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      For my husband, who makes everything possible.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Prologue

        

      

    

    
      The Sorceress made her way through the stone halls of the great cathedral. The shadows were cool and deep, and the air held a tantalizing memory of flowers and incense. There was no sound but the swish of her cloak—deep red and bright as the flame of her hair—and the soft breathing of the warriors who rested here.

      Each awaiting his turn.

      With a smile of anticipation, the Sorceress turned through an archway decorated with twining stone vines and carvings of odd little creatures. This was just one of many chapels, each one occupied by a warrior. A beam of sunlight shone through the tiny round window high above, illuminating the face of the sleeping man who lay like an effigy on top of his own tomb.

      For a moment the Sorceress studied him.

      Brown hair with a touch of gold, long and falling un-tidily across his forehead. A strong masculine face with the mouth now relaxed rather than curved in its usual cynical curl. Hazel eyes hidden beneath closed eyelids and almost feminine lashes. Handsome, yes. In his day the Raven was renowned for capturing the hearts of the women who crossed his path.

      The Sorceress recalled the words spoken of him by his friends: dashing and reckless, brave and true. They were words any man would be proud to own. And yet on his headstone were a very different set of words:

      

      
        NATHANIEL RAVEN

        Here lies the infamous Raven

        who put fear into the hearts

        of all who traveled

        the highways of cornwall,

        and who was shot dead,

        in the year of our lord 1814

      

      

      So what had gone wrong?

      How had Nathaniel Raven, gentleman, ended so ignominiously, shot down in the act of highway robbery, dying on a lonely stretch of road in Cornwall without anyone to mourn his passing?

      Briefly, she touched his cheek, her fingers light, but even that soft touch made him stir. As if he felt the power in her fingers, as if he knew his time had come. He would need help, but the Sorceress had found a suitable mortal. It might be tricky, and they all might fail, but that was not up to her.

      “It is time, sweet Raven,” the Sorceress whispered.

      She lifted her arms and began to chant the ancient incantation of waking, her words growing and growing, until the sound of her voice echoed like thunder in the silence of the chapel, and the very air crackled and sparked.

      The Raven opened his eyes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 1

        

      

    

    
      Melanie slowed the Aston Martin, creeping along the narrow lane. The vehicle almost brushed the hedges growing on either side, reducing her vision to the depth of the headlights forward or the taillights backward. She felt like she was in a tunnel, with only a strip of dark, star-strewn sky above. Was she even going the right way? The last sign was miles back.

      She had never felt so completely alone.

      Maybe she should turn back. There’d been a pub at the crossroads, and the thought had crossed her mind to stop and stay there for the night, but then she’d decided it would be best to just get to her destination. She could wake up tomorrow morning at Ravenswood, ready to begin work.

      Now she regretted that she had been so dedicated.

      She longed for her neat, familiar office with an actual physical ache. Melanie Jones, twenty-nine, solicitor with the firm of Foyle, Haddock and Williams, had a reputation for getting things done in an orderly fashion.

      Everything in its place, no surprises, everything . . . comfortable.

      People said that about her. You knew where you were with Melanie Jones. Others, less kind, called her a control freak. Melanie preferred to think that she lived her life just as she wanted it, the rough edges smoothed off, every possible deviation noted and sidelined. Her childhood had been a nightmare of doubts and uncertainties and, when she left home, she had promised herself she would never have to worry about the inconsistencies of life again.

      And now here she was, deep in Cornwall, driving a car she loathed because her Ford Escort was being repaired and her boss had insisted she take his car, an Aston Martin. Sensible Melanie, driving a car made famous by James Bond, into the dark depths of Cornwall.

      The car crept forward and abruptly the hedges gave way to a grey stone wall on one side and a dense wood on the other. She hit a pothole, and as her headlights tilted, there was a brief view over the wall and across a field, and then the road widened a little, enough to make her feel less claustrophobic.

      Maybe it would be all right after all. She’d keep going until she found a signpost, then she’d decide whether to continue or turn back to the pub. Maybe there’d be another pub close by. With luck, the worst was behind her, and Ravenswood was just around the next bend.

      Melanie sped up a little in anticipation, just as something big and black ran out in front of her car.

      She slammed on the brakes and was jolted violently forward, bruising herself against the seat belt. The car engine stalled and for a moment Melanie sat, stunned, wondering what had run out in front of her and whether she had hit it. She blinked to clear her vision, and peered through the windscreen.

      A dog. A hound. Bigger by far than a Great Dane, and coal black. It sat on its haunches in the middle of the lane, facing the car, ears pricked, perfectly still. It was looking right back at her, the gleam of the headlights reflecting in its oily dark eyes.

      Melanie couldn’t move.

      There was something strange about the hound, something frightening. Its size was intimidating, but there was a stillness to it. And the way it stared straight back into her eyes, as if it was aware of her as a person. Melanie became conscious of the utter silence all around them.

