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THE FROZEN CHAMPION

The leisure centre smelled of chlorine, damp rubber, and burnt coffee from the vending machine near reception. Obasi stepped through the doors, carrying his bag over one shoulder, already tired before training had even begun. A teenage lad beside the vending machines recognised him immediately and started shadowboxing harder in front of his mates, throwing combinations at the air with exaggerated speed until his coach glanced over and quietly said, “Leave it.” The boy stopped straight away. Nobody explained why.

At reception, the woman behind the desk became overly professional the moment Obasi approached. “Sign in here, please, sir.” Her smile tightened. “Thank you, sir.” She printed the visitor slip too quickly and pushed it across the desk with careful fingers. “Enjoy your session, sir.” It was not friendliness. It sounded rehearsed, like somebody trying to avoid complaints before they happened. Obasi nodded once and walked on without speaking.

The boxing hall carried its usual noise, but the rhythm kept breaking around him. Gloves cracked against the pads. Trainers shouted combinations. Skipping ropes snapped against the concrete. Yet every few moments conversations stalled for half a second before restarting. A young amateur missed a jab because he was staring at Obasi instead of the sparring exchange. His coach slapped the ring apron sharply. “Eyes here.” The lad apologised and threw himself back into the session too aggressively.

Two teenage lads near the seating area filmed Obasi with a phone held low beside a sports bottle. One whispered, “Don’t let him clock us.” The other lowered the camera for a moment before raising it again. Obasi ignored them. Being watched no longer surprised him. It was the pretending that exhausted him. Everybody acted like the attention was accidental.

A father standing beside the ring recognised him while holding his son’s gloves under one arm. “You still fighting then?” The question sounded harmless until the man immediately regretted having asked it. His shoulders tightened. His eyes flicked briefly towards his son. Obasi simply nodded once and kept walking. “Right,” the man muttered awkwardly. “Good.” Then he stared back towards the ring as if nothing had happened.

Near the changing rooms, another fighter reached the doorway at the same time as Obasi. The man slowed, hesitated, then stepped aside. “I’ll come back.” Casual words. Casual tone. Still, he left immediately. Obasi entered alone. The changing room smelled of wet towels and cheap deodorant. Three men inside avoided looking directly at him for too long. One focused intensely on relacing trainers that were already tied properly. Another stared at the messages on his phone without scrolling.

Obasi sat on the bench and unzipped his bag slowly. His right hand ached beneath fresh tape from the morning session. The knuckles had split again during bag work two days earlier and never fully closed. He flexed his fingers until the stiffness eased. Sleep deprivation sat behind his eyes like pressure trapped beneath bone. He had stopped counting proper nights of rest weeks ago. Across from him, the mirror above the sink caught part of his reflection. He looked away before studying it properly.

Outside the changing room, the gym continued in uneven bursts of noise. Somebody laughed too loudly at a joke that was not funny enough to deserve it. A heavy bag rattled against its chain. Trainers resumed shouting instructions once they convinced themselves the atmosphere had settled again. Obasi wrapped his hands carefully, pulling the fabric tight between each finger until the pressure grounded him.

When he returned to the hall, a small space already existed around the heavy bags. Nobody claimed it directly. Nobody announced it. The distance simply formed on its own. Obasi noticed those things automatically now, the same way fighters noticed changes in balance before punches were thrown. He set his bag down and started working the jab slowly. Pop. Reset. Pop. Cross. The bag swung back honestly. That part of boxing still made sense to him.

Across the gym, an amateur heavyweight kept glancing towards Obasi between combinations. Trying not to imitate him. Trying not to stare. His coach noticed immediately. “Focus on your own work.” The lad nodded and hit the pads harder, breathing through his mouth. Obasi kept training without reacting. Sweat gathered beneath his hood and rolled down the base of his spine. Every few minutes he checked the exits automatically without fully meaning to. Front entrance. Fire exit. Stairwell. Habit had buried itself deeper than thought.

His phone buzzed after nearly forty minutes. Louise. Obasi answered while sitting against the wall beside the bags. “You awake?” she asked immediately. He could hear keyboard tapping in the background. Papers shifting. Email notifications arriving every few seconds. Louise sounded exhausted enough to forget meals and angry enough to keep working, anyway.

“No progress?” Obasi asked.

“Nobody’s saying no,” Louise replied after a pause. “That’s the problem.” More typing. “Nobody wants to put anything in writing.” She exhaled heavily through her nose. “Promoters answer until your name enters the conversation. Then suddenly schedules become complicated.”

Obasi stayed quiet while Louise continued reading through documents. “There’s an opponent list here,” she said carefully. “Most of it’s rubbish, but one offer looks wrong.” He listened while she explained the details. No medical insurance attached. Delayed broadcast terms instead of live transmission. A venue clause that shifted liability away from organisers in unusually aggressive language. Louise stopped halfway through a sentence and reread something. “This shouldn’t even have passed legal review.”

Obasi searched the fighter’s name while she talked. The internet results looked manufactured. Grainy footage uploaded from abandoned accounts. Deleted interviews. Old gym affiliations that no longer existed. Forum comments calling the fighter durable without describing him properly. One clip showed him surviving brutal punishment against somebody well above regional level. Another claimed the footage was fake. Half the links no longer worked.

“They want me desperate enough to take it,” Obasi said quietly.

