a professional. Oh dear, there’s always one. Dodd fell about the place screaming for mercy, but his mouth stopped working when his head caught fire, working its way downwards until James ‘The Jimmy’ Dodd was nothing but a twitching, beautiful silhouette of flames. The acrid stench of burning flesh filled the narrow tunnel. Dodd’s flesh bypassed the cat-on-a-spit’s aroma with its undeniable undertone of beefy texture. The smell of roast pork wafted down the tunnels. The cooking beef and pork lingering in the air drew nests of squeaking rats, then other roosting furred mammals came flapping from the sewer ceiling.
Dodd fell to the side of the canal in his attempt to throw himself into the water and quench his raging flesh. But the flames caught him first, and he collapsed just inches from the lip of the embankment, so close yet so far that his burning left hand lobbed over the side of the embankment. As he succumbed, he heard his own hand singe and felt that brief relief as the icy cold rainwater sucked on his hand in its icy embrace…sucked…sucked…
Something else was sucking on his hand. Cold, soft lips were sucking on his fingers. In his dying, broken delirium, James Dodd (sometimes known as The Jimmy in undesirable circles), found a level of satisfaction and managed a lipless smile, just a grimacing skeleton grin. He was back there at his grandaddy’s house. It was a sultry summer’s day, and he had his feet dangling in grandad Bill’s pond in the back garden. Hefty, the giant carp, was sucking on his toes. It was disgusting, yet relaxing, and most of all, the tickles coming from Hefty’s sucking gums brought little Jimmy to tears. He just couldn’t stop laughing… 
But that laughter came to a stop when jagged, germ-infested teeth snapped down on Dodd’s hand, and as he heard the crush of cartilage and bone, he screamed a final farewell for the ages, so loud, profound and hair-raising that passersby on Bridge Street overhead that Sunday mid-day screech, faint on the light wind. They put it down to the rambunctious teenagers of this town having a laugh somewhere. Tut tut, kids will be kids. Dodd felt himself being dragged over the embankment and down into the cold water. He found a brief relief in the coolness as it singed his broken and burnt body. But that relief was short-lived when he caught sight of the flowing head of white hair and a dead face…or was it the odd expressionless face on the underbelly of a stingray he had seen in 100 Amazing Facts About The Deep Ocean. Then, an immense dragging sensation pulled him under the frigid water, filling his nostrils, mouth, gullet, and lungs. Never in his wildest dreams did little Jimmy think he would finish out his days, not on the ocean bed, but in a stormwater drain in the jaws of something that looked oddly like the dead face of a deep-sea stingray…with flowing locks of silver-grey hair. Even Dodd had heard the rumours about something lurking in the River Arra. Someone spotted that same creature in Crazy Daisy cave up at Mag Reek mountain.
Perhaps the ultimate tragedy in all of this was that Dodd was just beneath everyone’s passing feet and had been for days. He should have turned himself in when he had a chance.
The trolls scattered in all directions, running through the bonfire,  sparks dancing as they sent the sizzling cat and makeshift spit flying into the darkness. One thing was witnessing the Egyptian mummy of ash going up in spontaneous combustion and taking out their guest-hostage in a blaze, but it was quite another thing to witness Dodd’s flaming body jerk before being pulled down into the canal to be seen no more. Whoever said the River Mare was nothing more than an urban legend in the town of Old Castle was very wrong. Fern Keegan had seen that thing in the Arra, up close and personal. And now poor Fern, who had never hurt a hair on anyone’s head, was coming home to another tragedy in her living room. She would never know about the secret two-faced addicts her parents had become — addicted to something out of this world, losing their way in the Spit ’n Stick as they had lovingly come to know it. It was their dirty secret, just a little fun, and who cared about this odd magician with a skin defect who liked to whisper in their ears? Just like Dodd, they too had gotten lost and forgot who they were, Dan and Linda Keegan, so-called upstanding members of the community; crumbled pillars of Old Castle is what they were. Nobody ever forgot Ash Man when they met him, but they forgot themselves.
