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	“You don’t want to do that.”

	He was standing on the bridge, cold and hungry, staring into the dark waters of the Thames, trying to get up enough courage to throw himself into it, when the voice spoke out of the fog.

	“Says who?” he asked, as the tall, pale man became visible.

	“I do. You see, I have need of someone like you.”

	 


Chapter 1

	Balleywalegh, Ireland

	1929

	Maeve Flannery hummed softly as she leaned over the wood-burning stove. Briskly stirring the ingredients in the cast-iron stewpot, she gave an appreciative sniff.

	Ahhh...and ain’t it a totally delicious aroma? Probably taste even better than it smells or my name’s not Maeve Margaret Donovan Flannery.

	“How much longer, darlin’?” Husband Seamus pounded the tabletop, his meaty fist clamped around his spoon. “’Tis starvin’ I am for that wonderful stew you’ve made.”

	The entire family was seated around the kitchen table—Seamus, eldest son, Sean, his brothers, Ossian, Padraig, and Liam, and daughter, Deirdre, like stairsteps in descending order according to birth, with darling baby Denis in his highchair near his mother’s place at the end of the table.

	“Be patient, luv.” Reaching for a pair of quilted potholders hanging on a wall-hook, Maeve wrapped them around the handles of the pot and lifted it off the stovetop, glancing casually out the window as she turned. “All things come to him what waits, y’know. Holy Maithur...”

	The pot slid from her hands, crashing to the floor, spilling its contents and splashing scalding liquid onto Seamus’ leg, thankfully protected by the thick fustian of his trousers, and covering the surface of one hobnailed work boot. Generally, Maeve would be dismayed at the mess. Today, following a sudden but short and shocked silence, she began to shriek, a little too much reaction as far as Seamus was concerned.

	“Here now, acushla, what is it?” Immediately he was on his feet, shaking tatties and carrots off his boot while skirting the steaming mass of parsnips, onions, and parsley staining the kitchen floor. “Sure, you’ve never been this clumsy before.”

	When she didn’t answer but continued screaming, though it was now reduced to short, sharp screeches resembling a steam locomotive’s high-pitched shrieks, he caught her by the shoulders, giving her a rough shake. A sharp slap was what she needed, but Seamus was too gentle a man to hit a woman, even a hysterical one.

	Son Sean had gotten up also, starting toward his mother, but when his father continued to shake her, he hesitated as if uncertain what to do. Though his father was quick to discipline his children, he’d never raised a hand in cruelty to anyone, especially not their ma. The unexpectedness of what was happening frightened the boy almost as much as did Maeve’s continuing screams.

	Behind Sean, the other children looked at each other in panic. The baby, hearing his mother’s cries, added his own voice to the confusion, shrieking at the top of his little lungs. Healthy pipes the wee one had.

	For a moment, there was total chaos, Maeve and the child wailing in awful counterpoint. Only the most sardonic would’ve found it grimly amusing.

	With a strangled whimper, the mother quieted first. Pressing her face against the bosom of Seamus’ shirt, she began to sob, softer and more controlled until the sound died away completely, while he helplessly patted her shoulder.

	At last, she managed enough breath to gasp, “Th’ manor house. There’s someone in th’ manor. I saw a light.”

	“Is that what all this caterwaulin’s about?” Seamus’ expression changed to disbelief. “There’s someone at th’ manor? Why, th’ place’s been empty for a century now. I imagine ’tis been sold, for taxes or somethin’, is all. An’ now th’ new owner’s come t’ claim th’ auld wreck. Probably some rich American who’ll be shippin’ it back home stone by stone. I hear they like to do things like that.”

	He managed to be casual about the whole thing. It was nothing to him if the Yanks wanted to buy all of Balleywalegh and cart it away, providing they paid the inhabitants a good and fair price, o’ course.

	“No,” Maeve protested. Raising her head, she pointed a trembling finger at the kitchen window. “’Tis that Foreigner. He’s come back. See for yourself.”

	Over her head, her husband stared at the dark silhouette visible to any house in the valley. Briefly, he didn’t move, simply focused on that one bright point of light in a tower window. It seemed to stare back at him like a single, gleaming eye, twinkling slightly, as if in malicious mischief.

	At last, he nodded. “Well, there’s someone there, an’ that’s a true fact.”

	That produced an even greater rush of tears from Maeve.

	“Here, now.” He guided his wife around the rapidly congealing mess on the floor and away from the window to her place at the table.

	Denis was still sobbing, and maternal concern set in, overcoming fear.

	“Here now, luv.” Lifting the still-shrieking child from his chair, she cuddled him against her breast and began to comfort him, the mundane task briefly distracting her.

	Seamus pushed her into her chair, dropping onto the bench beside daughter Deirdre. He waited patiently while Maeve patted and bounced the baby.

	Once Denis subsided into murmurs of non-panicked sleep, he said, “I swear I’ve never truly understood why everyone’s so frightened of th’ auld place. Granted ’tis all dark an’ broody-lookin’, but ’tis only an empty hulk o’ stone an’ mortar.”

