PREFACE

Aron Hale jerked upright from sleep with a scream of denial torn from his throat, his hand clutching at his chest to stem the flow of blood that covered him. Or had, just moments ago. Shaking with emotion, he ran a hand through his damp curling hair and tried to calm his breathing as fragmented images filled his mind. Taking a steadying breath, he found himself relieved that it had only been a dream or nightmare as it were. Glancing at the bedside table, the neon red of the clock screamed the time and he groaned as he pulled himself from the bed, his thoughts still a mess when he flipped on the light in the bathroom. Leaning over the sink he splashed water on his face and tried his best to make sense out of what he remembered of the dream, his frustration disappearing in shock when he straightened and saw his reflection in the mirror.
Jumping backward with an oath, he looked down at his bare chest to see nothing a miss and his head jerked back up to look at his reflection in the mirror, his mind spinning as the half dozen or so scars on his torso disappeared like sand in the wind. Shaken and not willing to admit it he chalked it up to the strange dream and left the bathroom, his thoughts shifting past the physical pain to what he was feeling emotionally, and he was nearly leveled by the depth of his disparity. Lying back down he took a deep breath and tried to shake the feeling of loss, his slow exhale relaxing the tense muscles in his shoulders as he tried to push the images from his mind and concentrate on more pleasant thoughts. Closing his eyes he was just drifting off when he heard her soft voice hushed in a whisper, her words echoing dreamily in his mind.
“I love you.” A dimpled smile found his lips and he opened his eyes to see her beautiful face, her blue eyes full of laughter as she smiled down at him, her voice filling with jest as she tucked a dark curl behind an ear. “I knew you were faking…”
He laughed as he sat up and pushed her over, the glorious sunshine of the afternoon unseen to him in the light of the woman in his arms, and his voice filled with pride as he marveled at her beauty. “And I knew you loved me.”
The playful light in her eyes disappeared as she reached up to lay a hand on his cheek, a glimmer of tears in her eyes as she mouthed the word ‘forever’ before her hand buried in his hair and she pulled him into a passionate kiss.
Jerking violently in his sleep, Aron could still feel the touch of her lips even as her terrorized screams startled him awake and he sat up with a low oath, his hand rising to rub the throbbing ache forming in his temple. He had never experienced dreams like these; they were too vivid, too real. In some way, they seemed more like memories and it confused him because he could still close his eyes and see her face, but he did not know who she was. He knew her, he could feel the softness of her hair, the touch of her hand, hear the sound of her voice and feel the depth of her love, but he hadn’t a clue as to who she was and it was going to drive him crazy, he just knew it. With another glance at the clock, he threw back the covers and rose to dress, deciding a brisk ride on the English coast might be just what he needed to chase the demons away and clear his head. An hour later, he stared out at the sea that was lapping at his horse’s underbelly and pondered his sanity, the sunrise before him unseen as he thought of her kiss.
Aron’s mood hadn’t improved any by the time he joined the rest of his family for breakfast and his bratty little sisters first comment to him didn’t help matters any. “Did you know you died today?” 
Annette’s first concern had been her son’s paleness and when Rose’s question made it worsen, she was quick to reprimand her for her rudeness. “Rose, that’s quiet enough about that nonsense. Are you alright son, you look pale?”
Scoffing at his mothers concern his attention turned to his sister’s odd question, trying to keep his tone neutral as he poured a cup of coffee from the side table. “That’s a fine way to greet your brother first thing in the morning Rosie, what are you babbling about this time?”
Reaffirmed by his interest Aron was hard pressed to keep up with the 10-year-old’s sudden enthusiasm. “Dead man’s hall. I was walking through there this morning and noticed that your picture has today’s date on it as the day you died.”
Annette sighed heavily as she sat her cup down, her firm tone holding an edge of anger as she glared at her daughter. “Stop saying it like that, it’s not Aron’s portrait.”
Rose looked at her mother as if she’d gone daft, her tone much to assured for a child her age. “Well it has his name on it, and he looks just like him.”
Annette shook her head, scoffing at Rose’s nonsense. “He does not, and when did you develop such an overactive imagination?”
Rose glanced at Aron leaned casually against the side bar and back at her mother, her tone laced with open sarcasm. “When was the last time either one of you went down that hallway or even glanced at the relics staring at you as you did so?”
Aron knew for himself it had been at least eight years since he hadn’t much call to venture into that wing of the castle since he moved his rooms, but he shrugged it off the best he could in front of them as he moved to leave. “Well never the less, I’ll be sure to stay close today. Just to be sure.”
Rose elbowed him in the stomach for his mockery as he leaned down to kiss the top of her head, her finger shaking at her snickering mother. “I’m not daft so you can stop looking at me like I’m loony Aunt Mary.”

