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CHAPTER ONE

	Autumn 1818

	Cornwall, England

	 

	The wind howled. The shutters rattled.

	Millicent swooned.

	The specter rose up, a chilling vision, to loom over her

	prostrate form…

	 

	“Drat!” Prudence muttered. Pushing her slipping spectacles back into place, she frowned at the sheet of foolscap before her. Her heroine was swooning far too frequently, and the specter very much resembled the apparition in her last book, The Mysterious Alphonse. Her second effort simply was not going well at all.

	What she needed was… a stimulus. With a sigh, Prudence gazed out the window at what had always provided her with the necessary inspiration: Wolfinger Abbey.

	Of course, Mrs. Radcliffe’s novels were what had given her the courage to take up writing herself, but it was the abbey that stirred her creative spirit. It stood high up on the edge of the sea cliff, enshrouded in mist, the dark gray stone stark against the bleak sky, its towers home to the earls of Ravenscar for hundreds of years.

	What secrets did it hold? Prudence had always pondered them, and even as a child she’d woven tales of death and destruction, passion and murder, for the area’s most famous structure. Rumors spoke of a vast network of tunnels that lay beneath it, used by wreckers and smugglers not so long ago, but, to her great disappointment, Prudence had never found a single shaft.

	When she was a young girl, she and the village children had dared each other to pass the gloomy gates or creep into the cemetery where the monks who’d once walked its halls were buried. But the others always had fled, shrieking in terror when they got close, leaving Prudence to be turned away by the aged caretaker.

	Ever since, Prudence had been frustrated in her efforts to gain entry, because the abbey stood empty for the most part. The earldom had passed to a distant relation who was more interested in the dissipations of London than in a lonely seaside residence. 

	Life went on, bypassing Wolfinger. But it remained, a Gothic sentinel, ancient and awe-inspiring. Like a standing stone, it kept its barrow of mysteries closely guarded—and waited for new blood.

	A few locals claimed it was haunted by the ghosts of the sailors who had died on the rocks below, by fair means or foul. Others said it was cursed by the bad blood of the Ravenscars who had dwelled there. To the fainthearted, it was macabre; to the more prosaic, an eyesore.

	To Prudence, it was perfect.

	She loved Wolfinger Abbey with a fierce devotion that no one else, certainly none whom she knew, could comprehend. To her, the eerie edifice was the epitome of romance, adventure, excitement—all the things that were lacking in her own placid existence.

	“Pru!” The shout startled her out of her contemplation, and, realizing she was nibbling on the end of her pen, Prudence promptly spit it out and turned to greet her sister.

	Phoebe rushed into the morning room, pink-cheeked and charmingly breathless. Putting a dainty hand to her bosom, she stopped and stared at Prudence, her bright blue eyes wide and slightly glazed. 

	Well accustomed to Phoebe’s theatrical tendencies, Prudence saw no cause for alarm but waited for her sister to explain this sudden excitement. The answer was not long in coming.

	“Oh, Pru! I have seen him, at last! Oh, be still my heart!” she whispered so dramatically that Prudence spared a moment’s concern that her sister might swoon.

	“Him, who?” Prudence asked calmly.

	The question sent Phoebe into new transports. Giving her sister an airy smile, she sank into one of the worn chairs near the hearth and sighed. “Oh, Pru! Simply the most wonderful being in the world…”

	Smiling herself, Prudence knew it would be pointless to seek pertinent details at this juncture, so she listened while Phoebe extolled the virtues of some unknown gentleman.

	“He is handsome, so very handsome,” Phoebe said, dreamily lost in reflection. “And so elegant, with such fine manners. Of course, I knew him to be of noble birth at once! His education is well beyond anyone’s in the confines of our small surroundings,” she confided.

	“And he must be very comfortable in his income.” She shot a guilty look at Prudence. “Not that such a consideration would weigh heavily with me, if it were not for all his other splendid qualities.”

	“Of course,” Prudence said, her lips twitching with restrained laughter. “And who exactly is this paragon, or did you not gain his name?”

	“Penhurst. The Honorable James Penhurst, but recently come from London.” She sighed again.

	“Penhurst,” Prudence muttered. “Penhurst?” She looked over at her sister with a start of surprise. “Do not tell me that he is one of the Penhursts, heirs to Wolfinger Abbey?” she asked, her own excitement rising to match her sister’s.

	Phoebe frowned prettily. “Yes,” she admitted. “He is staying there, but I will not have that signify, as he is not at all fond of the place and is more at home in London.”

	“Phoebe! He is at the abbey? You do not mean it!” Prudence leaned forward in her seat, her spectacles slipping down her small nose with the force of her enthusiasm. “This is wonderful. Why, only just now I was thinking again of how I might someday see inside it. If your gentleman is staying there, then surely we can, at last, view the interior.”

	Phoebe shuddered. “Ugh! I have no interest in that monstrosity. A nice town house in London—not too big, mind you, but well situated—now that would be the thing! Oh, how I wish I could see the city, just once…”

	Her fancies were lost upon Prudence, who was intent upon her own objective. “James Penhurst,” she muttered. “An honorable, did you say? Then he must be a younger son.” She paused, half-afraid to voice her hopes aloud, then plunged on. “Phoebe, is he… Ravenscar’s brother?”

	“Yes, though I cannot believe it myself. He is nothing at all like the earl, I am certain of it!”

