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CHAPTER 1
The Prisoner  
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The prisoner awoke in a screaming sweat. Was it a dream—or his new existence? He surveyed the room: whitewashed walls, sour antiseptic smell—unfamiliar. The dull, pulsing pain in the back of his head yanked him to the here and now. Gallagher remembered his transfer from the cell to the hospital wing. The sterile scent of disinfectant was oddly comforting after years of cruelty, blood, and grime. He had temporarily escaped the prison’s constant din—the clanging of metal and the shouting of men—but he would have exchanged this new quiet for that old noise if it meant silencing the throbbing pulse behind his eyes.   

He pressed his palms against his temples, trying to crush the pressure from the outside in, but the rhythm just hammered on. He stared at the ceiling and waited for the room to stop tilting.   

The door swung open. A man in a white coat stepped in, clipboard in hand. His gaze was neutral, his movements rigid. Gallagher pegged him as the prison doctor—a man whose clipped tones and stiff posture spoke of a soul long since cauterized by the system. He didn't look at Gallagher’s face; he looked only at the chart.   

“Your tests are back,” the man said. His voice was flat—a mechanic reporting a broken part. “It’s brain cancer.” Gallagher offered no response. He didn't blink. He simply watched the man, his own face a mask of indifference that had served him well in darker places than this.   

Without another word, the doctor turned and left. The heavy click of the lock echoed through the silence, a sound as final as the pronouncement itself.   

Gallagher’s blood ran cold. A tremor began in his hand, spreading quickly through his body, a silent scream building in his chest. For a long moment, he stared trancelike at the ceiling. The words hung in the air—somber. He lay still, wondering what would come next.  

The last few years had been a whirlwind: from the oppressive heat of rainforests to the stench of overcrowded Colombian prisons. It was ironic that the thought of returning to semi-familiar surroundings had once brought him a measure of hope.  

The trial was a farce. Witnesses had either died or claimed no memory of the incident in 1984. The English prison was tolerable compared to Colombia.  

He swallowed hard in utter shock. A leaden weight pressed behind his eyes, a thick, dull ache that felt as if some cruel hand was squeezing his skull from the inside. He had thought that it may have been a tension headache or at worst a migraine, but cancer?  

He had experienced tension from several sources recently.  The extradition from Colombia, that was unexpected. He had thought that after six years in the hellhole in Bogotá he would be free to return to Ireland, or somewhere neutral. The British authorities had long memories and longer reach. They waited— never relented in their pursuit and had negotiated his extradition upon his release.  

Most of the prisoners were too young to remember the conflict or ambush, and those who did were indifferent to it. Gallagher had become accepted by most of the prisoners as he had brought stability and ended bullying. The prison guards had come to respect his leadership; this news was going to change everything.  

He lay wondering. He didn’t have long to wait.  

The heavy lock turned twice with a metallic clang. Bruce  

[image: ]McIntosh filled the doorway—broad shouldered, close-cropped rust-steel hair, boots polished to satisfy a sergeant major. The keys didn’t rattle; they sat heavy in a gnarled palm—a landscape of rope-burned ridges and thick calluses earned from years of service. His hands held the unnatural stillness of a man used to waiting behind a trigger, his thumb clamped over the brass to keep them silent.  “Brendan.” he said, voice throaty, the glens still rolling in the vowels. “Sorry for the news. It’s a hard one.” Gallagher gave a dry smile. “Aye. The Reaper, Bruce, he keeps his appointments. I’ve used up my quota.” McIntosh swallowed. Something tightened along his jaw; he chewed once on the inside of his cheek and set a plastic cup within reach, straightening the blanket with one hand. “You’ve seen your share,” he said. Not pity—just the blunt truths, measured out— no fancy wrapping, just like he did everything.  

Gallagher’s gaze stayed firm. Whatever twisted in his gut, he wasn’t letting his guard down.  


McIntosh nodded slow—rubbed his chin. “If you need the  


priest, I’ll see to it. Five minutes.”  

He tapped his ring once against the bed frame—an old habit, then turned leaving Gallagher with his thoughts.  

