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Can a twenty year-old woman make life worth living for a man nearly a thousand years old?

Kate Cherington is certainly trying her best. The handsome and amusing Sir Arthur Dagonet does exactly what Kate has always dreamed of doing—travel the world, exploring new lands. He also may be her only path away from an aunt determined to keep Kate from having a life of her own. Kate knows that her only hope for the adventure she craves is to escape with Sir Arthur.

Sir Arthur has already lived through several lifetimes, thanks to the gift of immortality from the great Merlin. After centuries of adventure, he’s eager to rid himself of this gift, and to finally die. But meeting the brave and beautiful Kate brings back memories of his happy exploits with the Children of Avalon, the first of the magical Vallen. Though he decides he really doesn’t want to get distracted from his goal, he is bound by a promise to help, Tatiana Vallentyn, the current high priestess of the Vallen.

From the mists of legend to the estates of the Regency, Kate and Sir Arthur tussle with a force unanticipated by either, and stronger than any desire for life or death—love.
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December 21, 1793

ARTHUR DAGONET SPURRED his horse faster. He would freeze solid at this pace, and honestly, he couldn’t get this whole business done with fast enough. 

Oh, but his old bones ached. His whole body trembled with the cold as he galloped across a bare countryside soaked in the pale gray shadows of moonlight.

Why hadn’t he taken a carriage? He could have been warm and snug inside  with a hot brick at his feet and a blanket thrown over his shivering old legs. He closed his eyes for a moment, allowing his imagination to take him there. He could almost feel the warmth... but no, he’d opted for speed instead. At his age, every bump on the horse’s back rattled his frail, frozen frame. 

Thank goodness it wouldn’t be much longer. He hated being old almost as much as he hated this infernal cycle of life in which he was trapped.

The standing stones appeared in the distance, beckoning to him. As always, they stood waiting to welcome him home.  

It was a bittersweet homecoming. He didn’t want to be here. He didn’t want to do this. Until he found a way out, however, he would be forced to return again and again. Perhaps on his next trip he would find the way out. Perhaps. 

His horse, as cold and tired as he, slipped back into a reluctant trot. The sooner they got there, the sooner they could return to the inn they’d passed on their way. Then, and only then, would both of them be able to rest and get warm. 

Pain shot through his hip and up his back as he eased himself off the animal just outside the outer circle of stones. They had stood here longer than anyone knew; so long that no one even remembered why they had been erected, only that it was a deeply magical place. One could feel the magic circulating through the old stones—especially on this night of the solstice.   

His aches sharply reminded him of just how long it had been since he’d ridden a horse. Four months aboard ship sailing from New South Wales, and months before that sailing around the southern coastline of the continent, down around Tasmania, before returning to the mainland.  

Exploring, mapping, discovering new lands and new people—it was exciting work, but it felt good to be back in England. Good to be back on solid ground. Cold, but good. Crossing the equator, he’d lost the summer. The warmth of spring had just crept into Botany Bay when he’d left, and now deepest winter was well settled into the English countryside. 

Blood slowed in old veins keeping an old man cold, but it wouldn’t be for long. No, it wouldn’t be for long.

Dagonet approached the stones, feeling their warm embrace as he entered the familiar inner circle. He paused for a moment, leaning against a toppled stone and trying not to shiver. For just a moment, he closed his tired eyes and relaxed. The freezing air bit into his nostrils, but he was grateful for the freshness of it. The salty tang of the sea air had been cloying after a while. It made a man stronger to breathe in the clean air of the English countryside.

And yet, he couldn’t wait to get back off this confining island, to continue on his quest. There were so many more places to explore, people to meet, leads to follow. He'd been to so many places in his life, but so far none of them had held the answer he was searching for. It had to be out there; he just had to locate it. He would take a few months to relax, find a new expedition and then set out in what seemed like his Sisyphean task. 