	Prudence could hardly contain the unusual agitation that gripped her. If the brother was here, perhaps… Pushing her glasses back into place, Prudence sought her sister’s attention once more.

	“Phoebe! Is Ravenscar with him, at Wolfinger?” Positively euphoric, Prudence tried to restrain herself, but she had wondered about the earl for years, making the mysterious nobleman the subject of her particular interest. To meet him after all this time would be the height of her existence!

	Phoebe shook her head, shattering Prudence’s hopes in a careless instant. “No, and I am sure I am quite glad of it, for Mr. Penhurst did not seem at all fond of him.”

	The unfamiliar thrill that had seized Prudence began to ebb away, and the wild pounding of her heart eased, returning her to her usual sensible self. With a briskness that belied her overset emotions, she sat up straighter and buried her disappointment.

	“Well, then, we must gain an invitation from the Penhurst who is there. Where did you see him?”

	“In the village, of all places. I had just been to the market to pick up a bit of mutton for supper, and there he was.” Phoebe’s eyes drifted shut, and Prudence hurried to finish her questions before her sister threatened to swoon again.

	“How long is he staying? Dare we invite him to call?”

	“Oh, Prudence, but that is what is most delightful of all!” Phoebe said. Rousing herself from her dreamy state, she leaned forward to take her sister’s hands. “He said… He said he would like to call upon me here at his earliest opportunity!”

	“Well!” Prudence answered, squeezing gently in return. “That will surely do.” She listened absently while Phoebe went on and on about young Penhurst, and she made the appropriate noises when expected, but already her mind was racing ahead to the practical details of her sister’s news. 

	The cottage needed a thorough cleaning, Cook must make up something special, and—Oh, dear! She must put by some good wine, or whatever it was that gentlemen drank.

	Dropping her hands back into her lap, Prudence calculated just what was needed to receive their new visitor, and then… Then she let herself think of how she was going to finagle an invitation from him to see Wolfinger and explore all its mysteries at last.

	 

	Although Prudence and Phoebe waited eagerly, the Honorable James Penhurst did not arrive the next day or the next, and the sisters were becoming much discouraged. They had helped their servant girl, Mary, with the cleaning until their small home fairly sparkled, and Mrs. Collins, the cook, had made special biscuits. But apparently, their distinguished neighbor was unaware of the delights awaiting him at the cottage, for he didn’t appear.

	By the third day, Phoebe was in a pique, and Prudence had gone back to her writing. Try as she might to concentrate on her characters, however, the living, breathing owners of Wolfinger came too often to mind, interrupting her work.

	This was not the first time Prudence had thought of Ravenscar. The earl long had occupied her imaginings. In her heart, she wished him to be as darkly handsome, mysterious, and compelling as his home. In her head, she knew that he probably was short and fat and red-faced or so old and doddering as to be utterly lacking in interesting qualities.

	However, having heard his brother described in such glowing terms by Phoebe, she had reshaped her opinion. Perhaps, just perhaps, the earl was not so aged or ugly…

	“He is here!” Phoebe’s strained whisper of excitement broke through her concentration, and Prudence lifted her head instantly. So intent was she upon Ravenscar that for a moment she thought it might be he, but, no, it was his brother who was to call. 

	Well, here was her chance, Prudence thought, with grim determination. No matter what the Penhursts looked like, she wanted to see their home, and she was resolved to gain an invitation.

	Sending Phoebe on to receive their guest in the parlor, Prudence hurried to the kitchen and asked Cook to prepare a nice tray. Then she stepped into the parlor for her first look at a Penhurst and stopped stock-still, staring helplessly.

	Phoebe had said he was handsome and Prudence knew Phoebe’s tastes enough, yet she still was a little stunned by the Honorable James Penhurst’s appearance. He and Phoebe were seated close together, their young faces bright with animation, their bent heads nearly indistinguishable, for they were much alike. Although Phoebe’s curls were lighter, Penhurst sported blond hair, too, glowing golden around his face in the latest of hairstyles.

	His clean, smooth features were comparable to Phoebe’s, too, in their beauty and balance. Dusty brows rose over sparkling blue eyes, paler, perhaps, than Phoebe’s, but no less enchanting. His nose was straight, his lips were even, his jaw was well-defined. In short, he was quite an attractive young man.

	Prudence tried to swallow her disappointment.

	The Honorable James Penhurst did not look the slightest bit as if he would be at home at Wolfinger, Prudence decided, her opinion more firmly set when her gaze flitted to his clothing. He wore a puce coat over a garish yellow-and-red-striped waistcoat, complete with watch fob, and his starched collar rose so high, she was certain he would have difficulty turning his head.

	He was, Prudence realized with a shudder, a veritable tulip of fashion. Briefly, her more imaginative side wondered if the wicked Ravenscars of the past, including the Devil Earl, a fiendish character who had locked his wife in the tower room until she murdered him, were rolling over in their graves to know that the abbey was housing a dandy.

	Realizing that she was gaping rudely, Prudence finally managed to speak, and the two young people raised their blue eyes to her, their voices intermingling sweetly in greeting. Young Penhurst’s manners were very nice, and Prudence could find no fault with the way he behaved. Still, she could not help but be dismayed to discover, once again, that the world was a far cry from her own imaginings.