      Maybe I’m imagining it.

      She blinked again, but the hound was still there.

      Waiting.

      The thought popped into her head. It did look as if it was waiting for something. She cast a nervous glance sideways at the woods. The trees were close together, twisted, bending, like old widows gossiping, they formed a wall of blackness. Anything could be in there, watching her, preparing to pounce.

      One thing was for certain—she needed to get out of here.

      Melanie gave the car horn a long blast. In the eerie silence the sound was very loud, but the black hound didn’t even flinch. Her heart thumping, her hands shaking, she sounded it again. Still the thing wouldn’t move.

      “All right then, if that’s the way you want it.” She fumbled with the ignition key. The powerful motor started. The black hound didn’t take its eyes off her as she began to inch forward toward it. The car moved closer, and the animal still didn’t move. The big black head was higher than the hood of the car, high enough that the gleaming eyes were on the same level as her own.

      This was worse than before, when at least there had been some distance between her and the hound. Now it loomed over her.

      “Good God, what now?”

      The car bumper must be almost knocking against the animal’s body. She braked with a gasp.

      “Will you please go away!”

      A whistle came from the woods.

      The black hound’s head snapped around, and then it was on its feet. With one gigantic leap, it cleared the lane and vanished into the thick wall of trees. And just like that it was gone.

      Melanie ran a shaking hand through her short blond hair.

      So it must have been a real dog, she told herself with relief. Only a real dog responds to a whistle . . . doesn’t it? For a moment there she had been wondering if the hound was something else. Something like Conan Doyle’s creation. Hadn’t she read somewhere that he’d taken the “Hound of the Baskervilles” from west country folklore? The ghostly, demonic black hound that ran across the moors in the night, seeking . . .

      “Seeking what?” Melanie muttered. “London solicitors traveling in Aston Martins on business to out-of-the-way places? It’s probably someone’s pet.”

      With her hands still shaking, she drove forward again, this time picking up speed. There was a sense of relief when the woods tapered off. Less atmospheric wilderness was just fine with her. Soon she was in open meadows, with only a stone wall continuing to keep her company on one side of the lane.

      No houses, no lights. And no road signs. She’d have to turn back after all, Melanie told herself. The idea wasn’t a comfortable one; it would mean returning to the spot she had just left. Even the thought of a good night’s sleep and proper directions wasn’t enough to raise any enthusiasm for that.

      “Then I’ll keep going, there must be something up ahead.”

      Clearly the caretaker at Ravenswood hadn’t been up to the task of giving sound directions. Eddie, was that his name? He’d sounded about a hundred years old on the crackly phone line, as old as Miss Pengorren when she died in the London nursing home and left her personal affairs in the hands of Foyle, Haddock and Williams. Melanie, as their junior representative, was here to unravel those affairs.

      Anyone else would have jumped at the chance for a week in Cornwall, but Melanie wasn’t looking forward to it at all. Her life was just as she wanted it, and now she was being sent into unknown territory where anything might happen. How could she maintain her timetable? Well, she’d just have to try. And it was a brilliant opportunity to impress. From the day Melanie joined the firm of Foyle, Haddock and Williams, she had planned to make her future there. The traditional, slightly old-fashioned firm and unexciting clientele suited her perfectly. Nothing much happened, each day was similar to the next, no surprises—

      A flicker of movement at the edge of her vision jolted her from her reverie. She turned to look, the horrible thought flashing through her mind that it was the black hound.

      But no. It was a man. A man riding a horse beside her car. He was on the other side of the stone wall, in the field, and all the color had been leached out of him. As if he were drenched in moonlight. Except there was no moon; the night was particularly dark.

      Shock made her cold as her eyes took in the details while her brain floundered to make sense of them. The rider was bent low over his horse’s neck, and he wore a cloak that flew out behind him like wings, a tricorn hat, and a mask covering half his face. As Melanie stared, he gave her a quick sideways glance and kicked his heels into his horse’s sides. It was almost as if he were enjoying himself. As if they were having a race.

      The car shuddered, and Melanie swiveled, fixing her eyes unblinkingly on the road ahead. This couldn’t be happening. First the black hound like something from a horror movie, and now this.

      She glanced sideways at the man, hoping he was gone, and instead found he was almost up level with her car. Something else caught her attention, and she realized it was the black hound. It was loping along behind the man and horse.

      The whistle from the woods. It must have been . . . this was its master . . . they were connected, the two of them.

      Melanie moaned and did the only thing she could. She put her foot down hard on the accelerator. The motor roared, and she shot forward. Now she couldn’t hear anything but the sound of the car, but she had a shaky feeling that there wasn’t anything else to hear. No hooves striking the ground, no snap and flap of the rider’s cloak, no breathing of man and beast. Nothing. Her companions were completely silent, as if they didn’t really exist.

      Incredibly, he was edging in front of her.

