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The Phoenix Council (Founders of The Alliance) and their Mates

	Zander Hanok ~ Ariana

	Alek Hanok ~ Daryn

	Dane Lemek ~ Roan

	Gage Gallegos ~ Sofia

	Ambrose Kane ~ Melina



The Alliance 


	Zander Hanok: Runs The Alliance, the Phoenix Teams, (the supernatural teams) and the Seattle Special Forces (the human teams)

	Dustin Marshall: Oversees the Seattle Special Forces under Zander.







The Phoenix Teams

Gage’s team Terminators

	Jando

	Pedro

	Callisto

	Wren

	Connor, AKA White Boy

	Zuri

	Azim

	Derrick


Ambrose’s team Rebellion

	Jericho

	Raphael

	Davis

	Cameron

	Nathan

	AJ

	Kyle

	Peyton


Alek’s team Stooges

	Jessup

	Marco

	Daniel

	Kade

	The remaining four are not mentioned


Dane’s team Frankenstein

	Brody

	Jasper

	Sam

	The remaining five are not mentioned


Seattle Special Forces Team Leaders

	Jake Bender

	Todd Walsh

	Tim Talbert- only mentioned in book 1

	Brian Cooper- only mentioned in book 1







The Breeds

	A full blood hybrid-vamp is born of one hybrid parent and one vampire. They need blood to survive.

	A full-blood hybrid is born of two hybrid parents. While they had retractable fangs, they do not need blood to survive, they take it for pleasure only.

	A made-hybrid started out as a human who was bitten by a vampire, not saved from death and not infused with vampire blood. But the vampire venom changed their body's chemistry making them nearly as strong as a vampire. They, like the full-blood hybrids, have fangs, but do not need blood to sustain them.

	A made-vamp is a human who was near death and saved by being infused with vampire blood. They need blood to survive.
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Twenty-Five Years Ago

The early morning fog misted over the forest floor as the sun peeked through the treetops with a promise of a beautiful day in Northern Washington, giving it an eerie feeling. Damp fog crawled over foliage, rocks, and fallen logs as if it were seeking its prey.

The scent of a smoldering campfire teased the senses of the hunter sleeping after his night shift watching the camp. Although he needed little rest, the frigid cold had a knack for sapping his energy and rendering him lethargic. With a low, discontented groan, James reluctantly stirred, his eyelids heavy as he rubbed at them, resolute in his resistance to move. "You'd better have some fucking coffee ready."

"Good morning to you too, sunshine." His friend, Marino, said in a dry tone, poking at the fire with a stick, stirring the hot embers. "Get your ass up and get some. I'm not your maid or momma."

"Prick. Just so you know, my shift was noisy last night. Every damn nocturnal animal out there was snooping around us. Fucking opossums are creepy as shit." Summoning all his determination, he forced himself into an upright position, the chill in the air causing an involuntary shiver to run down his spine. With a sharp twist, he cracked his neck, then rose to his feet and stretched his stiff muscles, each movement a deliberate effort to shake off the remnants of the hard earth he used as his bed.

"What? The big bad vamp is afraid of a large rat? They don't bother me."

James turned his dark gaze on his friend. "Screw you, Marino. And they are giant ass rats. If we're out here another night, I'll be sure to catch one and put it in your sleeping bag with you. And why is it that animals always gravitate toward you?" The irritation in his voice was evident.

"I guess I'm just charming." Marino grinned at his friend. He and James had been friends for a long time, a bond forged over a half-century, yet their youthful appearance told a different tale. The advantages of being born a vampire meant that they had ceased to age by their early thirties. In contrast, for those who had been turned into vampires by the bite of another, the cessation of aging occurred precisely at the moment of that event.

At sixty, they were young vampires by all standards. They had met in school in the mountainous region of Washington as boys. Young vampires had formed tight-knit groups, uniting in the wake of their recent emergence into the world just a few years earlier. The humans’ reactions to their existence ranged from wariness to outright hostility, reminiscent of the witch hunts in Salem. Consequently, they found solace and security in each other’s company; their unity was a source of strength and protection in a world that often misunderstood them and feared them.

Now they were in the woods hunting down a rogue vampire who raped and bled three girls dry, and he had to die. The presence of such a vampire was intolerable; his actions tainted the already unstable reputation of their kind. The vampire community had invested too much effort over the last thirty years to maintain a peaceful coexistence with humans. They couldn’t permit one vampire to unravel all that hard-earned progress, even if that progress still had a long way to go.

Since these crimes happened in their hometown, the sheriff called them to see if they could track this vamp. And they were happy to oblige. They tracked the bastard for the past four days before killing him last night and burning his body. Sure, they could have caught him anytime, but like cats, they liked to play with their prey. In addition to serving their imperative to hunt and satisfy their primal instincts, the pursuit of this rogue vampire also offered a thrilling and exhilarating experience.

The fucker knew he was being hunted, which was their goal. He was fearful, and when you were fearful, you made mistakes. When he tried to outsmart them, he walked right into a trap they laid.

Following the demise of that bastard, they opted to spend one more night in the woods, but the wildlife remained unnerved by their presence. Understandably so, as they were unrivaled as apex predators in the wilderness.

In the nights leading up to the previous one, the wildlife behaved typically, but the sudden change in their behavior after dispatching the vampire left them both a bit unsettled. The animals seemed to be moving closer to them, as if something else had spooked them. Like James said, the wildlife was drawn to Marino; he had a weird connection to animals that James didn’t understand, yet it felt like it had intensified.

James stretched once again before pouring a cup of coffee, lifting it to his nose, he breathed in the rich aroma. "Shit, this smells like heaven. You make some damn good coffee, Marino. You'll make someone a good wife someday."

"I hope it scalds your throat, you bastard."

James laughed, a rare emotion, as he blew on the hot liquid, just in case. "Damn, I'm ready to get home. I miss a soft bed and a hot shower."

"Me too, but I prefer a woman in both." He grinned, thinking of his latest fling, a pretty, petite blonde.

"I hear you-"

Their mouths snapped shut in unison, their heads tilting instinctively toward the east. Though neither could sense any immediate threat in their vicinity, the unmistakable sounds of leaves crunching and twigs snapping had them frozen, their breath held in tense anticipation.

They were taken aback, bewildered by the approach of something or someone that managed to sneak up on them. With their heightened senses of hearing and smell, such an occurrence should have been impossible.

Both of them rose to their feet, their keen senses on high alert, but neither sensed a predator. They made a calculated decision to divide and conquer, each taking a separate path through the woods.

Armed with formidable hunting knives capable of taking down an elephant and their razor-sharp fangs, they were poised to strike with deadly precision.

Marino moved stealthily through the underbrush, veering to this left, his ears attuned to the sound of approaching footsteps that grew nearer with each passing moment. Meanwhile, James took the opposite path to the right, maintaining his concealment among the trees.

The peculiar thing was that the footsteps were of two feet, and no signs of slowing down. This was perplexing; what kind of animal walks on two legs? And even more troubling, it seemed utterly oblivious to their presence and the eminent danger they posed.

With their knives ready, they emerged from behind the trees, prepared for a confrontation with whatever had approached. However, as they stepped out into the open, their faces reflected a shared sense of disbelief and shock.

Their wide-eyed gazes fixed upon a small child standing before them, a sight so unexpected and baffling that they could help but exchange incredulous glances. Slowly, their heads turned back to the child; their initial readiness to strike was replaced by a mixture of astonishment and concern. The situation had taken a sharp and bewildering turn.

The small child, a girl about six with enormous brown eyes, stood before them in a tattered and filthy dress, her feet bare and vulnerable. She remained motionless, her gaze shifting between the hunters as she assessed their intentions. Her eyes eventually settled on the gleaming knives they held; a sense of unease compelled her to take a cautious step backward.

"Fuck, Marino, put the knife away." James quickly sheathed his blade as he inspected the small, trembling girl. He extended his hands out, showing her there was nothing to fear.

Recognizing the need to appear less intimidating to the small child, Marina carefully sheathed his knife and knelt down to bring himself closer to her height. At six-four, they must have appeared to be giants. He offered an assuring smile, his intention clear—to convey that they meant no harm, hoping to alleviate the fear in her dark eyes. He extended his hand to her. "It's okay, sweetheart, we won't hurt you. Are you lost?"

James snorted at his question. "Of course, she's lost; she's not just out for a stroll." He too, lowered his towering frame to the ground. "Where are your parents, honey? Do you need help finding them?"

The girl’s large, doe-like eyes remain fixed on them, filled with a mix of intensity and curiosity. She cautiously took one small step closer to them before coming to a halt. Her disheveled appearance was evident, with matted hair caked in dirt, leaves, twigs, and whatever the hell else the odds had to offer.

It was clear that she had endured quite a journey through the woods, leaving them to wonder how the hell she ended up her in the first place.

"Shit, she looks like she's been out here a damn long time. She doesn't even have a coat or any fucking shoes on."

Looking down at her dirty feet, James grimaced. "Damn. She's gotta be freezing." He stood, and she flinched, which, for some reason, irritated him. "Well, fuck this shit. Sweetheart, we're not going to hurt you, okay?" He made a move for her, and she spun around to run when James swept her up in his big arms. She screamed like she was set on fire, but he held tight while she bellowed, kicked, and clawed at him to get free.

Marino walked up and touched the girl's face. "Shh, sweetheart, it's okay. We're going to help you; it will be okay." Her face whipped around, and she bit his finger before she knew what happened. "Sonofabitch!" He pulled his hand back as James laughed. The girl stopped fighting James when he began to laugh. Frowning, she cocked her head, craning her neck to see his face.

He winked at the dirty child in his arms. James shifted her against his body so he could see her face, and he smiled. "Good girl, I've wanted to bite him on occasion too. Let's get you warm, baby." He went back to camp and sat down with her at the fire. She squirmed to free herself from James’s strong arms, an almost desperate urgency driving her closer to the flames. Ignoring any potential danger, she extended a trembling hand toward the fire. With a yelp of pain, she screamed as the flames licked her tiny finger. Her body instinctively recoiled, and she fell back against the reassuring presence of James’s large frame.

"Shit, baby, you can't touch it." James looked at her little finger, which already had a blister forming. "Dammit, Marino, give me some water to clean her hand."

Marino squatted down in front of the girl with a clean rag and a bottle of water. James held her hand out to him as Marino poured cold water on her finger and wiped the dirt away with a rag. Carefully, he dabbed the burn, trying not to cause her any more pain. She hissed in a breath but let him tend to her finger, watching his every move carefully.

"You know, maybe we should also clean up our language,” he glanced at James. “She is a kid, you know." Marino looked up at her and grinned as she returned a scowl. "See, not so bad. But we're going to have to do more than pour water on it, sweetie."

James pulled her into the warmth of his body, shielding her frail frame from the chilly morning, while Marino held her small hand in his. "I promise this won't hurt, okay? Nod if you understand what I'm saying." Marino waited until she gave the smallest of nods. Grinning at her, he took her only dirt-free finger, placed it in his mouth, and licked it. His tongue caressed the raw tip of her finger. Then, when he pulled her finger out, Marino showed it to her. "See, good as new. Now, no more touching fire, got it?"

Nodding, she took her finger back and looked at it, inspecting it from all angles. Offering Marino a small smile, she remained under James's protection.

"Well, damn, James, I just got a smile from this little beauty." He winked at her and stood while she burrowed into James' body.

"Here, sweetheart," James said as he reached over and grabbed the blanket off his sleeping bag, and wrapped her in it. He pulled her back into him to offer warmth from his body and the fire. "Hey man, get her some socks, her feet must be freezing."

Marino dug through his backpack and pulled out a pair of socks. Kneeling in front of her, and picked up each foot and put his huge socks on her. They went halfway up her little leg, but that was a good thing; she was ice cold.

He sat back on his feet and looked up at James. "Man, she is thin. She looks like she hasn't eaten in quite a while. And we didn't bring much real food with us. I think I have a granola bar and maybe some nuts left."

What the fuck? Is she lost or was she dumped out here? James said in Marino's head, a talent all vampires possessed.

No damn clue, but she is skin and bones and filthy as hell. She's been out here a while. It's another couple of day's walk out of here and we don't have enough to feed her... Not human food anyway.

I know. James rubbed her arms over the blanket, trying to get her blood moving again. Why don't you take her, and I'll go hunt something up? Protein should do wonders for her.

Let me give her something to hold her over. We need to give her some of our blood too. We'll have to knock her ass out for that, though. Marino grabbed his backpack and rummaged for a granola bar, opening one end, he held it out to her. She pulled back, settling herself deeper into James's arms. Marino chuckled and took a small bite to show her it was safe to eat.

Tears filled her eyes. They shifted from Marino to the food he held out; the temptation proved too irresistible. Despite her initial fear, hunger gnawed at her, and it was impossible to turn down. Slowly, she reached out to accept what Marino offered.

She brought it to her nose and sniffed the granola bar before she took a nibble. As she chewed, her expression changed, and her dark eyes lit up, almost smiling at him. When she finished, she handed Marino the empty wrapper.

"How about a drink, sweetie?" He sipped the water first before handing it to her to copy. "Let me hold you for a while, beautiful. James is going to go get you some breakfast."

With a nod, James handed over the small bundle. We can take turns giving her blood. Between that and the food, she should bounce back fast. "Try not to get bit by her again while I'm gone." He winked at the frail little girl in his friend’s arms.
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Present Day

She sat on a filthy bench, waiting for the nine-thirty bus. The damp night air floated down, coating everything with a sheen of mist. A shiver slithered up her spine as second thoughts about getting on the bus thundered in her head. But a taxi would cost a fortune for the journey back to Seattle.

As she glanced around, her nose wrinkled in response to her less-than-ideal surroundings. She was certain that the bus wouldn’t be any cleaner or more inviting than the cold, hard metal bench that she was about to sit on. Her instincts told her to avoid a suspicious-looking red stain, which she could only hope was ketchup and not blood. She willed herself to believe it was ketchup since it was a mere two inches from her left thigh.

As she waited at the bus stop, the neighborhood took on an unsettling atmosphere, almost as if it were straight out of a poorly scripted movie. Two young men, their pants hanging dangerously low, exuded an aura that hinted at aspirations of either drug dealing or gang affiliation. Their presence nearby was an ominous reminder that they would likely be fellow passengers on the bus she was about to board. She couldn't help but feel a sense of unease and wariness as she kept a watchful eye on her surroundings.

In her head, she patted herself on the back for having the balls to go through with this stupid plan.

She almost laughed at the predicament she was in, but quickly decided to chalk this up to a life experience, one she hoped never to relive, one she hoped she'd actually survive to talk about.

Damn her car for breaking down in Everett, Washington. She went this morning to go see a college friend, and the damn thing decided it was an excellent time to have transmission problems. Her car wasn't a piece of shit either; no, she had a two-year-old sporty Dodge Challenger. A bright orange beauty with black racing stripes, her baby. Now her baby was dead and had to be towed to Seattle. Now she had no other way back to Seattle except by bus. Sure, she could take a taxi or an Uber, but she didn't like the thought of getting into a vehicle at night with only one person for such a long distance. Her parents always told her there was safety in numbers.

Somehow, she didn't think this was what they meant.

But a damn bus. Really? This was how her night ended? As she reluctantly took a seat on the nasty bench, she couldn't help but wonder how many viruses and germs might be lurking there, just waiting for an unsuspecting victim. The surroundings seemed to be teeming with scary-looking individuals who likely saw her as an easy target. She knew it wasn't fair to make snap judgments, but the reality was that public transportation often attracted a mix of people, some of whom might not have the best intentions.

She realized that she was profiling, but in a way, it was also an unfortunate truth. Buses had earned a reputation for being sketchy and unpredictable. It was a reflection of the challenges many people faced when relying on public transportation, and she was acutely aware of the situation as she waited for the bus to arrive.

Even though it took about a thirty-minute drive in a car, or twenty the way she drove, the bus would be fifty minutes of sheer terror. She watched people load back on the bus after it stopped for dinner. It appeared she got in on a long trek through Washington.

The weary travelers slowly made their way back onto the bus after a less-than-appetizing stop at a roadside diner. Their faces showed signs of contentment, but also a hint of sleepiness, likely induced by hearty, but heavy, meals like meatloaf and burgers. The scent of greasy food hung in the air as they settled back into their seats, ready to continue their journey with full stomachs and the promise of some much-needed rest.

As she settled into her seat on the bus, a cynical inner voice whispered, "This just keeps getting better and better." She couldn't help but acknowledge the irony of her situation.

Weighing her options, she strategically sat in the middle of the bus, on the aisle. It gave her a better vantage point and allowed her to weigh her options carefully, including identifying the quickest escape route. She desperately hoped that no one would choose to sit beside her. If someone did, she was prepared for a swift exit. The last thing she wanted was to be cornered by a stranger trying to strike up a conversation or make unwanted advances, because, let's face it, finding love on a bus wasn't exactly her idea of a romantic journey.

Unbeknownst to the unsuspecting passengers, the bus had quietly gained four new occupants. Two of them had taken seats at the far back, while the other had chosen the front row. It was a subtle but calculated move that effectively formed a trap around the oblivious travelers, creating a situation that raised the tension in the bus even higher.

Still seated in her chosen spot on the aisle, she felt a growing sense of unease as she observed this development. She couldn't shake the feeling that something wasn't right, and her instincts were telling her to remain vigilant and prepared for any unexpected turn of events.

Looking up, she saw a tall, well-muscled man stand, walk over to the driver, and whispered something in his ear. The bus swerved hard before he regained control. The passengers gasped as they were jolted, looking around frantically for the cause.

Ducking down, she scooted to the window seat and pulled her hood up over her head. Something terrible was about to happen—uneasiness like she never experienced before weighed heavy on her chest.

The man looked at the passengers, revealing a jagged scar across his face, and smiled. "May I have your attention?" He yelled and waited until all eyes were on him. "My name is Tillman. I have commandeered the bus. Please stay calm, and everything will be okay." Instantly, his powder blue eyes turned black, and his smile revealed fangs. "I am sorry to inform you that you will not reach your destination." His pleasantness sent shivers through the passengers. "And if you behave, you won't be hurt. At least not yet." He studied the terrified faces, then grinned and winked at a young mother clutching her small child.

Shit. Shit. Shit.

A rogue vampire. Just her stupid-ass luck. The one and only time she dared step on a bus, it was about to become her last. Panic began to rise within her, and she knew she needed to find a way to protect herself and the other passengers from this unexpected threat.

Rogue vamps had become a problem over the past two years in the Seattle area, ever since she moved there. Hell, they did this in Portland two years ago, right before she moved. They had pillaged and plundered and were a real threat after almost seventy years of living openly among humans. No one understood the recent change in their behavior. Humans, hybrids, and vampires alike had all learned to live in peace after fifty years of trial and error. Just like there were dangerous humans, there were dangerous vampires. The difference was that while one would shoot you, the other could rip your throat out.

The sudden, high-pitched shriek from the middle-aged woman at the back of the bus sent shockwaves of panic through the already tense atmosphere. Without thinking, she leaped from her seat and dashed towards the front of the bus, driven by a desperate need to escape the looming threat. It was as if a primal instinct for survival had taken over, and all she could see was the door leading to what she perceived as freedom.

The woman's actions sent a wave of confusion and fear rippling through the other passengers. It was a surreal moment where rational thought seemed to be replaced by sheer panic, and the realization that the bus was indeed a rolling cage became painfully evident. They were all trapped together, and escape was not as simple as reaching a door.

"Lady, sit down, please." As the middle-aged woman bolted towards the front of the bus, a tattooed man with jet-black hair that hung down to his shoulders reacted swiftly. He extended his arm, trying to reach for her in an attempt to prevent her from making a reckless escape. His expression was a mix of concern and urgency as he recognized the danger in her actions. When she didn't listen, he simply shook his head.

She looked at the tattooed man from between the cracks in the seats. He sat two rows back on the opposite side of the bus. He looked damn dangerous, which was why she never rode buses, she reminded herself. Though he resembled a biker, she knew bikers wouldn't be caught dead on a bus, which was ironic since they'd all be dead soon.

As the older lady stumbled toward the front, a second tattooed man with short black hair, equally dangerous looking, grabbed her wrist. "Lady, we'll get through this. I promise. Please go back to your seat." Again, she yanked free.

Her seat was between these two big men who acted as Good Samaritans. When she peeked through the seats again, she saw the one behind her with the long hair and a day's worth of stubble sniffing the air. It was a subtle gesture, but she noticed it. He was smoking hot, yet he looked like he could peel the skin from her bones. His chiseled face, featuring a strong jawline and piercing blue eyes, stood out even in the midst of chaos and merited him a second look. When his eyes landed on the back of her seat, she moved away and put her shoulder as close to the window as possible.

The vampire, Tillman, nodded to his partner in the front row. He stood up, caught the screaming woman, and closed his teeth around her soft, warm throat, cutting off her screams only to hear thirty more.

Feeling a rising sense of unease and the unpredictability of the situation, she quickly tucked her hair into her sweatshirt and pulled her hood over her head. Even though she understood that true invisibility was impossible, her goal was to make herself as inconspicuous as possible. She hunched down in her seat, trying to minimize her presence on the bus, hoping to avoid drawing any unwanted attention in the midst of the unfolding chaos. The smaller she could make herself seem, the better her chances of remaining unnoticed and safe. Her brain told her it was a useless attempt.

Blood sprayed the closest passengers, causing instant panic and chaos. The young mother clutched her child tighter as the warm liquid sprayed across her face, and tears streamed down.

"Shut up!" Tillman roared as his two partners in the back jumped up. "Now, as you may have figured out by now, we are vampires, not those sissy Alliance assholes you stupid humans worship. That means we have no regard for your lives whatsoever." He smiled, his fangs reflecting in the dim light, "Well, I suppose we do have some regard for you."

The Alliance, a unique police unit that combined supernatural and human members, had a specific and crucial mission. Comprising hybrids who were half-human and half-vampire, vampires, and humans, this organization joined forces to deal with the growing issue of rogue vampires and hybrids.

In recent years, the Alliance had found themselves busier than ever before. The increase in rogue vampires and hybrids posed a significant threat to both the supernatural and human communities. Their mission was to maintain order and protect innocent lives from these dangerous beings who had gone off the rails.

As the events on the bus unfolded, it became apparent that the situation might have some connection to the recent rise in rogue vampires and hybrids, adding another layer of complexity to an already tense and uncertain scenario.

There was no point begging for their freedom or their lives; they all understood their fate. They knew they had to take recourse against vampires, especially four. Whimpers and cries swept through the bus as it roared down the highway. It slowed, heading through the dense fog off the main roads into the eerie darkness, where even the moon hid.

This quickly turned into a cheesy yet real-life horror film, rolled into a shitty nightmare, one she couldn't escape.

Her heart sank. This was it.

She would die by being sucked dry by psychotic vampires on a goddamned fucking nasty-ass bus, or worse. Yes, there was always a worse possibility.

Her mother would have smacked her if she heard the stream of curse words that entered her head. Once again, her heart ached, thinking about her parents and older brothers. She wouldn't get the chance to say goodbye or that she loved them.

After what seemed like twenty miles of a rough dirt road, the bus stopped in front of an old, rundown barn. "Welcome to our humble home." Tillman flashed his canines. "Please step off the bus in an orderly fashion."

Shit, she hated the woods. They were creepy as hell at night, but the woods at night plus four vampires made her stomach roll violently. Her eyes closed as she tried to slow down her breathing, calming herself. Not sure why she felt safe after she controlled her breathing like she masked her presence. Or that could be just wishful thinking.

One by one, the terrified travelers filtered into the aisle to step off the bus, knowing they had no way to save their own lives. This was their fate and literally the end of the road, with nowhere to run to and no one to save them.

She noticed the second man with black hair who tried to stop the woman was three people ahead of her. Glancing over her shoulder, she saw the one with shoulder-length black hair, two people behind her. His eyes scanned his surroundings, briefly landing on her. Once again, she turned away from him. Something seemed off with these two men with black hair and tattoos. They were big bastards, larger than the four vamps, so what were they? Super-vamps? Was there even such a thing as a super-vamp? And if they were vampires, were they in on it or just damn cowards? She'd never known a vampire to be a coward, and they had no reason to be; they were the superior species.

The cold night air hung heavy in the fog, adding to the impending doom. The darkness and fog hid everything in its midst, while the utter silence made the hair on the back of her neck tingle. Again, this is why she hated the damn woods!

"Line up against the bus," Tillman ordered.

"I hope the Phoenix Council catches you and rips your fucking heads off!" A teenage boy with facial piercings yelled.

The Phoenix Council, also known as The Phoenix Five, were the founding members of The Alliance, a group tasked with policing the hybrid and vampire communities. These five individuals held significant authority within the organization, overseeing a force of up to eighty men dedicated to maintaining order and dealing with rogue hybrids and vampires.

Stories and rumors about the Phoenix Council were widespread. They had earned a formidable reputation as tough and unrelenting enforcers, often described as mean sons-of-bitches who got the job done. There were whispers that they were not only fierce warriors but also exceptionally handsome, a detail she had heard countless times. However, as the events on the bus unfolded, it seemed she might never have the opportunity to confirm the truth of those rumors or gaze upon the faces of these enigmatic leaders of The Alliance.

"You have too much faith in those sissy hybrids, boy. They can't help you now. One more word from you, and you'll be the first on tonight's menu." Tillman hissed at the kid.

"Well, hell, Ambrose. That's the second time he's called us sissies." The man with the shoulder-length black hair spoke up, cocking his head at Tillman with a gleam in his eyes.

She was positioned directly between these two big men in the execution line. With her head down, she continued to watch them from under the protection of her hoodie.

His friend Ambrose nodded, a few people down on her left. "Yep. And I'm a little offended, Gage. How about you?"

"Ha, assholes!" The teen yelled with excitement. "The Phoenix Council is here!"

Hmm, these two big-ass men were from The Alliance, and they were on the Phoenix Council, the founders? This was either the best damn luck or a setup.

Tillman hissed as the other three vampires leaped to his side. She got the feeling that Tillman recognized their names, which was why he appeared concerned.

Gage's sapphire eyes turned black in an instant, like the vampires. "The nice thing about being half-human and half-vampire is that you vampires are too stupid to figure out what we are. Being a hybrid does have its advantages." Gage was an enigmatic figure within The Alliance. Unlike the hybrids and vampires who comprised the organization, he wasn't half-human, and his true nature remained a mystery. What set him apart, however, was his unique genetic makeup, which granted him the ability to become invisible to all species when he chose to do so. It was a power that he had never fully understood, leaving him with lingering questions about his own origins and capabilities.

This extraordinary ability made Gage a valuable asset to The Alliance, as he could move discreetly among vampires, hybrids, and humans when necessary. However, the origins and reasons behind this power remained a closely guarded secret, even from Gage himself. His mysterious nature only added to the intrigue surrounding The Alliance and its enigmatic members.

"Be fair, brother, assholes like this aren't often known for their brains. And their plans are weak." Ambrose's vivid green eyes narrowed on the vampires as he pulled out two swords from the undercarriage of the bus. He tossed one to Gage and kept the other for himself.

"True, which is why they didn't recognize that this was a trap we set for them." Gage twirled the sword in his hands. "Research and planning boys; you ought to try it sometime." He tapped the sword to the side of his head as he flashed them a fanged smile.

A sinister laugh left Tillman, trying not to piss his pants because two Phoenix warriors were in his presence. "Do you have any idea how many others are inside? You won't make it out of here alive. And they'll still be dead," he nodded to the scared passengers.

Gage nodded toward the barn. "My guess would be zero."

The sudden emergence of twelve additional Phoenix warriors from the barn sent shockwaves through the already tense situation. Each of these warriors wielded a sword in each hand, and the blades were coated in the blood of vampires, a testament to the fierce battle that had just taken place. It was a grim reminder of the threat posed by rogue vampires and the unyielding resolve of The Phoenix Council's enforcers.

Among the Phoenix warriors, two similar-looking hybrids with striking green eyes moved with remarkable speed, immediately closing in on Tillman and his three vampire companions. The atmosphere crackled with tension as the confrontation escalated, leaving everyone on the bus on edge, uncertain of what would happen next.

Gage snarled at the four vampires. "Your hunting days are over, Tillman. You've just been hunted."

"You want to tell us who you're working for before we do this?" Ambrose asked casually, not really expecting Tilman’s cooperation.  

Tillman snorted his response.

"Yeah, didn't think so."

As the trembling passengers clung to the sides of the bus, Gage and Ambrose took measured steps toward Tillman and his three vampire companions. The two formidable hybrids closed in on them from behind, creating an inescapable pincer movement that left the vampires with no room to maneuver.

As the trembling passengers clung to the sides of the bus, Gage and Ambrose took measured steps toward Tillman and his three vampire companions. The two formidable hybrids closed in on them from behind, creating an inescapable pincer movement that left the vampires with no room to maneuver.

The passengers could scarcely perceive the two figures as Gage and Ambrose advanced like blurs. Their movements were a rapid, almost supernatural display of speed, leaving onlookers in awe and terror as they closed in on their intended targets, viciously slicing the two middle vampires' heads off where they stood. There was no time for Tillman and his vampires to react as the two hybrids behind them got the two on each end. Four heads hit the ground and rolled.

A mixture of screams, gasps, and praises filled the cold, damp night. Four bodies missing their heads lay at the feet of the hybrids. Crimson blood soaked the ground, seeping into the earth. Gage lit a match and set the vampires on fire, watching as they turned into ash. The stench forced the passengers to hide their faces inside their shirts, coughing and sputtering.

"Sissy hybrids, my ass." Gage sneered. As the adrenaline-fueled confrontation came to an abrupt end, Gage's soulless black eyes underwent a transformation, shifting back to their natural, ice-blue hue. He cast a cold, lingering glance at the terrified human passengers who remained plastered against the bus, still paralyzed by fear.

Terrified and desperate to avoid drawing any attention, she kept her head low, almost wishing she possessed Jedi-like powers that could render her invisible. Her heart pounded in her chest as she fought to suppress the urge to breathe. In her panic, she inadvertently inhaled sharply and nearly choked before hastily pulling her sweatshirt up over her nose, trying to muffle any sounds and conceal her presence.

"Forty down, and fuck knows how many more to go," Alek said, slapping his older brother Zander on the shoulder. "You know, I never get tired of this. Though I could do without their stench," he wrinkled his nose at the burning vampires.

Gage looked at the two biological brothers, Zander and Alek, who always had his back, his brothers. "I assume all the vamps in the barn are ash?"

Zander, the unlucky appointed leader of The Alliance, grinned. "Burning as we speak. You think it smells bad out here; at least you can't taste the bastards like we did in there." He nodded toward the barn.

Among the hybrids, Gage was unquestionably the most formidable in appearance. His very presence exuded a sense of danger and lethality. His eyes, in particular, were a chilling testament to his power and ruthlessness. A single glance from Gage with those deadly eyes was enough to send a person scrambling for their life. His and Ambrose's lethal looks were the reason they rode on the bus instead of Zander and Alek. They looked like thugs, while the brothers looked like male models.

Gage sniffed his black T-shirt, made a face, and coughed. "Fuck, this stench better come out. I'm getting tired of throwing shirts away." He glanced at the passengers again and caught the pierced-faced teen grinning at him. Gage frowned, then turned back to Zander and Alek. "One of you driving them into the city?"

"I hoped I could get you or Ambrose to do it for me," Zander answered.

"Fuck that," Gage and Ambrose said in unison.

Gage turned, sniffing the air once again, then turned towards the passengers, those vivid blue eyes scanning the terrified people as though he were searching for something.

She wondered what he smelled. Was he looking for something or someone? Was another vampire on the bus, or maybe he picked up a scent among them?

"We smell like shit, and we helped take out close to forty vamps. I think you or Ambrose can handle this. All you did was take a bus ride." Alek grumbled and nodded to his brother Zander.

"We sniffed out the tip that led us here." Gage scanned the faces of the passengers once again.

Gage and Ambrose ignored Alek's plea and walked off into the bank of trees where their Tahoe waited. "We're out of here," Ambrose said, letting the brothers know the debate was over.

After walking about fifteen feet, Gage turned back; his eyes scanned the area one more time before following Ambrose.

Zander shook his head as his brothers walked away. "The sad truth is, these forty or so may just be the tip of the iceberg. We may just be getting started." He said to his brother Alek as he watched the weary passengers climb back on the bus.

Alek took a deep breath. "Yeah." He looked up at the sky, the stars masked by the damp, dense fog. "I hate the darkness; it's spooky, and it's eerie. Why can't they do their plundering during the day?"

"Scum of the earth always comes out at night." Zander shook his head. "Tillman was right; you are a sissy."

They ushered the weary passengers back on the bus to finish their drive into Seattle. At least they’d live to see another day.
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Zander walked up to his brother, lying by their pool, soaking up the sun that finally made a brief appearance. He kicked his brother's foot; Alek almost fell off the chaise lounge at the attack.

"Shit, Zander," Alek bolted up, catching his beer before it met an untimely demise with the brick pavers. “Have some respect for the beer, man.”

"You should have heard me coming. Get up. I've called a meeting. The gang will be here in a minute." Zander shoved his hands into his front pockets and studied the crystal blue water. Zander knew when the others arrived; he caught their scent and listened to their muttering in his head.

Dane Lemek, their doctor slash big brother, was who everyone talked to. His mate Roan, a chef, kept them fed and away from McDonald's and Oreos. Ambrose Kane was the resident asshole; every family had to have one, and Ambrose was happy to provide his services. He married the extreme opposite of him, Melina, a sweet woman with an even more loving spirit. Melina preferred plants to people, which was why the grounds around their home looked like a page out of Home & Garden. Alek Hanok, the class clown, was Zander's biological younger brother. Alek's mate, Daryn, was a woman with infinite wisdom and their voice of reason. She often stopped them from going batshit crazy on each other.

Then there was Gage Gallegos, the one most humans, hybrids, and vampires alike avoided at all costs. And the most lethal vampire any of them had ever known. Gage's ruthlessness stemmed from him being half Original Vampire, which was why he was more viscous than normal vampires. He was the only one not mated. And he liked it that way.

Zander Hanok had a little of them all in him—fearless, quiet, and calm with a smile that could melt any heart, yet fierce when needed. His mate, Ariana, or Ari, a high-strung beauty, was OCD about the housecleaning that kept them all on their toes, most days fearing for their lives.

Together, his brothers and their mates were a family—a family with unbreakable bonds. They had killed for each other and protected their women with their lives. They were The Phoenix Council, the five men who founded The Alliance. The Alliance's influence extended beyond their supernatural and hybrid members. They had also established the Seattle Special Forces unit, a highly trained group of humans who operated under their command. These elite humans were skilled and dedicated, working in tandem with their supernatural counterparts to maintain order, protect their communities, and deal with the unique challenges posed by rogue vampires and hybrids. Together, they formed a formidable and cohesive force, ensuring the safety and security of their city in the face of supernatural threats.

The Seattle Special Forces consisted of ex-military, SWAT, ATF agents, and other asshole types. The number of hybrid and vampire soldiers equaled the number of humans. When you put almost eighty alpha males together, it proved to be a bad idea most days, but no one had killed each other yet. This meant that Zander was doing his job better than he had expected. They had been so successful with the Seattle Alliance that they opened more along the West Coast, in Oregon and California.

Zander paced around the great room while the others sat there and watched him.

"For god sakes, sit down. You are making us dizzy." Ambrose said as he threw his leg over the arm of the chair, reaching for his mate, Melina. Tugging her into his lap, he nibbled on her neck, making her giggle before kissing her lips.

"He's right, sweetie. Come sit down, please." Ariana, Zander's mate, patted the love seat.

"And if you wear a spot out on the rug and give her something else to get all OCD over, we're going to have to kill you," Melina said with a grin as she looked at Ariana.

"Two buses, three nightclubs in seven weeks, and two hundred and sixteen people dead over the past two years. Half of them weren't drained of their blood; they were just killed. What the fuck is going on?" Zander growled. "And why have these attacks escalated?"

Dane leaned forward on his elbows. "It seems that they are looking for something. But what?"

"Who, you mean," Alek said, catching Zander's eyes. "They are looking for a woman, to the best of our knowledge. All the living witnesses seem to agree on that point. A young female, to be exact."

Zander rolled his neck, then his shoulders. "I've been hearing rumors of Galen, the Vampire King, being in town. And it got me thinking. If the rumors are true, he has a child out there somewhere, and he could be looking for them now. We've all heard the stories about how powerful this kid would be. And recently, his name has come up more than once. Is this a coincidence?"

Galen, the enigmatic self-proclaimed vampire king, carried an aura of mystery that had intrigued and terrified people for centuries. With a rumored age of nearly a thousand years, he was a figure shrouded in legend. Strangely, despite the tales of his ruthlessness and the havoc he had wreaked on villages throughout history, very few had ever encountered him face-to-face.

The stories surrounding Galen suggested that he might be an Original Vampire, a term reserved for those who had the distinction of being among the first of their kind. Original Vampires were believed to possess powers and abilities far beyond those of made-vampires or even full-blood vampires. Their strength, speed, and resilience surpassed those of ordinary vampires, and they were known for having eyes that weren't sensitive to sunlight. Some even had the ability to teleport, among a myriad of other talents.

As the centuries passed, the bloodlines of vampires weakened, losing some of the abilities that had defined their kind. Original Vampires, however, retained these formidable powers, making them an almost mythical force within the vampire community. Their unique ability to mask their scent from other vampires made them particularly elusive and dangerous, a quality that added to the legend of Galen as a near-immortal and unstoppable force.

Ambrose frowned. "Is it even possible for an Original Vampire left after all these years?" He tossed Gage a glance. Most Original Vampires didn't live past a few hundred years. Hunters had killed a large number of vampires before they integrated into society, much like the Salem witches were destroyed.

Dane shook his head. "Galen would have had to be extremely cunning to live this long and hide his identity. But you have Original vamp in you,” he tipped his head to Gage. “So, I guess anything is possible, especially if they can mask their scent."

"It still raises the question: if he's behind this, what's he really after? If he's searching for his kid, then we'd have to assume his kid is damn powerful too. Or more powerful than him." Alek added as he rubbed his mate Daryn's thigh.

"If Galen had a kid with anyone, it'd be powerful," Gage muttered.

Dane scowled at Gage. "We don’t even know if the rumors about him are true in the first place. So, we could be barking up the wrong tree here."

Zander turned around to face the guys. "The story goes, he had a kid, and things went sideways, and he lost track of his child. The question is, why? Why, after all these years would he be looking for his kid?"

"She has something he wants or needs." Alek said as he looked back at Dane, their doctor, for answers.

"I have no idea. It's not like he'd need a kidney or something. He would need her for some other reason." Dane answered.

No one noticed how eerily quiet and withdrawn Gage had become or that he moved away from the group and conversation.

"The real question now is: how do we find her before Galen and his murdering vamps? We have to stop the killings. We need leverage." Zander said.

Dane rubbed the back of his neck. "Wait. Galen would know what his daughter looks like, so this still doesn't make sense. From what we understand so far, they don't know what the girl looks like that they're searching for."

Zander frowned; Dane had a point. They wouldn't be killing so many if they knew what the girl looked like. Plus, it appeared that they were also tasting the women's blood to see if she was the right one.

"Bait. Galen is the big dog, right? The vampire king, or whatever he is. We need bait to lure Galen out." Alek said, "But we'd need female hybrids or vamps for it."

Zander narrowed his eyes at his brother. "Have you lost your mind? We can't risk any more lives. Too many humans have died already."

"We need to try something. We can round up twenty or so women to-"

Zander shook his head. "Now, I know you've lost your mind. We are not using bait! No way is a female going out there as bait."

Gage picked up a tennis ball, threw it against the wall, and caught it. "I'm with Zander on this. Bait is a fucking bad idea." He earned a frown from Ariana when he continued to throw the ball at the wall.

"I think we could pull it off," Dane said. "We'd plan it carefully and cover all our bases, as we did with the bus and the barn."

They were getting nowhere fast.

Zander rubbed the back of his neck and gave in. "Dane and Alek, come up with a plan, then we'll decide as a group with the Special Forces team leaders."

Gage took up Zander's pacing. "Wait," Gage said as he tossed the tennis ball into the hall. "I can't let you all waste time with this stupid Galen idea."

"Why is it stupid? It's the best lead we have so far. We've all heard he's in town, and I'm not sure I believe in coincidences."

"It's not a lead, Z, it's an idea. And it's a dumb one that won't pan out." Gage stopped pacing to face Zander.

Zander narrowed his eyes on Gage. "You're not telling us everything. What is it that you know that we don't?"

Gage glanced at Ambrose, the brother he'd known longer than the rest.

Ambrose nodded at him. "I think it's about time you tell them, brother."

"Tell us what?" Zander snapped, not liking the fact that Gage was hiding something.

Gage took a deep breath. "You are right. Galen is in town, and he does have a kid, but it's a son, not a daughter. Besides, he is not the one behind the attacks."

Dane shifted on the couch. "And you know this how?"

Gage ran a restless hand through his shaggy black hair. "Because I know my father."

*****
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Gage saw the fury in Zander's green eyes as he flew across the room at him. Gage would not move if Zander wanted to hit him. He wouldn't dodge Zander's fist; hell, he never dodged anyone's fist. He'd let them land their blow, then he'd rip them the hell apart. It's what he did, and why most people didn't engage with him.

Ambrose didn't give either of them a chance to fight. He jumped out of his chair, dumping Melina on the cushion, and appeared in front of Zander with both hands placed on Zander's chest. "Wait, Z. Hear him out."

Zander hit Ambrose's hands away. "Fuck you. You knew?"

"Yes. It wasn't my story to tell."

Gage crossed his arms over his chest, glaring at Zander. His feet braced apart, and his body rippled with anticipation of a fight. He loved a good brawl; it made him feel alive. He knew it was sick, but smashing his fist into someone gave him a high he couldn't explain. Fighting pumped up his whole body just like drinking blood did or fucking a beautiful woman for hours.

"Goddammit! Everyone, sit the fuck down!" Alek lost his usual smile, yelling at the three warriors ready to duel in the living room. "Don't make me shoot all of your dumbasses." He gave his sister-in-law, Ariana, a wink.

"Yes. Because if any of you get blood in this living room, I will skin you alive." Ariana stood, stepping in front of her mate, Zander.

Now Alek grinned. "Ari, sweetie, skinning them alive would cause a bloodier mess. Isn't that what you're trying to avoid?"

"Oh, shut up." Ariana shook her head, not able to hide her grin at her idiot brother-in-law.

Zander’s taut body stepped back. "Fine, explain, then I kick your ass."

Gage snorted, keeping his defensive pose as he faced his four brothers and their mates. "You can try, but Ari will have another bloody mess to deal with. And I didn't tell anyone because of Galen's reputation. Back when Ambrose and I joined you I didn't want to give any more reasons not to trust me. If you didn't trust me, I wanted it to be because of me and not because Galen was my father."

"You're fucked up, man." Dane chuckled. "We'd never hold the sins of a father against his son."

Gage nodded. "Yeah, I know that now, but back then I didn't. Over time, since Galen never came up, I didn't bother telling you."

"When did you see him last?" Zander's quiet words stewed as he began pacing again.

Gage glanced at Ambrose. "A damn long time. He kept information from me, and I tried to kill the sonuvabitch. We're not close. But he always knows where I am. And I sense his presence here in Washington, but he's not behind this."

Alek drew imaginary lines on Daryn's thigh. "How can you be so sure?"

"Because even if I don't like my father, he's not that kind of man; he'd never do shit like this. Galen is powerful enough to get what he wants without slaughtering people." Gage shook his head, "No, we need to look for someone else for this."

Ambrose and Zander exchanged a glance; Ambrose nodded at the unspoken question. "Brother, any chance you can find Galen and talk to him? See if he knows something we don't or has heard anything he'd share?"

All eight sets of eyes watched his every move, waiting to see how he'd respond to being asked to meet with a man he loathed. The last thing Gage wanted was to see his father, but Ambrose had a point: Galen might have some information. And he couldn't let a family dispute interfere with the senseless murder of humans.

Gage rubbed the back of his neck, exhaling a deep breath he held. "Fine. It'll take me a little time to track him down when the bastard wants to stay hidden; he’s damn hard to find, even for me, but I'll find him." He looked straight at Zander. "Next time, have the balls to ask me yourself." Gage spun, storming out of the room to find a hot young woman to bury his cock into for a few hours.
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Sundays at the clinic were always bustling with activity, but there finally came a moment of respite. Amidst the usual flurry of patients, both human and supernatural, one annual event stood out—the physicals and blood and urine samples required of hybrids and vampires. Humans didn't need these examinations, but the hybrids, particularly those belonging to the Phoenix Council, underwent these tests to demonstrate their disease-free status to the human population.

Vampires, due to their unique physiology, were nearly immune to sickness or disease. Their bodies exhibited remarkable regenerative capabilities that not only healed superficial wounds but also effectively prevented illness. Hybrids, too, were generally hardy, with immune systems that could repair and ward off most ailments. However, there were exceptions. Occasionally, hybrids fell ill, typically due to tainted bagged blood or consuming blood containing toxins from a human source laced with controlled substances. These cases served as a reminder that even the supernatural beings were not entirely immune to health issues and the need for medical care.

The clinic treated humans, hybrids, and vampires. Only open-minded humans used this clinic for treatment. They weren't fond of the risks when vampires showed up for IV blood transfusions, even if they chose not to take it from a vein.

On this night, Dr. Sofia Pierce had seen one hybrid that drank tainted blood, a hybrid stabbed in the stomach, conducted four physicals, and had to dig something out of the noses of two-year-old hybrid twins. She was on duty until two a.m., with two long hours to go.

Working the late shift at the clinic was something she generally enjoyed, but today was different. A lingering sense of unease had settled in her since morning, a feeling she couldn't shake. It could have been the series of vampire-related issues they'd been dealing with lately that weighed on her mind. She had even experienced a personal encounter with a vampire when her car had broken down, forcing her to endure a nightmarish bus ride home from Everett.

The vampire community had successfully integrated into human society over the past seventy years, with the last fifty being the most effective, evolving to become more human-like in their values and regard for all life. These recent incidents, however, had left her deeply troubled. The shift in behavior and the resurgence of problems in the vampire community raised questions and concerns that nagged at her, casting a shadow over her otherwise routine late shift at the clinic.

Sofia's decision to work at the hybrid-vampire clinic was driven by her thirst for a challenge and her desire to expand her knowledge of their unique biology. She saw the clinic as an opportunity to delve into a field that was both intellectually stimulating and full of uncharted territory. It allowed her to explore the intricacies of hybrid and vampire physiology, gaining insights into their biology that few had the chance to comprehend. Discovering their differences fascinated her, but it didn't come without risks; she had been injured three times in her two years at the clinic. And still, she loved the job.

She learned from her mentor, Dr. Ramos, the head of the clinic. Dr. Ramos acted as the primary human doctor for The Alliance headquarters. He went in three times a week, spent three full days at the clinic, and performed physicals and treatments in their infirmary since they had humans on staff. At age sixty-seven, Dr. Ramos was ready to retire. He wanted to spend his days fishing and playing with his grandchildren. Who could blame him? This job had its hazards, and he had a lot to live for, go figure.

Sofia was finishing up paperwork behind the front desk when she heard the front door open. She glanced at her watch; it was twelve-fifteen in the morning, the time when accidents came through the door after a rough weekend. They also acted as the overflow for minor human wounds for the hospital's emergency room a couple of blocks over.

Busy at her charts, she failed to notice how eerily quiet the front desk clerk, Suzanne, had become since the front door opened. Sofia glanced over at Suzanne, frozen in place, her hands shaking. Sofia looked up and noticed a massive, muscled vampire or hybrid who looked lethal, though lethal didn't even cover how scary this man appeared. He was behaving like humans do when having substance abuse withdrawal; he sweated, shook, and looked confused.

"I... need... help." He struggled to get out his words. He gripped the edge of the counter to maintain control as sweat beaded his forehead.

Sofia stood. "I'm Dr. Pierce, come with me. Let me take a look." She motioned for him to follow her as she stepped out from behind the desk. He hesitated, sniffed the air, and then followed.

She glanced over her shoulder as he followed her. His movements reminded her of an animal stalking its prey. Inside her pocket, her hand closed around the tranquilizer epi-pen she carried for emergencies. She hated using the drug, but necessary at times. And hers could take down a grizzly, which meant it could take down a vampire.

His jet-black hair was messy and wavy, touching his shoulders. He wore blue jeans with a tight, dark T-shirt and biker boots. Intricate tattoos covered his left arm, starting at his wrist, and disappearing under his shirt sleeve. His blue eyes almost glowed, so bright against his olive skin and midnight hair. A thin, well-trimmed mustache and goatee gave him the finishing touch of looking oddly like the devil. He was at least six-four and over two hundred pounds, muscled yet lean. She imagined he'd look like a chiseled slab of granite, naked. Their size didn't bother her much, but this guy looked like he would peel the skin from her body if she looked at him wrong. He had a murderous air about him.

Peel the skin from her body? Oh, shit!

This was one of the Phoenix warriors from the hijacked bus, the one who kept sniffing the air like he did now. She couldn't remember his name, but she was sure he was one of the two on the bus.

Get a hold of yourself, she chanted in her head.

There was something about this man that made her nervous yet curious. "Come in here; please have a seat on the table. Kelly, get me a bag of blood and IV fluids." She called to her assistant in the next room as she lowered the table so she would be eye level with the oversized vampire. She patted the table and said, "Please, have a seat."

He obeyed, his eyes studying her.

Sofia went to touch his neck for his pulse; hybrids' and vampires' pulse was the strongest in the neck, while the wrist was barely audible. He jerked back from her and growled. Sofia flinched. Don't show fear. Don't show fear, she repeated in her head. "I'm not going to hurt you; I need to get your pulse, okay?" She reached up and pressed two fingers on his erratic pulse. When he didn't growl a second time, she smiled. "See? That wasn't so bad. I'm going to get an IV started and give you fresh blood. Have you fed tonight?"

His electric eyes locked on hers. He didn't answer.

Was he afraid to admit it? Or perhaps he couldn't find the words to answer.

"If you can't speak, then nod. Did you feed today?"

He sniffed around her, struggling to focus on her face, then nodded yes.

Sofia cringed a little when she watched him breathe her in again. She wondered if she smelled nasty. It had been a long day. Maybe she was ripe. A three-year-old threw up on the floor, and some could have splattered on her. With their hypersensitive sense of smell, it wouldn't surprise her if she reeked of vomit or sweat to him.

Kelly came in with two IV poles, two bags of blood, and a bag of fluid for dehydration. Two hybrid male guards entered the room as part of their standard procedure to protect the human doctors. Human males weren't effective, so they always used hybrids.

The man jumped off the table, shoved Sofia behind him, and blocked their path. The veins in his neck pulsed with anger.

Was he protecting her?

Not thinking about her safety, Sofia jumped between her patient and the hybrid guards. She reached out, placing a hand on his hard chest, and felt his heart beating rapidly under her palm. "They won't hurt you. They won't even touch you." He advanced, pushing her back toward the guards as he moved. He was about to force the guards out of the room with her body between them. Sofia kept her hand on her patient. "Out. Go now. You're agitating him."

"Doc, you know we can't leave you." Seth, the blonde hybrid guard, said.

A low growl came from the man's chest; the rumble vibrated under her hand.

"He won't hurt me, will you?" She held out her hand to him, palm up, to encourage him to take it. If he did, then she had his trust. Or in his state, she hoped that's what it meant to him. You never knew what an agitated hybrid or vampire would do, especially a vampire.

The man stood there, and agitation rippled through his huge body. He sniffed in her direction, then stepped closer. His piercing blue eyes held hers as he reached for her hand.

Sofia smiled at him and squeezed his hand. "Good, he trusts me. Now go." She shooed the two guards from the room. "I'll call you if I need anything." She walked backward so she could keep her eyes on the vampire, leading him back to the table. "Please sit. We need to get the IV started."

Kelly rolled the tray table towards Sofia as his head snapped in her direction. Kelly stopped dead in her tracks. This time, he didn't growl or snarl. Sofia knew all alpha males saw other males as a threat, and in his condition, she wasn't sure what he viewed as a danger.

As Sofia prepared the IV needle, she smiled at him again. "My guess is you like and trust women, but not men. That's okay. I guess it's my lucky day." After tying a rubber band around his muscular bicep on his untattooed arm, she wiped an alcohol swab over his hot skin in the bend of his elbow. There was no need to use an alcohol swab, but she did it out of habit.

He sniffed at Sofia again, making her tingle, sending chills down her spine.

"Okay, I'm going to stick this needle right here," she said, pointing to his pulsating vein as she inserted the needle. "You'll feel a prick, but it shouldn't-"

In a blink, he slammed the tray table away. The needle lodged in his vein. Kelly gasped while Sofia retreated two steps away from him.

"Kelly, walk out slowly now. I'll keep him focused on me; get out now." She watched Kelly from the corner of her eye, walk a snail's pace back to the door.

"Aren't you coming with me?" Kelly whispered.

"No. I need to help him. I'll be fine, and he won't hurt me." I hope. Sofia noticed how his eyes searched her from head to toe. He cocked his head as he studied her like he wanted her. The question was, why did he want her?

Sofia retreated in the same direction as Kelly, toward the door, but for an entirely different reason. She saw Kelly slip out from the corner of her eye. The man was stalking her, following her footsteps. Her one step back was his one step forward.

Great, she was his prey.

She had only one chance, so Sofia turned and sprinted for the door, slamming the lockdown button as he tackled her from behind. She and her assailant tumbled to the floor. He growled. Did he think she was leaving him? Was he trying to stop her, or was she about to be his next meal? Sofia had no time to ponder.

His hard body protected her as they tumbled to the floor. He spun with her in his arms and landed on his back. His thick arms wrapped around her, rolling, keeping her underneath his body all safe and sound when they came to a stop. If you considered being trapped under a two-hundred-pound hybrid or vampire safe and sound.

The air was knocked out of her lungs as she gasped. She was flat on her stomach, with the man on top of her. Sofia struggled under his weight; he hissed and raised his hips off her for a moment. She used that opening to gouge her toes into the slick floor to scoot forward. He grabbed her hips, dragged her back to him, and flipped over to her back. His hard body pinned her to the floor as he breathed her into his lungs, but her hands were free. As she looked up into his face inches above her, a feeling of Déjà Vu slammed into her. A wave of familiarity washed through her body. Sofia gasped at the sudden invasion this sensation had over her.

"Oh, shit." She breathed out. "I need you to listen to me, okay?" Her voice was soft and soothing. "I'm not going to hurt you, but you need to listen to me. Everything is okay." Yeah, right.

One arm was braced beside her head as he stared into her eyes. He lowered his head to hers, their noses barely touching, and he breathed in her scent, sucking her into his lungs. Then he frowned, pulling back to stare at her again. He lowered his face toward her and sniffed her more intimately. His nose skimmed over her cheek down to her neck. Once he reached her throat, he licked her rapidly beating pulse. Every muscle in Sofia's body tightened, ready for him to sink his fangs into her neck. One thing she was sure of was that this man had fangs; she remembered seeing them that night.

And there they were: razor-sharp fangs dropped from his gums as he stared at her neck. No doubt he fixated on her vein, pulsating from fear. Sofia was on the verge of panic. She had never been in this position before. "Focus on me; focus on my voice. Look at me, please." At her pleading, he obeyed, his body trembling as he fought for control. "Can you tell me your name? Just focus; you can do this. I can see how hard you're trying to keep control. Focus on me, my voice," dare she say, "my smell. You know I will not hurt you. You sense it, I can tell."

She watched as he did his best to obey. She tried to shift as his weight pushed all the air out of her lungs. He grabbed her left hand to hold it in place beside her head.

Well, shit again. Thank God she was right-handed and could still reach the tranquilizer pen. "Good, that's it. Now, please, tell me your name."

He breathed in, staring into her eyes. He seemed to search for words. "I'm... Gage."

Yes, Gage, now she remembered. And his friend was Andros or something like that. She smiled, slid her right hand out without him noticing, and pressed it into his neck. He didn't seem to feel the prick, but he felt the drug rushing through his system; his eyes told her so. "It's good to meet you, Gage. Thank you for not hurting me. Now let's get you fixed up."

After about ten seconds of being stuck with the tranquilizer, Gage collapsed on top of Sofia. All two hundred plus pounds pressed her into the cold, hard floor.

"Well, this is fucking great," Sofia groaned under the man's dead weight. Now she was pinned securely under him with the door locked. She'd bet he was a hybrid since he didn't try to bite her; they had more control over their urges and instincts than a vampire had, even the most civilized ones. The realization she made it out without being Gage's dinner struck her as funny, and she chuckled. Then she laughed, "Pretty sure I’d taste like chicken anyway. Okay, shit. This is not funny." Sofia tried convincing herself.

She squirmed under his hard, hot body, and he groaned. When she wiggled to free herself, he moaned again. He wasn't out cold, his moans told her. Sofia froze, feeling the bulge in his jeans. "Shit." She gave the guy a hard-on, which meant that he definitely was not completely unconscious. Perfect. He was about to wake up on top of her with an erection. Tonight was getting better and better by the moment. "This can't be happening." One more chuckle. "Okay, let's try this," she mumbled. "Gage, can you hear me?" She knew he could feel her warm breath in his ear when his body shivered as his face turned into her neck. "If you can, I need you to roll off me. Okay? Just roll or scoot. I can't breathe. I need you to move, please, Gage." Her fingers were on his face, hoping that her touch and voice would do the trick.

His muscles strained as he fought to command his body. Sofia shivered when his tongue licked the side of her neck for the second time. Inch by inch, he slipped his solid frame to the left. Sofia had her upper body free; sitting up, she pulled her legs out from under the rest of him. Now he lay face down on the floor. Once up, she sucked in a deep breath. Standing on shaky legs, she bent over and placed her hands on her knees. Sofia tried to steady herself and calm her nerves. He came damn close to biting her, and if that had happened, she didn't know if he'd have known when to stop in his condition. Still shaky, Sofia turned towards the door, and a hand grabbed her ankle.

Not again.

"Stay," Gage rasped out.

Sofia knelt back down and took his hand from her ankle, holding it for reassurance. "I'm not leaving you; I promise." She brushed the hair from his eyes, an affectionate gesture. "I promise." She got up quickly this time to unlock the door before he woke up and tackled her again.

The two guards rushed in with Tasers drawn.

"Don't you fucking dare Taser him!" She snapped. They both froze and stared at her outburst. She was always calm, collected, and kind. She was always kind. "Pick him up, put him on the table, and strap him down. I'll get another tranquilizer pen just in case."

Seth stood in front of Sofia. "The taser won't hurt him; just stun him until we can get him under control."

"He's under control if you move him right now," she said, pointing to his unmoving body on the floor. "Besides, in my experience, tasering pisses them off even more once they wake up."

The guards did as she asked, got him on the table, and cuffed his wrists, ankles, chest, and thighs. As they were tightening the last strap, Gage's eyes flew open, and he snarled at the men. He fought against his bonds. If the table wasn't bolted to the floor, he would have tipped it over.

Sofia rushed over and hovered over his face. With one hand on his chest and one on his face, she spoke to him in her soothing voice. "Gage, I'm here. Easy now. I'm sorry we had to strap you down, but it was the only way to treat you. Please try to relax. Trust me. I'm going to get the IVs in and help you." Her fingers tunneled into his silky black hair. "I promise you'll be safe with me."

Gage turned his head into her touch. His clear blue eyes held hers; he finally nodded, then looked at her name badge. "Sorry, Sofie," he whispered, then he passed out again.

The guard, Seth, snorted as he looked at Sofia. "You gonna kick his ass for calling you Sofie like you kicked mine?"

Sofia got the blood bag attached to the IV and made sure it flowed steadily. She let no one call her Sofie. Sofie meant she had a personal relationship with that person. "I'm thinking about it," she mumbled as she checked his pupils.

Seth frowned, stepping closer to Gage, he studied his face. "Damn, you know who this is?"

"No." It was a lie; she saw him on the bus. He was a warrior from The Alliance.

"He is one of the Phoenix Five. Their real name is the Phoenix Council. He's the fucking badass they call Lucifer."

Her eyes got big. Lucifer? Really?

Well, shit. Suddenly, Sofia was grateful to be alive.
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~ Chapter 5 ~
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Six and a half hours later, Sofia still sat by Gage's side. She decided not to go home after her shift ended and leave him like this; besides, she promised him. So, she pulled a chair up to the table, held his hand, and stayed there all night.

His breathing changed; he was awake. Sofia's head was facing away from him, so she couldn't see his face; she didn't move. Then his hand that she had trapped under her moved. Sofia lifted her head and turned to look at him. His brilliant blue eyes watched her.

She gave him a sleepy smile. "You're awake."

"You slept here?" His voice was quiet, gravely.

"I promised I wouldn't leave you."

His eyes frowned at her, not remembering her promise. His whole brain seemed fuzzy, and his head hurt like a motherfucker. Even the lights burned his eyes, causing sharp, radiating pain. "I don't remember what happened. Why the fuck am I strapped to this fucking table?" His words came out like a growl.

"Oh, you're the kind that wakes up on the wrong side of the bed... or table." Her eyes smiled at him.

"And... are you holding my hand?"

Sofia looked down, and her hand was in his. She slept like that the whole night. She stood and pulled his right hand up with hers. "Yes, I am. Last night you were quite, uh, let's say agitated, and you calmed down when I stayed close. Even calmer when you felt my touch." She shrugged. "It helped you, and you needed the rest to heal."

His scowl deepened as she unbuckled his restraints. When she got to the one over his thighs, he grabbed her hand. "Stop. I can do it."

She placed her hands on her hips. "Hey, I've had a damn long night with you. I'd do it again if I had to, but next time I will let the guards taser your ass. So, stop glaring at me that way. And before you bolt, I need one more blood sample while you have the IV. I need to check it against the sample I took last night."

He sat up and glared at her as he snorted a response.

To Sofia's surprise, after he finished freeing himself, he swung his legs off the table and sat there, waiting for her. His watchful eyes were still on her, taking in her every move.

Sofia came back with a new glass tube, filling it with his blood. She looked up at him, and he was staring at her face. He continued sniffing the surrounding air. She grinned at him. "How are you feeling this morning?"

"Like my head was bashed into a brick wall, used for batting practice, and put in a fucking vise." His voice was quick and low. His eyes remained on her.

She chuckled. "I'm sorry, it's not funny; it's just the way you said it was kind of funny, and—never mind. I'll get you something for that as soon as I finish here." He leaned in closer and sniffed her again, not even trying to hide it this time. Sofia let him sniff her as she removed the blood sample from the IV needle. "I'm sorry if I smell offensive. I had a long night, and I need a shower."

"You don't smell offensive." He wouldn’t elaborate. His brain was fuzzy from the night before. Luckily, she didn't press him on why she kept sniffing her like a damn bloodhound.

"There, all done. I'm going to leave the needle in until I get back. I'll grab you some ibuprofen and something to drink." She moved away and then turned back to him. "And Gage, your ass better be where I left it when I get back."

Gage cocked his head at her, his eyes taking every inch of her in. "Or what, Sofie? What will you do?"

She grinned. "Or I won't let you sniff me anymore." Sofia heard a low growl come from him as she walked away.

Moments later, when she returned, Gage hadn't budged. Sofia picked up his hand and dropped two thousand milligrams of ibuprofen in it, since hybrids needed a dose higher than humans, with a cup of water. While it would take the edge off, the pills wouldn't take away the pain completely. He tossed the pills in his mouth and drank the water. Gage handed her back the cup and stared at the bag of blood she held out to him. He refused to accept it.

"Take it, you need this. I gave you three pints last night to flush your system out, but it was a hard night for you. So, drink." He took it, laying it on the table beside him. "Let me get this needle out now." Sofia slipped the needle out of his vein and plugged the hole with her finger. She held a thumb up to his mouth and said, "Lick please."

Gage scowled. "What? You want me to lick your thumb?"

"Yes."

"That's awful close to my fangs, sweetheart. Are you not afraid I may bite you?"

"Nope. I'm pretty sure I taste terrible. Now do it. I don't use bandages on hybrids or vamps."

Her boldness made Gage tingle. He grabbed her hand, pulling it to his mouth, and provocatively licked her thumb. His breath Apparently, they were both trying to keep their composure.

Sofia took her wet thumb and replaced the finger that held the needle hole. After a few seconds, she removed her thumb, and the hole sealed up. She grinned at him. "That is so cool. I've seen this a ton of times, but I am still in awe."

"You're nuts. I think you should seek help." Gage said dryly.

A laugh escaped from her. "I admit you're not the first one to think so. Tell me, what are you, Gage, a hybrid or a vamp?" She thought he said he was a hybrid that night by the bus, but she wasn't sure.

"You don't know? And yet you treated me without knowing what sort of danger you were in?" He shook his head. "You are crazy."

"So, I live life on the edge. And it doesn't matter what you are for me to treat you. So?"

"I'm a hybrid-vamp. Don't be that careless in the future, Sofie; it's not worth the risk." He reached out and tilted her chin up. "Tell me you won't."

His touch made her shiver, and she struggled to conceal how he affected her. Sofia folded her arms across her chest in defiance. "I'll see what I can do. Drink the blood, now." She snapped, not liking the way he got all macho on her. Sofia turned to clean up, knowing he didn't want her to see him sink his fangs into the bag and drain it. "Do you know what happened to you last night? How did you get in that condition?"

When he finished the bag, he stood, walked over behind Sofia, and put the empty bag on the counter beside her. His body was so close to her body that heat radiated into her. Gage turned his face toward her hair and breathed her in.

His sniffing was getting creepy. Sofia spun around and collided with him. He caught her hips to hold her, still breathing her in, but he was less obvious about it.

She slapped his chest. "Stop that. You've been sniffing at me ever since you came in last night."

"Have I?" His voice was low and husky. "Hmm, maybe it's because you smell so damn good, Sofie." Those crystal-blue eyes held hers. "And now that I've tasted your skin, I know it's just as intoxicating."

She watched him as his beautiful blue eyes made a slow inspection of her body. "Are you through yet?" She cocked an eyebrow at him.

A wicked grin softened his otherwise serious face. "Tell me, Sofie, have we met before?"

"Really? That's the line you're going to use?"

Gage shook his head and chuckled. "So that's the kind of woman you are. Patch me up, then kick me in the balls. It's not a line. I'm serious, have we met?"

"No. I'm pretty sure I'd remember a hybrid that kept sniffing me." Well, I was on the bus ride to hell, but we never met, she thought to herself.

He gave her a sexy-as-sin grin that made her stomach flutter.

"If you say so." And with that, Gage turned to walk out. "Oh, and Sofie."

She tried to gain her composure before her knees wobbled. "Yes?"

"Thank you, Eos." Gage turned and left.

Sofia couldn't move. She had treated mostly vamps and hybrids, and none did or said the things to her that Gage did. He liked her taste. That gave her chills—chills that sent a pulsating vibration between her legs. The sex god couldn't stop smelling her and told her that her taste was intoxicating; those were words she'd not soon forget. At least there was no way she'd be seeing him again.

"You're more than welcome," she whispered to no one.

*****
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Gage was already in an irritable mood when Zander called the team leaders to his office for a meeting. It was the day after his visit to the clinic, and his senses were still off. He couldn't remember everything that happened, but he remembered Dr. Sofia Pierce. Her smell was etched in his mind. Her scent was stimulating; it seeped into his soul.

It made him hard as a fucking rock.

He sensed her presence through the whole ordeal, even if his memory was still fuzzy. And just the thought of the little doctor made his blood warm. Something about her seemed vaguely familiar to him, which was why he thought they had met. Hell, she could have been one of the many women he'd slept with in his lifetime.

No. No, he would have remembered that auburn hair and dark chocolate eyes, but mostly, he wouldn't have forgotten her scent. And her smile—yeah, he'd remember that beautiful smile that made her coffee-colored eyes twinkle.

And holy fuck, her taste, when she had him lick her thumb, it was like nothing he'd ever experienced before. Her skin tasted sweet and exotic, like dark, rich honey laced with aged whiskey. Vampires tasted more than just blood; a human's essence seeped into their skin.

Sofia's smile sent shivers down his spine even now. She seemed gentle yet strong. She cared for him all night, didn't leave his side, and threatened him if he left while she was out of the room. The mixture was a complete turn-on. Soft and spunky was a combination he'd love to explore with her naked beneath him while he fucked her, taking her blood into his veins.

Zander, Alek, Dane, and Ambrose were all talking when Gage walked in, frowning.

"Why are you always the last one to show up?" Ambrose grumbled as he propped his feet up on Zander's desk.

Zander reached across his desk and hit Ambrose's heavy-booted feet off.

"Because I was assigned a group of men that run wild on me daily, and I have to kick their asses." Gage leaned against the window sill since all three chairs were taken by Ambrose, Alek, and Dane. "And why don't you have four fucking chairs? You know there aren't three of us." He snapped at Zander.

Zander smiled. "It's your punishment for always showing up late."

"Once again, you stuck me with men who think an order is an option." He folded his arms across his chest. He wouldn't trade his team for anything; they were a highly skilled group of hybrids and vamps, thanks to him. And them doing their own shit sometimes was okay, since they knew how to do a job with little guidance. In his experience, the more skilled they were, the harder they were to control. He had a give-and-take relationship with his men.

"First off, neither Dane nor Alek could handle your men the way you can, which is why you have them. And if you had Alek's or Dane's men, you'd scare the shit out of them. They'd quit." Zander pointed out.

"No, I'd turn them into men and not those pussies they command." He looked at Alek and Dane, daring them to argue.

Alek spoke up. "Damn, Gage, someone has to have a sense of humor around here. The three of us do what we can," he motioned to Zander and Dane, "to offset you and Ambrose. And we," he motioned to Dane and himself, "take offense that you think we couldn't handle either of the asshole teams. I believe we could, and we'd dial down their crazy."

"I agree. Yours and Ambrose's men are all about beating the shit out of something or utter destruction. We'd teach them some compassion and manners." Dane added.

Alek grinned. "Without our teams to balance yours out, this city would be a pile of rubble."

Both Ambrose and Gage said, "Fuck you."

"Okay, okay. I called you guys in to show you something. First, Gage. What happened Sunday that took you to the clinic?"

Gage's eyes narrowed on Zander. "How'd you know about that?" Suddenly, he felt like he was in the principal's office. He never gave a rat's ass when Zander called him out on his actions or tactics, but this seemed different from those times.

"I'll get to that in a minute. Why did you go to the clinic?" Zander leaned back in his chair, watching his most lethal brother search for an answer.

Gage shrugged. "I really don't know what happened. All I knew was that something was wrong with me. So, I went to the clinic."

"Wait," Ambrose said, sitting up straighter. "You went because something was wrong with you? You didn't take an injured person?"

Gage nodded. "I was having problems thinking clearly and finding the right words. I was shaking, sweating, and having chills all at the same time. The weirdest shit ever."

Dane, the resident hybrid doctor, frowned. "That sounds sort of like either the human flu or a drug withdrawal that junkies go through."

"Well, I can assure you, it was neither of those things," Gage answered, crossing his arms over his chest. His muscles rippled the tattoos on his arm.

Neither hybrids nor vamps got sick unless they received tainted blood. And street drugs did nothing for them. At least none they knew of.

Zander studied Dane as he spoke. "Well, this morning, Doctor Ramos heard that Sunday morning was eventful from the guards. He pulled their surveillance video. And here's what he sent me." All four men looked up at the wall where he projected the video.

It began when Gage entered the clinic; a young woman led him to a room. The video cut and picked up in the exam room. They watched as Gage followed the doctor's orders and sat. He growled when the female doctor tried to touch him. She talked to him in a calm, soothing voice. All her promises were heard. They watched Gage sniff her. The assistant walked in. Gage jerked but remained quiet.

Alek leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. "Damn, you were treated by her? Why have I never seen a doctor that damn hot before?" Glancing at Dane, "No offense, bro, but I'd trade you in a heartbeat for that sexy little thing."

Dane flipped him off, grinning, while Gage sent Alek a deadly look.

"This is where it gets interesting," Zander said.

The guards stepped into the room. Gage flew into a rage and advanced on the guards. If not for the doctor, he would have attacked. The guards left, and Gage calmed down. Then, moments later, he slammed the tray away, and the assistant crept backward and left. The doctor dove for the lockdown button, and Gage tackled her to the floor.

They watched, muttering fuck, shit, and other colorful words as the story unfolded with the young female doctor and a huge hybrid. They observed their brother keep the small doctor beneath his big body before the rest of the events unfolded that night.

All five men frowned when Sofia laughed twice when she became trapped under Gage.

Alek grinned. "Damn, what a sense of humor."

"Or she's just stupid," Ambrose grumbled.

Then Zander fast-forwarded six hours to show the doctor stayed by Gage's side, only leaving twice, once to get a drink and once to use the restroom. She slept in a chair beside him all night, never severing contact with him. In the morning, she finished up and gave him some pills and a bag of blood.

"Holy fuck! What the hell was that, Gage?" Ambrose snapped.

Zander held up his hand to quiet them. "He didn't know what he was doing. And-." Zander stopped when he saw the look on Gage's face as he turned and punched a hole in the wall behind Zander’s desk. "Dammit, Gage! I just got the last hole patched from the last time you picked a fight with my wall. At this rate, I'll need to keep a contractor on staff."

"Fuck, I had no idea what I did, and she didn't tell me yesterday morning what happened." Gage's knuckles burned from punching through plaster, two fingers were bloody. But shit, he tackled her to the floor!

Alek grinned. "Dude, she's a tough little shit. She handled your crazy ass. And did you see the way she was laughing at her scary-as-shit situation? The woman has some balls."

Gage hissed, "Shut up, dumbass."

"I'd have to agree with Alek; she's got some skills." Dane cocked an eyebrow at Alek, "being able to handle you and walk away without a scratch."

Zander looked at his men. "I showed you this for two reasons. The first is obvious; we don't know what happened to Gage to cause this. And is it possible this," he waved his hand to the video, "could happen again? I want you to keep your eyes open for the symptoms Gage mentioned. We'll tell Dustin to watch the human teams too."

"And the second?" Gage eyed Zander, wondering what the hell he was up to.

"Well, the second reason is that Dr. Ramos wants to retire but said he'd hold on until we found a replacement. I think we found his replacement." He pointed to the wall where the image of Sofia was frozen after Gage walked out Monday morning.

"Oh, hell no. Are you out of your damn mind, a female taking care of almost eighty hybrid, vampire, and human male soldiers? That's not safe any way you spin this." Gage ground out. He felt the need to protect the young doctor. And he didn't want all their men sniffing around her or touching her. His instincts to kill something jumped into hyperdrive.

"Gage, we are all professionals, most of the time," he said as he glanced at his brother Alek. "I want to talk to her and get a feel for her. I'd like you to go back to the clinic tomorrow, pick her up, and bring her here at two in the afternoon. Dr. Ramos said she leaves early tomorrow."

"Why not call her and ask her to come in?" Gage questioned Zander. He didn't want the task of fetching the seductive doctor, whom he wanted to touch and taste.

"Because I want her escorted in, so she'll be more at ease. And she seems to like you." Zander smiled, knowing his last sentence would agitate Gage even more.
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Gage was a bundle of raw, uncontrolled energy. It flowed through his taut body and settled in his crotch. Never had he felt this emotion before; he had no reason to be nervous. His nerves were made of steel. He's the one who made others piss themselves and run in fear. But today, his knees felt weak.

Today he was tasked with going to see Dr. Sofia Pierce and talk her into going to The Alliance with him to speak to his brothers about his incident. They also wanted to offer her a job, but he was instructed not to mention that part.

Two days ago, when he woke up to her big, dark chocolate eyes, he inhaled her scent, and his system went haywire. He had a vague recollection of Sunday night, but he remembered the sound of her sweet voice and her even sweeter smell.

In his many years on earth, he had only found one woman with such a unique scent that it pulled him as Sofia did. Her smell calmed him and excited him. He wanted to tackle her onto a bed and learn every inch of her body from top to bottom, front to back, with his hands and tongue.

Being with one woman hadn't crossed Gage's mind since his mate, Kara, died almost a hundred and fifty years ago. He wouldn't allow himself to love a woman like that again. It was too painful. No, he had at least three women a week, more if he was edgy. After so long, wouldn't one woman bore him? Would he lose interest? There had never been one woman he even considered being with more than once since Kara.

Until now.

And he couldn't fucking get this woman off his mind. She plagued his dreams and caused him to dream with his eyes wide open. Even though he had never touched Sofia, he wouldn't be able to rest easy until he did. It was a magnetic pull that put an ache in his chest, thinking about her. And he couldn't shake the feeling that he'd met her before.

Gage pulled himself out of his sexual thoughts of Sofia's naked body writhing under his and parked his custom Harley Davidson motorcycle on the street across from the clinic. He groaned, "Dammit, pull your shit together."

It was a miracle he made it to the clinic in one piece after almost running a red light and a stop sign because his mind was on her. Images of the sexy little doctor's naked flesh under his hands nearly made him wreck his bike.

He climbed off and sat sideways on the seat with his legs stretched out, crossing his feet. He was about fifteen minutes early, so now he had time to think about everything he wanted to do to Sofia again without the risk of getting hit by a car.

With his eyes trained on the clinic door, he watched Sofia exit and walk down the few steps to the sidewalk from under his dark sunglasses.

She was looking at her phone, abruptly stopped, and looked up directly at him. She sensed someone watching her, smart girl. If she had reason to fear anyone, it would be him.

He motioned for her to come over.

She waited about five seconds before she shook her head no and walked away from him.

Gage barked out a laugh. "Sofie, you do know I like to chase my prey, right?" He called across the street to her.

"Sonuvabitch," she muttered to herself and turned back to face him.

He grinned at her and crooked a finger for her to come.

After another pause, she granted him his request. He wanted to laugh as she weighed her options. She was having second thoughts about getting close to him. While she was smart, he didn't want her to fear him.

Gage watched her walk to him with fluid moves. Her head was held high. Her auburn hair pulled into a high ponytail, but wisps of her curly hair had escaped, blowing in the wind. He knew if she let her hair down, it would fall to her bra strap in the back and lie in soft, loose curls, made for tunneling fingers through. Then her scent slammed into Gage like a sledgehammer. He groaned, trying to fight the urge to yank her into his arms and crush his mouth against hers.

Sofia had the body of an athlete. He guessed her to be around five feet five and a hundred and twenty pounds. She wore cutoff jean shorts, Converse sneakers, a zip-up hoodie, and a cloth backpack slung over one shoulder. Her golden, porcelain legs caught his eye—beautifully muscled legs.

Sofia removed her sunglasses, stopping two feet in front of him. "So, am I your prey, or did you just come to sniff me again? Because if so, I think I will have to charge you more." Her dark chocolate eyes teased him.

Gage couldn't suppress his grin. He was told he didn't smile enough, but already it came quickly for Sofia. "That's harsh, Sofie. And here I thought you were sweet." Before the blood entirely left his brain, he reached out, grabbed the front of her sweatshirt, and pulled her to him. Gage uncrossed his feet, settling her between his thighs. He moved his face close to hers and breathed in her scent. "I stand corrected; you are sweet." When Gage leaned back, she stared at him with big, dark, chocolate eyes. "So, how much do I owe you?" He heard her heart race and felt her nervousness. The vein in her neck pulsated, so much so that his fangs ached to descend.

Sofia shook her head. "You're impossible. And I have no idea how to price something like that." She pondered. "Perhaps the question is, what are you willing to give me?"

Motherfucker, was she flirting with him? He had women throw themselves at him all the time, but not once had one coyly flirted with him.

The blood drained from his brain once again, and he groaned. "Sweetheart, you're playing with fire." He turned his head to breathe air other than Sofia-filled air. "I actually came to say thank you."

"You already told me that the other day. And Hallmark says Thank you well too."

This little spitfire was busting his balls, and he liked it. He loved her spunky and sassy attitude. "Yes, but I didn't remember what all happened that night. Dr. Ramos sent The Alliance a video of Sunday night and everything that happened."

"Oh my god! Why? Why would he do that?" She was truly mortified that Dr. Ramos would do that.

Gage's gaze raked over her body, ignoring her question. She reached out and snatched his glasses off his face. "I think I'd like to know where your eyes are at all times."

He chuckled. "He sent it over for two reasons. For our team leaders to see what happened to me, so we can watch for this again with our men." He shook his head and looked down for a moment. "And Sofie, I am so sorry. You took a lot of shit from me."

"I was fine."

"I fucking tackled you to the floor!" He snapped. "It is not fine." Gage saw her flinch and wanted to pull her into his arms and tell her he was sorry again. Damn, he needed to feel this woman against his body, to touch her, to hold her. He was losing his shit over a woman he just met.

He watched her withdraw from him once he yelled, not physically but emotionally, and that pissed him off.

"Okay, it was a bit rough. It took me a second to catch my breath. But I managed to calm you down. You're not the first badass I've dealt with, and I'm sure you won't be the last."

"You pleaded with me, Sofie, practically begged. And don't lie; you thought I was going to bite you there for a minute, didn't you?"

She was scowling at him now. "For a second, yes. I have to admit, you're the only man I've ever begged for anything from."

Gage scrubbed a hand down his face as he heard a sexual undertone in that sentence. He wanted to hear her beg again while flat on her back with him between her thighs, his cock buried deep. "Fuck," he muttered.

Sofia realized how it sounded and blushed. "Oh, sorry. I didn't mean it that way."

He ignored her response, not wanting her to think that's where his mind went instantly. "Did I hurt you?" He studied the parts of her body he could see, which were her bare legs.

She shook her head. "No."

Gage narrowed his eyes at her. He didn't believe her. Once again, he reached for her and pulled her between his legs. Gage unzipped her sweatshirt. He reached for the bottom of her shirt to lift it, and she caught his hands.

"Um, no. You are not looking under-" Gage cut her off as he lifted her shirt up to the bottom of her bra.

He grimaced. Gage saw bluish-purple bruises on her ribs. "Goddammit!" He hissed, then remembered he had pinned one of her arms in the video, so he took her left hand and pushed her sleeve up. Another ugly bruise colored her pale skin. "Fuck, Sofie. You are hurt!" Gage was livid; he marked up this beautiful, delicate woman.

"They're just bruises," Sofia said softly, and gave him a small smile. He was about to snap something else at her when she stopped him. "And don't yell at me again. I've been injured a lot worse than these two bruises."

Gage had no words. He put those angry bruises on her flawless body. He rubbed his temples, trying to rein in his inner beast. His jaw clenched in anger, and then his eyes met Sofia's big brown ones. Eyes that told him she forgave him and would do it again if necessary.

"So," Sofia said quietly, "what was the second reason you came here today?"

Gage took a deep breath. Big mistake. He sucked Sofia's essence into his lungs, nose, and mouth. "I've been asked to take you to The Alliance and meet with Zander. He leads The Alliance."

"Why?"

"He wants to talk to you about what happened, the tests you took, and whatever." Gage would not mention that the dumbass wanted to offer her a job. He hoped that after Zander met her, he'd change his mind, and this information would be moot.

"Oh. Well, he can call me and set something up."

Gage shook his head. "I've been asked to bring you now."

Sofia frowned. "Um, well, I guess I can. But I have to go home first and pick up my car. I walked today."

"I could give you a ride on my Fat Boy." He wanted to feel her body close to his, so one way or another, he was talking her into getting on his motorcycle.

She raised one eyebrow at him. "That depends." Sofia crossed her arms over her ample chest and cocked a hip. "Let's clarify exactly what your Fat Boy is. Is it your motorcycle, or is it what you call yourself?" She let her eyes roam to his crotch and then met his eyes again.

A slow, wicked grin spread across his face. "It's my motorcycle. And Sofie, you are not only playing with fire, but you are also now dancing through it. Better be careful, angel." He stood and straddled his bike.

Sure, he loved her sexual innuendos, but she didn't understand the power she held over him. He was barely hanging on to his self-control, and every time she said something that sounded sexual to him, he lost a little more.

Gage kicked up the kickstand, then looked at her. "Come on."

Sofia shook her head, like she couldn't believe she was doing this. She looped her backpack through both arms and climbed on behind him, using his shoulders to steady herself as she did. The touch of her hands on his left him tingling, little currents flowing over his skin.

Gage turned his head to the side to talk to her. "Watch out for the pipes," he said, pointing to the right side of the motorcycle. "They get hotter than the fire you keep playing with." He reached back, hooked his hands under her bare calves, and pulled her body to sit flush with his. "And this will help you keep your ass from sliding off." And baby, I need to feel every fucking inch of you. "Also, when I lean into a turn, lean with me; go with the flow. If you pull in the opposite direction, you're liable to knock me off balance. Got it?" The engine roared to life.

"Stay close to you, don't burn myself, and follow your lead. Got it." She reached around and put a hand on his stomach to stop him. "Wait. Don't I need a helmet? I kind of like my brain and face. Besides, it's the law."

He chuckled. "The helmet law only applies to humans; since you're on my bike, you are now exempt as well. And I like your pretty face too, but I'm safe. If anything were to happen, I could catch you and roll with you to safety. I move fast."

"Hmm, sounds like another version of being tackled to the floor."

"Smartass." He grinned to himself. Yep, he'd never be able to walk away from this little beauty.
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Twenty minutes later, Gage and Sofia arrived at The Alliance Headquarters. They walked up the thirty steps to the main level. Gage opened the door for her and followed in behind her. He loved watching the sway of her hips when she walked, but her scent kicked him in the balls. He wasn't sure how much longer he could endure her aroma without pinning her to a wall and ravishing her lips, neck, and any other part of her tantalizing body she'd allow him to touch.

"Wow. Do you guys occupy the whole building?" She looked at the massive entrance. As Sofia entered the reception area, she was met with an atmosphere of sophistication and elegance. A sleek reception desk stood prominently ahead, flanked by banks of elevators on each side. Hallways branched out to either side of the desk, offering access to different sections of the facility.

The reception area was tastefully decorated, with plush carpeting underfoot, gleaming wood floors, and opulent furnishings. Bright green potted plants added a touch of nature to the modern surroundings, while contemporary art adorned the walls, providing an artistic and visually appealing backdrop. The color palette of sage green and navy blue infused the space with warmth and a welcoming atmosphere, making it a comfortable and inviting environment for both patients and staff.

"Yes." Placing his hand on the small of her back, needing to touch her, he guided her to the bank of the elevators on the right. Pulling out a security card to access the upper floors. "We have a shooting range and holding cells in the basement." He saw her shocked look. "It's for everyone's safety. This floor houses the administrative department, human resources, bookkeepers, and data entry people. The second floor is a large cafeteria and lounge, as well as a dorm for those who need to get some sleep if they don't make it home. The third floor holds all of us and our teams. We have offices, conference rooms, a smaller lounge with vending machines, a coffee center, and a big-screen TV. It's also where our infirmary is located. The fourth and fifth floors are combined, with no floor separating them. It's a massive training facility where we train our guys in evasive moves." Gage pushed the button for level three and looked at her.

"Impressive. You take good care of your people."

"Well, sometimes we're here for twelve-hour days; we want to make it comfortable for our staff."

The door to the elevator dinged, the door opened, and he guided Sofia to the left. They walked past the other two elevators, where the room opened into another reception area. A young woman was talking with a man dressed all in black. He wore black cargo-style pants tucked into black combat boots. His shirt was also black, and he was strapped down with many weapons.

The young woman behind the desk looked up at Gage and smiled nervously. "Hi, Gage."

"Krista," he nodded as his eyes met those of Jake Bender. A leader from one of the four human teams.

Jake looked past Gage at Sofia and smiled. "Sofie!"

Sofia stopped and turned to face him. "Jake, hi." Her eyes narrowed at him. "How many times have I told you not to call me Sofie? It's Sofia."

"Sofie suits you." Jake grinned as he glanced at Gage; his smile disappeared under the deadly look Gage had on his face.

"If you call me that again, I'm going to find a new place for my foot." She held his gaze until the humor left his eyes. "Good to see you again, Jake."

Gage grinned at Jake as he guided Sofia down the hall.

He wondered why she had never told him not to call her Sofie. That was all he had called her. He should ask her about it before his balls end up in his throat too.

"Here we are." Gage pushed open the door to Zander’s office. All four of his brothers were waiting for them. He noticed they brought in one extra chair for Sofia. Nice, he got the window sill again. His asshole brothers would never change.

All four men stood to meet her.

"Guys, this is Dr. Sofia Pierce," Gage began. "And Sofia," he cocked an eyebrow at her when she looked at him oddly for not calling her Sofie. "This is Zander Hanok, our leader; his brother Alek, our class clown; Ambrose Kane, the team asshole; and Dane Lemek, our staff doctor." They all shook her hand with a greeting.

"I thought you were the team asshole," Ambrose muttered. Ambrose let his gaze linger on her longer than the others, causing Sofia to step back a fraction toward Gage.

Zander let his eyes roam over her body, taking in her bare legs.

"Oh, sorry, I changed into this since I was walking home. I don't wear this at the clinic."

Zander smiled. "I figured as much." He pointed to a chair, one in the middle, and asked her to take a seat. "I'm sure you are wondering why we asked you here today, Doctor."

"Great nicknames, by the way." She looked at Alek and Ambrose. "Actually, I wasn't asked. It sounded more like I was ordered here. And that one there," she motioned to Gage, "doesn't give someone much wiggle room."

The guys chuckled; they caught her double meaning from when he pinned her to the floor. Except for Ambrose, he scowled at her.

Gage snorted, his blood thickening, thinking of having her body trapped under his again. His pulse sped up, and he was grateful she couldn't hear it, but his brothers would if he didn't get his body under control quickly.

Zander smiled again. "I apologize. We spend so much of our time barking orders at our men that we forget our manners sometimes. We watched the video of what happened to Gage on Sunday night, and you as well. And we wanted some input from you on the samples you took and your thoughts on what caused this."

Dane, the hybrid doctor, spoke. "What did the blood samples look like? I noticed you took samples before and after the episode."

"Well, you know your system metabolizes faster or rejects something altogether. So, this was very strange to me. I found high doses of various street drugs, including hallucinogenic drugs. I have no idea how long this was in his system before he made it to the clinic."

"That doesn't make sense; drugs don't affect us like humans." Ambrose scowled at her.

"He's right. But you know that." Dane added.

Sofia shook her head in agreement. "I do, so I am guessing that the levels of drugs that were administered to his system were astronomically high, considering the levels I found in his first sample. A human would never have even made it into the clinic; it would have killed them within minutes."

Everyone pondered this information. Zander asked. "How would they get into your system?" He looked at Gage.

"No clue. I gave up needles a year ago." His sarcastic answer had Alek grinning, while Zander ignored it.

Ambrose also grinned at his smartass remark; he stopped smiling when he caught Sofia looking at him. Her dark eyes held his for a moment before looking back at Zander.

"Do you have any idea if the drugs were ingested or injected into him?" Dane asked her.

"My best guess would be injected. If Gage had ingested the drugs, his body would have started breaking them down in the stomach acid, or he would have had severe stomach pains."

Nodding, Dane said, "Yeah, I'd agree."

"Thank you. I asked these four to watch their teams for the signs Gage described to us yesterday. I'm not sure there's much more we can do right now." Zander said.

"Can you send me your test results?" Dane requested.

"Of course." She nodded.

"Gage, we never asked, where were you before you realized something was wrong with you? What were you doing?" Dane asked.

Gage paused a moment; he didn't want to say what he was doing in front of Sofia. "I was at a bar." In Dane's head, he added, I'll talk to you later about this.

Ambrose leaned forward, bracing his arms on his legs, looking at Sofia. "I have a question; are you always that fucking stupid when you treat a vamp?"

Sofia's dark eyes snapped towards Ambrose's angry face. "Excuse me?"

"I said-"

"I know what the hell you said. How dare you? I have treated hybrids and vampires for two years in Portland and two years here. And I know how the hell to handle myself."

"Is that how you wound up pinned beneath an over a two-hundred-and-thirty-pound vampire?" He shot back.

"Ambrose," Zander warned.

She turned to Gage and said, "You told me you were a hybrid-vamp."

"I didn't want to worry you."

"It doesn't matter what he is. He's fucking dangerous." Ambrose snapped back.

Sofia turned back at Ambrose. "Anyway, you prick, I would rather protect my staff, and I knew he wasn't going to hurt me."

Alek sat there like a grinning idiot as Dr. Sofia Pierce fought back with their team asshole. Even Gage stood there in awe.

"They were fucking hybrid guards! First, it's their job, and second, Gage wouldn't have killed them. And what was so goddamn funny when he had you pinned under him?"

Her angry, dark eyes narrowed on him. "You said you had a question. I'm done with you and whatever the hell this is." Sofia took off for the door as Alek jumped in her path.

"Wait, Doc, give the rest of us a chance. He's grumpy because someone ran over his cat." Alek flashed her one of his killer smiles.

Her eyes studied Alek. "Oh, I get it. You all have a job here. Dane is the doctor, so he analyzes everything. Gage is the one who is supposed to terrify everyone. You're the one who lightens the mood after the asshole," she nodded to Ambrose, "ruins it. While Zander sits back and reins you all in when things get out of control." Sofia peered around a grinning Alek at Zander, who chuckled. "Why did you really drag me down here?"

"Damn, you're good." Alek chuckled.

Zander glanced at his men, then at Sofia. "Look, doctor-"

"Sofia, please." She requested.

"Sofia, yes, we called you here for another reason as well. I'm sure you know that Dr. Ramos wants to retire. He has promised to stay on until we find a replacement for him." He glanced at Gage, who returned a deadly glare. "Well, we'd like you to replace him. After what we saw you do with Gage, we think you'd be perfect for the job."

Sofia's eyebrows rose, and then she laughed. She noticed all the serious faces except Alek's, and she frowned. "You're serious? Oh, wow. I wasn't expecting this." She looked at Gage and said, "You could have told me, so it didn't come as a shock."

"I was told that the four of them would take me down and cut out my tongue if I said anything." He saw the shock in her dark eyes. "Honestly, it would have taken more than the four of them, though." He winked at her.

Alek barked out a laugh. "Dude, you think so highly of yourself. It probably would have taken two of us. You're getting weak in your old age."

"Which must be why only Ambrose will spar with me because the rest of you don't have a fighting chance. We can meet in the training room in an hour, Alek."

Alek laughed and threw his hands up in surrender. "Okay, okay. I will have to pass; my beautiful mate likes how my face and body are currently arranged."

"And by the way," Gage added, "don't piss off the sweet little doctor here. She just threatened Jake Bender in the hallway." They all looked at Sofia, shocked. "He called her a nickname she didn't like, and she threatened to kick his balls up into his throat."

Sofia gasped. "That's not what I said, not exactly. I just-" Sofia tried to explain, but Zander held up a hand as he laughed with his brothers.

Ambrose scowled at her. "How the hell do you know Bender?"

"It's none of your damn business." She growled back.

Zander gave Ambrose a hard look, then grinned at Sofia for her spunk. "I think we've all threatened that with Jake. I'd like an answer to my job proposal by this next Sunday." He pulled out a large envelope, handing it to her. "Everything you need to know is in here, including salary and the benefits package. Also, my card is in there, so you can call me with any questions or to accept the offer."

Sofia took the envelope and looked at Gage. "Uh, Gage." Sofia stopped him as he walked to open the door by reaching out and grabbing his wrist. "Am I getting a ride back?"

His wrist tingled where she touched him, and he nodded. "Of course." Giving her a small grin. "Unless, of course, I terrify you; it is my job, you know."

Rolling her eyes at him, she smiled. "Yeah, if you didn't scare me the other night, there's no way you can do it now." She held her palm up to him. "And I want to drive this time."

"Like hell." He muttered as the guys laughed, knowing he let no one drive his precious motorcycle.

Ambrose held her gaze until the other three walked out before he nodded to her and left.
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Two days had slipped by since the stunning vampire, Gage Gallegos, had waited outside the clinic for Sofia. Try as she might, she couldn't shake him from her thoughts. Gage's rugged exterior, his intense blue eyes, and the aura of strength he exuded had ignited a fiery attraction within her. Sofia's thoughts were consumed by him, and the butterflies in her stomach had quickly transformed into something more akin to hummingbirds, their frantic fluttering a testament to the intensity of her feelings. She couldn't deny the magnetic pull he had on her, a force that seemed impossible to resist. But when he smiled at her, she wanted nothing more than to kiss those sensual lips and explore them. Her hands itched to run through his wild, shaggy, jet-black hair. And of course, let them explore his killer body.

God, the man had muscles.

Something about him seemed familiar, though she was sure she'd never met him before. Seriously, she would have remembered this drop-dead gorgeous vampire that made her knees weak thinking about him other than seeing him on the bus ride to Hell outing.

He was unforgettable.

She smiled, remembering the sensations she had behind him on his Harley—the heat of his body radiating into hers. Hell, his hard, muscled body pressing her to the floor the night at the clinic still gave her chills. The feel of his erection pressing into her made her quiver, moisture settling between her thighs.

God, what was wrong with her? She was getting all mushy over a muscled, gorgeous vampire that could tear her in two without even breaking a sweat. Even the look on his face when he wasn't smiling was scary as hell. He wasn't someone you'd mess with or want to run into in a dark alley, and yet here she was fantasizing about him.

She must be stupid; she surmised or officially lost her shit.

She'd be seeing him every day if she took the job at The Alliance as their resident doctor. How would she handle that, wipe up her drool, and go on about her day? He oozed sex appeal, and no doubt he was aware of it too. Hell, they were all dripping with sex appeal. Sitting in the same room with them made her feel below average, like a one or two on the scale.

And what about Gage? Did she misinterpret his actions around her? He had mentioned her playing with fire, but he didn't flirt with her, even though he had plenty of chances. Though he did pull her to him and sniffed her the other day. Was he flirting? Or perhaps he wasn't interested at all, and she wasn't in his league.

She groaned. "Dammit, stop it."

"Huh?" Suzanne, the front desk clerk at the clinic, asked. "You okay? You seem off today."

"Oh, uh, yes. I'm fine. It's just been a weird few days. I'm restless." And I may be quitting this week so that I can fondle a bunch of hot hybrids and hunky human warriors. But hey, I'm good, even though I'm feeling like an ugly duckling about now.

"You should be off the clock now. Go home. Eat, read a good book, or go pick up a hot guy for the night and lose yourself for once."

Sofia chuckled. "Like I'm gonna go pick up a hot guy for the evening. Uh, no." Sure, she did that a couple of times a month for sex. But Suzanne didn't know about her risky sex life, and she wasn't about to fill her in. She'd done a damn good job hiding her sexual encounters from everyone, and she meant to keep it that way. Sofia didn't want a relationship. The fact was, she sucked—really sucked—at relationships.

Sofia saw that deer in the headlights look on Suzanne's face again, like the night Gage stumbled in. Since her back was to the door, she had no idea who walked in. But Suzanne's face made her stomach jump, wondering if whoever came in would give her a run for her money or life. She wasn't sure she was up for another encounter like she had with Gage.

"What if a hot guy picked you up instead?"

Sofia's head whipped around to hear the deep, sensual voice behind her. She looked up at the Greek god, Gage Gallegos, with his thumbs tucked in his pockets and a sexy-as-hell grin on his handsome face. His black hair hung wildly around his chiseled face, and a small smile teased his sensual mouth as his intense blue eyes studied her.

Her breath caught in her chest as her eyes narrowed on him. Sofia's habit was to joke or be a smartass when she was nervous, and she was definitely nervous. "Hmm, do you know any I can proposition?"

His deep chuckle had her butterflies all worked up again.

He placed a hand over his heart in mock pain. "Ouch, Sofie, that hurt." His sexy grin found its way back to his lips. "But I guess that's what I get for eavesdropping." Gage glanced at Suzanne. "Hi, Suzanne."

Suzanne's jaw dropped; he remembered her name. "Uh, hi."

Sofia sensed Gage's intense gaze on her. She turned away from Suzanne, meeting his bright blue eyes. Intense eyes.

"So, are you on foot again today?"

She swallowed hard. Why was she flirting with this man? He was out of her league, so far out that he wasn't even in the same ballpark or planet. Danger and sex seeped from his pores. He was more man than she had ever seen, let alone gotten involved with. Or did he come here again to haul her back to The Alliance at Zander Hanok's request so that asshole Ambrose could grill her and insult her again?

"Sofie?" Gage reached out and put a finger under her chin, sending electrical currents through her.

She smiled. "I'm sorry. Yes, I walked today. Why?" She resisted the urge to rub the spot that still vibrated from his touch.

His all-knowing eyes studied her for a moment. "Good, I'll drive you home."

*****
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Gage stayed close to Sofia as they walked out of the clinic to his motorcycle parked across the street, in the same spot he waited for her the other day. He was close enough to hear the beat of her heart pick up. When they stopped by his bike, her stomach rumbled.

He stopped and turned to her. "You're hungry." It wasn't a question; her stomach gave her away.

Sofia shrugged. "I missed lunch today. I had two teenage hybrids and three humans get into a fight, and the police dropped them off to get stitched up."

Both hybrids and vampires used human doctors to sew up wounds, so they healed properly, especially when muscle tissue was involved. If there was too much tissue damage, even vampires could scar.

"Did everything turn out okay? You had the guards in with you, right?"

"Yes, the guards didn't leave my side. They wouldn't fall for that twice."

Her sheepish grin made his chest tighten. His finger stroked her cheek. "Good. I'd hate to have to come back and threaten them twice."

Her jaw dropped at his admission. "You did not."

And why did he keep touching her face? Because he had no self-control, he needed her under his hands. And fuck, he needed her hair down out of that damn ponytail so he could run his fingers through her long auburn hair.

He offered her no grin this time as he stepped closer to her, looking down at her sweet face. "I did, and I won't hesitate to do it again. Only if I have to tell them twice, I won't be so understanding. Now, how about we grab a bite to eat, then I'll take you home." He watched as she mulled over his offer.

"Okay. At least I have jeans on this time."

A slow, mischievous smile spread across his face. "Yes, what a shame. It should be illegal to cover up legs like yours." His gaze raked over her body. "But a nice pair of snug jeans still stirs my blood."

She playfully smacked his arm. "I hate to break this to you, but food alone won't cut it for me."

The wheels in his mind spun out of control—all kinds of wonderful ideas formed about what else she may want. And there wasn't a fucking thing he wouldn't give her if she asked. "Yeah? What else would you like, Sofie?"

"Dessert."

Dessert? Was she fucking kidding?

Gage tossed back his head and laughed. "Dessert. Okay, I can handle that. Besides, I love dessert." His last two words were laced with desire. Yeah, he wanted dessert too; only his idea of something sweet on their tongues wasn't the same thing. For him, his tongue licking every inch of her sexy little body was all his brain focused on at the moment.

Sofia raised one eyebrow at him. "You realize, the more you open your mouth, the more I'm not sure that climbing on the back of your bike is such a good idea."

Gage tried to keep his hands to himself, but his fingers reached to touch a loose curl that hung around her face. The silky auburn strand ran between his fingers. "My mouth may not behave, but I promise the rest of me will. You're safe with me, Sofie. I give you my word."

"I think our ideas of me being safe with you are very different."

"Jesus, Doc. Are you going to keep busting my balls, or can we try something simple like getting something to eat?" He smiled as he climbed on his bike. "Up to you, sweetheart. Either climb on or tell me to take a hike." God, he'd be crushed if she told him to hit the road.

She watched him start the engine. When he looked back at her, she shook her head and grinned. "I'm either stupid or curious, and well, we all know what happened to the cat." Sofia climbed on behind him, touching his shoulders for support.

Gage laughed. "That sassy mouth is the most interesting thing I've heard in a long time."

*****
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After dinner on the waterfront at Pier 57, they walked, talked, and laughed as they got to know each other. Somehow, it all felt so natural. The sun started to set, bringing in the cool night air. Gage saw her shiver, and he groaned. "Shit. You're cold." He rubbed her arms. "Will you be okay here for a moment? I'm going to run back to my bike and grab a sweatshirt."

"I'm fine, really; I don't-" noticing his frown, she nodded. "Yes, I'll be fine. I'll stand right here and watch the boats."

His hand reached out and touched the point of her chin. "I'll be right back." He took off, leaving her even for a minute, which seemed like too long.

"And if I did leave, I'm pretty sure you could sniff me out in a heartbeat." She muttered and heard Gage chuckle thirty feet away.

Within minutes, as he promised, Gage was back with a hoodie. He helped her get it on, being so big it came to her thighs. "Better?"

"Yes. Thank you. Where did this come from?" She breathed into his sweatshirt.

"I keep it in my saddlebag on my bike. Glad I had it." He rubbed her arms again to get her blood flowing. "Did you sniff my sweatshirt, Doc?" Gage had to admit that he liked her smelling his scent on his sweatshirt. "I get in trouble when I sniff you."

Sofia gave him a crooked grin. "No. I wouldn't do something so blatantly rude."

Gage laughed at her quick comeback. "Okay, I deserve that, I suppose. But really, it's not my fault; you smell so damn good. So, about that dessert, are you ready for it? I think there's an ice cream place on this pier. But you're already cold."

"You can never be too cold for ice cream. And just a warning, I'm a two-scoop kind of girl."

God, he loved her sassy personality and her quick tongue. It made him wonder what else that tongue was capable of doing. And fuck, there he was thinking of her naked body again. He chuckled. "Two scoops it is."

After getting Sofia two scoops of pecan praline and cream, they found a bench to sit on while she ate. "Tell me, Sofie, are you from Seattle?" When she licked the spoon, he inwardly groaned.

"Originally, yes. But my parents moved us to Portland when I was twelve."

Gage watched her tongue make love to the spoon. He glanced away, swallowing hard. Clearly, she did not understand how her eating ice cream turned him on. He was hard as a fucking rock. "So, what brought you back to Seattle? Your job?"

"No." She frowned, looking into his eyes. "It's hard to explain. Have you ever been drawn to something for no obvious reason, yet you were compelled to go towards it?"

His frown matched hers. "Yeah, it's sort of how I met my mate many years ago. She was not my type, yet I couldn't stay away from her." He saw the look in her eyes at the mention of his mate and clarified. "She died a long time ago."

"Oh. I'm sorry." Her gaze dropped.

"It's okay. So, you were drawn here, and you don't know why? You don't think it was because you grew up here?"

"Not really; it seemed like it was something different. Anyhow, that's how I wound up back in Seattle. I came back two years ago." Sofia spooned another bite into her mouth. "Can I ask how old you are, Gage?"

Gage turned sideways on the bench, resting his arm on the back, to look at her beautiful face. "This year I will be, uh, three hundred and thirty years old."

Sofia choked on her ice cream. "Oh, sorry." She smirked at him. "So, this year is a milestone birthday, huh?"

"Smartass."

She pretended to contemplate. "I don't think this will ever work. I'm not sure I can date a guy who grew up with Isaac Newton." Her mischievous eyes danced when she spoke, and her personality couldn’t be contained.

He chuckled at her clever wit. Gage paused, taking one curl in his fingers, his voice low and quiet. "Is that what this is, Sofie, a date? Because if it is, there are things I'd do differently."

His question gave her pause; she grinned but ignored it. With a spoonful of ice cream, she held it out to him. "Have a taste. You have no idea what you're missing."

"I was hoping you'd offer." He leaned in, passing up the spoon, his lips landing on hers. The kiss was simple, ending with him licking her bottom lip. "Whatever the hell that flavor is, it's now my favorite." He whispered against her lips. Moving back, he grabbed the spoonful of ice cream into his mouth, taking the bite she offered. "Yep, my favorite new flavor."

"I'm pretty sure you said you'd behave yourself tonight." One eyebrow was raised.

"No, I said my mouth may not behave, but the rest of me would."

Gage couldn't help but be consumed by his attraction to this woman. Her captivating features held an undeniable power over him. Her dark eyes, framed by long auburn curls, contrasted beautifully with her creamy porcelain skin, creating a breathtaking allure. But it was her mouth that truly ensnared his attention. He found himself entranced by the way it either lit up with a smile, sassed with a hint of playful defiance, or teased with a sensuality that left him spellbound. It was as if she possessed a magnetic charm that he simply couldn't resist.

Contemplating, she stuck the spoon back in the ice cream. "So, I have to learn to read between the lines when you speak. Good to know." She smirked at him, stood, and walked over to the trash can to dump the small amount of uneaten ice cream. She stopped and pulled his sweatshirt up to her nose, breathing in his scent. When her eyes met his, he was staring at her, frozen on the bench. Walking away from him backward, she grinned. "I'm going to go now. Suzanne told me I should go find me a hot guy tonight, and well, I'd better get a move on before all the good ones are taken." Sofia blew him a kiss, spun around, and walked away from him.

A smile covered Gage's face as he watched the sexy sway of her hips retreat from him. "Playing with fire again, baby." He sat there to give her a head start. It was only fair; he'd catch her in mere seconds. "Hey, at least tell me, do you like the smell of my sweatshirt?" Gage said from his spot on the bench.

"I have no idea what you're talking about," Sofia yelled back over her shoulder.

"Well, shit." He muttered to himself before getting up to go after her. In a blink, he was behind her, grabbing her up. Gage turned her in his arms, so they were face-to-face. She squealed with laughter. "Understand something, sweetheart. You're making it extremely hard for me to keep my promise to behave tonight."

Sofia was laughing in his arms until her eyes landed on his mouth. "You mean except for the mouth clause?"

Gage's eyes went to her lips as well; hell, he'd had one quick sample, and damn if he didn't need more. "Can't fault a man for thinking ahead, can you?" Rather than take her lips like he wanted, he let her supple body slide down him until her feet were on the ground. His fingers linked with hers. "C'mon, sweetheart, I'd better get you home before I do something that will make me break my word to you." 
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~ Chapter 9 ~
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Sofia couldn't help but shiver as the cold wind whipped against her skin while she sat behind Gage on his motorcycle. The damp Seattle air sent chills coursing through her body, leaving her longing for warmth. Fortunately, the only source of warmth she could find was the fiery heat emanating from Gage's back.

Vampires, with their elevated body temperatures, ran a good ten degrees hotter than humans, making them naturally resistant to the chilly Seattle climate. It was a luxury they enjoyed, allowing them to forgo jackets and outerwear that humans relied on to stay warm in the Pacific Northwest's cool, damp weather. As she clung to Gage, she couldn't help but appreciate the unexpected benefits of riding with a vampire on a chilly evening.

His masculine scent tickled her nose, making her stomach flip. Everything about this man, this vampire, made her body ache. Sofia wanted to touch him—to be touched by him. And those lips, holy mother of God, those lips. She wondered what they would feel like traveling up and down her body.

Sofia had avoided relationships for almost four years now after she caught her fiancé in bed with a good friend. So original. Since then, she had only casual sexual encounters; men did it all the time, so why couldn't she?

She dated Jake Bender for about five months, the longest relationship she had in a long time, ending when he wanted more from her. He asked for things she wasn't ready to give or willing to give. Jake took it hard for the first three months after their breakup and tried like hell to win her back. But deep in her heart, she knew Jake wasn't the man for her. While she enjoyed his company, Sofia never got butterflies when she saw him, as she did with Gage.

Being honest with herself, she never had a special connection with any man. They were all casual except for her short-lived fiancé and Jake. She didn't understand why she couldn't get serious about anyone or why no man stirred up those feelings of forever in her heart. Sofia thought of herself as broken and that she'd never have a real relationship, never finding that special someone to share her life with. She felt doomed to be alone. And her worst fear was growing old and dying alone in a house full of cats.

So why, after seeing this man three times, was she so drawn to him? Sofia couldn't ever remember being this attracted to anyone this quickly before; so fast it scared her shitless. But she had to see where this went. Hell, even if all he wanted was one night, she'd say yes; she had a pretty good idea that sex with him would be magical. And he'd probably ruin sex for her with any other man after him.

Gage parked in front of her apartment building and waited for her to climb off. When she did, her body instantly missed his warmth, sending a shudder through her again. Gage climbed off his motorcycle and noticed her shiver. His hands reached out and rubbed her arms again, and tugged her to his body for the heat he emitted. "I'm sorry, I didn't think about how cold it would be for you. If you allow me a second non-date, I promise I'll bring my truck."

Sofia smiled at his use of non-date. "It's okay." She thought for a second. "Would you like to come up for a drink? I'm sure Jim Beam would warm me up." Or if you play your cards right, you can warm me up. 

His gaze grew intense as he watched her. "I'd like that."

As Sofia climbed the staircase to her apartment with Gage silently following behind her, she couldn't shake the unease that was settling in. Second thoughts began to flood her mind. She had never invited men into her place before, let alone someone like him—someone with an air of danger and mystery that both intrigued and alarmed her. The mix of attraction and apprehension warred within her as she reached her apartment door, a moment of decision looming.

And Gage most definitely looked dangerous. A woman couldn't be too careful in Seattle, yet she let a lethal vampire into her home when she knew what was on his mind. Hell, it was on her mind. But if things got out of hand, she wouldn't be able to stop him from taking what he wanted. She'd be at his mercy. Did she trust him that much?

Sofia never let herself get this close to a vampire. A purebred hybrid would be a different story. While she was okay with treating them, a sexual relationship left her at their mercy, and she’d be powerless. She'd have to trust them explicitly not to harm her and have the strength to pull back. But with Gage, she was willing to take the chance, and frankly, it scared her as to why she wasn't worried.

Sofia unlocked her door and walked in as she waited for Gage, who hesitated as if he felt her apprehension. "I promise I don't bite." She smiled quickly at his handsome face.

"But I do, Sofie." His voice was quiet and laced with sexual tension.

She ignored his comment, realizing now the mistake she made by asking him up. He did bite, for shit's sake! And she knew they would wind up naked in her bed, on the floor, or plastered up against a wall.

As if he saw what her thoughts were, he gave her a slow, mischievous smile. Then he entered, glancing around her simple apartment. "I didn't figure you for a minimalist."

"No? You figured I'm a collector of glass figurines and house cats?" Though the house cats may still be in her future if she didn't get her shit together.

Gage chuckled. "Sounds creepy when you put it that way, doesn't it?"

"Uh, yes. Make yourself at home, and I'll grab us something to drink." She left for her kitchen. "Um, how's a beer? Jim must have left me for a better time." She joked and then realized she made another sexual joke.

What was wrong with her?

"Anything is fine," he said from right behind her, leaning a shoulder against the small opening of the kitchen, shrinking the space considerably.

Sofia tried not to be startled by his sudden appearance. He moved so silently for such a big man. She never heard a sound—not even a creak on the floor. When she glanced at him, he looked ready to pounce. His trimmed goatee that outlined his chiseled face, his windblown jet-black hair that hung in loose wild waves, and his piercing blue eyes made her pause. And he had her trapped in her tiny kitchen with no escape route.

He reached for the beer she offered. "Is that your family in the pictures out there?" He nodded to her living room.

"Not much of a family resemblance is there." She realized he saw an eclectic-looking family in her photos.

"Family comes in all colors. You were adopted." It wasn't a question.

"Let me introduce you," She snuck around him, brushing his chest with her arm. Sofia picked up the photo with a light-skinned black man and a Hispanic woman. "This is my father, Jackson, and my mother, Maria. They took in foster kids and wound up adopting my brothers and me when we were toddlers. And these are my brothers." Sofia grabbed a picture of her sitting between an Asian American boy and an African American boy. "This is Kenny," she pointed to her Asian brother, "and this is Sean. I'm the youngest."

"You are lucky to have them. Your family looks like Team Terminator."

"Huh? What's team Terminator?"

He chuckled, rubbing the back of his neck. "My asshole brothers named my Phoenix team. All the Phoenix team leaders got to name each other's team as a cruel punishment from Zander, and he wouldn't let us change them. I got Terminators."

Now she laughed. "That sounds a bit terrifying. Wait, you have brothers here?"

"Zander, Alek, Ambrose, and Dane are my brothers, not by blood," he said, nodding to her family photos. "We've had each other's back for so long; well, we're family. In fact, we share a large house." He paused. "We lived apart for a while but decided we didn't like it. Plus, when we're working, it gives all the guys' mates someone to be with and to talk to. Their mates would rather stay together for safety. Many hybrids live in covens, just like vampires do. We each have our reasons for doing so."

"That's so cool. So, you really are a family."

He turned his head to a bookshelf, did a double-take, and walked over to it to pick up a photo of her as a little girl in gymnastic leotards. "You're a gymnast?"

"Yes, I started the year I came to my parents and continued to train until I was fifteen."

"Well, that explains your legs."

"What?" She raised an eyebrow at him.

A sexy grin spread across his face. "You were wearing shorts the other day. Whatever else I am, Sofie, I'm still a man. I notice those things." His eyes held hers for a moment. "So why did you quit at fifteen?"

She gave him an odd expression, embarrassed to tell him the truth, and wondered why she was about to. "Well, while my body stopped growing in height at the age of fourteen, my boobs decided it wasn't time to quit."

Gage let a deep, rumbling laugh escape. "And as a man, I appreciate things like that as well." He eyed her breasts cautiously. "I, uh, you don't seem excessively big to me."

Sofia reached out and smacked his arm, and his grin grew. "If you must know, at twenty-one, I had a breast reduction. They were killing me. I went from a miserable 34E to a happy 34D. And my back thanked me for it." Gage grinned but otherwise kept quiet. "What, nothing to say, big guy?"

"No, I think I'll pass." He paused and frowned. "That is only one letter difference."

"But it's two cup sizes: after D is DD then E." She groaned and dropped her head. "You don't need to know this."

"Yet, I'll never forget this conversation." Smiling, he looked past her and pointed to the floor at what resembled a giant pillow. "What the hell is that?"

Sofia turned and looked down at her five-foot around bean bag. "Oh, this?" She handed him her beer and fell backward. Her arms spread wide as she grinned. "This is my bean bag, and it's comfy. You want to try it?"

Gage eyed her and weighed her words. He set both bottles of beer down and fell towards her, his hands landing on either side of her face, one knee braced between her legs. Sofia squealed and laughed, tossing her head back, exposing her neck to him.

"Don't scare me like that. I thought I was about to be crushed again."

His eyes caught the pulse in her slender throat. "Do I scare you, Sofie?" He said in that sinful voice of his, his blue eyes held hers. Gage's smile disappeared as he studied her face.

Sofia's stomach clenched. This was it. He would kiss her—a real kiss, the kind that made your toes curl. The way he looked at her confirmed it. And she knew she would be powerless to stop him.

"Your heart is racing, Sofie." He leaned down until their faces nearly touched, and he breathed her in. "It's very loud."

"You're, uh, you're sniffing me again." She mumbled, trying to get her words out.

His nose skimmed her cheek, and he made an mmm sound. "That's because you smell so damn incredible." His hot breath warmed her, sending vibrations through her body. His face hovered inches above her, staring into her eyes. He descended toward her lips, brushing them softly with his. Gage kissed her once, twice, and when she moaned a guttural moan, he pulled back.

"Fuck, Sofie, sounds like that makes me crazy." He lowered himself once more and took her lips. His mouth nipped at her, and then he angled his head to deepen the kiss. Sofia opened for him, and his tongue teased hers. Gage supported himself with one hand while his other cupped the back of her neck to guide her to him.

Sofia melted under his touch. Her body was on fire, sizzling from the inside out, her mind in a fog from his searing kiss. Then her body searched for his, aching to feel him she arched into him as a small sound escaped her throat.

Gage pulled back once again and looked down into her eyes. "Baby, those little noises you make are killing me. I want more—a lot more. If you have different ideas, you'd better tell me now because, in a few minutes, I'm going to be past the point of return."

She watched him. She felt his hardness press into her. Sofia wondered if she had lost her mind; he was a vampire, for shit's sake. Every fiber of her body screamed I don't care what he is; just let him have you. Sofia couldn't get him off her mind since the night in the clinic. He consumed her. And her body reacted every time he crept into her thoughts.

Disappointment covered Gage's face. He began to move off her. "I'll go now."

Sofia grabbed his T-shirt with one hand, hooked the other around his neck, and pulled him back. "No, I don't want you to leave."

"Are you sure, sweetheart? It took you a while to answer me."

"I'm positive." She leaned up and kissed his jaw as she made her way to his incredibly talented lips. "I'm positive."

This time, he moaned as she took control of the kiss. "I need to be clear here," he mumbled between her kisses. "I plan on stripping you naked and fucking you with my mouth and cock. Are we clear?"

She opened her eyes when he moved away from her lips as he waited for an answer. His bright blue eyes almost glowed. "Clear, but I was sort of hoping you might also make love to me too."

"Baby, I will definitely be making love to you too." Gage leaned back down and took her lips.

*****
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In his agitated state, he paced the floor of his hideout, frustration simmering beneath the surface as he waited impatiently for his wayward employees to return. They had managed to mess things up so severely that he felt like he could shit bricks, a testament to the depth of his anger.

The orders he had given were seemingly straightforward: eliminate everyone. Yet, in what seemed like a gross display of incompetence, those idiots somehow allowed two Alliance Phoenix warriors to board the bus and disrupt his carefully laid plans. He couldn't help but shake his head at the incompetence of his own crew. Finding reliable help had become an increasingly elusive task in his line of work, and he was growing tired of the constant setbacks and failures.

And sure, the incident was over a week ago, but he couldn't stop seething over the fact that he lost so many of his vamps in one night.

Vega continued to pace, pinching the bridge of his nose; his head hurt from the stupidity of his hired help. His muscles were tight from anger; he needed to screw the brains out of a woman before the end of the day. Sex was the best stress reliever.

He heard a knock on his office door. "Enter."

Bobby, a twenty-something vampire, entered, hands shoved in his sweatshirt pockets and head tipped. "Sir." He said, quietly.

"Raise your head when you speak to me, Bobby." Vega snapped.

Bobby's head jerked up to meet Vega's cold blue eyes.

Vega eyed the young man. He looked like shit. His hair was messy and undoubtedly dirty. His clothes looked slept in, and an aroma Vega couldn't place hit his nostrils like death. "What has been found? Any word on the girl yet?"

Bobby shook his sandy brown head. "No, sir. The bus idea is a bust. We have started going places with a larger number of people. Uh, like, events and, uh, things." He rubbed the back of his neck as worry crept over his haggard features.

Vega narrowed his eyes on the young vampire. "You look like you want to say something else, Bobby. What is it?" His patience was wearing thin. Vega had been searching this earth for over a hundred years for this woman. He knew there were others, but he was seeking one woman in particular: Kara.

Kara was a beautiful soul that was special; she was an Original Being. An Original Being was what all other species on the planet came from. They spawned vampires, witches, sorcerers, shapeshifters, and so much more. Their unique DNA made them stronger, faster, and more powerful than any creature that walked the earth. And they were the only known species to reincarnate themselves after death. Sometimes they would come back soon after they died, and other times they waited a few decades or even a century to be reborn. It solely depended on the reason they died and if their spirit and soul wished to return to the living.

Vega had looked for Kara for almost a hundred and fifty years, and he sensed her near Seattle. He knew he wouldn't recognize her, as they often changed their appearance upon rebirth. Even if the face was different, they kept the same hair and eye color. The one thing that never changed was their spirit. If they were loving and kind, then they would always be reborn with the same attributes.

Vega was a vampire, and while his people were one of the first creatures to spawn from an Original Being, they stayed in the shadows, meaning they never revealed their true identities. Most thought they were diseased and sick because of their love for blood. The Original Beings were often called the New Breed because of their anomalies of rebirth. Years later, the name New Breed referred to the vampires that the Original Beings blood transformed into a super-vampire. Neither vampires nor hybrids could recognize the Originals as anything but humans; blending in with humans was how they stayed hidden for so long. One of the most interesting facts was that they didn't need blood to survive like vampires. It wasn't a necessity for living, and they drank blood for pleasure during sex.

Vega discovered a man named Galen, whom he suspected was an Original Being. Galen had a son named Gage Gallegos. He had tracked the two all over the world, hoping one would lead him to the other. He found Galen years ago and followed his movements closely, yet Galen never led him to Gage. It was Gage that Vega wanted. Gage was the key to his search. And now he was so close, he could almost taste Kara’s blood on his lips.

Bobby moved his feet restlessly. "Well, sir, I was thinking," he paused as Vega rolled his eyes at him. "I thought that since you think she was raised here, maybe, she um, went to college here."

"Brilliant." He said with sarcasm. "Where does that get us?" Vega moved behind his massive desk and looked out the window at the streets of Seattle below. Bobby's smell was making his stomach churn, and for a vampire, that was quite a feat.

"Well, Denny is a hacker; he could hack into all the colleges and look at records of a female who graduated around the time she would have... If she went to college here, that is."

Vega didn't dare turn to look at the useless vamp for his idiotic idea. But Bobby had a point: technology rather than hunting would be more productive, and he'd have fewer bloody messes, which meant he'd keep the damn Alliance off his ass for a while.

"The problem was that we do not know her damn name or when she may have graduated. So, the idea won't work unless you idiots have some important facts to go on." He shooed Bobby away. "Go. And send in that little bleached blonde out there."

Vega ran a hand down his face after Bobby left. He felt this woman in the city, and he needed to find her. Vega knew when she remembered who she was in her old life that she'd need a friend. And he damn well would be there for her like he was every other time she came back from the dead.

Vega had his vampires going in circles. He let them think they were searching for the woman. All he was doing was keeping The Alliance busy. The more occupied he kept The Alliance, the better off he'd be.

The blonde opened the door and walked in, waiting for Vega to tell her what to do.

Vega unzipped his pants. "Get over here, woman. My cock can't suck itself."
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~ Chapter 10 ~
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Gage woke up and watched Sofia as she slept, tucked into his side. Her face was peaceful, and her features were soft and delicate. They had sex three times already; he was ready for round four. He wore her out, so for now, he let her rest.

Sofia was full of fire when passion built, and she lost control. The noises she made as she arched her tight little body woke the beast in him. He wanted to dominate, needed to dominate. It sent shivers over his skin each time he remembered those sexual sounds that escaped from her sweet lips. In his hundreds of years, he'd never experienced sex like this. Sofia ignited something in him that he didn't know existed. While it was the most satisfying sex he ever experienced, he craved more, which is why he woke her up twice more to ravish her body. Each time, she gave him everything and more.

Harder, Gage. You won't hurt me. Harder. The words she spoke turned him into granite, just thinking about her plea. Her small hands traced an intoxicating path from his shoulders down to his ass, urging him on. Her warm breath tickled his ear, moaning yes. Their bodies drove into one another, hot flesh against hot flesh, until they had nothing left to give, collapsing into each other's arms.

The third time they made love, Sofia took charge, straddled his hips and rode him hard. Before either of them had a chance to come, she stopped and looked down at him.

"What, baby?" Gage asked as he grabbed onto her hips, holding her in place.

"I, uh, well, I want to feel all of you."

He gave her a sexy grin. "I'm pretty sure we have accomplished that, sweetheart."

She shook her head, her loose curls swaying. "No, I mean all of you." She reached out, slipped one finger into his mouth, and stroked his canine tooth.

Gage captured her hand and hissed out a breath as the canine descended with her touch. "Shit, Sofie. Touching my fangs is equivalent to running your tongue over the tip of my dick. They are hypersensitive." Did she understand what she was asking him to do? If he tasted her blood, it might send him over the edge, knowing he would be hooked forever. Her scent alone drove him mad. What would her blood do to him?

"Show them to me, please." Her fingers caressed his chest as she moved, torturously slow over his body. Sofia leaned down, skimming her breasts across his bare skin as she nipped at his bottom lip. "Please," she whispered against his lips.

Gage watched her face as she sat back upon him. He missed her warm, silky flesh against his. Slowly, Gage let his two canines extend from his gums. She tried to touch one but he grabbed her wrist to stop her; instead, he sucked her finger into his mouth.

Sofia pulled her finger out, lowered her body to his, and kissed his lips, not touching his fangs. His fingers dug into her hips as he rocked her back into motion. As soon as she got her rhythm going, she licked one of his fangs.

A low growl escaped from Gage's throat, he flipped her over, pinning her hands above her head with just one of his. "Dammit, Sofie. I told you not to do that. You have no idea how hard it is to not sink them into your sexy as hell neck and taste you."

"I want them in me, Gage. I want you to show me what it's like to have you take my blood while you're inside me."

They just met; hell, this was the first time they had a non-date and sex. Now she wanted him to take her blood too. This woman was incredible. His heart soared when he realized that she trusted him utterly and completely trusted him.  And it nearly tore his soul in two.

"Shit," he muttered. Gage couldn't even bring himself to ask her if she was sure before he leaned down and licked her lips. She offered herself to him; she wanted the connection, and he was powerless to deny her. He needed to taste all of her. Gage wedged her thighs open and thrust himself into her to the hilt; her body arched into his. His kiss was soft and slow, making a trail from her swollen lips to her sexy pointed chin, and traced a path up her jaw to her ear. He moved down her slim neck, licking and kissing, searing and branding her smooth, delicate skin. When she tilted her head to give him full access, he sunk his razor-sharp fangs into her tender flesh. Sofia gasped. He should have numbed her with a chemical his canines excreted to ease the pain, but he didn't. Gage wanted to punish her for taunting him into feeding from her; the discomfort would subside when desire took over, masking any pain she experienced. She moaned as her entire body arched into his. He lost all control. He pumped himself into her hard, each thrust harder than the last as he siphoned her blood.

Her body tightened around him, and he knew she was about to come. Gage plunged into her searingly hot sheath with force, pulling at her vein. She exploded around him. He followed her lead. Sofia shuddered until the orgasm subsided, barely able to catch her breath. He retracted his fangs and licked the wound to close it. Gage placed a kiss over the sealed puncture holes and breathed her in.

On shaky arms, he pushed himself up to peer down at Sofia. A small frown tugged at her eyes as they filled with tears. "It wasn't what you expected, was it?" His heart dropped to his stomach; he made her cry. She regretted it, and he'd never forgive himself.

"It wasn't." Her voice was a whisper. "It was so much more." She cupped his jaw and ran her thumb over his bottom lip. "Thank you. That was the most beautiful thing I've ever experienced." Sofia pulled him down to her mouth and kissed him.

Gage was speechless. He expected her to have regrets, but she didn't. She had joy in her eyes, not remorse. And in that very moment, he knew—he loved her. It didn't matter that he didn't really know her; he'd never get enough of this exquisite woman.

She was his salvation. She was his hope. She was his everything.

His Eos.

Gage held Sofia as she slept. Blood loss would do that to a human. Damn, this woman was amazing. He never had sex like this with a woman before and never would again. And he'd want no one else's blood. She was everything he'd ever dreamed about and wanted. Having her wrapped around his body while she slept made him want more. Her skin was such a contrast next to his, a pale golden glow to his tanned skin. She was sweet and smiled often; he was far from sweet and rarely smiled except for her. Sofia was the opposite—everything he wasn't. Everything he never wanted until now.

He traced a finger down her jaw to her sexy-as-hell, sassy mouth. He lowered his head and brushed a soft kiss across her lips. She stirred, and a moan left her throat. "Fuck, baby, you've got to stop that." He whispered as he pulled her tighter into his body.

Her hot tongue licked his chest, where she lay. He hissed a breath.

"Then stop getting me all hot and bothered." Sofia tilted her head up and grinned at him.

For the first time in years, his smile felt natural. His fingers caressed her neck, stopping to tilt her chin up to meet his lips. Gage kissed her slow, deliberate, nipping on her bottom lip, taking his time, basking in her.

Sofia exhaled, "Fuck, baby, you've got to stop doing that." She used his words against him, and a deep chuckle left his throat. "What time is it?" She asked, yawning.

"I don't know, and I don't care. You have somewhere to be in the middle of the night, Eos?"

Sofia's finger traced circles over his chest, sending little shock waves through his body, leaving a burning path across his skin. "No, I'm fine where I am."

Gage leaned up on his elbow to peer down at her face. "Fine? You're just fine where you are? I distinctly remember you begging me for more, begging me to fuck you harder. Those were pleas from a woman who was more than fine." He leaned down to nip her throat.

Sofia squealed and laughed as his scratchy stubble rubbed her soft neck. "I stand by my adjective. I like the word fine."

In a flash, Gage flipped her onto her stomach, wedged a knee between her thighs, spreading her legs apart. He pinned her hands beside her face, his chest pressing into her back, and leaned down to whisper in her ear. "I guess I'll have to work a bit harder until you come up with a more suitable adjective." He let go with one hand and guided himself into her tight, hot opening. He gave her one thrust, and she gasped. A slow grin covered her face. "You'll tell me when the word exceptional can replace fine, I trust."

Gage tilted her hips up, plunging himself hard and fast. Relentlessly thrusting, he heard her whisper oh shit as she exploded around him. An orgasm that rocked his body as fiercely as it did hers. She shuddered as he kept up the pace until his orgasm shot through them like a bullet.

When he collapsed on top of her back, she groaned in satisfaction. "Hmm, that was.... better than fine. That was, um, great."

"You little shit," he slapped her ass hard, then flipped her over and landed on her, assaulting her sensitive neck with his teeth and his stubble. Sofia laughed and tried to squirm away from him. She continued to giggle as he added tickling her ribs to his attack. She wiggled her hips under him, making his blood stir once again.

Gage lifted his head to look down at her beautiful, laughing face. "Baby, you're crazy. How is it that you still have enough energy to egg me on for a fifth time? But, hey, I'm game if you are." With one swift thrust, he slammed himself into Sofia and lost himself once again in her hot body and open arms.

For the next two weeks, they spent every spare moment together. They took motorcycle rides, went out to dinner, cooked dinner at Sofia's, and when they couldn't stand it any longer, they stripped each other's clothes off and made love. Then they'd cuddle while they talked, or until Sofia fell asleep in Gage's arms.

Gage realized this was the most complete he had ever been in almost a hundred and fifty years since his mate Kara died. He didn't have the emptiness, that ache, or that loneliness that followed him for a century and a half. Sofia completed him in every way possible. He experienced panic and peace at the same time. She was his soul mate; he knew it in his heart. What if she didn't feel the same? Would he be able to walk away from her? No, not in a million years. After basking in her sunshine, he wouldn't be able to go back to his old life and the darkness that plagued him.

The gut-wrenching sensation he had for Sofia scared him shitless. He had never fallen for a woman so fast, not even his last mate. And these relationships didn't last, or so he'd heard. Sofia opened a door to a whole different life for him. But he couldn't rush her and scare her off. Gage didn't want her to see how deep his feelings were for her until he was sure she was walking the same path.
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No one wanted to have this talk.

It was always awkward. And there was a good chance it would change things between Gage and Sofia. Gage knew he couldn't handle it if she pulled away from him; he was in too fucking deep. But he had to talk to her; she was starting work at The Alliance tomorrow after her two-week notice at the clinic was up.

After knocking on her door, he waited for her to answer.

Sofia opened the door wearing a grin. "I'm sorry, sir; I don't need to find Jesus, and whatever you're selling, well, I'm sure I don't need it." Her dark eyes traveled up and down his body.

Gage shook his head, grinning. "I beg to differ, sweetness. You do want what I'm selling. In fact, you want it multiple times a night."

Sofia moved up to him and tilted her face up to his for a kiss. He cupped the side of her neck and kissed her slowly, taking his time to cherish her taste. Gage picked her up and stepped inside, kicking the door shut. Her legs wrapped around his waist, and she held him, kissing him hard.

"Mm, baby, as much as I want to strip you naked right now... I need to talk to you." He let her feet slide to the floor.

"Okay," she frowned. "These conversations never end well. But go ahead. What's on your mind, handsome?"

He tugged at her hand and led her to the couch. "You start work tomorrow, and I wanted to talk to you about us."

"Okay, I'm listening."

He rubbed the back of his neck nervously. "Is there an us, Sofie? I mean, I know we've only known each other for three weeks, but shit, you're all I can think about, all I want." He saw the uncomfortable look in her dark eyes, and his heart clenched. "You don't feel the same."

She paused—a long pause. "Gage, I, uh-"

He stood to leave; there was no fucking way he could hear her say the words. "I guess that's all I needed to know. I won't bother you anymore, and don't worry about work. I won't cause you any problems." He had to walk away from her before he turned into one of those groveling idiots. As it was, this would kill him, but if he waited any longer, it would destroy him.

Sofia grabbed his hand before he passed her. "Sit, please. Let me explain."

He stared at her for a moment before he sat back down with a knife plunged into his heart. This was what he feared. She wanted something different.

Sofia kept his fingers in hers. "Gage, I do care about you a lot. More than I have for anyone. It's just... I suck at relationships. I've only had two because I lost interest." She frowned at her words. "No, that's not true. I don't lose interest; I don't connect to any of them. I try, but something is always missing, and I feel incomplete, so I walk away."

A scowl formed between his brows. "So how do you take care of your sexual needs?"

She shrugged. "Like men do. There are plenty of men who only want one night, and I'm okay with that."

Well, shit. He didn't expect her to say that. But who was he to judge? That's what he did too.

"And what about Jake? You had a relationship with him, didn't you?"

"Yes. I met Jake when he brought a couple of teenage hybrids into the clinic when they crashed a motorcycle. He was sweet and charming, and I was attracted to him. After about five months, I realized I had to leave. I knew I was being unfair to him, so I left." Sofia looked down and pinched the bridge of her nose. "I'm not sure how to explain this, but it's like my soul is searching for someone in particular, and I can't seem to stay with a man for more than a few weeks or months."

"So, I don't have much time left, huh?" Gage looked away. He couldn't bear to look into her eyes. He wasn't ready to lose her—not now, not ever.

"Gage, I don't understand what's happening between us, and I won't lie to you; it scares me. It scares me a lot, but I feel different when I'm with you."

His eyes found hers again. Maybe there was hope. "Okay, explain. Do I scare you?"

Sofia snorted. "No, and you know that. Otherwise, you wouldn't know my body as well as I do. No, I feel different when I'm with you. I don't feel like running this time. I want to see where this takes me, us. But I need you to understand that I suck at relationships. I've walked away from every man in my life after the first few weeks." In a whispered, pained voice, she added, "I'm broken, and I don't want to hurt you in the process of me screwing up my life."

Gage turned to face her on the couch and cupped her neck. "Baby, first let me tell you this. I too have had a series of one-night stands since my mate died almost a hundred and fifty years ago. I don't get involved because I'm afraid to lose something that I care about again. But you, you are the first woman since her death who has stirred these feelings in me, and I don't want them to stop. I want to see where this leads us, Sofie."

"This really scares me, Gage. I'm so afraid that one day I'll wake up and want you out of my life, and that terrifies me so much because I'm not ready for this to end yet." Tears sprang into her dark eyes.

Gage grabbed her and placed her over his lap. She straddled him as he held her hips. "Listen to me, baby; we're in this together. Don't you think this scares me shitless too? Well, it does. But for the first time in forever, I am willing to give it a try because you are such a remarkable woman, Dr. Pierce. And I want to see if we have something here worth fighting for." He kissed her lips softly. "What do you say? Are we worth a shot?"

Her small hand went to his face. "Yes, I'm not ready to kick you to the curb just yet."

Leave it to Sofia to crack a joke and make him smile. "Good. But baby, if you start to get scared, don't run; talk to me first, please."

"Okay, I will. There is something else. At work, I won't put up with jealousy with all the men there. I will be touching them, examining them, and probably becoming friends, and I will not get accused of having a thing for any of them. I've had jealous men in my life, and I won't do it again."

A crooked grin touched his lips. "Baby, jealousy is a human thing. Hybrids and vamps know who belongs to us, and we don't see other men's attention as a threat. In fact, we don't mind our mates having casual sex with someone else because we are so sure of our bond with them. Jealousy will not be a problem."

"Wait, are you having casual sex with someone else right now?"

"No, sweetness, I am not. I can't even get enough of you as it is. But I have a request too; I think we should keep us quiet at work for now. If the men all knew you are with me, they'd all be afraid to get to know you. Some may not even treat you well because of me."

"Really? Wow, you must be a terrifying asshole."

Gage chuckled and tugged her body closer. "It's my job, remember?"

"What about your family?"

"I don't want to tell them yet either. I think you and I need the time to work on us without a bunch of prying eyes watching our every move." Nipping at her lips, he said, "So are we okay? We try this relationship thing; give us a chance without anyone kicking the other to the curb. 'Cause I gotta tell you right now, sweetheart, the curb isn't that far away. I think I will be able to find my way back to you." Pulling her hot little body tighter to him, he kissed her hard, determined to keep her forever.
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~ Chapter 11 ~
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It was Sofia's first day at The Alliance as their full-time staff doctor. Dane, the hybrid doctor, was going to assist her when he wasn't out on patrol or leading his team. He'd take a few days to show her around before he turned her loose in all the madness.

Sofia was brimming with excitement about the new experience awaiting her. Collaborating with a hybrid doctor held the promise of gaining insights and knowledge that had previously been beyond her reach. The opportunity to work alongside someone with such a unique perspective and expertise filled her with anticipation and eagerness. Sofia didn't understand her fascination with hybrids and vampires. Oddly enough, she was more comfortable around them than she was with humans. Some people prefer dogs to people. She preferred deadly creatures.

On the main floor at Human Resources, she filled out her paperwork, received a badge that opened the elevators, and took a thumb scan for her to open medicine cupboards. When she left the HR office, she saw Dane leaning against the information desk, grinning at her.

"Hi, Doc."

Dane had short brown hair with natural highlights, dark blue eyes, and was about six-two. He, like all hybrids, had more muscles than one man should be allowed to have. He wasn't thick like she remembered Ambrose to be; Dane was leaner, more like Gage. But Gage had a few inches on him. His skin was like most of the others she had met so far in the clinic and at The Alliance, a shade of golden tan.

After she examined Dane, she smiled. "I thought you were Doc?"

He rubbed the back of his neck. "Yeah, that might get confusing, huh? I could let our guys give you a nickname." He gave her a wicked smile.

Did all these guys have killer smiles? Shit, this might be harder than she thought—being surrounded by big, sexy, flirty men all day.

Sofia laughed. "Uh, no thanks. I've heard some of the team names you guys came up with." She remembered that Gage's team was the Terminators, Ambrose's was the Rebellion, and the rest probably weren't any better.

Once upstairs on the third floor, Dane walked Sofia toward the infirmary. The halls were silent, and not a soul was anywhere in sight. The emptiness gave her an uneasy vibe.

"Dane, where is everyone? Is it always this quiet here?" God, she hoped not, or today would be her first and last day. She needed interaction.

"Hell no. You usually have to yell over people in here. But Zander and Dustin called a meeting with the troops. Dustin Marshall leads the human leaders of the Seattle Special Forces like Zander leads our Phoenix leaders. They're going over some intel we got our hands on about the recent attacks." He pointed to the right. "That wing down there has the break room, a large conference room, and a locker room. Most of the guys come here to change into their uniforms. The left-wing has offices, and each team leader has one. And the center branch here," he said, turning right into a large corridor, "is the medical wing, we call it the clinic. Your office is across the hall on the right. Why don't you look around for a bit? I need to see how the meeting is going. I'll be back for you in a few minutes."

"Sure." She smiled as Dane trotted off.

Zander was talking about the bus attacks when Dane stepped into the conference room. All members who worked at The Alliance were present, including the Phoenix teams and the Special Forces teams. Close to a hundred people fit in the meeting room, though they had a total of eighty-two men in all. Conference tables lined the room; chairs only sat on one side, so all the men faced forward. Otherwise, they had the attention span of a five-year-old. On each side of the room, ten tables sat ten men, with a wide walkway between the two sides.

Zander nodded to Dane when he stepped into the room. "Anyway, we are now looking into any theory we can come up with. We seem to be hitting a wall with these fucking bus attacks and the other shit they are up to."

"Meanwhile," Dustin added, "I'm putting my teams at some college hangouts and some local gyms to see if we hit on anything. If these vamps are looking for a young woman, then these places may be helpful. And if anyone has any bright ideas on places to find groups of young women, don't be afraid to share them."

Nods and mumbling came from around the room as Zander nodded to Dane one more time, and Dane left. "Okay, now you all know that Dr. Ramos wanted to retire this past year. He agreed to stay on until we found a replacement for him. We have been looking, but as you assholes know, not everyone likes working with you." Laughter erupted around the room.

Someone yelled, "It's the hybrids and vamps they hate working with."

"In your dreams, humanoid," a response was given.

