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-Chapter One-


The Burning Town
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It was a hot, sunny day. One of those days when the heat engulfs you, and you start to sweat the moment you step outside. Cassy was walking with her nephews near the mountain. On one side of the Mountain Path, the forest began, with tall trees and bushes. On the other side of the path was the river. This was the only way to get to her sister-in-law’s house with even a slight air of coolness. Normally, greenery surrounded the path, but now some of the bushes had sprouted, and others were withered. Dry, yellowed leaves covered the ground beside them. In the spring, the mountain water fountains flowed, and people poured clean, cold water from them, but now, after the month-long August heat, they had dried up. The small waterfalls that used to flow in spring were now also dry. Everything around seemed to have died down. The heat had driven the animals and insects to hiding places.

Cassy walked slowly and talked to the twins, Rita and Bobo. The children asked her thousands of questions, and she found it difficult to answer them all at once. Since Eleonora’s husband had disappeared, she had been helping her sister-in-law raise the two kids. Eleonora was the mayor of the town, and also the sister of Steve, Cassy’s second husband. She was also the reason Steve and she had moved to Balkan. The town was small, the people were friendly, and only in rare exceptions did something bad happen.

Cassy had been the chief of police in Balkan for four years. Before they moved, she had worked in the Intelligence Agency in the capital. After her partner, Billy, suddenly died, she had fallen into depression, and as a result, her marriage to Steve had begun to slowly disintegrate. Then Eleonora had offered Cassy a job, and the family decided to move to the smaller town.

As she walked, Cassy occasionally wiped the sweat that ran down her neck. Her long, curly brown hair was tied in a ponytail that almost reached her waist. The twins’ hair was also curly, and often, people in town thought that she and Eleonora were related by blood. The two women looked very much alike. Steve, however, was different. He had inherited his mother’s blonde hair, and his eyes were mottled green.

Cassy walked behind the children, trying to avoid the nettles that grew on one side of the path. The twins’ questions had stopped. The long journey from the police station and the heat had tired them, and they walked in silence. They all tried to hide from the sun by walking single file in the shadow of the mountain. It usually took them thirty minutes to walk from the town centre to Eleonora’s house, but today their journey took longer. After several rests, they finally arrived at the large, beautiful house where her sister-in-law and her family lived. The nanny took the twins, and Cassy walked back to the police station. This time, she decided to go via the main town road. She was thirsty, and her water bottle was empty. She had to stop by the nearest store and buy a new one.

As she crossed the bridge connecting the trail to the town’s main road, Cassy received a message from Steve. He had left for a few days to visit his mother, and let her know he had arrived safely. Steve had been visiting his mother more and more lately, and Cassy wondered if she was the reason. Their marriage had been stagnant for a long time. They thought that moving here would renew their relationship, that the change would bring in something exciting and new, but that had never happened. They had been living together more like roommates than husband and wife for a long time now. They rarely talked and no longer made plans to go anywhere together unless they had to.

Their marriage had died, but they continued to live together, as if by habit. There were a few things that bound them. The one good thing they both took care of with pleasure, and both loved very much, was their dog, Charlie. Dear Charlie, he had been small and defenceless when they had found him on the street. But now he had become the most pampered dog in town. Cassy smiled at the thought of him.

She crossed the bridge and headed for the small grocery store near the river. She had almost reached the front door when a loud crash interrupted her thoughts. Cassy looked ahead and saw a puff of smoke in the distance. Something had probably caught fire. Fires were not uncommon in the area in the dry, hot weather. Let’s hope the fire doesn’t grow, Cassy thought, and she decided not to go to the store. Instead, she kept walking, worried by the growing ball of smoke that was drifting over the city. Then she realised that the smoke was coming from the centre of the town, and she started running. Slowly at first, but after seeing other people running in panic, she started running as fast as she could.