He brought his mind back to the here and now, laughing at himself and his fancies. He pushed off from the stone and walked with waning strength to the center of the circle. Reaching into the worn leather bag on his shoulder, he pulled out his old water skin. This old thing had seen better days, but somehow—whether the result of its contents or the special care with which Dagonet had kept it—it had survived for hundreds of years. Nearly as long as he had, himself.

He raised it in silent salute to his old, dear friend. “To Merlin!” He took the tiniest of sips—for he had learned over the years that he only needed enough to just wet his lips—and then carefully stoppered the skin and put it away. 

The change only took a moment. Truly miraculous, it would never cease to amaze him. Slowly from the top of his head, the prickle began. He could feel his head begin to sweat with the onslaught of the intense heat. Shivers followed the burning cold as it flowed down his body, removing the old and replacing it with the young. 

The shivering eased, and his muscles relaxed. Dagonet rolled his head around his neck reveling in the easy flow of his now young self. All the aches and pains and cold—especially the cold—slipped away as the burning made its way down his body. Already he felt better. Warmer. More energetic. Ready to conquer the world—again! 

He started to laugh, but the quietest of gasps, audible with his now young ears, had Dagonet spinning around. He reached for his sword—which hadn't sat at his hip for hundreds of years, and yet old habits never seemed to die—almost before the change was complete. 

A woman stood half–hidden in the shadows, just inside the outer circle of stones. She had not been there before; Dagonet was certain of it. And yet, there she was, watching him. Her mouth hung open, and her eyes widened in surprise. 

“What is that potion that you just took?” she whispered just barely loud enough for him to hear.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, wot?” His denial was immediate, said without thought.

“I saw you. You were old. Your hair was white, and you were nearly stooped with age,” she said, approaching him. “And now…” she said, continuing toward him.

“It must have been a trick of the moonlight, madam. As you see, I am not old.”

“No. You’re not. You don’t look to be above 25.”  She couldn't have been much more than ten years older than that herself. She was thin and lithe despite her thick, woolen coat. Slight curls of dark, perhaps black, hair peeked out from under her hat. 

“So you see, it was your imagination. A trick of the moonlight," he offered.

“Do not toy with me. I know what I saw, and I want to know how you did it. Who are you, and who are you working with? How did you get so much power?” 

There was no surer way to tease a knight's temper than to accuse him of lying. Dagonet held his peace and his patience, however, and instead reached out with his magic. 

It told him that this woman felt she had every right to question him in this way. She was as unnerved by his display of magic as she was curious. She wasn’t afraid, though. No, she understood magic. He didn’t know how, but he knew that she did—which only spiked his own curiosity as to her identity. So he did the only thing he could to satisfy them both.

He made her his best courtly bow. “Sir Arthur Dagonet, at your service. And you are?”

Her eyes shifted away into the distance. “Sir Dagonet.”

He raised his eyebrows and allowed a broad smile to cover his face. “What a coincidence! Two of us with the same name. But wouldn’t you be Dame Dagonet? It wouldn’t be Lady Dagonet.”

“What?” Her attention shifted back to him, his words finally registering with her. “Oh!” Her shoulders came down a notch, and she smiled, even giving a little chuckle. “I am Lady Vallentyn. Tatiana Vallentyn.”

For a moment the name meant nothing, but a niggling started in the back of his mind. He’d heard her name before. Where? He took a step back as he searched his memory. Vallentyn. Well, she had to be Vallen. 

And then it hit him like a smack to the side of his head.

“You’re the high priestess!” 

She nodded regally. 

“Been away for a few years, don't believe you'd been in the position long before I left, wot?”

“What?” She cocked her head.

“Said I’ve been away a few years…” he began to repeat himself but then stopped. Laughing a little, he said, “Thought I’d rid myself of that nasty little habit. Still hanging around, though. Sorry about that. Used to always add a ‘wot, wot’ to the end of everything I said. Finally got tired of repeating myself and tried to get rid of it. It slips out every now and again, I’m afraid.”

“Oh!” She laughed. 

