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In the magical world of the Vallen, it has always been the high priestess who was the most powerful.

Tatiana Vallentyn has long anticipated the birth of her daughter, Morgan, who was prophesied to be the most powerful priestess in generations – until the child born turned out to be a boy. Now a man, Morgan, must find his place in the world on his own. In the magic of a storm, his potential appears in a form he never would have expected.

Regency society is not kind to orphan girls. Adriana has been at the mercy of her cruel guardian since she was a young child, and now she is being married off to the highest bidder—but she will not go without a fight. She’d rather sell her precious paintings than marry Lord Vallentyn and have to deal with his scheming mother. But everything changes with the wind of a storm that blows her into a world she could never have imagined existed within ordinary society.
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Dedication

As always to my husband for his unfailing love and support. And to the memory of Kate Duffy who said that this would definitely be my breakout book, but there was no way she was going to buy it—always honest and yet oddly supportive.
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June 21, 1794

THE WIND WHIPPED through Tatiana’s hair, prying it free from her forehead where it had been plastered with sweat. Heat swirled around them threatening to burst into flames. Vallentyn jumped as a bolt of lightning shot into the ground just feet from where he stood coddling that infant in his arms.

“Tatiana, stop this! Stop it right now. You cannot kill our son.”

“Our son?” she repeated, fury burning through her. “And what of my daughter?” she shouted over the gale of hot wind that wove around them. “What of the prophecy? What…” her voice faltered.

She was tired. Too tired. Although the birth had been easier than many of the others, she was getting old. Only her fury at this injustice kept her awake now.

How could this have happened? Her child. Her beloved. Her daughter. Seventh child of the seventh child in the seventh generation—a boy!

Tatiana shoved down the pain that threatened to overwhelm her and instead burst forth with another bolt of anger, coming even closer to Vallentyn this time.

“I don’t know, Tatiana. Truly, I don’t know. But you cannot kill him!” Her husband stood his ground and pleaded with her even as the sweat poured down his forehead.

In a very brief moment of weakness, Tatiana almost felt for him. But then she caught sight of the abomination in his arms and the hot wind picked up once more.

“I can and I will,” she shouted. “He was not meant to be. I was to have a girl. She was to be the most powerful Vallen in generations. As powerful as Morgan Le Fey.” Tatiana could barely keep the tears from her voice. “My Morgan. She was to be…”

“I know, Tatiana,” Vallentyn’s voice filled with soothing magic. “But he is still our seventh child. Perhaps he will be powerful. Perhaps the prophecy will still hold…”

“Perhaps? Perhaps nothing! Perhaps he will burn in hell!” The temperature around them rose even hotter.

“Perhaps we all will, but you cannot kill him. Swear to me that you will not.” Vallentyn’s pale blue eyes looked deeply into her own and she could feel herself crack and cool. How could he do this to her? He was not nearly so powerful as she, and yet…

“I swear.” The words burned through her. They scorched the air and hung there dripping sweat and then were blown away on his cooling breeze.

The child peered at her from within the protective cocoon of his father’s arms, his large dark eyes framed with black lashes so like her own. He reached out a small fisted hand toward her, but Tatiana turned away. She hated him as she had never hated before.


Chapter 1
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May, 1815

ADRIANA HAYDEN DIDN’T even have to turn around. The quiet click of the door closing and the sigh of the sofa were all that she needed to hear to know that her dearest friend and companion, Henrietta, had come into the room.

She finished dabbing the black paint onto her canvas before stepping back and deciding that she had probably put too much. Well, she didn’t care. It was perfect and it reflected her mood so precisely Adriana imagined she wouldn’t even need to say a word to Henrietta.

She would paint the whole thing black if it wouldn’t ruin what was turning out to be a rather nice depiction of a stormy sea. The water thundered, crashing with violence onto the rocks at the base of a sheer cliff. Menacing clouds hung overhead within moments of letting loose a torrent of rain.

“Oh dear,” her companion said quietly, over the roar of the sea in Adriana’s mind.

Adriana closed her eyes for a moment to stop them from stinging and then swallowed down the anger that had risen to the top of her throat again. “They wouldn’t even let me see him,” she said, without preamble.

“Who wouldn’t?” Henrietta asked.

Adriana turned around into the quiet of the room. Henrietta was sitting, as always, with her back perfectly straight and her legs crossed at the ankle and tucked ever so slightly under the worn, comfortable sofa. Her brown hair was pulled up so tightly Adriana wondered that it didn’t hurt, but her hazel eyes spoke volumes of sympathy, for which Adriana was grateful. She resisted the urge to run up to her dear friend and throw her arms around her.

Instead, she lifted her chin and replied, “The clerk at Sir William’s establishment.”

“So you didn’t even get to see Sir William? You didn’t show him your work?”

Adriana shook her head and turned back to her painting. Carelessly, she dabbed more black paint on where it wasn’t needed, darkening the sky even further.

“But that’s not right!” Henrietta said, full of indignation for Adriana. “What reason did he give?”

Adriana couldn’t even bear to turn around to face Henrietta again; the hurt was still too painful. She bit her lip to keep herself from either screaming in rage or crying like a thwarted child. She swallowed hard, again. “The clerk told me that he was certain that my watercolors were very pretty, but Sir William Agnew did not deal in a young lady’s dabbling. He only sold the work of true artists.” She paused at Henrietta’s gasp, but then continued. “He suggested that I give my work to some handsome young gentleman in the hope that he will marry me.”

“No, he didn’t!”

“Oh, yes.”