	Luckily, Mary soon entered with the tray, and Prudence occupied herself pouring tea for them all. Once that task was completed, she was left to her brooding thoughts, as it soon became apparent that the Honorable James Penhurst was interested solely in Phoebe.

	Prudence did not feel slighted by this display of partiality, for she was well used to Phoebe drawing attention. After all, Phoebe was the beauty of the family and a dear pet, and Prudence took pride in her. Too, she could not help being pleased that her sister was gaining the admiration of someone more illustrious, if less tastefully dressed, than the local fellows.

	However, it was not long before the pleasure of watching an attractive couple chat about nothing more interesting than the weather began to pale, and Prudence’s original resolve returned in full force. 

	Perhaps Mr. Penhurst was a sad disappointment to her, but surely the abbey itself could not be less than she hoped. And since young Penhurst seemed amiable, she suspected it would be quite easy to gain an invitation to see for herself.

	“Mr. Penhurst,” Prudence said, cutting short a particularly long discussion of the local landscape. “How long will you be staying at the abbey?”

	Penhurst’s angelic face lost some of its luster. “I… I really cannot say, Miss Prudence.”

	“Oh, but you must stay for the rest of the summer, at least,” Phoebe said in her prettiest tone.

	“I shall certainly think about it, Miss Phoebe,” he said, flashing Phoebe a white smile. “To be honest, I had not thought to stay this long, but neither did I expect to find such lovely companionship here in Cornwall, of all places!”

	Ignoring his casual slight of her beloved home, Prudence pressed on toward her goal. “We have some wonderful sites to recommend us here along the coast, the abbey for one. Living in its shadow for so many years, we have grown quite curious about it. You must tell us all about it.”

	Mr. Penhurst looked decidedly uncomfortable.

	“Oh, Prudence,” Phoebe scolded. “Why you are so interested in that horrid place, I will never know. I do not see how you can bear to stay there, Mr. Penhurst. Why, it must be ghastly!”

	Mr. Penhurst smiled thinly while Prudence sent Phoebe a speaking look of reproach. Not only was Phoebe undermining her hopes, her sister was being rude, as well.

	“Nonsense, Phoebe, the place is positively fascinating,” Prudence said. “Why, the history of your ancestors, the Ravenscars, is full of intriguing stories,” she began, turning toward Penhurst.

	At the mention of the family title, their guest paled visibly. “I am afraid I don’t know much about the old place. I am quite in agreement with your sister—a rather odious building, actually. Cold and damp, and not at all up to the state I am accustomed to. The rooms I had in London were much more comfortable.”

	“Oh, London!” Phoebe said, clapping her hands with delight. “Do tell us of Town doings.”

	Regaining some of his composure, Penhurst smiled and began a discourse that was, for the most part, amusing, and he slipped only once in a while into unseemly cant. If he were any other gentleman, Prudence would have been quite content to watch him entertain Phoebe, but he was a Penhurst, and she was intent upon garnering an invitation to the abbey.

	“More tea?” she asked, interrupting, and, having done so, steered once more toward her goal. “How are you situated for servants at Wolfinger? I would imagine it difficult to get good help there. There are so many silly rumors about it, and the locals are nothing if not superstitious.”

	Penhurst looked as if he might choke, then managed a healthy swallow. “Actually, I believe both the housekeeper and butler have been kept on retainer.”

	“Oh?” Prudence asked, with interest. “The servants are kept at the ready, then? Does your brother plan to visit sometime, too? I would dearly love to meet him.”

	Penhurst dropped his spoon. “I am sure I am not aware of… the earl’s plans. Now, if you will excuse me, ladies, I really must go. It has been delightful, to be sure.” He stood, and Prudence saw Phoebe shoot her an accusing look.

	“Oh, surely, you do not have to leave so soon, Mr. Penhurst?” Prudence asked. She tried her best to salvage the situation, but to no avail. Despite both her and Phoebe’s efforts, young Penhurst could not be moved, and they were forced to submit graciously to his wishes.

	While Phoebe saw their guest to the door, Prudence removed her spectacles and rubbed the bridge of her nose. “Drat!” she whispered to herself as she put the glasses back on. “And double drat!” 

	Leaning back in her chair, she glanced toward the window, where one of Wolfinger’s towers could be seen rising in the distance. Young Penhurst’s visit had been an unqualified disappointment, for she was no closer to viewing his residence now than she had ever been.

	Why, he would not even talk about the place! Crossing her arms, Prudence chewed absently on a finger while she contemplated young Penhurst’s extraordinary behavior. Whenever she had mentioned Ravenscar or the family’s ancestral home, the boy had appeared uncomfortable, most uncomfortable indeed.

	It was very peculiar, Prudence decided, growing heartened once more. Perhaps the afternoon had not been a total loss, after all, for if she was not mistaken, whatever mysteries Wolfinger harbored still had the power to discompose a wealthy young dandy like the Honorable James Penhurst.

	Why did her questions so upset him? Was there something that the Penhursts did not wish outsiders to see at the abbey? Already, her writer’s mind was leaping ahead to its own conclusions, and Prudence felt eager anticipation replace the abject disappointment within her breast.

	Oh, my, she thought giddily. This was turning out better than she had hoped.

	 

	
CHAPTER TWO

	Prudence became more determined than ever to seek out Wolfinger’s secrets. She thought Penhurst’s behavior odd, very odd indeed, for he seemed to despise the abbey. He was a dandy who described London with enthusiasm. And yet he was staying in an isolated part of Cornwall with little entertainment other than that offered by a small fishing village and some local gentry, whom, by all accounts, he had made little attempt to contact. 