“Well, then, you should know who I am,” he said, hoping he wouldn’t have to spell it out for her. 

It was true that he’d given her his new Christian name, not the one given to him at birth. That one he’d shifted to the place of a family name when people began using them more commonly. Then, he’d taken on the name of his good friend and king and retitled himself Sir Arthur Dagonet — though, he wasn’t entirely certain whether his knighthood was still in good standing. It had never been taken away, per se, but after nine hundred years, he just didn’t know if he was still entitled to it. But he wouldn’t give it up after all this time, unless he was explicitly told to do so. 

Lady Vallentyn frowned in thought. Dagonet waited patiently while she figured things out, chuckling silently to himself as recognition slowly crossed over her face. “I’ve heard of that name… Sir Dagonet?” she said.

“Should have.” He nodded, waiting for her to put things together in her mind. 

“There was an old story about the knight who travelled with the Children of Avalon back in medieval times,” she began, not hearing what he’d just said as she clearly tried to pull the memory forward.

“That’s right,” Dagonet said, nodding again.

Her gaze flew to his. “But he… no wait! The story tells of a potion given to Sir Dagonet that made him young again. The great Merlin gave it to him as thanks for seeing to the Children and helping them defeat the Lady Nimuë.” 

“Turned out to be more of a curse than a gift, but yes, that’s the gist of it. So glad to hear the old tales aren’t yet lost.”

“But…” she looked from him to his satchel where he had stowed away his water skin. “It couldn’t be true, could it? Are you truly that Sir Dagonet?”

Dagonet bowed. “The very one.”

The lady gasped. “But that would mean you are…”

“Rather old, yes, yes. In years, if not in looks, er, at the moment.” He forced out a laugh, afraid she might otherwise sense the lump in his throat, the heaviness in his chest, the exhaustion of having lived for much too long. “Over nine hundred years, closer to a thousand, actually,” he admitted. He didn’t ever think about his age. It disturbed him. “Don’t know the exact year I was born, but I’d been close on two hundred when I met the Children, Bridget, Scai and Dylan.”

“And you’re still alive.” she breathed in amazement. “And, and young! Just as the stories say you would be.”

“Quite a potion Merlin gave me, don’t you know?” He winked. 

“You still have it? You’re still taking it? And it still works?” she asked, dumbfounded.

“As you see,” he said, his arms held out as if to show her his young self. It was much better than his old self. He did hate being old. On the other hand, if he actually died of old age, then maybe it wouldn’t be so bad to live with. It’s just that he didn’t. Ever. 

And he’d had to deal with being old for nearly 200 years while waiting for the Children to arrive. It was better—easier—to be young. “I usually take the potion before getting to be quite so old, but as I said, I’ve been away.”

“And you must be here, at Stonehenge, to take the potion?”

“Yes. Here, on the night of the winter solstice. Only works the one night a year.”

“It’s amazing that it still works after all this time,” she said, shaking her head in wonder.

“Yes, indeed. And now, if you don’t mind my asking, what is the high priestess of the Vallen doing out at midnight? Not here on any “official” business, are you?”

“No. I am on my way home from attending to some, however. This was on my way so I thought I’d stop…”

He waited a moment for her to finish her sentence. When she didn’t seem inclined to, he asked, “You travel through the night to get home?” 

“Yes. I have a family there who need me. It is difficult enough to travel across the country at a moment’s notice, so I try to return as quickly as possible.”

Her eyes shifted away. She was hiding something. She didn’t just stop here on a whim. 

Dagonet reached out again with his magic, but he couldn’t discern the reason. “And…” he prompted gently.

Her eyes turned back to him. She raised her eyebrows. “And?”

“And the other reason you stopped here this evening?” he asked with an encouraging smile.

She lifted her chin a notch, but swallowed audibly. “I wished to soak in the magic,” she admitted. “I carry the Seventh, and I wish for her to be as powerful as possible. It’s silly, really. I know you can’t absorb magic like it was sunlight, but still…”

Dagonet gave a little chuckle. “Wouldn’t it be nice if you could.”