The sound of sirens stopped her. Her colleagues had been activated. Something was happening, but Cassy was far away and couldn’t see what. She was about to take her work phone from her back pocket but remembered that she had left it in the office. Her personal phone was on her, but she didn’t have her colleagues’ phone numbers in her personal phone, in an effort to keep her professional life separate from her personal life. Big mistake, she told herself. Then she stopped and looked around, trying to figure out where the danger was coming from. She looked at the ball of smoke again and decided to go towards it. Cassy headed for the riverbed, hoping to get a better view from there. However, the trees on the embankment prevented her from seeing exactly what was burning in the distance, so she tried to climb a linden tree. She had almost climbed it when she felt a vibration, followed by a loud explosion, which knocked her to the ground. Cassy got up slowly and looked in the direction the explosion had come from. She saw that flames had engulfed one of the old warehouses near the block where she and Steve lived. She tried to see what was going on, but she was still far away. The block was probably on fire too, she thought, and her heart sank with worry. Her dog was inside; she had to go and get him out of the apartment.

Cassy started running again. The heat grew stronger; panicked people ran in different directions and often bumped into her. She realised that she was the only one running toward the fire. Everyone else was trying to escape from it. Just as she reached the bridge she had to cross to get to her flat, she heard another explosion. More smoke and flames engulfed the surrounding buildings, and the old wooden bridge that Cassy had planned to cross sheared off on one side and fell into the riverbed with a big crash. Several people fell from it. She stopped and stared at them. She was relieved to see that, miraculously, all the people successfully floated out of the river.

Cassy was startled at first by what had happened, then looked ahead and continued running down the sidewalk toward the next bridge. It was stable, made of strong iron and concrete. The chance of this bridge falling quickly was minimal, at least in her opinion. She was trying to make her way through the crowd that was fleeing the flames. However, people pushed her back and prevented her from moving. Instead of moving forward, she seemed to be going backwards. After several attempts to push through the crowd, Cassy stopped, looked around, and wondered what she could do to get to the flat faster.

The road was full of cars, and more and more panic-stricken people were coming from both sidewalks. She looked around once more and walked down the road, trying to avoid the cars coming her way. Some of the drivers cursed at her; others told her she was crazy and that she should stop walking towards the fire. However, she did not pay attention to them. She passed them and looked at the burning buildings on the other side of the river. Soon, the cars stopped, and she was able to reach the bridge, which was also crowded with people running towards her. Cassy tried to make her way through the crowd, but each time, people dragged her with them and pushed her back. Finally, the crowd thinned out, and she was relieved to see that now she would be able to cross the bridge, albeit slowly.

She had just crossed the bridge and headed towards the building where they lived when another explosion echoed through the air. This time, the explosion came from the other part of the town. Screaming people and sirens deafened the village. It was as if everyone had been in hell for just a few minutes. Black smoke clouds filled the air, and it was hard for everyone to breathe.

Cassy looked around; her building, the one her dog Charlie was in, had started to burn on one side. She ran towards it, trying to ignore the heat. Just before she entered the block, she heard her name. Someone was calling her. Cassy turned to see her neighbour’s flushed face.

‘Cassy!’ said Marina. ‘Don’t go in there. There is no one inside the block. Everyone left on time.’

‘I have to get Charlie,’ Cassy said and turned her back on Marina, walking towards the front door of the building.

‘Steve took Charlie out a few minutes ago. He’s not there,’ her neighbour said, reaching out to grab Cassy’s arm and stop her from entering the burning building.

‘No, Steve can’t have taken him. He is with his mother.’

‘I swear, I saw him with my own eyes going out with Charlie,’ cried Marina.

Cassy shook her head in disbelief, opened the front door, and stepped into the smoky lobby. She looked around but could see nothing through the smoke. Her eyes began to water, and her breathing became laboured. She began to feel in front of her, finally felt the warm banister of the stairs and began to slowly climb up. When she reached the first floor, Cassy saw an open window and went over to catch her breath. The smoke on the floor was still not too thick, so she continued to the second floor. As she moved up slowly, she felt the flames coming from the south side of the block. There was still no sign of fire on the north side where their flat was, and that gave her hope to continue. Then she would think about how she was going to get out of here; now, the most important thing was to get to Charlie.

