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Chapter 1
“THE FAVOURITE NOODLE SHOP”

“Why me?” 
It was the only thing on my mind as I drove my car slowly towards 

the city. I’d turned on the air-conditioning to the fullest, but it didn’t 
make me feel better. I was hot and my mind was numb. I still couldn’t 
believe the news I’d just received. Even now, my heart sank as I heard 
her voice in my head over and over. 

“I am sorry. There’s nothing else we can do.”
I couldn’t help but feel victimized. Was there something I’d done 

wrong in a past life…or even in this one? No one’s perfect, but I didn’t 
think I’d done anything to deserve this.

I turned my car onto the highway, taking in the scenery for what 
would be the final time. My head felt  like it  was going to explode. 
Tears blurred my vision as I looked out the windows, driving slower 
than the speed limit  into the city.  I  had no idea what to do,  how I 
would go on.

HOOOOONK!!!
A semi-truck was coming towards me, its headlights flashing across 

my windshield.
HONK! HONK! HOOONK!
“Oh shit!” I clutched the steering wheel tightly, turning my hands a 

deathly pale.
My car stopped just in time. My heart was beating so hard, and I 

gasped for  air  as  my lungs began aching.  I  had been inadvertently 
holding my breath. Luckily there was only the truck and my car on the 
road. If there had been any other vehicles passing, it might have been 
disastrous. I made several attempts to free myself from the seatbelt, but 
it remained firmly fastened. 

I scowled with concern. I was in the wrong lane, the opposite lane. It 
didn’t  make  any  sense.  I  knew  I  was  driving  on  the  right  lane 
previously. How did I end up on this side? 

Looking in front, I saw that the truck was making its way around 
me.

“Watch where you’re going, man!” the truck driver roared at the top 
of his lungs as he drove past. “You blind?!”

I swallowed hard. If only he knew. 
I raised my hand to him apologetically, then drove my car back onto 

the right lane. I sighed as I looked around, taking in the surroundings. 
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There were murky black waters on either side of the road. A vast, yet 
desolate  swamp  was  divided  in  half  by  the  road  I  was  on.  I  was 
fortunate not to become another victim this marsh could claim.

VICTIMS.
This swamp was here before my Dad was even born. No one knew 

for  sure  how many victims  it  had swallowed.  Dead trees  scattered 
across the murky black water. They stood still, looking like hunched 
zombies facing the road.

And the fog; it seemed to forever hover across the swamp, even on 
sunny days. Nobody dared to explore the swamp. Some said it was 
haunted, others said they were just mere coincidences. 

I navigated carefully past the swamp areas. As I did, the story about 
a tragic accident that happened here almost four years ago came to 
mind.  I  was  there  that  night,  but  I  couldn’t  save  most  of  them. 
Especially the young man burned alive in his car. I remembered the 
news had called him ‘The Burning Man’. Unfortunately, they made a 
false report  about the accident,  even after they had interviewed me 
earlier.

I cleared the swamp and entered the city. From a distance, I saw my 
favorite noodle shop standing proud and inviting on the left side of the 
road. It brought the first smile since I’d left the doctor’s office earlier in 
the day. My stomach growled as I headed over, as if agreeing with my 
idea.

The sudden wind blew, making my long hair dance wildly. I sighed 
while tying my hair to make a ponytail before continuing toward the 
door.

This  shop  served  mouth-watering  noodles  with  their  very  own 
secret  recipes.  All  the  sweet  memories  of  me  being  here  from  my 
childhood brought a smirk on my face.

Hmm,  they  changed  the  door,  I  thought  as  my  eyes  landed  on  the 
double glass door that once held a wooden one.

I  walked  through  the  entrance  and  took  a  long,  deep  breath, 
immersing myself in the nice smell of spices wafting in the air.

Man! I really love this smell, I thought to myself right before strolling 
toward  my  usual  spot.  I  looked  around.  There  were  no  other 
customers. 