      Panicking, she glanced at him again and realized he was looking right back at her. His eyes through the slits in the mask were brilliant, warm, dangerous, and he grinned as if he were enjoying himself. Melanie found that her own heart was racing, but whether from sheer terror or a strange and unfamiliar excitement she didn’t know. Whatever it was, she felt incredibly alive.

      The road was far too narrow and the surface too rough for her to be driving this fast, but, recklessly, Melanie accelerated again, speeding forward, trying to stay ahead of him.

      The rider spurred his horse and, stooping even lower over its neck, prepared to give chase. A few strides, and he was level with her again, and then he was in front. She could see the back of his head beneath the tricorn hat, as well as the ponytail he’d made of his dark hair. Beneath the cloak he was wearing an old-fashioned jacket and breeches. And then, with a final burst of strength and power, he outpaced her. He made it look breathtakingly easy instead of completely impossible.

      She thought he’d ride off then, leave her behind. Instead she watched in horrified fascination as he eased up on the reins until he was level with her again. He looked at her, directly into her eyes, and that’s when he did it. Winked.

      Melanie gasped.

      His teeth flashed white. He lifted one gloved hand and blew her an extravagant kiss.

      Melanie slammed on the brakes but even as her instincts reacted her brain was telling her they were already gone. The road was empty.

      For the second time tonight she sat in silence, heart pounding, hands clenched on the wheel. She tried to see where he had disappeared to, peering into the darkness, but there was nothing. All about her was absolutely nothing.

      He must have ridden across the field on the other side, she thought desperately. He must have escaped that way. But she knew he hadn’t. One moment he’d been here, beside her, grinning into her eyes like a madman, and the next . . . he’d gone.

      Melanie started the car again, and as she did so she saw there was a signpost almost level with the bumper. The paint was fresh and new and easy to read, and it was pointing ahead.

      RAVENSWOOD 2 MILES

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 2

        

      

    

    
      There was no light. Ravenswood was completely dark and, seemingly, completely empty. The relief Melanie felt on finally reaching her destination turned to anxiety when she realized there was no one to greet her or help her get inside. She fumbled with the heavy keys she’d brought with her from London, wishing she’d also brought a flashlight. The door clicked at last, and she pushed it open in relief, half-surprised it didn’t creak in the time-honored manner.

      Nothing would have surprised her after all that had happened to her so far.

      Everything was still and quiet, and there was a musty smell. Melanie felt along the wall and found a light switch and flipped it. A feeble bulb high above blinked on. She sighed and looked about her. A wide area immediately inside the door gave way to a grand staircase rising to a gallery on the upper floor and beside it a narrow corridor heading into shadows at the back of the house. Doorways were mostly closed, the rooms within secretive and silent. Although Melanie knew Ravenswood hadn’t been used in a while—since Miss Pengorren went to the nursing home in London—the furnishings were still in place as was all the bric-a-brac that makes a home. As if the owner had simply stepped out for a moment.

      The impression was misleading. Miss Pengorren would never return, and she’d been the last of her family. In her will she’d instructed Mr. Foyle that her house was to be sold, along with the furniture, and the money to go to charity. Everything, her personal items included, would have to be cataloged beforehand.

      Organization. That was Melanie’s job, and she had been sent by the firm because she was so good at creating order out of chaos. Not the sale itself, that would be handled by one of the partners, but the so-called boring stuff was all Melanie’s.

      “It will probably take you all week, but you can go back down there after that, if necessary,” Mr. Foyle had informed her. “Just call if you have any difficulties. We’re relying on you, Melanie.”

      He’d made it sound as if it was a test, and if she passed it, she would win a prize. A partnership in the firm? Mr. Williams had retired six months ago, and his name was yet to be removed from the letterheads and his place filled. Melanie had hopes, she was the most dedicated underling, and she had been there the longest. Perhaps Miss Pengorren would see her finally reach that pinnacle.

      Foyle, Haddock and Jones.

      With a smile she set her cases down on the marble floor.

      She’d ring Mr. Foyle tomorrow and tell him she was here.

      There was a sound. It took her a moment to realize it was the sea. She hadn’t known Ravenswood was so close to the coast, although Cornwall was a narrow peninsula, making the sea only a few hours’ drive from even the most isolated village. She hadn’t been to the beach in years. Before she knew it, her mind had drifted back to childhood.

      The warmth of the sand between her toes and her pleasure in building a sand castle, complete with turrets and a drawbridge. She’d worked hard for hours on that castle, carrying water, patting the sand into shape, carving the windows and doorways and heraldic crests with the sharp edge of her little spade.

      Solemn, her blond hair tugged back into a neat pony-tail, her skinny legs covered with goose bumps from the chill wind, Melanie was already on the path to being the determined overachiever she turned out to be. Suzie, her elder and only sister, was utterly different. Suzie had been there at the beach with her latest boyfriend, and they’d been wrestling and giggling in the way young lovers do. Then, for some reason, Suzie’s boyfriend had jumped up, maybe Suzie was teasing him, and backed away from her, not looking where he was going. He stepped right in the middle of Melanie’s castle.