The British authorities had been secretive about Gallagher’s arrival at the prison, but McIntosh had no problem with his new inmate. Some of the prisoners had responded unfavorably to the Irish rebel but before long Gallagher’s behavior and his willingness to defend the underdog found favor.  

The turning point came the day he stopped a beating. He found a trembling young lad crying behind a laundry bin. He was shaking, blood oozing from the corner of his bashed lip. Gallagher pulled him out, then turned on the attacker with fists like bricks. No warning, no words—just two savage blows, one to the gut, one to the jaw. The bully dropped like a sack of dirty laundry moaning and retching.  

The other prisoners backed away in stunned silence, their eyes wide and glued to the crumpled form on the ground— then to the Irishman's inflexible eyes. Gallagher, his chest burning, stood over the bully, fists still clenched, his gaze hard and determined.    

He didn't wait for him to get up—turned and walked away—tighthe thumping in his chest the only sound in the sudden quiet.    

The bully lay in a heap—groaning. No one helped him up.  

Word spread.  

The thumping in his head didn't stop until Gallagher reached his cell. The adrenaline from the fight began to cool, but the burning in his chest didn't fade—it climbed. The pulsation in his ribs moved upward, settling behind his eyes until it became that same rhythmic hammer he’d felt before.   

He sat on his bunk and waited for the world to stop gyrating.  The prison was quiet, but it wasn't the relief he wanted. The only thing he could hear was the steady, heavy pulse in his skull that refused to let him rest. Something from before this room had followed him in.   

He set his jaw in stubborn determination—he had been in tough spots before and survived. This was just another hurdle, but the nagging pain told him otherwise.  

The door opened with a loud clank as two powerfully built guards with blank faces of men lacking any semblance of pity, pushed a medical gurney into the room. Gallagher forced himself upright, determined to show no weakness. “Ready for your journey, general?” sneered the younger one, his voice contemptuous. Gallagher ignored the gibe and lay down on the stretcher. “Let’s try and keep you comfy” said the older guard as he laid a pillow under the patient’s head and strapped him in.     

Within minutes they had exited the ward and into a large courtyard.    

Gallagher could hear the familiar whirl of the blades of the helicopter before he saw his latest transportation, a Lynx. His mind drifted to the hundreds of unsuccessful attempts he had made to shoot one down. A powerful calm settled upon him, a quiet acceptance that the revolutionary days were gone.    

No more insurrections. No more rebellions. No more causes to die for. The earlier injection began to kick in as he slowly drifted into a stupor.    

The Lynx lifted into the grey dawn, its steady thrum drifting Gallagher toward uneasy sleep. In his haze, he dreamt of foggy alleyways and hurried plans, slipping through shadows as MI5 closed in. The rain in London fell like a river breaking its banks, sheets of water obscuring the city’s ragged edges. The fugitive stood at the docks with a duffel bag slung over his shoulder, the salt-laced wind tugging at his jacket. Behind him lay a cause that had shaped him, bruised him, betrayed him, and denied him. Before him, a commuter boat waited to carry him away to another cause, another revolution.  

After the failed mission in England the leadership had denied the movements involvement and made it clear that Gallagher was no longer welcome in its ranks. No word of acknowledgment, no support. The men in the small group he'd led—fought beside had evaporated into the London fog. It was not the leaving that saddened him, but the manner of it.  

Gallagher had spent his boyhood in Derry’s sectarian divided streets, where he learned to fight playground bullies and stand up for those who couldn’t. This fierce instinct had drawn him into trade union meetings as a teenager, where he witnessed the exploitation of working men   by indifferent bosses.    

The IRA had seemed a natural extension of that cause, a fight against tyranny in uniform. But like so many wars, this one had turned in on itself.  

As the ferry pulled away, he didn’t turn back—a figure on the deck, a solitary silhouette against the sinking sun. The only passenger carrying nothing but a battered bag and a history too heavy for a man his age, hoping that his new chapter would have a more favorable ending.  
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CHAPTER 2
The Cage  
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Bogotá’s air hit him like a soggy, clammy towel. Thick, soupy heat and diesel fumes gripped his lungs the moment he stepped off the bus. The city’s pandemonium was everywhere—a wild chorus of honking cars, hollering vendors, and spluttering motorbikes. Gallagher fumbled through his pockets for the note, his fingers slick with dampness.  

