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BOOK ONE IN THE FYRE & Stone series.

Two men from the same city, but very different worlds.

Sebastian Fyre is a wealthy young Lord with an unshakable belief that he can communicate with the dead. John Stone is a tough policeman who grew up in the Victorian slum tenements of the city he now patrols.

A series of brutal murders across the city throw these two men into a reluctant and volatile partnership.

Fyre and Stone attempt to hunt down a conspiracy of killers, while trying to avoid becoming prey themselves.

For Niamh, 

for her unending support and love. 
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A

dense fear gripped him, like an ice-glove wrapped around his beating heart, squeezing tighter and tighter until his chest felt like it would implode in pure pain. 

His carriage had stopped with no warning, on a sunken lane that led from the main road up into the low hills. 

He had heard the rumours of strange events in this part of rural Ireland. He had read about disappearances and speculated with friends and colleagues about the nature of the seemingly random set of people who had been reported missing over a number of years. 

Other rumours had reached his ears, darker and more unbelievable than the simple explanations given by the police. This stretch of the County Cork coastline had always been synonymous with supernatural occurrences. Ghosts frequented every castle. Pagan spirits, the Pooka, lived in the long-lost tombs and the mounds that littered the landscape. Even the sea was filled with dangerous mythical beasts. 

In recent days he had taken to carrying a small pistol. The gun was wrapped in a thick handkerchief in his coat pocket. 

After he had called for the driver several times and poked his head out of the window of the carriage, he nervously unwrapped the pistol and sat it on the empty seat beside him. His hands fidgeted and his legs shook from the fear, as if that fear were rising from the ground, into the carriage and through his body. 

His mind was a muddle, but he was still able to weigh up his options. The driver was not his usual man; that had made him nervous anyway. He was scarcely able to understand the man’s heavy west Cork accent. So the few words the driver did say to him, by way of explanation, were lost. He could sit here, hope the wretched man was just relieving himself in the undergrowth and would return. He had the gun, and a small lamp was lit inside the cab. He could lock the door, although the lock was flimsy and the door itself looked none too solid. 

His other options ran through his mind at a panicked pace. He could mount the box seat of the carriage and steer it through the night. His newly acquired country home was a few miles along this coast, and the main road couldn’t be more than a few hundred yards behind where he had now stopped. Why the driver had chosen to turn off the main road was a worry. He looked at the pistol again. He didn’t want to hold it in his hand. Guns made him nervous. He was a pacificist in voice, but a coward at heart. The thought of violence made his stomach churn. 

The next option he considered was to unharness one of the two horses. He was a good rider, and although his age was very much against him, he was sure he could trot the animal along the dark road toward home. 

The sudden, loud, neighing of the horses snapped him out of his worried thoughts. The carriage shook for a moment, and he heard the distinctive sounds of the horses galloping off. The carriage stayed where it was. Without thinking, he gripped the pistol and opened the door. He leaned half his body out and yelled into the pitch-black night. 

‘I have a firearm, I insist you cease this madness!’ 

There was no answer. 

‘Do you hear me?’ he yelled once more into the darkness. 

With a shaking hand he waved the loaded pistol around. As his eyes adjusted to the night, he could make out that a strange blueish glow was reflecting up off the sea. The moon and the stars, although partially hidden by cloud, turned the Atlantic into a dark violet mirror. This allowed him to see the length of the coast, trailing all the way back to Kinsale Bay, and curving around a great headland in the other direction. But this ghostly light did not quell his fear. All around him the land was like coal, with no distinction between plant-life and natural rock. 

Weary of just sitting in the carriage, he dropped onto the rough trackway. He could feel the stones through his shoes, the unevenness of the track forcing him to hold onto the carriage frame with his left hand, while still gripping the raised gun with his right. 

He rounded the rear wheel and almost fired a shot at a flickering shadow. With his heart pounding in his chest he leaned his back to the carriage and tried desperately to get hold of his senses. 

His eyes adjusted more. Below him, at the bottom of the winding hill, the distinct crown-shaped silhouette of a church steeple stood out. 

He knew this building. He had attended a service there once. He remembered that a small village was spread out further down the slope, ending in a fishing harbour. To his left was a jet-black wall that he knew to be the boundary of the game wood of Castle Barry. If he could just make it to the village, he would be sure to find someone who could help him. The coast road snaked around the bay and cliffs. His newly acquired home, a rarely visited square block of granite and unkempt gardens, was at the end. He had not wanted the house, or the land. They had been forced on him in a will, and he longed to sell up and be rid of this place. 