      Melanie still remembered the anguish, and the fury. “You’ve ruined it!” she’d cried, hot tears spilling down her cheeks.

      Suzie had made sounds of sympathy, but her eyes had been laughing. She didn’t care. No one cared. Melanie’s life was in the power of people who simply didn’t care. Well, things were different now. Melanie was strong and tough and in complete control of her own destiny, and she meant it to stay that way. This job was important to her, and there was no one to mess it up as Suzie’s boyfriend had messed up her sand castle. She would succeed; failure was not an option.

      A salty breeze stirred her hair, reminding her she was standing in the empty hall and had left the front door to Ravenswood open at her back.

      There was a footstep.

      Someone was standing behind her.

      Melanie spun around.

      A thickset man her own height, smelling of damp wool, stepped back in surprise. “Sorry, love,” he said. “I thought you were burglars.”

      His accent was English west country, pleasantly burred.

      “Burglars?” she repeated, exasperated. “I rang to let you know I was coming. I’m Melanie Jones from Foyle, Haddock and Williams, Miss Pengorren’s solicitors. We’ll be handling the sale of her house. You’re the caretaker?”

      “That’s right. I’m Eddie.” In the dim light he looked fortyish, his dark hair turning grey, and carrying a few extra pounds beneath his old woolen sweater. He certainly wasn’t the old man he’d sounded on the phone.

      They shook hands solemnly.

      “You’re late,” he said mildly. “You said you’d be here this afternoon. I thought you must be staying somewhere else overnight.”

      “I’m sorry, I got lost, and then ...” She hesitated. It had been so real and so strange, and she knew from experience how it would sound to a stranger. People tended to scoff at ghosts. But Eddie was waiting, and she had an uncharacteristic compulsion to share at least some of it with him.

      “There was a man on a horse, riding beside my car.”

      Eddie stared at her, and then his mouth widened in a delighted smile. “Oh-ho, then you’ve seen the Raven! At least, that’s what they call him hereabouts.”

      Her relief was muddled with confusion. “The Raven?”

      “Nathaniel Raven.”

      “As in Ravenswood? Then he’s real? He lives in this area?”

      Eddie laughed at her, but it was meant kindly. “Nathanial Raven’s been dead for years. He’s a ghost. You’ve just seen the Raven’s ghost, Miss Jones.”

      Melanie felt dizzy. She’d known it, of course she had, she hadn’t forgotten how it felt to see something supernatural—although she’d tried. And no living man could look and act like that. She’d known it, and yet to hear it said like this aloud, so matter-of-factly, didn’t make it better. It made it worse.

      “Nathaniel was a highwayman,” Eddie continued, “back in the old days. He was no direct relation to old Miss Pengorren. He used to live here, in this house, long ago, before the Pengorrens took it over.”

      “Have you seen him?” Melanie glanced about her at the shadows and shivered. “Does he, eh, appear often?”

      “No, unfortunately.” Eddie shrugged, as if ghosts were commonplace to him. “There have been dozens of stories about him in the village and roundabouts. It’s coming up to the anniversary of his death, you see, although I never heard of him appearing before. Maybe something’s stirred him up, turned him restless. Could be because of you coming to sell the house.”

      “Wonderful.” Melanie gave a tight little smile. “Well, unfortunately, I have no choice. My job is to get the house ready for sale, and I intend to do it. Now, I think I’ll go up to bed so that I can get an early start. Is my room ready, Eddie?”

      “Yes, I saw to it myself.”

      “You’re here on your own?”

      “I used to have a wife, but she’s gone now.”

      “I’m sorry,” thinking he meant she was dead.

      “Don’t be,” he said cheerfully. “We’re divorced and she lives in Arizona and she’s very happy. Hated this damp place, she did. I stayed, though. I’m related to the Pengorrens, you know. Wrong side of the blanket.” He grimaced, but there was a gleam in his eyes, as if he enjoyed his murky family tree.

      Eddie led the way up the grand staircase, producing a small flashlight from his pocket. “Had the electricity turned off when the house was empty,” he explained. “I had it switched back on again when you said you were coming, but some of the wires are dodgy. Best to have a flashlight or a candle with you, just in case. The hot water is on, but it’s been playing up, and you probably won’t get any until the morning. The kitchen stove is working—it runs on bottled gas—and there’s an electric jug if you wanna cuppa.”

      “Thank you, but it’s okay. I ate earlier. I just want to go to bed. It was a long drive and—”

      “There he is.” Eddie interrupted her.

      He pointed with his flashlight. Melanie blinked, wondering who he was and what she was supposed to be looking at. There was a large painting hanging on the wall above the staircase. A portrait of a man. He was standing against a background of sea and sky and cliffs, his head lifted proudly, a slight mocking smile twisting his aristocratic lips.