“Perfect,” I said as I sat on the nice, round chair with the large glass 
window to my back. Some movement at the front caught my attention. 
I  glanced toward the entrance to see a couple walking in.  My gaze 
followed the hugging couple until they were seated.
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The soft jazz music blared from the outreach speakers hanging on 
every upper corner of the room, accompanied with the soft glow of 
fluorescence light that seemed to match the couple’s mood.

I  became envious as  I  saw how close they were.  Holding hands, 
flirting with each other,  they looked very romantic.  And,  of  course, 
they sat close to me. The girlfriend giggled as she put her folder on the 
table while tapping on it several times.

I had no steady girlfriend. Hadn’t for a while. My exes were mainly 
after my money, not me. Worse still, with the news I received from my 
doctor, I felt that nobody would ever love me again. Nobody would 
ever care about me. Nobody would ever want to marry me. 

Sigh…
Of course my last day of sight would be a reminder that I was alone, 

and probably always would be.
Where the hell is the waiter, I thought to myself as I lit a cigarette. They 

usually weren’t this inattentive. I puffed my cigarette while trying to 
see if somebody was behind the pay counter far in front of me, but to 
no avail.

Noticing  my  search,  a  young-looking  girl  came  towards  me, 
seemingly out of nowhere. In her hands she held a pen, a notepad, and 
the menu. I’d never seen her before; she must have been new.

“I’m  so  sorry  about  the  wait.  Are  you  ready  to  order,  sir?”  the 
waitress asked as she placed the menu gently in front of me. 

“The usual, please.” I grinned at her. When she looked uncertain, I 
continued. “Are you new here?” 

She nodded with a very pleasant but slightly embarrassed smile on 
her face.

I took some time to place my order, seizing the opportunity to have 
a nice chat with the waitress. My Dad’s old trick. When I was done 
placing my order, she left for the kitchen. I followed her with my gaze 
until she vanished behind the kitchen door. I breathed a sigh. Last day 
to see an ass like that. My sight went to the view from the windows. I 
noticed a black armored body SUV parked nicely next to my car.

After a few more minutes I looked back toward the kitchen door. I 
was so hungry – how long did it take to make some noodles?

BANG!
A loud noise sounded in the distance behind me. Startled, I turned 

my head towards the source of the sound. Through the window I saw 
a sedan had collided with a small pickup. 

“Oh my god!” the waitress screamed as she walked over, carrying 
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my order. 
She placed my meal in front of me – the infamous black volcano 

noodle and a cup of black bitter coffee – before going over to look out 
the window at the scene. I couldn’t blame her; I was entranced as well.

Everyone  got  out  of  their  cars  and  seemed  to  be  okay.  As  the 
moments  passed,  people  started going out  to  look on.  My waitress 
finally returned to my table.

“Did you see that?”
I shook my head. “Only heard the crash. Looks like everyone’s okay, 

I thought. Thank God.”
“Yeah, that looked worse than it was.”
“It will be once the insurance companies get involved.”
Her laugh lifted my spirits. I became a bit bolder. Eh, what the hell…

it’s not like I was ever going to see her again.
“You have a pretty laugh.”
She looked down at me with deep brown eyes and politely excused 

herself to take the orders of the couple nearby.
Yes, she was pretty, and I couldn’t take my eyes off her. She was 

skinny, her black jeans and pink t-shirt fit her body and accentuated 
her  small  curves.  Her  long  ponytail  swayed  as  she  went, 
complementing her smooth jawline, and the light seemed to glow off 
her vibrant and tan skin.

As she wrote down the couple’s order, I notice a very weird-looking 
yet beautiful bracelet on her right wrist. The design looked familiar, 
but I couldn’t remember where I’d seen it before.

After taking the order, and maybe realizing that I was observing her, 
she  turned  her  head  towards  me  slowly.  When  our  eyes  met,  she 
blushed  and  her  full  lips  gave  me  a  forced  smile.  I  sighed.  I  was 
already pushing her away. 

Since the couple were seated not far from my table,  I  could hear 
their conversation. Their topics were rather weird and gory. Especially 
for a restaurant.