“Why, the nerve! The gall! The temerity of such… such…”

“A man,” Adriana finished for her.

“An imbecile is what I was going to say.”

“Perhaps they are one and the same,” Adriana said, allowing her mouth to quirk up in a little smile.

Henrietta just harrumphed.

Adriana turned around and attempted to put a real smile onto her face. How was it that Henrietta always made her feel better? No matter what had upset her, Henrietta always slipped herself right up under Adriana’s hurt and pried it away.

“It’s all right, Henrietta. I’ll just try someone else. I don’t have to sell my paintings through Sir William. I’m certain there are plenty of other art dealers who will take a look at my work.”

“But Sir William is the best,” her friend argued.

“Yes, but another dealer will be able to sell my work just as well. He may not get the prices Sir William could command, but at least we’ll get the money we need.”

“Oh, Adriana, it’s such a shame to have to sell your beautiful work…”

“But necessary. Absolutely necessary,” she said with all of the conviction and certainty she felt, and that was substantial.

“You wouldn’t have to sell so many or worry so much about price if you just left me…”

“I will not! How could you even suggest that I leave you here to deal with Lord Devaux yourself?” She took the few steps that separated them and knelt down on the floor at Henrietta’s feet. “We will wait until I have enough money for both of us to survive. I will never leave you.”

Henrietta squeezed Adriana’s shoulder gratefully. “But…”

There was a knock at the door. Before Adriana could respond, Lord Devaux himself walked into the room.

Adriana stood up. “Cousin!”

It was as if the rainclouds from her painting had just entered the room. Suddenly it felt cold and dark, despite the sun that still shone through the tall windows.

Next to her, Henrietta popped up from the sofa. “I… I’ll… Excuse me.” She slipped past Lord Devaux as quickly and unobtrusively as she could.

Her cousin didn’t even acknowledge Henrietta’s fast–retreating back. He just allowed his eyes to rove slowly over the small, bright room, taking in all of her paintings piled two, three, sometimes even four canvases deep along the walls.

Adriana’s arms slowly wrapped themselves around her middle as she felt, in the pit of her stomach, the disgust that covered her cousin’s face. His eyes slowly came to rest on her and his lip finally raised in a sneer.

“What a waste of money and time,” he drawled.

Adriana closed her eyes for a moment. “What is it that you want, my lord?” To her own amazement, her voice came out calm and even.

“I want to be rid of all this…” he waved his arm around to indicate all of her hard work, “…this garbage. For once and for all, Adriana, I am finally going to get this trash out of my house.”

Adriana found herself having to work hard to keep breathing but it was becoming increasingly difficult. He couldn’t! He couldn’t get rid of her paintings. They were her life. They were the only thing she truly cared about, and her only way out from under his thumb. “You promised me I could keep my work and my studio if I acted as hostess at your political dinner parties…”

“…And kept my house. Yes, I know. But you won’t be doing that for much longer.” Lord Devaux sighed and walked around the studio slowly, the look of disgust never far from his pinched lips.

“I had hoped to get more years of service out of you when I agreed to take you in.” He turned and looked at her, his beady blue eyes glittering with malice. “No one else would, you know. No one else in the family was willing to take Hayden’s daughter. He was… odd, what with his experiments and strange notions. But then, so was my cousin, your mother. I suppose that’s why they got along so well.

“And you were such a scrawny little thing—you were what, five when they perished?”

Adriana gritted her teeth. “Six.” She took a deep breath to dispel the anger that was growing inside of her. “You know I’ve always been grateful for your… charity.” She had thought to say ‘kindness’, but there was nothing kind in the way Lord Devaux treated her. There never had been.

“Yes, naturally.” He made his way back slowly. “I just hope Henrietta will be as useful as you’ve been,” he said, pausing at the door. “I’ll need someone to arrange my parties for me and to be my housekeeper. Although she was never very good at it before you took over, perhaps she has learned something from watching you do it for these past five years.”

“Why would Henrietta…”

“My cousin has turned out to be an excellent nanny for you, but she is worthless when it comes to dealing with adults,” Lord Devaux interrupted her. “We all have our talents, I suppose.” He then turned and looked at her with something that could be construed as grudging respect. “You have a natural talent—for housekeeping at least. If not for this.” He waved his stubby fingers vaguely around the room.

“Your talents have brought you a husband, Adriana. Er, your talents as hostess and housekeeper, that is.”

Adriana’s stomach lurched. “A husband? I don’t want…”

“If you think I care for a moment what you want…” her guardian began. He didn’t need to finish the sentence. Adriana knew he didn’t care one whit for her or for what she wanted. She took a deep breath, letting the familiar smell of her paints and turpentine soothe her.

“You cannot force me to marry,” she finally said, trying to keep the triumphant tone from her voice.

“Your father may have stipulated that you had the right to choose your own husband in his will, but that doesn’t mean that I can’t, er, help you decide.” A little smile flickered on his lips. “Either you marry the man I have chosen for you, or this, all of this,” he indicated everything in the room with a sweep of his eyes once more, “goes. I will never allow you to draw again.”

Spots began to dance in front of Adriana’s eyes and the tightness in her stomach made its way up to her throat. “You can’t do that,” she whispered.

A smile slowly grew on Lord Devaux’s face as he looked around the room. “Oh, yes, I can.”
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“AND THIS IS the northwest field.” Jonathan, the sixth Viscount Vallentyn held his horse steady, proudly looking over a large field filled with tall, green leafy plants.