"The vamps are ticking time bombs," one yelled out.

"You're a fucking vamp, dumbass." Another shouted.

The vampire grinned. "Which is how I know." Laughter broke out as other comments were shouted out.

Dustin smiled as he held up his hand to quiet the crowd. "Okay, let Zander finish."

"Anyway, we found a doctor by sheer accident two weeks ago, and..." The door opened as Dane came back in with Sofia.

The room became deadly silent as all the men looked over at the woman and Dane.

"As I was saying, we found our doctor. I'd like you all to meet Dr. Sofia Pierce. Doctor, this is the trouble you will be dealing with daily." Zander pointed to the large group of men in front of him. "And welcome aboard."

She smiled and nodded. "Thank you."

"So, does this mean we get to strip naked for the doctor?" Someone at the back of the room asked. "'Cause I'm all for that."

"I'll volunteer to go first." Another one called.

Laughter broke out once more around the room as Sofia's eyes landed on Gage. He kicked the chair out from under the man who volunteered to go first.

"What the hell, Lucifer?" The man picked himself up off the floor and sat his chair back up as he glared at Gage, who leaned against a wall.

"Whoa!" Dustin yelled over everyone's voices. "Peyton, sit down and shut up. Thanks, Gage." He smiled, understanding how Peyton had ended up on the floor. He could always count on Gage for tough love. "That shit won't fly. Just to be clear men, that is called sexual harassment. Team leaders, keep an eye on your men and knock the shit out of them if they fall out of line. Sorry doc." He added as he turned to Sofia.

"It's fine. If I can handle the chair kicker, I'm sure the rest will be a piece of cake." She grinned at Gage.

"Wait, she's dealt with the Grim Reaper here?" Peyton looked at Gage. It seemed he had more than one nickname, each more creative than the last.

"Yes, she had a run-in with him at the hybrid clinic she worked at. The way she handled him is what led us to hire her." Zander explained.

"You handled him, huh?" Jasper, a man near Gage, smirked.

"How much do you like where your ass is at this moment?" Gage turned and looked at Jasper with that cold, steely look, shutting him up without another word.

Sofia felt a pair of eyes on her that differed from the others. She glanced around until she met Ambrose's light green eyes. He had his arms crossed over his huge chest, his eyes narrowed on her as he examined her from head to toe.

Sofia broke eye contact with Ambrose. "Are there any more sexual innuendos you men want to get out? I'm pretty sure I've heard them all, but hey, maybe one of you can surprise me with something new." Sofia said as all heads snapped in her direction. She waited, "No? I'm so disappointed."

Zander and Dustin laughed.

"Good for you, doc. And you have our permission to kick them in the balls if they get out of line with you." Dustin grinned at her.

Zander held his hand up and snapped his fingers. "One more thing. The annual physicals will be starting at one this afternoon." He glanced over at Sofia. "Sorry for the short notice. The team names are on the board over there," he pointed to the large corkboard on the wall beside the door. "You will show up at your designated time. Team leaders, it's your responsibility to make sure all eight of your men are accounted for when you drop them off on Dr. Pierce's doorstep. Do not trade time slots; if you have a problem with the time you have, well, tough shit. You go. This will give Dr. Pierce a chance to meet you. The team leaders will all go last."

Dustin added, "And be on your best behavior too. We don't want to have Dr. Pierce screaming and running away her first week here. Tim, your Vipers are the first team up, so don't let them stray after lunch. Everyone, check the board on your way out, and have a good day."

Dane led Sofia over to Zander and Dustin. "Sofia, this is Dustin Marshall; he leads the Seattle Special Forces for us."

Dustin extended his hand to shake Sofia's. "Nice to meet you, Dr. Pierce. Sorry, I wasn't able to make it to the meeting Zander called you to when he offered the job."

"It's good to meet you as well." She saw four men head toward them, one of them Jake Bender, her ex-boyfriend.

"Since you already met the Phoenix team leaders, I'd like to introduce my Special Forces leaders. This is Brian, Tim, Todd, and Jake." Dustin pointed each man out.

Sofia said hello as she shook each of their hands. They were all striking men—not as large as the hybrids, but very handsome and impressive humans. Even Jake was sinfully handsome. Any woman would love to have Jake look at them the way he had always looked at her, yet it wasn't enough.

"Doc, I'll meet you back at the clinic in a bit to finish showing you around," Dane said as he exited.

Before she could respond, Jake stepped into her path. "Can I talk to you for a minute?"

She stepped aside from Dustin's men. "Sure. What's up?"

"What the hell are you doing, Sofia? Why did you come to work here? Do you realize what it will be like around all these guys?" Jake's agitation was evident.

"It's a job, Jake. I think I can handle it." She saw Gage and Ambrose look in her direction as Jake moved closer to her and spoke in a low voice.

"What about me? Did you even think for a second that this wouldn't be fair to me to have you here all the time? No, of course not, because you never gave a fuck about me or how I felt. I appreciate the heads-up on this, Sofia." Jake ground out his last words, spun on his heel, and walked out, pushing past Gage and Ambrose.
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By the end of the week, Sofia had seen two human teams and one Phoenix team, which equaled twenty-four physicals. Her next Phoenix team was supposed to show up in another hour, and she needed a break. She tossed her lab coat on the counter and left the clinic for the employee lounge that all the men used. It was lunchtime, so she expected it to be empty as no one brought lunch; most used the cafeteria on the second floor.

Sofia was glad when she walked in to find the break room empty. She didn't feel like dealing with any more alpha males; the testosterone was about to choke her. A woman with a bad case of PMS would be heaven right now. Walking over to a long leather couch, she flopped on her stomach, folding her arms under her face and closing her eyes.

Peace. Utter blissful peace. For five minutes, anyway.

The door burst open, and a small herd of men entered with laughter and jokes.

"You're such a dick, no wonder she left you." Someone said.

"What your woman needs is a hybrid, to know what a real man feels like." Another said, laughing.

"Fuck you. Bet you're not-" he stopped mid-sentence. "Hey, Doc is here." He stepped up to the couch and peered down at Sofia.

Other footsteps joined the first man, and Sofia knew that all were standing behind the couch looking down at her.

"Is she alright?" One whispered.

"Beats me." The first man said and then poked at her shoulder. She didn't move when he poked her a second time.

"If you poke me again, I will break that finger." Sofia's muffled voice grumbled in her buried arms.

"Uh, Doc, is everything okay?" Jasper, the one Gage threatened in the conference room her first day from Dane's team, Frankenstein asked.

Sofia pushed herself up and sat with her back to the men. Her neck popped when she stretched it, and then she stood to face more handsome men. She hoped that at least one of them would be average-looking, on the plain side. But she wasn't holding her breath for that worthless dream anymore.

She faced five warriors. "I'm fine. I just wanted to rest my eyes. They're tired from looking at you disgustingly perfect specimens."

The guys laughed at her as she rubbed her temples.

"We're sorry, Doc, don't hate us because we're beautiful." Kade from Alek's team Stooges grinned, earning a snort from Sofia.

"You have another team coming at one, Doc? Cause it's three minutes till now." Jasper commented.

"Yes, I have team asshole coming in." She mumbled.

"Hmm," Sam from Team Frankenstein grinned, "that can't be Gage. Most people refer to his guys as the demons since we call him Lucifer. You must mean Ambrose's team."

She nodded. "Yes, Mr. Friendly. Can't wait." Her sarcasm dripped as the men grinned at her. Moving to the door, she paused and turned back to the five hulking men who still watched her. "And just so you all know, I am so over all this." She motioned to them and pointed from head to toe at them. "It's like blah, blah, blah, blah," she said and pointed to one man per blah. Her finger landed on the last man. "I'm not even impressed anymore by all your muscles and beauty."

"Damn, Doc, we like you." Kade gave her a full-blown smile.

"Sorry... I think I may need a Prozac." Sofia turned and left, knowing she was a minute or two late. But what's a minute anyway? "Yeah, Prozac should do the trick," she mumbled on her way out.
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~ Chapter 12 ~
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Blood coated every inch of the bus, from the ceiling to the floor and everything in between. Thick, sticky blood dripped down the windows, with the pit-pat sound echoing through the otherwise silent bus. It was a bloody, gruesome mess. Every person on the tour bus was dead but not bitten.

If vampires did this, it didn't make sense. Vampires could be ruthless, but they didn't kill like this; they would have drunk the blood, not wasted it.

So, what the fuck?

Dane rubbed the back of his neck. "I don't get it; they didn't bite one person or drink their blood. What's this all about? And why the hell buses? This is now the third bus attack."

Alek stepped over an older woman and jumped when she moved. "Shit. We have a live one! Call an ambulance."

Dane ran over and kneeled beside the woman, checking her pulse. "Pulse is pretty good, ma'am; can you hear me? I need you to wake up. You're safe now." Dane spoke in a reassuring tone as the woman struggled to open her eyes. 

"Where am I?" She groaned before horror filled her eyes. "Get away from me! Help! Help me!" Panic and terror took over her battered body as she fought to get away from Dane.

"I'm not going to hurt you, hon. I'm here to help you. I promise you are safe with us. You're on a bus. Do you remember what happened?" Dane held her hand. "It's okay; you're safe now."

Tears gathered in her aging gray eyes. "Oh god, they're all dead, aren't they? They're dead." 

"Yes. I'm sorry. Can you tell me what happened?" 

She looked confused for a moment before she spoke. "The vampires separated us into groups. The men at the back, the older women, and children in the middle. And the young women up to the front." She rubbed her eyes. "They were only interested in younger women. They sniffed and licked each of them." She shivered as she spoke.

Dane looked up at Zander, and Zander cocked his head to peek inside the older woman's mind. He checked her memory to see if she left anything out or if she even remembered it correctly. It was a skill Zander and Alek possessed. The only catch was that they had to be in close proximity to or touch the person to step into their thoughts.

He looked at Alek. "Did you see what I saw?"

Alek nodded; he peaked too.

"What?" Ambrose asked as he walked up.

"She's telling the truth. They were only interested in younger women. They talked among themselves about some special blood." Zander walked out of the bus as he heard the ambulance arriving.

Why would they only target a specific age group of women? They're looking for someone in particular. If they were, then the chances of discovering who that woman was would be difficult without knowing her name. She could be dead before they got the opportunity to help her.

Gage stepped on the bus and frowned at the sight. The metallic smell of blood filled the air. "I checked the area outside. They were in a couple of full-size trucks. Nothing that will help us, though." He took one step and squatted down by a girl in her late teens. Her throat was slit from ear to ear. "Fuck. What's this all about?" 

Ambrose shook his head. "We have no clue." 

Dane repeated what the older woman told him about the vamps looking for a specific female and special blood. 

Gage pressed his finger and thumb to the back of his eyes, then stood. "We assumed weeks ago that they were searching for a young woman. I have a hunch that we are getting jerked around. We intercepted that bus a couple of weeks ago, where all those people were going to be food and then most likely killed. Now, this. None of it makes sense. It has no purpose. Vampires don't hunt this way, even the rogue ones. What they kill, they do so by draining first."

Zander stood in the doorway of the bus and shook his head in agreement. "That's what I was thinking. This especially serves no purpose," he said, waving his hands toward all the dead bodies.

"The woman was positive that vampires did this." Ambrose reminded them. 

"Vamps may be responsible for this, but Gage is right; they don't hunt this way. Someone is leading them. We need to find out who, why, and what the hell special blood is." He looked at his watch and said, "Ambrose, your team is due for physicals in an hour. You'd better head out." 

***** 
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Sofia jogged back to the clinic, weaving around more godlike men. Some stopped and grinned as she trotted by. Marco, a hybrid, turned into her path, and she plowed right into him. He caught her by her arms to prevent her from flying backward. 

Sofia grunted. "Sorry, uh..." 

"I'm Marco, Doc. And no, we haven't met yet." He must have recognized her odd expression as she tried to put a name with his face. "I'm with Alek's group."

She nodded. "Okay, yeah, the Jokers, right?"

He gave her a devilish grin. "Close enough, the Stooges. We like to have fun. We prefer to walk around without a stick shoved up our ass, unlike some other teams."

Walking backward, she smiled. "On my way to see one of those teams now. See you Monday, Marco."

Sofia entered the clinic's corridor and almost skidded to a stop when she found Ambrose leaning against the doorjamb of the exam room. His eyes immediately landed on hers.

He had jet-black hair like Gage, but he kept it short. His light green eyes were a stark contrast to his dark hair and amber skin. Ambrose was the biggest of the Phoenix team leaders and warriors. He wasn't the tallest, but he was the thickest, muscle upon muscle, and most likely pushing three hundred pounds. A light covering of black stubble marred his perfectly chiseled face. His left arm had tattoos covering it much like Gage's, from the wrist going up under the sleeve of his tight T-shirt. Inside his right arm was a tattoo that ran up his forearm. And his serious eyes seemed to always study someone as if he were trying to discover their secrets.

Ambrose's eight men sat in the waiting room, deadly quiet, sporting a look like his, all but one. The joker named Peyton, whom Gage kicked a chair out from under, grinned at her.

"Doc." Ambrose's green eyes traveled up her body and landed on hers after a second inspection. "You're late." 

"I, uh, yeah. Some men in the break room stopped me." She lied, but she didn't care. His eyes and his presence made her skin tingle. Not as it did when Gage looked at her. He always made her uneasy, and she couldn't put her finger on why. And if she had to guess, he understood the effect he had on her and did it on purpose.

Ambrose stared at her for a minute, never breaking eye contact. "Let me introduce my team." He touched her back as he led her to his men. "This is Jericho, Raphael, Nathan, Davis, Kyle, Cameron, or Cam, AJ, and Peyton." Ambrose pointed to each as he introduced them. One by one, they stood, shook her hand, and greeted her.

Sofia cocked her head at Peyton. "You seem like you were assigned the wrong team. Shouldn't you be with the Jokers, I mean Stooges?"

"I know, right? Don't ask me how I ended up with these deadheads." Peyton smiled at her. "I try to bring joy to their lives, but it goes unappreciated."

"Someone earlier referred to you guys as the team with sticks up your ass. I bet they can be removed if you're interested." Sofia said in a snarky tone, looking at Ambrose. His eyes were an odd mixture of seriousness and humor.

From the corner of her eye, she saw a few men grin before they hid it.

Ambrose took her by the arm and said, "Let's you and I talk for a minute, Doc." He led her into the exam room and shut the door.

Sofia crossed her arms over her chest and stared at the leader of Team Rebellion. The others called them Storm Troopers for fun, which in her book made him Darth Vader. Something about Ambrose Kane made her stomach jump every time he looked at her. His intense eyes freaked her out some days; hell, who was she kidding? It freaked her out every day. His features held confusion, like he wasn't sure if he liked her or hated her. And Sofia wasn't sure if she wanted to know the answer to that riddle, so she tried to stay clear of him. 

Once again, Ambrose studied her. He stepped up, stopping two feet in front of her. "Tell me, Sofia, what does it entail removing a stick from one's ass?"

She shrugged, and before she could talk her mouth out of it, a smartass response flew out. A damn bad habit of hers. "I'm sure a little lube would help."

He stepped closer and put one finger under her chin, forcing her to meet his hard eyes. "Watch it, woman. Comments like that can get you in trouble with men who know exactly how to use lube." A small, wicked grin teased his serious yet handsome face.

If she thought he was intimidating before, his evil smile scared the shit right out of her. Her heart did a quick flip, and her stomach followed suit. And when he touched her, a tingling sensation ripped through her body.

"When I'm gone, Jericho is in charge. Raph is his second in command. If they get out of hand or cause any trouble, call me; I'll come kick their asses."

"Kick their asses? That would just lodge the stick even more; sure you want to do that?"

He shook his head at her. "Thin ice, Doc."

"Which one is Jericho? Anyway, I don't have your number. Will screaming work just as well?"

Ambrose walked over to her and held out his hand. "Give me your phone." He took it from Sofia, and his fingers touched hers. After punching in his number into her contacts, he handed it back. 

Sofia looked at it and grinned. "I don't think you spelled your name right. Shouldn't be A-S-S-H-O-L-E?"

"Well, aren't you the smartass today? You already don't remember which one Jericho is?" He narrowed those intense green eyes on her. He took her hand and pulled her back out to the waiting room, where his team sat.

"No, I don't have photogenic hearing."

"That's not even a thing."

"It might be." She stopped in front of his men, grinning.

"Jericho." Jericho stood up in front of Sofia. "This is Jericho. If anyone gets out of hand or is disrespectful, he'll kick their ass. If he doesn't, I'll kick his."

Sofia smiled at Jericho. "Is he always so cranky with violent tendencies?"

Jericho smiled back, shocking her. "Pretty much, but you get used to it." Then his smile disappeared just as fast.

"Now, do you remember the rest of their names?" Ambrose asked. 

"Uh, no." 

"Seriously?" 

"Really? So far, I've met like thirty men—big ass men—all damn beautiful with bodies that should be illegal. Not to mention, about eighty percent of them have some shade of tan skin and black hair. Put damn name tags on them for me if you expect me to remember all their names the second I hear them. So, no, I cannot remember all their names. But I like Jericho's eyes, so him, I will remember. Now go the hell away." She stomped back into the exam room, hearing a few muffled chuckles behind her. 

Ambrose walked back over to the exam room. He leaned a big shoulder against the door frame; his eyes held hers, and he gave her that wicked smile again. "I'll be back, Sofia."

She let out a breath when Ambrose left. "Can't wait." Her stomach did a couple of backflips while her heart was playing a tune of its own. She wondered what it was about that man that made her so edgy. Yet not so nervous that she didn't antagonize him, which would most likely get her into some trouble soon. 

Finally, Sofia was down to the last two men from Team Rebellion sitting in the waiting room. She had been calling two in at a time, working in tandem as the men talked easily with each other, showing her who they were. Most teams chatted among themselves, yet the Rebellion was tight-lipped, she expected the Terminators to be the same. It was as though they didn't believe in being happy, smiling, or having a good time—the simple joys in life. And it bugged the hell out of her, and she took it as a challenge. 

Sofia leaned a shoulder against the doorjamb and looked at the last two left, Jericho and Raphael. Both sat there with stoic expressions on their handsome-as-sin faces.

"You two are up. Boots and shirts off, please." Both men obeyed without question. They stood there waiting for her to speak again, their eyes following her every move. From the corner of her eye, she saw Raphael cock his head and sniff. 

As she got the test tubes and needles ready, she realized they were as still as statues. Hell, they even looked like ones with those perfectly sculpted bodies the Greek gods would have drooled over. Both had black hair and tanned skin. It seemed to be a requirement for both Gage and Ambrose's teams. All but Cameron and Davis on Rebellion and Connor, AKA White Boy, on the Terminators were the only white men with blonde hair between the two teams of sixteen warriors. 

To the bigger warrior: "You are Jericho?"

"Thought you said you'd remember my name?" He narrowed his dark blue eyes at her.

She grinned at him, then to the other warrior with longer hair and a scruffy beard. "That leaves you to be Raphael, then."

"Yes." 

"Jericho, step on the scale, please." The scale teetered at two hundred fifty-six. "How tall are you?"

"Six-four." His deep voice sounded robotic, keeping any personality hidden. 

"Raphael, scale, please." He was slightly shorter and lighter than Jericho, yet no less impressive. He topped out at two hundred thirty-nine. 

"And how tall are you, Raphael? 

"Six-three." 

Well, these men weren't chatty Cathy's, that was for sure. The short, clipped answers were driving her crazy; did they even know how to speak in full sentences? 

"What nationality are you, Jericho?" Testing her theory.

"French." 

"And you, Raphael?"

"Italian." 

"Mated?" 

"No." 

"No." 

"Jericho, do you prefer women or men?"

His face dropped, and his mouth snapped shut. Then anger swept over his handsome face, and he jumped up off the table. "What the hell? Really? Do I look like the kind of man who prefers men? What the fuck? I've got my own cock; I have no interest in a second one." He paused. "I don't have anything against gay people; it's just not for me. And what the fuck does it matter anyway?" He growled his last sentence.

Why did he need to clarify that he wasn't prejudiced against gay people? 

And holy shit, he spoke in complete sentences. Sometimes he growled his words, sure, but it was a start.

A big smile covered her face. "Wow, so you can string together more than two words at a time without using a robotic voice. I figured I could taunt you into talking with some emotion in your voice. I guess I was right."

Raphael grinned, then chuckled at Jericho.

"Shut up, fucker."

Sofia placed a hand on his bare chest, urging him to sit back down. "I'm sorry. That was mean of me. I was just trying to get you guys to talk." Glancing between the warriors, "Please stop giving me one-word answers. I'm not Vader, and I encourage you to be yourselves, not his stick-up-your-ass protégées."

Raphael snorted, and Jericho shook his head and grinned, finally.

"I wouldn't call him Vader to his face if I were you." Raphael held her gaze. 

"And let me just say, you two need to smile more often; you're beautiful when you do."

"Men aren't beautiful, Doc," Jericho grumbled. His dark blue eyes frowned at her, and his head was inclined slightly before he sniffed at her.

What was it with these men sniffing her? It was getting creepy.

"I beg to differ, and I say you need to do it. It's like a prescription; it will make you feel better."

Raphael's brows furrowed. "Never had a prescription, Doc. We don't get sick."

"I know that. I'm just saying that smiling makes you feel better. And I'm pretty sure it will piss off Darth, so there is that."

Jericho narrowed his eyes. "You get that prodding him with a hot iron only pisses him off, right?"

"Yeah, you might want to rethink your strategy," Raphael added.

She looked at Raphael; his brown eyes studied her. "I'm not one of his men, Raph. I grew up with two older brothers, so I think I can handle him. Maybe I'll even ask him if he prefers men or women. I'm curious if the look on his face will be as priceless as Jericho's." She busted out laughing at their expressions.

Raphael grinned. "I'll tell you what; when you do, please let us be present."

"I'll even video it." Jericho's dry tone contradicted the humor in his eyes.
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~ Chapter 13 ~
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By the next Thursday, Sofia performed all eight teams' physicals. On Friday, all that was left were the team leaders—all eight of them plus the two team divisional leaders, Zander and Dustin. In the morning, Sofia did Dane's examination, and he offered to help her with the rest, which left nine Sofia was up for that. Maybe he'd do the two she didn't want: Jake and Ambrose. The odds were fifty-fifty, but that was better than if she had no help at all. She could see both of these situations ending badly and leaving her more uncomfortable around them.

The nine remaining leaders sat in the waiting room chatting while Dane was helping Sofia prepare the exam room. Everyone had their boots off, sitting beside their feet for their physicals while telling outrageous stories of the past week's patrols. Drunken college kids, hookers, and druggies were characters in their tales.

Sofia stepped up to Dane and spoke quietly. "Can I ask you a favor?"

"Of course. Name it." 

She sucked in a deep breath. "Can you please take Jake for me?"

His deep blue eyes frowned. "You have an unpleasant history with Jake, I take it?"

"Yeah, and I'm not his favorite person right now."

"Say no more. I'll take Jake first to get him done." He winked at her and walked out to the waiting room.

"Okay, assholes, we need Jake and Ambrose." He waited until the two stood. "Jake, you're with me; Ambrose, you're with Sofia."

Oh, goodie, she got Ambrose. Nice. Just her dumb luck. Clearly, she hadn't thought this scenario through.

She should have asked Dane to take Darth Vader as well. Already, her stomach had flipped. Damn, Ambrose, for making her uneasy. At this point, she'd rather do Jake's physical than Ambrose's. This meant she had to touch him and feel his body under her hands.

"Shirts off, gentlemen," Sofia said, grabbing her clipboard. She heard Ambrose remove his shirt, then she turned to meet his eyes. Nodding to her right, "Let's get your weight first." She walked to the scale and waited for him to follow.

Ambrose stepped on the scale, and the digital numbers flew up before teetering, never stopping at a number. 

She scowled as the numbers kept moving. Sofia wondered if the scale was intimidated by him too. "You have a choice; would you like to be two-seventy or two-eighty? The scale is freaked out by you. Every time you breathe, it jumps."

"Let's go with two-seventy, that way I won't feel fat in my jeans." He said, without humor.

She chuckled. "Great, have a seat, Lord Vader." Her head was lowered, writing down his weight, when Dane, Jake, and the remaining leaders in the waiting room chuckled.

"She's got you pegged, brother," Dane said.

Ambrose took a seat on the exam table. "Keep it coming, Doc; payback is a bitch."

Sofia handed him a small cup with a lid. "I need a urine sample."

He frowned like he didn't understand what she was asking of him. "What?" 

"Pee. Go pee in the cup and bring it back to me."

"We've never done this before. Dane? Really?" Ambrose looked over his shoulder at Dane. The Phoenix leaders had never taken a pee test, while all their men did annually.

"She's in charge, man; do as she says and go take a piss. Besides, it's a new requirement this year.”

"You can take Jake with you if you'd like; he needs to give us a sample as well. Like the buddy system." She was pushing her luck with this badass.

"Jesus Christ." He yanked the cup out of her hand and stomped to the back room, where the restroom was.

Dane was laughing. "Damn, Doc, you sure do know how to get him all riled up. And it's a blast to watch."

"I say give him hell, Doc. It's not like he doesn't deserve it." Alek said in his jovial tone from the waiting room.

A few minutes later, Ambrose came back with the cup, handed it to her, and sat on the table. She smiled as she took her stethoscope and put it on his chest.

He hissed out, "Shit, that's fucking cold! You know I run ten degrees hotter than humans, right?" He grabbed her wrist and held her hand away from his bare skin.

"Ambrose!" Zander yelled a warning. "Be nice and let her do her job."

"Warm the damn thing up before you touch me with it again." He snapped. 

The rest of the leaders in the waiting room chuckled among themselves. 

"Big baby," she muttered, then pulled her shirt open at the neck, slid the stethoscope under, and placed it on her heart. Her eyes held his. He watched her every movement. After a moment, she put it back on his chest. "Better?" Sofia saw Ambrose shudder and wondered what caused that reaction. His eyes burned into her skin under his intense gaze.

She moved to his muscular back, which was as defined as his chest. The tattoo that covered his arm wrapped up and over his shoulder, much as Gage's did. Sofia came back around, reached up, and put her fingers on his neck for his pulse. A tiny shudder rippled through him once more. She pulled back, pretending she didn't notice, writing on his chart. Sitting the clipboard down beside Ambrose, she took his left wrist and turned his arm over. Sofia pushed on a vein in the bend of his arm. "Pump a fist for me," she instructed as she pushed on the vein. "That one will work, and I don't even think I'll need to band you; it's so big."

He leaned in and spoke softly for her ears only. "I hear that a lot."

Ambrose's warm breath against her face made her skin tingle. And her heart thumped erratically. He smelled like cinnamon from the candy she saw him pop in his mouth when he entered the room. His hot skin beneath her fingers aided the odd sensation she got from touching him. Sofia felt a sexual power emit from his body. She also knew he had a mate, so it confused her why he seemed turned on by her touch.

Sofia stared into his light green eyes, trying to make her mouth work as she grabbed the needle and a tube for blood. "If you don't behave, I can make this a lot worse than it has to be." She pulled his wrist out and stuck it between her arm and body to hold it. Pulling the cap of the needle off with her teeth, she said, "Pump your fist again until I say stop." She ran the alcohol swab over the vein, not that she needed to. "Okay, that's good. You'll just feel a little prick." She gently shoved the needle into his vein and then inserted the glass tube.

Sofia looked up and over Ambrose's broad shoulders and saw Jake watching her. When she looked back at Ambrose, his eyes were on her too. Sofia broke eye contact with him and removed the tube from the needle.

"Did he break your heart, or did you break his?" Ambrose spoke in a low, quiet voice, so Jake couldn't hear him. When she didn't answer, he added, "I'm guessing you broke his, which must be why he always looks ready to wring your neck."

"Noticed that, did you?"

"Hard to miss."

Sofia stuck her thumb up to his mouth and said, "Lick."  

Ambrose frowned. "What?" 

"Just do it. Trust me. She won't take no for an answer." Dane said from behind Ambrose.

"Is that thumb clean?"

"Of course. I washed before you walked in, and you are now the only thing that has touched this thumb. Besides, you can't catch anything from me."

"That doesn't mean I want to lick a dirty thumb." Ambrose moved his head away again and grabbed her wrist as Sofia put her thumb closer to his mouth. "Are you gonna take that damn needle out of my arm first?"

"It's what she does, brother. Just do it." Gage said it with humor in his voice.

"I'll remove it as soon as you lick my thumb." She cocked her head at him. "Would it help if I licked it first?"

"Yes." 

Sofia licked her thumb and went to wipe it off on her lab coat when he caught her wrist again, took it to his mouth, and licked. His eyes never broke contact with hers. 

She fought to control her own shudder when his hot tongue touched her thumb. Why, she wasn't sure. Gage was the only man who turned her on. "More spit, please." She held it back up. 

"You are very odd, Doc." He obeyed this time with bitching.

Sofia pulled out the needle and put her wet thumb over the hole the needle left. After a few seconds of pressure, she moved her thumb away and rubbed the spot. Then she looked up into his eyes.

That was a mistake.

She saw lust-filled eyes.

Sofia wondered if he had a good relationship with his mate. She understood that many of the single guys slept around. Some even paid for hookers when needed. But what about the mated ones? Sofia had no clue. She now realized the times he shuddered were because he was getting turned on; he was attracted to her. This revelation made her uneasy, and she wondered if he would act differently if he knew she was sleeping with Gage.

"You're good to go." Sofia picked his shirt up and handed it to him. The physicals for the hybrids and vampires went a lot quicker than the humans, as they did an EKG and a couple more tests. 

"I thought you were supposed to remove the stick for me." He gave her a seductive grin.

Her nerves made her chuckle. "I'll give you some written instructions on how to do it yourself."

Ambrose stood, crowding her, his hot body almost touching hers. Sofia didn't move; she didn't want to appear to flee from him. These guys chased and attacked things that ran.

He leaned in close to her ear. "My team is called Rebellion for a reason; we don't follow instructions very well. I think I'd rather you do it."

Sofia slapped his bare chest. "Go away. And send someone else in."

He chuckled as he walked out while putting his shirt on.

*****
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After ten long days of physicals along with the daily stuff that came up, Sofia was mentally exhausted. She lost count of how often the men hit on her. Dustin's warning to them did nothing to deter the men. At least it was all words and no hands. Ambrose still left her unsettled. Something about how he looked at her made her nervous; thank goodness he didn't sniff her like Gage had. But she remembered that both Raphael and Jericho sniffed her too, and she didn't want to know why.

Sofia walked out into the waiting room of The Alliance clinic, bent over, and touched her toes. She needed a good stretch and a rigorous workout. Burning muscles always made everything better, but Sofia had been so tired this week that she didn't want to stop at the gym. All she could muster after a long day of male testosterone was a hot shower, dinner, and bed. And hours of hot sex with the man nicknamed Lucifer. And each night, after hours of making love to Gage, she'd pass out, only to start all over again the next day.

Sofia heard footsteps. She stood and turned; a warrior stood there looking at her. He was one of Ambrose's guys, but she had met so many men over the last week that the name escaped her. Seriously, how was she supposed to remember almost eighty men's names without name tags?

"Hi. Sorry, you caught me off- are you okay?" She frowned at his odd expression. "I'm afraid I forgot your name."

"Um... Cam."

Yes, Cameron, now she remembered. One of the two blondes on Ambrose's team.

"Cam, are you okay?" She noticed that bewildered glaze in his eyes that Gage had when he showed up at the hybrid clinic.

Cameron's eyes turned black as they searched her face before he found the words to answer. "I, uh, feel weird."

Sofia reached for him and took his arm to lead him into the exam room. "Come on, Cam, and I'll get you fixed up. Have a seat on the table for me."

Cameron stood there, looking around as if he didn't understand what she meant. The confusion in his dark eyes sent chills down her spine. The words she said wouldn't penetrate his brain. His worried expression made Sofia step closer.

"Cam, let's-"

"No. No. Don't touch me. Go away." He retreated from her until he hit the table.

Sofia moved toward him, "It's okay, Cam; I won't hurt you. I promise." She held her hand out to him, hoping he'd take it as Gage did. But Cameron refused, shaking his head. She gripped the tranquilizer pen in her pocket, knowing she'd have to use it in a minute or two unless she could get him to cooperate. She took one more step closer to Cameron.

Cameron growled, "No!" Then he began to stalk Sofia as she retreated toward the door. "No!" He yelled again and swung at her, backhanding her in the face and knocking her out of the room.

Sofia flew across the waiting room, slamming into chairs in her path before hitting the wall. For a moment, her vision was clouded with stars—pretty stars, some with colors.

Slowly, she lifted her head and watched as Cameron stalked toward her.

Great. History was about to repeat itself.
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~ Chapter 14 ~
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Gage and Ambrose stood in the corridor near their offices, telling their team members what patrol to go on. Occasionally, they'd split their teams up to work together. They had the roughest group of men, and they worked well together. Their two teams deployed when violence was necessary. Pairing up the Terminators or the Rebellion with Dane's Frankenstein's or Alek's Stooges would have been a disaster. Those two teams weren't natural-born assholes like Gage and Ambrose's teams.

Neither Ambrose nor Gage was much of a team player. They preferred to work solo; besides, they had scared off too many men to allow for teamwork. Because they understood each other, they worked together.

After Gage and Ambrose sent their men on their way, they talked about transferring Peyton from Ambrose's team to the Stooges. The problem was that they needed a willing man to switch groups with him, and Alek didn't have assholes.

Ambrose rubbed his face. "I need to see if there is another team that would take Peyton from me and give me someone with less of a personality."

Gage chuckled. "Getting tired of his jokes?"

"Something like that. Besides, he's not exactly thrilled working with the rest of the guys. He's so happy, and they're too -"

"Much like you?"

"I was going to say too much like you."

Gage snorted as his and Ambrose's heads snapped when they heard someone yell no, followed by a loud crash.

"What the fuck was that?" Gage said, and he took off running toward the commotion with Ambrose on his heels. Pedro and Jando, from Gage's team, turned back and sprinted after them.

Gage stopped dead in his tracks when he saw Sofia lying on the floor. A path of toppled over chairs in front of her. His rage built when he noticed blood flowing down her cheek. Whoever did this was likely to die. He'd kill the fucker with his bare hands.

"Sofie, what the hell happened?" He said as she put up a hand to stop him, he turned to when one of Ambrose's men advanced on Sofia.

"Cam!" Ambrose yelled. "What the fuck is wrong with him?"

"The same thing that happened to Gage." Sofia stood and took one step back as Cam made his way to her.

Ambrose took one long leap and landed in front of Sofia, cutting off Cameron's route. Gage circled to get in behind the crazed hybrid like a lion stalking his meal.

Pedro and Jando stood on the side, prepared to jump in if needed. Gage and Ambrose now had Cameron boxed in with no escape.

Cameron looked like a caged animal; he kept his eyes on Ambrose since Ambrose was between him and what he wanted. But he knew that Gage was at his back, closing in, making him more lethal.

In a swift move, Ambrose smashed his fist into Cameron's face. His head cracked back with such force that he stumbled a step to catch himself. As he did, Gage grabbed Cameron from behind in a chokehold and body-slammed him to the floor. He fought with all he had as Gage wrangled one arm behind Cameron's back and pulled until the hybrid screamed in pain.

"Ambrose! Get his legs." Gage ordered. "And Doc, if you have a tranquilizer pen ready, now would be a great time to stab the bastard before I do something I might regret."

Sofia rushed forward and dropped to her knees in front of Cameron. Looking up, Gage's face was only inches from hers. Their eyes held for a second before she stabbed Cameron in the neck. "Give it about ten seconds before you let go."

Gage eased up on Cameron when his struggling ceased, and Ambrose followed. "Sonofabitch!" Gage growled as he grabbed Sofia to examine her face. "Let's get you fixed up."

"I'm fine. Let's get Cam in the room first."

Ambrose reached out and took her chin in his hand. "Like hell, you are. Get your ass in there and let us clean that up." Turning to Pedro and Jando, he said, "Pick his ass up, strap him to the table, and use all six straps."

Gage guided Sofia into the exam room; he picked her up and sat her on the counter, so he could examine the cut under her eye that steadily bled. He grabbed a gauze pad from a glass jar and dabbed the wound, applying pressure to stop the bleeding.

Sofia gasped, "Ouch, don't poke at it." She watched as Ambrose stepped up to survey the damage.

"That needs stitches," Ambrose said in a gruff voice, his hands balled into fists.

"I agree." Gage nodded. The bloody cut with a bruise forming had him seeing red. He wanted to rip Cameron limb from limb for hurting Sofia. Sure, Cameron had no control over what he did, but Gage didn't give a shit. His woman was injured, and he would have beaten the fuck out of Cameron, but then everyone would suspect he had a thing for Sofia. And they wanted to keep their relationship quiet for a while longer.

"Oh, no. I'm not stitching my own face. Huh-uh, no way."

Jando and Pedro chuckled at her as they strapped Cameron down.

Both Gage and Ambrose gave her an odd expression.

Gage grinned. "You afraid of needles, Sofie?"

"Not at all, as long as I'm sticking them in someone else. And Dane has been gone for a while, so a bandage will do."

Ambrose snorted a laugh. "Great. You're a chicken."

Gage cocked his head as he looked at Sofia. "There is another way that doesn't require needles, if you're game." His eyes held hers, and his expression encouraged her to agree. "I can heal it. That way, it won't leave a scar on this beautiful face, Doc."

She pushed his warm hand away. "Let me check it out before I make any decisions. There's a mirror in the top drawer over there; get it for me." She looked at Ambrose.

He put his hands on his hips and raised an eyebrow at her.

Sofia smiled sweetly and said, "Pretty please, Vader."

Pedro and Jando finished strapping Cameron down and turned, grinning when she called Ambrose Vader.

Ambrose came back with the mirror, handing it to her. "Keep it up, Doc. That wasn't so hard, now was it? I barely listen to Zander when he barks orders at me, so I'm certainly not going to do it when a hundred-pound female tries it."

Sofia studied the cut on her face, pulling it apart to see how deep it was, causing it to bleed again. "I weigh more than a hundred pounds."

"Dammit, woman, stop that." Gage applied a clean gauze pad to the reopened wound. "What's the verdict, Doc? Does it need stitches?"

"Yes," she grumbled with a pout. Who’d have thought a doctor was afraid of needles?

Gage grinned at her pouty lips, wanting nothing more than to kiss them. "So, do you want Dane to stitch it if we can find him or... me?" A sexy grin accompanied the last word, confident that Ambrose, Jando, or Pedro couldn't see his face from his vantage point. God, how he wanted to strip her naked and take her right here on the counter.

"You, pretty please."

Ambrose chuckled. "Got her trained."

"Shut up, Darth." Her grumbling earned her a rare grin from him, one that wasn't pure evil or lust.

Gage leaned forward; her warm breath tickled his skin. He cupped the side of her neck with his large hand. Curbing the urge to kiss her, he said, "Close your eyes, Sofie." She obeyed, and he softly licked the inch-long wound under her eye, then once more to ensure it was sealed.

Gage pulled back, leaving his hand on her slender neck, and rubbed the point of her chin. "There, as beautiful as ever." He winked at her.

"You should charge her for your services," Ambrose said as he gave her a smirk. "I certainly would."

"Okay, Doc, you go fix him up." Gage nodded at Cam and said, " I'll go find Zander. Ambrose, stay close in case she needs you."

Sofia watched Gage leave before she looked back at Ambrose, who was about to become her assistant.

"Wouldn't dream of leaving." He turned to Pedro and Jando, waiting by the door. "Sofia, do you need Pedro and Jando for anything?"

"Yes," she pulled up Cam's eyelids to check his pupils. "Can you guys find out where he has been for the last twenty-four hours and if he was with anyone?"

"Will do," Jando replied as he nodded to Sofia. "You okay?"

She looked at Jando and smiled. "Yes, Jando, thank you."

Pedro added, "I'll send a text to your team to have them check in ASAP. When they come in, we'll send them down here." He held Sofia's gaze. "You need anything, Doc, just yell." He gave Ambrose a brief glance before leaving.

"Thanks, guys," Ambrose said without taking his eyes off Sofia.

Sofia was too aware of Ambrose's presence; she sensed his gaze on her the whole time as she was checking Cameron. She tried to move and ran straight into his hard body. Her hands landed on his rock-solid chest. "Sorry," she said as she walked around him. "I'll be right back. I'm going to get some blood and get it in him. And I may need your help since Dane isn't here." She walked into the other room, where a large refrigerator held every blood type.

After she brought back the IV needles, a bag of fluids, and a bag of blood, she got to work. Just as she inserted the first IV needle, Cameron's body jerked, and she missed the vein. "Shit, Ambrose, can you help hold his arm still? I don't want to miss it again." Ambrose's hard, hot body came up behind her. He stepped to her right; his body skimmed hers, and she shivered.

What the hell? Why did Ambrose have such a crazy effect on her? Why was she hyper-aware of his movements, his breathing, and his hot skin when she bumped into him? She was attracted to Gage, so what were all these weird feelings about? Perhaps because he sent odd vibes her way. Whatever it was, it made her uncomfortable as hell, and she didn't need this shit right now.

Sofia got the first IV in Cameron's arm and drew blood before she hooked a bag of blood to it. "Okay, can you help with the other arm?" She moved around the table, going in the opposite direction of Ambrose.

"He'll be okay, right?" He asked as he put pressure on Cameron's other arm to keep him from jerking on his restraints.

"I hope so. I mean, Gage pulled through okay. But I understand he's a bit different from the rest of you."

"If you're talking about him being more unstable, then yes."

Sofia grinned. "He apologized many times for the whole incident." With the second needle in, she got the bag of fluids hooked up.

"He did, huh?"

"Does that surprise you?"

"Not really. Gage can be a bigger ass than me—hard to believe, I'm sure. But I've never seen him be one to a woman."

Sofia bit her lip as she pushed a loose curl behind her ear. Her fingers softly rubbed the bruise forming on Cameron's face, where Ambrose's huge fist hit him. "I wish you hadn't bashed Cam's face in... but thank you for coming to my aid, Ambrose." Her eyes found his intense, soft green eyes.

"If he were aware of what he was doing, I would have done a lot worse." Ambrose nodded. "You're welcome, Sofia."

Zander, Alek, Dane, and Gage all appeared in the room, shrinking the space a great deal with their hulking forms.

"Gage just told us what happened. Are you okay, Doc?" Zander tipped her face so he could inspect it. "That's an ugly bruise forming."

"Damn!" Dane rubbed his neck. "Does this seem like what happened to Gage?"

"What I witnessed before I got ejected from the room," Gage and Ambrose both snorted at her choice of words. "He was acting just like Gage did. He seemed disoriented and had a hard time finding his words. But, just like Gage, he sought help; he knew something was wrong."

"What led up to him hitting you?" Alek asked, missing the jovial tone.

"He didn't want me touching him. It made him angry." She reached out and smoothed the hair from Cameron's face. Then her hand slid down to his, and she held it. His body seemed to relax when she touched him, just as Gage did.

The five men watched as Sofia reassured Cam that he would be okay and that he was not alone.

Zander scrubbed a hand down his face and said, "Well, shit."

"Doc? We got another one." Jando said as his huge body filled the doorway.

"Fuck," Zander hissed. "Where? Who?"

"Jake called; he is bringing him up now from the parking garage. It's Dustin." Jando answered.

"Holy fuck," Gage mumbled. "Come on, let's help Jake."

"I'm staying with Cam," Ambrose said; after all, he was one of his men.
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Moments later, all hell broke loose when the men brought Dustin in. His hands were cuffed behind his back, with Gage and Jake dragging him as he fought violently to free himself. Dustin kicked, tripping Gage, and the other two men toppled down with him. They rolled Dustin onto his stomach and held him while Sofia grabbed another tranquilizer.

Sofia paused, watching Dustin pinned to the floor. When his body bucked under the weight on top of him, it sent a chill through her body that she couldn't explain. For a fleeting moment, she experienced his fear, like it was her own.

"What are you waiting for, Sofie?" Gage asked as he held his struggling friend down.

"He's human." Her eyes froze on Dustin as he continued to thrash, trying his best to fight off Jake and Gage.

"No kidding, Sofia." Jake snapped back.

"But if he was drugged, I can't administer more drugs into his system. He can't metabolize it like you vampires. It could be a dangerous mix since I have no idea what he's been given. I can't give him a drug that would bring down an elephant like I can you guys,” she said, looking at Gage. “We have to get him hooked to a table, and you're going to have to remove the cuffs on him to do it."

Dane nodded. "She's right. We can't risk it."

"This should be fun," Gage muttered. "Okay, we'll flip him over first, then carry him to the table. Pedro and Zander will buckle his legs down first before we take the cuffs off. Jando, help Jake with his legs; Ambrose, help me with his body."

The four men worked in tandem, moving Dustin to the table.

"Damn, he's a tough sonofabitch for a human, isn't he?" Gage said as Dustin's body bucked under their hold.

Pedro and Zander worked on getting the straps buckled over Dustin's ankles, then his thighs. Gage and Ambrose held him while Alek removed the cuffs. They slammed Dustin's back down on the table so the waist, chest, and arm straps could get fastened. Dustin's body continued to buck and jerk, making the task difficult as he yelled unintelligible words.

Sofia swallowed hard as Dustin fought with every ounce of energy he had. Four against one was no match for his attempts, yet he didn't give up. She cocked her head and imagined what he saw at this very moment. Fear rocked her to her core. Her body trembled as she watched him being held down.

Ambrose reached out, touching Sofia's chin, tipping her face to meet his gaze. "Doc. You okay?"

Once they had all six restraints tightened, Sofia looked up at Zander, ignoring Ambrose's question. "Zander, I'd call in all the troops if I were you. We've had two in one hour. This isn't good." She struggled to keep her voice from quivering after she fought to bury the odd sensation she had.

"I agree. On it." Zander barked orders at the men who were there to send 911 texts to bring everyone in now.

"Dane," Sofia began, "I don't know what to do with him. He's human, and this will be nasty. Giving him blood won't help him regenerate like it did Gage."

"Yeah, I was thinking the same thing." He pulled Dustin's eyelids back to check out his pupils. "His pupils are huge. We need to think of something fast, or we'll lose him."

Sofia checked his pulse. "We can't pump his stomach since we think it was injected. What if- what if we took blood from him first? We drain as much as we can to remove the toxins and infuse him with clean blood. Maybe the clean blood will counteract what's left and flush the remaining toxins out."

"Not sure if it will work, but it's a great idea, Sofia. Let's get an IV in each arm and drain both at once and refill at once."

"Ambrose, I may need your help again, and I need someone to help Dane out and hold Dustin's arm immobile," Sofia said. "Dane, let's start with two pints. I don't want to send him into shock or cause respiratory problems. He's a big guy, so we could probably take three, but I don't want to risk it yet."

"I'm with you," Dane said as he made room for Jake to step up to help hold Dustin's arm.

Before she left to get supplies, Sofia reached for Dustin's zipper on his cargo pants, unzipped them, and yanked his shirt out.

Ambrose caught her wrist. "Doc, what the hell are you doing?"

"I'm curious how big he is, Ambrose." She said as she rolled her eyes. "I need to see his tattoo for his blood type, of course."

The human teams all had their blood type tattooed under the waistbands of their boxers. It was a place where it wasn't in sight but could be found easily if they needed blood. They had tried using dog tags but found that too many were getting ripped off during battle.

"You're not funny, Sofia," Ambrose grumbled as Dane grinned and winked at her.

"Shit," Sofia muttered. "He's O negative? We don't have much of that."

Dane leaned over to glance at Dustin's tattoo. "Do you have enough blood to give him?"

"Why don't we have much of the O negative?" Ambrose asked.

"Because anyone can have it, it gets used up quicker. But if you have O-negative blood, you have to get it in return." Ambrose was holding Dustin's other arm when Sofia returned with the supplies. "I'm ducking under," she said to Ambrose as he shifted so she could walk under his arm.

"Jake, where did you find him?" Sofia asked her ex-boyfriend, who watched Dustin with deep concern in his eyes for his boss.

"He was leaning against his truck in the parking garage. He looks like shit. Will he be okay?"

"I don't know. I sure as hell hope so." She worked quickly around Ambrose's big body. She got the IV in, and the blood flowed into the bag. Sighing, she leaned back and found a hard male wall pressed against her back.

Jake frowned as he looked up at Sofia. "What's wrong?"

She looked at Dustin in horror as a familiar sensation overwhelmed her. Panic. Panic over being held immobile and of blood draining from her body.

Her breath caught as she retreated further into Ambrose.

Ambrose reached around her body and turned her chin to him, forcing her eyes away from Dustin. "Sofia, look at me." When her eyes focused on him, he turned her to him, keeping his hands on her waist. "Are you okay?"

She only nodded, not trusting her voice.

Gently, he tugged her closer. He leaned in, his mouth touching her hair by her ear. "Nice work, Doc. You did well."

She relaxed, realized whose body she took comfort in, turned, and stepped closer to Dustin. His eyes fluttered open. And she smiled at him. "Hi there, handsome. You're going to be fine, okay? We're fixing you up." Sofia touched his cheek and softly ran her fingers through his hair. She sensed Ambrose tense up behind her when she touched Dustin intimately, a gesture she'd expect from Gage, not him.

Dustin's eyes looked around and focused on Ambrose, Jake, and Dane as they all loomed over him, causing Dustin to struggle against his restraints.

Sofia leaned over him and placed a hand on his chest. "Dustin, look at me, not those guys. I'm quite sure I'm prettier." Her voice seemed to soothe him. "That's it; focus on me. Listen to my voice. We've got this. You're strong. You can fight this." Okay, not really, but she had to say something to calm him down.

As long as Sofia kept her hands on him, he seemed to remain calm, just like Gage and Cameron. This gave Sofia hope that Dustin would pull through. Her main concern was that whatever Dustin had coursing through his veins caused no damage to him, mentally or physically.

Sofia and Dane pulled off the bags of blood they drained from Dustin and hooked up the bags of O-negative. Then they waited, waiting for signs that he would be okay. There was no way of knowing if Dustin would have any long-term effects from the drugs. Only time will tell.

"Dane, can you check on Cam? I don't want to leave Dustin; he seems agitated when I leave him." Sofia looked up at Dane's deep blue eyes.

Turning, Dane checked on Cameron's progress. "His breathing has settled, and his pulse has returned to a normal rate." He lifted Cameron's eyelids and added, "And his pupils are normal again. He should be waking up soon."

"Gage slept for almost six hours, so he may be out a while." She said as Gage walked back into the room.

A commotion out in the waiting room sounded like a herd of cattle coming in. The room was filling up with humans, hybrids, vampires, and everything in between. They came as ordered and were waiting to see how their teammates, Cam and Dustin, were doing.

"Is everyone accounted for?" Zander asked Alek, who was checking everyone in, a roll call of sorts.

"We only have four still out. Two of Gage's men and two of Ambrose's," Alek replied.

"Why does that not surprise me? Which four?" Zander cocked an eyebrow at his two brothers, both of whom just shrugged over their wayward team members.

"Gage's men are White Boy and Derrick. And Ambrose's are Raphael and Jericho." Alek flipped the pages back down on his clipboard.

"Why the hell do you guys call Connor, Glow Stick, and White Boy?" Sofia asked, holding Dustin's hand.

"He's the whitest man on my team." Gage grinned at her from the counter he leaned against, his arms folded across his chest.

"Isn't he the only white man on your team?"

"Which is why he's the whitest, Doc." He winked at her.

After about thirty minutes, after the fresh blood bags were empty, Dustin stirred. He opened his eyes and looked around until they landed on Sofia.

"He's waking up," Sofia said as she touched his face. "Hey there. It's good to see those green eyes again. Can you speak, Dusty?"

He watched her for a minute, like he was searching for words. Sofia was worried when he wouldn't answer her.

"Dustin? Can you talk?" She repeated.

"Did you call me handsome earlier, Doc?" Dustin asked in a raspy voice.

Sofia chuckled. "I did. So, you heard me, huh?"

He took a deep breath. "Yeah, I just couldn't talk. The words... the words were in my head, but all jumbled up."

"It's okay. I'm glad you're awake. How are you feeling now?"

"A bit pissed that I'm strapped to a fucking table." He grumbled. He looked down at his body and noticed his pants were open. "And why are my pants unzipped?"

"Do you want my smartass response?" She looked back at Ambrose and grinned. "Or would you like the truth?"

Dustin narrowed his eyes at her. "Both."

She smiled. "Okay, the truth is, I needed to see your tattoo for your blood type. The smartass answer I gave Vader, here," she thumbed Ambrose over her shoulder, "is that I wanted to see how big you are."

Sofia laughed out loud at all the stunned faces in the room, including Gage's shocked face. "Oh, come on. I get verbal abuse daily. It's about time I'd turn the table on you guys."

Gage, Zander, Dane, Alek, and Ambrose all shook their heads at her boldness; she fit in too well. And she knew how to handle the men.

One by one, they went to Dustin's side to let him know they were all there for him. Dustin had become a human brother to the five hybrid-vampire team leaders. Dustin always treated them like he treated everyone else, which meant he never discriminated against them and gave them respect when they earned it. Humans rarely liked working side by side with hybrids or vamps, especially in law enforcement or military positions. Hybrids and vampires often took over, showing humans they were inferior.

"So, Doc," Dustin began, "are you going to unstrap me, or do you have an urge to look at my tat one more time?" His green eyes twinkled when he smiled at her.

"I'll have to pass, sweetie. If I unzip your pants just for the fun of it, I'll probably have a line leading down the hallway to be next." When Sofia looked up at the five that stood around her, she busted out laughing at their expressions.

"Sofia, remember that fire I warned you about playing in?" Gage said in a solemn voice with a scowl.

She continued to smile at Dustin as she unbuckled his shackles, trying not to laugh anymore at the pissed-off hybrids and vampires who loomed, watching her every move.

After all, Dustin was one of their own.
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Dustin was moved into a room with a bed to monitor him, along with Cameron. The cold metal table he had been strapped to wasn’t comfortable on a good day, let alone when someone was in distress.

Sofia gave Dane a frown that made him pause. "What?"

"Don't you think it's odd that Dustin recovered so fast? I mean, Gage took hours to come around. Cam is still out, so why is Dustin awake and speaking? Not to mention, he's human."

"Maybe draining the bad blood was the key," Ambrose said from behind her.

"I'm with Sofia on this." Gage stepped up and said, "Why the hell is he so lucid? I was fucked up for hours. And the next morning, my head hurt like a motherfucker, and I was still fuzzy."

"Brother, you're always fucked up," Ambrose said with a straight face, then grinned when Gage slugged him in the shoulder.

The warriors out in the clinic hall also chuckled at Ambrose's remark.

Sofia frowned and looked at Zander. "Hey, Z, we need to know what Gage, Cam, and Dusty were doing right before they realized something was wrong. There has to be a connection." She glanced at Gage. "I remember Dane asking you that day you brought me in to meet you guys. All you said was that you were at a bar. But this can't be ingested, so your drink wasn't spiked. What else did you do?"

Gage folded his muscular arms over his chest and looked at her. "Are you sure you want to know, Doc?"

"Yes. How else can we prevent this again?"

Zander scrubbed a restless hand down his face. "She's right. Now that there are three of you, we need to know how the hell this is happening."

"Gage?" Sofia looked at him once more.

"Shit, Doc. I picked up a woman, okay? And let's leave it at that."

Her face stayed the same, showing no shock. Gage had a healthy sexual appetite, and she had proof. And if she expected him to have a nice and tidy sex life before her, then she would have been disappointed. The man was over three hundred years old, and he must have had sex with hundreds of women in his lifetime. Or thousands. 

Suddenly, she was depressed and felt quite inferior.

"That's a start." Turning to Dustin, "Dusty, what were you doing right before this?"

He gave her a crooked grin. "Pretty much the same thing as Lucifer."

Nodding, she glanced at Cameron, and he stirred. "That may be our link then. Cam should wake up soon, so we'll see if all of you were duped by a woman."

Almost two hours later, Cameron sat up and looked at Dustin, who sat on the table in front of him. "Why the hell are you here?" They unbuckled Cameron before he woke, since they all seemed angry that they were strapped down like criminals on death row.

"Whatever happened to you happened to him. Dustin was brought in right after you." Sofia took his pulse in his neck as she spoke. "Cam, I'm going to ask you a question, and I need an honest answer. Exactly what were you doing before you realized something was wrong with you, and you came to find me?"

Cameron's eyes focused on Ambrose, who nodded to him to answer.

Sofia looked at Ambrose; the unspoken words between Cameron and Ambrose didn't go unnoticed by her. She raised an eyebrow at Ambrose. He winked in return.

Cameron rubbed the back of his neck. "I was with a woman."

"There we have it." She moved past all the men in the small room and stepped out into the waiting room. "The rest of you keep it in your pants for now unless it's a woman you know and trust. Got it?"

Many gave her a crooked grin. Otherwise, they mumbled their agreement.

Sofia decided she would find the answers she wanted; she wasn’t one to sit by and wait for someone else to provide them. "Okay, back to you three. What did the woman look like? Was she tall, short, or had any noticeable markings? What color hair did she have?"

All three remained quiet as they looked at her.

"Dammit, you guys. Talk; I know you have sex. It may surprise you, but I do too. So, spill now."

Ambrose shifted his feet when she said she had sex. Her gaze landed on him. His green eyes narrowed on her.

"Fine," Dustin muttered. "She was about five-eight with dark brown hair." He frowned as he thought. "And she had a tattoo on the inside of her right wrist. I didn't pay attention to what it was, though."

"How big were her breasts?" Sofia asked. She heard chuckling from the men out in the hall. "I'm serious. How big? It's a feature all men remember. Was she small, flat, large, or what? Less than a handful or more?"

Men in the hall and the cramped exam room howled with laughter at Sofia grilling the men on the women they fucked.

Dustin winced, offering her a lopsided grin. "Medium-sized, I guess. Not flat or small. But not as big as-" Dustin snapped his mouth shut as his face blushed.

Sofia chuckled and shook her head, finding his embarrassment cute. "Me? You were going to say she wasn't as big as me, Dusty?"

He dropped his head. "Fuck. Yes. Can I stop talking now?"

Alek was grinning from ear to ear, enjoying every moment.

She turned to Cameron. "Your turn."

"Damn. Okay. She was about five-nine or so. She had blonde hair, and I remember she had a wide bracelet on her right wrist, but there was a piece of a tattoo coming out under it."

"And?" Sofia looked him dead in the eye and waited.

"What happened to your face?" Cameron frowned, not remembering he did it.

"I ran into a door. Now answer me."

"Jesus, Doc, really?" Sofia's raised eyebrow forced him to continue. "Fine. Same as what Dustin said." Cameron chickened out, refusing to describe how big the woman's breasts were.

Sofia laughed, turning to Gage. "It's cute how embarrassed you guys are talking about a woman's body to me. Really, it is."

Zander, Dane, and Alek were all grinning now, while Ambrose and Gage kept their faces unreadable.

Sofia knew Gage might have a hard time answering these questions, but she needed answers. "Spill it, tough guy."

Gage shook his head and gave her a small grin. "The woman was around five-nine, and she did have a tat on her inner right wrist. Her tits were not as big as yours, and, Doc, are you ready?" He offered her an ornery grin. "She had dark brownish-red hair that curled down her back."

Groans, chuckles, and laughter erupted throughout the clinic at Gage's bluntness when he described a taller version of Sofia.

"Jesus, Gage." Zander scolded but smiled.

Sofia wore a huge grin. "Awe, you like redheads with big boobs, huh?" She laughed and turned to Zander. "There you have it; it's the same woman wearing a different color wig because she knows what color these men prefer."

"Well, shit. Good job, Doc. I think I should hire you to investigate for us instead."

"And if anyone else here prefers redheads with big boobs, I don't want to know about it," Sofia said as she turned back to Cameron to take another blood sample.

Ambrose's eyes caught hers, and he grinned.
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After the clinic's waiting room cleared, Sofia sought out Brody. He was on Dane's team, Frankenstein, and was in charge of scheduling the training room for private use. She needed to get rid of the stress from dealing with Cameron and Dustin. A good, hard workout was what she needed to work the knots out of her body. A massage would do the trick, but she hadn't had the opportunity for a gymnastic routine in a long time.

She found Brody in the break room getting afternoon coffee while talking to a few other men who she couldn't remember. When he spotted her looking at him, his smile came easy, and he walked over to her.

"Hiya, Doc. How are you holding up after this morning? Would you like some coffee?"

"I need something stronger than coffee after my day. I'm fine, thanks."

“You mean like Prozac?” Brody was easygoing and always had a smile ready. He was definitely no Frankenstein, but it didn't surprise her that he was part of Dane's mild-mannered team. She thought to herself how the warriors seemed to fit their team leader's personalities. There were a few exceptions, like Peyton being a jokester, yet he was on Ambrose's serious-as-hell team.

“Heard about that, huh?” She should have known that these guys talked about her to each other. She smiled and shook it off.

Brody frowned. "That bruise on your cheek is getting darker. Cam's going to be pissed when he finds out what he did to you."

"It wasn't his fault. Hey," Sofia wanted to change the topic, "are there any alone-time spots available for the training center at the end of today?"

"I believe so. I think the last time slot I scheduled was for three-thirty, and they'll be done by five. Do you want the five o'clock time slot?"

"Yes, that'd be great. But will anyone disturb me? I mean, can anyone walk in on me? I want to work out in private without a bunch of macho men telling me what I'm doing wrong."

A huge grin split his handsome face. "Now, Doc, who'd do such a thing?" He chuckled at her expression. "Pick a four-digit code, and I'll set it up. You use the code to gain access, and no one else will be able to enter."

"Use 4243." Sofia used a number she'd remember. On the phone, it spelled Gage. Sure, it was a teenager's move, but, hell, she felt like one around him. Every time she saw him at The Alliance, her stomach flipped, and she ached to touch him. After the morning commotion, she needed to bury herself in his arms and let him make love to her for hours and hours.

"Did you hear me, Doc?" Brody asked.

"Oh, sorry. I was thinking of something else."

"I said 4243 won't work until five p.m. today. If anyone is still lingering inside, shoo them out. They all know better than to stay past their allotted time."

"Thanks, Brody. I appreciate it. See ya."
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Sofia was excited about her workout. She had knots on top of knots and a ton of restless energy. She got up to the training floor five minutes early. Not sure if anyone was still inside, she paced. Brody told her code wouldn't work until five, so she walked and stretched. The energy in her body fought for release.

She changed into her workout clothes in her office since the locker room was for the men. Sure, it would be empty, but crazy thoughts ran through her head about someone lurking. She's watched too many horror movies. She locked her office door and put on shorts, a sports bra top, and loose sweatpants. She pulled her unruly curls into a high ponytail and left for the training center.

Getting there a few minutes early, she paced, stretched, and paced some more as she waited. Sofia was standing bent over, touching her toes, when she heard the door open behind her. Not wanting her butt to greet whoever was leaving, she stood and faced them.

Peyton smiled, eyeing her bare skin. "Hey, Doc. You should have knocked; we'd have let you in to play with us." He winked as he tossed a towel over his shoulder.

She snorted at him. "Yeah, no."

He chuckled at her as the rest of Team Rebellion exited the room; Kyle, Raphael, Jericho, Nathan, Davis, and AJ followed. Cameron and Ambrose were the last two to exit; they both stopped short when they saw her. Cameron looked guilty as hell, and Ambrose eyed her from head to toe, like always.

"Hey Doc, how's the face doing?" Jericho glanced at the bluish mark under her eye.

"I'm fine, Jericho, thanks."

With one finger, Raphael turned her face toward him. "You sure? You should put some ice on that."

"Yes, Raph, I'm fine. Contrary to what you all may think, I am not a porcelain doll." Sofia turned to Cameron. "Cam, you shouldn't be working out. I'd rather you rest after this morning."

"I'm fine. I figured if I got my adrenaline going, maybe it would help flush that shit outta my system." He eyed her face and the bruise, which was a lovely shade of purple. He winced and started to speak when Sofia cut him off.

"Don't Cam. It wasn't your fault, so no apologizing. I'm just glad you're okay." She gave him a reassuring smile. Then she glanced at Ambrose, with his head inclined, he watched her with keen eyes, making her stomach quiver.

"I'm still sorry, Doc. I wish like hell you had left and gotten help before I hit you. And, well, thanks for all you did. I appreciate it." He nodded and left with that serious look all of Ambrose's men usually sported except for Peyton, who was still grinning.

"You remember all my men's names, Sofia?" Ambrose cocked an eyebrow at her.

"Yes. Would you like me to introduce them to you?" She turned to the men, "Well, Cameron has a mean backhand." Cameron's face dropped; she smiled and winked at him. "Peyton is a kindred spirit since he likes to have fun like me. Kyle has the adorable Texas twang," he shook his head. "Davis has a sexy Australian accent."

"Ya know," Kyle drawled, "I'm insulted that Davis's voice is sexy and mine's adorable."

Sofia chuckled, as did the men. "AJ is laid back, and nothing bothers him, Nathan is quiet; I have to drag words out of him. Raphael is hiding an easy-going nature under that intense exterior, and Jericho is serious and short-tempered." She gave Jericho a wicked grin. "And he prefers women because he has a cock and has no interest in a second one."

Jaws dropped, Ambrose frowned, and Peyton broke the awkward moment by cracking up, nearly doubling over with laughter.

Jericho growled, shaking his head. "Holy fuck, Doc! Really? I'm out of here."

Sofia grabbed his hand as he tried to pass by her. She squeezed it and grinned at him. Jericho just shook his head at her once again.

"Dude, your face was priceless." Peyton howled with laughter.

Raphael gave her the faintest of grins. "Jesus Christ, Doc. Thanks for pissing him off for us."

"Wait, before you go, I have one more." She looked at Ambrose. "And this, men, is Ambrose, AKA Lord Darth Vader. He uses his size as intimidation and expects people to run in the opposite direction. And when they don't, it pisses him off. I could say more, but by that look on his face, I think I'd better quit." She gave Ambrose a saucy grin.

Team Rebellion chuckled, shook their heads, and filtered out.

Raphael winked at her as he passed. "Good luck with dealing with him now, Doc." Nodding at her eye, "Ice, Doc." He followed the men out as the others dropped their heads when they passed Ambrose, hiding their grins.

Ambrose remained behind; his gaze intensified when his team left. "You better watch yourself, woman. And how the hell do you know that much about J?"

"I was pestering him and Raph during their physicals."

It didn’t go unnoticed by Ambrose that his men seemed to be smiling more. It was almost as if those sticks had been removed.

"You came to work out by yourself?"

When his eyes narrowed on her, her body begged her to retreat. "Yeah. I like to work out alone."

"Do you know how to operate the equipment and use the course?" He folded his massive arms over his thickly muscled chest. He stood as though he was blocking her path, which she didn't doubt.

"This is my first time up here."

"Then I'll show you how to use it." Ambrose turned back to the locked door.

"Brody said my password wouldn't work until five, and that's a few minutes away. I'm sure I can figure-" She was cut off by the opening door Ambrose held, waiting for her to enter. It felt like she was a lamb walking into a lion's den with him. She was sure that he knew he made her nervous, which was why he loved to torment her.

"My code still works." When Sofia didn't move, Ambrose asked, "Are you afraid to come in here by yourself with me, Sofia?"

Great, he might as well dare her to go in or call her a chicken again.

"Of course not." She said as she willed her feet to move, but as she was about to pass, he put a large arm across the door frame, blocking her path.

He leaned in close to her ear. "I think you're lying, Sofia." He moved his arm, letting her pass. Ambrose turned to a shelf by the door and grabbed a remote control. "This remote controls the height and/or distance of some of the obstacles. This is what I wanted to show you."

"Whoa," she whispered as she looked around the massive training center. A smile covered her face as she took it all in, like a little girl in a doll store. Okay, maybe not a doll store; dolls were creepy as hell.

"Impressive, isn't it?"

"This is like American Ninja Warrior." She looked at the three walls of the room, with obstacles set around the perimeter. She also spotted a balance beam, a gymnast bar, and parallel bars. The fourth wall had treadmills, ellipticals, rowing machines, free weights, and boxing bags. And the center of the massive room was empty, with padded floors, for whatever else they practiced.

"If you want to do the obstacles, let me give you a crash course." He put his large hand on the small of her back, his fingers touching her bare skin, and guided her to the first obstacle. "You start here." He jumped up on a large block that tilted to its side. "This is the Quintuple Step. You can run across this if your legs are long enough. Otherwise, jump from one to the other." He jumped from one block on the left, then to the one on the right, until he reached the end.

"This next set of blocks will tilt under your feet. If you hit them wrong, you'll get thrown off." Ambrose smoothly ran across the tilted blocks. "From here, you jump to the rope and swing across to the rope net. Once you grab hold of the net, you climb on the bottom side only. You can't touch any of the balls below with your ass, or you start over from the beginning."

"Seriously? Why can't I start over with the swinging rope?"

"Because I said so."

Sofia planted her hands on her hips. "And how will you know if I don't?"

"Challenging me is never a good idea, Doc." He jumped for the rope and swung, letting go to catch the rope net. Like a spider, he climbed across the bottom of the net and climbed up onto the platform. For a big man, he made it appear easy. "At this point, you have two choices. You can go across the stationary pegs that vary in height, or on this side, we have the swinging round bars. The swinging bars are harder, so I'll show you how to do these."

Ambrose jumped to a circular-shaped bar that swiveled and spun him; from there, he swung to the next, using his legs to provide the momentum to get there. The muscles in his arm rippled as he moved from one bar to the next before he landed as silently as a cat. His moves were smooth and effortless. "This next one will take a lot of upper body strength, like the pegs or the swing bars. It's called Salmon Ladder because it's comparable to a salmon swimming upstream. It's similar to a pull-up, but you have to move the bar up one slot as you go. When you reach the top, pull yourself up to the platform; if you can't do this, then climb the rope." He did the pull-ups while moving the bar and climbing to the platform. "Now, you jump to the swinging bar and swing yourself until you get high and fast enough to jump to the next platform." Once again, his fluid moves made him look elegant. He moved with such grace and ease that Sofia stood there in awe.

He hopped over the railing and landed about ten feet below, back on the floor. "Now you need to get up enough speed to climb up the Warped Wall. Our wall can be adjusted for your height." He reached for the remote he handed her when he began the course. "You'll notice all the obstacles are numbered. You hit the coordinating number and then the minus or plus button to move the distance. Some don't move, just like the first four don't adjust. The balance beam and the bars will adjust to height and width." He pointed to the middle of the room, where the gymnastic beam and bars were, which were at a ridiculously high height. "Plus, you can extend out a second balance beam and place it beside or in front of the other."

Sofia scowled; this was the most she'd ever heard Ambrose talk. For now, he seemed normal, and he wasn't looking at her with lust-filled eyes. She liked this version of Ambrose. "Why would you need a second one?"

"Because we spar on the beams and jump from one to another to practice agility. On the other side of the warped wall is a rock-climbing wall. The goal is to be able to get up to the platform by both climbing and running. Here's how you get up the wall." Ambrose stepped back as far as he could, ran up the wall, and jumped on top. His black hair was damp around his temples and forehead, and he'd be sexy as hell if he weren't so menacing-looking. "Now, as a human, you will have to pull yourself up; we can jump."

"Clearly," Sofia muttered. She watched as he turned to look at the top obstacle and used the opportunity to shed her sweatpants. When he turned to see her in her tight yoga shorts, he studied her once again. "Stop that."

"What?" He smirked. Lying on his stomach, he reached over the edge, holding his hand out to her. "Give me your hand, and I'll pull you up. I need to show up close and personal how to do this last one." His green eyes were mischievous at his choice of words.

She narrowed her eyes at him while she crossed her arms over her chest. "I think I'll pass."

"Sofia, give me your hand. If I have to come down for you, you may not like it." He shrugged, "Or maybe you will."

"Fine." Sofia walked under him, and he reached down for her. "I'm still too short to reach you."

"You'll have to run up the wall. I'll catch you and pull you up."

"Fine," she repeated.

Sofia backed up, ran at the curved wall, and launched herself at the last minute for Ambrose's big hand. He caught her and stood up, pulling her onto the platform as he stood. He dropped her at the edge. Her back to the floor below her with his body in front of hers. She had nowhere to go, but this time it didn't stop her from trying to retreat. When she did, she lost her footing and fell backward. Sofia grabbed his shirt with both hands as he hooked an arm around her bare waist, bringing her body up to his.

"Shit."

"That's what happens when you retreat, Sofia." He held her against his hard, hot body and smirked.

"It's not funny, you ass." She tried to push him away from the edge, but he didn't budge. She had no choice but to stay plastered to his body, fearing falling off the wall on her ass.

"Have you learned your lesson? That being, stand your ground and never retreat. It shows fear, Sofia. And if you haven't figured it out by now, I'll let you in on a little secret," his head angled toward her, his mouth at her ear. "Hybrids and vamps love to chase things that try to flee. Understand?" When she didn't answer, he tugged her body tighter into his. "We're not moving until you stop being bullheaded and answer me."

"I get it. No running or retreating." She snapped, and with that, he tugged her away from the edge with him.

Her stomach quivered. Why did Ambrose stir up such odd feelings inside her? It made her feel like she was cheating on Gage somehow. Sure, she wasn't doing anything with Ambrose, but he was so sexy and magnetic that it was hard not to gravitate toward him. Then her fear would kick in, and her body always pleaded with her to move away or run away, whatever she could muster. And she usually did, but not anymore. He clarified that escaping was futile; besides, he'd punish her for it. And she was sure he'd find more creative ways to make her uneasy.

He left his hand on her back as he moved her in front of the tall, rectangular box. It had no front or top, and Sofia was certain it was for scaling up with hands and feet. She'd seen it done on American Ninja Warrior before.

"This one will take lower body strength more so than upper body strength." He stood behind her and tapped her hips with his long fingers. "You will use your legs to push yourself up and use your hands to steady yourself. These walls can be adjusted for your height as well, depending on how far your legs need to climb the wall comfortably."

"Good thing, ‘cause there’s no way my shirt legs could reach."

He turned her to face him as he looked at her legs; his eyes made a slow path to her eyes. "Being small has many advantages, sweetheart." He smacked her butt as he walked around her to the climbing box.

Sofia decided it was best to ignore the fact that his hand was on her ass. She knew if she said anything, he'd either get all seductive with her or he'd take it as a challenge she wasn't prepared for yet.

"Jump up as high as you can to start the climb. And your back can't hit the back wall." Ambrose jumped and landed about four feet up the sides, his feet digging into the side walls as his hands were placed right under his shoulders. "You don't want to stop if you can help it. Keep your momentum up until you reach the top." He scaled the box swiftly and hopped up on top of the wall. "Once on top, you hit the button since we time ourselves on the course. This will stop the time."

Ambrose stepped off the platform and landed two feet in front of Sofia. She jumped, muttering shit.

He nodded at her when she stopped herself from stepping back. "Come here. I have one more thing to show you." Ambrose walked to the edge of the warped wall and slid down on his feet. He turned and cocked his head. "You coming?"

"Not like that, no." With hands planted on her hips, Sofia stood there contemplating what she would land on her ass or her face.

"Sofia," Ambrose said, expecting her to obey. He narrowed those menacing green eyes at her.

"That's like fifteen feet. No."

"So how do you plan on getting down?"

"No damn clue."

"Sofia," he snapped. "Now. Slide down now, or I'll come get you." A low growl rumbled in his chest.

Did he growl? Really? And threats? Did he think his threats mattered now? He could threaten her all he wanted to; she was not sliding down a damned curved wall and landing on her ass or face. Both mattered to her.

"If I have to repeat myself, things will get ugly."

She crossed her arms over her chest, planted her feet the width of her shoulders, and waited. "Fuck. Off. Vader."

Those were the wrong two words to say to Ambrose Kane. His eyes turned from green to black, and he took one colossal leap, landing in front of her, knocking her back on her ass. He knelt over her, straddling her body, his face only inches from hers. "When I tell you to do something, you damn well better do it. And no one tells me to fuck off without getting the shit beat out of them." His words were ground out.

She pissed off the big, bad warrior.

Sofia’s back straightened, preparing for battle. Still sitting on her butt, she poked him in the chest. "First, I am not a dog. I do not obey. I am also not one of your men, you jackass, so once again, I do not obey. And if you want to beat the shit out of me, then do it, or you can fuck off." She poked him with each of her two last words.

Sofia didn't even see him move when he grabbed her and tossed her over his huge shoulder. She hung upside down like a rag doll. She kicked and thrashed, trying to get away from the asshole. He held her tight to keep her from vaulting off his big shoulder to the floor.

"You piece of shit! Put me down!" She screamed as she kept up her fight. Her struggles were all in vain.

Ambrose adjusted her writhing body and slapped her ass hard. "Knock it off, or I'll drop you!" He hissed, then they were air-born.

Sofia screamed; she watched the ground approach as she dangled over Ambrose's back. This is what she imagined it feeling like falling out of an airplane. Once he landed, he set her feet on the ground. Sofia reached out and slapped his face before she could think twice about her actions. She wasn't sure if he saw her hand coming or if he realized he deserved it.

"You sonofabitch! Don't you ever manhandle me again!" Sofia advanced on him, intending to strike again.

He caught her, spun her around, and pulled her back into his chest, holding her arms down. "Sofia, stop." His voice was quiet. "I'll let you go as soon as you calm down. You're right; you're not one of my men. I apologize." Her struggles didn't stop, and she didn't seem to hear his gentle words. "Sofia," he whispered in her ear. "I'm not going to hurt you, sweetheart. Stop, please."

Sofia stopped fighting his iron grip when he spoke gentle words in her ear. Her breathing labored, and she shook against his solid body. Ambrose released her, turning her to face him. His strong hands reached out and cupped both sides of her neck; his thumbs tilted her chin up to look into her eyes as her body shook in fear.

"I'm sorry. I didn't mean to scare you like that."

"Yes, you did." Her voice was barely audible. Her small hands gripped his wrists as his hands remained on her neck.

Ambrose shook his head. "No, I really didn't. I'm so used to being here with men, I forgot to treat you like a woman." He pulled her into his body; one hand remained on her neck while the other held her waist. His hot fingers touched her bare skin.

She allowed him to comfort her because she couldn't seem to find the strength to move away from his embrace. His warmth was soothing; he was strong and yet somehow gentle. Sofia let her forehead drop against his hard chest. And his arms felt safe and... familiar.

Ambrose's mouth touched her temple, and he kissed her hair. He angled his head as he tilted her chin up to his face. His warm cinnamon breath caressed her face, his green eyes looked at her mouth, and she knew he would kiss her. His lips hovered over her for a second before he touched them. Ambrose's tongue traced her lips before slipping in, deepening the kiss.

Her brain kicked into gear, and she pulled away from his sensual mouth. "Ambrose, I, I, uh-" But his mouth was back on her in an instant, teasing her and opening her mouth with his tongue.

Sofia kissed him back, and her body molded itself into his. She groaned before the blood went back into her brain and pushed him away once again. "No. You can't. I... I am in a relationship with someone." His hands still had a firm grip on her.

He angled his face toward hers. "I'm sorry, Bella. Let me know if you change your mind." He let go of her, walked to the door, and stopped. "Oh, what I was going to show you is that you can program music here for your workout or plug in your phone to play your own playlist." Ambrose opened the door and walked out.

Sofia sank to her knees, more like they buckled. What the hell just happened? Why did she let him kiss her? Twice? Her brain was fuzzy, and her feelings for him made her queasy. How could she be so turned on by him when she was crazy about Gage? Why was her body betraying her?

Though she had never said the words to Gage, she knew she loved him. He made her experience things she never thought were possible. She yearned for his hands on her, his sensual mouth that wreaked havoc on her body. Nothing was more heavenly than when he was buried deep inside her while he sank his fangs into her neck and fed. Her body ached for his, and she'd never get enough of him. Being with Gage made her complete, something she had never experienced before. Sofia had always felt like an outsider. Maybe she made herself an outsider; she wasn’t sure. But she felt like she never belonged with anyone or to anyone, and Gage had changed all that.

Damn Ambrose Kane for kissing her. Now she had to get her ass up and work off all the anxiety coursing through her veins.
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~ Chapter 18 ~
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Sofia stumbled into her apartment a little after seven. She was mentally and physically exhausted. Everything in her body ached, including her heart for kissing Ambrose and wanting more. Her day started out like shit with Cameron and Dustin and ended on the same note with Ambrose.

She dropped her bag on the floor and headed to the shower to wash off sweat, tears, and Ambrose. Sofia turned the hot water on and stepped in, letting it burn her skin from head to toe. While she stood under the steady stream, tears filled her eyes, and she was powerless to stop them. She slid to the floor, wrapped her arms around her knees, and allowed the tension to leave her body.

Sofia felt disloyal to Gage, the man she adored and now could admit she loved, even though she hadn't told him yet. Fear kept her from telling him she was in love with him since they had only known each other for a few weeks. And should she tell him what happened? Ambrose was a man whom he considered his brother. If she told him, would he believe her, or would he go after Ambrose? She didn't know, but neither outcome sounded pleasant to her, and besides, he apologized. But he gave her an open-ended invitation if she changed her mind.

Well, that wasn't happening.

So maybe she should forget about it for now. If it happened again, then she'd speak with Gage. Until then, she would try to avoid Ambrose at all costs.

After her shower, she dried off and dressed in pajama bottoms and a tight camisole tank top. Sofia toweled her long hair and dared it to find a different shape other than curls. As usual, it paid her no attention and fell into the big, loose twists she'd grown to hate.

Grabbing a bottle of beer, Sofia checked her messages. She had two missed calls from Gage and three texts. She had gotten so wrapped up with Ambrose, and not in a good way, that she forgot to check her phone. Just as she called Gage, she heard a bang on the door. Her heart stopped, fearing it was Ambrose. Her feet remained frozen on the floor as another loud bang at the door.

"Eos, please answer me," Gage said through the door.

She rushed to the door and wrenched it open. Their eyes met, and she flung herself into his arms. Gage caught her, held her tight, carried her inside, and kicked the door shut.

"Baby, you scared me. Why haven't you answered me all evening? After this morning, I wanted to talk to you alone and make sure you were okay." He kissed her hair, then cupped her neck with one hand, angling her face to his for a kiss. His kiss was gentle at first, then he deepened it, his tongue opening her mouth for him. His hands grabbed her ass, hoisting her up, and Sofia hooked her legs around him.

She pulled away and tried pulling his shirt up; when it didn't budge, she unhooked her legs and slid to the floor. Gripping the bottom of his T-shirt, she said, "Get this off. I want you naked right now."

Gage obliged and removed it for her, but caught her hands as they found his zipper. "Whoa, Eos. As much as I want to have your little hot body writhing under me while I fuck you into oblivion, I need to know how you are after today. How's this beautiful face doing?" He rubbed his thumb over the bruise under her right eye, then placed a soft kiss on it.

Beautiful. Bella.

Ambrose called her Bella; Bella meant beautiful. Had Ambrose given her a pet name? And Eos? Was that a pet name too? Gage had called her Eos before, though she never asked him what it meant.

"Sofie? Baby, where are you right now?" His ice-blue eyes searched her face for answers as his thumbs made slow circles on her neck.

"Sorry," she said, smiling at him. "It's just been a long day. I'm fine, really. I just missed you, and I need you." Her hands went back to work on his zipper.

Gage hissed out a breath as his hand tunneled into her long, silken curls, yanking her head back for him to devour her mouth. This time he was brutal; his lips crashed into hers, kissing her hard and fast. He yanked her tank top off, breaking the kiss, and palmed one of her breasts, pinching her nipple.

Sofia pressed her bare breasts into his naked chest and moaned. She wanted more, so much more. Sofia needed him to wipe away the memories of Ambrose's hands and mouth on her.

Gage yanked her hands away from his body; his eyes had turned black with anticipation as his fangs descended. A wicked smile touched his lips. "You want it rough, don't you, baby? I can feel it."

Her body arched back to him as she moaned from losing his heat. Her dark eyes held his, but she didn't respond to his question. She didn't need to.

"Shit," he whispered as he pulled her pajama bottoms down, taking her skimpy underwear with them. As his hands moved back up, Gage slid a finger into her; she jolted, and he moaned. "Shit, baby, you're dripping wet. Do you have any idea what that does to me?"

"It's your fault," she said breathlessly, "you do this to me." Soft erotic sounds escaped her throat as he slid in a second finger.

His lips crushed into hers as he muffled her cry as an orgasm broke around his fingers. Gage held her tight against his body as she came down from her glorious high; her body shot tremors through his talented fingers as he continued to massage her.

"Mm, strip. You need to be naked now." She ordered as she pushed at his jeans.

"Yes, angel." He grinned at her and leaned against the wall to shed his boots. After tossing his socks aside, he discarded his pants and boxer briefs. Then he grabbed Sofia, spinning her around to face the door. He placed her hands high on the door and kicked her feet apart. He leaned down to her ear and whispered, moving her hair over her shoulder to expose her neck. "Do not move your hands, do you understand?" When she didn't answer, he pinched her nipple hard.

She moaned. "Yes, I do." What was it with these guys wanting to be obeyed?

"Good girl." His hot tongue licked the base of her neck up to the bottom of her ear; his fangs scraped her tender flesh, earning him a moan. "Tell me what you want, baby."

"I want you now."

"Hard?"

"Yes, hard."

The points of his fangs teased her neck as she angled her head for him. "Do you want me to make love to you or fuck you?"

"Both. Fuck me first." Another moan escaped from her as his tongue and teeth teased the tender flesh of her neck. "Take me, Gage. I'm yours to do with what you will."

Gage dug his fingers into her hips and thrust his cock into her with one swift move, slamming all the way to her core, making her scream. He plunged in and out of her tight, wet body as she begged for more, giving him access to take what he wanted and what she needed.

*****
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Hours later, Gage had Sofia wrapped around his body in her bed after they made love off and on for hours. She was sound asleep; her body was sated. The woman had the stamina of a hybrid. Most humans wouldn't have been able to go for six hours the way they did, even with the short breaks they took for her to recover.

Gage grinned down at his sleeping Eos. Eos, the beautiful Greek goddess of the dawn, who brought hope of a brand-new day. Sofia was his brand-new day. Sofia was his hope.

He loved how the longer he was with Sofia, the more she expected and the more she wanted from him. He feared frightening her with his roughness and his demanding nature, but she never once shied away. Often, she'd beg for more—for him to go faster, harder, and deeper. And each time they orgasmed together, the realization set in that he'd never get enough of her. He needed more of her. He needed all of her.

In Gage's three hundred-plus-year-old heart, he knew he was in love with the beautiful, sexy Doctor Sofia Pierce. Her long, curly, dark auburn hair excited him; it was his favorite color of hair. He loved nothing more than running his fingers through the luscious, silky stands. Her dark walnut eyes made his chest ache; they reflected spunk, love, compassion, stubbornness, and desire. Every time Sofia entered his mind, he got hard. The overwhelming need to hold her and keep her close to him tore at him daily. She consumed him, and he couldn't get enough of her. And after being alone for so long, he needed a woman in his life. He needed this woman, period.

He hadn't felt peace like this for over a century, and at first, he didn't recognize it for what it was: love. Gage didn't allow himself to love anyone for so long that it was nearly unrecognizable. Casual sex was all he committed to and nothing more. But Sofia had opened a door he had closed and locked so many years ago. Walking through the door had been terrifying, but the feeling intensified at the thought of losing her.

Gage mated when he was one hundred fourteen to a beautiful woman named Alcina. They lived in a little village outside Athens, Greece. She too had auburn hair lighter than Sofia's and the same shade of dark brown eyes. They were together for twelve short years before she was decapitated when she stepped in front of a sword meant for Gage.

Sixty-six years later, he met Kara in New York. The love of his life had been brutally attacked right before his eyes, and he could do nothing to save her. His attackers knocked him out, chained him up, and then forced him to watch as almost a dozen vamps raped his beloved Kara. They took her blood and abused her body, leaving her nearly dead.

Two days later, a young hybrid vampire, a man that Gage turned to save his life, came upon him still bound to a tree in chains. Kara lay crumpled in the dried grass, naked and in her own blood. Her heartbeat was faint, but she was alive. Gage's wrists were bleeding from his struggle to escape; his eyes were black, his fangs out, as tears streamed down his cheeks. Once free, he fed Kara as much of his blood as he could. He and his friend took turns giving her their blood to heal her body, and while her physical wounds healed, she was never the same. She couldn't look Gage in the eyes anymore, or the young hybrid-vampire she had grown close to. Her humility destroyed her spirit, and she couldn't make her soul whole again.

After a couple of months of trying to erase the memories of that violent day from her head, she took her own life. Gage and the hybrid pleaded with her to drop the knife she held at her throat. Tears running down her face, she begged the two to forgive her; the pain was too unbearable to live with any longer. Kara pulled the knife deep into her throat. Her body tumbled off the cliff she stood on, determined that if the blade didn't kill her, the fall would finish the job.

Gage went almost mad for a year. He slaughtered and killed anything in his path; vampires were his primary target. But other species also made the mistake of crossing him, yet his friend stayed by his side. He searched for the vampire who violated Kara and caused her to kill herself. His friend had killed all but a couple, and he never could find the one, the one who was in charge.

The young hybrid vampire pulled him back from the edge numerous times, only to wait for his next psychotic break. It wasn't until Gage tried to pick a fight with a nasty Original Vampire, that his friend hit him over the head, bound him, and dragged him away to save him.

When Gage woke, he was furious and threatened to rip his friend's throat out. But the young man was relentless. He kept Gage chained up, fed him, and talked to him in a calm voice. After weeks of being the hybrids captive, Gage felt the rage leave his body. The man refused to give up on him, and they fought daily with words and fists. Gage had taught him how to live and survive as a monster no one wanted in their midst. The hybrid-vamp of only thirty-three years was grateful to his mentor, and he needed his friendship to endure the brutal world in which they lived. And now he would teach him how to be almost human again. He owed Gage that much... and Kara.

After calming the rage within Gage, the hybrid talked him into heading to the West Coast, to Washington, with him. It was a chance to start over and leave all the pain behind him. Gage knew he had to bury his anger, agony, and uncontrolled violence in New York with the love of his life, Kara.

If it hadn't been for that stubborn hybrid-vampire who refused to let him continue down his path of destruction, he would have died long ago. This man was the closest thing he had to a blood brother. He was the one person Gage trusted more than any one of his brothers. So, if not for him, Gage realized he'd never have this opportunity to love what he had tucked into his body at this moment.

His Eos.

Gage owed his life and so much more to his brother, Ambrose Kane.

He knew the exact minute Sofia awoke. Gage moved his hand to her neck and rubbed the point of her chin with his thumb. He leaned over and whispered above her lips. "Good morning, Eos." His lips touched hers tenderly, relishing in her softness.

Sofia arched her back and stretched. "Mm, good morning, handsome. How long have you been awake?" Her small hand slimmed his stubbed jaw around his goatee.

"A couple of hours now." His fingers toyed with her auburn curls.

She frowned. "Why didn't you get up and eat or something?"

"I didn't want to move you or leave you." He kissed the tip of her nose. "I like having you wrapped around me when you sleep. Besides, you had a bad dream last night, and I couldn't wake you up from it. You were restless the rest of the night." He tugged her on top of him as he rolled to his back.

"I don't remember a dream."

He studied her expression, not sure if he believed her. "Seriously? It was bad. You were trying to get away from me; you hit, screamed, and then cried. It was a violent dream; I can't believe you would have no memory of it. But maybe I should be glad you don't." He touched her lips with his once more.

"My mom said I used to have bad dreams growing up too. She said they'd happen at least once or twice a month. I never remembered them then either. That's one reason I have never had a roommate. I was afraid I'd scare the shit out of them." Sofia frowned once again. "It's weird; I have also had what I call awake dreams most of my life too."

"What are awake dreams?" Gage tugged her closer while his free hand remained in her curls.

"Well, I'm awake, but I'm sort of dreaming. My surroundings change, people, and the era will change. It's almost like I'm in a movie. If you ever see me space out or interact with something that isn't there when I'm wide awake, that's probably what's happening."

His eyes narrowed as he thought about what she said. "Sofie, have you ever considered that you might have psychic abilities or be an empath? A medium, even."

She chuckled. "No, that's just silly."

"As silly as knowing hybrids and vampires share this earth with humans? Trust me, there are many beings out there with special skills. Zander and Alek are both empaths. Dane may be able to help you find out what this is all about. He has worked with many beings with these talents." He traced his finger along a path from her temple to her chin, tilting it up for a kiss. "Think about it for me, okay?"

"Okay, I will."

Gage shifted Sofia off his body and rolled on top of her, bracing himself up on one elbow as he shoved a knee between her thighs. "Now, before we talk about anything else, I need to be inside you." He slipped his hard shaft into her hot, wet opening. Sofia gasped, exposing her vein to him. "Baby, are you offering me breakfast in bed?" A wicked grin touched his lips.

Sofia reached up and hooked her hand around his neck to bring his mouth to hers. "You never have to ask. Never."

Gage's heart exploded.

She was telling him she was his, every inch of her was his.

His eyes held hers as his fangs descended, lowering his head to her neck. He licked over her vein, kissed it, then sank his razor-sharp points in and fed.

Sofia let out a soft moan when his canines sank into her flesh as he thrust inside her.

Gage knew he'd never get to talk to her about what he intended to, not when he was in bed with her naked. All words escaped his brain when he was buried deep in her body. His conversation would have to wait for when his head was clear, and most definitely when she was wearing clothes.
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~ Chapter 19 ~
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Gage, his brothers, and Dustin went to Zander's office for a meeting the next morning after Cameron's and Dustin's drug overdose. Zander needed to come up with a game plan to keep Sofia and the other humans safe at The Alliance. At this point, he wasn't sure what that would be, but he hoped the others would have ideas. Having his human employees injured on the job was not an option.

Dustin and Gage walked in together, the last two to enter Zander's office. This time Gage had company leaning against the windowsill. Zander refused to get more chairs, mainly to piss off the last man to arrive, which was Gage. Like his team, he did his own thing in his own time.

Zander looked up as Dustin and Gage sauntered in as they talked, ignoring the other four men. "I'd tell you two to have a seat, but, well, you're late." Zander grinned.

"Fuck you," Gage said.

Dustin nodded. "Yeah, what he said."

The others chuckled at the human and the vampire, whose personalities were so opposite yet got along like brothers. Gage was all about destruction and intimidation, while Dustin was always smiling and balanced Gage's violent nature with peace, and for some odd reason, they liked working together. On occasion, the two men would go out on patrol together.

"Okay, I called you guys here to talk about the safety of the humans here at The Alliance. But before I do that, Brody is on his way down here to show us something from our video surveillance." The door flew open, and Brody strode in. "Speak of the devil."

Brody gave them a quick smile. "Uh, no, Gage is the devil; it's why we call him Lucifer."

Laughter broke out as the mild-mannered Brody dissed the infamously lethal warrior. He grinned at Gage and shrugged.

"And fuck you too," Gage said.

Zander stood, letting Brody take his chair to pull up the surveillance footage. After a few clicks, Brody had what he was looking for in the video. "Brody said he booked the training center for Sofia last night. He said she was concerned about someone coming in and disturbing her, so he scanned the footage to make sure she didn't have any trouble."

Ambrose looked at Brody, catching his eyes. Brody gave Ambrose a small nod, saying no. The gesture was so faint that the other men didn't notice the unspoken words between the two men. His kissing Sofia was missing from the footage.

"Okay. Here it is." Brody said. "Hang on to your asses; this is gonna be the best thing you guys have seen in a long time." He grinned as he hit play, and the video came to life on the wall of Zander's office.

The video began with Sofia doing stretches, if you could call it that. Sofia bent over, placing her palms flat on the floor, doing a backbend before going into the splits. She stood, reached over her shoulder, and pulled her leg up over her head.

The men all groaned at that move.

Alek winced. "My balls hurt watching that."

Sofia cracked her neck as she stretched it and ran across the floor mats at top speed. She bounced, flipped, and made three revolutions in the air before her feet hit the ground, giving her the momentum to flip across the entire gym floor in the opposite direction. Her routine was something that gymnasts performed in the Olympics—a very impressive routine that had jaws hanging wide open.

She stood and sprinted into a dead run at the wall, ran up it, and flipped herself into the air. Three more revolutions followed before she landed as gracefully as a cat.

"Holy hell," Dane whispered.

Gage folded his arms over his chest and grinned.

They watched as she used the remote to get the balance beam down to a level she could reach. Once she got up on it, she moved the second beam to line up behind the first one, with about six feet between the two.

Sofia's warm-up included a handstand, a backbend, and sliding into the splits once again.

"Oh, god, that makes me hurt. I wish she'd stop doing that." Dustin muttered.

Gage was still grinning when Ambrose looked at him. "What the hell are you smiling at?"

"I heard her say she grew up doing gymnastics, but I didn't expect this." A lie of sorts, she told him the whole story about having to quit when her boobs got too big. A thought that still put a dopey grin on his face.

"You knew she could do this?" Zander questioned Gage.

"No, how would I? I only know what she said. I knew nothing about her skill level."

Silence fell over the room as they watched Sofia flip down the length of the balance beam, similar to how she did on the floor. Sofia began at the far end of the first beam; she flipped and bounced all the way to the end. Sofia launched herself to the second beam and kept up her colossal routine until she ran out of the beam. Flying into the air, spinning, twisting, and twirling, Sofia landed on her feet. A huge grin split across her face as she punched the air with her fist. Her face said she was proud of herself, and justifiably so. Her smile didn't fade as she grabbed the remote from the floor and moved the bars to a height she could jump and reach.

Sofia used a small trampoline to launch herself up to the highest bar. Her routine was no less impressive than the one she did on the floor or the balance beam. Her moves were fluid, graceful, and effortless. When she finished, she swung around the high bar four times until she got up enough speed to do three spiral twists before landing on her feet.

Sofia was breathing hard as she looked around the gym, smiling to herself. Then she did a little happy dance to the song You're Mine by Disturbed.

"Well, hot damn." Alek grinned. "The woman has some mad skills."

Zander grinned. "Yes, she does. Which is why I want Ambrose to train her to fight."

Ambrose's head spun to glare at Zander. "What? Oh, hell no." Ambrose snapped.

"She got attacked twice, and if Dustin did have cuffs on, he'd have hurt her too, or have you forgotten? I want her to train since she will have the closest contact with us out of all the humans we have on staff. Gage can help you."

Gage scrubbed a hand down his face, muttering shit. If they knew he was screwing the sweet doctor, Zander would forbid his involvement in her training. He may not even want Sofia working for them once he discovered they are involved. Office romances never ended well under the best circumstances.

"Then Alek, Dane, or you can train her. She responds to you guys better anyway." Ambrose crossed his arms over his chest, a challenging posture.

"And that's why I want you two to do it. Sofia needs someone who won't go soft on her and someone who will push her." Zander smiled. "The three of us would go too easy on her and bring her cupcakes. You two are the assholes, so the job is yours. I'm not saying we won't help, but I want you in charge, Ambrose."

"Why not put Gage in charge?"

This time, Zander scowled and studied his brother. "Are you afraid of our little doctor?"

Ambrose snorted. "Yeah, right. She doesn't especially like me, and I've already experienced that she is damn bullheaded and doesn't respond well to orders. I'll be fighting with her every step of the way."

"Go get her, Ambrose. I have faith in you. Tell her we need to talk to her."
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Ambrose left Zander's office pissed as hell; he had to train the sexy little doctor. His libido spiked every time he was within thirty feet of her. Now he had to touch her and wrestle with her all without getting a hard-on? That would not happen.

What bothered him even more was his instant attraction to her; his body responded to her whether he wanted it to or not. That had only happened with two other women in his life. One was dead, and the other was his mate, Melina.

Sure, he had sex with other women when the urge hit, since hybrids were sexually free spirits. The mated couples loved and cherished each other, but to them, sex was something their bodies needed to survive, so occasional sex with someone else was acceptable. Hybrids weren't caught up in the whole sexual taboo thing like humans were. They were faithful to their mates like most humans were, but sex was something a hybrid and vampire body craved. A part of their DNA they received from the vampire blood was in their veins. Sex was imperative for survival.

If Ambrose wanted to have sex with another woman, he told Melina his plans. As for Melina, she had a weekly sex date. But Melina didn't find a different man each week; she used the same man because she wasn't fond of casual sex that required finding a new partner. On the shy side, this arrangement gave Melina some peace. And Ambrose was okay with her arrangement. It also gave him peace of mind knowing who she was with. He wasn't fond of her being with a stranger, and he still worried for her safety. However, if she wanted sex with multiple partners, he wouldn't have stopped her.

Now, Ambrose had to deal with his urges for Sofia while seeing her daily in close proximity. Hell, he'd already kissed her twice. He would have to keep himself in check, which he knew would be hard as hell... along with a particular part of his body.

Ambrose stopped at Sofia's office and listened; he didn't hear her heartbeat or sense her presence, so he went across the hall to the clinic. His head cocked and listened once again, and once again, he didn't feel her presence there either. He smelled her lingering scent, but that could have been from earlier. Ambrose walked back over to her office to recheck in case his senses were off due to his mood. He started to open her office door when it opened in his face.

Sofia jumped and yelped. Her hand covered her heart. "Shit, you scared me."

Ambrose narrowed his eyes on her. "Were you in there a minute ago?"

"Yes, why?"

"Because when I stopped at your door a moment ago, I couldn't sense you. I didn't hear you breathing, and I couldn't detect your heartbeat."

Sofia looked at him. "Maybe you're losing your touch. Men lose a lot of things with age."

A slow, deadly smile found its way to his mouth. "Oh, Bella, I promise you that's not the case. I can prove every one of them to you too if you let go of your human insecurities."

She snorted at him. "I presume you are looking for me for a reason other than where this asinine conversation has led."

Ambrose grinned when he heard her heart rate pick up. He made her nervous. He thought it was cute that she still thought she could hide her feelings from him. "I am. I came to escort you to Zander's office." He reached out, putting his hand on her back to usher her out.

"Why couldn't he call or text me? I hate getting escorted when I'm needed."

"Perhaps we don't expect you to respond well to an order. You are somewhat bullheaded."

"I am not."

"You are."

"I am not."

"Oh, shut up," Ambrose said as he opened Zander's office door to let her walk in before him. He collided with her when she stopped dead in her tracks as she looked at Zander, Alek, Dane, Dustin, Brody, and Gage. Ambrose's hands landed on her hips to keep her from launching forward.

"What's going on?" She asked Zander. "I feel like I'm on trial for something." She stood there with Ambrose pressed into her back. "It's like being invited to a witch hanging, and I'm the witch."

Zander chuckled. "Sofia, have a seat. I want to show you something and talk to you about it." He motioned for her to take a seat.

"I'll stand."

"Nope, you're not bullheaded at all," Ambrose said as he walked around her to take the chair she refused.

Sofia eyed all the men looking at her. "Stop looking at me like that. What's going on?" Her eyes briefly landed on Gage's, and he winked.

"Brody said you used the training center last night," Zander said, his arms folded across his muscled chest.

"Uh, yes. I thought it was okay for me to use."

"It is, Sofia." Dustin grinned at her.

"Okay, then what's wrong?"

Zander nodded to Brody. "Brody brought me the video surveillance from the training center of you last night."

Ambrose caught her eyes and gave her a discreet nod to let her know some of the video was missing, as Brody had done to him.

She looked at Brody, who gave her the same look that Ambrose did. She shifted her feet as her pulse increased and looked back at Zander. "And?"

"And here is what we saw." Zander nodded once again to Brody to hit play.

Sofia watched herself on video as Brody would fast forward and then play it in real time.

"Sofia, we are all quite impressed with your talent." Zander motioned to the wall where she was vaulting off the balance beam. "It gave me a great idea. We need to train you."

"Thanks, but I already know how to do what I am doing," she said, waving her hand at the wall where the video was paused.

"I want to train you to fight so that you can protect yourself," Zander said, leaning forward, bracing his elbows on his knees.

Sofia shook her head. "I have no reason to learn to fight. So, no."

"You have three, Sofia," Dane said. "Their names are Gage, Cam, and Dustin."

"I handled them fine." Her hands perched on her hips.

"Fine? Are you fucking kidding me?" Ambrose snapped.

Gage added. "I almost bit you; Cam knocked the shit out of you, and Dustin would have done the same if we didn't have him bound."

"There are plenty of you here at all times, so I think I'll be fine."

"And what happens when most of us are out, Doc?" Alek's usual grin disappeared. "There are many times when this place is a ghost town. If no one was here when Cam hit you, you might not be alive right now."

She looked at the faces in the room, shaking her head. "I'll be fine, thanks, but no thanks." She turned to walk to the door when Gage was behind her, his big hand holding the door shut over her shoulder.

He leaned in close to her ear. "Think this through, Sofie. We all want you safe."

She turned and met his eyes, which pleaded with her not to fight. "And who would train me?" She looked around Gage at Zander.

"We'd all help out some, but Ambrose would do the training."

Her eyes flew to Ambrose's, and she repeated his words. "Oh, hell no." Sofia turned to open the door, only to have Gage slam it shut in her face.

All the men turned to inspect Ambrose.

Dustin frowned. "What the hell did you do to her, Kane?"

Ambrose shrugged his big shoulders. "We're not BFF's yet, but I'm sure I'll win her over."

Sofia moved around Gage to stare at Zander. "My answer is still no."

Zander shook his head. "I think you have misunderstood me, Doc. I'm not asking you. Meet Ambrose every day at three in the afternoon for training."

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

~ Chapter 20 ~
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Sofia was livid. Zander ordered her to train with Ambrose.

But livid didn't even come close to how mad she was at Zander. He was now at the top of her shitlist. Ambrose fell a spot. She didn't need to have problems with Ambrose kissing her again. The arrogant ass dared to kiss her when he barely ever spoke to her. What the hell was wrong with that man? His hot and cold attitude made no sense to her.

She rubbed her temples, willing a headache to go away. Her stomach fluttered, remembering Ambrose's hands on her body, his lips on hers, and his tongue against hers. She had a damn hard time admitting to herself that she liked it. She wanted him to explore her body with every inch of his.

What the hell?

She was crazy about Gage; how the hell could she have these feelings for Ambrose? The whole idea of being attracted to two men freaked her the hell out. This behavior was acceptable to hybrids, but she was a human, dammit, and she believed in a monogamous relationship.

"Oh god," she muttered as she slid down the wall to sit. Pulling her knees up, she rested her forehead on them. Sofia closed her eyes and wondered how all this would play out. If she hadn't met Gage first and Ambrose was single, she'd be interested in Ambrose if he didn't scare the shit out of her. Why was she attracted to cranky, dangerous men? Jake was not like either of them. Is that why she felt no connection to him? Did she love danger so much that she wanted her men on the edge? Her apparent attraction to a particular type of man would look great on a dating site.

Her office door opened, and Gage walked in, looking down at her. He frowned. "Baby, what's wrong?" He kneeled in front of her, his hands covering hers that held her knees.

She lifted her head at him and offered a weak smile. "Just getting myself amped up to spend two hours with a man that makes me want to run every time he advances on me." Giving him a crooked grin, she added, "I'm super excited."

Gage's stoic expression softened. "Come here, sweetheart." He grabbed her hands and pulled her to her feet, pressing her back to the wall with his body. "Don't show fear, and you'll be fine." He kissed the tip of her nose. "Baby, every man has a weakness; your job is to find it and use it against him."

Oh, she was fully aware of his weakness; it was her. He wanted her, which was why he was always on edge with her. Yeah, it took a while to figure that out. How she had been so blind was beyond her comprehension. And how that information would work to her advantage, she had no clue. She had to find another weakness in a man who was tough as shit and twice as mean.

She rested her forehead against Gage's hard-muscled chest, and his hands gripped her waist. Cupping the side of her neck, he tilted her chin up to his face, resting his nose against hers. He softly kissed her lips. Gage breathed in her scent and groaned. "Shit, I want you naked right now. I want to feel this hot little body under me and wrapped around me." Gage nibbled on her lips, making a searing path down her neck.

Sofia arched her body into his as she fisted his T-shirt in her hands. "If I make it through my first training session and live to talk about it, will you do all the things you are thinking about right now to me later tonight?"

Gage lifted his head to look into her eyes and grinned. "Baby, I promise I'll make you forget all about Ambrose and the torture he put you through."

"Torture? He's going to torture me?" Sincere fear echoed in her voice.

A deep chuckle escaped from Gage's chest. "Eos, he will not hurt you. He may scare you, but he will not hurt you. That's not the kind of man Ambrose is, trust me." He began to say something more and snapped his mouth shut.

"What?"

"Nothing. It's not important. It can wait."

Dark eyes narrowed at him. "No, tell me now. When people say it can wait, it always terrifies me. Please tell me. I need to know if he's going to string me up by my feet and use me like a piñata if I don't do fifty pull-ups in two minutes or something."

Gage caressed the point of her chin, grinning at her wild imagination. "It's no big deal," he said, placing a finger over her lips when she was about to protest. "It's not about Ambrose. And no, he won't string you up."

"Waterboard me?"

Another grin covered his chiseled features. "Baby, you're killing me. Where are you getting all these wild ideas? Ambrose won't torture you. And if he does, I'll kick his ass." He leaned in and placed a soft kiss on her lips. "Ok, what I was going to say was that I want to take you home and introduce you to my family soon. On Friday nights, Roan always has a semi-formal dinner for us. I'm tired of hiding you from my family. We can still keep us a secret around work, but I want to tell my family about us." He rubbed her jaw with his thumb as he spoke.

Sofia's eyes got big. "Wow. I, uh, I didn't expect that." First, she frowned; a small smile replaced it. "You want your family to meet me? I've never been taken home to anyone's house to meet their family." Because you never had a relationship longer than thirty minutes, she reminded herself. "Even though I know half of yours already, but since they don't know about me, I'm not sure that counts—or maybe it does. But still, I-"

Gage kissed her again to stifle her rambling, grinning against her lips. "So, is that a yes? Or would you like to say yes using four more sentences?"

She slapped his chest as worry crept into her features. "This is scary for me, Gage. I see what your brothers are like, and I can't imagine the incredible women they must be mated to. It's sort of terrifying since I'm a human who won't measure up."

"Why the hell won't you measure up? You're perfect, Sofie. And are you finished? I'm only asking because you have one more sentence to go."

This time Sofia pinched his side and squeezed hard. Gage laughed as he squirmed away from her. "Fine, I'll go. Now I need to go see my new drill sergeant before I get in trouble."

"Thank you, Eos. Also, when we do this, pack a bag since you'll be staying all weekend." He kissed her hard and walked out before she could protest.

She sucked in a deep breath. Well, shit. She would meet the family and spend the whole weekend with them. But for now, she had to spend alone time with Ambrose. Oh god, it was almost three, and she was supposed to be in the training room. She took off running as she waited for the elevator. Her stomach rolled thinking about having to deal with Ambrose daily up close and personal. She was so not ready for this.

When she opened the door to the training room, she saw Ambrose talking to Cameron. Ambrose was in his cargo pants, combat boots, and a shirt stretched tight over his muscles. He glanced at her, then up at the clock above her head.

"Nice of you to make an appearance, Sofia." His hard, green eyes made her heart skip a beat.

She frowned at him, not understanding where he was going with this.

"Cam, you want to fill the Doc in on what happens when you guys show up late to practice?" Ambrose glared at her.

Cameron let a grin slip before he wiped it away. "We have to fight the boss." He thumbed Ambrose. "Which means we get the shit knocked out of us."

If any warrior could give Gage a run for his money, it was Ambrose. They were the two the men never wanted to spar with because of their violence when they trained.

"And if it happens a third time?" Ambrose asked.

"Then we have to take on Lucifer. And then we'd come to see you and get patched up."

Sofia's eyes got big. "I was two minutes late! Seriously?"

"I'm dead serious. You being late messes up everything, and it pisses me off. If you don't believe me, do it again."

Sofia laughed. "Are you threatening me, Ambrose?"

In three long steps, Ambrose was in her face. "No, Doc, I'm simply warning you not to be late again. You won't like the consequences."

"Or I'll have to fight you?" She cocked an eyebrow at him as she willed her feet to stay put. Her first instinct was to retreat, but she feared he'd pounce like a tiger if she moved even an inch.

Ambrose leaned in and sniffed. "Why the hell do you smell like Gage?"

Oh shit, she forgot about their acute sense of smell. "On my way here, I ran around a corner and plowed into him. I'd have been knocked on my ass if he hadn't caught me. So, I'll have to fight you?" The lie rolled off her tongue like a pro.

"Not until you learn how to fight. Until that time, I'll come up with something else that terrifies you." He leaned in close to her ear, his voice turning deadly. "And I know exactly what terrifies you, Bella." 

*****
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After eight grueling days of training with Ambrose, Sofia could barely move. He worked her so hard she thought she might die; she even wished for it. Sofia used muscles she only read about in her textbooks. Seriously, how'd she forget about some of those muscles?

He made her do exercises he called crisscross jumping jacks, knee-ups, front kicks, burpees, Spiderman pushups, mountain climbers, and split squat jumps. He claimed he'd all be training her in kickboxing mixing in Taekwondo. The only thing that kept her going was the opportunity to kick the shit out of him one day soon. Who was she kidding? He'd never let her land a blow. Ambrose also planned to train her to stick fight, which meant he'd give her a big stick. At least that’s what she hoped. She also assumed that she'd have about the same chance of hitting him with a stick as she had of kicking his smug face. What she needed was a fucking bat.

A girl could dream.

She got to train by punching and kicking a boxing bag, which she found quite therapeutic. Ambrose claimed she needed work on her jumping sidekick, but to her surprise, she was damn good at roundhouse kicks.

At ten in the morning, Ambrose showed up in her office, telling her he had the rest of the day free and he wanted her in the training center by noon. When she asked if he was serious, he raised an eyebrow at her and walked out. The man was infuriating. He still glared at her and did his best to intimidate her, which was pretty damn easy. Sofia tried to hide how uneasy he made her feel, but she wasn't pulling the wool over his keen eyes. These hybrids and vamps were hard to fool; their senses were too advanced for her liking.

When she showed up in the training center at eleven fifty-eight, Ambrose's eyes grinned at her, not his mouth. Then the door opened behind her and Raphael, and Jericho from Ambrose's Team Rebellion walked in. Behind them, Jando and Pedro from Gage's Team Terminators followed.

Sofia suppressed a groan. Did Ambrose invite four more bad-ass warriors to kick her ass? Really? Of all the teams, the Rebellion and Terminators were the meanest, deadliest, and most violent warriors. Why he didn't ask Alek or Dane to loan his men was obvious. He wanted men to instill more fear in her.

Screw that. 

Fine, he could try to break her. But as he pointed out once before, she was stubborn, and when she ground her heels in, nothing would stop her.

"Sofia," Ambrose growled, snapping her out of her thoughts. His black hair was damp around his temples, and today he was in workout gear. He must have worked out before she showed up to train. Perhaps all his aggression was sweating out of him.

Sure, let's go with that.

As she passed Jericho and Raphael, she whispered, "So ya think this is a good time to ask him that question?" Referring to ‘do you prefer men or women?’

Both men kept their faces neutral, and Jericho shook his head in disbelief at her spunk.

Ambrose nodded to her. "Come here. You get to practice on men today." Amusement almost reached his eyes, but she saw it. "You will practice kicks on the guys. Pick one."

"Huh? Pick a guy to kick? No way, you pick."

"Sofia. Pick now."

She made a face as she looked at the four warriors facing her and rolled her eyes. She swore she saw Raphael almost grin. Almost, then it disappeared. She studied the four menacing warriors for a second, then smiled and pointed. "Eenie, Meenie, Miney-"

"What the fuck! Jando, step up." Ambrose snapped, losing his patience with her.
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Jando, the Brazilian from the Terminators who was in charge when Gage was out, stepped up in front of Sofia and nodded to her as he waited for Ambrose to give instructions. His black hair was pulled back into a ponytail at the base of his neck. He wore loose-fitting sweatpants and a snug T-shirt. All the men wore snug-fitting shirts. With so many sculpted muscles, everything fit them like a second skin. It should be a crime to look that damn good in a simple shirt.

She hated them. She counted calories, carbs, fats, and whatever else just to fit in her jeans. And they just rolled out of bed looking like this every morning.

"Okay, you will practice doing round kicks. These differ from the roundhouse kick, so watch me. I'll tell you as I go how this differs." He took his stance, feet apart and fists up. "Now in the roundhouse, you kick and spin in a complete circle. The round kick does not do that. First, get in your stance, then bring your right knee up to chest height." He demonstrated as he spoke. "Pivot your heel forward, almost one hundred eighty degrees. Turn your knee over and line your chin parallel to the mat. From here, you kick your target, retract, and put your foot back on the floor, resuming your fighting stance." He reached out, took Sofia by the waist, and pulled her in front of him.

"Can't I see you do it again? Once was not enough, Sensei." This time, she was sure she saw someone grin from the corner of her eye. Since all four men Ambrose brought in had a shade of brown skin and black hair and dressed similarly, she wasn't sure which one she saw drop his head and grin. She didn't dare look, as it would set Ambrose into a rage if his men found her amusing with all the creative names she loved calling him.

"I will show you again, Doc. I'm going to help you move. Now hush and listen." He moved behind her, his hot body radiating into hers. His hands were firm on her hips. "Okay, get into a fighting stance, right foot back, since that's the foot you'll kick with." After she obeyed, he tapped the back of her right thigh. "Lift your right leg to your chest; keep your hands where they are. See, your knee is pointing at Jando now." He stepped to her side to reposition her knee. "Now, turn your knee over," he said, keeping a hand on her waist as she turned her knee as the stance pushed her upper body back at an angle. "Notice that your left foot is now pointing back. Also, make sure your right foot is pointing out and aligning with your leg."

"Um, can you hurry? I'm ready to topple over." She groaned, determined to remain on her foot.

"Which is why I'm holding you. Now kick through to your target, bring your foot back, and step back into the fighting stance." He guided her leg out to contact the side of Jando's neck. He held it there for a second before letting go, allowing her to put her foot on the ground.

Sofia jiggled her legs and arms out. "I'm pretty sure that's not how slow-motion works in the movies." She grinned when Ambrose cocked one of his midnight brows at her. Sofia was pushing her luck with him, and she knew it. She would not hide her sunny disposition just because it made him unhappy; no, she let that ray of sunshine glow brightly to irritate the shit out of him. Kill them with kindness, as her mom used to say.

He pointed to the floor in front of him. Telling Sofia to get back into position in front of him. "Once again." He helped her through the motion and stopped her once again before she was to kick. "Keep one thing in mind: you want your knee past your target." He reached around her, pressing the front of his body further into the back of hers. "About here is fine. The reason is that when you kick now, you will have a full impact. If your knee isn't past your target, you'll lose all your power. So, get your knee past before you kick; this will give your kick a T-bone effect." He stepped away from her, removing his hard, hot body from hers. "Got it?"

She nodded, "Absolutely. I'm Jackie Chan."

This time, the four warriors didn't bother hiding their grins.

"Okay, now practice on Jando."

"Seriously? You want me to kick him in the head, neck, or however high I can reach? Couldn't you find some short guys for me to practice with?" Jando was at least six-five to her five-five.

"Have you seen a short guy at The Alliance? Even our humans are tall. And yes, Doc, kick the shit out of him; I promise you he can handle it. If he can't, then he needs to find a new line of work."

She looked back at Jando. "You notice he won't let me try to kick the shit out of his pretty-boy face." She leaned in and lowered her voice. "Between you and me, I think I scare him." A grin split across her face as Jando broke, grinning back. The other three warriors watching chuckled as one blew out a whistle, shaking his head. She assumed no one dissed the big, bad Ambrose.

But on the bright side, she made the warriors laugh. She was breaking through their tough-guy exteriors and chipping away at their seriousness daily.

"Sofia," Ambrose growled.

"Damn, Doc, you must have a death wish," Jando said, then wiped the grin away when Ambrose narrowed his eyes on him. The other three warriors lined up next to Jando to be the next ones in line for her to kick.

Ambrose folded his arms over his massive chest as he stood with his feet apart in a threatening pose. "I've seen you do the splits, Sofia. You should have a damn good range when you kick. Now stop stalling and kick before I show you how to pin an opponent to the floor. Guess where you'll be?"

This time, Ambrose gave her a hint of a grin. She understood what he meant; he would be on top of her, pinning her down with his big, hard body. The scenario sent shivers through her body.

Sofia took her fighting pose and kicked, aiming for Jando's neck, but she chickened out at the last minute. "Dammit, Sofia, kick him. If someone were to attack you again, would you worry you might hurt them?"

She put her hands on her hips and took a deep breath to try again. Once again, she failed to make contact with Jando; only this time, she spun too far and landed on her stomach. She rolled over, groaned, and just laid there. "Don't say it. I know. Kick Jando. The problem is that Jando has always been nice to me."

Ambrose walked over to her and stood over her, straddling her and trapping her between his legs. He squatted down over her, and he stared into her eyes. "We will stay here for as long as it takes for you to kick Jando. Would you like me to order him to piss you off?" His piercing eyes held hers.

"That'd be great, thanks." She grumbled. "Just move so I can try again." Ordering Ambrose to do anything was a stupid move; he remained in place, hovering over her.

"You have one more chance, Sofia. If you fail to make contact this time, then you and I will do an exercise together." A smile hit his eyes but didn't reach his mouth, an expression he had down pat. He stood and grabbed her hands, pulling her up with him. "Now get in position," he said, leaning in close to whisper in her ear, "unless you prefer to get in position with me." When he spun her away, he smacked her butt.

Anger consumed Sofia, mixed with damn hummingbirds in her stomach. He touched her ass again! All her mind focused on was kicking the shit out of him now. How dare he touch her ass in front of the warriors! Turning to him, she tried to stay calm. "Wait, I feel like my stance is not right, which is why I fell." She got in her stance, facing him, and asked, "Is this right?"

With his arms crossed over his chest once again, Ambrose nodded. "It's perfect."

She grinned. "Thanks, Captain." 

Her next move would get her ass handed to her on a platter. She should have thought twice about it, but Sofia rarely thought twice about anything. Rather than turning to face Jando, she kicked Ambrose in the side of his neck, hard enough to make him step to catch his balance.

From behind her, the four men groaned at her bold move. She stood with her hands at her sides, waiting for Ambrose to blow up at her. When he turned to look at her, those cold green eyes of his bore into her.

She retreated until she stood behind Jando for protection.

"He won't save you from me, Sofia."

She peered around Jando's big body. "Pretty sure he will since I refused to kick him."

"Sofia, come here."

"I think I'll stay here, thanks."

With one nod to Jando, he moved away from Sofia. A slow grin appeared on Ambrose's face. "It's about damn time."

Sofia narrowed her suspicious eyes at him. "Is this a trick?" She didn't trust him not to throw her to the ground. "Does he pretend to be nice before he kills someone?" She asked anyone brave enough to answer.

"Damn woman, you drive me crazy." Ambrose stepped up to her, slung his arm around her shoulder, and hugged her to his body. "You did good, Doc. I wondered if I could get you pissed enough at me to make you strike."

Sofia stayed tucked into his side and smiled. "Sorry, that was a shit move. You okay?"

He chuckled, "I'm fine. You took me by surprise; I didn't think you had it in you to attack me." Ambrose released Sofia and stepped back. "Next time, find deep-seated anger to pull from when you practice kicking someone who has always been nice to you."

Only if Sofia had seen the men's reaction in the observation room that lined the upper level of the training center, she would have heard the men cheering for her. The two-way mirrored six-foot strip near the top of the thirty-foot held at least fifty men. They watched the little human doctor take on four mean vampires and one cantankerous trainer. While she never touched the warriors, they'd not soon forget her kicking Ambrose in the face.

Per Ambrose's instructions, no one was to let Sofia know about the observation room. The room was eight feet deep, and the length of the training room that could hold all the men shoulder to shoulder, even as wide as their shoulders were. Ambrose didn't want her distracted by wondering about who was watching her. He needed her to concentrate on him and what she was learning, not falling on her ass and embarrassing herself.

Yes, not telling the little spitfire doctor about her audience may have been a mistake, but Ambrose was sure that when she discovered it, it'd be a show not worth missing.

*****
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Vega paced the floor, swinging a sword, his favorite pastime, as he thought. Between The Alliance and Galen, he was hitting too many roadblocks. The damn Phoenix stopped one of his bus raids while killing Tillman and the others. It enraged him that he was still close to forty vampires short after the bus fiasco a few weeks ago. Sure, you could find a pissy vampire just about anywhere, but finding a loyal one was the problem. Most vamps had agendas of their own, so following someone else's was always the issue. Most unsavory vamps had no allegiance to anyone, so if you wanted loyalty, you had to promise them something no one else had.

Vega promised them blood—special blood. This blood sustained them for longer periods of time, blood that increased their strength and their healing abilities, blood that virtually made them immortal if they fed on it often. To most vamps, this sounded like snake oil, but Vega had assured them it existed; they had to find the source. The source had the astonishing ability to return from the dead.

Vega had researched for this woman for almost a hundred and fifty years since the last time he lost her. He and his vampires captured her and her husband, chaining him up while they used the woman in every way possible. After having the woman for two days, they got attacked. Most of his fellow vampires had their heads chopped off by a friend of the couple. Only two fled with their lives and heads still attached.

He followed the story his grandfather told, which got him nowhere. Vamps were not known for their truthfulness in the old days. They did what they had to do to stay alive. He had just hoped his own blood relative was trustworthy. Hundreds of years ago, he overheard a conversation with a vampire who was over four hundred years old. The man was telling his pub mates about a man who was a servant to a wealthy Irishman named Flynn.

Through all his research, Vega found someone with a story about a girl suspected of being an Original Being. He heard about the daughter of an Irishman named Ailbe Flynn and his daughter, Sinead Flynn. The Flynns died in an attack on their castle, but the girl Sinead had fled with a man who was her teacher and mentor.

Vega knew her bloodline would allow her to reincarnate herself, as both Ailbe and Beibhinn Flynn were both Originals Beings, all other creatures spawned from their species. Vampires, demons, and humans were a few creatures that evolved from Original Beings. Yet only the Originals reincarnated themselves after death, and their blood held the cure for any disease.

Stories that blood from an Original healed the diseased, made the weak strong, gave sight to the blind, and resurrected the dead. But most of all, they resurrected themselves after death. Shit, they were better than Jesus himself. By this alone, it meant that taking the blood from an Original would be life-altering. It would only last a lifetime if the recipient had their blood drained and refilled with an Originals blood. If they fed on an Originals blood, as he did, then over time he'd lose his power as his power source was no longer available. The power of having an Original to sell their blood would be more valuable than having a key to a nuclear weapon.

Armies were built with their blood, which was why Vega needed to find the girl who went from Sinead Flynn to Daria Ackland. The teacher had escaped with Sinead to England, where she became queen of their people; she died many years later protecting her army. Sinead came back as Daria many years later. When the teacher found Daria, she had been with the Ackland family. Tragedy struck Daria many years later when she became his blood slave by following the story he heard. Sinead and Daria's teacher caught up to them, and he killed his whole village.

The teacher even killed his precious Daria.

Vega pieced together parts of Sinead's past and found a common link between the original girl named Sinead Flynn and the woman who called herself Alcina Kokinos. Sinead Flynn had a teacher who schooled her with her Original abilities. He taught her how to manipulate objects, how to home in on others' thoughts, and how to block them out. He taught her to heal others with her hands and blood. The Originals had gifts that most never knew existed. It was his duty to train her to use all her abilities discretely to ensure she could protect herself and live a long life.

Her teacher was a man from Greece, a man named Galen, whom he'd been tracking for centuries.

After Daria Ackland died in England at her surrogate father's hand, she came back as Alcina Kokinos in Athens, Greece. Here, she fell in love with a man named Gage Gallegos. He wondered if there was any link between the man simply known as Galen and the man named Gage Gallegos. When he traced Gage Gallegos's ancestry, he found that Gage's mother was a Greek and mated to a half-Spaniard, half-Greek, named Galen Gallegos. Through his extensive research, he discovered that father and son never spoke. They didn't even like each other, which made locating Gage through his father a difficult task.

When he discovered that Alcina died from stepping in front of a sword meant for her husband, Gage Gallegos, Gage became his only path to follow. Months after Alcina died, Gage headed for America. Many years later, Gage married again, a woman named Kara. Vega knew Kara had to be Alcina, which meant she was also Sinead and Daria. Setting a plan in motion, he kidnapped Kara and Gage one day on their way to town. And he had her in his possession for two full days before a hybrid, a friend of Gage's, slaughtered his men. While he couldn't prove it, the rumors were that Kara killed herself sometime later because of the ordeal.

Vega had hit the jackpot when, two years ago, he found Gage Gallegos and Ambrose Kane, the hybrid who slaughtered his men. Both lived in the Seattle, Washington, area and worked for The Alliance. They were both Phoenixes, an elite group of hybrids and vampires who policed their own kind. But the news he learned a few weeks ago brought a smile to his face: Galen was in town. He had been tracking Galen for years. Now he had the father and son in the same location for the first time. It had to mean something; this was no accident.

Vega stopped pacing and rested his sword over his shoulder. Having Gage followed, put a smile on his cold lips. When he drugged the bastard, it didn't seem to do a damn thing. Perhaps since an Original Vampire sired Gage, his body fought off the drugs. What did he have to lose by stalking the vampire? If Gallegos found the same woman the last two times, perhaps he'd find her for a third.
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Gage stopped his Harley inside the old cemetery. The arched stone entrance was glorious in its day. Yet, the graveyard was just as impressive now as it was in the late 1800s. Towering pine trees lined the drive, giving off an aroma that reminded him of Christmas after the women decorated.

Gage always hated cemeteries. He felt the dead if he lingered too long; he heard their pleas. Some begged for release, while others begged for him to send a message to a loved one. He never understood why he could hear them, but it freaked him the hell out. And he'd been afraid to communicate with them for fear they'd never leave him alone.

Fuck that. He wasn't a messenger or an errand boy for the dead. The asshole asking him to meet him here pissed him off. Gage climbed off his bike, ignoring the voices calling to him. He walked through the trees, cutting through the gravestones, to meet the man he used to call father. When he came around a large pine tree, he stopped, sensing he wasn't alone; more were present than just Galen.

Gage looked around, and four vampires converged on him, one on each side, surrounding him. He grinned. "Really? Do the four of you think you can take me? Go for it. Would you prefer I bury your remains or burn them?"

"There's no need to kill my men, son." Galen walked out between the two vampires in front of Gage.

"Why did you feel the need to bring back up, Dad?" He asked with a sarcastic tone.

"I prefer being smart. You and I haven't been on the best of terms." Galen shrugged his shoulders and offered a weak smile. "No matter what you think, it's great to see you, son. You're like looking in a mirror."

Gage snorted. "So why the cemetery? Isn't it cliché for a vampire?"

Galen tipped his chin at his men to move out. The four vampires cut back from the directions they came from, leaving father and son facing one another. Galen grinned. "It is, but I have had a tail for the past few weeks. When I realized I had lost them tonight, I asked you to meet me here. No one followed you, I presume."

Gage just gave him a hard stare. His body was tense, and all his senses were on high alert as he kept track of the four vamps that scattered.

Galen shook his head. "I guess you will never forgive me for not telling you that Alcina was Sinead. I took an oath to protect Sinead, which meant I was to protect her in all of her lives." Years after Alcina's death, Gage's first mate, Galen, told Gage the lineage of Alcina and that she had been two other women in her previous life.

"Bullshit! I was her mate; I should have known she wasn't human!" Gage yelled; he never forgave his father for keeping this information to himself. His woman had lived three lives as Sinead, Daria, and Alcina. While he loved Alcina, his last mate, Kara's death nearly destroyed him. When he descended into a violent rage over Kara's death, he almost took out Ambrose twice. It was what prompted Ambrose to knock his ass out and lock him up until his sanity returned.

"Look, you're right. It was wrong of me not to tell you about Sinead and that she was an Original Being. I thought by keeping her identity a secret from both of you. I was protecting the two of you." Galen inclined his head, and his voice softened. "I'm sorry, son."

Gage narrowed his eyes on Galen. "Are you an Original Being too, or are you really an Original Vampire? Or have you been a lucky bastard that no one has killed your ass?"

A hint of a smile touched Galen's lips. "I think you already know the answer to that. And that's why you can do things that your friends cannot." Galen studied Gage's expression and then asked. "They don't know what you can do, do they?"

"Only Ambrose does. I didn't want to try to explain something to them that I didn't understand myself. Why'd you let me believe you were an Original Vampire?"

"We Originals try to remain unseen and fly under the radar; otherwise, bad things happen, which is why I asked you here. There is a full-blood vampire named Vega who is looking for a specific Original Being. He assumes since I found an Original twice and you found her the third time as Alcina, that Kara must have been one too. He wants her. Though if Vega can't find her, I'm sure I'll do in a pinch. He knows I'm here, and he's had me followed for many years. And he knows you are my son, so you may be a target." Galen nodded. "Let's take a seat." He walked over to a cracking concrete bench that sat beneath a large pine tree. "I think he may have come after you already."

Gage joined his father on the bench. "When? I've had no problems."

"The attack with the drugs—he got you, didn't he? He didn't expect you to get yourself to the clinic for treatment. He was hoping to incapacitate you and grab you."

Gage frowned and rubbed a hand down his face. "Fuck. How'd you know about that? Besides, what would that have accomplished? I have nothing he needs. I would only be half Original, so I doubt that I would be worth much to him."

"You don't know what your true abilities are, do you? Have you never tested yourself? Besides, he could take you or me and torture us to talk." Galen dropped his head and looked at his clasped hands. "Gage, you need to let me train you. There are things you can do that you didn't realize were even possible."

Gage let out a heavy breath. "I can teleport, and I have telekinesis abilities. I don't use that as much as teleporting."

"Once you use it regularly, it will be second nature to you. I can help you learn to call on both and use them at will. You should have healing abilities too, meaning you can heal others with your blood in a way a vampire can't. I assume you can hear the thoughts of more than other vamps and hybrids, am I right?"

Gage nodded. He felt terrible knowing what Sofia's thoughts were because she didn't know how to block him. And the dead—yeah, he heard the fucking dead. "So why the hell had you never told me any of this? Don't you think it might have come in handy in my lifetime?" He pinched the bridge of his nose and grimaced. "Fuck, Galen, I could have saved Alcina or Kara. I could have saved them." He roared, jumping up, keeping his back to his father. The onslaught of pain that coursed through his body felt like he had lost his mates just yesterday. He spun to face Galen. "Could I have saved them with my blood? Tell me!" 

Dropping his head, his voice was quiet. "Maybe, maybe not."

"That's not a fucking answer!"

"Look, son, it's not always that simple. In Alcina's case, you could have saved her if she hadn't gotten decapitated. Kara, though, killed herself; if someone wants to die, there is no bringing them back against their will, even with your powerful blood." When Gage remained quiet, Galen added, "Tell me about the woman you're involved with."

Gage's blue eyes narrowed on his father. At this point, he wasn’t sure he wanted his father around Sofia. "How the hell do you know about Sofie?"

"Her name is Sofie?"

"Dr. Sofia Pierce, she's a human, so stay away from her."

"Human?" Galen frowned. "You're not looking for Alcina or Kara? You need to find her before Vega and his rabid vampires do."

"No, I'm through fighting for women who insist on dying on me and leaving me to deal with it. Besides, Kara was not Alcina. I would have known." He shook his head. "No, losing Kara almost killed me; in turn, I almost killed my best friend. He had to chain me up like a fucking dog until I regained my sanity." He scrubbed a hand down his face again. "I can't deal with that again, Galen; it turned me into the killing machine I am today. I am fucking imbalanced because of those two women. Shit, I'm referred to as Lucifer, Hades, and Grim Reaper at work. And men and women alike turn in the opposite direction when they see me coming. They're afraid I eat babies and puppies."

Galen laughed out loud. Then he laughed harder until Gage grinned and joined him.

"Well shit, I'm glad you find my fucked-up life amusing." Gage sat back down next to Galen. It felt good to laugh at something with his father, even if they were laughing about him. Gage had to admit that he missed his father. After he discovered that Alcina reincarnated herself from a woman who died by Galen's hand, he cut all ties with his father. He couldn't look at Galen without feeling betrayed.

Galen reached out, clamped his hand on the back of Gage's neck, and squeezed. "It may surprise you, but I missed your surly attitude and hot temper, son. You're a good man, Gage, no matter how fucked up you think you are. I doubt a human would be with you otherwise." Leaving his hand on Gage's neck, he said, "So tell me about Dr. Sofia Pierce. What's she like?"

A slow grin spread across Gage's face. "She's fucking amazing. Sofie has never feared me. She doctored me through the drug overdose. She protected me against hybrid guards who wanted to taser me to subdue me, and she wouldn't let them near me. Sofie's funny, candid, cares about everyone, is stubborn as hell, and knows how to handle me." He chuckled. "Shit, she works with almost a hundred vampire, hybrid, and human warriors and lets none of them push her around. She's not easy to intimidate and has won over all of our scary-ass guys."

"Hmm." Galen frowned as he rubbed his chin. "She sounds like she is a natural-born leader."

"How does what I told you make her sound like a natural-born leader?"

"You said she has won over all the men in a short time; she seems at ease with all of you, and you said none of you intimidate her." He shrugged. "In my day, those were the qualities of a true queen, and those qualities are bred into someone; it's ingrained in their DNA. Hang on to her son. You may have someone more special than you know."

Gage winced; he didn't need this shit, he didn't. "So, you're telling me that Vega is here now looking for Alcina or Kara? Hell, I don't even know if Kara was an Original."

"Yes. Vega is getting desperate. So, all of you need to watch your backs. There's no telling what he might do next."
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Word traveled fast. Sofia's training became everyone's favorite pastime. Rumors that she pestered the shit out of Ambrose spread like wildfire, which wasn't far from the truth. She pushed him every chance she got. The men all decided they needed to see this with their own eyes, so in their free time, they'd line up around the observation room, watching her progress. One thing they all knew was that Doctor Sofia Pierce was lucky to be alive after the torment she had inflicted on Ambrose Kane.

The woman had a set of balls that would make any man envious. Yet Sofia was feminine—all woman, every luscious curve down to her scent.

During her sessions, she would often break into a happy dance when she got something right. Ambrose kept his expression the same, never once grinning at her when she was proud of her accomplishment. But if she succeeded, he always told her she did a great job, and only then would he smile. So he wasn't a complete asshole.

Occasionally, Ambrose would bring in one of his brothers to practice with her or aid in her training. He discovered that it was a mistake to let her and Alek train together. They were like Abbott and Costello, or, as Ambrose called them, Dumb and Dumber. They played off each other's goofiness, always making each other laugh. One day, when Ambrose had enough, he walked up and slugged Alek in the jaw, sending him to the floor. Alek grinned and spoke through their mental link. I get it. You hate when others are happy, so I'll try my hardest to be as constipated as you. The rest of the time, everything Alek said and did mocked Ambrose. Sofia couldn't suppress her grin, and her admiration for the goofy warrior grew.

They were kindred spirits, and the two together drove him crazy.

Men lined the observation room as they watched Gage and his whole team enter the training room. His team comprised Wren, a six-foot-six Asian American; he broke all the stereotypes about Asians. Next came Jando, the Brazilian, whom Sofia had a soft spot for. Derrick was Caucasian/African American with light caramel-colored skin and hazel eyes. Azim was Afghani, Pedro was from Mexico, Callisto was Italian, Zuri was African, and his skin was as black as midnight. And then Connor entered. Connor was the only white team member Gage had among the olive-skinned men. They called him White Boy, or Glow Stick, since he emitted a glare when he stood amongst his teammates.

"Dammit Connor, how many times do I need to tell you not to stand by Zuri? You glow like the fucking sun next to him." Gage grumbled.

Connor didn't budge, placing his hands on his hips. "Maybe you'd like me to go get a spray tan, huh, boss? Or I can buy you guys sunglasses for your sensitive eyes." Gage's team grinned at Connor for having the balls to stand up to Lucifer.

Ambrose stopped beside Connor. "He's right, move the hell away." Ambrose gave him a shove.

"Why does no one ever tell Zuri to not stand by me? Next time, you move asshole."

Zuri flipped Connor off.

Ambrose turned to see Sofia standing fifty feet away, finishing her stretches. Her jaw dropped at the sight of Gage and his team entering the gym. "You waiting for an invitation, Doc? Come here."

Sofia narrowed her eyes at Ambrose, remaining in place. She scanned the eight warriors plus Gage, who took up a lot of space, each with a menacing glare plastered on their faces, waiting for her to obey Captain Dickhead.

"Doc, what have I told you about obeying me when I give an order?"

Sofia folded her arms across her chest and cocked one hip out. "What have I told you about giving me orders? I'm not a dog."

"No. Dogs are smarter than to mess with me. Do I need to come get you? You know that's never pleasant." Anger was rippling through his body as she defied him in front of the others.

Gage held her eyes for a moment before he grinned at her and shook his head, saying, Don't do this, Sofie, knowing she couldn't hear him.

"You do know how to ask a question nicely. I was beginning to wonder. All you have to do is say, Doc, would you please come over here? It's that simple."

"Goddammit woman," Ambrose started after her when Gage held up his hand to stop him.

"Chill, brother, I'll fetch the little hellion." As he walked over to Sofia, she kept her chocolate eyes locked on him, almost daring him to bully her.

When he stopped in front of her, he reached for her, and she pulled away. She smiled at him. "Trust me when I say I fear you even less than the drill sergeant. And don't even think of manhandling me; I bite now." All humor left her eyes as she stared Gage down as his men behind him dropped their heads, trying to hide their smiles.

Gage cocked his head at her. "You and that fire, baby. Ok, Doc, would you please come with me?" He grinned and winked at her. Thankful no one saw his face as his in the training center and observation room.

"Well, aren't you a sweetheart." She walked toward Ambrose and the Terminators. "See how easy that is, Sarge? Easy peasy."

"If you think you're safe from me because there are witnesses in here, you're mistaken."

Sofia chuckled. "Oh, I have no delusions of how safe I am with you."

Ambrose's eyes narrowed at the implication of her statement. Sure, she was safe when she was with him, but she wasn't safe from him. There was a considerable difference between the two, so much so that she was glad she rarely had any alone time with him.

"So, what kind of torture are you inflicting upon me now?" She eyed the eight massive hybrids, knowing it wouldn't be good or end well. The Terminators were the most lethal team at The Alliance; they attacked first and asked questions later if they had the time.

Ambrose stared at her for a moment. "We are working on your determination today. You seem well primed, so you should do fine." His words held no humor, and then he nodded to the Terminators. "Line up, you too, Gallegos, and you're in the front row with Jando. The rest of you split up into two more rows: three in the second row and four in the third. Spread out one arm length apart, and I want the rows about ten feet apart."

"Am I bowling?" To Sofia, the men resembled bowling pins. She groaned, "Shit, please tell me I'm not the bowling ball."

Sofia noticed that the Terminators smiled with their eyes and not their mouths after her bowling ball analogy. She learned that Team Rebellion and Terminator were deadly due to their leaders, so she made it her life's work to break them and make them smile. She'd have given her right arm to have either Alek or Dane's team here instead. But as time went on, the men smiled more, or grinned, which was a better term. And once in a while, they chuckled at her. It was a baby step, but at least she was moving them in the right direction.

"If you don't hush, that's exactly what I'll do with you," Ambrose said as he moved her in front of him, facing the bowling pins. "Your goal is to get through the men to the other side without getting caught. Take one row at a time. And men, you can't move your feet. Since the human is slower than you."

"What? Seriously? How the hell am I supposed to get through the death squad? This is a suicide mission; you might as well strap a bomb to my chest and get this over with."

Gage gave her an evil grin when she called them the death squad. In a rare moment, his team chuckled at her comment. They knew they were the most lethal team The Alliance had; even other warriors moved out of their way.

If only she could hear the roar of the men laughing in the observation room. They were enjoying every minute of her defiance and her sassy mouth.

Ambrose held onto her shoulders and leaned down to her ear. "You get through any way you can. There are no rules other than that your first move must be between Gage and Jando. But if you get caught, you can't advance until you get through."