Fireman, unable to outrun himself now, stumbled away into the darkness, leaving the growing mayhem behind. He cast a glance over his shoulder to see those poor people reduced to untamed creatures of the night, scampering haphazardly about like blind bats, clawing at the walls. He was a killer now, no better than Dodd. But the difference with Dodd was that he had killed for a good reason, while Dodd killed for no reason. But did that make Fireman any better?
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Carry the Torch
 
 
Fireman turned and ran. To where, he wasn’t sure. For now, the opposite direction was the safest bet. As he trotted along the embankment, something splashed along beside him in the canal to his left. Something large and dark loomed beneath the water’s surface, and he caught a glimpse of it with a wave of white hair flowing out behind it. In its clutches were the remains of Dodd, a limp puppet dragged against the current. The face stared blankly up at him before it was gone.
Scared and alone, Fireman raced through the tunnels beneath Old Castle, leaving a  sprinkle of an ash trail behind him. Because of his previous life and work, he knew this extensive subterranean network and found that he could remember events, faces, times, and locations. He was losing himself, yet he could recall sitting up in his pram in the backyard while his mother fed him, apple puree, young Max Power’s pudgy little face covered in the sticky sweetness. He recalled that random moment now, as if he was sitting in that pram as an adult. But he was looking at his toddler self through the eyes of an old camera, and he wondered if it was an actual memory or the memory of a picture on the wall of his dead house. Wasn’t the same image immortalised in the framed collage above the fireplace? Ah, the fireplace, yes, where all of this began…and would end.
Ashes to ashes…
Fireman could no longer decipher what was real and what was only an oasis in the burnt, desert landscape of his mind; what were real memories and what were memories stolen from photographs on the walls of ash and embers at Dead House? He had nowhere left to go but home — his memories were calling him home, and home is where the heart is. And home is where the hearth is. Yet, he didn’t have a heart any longer. It had been ripped out of his chest and the heart of the house gutted. There was nothing there, but it was still home, and Fireman knew he had to get away from that monster he knew as—
You’re the monster now…
—Ash Man. He — it — wasn’t what he claimed. Ash Man was whispering in many ears in this town, poisoning the well. Who or what the entity was, Fireman wasn’t sure, and nor did he want to know. He was sure of one thing, though: he feared himself more than anyone or anything else right now. Max Power had become a killing machine. Three death obstacles. That’s what Ash Man had said. Three death obstacles in this trial by fire. He had already dealt with the Keegans and Dodd; two down, one to go. Who was the last? It didn’t matter because there wouldn’t be a third death obstacle. No, strike that. There would be a third death obstacle — his death. Fireman had decided he would be the third and final death obstacle in this horrific trial by fire. It was the only way to put this to a stop. He liked to see himself as that comic book anti-villain, weeding out and frying the bad eggs for the good of humanity, but that tightening knot of guilt and confusion growing in the pit of his fever-ridden soul told him something was very wrong here. He needed to go back home. But how could he reach the remains of his house without venturing onto the streets to orient himself? everything looked the same down here…
He had an idea: he knew there were two types of sewers down here using the same network: storm drains and the public sanitary system. The water treatment plant was not too far from his house. Following the main pipe to the water treatment plant at the end of the sanitary network, the ex fireman knew he could find his house, or what remained of it.
He located the main pipes belonging to the public sanitary system and followed them back through a series of tunnels until he came to a point where the effluent pipe joined the pipes of the water treatment plant. Just above him, within a five-minute walk, was HOME. He peered upwards and squinted into the sky through the grille through which the pipes ran. It had grown windy, judging by the speed of the clouds. Fireman made for the closest manhole cover above him. It looked like a solar eclipse up there, with the steel cover as the moon and the thin ring of light surrounding it. He climbed the iron rungs fixed to the side of the wall and pushed the cover upwards. The steel plate grated along the tarmac as he levered it to the side. He popped his head out of the ground. The light hurt his eyes, but he could see that he was at the bottom of Old Station Road. Casting a glance about him, he pulled himself up and out of the manhole and made a beeline for a gateway leading into a field to his right. Smoke billowed out behind him. As he made a dash for the gate, a car came around the bend, slowed somewhat, then revved away…then a crash of metal.