For the life of her, Adriana couldn’t have told the difference between the northwest field and the southwest field, they all looked the same. Idly, she wondered if it was possible to actually die of boredom. If it was, her life was definitely in danger.

“Here we have another crop of barley. Last year it was wheat and next year it will lay fallow in preparation for another…”

Adriana let Lord Vallentyn’s voice fade away as she looked out over the rich, green and gold field.

She couldn’t decide whether she liked Lord Vallentyn better nervous and nearly silent as he had been when she had first met him the day before, or more relaxed and talkative as he was today.

Yesterday, every time he opened his mouth to say anything his mother had cut him off or immediately contradicted him. Today, without the terrifyingly formidable Lady Tatiana Vallentyn next to him, he was clearly much more at ease, freely describing all of the workings of his estate—in painstaking detail. Adriana nearly groaned in frustration.

No, she had to do this, she reminded herself unhappily. And just to be good, she occasionally truly did listen to Lord Vallentyn’s patter, so that she could make an appropriate comment, or ask a relevant question. After over thirty minutes of this, however, her patience was at an end.

This was such a waste of time. There was so much else that she needed to learn about Lord Vallentyn—not because she wanted to, necessarily, but because she had to. She had to find a good argument as to why her guardian should not force her to marry this man.

She was certain that if she could just find one thing that would convince Lord Devaux that her marriage to Lord Vallentyn would not be in his best interests, he would call off the whole thing. But what? What was it about Lord Vallentyn that her guardian would not like? Surely, there was something.

“My lord, yesterday you mentioned briefly that you do not actually like visiting London,” Adriana said, finally getting desperate enough to set aside good manners and take the plunge into changing the subject.

Lord Vallentyn stared at her with his mouth gaping open for a moment, completely flummoxed by her interruption. A lock of his dark brown hair blew into his eyes. With a careless hand, he brushed it back. “Oh, er, did I? Didn’t mean to. Let’s continue on to the northeast field, shall we?” Without waiting for her, he spurred his horse forward.

Adriana would not be put off so easily. “What are your views on the new enclosure laws, my lord?” Perhaps if he held opposing political views to Lord Devaux, then her guardian wouldn’t be able to sponsor him in Parliament and, in fact, wouldn’t want him there at all.

Lord Vallentyn paused, but only for a moment, before completely ignoring her question and going on with a detailed description of his plan for slowly moving more of his crops over to wheat. They had arrived at the next field, and Lord Vallentyn pulled his horse up so that Adriana could admire it while he went on with his monologue. As soon as they stopped, a large raven swooped down and landed on the ground next to them.

“Shoo!” Lord Vallentyn waved his arm at the bird. “Don’t understand why we are suddenly overrun with these creatures,” he commented, as the bird flew off.

With a frown, Adriana watched the bird as it circled above them, and then turned her attention back to Lord Vallentyn. There had to be something he and her guardian would disagree on. “What about the corn laws, my lord? Surely that will impact your plans for what to plant in the future?”

“I leave that up to those who have more knowledge than I,” he answered shortly, and then kicked his horse into motion once more. “I am sorry to hurry you, Miss Hayden, but I don’t like the look of those clouds,” he called back to her.

Adriana glanced up and had to agree that they did look menacing.

She and Lord Vallentyn were coming to the end of the fields, and she still hadn’t received any information she could actually use to get herself out of this marriage. Frustration simmered within her.

She had to find out something or else this whole excursion would have just been a waste of time. She didn’t know when she would have another chance to be alone with Lord Vallentyn and to speak with him candidly. Somehow, she was certain that he wanted to marry her as little as she wanted to marry him. If only he would admit it!

In desperation, she pulled her horse in front of Lord Vallentyn’s so that he was forced to stop.

She looked directly into his large pale blue eyes, which were now wide with surprise. His heavy brow drew down in concern, but she would not be stopped. “Please, my lord, be honest with me.” Adriana leaned toward him and held onto his gaze with her own. “Do you want this marriage as little as I do? If so, you must help me to find a way out of it.”

“I do not want this marriage, but it is useless to even try to get out of it. My mother has decided that we should marry, and so we shall.” Lord Vallentyn snapped his mouth shut, his eyes suddenly narrowing with suspicion.

Adriana shook her head in frustration. “I cannot simply let Lord Devaux blackmail me into marrying you, my lord. I am sorry.”

“Miss Hayden, are you…? Can you…?”

A flash of lightning pulled Adriana’s attention away. Only now did she notice that while they had been talking the wind had picked up. Lord Vallentyn had been right to worry. The gray clouds above had begun stirring themselves up into what looked like a significant storm. Luckily, the accompanying thunder took a few minutes to reach them. The rain was still some way off.

Lord Vallentyn’s voice had fallen to nearly a whisper, but the wind seemed to blow the word “magic” into her ear.

She didn’t know what he was referring to, but it didn’t matter. All that mattered now was finding some way out of this marriage. “My lord…”

He shook his head. “Miss Hayden, I am sorry that you, too, do not wish to marry, but you simply must accept it as I have. This is the way of the world. You are from a good family, have been trained…”

“I don’t care about any of that. I will not…”

The pounding of hooves interrupted her. A man rode toward them so quickly that, for a moment, she was afraid he would crash straight into them.

The rider stopped just short of where they stood. “My lord, there’s… a fire… the Drummond’s cottage… afraid it will spread… with this wind…” the man panted.

Adriana was surprised to see Lord Vallentyn immediately sit up straighter in his saddle and take charge of the situation. It was a completely different man who turned his horse in the direction the man had come. He paused for a moment and turned back to Adriana. “Miss Hayden, you must forgive me, I need to go. In any case, our conversation is at an end. There is no more to be said on this subject. Can you find your way back to the Abbey?”

