
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Darken’s Challenge

J C Gordon

Cover Art designed using Canva AI Magic Design

Edited by Alison Lambert

––––––––

This book is a work of fiction and any resemblance to persons, living or dead, or places, events or locales is purely coincidental. The characters are products of the author’s imagination. 

This is a reverse harem story with a strong female lead with five fated mates. Contains mature themes including strong language, injury detail and steamy romance. 18+

––––––––

Copyright 2025 J C Gordon 


Acknowledgements

Special thanks to Alison Lambert for working tirelessly on Darken’s Challenge and for all her support and encouragement as we worked together to get this book ready for publishing.

Also, my heartfelt thanks to all my loyal readers who continue to support and follow me over the years. Thank you for taking a chance on this new series, it’s very much appreciated.

Darken’s Challenge – House of Darken Book Two

One down, four to go. If anyone would have told Larissa Darken that she had five soulmates she would have laughed in their faces. Seriously, wasn’t one stubborn alpha male enough to deal with? Apparently not according to the fates because no sooner had she tamed her mercurial Vampire Cruz Montagu, a stubborn, beautiful Light Angel decided to make her life difficult...oh and also help to turn her head so much she’d managed to allow herself to be abducted and beaten up into the bargain. He thought he wasn’t good enough for her? Well, she was going to disabuse him of that notion right away, even if she had to kick his butt to do so.

Ezrah Milinmar was frozen inside, he knew it, his friends knew it so why the hell did Lark refuse to accept it? He didn’t do tenderness. He didn’t do gentle touches and soft kisses. He had rules that all his women followed, and Lark was not that kind of woman so she was out of bounds. Only she didn’t see it quite that way. No matter how many times he tried to tell her, how brutal he was in the telling, Lark merely saw it as a challenge and kept coming back for more and it was getting harder and harder to keep his distance. No matter how hard he fought to resist her, when he closed his eyes all he could see were Lark’s stunning blue eyes looking back at him. But would she still look at him that way when she found out what he’d done. Because Ezrah Milinmar destroyed everyone who loved him, and he couldn’t destroy this beautiful, exquisite woman who made him dream of a better life. One that he did not deserve.
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Chapter One
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Ezrah Milinmar headed up to his dorm room, fury flowing through him, wondering how the fuck he could have screwed up so badly when he had been so sure he was in complete control. His day had been going so well, until a message arrived from his mother, the Prime High Lady of House Milinmar wanting to know what his intentions were with regards to his most recent dalliance with Felicity Milinmar. No relation of course.

Each House had a ruling family and members took the familial name of whoever was ruling at the time. Ezrah’s family had ruled the Light Angels since the end of the Supernatural/human war a millennia ago, and he was next in line to rule once his mother decided to stand down, and he’d reached the age of ruling majority too which was twenty-one. He was just over a year to that milestone and his mother didn’t appear to be in any rush to step down, so he had a least some time before he would have to take on the mantle of responsibility.

His mother’s message had set him off and he’d went looking for Felicity. He’d known she had orchestrated his mother finding out about them, even though he had made it abundantly clear that he had no feelings towards her, nor did he intend to develop any. She was only in his bed so they could both indulge in their sexual needs, nothing would come of their dalliance, but she had decided to test him, and he was going to make sure that she knew in no uncertain terms that not only had her little attempt at entrapment not worked, but she’d never grace his bed again.

Of course that should have been a simple task but no, not only had it been a pain in his ass reprimanding Felicity but who had to show up to witness it? The one woman he craved like no other and who he could never have. The one woman who demanded his attention and refused to let him just walk away, to the point that their usual habit of disagreeing had turned into something so ugly and nasty that he was both ashamed and livid at the fight that had developed to the point where neither of them had covered themselves in any glory.

So, now here he was, angry with Felicity for screwing up his day, and angry with Larissa for pushing his hand to the point where he’d been forced to hurt her with his brutal honesty. But mostly he was furious with himself, for being the one to put the awful expression on her face, the one that spoke of a broken heart that would never fully mend, as well as a deep loathing for the male who had just broken that heart.

He’d deserved it, that wounded expression and the fractured cheekbone that was already beginning to heal. He held nothing against the High Lady of House Darken for striking him. She had pushed him beyond his limits and he had pushed her just as hard beyond hers. He was probably lucky that slapping his cheek had been all that she’d done. He’d seen her spar many times with the Prism brothers over the last year and had watched her pull her punches with them. He was under no illusions about what a formidable warrior the feisty redhead was.

He sighed and sat down on his bed, pulling the binding holding his long blond braid in place and letting his hair flow free. He tossed his cell phone on the bedside table and let out another weary sigh. Today had not been one of his better days, and he was sure it hadn’t been one of Larissa’s either.

He had spent the last few months avoiding her like the plague, ever since she had soul bonded with Cruz Montagu, one of his best friends and a Vampire/Demon hybrid to boot. If there had been any of them that he would have least expected to fall under a woman’s spell it had been Cruz. Until Larissa had rocked up into their lives last spring, the Vampire had been almost halfway through fucking most of the more desirable females and males at the Academy. And he’d been stopped by one frustratingly stunning redhead who turned out to be the very woman they had spent the last few years searching for.

The Heirs to the five Major Houses had been searching for the prophesied child, the one the strongest Seers had seen born almost nineteen years ago. The prophecy stated that the girl born in that moment would change the world and bring down the now corrupt Elder Council who kept all Supernaturals firmly under their thumbs. After years of watching their ruling parents bowing and scraping to the Council, their every move monitored, the five males destined to take over their Houses had come together, determined to help the prophecy to be fulfilled so that their lives, and all other Supernaturals would no longer be subject to the Elder Council’s rules.

It had been a bit of a surprise to discover that the new girl at the Academy, someone claiming to be from an extinct lower House, was in fact the girl they had been looking for. And she in turn had come to the Academy looking for them so she could start building up her army. 

That discovery had been surprising but finding out that Lark was in fact, Larissa Darken, daughter of the last High Lady of House Darken had quite frankly been astonishing. The Elder Council had disbanded House Darken after the High Lady Savannah died in childbirth, allegedly taking her stillborn daughter with her. Instead, the babe had been hidden away by her adopted brother Ryker Darken and their uncles Cade and Brent Darken, who had trained her as a warrior and brought her up to be strong and resilient, and ready to fulfil the prophecy.

Ezrah could have lived with all that just fine, but it was the unexpected reactions all the Heirs had towards Larissa that unsettled him. The old soul bonds of the past had begun returning and Larissa had sat down and blithely announced that they all belonged to her. He hadn’t taken it that seriously, especially when Cruz let it be known that he was definitely not into that. And then within a month the Vampire was soul bonded to the girl, and Ezrah had known that he had to separate himself from her immediately, because he was never going to be soul bonded to anyone, not even the woman who was destined to save them all.

Just thinking about the woman turned his stomach to knots. She was the most beautiful creature he’d ever seen, and she had a temper like no other and a heart so full of love and compassion that she sucked everyone into her orbit with the smallest of smiles. She was everything any male or female could desire, and she was the one woman he could never have. 

Ezrah had spent months immersing himself in every female he came across, trying to fuck them and himself into submission so he could blunt the cravings he had for Larissa Darken. His bed partners had always known the score before he lay with them, had been agreeable to his rules when it came to sex. No kissing. No tender touches. No whispered words of endearment. Just hard, gratifying fucking until they achieved release and their urges had been sated. 

But always at the moment of his release he would close his eyes and see a stunning pair of sapphire blue ones looking at him, and his imagination always rustled up the sensation of soft, dark auburn tresses brushing against his arms as he spilled inside his lover’s hot body. Ezrah Milinmar pushed Larissa Darken as far from him as he could in the physical world, but it was her face he saw every time he came, and it was her body he longed for but would never take.

Where the fuck had she gone after their fight?

The thought came to him unbidden and he thought back to those last fateful moments he’d seen her. She had tried to get him to open up about why he was the only High Lord who did not want to be soul bonded with her. He’d pushed her away and their argument had become more heated. Finally, he had taunted her with how much she was like all the other women who were keen to humiliate themselves to get into his bed. 

At that moment in time, he had meant those words, but as his anger had cooled some, he was questioning whether he truly did believe that of her. Because she hadn’t continued to humiliate herself. She had hit him so hard she’d almost knocked him down, and then she had simply turned and walked away without another word.

But he’d followed her from the classroom almost instantly and that was what was now playing on his mind. Even though he denied them both the bond Larissa so desperately wanted, he was still completely committed to the goals he’d originally set in place with the other High Lords, his four best friends. He had vowed to Larissa that he remained on mission too therefore he hadn’t stayed long in the classroom after she’d left. He’d followed her out to ensure that she made it to whatever destination she was set upon, which he’d suspected would be the cottage in the woods because she usually ran to her brother Ryker when she was conflicted about something.