	What, then, had brought him to the family seat? It was a puzzle worthy of Prudence’s investigative skills, and she latched on to it eagerly.

	Two days later, she was still pondering the mystery when she was interrupted by the unwelcome arrival of Mrs. Bates, who considered herself one of the area’s leading social arbiters. Since Phoebe was out walking, Prudence was left to deal with the tedious woman. 

	“My dear Prudence,” Mrs. Bates began, once they had settled themselves down with some tea and Cook’s seed biscuits. “I’m afraid that I am here today not simply for a pleasant visit.”

	“Oh?” Prudence was not surprised, for she would not describe any of Mrs. Bates’ visits as pleasant.

	“Yes. I have heard some distressing news—so distressing that I can hardly countenance it.”

	“Oh?” Prudence said again. Since Mrs. Bates seemed to be distressed often, Prudence could not summon any concern for the matron. She listened with all appearance of attention, while her mind wandered back to her work.

	“Yes,” Mrs. Bates replied with a frown. She settled her rather large bulk back in her chair, her voluminous hat nodding in time with her double chins. “It has come to my ears that you have entertained a single gentleman here at the cottage, unchaperoned.”

	Prudence thought back over the past few days. She remembered that Clarence Fitzwater had been to the house, mending the fence for them, but good old Clarence, of plain farmer’s stock, would surely bristle at being labeled a gentleman. And the vicar had been by earlier in the week at suppertime, forcing them to feed him, but he was known to invite himself for meals everywhere in the parish.

	The only other visitor had been Phoebe’s young man. “Do you mean Penhurst?” Prudence asked, nonplussed.

	“Of course, I mean the Honorable James Penhurst, younger brother to the Earl of Ravenscar,” Mrs. Bates said with a huff. “Surely you have not entertained any other single gentlemen of late?”

	“Well—” Prudence began, but she was cut off by a noise of disapproval from the matron.

	“Really, Prudence, I am shocked to hear you admit to it so readily.”

	“Well, I—” Prudence tried again, but her next words were quickly trampled by the formidable Mrs. Bates.

	“It is time someone took you two girls in hand, I must say. Living here all alone, with no supervision whatsoever, you are leaving yourselves open to scandal.”

	Prudence listened with some small measure of surprise to this rebuke, since she and Phoebe had shared the cottage with their cook—Mary coming in for days only—since the death of their grandmother four years ago. But Mrs. Bates was obviously in a taking about something, and nothing would do but that she continue.

	Prudence let the woman drone on while her mind drifted to a particularly difficult point in her book, where her heroine confronted the villain. It was the villain, Prudence decided, who was causing most of her problems. He simply was not distinctive enough…

	“And so I have been moved finally to protest, my dear. You are not old enough to set up housekeeping without a chaperone.”

	Prudence blinked behind her spectacles, drawn out of her reverie by Mrs. Bates’ forceful comment. Surely, the woman could not be serious. Prudence had given up any dreams of marriage. If she had ever entertained any, they would have been difficult to fulfill in such an isolated part of Cornwall, where eligible gentlemen were few.

	Oh, had she been determined, she could have made a match with some shopkeeper or farmer or even one of the more successful fishermen, but since her earliest years she had borne responsibilities that claimed her attention above all else. 

	Caring for her elderly grandmother and her younger sister and balancing their small budget had kept her too busy for frivolous pursuits. Then, burying their grandmother and officially taking the reins of the household had occupied her. And by the time Phoebe was old enough to do for herself, Prudence had found herself a spinster.

	“I am twenty-four years old and firmly on the shelf,” she said.

	Mrs. Bates answered with one of her frequent sounds of indignation. “Humph! You are still young enough to catch a man’s eye, and although you are a sensible girl, you are hardly of an age to chaperone a taking thing like Phoebe or keep her within bounds.”

	“Nonsense,” Prudence said. “Phoebe is of a vivacious nature, that is all. There is no harm in her.”

	“The gel’s flighty, Prudence, and you know it. We all love her, but I have seen her kind before. She needs a husband, and quickly, before she gets herself into any mischief. She will not be satisfied to shut herself up here with her books and her scribblings, like you, nor should she. The gel is a rare beauty and could make a fine catch, if she were able. If only she could have a London Season…”

	Mrs. Bates sighed heavily, her chins jiggling in succession. “Have you no relatives in Town who might be willing to sponsor her?”

	“No,” Prudence said. “We have only a male cousin in London. Nor are we situated comfortably enough to afford an extended visit.”

	Some sort of sound, half groan and half snort of disgust, came rumbling out of Mrs. Bates’ throat. “Well, you must get the gel out more, perhaps to the dances over in Mullion, and you simply must get a chaperone! Have you no relations but a… male cousin?” Mrs. Bates uttered the words as if they were positively distasteful.

	“No,” Prudence said, more forcefully.

	“Well! Perhaps someone of my acquaintance could be induced to stay with you. Goodness, but there are always impoverished females who need a place to live. I shall ask the vicar.”

	Prudence, who had listened only absently to most of the matron’s speech, drew the line at this alarming turn. “Oh, no, Mrs. Bates, I am afraid that you must not.”