*
A couple of Sunday drivers travelling at a leisurely speed along Old Station Road spotted an individual up ahead. He appeared to be coming from a fancy dress party and the woman in the passenger seat made a jokey comment about remembering when she was a teenager going back home from Saturday night parties in the middle of the following Sunday, ‘half sozzled’. But as they drew closer, her snort of laughter dried up to a click in her throat when they saw smoke rising from the smouldering man half-hidden in flapping, burning, and melting bandages. As if coming across a burning man trotting along Old Station Road wasn’t enough. What gave them extra cause for concern was what was below the bandages. The man’s face was the strangest shade of white they’d ever seen. Apart from the dark, sooty smudges, the poor man looked as if he was covered in some kind of substance they couldn’t decipher. The female passenger might have made an extra comment about how she remembered friends playing tricks on each other while they slept off their hangovers. But this wasn’t the case here this morning. The Egyptian Mummy, or The Invisible Man, was on fire!
‘Shouldn’t we help him?’ asked the driver, peering at the stricken individual in his rear-view mirror.
The passenger came back with one question. ‘Did you see those eyes? Drive on.’
No sooner had the driver put the pedal to the metal…when he swerved wildly. But it was too late. The Toyota hit an open manhole at such speed that it left its front right wheel and some of the axle behind in the hole. The Toyota dropped onto the tarmac and scraped along Old Station Road, sending sparks flying into the air before crashing into the hedge.
*
Fireman realised he was still Max Power as he found himself backtracking to the stricken vehicle. He looked inside to see two dazed and bloodied passengers. They stared out at him in blood-streaked shock, not quite sure if any of this was really happening. Fireman’s phone was at the bottom of the Arra now, short-circuiting. He reached through the passenger’s window, briefly filling the crashed Toyota with smoke, ash, and the distinctive aroma of singed flesh. He saw the pure dread on their faces as his bandaged arm of ash and maimed flesh reached by their faces for the phone on the dash. He dialled 112 and waited for an operator. ‘Car crash on Old Station Road, Old Castle.’ He hung up, replaced the phone and bounded away before the police arrived on the scene. Yes, he could do with an ambulance. But there wasn’t anything anyone in an ambulance could do for him now.
The wind had got up. Fireman made his way uphill towards his house, sticking to the hedgerows in the fields. As he approached the brow of the hill, what was left of him sank on seeing the wreck. The ruins were still cordoned off, with blue and white police tape flapping in the wind. The roof was obliterated. Jagged and blackened half-burnt beams spiked upwards towards the low blanket of cloud speeding by. The shell of the house stood intact, but the floor was a thick carpet of soggy ash. He came to a stop on seeing that the fire had only half eaten Emily’s bedroom. Half melted toys were strewn around the floor. Her Barbie collection stood to attention along a plaster shelf built into the wall, which somehow had escaped the fire. Some Barbies had melted hands and legs while others were burnt bald with distorted faces. The Barbie doll standing at the end of the line was as fresh as the day he bought it for Emily. He bought her that DJ Barbie with turquoise hair for her seventh birthday. Seeing those dolls reached whatever humanity was left in him. Fireman tried to cry but couldn’t. Nobody, not even the town’s youngsters (who had obviously been here if the graffiti was anything to go by), hadn’t taken the dolls from Emily’s macabre shrine and museum.
Below in the distance, Fireman heard sirens on Old Station Road…
He fell to his feet. What had he done? What had Ash Man turned him into? Who was the diabolical Ash Man? The missing element dawned on him. Yes, that entity had saved him twice and allowed him to avenge the deaths of his family. But at what cost? Hadn’t the demon, for want of a better word, created all of this in the first place? This had started when his friend and colleague found that little stone effigy in the ashes of The Hillside’s D wing. It had brought something forward and poisoned those it came in contact with.