In the moments that he leaned against the carriage, almost crying with ebbs and flows of terror, he desperately wished to be back in Dublin. The safety of his small townhouse called to him. 

His other senses suddenly became more accustomed to the night. He could smell the wet gorse and the salt of the sea air. They were both unfamiliar scents to him, and he disliked them equally.

A sharp, unnatural noise forced him to raise the pistol again, which he had lowered to his side while gulping in deep breaths of air. His hand shook uncontrollably and this time the trigger gave way under his finger. 

The shot rang out. 

At first there was a short high whine, followed by a dull heavy echo. He was running and falling before he had time to think, and before the sound of the shot had stopped echoing in his ears.

In his peripheral vision, something was keeping pace with him. Something to his left, and to his right. Just black shapes against the black background, but with enough outline for him to know that they had a humanoid form. 

In the village, a few hundred yards below where William Egan’s carriage had stopped, a figure was watching the night from the topmost walkway of the Protestant church. In times past, the church walkway had been used to look out to sea; fearful eyes watching the dying storms, hoping to catch a glimpse of a fishing vessel. 

The eyes of this watcher were not aimed toward the dark waves to the south. They were looking north, their cold stare peering into the black canvas of the scrublands. 

The watcher heard the gunshot ring out. 

The echo from the stones of the church steeple made it difficult to pinpoint exactly in which direction the shot had been fired, but the watcher already knew where to fix their gaze.  

There was a single lantern lit over a disused blacksmith’s workshop, just where the village stopped, and the rocky wasteland rose into the hills. The watcher knew the lantern was there because they had lit it minutes earlier.

The watcher on the walkway waited for movement. A shadow appeared out of the pitch and seemed to float effortlessly across the roadway. Where it passed close to the lantern, it caused the flame to shimmer very slightly. 

William Egan fell from the darkness into the thin circle of light. He stumbled around for a moment, dropping his firearm, and fumbling to reclaim it. He waved the gun wildly into the hills behind him, then began to run again, toward the church. 

The watcher in the steeple saw Egan running toward the wall that circled the church graveyard. The gate was locked, or at least appeared to be. A heavy chain had been wrapped around its two halves, and Egan tried for a few frantic seconds to pull it apart. Had he been in his right mind or had the light been better, he would have seen that the chain was not locked to the gate, but just loosely knotted on the inside. 

He placed his pistol on the shoulder-high section of wall that held the gate. The watcher on the steeple above mouthed the word, ‘Foolish,’ and smiled. A gloved hand reached up from inside the graveyard and silently slipped the gun away. 

In his panicked state, Egan didn’t even try to retrieve the pistol from the wall. His attention moved from the gate to the two near-shapeless figures that were advancing on him from the road. 

He let out a scream that seemed to wake the night itself. A sudden gust of wind drew up, as if in response to his yelp, and the chain from the gate fell away to the ground, helped by some unseen hand. The church gate opened from the weight of his body, and he tumbled into the graveyard beyond. 

The watcher on the steeple walkway had seen enough. From inside their coat, the watcher drew a small black covered notebook, made a mark on a page with a thin pencil and slipped the notebook back into their pocket. The watcher turned away from the scene below, safe in the knowledge that they knew what would happen next. There were other matters to attend to. This little distraction with Egan was of no real concern, it was only a means to an end. 

In the graveyard below, William Egan’s panic had reached a fevered state. He could see moving shapes in every hedgerow, disembodied faces appeared and disappeared from the darkness, and muttering voices seemed to rise from the graves themselves. 

As a stream of cold sweat ran down his face, he raced for the church doors. His body hit the heavy wooden frame with a thump. He banged on the doors with his fist, making a dull echoing noise. He didn’t wait for a reply, he ran back along the path toward the gate. His eyes darted around, peering across the graveyard for dangers. A movement to left caused him to wildly lash out with his arms, and the screech of a cat, moving between the headstones, took on the wail of a banshee in his terrified mind. 

He watched the feline move like a weightless shadow across the graves. He stood there, in a moment of unnatural frozen silence. The night air was now so cold that it made the sweat on his body feel like a floe of ice on his skin. It was now he remembered the pistol, left on the wall by the gate. If he could just get there, only a matter of tens of yards. His heavy breathing stopped for a second. He held the cold air in his lungs. His head moved to the right like a clockwork device. He could see it. 

This was no shadow, no flickering illusion, no feral feline. 