	The matron fixed her formidable dark gaze on Prudence and shook her pudgy finger in warning. “I tell you, you simply cannot go on here with no one except two young girls and two female servants in the household. Such an arrangement might have been viewed with indulgence by the villagers, but society at large would look askance. What kind of impression do you think it gave your gentleman caller?”

	Prudence considered young Penhurst’s behavior and could see nothing odd or untoward in it, with the exception of his uneasiness about the abbey. “I hardly think Mr. Penhurst marked our situation,” she said bluntly. “He was the soul of propriety. He did not attack either one of us. Nor did he treat us as if we were two lightskirts setting up shop along the cliffs.”

	At Prudence’s speech, Mrs. Bates turned red in the face and sought to catch her breath. When she finally did, she released it in various loud noises, indicating her affront.

	“Prudence Lancaster! I cannot like your plain speaking, nor have I ever. You may think it amusing, but I do not. There! I will leave you to your own devices, but mark my words, you had better keep an eye on your sister. The gel needs a firm hand. And you are most certainly not the one to guide her!”

	With several outraged harrumphs, Mrs. Bates took her leave, but Prudence didn’t spare a thought to the woman’s displeasure. Only one part of Mrs. Bates’ speech had bothered her, and that was the stricture against so-called gentlemen visitors.

	“Drat!” she muttered aloud. If she was not free to invite young Penhurst back to the cottage, how was she ever going to secure an invitation to Wolfinger Abbey?

	 

	When two more days passed without any sign of the abbey’s current resident, Prudence reached the end of her patience. Without renewed inspiration to guide her, it seemed that she did little but stare at a blank sheet of foolscap. Finally, she glanced up at the fog-enshrouded abbey, threw down her pen, and called for her sister.

	She had already donned her cloak when Phoebe reached her. “What is it?”

	“I can wait no longer for Mr. Penhurst to call upon us,” Prudence said. “Who knows how long he will remain in Cornwall? He said he didn’t plan upon a lengthy stay, and I cannot let him go without seeing Wolfinger, a goal that I have held dear most of my life. No, I simply cannot trust to fate to bring us together again,” she added with grim determination, missing the look of alarm on her sister’s normally serene features.

	“Prudence!” Phoebe protested. “Surely you cannot intend to march right up to his door. Mrs. Bates would have an apoplexy should she hear of it. And Mr. Penhurst… Why, I’m sure that he would not like it above half. He hates that gloomy old place, and does not want people traipsing through it. Why, he himself is only staying there because he is forced to by… by…”

	“By what?” Prudence halted suddenly, her fingers resting on the latch, and eyed her sister with curiosity.

	“By… circumstances,” Phoebe said, before she turned and groped for her own wrap.

	“What circumstances?”

	“I am sure I do not know the whole, Mr. Penhurst having not taken me into his confidence,” Phoebe said. She seemed inordinately interested in the way her garment was situated upon the sturdy peg by the rear entrance.

	Watching her, Prudence felt a strange uneasiness. “And when did he tell you all of this?”

	“When… we were visiting together, of course, silly!” Phoebe whirled around, with a too-bright smile upon her face. “I cannot approve of your scheme, Prudence, but if you wish to go for a walk, I shall join you.” She put on her cloak. “It looks like the weather might turn, and I would not have you caught out in it alone.”

	Prudence felt a strange niggling, as if a thought were tapping at the corner of her mind, trying to gain her attention. But Phoebe was already leaving the cottage, and she had to hurry to catch up with her sister.

	The air was damp and cool and the sky gray, not the best day for a climb along the cliffs, but the Lancasters were hardy girls and followed the well-worn paths with ease. Phoebe chatted in her usual companionable way, but Prudence was intent upon one thing—reaching the abbey.

	She had never put much stock in convention, so it mattered little to her if she strained the bounds of propriety a bit by showing up uninvited at a bachelor’s establishment. It was not as if young Penhurst were a desperate character intent upon ravishing them. 

	He was an aristocrat, a neighbor, and a well-mannered gentleman. And she didn’t plan on a lengthy stay. A peek—just a look at the famed building’s interior—was all she wanted.

	If Phoebe noticed that they were gradually working their way toward the abbey, she did not mention it. However, it was not long before she tried to coax Prudence to return home. “Perhaps we had better go back,” she said, frowning thoughtfully. “The weather has turned, as I knew it would, and I have no wish to be caught by a storm.”

	Prudence looked up and was surprised to see how the sky had darkened. When she was lost in thought, she often became oblivious to all else, and this was not the first time she’d been startled by a sudden change in her circumstances.

	The wind had picked up alarmingly, too, flapping their cloaks and whipping their hair about their faces. Although Prudence was well aware of the dangers of such sudden storms, they were already on the grounds of Wolfinger Abbey. She could see the rear of the tall structure towering above them, like a beacon calling to her, and she was loath to surrender her scheme after coming so far.

	“Nonsense,” she said. “We are nearly to Mr. Penhurst’s home. Perhaps he will be about. It would be a shame to leave without passing by.” With brisk motions, Prudence urged her sister on, determined to take the quickest route to her goal.

	Without a thought to her grim surroundings, she opened the wrought-iron entrance to the ancient graveyard that lay in the shadow of the abbey and picked her way through the overgrown stones. She heard Phoebe following, murmuring a protest, and then the gate slammed shut with a loud clang that made her sister jump and squeak.