I  stole glances at them as I  ate.  The man was big and husky, the 
woman petite and seemed a little clumsy. She kept knocking her hand 
into her boyfriend’s nose whenever she wanted to caress his hair.

I chuckled. Odd couple.
I  ate  my  food  while  eavesdropping  on  them.  The  conversation 

suddenly changed, and my ears perked up. 
“You know, I still feel like we have some things wrong. It doesn’t 

make sense as reported,” she said.
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“Oooh, here we go,” her boyfriend retorted.
“What?!”
“What  are  the  odds  you’ll  even  find  the  guy?  He  could  be 

anywhere.”
“I’ll find him. I just have to keep looking.”
“You’re wasting the best years of your life chasing ghosts.”
I smiled. Upon finishing my food, I took out a cigarette and lit it. I 

looked out the window as I listened to them, wondering what they 
were talking about. 

“Hey!” I heard the woman exclaim suddenly. 
I  looked  over  and  saw  she  was  staring  right  at  me.  Curiosity 

touched  her  features,  which  quickly  changed  to  recognition,  even 
though I’d never seen her before. 

Her boyfriend looked at  her,  then over to me.  His face remained 
confused.

“It’s him!” the woman said excitedly to her boyfriend. “Excuse me, 
sir!” 

She stood up quickly and moved over to my table. I was put off by 
her aggressiveness. As they sat in front of me, she wore a proud smile.

“Are you Michael A. Baker?”
I eyed her. “Yes?”
“My  name  is  Susan  Miles.  This  is  David  Summer.  We’re 

investigating the accident near the Swamp that happened four years 
ago. We want to hear your side of the story. Could you do that for us?” 

That’s why I was so interested. 
“We  will  pay  for  your  meal  and  I  will  buy  you  a  new  pack  of 

cigarettes,” David added as he shuffled into the booth next to Susan, 
suddenly supportive of his girlfriend’s efforts.

The lump threatened to choke me again. “It’s not something I like to 
talk about,” I said. 

“Please?” she pleaded. “We want to know the truth. We only heard 
and read about it through the news, but some things just don’t add up. 
This is  the best  chance we have to set  the record straight.  I  think I 
remember seeing you on the news.”

I sighed. The two of them watched me, waiting for my answer. 
The waitress was stalled for a moment when she noticed the two 

had moved to my table. She came over with a smile. “You’re certainly 
popular today.” She placed their meals gently in front of them. “You 
guys know each other?” 

“Not exactly,” David said with an apologetic smile. “This man is…
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well…” 
“They think I was involved in that big accident four years ago,” I 

said. 
“Which accident?” The waitress asked. 
Susan spoke through a mouthful of food. “The Burning Man.”
The waitress turned pale as her hand went to her mouth. “What?”
“Do you remember  the  accident  four  years  ago?  The one on the 

swamp? It was all over the news.”
The waitress hadn’t taken her eyes off of me. They began to water as 

she answered the question. “Yes, I  remember it.  The man who died 
was my brother.”

She started crying and sat down next to me. We were all shocked 
with her blunt statement, each of us exchanging looks. I didn’t know 
whether to hug her, apologize, or leave. So, I just sat there watching 
her cry.

“I’ve heard many versions of that incident, and I didn’t believe any 
of them,” she managed to say. “Even the doctors gave us a false report 
on the time of his death.” Then, quite abruptly, she looked straight at 
me. “Please, if you’re the man who tried to save him, tell me the truth. 
I need to know what happened that night.”

Three sets of  eyes stared at  me, waiting in anticipation.  I  knew I 
couldn’t run anymore. With a sigh, I lit another cigarette.

“Fine,” I  said.  “It  was me. I  was the one who tried to save your 
brother.” I took another puff before I continued. Sirens blared as the 
emergency  medical  team  approached  the  accident  beside  the 
restaurant.

“Thank God, the rescue team is here!” the waitress said, and all of us 
turned to look. The rescue team started working hard to clear the area 
as traffic had backed up badly because of the collision.

I sipped my coffee while glancing at the three of them as they went 
on looking at the accident scene. 

Susan then turned to me. “What happened that night?”