There was a human creature advancing on him. Following the path, moving above the ground, as if floating. Whatever it was, its faceless form was wrapped in an ethereal mist. The creature itself appeared to be made of black, swirling smoke. 

He ran again, his mind lost in shock. He heard screams, terrible childish pleas for mercy. His broken consciousness did not realise these screams were coming from his own mouth.

He stumbled into the sea of gravestones. The ground here had deep sunken rectangles where the topsoil had dropped into the subterranean grave cuts. The stones above the graves had moved into awkward angles, making them appear like broken teeth in the jaw of some ancient dead monster.

Egan’s foot tripped up on a buried stone. He fell forward, gashing his forehead on a piece of rusted ironwork. He didn’t notice the heavy flow of blood down his face, even when it reached his mouth and ran across his lips. 

Whatever was behind him was close now. He could feel its movement, hear a rapid trample of weeds and grass, and he could see other shadows closing in on him. He fell again, but this time he could not get to his feet. From the shapeless form a disembodied hand clawed out at him. It had seemed to have razors for fingers, which raked through his jacket and made thin lacerations on the skin below. 

He could go no further. His body was exhausted, and his heart threw one last sharp warning across his chest. He tried to speak, but the blood from his wounds had poured into his mouth, and all he could do was spit it out with a gurgling sound. 

He was surrounded. Faces appeared out of the silk-like shadows that circled him in perpetual movement. 

William Egan tried to rise from the ground, but his heart could take no more. He fell backwards, without making another sound. The open grave behind him, topped with a seventeenth-century marker, received his body. He fell several feet into the freshly cut soil. 

He lay there, seriously injured, his heart beating its last in a desperate attempt to survive. He was conscious, his eyes able to see, his ears able to hear, as those above filled the grave with loose soil. 

The Chief Surgeon worked deep into the night.

Around his vast surgery, various lamps sent up a flickering light show that made the furniture and very walls appear to be moving independently. 

Above the slab he was working at, a single steady white light shone done, enabling him to make precise cuts into the corpse lying there. 

A hunched figure slowly walked into the surgery. He was carrying a paper folder, and was moving forward with fearful steps. 

‘What is it, Michael?’ the Chief surgeon asked, without looking up from his work. 

Michael stuttered his response, ‘Um ...er, Doctor Barry wants your notes, sir, .... sorry, sir.’ 

‘The good doctor is working late tonight, as are you, Michael.’ 

‘Yes, ... sir.’ 

‘We seem to have a glut of fatalities of late.’ 

‘The Lord works ... in mysterious ways ... sir.’ 

‘He does indeed. The notes are here, beside me.’ Still the Chief Surgeon didn’t look up. Instead he lifted a bloody organ from the body and carefully placed it on a metal dish.

Michael, his face contorted with fear and disgust, moved forward. Unsteady on his feet, he moved around the Surgeon and, trying not to look down at the slab, he reached out for a pile of paper on a side table. 

‘Not those!’ the Chief Surgeon snapped. 

It was now that Michael noticed a second pile of papers. He lifted this second pile, just as his eyes caught sight of the dead face of a young woman, her eyes absent from her skull. 

Michael ran a few paces backwards, and hurriedly put the notes into the paper folder. 

‘Try and get some sleep, Michael,’ whispered the Surgeon, as he continued to work, a thin smile across his face, ‘the night is always darkest before the dawn.’ 
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S

tone raced along the wide street, his eyes firmly fixed on his quarry. The pavement had been planted with tall, thin young trees and their branches whipped into his face as he ran along. The target he was chasing took a sharp left turn and Stone darted across the road to follow. 

‘Trying to get home are you,” he panted, ‘not today.’ 

He gave an extra burst of speed to get ahead. Although he was fit and his wiry strength rarely let him down, his feet protested gravely. His shoes had been new just a few months ago, but they were cheap, the leather thin, and the soles had cracked within days. He had done a lot of legwork in the last few months. He had needed to do the legwork. It was a matter of survival. 

Stone skidded to a halt outside one of the tall redbrick terrace houses that lined this part of Dublin’s middle-class suburbs. In the corner of his eye he spotted a flash of black scrambling up one of the more mature trees. 

He adjusted his jacket and looked around the street to see if anyone was watching. In the distance some traps were moving back and forth across the main Drumcondra Road, but the street he was on was eerily empty. Satisfied he was alone, Stone took in a deep breath and walked over to the base of the tree. 

‘Come on down. There’s nowhere for you to hide now.’

Stone tested the base of the tree, it was too thick to shake, and he suspected the branches were too thin to support his weight. 