He’d been sent the name of a contact—a former Irish labor organizer named Kerrigan. Kerrigan was a man who had blended into this dubious environment, trading his old socialist ideals for a shady life overseeing protection for wealthy landowners.  

Kerrigan’s words felt like a gentle touch, carefully chosen to disguise the truth. He painted a picture of the M.A.S. as a shield—a buttress of fairness protecting peasants who he insisted, had pleaded for their help against the guerrillas. He spoke of families huddled in fear, their homes threatened, their crops destroyed, and how the M.A.S. had stepped in—their presence a promise of safety in a land ravaged by conflict. He had assured Gallagher that the paramilitary group had been formed to protect the peasants against the guerrillas. They were a shield for the innocent.  

He greeted Gallagher with a handshake like a vice and a smirk that made Gallagher’s skin crawl. “Welcome to the new frontier, Paddy.” Gallagher stiffened but ignored the slight. His stomach pulsed. He felt he was tightrope walking a treacherous gorge—was it too late? He convinced himself to believe the description his contact had given him. His heart rate increased, but he believed it might be Kerrigan’s obnoxious personality. Still, it paid well and promised purpose—or at least, the illusion of it.  

Kerrigan assigned him to a squad, assuring him that once he had become familiar with the terrain, he would have his own squad.  

Something curled in Gallagher’s gut when Kerrigan assigned him to a “squad.” The word sounded more like a hit team than a defense unit. The first raid made him question everything.  

The village was called San Miguel—scarcely more than a scattering of huts with corrugated iron roofs. M.A.S. rolled in with jeeps squealing and machine guns at the ready. Men were dragged from their homes and lined up in the dust. A young man was pulled from the line. No questions were asked. The leader of the squad yelled accusations in the prisoner’s face, giving no time for an answer. Without a shred of evidence, the man was executed in front of his wife and children. His crime? Owning a radio.  

Gallagher watched in horror. He had seen this scene play out before, thousands of miles away. Later, back at the compound, when he voiced his anger, a commander named Vargas sneered. “You think this is your war, gringo? This is survival. These bastards would slit your throat for a kilo of rice.”  

Gallagher spoke to Kerrigan. The big Irishman clapped his hands and guffawed. “Don’t let these vermin fool you, Paddy. We intend to crush the bugs, every damned one of them.” It was a refrain he would hear often, each repetition whittling away at his belief that he was fighting for the people. But which people?  

The faces of the victims began to haunt his sleep: a girl with a bloodied doll, an old man clubbed to death for refusing to give up his land. Their eyes held the same shattered look he’d seen in the families on that terrible Sunday in his native home.  

After such a raid, Gallagher sat alone at the edge of the camp, despondent. His brow wrinkled, a heavy sigh escaping his lips as the weight of his choice engulfed him—a decision he knew, with mounting certainty, he would forever rue. Poor planning—not investigating Kerrigan before he had walked into this quagmire.  

The breaking point came six months later at a village called La Piedra. Gallagher knew there were no fighters there—only poor farmers too stubborn to abandon the land their forefathers had farmed for centuries. That night, under the cover of darkness, he slipped away from the camp. He reached La Piedra before dawn, rousing the elders.  

When the M.A.S. arrived, they found a deserted village and makeshift defenses. In the brief firefight that followed,  

Gallagher defended the huts as if they were his own home in  the Bogside. Many of his targets were men he had once called comrades. By nightfall it was over. The village smoldered, but the people had escaped into the hills.  

His betrayal did not go unnoticed. M.A.S. patrols combed the jungle searching for him. Weeks later, one of his former  

M.A.S. members—a young fighter named Sandoval, whom he’d once saved in a skirmish—found him huddled in a ravine, bleeding from a bullet graze. “I should kill you,” Sandoval spat, but his hand shook. “You betrayed us.” Gallagher looked up, unafraid. “I betrayed murderers. You are young, my friend. You will come to believe me some day. I hope for you it is not too late.” The young squad member glared at Gallagher, turned and disappeared into the jungle.  