As she climbed the last few steps, Cassy wondered why she didn’t hear a dog barking; if her dog was fine, he would be barking. With even greater alarm, she approached the flat and saw that the front door was open. The flat wasn’t on fire. She made her way inside and quickly walked around the small space. Charlie wasn’t there. But where is he then? she wondered. If someone had opened the door, Charlie would most likely have gone out into the street. This thought first calmed her, then worried her. Her dog was now outside, and she didn’t know where he was or if she would be able to save him.

Cassy left the apartment with a damp towel over her face, then she began to slowly descend the stairs to the lower floor. The smoke was getting thicker, and with each step, it became more difficult for her to breathe. In the end, she could see almost nothing, as her eyes were watering, so she went by intuition. From the south side of the block, came a loud noise, and something collapsed. Cassy became worried and walked down the stairs in a panic, falling, then getting up quickly. Finally, she found the front door and went out. When she got outside and looked around, she saw only burning buildings. There weren’t any people at all. There were no screams or cries, instead there was the terrible noise of burning. Around her, there were many sliding doors, windows, and other objects blocked her view. 

Cassy walked towards the bridge, hoping to cross it, but the abandoned cars on it were already on fire, and the chance of one of them exploding was high. She looked around again, and panic filled her. She was trapped. She couldn’t go down into the river; the dam was too high, and the river was black now, full of debris from the burning buildings. Asphalt, melted by the heat, was sliding towards the river. Her only escape was to go to the mountain. However, her way there was blocked by flames and burning debris as well. The asphalt on the street she had to cross to reach the other side had also melted and turned into a thick black liquid in places. Cassy looked down at her shoes. The good news was that she hadn’t changed her clothes and had stuck with her sturdy police shoes rather than trainers. The bad news was that they too could get stuck and sink into the melting asphalt. However, Cassy decided to take a chance. She looked back at the street ahead and quickly ran to the opposite sidewalk. So far, so good, she told herself. She looked down the next street to assess the risk. She had to move; the sooner she got out of here, the better. To avoid the sticky asphalt, she had to step only on concrete and stones. Cassy carefully hopped from place to place. She had to walk past three burning houses and prayed that none of them would fall on her. Luckily for her, she passed without a problem.

However, the heat began to overwhelm her. Even though she was already close to the Mountain Path, Cassy could feel her strength starting to leave her, and she could barely move. The air around her trembled with heat, and she felt as if she had indeed found herself in hell. Her breathing quickened, her body was drenched in sweat, her hair was sticking to her, and her legs and arms were beginning to swell. The smoke thickened even more, and Cassy slowly began to surrender and slide to the ground. She leaned against one of the buildings and tried to muster the strength to continue. The air was so hot that every breath she took through the now-dry towel caused her intense pain. She could feel the hot air entering first her nostrils, continuing its way through her throat, and slowly descending to her lungs. The pain of inhaling was so strong that it made her cough violently.

This is the end, she thought as she tried to catch her breath, this must be the end of my life. Tears welled up in her eyes; she could feel them making their way down her cheeks. Cassy tried to wipe them away but failed. She didn’t have the strength to raise her hand, and the towel slowly fell to her feet. At that moment, she felt someone douse her with water. The water wasn’t cold; it was lukewarm, but it felt refreshing to Cassy.

‘Put this towel in front of your nose, and keep breathing through it,’ said a male voice. Cassy did as she was told. The man grabbed her by the waist and made her stand up.

‘Gather some more strength,’ he said. ‘A few more steps, and we will be at the stream.’

Cassy had to go. Her legs hurt, but at least her breathing was easier. The man held her for a while, then made her stop, picked her up in his arms, and began to carry her. Cassy could feel him running and wondered how anyone could do that in this heat.

‘Here, we have arrived,’ said the man, and he let her feet touch the ground. Cassy stood for a short time and then sat down on the ground. She looked around as far as she could and saw that they were at the Old Stream. The stream had shrunk, so the water that flowed down it was not deep, but it was cold. The man began to collect some of it and pour it over Cassy’s face. She felt better from the coolness the water gave her.

‘Don’t drink; just wet your mouth,’ he advised her.