He crawled on his hands and feet of ash and stopped in what should’ve been his living room. Cold embers covered the ground where he lay, and he noticed ash covering his exposed skin, feeling himself blow away in the wind. This was his baptism of fire. He understood that now. But it was also his cremation.
Max, would you like a drink?
He looked up to see Virginia standing by the drinks cabinet. She was pouring herself a Bailey’s Irish Cream, which she was prone to on a weekend. He watched her ghost go about preparing herself a glass of the sweet liqueur as if she were sleep-walking; her translucent silhouette was stuck in a loop, preparing the same glass of Bailey’s. ‘Vee? Is that really you? What’s happening?’
She turned to him, but her eyes were out of focus. She was out of focus. This is your baptism and trial by fire, Max. You are worthy of carrying the torch. You have proven yourself. Just one more obstacle to complete your trial. One more death obstacle…
Just as Fireman scowled, thinking that Virginia didn’t sound like that, or rather she sounded like that, but she wouldn’t say those words, Emily’s echoing voice came from her bedroom down the open-air hallway.
Daddy, sometimes I come to my room to play with my Barbies. The nice people left them here for me.
Hearing the eternal seven-year-old’s voice was a red-hot shard of pain.
I’m so proud of you, Daddy. You killed all those people just for Mommy and me. You are a real killing machine, Daddy…Daddy…Da-ddy…Da-ddy. Emily was stuck like one of her half melted toys. Only those who triumph in the trial by fire will carry the torch from the old to the new.
Just like Virginia, Emily’s words made sense, but they weren’t hers. It was sounding like daddy wasn’t an anti-villain after all, but just a villain.
It was always meant to be you, Max. You were always a baddie. The ghost of Virginia tittered while she poured herself a non-existent drink. You were just waiting for your moment to shine. You killed me, your daughter, your best friend and his wife, and in a way, you killed that poor fool, Sutty. Remember him? He was part of this game of chess, too. Another titter. And how can we forget Dodd? A bad egg? For sure, but you cooked him. It was all just a silly game of chess, Max. Some fun for us down here… Virginia’s voice turned low and guttural. Every now and again, we like to, um, how can I say this without sounding low-class? Fuck with your minds. I created all of this — when I say me — I mean what’s behind me…the master. For what you see before you is a mere marionette of memories. Her words sounded similar to Ash Man’s words when he explained how it wasn’t him calling the shots, but the master. Wait, Ash Man had used that very line…
Fireman roared in a choking sob. ‘Nooo!’
Out from behind a soot-covered wall appeared Ash Man. ‘I was once a man of flesh and blood, just like you. But someone once handed me the torch. And now I’m handing it to you to carry on our good work. We die and we are risen in this baptism of fire. You, too, will complete the trial as I did and carry the torch until you have served your time and will pass the torch onto the next man or woman of fire and ash. It’s never-ending.’
Fireman protested. ‘It was never meant to be me!’
Virginia added, It was always meant to be you, Max. Look at your previous life. You cannot deny that fire and smoke always swirled around you. Look at you. You look just like him. You are him.
‘Sit,’ commanded Ash Man.
Confused, broken and burnt, Fireman sat in the ash and embers of the gutted house. Ceremoniously, Ash Man unwrapped the tourniquet of bandages that had been more than just bandages. The hospital dressing had been Max Power’s cocoon. And inside it, the pupae had metamorphosed from flesh and blood to dust and ash. Ash Man removed the bandages as if this was all meant to be part of some ancient ritual…and maybe it was. Fireman felt naked without his bandages. Looking down at his body, he was horrified by his burnt skin beneath the ash. But with each passing hour, his mortal flesh was thinning and his layer of ash was thickening. He sat there in the cinders, and he was becoming a part of the house’s foundations. Ashes to ashes. Was this what was meant by the phrase coming home? Ash Man sat down in front of him. They sat opposite each other and Fireman thought he was looking in a mirror as the two beings of ash gazed at each other. For a strange moment, he thought he was Ash Man looking back at himself.