Gallagher moved furtively under the cover of night clouds, breathing lightly as he slouched unnoticed from village to village. The peasants weren’t farmers any more. They worked coca fields under the eyes of armed men, their harvests weighed and loaded into government trucks while they were left with barely enough to live.  

Gallagher’s arrival brought them more than tactics—it gave them a reason to push back. He taught them how to buttress their land, carve escape routes through the hills and use the terrain to their advantage. Concealed paths were improvised, food and weapons buried, first-aid shelters camouflaged. To them, he was a phantom. They called him  

Fantasma—the ghost—appearing without warning and gone by dawn, leaving only stories of his exploits. In the end, it wasn’t M.A.S.  

that captured him.  


His luck ran out in Santa Lucía.  


Gallagher had moved to a small village named Santa Lucía and learned that M.A.S. had searched for him and burned most of the village in reprisal for the villagers being unable—or unwilling— to give any information of his whereabouts. Feeling both guilty and obligated, he delayed leaving. This punishment on his behalf grated on him—causing Gallagher to stay longer than usual in the village.  

One of the villagers unwittingly divulged his presence to the guerrillas, and days later the village woke to the sound of jeep engines roaring and sputtering—tires spraying sand, gunfire and barking dogs as six jeeps screeched into the sleeping settlement. Gallagher sprawled for his M-16—too late. His wrist stung as a heavy boot stomped. Because of his earlier involvement with M.A.S., he expected a bullet and a shallow grave. But these were pragmatic men. A foreign mercenary was a valuable asset. They’d find a use for him. They hustled him into a jeep, lined four young men along a ditch and riddled them with bullets. The ghastly sight and traumatic experience would remain with Gallagher for the rest of his life.  

His prison was a bamboo cage deep in the jungle, guarded by men scarcely older than boys. The air was thick with mosquitoes, and sickness was a constant companion. The food was watery gruel, the water drawn from streams that ran brown in the rainy season. There was a boy named Tomás, no older than twelve, who brought him books scavenged from deserted schools—faded pamphlets of Marx and Guevara, dog-eared copies of Gabriel García Márquez. Gallagher read them all, hunger for understanding filling the void where old convictions had died. One of García Márquez’s quotes had stuck with him. His grandfather, whom he called Papaleo, had said, “You can’t imagine how much a dead man weighs.” Gallagher read and reread the line. Too well he knew there was no greater burden than to have killed a man.  

Six years passed in that cage, marked by scratches on a bamboo pole. Then, as suddenly as a torrential downpour he was traded. A new President in Colombia, seeking to ease international pressure, negotiated the release of foreign prisoners. The prisoner Gallagher was handcuffed, shackled, with ankles bound, marched through the Colombian jungle, relentless rain driving him onward as he navigated thick jungle terrain in extreme heat, hollowed by hunger. A shift hit like a tripwire, sudden and jarring. At the end of the harrowing march, he was handed over to government forces.  

He had assumed his starvation was over, but the British were waiting. Processed as a terrorist, he was sent back to the Kesh prison in Belfast, only to find himself a pariah. The IRA command viewed him as a “political embarrassment.” Old comrades refused to visit. He was a relic of a war they were trying to dress in suits and ties.  

New factions viewed him as a relic—lesson learned. The British authorities later transferred him to Durham Prison— what they called “for his protection,” a polite way of saying he was a man without a country.  

When the seizures started, they were mild at first. Then came the transfer to a prison hospital as they increased. A possible tumor, they said. Inoperable. Three months, maybe less.  

Now, lying in the pitiless bed as autumn light leaked through barred windows, Gallagher chased ghosts. He spoke to the ceiling, to faces only he could see—to the girl with the doll, to Tomás with his battered books.  

Did any of it matter? Gallagher waited in edgy anticipation. 

The carefree confidence he once had was diminished by the undefeatable enemy attacking his body. Any sign of courage now was strictly bravado.  