Not ten minutes later Annette found her son standing in front of said mentioned painting, the forlorn expression on his face almost as disturbing as the likeness Aron had matured into and her voice was soft as she walked up behind him and laid a hand on his shoulder. “Aron, what’s wrong?”
His eyes never left the painting but the seriousness of his words deepened her concern about his well-being. “I think I dreamed about his death last night.”
Annette’s hand fell as she took a step backward, a slight nervousness in her low voice. “Aron, that’s… 
Aron turned suddenly, the troubled look in his dark eyes echoing in his voice as he cut her off. “Ridiculous? Then you explain it to me mum. Explain to me why I woke in the dark fighting for breath with the taste of blood in my mouth, the weight of a sword in my hand, and his memories crowding my brain, because I can’t.”

CHAPTER ONE

Waking with a start, his movements caused a wave of dizziness to wash over his dying body and he fought to focus as the night mist fell over a forest floor he knew to be strewn with bodies. The clouds obscuring the pale light of the moon broke into thin wisps to reveal the nightmare that lay just beyond his feet and again he felt remorse for the deaths of the young archers. They’d been assured this was a safe path for them, yet the ambush had been quick and merciless, and the small unit he had been riding with had stood no chance against an enemy that attacked from the darkness of night.
Not that it mattered, it hadn’t mattered since the fourth arrow had found him and he felt a moments regret for his vengeful thoughts, he should be praying for his sins, preparing himself for death, but instead he lie there looking oddly like a porcupine and contemplating retaliation on an enemy that had no face. His greatest wish was that he had insisted on his own detail, not only because they were more experienced  but also because under his King’s banner he did not know for certain if the attack was directed toward him, or Henry. 
Whoever the villain, he had ears in the highest places though because there were only few who had known he had left the battlefield to collect the new unit, not to mention the path they had taken. Again, he chastised his thoughts. He’d had too much time to contemplate his death and was beginning to crave the blessed peace of unconsciousness. There was a cold numbness beginning to settle in his body but his brain seemed oblivious to the fact he was dying. At least until hit by the periodic waves of pain that left him laboring for breath, and then his mortality was not a question. His handsome features relaxed as another gripping pain subsided and he stilled as a faint sound found his ear, straining to hear for what he was positive he’d imagined until he heard her again.
He had a thought to call for help until he saw them, and thinking death was finally nearby, felt fear for the first time that night. Two cloaked figures walked the wooded path illuminated in an ethereal glow as they talked softly in the darkness, the unnatural light surrounding them alarming him until the sudden despair in the woman’s voice eased his fear and touched the protective nature within him. With his death forgotten, he found himself focusing all his remaining strength on the sound of her voice, willing them closer so that he might understand what they said.
***