Ezrah’s gut tightened and he stood up. If Larissa had been going to the cottage, then she should have still be in the hallway when he left the room, but she hadn’t been. Where the fuck had she gone in such a short space of time? He was moving out the door and peering over the banister in an instant. Was that someone just exiting the main doors to the Academy? Had Larissa hidden in one of the other classrooms to lick her wounds until he was gone?

The Light Angel didn’t bother with the stairs or the elevator. His iridescent white wings fluttered into existence, and he leapt over the railing and dropped down the five levels separating him from the bottom hallway. A scent caught his nostrils, and he frowned, noting a small speck of blood close to the classroom next to the one they’d used earlier. He moved quickly, throwing open the door and recoiling when the scent of blood became stronger and he found more of it at the back of the room, in a section that was hidden from the door.

He knew it was her blood. He wasn’t quite sure how he knew it but the cold, hard fury that rose up inside him told him that he was looking at Larissa Darken’s blood. Someone had hurt her. Someone had taken her. He would hunt them down and kill them all when he found them, but first he had to fucking find them. 

He was out the door and racing out of the Academy a second later, searching the ground for any other trails of blood and finding nothing. Whoever had taken her must have bundled her up in a cloak or something to hide the blood trail but his gut instincts told him they would have entered the woods at the earliest opportunity so he took off to the right, running into the trees and pausing to see if there were any signs of passage or he could hear any movement. It was deathly silent but there was a broken branch on the ground so he continued in that direction, keeping his movements as stealthy as possible so as not to alert anyone to their being tracked.

Ezrah could have taken to the sky but he chose to remain on the ground. He had no idea which of the Supernatural races could be involved with Larissa’s abduction so he didn’t want to give his pursuit away if there was another angel involved. He reached into the back pocket of his jeans and then muttered a curse under his breath remembering he’d left his phone on the bedside table. He couldn’t call in the others to help look for Larissa so it appeared it was down to him alone.

Ten minutes later he began to see more signs of others having passed through just up ahead of him.  He was both relieved and disgusted. Relieved because he had evidence that he was going in the right direction and disgusted at the ineptitude of whoever had taken Larissa. They weren’t that far from the Academy, and they’d already stopped even attempting to mask their trail. It was like dealing with amateurs instead of supposedly superior Supernaturals.

Ezrah lightened his steps, using the trees to mask his movements as he crept forward towards a small clearing. He stopped dead in his tracks, the cold fury that had kept him going hardening deeper in his chest as he saw just who had been involved in taking Larissa.

Boris Senetra was standing facing down Jessica Ashril and Felicity Milinmar, the two females ‘expression full of anger and revulsion. Behind them lay a crumpled, unmoving form draped in a long dark cloak, and Ezrah was certain it was Larissa that the two women appeared to be attempting to guard her from the male. The sight before him gave off that vibe and it was soon confirmed when Felicity spoke in her usual cool tone.

“I don’t care what history you have with Lark, Boris. Our orders are to deliver her to our benefactor’s people in one piece, and you’ve already damaged her. If you think we’re going to risk having our gold withdrawn because you’re such a pig you want to rape an unconscious woman, you’ve got another thought coming.”

Ezrah didn’t think he could get any more furious but the words wafting across to him sent a red mist of rage flooding through him. This fucking Siren wanted to rape Larissa? It would be over his dead fucking body.

“That cunt put me in hospital for over a fucking week,” Boris growled loudly, not even bothering to moderate his tone. “I haven’t even begun to finish fucking her up. So, you two take a fucking walk if you’re too sensitive because I promised that bitch that I was going to fuck her and break her before she passed out. I want her to know in no uncertain terms that I kept my word and filled her pussy up with my seed.”

“That’s not happening, Boris, so back the fuck off,” Jessica replied, the white-haired Dark Elf’s tone as cool as Felicity’s. “We’re here to earn gold and to get the Heirs out from under this stupid bitch’s spell. We’re not here so you can live out your twisted, depraved fantasies. Our benefactor was implicit that she be handed over in one piece. We’ll be damned lucky if he pays us half what he promised as it is.”

The Siren was livid at their refusal to allow him to have his way with Larissa and he loomed over the two females with a ferocious scowl. “Move or I’ll add you two into my twisted, depraved fantasies. I don’t mind breaking you after I’ve finished with her.”

Ezrah’s fury exploded. He was incandescent with rage over what Boris planned to do to Larissa, and despite the other two females being party to her abduction, he wouldn’t stand by and allow those two to be violated in that way either. If he had time to stop and take a moment to think about it, he would have realised it was rather ironic that he was intent on protecting the females from being raped even as he was sizing up how he was going to cut both of their pretty heads from their necks, but he didn’t have time. His control had fully snapped.

He stepped into the clearing, a dagger in each hand, his expression thunderous. “The only fucker here who is going to be broken is you Siren,” he said quietly a second before one of his daggers buried itself into the huge male’s throat, severing his ability to talk and use his Siren powers against any of them. He brought his second dagger lower and expertly sliced off the other male’s cock, leaving him screaming in a pool of blood. “You’ll find it a tad difficult to rape anyone without a cock,” Ezrah added turning to face the two females.

But they were not as stupid as the Siren had been. Jessica was already disappearing into the trees and Felicity was hoisting Larissa’s prone body onto her shoulder. Her white wings flared out, and she took to the sky with her prize, leaving Ezrah staring up at her in frustration. Boris wasn’t going anywhere any time soon, so he ignored the male. Jessica could run as fast as she wanted but when Tai found out about her deception, he would hunt her down until the end of days to find her. So that left Felicity, who appeared to think she could get away with Larissa. That shit wasn’t happening.

Ezrah flew into the air and took off after the other Light Angel, knowing that her flight would be hampered by carrying Larissa’s dead weight. He could easily catch her and that should have appeased him, but he was also aware that she could easily decide to drop her prize once she realised that she couldn’t outfly him. A drop from this height likely wouldn’t kill Larissa, but it could seriously injure her more than she currently was.

He was gaining quickly and knew he would be on top of her momentarily. Felicity realised that at the same time as he did, and she did the fucking unthinkable. She dropped Larissa.

Ezrah’s heart thudded tightly in his chest, and he immediately dove downwards towards the limp body dropping like a stone. A terror like nothing he’d ever experienced threatened to cripple him but he pushed through, forcing his wings to beat harder and faster as he arrowed downward trying to catch Larissa before she hit the ground.

He failed. One moment he was reaching for her and the next he’d run out of time. Larissa crashed to the forest floor, her body creating a small crater as it came to rest motionless in the dirt.

“Larissa,” Ezrah cried, barely managing to control his own landing as he dropped down to his knees to check her over. Her eyes were closed, a deep, horrendous gash pumping pools of dark red blood from her left temple where her head had impacted the ground hard. He carefully checked the rest of her body, feeling broken bones and finding the evidence of where Boris and the other two had cut her spine to abduct her, and where the male had hurt her in her most vulnerable area.

Even cutting that bastard’s dick off wasn’t enough to satisfy his fury at what he’d done to this beautiful woman. He would go back and cut that bastard into pieces once he got Larissa back to her family and safety.

“They came down over there somewhere,” he heard Felicity voice not too far away and he froze.

“The boss wants the girl so she better be there, and she better be alive, Felicity, otherwise he’s going to have your head,” a deep male voice answered her, and Ezrah knew he was out of time. He had no idea how many were with the Light Angel, and Larissa was badly hurt. He couldn’t fight them and protect her at the same time so he had to make a choice, and there really wasn’t any other choice he could make.

Silently he wrapped Larissa up in the remains of the black cloak, covering her vibrant coloured hair. He picked her up as gently as he could and was thankful she was unconscious because every movement must be an agony for her body and at least this way she couldn’t feel it. Keeping low and silent he stealthily began moving away from the voices, heading to the right, towards something he’d spotted earlier from the air.

He kept his pace steady and silent, stopping occasionally to listen for any sounds of pursuit. When he was sure there was none, he continued on until he came to the area he was looking for.

“Have you a need, winged one?” a voice asked from his left, and Ezrah stilled, only his head turning to survey the youth standing beside a huge oak tree. He was perhaps eighteen or a little older, and he had short dark brown hair and a light dusting of dark growth on his cheeks and chin. He wore a dark green tunic with light tan pants, and his feet where bare.

“I seek a healer, Son of the Imladi,” Ezrah replied, his tone low and respectful. “I would continue on my journey but her need is dire. Will you grant permission for me to enter your circle with my Lady?”

The boy watched him for a moment and then motioned him to follow. “Papa has already granted permission, winged one. He sent me to retrieve you. We saw the Flame fall from the sky. Papa said our time had come.”

Ezrah had no idea what the fuck the Imladi boy was talking about, but he didn’t have time to question him. He needed to get Larissa to safety and then he had to make sure that whoever was out there tracking them didn’t come across the travellers and try to take her away again.

They walked another five minutes in silence and then the trees opened up into a wide clearing. Colourful wagons both large and some smaller were arranged in a large circle around the outer edge with a large firepit in the very centre surrounded by logs and folding chairs with tables and food set out in what appeared to be random manner but everyone moving around appeared to be selecting bits and pieces from each table.