      Melanie peered more closely. He wasn’t wearing a cloak or a mask, but there was something in that smile that she recognized. A reckless enjoyment of life. A devil-may-care attitude.

      Another shiver ran through her.

      “The Raven, I presume,” she murmured.

      “The painting was up in the attic for ages, but Miss Pengorren had it brought down. She went a bit strange in her last year here, kept saying she shouldn’t have the house, that it was all wrong, and Nathaniel Raven had more right to hang on the wall than any Pengorren.”

      “I think I’d prefer him back in the attic.”

      Eddie sniggered. “You don’t want to antagonize him like that. He was a bit of a bad lot. You never know what he might do.” And with that partly humorous threat, he led the way up the remainder of the stairs.

      Melanie’s room was old and had seen better days, but it was clean, and the four-poster bed, when she tried it, was comfortable. Eddie busied himself making a fire in the hearth while Melanie went to the window and peered out. The panes were small and warped, the glass very old, and there were shutters that could be closed in bad weather. She could see an area of flat and treeless land, and beyond that the sea.

      It looked restful tonight, flat and smooth, with barely a hint of froth on the waves. From somewhere in her memory she dredged up pictures of wild storms and foundering ships and innocent souls cast onto the rocks. Wreckers had once set out false lights, to steer their prey onto reefs. Smugglers had been here, too, probably. This was Daphne du Maurier country, and anything was possible.

      “There you are.”

      Startled, Melanie turned. Eddie was wiping his hands on his sweater. Briefly, she felt disoriented, unlike her practical herself, but it was only for a moment. Annoyed, she forced her romantic thoughts back where they belonged, locked away, kept in check. She’d decided long ago that there was no place in her life for romance and adventure. Melanie had no intention of giving herself as a hostage to fate, a whimsical leaf on a breeze to be blown one way and then another.

      Eddie was giving her a strange look. “Are you sure you’ll be all right here all by yourself?”

      “Of course,” Melanie replied in her briskest voice. “I’m not the nervous type. I’m here to do a job and I plan to do it.”

      Eddie didn’t say anything to that, only pointing out that he’d left her the flashlight, in case, and wishing her good night as he closed the door after him.

      Melanie went to the fire and warmed her hands, listening to the stairs creaking as Eddie made his descent. The front door closed with an echoing bang. Melanie was alone in Ravenswood.

      The haunt of the Raven.

      And she knew she wasn’t going to sleep a wink.

      [image: ]

      Nathaniel Raven stood and looked up at the lighted window. Absently, he rubbed the head of the black hound, scratching his ears. The animal pressed against him, clearly enjoying the attention. He wasn’t sure whether Teth had found him or he had found Teth, but somehow they had come together in the between-worlds and now the black hound was his constant companion.

      A shadow passed before the window.

      The woman, Melanie Jones.

      After he had raced her on the road, he had watched her from the shelter of the trees as she cautiously made her way up the driveway to Ravenswood, and then unlocked the door. Fair hair cut short, the trousers and jacket loose but not quite disguising a slim, female shape. Her eyes were blue and slanted a little, and her mouth was full but unsmiling, unyielding.

      Nathaniel had always preferred to find humor in a situation and to run where fate took him; his paramours had certainly gone with him willingly—and smiling.

      Was this really the woman who would help him? Give him his second chance? She looked like she didn’t laugh much, as if life for her was full of serious matters and predestined appointments. But for a moment when their eyes had met, he had thought . . .

      The light in the window went out.

      Nathaniel sighed. He didn’t really have a choice. He needed her, and somehow he had to persuade her that she needed him. Well, persuading women was one of his most developed talents.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 3

        

      

    

    
      She was riding. On a horse. Melanie was ambivalent when it came to horses but this time she didn’t mind, because someone was riding with her. She could feel a strong arm about her waist, a body behind hers, and it was most definitely a “he.” They rode through the night, the moon above them like a grapefruit.

      His breath brushed her hair, her cheek, as he leaned forward. His gloved hands were strong on the reins. In control.

      Melanie found that a turn-on.

      “Do you know who I am”  a soft voice murmured in her ear.

      Her heart began to bump.

      “Because I know who you are.”

      Melanie turned her head. He was smiling at her, eyes gleaming through the mask. An old-fashioned tri-corn hat sat on his head, and a black cloak flowed out behind him.

      “You’re the Raven,” she said.

      He leaned closer, and heat curled inside her like melting toffee. His mouth brushed hers, barely a touch at all, but she felt it to her toes.

      “Oh yes, please . . .”

      Did she really say that? Well, it was a dream . . .

      There was a thud.

      The horse vanished and, with it, the man. Melanie opened her eyes and found she was alone in the four-poster bed at Ravenswood. She must have flung out her arm—to embrace the Raven—and knocked her cell phone to the floor.