	“Prudence—” she began in a high, anxious voice. “Mr. Penhurst will not be about. No one is out in this weather. I want to go home!”

	“Nonsense,” Prudence repeated.

	“Prudence! Oh, I don’t know why I let you drag me here,” Phoebe wailed. “I despise this horrid, ghastly place!”

	Ignoring her sister’s words, most of which were lost upon the gusting breeze, Prudence climbed over the crumbling stone wall that marked the edge of the cemetery and stepped toward the long, curving drive that led to the imposing abbey. The wind was positively howling now, rattling shutters and setting the graveyard gate to banging like a clock striking the hour.

	A breathless Phoebe reached Prudence’s side and pulled rather frantically on her arm. “Come, Prudence, let us go home before we are drowned or washed into the sea.” 

	Following her sister’s gaze, Prudence found it was not the slippery cliffs that drew Phoebe’s look of horror, but Wolfinger itself, tall and black and menacing in the dim light. As she viewed the formidable edifice with admiration, Prudence noticed a figure hurrying toward the great stone steps that marched toward the arched entrance.

	“Hello,” Prudence called, moving forward. “Hello, there!”

	The figure halted and gazed in her direction, and to Prudence’s delight, she realized it was young Penhurst. With high hopes, she strode toward him eagerly, ignoring the dismay that was apparent on the young man’s face.

	“Mr. Penhurst, how nice that we should run into you,” Prudence said, speaking louder than usual so that she might be heard over the roaring of the wind. “We were just out for our walk, and I said to Phoebe, we simply must look in on Mr. Penhurst.”

	If Mr. Penhurst saw anything unusual in the two girls’ strolling about on such a ferocious day, he was too well-bred to say so. But he did not appear pleased to see them. He looked anxiously over his shoulder as if torn between inviting them in, which it seemed he did not want to do, and leaving them to the mercy of the elements, which would hardly mark him as a gentleman.

	Although his face brightened at the arrival of Phoebe, who had hurried to join them, he appeared troubled as he glanced around. Seen against the backdrop of his ancestral home and stricken by some sort of nervous energy, he seemed more of a Penhurst, but Prudence still found him sadly lacking. The gathering clouds muted the brilliance of his blond hair, yet he could hardly be called mysterious, and he obviously was uncomfortable in his surroundings.

	While she listened absently to the young people’s chatter, Prudence brooded. When it became clear, from his peculiar manner, that young Penhurst was not going to invite them inside, she suspected that she would have to think of some way to force him to do so. She was just on the point of manufacturing a swollen ankle when the decision was taken away from them all.

	Thunder had been growing in the distance, so at first no one took note of a low rumbling, and the sky had become so dark as to make seeing any great distance an impossibility. But suddenly a great flash of lightning lit the area as bright as day, illuminating a coach and four that appeared over the rise in the drive.

	Prudence was immediately struck by the funereal aspect of the scene. It seemed apocalyptic: the black horses, their hooves pounding in their headlong race toward the abbey, and the shiny, midnight-colored carriage, with its driver wrapped so well against the weather as to be completely unrecognizable.

	She sucked in a breath, trying to absorb the majesty of the vision as the animals rushed forward against a bleak, storm-tossed sky, the wind whipping and howling around them like a banshee.

	This was the stuff of her dreams, and Prudence was suddenly filled with a wild exhilaration that she had never known before, her blood pumping fresh and fast within her veins. Never in her quiet, sensible existence, or even in the silent splendor of her own imagination, had Prudence known such a moment, and she felt giddy with the force of it.

	She was aware of Mr. Penhurst pulling Phoebe back, closer to the steps, but she remained where she was, thrilled by the thunder and clatter of the magnificent vehicle’s approach. It rolled to a halt only a few feet from where the three of them stood watching, and with breathless excitement, Prudence recognized the Ravenscar coat of arms, gleaming in the shadowy light.

	Then the door was thrown open, and a man stepped out. Tall and lean and swathed in a dark cloak, he looked like some phantom from hell, and Prudence saw Phoebe inch closer to her neighbor. The Honorable James Penhurst had paled considerably, and his interesting reaction made Prudence eye the new arrival more closely.

	The wind whipped hair as black as night away from his rather gaunt face, and his mouth curled in a sardonic smile as he spoke in a deep—and oddly disturbing—voice. “Well, James, have you no welcome for your brother?”

	Young Penhurst’s soft reply barely reached her ears above the roar of the oncoming storm, but she caught one word, a bitterly whispered “Ravenscar.”

	With a start of surprise, Prudence stared openly at the mysterious earl she had so often conjured in her imaginings. He was tall, far taller than she had first thought, and dark. His raven hair was a little longer than fashion dictated, and if it had ever been combed into a dandy’s perfect coiffure, the effect was lost to the gusting air.

	He had a high forehead, a hawklike nose, and strangely slanted brows that gave him a devilish look, heightened by an inch-long scar under one of his steel gray eyes. His very masculine mouth curled contemptuously as he eyed his brother, and Prudence heard Phoebe draw a sharp breath of dismay. 

	In all fairness, Prudence acknowledged that to some, Ravenscar’s face might appear too harsh. To others, he might even look menacing.

	But Prudence thought him the handsomest man she had ever seen.

	The Earl of Ravenscar not only was a fitting custodian for the abbey, he surpassed her wildest dreams. He appeared to be the embodiment of the elemental forces around them, his features as mysterious and stony as Wolfinger itself.