Sofia laughed. "Geez, thanks. That helps a lot. I guess I'll be here till my childbearing days are over, huh?" She sucked in a deep breath. "Fine, get away from me." She turned and shoved Ambrose in the chest; somehow, she didn't even make him sway. He was as sturdy as a redwood. He took two slow steps back, giving her room.

Eyeing the men, she looked at the small gaps between them; there was no way in hell she'd ever make it past the first row. One more deep breath, and she sprinted towards the first row, but Gage caught her, as she suspected.

He grinned at her and sat her back down on her feet. "Gotta be faster than that, Doc."

"Yeah, no kidding." She got into position again and tried once more, only to have Jando's huge arm hook her waist and pulled her into his body.

"Sorry, Doc." Jando gave her a small grin.

"No worries. If anyone pays for this exercise, it will be my Sensei."

"Smartass remarks aren't helping you get through, Sofia," Ambrose grumbled.

"Yeah, well, nothing's helping me get through, or haven't you figured that out yet?"

For the next fifteen minutes, Sofia tried to penetrate the small gap between Gage and Jando, but to no avail. Each time she got caught, she got more frustrated. She would be here until she died.

"Would you like me to give you a tip?" Ambrose asked.

Sofia whirled to face him. "No, Vader! I love doing things the fucking hard way, yet still have them fail me. Yes, asshole, help me."

The men in the observation room roared with sidesplitting laughter. They loved listening to the shit she thought up daily. And not once did Ambrose ever snap at her for her smartass responses, which surprised more than a few. No one expected the mean-as-hell warrior to go so easy on her, even if she was a woman. And knowing this earned Ambrose more respect from the men.

He cocked his head at her. "I don't know Sofia, maybe if you asked nicely. You do know how to ask nicely, don't you?"

Gage chuckled.

"You prick." She grinned, pouring on the charm. "Lord Vader, would you be a sweetie and help me navigate my way through the Mad Max team?"

Team Terminator couldn't help their laughter this time when she baited Ambrose.

Ambrose rolled his eyes. "I will kick your ass when this is over. You know that, right?"

She muttered, “Whatever.”

He turned her back around to face the men, gripping her shoulders. He leaned in to whisper in her ear. "I said before, get through in any way you can."

"I remember what you said, and that doesn't help. Damn, I'm glad I didn't pay for your help. Your advice sucks."

Some of the Terminators shook their heads to suppress another grin, while Gage rubbed his neck, trying hard not to laugh at her.

He spoke in a low voice for her ears only. "Sofia, think about it. What skills do you have? You have numerous kicks you can use; you're a gymnast, and all men have a sensitive spot. You don't need to run through them; use what you've got to take them out."

"Or I could do a striptease, pretty sure that'd distract them long enough to get through them." She whispered over her shoulder to him.

"I'm sure you're right. But you should wait and do that just for me, with what you put me through, I'm certain I've earned it." His warm, cinnamon-scented breath tickled her ear.

"You trying to piss me off?"

"I'm just trying to keep up with you, sweetheart. Now take those big bastards down." He stepped away to give her room.

Sofia studied Gage and Jando. She had to take one down to get through, that was a given. She wanted to take out Jando, but she knew Gage was faster, so even if she removed Jando from the equation, Gage would catch her. It was one of those damned if you do, damned if you don't situations.

Gage, it was.

She stepped up, not taking the fighting pose. She didn't want to alert them to her intentions. Sofia had already thought of ways to make this up to Gage later. She turned and looked over her shoulder at Ambrose, and he nodded to her. Sofia ran at the men straight on, then veered toward Gage at the last second and jumped, using both feet to kick him square in the chest. The impact sent Gage flying backward into the second row of men as she landed in a crouch past Jando.

Sofia jumped up and yelled as she did one of her happy dances, a moonwalk. She turned to glance at Ambrose; he had a grin on his usual grouchy face. "That's my girl, keep it up, Sofie."

Sofie? He had never called her that before, but she didn't mind him calling her Sofie, he had earned it. It was people who didn't know her who took the liberty of calling her that pissed her off. And ex-boyfriends. But my girl? She wasn't sure how she felt about that one.

Gage popped back up and looked at her. "Nice move, Doc. That had some power to it." He rubbed the spot on his chest and grinned at her.

She smiled and blew Gage a kiss.
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Sofia faced the next three men: Derrick, Connor, and Pedro. She couldn't use the same move twice; they'd be expecting that and would be ready. One thing she was thankful for was that the men weren't allowed to come after her in this exercise, they had to stay in place. Out of these three, she viewed Pedro as the most lethal, which earned him the unfortunate honor of being her next target. Making her choice, she got into a fighting stance to throw them off. Just as she made a move to advance, she swung her arms as another distraction, as if she were going to hit them, and kicked Pedro in the balls. Sofia jumped over him as he fell to his knees, groaning and holding himself.

Her happy dance had all the men in the observation room cheering her on as they moaned as they saw Pedro crumple the floor.

She spun back around and kneeled before Pedro. "Pedro, I am really, really sorry. Are you okay? I'll get you ice for that as soon as I take out someone in the last row."

"No worries, Doc," Pedro rasped out, trying to stand upright. He gave Ambrose a pained stare. "I fucking hate you, man."

Ambrose grinned.

The four men in the back row, Azim, Callisto, Wren, and Zuri, looked worried as hell, glancing at each other. They hadn't expected the little human doctor to make it this far, but the foot to the nuts had them all uneasy now.

"I'm not feeling too good about this, boys," Wren said. "She took out Lucifer and then Pedro's manhood. I'm almost afraid of what else she has in that arsenal of hers."

Sofia smiled at Wren and paced the floor in front of the last four men as she thought up a strategy. She needed something new. They were all too smart and too fast for her to make a run for it. She spun to see that the first two rows had turned around to watch her next move. Gage held amusement in his piercing blue eyes as Pedro still looked pale, trying to recover from her well-placed kick. When she turned back to face the third row, they all tensed.

Were these big, bad warriors nervous?

They eyed her every move with anticipation, ready for her to pounce at any minute. There it was; she would distract them by pacing, pretending to think about her next step. This time, her targets were Callisto and Wren. Like Pedro in his group, these two were the most dangerous in this lineup. After two more passes, she turned between Wren and Callisto. She round-kicked, landing her foot on the side of Callisto's neck since he was the shortest of the four. As Callisto fell towards Azim, knocking Azim off balance, Sofia kicked Wren in the stomach, then ducked and rolled between the two, making it past the last row.

She bounced up, facing Ambrose from across the room, and he gave her a huge grin. She ran through the men to Ambrose, jumped into his arms, and squealed. "I did it!"

Shocked, Ambrose caught her as she launched herself at him. He hugged her to his body. "I knew you could as soon as you stopped bitching." He sat her feet on the floor, kissed her cheek, and smiled at her. Ambrose spun her around to face the Terminators, holding her to his body. "Terminators, you just had your asses handed to you by the Doc."

To her surprise, Team Terminator all smiled and clapped at her accomplishment.

She took a bow before rushing over to Pedro. "Pedro, sweetie, are you okay?"

"Yes, Doc, I'm fine." He held out his fist for her to bump.

"I can still get you ice." Sofia stepped up to him and placed herself in his arms. She had never put herself in a warrior's arms before, but with Pedro, it seemed natural, though she didn't know why.

Gage watched her with Pedro.

Pedro smiled, holding her. "No way in hell. You ever put ice on balls before?"

With one eyebrow raised, she looked up at him. "Can't say that I have."

"Trust me. It hurts worse."

"Why are you not at all worried that Wren, Lucifer, or I need your help?" Callisto teased.

"Somehow, I don't think I hurt you as much as Pedro. But I'd be happy to give you a Band-Aid or something." She gave him one of her killer smiles and then turned to Ambrose. "Can I go play now, Admiral?"

He chuckled. "Yeah, you'd better run before I decide to kick your ass for your antics and your sassy mouth."

With Ambrose's permission, Sofia ran across the gym floor, doing flips and twists in the air, until she came close to the wall. Backing up, she ran at the wall, ran up it, and did a backflip, landing like a cat. Sofia needed to work out all the nervous energy after she realized she jumped into Ambrose's arms without a second thought. Why did she feel the need to celebrate her victory in his arms? Yeah, okay, they had bonded since they began training, but still. And yes, she'd loved to have jumped into Gage's embrace, but she couldn't do that since their relationship was still a secret. It disturbed her that she landed in Ambrose's arms with her accomplishment after he commented on a striptease from her.

After she paced, thinking of the line she crossed with Lord Vader, she leaned against the wall and slid to the floor. Pulling her knees up, she rested her forearms on them as she watched the men talk among themselves. She saw Gage glance at her. He said something to Ambrose and walked to her.

He sat down beside her, mimicking her pose. "You did damn good, baby. I'm impressed." He said without looking at her, trying not to make his conversation look intimate.

"Thanks... but?"

"But what?"

"You're not angry that in my joy of kicking ass, I jumped into Ambrose's arms?" She looked sideways at him for signs of anger or jealousy.

He chuckled and turned to her. "No, Eos, I am not angry. I wouldn't be jealous of your relationship with one of my brothers, especially Ambrose."

Sofia frowned. "Why especially Ambrose?"

"We've just been through a lot of shit together, and I trust Ambrose with you and your well-being."

"Seriously? You trust him with me? I don't."

"Baby, I know he's attracted to you. I have for a while now. Has he made a move on you?" Gage studied her as he waited for an answer. When it didn't come, he pushed. "What has he done, Sofia?"

He called her Sofia, which meant he was serious. It was equivalent to her mother calling her Sofia Leann when she was angry. "Look, I took care of it, which is why I'm mad at myself for landing in his arms." She looked at him, and his eyes held an expression she hadn't seen before, so she spilled the beans. "Okay, the day he showed me how to use the obstacle course after Cam and Dusty were drugged, he kissed me. Twice."

"Huh. I didn't think he had made a move on you."

"What? That's it? You're not mad at him or me?"

"Sofie, I know you still can't wrap your head around this, but we are okay with casual sex with others. Sex is natural and a necessity we need to survive. It keeps us sane. If you wanted to have sex with Ambrose, I'd be okay with that. It's just sex. Besides, you and I have a helluva lot more between us than a physical relationship. We all have done it or do it regularly."

Sofia blinked hard. No, she couldn't wrap her head around that, not at all. "So, you're saying I can have sex with anyone, and you'd be okay with it?" She didn't want to repeat that he was saying it was okay to screw his best friend.

"Yes, as long as I know you belong to me, which I do."

"Even if it was Jake?" She wanted to see how far his openness on this subject went.

A low growl escaped Gage. "Fine, anyone but Jake. But think about it, baby. You told me yourself that you had a series of one-night stands in your life. This isn't much different."

She thought for a second. He had a point. "It sort of is, Gage. I never had sex with another man while I was in a relationship. Wait. What do you mean by you all have done it or do it regularly? You sleep with other women and haven't told me?"

"Not at the moment, baby. I gave it up when I met you. I had an arrangement with a woman once a week, but I stopped since the first time we had sex. I didn't want you to find out and think I was cheating on you." He paused. "Would it make you jealous if I wanted sex with another woman?"

She knew he wanted to hear that she'd be okay with it. But she wasn't. Would this put a strain on their relationship? Would he tire of her insecurities and decide that the insecure human wasn't worth it? Did he experience odd feelings for that other woman like she did for Ambrose, or was it merely sex? This was never a concern when she dated human men. Sure, they may cheat, but at least it was in secrecy, not openly under her nose. What worried her even more was that she never wanted two men at the same time before this. Not like in a threesome, but as in having both, wanting both. Yet she loved Gage and not Ambrose.

God, this was so confusing.

"Sofie, answer me."

She shook her head. "I don't know, Gage, I don't. Part of me says yes, then a part of me is confused. If I knew someone who was doing this and could see them and their mate together to see how in love they were, then maybe I'd get it. Or accept it at the very least."

"When you meet my family, you can see for yourself. All of my family members do this and are happily mated."

She stood to walk away from him, and this idiotic conversation made her chest hurt. "Just don't tell me if you do. I don't want to know."

Gage jumped up before she walked away. "I'd never do that, Eos, that is cheating. Being open with one another is an honest relationship that works. And going behind your back is not something I'd ever do, I promise."

She gave him a sad smile. "That doesn't make me feel any better, but thanks for your honesty." Sofia turned and walked away, trying to keep her face neutral so that no one could tell she was on the verge of tears.

*****
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Dustin Marshall, leader of the Seattle Special Forces teams, exited the elevators on the third floor with purpose.

He wove through men meandering in the halls, almost plowing a few over in his path. Conversations sounded like muffled chatter in his ears as he looked straight ahead, not making eye contact with anyone, pushing forward to find Sofia.

He put this off long enough, and he couldn't ignore it any longer. Shit was getting weird, and he needed answers.

Dustin stopped ten feet from Sofia's office door. He cocked his head to listen. He heard a strong heartbeat in the office; it sounded like a male; it seemed louder and more prominent than a female.

What the hell? How would he know that? The better question was, when the fuck did he begin to hear a heartbeat from over ten feet away, let alone up close and personal?

Humans shouldn't detect shit like that, yet he just did. At this point, this wasn't the strangest thing that had happened to him over the past few weeks. Every day something new arose, freaking him out, which was why he needed to see the Doc. His brain worked overtime, and fear set in, wondering what the hell was wrong with him. Sure, some of the new abilities he had acquired were cool; they made him realize what it must feel like to be a hybrid. But if he started to crave blood, he'd lose his shit.

He paused at the door, then knocked with two knuckles on it before entering. "Hey, Doc." Dustin stopped as his eyes met Dane's. "Uh, you weren't the Doc I was looking for."

"Thanks. No one seems to want to see me since Sofia came on board. Makes me wonder why." He offered Dustin a crooked grin.

"Can't exactly blame us, can you? She's way easier on the eyes than you, no offense."

Dane's sharp eyes narrowed in on his friend. "Dustin, what's wrong? Is there anything I can help you with? Unless it's a man problem and you're more comfortable talking with a woman, I'd be happy to help."

Dustin ran a hand through his short, sandy blond hair, turned, and paced. It didn't matter who he saw; both Dane and Sofia were capable. Since Sofia was human, he thought she'd understand his concerns better than a hybrid. And he'd been feeling a particular connection to Sofia since the drug overdose. Perhaps it was because she figured out how to save him without causing more damage, or because-

Dane cleared his throat and snapped Dustin's head up. "Dustin, come on, man, have a seat. You're freaking me out. You haven't heard a word I've said to you." He pointed to the chair facing Sofia's desk. "I was just leaving Sofia a note about something, but I'm glad you caught me here. Talk."

Dustin sat and fidgeted. His left knee bounced as he thought about where to start, his fingers tapping the arms of the chair with nervous energy. "I... have been feeling strange since the drug overdose, and I'm not sure what to make of it."

"Like how? Have you had any memory loss or trouble thinking?" Dane leaned forward, bracing his elbows on the desk as he studied Dustin's odd behavior.

"Not sick; actually, I feel great. Better than great."

Dane chuckled. "Dude, you need to tell me what is going on. Stop beating around the bush. Spill it."

Dustin scrubbed a hand down his face and grimaced. "Okay, fine. Weird shit has been happening to me since the day I was brought in. I have very little fear; I run headfirst into dangerous situations without even a thought for my safety. Gage almost took me down last week when we checked out a warehouse with suspicious activity. I blew past him, knowing four rogue vamps were there, and I engaged before I realized what I was doing." He shook his head. "Gage was so pissed at me for that, he about blew a fucking gasket."

"Damn, man. Pissing Gage off is never a good idea, but putting yourself in danger is a valid reason for him to snap. We value you and your leadership too much, man, to let yourself get taken out by rogue vamps." Dane watched as Dustin's knee continued to bounce. "What else?"

"I am stronger than before, and I just stopped outside the door and heard your heartbeat; I even knew it was a man's and not a woman's."

Well, that got Dane's attention, and he became concerned. "Stronger how?"

Dustin reached into his outside thigh pocket in his combat cargos and pulled out a two-inch-diameter steel pipe about eight inches long. He held it up for Dane to see. "A human shouldn't be able to bend this, right?" Dane nodded as Dustin handed it to him. "Then you bend it; see how strong the metal is."

Dane took the pipe, placed an end in each hand, and pushed. The metal bent under Dane's pressure when he twisted it into a U shape and handed it back to Dustin. "Now what?"

"Now, I fix it." Dustin held the bent pipe in his hands and straightened it back out. The metal groaned as it obeyed Dustin's command; within seconds, the pipe was as straight as it once was.

Dane reached for the pipe Dustin held out for him to inspect. "Holy fuck, man. How'd you do that?"

He leaned forward, resting his elbow on his knees. "No clue. I jumped off the roof of The Alliance and landed on the top of the parking garage the other day. That should have killed me, yet here I am."

"What the fuck! Do you have a death wish? That was over fifty feet!" Dane stood and walked around Sofia's desk to stand in front of Dustin, scrubbing a hand down his face. "Sorry, man, come on, let's draw blood and see what the hell is going on. This will be between you and me for now, although I may need to bring Sofia in to help work this out. I assume you're alright with that since she was the one you were looking for."

"Yeah. I just need to know what's wrong with me so I can stop worrying."

Dane put his hand on Dustin's shoulder. "We'll figure it out, and don't worry. Just stop doing stupid shit until then, okay?"

Dustin nodded as he followed Dane to the clinic across the hall.
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Dane frowned. Leaning back from the microscope, he rubbed his eyes. Staring blankly ahead, he realized that he had no idea where to go from here.

He looked again, studying Dustin's blood sample—a sample unlike anything he'd ever seen from a human. The fact was, it didn't look human, or at least not entirely. It appeared that his blood mutated into what, he wasn't sure. It had similarities to hybrid and vampire blood, yet Dustin's blood didn't look exactly like either to Dane.

Dane closed his eyes and took a deep breath. He needed to run ideas past Sofia. They had to re-examine blood samples from Gage's, Cam's, and Dustin's blood. They needed to study a before sample and an after sample after the attack to see if the blood of the hybrid had similar markers to Dustin's. There had to be an explanation for his newfound strength.

He cocked his head to the side as Sofia approached from the hallway. He spun the stool around and waited for her to enter. When she entered the lab, she gave Dane a big grin. Her smile was breathtaking. Not only did her dark chocolate eyes twinkle, but a faint dimple teased the right side of her mouth. Her long auburn hair hung loose in her usual long curls.

"Hey, Dane." She pushed her hair behind her left ear as she approached the table where he sat. "Whatcha working on?"

He couldn't help but smile back at Sofia, like every other male at The Alliance; he too adored the funny, dedicated doctor. Hell, she gave Ambrose a run for his money, which meant she was a goddess in his eyes. And she had proven on more than one occasion that she could handle an out-of-control hybrid or human. There was nothing about Sofia that Dane didn't like or admire. Whatever man wound up with the pretty doctor would be one lucky bastard.

"Hey, Doc. I called you here because we have a problem."

"Oh god, did someone else get drugged?"

"No," he said, shaking his head. "It's Dustin. He's been having, let's say, odd symptoms since the attack."

"Shit. I was afraid of that. That amount of drugs could cause serious damage to the organs and brain." She rubbed her temples. "We should order an MRI and CAT scan."

"It's not like that, Sofia; it's more like his DNA is—for lack of a better word—mutating." He paused when she frowned at him. "He's got the powers of a hybrid now."

"Are you kidding me? How? I mean, don't you have to be bitten to be turned into a hybrid?"

Dane nodded. "Or drained and refilled with vampire blood to be turned into a vamp. This makes no sense. Dustin would know if that happened to him. And sure, we drained two pints of his blood, but he got human blood to replenish it. We need to recheck Cam's and Gage's blood samples. We'll look at the ones you took when they had their physicals, then during the drug episode, and the ones we took after. Since I've already looked at Dustin's samples, why don't you look at them to see if you see anything different? I'll examine Cam's."

After three grueling hours of examining every sample Dane and Sofia had on hand, both were at a complete loss. They had no logical or illogical explanation for Dustin's superhuman powers. Dane wasn't sure they would ever have a definitive answer to give his friend. No one liked to hear the words your guess is as good as ours.

That shit wouldn't fly here. Dustin needed answers. Hell, he and Sofia needed answers.

Sofia and Dane both leaned away from their microscopes, nearly in unison and looked exhausted at each other. "I'm fucking stumped, Doc," Dane said as he rubbed the back of his tension-filled neck.

She offered a sad smile. "Me too. We need answers; he needs answers."

"The only thing we haven't checked out is the blood donor. And because we buy blood from a few different suppliers, I doubt we can track down the exact donor. Not to mention, they could be a one-time donor, so..." he shrugged. Dane hated failing a patient. Dustin was desperate for answers, and he couldn't blame him.

"Didn't I tell you that day where I got the blood from?"

Dane sat up straight. "No, where?"

"Dustin's blood is O-negative. When I first got here, I noticed that you were out of it. So, I donated three pints. Sorry, I thought I told you that day. It was so crazy, I guess I didn't."

"You're O negative?"

"Yes."

"Good to know." Dane tossed a pen down that he was fiddling with. "Well, shit. Back to square one, then."

"Hey Docs," Dustin said from the doorway. Dane and Sofia both spun to see the man they both considered a good friend.

Sofia's warm smile had Dustin grinning back at her. "Dane filled me in. How are you doing?"

"I've broken every glass in my house this week, so I guess it's a Red Solo cup until I get the hang of this."

"We're still working on it, man." Dane nodded to Sofia. "I just found out that the Doc here gave you her blood in that transfusion a few weeks ago."

Dustin tipped his head and looked at Sofia with admiration in his green eyes. "You're O- neg, Doc?" When she nodded, he grinned at her.

"Dusty, we are hitting a wall with this. We can't figure out why this is happening to you yet. There had to be something in that drug that affected you, but not the hybrids. There's a chance you were given hybrid or vamp DNA, though I can't understand how that would affect you unless it was given intravenously. And unless we are lucky enough to get a sample of that drug, we may never get the answers we want."

The look in Dustin's green eyes said it all. He needed those answers, and he was desperate for them.

"Dustin, can you give us a little more time so we can run more tests? We might come up with something new, or maybe we overlooked something." Dane asked as he stepped up to Dustin and put a hand on his shoulder.

"Sure, yeah. Have a good weekend." He nodded and turned to leave.

Sofia jumped up and ran after him. "Dusty, wait." He stopped, turning to face her. "Are you okay?"

"You know, Doc, you are the only one I have ever allowed to call me Dusty. If a man does it, he’ll have a fist in his mouth." His green eyes crinkled when he spoke to her. "I'm fine. I'm not gonna let superhuman powers get me down. I mean, this probably isn't a bad thing, right?" He smiled at her before he leaned down to kiss her cheek.

"Right. But if you need to talk, I'm always close by. Okay?"

"You're closer than I thought," he said, tapping his chest. "Apparently, I carry you around with me now, don't I?" He grinned, winking at her as he walked away.

*****
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Gage knew he needed to tell his brothers about his conversation with Galen, but they had waited this long; a few more days wouldn't kill them. He wanted to concentrate on the weekend he was spending with Sofia. Gage was taking Sofia home to meet the rest of his family, revealing her to them all. Gage couldn't hide her from them anymore, and he missed hanging out at his home. He needed her there, and he needed his family to know her and love her the way he did.

Love her? Did he?

Hell yes.

And he needed to tell her. Neither of them had said it yet. For him, it was because he wanted her to adjust to him, his life, and all that entailed. He wasn't sure why Sofia hadn't said it yet. She had explained her lack of relationship skills, so there was that. Or maybe she didn't share the same deep emotional connection he had with her. His heart experienced emotions he had never experienced before, not even with Kara, the woman who brought him to his knees. For the first time in almost a hundred and fifty years, Gage was content. He looked forward to leaving work, something he hadn't done in nearly as many years. Sofia consumed him—his mind, heart, and soul.

She fucking owned him.

Gage assumed his soul died with Kara. He had been empty for so long that when he caught Sofia's scent the night in the clinic, he sensed deep in his heart that she belonged to him. Even in his drug-induced state, he knew.

She was his. End of story.

He parked outside Sofia's apartment and took a deep breath. He was nervous for the second time since he met her. His stomach somersaulted. Gage grinned to himself; he was a fool in love, and there was no turning back.

After taking three steps at a time to the third floor, he knocked on the door and waited. Sofia opened it with a smile on her face. Her jaw dropped when she looked at him from top to bottom.

"What's the matter, baby? You speechless? Didn't think I could clean up this well, did you?" He gave her a crooked smile, hooked an arm around her waist, and pulled her in for a kiss.

Sofia pushed against his chest and wiggled out of his grip. "Whoa. Wait, a second." She stepped back and looked him up and down. "You look so damn sexy; why have I never seen you like this?"

He wore black pants, a bright royal blue dress shirt that hugged his muscled chest, and black shoes instead of combat boots. His form-fitted shirt hung free with the arms rolled up to the middle of his forearms and an expensive watch on his left wrist. While this wasn't his first choice in clothing, he was comfortable in it, but only with the help of his brother's mates. Gage wouldn't have known what to buy to wear; thank God the women loved to shop, so he let them pick out clothes for him.

Sofia circled him twice, taking in every inch of him. Gage grabbed her by the waist to stop her. He grinned, "Okay, okay, I get it. I'm sexy as hell. And you've never seen me like this because if I showed up at The Alliance dressed like this, I'd be forced to kill someone for their remarks. And Zander frowns upon on shit like that."

She laughed, plastering her body to his as she pulled him down for a kiss. "Mm, you've got me thinking all kinds of naughty thoughts with this GQ outfit."

"First off, it's not an outfit. Men don't wear outfits. Secondly, what the hell are you wearing? A robe? I'm not sure that counts as semi-formal dinner attire."

"Yes, it is a robe, and no, it's not what I'm wearing. I was waiting for you before I got my dress on. I was afraid I'd get something on me, and then I'd have to start over with a whole new outfit." She stood on her tiptoes and kissed him on the mouth. "Give me a second."

He watched her walk away from him, the sway of her hips taunting him. He curbed the urge to go after her, toss her on the bed, and have wild sex. He got hard instantly just thinking about her hot, passionate body writhing under his, setting his blood on fire. Gage breathed in her essence, sending shivers through his system.

"Please tell me you did not bring your motorcycle." She called from her bedroom.

He grinned to himself. "Of course I did. Is that a problem?"

"You can't be serious!" Sofia came out of the bedroom. "Gage, there is no way I'm—what's wrong?" She froze at the slack-jawed look on his face.

His sharp eyes traveled the length of her body twice. Her dress was a deep emerald green halter-style dress, hugging her curves while accentuating her breasts with black spike heels. Her auburn hair popped against the earthy green material while making her eyes resemble dark molten chocolate.

Gage stalked toward her, snaking his hand around her waist as he tugged her up flush against his body. "Holy shit, baby, you are breathtaking. Fucking breathtaking." He lowered his mouth and touched her lips with his, teasing them open with his tongue and nibbling her lower lip. She rewarded him with a moan.

Sofia pushed him back, breathing hard. "Uh, I think we better go before we can't."

He rested his forehead against hers. "You're probably right because if I stand here a second longer, I'll fuck you where you stand."

"I love it when you get all romantic with me," she teased.
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Thirty-five minutes later, Gage pulled into a long driveway that led to a massive house. He sensed that Sofia was on edge due to the quiet drive. Usually, the woman could talk the paint off the wall, but not tonight. He held her hand most of the way to keep her from fiddling with the hem of her dress.

He parked his truck outside the massive garage on the left side of the house that held six vehicles; the one on the right held just as many. He opened the truck door for her, helping her out. He grabbed her weekend bag from the back seat and took her hand, linking their fingers.

When they reached the front door, Sofia put on the brakes. "Wait, I don't know if I can do this, Gage."

"Baby, you know all the guys; they are the scariest part of this family. But you'll love the women. I promise."

She nodded and took a deep breath. "I’ve never been taken home to meet anyone’s family; this is terrifying." She sucked in the cool air and nodded. “Okay, let's do this." Gage gave her a quick kiss and opened the front door.

Voices and laughter seemed to come from the back of the house, and for a moment, her body relaxed. Gage stopped, dropping her bag in the foyer. "Wait here for a second, okay? I need to do something first before I take you in."

“Like what? Warn them about me? Or tell them I’m sassy and silly all wrapped up in one package?" She offered a weak smile.

His big hands framed her face. “Baby, stop this. This will all be fine, I promise. Trust me on this, okay?”

All she could muster was a simple nod.

He winked at her and walked off. When he reached the kitchen, he found his whole family chatting and drinking wine while they watched Roan prepare food.

Ariana, Zander’s mate, spotted Gage first. "Your girlfriend didn't come?" All eyes landed on him with Ariana's question.

"Dude, really? We were looking forward to meeting the crazy woman who would take you on. We have bets going on what kind of woman she is." Alek laughed at Gage's expression.

"Bets? You assholes." Gage shoved his hands in his front pockets.

"All in fun, brother." Zander smiled. "So?"

"So, she's here. I just wanted to ask all of you to be on your best behavior this weekend. No crazy shit." Gage looked at his four brothers. He knew the women wouldn't let him down.

"What kind of crazy shit?" Ambrose asked.

"Like having sex on the back porch or the living room floor. I don't want to freak her out on her first weekend here. I want her to get adjusted to our ways and rather not have her running for the hills on her first night here."

"Wait," Melina, Ambrose's mate, spoke. "Is she human?"

Everyone waited for his answer. "Yes, she is."

"No fucking way!" Alek laughed. "Damn, are you sure about this man? You know how long humans put up with our shit, let alone yours."

"Which is why I'm fucking asking you to help me out here. I have never brought a woman home before; it's the least you can do for me."

Daryn, Alek's mate, walked over to Gage and kissed his cheek. "He's right. He's never asked us for anything, so you men behave or we," she motioned to her sisters, "will punish you."

"Go get your woman, Gage. We can't wait to meet the woman you love." Roan smiled as Dane nipped at the back of her neck.

Gage frowned. "What makes you think I love her?"

Dane barked out a laugh. "Man, we've known for a while now. You are a different man, more approachable and less scary, which must mean you're in love."

"Fuck you," Gage muttered as he walked out. They laughed as he left with a frown on his face.

When Gage returned to get Sofia, she was pacing. "Everything okay?" She asked nervously.

"I sure the hell hope so. Baby, if the guys act up, I'm sorry in advance; you know how they are sometimes. The women won't be an issue, just possibly the guys. Please give this a try being here with all these idiots for a weekend, okay?"

"I will, I promise, but now you have me scared." She let out a nervous laugh.

He took her hand and kissed it. "You know how to handle the guys at work; just do that here."

No, she didn't know how to handle the guys, at least not Zander and Ambrose. Every day she was getting by with those two by the seat of her pants. Ambrose because of his attraction to her, and Zander because, well, because he forced her to train with Ambrose. It was an ultimatum in her eyes; she either did what he said or looked for another job. Sure, Zander didn't say it in so many words, but he implied it, and his bullying pissed her off more than Ambrose's.

Holding her hand, Gage gave it a soft squeeze and led her to the back of the house to the oversized kitchen. When he rounded the corner with Sofia, all the chatter in the room came to a halt.

"Wait. What? What's Doc doing here?" Alek asked, dumbfoundedly glancing between Gage and Sofia.

Gage's eyes scanned his family. All the men wore the same shocked expression as Alek. "I brought her, you idiot."

"No fucking way! Your woman is Sofia?" Alek yelled with a huge grin on his face as he rushed over to Sofia, grabbed her up, and hugged her, lifting her feet off the floor.

"I swear, Alek, if you show everyone my ass, I will kick yours. Vader's taught me how." She smiled up at him when he set her back down.

Zander grinned. "Well, I'll be damned. I never saw this coming. You two hid this damn good." He walked over to Sofia and kissed her cheek. "Welcome to our family and home, Doc."

"Thank you, Zander." Dane made his way to her, and she stepped around Zander to meet him.

Dane grabbed her in a bear hug. "You evil little thing. I can't believe you didn't tell your doctor about this. I don't tell my patients' secrets." He grinned, kissing her on the forehead.

"Like I'd trust one of you not to tell your brothers."

"Okay, you may have a point."

She turned to see Ambrose narrowing his eyes on her as he approached. "I know better than to wait for you to come to me." He hooked her around the waist and drew her body into his, sending shivers straight to her bones in the sensual way he touched her. As usual, he leaned down to her ear and whispered, "So you're the reason Gage is more civilized. We all thank you for that, Bella." He kissed her jaw right below her ear.

"I heard that, you dick." The others laughed as Gage tugged Sofia back to him.

Ambrose smirked. "I was counting on it."

"Sofie, let me introduce these assholes better halves. And before I forget, she goes by Sofia, not Sofie. Roan, the one wielding the butcher knife, is Dane's mate."

Roan set her knife down, walked over to Sofia, and hugged her. "We are so happy you are here with us. Dane talks about you all the time; I sort of feel like I know you. Welcome." Roan had short, bright copper-red hair and vivid green eyes and was about five inches taller than Sofia’s five-foot-five frame. Roan was strikingly beautiful; she looked like a runway model.

"Thank you for having me." Sofia returned her warm smile.

"Ariana, or Ari, is Zander's mate."

Ariana came to hug Sofia. "It's so good to meet you. We've heard so much about you." Ariana was about an inch taller than Roan; with her bluish-black hair, warm brown eyes, and olive skin, she looked like she could almost be related to Gage or Ambrose.

Sofia winced. "Great, I feel so much better now. But just so you know, they all exaggerate."

Ariana laughed. "Yes, they do."

Gage continued. "Daryn is Alek's sane half. The woman is a saint; she hasn't killed him in his sleep yet." His family laughed, agreeing with him.

"Hey, without me, you people would all be bored out of your damn mind." Alek protested as his brother Zander just shook his head at his idiot brother.

"Well, him not being dead isn't for lack of trying," Daryn laughed when Alek slapped her ass. She made her way to Sofia. "I understand you are his partner in crime at The Alliance." She too hugged Sofia.

"Uh, no. We commit no crimes. We try to bring joy to those less fortunate than us."

Daryn had rich, chocolate-colored hair and deep blue eyes with a seriousness about her, which seemed odd since Alek, the class clown, was her mate. She laughed. "I think they were telling the truth about you, and knowing my man, he will get you in trouble if you don't watch your own back."

"Gage is right. You are all assholes." Alek mock-complained.

"And last but not least," Gage continued, "this is Ambrose's mate, Melina. No one knows how he landed such a sweet woman, but there you have it. Apparently, miracles do exist." He grinned at Ambrose.

"You're one to talk, brother," Ambrose said, eyeing Sofia.

Melina stepped forward, paused, and then wrapped her arms around Sofia. "I'm so happy to meet you. And I, for one, don't believe a word that comes out of these men's mouths. Your slate is clean until I see it with my own eyes."

"Innocent until proven guilty, I can live with that." Sofia smiled back at the adorable blonde, who was about an inch taller than her with bright blue eyes and was Lord Vader's mate. Melina was not at all what one would expect Ambrose's mate to be like. She looked sweet and gentle when Xena, the warrior princess, seemed more appropriate.

Zander hooked an arm around Ariana's shoulder. "Sofia, please make yourself at home here. Our home is your home. Now let's move this party outdoors." 
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Sofia was captivated by the patio's stunning beauty. The ground was elegantly paved with flagstone, creating an inviting and luxurious atmosphere. To the right of the patio, she noticed an outdoor kitchen, thoughtfully equipped with a roof to shield it from the elements. The kitchen formed an L-shape and featured a bar area with sleek bar stools. It boasted a full-size refrigerator, a cooktop for culinary adventures, and an impressive barbecue grill.

On the left side of the patio, Sofia observed a well-planned arrangement of shrubs, flowering plants, and trees. These greenery elements not only added a touch of natural beauty but also served as a protective shield against the unpredictable Washington weather. This enchanting outdoor space seemed like the perfect setting for memorable gatherings and relaxation.

The patio table was adorned with exquisite dinnerware, and candles cast a soft, romantic glow. Above the table, an open retractable roof allowed guests to dine under the stars or enjoy the sunlight during the day. Positioned six feet away from each corner of the table were four tall propane heaters, providing warmth and comfort for those seated.

As Sofia's gaze extended beyond the table, she was met with a yard that seemed straight out of a garden magazine. The landscaping was impeccable, with well-maintained paths of stone leading to a spacious gazebo. Inside the gazebo, outdoor furniture beckoned for relaxation, while a small fire pit emitted dancing flames, adding to the cozy ambiance. To the left of the table, another fire pit crackled, providing extra warmth for the cool Seattle night.

Behind the patio, a sizable, illuminated pool sparkled in the moonlight, its serene blue waters captivating in the tranquil setting. The entire scene exuded an atmosphere of elegance and serenity, making it a perfect place for both intimate gatherings and peaceful moments of reflection.

"Your backyard is beautiful," Sofia said to no one in particular.

"Thank you," Melina answered, stepping up next to Sofia. "We spend a lot of time outdoors, so we wanted it to feel like an extension of our home."

"You certainly accomplished that. I could live out here."

Zander walked to the outside kitchen. "Hey Doc, what would you like to drink? We have everything—soda, beer, wine, or mixed drinks."

"Oh, white wine is fine." She walked over to the bar, where Zander was already pouring a wine she didn't recognize, which meant it was expensive. "Thank you." She reached for the glass Zander held out to her; he smiled and winked.

"Dinner should be ready in about fifteen minutes, so everyone, make sure you have a full drink for dinner," Roan announced as she pulled a perfectly cooked ribeye roast out of the oven.

Seriously, who had an oven and a full-size refrigerator outside?

"Okay, I want details. When did you guys start seeing each other?" Alek asked, not afraid to ask the awkward question on everyone's mind.

Sofia and Gage looked at each other. "Well, the day Zander sent me to get her and bring her into The Alliance, I decided I had to see her again. And I went back two days later. We grabbed a quick bite, then I drove her home. And we've been together ever since."

A deep belly laugh escaped Alek. "Doc, you slept with him the third time you saw him, didn't you? It wasn't even a date, and you slept with big, scary Lucifer? Unfuckingbelievable."

"Alek, for heaven sakes, don't ask her questions like that." Daryn elbowed her mate in the ribs. "Please ignore this guy, Sofia. I'm sure you have figured out by now that things spill out of his mouth before he thinks."

Sofia grinned at Alek. "He was scarier when he was under the influence of those drugs. But even then, I knew he had no intention of hurting me. I sensed he felt a connection to me even in that state."

"How so?" Dane asked, frowning. "Why'd you think he felt a connection to you in the clinic?" The doctor in Dane made him curious.

Everyone was quiet, waiting for her answer, but Ambrose answered instead. "Remember the video from that night? He thought he was protecting her from the guards. Then he kept sniffing her, and I'm pretty sure he licked her neck; we all thought he was going to bite her."

"He licked me twice. And other things happened that the camera didn't catch." Sofia gave Gage a wicked grin.

"What?" That night was still fuzzy in parts for Gage.

"He had a fucking hard-on when he was on top of you, didn't he?" Alek busted out laughing again.

"Lord, Alek," Ariana said, shaking her head in disbelief.

Sofia smiled.

"Seriously?" Gage asked her. "You never told me that."

"Was I supposed to tell you when you woke up the next morning when you woke up snapping at me? 'By the way, vampire, hybrid, or whatever you are, last night I gave you an enormous hard-on when I tried to wiggle out from underneath you. I just wanted you to know I turned you on.' Or should I have told you when you came back to the clinic to pick me up and forced me to ride your motorcycle all snuggled up against you? No offense, but that was something I didn't care to share with you."

Gage's family all laughed at her analogy.

"Hold up." Daryn got her attention. "You didn't know what breed he was when you locked yourself in the room with him?"

"No, she didn't. I was pissed at her the next morning when I found out."

"Ambrose reamed her ass over that too. But shit, Sofia, you were lucky it didn't end badly for you in his condition." Zander said, all humor gone from his face. "I hope you're never that careless again."

Sofia's dark eyes radiated anger at Zander. She needed to recover fast since she didn't want to be rude in front of Gage's family. She held his gaze for a moment. "Your concern is noted, Zander, but you can ask Ambrose; I'm not known for my ability to obey when I'm barked at."

Everyone could feel the tension between Zander and Sofia; some grinned and turned their heads, and then Alek stepped in. "I'll be happy to kick my brother's ass for being rude to you, our guest," he said, shooting Zander a frown. "And sweetheart, between you and—well, us—that's why everyone at The Alliance adores you—because you don't discriminate from humans to hybrids to vamps. You help without prejudice." He walked over to Sofia and slung an arm around her shoulders, pulling her away from Gage. Alek leaned towards her face and said quietly, "You'll need to learn to ignore my big brother sometimes; on occasion, he has a stick up his ass."

Sofia grinned and glanced at Ambrose.

Ambrose shook his head at her. "Don't say it, Doc. I'll give you hell in Monday's training session if you do." He saw the wheels spinning at the stick-up-the-ass remark.

Everyone began to move toward the table at Roan’s shooing and took a seat.

Sofia gave Ambrose a sweet smile. "Besides, I saw Gage before when he was protecting humans and knew he wouldn't hurt me that night he came in."

Gage turned to her. "When did you see me before? I'm pretty sure I would have remembered seeing you, baby. Plus, you told me that morning in the clinic that we hadn't met."

"We didn't meet before. But I saw all of you, except Dane, that night with the bus. I was on that bus ride to hell. And let me tell you, I’ve learned my lesson; I’ll never step foot on a bus again."

"What?" Every man at the table snapped in unison.

"That bus where you guys killed that vamp named Tillman I was on it. You were a couple of rows behind me,” she said, looking at Gage, “and Ambrose was a couple in front of me."

"Jesus fucking Christ, Sofie, why didn't you ever mention this to me before now?" Gage held Ambrose's eyes. Leave it to Gage to have colorful phrases.

"I didn't think it was important. But I've always wondered, what did you smell on the bus? You kept sniffing at something, even after you were outside." She looked at Gage's blue eyes, which seemed angry at her now.

He pinched the bridge of his nose. "Shit.” Realization hit him like a truck. “It was you I smelled on that fucking bus. I just realized it. I kept smelling something that stirred my blood but couldn't figure out what it was or where it was coming from. Why I couldn't pinpoint the scent, I have no idea. It stumped the hell out of me."

Ambrose looked at Sofia. "Why don't we remember you on the bus? The passengers were all lined up outside, and I don't remember seeing you."

Sofia shrugged. "No clue. I was in blue jeans and a hoodie. I kept the hood pulled up. When that asshole killed that woman, I pulled my hair in and tried to cover most of my face."

"Sofia, what else do you remember on the bus? Maybe you saw something different from Gage and Ambrose." Zander asked, frowning as he took a drink of his beer.

"Wait a second," Alek said, his hand in the air. "Why the fuck were you riding a bus? You have a car. A sweet car, at that."

"Yeah, I was up in Everett, and it broke down, so I hopped on a bus to get home for work the next day. The worst judgement of my life to date."

Alek grinned. "Damn straight."

"I remember looking between the seats at Gage; he was looking around, assessing things. Then I saw him sniff; it was subtle, but I saw it. He looked right at the back of my seat, and I tried my hardest to disappear. I didn't really see anything because I was concentrating on not being noticed. But I knew Tillman wasn't the man in charge; he was following orders."

"And what made you think so?" Ambrose's gruff voice had her turning to him.

"A feeling, a hunch. Tillman didn't seem capable of orchestrating and leading all these attacks you guys have been dealing with. It didn't make sense that the big dog would be out doing his own dirty work."

"Fuck." Gage hissed, dragging her hand to his lips to kiss. "Jesus, I could have lost you that night, even before I even found you."
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Following an exquisite feast featuring succulent ribeye roast, creamy garlic mashed potatoes, and a refreshing mixed green salad, they lingered at the dining table, engaged in animated conversation and hearty laughter, all the while indulging in another round of wine. In the background, music softly serenaded them, and a familiar tune began to play. Alek and Sofia looked at each other, and both yelled, "Karaoke!"

Everyone fell silent at their outburst as they waited for an explanation.

"Okay, one of you two idiots, explain what that was about." Ambrose leaned back in his chair, his fingers making soft circles on Melina's bare shoulder.

"I talked Sofia into going to Karaoke with a few of us a couple of weeks ago." Alek winked at her. "The woman has mad singing skills."

Gage looked at her. "When? We're together every night."

"Well, the night I went out with my girlfriends,"

"You told him we were your girlfriends? That's cold, sweetheart." Alek shook his head and grinned. Leaning over, he kissed Daryn's neck.

"Who are your girlfriends, Sofie?" Gage looked at her from under his dark lashes.

"Well, you know Alek," she pointed, as though no one had met him before. "And Dusty, Peyton, Jessup, Brody, and Jando. But Jando said if I told anyone he went, he'd drop me off the wall in the training center, so don't tell. Besides, in his defense, he didn't know we were going to a karaoke bar."

Ambrose shook his head in disbelief. "You took a man from each team plus Dustin? Peyton, I get; he's not normal. But Jando? Damn Gage, she's going to turn all these tough guys fucking soft."

"Jando thought it was a regular bar. I swear, Vader, if you mention this to him, I'll make your life miserable when we train."

The women snickered at her for calling Ambrose Vader.

"You mean worse than you do now?"

Her dark, mischievous eyes smiled at him. "You bet."

Gage chuckled as he picked up Sofia's hand, kissing it again. "Why didn't you tell me you were going out with Alek and the band of merry idiots?"

She shrugged. "I didn't know how you would react. Besides, Alek only told me it was going to be him and Dustin."

"No secrets, baby. If you're with one of my brothers, I don't care what you go do."

Her eyes danced with mischievousness. "Maybe you'd like to go sometime."

Gage tossed his head back to laugh. "That'd be a fuck no."

"Oh my god!" Melina shouted, causing everyone to jump. Melina rarely raised her voice, so when she did, it was rather startling. "I just realized that you're the one who kicked Ambrose in the face."

Sofia looked over at Ambrose, who sat across from the table; his green eyes smiled at her. "He likes to antagonize me. What can I say?"

"She couldn't make herself kick Jando because he had always been nice to her, yet she nails me in the jaw without a second thought."

"Not true. I had thought about doing that many times before I actually did it."

The table roared with laughter at the spunky little doctor, who had taken on some of the scariest men on earth and given them a run for their money.

"Keep it up, Doc. I'll be seeing you in the training center on Monday." Ambrose grinned and winked at her.

"Holy shit! I almost forgot." Alek jumped up and said, "I'll be right back."

"Oh, god, this can't be good," Daryn groaned into her glass as she took a sip of wine. "We may need another bottle of wine for whatever that crazy man has planned."

Alek was back in minutes with a grin on his face, carrying a laptop. He set it down on the table in front of where he was sitting at one end. "I almost forgot about what I asked Brody to do for me." He punched a few buttons and waited for something to load as he raised the volume. "Ladies and gentlemen, here's tonight's entertainment." He grinned, turned the laptop around, and hit play. He got up to stand behind Daryn so he could watch. "Be prepared for some seriously hilarious shit," Alek grinned at Sofia as she muttered, Oh crap.

The video began with the title, The Making of a Warrior. It began with Gage stalking her in the clinic before tackling her to the floor. Then Sofia laughed at her predicament. It faded into Sofia at The Alliance running through the halls and running into a warrior as she was propelled backward, landing on her ass. The movie continued with the mishaps of Sofia and the men at The Alliance. It showed her flying out of the room when Cameron backhanded her.

The women at the table gasped when she hit the wall.

Gage squeezed her hand when he saw her fly across the room. Until now, Gage hadn't seen how hard Cameron hit Sofia. "Fuck."

Ambrose winced.

The movie cut to when Alek and his men showed up for their physicals, all doing a line dance down the hall toward Sofia. She laughed at them and jumped in beside Alek to join them. The movie faded into the training room, with Sofia doing her routine the day Cam attacked her before she realized they taped the training sessions. Next, she showed up to train. Ambrose got in her face, made threats, and worked her like she was in boot camp. She made various faces behind his back and flipped him off a time or two.

Ambrose looked at Sofia across the table and cocked an eyebrow. She shrugged and grinned.

"Damn, honey, you're mean." Melina nudged him with an elbow.

Next, Zander entered. Sofia was to practice hand-to-hand combat with him, and her goal was to grab the flags off his body as she fought him. He grabbed Sofia, spinning her around so her back was against his chest, his big arm across the top of her chest. "Do you give up, Doc?"

"Not yet." She stopped struggling and looked at Ambrose for help.

"You know what to do." Ambrose frowned at her.

"You could help me, Darth. A tip on how to get out of this would be nice." She smiled her angelic smile.

He snorted his response.

The family grinned at the way she antagonized Ambrose, the second scariest vampire-hybrid in their family.

"Fine," Sofia raised her elbow and slammed it as hard as she could into Zander's stomach, above the waist of his cargo pants. When he grunted and loosened his grip, her elbow came back up and nailed him in the chin. She jumped away and danced, walking over to Ambrose and flicking him on the end of his nose. "Take that, Vader."

Everyone hooted as Ambrose grabbed her wrist, then pulled her to him, giving her a quick hug. "Good job, Doc. But if you ever flick my nose again, I will kick your ass."

Dane entered the next scene; this time he and Sofia were on the balance beam with bo staffs, prepared for battle. "Your goal is to block his hits with your bo staff, and if you can knock his ass off the beam, you win.” Ambrose gave her direction.

Sofia eyed him suspiciously. "What do I win? I want ice cream; two scoops in a waffle cone."

A low growl came from Ambrose as he turned her around and lifted her up for Dane to grab since the beam was six feet off the ground. He handed her the staff. "His staff is soft so that it won't hurt you."

Sofia cocked an eyebrow at Dane and grinned. "I'm so sorry, Dane, but there are ways to make your stick hard again if you're interested." She almost fell off the beam as she laughed so hard at the look on his and Ambrose's faces.

Dane shook his head at her. "Keep it up, Doc. Better be ready to catch her, brother, 'cause she's about to dismount."

Gage turned her chin to face him as the movie continued. "Dammit woman, you better only joke like that with my brothers and no one else. The others may take it as an invitation."

"Oh please. I have to dish it out to stay ahead of these guys. Otherwise, I'd never survive."

Sofia took two hits, knocking her off the beam into Ambrose's arms. "Lift me back up, Sarge. I got this." Dane put his hand out for Sofia to grab when Ambrose lifted her, his hands on her hips. She took her stance, and this time she flew out of the gate. She advanced on Dane, hitting him on the outside of his left knee. When he flinched, she struck the opposite leg. Her staff nailed his ribs after he overcame the shock of being hit three times by her. He advanced on her. Sofia dropped right in front of Dane, straddling the beam, swung her legs up, and kicked him in the thighs. Dane flew off the beam, landed on his feet, then looked up and grinned at her.

"And that, boys, is how it's done." She did a backflip on the beam, sliding into the splits. She swung her right leg over the beam and jumped as Dane caught her, hugging her.

"Well done, Doc. Ambrose has taught you to play dirty."

"You have no idea." She glanced at the scary man she spent hours with every day. He nodded his approval. "It's the only way to survive." Her smile beamed at him.

In the next chapter of the movie, Alek came in wearing a worn cowboy hat and carried an extra one, sitting it on Sofia's head. They began another line dance to the beat of Achy Breaky Heart. Ambrose stood off to the side, shaking his head.

"If you two idiots are done, let's get moving. Sofia, today you will outrun Alek on the obstacle course. You get a fifteen-second lead." He crossed his big arms over his broad chest as he glared at her.

She plopped her hands on her hips in disgust. "Geez, thanks, Chief. I'm sure I'll get super far in fifteen damn seconds. Nothing like painting a target on my ass."

Ambrose walked up to her, stopping inches in front of her face. "That can be arranged." He reached out and hooked her neck with his big hand, pulling her to him and leaning close to her ear. "Don't let him catch you or pass you, or I'll be the next one chasing that target."

"Why are you so determined to be on my shit list each and every day?" Sofia grumbled as she climbed up to start the course. "And you know, you threaten me all the time, multiple times a day in fact, and you know what I think?" She turned to glance at him as Alek climbed up behind her, grinning like an idiot. "I don't think you have the guts to follow through with them." She gave Ambrose an adorable smile and blew him a kiss.

Alek threw his head back and let a deep belly laugh out. "Holy shit, woman, now you've done it."

Everyone at the table laughed while Gage just whistled his surprise at her remark. "That's it, baby; poke the grizzly with sharp objects."

"Take the terrorist down, brother. She may be a human, but she's a resourceful little shit." Ambrose told Alek. "And, Alek, take the same path as she does; no taking a different route and cutting her off at the pass."

Sofia decided the best way to stay ahead of Alek was to use her gymnastics skills to propel her forward at a faster rate. After she ran across the Quintuple Step and flew over the tilted blocks, she ran and did a forward flip, bypassing the rope swing and landing on the rope net. Alek was now on the move, and he was gaining on her fast. Sofia climbed under the net as fast as her human limbs could go. Her adrenaline pushed her. Here was where she had the choice of going across the pegs or the swinging round bars. She chose the swinging bars since she could run and flip to catch one. She heard Alek land behind her when he dove for the round bar she vacated. Sofia swung her legs to thrust herself; she spun her bar and kicked Alek squarely in the upper chest, knocking him off the bar.

"Fuck," Alek hissed. "Resourceful, my ass; she's just a little shit."

"Start on the platform, Alek." Ambrose barked orders.

"No, fair," Sofia grunted as she landed on her feet after dismounting from the bars. If she fell, she had to start back at the beginning. Next was the salmon ladder, which she could do, but with a lot of effort, she didn't have time for a two-hundred-and-something-pound hybrid hot on her tail. Her other option was to climb the rope, but it was too large for her to grip well. So, she jumped up and caught the bar; hanging on with one hand, she reached up to grab the slot where the bar sat. She climbed up using the slots until her feet hit the bar, then she was unstoppable.

Ambrose grinned. "Smart move, sweetheart."

Once at the top, she got on the next platform, looking down, she saw Alek on his way up the salmon ladder. Sofia ran, jumped to the swinging bar, and swung herself hard, kicking high to gain momentum for another dismount. Sofia let go, landed in a crouch, and took off for the warped wall. She never had much luck with the wall, but she could tell that Ambrose had it lowered for her, which meant it would be a piece of cake for Alek, who was six-three.

Sofia heard Alek land behind her again; she was a goner now. There was no way she'd get up the wall with him, who was only a few steps away. But she had to try, or Ambrose would kick her ass, so she ran and jumped, catching the wall by grabbing the edge. As she did, Alek's body landed behind her, pressing into her back. His hands gripped the wall beside her hands.

He hung there behind her, stopping her from advancing. "Game over, sweetheart. I can't believe you gave me a run for my money."

"Think so, huh? Ever heard that it’s not over ‘til the fat lady sings?" She struggled to speak. She leaned her head forward, slamming it back into his face, and pushed out with her feet, dislodging him from the wall. Once again, her move startled him enough that he lost his grip and fell, rolling down and landing on his back. Sofia scrambled to climb over the edge of the wall. She stood on top, hands on her hips, and grinned down at Alek and Ambrose. "The fat lady just sang; now it's over."

Ambrose looked at Alek, holding out his hand to help him stand. "Man, she kicked your ass twice. I think I should retrain you."

"She fights dirty," Alek grinned up at Sofia. "But I happen to like dirty," he winked at her.

Ambrose cocked an eyebrow, and his eyes met hers. He was still grinning at her victory. "Are you going to get yourself down from there, or would you like me to help you down like before?"

Sofia lost her smile and stared at him.

Ambrose gave her a crooked grin, walked up, and stood under her. He lifted his hands up for her. "Jump." Sofia obeyed without hesitation as Ambrose wrapped her in a bear hug when he caught her. "Good job, Bella."

"Holy shit," Ariana whispered. "You really can kick some hybrid ass."

"Yeah, I'd be worried if this wasn't so much fun to watch," Daryn added.

Sofia shook her head at Alek. "I can't believe you did this to me," pointing at the laptop. "No more dirty dancing with you."

Alek grinned and made a kissing noise at her.

Gage's jaw dropped for the second time, but he kept silent as he caught Ambrose's grin from pride and amusement across the table.
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~ Chapter 28 ~
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The movie wasn’t over yet; the next clip was when Ambrose brought in two of his and Gage's warriors for Sofia to practice kicking. They all watched as she chickened out three times when Ambrose ordered her to kick Jando in the face. They listened to Sofia's usual banter, trying to goad Ambrose. Then they cracked up when she leaned toward Jando and made a crack about not kicking Ambrose's pretty-boy face. Ambrose threatened her, as he often did, at every training session. It was the norm.

Her next attempt to kick Jando landed her flat on her stomach as she spun at the last minute to avoid kicking his face. Ambrose made another menacing threat. She would have to deal with him if she failed to make contact with her foot this time. Then he leaned in and whispered into her ear, making her angry.

They all watched as she turned to Ambrose to inquire about her fighting stance. When he gave his approval, she attacked and kicked him in the jaw.

Roan, Ariana, Daryn, and Melina all cheered her on.

"That was awesome!" Roan said, "Pretty sure we've all wanted to do that from time to time." She winked at Ambrose.

"Now comes the finale. Doc takes on team Terminator." Alek spoke from behind Daryn as he rubbed her shoulders.

They all watched as Sofia defied an order from Ambrose, forcing Gage to get her instead, calling her a hellion. The banter between Sofia and Ambrose continued for a few more minutes. Name-calling and threats were made by both.

"Now I understand why she came so easily when you went to go get her." Ambrose held Sofia's gaze.

Everyone chuckled, smiles never leaving their faces.

Gage and his men lined up as Sofia prepared to make it through the line of badass warriors. Once again, the women cheered when Sofia kicked Gage square in the chest and got past him. Her happy dance began once she was safe. Then she took Pedro out by kicking him in the nuts. Everyone hissed in a breath and groaned at Pedro's unfortunate demise.

Next, she distracted the last row of warriors; she kicked Callisto in the neck, Wren in the stomach as she dove and rolled between them. Once again, she broke out into her happy dance, and what happened next shocked everyone at the table, except Gage and Ambrose.

Sofia's eyes met Ambrose's; she smiled and took off running at him, launching herself at him and landing in Ambrose's arms.

The video ended with Ambrose saying they got their asses handed to them by the Doc and Team Terminator gave her applause.

"Wow, just wow, Sofia." Melina smiled at her from across the table.

"My sentiments exactly; if you can take out our half-vamps here," motioning to Gage and Ambrose, "then you are my new hero." Roan held her glass up in a toast.

"Thanks, Alek, for making me the show and tell exhibit at your family dinner." She smiled and shook her head as her eyes met Ambrose's.

"At least you know how to take down a man twice your size, sweetheart." Ambrose winked at her. "Next week, you finally take me on, and trust me when I say I've been looking forward to this." His smile turned deadly.

*****
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Her cheek was pressed against the damp earth, and her eyelids felt heavy as she fought to open them. Laughter and taunting voices echoed from behind her, while an eerie, inhuman roar reverberated from somewhere ahead. A wave of pain shot through her body as she attempted to move her arms, only to realize they were firmly staked to the ground above her head. When her eyes finally peeled open, tears welled up as she fervently prayed that this nightmarish scenario was nothing more than a haunting dream. This was no dream.

This was a nightmare.

She tasted dirt in her mouth when the large vampire shoved her face into the soil. He staked her arms down. Then he pulled her legs apart, staking them. Upon hearing the rip of her dress, her body shook with fear as her undergarments were torn away.

A sharp, stabbing pain hit her to her core. She jerked as the vampire on top of her rammed himself into her body repeatedly. Sobs tore at her throat as he raped her. He groaned with desire as he leaned down on her. "You love this; you know you do. I'm more man than that fucking hybrid will ever be." He continued to pump into her dry body, causing excruciating pain as her insides tore. "But I will make you enjoy this, you will scream in pleasure, and your body will be mine." His fangs sank into the side of her neck and drew on her vein.

She felt her blood draining from her neck and knew her body would betray her. It would give in to the pleasure of having her blood pulled from her vein—ecstasy built with every draw of her blood.

He took his fangs out long enough to say, "Your woman is about to give it all to me. I think you should watch." The vamp yanked her hair, forcing her to look at the man chained to the tree. He sank his fangs in once more and pulled hard on her vein as he thrust into her, harder with each stroke. When her body fell over the edge with a powerful orgasm, he pulled his fangs out and looked up at the man in front of him.

A wicked smile touched his bloody lips as he roared with pleasure. He pumped into her harder and harder. "Your woman has given me everything now. Her body is milking me with every stroke."

Tears streamed down her face as she was forced to look up at her mate, chained to the tree. His face contorted with rage, pain, and anguish, and her heart broke for him. If she lived through this, she didn't know if she would ever be able to look at him without seeing this expression forever etched on his handsome face.

The vampire got up; the sound of his clothing rearranging registered in her ears. "Now, I may be a lot of things, but I am not selfish. I will let my men have a go with her, so they can see how wet your woman gets for them."

She choked back a sob as she heard a different man behind her. She couldn't show weakness; it would kill her mate if she sobbed and screamed, so she kept her mouth clamped shut.

No, she had to be brave.

She had to survive.

He'd come; she knew he'd come to save her and her mate. He had to.

She bit her lip and closed her eyes when she felt another vampire climb on top of her battered and torn body.

*****
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After an evening of eating, drinking, talking, and laughing with Sofia and his family and then hours of making love to Sofia, Gage pulled her to his chest and held her close. This was the first time he'd ever made love to her in his bed, and it felt damn good. This spirited little human belonged to him; even if she didn't realize it, he knew. He never expected to find another woman who would steal his heart the way Sofia did. It's hard to find that woman when you put up impenetrable walls around yourself. He had no intentions of ever letting another woman in, but one look at Sofia had him tearing the walls down with his bare hands so he could pull her in.

And he was never letting her go.

Gage knew he had to make her his. He had not marked her, making her his by imprinting his scent on her. By doing so, all other hybrid or vampire males would think twice about trying to get too close to her. His scent in her would send them running. Plus, right now, they were keeping their relationship a secret at work. If he marked her, every male at The Alliance could smell him on her.

But marking his second mate, Kara didn't keep the sadistic vampires away from her. They found her, tortured her, and raped her. But times changed; most vampires were civilized now and lived among humans and hybrids. Sure, there were rogue vampires, just like there were hybrids and humans. All three had to be dealt with when they went rogue. But he had a gut-wrenching fear of Sofia enduring what Kara did in the back of his mind.

When she struggled against his chest, Sofia startled him back to the present. He looked down at her, fear engraved in her delicate features as she clawed to get away from him.

"Sofie, baby, I've got you. You're okay; you're safe." He cupped the side of her neck and rubbed the tip of her cute, pointed chin. "Baby, it's me, Gage. Listen to my voice. I have you. You're safe in my arms." He continued to speak soothing words in her ear, kissing her face. After minutes of containing her thrashing body against his, she let out a deep breath and relaxed into his warmth.

"Shit, baby, where do you go in your dreams? What do you see that scares you like this?" Knowing she didn't hear him, he just hugged her closer and held her tight. It was all he could do for now.

Gage looked down at the sleeping beauty he was holding and decided he would make sure she slept soundly the rest of the night. His fangs extended, and he leaned over her, pushing her long curls to the side, and sank his fangs into her vein. Instead of taking her blood, Gage gave her a dose of a chemical vampires carried in their DNA, a drug to induce relaxation and deep sleep that was used to incapacitate their prey. Gage refused to fall asleep until he knew she was out cold. He tenderly caressed her skin, kissing her forehead as he continued to soothe her.

Sofia turned her face into his chest, breathed in his scent, and was out for the rest of the night.
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Gage sauntered into the kitchen the next morning, where his whole family had gathered for coffee while they waited for breakfast. Holding his shirt in his hand, he stopped behind Roan and kissed her on the neck. "Morning, sweetness."

"Good morning to you. Did you sleep well?" Roan smiled at him as she flipped the bacon on the massive grill that fed ten people.

"Or did you sleep at all?" Alek wiggled his eyebrows and smiled. "Where is the Doc?"

"She was finishing up in the bathroom." Gage stopped at Daryn. "You should have left this menace long ago. I'd have been happy to take you, sweetheart." He winked and leaned in to kiss her lips.

"It's never too late, handsome." Daryn laughed when Alek's jaw dropped.

Alek snagged Daryn by the waist. "I guess I'll have to remind you why you're with me tonight, baby."

Next, Gage walked over to Ariana and pulled her out of Zander's arms. "Give me your woman," he said, tilting Ariana's face up and placing a kiss on the tip of her nose. "Morning, Mrs. Clean." He laughed when she grabbed a hunk of skin on his ribs and pinched.

Gage made his way to Melina. He cupped her neck and pulled her into his body. "Morning beautiful." His eyes told her he missed her.

She nodded and whispered. "Me too." She stood on her toes when Gage lowered his face to kiss her on the lips.

"Now, I need coffee." He walked over to the almost empty coffee pot and poured and drained what was left. "Thanks for not saving me any." Gage flipped the pot off and turned to see the women grinning at him. "What?"

Daryn answered him first. "We want you to know we love her, Gage. She's incredible."

His eyes landed on all the women, one by one, all agreeing.

"It's nice that my stupid brother-in-law made that video and showed it to us. It helped us get to know her better." Ariana added.

Melina smiled at him. "She's perfect for you, Gage, and we couldn't be happier for you." Her sweet smile spoke volumes to Gage.

He was still in awe when Roan spoke. "And her personality is sidesplitting, and, oh, my god! Do you ladies understand what this means?" She glanced at Alek, and all their eyes followed.

"We found our Thing 2 for our Thing 1!" Daryn squealed, clapping her hands like she just won a prize at the county fair.

"What?" Gage and Alek said in unison.

"Baby, you are Thing 1, and we've all been looking forward to the day Thing 2 walked into this house to help keep you—uh, shall we say—occupied and—"

"Out of our hair," Ariana finished for her.

Ambrose, Dane, and Zander, who had been silent until now, all busted out laughing at the stunned looks on Gage's and Alek's faces.

"Damn, you people are cold-hearted assholes." Alek shook his head. "I've said this before, but it seems you need to hear it again; if not for me, you'd all be bored to death."

"That's what I tell Lord Vader every day. Does he appreciate my happy Jedi self? No." Sofia said as she entered the kitchen, stopping in her tracks as every set of eyes flew to her. "What?"

Everyone laughed even harder at her as they all looked at Ambrose when he narrowed his green eyes at her. "See what I deal with every day? And some Jedi you are, you don't even have the skill of reading minds."

"Oh, really?" She looked at Alek for a moment. He grinned, walked up to pull her into his arms, and danced with her. After a minute, she smacked him in the chest and smiled before she turned to Ambrose's piercing eyes. "Then how'd Alek know I like to dance in the kitchen?"

Ambrose snorted. "Because he's as big of a goof as you are. And sweetheart, you dance in your office, the hallways, the training center, and no doubt the women's restroom too. So that wasn't a stretch for him to come to that conclusion on his own. If you want to impress me, then read my mind." His wicked grin had Sofia subdued in a flash.

"No, thanks. That's a place I'm staying clear of." Sofia walked up to Gage and tilted her face toward him for a kiss. "And you may find that it's pretty fun to dance when you don't have a stick up your ass that constricts your moves."

The room erupted with laughter once again; even Ambrose grinned at her. He pointed a finger at her. "You and me, baby, are hitting the mat this week in training." 

The family had laughed more in the last 2 hours than they could remember. Sofia was a breath of fresh air in what they realized was a stagnant home. Sure, Alex kept them on their toes most of the time, but Sofia was just so spontaneous with her remarks, so at ease just being herself.

Sofia wrinkled her nose at him and made a grab for Gage's cup of coffee. He held it back, out of her reach. "Really? It's a damn good thing I wake up a ball of adorable sunshine, or I'd kick your ass for not sharing."

Daryn was grinning from ear to ear. "Oh, my God, you crack me the hell up." She turned to look at the women and said, "Yes, ladies, we found our Thing 2."

All the expression left Sofia's face when the guys all barked out a laugh. "Excuse me?"

Alek was chuckling when he walked up to her and draped an arm around her shoulders. "Sweetheart, they just dissed you. I just found out they call me Thing 1 and they have now dubbed you Thing 2." He leaned in and kissed her temple. "These people are just cruel, but you and me can make their lives miserable. Teamwork, baby, teamwork." He held his fist out for her to bump.

"Damn straight." She nodded at all the grinning faces.

Alek tipped her chin up. "Woman, you've been hanging out way too much with the Rebellion and Terminators. That mouth gets sassier every day. Good morning, love." He leaned down and placed a quick kiss on her lips.

Sofia pushed him away. "Whoa. What the hell, Alek."

Zander was leaning against the counter with Ariana's back tucked into his chest. "You didn't explain our morning and evening rituals, did you?" He looked at Gage.

"Uh, no. I forgot."

"Rituals? I don't like the sound of that. If it involves a sacrifice or anything near that, I'm outta here, no matter how good of a cook Roan is."

Gage grinned at her, moving his coffee out of her reach once again. "No, baby, no sacrificing. It's just when we come down for breakfast or get home from work that we each greet all the women with a kiss and hug."

She narrowed her eyes at him. "Okay, why?"

Zander answered for Gage. "We want our women to always know that we all love them, honor them, and will protect them with our lives. And because it's a sign of love and respect for them, it's what we do, so you'll need to get used to it if you plan on spending time here with us."

"I'm not one of your women." She crossed her arms over her chest as she stared back at Zander. Her head-butting was becoming a daily occurrence with him, not the funny head-butting she did with Ambrose.

Moving Ariana out of his arms, Zander walked over to Sofia, stopping in front of her. Reaching out, he took her chin in his big hand and tipped her face up to him. "Sweetheart, all you have to do is look at that man's face to see that's not true." He nodded toward Gage. "If you are his woman, then you are now one of our women as well." Before Sofia had time to react, he kissed her cheek. "Good morning, Sofia."

"Damn caveman," Sofia muttered as Dane walked up to her, chuckling and pulling her into a hug.

"Welcome to the family, Thing 2." Dane grinned, then kissed the tip of her nose.

She spotted Ambrose looking at her. She shook her head. "If you think I'm coming to you, you are mistaken." She took a couple of steps back before she realized what she had done. In the past, if she ever retreated from Ambrose, he stalked her, cornering her until she gave in.

Another wicked grin danced across Ambrose's handsome face. His hard eyes held hers as he advanced on her like a panther hunting its prey. Like Zander, he stopped inches from her. Ambrose grabbed her around the waist, lifted her, and sat her on the bar counter. “You just realized you retreated, didn’t you?” He pulled her knees apart and stepped between her legs. Bracing his hands on either side of her, he touched the bare skin on her legs. His voice was low and dangerous. "Do I have your attention now?" He cocked his head as he watched the shock hit her delicate features. "Yes, I do. Always remember, if you push me, I push back."

Sofia held his hard gaze. She had learned that if she looked away, it was the same as retreating from him. "Are my Jedi powers working on you now?" Her dark brown eyes narrowed on him.

"Only if this is what you were asking of me." Ambrose leaned close and kissed her on the lips. His nose skimmed across her face and stopped at her ear. "Good morning, Bella." His warm whisper tickled her.

Gage chuckled. "Brother, stop terrorizing her."

Ambrose turned around. He kept his back to Sofia, staying between her legs, keeping her pinned in place on the counter. He looked at Gage and laughed. "Brother, she is a little terrorist. She pushes me to my limits daily, and I have found that terrorizing the terrorist is the only thing that works on her." He moved away from Sofia and stepped up to Gage. He placed his large hand on the side of Gage's neck, brought him in close, and said something for Gage's ears only. When Ambrose pulled his face back, he and Gage gave each other a brotherly hug.

Sofia smiled at the two men, noticing Melina was watching her with intense eyes. She jumped off the counter. "Okay, I need coffee before this sunshine crashes and burns." She waved her hand over her body as she made a beeline for the coffee pot. "Wow. Nice. Who emptied the pot and didn't start more?" She turned to see everyone pointing at Gage.

Yeah, Gage grinned; she would fit in just fine.

Sofia walked up to him, reaching for his coffee for the third time. "Eos, let's get something straight; I will give you the last slice of pizza. I will give you the shirt off my back. And I will step in front of a bullet for you, but I will not, and I repeat, I will not give you my first cup of coffee. Not happening."

"Doc, if Gage even thinks he will not get his morning coffee, that's when Lucifer comes out to play. Never step between that man and his first cup." Alek grinned as he nipped at Daryn's neck.

Melina walked up to Sofia, handing her a cup of coffee. "We use the Keurig in emergencies like this. I'll get another pot going. But Alek is right. He almost took off Dane's hand one morning when he reached for Gage's cup."

"Thanks, Melina." She breathed in the aroma of the coffee and moaned before taking a sip. She glanced at Gage, who winked at her and shrugged. Turning to Roan, who finished up the last of the bacon, she asked, "Okay, what can I do to help? I can cut that cantaloupe for you." Sofia reached for the knife and cutting board.

Roan pulled it out of her reach. "Oh, no. You're a guest here."

"Really? That's why I got morning kisses from everyone because I'm a guest here? Z said I'm one of their womenfolk. Pretty sure that doesn't make me a guest." She said it in a voice mocking Zander.

Zander laughed. "First, I do not sound like that, and second, I never used the term womanfolk. Pain in the ass," he muttered the last part.

Sofia grabbed the cutting board and knife again, and once again, Roan pulled them away. "Okay, what gives?"

Gage chuckled, walked up behind her, and moved her away from the counter. "It's best to keep a safe distance from Roan and her shit. Let me really introduce you to these beautiful, wonderful women we couldn't possibly live without." He winked at the redheaded beauty.

"Gage." Ariana said his name like a warning, giving him the evil eye.

"What? I'm just going to tell her the truth."

"The truth is one thing, but don't make it sound ugly." Ariana shook her head when he grinned at her.

"Okay, Sofie," he said, putting his hands on her shoulders as he spoke. "Roan is our resident cook, but she won't let a soul touch her stove, utensils, or whatever else she hordes in here. She won't allow anyone to help her cook or cut anything. She is certain that we will undercook toast, overcook water, or, in this case, cut the cantaloupe crooked."

Sofia snorted, "You can't overcook water." The expression Roan gave her had Sofia backtracking. "Except that time I boiled the pot dry."

Dane walked up behind Roan and kissed the back of her head. "And never touch the can of whip cream; she will get pissed if it's all used up."

Roan laughed. "Uh, no, that's you, baby."

"Oh yeah. Well, what will I lick off this hot body if someone steals my whipped cream?"

"Chocolate sauce works," Sofia offered. She felt Ambrose's eyes on her; she glanced his way, and he gave her a sexy grin.

One of Gage's eyebrows rose. "Who the fuck has licked chocolate sauce off you, baby?"

"No one... yet."

Dane moaned into the side of Roan's neck. "Baby, do we have any chocolate sauce? I suddenly have a sweet tooth."

Alek laughed as he pulled Daryn to him.

"Now Daryn, the woman who has mated to our village idiot," he grinned as Alek flipped him off with both hands. "She is our mathematical wizard and takes care of the household finances. She pays the bills, invests in the stock market, and whatever else. We think we have a partnership with a restaurant here, but we have no idea which one. We also do not know where our money is or what assets we own because she thinks we can't understand how to add and subtract."

Daryn chuckled as she burrowed deeper into the village idiot's chest. "Okay, I confess, that's exactly what I think."

Gage smiled at her, shaking his head.

"Then there is Ari, the Queen of Clean. This beauty is OCD about cleanliness, probably more OCD than the rest. The rule here is to clean up your own mess. The problem with that is that it's never clean enough for her. She will come behind you and clean up your cleaning."

"I'm not that bad," Ariana protested.

"Yes, you are," a chorus of voices chimed in.

"It's okay, baby. I love you and your ODC." Zander nipped at her jaw.

"She dusts the fucking ceilings once a month, for Christs sake." Gage chuckled.

Ariana started to say something, then snapped her mouth shut and just smiled at Gage.

"Wow, okay." Sofia said and turned to Melina. "So, what's wrong with you other than your taste in men?"

"Oh, burn!" Alek shouted.

"Keep it up, sweetheart," Ambrose said, his green eyes narrowing on her.

Gage laughed. "You noticed the yards? Well, that is Melina's obsession. She hires people to help with the tree trimming since we all refuse to help her anymore. We either cut the limb crooked or too short. She does everything else within her reach. Do not ever go out and cut a flower because you will also not be able to do that correctly either. You may smell them, but do not touch them." Gage grinned at Melina, who rolled her eyes at him.

"Well... I don't know what to say." Sofia thought for a second. "So, what am I allowed to do here?"

"Nothing." All five men chimed in together, then laughed at their women's faces. Some received an elbow to the stomach.

"We love these crazy-ass women, though, don't we?" Ambrose grinned as he stood and made his way to the coffee pot.

"So, what obsession do you have, Sofia?" Melina asked in her sweet, pixie-like voice. Her blonde hair was pulled up in a ponytail; it swung when she sat in Ambrose's lap when he returned with his coffee.

Sofia had a deer-in-the-headlights look. "I don't think I have one. Do I?" She turned to Gage, looking for an answer.

"Not that I have seen."

"Oh, come on," Ariana said as she moved to refill her coffee. "Everyone has an obsession."

"Other than helping heal people or gymnastics, I don't think I have any issues." She grinned at the last word.

"You're wrong. Your obsession is being a pain in the ass." Ambrose said as he took a drink of his coffee. "I've discovered it is what she lives for; it's like oxygen for her to breathe. And if she's not being a thorn in someone's side, then there is something terribly wrong. She's like a child; if she's too quiet, you'd better go investigate because she is up to no good."

Sofia frowned at him. "Kiss my ass, Vader."

Once again, the room erupted with laughter.
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Gage left Zander's office and headed to the elevators to bring Galen up for a meeting with Gage and his brothers. He hadn't had time to talk to them about his discussion with Galen yet. And to help put them at ease, he called Galen in to meet his brothers. The rumors had them, with everyone else, believing Galen was a crazy lunatic and needed to be dealt with carefully. He sensed they'd need Galen's help soon.

Gage figured Galen set no one straight because it was better to have people quaking with fear; it gave him the upper hand. He chuckled to himself; that was so like his father. But it was the same with him; he put fear in everyone he encountered to keep control. The difference between him and his father was that he was bat-shit crazy when he snapped. He'd fucked up men who got in his way when he cracked. His attitude was why he had nicknames like Lucifer and Grim Reaper. The names alone showed that anyone with half a brain would think twice about messing with him.

Except for Sofia. She showed no fear of him, even when he was drugged and had little control over his actions. No, she barreled right in, facing him head-on, never backing down. She was an amazing woman. How he was lucky enough to have her, he had no clue. He just hoped to hell this was not some cruel joke on him.

He stepped off the elevator and saw Galen sitting in a leather armchair at the main entrance. He looked relaxed yet lethal. He noticed that anyone who passed him gave Galen a wide berth while avoiding eye contact. Gage just shook his head.

Galen met his eyes and smiled as he stood. Before Gage could say anything, Galen pulled him into a quick hug. "Good to see you again, son."

Gage nodded. "Galen, thanks for coming. I figured it was time you met the guys."

They walked toward the elevators; wide eyes and dropped jaws surrounded them as people realized that the scary man waiting in the chair had to be a relative of Gage's. Gage ignored them, as Galen seemed fascinated.

"Can I assume these people are terrified of you? They eyed me with suspicion before, but since you came down, I do believe they understand that we are related. And now they look mortified."

Gage snorted as he scanned his card to open the elevator. "I told you, I'm the unstable asshole around here." He had to admit that he liked it that way; it kept people away. By nature, Gage was a loner, so living in a crowded house was more contact than he wanted to have with people.

Galen chuckled.

When they stepped off the elevator on the third floor, Krista almost fell off her chair at the reception desk when she spotted Gage with a man who appeared just as terrifying as he was.

"Krista." Gage nodded.

"Uh...Hi." She stammered as she looked at Gage and Galen.

Galen winked at her, and she blushed and lowered her eyes. "Yep, you have her scared shitless."

Gage opened Zander's office door and walked in, and as usual, one extra chair sat in the room for Galen. He got the window or wall once more. They were such assholes.

Shock covered their faces when Gage and Galen walked in together; the similarities in their appearance were eerie. They both had the same wiry, muscled build, both about six-four. Their hair was jet black, and both had electric blue eyes. Galen had short hair, void of curl, while Gage's was shaggy, giving him a wild appearance. Gage's thin, narrow goatee outlined his chin, and a mustache defined his mouth; both always looked like a few days' growth. Whereas Galen was clean-shaven. Both father and son gave the impression they could take down a small army on their own. They emitted a commanding presence that would make any human retreat, including most supernatural beings.

All the men turned as Gage and Galen entered.

Zander did a double-take, then held out his hand to Galen. "Thank you for coming in to talk to us; please take a seat," Zander said as the door opened, and Dustin walked in.

"Sorry, I'm late. The damn door to the break room fell off, and I had to fix it before it fell on one of the women." Dustin said as he glanced at Galen. "Holy shit, no mistaking who you are." He grinned and stuck out his hand to Galen.

"This is Dustin, leader of the Seattle Special Forces teams, and a good friend. Dustin, this is my father, Galen." Gage nodded to Galen.

"It's a pleasure to meet all of you, his family." He arched an eyebrow at Gage. "My son is still a bit of a rebel and feels he needs his space from his father."

Zander smiled. "So, Gage tells us you met with him last week."

Galen looked at Gage, knowing it had been more like two weeks, but said nothing. "Yes, I wanted to warn him about the information I have been gathering."

"Okay, wait." Alek threw up a hand. "First, let's get this out of the way. Why have we all been led to believe you're a raging lunatic, the vampire king, psycho son of a bitch?"

Galen grinned at Alek's analogy. "Has my son been embellishing my reputation?"

"No, we have heard these rumors for more than fifty years," Dane answered. "We just found out that you were his father."

Galen raised an eyebrow at his son. He crossed a booted foot over his knee and relaxed. "I got the reputation hundreds of years ago when I decimated a small village in Athens, Greece. Now mind you, they had it coming." He shrugged. "Vampires thought I was invincible and dubbed me the Vampire King since I took down a vampire village. The ones I left breathing spread the word about me. The rest is history. I let them believe I was an Original Vampire, and thus, I can control them."

"Hold the fuck up. You're not an Original Vampire?" Ambrose snapped as Gage tensed next to him.

Galen's blue eyes seemed to glow as he looked at his son. "No, I am not a vampire at all."

"Then what the hell are you?" Ambrose growled.

Galen eyed each man. "Look, before we go any further, I need you to understand that what I'm about to tell you doesn't leave this room. If I don't have your word or if you do not abide by this once you've given me your word, I will not be happy, nor will I be responsible for what I'd do next."

"Are you threatening us?" Zander quirked an eyebrow at him.

"No, I'm simply telling you what my conditions and consequences are. It's your decision if you want me to go any further."

Zander glanced at the men in the room; they all nodded. "Okay, Galen, you have our word that whatever you say stays right here." He leaned back in his chair as his gaze remained on Gage's father.

"All right. No, I am not an Original Vamp, I am an Original Being."

"What the hell does that mean?" Dane asked. "We've never heard of Original Being before."

"Well, the Original Being is just that. We are the first creatures that roamed the earth thousands of years ago. All other species come from us: vampires, demons, shapeshifters, sorcerers, witches, and humans that possess special gifts, like psychics or mediums."

Zander rubbed his chin as he listened. "Jesus, we didn't know all those other creatures were real. And what makes your breed special? What are your powers, strengths, and vulnerabilities?"

Dane was on the edge of his seat; this was a doctor's dream, getting information right from the source.

Galen frowned, then answered. "First, we retain extraordinary healing abilities. Not only can we heal and regenerate ourselves, but we can also heal and regenerate all other species with our blood. We do not need blood to survive like vampires, but we take it as an aphrodisiac. Blood for us is like chocolate is to humans; it's a treat we love to indulge in." Galen gazed at Gage, who looked pissed as hell. "So, my son is not a half-hybrid, half-vampire. He is half-vampire and half Original Being."

"My entire life, I was told my mother was a hybrid, and he was a vamp. I didn't know until recently what I was." Gage crossed his arms over his chest to keep from putting another fucking hole in Zander's wall. He wasn't sure how many more secrets he could handle right now.

"Yes, I did lie to my son about his origin." He glanced at the curious faces about his deceit. "We do our best to stay in the shadows. We remain a myth in the event someone lets our race out of the bag, so to speak."

"Because if people knew about what your blood is capable of..." Dane frowned.

"It would be disastrous." Galen finished for him. "Our kind has been held prisoner and used as a blood slave. Those who understood who we were, we killed so they could not spread the information."

"Let me guess, in the village you slaughtered, you were their blood bank?" Ambrose asked, glancing at Gage.

Galen shook his head. "No, I wasn't their blood slave. Make no mistake, slave is the proper word. Our people have been chained and enslaved for their blood, beaten, and abused physically, mentally, and sexually. And yes, I slaughtered the village to free the young female Being they had captive."

"Fuck. Did she survive?" Alek asked.

Galen stared at Alek for a second before he responded. "Yes and no. She survived the vamps that held her, but I killed her to put her out of her misery. She was too damaged mentally to survive. So, I wiped her memory, then killed her. And before you ask, wiping her memory alone wouldn't have mattered. By the time I found her, she was too psychologically broken. I wiped her memory and then killed her, so when she was ready to come back and move on, she'd have no recollection of this event until she was strong enough to deal with it."

"Uh, what?" Dane asked. "What do you mean by when she was ready to come back?"

He glanced at all the men, stopping on Dustin, who appeared to be as uncomfortable as hell. "I said our blood heals and regenerates us, and it can also bring us back from the dead. We can reincarnate ourselves. When her soul healed itself, she'd come back to this earth as a different person."

"What the fuck!" Zander roared. "How could we not know about any of this? You knew this information could help us with whatever the shit is we've been trying to deal with, and you don't come forward?"

"These bus attacks have been about finding this woman, right?" Ambrose stood, his chair sliding back. He made his way over to Gage in case he needed to stop him from attacking his father.

Galen remained calm as he spoke. "My priority is to make sure the woman they are hunting remains undiscovered, or anyone else in my race. The less people know about my species, the better off we all are. Can you imagine if the whole world knew that Original Beings existed? It'd be mayhem. More blood would spill than you could keep up with. No, I did not find it necessary to fill you in." Galen looked at Zander as his eyes turned black. He grinned. "I love how easy it is to recognize when a vamp or hybrid becomes enraged."

"This is why I'm such an indestructible son of a bitch," Gage muttered to his brothers.

Galen nodded. "You've always had qualities of both species in you. I assume you can also reincarnate yourself if you ever die. I believe my blood flows stronger in you than the vampire blood does."

"Tell me, what other qualities do your species have?" Dane was taking mental notes, sensing there was more.

"Well, one of the best is that we can make all creatures believe we are one of them. We can appear to be, as well as smell like, whatever species we wish to pass ourselves off as. For me, I chose to blend in with vampires, which is why I am referred to as the Vampire King. They think I am the oldest vampire in existence. And I'm sure you know since you are all Gage's family," he emphasized the last word, "that we can teleport and we have telekinesis skills."

Every set of eyes flew to Gage, and he winced.

"Ah, I forgot they didn't know." Galen chuckled. "Sorry to reveal your secrets."

"Seriously? What the fuck, Gage. In all these years, you didn't trust us enough to tell us about these abilities you possess." Zander all but hissed at his brother.

"Yeah, cause I'm that big of a prick, Z. No, I didn't tell anyone because I never understood how I could do it or why. If my asshole of a father had told me what I was instead of lying to me, then maybe I wouldn't have been freaked out by it." He shot Galen a nasty look.

Galen glanced again at Dustin, who was now bouncing his foot with nervous energy. "What is wrong with your human friend?"

Dustin stopped and looked up, clenching his hands on his thighs. His eyes caught Galen's before landing on Dane.

"He's been a little sick lately. I've been treating him. He'll be fine." Dane jumped to Dustin's aid. He didn't need anyone asking more questions than he could answer.

Galen's intense glare had Dustin squirming. "He doesn't seem like he's all right." Leaning forward, Galen sniffed at Dustin. He narrowed his eyes, and without saying a word, he sat back in his chair.

"Hey, how about a little show from you two?" Alek grinned at Gage and Galen. "Show us what you can do."

"I'd like to see this myself," Dane added.

Galen nodded toward Gage. "I'll let my son do the honors. That way you'll see his powers. I've never seen him use them, so this will be a treat for me as well."

Gage stared everyone down before giving in. "Fine. But if you treat me like a freak show, I'll kick all your asses." The next second, Gage disappeared out of the room. When he materialized, he popped in behind his father and smacked him in the back of the head.

Laughing, Galen said, "Okay, I deserved that."

"Jesus Christ." Ambrose scrubbed a hand down his face. While Ambrose knew Gage could do this, he rarely witnessed it.

"Bet your ass you did," Gage said to his father. Walking to Zander's desk and held out his hand over the coffee mug filled with pens. "This is where I can't always do what I want, so let's see." The cup rattled on the desk before settling down when the pens all obeyed Gage's commands. They all lifted from the mug and hung in the air. With a circle of his finger, the pens followed the path he made, then they lined up one after another, and then they all went back into the mug.

"Holy shit," Alek muttered, grinning at Gage. "Pretty cool, dude."

Zander cocked his head, narrowing his eyes on Gage. "Is this how you got to so many destinations before us? You popped yourself there?"

He went back to his spot on the wall and crossed his arms over his chest. "It comes in handy sometimes."

Dane cleared his throat. "Another question: what kinds of bonds were used on the female you spoke of earlier? I mean, if you guys are so powerful, then what can restrain you?"

Gage looked at Ambrose with darkened eyes. He and Ambrose had a damn good idea—the same restraints that held him all those years ago.

"Well, we can break free of almost anything but solid steel. We can manipulate steel as long as it is not touching us. If it comes into contact with our skin, somehow our power is neutralized. Escape is impossible." Galen's eyes glowed blue once again, this time gaining notice from the men.

"Why the fuck do your eyes glow?" Ambrose asked as he paced behind Zander.

"Ours glow instead of turning black like a vampire when we are angry, or shall we say-"

"Horny as hell?" Ambrose guessed what he meant.

Galen glared at Ambrose for his choice of words. "Talking about this brings back bad memories."

Dane glanced at Gage. "His eyes turn black, and I've never seen them glow before. Pretty sure we'd all have noticed that."

Gage looked at Galen, then at Dane. "Mine glow; I somehow realize when it's about to happen, and I force them to turn black instead. I don't know how I do it."

"So, you are more of me than you are a vamp. We can change things about ourselves with sheer will, or we can blend in so well that people don't even notice us."

Zander pinched the bridge of his nose. "Okay, so do we now think all these attacks are for the sole purpose of finding this female you freed years ago? And if so, why her specifically? Won't another one of your kind do?"

"It could be her or another. I have been followed for the last hundred years by men looking for one of my people. They are now here in Seattle. But this time, I followed them here. They have been actively searching for either me or Gage. When I discovered they had finally located him, I came as soon as I could."

"So, they know Gage is half Original Being?" Zander pushed his chair back to block Ambrose, who paced behind him for ten minutes. "Sit the fuck down."

Galen was silent as he looked at his son. He was about to reveal more, and for this, he'd earn himself more than a smack to the back of the head. "No, they don't recognize what either of us is yet. At least I don't think so, but I can't be positive. But they had enough knowledge to see that Gage's last mate was one of us."

Ambrose slapped Gage's chest when he lunged toward Galen. "What? Kara was an Original Being? Are you fucking serious? You said they only thought she was. How many more secrets are you keeping from me about my mates?"

"How would you have known what she was? You didn't even know who you were. And she made you believe she was human; that was part of her natural camouflage to protect herself. And... I may as well tell you the rest."

"There's fucking more?" Gage's hissing caused Ambrose to advance another step closer.

"I'm sorry, yes. Alcina reincarnated herself as Kara."

Gage flew at Galen so fast that even Ambrose, who was ready, missed stopping him in time. Both father and son hit the floor with a thundering crash. Galen's chair flew and hit Alek as the five remaining warriors jumped up to pull Gage and Galen apart.

"Godfuckingdammit, Gage!" Zander roared as he and Ambrose tried to contain Gage.

It took Alek, Dane, and Dustin to pull Galen off his son, and they only succeeded because he gave up. The man was fucking strong and fast. At that moment, they figured out that this was one person who could take Gage.

"You motherfucker! How could you keep that from me?"

"You didn't want me around after I told you about Alcina. You didn't give me a chance to." He glanced at Zander before he looked back at Gage. "He's using you and me as breadcrumbs to find the next woman. Kara comes back as if she decides to return."

"Fuck," Gage growled. "I need to tag Sofia's ass with a tracking device."

The men all chuckled at the thought.

"Yeah, good luck with that, bro." Alek snorted.

That got Dustin's attention. His eyes snapped to Gage. "What the hell does that mean?"

Gage forgot that Dustin was with them; his friend did not know about him and Sofia. "Oh, ah, damn, Dustin. Sofia and I have been together for a while now. We told my family this past weekend. We are keeping it quiet from everyone else here, so please keep this between us."

"Yeah, whatever. Congrats man." His eyes darted around at the men, looking uncomfortable.

Tipping his chin at Dustin, Galen said, "I don't think your friend is fine." Then he leaned forward, resting his forearms on his knees. "Yeah, about her..."

"She's human, Galen. I've had her blood, and I'd know if she was Kara. Sofia is not her." This much he knew, he'd recognize Kara anywhere. Her scent and flavor haunted him for many years after her death, so yeah, he'd know if Sofia was Kara. And thank God she wasn't; Gage couldn't take the same woman coming back into his life for a third time only to die again.

"Fine, but be careful."
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As soon as Dustin could leave, he fled the meeting in Zander's office with the Phoenix Council and Galen. Why the hell did that asshole Galen feel the need to keep questioning him and his health? Sure, his edginess surfaced throughout the day and couldn't concentrate worth a shit, but he was under a lot of stress with the changes he was experiencing. And if that wasn't bad enough, he couldn't ignore that he felt closer to Sofia since the drug overdose. He experienced her stress the other day when something was bothering her. Thank God, he had no sexual attraction since he discovered her and Gage were an item. Gage wasn't a man he'd want to fight for a woman, yet something pulled him to her. He was not only feeling her emotions, but he also sensed her presence, and he felt protective as shit of her.

Dustin was getting frustrated with new symptoms popping up every other day. What if he never got the answers he sought? He may need to accept that his DNA mutated and made him into something not human. An explanation for his connection to Sofia would be helpful, though.

He stopped at the clinic exam room. He heard Sofia humming somewhere in the back, leaning against the door frame, and waited. Dustin was fidgety when Sofia came out and flashed him a huge smile. Her dark chocolate eyes twinkled when she smiled, making her look mischievous.

God, she was beautiful. Everything about Sofia was adorable, sweet, or sexy. Dustin knew from the chatter around The Alliance that there wasn't one warrior who didn't adore this woman. She joked with them, danced with them, joined in on Karaoke night, and even sparred with them when Ambrose forced them. She was like a kid sister to many. The rest of them would love to tuck her beneath their bodies. At first, Dustin was the latter, but since the transfusion, she seemed more like his little sister.

"Hey, Dusty." Stopping in front of him, she reached up and put her hand on his forehead. "Do you feel well? You don't look so good."

A small grin played on his lips. "Well, thanks, sweetheart. That's something a man loves to hear." He winked at her when she chuckled. "But that's why I'm here, Doc. I feel weird as shit, and people are starting to point it out."

"Come sit on the table. Let me check you out, and no, I'm not hitting on you." She chuckled when he pretended to be hurt. Sofia took out her penlight and looked into his pupils. For a split second, she thought she saw something odd. It was like his green eyes glowed when the light hit them. It was so fast, she couldn't be sure.

"So, do you need to see my blood tat for any reason? I'd be happy to show it to you again." His eyes twinkled when he teased her. Why the hell was he flirting with her? It was creepy since he felt brotherly toward her. It was a habit hard to break.

"You men. Do you ever stop?" Getting serious, Sofia took his face in her hands. "Dusty, I adore you; you know that? And it's killing me that Dane and I can't give you any answers yet."

"I know, Doc. I do. And I adore you too; just don't tell Lucifer I said so."

A frown crept into her features. "Why would any of this matter to Gage?"

"I just found out about the two of you. I won't tell anyone, though." He struggled not to pull her into his arms for a hug. Why he had that urge was beyond his comprehension. He'd always found Sofia attractive, but he only felt the need to touch her like a brother. He sensed a lot of distress in her lately, and it bothered him. "Gotta admit it came as a shock that out of all the men you could have chosen, you picked the meanest son of a bitch in the building."

Sofia snickered. "I guess there's no accounting for who you fall for, is there? So, tell me, what are your symptoms?"

"I, uh, get edgy or nervous, and I get flushed a lot too. And even though I have a new strength, I can't explain it, but I get somewhat weak at the same time. More like tired than weak, I guess."

Sofia took notes as he spoke. Looking up, she met his eyes. "I need a blood sample; are you okay with that?" When he nodded, she continued. "This can be a sign of a lot of things, but the blood sample should help us narrow it down a bit. Have any new abilities popped up since the last time we talked?"

You mean like I get the strongest urge to kick someone's ass when they look at you wrong? Or perhaps the need to protect you? Should he admit it to her yet? No, he'd talk to Dane first.

"No, not really. It sort of stopped, and then I began to feel weak. I mean, I can still do everything; it's just like I don't have the energy I used to." He kept his eyes on her as she tied the large rubber band around his bicep.

After she drew blood samples, Sofia placed her hand over his. "I need some time to run these samples; in the meantime, I'd like you to take it easy. Don't go out on patrol." He started to protest, but she cut him off. "Please, Dusty, for me?"

His head dropped, and he grinned. "Damn, Doc, that's not playing fair." He turned his hand over in hers and squeezed. "Okay, for you.” 

*****
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The next afternoon, Sofia texted Dane, I need your help, Doc, ASAP. She needed to go over what she found in Dustin's blood samples. Sofia was even more stumped now by what she discovered. Perhaps the test came out wrong, and maybe she contaminated it somehow.

Dane stormed in in a hurry and stopped when he saw Sofia sitting on the counter, leaning forward with her chin resting on her fists. "Shit, sweetheart, what happened? Are you okay?" His big hand cupped the side of her face.

"I'm fine. It's not me. I saw Dusty yesterday and took blood samples from him. He's flushed and jittery, and he's pale as shit."

Dane cocked his head, remembering. "Shit. Come to think of it, he appeared and acted oddly at the meeting yesterday. So, what'd you find?" Dane lifted her down to the floor and followed her to the microscope.

Sofia looked at the sample, then at Dane. "Okay, the first thing is evident. Take a peek."

Dane peered through the microscope, sat back, and looked again. "What the fuck? This is Dustin's blood?"

"Yes, what does it look like to you?"

"Like he's no longer human at all. I see markers close to vampire DNA and something else. It didn't appear like this last week when I took a sample."

She nodded as she paced. "The million-dollar question is, what is the something else? I've never seen blood like that before. It looks like a human marker, but with four points or tails coming off each side." Vampire cells had just two points coming off the human cell, so four points were an anomaly.

Dane scrubbed a hand down his face. "Anything else?"

"Yeah. Another sample I ran shows his red blood count is low. This explains his symptoms, but there is no reason for his count to be so low. Other than being iron deficient or having a chronic inflammatory disease, the only reason a human would be low on red blood cells is due to a major illness or trauma. I suppose the drug overdose could be considered a trauma, but I think it's a stretch." She watched Dane process this information.

Yes, they shared in the confusion.

"I need to get Dusty in and give him a blood transfusion. Honestly, I don't know how he's still standing with a count as low as his. I need to call him and"

"Hey, Docs." Dustin stepped into the room before she could finish her sentence.

Sofia and Dane exchanged an odd stare.

"That's weird. I was just about to call you, Dusty. We need to give you a blood transfusion. You have a low red blood count, which is most likely the reason for your symptoms. Have a seat."

Sofia left to gather supplies. Dane and Dustin stood there, looking at each other.

Dane lowered his head, looking away from Dustin, sending him a mental message. How'd you know we needed you?

Dustin moved to sit on the table. "I heard Sofia call my name." Dustin glanced at Dane with wide eyes. "Shit, you didn't ask that question out loud, did you?"

"No, brother, I didn't."

"Fuck, Dane. What the hell is happening to me?"

Sofia came back when Dustin asked his question, and she saw an odd expression on Dane and Dustin's faces. Dane kept Dustin's mind-reading ability to himself for the time being.

"I think we need to tell him what we have at this point," Sofia said as she stopped in front of Dustin. Dane nodded in agreement. "Okay, Dusty, we still don't have all the answers, but we have a little information." She tied the band around his bicep and straightened his arm to insert the IV tube.

"Okay, something is better than nothing, right?" Dustin's green eyes looked worried as he glanced between the two doctors.

"Lay back and relax while we do the transfusion. Okay, so I tested your blood again, and while the last time Dane did it, you had human cells and something else. But now your blood has changed and evolved into something different. We don't see any human cells anymore."

"What? Then what am I?" Dustin stared at them, concern on his pale face.

Dane answered. "We don't honestly know yet. You have DNA that resembles vampire DNA, and... well, something else we have yet to identify."

Yeah, those were words no one wanted to hear. Sofia understood what they told Dustin wouldn't put his mind at ease, but it was better than keeping him in the dark, wasn't it?

"How the hell do I have vamp DNA in me? And why do I need blood? How did my blood count get low?" He looked at the thick, crimson blood dripping into his vein.

Dane crossed his arms over his chest. "D, did you get bitten and haven't told us?"

"No. The only thing that has happened is the damn drug overdose." Worry etched his face. "Was I injected with something that did this?"

Sofia offered a sad smile. "That's still a good possibility, but we don't have those answers yet, Dusty. We're sorry; we are, but there isn't any explanation so far. We won't stop looking. For now, my best guess is that this biological change is using your red blood cells." When she glanced over at Dane, he nodded in agreement. "So basically, your body is using blood for the transformation, which is making your cell count low. Let's get some blood in you and see how you feel."

"Will I have to get a transfusion often, or is this a one-time thing?"

Her heart broke for him; he needed answers she didn't have. She had no idea what to do to help him or how to ease his fears. Every day seemed like they were one extra step further away from giving him hope or an explanation. "Sorry, we won't know yet. I want to take a sample weekly and test it to see what your red blood count is to keep on top of this. Are you okay with that?"

Dustin ignored her question; his eyes studied her. "Doc, are you okay? You seem like something has upset you these past few days." His big hand reached out and covered her hand, which rested on the table beside him on the gurney.

Sofia looked at Dane, then Dustin. "I'm fine, but thanks for asking." She couldn't tell him she was coming close to having a panic attack over a bad dream she kept having.

"I don't believe you, Doc." His green eyes studied her; he was waiting for the truth. "Look Doc-"

"Dane, come here and look at him." Sofia cut him off.

"What now?" Dustin snapped.

"He's not pale anymore. He looks normal."

"Nice, Doc, thanks for that." A crooked grin on Dustin's face had her grinning too.

A crease formed between Dane's eyes. "Well, I'll be damned. How'd that happen so fast?"

"I'm pretty remarkable," Dustin said as he sat up.

Dane laughed at him and pushed him back down. "Stay put until the bag is empty, tough guy."

Sofia felt Dane's gaze. When she looked at him, she recognized they both had the same thought: something was terribly wrong or right with Dustin for the blood to react so fast in his system. The question remained: what was that? Going in circles like this was killing her, and Dustin wasn't enjoying it either.

*****
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Vega stepped over the dead bodies, trying not to step into the pools of blood, as he made his way to the second story. The woman in question would not be here, but he wanted to get a message out to the Phoenix Council. And he needed to let his vamps play a little. A sorority party was held at a rich girl's parent's house, and it seemed like an excellent opportunity to let his vamps feed and have fun before they killed them. He hadn't allowed them to kill since the last bus attack, and he sensed them getting restless. Besides, he had to give The Alliance another distraction while he continued his surveillance of Gage Gallegos and his father, Galen.

Vega was growing impatient, even though either the father or son would eventually lead him to the woman. He searched long enough. If he didn't find her soon, his vampires would lose interest and leave. And he didn't have the time to find more for his cause. This house of young women was just the incentive he needed to keep his vampires on track.

As he made his way through the pretty college girls strewn about on the floor, he inhaled each of their scents to make sure none was his woman. It was a shame so many girls would never serve a purpose other than their fate tonight. His mouth watered at the enticing scent of their blood.

They stripped the girls naked. Yes, his vampires had fun with these girls before they died. Most died with their legs wide open while they were being screwed and drained of their blood. He got hard just thinking about it; he adjusted himself, making his way to the master bedroom.

Vega stepped inside the luxurious bedroom with crisp white linen on the king-size bed, all except for the vast bloodstain in the middle. A dead girl sat positioned in the center of the bed. Her right hand was grasping her right breast, and her left hand had her fingers shoved into her pussy with her legs wide open.

He grinned to himself. "Sick fucks." His crazy-ass vampires made him proud. Now all he needed was to leave a note on the wall with the blood drained from her body. Vega picked up the bowl on the nightstand that held her thick blood; he dipped his finger in the blood and wrote his note for The Alliance.

Licking off the remaining blood from his finger, he stepped back and looked at his message.

I will have her. Give her to me, or I will take her. 888-460-VEGA

*****
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Zander watched the third floor fill Monday morning. The Alliance was bustling at eight sharp as men crowded the hallways, coffee in hand, enthusiastically recounting their weekend adventures. Tall tales and exciting conquests were told, making the quiet Krista drop her head, pretending she was too busy to hear their outrageous stories.

After a second pleasant weekend getting to know Sofia as Gage's woman and not just their colleague, Zander wasn't ready for the shit that just hit the fan.

Zander sent out a mental message to his four brothers; he waited for them to arrive at his office while texting Dustin. Soon, all five men showed up with concern etched in their faces. The tone Zander had in their heads told them that something was seriously wrong. What a way to start a Monday after a great weekend with family.

Ambrose was the last to enter, which meant he got the wall space next to Gage since Dustin joined in. Gage cocked an eyebrow at him. "See what happens when you lag behind? You get the fucking wall with me."

"Yeah, it sucks to be you." Ambrose grinned.

Instead of sitting, Zander paced, raw energy pouring off him when he surveyed the men. This was what a caged animal looked like. "I got a call from the Sheriff's Department. They have a murder scene they want us to examine. It happened sometime last night, so we need to get a move on since they have numerous bodies they need to identify and get to the morgue."

"How many are we talking about?" Dane uncrossed his boot from his knee, sitting straighter.

Zander's hand scrubbed down his face, and he glanced at the guys with sorrow in his eyes. "About thirty dead college-age girls. Sheriff Cooper said this was a calculated attack, and a clear message was sent. And since he doesn't understand what the message means, he thought we might be able to shed some light or help. And he's certain vamps did this. Let's keep this quiet for now. Just us six are going."

"Jesus Christ," Alek muttered, standing as he made his way to the door. "I'll drive one Tahoe."

"I'll take the other one." Ambrose pushed off the wall, purposely bumping Gage with his big shoulder, knocking him off balance where he leaned.

"Fucker," Gage said without heat in his tone. "You itching to get your ass beat or what, brother?"

Ambrose snorted, then held up his middle finger over his head. He chuckled. "You can try, sweetheart, you can try."

"Call me sweetheart again, and Melina won't recognize that pretty face of yours." The other four laughed at the banter between the two, who looked more like biological brothers than even Zander and Alek.

When six huge warriors walked with purpose down the halls of The Alliance, humans, hybrids, and vampires all moved out of their way. It was like stepping in front of a speeding train. The path cleared as many sets of eyes followed them as they made their way to the elevators. If anyone was curious about what was happening, no one said a word; they just watched the six men leave, realizing that something was very wrong.
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Forty minutes later, the two Tahoe's came to a stop where fifteen other vehicles haphazardly parked, with at least four news reporter vans. Crime scene tape kept the press behind the lines as the police, sheriffs, firefighters, crime scene investigators, and county coroners all milled around. The place was a shitshow; if they hadn't searched outside for footprints before the thirty-plus responders showed up trampling shit, then they were screwed.

The expressions on the faces of the women and men inside said it all; this was bad. One young officer was heaving in a bush at the end of the house when the six Alliance team members stepped out of their vehicles.

Ambrose, Gage, and Dustin parked and exited first, waiting on Zander, Alek, and Dane. All wore their standard black combat clothes; each had sidearms attached to their hips and a belt with tactical gear. Their badges were visible on the front of their belts, which gave them access to any crime scene like any other peace officer. Each wore dark sunglasses, and a couple had on a baseball cap. When the six warriors descended upon the scene, all humans moved out of their way. A few offered a greeting and shook hands as they passed; most just nodded.

Sheriff Cooper looked up from the notebook in his hand, closed it, and watched their approach. He was a lean man in his fifties with a splash of gray around his temples. His smile always came easy, but not today. Worry, concern, and disgust littered his otherwise pleasant face. His brows pulled with a frown, his shoulders hunched, and his eyes lined with dark circles. It had been a damn long night.

He nodded to The Alliance leaders. "Thanks for getting here so fast. This is a fucking nightmare." Cooper rubbed the back of his neck. "This is without question the worst thing any of us have ever witnessed. I can't begin to describe how bad this is; it's something you'll have to see for yourself to comprehend. Come on," Cooper started for the front door. "I haven't allowed anyone to touch anything yet. They're only taking pictures right now. That and collecting blood samples alone could take all damn day."

The six men glanced at each other as they looked closer at the faces of the first responders working the scene. They all wore the same horrified expression. Faces were tight with worry and horror. A few leaned against something outside for support, taking deep breaths to calm their nerves. One fireman sat with his back to a tree, his arms braced on his bent knees, and his head rested on his arms, no doubt from mental exhaustion. Many stood or sat off by themselves as if they were trying to sum up the courage to go back in to finish their jobs. The air hung heavy, weighed down with sorrow, pain, and anger.

Zander asked, "What do you need from us? Assistance, or do you want our professional opinion on what happened here?"

Cooper stopped and picked up a box of blue crime scene booties in one hand and a box of latex gloves in the other for them to grab a pair. "I'll let you decide after you look. You may or may not be able to help; at this point, I'd be happy with anything anyone may be able to offer." His face was grim as he set the boxes back down as each man put on protective gear.

Gage shook his head. "Fuck, I can smell the blood from out here."

"Doesn't surprise me; there's plenty of it," Cooper said as he walked in, waiting for the men to follow. He led them to the large living room.

"Holy shit," Dane mumbled as he stepped into the living room. Scanning the gruesome scene, he rubbed a hand down his face.

Posed, naked females sat all over the room. Some lounged in chairs or couches, and others were on the floor with throw pillows propped behind their backs. Pools of blood soaked the floor in so many spots that they puddled together like a pond. Most had their eyes forced open with what appeared to be toothpicks. Their hair was all caked with dry blood, and a few had a smiley face drawn on their chests just below their necks. One girl had a remote in her hand, and one had a bowl of popcorn sitting between her legs on the floor.

"Jesus fucking Christ," Ambrose said as he and Gage stepped closer.

"Dane," was all Zander said as Dane took off to examine the closest female.

Without touching the young woman, Dane said, "She has bite marks, but from the amount of blood here, that's not how she died." He touched her chin and lifted her head back. A large slit across the front of her throat revealed what Dane suspected. He carefully put her head back the way he found it. "Her throat is cut, which makes sense with all this blood." He moved from girl to girl. "Some do not have their throats cut; instead, they have a stab wound in their jugular. Most are drained, some sucked dry; you can tell by their skin." Dane stood, looked around the room, noticing the blood spray, and pointed to the walls, chairs, and couch. "That's arterial spray."

"Can we assume all these women were raped, or were their clothes just removed?" Gage removed his sunglasses, hooking them in the neck of his black T-shirt. His hands flexed in anger.

Dane shook his head. "We can't be sure just yet until they're examined, but I'd assume something this brutal means that at least some of them were raped. More than likely, they'll be the same ones who have been drained of their blood."

"Like a cat playing with their food before they kill it." Gage's words seethed with anger, and he ran a hand through his shaggy black hair.

"This is fucking sick shit," Alek said as he wandered to the blonde girl sitting in a chair with an open magazine in her lap. Her bright blue eyes were open and glazed over; dried blood dripped down her neck in a wide stream. The horror in her eyes made the jovial Alek wince. He leaned down to examine her face closer. "What the hell? Did they use toothpicks to hold their eyes open?"

Cooper nodded. "Yes."

Zander looked at Cooper with a livid gaze. "There are only ten in here; you said there were twenty-nine females. Where are the rest?"

"I'll show you; it only gets worse, so prepare yourselves." Cooper led them down a hallway to the kitchen as he shooed the crime scene photographers out. Twelve other bodies were positioned in more disturbing ways. The two that caught all their eyes were two girls sitting on the island, back-to-back with their legs apart, knees bent to expose their genitalia.

"Motherfucker," Zander snapped. "What the fuck kind of animal does this?" His fists bunched, needing to hit something, anything.

The others just looked at each other. No one had words. When six warriors who thought they'd seen it all remained silent, the tension in the room was thick as fog. All but Dane stayed rooted in the place; they came to an abrupt halt in the massive kitchen. They couldn't find the will to move their feet.

Dustin looked at the girls' faces. "Why do you suppose all their eyes are held open with toothpicks? Is there significance in that?" He repeated Alek's earlier question.

"At this point, we have no clue. Maybe it has something to do with the eyes being the window to the soul." Cooper shrugged, shoving his hands in his pockets.

"Dane?" Zander said, with no need to finish his question.

"All have fang marks or either a slit throat. All have their eyelids propped open."

"And why the hell are they all posed like they just sat down and spontaneously died a gruesome death, except for those two?" Gage nodded to the poor girls who sat in a humiliating pose on the counter. Girls sat at the table like they were getting ready to eat, a couple on bar stools around the island with drinks in their hands. Two girls at the end of the table appeared to be playing poker.

Ambrose cleared his throat. "Why are there so many young women here and no males? Why wouldn't girls invite boys to their party?" Damn, he sounded like an old man calling them girls and boys.

"It's a sorority party. The parents are out of town on a cruise, and their daughter had a party." Cooper rubbed his eyes from the long hours he'd already been at this gruesome crime scene. There would be many, many hours left here. The day just tripled in length.

Dustin stepped away from the girl sitting in a dining room chair with her hands placed around a plate. An open beer sat above her right hand. "Who found them?"

"The gardener, he found the six girls out by the pool all in lawn chairs late yesterday afternoon and called it in." Cooper nodded to the door at the back of the kitchen. He made his way through the pools of blood and stepped outside with the men on his heels.

Gage glanced one last time at the two girls sitting on the island. "Which one is the owner's daughter?"

"That I'll show you last. These six were killed out here, or so we assume. The number of blood samples we're collecting is astronomical. Others could have bled to death out here. We're not sure yet who died where until all the blood is collected, but it could be so comingled that we may not have definitive answers.”

Five bloody women sat in lounge chairs by the pool, while the sixth one was sitting on the top step of the pool. A film of blood hovered around her; her black hair was matted with blood, and she had bite marks on both of her ample breasts right above the nipples.

Gage looked at the five girls at the pool and put his sunglasses back on, shielding his eyes from the Sheriff. He tried hard to keep them from glowing. "Fucking sick bastards." He crossed his arms over his chest to keep from hitting the side of the house.

"Well, come on. I'll show you the owner's daughter. She's upstairs in the master bedroom... and this one, well, this one is... well, you'll see." Cooper led the men back through the blood bath in the kitchen. Making a right turn, he led them up the stairs, turning right to the large master bedroom that overlooked the pool.

The men all halted; Ambrose ran into Gage's back and Zander into Dustin's.

"Holy fucking mother of god." Gage always had a steady stream of colorful cuss phrases, but it seemed to fit here. No other words could rationalize what sat in front of him.

The king-size bed sat in the middle of the wall, straight across from the door. The walls were a soft shade of yellow with bright yellow accents. The bed had snow-white bed covers except for the dark red bloodstain. The owner's daughter sat positioned in the middle of the bed, propped up by the headboard. Like all the others, she was naked, but her pose was the worst of all. She sat with her legs spread wide with her fingers shoved inside of her. Her other hand was on one of her breasts, as though she died playing with herself.

No one moved for what seemed like forever. They didn't even breathe.

Zander ran a hand over his head and groaned. "What the fuck does that say above her head?" They all stepped closer to make sure they read it right.

Ambrose read it out loud. "I will have her. Give her to me, or I will take her. 888-460-VEGA. Is Vega this fucker's name?"

Gage slurred something unintelligible. "Yes. Galen told me his name was Vega. I forgot until just now. Motherfucker." Gage's jaw twitched, he turned to walk to the window overlooking the pool, only to see the dead-posed girls out there. There was no escape from dead, naked girls covered in their own blood. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. The metallic scent filled his nostrils.

"This goddamned house needs to be burned to the ground after this. No one in their right mind could ever live here after this." Alek joined Gage at the window and clamped a hand over his shoulder. "You need to call Galen, bro. We need to talk to him."

"And fast," Zander said. "So, Cooper, do the owners of this house have any enemies or the daughter?" That was the logical place to start; you always looked for someone who hated the victim and wanted them dead.

Cooper squeezed his eyes shut, massaging the back of his neck. "None we can find so far. The neighbors all seemed to love David and Michelle Ziegler. No one even had a bad thing to say about them. They are both bankers—nothing out of the ordinary from their past yet."

Gage stormed back in from the balcony and headed for the door. "I'm going down to get Galen. He should be here in a few minutes." He used his telepathic abilities to call his father.

Zander turned to him. "If he's popping in, tell him to do it somewhere discretely. We don't need all those people freaked out."

Gage slammed on his brakes. "Freaked out? Are you serious? Pretty sure they couldn't get any more freaked out than what they've seen in this fucking house." He spun on his heel and headed for the stairs.

"Ambrose, go with him," Zander ordered.

"Sure, I love babysitting his violent ass."
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Gage almost ran over three people on his way out of the house of horror. Violent anger vibrated through his body. He felt his eyes turn black and then glow; then they went back to black. Times like this, he couldn't control which color his eyes wanted to be; he only knew what color they were turning. When they glowed, a warming sensation spread throughout his body. When they were black, he experienced cool energy. Yet he could force them to turn black, which was how he concealed this from his brothers in the first place.

He stomped down the steps and walked out to the middle of the yard. Many sets of eyes landed on him. "Galen!" Gage roared. "Get your fucking ass here now!"

"Gage, man. Let's go sit in the Tahoe and wait for him." Ambrose stopped several feet behind him, knowing any closer Gage's fist could reach his face.

"Fuck off, Ambrose. That asshole didn't tell me how dangerous this fucker, Vega, is. Galen!" He yelled once more, and people stepped away in the opposite direction from him, giving him a wide berth.

Galen materialized in front of Gage and started to speak when Gage's hand closed around Galen's throat. He kicked Galen's feet out from under him and slammed him to the ground on his back. Gage rammed a knee into the center of Galen's chest. His hand remained wrapped tightly around his throat. "Why the fuck didn't you tell me that this Vega is a violent, sick motherfucker?"

Galen didn't fight off Gage; he lay there trying to breathe. "I can talk better without your hand on my throat," he panted out.

Ambrose crossed his arms and watched. There was no sense in pulling Gage off yet. Babysitting this man sometimes meant letting him do what he needed to without killing someone, and he wouldn't or couldn't kill Galen. "You know, he has a point. Let him up, and if you don't like his answer, I'll help you kick his ass."

Galen looked at Ambrose, and he managed a wicked grin right before Gage loosened his death grip. By now, everyone had stopped what they were doing. They watched the three vampires in the front yard. Most retreated a safe distance away, and a few stepped behind a vehicle for protection. When in doubt, humans assumed everyone was a vampire.

With hesitation, Gage climbed off Galen and took one step back. "Get up, old man."

Galen's cold eyes watched Gage to make sure he didn't spring a second attack. He dusted off the back of his pants, then closed the space between him and his son. "If you ever do that to me again when you call me to meet you, I promise you, son, next time you will need more than this man for backup." He pointed to Ambrose.

Gage snarled in response, "Answer my damn question! Why didn't you tell me what a monster this Vega was?"

The one thing that set father and son apart was their tempers. While Gage was explosive, Galen was quiet and deadly. He narrowed his blue eyes on his son. "What are you talking about? And why the fuck does it reek of blood here?"

Gage nodded to the house. "Come on, let me give you a tour."

Ten minutes later, Gage, Ambrose, and Galen stepped back into the master bedroom, where they had left the others after Gage showed Galen the living room, kitchen, and pool. They were still talking about the message the psycho Vega made by having all the girls posed in disturbing ways.

"Jesus." Galen hissed when he spotted the girl in the center of the bed. All heads turned to him. A step closer, he looked at the message written in blood on the wall above the girl.

"What haven't you told us about this bastard we should know?" Gage demanded, moving closer to his father.

"Of course, this sick fuck is capable of this. It's what he does. And frankly, you all should have been prepared for him to up his game." Galen waved his hand at the girl. "I assumed he was responsible for the bus attacks and the drugging of all of you, but..."

"Wait," Zander snapped out, "this asshole is also responsible for drugging our men?"

"Pretty damn sure."

Dane's brows drew into a frown. "Why? What purpose did that serve?"

Galen turned to the men from The Alliance plus the sheriff. "To throw you guys off, confuse you like a shell game. If you're looking in one place for answers, then you won't be paying close enough attention to what he is doing somewhere else. This house proves to you I'm right. He is devoted to looking for a," he glanced at the sheriff, "a female of my kind." He pointed to the wall and said, "And by the looks of it, he seems to think you have her."

"Well, he's wrong," Ambrose growled.

Cooper cleared his throat. "What does he mean by one of his kind? Is he different from the rest of you?"

Gage snorted. "You could say that. And why the hell does he think we have her? We don't even know who he's looking for."

Cocking an eyebrow at Gage, Galen just stared at him.

"What?"

"You know what. He knows one day you or I will lead him to her. And I do not have a woman at this moment, but you do."

"Whoa. Now what the hell are you talking about? I thought you said they only followed you to find Gage." Zander threw his hands up, his eyes darting between Gage and Galen.

One dark brow lifted over Galen's bright blue eyes that resembled Gage's. "I guess it's time to tell you the rest of the story, but the sheriff needs to leave." Galen didn't mince words; he wanted the sheriff gone.

"No problem. I've got more shit to deal with right now than whatever the hell it is you have to say." Cooper shook Zander's hand. "I'll let you know if we find anything beneficial here."

"Thanks," Zander nodded and watched the exhausted sheriff leave, then faced Galen. "Now talk."

"Centuries ago, I worked for a family in Ireland, the Flynn's. They had a daughter, Sinead, and when she was six, I began working for them. They were all Original Beings. I trained Sinead to use her powers, to wield them, and master them. What made the Flynns special was that they were from the original bloodline of Originals. The last of two, well, besides me, but as you know, people think I'm a vamp."

"Hold up, dude," Alek said. "If your people can reincarnate themselves, then how were the last two?"

"Good question." Ambrose folded his big arms across his chest as he glared at Galen.

"Sure, they can be reborn. The problem is that we tend to lose track of who came back as whom. It's not like we had Ancestry.com back then. The Flynn's were the last two with their original identities. They were slaughtered in a raid at their castle, so I grabbed Sinead and fled with her. We traveled for many years, never staying in one place too long. I feared they would locate me and get their hands on her." Galen took a breath, walked over to the balcony, and winced when he saw the scene at the pool from a whole new perspective. "I had to keep Sinead safe, so I raised her as my daughter. I loved her like she was my own. Fast forward; Sinead became our queen and died in a war." He continued after a moment. "About forty years later, I found her again. She reincarnated herself as Daria Ackland, adopted by aristocrats. I became her mentor as well; her parents knew nothing of who or what she was. They thought I was schooling her."

The men all stood watching Galen, listening to his story, until Ambrose broke the silence. "Let me guess; she died too."

"Yes and no. Daria was their blood slave. They kidnapped her when she went to town with her parents. She turned twenty a month before." Galen's blue eyes glowed. His jaw twitched and his hand clenched before he resumed his story. "I didn't find her for almost four years. Those sick fuckers had Daria for four long years. And you know the rest. I decimated the village, and then I killed her because she was too messed up in the head to live a normal life again."

Zander pinched the bridge of his nose and groaned. "Okay, but what does all this have to do with Gage and this fucking house? And why does this Vega think Gage or you will lead them to the woman?"

Galen thought as he scanned their faces. "I told you they were using either I or Gage to find her. You see, Daria came back as Alcina, Gage's first mate, who then came back as Kara, his second mate. All four women are the same woman."

"Fuck," Ambrose growled. "So, both of you keep finding her no matter what? You have signed her death certificate once again, whoever this poor woman is."

Dane, Dustin, and Alek all let out a groan with a string of colorful curse words as all the information sank in.

"I guess we have. She will come back stronger and more powerful with each reincarnation if she's trained and accepts who she was and is. For Daria to endure four years of torture, she was pretty fucking strong, not just in the mind but in spirit and body. And what I know about Kara is that she was of strong mind and body as well, but she lived as a human. She never learned her powers."

"Neither of them had any powers. I would have known." Gage's eyes turned black as he looked at Galen. "And Kara wasn't strong; she killed herself to escape this life."

Galen seemed to weigh his words. "You think she didn't have any abilities because she never discovered them. Did she escape this life? Or did she leave this world to save you?"

Gage lunged for Galen. Ambrose understood his friend too well, and he intercepted Gage before he could wring Galen's neck. "You don't know shit, old man!"

"Or maybe I know more than you are willing to accept." Galen wanted to change the direction of the conversation before one of them flew off the balcony to the bloody scene below. But he had more to say on this subject. "Again, they had no powers because they weren't trained. You didn't want me near either of them, remember? I could have taught them, but since you wouldn't, they both stayed dormant." Galen snapped at his son. He was livid over Gage not letting him get close to Alcina or Kara. "And before you blame everyone for their deaths, you'd better realize you played a big part in them as well by keeping them human."

Gage seethed with anger, ready to rip his father apart if everyone would stay out of his fucking way.

"Dormant how?" Dane moved a step closer, further blocking Gage's path to his father.

Galen shoved his hands in his pockets in an attempt to control the anger trying to surface. "If an Original is raised to be a human, their powers will remain dormant. If they do not know what they are capable of, then they can't use it. They are vulnerable if left untrained."

"You're saying their deaths are on my head? That they died because I didn't want them around you?" Everyone saw that he was ready to rip Galen to shreds.

"Don't even think about it, son; I promise you will not win a fight with me."

Dustin jumped in and narrowed his eyes at Galen. "And you haven't found her again yet?"

Galen looked at Dustin with surprise on his face. "Well, you look a hell of a lot better than the last time I saw you. Get you fresh blood, did you?"

Dustin didn't glance at Dane, for fear the others would sense something was up. He ignored Galen's question. "And you have no idea where to find her?"

"I have an idea. The last two times, Gage found her, so logic tells me he'll find her again since she turned out to be his soul mate."

"And why can't she be someone else's soul mate once she is reincarnated?" Dane questioned.

"Once an Original finds their soul mate, they will continue to find them for the rest of their lives. However, she could have a few different soul mates. This is because in the chance she doesn't find one, she will locate another. Once she finds her soul mate, both she and her mate will become more powerful. They feed off each other's power. Soul mates unite like magnets. If separated, they will find one another again."

Five sets of eyes landed on Gage; they were all thinking the same thing. He and Sofia clicked together like missing pieces to a puzzle, even though they were complete opposites.

Gage shook his head. "No. Like I told Galen, Sofia is not Kara. I'd know; she doesn't smell or taste the same. She is uniquely different."

"Fuck! Really? Are you willing to gamble with her life like that?" Ambrose growled at Gage. "She needs around-the-clock protection even if she isn't Kara, goddammit! They would take her and ask questions later. They'd use her as bait to get to you or Galen, you dumbass. All the while, torturing her."

"And she was on that damn bus, Gage." Zander reminded him.

Gage closed his eyes and groaned. "Fuck it. I wasn't thinking. I gotta go." He started to bolt out of the room.

Ambrose slapped a big hand to his chest to stop him; he took out his phone and started typing. "I'm texting Raphael and Jericho and having them guard her. We'll set her up with around-the-clock guards."

"This is fucking insane." Zander snarled. "Our home needs guards as well; text Gage's men and put them on the house now!" He turned to Galen with fire in his eyes. "And you! Why the hell didn't you tell us about this when you met with us at The Alliance?"

Galen took a menacing step toward Zander, getting in his face. "If you remember, I gave you more than enough information to make you all cautious. You chose not to take me seriously; it's not my fault." He pushed Zander out of his way and left. He turned to look at Gage and said, "I want to meet this woman of yours. And that is not a request."
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Sofia noticed Raphael and Jericho parked their asses in the waiting room chairs after they took a quick walk through her clinic. They said they didn't need anything; they were taking a break from the idiots down the hall. She chuckled at her understanding and went about her business. She could only assume that the two Rebellion warriors had a run-in with Alek's Stooges. While she enjoyed the goofy team's company, the serious men did not. After two hours of them still hanging around, she became suspicious, but as usual, they were tight-lipped as all the men were when they conducted business.

They watched her like a hawk. If she dropped something, they came in asking if everything was okay; if she was too quiet, they came in to see if she was all right. It was weird as shit. So, was she their business? What was wrong that they wouldn't leave her clinic?

An idea popped into her head to test her new theory. She left for the women's restroom, and as she expected, both warriors followed her. Stopping at the door, she turned and planted her hand in the center of Jericho's chest. If they thought they were holding her hand while she peed, they were batshit crazy. "Whoa, boys. You are not coming into the ladies' room with me. I'm pretty sure you have parts that disqualify you as a woman." Hands planted on her hips, giving a glance at his crotch.

Jericho didn't back away from her personal space. He arched a black brow. "You see any boys here, Raph?"

"Sure don't. Now let Jericho make certain the little girl's room is empty." His dark walnut eyes held humor. Deep down, Raphael had a personality that he kept hidden because of being on Ambrose's team.

"No. Who would be in there other than Krista? What the hell is going on?" Sofia crossed her arms over her chest, blocking Jericho's entrance. She didn't intimidate these men, but hey, she had to try. Sofia was sick of being bullied by these macho, God-like men daily, and it had to stop. Sure, she would have a better chance with a member of Alek's or Dane's team, Ambrose's or Gage's, but not so much. If anyone could out-bully someone, it was a warrior from one of these two teams.

Jericho placed a hand above her head on the door jamb and leaned close to her. His muscled, tattooed arm was inches from her face. "Move your ass, Doc, or I'll do it for you."

She snorted and held her ground. "You wouldn't dare."

Well, she sort of held her ground until Jericho removed her, as if she were a rag doll. He was too fast for her to dodge. He bent, tossed her up and over his shoulder, and stepped back from the door. "Check it out, Raph."

"Put me the hell down! Now! What's wrong with you?" Sofia grabbed the waist of his cargo pants to wedge herself up to breathe as her air was being pushed out of her lungs. "Put me down now, Jericho, or I will kick your ass!" Yeah, it was an empty threat, but she hadn't thought that out before it left her mouth.

"Don't touch my ass, Doc; I just may like it." He grinned at Raphael when he entered the ladies' room.

"Oh, funny guy. Where has this sense of humor been hiding?" Sofia felt the blood filling her head. "Put me down, or I'll bite you." Her hands readjusted herself on his pants.

"Bite me and see where that gets you."

Raphael came out of the restroom. "All clear, and damn if that isn't the cleanest bathroom I've ever seen."

"Uh, yeah, girls don't pee on the floor. Now put me down!" Sofia yelled once again since her words went unheard. Sofia heard a low rumble coming toward them, and then she saw several sets of boots come into her view as she dangled over Jericho's back. Oh goody, the guys returned. She had no delusions of them helping her out of this, whatever this was.

"Is the sweet little doctor giving you guys trouble?" Ambrose asked, his arms crossed over his muscled chest.

Sofia struggled to look up at him, his arms crossed over his massive chest as he and Gage glared down at her. Alek grinned, Dustin gave her a wink, and Zander looked as if he wanted to string her up.

"Yeah," Jericho spun to face all the leaders with Sofia still slung over his shoulder; now her ass was facing them. "She tried to block us from checking out the ladies' room before we let her in."

"Sofia," Ambrose growled.

"Don't, Sofia me! Why are they dogging me like I'm a criminal? And I swear I'll bite your ass if you don't put me down right this goddamned minute!"

Jericho grinned at the men as he slid her down his body to the floor in front of him. "Not sure why she's so pissed. This woman has had a lot of violent tendencies in the past few minutes."

Sofia punched him in the chest. "Got that right." Spinning to face the men, she felt dizzy when the blood left her head. "And who ordered them to babysit me?"

Ambrose stared her down with cold green eyes. "I did. You will have two bodyguards at all times until I say otherwise."

"What? Why? What'd I do?"

"Gotta guilty conscience, huh, Doc?" Raphael raised an eyebrow at her.

"Shut up. I've had enough of you two already."

Raphael gave her a smirk.

Zander turned to leave, "Let's discuss this in my office."

"I'm not going anywhere until you tell me why three of you look like you want to kill me." Sofia folded her arms over her chest and stood her ground. "I realize I do shit to get myself into trouble with you stick-in-the-muds, but I haven't done a damn thing. I'm pretty sure I'd remember!"

"And I'm pretty sure Jericho wouldn't mind giving you a lift." Ambrose held her gaze. She learned how to stare Ambrose down, and she was almost a pro.

If the eight big warriors thought for one damn second she would let them continue to push her around, then they were dumber than they looked. Not budging, she just stood there, glaring at them. "Well, Jericho, I guess you'll have to take me."

Instead of Jericho picking her up, Ambrose stepped forward, put his shoulder to her stomach, and picked her up. She kicked and squirmed, almost making him lose his grip on her. Her foot struck Zander's chin as Ambrose's large hand slapped her ass hard. "Stop this shit!"

"You piece of shit! Do not touch my ass!" Sofia was livid between the deadly looks they were giving her, except for Dustin and Alek. Now she was being manhandled again. And that pissed her the hell off. She had no intention of obeying Ambrose. And what the hell was wrong with Gage? Why wasn't he helping her out? She kicked harder and then grabbed hold of his back with her teeth and bit as hard as she could.

Ambrose roared and smacked her ass again. "Someone get her teeth out of me!"

"For fuck sake, give her to me." Dustin pulled her off Ambrose's shoulder and carried her in his arms, not over his shoulder like a feed bag. He grinned at her. "Being a little hellion, are we?"

"I can be a big hellion too." She gave Dustin an innocent smile, hooking an arm around his neck to hang on. "I can walk, you know."

Dustin belted out a laugh. "Apparently not, which is why I've got you."

Once inside Zander's office, Dustin put Sofia's feet on the floor, and she made a beeline for the door. Gage was faster; he slammed it in her face. "Goddammit, Sofia! Knock this shit off," he growled in her ear.

She glared at the man she loved, yet she was ready to skin him alive. "Not until all of you assholes start treating me like a person." Sofia glared at Zander. "I deserve to be spoken to, not ordered around." She jabbed Zander in the chest and said, "This is why I have problems with you."

Zander's expression softened. Grinning at her, he grabbed her wrist. "This was all on Gage and Ambrose. I had nothing to do with this."

She frowned at him, then glanced at Gage and Ambrose. The deep scowls on their faces told her Zander was speaking the truth. "Oh, okay. Then I'm sorry, Z."

"Apology accepted. Are you ready to behave and listen now?"

"Do I have a choice?" She didn't wait for an answer. "Fine."

When the guys told her about what they had found in the house of horrors and the reasoning behind why they needed to protect her, she felt sick. So many dead, so many families devastated, and so many losses.

Sofia crossed her arms over her chest. "So, because Gage and his father keep finding this woman, I need guards? They must know I'm not her."

"Do you really want us to leave you vulnerable to this fucking asshole, Sofia?" Gage growled his words, his anger spilling over. "Do you think he would even fucking care if you weren't her? No, he'd take you and use you as a bargaining chip. He rapes and drains girls of their blood." He became angrier as he spoke—a side of him he’d never shown Sofia before.

"He's right, so stop being stubborn and listen to us for a change without arguing. We do this shit for a living, and we're fucking good at it." Ambrose had the same angry look on his face that Gage did.

Sofia felt her body heat from the anger boiling up. These men had such nerve to treat her like a naïve child. She wouldn't be fucking clueless if they talked to her and kept her in the loop. Would they ever treat her as if she mattered? She was not a possession. And she was sick of being talked down to instead of being talked to and reasoned with.

The anger vibrated through her body. She couldn't speak; she whirled around and left to go find her babysitters. Gage caught her by the arm to stop her. What Sofia did next had them all dropping their jaws. She pulled away, spun, and kicked Gage in the side of the head, tossing him into Alek. Then she kicked Ambrose in the stomach, knocking him back several feet.

"Do not touch me!" She screamed. "I am so fucking sick of all of you treating me like this." She walked up to Gage, anger seething from every pore of her body. "If you ever treat me like this again, I am gone. Do you understand? I will not be treated like this by anyone, but especially not by you. I will fucking walk away, and you won't be able to stop me." She turned once more to leave. "And don't worry, I'll take Fido and Spot with me." Sofia yanked the door open and stormed out to find her guard dogs.

Alek rubbed the back of his neck and grinned. "Well, damn, that woman has some balls."

Dustin stepped in front of Gage and Ambrose. "You know what? She's right, and she has every right to be pissed at you two. Alek, Dane, and I have never had any problems getting her to do what we need. But, hey, we treat her like an intelligent person who can understand reason and consequences. But you three," he said, sweeping his hand at Zander, Ambrose, and Gage, "have no respect for her or how smart she is. And don't even try to argue. I've seen all three of you bully her into something rather than reason with her. If she ever launches another attack on you guys, I'll be happy to help her." Dustin glanced over at Alek, who was grinning as usual; even Dane was smiling. "And stop grinning, you idiots, because you are both on my team the next time Sofia decides to kick ass." Dustin left the room, no doubt to go find Sofia.

The five brothers stood there in shock, just staring at each other. Not only did Sofia blow a gasket, but the ever-calm Dustin did too. He was always the last one to lose his temper, even after the biggest Stooge, Alek.

Gage scrubbed a hand down his face and grumbled under his breath. "Well, shit, we managed to piss Dustin off too. And what the hell's been wrong with him lately? He seems off."

"He's been under the weather the past few weeks." Dane offered a quick explanation before they asked more questions. "I'll go see how he's doing, and I suggest that you two take turns apologizing to Sofia. She not only deserves it, but she has earned it." Stopping at the door, Dane turned to face the men. "And I'm with Dustin; next time she launches an attack against you, I'll have her back. 

*****
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Over two weeks passed since Dustin approached Dane with his new-found power issue. With the weekend with the family getting to know Sofia as Gage's woman, the house of horror, Dane hadn't had time to think about Dustin's problem. Dane felt like shit for putting Dustin on the back burner, and he was at a loss for the cause of Dustin's change. Nothing added up, and neither Cam nor Gage had any side effects from the drug overdose. Perhaps it was only because Dustin was the only human attacked. People often assumed that Dustin was a hybrid because of his size, but he was human—at least he was until recently.

Dane was lost in thought as he approached the clinic hallway. He let his senses scan for anyone in the clinic, but he seemed to be alone. Dane walked into his office and stopped when he got to the door. He swore there was someone near, yet he heard no heartbeat or anyone breathing. He cocked his head and listened. Dane sniffed the air and didn't pick up a scent in the clinic. So why did he have the eerie sensation that he was not alone?

Dane walked to Sofia's office. It was empty. He checked out the exam rooms, yet no one was there. He opened the supply room and then the lab, both empty. Puzzled, he walked back to his office, pushed open the door, and stepped in.

"Hey." A voice came from behind him, and Dane jumped.

"Shit! Sofia, you scared the fuck out of me." How did he not sense her in his office?

"Shouldn't it be, fuck, you scared the shit out of me?"

He noticed something about her demeanor that was different. Dane grinned and pulled her into a hug. "What's wrong, sweetheart? Are you still pissed at the guys for putting guards on you without telling you?" He frowned at her. "Where are they, by the way?"

She let him hold her for a minute, then she leaned back and looked up into his eyes. "Yes, I'm still pissed. And my Rottweilers left to break up a fight. It's not my fault if they lost me. Can I talk to you about something?"

He chuckled. "Of course, you don't even have to ask. Let's sit on the couch." With his hand on her back, he led her to the couch, where she camped out, waiting for him. He had never seen despair on Sofia's face before, and it had him worried. "And where the hell are Raph and Jericho, really?"

Sofia shrugged. "I don't know. Maybe they had to pee. I need to be sure that what I talk to you about doesn't leave this room. No one is to know, not even Gage." She lost Jericho and Raphael when a fight really did break out near the reception desk, but they'd find her again, and when they did, they'd be damn mad.

Dane scowled at her. Her nervous energy filled the room. "Sofia, if this is a health issue, Gage shouldn't be in the dark; it would kill him. You know that."

She shook her head as she wrung her hands. "No, it's not a health problem, and Gage already knows about what I'm about to tell you. It's just that he doesn't know this problem has gotten worse, and I don't want to worry him yet." Her eyes pleaded with him. "Please promise me, Dane."

He reached over, took one of her hands, and squeezed it. "I promise." She was starting to freak him out; he’d never seen Sofia like this before.

"Thank you. I guess I should first say that this has happened to me my whole life. I have odd and bad dreams. The kind that has me thrashing in my sleep. Gage said I was fighting him to get him away from me one night."

"You have nightmares? Honey, people have nightmares all the time; I doubt it's anything to worry about."

"No, Dane, it's not nightmares; it's one nightmare over and over again. When I was a kid, my mom said I'd have nightmares a couple of times a month. She'd always ask me what they were about, and I told her I couldn't remember. I told Gage I couldn't remember the dream either."

His eyes narrowed in concern. "And that's a lie, isn't it?"

She sucked in a deep breath. "Yeah. When I was a kid, they first started with a group of people chasing each two other people. I don't know who these people are, but I think I see the situation through their eyes."

"What are the surroundings in this dream? Do you see any faces or landmarks?"

"No faces, never any faces. And all I see is two people in a wagon, like from the eighteen hundreds, pulled by horses. People are chasing them on horseback and sometimes on foot. And I had the same dream for years." She looked away for a second before she continued. "Anyway, Gage said you might be able to help me. He asked if I could be an empath, medium, or psychic. I don't know anything about that stuff, but he said you had experience with people like that."

"I do." He agreed. "But first, I need you to tell me about these dreams, how often you have them, and if they progress." He walked over to his desk and asked, "Do you mind if I take notes, so I can study what you tell me?" Sofia had apprehension in her chocolate eyes. "This will be for me only, Doc. I gave you my word."

She nodded, okay.
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Dane grabbed a pad and pen, sat back down beside her, and jotted down quick notes. "Okay, sweetheart, continue. What age did the dreams begin?"

"I was about eight, I think."

"Was the dream you described the first one you had at eight?" She nodded in response. "And how long did you have this particular dream?"

"For quite a few years before it changed." She glanced at his notepad while he took quick notes.

"What changed?"

She pinched the bridge of her nose. "Suddenly, a man was on the wagon with the couple who were trying to get away. I couldn't make out his face, but I knew he was pure evil. I could feel the fear in the woman. And that's where it stopped. I had that version for a few more years. It seemed like every few years, the dream revealed more to me."

Dane watched as the color left her face. He reached for her hand, but she yanked it away. "Sofia, what's wrong?"

She swallowed hard and tried to blink away the tears that materialized in her eyes. "That first night I spent at your house, I had another dream. This one... was very vivid. And her pain was so real that it scared me to death. It was like I was experiencing her pain."

"Fuck," he muttered, tugged her into his arms, and held her until she was ready to continue.

After a few minutes, Sofia pulled away, giving him a sad smile. "I can continue now. If I break down and cry, I'm sorry."