Louise was silent for a moment before answering. “No. They want you grateful enough.” Her voice sounded tired now rather than angry. Obasi locked the phone screen and stared across the hall at young fighters still chasing futures that had not turned complicated yet. Somebody lost balance throwing a right hand beside him, and the coach corrected his stance patiently. Ordinary work. Ordinary ambition. Obasi tightened the tape around his wrist, stood back up, and returned to the heavy bag. This time he hit it hard enough for the chain above it to rattle through the entire gym.
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THE FIGHT THAT WILL NOT STOP

The rain eased by evening, leaving the coastal town washed clean beneath fading Atlantic mist and tired amber streetlights. Water clung to the roads in long black streaks while fishing boats knocked softly against the harbour wall below the village. Somewhere uphill, an old radio drifted through an open pub door before laughter swallowed the sound again. Cillian walked slowly through the town with bread tucked beneath one arm and both hands buried deep inside his coat pockets against the cold. Earlier that afternoon he had spent hours repairing fencing along a widow’s property outside the village while gulls screamed above the sea and rain rolled endlessly across the cliffs. The work left his shoulder aching badly again. Some mornings the old injuries stiffened so much that he needed several minutes before his fingers properly closed around tools.

The village barely treated him as a stranger anymore. Children recognised him as the quiet man who fixed roofs after storms and carried shopping bags for pensioners when roads flooded. Shopkeepers nodded when he entered without forcing conversation. Fishermen raised hands from the harbour wall while gutting mackerel beneath the evening light. Nobody asked direct questions about where he came from or why certain expressions crossed his face whenever news reports drifted toward Church inquiries or trafficking arrests. Places shaped by grief often learn their own form of mercy. People there understood instinctively that some men survive terrible things by learning silence first.

The country itself had changed too, though not cleanly. Memorial gardens stood where unmarked graves once hid beneath institutional grounds. Survivors spoke publicly now without lowering their eyes. Schoolchildren learned names generations earlier were buried beneath paperwork and fear. Yet old damage still lingered everywhere beneath ordinary life. Addiction. Poverty. Distrust. Whole families carried inherited silence through kitchens smelling of tea and cigarettes while televisions played parliamentary apologies in the background. Some predators adapted instead of disappearing completely. Corruption rarely dies gracefully. It simply searches for quieter rooms.

There were still nights when anger returned strong enough to wake him before dawn with his jaw clenched hard enough to ache. Some mornings he still checked exits automatically inside cafés and train stations. Religious imagery could still tighten something violent inside his chest before thought caught up with instinct. But there were quieter things now, too. He slept longer sometimes. Sat through full conversations without drifting elsewhere mentally. Children at the shelter no longer avoided him. Once, during heavy flooding near the coast road, an old woman touched his arm gently after he carried sandbags through freezing rain and simply said, “You look tired, son.” Nobody had called him that in years.

Rivvon and Rayah appeared less often now. Occasionally he noticed them near the sea at dusk or reflected faintly in rain soaked windows while buses passed through town. Their absence no longer frightened him. He had finally understood they were never there simply to guide him through destruction. They stayed because some part of him still needed softness to survive what violence had made of his life.

That evening he entered the village shop mostly for coffee, batteries, and bread. Warmth folded around him immediately from old heaters humming near the counter and fresh loaves cooling on metal racks beside the till. The place smelled faintly of rain drying on coats, newspaper ink, and soup powder. A young couple argued quietly near the freezer aisle about what to make for dinner. An old fisherman scratched lottery tickets beside the window with the concentration of a surgeon. Somewhere near the back, traditional music crackled softly through radio static. Nothing dramatic waited there. No ambush. No screaming. Just people living ordinary lives beneath soft yellow lights while evening settled quietly over the coast.

Then he noticed the two little girls watching him.

They stood near the sweets display, smiling with the open curiosity children still possess before the world teaches them caution properly. One looked slightly older, confident enough to stare directly at him without embarrassment. The younger stayed half hidden beside her sister but smiled, anyway. Cillian blinked awkwardly, caught completely unprepared by the softness of the moment. For a second, grief moved through him sharply enough that he nearly looked away. He remembered too many frightened children. Too many faces lost before safety reached them in time. But these girls carried none of that fear. They simply looked at him like he were another ordinary man buying groceries after work.

Slowly, carefully, Cillian smiled back.

It was small. Barely there, really. Yet the girls immediately giggled between themselves as if the gesture mattered enormously.

Their mother appeared moments later, carrying baskets against one hip and visible embarrassment across her face. “Rivvon, Rayah, leave the poor man alone,” she said gently while guiding them back towards her side. The names struck him hard enough that he forgot the coffee in his hand for a moment. The woman noticed his expression and smiled apologetically before leading the girls towards the counter. Rivvon waved once before disappearing behind a shelf stacked with tinned soup. Rayah lingered slightly longer. Her eyes held his for a quiet second beneath the flickering lights. Then she followed after her sister without saying anything at all.

Outside, the rain had stopped completely. Cillian stepped onto the pavement, carrying bread beneath one arm while dusk settled softly across the harbour road. The sea rolled steadily in the distance beneath darkening skies. Somewhere behind him the girls laughed again, bright and alive and untouched by the things that shaped him. He paused beside the crossing for a moment, listening to the sound drift through the evening air. The scars remained. The ghosts remained. Some part of the Fire Stag always would. But standing there beneath coastal streetlights while shop windows reflected softly across wet roads, Cillian realised he no longer looked at innocence and expected it to disappear. His smile returned then. Small. Tired. Real. And for the first time
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The crown is heavier than the fight.
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