It was always meant to be you, Max. Look at you. You look just like him. You are him. Virginia repeated the same line with the same tone. She was on a loop. And something very disturbing was only now beginning to dawn on Fireman — the ghosts of his dearly departed wife and child were never a figment of his imagination, but a figment of whatever demon had taken hold of his mind and soul. Whatever was behind Ash Man had implanted a false narrative. This whole strange affair has been nothing but a false narrative from the first moment he met Ash Man, organised by Dan Keegan, down in the sewers.
Carry the torch, Daddy.
Fireman lowered his head in shame and anger on hearing his dead child’s orchestrated voice. And now that fear and shame were manifesting into nothing but icy terror as the dirty penny dropped and everything in this mischievous game of chess made devilish sense. He wouldn’t have known, only for that glacial smile Ash Man flashed as he undone his tourniquet — the first and last smile, and it would be the undoing of one of them. It wasn’t Ash Man, but what lurked inside Ash Man; Ash Man was merely a conduit — an empty vessel, just like he was becoming. And God knows how many times Virginia had called him one, but in jest. The discovery of the winged, multi-limbed statuette by Blake Pierce, aka Mr. Burns, initiated a chain of events that led to it reaching Dan Keegan. It was living in young Pierce, aka Mr Burns, roosting in him. That inconspicuous little effigy always found its way to the right people who, Fireman realised, had a leaning towards the naked flame…firefighters or pyromaniacs, it didn’t distinguish. The innocent bystander who happened upon that figurine wouldn’t be infected, but would start a chain of events that started in the burning deserts before Egyptian mummies ever existed, for all Firemen knew. It was a virus and a curse. But, for whatever reason, it didn’t like Mr Burns and proved it to him with spontaneous combustion. It doesn’t get any clearer than that. Ash Man had mentioned the word volatile when speaking about the pyromaniac. This notion sent chilling pangs of desperation through him.
‘Time for the third and final death obstacle.’
Fireman stared deep into the dead eyes of Ash Man. Beyond that dry and cloudy surface there once lived a man, just like Max Keegan once was. From where? He would never know. He wasn’t from Old Castle, that was for sure. ‘Who are you?’
‘I’m the carrier of the torch.’
‘Who…are…you?’
And then Fireman almost fell over when Ash Man began speaking in the third person, as a second entity spoke for him in a growl. “They chose him to carry the torch; once, he was a simple man like you.” He is nobody, and he is nothing. Your last obstacle in this trial was by fire. You’re almost ready, but you still linger on that human empathy.’
Fireman was seized by rictus rage — the same blinding rage that blazed inside him when he took the lives of Dan and Linda Keegan. He pounced on Ash Man for everything he’d done, said and meant. But mostly for the lies. Sparks flew, fire whooshed. Before Fireman knew what he had done, Ash Man was sitting there, flames billowing up around him. He didn’t scream nor move, burnt like a piece of furniture — the empty vessel he truly was. The flames burnt strangely, just like the sofa pyre back in the Keegan’s living room. Even now, he sensed that layer of ash thicken and his skin thinning. Smoke rose from his arms and legs. It came through his pores and down the nasal cavities where a nose once was and from each hole in either side of his head where his ears once were before the fire took them away. Ash Man was burning from the inside out. As the flames burned down to hot ash, a clear and concise “Thank you…” came from the man within. Ash Man had burnt down to an inconspicuous pile of ash, hip-height with Fireman. There were no bones in that pile. How could that—
Something rippled in the pile of ash…
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Amon
 
 
The smoking pile of embers snaked and rippled. Something was growing inside it, pushing, side-winding through the ash left in Ash Man’s wake. Fireman watched through dying eyes as Ash Man’s ashes mixed with the embers of the burnt house. Not only Ash Man’s, but his too. But there was a third element now, mingling in the cinders. A moment of silence ensued as Fireman stared at the ash that fell away and a brooding horror was borne of the cinders.