Dane offered her a warm smile. "I can deal with a crying woman, sweetheart." But she was scaring him shitless. What the hell was she dreaming about that had her so terrified that she could barely talk about it, let alone look at him. His heart broke, seeing the fear in her eyes and the way her small frame trembled. It was difficult for her to talk to him about this dream that had plagued her for years. How she dealt with the evident pain this nightmare caused her for over twenty-four years, he had no clue.

Dane's office door flew open, and a livid Jericho and Raphael stepped in. "What the fuck, Doc. Are you trying to get us killed by Vader and Lucifer?" Jericho snapped at her. Apparently, her nickname for Ambrose was catching on.

Dane stood to block them from Sofia. "She's with me. She's fine. Please wait at the end of the hall for her. We're talking about an issue we've been working on and need privacy. I'll tell you when we're done here."

Raphael pointed at Sofia. "This is your only warning, Doc. You pull this shit again, and we'll GPS your ass, got it?"

Sofia lifted her chin in defiance. "Get lost, Fido, and Spot."

"What the fuck did you call us?" Jericho hissed.

Her chin lifted in defiance. "You heard me."

"Last warning." Raphael pointed at her as he backed out of the room.

Dane grinned as he pushed them out the door and shut it in their faces. "I won't be able to save you if you do this again. A heads up." She nodded. "Okay, how did the dream change?"

Sofia rubbed her forehead before he spoke. "In this version, I... am aware of what the woman is going through. This version doesn't start with them in the wagon. It's after they get thrown out of the wagon by the man. I wake—I mean, she wakes up and tastes dirt in her mouth. She's face-down on the ground. Her head hurts, and she tries to move, but she can't." Tears made an appearance once again as she continued. "She tries to move her arms, but they are... staked above her head to the ground. She tries to move her legs, but they're staked to the ground too... with them spread apart."

Oh, fuck no, she was about to describe a rape.

This is what she dreams about? Dane's stomach churned. Her pain was unmistakable. He hated that she had to sit here and relive it yet again. For Sofia to verbalize this horror was as heart-wrenching as witnessing it.

Sofia wiped a tear that slipped free. " She hears voices from behind her; somehow, she knows they are vampires who attacked them. Anyway, she hears them behind her, and she... she feels her clothes ripping away. He, uh, he starts to... he starts to rape her. Then he tells her things like she will enjoy this." Tears fell from her eyes in a steady stream. "He says he will..." her voice caught on a sob, “he will make her body enjoy every minute of it, and he sank his fangs into her neck."

Dane closed his eyes for a second. "Fuck." He understood all too well that feeding caused powerful orgasms, ones a body couldn't control no matter how hard the person tried to fight it off.

Sofia's hands shook as she spoke. "When he pulled his fangs out and spoke to a man, her man. They chained him to a tree in front of her to watch." Her tears now flowed in a steady stream down her face. "He said he wanted them to see each other's faces when he made her come; those weren't his exact words, but that's what he meant. He sank his fangs in again and waited," her breath caught. "He pulled his fangs out, yanked her head up by her hair, and forced her to look at her mate as he raped her into an orgasm. Her mate roared in pain, and then he, then he let the others have a turn, oh god." Sofia jumped up and ran to Dane's trash can, fell to her knees, and dry-heaved.

Dane threw down the paper and pen and ran to her, held her hair back for her, and rubbed her back. He grabbed a bottle of water he had on his desk and waited for her dry heaves to stop. When she had nothing left, he handed her the bottle. Sofia took a long drink and then looked at Dane. The pain tore through her, and she fell into his arms and sobbed.

"I've got you, sweetheart, let it out. It's okay. Just let it all out." Dane held her tight, stroking her hair as she shook with pain escaping her small body. Hell, he had tears in his eyes for her. How the fuck could anyone stay sane with that nightmare haunting them? And to have it repeat like a bad movie, stuck on replay, would break anyone.

Gage roared in Dane's head. Someone fucking answer me! Where the hell is Sofia? Something is wrong with her! Where are Jericho and Raph?

Brother, she's with me. She is okay, I promise.

Why didn't Gage sense where she was? A vamp who took his mate's blood regularly could always locate them.

Like hell, she is! She feels like she is being torn apart from the inside out! What the fuck did you do, Dane?

She came to me with those dreams she's been having, like you suggested, and they are fucking bad. But hey, thanks for that, asshole.

There was a pause. Sorry, brother. Where are you now? I need to see her.

It's not a good idea to come up here. She made me promise not to tell you she was talking to me about this. I'll take care of her. I'll call Ambrose up and have him wait for me until she's ready. As soon as she calms down, I'll have him distract her with a training session. She'll need an outlet for this, and kicking his ass may get her mind off this shit.

Goddammit! I need to see her and hold her. Motherfucking son of a bitch! Gage roared.

Dane chuckled in Gage's head. Nice one, man. We'll take care of her, I promise. Now get the hell out of my head. Dane broke contact with Gage, called upon Ambrose, and ran through what he needed from him.

Sofia stopped crying but stayed in Dane's arms. "Thank you, Doc, for letting me cry like a baby on you." She hiccupped and sniffled at once. Sofia wiped her eyes on the sleeve of her lab coat and gave Dane a sad smile.

"Sweetheart, what else is a man's arm for?" He looked down at her red, teary eyes and grinned. He wiped away the last tear with his thumb and kissed her forehead. "Sofia, I have a question. You said you never see faces, but you said that the woman was forced to look at her man tied to the tree. You didn't see his face?"

"No, that's what is strange. I know she looked into his eyes. I remember in the dream she knew she'd never forget the look on his face as he watched. But the face is blurry, and I can't see features or make out details. I only know their eyes met."

Dane helped her stand and motioned to the bathroom in his office. "Sweetheart, I think maybe you could have psychic abilities or possibly a medium. If you feel someone's pain, you could be experiencing it through their eyes. I think whoever is in the dream needs you to help them in some way. But we'll have to finish this later. Ambrose yelled in my head, asking everyone where the hell you are. According to him, you're late for a training session." One lie after another. And it made him feel like a piece of shit.

She frowned. "I didn't have anything planned with him today."

"That's not what he said. Go splash cold water on your face. I'll hold him off for a few minutes. Sofia, we'll figure this out, I promise you." He pulled her back to him and said, "And thank you for trusting me with this." Once more, he kissed her forehead before he turned her around to face the bathroom door.

After she shut herself in the bathroom, he walked out of his office. Dane leaned against the wall, sliding to the floor in a squat. "Fuck." He lied to the woman, who put all her trust in him. But what the hell was he to do? Gage was ready to rip someone limb from limb to find out what the hell was wrong with Sofia.

He was so screwed. No way could Sofia find out that Gage knew she talked to him. And if she did—wait—what the fuck? Why couldn't Gage find Sofia? He had her blood running through his veins, yet he couldn't find her. That shouldn't be possible.

Dane rubbed his eyes as boots rumbled the floor; he knew it was Ambrose, not because he was expecting him, but because of the sound of his footsteps. He identified each of his brothers and their mates by their footsteps and their scent. Yet he failed to sense Sofia.

This was weird as shit.

Ambrose stopped in front of Dane, looking down at him with his hands balled into fists. "What the fuck happened to her?"

Dane shook his head. "She told me about a nightmare she has been having, and it's bad, man. Fucking bad. She broke down, even puked; it had her so torn up."

Ambrose rubbed a hand down his face. "Holy fuck. Where is she now?"

"In my bathroom, she is splashing cold water on her face." He shook his head in anguish. "Shit man, she tore me up. And goddammit, Gage was ready to tear this place apart, looking for her. Stick with the plan; we need to get her mind angry instead of heartbroken."

A black brow cocked at Dane. "And I'm just the asshole to piss her off, is that it?"

Dane laughed. "Yes, brother, you are indeed the right asshole for the job."

*****
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Dane's shoulders tensed, and Sofia and Dustin weighed heavily on his mind. His whole body struggled against the urge to hit something. How the hell could two intelligent doctors not have a fucking clue what was happening to Dustin? And now he was worried about Sofia.

He sat twirling a pen in his fingers with his boots propped up on the desk. His mind played out every scenario he could imagine for Dustin's transformation. Most made little sense, while a few were downright stupid. Still, there must be a logical explanation.

Dane's feet dropped to the floor, and he bolted upright. "Holy fucking mother of god." Frowning, he muttered to himself. "Jesus, Gage is rubbing off on me." He stood and paced as he thought. "Why the hell didn't I think of this before? It is so obvious that I never even considered it." Dane ran a hand through his short hair and groaned. "Fuck, I know what I need to do."

He stormed out of his office to go to the lab.

Dane waited until Sofia went home for the day before he started. He had to confirm or disprove the crazy thoughts flowing through his head. If he was right about his assumption, then telling Sofia would be the hardest thing he had to do. It wouldn't matter that it would be good news if he were correct in his assumptions. What mattered was that everything she ever thought to be true would be false. He saw how Dustin was handling it, and he expected no better from Sofia.

He got out multiple samples for comparison. Dane took out a sample of Ambrose and Gage since Gage transformed Ambrose. He needed Gage's blood to find the Original Beings marker. Then he grabbed every sample they had on Dustin and a bag of O-negative that Sofia had donated for use. He got to work since it would take him days to complete all the tests. Dane would not jump to any conclusions, so he prepared himself to run and rerun tests until he knew for certain that whatever the results, they were correct.

Dane was about to test Sofia's blood to prove she wasn't human.

*****
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Gage spent the rest of the day needing to kill something. At the very least, beat the fuck out of something, like Raphael and Jericho, for losing her. His whole body was wired and on edge from the pain Sofia experienced. He hadn't been able to think straight all day, and he wanted to hold her and see for himself that she was okay.

Ambrose told him he had her good and pissed by the time she left, and then Alek would intercept her, being his stupid self, would have her laughing in no time flat.

Once Sofia and Ambrose were done in the training center, Gage punched the shit out of the boxing bag, literally. He beat one down from the chain and busted right through a second one, and sand flew everywhere. The mess pissed Brody off, but he kept quiet. Lucky for him, or he'd be missing his fangs, and he'd be drinking blood through an IV for the rest of his life.

Alek spoke to Gage after he saw Sofia, assuring him he had her laughing, and she seemed okay when he left her. But it didn't matter to Gage; he knew Sofia would be home by now, so he headed over. He couldn't wait another minute without seeing for himself that she was okay. His chest hurt with the need to tuck her against his body and hold her.

The problem now was that Sofia had permanent guards, so it was difficult for Gage to spend time with her. This would become a problem quickly if he had to make up excuses for why he was there all the time. So tonight, Gage told his night guards, Jando and Pedro, to take off; he'd fill in for them for the rest of the night, so his path was clear.

Outside her apartment door, he started to knock and stopped. He rested his forehead against the door and took a deep breath. Dane wouldn't tell him what her dream was about, but he remembered from the nights when she had them that they were horrible. Each time, his heart broke for her.

Gage knocked on her door again, realizing he didn't sense her inside. He cocked his head to listen; silence assaulted his ears. That was strange. Her bright orange Challenger was out front; that thing was damn hard to miss. He listened, he sniffed, and he still didn't sense her anywhere.

Panic overwhelmed him, while worst-case scenarios ran through his mind like a slasher movie. What would he find on the other side of that door? He dismissed her guards out front, so they'd know if anyone else had visited her.

Gage knocked again, more frantically. Just as he was about to kick the door down, it opened.

Sofia smiled at him, then frowned. "What's wrong?"

He took one step, pulled her against his body, and held her tight. Gage kissed her hair. "You scared me shitless. I couldn't sense you inside. I thought something was wrong." He pulled her back to gaze at her face and rubbed his thumb over her lips before he leaned down to kiss her.

"Maybe your Spidey senses are off today." She grinned, placing herself back into his arms and burrowing into him for comfort.

Yeah, she needed to be held; she needed his body for comfort.

He picked her up, kicked the door shut, carried her over to her large bean bag, and laid down with her. Gage pulled her into his chest and held her for a few minutes before he spoke.

He hooked a finger under her chin and lifted her face to his, and he placed a soft kiss on her lips. "Are you okay, baby?"

She offered him a sweet smile, the kind that melted his heart. "Yeah, I'm just beat. Vader worked my ass off today after he reamed me for not showing up for a training session, which, by the way, we didn't have. I think he's lost his freaking mind. Basically, because I didn't show up to a session that didn't exist in the first place, he worked me like a dog." She rolled her dark brown eyes at him.

Gage chuckled. "Did you at least kick him in the face again?"

"No," she grumbled. "He's been saying we needed more mat time. He wasn't kidding. I spent the whole damn time on my back trying to get him off me. God, his ass is heavy."

Gage let out a rumbling laugh. "He was trying to show you how to get an attacker off you while on your back. Good, every woman needs to be able to do that."

Her smile faded when she tucked her face back into his chest.

Well, shit. That set her off. Was her dream about being attacked and being helpless to stop it? The subject had to change fast.

"Eos, I want to talk to you about something." He paused, searching for the right words but simply saying it was best. "I want you to move in with me."

"What?" The shock on her face was evident.

Gage's grin came easy for her; even he had noticed that. His thumb stroked her jaw as he spoke. "I want you to move in with me. Live with me. I'm always here anyway, but we'd have more room at my house. Besides, we have guards posted here and at our place. It'd be easier to cover one residence. Not to mention, if I show up here all the time, our men will figure out we're together. You living with me will be the only way for us to be together until we break the news to everyone else. We'll say we moved you in with us for your protection and to cut down on manpower. And baby, I need to fucking be with you."

"I, uh, shouldn't you ask your family first?"

"No, baby, it's my house too. Not one of them asked me when they brought those crazy women into my life. I do not need their permission. Besides, they would all love to have you there."

"You mean so Thing 2 can occupy Thing 1?" She raised an eyebrow at him.

Chuckling, he shook his head. "No, beautiful, so Thing 2 can occupy me." He nipped at her sweet lips. "So? What do you think?"

"Well, you haven't actually said, uh, well-"

"That I love you?"

She nodded. 

"I was afraid I'd scare you off. Because, in all honesty, Eos, I have loved you from the very moment I felt your body under mine—the moment I felt you all around me that night at the clinic. And if that didn't convince me, then the first time I made love to you, set it in stone." He cupped her chin and tilted her face up to his. "Sofia Pierce, I fucking love you."

She laughed. "Gage Gallegos, I fucking love you, too."

Her brown eyes told him all he needed. Sofia was in love with him. It was like a boulder had been lifted from his chest. His heart was lighter, and he was complete.

"Now that we've established that we fucking love each other, what do you say?" He couldn't contain his smile. It was hard not to when he saw those big brown eyes and her smile, which made him tingle from the inside out.

"What if I'm too messy for Ariana? And I like to cook. Roan will kill me if I touch anything. And I like to smell flowers, I'll never be able to touch flowers again. Daryn's the only one who won't try to skin me alive 'cause I hate numbers and finances."

Her rambling had him laughing. "Are you saying that those four women will keep you from being with me? Sofie, you are all I want in this life, and I will not let you go. I wasn't looking for you, and yet I have found you. You are my forever; do you understand that? You. Are. My. Forever. No matter what, you will always be mine."

Tears filled her big brown eyes. Her small hand cupped the back of his neck, and she pulled him to her. "I want to be your forever, Gage. I do. So... Yes."

He lowered his face to hers, breathing in her addictive scent. Their lips met in a slow passionate kiss, the heat searing both their souls. At that moment, Gage realized his search was over, he found her, the love of his life.
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Sofia lived in the house, which she dubbed the mansion, for a couple of weeks and discovered she loved living with others. She lived alone for most of her adult life, and while she enjoyed her privacy, there was something to be said about almost no privacy. The home bustled with ten people; noise was everywhere. Sounds of talking, laughing, and occasionally yelling echoed throughout the large three-story house—five stories if you counted the full basement and attic. It held twelve bedrooms, eight baths, two living rooms, a farmhouse-size kitchen with dining, and a separate, oversized formal dining room.

The home had everything they could need on the grounds—so much more than she saw the first night she visited. They had a basketball court that doubled as a tennis court, a swimming pool, and a huge patio with an outdoor kitchen next to it and a gym in the basement. Their reasoning was that they wanted their home to be a sanctuary, a place to be happy, content, and safe from the outside world. It was a haven to escape to after a long day. When you dealt with stupidity, it wore you down.

Zander summoned a family meeting, and this was the first one he called since she moved in. It made her nervous. Maybe they all decided that she drove them nuts with her human ways, or she was useless. She wasn't allowed to cook, clean, or garden, and no way in hell would she offer Daryn her services of balancing checkbooks. There was nothing for her to do in the house but watch others do their jobs, and that made her feel like a liability. They all said it was okay since she was the only one who worked outside the home; she needed no other tasks.

Everyone was in the family room except Alek and Daryn, ready for the meeting as they heard Daryn squeal. "Put me down, or I'll bite your ass!"

Alek barked out a laugh. "Do it, baby. I might like it." He came in carrying Daryn over his shoulder, hanging upside down. She held onto his jeans, trying to stop herself from bouncing. Alek slapped her ass hard after she pinched his. He lowered her down on her feet, kissed her hard, then pulled her down on his lap when he sat in the oversized armchair.

"Neanderthal." She muttered, then laughed when he nipped her neck.

What was it about these guys all tossing women over their shoulders? Ambrose did it to her twice, and Jericho once.

Zander grinned at his idiot brother. "If you two are through, can we get started?"

"Go for it, dude. But hurry up; this woman promised to bite me in the ass, and now I'm all kinds of turned on."

The room erupted with laughter. Daryn elbowed Alek in the stomach.

"Okay." Zander glanced at Gage. "I called everyone here to explain some of our ways to Sofia. I wanted to give her time to settle in before I sprang this on her." Zander's eyes told her he was sorry; now worry settled in her chest.

Her stomach did a flip. Oh shit, this would not be good. "What? Did I do something wrong?"

"No, sweetheart, you haven't done anything wrong. There's something we need you to do for your own protection and to give Gage peace of mind."

Sofia looked at Gage. "Why didn't you ask me then?"

Gage started to answer, but Dane stepped in instead. "First, I don't think Gage knew about this meeting. And because, Doc, we need you to understand what this means to all of us, not just Gage. This has to do with the protection of all our mates. We want you to be able to see this from our point of view, not just Gage's. Can you give it a try for us and be open-minded?"

She swallowed hard. Holy hell, this would be bad. Words couldn't find a way out, so she nodded. Nothing like the whole family ganging up on you.

"Thank you," Zander said. "Okay, as you know, one of the benefits of us taking our mate's blood is that it forms a blood bond. The blood bond brings us closer emotionally and sexually, but part of the emotional side is knowing where our mate is at all times. It also tells us if they are in distress, trouble, or upset." Zander glanced at Dane before continuing. "But our family takes an extra measure to ensure the safety of our mates because we are the Phoenix Council and we have made enemies."

The man in charge seemed on edge. "You seem more nervous than me right now, Zander. Please say whatever you need to say." Still not understanding what he was trying to get at, Sofia needed this to end fast.

"Okay, we need you to let someone else take your blood regularly, so you have a second layer of protection. We all take blood from one of our brother's mates. 

"You all drink the blood of someone else's mate?"

Dane jumped back in, hoping that the more he explained, perhaps Sofia would accept it easier. "I take Ariana's blood, Alek takes Roan's, Zander takes Daryn's, and Gage takes Melina's blood."

Sofia's head whipped around to Gage. "Why haven't you told me this? You take Melina's blood? I mean, I sensed a bond between the two of you, and I hoped you'd tell me about it, but you never did. Why?"

"I wasn't sure how to tell you, baby. I wasn't certain you'd understand. But you're right. I should have told you."

"You could have tried, don't you think? I shouldn't have to find out like this." She glanced at Ambrose. Oh, holy fuck, no. "And whose do you take?"

"No one's yet," Ambrose said, those damn unwavering eyes of his holding hers.

She shook her head, telling them no to the unasked question.

"Sofia, the reason this is important is that there have been cases where one of the women has been in serious trouble. Their mate was too far away to reach them in time, and if not for the link between them and the other male, it would have ended badly."

"Melina was hit and dragged into an alley and cornered by five humans a few years back, and if it weren't for Gage's blood connection to her, she would have been raped. I am forever grateful to him for saving her." Ambrose said as he tugged Melina closer to him.

Daryn smiled at Sofia. "The fact is that we've all received protection from the other male we're blood-bonded to. Zander has saved my ass twice."

"Okay, I get it. It's like an insurance policy." Sofia said as she searched the faces in the room. There was something they still weren't saying. Some of them didn't make eye contact with her. "But there is more, isn't there? Why do all of you look worried?"

This time, Alek tried to help. "You're right, sweetheart. There is more. You know that when Gage takes your blood, you well, you have a powerful orgasm. That will happen no matter who takes your blood. It's not inclusive to your mate."

Her eyes flew to Ambrose. She assumed they wanted her to allow Ambrose to take her blood since he had no secondary bond. But she had to ask. "Do I get to pick who takes my blood?"

Dane's head shook. "Honey, if you had any idea the emotions we feel coming from one female, let alone two, you'd realize we couldn't handle three. Sorry, but it has to be Ambrose; he's the only one left."

Her breakfast fought to get back out the same way it entered. This couldn't be happening. Anyone but Ambrose, hell she'd take Zander, and she still wasn't sure she liked him yet.

And there was that look once again on everyone's faces. "For fuck sakes, what else is it you guys are not saying?"

"Baby," Gage turned to her. "Your orgasms are powerful with me making love to you, but if I weren't while I took your blood, it would be almost painful."

"No, it is painful," Ariana said with a grimace. "I'm sorry, but it is. It's unbearable."

What the hell! Were they suggesting what she thought they were suggesting? "Are you saying I should have sex with Ambrose when he takes my blood?"

"That's your choice, baby," Gage said as he reached for her hand. She pulled away. "No one will force you. But we recommended it."

"Good, because—wait—so all this time I've been with you, you've been—" she glanced at Melina.

"No. I have put everything on hold with Melina since the first time I was with you. I even told you that. I didn't want you to find out by accident and think I was cheating on you. But Ambrose wants me to start back up since my bond with Melina is almost gone."

"How thoughtful of you." She snapped. "She is the woman you told me about in the gym that day. How could you not tell me it was Melina you were having sex with before you met me? I can't believe you kept this from me. And you moved me in and still don't think I should have known about the two of you?" Her eyes glared at Gage and his betrayal.

From the corner of her eye, Sofia saw Melina shrink into Ambrose's body. He wrapped his arm around her and kissed the side of her head. He scowled at Sofia, telling her he didn't approve of the tone she used when she referred to his mate.

"Sofia," Zander started.

Sofia jumped up. "No, don't say a damn thing, Zander. This is bullshit. You guys had no right not to tell me about this from the beginning. I realize I'm just a stupid human, so I must not have the capacity to understand your ways. You only spring shit on me when it becomes imperative, and now I have to get on board? Well, fuck that! You don't have any right!"

Zander stood. "Sofia, you are part of this family now and-"

"Like hell! Would you lie and hide information from anyone else here? No, you wouldn't. I'm not part of this family; if I were, I would have known crap like this. But you treat me like an idiot who can't understand what's good for me or the family as a unit. Well, fuck that, and fuck you. I will let Ambrose take my blood. But so help me, if any of you hide shit from me then drag me into a family meeting to gang up on me, I'm outta here. Don't treat me like I don't matter. I won't allow it!" She turned to Gage. "And you should have told me about you and Melina. You better never hide something like this from me again. You won't like the outcome. I promise you that. You and that fucking curb will have an up-close relationship." And with that, she left everyone behind with their jaws dropped.

"Well, damn, I think the sweet little Doc has been hanging around all of us too long. She cusses like a sailor. Kinda hot, too." Alek grinned. "And she's right, Zander. You should never have approached her this way. She has every right to be pissed." He looked at Gage. "And brother, you're lucky she didn't snip your balls off for not telling her about you and Melina. She had every right to know. And all three of you know it, too." Alek motioned to Gage, Ambrose, and Melina.

Gage stood up and glared at Zander. "Yes, Thing 1 is right. And next time you do something that involves Sofia, you'd better tell me what you have planned, or I'll fuck you up."

Gage went to move past him as Zander's hand landed on his chest. "Let me talk to her."

"Really? As pissed as she is, she's liable to cut your nuts off and shove them down your throat."

"Yeah," he grinned. "I'm not sure if you'd fare any better right now. But I still need to be the one to talk to her and apologize."

"Fine, but if she comes back ready to peel your skin off your body, I'll help her. Got it?"

Zander nodded.

*****
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Zander knew Sofia had a problem with him almost from the beginning, but he did not understand why. Maybe she was right, and maybe he hadn't figured out how to deal with her because she was a human. He dealt with mortal men all day long, but a female was a different beast altogether.

No way in hell would he'd call her a beast to her face. He grinned to himself.

He admired the way she stood up to them all. The more he got to understand her, the more he respected Sofia. Why they didn't connect was a mystery to him. He knew that he needed to remedy that soon, for Gage's sake. The man had lived a long time without a woman in his life, and he found one that mellowed the savage beast within him. Zander chuckled. Well, hell, he thought of both of them as beasts. Those two beasts balanced each other out, making one of them far more pleasant.

Zander walked outside through the kitchen because he heard the door slam when she left. He stopped to locate her. Listening, she sniffed the air and then frowned. He heard her come out, so why couldn't he sense her? The guards left for the night once they came home from work, so he couldn't ask where she went. Sending the warriors away after they got home in the evening helped keep Sofia and Gage's relationship a secret.

He frowned and scanned the backyard. "What the hell? She couldn't have just vanished." Zander walked around, trying to locate her, before telling Gage he had lost her. When his brother said he'd fuck him up, he wasn't kidding.

Panic set in after five minutes of looking for Sofia. He turned to head back to tell Gage he had lost his woman when he glanced up and saw Sofia sitting on the roof. The four-story-high roof!

"What the fuck!" He tried to figure out what path she took to climb up and there but for the life of him, he couldn't. Zander got closer and jumped. He landed a few feet from her, and she screamed, lost her footing, and slid. He caught her by the wrist as she skated past him.

"Holy fuck, Doc." He pulled her to him and got her back to the spot where she was sitting. "Jesus Christ, how'd you get up here?" She didn't answer, which was not surprising. The woman was damn bullheaded. "You okay, sweetheart?"

"Yeah, you just scared the shit out of me." She pulled her knees up to her chest, wrapping her arms around them, and turned her head away from him. "Thanks for catching me before I splattered on the patio."

"You're welcome." Zander lowered himself beside her and looked everywhere. "Okay, I need to know how the hell did you get up here?"

"I climbed." Her dark eyes dared him to question her further.

He chuckled. "And you're a damn liar too." He raised an eyebrow at her, and once again, she stared at him. Sofia would not elaborate or tell him the truth. The woman could make a priest cuss. "Okay, you climbed. Alright, sweetheart, you and I need to fix this. I've known for a long time that I'm not your favorite person."

"Not true; you're my least favorite person. And that says a lot considering there's Ambrose."

He tossed his head back and laughed. God, he loved her bluntness. "Okay, okay, I deserved that. And I appreciate your honesty. But Sofia, you and I need to fix this. If not for us, then for Gage's sake. I have no problem with you, even though you are just a human." Zander winked. "But I know you don't like me, and I can't fathom what it is I've done to you to make you feel this way. Ari says I'm damn loveable."

She gave Zander a snort with a small grin. Sofia glanced down. "You're wrong. I don't not like you. I don't like how you treat me."

A pang of guilt hit Zander. He didn't realize he treated her badly or what he did to make her feel that way. He adored her, and hurting Sofia tore at him. If he was anything, he was a fair man, and somehow he made her think differently.

Zander pulled his knees up, resting his forearms on them. "Please talk to me, Sofia. Tell me what I've done so I can fix this. Frankly, it hurts my pride when I realize you can tolerate Ambrose over me."

She smiled. "Yeah, you'd have to be bad to come in after that big jackass."

Laughing, Zander put an arm around her shoulder. "Thanks, Doc; I feel so much better now. And you are lucky he hasn't kicked your ass for calling him Darth Vader or Lord Vader. So, you want to tell me how I can unfuck this?"

"Look, Zander, I'm a big girl. I made it through medical school at the top of my class. I'd like to think I'm pretty damn smart. But when someone tells me what to do or treats me like a child rather than asking me, I get pissed. I grew up with two bossy brothers, and I kicked their ass more times than I can count, so I know how to deal with men. If you need or want me to do something, then talk to me like you would anyone else; don't tell me. And yes, I act like a big child sometimes, but I think it's Alek's fault."

Zander laughed again at her. "Darlin', I adore you, and I'm certain it's Alek's fault. But I get it, and I'm sorry. I didn't realize what I was doing. I'm so used to bossing people at The Alliance that I forget to stop sometimes." He paused, thinking. "So, when I made you train with Ambrose, that pissed you the fuck off, didn't it?"

"So much so, I wanted to castrate you."

He groaned at her words. "Oh shit, Doc." He pulled her to him and kissed her temple. "So, from now on, if I overstep my boundary, you will tell me before you sharpen your knife to remove my nuts, and I'll treat you like a big girl."

She looked at him sideways. "Ass. But yeah, I'll agree to that."

"Good... Now you want to tell the truth and enlighten me on how you got the hell up here?" Zander bumped her shoulder with his.

Sofia smirked, shaking her head. "Not on your life. It's my secret. But..."

"You need help getting down, don't you?" One eyebrow was raised, waiting for her to admit it.

She scrunched her face up in defeat. "Yeah, I do."

Zander stood and held his hand out to her, helping her up, and he scooped her up in his arms.

"If I scream, it doesn't mean I'm not a big girl, you know."

Zander grinned. "I'd never think that, Doc." He stepped off the roof with Sofia in his arms.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

~ Chapter 37~

[image: image]


Sofia was a nervous wreck.

Tonight was the night Ambrose would take her blood for the first time. The thought of having him on her with his fangs buried in her neck, pulling on her vein, made her nauseous. And knowing her body would have its own agenda and orgasm without her permission pissed her the hell off. How was that even fair? She was a doctor; she knew your mind had a lot to do with earth-shattering orgasms. If her mind told her it repulsed her to have Ambrose take her blood, then she should be able to control it.

And what about Ambrose? She knew about his attraction to her; it was evident. So, would he get turned on when he fed from her?

She groaned; she didn't need this shit.

Sofia left Gage in their room and walked upstairs to the attic room, which was the fourth floor above ground, or the attic, of the damn big house, where two guest rooms were. Gage promised he'd be there for her when she finished. That didn't seem to comfort her. How was she supposed to act when she left Ambrose and went back to Gage? Like nothing happened?

Sofia opened the door at the top of the stairs and stepped in. She paused when she saw Ambrose standing at the window, gazing out the window. He wore dark jeans and a red shirt that hugged his muscular chest and back. He appeared relaxed with his hands in his pockets as he turned to look at her. His big, powerful body made her stomach quiver, and that made her mad. Why did he stir something in her when she was in love with Gage? Why did being around Ambrose stir up feelings of familiarity?

Those green eyes of his studied her, roaming over her body and making her tingle. "Come in, Sofia." He cocked his head and grinned. "I'd like to say I don't bite, but..."

She walked up to him with a brave face when she stopped in front of him. His smirk told her he loved this. "Ass."

"You nervous, Bella?" He closed the small gap between them and touched a stray curl that escaped her ponytail.

"You trying to make me nervous, Ambrose?"

"Sweetheart, I don't have to try. I've made you nervous even before I kissed you in the training center." He grabbed her hips, pulling her body up to his solid wall of muscle. "You've felt a pull to me just as I have to you; only you won't admit it."

Okay, now she was worried. She should be used to his teasing after all the time she spent with him, but deep down, he wasn't teasing—not now, not ever. No, she understood he wanted her; he had reminded her a few times. He finally came out and said it. Now he called her out on her attraction to him. So how was she going to handle this?

"I'm not having sex with you." Oh, yeah, that was smooth. Yep, that's keeping things cool.

Ambrose tightened his grip on her body and smiled at her. "I know, I wasn't expecting you to. Doesn't matter, though, does it? You'll have an earth-shattering orgasm because of me, so I'm good." He shrugged with a smug grin.

She punched his chest, which he didn't seem to notice. "You son of a bitch!"

He laughed and tackled her to the bed; she squirmed as he settled his massive frame on her to hold her still. Ambrose wedged a knee between her thighs, bracing his elbows beside her head. He peered down into her face. "All joking aside, Bella, I'm sorry for the discomfort you're about to experience." He placed a soft kiss on her nose.

"How long do you have to drink my blood?" She tried hard to keep her voice from breaking, and she knew she had failed miserably. Every nerve ending tingled while her stomach continued to flip. Was she scared? Hell yes. The man who had a thing for her since before the day he kissed her in the training center was ready to take her blood. And an orgasm as hot as a wildfire would consume her, searing her to her core. It would make her body want him.

He lowered his face to hers, his nose skimming her cheek. "I'm not drinking it, sweetheart. I'm feeding off it through my fangs. I'll only drink it with your permission. But I'll need about fifteen minutes or so." He studied her face. "Are you afraid of me?"

Sofia waited a beat before she answered. "No, I'm not afraid of you. I'm scared of what's about to happen and that I will have no control. I don't like not having control, Vader; that terrifies me." She had this fear since she was a child, as far back as she could remember.

His green eyes told her he was sorry, and perhaps he regretted what had to happen. "I'm sorry, sweetheart." He nudged her neck to the side, and his hot mouth kissed her pulsating vein. Ambrose's tongue licked her before he sank his fangs into her tender flesh, not giving her any more time to think.

Sofia jolted into his hard body when he pulled on her vein. She gasped, her hands clutched the bedspread in a death grip, clawing to hang on to her sanity. Her fingers gripped so hard that her nails dug into her palms through the comforter.

Sounds left her lips that she had no control over while her body came alive under Ambrose's muscled frame. She was vaguely aware that he allowed her to take more of his weight to anchor her down since she had no will to stay still under her own power. The pressure of his body made her writhe against him, grinding her pelvis against his. A small part of her brain told her to knock it the fuck off, but she couldn't; she was on fire and needed release. Sofia knew she was wet for him as he siphoned blood from her vein.

Ambrose groaned as she arched into him, still clawing the bedspread to keep her hands off him. She knew if she let go, she'd touch him, and then her battle would be lost. Sofia burned from the inside out; a hot shooting pain started in her crotch and blew throughout her body. As the agony intensified, any rational thought slipped away at a rapid pace. Thoughts were no longer clear; forming words, let alone sentences, escaped her mind. All she knew was need. The need to have a man buried deep inside her.

Sounds of ecstasy left her lips on their own accord. The longer he fed, the less control she had, and sounds of pleasure escaped. Ambrose applied more pressure to her hips, trying to limit her movements. When she ground herself against his hard body, he groaned, giving her more of his weight to hold.

Her body screamed for release, refusing to remain in place no matter how much weight he kept on her. She wanted nothing more than to rip their clothes off and have his hard, hot flesh against hers for him to fill her. As if it were possible, her orgasm and pain both intensified, and she bucked as she ground her hips into his.

In the back of her mind, the pain seeped through the orgasm surging through her, and her hands left the safe zone of the comforter. One hand found its way under Ambrose's shirt to touch his hot skin; the other forced its way between their bodies to slip down to his crotch, and she squeezed. He growled as he grabbed the hand with a firm hold on him, pinning it above her head.

Ambrose pulled his fangs from her vein after what seemed like an hour. After licking the wound shut, he buried his face in her neck, placing a kiss over the closed wound, while her body continued to thrash under him. He placed light kisses up from the puncture holes to her ear, across her jaw to her lips. Just when the last of the orgasm ripped through her like an inferno, he crushed his mouth against hers and swallowed her scream until the final jolt shredded her. His tongue found hers, and she came hard, an orgasm so violent that her entire body constricted and every muscle rippled in response.

His sensual lips kept up their assault on her as her body fought to regain control after a slow, agonizing descent after the orgasm from hell. Ambrose trailed soft kisses across her face and back down to the tender spot on her neck. He still held her hand above her head while her other hand was still under his shirt on his chest, fingernails digging into his flesh. He moved his face back to hers, leaving a sweet kiss on her lips. "You okay, baby?"

Her body shook, and her breathing was rapid. "Hell no." She whispered with tears in her eyes.

"Shit, Bella, did I hurt you?" He wiped a tear that fell.

She shook her head. "I have to go through this each time you take my blood?" Now her voice shook, her control was stripped away, and only raw emotion lingered.

"Afraid so, sweetheart, unless you change your mind." His eyes told her he was sorry. The biggest badass had a weak spot for her, and it had nothing to do with him wanting to fuck her senseless.

A frown creased Sofia's forehead. "Why is my hand under your...," She turned her face away from him and groaned as she pulled her hand out. "I felt you up, didn't I? Oh, God." She tried to dislodge herself from him but only ground against his huge, hard cock. Her eyes got wide.

A smirk found its way to his sensual mouth. "It's a side effect of smelling your desire and hearing those erotic noises coming out of you." He lifted off her body and picked her up in his arms. "Come on, baby, we both need to go get fucked by our mates."

He carried her downstairs and handed her off to Gage.

*****
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After Ambrose left Sofia's hot, wild body with Gage, he went back up to the attic room. He needed a minute to himself before he went back to Melina. After entering the room, he glanced at the bed where he took Sofia's blood; his body hummed with desire. He turned, walked over to a wall, and punched. His hand went through the drywall and hit a stud. Ambrose pulled out his fist, leaned his forehead against the cold wall, and took a deep breath.

"Fuck." He groaned, turning his back to the wall, and slid to the floor. The taste of her spicy blood was still on his lips. He drank no one's blood but Melina's; their fangs functioned as a siphon, pulling the blood through their fangs directly into their veins. But after he was through feeding from Melina, he retracted his fangs to drink her blood, a more intimate experience, to sample her on his tongue. He hadn't meant to drink Sofia's blood after he fed, but he couldn't help himself; he needed to know how she tasted. Yeah, it was a shit move after he told her he wouldn't drink her blood without her permission. But he wanted her for too long.

Ambrose banged the back of his head on the wall with each curse he muttered. "Fuck. Fuck. Fuck." He repeated, closing his eyes, and waited for his body to calm the hell down. Yeah, that didn't seem like it would happen anytime soon. Now that he had sampled her, he was in deep shit.

Ambrose's eyes opened, and he concentrated on the addictive flavor of Sofia's blood. "Jesus fucking Christ, Bella." He closed them once more and shuddered. "What do I do now?" he whispered.
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~ Chapter 38 ~
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Gage lay naked and sweaty against Sofia's damp, luscious body. He made love to her three times in the past four hours. A part of him was trying to make up for the secret he kept from Sofia about Melina. A few days ago, Ambrose took her blood for the first time, and it still bothered her.

The first time they made love, Gage spread her legs wide and took her with his mouth. His lips and tongue caressed, licked, sucked, and tortured her. He knew all the right spots on her body that set her blood on fire, and he was merciless. He made her come multiple times with his tongue before he kissed and licked a path back up to her face. He took her hard the second time while staring into her eyes. Boldly, she held his gaze, never taking her eyes off his.

A dangerous smile played on his lips. "Fuck, woman, I can never get enough of you." He lowered his mouth to hers and kissed her. His tongue licked the seam of her lips before he kissed her tenderly. Gage played with her sensual mouth as he slid into her with one silky thrust. Sofia groaned and opened her legs wider for him to cradle his lean hips. Arching her hips, she met each calculated stroke, urging him to go faster. He leaned up on his elbow to peer down into her eyes. "Look at me, baby." When her dark eyes met his, he grinned, keeping his pace slow. "You know I would never hurt you, right?"

She tilted her head back, exposing her neck as she moaned, and her vein pulsated. "Mm, yes." Her voice was breathy and sultry.

"Good." He pulled out of her and flipped her over onto her stomach. Lowering himself down, he licked and kissed her skin from the top of her ass up to the base of her neck. Moving her long auburn curls over her shoulder, he kissed the sensitive spot behind her ear. He whispered, "I've taken you from behind before, but I'm going to add something to it this time."

Sofia wiggled her butt under him, giving him the go-ahead. He smiled and slapped it. Gage pushed her legs apart with his knee, grabbing her hips. He tilted them up and shoved himself into the hilt. When she made sounds of pleasure, he pumped harder. Every thrust into her tight body made him want to explode inside her, but he wasn't ready to come yet.

Gage reached down and took her left wrist in his hand, placed it above her head, and held it there. Then he grabbed her right wrist, holding both of her hands in one of his. He continued thrusting into her at a slow, deliberate pace. Gage lifted her hips with his free hand to sink deeper within her as her body tensed. He picked up the pace and-

A blood-curdling scream escaped Sofia's lips, and he froze.

"Let me go! Get off! Get off!" She screamed, panicking, as she tried to dislodge Gage off of her.

Gage stilled his movements. He continued to hold her wrists as he leaned down to kiss her cheek. "Baby, I'm not hurting you. What's wrong?" His voice was quiet and calm.

Sobs tore at her throat. "Let go of my hands, please. Let go." She fought to free herself not only from his hands but also from his body.

Panic ripped through Gage; she was terrified of him at this moment. He let go of her wrists, flipping her over to face him. She tried to flee, but he held her down with his body. "Sofie, baby, look at me." He cupped the side of her neck; his thumb held her chin, forcing her eyes to his. "Look at me, baby. What's wrong? What just happened? I wasn't hurting you, so what has you so scared?"

Tears fled from both eyes and ran towards the sheet beneath her. "I don't... I don't know."

He lowered his face to hers until their noses touched. "Listen to me, angel; I would never, and I mean never, do something to hurt you." He placed a soft kiss on her lips. Leaning back up, he cocked his head. "You were fine until I held your hands down." A flash of anger hit him, and a storm brewed inside. "Sofie, did someone hurt you?" Gage couldn't bring himself to say the word rape after witnessing Kara getting raped repeatedly. His chest was constricted.

Her eyes glossed over, finally answering, "No."

A rapid banging on their door had Gage covering up Sofia's nakedness. "Yeah?" He yelled.

The door opened, and Ambrose stepped in and fixed his eyes on Sofia. "What's wrong? Melina and I heard a scream." Their bedroom was on the third floor with Gage and Sofia’s.

"She's fine. It was a bad dream." Gage lied to his friend. There was no way he was telling Ambrose that Sofia panicked when he held her down to have sex with her. Maybe later, but not right now.

Ambrose looked at Sofia. "Bella? Are you okay?"

Sofia refused to look at Ambrose. "Yes."

Ambrose glanced at Gage again. Walking over to their bed, he sat beside Sofia. He took her chin and turned her to face him. "Now, tell me you are okay."

Gage didn't say a word. Ambrose had been his brother long enough to know that he had just lied to him. And in all honesty, he was glad Ambrose saw through his lie and demanded to make sure Sofia was okay before he left the room. It was what made him trust this man so much with Sofia's life.

Nodding to him, "I'm okay, Vader, really. It was a bad dream—one I get often. But I'm okay."

His eyes glanced at Gage, then back to her. He leaned down and kissed her forehead. "Okay." Without another word, Ambrose left their room.

Gage turned her face back to his. "You know that big bastard would rip me apart if he thought I was hurting you, right?"

"Yeah."

"Baby, why did you panic? Please tell me." He saw her shut down, and shut him out. Then he did the unthinkable: he grabbed both of her wrists and held them over her head with his left hand.

Panic-stricken eyes flew to him as she struggled, sobbed, and begged for her freedom.

Gage held her chin to keep her eyes on his. "Sofie, sweetheart, look at me. You know me; you know I would never hurt you, baby. I love you. I love you so much that my chest hurts. Somedays I can't even fucking think straight because you consume me." He watched as she focused on his face.

She looked at him—really looked this time.

"Listen to me, Eos. I am not hurting you. I'd rather cut off my hands than cause you pain, baby. Do you believe me?"

Her dark eyes focused on him and searched his face. Slowly, she nodded, whispering, "Yes."

He gave her a gentle smile. "Good, let's try this." He let go of her right hand, kissed the back of her fingers, and linked his fingers with hers on her left hand. "I'll give you back one of your hands, so you don't feel trapped. The other one I need to hold. I need for us to have this connection. I need you to trust me, sweetheart. Can you do that?"

"Yes," her voice cracked.

And so did his heart—a crack like a damn fault line.

Gage wedged his knee between her thighs and sank himself into her trembling body. Never breaking eye contact with her. Lowering his face to hers, he breathed her in before he nipped at her lips. Her body was unresponsive until his lips coaxed hers open. He caressed her tongue with his as he rode her with slow, deliberate precision.

Feeling her body relax under his, he broke the kiss and looked down at her. "Thank you for trusting me, baby." Sofia trembled and tensed up as her orgasm built. "That's it, sweetheart; come for me. I need you to crash down around me. Take me with you, Sofie. We'll fall together."

With those words of encouragement, Sofia let go and shook from the orgasm that consumed her. Gage lost all restraint when her sweet body squeezed when she came; he let his defenses go, and he came inside her pulsating body. He laid his body over hers as they rode out their orgasm together. A low growl rumbled up from his chest.

Long minutes passed before he considered moving. Rising on one elbow, he kissed her lips. He rolled off her body and pulled her into his arms with her face on his chest. Gage's hand touched her damp auburn curls, then his fingers buried deep as he tugged her head back to meet his eyes. "Sofie..." He had no clue what to say. He just needed to hear that she was okay. He needed her to say he didn't damage her soul.

With tears in her eyes, she smiled. "I'm okay... I'm sorry, I'm not sure why I panicked like that."

Gage rubbed the point of her chin. "I think you do know, but you don't want to tell me. And that's okay, for now. But one day soon, I need you to trust me enough to tell me what has you so spooked some days." His mouth lowered to hers. "Baby, we're in this together. Remember, you are my forever. I'm not going anywhere, and I'm not letting you go anywhere."

"So... you're saying that I'm stuck with you?"

Gage reached down and pinched her ass. "Yes, baby, that's exactly what I'm saying. One day, I hope that you can come to me with those nightmares that swirl around in that beautiful head of yours. I will always be here for you, Sofia. There is nothing you can say or do that will make me walk away from you." His eyes narrowed as he searched hers. "I have looked for you for so long. I almost gave up on ever finding you." He saw the confusion in her eyes. "I mean that I've looked for my forever woman for so long, I didn't know who she was or when I'd find her. Then you came into my life, and I knew. I knew from the moment I caught your scent in the clinic that you were mine." Tracing his thumb over her bottom lip. "You always have been and always will be mine, Sofie. And I'm not letting go."

Gage lowered his mouth to hers and kissed her lips, trailing kisses across her jaw and down her throat. He licked the vein in her neck, extended his fangs, and sank them in deep.
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Sofia's stomach twisted in knots.

This would be the second time she had to let Ambrose take her blood. So much had happened in the past week, yet it flew by too damn fast. She was not ready for this so soon.

First off, he made her nervous as shit. He looked at her with such sharp eyes, like he was learning everything about her body, from head to toe, memorizing every inch. All the while, she sensed the wheels spinning in his head about the things he'd like to do to her. Second, the way she felt towards Ambrose scared her senseless. So often, she wondered what it would be like to be naked in his arms, to have him buried deep inside her, filling her up.

Those thoughts terrified her.

She tried hard to understand how they could have uncomplicated sex with another while being madly in love with their mate. And yet, she craved to be touched by the man she wanted to beat senseless most days.

She loved Gage and would never give him up for anyone, yet she wanted Ambrose too. Well, his body, at least. So, was she coming around to their need for casual sex with others? It wasn't like she was new to casual sex; it was how she lived her life for so long. Something Gage reminded her of recently.

Sofia squeezed her eyes shut and pinched the bridge of her nose. "Oh, god." Groaning, she opened the door to the attic room she named the Blood & Sex Room. There he stood, looking out the same window as before, his broad back to her. Like before, he wore no shoes, blue jeans, and a snug T-shirt.

Ambrose turned to her. "You're running late, Bella."

"I'm not on the clock."

"Yes, you are, because I'm on the clock. The sooner we get this over with, the sooner I can get back to Melina." 

"Oh, yeah." Still not moving towards him, she watched Ambrose grab the bottom of his shirt and yank it over his head, tossing it on the floor. His toned muscles rippled with every move, every breath.

Panic consumed her body. "What are you doing?"

"I'm getting comfortable. You wanna try?" A dark grin covered his chiseled face.

"No. My clothes stay where they are."

He walked up to her and settled his big hands on her waist. "Suit yourself, but it'd be a hell of a lot easier to fuck you if they were off."

She slapped his chest and tried to push away, but he held on, grinning at her, taunting her. His heat seeped into her fingers. "And that's exactly why they are staying put."

Ambrose smiled down at her, allowing his fangs to extend. Before she had time to react, he yanked her head to the side and sank his sharp canines into her soft flesh. Her body jerked, but he held tight, molding her to his rock-hard frame. Instant lust made it impossible to understand what was happening when he picked her up and carried her to the bed. Ambrose laid her down; his body covered hers, using it as a weight once again.

Heat met her palms as they touched his hot, muscled chest. Her nails dug into him, and she involuntarily arched into him, yearning to have his hands on her and begging to feel his warm flesh against hers.

Without her permission, a guttural growl left her lips as her pelvis angled toward his.

Ambrose pulled his fangs out and whispered in her ear. "Bella, say the word, and I'll take care of you. Let me help you through this; let me fuck you, baby."

Struggling to breathe, let alone speak, "I can't."

Ambrose waited a beat, then lowered his face to hers and kissed her lips. He opened her mouth with his tongue and found hers. He kissed, nibbled, and sucked while his fingers unbuttoned her shorts, knowing his fangs had loosened her inhibitions.

Vaguely aware that he had started to undress her, she kissed him back, sucking his cinnamon-spiced tongue deeper into her mouth. Another groan found its way past her lips, lifting her hips. She aided him when he tugged her shorts down. One hand roamed over his muscled back as her other dug into his short black hair, urging him on. The man who tormented her day after day had his tongue in her mouth, his hands roaming over her body, and damn if she didn't love every second. He felt so damn good, and she wanted more, so much more.

Ambrose broke the kiss, nuzzled her neck, and kissed her pulse before he sank his canines in once again. He pulled hard, forcing her body to respond by grinding into his. This time, he growled when she rubbed against his rigid cock. Angling his body off to the side, his hand slid down over her hip. His hand created a searing path as it glided over her sensitive skin. Sofia shivered from the chaos he stirred within her. She arched to give him more access. Sofia's hand slipped from his hair down to his chest as his hand moved between her thighs.

Ambrose gave another tug on her vein as he slipped two fingers past her lacy underwear into her hot, wet opening. He groaned in pleasure when he found her dripping wet and thrust his fingers in and out, in and out, setting every nerve on fire.

Sofia would have sprung from the bed at his touch if he hadn't been weighing her down. On its own accord, her body matched the thrust of his fingers. All she could do was enjoy the heavenly sensations he stirred within her.

The harder he siphoned her blood into his fangs, the wilder her body became under him, moaning and groaning with pleasure. His hard jean-clad cock ground against her thigh as his fingers continued to fuck her hard.

Sofia was nearing an orgasm when he pulled his fangs out, licking her wound shut. "Look at me, Bella." He looked down into her eyes and watched her dark, sultry eyes as she slipped over the edge with an earth-shattering orgasm. He kept thrusting as her muscles clamped around his fingers, making his body shudder. "Fuck, you feel so good. That's it, baby; let it all go." His magical fingers didn't let up for several minutes as she rode them hard, sweat beading her forehead. He lowered his lips to hers and kissed her hard as her body began a slow descent back to earth.

When Ambrose severed the kiss, Sofia let out a breath she was holding. When her eyes focused on him, she saw something she'd never seen before in them: love. The expression in his eyes almost broke her heart. She realized she belonged to him as much as she belonged to Gage, perhaps in a different way, but he was still part of her, and she didn't understand why. She had no explanation.

He angled his head as she stared into his eyes. "Are you mad at me?" He wiggled his fingers, still inside her.

"Why are your fingers inside me?" Sofia gasped and tried to push him off her, but he held tight.

Ambrose leaned down and bit her bottom lip, giving her a wicked smile. "Because I like them there. And you do too." He shook his head at her. "No, don't you dare try to deny it, Bella. Your body was on fire; it still is." She jolted when he stroked her. His mouth touched hers once more. His nose rested against hers, and he whispered against her lips. "I need to bury myself inside you, to have you all around me, sweetheart. Next time, I fuck you for real." And with those words, he pulled his fingers out and stuck them in his mouth, licking her essence. Ambrose got up, grabbed his shirt, and left the room.

Sofia couldn't move; her body wouldn't allow it. It continued to quiver from the orgasm that rocketed through her moments ago. Tears sprang to her eyes; her damned body betrayed her yet again. She had no control over what she did when fangs were buried deep in her neck, pulling blood from her veins. Rolling to her side, she cried.

He licked her off his fingers.

The door opened behind her, and she remained where she was. She couldn't face Ambrose again, not so soon. A weight pressed down on the bed, and he crawled up her; a hand took her chin and forced her to look at him.

Gage's piercing blue eyes stared down at her. "I need you naked, right now." He flipped her to her back and yanked her shirt over her head, then unhooked the front of her bra, and her breasts sprang free. Capturing a hard nipple between his teeth, he shoved her panties down and threw them over his shoulder. With lightning speed, he removed his clothes and was on top of her before her body had time to cool.

Her hands flattened on his chest, holding him back. "Gage, wait. I need to tell you—"

"Baby, it's okay. Ambrose told me. It was more bearable this time, wasn't it?" A tear trickled from her eye when she nodded. He leaned down and kissed it, then moved to her lips. His knee shoved her thighs apart, and he hovered over her. "Now, I'll finish what you wouldn't allow Ambrose to do." He sank into her body, her legs spreading wide to bring him in close. Torturously and deliberately, he moved in and out as he watched her face. Every thrust ignited a fire within her body until all she felt was an inferno.

"And just so you know, baby, you about brought that big bastard to his knees. He punched two holes in two different walls on his way back to his room." Gage kissed the tip of her nose.

Sofia arched her body into his hard, lean body, gathering his heat into her. "Why? Was he angry at me?"

Gage grabbed her left hand and linked his fingers with hers, anchoring it above her head. "No, angel. It's because he finished you off, but, well, it left him half-crazed. Baby, I understand how you feel about all of this, but please reconsider. You both need it, just like Melina and I need it." He continued unhurried rhythmic thrusts as her body trembled. "And once you have that complete bond with him, you'll be more at ease around him. I see and feel your tension when you're around him. And he'll be more pleasant for all of us to be around. You're keeping him wound fucking tight, baby." Gage groaned as he kept up his gentle assault.

Sofia watched his blue eyes as they roamed over her face. Her free hand came up to caress his strong jaw; her finger trailed over his lips. Gage sucked it in his mouth and let his tongue play with it. "What if," she whimpered, "what if he does something I don't like or want?"

His breathing became rapid as her body began to tighten around his. "You tell him no. He must respect that, or he'll deal with me. But, baby, I'll bet you'll enjoy everything he wants to do. It's just sex, Sofie; I'm the one you love, right?"

"Yes."

"You can share your body, but your heart and soul belong to me. Like mine, it belongs to you. You understand?"

"Yes." Then she shook her head. "No. No... Can you stop? I can't think clearly while you're—" she bucked against his muscled body. "Oh, god."

A smile revealed his canines. "No more thinking, just feel."

Sofia's legs locked around his back and squeezed, halting his hips from thrusting. "No. If my heart and soul belong to you, then why do I..." she stopped. Tears sprang into her eyes.

"Then why do you want him so badly?" He lowered his face to hers. "Baby, I know you want him." He left a quick kiss on her lips. "You have for a while now. I've been aware of this attraction between the two of you. The two of you are sexually drawn to each other, like Melina and I are. It's different for us than it is for the others. The four of us have more of a connection, on a spiritual level, than the rest of the family. And it's okay. If anything were ever to happen to me, I trust Ambrose to take care of you for me."

She snorted her response. "Oh goody, I'd be part of a harem. My lifelong dream."

A deep, rumbling laugh escaped; his fangs reflected in the moonlight. "You kill me sometimes, sweetheart. Two women don't make up a harem. It would be a fucking great time for Ambrose, though."

He jerked to the side when she reached down and pinched his waist hard. Laughing, he flipped over onto his back, pulling her on top of him as she continued to pinch whatever her fingers could grab. A huge grin split his ruggedly handsome features as he restrained both of her hands against his chest.

The smile left her face as she watched Gage. "I love you. You know that, right?"

"Yes, Eos, I do know. And I love you. You know that, right?" He mimicked her words. A twinkle in his eyes had her leaning down to him, crushing her breasts into his chest.

"Yes, stud muffin, I do." A bright smile crossed her face when he arched a dark eyebrow at her reference to him. As she sat up, she traced a path over his chest and stomach.

Gage narrowed his glowing blue eyes at her. "I have no muffin, baby. I do, however, have a stud, and I'll be happy to show you how it works." Grabbing her hips, he lifted her and slammed her down on him. "Here's lesson one." He sat up with her as she straddled him, her hips ground against his. Gage kissed a path up and down her neck as she rocked her hips against him. "Mm, baby, that feels good. Ride me. I'm totally into that ride me hard and put me up wet thing." He flung himself back down to the bed as she stared at him with an evil gleam in her eyes.

"You're full of shit tonight." Her hips moved painstakingly slow over him. She watched as his glowing blue eyes became hooded. "Tonight, I do this my way. I will make you beg for more, and then I'll start all over again. Are you ready?"

"More than you'll ever know."
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Enough was enough. Dane needed answers.

He had to figure out what the hell happened to Dustin to make him less than human or more than human.

Weeks had gone by without being any closer to an answer. Dustin had to be frustrated too. And he needed to know what the hell was up with Sofia and hiding her presence from him. Twice more after the day she told him about the dream, he couldn't sense her, and she was right under his nose. Every time he meant to check Sofia's blood sample, some other small disaster arose, so it never happened.

She had lost Jericho and Raphael without a distraction twice more, causing them to shit bricks. When two from Gage's team took over, Connor, AKA White Boy, and Azim, they too lost track of her. All four were furious and threatened to put a cowbell on her. The thing was, she seemed completely unaware of what they were all talking about. She didn't understand that if they couldn't sense her, then they couldn't protect her. Sofia could be kidnapped, and none of them could track her.

An idea popped into Dane's head. Could she hide from them all without even knowing she was doing it? Did she have the ability to go stealthy at will? If she didn't know how she did it in the first place, then he'd have to help her figure out how it worked. If she could turn it on and off at will, well, that'd be fucking fantastic. That would mean she was a human with extraordinary powers. Galen said that humans with these powers received them from the Original Being DNA.

Dane thought back to some of his time around Sofia, and he realized a few things. First, he wasn't the only one who couldn't sense her. He had figured out that she hid from Gage, Ambrose, and Zander. Alek never experienced it with her, but she adored Alek and had no reason to hide from him.

Was that the key? She hid from those she wanted to conceal herself from when she needed to. The more he thought about the possibilities, the more questions he had.

Through casual conversation, Dane learned that Sofia had never been sick a day in her life, which was one reason she became a doctor. She figured that if she didn't get sick, then she could help more people. That thought made him smile. It sounded like Sofia. Others were always her first concern. Just as Dustin weighed heavily on his mind, he weighed on Sofia's even more. She blamed herself for not doing more for him when he had all those drugs coursing through his veins. Sofia was positive that she was to blame for Dustin's condition.

He thought that Sofia was right—that she caused his mutation—but for a whole different reason.

Dane started running blood samples well over a week ago, but a lot of shit happened. Sofia told him about her hellish dream, and then they had the house of horrors, which they were still dealing with. Then Zander sprang the whole family blood bond thing on her. So, he never got around to finishing.

Dane had gathered samples of Cameron's, Gage's, Dustin's, and Sofia's blood. He grabbed some of his own blood to use as a hybrid base and a sample of Krista's, their receptionist, to use for human DNA to compare to Sofia's.

He carefully tested and marked each blood sample slide, beginning with the one person he knew for a fact was a human, Krista. As he checked each sample, Dane located the DNA marker for the Original Being. They were distinctly unique from all the others, yet similar enough to see that humans, vampires, and hybrids were a watered-down version of an Original Being.

Dane was meticulous with his findings, rechecking and retesting three or four times. He had to be a hundred and fifty percent certain of his results that it left no doubt in his mind or anyone else's. He saved Sofia's sample for last since she was the one he wanted to compare with his other samples.

He slid her blood sample under the microscope and sucked in a deep breath. "Well, here goes nothing." One glance, and he quickly pulled back and rubbed his eyes. He was tired as shit from staring at the slides. Dane was positive his vision just went all blurry. Looking again, he blinked; he could only stare.

He had seen nothing like this before.

Her cells moved with purpose under the slide.

Now he understood why Sofia never got sick. The sweet little doctor was never ill because she was never human.

But what she was, he wasn't sure. His best guess would be an Original Being. Maybe Vega was right; they did have the woman he wanted. While her sample resembled markers in Gage's blood sample, he was still different since his cells didn't move.

Dane leaned back into the bar stool chair and pushed himself away from the microscope. Rubbing his neck, he knew what he had to do. He had to talk to Sofia first and show her what he found before he went to Zander and the guys. He had to give Sofia a chance to explain why she was passing herself off as human. Or did she simply not know? Dane didn't know what the hell she was, but human she was not.

"Well, this is a clusterfuck." He muttered to himself, rubbing his eyes.

"What's a clusterfuck?" Sofia said as she walked up to look at the slide in the microscope.

Dane jumped. "Shit, you scared me." Frowning at her, he realized she startled him because, once again, he didn't hear or sense her coming. Why was he even surprised anymore? Pulling out his phone, he sent off a quick text to Galen. Gage gave him his father's number after the House of Horrors. He needed that asshole to help him figure out what Sofia was.

"Dane?"

He looked up and grinned. "Sorry, sweetie. I needed to ask someone to meet me here to go over... some samples I'm studying."

"Oh, okay. I'll leave you to it then."

"No, I want you here too. I think you need to hear this."

At that moment, Galen materialized behind Dane, his eyes narrowing on Sofia.

She gasped. "Holy shit! Seriously, vampires can teleport? Why has no one mentioned this before?"

"Damn, man, you could have landed somewhere that didn't scare her."

Not taking his eyes off Sofia, Galen said, "You showed me where you were when I searched your mind; this was the only place for me to land." Galen didn't feel the need to tell Sofia he was not a vampire.

Sofia cocked her head at him. "Searched his mind? Do I know you?"

A slow grin covered his face. "I don't believe we've met."

"Are you Gage's brother? You look enough like him to be related."

Galen chuckled. "No, sweetheart, I am not his brother. I am his father." He stepped closer as he breathed in her scent. "And you must be his woman."

Snorting, Sofia crossed her arms over her chest. "Am I the only person living in the twenty-first century? I am not his woman. I am his better half; ask anyone." The ornery smile that touched her lips had Galen smiling back at her.

"Then he is a lucky bastard indeed." He put his hand out for her to shake. "I am Galen Gallegos."

"Sofia Pierce. It's nice to meet you. I didn't know he had a father, but I am glad to find out he wasn't grown in a lab somewhere. Some days I wonder."

Galen laughed and glanced at Dane. "She is a spunky, beautiful creature who I'm sure keeps Gage on his toes."

"She keeps us all on our toes." Dane winked at her, then looked at Galen. "So, I need to see if you can help me determine what species this blood sample is from. Our friend Dustin, the one you keep pointing out that looks sick, is not human any longer. Sofia and I have been trying to determine what happened to him that caused the mutation in him. And before you ask, no, he wasn't bitten or given vamp blood. Let me show you both what I have been doing. While I was comparing many blood samples, I came across this." He would tell them both whose blood it was after Galen helped him determine what Sofia was.

Dane put his findings up on the wall from his laptop. He showed all the blood samples he took in order: Krista, his sample, Cameron, Gage, Dustin, and then Sofia's.

Galen stood, rubbing the point of his chin as he studied the samples on the wall. When he got to the last sample, he looked closer. "Whose sample is this?"

"Yeah, whose sample is that? The better question is, What is that?" Sofia stepped up beside Galen as her eyes narrowed on the wall.

Dane held her gaze, massaging the back of his neck. He groaned. "Sofia, I need you to be open-minded here, okay?" Here goes nothing. He didn't expect this to go well. If he knew Sofia, she'd deny his findings and say it must be a mistake, which was why he quadruple-checked.

"Of course, Dane, why would you even ask that?"

"Because... it's your blood sample."

Galen raised an eyebrow at her, and she laughed. "Yeah, right."

"Sofia, I took the sample from the bag of blood you donated."

While Sofia stood there with her jaw hanging open, the wheels in Galen's mind spun. "This is how Dustin was transformed through her blood."

Dane only nodded, keeping his eyes on Sofia. She still wasn't buying it. "Sofia, honey, you are not human." He saw she was about to protest, but he raised a hand to stop her. By her expression, she must not have known what she was. "No, wait. Think about it for a moment. You said so yourself that you have never been sick a day in your life. You have the uncanny ability to hide your presence from all of us when you're upset or want to be alone. You took a solid hit from Cameron to the face, and you bounced right back up. Hell, the bruise was gone a day later. You have no fear when it comes to standing up to any hybrid or vamp, and trust me, only a supernatural has that trait. Our human teams even have fear. And lastly, you gave two pints of your blood to Dustin, and it changed him. Then we gave him another last week, and it fixed him instantly."

Galen held his hand up to keep Sofia from disagreeing with Dane. "Wait. What was wrong with him that he needed more blood?"

"His red blood cell count was extremely low. It's as if-"

"His body was feeding off his blood." Galen finished Dane’s sentence.

Dane and Sofia exchanged glances. "Yes. Once we gave him another pint of Sofia's blood, he was as good as new."

"Why'd he receive her blood in the first place?"

"I'm still here, you asses. You can ask me, you know." Sofia snapped.

A grin covered Galen's somber features. "Okay, Sofia, why did you give the human your blood?"

"Because he was one of our guys who was drugged. He was the only human as well. Dane and I decided to drain two pints of his contaminated blood and replace it with clean blood. I gave him mine because we share the same blood type." Galen looked at her as though he were stepping inside her mind, searching for the truth. "Stop looking at me like that."

Galen grinned, and he turned back to Dane. "And now I guess you want me to confirm what you already know, which is that your feisty little doctor here is an Original Being?"

Dane cursed under his breath. "Yeah, that's what I thought, but the markers look different from Gage's. I thought these makers here," he pointed to a specific cell on Gage's sample, "were the Original Being cells, but hers still look different."

"That's because they are different. She is different." Galen rolled up his sleeve. "Take some of my blood, and I'll show you what I mean."

So far, Sofia hadn't pitched a fit or protested Dane's findings. He was surprised, to say the least. Then again, maybe she was waiting to blow later.

"I'll do it. I'd love to stab him with a sharp instrument. And what the hell is an Original Being?" Sofia walked over to the cupboard to collect what she needed. When she came back, Galen was smiling at her again. "What?"

"Nothing, it's just that you remind—well, you are a very delightful woman. You are good for Gage. He needs someone who will keep him in check."

"And who keeps you in check? By the looks of you, you need someone as well. Pretty sure the apple didn't fall far from the tree here."

Dane grinned at Galen's slack jaw expression; their eyes met, and Galen laughed. "Damn, I like this woman. So, are you going to call me Dad?"

Sofia's gaze held his. "Probably not, since you don't look much older than Gage. But it will depend on you and how you treat me."

"What does that mean?"

"It means if you treat me like half these men do around here, like what I want doesn't matter, you will be called an asshole with the rest of them." Her eyes met Dane's, and her face sobered, "Like him not letting me know that he was studying me. Not telling me he thought I was the reason for Dusty's change."

"Deal." Galen winked at her as she tied the band around his arm.

Sofia swiftly collected Galen's blood, handing it to Dane with a frown on her face.

He hooked her waist before she could retreat. "I'm sorry, sweetheart. I didn't want you to worry or panic until I knew for sure. Can you forgive me?"

Sofia rolled her eyes. "Fine."

Dane grinned, kissing her forehead before turning back to the microscope. He looked at the sample for a minute, looking at Sofia, then Galen. "Okay, your blood looks a lot like hers; the markers are identical, but yours doesn't move around like it is searching for something like hers."

"Wait. What?" Sofia's body stiffened. "What do you mean my blood is searching for something?"

He motioned for her to come over to see for herself. "Your blood moves like it has a purpose, as if it is hunting."

Sofia swallowed hard as she stepped up and looked for herself. When she pulled back and looked at Dane, her face paled. "What's wrong with me?" Her voice was heavy with worry. Galen placed a hand on her shoulder and squeezed, offering comfort.

A small smile replaced the straight line of Dane's mouth. "Sweetheart, there is nothing wrong with you, alright?" He looked over her shoulder at Galen, and he nodded. "You are a supernatural creature. You are perfect, and I assume powerful. Look, your blood looks like Galen's, but his doesn't move."

Holding her breath, she looked through the microscope. "Okay, so what is Galen?"

"Excuse me. I'm still here." Galen threw her words back at her and smiled. "I, my dear, am an Original Being. That means you and I come from the very first beings that ever walked this earth. All other creatures spawn from our blood. Our blood weakened through the generations when people bred since they mated with humans, vampires, or whatever else. And our abilities were passed on to the other species. Vampires and demons are our closest relatives." Galen watched her as she hung on his every word. "They have our strengths, our speed, and our stealth. Where they differ is that the vampires need blood to survive; the demons, hybrids, and Original Beings do not; we only take it for pleasure."

"Demons? Seriously?" She questioned.

"So why does her blood move, like it's hunting, and yours does not?" Dane asked. A frown covered his face again as he concentrated.

"Because she is a female Original. The females are more powerful than the males; their blood heals, nourishes, and provides power and strength at a higher rate than the males do. Our females are equivalent to a queen bee; they are powerful and worshiped. They can rally an army without even trying. You remember the woman I told you about in the village?" He did not mention she was a tortured blood slave for Sofia's sake. "Well, that's one reason why she was there; her blood was so strong. It doesn't take much to turn a human into something else, as you have seen with your friend."

"But he needed more blood, why?" Dane looked at Sofia. Her features were somber, and her body was rigid. He saw the fear and uncertainty in her, and he wanted nothing more than to comfort her.

"He needed more blood because he was not changed fully. If his blood had been drained, then given her blood, he'd be fine. But since you only partially drained him, he will always need her blood to survive. However, if she had given two pints of her blood to a vampire or hybrid, it wouldn't have tried to take over their DNA as it did with a human. It would strengthen them, but not take over because their vessel is not weak like a human."

"So, I have to keep giving Dustin my blood, or he'll die?" Sofia's eyes got huge as she straightened.

"Afraid so. Or you can drain his blood, take him to the edge of death, and bring him back with your blood. Then he will be self-sufficient."

Dane ran a hand through his hair. "So, what would that make him? He wouldn't be a hybrid or a vamp, so what would he be?"

Galen shrugged. "He wouldn't be a purebred Original Being since he wasn't born that way. The village I told you about had many of these people, but they called the humans and the vamps they changed, The New Breed. They preferred to change humans because they didn't need blood to survive, making them a more reliable fighting machine. If bloodthirst is no longer an issue, a war can forge on." He turned to Sofia. "Also, Gage will become a lot more powerful if he is taking your blood, which I presume he is."

Sofia looked at Dane. He knew what she was thinking; Ambrose was now taking her blood. "He is, but so is Ambrose."

A black eyebrow rose over Galen's brilliant blue eyes. "Building your own little army, are you, Doctor?"

"No. They said it was for my protection, so more than Gage could locate me through my blood if something were to happen to me."

"Very smart of them. But your blood will also make them more powerful and-"

Dustin burst through the door. "What the hell is wrong?" He growled, zeroing in on Sofia, his fists bunched at his sides.
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Galen's eyes met Danes before he glanced at Sofia. "He feels her emotions. She's anxious, and he feels it, don't you?" Galen aimed his question at Dustin.

Dustin's gaze never left Sofia, "Yes. It's been driving me fucking crazy. She's been upset a lot lately." He stepped toward her. "Are you okay, Doc?"

Tears sprang into her eyes as she moved to Dustin; he opened his arms to her. "I'm so sorry, Dusty. I'm the reason you've mutated into something worse than a bad science experiment. I'm so sorry I've ruined you."

Dustin chuckled softly and looked over her head at Dane. "What's she talking about?" After Dane briefly explained that her blood gave him superhuman powers, Dustin pulled her back to look down into her face. "Doc, you didn't ruin me. Sure, this is all a bit strange for me, but I'm not ruined. I'm a better version of me." Dustin kissed her forehead.

"You're not mad at me?"

"How could I be? You saved me. If you hadn't thought of draining my blood, I might not have come out of that in one piece. Your fast thinking saved my life, and I am grateful. So now I can stop worrying about how I became this way, huh?"

Dane nodded in agreement. "We still need to see what you're physically capable of, so get ready for a battery of tests. And according to Galen, we’ll need to keep giving you Sofia’s blood for a while. But before going into what that entails, we all need to meet at our house and tell everyone what happened and what we've discovered with the two of you. I'd rather do it there so no one else can hear us."

Galen snorted. "You don't think they have already heard you in here?"

"I asked my guard dogs to wait at the entrance of the hallway, so they shouldn't have heard anything, and they were instructed not to let anyone down here," Sofia said as she wiped away tears. "Wait, how'd you get past them?" Sofia asked Dustin. Glancing at Galen, he watched her with an odd expression.

"I, uh, well, I just sort of thought about where I wanted to go, and I, uh, landed right outside this door. Creepy as shit, but it got me past your guards." He grinned when her jaw dropped.

"You can teleport too? That's so cool."

"It's interesting that you have the ability to teleport with only some of her blood." Turning to Dane, "I'd like to be there when you explain all this to your family, if that's okay with you." His eyes remained on Sofia. "I may be able to answer some more questions that arise."

"I'd appreciate any help you're willing to give. Can you both meet at our house at eight tonight?" He looked at Dustin and Galen, both nodding their agreement.

Dane now had to tell the rest of his family that the sweet woman they had fallen in love with was not human. Most would be okay with it, but something told him Gage would have issues with it. For as long as he'd known Gage, he had only shown interest in human females. He didn't understand why, and he decided not to ask; it was none of his business. Some men preferred blondes; Gage preferred humans.

Dane walked over to Sofia, pulled her into his arms, and whispered reassuring words into her ear.

*****
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Gage watched Sofia and Dane with uncertainty ever since they came home from work. All of them were in the large family room, per Dane's request. Something was wrong, that much he was certain. Sofia had been acting strange lately, but he thought it was about Ambrose taking her blood. She knew Ambrose wanted her sexually, and it made her uncomfortable as hell. But that's all he thought it was.

The mates all paired up when Dane got up to answer the front door. "That will be the last two guests I invited." He came back, with Dustin and Galen following him.

"Why are they here?" Zander asked, slinging an arm around Ariana's shoulder.

"First, ladies," Dane said, looking at their mates, "this is Galen, Gage's father. Or you know him as the Vampire King. He has been helping us on a case." Dane introduced the four women to Galen.

"Wow, and here I thought he was made in a laboratory somewhere," Daryn said dryly, giving Gage a crooked grin. Apparently, she shared Sofia's assumption about Gage's beginnings.

"I'll remember you said that, sweetheart." Gage winked at her and pulled Sofia's back into his chest, where he stood. He leaned down, kissed the side of her neck, and whispered in her ear. "You okay, baby?"

She nodded.

Zander kept his eyes trained on Dane. "Okay, spill. What's going on? What does this have to do with Dustin and Galen?"

Running a restless hand through his brown hair, Dane took a deep breath. "Okay, Dustin has been having some issues since the drug overdose, and he came to see Sofia and me about it."

"What kind of issues? Like being brain-dead and barging into a warehouse with rogue vamps?" Gage was still pissed at his friend for pulling that stunt. If he were human, it would have shaved a few years off his life.

Dustin shrugged.

"Something like that, yes," Dane said as he looked at Dustin, whose expression was too hard to read.

"And Galen? What's he doing here?" Ambrose questioned.

"He helped confirm what happened to Dustin, and I asked him here in case any of you had any questions that I couldn’t answer."

Dane briefly explained the things that were happening to Dustin, including his new strength, power, speed, and lack of fear. Then he explained about all the blood samples as he showed them his findings when he projected his laptop screen on a wall. When he got to the last sample, he had a video of the blood moving as it searched.

"What the mother fuck is that?" Gage asked, and Sofia jumped.

"That is why Galen is here. This blood is from an Original Being, a female, to be exact. Galen, want to explain a bit about this blood?"

Nodding Galen stepped closer to the wall where the blood was hunting. "Dane is correct; this is from a female Original Being. Female blood is different from male blood, as you can see; my blood remains still. Though," he looked back at Dane, turning to the slides on the wall, Galen continued. "The female has more powerful and potent blood. It can heal and regenerate at a much faster and more formidable rate than mine. My blood can do remarkable things as well, but the female, well, her blood is extraordinary." He paused as all eyes were glued to him. "You remember the story I told you about the woman in the village who was held captive?" Not mentioning anymore, he waited for the men to nod. "Well, she was held to turn ordinary vamps into super-vamps for the purpose of building an army. As long as they fed on her, they were nearly indestructible. Or, if she was willing, she could have fed her blood to humans through her fangs to change them. These men were equal in power to vamps, but they did not need blood to survive, which made them a more reliable weapon. They referred to the changed humans as The New Breed."

"Okay, but," Alek said as he leaned forward, "where did we get the blood given to Dustin? I mean, you didn't get it from a blood bank somewhere, did you?"

Dane looked at Sofia and swallowed hard. "No, we didn't."

Zander snapped. "Spit it the hell out, Dane. Where'd you get that fucking blood from?"

Dane looked back at Sofia, and she gave him a sad smile. "It's Sofia's blood."
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Sofia's heart dove from her chest, settling in her stomach.

Everyone's eyes landed on her, in shock. They assumed she was human. Hell, she spent thirty-two years of her life believing she was a human. And now she was told she was not human at all—not even close.

She was a doctor for heaven's sake; she believed in science, logic, and things she could prove. If common sense hadn't flown out the window, she'd have realized that vampires could be proven; she knew they existed. So why was it so hard for her to believe that she was something more than a human? But she had no special traits or skills; she didn't have fangs or drink blood. She lived an ordinary life, a person with no abilities unless you count her smart mouth and lack of fear of lethal warriors a skill.

The whole family sat there with jaws hanging wide open at the news; Dr. Sofia Pierce, one of their own, was not human.

"What the hell?" Zander flew off the couch and snarled at Sofia. "You've kept this from us?"

Gage blocked Sofia's path from Zander. "Back the fuck off." His words were quiet, dark, and deadly. Everyone recognized this tone. He would rip someone limb from limb if they challenged him in this state.

"Whoa, let's all calm down." Dane stepped between them. Claws would be coming out any minute. Hopefully, he could move out of the way in time.

Sofia moved around Gage to face off with Zander. "You bastard. You always think the worst about me, don't you? I had no idea about any of this shit. I was adopted. My parents never told me anything about this. They probably didn't even know. So, screw you!"

Gage gently wrapped his hands around her waist and tugged her back. "Sofie, you had no idea you were different?"

"No. I had no idea. How could you even ask me that? You know me. You'd know if I was hiding this from you." His eyes gave her an apology, and she continued. "I don't have any special powers or anything. I've never been sick, so I had no reason to get my blood tested."

"Hold up." Dane looked at her with confusion. "That never dawned on me; how'd you know you were O negative then? You'd have to get your blood tested for that, and they would have seen your blood move."

"My blood was typed when I was twenty years old when I had a breast reduction." She caught all the men as they glanced at her breasts with a raised eyebrow.

"You mean they used to be bigger?" Ambrose smirked.

Alek flashed her a huge smile. "Damn, girl. Really?"

"Shut up, both of you."

Before Zander jumped back in with his grilling questions, Galen stepped up. "I can explain why no one saw her blood move when it got tested. As I said, the female blood is extraordinary, as in, it has a way of concealing its identity."

"What the fuck does that mean?" Ambrose growled as Melina patted his leg to calm him.

Dustin moved closer to Sofia and Gage, ready to get her out of there if things went south.

"It means that she can conceal many things about herself. She can appear and even smell human; she can make her blood cells remain immobile, like when her blood was tested. She has the capacity to hide her presence at will if she senses danger. And even if she didn't know what she was, she could still manipulate this out of fear or anxiety. And she is telling you the truth; she had no idea what she was."

Sofia frowned at him. "And how do you know that?"

"I peeked into your mind, my dear. I do apologize, but I had to know."

"Good luck with me calling you dad now." She crossed her arms over her chest when he grinned and winked at her.

"When the hell did you meet my father?" Gage now shot daggers at her.

Sofia took one step closer. "Don't you dare; you are the one person I need on my side here, and if you can't, then let me know now. I'm pretty sure I can count on Dustin, Dane, and even Dad here." She waited for him to answer her.

Before Gage could answer, Zander hopped back in. "Sofia, I didn't remember that you were adopted, so I'm sorry. At what age were you adopted?"

Ignoring Zander, her eyes remained on Gage, waiting for his answer. Nothing else would get solved until she knew where Gage stood. "Well?"

"I will always be on your side, Eos. I'm sorry you had to ask." He pulled her into his arms, kissing her forehead.

"Uh, wait a second." Melina got everyone's attention. "You said she could conceal her presence?" She looked at Galen. "Does that mean that she can hide from us? I mean, I swear there have been times when I didn't know she was here because I couldn't sense her or smell her, yet she was here the whole time. She scared the shit out of me."

"Oh, thank God. I thought I was the only one who had experienced that. I assumed I was out of whack or something." Ariana grinned at Sofia. "No offense, but it creeped me out."

Ambrose scrubbed a hand down his face. "It's happened to me too."

"Me too," Roan agreed.

"Wait a damn second." Gage stopped the conversation. "Is this why none of us remember seeing her on that damn bus with Tillman? She literally hid her presence from us."

Galen nodded. "I don't know what you're talking about, but she could do that. I can do that."

"Shit," Ambrose muttered, running a hand over his head.

"Her guards have lost her multiple times as well. I think it's happened with all of us except maybe Alek." Dane motioned to Alek, staring at Sofia with a dopey grin still on his face.

"It's because I'm her kindred spirit. She has no reason to hide from me." His ornery eyes danced when he smiled at her. "She's my Thing Two, remember?" His eyes narrowed on her chest. "Bigger? Seriously?" He just couldn't let it go that her breasts used to be larger.

Sofia put her hands on her hips and looked at Alek. "I'm going to smack the shit out of you."

Alek tossed his head back and laughed.
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Sofia still had the deer-in-the-headlight look on her face.

Gage's voice turned low, quiet; it held a lethal undertone. "She has never hidden from me. Have you had the need to hide from me?"

"I don't know what the hell all of you are talking about! If I'm doing something to hide from any of you, then I have no idea how I do it." Her eyes darkened at Gage. "And you'd better stop looking at me like that."

Dane rubbed his chin in thought. "She did hide from you the day you were yelling in my head demanding to know where she was, remember?" He referred to the day Sofia had a meltdown over the dream she had had when he tried to talk to her about it.

Gage squeezed his eyes shut for a moment and remembered the fear that ripped through him when he felt her pain and her terror the day she talked to Dane about her dream. "Yeah, I remember. I also just remembered the day I went to her apartment after Cam and Dustin came in sick. I couldn't sense her or smell her at home, and I panicked."

Sofia frowned at the two men, not knowing what Dane was referring to, but said nothing when Dane gave her a look that said don't ask right now. Or, did she hear him say those words in her head? Who the hell knew? So much was going on, she couldn't decipher it.

"At what age were you adopted?" Galen drew her attention to him when he repeated Zander's earlier question.

Her eyes met Gage's briefly as she felt her heart lurch downward. This was the only lie she had told Gage, and now she had to come clean. She wasn't sure how he'd take it; a lie was a lie. As far as she was concerned, he lied to her about his relationship with Melina and then forced her to accept it. So, in her book, she had one freebie.

Looking back at Gage, she answered. "I told you that I was adopted as a toddler, but that wasn't true. I was adopted at age eight." And she waited for the explosion.

"Why did you lie to me?" His blue eyes studied her face for answers. The muscle in his jaw pulsated as he waited for an explanation.

"I was embarrassed. I didn't want to tell you that I was dumped in the woods and wandered around for, God knows, how long before some hunters found me. I was in a raggedy dress, filthy, half-starved, and all by myself." Tears sprang into her eyes; she tried to blink them away. "It's not easy telling someone that my own parents wanted to get rid of me so badly that they discarded me in the woods like I was a wild animal. So, yeah, I lied."

Gage winced at her words. The pain in her voice and face was evident. The others averted their gazes as they processed her beginning in this life. A scared child all alone in the woods was trying to survive on her own.

Galen laid a hand on Gage's shoulder before he could respond to Sofia's pain. "Sweetheart, you weren't dumped."

Sofia's eyes sailed to Galen's. "How the hell would you know? You know nothing about me." She seethed at him in anger. Her chest tightened with pain.

Galen stepped closer and softly touched her face with the back of his fingers. "I do know. You were not dumped; you were reborn in the woods. You reincarnated yourself, and you came back at the age of eight." His fingers closed around her chin and forced her eyes to his. "I promise you, you were not discarded like trash. You were ready to come back, and so you were reborn. For some reason, you chose the woods as your starting point. Perhaps you sensed that the hunters were trustworthy, that they would help a small child and protect you."

A tear escaped from her eye, and she pulled back from Galen since the alternative was to jump into his arms for comfort. His words tugged at her heart. She needed to believe she wasn't tossed out like yesterday's garbage, and now she'd never know.

"I don't understand. Reborn? Reincarnated?" Her voice cracked as she looked back up into eyes that reminded her so much of Gage. Galen didn't seem like a comforter, yet here he gave it his best shot with a woman on the verge of a breakdown. Somehow, she didn't think he'd appreciate her sobbing all over him.

Galen lowered his head and spoke to her in a calm voice. "We have the ability to reincarnate ourselves if we die. Sometimes reincarnation happens soon after we die, and sometimes it takes many years. It depends on the individual when they are ready to come back and live again."

"Seriously? I've had previous lives? I don't remember anything other than this life, so I think you're wrong. I'm a doctor; I don't believe in reincarnation."

"You believe in vampires. You know they exist, and they come from our blood. And not remembering a different life has no bearing. Often, the person buries the memories of their previous lives for one reason or another. Perhaps you had a tragedy that you wished to hide from; if so, you will not remember until you open your mind and accept your past. Once you do, you will come into your full power." He paused as he studied her. "You didn't believe that people could teleport, yet you saw me pop into the lab at The Alliance."

Sofia stood there with wide eyes. A previous life? How is that even possible? She had never considered it a possibility for anyone, let alone her. Trying to digest this, she asked, "Have you ever died and come back?"

"Only once." He glanced at his son and said, "Before Gage was born, and yes, I'm aware you all think he was hatched somewhere, but I assure you he was born. While many people come back with a different appearance, I did not. I chose to come back exactly as I was. Most will change their appearance due to the reason why they left this world in the first place."

Dustin, who had remained quiet until now, snapped. "Fuck all of you. Come here, sweetheart." He pushed Gage and Galen out of his way and pulled Sofia into his arms. "All of you are so wrapped up in yourselves that you haven't even considered how she feels. And trust me, she's struggling like shit with this right now. But as always, Sofia tries to put on a brave face and push on, hiding her fears."

"Uh, what do you mean, Dustin? Can you feel her emotions?" Alek piped up as his eyes darted between Dustin and Sofia.

With Dustin having Sofia's blood running through his veins, it was killing him to not go to her when she needed him.

"Oh, a sidebar; since Dustin has her blood in his veins now, he can, uh, feel her emotions just like Gage can." Dane winced.

"What?" Gage roared, stepping toward Dustin.

Dustin looked over Sofia's head at him and said, "Don't try it, man. I'm pretty sure I can give you a run for your money now that I'm not human anymore."

Daryn stepped forward and got in front of Gage. "Enough! Stop this, all of you! No more growling, hissing, or threatening moves. Do you understand? We will all listen and learn without trying to kill one another."

Alek walked over to Daryn and slung an arm around her shoulder. "Yeah, what she said."

"Anyone who carries Sofia's blood will feel her, just as you and Ambrose both do." Galen looked between the two as Ambrose narrowed his eyes on him. "Yes, I know that you take her blood. And now that Dustin is changed by her blood, he will feel and sense her too. And before any of you go all alpha again, she will need all the protection she can get. So, really, this is a good thing."

"What does that mean?" Gage, Ambrose, and Dustin said it in unison.

With all three men speaking the same words, Galen smirked. "The three of you all seem to be on the same page already; that's good. You remember the woman I told you about from that village where I earned the name and reputation as the Vampire King?"

The men nodded as the women all frowned, not knowing that Galen was referring to Daria. The poor woman who was kidnapped, tortured, and raped for four grueling years and was used for her blood. When Galen found her, he slaughtered practically the whole village, earning the name the Vampire King. "Well, don't think that that can't happen again. They are avidly looking for a female just like Sofia." He paused as that sank in. "Vega is right; you have the female he is looking for, and he will stop at nothing to get his hands on her."

Sofia pushed away from Dustin. "Who is this woman in the village you keep referring to? And what is he talking about?" She asked Gage. "Why is someone looking for me, and what will they do if they find me?" She had more questions than answers, and damn it, someone better talk.

"Fuck it to hell." Gage groaned; his jaw tensed as he glanced at his brothers. They all nodded to him to tell her what they knew. "Shit, Sofie, we didn't tell you this because we had no idea what you were. We just wanted to protect you, as well as all of you," he glanced at the other four mates. "So, don't think that we hid this from you to keep you in the dark." He turned to Galen and gave him a small nod.

"Let me tell you what I know about why they want someone with your blood and abilities." Galen spent the next fifteen minutes telling Sofia and the rest of the women about the woman, Daria, whom he mentored. He told them she endured four long years of torture. He explained how her blood could build an army, as Sofia's blood did with Dustin. Blood that healed, regenerated the injured, and made the strong stronger. Her blood was a rare commodity, and Vega and his men wouldn't stop until they had her. He said that they could also use a male, like him or Gage, but it would take longer to achieve their goal as the male's blood isn't as potent as the female's. Besides, male vampires would rather have a female for sexual reasons.

All the color drained from Sofia's face as Galen told her of the horrors of why her blood was priceless. Some bad men wanted her, and if they got their hands on her, well, that'd be the end of life as she'd know it. Torture, rape, and having her blood drained would be her own private hell. Her stomach felt like it did when she had the nightmare about the woman. Panic, pain, and despair all settled in her chest, making it hard to breathe. The air grew thicker as her body became rigid. She couldn't move. But she saw a blur in the corner of her eye.

Ambrose flew at Galen and slammed his fist into his mouth. "You fucking asshole! You didn't have to go into all the details. You see what you have done to her?"

Galen picked himself up off the floor and wiped the blood from his lip. "You'd rather I leave her as unprepared as all of you want to? No, she needs the damn truth; she needs to understand just how dangerous this is. Without fear, she will be careless." Galen stepped up to Ambrose until the toes of their boots bumped. "If you want to protect her, then she needs nothing less than the truth. I'm certain she deserves it. And if you ever hit me again, I will show you just how inferior you are to me. Even with her blood, you are no match for me."

Gage turned Sofia into his arms and held her. "I'm sorry, baby. We honestly had no idea you were the woman they were searching for." He kissed the top of her head, holding her tight.

"Then why do you have guards on me if you didn't know?" Something didn't add up.

"Because of me, baby. Galen said they've been tracking me."

"All those people that were killed—the buses, the girl's party—that is because they were looking for me, right?" She tipped her face back to look at him in his troubled blue eyes, and tears rose in hers.

His thumb brushed softly over her chin. "Yeah, baby. I won't let anything happen to you, I promise." Gage placed a light kiss on her forehead when Ambrose stepped up to them.

"There is no I in this. It's we. We won't let anything happen to you, Sofia." Ambrose's green eyes softened when he spoke to her.

"Two of you are no match for these guys. Look what they've done so far."

"What the hell, Doc?" Zander joined Ambrose beside her and Gage. "When Ambrose says we, he means all of us, as in us," he motioned to all the men around him, "and the men at The Alliance."

"You can't speak for them. You can't-"

Alek snorted out a laugh. "Seriously, Doc? Do you think any one of them wouldn't stand behind you over this? I guarantee that there isn't one man there who wouldn't fight for you. In case you haven't noticed, they all adore you. Even the grouchy ones on Ambrose and Gage's teams. Even the ones you have managed to ditch and almost cost them their jobs and lives."

"How can you even question our loyalty to you?" Dustin scowled at her. "No one has forgotten that you fearlessly saved Gage, Cam, and me; if not for your quick thinking and your lack of fear, who knows what we'd have done. Any of us could have hurt someone. And for me, you saved my life. So yeah, we're all behind you, no matter what. Got it?" He crossed his big arms over his chest as he waited for her to argue more.

She nodded. "Got it, but what are we supposed to do now? You guys haven't been able to catch these assholes yet. So simply knowing what I am doesn't help us much."

"Not true." Galen looked at her with hooded eyes; the wheel spinning in his head became evident. "We first need to see what skills and talents you have. You need training as well as Gage, Ambrose, and Dustin. All four of you have powers you have not tapped into yet." He glanced at Dustin and said, "Well, this one can teleport, which impresses the hell out of me. It usually takes a lot of practice to master that, yet he did it almost immediately with only a little of her blood. Which could mean her blood is more potent."

"What the fuck, you can teleport?" Gage looked at his friend. He tossed Galen a glance. "Well, that'll be helpful having three of us who can teleport." He saw the shock in women's eyes at his admission. "Yeah, the Vampire King and I both can teleport."

"I need to train the four of you. You need to be skilled on your own and as a team. You three will be Sofia's first line of defense since all of you carry her blood. But soon, we need to give her blood to others to build up her army. As for Sofia, we need to test her ability to shield herself. She needs to learn how to control it and command it. I've met a woman with shielding abilities that could shield more than just herself, so that's something else I want to test once she learns how to control it." Galen stopped once more and gave Dustin a long stare. "And as for you, I suggest they drain your blood until you're almost dead and refill you with Sofia's blood. This way, you won't be dependent on her blood. As it stands, if you were to get captured, they could literally starve you to death, which means you're a liability to her until then."

Dustin stood there wide-eyed at the words, drain your blood until you're almost dead.

Galen turned to Sofia, putting his knuckles under her chin. He lifted her face to his. "And you, little one, need to remember your past and come to terms with it. You will not come into your full power until you accept who you were in all your previous lives. At the very least, the one you are trying to keep buried. Once you do this, you will be the most powerful creature on this earth." He leaned in and kissed her cheek.

Sofia nodded to Galen, then looked at Dustin.

Dustin grinned at the horrified look on Sofia's face. "I'll be fine, Doc, don't worry about me."

The insane information flowed full speed into Sofia's head. She searched for a file drawer, labeled unbelievably crazy shit, to sit comfortably in until she needed it again. Then a thought popped into her mind. "Can we stop this crazy train for one minute? How the hell did this Vega person know I was with all of you? Or that I am what he is searching for? I didn't even know, so how could he?" She heard groans come from the men. "Now what? Seriously, there's more?"

Once again, Galen spoke for the group since she seemed to accept everything he had told her so far. "My son and I have an uncanny ability of consistently finding female Original Beings. I trained one female in her first two lives, and Gage mated to the same woman in two of her lives. You see, if anyone knows that, they can assume we will find another, so they wait and watch." He paused and watched Sofia's expression, then shot Gage a glance. "So, logically, they assume we will lead them to another." He chose not to tell her that all four women were the same woman who reincarnated herself three times.

"What? Well, they're wrong. I never had previous lives. I just don’t believe it."

"You have, Sofie; that's why you were found in the woods at eight years old with no memory." Gage's eyes pleaded with her to accept this. "Maybe one day it will all come back to you. Until then, you need to trust us and believe what we tell you. And know that we benefit nothing from lying to you."

Well, that was true; they benefited nothing from lying to her. But it all still seemed too unreal to be the truth.

Seriously, reincarnation?

Ambrose shifted. "It seems that Vega knew who you were before all of us. And from what we can tell, he will not stop until he gets you or we kill him."

Sofia pinched the bridge of her nose and exhaled deeply. "I can't do this anymore." She left the circle of men who stood around her.

"Where are you going?" Gage's arm caught her waist to stop her.

"To take a hot bath, I need to clear my head, if that's even possible right now."

"Baby, we'll figure all this out. In the meantime, you will be safe with us. Do you understand?"

She nodded. "I know." Sofia reached up and kissed his lips. "I trust you. And I know you would never let me down."

Gage's blue eyes narrowed at her before his eyes met his father's.

She's right, son. Now that you know everything about your mates, you will never let this one down.

I hope the fuck you're right. Promise me something; if something happens to Sofia, please kill me. I can't live through losing a mate for a third time. I can't lose her; I just can't.

Gage-

Promise me, dad. Please.

Galen nodded. I promise, son.
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Sofia sank deep down in the tub of hot water, dunking her head, she stayed under momentarily before surfacing. She relaxed against the back of the enormous tub and closed her eyes. She added about half a bottle of lavender bubbles, hoping that it would relax her into a coma. If she drowned, then she wouldn't have to deal with this. Until she reincarnated herself again, if she even believed Galen's wild tales about her.

She still laughed at the whole reincarnation theory. Like she told Galen, she was a doctor; she trusted science. If she had memories of another life, then perhaps she could accept this easier. Then again, maybe those damn dreams weren't dreams at all; perhaps they were memories. Or she had the power to tap into someone else's pain and see it through their eyes, as Dane suggested. God, she hoped like hell that the nightmares weren't real. Sickness rolled around in her stomach as her dreams of a brutal rape flashed through her mind.

Everything she had learned was so overwhelming and absurd that her entire body throbbed. Her head spun with the information Galen kept spewing at her, and a steady thump in her forehead formed. Certain a vein was about to explode; she took a deep breath to calm herself. She wanted to be left alone; she needed peace and quiet and to cry herself to sleep.

A knock on the bathroom door had Sofia sinking further down to make sure she was covered. "Who is it?"

"Melina. Can I talk to you?" Her soft voice was muffled by the heavy walnut door.

"Uh, sure. The door's unlocked."

Melina, the adorable blonde, walked in and gave Sofia a beautiful smile. How this sweet woman wound up with Ambrose, she would never understand. Then again, she was sure people would say the same about her and Gage once they found out about their relationship. While Sofia couldn't compare to Melina's lovable and gentle ways, she was day to Gage's night.

Melina walked over and sat on the edge of the tub by Sofia's feet. "I wanted to talk to you in private, and I told Gage I'd make sure you were okay. He's worried about you. He wanted to come up here himself, but I talked him into giving you some time." Her blue eyes danced when she smiled, which was most of the time. Melina reminded Sofia of a fairy. She had pixie-like features, a tiny pert nose with a pointed chin, and a petite killer body to boot. Melina was gorgeous, and it always made Sofia feel chubby with her muscled, athletic body.

Sofia smiled back. "I'm fine. It's just a lot to digest. And I'm sorry I brought all this on you guys. You girls didn't sign up for me and the baggage I seem to be dragging along now."

"Don't be silly; you are one of us. I have never seen Gage so happy before. Anyone who can calm his soul and put a smile on his face is an angel, in my book. I hope you and I have the chance to get to know one another better since we're both tied to Gage and Ambrose."

"You mean chained?"

"Some days, it seems like a life sentence, doesn't it? The two biggest badasses and their tempers." Sighing, she added, "But I wouldn't trade either of them for anything."

Sofia had a weird sensation in her stomach.

Melina wanted to have a sex talk with her.

She needed to explain her and Gage's relationship, and she wanted Sofia's blessing. Sofia had refused to talk to Melina or Gage about their bond. Anger still stewed in her heart over Gage not telling her. This little chat was about to be a really fucked-up conversation. One she wasn't sure she was ready for or could handle after the asinine conversation with Pops. Galen filled her head with more shit than she could process.

When Sofia looked at her, Melina continued. "Okay, so I want to make sure you're okay with the relationship Gage and I have. I wanted to talk to you about this before Ambrose took your blood, but things got crazy, and I haven't had the chance to."

"What do you want me to say, Melina? That I'm okay with this casual sex thing between you and Gage? 'Cause I'm still not sure I am. I understand it's how all of you live your lives, but this is new to me. I was raised to believe that people should only be with one person at a time and to be faithful to them. This... I'm not sure about this yet. But more so, I'm still pissed that I was kept in the dark about you two."

"I'm sorry, I understand. Can I tell you why I started giving Gage my blood and sleeping with him?"

Sofia almost choked.

No, hell no, she didn't want that information; she didn't want details. Realizing Melina would tell her anyway, she nodded.

"You knew Gage lost two mates, right? Well, Ambrose was there when his last mate, Kara, died. They both watched her die. I'm not sure how she died or what led up to it." She stopped and frowned. "By the way, Gage doesn't know I'm telling you this, so please keep it to yourself. He has a hard time talking about it. I only know a little because Ambrose thought I should."

Sofia nodded.

Melina continued. "Ambrose said that Gage flipped out when Kara died. He was so bad that he went on a killing spree. It took time for Ambrose to help Gage get himself under control, and when he did, they left the East Coast and moved here. Gage still fought the demons he carried over Kara, and while there were days he seemed good, other days he had to pull Gage back from the edge."

Sofia's heart broke for the man who showed her so much love and passion. How could anyone ever get over the death of their soul mate? She realized Gage carried around deep-seated pain, but she had never heard this before. He wasn't ready to talk about it, even after all these years since he had mentioned nothing to her. And that broke her heart.

Melina folded her hands in her lap, watching Sofia. "By the time Ambrose met me, Gage was okay. He still had random outbursts of anger and violence, but he tried hard to keep himself under control. Even though he had been violent, he always treated me with respect and gentleness."

Sofia could see it in Melina's eyes; she cared deeply for Gage. Sofia sensed protectiveness and saw a strong connection when Melina spoke about Gage. A pang of jealousy hit her square in the chest as she waited for Melina to continue. Sofia tried hard not to think about the nights Gage was with Melina, taking her blood, and making love to her. And while it tore her up inside, Gage had encouraged her to have sex with Ambrose. He wasn't insecure about Ambrose being buried deep inside her, making her come. And since Gage was fine with it, it made her realize she was a jealous, petty human, woman, or whatever the hell she was now.

"Gage would go out and find women for blood and sex, and everything went okay for a while. One day, he stopped finding women; he didn't want anything to do with them. Ambrose and I didn't realize this for almost two months. He was taking blood but refrained from sex, and for a vampire, that's like starving yourself to death. Then one day he was on edge and snapped; he found a woman, and, well, he hurt her. He killed her by accident. Ambrose said she resembled his mate. And when he realized what he had done, it nearly broke him again. To him, it was as though he killed Kara through this woman. He had so much rage for her leaving him the way she did that he never truly healed from it."

"Oh, my god," Sofia whispered. "What happened after that?"

"Ambrose beat the shit out of him," Melina offered with a sad smile. "Afterwards, I was cleaning up the mess he made on Gage's face, and I told him I'd always be there for him. At first, neither of us understood what that would entail, but a week after that, Ambrose talked with me. He asked me to help him keep Gage sane. He owed Gage his life, and he wasn't going to give up on him." Melina paused as she shifted on the side of the tub. "He asked me to give him my blood and my body."

"Why? I mean, I get that he wanted him to remain sane, but why not find another woman to do that for Gage?"

"Because Ambrose was certain that Gage would never hurt me. And we already had a bond. In the two years I had known Gage, he had never even raised his voice to me. He always looked after me the way Ambrose did, so Ambrose trusted him. Gage responded to me. I was the one person that could keep him calm, until you."

There was something Melina wasn't saying in this story, but Sofia chose not to ask. She didn't want to hear anymore. This was all too much. Gage, her strong, bullheaded man with a violent streak, had been brought to his knees twice, and her heart cracked open for him. The knowledge sent a searing, hot pain deep into her chest.

"So, you agreed." Sofia struggled to find the words to speak.

"Yes. I love Gage—not the way I love Ambrose, of course, but he is a part of me, and he always will be. I wanted you to hear how Gage and I came about, so you'd understand. I've been some sort of security for him, and when he stopped seeing me for almost two months, well, it hurt us both." After a moment, Melina grinned. "And Ambrose was pissed at him for upsetting me and nearly losing our blood bond. Oh, my man." Her smile widened. "But I understood. He needed to give you time to accept our ways. And I know you weren't on board a couple of weeks ago when all this got dumped on you. You probably still aren't, but I wanted you to understand a bit about the bond we share. I love your crazy man to pieces, but I am not in love with him. You are the one he loves with all his heart. It's very much like the relationship you and Ambrose are working towards. He loves you the same way I love Gage."

She snorted. "Ambrose doesn't love me." He tolerated her because he was horny for her. And there was a big difference between love and being horny. Sure, he had his moments of being nice to her—an Ambrose level of nice. He loved to torment her and tease her with sexual innuendos, but he did not love her.

"You're wrong. He does."

Sofia listened to each word that left Melina's lips. A part of her understood. Melina was an anchor for Gage when he drifted away. And for that, she was grateful to the beautiful blonde. Once again, her gut told her Melina had more to say.

"What else is it you want to say, Melina? I sense there is something more."

Melina scrunched up her adorable face and exhaled. "There is one more thing. Tomorrow night is the night Ambrose takes your blood again, and I wanted to ask you a favor."

How the hell did she forget that? Oh, yeah, it's all the other shit that got thrown at her lately. Silently, she willed the fairy to flutter away. She didn't want to think anymore.

Sofia groaned. "Well, shit. Not sure I like the sound of this, but go ahead."

"I want you to let Ambrose have you... sexually." 
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Sofia's jaw dropped.

It fucking dropped. Bubbles nearly filled her mouth.

Did Melina seriously ask her to have sex with Ambrose? Her mate?

Melina threw up her hand to stop her from speaking. "Hear me out, please. I have known from the very first day that Ambrose met you, the day Zander offered you the job, that he felt a connection to you. He didn't understand it, but it has been there from the beginning. Ambrose has come home many days after your training sessions, extremely frustrated, on edge, and even angry. He wanted you long before he found out you were with Gage. And the two times he fed from you, well, let's just say that he has been tough for me to calm down. He has punched five holes in the walls of our bedroom. Frankly, I'm tired of cleaning up his messes."

Melina offered a small grin. "Ambrose told me he kissed you in the training room and that you kissed him back. And I know how close he came to having sex with you the last time he took your blood. He wants and needs you, Sofia. Trust me when I say that's as hard for me to admit as it is for you to admit Gage wants and needs me." She shrugged one shoulder and scrunched up her cute face. "It seems none of us can control our feelings or desires. But we're vampires; we are far more sexual than humans."

Shaking her head, Sofia swallowed hard. "I don't know, Melina. It's not even fair for you to ask this of me. I don't—I don't know."

"Sofia, I see the way you look at Ambrose. You feel something with him as well. Please think about it. He would never hurt you. I hope you know that. And now that he is taking your blood, his pull toward you has only gotten stronger. He won't be able to control himself with you much longer."

"Will you tell him about this conversation?"

"No. I don't want to hurt him if you say no. I realize he is a big pain in the ass sometimes," Sofia snorted, and Melina grinned, "but he has a heart of gold. You have the same connection to him. I see it in your eyes and your body language when you're around him. And I can tell you try hard as hell to hide those feelings. Don't fight it anymore, Sofia, please."

At that moment, the door opened. Gage stepped in; he stopped when he saw Melina sitting on the edge of the tub. His eyes met hers before he looked at Sofia. "Is everything okay here?"

Melina smiled at him. "Of course. I just wanted to make sure Sofia was okay. I know how crazy the past few weeks have been for her." Melina had a cover story ready for Gage. Apparently, she didn't want Gage to know what her little talk was about either.

Gage walked over to the tub, squatted down by Sofia, leaned over, and kissed her lips. "See, baby, you're not alone in this."

"Yeah." Her soft voice whispered.

"I'll leave you two alone." Melina got up to leave, but Gage stood, blocking her path, pulled her into his arms, and hugged her.

Placing a kiss on her lips, he said, "Thank you, sweetheart."

"Don't mention it." She gave him a quick kiss on the cheek and moved to go around him.

"So, this is where everyone is gathered. If it's a party, I can grab some beer." Ambrose's muscled body filled the doorway. As usual, his hard eyes scanned the room before landing on Sofia.

Sofia realized he had no idea she was in the tub until his green eyes found hers and his filled with lust. She needed to break the moment. "Well, hell, come on in. Out of the bazillion rooms in this house, let's all gather here. Why not? It's not like I wanted a relaxing bath or anything."

Ambrose gave her a grin as he pulled Melina into his arms and kissed her lips. "I was actually looking for this one," He picked her up, and she wrapped her legs around his waist and giggled when he nuzzled her neck.

"If you're about to have sex, please go do it somewhere else," Sofia shooed them with her bubble-caked hand.

"I need a night of pleasure before we have to spend four hours with your asshole of a father tomorrow. No offense, man, but training with him will be a fucking nightmare." Ambrose said to Gage.

"Hmm. I wonder what that's like." Sofia said as she scooped bubbles up into a tower in front of her.

"Watch it, woman. He'll be training your ass too. Something tells me he won't be as sweet as I am." He gave her an ornery grin, turned, and walked out with Melina placing kisses all down his neck.

Outside the door, she heard Ambrose growl. "For fuck’s sake, let me get us back to the room before I take you right here on their floor. I'm sure they'd love that."

She grinned at Gage. "They're so cute together."

Gage chuckled. "Pretty sure Ambrose wouldn't like being called cute." He glanced at the bubbles that hid her body from him. He knelt back down beside her, his hand slipping into the lukewarm water. "This needs to be heated." Reaching over, he turned on the hot water faucet. "I've never had a bubble bath before." His sapphire-blue eyes gleamed at her.

"No? Well, you're missing out. You should join me." She stood up in front of him, bubbles sliding slowly down, revealing her body to him, inch by inch. "I think I can make room for you."

Gage's gaze traveled up her body from his knees, his eyes taking in every curve. He rose, placing his hands on her waist and pulling her to the edge of the tub. His hot mouth landed on hers in a soft caress. Gage's hands skimmed over her soapy flesh, sending shock waves through her body. Sofia moaned and leaned into him, her hands tugging up his shirt. He was stripped of his clothes in record time. Picking her up, he stepped into the tub with her.

Easing down in the tub, he pulled Sofia down to straddle his thighs. "Hmm," he nibbled on her neck, "I can see how this would be relaxing if I didn't want to fuck you so bad right now."

She exposed her vein to him and sighed. "That's what else bubble baths are good for."

He nipped at her vein. "Who have you fucked in a bubble bath, Sofie?"

Sofia snickered, pulling back, her hot center rubbing over him. "No one, I... don't look at me like that. No, I never did this with Jake, I promise." She leaned into him, rubbing her breasts against his chest, and kissed his bottom lip.

"Better not have, or I may have to kill him." He pulled back, grinning at her, before the hard lines on his face grew somber. "Baby, are you okay with all of this? I realize this has been a tough few weeks, like Melina said. Now you find out you're not human, but this is the best news ever for me."

"What? Why? Some psycho-ass lunatic is after me, and this is good?"

"No, baby, that's not what I meant." He frowned, studying her face before he spoke. "Have you ever considered what we'd be like in fifteen or twenty years? That is, if you could put up with me that long."

Her brown eyes narrowed. "Oddly enough, I adore you, so yes, I could spend twenty years with you. But no, I haven't thought about it. Why?"

"Because in ten years, baby, you'd look older than me. And something tells me you wouldn't be happy aging while I remain looking 35. In about a year or so, I was going to ask you about letting me change you." He placed a soft kiss on her lips. "I couldn't bear to watch you grow old and die. I can't lose you, Eos."

Sofia rested her forehead against his and sighed. No, she hadn't thought of that. "And I can't stand the thought of losing you either." Pulling back, she searched his face. "I have always felt alone, like I never belonged. I had so many short-term relationships and always found a reason to break them off. No matter how hard I tried, I never experienced a connection with anyone. Something was always lacking, and I couldn't figure out what it was. I had accepted the fact that there was something wrong with me and that I was broken. I had finally accepted my fate of growing old with ten cats.”

He chuckled at her last sentence. "You're not broken, baby." Gage pulled her body closer to his, his hands gripping her hips. "You are perfect. You are mine."

"I sensed it with you immediately. The night in the clinic, I felt something different with you, even though I didn't know you. But I felt the connection the day you picked me up at the clinic, and we had dinner and drove me home. I asked you up for a drink, and I knew if you wanted to have sex with me, I wouldn't be able to say no or walk away." Tears filled her eyes when she looked at him. "I have never been this complete before you, Gage. All the pieces of my life have come together, and now I'm whole. Even though we haven't been together that long, I can't live without you. You make me whole, complete." A tear slipped from her eye when she finished. Her heart was wide open to him, something she had never done with any man before, and it left her heart and soul exposed.

His big hand cupped the side of her neck, and his thumb caressed the point of her chin. "And you make me whole and complete, Eos. Shit, I wasn't looking for you. I thought I was happy being a cranky sonuvabitch, but I couldn't walk away from you. I love you, Sofie, forever."

She smiled through her tears. "I love you too." She cocked her head at him. "I have never asked you, what does Eos mean?"

Softness broke through the dangerous planes of his face. "In Greek mythology, Eos is the goddess of dawn. She opened the gates of heaven each morning for her brother Helios to make the sun rise. She is the hope of a new day." His thumb glided gently over her lips. "You, my Eos, allow the sun to rise for me, and you are my hope of a new day." His eyes held hers. When a tear slipped from her eye, he wiped it away with his thumb.

"That is so beautiful. You are so beautiful. I know, I know, you aren't supposed to be beautiful, but you are. You have a beautiful spirit and soul."

Gage erupted with laughter, breaking their thoughtful moment. "Baby, there is nothing about me that is beautiful except for you. And if you ever repeat to anyone what you just said, I'll be forced to kick your sweet ass." He winked at her as he grabbed her by the waist and lifted her, pulling her hardened nipple into his mouth. He sucked and nipped. Sofia whimpered, digging her fingers into his shoulders as she arched into him, begging for more.

Her body tingled as he continued his assault on her hard bud, then he switched to the other side to give it his attention. Pulling the rosy bud between his teeth, Sofia grabbed his long hair, tugging him into her. Slowly, she sank back down into the water, hovering over the tip of his cock. Gage grabbed himself, guiding him into her as she slid him inside. Her body jolted when he hit her core, groaning in ecstasy and filling her up.

Gage pulled away from her breast and looked at her face, filled with euphoria. He sat back and enjoyed the feel of her hot, soapy body, slipping him in and out of her. "Did I forget to mention that Eos was also cursed with a great sexual desire? She was a horny goddess. She fucked a lot of men, mostly humans, but horny as shit." His eyes held a wicked gleam when she stopped moving and stared at him. "And you, baby, have been horny for me from day one." He gave her a crooked grin when she sat there, stunned. He chuckled. "What's the matter?"

Sofia's mouth was open, her jaw hanging. She was sure it looked sexy as hell, but she couldn't find the words to speak. Yeah, she had had many short flings in her life; like she told Gage, she never formed a connection with anyone. So, was she like the horny goddess? She didn't think so, but she was also unsure how many men it took to deem her a slut. But when a man slept around, he was a stud. Yeah, she'd just look at herself as a stud instead. Stud was so much better than slut.

Leaning forward, Gage nipped at her jaw. "Baby, I love the fact that the first day you asked me up to your apartment, you had sex with me. You had no fear of me, and that turned me the fuck on. And when you asked me to take your blood that same night, I knew right then and there that you were mine." He tunneled his hand under the back of her long, wet curls, grinning when he saw her thinking. "You just now realized that we've had sex every night since that first time, haven't you?"

"What? No. And no, we haven't. I am not a sex maniac, and..." She paused and then scowled at him. Her eyes became round as saucers. "Oh, my god. You're right, we have sex every night. What the hell? I'm a tramp."

Gage couldn't help himself; he lost it. A deep rumble came from his stomach, and she sat there gaping at him. "I'm sorry, baby. But no, you are not a tramp. And even if you were, you are my tramp." That earned him a jab to the stomach. "Sofie, what difference does it make that we have sex all the time? We're together, and you're mine, all of you. Now, stop staring at me and start fucking me."

Sofia squealed as he lifted her from the water and stepped out of the tub as the bubbles slid off their bodies to the floor. "I'm going to kick your ass. No sex for you tonight. You are now on a diet!"

He tossed her down on the bed. She scrambled to get up, and he dove on her, slamming her back into the mattress. Bubbles and water splattered the comforter. Gage wedged a knee between her thighs and braced his hands on either side of her face. "I am not on a diet, and I will have seconds, maybe thirds. Hell, I may keep you up all night." His black hair shielded his handsome face as it draped forward like a curtain. "Now I understand why you were able to keep up with me during our sex-a-thons; you aren't human." A huge grin split his features. "And I don't have to be careful with you. You won't break." He grabbed her left hand and held it over her head, his sapphire eyes narrowing on her and a wicked grin on his lips. She struggled under him, but he lowered his body down on her to hold her in place. "Are you telling me you want it rough?" Gage took her other wrists in one of his hands. Panic immediately covered her face like a curtain. "I know this scares you, baby, but look at me. Keep your eyes open and on mine. We'll get through this together. Trust me, Eos."

He lowered his mouth to hers and kissed her. His lips played havoc on her senses. His tongue swept inside, caressing her. Sofia relaxed under his iron grip. Warmth invaded her body, and heat seared her from her toes up to the top of her head. Her mind was fuzzy while Gage kept up his torturous assault on her lips. He placed kisses across her jaw, behind her ear, and down her neck. His path led him straight to her hardened nipples, sucking one into his mouth. Sofia gasped, her back arching off the bed, thrusting her breast into him.

Gage took a few moments kissing and sucking each of her breasts before abandoning them, trailing kisses back up to her lips. He bit her bottom lip as he raised his hips and sank into her hot, wet body, filling her up. This time, Gage gasped as he entered her tight opening. Keeping his hand wrapped around her wrists, he raised himself upon his other elbow and looked down into her dark eyes. "That's it, baby. Keep those beautiful eyes on me." His thrusts were deliberate and calculated as he spoke to her. "I would never hurt you. You know this, right?"

She struggled to form words in her brain, let alone in her mouth. Whenever Gage buried himself deep inside her, all rational thought escaped. Feeling his hard, muscled body filled with raw power against her soft flesh turned her brain to putty. And the way his electric blue eyes watched her and held her gaze made her shudder. Everything about Gage was so intense that if she had any sense in her head, she would have run from him the first time and not invited him up for sex. Because, let's face it, that's what she did. Offering him a drink was a pretense; she wanted to have him all over her and inside her. And now she was damned. She was in his world. She was his world and had to play by his rules because now they were her rules too.

They were one, and Sofia knew it. Deep in her heart, she held a love for Gage that went far beyond the few months she had known him. While Sofia didn't understand it, she accepted it. Sofia now believed the nightmares she had were somehow linked to Gage. She felt like he would soon reveal himself in her dreams, and that was why she had this unbreakable attachment to him. Sofia thought perhaps she was empathizing with something from his past—his pain—and it drew her to him. She had to accept whatever came to her in her dreams because it would bring her closer to the man who was making love to her with expert precision.

"I will never hurt you. Do you believe me?" Gage repeated his question, stilling his movements as he waited for her answer, his eyes never leaving hers.

Sofia began to wonder why he kept asking her this question. Was there more to this question than the obvious? "Yes." She whispered to him, "Yes, I do. I am yours. I always have been. I always will be." It was a confession of sorts for Sofia. She needed to tell him that a part of her had known from the start that she belonged to him, even if all she knew was the past thirty-two years.

Sofia finally understood that Gage Gallegos was the man she had been waiting for her whole life.

No one else touched her soul the way he did.

Gage owned her heart, body, and soul.

Gage owned all of her, every last inch.
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153 years ago

Kara held a cool rag to Ambrose's forehead as he slept. He had been out for the past six days. Gage kept him knocked out during his transformation into a vampire. While Ambrose's stomach wound healed perfectly, his body was completing the change from human to vampire. Gage told her that he wouldn't be in this kind of pain if he weren't injured and so close to death before he injected Ambrose with his venom.

Kara winced every time Ambrose moaned in pain, hating the thought that he hurt and couldn't say anything. Nor could she do anything to ease his discomfort. That was the part that hurt her the most. And she had never even met this man before Gage brought him home from the war with a wound that was sure to kill him.

Gage told her it was for the best to keep him unconscious; it was more humane. Besides, Gage wouldn't take the chance of Ambrose hurting Kara.

Today was a good day for Ambrose. He hadn't shown any signs of pain. His sleep was restful and peaceful, and his breathing changed. Kara was confident he'd open his eyes today. At least she hoped so.

She made fresh vegetable soup and biscuits, knowing he'd be hungry when he woke. And since he hadn't eaten real food in days, she wanted something that would be easy on his stomach. She left Ambrose to stir the soup when a pair of arms came around her. Lips touched her neck, kissing a hot path from the base of her throat to her ear.

"Something smells heavenly, and it's not whatever the hell you're stirring in the pot." Gage nipped at her ear.

Kara grinned as she stirred. "Well, if you don't want to eat whatever the hell is in this pot, then you'd better go hunting. Besides, this will be best for Ambrose when he wakes up."

Gage turned Kara in his arms, tugging her into his body.

Kara felt his hardness. Looking up, she smirked. "So, that's what you're hungry for."

"Always, sweetheart." His lips touched hers. "Always. The time away from you nearly killed me."

"I wish you hadn't fought in the war. We should have just left with Ares."

Gage's old friend, Ares, was a full-blood vampire. They had been friends for close to thirty years. But Ares wanted nothing to do with the war. He pleaded with Gage and Kara to go with him, but Gage said he couldn't. He needed to help free the human slaves. Gage had a moral obligation. He was a vampire, so he could fight longer, heal himself, and fight some more. And that's what he did. But Ares left, vowing to never help the humans until they accepted vampires as part of their world.

"I know, love, but if I hadn't gone, I never would have met Ambrose. And he'd be dead now if I wasn't there for him." He stroked her cheek with the back of his fingers. "He's a good man. He saved my ass many times. My head was nearly removed if not for him."

Gage arrived home from the Civil War a mere six days ago. He and Kara were apart for almost a year. At that time, she went to stay with her parents. He didn't want her home alone and unprotected.

Kara tipped her face to kiss his lips. "Then I adore him already for bringing you back to me. I never want to be without you again, though. Promise me, no more wars. Next time we leave, maybe find Ares again."

"No more wars, I promise." Gage reached behind Kara and moved the pot off the wood-burning stove. "That can finish cooking later; I need a snack before supper." He picked her up and carried her to their bedroom at the end of the hallway.

Kara giggled when he lifted her. As they passed Ambrose's room, she glanced in his room to make sure he still looked comfortable.

"He's fine for now, sweetheart."

"I know."

"But what?"

"I hate seeing him in pain. He seems better today, though."

Gage set her feet on the floor, and he spun her back to him. His fingers swiftly unbuttoned her dress. "I promise you, he will be fine. After this, he will never feel that kind of pain ever again." He slipped her dress off her shoulders, landing in a pool at her feet. His hands ran up her silky flesh, cupping her breast, and his hot mouth nipped at her bare shoulder. "I need to be inside you."

Kara wiggled against his erection. "Yes, I can feel your need." She turned around and pulled his shirt from his pants, her hands sliding under to feel his heated skin against her palms. His temperature ran much higher than hers. Gage kept her warmer on a cold night than a fire.

After Gage stripped out of his clothes, he pulled Kara's naked body to his. Searing-hot flesh melted as one. "I have a lot of catching up to do, love. I hope you know what you got yourself into when you mated with me." His fangs extended, sinking deep into her neck.

*****
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Six months after Gage and Ambrose returned from the war, their lives were nearly perfect.

Ambrose was a vampire. Gage taught him how to hunt animals for blood if he was desperate. But when Ambrose wanted a human, Gage showed him how to wipe the memory of the female so she'd have no recollection of the event. Gage told him if he ever went too far and killed someone, he'd rip his fucking fangs out. He was sure Ambrose believed him.

Kara and Ambrose adored each other, and Gage was thankful. Ambrose treated Kara with the utmost respect and looked out for her when Gage was gone. But lately, Ambrose had become distant and started pulling away from Kara. Gage noticed he stayed outside and away from her most of the day, barely talking to her unless she spoke first. Kara was upset by his sudden change, and that made Gage unhappy.

Ambrose was in the corral, training a horse, when Gage stopped. He rested his forearms on the top rail, one boot on the bottom. "She's looking good, brother." The buckskin was a wild, beautiful three-year-old they caught. Ambrose spent all his spare time with the mare he called Glory.

"Yeah, she's coming along just fine. Damn smart, too."

"Or maybe it's the trainer."

Ambrose didn't respond, keeping his back to Gage as he brushed Glory down after her training session.

"You and I need to talk."

"About what?"

"About whatever the hell is wrong with you."

"I'm fine."

"That's a damn lie." Gage saw the signs. He hoped Ambrose would come to him for help, but he didn't. He knew all too well the issues that being a vampire caused: they craved blood and sex. And the two went together. Living so far outside town caused problems, so it was hard to find a woman, and even farther for a brothel. If he got blood from an animal, then he wasn't getting sex.

"Put the fucking brush down and come here." Gage snapped at the man he considered his brother. After all, Ambrose had his blood running through his veins.

Ambrose turned to look at Gage; their gazes locked. After a moment of contemplation, Ambrose walked over to the fence. "I said I'm fine. And I don't need a mother."

"Fuck you, brother. You know I'm not stupid, right? I see what's going on. You are staying away from Kara because you crave her; you want her."

Ambrose didn't say a word. A muscle ticked in his clenched jaw, his lips in a tight line.

Gage shook his head. "Look, I understand how hard it is to find a woman living this far out. And it's a damn long ride to town every time you need a woman. And if you don't calm that rage inside, I don't want you around, Kara. If you snap and hurt her, I will kill you."

"Fuck off. I said I'm fine." Ambrose turned to walk away.

Gage flew over the fence, spun Ambrose around, and slammed his fist into Ambrose's face. When Ambrose came at him, Gage threw him to the ground, his knee in the middle of his chest. "Wrong words to say to me."

"Fine, I'll leave. I'll go grab my shit, and I'll be outta here in an hour."

"Is that what you want? To leave?"

"If it keeps Kara safe from me, then yes."

Gage rubbed a hand down his face. He stood and held his hand out for Ambrose to help him up. "Just shut up and listen to me. I don't want you to leave. Kara doesn't want you to leave. So, we have come up with a solution."

Ambrose's green eyes narrowed. "What are you talking about? What kind of solution?"

"The kind that keeps Kara safe from you losing control. You can have Kara when you need her, as long as you never hurt her."

"What the fuck does I can have her, mean?"

Gage held Ambrose's angry gaze. "Kara and I agreed that when you need blood and sex, you can go to her for it."

"No."

"No is not an option, Ambrose. You are family, and we don't want you to leave. But you can't stay if you are afraid to be near her." Ambrose's head was shaking. "Look, I know this may seem strange, but vampires have sex aside from their mate. I have other women when I decide to, and Kara understands this even though she is human."

"I can't, Gage. She means too much to me. I would never use her that way."

"You don't get it, brother. This was her idea." Gage turned to walk away. "I'm going into town. I'll be home by supper. Go to her, Ambrose."

*****
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Ambrose stood there for what seemed like forever. Having sex with him was Kara's idea? Kara was a loving and sweet woman, and he fucking adored her. How could he do this to the woman who nursed him back from death?

His head dropped. Glory whinnied behind him. He looked up and saw Gage riding off on his black stallion. "Come on, girl, let's put you in the pasture." He walked Glory to the pasture, where the cows and horses commingled. Taking the rope off her, he heard a blood-curdling scream from the house.

In a dead run, he busted through the door. "Kara!"

"In the kitchen!"

Ambrose ran down the hall to the kitchen that sat at the back of the two-bedroom cabin. He skidded to a stop when he spotted her standing on the supper table. "What's wrong? Why the hell are you on the table?"

Her chin tipped toward the wall across from her. "A snake."

He turned and nearly laughed; it was a two-foot garden snake. But he knew Kara's fear of bugs and snakes. She could sew up a gaping wound on a half-dead man, but a cricket sent her into a whirlwind of terror. Ambrose walked over, picked up the snake, and turned to walk back over to her.

Her hand flew up. "Stop! Don't you dare come any closer. Kill it. Outside."

"Sweetheart, he won't hurt you. He eats the other things that scare you. Frogs, mice, bugs—"

"Do I look like I care? It has no business being in my house." She pointed to the back door. "Kill it now."

He grinned at her. Stepping outside, he walked the snake close to the barn and let it go free. When he walked back inside, Kara was still on the table. "It's gone."

"It's dead?"

"It's gone."

"Ambrose! Gone and dead are not the same."

He walked over and looked up at her. She hadn't moved from her position in the middle of the table. "Are you going to come down? He won't come back in. I took him to the barn. He'll find a mouse to snack on." He put his hands up to her and said, "Come on. Let me get you down."

She eyed him, then the door. "If he won't come back, then why did he come in, in the first place? Huh? Got an answer for that?"

He couldn't help it; he laughed at her. God, how he adored this woman. Her spunk, fire, determination, and love set her apart from any other woman he'd ever met. She loved with her whole heart and her whole being. And it would kill him if he ever hurt her, which was why he had distanced himself from her lately. He wanted to bury his cock into her sweet body so badly that he couldn't think straight most days. That knowledge made him feel like he was betraying Gage, his brother, his friend, and the man who gave him a second chance at life.

"Woman," he shook his head, and his hands reached for her. This time Kara let him, and her hands landed on his shoulders as he lifted her down. Ambrose didn't let go once her feet hit the floor.

"Thank you, Ambrose. But if he comes back in, I'm coming after you."

"Yes, ma'am." He grinned at her.

"I miss you." Her words were a whisper. Kara's small hands slid down to his chest. Golden brown eyes looked up at him, eyes filled with pain.

"Shit, sweetheart." He lowered his forehead to hers. "I'm trying to protect you."

"I don't need to be protected from you."

"Yes, you-"

Kara cut off his words, her face tipped to his, and she kissed his lips. A simple, soft kiss, one that broke through his defenses.

His arm banded around her, dragging her up to his primed body. His hand cupped the side of her neck and deepened the kiss.

And that was it.

He lost the fight.

His willpower disappeared.

The feel of her feminine body against his made his heart thump faster. And the taste of her on his lips brought him to his knees. He needed this woman more than he understood, more than he wanted to admit.

"Take what you need from me, Ambrose. I want to give you what you need."

His heart cracked wide open for this woman.

But he knew once he took her, he'd never let go.
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~ Chapter 2 ~
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Present Day

After hours of making love with Gage, Sofia woke. Earlier that night, she sat in her baths after Galen, her almost father-in-law, told her she was not human and was a reincarnated Original Being.

He explained that an Original Being was the first beings to walk the earth. The Beings that all other creatures spawned from were demons, vampires, shapeshifters, and so much more. To top it off, she was forced to listen to Melina, Ambrose's mate, explain why she and Gage began having sex many years ago.

And she got it; she did. But it didn't exactly make it any easier for her to swallow. If that wasn't enough, Melina proceeded to ask Sofia to give herself sexually to Ambrose the next time he took her blood. Sure, Sofia knew for a while now that Ambrose wanted her, but Melina asking her to have sex with her mate just seemed wrong and, well, weird.

Sofia couldn't get the whole asinine conversation out of her head, so she got up quietly and went downstairs for some juice, leaving Gage asleep. It was three-thirty in the morning, a time of the night when the entire household was in their bedrooms. Most of them only slept about three hours and spent the rest of the night having sex with their mates.

At the moment, she was thankful for the utter peace and quiet.

She stepped into the kitchen, keeping the lights out. She got a glass and poured half a cup of cranberry juice. She was glad Roan wasn't around to see her put the container back in the refrigerator with the label facing the wrong way.

Sofia took a drink and dropped her head; her hands rested on the counter. The hair on the back of her neck prickled as she got the sensation that she wasn't alone. Her head whipped around, and she gasped. "Shit. What are you doing up?"

"Sorry, Bella. I didn't mean to startle you." Ambrose sat at the kitchen table with a beer bottle in front of him. "I'm feeling a bit restless, you?"

"The same, I guess." Crap, she needed to leave fast. A dark, empty room was not a place she needed to be with this man. Not when she knew how much he wanted her. Melina told her last night that Ambrose wanted her from the moment he met her at The Alliance.

That was something she didn't want to know. Just like she didn't want to admit how much she wanted him, the whole ‘wanting another man’ while she was in love with Gage still felt horribly wrong.

Before she could make a quick exit, Ambrose stood and walked over to her. He wore low-hanging, loose sweatpants and no shirt. The sexy vee dipping into his pants caused her stomach to flip. Shit, she really didn't need this.

Ambrose stopped behind her, trapping her body between his and the counter. "I can hear your heart racing, sweetheart." He braced his hands on the counter, bracketing her in. "Why are you nervous?"

"Ambrose, don't."

His face turned into her hair, and he kissed the side of her head. "Don't what?" Ambrose spun her around and lifted her up to sit on the cold counter. He stepped between her legs, resting his hands beside her bare legs. "Tell me something, Sofia; why have I always made you uneasy?"

Her stomach somersaulted. Why did this man always turn her inside out? The thing was, she didn't have an answer for him. In fact, she wondered the same thing herself. So she lied. "You don't make me nervous."

His fingers skimmed her thigh, causing goosebumps. "That's a damn lie, baby. I have made you nervous since the first day I met you. And every time you find yourself alone with me, your first instinct is to run. The only thing that prevents you from fleeing is your fear that I will chase." He leaned in, his lips touching her cheek. "Tell me the truth, Bella."

"Why don't you tell me why you always feel the need to corner me?"

His green eyes held hers in the dark. "What brought you down here tonight?" Ambrose ignored her question to ask his own. "Did you come for this?" He leaned in and kissed her lips softly.

"I had no idea you..."

"There you are, baby. What's the matter? Couldn't sleep?" Gage stepped into the kitchen; a shoulder propped against the doorway.

Ambrose didn't budge; he didn't even turn.

"I came down for juice."

Gage walked over to the counter and grabbed an apple from the bowl sitting behind Sofia. "Brother, are you terrorizing my woman?"

His humorous tone made Sofia cringe, leaving her more unsettled.

"Nope."

"Then I'm going back to bed." Gage started to walk out.

"Gage, yes, he's terrorizing me. Are you leaving me trapped here?" Was he seriously about to walk away and leave her like this?

Gage stopped and walked back over to them. "Being trapped means you are somewhere you don't want to be, and you're in danger. No, baby, you're not trapped." He leaned around Ambrose and kissed her lips, but Ambrose still didn't move, not even for Gage.

What the hell? He insinuated that she wanted to be here with Ambrose. Well, he was wrong; she wanted to flee more than anything. No, she needed to escape for fear of what she might let him do to her.

Ambrose watched Sofia as Gage left them alone in the kitchen. He grabbed her hips and tugged her body closer to his. One big hand slid up her thigh to her waist, then her ribs, before stopping under her breast. Ambrose leaned in, his nose touching hers. "I hear your heart again, Bella. Why are you fighting this so hard?" She didn't answer. "You do realize your mate just gave us his blessing to do whatever we want to, right?" His lips touched hers as his thumb skimmed over her hard nipple.

Sofia's breath caught when his thumb touched her breast, and this time her first instinct was to move closer. When her body moved a fraction on its own accord, he took that as an invitation and deepened the kiss. He opened her mouth and ignited a fire that always simmered below the surface. Her hands went to his bare chest, causing her whole body to tingle. Moments later, common sense once again took over, and she pulled away. "Stop, please." Her head dropped, resting her forehead against his face.

"Baby, look at me." Ambrose tipped her chin. "A pull this hard can't be wrong. I know you want me, Sofia, as much as I want you. But I won't push you. I don't want you like that." He placed a soft kiss on her lips and walked away. "Goodnight, Bella."

*****
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Zander called in the warriors of The Alliance for a meeting. Every human, hybrid, and vampire warrior was accounted for and present. The Alliance, a supernatural police force, had dealt with vampires and hybrids that went rogue for nearly fifty years.

After finding out that Sofia was an Original Being, the first being who walked the earth, they began protecting her around the clock. Over the past few months, a psychopath named Vega had killed all over Seattle looking for a woman with special blood, like Sofia's.

Her blood could heal, regenerate, and make vampires twice as strong. She could even reincarnate herself if she died, which she did twenty-four years ago.

In order to keep Sofia safe, Zander had to tell all his men who and what she was. By doing so, he was putting her at risk. Sure, he trusted the men, but you were the last person to know when you had a traitor in your midst. Up until now, he had no reason to think he had one. And now wasn't the time to find out that he may have gotten complacent about his warriors.

He walked into the large conference room, with Gage and Galen following him. Zander stood at the front while father and son remained off to the side.

Gage placed two fingers in his mouth and whistled, getting everyone's attention. "Shut the fuck up!" He roared when his first attempt didn't work.

The warriors fell silent.

Zander grinned; he could always count on Gage or Ambrose to shut the men up. "Thanks. Keep quiet, or the team leaders will hit you in the back of the head." He glanced over at Sofia, who sat next to Dane. "Okay, I called all of you in here to discuss some top-secret information. First, let me say that if anyone breathes a word of what you are about to hear to anyone who is not in this room right now, I will turn Gage and Ambrose loose to beat your ass. Everyone understand?" His eyes scanned the room, waiting for them to hold up one finger, stating they agreed to the conditions at hand, which meant Gage and Ambrose's wrath. And no one wanted to be on the other end of their fists; they were the two meanest bastards at The Alliance.

"Okay, then. Let's get this started. Let me introduce someone first." He motioned to Galen, "I'd like all of you to meet Galen Gallegos, Gage's father. AKA the Vampire King."

The room erupted with groans, snorts, and laughter of disbelief.

"Fuck, the Vampire King is your father?" Pedro asked his boss. "Shit, I thought he was a myth. And kinda hoped he was."

"Well shit, this can't be good," Davis said in his soft Australian accent, before chuckling.

"Seriously? Around here, we call him the Son of Satan." Marco from Alek's team said. "Or Lucifer, or Hades or the Grim Reaper... Well, you get it. So, what does that make you?"

"Fuck, we all thought he was brewed up in a cauldron by a coven of witches." Jando, from Gage's team, smiled at his leader.

Gage gave him an evil grin. "And now you know I will give you the biggest shit-job ever, right?"

Jando shrugged.

"Fuck me. There are two of them? Can I quit?" Raphael, from Ambrose's team Rebellion, asked as he crossed his arms over his chest. Shaking his head, he chuckled.

Galen raised an eyebrow at Gage. "What can I say? They all love me."

"Okay, okay. Anyway, Galen has been helping us out with this vampire Vega, the motherfucker who is on a killing rampage. He has given us important information on what Vega wants and why he is willing to slaughter innocent people to get it. Let's start by saying that there is a new species that none of us knew existed. Actually, there are two species new to us. Galen says they are called Original Beings and the New Breed. Original Beings are the first people who walked this earth. All other creatures came from them. Vampires are one of the closest relatives. But the Originals have some extraordinary powers."

"Like what?" Brody, from Dane's team, asked.

"We have many abilities. The most impressive thing is that we can reincarnate ourselves when we die. Another is the extraordinary healing abilities of our blood." All heads turned to Galen when he spoke. His voice even sounded similar to Gage's, upping the freak factor.

"Wait, so you're one of them?" Jericho, the team leader of Ambrose's Team Rebellion, asked. Then looked at Gage. "And you are too?

"I am." Galen acknowledged. "Gage is half Original Being and half vampire. While he is not as powerful as I am, that's why he's a mean sonuvabitch. And he has powers none of you are aware of."

Gage snorted and rolled his eyes.

"Like what kind of powers?" Jericho, who was also one of Sofia's bodyguards, narrowed his dark blue eyes on Gage.

"Let's finish before you ask any more questions," Zander said. "So, an Original Being is what this fucker Vega is after, more importantly, he is looking for a female."

Galen picked it up from there. "He wants a female because, in our race, the female's blood is more powerful, potent, and works faster than the males when consumed. Our blood can heal the sick and diseased, and it can even revive someone who has just died. And we can regrow any limb we lose, all except the head, of course."

"What the hell?" Sofia snapped out. He never mentioned that before.

All eyes landed on her with her outburst.

Galen offered her no apology for leaving that out at their family meeting last night. "We do not feed like vampires. This is where the hybrid gets this trait. Blood is taken for pleasure only. Our blood also changes any other being that takes it regularly. It can make a vampire or hybrid stronger, more powerful, and more lethal. Both of these are referred to as the New Breed once the change has occurred. The catch is that they will only have those powers while they continue to feed off our blood. If they get fully changed by our blood, meaning all their blood gets replaced with ours, they will remain powerful independently. And when our blood changes a vampire, they will lose their need to feed off blood to survive."

"Fuck us." Someone muttered.

"And our blood can make a human, well, not human anymore." Galen looked at Zander, silently telling him he was up next. "They do not need blood for survival yet have all the powers of a vampire. They, too, are called the New Breed. Basically, any creature that is transformed by our blood is a New Breed."

"First off, men, remember the confidentiality agreement you signed when you were hired, so you are not to ever mention an Original Being outside these walls." Zander saw the men all nod their heads. "You all know that when our men were targeted with that drug overdose, Dustin was one of them. Well, Doc acted quickly, drained two pints of his blood, and gave him clean blood. What we didn't realize was that the blood he was given was from an Original Being."

"Whose?" Connor, from Gage's team, better known as White Boy, asked, looking at Gage and Galen.

"I'll get to that in a minute. Anyway, Dustin is not human anymore. He will need to undergo a full transfusion for a complete transformation soon, or he will always need the blood from an Original Being to live. Dustin could literally starve to death without the Original's blood to nourish him. If he were a vamp, he'd be fine, but too much blood for a human causes irreversible changes." He didn't mention that they were doing it tomorrow, they didn't want Sofia stressing over it. She was already upset that her blood had changed him.

Gage glanced over at Sofia as she stared at the floor. Eos, he said telepathically.

She didn't respond.

Eos, baby, look at me.

Sofia's head snapped up, and her eyes flew to him. Was he speaking in her head?

He gave her one slow nod, noticing the terrified expression on her face. If you'd stop closing yourself off, you'd have heard me long before now. Please keep this link open. He waited for her answer but only heard silence. Sofie, answer me.

Sofia had never responded with just her thoughts before, but she gave it a shot. Okay, I'll try. His half-grin told her that she was successful.

That's my girl. While he wanted to go to her, he couldn't. No one other than his family knew about his and Sofia's relationship yet. It was still their secret. When she started working at The Alliance a few months ago, they didn't want the men to know about their relationship. Gage wanted the men to get to know her without them worrying him.

"What the hell is a full transformation?" Raphael, another of Sofia's guards, leaned forward, placing his elbows on the conference table.

"All of Dustin's blood will be drained and replenished with an Original Beings blood." Galen provided the answer. "The sooner, the better."

"So, you said this Vega is looking for a female. Why does he think there is one here in Seattle?" Wren, from Gage's team, asked.

Zander's eyes met Gage and Galen's. "Because it seems that Gage and Galen have a knack for finding these women. Each has found one female twice, after each woman reincarnated herself. Vega has been searching for these two," he motioned to the father and son, "since he assumes one of them will lead him to another female Original Being. He is certain we are harboring one now, but before we go into that, I want Galen to explain why we can in no way allow Vega to get his hands on any female."

For the next few minutes, Galen told the story of a girl, Daria Ackland, and the village he decimated. He recounted Daria's account of her four long years of torture, rape, and being a blood slave. And that he killed almost all the vampires involved, earning him the name Vampire King because of how he single-handedly took down over fifty vampires. Then he told them he killed Daria because she was so psychologically messed up. He knew she would reincarnate herself when she was ready. And he mentioned how their breed could disguise themselves as humans or vampires, making them blend in at will. Or they could disappear off everyone's radar with their natural shielding abilities.