‘Why don’t you just give it up? I’ve been chasing you for two days. We’ve been through a lot, you and me, over rooftops, down drains and through the back gardens of every house in this village. Give it up, old friend, come down. What do you say?’ 

‘I’d rather not, I like it up here,” the voice that replied did so in a smooth whisper. 

Stone sighed and looked up into the tree at the black cat. 

‘You know,’ he said disheartened, ‘I was hoping never to hear your voice again.’

‘Me or the cat?’ asked Fyre, in his normal tone. 

Stone kept his eyes on the black cat. The lady who was employing him to return the creature to her had been very specific; the cat was not to be hurt or distressed in any way. As for Stone’s physical pains or mental anguish, she didn’t seem so concerned. 

‘What do you want?’ asked Stone. 

‘We have a job.’ Fyre replied casually. 

‘I don’t work with you any more, we have ceased our professional relationship. I’m an independent private investigator now.’ 

‘I can see that,’ mocked Fyre, ‘Do you think perhaps the cat doesn’t like its owner and that’s why it ran away? Maybe it is better off on the street, fending for itself.’

‘I’m not interested in whatever you have to say, no matter what smart wordplay you use. Go away, Lord Fyre!’ 

Fyre leaned against the garden wall of one of the fine redbrick terrace houses that lined the street. He watched Stone for a moment, as he called to the cat and made ‘swish-swish’ noises at it. 

‘It’s a lot of money,’ Fyre stated. 

‘I don’t care, I don’t need it. I’m doing just fine.’

‘When was the last night you had a decent meal? Or a wash and shave?’

Stone winced. He still kept his back to Fyre and his eyes on the cat in the tree. The last few weeks had been tough. It had been over year since the Spectres case; their fame had proved to be fleeting, and the work which followed was well paid but often pointless. Fyre’s methods and character had simply become too much for Stone. He had taken a gamble with setting up his own detective office, and the gamble clearly hadn’t worked. 

He looked at the cat staring down at him in a smug sort of way. He hated this animal. Just as he hated the part of himself that had dreamt of a better life. 

Fyre didn’t wait for Stone to answer, ‘It’s not like the other jobs, no things that go bump in the night this time.’ 

‘I don’t care,’ said Stone through his teeth. 

‘They paid a large sum in advance, I have your half here.’ 

‘I have a job, now go away, you’re upsetting the cat. Come down, you little furry bastard!”

Fyre took a few steps forward so that he was now in Stone’s eyeline. 

‘Our client wishes us to investigate a missing person and possible murder. The fee is exorbitant and comes with all expenses. More than enough for you to pay your outstanding debts and begin again. With or without me.’ 

Stone shook the tree, despite knowing it was pointless. 

‘What about the danger?’ 

‘Danger?’

‘I got shot in the arse last time we worked together.’

‘That was not my fault, you flirted with the wife of a very grumpy man. And it was only rock salt.’ 

‘It hurt like hell!’ Stone looked into the face of his old partner and sometime friend for the first time in months. Fyre’s boyish good looks and modern attire made him stand out in a city of conservative faces.

‘One more job, and if you no longer wish to associate with me, I will understand.’

Stone held his dirty hands to face and rubbed his tired eyes. 

“No ghosts!’ he stated.

‘None that I know of.’

‘No cups flying around rooms on their own?’ 

‘Not ever a saucer, dear chap.’ 

‘And I get my money now?’

‘This moment.’ 

‘Is it in some posh townhouse or out in the suburbs?’

‘Actually it’s down on the south coast.’ 

‘What! You want me to leave Dublin?’

‘It has been known to happen. There is a train service and coach from the station. I’ve made all the arrangements.’  

Stone half-heartedly shook the trunk of the tree again, the cat mewed at his effort. 

‘Why ask me now? Why not do the job yourself?’ 

‘I fear I lack your skills, old friend, and the letter from our new client was addressed to both of us, as was the bank draft inside.’

Stone didn’t need any more time to think about it. He knew that, despite lying to himself about his financial situation, he was out of options. He held his palm out to Fyre, who dropped a large bundle of pound notes into it, as well as a train ticket. 

‘It leaves this evening at five from Kingsbridge.’ 

‘This client of ours, when do we met him?’

‘That may prove an issue, you see out client is the man who is missing and also he has stated that he suspects he may have been murdered. It’s all in his letter. I’ll read it to you on the train.’

‘This sounds like a ghost hunt,’ muttered Stone. 