He wondered where he was and what was in store for him. The Brit had said he was back in Belfast—but why? There were none of the usual protests or negotiations to return this prisoner. He was no longer part of any republican faction. Many of his former comrades would consider him a deserter of the struggle. His thoughts felt wrapped in fog, every memory muddled and jumbled, yet somehow it was the past that always forced itself to the surface—clearer than the room around him.  
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CHAPTER 3
The Transfer  
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The damp chill was a sharp needle compared to the heavy, humid blanket of Bogotá. Gallagher felt the transition not in his mind, but in his lungs. The air in the Belfast ward was thin and carried the biting scent of industrial bleach—a cold, sterile greeting that told him he was home, even if home was just another set of locked doors.   

The door opened, and two men in white coats entered. Their mannerisms contrasted with the military personnel. They weren’t soldiers or guards—their quiet movements lacked the rigid discipline Gallagher had come to expect. They showed professional etiquette as they lifted him from the cot and placed him on a gurney. Gallagher maintained his composure, but the unbidden wince as they shifted him told the real story.  

The wheels of the gurney rattled over rough floors as they rolled him through a dark tunnel and a maze of cold corridors. They finally reached a small, sterile room equipped with two threatening monitoring devices that pulsed with an ominous, mechanical rhythm. The hospital smell hit him first—a familiar scent of disinfectant. Another prison cell.  

The orderlies showed a surprising touch of humanity as they gently laid him on the bed. Gallagher groaned; the movement sent sparks through his skull. He felt the prick of a needle in his arm.  

“What was that?” he managed.  

“Just something to help you relax,” the orderly replied kindly.  

“It’s been a difficult few hours.”  

He had no idea how long he’d been out when the clatter of utensils on the metal tray at his bedside woke him. He turned toward the sound. For a moment, he wondered—was it an angel? Was he dead? The pain assured him otherwise. He squinted at the figure of a beautiful young woman in a nurse’s uniform. He coughed quietly to get her attention. “Oh, you’re awake, Mr.  

Gallagher,” she smiled.  

Several wisecracks came to mind, but he decided to stay silent. It had been a long time since he’d seen a woman—let alone one so pretty. “My name is McCracken,” she offered.  

Gallagher couldn’t help but smile. “You’re amused?”  


“No, no,” he hastened. “It’s just the name—I’m sure not  


Joy?”  

She recognized the humor. “No—happens to be Henrietta,” she said coyly.  

Gallagher choked with laughter and coughed until Nurse Henrietta McCracken brought him a cup of water, supporting his head gently until he could swallow. He lay back, gesturing his thanks. The nurse busied herself preparing a syringe and gave him another shot. As he drifted off, his last recollection was the irony of Henrietta McCracken—and he wondered what the backstory was. 

Henrietta McCracken—a name with enough history to fill a book.  

The relief was short-lived. He was awakened by the familiar pain in the back of his head. The click of the door sharpened his reflexes. He instinctively closed his eyes and waited. Years of caution had made it automatic. He strained to listen—the footsteps were heavy, rhythmic, the sound of authority. A large man.  

As he squinted through failing eyes, he made out a police uniform. He felt the man's glare like a physical weight. Is this it? Will this assassin outdo the cancer? The thought wasn't entirely unwelcome; a bullet might be cleaner than the excruciating slowburn of the tumor. He waited and thought of God. It was too late to ask for forgiveness or clemency. It had been too many years since he’d spoken to Jesus or Mary; it would be hypocritical to start now.  

The minutes dragged like hours. The pain began to control his emotions. He wanted to cry—just to end it all. He could feel the cop’s breath, smell the cigarettes and stale beer. Then came the voice, filled with pure, unadulterated venom. “I hope you suffer for a long time, you bastard.”  

“You bastard,” the man repeated, louder, as he stomped toward the door. Gallagher groaned. He hadn’t the strength or desire to answer. He turned away and hoped Nurse McCracken would rescue him. Instead, the door swung open with a whoosh of talcum powder and medication—but it wasn’t McCracken. An older, sharper nurse stared the officer down.  

“Aren’t you supposed to be standing outside the room?” she said, emphasizing “outside.” The cop turned and left without a word.  