The expressions on the men's faces said it all; they were disgusted and livid that someone could do this to any person, let alone a woman. Heads dropped, others scowled, and some pinched the bridge of their noses in disgust. But all were silent.

Zander broke the silence. "So, you see why we can't allow Vega to get his hands on this woman." All the men nodded their agreement with a few grumbled responses.

"So, do you have any leads on this woman this Vega is looking for? And where the hell did Doc get this blood to transform Dustin?" Jake, Sofia's ex-boyfriend, asked, glancing between Zander and Sofia.

Zander nodded, yes. "Once again, I will reiterate; this is not to leave this room. If this part of the information gets out, I won't only let Gage and Ambrose loose on you. I will let them do whatever the hell they want with you. That, men, is exactly how top secret this is. If you can't handle the consequences, then leave now." When the men remained motionless, he continued. "Before I go on, let me tell you, as Galen told you, this breed could stay hidden in the human world. Remember, they can change their scent when they detect a threat. And once they are reborn, they are often born without memory of their previous life. They can regain their memory in time or when they are ready to face their past. That being said, Vega was right; Gage did find one of these women."

Almost eighty sets of eyes landed on Gage. If they expected him to confirm anything, they'd be sitting there until hell froze over. The man they called Lucifer rarely showed any emotion. He remained still, waiting for Zander to finish.

"The woman he found was by sheer accident; nevertheless, he found her." Giving Sofia the briefest of glances, he added. "And that woman is Sofia."
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Sofia cringed when Zander said her name, wishing she could melt into the background.

She felt every set of eyes land on her, and she wanted to run away and hide from it all. She saw the sincere concern on the faces of the men in the room. But Jake looked at her like she had betrayed him. And she understood that from him.

"Holy shit. Are you kidding? Doc, is one of the New Breed?" Cameron, from Team Rebellion, asked with the same shocked look on his face everyone was sporting.

Zander cleared his throat to snap the men out of their trances. "No, she's an Original Being. Sofia used her blood to save Dustin, not knowing what she was or realizing it would change him." He looked at Sofia and winked. "She is now under the protection of The Alliance. You all have noticed she's had guards here for the past couple of weeks." He nodded to Raphael and Jericho from Ambrose's team Rebellion and Jando and Pedro from Gage's team Terminator. "She will have guards twenty-four-seven, and we moved her in with us a while back to further our protection of her." He lied about this part, but it wasn't his place to tell the men about Gage and Sofia after they'd done a damn excellent job hiding their relationship.

"One more thing: since Gage is half Original Being and he changed Ambrose over a century ago, this means Ambrose is a New Breed as well as Dustin. So, Sofia, Dustin, Gage, and Ambrose are all going to train with Galen. He is going to help them access their hidden powers and develop them. The training room will be booked daily from eight in the morning until noon. If you need the room, Brody will book it for you any time after that."

Peyton, from Ambrose's team, glared at Gage and tipped his chin towards Ambrose. "So, we have you to thank for him and his sunny personality?" Thank goodness for Peyton and the shit that fell out of his mouth; he had everyone laughing, easing the tension.

As the laughter died down, Raphael asked Sofia. "Are you okay, Doc?" Sure, he wanted to wring her neck for ditching him and Jericho, but he had a soft spot for her. He, like everyone else, adored the shit out of her.

Sofia nodded. "Yeah, thanks." She hadn't expected concern from Raphael, not after the threats he issued to her every time he lost her recently. Yet, there it was.

"So, is this how we kept losing her? Shit, we thought we were the worst guards in history, losing her three times a day." Jericho narrowed his eyes at her, then grinned. "Well, damn, Doc. Can you turn that off, or do you have control of it?"

"I didn't even know I was doing anything, so I guess I have no control over it yet." Her quiet voice had all the warriors edgy. They hadn't seen her quiet and subdued before, and it concerned them. Sofia was happy, funny, and a smartass; her being subdued freaked them all out.

"This is what I'm going to help her learn. And I'm training the four together because Original Beings communicate uniquely. They can anticipate what another one will do in battle and compensate. If they can work as a team, then they will be a significant weapon in taking down Vega and his army of vamps." Galen looked at Sofia and said, "I understand this woman is a tough little shit, so this should be fun." His hard features softened when he smiled at her.

Sofia stood nervously and looked at the vast group of men in front of her. "Look, guys. I'm sorry if any of you feel betrayed by me in any way. I promise you, I had no idea what I was until a few days ago. And I can't, no, I won't ask any of you to put your lives on the line for me. I have grown to like most of you," she gave them an ornery grin, "and the rest of you know who you are." That broke the silence, and the men chuckled. That was the Sofia they had come to expect.

"Pretty sure it's Ambrose she still doesn't like," Peyton smirked at Ambrose and winked at Sofia.

Ambrose raised an eyebrow. "You're two for two now, Peyton. Better think before you open your mouth a third time." His words held no heat, and if he would man up, he'd admit he enjoyed having the mouthy, goofy warrior on his team.

"Damn sure she doesn't like me either; my balls are proof of that." Pedro grinned, winking at Sofia, though his nuts still remembered the pain of her well-placed kick during her training session with Ambrose.

"Doc, if you're trying to discourage us, you're wasting your time." Jericho stared hard at her. "We've all seen your concern over every man here—the story we heard with Gage when he was drugged, then Cam and Dustin. We all saw you at your best, with at least two of them at their worst."

Jando chuckled. "And since you made it out alive treating Lucifer here, then you must be able to work magic. And yes, I know, boss, you're going to kick my ass." He shrugged when Sofia smiled back at him. Jando stood and said, "So, hell yes, I'm with you."

One by one, every man in the room stood, showing Sofia they all had her back. They were her team. The biggest badasses she could ever hope to have all gave her their allegiance.

Tears filled her eyes as she nodded to the warriors. "Thank you," she whispered, and fled the room before they fell.

Gage watched her go yet managed to remain in place. He and Ambrose glanced at each other before Gage gave up and followed. "I'll check on her."

He caught up to her in the women's bathroom. "Wow, this is nice. No wonder women spend so much time in the restroom." Sofia spun and threw herself into his arms. He held her tight as her tears fell freely. "Are you shocked that our guys all adore you so much that they will go to the ends of the earth for you?" One of his hands funneled through her loose curls as he cupped her head against his chest.

Tilting her face up, she looked at him. "Sort of. I didn't really think they all cared like that about me. I don't deserve it; I don't."

Both of his big hands framed her face, and he placed a soft kiss on her salty lips. "Eos, you have captured everyone's hearts here. Those men have just sworn their allegiance to you, and they will die for you if need be."

"I know, and I don't want any of them to die for me, ever. These men are like an extended family to me. You and your family feel like they belong to me now, and I... I can't ask that of any of them."

"You don't have to, baby. They are all happy to do it for you. You earned their respect. You understand that, right? They will fight for and protect anyone they respect. And that's you, sweetness." His sapphire eyes softened when he spoke to her.

Gage held her until she wiped away all her tears. His arms held her tight as he kissed the top of her head. Sofia never felt safer than she did when his arms were around her. He was her sanctuary, the one who calmed her, and he was her everything. While she had no idea what was to come, a part of her was terrified that she would lose him. She had a sick feeling in her gut that by the time this was over, she and Gage would have problems, or they wouldn't be together. And her heart ached at the thought.

Eos, you are mine. I love you with all that I am, and I will never let you go. Never.

Did he hear what she was thinking? She had forgotten that he had spoken to her telepathically earlier, which she hadn't had time to digest. She'd have to learn how to keep him out of her head during her times of doubt.

I know. And there's no place I'd rather be than in your arms forever. I love you too. I'm in love with the devil.

Gage slapped her ass and gave her a wicked grin. 

*****
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Gage watched his father; the training session was about over when Galen planted his hands on his hips and glared at Sofia. Galen pushed all her buttons while he, Ambrose, and Dustin stood back and laughed. Galen didn't know what to do with her; the great Vampire King got bested by a small woman who goaded him and tested his limits.

Galen rode Sofia hard for the past two hours, pushing her and trying to get her to stop balls in midair that were thrown at her. He yelled and got in her face more times than the guys could count. But the three decided not to interfere. She'd snap soon and lay into Galen. They also knew that it needed to happen for her to succeed. She had a habit of not tapping into her power until she got mad. Though she didn't realize this, at least not yet.

Frustrated, Galen looked at Ambrose. "How the hell did you survive her?"

Ambrose's green eyes smiled, and he said nothing with his big arms crossed over his chest.

Gage grinned and winked at Sofia.

"If you think you need to survive her, then you won't," Dustin said in a low tone, looking like he wanted to snap Galen's neck.

Galen looked at Dustin and frowned at his cryptic as fuck response. Then to Ambrose, he said, "Fine, I'll remember your lack of help." Turning back to Sofia, "You, stop playing around and focus, dammit. This is getting tiresome, and it shouldn't be that hard. You are wearing thin on my nerves. And the two of you seem to need more work than Gage and Dustin." Galen pointed to Ambrose and Sofia. "At least Dustin can teleport."

Ambrose ignored Galen's jab.

Sofia mimicked his pose and narrowed her eyes at him. "Look, you are like as old as Moses, so I get it; this seems easy to you. But get this, Pops." She stepped up to him and poked him in the chest. "I am new to this shit. We are all new to this shit, so back the hell off because bullying me will get you nowhere, ask Vader. Trust me when I say I can play as dirty as you, so if you want proof, then keep it up."

The men in the observation room grinned from ear to ear. The room filled up daily to watch Ambrose train Sofia, and were sworn to keep the room a secret from her. Ambrose didn't want her to wonder who was watching while he trained her. And the men loved how Sofia didn't take shit from anyone. This room is what earned Sofia their respect, even if she didn't know it.

Galen looked as though smoke was about to spew from his ears. He stepped into her, growled, and grabbed the finger that poked at him. "Pops? What the fuck? Listen, little girl, if you-" He didn't get a chance to say one more word. He was too busy looking up at the ceiling when Sofia pulled back, spun, and planted a kick in the center of his chest.

And for once, she was thankful for all the torturous hours of training with Ambrose. He taught her that move.

Keeping her distance from Galen, she snarled. "Don't call me little girl again, got it?"

Gage, Dustin, and Ambrose were smiling like damn idiots. Silently cheering her on, if anyone could bring Galen to his knees, it would be Sofia with her goofiness, spunk, and fire. And fire is what they wanted her to use on him. He needed his ass burned a few times to show him he was not as almighty as he thought.

Galen picked himself up off the floor and cocked his head at Sofia. "About damn time you stood up for yourself. Don't wait so fucking long next time." He turned to the three men. "And you three, stop babying her, stop making excuses for her, and let her do it herself. You," he pointed at Dustin, "have her blood in you, and you're behaving like an overprotective big brother. You," moving on to Ambrose, "are drinking her blood," then to Gage, "and you are drinking her blood and fucking her, so you're both are way too close to—" Galen stopped short when all three men grimaced.

Gage and Ambrose shared a troubled glance, and Dustin frowned.

"Well, guess the cat is out of the bag now," Ambrose muttered.

"What cat? What do you mean? Everyone in this room already knows about Gage and me, Vader." She called Ambrose Vader because he was the leader of the Rebellion and because it fit. All he was missing was the black helmet. Her confused expression studied the three men before her.

Gage chuckled, looking at Ambrose. "Shit, this is going to be fun. You ready?"

Nodding, Ambrose looked up at the control room and made a circular motion with his finger in the air. "Brody, clear the windows."

Turning to look up, Sofia gasped as she saw what she had always thought to be a dark stripe around the top of the training center suddenly become crystal clear. The once-darkened band revealed an observation room on the one-long wall. Sofia saw at least fifty men with shocked looks on their faces over the news that Ambrose was taking her blood, but more so, she and Gage were, well, fucking each other.

She spun back around to face the men. "What the hell? Are you kidding me?" She advanced on Ambrose and whacked him in the chest. "You sonuvamotherfuckingbitch!"

"I suppose she learned her colorful language from you?" Galen looked at his son.

Gage grinned as he watched Sofia rip into Ambrose.

"I can't believe you did this to me!" Sofia smacked him again, and with every angry word, she hit Ambrose. "You piece of shit!"

Ambrose allowed her to assault him before he grabbed her and spun her around, plastering her back to his chest and holding her arms across her stomach. He leaned down and spoke softly in her ear. "Listen, sweetheart, I told everyone to keep it quiet for two reasons. One is that I didn't want you distracted or self-conscious as to who may or may not be up there watching. And secondly, I wanted them to learn about you by observing your determination, spunk, sassy attitude, and infernal goofiness. And they did. That room up there has earned you the love and respect of the men here." He placed a kiss on her temple. "You through hitting me?"

Her eyes met Gage's, giving him a sweet smile. He took one step back, knowing what was about to happen.

"Yes, I'm through." She said as she struggled to get out of his iron grip. When he released her, once again, she struck. Taking a couple of steps away from Ambrose, she spun and kicked him in the side of the face. Then, before anyone anticipated her frame of mind, she advanced on Gage and Dustin, kicking Gage solidly in the stomach and Dustin in the chest.

All three men had shocked looks on their faces before they all grinned at her.

Dustin winked. "Guess we deserved that, huh?"

"Feel better, baby?" Gage asked as he rubbed his stomach. Walking over to her, he pulled her into his arms. He tilted her face to his and placed a soft kiss on her lips.

Sofia had no delusions about the statement he made by pulling her into his arms or with that simple kiss. Yep, he just claimed her in front of a room full of warriors. She belonged to him. And really, she was surprised that he had shown so much restraint up until now. While he may not be possessive with his brothers where she was concerned, Sofia was sure that Gage would be with other warriors.

"A little, yeah."

Galen walked over to her, smiling. He gave her a high-five. "That's my girl. Well done, mo páiste, well done." He pulled her into a hug and said quietly in her ear, "Think you can pull that move off every day for my enjoyment?"

Chuckling, Sofia replied, "I'll do my best. But, just so you know, you may end up on the floor next to them some days."
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~ Chapter 4 ~
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Sofia spent time with Gage in their bedroom snuggling before she had to leave for the Blood & Sex Room for Ambrose to take her blood for the third time. Listening to the steady thud of his heartbeat calmed her soul, while his warmth relaxed her whole body. She held onto Gage for as long as she could, not wanting to leave him. Sofia knew what would happen when she did.

She'd have sex with Ambrose.

It wasn't because Melina had asked her to, either. She experienced a pull toward Ambrose from the beginning, like Ambrose called her out on. She still didn't understand it, and it scared her. And well, Gage and Melina both said that both times after Ambrose took her blood, it sent him over the edge. For reasons that made no sense, that knowledge hurt her. She didn't want Ambrose to be in pain because of her.

Turning her face into his chest, she breathed in his scent. He always smelled like the outdoors—a hint of woodiness, fresh-cut pine. It comforted her, and she burrowed into him deeper. Her day had been so stressful. Starting with Zander telling the warriors she was who they thought she was. Then she had to train with Galen, which ended up with the warriors finding out that she and Gage were together. A part of her was terrified when their secret got out; now that everyone knew, a part of her felt doomed. Like watchful eyes, they would examine every part of their lives now, waiting to see if they'd fail. And frankly, that fear had her on edge for many days. With her track record of bad relationships, she didn't need to be under anyone's microscope.

His hand roamed down her back, resting on her butt, giving it a light squeeze. "Baby, it's okay; really, it is. I love you, and you love me; this won't change that." He always gave her a pep talk before she left to go to Ambrose, even though, up until now, Ambrose had only taken her blood. Zander asked Sofia to let Ambrose take her blood a secondary layer of protection. All their brothers took another mate's blood. And while this was just the third time, he felt her apprehension and did his best to ease it. Gage understood her fears, and he knew tonight she'd give in and have sex with Ambrose.

Rising on one elbow, she looked down into his handsome face. His black, wavy hair, his elegant, sharp nose, and his sensual lips made her mouth water. Crystal blue eyes, always watching her, continuously learning, seemed to know what went through her mind. Thin black stubble forming a goatee gave him a dangerous yet sexy look. His whole package made Sofia realize that he was nicknamed Lucifer not just because of his temper and attitude but because of his looks too. If she gave the devil a face, it would look just like Gage: handsome, sexy, with a body to die for, and as lethal as they came.

Leaning down, she kissed his lips. She shifted on top of him as she deepened the kiss, their tongues gently mating. Gage's hands traveled down her back, one stopping to hold her waist and the other cupping her bottom, dragging her closer to his erection.

He ground his hips into hers. "See what you do to me? I can't stop wanting to bury myself deep inside of you. To feel you all around me and to hear the soft, sexy sounds that escape your lips while I'm fucking you. You drive me mad, baby, fucking mad." Moving one hand, he buried it in her long, silky curls. "When you come back, you're mine for the rest of the night. Mine. All. Night." He kissed her with each word.

Sofia rested her forehead against his. "Sounds like heaven." She gave him one last kiss and climbed off his hard, hot body, feeling the emptiness seep quickly into her soul. "Keep the bed warm for me, stud muffin."

Gage let out a laugh as she shut the door behind her.

Sofia climbed the stairs to the Blood & Sex Room; her chest tightened. After the day with Galen and the guys, she was mentally and emotionally tired. She just wanted to curl up in Gage's arms, make love to him, and fall asleep against that hot, hard body of his. But first, she had to go to Ambrose and give him her blood while he gave her an earth-shattering orgasm. A painful orgasm if he wasn't having sex with her. The pain was nearly unbearable.

Sofia wanted to cry.

She got to the room early for once. She wanted to arrive before Ambrose. Sofia needed a moment to compose herself before Lord Vader showed up with his scrutinizing eyes. Both times when she'd open the door to find him there waiting on her, his eyes always traveled the length of her body, making her stomach quiver. His inspections unnerved her. His eyes took in every inch of her at a snail's pace. Both times, she saw the lust in his green eyes.

Not this time; this time she'd turn the table on him. Make him uneasy. Sure, it wouldn't be easy, but she could do it; she had ways. Or at least she hoped she did.

Sofia learned that no matter what a badass Ambrose was, he had a soft spot for her. And over time, she discovered that the soft spot had turned into a hard spot. But she'd bring this man to his knees if he wanted her. If she were going to give him her body, then it would be on her terms. Sofia wanted him to squirm, to make him want her so badly he couldn't handle it anymore and break. He needed to know she was in control, not him. And for a man like Ambrose, that would be damn hard.

Well, that was the plan anyway. Whether she could pull it off would remain to be seen.

Sofia stood with her back to the window sill and waited, cocking her head; she heard his footsteps on the staircase. She'd never heard someone's footsteps before from so far away. It was awesome not waiting for a person's arrival to know they were near. It was like her new-found Spidey senses were slowly coming to life—not fast enough for her liking, but at least they were developing. According to Galen just knowing that you should be able to do something is often the only nudge you need for them to develop.

When he opened the door, her head was inclined. "You're running late, Ambrose." Her voice was soft and sultry.

He narrowed his eyes at her. "I'm not on the clock, sweetness."

"Yes, you are, because I'm on the clock. The sooner we get this over, the sooner I can get back to Gage."

Sofia grabbed the bottom of her thin T-shirt, pulled it off, and dropped it on the floor beside her, revealing her lacy black bra.

Watching her with keen eyes, he was visibly shaken by the sight of her stripping her shirt off. Ambrose lowered his voice. "What are you doing, Sofia?"

"Getting comfortable, you wanna try?" Sofia used all his phrases from the last time they were together in this room. She saw that he finally caught on to her reenactment.

A wicked grin spread across his chiseled features. "So, we're playing this game, are we? Don't fucking play with fire here, Bella, I will burn you."

Ignoring him, she continued. "Take your shirt off, Ambrose, now."

His green eyes darkened a few shades, but he obeyed, revealing his hard-sculpted stomach and chest. "Anything else?"

She eyed him, letting her eyes linger on his body. She saw the uneasiness as his muscles bunched, waiting for her answer. Holy shit, the man was built. She didn't realize how damn sexy he was. Stopping herself before she drooled, she noticed it was working; he was on edge. Hell, she was too. Ambrose, being an alpha male, didn't know what to make of being ordered around and subjected to a heated stare. "Unbutton your jeans."

This time, he didn't follow orders. He walked up to her, and looking down at her, he growled. "No, you want them open, you do it."

Without hesitation, Sofia slipped her fingers into the waist of his jeans and tugged him closer. Her cool fingers met hot flesh, and his body shuddered. His breath caught. She unbuttoned them, her fingers lingering on his skin below his navel.

Ambrose grabbed her by the waist and sat her on the window sill, spreading her legs he stepped between them. "Baby, you are stepping into dangerous territory. Better watch it, or you will suffer the consequences."

"Is that what this would be, consequences?" Lifting her face to his, their eyes locked. "Do you want me, Ambrose? To be inside of me?"

His long fingers dug into the window sill beside her thighs, the wood protested under pressure. "You know the answer to that." He didn't trust himself to touch her yet.

"Hmm, yes, but I want to hear the words." Sofia had him on the hook; his arms flexed beside her from his death grip. She felt like such a slut, stringing him along, knowing she would let him have her tonight. Even worse, she wanted him to have her. Yet, a part of her thought about pushing him away and running back to Gage. Then she'd bury her head and forget all about this asinine idea. Wanting to be with two men while loving one with all her heart and just wanting sex with the other still freaked her the hell out. She wasn't sure she'd ever get used to the idea.

Ambrose grabbed Sofia's hips, tugging her to the edge of the window sill, and stepped into her, pulling her into his hard, primed body. "Yes, Bella, I want you. I want to bury my cock deep inside you. I want to feel you all around me while I fuck you." He lowered his mouth to hers to kiss her, but she turned her face away from him.

"No." Sofia placed her hands on his bare chest and pushed him back. "Get one thing straight, Ambrose, you will play by my rules, or you'll get benched. Got it?"

His emerald eyes narrowed. Tilting his head at her, he smiled, softening his hard, dangerous features. "Hmm, I think I like this Sofia. You want to tie me up too?"

Nudging him out of her way, she ignored his remark, knowing he had allowed her to move him. Sofia jumped off the tall window sill and walked over to the bed. Why the hell hadn't she thought to tie him up? That would have solved a lot of problems. It would give her the upper hand.

There was no time for regrets; she turned to him. "Lay down on the bed." He waited a beat before he obeyed her.

He lay on his back, his hands tucked under his head, making his biceps appear even bigger as he watched her. Slowly, she unbuttoned her jean shorts. With movements she was sure would keep him on edge. She slid the shorts down her body at a pace that was meant to torture him.

His darkened gaze followed the path of her shorts before moving back up to her face. "Holy shit, Sofia, you are fucking beautiful."

There she stood in her black lace bra and panty set in front of a man who looked like he would spring off the bed, pounce on her, and eat her up in two bites. Her stomach quivered at the thought, wondering what his body would feel like on her besides being damn heavy. He easily had forty or more pounds on Gage.

She made a face that told him she didn't trust his opinion of her. Sofia climbed up on the bed by his bare feet and crawled unhurriedly up his long, hard body to straddle his hips, spreading her legs practically giving him a view of her girly parts.

His hands landed on her thighs and touched. "You don't believe me when I say you are gorgeous, do you? When have I ever lied to you about anything, Bella?"

"The observation room." She frowned. "It doesn't matter." Sofia removed his hands from her legs.

"It does matter. Why do you think you're not beautiful?"

She shrugged. "I'm... well, this athletic body isn't exactly girly."

"You've got to be fucking kidding me." He slid his hands around her hips and tugged her closer to his rock-hard cock beneath her. "Do you feel this? It's because I think you're sexy and gorgeous. And this athletic body is fucking hot; don't you ever forget it. But it doesn't matter if you're hot or not; I was attracted to you by your scent, your smile, and your personality."

She ignored his praise. It didn't matter what he thought of her. Her self-worth was in her head, and he couldn't change it. She got used to being the only girl in grade school through high school with muscles and boobs. In high school, it was okay, but in grade school, the kids made fun of her by calling her names like The Hulk.

Ambrose pinched her leg, and she refocused on him. She grabbed his hands and placed them beside him on the bed. "No touching me. If you touch me before I say it's okay, then I walk out of here. Got it?"

"Sofia, I-"

"It's a yes or no answer, Ambrose. Pick one."

His eyes smiled at her. "Yes. But this shit won't fly after tonight."

Like Gage, his face was chiseled, with high cheekbones, a long, straight nose, and a strong jaw. Ambrose was usually clean-shaven, but tonight he had black stubble shadowing his perfect features. His eyes always stirred her insides. They were full of intensity and determination. It felt like his gaze could see her soul, while the green stood out against his olive skin.

Ambrose's body twitched beneath her as she leaned forward and ran her nose from his ear down his jaw as she breathed in his cinnamon scent. She placed a soft kiss on his jaw before sliding down to his neck. There she left another whisper of a kiss, trailing them down his chest, occasionally letting her tongue slip out and taste his skin. Each time, Ambrose's fists knotted the comforter beside her. He struggled to control himself with each torturous lick. She continued her path, sliding down his hard chest to his stomach until she reached his navel. She nudged his jeans open with her finger as she placed a kiss above his rock-hard shaft.

And Ambrose lost it. He fucking lost it.

"Fuck this." He moved fast. He flipped her onto her back with his body wedged between her thighs. "Now it's my turn."

*****
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Galen stood on the balcony of his bedroom, overlooking his pool. After a shower and a quick meal, he grabbed a bottle of his favorite red wine and headed outside to enjoy the cold night air.

He remembered how both Dane and Dustin were with Sofia the other day when Dane called him about the blood samples to confirm what Sofia was. Both were very protective of her, and both treated her like she was their little sister. He found that endearing and wondered how the other three of Dane's brothers responded to her in a personal setting. Sometimes, Ambrose was hard for him to read. He sensed there was more going on than met the eye.

The fact that Sofia was one of his species made him happy yet leery. He hadn't met an undiscovered Original Being in over a century, and suddenly here was one. Even more disturbing was that Gage had found her unintentionally. It still made him wonder how Gage had the uncanny ability to find female Original Beings without trying. He understood how he found Kara since she was Alcina first, so Gage finding the same woman twice was reasonable.

And if he were a betting man, he'd bet that Sofia was Gage's reincarnated mate, Kara. Sure, he said they tasted different, but if an Original Being could mask their scent, it would seem they could disguise their taste, too. This was a theory he couldn't prove right now but was hoping to soon.

The uneasy feeling swirled through Galen's gut. Something about this female doctor seemed off. He had difficulty putting his finger on it. While he too was enamored with her, there was something different about her. Her scent was unfamiliar, so he knew he had never met her before, and why was that? He had been tracking down Original Beings for over two hundred years. He had located thousands of them all over the globe, yet he never came across her. He didn't memorize their names, only their faces and scents. Galen wondered if Sofia had developed a new talent, masking her taste and scent so those who knew her before would find her unfamiliar now. If so, that was an unknown trait, and a damn genius one at that.

Galen was determined to find these answers. He wanted to spend some time with her to give him the chance to learn what he could about the beautiful little doctor.

After spending time doing some basic training with Gage, Ambrose, Dustin, and Sofia, he already assessed the fact that these four would work well together. Each man had a unique relationship with her and each other. While her connection to Gage and Dustin was evident, her relationship with Ambrose stumped him. Sure, Ambrose was taking her blood, but there was something else. He saw it in his eyes.

Galen watched Ambrose with her, and he was stern yet gentle. But the way he watched her grabbed his attention. While Galen understood that Sofia had recently come into their lives only a couple of months ago, Ambrose looked at her like he had known her for a long time. He looked at her as though he loved her.

Had Ambrose known her in one of her previous lives? If so, who was she then? His lover? His mate? Galen didn't have the answers. He only had questions.

And then there was his son. Did he know more about Sofia than he let on? He couldn't be sure. What he understood was that Gage was okay with whatever relationship Sofia had with Ambrose. He, like all other supernatural beings, regarded sex as pure pleasure. Having sex with someone other than your mate was acceptable. You only loved one, but anyone could tame sexual desires. So, was that it? Was Sofia having sex with Ambrose?

Maybe.

Galen had his suspicions about the sweet little doctor. Sofia would remember her past soon enough, but she'd needed pushing. She emitted fear when she didn't block herself. A cold, emanating fear rippled off her. Though she did a damn good job hiding it, Gage didn't seem to sense it. But Galen's age gave him some advantages that his son didn't have yet.

He wanted to test her shielding abilities to see just how strong she was. The strength of her gift would show him how old she would be if she had never died and been reborn. He had powerful skills because of his age. Galen shielded his home for protection, an imperative move with Vega hunting his ass for centuries. It was the only way for him to live in peace.

Sofia hid from her past. He just didn't know why. Something told him that between Gage and Ambrose, they'd awaken whoever she kept hidden. He wasn't sure if they'd have time to let her reveal herself naturally, with Vega ready to strike at any moment.

Galen needed Sofia to remember whatever it was before the shit went down with Vega. Her past could cause problems, and it could prevent her from accessing her full potential. His concern was how functional she would be once she regained her memory. If one of her lives was devastating, she might shut down, and they didn't have time for that shit.

He thought of calling in a team he met a few years ago in Somalia. Galen met a woman with extraordinary powers, simply known as Raven. What she was, he did not know, not back then. But they became friends, and she eventually took him to her home and introduced him to her people. They were a group of unique supernatural beings. All who lived through years of torture to become the creatures they are today. And they were fucking powerful. More powerful than Galen could imagine.

Galen considered asking Raven and her team to come and train Sofia and the men. She had the skills and power to take anything Sofia could throw at her. For now, he'd wait on that call.

But they needed Sofia to be 100 percent ready to fight.

After all, they were fighting for her life.
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~ Chapter 5 ~
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Ambrose's body scorched; it burned from the inside out. The hot, tormenting kisses Sofia's lips left behind set every nerve on fire. His muscles bunched and strained; he ached for release. But not before he tasted her skin the way she tasted his. Seeing her almost naked body made him throb with need. The black lacy bra she wore barely contained her beautiful breasts, and he was dying to rip it off her and suck her nipples into his mouth.

Sofia squirmed under his weight, making his cock jump. "Ambrose, stop. You're not playing by the rules you agreed to."

He lowered his face to her neck, inhaling her aroma. He groaned. She always smelled like lavender with a hint of eucalyptus. Sexy and earthy all at once, a scent he wanted to taste under his tongue. His desire to lick her skin nearly made him explode from wanting her for so long.

Her small hands landed on his chest and pushed. "Ambrose."

He lifted one of her hands and placed a soft kiss on her palm. "No. You've been tormenting me since the beginning, Bella, and I'm through with it."

Ambrose leaned down toward her face when she protested. "Whoa, wait. What does that mean?"

"What?"

"The I've tormented you since the beginning part. What does that mean?"

"That I've wanted to taste you and fuck you since the very first day Gage brought you in for that meeting with all of us. You knew that."

"No," she said, shaking her head. "You all but yelled at me that day. I thought your feelings came much later. And before that, I thought you hated me, and you were teasing me to make me uneasy around you. The upper-hand kind of thing."

His eyes skimmed down her body. He lowered himself back down to her and stopped, hovering over her face. "Now, you know. I've wanted to strip you naked and taste you from head to toe, then fuck you until we both collapse from exhaustion right from the beginning." His lips trailed over hers softly before tugging on her bottom lip. "No more games between us, Bella, not after tonight. From now on, when I take your blood, I will also be fucking you. And I will get to know every delectable inch of this exquisite body of yours."

She started to object, but his mouth crushed down on hers in a brutal attack. He nipped and bit before he pushed his tongue in and found hers. One hand cupped the back of her neck so that he could possess her. While he kissed her, he unhooked her bra, and she shed it with no encouragement. When her plump breasts smashed against his chest, he moaned and abandoned her lips for a hard nipple.

Sofia sucked in a sharp breath when his teeth closed around her firm bud. Ambrose's arm slipped under her waist to pull her into him as he feasted on her perfect tits. Tits Ambrose still had a hard time believing were once bigger. He gave both breasts equal time, relishing in the feel of her flesh under his body, beneath his hands, and in his mouth. Her body was ablaze; she reacted to his hands, his mouth, and his touch, causing an inferno to rip through him.

He abandoned her supple breasts with regret. Ambrose traveled down her body, leaving light kisses between her breasts, to her ribs, down to her stomach, and then on to her navel, where he licked. He resumed kissing her as he made his way to the top of her low-rise lace underwear, sending shock waves through her small frame. Ambrose loved the way she shuddered at his touch. His fingers pulled down her panties with each inch he kissed.

"No, wait," Sofia said breathlessly.

He looked up at her, breathing heavily. "What?"

"Not that. Not this time, please." Her dark brown eyes pleaded with him.

She didn't want him to taste her with his tongue. Too bad, he couldn't pull back now; his body was primed, ready to combust. He barely hung on to his sanity; his need was too strong, too desperate to taste her on his lips.

Ambrose was already sliding her panties down when he answered her. "Sorry, baby, I can't." He spread her legs and lowered his mouth to hers. She jolted, gasping as he sucked her in.

*****
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Two hours later, Ambrose lay there, his body still on fire, primed to fuck her again. To his surprise, Sofia took as good as she gave. A smile played on his lips, just thinking about her tight little body as it writhed under his, fueling his pleasure. The sounds that escaped her throat made him fucking hard, from the soft moans to the loud groans and whimpers.

Shit. He was rock hard again. Only taking her again would cool the wildfire inside.

A ton of sensations hammered at Ambrose all at once. First, and the most obvious, was that he tingled from touching her, from being inside of her. Sofia was hot, wet, and ready for him; her body begged him for more. But he wasn't surprised.

Ambrose now understood why he was so compelled to touch her and be with her. He knew her in another one of her lives. He had held her, laughed with her, kissed her, and loved her. She had been a part of his life he never forgot—a part he still yearned for, a part he still needed.

What the fuck. She came back.

And while she looked different, there were things about Sofia that were the same as before. Sofia's hair was a darker shade of auburn, and her eyes a darker shade of brown. Her aura remained the same. She was passionate, caring, loyal, funny, and spirited. And he almost chuckled when the word stubborn popped into his head. Yes, this woman was obstinate in both lives, and he adored that about her. She fought for what she believed; she fought for who she loved.

He rolled to his side, hooked an arm around her waist, and pulled her closer to him. He closed his eyes and breathed in her scent. He didn't want to let her go. She tried to remain out of his reach, but in the end, he won. "No, Bella, no pulling away. When I fuck you, I will hold you afterward. I'm not the cold-hearted sonofabitch that you like to think I am." He kissed the side of her neck, nuzzling it to pull her aroma into his nostrils.

Her head rested on his bicep, and she looked up at him with those big brown eyes with tears in them.

"What the hell, why are you about to cry?" Ambrose cupped her neck, and his thumb under her chin kept her from lowering her face. He knew Sofia well enough to know she would retreat emotionally from him if he let her. The woman was a tough little shit, yet she wore her tenderness on her sleeve.

Just like before.

When his question went unanswered, he asked, "Did I hurt you? Talk to me, sweetheart."

"You didn't hurt me... it's just-" A lone tear slipped from her eye.

"Goddammit, Sofia, what's wrong?" His heart was constricted. If he'd hurt her in any way, he'd never forgive himself. Ambrose knew he gave her shit, but there wasn't anything he wouldn't do for this woman.

"I... I never wanted it to come to this. For me, this is cheating, cheating on Gage."

He nodded; he recognized she had a hard time dropping her human ways. "So, you regret this, being with me?" If she said yes, it would crush him, he had no doubt. He had fantasized about her for so long that her rejection would take him to his knees, especially after he figured out she was his lover in another life.

"No, I don't regret it." Another tear followed the first.

Thank all that's fucking sweet in the world; she had no regrets. Though the tears still tore him wide open.

Ambrose caught the tear with his thumb. "Sweetness, I'm confused. Can you clear this muddy path I'm on? If you don't regret it, then why the tears?"

"Because I don't regret it. I should feel bad and ashamed of myself, but I don't, and that makes me feel like a slut, and I'm not, I know- well, I mean I have slept around, but that's because no one clicked with me. It's just that it never felt right with those men and-" She stopped when she noticed he was grinning at her. "What?"

Sofia occasionally rambled, but only when she was flustered, and he found it fucking adorable. This tough little woman who loved to push his buttons was all ruffled, and it was damn cute. Still grinning, the back of his fingers stroked her cheek. "Let me get this straight: you're ashamed of yourself because you're not ashamed of yourself."

"Well, yeah. Stop smiling at me; it's not funny. And yes, it makes perfect sense."

He chuckled, pulling her on top of him. Running his hand through her long auburn curls, he kissed the tip of her nose. "I think it's time for round two," he said, pulling her face down to his and nipping at her lips. "Show me just how not ashamed you are, baby."

Pushing herself up, Sofia straddled his hips, her beautiful breasts teasing him. Ambrose tucked one arm behind his head and smiled up at her. He stroked one of her nipples, making it instantly hard. "Fuck, woman, you have the most magnificent tits I've ever seen."

She pushed his hand away and started to climb off when he gripped her hips and held her against his primed body. "No sweetness, it's your turn to be on top. And just so you know, I like when a woman is in charge." A huge grin split his face when she smacked him on the stomach.

She cocked her head at him. "Ambrose, this won't change us, will it? I mean, I kind of like being a pain in your ass. And you're not going to treat me all sweet and delicate, now are you?"

He thought for a minute as his thumb made small circles at her waist. "Fuck no. I'll still be the same charming trainer I have always been with you." She snorted, and he smirked. "What we do in this room, Bella, is completely different from what we do out there. So, if you think I will go easy on you when we train, then you'd be wrong." He lifted her hips and seated her firmly over his cock. A sound of ecstasy escaped her throat as she slid down on him. "And if you think I will go easy on you while I'm buried deep inside you, then you'd also be wrong."

Sofia had begun moving on top of him. Her deliberate movements worked them both into a frenzy as her breasts swayed to the rhythm. His eyes held hers as he watched her slip over the edge. Before her orgasm crashed all around him, he sat up, hooked an arm around her, holding her tight against his body, and sank his fangs into her neck. Then he let go and slipped the rest of the way with her.

He had her back.

He had Kara Gallegos back.
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Sofia fought off a panic attack.

First, she was nervous about running into Ambrose after their hot night of sex. She successfully avoided him in the morning at the house and hoped she wouldn't run into him anytime soon. What was she supposed to say or do around him? Act as if nothing happened? That sounded good to her. Just pretend like a damn thing ever occurred, like all those orgasms that rocked her last night. How was she supposed to forget how his naked body felt against her, moving with her, damp and hot?

“Oh, god,” she groaned. pinching the bridge of her nose.

And she was still worried as shit over Dustin. Today was the day they were going to technically kill him and replace all his blood with hers. All the assholes decided to keep her in the dark about this until an hour ago. And she had been pacing all morning in the clinic, running into things and knocking shit over. She couldn't focus on anything. Her mind wouldn't slow down long enough to contemplate reason. There was too much that could go wrong.

These past three days had been sheer hell.

First, Zander told the men at The Alliance that she was special. Then she had to train with Galen. But the cherry on top was all the warriors finding out about her and Gage, followed by sex with Ambrose. Yep, what an eventful twenty-four hours.

Now Dusty.

This week sucked, big time.

Scared out of her mind, she paced nervously. She was getting sick of all the shit in her life. One calm day, that's all she asked: no emergencies, no surprises, just nothing. Just peace and utter bliss.

Growling, Galen snapped at her. "Sit the fuck down before I nail your ass to a stool." He got sick of her pacing like a blind lion. The pacing was bad enough, but she kept plowing into shit.

Sofia smiled at him and saluted him with both of her middle fingers. "Fuck off."

Gage and Ambrose walked in, and Gage chuckled, his eyes trained on her.

"Ask her what happens when she says that to me," Ambrose said in a quiet voice. A subtle reminder of the first time he kissed her when she told him the same thing.

Her eyes landed on Ambrose's before Gage reached out, drew her into his arms, and kissed her temple. "Baby, it will be alright. Dustin will be fine. You and Dane will make sure he pulls through this."

"No, Gage. I'll be strapped up to an IV, so I'll be of little use to him if something goes wrong. Dane shouldn't have to deal with it all alone."

Galen ran a hand through his short black hair. "For shit's sake. You are not human. How many times do I need to tell you? Even if you have a damn needle shoved in your vein, you will still be able to function. You won't get weak from blood loss. Really, how many times do you need to be told the same shit over and over again?" Galen rarely yelled, no matter how mad he got. No, his voice was low and lethal, with a tone that scared people straight.

"Listen up, you cranky-assed man; as I said before, fuck off!" Sofia stepped up to him. "If I bug you so goddamned much, then go find a tall building and jump off! Headfirst preferably. Pretty sure we don't need you here for this." She spun away from him, not seeing the grin he had from her outburst.

"I love how all of you taught this woman how to use such colorful language," Galen remarked dryly.

Sofia grunted. "I grew up with two older brothers. I learned a lot from them."

"Doc," Dustin got her attention while Dane inserted the IV since Sofia barely clung to her sanity. "I'll be fine. I've changed enough from your blood that I'm plenty strong to go through this." He chuckled when she rolled her eyes at him and made a face.

"Aren't you done yet, Dane?" Sofia leaned over to watch him insert the needle into Dustin's arm.

"Well, you are faster at this, but you're also batshit crazy right now, so leave me alone. And don't hit me, or I'll miss his vein and stab him." Dane finished and taped the needle in place, then started a second in his other arm.

Sofia stopped her incessant pacing and looked up to see Ambrose staring. The look he had unnerved her; it seemed like he was trying to figure something out or like he was searching her soul. Whatever it was, it made her stomach flutter the way his intense eyes examined her.

Was he thinking about their raw, unbridled sex? Was he disappointed in her? Or maybe he—oh hell, she didn't know what went through that man's head. His eyes told her something was swirling around up there, and it made her uneasy as shit.

She put her hands on her hips and barked at him. "What?"

His green eyes focused on her, never softening. "Nothing."

"Then stop looking at me like that."

"Jesus Christ, you're bitchy today. Maybe you need to be laid." He offered a hint of a smile.

Gage blew out a breath. "Jesus, Ambrose."

"What? Not going to flip him off? Or is that gesture reserved just for me?" Galen crossed his arms with a look daring her to talk back.

"I've got an idea," Dane said as he inserted the second needle into Dustin's other arm. "Why don't all of you shut the fuck up and don't look at each other? Seriously, you're like a bunch of children. And Doc, if you don't sit your ass down now, I will have Galen nail it down like he suggested."

Sofia stomped over to a stool and hopped up; her eyes never left Galen's. He smiled at her, and she wanted nothing more than to fly off that stool and slap his shit-eating grin off his face. But she refrained and rolled her sleeve up instead for Dane to insert a needle into her arm for a direct line into Dustin once they began to refill him with blood.

Dane winked at her when he tied the band around her arm. "You will remain still while you give him blood. It's not a request. There will be no pacing, no panicking, got it?"

Sofia knew it was an empty threat; Dane would never hurt her, but she knew he was just as nervous as she was. "Yeah, yeah. Got it."

"So how does this all work?" Gage stepped up to Sofia, his question aimed at Dane. His hands rested on her shoulders, softly kneading them, knowing his touch calmed her.

"We will drain Dustin's blood down to one pint. Technically, he'll be dead," he glanced at Dustin who remained stoic. "But according to Galen, Sofia's blood will bring him back from the dead; if he's wrong, then I say we strap him down and drain him next." He grinned at Sofia. "Once Dustin's drained, we will first pump a couple of pints of her fresh blood into him and watch his vitals. After two pints, I'll hook him up to her bagged blood, to give her a rest, then I'll hook her back up to him."

Galen groaned once again. "You people just don't get it, do you? She won't need rest; she can pump as much blood as he needs directly into him. It's so tiresome how thick-headed you people are sometimes." Galen rubbed the bridge of his nose, then pointed at Sofia as to say don't say a word.

Dustin laughed. "Now I understand where Gage gets his warm and fuzzy personality from."
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Galen looked at Dustin, his blood draining from his body, his skin pale, his lips turning an eerie shade of blue, and his heartbeat ceased to exist. His eyes were closed, and he was motionless.

Dustin Marshall, the leader of the Seattle Special Forces, was technically dead.

Sofia didn't look much better. Fear took over, and panic settled over her soul. But to her credit, she held her shit together. And for that, he was proud of her.

Dane began filling Dustin back up with the direct line from Sofia's vein. She looked down at her arm, shuddering once.

Galen kept his gaze on her. He watched her closely to see if this transfusion would trigger a distant memory in her. He knew her memories could come back at any given moment, and the littlest thing could set her off. Blood was powerful for their kind. Perhaps she hadn't learned that in this life, but he guessed she experienced it in a previous one. If there was to be a spark in her memory, this transfusion might ignite it.

"How's he doing, Dane?" Sofia asked in a strained voice. Her fisted hands rested on her thighs.

Galen noticed how she wouldn't look at either Gage or Ambrose, the two men who were her sworn protectors, the two she was closest to. And if he were to surmise, Ambrose was now her lover. He saw the change in Ambrose's face when he looked at Sofia immediately. So why couldn't she make eye contact with the men she was intimate with?

Dane looked up from the unconscious Dustin. "He's doing fine, sweetheart. I feel a faint pulse coming back now." Dane tipped his head at her. "How about you?"

"I'm fine."

Galen saw her body tense. She struggled with something she hid rather well. The others didn't seem to notice. They must have passed it off as her nerves. Clenching her jaw, she shut her eyes for a moment. Whatever was going on inside her, she was ready to snap. Whether it was a memory, he could not be sure, but he felt emotions rippling from her.

Galen needed to speak to her privately, so he tried telepathy. He knew she wasn't very good at it yet, but he had to try. Sofia. He waited, but her eyes remained fixated on Dustin. Sofia, his voice louder this time.

Still no answer.

Mo páiste! Answer me now!

Sofia jumped at the sound of his voice. Her dark brown, haunted eyes looked directly into his.

Can you hear me now? If so, answer me in your head or blink twice for me.

She was quiet, then I heard you.

He gave her a small smile. Good.

Walking up to Sofia, Galen looked at his son. "Can I have a second with her?" He needed Gage to move away so he could be near Sofia and touch her to see how much energy she was struggling to control within her body.

Sofia nodded to Gage for him to leave her with his father.

When Galen stepped up, he laid his hand over one of her fists, and she tensed under his touch. He gave her a light squeeze as her energy vibrated into his hand. What's wrong, mo páiste?

Her eyes reflected pain and fear, yet she remained calm on the surface. He sensed how hard she struggled with the emotions overwhelming her body. The intensity he felt under his hand shocked even him. The fact that she was able to stay seated and composed amazed him. Sofia's ability to control and hide her stress showed him how much power she contained at her fingertips. Galen felt the energy building in her entire body, and he knew it was from fear, an earth-shattering fear.

You are okay. Just breathe; you'll be fine.

She's afraid—so afraid—and there's no one to help her. Sofia's words sobbed in his head.

Whatever you see right now is different from what is happening in this room. You are safe, Sofia. Who is she? Do you know? He knew she tapped into someone's memory, or perhaps it was hers from another life.

She shook her head. No... but I think she knows you. She is thinking of a man who looks like you. You have a beard.

Fuck. Sofia was connecting with Daria. She was seeing Daria as she was being drained and used. Calm down, sweetheart. We can tap into others like us in the present or the past. Our blood speaks to each other; it's what links us. Her blood speaks to you, but you're okay. She suffers no more.

No. No, you're wrong. She still suffers. I can feel it.

Sofia's heartbroken words tore at him, and he wasn't sure how to calm her fears. He knew the pain that Daria had suffered, so he could only imagine what Sofia was feeling at this moment. He squeezed her hand hard enough to cause Sofia physical pain and to avert her mind. Look at me, mo páiste. This will pass. You are strong, and you can get through this. Try closing her memories off for now and focus on what an ass I am. He winked, offering her a small grin.

Tears sprang into her chocolate eyes; she struggled to hold them back. Sucking in a deep breath, she closed her eyes. When she opened them, she looked at Galen with clarity. The tears receded, but he knew her heart was cracked wide open.

Good job, sweetheart.

My child.

What?  

Mo páiste. It means my child in Gaelic. How do I know that?

Galen just stared at her. How did she know that? He had only called one other woman that, and it wasn't Daria whom Sofia tapped just into. Was she systematically seeking the women he had been close with? Maybe he was her conductor to her past. It made sense that she could use him as a link to seek others like herself.

And if she wasn't using him, then that could only mean one thing: that she didn't tap into Daria; she was Daria.

And if she was Daria, that meant she was also Sinead, Alcina, and Kara Gallegos.

The Queen had returned.
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Ambrose called Galen to ask him to meet him in town. He needed someone to talk to, and at this point, Galen was his best option.

There were some things he needed to talk about away from watchful eyes at The Alliance. He waited at an outside table; a hot cup of coffee steamed in front of him on the chilly Seattle morning. The fog hung low, leaving the air misty. His head ached from thinking, and his stomach burned, considering the outcome.

Gage had been clear: he didn't want Kara to ever come back. And honestly, he understood. Alcina and Kara both died on him. And he didn't want to go through the pain of losing her again. That meant he could never find her one more time, which he had done a damn good job of for the past hundred and fifty years. He had one-night stands to ensure he never settled down with one woman.

Then Sofia came along and fucked up Gage's plan. Hell, she fucked up his plan too.

Ambrose got it. He did, he too watched Kara take her life. She killed herself in front of both of them. When Ambrose took Gage to the spot to meet Kara, he thought Kara had planned on leaving Gage.

Gage had been such a fucking mess after Kara's rape that Ambrose understood the struggle she had daily. How could they move past Kara getting abducted with her staked to the ground and raped over and over? All the while, Gage was chained to a tree and forced to watch. It was a fucking nightmare that Ambrose tried so hard not to remember.

Kara tried to heal both herself and Gage. Yet, with every step she took closer to him, he retreated one step back. Gage thought he was doing the right thing by staying clear because she wasn't ready to be close to him again or have sex with him yet.

Ambrose watched the tug of war going on between Gage and Kara for weeks, helpless to do anything that would change the path they were on. And when Kara told him she couldn't take it anymore, he assumed she meant to leave Gage and go back to her parents.

Kara would leave all right, in death.

On that fateful day, Ambrose did not realize that Kara would take her own life. And a part of him blamed himself for not seeing what Kara had planned and for not saving her and Gage. After her death, Gage became an even more fucked-up mess, a mess that took Ambrose a few years to help him through.

And he still felt pain in his chest when he remembered that moment she slit her throat in front of them, tumbling off the cliff to ensure she died. A scene forever etched in his mind and soul.

Galen walked up, pulled out a chair, and sat before Ambrose noticed him. Not saying a word; he just examined Ambrose when he sat. "You look like a man with a lot on your mind, Kane." Ambrose shot him an odd look. "Your last name is Kane, isn't it?" For a moment, Galen assumed he had Ambrose's last name wrong based on the odd stare he received.

"Yeah." He rubbed the back of his neck, trying to release the stress. "I do have a lot on my mind. I have something to tell you, and it has to stay between us. Gage cannot know, not yet."

Nodding, Galen agreed. "Okay. What is it?"

"What, no time to think about it? Just okay?"

"I know there are times when things are better left unsaid. So yes, I won't say anything to him yet."

Ambrose looked away as he weighed his words. "I think Sofia is... Gage's last mate, Kara." Galen didn't seem alarmed, which surprised Ambrose. "You knew that, though, didn't you?"

Galen leaned further back into his chair. "I just began having suspicions during Dustin's transfusion. I think she was linking to Daria."

"The one you killed because they fucked her up so badly?" The bile in his stomach rose at the thought that Sofia lived the life of Daria and Kara.

Galen frowned. "Yes. Remember that Sinead, Daria, Alcina, and Kara are the same woman." His blue eyes looked troubled. Maybe it was guilt. "When she gave Dustin her blood the other day, she tapped into Daria's fear, from when she had her blood drained by vamps. I explained she could tap into our people in the present or past because of our blood to help calm her down."

"And that's a lie?"

"No, it's the truth. She can. I can. But she saw things; she saw me through Daria's eyes." Galen leaned forward and rested his arms on the table. "I now suspect it was a memory since she witnessed it in the first person." Galen cocked his head as he stared at Ambrose. "You've had sex with her, haven't you?"

Focusing his eyes on Galen, he leaned back in his chair. "What the fuck does that have to do with anything?"

"Nothing, I suppose. Unless it's how you know that Sofia is Kara."

"Shit," Ambrose groaned. "She is Daria, Alcina, and Kara, isn't she?"

Galen nodded. "She was first Sinead. I used to call Sinead Mo páiste, and Sofia knew the other day that it meant my child. She is opening her memory up to Sinead as well as Daria. Has she shown any memories of Alcina or Kara yet?"

"I don't know. It's not like she-" Ambrose sat straighter. "Wait, she talked to Dane about a nightmare she has had most of her life. She had a meltdown a while back over it. Shit. I bet she had nightmares about one of her fucked-up lives when she was raped and abused for her blood."

"What the hell? Kara was raped, too?" Galen slammed his hand down on the table, causing Ambrose's coffee to slosh over the side. Ambrose jerked his hand away before the hot liquid burned him. Galen knew Alcina wasn't sexually abused; he was certain Gage would have told him. But Gage refused to talk about Kara, so Galen assumed it was Kara that Ambrose referred to.

"Yeah." He grabbed a napkin to catch the spilled coffee before it rolled onto his leg. "Her and Gage were attacked on their way to town one day." Ambrose cracked his knuckles before he continued. "They chained Gage to a tree... and made him watch. The vamps had them for almost two days before I found them." He looked down at his fisted hands.

Galen cursed. "This sounds like the same sick fuck. It's Vega. And he's back for her a third time. We cannot let that happen again." He seethed with anger, his eyes locked onto Ambrose's.

There was no way in hell that Vega would ever touch Sofia the way he did Kara or Daria. No way in fucking hell, even if it meant they had to lock Sofia up to protect her. And Ambrose knew that would not sit well with Sofia.

"I know how that affected her, Ambrose. I saw what happened to Daria firsthand. She was a fucked-up mess, so far gone that the only decent thing to do was put her out of her misery. I don't know if she could survive a third time being held captive again, of being-" Galen couldn't finish.

"Yeah. Gage couldn't survive it if anything happened to her again either. But we don't even know if she is Kara or Daria for sure."

"Why do you believe she is Kara? I assume that's why you asked me here to tell me your theory."

Ambrose dropped his head, then looked Galen in the eyes, who reminded him too much of Gage. "Because I recently began taking her blood. And, yes, I had sex with her, Sofia. Kara saved me when I needed a woman's touch desperately. I knew Kara inside and out, and when I was with Sofia, I felt it; I knew it was her. I've had a strong pull to Sofia since the day I met her—a fucking strong need to be closer to her." He drew in a breath. "I don't think Gage has made the connection, though. If he has, he hasn't let on."

"So... the two of you shared Kara, and now both your mate Melina and Sofia. The two of you make a habit out of sharing your women, huh?"

"Fuck off, old man."

Galen chuckled. "No, I get it. It keeps all of you from straying to have casual sex, and it helps protect your women. It's smart. And if he does figure it out, what will he do?"

"I'm not sure. But I say for now, we keep this to ourselves. We need to get Sofia to remember all that she can. Her remembering may be the one thing that will help save her and him this time."

"I think you're right. But as I told Sofia, accepting her past will unleash her power. Once that happens, she needs to know how to control it." Galen smiled. "My man, once we help her find and use all that power she holds inside her, she won't even need our damn assistance."
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Her body throbbed; she felt beaten and bruised. She couldn't remember how long she had been tied up, or rather, staked to the ground. Time didn't matter anymore, not really. She was at their mercy, and they had none.

She heard whimpering, and realizing it came from her, she swallowed hard. Each time she struggled to move, a sound of pain escaped her lips. Occasionally, the wild roar of an animal echoed in her ears.

No, not an animal.

Her mate.

Yes, her mate was tied to the tree in front of her. They forced him to watch as they raped her and drank her blood. He had to listen as her body was forced into an orgasm. Hell, he heard the vampire's orgasm too. Even though she was in indescribable pain, her heart bled for him. She could only imagine what he was going through.

But she knew he'd find them. He? Yes, she tried to focus on him. He was their friend, and he'd find them.

He had to.

Opening her eyes, she listened for the vampires. They were close. They were laughing and talking as though it were a typical day. To them, perhaps it was, but not for her. Not for her mate.

She was accustomed to being loved and cherished. Her mate made love to her with care. Sure, occasionally he got rough, but he never hurt her. No, he valued her like a precious jewel. He took care of her, treasured her, and... he shared her. Yes, he shared her with their friend.

But she trusted their friend; he was good to her too. He never harmed her in any way; no, he was a good man, and she knew that. And he would come for them.

He had to.

She heard a loud crack and a grunt echo in her ears. Struggling to look up, she saw the large vampire in front of her mate. The vampire hit him across the face with a log meant for the fire.

The vampire laughed wickedly. "Wake up, my man. It's time for another round with your woman." He gripped her mate's hair hard and yanked his face to him. "I want you to see her while I'm inside her. Hear her screams and know you are too weak to help her. Know that you are nothing and that she is mine."

Kara! Answer me, sweetheart! Gage can't hear me; what's wrong? Where are you?

She stilled at the voice in her head. Their friend—yes, it was him. He called to her through their blood bond. He searched for them, and he would save them.

Bella! Answer me!

I'm here.

Thank goodness. Where are you? What has happened?

We were caught. Vampires have us. Help us, please. Sobs tore through her throat as she called out to him.

I'm coming, Bella. Just tell me where to find you.

On the road to town, they took us about a half-mile off to the left, right past the large oak tree cluster. He is chained to a tree; he can't get free, he can't get free. She repeated her cries.

She felt someone on top of her, his weight pushing her into the ground. The vampire lifted, and then a stabbing pain seared her to her core as he entered her battered body with one hard thrust. A scream tore at her throat; she fought to swallow it, determined to spare her mate her cries of agony.

The vampire grabbed a handful of her hair, forcing her head back. He leaned down to her ear. His hot, rancid breath made her stomach churn. "Look at your mate, sweetheart. Look into his eyes as I have my way with you, and know that he will never be half the man I am. He couldn't save you."

Her eyes met his. Sofia's worst fears became a reality.

The woman looked into Gage's pained, electric blue eyes.

Sofia fought to make it stop. To come back to reality and make this nightmare end.

But she couldn't. An invisible force kept her in this state, trapped in this awake nightmare with no escape.

She blinked away tears and saw Gage's haunted eyes looking at her. Only he wasn't looking at her; he was looking at Kara.

Was she Kara Gallegos?

Kara! I'm coming. Hang on a bit longer, Bella. I'm coming for you.

Their friend, he was coming to save them. He heard her cries, and he would rescue them.

His face became clear. Hurry, please. Please hurry, Ambrose.

Sofia gasped for air and screamed.

A blood-curdling scream echoed through the hallways of The Alliance. Warriors ran from every direction towards the panicked screech.
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The second-floor ceiling in The Alliance rumbled as the warriors on the third floor ran towards the clinic where Sofia was. A horrifying scream echoed through the hallways. It was a wonder the ceiling tiles didn't fall on the floor below with the stampede from above.

Dustin and Dane reached her first. Dustin threw her office door open to see her crouched in a corner behind her desk. Her knees were drawn up to her chest, with tears streaming down her face. Her small body shook uncontrollably with fear.

"Dane, she's here." He yelled out to Dane as he searched the exam rooms for her. Dustin approached with caution as if he were coming upon a wounded animal. "Doc. What's wrong?" He took one slow step when he saw the wild look in her eyes.

"Sofia?" Dane came to an abrupt stop, skidding into Dustin. He almost knocked over Dustin, squatting a few feet in front of Sofia. "Doc, what's wrong?" He stepped closer, and she threw up a hand and scooted further into her corner.

"No, stay away from me!" She ground out her words.

Dustin and Dane exchanged looks. They had never seen her like this before, and it scared them to death. She was strong, confident, and kicked ass. Not now; she was terrified—fear that seemed aimed at them.

Suddenly, at least twenty more warriors stood in the hallway.

"What happened?" Pedro asked.

Dustin looked over his shoulder. "Not sure; we got her. Clear everyone from this hall, now." Dustin added, "And thank everyone for their concern."

Pedro nodded. "Will do. If you guys need anything, let me know." His eyes met Sofia's for a brief moment, and he swore he heard her plead with him to stay. Knowing he must have been mistaken, Pedro retreated.

"Thanks, Pedro." Dustin reached out his hand to Sofia. "Sweetheart, come here. Let me help you up."

"I said, don't touch me." She hissed at him in a low voice as she withdrew into herself. Her eyes were dark and wild, and her body tense.

Jericho and Raphael rushed into the room and halted when they noticed the horror on Sofia's face.

"Okay, Doc, we won't touch you," Dane said in a calm voice. "Talk to us, though; what's wrong?" When she didn't acknowledge him, he continued. "Do you want us to find Gage for you? I think he's-"

"No. I don't want him here." She looked up at the men with wet, frightened eyes. "Go away."

"Sweetheart, we can't do that. You're terrified, and it's scaring the shit out of us. Please let us help you." Dustin, still squatting in front of her, held out his hand, palm up. "Take my hand, Doc, please." He reached closer, and she slapped it away.

Sofia bounced up on her feet and snarled at the four men she adored. "Get away from me! Now! I said leave and don't touch me! Don't. Touch. Me!"

Ambrose busted into the room in time to see her screaming at Dustin, Dane, Jericho, and Raphael. "What the fuck is going on?" He snapped, walking around Jericho and Raphael, stopping by Dustin and Dane. "What the hell, Sofia, what's happening?" Stepping closer, she grabbed a stapler off the desk and hurled it at Ambrose's head. He caught it just in time before his face got stapled. "Dammit, Doc!" Turning to the guys, "What the fuck happened to her?"

"We don't know. We just heard her scream, like she was being attacked; we came running." Dustin watched her stay close to the wall. Her eyes watched their every breath and their every move.

She was looking for a way out.

"We found her crouched on the floor. We've tried to get her to talk or to come to us, but she's too panicked or scared." Dane frowned, shoving his hands in his pockets.

"Where the fuck is Gage?"

"She doesn't want us to get Gage," Dane explained.

Ambrose turned back to Sofia. "Okay, Bella, tell me what you need. Tell me what's wrong." Determined, Ambrose inched closer because backing away wasn't an option.

Sofia's eyes tracked his movements. "Don't come any closer," she said, backing further away and retreating as far as the room would allow.

Reaching for her, Ambrose said, "C'mon, Sofia. Let me help you." The look in her eyes told him she felt trapped. And a trapped animal was unpredictable and often lethal. 
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Gage sat with Galen at the same damn cemetery they had met at a few weeks ago. They met to discuss things about Vega, the asshole who got his jollies out of torturing women. Well, the fucker's days were limited. They now knew who he was and what he wanted; the only thing they didn't know was how to find him.

They needed to do serious recon work now.

He was sure that between him and his father, they'd be able to track him; however, it was easier to track if you knew your victim's scent. And that was what he was—their victim. Vega would see what it was like to be beaten, bloodied, and tortured. The fact was that Gage looked forward to it. This man hurt Kara and the woman Galen had been protecting, Daria.

The story that Galen told of the four years of Daria's captivity still made his stomach sick. He never knew Daria; hell, he hadn't even been born yet, but he could see how it affected Galen. How could any man or creature treat another that way? It was incomprehensible. And knowing what this fucker did to Kara and Daria, he was confident that Galen had to be as fucked up as he was, though he'd never admit to it.

Gage leaned down, resting his forearms on his knees, keeping his eyes focused on an old grave marker ahead of him. Thomas L. Smithson had been one hundred and four when he died. The sonofabitch had a long life for a human; chances were that the last twenty sucked for old Thomas. No doubt he spent many of his last years in a facility, probably spoon-fed and wearing diapers, with no relatives that came to visit.

Fuck, this suddenly got depressing.

How'd humans live with the knowledge of what their lives would be like when they got old? Hell, he'd off himself off before any of that shit happened. No way in fucking hell would he let himself be strapped in a chair, drooling, fed applesauce, and getting sponge baths.

Fuck that.

"So, I assume you have a plan to find Vega, which is why you asked me here?" Galen snapped Gage's attention away from his miserable old human scenarios.

"Yeah. You said before that he'd been following you all over the world."

A crease formed between Galen's eyes. "Yes. What do you propose? That I let him catch me?" He chuckled, then sobered when he saw the seriousness in his son's expression.

"Yes and no. I can't let him get his fucking hands on Sofie. I can't and won't."

"I agree. So, what stupid plan did you come up with?"

Gage turned his head to face his father and smirked. "We use you as bait to lure them out. Let them think they found you and your hiding place. Then we follow them back to the rock they live under, so we know where they operate."

"Well, as pleasant as that sounds, I really don't want them to find my hiding place. Otherwise, I'll have to move in with you."

Gage snorted. "I think you should, anyway. We need us all in one spot to build our forces up like a fucking empire. We are going to have eight guards at our house for twenty-four-seven starting tonight. And we've installed motion sensors, alarms, and whatever else Ambrose has thought up as we speak. We need all our women protected every second of the day. He could grab any one of them and use her as a bargaining chip. So, we are ramping up security, and my and Ambrose's teams will each take a twelve-hour shift at our house. The women are going to be prisoners in our home until this is basically over."

Galen grunted, then smiled. "Think I'd love to be a fly on the wall when you tell them all this."

Gage smiled; their women all had fire. "Zander is there right now overseeing the delivery of four Sub Zero refrigerators and two large freezers we're installing in the garage. We need space to store food for about twenty people, for three meals a day. He's also added some shelves for dry goods." Gage looked at Galen; sometimes, it felt like he was looking into a mirror. "Ariana is getting one of the attic rooms ready for you. So, after you get made by Vega, I'd like you to move in. Hotel Fuck Vega is open for business tonight at six." Gage's dimples, which he rarely showed, flickered when he smiled at Galen.

Galen nodded in agreement. "Fine, this way, I can keep helping Sofia with her powers." He stood. "Let me know when you want to dangle me in front of Vega." He walked away. "And son, if the motherfucker catches me, I will kick your ass when I get free."

Gage chuckled. "Yeah, yeah. I'm almost rethinking this plan because you terrify me."
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Ambrose inched closer to Sofia; he had to reach her. He didn't know what happened that made her flip the hell out, but he wasn't leaving her in this state. In his worst-case scenario, he'd have to pin her down until she talked or until she calmed down. Neither was a pleasant thought, not with the terrified look on her face.

One more inch closer to her, and Sofia snapped. "Don't. Touch. Me! Stay away! Don't touch me!" She found her chance and ran around Ambrose, bolting for the door.

He knew the move she'd make, and he quickly blocked her path, grabbing her around the waist. She screamed threats and profanities, fighting and kicking. His face was beside hers, with her back trapped against his chest and her feet dangling off the floor. "Bella, I'm not going to hurt you. Calm down, sweetheart. You know I won't hurt you."

She fought and screamed, kicking his chin and biting his arm that was wrapped around her chest. "Motherfucker, Doc!" He struggled to hold her without hurting her.

Dane, Dustin, Jericho, and Raphael stood helpless, not knowing what to do to help.

When Dane approached, she kicked him in the balls; he doubled over and backed off. "Shit, Doc. Really? Sorry, brother, she's all yours."

Ambrose tightened his grip on her, knowing he was cutting off her air. "I won't hurt you, sweetheart. Come on, baby, calm down, breathe, and let me help you."

Her body reared, and she fought like a wild animal fighting for her freedom. Her head went back, slamming it into Ambrose's face. He growled in pain when her head cracked his nose, but he held on.

Tears streamed down her face, landing on Ambrose's arm. "Let. Me. Go! Don't touch me! I hate you! Don't touch me!" Her screams kept coming.

She said she hated him.

Ambrose's heart pinched at those words. Sofia had never uttered a word of hate to anyone, even if he was the one asshole who deserved it. But she knew he'd never raise a hand against her. Did she mean it?

She said she hated him.

Fuck.

"All of you get the fuck out now!" He roared at the four men. "And do not come back in for any reason."

"No! No! Don't leave me!" Sofia's words came out as panicked sobs. "Dusty!" Her scream was shrill; they all flinched.

Dustin stopped dead in his tracks and looked at her, his face pained from her plea. "I'm sorry, Doc. I'll be right outside this door. Ambrose is not going to hurt you, I promise."

"Dane?" His name was a prayer.

"Sorry, Doc. Let Ambrose help you. Please."

Well, fuck him. Sofia feared him so much that she begged the man she kicked in the balls to not leave her alone with him.

Ambrose ground his teeth together. "Baby, I'm not letting go. I'm not giving up on you. I will hold you until you calm down." With a great deal of work, he turned her in his arms, so they were chest to chest. One arm bound her to him, trapping her arms between them so his other hand could cradle the side of her neck. He rested his forehead against her. "Sweetheart, please stop fighting me. Please, baby, talk to me. I know you don't want me to call Gage, but-"

"No!" She screamed so loudly that it made him jump. "No, no, no, please." Her words turned into begging. Tears fell freely from her horrified brown eyes.

His heart cracked open. He had not experienced pain like this in a long time. Forehead to forehead, he whispered. "I won't, Bella. But you need to let me help you. You can't keep this up. Please." He wasn't above begging. He didn't know what else to do. She was breaking apart in his arms, and his heart followed.

Her pain gutted him. For the first time in a long time, he was utterly helpless. He didn't know how to help ease her fear or pain. And every second that passed shredded his soul just a little bit more.

Sofia battled against his body once again, causing Ambrose to tighten his grip. "Make... it... stop." She struggled to speak as the air in her lungs was pushed out by the force of his grip. "Make it stop... Please."

Ambrose looked down into her pleading eyes. She wanted him to knock her out; she didn't want to think anymore. Sofia wanted it all to stop. Whatever was swirling through her head scared the shit out of her, and she needed it to cease now. It would be the only way for her to find peace.

He allowed his fangs to extend as he watched her; tears soaked her face. He lowered his mouth to her face and whispered against her lips. "I'm so sorry, baby. Just know I will keep you safe, and I won't leave you while you are out." He placed a soft kiss on her lips, then tilted her head and sank his fangs into the soft flesh of her neck. After a minute of injecting her with a pheromone to knock her out, he removed his fangs and licked the wound shut. Vampires used this trick against their prey to render the victim helpless. While this was useful at times, it always made him feel dirty when he knocked a woman out.

He felt her body start to relax. Her struggles ceased as she looked into his eyes. "Thank you." Her voice cracked.

Ambrose hugged her body to his; his face went to hers. "You're welcome, baby. I won't let you go."

After what seemed like forever, Sofia collapsed in his arms. But her body fought for as long as it could. Ambrose scooped her up, sat down on the couch with her, and held her to him. His face rested in her hair, and he kissed her head, refusing to let her go. He needed Gage. She needed Gage. But for whatever reason, she didn't want him there. For now, he had to respect her wishes, but when he got her home, he was calling his brother. Now he had to get her there and tuck her into bed since she'd be out for a few hours. He stood, readjusting her in his arms, and left her office. Dane, Dustin, Raphael, and Jericho waited outside the door.

"Is she okay?" Dustin touched her cheek.

"Yeah, I knocked her out. She needed some peace; she asked for it." He looked at Jericho. "You and Raph get Peyton and grab a Tahoe; meet us in the basement. Then have the rest of Rebellion grab two more Tahoes and escort us." Turning to Dane, "Tell the Terminators that they need to be at the house by five tonight. We'll go over everything with both teams together; the Terminators will start work tonight from seven to seven in the morning." He looked down at the sleeping beauty in his arms. "I gotta get her home and find Gage."

"Ambrose-"

"He has to know, Dane. I'll tell him what I can. He's not stupid enough to wring her neck for not calling him. Just take care of shit here so I can get her out of here, please."

Dane left, leaving Dustin behind. Dustin rubbed his eyes. "Fuck, man. The pain and fear she was feeling..." he shook his head. "How'd Gage not feel it? She didn't block me, not at all."

"I don't know; I felt it too. I practically took out three men on my way up here. It's something she doesn't want Gage to know about, so keep this to yourself until then. And you tell all the men to keep this quiet, or I'll rip their fucking tongues out and barbecue them."

Dustin grinned and nodded. "Shit, you sound like Gage now. Come on, Jericho must have your men on the move by now."

Dustin led Ambrose down the hall, and when he turned the corner, he saw all the men standing against the walls, waiting to see how Sofia was. Their heads were down when he rounded the corner, but they quickly came up when they saw him with Sofia in his arms.

"Shit, is she okay?" Jando, from Team Terminator, asked. He, like Pedro, had quickly gotten attached to this woman since they started guarding her.

"She will be. Gather your team; Dane has instructions for you. Did Jericho get my team out of here?"

"Yeah, they are all in the sub-basement," Pedro answered as Ambrose nodded to him. Pedro reached for Sofia, his fingers skimming her cheek softly. Doc, can you hear me?

"The rest of you better as fuck follow the orders you are given." Ambrose walked away with a woman every man in the building agonized over.

Pedro. A soft voice answered Pedro just as Ambrose turned the corner.

*****
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Thirty minutes later, the three black Tahoes pulled up to the impressive four-story house. Cameron used his thumbprint to get the gate to open for all three vehicles. They took the scanned fingerprints from The Alliance to use on their system while they were on shutdown. The cameras followed them up the driveway to the house, while others remained stationary on the gate and the street.

Zander met them out front with a crease settled between his brows. He opened the door for Ambrose, who stepped out with a sleeping Sofia in his arms.

"What the hell happened? Raphael called and said you had a situation with Sofia. Is she asleep?" He softly touched her cheek with the back of his fingers.

Ambrose scowled as he looked down at Sofia. "She had a meltdown. I'm not sure what brought it on or what it was about. Dane, Dustin, Jericho, Raph, and I couldn't get her to tell us what happened. She was uncontrollable, so I knocked her out."

"Go put her in bed. I'll take care of your guys. They may as well hang out here until five now." He glanced at his watch; it was two in the afternoon. They were to meet in three hours to go over the surveillance with the Terminators and the Rebellion. "The equipment got dropped off an hour ago, but the food truck should be here in a few minutes; they can help me unload."

"Have you heard from Gage?"

"He's with his old man. He should be back in an hour or so." Zander scowled at Sofia. "He didn't feel her distress?"

"No, she blocked him but left Dustin and me wide open. I have only felt pain and panic like this once before, and I had hoped I would never have to relive that feeling." Ambrose saw his men climb out of the vehicles, all staying a step behind him. "All of you, if she ever has a meltdown like she did earlier, just back away and call Gage, me, or Dane. Don't engage her."

"What about Dustin? She seems to respond to him well." Kyle, the warrior from south Texas, asked.

"Dustin is taking over at The Alliance. He'll pop in now and then, but he's running the show there. Zander needs your help with a shitload of food that's coming up the drive," he nodded to the semi-truck that was making its way to the gate. "I'm putting her to bed. Send Gage up when he gets here."

Zander just nodded as he watched Ambrose enter the house with Sofia in his arms.

After Ambrose got Sofia settled in the bed, tucked in under the covers, he lay beside her and pulled her into his chest. Holding her was all he could do for now. He wanted her to know that he was there and to feel his body against hers. To feel safe and protected in his arms.

A soft knock jerked him out of his thoughts, replaying the earlier events. "Come in."

Melina stepped into the room and went to him. Leaning down, she kissed his lips. "Hey, handsome."

He grinned. "Hey, gorgeous."

"Is she okay? Is there anything I can do for her?"

His beautiful, sexy woman was one of the sweetest creatures he'd ever met, which always made him wonder how he won her over. A man like him should never have caught a delicate, loving woman like Melina, yet he did. Maybe the saying that opposites attract is true. Both he and Gage had found women with hearts of gold. Sure, Sofia was also a fighter, but her heart cracked open for anyone in need. Other than that, Melina and Sofia were very different. Melina had always been soft, sweet, and quiet, and Sofia, well, she was usually none of those things. She was spunky, sassy, and funny.

"No, baby. She just needs to sleep for now. I can't leave her until Gage gets here. She needs to know she's not alone." Her warm smile made his chest ache.

"I know." She sat on the bed beside Ambrose. "Can I ask you something?"

"Of course, baby."

"I sense there is something more here between the two of you." She nodded to Sofia. "Did you know her in one of her other lives?"

Ambrose reached out and took one of her hands in his, taking it to his lips. He kissed her fingertips. "I think so, baby. I can't be a hundred percent sure until I talk to her, but I think she was Gage's last mate, Kara. Don't say anything to Gage though; I don't think he realizes it yet."

Her soft blue eyes frowned at him. "He wouldn't be happy that she came back to him?"

"It's complicated, baby. I'll tell you everything soon. I haven't told you the details of our past because it was his story to tell. But if she is his mate, Kara, then she was a big part of my life as well. I told you a little about Kara, but there's a lot more you don't know. And I want you to know everything. Just don't say anything to Gage; he was hell-bent on never finding her again."

"Okay, I wo-"

The door opened, and Gage walked in. He didn't stop until he was sitting on the other side of Sofia. His big hand reached out and smoothed her wild auburn curls away from her face. "What the fuck happened? And why didn't anyone fucking call me?"

"I'll go so you two can talk." Melina leaned down and kissed Ambrose softly on his lips, then stood to leave.

"We don't know what set her off. We all just heard her scream from the clinic. By the time I got there, Dane and Dustin were trying to calm her down, but she was like a caged animal. She cowered, struck out, and tried to bolt." He held up his hand to stop Gage from snapping at him. "Look, man, we tried to call you for her, but it set her off even worse. She freaked the hell out when we suggested calling you. Whatever was happening, she didn't want you to know about it. So, I used my own judgment and decided to let her have her way on that. I knew you'd find out soon enough. And before you ask, no, I haven't left her alone; not for one second since I got to her."

Gage closed his blue eyes. His jaw clenched as the bed moved from Ambrose getting up.

"Come on, brother, take my place. She needs to feel you beside her." He started for the door, then stopped and turned back to face Gage. "Brother, she scared us to death, and none of us knew what to do to help her. And she kept screaming one thing over and over at us."

Gage turned to look at Ambrose. "What did she say?"

"Don't touch me."
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Gage pulled Sofia into his arms; his face turned into her hair, breathing in her scent. God fucking dammit, what was happening to her? He bet Galen had an idea. He had a good idea, too; she remembered some of her past. Gage worried ever since he found out that she was like Galen, able to reincarnate herself.

What kind of life did she have that she escaped from? Past lives were never usually good. These people died for a reason. Most of the time, they chose death.

Gage didn't know if she remembered bits and pieces of her past or was dreaming of someone else's. He had felt her distance herself from him lately and knew she was dealing with something she was afraid to share with him. And he sensed that Dane and Ambrose knew more than they were letting on. But he couldn't ask them. If she confided in them, then he wouldn't break that link of security for her. Besides, he trusted his brothers.

More than anything, he wanted her to come to him and trust him. What was she afraid of? Did she think he wouldn't understand? Or was she afraid to trust him? Some days he didn't want answers to these questions for fear they'd destroy him.

Gage knew the minute she woke up, her breathing changed, yet she remained motionless. She stayed put, tucked into his body. His hand softly stroked her arm, which rested across his chest. Picking up her hand, he brought it to his mouth, and he placed a gentle kiss on the back of her fingers.

"I love you, Eos. Are you okay?"

She didn't answer.

"I don't know what happened, but just know that nothing will change the way I feel about you. Ambrose gave me the short version of what happened at the clinic, but I'd like to hear the extended version from you."

Again, silence met his ears.

He tipped her chin up to meet his face, and he saw the pain and anguish in her dark chocolate eyes. It tore at his heart. Her grief felt like a hot knife sinking into his chest. "Baby, talk to me."

"I... I can't yet. Their lives scare me."

"There are two? Do you remember a previous life of yours or someone else's?"

"I don't know." Tears filled her eyes. Gage groaned, pulling her tighter against him.

The door opened, and Ambrose walked in. He sat down on the other side of the bed. Sofia's back was to him. He looked at Gage, and Gage just shook his head. Unspoken words that she wouldn't talk.

"Brother, your men are here in the kitchen waiting for you. Roan is getting them something to drink. I showed my guys around, but I'll let you show them everything else with your team. I'll stay with the little hellion while you meet with them."

Gage leaned down and kissed her lips. "Baby, I have to talk to the teams and go over the security and surveillance with them. I'll be back when I'm finished. Okay?"

If he were expecting her to respond, he'd be there for a while. She only nodded.

After Gage left, Ambrose remained where he was. He leaned over her, bracing one arm over her on the bed; her back was still to him; she was trapped between his big arm and an even bigger body.

"Sweetheart. You feel like talking to me yet?" Ambrose waited for an answer.

Silence.

"I'd like to hear what happened earlier. What set you off?" Looking down at her, he smoothed her hair off her face. Sofia's eyes remained fixed on a spot on the bed. She refused to acknowledge him. He chuckled. "Damn, you're bullheaded." He was about to turn into an asshole. "So, here's the deal; you can talk to me, or I tell Gage what I think set you off." That got no rise out of her either. Leaning down to her ear, he whispered. "What would you like me to tell him, Kara?"

Sofia threw back the covers and bolted out of bed. "Go away, Ambrose." She didn't realize that she didn't have pants on, just underwear, not that it mattered; Ambrose had seen her naked.

"Finally, some emotion I can deal with. At least it's not terror."

She didn't ask who Kara was, nor did she disagree with him when he called her Kara. Her lack of response spoke volumes.

"Fuck you."

He laughed as he stood to walk around the bed toward her. "Look, Sofia, whatever the hell happened, you need to talk about it. It's obvious that you don't want to tell Gage, and for now, I think that's probably the smart thing to do, especially if you are Kara. But you need to talk about what happened at the clinic."

"I don't know what happened. It was only bits and pieces of a dream." She headed for the door, still ignoring the Kara subject.

"You're lying to me, Bella. And where the hell are you going?" He frowned at her leaving the room with no pants on, but in her mood, he decided not to mention it.

"I didn't eat today, and I'm starving." She left in her shirt and underwear.

Ambrose smiled to himself as he followed her. It served the little shit right to be caught running around in her underwear. He caught up to her right before she entered the kitchen, he said. "Look, Sofia, you have to deal with this. You can't hide from it."

She rounded the corner to the kitchen and stopped to look at him. "Don't tell me what I have to do, so back off." She spun back around and almost ran into Roan. "Excuse me," she said as she opened the cupboard, grabbed a glass, and headed for the refrigerator.

Ambrose looked over where Gage and all the men gathered, all sixteen warriors plus his brothers sitting and standing around the table. The angle Sofia entered the kitchen, she didn't see them. They all stared wide-eyed, some averting their gaze for fear Gage would rip their eyes out of their heads for seeing his mate in her underwear.

"Sofia, let me get you something." Roan took her glass from her, trying not to point out that she wasn't wearing pants. "What would you like?"

"What I'd like is to be able to pour my own goddamned drink, Roan, so give me the damn glass." She reached for it as Roan pulled it back.

"Please, I'd love to help you."

Disgusted, Sofia turned when she heard a noise to see both Team Terminator and Rebellion sitting and standing around the giant kitchen table looking at drawings. "Oh, hi, I forgot you guys were here."

"Did you also forget you weren't wearing any pants, sweetheart?" Gage asked, his blue eyes zeroing in on Ambrose.

"I'm tired of fighting with her." Ambrose shrugged.

Sofia looked down and gasped. "Where the hell are my jeans, Vader?"

"I thought you would be more comfortable in bed without them." Ambrose winked at her, knowing he was about to set her off. But an angry Sofia was easier to deal with than a closed-off one.

"And you let me leave my room without pants?" She yelled at him, dark eyes narrowed, daring him to say something stupid like he didn't notice.

"You were pissy, and you didn't want to talk to me, remember?"

"Oh, what the hell." She turned, grabbed a banana from the fruit bowl, took out another glass, and headed for the refrigerator. Once again, Roan intercepted her. Sofia stopped and glared at her. "You'd better get the hell out of my way, Roan. I am getting a glass of damn juice."

"Orange, cranberry, or grape?"

Sofia froze when she looked at Roan. Ambrose saw that she was on the verge of snapping. "Sofia, she just wants to help you. Why-"

"Oh, shut up! She does not just want to help me." She advanced on Ambrose and pointed her banana at his chest.

Gage stood and took a few steps closer in case she needed to be evacuated in a hurry.

"Tell me something, all of you," she said, looking at Gage and Ambrose. About that time, Alek, Dane, and Zander all stood and followed Gage's lead, moving closer.

"Is this my home? Or am I a guest here?"

It's your home seemed to be the universal answer.

"Like hell, it is. When I had my own place, I could get my own damn banana when I was hungry. I could get a glass of damn juice when I was thirsty. Here, I am not allowed to do a goddamn thing! I'm so sick of it. So, you know what?" Damn seemed to be her word of choice as she opened drawers, searching for something and slamming them as she went.

The sixteen massive warriors tried to shrink themselves into the corner, not wanting to get in her path. They all knew how to handle an angry man, but an angry woman? Oh, hell no. Angry women scared them shitless. They were fucking unpredictable.

She finally found what she was looking for—a pair of scissors—and waved them around. "Yes, these will work." She looked over at the warriors. "Just so all of you know, this will be a damn nightmare for you. You are not allowed to get yourself anything to eat if you are hungry because this one," she thumbed Roan, "will go batshit crazy if you mess up her food system. Everything is alphabetized and categorized in the cupboards. The labels must sit at the right angle. Whatever you do, don't fuck it up." She turned to see Ariana, Melina, and Daryn all cautiously enter the room.

Sofia opened a cupboard, took her hand, and messed everything up, tossing food on the floor. Roan gasped and started to advance when Ambrose shook his head at her to stop. "And this one," she pointed to Ariana, "loses her shit if you spill something." Sofia threw a jar of unopened pickles on the floor, then grabbed the flour container and threw it up in the air. The white powder came down all over her, Roan, and Ambrose and settled in the pickle juice, soaking up the vinegary liquid, turning it into a green paste. A fine coat of flour covered Ambrose's black hair.

"What are you doing?" Ariana hissed as she went after Sofia when Ambrose's arm went out to stop her.

"Giving you something to do so you don't get bored!" Sofia snapped.

She turned to look at Melina.

"Oh no, don't you dare." Melina walked around the bar toward the patio door, knowing what Sofia was about to do with the scissors she held.

Sofia beat her to it and pointed her scissors at her. "And this one will castrate any of you who smashes the grass, breaks a leaf, or plucks a fucking flower." She threw the door open and hacked at the rose bush in the ceramic pot outside the door. Her cheeky-panty-clad ass faced all the men, and she didn't care.

"Sofia enough!" Zander growled.

"Oh, fuck off! All of you just put up with their batshit craziness and expect me to as well. Well, I'm not. I can't do a damn thing in my home. If it's not my home, then let me know so I can move the hell out of here."

Twenty-five sets of eyes stared at her in shock. Alek was grinning at her as he hugged Daryn back into his chest. "She's right, and all of you know it." Leave it to the one they called the village idiot to be the voice of reason in the household. Perhaps that was why he and Daryn clicked; they were both the voice of reason.

Peyton, the one Sofia called her kindred spirit on Ambrose's team, cleared his throat. "Um, I think you missed one." He pointed to Daryn. "You know, just so we know what to stay clear of."

Daryn smiled and waved her hand in the air. "Oh, I'm fine. There is nothing to worry about here."

A few snorts from the men told her they didn't believe that.

"Actually, Daryn is okay. She does the finances, so unless you want to have a hand at balancing her checkbook, you'll be fine with her."

Zander stepped closer, pushing Ariana behind him. "Sofia, enough of this shit. Clean this mess up."

She laughed at him. "Yeah, right. No matter how well I clean it, Ariana will find something I didn't do well enough and re-clean it. She cleans the washing machine after I use it! Roan will find a can in the wrong slot, or the label isn't facing the right angle, and she'll have to fix it. And I can't glue the damn rose bush back together, so it goes to rose bush heaven now."

Gage calmly walked over to her, tipping her chin up with one finger. "You through yet, angel?" His voice held a hint of amusement in it.

She smiled sweetly at him. "Yeah, I think so." Gage placed a soft kiss on her lips before she walked away.

"I'm going to go pack now."

"Ambrose." Gage nodded to Sofia.

"Why do I always have to deal with her?" He grumbled and started to follow.

Sofia stopped and planted a hand on his chest. "No. You stay here. You let me leave the room in my underwear."

He chuckled and pointed to the room around him. "You think I'm going to interfere when you decide to implode?" He glanced at Alek behind her. "You go with her."

Sofia turned her back on Ambrose to leave. "I don't need a babysitter."

"I beg to differ!" He yelled as she left the kitchen. He turned, looked at Gage, and laughed. Then Gage laughed; soon, the warriors all cracked up, too. "Shit, I'm covered in flour."

"This is not funny!" Ariana growled at the men.

"I agree," Roan said quietly.

Dane brushed flour from his mate's hair and kissed her cheek. "At the risk of getting my ass kicked by you, babe, Sofia has a point."

"She had no right to behave like this, Dane." Zander seethed. "You need to get a handle on her." He snapped at Gage.

Gage walked up, standing toe to toe with Zander. "You mean like all of you have a handle on your women? You fuck with Sofie, you fuck with me, Z. And Alek and Dane are right; Sofia has every right to be pissed. She's not allowed to do a damn thing here except her laundry, and like she said, Ari cleans the washing machine after she is done. I'll get a handle on my woman when you get one on yours." Gage turned and went back to the table to face the warriors. "Let's finish this.”
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Vega relaxed in his oversized armchair; his expensive Italian leather loafers propped up on the matching footstool. In his hand, a glass of Bulleit Bourbon on the rocks, with the bottle close. He brought the glass of amber liquid to his lips and drank as he watched the flames from the fire dance in front of him.

Times like these made him think that life could be normal and that what he had could be enough. But it wasn't; it never was. Not when he knew there was a woman out there who could make his life so much better.

Years ago, when he had the woman, Daria, was the closest his life had ever been to perfect. Her blood was his life force, and it was exquisite. It changed him. Now the ordinary vampire he had once been had returned yet again after Daria died. Her blood turned many of his kind into the fierce army he had many years ago. That fucker Galen slaughtered almost all his men when he found Daria. The vamps who fed off her blood went back to being an ordinary vamp when she died. All except for the eye change, his eyes still glowed at times from her blood.

His army now only consisted of a few hundred vampires, more than enough to take out the damn Phoenix Council, their hybrids, vamps, and humans at The Alliance. His soldiers outnumbered The Alliance by at least three to one.

Vega smiled to himself. He didn't even know why he worried; he wouldn't be defeated. The only issue he had now was finding out if the female doctor was Daria or Kara. That bastard Galen was in Seattle with his crazy-ass son Gage, so the odds were now in his favor.

He kept his eye on Gage Gallegos for many years after his mate killed herself, and he never let a woman get close to him until now. And that couldn't be a coincidence. No, this young doctor had to be one of the two women he sought out, or they could all be the same woman. He felt it in his gut.

And the fucker, Ambrose Kane, was still with Gage. Kane had attacked and slaughtered all but one of his men and himself when he had Kara. That sonuvabitch took out close to a dozen of his vampires on his own, and he barely escaped the crazed hybrid. He lost Kara that day.

He planned on stealing her back after he regrouped, but it never happened. Kara killed herself before he had a chance to recruit help to snatch her back. All he could do was keep his sights on Gage and Galen. The two asshats had a way of finding these women repeatedly.

It was beautiful.

He had suspected that the girl Galen had raised as his daughter, Sinead, was also Daria, though he had no real proof, just as he suspected that Gage's first mate, Alcina, was also Kara. And he was sure that all four women were the same woman who had reincarnated herself at least three times. Four, if Doctor Sofia Pierce was the same woman. And even if she wasn't the same woman, it didn't matter, as long as she was of the same breed.

It all made him wonder why this woman kept coming back when she had at least two horrible existences. Why was she drawn to these two men? It made him wonder if there were such a thing as soul mates; it would explain why she returned to the younger Gallegos now for the third time.

He needed to sample Sofia's blood to be sure. He would never forget the taste or the power of her blood. No, it was like the best-aged whiskey or the most exquisite Belgian chocolate, a flavor that any pallet could appreciate. And Daria and Kara had the same flavor, aroma, and power.

His mouth salivated, thinking about tasting her on his tongue again, feeling her in his veins, and feeling his cock buried inside her sweet pussy.

Vega's phone rang, snapping him out of his moment of ecstasy. "Vega."

"Hey, it's me."

"Yes, I know. I have caller ID. Though I do not use your real name, so worry not."

There was a pause on the line. "And what do you call me?"

"Servant. It seems to fit." Vega grinned, hoping to get a reaction from the human.

"Whatever, your name on my phone is creative as well."

"Master suits me fine." If only the stupid human could see the smug look on his face.

The man barked out a laugh. "Think highly of yourself, don't you? I have to admit, I had a hard time coming up with a clever name that said Ambrose and Galen kicked your ass single-handedly, and Gage must have a huge dick to keep getting your girl. So, I call you the Phoenix's Bitch."

Vega nearly squeezed his phone into pieces before he got himself under control. "Listen to me, you stupid fuck; I can kill you any goddamned time I want to, so watch your tongue."

"Yes, you could. But where would that get you? You need her blood, do you not? Well, I can get it. They have now set up camp in their family home, so Sofia is not in the clinic, which is where she keeps some of her blood bagged. If you want it, you will play nice with me, you piece of shit. Don't forget that I hold as many cards, if not more, as you do. I can lead The Alliance to you at any moment. And trust me when I say that Gallegos and Kane will rip you the fuck apart this time. And I'm pretty sure that crazy old bastard, Galen, would be happy to help too. So, don't forget, I'm your inside man; I can divert them anytime I fucking decide to."

Vega was silent for a moment, seething. "Are you through threatening me?" His words ground out.

"Are you?"

Vega chuckled. "I guess we understand each other. Fine, so when can you get me the blood sample? And how much will it cost me?"

"The price is still the same. If she is who you're looking for, you wire me $4 million into my account, then I release her to you, and I want to be changed. I'm sick of being human in this world."

"And if I decide not to after you help deliver the girl?"

A snort left his lips. "How fucking stupid do you think I am? If you backstab me, if I even get the slightest feeling that you are, then I turn you over to The Alliance. Pretty sure they'll believe anything I tell them, and no girl. If I think for one damn second I can't trust you, no girl." He waited a beat. "You got me?"

"You made yourself perfectly clear, human. But just so I am clear, if you fail to deliver, I will skin you alive. So, how soon can you get me the blood?"

"I'll have it for you in a couple of days. Dane Lemek, the hybrid doctor, is still there, and I'll have to maneuver around him. I've got to make sure he's gone when I snag the blood. I'll call you when I get it, with a time and a place to meet."

"You do that. And don't take too long. I'm not a patient man."

"Hmm, I thought that you were. After all, you've waited for like what, a hundred and fifty years or so?" Grinning, he hung up.
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Ambrose made sure that Gage left for The Alliance. Zander asked him to go in to make sure Dustin and Dane had everything under control. Dane would be there to help. But as for Zander, Alek, and himself, they were sticking to the house because of the five women.

Ambrose needed Gage gone for him to corner Sofia. He had to know what the hell happened to her yesterday and knew she wouldn't tell Gage, not yet. It was a hard day for them all. First, she had a meltdown. Then she threw a tantrum in the kitchen in her underwear. While that was borderline hilarious, he also knew she was full of turmoil and pain.

He still had a smile on his face from the kitchen incident. Sofia pissed off all their mates except for Daryn, and they were still fuming. All the men stayed busy and away from the three livid females, out of their crosshairs.

After checking on Team Rebellion, who took over at seven this morning and got rid of Gage, he hunted down Sofia, or tried. He couldn't seem to find her anywhere. She had blocked him and was off his radar. He began an extensive search, from the attic rooms to the basement rooms. Nothing. Ambrose didn't sense or see her anywhere as he continued his search.

Davis, perched on the roof, jumped like someone had shot him when Sofia materialized beside him. "Holy fuck, Doc! What the hell? You scared the shit outta me." Davis was from Australia and worked with the Rebellion for three years, making him the newest member. He held a hand over his beating heart. "I forgot you can do that, and it freaks me out."

Sofia had been practicing on her own around the house since she landed on the roof weeks ago by sheer accident. She gave him one of her sweet smiles. "It freaks me out too. I'm practicing since I'm usually not too good about landing exactly where I want to. Sorry, Davis, but you're in my spot."

"The roof is pretty damn large, Doc." His soft accent made her grin at him. "I can help you find another shingle to sit on."

Like all the other hardasses on Team Rebellion and Terminator, they all softened toward her. Their grins, smiles, and winks came quickly and often. She had become their friend and, to some, a little sister. They looked forward to seeing and interacting with the funny little doctor. She was a breath of fresh air in a building full of alpha males.

"I don't mean you are literally in my spot. It's just that this roof is where I hide from all the assholes and batshit crazy women that live in this house." She pulled her knees to her chest, looked out to the far wall of the property, and waved at AJ, who gave her a salute.

"Morning, Doc. It's good to see you remembered pants today." AJ said with a grin on his face, knowing she had recently learned to listen—the ability to hear someone speak to her from a football field away.

"Thanks, AJ, for reminding me."

Davis chuckled. "I have to say, we've all been laughing at your little, uh, shall I say, outburst last night. Of course, you showing up in your underthings is an image we're having a hard time erasing from our brains." He rubbed his chin. "Kinda surprised Lucifer didn't remove our eyes last night."

Chuckles reached her ears as all the men were listening in, either through their earpieces or their keen sense of hearing.

Sofia bumped his arm with her shoulder. "Yeah, I still need to kick Vader's ass for that one. I mean, how do you not tell a woman she's not wearing pants when she leaves her room?"

"I think the better question is, how did that woman not know she wasn't wearing pants in the first place?" To her right, by the border of the property, Raphael's voice held humor as he spoke.

She wrinkled her nose and snorted. "Well, it was a rough day, Raph."

"Yeah, sweetheart, we know. Glad to see you're feeling better." Raphael's dark eyes held hers, and then he winked.

Davis dropped his head, then looked at her. "Yeah, sorry, Doc. We don't know what happened to you, and it's none of our business, but we all hope you're okay."

"Just some nightmares about either my past or someone else's. I'll be fine."

"Incoming boys," Jericho said in a whisper through their coms.

Davis grinned when he heard Ambrose yell over the intercoms. "Dammit! Where the fuck is Sofia? Who has eyes on her?"

Sofia smiled. "Ah-oh. Someone has his panties in a wad."

Barking out a laugh, Davis pushed his comms button. "She's with me, boss." They were in the habit of using communication devices for the benefit of the human teams; even when they weren't working with the Seattle Special Forces, they used them.

"And where the fuck are you, Davis?" Ambrose's voice boomed through the earpiece that dangled around Davis's neck.

"I'm on the roof where you stationed me." Davis held back a laugh as he knew he wasn't helping Ambrose's mood any.

Chuckles came through the earpieces as the other team members laughed when Davis baited his boss. Moments later, Ambrose stood on the patio, under where Sofia and Davis sat on the roof. "God-fucking-dammit, you little shit! Let me know where the hell you are at all times. Do you understand? Or I'll tag your ass with a tracking device!" He yelled from the ground.

Sofia looked at Davis. "You think he's yelling at me, or are you the little shit?"

The warriors laughed once again as they listened in on the conversation.

"Sofia!"

She got up so she could look over the edge at him. "Oh, hey, Vader. Why are your panties in a bunch? There's nowhere I can possibly go without being seen by at least eight men and upwards of thirteen. So chill, I'm fine."

Ambrose put his hands on his hips and glared up at them. "Chill? Davis, shove her ass off the roof; I'll do my best to catch her."

Sofia grinned at Davis as he stood. "I'm going to jump to my death now. Splatting on the patio will be less painful than letting him catch me, don't you think? And the mess will give both Melina and Ariana something to bitch about." A small frown formed between her eyes at her words—the part about jumping to her death sent shivers up her spine.

"Good luck, Doc." Davis laughed as he walked with her to the edge. He had to see this.

Sofia made her way down to the roof's edge carefully; slipping and ruining her plan was not an option. "Are you gonna be nice to me if I come down?"

"Get your ass down here now." He growled.

"That's not an answer."

"Would you rather I come and get you?"

"Still not an answer."

"Sofia, I will kick your ass if..."

He didn't get to finish before Sofia held her nose and yelled, "Cannonball!" And she jumped, assuming the traditional cannonball pose, as though she would land in a pool of water. Right before she reached Ambrose, she vanished.

"What the fuck?" He sputtered and spun when he felt her presence behind him.

She smiled and blew Davis a kiss. The roar of men laughing throughout the property made her grin. Before she knew what had hit her, Ambrose picked her up and threw her over his shoulder. "Ugh," she groaned. "Careful, Vader, I don't want my oatmeal coming back up." She struggled to free herself from his iron grip.

"I gave you a chance, and you blew it." He smacked her ass hard. "Stop kicking!" Then he looked up at Davis. "And men, do not hide this little felon from me; the minute you have her in your sights, you tell me where she is, or your ass will be in a sling."

Ambrose carried her through the kitchen, passing all four of their mates, still dangling upside down over his shoulder.

"I hope you are chaining her up somewhere," Ariana muttered.

Roan glared at her. "She's not allowed in here without supervision ever again. Securing her somewhere sounds fine to me too."

"I hate kitchens anyway! They're nothing but work. You have to cook and clean. It all sucks." Sofia grunted, grabbing onto the waist of Ambrose's pants to keep her from slipping.

"Fine by me. We can have your meals sent outside if you want to behave like an animal." The always-calm Roan was still pissed at her tantrum last night.

"Not sure I want her having free range in my garden, either," Melina grumbled.

Ambrose felt the energy change in Sofia's body; her anger and rage built. But that wasn't all; he felt her fear vibrate through her body. It started at her feet, rumbling all the way up over his shoulder. "Sofia, what's-"

"Get me out of here now." Her plea sounded desperate.

He heard her voice crack. "I'm trying to, just-"

The next thing Ambrose knew, he wasn't there. It was like he was floating, yet he couldn't see where he was going or exactly how he was getting there. Everything around him went black as he disappeared.
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As quickly as everything disappeared, Ambrose saw color, the room materialized, and they landed. Crash-landed was a better description. They hit the floor with a thud, with Sofia under his body. He braced his elbows beside her head and looked down at her. Tears filled her big brown eyes, along with fear and terror.

"Get off me! Don't touch me! Get off!" She screamed in his ear while she fought to get him off of her.

"Fucking shit! We are not doing this again, Sofia. Stop! I am not going to hurt you." He pressed his weight into her, holding her in place. "Stop and look at me." He grabbed a handful of her curls and held her face to his. "Bella, look at me. Say my name. Say it."

She struggled hard to focus for what seemed like an eternity. "Ambrose," her voice barely a whisper.

"Good, now say that you know I will not hurt you." He lowered his nose to hers. "Say it, baby."

A tear slipped from her eye. "I... I know you will not hurt me."

"Perfect," he said, leaving a soft kiss on her lips. "Now, when I get up, there will be rules. First, you will not run from me. You will not scream at me to not touch you, 'cause that's not gonna happen. You will listen, and you will talk. Baby, you have to tell me what the hell is going on with you so I can help you."

"What makes you think you can?"

He cocked his head at her. "Would you rather talk to Gage about this?"

"No, please." She let the tears go in full stream. They dripped down her face into her hair. Her hands gripped his shirt near his waist, digging into his flesh.

Ambrose rested his forehead against hers. "Then talk to me, baby. We've got to figure this out. You've got to deal with this for you to be an asset to us. If you can't, then getting rid of Vega will never work. And sweetheart, we have to get rid of that sick fucker for good this time."

Ambrose stood, picking her up with him, and walked to the bed. "And, damn, woman, how the hell did you do that? Did you know you could teleport someone with you?"

"No, did it hurt?"

She transported them to the attic room, the one she called the Blood and Sex Room. Ambrose walked to the bed, set her feet down on the floor, and then lifted her hips to his waist. "Hang on," he said, sitting on the bed and lying down, so she straddled his hips. Ambrose wanted to keep this intimate before she retreated any further. He gripped her legs to hold her. "Sit here and talk to me." He was giving her a position of authority. She was on top; she was in charge. Not knowing it would work, he had to pretend to be at her mercy. His hand reached up and stroked her cheek. "Maybe I should start." His eyes held hers as he felt the turmoil build in her body above him. "Welcome back, Kara; I've missed you."

The floodgates opened, and her tears flowed freely. A sob tore at her throat as she fell into his body and cried. Ambrose wrapped his arms around her and held her tight against him. Rubbing her back, he kissed her hair, whispering gentle words in her ears. Pulling her with him, he rolled her onto her back, holding her by his side.

"Please tell me you have Gage blocked right now." He whispered, kissing her cheek.

Her tears began to fade. "Yes. I can't let him know yet." The last tear fell from her eye as she looked up at Ambrose.

"Yeah, we need to talk about that." He studied her face and smiled. "How long have you known who you are?"

"Just since yesterday." Her eyes filled up once again. "Oh god, Ambrose, it hurts like hell. It hurts. She suffered so much—so much pain, so much humiliation. And Gage..."

The pain in her eyes made his chest ache. It almost broke him. He loved this woman now in two lives, and he needed to make her agony subside. Ambrose needed to make her tears go away and needed to see her smile at him to be whole and happy. She was destroying him piece by piece.

"His eyes—it's all I see. His pain, his guilt—it's tearing me apart. It hurts so much."

"Do you remember anyone else?" He had to know if she remembered him. Otherwise, he couldn't talk to her freely about her past.

Her hand went to his face. "Yes, I remember you, Ambrose."

His face turned into her hand, kissing her palm. "I'm glad." He gently wiped her tears away with his thumb. "I know it hurts, baby. I'm so sorry. I'm so sorry I didn't find you sooner." His chest ached, remembering the searing pain he felt that day, nearly a hundred and fifty years ago, when he found her staked to the ground. Her body was beaten, naked, and bloody, and he knew they raped her repeatedly. Seeing that devastation and anguish in her eyes again felt like someone had just reached into his chest and ripped his heart out.

"It's not your fault, Ambrose." She took a breath and swallowed hard. "It's my fault."

"What? How the fuck was any of it your fault? No, baby, you were a victim." How could she possibly blame herself for the monster taking her and abusing her body?

"Because I knew who I was and what I was, and I chose to live as a helpless human. After the lives I had before, I thought it was safer to be ordinary." Her voice cracked, and she stopped. "I hurt him twice, Ambrose; I hurt Gage twice; how can he ever forgive me?"

Sobs racked her body; all Ambrose could do was hold her tight, stroking her hair while she cried. Thinking about the memories that flooded her at this moment sent him to his knees. He was helpless to tame those horrifying images in her head, and it felt like a knife twisting in his chest. All he wanted was to make her pain go away and the memories go away.

Fuck it, Ambrose! What now? Gage yelled in Ambrose's head.

You felt that? She said she had you blocked.

Gage groaned. Motherfucker. She just dropped the block. He paused. What happened now?

She had another memory that terrified her, and she teleported us both out of the kitchen to the attic room. She's still trying to calm down.

Shit- wait, she teleported both of you?

Yeah, I didn't know any of you could do that.

Me neither. I bet Galen did, though. He never tells me shit. I'm on my way home now.

Wait. Give her a little time, brother. Right now, her pain is for you, not her. She won't be able to face you yet.

Another pause. What? For me?

Ambrose rubbed his eyes before he resumed caressing Sofia's back. Yes, all she cares about is how you suffered. She remembers bits and pieces of her past. I haven't gotten much out of her, just that. Give me another hour, and I'll have the village idiot sidetrack her. Alek can always bring her out of her moods.

Do it fast, man. This is twice in less than twenty-four hours, and it's killing me to not be there for her.

On it. I'll let you know as soon as I pass her off to Larry, Moe, and Curly.

Who are Moe and Curly? Does Alek have more idiots helping him?

Ambrose chuckled. No, Alek is all three of the Stooges rolled into one. I'll call you soon. Just hang tight, brother.

Twenty minutes later, Sofia had calmed down, her eyes were dry, and she remained motionless in Ambrose's embrace. His hands still caressed her back and arms, keeping her close.

Fuck, they had Kara back. A part of him already knew this, but now she had confirmed it. He always wondered if he'd ever be able to face her if he ever had the chance to see her again. Ambrose let her down. He should have found her sooner, but it took him almost forty-eight hours to rescue her and Gage, and those fuckers did a lot of damage in that time.

"Bella, for now, I think it's best if we don't tell Gage that you are Kara." He felt like a piece of shit telling her to do this. But for now, he needed to keep her thinking it was a bad idea to let Gage know as part of a plan he was cooking up.

She tilted her head back and looked up at him. "Why not?"

"Because he was pretty adamant about not ever finding her again." He saw the pain in her eyes. "Baby, you died on him twice; it's something he can't handle again. For now, I think we should keep this between the two of us."

"I can't lie to him forever, Ambrose."

"I understand, but just for a few weeks, okay? Let me work on him first to make sure he can accept this. Please, trust me on this." She nodded. He kissed the top of her head. "Sweetheart, I need to do some stuff; can I leave you with Alek for a while?"

"I want to go to my room. I'll be fine."

His hand cupped her chin, tilting it up to his face to place a kiss on her lips. "No. I don't want you alone right now." He sat up, pulling her with him. "Come on, Alek is on his way now."

A knock on the door alerted Sofia to the fact that she hadn't heard him coming. Alek opened the door and grinned. "Hey, Doc." He held out his hand. "Come on. We need some you and me time. We need to do something goofy where we won't be judged by all the deadheads." He pointed in the direction of the backyard and said, "Now there are eight more; we're fucking surrounded."

Sofia grinned and went to him.

Alek opened his arms, and without hesitation, she stepped into his embrace. He grinned over her head at Ambrose. "She's in good hands, brother."

Ambrose's smile came quickly; he could always count on Alek. The man may be the biggest idiot he had ever known, but when someone needed cheering up, Alek was the man to do it, and in record time too. Ambrose walked toward him and placed a hand on Alek's chest. "I know, brother. Watch her, though; this little convict has a way of escaping." He winked at Sofia as he walked out.
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Ambrose left the attic room fucking mad. He knew what set Sofia off in the kitchen, and he wasn't standing for it. He gathered the four women, Zander and Dane, who had just arrived, in the basement, away from listening ears. Dane came back from The Alliance to set up a makeshift medical clinic in a basement room.

Zander hooked an arm around Ariana's shoulders, pulling her to him. "What's up, man? And why don't we have Gage, Sofia, and Alek here?"

Ambrose's hard gaze held Zanders. "Because I don't want Gage hearing this, and Alek is trying to get Sofia out of her funk right now."

Ariana groaned. "God, you baby her so much."

Pissed off, Ambrose advanced on Ariana as Zander threw a hand on his chest to stop him. "Why don't you shut the fuck up and listen for a minute, Ari?"

"You threaten her again, and I'll kick your ass." Zander's voice was a low growl.

Ignoring Zander's threat, he continued. "I'm going to tell all of you something, and you do not tell Sofia or Gage about this, or I don't care who the fuck you are, I will kick your ass. Am I clear?"

All six heads nodded at him to continue. "Okay, I'm going to tell you what's going on with Sofia." As soon as those words left his lips, Galen materialized next to him. "Fuck, man! You have to warn us when you do that!" Ambrose hissed.

"Sorry, I came to see Sofia, but I found the lunatic playing a game with her. She was laughing, so she must be in good hands." He stepped toward Ambrose. "Next time, you call me when she snaps. Somehow she had me blocked; I just now felt the residual effects of her breakdown."

"That's odd; she accidentally let her block drop with Gage too. He was yelling in my head earlier."

"Their bond is getting stronger each day because he takes her blood regularly; soon she won't be able to block him at all." Cocking his head to the side, Galen added, "Have you been taking more of her blood like I told you to do?"

"Not yet; been busy. Anyway, where I was going with this meeting is that Sofia is starting to remember her past lives. She has had four previous lives. Two with Galen and two with Gage."

"Um, that's kind of creepy. You both were Sofia's lovers?" Daryn, Alek's sane half, wrinkled her nose.

Galen raised a black eyebrow at her. "No, my dear. I was like her father. Her parents died when she was a small child, as Sinead. I was her teacher and became her guardian, so I raised her as my daughter. She died and came back years later as Daria. I found Daria when she was just a small child, living with new parents." His body language changed; everyone noticed it. "I became Daria's teacher and mentor. She got captured by the same asshole that is after Sofia now. Vega."

"The woman you mentioned when we found out about Sofia's blood? The woman in the village?" Melina made her way to Ambrose and tucked herself into his side.

"Yes."

Roan closed her eyes. "Oh my god."

"She remembers her lives now?" Ariana gasped.

"She's starting to," Ambrose answered. "This is what I need all of you to know: Sofia has lived two fucked-up, horrific lives, one with Galen and the other with Gage and me."

"Whoa, What?" Zander growled. "Why haven't I been told about this? You and Gage both knew Sofia in one of her past lives?"

"Because I wasn't sure if Sofia was Kara. I think she has been having dreams of Kara and Gage most of her life, and it has recently gotten worse." He glanced at Dane.

Dane nodded. "These are the dreams she talked to me about when she broke down that day in my office." Scrubbing a hand down his face, he muttered, "Well, shit."

"When she was giving Dustin her blood the other day, Daria's memories started coming back to her as well," Galen added. "I managed to calm her down before she fell completely apart; she has now tapped into Daria's life."

"And this is what all of you need to keep in mind when Sofia blows. She is trying to deal with memories of being abducted twice."

"Wait. Twice? She was abducted twice?" Melina's blue eyes were as big as saucers at the implications.

Ambrose nodded. "Yes, the same man who took her as Daria found her again as Kara. He kidnapped both her and Gage. They were missing for nearly forty-eight hours by the time I found them." Ambrose pinched the bridge of his nose and sucked in a deep breath. "When I found them, Kara was staked to the ground on her stomach. Her clothes were ripped off her, and they were taking turns taking her blood and raping her while they made Gage watch."

Galen, Zander, and Dane all clenched their jaws, hands fisted. The women gasped; tears sprang into their eyes, some burrowing into their mates.

"On my god," Daryn whispered. "How did they live through that?"

"They didn't. Kara killed herself two months later, in front of Gage and me. Gage was more fucked-up than Kara, and she couldn't handle it. So she killed herself, thinking that it was the only way for him to heal himself. She knew Gage couldn't come back from death; at least that's what she thought. But she knew she could. And Kara knew I'd take care of him, so she left so he could heal."

Melina pulled back and looked at him. "That was not fair to you at all."

"Baby, she did the right thing; trust me. Gage couldn't look at her without remembering what he had to watch. He pulled away from her when she needed him to be there for her, and each time he did, it killed her a little bit more. I was trying to help both Kara and Gage, and I was losing the battle with Gage." Frowning, he went on, "Kara lived as a human, but she knew what she was and knew she could come back when they were both ready. Sofia just admitted to that. It was the only way for me to save Gage, and she understood that, so she sacrificed herself for him."

Dane shook his head, still in disbelief at parts of the dream Sofia had told him. "Fuck, that was the dream she came to me with. She remembered it in detail. However, she hadn't seen any faces in her dream yet."

"Fuck." Zander turned his face into Ariana's hair. "No wonder he's always been such a volatile asshole."

Ambrose agreed with Zander, "Yeah. But I like to have that volatile asshole at my back once he unleashes his anger, he's unstoppable." Ambrose looked at Ariana and Roan. "And what you two said in the kitchen, set Sofia off."

"What?" They said in unison.

"About chaining her up and making her eat in the yard, she lived through that shit, and it hit her hard—so hard it caused her to teleport both of us out of there." He glanced over at Galen. "At least now we know she can take someone with her when she teleports."

Galen grinned. "Damn, that came from Sinead. I taught her that trick. She's tapping into all the women except Alcina. We need to get her back to the training facility and test her. We need to know how many people she can shield at a time, how many she can teleport, and what her telekinesis skills are."

Ambrose rubbed his chin, thinking. "I agree, but I also don't want any of this getting back to Gage. He needs to discover who Sofia is on his own. I think he may suspect some, but he has not come to grips with it completely."

"Wait," Daryn said, looking at Ambrose. "Why would he be fighting this? I mean, why wouldn't he see who she is if you did?"

Wincing, he crossed his arms over his chest. "Because in his eyes, he failed Kara. Even though he was chained to a tree -"

"Steel is the one thing that renders Original Beings helpless," Galen provided. "It fucks with our powers," Galen mentioned for the women's benefit.

"Anyway, he feels that it was his fault that she was tortured. It wasn't, of course. There were almost a dozen vamps with Vega then."

Zander shook his head in disbelief. "They all got away, I presume."

"No, I killed all but Vega and one of his vamps. I had the element of surprise, but Vega got away. I didn't know his name back then, but I know it's him." He glanced at Galen. "So, no more saying shit like you want her chained up, and please try to be a little understanding with her outbursts right now." He grinned at Daryn. "I've got the village idiot decompressing her as we speak."

"Hey." Daryn playfully punched him in the arm. "That village idiot is adorable, and I love him. He's a good man."

Ambrose hooked an arm around Daryn and kissed her on the forehead. "Yes, baby, he is a good man, and he's good for Sofia. So, thank you for letting me take him from you." He looked back at Galen and said, "And I think you're right; we need to get her back to The Alliance and do some training and testing. ASAP. Keeping her busy gives her less time to think."
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~ Chapter 12 ~
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The excitement of being back in the training room put a smile on Sofia’s face. She had only been away from The Alliance for two weeks, but damn, it felt like a month. Cabin fever was setting in at the house, or fortress, as she called it. Hell, she couldn't take a pee without one of them yelling at her to tell them where she was. Nathan, from Team Rebellion, barged in on her just as she was about to pull her pants down, and he got a bottle of lotion thrown at his head.

Ambrose had the men so scared of losing her that they posted two inside the house as her personal babysitters, and she did her best to keep them on their toes. Nathan quit house duty after the lotion incident. Then Jericho cornered her one day and threatened to turn her over to Vader if she snuck off from him anymore. She was in the bathroom again, sitting in the tub, trying to find inner peace. Peace was never found after Jericho yelled at her and then leaned against the counter and waited. Now, Jericho and Raphael were her permanent indoor bodyguards. They were the only two who figured out how to handle her. The only two she didn't scare away. At night, if she went outside by herself, Jando and Pedro were in charge of tailing her. Like Jericho and Raphael, they were the only two on the Terminators who could deal with her.

Sofia felt a certain amount of freedom being back in the training room, unless you counted Gage, Ambrose, Galen, Dustin, Alek, Dane, and Zander, who were all watching her. And God only knew how many guys were in the observation room. She didn't even want to think about it. What she knew was that Team Rebellion was brought in from fortress duty, and two human teams replaced them for the day. Galen wanted all the hybrid and vampire warriors there to assist in some exercises.

Holy shit, this couldn't be good. All the Phoenix warriors were called in, probably in the observation room, waiting to torture her. Nothing like getting your ass beat by thirty-two warriors—or thirty-nine if you counted the seven with her.

While warming up by doing forward flips across the floor, she sensed everyone watching her. She stopped and turned to look at all the guys. "What?"

"You are jumping much higher, Sofie. Didn't you notice?" Gage pointed to the high bar they raised to about twenty-five feet in the air. "You almost bounced as high as that bar."

She smiled, "Cool."

He crooked his finger at her to come to him. She stood there, not moving. "Please," he grinned.

"Damn woman," Ambrose muttered, rubbing the back of his neck. "Have fun, brother. She's your hot mess today."

Sofia stopped in front of Gage, smiling. "Oh, hush, Vader. Asking me nicely gets things done."

Gage hooked a hand around the back of her neck and leaned in, his lips almost touching hers. "Baby, there are clothes we'd like you to go change into in the locker room," he smiled against her lips as he kissed them. "Please."

"What's wrong with my workout clothes?" Looking down to inspect herself, she frowned.

"Nothing, but we need you to train in regular clothes. If you were to get attacked while shopping, chances are you aren't going to be in easy-moving spandex." Gage's blue eyes twinkled when he winked at her. He turned her, gave her a little shove, and slapped her butt. "Go."

"Shopping? What's that? I'm confined to the fortress. Let's not forget my personal prison guards, who won't let me pee unless the door is open. They're having damn dragons that keep me locked up in a tower." Sofia blew a kiss to the observation window meant for Raphael, Jericho, Pedro, and Jando. These four men figured her out, and these were the four she couldn't bully. She glared at Gage when he gave her a smirk. "Fine. You know, one of these days I will not take orders so easily from all of you."

They all chuckled at once, with a few snorts thrown in.

"When the fuck have you ever taken an order easily? I want to know. No, really, I do." Ambrose yelled at her behind her back as she threw up both middle fingers over her head.

"That woman," Dustin chuckled. "She hangs around way too many men. We've ruined her."

"You have no idea," Gage grinned as he shook his head, keeping his eyes on the crazy woman that consumed him.

After ten minutes, Sofia emerged from the locker room. All seven men looked at her like she had her clothes upside down. What was with that?

She held on to the waist of the cargo pants so they wouldn't fall off. "Okay, this is just stupid. These damn pants won't stay up, and you didn't give me a belt. And the boots, really? How the hell am I supposed to jump and do shit with concrete blocks strapped to my feet?" She looked down at the black racerback tank top she wore and said, "At least someone got the shirt right."

"That'd be me, sweetheart." Gage winked at her. "And come the hell here, let me show you how these pants work."

Stopping in front of him, she looked up. "Was I supposed to get an owner's manual with them? Seriously, one bounce, and they'll be around my ankles. And won't that be a sight?"

Alek busted out laughing. "Shit, woman, we've all seen you in your underwear already." He walked up to one side as Gage took the other. "Here's how they work."

Gage and Alek both pulled on the strap at her waist and cinched the sides in to fit her, staying put without a belt.

"Is that too tight?" Gage grinned at her when she narrowed her eyes at him.

"An extensive college education, and she can't put her damn pants on right." Ambrose stood with his arms crossed over his chest. He gave her one of his steely green-eyed looks before winking.

She made a mental note of Ambrose's sarcasm. "Okay, so the shirt and pants will work, I guess, but these damn boots? I can't run in these. I'll fall flat on my face." She tested picking one foot up at a time, looking like a cat with socks on.

"Well, you'll have to pick your damn feet up when you run, now won't you?" Galen grumbled at her, then walked up and stopped inches in front of her. "Run at that wall and flip."

"Did I hear a please anywhere in that sentence?" Forcing the men to be civil when they barked orders at her was the only control she refused to let them take from her.

"Sofia," Galen warned with a growl.

"Listen, you relic. I will always give you hell, so get used to it. If I have to put up with a bunch of alpha males going ape-shit on me all the time, then you can put up with just one of me. Besides, I'm damn sweet, and you adore me."

Gage laughed at her, then he looked at Galen's expression, and he flat-out lost it. The others soon joined in, and they all had a good laugh at Galen's expense. "The look on your face is epic," he said to his father.

Alek leaned into Dane, speaking quietly. "He sure smiles a lot lately; well, actually, he's laughing. Do you think he is sick or something? He must be because I've never seen him laugh like this before." He nodded toward Gage.

Dane grinned when Gage frowned at Alek. "No, brother, I don't think he's sick. He's in looooove." He dragged the word out. "And love makes you sappy."

"Fuck both of you." He turned back to Sofia, "Okay. Baby, see what you can do with those boots."

"Wait a damn second." Ambrose stepped up and knelt in front of her. "Gage, grab the other pant leg. Your pants need to be inside the boots like ours, Rambo, or they'll get all tangled up when you run or crawl."

"I have no intentions of crawling, Master Chief." Every day she had a new name to call Ambrose and loved doing it because it earned her a frown from those intense green eyes.

Both men unlaced the top of her boots to put her pants legs in. She placed her hands on her hips, watching and grinning down at them.

Dustin smiled, shaking his head. "Don't say it, Sofia, don't." Ever since he had her blood running through his veins, he had a better idea of what swirled around in her head.

"What? I was just thinking about how it's nice to have the two biggest assholes kneeling at my feet."

Both said assholes stopped dead in their tracks and looked up at her.

She winked and smiled.

Ambrose looked over at Gage. "That's it. I'm going to kick her ass. She's running with me."

"After I teach her a lesson, she's all yours."

Sofia rolled her eyes. "Oooh, I'm shaking in my boots. Oh no, wait. I can't because the damn things are too heavy!"

They finished, and Gage stood, their bodies almost touching. "I'll give you a three-second head start, angel. Better move that sweet ass, or it's mine." He slapped her butt, then stepped aside to give her room.

Her face beamed up at him, and a shit-eating grin erupted. "That doesn't scare me either, stud muffin, 'cause I'm pretty sure my ass is already yours."

The men around them were smiling like damn idiots.

Gage's blue eyes focused on her in a low, playful growl. "Watch it, Eos; if you call me stud muffin again, you will learn some lessons the hard way."

She laughed at him. "Whatever. Well, shit. Fine, don't expect much. And if anyone is videotaping this, I will kick their ass."

"Apparently not in those boots, though, right?" Zander spoke up, chuckling when she flipped him off.

Sofia was ready to bolt for the wall when Sergeant Kane yelled, Go! Her feet already felt like they weighed twenty pounds each. How the holy hell was she going to run? It would be an adventure, that's for sure. She knew it would feel like slow motion, like in a dream where you're trying to get away from a huge bear and your feet are stuck in sand.

And she was off with her three-second lead, like that was helpful. With each step she took, it felt like she was running in quicksand. Gage caught her and passed her, then she stubbed the toe of her boot into the mat, and it sent her face-first into the floor.

Sofia rolled onto her back and laughed. "Shit. Shit. Shit! I hate all of you."

Gage walked back to her, smiling down at her. He straddled her hips, a boot on each side of her. "Aw, sweetheart, do I need to give you a bigger lead? You know, like a minute or two?"

"You know, you're in a perfect spot for a well-placed kick."

His blue eyes sparkled when he smiled. She loved it when he smiled like this at her. He didn't let his guard down often, but when he did, it melted her heart. This otherwise scary-looking vampire was a teddy bear with her. But she'd never tell him she compared him to the lovable, fluffy toy.

He squatted down, hovering over her. "You're just full of shit today, aren't you?" His crystal-blue eyes danced as he smiled down at her. He held out a hand in an arm-wrestling pose to help her up. "C'mon. Let's do this again. This time, pick your damn feet up." He unfolded his long frame, pulling her up with him. Turning her to face the wall again, he whispered in her ear. "Let's try this again, hot stuff."

"Uh, no." She pushed at his chest and stepped back. "Let me try some other humiliating things first."

"Like what?" His hands were planted on his hips, and he waited.

"Like doing backflips, backbends, and splits—no wait, I can't do splits 'cause these damn death boots won't allow it." Walking backward, "Just let me find another way of getting used to these, then you can chase my ass down." She grinned, "May even let you catch me too."

Gage laughed. Shaking his head, he turned and saw all his brothers cracking up. Galen frowned. "What? Stop looking at me like that."

Zander smirked at him. "Sorry, man, it's just that she has humanized you. You smile and laugh now, brother."

"And it's a purdy smile too," Alek said in a hillbilly voice.

"I will kill you." Gage's threat lacked heat.

Alek threw back his head and bellowed out a laugh, knowing full well that the men in the observation room were cracking up with him.

Thirty minutes later, Sofia figured out ways to exercise in the damn combat boots. Was it easy? Hell no, no matter what all the Macho warriors said. They wore the twenty-pound boots for so long that they forgot how hard they were to maneuver in. While she discovered how to move her feet, she was still slow as shit in them.

It would be a damn long day.

"Sofia," Ambrose growled. "Do the course. That should help you move those slow-assed feet of yours." He gave her a wicked grin when she rolled her eyes at him.

"You know what, Vader?" She shook her head. "Never mind."

"What, Doc? Afraid to say something to me?"

Walking over to the beginning of the obstacle course, she eyed it, getting an idea of what trouble she'd run into or trip into along the way. Whatever happened, she was sure the men would have a good laugh at her expense. But she knew ways to make their lives enjoyable in return.

Climbing up on the platform to begin, she looked up at the control room. "Brody! Take the damn mirrors down. I want to see who's here." When he didn't do it, she yelled, "Now, dammit!"

Ambrose smiled up at Brody and nodded, a gesture that didn't go unnoticed by her.

"Ass," Sofia muttered.

The mirrors faded, revealing all the warriors standing behind the glass. Some were grinning, some laughing, but most were cheering her on when Brody opened the microphones in the room so that Sofia could hear the men.

"Damn you all," she muttered, then sucked in a breath as she contemplated her first move. The first few obstacles, she was clumsy as hell. She kept stubbing the toe of her boots into the rubbery foam, causing her to trip, stumble, or precariously land like a blind one-legged man.

Then she ran and jumped for the rope net; she was supposed to climb down and skim over the balls without falling into or touching them. Once she was airborne, she felt it; something was wrong. She sensed her boots did not give her as much air as she had hoped. Just when she was sure her foot would make contact with the rope net, her right boot slipped and went through the net, causing her to fall. Well, she didn't fall; she hung... upside down by one boot. Her back was against the net, and she could see everyone grinning and laughing at her.

"Are you kidding me? You know what? Screw all of you. This sucks." She hung there for a second, looking up at herself and the awkward position she dangled in.

Gage rested his hands on the platform near her and smiled up at her. "Need some help, sweetheart?"

"Oh, no. I got this. But do you have any idea where this boot will be as soon as I get it unstuck?"

He chuckled, watching her struggle.

Ambrose stepped up to stand beside Gage. "She looks pissed, brother." His smile got wider as he watched the little hellion dangle precariously.

"No, she is not pissed," Sofia said. "But if my boobs fall out while I dangle here, then I'll be pissed." She looked around and said, "Thing 1, come here."

Alek walked up, grinning at her, stopping by Ambrose and Gage. "Yes, Thing 2?"

"I need your help."

He put his hands out to her and made an upward, pushing movement. "You mean like push your boobs back in if they fall out?" Then he barked out a belly laugh.

Cocking a black eyebrow at Alek, Gage remarked, "That wouldn't be in your best interest, you idiot."

"Oh, for fuck sakes! Galen! I have a question. Come here, Pops."

Galen stood in line with the other three men. "You know, you're going to have a very long line of men who want to knock some sense into you, right?"

She managed a smile. "Yeah, whatever. Am I allowed to use any mojo I have, no matter the situation?"

"Whoa, Rambo, you ask me that question, not him. I'm your trainer, remember?" Ambrose barked at her.

In her sweetest voice, she repeated, "Lord Vader, am I allowed to use any Jedi powers I have, no matter the situation?"

"Being a smart ass isn't helping you here, sweetheart."

"Nothing is helping me here, sweetheart. Meanwhile, all the damn blood in my body has settled in my head, so I'm done playing nice with you boys. Yes, I called you all boys, because real men wouldn't let me dangle upside down while my boobs are rushing to free themselves from my shirt! So. Screw. You."

The air grew thick. A slight breeze hit Gage, Ambrose, Alek, and Galen, who all stood below her. Suddenly, the balls in the pit below her rumbled. They looked like colorful bubbles in a boiling pot of water. The four men frowned, stepping back as the balls bounced. With a gust of wind, Sofia disappeared from the rope and reappeared in front of the four men.

In full attack mode, Sofia kicked. Her boot contacted Galen's face, then skimmed over to Alek; both men toppled onto the mat. Then she struck Ambrose in the stomach, causing him to step back, and then she went after Gage. He blocked her first kick, but the second one got him in the side. And she advanced. Another kick was aimed at his stomach, and he threw a hand out to stop her boot from making contact.

Gage advanced on her with a huge grin on his usual lethal-looking face. "Wanna play rough, baby? Fine, I'll do more than just block."

Oh, stud muffin, you have no idea how rough I like it. She said for his ears only in his head.

Sofia advanced and then disappeared at the last second. Gage swung, anticipating her kick, but she was gone. Sofia popped in behind him, intending on kicking him in the back of the knees, but he vanished instead. She spun and kicked again; he caught her boot, slamming them both into the mat.

They both popped to their feet, and Sofia moved forward again. As her foot came up, he spun, catching her boot just before it hit his face. With a grip like steel, he twisted, causing her to flip through the air. Sofia landed in a crouch, landing like a cat, and went after him, only to disappear yet again. When she materialized, he caught her around her throat.

Gage yanked her to him. "Gotcha, baby."

"You think so?" Sofia disappeared again, came back in behind him, and tried to take him to the floor, which was a mistake. He expected her move yet again and kicked her feet out from under her, and she landed flat on her back. And Gage had her pinned instantly.

Galen watched with interest. They were working as a well-oiled team as they predicted each other's moves and adjusted theirs accordingly. In battle, this was priceless. Gage was better at it than Sofia; he had many years of experience on her, but she was learning fast.

Gage held Sofia immobile, his thigh wedged between hers, his weight pressing her down as he pinned her wrists beside her head. An evil grin touched his face. "Gotta fight dirty to keep up, huh, baby?"

Breathing heavily, she grinned. "Ambrose taught me not to play fair. He said to use everything I have to win, which is why Pedro still holds his balls when I get close to him." Sofia tipped her head back to look at the room filled with men upside down. She nailed him hard in a training session. "I still love you, Pedro."

Gage leaned down close to her face, giving her an evil grin. "I think Pedro still owes you one. But bring it on, angel."

Pedro stood above, grinning down at the woman he adored more with each passing day.

Sofia gave Gage a sexy smile. she leaned up and kissed him. She sucked in his bottom lip, kissing him hard. She heard laughing all around her with Lucifer is so fucked. Gage became distracted and loosened his grip on her wrists.

And she struck. Wrapping her legs around his waist, Sofia disappeared with Gage this time. When she materialized midair, she let go of him as she disappeared once again. Gage was so stunned that he fell from the air and crash-landed into Zander, Dustin, and Dane, who, until now, were innocent bystanders. All four men thundered to the ground in a pile that resembled monkeys in a barrel.

Sofia stood, placed her hands on her hips, and smiled. "The next time you just leave me dangling upside down with my girl parts ready to fall out, you remember, John Connor, that I kicked your ass." While she didn't, really, she still ended their skirmish on top.

Gage sat up, shoving Zander off him, and grinned at Sofia, not missing her reference to a character in The Terminator. His smile couldn't be contained. He was proud of her for keeping up with him.

Ambrose was already on his way to her. She eyed him suspiciously, not trusting the big bastard. When he stopped a foot in front of her, he pulled her to him and kissed her head. "That's my girl. Fight dirty, and you can bring any man to his knees." He slung an arm around her shoulder as he smiled at the four men trying to untangle themselves from each other.
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~ Chapter 13 ~
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The first assessment took place on the third floor, their operations center. By the time Sofia and the seven warriors she toyed with in the training room stepped off the elevator, all thirty-two supernatural warriors stood around the reception area. They sent the receptionist, Krista, away for an early lunch, not wanting any human eyes watching them.

Sofia walked through the crowd to exit to the other side when a hand caught her arm and stopped her. Looking over her shoulder at Galen, he issued a hard stare. "Stay put." He grabbed her by the waist and sat her on top of the reception counter.

"Stop ordering me around, asshole." She hissed.

Galen turned, smiling at her. "Sweetheart, you have the mouth of a sailor and have no concept of the importance of your safety right now. If you don't behave, I will have you duct-taped to a chair."

Her eyes heated; she felt it. How, she didn't know, but she sensed they changed colors. "Go ahead, try it."

Galen stepped into her legs. "That's it. Use your anger. Your anger is what seems to trigger your ability to tap into your powers. You have just changed the color of your eyes." He stared hard into her molten eyes and said, "They are almost gold. Clear gold is the color you are aiming for."

Galen turned to see Gage and Ambrose watching him closely. "Okay, here's what we're about to do. I want to test Sofia's shielding abilities. We know she can hide herself from us, but we're going to push her to see exactly how many others she can conceal."

Wren from Team Terminator hooked his thumbs in his front pockets. "I assume that is so she can hide us on the mission to take down Vega?"

"Yes, or any other threat. Sofia, take five men from the group and go to one of the rooms on this floor. Stay in there until we find you, or call you out if we can't."

"Uh, that is stupid. Opening the door is all it will take to find us." Sofia nudged Alek when he flicked her leg and grinned.

"We are not allowed to open the doors; we have to use our senses to locate you. If we can't find you, we'll let you know to come out. Each time, we'll add men to the group to see how many you can conceal. Got it?"

Rolling her eyes, she said, "No. Can you explain it slower for me?"

"Alek, thump her in the head," Ambrose grumbled but winked at her for being a smartass to Galen.

Before Sofia hopped down, Galen stepped up to her, hooked a hand around her neck, and brought her ear to his mouth. "Find some anger, Sofia. You have plenty of it buried deep inside you. Being a smartass isn't cutting it. You have to unbury that anger, fear, or anything else you have to draw from." He placed a kiss on her temple before he stepped away.

Huh, she hadn't noticed that her anger fueled her. Good to know.

Sofia looked at Gage before walking away; she tapped five men to follow her. "So, are you seven going to stand there and watch where I go, or what?"

"We'll ride up to the fourth floor, then come back down." Gage nodded to her. "You can do this, Eos. Be sure to shut me down. You're getting good at that." Yeah, he'd meant for that one to hurt.

She stopped and looked at him, catching his little dig. He acted like she had control over who she blocked, when most of the time it was dumb luck when she blocked someone from her inner turmoil.

And what was with that sudden change in him anyway? Five minutes ago, they were having fun battling each other, and now he was all serious and moody. She was starting to think there was truth to men having their own version of PMS.

The seven men stepped on the elevator, and Sofia led the five men down the hall. Stopping at the men's room, she opened the door for them all to enter.

Jericho was the first one behind her; he stopped and cocked his head. "Really, Doc? The men's room?"

"Why not?"

He shrugged. "I gotta take a piss anyway."

Sofia waited for Cameron, Pedro, Brody, and Connor, AKA White Boy, to follow Jericho in the restroom. Sofia stepped in and closed the door. She looked around and wrinkled her nose. "Holy shit. You guys are pigs." There was trash beside the trash cans and a yellowish film on the floor next to the urinals. She didn't have to guess at what the hell that was.

A few chuckled at her as Jericho walked over to the urinal.

"What'd you expect, Doc? Flowers on the counter?" Pedro said as he leaned against a stall door.

"How about just no pee on the floor? And- Jericho! What the hell are you doing?"

He turned his head to speak to her over his shoulder. "I told you I had to take a piss." And he did so with his back to her.

"Put that away, now! It's bad enough you hang out with me when I have to pee." Come on, were they so close that she could be in the bathroom while he peed too?

The men all laughed, and Cameron narrowed his eyes at her. "Seriously, man, do you watch her piss?"

That remark earned Cameron a smack on the arm. "Girls don't piss, Cam, we pee. Get it right."

"Yes, ma'am." He turned back to Jericho, zipping up. "And Lucifer hasn't skinned you alive for holding her hand while she takes a pee?"

Jericho turned, zipping up and grinning at Sofia.

She pointed to the sink. "Wash your hands now."

His grin still firmly in place, he sauntered over to the sink and washed. "I'm more worried about what Vader will do to me if I lose her again. And it's the little shit's fault that she now has a pee escort."

Jericho was sexy as hell. He had short black hair that was ready for a haircut. It hung to his ears; his eyes were a deep steel blue color that had a way of making her think he saw right through her. Usually, he was clean-shaven, but today he had a few days of stubble growth, making him look dangerously sexy.

"Uh, guys, I think we should shut up if we want to stay hidden," Brody whispered.

Pedro's gray eyes landed on Sofia, a hint of a smile reaching them. "Brody, man, four of us spend twelve-hour shifts with this little felon, as we now affectionately call her. And I'm pretty sure she can hide us just fine, even if we aren't quiet."

"And you ought to see what havoc she can stir up in a T-shirt and underwear." Cameron's face lit up with a huge smile.

Jericho, Pedro, Connor, and Cameron all busted out laughing as Brody just frowned. "Damn, I miss all the fun."

All talking stopped when they heard Galen yell for them to come out of hiding.

Connor opened the door for Sofia to exit, all five warriors on her heels. "That's disgusting. Don't you guys aim at all? I mean, really, you've had the same equipment all your life, and you haven't mastered hitting the target yet? It makes me wonder if any of you can shoot a gun worth a damn."

Jericho draped an arm around her shoulder and whispered. "Do you feel less violated now that you were in the bathroom while I took a piss?"

She shook her head and smiled. "Maybe just a little."

The seven, whom she had safely stayed hidden from, all grinned as she approached, scolding five massive warriors.

"The men's room. Really?" Dustin chuckled. 

"I bet that was pleasant." Zander winked at her.

She snorted. "Yeah, big mistake. You guys are disgusting."

Gage looked at her with stoic eyes before he finally broke and gave her a grin and a wink.

Yep, it had to be PMS. Seriously, what the hell was with him today?

Galen had the smallest of grins on his face, nodding to her. "Add five to your adventure. Let's go." He motioned for the other six to follow.

Sofia quickly tapped five more warriors and led them back down the hall toward the men's room again.

"Awe, come on, Doc. Been here already," Pedro grumbled. "We get it. We're all disgusting pigs."

"Oh, hush. You're going to see how the other half lives." She stopped at the women's room and held the door open for them. This time, Brody had two members from his Team Frankenstein, two from Alek's team Stooges, and Raphael from Rebellion.

All ten men filtered into the ladies' room and looked around like there was something wrong. It was spotless and smelled good.

Marco, from the Stooges, grinned. "Okay, no one uses this bathroom, right? I mean, it's way too clean."

"No, Marco, it's because women aren't heathens; we don't pee on the floor and drop trash everywhere."

"Yeah, well, you don't have an aimer either," Raphael said in a snarky tone, his dark chocolate eyes grinning at her. "Besides, only you and Krista use this restroom."

Jessup, from the Stooge's, studied the floor. "Damn, you could eat off this floor. Is that what you do in here? Picnic?"

"Yes, Jessup. In fact, I'm throwing one this afternoon, wanna come?"

Jericho shook his head and headed for the door. "Good job, Doc. They couldn't find us." He held the door for her.

"You've got to be kidding me?" Alek barked out a laugh. "Now the ladies' room? So how was it, boys?"

"So damn clean, apparently picnics are held in there to honor the clean floor." Daniel, from Alek's team, chuckled.

Galen stepped up to Sofia and nodded his approval. "Great, add five more, and no more bathrooms." He tapped the point of her chin.

She gave him a salute and grinned when he frowned at her. When the elevator closed, she said, "Okay, hurry. I'm changing the rules. Stooges and Rebellion break up into groups of four and pick rooms to the right. Terminators and Frankenstein's—oh shit, I just got it! You're called Frankenstein because Dane is a doctor. Dr. Frankenstein."

"Holy fuck, that's what happens to your brain in the middle of a training exercise." Callisto from Team Terminator commented, then chuckled at the look on her face.

She smiled sweetly. "Okay, the nice guys and the assholes do the same but go left. Groups of four." Sofia smirked at Callisto at her revised team names for them.

"And what are you going to do, little Hoffa?" Raphael felt a smack on his arm as he passed Sofia, for his reference to a mobster.

"I'll be doing what I do best."

"Torment the badasses?" Peyton said as he walked off to the right corridor.

"Yep. Someone's got to keep them on their toes. Besides, I can say shit to them that none of you can get away with, so you all ought to thank me."

Laughter echoed through the hallways as all thirty-two men split up into groups of four, entering eight rooms. Sofia grinned as she hopped back up on the reception counter and waited for the elevator doors to open for the last time.

Galen was the first to step out, and he scowled at Sofia when he saw her sitting on the counter. "Why aren't you with fifteen men? And where are the rest?"

"We're playing a different game now."

"Sofie." Gage grinned and shook his head. "Baby, when are you going to learn not to poke bears?"

"Some days, I have no idea what it is I do when I agitate one of the many bears I encounter daily."

He lowered his head and looked at her. We'll talk later.

Bet your ass we will, stud muffin. Gage's faint grin had her smiling back at him.