“Bring the child over,” a matronly woman with grey threading through her dark hair called.

Ezrah did as instructed, surprised to see a clean mattress with a white sheet resting at the woman’s feet. He gently laid Larissa down moving the dark cloak away and grimacing at the damage done to her body.

“Step back, winged one. Let me see her.”

He reluctantly did, resting back on his heels so he was still close enough to scoop Larissa up if any wrong moves were made. Not that he truly believed any of the Imladi Travellers would hurt her in any way. He had read up on these strange humans, intrigued by why they chose to live a life on the road. They had been one of the Supernaturals’ fiercest enemies at the time of the great war and yet when peace was brokered, they were the ones to host the talks and from that day onwards, they had never raised a hand in anger against any Supernatural or human since.

He’d never really gotten to the root of why they had changed and why a thousand years later, they continued their peaceful existence, but when he’d spotted their wagons from the air earlier, he had some hope that they might be able to help with Larissa’s healing in the event things went pear shaped, which it had.

“Might you grace us with your name, winged one?” the young boy who had met him asked quietly.

“I am Ezrah, Son of the Imladi. And this is Lark.”

The boy smiled. “Well met, Ezrah. I am Joaquin. The old one watching silently is Papa, and you have met our Leader Miramae who is also our strongest healer.” 

Ezrah was surprised and it must have shown on his face. Joaquin had said Papa had sent him down to escort them to the campsite.  

“Papa used to Lead before he retired and handed the mantle of Leadership to Mother. He does have a hard time letting go from time to time but then I suppose he has been waiting for this day to come for a very long time.”

Ezrah was listening but also watching the woman examining Larissa. He could see no deception in Miramae as she wafted smoking weeds around Larissa’s face and muttered under her breath. “You said something about the Flame falling from the sky and your time had come. Have you writings in your history that might pertain to Lark?” he asked curiously.

“The Imladi have travelled the world two hundred and fifty times to come to this day, winged one,” the old man said, his voice surprisingly strong for someone who looked to be close to his ninth decade. “It was written in our histories that we would be fated to roam endlessly until the time was right, and we might earn our absolution for the wrongs of our past. The first sign would be a Flame that never burns falling from the sky. Today, we looked up and saw that Flame.”

Miramae smiled softly, stroking her fingers through Larissa’s dark auburn hair. “Yes, we did,” she sighed softly, her gaze turning to meet Ezrah’s.

“You mean Lark is the Flame that never burns,” Ezrah asked, starting to understand what it was they were talking about. Her vibrant red hair often reminded him of a living flame, and he could see why they would attribute her colouring to their histories even if it probably wasn’t related in any way.

“She is badly wounded, Ezrah. She will need rest and much attention to heal,” Miramae continued, as if she had no need to confirm his words. “There are some out there who still seek her. We cannot assist you with that issue, but we can keep Lark safe while you work to resolve the problem. You have the Imladi’s word that we will cause her no harm.”

He knew he should trust them but part of him didn’t want to let Larissa out of his sight. But he also knew that the best way to protect her and the Imladi was to make sure whoever was still out there wasn’t coming in this direction.

He reached out gently and brushed one lone strand of red hair from Larissa’s pale cheek. “I thank the Imladi people for their assistance and entrust Lark to your care. I will protect the campsite from any who would cause you ill as you help her.”

He rose swiftly. The sooner he was gone the sooner he’d be able to return. Hopefully by then the Imladi would have been able to stabilise the worst of Larissa’s injuries so that he could fly her back to the cottage, and they could get Van to complete the healing. Only once he’d handed her off to her family would be able to relax and take stock of the situation. Until then, he had to focus on her enemies out there and what he needed to do to take care of them.

Ezrah moved as stealthily as he had earlier, weaving a hidden path away from the Imladi camp. He couldn’t be sure that Felicity hadn’t also spotted the campsite, but he was hoping she’d been too spooked by his pursuit to have paid too much attention to the ground. He was almost two miles from the area when he started to detect signs of others trying to be equally as stealthy. Whoever was just up from him was doing a reasonable job of it, but every so often there would be a faint crack of a small branch on the forest floor giving their position away.

Was it karma that the first person he tracked down turned out to be Felicity Milinmar? He wasn’t sure but it didn’t really matter. Ezrah had perfected the art of compartmentalising the more darker aspects of life a long time ago, and this would be no different. She didn’t even realise he was behind her until his hand clamped over her mouth and his dagger sliced deeply enough across her throat that she couldn’t make a sound. She stiffened and he could scent her terror, the aroma very appealing considering all she had done to hurt Larissa.

“You should never have underestimated me, Felicity,” he whispered so low into her ear that no sound would travel. “You presumed that because I didn’t fuck Lark that she had no value to me, and that was your first mistake. Because she is Arden’s best friend and losing her would break my sister’s heart. You didn’t factor that into your decision planning. Your second mistake was thinking that because I’ve fucked you, I wouldn’t kill you. But I have no qualms about doing that.”

His knife dug deeper; the razor sharpness of the power filled blade making slow relentless work of the bones it encountered. “You aren’t the first lover I’ve killed,” he whispered as he cut slowly. “But you will be the most pleasurable kill to date for what you did to Lark.”

His blade made the final cut, and he felt nothing as he lowered Felicity’s lifeless body to the ground with her severed head beside it. His clothes were now covered in blood, but killing was a bloody pastime and he’d deal with the aftermath later.

Ezrah got his bearings and realised that he was close to where he had left Boris. With a determine sigh, he made his way to the small clearing finding only the Siren lying unconscious within. He spent enough time ensuring himself that no one was near, and then he headed into the clearing and cut the Siren’s head off with more speed than the justice he had meted out to Felicity. It was pointless messing around with the Siren, he wouldn’t have known he was dying, not like Felicity had. 

That left Jessica of the remaining abductors of Larissa, and at least one other male out there, possibly more than one. Ezrah opted to track Jessica first. His fury wouldn’t abate until he’d killed all three of them for what they’d done to Larissa. Perhaps if their friends found their dead bodies, they would have the sense to cut their losses and get the hell out of here before he tracked them down too.

Jessica had at least an hour’s head start on him, but Ezrah reckoned she may have become a bit lax when there was no immediate pursuit of her. He knew he really should have left their punishment up to Tai, Lane and Gage, the abductors being from their Houses, but he had a feeling the other High Lords would forgive him once they’d learned what had happened. He was heartened to discover that Jessica had indeed slowed down, and he was quickly on her trail and almost on top of her.

He would let her scream. It would satisfy his fury, and it would draw the others out there further from the Imladi campsite if they heard her. With that thought in his mind, Ezrah threw one of his daggers, catching the white-haired Dark Elf right between her shoulders, pitching her face first into the dirt. Her scream was loud and full of agony and he sighed deeply in pleasure.

“Going somewhere, Jessica?” he asked, his tone almost crooning the way Cruz’s did sometimes when he was toying with someone he was about to hurt. “Boris is dead, and so is Felicity. I had to make their kills quick and relatively clean but I have a little more time to play with you before your other friends get here.”

“Please,” she whimpered as he pulled his blade from her back and rolled her over, large tears dripping from her eyes staring up at him in terror.

“Did Lark plead when you cut her spine?” he asked in a conversational tone, straddling her stomach so she could see his blood drenched shirt and know that it contained her friends’ blood. “Did she scream and cry when you broke her body so brutally, Jessica?”

“It was Boris...I swear I never touched her,” the Dark Elf sobbed. “We tried to stop him but he was furious with her for beating him up and humiliating him.”

“Everyone knew he was a fucking maniac, Jessica, and yet you and Felicity still aligned yourselves with him, knowing what he was capable of. You may not have landed a blow against Lark but you are equally as culpable for the damage that was done to her.” Ezrah voice was cold and unforgiving, his expression matching his tone.

“Felix! Nicholas!” Jessica screamed loudly, a bare second before Ezrah’s blade carved deeply into her slender neck.

“Thanks for letting me know who else is out there, Jessica,” he said was a sardonic smile, and then he finished his cut, watching the light go out of her terror filled eyes as her head came away from her body.

“Efficient,” a deep male voice said behind him, and Ezrah stood slowly turning to face Felix Sabiel, the Dark Angel of House Sabiel, and one of Malakai’s people.

“My quarrel was with them, Felix,” he replied wiping the blood from his blade on his pants leg. “You haven’t laid a hand on Lark yet, so I’m giving you this one opportunity to walk away before my quarrel becomes with you too.”

The black-haired male watched him intently, not half as amateurish as the three who had abducted Larissa. “Now, that’s where things turn a bit unfortunate, Ezrah,” he said with a mock weary sigh. “You see, our boss is particularly keen on having the redhead delivered to him and he doesn’t accept no for an answer. If you just hand her over then we can go our separate ways. We don’t care about those three. They were just a means to an end.”