      Melanie rubbed her eyes and sighed. She could still feel him, she could even taste him, and she had really, really wanted that kiss.

      [image: ]

      The old house seemed less Rebecca-ish in the daylight. Melanie washed hastily in tepid water, dressed casually in baggy old jeans that hung from her slim hips and the I fought a bull and won sweatshirt Suzie had brought her back from her holiday in Spain last year. It had shrunk last time she washed it, so the fit was a bit snug, but it was comfortable. Melanie went downstairs to see what she could find to eat.

      Eddie had left a loaf of bread and a carton of juice on the table in the kitchen, which was a huge room with a high ceiling and dusty shelves. Melanie imagined that it must once have been full of the servants who were needed to put food on the family’s table, but now there was something poignant about the empty space. Like the shell of the great Titanic, lying forlorn at the bottom of the ocean.

      She toasted a slice of bread in an antique-looking toaster, spread it with some delicious marmalade she found in the equally antique-looking refrigerator, and drank some cold juice and hot instant coffee.

      There was a door in the kitchen leading out onto the side of the house and an old walled garden. The stonework was crumbling in places, and the neat rectangles where flowers and herbs once grew were overrun with weeds, but Melanie found herself surveying the spot with dreamy eyes, imagining a tangle of sweet pea and honeysuckle and the buzz of bees.

      There’s going to be a storm, and the old oak tree in the park is going to fall over.

      The words rang in her head like a wake-up bell.

      It was a long time since something like that had happened to her—daydreaming was bad enough, but premonitions? She thought she’d outgrown them. Her lapse irritated her, but more than that, it frightened her.

      Pushing it from her mind, Melanie finished her coffee and washed up her few dishes, set them to dry in the plastic drainer, and began to explore the house. There were plenty of rooms, some with dust sheets thrown over the furnishings, others left as they must always have been. Everything would need to be cataloged and valued before sale. It might be simpler to contact a reputable antiques’ dealer or an auction house. Get it done professionally. Melanie did not pretend she was an expert or even a well-read amateur.

      There must be someone suitable in Plymouth, or Truro, or one of the tourist traps like St. Ives or Mouse-hole?

      “Phone book,” she murmured, glancing about the room she was in. It was on the upper floor and in a large room, with mullioned windows from which she could see the park, and a high grey stone wall dividing what had once been gardens from the open fields to the east. Fields, that is, apart from an odd conical hill, rather like a small Glastonbury Tor, which rose dark against the morning sky, with a standing stone perched on top.

      Melanie was drawn to the windows and stood, peering at the hill, aware of a disturbing tingle beginning deep inside her. As if something were trying to get out. A memory? Perhaps she had seen a picture of this place before. Or was it more a sense of unease?

      Stay away.

      She shook her head, again refusing to listen, but her eyes remained fastened on the silhouette against the grey April sky. The stone was sitting on the very top of the hill, and there seemed to be a hole in the middle of it, an eye, so that it was almost as if it were looking back at her.

      Her sister Suzie had been through a phase where she’d believed all that New Age stuff about the magic of ancient stones and megalithic sites. She’d traipsed all over the countryside, taking part in half-baked rituals and dancing in flimsy robes in the freezing dawn of the midwinter solstice. Melanie had shaken her head at her sister’s antics, and then gone back to studying, to getting her degree, to making something of herself.

      But now, looking at the hill, she suddenly understood a little of the fascination and awe Suzie must have felt. The tor was so completely alien to the surrounding landscape that she could not help but wonder who had made it and why. What rites had taken place there? What creatures had been summoned?

      Had the earth opened like a ripe plum and its contents spilled out?

      With a shudder Melanie turned away. “Phone book,” she said loudly, returning her thoughts firmly to the task at hand. “I need to look up some names and make some inquiries. Get the ball rolling.”

      Surely there would be lots of interest in Ravenswood when the locals knew it was on the market? Historic landmarks like this didn’t come up for sale every day.

      But when she finally found a phone book, she glanced at her watch and realized to her dismay that it was still only 7:00 a.m. Far too early to ring anyone up yet.

      With a sigh, she headed over to the large desk she had noticed by the wall and opened some drawers, picking up papers and reading them at random. At least she had found Miss Pengorren’s “office.” There were bills here, some of them second and third requests, and unanswered letters from friends. The elderly lady had let things slide before she made her final journey to the nursing home.

      Ignoring the stuffing spilling from one corner, Melanie sat down in the comfortable old leather swivel chair and prepared to discover the worst.

      Miss Pengorren’s handwriting was wavery and sometimes difficult to read, but her forceful personality came through in her choice of words. “Get Eddie to see to the taps in the bathroom. No excuses.” The note to herself made Melanie smile, it was like something she herself would write. “Why hasn’t the loose board in the attic been attended to? And no, I’m not too old to be up there, thank you, Eddie!” Miss Pengorren’s requests seemed small enough but they were the symptoms of a house in decay. It must have been frustrating for her, particularly as Eddie didn’t seem in any hurry to carry out her orders.