Ambrose crossed his arms over his big chest and studied her. "What's the game, sweetheart?"

"I have hidden all the men in various rooms on this floor. Your goal is to see if you can find them while I keep my ass here out of trouble."

Zander raised an eyebrow at her. "Doc, we all know it's not possible for you to stay out of trouble."

Her eyes met Zanders. Was he softening toward her? The two had a rough time with each other. Sofia always thought it was because he ordered her to do things rather than ask, and sure, that was part of it. But she felt like there was more; she just couldn't put her finger on it. Give her Gage, Ambrose, and their entire teams any day over Zander.

"Be that as it may, Zander, I will remain here until all the men are found."

The seven men split in different directions and opened their senses to search for the thirty-two warriors hidden on the third floor. After a few minutes, they all came back to Sofia with a look of awe in their eyes.

Galen was the first to speak. "Very good, mo páiste. Where are they?"

"You couldn't find just one? Really, Galen? Come on, Pops, I bet you can find one if you try." Her grin widened as his scowl deepened.

"Part of your game, I assume?"

She shrugged.

Galen turned left, and in the second room he came upon, he sensed one person in there. Pointing to the door, he said, "In here."

Sofia yelled for all the warriors to hear. "When someone taps on your door, I'll tell you how many men must exit; the rest of you stay quiet." Galen tapped on the door he stood in front of, and Sofia yelled, "One exit."

Galen gave her an odd look. "I still don't sense any others."

Jando from Team Terminator, one of her nighttime bodyguards, came out and walked over to stand by Sofia. "Cool trick, Doc."

She smiled and fist-bumped him. "I bet between the seven of you that each of you can find one more warrior."

"Jesus Christ, what is this, an Easter egg hunt?" Ambrose playfully tapped the end of her nose as he passed.

All seven went down the halls again and found two in one room and five others in separate rooms. All seven freed warriors stood close to Sofia. It didn't go unnoticed that the warriors all had her back. Did she test them daily? Hell yes. Did she get them in trouble with their superiors frequently? Another hell yes. Did she treat them all like big brothers, tease them, and sneak them Roan's fresh-baked cookies? You bet your ass she did.

Jando perched himself on the counter beside her, hooking an arm around her neck and bringing her close to his face. "You have them stumped; good job. As a reward, I'll pull gargoyle duty with you later."

She leaned into him. Jando had been on her private detail for the past few weeks since he and Pedro refused to run for cover from her.

Her smile beamed at him. "You're such a softy. But you have to promise never to pee in front of me like Jericho."

He laughed, then kissed the side of her head before letting go of her.

Ambrose watched Jando's interaction with Sofia. Turning away, he grinned. Yeah, the hundred-pound woman had a bunch of hard-asses wrapped around her little finger.

Jando, like all the others from Rebellion and the Terminators, had learned to relax, smile, and laugh more. Sofia broke down all their tough-guy ways and taught them to lighten up. Sure, they were still the scariest warriors on staff, but with her, they were gentlemen. Well, most of the time. Often, she was tossed over a shoulder and hauled off to Sofia Jail. But she'd learned how to deal with each man separately; it didn't take long when you spent twelve hours a day with them.

She was closest to Jericho and Raphael from the Rebellion and Jando and Pedro from the Terminators. The four often got together and told their Sofie-tales, as they called them. They always laughed at her antics and her ability to make anyone smile, no matter how pissed they got at her. Ambrose was proof that an asshole could be brought to their knees by the ornery doctor. And hell, Gage knew how to smile after all! Who knew? She had the two biggest assholes exactly where she wanted them, and that's how she won all the other warriors respect.

Gage walked up, frowning at Jando, who still sat close to Sofia. Jando smiled at him, then jumped down, giving up his spot to his boss. Gage stepped between her legs. "Nice job, baby. You officially stumped Galen. You brought the almighty Vampire King down a notch or two." He leaned in and kissed her cheek.

"And the almighty wants to know how you knew you could do that?" Galen stood close, waiting for an answer.

"You're kidding, right? I have no damn clue how I do stuff. And I didn't know I could even pull that off. I was just hoping and keeping my fingers crossed." She showed him both hands with crossed fingers and smiled.

Shaking his head in disbelief, he grumbled. "Perfect, she doesn't know how she does shit, which means the chance we can get her to do the same thing twice is damn slim."

Sofia wrapped her legs around Gage and gave him a sassy grin. "How about I prove him wrong?" Before he had a chance to answer, she pulled his mouth to hers, kissed him, and disappeared with him. Down the hall, men stormed out of a room, complaining and grumbling, when Sofia materialized in the room with Gage, still kissing.

"Shit! Get a damn room." Derrick snapped as he pushed past his boss and fled the room.

Then Sofia moved her and Gage to another room, where more men rushed out of the room like their asses were on fire. Wren grumbled, "Jesus fucking Christ, Doc. This is something we don't want to see Lucifer engaged in."

Azim, from the Terminators, averted his eyes. "If clothes start coming off, I quit."

"Shit, Doc, really?" Nathan from Rebellion mumbled as he exited.

Others were laughing as they exited the rooms one by one as she materialized her and Gage into each room; by doing so, they cleared them systematically. When the last room cleared, they heard Gage kick the door shut. Grins broke out around the room.

"Well, hot damn." Peyton grinned.

Ambrose scrubbed a hand down his face. "Well, shit. I think we've lost him for a while."
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Gage had been moody and short with Sofia for the past few days. As he watched all sixteen warriors become closer to her, hugging and kissing her, he realized he was jealous. He had told Sofia that jealousy was a human trait, but he was wrong.

Fucking wrong.

Gage never experienced jealousy because he never had anyone like Sofia in his life before. He thought that he loved Kara more than anyone could possibly ever love another, but Gage was beginning to see that he was wrong about that too. That admission made his chest ache.

For now, he just needed to hold her and make love to her. Thinking about her hot flesh under his, her body moving with his, is what got him through the day. Knowing she had to let Ambrose take her blood twice a week made his chest hurt. Sure, he didn't mind Ambrose having her once a week, but two times? No, he didn't want his brother to form a stronger bond with Sofia than he already had.

Shit. Was he jealous of Ambrose's bond to Sofia?

A part of him was, yeah.

Sure, he let Ambrose have his last mate, Kara, and he was okay with it. But he had been single for so damn long that he wanted Sofia to himself for a little while longer. It didn't seem unreasonable to him. And dammit, she had a strong bond with more than just Ambrose. He could add Dane, Alek, Dustin, Jericho, Raphael, Jando, and Pedro to the list that suddenly seemed too fucking long. But Gage knew that loyalties to Sofia didn't stop with those eight men. Every one of the hybrids, vampires, and humans adored her. While that was comforting, it also made him want to rip their fucking arms off and beat them with them, especially when they hugged or kissed her.

She was his, dammit. He had searched for Sofia for too damn long to lose his shit now over jealousy. One thing he knew was that, while Sofia adored the men in return, her heart, body, and soul belonged to him.

Simply put, Sofia was his.

For now, he had to share her with Ambrose more times a week for a while longer until his link with her was as strong as his own. He wouldn't put Sofia's life at risk again by not having Ambrose bonded to her. Gage couldn't live that nightmare again.

Wait a damn minute. Ambrose could get her blood by the bag through an IV for the second day instead of through his fangs. He'd have to talk to Ambrose and Dane about that. Honestly, they could all take the other's mate's blood by an IV. But back when their family began this, they didn't have access to a blood bank. And now that they do, well, none wanted to break the bond they formed.

Scrubbing a hand down his face, he left their bedroom to find Sofia. He just needed to hold her. He also needed to beat the shit out of something, but that'd have to wait until later.

Gage entered the kitchen at a quarter to seven at night. Roan was still working on dinner. She looked up at him when he came in and smiled. "Dinner is in about twenty minutes, give or take a few."

Gage stepped up behind her. With one arm around her waist, he leaned down to kiss her cheek. "Smells good as always, Red."

"Unhand my woman, you've got your own, and I'm pretty sure she's more than you can handle most days." Dane winked at Roan as he came in from the patio.

"Ain't that the truth, brother? Where is my little hellcat anyway?"

Dane plopped on a stool across from his mate. "I heard something about gargoyle duty with Jericho tonight, but they haven't taken over their shift yet." He glanced at the clock on the wall. "I'm not a hundred percent sure what the hell that means, other than I think they are on the roof."

Zander walked in with Ariana. "The roof? What is it with that woman and the roof?"

Gage's brow furrowed. "What are you talking about?" He walked over to Ariana and pulled her into a hug. "Hey, Queen of Clean."

"I hate you; you know that, right?" She smiled up at him.

"It's healthy for you to place your anger somewhere; it might as well be me." He grinned and left a simple kiss on her lips.

Zander tugged Ariana back to him. "Remember the day we had the family meeting about her needing to let Ambrose take her blood?"

About that time, Melina and Ambrose came in, as she was laughing and trying to dodge his grabby hands. "Knock it off." She giggled.

"What about that day?" Ambrose snagged Melina by the waist and pulled her against him.

"Well, she left the living room all pissed, mainly at me. Remember, I went to talk to her? I searched everywhere outside for her, and I couldn't see or sense her anywhere. Now I know why I couldn't; anyway, I finally found her on the roof."

"Damn man, she must have really been pissed at you to climb up on the roof to get away from you." Alek chuckled as he entered the kitchen carrying Daryn piggyback.

Zander smiled. "Yeah, but she didn't climb; she teleported that day. I just didn't know it at the time. I could tell she was freaked out about something else, plus she wouldn't tell me how she got up there."

"How'd she get down?" Gage rested his palms on the counter.

"She let me jump down with her." Zander leaned against the counter, taking a bottle of beer Ariana held out.

"Honey, why doesn't she like you?" Ariana's brows scowled.

Alek chuckled. "Good, it's not just me who thinks that. Been wondering about that for a while now, Z."

Shaking his head, Zander rubbed his chin. "I'm not sure. I think it has something to do with me always being the one who tells her what she needs to or has to do. We all know she doesn't take orders well."

Ambrose snorted. "She was pretty pissed because you told her she had to train with me or find a new job."

Daryn gasped. "You didn't! Zander, that's bullying. No wonder she avoids you, and yes, we have all noticed it."

He made a face. "Yeah, I realize that now. It's just that we've had nothing but men working for us, and then I suddenly think it's a good idea to add a female to our staff." He chuckled and said, "Shit, she was more than I bargained for. What's more, she has rallied the troops behind her. Not sure if you have noticed, but I'm certain every one of our men would turn on us if it meant protecting her from us."

Gage grumbled his response. "Yeah, kind of hard to miss."

Ambrose laughed and slapped Gage on the shoulder. "Brother, it's a good thing; trust me. Her four permanent babysitters have now decided that death by our hands is worth it if it means protecting her. Shit, she has my two biggest badasses, Raphael and Jericho, eating out of her hands. Literally." He glanced at Roan.

Roan grinned. "Yeah, she takes the homemade cookies to them every day, which is why I make so many."

"It's all good. If Galen is right about her, then the bonds that our men are forming with her are imperative. It could very well save her life and ours." Dane rolled an orange back and forth on the counter in front of him.

"Okay, so we all have wanted to strangle her at times, but Zander, you need to find a way for the two of you to get along," Melina said quietly from behind Gage.

Gage spun and glared at the adorable blonde he had sex with regularly. "What the fuck, Melina! Have any of you ever thought about all the shit we have pushed on her? We have turned her world upside down, and I think she's handling all this damn well. She's even accepted the fact that she's not human, even if her instincts are to fight it." The veins in his neck and arms pulsated with his anger. "None of us know a life other than this one; she does. So, if she wants to throw some canned goods everywhere, throw pickles and flour on the floor, or chop up a fucking rose bush, then let her and get the fuck over it." He started for the back door, then stopped. "She is the only woman I have ever brought home for the last fifty years with you assholes. I have never been serious about anyone. And she is the one. I'm going to fuck things up enough without help from any of you. I guess I expected you to show me some respect for Sofia, as I have always done for all of you." He opened the door, slamming it on his way out.

Ambrose groaned. "Well, shit. Remember, keep quiet about him and Sofia." He glanced at Melina, who had tears in her eyes. "Come here, baby. He'll find you and apologize later. You know he will." He pulled her into his arms.

"I get that I'm the village idiot and all, but Gage is right. I know none of us are intentionally being dumbasses, and he has never asked anything from us." Alek said, with no smile teasing his mouth.

"Okay, let's be clear here," Ariana said. "It's not you guys, well, except for maybe Zander, but it's us women too."

Daryn nodded. "We have not bonded with her like sisters should. We haven't taken the time to make her feel like this is her home. Maybe because she spends so much time with all of you, we let it slide."

"Yeah, we dropped the ball since she was with you guys so much. This is on us... and Zander." Roan grinned when he cocked an eyebrow at her.

*****
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Gage walked around the property for a few minutes before jumping on the roof to find Sofia. He needed a few minutes to calm the fuck down before he threw whoever was on the roof with her off. While he appreciated the fact that all the warriors had Sofia's back, he also wanted to bash their faces in for getting so close to her. And he knew it wasn't their fault; it was Sofia's. She was just so kind, caring, and funny. The men naturally became attached to her.

He understood. He did, but it didn't make it any easier some days.

"Hey man," Raphael said from above Gage on a perimeter wall. "You looking for the felon?"

Gage stopped and looked up. "Hey, Raph. She's on the roof, right?" It didn't even bother him that she was called the felon, little shit, or terrorist. The fact was, she was all those things. Team Rebellion was just about to go off duty, and his Terminators were at the front gate for the night shift. He heard them all pull up in the Tahoes.

Smiling, he nodded. "Yeah, she's got a thing about sitting up there. I think it's peaceful for her or something." Raphael looked uncomfortable before hopping down to stand by Gage. "It may be none of my business, but is everything okay, you know, with you and Sofia?"

Gage's eyes narrowed on the warrior. "Who are you concerned about, Raph, me, or her?"

Raphael smiled. "Listen, you are one of the meanest bastards I have ever known, but I see the way you are with her. I see what she means to you, and I get it. We all do. Sofia is Sofia. She lets things roll off her, and she bounces back. But you," he said, shaking his head.

"Me what? Spit it the fuck out, Raph."

"You, brother, let things eat at you. I don't think shit like that will fly for long with Sofia. You need to learn to shake the shit off and keep going."

"Who the hell are you? Doctor fucking Phil?"

Raphael's dark eyes crinkled when he laughed. "Look, man, believe it or not, we are all rooting for you. You deserve someone like Sofia, who can calm the beast you carry inside. And I'm sure the friendships we are all forming with her may have you on edge, but don't worry about it; we also see the way she looks at you. And brother, you are one lucky sonofabitch." He jumped back up on his wall, nodded to Gage, and walked off to finish his shift.

Rubbing his eyes, he felt some of his tension slip away. Who'd have thought these big, mean warriors could be all touchy-feely? He chuckled to himself. What the hell. It was nice hearing one of their men admit they were pulling for him.

Did he deserve it?

Probably not.

He glanced over to the roof and saw Sofia sitting there with her knees pulled up to her chest, talking to Jericho. As usual, she had a smile on her face, and as usual, Jericho was shaking his head at her in disbelief.

Gage willed himself to teleport to the roof beside them, and almost got hit by Jericho's assault rifle. "Shit, man! The two of you have got to stop doing that! You know us normal vamps and hybrids aren't used to this popping-in shit the two of you do."

Gage looked down at Sofia and smiled. "Sorry, man, I forgot. My team just showed up, so you may as well head down. I'll take over this gargoyle duty, as I hear it's called."

Jericho turned to Sofia and grinned. "Behave, you little shit."

"Me? Oh, please."

He laughed. "Yeah, you." Jericho leaned over and kissed her cheek. "See you tomorrow, Doc."

"Thanks, Jericho. Tell Raph I said goodbye, and give him a hug and kiss for me."

"Fuck no,” he grumbled and stepped off the roof.

Gage was watching her when she looked back up at him. "You gonna sit?"

He sat behind her, pulling her into his body, his legs bracketing her in. Sofia leaned into his warmth as his arms came around her. Gage nuzzled her neck and placed a soft kiss on her thumping vein. Breathing in her scent, he sighed. Everything about Sofia felt like heaven. And Raph was right. She calmed the beast in him.

"I missed you." She said as she snuggled deeper into his embrace.

Gage turned her face to the side and looked at her. "Missed you too, baby." His lips touched her warm, inviting, sensual lips. He grinned against her mouth. "Mmm, why do you always taste like sugar when I get home?"

"Because I'm so damn sweet?" He pinched her waist. "Okay, because I steal cookies from Roan and pass them out to all the guys, then I come up here for gargoyle duty and share some with my fellow gargoyle, whoever that may be at the time."

He laughed and nipped at her ear. "Okay, I've got to ask. What is all this shit about gargoyle duty?"

"Well, I like to sit on the roof. It's quiet and peaceful up here. But I was creeping the guys out. They said I looked like a gargoyle perched on the roof. Personally, I think they are all assholes. I do not look like a gargoyle," she wrinkled her nose at him. "But it's stuck. Now they refer to sitting up here with me as gargoyle duty."

Gage chuckled, pulling her tighter into his chest. He breathed in the scent of her shampoo; it was earthy with a hint of lavender scent that always brought him some peace. "So, you feed the other gargoyles, got it."

"If they're nice to me, I bring coffee too."

A deep, rumbled laugh came from his chest. "Baby, you're so fucking adorable. Why the hell are you with me?" The question had a serious tone. Most days, he didn't know how he managed to snag Sofia, let alone keep her.

Sofia turned in his arms to face him, sitting on her knees within the protection of his body. "Don't let me fall." She flashed a smile at him. Her dark brown eyes twinkled under the dusk sky.

"Never." He hooked his hands around her waist, pulling her up to him. Gage rested his forehead on hers and closed his eyes. "Why, Eos, why me?" What did this incredible woman see in him? She could have her pick of any man, yet she chose him. Why?

"It's so simple, Gage. You call to my soul. I didn't even know that I believed in souls before you, but I do. And now my soul searches for you when you are not near me. I feel a yearning deep inside me for you, and when you touch me and hold me, I feel complete. I feel whole for the first time in my life." She frowned. "I'm still not sure about the previous lives, but it doesn't really matter. In this life, I know you are my heart and soul, and both are in love with you."

He took one of her hands and placed it against his heart. "You are so damn beautiful inside and out. I don't deserve you. I don't."

Sofia snapped, slamming him back on the roof, straddling him. "You listen to me, dumbass."

Team Terminator entered the backyard in silence, joining the audience. Jando and Pedro glanced at one another and grinned when she called Gage a dumbass.

Nathan whispered through his microphone, "Ah-oh, Hades has pissed off Persephone. Be on alert."

By this time, the family was all standing outside, listening. They hadn't meant to; they had come out to talk to Gage and Sofia, to apologize, but they all stopped when they heard her slam him down on the roof.

"You don't get to make that call. I do. You deserve so much more than you let yourself believe. You are not the big badass you think you are, and if either of us is shocked that we're in this relationship together, it should be me."

"Yeah, right. There's not one man who hasn't met you that wouldn't trip over his own damn feet to be with you."

She snorted. "Until they get to know me, then I have them running for the hills. And it doesn't work that way for me. I have never had a lasting relationship; do you know why?"

"'Cause you pretend you're a gargoyle?" He grinned at her when she punched his chest.

"No, well, maybe. It's because I could never connect with any of the men I dated. And I tried. I did. But I felt empty inside. An emptiness that made my chest hurt, Gage. I hurt so many guys along the way by searching for the one man who could make me feel complete."

Ambrose grinned as Sofia gave Gage hell, pulling Melina to his side.

She shook her head. "I hurt some really good guys. I know you guys harass Jake, but Jake was good to me—too good. And I hurt him because my heart and soul led me away in search of something more." Tears were in her dark eyes now. "How can you ask me why you? How can you say you don't deserve me? Maybe I'm exactly what you deserve, my craziness and stubbornness and all. No, if anyone is getting the short end of the stick here, it's you. I don't have a good track record with men, and maybe you'll just end up another notch in my bedpost. You could land on that damn curb like all the rest."

Ambrose and Alek almost laughed out loud at her remark about the bedpost and curb. Pedro and Jando had huge grins as the feisty little doctor reamed the invincible asshole, Lucifer.

Gage sat up so fast that he almost collided with her face, catching her when she jumped at his sudden movement. "What the fuck? You have notches on bedposts?"

All the spectators around the property were grinning from ear to ear—two sets of teams and the family. They loved it when Sofia gave someone hell, but giving it to Gage was priceless. That said, they were in his corner—every damn one of them. They knew something he didn't; he was worthy of Sofia's love.

"You listen to me, angel. I told you a while back that I could damn well find my way back to you from a fucking curb. First of all, I'm your last notch, got it?" His hand came up to cup her neck, his thumb skimming over her face. "Last fucking notch."

"What's the second of all?" One eyebrow was cocked.

"I don't fucking know. Shit, I'm so pissed about your notches I can't think right now."

She tipped her head. "Maybe we're both so screwed up that we belong together. Just maybe we're good for each other. We balance each other out."

"Nothing about you is screwed up, except maybe for me. But yes, baby, you are good for me, and you balance me in more ways than you can imagine."

"Then don't ask me any more stupid questions, like why me. Got it?"

A crooked grin touched his lips. "Got it. And no more talk about your fucking bedposts or curbs, got it?"

"Got it. Are you mad at me?" She gave him an innocent look.

Not trusting her motives, he lifted an eyebrow at her. "Why?"

"'Cause I like it when you're a little... angry at me."

"Jesus fucking Christ! Shut up! We can't not hear you!" Callisto from Team Terminator yelled from below.

The group started cracking up at Callisto. Some were mumbling their agreement with him.

Azim, Callisto's teammate, shouted. "If I see clothes coming off, I'm gone! I mean it, I'll walk out." A phrase he was compelled to repeat.

"Now wait, let's reiterate; we don't want to see Lucifer's naked ass, the Docs, well..." Peyton stopped when he heard the others hiss in a breath and groan.

Alek barked out a laugh, shaking his head at the warrior, who proved to be a bigger idiot than him.

"Someone please shoot Peyton between the eyes for me," Gage said, pulling Sofia in for a kiss.
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~ Chapter 15 ~

[image: image]


Sofia woke; she snuggled in Gage's arms until he kissed her goodbye and left for The Alliance. He and Dane had been taking turns helping Dustin.

After hours of Gage making love to her last night, she still felt like there was something he was keeping from her. She understood this Vega crap had him all worked up, but there was more. She tried to get him to talk, but every time he led her in another direction in the conversation. And she contemplated talking to Ambrose about it, but decided that wasn't her best avenue just yet.

After showering and grabbing coffee, Raphael stopped her in the hallway as she was heading back upstairs. "Ambrose wants to see you, Doc."

Moaning. "Can't this wait until I've had my coffee?"

He grinned. "Nope, follow me."

"Leading me to slaughter, Raph?"

He chuckled but said nothing as he led her to the basement.

"The basement, huh? I'm about to die. I knew it." She poked him in the chest. "If I die, I will come back and terrorize your ass. That's a promise."

He grinned at her. Raphael opened the door to one of the Blood & Sex rooms, letting Sofia step in before him. Ambrose looked up from his position in the window.

Oh shit, he was going to take her blood, which also meant he would have sex with her. How had she forgotten about this?

"Thanks, man. She give you any trouble?"

"I think it's too early in the morning for her to cause trouble." He grinned at Sofia.

"Aren't you boys funny? What do you want, Vader?"

"You and I need to have a little chat."

"Shit." She spun to bolt out of the room when Raphael's strong arms caught her. "You did lead me to slaughter. I hope you can live with this."

Raphael let her go, bringing her hand to his lips and placing a kiss on the back of her fingers. "Now, Doc, you know I'd never turn you over to an enemy." He winked at her and headed out. "I'll be at the top of the staircase in case you lose her."

"No more cookies for you!"

He chuckled, shutting the door behind him.

Ambrose's green eyes scrutinized her.

"You know, premeditated murder is still against the law." Sofia stepped back. "And I don't even know what I did. Where's my damn jury of my peers?"

Ambrose let out a laugh and walked up to her, reaching out to hold one of her long curls that hung free. "My, you have a guilty conscience. What'd you do, Sofia?"

"Nothing... that I remember."

"You know, I find it incredibly sexy that I still make you nervous." He closed the distance, their bodies almost touching. "Why do I make you nervous, Bella? We have been intimate in two lives."

Her hand came up to his chest to stop him while she had her coffee in the other in a death grip. "Ambrose, no. Not this early in the morning. I can't, not after I was with Gage all night."

He cupped her chin in his hand. "Thank you, sweetheart, for thinking I'm a complete slimy fuck." He leaned in and kissed her cheek. "I have cornered you for one reason only: to talk."

"Talk?" She scowled. "About what?"

"About what you have not been talking about: your past. The episode you had a few weeks ago. You're not leaving this room until you talk to me about it. I hoped that giving you some time would help, but you're a little bullheaded shit. I now see that I need to push you." He grabbed her cup of coffee and took a drink. "Now spill."

Sofia walked over to the window well; her back was to him, and she felt her stomach tie itself into multiple knots. This was still something she wasn't ready to deal with. "What do you want me to say, Ambrose?"

He stepped up behind her and placed his hands on her shoulders. "I want to hear you tell me who you are. I want to know what you remember. You don't have to go into detail, but I need to know where your head is at, sweetie." He waited a beat. "You know you're Sinead, don't you?"

"Yes." Galen was her surrogate father.

"You know you're Daria?"

She paused, her body stiffening beneath his hands. "Yes." Galen was again her surrogate father.

He leaned in, his face touching the back of her head. "You know you are Alcina."

She nodded. "Yes." Gage was her mate.

"And Kara?" He knew the answer to this one.

"Don't. You already know."

Ambrose turned her into his arms. Both of his hands went to her neck, and he held her, his thumbs under her chin. "Baby, you have to deal with this, so we can try to move past it."

"How do I move past it? I couldn't before."

His face softened toward her, filled with concern. "Doc, you are so much stronger than Kara was. I'm not saying Kara was weak, but she didn't know how to handle Gage the way you do. You're our tough little shit, Sofia. You're learning powers Galen hasn't seen used in a very long time. You can handle close to a hundred warriors with ease. Hell, you have so many of them wrapped around your little finger, it's almost disgusting." He smiled when she frowned at him. "I have faith in you, Sofia, just like I did when you were Kara."

Silent tears streamed down her face. "I'm so sorry, Ambrose. I left you to deal with him all by yourself. I should have never-"

"Don't. Never apologize for doing what you had to do, sweetheart. I understand why you did it. You made a choice I couldn't. You knew I could only help save one of you, and you picked Gage. I respected that. You understood I couldn't turn my back on him, and you knew it was killing me trying to decide what to do." He pulled her into his arms and held her. "Bella, I would have gone to the ends of the earth for you. I'm just sorry that I couldn't help you when you needed it the most." He pulled back and tilted her face to his, caressing the point of her chin. "I'm so glad to have you back, sweetheart." He touched his lips to hers and kissed her softly. "You saved me. I will always be grateful to you for that."

"I didn't save you. I nursed you back to health after Gage turned you."

"That's not what I'm talking about. I was referring to you giving yourself to me. I was prepared to leave you and Gage to keep you safe from me in the state I was in."

Sofia snuggled into his body and held on. "How do I tell Gage?"

"Baby, you don't yet, remember? You have to let him come to this conclusion on his own." He saw the protest in her sorrowful, dark eyes. "Trust me. If you tell him, he'll snap. I can still sense he's not ready for this. But I'll help you any way I can, okay?"

Sofia nodded. "Okay." She looked down for a moment until he tipped her chin up. "Now I know why you've always freaked me out."

"Well shit, that's the nicest thing you've ever said to me."

She finally smiled at the big warrior. "I knew you. You were part of me. Kara adored you. You called her Bella, too."

He smiled down at her. "Did she? How about you? Do you adore me too?" His fingers toyed with her long curls.

Laughing, she pushed at him. "Don't push it, Vader. Some days I only live to kick your ass and cause you grief."

Grinning at her, he pulled her back into his arms. "Don't I know it, baby."

Sofia pulled back to look up at his handsome face. "But, yes, Ambrose, I adored you then, and I adore you now." She reached up and placed a soft kiss on his lips. "Thank you for being here for me."

*****
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Zander watched Sofia with Gage's team in the backyard before they took over for Ambrose's team. Azim, the Afghan, and Zuri, the South African, had been showing Sofia how to disassemble an assault rifle.

What could go wrong with this? He wondered. Even worse, she was damn good at it. Her speed was above average for just learning this new skill. And he was damned impressed.

Azim smiled at her. "Tomorrow, Doc, we will begin timing you to see how fast you can put one together."

"It's always good to know what your speed is; someone's life may depend on it," Zuri added. "But you're pretty good... for a girl." He smiled; his white teeth glowed against his pitch-black skin.

Sofia rolled her eyes at him. "Yeah, whatever. Wren, when are you going to teach me to shoot?"

Wren, the Asian American, hooked his thumbs in his tactical vest and groaned. "Really? Who are you trying to get killed, you or me?"

"Wren, you promised if I learned how to disassemble and reassemble a rifle, you'd teach me." Her brown eyes narrowed on him when she walked up to him. "You made that promise because you didn't think I could do it, huh?"

His light, golden-brown eyes smiled at her. "Shit, Doc. I just figured you'd give—that you'd lose interest—or, uh," He stopped when he ran out of lame excuses and laughed. "Okay, I figured you'd never get it."

She smacked him in the arm. "Jerk. That will teach you not to underestimate me. But if you don't think you're a good enough shot to teach me, I'm sure I can get Derrick, Callisto, or Connor. I hear they're all excellent shots."

Wren gave her a crooked grin. "You baiting me, Doc?" He leaned in close and said, "Don't bait a warrior; we don't always play nice."

Derrick, the bi-racial African American with soft green eyes, grinned at her. "I noticed you didn't mention Jando or Pedro helping you. Did you hear their aim sucks?" He laughed at the expressions he got from his two team leaders.

"After seeing the men's restroom at The Alliance, I'd say you all have issues with your aim. But I didn't mention them, because I'm pretty sure they are sick of me, and I worry that they may use it on me some days."

The Terminators and Jericho busted out laughing, partly because of what she said but mostly because of how she said it. Sofia's facial expressions often had them grinning like damn idiots. The once stoic warriors smiled and laughed more now than they ever had in their lives, all thanks to the unfiltered woman before them.

Pedro chuckled. "No, Doc, I would never fire a weapon at you. I'm pretty sure I'm no match for Gallegos. And I sort of like my balls where they're at. But you need to stay away from them." He cupped himself and winked.

"Unlike my unworthy brother here," Jando nodded to Pedro. "I think I have a damn good chance kicking Lucifer's ass-" He stopped and laughed when all the men coughed out bullshit and hazed him.

Jericho stood back and watched her since she was still in his charge. He stayed close until the changing of the guards when Jando and Pedro took over. He, like all the others, loved this crazy woman like a little sister.

No one noticed when Gage stepped up since they were still busy harassing Jando. "So, Jando, when should we do this?" His hand landed on Jando's shoulder, giving it a slight squeeze. "Should we place some bets to make it interesting?" His blue eyes danced with mischief when he winked at Sofia.

Sofia tugged on Gage's arm, pulling him away from Jando. "Uh, no. You can't kill Jando. I finally have him and Pedro trained, and I don't-"

"Excuse me?" Jando interrupted her in an incredulous tone.

"Yeah, what the fuck?" Pedro protested.

Jericho laughed. He came up behind Sofia and slung an arm around her shoulders. He looked down at her and winked. "Don't fight it, boys. The sooner you admit that she has us all where she wants us, and yes, she also has us trained, the happier you will be. Because until then, she'll do her best to break you, and you won't even see it coming."

Sofia leaned her head against Jericho and smiled. "Yeah, what he said."

Connor shook his head in disbelief. "You've been whooped by a hundred-pound woman."

"A hundred pounds, I wish." Sofia caught Gage's hand when he thumped her playfully.

"No, White Boy, our team has learned to comply with, deal with, and handle this hundred-pound woman."

Sofia punched him jokingly in the arm. "Hey. You do not deal with or handle me. It's me who handles all of you." A series of catcalls and whoops sounded out. "Oh, shut up; you know what I mean. If I learned how to deal with Vader and Lucifer, trust me, boys, I am capable of making you think that you are handling me." She winked at Gage, reached up, and placed a kiss on his cheek. "Tell them, stud muffin." Sofia walked off, hearing the roar of laughter behind her.

"I'm going to kick your ass." He said to her as she walked away. "I'm so fucked," Gage said, shaking his head. "Rebellion, you may head home. Thanks, and have a good night. Terminators, get ready, 'cause that woman has been a handful today. She's getting cabin fever."

Jericho barked out a deep laugh. "Shit, Gallegos, that's a really nice way of putting it, but since you're sleeping with her, I understand your dilemma. She's been a damn nightmare today, so have fun, boys, have a fucking good time." He mock saluted them, and took off.

Zander still watched from the kitchen window. He was smiling as he watched Sofia walk back up to the house. She hadn't noticed him, and he liked it that way; it gave him a chance to watch her with the men. She was so at ease with them, yet the minute she got near him, she changed into a different person, and frankly, it was pissing him off.

The woman liked everyone, smiled, and talked to everyone except him.

But an idea hit him.

He grabbed two beers and walked out the back door just before she reached it. "Hey, Doc. Come on, have a drink with me." Her odd look didn't go unnoticed. "Really? You can handle the death squad," using her phrase, "but can't manage a few minutes alone with me?"

"I can manage anything I choose to."

"Damn, you're always busting my balls." He held out a cold bottle of beer to her, still smiling.

Sofia took it, followed him to the outside bar, and hopped up on a stool. "So, what can I do for you, Zander?" Her crisp tone wasn't overlooked.

He spun the beer bottle in his hands on the counter. "I want to start over with you, Sofia."

Giving him a sideways glance, she asked, "Why? Is there a point to it?"

He shook his head and smiled. "Damn, this is going to be tougher than I thought. Look, Sofia, I don't know how you and I got here. You can hardly spend five minutes with me without wanting to castrate me, and we need to fix this. And I need you to meet me halfway. Remember our little talk on the roof a while back?"

"Why is this so important to you?"

He spun his stool around to face her. "Are you serious? Sofia, you are important to all of us, even me. You and Dane get along great because you're both doctors, and you and Alek because you're both goofy and funny. You and Ambrose get along now because you've spent so much time with him and love keeping him on his toes. You and Gage, because you're his mate. But you and I, we haven't found our common ground yet. And I love and respect Gage enough to do this for him. And whether you believe it or not, I love and respect you too, Doc." He dropped his head, feeling defeated. "Shit, woman, what have I done to make you hate me like this? Let me fix it."

"Did Gage ask you to do this?"

"Absolutely not."

"I don't hate you, Zander."

"Well, hot damn," he chuckled, "that's good news. But you don't seem to like anyone else the way you like me. On the roof, you said I came in behind Ambrose. Well, I want to be at least up there, even with Ambrose." It was a relief that she didn't hate him, but he wasn't confident that she liked him. And if it was the last thing he did, he was going to win her over. He hated the tension between the two of them, and it needed to end.

She finally smiled.

"You know, I don't think I've ever seen you smile at me." He held out his hand for her to take. "So, do we have a deal? To work on us becoming friends?"

Sofia looked at his hand for a moment, putting hers in his. "Deal." She got up to leave without another word.

What the fucking hell? She could carry on a conversation with a tree stump, but he gets one-word answers. Well, fine. If the little shit was going to play this way, then he would make it damn fun for her.
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Sofia trotted down the stairs at eight in the morning, needing a hot cup of sanity. Rounding the corner to the hall that led to the kitchen, she ran into Raphael, colliding hard with his big body. She grunted as he caught her by the arms to keep her from sailing backward on her ass.

"Holy damn, Donatello." She rubbed her forehead, realizing she hit it hard on his lumpy tactical vest. Sofia began calling him random Ninja Turtle names during her time in home lockdown.

"Where are you off to in such a hurry, Doc?" His black hair hung over one dark eye.

"Uh, coffee, hello." It was a dumb question. Every morning, like clockwork, she headed down to get a steaming cup of coffee with cream, no sugar. Without her coffee, no one wanted to be near her.

"Grab one to go. We're heading out in fifteen."

Narrowing her eyes on him. "Where to?"

"You'll find out when we get there."

She pushed past him. "Screw that. The last time you corralled me into the basement, right to the Death Star, not falling for that twice."

Raphael smiled, following her to the kitchen, where Jericho was waiting with coffee in a travel mug to go for her.

"Seriously? You guys are tag-teaming me? Well, shit, give me that." She grabbed for the cup of hot heaven from Jericho.

He held it out of her reach. "What do you say?"

"Give me the damn coffee, please."

Jericho let out a deep laugh. "Good enough." He handed it to her. "And good morning to you, sunshine."

Raphael leaned against the door jamb, watching Sofia have an intimate experience with her coffee. Eyes closed, soft moans escaped as she sipped. His eyes caught Jericho's; they both grinned. "What the hell did you put in her coffee, man?" Raphael said as Sofia's jaw dropped.

She set the cup down. "What'd you put in my coffee, Jericho?"

He smiled at her.

"Jericho! What did you do?"

He sauntered up to her; Jericho oozed sex appeal, which didn't go undetected by her. Hell, all the men at The Alliance were all sexy as hell, tall, built, and cocky. The fact was, Jericho, Raphael, Jando, and Pedro were all hot as shit. Lucky for her, they spent the most time with them. Really, if you were going to be attached to four men, well, these four were who she'd pick.

Jericho picked her coffee cup off the counter and took a drink. "Not a damn thing, sweetheart. You just made this coffee sound so damn good, you know, kinda sexual." His black brow rose as he grinned at her.

"Pigs." She muttered, took her coffee back from him, and walked away, or tried to. Raphael blocked her path.

He looked down at her bare feet. "Where are your shoes, Doc?"

"In my room. I don't need shoes."

"You do. Go get some." Raphael's dark brown stare held hers, using his steely look as intimidation.

"No. Not until you tell me what's going on." She felt Jericho at her back and knew these two had trapped her. They were no longer on her side. Someone had bought them off.

Someone like Ambrose.

Sonofabitch!

Jericho's deep voice was right over her shoulder. "Go get some shoes, Sofia. Our transport is here waiting for us."

"Fine, but I will hate you both for the rest of the day." She stomped off like a disgruntled child, but she didn't care. She despised it when they pulled the big, bad warrior act on her, which was almost daily. Being bullied sent her into fight mode; why, she wasn't sure.

At least they didn't follow her, which surprised her. When they got into attack mode with her, they wouldn't let her out of their sight. Now she had a moment to contemplate what to do next. Going quietly wasn't an option, even if she paid for it later. If she didn't fight back, they'd all walk all over her, and with those big-ass boots they wore, it'd hurt like hell.

Sofia looked around her and Gage's room before she went to the closet and grabbed a pair of Converses. She was in cutoff Levi shorts and had a tank top on, but decided a sweatshirt may be needed, so she grabbed the pale pink one Alek bought her. It had a drawing of a hand on the front flipping the bird, and below it were the words F*ck Off. She smiled when she saw it, as she always did.

Pulling the sweatshirt over her head, she fastened her hair in a quick ponytail and went to the window. Looking out, she saw three black Tahoes waiting in the drive. By the three passenger doors were Jessup, from Alek's team, her partner in crime, Alek himself, and Ambrose, who stood at the first Tahoe.

Damn, Ambrose was behind this. Bastard. This changed things. What was he up to?

She heard Jericho yell for her from downstairs, and she took a deep breath, closed her eyes, and willed herself somewhere else.

And she was gone.

Sofia landed with a thud on the roof of the middle Tahoe, and before she righted herself, three guns were pointed at her. Jessup, Alek, and Ambrose all had their handguns pointed at her head.

"Shit, Doc! We almost shot you!" Alek's gun was inches from her face as he yelled at her. No more Mr. Funny Guy. A vein in Alek's forehead visibly thumped.

Ambrose stormed over, grabbing her ankles. He pulled her to the edge of the roof, snarling. "If you ever do something like that again-"

"No, wait, I know this one. You'll kick my ass." She raised an eyebrow at him.

Ambrose stepped away, afraid he would yank her ass off the roof and whip it for her. He pushed the mic on his comms and growled, "Hey assholes! Did you lose something?"

"Fuck us. She's gone, isn't she?" Jericho hissed back.

"Yes, she is. Step outside. Now!"

Raphael and Jericho both rushed out and saw Sofia sitting on the roof of the second Tahoe, her legs dangling off the side. Ambrose looked pissed as hell, which was to be expected, but Raphael looked like the vein in his forehead was about to burst too. And he was usually the calmer one between him and Jericho.

"Godfuckingdammit, Sofia!" Raphael yelled as he advanced on her. "Are you trying to get us killed? What the fuck?"

Jericho was next to Raphael in a flash. Sofia looked at both men and pulled the front of her sweatshirt out for them to see, telling them to fuck off. Fire flashed in Jericho's inky eyes. "No, sweetheart, you fuck off." He grabbed a handful of her sweatshirt and yanked her, causing her to slide off the roof into him. He caught her around the waist, holding her to his body, and growled in her ear. "If you ever pull a stunt like that on us again, we will be forced to treat you like a damn prisoner. No more peeing in private; no more anything in private. You will be handcuffed to one of us at all times. Do I make myself clear?" He dropped her feet to the ground.

Sofia didn't flinch, she knew better. If you let these guys see fear, they pounced like a rabid dog. That was Ambrose's doing, she assumed. "Go for it. See if I care. I can't do a damn thing without a chaperone, as it is now." She crossed her arms over her chest. "Besides, if you handcuff yourself to me, I can flash your ass with me; just ask Ambrose."

Raphael opened the back door to the Tahoe she was ejected from. "Get in the fucking truck." He growled, then walked around to the other side. Jericho boxed her in from her right side.

Alek looked at Ambrose as he climbed into the front seat of the SUV that held one pissed-off woman and two livid warriors.

Don't let my boys kill her. I get first dibs.

Alek nodded. Damn, this woman is getting harder and harder to handle.

Don't I know it. Try to talk sense into the little shit before one of us whips her ass.

Alek snorted, Will do.

Jericho and Raphael sandwiched her in the back seat, making it hard to breathe. She wiggled, and Jericho growled. "Buckle up, you little shit."

"Well, since you asked so nicely, sure." She leaned forward to pull the seatbelt out from under her butt and turned to buckle herself in, her hand fumbling at Jericho's hip to latch the belt.

"Dammit! Let me do it." He grabbed it from her, got her strapped in, and got his own buckled.

Sofia looked up and saw that Alek had pulled down the visor so that he could look at her in the mirror; his green eyes were ice cold. "What? You have something else to say to me too? If you boys all want to kick my ass, then be my guest; form a line when we get to where we're going." She felt her temper rising by the second. The last time she got mad, she disappeared with Ambrose, and it was a complete accident. So, if she did it again, they'd kick her ass into next year once they found her.

Alek shook his head; his usual smile disappeared. "Let me ask you something: do you take this seriously at all? I mean, you know what this fucker Vega is like. He enslaves, tortures, and rapes. You get that, right? Because it seems like either you're too stupid to understand or too stupid to care. What kind of stupid are you, Sofia?"

Alek had never spoken to her that way. And it hurt more than anything. Her gaze held his in the mirror; her Thing 1 was gone, and Alek the bad-ass warrior took his place.

A strange sensation began to rise inside her, a feeling she hadn't had before. She knew the signs of what her body felt like when she would teleport, but this was different. A warming sensation began in her chest and went up to her face. Concentrating on the new emotion she was experiencing, she failed to answer Alek.

His eyes filled with anger. "What the fuck, Doc? To me, turning your eyes gold on me is an invitation for a fight. Is that what you want—to try to kick my ass?"

"My eyes are brown, you idiot."

"No, they are a clear gold." He reached up and turned the rearview mirror towards her, so she could see that her eyes had changed colors.

She remained silent.

"Eyes change colors when we get mad as fuck or horny as shit. Which are you, Sofia?"

"Alek, read my sweatshirt." Her eyes never faltered from his.

The driver, Marco, from Alek's team, Jericho, and Raphael all remained quiet to the point of being invisible. They knew when Alek blew his top that you'd better stay clear. The one called the village idiot, Thing 1, and many other goofy names had been known to take down an entire team when he let his anger fly. His idiotic ways helped keep him sane and his anger in check.

She said nothing, her eyes showing no emotion, but energy vibrated off her body.

Raphael felt the air around him change and laid a hand on her bare leg. "What are you doing? Doc, calm down."

Sofia reacted before she even thought about what she was doing. Her elbow came up, and she slammed it into Raphael's mouth. "Don't touch me!" She screamed, startling all the men.

"What the fuck? You little shit!" Raphael shouted as he caught the blood that flowed from his busted lip.

"Jesus Christ, Sofia!" Jericho grabbed her hands in his, trying his best to contain the wildcat.

Sofia struggled; the air in the Tahoe got thicker as it vibrated with her energy. She fought Jericho and picked up her feet, slamming them into the front seat behind Marco, causing him to swerve. "Don't touch me!" She screamed again, a panicked scream. An uncontrollable fear took hold of her, a feeling she didn't understand.

"Goddammit, hold her still!" Alek roared at the men.

"Trying to," Raphael grunted as he trapped her legs under one of his while Jericho tightened his grip on her wrists. They did their best to contain her without hurting her.

"Let me go, or I will flash the hell out of here!" Her body released energy, causing the Tahoe to rumble and rock as she fought the men. "Don't fucking touch me!" Her words were laced with panic as fear rippled through her body.

"Fuck you, Sofia, for making me do this!" Alek yelled at her, pulled his gun out, and pointed it at her head. "Stop this shit right now!"

Sofia froze as she looked down the barrel of his 9mm. Her eyes glowed with heat, and her body vibrated with anger and fear. In her head, she realized having a gun pointed at your face should scare her shitless, but it only pissed her off even more. Leaning forward, she placed her forehead against the barrel of the gun.

A horrified look covered Alek's face. He put his gun down and turned forward, hitting the passenger's side window with his fist, fracturing the glass into a kaleidoscope of fragments. "Dammit, Sofia! We are all trying to help you here, and you are making it fucking impossible to do."

Sofia! What the hell is going on, baby? Gage yelled in her head. Talk to me.

I'm not sure if I can control this... control myself. I may hurt someone. Sofia's voice cracked in her ears.

Eos, baby, talk to me, what is happening to you. Where are you?

I'm in a Tahoe with Marco, Alek, Jericho, and Raph. I don't know where they're taking me. I'm losing control. She looked out the window. No, wait, we're heading to The Alliance.

Okay, baby, take a deep breath, please, for me. Close your eyes and take deep, slow breaths. Ignore everyone around you. They don't exist—only you and me. Listen to my voice and breathe in, out, in, out. You with me, sweetheart?

Uh-huh.

More. In... out... in... out. Focus on me and only me. Good girl, I can feel this subsiding in you now. Keep taking deep breaths for a minute. I'm not leaving you, but just give me a second. Gage broke the connection with Sofia and yelled into Alek's head. What the fuck is going on?

Just then, Galen's voice roared. Make them let go of her now! She feels trapped, and when she feels trapped, bad things happen! Now, you stupid fuckers!

Gage smiled when he heard Galen yelling in Alek's head. Once he tapped into Alek's mind, he could hear anyone else who did the same. His father probably could have been heard on the next continent.

Okay! On it, shut the fuck up! Both of you! He nodded to Jericho and Raphael to let her go.

Sofia kept breathing slowly, in and out. Her body relaxed as the Tahoe came to a stop outside The Alliance. Once parked, all the men got out. Jericho left his door open for her to climb out, but she remained seated, still breathing as Gage told her to.

Ambrose walked up and stared at the men, who were all tense with anger. "What the hell is wrong? We saw Marco swerve earlier."

"We had a... situation. It's under control now." Alek spoke as his eyes remained on Sofia in the back seat.

Looking at Raphael's busted lip, Ambrose frowned. "Was that part of the situation?"

"A misunderstanding." Raphael shrugged.

Ambrose stepped towards the back seat to get Sofia out when Galen appeared in front of him, a hand landing on Ambrose's chest. His voice was quiet but deadly. "Touch her, and I'll rip your fucking arm off. Understand?"

"What the hell? I was just going to get her out." Ambrose growled as he removed Galen's hand from his chest.

"Someone scared the shit out of her, and I can only assume you had something to do with it." Still blocking their path to Sofia, he wouldn't let anyone near her. They'd have to go through him first, and he didn't see that happening.

"Well, you assumed wrong, asshole. But if you want to escort her inside, be my guest." Ambrose stepped back, showing Galen he was through.

Galen moved closer to Sofia without getting inside the truck with her, and he held his hand out. "Sofia, sweetheart, come with me. Take my hand, mo páiste. I won't let anyone hurt you, I promise. Take my hand."

Sofia opened her eyes and looked over at Galen. "Are my eyes still gold?"

He smiled. "No, they are a gorgeous shade of chocolate. Take my hand, sweetheart. Let's get you out of this truck."

Sofia let Galen get her out of the Tahoe, walking into The Alliance with all the others on their heels. Ambrose, Alek, Jericho, Raphael, Galen, and Sofia took one elevator up while Jessup and the other drivers got into another. It felt crowded with five huge men in there with her. The air was thick and tense from the anger contained in a small space. All four warriors were visibly pissed, but Alek looked like he was about to explode, something she had never seen in Alek before, not the goofy man who loved to make others laugh.

When the doors opened and the men exited, Alek grabbed the back of her sweatshirt, stopped her in, and hit the close button. "Give me five minutes with her." He snapped out at Ambrose and Galen.

"If you hurt her-" Galen hissed.

"Fuck off, old man," Alek growled as the doors closed in his face.
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Alek's hands fisted at his sides; he turned to look at Sofia as she stood with her back to the wall of the elevator. He took two steps toward her, then stopped. His anger was fiercer than he'd ever known. How was he going to talk to this woman when he was so damn mad at her that he wanted to beat something to death? He turned and paced for a moment. Taking a deep breath, he turned back to face her. "Do you have any idea what you did to us back there?"

She just looked at him, not saying a word. Sofia was a stubborn little shit when she wanted to be. And this was going to be one of those times. She was in for a surprise because he could be a stubborn shit too.

Alek shook his head at her bullheadedness. Taking one step closer, he growled out, "Goddammit, Sofia, answer me. Do you understand that you forced three of us to aim our fucking gun at your head? At your head, Sofia! You startled us, and we pointed our fucking guns at your head!" He was losing his shit quickly, not that he had much in the last twenty minutes.

Still, she remained silent, and the cold stare she gave him never wavered.

Jesus Christ, this woman.

"Then you started going nuts and forced me to point my gun at you again! Again, Sofia! And then you pressed your fucking forehead to it!" Alek was so damn mad he kept repeating himself, and he didn't fucking care.

Her eyes remained stoic.

Alek advanced once more and slammed his fists beside her head on the elevator wall, caving in the steel wall with the impact. He left his fists next to her head when he looked at her; her face was down, avoiding him. Sofia's body trembled; he scared her, and now he felt like a pile of steaming shit. He lowered his forehead to the top of her head. "Shit, Doc, I'm sorry. Fuck." He whispered. Releasing his fists, he touched the back of his fingers to her face and lifted her chin to look into her eyes. "Sofia, honey, please understand how horrified I am that I pointed my weapon at your head twice. It kills me to think I did that." Alek lowered his forehead to hers and hooked his free hand around her waist, pulled her into his body, and held her.

"I'm sorry," she responded in a soft and pained voice. Her body leaned into his, and when she looked up at him, there were tears in her dark eyes.

He cupped the back of her neck, keeping his thumb under her chin. "Sweetheart, please don't ever do something like that again. You need to understand that everything we do is strictly to protect you, not to make your life miserable. Do you have any idea how important you are to all of us?"

She shook her head.

Alek chuckled softly. "Woman, there is not a man at The Alliance that doesn't adore the shit out of you. You have won them all over. And you are very important to us."

"I've only been here a couple of months, and I don't even know most of them very well."

He offered her a half-grin. "Do you know why Ambrose let the men watch you in the training center's observation room?" He didn't wait for her response. "It was because he knew that you'd just be you. By not knowing the room existed, it allowed you to be yourself. You gave Ambrose a run for his money, bucked him, tormented him, and defied him. Then you showed him that you were damn good at everything he taught you. All the while, you had fun and let your personality shine every damn day. And the men watched you do all these things, and by doing so, they discovered who you were. You may not know them the same way, but trust me, they know you; they admire, respect, and adore you, Sofia."

Alek rubbed the point of her chin. "They also respect Gage; sure, some may not like him all that much, but they respect the shit out of him. They know he is a damn lethal fighter, a loyal friend, and would back any one of them up without hesitation. And they figure if he could win you over, then you're pretty damn special. You have softened him too, but if you tell him I said that, I'd be forced to kick your ass." He winked at her.

She finally grinned at him.

"So, Doc, when we drew our guns on you, it pissed us off so damn badly that we all lost our fucking minds. I busted out a window, Jessup caved the dash in on his Tahoe, and I'm afraid to find out what Ambrose did to the one he was in, all because we pointed our guns at your head." He kissed her forehead. "Please, Sofia, don't ever do something that will force us into that position."

"I'll try, I promise." Her dark eyes looked him in the eyes. "I really do promise, Alek."

He pulled her into a hug and held her tight. "Thank you, sweetie. I love you, Doc. I hope you know that."

They both turned their heads to the door, where they heard a commotion outside the elevator. Alek let go of her and went to open the door. When it opened, he saw Jericho, Raphael, and Ambrose all on the floor; all three were picking themselves up, and blood ran from their noses and lips. Alek frowned at the scene.

Gage stepped into his line of sight. He glanced past Alek to see Sofia standing against the wall and instantly noticed the caved-in spots beside her head.

"Hey, man, what's going on out-"

Gage cut off Alek's question when his fist hit Alek in the face, throwing him into the back of the elevator. The metal wall groaned with the impact of his big body slamming into it. Losing his footing, he slid to the floor.

"Damn, dude. What the hell? I was apologizing."

Gage pointed to the dented wall. "Was that part of your apology?"

Alek looked over at Sofia and grimaced. "Oh, that." He picked himself up off the floor. "Yeah, well, that was me losing my shit before I found it again, then I apologized."

"Out of the elevator," he ordered Alek. After Alek complied, Gage looked at all four men. "I will only say this once, so you'd better be fucking listening. If I ever feel the stress, anxiety, and fear that I felt from Sofie when she is in your care, I will tear all of you the fuck apart. Do I make myself clear?"

Alek, Jericho, and Raphael all muttered yes and nodded.

Gage narrowed his blue eyes on Ambrose. "I mean you too."

Ambrose nodded. "Yeah, I know. I'm sorry, we-"

Sofia exited the elevator and stood by Gage. "No, Ambrose, don't apologize." Gage raised an eyebrow at her. "They were just trying to handle me when I freaked out."

Out of nowhere, Galen appeared, and all but Gage jumped from his sudden appearance. "They scared you, Sofia, and that is unacceptable." He motioned to Raphael and Jericho.

"Whoa. Wait, we didn't do anything to scare her. We were talking and joking with her before we left." Raphael argued.

"I even got her coffee so we could leave when the Tahoes arrived." Jericho looked at Sofia and asked, "How'd we scare you, Doc?"

Galen answered for her. "When you boxed her in and ordered her around without giving her information, she felt trapped and out of control. She panicked."

They all looked at Sofia with shocked faces, as though she had betrayed them to Galen.

"Wait." She said to Galen, "I didn't tell you anything that happened. How'd you know?"

"Sweetheart, I'm old, as I'm often reminded of around here, and my powers allowed me to tap into your emotions when you let your guard down. I saw what happened." He looked back at her two bodyguards. "Do not ever make her feel trapped again, or you'll deal with me, and I promise you, you don't want to go there. Whatever my son has promised to do, I will do ten times worse." Galen turned to Sofia, winked at her, and disappeared.
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Galen told Gage he wanted to spend time with Sofia alone after the fiasco in the Tahoe. Gage realized that somehow Sofia was as much a part of Galen as she was of him because they were both Original Beings. Galen felt a kinship with her. And he hadn't had any time with Sofia to talk to her about her memory. How much did she know? How much was she suppressing? Galen wanted to know where Sofia came from and who she was.

Ambrose had talked to him only once on this matter and had kept Sofia under lock and key since. So now was his chance.

He followed Sofia into her office as the door shut. Jericho and Raphael, whom she lovingly called Fido and Spot, stayed at the end of the hallway. They didn't trust him, and they growled in displeasure at being told to stay behind.

Galen sat on the couch, patting it for her to join him. "I want to talk to you, Sofia. We haven't had any time alone, and I need to ask you some questions."

She sat with one leg tucked under the other. "Okay."

"First, can you tell me what happened in the Tahoe? I heard Spot or Fido say that the truck began to rumble and shake."

"Don't call them Fido and Spot. It's Jericho and Raphael."

Galen grinned. She was protective of the two warriors. "And they are yours, correct?"

"Yes. I know I give them shit, but I love those two."

"And they love you; it's obvious. Every man here I've seen interact with you feels the same."

Sofia cocked her head at him. "Where is this going?"

He could see her beginning to withdraw; she was skeptical and apprehensive. Smiling, he lowered his head. "I am making an observation for now. Can I talk to you, mo páiste, about your past?"

Biting her lip, she nodded.

"Do you remember Kara Gallegos?" He wanted to start with her most recent life. He knew who Sofia was, even if she didn't. If he were honest with himself, he felt it the first day he met her in the clinic when Dane called him in to identify what Sofia was. She reminded him of Sinead that day, and he nearly told her.

"Yes. She killed herself."

"Alcina Gallegos?"

"Yes, she died stepping in front of a sword meant for Gage."

Galen saw the fear in her eyes as she remembered each life. "And Daria Ackland?"

Tears sprang into her dark eyes. "Yes." It was a painful whisper.

"And how did she die?"

A single tear slipped from her eye. "You saved her."

Saved her? He killed her. But perhaps in her mind, killing Daria equaled saving her, saving her from the pain, the memories, and the humiliation. Sofia must have known it was the only merciful thing to do.

He nodded and took her hand in his to offer comfort. "And Sinead Flynn?"

"Yes, she died protecting those she cared about—her men and their families, her army."

"And... you know who I am?" His eyes narrowed on her, hoping he was a good memory for her. He had loved this woman in two lives, just the same as Gage and Ambrose.

She dropped her head, and tears silently fell. Big brown eyes looked up into his. "Yes, I know you, da."

When she called him da, his heart nearly fractured. He hadn't been called that in hundreds of years, and it sounded like heaven in his ears. It was what Sinead called him; by all rights, he was her father, and da meant dad in Gaelic. A shortened version of dadai.

He reached out and took her chin in his hand. "I've missed you so much, mo páiste."

Sofia crawled across the couch to him, curled up on his lap, and cried on his shoulder. Galen held her tight as she let go of all her pain, and anguish. He was never a touchy-feely sort of person, yet he needed to hold her. He had searched for her ever since Kara died a hundred and fifty years ago. Sinead was his life for so long, and his love for her grew with every year. And what he saw in Sofia, he saw in Sinead: strength and endurance. Sofia was more like Sinead than she was the other three, at least in her fighting spirit. Yet he surmised she was more like Kara in her personality.

Sinead was a fearless queen who commanded an army of almost a thousand supernaturals. She was a fair leader, loyal to her army. Sinead fought in battle side by side, believing that to earn their respect, she needed to risk her life for them as they did for her. There wasn't a man who wouldn't have gladly sacrificed their life for her protection, but in the end, she sacrificed her life to save over two hundred men.

I swear to fucking god, if you assholes don't stop making her cry, I will kill each of you slowly! Gage roared in Galen's head.

She is fine, son; she is remembering some of her past. I promise to take care of her.

Why can't she block me anymore?

Your bond has gotten too strong because she is finally opening herself up to who she was and is.

Sofia sat up and frowned at him. "Who are you talking to? Gage?"

"And how do you know I was talking to him?"

"Because I sort of felt him here. It's like I could hear his voice, but he wasn't talking to me. I couldn't make out what he was saying, though."

"He was worried about you. I told him you were with me." He wiped away her last tear. "Sofia, I know your lives have been hard, but we can fix this. We can kill that bastard once and for all, and you can live happily ever after."

She snorted, then laid her head back on his shoulder.

"You have to accept those shitty lives you had and learn from them. Once you let go of the past, forgive yourself for your mistakes, and forget any regrets, your powers will come to you. Use your knowledge of these four women to ignite a fire in you. It's okay to be mad about their lives, but use that anger to your advantage, sweetheart. Sinead was powerful, but when she came back as Daria, she was afraid to use it—to wield it—for fear she'd let someone else down. Then Alcina and Kara lived as humans because of their fear of that kind of power and because of what happened to Daria. And we know how it ended for Daria and Kara; they both were destroyed to either save themselves or someone they loved." He shifted her and took her face in his hands. "My child, you can't be afraid of that power any longer; your life depends on it now more than ever."

A crease formed between her brows. "Wait, does Gage know who I am? Ambrose told me not to tell him right now because of the pain Kara caused him."

"No, he doesn't. And I agree with Ambrose for now. When Gage is ready to see who you are, then he will." He lied; he assumed Gage had figured it out a while back, though his son kept it quiet. Galen stood with her and set her feet on the floor. "Now, let's practice something small here in your office since I get the feeling that you don't want to deal with your men right now."

"They are not my men.”

His smile was quick. "Oh, my dear, make no mistake about it; they are your men."
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Sofia was a bitch. There was no denying it. And she felt like a super-bitch for getting Jericho and Raphael in deep shit with Gage and Galen, and probably Ambrose too. Sure, Alek and Ambrose both experienced their wrath, but it was different for them. To be honest, she owed them all an apology, but Raphael and Jericho were her top priorities. She was closer to these two men than the others, and they didn't deserve what she did to them. Sofia wasn't even this close to Jando and Pedro, her nighttime bodyguards; since she went to bed, she didn't spend as much time with them.

Jericho and Raphael were saints for putting up with her recent mood swings. And she was surprised they hadn't quit or killed her. Instead, they showed a great deal of patience, and for that, she was grateful.

So she had to man up, grow a set, and apologize to the two warriors who waited downstairs for her. When she walked into the kitchen, she heard them talking and laughing with Daryn. They had grown to like Daryn a lot because of her easy-going attitude, and they weren't afraid of pissing her off as quickly as they could with the other three.

Sofia entered quietly, yet both men turned immediately when they sensed her. Both nodded, not saying a word. They were most likely mad as hell at her for getting plowed over by Gage, and they had every right.

"Morning," Daryn smiled. "Coffee's ready." She took a cup out and poured Sofia coffee.

"Thanks. Is Alek around?"

"Yeah, he and Ambrose are around here somewhere. Zander and Dane went into the office today. Gage stepped out, but said he'd be back shortly."

"Thanks. Can I talk to these guys in private, please?"

"Of course." Daryn walked over to Sofia, gave her a quick hug, and left.

Both Jericho and Raphael sat at the kitchen table, legs kicked out in front of them. Both watched her, waiting for her to make the first move.

Leaning against the counter, she eyed her guards. "Look, guys. I am so sorry about yesterday and-"

The two large warriors stood and walked over to her with a purpose that made her step back further into the cold granite counter. Raphael picked her up and sat her on the counter, so they were closer to eye level.

Raphael was roughly the same height and weight as Jericho. Both had jet black hair; while Jericho had deep blue eyes, Raphael's were dark brown, so dark they almost looked black. His hair was shaggier than Jericho's, hanging to the base of his neck and over his ears. Raphael always had a well-trimmed, thin, scruffy beard that looked like a three-day growth. And when he smiled, twin dimples appeared. He was damn handsome; hell, they both were.

"You do know Roan and Ariana will go bat-shit crazy if they sees my ass on the counter, right?"

"Counting on it," Raphael grinned, dimples winking. He stepped closer to her, hooked his knuckle under her chin, and looked into her eyes. "I am sorry, sweetheart if we scared you yesterday. We had no intention of doing that." He placed a kiss on her forehead and moved back for Jericho.

"Yeah, we were only playing with you. I guess you didn't see it that way, though. You dish out so much shit to us that sometimes we forget what you must be going through." Jericho stepped up and kissed her head.

Shaking her head, she protested. "No, you guys don't owe me an apology; I owe you one. I don't always know what it is that sets me off. When I suddenly feel out of control, I panic, and then bad things happen. I don't know how to stop it, and then, as Alek says, I lose my shit." Both men grinned at her. "Raph," she said, reaching for him and pulling him back to her. "I am so sorry about the elbow to the mouth. Are you okay?"

Raphael laughed. "Sweetheart, it takes more than your elbow to hurt me. It just startled the shit out of me. I didn't expect you to attack us in the back seat. And we're sorry that we tried to contain you." He moved closer when Sofia tugged him to her, his arms wrapped around her.

Sofia pulled him in for a hug, then kissed his cheek. "I'm still sorry about everything yesterday."

He winked at her, holding her tight. "No worries, Doc."

She looked at Jericho and held her hand out to him for him to move back up.

"Move aside, asshole. If I look as pathetic as you, maybe she'll kiss me too."

A deep chuckle escaped Raphael. "First, let her slam an elbow into your mouth. I'd love to watch."

Sofia smiled at Jericho, tugged him to her, and kissed him too. "You guys are the best. You know that, right? I spend the most time with the two of you, and I couldn't ask for two better bodyguards. But if you call yourselves my babysitters again, I will be forced to hit you in the mouth with something, like a skillet." She smiled at both warriors when they chuckled.

Raphael narrowed his dark eyes at her. "By the way, which one of us is Fido, and which is Spot?"

Sofia winced. "Oh, about that, sorry."

Jericho shook his head and chuckled, "Little shit."

"Seriously guys, I look forward to my time with you two, and I never meant to put you on the other end of Gage's or Ambrose's fists. And for that, I am truly sorry."

"Awe, those two aren't that bad." Jericho winked.

Raphael narrowed his eyes on her. "It's that fucker Galen who scares me. If you ever cause him to attack me, you and I will have serious problems." A sexy grin covered his face.

"We can take Lucifer and Vader. We just don't want to make them feel as superior as shit if we happen to lose." Jericho chuckled.

"I am superior as shit, and don't forget it." Gage joked as he entered the kitchen, he gave Sofia a smile and a wink. "These guys must need a new lesson."

"Yeah, whatever, man," Raphael said, giving Gage a smirk as he stepped away.

Gage sniffed the air as the men moved back. "Has my woman been kissing you guys?"

"Uh, no." Jericho lied, moving further from Gage's path. While they didn't fear Gage, they were standing between him and his mate, so getting out of his way seemed like an intelligent move.

Gage laughed. "Uh-huh. I know this little hellion." Sofia slapped his arm. "I bet she apologized for yesterday and gave you both hugs and kisses to make up for all of it. And she'll probably steal cookies to give you too. She's such a mean little thing, isn't she?" Gage stepped between her legs and kissed her on the lips.

"When she elbows you in the mouth for no reason, yes," Raphael said as he sat back down at the table with his coffee, winking at Sofia when she glanced around Gage.

"Where's Ambrose?" She asked her mate.

"He's around here somewhere. Why?"

She let out a breath. "'Cause I haven't seen him since yesterday morning when my nuclear plant blew." She gave him a small smile at the description of her meltdown.

"Well, baby, that's because he is so damn mad that he doesn't trust himself with you right now. He's beating the shit out of the bags downstairs. He'll calm down after he knocks the sand all out. I'm going back to The Alliance to see if Dustin needs some help for a while." He winked and kissed her once more. Turning to Jericho and Raphael, "She's all yours." He paused and looked back at the grinning duo.

"We know what you mean, brother." Jericho chuckled.

After Gage left, Sofia thought for a moment, then hopped down off the counter. "I'm going downstairs to see Ambrose, so leave us alone. I can be as stubborn as he can, so this may take some time."

Raphael tipped his chin. "Go easy on him, sweetheart; that badass adores the shit out of you."

"Don't you all?" She winked and let out a laugh at the looks on their faces.
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Sofia stopped outside the home gym, hearing a consistent thump, thump, thump of the bag Ambrose hit. She hoped like hell he had released some of his anger for her since yesterday. Ambrose was even more livid than Alek was, and he pulled a gun on her twice, as he told her many times.

She got it; Alek explained it to her. She scared them to death when they realized they had drawn their weapons on her. And honestly, she hadn't even thought of the consequences of her actions before she popped onto the roof of the Tahoe. Now she understood what to expect if she ever startled them again.

Cautiously, she opened the door and walked in, shutting it behind her. Leaning against the door, she watched Ambrose hit the bag with his back to her. His black hair was damp as his assault continued. He was shirtless, and his tan skin had a light sheen of sweat covering him. His muscles in his back rippled with each punch he threw at the helpless bag.

He stopped and caught the bag without turning around. "Go away, Sofia. I want to be alone."

"No."

"Go. Now." His voice carried more authority this time.

"No, I can't."

He spun to face her, roaring. "Get the fuck out now!"

Sofia turned around to the door and locked herself in with the big, livid warrior. This may not have been the smartest move, but hey, it was done now. "No. I can't. I won't. I need to talk to you, Ambrose."

He took four long steps toward her and pushed her back into the door, his big hand in the center of her chest. "I do not want to talk to you, let alone see you right now. So, go fuck with someone else." He moved away and went back to his bag.

"Maybe I just want to fuck with you."

He grabbed the swinging bag and sucked in a breath at the double meaning.

"Ambrose, I understand why all of you were so mad at me yesterday, and I'm sorry. I never meant for any of it to happen. I'm sorry; I really am. Sometimes I don't know why I react the way I do."

She watched as the muscles in his arms and back rippled with anger. She wasn't sure what to do to calm him down and make him understand. He had never been this angry with her before, and it terrified her. The pain and rage in his green eyes had her thinking she should run. Only her feet moved her closer to him instead.

When she reached him, her hand went to his back and touched him. Before she knew it, he had grabbed her and slammed her down on her back on the mat with his massive body covering hers. His hands caught hers and held each one next to her head.

"Ambrose," Sofia whispered when the air was forced out of her lungs.

"Damn you, Sofia." He searched her eyes for a moment, lowering his mouth to hers, and he kissed her. His cinnamon-laced tongue entered her mouth and encouraged her. When she kissed him back, he deepened the kiss and took what he wanted and needed. Groaning, he pulled away and looked at her with eyes as black as coal. "I want you right here, right now."
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Ambrose's body vibrated with anger. He had never been so mad at anyone in his life, and that said a lot considering the assholes he worked with for so many years. Yet, this five-foot-five, hundred-and-twenty-pound woman had him so fucking angry that he didn't even trust himself around his men, let alone her.

He thought beating the shit out of the bags would work the volatility out of him; he was fucking wrong. He'd been hammering the shit out of them for over an hour, and with each well-placed punch, he became angrier with her.

Now the little terrorist was in his space, trying to apologize for yesterday. Well, fuck that. He couldn't just forget that he pointed his gun at her head, ready to shoot the intruder who landed on the roof of the Tahoe.

And here she was, pinned under his body on the floor. What he noticed right away was that she wasn't afraid of him in this state. He sensed no distress coming off her—apprehension, yes, but not an ounce of fucking terror.

Well, shit.

Ambrose wanted her hot little body to ripple with fear; he wanted her to beg him to release her. He wanted to see tears in her dark eyes. And that made him feel like an asshole.

"Ambrose." Her soft voice pulled him out of his thoughts.

He focused on her molten eyes and let go of her wrists, which he held beside her head. Propping himself up, he looked down at her. "You need to go before I lose all control with you."

Ambrose began to move off her when her hands came up to both sides of his neck to stop him. "No, I won't leave. Either talk this out or lose control with me; I don't care, but I can't walk away when you're this angry at me."

He closed his eyes and took a deep breath through his nose, then lowered his forehead to hers. "Do you have any idea how I feel knowing I pointed my gun at your head yesterday? One small move from you, and I could have pulled the trigger; we all could have. And I wouldn't have been able to live with that, Sofia. Not after watching you die in front of me once before."

One of her hands left his neck and moved to his head. She ran her fingers through his short, damp hair. "I know. I'm so sorry, Ambrose; I really am. I am sorry about before too; that was a shitty thing for Kara, for me to do to the both of you." Her eyes begged him, "Forgive me, please."

He closed his eyes again and turned into her hand, which was caressing his hair. "Fuck," he whispered. When his eyes opened, they were jet black again as he allowed his fangs to lengthen. "I won't hurt you, Bella, but you better be fucking quiet. I don't need my guys coming to your rescue." In a blink, he sank his fangs into her neck.

Yeah, it was a shitty thing to do, sinking his fangs into her neck out of anger, but it was about to get worse for her because he would not fuck her while he fed. No, this was her punishment—to suffer while he fed from her vein. After taking his fill, he'd strip her naked and fuck her, but he wanted her body to remember the pain.

Did this make him a complete asshole? You bet, and he didn't care.

He wanted her at his mercy, under his control, and submissive to his body and his needs. And holy fuck, he needed this woman as much as he needed Melina. Some days, that scared him shitless.

When his fangs sank deep into the soft flesh of her neck, he heard her gasp as her body thrust into his. With each pull of her vein, her body became more responsive; she arched into him and ground her hips into his. Sofia's hands slid down to the waistband of his sweatpants, trying to get inside, but he grabbed her hand, slamming it over her head and holding it in his iron grip.

She struggled to free herself, but he was too strong. Her struggles increased, thrashing under his body as a soft plea left her lips, begging him to free her. "Let my... hands go. Please, please." She struggled to speak; her sexual desires hijacked her body.

He pulled his fangs out without sealing up the wound and looked at her. "I said I wouldn't hurt you. I'm not them, Sofia, so don't think for a damn minute I'll stake you to the fucking floor and rape you." He lowered his head and licked up the dripping blood, sealing twin holes. Sinking his fangs in once more, he sucked her exotic nectar, pulling it into his mouth rather than siphoning it into his fangs. After a few long minutes, he sealed the wound up. Rising back up, he looked down at her. "Tell me you know I would never hurt you, Bella."

She nodded with tears that threatened to escape. "I know." Her body was on fire from him feeding from her. Her hips tried desperately to move against him. "I need you inside me, please."

Ambrose held her gaze with black eyes, fangs out. "No." He nudged her head aside and sank his canines in once more, pulling hard from her vein until she came three more times. He had to hand it to her, though, she never screamed from the orgasms, and he knew they hit her fucking hard. Her body was damp from the ecstasy of multiple orgasms. Sofia trembled under him. Her breathing came in harsh, short breaths.

When he licked the wound shut, he buried his face in her neck and kissed her, inhaling her scent. "I wish I could apologize for that, but I can't." His hand still held both of hers above her head, and she stopped struggling to free herself from his grip.

"Look at me." Her words were a whisper.

He raised his face and met her gaze. Not knowing what to say to her, he stared into her dark eyes. What could he say?

Sofia raised her head and kissed him. Ambrose let her take the lead, needing to see what she wanted from him. She kissed him softly at first, opening his mouth with her tongue. Sofia kissed him harder, tasting him and her blood on his lips.

Ambrose groaned, ground his hips into her, and deepened the kiss. Fuck, he needed to feel this woman under him naked, to feel his cock buried deep inside her and fucking her until he made her come again and again.

Having Sofia under him opened up all the feelings he had for Kara, and pieces of him broke in two for her. The woman who haunted his dreams for a hundred and fifty years, the woman he couldn't save—the woman he missed and still loved after all this time.

He severed the kiss, resting his nose on hers. "I need you to leave right now, Sofia." He stood, pulling her up with him, and ushered her to the door.

"No, Ambrose, I-"

"You need to go. I am in no condition to be left alone with you, let alone anyone. I accept your apology, but I need you to leave." He opened the door and pushed her out, locking it behind her.
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Sofia shifted her feet while waiting for Galen to show up. He had called a meeting at the house, and everyone was waiting on the patio outside. And she was a nervous ball of energy, not because of this gathering but because of the tension still between her and Ambrose. He took her blood without having sex with her, and it left her wired. While Jericho and Raphael never said a word, she suspected they knew she had, uh, untamed desires. Sure, she took a shower to remove the scent Ambrose left her with, but something in their eyes told her they knew what happened. They weren't stupid.

Galen arrived with Dane, a box of supplies, and a cooler. He looked at Ambrose. "Can you call all your men down here? Gage's team is behind us. I need to talk to your teams about something."

Ambrose looked at Sofia first, then nodded to Galen. He sent out a mental message to his team. Come down here, men, Galen has called a meeting. The Terminators have pulled in and will be joining us.

Gage walked around the side of the house with his team behind him. He glanced over at Ambrose and nodded, his eyes landing on Sofia. His intense gaze told her he knew something had happened between her and Ambrose. How? Did Ambrose tell him? No, he wouldn't do that. Ambrose would protect her from anything or anyone, even Gage.

Well, shit, this was awkward. But it shouldn't be. Gage wanted Ambrose to take her blood, which meant having sex with him, even if she didn't this time. And let's not forget the fact that he took Melina's blood and had sex with her weekly. So why should she feel guilty? She was getting tired of tip-toeing around him. It seemed like he was getting more and more edgy these days, and she never knew what would set him off.

Gage stopped at Ambrose and said something in his ear, then walked over to her. Pulling her into his arms, he lowered his mouth to hers and kissed her. "Hey, gorgeous."

She couldn't help but smile up at him. "Hey, stud muffin. What's this all about?"

He pinched her butt. "What did I tell you about calling me that?" His eyes smiled as he answered her, "Galen wants to step up our forces."

"Hey, no touchy-feely shit with all of us here." Davis, the Aussie from Team Rebellion, said to Gage.

"I second that. Most of us have seen more than we want to." Callisto from Terminators agreed.

Cameron propped his rifle over his shoulder. "And most of us have heard more than we want to admit yet can't forget."

Gage flipped them off and grinned.

"Okay, thanks for coming in early," Galen said to the Terminators. "You all know the brief story about the woman, Daria, who was held, and her blood was used to build an army." He waited for the men to offer a grim nod. "What I haven't told any of you has to do with Sinead. She was not an ordinary Original Being. She was much more."

"How do you mean?" Gage rested his chin on Sofia's head.

Galen looked at Sofia. "Sinead was extraordinarily powerful, and I feel some of the same powers coming from Sofia. Though she has not let loose with most of them yet, she will. And if Sofia can wield the same power that Sinead did, that means only one thing: she is our queen."

Sofia laughed. "Oh, okay."

His hard stare snapped her mouth shut. "I'm serious. Sinead was our queen. She could command any man to do her bidding. She won the hearts of all the men around her; therefore, they pledged their allegiance to her. Sinead commanded an army of close to a thousand supernatural beings. They fought for her, they protected her, they respected her, and they loved her as their queen. Her love, compassion, and friendship sealed the bond she had with her army. She didn't die in an accident. She died protecting her warriors. She sacrificed herself to save two hundred of her soldiers and their families." Galen glanced at Gage, at Ambrose, and then at all the men. "I know you see this, son. Ambrose can too."

Everyone remained quiet—so quiet, it was eerie.

"Who the hell is Sinead?" Jando asked.

"Oh, I forgot you didn't know about her. She was a young girl I raised as my own when her parents died. I trained her to fight, wield, and use her powers. As she grew, so did her following of warriors who pledged their lives to her. She became the most powerful queen in history to date. And I see many of the same qualities in Sofia that Sinead had." He looked directly at Sofia. "But I feel more intensity radiating from Sofia, and I am confident that she will surpass the power that Sinead exercised."

Zander rubbed his eyes. "Shit, if they won't say it, then I will. Galen's right; I told you all that Sofia has all our guys so wrapped around her finger that they'd turn on us if it meant protecting her."

Galen nodded at Zander. "I have been at The Alliance and am here enough to see how these men react to her. Every one of you would do anything for her, and she doesn't even have to ask. I've watched how you treat her with love and respect, and because of that, she will move mountains for all of you warriors." Galen scanned the crowd of men. "And I'm certain all of you know this."

Many nodded their agreement, glancing at Sofia wrapped in Gage's arms.

"She is a queen to all vamps, hybrids, and Original Beings alike. And it's time for Sofia to build a small army of her own and step up to take her place among the supernatural population, especially if we want to rid the world of Vega and his army. She is the key to killing Vega once and for all, for good this time. So far, only Gage, Ambrose, and Dustin have her blood in their veins. And you've all witnessed firsthand the power her blood has given them and how it changed Dustin from a human to a supernatural being. Gage has come into more of his powers as well." He threw Ambrose a nasty glance. "Yet that one seems to be stagnant. So now it's time to expand."

"Been a little busy, fucker." Ambrose's big arms crossed over his chest.

"What the hell is wrong with you?" Sofia yelled at him. "You can't just walk in here and say I'm a damn queen. This is insane, Galen, even for you. And don't you think you should have talked to me first? Run this crazy scenario by me before you open your mouth and spew out this insane theory?"

Galen turned his steely gaze on her. "No. You need to be protected, and this is the best way. You need a small army of men to ensure your safety before history repeats itself. Or do you want to be kidnapped, chained up, and have your blood drained all the while you're raped daily? It's what happened to Daria." He left out the fact that she had endured this in two lives, as the men and Gage were not to know about this.

The men snarled and growled at Galen's harsh words. Some even moved as if they were going to go after him.

Gage grabbed Sofia as she lunged at Galen. "Baby, hear him out." His arms hooked her waist and her shoulder, tugging her back into his body.

Galen motioned to the warriors. "Do you see what I mean? Did you hear their reactions to what I said? Many of them even took a step forward, either to shut me up or get between you and me. Raphael, Jericho, Pedro, and Jando all formed a protective barrier around you, or haven't you noticed that either?"

Sofia looked around, and sure enough, her four guards surrounded her and Gage.

Zander frowned. "You want to build an army with her blood? That sounds like a great idea, but..." He glanced over at Gage.

"It won't bind her to them sexually if that's what you're asking. Their blood must be in her as well for that to happen." Galen answered his unasked question, never looking at Sofia.

"And you are out of your damn mind if you think I'm letting a bunch of the guys drink from me." A few eyebrows rose at her. "No offense, guys, but sorry, no way, not after I know what the side effects are."

"Sofia, we changed Dustin intravenously," Dane spoke up. "They will not be drinking from your vein as they would have in the old days." He grinned at her.

Frowning, she said, "Oh, yeah." Her eyes flew to Galen. He knew what was swirling around in her head; Sinead either screwed all her men or suffered through them feeding from her vein. She felt sick; she was a goddamned slut in her previous life, then raped in two others. Sofia took a deep breath to force the bile back down. The more horrific details she learned about her previous lives, the sicker she became. At the moment, she forgot that her life consisted of many short-term relationships or one-night stands. So, her current life wasn't all that different from her previous ones, with the exception that she wasn't a prisoner or forced against her will.

If she ever died again, she was determined to come back as a nun in her next life.

Galen continued and looked at Gage and Ambrose. "You two have been quiet."

"We've all seen her command over us. She has united us in a way that we hadn't before, and she has every damn one of us wrapped around her finger. I tend to agree with you since I can no longer scare Jericho and Raph with threats. They'd kill me to protect her; I'm certain of it." Ambrose said, glancing at his men as they grinned in agreement.

"Gage?" Galen waited for his son to speak.

"I have felt something different with her from the beginning. She has never shown fear of any of us, starting with me. And her compassion makes me sick some days," Gage grinned when Sofia elbowed his stomach. "Her first instinct is to put others first, to protect those around her. So, yeah, I can see that."

Sofia held her hand up to stop the madness. "Hold up. Come on, how can we know this? And is there any proof that what you're saying is even remotely true?"

Galen smiled and stepped up to Sofia, taking her from Gage. He turned her around. When he did, she gasped. All the warriors, even her family, had taken to one knee in honor of their queen. "Here is your proof."

She pinched the bridge of her nose. "Get up, you guys, now." When they didn't move, "Now, dammit!"

Every man stood, obeying her, and gave her a bow of their heads out of respect.

Sofia looked up at Gage, and he tugged her back into his arms and whispered in her ear. "Eos, I think my old man is right. You need to be open-minded and try to accept this." He placed a soft kiss on her temple.

"Here's what we suspect will happen," Dane began. "We do not know for sure since there are no records of what happened before when an army was built with blood. Ultimately, we would like to infuse Zander and Alek since they are full-blood hybrids. We want to do a couple of full-blood vamps, a made-vamp, a made-hybrid, and a hybrid-vamp. We won't be changing any more humans for now since it's so time-consuming, but we're not ruling it out. First, we want to try this on a couple of you to see how you change. So, we are looking for a few volunteers, but we'll start with full-blood vamps, they will be more powerful than all other breeds."

Alek had a mischievous grin on his face. "I don't know about this. Will her blood make me even goofier?"

Zander and Alek were both full-blood hybrids, which meant they were born of two hybrid parents. While they had retractable fangs, they did not need blood to survive; they took it for pleasure only.

Moans and groans erupted at the unpleasant thought of Alek becoming more of an idiot than he already was. On the days that Alek and Sofia teamed up, they could clear a room with their adventures. Or gather a crowd in need of a good laugh.

"Yeah, that's all we need; you goofier than you are now. I'll do it," Jericho said without hesitation. He glanced at Sofia and winked.

"And what breed are you?" Galen asked.

"A full-blood vamp." Which meant Jericho was born a vampire, like a full-blood hybrid; he was born from two full-blood vampires.

"Are you serious? Why have you never told me?" Sofia was surprised by this; she had always thought he was a hybrid or hybrid-vampire. It was hard to tell who was what since there were no obvious signs.

"You never asked, Doc. Besides, I'm pretty sure it's in my medical records."

"Oh, screw you. Do you have any idea what that first week was like for me? You could all be pixies and elves for all I know."

Snorts followed by colorful responses to being called fairytale creatures echoed all around Sofia. Warriors of their caliber took offense to being referred to as Tinker Bell or Santa's helpers, but coming from Sofia, they let it slide.

Raphael spoke up. "Count me in too. May as well have her second daytime babysitter on board."

"You boys are a riot. Remember that I know how to make your day really damn long."

Raphael laughed. "Sweetheart, we don't need reminding."

"And what are you?" Galen asked once again.

"Full-blood vamp."

"Are you sure you two aren't pixies? Somedays you are way too sweet to be a vampire." Sofia smirked.

The men busted out laughing at Sofia's remark and Raphael's expression. "Don't forget, Doc, we know how to make your day damn long, too." Raphael lost his grin when Sofia's smile faded.

Sofia sobered. These men didn't hesitate; they were just willing to do it because it was for her. She tried to hide her shock. "Thanks, guys, but now I have to ask my nighttime bodyguards... What the hell?" She looked at Jando and Pedro. Why hadn't they volunteered?

Oh, right, because she was a pain in their ass too.

Gage chuckled. "They're both full-blood vamps too. Dane only wants two for now."

"Shit, I seriously need to go over everyone's medical files to see what breed you all are. I'm pretty sure a few of you are a species all your own." Her eyes landed on Ambrose, and she smiled.

"We'll be next on the list though, Doc," Jando added with another grin.

Galen eyed the remaining men. "Okay, we need a made-vamp." A made-vamp was a human who was near death and saved by being infused with vampire blood, like Ambrose.

Derrick, from Gage's team, raised his hand. "I'll do it."

Nodding, Galen went on, "A made-hybrid." A made-hybrid started as a human who was bitten by a vampire, not saved from death, not infused with vampire blood. But the vampire venom changed their body's chemistry, making them nearly as strong as a vampire. They, like the full-blood hybrids, had fangs but did not need blood to sustain them.

"Count me in." Cameron held up his hand.

"And I'm your full-blood hybrid-vamp," Wren spoke up. A full-blood-hybrid-vamp was born of one hybrid parent and one vampire. Like vampires, they needed blood for survival.

Dane smiled and said, "Okay, all you men, come on downstairs to our home clinic; we brought blood. The rest can go back to whatever the hell you do here when Sofia's not causing trouble."

"Ass," Sofia muttered.

Ambrose looked at Galen. "How many of our men do you want to give her blood to?"

Galen glanced at Gage. "All of yours and Gage's team, eventually. I think we need them all, but we may still need to rethink doing all the Phoenix Warriors. But let us test these men first, make sure there are no side effects we aren't expecting, and see what power each breed has once they get her blood."

"Oh, Sofia," Dane stopped, "we need to get a few more pints of blood from you too. From now on, we'll take it from you daily since we don't know how much it will take to change these guys. For the first month, we want to give them a pint each twice a week. Then after that, we hope to go once a week or longer."

"Shit, I hate needles." She grumbled as Raphael came up beside her and tugged on her ponytail, then slung his arm around her shoulder.

"What are your thoughts on fangs, Doc?" He laughed when she elbowed him.
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Sofia kept her word with Zander and spent time with him. And he knew what he wanted to do with her: teach her to shoot the rifles that Team Terminator had taught her to disassemble and reassemble.

The day she had the meltdown on her way to The Alliance was because he asked for her to be brought in so he could take her down to the shooting range. The day was literally shot to hell and back, but since that day, he'd been able to get in three shooting lessons with her. And damn, the woman could shoot. She was a natural; her weapon was an extension of her, and she hit her target each time.

All kill shots.

He wondered if she had this skill in her other lives. Perhaps she was a sharpshooter. That didn't seem reasonable since most women didn't know how to use a weapon, and swords were the weapons of choice for many years back then. Perhaps this was a natural skill of a queen—to be a natural-born fighter.

She had come to him this morning with a request and a plan of attack. He had to grin; the woman was creative and seemed more like his idiot brother's sibling than he did. And the more he saw Sofia's personality shine through, the more he admired her. While he was confident he still liked her more than she did him, he knew one day her defenses would all vanish with him. And he looked forward to that day.

He heard one quick knock on his home office door before it opened, and Sofia stepped in. He saw the mischievous look in her dark eyes when she smiled at him. God, it was good to see her smile at him these days. Seeing the change in her with him lifted a weight off his shoulders. Returning her smile, he said, "Come in, sweetheart. What can I do for you?"

"Nothing much. I want pink for myself when you get me the stuff I asked for."

"You want a pink gun?" A frown formed between his eyes. He wasn't sure if anyone made pink guns.

She laughed. "No, pink bullets."

He tossed his head back and laughed. "Got it."

Sofia paused and bit her bottom lip when she looked at him.

Standing, he came around the large walnut desk to sit on the edge to close the gap between them. "What's the matter, Doc?"

"Are you getting my blood today?"

He watched her face for signs of regret. Was she upset that her blood would also be in his veins? "That's the plan since Alek started last week. Why? Are you okay with that?"

"What I'm not okay with is this queen stuff. I think it's bullshit. Are you okay with it? Getting my blood, I mean?"

He offered her a small smile. "Of course I am. Sofia, whatever you think I am or am not, know this: you are the best thing to blow into our lives in a very long time. You are good for Gage, us, and our teams. We are fortunate to have you."

She dropped her head before looking back into his eyes.

Zander reached out and took her hand, tugging her to him. "Sofia, what is it?"

"It's, well, I owe you an apology." He started to say something, and she stopped him. "No, Zander. I really do. I'm sorry I've been such an ass. I'd like to be able to blame it on the time I spend with the Rebellion and the Terminators, but I'm pretty sure this is all on me." She gave him a grin.

He chuckled. "I'm sure they didn't help any." Without coaching her, she went into his arms and hugged him. He wrapped his arms around her and held her. This was the first time she ever took comfort with him, and it felt damn good. Zander kissed the side of her head. "Sweetheart, all is forgiven if you can grant the same to me for being a bully to you."

Sofia pulled back and smiled at him. "Deal." She kissed him on the cheek. "Don't forget, pink."

"Dammit woman, I'm going to put a cowbell around your neck," Jericho said from the doorway, sucking up all the space, causing Raphael to shove him out of his way.

"Pink what?" Raphael frowned at her and Zander.

"I asked for another pink sweatshirt, and only this one will have someone bent over with their ass in the air with Kiss This written under it."

All three men shook their heads as they laughed at her, knowing it was something she'd wear in a heartbeat.
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Raphael grabbed Sofia's wrist to stop her from trying to shove her hands in his pants.

He and Jericho had been playing games with her, mostly to keep her out of trouble, but it became entertaining. They'd hide treats around the property for her to sniff out. Her sense of smell seemed to be the last sense to develop, so they came up with this game to help sharpen her senses.

Her link to him and Jericho strengthened after they received her blood. However, they were having a few side effects and began comparing the symptoms they were experiencing. They wondered if any of the others felt what they did. They both had more strength and speed, and they sensed her happiness and distress. But that was the plan—to feel her emotions so they could track her. In the past two weeks since receiving her blood, they never once lost her. Thank the fucking gods. Sure, she slipped past them a few times, but they always knew exactly where to find her.

But the other side effects they faced were disturbing, and he needed to pull Dane aside soon and discuss it with him.

And for the love of God, Raphael couldn't stop thinking about her—in sexual ways. Her scent now gave him an instant hard-on. Her smile made his chest flutter with anticipation. If she touched him or brushed up against him, which was often since she was touchy-feely, he had the overwhelming urge to grab her and kiss her senseless. The fact was that a simple smile, a touch, or even her scent drove him mad, and some days it was all he could do to not act on them. He could only assume that Jericho had the same struggles with keeping his hands to himself.

What the fuck was wrong with him?

Raphael and Jericho found distractions to help keep Sofia busy since her cabin fever had become almost unbearable. Their plan had worked so well that Jando and Pedro found games of their own to keep her out of trouble in the evening, mostly from tormenting the teams. They found out what her favorite junk foods were and planted them one at a time, either around the yard or on one of the warriors. The first two took her half the day to find, and yeah, they all had a great time. Payback was a bitch. But her happy dance when she succeeded was worth the wait, causing all the men to grin and shake their heads.

But the truth was, he loved this woman, and so did Jericho. There wasn't anything they wouldn't do for her after they got past the point where they wanted to keep her nailed to a chair or, now, fuck her in one.

Since getting her blood, he had started to love her like he had known her forever. He and Jericho spent the most time with her, unless she was with Gage or Ambrose. Jando and Pedro only had a few hours with her at night since she went to bed on their shift, but she started to sleep less these days. But he could tell when he watched them with her that they were no less attached to her than they were. Her smile, her wit, and her compassion had every one of them ready to stand behind her no matter what. And her respect and love for them all sealed it in their eyes.

And yeah, she was their queen. Looking at Sofia as their queen, the woman whose job it was to unite all supernaturals, didn't seem unnatural; it felt right. She commanded everyone around her without even trying; she won their hearts, and they would do anything for her in return, just as Galen said.

The one thing about Sofia that differed from most other women was that she didn't hide who she was; she had no false pretenses. From day one, she never pretended to be someone other than herself, so she was easy to understand and get to know. She was just Sofia, plain and simple. Only there was nothing plain and simple about her.

"Dammit, Persephone." Holding her wrists, Raphael grinned down at her. "I said no touching. You figure out which pocket it's in and which flavor, and then you get it. No touching or grabbing my shit." Please grab my shit. Grab anything you fucking want.

Her dark eyes danced. "Can I at least move around you?"

Raphael held his arms wide, out to his sides. "Walk, look, smell, but do not touch." Because if you do, I may lose what little control I have left.

"So many rules," she fussed. "And who the hell is Persfony, anyway? And why do all of you guys call me that when you think I can't hear you? My nose may not work so great, but my hearing is pretty damn good now."

He barked out a laugh. "Are you serious? You don't know who she is? And I said Persephone. Per-seph-o-ne." He broke it out in syllables for her. "She was Hade's mate, his queen." He grinned and winked when what he said sank in.

"Idiots. Now stand still." Slowly, she walked around Raphael, looking him up and down while breathing in his scent, or rather, the treat. The problem was that he had so many damn pockets. Cocking her head, she studied him. Moving behind him, she stopped.

"What have I told you about staring at my ass?" He felt a smack in the middle of his back, and he laughed. "Come on, Doc, sometime today would be great. Start with the smell, not the location. What do you smell?"

She stepped closer and sniffed, aware of all the eyes that watched her from walls, windows, the roof, and wherever else anyone had a view.

Jericho came up beside her, put an arm around her shoulder, and tugged her close. "You can do this. Other than the fact he probably needs a shower, what do you smell?"

"Fuck off, man." Raphael chuckled.

"Well, I don't smell pepperoni pizza, which I really had my heart set on, Raph."

Raphael spun to glare at her. "You're out of your damn mind if you think I'm shoving pizza in my pockets for you."

"Mm, pizza pockets." Her eyes twinkled with her mischievous grin.

"Now who's the idiot?" He flicked her nose playfully.

The rest of the warriors were laughing at her banter with Raphael. Sofia had become a source of fun, if not engaging, entertainment these days. And really, they should have thanked her because, without her antics, they'd be bored out of their damn minds.

"Okay, I smell... something fruity."

Brows rose over Raphael's eyes. "Really? You know it's a damn lollipop, so what the hell else do suckers smell like? Meatloaf?"

"I was hoping for pizza, Leonardo." She reiterated her desire for her favorite food, placing her hands on her hips.

Raphael narrowed his dark eyes at her every time she called him a different Ninja Turtle name.

Jericho laughed. "Damn, I'm glad this is your game, not mine, brother. But how about I threaten her for you? If you don't find the sucker in the next two minutes, you won't get the cotton candy I have hidden."

They had figured out pretty quickly that Sofia had a sweet tooth. Her all-time favorites were fruity suckers, not the cheap kind, but gourmet suckers, and cotton candy, preferably blue, but pink would do.

Sofia smiled at Jericho and contemplated. "Really? What flavor? Blue?"

The warriors smiled and chuckled from all over the property at her, pestering the two leaders of Team Rebellion. And the dumbfounded expressions on their faces.

"Since when is blue a flavor?" Jericho just shook his head. "And now you have one and a half minutes."

"Blue is a flavor; I think it's like raspberry or something. Just don't get me yellow; I don't like the flavor of yellow. Okay, damn it. It's watermelon, and it's in this pocket." Sofia grabbed for it in Raphael's front pocket of his cargo pants.

"Whoa." He grabbed her hand through his pants, which was already inside his pocket. "I said no touching." Fuck it to hell! He felt himself get harder as soon as her hand dove into his pocket. "Besides, your hand is damn close to something you shouldn't be grabbing at." He cocked his head at her as he held her hand immobile. "You knew all along, didn't you?"

She gave him a sweet smile but didn't answer him. Her face gleamed with orneriness.

"Get your hand out of my pants, woman."

"What is your hand doing in Raph's pants, Sofia?" Ambrose was suddenly standing next to Jericho, who was grinning.

Sofia pulled her hand out without the sucker, then held it out to Raphael. He chuckled, handing it to her. She stepped up and kissed him on the cheek. "Thanks, di bell'aspetto."

Raphael grinned when she called him handsome in Italian, a language he hadn't used in a long time. Somehow it sounded so fucking sexy when she spoke his native tongue; he resisted the urge to groan.

Davis's accented voice came over the comms. "Are you guys sure it's a good idea to keep hiding sugary shit for her to find? I mean, look at her; we can barely keep up with her as it is. She's like a fucking hummingbird."

"I think I'd have to agree," Ambrose said as he winked at her. "Come on, little terrorist. Zander asked to see you in his office."

Unwrapping the lollipop, she stuck it in her mouth. Over her shoulder, she called to Raphael, "Tomorrow I'd really like pizza, Donatello. And Jericho, I'll be back shortly for my blue cotton candy."

Raphael shook his head while all the others laughed. "And I repeat, I am not shoving pizza in my pockets for you, little shit."
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It was all set up. And Sofia was ready for the best day of her life. In fact, this would probably go down as one of the top five best days of her life.

The backyard would be the coolest war scene ever.

And after she was through making a mess of it, her blood would probably get spilled by Melina over the disaster she was about to create. Who was she kidding? The mess would give Ariana a stroke too.

She used her teleporting skills to set up wireless speakers around the property. Most were in the backyard, since that's where she was confined. Thankfully, the yard had a lot of dense landscape and was nearly an acre. And hell, teleporting was so awesome. The remote in her front pocket of her cargo pants would operate the stereo and control the speakers.

Zander also purchased her full camouflage gear, covering her from head to toe. She pulled her hair up and tucked it under a camo skullcap, and she had even painted her face. These guys were trained soldiers, and this was her first war, so she had to conceal herself and cover all the bases.

Armed with her assault rifle, she teleported herself into dense trees and shrubs in the middle of the yard and waited. It was almost time for the Terminators to take over for the evening shift, so she wanted them coming through the back gate when she launched her attack. They always showed up fifteen minutes early to talk to Team Rebellion about how much trouble she had been that day.

Jerks.

Those big assholes had no idea how much trouble she could be. But they'd soon find out. Payback would be a bitch.

Cocking her head, she listened as the three Tahoes pulled up the driveway. Smiling to herself, she took out the remote to the stereo, and just before the Terminators walked through the gate into the backyard. Her view was clear, and she got ready. To her left, she sighted in Jericho. He was on a platform they built for a higher vantage point. She hit the button on her remote, and music blasted all over the property. A/C D/C's Highway to Hell assaulted everyone's ears.

Sofia used the music for two reasons, the first being that the men couldn't hear which directions the paintballs were fired from. The second was to distract all the guys who had her blood in them since they could all find her easier than the rest because of their bond.

Jericho put his rifle on his shoulder, looked through his scope, looking for the source of the music, and yelled. "Where the fuck is the music coming from?"

All the men were on high alert now as the Terminators came in with their hands on their weapons. She fired at Connor, AKA White Boy. A hot pink blob hit two inches in front of his boot, splattering his boot and pant leg.

Looking down, he hissed. "What the fuck is that?"

Aiming at Jericho once again, she shot a foot in front of him. His mistake was taking a second to analyze what was happening, then she shot him in the center of his chest twice.

Jericho looked down at the hot pink paint that covered his chest and growled. "Motherfucker! Teams, we have a little sniper in the yard armed with a paintball gun. Take cover." He turned just in time to see another ball coming at him, and he ducked. He smiled and said, "Oh, you little terrorist, you'll pay for this."

Sofia got Cameron in her sights; he was on the wall behind her, and she shot a warning shot at him, followed up by nailing him in the thigh.

Then the music stopped. All the men looked around, trying to get a location on her.

"Persephone! You little shit! What's this all about?" Raphael yelled.

"I'm bored out of my damn mind, Michelangelo, so I have decided to start a war. And well, you guys just so happen to be the enemies I am hunting down."

Jericho rubbed a hand down his face, laughed, and shouted back. "And how fair is it that we do not have a weapon?"

Raphael nodded to Jericho, showing him her location. As soon as Jericho looked in her direction, she disappeared.

Her voice came from a new spot in the yard. "I'll give you all sixty seconds to grab a weapon from Zander, then I go on a full attack. Good luck, boys. Try to keep up. 'Cause I'm a damn good shot." She smiled, then turned the music back on to Guns N' Roses, Welcome to the Jungle.

"Sonofabitch!" Raphael grinned. Twirling his finger in the air, he motioned for their team to get a paintball gun. "Grab your weapons!"

Zander appeared by the back door with two stacks of guns. "Terminator guns are on the right; Rebellion on the left. Take three clips. Grab'em and go, boys."

"It appears I'm already dead." Jericho looked at Zander as he grabbed a gun and some extra clips.

Smiling, Zander said, "She gave you and Cam both a warning shot. Catch her if you can."

"So, you're her accomplice, huh?"

Zander smiled.

All sixteen warriors armed themselves with paintball guns and three clips. The Terminators had red paint to represent the blood they loved to spill, and the Rebellion had white, well, because Storm Troopers wore white.

"What's with the fucking oldies?" Wren yelled, referring to the music, shoving his extra clips in his pockets.

Sofia aimed and shot at Callisto; if not for Zuri pushing him out of the way, he'd been hit in the back. She then targeted Zuri, hitting him in the thigh. "Motherfucker," he snarled.

She teleported to another part of the yard, near the back, where she had foliage to hide in, and hunkered down. Sofia knew she had to keep teleporting around in order to stay one step ahead of the sixteen badasses. They were trained warriors, and she needed as many advantages as she could get.

She sighted Davis in and shot him twice center mass. She heard him hiss out little shit in his sexy Australian accent. Smiling, she rolled to her left and spotted Raphael with his back to her, and she fired, hitting him once in the middle of the back and once in the ass.

He spun around and fell to his stomach. "You little punk, I am gonna kick your ass for that!"

"Gotta catch it first!" She yelled over the loud music and then teleported out.

By now, they had figured out that the deafening music was a distraction. She used it so they couldn't hear where the paintballs were being fired from. So, they began to actively hunt the speakers along with Sofia.

Finding Pedro and Azim near each other, she aimed at Azim and shot him three times, the first in the thigh, the second in the stomach, and the third in the heart. He'd be dead if he were human and she had a real gun. Pedro turned to the sound of Azim's groans, but it was too late; she shot him twice in the chest.

"Goddammit. When I find you, I'm going to kick your sassy ass." Pedro grinned, looking down at his Barbie pink chest.

It seemed that everyone was going to kick her ass. Well, they'd have to catch her first and form a line. The music was working like a charm. The men were disoriented. Spotting Jando, she took aim in her scope. Her first paintball hit him in the shoulder, the second in the stomach.

"Well, shit. Why the hell can no one find her?" Jando grumbled.

One by one, Sofia hunted each team member down and shot him two to three times. Some were cheap shots, like in the back or, in Raphael's case, the back and the ass. But she didn't care; she was having the time of her life pelting these big, tough-as-shit warriors with bright pink paintballs. And damn if they didn't look cute all flustered.

Suddenly, the music stopped, not by her choice. She laid low and waited to find out what was happening. Then she heard Ambrose yell, "What the fuck is going on out here?"

Sixteen warriors stopped dead in their tracks, keeping their weapons poised. Since Jando was technically the team leader since their shift began ten minutes ago, he answered. "We've been ambushed by a sniper with a paintball gun. She's still currently on the loose."

Raphael added, "And she doesn't give a shit if you're armed or not and is not below taking cheap shots!" He yelled the last two words loudly for Sofia. "You better take cover."

Ambrose narrowed his eyes and scanned the area, trying to sense her, when a pink paintball hit the toe of his boot. "Sofia, don't you-"

Splat. Splat.

Two rounds hit him square in the chest.

"Told ya so," Raphael smirked at his leader.

"Sofia, get your ass out here, now!" Ambrose's voice boomed through the yard. "And the rest of you come in too."

The sixteen warriors headed toward Ambrose as Jericho and Raphael broke off unnoticed. They silently walked into the garden area, where they were sure Sofia had begun her initial attack. Sneaking up, they spotted her on the ground, lying on her belly.

Raphael pressed his boot into her ass while Jericho came around the front and tapped her shoulder with his plastic weapon. "Game over, you little sniper."

Sofia groaned, "Aw, and I was having so much fun too."

Jericho reached down and took her gun from her. "Get your ass up, sweetheart; time to face the music."

She looked up at Jericho, smiling. "I can't, someone killed my music."

Raphael grabbed the waist of her pants and pulled her up. "Smartass." Raphael grinned as he nudged her forward with his plastic rifle.

Jericho eyed her up and down, noting that she was so camouflaged that a trained Marine wouldn't have seen her. He grinned. "Jesus. Look at you; no wonder we couldn't spot you." He tapped her nose. "Nice face paint, sweetheart."

Raphael poked her in the back with his gun. "I think I owe you one." And he shot her in the ass.

Sofia jumped and squealed, "Ouch."

"Oh, I'm sorry. Did my gun go off? It doesn't feel good, does it?" A wicked grin taunted her.

The two warriors came walking out with Sofia like she was a prisoner of war, carrying her gun with his own. Jericho stopped her in front of Ambrose. They each remained by her sides.

Sofia looked at all the faces of the men, most of whom were grinning at her with admiration for her well-planned attack. Mostly they smiled because she shot Ambrose twice in the chest. They lived for the moments when she got the best of the big bastard.

Ambrose stood with his large arms folded over his chest as she walked towards him with a smile on her painted face. "What the hell?" He eyed her from head to toe.

"Jesus Christ, no wonder we couldn't find her." Jando chuckled.

"Who was your accomplice?" Ambrose cocked his eyebrow at her.

She folded her arms over her chest, mimicking his pose, and grinned. "I'll never tell."

"Zander; he's the one who supplied us with the guns." Raphael flicked her ear, she laughed and caught his hand.

"By the way," Sofia said, looking at all the men, "you boys sure do look pretty in pink."

Laughing, Ambrose shook his head at her. "I take it you had fun?"

"Yes, Vader, the best time ever. If you hadn't been a big grump, we'd still be having fun. Besides, I still see some black areas on the guys that could use some more pink."

Jericho leaned around Sofia, looked at Raphael's back, and laughed. "Brother, she shot you in the ass?"

"Yes, she did, damn little shit. But I noticed she took you out immediately. Two to the chest? It's as bad as being shot in the ass." He pulled Sofia to him in a loose headlock, whispering in her ear, "You will pay for this, sweetheart." He left a kiss on her temple.

"Jesus fucking Christ. It looks like Valentine's Day threw up out here." Gage said when he stopped beside Ambrose, surveying the pink paint that covered the men, plus the red and white blobs that missed their targets. "What the hell happened?" He took a double look at Sofia and chuckled. "Well, shit, baby. Look at you."

"Apparently, your woman has become a sniper and took out both of our teams." He gave both teams a look that had them grumbling about an unfair advantage. "And she has no qualms about shooting an unarmed man." Ambrose tried his best to hide his smile.

"Or shooting someone in the back or ass." Raphael bumped her with his elbow.

Jericho, still holding her gun in his left hand, lightly tapped her leg with it. Understanding what he was doing, she reached over and took hold of the weapon, and in one swift motion, she lifted it, aiming at Gage.

Arching a black brow at her, he said, "Oh, baby, you'd really better think this through." His grin was wicked. "I will pay you back."

Sofia gave him a sweet smile. "Someone taught me to show no fear and always strike first."

Splat. Splat. Splat.

The sixteen warriors all groaned, then busted out laughing as the sniper struck again, hitting Lucifer three times in the center of his chest.

Pink paint splattered up to his face; he didn't move for a moment, then, looking down at his chest, he grinned. Walking up to Sofia, he spoke to all the warriors telepathically. Listen up. Circle around her fifteen feet out; on my mark, you all get one shot. No neck or headshots, or I'll rip your fucking arms off.

Stopping in front of her, he tilted her chin up with one hand as he took her gun with the other. She was so focused on him that she didn't notice the warriors circling her. "Pink, huh? Nice touch. And now you really do look like Rambo." He grinned at her and kissed her lips before moving away.

With a swirl of his finger, Gage gave the go-ahead to shoot. Sixteen paintballs came flying at her from every direction. Sofia covered her face with her hands, screaming. She stood there and took the hits.

Cracking up, she looked at Gage. "You guys feel better now?"

Yes! Damn straight and fuck yeah, seemed to be the universal answers.

Giving Gage an ornery smile, she walked up to him. "You know, you need more paint on you."

"Yeah, well, I have your gun." He cocked a brow at her, not trusting her. He never trusted her when she had that look in her eyes.

"I don't need one." She jumped up on him, wrapping her legs around him. His reaction was to catch her before he thought about what she was doing. Paint coated his hands from her butt and back, and his stomach and chest were covered in the red and white goop on the front of her.

Gage let out a deep laugh. "You little shit. Why don't I ever see what you're up to?"

Sofia laughed; it seemed everyone called her little shit more than they did her name these days. But she had to admit that she had earned the nickname. Giving these sixteen tough guys hell was what got her up in the morning. And they were damn good sports about the shit she had pulled on them.

Ambrose chuckled. "Sorry, man, but I did teach her to play by her own rules to throw everyone off. I think we'll need to hose the two of you down because if you step into the house like this, Ari will have a stroke. As it is, my woman will have one once she sees this backyard."

Sofia slid down Gage's body and turned when Ambrose stepped up behind her. Grinning down at her, he held a finger under her chin. "Well done, Rambo, well done." Sofia went to hug him, and he put his hand on her head to hold her back at arm's length. "Yeah, I don't think so. I'm not as blind as your mate, sweetheart. Nice try, though."

*****
[image: image]


The Alliance was empty. It looked like a ghost town.

Everyone was at the family home, or fortress, as Sofia had them all calling it. Since the place was empty of all five Phoenix leaders, now was the perfect time to snatch a bag of Sofia's blood. Hell, they weren't even keeping track of how much they had on hand anymore as it was used so often for the men they were changing with it.

She gave blood almost daily now to keep up with the warriors; they were changing with her blood. And some of it was picked up by Ambrose to use for himself. Since Galen spilled the beans about Ambrose taking her blood, he assumed Ambrose opted for bagged blood over taking it from Sofia's vein. Though he wondered why since he got the feeling there was more going on between Sofia and Ambrose than either let on.

What he had in his favor was that no one would give him a second thought if he roamed anywhere inside The Alliance. He could come and go without raising an eyebrow. He was trusted and known, which meant if he got caught by someone, he'd be able to make up an excuse they'd believe.

Once he grabbed a bag of blood, he headed out to deliver it to Vega.

Shit was about to get real.

And there was no turning back after this.

He hoped to hell the teams were ready for what was about to fall upon them soon. Vega was a ruthless bastard and didn't care who got in his way. The house of horror where all the girls died was proof of that.

While his nerves wreaked havoc on how this would play out, he also smiled as the plan took shape. After Vega sampled her blood, if she was who Vega was looking for, he'd turn Sofia over for four million dollars.

Four fucking million dollars! The vampire didn't even bat an eye at the amount.

The bastard was filthy rich. But he had hundreds of years to accumulate that kind of money.

Shit, he'd be tempted to turn over his own damn mother for that amount.

And he had a team already set to make this plan go off without a hitch. There would be only four others, but they could handle it. They were all fucking tough guys, soldiers, warriors, trained by the best, Ambrose Kane, the second biggest fucker at The Alliance.
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~ Chapter 22 ~
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It was the end of Jericho and Raphael's twelve-hour shift with Sofia. With another day passing by with the two of them being uneasy around Sofia, they decided to talk to Dane. They asked him to meet them in the basement gym in Dane's home at seven-fifteen.

Jericho wasn't looking forward to this conversation with one Doc about the other Doc. How would this go? Hey Dane, since we have been getting Sofia's blood, we both have the urge to fuck her against a wall, on the floor, on the counter, and on the goddamned roof while pulling gargoyle duty.

Oh yeah, that'd go over well. But, shit, it was all he could think about most days, feeling her hot little body writhing under his, screaming his name as he fucked her.

He scrubbed a hand down his face and looked at Raphael as he paced.

Raphael couldn't stand still. "Shit, this is not going to sit well with Gallegos and Kane. They're going to flip the fuck out. Especially Lucifer."

Jericho was leaning against a wall with his arms crossed. "Yeah, nothing we can do about it, brother. It is what it is. We'll all have to deal with this."

"Jesus Christ." Raphael ran a hand through his hair while nerve-racking energy soared through his body.

Dane walked in. "Hey guys, sorry, I was running behind. What's up?"

Raphael abruptly stopped pacing, and Jericho moved away from the wall, looking at each other. Raphael began, "Look, Dane, some weird shit has been happening to us since we've been getting Sofia's blood."

"Weird how?" His eyes darted between the two men.

Weird didn't even cut it.

Jericho winced. Once again, he and Raphael looked at each other. Neither wanted to be the one to break the news. But if he thought this conversation with Dane would be hard, he didn't want to imagine what it'd be like with Gage, Sofia, and Ambrose in the room. One thing he knew for sure was that he, nor Raph, wished to take on Lucifer and Vader at the same time; they'd be as good as dead. Whatever it was about those two, they were more than twice as mean and lethal as all the others at The Alliance. It must be the Original Being blood they both had flowing through their veins.

"Spit it out." Dane glanced between the two men.

"Fine." Jericho glanced once more at his friend. "We are having... feelings." He left it at that and shrugged slightly.

"Like what kind of-" Dane scrubbed a hand down his face. "Fuck! This wasn't supposed to happen, according to Galen!"

Raphael snorted. "Yeah, well, it is. I mean, I think we both sort of felt a connection to her before, but now..."

Dane frowned. "What kind of connection?"

Running a restless hand through his short hair, Jericho answered. "Like, we've known her from somewhere. I don't know, a pull to her, drawn to her."

"Which is why we appointed ourselves her full-time guards; it just felt right and made sense for it to be us," Raphael added.

"Fuck!" Dane spun around and took up Raphael's incessant pacing. "This isn't good at all. Before we go over all of this twice, meet me upstairs in twenty minutes. We need everyone together for this. I'm calling in Galen, too. I also need to talk to all the rest of the men we've given her blood to see if they are having this issue as well. I'll ask them real quick, because if they are, then we need them there also."

"Wait. You're not having Sofia come, are you? It's going to be awkward enough with Gage and Ambrose." Jericho narrowed his eyes at Dane, waiting for his answer.

"I have to. Not telling Sofia something that has to do with Sofia makes Sofia an angry and violent woman."

Both Jericho and Raphael chuckled their understanding.

Cocking his head, Dane looked at the men. "Why'd you say it'd be awkward to have Ambrose there?"

"Dude, we know Ambrose does more than take her blood. Sofia is not only calming the beast in Gage but Ambrose as well." Raphael hooked his fingers in his front pockets. "You tell him I said that, and it will force me to kick your ass, though."

"We can see it in the way she responds to him and the way he looks at her because we look at her the same way now," Jericho added.

"Yeah, well, let's get this over with," Dane mumbled.

The three men left the room, and Jericho had a sense of despair wash over him. This could go so many ways, and most ended up with them either dying a slow death at Gage's hands or being fired from The Alliance.

And none were acceptable if it meant he'd never see Sofia again.

*****
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Twenty minutes later, the family room was full. Zander, Alek, Dane, Gage, Ambrose, Jericho, Raphael, Galen, and Sofia were all present. Dane called Cameron, Wren, Derrick, and the newest group, including Jando and Pedro, to ask them if they had been having any feelings for Sofia. They all said absolutely not, so he didn't bother asking Zander and Alek yet. Dane was certain this would not be a pleasant meeting, which was why he asked the other four mates to go somewhere else in the house for a while.

Everyone looked at Dane and waited; they all felt the tension in the room. "Okay, people. Before I start, I do not want any outbursts or fights. I took Raphael's comms, so I can call the Terminators in if any of you decide to go all apeshit on me or anyone else with what I'm about to tell you. I will have them use whatever force is necessary to break up any fight that may occur. Got it?"

"What the hell, Dane? How bad is this going to be?" Zander frowned.

"It's pretty fucked up, so everyone sits. No one stands, and no one moves their ass from their chair. Am I clear? And I mean no one."

The men looked at each other and sat. They nodded their answers to Dane as he remained standing to ensure everyone obeyed.

"Why do I get the feeling this is about Sofie?" Gage's dark tone had every head snapping at him.

"Everything we do is about Sofie," Ambrose answered. "But what's this got to do with Jericho and Raph?" He glanced over at his men.

Sofia sat between Gage and Ambrose on the couch, her hands fidgeting in her lap as her eyes landed on Jericho and Raphael. Gage draped his arm over her shoulder. "My question exactly." He narrowed his eyes on the two warriors.

"Okay," Dane began, "there is no easy way to lead into this nicely, so here it goes. Raph and Jericho came to me earlier about a problem they've been having," he glanced at Sofia, "ever since I've been giving them Sofia's blood."

"What kind of problems?" Gage snarled at the two men.

"The kind you don't want to hear about, man," Jericho said, looking Gage in the eye. While Jericho never wanted to get into a fight with Gage, he sure as hell wouldn't back down from one.

Gage lunged off the couch when Dane spun; his boot hit Gage in the chest, knocking him back onto the couch. "I said no one moves their ass!" Hissing at Gage, it was almost as rare for Dane to get violent as it was for Alek. "If you want to kick someone's ass, I say we start with Galen since he told us this wouldn't happen."

Galen was staring at Sofia. She kept her eyes averted.

"You piece of fucking shit!" Gage roared at his father, "I will fucking kill you!"

"You think I knew this would happen?" Galen snapped back. "It wasn't supposed to. You know that." He looked to Gage and Ambrose, and before he said, like with you two, he caught himself and stopped, since he wasn’t sure if the men knew about Sofia and Ambrose's previous bond. "The only way for this to happen is if she has had their blood before, and now that they have hers, it formed a bond."

Gage glared at Sofia with anger seeping from his tight body.

"Sofia, sweetie, are you okay?" Alek looked across the room at her; she had a deer-in-the-headlight look on her face.

"I can't do this." She flew off the couch before Gage or Ambrose could stop her and bolted for the exit; fleeing was her only option. This was something she wasn't prepared to deal with. She couldn't.

Raphael jumped in front of her and stopped her, his hands on her waist. "Doc, please. This isn't easy for us either. We need to talk this out and figure it out because this has been ripping us apart for a couple of weeks. Please, sweetheart."

Looking up at Raphael with tears in her eyes, she nodded, and before either realized what happened, Sofia went into Raphael's embrace. Not just a hug, but she burrowed into his body. He hugged her and kissed the top of her head. Glancing over her head at Gage and Ambrose, whose eyes had gone black, he whispered, "Thank you."

Stepping away from Raphael, she went to Jericho. He stood, pulling her into a hug. With his mouth close to her ear, he kissed her and whispered, "Thanks, sweetheart. For what it's worth, we're sorry about this."

Everyone's jaw dropped at the interaction between the two warriors and Sofia and how she responded immediately to them and their requests. Her body language even changed as she went into their arms without provocation for comfort. Sure, they all knew she was close with them and formed bonds since they had become her bodyguards, but no one realized how close the three were until they witnessed it with their own eyes.

Sofia took comfort in their embrace. And that knowledge pissed off her mate.

Sofia turned back to look at Gage, whose stare was deadly. Lifting her chin, she walked back over and took her seat next to him.

"Fuck." Gage spewed, looking at Galen. "I trusted you, you bastard."

"Gage, there was no way I could know this would happen. The vamps that had Daria weren't even bonded to her, even though they took her blood frequently. Taking blood doesn't bind you; you know that. Otherwise, you'd be bonded to hundreds of women in your lifetime. You have to share blood for that to happen." Galen gave Sofia a look that told her he was sorry.

Dane turned to Zander and Alek. "Have either of you had feelings like these two towards her?"

"Nope, not at all." They agreed.

Dane rubbed his temples. "Neither have any of the other men. Just these two. Thank fuck for that." He muttered the last four words.

"Okay, hold up," Zander said. "So, she had to have their blood before? If they had her blood or she had theirs from her previous life, this wouldn't happen, right?"

"Actually, it could. But to my knowledge, these two aren't that old; they're in their sixties, so it's impossible. This had to have happened after Sofia came back this time." Galen replied.

When all eyes went to Sofia, she hissed. "Thanks, you assholes. I have not taken their blood. I don't drink blood, remember? I don't even have damn fangs."

She had a valid point that no one had thought about in their confusion.

Dane cocked his head at her. "Sofia, sweetheart, I have to ask, what type of... link do you feel to them?"

She held his gaze. "Nothing really."

Dane's expression told her he didn't believe her.

"Oh, for fucks sake!" Gage roared, and Sofia jumped away from his outburst, practically landing on Ambrose.

Low growls came from Jericho and Raphael, bodies tensed, ready to attack.

"Dammit Gage! Calm down!" Ambrose yelled as he picked up Sofia and moved her to the other side of him.

"Do not move her away from me. She is my mate, not yours."

"And I repeat, calm the fuck down. This is not Sofia's fault. Holy shit man, do you think this is easy for her or them? And I will move her away from you if you scare her again."

The tension in the room was thick—so thick that it was getting hard to breathe. All eight men were on edge and ready to pounce on whoever snapped first, which they all knew would be Gage. It was his mate in question. And if he blew, it would take more than five to pull him off Raphael and Jericho.

Dane put a hand up. "Okay, everyone, take a breath. Let's get back to how this could happen. We cannot give her blood to anyone else like we had planned for obvious reasons, while Zander, Alek, and the others seem fine so far. I even checked the new round of men we started with; they are fine too."

Gage growled at Dane. "You bet your ass you're not." Anger vibrated off his body. His blackened eyes watched Jericho and Raphael, ready to attack and destroy.

Galen also watched the two warriors in question. "So, have you men ever taken the blood of the same woman?"

"What does that have to do with anything?" Jericho growled, now losing his cool, his anger snapping.

"I'm just trying to eliminate all possibilities." Galen rubbed his chin. "Have you both given blood to the same woman?"

"Again, dumbass," Jericho snarled, "if we've never taken her blood, then we sure as hell have never given her any."

"Dammit! I am not asking about Sofia. I am asking you about anyone, any woman, or any female period. She could have been someone you met in the past sixty years! She could have died and come back more than once in your lifetime. For all we know, Sofia could have come back prior to twenty-five years ago." Galen's anger surfaced at his unanswered question.

Everyone yelling out their questions and answers made Sofia shift further away, trying to be small.

Alek stood and walked over to Sofia.

"I said no one gets up, Alek!" Dane snapped.

Alek picked up Sofia and walked back to his seat. Gage jumped up, and Ambrose followed in case he needed to pull him off Alek.

Alek sat Sofia on the loveseat next to where he had been sitting. He spun around and got in Gage's face. "You back the fuck off. You scared her so badly that she nearly landed on Ambrose's lap. All four of you," he motioned to Raphael, Jericho, Ambrose, and Gage, "are ready to go all apeshit on each other to protect her from the other, so I'm taking her. No one touches her. No one gets near her until all of you calm the fuck down." The usual happy-go-lucky Alek was gone, and I'll-fuck-you-up Alek took over.

Gage glared at Alek for a moment, his jaw twitching and his hands clenched in tight fists, before retreating to the couch.

Jericho and Raphael watched with interest as Ambrose and Gage looked like they were ready to kill Alek for taking Sofia, their brother. Perfect. The goofball was right; they'd all kill each other over Sofia if they all didn't get their tempers in check.

Alek sat next to Sofia. Reaching over, he took her shaking hand in his and, bringing it to his mouth, kissed it. "I got you, sweetie."

Dane pinched the bridge of his nose. "Where the fuck were we? Oh, yeah, have you two ever given blood to the same female, ever?"

Jericho, being more of a hothead of the two, started to say something, then stopped. Not trusting his anger over Sofia flinching away from Gage, he looked at Raphael to answer.

Raphael pinched the bridge of his nose. "Only once, it was a sick girl."

Dane was still standing in the middle of the men. He kept his eye on Gage, waiting to kick him in the chest again and kind of hoping he could. "Explain."

"Raph and I were hired by our hometown sheriff's department twenty-some years ago to track and kill a vampire who raped and drained three teenage girls. We tracked him into the woods. We were out there for four days before we killed him."

"Took you four damn days to find the fucker?" Propping his left boot upon his knee, Gage snarled at the two men.

"No, jackass, it didn't." Raphael snapped back. "We played with him for a while, taunting him, then we caught him and killed him."

"And then what?" Dane prodded, frowning at Gage.

Jericho looked at Raphael before answering. "Then, on the morning we were going to leave, we heard something walking toward us. We grabbed our knives, split up, and found what was coming at us. It was a little girl."

"What the hell?" Ambrose growled, "How'd she get out there?"

Raphael shook his head. "We don't know, and she never spoke a word to us. She was filthy, in an old, ratty, dirty dress that looked like it was from a different century, no shoes, and half-starved."

No one noticed Sofia; she pulled her knees up on the couch and buried her head in them. Her body trembled.

"Once we got her, we decided to knock her out and give her some blood. We didn't have too much human food with us, so we took turns giving her small doses of our blood to heal her and to get her warm." Raphael grimaced at the memory.

"How old was this girl?" Zander asked, pretty sure he had heard a piece of this story somewhere before.

Shrugging, Jericho said, "Not sure. She seemed small for her age, maybe six or seven."

Ambrose leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees, looking at Sofia, frowning. "What'd you guys do with her?"

Jericho shifted his feet. "There was an agency that took in homeless supernatural children and tried to find homes for them. We took her there. So, this child is the only one we both have given our blood to."

"What made you think she was supernatural?" Dane asked as he stared at them.

"We figured she'd have died already if she wasn't. It was damn cold out that time of year." Raphael said.

"James and Marino," Sofia said with her head buried.

Jericho and Raphael's heads both snapped in her direction.

Alek touched her arm. "Sweetheart, what did you say?"

She lifted her head with tears in her eyes, looking at her two bodyguards. "Who are James and Marino?"

Ambrose answered for his guys. "Sofia, Jericho's last name is James, and Raph's is Marino."
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Sofia's eyes filled with tears.

"You've got to be shitting me." Raphael narrowed his dark eyes on Sofia.

She looked at Raphael, tears slipping down her face. "You put socks on me and gave me a granola bar, and Jericho wrapped me in a blanket by the fire."

"Holy fuck, baby, they are the hunters who found you in the woods?" Gage rushed to her and kneeled in front of her, taking her hands in his.

"They must be; their story is too close to my own, plus I remember the names they called each other. Marino and James."

Jericho dropped his head and closed his eyes, fisting his hands. "Fuck me," he whispered.

"Jesus, what a small fucking world," Alek said, looking at the two warriors who looked like they wanted to kick Gage out of the way and go to Sofia and hold her. He shook his head at them to stay put.

Galen rubbed the back of his neck. "So, this is why they're bound to her. She carries their blood in her veins."

Gage stood and faced the two. "And you had no fucking clue that the girl you rescued was Sofia?" His voice boomed, echoing off the walls.

Both Jericho and Raphael stood, ready to defend themselves when Lucifer snapped, and that would be any second now.

"How the fuck could we?" Jericho's voice matched Gage's. "She was filthy. We couldn't even tell what color hair she had, not to mention she was just a small child. So back the fuck off!"

"So much for all of you keeping your asses in your chairs!" Dane threw up his hands in defeat. At least a few of them remained seated.

Gage stepped closer when Raphael's hand landed on his chest. "Don't even think about it. It was a long time ago, and we had no control over what happened then any more than we do now."

"You'd better take your hand off me." With pitch-black eyes, venom coated Gage's words. "If you two fuckers think I am sharing her with you, you are out of your motherfucking minds."

Galen walked up and stood with Raphael and Jericho. "Son, you will have no choice. It would be like denying yourself of her; you wouldn't be able to handle it. Your body and blood call to her, just as Ambrose's does and now theirs. And the blood of all four of you calls to her as well."

Gage turned his black eyes on his father. "Leave before I kill you." When Galen made no move, he roared. "Now!"

Galen nodded once, then gave Sofia a wink and disappeared.

Gage turned back to Raphael and Jericho.

"Jesus, man," Raphael said, "you know us; we'd never hurt her. Even before getting her blood, we got attached to her. We cared for her long before this; maybe not like this, but we've cared."

Jericho narrowed his black eyes on Gage. "You are her mate, and nothing will ever change that. We'll wait until all this shit with Vega is over, but after that, brother, well, she is a part of us now." Jericho turned and walked out, desperately needing some air.

Raphael looked at Ambrose, who was frowning, and Gage, who was ready to explode, and then he walked over to Sofia. Gage grabbed his arm to pull him back, and Raphael yanked free. "Do not fucking touch me." His voice was low, raging with anger. "You may be able to take me, but I'll sure as hell make you work for it."

Gage let go and watched as Raphael kneeled in front of Sofia, taking her hand in his, and gave her a small grin. "Hey, this will all work out. You know us, sweetheart. We'll step down as your guards to give you some space. But I will see you tomorrow." She nodded, and he smiled. He kissed her hand, then got up and left to catch up to Jericho.

*****
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Gage was so fucking numb. He couldn't think.

Maybe it was all a misunderstanding. Maybe this wasn't real. Maybe Dane would be able to fix this.

His chest hurt from the thought of having to share Sofia with two more men. He never had a problem with Ambrose, not even when it was with Kara. But Jericho and Raphael too?

No fucking way.

She'd have one mate and, what, three lovers? They'd all need and want her blood, and if that were all they needed, then Dane would give it to them intravenously. But he knew her body called to them too. But he didn't give a flying fuck; they'd only get her blood through an IV.

Fucking fuck! They went from bliss to a goddamned nightmare in a heartbeat.

Without even knowing it, they somehow gave Sofia back the life of Daria, passing her body and blood around for a man's pleasure. And yeah, he knew that three men were nothing compared to what poor Daria endured; those men raped her and hurt her. No matter how outraged Gage was that Raphael and Jericho had sexual feelings for Sofia, he trusted these men with her. Gage saw the way they treated her while on duty; he watched them with her often. They laughed, teased, and cared for her just as he and Ambrose did.

They were good men, and they were good to her.

Simply put, he could trust them with Sofia. But they were never going to have sex with her. Over his dead body.

But how could he blame them for this? They had saved her life as a child in the woods. She was too young to take care of herself; she would have died if not for them.

He should be grateful to these men, right? After all, they saved her.

Gage spun and slammed his fist into their bedroom wall, barely missing a stud. Placing his palms on the wall, he dropped his head, trying to get his anger under control before Sofia came up. He couldn't let her know how fucking pissed off he was, although he was sure an educated guess was all she'd need. She would feel awful enough without him adding guilt to her shoulders.

He heard a light knock on the door before it opened. "Hey brother, can I come in?" Ambrose didn't wait for a response. "You feel like talking to me? Or we could do each other's hair. Your hair does need a trim."

Gage turned around to look at Ambrose, who was smirking at him. "Alek's idiocy is finally rubbing off on you."

Shrugging, "What can I say?" Nodding to the hole in the wall. "Like what you've done with the place. I'm starting to think we should keep a repairman on staff here for you and me before the third floor goes crashing down into the second."

Gage placed his back on the wall and slid to the floor. "I can't deal with this right now, brother. I have been single for so many fucking years, and now I have found the woman of my dreams. I'm not ready to share her like that. I can't." He pulled his knees up and rested his arms on them.

Ambrose lowered his big body beside Gage. "I'm sorry, man; none of us saw this coming. If it makes you feel any better, I don't want to share her with them either."

"No, it fucking doesn't. She's mine. Mine. Not yours and not theirs. Mine."

"I know, brother. But as Galen said, Sofia's blood calls to me too. Whether you want to admit it, she belongs to me too, just like Melina belongs to you."

"Do you know, do you really?' Cause you only share Melina with me, not two more men. This is totally fucking different. Not to mention, I'm not bound to Melina like you are, Sofie. Melina doesn't have my blood in her veins."

"Brother, Sofia doesn't have my blood in her. Kara didn't have fangs, remember? But our bond is strong."

Gage closed his eyes. Ambrose was right. He just wasn't thinking clearly. "The fucked-up part is that I have felt safe leaving her with these two because I see how much they care about her. She adores them, and I know she is safe when she's with them."

"And that has not changed; it won't change. You saw Jericho's respect for you as her mate. They would no more think of overstepping their boundaries with you than I would."

A sarcastic laugh escaped. "His respect? Was that when he told me, after we caught Vega, that I should share her? Shit." Sure, Jericho didn't say those words, but Gage understood what he was getting at. "I've waited so fucking long for her, Ambrose. I need more time with her alone."

"We'll come up with something that works for you, even if I have to cut back to only a couple times a month with her."

Gage snorted. "You're willing to give her up for them? No, brother, I wouldn't ask that of you. Your connection to her is too strong. I see that."

"Well, you-" Ambrose stopped when the door opened. Sofia walked in.

She looked at the two men sitting on the floor. Glancing up at the hole in the wall above Gage's head, she walked over to them. Sofia cocked her head. "Just one hole? I expected more, or aren't you through yet?"

Gage gave her a somber stare. "The day is not over yet, we'll see."

Ambrose stood and pulled her into his arms, his hand cupped her neck. "I'll leave the two of you. If I hear yelling from either of you or any sounds like demolition has begun, I will come in here and kick your asses." He winked at her, then lowered his mouth to hers and kissed her softly. Try to understand his view on this, baby.

Shit, Ambrose, what about me? I'm linked to four of you now. I feel like a damn whore.

Ambrose grinned, knowing Gage couldn't see him. Bella, baby, you are not a whore and never will be, but if it interests you, I wouldn't mind spending a little extra time with you.

You'd better go before I rearrange your balls.

He grinned and winked, walking to the door. "Remember what I said, any loud noises, and I come in and kick asses and ask questions later."

"Yeah, whatever, brother." Gage's eyes remained on Sofia, wanting nothing more than to rip her clothes off and fuck her right there on the floor and prove to her she was his, every damn inch of her.

Sofia looked down at him. "Can I have Ambrose's place?" She pointed to the spot he had vacated.

"You don't have to ask permission to sit by me, Sofia."

She sat on the floor and crossed her legs. "Sofia, huh? I know when you stop calling me Sofie, Eos, or Baby, it's going to be bad. Gage-shit, I don't even know what to say."

With a sideways glance, he noticed she had tears in her eyes. It seemed she had tears in those beautiful brown eyes a lot lately. The shit she had been dealing with from her past was enough to break anyone. And here she was, still fighting, still being strong, still determined to come out on top. And he couldn't help her. He didn't know how. Some of her pain was from not talking to him about what she was remembering. And fear of what she was afraid to tell him kept him from asking.

God, this was so fucked up.

He broke the agonizing silence. "I don't either. All I know is that I don't want any other man touching you." He leaned his head back into the wall, squeezing his eyes shut. "How'd you not know who they were?" It was a question that had swirled around his mind from the beginning.

"They looked different. They both had long hair and full beards. And I was a scared kid; a lot of that time in the woods is still fuzzy to me." Pausing, she turned to him. "Do you think if I knew I had met them once before or recognized them, I would have kept it from you?"

Shaking his head, "I don't know, I-"

"Asshole," she hissed as she jumped up to leave.

Gage moved fast, caught her, and tossed her on the bed with his body weighing her down. "Do not walk out on me!" He held her wrists down next to her head. "I'm sorry if I'm not taking this as well as you are."

"Fuck you! Get off me!" Tears slipped from her eyes as she struggled against his grasp.

Gage was surprised that Ambrose didn't come barreling through the door when she screamed at him. "Shit!" He closed his eyes, lowering his forehead to hers. "Shit, baby, I'm sorry. I shouldn't have said that. I know this is tearing you up inside as much as it is me." He could admit he was a bastard for the stupidity that fell out of his mouth. Taking a deep breath, Gage opened his eyes and pulled back to inspect her face. "Look at me, baby." When she did, her eyes held tears. He lowered his lips to hers and kissed her. He nipped and coaxed her to open for him. When Sofia did, his tongue found hers, and he was lost in her. The warmth of her lips and her tongue mating with his sent shivers down his spine, making him instantly hard.

Sofia was his everything. She was his life and his home.

Her body responded to him immediately, as it always did. It didn't matter if she was mad at him or not; once Gage touched her, she came alive for him. Sofia arched into his primed body, rubbing her pelvis against his hardness. He moaned into her mouth and let go of one of her hands to rip her shirt open.

Within moments, they shed their clothes, and he lay on top of her, catching his breath. As he gazed down into her eyes, he started to say something, then stopped, pushed her legs apart, and thrust himself into her with one hard push.

Her body arched, and she let out a sound that resembled pain.

Gage froze. "Shit, Eos, I didn't mean to hurt you." Lowering his mouth to hers, he kissed her softly. "I'm sorry, baby."

"It's okay. I'm yours, Gage, always yours first and foremost. Take me, show me how you want me, and show me that I am yours."

Placing his forehead on her once again, he breathed in her scent. "Baby, you are mine. You always have been and always will be. This sweet little body was made just for me, and when I make love to you, you consume me. There is nothing else in this world when I'm inside you. We'll figure all this out, but right now I need to feel you come for me until you have nothing left to give."
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Sofia woke up feeling like her body and soul had taken a beating. She and Gage had hard, rough sex most of the night. He'd let her rest for a little while before he took her again. Flipping her to her stomach, he wedged her legs apart, rode her hard from behind for over an hour, and made her come three times in that position. Then later, Gage pulled her on top of him, and she straddled him and rode him for another hour. His eyes never left her face or her body. Gage watched her every move as he lay there while she rode him. Each time she had multiple orgasms, he'd find a new position to take her in. And she understood what he was doing; he was making sure she'd remember the way he fucked her, no matter what position she was in or who it was with.

Gage was embedding himself in her memory and in her body for when he had to share her with two more men. She got it and understood his reasons; she belonged to him, heart and soul, and everything in between.

She belonged to him.

Stretching her sore body, she left their room and headed downstairs for some coffee. Coffee was the only thing she needed right now; food could come later. When she entered the kitchen, she came to an abrupt stop when she spotted Cameron and Davis waiting on her.

Where were her guys? Yes, they were hers. She could finally admit that Galen was right about that observation.

"Morning, Doc." Davis's sexy Aussie voice met her ears.

Cameron grinned and nodded.

So those two dumped her, huh? Oh, hell no. They didn't have a damn choice in the matter.

She glared at the two warriors. "Where the hell is the pansy-ass and the chicken-shit?"

Cameron choked on his coffee at the new names she chose for her two regular guards. "I assume you mean Jericho and Raph. They are on duty outside from now on."

"Like hell. Call them now."

Davis nodded and pushed the mic on his vest. "Uh, Doc is up and not too happy. She is requesting to see the pansy-ass and the chicken-shit."

No one returned a message, other than snickering from various warriors.

"Fine, we'll do this the hard way." She stormed out to the backyard to find them herself.

"And here she comes," Davis warned through his mic.

Sofia didn't stop until she was in the middle of the yard and yelled. "Get your asses down here now!"

Raphael stepped into view from the roof, holding his assault rifle across his stomach. His baseball cap turned backward, and dark glasses shielded his eyes. "Which one am I, Doc, pansy-ass or chicken-shit?"

"I'll let you pick." She crossed her arms over her chest, glaring at him.

Jericho's voice came from the left, on a perimeter wall. "I don't like either name. In fact, I didn't like Fido and Spot either. Can we pick a different one?" His pose matched that of Raphael's, but his hat wasn't backward.

Some days, she hated these guys for being so damn sexy. She knew it was their blood bond talking and making her have these naughty thoughts about them. Sofia had tried to ignore the sudden feelings she had been experiencing for the past few weeks. And now she couldn't. Her body wanted theirs. All of them would have to learn to deal with it, and there was no turning back now.

"No. You are the pansy-ass, and Raph is the chicken-shit. Really guys? You are going to walk out on me?" She motioned between the three of them.

"We're not walking out on you, Doc. And I told you yesterday that we were removing ourselves as your guards." Raphael told her with a stoic look on his face, keeping his eyes hidden under his dark sunglasses.

None of the other warriors knew what the three of them were talking about, but they all remained silent.

Jericho nodded in agreement. "Cam and Davis will do a great job with you."

An eyebrow rose, offering them a smirk. "We'll see about that, won't we?" Sofia walked back to the house to start her reign of terror. The power in her body began to vibrate. She was so damn mad at those two that she had to concentrate on controlling her energy.

"Oh shit." Raphael shook his head, glancing at Jericho.

Jericho spoke to the two warriors inside. "You two better watch out; I'm pretty sure Doc is up to something." A loud thud, clunk, groans, and yelling echoed through the comms just seconds after Sofia entered the house. "Dammit, Cam, what happened?" Jericho growled.

Cameron groaned. "Oh, shit, Doc ripped the chairs out from under us and slammed us to the floor."

Jericho heard Davis chuckling before he said, "No, Doc, come on, this isn't fair and-"

"Davis!" Jericho yelled, then suddenly Davis and Sofia appeared in the air twenty feet off the ground in the middle of the yard, then Sofia vanished and let Davis fall. Lucky for him, he landed like a cat.

"Motherfucker!" Davis growled as he stood, ready for whatever else she had planned.

Seconds later, she repeated the move with Cameron, landing next to Davis, hissing, and cursing.

Sofia then teleported behind Raphael, kicked him in the back, and sent him flying off the roof. He didn't fare so well. Once he toppled, he landed flat on his back.

Lying there for a second to catch his breath, he snarled. "Sonofabitch!" He sprang to his feet, ready to go after her.