Dumb and numb, Fireman scrambled backwards… 
It appeared in silence and considered him. The clawed tips on the folded leathery wings were the first points to reveal themselves. Its scaly head and dark, non-expressive eyes that could look kind in another world. The sneer on the thing’s face turned what stomach Fireman had left. And as it manifested from the chrysalis of ash, Fireman was greeted with the rest of its otherworldly anatomy. Hadn’t he seen this thing before? He’d first seen it in Dan Keegan’s hand in the man cave, rolling it in the palm of his hand. Dan had called it a ‘figurine’. A figurine sounds cute, but there was nothing cute about this manifestation of that smaller-scale simulacrum. This abomination’s creators didn’t intend for Man to see it, and that’s why it used Man’s mortal coil to carry out its heinous mind manipulation and, for want of a better word, devilment.
‘My baptism of fire.’ Its words came slow and scorching, like fiery jets coming from a shooting flamethrower. ‘This game never gets old. Human behaviour always fascinated me, like ants in an anthill, complex and organized…but all it takes is one element to throw all that into chaos.’
Each time it opened its mouth, Fireman saw bubbling magma deep in its gullet. Prehistoric skin, patched with ash, covered it; centuries of exposure had left its scrawny thighs bare bone, the hard, yellowing tissue chiseled and chipped. It was a perversion of nature.
‘You have completed your trial by fire. Now, it’s your turn to carry the torch and serve me, Amon. Together, we will whisper in their ears and play mind games. It’s a king’s sport.’
‘No!’ Fireman declared as his world faded to ash and his body mixed with the ash foundations of home and the ashes of his wife and child. They would all be together again and sink into the ground as one.
Ashes to ashes, dust to dust, Daddy…
The second his daughter’s voice stopped in his head, the fiery demon laughed to the skies and Fireman saw not spittle fly from its mouth, but dollops of burning lava. Its mouth was a volcano.
You are a fool, Daddy. We’re dead. How can we speak?
Emily’s titter sent him over the edge.
She’s right, Max. You believed us because you wanted to believe. Now we will use you to spread our poison because you were always an empty vessel and you have a thing for playing with fire…like we do here in the place you know as Hell.
‘Stop!’
Virginia’s illusion added, We use the ash puppet to whisper poison in everyone’s ears and give them The Stick. Another gut-wrenching laugh that petered out to a guttural whine like a dying dog. Now, Emily and Virginia were speaking as if they had a hand in orchestrating this nightmare. But Firemen knew it was the demon speaking, and always had been.
It’s blood magic, Max, said Virginia, as if he should’ve known that.
Emily spoke, Remember the sign…the floating candle flame without the candle? We give that 
sign to mark the next torch-carrier. We gave you all the signs, but you didn’t listen or see, you’re a deaf, blind fool.
These phantoms of nightmare laughed and Fireman sensed his remaining life draining away in the blowing wind.
Its whoosh of a voice sounded like a lit match thrown on a trail of fuel. ‘This infernal and eternal game of chess continues.’ It laughed to the skies, spewing fire.
‘Who—What are you?’
‘I can tell you what I’m not.’ More bubbling lava-laughs. This creature was something that preferred to live in the dark sewers with addicts who would do anything for a hit of burning blood magic in the vein. It was a virus that lived in places of infection and disease. It was a manifestation, yet its exact nature remained unclear. Behold, a fallen angel — look at its wings! Its hoofed trotters! But wasn’t a fallen angel also a demon?
‘Three death obstacles!’ Fireman cried. ‘The Keegans…Dodd…Ash Man or whatever he was. Three!’ He repeated. ‘This is over!’
The next words that came from the winged creature with two sets of flailing arms on either side of its upper body knocked Fireman to the floor of ash. ‘The one who carried the torch before you wasn’t alive for you to kill. Just as you won’t be when your full metamorphosis takes place and you become fully ash and the next to carry the torch.’
‘So, who is the third death ob—’ He froze. Even as he heard the dead girl’s voice, he knew who the third was to be.