“Yes, but…” Another burst of thunder drowned out what she was about to say and Lord Vallentyn did not wait to hear any more. With a quick nod, he and the man rode off in the other direction, disappearing from view within moments.

Adriana sighed. She would not give up this fight just because Lord Vallentyn had. Slowly walking her mare along the border of the forest that edged the last field they had visited, she tried to think of some way out of her difficult situation. It just wasn’t right. She was an adult and, as such, should be allowed to decide who, and if, she wanted to marry. Men had this right—well, most men. It seemed as if Lord Vallentyn was as bound to his mother’s will as she was to Lord Devaux’s.

The raven that had bothered Lord Vallentyn earlier landed in front of her horse, startling her. It took a few hops off to one side, seemed to look directly at her, and then flew up and away.

As she watched it go, she noticed the beauty of the wood next to her. What a good thing it was that she had thought to bring her sketch book along—that was just what she needed to make herself feel better and get her mind off of her problems, at least for a little while.

A glance up at the sky had her praying that the storm would hold off for just a little bit longer. If it didn’t, Adriana considered, well then, she would get wet. A few more minutes of freedom was worth a soaking any day.

A well–worn path leading into the dense woods teased her with its enticing twist around a large oak tree before disappearing immediately afterward. She longed to see where it led. She hesitated for only the briefest moment before giving a little click of her tongue and turning her horse onto the path.

The forest gloom could not block out her thoughts, and they wandered back to her problems. Even here in the silence of the woods, she found herself desperately wishing she could find some respite from all the horrible twists her life had suddenly taken.

She stopped her horse, and closed her eyes for a moment. Her problems would sort themselves out. She had to have faith that they would.

Taking a deep breath, she let the wind gently caress her. It blew over her eyes and her forehead, smoothing away the troubles that were causing her so much tension. It filled her nose with its fresh scent and allowed her mind to relax and empty.

She opened her eyes to a flash of lightning feeling wonderfully refreshed. Darkness had moved into the forest, deepening the colors all around her, but she could still see clearly ahead of her. It was so pleasant here in the woods with only the sound of the wind in the trees to disturb the absolute quiet. She would explore only a little bit further before turning back.


Chapter 2
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HEART POUNDING, BLOOD racing—he was free. Crouching down against the neck of his horse, Apollo, they moved as one. Skirting low branches, leaping over fallen trees, they flew through the forest, taking the sharp turns that threaded them through the closely growing trees.

The wind was hard in Morgan’s face, making his eyes water and his hair fly behind him. This was magic. This was true magic, and nothing could compare. If he closed his eyes, he could almost imagine himself speeding across open fields, down long straight roads, through towns and villages—riding away, far, far away.

Ah, they were approaching the stretch where there was an arrow–straight path through the trees—that beautiful straight–away where they could really run, at least for a short distance. Apollo increased his speed. Morgan knew that the horse was looking forward to this part where he could really stretch out his legs and gallop at full force. Morgan, himself, loved it because he could almost imagine himself free of these towering trees that pressed down on him constantly, never letting him go.

Morgan whispered into Apollo’s ear, “Yes! Go, boy, go.” He encouraged the horse, praising him as they approached the last tree that held them back.

A burst of fire exploded directly in front of them, the sound echoing in his ears.

Morgan’s arm shot up to protect his eyes and face. The horse reared and twisted under him, but instinct kept Morgan seated. He held on as tightly as he could as Apollo fell back onto his forelegs.

Within moments, Morgan was down, off the horse’s back trying to figure out what had just happened. His heart’s pounding reverberated in his ears.

The ground beneath his feet began to rumble with thunder, before the sound could even reach him. Morgan had never felt anything like this before—it was the strength of the earth, just barely contained.

But there was more. There was something… As the thunder rolled away, he heard it, like a voice in the rumbling of sound. It’s coming, be ready!

Morgan spun around, looking everywhere, but there was nothing out of the ordinary. Nothing but the forest surrounding him and the tree in front of him, from which smoke lazily snaked up into air. Following the trail of smoke through the thick canopy of trees, Morgan noticed wisps of grey clouds overhead.

A storm.

The tree had been hit by lightning. But there was more. The message had been clear, but he still didn’t understand it. What was coming?

Whatever it was, Morgan was ready. He had been ready for years. A sudden chill made him shudder for a moment, but it passed quickly. Could this be it? Could this be what he had been waiting for his whole life?

No matter what, he would be ready.

He turned back to Apollo. The horse was still shaken, so Morgan reached down inside of himself for calm.

Yes, that would help him too. It would help him be ready for whatever it was that was coming.

Slowly, gently, he stroked the horse’s soft muzzle, letting the calm flow from his hand into the animal. The horse settled down, but Morgan didn’t. Another flash of lightning lit the deepening gloom that was spreading through the forest in anticipation of the storm. The wind ruffled his hair.

He had work to do. If there was going to be a major storm, he would have visitors seeking his protection—many, many of them.
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ANOTHER DEEP ROLL of thunder shook the walls of the old barn, while the wind outside howled with fury as it picked up strength. The door to the barn smashed open and closed behind Morgan. The wooden building groaned at the onslaught.

Apollo whinnied and stomped his hooves in agitation. Morgan turned toward the horse, following his line of vision, but there was nothing—nothing other than a barn full of creatures of every sort.