Gallagher lay exhausted, his emotions tangled. Escaping death felt natural enough, but it might only have delayed the inevitable.  He looked around the sterile, impersonal room. Functional—vital sign monitors on one side, a tray stand on the other. The clock on the wall ran silently. With his failing eyesight, he strained to read the time. Two-thirty-five? Seven ten? He guessed morning—seven ten made sense. Changing of the guard, perhaps. The heavy cop just starting his shift. That meant the day nurse would be on soon—and with luck, morphine. He wondered how long he’d have to wait.  

He waited—time uncertain. “Okay, young man, let’s get you more comfortable,” a voice said. The nurse pulled his weak body up and propped two pillows behind his head. She poured a glass of juice. “Can you handle this?”  


“Thank you, yes. I can manage. I promise not to spill it.” “Good boy,” she said casually.  


He studied her—no-nonsense, sharp-edged, treating everyone the same. “Young man” wasn’t mockery; it was control. He didn’t take it personally. In fact, “young man” was almost welcome. He watched as she adjusted the monitors.  “What’s your name?” he asked, forcing friendliness.  

“Nurse Moffett,” was all she said. He realized the conversation was over. He moaned and hoped she was preparing a shot. From the corner of his eye, he saw her holding a syringe. He wasn’t sure how long it had been since the last one. “What time is it?” he asked finally.  

“It’s not time yet,” she said—words she’d spoken too often.  

“It’s seven o’clock. I’ll be back in an hour.”  

Seven A.M. or P.M.—did it matter? Nurse Moffett didn’t allow appeals. The door clicked open again. No heavy boots this time. No patter of soft steps, either. She was beside the bed, arranging medications on the table. Gallagher coughed, and she turned. “Good morning, Mr. Gallagher. I hope you had a good night.”  

She was pretty—about thirty, he guessed. “Yes, thanks,” he lied. He watched impatiently, fingers twitching in anticipation of the oblivion as she filled a syringe with a blue liquid and slid the needle painlessly into his arm. He knew that within thirty minutes, the pain would ease. “Thank you, nurse.  

What’s your name?”  


She was already at the door when she turned with a smile.  


“I told you yesterday—I’m Nurse McCracken.”  

And she was gone. The twitching in his fingers moved up his arm. He closed his eyes, craving oblivion. No relief came. With a terrifying jolt, he realized his memory loss. Was he losing his mind? He had no memory of seeing the young nurse before. What was happening inside his head now—the threads of his life were fraying, snapping one by one.  

The door opened again. Nurse McCracken returned. “I forgot to mention—your clergyman will be here tomorrow morning.”  

Struggling to control the pain, Gallagher grunted. “My clergyman? Believe me—” he inhaled, “—I don’t have a clergyman.”  


“I’m sorry—your priest,” the nurse replied.  


The pain was winning. He didn’t insist he had neither priest nor clergyman. He simply nodded, thinking McCracken might well be Presbyterian. “And one other thing,” she added.  

“The doctor will come and chat with you in the morning.”  

Her news distracted him. A priest and a doctor? Who— and why? He knew death was creeping closer, but who had called a priest? He’d long ago cut ties with religion. His old comrades had disowned him. His family was gone. Who would bother to send a priest? Then it dawned on him. He wasn’t in a prison hospital anymore—this was a hospital, perhaps even a hospice. A place where priests came fishing for souls on their deathbed.  

Morning came in dull gray light. Gallagher’s eyes hurt. Nurse McCracken was back, carrying a cup of water and her usual smile.  

“You’ve a visitor,” she chirped.  


“A visitor?” Gallagher frowned.  


A tall, clean-shaven man in a priest’s collar stepped in. Midforties, a condescending gleam in his eye. Gallagher stared through the blur. His gut tensed. The priest’s patronizing smile rubbed him the wrong way. “I’m Father Taylor,” he said aloofly.  

“How are you feeling, son?”  


“Like shite,” Gallagher muttered.  

The priest gave a half-smile. “You’re lucky to be alive.”  “People keep telling me that,” Gallagher replied coldly.  


Taylor pressed on with strained small talk about family and where he was from. Gallagher rearranged the knives and forks on his tray, giving little away. “Donegal,” he said at last.  


“Good people up there,” the priest nodded.  


Gallagher turned toward the window, silent. They sat in uneasy quiet until the priest finally stood, glared, and left.  