Tessa followed her brother through the twist of trees, her frown deepening with his every word as her spirit sank to a new depth. “Are you telling me I am stuck here? For how long Drew? I can’t stay here, this place is barbaric.”  
With a deep sigh Drew stopped and looked at his sister, his hand rising to touch her cheek, then falling at the last moment because it would do no good. “The council feels it is necessary until they figure out what’s going on or we secure her safety, if he found you too ...” 
Tessa held up a hand to silence him, her head shaking slowly as guilt weighted her voice. “I understand the necessity of my exile Drew but I never imagined it would lead me into the dark ages.” 
Drew sighed as he shrugged slightly, his logical tone grating on the last of his sister’s nerves. “Without knowing his objective this is the safest place for you right now, it’s the only place he’ll not be able to find you so you have to try harder to blend in Tess.” 
Tessa glared at her brother with ice blue eyes that could fell a man in a second, her sarcasm heavy as she continued her walk. “Right, like I will ever blend in here. Did Sonia or the council even take into consideration what is happening here? King Henry is smashing castles all over England and everyday this war grows closer to Valmont, what am I supposed to do if it’s attacked after the old man leaves? Even now, he readies his troops for battle elsewhere and they will not return Drew, his sons are dead and he is determined to avenge them and when he falls they will look to me for direction and I can’t do it.” 
Drew thought she was being overly dramatic about it all and scoffed at the slight quiver in her voice as he followed. “Can’t do what brat? You live in a castle with maids waiting on you hand and foot and you can’t do it?” 
Their light had barely touched the edge of the picturesque glen when she felt the pain and suffering of those that lay dead at their feet, her eyes welling with tears as she looked at Drew angrily and pointed to the carnage left behind. “This is what I can’t do, these people kill each other without batting an eye, and I’m supposed to sit back and do needlepoint and wait for the council to decide when it’s safe for me to come home? I’d rather face Cole than stay here surrounded by death.” 
Drew wished he could hold his sister, to comfort her somehow but his magic wasn’t as strong as the twins and he could only visit as a mere shadow of himself, a bodiless image that could offer her nothing but a sympathetic ear. “Don’t say that Tess. He is only using Ashlyn to gain your cooperation; everyone knows you’d do anything for her, unfortunately, for now, this is it.” When huge tears spilled over her inky black lashes and streaked her porcelain cheeks Drew sighed heavily, at a loss for what to do to ease her mind as she looked at the ground with great sadness. “Come away Tessa, they’re all dead, there’s nothing you can do here.” 
Tessa tried to push the pain from her mind only to feel death anew and her hands covered her face as she choked on a sob, the tragedy before her too much to bear. “Please don’t cry.”  With tears clogging in her throat Tessa stilled as the softly accented voice filled her head, the hairs on the back of her neck standing on end when she felt his waning energy. Looking back to Drew her eyes pleaded for understanding, her words low and certain. “They are not all dead.”

Disbelief registered quickly as she turned toward the outlying tree line and Drew took a steadying breath as he shook his head, his voice filling with warning. “Don’t Tessa, you know you mustn’t interfere.”
She stopped and looked at Drew indignantly, her set jaw warning him that she was going to be stubborn. “Don’t tell me what to do.” 
Drew resisted the urge to stomp his foot, his voice rising in defiance at her boldness. “Tessa Brianna you will not interfere with these people’s lives, come away from here and let these people rest.” 
Tessa stopped suddenly, her raven black curls spilling from her cloak as she spun on her brother angrily. “Rest? What about my rest? Do you think I can walk away from here and rest knowing I left him here to die? I’m sick of everyone telling me to look beyond this Drew, because I can’t. Everyday orphans arrive at the gates of Valmont seeking refuge because of this war. It’s everywhere I look and I will not ignore it when it’s right in front of me.”

Drew wished he could grab her and shake some sense into her because he knew she mostly did this in rebellion against the council for putting her here. “Tessa there could be repercussions to this beyond anything you can imagine. You have no idea who he is, and he could be one of Cole’s…” 
Tessa interrupted as she continued her path, her indignant tone grating on his nerves. “If he were, he would not be so close to death. And be he Knight, Lord, or King, I will not let him die at my feet Drew.”
Drew stayed rooted to the spot, the violent spirit of death giving him the creeps as he gave into her wishes. “If you must interfere, do it, and be away from here, there is too much negative energy for my taste.”