There had better not be any fighting. Prey and predator were jammed into this too small space, but it would just be for a short time. Surely, they could control their instincts until the storm was over—they had before. But Apollo was clearly agitated.

“What…?” Morgan began, when from somewhere deep within the forest, he heard another horse shriek out in fright. This was followed by a loud crash, and an agonized scream.

One that sounded almost… human.

Morgan froze. How could that be? There was no one in this forest besides him. Neither his cousin nor his old nanny, who sometimes came to visit him, would ride out on a day like today. It must have been an animal.

Still, it was an animal in need. Morgan could almost feel the creature’s pain radiating out, calling to him for help.

And there was something else entwined with the need. Deep within him, he felt the same sensation he had had earlier—a sense of anticipation, of beckoning, of portent.

He looked down at the tiny foal in his arms. The poor thing was shaking with fright, and his mother was gently nipping at Morgan’s shirtsleeve—reminding him that he had been in the middle of doing something when the scream had distracted him.

Looking quickly around the barn filled with the animals he had brought with him and those which had come there on their own, Morgan swallowed a moment of panicked frustration. How were they all going to fit? If any more came… but there would be more, at least two—the horse he had heard and… whatever else had made that scream.

But there just wasn’t space!

Morgan squeezed into Apollo’s stall. The small pile of hay in the front corner would have to do for now. Gently settling the foal in the soft hay, he turned back to his horse. “Sorry about this, but you’ll just have share.”

The horse whinnied resignedly.

With the foal settled, Morgan turned to look for Oberon, his black Labrador.

“Oberon!” Morgan called out. His loud, deep voice caused some of the smaller animals to scurry for cover.

The dog trotted out of the last stall, where Morgan supposed he had been settling in the new litter of pups that a vixen had just brought in.

“I need you to watch over the animals. I’ll be back soon.” The dog barked his assent, and Morgan knew that he was leaving the creatures well cared for.

As soon as he stepped out of the door, Morgan was buffeted by the strong wind. Despite the urgency of the situation, he stopped and took a deep breath of the fresh air basking for a moment in the wonderful anticipation of the storm.

The expectant feeling he had sensed earlier overcame him once again. It was so close. He reached out with his mind. What was it? Then a thought stopped him.

Could it be? Could it be the destiny his nanny had whispered about as she had soothed him to sleep when he was a child? Could it possibly be exactly what he’d been waiting for all these years?

A flash of lightning arched overhead, sending a shiver of anticipation shooting through him. He loved a brilliant storm. It made him feel vibrantly, joyously alive. This new sensation just added fuel to his exhilaration.

Whatever it was that was coming, he would meet it head on.

He set off, running through the forest, weaving in and out of trees, avoiding the branches trying to reach out and grab hold of him. As a clap of thunder shook the ground, he exulted at the sensation. It was incredible to be out and a part of the storm.

His muscles flexed and flowed like the wind as he skipped over fallen debris, ducked under low branches, and moved rapidly through the closely grown forest. Flashes of waving branches caught his peripheral vision, but he kept moving forward toward whatever it was that had called out to him. He was moving toward his destiny—he knew it deep in his heart.

He ran faster, eager to get there—until a large half–fallen tree brought him up short. Morgan urgently shoved his shoulder against the trunk, frustrated at the delay. He needed to get through—now.

Amidst the rustling of the leaves and his own heavy breathing, he heard the horse’s agonized whinny again from somewhere to his left. The tree was wedged in tight. It wouldn’t budge. He would have to find another route, and quickly; the cries were becoming more distinct, urgent. His heart pounded in his ears as he doubled back, looking desperately around for a break in the growth. Within a minute, he found another path, and ran along it as fast as he could.

The sounds were closer. They almost seemed to be grunts or groans rather than cries, but he knew of no animal that would make such sounds. He was nearly there!

Finally, shielding his face with his arms, he leapt through the undergrowth into a newly made clearing. A flash of lightning illuminated the scene before him, but as he stood there panting, he could barely believe his eyes.

A sense of brilliant auburn hair glinting in the lightning—red and a touch of gold mixed in with the soft brown. Deep blue clothed arms reaching out from a slender form.

A girl?

Disappointment dropped in Morgan’s stomach. It wasn’t his destiny that had been calling out to him. His destiny didn’t lie with a girl.

It had been a trick, a cruel trick. He wanted to shout out his frustration. To scream down the heavens. How could this happen? He’d been so sure…

He took a deep breath and pushed aside his disappointment. The woman needed his help. She had called out to him and he, as always, would do everything he could in response.

Morgan took a step closer to her, his eyes flitting around the open space all around her. How odd it was that the trees held back, away from her.

She looked up at him then—and Morgan’s breath caught in his throat. A vibration hummed through his body. Through her pain–filled eyes there was something—something familiar. It was as if he knew her. Surely he’d never met her before. He certainly would have remembered meeting such a beautiful girl.

Her face was framed on one side by a lock of hair that had fallen from the loose knot at the top of her head. If it were not for the contortion of pain on her face, she would have been the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen. Tears slid over high cheekbones and down creamy white cheeks, falling toward pink lips.

A rush of heat rose within him, and he pulled his eyes away from her face with difficulty.

Pushing aside these peculiar feelings, he focused his mind instead on rescuing her. He instantly saw her problem—a tree had fallen onto her leg, pinning her down. She was trying to push it off, but it was an impossible task, and she moaned and cried with the effort and pain.

She looked up at him again as he approached her, a gust of wind blowing her radiant hair from her face.