      Melanie looked up and noticed a row of leather-bound diaries stacked neatly on a shelf. She slipped one out and opened it. The date was ten years ago, and it seemed to be a brisk and informative record of daily life at Ravenswood. She put it back and found the most recent one. Miss Pengorren’s busy writing filled the pages. Pleased, Melanie spent a moment reading some of the pithy comments Miss Pengorren made about her neighbors, and her concerns about a world that seemed to be changing too quickly for her to keep up with it. I have outlived my usefulness, she had stated bleakly.

      Flipping to the end of the diary, Melanie saw that the handwriting deteriorated along with Miss Pengorren’s health. She rambled, sometimes beyond understanding. There was talk about the house not being hers. “A monstrous injustice,” Melanie read aloud. “I wish I could restore Ravenswood to its rightful owner.”

      That was the final entry.

      With a sense of unease, Melanie closed the book and put it back where it belonged. Was this some legal matter she should look into? Or was it just the restless maunderings of an old lady whose mind was beginning to deteriorate? She would have to read all the diaries, she supposed, and if necessary ask the advice of Mr. Foyle. And there were the upper rooms and the attic to explore, as well as the old stables and outbuildings.

      The extent of her task weighed heavily on her for a moment, but she shrugged it off. One thing at a time, that was the trick. Organization. Lists! Melanie was a great one for making lists whenever possible.

      But instead of reaching for a pen and paper, Melanie pushed the chair back and stood up. She felt edgy and anxious. Her gaze slid to the window, to the mini-tor, but she refused to be drawn back to stare at it.

      And then she remembered.

      At home in London she went running every morning. She was missing her routine run. She’d feel better once she’d stretched a few muscles and whipped up a few endorphins.

      [image: ]

      Outside on the looped driveway the air was fresh and clean, and she gulped it in with pleasure. Last night she hadn’t been able to see much, but now she turned in a circle, looking about her. Ravenswood had been built in the fifteenth century, and although it wasn’t one of the larger stately houses—only nineteen rooms—it was imposing enough. The grey granite had been softened by time and climbing plants, and the mullioned windows on the upper floor reflected the light. It was clearly in need of maintenance—the tiled roof was sagging in places, and there was a worrying hint of damp in some of the rooms, but surely a true lover of historic houses would overlook that?

      Melanie turned around again. There were the remains of an extensive garden in front of the house, the shrubs long overgrown, the flower beds choked with weeds. Big old trees blocked any view toward the road she had traveled down last night, and what had once been tree-studded parkland was now densely cluttered with saplings and suckers.

      There’s going to be a storm and—

      Melanie immediately blocked the image of the fallen tree, the broken branches, the smell of burning in the air, before it could take hold.

      She’d had practice enough.

      Instead, she told herself that although the park might look uncared for, even neglected, the land was probably worth a great deal. Melanie was surprised it hadn’t been sold off ages ago for holiday vans or cottages. A place like this must eat up the money. She’d have to ask Eddie about that.

      Eddie from the wrong side of the Pengorren blanket.

      Melanie grimaced. Did people really say that anymore? And why did Miss Pengorren feel she had no right to the house; why had she returned Nathaniel Raven’s portrait to its place above the stairs?

      The Raven.

      Thoughtfully, Melanie began her warm-up stretches.

      She had taken another look at the portrait of Nathaniel on her way downstairs. She hadn’t meant to, but something had insisted she turn and gaze into that smiling, dangerous face. Perhaps it was the lingering effects of her experience of last night or her dream from this morning.

      Nathaniel Raven’s eyes were hazel, and they stared back at her with more than a hint of teasing laughter. He was a flirt, a ladies’ man, a heartbreaker, and not to be trusted. The sort of man cautious Melanie automatically avoided.

      Her gaze had slid to his hand. He wore a broad signet ring, made of silver, and probably complete with the family crest, whatever that was. He was pointing with his forefinger, and she could just see the misty, vague representation of Ravenswood to one side. He looked very much like one of the local gentry, born and bred into the English upper classes, secure in his position within the society of the times.

      Why had he turned feral?

      Melanie finished her stretches. “It’s none of my business,” she murmured, and set off purposefully along the track that ran through the overgrown garden, toward a gate set in the high stone wall. When she unlatched it and peered through, she saw that another, far-less-defined path, led across the fields toward the steep rise of the tor.

      The sense of unease returned, but Melanie refused to allow her imagination to rule her. I control my body, it does not control me; I control my mind so that it works for me, not against me. That had been her motto forever. Besides, it would test her fitness to reach the top. With her usual determination, Melanie latched the gate behind her and set off at a run.

      There must be a right-of-way across the fields; at least there were no fences to keep her out and no crops to trample. The ground was covered in springy grass, and the wind whipped her short fair hair about her face. She quickened her pace as she neared the hill, enjoying the stretch of her body, knowing she was fit and strong and up to the challenge.