Ezrah kept his gaze on the Dark Elf but registered the Fire Elemental entering the clearing and managing to keep his expression neutral and not show the concern that was starting to sink through his fury. Felix he could handle but Nicholas had the power of fire at his fingertips. The Elemental could incinerate him if he wasn’t careful.

“Then you shouldn’t have allowed your minions to drop Lark from a great height then, Felix,” he replied cooly. “We Supernaturals can survive quite horrific injuries but there are limits.”

“Don’t try to convince us that she’d dead, Ezrah,” Nicholas interjected, his light auburn hair cut close to his scalp, his light green eyes narrowed and full of distrust. “Why would you take her body if she hadn’t survived?”

Ezrah let his attention turn to the Elemental but kept Felix in his peripheral vision. “Cruz was particularly enamoured with the girl. I hid her remains so no one could interfere with them until I could report back to him. I know he would want to be the one to give her the proper burial rights. But if you insist on taking the body I suppose I could just let Cruz know who has taken his favourite plaything. He may stop long enough to ask nicely for her back, but then, we all know what he’s like. You never can quite tell how he will react from one moment to the next.”

Neither of them noticed that he was surreptitiously moving a little closer to Felix. He was deliberately angering them by baiting them so they would be more inclined to listen to what he was saying rather than what he was doing. It was paying off too because as Nicholas’s expression turned to one of rage, Ezrah was close enough to Felix that he could reach out and grab him.

“You would have to be alive to inform Cruz or anyone else of what has occurred here today,” the Elemental growled, flames springing to life in his hands.

Ezrah leapt into the air instantly grabbing Felix and twisting around so if Nicholas threw his flame it would hit the Dark Angel first and give him time to get up high enough that he was safe from being burnt.

The Elemental cursed loudly and managed to redirect his fire away from his friend’s back, running to leap up into a tree in an attempt to get a new angle to hit the Light Angel. Ezrah blocked him again and grunted in pain as Felix stuck a dagger between his ribs, angling up to try to get to his heart. If Ezrah didn’t get a handle on the situation immediately, he wasn’t going to survive this encounter.

He smashed his head hard into Felix’s face, hearing the Dark Angel’s nose shatter with the force of his blow. The hand holding the blade in his side slackened, and Ezrah brought one knee up and focused the other male on the most sensitive area of his body.

“Fucking burn him!” the Dark Angel roared in pain trying to gain purchase on the dagger once more, but Ezrah had pulled it free and now plunged it into Felix’s shoulder.

“I’ll take you with him, you idiot,” Nicholas was yelling back, rage and frustration in his hard tone. “Bring the fucker down here to where I can help you with him.”

“Like that’s going to happen,” Ezrah couldn’t help joining in, even though his side was on fire, as was his head where he had smashed it into Felix’s face.

He tried to gain more height, but he was losing too much blood from the stab wound which should have been starting to heal by now but wasn’t.

Felix gave him a pained smile, delight in his eyes despite his own agony. “You’re such a stickler for the truth and rules, Ezrah. Unfortunately for you, I don’t give a fuck about them.”

The first real thread of fear began to seep deep into Ezrah’s soul, as he felt his mind beginning to slow, as was the strength in his body. “Poison,” he managed to ground out, trying to extricate himself from the Dark Angel who was also feeling the effects of his own poisoned dagger being buried inside his body.

“When you fall, Nicholas will burn you up, and we will find the girl and complete our mission.”

There was only one thing Ezrah could do. He managed to pull one of his daggers from his belt and he plunged it into Felix’s neck ignoring the screams of the Dark Angel and the Elemental’s loud cursing. He cut deeper, the strength leeching from his fingers. He had to fuck Felix up so badly that Nicholas would be forced to either save his friend or hunt him down.

Felix fell screaming from his grasp, his head lolling at a sickening angle but still attached somewhat to his body. He pulled and Ezrah dropped lower, low enough for a stream of red-hot flames to raze across his back, cutting deep into his wings. It was his turn to scream in agony, white hot fire racing through his veins as he struggled to stay aloft and have his wings work hard enough to get him out of the Elemental’s range. He waited for the next attack, but it never came, and he streaked further away turning his head long enough to see Nicholas crouching beside Felix and trying to keep the Dark Angel’s head attached to his body.

His gambit had worked but at a terrible price. Ezrah’s wings were failing him, burnt and mangled as they were. The toxin within his system was also taking hold and he knew it was only a matter of time before he crashed to the ground. He had to get to Larissa. He had to ask the Imladi to take her home before he took his last breath.

But those were his last coherent thoughts. Blackness overwhelmed him at the same instant his wings crumpled uselessly to his side. Ezrah Milinmar crashed onto the forest floor at great speed, his bones cracking as he landed.
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Chapter Two
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She slowly opened her eyes, groaning as her muscles cramped as if she hadn’t moved in a very long time. Her vision was blurry, but she could tell it was daytime, and she could sense someone lying beside her. 

As her vision cleared she uttered a small gasp, her eyes going wide as she took in the face of the most gorgeous male she had ever seen, his eyes closed in sleep, his long blond hair in a thick braid falling over his muscled arms which were supporting his head on the pillow beside her.

She sat up abruptly and then gasped again as she saw his back which was heavily bandaged, the gauzy material encasing large white wings that looked battered and heavily burnt. Her gaze flew downwards and she saw that he was naked apart from a pair of black silk boxer shorts, his long legs covered in yellowing bruises and healing blisters as was most of his body from that she could see.

The first thought that came to her mind after she catalogued all that was who the fuck was, he and why was she lying in a huge bed with him in what appeared to be some kind of domed multi-coloured wagon?

No sooner had that thought occurred to her than another even more frightening thought did, and her eyes widened even more as they flew around the interior trying to locate anything that might look familiar and came up short. She didn’t know who the male was. She didn’t know where she was. And even worse, she had no idea who she was.

The sound of the door opening and a young male with short hair and a light growth on his chin and jaw entered, a warm smile crossing his face. “You’re awake, Lark. How are you feeling?” he asked holding a tray with two mugs of coffee and some pastries. “Mother thought you would wake this morning so I brought some breakfast. You must be hungry. You’ve been out of it for days while you’ve healed.”

She stared at him wondering if she was still sleeping. She had no idea who he was either and yet he appeared to know her. He’d called her Lark so that must be her name, mustn’t it?

“Lark? Are you feeling well?” the youth asked again, a small frown crossing his face as he set the tray down on a low table and then sat cross legged on the floor.

“Do I know you?” she asked. “Are we friends?”

The male blinked at her and then he slowly shook his head. “No, I’ve never met you before the day that Ezrah brought you to us last week, Lark. You were hurt and unconscious and he placed you in our care while he sought out those who had harmed you to keep you safe.” His eyes went to the unconscious male.

“He’s Ezrah?” she asked softly, staring at the beautiful angel and wondering just what he was to her. 

“That is the name he gave us when Papa sent me to bring him to the campsite,” the younger male answered. “He told us your name was Lark, and we assumed that you were friends because of how frantic he was at ensuring your safety. Are you telling me that you don’t know him?”

She continued staring at the male beside her, wracking her memory to try to place him somewhere in it and coming up empty. “I don’t know,” she finally admitted turning to look back at the younger male. “I don’t know who I am let alone who he is.”

Understanding dawned on the young male. “You don’t remember anything?”

“No,” she admitted shaking her head and wiping at her cheek as a lone tear escaped. “My mind is a complete blank. I don’t know what happened to me or who I am.”

“Well, my name is Joaquin and you’re here at our Imladi traveller’s campsite,” he said with a soft smile. “Last week we witnessed a skirmish in the sky between two Light Angels. The female carried you and the male was chasing her. She released you and you fell from a great height. The male tried to catch you but was too far away to halt your fall. Papa sent me to bring you to the campsite and as I said earlier, you were unconscious and badly injured by the fall.”

She listened intently trying to bring forth some memory of what he was describing and failing miserably. “Are you sure that he was the one trying to save me and not the one trying to hurt me?” For some reason it didn’t feel right that this Ezrah would be trying to hurt her but as she had no memory, she couldn’t really trust her instincts at the moment.

Joaquin nodded. “He cradled you so tenderly, Lark. And even though Mother is keeping Ezrah asleep with her herbs he instinctively reacts to your absence. Which is why we placed you both here together. Ezrah stops fighting the herbs when he senses you’re nearby. Ordinarily we would not have placed you both in the same healing wagon.”

Lark turned to view the sleeping Light Angel once more. He fought his healing when she wasn’t close to him? Did that mean they had a close relationship? Were they lovers? Not knowing was frustrating and frightening. She had no idea how long her memory would be out of whack or if she would ever remember.

“I need some air,” she announced, sliding off the bed and throwing open the door to the wagon. She stopped at the top of the wooden steps leading down to the forest floor, her gaze taking in the multitude of wagons in a wide circle and the myriads of people and scents and smells surrounding her.