‘You find his body, alive or dead and I’ll take care of any ghosts, should any crop up.’ 

Fyre grinned his most annoying grin and raised his cane sharply upwards. There was a loud squeal and the black cat dropped in an ungraceful fashion into Stone’s arms. 

‘You might as well collect from the old lady. I will see you on the train at five. We have a private compartment.’ 

Stone watched Fyre as he walked across the street to where his carriage was waiting. Bertie the driver tipped his hat to Stone. Stone nodded back with a smile and yelled, ‘Still employed by this madman, Bert?’

‘Better on the coattails of the devil than in his path, sir.’ 

Stone watched the carriage turn and slowly make its way along the street toward the city. 

He held the cat to his chest and petted it lightly. It didn’t seem to object to Stone’s attention now that it was caught. 

‘Come on, you stupid moggy, you and me are the only sane creatures left in all of Ireland.’ 

Fyre pulled the blind down on his side of the carriage. The morning sun was streaming across the city and reflecting off every window it could find. 

He had lied to Stone, but it was a white lie. Their entire working relationship had been based on such lies. Stone didn’t ask many questions about Fyre’s ability to tap into the supernatural world, and he didn’t ask Stone about his less than moral methods of gleaming information. Stone had a habit of breaking into secure building and breaking the fingers of the occasional low-level criminal. 

‘Home, sir?’ Bertie called out from the plate. 

No, Bert, take me to Dublin Castle.’ Fyre had to lean forward to be heard as the carriage rattled along the cobbled suburban road. 

Bertie, who was privy to much of Lord Fyre’s and Mr Stone’s dealings, halted the carriage. He opened the hatch into the cab and spoke softly in his heavy Dublin accent. 

‘Are you sure, sir? They haven’t been so welcoming in the Castle of late, what with all this trouble in the country.’ 

Fyre laughed, largely to himself. Bertie’s statement was true. While, after the Spectres case, Stone and he had become minor celebrities, the faceless machine of government that ran the nation had eased them away from any official positions.

‘I still have some influence there, and I fear, Bert, that we will need all the help we can get on this next case.’ 

‘Mr Stone doesn’t know all the facts then?’ Bertie asked, with a huge knowing grin on his face. 

‘Has Mr Stone ever known all the facts?’ Fyre asked back, with an equal grin. 

‘Ignorance is bliss, sir,’ replied Berite. He closed the hatch and geed the horse forward once again. 

Fyre leaned back in his seat, and through the far window of the cab he watched the red brick houses of Dublin’s northside drift by. 

He had, over the last few days, admitted to himself that he needed John Stone, much more than Stone needed him. Not just because of his incomparable skill set, but because he was fearful of facing what was to come without him. The first vision he had had in over a year came to him the night before the letter had arrived. It hit him like a sledgehammer in the chest, knocking him from his feet and sending his limp body back onto his bed. Horrible things came out of the darkness. Distorted creatures, tortured by disfigurement, silently howling at him. The seemed to be no sense to it, a waking nightmare filled with the broken faces of people he knew were trapped between one life and another. The shock had taken him to the very brink of his sanity. He had been alone in Drumcrow House, that bleck pile of granite that overlooked the distant city and seemed always to weigh down on his shoulders. 

By the time Bertie had trotted up from town with the mail, Fyre was beginning to recover from the experience. He was meditating, with his back against an ancient standing stone, one of a fragmented circle that stood on the grounds, when Bertie called to him from the yard. 

Fyre had read the letter by Matthew Barry with great care. If it had arrived to him without the dreadful vision that preceded it, then he may have dismissed its contents as the ravings of a madman.

But, the details in the letter had a frightening similarity to the vision he had just endured. Matthew Barry had begun his plea to Fyre and Stone by stating that if this letter reached them ...


‘... I may be dead by the time you are reading these words. I have enclosed payment in full for your services, and have entrusted this letter to a lowly servant, a boy from the local village, whose mother, I suspect, was taken in the same way that now threatens me.’ 



Fyre had read the rambling description of abductions. 


‘Many have disappeared over recent years, many more than were taken by the malignant spirits in the past.’



He knew that he would have to show the letter to Stone. But he would do that on the train, went it was too late to back away from the case.

He mulled over one sentence in particular from Matthew Barry’s letter. 


‘They began by taking the living, those isolated, even ostracised by the community, but now I have become aware that the recently dead too are disappearing.’ 



Somehow Fyre knew this to be the crux of the matter. That jumble of spirits that forced their way into his consciousness on that first night, were now invading his mind daily. It was the vison in the early hours of this morning that convinced him to seek out Stone. 