	The exhilaration that had been gripping Prudence soared to a new level. For the first time in her life, she felt as if her legs might fail her. Words did. Instead of seeking an invitation into the abbey, she simply stared, along with her sister and young Penhurst, at the man before them, while the coach rattled away.

	“Have you nothing to say for yourself, James?” Ravenscar asked, in a chilling tone that sent a shiver up Prudence’s spine. When Penhurst did not answer, the earl laughed coldly. “Well, you will, I expect. I wish to speak to you inside. Now. Alone,” he added, his gaze flitting to the girls and dismissing them with obvious disinterest.

	Instead of bristling at the rude slight, Prudence felt her awe of the man redouble. Oh, my! He was a worthy heir to the title, as arrogant and wicked as the cursed line’s reputation. She gazed at him in open admiration, while Phoebe shrank back against his brother, just as if the earl might suddenly swoop down and swallow her whole.

	Young Penhurst, finally moved to action, cleared his throat. “Ravenscar,” he said haltingly. “I would like you to meet two of our neighbors, the sisters Lancaster. Their cottage—”

	“Good afternoon, ladies,” Ravenscar said, without even looking at them. “Now, if you will excuse us, I have business that I must attend to with my brother—in private.”

	Whatever protests young Penhurst might have made at this peremptory order were drowned out by a huge clap of thunder that shook the air with deafening intensity. With a soft shriek, Phoebe abandoned Penhurst for her sister, grabbing at Prudence’s cloak and pulling her toward home.

	“But could we not—” Prudence began, finally jolted from her dazed admiration of the earl.

	“Sebastian, I hardly think—” Penhurst started to argue at the same moment.

	Ignoring their feeble entreaties, Ravenscar strode up the stone stairs that fronted the abbey and called for his brother. With one last look of apology, mixed in with a healthy dose of anxiety, young Penhurst turned to follow his brother, leaving the Lancasters to stand in the drive, their wraps whipping frantically about them while the first heavy drops of rain finally appeared.

	Knowing when to quit the game, Prudence did not linger, but glanced up at the opening skies and shouted to her sister. “Run!” she yelled and, clasping hands, they rushed for the path in a headlong race against the oncoming deluge.

	It was a race they could not win, and by the time they reached the cottage, they were soaked to the skin and shivering, their clothes spattered with mud and their spirits dampened.

	“What a horrid man!” Phoebe moaned for the millionth time as she wrung out her stockings and hung them up to dry in front of the fire. “Rude, ghastly creature! I can well understand why Mr. Penhurst does not wish to see him. Why, he looked as evil as…” 

	Obviously, having seen nothing as scary as Ravenscar in all her sheltered sixteen years, Phoebe was at a loss for words. Finally, she gave up and conceded that even the abbey itself was not half so frightful as its owner.

	Prudence listened absently to Phoebe’s complaints as she finished with her own toilet. She had hung out her wet clothes and changed into a warm gown, but she refused the hot soup that Cook pushed on them. She was too eager to get back to her desk and begin writing.

	For, despite the failure of her scheme to enter Wolfinger Abbey, Prudence had been rewarded with new inspiration—Ravenscar himself. To her, he was not frightening or gruesome, but thrilling and alluring beyond anything she had ever known. After meeting him, she knew just how her villain would look and act, and she could not wait to put him to paper.

	Her pulse leaping with excitement, Prudence sat down to pattern him after the Devil Earl’s descendant.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	
CHAPTER THREE

	“Well, you have cut quite a swath, have you not?” Sebastian asked, in that cool, detached tone of his, and James cringed.

	The earl had barely taken the time to remove his greatcoat and nod to the housekeeper before dragging James after him into the library with that imperious gaze of his. As long as James could remember, his brother had dictated to him in that cold manner, and, lately, he felt he had stomached quite enough of it.

	“Please interrupt me, if I fail to include all your exploits in my recitation,” Sebastian said, in a sarcastic tone that set James’ blood to boiling. “Let’s see… You were turned out of Oxford. Then, instead of coming home to Yorkshire to inform me of this turn of events, you went to London and fell in with companions I can only describe as creatures of the lowest sort.

	“With them, you spent several weeks wenching and drinking and gaming in the worst of hells, losing all your money, totting up bills of every imaginable variety, and finally handing your vowels to the basest of moneylenders, thereby compounding your problems tenfold.”

	Sebastian paused long enough to pin him with a piercing gray stare, and James had to resist the urge to squirm. “Am I giving a fair account?”

	“Yes, sir,” James muttered through gritted teeth. Why did his brother always seem so deadly and yet so controlled? It was unfair. He had gone to London with the hopes of acquiring a dash and sophistication that would put him on a footing with Sebastian. Instead…

	“And then, rather than notify me of these doings, since I might well be expected to foot the bills for your wild extravagances and your gambling losses, you turn tail and run to hide out here in Cornwall—” Sebastian’s hard gaze bored into him, while James swallowed thickly, for he had never meant to “—like a coward.”

	The accusation made James’ temper snap. “I am not a coward! I came here to think, to decide what to do! I only expected to stay a day or two before…” he finished lamely.

	“Before what, James? I am curious to see just how you planned to extricate yourself from this mess,” Sebastian said, and James realized that his arrogant brother was not as composed as he seemed. A muscle in the earl’s cheek jumped, giving away his anger.