A few curious gazes turned in her direction, and then a pretty girl with shoulder length black curls wandered over, her patterned skirt swaying as she walked. “Hi Lark, I’m Ruby. It’s good to see you up and around.”

Joaquin appeared at her side as she just stood there mutely. “Ruby tended you with Mother,” he told her. “Your clothes were destroyed so she has donated some of her clothing for you as you’re of a similar size. There were some indications of an intimate injury that may have occurred prior to your fall so I want to assure you that only female healers have attended you, Lark.”

Intimate injury? Her gut twisted and she couldn’t stop her eyes from drifting down her body only to realise that she was wearing some type of light tan leggings with a deep green tunic over them.

“Be at ease,” Ruby said with a sympathetic smile. “We don’t know if you were in some kind of battle with your enemies, but it appears you took a blow to your most vulnerable area at some point. There was no indication of any violation, Lark.”

That eased some of her concern, but it left her with so many unanswered questions. Who would hate her so much that they’d want to hurt her in such a way. Was she a bad person? Was she perhaps the evil one of whatever battle had happened and not the victim?

A muffled groan from inside the wagon caught her attention and she turned to see Ezrah moving on the bed, his hand reaching out as if searching for something.

“Damn, he’ll rip out his stitches again,” Ruby muttered, hurrying up the steps. “Lark, please try to soothe him. He reacts better to your presence. He’s already ripped out his sutures twice. If he keeps doing this it will take forever for his wings to heal.”

Lark moved instinctually, and just that act made her question whether she was a bad person after all. Surely someone who was bad wouldn’t feel the need to comfort someone in pain, a need that she felt pulling her back towards the bed.

“Shhhh, Ezrah,” she whispered, brushing a hand against the Light Angel’s forehead. “I’m here. Everything is going to be okay. Rest, Light Angel.”

The hand that was searching for something wrapped around her waist, pulling her close until she had no choice but to allow the huge male to do what he wanted to avoid him hurting himself. Once she was nestled against his side, her forehead pressed to his he finally settled. She continued to soothe him as Ruby checked his wings, whispering words of comfort.

“He gets like that every time you’re away from him,” Ruby said with a small sigh. “He obviously takes his task of protecting you seriously.”

“Are you sure it’s a protective urge?” Lark asked.

“Most definitely,” the other girl said, her smile kind. “I was present when he brought you to us. His concern for you was evident. And I’ve never seen a male who could fight Mother’s healing herbs the way Ezrah does when he can’t find you in his sleep.”

“And he was almost dead when we found him,” Joaquin added from the doorway where he’d remained to keep out of his sister’s way as she tended their patient. “Whoever he fought to keep you safe injured him so badly that he was on the brink of death. And even then he was still trying to find his way back to you, Lark. I know your memory fails you at the moment, but please rest assured that Ezrah does not have any ill intent towards you. Quite the opposite from what his actions have shown us.”

For some reason that brought Lark some comfort, and she allowed herself to relax and be held by the brave Light Angel who appeared to have given so much for her and almost losing his life into the bargain. She felt no threat from these Imladi people either who had only been kind to her so she figured that she should probably trust her instincts until her memory came back to her.

“Why is it taking him so long to heal?” she asked. Joaquin had said she’d been badly injured too but apart from being a bit stiff and shaky on her legs from not having moved around much, she felt mostly recovered from the horrific injuries he’d detailed.

It was Ruby who answered as she rebound Ezrah’s damaged wings. “Ezrah took a knife wound from a poisoned dagger. It took Mother a few attempts to find the correct herbs to counter the poison so it slowed down his own healing abilities. We’ve had to use poultices and herbs to start the healing process for his wings. From what we can tell it looks like someone burnt them.”

Lark shuddered and pressed a hand against Ezrah’s cheek. Just the thought of someone burning his wings hurt her heart even though she couldn't remember who he was. Joaquin and Ruby were sure that he was her friend so she trusted their judgement. He exhaled softly and appeared to relax deeper into sleep and her heart skipped a beat.

“You love him,” Joaquin said quietly, and Lark’s startled gaze flew to his. “Your memory may be failing you now, Lark, but it’s evident your heart knows the truth of it. You wouldn’t be reacting to his pain this way if you didn’t care for him.”

Lark considered his words. She wasn’t sure if she completely agreed with him but she must have some kind of feelings for the Light Angel if she was feeling this amount of compassion towards him. “I don’t know, Joaquin,” she admitted quietly, “but if it helps him heal, I’ll do what I can to help.”

Ruby smiled. “Go and stretch your legs, Lark. I’ll sit with Ezrah. This is the most peaceful I’ve seen him since we found him. It appears hearing your voice and feeling your touch has reassured him more than he’s been before. I’ll call you if he becomes agitated again.”

Joaquin held out a hand to help her from the bed. “Come on, let’s go while we can. We don’t know how long Ezrah will remain settled and I know Mother and Papa are looking forward to meeting you.”

Lark scampered after him, her legs still feeling shaky but improving as she stepped down the steps and out into the fresh morning air. Joaquin walked slowly giving her time to get her legs underneath herself and pointing out various parts of the camp as they headed towards the huge firepit in the centre. Beside the firepit was an elderly man who looked to be close to his eighth decade reclining on a comfortable old red chair. Beside him sat a younger woman who was perhaps around her fourth decade with dark hair with a smattering of grey entwined throughout her curly locks.

“Lark, this is my mother Miramae, Leader, and Master Healer of the Imladi, and my grandfather who we all just call Papa,” Joaquin said with a wide smile, pulling a fold down chair out for her to sit down. “Mother, Lark has woken to find that her memory escapes her for the moment.”

“Come closer, child, and let me take a look at you,” Miramae said in a kindly but authoritative tone which had Lark instantly obeying her.

She sat very still as the healer touched her head and pressed around about it firmly before finishing at her temples.

“You’ve healed from your physical injuries well, Lark,” Miramae said quietly. “I believe your amnesia may be more down to a traumatic hurt to your spirit rather than the physical hurt to your body.”

Lark stared at her. “From what Joaquin and Ruby have told me I’ve taken a severe beating and been dropped from a great height suffering a concussion and deep lacerations to my head. You don’t think that’s why I can’t remember who I am or anything that’s happened?”

Miramae shook her head. “You had so many bones broken that it would have been quicker for me to list the one’s that weren’t,” she told her. “And that’s not including your head trauma. All of those have healed successfully, and I have to say that I’ve never seen anyone heal as swiftly as you have, Lark. If your memory alludes you, it is not down to any physical means. It must be some emotional hurt that you are not quite ready to process which is clouding your mind. You will remember when you’re strong enough to deal with it.”

Lark wasn’t too sure she liked the sound of that. Something deep inside her told her she wasn’t one of those weak and pathetic women who collapsed emotionally at every knock in life, but then perhaps she was and this version of her who couldn’t remember just didn’t want to admit it to herself.

“I wish I knew who I was,” she replied in a quiet voice. “This...this wounded spirit thing just doesn’t feel right to me, and I don’t know if that’s just me not wanting to believe it or if it’s true. I don’t know if I have a family out there looking for me or friends who are worried about me. All I have is this moment in time and the Imladi’s belief that the wounded Light Angel I woke up with is a friend of mine who might have the answers I’m missing when he wakes up.”

“There’s nothing wrong with taking a moment to breathe, child,” Papa said in a kindly voice. “I suspect you’ve had a lot going on in your young life and not all of it good. Perhaps instead of worrying about your past or your future, you should just take this opportunity to scent the air and appreciate the breeze. To let the wind flow through your hair, and to feel the soil on your bare feet. Perhaps you just need to connect with the earth to find your inner balance.”

That sounded very poetical and it made her sigh. Perhaps Papa was right and she should just stop trying to force some memories to appear and to let it happen naturally. It wasn’t as if there was really anything else she could do right now. She was fairly certain that these humans meant her no harm, she sensed no deception from them, and they were helping Ezrah.

“Perhaps you’re right, Papa,” she finally agreed. “I don’t know how to thank you all for taking care of me and Ezrah. I hope that once I remember who I am that I can somehow repay you all for that kindness. If there is anything I can do around the campsite to help please let me know.”

Miramae smiled. “Nonsense, child. We run like a well-oiled wheel around here. You are a guest at our hearth, Lark. We do not put our guests to work. You are newly healed too. Do as Papa says. He often gets things wrong but in this he is right.” She turned to her son. “Joaquin, show Lark around the campsite and introduce her to everyone. I fear it won’t be much longer before Ruby is calling her to return to help Ezrah to remain settled.”

“Come on, Lark. I’ll show you where to get food. The children are very excited to meet you too, if you wouldn’t find that too daunting?”

After thanking Miramae and Papa once more, she stood and followed Joaquin around the camp smiling as the little ones crept closer the deeper they wove between the tables. All the Imladi women wore colourful patterned long skirts with either matching off the shoulder blouses or loose tunics. The men wore tunic tops and loose cotton pants and most people walked barefoot. It was only as she noted that fact that Lark realised, she too, was walking around barefoot and hadn’t realised it. The moss and ground beneath her feet didn’t actually bother her, in fact it felt quite nice. 