At the nurses’ station, he muttered to McCracken that she might want to find another chaplain. Moments later, McCracken poked her head in, her mischievous smile softening the room. “You gave that man a hard time?”  

“He’s a priest,” Gallagher rasped. “Comes with the territory.”  

She laughed—a light, easy sound that made him think, just for a moment, of better days. Of a girl he’d known long ago. A memory that felt real, even if he couldn't remember her name  
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CHAPTER 4
The Confirmation  
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Gallagher lay in a stupor that dulled the edges of the world. The monitor’s steady beep held him in the room, a tether to reality that grew thinner with every pulse. Every so often the line between memory and present blurred. At times he was clear-cut, speaking with purpose; the next, he wasn’t sure if the words and thoughts belonged to now or to some half-remembered dream.  

The morphine had taken control. He had gradually passed into a fleeing, confused blankness. He was buffeted from place to place. In the haze, he was an altar boy in his native Derry only to be thrust centuries back, a warrior general fighting on the banks of the Blackwater River, as he led his men in the Battle of Benburb in 1646. His dream was a chaotic mess, hurling him from childhood simplicity through guerrilla skirmishes and severe sleep deprivation.  

Then, slowly, the noise abated. He forced his eyes open, clutching at the here and now. The ceiling above him was blank, steady, real. He lay still, breathing hard, waiting for the world to stop spinning.  

Dr. Collins knocked gently before entering. Mid-fifties pale-faced, eyes weary from years of suffering. There was kindness in him, a quiet steadiness Gallagher welcomed. No idle chit-chat— straight to the point.  

“Mr. Gallagher... I’m afraid the recent scans confirm what we suspected. It’s a malignant glioblastoma—a tumor deep in the temporal lobe.”  

He let the words settle. Gallagher felt them more than heard them—like a stone pressing into his chest.  


“It’s aggressive,” Collins continued. “Fast-growing.  


Without intervention... months, perhaps a year at most.” Silence.  


Only the clock answered.  


“We can consider options. Surgery—though risky given the location. Radiotherapy might slow progression. It wouldn’t be easy, but it could buy you time.”  

Gallagher exhaled, leaned forward until his hands found his knees. “And what the hell would I do with that time, Doctor? Fade away in a hospital bed while the world eats itself alive outside my window?”  

The doctor nodded. “It’s your decision. But without treatment, symptoms will worsen—headaches, confusion, seizures.  

It won’t be a gentle road.”  

“I was never one for the gentle road. I’ve walked the road less traveled so far—why change course now?”  

“I understand,” Collins said, accepting the answer. “If you change your mind, my door’s open. Tell the nurse.”  

“You’re a good man, Doctor. But I’ll die on my own terms.”  

After he left, Gallagher drifted again. The colorless scent clung to him like a shroud. A searing pain—hot, piercing— spread through his chest. He gripped the bed frame until his knuckles whitened against the cold metal. “End it now,” he choked. “It’s too much.” Silence answered.  


Then—soft hands, a gentle voice. Nurse McCracken.  

“We need to get you freshened up for your visitor.”  


Visitor? The word felt foreign. He had forgotten entirely. The nurse shaved him with patient care, brushed his hair, and stepped back with a small smile.  


“Now you look handsome and ready.”  

The pain eased. The hum of the room softened.  


The door opened again. Nurse McCracken returned, this time followed by a man in civilian clothes—tall, athletic-looking, balding, with a face that still held a trace of youth despite the years. The man came close, leaning into the light so Gallagher could see him clearly. The priest’s face was creased with sadness as he came close.  


“Don’t you recognize me, Brendan?”  


Gallagher flinched. The sound of his forename was like a ghost calling from the fog. He squinted, his failing eyes searching the blurred outline of the man’s face.  

“The altar boy... Gasworks...” he whispered, then drifted again.  

O’Kane watched him, guilt settling like dust in an ignored house. His childhood protector reduced to frailty and chaos. He had spent his life in the sanctuary of the Church, while the man before him had been out in the storm.  

O’Kane reached out, hesitant, and finally held Gallagher’s hand. The skin felt like dry parchment over bone.  