	He waved a hand at the window and the visible silhouette. Reluctantly, Maeve’s gaze followed the gesture.

	With a shudder, she looked back at him. “You don’t understand…”

	“That’s th’ blessed truth,” he retorted. “I’ve lived here twenty-two years now, darlin’, an’ in all that time, I’ve ne’er heard anyone speak at all about that place without crossin’ hisself, an’ even then no more than a few words. Remember when Fergus O’Halloran’s sheep strayed into that upper meadow? He wouldn’t go after ’em without havin’ Old Father Ryan bless him first. Is that a way for a grown man to act?”

	He paused, expecting a laughing agreement.

	When his wife avoided his eyes and said nothing, he went on with an angry snort, “In th’ name o’ Heaven, what is it about th’ place makin’ you so afeared?”

	“I wouldn’t expect you to understand,” Maeve whimpered, “you bein’ a stranger here an’ all...”

	“Stranger?” Seamus blurted. He looked insulted. “After all this time an’ seven wee ones I’m still a stranger, am I?”

	“Da?” Unable to keep silent any longer, Sean spoke up timidly. “Da, I know.”

	“I’d think... Hm? What’s that ya say, lad?” Seamus looked at his eldest.

	“I know why they fear th’ place. We all do.” He gestured at his brothers and Deirdre, all nodding confirmation.

	“So, even me little ones know, but your beloved husband you’ve kept ignorant?” Seamus turned to face his son, while Maeve got very busy rocking the still-fretting baby. “Well? Tell your da.”

	The children looked at each other. It was obvious they were relieved their father wasn’t angry at them for knowing something he didn’t, and also, they were uncertain if they should tell him.

	“’Tis…” Sean hesitated, not from fear, but the fact of realizing how absurd it would sound. “They say th’ owner o’ the manor was a vampire, Da. A dearg-dul.”

	Seamus didn’t answer. He simply stared at the lad.

	“That’s why it has such an odd name. Casa Ascuns. ’Tis called after his own foreign tongue—Hungarian, or Roumanian, or some such. He…” He stopped as his father began to laugh.

	“Well, now. If he was a foreigner, he couldn’t be a dearg-dul, could he, since that’s our own home-grown bloodsucker? Lord love ya, lad. Do you believe it, then?”

	Sean made denying noises. Who’d want to admit believing in things that go bump in the night? Wasn’t he of a more modern generation? After all, this was a new century, in the enlightened year of nineteen and twenty-nine.

	Seamus brushed aside his protests, letting the silence fall again. When the quiet was heavy in the room with the only sound the now-sleeping Denis’ soft breathing, he stood up, pulling his wife with him.

	“Come, Maeve. Th’ little one’s asleep. Put him in his wee crib, an’ let’s get this mess cleaned up. Then, we can...”

	A brisk pounding on the door stopped whatever else he would have said.

	“Shall I get that, Da?” For the first time ever, Sean didn’t leap from his seat and dash to the door, flinging it open in welcome.

	“O’ course.” Seamus couldn’t believe his eldest was so afraid all of a sudden. His answer was brusque to keep from showing the fast-growing fury he was beginning to feel toward the entire town.

	How th’ hell could they keep somethin’ like this hidden from me? You’d think after this long, I’d be accepted enough to be let in on all Balleywalegh’s secrets, no matter how ridiculous or frightenin’.

	“Don’t keep whoever’s out there waitin’. ’Tain’t polite.”

	Obediently, Sean went to the door, unlocked and opened it. Peering out, he said, “Oh. ’Tis you. Come in, then,” and swung open the door, revealing Conor Leary’s middle boy standing there, torch in hand and looking very young and very scared.

	“Hello, Eoghan,” Seamus greeted the boy in his usual cheery way. “What’re you doin’ out this time o’ night alone? Not thinkin’ o’ runnin’ away from home, are you?”

	“Nah, Mr. Flannery.” The child’s denial belied his expression. He truly looked as if he’d like to do exactly that. “Me da sent me t’ tell ya there’s a meetin’ tonight at Town Hall. Right now, in fact. An’ you’re to be there.”

	“Well, then, I’d best get meself on th’ way.”

	Seamus didn’t have to ask what it was about. He was pretty certain he knew. How it was going to turn out, also, unless he could inject some level-headedness into the whole proceedings.

	“Tell ya what, lad. I’ll walk ya back home, an’ then I’ll head on over.”

	He noted Eoghan didn’t bluster or protest he was old enough to take himself home but waited anxiously whilst Seamus gathered his jacket and cap and bade Maeve and the children goodbye.

	“Conor’s callin’ a town meetin’,” he told his wife, glancing out the window again. The light in the tower still gleamed, bright and steady. “Lord, I hope some dim-witted clot isn’t stormin’ up there with his hunting rifle cocked. Sean?”

	“Aye, Da?”

	“Help your maithur while I’m gone. To clean the floor an’ find somethin’ else to feed th’ children.”