      Melanie believed she was up to any challenge. Her current goals were to upgrade her apartment, upgrade her job, and invest her next raise in the more secure end of the stock market. The thought of losing everything, as her parents had done, terrified her so much that she used to wake up at night, damp with sweat. Now it only happened if she’d been visiting Suzie, and nowadays she and her sister were too busy with their own lives for more than the occasional phone call. There were times when Melanie felt guilty about that, but her relief usually outweighed her guilt. Suzie lived in a state of perpetual chaos that she called “being at one with the universe,” and Melanie wanted no part of it. The most disturbing thing was, Suzie appeared to be happy with her life.

      As Melanie ran, she began to make a mental checklist of all the things she had to do before she could leave Cornwall and go home to London. And what about Eddie, who paid him? Then there was the house itself. She was glad it wasn’t her job to sell it. Maybe it could be transformed into a nursing home, or a hotel, or one of those places where rich people came to cleanse the poisons from their systems—in other words, a celebrity drug-rehabilitation clinic. No one these days would have the money or the inclination to take it on as a private residence, surely?

      Still, the admission came grudgingly, as if deep down she was finding it hard to accept the inevitable. Ravenswood must have been beautiful, once.

      There was a sound behind her. Panting, like a dog.

      Melanie gave a quick glance over her shoulder . . .

      And stumbled, letting out a gasping shriek.

      The black hound was behind her, and it was broad daylight. Even as shock zinged through her, Melanie’s analytical mind was telling her that “black” wasn’t quite the right word because the hound was a darkish grey. As grey as Nathaniel Raven had been last night. Ghostly grey.

      “Oh God!”

      She picked up speed, forgetting the ache in her legs, but so did the hound. Its ears were flopping, large paws pounding the soft grassy ground, tongue flapping from loosened jaws. If it wasn’t a ghost, she would have laughed to see it having such a wonderful time. Instead, Melanie ran even faster, her breathing short and choppy, her heart pounding. Then she realized what she should have known a moment ago, that she was climbing, the slight incline growing increasingly difficult as she headed toward the top of the tor. Behind her—she dared another look—Ravenswood was getting smaller, and she knew the sensible option would be to turn around and go back for help. But there was nothing sensible about what was following her.

      Chasing her.

      Gasping, her feet like lead weights, she struggled to the top.

      The old standing stone was both broad and tall, and lichen was growing rampant on it. There was a large hole punched through the middle. Melanie, thinking she might be able to climb up on the very top of the stone, to escape the reach of the hound, forced her flagging body across the flat summit of the hill.

      The hound was still loping along, following her at a steady pace. It didn’t seem interested in attacking her or overtaking her, but how could she be sure . . . Melanie scanned the bare hillside. And how did she know the Raven wasn’t around here somewhere on his ghostly horse, just waiting to spring out at her?

      She had almost reached the stone, her chest on fire, her legs burning, when she realized she would never climb it. Behind her came panting breath, the thump of paws, but as she turned with a whimper finally to face her foe, the hound ran right by her and sprang gracefully through the hole in the middle of the old stone.

      And vanished.

      Melanie stood, chest heaving, staring openmouthed at . . . thin air.

      She took a step back, looking one way and then the other. Nothing but open ground. On the western side of the tor there were views of Ravenswood and its extensive estate, and if she turned to the east, a cluster of houses down in the valley and the spire of the village church. To the north the sea was a flat sheet of steel beyond the edge of the cliffs, and to the south the stone . . . It seemed to mock her. But one thing was for certain, the hound really had vanished, and Melanie was alone.

      Gradually, her heartbeat began to slow, the burning ache in her chest to fade, and her mind to clear. She rested her hand against the stone. The rough surface had captured what warmth there was in the day and she felt it now against her skin. She peered through the hole in the middle.

      It wasn’t a recent act of vandalism; that hole had been there for a long time. The edges were worn smooth, and when she looked more closely at the surface she could see carvings beneath the lichen. Celtic carvings. Symbols, a language, that only a few scholars could understand.

      Melanie was now more curious than frightened. The hound hadn’t hurt her, and it had jumped right through the middle of the stone.

      In fact the hole was large enough to crawl through, but she wasn’t quite brave enough for that, not just yet. Instead, she stuck her hand through, wriggling her fingers, a gesture of bravado, really.

      Come and get me.

      Something grabbed her, and Melanie shrieked. Another hand, so strong and cold. It closed on her flesh with a fierce determination. The hand tugged violently, catching her off-balance, and she fell forward, clutching at the stone for support, her hands slipping through. Her feet went up, her hip bruised on the inner circle, and then she was falling.

      Tumbling through the middle.

      There was no time to scream again. Before her the top of the hill had opened up, and there was darkness, going down deep into the earth. Like a great black mouth.

      And Melanie was swallowed whole.
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