He was struck by the allure of her shining green eyes, her tears magnifying the brilliance of their color. The exact color of new leaves in spring, they were filled with a pain that touched his heart.

Squatting down next to the young woman, he stroked away the tension in her face. As he did so, however, heat surged again into his hands and down his body. He swallowed hard, looking deeply into her eyes. They were as familiar to him as his own, and their depths pulled him in. These were eyes he could drown in.

But not now. Now he could feel her pain as if it were his own. He had to help her.

Running his thumbs across her forehead, he wiped away her fears, all the while holding her gaze. Making his voice as soft and soothing as possible, he said, “Be calm. It is all right. I am here.”

He felt her give a deep, shuddering sigh as she quieted, as every animal did at his touch. He then moved to the tree. It was a good–sized one, and had probably been standing in this forest for more than fifty years. Straddling it just next to her, he fitted his hands underneath as far as they would go, and bent his knees.

His eyes still fixed on hers, he said quietly, “When I lift, pull your leg out.”

She nodded her understanding, tears still streaming down her face as a testament to her pain. He took a deep breath, focusing his energies. Muscles knotting at the effort, he lifted the enormous tree trunk.

It was not much, merely a few inches, but it was enough.

The woman quickly backed away so her leg came out from underneath. As soon as she was clear, he let go, and the tree fell once again with a thump and a rustle of leaves.

Morgan knelt next to her as she sat crying softly. He admired her for her forbearance. Still, he did what was natural to him, calming her once again with a stroke of his hands down soft pale cheeks. He knew just how to calm her, how to make her feel better—and it thrilled him that he knew this.

“Calm, now. It is all right,” he said, looking deeply into her eyes and willing his voice to soothe her and ease her fears.

Her breathing slowed, but he could sense that she was still in a great deal of pain.

He moved back to her injured leg and lifted her skirt away just enough to bare her calf. Luckily, the bone had not broken through the skin. All he needed to do was to lay her leg straight once more, the bones aligned with each other.

He wrapped his hands around her delicate leg, to ease away the pain and mend the hurt. He could already feel the tattered tendons, nerves and bone obeying the heat of his touch as they moved together…

And then he stopped, snatching his hands away as if they were burned by her skin.


Chapter 3


[image: ]



FURY FLARED IN Lady Tatiana Vallentyn’s breast.

“Vallentyn! What are you doing here looking like a chimney sweep? Where is Miss Hayden? Where have you been?” Tatiana wanted answers, now.

Jonathan turned around and slowly descended the two steps he had just taken up the broad staircase. His face was streaked with soot, as were his hands and clothes.

“I beg your pardon, Mother. I was just on my way upstairs to get cleaned up. There was a fire and I was forced to leave Miss Hayden in order to attend to it.”

He stopped speaking abruptly, his eyes widening. “Is she not here? She said she would return to the Abbey when I left her.”

Tatiana gritted her teeth together in a vain attempt to control her anger. “Fool!” she spat. She turned from him and accosted the footman who was standing at attention just inside the front door.

“Has Miss Hayden returned yet?” she asked.

He clasped his hands together in front of him to stop them from shaking so obviously. “No. No, my lady. I have not seen her.”

Tatiana turned once more, rounding on her son, who was looking like an idiot with his mouth hanging partially open.

“I don’t understand,” he said helplessly. “She said she knew her way back. We were just about to return when I was informed of the fire. She said she would continue on by herself.”

“And why were you on your way back so early? Why were you not courting her like I told you?”

“I took her on a tour of the estate and we, um, conversed. She seemed to be getting a bit tired, however…”

“Conversed? I sincerely hope you didn’t bore her to tears by prattling on about your farm?”

“No! We spoke of other subjects as well. Of, er, my plans to enter parliament, the new enclosure laws and the Corn Laws. I believe she is quite interested in such things.”

Tatiana didn’t believe her son for a minute. He clearly believed he was telling the truth, however—either that or he had suddenly attained the ability to hide his true feelings from her. She decided to let him go on this point.

“Then you should have seen her safely into the house before going off on your foolish errand.”

“It…” Jonathan wisely stopped before attempting to defend himself. He had learned well not to antagonize her any more than was necessary, she thought with satisfaction. All but one of her children had learned that valuable lesson when they were young, and that one child had been banned from the family home, never to be spoken of.

“Yes, Mother. I am sorry. I did not stop to think,” Jonathan said, hanging his head, both to show his guilt and to avoid looking into her eyes.

She knew his tricks, but this time she was not going to allow him to get away with them. Too much was at stake here.

“You are an imbecile, Jonathan. A worthless idiot. I give you one simple task, and you cannot even handle that,” she hissed. He flinched and held his arms protectively over his chest as her words cut into him. “This girl needs soft words, not talk of enclosure laws. You must court her. If you don’t, it will be that much more difficult to convince her to marry you. Need I remind you that you must marry someone with clout in order to make your mark in Parliament?”

Tatiana allowed her voice to soften. “You will be great, Jonathan. You will be powerful. But you need the contacts that Devaux and this girl can give you. There is no one who can ease your way into the upper echelons of Parliament better than Devaux.”

“Yes, Mother.” Jonathan stared down at the floor. She knew what he was thinking. She could sense his dissatisfaction, his unhappiness. Eventually, he would be grateful. Once he became powerful among men, he would thank her for making it possible. He would understand.

She softened her tone even further, stroking him gently with her words. “Go then. Get changed and cleaned up. You will need to look your best this evening in order to continue your wooing of Miss Hayden.”