	Slouching into his jacket and clapping his cap onto his head, Seamus walked into the night, beckoning for Eoghan to follow. To show his lack of fear, he didn’t take a lantern with him to light his way.

	Eohan’s little light would be enough.

	 


Chapter 2

	“...an’ somethin’ needs to be done.” Mayor Conor Leary nodded briskly, emphasizing each word. “Straightaway.”

	“Like what?” Seamus demanded.

	He’d arrived in the midst of angry mutterings, everyone talking at once but all under their breaths as if afraid to say anything loud enough for anyone else to hear. Conor had summed it up quick enough: Th’ manor’s again inhabited. Probably that Foreigner’s returned. We’re th’ ones as must see to him.

	“Like, gettin’ our birdin’ rifles, an’ goin’ to th’ manor an’...”

	“An’ givin’ th’ poor sod a heart attack?” Seamus couldn’t keep the sarcasm out of his voice. He’d thought Conor a halfway intelligent man. “Think on what you’re sayin’, man.”

	“What should we do, then? Ring th’ bell an’ invite ’em to th’ Fall Fellowship?”

	“That might not be such a bad idea. Haven’t you heard that ol’ sayin’—you can catch more flies with honey than with vinegar?”

	“Meanin’ what? I’m thinkin’ dearg-duls don’t care much for ithur honey or vinegar.” Conor looked around as he said it, encouraging the others to join in.

	There were numerous head wags, vigorous nods of agreement, and a few actual verbal ‘ayes.’

	“Meanin’ if th’ new tenant o’ th’ manor is what you say,” Seamus said, not allowing himself to speak that one word, choosing to ignore Conor’s reference, “an’ you go tearin’ up there with guns a-blazin’ like somethin’ from one o’ them Yank westerns, he’ll be warned. But if we walk in peaceful-like, an’ if, by some coincidence, he’s as human as you or I, no harm done.” He shrugged. “We’re merely bein’ a welcomin’ party.”

	“You really think that’s th’ way we should handle it?” The mayor looked doubtful but at the same time hopeful, a truly difficult task. Indeed, his expression indicated he was suffering a moment’s severe dyspepsia.

	“Think on it, Conor. I know ’tis.” Seamus put as much confidence in his answer as he could, forcing out the ridicule.

	“Seamus is right.” For the first time, Father Ryan spoke, with his usual quiet voice of reason. “Show a kind hand, and allow it to be struck away before becomin’ defensive.”

	“Right, then. So, we’ll do it. Tomorrow. During daylight.” Conor hesitated, then said exactly what Seamus hoped he wouldn’t. “Seamus, you’ll come with us.”

	 


Chapter 3

	There wasn’t much talking as they headed up the road toward the manor house, no friendly nattering nor complaints of the weather and such. That was odd, because most of the men in the group were noted for their ability to talk on any and all subjects at the drop of a hat, including the constable from the local unit of the garda who decided at the last moment to accompany them to make certain “no violence went on.”

	Weeds and grasses covered the faintly rutted trail laughingly called the low road, making Seamus wonder if a motor car could actually maneuver that path, it was so clogged with undergrowth. However, he could see some of the vegetation was definitely bent and crushed as though something heavy had rushed over it. And recently, too.

	It took only a few minutes more for them to round the bend, and Casa Ascuns came into view.

	Even in sunlight, the manor house looked foreboding in that abandoned and desolated way old houses often assume.

	It loomed high and dark before them. A typical 16th-century affair, a bastardized Inigo Jones design with gables and strapwork, though neither Seamus nor the others were aware of such architectural niceties, of course. All they saw was a large stone building sprawling before them, with many stories and twice that many windows looking down blindly reflecting the sun, including that tower one in which the light was now extinguished, it being daylight.

	A motor car was parked in the circular driveway close enough to the entrance for the driver to dash out and jump inside quickly, if need be. A Rolls Royce Silver Ghost, its aluminum painted coat and silver-plated fittings reflecting the sunbeams as the little group, to a man, stopped to inspect the automobile.

	With an envious sigh, Seamus admired its open-body construction.

	Ah, to own somethin’ like that. Whoever had moved into the manor must definitely have a lot of cash. Aye, undoubtedly ’tis a rich Yank to have such a fine an’ ostentatious vehicle.

	The car’s bonnet was up.

	Seamus saw movement. It was then he realized a man was leaning over the fender, peering into the interior, working with a tool of some kind. He straightened, and they saw he was wearing the bottom half of a chauffeur’s gray uniform, with its jodphur-like trousers. Leather gaiters encased his legs. He was shirtless, suspenders pulled over wide shoulders, and a broad chest encased in a white knit undervest.

	“G’day.” He glanced at the priest. “Morning, Father.”

	He was young, tanned, and definitely not bothered by the morning sunshine’s glare. A cloth lay on the fender, tools upon it. He selected another and went back to work.

	“’Morn.” Nodding, Seamus held out a hand. “Seamus Flannery.”

	“Jack Horne.” The young man straightened, laying down the tool long enough to grasp his hand in a firm, warm grip. He gave it a sharp shake, then released it, picked up the tool
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