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Chapter 1

	Barney's Reputation

	The Crooked Shillelagh smelled of stale beer, peat smoke, and secrets. It was Friday night in Ballygrim, which meant the pub was packed shoulder to shoulder with villagers eager to wash away the week's troubles with pints of Guinness and generous helpings of gossip.

	"Did you see himself walk in?" Mrs. Kathleen Maguire hissed across her gin and tonic, her eyes tracking the tall figure making his way through the crowd like a shark through shallow water. "Bold as brass, he is."

	Her companion, Mary O'Shea, didn't need to ask who "himself" was. In a village of three hundred souls, there was only one man who commanded such attention from the women and such contempt from their husbands.

	Barney Pollop.

	He cut a fine figure, there was no denying it. Twenty-eight years old, with thick dark hair that fell just so across his forehead, a jawline sharp enough to cut glass, and eyes the color of aged whiskey that promised trouble and delivered it regularly. He wore a leather jacket over a white t-shirt that showed off a physique maintained by vanity rather than honest work, and when he smiled, which he did often dimples appeared that had melted the resolve of more than one married woman in Ballygrim.

	"Three months he was carrying on with Sarah Brennan," Kathleen continued, her voice dropping to a scandalized whisper that somehow carried across half the pub. "Three months! And her husband Michael working the night shift at the dairy, none the wiser."

	"Until he came home early that Tuesday," Mary added with relish. "Caught them in his own bed, he did."

	"Nearly killed the both of them." Kathleen took a satisfied sip of her drink. "Would have, too, if Father O'Malley hadn't talked him down. And what does Barney do? Moves on to the next one without a backward glance. No shame in him. Not a drop."

	Across the pub, Barney leaned against the bar, seemingly oblivious to the daggers being stared into his back. He ordered a pint from Tommy Burke, the long-suffering bartender who served everyone regardless of their sins, and surveyed his domain with the easy confidence of a man who'd never faced real consequences for anything in his life.

	"Barney, my boy!" Old Paddy Donovan clapped him on the shoulder, breath reeking of whiskey. "How's the form?"

	"Can't complain, Paddy. Living the dream." Barney's voice was smooth as cream, with just enough of a roguish edge to make it interesting.

	"I'll bet you are." Paddy winked conspiratorially, man to man. "Saw you with that blonde one last week. The one from Kilkenny."

	"Sinead." Barney's smile widened. "Lovely girl. A bit clingy, though. Started talking about meeting her parents."

	"And that's when you"

	"That's when I remembered I had urgent business elsewhere." Barney raised his pint in a mock toast. "I'm a free spirit, Paddy. Can't be tied down to just one woman when there's so many who need my attention."

	Paddy cackled, but his laughter died when his wife appeared at his elbow like an avenging angel. She seized him by the ear and dragged him away, shooting Barney a look that could curdle milk.

	Barney just grinned and turned back to his pint. He knew what they said about him, the women with their scandalized whispers, the men with their jealousy poorly disguised as moral outrage. He didn't care. Life was short, and Barney Pollop intended to squeeze every drop of pleasure from it.

	His phone buzzed. A text from Sarah Brennan: I miss you. Can we talk?

	He deleted it without responding. That chapter was closed. Michael Brennan had fists like ham hocks and a temper to match, and while Barney enjoyed risk, he wasn't suicidal. Besides, Sarah had started getting that look in her eyes, the one that said she was ready to leave her husband, that she thought what they had was special, that maybe Barney was "the one."

	They all thought that, eventually. And that's when Barney knew it was time to move on.

	He was contemplating his next conquest, perhaps that redhead who'd just moved into the village, the one who worked at the library when the temperature in the pub seemed to drop several degrees.

	The door had opened, letting in a gust of October wind that sent napkins fluttering and made the fire in the hearth gutter. But it wasn't the cold that made Barney's breath catch.

	She stood in the doorway like something from another time.

	The woman was tall and slender, wrapped in a white lace dress that looked more suited to a Victorian wedding than a village pub. Her skin was pale as moonlight, making her dark hair seem black as a raven's wing where it tumbled past her shoulders. She moved with an odd, gliding grace as she crossed to an empty table in the corner, seemingly unaware of the way conversation stuttered and died in her wake.

	Barney had lived in Ballygrim his entire life and prided himself on knowing every attractive woman within a twenty-mile radius. He'd never seen her before.