You, daddy! cried Emily joyously. She was standing before him. You’re the third death obstacle. How did you not know this? Mommy, you’re right, Daddy was always an empty vessel. A deaf, blind fool!
The creature was miming and wriggling its many clawed fingers, pulling on Em’s imaginary strings.
Fireman fell to his knees.
Virginia appeared and added, Our ash can, um, mingle…
Their tittering chuckles started and stopped in perfect synchronicity, as if they’d been practicing it all morning. Fireman watched the demonic entity, master of ceremonies and puppets, work in perfect synchronization with the illusions of his wife and child before they shriveled down into the sodden floor of ash and ember for the last time.
A wind got up and whistled through the skeleton of a house. Fireman never felt so alone, sitting there in the burnt shell, naked, while that thing stood over him. It was just them now. But he wasn’t ready to go down without a fight, fire on fire. He marshalled his forces and concentrated on all the death and destruction this creature of the night had brought him until he became a tight singing ball of red-hot anger and leapt at the demonic entity…
The second he did was the same second he knew it was all over and better to face the ashes where he would meet his family again. It was all he had left to hold onto as he went up in a spectacular ball of raging flames, high and neon blue. And as he burnt down, he saw that creature mingle with his melting mortal coil. That was the only mingling he witnessed and did not see nor hear his wife and child again. At least, not in the mortal realm, but perhaps in the ‘Hell’ they spoke of. It was such a strange thing to hear them speak of the netherworld.
As Fireman crumbled, some of him carried away on the wind to the four corners of the compass. He was reminded of the figurine! He had forgotten all about it; it was still in his hand. But it was too late to do anything now as he realised the same hand grasping the statuette was turning to dust. As his head and body disintegrated, he witnessed the enormous winged demon wither in statue-grey and morph into a hot mountain of ash.
Thankfully, Fireman wasn’t around to feel their ash mingle.



Epilogue 
 
Whispering Demon 
 
 
On January 2, 2025, a demolition crew and the new owner of the Power property turned up on Old Station Road to demolish the remains of the burnt-out house. Rebuilding the structure had been a brief option, but considering its ghastly history, all concerned decided it was best to knock the place. A pervading sense of sadness and doom lingered here and the pathetic ash and half-burnt items were testament to that pervading gloom and also whispered of a happy family that once was.
The beneficiary of the property was a distant blood relative of Max Power, but ultimately, next-of-kin. They had hardly known each other in life. As adults, they would say they never met, except the picture on the hallway wall said otherwise. Apparently, when they were young adults, they had gone on a fishing trip together. Max and Virginia Power had left everything to their daughter, Emily, in their will, not knowing at the time that the cursed seven-year-old wouldn’t be around to reap the benefits. The State had decided that next-of-kin should be the beneficiary. Happy days…or so it seemed.
The new owner from Dublin was staying in a run-down B&B on the outskirts of town, going by the oddly humorous name of Halfway House, which was managed by a sweet if eccentric couple,  Robert and Nancy Moore. The chatty multi-tasking waitress in the breakfast room of the B&B had kept the Dubliner abreast of the series of inexplicable fires and the mysteries they left in the ashes. Old Castle, out here in the sticks, was stuck in a whirlpool of strangeness. This was another deciding factor in not building anything else on that plot of land. Max Power’s distant cousin wasn’t sure if this was a gift or a curse. Maybe in the future, she would give the plot to her son. A nest egg, perhaps.
She was weighing up her future options while traipsing through the shell of a house when she kicked something. The woman bent down and went to sift through a large and peculiar pile of embers when she flinched and snapped her hand back. At first, she thought she’d imagined it, so poked her fingers into the sticky, wet pile. There was no mistaking it this time — there was heat coming from that pile of ash. Nothing intense, but enough to draw her hand back in shock. How was that even possible? Seven months had gone by since the fire during the summer last year. She put it down to the sun, shining through the open roof on that area of the living room, and building up internal heat like a compost pile. She wondered what the mound of mucky cinders had been before the fire got to it. It was a considerable mass of ash and its colour was a different hue to the rest coating the floor. Her fingers located the object and that, too, radiated low heat. She picked it up and ran it under an outdoor tap, frowning as the ash and silt washed away to reveal a strange figurine. It looked like, well, a demon of some description. There was no other way to describe it, with what seemed to be flames coming from its mouth, those vast wings, four arms, and hoofed feet.