“Well, but then we wouldn’t need a Seventh, would we?” she asked, giving him a weak smile. 

“No. I don’t suppose we would. Well, then, I shall leave you to your, er, soaking. My own task here is done.” He gave her a small bow and turned to leave. The cold no longer bothered him as much—young blood flowed so much more swiftly—but he didn’t wish to keep his horse standing in the cold for any longer than necessary.

“Where do you stay?” she blurted out, stopping him.

He turned part way around. “At my estate, why do you ask?” 

“Oh, no. Nothing. I just wondered, that’s all. You have an estate, naturally.” She seemed a little nervous.

“Yes. Near Trecastle, in Wales.”

“Oh! Is it your ancestral home?” she asked, taking a step toward him.

He gave her a smile. “No. That has long since disappeared. Actually, it’s very close to where I met Scai for the first time.”

“Oh,” she sighed. Before she could ask him anything further, he gave her another quick, little bow and strode off to his horse.

He had no desire to go tripping down memory lane with Lady Vallentyn, or anyone for that matter. It was odd, but even after nearly 800 years he still missed those children.


Chapter 2
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Vallentyn Abbey, June 5, 1794

ARE YOU CERTAIN there are no other options?" Tatiana asked the doctor, eyeing the jar in his hand. Her stomach churned just thinking of him attaching those leeches onto her children.

"None, my lady. Their illness is too severe and progressing too rapidly. I know of no other cure for consumption. Extracting the bad humors within them is the only way." 

"We'll think on it," her husband, Kit, said, putting his hand on Tatiana’s shoulder, both comforting and giving her strength in the one small gesture. 

His expression told her quite clearly that it would be over his dead body before he allowed the doctor to proceed with this "treatment".

"This will only work on the boys, mind you," the doctor reminded them. "Luckily, the baby isn't as badly off as her older brothers." He looked from Tatiana back to Kit. "They don't have much time left, in my opinion. You need to make your decision quickly."

Kit said nothing, just gave a curt nod of his head.  

The doctor sighed, as he put the horrid specimens back into his bag. 

"There is water by the door for you to wash your hands," Tatiana said, gesturing toward the basin they always kept there now. He simply shrugged her off and continued to pack away his medical equipment. 

No, she would most definitely not allow this man to come near her children again. Not ever. And he was supposed to be the best there was, called all the way from London. 

They accompanied the doctor to the front door where he turned in an effort to entreat them once again. Before he could get a word out, however, Kit interrupted him. “Thank you, doctor. We’ll send for you if we decide in favor of your... treatment. ” Kit closed the door firmly behind the man. 

Tatiana couldn’t stop the tears that slowly made their way down her cheeks. She couldn’t stop wringing her hands. She couldn’t stop the storm that raged outside the door that both she and Kit knew was caused by her emotions. 

A flash of lightening was quickly followed by a boom of thunder. 

“Poor man will have a nasty ride home,” Kit said, folding Tatiana into his arms. “You don’t think you could…”

“Kit, our boys,” she cried, finally letting loose the sobs that had been tearing at her chest and making her stomach ache. “Our sweet, little boys! Why? Why did this happen? And little Caroline. She’s so small. So fragile.” The tears were followed by sobs so deep that she could barely breathe.

Rain pelted down in sheets and thunder once again shook the old stones of Vallentyn Abbey. 

“Shhhhhh,” her husband said, running his hands up and down her back. “Shhhh. Tatiana, it’s going to be all right. They’ll get better.”

“How?” she hiccoughed.

“We’ll find a way. Or you’ll try again with your magic. Or make a potion. I don’t know, but we can’t…”

“They can’t die!” she agreed. “They can’t die.”

She could do nothing but cry for her children. If they didn’t find some way to stop this illness, her boys would surely die. Little Caroline, not nearly as sick, stood a chance at recovering. But not the boys. 