“I made you a picture, Lark,” a young boy of about four or five years announced proudly, catching her attention as he held out a colourful piece of paper. 

She instinctually knelt to be at his height, a wide smile on her face. “That’s very kind of you,” she said gently, taking the paper and examining it carefully. “What do your friends call you, little one?” 

“Trouble,” he replied giving her a big toothy grin, his light brown eyes full of mischief, his dirty blond hair a mass of longish blond curls. “But my name’s Tommy.”

Lark grinned back at him, immediately feeling her heart warm at his precociousness. “Well, Tommy, this is indeed a wonderful gift you’ve given me, thank you so much. Is that the sun up there in the sky?”

His head nodded enthusiastically. “And that’s our campsite with all the wagons,” he pointed at blobs of different coloured paints, “and that’s your wagon there with the red door where you stay with the winged one. Do you think he’ll show us his wings when he’s better?”

Lark swallowed and managed to maintain her smile. “It may be a little while until he’s all better, Tommy, but I will ask him when he’s feeling better. I’m sure he’ll love your painting of him too. I’ll make sure to show him it.”

The boy grinned toothily again. “I’m going to tell my friends. Thanks, Lark.” He ran off in the direction of the other children who had been hanging back shouting about how they could see the Angel’s wings when he was better.

“You’re very good with young ones,” Joaquin smiled. “Tommy is usually shy of strangers but he’s been fascinated by his discovery of Supernaturals. You’ve made his day, Lark. Thank you for that kindness.”

She rose back to her feet clutching the painting in one hand. “He’s adorable,” she answered, a smile still gracing her lips. “I would think that most people have an affinity for little ones. It’s not hard to be kind to them.”

If Joaquin was about to reply, any response he might have given was cut off my Ruby calling Lark’s name.

“Looks like Ezrah’s becoming agitated again,” Joaquin sighed. “I guess we’d better head back to the wagon before he does himself another injury.

Ezrah floated in a haze of pain, a dense mist blanketing everything around him as he sought desperately to find a way through it. He had to keep moving...he had to get back. He groaned and muffled a pained gasp as he tried to fight his way free from the hazy mist.

“Shhhh Ezrah,” a soft voice whispered, breath brushing against his forehead a moment before lips feathered against his skin. “Be at ease, Light Angel, all is well. I’m right here with you.”

He knew that voice. It soothed him when it whispered over him. The pain blunted his thoughts and stopped him from putting a name to the voice, but when he heard it, he automatically felt his panic lessen and it didn’t feel so lonely being lost in the mist.

“Everything is going to be okay, Ezrah,” she whispered once more, soft hands stroking his face. “I’m safe. You’re safe. But you need to rest and go back to sleep now, so your body can heal. I promise I will be here when you wake. Just rest now, brave Angel.”

He wanted to open his eyes. He wanted to look into the face of the woman with the most angelic of voices, who could reach deep inside his soul and find the place where he hid all his vulnerability. But the hazy mist was dragging him back down again, and the soft fingers brushing his cheeks lulled him with their soothing rhythm. Ezrah stopped fighting and surrendered to the soothing presence, sighing softly as darkness once more reclaimed him.

“I’m going to start calling you the Light Angel Whisperer,” Ruby laughed softly as her patient finally stopped trying to fight the herbs that she’d just given him.

Lark smiled and continued brushing Ezrah’s forehead until she was certain he was deeply asleep. It was two days since she’d woken up and Ezrah’s wings were starting to improve between the combination of his Supernatural healing kicking in and the herbs and ointments Ruby or Miramae applied three times daily. He was also resting for longer periods without her constant presence which was allowing her to spend more time away from the wagon.

Lark had to admit that despite her temporary amnesia, Papa had been right about not worrying about the past or the future. She took each day as it came and dived into learning all about the Imladi people and their history and culture. 

She’d moved out of the tan leggings and tunic she’d woken up in and now wore brightly coloured skirts with off the shoulder boho tops, running around as barefoot as the rest of the travellers. She used a multicoloured scarf as a hairband to keep her long dark auburn hair out of her eyes, and most often could be found surrounded by the children, painting pictures with them or helping them with their reading.

She felt free and liberated, though she had no idea what she was being liberated from. She just knew that she loved spending time with the children and the Imladi travellers, and how welcoming they were. It didn’t even feel strange lying beside Ezrah each night and that was the only time that she wondered about the past, just before she fell asleep, if there was more to their relationship than just friendship. It felt right being with him, as if he was somehow part of her. But she would never have the answer to that question not until he woke up.

“I’d better head out while I can,” she told Ruby, sliding from the bed as gently as she could. “Papa said he would tell me more about Imladi history this morning and I can’t wait to learn more. Your people are so fascinating, Ruby. I think if my memory never returned I could quite happily stay here with you.”

Her new friend gave her a warm smile. “I think your path is in a direction that perhaps the Imladi may not find it possible to follow, Lark, but you will always be welcome at our hearth.”

Lark sighed as she left the wagon and walked down the wooden steps anxious to feel the moss and soil beneath her bare feet once more. Perhaps Ruby was right and they would end up going their separate ways in the not-too-distant future, but she knew in her heart that she would leave a little piece of herself behind with these vibrant, beautiful people when it came time to leave.  But she would enjoy the time with them while she could, for however long that might be.

Ezrah stifled a groan feeling a weight on his back. It wasn’t uncomfortable but it was noticeable. He moved a little and groaned again, feeling his muscles contract painfully as if he’d been stationary for a very long time. 

Someone moved beside him and he stilled instinctually, slowly opening his eyes. Dawn was just breaking and the early morning sunlight was coming in the window, shining directly on the sleeping woman beside him, turning her mussed up hair into a living flame. The breath caught in his throat as Larissa’s hand reached out to stroke his cheek gently and snuggled closer.

“Shhhh,” she murmured sleepily. “Sleep, Ezrah.” Her breathing evened out almost before his name left her lips but her hand remained pressing lightly against the side of his neck and it was only then that he realised his arm was around her lower back, holding her close to his side.

He lay there afraid to move again in case it disturbed her, staring in wonder at her sleeping face. Larissa was alive and well, and astonishingly so was he. Where they were and why they were sleeping in the same bed was beyond him but for the moment he didn’t care. All he wanted to do was lie there and let his gaze roam over her exquisite face, relief flowing through him that they’d both somehow managed to survive what they’d just been through.

The sound of a door opening made him tense and then a young female voice whispered into the room softly. “Be at ease, Ezrah. You’re in the Imladi campsite and everything is well.”

A pretty girl with dark curls came into his eyeline and her smile soothed a little of his tenseness. “Lark is not long to bed so she should remain asleep if we talk quietly. We’ve been reducing the herbs keeping you asleep the last couple of days because your wings have been healing better and the need to immobilise you hasn’t been so crucial. We didn’t tell Lark because we didn’t want her to become anxious about you waking soon.”

He had relaxed a bit more at realising they were safe in the Imladi camp but there were a thousand questions running through his mind and he couldn’t understand why their hosts were so concerned about Lark being anxious that he was getting better. Surely she would be glad about that because it could mean they could go home.

Ruby leaned over a rubbed a little ointment against Lark’s lips before he could move and he sat up abruptly, gasping as his muscle protested and his back twinged with pain.

“It’s only a little aid to keep her asleep so you can move around a little, Ezrah,” the girl said with a mildly reproving glance. “We have not tended her wounds and yours for the last ten days to now decide to cause some harm to either of you. It is not the Imladi way.”

That had him sitting up straighter, ignoring the pull against his still damaged wings which he could now tell were bound in gauzy material. “Ten days,” he blurted out, concern on his face. “We’ve really been here ten days?”

Lark murmured in her sleep and shifted restlessly, and his hand automatically reached out to soothe her as the other female frowned reprovingly at him again.

“The gel will help keep her under but not if you speak so loudly,” she said with a little sigh. “I only gave it to her because she stayed up most of the night sitting with Tommy who had a sickness in his stomach and was crying for her. Between soothing the boy and returning to the wagon to soothe you she hasn’t slept in almost twenty-four hours. Please try to let her get a couple of hours rest, Ezrah.”

There was something disconcerting about being scolded by a girl younger than himself but he held his tongue and really looked at Larissa, seeing the signs of tiredness in her face and unable to stop himself from reaching out and brushing some tendrils of hair back from her cheek. She murmured softly again and moved into his touch and for the second time since he’d woken he felt the breath catch in his throat.

“She’s been soothing me?” he asked in a quiet voice, not looking at the Imladi girl.

“We had to keep you heavily sedated when we found you,” she replied quietly mixing up some herbs in wooden bowls. “Your need to ensure that Lark was well made you fight against the herbs. The only way you settled was if she sat with you and soothed you. I’m Ruby by the way, Joaquin’s sister and apprentice to our mother Miramae. I’ve been doing most of your healing this past week after Mother intervened in your crossing over.”