Cassy nodded and began scooping the mountain water into her palms and splashing it over her face.

‘Do you feel better?’ he asked.

‘Yes,’ she answered hoarsely. The warm air still hurt her with each inhalation and exhalation.

‘We have to climb up. Rest for a few minutes, then we will have to continue.’

She nodded and stared at the man in front of her. He was dressed in a fireman’s uniform, and his face was blackened by the smoke, but his eyes sparkled. Cassy knew this man. Burke was the fire chief. He, like her, had moved from the big city. Two years ago, after Eleonora’s husband disappeared without a trace, Burke had taken his place. Cassy had seen him at several community meetings but had hardly spoken to him. Her first impression of him was that he was a man of action. He was not one of those people who grumbled about bureaucracy; he took his duties seriously and professionally. Cassy now thought that her judgment of Burke had been correct and that she owed him her life.

‘Thanks!’ she said, trying to get up.

‘Rest another minute. We still have a little time. The buildings near us are not about to collapse yet.’

Cassy nodded and dropped to the ground. Her thoughts turned to Steve. Did he find out about the fire? And what happened to Charlie? She hoped one of her neighbours had carried him out of the building and taken him with them.

‘We have to go,’ Burke said and helped her up. They began to climb slowly. The thick trees and bushes made it difficult for them to move. Cassy grabbed onto the branches to help herself up, but soon, her already injured hands from the heat began to bleed and ache with every touch.

‘Take off your T-shirt,’ Burke told her. Cassy took a step back and looked at him worriedly.

‘Take it off!’ he insisted and stepped towards her. She got scared and took another step back.

‘We need to cover your palms with it,’ he explained.

This time, she listened. She undressed and handed him the blackened T-shirt. Burke tore it into several pieces, motioned for Cassy to approach him, and wrapped the cloth tightly around her palms.

‘I didn’t know you were so sensitive,’ he told her.

‘Usually I’m not, but the circumstances are a bit unusual!’

‘Yes,’ Burke said, gesturing for her to move on. He had also benefitted from the water in the stream, and now Cassy could see his face. Burke wasn’t scared, she found, but he was very thoughtful the whole time they were climbing up. They both grabbed roots and branches, and with their help, climbed up to one of the cliffs overlooking the city. The moment they got onto a ledge, they lay down to catch their breath and rest.
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-Chapter Two-


Soot and Ash


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


Cassy sat on the hard rock looking down. It was getting dark, but she could still see the billows of black smoke rising from the burning city. After taking a few breaths, she sat up next to Burke. The man was silent and also watched what was happening below. Now and then, they could hear cracks as a window or balcony fell from a building, but in general, the city began to smoulder, and the fire weakened.

Cassy stared at Burke. He seemed to be weighing and considering something.

‘What’s wrong?’ she asked him.

‘Why do you think something is bothering me?’

‘Your face suggests it. I’m a police inspector. I’ve learned to figure people out.’

Burke turned to her and looked into her eyes, but he didn’t answer her question. Instead, he got up and began to examine the rock. Then his gaze returned to her.

‘Perhaps you should turn that judgment on yourself,’ he finally said. ‘Why didn’t you leave the town?’

‘I was trying to save my dog,’ she admitted.

‘Did you save him?’

‘No. I went into the flat, but Charlie wasn’t there. A neighbour probably took him because the front door was left open.’

Burke nodded. His gaze returned to the town.

‘Why were you still there?’ Cassy asked.

‘It’s my job. I saw you leave the building, but I was far away. It took me a while to find you.’

‘Thanks for saving my life,’ Cassy said and then coughed. It was still difficult for her to speak. Her legs hurt. She had a strong urge to take off her shoes, but she knew that if she did, she wouldn’t be able to put them back on.

‘The Small Stream is nearby,’ Burke said, breaking the silence. ‘We can go and freshen up in a little while.’

‘Okay,’ Cassy agreed, and like him, she looked at the smoking city. Part of the town was engulfed in soot and ash. Another part was still burning. In some places only, embers seemed to remain. As twilight fell, Cassy could see the flames burning brighter and brighter within. Whatever had caused all this was something no one could quickly deal with.