Boys were always weaker than girls when they were young and never as strong magically. They did horrible things like play in the mud, get dirty, catch frogs… and die. 

When exhaustion finally won out, she gave a sniff and said what was in the forefront of her mind. “Thank God this one will be a girl.” She reached between her body and Kit’s to rub her distended belly, swollen with child. 

Kit took her hand and raised it to her lips. “Our little Morgan will be strong,” he agreed.

“She’ll be physically strong and magically stronger than anyone.”

“Even stronger than you?” he asked, smiling down at her.

She gave a watery, little laugh. “Yes, even stronger than me. I can feel it, Kit. I can feel how strong she’s going to be.”

He brushed his thumb across her cheek, wiping away her tears. “It’s a shame she’s not already born, then. She could have cured her brothers.”

Tatiana gave another small laugh swallowing back the sobs that rose once again. She could only nod her head, her throat too clogged to say anything.

“There’s nothing else we can try, Tatiana? No one you know who might be strong enough to cure them? No potion that you know of?” he asked. 

She sighed, shaking her head. Who was even stronger than she? No one except Merlin. 

The thought of the old wizard tickled something in her memory. 

Old. There was someone old… 

She jumped back from Kit. “Dagonet!” she nearly shouted.

“Who?” 

“Sir Dagonet! I met him when I stopped at Stonehenge last winter.” She swiped the rest of the tears from her face as the last of the thunder rolled away and the rain began to let up. “It was so long ago, I'd almost forgotten. He can help us!”

“Who is this?” Kit asked.

“Do you remember the story of the Children of Avalon? Bridget, Dylan and Scai who…”

“They fought against Lady Nimuë when she wanted to take over both the Vallen and the ordinary people,” Kit finished. “Avalon was closed off from the world and Bridget was made the first high priestess. Yes, of course, every Vallen child is told that story.”

“Yes, well, the Children weren’t alone, if you remember. They had Sir Dagonet to guide them,” she said, getting more and more excited. She couldn’t believe that she had forgotten him until now.

Kit nodded his head. “Yes, that’s right. I remember. But, my love, he’s long dead. That was a thousand years ago!”

“Not quite eight hundred,” she said, waving off his exaggeration. “But he’s not dead. At the end of the story, when they finally defeated Nimuë, Merlin came to Dagonet and granted him a boon. Don’t you remember? He could become young whenever he wanted. He needed only to sip a special potion at Stonehenge on the night of the winter solstice.”

Kit slowly nodded his head, clearly trying hard to remember the old tale. “And you think you can find a recipe for this potion? Will it save the children?”

“No, Kit. He’s still alive! Sir Dagonet is still alive,” Tatiana whispered, hardly able to keep the excitement from her voice. 

“But it was just a myth, Tatiana…” He paused at her giggle. “It was real? The man is still alive after all this time?” She laughed harder at the shock in her husband’s voice. 

“Yes, and I met him.”

Kit opened his mouth as if to say something, but then closed it again, speechless. 

“I’ll write to him. Ask him to come. He must know some magic, or have the magic to cure the children,” she said, heading straight to the library.

Kit followed in her wake. “You know where he lives?”

“Some place in Wales. He has an estate.” She stopped to think of the name of the town. Kit nearly bumped into her, grabbing her shoulders just in time to keep from knocking her over. She turned toward him. “It was something castle. Do we have a map of Wales? If I see it, I’m sure I’ll remember the name.”

She tried to move forward again, but Kit still held on to her shoulders. “Wait, my love. Just stop and think about this for a moment.”

He paused, and she took a deep breath, waiting for him to spell out his thoughts.

“Even if this fellow who you met really was Sir Dagonet, and I’m not saying that I believe it, what could he possibly do? He was a knight. Was he even a strong Vallen at that time, eight hundred years ago?”

“Christopher Vallentyn, you are not going to tell me that you believe Merlin would get anyone other than a very strong Vallen to guide the Children of Avalon!”