	"Who's that?" he asked Tommy, but the bartender had turned away to pull pints for a group of farmers, either not hearing or choosing not to answer.

	It didn't matter. Barney Pollop had never needed an introduction.

	He picked up his pint and made his way across the pub, ignoring Mrs. Maguire's pointed cough and Mary O'Shea's theatrical sign of the cross. The woman sat with her back to the wall, hands folded on the table before her, staring at nothing with eyes that seemed to see everything.

	Up close, she was even more beautiful, but there was something strange about her beauty, something that made the hair on the back of Barney's neck stand up even as his pulse quickened. Her skin wasn't just pale; it was almost translucent, like fine porcelain. And though the pub was warm and crowded, she didn't seem to be perspiring at all.

	"I don't believe we've met," Barney said, sliding into the chair across from her without waiting for an invitation. He flashed his most devastating smile, the one that had opened more bedroom doors than a master key. "I'm Barney. Barney Pollop."

	She turned those dark eyes on him, and for just a moment, Barney forgot how to breathe.

	"Hello, Barney Pollop," she said, her voice carrying an accent he couldn't quite place, Irish certainly, but old-fashioned, formal. "My name is Moira."

	"Can I buy you a drink, Moira?"

	A smile played at the corners of her lips, but it didn't reach her eyes. "I don't drink."

	"Everyone drinks in Ireland. It's practically a law."

	"Nevertheless."

	Barney leaned back, reassessing. Usually by now, women were giggling or blushing or finding excuses to touch his hand. Moira sat perfectly still, watching him with an intensity that was both unnerving and incredibly attractive.

	"You're not from Ballygrim," he said.

	"No."

	"Just passing through?"

	"Something like that."

	"That's a shame." Barney leaned forward, lowering his voice to the intimate rumble that usually worked wonders. "I'd love to show you around. The village isn't much, but I know all the best spots. Beautiful views, private places..."

	Finally, a real smile. But there was something sad about it, something that made Barney think of funerals and goodbye letters.

	"I'm sure you do," Moira said softly. "I'm sure you know all about beautiful things and private places. That's what makes you dangerous, Barney Pollop."

	Before he could respond, she rose from her chair in one fluid movement. She was taller than he'd thought, and in the dim light of the pub, her eyes seemed to catch and hold the glow from the fireplace like a cat's.

	"Perhaps we'll see each other again," she said. "If fate is cruel enough."

	Then she was gone, gliding between the tables and out into the October night, leaving Barney sitting alone with his pint and a feeling he'd never experienced before.

	The feeling of being hunted.

	 


Chapter 2

	The Woman in White

	Barney couldn't get her out of his head.

	For three days, Moira haunted his thoughts like a half-remembered dream. He found himself driving past the pub at odd hours, hoping to catch a glimpse of her white lace dress. He asked around the village, casually of course but no one seemed to know anything about a tall, dark-haired woman who dressed like she'd stepped out of a period drama.

	"You're imagining things," Tommy Burke told him when Barney stopped by The Crooked Shillelagh on Tuesday afternoon. "Too much whiskey and not enough sense, that's your problem."

	But Barney knew what he'd seen. What he'd felt.

	On Wednesday night, she appeared again.

	Barney had been nursing a pint in the corner, halfheartedly listening to Paddy Donovan's story about a prize-winning sheep, when the temperature dropped and the door swung open. The same gust of cold wind. The same sudden hush in conversation.

	Moira glided in wearing the same white lace dress or one exactly like it. In the firelight, her skin seemed to glow with an inner luminescence that was both beautiful and unsettling. She moved to the bar, and Barney was up and across the room before he could think twice about it.

	"Moira." He said her name like a prayer. "I was hoping you'd come back."

	She turned, and those dark eyes fixed on him with an expression he couldn't read. Amusement? Sadness? Warning?

	"Were you, now?" Her voice carried that same strange formality, as if she'd learned English from old books rather than conversation. "And why would that be, Barney Pollop?"

	"Because I haven't been able to stop thinking about you." It was the truth, which surprised him. Barney Pollop didn't usually traffic in truth when it came to women. Lies were smoother, easier, more effective. But something about Moira demanded honesty.

	"Dangerous words," she said softly.

	"I'm a dangerous man." He flashed that dimpled smile. "Or hadn't you heard?"