It had not been as horrific as the other; it was almost gentle in fact. Fyre was standing at the great bay window of Drumcrow, looking down on the city as the summer dawn crept over the grey and redbrick lines of urban life. Like all of his visions it came fast, his mind was dragged from his body. His perception raced down the hillsides, across the country into the town. His mind stopped at a row of dark slim townhouses in the village of Rathgar. He recognised this suburb, Bertie used this road to ferry him to and from the city centre. Standing at the gate of one of the houses was a middle-aged man. He was short, plump around the stomach and wore a top hat and long-tailed coat, the kind that had gone out of fashion two decades ago. 

Fyre knew the man. Not by name, but he knew he had met the man at some social occasion. He could instantly recall speaking to him, just polite small talk, in Dublin Castle. It had been one of the gatherings his overbearing mother had insisted he attend, before the drama of the Spectre case. 

In the vision, the man, with no name as yet, tried to enter the gate of the townhouse, but could not. It was as if an invisible force was pushing against him. For the briefest of moments his eyes met those of this desperate man. Fyre knew that his life had been forfeited, and only recently. 

Bertie steered the carriage through the narrow streets of the city centre. He crossed Grattan Bridge, leaving behind the shrill voices of the street-side sellers and entering the more affluent Southside. Along Parliament Street, Fyre observed the change in shop windows from one side of the river to the other. On the north there had been open-fronted butchers, nameless shops with assorted pots and pans strung up outside, and the now obligatory pawn brokers, that seemed to litter the poorer parts of the inner city. Along Parliament Street stood tailors, dress makers and tobacconists, with trays of silver smoking accoutrements gleaming in their windows. 

Stone had told him that Dublin was really two cities, unwittingly glued together and constantly trying to pull themselves apart. It took Fyre a long time to understand what he had meant by that, but now it was obvious that the whole country was pulling itself apart. 

Before Fyre could contemplate anymore, Bertie pulled the carriage up outside City Hall, which itself stood up against the large dark walls of the Castle. The Castle had been the administrative centre of British rule in volatile Ireland for centuries now. By one community it was looked to for peace, justice, and the maintenance of the status quo. By another community was seen as the enemy, walled up inside their fortress. 

To Fyre, the Castle seemed to represent everything he loathed about his own upbringing. Like Drumcrow, it seemed to him to be his family’s history carved in blocks and mortar. 

‘I’ll wait for you here then, sir?” asked Bertie. 

Fyre smiled at him, ‘I suspect I won’t be long, Bertie; no is a very short word, even for mindless bureaucrats.’ 

‘No bureaucrat worth his salt would ever be so idealistic to use simple terms like yes or no,’ came a familiar voice from behind Fyre. 

Fyre spun on his heels and smiled a grin of joy at seeing the face of Trevor North. North had been Stone’s friend and partner in the Constabulary, and he had, innocently, been dragged into the Spectre case. 

‘North! Good to see you.’ Fyre extended his hand. North took a step forward, using his cane to help him and shook Fyre’s hand as if he were a lifelong friend. 

‘How’s the leg?’ asked Fyre, feeling a pang of guilt. 

‘Not bad,’ North replied, his cheerful disposition was something Fyre had sorely missed. 

‘Good, good; what are you doing here?’ 

‘I’m one of those mindless bureaucrats I just heard you mention. I moved here six months ago, a sort of promotion.’

‘Sort of?’ 

‘Yes, more money, less work and they wanted me to stay out of trouble.’ 

‘I hope it’s working?’ 

North grinned, ‘I am more mindless and bureaucratic than ever.’ 

Fyre was not much of a conversationalist, and there was an awkward moment of silence, broken by North, who seemed oblivious to the man’s nervous disposition. 

‘And what are you doing here? If I may ask that, your lordship,’ he grinned again. 

Fyre laughed out loud, he detested the use of his official title, but he could see that North was joking with him. 

‘Actually, you could help me with something. I need to see the guest sign-in ledger from August two years ago. They do keep such things here?’ 

North snorted a laugh, ‘We have them from sixteen ninety-four. But why?’

‘I’m looking for the name of a man I met here once.’ 

‘That sounds like a John Stone answer.’ 

Fyre smiled knowingly, ‘Yes, it does, and John Stone is also on the case, a little unwillingly.’ 