He shrugged, dropping his hands from her shoulders. “I don’t know, my love. I’m just trying to think this through without being blinded by emotion and desperation.” He looked at her meaningfully.

She knew he was right. He was always right when it came to these sorts of things. 

“Fine. I don’t know if Sir Dagonet was a powerful Vallen or not. All I know is that I met him at Stonehenge. He took a drink from a water skin and changed from an old man into a young man.”

“And told you that he was this Sir Dagonet from old.”

“Yes.”

“And what makes you believe that he would have the ability to cure our children?”

Tatiana didn’t think her husband could be any more annoying than he was right now. She nearly growled in frustration. “I don’t, but we are out of options. Do I need to remind you of this? I don’t know what else to do, who else to call. If Sir Dagonet doesn’t have the ability, maybe he knows of someone or of some other magic that could possibly cure them. I don’t know, Kit, but I can’t just stand here and watch my children die!” Tears threatened once again, but she was not going to give in to them. Not again.

Her husband just looked at her for a moment, clearly thinking this through. Finally, he gave a nod, strode around her and headed for the library once again. “Well, let's see if we can find where he might live. You don’t remember the name of the place? Wales covers a rather large area.” He pulled out the oversized atlas and set it down on the large table near the window.

Tatiana could only smile and remind herself that she truly did love her husband, no matter how much he annoyed or frustrated her. She joined him at the table. “He said it was near where he met Scai.”

Kit stopped and looked up at her, awe making his mouth fall open. “Scai? Are you serious? He said that?”

Tatiana could only laugh. Bright summer sunlight began to stream in through the window, illuminating the book Kit had pulled out. “Let's find Gloucester and then search west from there. According to the story, they walked from some place in Wales to Gloucester, so it had to be in that vicinity.”

Kit nodded and opened up the maps to the right page. 

Tatiana leaned over the book next to him, placing her finger on the dot that represented the city of Gloucester, then running it toward the west. “Ross–on–Wye… Abergavenny… Sennybridge…”

“Look for smaller towns, perhaps?” Kit suggested.

“Yes. He’s not titled, so he wouldn’t own anything very large.” She peered closer at the map to read to smaller print. “There! Trecastle. That’s it!”

“Are you certain?” he asked, standing up.

“Yes. Absolutely. We’ll write to him at Trecastle and ask him to come. It shouldn’t take him more than a day or two to get here if he travels quickly.” 

“If he can leave immediately,” he reminded her.

She waved her hand dismissively. “If his high priestess asks him to come, he’ll come.”   
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KATE STIFLED A yawn. She could not fall asleep. She would not. 

The children slept fitfully, but slept nonetheless. Both Jamie and little Ewan had been running fevers and coughing blood for the past week or more. Both were pale, their skin sallow and gray, with deep, dark circles under their eyes. Jamie’s dark eyes were so like his mother’s, but it was Ewan’s eyes that touched Kate just a little more deeply—pale blue just like his father’s; just like her own.

Kate saw those eyes every time she looked in the mirror, but hers were bright with life, not dull with illness as those of her little cousin. Now, though, she was beginning to get similar circles from so many nights sitting, keeping watch over the boys. She hated to admit it, but it scared her that she would become sick as well.

It had been weeks since they’d both been diagnosed with consumption. Even the doctor had given up all hope.

“Children die. Boys, especially,” he’d said just the other day, without a hint of remorse or sorrow in his voice. Maybe he’d seen this too often to feel anything. Maybe he’d shut himself off from all of his emotions. Maybe it was just his way of coping with so much death and illness. 

But it wasn’t Kate’s. While she couldn’t bear to see her little cousins so ill, she couldn’t just shut herself off from feeling anything. Unfortunately, she felt more anger than sadness. Sadness meant giving up to her mind. Sadness meant accepting the fact that nothing could be done to save them. Kate refused to believe this. 

There had to be something she could do. 

She had always felt this way. Even when her own mother was dying after giving birth to a stillborn baby when Kate was just five years old. She’d felt, even then, that there had to be something she could do
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