Jericho was on alert now. He knew she was coming for him next. The men all knew that a pissed-off Sofia could be rather explosive, yet no matter how hard they tried, they were never quite prepared for what she might do. Sofia always kept them on their toes. Most of the time they didn't think she had a plan when she attacked; she simply struck.

First, she appeared in front of Jericho, glaring at him. "Pansy-ass." Then she disappeared and came in behind him and kicked his ass off the wall, and he fell into the tree below him, hitting a tree limb on his way down, and landed on his knees.

"Goddammit, Sofia!" He roared and went after her.

She reappeared near Cameron and Davis. Sofia waited for Jericho and Raphael to stomp over. "Ready for round two?" She raised an eyebrow.

"Don't you fucking dare." Raphael hissed at her through clenched teeth.

Sofia just grinned. "Never tried two at a time; let's see if it works." She touched both Cameron and Davis and teleported both off the grass. Appearing on the roof, she deposited Davis; he lost his footing and slid a couple of feet before catching himself. Then she teleported Cameron to the perch where she ejected Jericho.

Materializing back in front of Raphael and Jericho, she smiled, looking happy with herself. "Now, are you two ready to talk to me?"

Jericho made a move toward her when Raphael stepped in front of him. He grabbed Sofia by her shirt and dragged her to him, growling. "You need your ass whipped."

Leaning into his hard body, Sofia whispered, "Is that a fantasy of yours, Raph?" As soon as those words left her lips, she knew it was the wrong thing to say. She cringed as she waited for him to detonate. He was usually more level-headed than Jericho, but when he blew, he fucking blew like all the rest.

Raphael growled, his fangs lengthened, and his eyes turned black as night. He picked her up, throwing her over his shoulder, and started for the house. She was getting accustomed to being tossed over someone's shoulder. Though she'd never pissed off a warrior so much that their eyes turned black and let their fangs out, other than Ambrose, but that was different. She should have been worried, but she wasn't. If she could handle Gage and Ambrose, she sure as hell could handle these two.

Jericho was mad as hell, but when he heard what Sofia whispered to Raphael, he groaned. He figured she deserved whatever hell Raphael gave her for that remark.

Sofia bounced up and down on Raphael's shoulder, and sure, she could have just teleported them to where she assumed he was headed, but he was already shitting bricks. She opted for the long way—no sense agitating the grizzly any more than necessary.

Raphael didn't stop until he was in one of the basement bedrooms; for some reason, Jericho didn't follow them, which worried her. Jericho was the one who was prone to violence, and he was the one in charge, so for him to leave it up to Raphael left her concerned.

Once in the room, Raphael kicked the door shut and dropped her feet to the floor, then backed her into a wall with his body. Her hands went to his tactical vest-encased chest as he forced her into the wall. And suddenly she had the urge to tunnel her hands under his shirt to feel his skin beneath her fingers.

"You've got my undivided attention, Doc. Did you want to talk about the fantasies I have about you? Which one would you like to start with? The one where I strip you naked and taste every inch of your body with my mouth?" He snarled in a low voice that made her tingle.

"Look, Raph, I know you-"

"You don't know a fucking thing, Sofia." His voice pulsated with a growl he tried to contain. "If you did, you'd know how goddamn hard it is for us to be this close to you some days. And nothing calms us down. We crave your blood and your body. We need your blood to knock the edge off for a couple of days. Otherwise, all I can think about is ripping your clothes off and fucking you until I've fucked all the fight out of you." His face was close to her, and his hands slammed the wall beside her head. Slowly, he lowered his forehead to hers and exhaled. "Shit, Sofia. Don't do this to us. I'm not sure either of us is strong enough for it."

She closed her eyes and breathed in his earthy scent. Her body became alert. "I'm sorry, Raph, I really am, but how do you think I feel with you two dumping me?"

A pained chuckle escaped, still leaning into her. "Baby, you have only been up for an hour and-"

Sofia tilted her face to his and touched her lips to his. At first, he froze; he didn't even kiss her back. Then his hand grabbed the back of her neck, dragging her further into his body. Angling his head, he deepened the kiss, and she opened for him. He groaned, his erection ground into her stomach, and then Raphael abruptly broke off the kiss, taking a step back, his hands falling to his sides.

"Fuck," he hissed. "We can't do that, Sofia. We told Gage that we'd wait until after we caught Vega."

"And what if we don't catch him for two or three months, Raph? Can you last that long?"

"I'll do what I have to do." He spun on his heel and stormed out of the room. "I'm not fighting that mean motherfucker over you."

She took a deep breath and slid to the floor. What was she thinking? She didn't mean to kiss him; it just happened. But hell, she understood what they were feeling.

Groaning, she banged her head against the wall. Hearing footsteps approach, she stopped bashing her head; she didn't need any more brain damage than she already had.

Jericho leaned against the door frame. "Whatever you said to him only made him worse. Thanks for that." He nodded for her to come. "Come on, Dane called from The Alliance and said he needs you there ASAP."

"What's wrong?' She jumped up and headed for Jericho.

"He said Jake is sick, and since you've treated more humans than he has, he wants you there."

She stopped in front of Jericho, looking up at him. "I'm sorry, Jericho; I guess I didn't realize how hard this was for you guys. I didn't understand how powerful the pull was." She reached up and placed a hand on his handsome face.

Jericho held his breath, turned his face into her palm, placed a soft kiss in the center, then moved her hand away. "It doesn't matter, Sofia. We made a promise to Gage. Come on, we need to leave."

Sofia felt like crap. Both men struggled with being near her, and she tossed them and Cameron and Davis out on their asses. Sofia had assumed Jericho and Raphael left their duties because of Gage, not because they were having a damn hard time being close to her. And honestly, she wasn't sure how long she could go without being touched by them either. When she kissed Raphael, all she could think about was more, I want more. I need more.

Making her way to the main floor, she saw Raphael looking at her with zero emotion in his dark eyes, causing her heart to break for him. Then she looked at Jericho, and he didn't look much better.

"Anyone object to me teleporting us there? If Jake is that sick, I don't want to waste the thirty minutes or so and traffic getting there." She glanced between the men.

Jericho just nodded, while Raphael remained silent. She touched their arms, closed her eyes, and they were gone.
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Sofia, Jericho, and Raphael teleported into the hallway of the clinic. Dane and Todd Walsh, a Special Forces leader, both jumped when the three appeared in front of them.

"Damn, Sofia. You scared the shit out of us." Dane narrowed his eyes. "I didn't know you could transport more than one person at a time." He said, looking at Jericho and Raphael. Their pissed-off expressions didn't go unnoticed.

"I just figured it out myself a while ago. What's going on?"

"Jake came in thirty minutes ago, flushed and clammy with stomach pains. It may just be the flu, but now Todd is complaining of the same thing, so it might be spreading through the men."

"Get him in the room. I'll check on Jake." She walked in, and Jake was lying back on the table with an arm draped over his eyes. "Hey, Jake, can you sit up for me?"

"How 'bout you shoot me between the eyes? Can't feel worse than this. In fact, I'm sure it will feel much better." He struggled to sit up as Sofia helped him.

Jericho and Raphael stood in the doorway to keep an eye on the one they all lovingly called the little shit or the terrorist. Terrorist fit better most days, like today.

Her hand went to his cheek, then to his forehead. "You don't have a fever."

"Your hand is a better therm- oh shit, I'm gonna be sick."

"To the sink, hurry." Sofia beat him there and turned the cold water on as he leaned over and heaved.

After throwing up three times, he rinsed his mouth out. Jake braced his arms on the counter; he kept his head down, trying to regain his composure and strength. Or find the will to move his feet. "Sorry, Sofia, I'm sure that was the last thing you wanted to witness today."

She chuckled. "Hey, I've had worse. At least you didn't throw up on me. Been there and done that, and I do not wish to repeat it. Can you sit back down?"

"Sure," He turned to go sit and almost stumbled. Sofia went to help him, but Raphael beat her to it and eased Jake back onto the table.

Jericho popped his head in and said, "Hey, Doc, two more guys just showed up sick."

"Damn, line them up in the chairs in the order they get here. And I need you guys to go find garbage cans, buckets, trash bags, or whatever they can throw up in."

Jericho winced as Gage, Ambrose, Alek, and Zander all showed up, making the room smaller.

"Who's throwing up? What's going on?" Gage looked at Jake sitting in front of Sofia, looking pale as shit.

"All the guys showing up are sick. We need supplies. Grab anything they can get sick in, and we need bottles of water and blankets in case any of them get chills. Pass them out as they show up." She turned to Jake. "What happened, Jake? Why are all of you sick?" It was odd that so many men were coming in sick at the same time. The flu didn't work this way.

"Todd and I took our teams out for dinner last night. So, there may be eighteen of us in total."

"Holy shit, this should be fun," Ambrose grumbled, leaving the room to gather the goods.

"Where'd you guys eat?"

"Ming's Chinese Food."

"Well, there's your problem; you probably ate a cat." She grinned at Jake. Looking at Zander, "Can you call Ming's and see if they have had any others get sick? This sounds like food poisoning."

"On it."

Jake jumped off the table, ran to the sink, and threw up again. She followed him, keeping her hand on his back, offering support. It was all she could do for now.

"This is actually good, Jake; you need to get it all out of you."

After rinsing his mouth out, he turned around and looked at her. "Yep, I feel damn good about it too."

She couldn't help it; she chuckled. "I'm sorry. I know it's not funny. Have a seat. I need to check on the others."

"I have to cancel my plans to go run a marathon, huh?" His dry remark had her grinning.

Sofia stepped out into the waiting room and found they now had eight men lined up. "Good God, Alek, get a head count on both teams and find out who's missing, and you and Zander start calling them. Make sure they get into a hospital as soon as possible. Tell them not to take care of this on their own." She barked out orders to the men—her men.

"Yes, ma'am." Alek winked and took off.

Gage came back with cases of water; Ambrose had blankets, while Jericho and Raphael had trash cans and garbage bags to get sick in. Dane was busy checking out the men and drawing blood. Hearing Jake throw up again, she rushed back into the exam room. He was sliding to the floor under the sink with his eyes closed.

"Jake." Her hand cupped his face, and his hazel eyes opened. "How are you holding up? Can I get you something?"

"A cool rag?"

"Sure thing. Hey Dane?" She yelled. "Any chance we have Zofran, Phenergan, or anything that stops vomiting?" They had to have something to slow down the vomiting men and make them more comfortable.

"I was thinking the same thing. I just finished getting blood samples, on it."

When Sofia looked back at Jake, he was staring at her. An expression she remembered him giving her often when they dated, only now it made her chest ache. He had been good to her, too good, and Sofia tossed him away like he was nothing. He deserved so much more than she gave him, but deep in her heart, Jake wasn't the man for her. She wanted him to be, but she knew how unfair she was to him. Sofia thought if she ended it before they got too serious, it would be no big deal; they'd both just go their separate ways. The only problem with that solution was that, while she wasn't serious, he was. The best she could do at that point was to walk away and let him heal.

"You seem happy, Sofia."

With a frown, she said, "No, I'm worried about all of you guys."

Gage walked in but stopped when he heard Jake's words. Leaning against the door where neither could see him, he waited.

"No. I meant, in general. You seem happy."

Sofia offered a sad smile. "I am, Jake."

"Good, I'm glad. You deserve it, Sofia."

"Jake, I am so sorry. I never meant to hurt you. I didn't, I just..."

"Yeah, we weren't right for each other. I just wasn't ready to let go of you. I'm sorry if I was a jerk about it. But you have to admit, you are quite the catch." He grinned, closing his eyes when she dabbed the cold rag on his face.

Sofia chuckled. "It's okay. I deserved your anger. Jake, I tried; I really did."

His eyes opened, and he gave her a sad smile. "That's the problem, isn't it? If you had to try, then it wasn't right to begin with. I see the way Gallegos looks at you. I see the way you look at him, and I know you two are meant for each other. And I am happy for you Sofia; I am, but if you don't help me up right now, I think I will puke on you." He pushed himself up off the floor with her help, and once again, he emptied his stomach into the sink.

Gage walked in as Jake was rinsing his mouth out again. "Hey, babe, Dane found the meds. He needs your help getting the shots ready and distributed. I'll help Jake." He winked at her and nodded for her to leave. Walking up behind Jake, he placed a hand on his shoulder. "Come on, brother, let's sit you down. You look like shit."

"Asshole. My feelings are hurt. I thought the sight of me puking my guts up was something you'd enjoy."

Gage grinned and handed Jake a small trash can. "Here, this is so you don't have to move the next time you get sick. So, stay put before you fall on your ass."

Jake raised an eyebrow. "And are you going to empty it after I puke in it?"

"Fuck no. No offense, man, but this is the most disgusting thing I've ever seen, and I've seen some nasty shit in my day. And the smell alone would be enough to make me hurl too, if I could."

Jake snorted.

"And here is a bottle of water, so after you do that nasty-ass shit, you can sip, swish, spit, and repeat. Try saying that three times in a row."

Jake laughed, grabbing his stomach. "Fucker, don't make me laugh."

Sofia walked back in and looked at the two men. Jake was trying not to laugh, and Gage was grinning. She grabbed Jake's sleeve and pushed it up. "Here, let me give you something to help with the vomiting." She cleaned his arm and pushed the needle deep into a muscle.

"I've got water to pass out. Let me know if you need any more, man." Gage nodded to Jake, winked at Sofia, and walked out as a look of disgust covered Ambrose's face.

"If I could puke, I'm pretty sure it would be now after watching these guys for the last fifteen minutes," Ambrose said as he scrubbed a hand down his face.

"That's just what I told Jake." Gage looked over the room, which quickly filled up. "Jesus Christ, boys, what the fuck did you eat? It smells like shit out here." Gage scowled as most of the men sat there with their eyes closed, trying their hardest to remain immobile.

"Fuck off, Reaper." Someone muttered.

He chuckled. "I'm passing out water for all of you, and like I told Jake after you puke up whatever the fuck you ate, sip, swish, spit, and repeat. And if you miss your goddamn bucket, we are not cleaning up after you."

Some managed to smile, and some chuckled, while a few threw out fuck you.

Ambrose shook his head, grinning.

"Who knew the Grim Reaper had a sense of humor?" Jericho said dryly.

Gage looked at Jericho and held his gaze until Jericho narrowed his eyes at him. Smirking, Jericho walked off.

Zander and Alek came back with worry etched on their faces. Zander nodded to Sofia and Dane to join them at the end of the hallway. Gage, Ambrose, Raphael, and Jericho all joined in.

"What's up?" Dane asked.

"I called the restaurant and a few hospitals. No one else has gone in with these symptoms. No one else seems to be sick. Our guys made a reservation since they had eighteen men. It looks like they were targeted." Zander looked at Alek.

Well, that was fucking great, targeted like the three men were with the drug overdose.

"And we called the rest of the missing guys. Two are in intensive care, and two have... died." Alek's face was drawn and somber.

"What?" Sofia gasped. "Holy shit, we got to get these guys to a hospital now!"

"This isn't food poisoning; it's just poisoning." Dane hissed. "Fuck!"

"Doc!" Todd yelled from the room.

"Shit, Jake." Sofia took off running back to Jake. He was the sickest of all the guys that came in for treatment. She arrived in time to see him throwing up blood. Todd's face was grim.

All the men were on her heels, and many groaned when they saw all the blood coming out of Jake. Sofia glanced at Dane, and they both knew they were too late to get him to the hospital.

Tears sprang into her eyes, and she turned to Dane. "Get bags of my blood now. It may be the only way to save him." Stepping up into Jake's line of sight, she touched his face. "Jake, sweetie, this is something way more serious than food poisoning, and we may be too late to stop it. Two of the guys are in intensive care, and two have already died. And no, I'm not telling you and Todd who it is just yet; I need you better first. I don't think you'll make it to the hospital in time, especially after all the admitting time and the bullshit they do before they treat someone. So, I'm going to give you a choice here." She was talking fast, but she didn't have time to spare. "I can give you my blood to stop whatever is going on in your body. I may have to give you more than I want to in order to save you. And by doing so, you may have to be fully changed later, like we had to do with Dusty. But I won't do this unless you are okay with it. If you want to take your chances with the hospital, then I'll go with you to speed up the process. The choice is yours, but you need to make it fast."

Jake looked at Dane, who nodded at him to take option A. "Give me your blood, Doc."

Glancing over at Todd, who had remained quiet, she said, "Todd. What about you? Hospital or my blood?"

Todd tried to grin through his pain. "I think I'll take my chances with you, Doc."

Nodding, she turned to Dane. "Dane, go tell the others their options. I'll get Jake and Todd hooked up to an IV."

Dane left, stepping back out to speak to the last twelve men now present. "Listen up, guys. We have now discovered that you have been poisoned; this is not from bad food. And the bad news is that two of your teammates are in intensive care and two have died."

"What the fuck! Who?" Savage yelled. Others piped up, demanding to know which teammates had died; they knew who was missing and which four it had to be.

"We'll let you all know later. Right now, we need to make sure that doesn't happen to any more of you. Jake is in bad shape. He's throwing up blood. Sofia is working on him now." Dane looked at the panic-stricken faces and felt like shit for not telling them which teammates were about to die and which ones didn't make it, but he needed them focused on beating this first.

"Does she have an antidote?" Lincoln asked, and his midnight skin looked ashen.

"Sort of. It's her blood. Her blood is powerful and can heal you like it did Dustin. But the consequences are that if you are given too much, then you will no longer be human. If that happens, then we have to bring each of you down to the edge of death by draining your blood and refilling you with Sofia's to make you self-sufficient."

"Why would we have to have our blood drained and refilled with hers?" Hopper asked.

"Because, if not, you will need a blood transfusion regularly. It will make you dependent on receiving Sofia's blood, and if anything were to happen and you couldn't get here for a transfusion, you would slowly die without it. And that would make you a liability and put your life at risk. This is what we had to do with Dustin when he had the drug overdose. I know this is a lot to take in, but I need answers from all of you now. We don't have time to fuck around anymore. So those of you who want to go to the hospital, stand, and we'll transport you now rather than wait for ambulances. If you stay seated, I will assume you want the blood." Dane looked at the twelve deathly ill men; not one moved. "Okay, blood it is." Nodding to the rest of the warriors, "Come with me to carry supplies."

Sofia yelled from the exam room, "Jericho, Raph!" They both stepped into the doorway. "I need you guys to find some nails and a hammer. Put a nail in the wall a couple of feet above each man out there. I don't have enough IV poles to hang blood bags from."

They both nodded and took off.

Without warning, Galen popped in behind Sofia. "Mo páiste, what the hell is going on here?" He felt her stress, just like the old days.

Sofia was no longer startled when he popped into a room; she felt the air around her change slightly before he appeared. "A bunch of our Special Forces guys have been poisoned, some are in intensive care, and two have died. I am trying to save the rest with my blood."

"You are building your army; good, that's good. Let me know if I can do anything to help."

"Something tells me you know how to insert an IV, right?"

He nodded. "Yes, a valuable skill in this day."

"Then grab some supplies from Dane and help him get IVs into the men's arms."

Galen walked up and kissed her cheek. "Yes, sweetheart. Barking orders like a queen."

"Screw you." She muttered, and Galen chuckled as he left to help Dane.

Within fifteen minutes, Sofia, Dane, and Galen had an IV going on all the men, working fast in record time. Now they had to wait to see if it worked. The waiting was always the hardest part. They soon discovered that most of the men needed at least three pints of her blood before they saw the results they wanted.

She went back in to sit with Jake. He was flat on his back with his eyes closed when she stepped in. She took his hand in hers.

"If you cause Hades to come in here and rip my arm off because you're holding my hand, I will never forgive you." Jake opened his eyes and offered a weak grin.

"I can handle Hades." She smiled back. "How are you feeling, Jake? Do you still feel the need to vomit?"

"No, thank the fucking gods. I feel... odd, kind of light-headed, and like my insides are warming up, but my stomach is much better."

The warming sensation he was experiencing was his body temperature starting to rise because of the supernatural blood coursing through his veins. All supernaturals ran at least ten degrees hotter than humans.

Rushing in, Dustin stopped behind Sofia, his hands landing on her shoulders, looking down at Jake. "I just found out what was going on. Fuck, I hear we've lost three men."

"One more died?" Tears threatened her eyes once more.

"Yeah, sorry, sweetheart. Hey Jake, Todd, how are you feeling?"

"Who the fuck died, Dustin?" Jake asked.

Dustin gave him a sorrowful expression. "From your team, Jeff and Cabot." He looked over at Todd and said, "And from your team, Mike is gone, and Alvarez is holding on by a thread; they don't expect him to make it though."

"Motherfucker." Jake hissed. "I need to call their families." He tried to sit up; Sofia placed a hand in the center of his chest to stop him.

Todd made a move to get up too, got light-headed, and grabbed his trash can to vomit in, but only dry-heaved instead.

"Brothers, you get yourselves better. I'm taking care of it." Dustin gave Sofia a quick kiss on the side of her head and nodded to Jake and Todd before walking out.

Sofia wanted to curl up in a ball and cry. She saw the pain in Jake's, Todd's, and Dustin's eyes for the men they lost. Her heart broke not only for them but for their families, which was exactly why she had to save the fourteen they had under her care.
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After checking on Todd, Sofia left the room to see the progress the others were making. She looked at all the warriors who stayed to help. Dane, Gage, Ambrose, Zander, Alek, Jericho, Raphael, and now Jando and Pedro were present.

Her eyes sought out Pedro; why, she wasn't sure. He nodded to her and winked. Silent, unspoken words from him somehow lifted some weight off her shoulders. Sofia held his gaze before landing on Gage.

Gage was leaning against the wall, straightening. He met her halfway and wrapped her in his arms. Burying her face in his chest, she held on to him. "I got you, baby," he whispered into her hair as he kissed her. Pulling her back, he looked down into her eyes. "How is Jake doing?"

"He says his stomach is a lot better, so I'm hopeful. Let me check on the rest." She left the warm embrace of Gage's arms and started on one side of the room.

Her hand cupped Lincoln's face; his black face looked ashen earlier, and now some of his ebony color was coming back. "You are looking better, Lincoln. How do you feel?"

"Like I could breakdance, Doc. Wanna try it with me?"

"Uh, no. Have you ever seen an ultra-white girl breakdance? It's not pretty. All I'm capable of is a happy dance. Just ask Vader."

"Oh, come on, it's not that hard."

Her smile beamed at him. "I'll tell you what: if you promise to make a speedy recovery, I promise to let you give me lessons."

"Deal, Doc." Lincoln offered a weak grin.

Men softly chuckled around the room.

Moving on, she touched Joe Savage's face; his eyes opened, and he smiled. "Savage, any complaints? You look better as well."

"Only one; Lucifer has horrible bedside manners. He should not be a nurse."

Everyone chuckled at Gage's expense.

"Fuck you, Savage." Gage mock grumbled and grinned.

"See what I mean?" Savage winked.

Her smile widened at him. "Most days, he's more savage than you. Go figure."

“Thanks, sweetheart.” Gage mumbled.

One by one, Sofia made her way around the room, touching each of their faces as a gesture of love and talking with them to put them at ease. Her warm smile coaxed one from the men in return. Her concern was genuine, and she would leave no one until she had cleared them all to go.

Looking over at Dane, she motioned for him to follow her. "Dane, start taking more of my blood. You guys keep an eye on them; if anything happens, come get me." She led Dane into the back room and shut the door. Sofia began rolling her sleeve up for Dane. "How much blood have you been giving Jericho and Raph, and how often?"

Grabbing an IV, he inserted it quickly into her vein, no longer worried about disinfecting the injection site. "We're down to a pint once a week, like we decided. Why?"

"Because I want you to start giving them a quarter of a bag every other day, and let's see how that goes. If that doesn't work, then we'll increase it. I think once they have enough of my blood in them, they'll be able to control this like Gage."

"Okay, but why?"

"Raph said that when they get my blood, it takes the edge off. And if they are only getting it once a week then..." Her eyes held his for a moment until he understood where she was going with this.

Dane finally nodded, understanding. "Oh, it helps them with their, uh, urges?"

"Apparently. And they haven't had blood for about four days now. And Raph is, well, edgy, to say the least. I want you to call them in and let's get them hooked up."

Within minutes, Jericho and Raphael followed Dane back to the room; they both stopped when they saw Sofia. Either they didn't want to be anywhere near her, or they didn't trust her now after all the trouble she caused earlier.

She motioned for them to come in. "Have a seat, guys. We're going to get you some blood."

"We're fine, Doc. Plus, it's only been four days." Jericho didn't move a muscle forward. Instead, he retreated a step back to leave.

"Jericho! Do not leave; sit your ass down now." Ordering him like that made his eyes snap to hers. After taking a deep breath, he gave in. "You too, Raph, sit and let Dane hook you up."

Her heart cracked open for these men, feeling their distress. Why she hadn't felt it before, she wasn't sure. Maybe because there was so much shit going on, there was never a dull moment anymore. And how she longed for those days that never seemed to end. Just one day, she'd love to be bored out of her mind so she could read a good book.

She took Jericho's arm and pushed his long-sleeve T-shirt sleeve up, not going up high enough on his muscular forearms. She waved her fingers at him. "Take off the shirt."

He just looked at her, refusing to do as she asked.

Leaning in, she whispered. "I can make this very hard for you, Jericho."

Dark blue eyes narrowed on her before he obeyed by yanking his shirt off over his head.

"Should you be doing this with a fucking needle stuck in your arm?"

"Apparently, I can so hush." She looked at Raphael as Dane inserted a needle into his arm, then back to Jericho. "Let's get something straight here, men; if you are having problems, you need to let me or Dane know. I told Dane to give you both a quarter of a bag every other day for now. Let's see how that works, and when I ask you how you are, you'd better give an honest answer. Got it?"

Both warriors sat there silently. She knew the turmoil they were going through; she felt it to a degree, then chuckled. "This can be hard as hell for you both, or you can help me out here and keep us informed on how the dose works for you." Still not a word.

Placing her hands on both sides of Jericho's thick neck, she forced his face to hers. "Answer me." She tilted her head. "Or would you like to take a little trip with me?"

Snarling in her face, Jericho pushed back. "Do not fucking threaten me, Doc, you won't like the consequ-"

And they were gone.

Sofia teleported his heavy ass out of the room. She had enough of all these men bullying her. Sofia did everything they asked or demanded. Sure, she may have given them hell each time, but in the end, she did what they asked. Now these big alpha males were about to see just how mad a small, auburn-haired woman could be. And dammit, if she were their queen, then she would show these men she meant business.

Sofia and Jericho ended up in a room at the other end of the third floor that was rarely used, away from all the activity in the clinic. When they landed, she slammed him back into the cold wall. Her hands were planted firmly in his solid, rock-hard chest. She even took her IV pole with her. "Huh, will you look at that?" She glanced at the pole and the bag of blood attached to her. "I'm getting pretty good at this." Keeping her hands in place, she looked up into his troubled eyes. His hands clenched into tight fists at his sides, and she knew he was struggling to keep them off her.

Slowly, her hands slid down his chest to his stomach, stopping at his waist. His big body trembled at her light touch. Jericho hissed in a breath when he looked down at her. "What the hell are you doing, Sofia? Stop touching me. Gage will shit a brick if he finds us this way, not to mention rip my damn head off. Or is that what you're after? It would be helpful to remove me from the picture."

One of her hands remained at his waist while the other traveled back up his hot body until she reached his face. "You're an ass, Jericho." Her voice was soft. Standing on her toes, she touched his lips with hers, and she kissed him slowly.

A low growl came from deep within his chest while his hands remained balled up at his sides. When Sofia nipped his bottom lip, he lost it. One arm banded itself around her waist, dragging her up to his body while his other hand cupped her neck. His kiss was desperate and hard; his mouth crushed against hers; their tongues met and mated. Sofia sensed the struggle he fought to control as she melted into his hard frame for support.

God, it felt good being snug against his powerful body and feeling his scorching hot skin under her hands. While a part of her was appalled at her actions in almost attacking Jericho, another part of her whispered, finally.

She couldn't help it; their blood spoke to one another, calling to one another. No amount of denying this was going to do either of them any good. Her body needed his as much as it did Raphael's, and they needed her. This was her life now, and she knew she'd have to accept it. Her body wanted and needed four powerful men. She had been having these feelings for a while but chalked it up to all the stress. And yeah, she lied to Dane when she said she hadn't had any feelings for them. Sofia didn't want to admit that her desires for them were real, and she did her best to ignore the physical pull towards the two warriors.

Her warriors.

Every spare moment, Sofia wondered if there was a way to reverse what they did to Jericho and Raphael so they could remain her friends. She didn't want or need any more men in her life.

Every time that thought entered her brain, she fought it, saying, You are such a slut. Wanting four men, wanting their hands on her, their mouths tasting every inch of her body—yep, that was a slut in her book.

This feels so good. I need to touch more, more, more.

No, you damn slut! Her mind roared. This is wrong, and you know it!

I'm bound to four fucking gorgeous men. You could have done a lot worse.

Shut up, you tramp!

Sofia broke the kiss and snickered against Jericho's mouth. Pulling back, he looked down at her. "Am I amusing, Doc?" His eyes had gone black, his fangs had descended, and his voice was almost inhuman.

Both of her hands rested on his chest. Her smile beamed up at him. "No, I'm laughing at the stupid argument I'm having in my head. The human side of me is arguing with the supernatural ho in me."

"Which one is winning?"

"I don't know Jericho. They both have a good argument, but all I know is that I can't fight this any more than you can. And that's the bitch ho speaking."

He smiled at her, a real smile. "Sweetheart, you are not a bitch ho. You're not a supernatural ho either." His deep blue eyes frowned. "I guess we've forgotten how this must be affecting you. You are bound to four of us, and I can see how that'd make you feel..."

"Like a Hollywood hooker?" Her face lit up with amusement, and she laughed. "Shit, Jericho, if I can't laugh about all of this, I'll go crazy. And I don't want the two of you to have this much trouble being around me, so blood more often rather than once a week." His face softened when she looked deep into his eyes; his forehead dropped to hers. "I don't want any other guards, Jericho. I need the two of you. Besides, I'm pretty sure after what I did to Cam and Davis this morning, they'll be transferring to Alek's team."

Jericho skimmed his thumb over her bottom lip. "We won't leave you. We'll try it your way for now, but if it becomes too much for us to handle, I will replace us with two other men, and you will not attack them. Understand?"

She nodded, reached up, and kissed his chin. "Yes. I better get us back before someone starts looking for us."

Seconds later, they were back in the room they had left Dane and Raphael in. Dane gave them both a once-over, then averted his eyes to look busy. Raphael remained stoic.

Walking over to Raphael, Sofia took his handsome face in her hands and tilted it to hers. "You will do this my way until we find out if this works or not. Got that, chicken-shit?"

He glanced at Jericho, who nodded to him. "Fine, Doc, we'll do this your way for now. But if you kick my ass off the roof again, you and I will have problems."

Sofia leaned in and kissed his cheek. "Got it, Michelangelo."

Jericho snorted and mumbled. "At least your ribs didn't hit a fucking tree limb on the way down. I think I broke one branch, which will piss off Vader's woman."

Dane looked up from whatever he was doing as he tried to appear busy. "What the hell? What happened?"

"We pissed Doc off this morning, and she threw four of us around in the backyard." Jericho rubbed his ribs at the memory.

"Scared Davis so bad, he no longer talks like an Aussie," Raphael said with a straight face. Looking over at Sofia, who was grinning at him, he laughed.

Once they smiled and joked, Sofia felt a weight lift from her chest. She hated seeing these two men hurt because of her because they yearned for her. They were as much of a victim in this as she was. Had they known Sofia had their blood running through her veins since she was a child, they would never have given Jericho and Raphael her blood.

These two, big, sexy-as-hell men who sat before her now belonged to her. They would forever be an important part of her life, just like Gage and Ambrose. But if she could reverse this, she'd do it in a heartbeat. She wanted them to be her friends, not lovers. Sofia didn't want to lose their friendship. They meant more to her than they understood.
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Galen called Gage, Sofia, Ambrose, Jericho, Raphael, Zander, Alek, and Dane together to explain what the queen was to their people many years ago. He figured they all must wonder about the Queen and what exactly she meant to her people. Their people hadn't had a queen in almost six hundred years, and in his opinion, it was about time she returned to lead her people. She united and inspired the supernatural race, and since her demise, they have been winging it, doing their own thing. But this was a conversation he wasn't thrilled about having, but it had to be done; the sooner, the better, as he was aware of how upset everyone was about Sofia's new connection to two more men.

Everyone entered the large family room and took seats, much like when they found out after almost two weeks that Sofia was linked by blood to Raphael and Jericho. Somber faces scattered the room, awaiting whatever horrific news Galen had to tell this time. By now, they all realized that when they had a meeting, nothing good would come from it. No, it usually ended up with men ready to rip each other apart, and Sofia was left either in pain or with a broken heart.

These meetings were getting tiresome.

Clearing his throat, Galen began. "First, the same rules apply as last time; no one moves their ass from their chairs. I promise my boot will have more impact than Dane's did," he said, looking directly at his son.

Gage showed no change in his expression at his father's threat; he merely held his gaze. It was so like him, Galen thought to himself. And yet he was proud of the threatening, unwavering gaze his son had. Often, it took only a hard stare from Gage to make someone do what he wanted. His son had no fear; he generated it in others.

"So, what is it you wanted to talk to us about?" Zander propped a booted foot over his knee, assuming a relaxed position.

Alek raised an eyebrow over his green eyes. "I hope to fuck it's not more bad news 'cause I'm not sure how much more we can take, dude."

"It's more like information on the Queen. How and why she was the queen How she led her men and some history of her demise almost six hundred years ago." Galen looked around the room as he placed a chair at one edge, blocking an escape route. "Okay then. First, the Queen is born from royal blood. There were many royals hundreds of years ago, but the last queen was the one I mentored. I helped her learn her skills, her powers, and how to use them." He refrained from saying that Sofia was the last Queen, known as Sinead, and until now she hadn't returned to her people, helping to keep Sofia's secret from Gage.

"Where was this queen from?" Ambrose asked.

"She was born in Ireland; her name was Sinead Flynn. I have mentioned her briefly before." Galen purposely did not glance at Sofia. He was trying to keep up the façade. "She was but a baby when I was hired to mentor her. I began her training at age four and was with her until she was a hundred and twenty, when she died saving her men."

Sofia looked down as if she were trying to remember this part of Sinead's life, her hands fidgety.

"Her parents died when she was only nine, and I became her father and finished raising her as my own."

"Jesus, man, I can feel the undercurrent of this conversation; why don't you just spill it?" Jericho snapped.

Many nodded their agreement.

Galen sent Jericho a menacing look, not affecting Jericho in the least. "What I want to explain is about the Queen's Army and her Royal Guards. Back then, making an army was much different from what Sofia can do with modern technology. She has turned fifteen humans into a New Breed with a blood transfusion, thus the beginning of her army. She also has Alek, Zander, Jando, Pedro, and a few more names I can't remember."

No one wanted to ask, yet Sofia had to know. "How were they made back then?" Sofia's pained voice had all their heads snapping toward her.

Taking a deep breath, Galen looked directly at her. "Back then, sweetheart, the humans were only saved from death. When they were almost dead, she forced her blood into their veins until they could breathe on their own. Back then, fangs were our only source of intravenous transformation. Then for days after, she'd feed them through her fangs, but she only changed humans who were about to die."

Dane nodded. "Makes sense."

"Wait." Sofia had a horrified expression on her face. "I assume that when she gave the men blood, it made them... horny as hell, so-"

"Yes, my dear, she had sex with them to ease their discomfort. Once they no longer needed her blood, all physical contact stopped." He watched as her sweet face paled, her eyes closing, trying to erase the words from her mind.

Galen found it odd yet appreciative that Gage remained silent. He understood this was difficult for his son to accept, having to share the woman of his dreams with three others for life. And if he was honest with himself, he couldn't blame his son for that. Sofia was a treasure, his son's treasure, returning to him for the third time. Even if he didn't know who she was yet, though, Galen still wasn't really sure if Gage knew or not.

"So, once her army was born, they had the strength and power that Dustin and the other humans now have. They were her protection against all threats, just like any army that serves a queen or king. The more she had, the better."

"What's to stop them from betraying her?" Gage narrowed his electric blue eyes on his father.

Galen smiled. "Aw, good question. Simply put, they can't. Once only her blood runs through their veins, they belong to her, and they cannot betray their own blood. It is physically impossible. She alone commands her blood. They have minds of their own and families of their own, yes, but their need to protect her and be loyal to her far surpasses anything else. And even the rest of you who are simply taking her blood regularly cannot betray her. Her blood is too powerful. It won't allow it."

Rubbing the back of his neck, Jericho looked at Galen. "So, all the humans are part of Sofia's army, and the hybrids, vamps, and the rest of us are what?" He did not say her lovers and soon-to-be lovers.

Galen shifted in his chair, knowing this was where tempers were about to flare. "Alek, Zander, and the rest of the hybrids and vamps that we have given her blood to are now all bound to her as part of her army. All of you are now considered a New Breed. As long as you continue to receive transfusions and her blood flows through your veins, you will feel the need to protect her. If she were to die, your bond would be severed. However, all the humans she has changed will remain a New Breed since only her blood flows through them now."

"Not sure you completely answered his question. What are the Royal Guards? And what about the rest of us that you avoided mentioning?" Raphael's dark eyes bore into Galen, and tension marred his face.

The time had come to tell them about the Queen and her sexual prowess, about the power she had over a select few, though a few back then meant a lot more than it does today. And that didn't even matter. Gage was enraged, no matter how many few meant.

"The Royal Guards are men she hand-selected. Back then, they were usually full-blood vampires because of their ferocity and their fighting skills." He paused for a split second. "These men took her blood, and she took theirs, binding them as you would a mate."

"Men? How many are we talking about here?" Gage snapped.

Yeah, this would be about as fun as having your fangs dug out with a spoon.

Galen lifted a shoulder to shrug. "As many as she wanted. You must understand that back then, the queen needed more guards than she would today with modern technology. You have computers, surveillance cameras, and security systems to protect her now."

"Answer my fucking question." Gage snarled at his father.

Sofia reached over, took his hand in hers, and squeezed.

Galen ignored his son's seething words. "Also, she was, uh, shall I say, a very sexual being." He held up a hand to stop questioning or verbal abuse. "Original Beings are far more sexual than even vampires." Looking at Gage and Ambrose. "You two must know this. I bet neither of you goes a day without sex; even though Ambrose is a made-vampire, he still has Original Being blood in his veins. And when you do have sex, you can have marathons since your body craves it and needs it to survive. She had a sexual relationship with all of her Royal Guards."

A vein in Gage's neck pulsated as it popped to the surface of his skin. His hands clenched into fists, and the veins in his arms matched the ones in his throat. His muscular body was primed for attack, and Galen wasn't sure who'd be on the other end of Gage's rage when he snapped.

When Galen looked over at Sofia, he saw her withdraw; her anguish flawed her delicate features as she absorbed the information. Galen knew her well enough to know that she'd be sick to her stomach in a few minutes. There was little that changed from Sinead to Sofia. Their compassion and spirits were the same; their need to protect those she loved was the same. Really, the only difference was her physical appearance; Sofia was smaller with darker auburn hair and darker brown eyes. In a smaller package, Sofia was proving to be a more explosive version of Sinead.

"If you don't answer my fucking question, I will fucking kill you!" Gage roared.

Unaffected by his son's outburst. "Back then, she had anywhere between fourteen and twenty Royal Guards."

"What?" Sofia jumped up. "Are you kidding me? No. No. Go the fuck away, Galen. I'm not listening to this anymore." She bolted for the exit, but before she made it ten feet, Raphael had her in his arms just like before and whispered something in her ear. Staying in his embrace for a moment, she turned to walk away when Gage appeared behind her, ready to go after Raphael.

"Get your fucking hands off her." Gage's low, lethal voice had every man in the room on their feet.

Jericho stepped up beside Raphael to back up his friend, and at the same time, Sofia planted her feet in front of them, her hands on Gage's chest.

"Stop. Don't you dare, Gage. They have no blame here for what has happened any more than I do. Knock this shit off. I can't take this anymore. I can't."

"Get out of my way, Sofia." Gage advanced a step before coming to an abrupt halt. He couldn't move forward; it was like a wall popped up in front of him. "What the fuck! What is this, Sofia?" His hands hit an invisible barrier to show her what she'd done.

Confusion swept over her face. She looked at Galen. "What the hell did I do this time, Galen?"

Galen stepped up beside her. He put his hand out and felt the barrier, and he grinned. "About time, sweetheart. It's part of your shielding abilities. Not only can you hide your army's presence, but you can also prevent an enemy from advancing on them. This was something even Sinead could not do. If so, she would have been able to save her army and herself."

"Am I the fucking enemy, Sofia?" Gage hissed; his body ready to strike.

"Stop it!" She pushed her hands out, and without laying a hand on him, she launched Gage across the room. He hit a wall with an ear-splitting crash. "Oh my god!" She ran to him and said, "I'm so sorry. How'd I do that? Are you okay?"

Standing, he dusted the drywall out of his hair. "You tell me." His answer seemed to be the same for both of her questions. "So, you'll protect them from me by putting yourself between us? Nice, baby, real nice."

Gage's angry words were like salt in a wound; that much was clear to Galen. Her face said it all. "Goddamn you!" She slammed her fists against his chest. "I am not going to let any of you rip each other apart here! Why not go after Ambrose? Oh, that's right, because you like sharing me with your best friend. Well, fuck you!" She spun away from Gage and looked at Galen with eyes on fire, the color of bright gold. The inferno in her body was at its boiling point. "So, Galen, I have four royal fuck buddies, and I don't need anymore, correct?" Glancing over her shoulder at Gage, she added, "Unless I want more?"

Alek stifled a laugh, but he couldn't hide his grin. Others glared at him. "Oh, come on, we need some humor here before you all implode. And that was funny as shit."

"No, my dear, you will need no more. But out of these men, you have only three Royal Guards." He nodded to Ambrose, Jericho, and Raphael.

"And what does that make me?" Gage growled; his eyes were still black, and his hands fisted.

"You, my son, are her king, her lover, and her mate. You will have more advantages than her guards. You are her mate, first and foremost. You will always come first in her eyes. She will walk past them to get to you. I think you know that."

Gage snorted his response, then stared at Galen. "You're kidding, right? I'm no fucking king."

"If I have to be the fucking queen, then you will be my fucking king, got it!" Sofia's snarl had every set of eyes on her.

Galen smiled at her ferocity that finally surfaced, rearing its ugly head. Until now, Sofia had remained rather neutral; she didn't strike back, strike out, or demand anything from these men. Not viciously, anyway. But now, now she was ready, he could see it in her eyes and hear it in her voice.

"Fuck us." Jericho scrubbed a hand down his face. "I will not bow to that bastard, so if that is a requirement, you can just kill me now."

"I'd be happy to." Gage snarled.

"Bring it on, asshole!" Jericho growled back. His fuse was always short, and he wasn't afraid to let it snap, even if it was Lucifer he let loose on.

Sofia looked at the men and said, "Knock it off! Or I will slam all of you into a wall." Her willingness to put up with the shit from all these alpha males had come to an end. While she loved Gage more than life itself, she was over his temper and attitude. Yeah, she understood that he didn't want to share her, but how the hell did he think she felt? And Jericho and his explosive personality were pushing Gage to his limits as well.

Ambrose, who had stayed out of all the drama so far, walked over to Sofia and took her out of Gage and Jericho's path. "Don't say a fucking word, brother. The two of you can go after each other if you want, but I'm taking her out of the equation." His look told Gage that he'd take his ass down if need be. Ambrose was the one man who could push Gage, get in his face, and make him listen to reason or beat reason into him.

Sofia was angrier than Galen had ever seen her, yet she took comfort in Ambrose's arms, and she calmed right down. She was ready to battle her own men if they didn't get their shit together. And she was willing to take on her mate, her king, if he hurt one of her guards. Her anger had freed yet two more skills she had suppressed; she was almost whole. Now all she needed was to manipulate objects and release her fangs.

Then she would be a complete queen.

Ambrose held Sofia, tilting her chin up as he winked at her. "How about when we finish this conversation with Galen, I'll take you to the training center, so you can beat the shit out of something... or someone?"

Her smile came quickly for Ambrose these days as their bond strengthened. "Yes, I'd like that." Turning in his arms, she kept her back to his chest as she looked at Galen. "Okay, so no more Royal Guards, but I have to ask what no one has. Why do you think I am the queen? I mean, I am nothing special; I still don't get it."

Dane chuckled. "You're kidding, right?" When she didn't respond, he continued. "Doc, all the men saw the video of when Gage went to the clinic that night with the drug overdose. Yeah, we showed them, so they could see how fearless you are. You didn't back down. You weren't afraid of him. Your only goal was to help him, even if it cost you your life. And you refused to leave him until you knew he was okay. Sofia, you sat beside him all damn night long. You didn't even sever contact with him because you knew your touch calmed him."

Ambrose squeezed her shoulders. "And we all witnessed firsthand what you did for Cam and Dustin. Cam hit you out of the room; you jumped back up to face off with him, then got pissed at me for hitting him in the face."

Raphael hooked his thumbs in his front pockets. "And if you hadn't been so quick with your actions, Dustin wouldn't be here today, or the other Special Forces guys you just saved, Sofia."

"And we saw the concern, worry, and anguish in your eyes when they were all sick, but when you found out about the ones we lost, it killed you. You took the loss personally. It wasn't your fault, yet you took the hit like you owned it." Jericho winked at her when she looked at him. "Doc, you are the most remarkable woman—no, the most remarkable person we have ever encountered. And at the risk of having our hearts ripped out by your mate, your concern for Raph and myself, and with what we're dealing with right now, well, it's admirable, to say the least. All while you're trying to deal with it yourself."

Zander had just sat back and listened to all this unfold, keeping quiet. "And I keep repeating myself when I say I know any one of our men would protect you even from us, your family. I do not doubt that even with all the years of service they have given us, they'd turn their backs on us in a heartbeat if it meant protecting you."

"And damn, woman," Alek grinned, "you never backed down from our resident asshole, Ambrose. We all knew you didn't want to train with him, but you did it because you weren't about to fail. You pushed back and held your ground while making him admire you even more for your strength and your spirit. And you did everything despite Zander because you weren't willing to be weak in his eyes."

Zander chuckled. "She sure did."

Sofia turned to look at Ambrose; his face softened, and he grinned down at her. "You're surprised, sweetheart? I pushed you because I saw something in you—something different that I couldn't put my finger on. And the harder I pushed, the harder you fought. And the harder you fought, the more skilled you became, and the more I admired you for it. Now I can't imagine life without our little terrorist." He leaned down and kissed her cheek.

Galen smiled as she listened to the men tell of her heroics, their admiration, and their love for her. These men loved her heart and soul. They would each gladly give their lives to save hers. They were her men, her warriors. While she never saw it coming, she formed unbreakable bonds with all the men at The Alliance.

"And sweetheart, from what I understand, you have had all these men in your corner from day one. You have proved to them over and over that they are important to you; they come first." Galen gave her a warm smile. "You just proved it once again when you protected Raphael and Jericho from your mate. You wouldn't allow your men to fight one another over you. You'd fight them instead. And I think all the men saw something in you right from the beginning, which is why they all accepted you so easily when they never had a female in power at The Alliance. You have, without even realizing it, been building your army of loyal warriors since the day you walked into their lives."

Gage had remained eerily silent as he listened to the men sing their praises of his mate. His body relaxed, and his eyes turned back to the brilliant blue. Galen knew his son's first reaction was to attack. It was in his blood. Original Beings fought like no other creature that ever walked the earth, which was why he and Ambrose were the most feared men in The Alliance. And the reason Sofia wasn't intimidated by these men was that she would fight them if need be, for the greater good.

Gage walked over to Sofia and pulled her out of Ambrose's protection, kissing her lips and then whispering something in her ear. Immediately, she snuggled into his body. "Exactly how did the last queen die? Sinead." Gage's quiet tone got everyone's attention. They had heard some of the story, but not all of it.

"She died saving many of her warriors and their families. Her army had its own village just beyond her castle. The village was attacked one night while they were sleeping. Sinead awoke from the pain she felt from her men. She materialized in front of the village to face off with the attackers as her men grabbed their weapons. She ordered them to get their families within the walls of the castle, knowing how important their families were to them. They were her family as well. Homes were set on fire as she pushed back, and we pushed back. I was by her side, fighting until the end. While the families rushed through the gates, we were overcome by double the size of our army, and we were losing quickly because Sinead refused her men's help until their families were safe." Galen's voice held pain as he relived the events. "The two of us and a small handful of warriors did our best to hold them off while the others gathered the rest of the village to usher them to safety. And well, Sinead was surrounded; she took many out, but while she fought those in front of her, men attacked her from behind. When I heard her gasp, I looked over at her, and she had three axes lodged in her back." Galen rubbed a hand down his weary face, reliving the pain of her loss. "She fell to her knees, and when she did... the enemy removed her head."

Sofia looked at him with tears in her dark eyes.

"And that right there, my sweet, is what makes you a queen. Those tears in your eyes are for those who were lost, for those who could not be saved, and for the pain you knew they endured. You have the heart and soul of a queen. Your love and compassion for others stretch far beyond your reach and power. You didn't know them; you had no control over their fates, yet your heart bleeds for them." Galen walked over to her and cupped her face. "That, mo páiste, is what makes you our queen."
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Gage held Sofia in his arms, his face turned into her hair, breathing in her scent. Her scent alone stirred his blood, made him hard. But for now, he held her.

After Galen told them about Sinead, she told Ambrose she didn't want to go into The Alliance to train. She wasn't in the mood. He figured the story of Sinead got to her more than any of them had realized.

He caressed her softly as she lay in his arms silently.

It was so like Sofia to be torn apart over those people six hundred years ago. It made him wonder what she remembered from her past lives. He had never once asked, hoping she'd tell him on her own. And his father had been right, feeling the pain of her people was a quality of not just a queen, but a damn good one. Not all leaders in power gave a shit about their people, only the ones who were born to lead because they were the ones born to love.

And that was Sofia.

She shifted against his side, in a soft, pained voice she spoke. "Do you forgive me?"

He tipped her chin up to look into her beautiful eyes. "Baby, what do I need to forgive you for?"

"For the invisible wall and blasting your ass across the room. I didn't mean to do it. I really didn't. I never want to hurt you, Gage."

He lowered his face to hers, placing a soft kiss on her lips. "I know that, Eos, I do. It just pissed me off when you protected Raph from me, that you were willing to get between us." Again, a quality of a true queen, if he were being honest with himself.

"Gage, I will never let one of you harm the other. I can't. None of us had any control over what happened with Jericho and Raph, but no one is as sorry as me about this. I was just getting used to being with Ambrose, then this happened." Tears sprang into her eyes. "I just wanted to share my life with you. And it tears my heart out that you are in so much pain over this. I understand it and expect it, but it kills me that you are hurting. And I can't fix it. I can't make the pain go away." Her voice cracked with her pained words, making his chest ache.

Gage leaned up on his elbow to look down into her face. "Sweetheart, I don't expect you to make my pain go away. It will take time for me to come to terms with you having a relationship with them. I'm going to still snap on occasion, but I'll try to deal with this the best way I know how. I know some days that doesn't look like much. But baby, I'll be honest, I'm glad it's those two. I have known from the beginning that they have always cared for you. Even when they almost got shot by Ambrose for losing you multiple times." He gave her a crooked grin, his hand cupping her neck. "I know J and Raph will never do anything to hurt you. I know they will protect you with their lives and I respect them for that."

"Thank you." A lone tear slipped from her eye. "I love you so much, it hurts. Do you know that?"

He knew that working through all this with Sofia would not be easy, but they had no choice. They would have bumps, ruts along the way, occasionally veering off the road. But he also knew that they'd find their way back on the road and plow through whatever landed in their path.

They had to because he was not willing to lose her.

Gage's thumb rubbed the point of her chin. "Love is not supposed to hurt, baby. But yes, I understand what you're saying. I feel that way too."

"Seems like I will be living up to the name Eos, huh? You said she was a horny goddess who had sex with a lot of men. I wonder, did you curse me by calling me that?"

A low growl rumbled in his chest. "Shit. Maybe I did." Then cocking his head, he grinned. "I was going to do this later after things settled down, but I'm having a hard time waiting." Rolling over he opened his bedside table drawer and grabbed something. Still propped up on one elbow, he needed her assistance. "Hold your hand up, baby."

Sofia lifted her left hand and watched as he slipped a ring on her finger. Her big brown eyes flew to his.

"Sofia Pierce, will you do me the honor of becoming Sofia Pierce-Gallegos?"

"You want to marry me?" Her voice cracked.

His eyes crinkled when he smiled at her. "Well, I have nothing better to do. May as well." Sofia pinched his stomach, and he laughed. "Baby, in my eyes, we are already married. That's what being mated means to us. But I know you were raised as a human, and I imagine that as a little girl, you dreamed of getting married one day, a big beautiful gown and all. So yes, I want nothing more than to be married and mated to you for the rest of our lives. Maybe even have a kid or two."

"You want kids?" The shock on her face was evident.

Gage chuckled. "That surprises you? I know I'm an ass, but sweetheart, having a baby with you is something I definitely want. I know we haven't talked about it, but do you want kids?"

She nodded as tears streamed down her face. "Yes, with you, yes."

His thumb wiped her tears away. "Well, then, I suppose I should start again." Cupping her neck. "Sofia Pierce, will you do me the honor of becoming Sofia Pierce-Gallegos, my wife, my mate, the mother of our children?"

"Absofuckinglutely." Sofia smiled through her tears.

"Best answer ever." He kissed her lips with slow-burning passion. Holding Sofia's warm body to his, he wondered how he would ever live through sharing her with two more men. He doubted he could.

After he made love to her for hours, taking his time and cherishing every inch of her sweet body, she lay exhausted in his arms. A place he wished he could keep her forever. She was his, and she would always be his.

Gage kissed her hair. "After all this Vega shit is over with, we are getting married, so you better plan damn fast because I'm not waiting another second, got it?"

Sofia chuckled as she ran her finger up his chest. "Got it. Gage, I was thinking... is procreating really the best thing for us?"

Getting up, he loomed over her, with a scowl firmly in place. "What does that mean? I thought you said you wanted kids with me."

"Oh, I do. I'm just wondering if it is wise. I mean, we're both bull-headed, temperamental, hard to rein in, not to mention explosive. I'm just thinking that I could give birth to little monsters."

Gage frowned at her before a grin slowly spread over his face. "Well, shit. I didn't think of that." He kissed her nose. "But baby, they'd be our little monsters." Gage hovered over her. "In fact, I think we should practice on how to make those perfect monster babies." Nudging her legs apart, he sank himself into her.
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Gage proposed to her. 

Sofia had to admit, she never saw that coming. She didn't see him as the romantic type. And her heart felt so full of joy, joy like she'd never experienced before.

After making love to Gage for the rest of the night, trying to make perfect monster babies, Sofia grinned to herself. Holding her hand up, she looked at the ring he proposed with, tears once again found a way into her eyes.

He wanted to marry her, have kids with her. And her heart swelled, the love and happiness she had inside of her busted through the seams. For the first time in her life, her existence made sense. For so long she wondered if she'd ever find that one man who made her weak in the knees. Gage was the one man who could consume every part of her heart, body, and soul. And when she had given up on ever finding such a man, he literally walked into her life.

And yet, she sensed there was something dark and sinister waiting on the sidelines, ready to pounce at any minute. She couldn't put her finger on why she had this gnawing feeling, but it wouldn't go away. And it terrified her.

"Sofia!" Ambrose growled from outside her bedroom door.

She jumped. Sofia was so deep in thought she didn't hear him come down the hall. She pulled the covers over her head and yelled, "Go away. I'm sleeping."

The door flew open. "Bullshit. You sleep three hours a night, like the rest of us. Now get your lazy ass up. We are going in to train for a while." Walking over to her bed, he sat down beside her and slapped her butt through the sheet.

"Ouch! Go away. And where's Gage?"

"How the hell should I know? Baby, he's wrapped around your little finger, not mine."

"Actually... he's wrapped around my ring finger." She uncovered her head and rolled over to face Ambrose. Sofia kept the sheet pulled over her breasts as if it mattered, he knew every inch of her body and then some.

"He's wrapped around all your damn fingers. Now get your ass up-" He stopped mid-sentence when Sofia showed him her hand. A huge grin covered his handsome face when he saw the large diamond on her finger. "Well, I'll be damned. The man has officially gone insane."

Sofia smacked him.

Ambrose tugged her up, the sheet falling to her waist, exposing her nakedness to him. Ambrose cupped her neck and pulled her to him. "I am happy for you, baby. You both deserve to be happy." He kissed her lips. "Now go get a shower, you reek of sex."

"Fine. And we're keeping this just in the family for now. Until all this shit with Vega is over with."

His expression grew somber. "Yeah, that makes sense." Ambrose stood to walk away, "Get a move on, we're pulling out in an hour. And don't forget to leave the ring at home."

Sofia frowned when he walked out of the room. She noticed how his whole mood changed when she brought up Vega. Sure, he had a lot on his mind, but they all did, so what was that about? Something in the way he looked at her left her uneasy, making her stomach roll. That sense of doom reared its ugly head once again. 
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Ambrose's chest tightened when he saw the ring on her finger. She was about to be crushed, to have her heart broken by them. And when this was over, she probably wouldn't want to marry Gage. If Gage were to win her back, he'd have to work damn hard for it. And there were no guarantees that she'd let him back in. He was dependent on her blood for survival, yet Sofia wasn't dependent on his. She wouldn't be until she took his blood into her veins and since she didn't have fangs yet, it was impossible. But she could have Dane give her his blood through an IV if it came to that.

Not wanting to think about it anymore, he left for The Alliance and told Alek to bring her with him. He had to get out of there and work off some of his pent-up energy. He sensed her apprehension these days, she knew something seemed off, and she'd be right.

Ambrose needed to have Sofia in the gym to rid her anxiety. He couldn't imagine what all she was dealing with, while she kept a smile on her face most days, he sensed her anguish and uncertainty. She was stronger than anyone gave her credit for, even himself. Ambrose knew Sofia better than most, and he understood if he didn't give her a way to vent, then she'd crash and burn. Usually she made her own outlet, like the paintball war. And he hated seeing her when she fell apart. It tore him the hell up.

He ordered all who weren't out on patrol to the training center, per Galen's request. Galen said he had an idea on how to teach Sofia how to not only control the new skills she used on Gage but how to manipulate objects. Ambrose could only assume that Galen would use a bunch of them as targets or props, and she was supposed to protect or kill them. But who knew with Galen, the man kept everything to himself until he was good and ready to reveal his plans.

Ambrose watched Sofia enter the training room when only a few men were in there talking or warming up. When her eyes met his, she grinned at him, and he felt a tug at his heart for her. He loved this crazy, smart-mouthed woman. When she walked up to him, she launched herself into his arms and hugged him.

Ambrose caught her and held her against his body. "What's this for, Bella?"

She kissed his cheek. "Thank you for getting me out of the house. I was about to launch another attack, only this time I wasn't going to use paintballs."

Chuckling, he set her feet back down on the ground. "Well, Galen has some shit he wants to do, so it won't be my handsome face barking orders at you today." After he put her down, she remained in his arms for a few more seconds before pulling back.

Two new sets of eyes watched Sofia from the observation room. Soon they'd come face to face with her. But for now, they observed as she interacted with one of the scariest men known in all The Alliance units. They had heard of Ambrose Kane and knew you didn't fuck with this man, yet here was this small woman who put an expression on his face that was indescribable.

Ambrose pulled Sofia into his side and whispered in her ear. "Baby, your man just walked in. I suggest you find a way to wipe that look off his face before he explodes."

Sofia frowned as she looked at Gage. "Why does he look pissed? He was fine last night."

"Don't know."

"Maybe he's realized that asking me to marry him was a mistake."

"No, baby. That man is completely stupid for you."

Sofia cocked an eyebrow at Ambrose. "That makes me feel much better, thanks." 

When Gage strode slowly into the room, his eyes scanned his surroundings before they landed on her. She remained at Ambrose's side as she eyed her mate. His blue gaze traveled the length of her body, a scowl marring his handsome features. With a finger, he motioned for her to come.

She remained by Ambrose and nodded no.

"Sofia." He warned. "Come here."

"Nope, you just called me Sofia. I think it's in my best interest to stay put." Her face showed no signs of what she had planned.

"Sofia." He stalked her slowly.

She took a few steps away from Ambrose. "Uh, no." She retreated a step for each one Gage took towards her.

"You'd better stop if you know what's good for you." His face was void of emotion; sometimes, that was a scary look on him. Oh hell, who was she kidding? It was always damn terrifying.

"Don't know me very well, do you? I never have any damn idea what's good for me." She grinned, spun, and took off running as fast as her legs could take her, and these days it was pretty damn fast.

"Got that right," Ambrose muttered. Gage looked at him, he smiled. "She's your terrorist, go get her, brother."

Gage's eyes turned black, grinning back, revealing his fangs, he was off in a dead run after his sassy woman. As soon as his body tackled her, they disappeared, seconds later they reappeared spinning through the air. Sofia was now facing Gage, her legs wrapped around his waist, then they were gone again.

Ambrose watched as they remained airborne, reappearing somewhere new every few seconds, but Sofia laughed so hard that she lost concentration and they hit the floor. They rolled multiple revolutions, Gage kept her tight against his body, protecting her, taking the brunt of the impact. When they rolled to a stop, he was on top of her, Sofia laughed hard. Gage's smile couldn't be helped. When she laughed it always put a smile on his face, it chipped away at all his anger, all his fears.

Sofia threw her head back, exposing her neck to him. He leaned down and kissed her throbbing vein. "You're batshit crazy, you know that?" His blue eyes crinkled when he grinned.

"I've been called worse, so I'm good with that." Her small hand reached up to touch his face. "Are we okay? You seem like something is wrong since last night. I love you so much, and I can't stand the thought of you hurting." Her legs kept him prisoner within her grip.

He closed his eyes, turning his face into her hand and kissed her palm. "Yes, we're good, baby. I know I'm an ass and I'm sorry I've been so explosive lately. This is just making me crazy. I am trying, though. I know those two are good men and that they care for you deeply, but I'm not ready to share you yet. Just when I think I can handle it, I run into them and those fucking feelings swarm me again."

"I understand, I do, but this isn't easy for me either Gage. It tears me up knowing that you're hurting, I feel all your pain now as if it's my own. Along with the other three now. I don't have time to deal with my own anxiety or fears."

"Shit, you didn't tell me that. I'm sorry, baby." He lowered his mouth to hers, "I love you, angel." He nipped at her lips as a boot tapped him on his thigh.

"Stop before the two of you get carried away, besides you have a damn big audience." Ambrose grinned down at Sofia, winking.

Gage lifted his head and looked, sure enough, there were upward of fifty men in the room now, mostly grinning. "Fuck, is there nowhere we can have some privacy?" Grumbling, he stood with Sofia still attached to him. His hands cupped her ass as he nipped at her jaw.

"That's what most people use their bedrooms for, mate." Davis's sexy Australian voice yelled from across the room.

"Fuck off, Davis." Gage grinned against Sofia's lips.

The two newcomers entered the training center and watched Doctor Sofia Pierce with the infamous, terrifying Lucifer. Their jaws dropped. Not only were they not expecting him to have a woman, but especially not one as sweet as Sofia. They assumed women backed away just as quick as most men did from Gage Gallegos. Somehow this woman tamed both Gallegos and Kane, and they were in awe.

"Gage!" Galen yelled.

"You can fuck off too, old man. I'm busy." Gage sauntered over with Sofia. She slipped down his body and turned in his arms, her back to his chest, snug within his embrace.

Ambrose just shook his head. "Okay, everyone, listen up. We are going to test some new powers our resident terrorist has learned. As usual, she has no clue how she does shit, so we're going to be her lab rats."

"You're so mean to me." She mock pouted.

Grinning at her, he nodded to Galen to take over.

"Sofia stand in the middle," Galen directed her to where he wanted her, "and men you circle around her with everyone having their back to her. We are going to be launching baseballs at you and Sofia either has to divert them, stop them or throw up a shield."

"Whoa, wait." Jando stopped Galen. "What do you mean by throw up a shield? I thought she could only hide our presence."

"Our girl has some new skills. She can put up, and invisible shield and apparently can launch someone's ass across the room." Ambrose's hand touched the back of her neck and gently squeezed.

"Yep." She grinned, "I'm like a damn Jedi." She moved, turning to face Ambrose, "Ha, Vader, I am a Jedi! This is not the terrorist you are looking for." She said in her best Obi-wan Kenobi voice.

Men laughed, they loved how she annoyed the shit out of Ambrose Kane, the second most feared man at The Alliance. Even Ambrose smiled at her. He tugged her away from Gage to kiss her forehead. "Dumbass, get in your spot and do your thing. Move men." He circled a finger in the air for the men to fan out in a circle around her.

"Whoa, hold up. You are really launching baseballs at them?" She spun and looked at Galen.

"Yes."

"But they'll hurt when they hit."

"Smart woman."

"Look asshole, what if I can't stop, divert or shield?"

"Then the men will get pelted with baseballs."

Ambrose, Gage, Jericho, Raphael, Jando, Pedro, Alek, Zander, Dane, and Dustin acted as her immediate guards, they were the first circle around her. The ten men who would always be the ones closest to her. Her first line of protection. The rest spread out from the first ten men, with the two new men that were in the observation room watching, now among the warriors.

Jando and Pedro were the two newest in the immediate ten to be given her blood, making them her permanent guards, Royal Guards, and their bond instantly grew. Not all her Royal Guards were bound to her sexually, though she felt a strong pull to the two warriors. It seemed to grow as fast as her bond to Jericho and Raphael, and she didn't have their blood in her, so it seemed odd. Her bond to Zander, Alek, Wren, Derrick, and Cameron still wasn't as strong as it was with Pedro and Jando. She was to pick three more men so that she could have a dozen personal guards. Gage could not be counted as one. He was always her mate, her king first. While she hadn't revealed it yet, she chose Callisto, Peyton, and Davis. Sofia had a special bond with Gage's and Ambrose's teams, and it grew daily.

Galen yelled. "And men, the only catch is, well, you can't catch the balls or duck. Let them hit you, it's the only way she'll learn."

Pedro groaned. "So, the only way for her to learn is for us to get beat to death with baseballs?"

"Hey, it could be worse. I could kick you in yours again." Sofia grinned at him.

"Yeah, there is that." 

"Okay, everyone ready? Sofia, use that power you used to shoot Gage across the room yesterday. Find it and take control of it." Galen crossed his big arms over his chest.

"What the fuck? She shot Reaper across the room? Why do we always miss out on the good stuff?" Brody said.

"I'd have paid to see that." Azim.

"Can we have a replay, Doc? I think we'd all love to see that." Callisto.

"You men are funny. But the jokes on you since you're about to be hit with baseballs before they ever reach me. Go for it, baby." Gage nodded and winked at Sofia.

Sofia closed her eyes, taking a deep breath, she nodded to Galen to begin. Galen motioned to the men operating the six machines that surrounded the perimeter. They'd be launching nearly a hundred balls per minute. Grunts, groans and colorful language littered the room as all the men got smacked with balls.

"Holy fuck, Doc. Did you even try to stop them?" Nathan, the usually quiet warrior from Rebellion, growled.

"Hell if I know, Nate! Go again. I can do this."

For the next five minutes, balls launched, and they hit their targets. The men were getting pissy now after they had been ordered to not catch the flying cannons. Many rubbed their heads, and a few had a bloody lip. Really, how did Galen expect her to just do something without telling her how to do it?

"Sofia!" Galen hissed, "Concentrate, dammit!"

"Oh, why didn't I think of that oh mighty one? I don't know what the hell to do here, Galen!"

"Such an attitude." Someone said at the back of the room. 

Sofia frowned at the voice, then turned back to Galen, glaring at him.

Gage stepped forward and got in front of Sofia. "Let me try to center her."

"Good luck with that." Galen crossed his arms over his chest. "Many days, this woman flutters around like there is nothing to anchor her, by all means, try to center her."

Pulling her body up to his, Gage held her hips. "Okay, Sofie, close your eyes." He leaned his forehead to hers. "Now breathe, control it. Block everything else out right now. Focus on my voice, my hands, my body against yours."

"Keep this PG-13 for us please!" Marco, from Alek's team yelled while the others laughed. 
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Gage placed a kiss on her lips. "Block out those assholes. Breathe and clear your mind." His hands went to her neck and slid down to the points of her shoulders, slowly slipping down her bare arms until they reached her hands. "Open your hands and lay your palms on mine. Now, feel the power in my hands, feel it, concentrate on it, and begin to push that energy back at me."

Ambrose noticed that the men were watching with intensity at Gage with Sofia. She had humanized a man that no one wanted to meet in a dark alley. Gage had her in a state of silence, mind, and body. He was controlling her actions with his soothing voice and commands. Peace and serenity replaced her frustration. Her body was relaxed as she leaned into Gage, her hands placed on his.

"Do you feel the energy, baby?"

"Yes."

"Push it back at me."

Sofia tapped into her energy and used it to push his power back. Then she let go and sighed.

"That was good; try it again. Hold it this time. Don't drop it as I push back to you."

Sofia did as she was told and succeeded. Breaking contact, she smiled up at him.

A grin touched his lips. "Perfect. Now, watch." Gage moved his hand over the nearest baseball, and as the ball moved, it jumped on the floor once before floating into the air. He manipulated it until it hovered over his open palm and out to his side while her body remained tucked into his. "Put your hand over the ball. I want you to let the energy flow into your hand, concentrate on the energy surrounding the ball, and begin to pull it away from me."

The first ball stayed under Gage's control, then it trembled. "Hang onto it, baby. Your power is strong; concentrate on directing it to your hand and pull."

Sofia let a surge of energy out, and the ball became hers. She pulled it back away from Gage as it hung in the air beneath her hand.

"Good, don't let go this time. Make it move at your will." Gage watched as she moved the ball in the air; it went high, then it came back down to her at her instruction.

The men gasped and muttered holy shit.

Gage pulled a second ball from the floor, then a third, and held them in the air for her. "Now expand your power and take these two from me." Again, she did as she was instructed. He snatched the three balls from the air into his hand, releasing them from her command, and kissed her forehead. "Great job. Now let's try something different." Turning her so her back was to his chest, he looked at the men who stood in awe. "Callisto, pick up a ball and hold it in your open hand. Everyone, move from his path."

Callisto picked up a ball as a route cleared in front of him, so there was a direct thirty-foot line to Sofia and Gage.

"Okay, watch me." He put his arm around her waist and held his hand out. The ball in Callisto's hand jumped up and hovered before flying into Gage's hand. "Get another." He nodded to Callisto. "Now you try it."

Sofia looked at the ball in Callisto's hand, stretching her hand out. The ball wiggled, then floated. When she pulled it, it flew at her like a major league pitcher threw a pitch. Gage quickly threw his hand in front of her and caught the ball before it smashed into her face.

"Holy shit," she whispered.

Gage chuckled. "You used too much power. You'll learn to control how much you use. But always be prepared to either slow it, stop it, or move the fuck out of the way next time." He tapped her butt. "Do it again. This time, concentrate on controlling the speed as well as the movement."

Ambrose, like all the others, was almost in a trance, observing Gage and Sofia. This was the first time the men had ever seen Gage use the powers he hid from them. He assumed that Sofia's blood had increased his abilities, as he manipulated them with ease. And for the first time, he saw Gage and Sofia as a team. They worked together and fed off each other's energy and power. They centered one another; they were an extension of each other. Even their aura's meshed.

They were one.

After Sofia stopped the ball before it hit her in the face, Gage said. "Now, face me again." He picked up one of her hands and placed it on his chest. "Keep this one here," he said, slipping his hand around her waist and touching the skin that her workout shirt left exposed. His blue eyes smiled at her. "Now, while we touch, we can feel each other's energy. I want you to see all the balls on the floor behind you in your mind. I'll think about the ones behind me. And together, we are going to lift all of them in the air as a team, drawing off each other's power."

"That's a damn lot." She wrinkled her nose.

"No shit." A few men grumbled.

Chuckling, "Yes, it is, but you can do it." He placed his hand over hers on his chest. "Do you feel the power building? This is like what Ambrose felt when you teleported him that time; it's how he knew something was about to happen. It builds quietly at first, but it can become explosive if you don't keep a grip on it. Like when you shot me across the room." He winked, his face softening.

Her dark eyes were wide with excitement. "Yes, I feel it; it tingles my hand."

"Good. Now concentrate on the balls behind you and lift them." He looked over her head as she commanded the balls as he lifted his from the floor. The spheres rose—the ones closest to her back at first—and then moved to the outer rim of the men until they were all up in the air. "Perfect, baby. Now begin to take the balls I am holding up while keeping yours where they are." One by one, the balls left Gage's control and obeyed Sofia. He knew when she had taken the last one. "Great job. Now make the balls move, manipulate them, and force them to obey you."

As Sofia closed her eyes, the balls lifted higher and higher until they were over fifty feet in the air. They hung like little clouds in the room. The warriors watched as hundreds of balls were suspended over their heads, motionless.

Gage grinned at Ambrose, then yanked Sofia to him and kissed her hard, causing her to let go of all the balls. They fell, pelting the men on the heads. Grumbles and curses flew from their mouths, all directed at Gage.

Sofia laughed. "That was mean." Leaning back into his body, she kissed his lips.

"Yep, it's payback for all their smartass remarks about me lately."

Galen walked up to them. "Well, I'm impressed. You have figured out how to center her just by being near her and talking her through it. And you have discovered how to combine your power, which is very nice. How'd you know you could do that?" He asked his son.

"It just came naturally. I could feel her power and assumed she could feel mine."

"And you," Galen said, looking at Sofia. "Perhaps next time you'll be able to follow my instructions without your mate's help. He won't always have the time to center you."

"Yeah, but sometimes being nice to me works better than being an asshole. Just ask Vader." Sofia smiled at Ambrose.

Galen cocked an eyebrow at her. "Yeah, well, I'm not Vader, and I have a reputation to uphold. Now let's do this. The balls are going to start to fly once again. Use what Gage taught you." He turned Sofia to him, his hands on her shoulders. "Think of it this way; those balls are bullets, knives, or grenades. You must stop them to protect innocent humans, your Special Forces men, even your supernatural men. They all could die, Sofia. Your job is to protect them from something they can't see or don't know is happening around them."

"Okay, but there are a few I wouldn't mind hitting with a ball."

"We love you too, Doc!" AJ called out.

"Pretty sure she's referring to team Terminator and Rebellion, you know, the mean motherfuckers." Jessup, from Alek's team, grinned a few rows back.

"We can show you exactly what a mean motherfucker does to pretty boys." Wren threatened playfully.

"You think I'm pretty? Thank you, Wren." Jessup laughed when Wren rolled his eyes.

"Okay, Sofia. Let's do this. Stop the balls from hitting these idiots, or don't. The choice is yours this time." Galen's dry tone had her smiling. "And men, all of you face her again; that way you can't see what's coming at you."

Moans and grumbles filled the room.

Jericho held her gaze. "Don't let a fucking ball hit me in the back of the head, Doc. I know where you live, and I'll hide all the coffee from you."

"Oh well, you'll be the one to suffer if I don't get it." She smiled at Jericho and nodded to Galen, "Go."

Sofia took a deep breath, closed her eyes, and reopened them when she heard the balls eject from the machines, but she failed to stop them. All the men got nailed in the backs of their heads or their backs.

"Sonuvabitch, Sofia!" Zander snapped.

Derrick laughed. "Damn, Doc, that hurt like fuck. Could you stop the next one, please, or give us a helmet?"

"I'm sorry. I'm sorry. I got this." She laughed as the men rubbed their heads. "Big baby vamps." She muttered under her breath, though everyone heard her.

"Sofie," Gage got her attention. "Face me." He was in the immediate circle of men around her. "You heard when the balls ejected, right?"

"Of course. I'm not deaf; I'm... unfocused." Shrugging a shoulder.

"I can see that. So, keep your eyes on me or keep them closed. This way, if you focus on one thing, you can center yourself."

"Or how about the next time you let the balls hit us, we'll move out of the way and let them hit you? Now do this, Sofia, or I'll kick your ass." Ambrose growled at her. He knew sometimes the best route to take with her was violence; she never failed to fight back when threatened. "And trust me when I say they hurt a helluva lot more than paintballs do."

Gage's eyes flew to Ambrose's. What the fuck, man?

Ambrose kept his face angry for Sofia's benefit. No worries, brother. I know how to motivate her when she gets nervous. He snarled at her, "Do it, Sofia, or your ass is mine, and you know I'll push back until I break you."

"Break me?" She repeated, and her hands flew to her hips.

"You're right. You're not deaf."

She turned away from Ambrose and took a cleansing breath. "Go, pops." She kept her eyes closed as she listened to the sound of the balls launching. Sofia dropped her head, her eyes shut, and her body hummed with energy, starting in her feet and working its way up her body. All she heard was the soft sound of the balls soaring through the air. The men held their breath, waiting for the impact to the backs of their heads. And then they froze; the balls stopped mere feet above their heads.

"Will you look at that?" Galen said it with pride in his voice.

Gradually, her eyes opened, glowing gold, and she looked at all the balls hovering, still holding on to them. Her gaze met Gage's, and he winked at her.

"That's my girl."

Looking at the men, On two, you men better duck or you'll get hit. It was the first time she sent out a group message telepathically to more than five people. She surprised herself when she saw them all tense up. But the real test was yet to come. She wasn't sure she could pull this next trick off.

Sofia had the balls flying toward her on the count of two. The men hit the deck in rapid procession as she aimed all the balls at Ambrose, who stood directly to her right.

When Ambrose realized what Sofia was doing, he didn't have time to react. He knew he was about to be creamed by hundreds of baseballs and smiled to himself, knowing he lit a fire under her ass and went one step further from Galen's request. If he had to get pelted for punishment, so be it.

To his surprise, the balls surrounded him and stopped. He was guarded from head to toe with hovering torpedoes, ready to strike. Glancing over at Sofia, he grinned. "Damn woman, I've taught you to use that anger well."

"Jesus Christ!" Alek chuckled. "You're damn lucky she stopped them, brother, or you'd be black and blue tonight."

"I say let them fly," Raphael said in a snarky tone.

Sofia walked up to Ambrose, keeping the balls suspended. She flicked the ones she wanted to move, and they dropped to the floor, making a path to him. An evil grin spread across her adorable face. "You may now call me Obi-wan Kenobi."

He threw his head back, barking out a laugh. Grabbing her around the waist, he hauled her up to his body and hugged her. As he did, the balls dropped to the floor. Ambrose placed a kiss on the side of her head. "Sweetheart, I will never call you that, but damn, you did great." Over her head to Gage, he asked, "Think she deserves her surprise yet?"

Gage nodded and stepped closer to Sofia, tugging her to him. "Yes. Baby, are you ready for a surprise?"
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What surprise?" Sofia beamed at them. "Ice cream? Remember that I like-"

"Two scoops." A deep male voice said.

"Not one; no, she'll throw a fit. It has to be two." Another male voice spoke.

Narrowing her eyes, Sofia scanned the room. "Who said that?" The voices were familiar to her, but why were they here? She had to be mistaken. They lived in San Francisco, eight hundred miles away.

"Really? You don't know who we are?" The first voice asked.

"I think maybe we should kick her ass. She'll remember then." The second voice said, humor lacing his words.

"Show yourselves, you cowards." Sofia's head inclined as she looked in the direction of the intruders.

"Little shit just called us cowards." The second man said in an incredulous tone.

Moving out from the warriors from the back of the room, a large African American man stepped out, and next to him was an equally large Asian. Sofia's eyes got big, and she squealed with excitement and took off running through the warriors at them and jumping into the black man's arms.

He caught her, held her tight to him, and kissed her cheek. "Hey, baby girl."

"Oh, my god! Sean, I've missed you so much!"

The Asian man propped his hands on his hips in fake disgust. "Hello? Why do I always come in second in this relationship? I feel like leftovers."

Sean dropped Sofia to the floor, and she launched herself into Kenny's arms. "But I love you more than him, Kenny. You know that."

Kenny laughed. "I love you more than Sean, too, baby girl."

"Assholes." Sean muttered, yet he couldn't contain his smile.

Ambrose noticed how many of their men looked at the two newcomers with suspicion, especially Jericho, Raphael, Pedro, and Jando. He grinned; those four were protective as hell of her and perhaps a little jealous too.

Gage walked over and shook Sean and Kenny's hands. "Everyone, I'd like you to meet Sofia's brothers, Sean and Kenny Pierce. They are here from our San Francisco office. They'll be around for a couple of weeks, so try to introduce yourselves to them." Before Gage knew it, he had Sofia in his arms; just as she did with her brothers, she landed there.

"You did this?" Her voice was laced with emotion.

"Yes, baby, I did."

"Thank you so much," she said, her forehead against his. She kissed him. "This is the best surprise ever." Her heart was about to burst. Gage did this for her because he loved her and because he wanted her to be happy. And she wasn't lying when she said this was the best surprise ever. No man ever thought of something this personal that meant so much to give her as a gift. But hell, she wasn't with most men long enough to receive presents.

He kissed the side of her neck. "You're welcome, Eos." Looking over her head at her brothers, they both wore the same horrified look. "Oh, yeah, I guess I forgot to tell you that Sofia is my mate." Sure, they saw them playing earlier when Gage entered the room, but their shock was still evident.

"What the fuck? Jesus." Sean groaned. "Our baby sister is mated to the infamous Lucifer?"

"Damn, girl. You are braver than we thought." Kenny shook his head.

Frowning, Sofia said, "Wait a minute." She looked from brother to brother. "How'd you know he's called Lucifer?"

Kenny shrugged. "Sweetheart, he's also called The Grim Reaper, and-"

"Hades, Hannibal Lecter, and more, but I think we'll stop there since he doesn't look so happy at the moment." Sean grinned.

Gage crossed his arms over his chest, raising one black brow at the Pierce men, daring them to continue.

"But how do you know this?"

Sean and Kenny looked at each other and smiled, revealing their fangs to her. They knew she always believed them to be human, like herself.

"What the hell?" She gasped.

"Baby, your brothers have worked for The Alliance in San Francisco for the last ten years." Gage put his arm around her waist, pulling her into his body. "Unfortunately, I just put two and two together. I remembered seeing their picture when you were all kids in your apartment and you giving me their names. So much shit has happened that I didn't make the connection that we had a Sean and Kenny Pierce in our San Francisco office."

"You knew about us?" Kenny asked, frowning at Gage. They were nothing special, so for Lucifer to know about them was a shock.

"Yes, you guys have done some great work there. Ambrose and I keep in close touch with the other units, and who does what."

"Wow, okay." Sean first gave Gage a bewildered look, then grinned at Sofia. "Dad and mom didn't want us to tell you until you were ready. And in all honesty, we thought you'd figure out we weren't humans a long time ago."

Kenny hooked his thumbs in his pockets, smiling. "You have always been hard-headed, and you only saw what you were comfortable with, which was that we were humans. And sweetie, we knew all along that you weren't human either. Glad you're finally on the same page as the rest of us."

"Seriously? I can't believe this. You lied to me and told me you worked for the DEA. I should hit you with more baseballs."

Chuckling Ambrose stepped up and held out his hand to the brothers. "Ambrose Kane. Her permanent pain in the ass."

"That's an understatement," Sofia grumbled.

"Yeah, we know who you are too. You've got a few nicknames within the units as well." Sean shook his hand.

"But we'll refrain from repeating those for now." Kenny grinned when he shook Ambrose's hand.

"His name is asshole on my phone."

Ambrose hooked an arm around Sofia's neck, pulling her close and kissing her head. "Why do I get the feeling that the two of them are as much of a smartass as you?"

Shrugging, Sean grinned. "Sorry, man, it's a family trait."

Ambrose studied the brothers as they pulled Sofia back into their arms. "Jericho, Raph, babysit the terrorist while we go show Sean and Kenny around."

Both brothers busted out laughing.

"He's got to be talking about you, baby girl." Sean sidestepped her fist.

"You guys think she's bad as an adult; you should have lived with her as a child," Kenny said, pulling her back into his embrace. "But we wouldn't have traded you for anything."

"But don't think you're off the hook for not calling us and telling us what was going on with you." Sean tapped her nose as he walked off, following Gage and Ambrose.

Sofia watched her brothers walk away with the two most important men in her life as she remained in the care of the second two most important men in her life. Her heart was overcome with joy when she saw her brothers. She had missed them so much. For the past couple of months, Sofia felt so alone, even though she was surrounded by people twenty-four hours a day. So often, she wanted to call them and tell them what was going on, but she couldn't bring herself to do so. She believed they were humans and didn't know how to explain this madness to them, especially now that Galen insisted that she was the Queen of their race.

Alek's arms came around her from behind. "Your brothers love you a lot." He placed a kiss on the back of her head.

Leaning back into his body, she smiled. "Yeah. I was a huge pain in their ass growing up though."

"I can only imagine. But it's our job as the younger siblings to irritate the fuck out of our older brothers."

"And some of those siblings never know when to stop." Zander stepped into her line of sight and tugged her away from Alek. He kissed the top of her head as she wrapped her arms around him. "We're heading home to clean up for dinner. Roan is making a feast in honor of your brothers tonight." Looking at Jericho and Raphael, "Make sure either you are escorted when you drive her home or have her pop you back to the house."

"No kidding, dad." Raphael had been in a snide mood today, Sofia noticed.

Zander smiled. "Fucker. Both of you are staying for dinner tonight too. So, after you drop your prisoner off, go home and change into something that doesn't look like you're going to war. Our women demand we appear civil at the dinner table."

Sofia glared at Zander in reference to her being a prisoner. That statement hit home. She was a prisoner with no parole on the horizon. She cocked an eyebrow at Raphael and Jericho. "Do you boys even have civilian clothes?"

"Shut up." Jericho grinned as he walked around her. "You coming or what? 'Cause apparently I have to go home and clean up."

"And make sure you shower; you both smell funky." Sofia smiled at Alek as both Jericho and Raphael muttered responses under their breath.

*****
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Sofia could still barely contain her excitement; her brothers were here.

She had missed them so much, especially over the past few months. So much had happened that she wanted to share it with them but was afraid to. How was she supposed to tell them she was in love with one of the scariest vampires that most people had ever met? Or that she was rumored to be the queen of the supernatural race? Maybe she should have told them she was bound to four men sexually. No matter what she said to them, it would be a nightmare for them all. Would they feel any different about her, or would it affect how they treated her?

Sean and Kenny were very protective big brothers; they always had been. Sofia remembered when they knocked out her senior prom date when they saw him manhandle her on their doorstep. She always wondered why her date didn't file charges. Now she assumed they flashed their fangs at him to keep him quiet.

Yeah, that sounded like something they'd do.

Looking at herself in the mirror, she smiled; her brothers were vampires, and she had been damn clueless. Moving her curls over her shoulder, she groaned. "Damn curls. Why can't you just once lay straight? Is it too much to ask?"

"Yes, it is. I love those curls, so leave them be." Gage's deep voice made her jump. He came up behind her and wrapped his arms around her waist, pulling her into his body. Gage looked at her reflection in the mirror, and he smiled. "You are so fucking beautiful, Eos."

"Thank you. And if you like the damn curls, then fine, they can stay. For now."

"No, for always." He lowered his lips to her bare shoulder, kissing it. He let out a moan. "Can we stay in here and crawl into bed? I have a sudden urge to taste every inch of this gorgeous body."

"As much as I'd like that, no. I want to spend time with my brothers." She turned in his embrace and wrapped her arms around his neck, pulling him down to her lips. "Thank you so much for bringing them here."

"Anything for you."

"Gage."

"Yes, baby?"

"Did you know that Zander invited Jericho and Raph tonight?"

He sucked in a breath. "Yes, he told me."

"And?"

"And what?"

"You know what. Are you going to make them uncomfortable all night? Are you going to try to kill them if they touch me or look at me? Am I going to have to shoot all three of you through a wall to make you behave?"

"No, sweetheart. I'll do my best to play nice. If I walk away or leave the room, it will be to get myself under control. Also, Ambrose and I decided not to tell your brothers about Raph and J. We didn't see the point in making them worry about you." He shrugged. "And who knows, maybe a miracle will happen, and it will be reversable."

Her eyes watered. "Thank you. You have no idea how hard it was going to be for me to talk to them about all this." She bit her lip. "They would think I'm a freak or something."

"I'm sorry, baby. Sometimes I forget what you must be going through. I can't feel your stress or pain, and that scares me shitless. It makes me feel like you don't care or that all of this is no big deal." Then he smiled and said, "And no, your brothers don't think you're a freak. They said they always knew you were special but didn't know exactly how."

"Special, like, short school bus special?" She gave him a crooked grin. "Most days, it's all I can do to put on a smile, Gage. I block my feelings from you because I know you have enough to deal with, and I don't want to add more to your shoulders."

Pulling her into his body, he held her tight. "Eos, don't block me, please. I need to feel you at all times. It gives me more peace than you can imagine. You know how we worked together today with the balls? That's how we need to function all the time, as a unit. You and me." His hands framed her face. "You and me."

"You and me." Her dark eyes flashed to gold before turning back to rich chocolate brown.

"I fucking love it when your eyes turn gold. It's so exotic. Now let's go before I rip this dress off you and ravish your body." He placed a soft kiss on her lips.
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Sofia and Gage walked hand in hand down the stairs to the living room as they heard motorcycles coming up the driveway. Jericho and Raphael arrived, and her stomach took a dive. Then she glanced down at her brothers talking to Ambrose, Melina, Alek, and Daryn. They looked up and grinned, abandoning their new friends to go to her.

"Holy shit." Kenny whistled. "You get more beautiful each year, sweetheart." He swept her up in his arms and hugged her.

"Better put her down before you show everyone her ass, or she'll kick yours." Alek grinned, repeating her words from when he did the same thing to her the first night they found out that she was Gage's girlfriend.

Sean tugged her to him as soon as Kenny set her feet back on the floor. "It's so good to see you, baby girl."

The doorbell rang, and Daryn moved to answer it. "Seriously, what are these men ringing the bell for? They practically live here." After she opened the door, they all heard her scold the two bodyguards, who were like family now. "Listen to me; you don't have to ring the bell to come in. Knock once and open the damn door to let yourself in next time, got it?"

Jericho chuckled. "Yes, ma'am." He hugged Daryn and kissed her cheek.

"Raphael?" She gave him a look like a mother would as she waited for her child to comply.

"Are all the women in this house bossy as shit?" Raphael kissed her cheek and grinned when she smacked his arm.

"Yes." Gage, Ambrose, and Alek all answered in unison.

Both men's eyes landed on Sofia immediately, then they glanced quickly at Melina as a diversion. Each went to Melina and gave her a quick kiss on the cheek, a habit they had learned from being in this household every day.

Gage leaned into Sofia's ear. "Go say hi, baby. I doubt they'll come to you. Plus, you need to introduce them to your brothers."

Sofia glanced at him; he smiled and gave her a tiny push toward the men. She reached Raphael first, as Jericho had a habit of always staying further away from her these days. Raphael's eyes traveled down her body on their own accord before she placed herself in his arms and hugged him.

"Damn, woman, are you trying to get me killed tonight? If so, I wouldn't have bothered cleaning up first." He muttered in her ear.

"Oh, hush."

She moved to Jericho and pulled him into a hug as well. "You guys clean up nice." She teased, trying to put them at ease.

"Yeah, who knew? Don't look so shabby yourself, Doc." Jericho's deep blue eyes worked hard, keeping their focus on her face rather than the form-fitted dress that accented her ample breasts.

"Come here, I want to introduce you two to my brothers. Guys," looking at her brothers, "these are my-"

"Babysitters or prison guards. It depends on how she behaves that day." Raphael supplied as Gage, Alek, and Ambrose laughed at his description.

His remark earned him an elbow to the stomach. "My bodyguards. The smartass is Raphael Marino, and the brooding one is Jericho James. And these are my brothers, Sean and Kenny Pierce."

All four men shook hands.

"Jesus, Seattle has all the legends in your unit, don't you guys?" Sean remarked to Gage, Ambrose, and Alek, who stood nearby.

"Legends?" Jericho raised an eyebrow.

"Hell yes, man." Kenny shook his head. "We've heard about all of you, known as the most lethal warriors at The Alliance. Damn, we met Jando, Callisto, Pedro, and Wren, and now the two of you. I think I have a man-crush." Kenny laughed as Jericho frowned.

Sean nodded. "Yeah, you guys are who we want to be when we grow up."

The whole room laughed at the Pierce brothers.

"Well, shit, they're just like her." Raphael nodded to Sofia. "I bet you three drove your parents insane."

"We did our best. But, baby sister here, was quite the hellion, no matter what she may tell you." Sean draped his arm around her shoulder. "She got us in more trouble than we care to remember."

"I did not." Her mischievous grin told them otherwise.

Kenny nodded in agreement with his brother. "Yes, you did. But then her guilty conscience got the better of her, and she wound up confessing to our parents and taking all the punishment. Hell, there were a couple of times she took the blame for something she was completely innocent of for us. And our parents believed her since she was usually the one in trouble." He laughed at the memories.

"Yeah, well, this woman gets into a great deal of trouble around here daily as well." Ambrose grinned at her.

"That she does." Zander said, entering the room with Ariana, Dane, and Roan following.

"Life is definitely more interesting around here, that's for sure." Dane winked at her. "Did you guys hear what she did to Cam, Davis, Raph, and Jericho the day the Special Forces guys were poisoned?"

Gage frowned as he glanced at the woman in question. "No, what?"

Raphael and Jericho told the story of how she got pissed when they put Cameron and Davis in charge of her. The room erupted in laughter at Sofia, her antics, and how she threw four huge warriors around the backyard.

Melina smiled at Raphael. "I still can't believe she kicked you off the roof. I looked outside just in time to see you land flat on your back."

Grinning, he looked over at Sofia. "Yeah, Persephone and her wrath."

"And," Melina looked at Sofia, "you made Jericho break a tree branch when you kicked him into my tree." Her blonde eyebrows rose.

"Oops." Sofia grimaced.

"Jesus, girl. You are trouble." Sean chuckled. He looked to Jericho and Raphael. "Gage tells us that you two were the hunters that found Sofia in the woods when she was a little girl."

They both nodded, and Sofia knew they were wondering just how much Gage told her brothers. She sensed their immediate apprehension, and she felt the need to protect them from her brother's scrutiny.

Kenny and Sean both smiled at Jericho and Raphael.

"Well, thanks, brothers. Without the two of you, we wouldn't have had our little sister." Sean nodded.

"May have been an easier life, sure, but-" Kenny laughed when Sofia smacked him.

"Why don't you guys all get a drink before dinner while I finish up?" Roan smiled, kissing Dane before she left for her favorite room in the house, which, oddly enough, wasn't the bedroom like it was for everyone else.

Gage pulled Sofia aside and whispered in her ear. "Baby, I'm going to go outside and check on my men. Take this time to spend with Jericho and Raph. They seem edgy and uncomfortable." He tipped her face to his and kissed her lips—a slow, sweet kiss that made her stomach flip.

Zander took drink orders as everyone chatted in smaller groups. Sean and Kenny seemed to enjoy talking to Alek, but then again, they were as goofy as he was most days. But they wanted to hear more from Ambrose, as she soon discovered. He and Gage were the biggest legends in the western hemisphere.

Raphael and Dane gave Zander a hand in making drinks, which left Jericho wide open for her to snag for a few minutes.

She slipped up behind him and touched his back. He flinched, and his body tensed. "Sorry, I didn't mean to startle you. Come with me." Taking his hand, she led him to the library off the entry.

He cocked an eyebrow at her. "You're asking for trouble here, sweetheart."

She waited for him to enter so she could shut the door. "Come in, or I'll toss you into a tree again." Her smile made him grin back. "I wanted to ask how you are doing with the transfusions now that they're more frequent?"

"Is all this power going to your head?" He smiled, yet it seemed forced. His body was rigid, as if he were waiting for Gage to bust into the room, rip his arms off, and beat him to death with them. He shifted away from her as he tucked his fingers into his front pockets.

Sofia stepped up to him, her hands touching his stomach and her body leaning against his. "Jericho, I know you need this. Touch me." Her last words were a whisper.

Whether she wanted to admit it or not, she needed to feel Jericho's arms around her, his body against hers, and his lips on hers. And it didn't hurt that he looked so damned sexy in his jeans and a dark burgundy button-down shirt. He was as cleanly shaven as he was most days.

Oddly enough, all four of her men resembled each other. All four had black hair, golden tan skin, chiseled features, and were roughly the same height. All four were tough, volatile, and scary to most who encountered them. It made her wonder; did she have a specific type? She hadn't thought about it before. She dated men with all hair colors, skin colors, and personalities, yet looking at these four men, she clearly was attracted to a particular type.

"Dammit, Sofia-"

Sofia pulled his hands out of his pockets and wrapped them around her waist. Stepping into his hard body, her hands slid up his muscled chest. "Gage told me to spend a little time with you. He went outside for a while. So, hold me, Jericho."

He didn't need to be told again; his arms wrapped around her, pulling her flush to his body. One hand remained on her waist as the other cupped her neck, his thumb sliding across her jaw to the point of her chin. Lowering his forehead to hers, he breathed in her scent. "Fuck, you always smell so good, but you feel even better in my arms."

Sofia leaned into his warmth, letting him take her weight. "Thank you. I needed this too."

"Do you?" Once again, a black brow rose over one eye.

She slapped his chest. "Yes. Like I told Gage, I'm very good at hiding my emotions from all of you. I feel like I need to protect all of you from what's going on inside me, and some days it wears me out."

"At the risk of being killed and buried in the backyard," Jericho touched his lips to hers. It was soft and slow, and he savored the feel of her under him.

Heat spread throughout Sofia's body. His hot lips seared her as his tongue slipped inside her mouth. She moaned and leaned further into him, in need. His grip tightened on her, pulling her against his rock-hard body.

Suddenly, Jericho pushed her away and took a retreating step back. "I need some air." He spun on his heel and fled the room.

Sofia's jaw dropped. Really? He just walked out and left? Ran out was more like it.

Dumbass.

Walking over to the window, she leaned her shoulder against the frame and looked out into one of Melina's beautiful gardens. Her eyes closed, taking a deep cleansing breath. Tingles rippled over her skin from his hands, his hardness, and his smell. Her body needed to feel his; she needed his touch, and the dumbass walked away.

Her eyes opened when she heard the door softly shut behind her. Strong hands touched her shoulders, sliding down her arms and tugging her back into a hard, male chest.

"Why'd Jericho fly out of the house like his ass was on fire?" Raphael's warm breath tickled her ear.

"He's not handling this too well. How are you doing?" She stayed pressed into his body, savoring his warmth and the strength he provided.

He kissed the back of her head. "Better now with the transfusions every two days. How are you doing, sweetheart?"

"I'm okay."

Raphael turned her to face him, fist tucked under her chin, lifting her gaze to his. "Sofia, most of the time I feel you blocking me, which is why I am asking. But right now, I feel your anxiety because you let your guard down for a moment. I was only asking to be polite, but I know you're not fine."

Dropping her gaze, she shrugged. "A part of me is scared, wondering how all this is going to work. I'm always worried the four of you are going to go after each other because of me. I know how hard this is on Gage, and it breaks my heart." Raphael's body stiffened. "I also know how hard this is on you and Jericho, and it breaks my heart as well." A flicker of doubt hinted in his eyes. "If it didn't, I wouldn't be doing everything in my power to make this easy for you two, so don't fucking give me that look." Her voice rose in anger. She saw doubt in his dark eyes about her concern for him and Jericho. She made a move to leave his arms, only to be yanked back.

"I'm sorry, sweetheart. This sucks for all of us. But you're the one I'm worried about." He tipped her chin up, kissing her lips, slowly savoring her taste. Raphael closed his eyes and sucked in a breath. "Well, fuck. Now I know why Jericho fled like his ass was on fire." He stepped away from her. "Because it was. This can't happen anymore, Sofia, until this is all over. I'm not strong enough to touch you and kiss you without demanding more. If I hold you in my arms like that again, I'm going to end up shoving you against a wall and burying myself in you. Fuck my promise to Gage." Raphael spun on his heel and fled the room.

Sofia turned back to the window, resting her head on the frame as she looked out into the darkness once again. Both fierce warriors fled the room after kissing her. She understood where Raphael was coming from, but they kept forgetting that she needed them as much as they needed her. She not only felt his and Jericho's anxiety when they were near her, but she also had her own to deal with. But she was the one who had to be as strong as the four men together to stay sane.

Her happily ever after she had dreamed of having with Gage no longer existed, and it still made her chest ache. Not just for her, but for Gage too. She knew how possessive these men were. Sure, they didn't mind sharing sometimes, but it was more like she had four mates now, and Gage was not okay with that. Hell, she wasn't okay with that either.

Gage mentioned a miracle that could reverse all of this. God, she only wished he was right. Until then, this was their life now, and there was a good chance this couldn't be undone. They all had to find a way to live with it and make it work. And she had to make sure her men didn't go all alpha and try to kill each other. She would have to maintain some sort of control over them to keep them in check.

Four violent alpha males belonged to her. And there wasn't a damn thing she could do about it.

They were her men now. And she loved each of them with her whole heart.

Sofia's heart sank. The expressions on Jericho's and Raphael's faces tore at her, just as Gage did. Thank God, she didn't have to worry about Ambrose, he had Melina. In fact, she felt like Ambrose was the only one she could lean on with all this shit. Then some days, Ambrose seemed distant, and it worried her.

She couldn't handle all four men having a problem with her at the same time. Two was more than she could stand most days.
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Dane's mind spun continuously since they discovered Sofia had a blood bond with Jericho and Raphael. He felt like shit for both her and Gage. Hell, Gage just found his soul mate after being single for nearly a hundred and fifty years. And he could understand how this must be making him feel. While they all shared their mate with one of their brothers in their household for their protection, Gage now had to share his with two more men.

His medical mind kept wondering if something couldn't be done to reverse this. While he didn't completely understand the physiology of the Original Beings, he still wondered if he had overlooked something.

Dane's boots were propped on his desk, eyes closed, and he groaned. Then an idea hit him. He popped up, grabbed his phone, and sent Galen a text. Within minutes, Galen teleported to his office.

"Is something wrong? Your text sounded urgent." Galen's inspecting eyes narrowed.

"I had some ideas and questions. I wanted to run past you about the blood bond between Sofia, Raph, and J. I was wondering if you'd know that in the event we gave the guys extra blood, like a pint or two more a week, would their desires for her weaken or strengthen? Like her blood would sustain their needs to the point that their sexual desires would lessen or make them worse?"

Galen frowned, rubbing his chin. "I don't know. It's been so long since we've had someone like her, I just don't know. Not to mention, in those days, the only way to get more blood was through fangs, which caused sexual desire. Where is this going?"

"Fuck man, I'm trying to find a way for Sofia and Gage to have somewhat of a normal life. I see what this is doing to the two of them. And since this all started, we've had to give Raph and Jericho blood more often, and we've upped their dose. They seem to be doing better."

"Huh. Well, I suppose all you can do is try. But if it works the opposite way and you reinforce their bond even more, there's really no harm done, right?"

Dane's head shook. "No, you see, I don't think that will happen. They both are so much better since we increased their dose. And as far as I can tell, Sofia is more at peace too." He began to pace while he spoke. "Then I was thinking; maybe we could drain their blood and replace it with Sofia's. Wouldn't it make them totally self-sufficient like it did the humans? I mean, if only her blood runs in their veins, she wouldn't be attracted to them, and it should sever their connection to her. Even if their original blood is in her, once they have new blood, we'd sever the bond. Right?"

Galen's eyes narrowed as Dane's words sank in. "Well, fuck. Why didn't I think of that?"

"Well, back then, you had no means of doing this safely, as we did with Dustin. And I spoke to Dustin, and he said that after her blood replaced his, he felt brotherly. I've also spoken to the other humans she changed. Many admitted that they had sexual thoughts about her before, but once their blood was replaced, it all went away. I know Sofia has some of Raph's and Jericho's blood in her, so I don't know if this will work or not."

"And if it doesn't work?"

"Then she's no worse off. Everything stays the same."

Galen shook his head. "Damn, Doc, you came up with a great plan of attack. I'm surprised Sofia didn't think of this herself."

Dane thought of that too, at first. "She's too close to the problem. Not to mention, she's trying to deal with Gage, J, Raph, and her own emotions over all of this. So, you think this could work?"

"You're the doctor. But everything you said makes perfect sense. I suppose you'll be calling another family meeting."

"I'm only going to talk to Sofia, Gage, Jericho, and Raph. No one else needs to know anything for now. This is between the four of them." Dane paused. "You feel like sticking around and helping out with this?"

Galen nodded. "Of course. I have a stake in two of them."

An hour later, Dane had all the participants in his office. As usual, Jericho and Raphael looked uncomfortable in the same room with Gage and Sofia. And while he could see that Gage tried to remain neutral, his anger was just below the surface. It was always just below the surface.

"Why do I have a bad feeling about this?" Jericho asked as they all waited for Dane to begin.

"Really? How bad can all of this be for you? One day you'll have my mate." Gage snapped.

Jericho stared at Gage, a slow grin covering his face. "Yeah, you're right. How bad can it be?"

"You sonuvabitch!" Gage flew at him.

Galen anticipated Gage's move and jumped in front of his son before he reached Jericho. "Knock it off, both of you. Sit your asses down and listen." He grabbed the front of Gage's shirt and held him back. "I think you may really be interested in what Dane has come up with."

Sofia stepped up to Galen and Gage, placing herself between them. "Gage, please." Her hand went to his face, cupping his jaw. "Please don't. Let's listen to what Dane has for us." Galen stepped back, letting her deal with her mate. Sofia rose up on her toes and kissed his lips. "Let's sit."

Raphael shook his head. "Jesus. This better be good, Dane, 'cause I'm getting real sick of this shit."

"It is. Everyone, sit and listen. What I'm about to say could change everything, though I have no proof it will work. It's all assumptions for now."

Dane took the next few minutes explaining his theory of eventually draining all of Jericho's and Raphael's blood and replacing it with Sofia's. While a wave of relief washed over Gage's volatile features, Raphael and Jericho almost seemed angry. And who could blame them? They'd had strong sexual feelings for Sofia for weeks. Sexual feelings that kept them in a constant state of turmoil. Dane would have hated being in their shoes.

"Okay, so what now?" Raphael asked, his dark eyes focused on Dane.

"Well, I don't want to do anything drastic just yet. I'd like to up your dose of blood for a while and see what happens. If it begins to diminish your need for her, then we'll know we're on the right track. Besides, with all the shit going on right now with Vega, I don't want to stop long enough to do this. If the floor drops out from under us while we're in the middle of a full blood replacement, well, we'd screw ourselves with Sofia and one of you being unavailable."

"How long does the whole process take?" Jericho asked Sofia.

"Dusty took about seven hours. But we had to drain him slowly because he still had human DNA in him. You guys should be faster, but I'd rather not rush it." Sofia glanced in Dane's direction. "I'm with Dane. We should wait until this crap with Vega is over."

Raphael stood and headed for the door. "Fine. Do whatever you have to do, Dane. I'm outta here."

Sofia watched Raphael flee. Her heart cracked before she glanced at Jericho.

His dark blue eyes landed on her before landing on Gage. "Well, it looks like your wish may have come true, and you can get rid of us before you have to share." He stood to leave.

"Jericho." Sofia jumped up and went after him. She grabbed his wrist.

Jericho yanked away. "Don't Sofia. I'm with Raph. We need to just get this shit over with."
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Gage held Sofia. Her supple body was damp from the hours he spent making love to her. His heart felt like a shitload of bricks had been lifted off. There was a chance he wouldn't have to share his mate with two more men. And fuck, if that didn't feel good.

Just as he was rejoicing in his good luck, he thought about what Jericho and Raphael must have been feeling. They had spent weeks wanting a woman they couldn't touch. No doubt they were damn hard every second they were near Sofia. And a part of him felt bad for them. Gage knew they couldn't help it, and most days he was a complete ass to them for something they had no control over.

Holy hell, what was happening to him? In the old days, he wouldn't have given a rat's ass about their feelings. Now he looked at the whole mess through their eyes and felt compassion for their situation. At the same time, he didn't want to know what Sofia was feeling. It ripped him up to think that she craved these two men, wanting them to make love to her. Thinking about her hot little body under theirs, writhing in pleasure while soft moans escaped her lips, sent him over the edge. And then he wanted to kill something or someone.

Sofia stirred in his arms; he turned his face into her hair and kissed her. His hand skimmed down her bare thigh, pulling her leg over his. "I will never be able to get enough of you, Eos."

"No kidding." She said in a sleepy voice. "After five hours of making love, I sort of figured that out."

He reached down and pinched her ass. She squealed and tried to get away, but Gage rolled over on top of her. He held her hands beside her head. "It's all your fault, baby. If you weren't so damn sweet and considerate the night I stumbled into the clinic, I would have never come back to see you. So, you see, me being obsessed with you is all on you, gorgeous." He nipped at her lips.

Her smile melted his heart every fucking time. It also tore at him. He knew before this thing with Vega was finished that there was a damn good chance she'd hate him. But he couldn't think about that now. He needed to appreciate every moment he had with her until that time.

Sofia wiggled her hips under him. "You know, if you're going to be on top of me, the least you could do is make it more exciting than this."

A huge grin covered his face. "Shit, sweetheart, you work me like a dog. How about you take care of me for a while?" He rolled with her, pulling Sofia on top of him. "Yeah, I think I deserve to have you on top for a while. This way, I can watch while you fuck me."

Sofia sat up on top of him, straddling his hips. Her smile faded. Her finger traced a path down his chest. "Gage, do you think we could really fix all of this? What Dane said made sense, didn't it?"

"Baby, you're the doctor, but hell, the way he said it made me believe it's possible."

"God, I hope so. I mean, I adore both Jericho and Raph, I do, but I can't do this." Tears dotted her dark eyes. "It will tear me up if it doesn't work because every day it kills me a little more about what you will have to deal with."

One hand slid up to her waist, and the other cupped her neck. "Baby, stop doing this to yourself. It's not your job to solve all my issues, or anyone else's, for that matter. You're the one I'm worried about. I can only imagine how you feel, thinking you may have four men bound to you sexually for the rest of your life. So, I hope like hell Dane is onto something." He sat up, pulling her body to his. "If this thing goes south, then we'll find a way to deal with it. But no matter what, I'm not letting you go." He rested his forehead on hers. "I can't. I just can't."

A tear slipped from her eye. Sofia lifted her body up and slid herself down over him. A soft moan escaped her lips; her body moved slowly over his, igniting the fire that always simmered just below the surface. Sofia began to pick up the pace as Gage sank his fangs into the side of her neck. "Oh, god. Oh shit, that feels so good. Don't stop. Don't ever stop."

Her soft moans nearly made him crumble. God, he loved this woman. And he felt like shit lying to her.

He loved her in two other lives, and Kara's death nearly killed him. In his heart, he knew that if he ever lost Sofia, he'd never make it out alive. He wouldn't want to.

Gage licked the wound closed on her neck, leaving a kiss behind. He gazed into her lust-filled chocolate eyes. "I love you so much, baby. And I promise, I will never stop. Some days, Eos, you're all that holds me together. You are my forever."

Thank you for reading Created by Blood!

Read Bound by Blood, the final book in the Blood Series, and see how Sofia and Gage's story ends.

Find it here https://books2read.com/u/bo7aGv  
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~ Chapter 1 ~
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150 years ago

Kara Gallegos watched her mate, Gage, chop wood with fury. Log after log split down the middle with one hard swing of his ax, a task he'd been at for five hours. The bare skin of his back beaded with sweat, and his muscles rippled with each violent blow.

Her heart ached from the pain in his eyes, yet she didn't blame him. Two months ago, they were both kidnapped by vampires. Gage was chained to a tree while the vampires staked her to the ground, took her blood, and raped her. Two days later, their good friend, Ambrose Kane, found them and killed all but two of the dozen vampires. Even though they outnumbered Gage, he blamed himself. He should have been able to protect his mate.

Now, two months later, Gage could barely carry on a normal conversation with her. He rarely smiled when he made eye contact; she saw the haunted look in the depth of his blue eyes. The only physical contact he made with Kara was an innocent touch of her hand or a simple kiss on her cheek.

Kara tried to deal with the pain of those two days while trying to help him. She understood his pain, too; he had been helpless to save her. And he had to watch and listen as her body was abused. Even though she appreciated the rage, pain, and horror he went through, she needed him back. She needed to be held in his arms, to be held, and to be loved.

But he couldn't.

Ambrose recognized the desperation and need in her eyes. Often, he'd try to comfort her. While she valued his love and support, it was her husband she desperately needed.

A pair of big hands landed on her shoulders and squeezed. Ambrose kissed the back of her head. "Hey, sweetheart. How are things going today?"

Kara leaned into his comforting body. "For whom, me or him?"

"Both of you."

"We appear to be running in circles, Ambrose. I can't help him, and he refuses to let me try. He's withdrawn, and I'm scared."

Ambrose turned her to face him. "What are you scared of?"

Tears welled up in her eyes. "I'm losing him, Ambrose. And I don't know how to stop it."

His hand cupped her neck. "Kara, sweetheart, he loves you and will never leave you. You must know that. I thought he'd be better by now, too, but we need to give him some more time."

Time. That was something Kara didn't know she could give anymore. With each passing day, they drifted further apart, and another piece of her heart tore. Gage was the love of her life, and the pain of seeing him hurt this much shredded her. What she couldn't tell Ambrose was that she could only give Gage a short amount of time to figure this out. Kara was determined to get her husband back or die trying.

She gave Ambrose a sad smile. "Yes, I'm sure you're right. I'm going to start supper. You might want to tell him that we should be good for firewood for the next two years, though." She nodded to the considerable pile he had chopped since noon.

He chuckled. "I think I'll let him just keep doing what he's doing. The way he's swinging that ax, I'd rather not get too close." He watched her walk away. "Kara, you know I will always be here for you, don't you?"

Kara turned and looked at the man who saved her life. "Yes, I know. Thank you, Ambrose." She fled before the tears got loose.

After dinner of venison stew and biscuits, Kara cleaned the kitchen as Gage went back outside. Ambrose winked at her and followed his friend, his brother.

Gage leaned a shoulder against a post on the porch and stared out over his land. A barn sat off to the left, with a large corral for their four horses. Ambrose stopped next to him. "Brother, can we talk?"

"I think the cows are about ready to give birth. It should be in the next week." Gage kept his back to the man he saved barely a year ago.

He and Ambrose both fought in the Civil War for the North. Ambrose was a human back then, and Gage was a vampire. Before the war ended, Ambrose questioned why Gage healed so fast. Gage told him that he was different; he wasn't human. He explained to Ambrose that he was a vampire, and Ambrose laughed at him, then Gage proved it. He slit his wrist deeply, then licked the wound shut, healing it instantly. This new bit of information didn't faze Ambrose in the least. Gage was the same man in his eyes. Then, two weeks before the war ended, Ambrose was wounded—a wound that would have killed him. When Gage offered to save Ambrose's life and turn him into something similar to himself, Ambrose agreed.

They were closer than biological brothers. Ambrose owed Gage his life, and he wasn't about to give up on him.

"Brother, I don't want to talk about cows. I want to talk about you and Kara."

"There's nothing to talk about."

"There is a lot. Look, I won't pretend to understand what you both went through for those two days, but you have to find a way to get past it."

Gage snorted. "Get past it, huh? You're right. You can't understand what we went through."

"Can I ask you a personal question?"

Gage turned his blue gaze upon his friend and nodded.

"Have you... touched Kara since that day? As a husband, her mate?"

"Are you serious? How can I after what happened to her? She needs time to heal."

"She's healed, brother. And she needs you to touch her and hold her like you used to. Kara needs to know you still love and want her. And every day you refuse to, she hurts a little bit more. And if she wasn't healed, she wouldn't be allowing me to take her blood and have her body."

The blue of Gage's eyes disappeared; black consumed them as he glared at his friend. "Do not tell me how to treat my mate, brother. You will not like the outcome. I am doing what's best for her."

"If you want to know if your method is working, just take one look at that woman in there." He thumbed over his shoulder. "And I'm telling you, as your friend, it's not working. You're becoming more distant from her each day. If you don't fix this, you will lose her, Gage. She is at the end of her rope." Ambrose stepped off the porch and walked to the barn, leaving his friend to think. 
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Gage watched Ambrose walk away. Part of him wanted to slam his fist into his friend's mouth. And a part of him knew Ambrose was right. But how was a man supposed to touch his wife intimately after the trauma she endured? Hurting her, or worse, scaring her, terrified him. And Gage didn't know if he'd survive if he saw fear in her eyes for him. Hell, how could he forget the terror in her eyes when the vampire forced her to look at him while she was raped? Every day, his guilt grew because he couldn't save her.

He was her mate and her protector, and he fucking failed.

Gage stepped into the house, walking down the hall to the kitchen. He stopped to watch her. Kara was a beautiful woman. She had long, light auburn hair and brown eyes. When her hair hung free, it formed large curls. He loved running his fingers through those curls. Her smile made her brown eyes sparkle, and a faint dimple appeared on her left cheek.

Her slim body stirred his blood. She was near five-seven; she fit perfectly against his body.

God, he loved this woman. Kara was his heart and soul.

Gage walked up behind Kara as she was drying dishes. His hands encircled her waist, drawing her back into his body. He kissed the back of her head. "You smell good." It had been a long time since he held her like this; he was afraid to touch her. So, if Ambrose were wrong, then he'd beat the shit out of him.

Kara burrowed into his body before she turned into his arms. Her brown eyes looked up into his, and she smiled. "That's not me; you smell. It's the apple pie." She stood on her toes, placing a soft kiss on his lips.

Gage pulled back out of habit and saw the pain in her eyes for his actions.

Kara turned her back on him. "Just go."

"Kara, I'm-"

She decided she wasn't done. Kara spun back around. "I'm sick of this, Gage. I'm sick of us. And I can't do this anymore."

"What does that mean?"

"It means I want my husband back. I need him back. And if you can't meet me halfway, then I don't want this anymore." Tears welled up in her dark eyes. "Am I that repulsive to you?"

"Damn, Kara, you do not repulse me. I don't want to hurt you, I just-"

"Stop it! Just stop it!" She untied her apron, tossed it on the table, and pushed to move around him.

Gage caught her by the waist and pulled her into his body. One hand grabbed a handful of her hair to hold her in place. "Do not walk out on me when I'm trying here."

"Trying? Is that what you call it? Why are you suddenly trying? You haven't given a damn in the past two months."

"Goddammit, Kara! You were raped! What was I supposed to do—pretend like it never happened and take your body? You needed to heal."

"If you hadn't been so oblivious, you'd have noticed I healed. I would have healed faster if you had helped me." She wrenched herself free of his iron grip. "I can't do this anymore, Gage. I love you with all my heart, but I can't do this any longer." With tears in her eyes, she fled the kitchen.

Gage stood there, wanting to go after her but knowing he should let her cool down first. Kara was right, and Ambrose was right; they couldn't go on like this anymore. He had to find a way to forget what he watched happen to her and treat her like the woman he cherished. The fact was, Gage missed her body more than he wanted to admit. Hell, he needed her body. While Gage couldn't bring himself to have sex with her since that day, Ambrose had. If he didn't do something soon, he'd lose his woman to his best friend. And if that happened, Gage would have to walk away from both of them.
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~ Chapter 2 ~
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Present Day 

Jando let himself in through the kitchen door to make a pot of coffee. At four-fifteen in the morning, the house was dark and quiet, but Sofia would be downstairs around four-thirty. He noticed over the past few weeks that she slept less and less, getting only about four hours a night. He suspected that soon she'd sleep three hours like most vampires, while hybrids could sleep up to six hours.

Some mornings, upon waking, she'd go down to the gym and work out. But usually, she'd sit with one of the guys at their posts, mostly whoever was on the roof, so that she could do gargoyle duty with them. And the hard-ass team they were grew to enjoy their time with her in the early mornings. Because at that hour, she didn't pull anything crazy on them. She was more subdued before the sun rose.

The house was silent as he started the coffee; the rest of the household would be up by five-thirty, sometimes earlier. He turned on the stove light even though the darkness did not hamper his eyesight; old habits of treating Sofia like a human were hard to break. Taking two cups out of the cupboard, he moved to the refrigerator to get the unflavored cream Sofia used. Oddly enough, while the woman could eat ten pounds of sugar a day, she didn't like sweeteners or flavored creams in her coffee. Perhaps it was her way of balancing things out.

His head tilted as soft footsteps came down the stairs, and he smiled to himself. She was right on time. Turning, he leaned against the counter and waited for her to enter, knowing the smell of coffee would lure her in. Seconds later, she rounded the doorway, wearing spandex workout shorts and a sports bra top. She was no longer affected by the chilly Seattle mornings; she was adapting all around in her transformation to becoming a supernatural being.

Her smile was immediate when she spotted him; walking up to him, she put herself in his arms for a hug. "Have I told you how much I love you for making coffee for me each morning?"

Jando wrapped his arms around her, touching the bare skin around her waist; it was hard not to in her skimpy outfit. Having her blood in his veins, Jando felt a special bond with her now. "Good morning, Minha Rainha. I think you may have mentioned it before, but hey, I never tire of hearing it." He had taken to calling her Minha Rainha, my queen, in Portuguese, his native tongue. Placing a kiss on the top of her head, Sofia looked up at him.

"I'm glad we have a party-size coffee pot now. Will you help me take coffee to all the guys?"

He chuckled. "Really? First, I got demoted to a glorified babysitter; now you want me to be a waiter?"

"Hey," she said, pinching his stomach. "I'm going to start a jar, like a cuss jar; only this one will be for each time you guys refer to spending time with me as babysitting. When the jar is full, I get to buy myself something."

"And how much will you charge?" He noticed that she had not removed herself from his embrace.

She contemplated. "Five bucks will do. And I'm starting with you and the offense you committed a second ago."

"That's not fair. You can't give someone a speeding ticket if the speed limit isn't posted."

"Hey, be glad I don't charge all of you for all your past offenses. I'd be rich by now."

"Okay, thanks for that. I'll help you take coffee to the men, but if they make a smartass remark about me serving them, I'll fucking shoot them."

"Maybe you should let me toss their ass off whatever they are on. I don't want any blood spilled. Besides, I'd probably get blamed for it anyway."

"Deal."

Ten minutes later, Jando and Sofia each carried thermal pots of coffee and a stack of disposable coffee cups outside. The men heard the door open, and all sets of eyes landed on them.

"Good morning, men. We have brought you some coffee. But I made a deal with Jando that if any of you make a smartass remark about him helping me serve you, he gets to shoot you where you stand. So, you'd better behave." She grinned at Jando when he raised his eyebrow at her. She told them about his original deal, not hers.

Wren snorted to her left. "What would you know about behaving?"

"And now you get coffee last."

Wren chuckled.

Pedro walked up to her, and she stepped into his arms as she did Jando. "Good morning, guerrero guapo." She called him a handsome warrior and tipped her face up, and he kissed her on the lips. He was the only warrior who ever kissed her lips.

"Learning Spanish, I see." Pedro grinned at her.

"Really, Doc?" Jando said, pretending to be offended that she didn't call him anything sweet in his native language.

"Oh, sweetie, you are a guerrero guapo too."

He rolled his eyes. "Doesn't count. I'm not Mexican. I'm Brazilian. Our words aren't the same."

She gave him an ornery look. "Fine, you are a guerreiro bonito too." 

One eyebrow arched. "When do you have time to learn four new languages? I've heard you say things to Jericho in French and Raph in Italian. And now you know some Spanish and Portuguese? I'm impressed."

"You four are with me twenty-four-seven; I figured it would be nice for me to know some of your languages."

"So... do you know what I've been calling you?" Jando questioned.

An adorable frown formed between her eyes. "Yes, and I'd rather be called belo guerreiro." Beautiful warrior.

"Bela guerreiro, not belo." He couldn't help but smile at her. Yep, his asshole days were all over because of this woman. "But yes, you are a beautiful warrior."

Jando remembered the days when frowning at her was easy as pie, but now his smile came on its own. Was he an ass to men, or when he was out on patrol? Of course, he didn't go out on patrol anymore; Sofia was his assignment until further notice, and frankly, he was okay with it most of the time. But then there were days when he wanted to beat the shit out of something, so he spent hours in the training center.

Sofia poured Pedro a cup of coffee before setting out to serve the other warriors. When they were done, she sat by the pool to drink hers. Jando and Pedro watched her from a distance; they understood when Sofia walked off that she needed time to herself. A lot of shit had been going down lately, and she dealt with it like a true warrior, until she snapped and threw men off roofs and walls. Everyone heard about what Sofia did with Cameron, Davis, Raphael, and Jericho, and they'd never live it down. She had a fit and threw all four men around the backyard after she kicked Jericho and Raphael off their perches.

Jando nodded to Pedro to follow him over to Sofia. She was sitting with her legs crossed next to the pool. He squatted next to her, sitting on the heels of his boots. "Are you plotting something, or are you bored?"

Sofia gave him a sideways glance and grinned. "If I was plotting something, do you really think I'd admit to it?"

"Guess not," he and Pedro chuckled. "Well, then, you look bored. So, get your ass up; we have an exercise for you."

"Nope, not gonna do it. I exercised yesterday. I'm sick of all those stupid things Vader has me doing."

"Not that kind of exercise, Doc, it's more like a game." Pedro smiled when she looked at him.

"If this is a trick, I'll kick your ass into the pool."

Pedro held out his hand to help her up. "Come on, and you can judge for yourself. And if I end up in that pool in full tactical gear, I will kick your ass."

"Oh, fine," grumbling, she took his hand. "So, what stupid thing will I be doing that you guys are all going to laugh at me for?"

Jando pulled out a large piece of chalk, the kind kids use for sidewalk art; he handed one to Pedro and kept one for himself.

"You're going to let me draw around the pool? Cool, that will piss off both Melina and Ari."

"No, no more pissing off the other women on purpose." Jando shook his head at the disappointment on her beautiful face. "You are going to practice blocking hits. We'll hold the chalk in our hands and try to tap you; you block our hits, and if you fail, we will basically be drawing on you. So this would be helpful in hand-to-hand combat, like a knife fight. Let me show you." Jando stepped behind Sofia and pulled her back into his body as Pedro stood in front of her. "Now Pedro is going to attack and-"

"A second ago, you said tap. I know I heard the word tap, not attack."

"Hush and listen. Pedro is going to try to smack you—yes, smack you—since that's what we want to do most days, and you need to block his hit." Nodding to Pedro to begin, Jando took hold of Sofia's wrists. "Let me move your arms for you, Doc."

Pedro came at them with his left hand, and Jando moved Sofia's hand out to knock Pedro away. Pedro moved his right hand, and Jando moved her to block with her left.

"Understand?" Jando asked, letting go of her hands.

"No, I'm a bit slow. I bet if you draw me a picture on the ground, it will become clear to me, though." Her dry, sarcastic tone had Pedro grinning at her.

"Smartass." Jando stepped out from behind her so he could watch her move.

Pedro gave her a crooked grin, and immediately he drew the chalk across her bare stomach—a streak of blue. Then he got her on the side of her face.

"I thought you said you understood this game, Sofia." Jando raised one eyebrow.

"Pretty sure I said, no, I'm a bit slow."

Pedro barked out a laugh. "Shit, how can you start out this sassy so early in the morning?"

"It's something I had to learn to survive Darth. Starting out on the dark side at the crack of dawn does something to my otherwise angelic personality."

Jando and Pedro weren't alone when they laughed at her. All the men listened in; they loved what a character Sofia was at home. She was more reserved at The Alliance when she wasn't training. But at home, she was just Sofia, a funny smartass who was always looking for ways to entertain herself, even if it meant annoying the warriors.

"This time, watch Pedro more closely. You have to anticipate his moves."

Once again, she got marked with the blue chalk, this time on her other cheek. Ten minutes later, Jando traded Pedro places, and he marked Sofia up with purple chalk six more times.

"You're slow as shit, Sofia. If this were a knife, you'd be bleeding to death by now." Jando grumbled at her. "Pedro, you try to help her before she's purple from head to toe."

Pedro walked up behind her, placing his hands on her shoulders and tugging her back into his body. "Focus. Don't just use your eyes, use your ears and all of your instincts. It all comes together as one. Just focus."  

"Oh, why didn't I think of that? Just focus. You know, some of your advice is as useless as Vader's and Galen's." That remark earned her a smack on the butt from Pedro.

"Thought you were a Jedi now, Doc?" Jando raised an eyebrow at her with a smirk.

"Oh, shut up. Fine. Let me find my inner Luke." She breathed in through her nose, closing her eyes. "If anyone of you idiots starts talking to me in a Yoda voice, I will freak the hell out. He's scary as shit."

Pedro reached out and tugged her ponytail. "Woman, I'm a half-second away from pushing you into the pool. Now focus."

Callisto stepped to the edge of the roof. "I say go ahead and push her. I'd even pay you to do it." He winked when she turned and raised one eyebrow at him.

"Okay, fine, but I want my own chalk."

"You can't even block worth a damn, so what good will it do to give you chalk?" Jando shook his head when she cocked her hip and held out her hand.

"I need some inspiration. Pink, please." She smiled sweetly at him with her hand held out.

Reaching into a pocket of his cargo pants, Jando handed her a pink piece of chalk. "What is it with you and pink?"

"What is it with you guys and black?" Sofia eyed his black combat clothing, and putting the chalk to her nose, she sniffed, then wrinkled her nose is disgust. “Now for my reward. What do I win if I hit you with my chalk?"

"No sugar, that's for damn sure." Jando narrowed his eyes at her, realizing she already knew what she'd want. He had noticed that when she wanted something, she figured out how to manipulate them or the situation.

"For each time I hit you with chalk, I get to push one of the Terminators in the pool."

Men laughed around the property. Azim yelled. "Fuck, no."

"What are you worried about, Azim? She can't even block; she'll never touch Jando." Zuri teased.

"I wouldn't trust the little terrorist. We all know she doesn't play fair." Connor, aka White Boy, said from the southeast wall.

Derrick laughed. "I say make the deal. We have nothing to fear."

Jando was watching her as she listened to the men banter; her ornery, dark eyes danced when she smiled at him, waiting for his answer.

When she noticed him inspecting her, she stepped up to him, inches from him, and poked him in the chest. "You know the names pansy-ass and chicken-shit are up for grabs; which one would you like?"

He grinned, grabbing her finger. "Neither, to my knowledge, those names still belong to Jericho and Raph. Deal, you mark me, and you get to pick a man to take a swim."

"Cool. Better start taking off your weapons and boots, men, unless you want them all soggy."

The Terminators grunted their responses, sure that Jando wouldn't let her touch him.

Sofia and Jando got ready, eyeing one another. He jabbed, and she blocked; the chalk never touched her. He struck again, and the same thing, he missed.

"What the hell, man?" Callisto said. "At this rate, she'll hit you in no time flat."

"Tell me, Doc, how is it that you can suddenly block?" Jando narrowed his amber eyes on her. Did she just pull one over on him? He had heard about her playing a game with Raphael, pretending not to be able to find the sucker he had hidden in one of his many pockets. When she was threatened with cotton candy by Jericho, she immediately knew where the sucker was.

Had he fallen for her tricks?

She offered a crooked grin and shrugged. "Maybe Pedro is just a better teacher than you, or I found my inner Luke."

On Jando's next advance, Sofia blocked, ducked, and struck. A bright pink line slashed across Jando's thigh. Sofia did a happy dance. "Ha, take that!"

"Are you fucking kidding, Jando?" Zuri.

"You suck." Connor.

"Well, shit." Azim.

Sofia looked around the yard for her first victim. "So, my first casualty is between Callisto for wanting me tossed in the pool or Derrick for saying you guys had nothing to fear." She tapped her chin with one delicate finger, pretending to contemplate her decision. "Come on down, Derrick, and let me tell you what you've won."

"Oh shit." He hissed, then jumped down from the wall and walked over to her.

She motioned to his body. "You want to go in with boots and weapons? I told you guys to remove them, remember?"

Derrick's pale green eyes watched her as he stripped off his weapons and his boots. "Yeah, well, you heard us. We didn't think you'd pull this off. I was being optimistic." He grinned.

"Okay, stand with your back facing the pool." Sofia waited until he obeyed. Reaching up, she kissed his cheek. "I love you, Derrick." She pushed him, and he hit the water and sank.

Seconds later, Derrick surfaced, grinning at her. "Yeah, I love you too, Rambo."

"You may sit on the edge and wait for your fellow warriors to join you." She winked, then turned back to Jando. "Let's go. Bring it on, badass."

Jando gave her an evil grin and struck, hitting her stomach with purple chalk. He winked, then reached out again. She blocked him and hit his chest. Once again, her happy dance began as groans were heard all over the yard.

"Hmm, who's next?" She spun when she heard a light thump behind her. Callisto jumped off the roof.

"I figured I was next. Am I right?" Callisto's midnight eyes held a touch of humor.

"You are. Strip whatever you don't want wet."

Callisto removed his boots, weapons, and shirt. "I think I'd like a dry shirt."

"Fuck, really? I could have taken off my shirt first?" Derrick complained.

Callisto assumed the position; Sofia walked up to him, reached up, and kissed his cheek. "I love you, Callisto," and she pushed. 
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From a window on the third floor of the house, Gage watched as Sofia tormented the hell out of his team. His smile grew as she played his men. He should be pissed that they were so easily fooled by her, but he knew they all adored her and most likely would have complied to make her happy.

"What are you doing?" Ambrose's deep voice spoke as he walked up.

Gage chuckled. "I'm watching Sofia take my men on, and the little shit is winning."

Ambrose stepped up just in time to see a bootless and shirtless Callisto make a big splash in the pool. "What the hell is going on that he let her do that?"

"Jando and Pedro are playing a game with her; they have chalk and try to mark her up unless she can block. She let them hit her over a dozen times."

"What do you mean, let?"

"I'm guessing she did to him what she did to Raph—pretend she couldn't do it. Then she made him a deal, for each time she hits him with her chalk-"

"Let me guess, pink?"

"Yep." Gage grinned. "Her deal was that for each time she marks on Jando, she gets to push one of the Terminators in the pool. And as you can see, she has two lined up."

Ambrose released a laugh. "When are these men going to learn to stop trusting her? Her sweet smile has them all stupid."

"Yes, she does. But you know what, brother? I love the idea that our sixteen badasses are wrapped around her finger. I expect it of Alek and Dane's guys, but ours? They love her craziness and respect the shit out of her. They will do anything for her if she asks, and because they know she loves them and respects them just as much."

Ambrose folded his arms across his chest as Jando and Sofia began again. "Those are qualities of being a queen; she loves and respects her warriors, and they are willing to die for her because of it."

Gage watched Sofia's every move, every smile, and every victory dance. "Yeah, brother, I know. I just don't think she still understands."
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~ Chapter 3 ~
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Fifteen minutes later, Sofia had all but Jando and Pedro sitting on the edge of the pool. Six warriors sat there, cheering her on to knock Pedro and Jando's asses into the pool. More so, they wanted to see Jando hit the water; he was the idiot who made the deal. He should have seen the evil plan stirring in her head.

Sofia grinned at Jando as footsteps came up behind her. Turning, she saw Gage and Ambrose, both wearing smiles, as they walked up. "Hey guys, you wanna play?"

"No, baby." Gage kissed her lips, then glanced at his team. "And you men, really?" Shaking his head. "You let yourself get taken by this little thing."

"Yep, you boys played with the wrong woman. You should have talked to Jericho and Raph before you made her any deals." Ambrose winked at Sofia.

"Okay, Jando, are you ready? Pedro is going in next, guerreiro bonito." She knew this would be the last time she'd ever get the best of these guys; they'd never fall for her tricks twice.

Pedro grinned at her, shaking his head. "You know, we will never play games with you again, right?"

"Sure, you will, because you love me and you want me to be happy."

Gage and Ambrose both tossed their heads back and laughed. She had the men pegged; they would do anything to make her smile at them.

"Jesus, we're screwed. You know, Jando, if you can keep her going until Rebellion gets here, the two of us walk away dry." Pedro tugged Sofia to him, kissing the top of her head.

"It doesn't work that way, sweetie. We play until the end. Let's go, Jando."

Sofia hit Jando after four tries. She turned to Pedro and gave him a brilliant smile. "Strip."

Cocking an eyebrow at her, he bent over and removed his boots, followed by his weapons. As he was pulling his shirt off, he stopped midstream by her words.

"Honey, do you have any singles on you?" Sofia wiggled her fingers over her shoulder at Gage.

Pedro froze, his shirt stopped in the middle of his chest. He grinned and muttered, "Jesus."

Gage snorted. "Baby, I am not taking money out of my pants so that you can shove it down Pedro's. In fact, you don't need to be sticking your hand in Pedro's pants at all. No, let me clarify that; you don't need to be sticking your hand in anyone's pants but mine."

"You're no fun." Sofia rolled her eyes, grinning at Pedro.

The six men sitting on the edge of the pool laughed at their lethal boss as he bantered with his mate. Since they couldn't see Pedro's face, they cheered him from the sidelines to do a striptease.

"Is that all I'm worth to you, Doc? A single? Damn. At least I know where I stand with you." He gave her one of his killer smiles, winked, and pulled his shirt off, revealing his ripped stomach and tossing it aside.

Sofia walked up to him, placing her hands on his hard stomach. She looked up at him. "I love you, handsome. You know that, right?" She leaned in close and whispered, knowing they could all still hear her. "And if he gave me a hundred, I wouldn't hesitate to shove it down your pants." She cracked up at the look on his face. She made him blush through his golden-brown skin and beard.

Letting her hands skim further up his chest, she repeated what she said to all the warriors. "I love you, Pedro." On her toes, she pulled him down for a kiss and placed one on his lips, then pushed.

The men all noticed how Pedro was the only warrior Sofia kissed on the lips. And Gage never seemed to blow a gasket. It didn't make sense to any of them, though none were willing to push their luck with Lucifer and touch his woman the way Pedro did.

Turning to Jando, she smirked. "You should just let me push you in now."

"I would, but I may as well make you work for it."

For the next five minutes, they each blocked the other's chalk. Then Sofia said, "So, Jando, once I win, you can take the pants off too; I wouldn't mind." She wiggled her eyebrows.

"Sofia," Gage warned.

Her words and her expression made Jando lose his concentration, and she struck like a snake, hitting his stomach.

The men cheered for her as they laughed at Jando for losing.

"You fell for the oldest trick in the book, handsome. You let me distract you." Sofia's grin covered her face as she eyed his body up and down. "Now, what are you willing to keep dry?"

Jando shook his head. "I think I'll keep my pants on, sweetheart. Lucifer is still here." Jando removed his weapons, boots, and then his shirt, revealing his hard, sculpted body, just like all the others that sat on the pool's edge behind him.

When Sofia looked at him, she noticed his pierced nipples; each had a barbell ring through it. She cocked her head and grinned at him.

"Derrick, why are you the only one who didn't take off your shirt? Feeling fat this morning?" Gage said in that dry, snarky tone that made his men crack up.

"Cute, boss, cute. But no, she didn't give me the option. Apparently, since I shot off my mouth earlier, I wasn't allowed to." Derrick couldn't help but return Sofia's smile.

"Assume the position, Jando." Sofia walked up to him. Her hands touched his rock-hard stomach. Standing on her toes, she reached up to kiss his cheek, like she did all the others except for Pedro. "Very sexy, by the way." Her words were a whisper as she glanced at his pierced nipples. "And I love you too, Jando. Thank you for the game." She shoved him in, and like all the others, he landed on his back. When he resurfaced, he wiped a hand down his face and smiled at her.

"Well, that was fun. Thanks, guys, for underestimating me." Sofia laughed when they all grumbled their responses.

Gage and Ambrose both walked up behind her, not seeing her. She put a finger to her lips and winked at the men. Gage kissed her, and Ambrose smiled down at her. About that time, team Rebellion came through the back gate, eyeing the eight warriors soaking wet while sitting on the pool's edge.

"What the hell did you do now, Sofia?" Jericho said as he stopped behind her with the rest of his men.

She turned and went into his arms for a hug. "I'm completely innocent. But thanks for that."

Raphael laughed. "Sweetheart, you are anything but innocent. We're not that stupid. And I'm guessing the Terminators do now too. What did you do?" He pulled her to him and kissed her forehead as he glanced at Gage.

Sofia told them what happened, and Rebellion all cracked up at their teammates for succumbing to her tricks.

"Never trust this woman, never," Davis said, shaking his head as he remembered his run-in with the resident terrorist when she dropped him from thirty feet off the ground in the backyard.

She watched all the men as they laughed and talked about what went down, and her heart felt light, full of happiness and love for these men. She adored the warriors at The Alliance, but these sixteen were the closest to her—the ones she spent her entire days with. And she had grown to love each like a big brother, well, except for Jericho and Raphael. She was crazy about the sixteen biggest badasses The Alliance had.

Sofia turned to Ambrose, giving him a smirk. "So, you feel better knowing I got Gage's team worse than I've gotten yours?"

"Yes, I do, actually. It means I've taught my men better than to fall for you and your antics." He reached out and tapped her nose.

"What about you, Vader?"

"What do you mean?"

"Have you learned a lesson too?"

"Sofia, whatever is swirling around that crazy head of yours better stop now."

Her hands landed on her hips. "It dawned on me that with all the shit I have put up from you, I have never once gotten even with you."

"And you're not going to start now if you know what's good for you." He narrowed his green eyes on her, clearly not trusting her, as he held his hands at his sides, waiting.

She gave him her sweetest smile. "Yeah, I'm pretty sure I don't." She lifted her hands and blasted him with a surge of her energy that sent him flying into the pool.

Team Rebellion all whistled, clapped, and cheered as they saw their leader hit the water with an impact that made huge waves. The wet team on the side of the pool was all cracking up, not even caring that they were just soaked again by Ambrose's landing.

He surfaced, shaking the water off his face. "You little shit. You got my weapon wet." Ambrose said, standing up in the water that came just below his shoulders.

"Aw, Vader, are you worried that your lightsaber will shrivel up and not work?"

The men flat-out lost it, cracking up with sidesplitting laughter. They watched Ambrose and Sofia stare each other down, her with a huge smile on her face and him with a grin, shaking his head.

She missed the subtle look he gave Jericho and Raphael as they stepped up and stood on either side of her and laughed. "Woman, I sure as hell hope you know what you just did," Jericho said.

"That was priceless, but so is this," Raphael said, winking at her.

She frowned at the last part of his sentence as Jericho said, "Incoming."

Both Jericho and Raphael gave her a hard push, and she went flying into the pool right at Ambrose. When she surfaced, she came up in front of Ambrose and smiled. "You feel better now having two big warriors do your dirty work for you? Your lightsaber really doesn't work anymore, does it?"

The men continued their harassment towards Ambrose and Sofia's lightsaber remarks.

Ambrose snatched her around the neck and pulled her into his body. "You are way too full of shit for so early in the morning." Then he tipped her face to his and whispered in her ear. "Want to check out my lightsaber, baby, you know, to see if it works?"

She laughed. "I'm freezing, and I don't think I can tread water, so don't let go."

Ambrose shook his head at her, pulling her tighter into his body and kissing her forehead. "Hang on, and I'll lift you out, you shit. I should keep you in here until you get numb for this stunt."

Looking over his shoulder at team Terminator, "Thanks for playing with me. Let's play again tomorrow." She blew them a kiss as Ambrose lifted her out and sat her butt on the edge of the pool while the men all gave her shit over their current situation.

Gage helped her stand, wrapping a large towel around her. "Eos, you are a hot mess. What are we going to do with you?"

Her teeth chattered. "No, I'm a cold mess right now. Why is that water so damn cold?" Lifting her face to his, he lowered his mouth to hers. She glanced at Jericho and Raphael. "And you two betrayed me. Just remember, payback is always a bitch."

"Woman, we've put up with a lot of shit from you. That was our payback." Raphael's dark eyes held her when he smiled.