But she quickly forgot about it when she heard the roar and rumble of the bulldozer thundering its way up Old Station Road to level the place. She dropped the object into her Barbour jacket and forgot all about it until she pulled it out of her pocket a few days later at home in the capital.
 
The figurine was lying around the Dublin house for the next few days, appearing and disappearing as family members picked up the curiosity and laid it down in other areas of the house, until the woman’s 17-year-old son put it in his pocket. His friends would get a kick out of it. He would produce it during their upcoming camping trip in the woods. He couldn’t think of a better venue.
 
 
That weekend, the boy produced the figurine while they were sitting around a bonfire in the woods, telling ghost stories. They were a little drunk on a two-litre bottle of cider one of them had sneaked into their backpack. As the teenagers passed around the drink, the 17-year-old boy decided it was the best moment to produce the weird statuette. The guys were fascinated, but the only girl in the group found it to be a nasty little piece of work and flung it into the bonfire. The 17-year-old freaked and jumped into the fire after it, his sense of space and bravery impaired and bloated by the alcohol…or maybe he had developed a special fondness for that small piece of ornate stone. His friends sprung into drunken action and dragged him out of the bonfire, ordering him to sit the fuck down. It was pointless to go looking for it now. They would fish it out of the ashes in the morning…
 
Over the following days of confusion, the 17-year-old questioned many things. His inexplicable reaction when his wannabe girlfriend threw the little monster of stone into the flames — rage, that’s what he’d felt. Fury. Why had he grown such an attachment to the silly little rock his mom had found? But the first question he asked himself was where had that stranger come from? They were in the middle of the woods, and the guy was naked as the day he was born and disfigured by a fire sometime during his life. But he never complained of the cold, not once. They gave him clothes, or rather, they slipped a spare sleeping bag around him, to hide his sickly white body more than protect him from the chilled night. The white man—
There was stuff, like talc powder, all over his skin…
—sat down on the dead tree beside them and stared into the flames with a lost expression as they told ghost stories. They offered the man alcohol, but he declined. And it wasn’t long before the pale man was whispering in their ears while they took turns telling spooky stories. Perhaps if they’d been stone cold sober, they mightn’t have taken to a stranger sitting with them with such ease. But they were young and inexperienced in the dark ways of the world and none of them knew how to handle alcohol. It wasn’t long before they were eyeing each other suspiciously, their faces glowing in the bonfire. The vagrant sat down next to the boy who had brought the figurine and began whispering in his ear about the girl he liked and how his best friend was secretly with her, ‘…when your back is turned.’ That was when something dawned on him — the man’s face was oddly familiar. Yes, although disfigured, he was sure he had met this man before. No, wait, maybe he never met him. The stranger looked like an older version of the man in the picture on the hallway wall with his mom. They were on a fishing trip or something, and about the same age as he was now.
‘Alcohol is for losers, kids. Want to try something different?’ croaked the white man.
They weren’t sure what the odd newcomer was referring to. His hollow, expressionless eyes drifted from the half empty bottle of cider to the fire. He knelt down and put his hand into the flames, long enough to cause the teenagers to squirm and cast concerned glances at each other. The new arrival pulled a smoking twig out of the fire and rolled the cool end between his fingers. They watched in amazement as he sucked on the smouldering tip of the stick without burning himself, then pulled it from between his melted lips. It was like watching a parlour trick. Only parlour tricks are enjoyable. Growing dread roosted in their hearts, but they weren’t sure why.
‘Who’s ready for a little Spit n’ Stick?’
 
 
 
 
The End
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