	"Oh, I've heard." She moved past him to an empty table, and Barney followed like a compass needle finding north. "The whole village speaks of Barney Pollop and his conquests. The heartbreaker. The devil in a leather jacket."

	"My reputation precedes me." Barney sat across from her, noticing how she positioned herself with her back to the wall again, as if she needed to see all exits. "Should I be flattered or ashamed?"

	"That depends on whether you have a conscience."

	"Not much of one, I'm afraid."

	"I know." She folded her hands on the table, and Barney reached out impulsively to touch them. Her skin was ice-cold.

	He jerked back instinctively. "Christ, you're freezing!"

	"Poor circulation." Moira withdrew her hands into her lap, but not before Barney noticed something else, her fingers were thin, almost skeletal, the bones visible beneath translucent skin. "I've always run cold."

	"Let me warm you up, then." Barney recovered his composure, turning it into flirtation. "I know a place with a proper fireplace. My flat. It's just up the road"

	"No." The word was sharp, final. Then, softer: "Not yet. Not so soon."

	"Playing hard to get?" Barney leaned back, studying her. "I like that."

	"I'm not playing anything." Moira's gaze drifted past him, toward the mirror behind the bar, an old gilt-framed thing that had hung there since before Barney was born. Her expression tightened, and she deliberately looked away. "I'm trying to save you, though I don't know why."

	"Save me from what?"

	"From yourself. From me. From" She stopped abruptly, as if catching herself before saying too much. "Tell me about your family, Barney. Do you have people who care about you?"

	The change of subject threw him. "My parents moved to Cork five years ago. I have a younger brother, Danny. He's at university in Dublin, studying medicine. Smart kid. Complete opposite of me."

	"Does he know what you are?"

	"What I am?" Barney laughed. "I'm a charmer with commitment issues. It's not exactly a secret."

	"No, I suppose it isn't." Something like pity crossed her face. "And this brother, you love him?"

	"Of course."

	"Remember that," Moira said. "When the darkness comes, remember that you love him. It might be the only thing that saves you."

	"You talk in riddles." Barney tried to make it sound playful, but unease was creeping up his spine. "Are you always this mysterious, or is it just for me?"

	"I'm trying to warn you"

	"I don't need warnings." Barney reached across the table again, catching her hand before she could pull away. The cold shocked him again, but he held on. "I need to see you. Properly. Away from prying eyes and gossiping tongues."

	Moira looked down at his hand holding hers, and for a moment, her composure cracked. Beneath the icy beauty, Barney saw something desperate and lost.

	"You don't know what you're asking."

	"Then tell me." He stroked his thumb across her knuckles, trying to warm them. "Tell me why you're so cold. Tell me why you dress like you're from another century. Tell me why you look at me like you're trying to memorize my face before I die."

	"Because you will die," she whispered. "If we do this, you will die, Barney Pollop. Horribly."

	He should have listened. Later, in his nightmares, he would replay this moment over and over, wondering what would have happened if he'd simply stood up and walked away. But Barney Pollop had never walked away from a beautiful woman in his life, and he wasn't about to start now.

	"We all die eventually," he said. "Might as well have some fun first."

	Moira closed her eyes, and when she opened them again, the resistance had crumbled. "Saturday night. Midnight. The old Brennan cottage on Widow's Moor. Do you know it?"

	"The abandoned one? Past the fairy ring?"

	"That's the one." She pulled her hand from his, and the warmth of contact vanished. "Come alone. Tell no one. And Barney" She stood, preparing to leave again. "bring your courage. You'll need it."

	"Wait." Barney stood too, catching her arm. Again, that shocking cold through the lace. "At least let me buy you a drink. Let me"

	"I told you, I don't drink." She glanced toward the bar, where Tommy was polishing glasses and very deliberately not looking their way. "I haven't drunk anything but" She caught herself again. "I haven't drunk in a very long time."

	"One drink. Please. So I know this is real, that you're real."

	Moira looked at him for a long moment, and in her eyes, Barney saw centuries of sorrow. "Very well. A glass of water. That's all I can manage."

	He went to the bar, ordered a whiskey for himself and water for her, and when he turned back, he happened to glance at the mirror.

	The entire pub was reflected in its surface, the fireplace, the crowd of drinkers, Tommy at the bar, Barney himself standing with two glasses. And behind him, an empty table.

	The chair where Moira sat was visible in the reflection.

	But Moira herself was not.