‘What do you think caused this fire?’ Cassy asked.

‘Fires,’ said Burke.

‘What?’ She did not understand.

‘It’s not one fire. I think the city was set on fire, with six separate fires,’ said Burke, still watching the burning town, then he turned to her.

‘What? How so? And why do you think there are six?’ Cassy’s breath stopped at what she heard. She asked the questions quickly and then coughed from the effort of speaking.

‘Calm down and breathe slowly and deeply. Keep putting something in front of your mouth and nose because even though you can’t see them, the soot and ashes are in the atmosphere even here.’

Burke pulled a pack of wet wipes from his pocket, unfolded one of them, placed it in front of his mouth and nose, and inhaled and exhaled several times deeply. Then he showed the wet wipe to Cassy. The wipe was blackened on the front.

‘You have to be careful what you inhale,’ he said.

Cassy took a small part of her torn T-shirt and started breathing through it.

‘Why six fires?’ she asked him after a while.

‘Let’s go up to the other rock, and I’ll show you,’ Burke said and helped her up. They began to climb up. This time, they were walking along one of the mountain paths, and it was easier for them to move. When they reached the next stream, they stayed there for a short time to refresh themselves, then continued to climb. It was already after midnight when they reached the Sharp Stone, as the locals called the rock.

Burke and Cassy sat down on the cool rock and looked out at the smouldering town again. In places, the town could not be seen, probably because of the smoke and soot that hung in the air. Burke was right. From up high, Cassy could see the damage more clearly, and to her surprise, she found that the fire had affected only the central part of the town. There was no sign of flames in the lower or upper part. The forest hadn’t started burning either. It was as if someone had assessed the risk and had set the town on fire so that it would not engulf everything around it. Cassy looked over at Burke, but it was dark, and she couldn’t see his face well.

‘Weird, right?’ she said.

‘What’s weird?’ Burke asked, turning to her.

‘Only the central part is burned, but you already know that, don’t you?’

‘Yes. I believe this was a controlled fire.’

‘Do you think someone did it on purpose?’

‘I’m convinced. But before I go down and look, I can’t say either who or how.’

Cassy sat back on the cool stone and sighed heavily. She was very tired. She was also hungry and thirsty, and the tension made her want to scream. Why would anyone want to set fire to the city? There weren’t many criminals in this town, and there weren’t many feuds. According to her, it was one of the most peaceful cities in the country. Of course, her job brought her into contact with all kinds of people, but this was different. From what she could see, whoever had done this, if Burke was right, had to be someone with a lot of hatred in his heart.

Cassy stood up and looked down again. ‘Why six?’ she asked.

Burke got up, came over, and sat next to her. ‘Count the smouldering buildings,’ he said.

She counted them. There were two on the left, two on the right, and two in the middle of the damaged city.

‘You’re right – there are six.’

‘I think there are six abandoned buildings. Whoever set the town on fire gave enough time for people to evacuate before the flames engulfed their houses.’

Cassy didn’t agree with that but decided not to argue.

‘But who would do such a thing?’ she wondered. ‘Who would harbour so much anger?’

Burke didn’t answer, but something told her he had a suspect. She was just about to ask him something else, but he got up and walked away.

‘It’s a good idea to sleep. It will be a long time before we can go down to the town again.’

‘Okay,’ Cassy agreed, looking down at the smouldering remains of the downtown area, then lay down and curled up, hoping to fall asleep quickly. Something told her that Burke would stay awake. She stared at him, then closed her eyes and thought that she herself would not calm down until she knew what had happened to her relatives and her dog. She only now remembered that Eleonora was also in the centre of the city. Cassy hoped her sister-in-law had left it in time. Thus, carried away in her thoughts from one thing to another, she at last fell asleep.
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-Chapter Three-


A Ghost Town
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The light from the rising sun woke Cassy. She looked around and wondered where she was. The moment she took a breath and smelled the smoke; she remembered the fire. She turned to look at Burke. He was asleep with his back to her, snoring loudly. Cassy rose slowly, her whole body aching. Her arms and legs were covered in sores, some of them inflamed and throbbing. She thought she had to go down to the surviving part of town and find a first-aid kit and painkillers. Then she looked back at the smouldering city. It would be easier and faster to go to the upper part of the town. The cliff they were on was a little off that part, but Cassy thought they could get down quickly. She sighed heavily, and her sigh woke Burke up. He turned and blinked a few times as if realizing where he was, and then he slowly got up. He, like Cassy, looked at the city. Then he heard her moan and looked at her hands and feet.