He did look at the girl then, his expression grim. “I was sure I was dying,” he admitted. “I was trying to make it back to the camp so I could let Miramae know how to get Lark back to her family. I owe the Imladi a great debt for taking care of her and also for saving my life.”

Ruby smiled, holding out a bowl with some hot water and herbs in it. “Only take a couple of sips for now. The tea has more sedatives in it enough to make you sleep lightly once more. I need to change the dressings on your wings and it will be painful. A sip or two will take the edge off the pain without putting you back to sleep.”

For some reason Ezrah believed her, and while he wanted to refuse to sip the tea, he wasn’t that stupid. His back already felt as if it was on fire. Any touch to his wings would be an agony that would have him crying out and waking Lark. He sipped and let the hot bitter liquid remind him that he was alive, and then he felt the beginnings of the hazy mist of his dreams float around the edges of his vision.

Ruby smiled and moved behind him, her touch as gentle as possible though his back and wings burned with every touch of her healing hands. He chose to focus on Larissa’s peaceful expression, no trace of any injuries marring her exquisite form.

“Ezrah, you need to know that Lark’s physical wounds have healed completely, and she’s been up and about for the last three days. She is not completely healed though.”

He stiffened, stifling a groan of pain as he turned his head to look back at her. “What’s wrong with her? She looks well.”

“Please be at ease, Ezrah,” Ruby said gently applying a pungent ointment onto his wings and then slowly beginning to wrap each one individually so that he would have more flexibility to move now that there was no need to keep him unconscious. “Lark’s memories begin from the moment that she woke in the Imladi camp. She has no past and wonders at what the future will bring. She has no memory of you or if she has family and friends somewhere waiting for her to return. All she has is this moment now in our Imladi campsite.”

The pain behind him vanished as if it didn’t exist, his thoughts chaotic as Ruby’s news sank in. Lark remembered nothing? Not her brother or family? Not Cruz or any of them? His dark blue eyes roamed over her sleeping face once more and this time he noticed the slight pinch of her lips, one of her subtle tells when she was trying to figure something out and couldn’t quite find the answers she was looking for.

“Mother believes she has taken a wound to her spirit at some point and that when she is ready to deal with it her memories will return, but for now her and Papa have convinced Lark to live in the present and connect with nature and her surroundings,” Ruby continued quietly. “The children are aiding her as only young ones can. They love so unconditionally and see the world through such joyous eyes. She is seeing the world through theirs right now and it is bringing her some inner peace and also helping her subconscious to work through whatever issues she has to deal with. Mother is sure that her memories will recover naturally. She just doesn’t know how long it will take.”

Every word was like a punch to his gut because he knew that he had played a role in whatever spiritual wound was causing Lark to hide from herself. Those hateful words he’d said to push her away that day; to try to make her give up on him so he wouldn’t hurt her. He was responsible for this. He was responsible for everything that had happened from the moment he’d allowed Lark to follow him and Felicity to that classroom. 

He had always known that he was no good for her, and he’d done his damnedest to keep his distance from Lark so he wouldn’t hurt her, but now here they were, hurt and alone in an Imladi campsite, with her having no memories and his wings crippled. Ryker and everyone else would be going insane with worry about Lark. Some of them might even be concerned for him too but likely that would mostly be Malakai and his sister Arden. 

It would be Larissa everyone would truly fear for and he had to make sure that she was returned safely to them. Once he’d done that...well this colossal fuck up made it more than obvious that things couldn’t go back to the way they had been. Felicity had used him to get to Larissa and he’d been so fucking arrogant believing himself the top of the food chain that he’d led her right into her enemies' hands.

No, when she was home safe, her life would never be in danger again because of his actions or inactions. House Milinmar would follow her, would follow the prophecy. But once they were home he would return to his House and work from within. Larissa Darken’s life would never be at risk ever again from him. Of that, he would make sure. 
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Chapter Three
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Two weeks. Well...almost two long interminable weeks. 

That was how long it had been since his sister had been missing and Ryker Darken was about at the end of his tether. He barely ate and had given up on sleep a long time ago. How could he sleep when Larissa was out there somewhere, waiting for him to come find her, to save her from whoever had taken her? Because someone had taken her. She was still alive. He would know in his heart if she wasn’t and his heart told him that she was out there waiting for him, and he would not stop until he found her.

“Why don’t you go get cleaned up,” Elodie said, coming out of the cottage to stare down at the big map spread out on the long picnic table he was peering at. “You’re no good to Lark or any of us if you’re dead on your feet, Ryker. We can update the map with the search areas if any of the others come back. Go on, take an hour or two to rest and freshen up.”

Ryker wanted to snap at his aunt but he bit his tongue. It wasn’t her fault he couldn’t find Larissa, and what she said made sense. He gave her a small smile, seeing the signs of strain around her pretty hazel eyes and that deep sadness that lay within. It made him doubly glad that he’d held his temper in check and not taken it out on this wonderful woman who was quite literally the glue that was holding the Darken males together at the moment.

“You’re right, Elodie,” he sighed dropping a quick kiss on the top of her blond head. “If anyone has any news...”

“We’ll come and get you,” she smiled up at him. “Now go. Close your eyes for an hour or so. If there is news you’ll want to be rested enough to be effective.”

He couldn’t argue with that. He was running on fumes and his mood was black. He was a pale shadow of the man he used to be when Larissa’s laughter had filled the clearing of their hidden cottage. But he had to concede that sleep wasn’t a dirty word it was a necessity. He couldn’t help his sister if he was exhausted so he would take an hour to rest and start again.

As was his ritual, he paused in the doorway to her room, letting his dark brown gaze take in every minute detail. It was just as she’d left it, tidy and clean, just a handful of textbooks resting on her worktable. He should probably give those back to Hunter to put in the Academy library but he just couldn’t bring himself to do so. She would need them when she came home so he let them remain where they were.

“You look exhausted, boy,” his uncle Brent said sleepily coming to stand beside him with his own sad expression. His dark auburn hair so like Larissa’s was mussed from another fitful night’s sleep, and his light green gaze were hooded.

“Elodie’s already sent me off to bed,” Ryker answered, managing another brief smile, this time for his uncle. 

“She’s a good woman that sister-in-law of mine,” Brent nodded approvingly. “I don’t know what the fuck we’d have done without her these couple of weeks.” He clapped a hand on his nephew’s shoulder and then headed into the bathroom to start his day.

Ryker sighed and rubbed a hand over the back of his neck, reluctantly turning away from his sister’s room and finding his way into his own.

They were all reeling from the loss of Larissa, though sometimes he selfishly ignored that fact. He wasn’t proud of himself when he behaved that way, and he could almost hear the mild rebuke that would be in her voice if she were there to give him a gentle kick up the ass. But sometimes it was hard not to wallow in his own self-pity. Sometimes it was hard not to blame himself for what had happened. 

He had promised his mother on her deathbed that he would protect his precious little Lark with his last breath, and instead he had allowed her to be taken. He had allowed himself to trust in the High Lords’ ability to keep her safe, including Ezrah bloody Milinmar who just so happened to be as missing as his sister was. He knew it was unfair to blame the Light Angel when he had no idea what had happened, but it had to have had something to do with Ezrah if they were both gone at the same time.

He felt small and petty letting his fear cloud his judgement about the other male. Larissa loved the bloody fool and wouldn’t be happy with her brother plotting all kinds of painful punishments on him, and then there was Arden whose big blue wounded eyes tore at his very soul every time he looked at her. She was suffering just as badly as he was with her brother having vanished, and yet she didn’t whine or complain, instead she made it a point to stand at his side at every available opportunity, lending him her strength while he selfishly took from her.

He was an ungrateful, selfish bastard, and he knew it. But it was so incredibly hard keeping up his stoic appearance when for the first time in his life, for the first time in Larissa’s life, he wasn’t able to hold her in his arms and keep her safe. He wasn’t able to protect his little sister who was more of a daughter to him, a daughter he loved more than life itself.

Their uncle Hunter Blackdale was Headmaster of Blackdale Academy. All Headmasters took on the Academy name, though Larissa being Larissa had started to refer to him as Hunter Darken in private which he knew pleased their uncle no end though he pretended it didn’t. When Cruz had alerted them to the fact that Larissa was hurt and missing, Hunter had invented some bullshit reason for the High Lords to be excused classes until further notice so they could search for her.

That hadn’t gone down too well with Clara and Arden or the Prism brothers and Van. They had wanted to spend all their time helping with the search, but Hunter had insisted they continue their classes otherwise it would be too suspicious, and the Elder Council might come snooping around. He’d relented when Gage Senetra had demanded to be treated the same as the other High Lords, and it was strange that it was Cruz who had backed up the Siren given their history. 

It had not been that long ago that the Vampire had hunted down the Siren intent on killing him for hurting his little bird, and now his voice was the loudest in the Gage’s corner. When Ryker had pushed him on his reasoning Cruz’s dark gaze had settled on him and he’d uttered three simple words. “He’s her friend.” That had been enough to settle any disagreements and the Siren was inducted into their group with no further dissent.