‘That I can believe. He does everything unwillingly. You’d better come with me.’ 
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elisa Barry stood behind the substantial frame of the window in her husband’s office. The scene in the large formal gardens below was tranquil. She lifted her eyes and looked out over them. A range of dark hills framed a thin crescent of blue sea, and in front of this, a patchwork of fields and fox covers formed a bright and dark green quilt. Her eyes fell again to the gardens below. They were divided into four even quadrangles, each surrounded by a tall, whitewashed wall, with arched gateways and iron gates providing access from one to another. 

From immediately below her, a group of men were filing into the first walled garden. They were distinguished by the way they were all dressed in snow white shirts and matching trousers. Over their shirts, some of the men wore white or grey aprons, the type used in industrial kitchens and workshops.  

The men, around forty of them, spread out across the garden. Some, in small groups of threes or fours, walked along the gravel paths, talking in what seemed to Melisa to be hushed tones. Others stayed alone, walking under the shade of the willow trees, or sitting on one of the many iron-cast seats that dotted the garden. In a second garden, divided by a slender wall, a smaller, but similarly dressed group of women emerged from another wing of the vast building. 

Melisa could now see a second group, following the women. They were men dressed in black uniforms, with, what looked like, a thick whale-skin aprons covering their torso and upper arms. These men all had gloved hands, and each carried a long thin baton. She noticed their hats, which struck her as rather comical. They were truncated top hats, with a whale-skin flap running down the back and sides to cover their neck and ears, and a wire mesh protruding from the rim, which could be pulled down over the face. 

No doubt, she thought, that directly below her, another group of these guards had marshalled the men out into their garden area. Melisa watched the men and women mill around their gardens for a while. She observed their ticks, twitches, and small fits. She watched some of them laugh out loud, seemingly at nothing. Others cried incessantly, but most of them just walked around, as if unaware of their surroundings or any other people. 

Melisa’s legs were tiring; she had been standing at the window for an hour now. Her husband had asked her not to come to the asylum unless it was necessary. He had told her that he feared the sights and sounds there would upset her. She had railed against this, and had assured him that she was a modern woman, capable of understanding and sympathising with whatever sights and sounds such a place could throw at her. She had seen such sights before, but Charles didn’t know that. 

She had been educated at Girton College, Cambridge, and although, as a woman, she could not receive a degree, it had been widely acknowledged that her work in modern medicine and chemistry was among the finest research of any undergraduate in the university. Despite her work being published, albeit under a pseudonym, she had found it impossible to forge a meaningful career in the five years since she had left college. She had nevertheless continued to work, driven by her desire to succeed, another aspect of her life that she felt is necessary to hide from her husband. 

Charles had been the one ray of light in a dark cloud of years of frustration. He was an odd character, even by the standards of eccentric landed gentry families. He had grown up a child of privilege in southern Ireland. The family had been the dominant landowners in this part of county Cork for centuries. Several vast estates spread out across the Irish landscape, from the low mountains to the north, to the rough cliffs of the Atlantic coast, large and small farmers had to lease their land from the Barry family. It was an old and profitable way of living, but, as Melisa knew, a way of life that was dying. 

Melisa had met Charles in Cambridge. Even then, as an undergraduate, he had stood out from the rest of his peers. The sons of lords, dukes and the new monied industrial super rich, were arrogant, loud, and sometimes boisterous to the point of crass. Charles had resisted following in the footsteps of his father, grandfathers, and other ancestors. He had not become a judge, or an MP, or even an officer. Despite his deep personal belief in God, he had shunned approaches from several religious institutions, sometimes dismissing them offhand to the point of insulting them.  

Charles was a solitary and gifted academic. Shy to a fault, especially during his time at Cambridge, he found it difficult to make friends. The drunken revelry, the gluttonous clubs and the sycophantic parties dedicated to the social hierarchy of the student body, were not for Charles. 

As an outsider herself, for many different reasons, Melisa  had found solace in the reading halls and libraries of the University. It was in one of those halls she met Charles, reading a medical textbook. Their attraction to each other was instantaneous, and she made sure it blossomed. She had help in that respect from an unexpected source. The patron of her research was one, Lord Barry, Charles’s father. This patronage was no secret, but there were other reasons for her persistence with Charles. He seemed to find his confidence around her. His usually bumbling manner seemed to settle into the calm, assured stature, of a gentleman. He became a different man, and Melisa made sure he stayed that way. 

As the first year gave way to the second and then the third, their relationship cemented itself into a solid form. Charles’s standing at college increased greatly. He became a leading member of several academic clubs, a firm favourite with his professors and even the noble names of the student body, those same brash boys from the first year, showed him a newfound respect. 