His attitude was beginning to grate on Tessa’s nerves; he wasn’t the one that had to live amongst these people, to feel their life force leaving their bodies even as their spirits fought so hard to live. “That much power would kill him all at once, he will have to regenerate slowly, back at Valmont with me.” 
Drew shook his head, his infallible logic falling on deaf ears. “No Tess, bad idea. Look around you, everyone here is dead and he’s supposed to be among them, what happens when they’re found and he’s not? They’ll come looking for him, that’s what; you know you can not do this!” 
It was with great anger that Tessa spun and swept her hand over the clearing, her actions creating a loud rumple of thunder and a crack of lightening that illuminated the glen with a brilliant light. When the rumble faded the glen was again peaceful, every body, every piece of armor, every drop of blood darkening the grass erased, leaving nothing but her clear angry voice as she glared at her brother and all but dared him to deny her. “Do NOT tell me what to do!”
Her blatant defiance fueled Drew’s ire and he took an angry a step toward her, his voice full of disbelief. “Tessa, you know excessive use of your powers can draw him to you...” 
Tessa cut him off with a glare that would have hurt him in the flesh and he knew that by experience. “I do not need you to remind me of my risk or of anything else since I have nothing else to think of in this hell I have been banished too. So if you are through baiting me you can leave, since you are of no use here.”  
Drew took offense to her dismissal, her remark hitting him too close to an open wound. “Not all of us are as gifted as you and Ashlyn, Tessa. I’m sorry to be such a disappointment to you.” 
Opening her mouth to apologize she snapped it shut again when he disappeared and took the light with him, his childish behavior leaving her in the dark. Taking a breath to calm herself the soft light returned with her first step toward the man leaned haphazardly against a near tree, her objective still unclear in her mind. 
She hadn’t been sure what she’d find but she had never expected him to be looking at her with eyes full of curiosity and surprise was evident in her voice as she gathered her skirts and knelt beside him, contemplating how she should proceed. “How in God’s name are you conscious?” 
He was instantly relieved to hear His name pass her lips and even through the dirt, mud and blood he impressed her with a dimpled grin, his voice barely audible as he looked up at her with dark soulful eyes heavily fringed with black lashes. “Waiting on an angel?” 
The irony in that comment made Tessa chuckle, her soft voice heavy with amusement as she searched for the buckles to the arrow riddled armor covering his chest. “You aren’t ready for angels just yet, but if you were, I wouldn’t be one of them.”
There was a flicker of uncertainty in his eyes when he grabbed her hand, the quickness of his movements making Tessa jump as he looked beyond her to the empty ground where the slain men had rested. “Where are they?” 
Regretting her show of anger she reached up to smooth a dark curl from his forehead, her eyes full of understanding as she looked at him softly. “Wherever their hearts desired, its okay, you don’t have to be afraid.”
Releasing her hand he gave her what he hoped was a sarcastic look and scoffed at the notion of being afraid of something so tiny. “Of you?”
Impressed by his spunk she smiled brilliantly, her soft laughter easing some of the doubt in his eyes. “Well, of course not, how silly of me.”
He could only grunt in response as she leaned over and lifted the armor from his chest, amazed when she did so without effort and without him feeling the arrows leave his body. His relief, however short lived, faded when she looked at his wounds and her eyes filled with sorrow. With every major organ in ruins Tessa had no clue how he was still breathing, much less talking but she did know he would soon be dead without her and she forced herself to make the decision of whether or not to cross that boundary. 
“That bad?”
His whisper was barely audible and Tessa looked at him sadly as she nodded, willing him to sleep as she took his hand in hers. “What’s your name?”
Another pain took him he closed his eyes against the darkness that threatened and fought to stay awake, his answer given through clinched teeth. “Aron”
Tessa smoothed the hair from his forehead, her hand tightening around his as she leaned close to his ear and reassured him of his coming death. “Don’t worry Aron, you won’t remember.”
The finality of her soft voice filled him with panic as strange warmth began to seep into his body, and his voice was almost defiant as he forced his eyes open and looked up into her beautiful face. “I will never forget you.”

There was an intensity in his gaze that altered Tessa’s decision and she defied her laws and pushed the boundary to change his course, smiling to herself as he drifted into oblivion. With his distracting gaze diverted, she took a steadying breath to slow her racing heart and concentrated on the task in front of her, the glen again growing dark and quiet with their absence.