He sighed softly and dropped his arms back down to his sides. “Yes, Mother.” With a small bow, he left her presence and went up to his room.

“You,” she said to the footman, “I will take care of you now. Join me in the solarium.” He bowed low and, quaking, followed her as she continued on her way toward the back of the house.
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HE COULDN’T. HE couldn’t heal her.

Morgan sat back. If he healed her, he would be putting his life at risk.

This woman was a stranger, even though he felt as if he knew her. But what if she told someone that he had healed her leg with his hands? They would come and find him—they could even put him to death. His entire family would be in danger then.

He looked once again at the girl who sat crying quietly. She was being so brave, but her agony tore at his heart. He could sense how much effort she was using to control herself and deal with the pain. Never had he seen a girl behave with such strength in a situation like this. Surely, she wouldn’t tell anyone?

The wind whipped around both of them, swirling around the small clearing. The storm was approaching quickly.

The young woman raised her face to him, her green eyes overflowing pools of pain. Reflecting the green of the thrashing branches overhead, they somehow pulled Morgan deep into them. They pleaded with him to do something, to help her. He could not bear to see her hurting in this way—but the fire that raced through his veins was not just one of compassion. He was drawn to her as he had never been drawn to anyone before. She sparked feelings in him—feelings he didn’t quite understand, but without a doubt, he knew he had to help her. He had to heal her—no matter what the consequences.

He ran a hand down her soft cheek once more, this time reveling in the flames that surged through him as he did so. “It will be all right,” he said softly.

Then, placing his hands once again around her leg, he focused his eyes on the broken bone and concentrated. Slowly, his magic began to build again. It moved from all parts of his body, like a tingling sensation, to converge in his hands. His palms grew hot with magical heat binding the bone back together.

The girl gasped as her leg heated and healed. He saw her eyes come back into focus as she relaxed now that the pain was gone. He watched, fascinated, as she wiped away the tears from her face, leaving muddy streaks down her soft, white cheeks.

With his eyes still fixed on her face, Morgan ran his hands a little further up her leg and then along the other. His hands still tingled as he felt her slender, shapely limbs. Never before had his hands felt like this after mending bones—usually the magic went away immediately, but he had never mended a stranger’s bones before—perhaps there was something different in that.

Or perhaps it was her.

With a gasp, she quickly freed herself from his touch, curling her legs underneath her and moving her skirt down to cover herself.

“I am checking for other breaks,” Morgan said, sitting back. It was the truth, but it had also been extremely pleasant feeling her legs. He could not deny that.

“There are none, thank you,” she said gently, but firmly. Then she paused as if about to say more. “How, how did you…?”

The wind whipped her hair into her face, and she had to stop speaking to remove it from her mouth.

Morgan looked up at the sky and silently thanked the wind for coming to his aid. He could not risk her learning any more about him—already he had done too much. There was no doubt that there would be repercussions from his actions.

“There is no time for that,” he said, standing up and moving away from her. “You must return quickly—before the rain comes,” he said, fervently wishing that he could ask her to stay. But there were too many reasons why she couldn’t.

He moved to her horse and stroked the animal’s nose, looking into its eyes to calm its fright. Then, with practiced ease, he felt down each of its legs, checking for injuries.

When he turned around, he saw that the young woman had managed to stand up, if a bit unsteadily. He noted the confusion clearly mirrored in her face as she realized that her leg would take her weight.

“Who are you? Why do I feel as if I know you? Have we met?” she asked, approaching him slowly and trying to secure her long hair back at the same time.

Morgan nearly dropped the reins in his hand. She felt it too?

“Have you ever been to these parts before?” he asked.

“No, never.”

“Then we could not have met. But,” he paused and took a few steps closer to her, “I feel it too—as if I know you, but I don’t. I couldn’t.”

She reached out and put a hand on his arm. Looking up into his eyes, she held his gaze for a moment and then said softly, “Please, tell me who you are.”

“My name is Morgan, but…” another flash of lightning arced overhead, catching his attention.

That was odd. He had told her his name without intending to do so.

The roll of thunder immediately followed the lightening. He shook his head and pushed aside his confusion. There wasn’t time for this—the storm was nearly upon them. “You really must go.”

He reached out and wrapped his hands around her slender waist, lifting her easily. As if they’d done this a hundred times before, she rested her hands comfortably on his shoulders. Her skin felt warm through the thin material of her dress, and he was tantalized by her sweet smell… elusive, unidentifiable, but reminding him of the first wildflowers of spring. A fierce desire to hold her close to his own body overwhelmed him.

A strong gust of wind blew directly in his face. Yes, he agreed silently with it, he had to resist these traitorous urges. Already he had placed himself in jeopardy by healing her. How much more stupid could he be?

He placed her gently on the saddle. Whispering softly in the mare’s ear, he gave it a slap on the rump and then watched as the horse took off in the direction of the stables.

Morgan stayed where he was, concentrating on the sky, willing the storm to wait until the girl reached the Abbey. Yes, he had recognized the horse as one belonging to his brother, Jonathan, Lord Vallentyn.

He turned in the direction the girl had gone and found her straining to look back at him. She was… enthralling, but he did not have the time to wonder who she was or why she was visiting his family.

He took a deep breath, savoring the prelude of the rain in the air. He could still sense the lingering anticipation of his destiny—or whatever it was. But now, it had changed. There was still tension charging the air, but no longer did he feel as if something was coming. In fact, that sensation was almost entirely gone.

Had he missed it? Had his chance come and gone? Was he doomed to live in this forest forever?