Charles was conscious of Melisa’s own academic accolades, but he was unaware that her own standing in Cambridge was significantly raised by being associated with him.  

‘A woman still needs the name of a man to be someone,’ she had told a colleague in Girton. Her resentment of this fact was something she kept from Charles, at the time, and, even now, years later. 

Melisa’s mind had wandered. She had hardly noticed a third, much smaller, group of people enter into one of the upper gardens. 

The group in there were dressed differently from the other patients and guards. There were four men, each in a grey and black sack cloth garment which covered their feet and seemed to tie around the back of the neck. Melisa’s keen eyes could see several leather straps on the garments. Some were dangling loose, others were tightened so fast that they restricted the men’s movements. 

The four men waddled, and half fell across the lawn of the enclosure. They were followed by two guards, each with their face cages drawn down and their batons held across their shoulders, as if ready to strike. 

She took a slight, almost imperceptible breath, as she spied her husband. Charles walked a few paces behind the guards. He was dressed in a smart dark suit, which hugged his athletic figure and accentuated his six-foot-two stature. He was a young, handsome man, with soft green eyes and a kind face that seemed to smile, even though he rarely did.

Melisa let a smile cross her lips, as she watched Charles stand with his hands clasped behind his back, a trait he had picked up from his rather eccentric father. Melisa had first met the rest of Charles’s family between their second and third years. It had been a wonderful, and sometimes daunting, summer in Ireland. The Barrys, like all old monied families she had known, were filled with character and the full gamut of temperaments. Lord Barry was much like his son, but with more confidence. Lady Barry had died when Charles was a boy, but he had two sisters, both older and both married into land-owning families. There were several uncles, aunts, cousins and even a grandmother, who had been particularly unwelcoming to Melisa. 

Charles had, on that first stay in Ireland, largely protected her from exposure to his overbearing family members, chief among them his two aunts. When her time at Cambridge was done, and Charles had received his degree, they got married. Their guest list had been small, until Charles’s father had invited half the aristocrats in Ireland. Melisa and Charles wilted under the attention, but persevered because they knew Charles had been offered a position to study for a doctorate in his college. 

The next three years had been the happiest either of them had known in their short lives. Cambridge now felt like home, and the young couple were able to grow socially, to the point where a permanent career within the university looked likely for both of them. All things come to an end, good and bad, Melisa told herself the day she packed to return to Ireland. Charles had been offered the position of chief administrator in one of the country’s flagship asylums. It stood, like a sprawling barracks for a large army, just a few miles from Castle Barry. 

Melisa had had to leave behind much of her own work, but she had found a renewed source of interest in Charles’s own work, and it was this passion for discovery that led her to come to the asylum today. She moved across the floor, stretching her stiff legs and back. As she leaned against the far side of the enormous window, a movement in the enclosure where Charles was, caught her eye. Below, one of the patients had lunged forward. Both of the guards stuck out with their batons and a number of heavy blows landed on the restrained man’s head and upper body. Melisa winced. She wanted to pull her gaze away, but she was unable to. She watched the patient’s body crumple under the assault. Despite the impact of the blows, he still tried to reach forward. 

Charles stood, emotionless, a few feet away. He observed the beating the guards dished out, then raised his hand as if to signal that the man had had enough. They stopped hitting the poor man. He lay on the ground for a minute or so, then rolled up onto his knees and crawled away into a corner. 

Melisa felt sickened, not by the savagery of the treatment, but by the coldness of Charles’s reactions. It was a coldness she had hoped was gone from his character. Charles had spoken about the need for discipline, 

‘It is necessary to be cruel on a Monday, so you can be kind for the remainder of the week,’ he had said to her once. 

Since their return to Ireland, he had often spoken to her about broken minds being like rudderless ships, and he, as their captain, must find a way to steer them to safety. She was unsure if he believed his own words, or if he had simply adopted the methods of those around him. 

When Charles left the garden, leaving the patients and guards to their daily exercise routine, Melisa moved away from the window and idly perused the volumes of medical books lining the office.  

‘Something wrong, my dear?’ Charles said as he walked in. 

Melisa jumped slightly and turned. She was always able to hide her concerns, her true emotions and even her intentions. It was a skill that she found came easily to her, and, as a woman, she could use her charm, her smile, and other aspects

























































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
FYRE
STONE

THE RESURRECTION MEN

STEVE DOWNES






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png
GXO+—





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/image003.jpg
A

BLKDOG





d2d_images/image004.jpg
FYRE
LN