‘You need medical help,’ he told her. ‘Your burns and wounds will be very painful and will become even more inflamed if we do not wash and disinfect them.’

‘I know,’ she said. ‘Do you think we’ll be able to get down to the upper part of the city?’

‘We definitely can. I know a direct path. When you’re ready, we’ll go.’

‘I’m ready,’ Cassy said and slowly got to her feet. When she looked down, she saw that her ankles were swollen. Some of the skin on them had been burned away and had been replaced with large welts. The sight was horrifying, and she quickly looked away from the wounds. Burke was also up and motioned to her in the direction they should go.

Despite it being early in the day, the August heat was already strong, and the moment they entered the wooded part of the route, the air became even more stuffy. Cassy and Burke could barely catch their breath, but they kept walking. They crossed two small streams, but both were dry. The only thing they could find that somewhat satiated their hunger was a type of wood sorrel that the natives often picked and used in their soups. Burke plucked a few leaves from the sorrel and handed them to Cassy, advising her to chew them slowly. After a while, they found themselves on another rock, from which they were able to view the upper part of the town. Nothing seemed to have been harmed there, but it looked desolate from the lack of people and animals.

Cassy and Burke continued their descent down the mountain for about an hour. When they reached the Mountain Path, as the locals called it, they sat down to rest. Everything around was covered in soot and ash. The air was dirty, but the visibility was better than the night before.

‘Where are we going?’ she asked.

‘We will enter the first house we reach. You need medicine and rest,’ said Burke. ‘If we find what we need there, I’ll let you rest, and I’ll try to contact someone in the Rhodopes and tell them that we’re here and we’re alive.’

Cassy breathed a sigh of relief. Her whole body ached, but she tried to hide her pain from Burke, so as not to bother him.

‘The satellite phone transmitters are dead, and I’m unlikely to get range, but I can try the radios,’ said Burke.

‘There is one in the Sports Centre.’

‘I’ll go there. Are you ready?’ he asked her.

Cassy nodded and tried to get up, but her legs wouldn’t hold her. Burke stared at her, then approached her and gestured that he would pick her up. She nodded and let him carry her. The houses were not far, but Burke had to put her down several times to rest. At last, they approached a house whose garden gate had been left open. Burke helped Cassy into the garden and let her sit on one of the benches. Then he tried to open the front door, but when he couldn’t, he went back and broke down the back door. Then he returned to Cassy to get her and carried her into the house. Once inside, Burke placed her on the living room sofa and began searching for medicine, opening every possible cupboard. Cassy tried to hold on, but the pain in her body was becoming unbearable, and she began to moan more and more. Finally, she lay her head on the sofa, gritted her teeth, and began to cry. She hadn’t cried like that since she was a child. The pain from her burned and injured body was so intense that she finally started to howl. She curled up on the sofa and tried to wrap her injured arms with the blanket that was left there. During this time, Burke walked around the house and cursed at the occupants.

‘There is not even paracetamol here. I’ll go to the next house. I hope I find something there,’ he said and quickly went outside.

Cassy curled up again and forced herself to ignore the pain. She stared at one of the plants in the room and began to count its leaves. She sometimes used this technique when she was angry or under a lot of pressure. She counted something over and over until she calmed down. This time, it didn’t help for long. Pain took over her body again, and tears fell from her eyes. She decided to try counting again when Burke entered the room. He was holding some pills and ointment.

‘Okay, one by one,’ he said as if to himself. Then he looked around, saw a cup with some liquid in it, picked it up, and sniffed the contents inside.

‘Tea,’ he said, handing Cassy two pills. ‘Take them. It will ease
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