“I should have stayed in touch,” O’Kane whispered, his voice cracking. He realized now that while he had been praying for souls in the abstract, the soul that had once saved his own had been suffering in the dark.  

He whispered a short prayer—not the aloof, polished Latin of Father Taylor, but a desperate, quiet plea—then stepped out, promising Nurse McCracken he would return. He walked down the corridor, the “Mannerly” priest finally forced to face the man he had left behind.  
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CHAPTER 5  
The Divided Path  
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The past came flooding back to a glen in Donegal. It was a chilly early spring morning as Gallagher and his comrades sat tired and wet, eating breakfast after a night running demanding drills— training and maneuvers in the nearby mountains. All eight of them hunched on the damp grass, steam from their mugs rising into the pale air. They ached, but the newly arrived rocket launchers had them enthusiastic; victory felt close enough to taste. Most were convinced that victory was close at hand.  

The conversation was lively as each man discussed his future.  

“So, what do you think we’ll all do when the country is free?” one asked, his eyes bright with hope.  

“Politics for me,” another said— “already half in with the party men.”  

One swore he’d keep soldiering. Others spoke of going home, picking up the lives they’d dropped. Gallagher warmed his hands over the stove, keeping his thoughts to himself— quiet.  Rain drifted in, and the group shifted under their jackets.  

“And what are your plans, Brendan?” one finally pressed.  

Gallagher turned, slow and deliberate. “Well, I’ll tell you...  I’ll be surprised if they don’t screw it all up. But if this ends, I’ll just go and find another war. There’s always plenty of revolutions going on.”  

The words hit them like a physical blow. A silence spread through the glen. Someone cleared his throat; another studied his mud-caked boots. No one knew what to say and if they did, no one was prepared to question Brendan Gallagher. He wasn't fighting for a seat in a new parliament; he was fighting because the fight was the only thing that made him feel alive.  


The glen faded.  


He floated to the grey streets of London on a cold, wet afternoon. He and two comrades were pinned down for two hours in a flat at the corner of Wharton Street and Lloyd Square. The air was thick with the smell of cordite and old wallpaper. One of his team had been shot as he tried to escape through the back yard. Gallagher felt the guilt like a lead weight. He had led them into a dead end. They had blown up a pub frequented by soldiers, and the retreat had turned into a bloodbath. Two police officers were down. But now disaster.  

His men had trusted him as their leader and protector.  

There was no easy escape. Gallagher looked at his two remaining men—young, terrified, looking to him for a miracle. Gallagher had gone over multiple options, but none seemed workable. He made his choice. He would claim he had forced them at gunpoint to let him inside the flat, taking the full weight of the ambush onto his own shoulders to save them from a life sentence.  

As he stepped from the building with his arms raised, he shouted into the sirens, “I’m here! I’m here!”  






The dream broke. Nurse McCracken pressed her hands on his shoulders, steadying him. Panic seeped from Gallagher’s every pore; he shivered, a clammy chill consuming him.   

The nurse wiped his brow with a warm towel recognizing the night sweat. “Good morning. That was a nasty dream. It’s time for your shot.”    

Gallagher breathed rapidly — heart pounding. He was exhausted but relieved. He wondered what the time was, knowing it was irrelevant. The nurse released the contents of the syringe painlessly into his arm with compassionate and professional care. He lay waiting for the relief, hoping there would be no repeat of the earlier nightmare.    


The relief came quickly. No dreams—just a shot.  


When he awoke, sunlight filled the room. A tray had been placed beside him by a silent young aide with an ashen face. Gallagher watched him go, feeling helpless, purposeless. A heroic death in some imagined battle would have been preferable to this slow humiliation.  

“How are you feeling Mr. Gallagher?” It was nurse McCracken. “Did you sleep well?” When confronted with such warmth Gallagher was forced to respond in kind. “Glad to see you today,” he answered, still not being sure of the time, but glad he remembered her.    

“Come, let’s try and get some food into you,” she coaxed, as she struggled to raise him up.   


He tried—for her sake.  


“Oh—before I forget,” she added. “You’re having a visitor today.”  


“A visitor? For me?”  


“Yes. Your old school friend. Father O’Kane”, she said.  

“He said you nodded
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