	Barney blinked hard, looked directly at the table, she was there, solid and real, her white dress luminous in the firelight. He looked back at the mirror.

	Empty chair. No woman.

	His hands started to shake, water sloshing over the rim of the glass.

	"You alright there, Barney?" Tommy asked. "Look like you've seen a ghost."

	"I'm fine." Barney forced steadiness into his voice, into his hands. "Just fine."

	He carried the drinks back to the table, and Moira accepted the water with a sad smile. She lifted it to her lips but didn't drink, just held it there as if remembering what it felt like to be thirsty, to need something as simple as water.

	"Saturday midnight," she said again. "The Brennan cottage."

	"I'll be there." Barney downed his whiskey in one burning gulp, needing the warmth. "I promise."

	"Promises," Moira murmured. "Another promise made. Another soul damned." She set down the untouched water and rose. "Goodbye, Barney Pollop. I'm so sorry for what I'm about to do to you."

	She walked toward the door, and Barney's eyes tracked her movement, first watching her directly, then glancing at the mirror. In the glass, the path she walked was empty. The door opened by itself. The cold wind that entered had no source.

	When he looked back, she was gone.

	"Tommy," Barney called, his voice rougher than he intended. "Who was that woman?"

	The bartender frowned. "What woman?"

	"The one I was just talking to. The one in white."

	Tommy exchanged glances with Paddy Donovan, who was nursing his pint at the bar. "Barney, lad, you've been sitting alone at that table for the past twenty minutes. Talking to yourself."

	"That's not" Barney started to argue, then stopped. On the table in front of him sat one glass, his empty whiskey tumbler. The water glass had vanished.

	But when he touched the chair where Moira had been sitting, the wood was ice-cold.

	And in the air, so faint he might have imagined it, hung the scent of grave dirt and old lace.

	 


Chapter 3

	The Affair Begins

	The Brennan cottage squatted on Widow's Moor like a rotting tooth, its thatched roof collapsed on one side, windows dark and empty as skull sockets. Barney had played here as a child, daring his friends to enter the supposedly haunted structure. Back then, it had been an adventure. Now, approaching midnight with only his phone's flashlight to guide him, it felt like walking into a tomb.

	The fairy ring of mushrooms stood a dozen yards from the cottage, forming a perfect circle that local superstition said should never be crossed after dark. Barney gave it a wide berth, not because he believed in fairy tales, but because the mushrooms looked strange in the moonlight, almost luminescent, and the ground inside the circle seemed somehow darker than the surrounding moor.

	"You came."

	Barney spun, heart hammering. Moira stood in the cottage doorway, materializing so silently she might have stepped through the wall itself. Her white lace dress seemed to gather what little moonlight penetrated the clouds, making her glow against the darkness behind her.

	"Of course I came." Barney's voice came out rougher than intended. "Did you think I wouldn't?"

	"I hoped you wouldn't." She didn't move from the doorway. "Even now, you can turn back. Go home. Forget you ever saw me."

	"Not a chance." Barney climbed the creaking steps to the porch, close enough now to see her face clearly. By moonlight, she was even more beautiful and even more wrong. Her skin was too perfect, too pale, like carved marble rather than living flesh. "I've been thinking about you for three days straight."

	"Three days," Moira repeated softly. "I've been thinking about moments like this for three hundred years."

	"You don't look a day over twenty-five." Barney reached for her, and this time she didn't pull away. Her waist under his hands was impossibly small, her body cold even through the lace. "Come here."

	He kissed her, and it was like kissing winter itself. Her lips were ice against his, her breath, if she breathed at all carrying no warmth. But after a moment, something shifted. Heat began to flow between them, though Barney couldn't tell if it was coming from him or from some awakening within her. She kissed him back with a hunger that was almost frightening in its intensity, her fingers digging into his shoulders hard enough to bruise.

	When she finally pulled away, there was color in her cheeks for the first time, a faint flush of pink that made her look almost human.

	"Inside," she whispered. "Quickly, before I lose my nerve."

	The cottage interior was in better shape than the exterior suggested. Someone, Moira presumably had cleaned out one room and laid down blankets, candles providing soft light that flickered across water-stained walls. An old iron bedframe stood in the corner, surprisingly intact, with fresh white linens that seemed to glow in the candlelight.

	"You prepared for this," Barney said, looking around.

	"I prepare for everything. When you've lived as long as

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	