Ryker sighed again and then he turned to his window, the sound of voices drawing his attention. He watched Clara Sabiel and Arden Milinmar walk over to the table, stopping beside Elodie and checking out the new additions to the map. 

His heart quickened at the sight of them as it always did, his gaze intent as he watched them. Clara, his little gothic Dark Angel and Arden his effervescent Light Angel. He knew they were his even though he kept his distance from them, treating both women as if they were just as much a sister to him as Larissa was. They had been tempting him since the very first moment he’d met them, slowly wearing down his self-imposed objections with every little smile and sultry glance his way.

It was only after his sister had soul bonded with her Vampire that he had realised why he found the two Angels so fascinating. They were pulling at his heart without even knowing it, just as he was pulling at theirs. They were his soul bonded and he couldn’t claim them, not until his sister was home. But he had at least accepted it now instead of fighting it and that brought him the smallest measure of peace in this otherwise fucked up situation.

Ryker reluctantly turned away from the window the beginnings of a migraine hurting his eyes and head. It would pass if he got some sleep, and he yawned and pulled off his T-shirt, sitting on the edge of the bed to pull off his boots and socks. It was a draft from the doorway that had him turning his head slowly. He was not the least surprised to see Clara and Arden standing there watching him.

“I told you he wouldn’t be in bed,” the Dark Angel said, huffing out a weary sigh. 

Her beautiful light blue eyes were framed by dark kohl that tilted up at the sides, her lashes long and thickly curling with mascara. Her lips today were a deep aubergine and Ryker couldn’t help lingering there wondering if they would taste as delicious as they looked. She’d taken to letting her hair grow out and it now curled around the bottom of her jaw in a short bob style. The inky blackness of her locks added to her dark appeal and he smothered down a groan as he felt his body reacting to her beauty.

Arden was the complete opposite to Clara. Where her best friend was all dark, mysterious allure, the Light Angel was innocence personified. Her long blonde hair was thick and fell down her back, her dark blue eyes wide and open, inviting a man to drown in their depths. Her makeup was light and almost translucent and she had her trademark pink lips. Arden could have invented the term girlie, and she was just as appealing as her friend.

“Maybe we should help him?” the Light Angel said with a small smile climbing onto the bed.

“I think that might be an excellent plan, Arden,” her friend grinned climbing onto his bed too.

“Ladies, as tempting as you both are, I do need to get some sleep,” Ryker said wryly, some genuine amusement crossing his face. They were like a little devil and a little angel sitting on his shoulders, only instead of trying to tempt him into opposite things, they were trying to tempt him into the same thing.

“So do we,” Clara pointed out with a cheeky grin. “If Malakai catches me here he’ll drag us both back to the Academy to go to bed. We are still in night mode for classes so this is our bedtime.”

He really should make them go but he was so bloody tired and having them here gave him some level of comfort that he caved with barely a protest. And there was that haunted expression in Arden’s beautiful eyes, that spoke of a need for comfort as much as he needed it. “Fine, but everyone keeps their bloody clothes on.”

He laughed when they grinned delightedly and Arden scrambled over the bed leaving room for him to fit in between them. He hesitated only a moment longer and then he climbed in, keeping his jeans on for modesty.

Clara snuggled into his back, her breath brushing his skin lightly as she wrapped an arm around his waist. Arden wriggled backwards, her ass pressing against his hard erection, pulling his arm over her waist to wrap around him. “Go to sleep, Ry,” she whispered with a backwards glance. “We’ll take care of you.”

So sweetly innocent, so fucking dangerous to his self-control, but he closed his eyes and let himself relax, stealing this brief moment of peace from the relentless pressure he was under. Arden began to hum, her voice sweet and pure to match her personality. A second later Clara joined her, her tone deeper but no less melodious. Ryker sighed softly feeling every muscle in his body unknot. His Angels continued to hum softly until he felt into a deep restful sleep.

A soft knock on his door woke him a few hours later, and he woke to find himself still cocooned between Arden and Clara. They were both fast asleep and so exquisitely beautiful that he wanted to tell whoever was at the door to fuck off so he could wake them both up and finally give in to them. But that wasn’t really an option and he sighed when Cade cracked his door open and smiled apologetically.

“Sorry for disturbing you, Ryker, but I thought you’d want to know that Cruz is back.”

“I’ll be there in a minute, uncle,” he answered, slowly extracting from the girls allowing a brief brush of his lips against their foreheads when they stirred and murmured in their sleep before settling back into deep slumber. 

“Fuck it, I’m a goner,” he groaned and heard Cade’s soft laughter as he grabbed his T-shirt and pulled it on, grabbing his boots and digging out a clean pair of socks.

“You were doomed from the moment we first stepped into Lark’s dorm room when she’d been poisoned with the Nightshade. You just didn’t know it.”

Closing the door behind them, Ryker ran his fingers through his long black hair, trying to tame it into submission and failing miserably. “Did Cruz have any success?”

Cade grimaced. “Not that he’s telling any of us. He just told us to go get you.” His uncle paused and Ryker waited for him to speak again.

“I don’t know how much longer that boy is going to be able to hold onto his shit, Ryker. He’s barely talking to anyone anymore, and even Tai’s starting to look worn around the edges. If we don’t find our girl soon, I think those High Lords are going to implode.”

Cade wasn’t telling him anything he didn’t already know. About the only decent thing to come out of this emergency was it had convinced him that all five of these High Lords were fully committed to Larissa. Any lingering doubts he may have had were long gone.

“Cruz, what did you find?” he called out, walking down the steps barefoot and sitting in one of the seats to pull his socks and boots on.

The Vampire watched him impassively before he turned back to the map he was poring over. “I’ve covered all of the south side right up to city limits. There’s no trace of her. I get nothing from our soul bond to the east either. She’s either north or west of the Academy or whoever has her has taken her past the city limits. If they’ve done that then she could be anywhere, Ryker. It could take me fucking years to find her and our bond would likely have broken long before that even happened.”

His cold hard tone had Ryker and everyone else looking at him. He was getting colder and colder each time he returned and Ryker had no idea if he’d hold onto his sanity for much longer.

“Cruz,” Van said, and the Vampire turned to look at the young Siren/Light Mage hybrid. “Does that mean we’ll never find Lark?”

If anyone else had asked that question the Vampire probably would have lost his shit, but Van was hard to be pissed at, and that proved true for even the surliest of Vampires. “We’ll never give up, Van,” he answered after a long pause. “I will never give up. It just might take us a lot longer than any of us thought it would.”

“I miss her,” the boy whispered, his expression so woeful that even Cruz’s hard expression softened. He walked over and sat down beside Van, resting his arms on his knees. 

“I miss her too, young one,” he admitted, his dark gaze turned towards the north. “Every day she isn’t here feels like a year and every week feels like a decade. But we will find her, and we will bring her home, and whoever is responsible for all this pain and anguish they’ve put us all through will pay for it. You have my word on that.”

Van nodded and then he swallowed hard. “It feels wrong that hearing that makes me feel happy. I’m supposed to heal people not want them to be hurt.”

The Vampire turned his head to look at the boy and he actually cracked a smile. “That’s how it is when you love someone so much you would do anything for them,” he said quietly. “If they’re truly worth it, you would fight for them and die for them, no matter what your true nature is. Lark is lucky to have you fighting for her, young one. Do not feel bad for wanting those who have hurt her and the rest of us to pay for their crimes.”

“He’s right, Van,” Gage said resting a hand on his brother’s shoulder. “There is no shame in wanting justice. It doesn’t make you a bad person. It just means that Lark is special to you.”

Van nodded but he still looked unhappy. “She is more special than any of you know,” he said in a quiet voice.

Gage sat down on his haunches, a puzzled expression on his face. “How, Van?” he asked, keeping his voice soft, knowing his brother was on the verge of either telling them something or clamming up.

“It’s supposed to be a secret,” the younger male finally said. “Lark was true to her word about keeping mine and I promised I would keep hers. But what if keeping these secrets hinders us finding her? I don’t know what to do.”

Ryker came over and he too knelt down in front of the boy. He was just as intrigued by what Van was holding back, and he also understood the boy’s dilemma. Keeping a promise was very important to him but if he knew something that could help them find Larissa then they needed to know.

––––––––
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“Van, I know how important it is to you to keep Lark’s faith and trust in you. And that’s very commendable. And I’m sure whatever secrets Lark asked you to keep, it would have only been for a short period of time, until she’d had time to process everything in that wonderful mind of hers, and then she would have told us. If there is anything, anything at all that you know that could possibly help us find her, then I know without a doubt that she would want you to tell us. Because she wants to come home to us as much as we want her to come home, so if you can help, then please do.”

“I don’t know if it will help find her, Ryker,” the boy answered, his expression sad. “But I’ll tell you what I know. I have a second power that works in tandem with my healing power.”
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