No, he couldn’t, he wouldn’t, believe that to be true.


Chapter 4
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THE WIND LASHED around Adriana as she rode to the stables. She wasn’t sure if she was directing the horse or if it was following orders from the mysterious man she had met in the woods. He had certainly said something to the horse. Was it possible that he could communicate with animals as well as heal bones?

Adriana nearly laughed at her fanciful thoughts. Men could not heal bones with a touch. Nor could she know a man she’d never met. But she did know him. Everything about him had been familiar and comforting. How could this be? She needed to think this through, but of much more immediate concern was the storm overhead, and the slate–colored clouds looming ominously. She needed to get back to the Abbey quickly.

Much to her amazement, she made it to the house just before the storm broke. The moment she was inside, there was a great crack of lightning followed immediately by a booming of thunder that shook the old stones of Vallentyn Abbey. Rain pelted down from the sky in relief.

Adriana looked out from the doorway and took a deep breath, smelling the wonderful, fresh smell of the first raindrops hitting the ground. She was tempted to go back out into the storm—to be a part of it, to feel the cool water against her warm skin. She took a small step forward, wondering if she actually dared to go back out.

A large dog came and stood very close to her. He looked as undecided as she felt, only he stood with one paw in front of her. It was as if he was intending to block her from leaving the house.

“Adriana! What do you think you are doing? Where have you been?”

With a start she turned around and saw her guardian, Lord Devaux, bearing down on her from across the great hall. She stood up taller and moved away from the door toward the staircase in the center of the hall. All thoughts of going out into the storm disintegrated like dust at her feet. Her guardian, worse than the harshest governess, was here to see that she did not do anything daring or fun.

“I was out riding. If you will excuse me, sir.”

He stopped her at the bottom of the stairs and narrowed his little blue eyes at her as he did every time she returned from being out. What he was thinking when he did that? Was he looking for some evidence of misconduct?

If so, then he was, once again, to be sorely disappointed. She smiled at him, secure in her innocence.

“Lord Vallentyn returned nearly an hour ago and was concerned that you had not returned before him. Where have you been?” he said, his voice high with annoyance.

The large oak door closed behind them with a boom that echoed through the medieval hall—shutting out the storm, shutting out her freedom.

Adriana flinched. Her precious moments of liberty were gone, but she would hold onto whatever she could—she had to.

“I was enjoying the fresh country air,” she said in a firm, but quiet voice. “Now, if you will excuse me, I need to change and put away my sketchbook.”

He took a step back, eyeing her sketchbook with distaste. “See that you hide it well. We do not want anyone seeing that rubbish.”

Her guardian knew so well how to hurt her. She would not give him the satisfaction of showing it, however. She turned away from him and began up the stairs, her pace slow and dignified.

Her steps quickened after she reached the top of the stairs. By the time she reached her room at the end of the long corridor, she was nearly running.

Throwing open the double doors that led from her room out onto the balcony facing the back of the house, she allowed the storm to blow the hurt and tension from her mind and body. The curtains framing the door flew out behind her as the wind and rain gusted in.

Adriana did not mind. She stood just inside the door watching the magnificent storm play out as if solely for her own enjoyment.

Taking a deep breath of the cool air, she closed her eyes and allowed the wind and rain to wash over her.

Freedom. This is what it would feel like. Like the wind and the rain going wherever it willed, like a bird soaring over the land, like the waves of a briny ocean. Freedom was the knowledge that she could leave any time, or stay and do whatever she wanted. Freedom, however, was not something that Adriana had—only something she longed for with every ounce of her being.

Enjoying the feel of the storm, she could pretend that, for the moment at least, it was hers.

In her mind’s eye, she saw again the black, piercing eyes of the man in the wood. Morgan. She shivered at the memory of the fire in those eyes when he had held her leg and mended the bone.

Quickly, she spun around and grabbed up her sketchbook. With a few quick strokes of her pencil, she captured those eyes before they faded from her memory. Filling in the dark pupils, she stared at them as they stared back at her.

The fire was there. His eyes looked at her with an intensity that sent a rush of heat through her.

That same fascination, the deep feeling as if she knew him, overcame her as she stared into his black eyes in the center of her white sheet of paper.

The eyes needed a face.

She sketched in Morgan’s features around his eyes. His slightly curving eyebrows, his long straight nose and his mouth. She drew his mouth very slowly and carefully, making his bottom lip full and his top lip thin.

She imagined what it would be like to kiss those lips. They would be warm and gentle. She looked again at what she had drawn, and noticed a slight smile to his lips. Yes, he was a kind man. And set now in his face, his eyes showed him to be thoughtful as well.

She drew the outline of his face, shading in his high cheekbones and strong chin. And then his hair. He had long, wavy black hair. Adriana’s pencil took many long curving strokes in drawing his hair, reveling in its thick softness.

She added the lines of his neck and the top of his shoulders. They were broad shoulders. Strong shoulders. Perfect for relying on. She knew he would care for her and make her happy.

She sat back and studied her drawing. Yes. She had captured the man with her pencil. In careful lettering she added his name, “Morgan” to the bottom of the page and then the date, 5 May, 1815.

She was very pleased. She had never drawn a person before, only inanimate objects and nature. Storms were a passion of hers, as were sunsets, violent seas and swift rivers.

It depended on her mood what she drew or painted. When she was happy, which was not too often, she painted sunrises and sunsets with a beautiful blending of all the muted colors. When she was angry, it was a storm or a violent sea that flowed onto her canvas with its grays, blues and black. When she was feeling trapped in her London
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