	Swamped with remorse at the enormity of mistakes so grave as to make Sebastian’s legendary control slip, James hung his head. “I… I thought I might… join the army—”

	“Without a commission?”

	James glanced away. “Or the navy.”

	“Without a sponsor?”

	James cleared his throat. “I thought it would be best to start over, try and make my own way…”

	“In His Majesty’s forces?” Sebastian’s infamous slanted brows rose swiftly. “Do you really think you are up to it, whelp?” he asked with barely suppressed fury. “And just how did you intend to settle the bills from your old life on a soldier’s pay?” The question hung in the air, unanswerable, until Sebastian spoke again.

	“Although you have never evidenced the slightest interest in such matters, I might as well inform you right now that I am not so wealthy that I can pay your debts without taking a loss. The army!” Sebastian’s contempt was palpable. “And I suppose I have the little blond creature to thank for your reprieve?”

	James leapt to his feet. “Now, just wait a minute, Sebastian—”

	“Have you got a bastard between her legs so that I must pay her off, too, or—”

	Such slander against his sweet, innocent Phoebe was the straw that finally broke his back, and James felt a lifetime of small resentments toward his titled brother gather and coalesce until he was filled with an indignant rage that he had never known before. His inbred caution, so recently eroded by London, and his innate respect for his sibling, flew to the winds as James threw himself at his elder.

	Although Sebastian, not James, had been the recipient of many a boxing lesson at Gentleman Jackson’s rooms, the attack caught the more experienced man off guard, and James managed to bloody his brother’s lip. They were sprawled across the desk, both of them a little stunned by the encounter, when the housekeeper entered, gasping loudly at the sight of the two of them brawling like schoolboys.

	“Sirs! Pardon me!” she babbled, rattling a tray as if she were in danger of dropping it. 

	James did not doubt that Sebastian could placate Mrs. Worth, but he didn’t wait around to see it. Sliding to his feet, he rushed past the startled woman, out of the room, and through the front door into a raging storm that seemed as naught compared to his own turbulent emotions.

	 

	Prudence was so engrossed in her work that she did not hear either the approach of a carriage or the arrival of a visitor. Only the urgency in Phoebe’s voice forced her attention away from her writing and into the present.

	“Prudence! Do hurry. Mrs. Bates is here, and she looks nigh to bursting.” 

	With a sigh of annoyance, Prudence turned toward her sister and knew an urge to hide. Her book was coming along so well now that she was loath to interrupt it for the dubious honor of Mrs. Bates’ company. Perhaps it was not too late to pretend that she was out or resting?

	Prudence looked hopefully at Phoebe, but her sister knew her too well. Apparently, Phoebe guessed her thoughts and would have none of it. Folding her arms across her bosom in an implacable pose, Phoebe shook her head, sending her golden curls bobbing about her face.

	“No doubt Mrs. Bates has already heard of your bold foray to the abbey yesterday and is planning to give you a scold. And I refuse to take responsibility for what was all your doing, Prudence.”

	With another sigh of regret for the novel that she must abandon, however briefly, Prudence put her pen aside and stood. Phoebe was right, of course. It would be unfair to expect her sister to suffer the brunt of Mrs. Bates’ displeasure. Although Prudence did not spare a moment’s worry over the upcoming reprimand, nonetheless, she hoped that the visit would be concluded quickly.

	“And just look at you, with ink all over your face!” Phoebe chided, dabbing at Prudence with a handkerchief. “You have been chewing on your pen again,” she said accusingly. “And you know how Mrs. Bates feels about your writing. You really should wash your hands, too.”

	“Nonsense,” Prudence said briskly. “If Mrs. Bates wishes to see me, she will see me as I am, ink and all.” Patting the small cap that covered her hair, she headed toward the hall, barely registering Phoebe’s sigh behind her.

	Mrs. Bates did seem extremely agitated, Prudence noticed at once. The matron was red-faced, and her bosom heaved as she gasped for breath. Although the day was not particularly warm, she fanned herself rapidly, making Prudence wonder how anyone could work herself up over something so trifling as a small social indiscretion.

	“My dear girls! Oh, my dear girls!” Mrs. Bates said, in a high voice that revealed the degree of her disturbance. Prudence eyed the matron with new interest, for she could not believe that her simple walk to the abbey could have caused such a stir.

	“I fear that I have bad news. Ill tidings. Oh, that this should occur here, right in our own small, comfortable corner of the world! It is too dreadful, my dears. My dear girls…”

	Instantly, Prudence recognized that real distress was mixed in with the titillation evident in Mrs. Bates’ voice. Obviously, some misfortune had occurred, but the depth of the tragedy had not dampened the woman’s enthusiasm for gossip.

	“What is it?” Phoebe asked, leaning forward anxiously in her seat.

	“Oh, poor, dear Phoebe, that I must be the one to tell you…” Mrs. Bates lifted a handkerchief to the corner of her eye in a theatrical gesture.

	Prudence’s patience had run its course. “Mrs. Bates, your manner is upsetting Phoebe. Perhaps you had better tell us your news right now.”

	The older woman shot Prudence a quelling glance, which she ignored. Apparently realizing that she could not drag out the dramatic moment any longer, Mrs. Bates heaved a great sigh. “Well,” she said. “It is young Penhurst.”
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