Ambrose hopped out of the pool, removing his gun, handing it to Jericho. "Take that apart, will you? And men," he glanced at the Terminators as they stood dripping where they stood, "there are towels in those large bins over there, help yourself."

Jando made his way over to her after grabbing a towel, his pony-tailed hair dripping down his back. He nodded to Gage, and Gage let Sofia go. Jando put a large hand around her neck and pulled her to him, lowering his face to hers. "Well done, Minha Rainha. But that's the last time we allow you to make a bet when we play a game." He placed a kiss on her forehead.

Pedro took her from Jando, "Bet you wish you had agreed to give her sugar instead." He smiled at Jando as he hugged Sofia's wet body to his own.

*****
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Dustin Marshall, leader of the Seattle Special Forces unit at The Alliance, sat in his truck, thinking.

So many questions ran through his mind. What if this blew up in his face? What if the asshole Vega, who had been killing all over the city, backstabbed him after he gave him Sofia's blood? He didn't have a Plan B, so if this went to hell, well, he'd be up shit creek.

And he didn't relish the thought of going to meet Vega without backup, but he couldn't risk taking anyone with him. No, nobody else could know, and no one else could know who was involved in this. If someone were watching him, he'd take the fall on his own for this asinine plan.

He felt sick—a feeling he hadn't felt in a long time, yet here it was. Dustin could see Sofia's face now when she discovered that he sold her out. They had always been close, and she'd take this hard. Sofia would be devastated, but shit, if she was who the fucker Vega was looking for, they'd get four million dollars. Four. Million. Dollars.

Dustin was supposed to get the blood to Vega over a week ago, then eighteen of his Special Forces guys came in from being poisoned, and things went to hell. Truth be told, he had found every excuse in the book to hold Vega off for as long as possible. Plus, Sofia and Dane used so much of her blood, and they were there so many damn hours a day transforming the men that he had to wait until she restocked it.

Pulling behind an abandoned warehouse, which he found somewhat cliché, he put his truck in park. As he waited for Vega to arrive, his senses scanned the surrounding area; he sat impatiently. Ever since Sofia's blood changed him, he had the same abilities that vampires had. It still felt odd not to be human anymore.

From the end of the old buildings, he saw headlights rounding the corner. Something caught his eye on the rooftops as figures jumped from building to building as they made their way closer to him.

Well, fucking perfect. He was about to be surrounded. The only thing he had going for him was that Vega didn't know he was no longer human. And Vega wouldn't be able to tell he wasn't human because of Sofia's blood. It kept him off every supernaturals radar. If things slid south and Dustin had to protect himself, the cat would be out of the damn bag, and he'd be screwed.

"Well, fuck me." He muttered to himself, opening his door to wait by the hood of his truck as vampires surrounded him.

As the car neared, he kept his eyes trained on the vampires closing in on him. He spotted at least six, so even if shit came down on him, he wouldn't make it out alive, not against six.

The car stopped twenty feet in front of him and parked with its engine still running, like his own. The passenger door opened, and a large vampire stepped out and opened the back door. Another vampire climbed out, and he assumed it was Vega.

Vega was about the size of most other vampires, six-two to six-six. But Dustin guessed that he was on the short end of the scale. He was lean, not bulky. In fact, Dustin was bigger than the vampire. Assuming a casual pose, he waited as Vega walked up with the other vampire on his heels.

Vega stopped and looked Dustin up and down. "Dustin Marshall, I presume?"

"I'm pretty sure you know that already. I'm not stupid enough to think you haven't done some recon on me."

Vega narrowed his eyes. "You are bigger in person than I thought you'd be. And you're human?"

"Have you seen all the humans we have at The Alliance? We are all big. Don't assume that vamps have the market on size."

"I think I like you, human. So, where is the package?"

Dustin nodded over his shoulder. "In the cab of my truck, in a cooler." He moved to get it.

"Stop, let Enrique get it for you."

Dustin nodded. "Fine." He got that Vega didn't trust him, probably afraid he'd grab a weapon. Like that would work since his vampires surrounded him. Did the guy think he was an idiot?

Enrique stepped beside Dustin and sat the cooler on the ground. "Open it." The vampire moved back to Vega.

Dustin grinned; they thought he was dumb enough to rig it with explosives. "You guys watch too many movies." He knelt, opened the cooler, and pulled out a bag of blood. Dustin held his open palm out to give it to Enrique, knowing Vega wouldn't take it from him directly.

Enrique grabbed it, holding it to his nose. He sniffed before handing it to Vega. Vega took out a knife and put a small prick in the top of the bag. Enrique held his hand out as Vega squeezed blood into his palm. Enrique licked it up, and they waited.

Chuckling, Dustin said, "Fuck, you think I'm stupid enough to poison it? That would serve no purpose, don't you think?"

Vega looked at Enrique, ignoring Dustin. "Well?"

"It tastes fine. Better than fine, it tastes... exotic and rich."

Glancing back at Dustin, Vega poured blood into his palm and licked it up. His eyes closed, and he let out a low moaning growl. His fangs lengthened, and his eyes glowed dark blue.

Yep, this asshole had some Original Beings blood in him. He had discovered that anyone who carried the blood of an Original Being could not only make their eyes turn black, but they'd also glow whatever their natural color was. For some reason, it didn't matter that he hadn't had her blood in over a hundred years. The eye color change was permanent.

Vega forced his eyes back to their standard shade of blue and smiled at Dustin. "You did well, human. This is the blood I've been searching for. Now we need to make a plan to meet where you give me this woman."

"And?"

"And I give you the four million. The transfer is set to go. I will push send as soon as I am sure that the woman you bring me is the same one this blood came from."

Nodding, "You do realize when I bring her that I will not be alone, right?"

"Of course. And you do realize that if you try anything, you will all be slaughtered, right?"

"I'll get this set up. It may take another week or two. She is surrounded at all times. And I have to put a plan in motion where I can separate her from the others."

"Very well, but human, my patience is running low. I will give you up to two weeks. After that, I will launch a war to take her, and you get nothing."

"I'll be in touch." Dustin turned to walk back to his truck, stopping at the door. He watched Vega and his lapdog climb back in their car and take off.

Listening, he waited for the vamps on the building to leave, but they didn't. All six remained in position. Something wasn't right; these guys weren't moving. Were they going to follow him, or were they sent to kill him now that Vega had confirmed that Sofia was whom he sought?

Just then, Dustin heard someone land directly behind him. He spun to face his attacker. He stopped and stared at the man he considered a friend. "Holy shit, you scared me. What the fuck are you doing here?"

He nodded to the vampires on the building. "Your accomplice told me where you'd be tonight and what you were doing. I thought it would be best if I brought some backup. In case you needed help."

"So those five belong to you? I assumed the six of you came with Vega."

He nodded. "Well, they belong to Galen. How'd you know there were six of us?"

"I'm not human anymore, asshole, or have you forgotten?"

"Yes, brother, I know you aren't human anymore." Looking up at the vamps on the roof, he said, "Thank you, men; don't lose them and call me in the morning." Turning back to Dustin, "I gotta get home to Sofie. Watch your back, and if you need anything, don't hesitate to call me."

"Will do."
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~ Chapter 4 ~
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Dustin heard Ambrose had brought Sofia into The Alliance to train with Galen, so he headed up to see her. His guilty conscience had gotten the better of him after his rendezvous with Vega last night. He hadn't seen her since his men were all poisoned, and he felt terrible. She took it hard when the four men died. Dustin knew she wanted to go to the funerals, but Gage and Ambrose both decided it was too dangerous for her to make an appearance. And, in all honesty, they were right. He understood their concern.

He walked into the training center and saw her sitting up on the balance beam that sat about thirty feet in the air. She was watching the newly transformed humans from the Special Forces train with Galen and Ambrose. They were now considered to be Phoenix; their Seattle Special Forces title was a thing of the past. All twelve warriors were poisoned, and the only way to save them was to give them enough of Sofia's blood to change them.

Walking over to her, he looked up at her. "Hey, stranger. Can I come up?"

"If you can jump this high." Her dark eyes danced with her dare.

Yeah, that smile made his chest hurt. Soon she'd be looking at him with hate in those beautiful eyes. "Is that a challenge?" Bending his knees, he jumped and landed beside Sofia, carefully maneuvering to sit. He put an arm around her and hugged her. "Hey, sweetheart, how are you?"

Sofia leaned her head against his shoulder. "Okay, how about you? I haven't seen you since that day the guys got poisoned. How were the funerals?"

Damn, she was making this all the harder on him. "They were all nice, as far as funerals go. It was hard, though, knowing we couldn't save those four."

"You mean, I couldn't save those four." The pain in her voice had him wrap his arm around her tighter.

"Sofia, you couldn't have saved them. They went to the hospital first. There was nothing you could do." He turned to kiss the side of her head. God, how he adored this spunky little woman; her love for everyone was her most powerful quality. When she lost someone, it literally broke her heart.

"Did you give their families the cards I gave Gage to give you? And my message?"

By the sound of her voice, he knew without looking that her dark eyes held tears. "Yes, baby, I did. They were all very appreciative."

She nodded against his shoulder. "I miss you, Dusty."

Sofia turned the fucking knife lodged in his heart with her love for him. "I miss you too. I still can't believe I let you call me Dusty. If anyone else called me that, I'd kill them."

Her soft chuckle made him smile. "Yeah, but I'm part of you now, so killing me would be like killing yourself."

Well, fuck it to hell. That's just what he needed her to point out right now. He didn't need to be reminded that she was a part of him. He felt her happiness and her stress; he felt her love. Her love always outweighed all her other emotions.

Cocking her head at him, "Are you sure you're okay? You seem like something's wrong."

"It's been a rough couple weeks. I'm fine, though."

"Sofia! Get your ass down here!" Ambrose yelled from below.

"Know what, Darth? When I do, you can kiss it!"

Dustin laughed and leaned into her ear. "Don't think that has the threatening power you were hoping for."

"Guess I didn't think before I opened my big mouth, huh?" She chuckled, remaining against his side.

"Sometime today, princess."

Sofia leaned over and kissed Dustin's cheek. "Stop by the house someday and see me."

He lifted an eyebrow. "And what? Play one of your games?" Everyone at The Alliance had heard about her paintball attack and her pool party with the Terminators.

"Ass. Hey, have you met my brothers yet? They're here somewhere."

"Sofia! Now!"

She looked down at Ambrose, rolling her eyes. "Geez, don't pop a vein. Catch me, Vader." She let herself slide off the beam, landing in Ambrose's arms.

"You love pushing buttons, don't you?"

"Well, if you didn't have so many to push."

He set her feet down and slapped her ass. "Go, your father is waiting." His hand slapping her ass was a gesture that no longer gave her a stroke.

She turned and gave Ambrose a look of despair. "I can't keep this up much longer, Ambrose. It's killing me keeping all of this from Gage."

"We'll talk later, okay?"

Nodding, she walked over to Galen.

"Nice of you to join me, dear," Galen said as he looked up at Dustin, still perched on the beam. "How about you come down too and join her?"

Dustin yelled down at Ambrose. "Hey, Vader, will you catch me too?" He busted out laughing at Ambrose's expression. "Guess not." Jumping down, he landed next to Ambrose.

"I wonder if Sofia's blood turned you into an idiot," Ambrose said in a dry tone.

Yeah, he was wondering the same thing. Only he wasn't turning into a funny idiot. He morphed into a stupid idiot, one who made choices that were questionable on good days and downright insane every other day. And soon, he'd pay for his stupidity.

"Okay," Galen said, getting their attention, "Sofia needs to practice on people, so Dustin and Sofia grab a bo staff."

They did as he asked as Dustin frowned at Galen. "I'm not hitting her with this, just warning you."

"Why not? Do I need to remind you that she is no more human than you are?" Galen snapped out.

Sofia was twirling her bo staff like a baton. "Darth, sweetie, I think my lightsaber is bigger than yours."

Dustin couldn't help it. He cracked up; even Galen dropped his head and chuckled. He could only imagine how many men were in the observation room listening, their sides splitting at her smartass remarks. The woman had no boundaries anymore. It was a thing of the past after living with men all day, every day.

Ambrose walked up to her and grabbed her stick, leaned down to her ear, kissing her cheek as he said in her mind, Wanna bet? You're mine tonight, baby, and I'll prove to you that mine is much bigger.

Her grin lit up her face. "You can't threaten me anymore. I bite back now."

An evil smile crept across Ambrose's handsome face. Hmm, I look forward to it, he said in her mind.

"If the two of you are through, can we start?" Galen turned to Dustin and said, "Let's go."

Sofia and Dustin faced each other, ready, neither moved, then she struck, hitting Dustin in the ribs.

"You do understand that you are supposed to block her hits, right?" Galen had just begun, and he was already short on patience.

"Fine, let's go again."

Again, she hit him. Three more times, Dustin got nailed with her stick.

"Dammit, Dusty! Don't just stand there and let me hit you! Fight back. You won't hurt me."

He held his stick to his side and looked at Galen. "Sorry, man, I can't do this. I already told you I wouldn't hit her."

Scrubbing a hand down his face, Galen hissed, "Really? She. Is. Not. Human."

Sofia turned to Ambrose. "Come on. You'll hit me, right? I bet you've even dreamed of this day."

His big arms were folded across his chest. "Sorry, sweetheart, nope."

"Jesus Christ! Is there one man here that isn't a giant pussy and will treat me like Galen does?" She frowned at Galen. "So, pops, are you going to put your money where your mouth is or what? Show these men what a set of balls looks like?"

"She just called us giant pussies." Dustin shook his head.

Ambrose smiled.

Galen walked up to Dustin and grabbed his bo staff. "Fine, I guess it is up to me." He narrowed his eyes on her. "You asked for it, sweetheart. I won't go easy on you." Turning to Ambrose and Dustin, "And you two, stay the fuck out of this. You will not stop us or try to save her. If you do, I'll take your ass out.” 

***** 
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Sofia was worried now. Galen suddenly looked like a predator, ready to make a kill. Oh, who was she kidding? This man always seemed like a predator. If anyone could be scarier than Gage, it was his father. The same man who raised her in her first life as Sinead Everyone gave Galen a wide berth when he was around. The stories of him wiping out an entire village hundreds of years ago were still being told today.

Galen snapped her attention back to him. "You ready?"

"Sure, today is a good day to die." Her sarcastic words had Galen grinning, and damn if the man didn't look more menacing when he smiled. His smile was almost the same as Gage's, wickedly beautiful and scary at the same time.

She immediately struck, and Galen blocked. He swung at her side, and she moved to block right. He swung again and nailed her in the ribs. Wincing, she readied herself, and when he struck the next time, she blocked before hitting him in the side of the knee.

Grinning at her, he said, "Good hit. Block better. And strike more."

Nodding Sofia attacked. The clanking of sticks and grunts from hits carried on for five minutes when Galen nailed her hard in the side. She gasped and almost doubled over. Ambrose was ready to rip Galen apart; she saw his body tense, but Galen stopped and walked up to her instead.

"Sofia, are you-" Galen couldn't even finish his sentence before Sofia struck him in the stomach with the end of her bo staff. She hit his knee before striking his shoulder.

Sofia stopped and smiled. "Thought you said you wouldn't go easy on me?"

Galen shook his head, smiling at her. "I just learned a valuable lesson, didn't I?" He looked at Ambrose and Dustin. "Don't stop to check on her. Clearly, she plays dirty."

"Hey, why weren't we invited to kick this woman's ass?" Sean said as he and Kenny entered the training room. Both stopped to grab a bo staff on their way.

"Because you two cheat." Sofia grinned as her brothers spun their sticks in their hands.

"And you don't?" Ambrose chuckled.

"Who do you think I learned it from? Growing up, it was those two against me, so I had to learn to play dirty and cheat on occasion. Not to mention, Admiral, you taught me to play dirty."

"Oh, now don't go telling lies, baby girl. You were evil from the start. It was all we could do to keep up with you." Kenny walked over and hugged her.

Galen eyed her brothers. "So, the two of you will actually fight her? Not stand there and look stupid like Dustin?"

Dustin smiled and held up his middle finger to Galen.

"You bet your ass, we will. We played hard with her growing up. Remember, we knew she wasn't human, so we didn't hold back." Sean winked at her.

"Well then, go ahead. This way, I can observe her in action and her form." Galen nodded for them to begin.

The three Pierce siblings all looked at each other as Sean circled around her. Sofia grinned. "This brings back some good memories, boys," she spun and nailed Sean in the face. "But I got better moves these days."

"Oh, it's on now, baby." Sean went on a full attack as Sofia kept up with him as she watched Kenny out of the corner of her eye. Once he entered the fight, it was an all-out war. For the first time in her life, she had the upper hand with her brothers, well, sort of. It was still two against one, but at least she held her own.

Galen, Ambrose, and Dustin all stood there with their jaws hanging open. They had never witnessed her fight like this because no one had the balls to get this rough with her. Her moves were fluid; she ducked and struck her target with a solid blow each time. When she took a hit, she kept going, forcing herself to hit harder. Kenny was hit hard enough in the side of his knee that his leg buckled momentarily; when he rebounded, he nailed her in the middle of her back, causing Ambrose to hiss.

As the fight continued, more men found their way either into the training center or the observation room. They had to see her in action—real action. Not that Sofia didn't do her best to get them all to engage in a fight, they were, well giant pussies like she said. She was a woman, after all, and their first concern was hurting her. They all loved her and would rather cut off their hands than cause her any pain. And second, Gage scared them shitless, not to mention Ambrose. They weren't about to get rough with her. But watching her with her brothers, fighting like a madwoman, they were damn impressed, if not a little afraid.

Ambrose picked up two more sticks, handing one to Dustin. "You help the guys. I'm with Rambo." He jumped in, his back to Sofia. "Come on, sweetheart, fight as a team now."

The fighting was getting intense as Jando and Pedro entered the room, grinning as they grabbed a stick. They tended to play rougher with her than the others. Jericho and Raphael arrived on their heels.

Ambrose grunted when Sean hit him in the ribs. "J, Raph, join me. Jando and Pedro, you're with her brothers."

Galen grinned, as there were now four against five. He looked over and saw Cameron and Jake with grins plastered on their faces. "You two grab a stick and join her brother's side. I want to see how well these four work together."

Oh perfect. Seven to four? Was Galen crazy? They were about to get their asses handed to them. Her biggest fear wasn't getting her ass kicked; it was letting down her three teammates. They all underestimated her and treated her like a girl, and she wanted to show them she could fight as well as they did, even if it left her black and blue. From the hits she'd taken so far, she was sure that her body would be colorful before her body repaired the damage.

About that time, Gage walked in. "What the hell is going on?" He stopped at Galen's side.

Galen whistled, "Stop. Change of plans. I want Sofia, Dustin, Raph, Jericho, Ambrose, and Gage all on one team. All the rest of you on one." He glanced over at four more warriors. "You four with them." Callisto, Jessup, Davis, and Azim all joined the opposing team.

Sofia, breathing hard, said, "Really? Eleven against six?"

"Afraid you can't keep up?" Galen eyed her.

"You suck, old man," Sofia said as Gage stepped up to her, taking her chin and tilting her face up for a quick kiss.

"Let's kick some ass, baby." His vivid blue eyes smiled at her.
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Galen eyed the crowd before him. "Before we start, you five men should remember that you are her primary line of protection. Her Royal Guards always surround her, protecting her from the enemy. Dustin just got promoted to Royal Guard for this exercise. And Pedro and Jando got demoted. Sorry men."

"Wait, so I'm not fighting? If they're in my way, I can't fight. What's the purpose?" Sofia looked into Galen's eyes as he smiled.

He held his hand out to her. "Give me your stick. And no, you will not be engaging this time. Your job is to protect your men."

"Stop talking in damn riddles. How am I supposed to do that?"

"You'll figure it out when they either begin to get injured or their defenses fall."

"I really don't like you some days, you know that?"

All the men chuckled at her as they got ready for battle.

Jando grinned at Sofia. "For once I'm on the team that gets to kick Hades ass; this should be fun."

"Yep, I don't think we got demoted at all." Pedro smiled at Gage.

Gage gave his second in charge a smirk. "Do your best, brothers. Do your best. You thought I was a mean sonuvabitch before, her blood has made me even worse."

"Geez, thanks," Sofia muttered. "That makes me feel all warm and fuzzy."

Gage smiled at her and winked.

Galen looked at the sixteen warriors. "Ready! Go!"

The eleven on the perimeter began their attack on the five men that surrounded Sofia; two to one were odds her men handled. Standing there and doing nothing made her feel helpless; she should be fighting. Ambrose and Jericho took a couple of hits when she spotted Dustin nailing Pedro in the face. He bounced back and hit Dustin even harder. Before she knew it, there were four more men added to the other team; now it was fifteen to five.

"Hey, Rambo!" Ambrose grunted as sweat beaded his back. "If you want to help, now's a fucking good time."

Galen looked at her, shaking his head for her to ignore Ambrose. He added ten more warriors, the New Breeds, who were watching from the sidelines. Now it was twenty-five to five.

The five men were all sweaty from their struggle to keep up with the newly added warriors, yet Gage seemed to fight more than the rest. At least six warriors, sometimes seven, were on him, and he was still kicking ass, making her smile. Gage was a fierce fighting machine, lethal to the core, and it seemed to fuel him, pushing him further. The harder he fought, the better he was.

"Yeah. I'm... with... Vader." Dustin grunted with each blow he took.

Sofia stood there and glanced at Galen. He nodded to her to help now. Closing her eyes, she sucked in a breath and gathered energy. She pulled it and held it close; slowly, she released it. When her eyes opened, Gage was standing beside her panting, his stick held at his side.

"Uh, baby, what'd you do?" He asked as the men he had been fighting looked at him in awe and began attacking the other four. "They can't touch me."

"Cool," she smiled. "It's one of my walls."

"Not fucking cool, Doc!" Jericho spat as he now had to take on some men that couldn't touch Gage because of the invisible shield Sofia threw up.

"We're going to go down real... fast now that Hades is out," Raphael said between grunts.

Sofia concentrated and expanded her energy; one by one, her protective shield encompassed Dustin, Raphael, Jericho, and finally Ambrose.

Her five men stood there panting like dogs, sweat rolling down their faces, looking at the twenty-five warriors who couldn't touch them.

"About fucking time." Ambrose growled, "And thanks for leaving me for last."

"I was about to say the same thing." Jericho wiped his face on his shirt.

"Payback, sweeties." She smiled. In her mind, she spoke to her five Royal Guards, on the count of three, drop to your knees. One, two, three.

When she reached out with her power, the bo staffs all twenty-five warriors held were ripped from their hands and flew to her. The sticks surrounded the five like a narrow fence, standing on their ends and being held by her power.

"Well, damn, Doc," Raphael said, still squatting, "nice."

Sofia closed her eyes once more. She drew on her energy and any energy that wasn't being used in the room. Sofia felt the power build within her. When she opened her eyes, they were glowing bright gold, and her braid floated. The five men at her feet all watched her with curiosity. Sofia drew her arms up to her chest, holding her fists above her breasts and pushing them downward. She released a blast that flew right over her five men's heads. The energy wave slammed into the twenty-five men with such force that everyone flew back fifteen feet as if an explosion had hit them.

The men landed on each other stunned, groaning with a steady stream of curse words leaving their lips. When they sat up, they stared at her with their jaws hanging open. A few rubbed their heads where they had hit a fellow warrior during the explosion.

A big smile covered Galen's face. "Well, I'll be damned. You did it."

"Yeah, we noticed that the blast went all around you." Pedro eyed Galen.

"I wasn't the enemy, and she knew who to take out and who to leave." Galen walked up to Sofia and cupped her neck with both hands. "You pulled and gathered your energy, then you gathered up extra energy and contained it. And you commanded it, directing it towards your enemy. You have now come into your full power." Leaning down, he whispered in her ear. "You have done what even Sinead could not. You saved your men. I am so proud of you, mo páiste." Galen pulled her into his lean body and hugged her to his chest. "We will not fail you, little queen. These men will not fail you."

Galen turned her to face the men, and she gasped. All the warriors had taken to a knee to honor her with a fist held over their hearts. Tears filled her eyes, blinking them away. "Get up. Now dammit. If any of you ever get on your knees for me again, I swear I will blow your ass through a wall next time."

The men all laughed as they stood as her brothers made their way to her. Kenny reached her first and pulled her into his arms. "Wow, just wow, baby girl. That was fucking amazing."

Sean grinned as he took Sofia away from Kenny. "Yeah, what he said." He kissed the top of her head. "We always knew you weren't human like we said, but holy shit, we thought you were only a hybrid."

Gage stepped up behind her, tugging her into his body, his arm wrapped around her waist, holding her tight. "Her blood has also made us more powerful." Gage nodded to the men who stood by him: Jando, Pedro, Raphael, Jericho, Dustin, and Ambrose.

Sean shook his head. "Unbelievable."

"Hey, how long are you guys going to be here?" Sofia asked her brothers.

They gave each other an odd glance, looking at Gage over her shoulder. "I offered them a job here since we have lost some of our guys to you as your personal bodyguards. They're thinking about it."

Her smile was huge. "Are you kidding me? That's great! But why are you only thinking about it? You'd get to work with the legends you were drooling over."

"Hey, we do not drool." Sean frowned.

Kenny chuckled. "Maybe at first we did, but now we know they are just big pussies who wouldn't fight you, yet we had the balls too." He laughed when he looked at the men who surrounded them.

Glancing at Gage and Ambrose, Sean spoke. "We want to make sure these two won't rip us a new asshole if we pick on you and treat you like our sister and not a prissy queen."

Sofia eyed them and understood that most men were leery of Gage and Ambrose. But her brothers weren't the type to back down from something they wanted or a cause close to their hearts. If they were only thinking about it, she wondered why.

"I never make any promises about who I decide to fuck up," Gage said with seriousness in his voice. "This woman comes first."

Ambrose nodded in agreement. "Yeah, I second that."

"You also have to worry about the four of us, too," Jericho said, motioning to him, Raphael, Jando, and Pedro.

"Sorry, men, we don't give a fuck who you are; if you hurt her, you will have all of us to deal with." Jando gave her brothers his own menacing look.

Sean and Kenny shared a big grin.

Sean nodded to the warriors. "Good, that's what we wanted to hear."

"And the six of you passed our test. I guess you have two new transfers." Kenny held his hand out to Gage to shake.

Sofia snorted. Yeah, she needed more alpha males in her life. "Well, you boys can all stand here and figure out which of you has the bigger dick, but I'm going down to the clinic to pester Dane for a while."

Gage looked at the men, and Pedro grinned. "I got her." He took off after Sofia, grabbed her from behind, and tossed her over his shoulder. She squealed and squirmed. "You know you are to take at least one of us with you. And I still owe you for the early morning swim." One big hand slapped her ass as she squirmed.

"Don't think I won't bite your ass, Pedro! Now put me down!" She grunted as he laughed when he opened the door and left with her.

Kenny watched his sister leave with amusement on his face. "Is she always such a handful around here?"

"Yes!" All the remaining men in the training center answered.

Gage grinned, "You have no idea. If you want stories, mine and Ambrose's teams should be full of them."
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Gage walked through the kitchen, stopping behind Roan. "Hey, Red, something smells good as usual." He kissed her cheek.

"Oh, that's me." She grinned as he chuckled.

"Yeah, you smell delicious too." He spotted Melina coming in from the backyard. "Please tell me my woman didn't kick anyone into another tree or massacre a shrub." Sofia would never live down the time she chopped up Melina's rose bush with kitchen shears. And if that wasn't bad enough, she kicked Jericho into one of the trees, busting a limb off when it slowed him down.

Melina's smile was bright; her blonde ponytail bounced as she moved to him. "Not that I'm aware. They are all doing something with apples, but the night isn't over yet." Melina walked into Gage's arms.

He kissed her lips as he held her against his body. "Mm, you smell good too."

She smiled as she rested her face against his chest. "I think we're both losing our mates tonight." Her voice was quiet.

With one finger, he tipped her face to his. "Yeah, I know," Gage said for her ears only. "Care to have a substitute tonight?"

"I would never turn you down." She lowered her lashes, stepping further into his embrace.

Hooking a hand around her neck, he looked into her light blue eyes. "Good, we'll take a basement room." His mouth touched hers once more when the back door opened, with Sofia fussing at Alek, Zander, and Ambrose.

Melina pulled away from Gage, but he caught her, pulled her back into his chest, and held her. "Gage, let me go," she whispered.

"No, you are not fleeing from me because Sofie walked in."

"She doesn't like me."

"Sofie likes everyone. She was just mad at us because we kept our relationship a secret from her. She needs to get used to seeing us together. We have to see her and Ambrose together. Fair is fair."

When Sofia moved into the family home, she was unaware that all the men had taken blood from one of their brother’s mates. It was for extra added security due to their position in Seattle. They had enemies just like anyone else. So they wanted their mates to have a secondary bond in case their mate was too far away in the event of an emergency.

Sofia's eyes met Gage and Melina's, and she smiled, dodging Alek's hand as he went to grab her ponytail. She didn't go to Gage since his arms were full.

"Where are my apples?" Roan asked as she checked on the roast in the oven.

"Oh, the guys are eating them now. Except for the ones Ambrose exploded." Sofia grinned. "So, if you find apple bits around your garden, it's his fault, not mine." She added for Melina.

Gage narrowed his eyes on his friend as he linked his fingers, keeping Melina in his embrace. "How'd you make apples explode?"

Dragging a hand down his face, he shrugged. "Hell, if I know. I was trying to move them in the air with energy, and I guess I put too much into it, and it exploded in AJ's face." He laughed, "It was pretty funny, though AJ didn't think so."

Alek grabbed a bottle of water from the refrigerator. "I am better than these two at commanding shit." He nodded to Zander and Ambrose.

Zander eyed Ambrose. "Yeah, why is that? Me, I understand. I was the last one of us to get her blood. But you've had it longer than all of us, so why does everything seem harder for you?"

"I spend my whole life being a perfect warrior, commanding a fleet of Storm Troopers all the while dealing with Obi-Wan here. And the one time I'm less than superior, I get harassed?" Ambrose winked at Melina when she smiled at his sarcasm.

The room all laughed at the rare, funny comment from Lord Vader.

Alek tossed Zander, Sofia, and Ambrose water and took a seat on a bar stool. "Don't feel too bad, bro. Z here whacked Nathan in the back of his head with an apple. That is why they all took our apples and ate them."

"They took away your weapons?" Roan grinned. "As long as they get eaten, I'm okay with it."

Melina, still tucked against Gage's chest, cocked her head at her mate. "And did you clean up the apples you destroyed?"

"Hell no, baby. I figure birds or something will have it gone by tomorrow." He eyed her from top to bottom. "Am I going to have to come get you? Don't think I won't kick his ass to get you back."

Gage smiled and kissed the back of her head, swatting her butt as he let her go. "I love how everyone always threatens to kick my ass, yet no one actually tries. Funny." He motioned for Sofia to come over, opening his arms for her. He kissed her lips, savoring their warmth and flavor. "You taste like apples."

"I stole Nathan's apple when he said I threw like a girl."

Zander chuckled. "Yeah, don't mess with the queen; she punishes you for talking shit about her."

"I do not. I was hungry, and Nate was being a smartass." She smiled at Zander, and with her power, she pulled his chair out from under him. "And don't call me that."

He landed flat on his back, his head cracking against the tile floor. "Damn, woman. See what I mean?" He got up, grinning at her, when Ariana came into the room, going into his arms. "Hiya, baby, I missed you." He kissed her, squeezing her butt.

"Hey, woman! Where are you?" Alek yelled for Daryn, grinning like an idiot. "Why is she never where she's supposed to be?"

Daryn leaned against the door frame when she stepped into the kitchen. "And where is that supposed to be, huh?"

His wicked grin made her giggle. "For now, you can start right here." He spread his legs for her to come to him, pulling her between them. "Anywhere in this vicinity will do." Nipping at her neck, she giggled.

"So, my purpose in life is to take care of that raging hard-on you always have?"

"It's a damn good place to start." He laughed as Daryn tried to squirm away.

Ambrose laughed and shook his head. "He's your idiot, sweetheart. And trust me when I say we all feel sorry for you, most days."

One eyebrow rose. "And the other days?"

"Well, we figure you knew what you were getting yourself into when you mated with Abbot and Costello here." Gage winked at Daryn.

"They're so mean to me." Alek chuckled, nipping at her neck.

"I know, baby. But they have no idea what an animal you are in bed, which is why I mated with you in the first place."

Mock shock covered Alek's handsome face. His green eyes creased with his smile and orneriness. "What? You mated with me because how well I fuck you? Not sure if I should be offended or whip it out and show these men what a stud I am."

Zander, Ambrose, and Gage all groaned while the women all laughed at their mate's reaction.

"Keep it in your pants, I mean it." Zander laughed as he pulled Ariana tighter into his body.

"Goddammit. I better not see someone's dick first thing when I enter this kitchen unless it's mine, of course." Dane laughed, walking up behind Roan and pulling her ass hard into his crotch. "Right, baby?"

"I better not see any in my kitchen." Roan turned to kiss Dane. "I've got a knife, and I'm not afraid to use it."

Sofia shook her head. "You men are all terrible, and Dane, I expected better from you."

"Sweetie, some days, you gotta go with the flow around here." He winked at her.

Sofia looked up at the clock. "It's time for the changing of the guards. I'll be back in a second. Oh, Alek, toss me an apple." She held her hands out for the apple he threw at her.

"Why do you need another apple?" Gage asked.

Turning and walking out backward, she shrugged. "For Nathan."

Gage walked over to the window after she left. "That woman."

Zander went to watch Sofia with Gage. "Yeah, she tries to be a badass, and then she turns around and makes up for it."

Both men watched as she walked up to Nathan, flashing him a brilliant smile and handing him the apple. He grinned at her and pulled her in for a hug. Sofia said something to him, laughed, and she reached up and kissed his cheek as Callisto walked behind her, tugging her long curls.

After leaving Nathan, Sofia walked over to Jericho, spoke a few words to him, hugged him goodbye, then went to Raphael. As the two men passed Jando and Pedro, they stopped to relay any issues they'd had on their shift. Sofia gave Jericho and Raphael a push. "Hey, stop making up Sofie-tales, just go." They called her daily antics Sofie-tales; they'd relay them to the next team on duty so they'd know what they were in for, for the next twelve hours.

Raphael smiled. "Sweetheart, we're not creative enough to make this shit up."

Jando put an arm around her shoulder. "Minha Rainha, we never make up shit about you. Besides, like Raph said, our imaginations aren't that good. See you guys in the morning." He nodded to Jericho and Raphael. "How do you feel after the beating your brothers gave you today?"

She stayed tucked into Jando's big body. "I'm great. You able to get a few good hits to Hades today?"

"I'll answer that for him." Gage walked up behind them, looking at Jando with a menacing expression. "He did,. He got quite a few, actually." He stuck out his hand for Jando. "Good fighting, brother, damn good."

"Thanks, but she took all the fun out of it once she decided to protect you." Winking at Sofia, he said, "I'll see you two later."

Sofia turned to Gage. "Is there something you wanted to tell me?"

Gage knew he was putting off some odd vibes. As the days passed, he became more uneasy and, some days, more distant. "You're going to be with Ambrose tonight, right?" Gage knew it was the night Ambrose took her blood. He wasn't sure why he asked. Sometimes all he could manage was small talk with her because of what would happen soon. If he distanced himself from her now, maybe things wouldn't hurt so much when it all fell apart. Yet, a part of him didn't believe that either. Already, his heart was breaking for what was to come.

"Yeah."

He nodded. "I'm going to spend some time with Melina tonight, then." He realized he told her this to hurt her. If he could get her to hate him a little each day, then perhaps she wouldn't be so devastated in the end.

Cocking her head to the side, she said, "Okay. Gage, is something wrong? Some days you seem fine, and some days you seem... I don't know. What's going on?"

He tugged her to him, lowering his forehead to hers. "Eos, I am concentrating on getting this fucker Vega. We need to outsmart him while we keep you safe. I won't lose you again."

Her dark eyes narrowed on him. "What do you mean, again?"

Again, did he say again? "Baby, I just meant-"

"Gage! Galen is here to see you." Zander yelled from the back door.

Thank God, saved by the proverbial bell.

Gage kissed her lips. "I'll see you in a bit, okay? I need to talk some things over with Galen. I love you, baby."

"I love you too."

Gage walked off, rubbing a hand down his face, thinking, this has got to end soon. I can't fucking take this anymore. He entered the house, leaving Sofia behind. 

*****
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Sofia was lying on her side in the attic Blood & Sex Room. She got up there earlier for some alone time. Tension consumed her off and on between whatever she and Gage were working through. She tried to chalk it up to the fact that he was pissed about her new bond with Jericho and Raphael, but that wasn't it—not entirely anyway. And since the extra blood Dane started giving them, the men seemed to be doing much better. She thought Gage was doing better, too, since they learned about Dane’s plan to replace Jericho's and Raphael's blood completely with hers, severing their bond with her. Then he'd get distant again and withdraw.

Her heart was breaking; something was wrong, but she couldn't put her finger on it. Some days, even Ambrose seemed off to her. Then there was Dustin, and he was giving her an odd vibe too. What the hell was going on with these guys? All she knew was that she couldn't take this much longer. But every time she tried to get them to talk, they all used Vega as an excuse. And she understood that... but there was more.

The door opened, and Ambrose came in and stopped. "What's wrong, Bella?" He walked over to the bed, laid down behind her, and tucked her into his body. "Talk to me, sweetheart."

"I... I can't keep this up, Ambrose. It's getting too hard. I need to tell Gage who I am. I need to tell him that I'm Kara."

He kissed her head. "You need to wait just a bit longer, trust me."

Rolling over to face him. "Why, Ambrose? What difference will it make if I tell him now?"

Moving one long curl away from her face, he stroked her cheek. "Let us get Vega first, that's all I'm asking. We have a plan in motion now, we've found the place where he conducts his business. We're studying the blueprints, and we have eyes on the building twenty-four hours a day to watch their schedule. This will be over soon, I promise."

"Wait. When did all this happen? Why hasn't Gage told me this?"

"I'm sorry, I thought he did." Ambrose frowned.

"This is what I'm talking about. Something is wrong with Gage. Some days he seems fine, then he turns cold or distant. Today, he said he couldn't lose me again. What does that mean? Does he know who I am, and that's why he is acting weird? If he knows, then why hasn't he said anything?" She squeezed her eyes shut. "I can't do this anymore. I can't."

"Please, Sofia, trust me. Don't say anything yet, and promise me you'll let me know before you tell him. I may need to be close by in case he flips out. Promise me, baby, please."

She lowered her eyes and snuggled closer to his powerful body for comfort. "Fine, I'll wait for now. But I won't be able to wait much longer."

"Thank you." He placed a kiss on her forehead. "Now, baby, tell me what you need from me tonight." Hooking a finger under her chin, he lifted her face to his. "Hmm, never mind, I see what you need in those beautiful dark eyes of yours; you need slow and passionate tonight while I take your blood."

"Take me to the dark side, Vader, take me with you."

"It'd be my pleasure, baby." Lowering his lips to hers, he kissed her with unhurried passion.
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Gage, Ambrose, Dustin, and Galen scheduled a meeting at the same sidewalk café where Ambrose had met Galen a while back to discuss Sofia. Gage wanted to make sure there were no warriors to overhear what they needed to talk about. They all knew that all the men's loyalty to Sofia outweighed their allegiance to them. While that was good, it made him a little envious that they had given so many years to their men to be dumped for Sofia overnight.

At this point, Gage needed this nightmare to be over fast. He felt the turmoil in Sofia daily. She wanted to tell him something; fuck, he wanted to tell her something too. Many days, they each did all they could to keep their mouths shut. It was causing them to spend more and more time away from each other just to curb the urge to spill their secrets. He felt her anxiety and her pain, and it was chewing her up inside, and he felt like an ass for letting her concern and fear build. Gage could have stopped it, but he didn't. What was worse was that Ambrose was lying to her too. She'd be crushed when she found out they had both deceived her.

This had to fucking end soon.

Gage, Ambrose, and Dustin walked up to the small table outside a coffee shop café, where Galen waited for them with four cups of coffee. Nodding, Gage said, "Hey, old man."

Galen cocked an eyebrow over one vivid blue eye. "One day, I think I will kick your ass for calling me that." He contemplated, "Yes, after all this is finished, you and I will have a day in the training room."

Gage flashed his father a huge smile. "Sounds like fun. I always wondered if I could take you or not."

"This I've got to see. But brother, don't get too cocky; I think this crazy man can take you down." Ambrose chuckled

"I see it in his eyes." Dustin agreed.

Gage grabbed a cup of coffee from the table. "Yeah, I know. I see it too."

Galen's eyes traveled between the three men. "So, what is it you want to discuss?"

"First, thanks for the vamps you let me borrow last week." Gage took a drink of the hot liquid.

"Everything went okay, I presume?"

"Yep. I had them follow Vega after his meeting with Dustin." He and Dustin shared a glance. "Vega confirmed it is Sofia's blood he's after. When they left, I had your men trail him to his location and sit and take notes. They've taken twelve-hour shifts, and we have some pretty good intel now."

"It's only been a few days. You should get at least two weeks of intel to see if things change between one Monday and the next, and so on." Galen slowly turned the coffee cup on the table.

"Yeah, we know. We don't know if we'll be able to or not." Gage said.

"Why not?"

Ambrose answered. "Because Sofia is getting antsy. Her guilt for not telling Gage that she remembers her previous lives is starting to make her anxious. I talked her out of telling him the other night, and while she agreed, I don't know how long I can keep her from spilling it to him."

"If she tells me her secrets, then we will have to push our plan up and move quickly," Gage added.

His eyes scanned the three men, and Galen frowned. "Why is that?" Galen didn't ask if Gage knew what Sofia would tell him, yet he suspected Gage wasn't as clueless as Sofia thought.

The three looked at each other. Guilt and pain marred their faces. "We, uh, well, we have a plan in motion, and we feel it's better to leave you out of this part," Dustin answered, fidgeting with his coffee.

"What the fuck are you three planning to do?" Galen's patience was about to snap. He'd skin any one of these men alive if they hurt Sofia, his daughter.

Gage could see Galen's rage; hell, he could feel it. Sofia had been like a daughter to him in two of her previous lives, and he'd rip them apart if anything happened to her. "Look, I need you not to know exactly what we're planning because after all this comes down, she will be pissed at us, to say the least. And I need you to be there for her. I don't want you to betray her trust because she'll need you after this." Gage's voice was strained with tension. His chest hurt, thinking about what they were about to do to Sofia. The men closest to her, whom she trusted, were about to betray her in the most significant way possible. And if they all made it out alive, she would probably hate them all.

Galen rubbed a hand down his face. "Fuck, I hope you three know what you're doing. Yes, I'll be there for her. But why can't she tell you that she remembers her past? That part makes no sense to me." Remembering her past was one thing, but telling him she remembered that she was Kara was another.

"Let's just say that we have her thinking that Gage will be angry about it. And for now, we need to keep it that way." Ambrose answered for Gage. "Once she tells him, then she sets the rest of our plan in motion."

"And as you said, we'd like more time for recon work." Gage took a drink of his coffee. "I'm glad we decided not to have you lure Vega's men out. This way, your place is still off his radar in case we don't get all his men when we take him down."

"Because I'll have Sofia staying with me, correct?"

"Yes." That was all Gage said. He couldn't bring himself to expand on the subject. She would leave him and hate him after all this was over. But she'd be alive and safe, and that was all that mattered. At least that was what he kept telling himself. "You'll have guards with her as well, so plan on having eight of our men as extra protection."

"I have plenty of vamps to help me out with security."

"I know, but she'll want men she knows and trusts with her. That's why I'm not including Jando and Pedro in this plan; I want them to go with her when she leaves me." Gage felt the knife in his chest turn as the conversation went on. Knowing he would lose her was like slowly dying of poison. When he imagined the look on her face when this all unraveled, it felt like something close to a thousand knives impaled into his flesh, burning, searing pain.

Narrowing his eyes on Gage and Ambrose, he said, "Please tell me you aren't including Jericho and Raphael in this."

Ambrose remained silent; his head inclined.

"We have to. Sofia trusts them like she trusts Dustin. She won't question them when the time comes. And if the three of us are going down," Gage motioned to the three of them, "then those two fuckers are coming along."

"Jesus Christ." Galen hissed, "I sure as hell hope you know what the fuck you're doing."

Dustin nodded. "We do too. She already suspects something's up with me, so I'm trying to stay away from her for now. The other four, I don't know, does she suspect anything?" He glanced at Ambrose and Gage.

Ambrose nodded. "Only with Gage."

"What?" Gage's head snapped at Ambrose. "Has she said anything?"

"Yes, only that she can tell there is something you're not telling her. She has no idea what, but she feels your stress with all of this."

"Shit," he said, running a hand down his face. "It's getting so fucking hard. We need to start moving faster with this damn plan. I need this over. I'd rather spend my time trying to figure out how to get Sofia back than figuring out how to keep all this from her."

"Which is why we all need to be ready at a moment's notice if she decides to confess to you that she remembers her past lives. And I promise you, brother, she is getting really close." Ambrose said as he took up Galen's cup, spinning.

"Okay, Galen, get your place ready for Sofia and the eight warriors. They will be with her twenty-four-seven—no more shifts between two teams. And we'll finish shit on our end. Dustin has given Vega her blood and told him he'd give him, uh..." Shit, he couldn't tell him the truth.

Ambrose and Dustin's eyes both flew to Gage at the blunder he almost committed.

Galen held his hand up to stop Gage. "Wait. What are you supposed to give Vega? Just some of her blood? And what are you getting for it?"

Dustin shoved a restless hand through his hair. "Yeah, we'll get some money, and for me, I asked to get changed into a made-vamp."

"Are you fucking insane?" Galen growled.

"No, he'll wire the money when we do the exchange. And as for him changing me, well, he has no clue I'm not human now. He can't smell that I'm different because of Sofia's blood. It conceals who I am just as it does the rest of these guys."

"And how much blood are you selling him?"

"A lot," Gage answered for Dustin. "We've been stockpiling it." His eyes held Galen's, silently telling him not to ask any more questions on the matter.

Nodding, Galen said. "Fine. I'll have my house ready for a small invasion. Security is already state-of-the-art. But let me make one thing clear, fucking clear: if anything happens to Sofia, and I do mean anything, you men will answer to me. I will fucking tear you to shreds if one hair on her head is damaged. Am I understood?" He waited until all three men nodded their agreement. "And when this fiasco is over, I want to talk to you about me bringing someone in to finish training all of you who have Sofia's blood."

"We're training them just fine," Ambrose stated.

"Trust me when I say we are not. The supernatural I want to bring in is an incredible creature with powers like you've never seen before."

"Sofia has some pretty remarkable powers, or haven't you noticed?" Gage frowned.

Galen shook his head. "Not like this. None of you have seen the kind of power I'm talking about." He stood and walked away.

Gage groaned, pinching the bridge of his nose. "Okay, Dustin, you're still in charge of keeping in contact with Vega. Try to set a date for the end of next week. If Sofia doesn't tell me her secret by then, I can set things in motion on my own. Ambrose, you're in charge of getting Jericho and Raph on board. They have no choice here; they are doing this."

"You know, you can't punish them for what has happened. Those two had no clue who Sofia was when they volunteered to take her blood for the experiment, no more than she knew who they were. But I'll talk to them."

"This has got to fucking end, once and for all." Gage pushed his chair back and walked away just as Galen did, without another word.

Knowing his world was about to fall apart at the seams, he needed to spend time with Sofia. The only thing he could do at this point was to love her as much as possible before her love for him turned into seething hate.
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Gage walked through the side gate into the backyard. He knew from experience that Sofia spent her time with the men, getting to know them. He found her sitting at the bottom of a wall with Kyle from Team Rebellion. She was laughing as he told her stories of growing up in Texas. Gage listened to her laughter; it always made him smile. Hell, everything about her made him smile. But right now, it made his chest ache, knowing he wouldn't hear that sound much longer.

He had to put on a good front. So he wiped the anguish from his face and walked up to them. He looked down at the two with their backs against the brick wall. "At least you're staying out of trouble, huh?"

She cocked her head at him. "I never get into trouble. You guys just blow everything out of proportion."

Laughing, "Yeah, that must be it." He looked at Kyle and asked, "Has she been good today?"

Sofia snorted as Kyle chuckled. "Yeah, no paintballs, no tossing men in the pool, and no floating apples that spontaneously combust." His Texas drawl had her grinning.

"Hey, that was Vader, not me. And isn't his accent the cutest thing? I could listen to him all day."

Gage held out his hand to help her up. "Uh, no. He sounds like a damn redneck." Gage grinned when she slapped at his outstretched hand.

"That's just rude. Don't listen to him, Kyle. I think your drawl is adorable."

"Shit, Doc. No man wants to be adorable. Adorable sucks."

"See, he'd rather you tell him he sounds like a damn redneck. Come on, I'll give these men a break from you for a while." His grin widened when her jaw dropped at his remark. "C'mon baby. I have a game of my own I want to play."

Kyle jumped up like someone lit a firecracker under his ass. "Okay, I'm outta here. Don't say another damn thing, Reaper, please. Let me leave before something comes out of your mouth. I can't erase from my brain."

Gage chuckled as he pulled Sofia to him. "You're mean to these poor men." She grinned, going into his waiting arms. "What kind of game did you have in mind? Strip poker?"

"Depends. How good are you at poker? If you suck, then yes, that's what we'll play." Smiling, he hoisted her up, and she wrapped her legs around his waist. "Really, I don't care what the game is, as long as it ends with you naked beneath me."

"Goddammit, man! I can still hear you. Go the fuck away!" Kyle yelled from above them on the wall.

Gage grinned against her lips when he kissed her. "Hang on, baby. I'm getting us out of here." He took her lips, slow and sensual, as he made them materialize in their bedroom. "Yeah, this is much better. Now you're all mine."

"How do you know I didn't have plans for the rest of my day?"

"You mean you have something better to do than have my tongue run over every inch of your luscious little body?" One eyebrow rose with his question.

"Well... maybe." She gasped, and her body jerked when he slapped her ass and sank his fangs into the side of her neck.

After three hard pulls from her vein, he closed the two holes. "Do you still have something better to do now?"

"Well..." She tossed her head back, breathing hard as her body hummed with desire. Sofia laughed, exposing her delicious neck to him.

God, this woman was his world. Her smile and laughter made his heart melt. "I think you need to be taught a lesson, Eos. And I think I'll start with this sexy neck." His elongated fangs pierced the tender flesh of her neck. She arched back as he pulled her exotic blood into his fangs. Gage walked toward their bed. Placing her in the center, he went down with her, settling his body over hers as he fed.

Sofia's body came alive. Her pelvis ground against his, and soft moans escaped her throat, making him as hard as steel. Grinding his hips into hers, one hand tunneled under her shirt to take her plump, eager breast in his hand, pinching her nipple, forcing her body further into his.

After taking her blood for a few minutes, Gage knew she was about to shatter. He licked the wound shut and slammed his mouth against hers, swallowing her scream as the intense orgasm ripped through her body. His tongue found hers, a perfect mating as he nipped, licked, and kissed. Slowly, as she came down from the high, his kiss became gentle.

Forehead to forehead "I need to be inside you right now, baby." His breathing was as labored as hers. His hands tore at her clothes, removing them in record time. Lifting her legs over his shoulders, his mouth descended to her hot, wet center. One lick, and he groaned. "Shit, you taste so good. You're fucking drenched." He licked up her nectar on his tongue with every ounce she gave him.

Sofia moaned, her fingers digging into the bed covers as his lips and tongue pushed her to the edge. Every fiber in her body screamed as he worked her body into a frenzy. "Oh god, oh... yes."

Gage thrust his tongue deeper into her, licking her and nipping, causing her hips to arch off the bed. He inserted two fingers into her hot body, and he sucked and thrust until she exploded around him once again.

Moments later, Gage kissed a path up her damp body, stopping at her belly button to lick and tease before making his way to her lips. "Baby, every inch of you tastes like heaven."

Her small hand cupped the side of his face. "Gage... has anyone ever taken your blood?"

"No, why?"

"Really, why not? Does it not feel amazing for you like it does for me?"

Kissing her lips, he answered, "Yes, baby, it would feel fucking good, it's... I don't know. It's a very personal thing for me. I never had a mate that could feed from my vein. My last mate had my blood in her because I infused her through my fangs since she was human."

"Did it make you sad that she couldn't?" Her loving, dark eyes searched his face for the truth.

"Yeah, I guess it did." His fingers toyed with her long curls.

"And Melina has never fed from you?"

"Sofia, when you and I are in bed, I don't want to talk about those two. Got it?" His words were harsher than he meant them to be. "Sorry, I just don't want to talk about Melina or Ambrose while I'm with you."

"I understand, but I need an answer, Gage."

Anger took over, and he grabbed her hands and anchored them over her head with one of his hands. "Fine. No, I have never let Melina feed from me. Why? Would it bother you if she did? Would it be any different from Ambrose, Jericho, or Raph feeding from you?" He hissed out, tightening the grip on her wrists and grinding his jean-covered shaft between her legs. The asshole in him surfaced, and a part of him wanted to punish her for making him lose his shit right now.

"No, it wouldn't be any different, Gage. Are you trying to turn this into a fight? I was just asking a question I didn't know the answer to." She turned her face away from him to blink back the tears.

And there it was: he caused her pain. Every day, he found new ways to hurt her. His free hand forced her face back to his. "Okay, then why are you just now asking this?"

She swallowed hard before she answered. "Because I was wondering if you'd ever want me to feed from you?"

"Damn, baby, I'm sorry." He lowered his mouth and kissed her. "Hell, yes. I'd give anything if you could take my blood into your veins." He tapped her nose. "But you need fangs first, and for some reason, you still don't have them."

"But if I did?"

"Fuck, yes. There is nothing more I want in this life than to be inside of you, fucking you while you feed from me. I want to know what you experience when I do it to you. You're the only one I want that from, Eos."

Her eyes filled with tears. "Thank you." Her voice was a whisper. As a lone tear slipped from her eye, she grinned at him, revealing fangs.

"Are you shittin' me? When did those come in, baby?" His smile made her laugh. "They're fucking gorgeous. Damn hot." He kissed her, feeling her new fangs against his lips.

"This week. It kind of freaked me out at first. I've been practicing letting them out and retracting while trying not to impale my own lip. I didn't want to be clumsy when I showed them to you for the first time."

His hand stroked her face. He'd never seen anything so sexy in his life. "Shit, baby, you are so fucking beautiful." He gave her a wicked grin. "Check this out." Leaning down, he licked one of her fangs. Sofia would have flown off the bed if his body hadn't anchored her.

"Shit!" she hissed.

He tossed his head back and laughed. "Yeah, makes you want to fuck someone, doesn't it? Now you understand when I told you that touching my fangs was equivalent to licking the tip of my dick?"

"That was just mean. I'm new at this." She gave him a mock frown. "Payback is gonna be a bitch, baby, a real bitch." Her smile was as wicked as he'd ever seen, right before she leaned up and sank her new fangs into the side of his neck, piercing his vein.

Gage hissed and growled at the same time when her fangs sank into his flesh. His body jolted, struggling to remain still. Hooking his arms around Sofia, he rolled onto his back, pulling her naked body on top of him. Shit, he wished he were naked so that he could sink himself into her.

"Sofie, uh, baby, let me get my clothes off... I need—oh, fuck... sonuvabitch." He struggled with each word. As he tried to form a rational thought, it became increasingly harder by the second while his body fought for control. Now he understood what Sofia went through each time he sunk his fangs into her without being buried inside her. And yeah, payback was indeed a bitch. If he lived through this, he'd whip her sweet ass.

She retracted her fangs long enough to smile at him. "No, you need to feel what it is like to have someone feed from you and not have sex with them. So, enjoy every excruciating moment, handsome." Sofia licked up the seeping blood as it dripped down his neck and sank her fangs back in, pulling hard.

Never had he experienced this level of pleasure mixed with torture in his hundreds of years on this earth. His body was on fire as his blood was siphoned into Sofia's fangs. With every pull, his whole body wanted to explode. Bursting from ecstasy or utter torment was yet to be determined.

A couple more minutes of mind-numbing ecstasy, and he erupted, soaking the front of his jeans. "Fucking hell," hissing between his clenched teeth. "Jesus fucking Christ, Sofie, I should whip your ass for that."

Looking down at him, her smile widened. Kissing his lips, she sucked in his bottom lip, nipping. "Now, you know what you put me through every time you do it to me."

"Little shit," he chuckled. "My pants are ruined. Now get this sweet ass off me so I can strip and fuck you senseless." He flipped her over on her back and grabbed a handful of her hair. "And baby, thank you. I will never forget my first time with you. That was the most incredible thing I've ever experienced." Crushing his mouth to hers, he kissed her hard, brutally, showing her he was still the one in charge.

Climbing off her, he sat on the edge of the bed to unlace his boots. She crawled up behind him and tugged his shirt up from behind. "Hurry up." She kissed the back of his neck. "You know, you've taken my blood from various places on my body. And suddenly, I'm very curious."

He turned his head to look at her from over his shoulder. "Yeah?" A grin touched his lips.

"Yeah, I can't wait to find all the spots on your body that make you crazy, make you moan, and make you beg." Nipping his ear, she pulled it into her mouth and sucked.

"Shit, baby, let me get undressed." He stood to strip his jeans off. He was commando. He stood erect, ready for what was about to happen next.

Sofia reached out and grabbed him in her fist, squeezing and edged to the end of the bed. "Not so fast, stud muffin." Lowering her mouth toward him, she pulled him into her mouth.

"Sonuvabitch Sofie," growling, he grabbed the back of her head, holding her to him as she sucked him in deeper. His head fell back as he struggled to remain on his feet, her wicked tongue sucking, caressing, and licking.

Sofia abruptly jumped up, and shoved him down on the bed. As she crawled up his body, she smiled at him with sexy, wicked fangs.

"Sofie, baby-"

"No, you hush. Lie back and enjoy." Grabbing his hard shaft in her hand. She kissed him right below his navel as she made a path to his hip and moved down to the tender flesh t n bvhgjvvo the side. She licked the spot, kissed it, and then sank her fangs in.

"Holy fucking mother of god! Shit!" His words sounded inhuman, even to his ears. The pain and pleasure were a combination he wasn't prepared for. Finally, he had every inch of this woman, and she had every inch of him. Her fangs sealed their fate. They were both now dependent on each other for life. In this life or any others that were to follow.

Siphoning his blood through her fangs, Sofia's hand moved up and down over his shaft, her thumb teasing the wet tip. She pulled harder and harder on his blood and shaft until he lost it; his control was taken away. Just as he was about to come, she sealed up the wound and climbed up his body, sliding down over his shaft. Her assault continued until he was drained physically and emotionally.

She leaned down and kissed a hot path from his neck to his lips. Thrusting her tongue into his mouth, she raised her body up, and with agonizingly slow movements, she made love to him until he fell apart again.

At this moment, she was in complete and utter control of him, his body, and his mind. And he was helpless. She owned him. She fucking owned him, and he was okay with that.

Gage was sure he would explode; every touch, every lick, and every kiss made him want to fuck her so brutally and so fast that he doubted either of them would live through it. Each nerve ending in his primed body felt like hot lava coursing through his veins as she moved up and down on his shaft.

"Look at me, handsome." Her golden eyes watched him. "I love you so damn much."

His hand grabbed the side of her neck. "I know, Eos, me too. I can never live without you. Ride me harder, baby, fuck me harder."

Smiling down at him, she sat up, straddling him. "It'd be my absolute pleasure." Her body rocked on him, he went deeper and deeper until he filled her up. Her luscious tits bounced gently with her movements; taking them in his hands, he pinched her nipples.

After what seemed like forever, Gage couldn't stand it any longer. He sat up, holding her to his body, and took her mouth. Her breasts smashed into his chest, and she continued to rock herself until they came together, falling together.

They were one.

Their hearts and souls merged into one.

Gage's heart felt like someone took a chisel and hammer to it to crack it wide open as he thought about how, in a few short days, she'd hate him. Hate him so much she'd leave him. He did not doubt in his mind that she'd walk away from him after they pulled their plan off.

Could he blame her? No, not really. Gage knew it would leave him broken—even more broken than when Kara left him, and she left him in death. Sofia had so much control over him that she could bring him to his knees in a heartbeat. And at this very moment, he realized Sofia had the power to destroy him.

Gage would be a fucking mess when she left to stay with Galen, which he anticipated. Galen was like a father to her, twice, and he saw the love in her eyes when she looked at Galen no matter how much shit she gave him. Hell, she probably had a better relationship with his father as Sinead and Daria than he had ever had. But Gage trusted Galen to take good care of her until he won her back.

If he won her back.
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Gage and Ambrose pulled everyone together at The Alliance to talk about the plan to take Vega out. They needed to make sure all the warriors were on the same page. And they needed Sofia to know what to expect and what was expected of her during this fiasco. When you had almost a hundred men, you had to ensure they were all on the same page, with their team leaders guaranteeing it.

The meeting room was filling up with the Phoenix and the Special Forces when Galen walked in, going up to Gage. "I have some information I need to tell you about killing Vega, so when you're finished, let me talk for a minute."

"Sure. Is your house ready?" The thought of Sofia moving in with Galen still rubbed a raw spot in his heart, but he had to be prepared for the worst. Not that it would help.

Galen nodded. "Yes. I have a room for her, and my other three rooms are ready for the others. My vamps will also be helping me to give your men a break."

"Do you have any that might want a real job?" Gage gave his father a crooked grin. "Sofia has taken four of our best men from our teams. I need some men to replace Jando, Pedro, Jericho, and Raph. She has a tighter hold on those four than all the rest. We just transferred her brothers, so I need at least two more men for now. Ambrose and I are still both down a man."

"I'll ask, but I'll warn you, my men don't always work within someone's guidelines, not even mine sometimes."

"Well then, they'll fit in just fine with our teams."

"I swear, Sofia, if you slam a fucking door in my face again, I will kick the fucker down," Jando growled as he followed Sofia into the room.

"It's the women's restroom, Jando. Let me pee in peace and in private!"

"Not until it's all clear! You know that! The fucking rules have not changed since the last time you were here." Jando was livid with her. The veins in his neck and forehead pulsed.

Rolling her dark eyes at him, she turned to see Gage and Galen watching her. She walked up to Gage and gave him one of her angelic smiles. "Men. Why are you all so difficult?"

"Baby, this entire room of men is easier to work with than any given day with you. Give Jando a break. If anything happens to you on his watch, I'll kill him. If you value his life at all, help him do his job." He kissed her forehead.

She glanced at Jando, glaring at her, and once again, she gave him one of those smiles. "Okay, fine. I'll let him hold my hand when I pee from now on."

Gage swatted her butt. "Go sit and behave for ten minutes."

"Ten minutes? Are you fucking serious? Tell her to behave for the entire meeting or the whole day. She takes ten minutes, literally." Jando frowned as he grabbed a chair and spun it around backward, straddling it as he pointed to a chair in front of him for Sofia.

Ambrose walked up behind Sofia's chair, leaned down, and kissed the top of her head. "Tormenting Jando again, sweetheart?"

Her grin lit up her whole face. "No. He's just touchy today."

"Touchy, my ass. You started out today by pushing my buttons. If I had known how badly you behaved on the day shift, I'd never have agreed for us to take Jericho and Raph's shift this morning." He rubbed a hand down his face. "Fuck, you're lucky to be alive. Why Rebellion hasn't strung you up yet is beyond me."

Pedro walked in as Jando finished his rant over Sofia's behavior. He grabbed a chair and sat behind her, next to Jando. Leaning forward, he whispered in her ear. "You're not that bad, Cielo. He just needs to get laid." He cocked one eyebrow at Jando and smiled.

Sofia chuckled as Jando raised an eyebrow at Pedro, mumbling fuck off.

Gage and Ambrose both laughed at the two warriors as Galen grinned and winked at Sofia.

Gage whistled loudly to get everyone's attention. "Team leaders do a headcount of your teams and make sure everyone is here."

"Jericho and Raph are on their way up now," Ambrose stated.

"Didn't you tell them what time this meeting was?"

"Yes. But they needed a minute to calm down after my talk with them about our plan." He spoke in a low voice for Gage's ears only.

Gage nodded. What could he say? That he was sorry? Fuck no. If he and Ambrose were going to lose Sofia, then those two were joining them on that train wreck. He'd be damned that while he didn't have Sofia to love and hold, they'd pick up the slack. Their blood bond would force them to seek her out.

"Everyone, take a seat; we're about to start." Yelling over the loud voices and laughter, Gage watched as Jericho and Raphael walked in.

Both men gave him an I will see you burn in hell for this look. Then they went to Sofia. Both grabbed a chair and sat beside her.

Jericho turned to Jando, who sat behind him. "Did she give you any trouble?"

"Hey, she is right here." Sofia smacked his leg.

Raphael leaned over and said something in her ear. They both smiled, and he kissed her cheek.

Jando raised one black brow. "I have discovered she does a hell of a lot more work during the day shift than she does at night. She's more subdued when the sun goes down."

"I'd like to trade shifts for a week, so I can see that for myself. It doesn't seem fair that Rebellion has all the fun." Jericho's dark blue eyes held Sofia's for a split second before he looked away.

"Shit, brother, no way in hell. I'm ready to quit after today."

"Okay, shut the fuck up!" Gage yelled to the room full of talking men. "We need to discuss what we've discovered so far about Vega. We have located his base of operations in a warehouse district. We are still watching his daily movements, but-"

"Wait. Who are we? I haven't heard anyone talk about this duty." Jake Bender spoke from the middle of the room.

"That's because I outsourced this to Galen and his vamps. We are already spread thin, with two teams at our place." While this was true, it wasn't the real reason. They didn't want any of their men to find something out about their real plan accident.

"And let us tell you right now, eight men on each shift are barely enough to keep up with this woman," Pedro said in a dry tone. Everyone laughed.

"You may want to bring some swim shorts with you tonight, Pedro." Sofia looked over her shoulder at him and made a kissy face.

Ambrose dimmed the lights, and they put a set of blueprints up on the wall behind them. "Okay, here is the layout of the building. There is only one large garage door plus one walk-through door on the west side, with one back door on the east side. The interior is a bit iffy. This is an old building, so we don't know if the inside is the same or if it has been altered."

"Which is why everyone must communicate once inside. If something looks different from these drawings, you have to alert the others," Gage added. "But if it is the same, then here's what we're going to do." Grabbing a pointer, he showed the men their plan. "There are no outside staircases going to the second floor, so we'll have to first take out the men on the roof as silently as possible. Once we do that, we'll climb down and go through the windows, or teleport if you can. There is a roof access according to these plans as well."

"We'll have the snipers on surrounding rooftops." Ambrose looked at Sofia and said, "And we won't be using pink paintballs either."

Snickers, laughter, and harassing comments flooded the room. The whole building had heard of Sofia's war games. Most would have paid money to see sixteen of the meanest warriors covered in pink paint, not to mention Gage and Ambrose. It would have been epic to witness.

Ambrose continued. "Those same snipers will remain in place until the end and shoot anyone who leaves the building. Make them all head shots. Shoot to kill; we're not taking any prisoners. And if these plans are correct, there is a perimeter of offices on the second floor that goes around three of the exterior walls. Only the wall with the garage door doesn't have offices. And there is a wide walkway that runs in front of the offices that overlooks the warehouse below. It appears to be at least twenty feet wide or so. These will be crucial vantage points for them or us."

"There are also offices running around the bottom floor with restrooms and supply closets. So, men may be occupying those too. Once our men enter the roof and top floor, then we'll enter from the ground level." Gage glanced at Sofia. "And we'll be using Sofia on the bottom floor. She will be a line of protection for all of you if you get overrun by Vega's men. Sofia will block them or shield you."

"Whoa. Are you serious? You're risking her life by taking her?" Jando asked. "I mean, after today, I want to kick her ass, but you're going to risk someone this dangerous getting her?"

"She will have four guards with her at all times: Ambrose, Jericho, Raph, and Dustin. But make no mistake, Vega is mine. I am the only one who gets to kill that bastard."

Pedro studied Gage. "And where will you be? You're not one of her guards?"

"I'll be busy." He felt no need to elaborate on what his situation would be at the time all this went down. He saw that Jando and Pedro looked at him with suspicion, which was one reason he trusted these men so much. They were two of the most valuable warriors The Alliance had, and their ability to see through bullshit would make this tough.

Clearing his throat, Galen spoke up. "Gage, you can't kill him."

"Like fuck. Watch me."

"No," Galen said. "I mean, you really can't kill him. One thing about the blood of a full-blooded blood Original Being is that their blood transforms all creatures. And if he was transformed before by another Original female, then there is still a possibility that he can reincarnate himself if he dies. He may not even realize it. But we can't take the chance. An Original female must cut his ties. She needs to kill him." Once again, he didn't say that Sofia was Daria or that it was her blood that Vega carried, due to the dumbass plan that Gage and Ambrose stirred up.

"He'll still be dead for a damn long time." Gage narrowed his eyes at his father.

"Or he could reincarnate himself the very next day; we don't know. Transforming a full-blood vamp can make him immortal, as can doing a full-blood transfusion like has been done with the humans here. If he simply drank her blood, then he could be killed. But if he's immortal, then he could stay dead for as long as they want or come back the same fucking day. And he can come back exactly like he left this world, a full-grown man with his memory fully intact. The longer he remains dead, the less memory he will have when he is reborn. But either way, he'll keep coming after her."

"What the fuck!" Gage hissed. "Why haven't you mentioned this before?"

"So, we can't kill the fucker for good?" Ambrose growled out his words.

"This is uncharted territory; I've been consulting with some other Originals, and this is what we have all concluded late last night." Looking at Ambrose, he added, "And yes, he can be killed, but a female Original Being must do it. She alone must break the blood bond."

""Damn it!" Snapping at his father, Gage shot Sofia a look. Her face had paled.

"I've been researching this. It's hard to find this sort of information. I had to contact many people all over the world, and I didn't stop until I found three of them who agreed that this was our best chance to kill him."

"Shit!" Ambrose scrubbed a hand down his face. "It's okay. We can incapacitate Vega, and Sofia can deliver the death blow. We can still work with this Gage."

All eyes landed on Sofia, who was staring at Gage. "Uh, okay. Is there a specific way that he needs to die, Pops?" She asked Galen.

"His head needs to be removed at the very least." He turned back to Gage and said, "You have to let her do it, son."

"But, Vader, I can't let you hold him for me to kill. That's just creepy and unfair."

"Unfair? Are you fucking insane?" He roared.

Cocking her head to the side, she asked, "Really? You expect me to let you guys hold a man immobile for me to kill? First, I'm a doctor, and this goes against everything I believe in and everything I have lived for. I can't kill a man who's being held down."

Gage held up his hand to stop Ambrose from yelling back at her, which he knew was about to happen by Ambrose's stance. "Okay, Sofie, what do you propose?"

Crossing her arms over her chest, she lifted a brow. "Let me fight him."

"You are fucking insane!" Ambrose repeated.

Sofia stood and walked up to Ambrose. "Look, the easiest way to deliver a death blow is when your adrenaline is coursing through your body. I've never done this, but even I know that. If I don't fight, then my nerves will get the best of me, and I won't be able to do it. If I fail, then you and your damn muscles can step in, but I'm doing this my way. Deal with it." With one poke at his chest, she stared him down.

Ambrose's green eyes glared at her, his body tense.

Gage frowned. "She has a point. We'll be there as backup, and she'll be protected. Besides, she's come into more power than we expected." He winked at her. Somehow, he knew this small woman could do it if she did it her way. The one thing they had discovered about Sofia was that once she was pissed, she fought her ass off. They just had to make sure she was mad as hell. If their plan went the way they anticipated it, she'd be plenty pissed. Pissed enough to kill them too.

Narrowing his eyes on her, Ambrose snapped. "Then don't hold back! You have a bad fucking habit of holding back until you get pissed. You have to start out fucking pissed, not work up to it."

"Shouldn't be a problem; as long as you're close by, you seem to have a way of getting me there in a hurry."

"For fuck's sake!" Galen hissed, "Could the two of you stop?"

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

~ Chapter 10 ~

[image: image]


Trying to hide his grin, Gage watched his woman and his best friend go at it with a huge audience watching with amusement in their eyes. That was one thing he loved about Sofia—her lack of fear of standing up to assholes. Was it smart of her? No, absolutely not. But he had to admire her fire and her determination not to back down.

Cameron spoke. "Wait, a sec. How did this Vega get Sofia's blood in the first place?"

Galen exchanged a glance with Gage, then Sofia. "We don't think he does. As I said earlier, all that matters is if he has any female Original Beings blood in him."

With each passing day, it became increasingly harder to keep up this web of lies. Gage didn't want to even imagine how betrayed Sofia would feel by him, let alone the other four. She would be crushed and heartbroken. She trusted them all with every cell in her body, and they would deceive her. They would break her heart, and that broke his.

"But how do you know for sure?" Callisto asked.

"We don't, but we can't take any chances." Galen looked at Callisto with a look that told him not to ask more questions. And when Galen gave someone that death glare, they always backed down. "Also, let's not forget the message he wrote in the girl's blood on the wall in that house full of dead girls. He said that you had her, and we have to assume that it's Sofia now, whether or not she was the one he had before."

"I think Galen is right. Also, his attacks on us personally didn't come until after we hired Sofia. Well, except for Gage." Zander spoke up from the back of the room.

Alek nodded. "It seems the asshole may have known who Sofia was and where to find her all along. We're damn lucky he didn't grab her before we found and hired her."

Gage saw Sofia tense. Alek said something she hadn't thought about. "Okay," Gage continued, "you may be called on a moment's notice. While we have a set time for this now, we are expecting Vega to throw us a curveball." Or Sofia. "So be ready; be prepared. Zander and Alek will oversee directing you men as Ambrose, and I will be on detail with Sofia, so listen to them and follow orders. Dane will be on standby for injuries. None of you better go rogue on me unless it's a do-or-die situation, got it?" He looked most at his and Ambrose's teams. They often thought the orders were a suggestion.

"Dr. Sofia Pierce, vampire hunter. This should be awesome." Alek grinned from across the room at Sofia. "Want me to video it for you? It should make for a good home movie."

Sofia chuckled. "Look, Thing 1. If one of us gets our asses kicked because you were making a movie, I'll find all kinds of ways to make you suffer." She stood and walked around Jericho as Jando grabbed her wrist when she tried to pass him.

"And where are you going, Minha Rainha?" My queen.

Turning to Jando, "I have to pee."

His face dropped. "What the hell? We stopped by the restroom on our way here."

"I know, but you wouldn't let me pee."

"How did I not let you pee?" He ground out, his patience on a short leash.

"You wouldn't stay out of the restroom. I don't like peeing with an audience."

"I don't give a fuck what you want. When you're here, you have an audience. Did you not just agree to that barely ten minutes ago?" Jando was losing it—not that he had a lot to begin with. Pedro was right. He needed to get laid.

The men around the room were grinning like fools while listening to Sofia and Jando go back and forth. The woman was on a roll, arguing with all the badasses, and it didn't seem like she would back down any time soon.

Putting her hands on her hips, she snapped. "Fine, check out the damn bathroom then."

He remained seated, still holding her wrist and raising an eyebrow. "And what if someone teleports in there while I'm outside? More than you and Gage can teleport, or did you forget that bit of information?"

Sofia frowned at him, biting her lip. "Oh, yeah." She gave him a huge smile. "Okay, will you come pee with me, pretty please?"

"Jesus Christ, woman," he grumbled, but he got to his feet. Stopping at the door, he turned around to face the room full of men. "I swear, if I hear one smartass remark about this, I will come back here and kill each of you."

The men roared with laughter, but to their credit, they kept their remarks to themselves.

Ambrose chuckled. "Jesus, that woman."

Gage laughed, shaking his head. "Okay, we're posting these plans on the wall in the hall; memorize them. If we discover any changes, we'll put up revised drawings. You're dismissed. Pedro, you and Jando have Sofia for a while longer."

"There's never a dull moment with her." Pedro smiled before leaving to find the hellion.

*****
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After the meeting at The Alliance on the plan to take out Vega, Sofia was escorted home by Jericho and Raphael. Both men were quiet. When they were first assigned to her, being quiet wasn't unusual, but as time went on, they became more talkative and let their guard down with her. And it wasn't just that they were giving her the silent treatment; there was something wrong. She could see it in their faces and in their body language. Sofia noticed that they walked into the meeting like this, so what happened right before? Ambrose had already been in the meeting, so he couldn't have pissed them off. But something happened—that much she knew.

Trying to let it go as the day wore on, Sofia couldn't stand it any longer. They both avoided her at all costs; at least that was how she saw it. Maybe it was a blood thing. Maybe they weren't getting enough. There was a good chance Dane needed to alter their doses again. She and Dane were just winging it with them since she had no idea how much they needed to stay calm. She understood that their blood bond to her kept them on edge, and their desire for her was only doused by extra blood.

Sofia walked outside to see both Jericho and Raphael murmuring with each other by the pool, away from all the men. Needing to figure this out, she walked over to them, noticing they tensed when she neared them. "Hey boys, can we talk?"

"Do we look like fucking boys, Doc?" Jericho's short temper broke; he barked at her.

She eyed them up and down, earning frowns from both men. "No, you don't. But you're acting like boys the way you're avoiding me. What's up?"

"Nothing. We're just having a bad day." Raphael replied, his head inclined, his black hair covering one dark eye.

"Bullshit. Don't try to lie to me. It won't work." Once more, she watched them. Their body language wasn't normal—well, not when they were around her. "Do you two need more blood? Is that it?"

Both men's eyes snapped to one another's, like a light bulb went off. "Yeah, Doc, that's it." Raphael quickly agreed.

"Then why didn't you say anything?"

Raphael shrugged. "We didn't want to complain. Besides, we were fine; we just have some bad days."

"No, let me get you a boost. And I thought I told you to keep me informed on this."

She started to leave when Jericho's big hand caught her arm. "No, like Raph said, we're fine. We are still adjusting to all of this, and we need to work through it our way."

Sofia looked at each man twice. She wasn't sure if they were telling her the truth or not. Jericho's reasoning seemed plausible, even reasonable. Something gnawed at her. Something wasn't right. "Okay, fine." Turning around, she walked away. If she stayed any longer, she'd get tears in her eyes. Sofia felt their anguish, pain, or turmoil; she really couldn't tell which, but it made her chest ache.

After she went back to the house, Jericho and Raphael looked at each other.

"Well, shit. I guess we keep forgetting she feels our moods." Jericho sighed.

Raphael ran a hand through his hair, pushing it out of his face. "Yeah, like we feel hers, and I feel like shit right now. She's hurting because of us."

"Fuck, this is going to be hard as shit. Is she not feeling Ambrose and Gage? If she is, what the hell do you think she's thinking right now?"

"That there's something wrong with all of us. And there is. This better be over soon; I already don't know how long I can keep this up." Raphael said as he saw Team Terminator coming through the side gate.

Jericho turned to see Jando and Pedro heading their way for their nightly report on the day's events. And to tell Sofie-tales.

"Hey, brothers. How was our little queen after we left today?" Jando asked.

Jericho shrugged. "She's a bit unsettled right now."

Pedro frowned at Jericho and Raphael. "She was fine when we left her after the meeting this morning. What'd you two do?"

"Nothing, asshole; we're just having an off day, and she thinks it's personal." Raphael snapped defensively as he looked up at the second-story window where she often stood, but she wasn't there.

Jando and Pedro both looked at the two and nodded.

"Have a good one, brothers. See you tomorrow morning." Jericho said as he walked away, not looking back.

*****
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Sofia stayed in her room after her talk with Jericho and Raphael, and she watched the Terminator's arrival. The men got out, talking and laughing with each other. She loved that the Terminators were much more relaxed now, even though they still took longer to chill out than the Rebellion. The days when they all frowned at her and were afraid to smile or laugh were long gone. Thank whatever gods were watching over her, because she'd have gone insane if they were all still tight-lipped.

Sofia kept her eyes on Jando and Pedro as they got out of the Tahoe's. Connor, AKA White Boy, said something to Jando, and Jando punched him in the arm. Connor walked away, laughing. The others joined in harassing Jando. She smiled, watching the warriors. And she knew Connor was giving Jando hell about the shit she put him through earlier. Remaining by the window until she saw the Rebellion walk around the side of the house, she took off for the backyard. Sofia grabbed a bottle of water from the kitchen and headed outside to see the guys.

She smiled at Jando. "Did you miss me?"

Jando returned her smile, pulling her into a hug. "Minha Rainha, we didn't have time to miss you, did we?"

Pedro chuckled at her disappointed face, tugged her away from Jando, and hugged her. "That's the wrong answer, brother. The correct one is, yes, Cielo, we always miss you when we leave. But you are a huge pain in our ass some days. You know that, right?" He raised a dark brow.

Looking up at him, "Yes, I know."

"And why didn't you come to say goodbye to Jericho and Raph?"

Sofia always had the feeling Pedro knew more about what went on inside her than he let on. In fact, there had been times she swore she heard him talking to her in her head, long before she could speak telepathically. And for a while now, Sofia felt a pull toward Pedro, though she didn't know why. When he looked at her, like the day when the Seattle Special Forces teams came in poisoned, she sensed a power coming from him, as if he were soothing her pain.

"I had to pee." She joked with the big warrior, who was narrowing his gray eyes at her.

"And you went all by yourself?" Jando teased.

"It was lonely in there."

Both Pedro and Jando tossed their heads back and laughed at her.

Jando eyed her. "How about you and I do some gargoyle duty right now?"

Sofia wanted to be with Pedro right now; the pull toward him at that moment was strong. Not willing to hurt Jando's feelings, after all he did for her, she agreed.

Offering him a sweet smile, she said, "Yeah, I'd like that. Can I teleport you?"

"Seriously? I guess so. It feels creepy as shit, but sure."

"Then learn to do it for yourself. It's less creepy when you're in control. I'm coming back for you in a while, Pedro, so don't try to hide from me."

"Wouldn't dream of it, sweetheart." He grinned and winked at her.

On the roof, Jando sat down, looking up at her as she looked out over the property. Pulling his knees up, he rested his arms on them and waited for her to sit. Finally, he reached for her hand. "Come here, Minha Rainha, come sit with me." He pulled her between his legs and sat her down, her back to his chest. He kissed the side of her head. "Now, tell me what's wrong."

Sometimes Jando and Pedro's ability to see through her bullshit was annoying and comforting at the same time. What Sofia was beginning to realize was that she couldn't hide anything from these two warriors like she could from all the others.

Sofia leaned back into his powerful body. She felt safe within his embrace, protected, and loved when the warriors treated her like Jando was doing now. And really, he should still be pissed at her over the bathroom thing. After she dragged him out of the meeting to go pee, she changed her mind again and didn't go. "I'm okay."

"Liar."

She exhaled yet remained silent, resting her head back on his shoulder.

"Sofia, what's bothering you?"

"I don't know, Jando. I'm restless, I guess. I just want all of this to be over."

"I know you do, sweetheart. We all sometimes forget how hard this all must be for you. No freedom to do anything anymore, which I know includes going pee."

Sofia chuckled softly. "At first, it drove me nuts to have all of you guys constantly watching my every move, but now... it makes me feel safe. I have grown to love each of you, and I'd miss you guys if you weren't here every day." Pausing, she reached for his right arm, pulled it around the front of her shoulders, and held it there, burrowing further into his embrace. "Jando, I'm sorry I'm such a pain in your ass; I really am. And thank you for not killing me today."

He tugged her tighter into his body, hugging her. "Sweetheart, I may complain and bitch and say things like you're a pain in my ass, but truth be told, you make mine and Pedro's day. You have shone so much light on our men that some days I'm not sure who I'm talking to anymore. And trust me when I say that none of us mean half the shit we say. We love to pester you back." He kissed the side of her head once again. "This will all end soon, and maybe you can get some of your freedom back."

"Yeah, maybe." She sighed. "But I'm not sure I even want it anymore. I'm just tired of all this secrecy and tension that has been going on here lately. I'm sick of the guys all acting weird around me."

Sick and tired didn't even describe it. It scared Sofia. Deep down, she felt something was wrong, and she didn't know how to fix it because she didn't know what it was. And none of them would talk to her or tell her anything, and that worried her too. If it were only one person, it would be different, but it was Dustin, Gage, Ambrose, and, as of today, Jericho and Raphael.

"What guys?"

"Gage, Ambrose, Dusty, and now I can add Raph and Jericho to that list. I'm starting to get scared, Jando. Something is wrong; I feel it."

"They are probably just worried about this Vega plan, especially after you declared you wanted to fight Vega. That would have given them gray hair if they could get them."

"I don't think it's that, but I hope you're right. It feels like something else." She rested her head on his arm. "Promise me, Jando, that you won't change on me too."

Jando closed his eyes. "Damn, sweetheart. I'll always be here for you, I promise."

"Sofia!" Gage yelled from below.

"I'm on the roof!"

Gage jumped and landed on the roof ten feet in front of Sofia and Jando, where she sat tucked into his body. Gage narrowed his eyes on them. "Is everything okay?"

"Yeah, I was just apologizing to Jando for being such a pain in his ass today."

Jando chuckled, playing along. "And you will continue to be a pain in my ass. But without you, Doc, our nights here would be boring as hell."

Sofia reached for Gage's hand when he held it out to help her up. "C'mon baby. Dinner is ready." Once she was on her feet, Gage pulled her to him and kissed her. "Thanks for helping out with her this morning, brother."

Jando gave Gage an odd look for a moment, then nodded.
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For the next few days, Gage and Ambrose were both unusually quiet, causing Sofia to withdraw from everyone. She spent time in her room, just being alone. The tension she felt from these two men had her tied up in knots.

Gage had been having random bouts of anger with her for weeks now, snide remarks that didn't go unnoticed. Often, she felt like he tried picking fights with her just to make her angry. Then he'd become loving and passionate. Sofia wondered if he had changed his mind about wanting to spend the rest of his life with her. Could they even break their tie to one another now that she had his blood in her? She wasn't sure, though she doubted it since her body craved his.

Maybe he was bored with her. After all, he used to have many random women whenever he felt like it. Then there was Melina. Perhaps he wanted her more, like Ambrose had been doing with her for the past few weeks. Or was he jealous of Ambrose's relationship with her? Perhaps it was all getting to be too much for Gage to handle. He was angry about Jericho and Raphael, but she thought he was learning to deal with it and accept it. Especially after he told her to spend time with them the night her brothers came for dinner. And they were both hopeful that Dane's idea to fully replace their blood with hers would break their tie to her. She needed it to work even more than Gage.

Sofia's mind spun with his mixed signals for weeks. Fear had taken root deep in her soul, and it scared her to death. She couldn't fix what she couldn't understand.

Whatever was wrong with Gage, Sofia was done with it. She had to tell him who she was and let the pieces fall as they might. If he hated her, so be it; she couldn't live with this lie anymore. She hoped it would be easier once the truth came out. Was she the reason Gage had been acting strange? Did he sense that she was keeping something from him, causing him to withdraw? All she knew was that she had to come clean and then work things out with him.

Sofia sat in the garage, waiting for him to ride up. She wanted to talk to him before he entered the house, figuring that he'd be so mad that he'd take off again. Sofia didn't want him indoors when she told him. There had been enough holes punched in the walls lately.

The roar of his Harley had butterflies soaring wildly in her stomach. She stood, hooking her fingers in her back pockets, and waited for him to park in the garage. Gage cut the engine, kicked the stand down, and climbed off.

He grinned as he walked up, pulling her into his body and kissing her. "No better way to come home than to have you in my arms kissing me."

And he wasn't in one of his quiet moods, which is great. There is nothing better than pissing someone off when they are happy. Perhaps since his mood was high, he'd take the news better.

She smiled at him. "I love you. You know that, right?"

"Of course I do. Is something wrong?"

Her face tipped down from his. "Yeah. Gage, we need to talk. There is something I need to tell you."

*****
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The front door to the family house flew open hard enough to rip it from its hinges when Gage furiously stormed in. He stopped as he rounded the corner to find all his brothers standing, ready to fight whatever blew through the door. They were all prepared to take him down when they saw the look on his face.

"Jesus Christ, Gage, what the hell?" Zander said, still primed to fight his brother if need be. It wouldn't be the first time, nor would it be the last.

Gage's eyes found Ambrose's, and he pointed to him. "You and I need to talk." His body vibrated with anger as he spoke. His eyes turned jet black. His body rippled as the veins in his arms and neck pulsated with every breath.

Sofia ran through the door right after Gage. "Gage, wait, let me-"

He spun on her, fists clenched. "Back the fuck off, Sofia."

Ambrose moved between Sofia and Gage. "You'd better take a step back and unclench those hands. Cool down, man. What the hell is wrong with you?" He snapped out his words. Gage was his best friend and brother, but he'd take the motherfucker down if need be.

"What's wrong with me? Really?" He glared between Sofia and Ambrose. "How about the secret the two of you have been keeping from me?" He stared his brother down, waiting for an answer. But no answer would be good enough; betrayal is betrayal, no matter who it came from, even if this was all just an act.

Ambrose looked over at Sofia, who stepped around, so she was shoulder to shoulder with him. "You told him?"

"Yes, I couldn't keep it from him any longer." She went to step closer to Gage when Ambrose threw out his arm to block her path.

"Anyone want to tell the rest of us what the fuck is going on?" Alek asked as he stepped forward. Realizing that the closer he got to the enraged Gage, the better if he needed to help take down the angry bastard.

"Brother, let's sit down and talk about this." Ambrose put a hand on Gage's shoulder, and Gage knocked it away.

"Touch me, and you will fucking regret it." The veins in Gage's neck thumped, and his muscles bunched, ready to throw punches.

Sofia was scared to death, not knowing just how far Gage would go. She knew he'd be mad, but she hadn't expected this; he was ready to explode.

He looked like he wanted to hurt her.

He looked like he hated her.

Dane stepped in front of Ambrose to face Gage. "Gage, man, come on, talk to us. What happened that makes you want to hurt both your mate and your brother?" Dane's soothing tone did nothing to tame the inferno within Gage.

"We won't allow you to hurt either of them. So, talk, tell us what's wrong, or leave until you calm the fuck down." Zander's voice was calm, but his tone let Gage know that he would not be fucked with.

The women all stayed back, away from a potential fight between five huge, muscled warriors. They knew when things got sticky like this, the best place was to stay out of harm's way.

Anger seeped from every pore of Gage's body when he looked back at Sofia and Ambrose. "My mate and brother have been keeping a secret from me about who Sofia really is."

"What the hell does that mean?" Alek frowned, inching closer, knowing exactly what Gage meant.

And here it goes. The whole family knew that Sofia was Gage's reincarnated mate, Kara. Ambrose had told them and swore them to secrecy. Explaining that Gage wasn't ready to deal with it and that it needed to happen in its own time. Well, the time arrived, whether they were prepared or not. While Gage knew who Sofia was, he didn't realize that the rest of them knew.

The lies kept piling up.

"Apparently, Sofia is my mate, Kara, reincarnated. And they decided it was best to hide the truth from me." His hard eyes stayed focused on Sofia.

All eyes landed on Sofia, her own filled with tears. But as part of the plan, they would all let Sofia, Ambrose, and Dane take the fall for this secret, as instructed by Ambrose.

"You are his reincarnated mate?" Zander asked Sofia in awe, trying to keep up the mock surprise. "Damn, are you sure?"

"I think so; at least that's what Ambrose and Dane think."

"Dane?" Gage spun on Dane and got inches from his face. "You were fucking in on this too?"

Dane stood his ground, not moving an inch. He knew too well that if you backed away from Gage, the more likely it was that he'd attack. "She came to me about the nightmares she was having. I thought her dreams were empathy dreams, so I tried to help her through them." He frowned, thinking. "This means she is also your first mate, Alcina, too."

"Whoa, wait." Zander moved forward and put a hand on Gage's chest to force him to retreat away from Dane. To his surprise, Gage stepped back. "Sofia, is Alcina too? Does that mean she is also Daria?"

"Yes." Ambrose nodded.

"Fuck!" Zander pinched the bridge of his nose. "Sofia?" He looked at her for answers.

"I don't remember Alcina hardly at all; I remember more of Sinead's life than any of them, and I remember Galen. I only have dreams of Kara's life, but I didn't know who Kara even was until I realized I was dreaming through her eyes. At first, my dreams obscured faces. And I didn't know they were about Gage for a long time. And I had no idea I was the woman in my dreams." Her eyes pleaded with her mate to understand. "How could I have known, Gage?"

"And when you did, you three decided to fucking keep it from me?" He took one step towards Sofia when Ambrose slapped his big hand on Gage's chest. Before anyone could react, Gage slammed his fist into Ambrose's face, snapping his head to the side and knocking him back a step.

To everyone's surprise, Ambrose didn't strike back; he just stood his ground in front of Sofia. "Do that again, and I'll fuck you up. This is exactly why we didn't tell you. You're fucking unstable when it comes to Kara. We figured you'd begin to see it for yourself and accept it. I thought you had moved past it after all these years. And I hoped that your love for Sofia would help you deal with it and overcome the past."

"Moved past it? She fucking killed herself in front of us. We did everything in our power to help her, and she fucking killed herself while we watched! Am I supposed to forget that? She wasn't your mate, so what the fuck did you care?" Gage roared.

"You fucking asshole! What did I care?" Ambrose stepped closer to Gage, yelling as everyone listened as the story unfolded. "I found the two of you—you chained up to a tree. She was staked to the fucking ground, clothes torn from her body, lying in a pool of her blood after being gang-raped! Don't you fucking dare think I had no stake in the two of you; you were my family."

A few shits and fucks left everyone's lips with Ambrose's words. Everyone briefly glanced at Sofia with grief and sympathy in their eyes. The words gang-raped were words no one ever wanted to hear. It made everyone's stomach churn.

"And you," Gage pointed to Sofia, "you took the coward's way out. We did everything possible for you to get over that, and you just gave up and killed yourself in front of us." His black eyes bore into Sofia's soul, ripping her to shreds.

Tears welled up in her eyes; she had never seen this side of Gage before. No, this man loved her and cherished her from head to toe. He held her gently after he made love to her or after they had rough sex. He never yelled at her.

"It's not what you think, Gage. I know you did everything you could for her. From what I can remember, she couldn't stand seeing the look on your face anymore."

"What?" He hissed and took one step closer to her.

Ambrose and the rest were ready to take Gage down as he slowly approached Sofia like a lion tracking his prey. The muscles in Gage's body bunched, even twitched, and the veins in his arms and neck pulsated, looking like they were about to explode.

"The look on my face? What would that be, Kara?” He said her name with distain. “Guilt for not protecting you because I couldn't save you from them? Because you blamed me."

She shook her head. "No, she didn't blame you. She never did. You blamed yourself, Gage. You couldn't let it go."

He laughed bitterly. "Oh, that's right, I was just supposed to forget that almost a dozen vampires staked you to the ground and took turns raping you while I was chained to a tree and forced to watch and listen. Easier said than done."

"Holy shit," Zander muttered, a frown deeply embedded across his forehead.

Those words hit everyone hard in the gut every time they were spoken. None of them wanted to imagine what Gage had to watch while he was helpless. And no one dared to look at this through Sofia's eyes. It was too damn painful. It was enough to destroy your soul.

"And what about her, huh? You wanted her to forget and then got pissed when she couldn't put it behind her when you couldn't do it yourself. Every time she tried to get closer to you, you pulled further away." Ambrose said. "She did what she needed to do for both of you."

"Are you serious? She needed to kill herself in order to help us?"

Ambrose shook his head. "You still don't get it, do you? Her pain was not the same as yours. Can you really stand there and not tell me that you didn't try to end your life numerous times after she died? And why? Because the pain was too great."

"I didn't, though, did I?"

"No, because I had to restrain your ass more times than I can remember!" Ambrose yelled now, his anger vibrating through his muscled body. "Then I had to fucking lock your ass up until your rage passed. I dealt with your fucked-up self for over a year to bring you back from the edge!"

"So I was just supposed to forget that my mate killed herself in front of me because I couldn't protect her. Is that it?"

"Gage." Sofia's voice was soft. "She didn't kill herself because you couldn't protect me. You were outnumbered. She killed herself," she blinked away her tears, "because of the way you looked at her. No, wait," she said, raising her hand when she saw the anger mixed with pain rip through him. "Let me explain. I know you and Ambrose did everything you could, and she was trying to get past it. But every time she saw that look on your face, it broke her heart. Your pain was unbearable. You looked at her with haunted eyes, filled with pain and remorse. She didn't know how to help you through the guilt you felt, and you didn't want my help. You blamed yourself. You would barely touch her, and the more time passed, the more you pulled away." She swallowed a sob.

"You needed to heal. How could I touch you and not bring back memories of that day? I didn't want to hurt you! Why is that so damn hard to understand?" He spun around and ran a hand through his shaggy black hair.

"But she needed you to want her to touch her. She didn't know how to help you, but she knew Ambrose would if he didn't have to worry about her too." A tear slipped from her eye and trickled down her cheek. Her despair bubbled up through her body, no longer contained.

"Stop saying her, Sofia, like she was someone else. You are her." His words were laced with venom.

Sofia shook her head. "No. I am not Kara. I am me; I am different, and I am stronger. Can't you see that? Kara did not come back to you; I did."

Gage turned to face her with new fury filling his body. "So, your solution was to fucking kill yourself to give Ambrose one less person to worry about?"

How could she ever make him understand why Kara had to do it? It made sense to her, but the pain was still too raw for him, and she just poured salt into an open wound. Sofia didn't know how to make him understand, and it tore her apart.

"Yes. She knew that she could come back in another life, as a whole person, without the pain. If she was gone, you could move on and learn to forgive yourself, and she hoped you'd forgive her too. Then one day, when you were ready, she knew you'd find her again—a better version of her."

"It seems that you have it all worked out to suit you. Selfish bitch." He seethed at her.

The tension in the room stayed thick, with all the men ready to pounce on Gage the second he lost control, all hoping he would not. They all stood with hands to their sides, prepared to slam Gage to the floor. It would be hard; the man fought like the fucking devil when he got mad, and it would take all four to bring him down, if not more. Gage was the toughest son-of-a-bitch they'd ever encountered. Ambrose was second in line. But now Sofia's blood made him even stronger, so they weren't sure if just the four of them could handle him if he snapped.

Gone was the quiet, sweet version of Sofia. She stepped forward and slapped him across the face with every ounce of power she could muster without using her supernatural powers. His head snapped to the side with force. "How fucking dare you! You were a bigger mess than she was! Kara wanted you back, but the closer she tried to get to you, the further you pulled away. It tore her up, and you were too wrapped up in yourself to see that!" Sofia hit him in the chest with her fist. "She knew you could heal without her there to remind you every day of what you witnessed. She never once blamed you, you bastard!" She slammed her fist into his chest again. "And she believed Ambrose could save you if he didn't have to worry about how fucked up she was." One more fist to his chest, and he grabbed her wrists. "She knew you would find her, me, when you were ready, when you healed. And you did; you found me." Her voice was almost a whisper.

He let out an evil laugh, and rage filled his eyes. "Well, the problem is, I don't want you back, Kara." He let go of her wrists and stepped back.

"I'm not Kara! I am Sofia! I am stronger than she was. The two of you would have never survived together, and you know it. You were destroying each other."

"Like hell, Kara. I tried saving us. You fucking gave up." He glanced at Ambrose, who had been quiet for a long time. "And you, you bastard, you knew she was going to kill herself and did nothing to stop her or warn me."

Ambrose shook his head. "No, dumbass, I had no idea what she planned. I thought she was planning on leaving, not killing herself." And that was the absolute truth.

"Gage, I-" Sofia was cut off when Gage looked at her, with eyes deadlier than she had ever seen.

"I'm through. Pack your shit and get out of my life."

In a pained whisper, she asked, "What happened to me being your forever?"

"Clearly, I was wrong." He turned and walked out, leaving his lethal energy in his wake.

Sofia stood there, her eyes focused nowhere, until Ambrose stepped into her line of sight. He reached out, put a hand around her neck, and tugged her to him, holding her. Ambrose kissed her forehead as he kept her in his arms. "He'll calm down, Bella. Give him a little time."

Sofia pulled herself out of Ambrose's embrace and backed away like an injured animal. "I need to go." Fighting more tears, she spun on her heel and ran out of the room.
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The four women remained silent through the whole ordeal while the story unfolded. Now they all stood there with tears in their eyes. It was impossible to imagine what Gage and Sofia lived through.

"Oh, my god," Melina whispered. "I still can't believe that happened to them." She moved into Ambrose's arms; he held her tight.

"Shit, I can't believe she lived through that once to only have it come back to her all over again in her dreams," Daryn said as Alek hooked an arm around her shoulder and tugged her to him.

"I never said anything until a few weeks ago to you, baby, out of respect for Gage and his feelings." Ambrose looked over at Dane. "Shit, she said she had to go. She's packing." Ambrose took off for the stairs with Dane on his heels, both men taking three steps at a time to the second floor.

By the time they got to Sofia and Gage's room, she had her clothes pulled out and shoved them into a suitcase. Silent tears streamed down her face. "Bella," Ambrose said, stepping up behind her.

When she finally turned around to look at him, Zander and Alek had joined Dane and Ambrose in her room.

Ambrose reached out and took her chin gently. "Bella, sweetheart, you can't move out."

"Like hell, I can't. Just watch."

"He's right, Doc." Zander moved closer. "Vega is still on the loose, and, uh, you're Gage's mate."

"Not anymore." Sofia snapped at Zander. No one was telling her she had to be a mate too. She wasn't his forever, after all.

Alek shook his head. "It doesn't work like that. You have his blood in you from when you were Kara, and I bet you have it in you now as Sofia. You are his mate forever until one of you dies." He didn't know Sofia had fangs now or that she took Gage's blood recently; he merely guessed.

"I don't give a shit about your hybrid laws or ways. I'm leaving." Sofia yanked open the closet door, grabbing handfuls of clothes. "I'm not the same woman Vega took before. I'll kill the bastard this time."

The men looked at Dane for help. "Fine," he grumbled. "Doc, you are blood bound to him. Whatever species you may be, you clearly don't need his blood to survive, but because he's a half-vampire, he needs yours. He can drink others' blood, but it will not sustain him like yours will. But now that you're bound to each other, without your blood, he will die slowly unless you die first."

She stopped pulling clothes out of the closet and spun to look at the men. "Well, he should have thought about that before he ordered me to leave." Sofia went back to packing, shoving clothes in the suitcase. "Give him bagged blood. He's not taking it from me anymore."

"Sofia, you cannot leave this house. You must be protected, so Vega can't get his hands on you again. And this is the best place to do that." Dane said in his concerned voice that he often used to soothe someone.

"Fuck!" Alek scrubbed a hand down his face. "Which one of us is going to be the asshole?" He looked at his brothers. "It's not fair to make me the asshole when she likes me as much as she does."

"Which is why you need to do it since you can always find a way to make her laugh later." Zander gave his brother a little shove toward Sofia.

He walked up to Sofia, took the pile of clothes off her arm, and laid them on the bed. "Look, Doc, you can't leave this house. First, Gage will need your blood and-"

"That stopped being my problem ten minutes ago!"

Alek ignored her outburst. "And you need to remain here to stay safe. We will not allow you to leave, even if it means locking you up." That was the part Alek hated, saying that they'd lock her up after what happened to Daria. "The hybrid and vampire communities all know that you are mated to a member of the Phoenix Council. That puts you at risk if you're left unprotected. Not to mention Vega, the most important reason. If anything happened to you, none of us would ever forgive ourselves. Sweetheart, we won't let you move out, and you can't take Vega on by yourself. We won't allow it."

Her dark eyes flashed gold when he said they'd lock her up. "Then I'll take my eight warriors with me!"

"Sofia, we need you here so we can keep you safe. We can't protect you if you live somewhere else, and those teams are needed to protect all of our women, not just you," Zander said quietly. "Our mates' lives are at stake too. Vega could take any one of them to use as ransom."

"I realize this sucks, sweetheart, but until we kill Vega, you have to stay. After that, I'm not sure what we'll be able to do." Ambrose placed his hand on her neck and tipped her chin up to meet his eyes. "Sweetheart, we will not take any chances with your life or the other four women in this house. So there's no way in hell we can let you leave. We cannot let them get their hands on you again, do you understand?"

Yeah, she got it. They'd kidnap her and rape her again. Her hands took hold of his wrists. She took a deep breath. "Fine. I'll do this your way for now. But I'm moving to one of the basement rooms." She scowled.

"What?" Ambrose asked when she made a disgusted face.

"All the extra rooms in this big ass house are the Blood and Sex Rooms. It's kind of creepy, and I'm not sharing that room with any of you anymore. You'll have to find another place to fuck and drink blood." She grabbed the clothes Alek had laid on the bed and walked out of the room.

Dane scrubbed a hand down his face. "Well, that went better than I expected. Come on, let's help her get her stuff out of here before Gage gets back."

"And who the hell is going to tell him? Surely, he knew we couldn't let her move out, right?" Alek asked as he zipped up her suitcase. "I vote for Zander," he said, giving his brother a half-grin. "I did the first part of the shitwork; you get to break the news to the son of Satan."

"I second that," Ambrose said as he took a laundry basket from the closet and tossed her shoes in it. "The bastard is too damn mad at me right now for me to talk to him." He stopped and ran a hand through his short black hair. "Shit. I really wish we had found a way to tell him before Sofia tried to explain on her own." Ambrose kept his back to his brothers. Lies were easier to tell if you weren't looking them in the face. He still kept it a secret that Gage knew who Sofia was for a long time.

Dane opened the top drawer of the large walnut dresser and pulled out some lacy underwear. "I doubt the outcome would have been any better, no matter how he found out. And, uh, Alek, open the suitcase because I'm not carrying a bunch of lacy underwear out of here." He held a pair of red and black lace underwear.

Someone cleared their throat from the doorway. The men stopped and looked at their four mates who had entered the room, standing there, watching four big warriors pack a woman's clothes.

Daryn laughed. "I caught you red-handed, Dane. Put this stuff down and let us do this for her."

"You guys have no idea how to pack anyway. You'll just mess it all up." Roan stepped up to Dane, took the underwear from him, and gave him a soft kiss. "And you never get in a woman's underwear drawer unless it's mine."

"Thank god. Can I leave now?" Dane gave Roan a devilish grin.

"You all are excused," Ariana said.

Melina watched as all four men gladly retreated. "Why don't you guys go downstairs and see if she wants anything moved out of the room or if she wants something rearranged?"

Frowning, Zander asked. "Why would she want anything rearranged?"

Alek laughed and shook his head. "Because she's a woman, brother. Just because she's a woman, it's what they do when they get bored."

Daryn slapped his ass and said, "Go. Now."

Alek stopped to pull her in for a kiss. "Yes, love."

*****
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Sofia looked at the basement's Blood & Sex Room. The biggest problem with this room was that it was used for blood and sex, hence the name. It's where all the females went to have their blood taken by non-mates. Since sex was always involved when giving blood, rooms were created for this purpose. No one wanted to have sex in their own bed with someone other than their mate. It made perfect sense, in an unsettling sort of way.

She stepped into the room. It had three large windows with window wells that looked like a miniature backyard, no doubt thanks to Melina and her green thumb. The walls were a soft shade of gray, and the floor was thick, plush charcoal carpet. The bed adorned a warm sage green cover with splashes of blue and gray, while sage green scarves draped elegantly across the ornate rods above the windows. Dark walnut bed stands sat on either side of the bed, with an antique dresser against the wall to the left. Two large, comfy gray chairs sat in front of a fireplace on the wall opposite of the bed.

The room was a beautiful and elegant room that anyone would love to live in... except for Sofia. No, she knew what happened in this room and shuddered.

"Yeah, this won't work." She muttered to herself, swallowing her anguish. She walked over to the bed and ripped the bedding off, then pulled the scarves off the windows and piled them all up in the hallway outside the room. Next, she got on one side of the bed and pushed the mattress off until one edge hit the floor. Moving to the other side, she pulled the mattress until it stood on its side.

"What the hell are you doing?" Ambrose said as all four men walked into the room.

Sofia jumped, and the mattress fell back down on the bed with a bounce. "Shit! You scared the hell out of me." Turning, she realized all the men were in her Blood & Sex Room. "What is this, a housewarming?" Go the hell away."

"No, smartass, our mates asked us to come see if you needed any help, which you do." Alek grinned.

"Where do you want the bed, Doc?" Zander asked, assuming she wanted it in a different spot in the room.

"First out in the hall, then in a dumpster."

All the men looked at her as though she had lost her mind. Who threw out a perfectly good mattress? They all presumed that the pain she was experiencing had caused her brain to have a meltdown.

"Why the hell would we do that?" Ambrose stepped closer and saw what she was trying to hide so desperately: heart-wrenching pain.

She shook her head as she looked at the guys. "Look, I am not, I repeat not sleeping on the Blood & Sex bed. I know what has gone on in that bed, and there's no damn way I'm sleeping on it. There's blood, sweat, vaginal fluid, semen, and god knows what else on it, and if any of you assholes think I'm going to be able to cuddle up and get any sleep in that cesspool, you are sadly mistaken." Her hands were on her hips, daring them to argue.

Alek shivered in disgust. "Shit, Sofia, thanks for the visual. I now think we need to throw all the beds away."

Zander chuckled. "Ariana has mattress covers on all the beds that keep... stuff out."

"Either the petri dish bed goes, or I do." She eyed each man she had grown to adore but wasn't above threatening them.

Ambrose tossed his head back and laughed. He walked to her and pulled her into a hug. "The cesspool, petri dish bed, which we will always think of now, is gone. Thanks for that, by the way." He stepped away and nodded to Alek to grab the other side of the mattress as Zander and Dane watched.

"Uh, that goes too." Sofia pointed to the box spring.

"Sofia, nothing got on the box spring, so I'm pretty sure-" Zander stopped when she cocked an eyebrow at him.

"Yes, sweetheart." Dane grinned; he and Zander removed the mattress's mate from her room.

Ambrose stepped back into the room, eyeing her. "Sofia, what are you planning to sleep on tonight?"

"The floor... unless any of you animals have turned that into a science experiment too."

They couldn't help but laugh at the woman who stole the hearts of the meanest bad-ass warriors that ever existed—the same woman who, while in pain, still managed to make others laugh.
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After a hot shower, Sofia put on a pair of flimsy shorts and a snug tank top; she wasn't planning on leaving her Blood & Sex Room for the rest of the evening. Maybe the rest of her life.

She climbed up in the center windowsill, about two feet deep and five feet long; she sat sideways in the sill as the fresh night air washed over her skin. Sofia reached out to touch a flower and stopped. "Oh, what the hell," she muttered and plucked the flower from its home. "She'll never know." Bringing the flower to her nose, she breathed in its scent; it smelled like a weed, but she didn't care. It was the first flower she dared to pluck since she moved into the mansion for fear the adorable blonde Melina would go crazy on her ass. Staring at the flower, she realized her eyes were raw from crying in the shower. Sofia lost the only man she had ever loved. Now she wondered if this was how the men she dumped felt.

She still knew little about Kara's life prior to that fateful event, but she knew plenty about Sofia's. At the ripe old age of thirty-two, she had never had a serious relationship. Sure, she had been engaged, but it was a mistake. Sofia wanted to feel normal and have a stable relationship. And if she was honest with herself, she probably drove her fiancé into the arms of her friend. Sofia yearned for love and a family of her own. But no man she ever dated tugged at her heart. She felt like a frat boy for a good part of her life. She had so many one-night stands that she could have made a decent living if she ever charged for her services. A little fact: no one knew about her, not even her family. Her sweet girl-next-door looks raised no suspicions about her private, promiscuous life.

Sofia learned to think of herself as defective. No matter how hot a guy was or how great he was in bed, she never felt compelled to see him again. She had no desire to. And for this, she was broken—that much she knew without a doubt. Most women would have jumped on the chance to be with some of the men she had casual sex with, yet she walked away each time with no remorse or guilt.

Yeah, she was screwed up.

Then she met Jake Bender, and she genuinely liked him. He was funny, kind, and passionate in bed. She thought he was someone she could love; he was someone she should have been able to love. But she didn't; she couldn't. Her biggest mistake was stringing him along for almost six months, hoping she'd fall in love before she realized she was being unfair to him and had to let him go. Jake had fallen in love with her, but she was too oblivious to recognize it due to her having never experienced love before.

But Gage opened something in her that she never knew existed. The scary as hell vampire terrified almost everyone, but not her, not even when he came in drugged. She was drawn to him, which was why she never shied away from him when he popped up the next two times after the clinic incident. Now she understood why. They loved each other in a different life, in two different lives.

Sofia rubbed her eyes. If she lost Gage forever, she didn't know what she'd do. He made her whole and complete for the first time in this life. She didn't want to go back to her isolated existence.

Maybe she should have ignored all the dreams and pretended like she knew nothing. But that would have been a lie, and lies always caught up with you and bit you on the ass. The secret she kept from Gage was terrible enough. She would have hated to see how mad he got if he found out on his own.

Now she would have to find a way to live her life without the only man who ever stole her heart.

*****
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Jando and Pedro had been on edge for a few hours. They felt Sofia's pain and anguish, and it was tearing them up. They had seen none of the family members since Gage flew out on his Harley over three hours ago. Something was wrong, seriously wrong, and they had to check to see if Sofia was all right.

Knocking on the kitchen door before entering, they were met by the whole family sitting around the kitchen table, all with somber looks etched into their faces.

Ambrose nodded at them. "What can we do for you guys?"

Jando scanned the faces in the room. "Where is Sofia?"

"In her room," Ambrose answered, not elaborating.

"We want to see her." Pedro also looked at each face, searching for clues.

"She's sort of busy right now, guys," Dane said as he spun a beer bottle in his hands.

Zander stood. "She's fine. She just wants to be alone for now. Come back and see her tomorrow."

Jando and Pedro glanced at each other.

Jando's amber eyes zeroed in on Zander. "I don't think you understand. We are not asking you to see her. We are telling you we need to see her."

"Look, guys-" Alek was cut off.

Pedro took one menacing step closer. If these assholes thought they could keep them from her, they were sadly mistaken. "No, you look. We have felt her pain for the past few hours, and we are not leaving this house until we talk to her and see for ourselves that she is okay."

Ambrose stood. "We said no; now go."

Jando stepped closer to Ambrose, not willing to back down. "No. We are her guards, and we will not leave. You get in our way, and we'll fucking take you out."

"The two of you against the four of us?" Ambrose crossed his big arms over his chest, daring the men to advance.

"We have six more of us out there who will back us up for Sofia." Pedro thumbed over his shoulder. "Want to see if I'm right?"

Daryn stood to move between Ambrose, Jando, and Pedro. "Guys, they're right. They're her guards, and they wouldn't be doing their job if they weren't concerned and demanded to see her. All of you back off and let them see her."

Ambrose looked at the others, then nodded. "Fine. Follow me." He led them downstairs.

Jando frowned. "Why the hell is she down here and not up in her room?"

"She changed rooms."

"Why?" Pedro.

"Ask her, but if she doesn't want to talk about it, then please don't pressure her to." Ambrose stopped and knocked on her door with the back of his knuckles. "It's me, Doc."

Sofia opened the door but held it so that he couldn't enter. "I'm fine, Ambrose."

"Yeah, well, Jando and Pedro don't believe us, and they want to see you. They won't go until they do." Ambrose turned to leave, looking at each man before he walked away.

Jando gave her a grin. "Hey, Minha Rainha, can we come in for a minute?"

"Sure." She moved the door for them to enter, each man kissing her cheek as they passed.

Pedro looked around the room. "Where's the bed?"

"In the trash."

Jando reached out and touched her cheek. "What's going on here, Doc?"

"And don't say nothing because we have felt your pain for the past few hours," Pedro added before she had the chance to deny it. Which was what Sofia did. She masked her pain for others.

Sofia shrugged and walked to the window. "Well, uh," she turned with tears in her eyes. "I had no idea how hard this would be to say. Gage left me."

"What the fuck?" Jando's tone made her flinch.

Pedro chuckled. "No way. That man is head over heels for you."

"He found out that I am his reincarnated mate, Kara. He was livid that I kept it from him, and now he hates me."

Jando stepped closer to her. "Seriously? You're his last mate? Why would you keep that from him?"

"First, because I didn't know until recently, and because their relationship ended very badly. He didn't ever want Kara to come back to him." Her dark eyes showed pain as she blinked back the tears.

Pedro ran a hand over his buzzed head. "Holy fuck. Really? With all this shit about to go down, he walks away from you? Fucker."

"It was my fault. I'll be fine." Sofia offered them a small smile.

"What do you want us to tell the guys? They have all asked about where you are tonight." Jando's amber eyes watched her.

"You can tell them the truth. I'm tired of hiding from my past."

Pedro walked up to her, hooking a finger under her chin. "Listen, Cielo. We are here for you, and you know that. Our duty is to you now, not Gage."

"No, Pedro. You guys have worked for him for a long time and-"

He pulled her into his body. "But we were assigned to you, and you are our priority now. No arguments." He leaned in and kissed her forehead, leaving his lips pressed against her for a moment. "If you need anything at all, you better let us know."

Jando watched her with Pedro. Then her eyes landed on him. Reaching out, he cupped the side of her neck and drew her to him. "You remember me telling you that I would never leave you? Well, I meant it. Whatever happens, both Pedro and I are with you, got it? I know I can speak for the rest of the Terminators when I say they feel the same way."

"But how can you guys all turn your back on Gage when you've all worked with him so long?"

"Sofia, most of our kind, has heard the stories of a queen who will come to us in this life. You have been nothing but good to all of us. Your love and compassion for every man at The Alliance have not gone unnoticed. From day one, you have given us everything by just being you." He stroked her jaw with his thumb. "And trust me when I tell you that The Phoenix Council knew from the moment they assigned Rebellion and Terminator to your detail that each of us would protect you no matter what, even if it meant protecting you from them. Ask the four upstairs. They'll tell you the same thing."

Sofia stepped into his body, and Jando wrapped his arms around her and held her tight. "Thank you, Jando. What did you mean that you all heard stories of a queen?"

"For hundreds of years, there have been stories of a queen who would lead all supernaturals and unite us as one. I think most of us really thought it was a fairy tale of sorts, so we sort of pushed it to the back of our minds." His hand rubbed her back as he spoke. "But once Galen told us that you are the queen, well, we all suddenly saw it. It was right before our eyes, and we hadn't even realized it." Jando tipped her face up to look into her dark chocolate eyes. "We work for you, Minha Rainha, and we will protect you with our lives. We carry your blood. And I, for one, will not leave your side."

Tears filled her eyes yet again. "Thank you so much, Jando."

He wiped a lone tear that slid down her cheek. "You are more than welcome." He kissed her forehead, then each cheek, before leaving. He stopped at the door and said, "And next time, Doc, I'd appreciate it if you'd cover yourself up." His eyes roamed down her body, taking in her boxer shorts and a skin-tight tank top, noticing she was braless. "We are still men, you know." Grinning, he winked and walked out.

Pedro stayed behind, cocking his head at her. Tears sprang back into her eyes. He opened his arms, and Sofia placed herself in them once more. He held her; no words were needed, not now anyway. At the moment, all she needed was to be held.

Sofia closed her eyes and listened to his heartbeat next to her ear. She breathed in his scent as she took comfort in his body. His hands gently caressed her back, one finding its way to her neck.

Pedro tipped her face up to him. "Promise me something, sweetheart."

"What?"

"That if you need anything, any time of the day or night, you call me. I don't care if I left an hour ago; if you are sad or upset, I want you to call me, got it?"

A small frown creased her forehead. "No, you need a life, Pedro. And I'm a big girl. I can deal with this."

"Cielo, I mean it. You call me, and I'll come back to you." He knew she was about to argue, and he placed a finger on her lips. "Listen, how do you feel right now? Think about it, since when Jando and I first stepped in, to this minute."

"I don't understand, Pedro."

"I feel a difference in you. Some of your stress has dissipated; you're calmer and more relaxed. I'm not sure why, but I have noticed that when you get upset, I seem to help you. I somehow help balance out that negative energy. Let me, okay? If you start feeling bad, I want you to call me. Let me help you." His thumb brushed over her chin, then her lower lip. "I love you, Sofia. I am your friend, and friends have each other's back. Got it?"

Once again, her eyes filled with tears. Nodding, "I love you too, Pedro. And thank you for being such a good friend to me." She snuggled back into his body and looked back up into his unusual gray eyes.

Pedro's hand cupped the side of her neck and tilted her face up to his. "You are more than welcome, Cielo, but if you don't call me, I will be forced to kick that cute ass of yours, got that too?"

She smiled. "Yes, got that too."

"Good." He lowered his face and kissed her lips.
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Sofia paced the room after Jando and Pedro left. A part of her soul felt better, knowing these two men loved her and wouldn't leave her side. And Pedro was right; something about him calmed her. She was glad it was him who had that effect on her; she knew he'd expect nothing in return and never want it. And a few weeks ago, she would have said the same about Jericho and Raphael, that they'd always be there for her, but now she wasn't sure. Nothing made much sense anymore.

She climbed back up into her window to sit and look at the night sky. "Your life is seriously fucked up," she whispered to herself as she tipped her head up to see the stars in the cold night air. She watched her breath float before it disappeared.

"I'd have to agree." Ambrose stood in the doorway, his shoulder leaning against the jam with one hand behind his back. He wore faded blue jeans that hung low on his hips, a white T-shirt stretched tight over his muscular chest, and he was barefoot. He grinned at her. "Can I come in?"

She narrowed her eyes on him, looking at the hand he concealed. "That depends on what you are hiding behind your back."

"That's not how this works, sweetheart." His green eyes watched her contemplate her options.

"Why are you here?"

"I wanted to check on you and make sure you were okay."

She turned her head away from him for a moment. "Go back to Melina, Ambrose. I'm fine." She didn't want his pity. She wanted no one's sympathy. Now that they all knew she was raped in her previous life, they'd all treat her differently; at the very least, they'd look at her differently. And now that Gage has left her, more pity would be on the way.

He didn't wait for her to invite him in; he walked over to her without a sound and turned her face toward him. "First of all, Bella, don't pull this shit on me. I feel your pain, remember? You're killing me right now, sweetheart. And second of all, Melina feels the pain I am having for you and told me I'd better get my ass down here or she'd kick it down." He gave her a small grin. "Between you and me, I doubt she could pull it off, but I wasn't going to tell her that."

Her eyes remained on his, and she nodded. "So, what's behind your back? It had better be a ten-pound box of chocolate."

"Shit, why didn't I think of that? I'll grab some tomorrow, but until then," he said, bringing out a bottle of her favorite white wine. "We have this." She went to grab for it, and he pulled it out of her reach. "The catch is that you share it with me while I keep you company."

A small smile touched her lips, but not her eyes. Sofia pulled her legs up to her chest, making room for him to sit in the window sill with her. "Have a seat." She took the bottle he offered her. "What, no glasses?" Sofia put the chilled bottle on her lips, taking a drink.

"Glasses are for pussies." He laughed when she almost choked when she swallowed a mouthful of wine.

Shaking her head, she grinned for real this time as she looked at the handsome man beside her. Sofia offered him a crooked smile again. "God, I hated you so much when I first met you."

He belted out a laugh, and little creases formed around his eyes when he smiled at her. "You did not. You were attracted to me, and that pissed you off because you couldn't wrap your human mind around the fact that you wanted your boyfriend and me at the same time. When I realized your boyfriend was Gage, it made more sense to me. And you knew I wanted you."

"No, I retreated because something about you scared me." Her smile disappeared.

"That happens more than you might think."

Now she laughed. "No, you scare the shit out of everyone, mostly on purpose. But... I felt a connection to you, and it terrified me." Her voice was quiet, filled with the pain of her past that still frightened her.

Ambrose reached over and took her hand, bringing it to his mouth and kissing her palm. "I sensed the same connection; that's why I was so hard on you at first. I felt the same pull toward you that I had toward Kara, and it scared me shitless. It was like my past came back to haunt me, especially when I realized you have her eyes, only darker. That freaked me the fuck out. But the first time I took your blood, I knew right then and there who you were."

"You did?"

"Yes, I could never forget her taste."

"Why didn't Gage recognize it?"

Shaking his head, "I don't know, baby." He'd go to hell for sure for all the lies. But, in all honesty, he didn't think Gage knew she was Kara at first.

"What was she like?"

He turned his body to face her. "You really want to know?" She nodded, so he continued. "She was a lot like you are now. She was sweet and funny, and she cared about everyone. While she wasn't a healer of the body like you are, she healed the mind and soul. You seem to be all three. She helped Gage save me after he turned me. And because of her love and compassion, she helped make me who I am today."

"Don't blame me for all of this attitude." Her hand made a sweeping motion over his body. She looked at him oddly, started to speak, then turned her head back to the garden.

"Sweetheart, you are to blame for this attitude. I could have turned out much worse, trust me. And what were you about to say?"

"I was wondering... How did it come about that you and Gage... that you and I-" She shook her head and stopped once more. How do you ask someone how you came to share his best friend's mate, especially in that era?

"You want to know what made Gage decide to share you with me?"

"Yeah. It just seems weird for something like that to happen in those days."

"Well, first, let me tell you how we met. We were both soldiers for the Union during the Civil War, in the same unit. We became friends and had each other's backs throughout the war. He took a few hits and got stabbed a few times, and I realized that he healed fast. Every time he left the infirmary, he bounced back as if nothing had happened. I finally asked him about it, and to my surprise, he told me. He said he was half vampire, and I laughed. Back then, people didn't know about hybrids, and we thought vampires were nightmares from a book." He looked up at her, listening to him intently. "I didn't believe him at first until he slit his wrist with a knife and licked the wound shut. I was speechless. But I was more stunned when he let his fangs out. He told me that his blood healed him and others if he bit them and injected his venom into them by draining them and giving them his blood."

Sofia realized that she had her old Ambrose back, the one who cared for her. The cold and aloof Ambrose she had seen off and on over the past week left, and her friend came back. For now.

"Were you afraid of him? Did it bother you at all?"

Ambrose shrugged his big shoulders. "No, he was the same man I'd grown to trust. We were all each other had. And that's how I found out about Kara, his girl that he left behind to fight the war. He told me all about her and that one day he wanted me to meet her when the damn war was over. About two weeks before the war ended, I got hit. It was bad, and we were too far away for me to get any medical help in time. He asked me if I wanted him to save me. He told me that it would be hard the first few months or so, but I'd learn to deal with the hunger with his help."

"You accepted his offer."

He nodded. "Yeah, I didn't have any family, and he was the closest thing I had to a brother; I wasn't ready to let it all go just yet. After he turned me, he got me out of there. He knew everyone would assume we were killed in action, and since the war ended a couple of weeks later, we were in the clear. And the next thing I remembered was your beautiful face over me with a cool rag to my forehead." Ambrose took her hand in his and held it. "You helped him save me. You both took turns feeding me and made sure I was comfortable until the vampire venom finished wreaking havoc in my body."

Sofia squeezed his hand. "Was it painful?"

"Like a motherfucker," he laughed. "Shit, I wouldn't wish that on anyone, but afterward, I felt incredible. I understand it's only painful if you're injured when you get turned. If he had changed me when I was healthy, it wouldn't have been so bad." He grabbed the bottle of wine that sat between them and took a long swig. "It wasn't until much later that I found out that I had been passed out for almost a week. Apparently, that asshole kept biting me, injecting something in me that kept me knocked out to dull the pain so I could sleep through most of it. Which I suppose was the most humane thing he could have done."

"I think he's done that to me too."

"When and why?" His voice was clipped.

"It was one of those nights I had my nightmares. I remember sleeping like the dead and waking up with no memory of how I got to sleep in the first place. That's how I knew I could ask you to do it for me that day in my office." She noticed the scowl on his face, which wasn't unusual, but something seemed off. "Why?"

"That venom is meant to render a vampire's prey helpless. Depending on how much is injected through the fangs, the victim can be awake but paralyzed, or with enough, it can knock them out for hours at a time."

"Did they do that... No, never mind." She didn't want to remember any more than she already had about those monsters who raped her.

Ambrose slid off the window sill and spun her to face him. He stepped between her legs, tugging her to the edge to hold her. "Shit, sweetheart, please don't ask me about that day. It still kills me. I'll tell you everything leading up to it and everything after, but I can't and won't tell you more." Ambrose rested his forehead against hers, breathing in her scent.

He turned and saw blankets on the floor. "Let me guess; that's your bed for tonight."

"It will do."

"Come on." He lifted her off the window sill and carried her to the blankets. He laid her down and stretched out beside her, pulling her to him so her head rested on his chest.

"I want to hear more," she said, popping back up.

He shoved her back down. "You can listen from right here. Where was I? Oh yeah, I woke up to your beautiful face." He kissed her head and continued. "After I woke up, Gage taught me how to hunt for the blood I needed to survive and how to erase their memory of the event. He told me I was never to kill anyone by draining their blood, or he'd rip my fucking head off, or if I failed to wipe their memory. And I believed him too." He chuckled. "After about a year, I became restless. While I found plenty of people to drink from, I didn't find many to have consensual sex with. Not to mention, back in those days, most women saved themselves for their future husbands. While I could take someone's blood and wipe their memory, I didn't relish the thought of knocking my victims out and having sex with them while unconscious."

Sofia averted her eyes for a moment, then looked to him to continue.

"We lived too far away from a town that had brothels, so it became increasingly hard." He took a deep breath. "It became difficult being around you."

"Oh, I'm sorry."

He smiled and hugged her when she apologized. As though the woman had any control over how she turned him on over a century ago. "Gage saw the desire in my eyes when I looked at you. I guess he understood because the next thing I knew, he told me that both of you agreed that I could have you when I needed you."

She propped herself up on one elbow to look into his face. "Really? What a slut I was!"

A deep laugh rumbled in his chest. "Yeah, but you were our slut." He kissed the tip of her nose and laughed harder when her jaw dropped. "So, without you willing to take care of my needs, I would have probably gone crazy since blood and sex go hand in hand with us."

She lay there for a moment in silence, tracing circles on his stomach. "Is that why you share Melina with him? Sort of payback?"

"Yes and no." His fingers played with her long, soft curls while he spoke. "Gage was in the same situation after I found Melina. He needed a woman, but Melina was also attracted to him. I would rather know she is with someone I am familiar with and trusted with her life than have her find someone else for casual sex. And after all Gage went through with me and you, I knew he was that man. As I said, the first time I took your blood, I realized you were Kara. I punched a fucking hole in the wall after I took you back to Gage." He leaned up on one elbow, laying her flat on the floor, and looked down at her. "And the first time I made love to you, Bella, it confirmed what I knew." He lowered his mouth to hers and kissed her lips sensually. "There was no mistaking who you were for me. I was surprised Gage hadn't sensed it." Pain hit his gut hard for his lies.

Still looking at Ambrose hovering above her, she asked, "Why don't you think he knew me?"

"Because finding you again would stir up too many painful memories for him. This is going to be hard for him, baby. You'll need to be patient with him for a while until he can wrap his head around this."

Tears sprang into her dark eyes. "And what if it never happens?"

He gave her a sad smile. "He found you again, remember? And he kept coming back to you until the little slut that you are, slept with him on the third time you saw him." He grinned when she busted out laughing at him.

"I hate you. Go away."

Her laughter and smile tugged at his heart. God, he loved this woman; he wondered if she would ever understand just how much. "Not until you close those beautiful eyes and go to sleep."

Sofia's smile faded fast. "I doubt that will happen tonight."

Put her the fuck asleep, brother. I can't take her pain any longer. A voice all but yelled in Ambrose's head.

Ambrose gently rubbed his thumb over her lips. "How about I help you sleep, Bella?"

Tears swarmed her eyes once again as she nodded yes to him. Tipping her neck back, she gave him access. Ambrose lowered his head, softly kissing her lips. He moved to her neck, kissing the spot he was about to bite, and sank his fangs into her vein. After he gave her a hefty dose to knock her out, he licked his bite mark, placing a kiss over it.

"Thank you," she offered him a sad smile as she closed her eyes and fell into a deep sleep.

"I love you, baby." He placed one more kiss on her lips. Ambrose lowered his forehead to hers, closed his eyes, and whispered, "I fucking hate us for doing this to her, brother."
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Seconds later, Gage stood in the doorway of Sofia's new bedroom and looked at her asleep in Ambrose's arms on the floor. His eyes were black as he watched Sofia. Quietly, he walked in and squatted beside her. "Where the fuck is the bed?"

Ambrose grinned. "She had us throw it out. She said there were too many bodily fluids on it for her to sleep on. She called it a petri dish."

A small grin touched his lips. "Sounds like her." He reached out and touched her face. "Get the hell up; let me hold her for a while."

Ambrose carefully removed his arm from underneath Sofia's head, which she was using as a pillow. He stood as Gage stood up to look him in the face. "You better damn well know what you are doing here. This fucked-up little stunt we came up with has torn her heart apart, man."

"I know, but it's the best way to protect her from Vega right now. If he knows he can't get to her, then he'll try to grab me and use me for a bargaining chip."

"And her hating you is supposed to make her fight for you, to help get you back from Vega?"

"Probably not. But you guys will, right?"

Ambrose snorted his response.

"Besides, it will buy us some time for you to finish getting the plan in place. Let everyone know their job. Galen wants to help and has volunteered his vampire pack. We've got to get rid of this motherfucker if Sofia is ever to be safe from him. I will not let him have her. I will rip the motherfucker's head off. I promise you that."

Ambrose scrubbed a hand down his face. "We'll continue to hone her skills for this as long as time allows. She should be able to protect most of the men from Vega and his band of assholes." Ambrose scowled at Gage. "When was the last time you fed from her?"

"Two days ago, why?"

"Then feed while she's out. You need her strength, and you need this connection with her right now." Ambrose stepped up to Gage and gave him a quick hug. "Take care of her, brother."

Gage lowered himself to the floor next to Sofia and traced a path from her temple to her lips. Leaning over, he placed a kiss on her lips. "I'm sorry I had to do this, Eos. But losing you terrifies me, and this is the only way I knew to keep you safe."

He watched her sleep for a few minutes. His hand rested on her neck, and the back of his fingers slowly traced a path down the front of her throat, down her chest, to her stomach. He edged his hand under her tank top to feel her warm flesh beneath his fingers. Gage lifted the material and placed a kiss on her stomach, then one on her chest between her breasts, and finally, his lips touched hers once more. Breathing in her scent, he groaned.

"I'm sorry to do this to you while you're asleep, baby, but that asshole we both love is right. I need your blood to remain strong before I step into the shitstorm I'm about to walk into. And I need it from your vein, not a bag." The problem was that Gage also knew that her body would react to his drawing blood the same if she were awake; she'd crave sex. He would not have sex with her while she was out cold, but he didn't want her to suffer through the feeding either.

He tipped her head gently to the side, kissed her neck, then sank his fangs into her vein. Her body reacted immediately to him; she arched toward him. He felt every muscle in her little frame come alive. His hand skimmed down her thigh, wedging his hand between her legs. He slipped his fingers under her shorts and entered her. She was hot and wet for him instantly. With soft, gentle strokes, he caressed her as her body instinctively rode his fingers. Within minutes, an orgasm hit her hard, and more followed.

Gage felt a twinge of pain in his heart, knowing how difficult it was to have an orgasm for whatever length of time his fangs would be in her neck. If she were awake, she'd be enjoying it, but when she was asleep, he had no idea what her body was going through. And he felt like shit doing this to her while she was out cold and had no say in the matter.

After ten minutes of taking her blood into his fangs, he licked the wound shut. He looked down into her face as she rode out the orgasm as it ripped through her. Her throbbing core clamped around his fingers, which continued to thrust into her.

When her body relaxed, he pulled his fingers out and licked them. Groaning at her taste on his lips, he settled down beside her, gathering her in his arms and holding her. Gage turned his face into the long curls he loved so much and closed his eyes.

"I will never let anyone ever hurt you again, Eos. I promise you that." He squeezed his eyes shut, kissing her hair. "Please, baby, please forgive me for this."

*****
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Sofia hadn't seen Gage for two days. Where he was, she had no clue; she wouldn't ask Ambrose.

She didn't want to be one of those pathetic, desperate women who got dumped by their man and whined or asked about them. Besides, Ambrose went back to being distant and aloof with her. She lost both men in the same week. Four, if she counted Jericho and Raphael. They were still acting odd with her; their smiles seemed forced, as did the words they spoke to her.

Her heart throbbed, torn wide open, for the four men she adored more than anything else in this world. And not knowing why three of them turned on her almost overnight, they shredded her. But Jando and Pedro kept their word; they made sure she understood they were still in her corner. And they spent all their time with her on their shift. The two warriors tried hard to be as normal as possible with her, but it made her feel needy for the attention they offered.

All the other men acted strange around her, but she understood it was because they didn't know what to say. Oh, sorry, Lucifer dumped you, tough break. And really, she got that it was awkward for them too. But she saw it in their eyes, they all had her back, and for that, she loved these warriors even more.

Tired of keeping herself cooped up in the house for the past few days, she ventured outside to talk to someone, anyone. Sofia exited through the kitchen door, pausing. She contemplated who she wanted to see. Not Jericho and Raphael, for sure. She smiled and decided on the one who understood her better than the others.

Peyton. The only goofball on Team Rebellion.

As luck would have it, he was on the roof, making her even happier. She closed her eyes and teleported beside him. "Boo!"

Peyton jumped like someone had shot him. "Holy fuck, Doc! That is so uncool!"

She heard Team Rebellion chuckle when she scared the fun-loving warrior who usually did the tormenting. Sofia laughed as he held his chest as if he were trying to calm his heart down. "I'm sorry, I couldn't resist. Can you forgive me?"

Studying her face, he finally grinned. "Fine, next time I kick your ass off the roof, though."

"Deal. Can I hang out with you for a while?"

"Of course. You never have to ask." His blue eyes held sadness for her.

"If you don't wipe that look off your face, I'll kick your ass off this roof. I haven't changed, and I'm not fragile. I'm the same little shit I have always been. Got it?"

A crooked grin covered his handsome face. "Yes, ma'am. Have a seat then." He nodded to the roof and took a seat himself. "I'm glad to see you out of the house."

"Yeah, well, you guys all look at me like you expect me to have a cry-fest, so I didn't feel much like hanging with you." Pulling her knees up to her chest, she scanned the yard, noting where each man was stationed.

"No, Doc, we are just upset and don't know what to say to you. I mean, your taste in men sucks in our books," he grinned, "but Lucifer made you happy, and you changed him." He scowled. "Fuck, I hate to see what an ass he'll be like now."

"Well, I'm still the same." She bumped his shoulder with hers and chuckled. "Well, mostly anyway."

"You've become quite the kickass, Doc. And it's pretty damn hot, just so you know." Creases formed around his eyes when he smiled and winked at her.

"Yep, I'm Xena Princess Warrior, and Laura Croft all rolled up in one. A shorter version, which sucks, by the way."

"Yeah, well, your size doesn't seem to affect what you can do, so don't worry about it." He sat there for a moment, smiling. "This may sound crazy, but I miss the trouble you were causing around here for a while. I have to hand it to you; the paintball attack was epic. But I would have paid to see you toss the Terminators in the pool."

She looked over to the wall where Jericho was watching her from under his dark sunglasses. "It was fun. The problem is, you men always seem to underestimate me; isn't that right, Davis?" She asked, knowing they all could hear her.

Davis chuckled. "Yes, it seems we do. Have I ever told you how fucking weird it felt to disappear and then reappear? Not to mention dropping from the sky." His Australian accent made her smile. "Damn, woman, I was ready to kick your ass for that one."

"I second that," Cameron said from the left side of the property. "It felt like my insides were floating around for a few minutes afterward."

"I agree with the dip-shit," Nathan said. "The paintball war was great. I think after all this shit is over, we need one that involves everyone. Just to unwind."

"Whew, for a second, I thought I was the dipshit." Sofia tossed her head back and laughed at the look on Peyton's face. "But I'm with you, Nathan. We'll use two shades of pink, neon, and pastel."

The men chuckled from all over the property. Her eyes landed on Raphael from directly across the yard. He had on his dark mirrored sunglasses, hiding his eyes, but he had the tiniest of grins on his handsome face. He barely said two words to her today, and she missed him so much that her chest hurt. She missed interacting with both him and Jericho while they were on duty, and all she could think about was spending time with them. But her pride got the better of her. If they wanted nothing to do with her, she wouldn't force herself on them.

Hearing vehicles coming up the drive, she cocked her head. "I guess your relief is here. Maybe tomorrow I can come up with something to entertain myself." Her grin had Peyton smiling wide.

"Just go easy on us, Doc, we're still trying to figure out how you think. You tend to startle the shit out of us."

The Terminators filtered through the side gate as she watched. "Which is why I like to remain unpredictable."

Jericho and Raphael jumped down from their perches to talk to Jando and Pedro. They spoke for a minute, and Jando and Pedro both glanced up at her and smiled. About that time, Ambrose came out of the kitchen below her.

"Bring it in, everyone." He shouted, waiting for all the Rebellion to join him and the Terminators on the back patio. He glanced up at her and said, "You too, Doc."

Sofia sat there and looked at him; his eyes held hers. He cocked his head and waited. She did as he asked; well, he didn't ask, but she got up, jumped down, and went to hug Pedro, then Jando.

Jando pulled her closer and kissed the side of her head. "How are you doing today, Minha Rainha?"

Smiling up at him, "I'm great, and you?"

He leaned into her ear and whispered. "I'm glad. I hope you gave these boys hell today." He grinned when Ambrose whistled to get their attention.

"Okay, everyone, listen up. I got a call from... uh, Vega."

"What the hell? He calls you now?" Jando asked, his arm draped around Sofia's shoulder.

"This is the first. He wanted to tell me that he snagged one of our men."

Sofia's body tensed. "Shit, who?"

The sixteen warriors all hissed, cussed, or growled, and many threw out threats.

Ambrose looked at her with an odd expression in his eyes. "He's got Gage."
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Holy fuck, are you kidding me?" Pedro snapped. "No way."

"How the fuck did he let Vega get the better of him?" Wren.

"No way, the Reaper isn't that careless." Callisto.

"Fucking hell, I agree with Callisto. He doesn't get caught unless he wants to get caught." Derrick.

Sofia let what Derrick said sink in; he was right. Did Gage let himself get caught?

Sofia knew that everyone was looking at her while she tried to absorb what Ambrose said. Her heart stopped, and her world came to a halt. She struggled to get her words out without her voice cracking. "What does Vega want? Is he willing to trade something for Gage?"

"I think you know the answer to that." Ambrose's green eyes held worry and something else she couldn't identify. "He wants you."

"Fuck that. We're not trading Sofia for Gage. No way in hell." Jando tightened his arm around her shoulders. "Lucifer can take care of himself."

Pedro's eyes caught hers. Chill, Cielo. I got you, take control and keep calm.

Her eyes held Pedro's, and she nodded.

The men all muttered their agreement, yet she saw that Jericho and Raphael stood there like stones, their eyes still hidden under their sunglasses. Jericho removed his and looked at her, and she saw regret and maybe some sympathy.

"This is what we meant by Vega throwing a wrench in our plans. We will go on with our original plan; we'll move it up. I am calling him back to meet him in two days. We'll make him think that we are willing to hand Sofia over for Gage, and we'll carry out our plan. Nothing changes other than Gage will not be fighting with us."

"Were you planning on trading Sofia before?" Pedro glared at Ambrose, picking up on nothing changes.

The expression in Pedro's eyes told Sofia he wasn't buying into this. His body was taut, as if he were ready to strike when Ambrose said they would trade her. Pedro was the one warrior that she expected to snap one day. His quiet exterior made some assume he was laid back, but she sensed he was far more lethal than the others. And perhaps it was why she felt so safe with him.

"No, but telling Vega that we are will get us in the door."

Sofia pulled out of Jando's hold and walked off. Jericho and Raphael looked at each other, and they both followed her.

"Sofia, wait." Jericho grabbed her arm to stop her.

"Don't touch me." Pulling out of his grip. "What?"

"We want to make sure you're okay," Raphael said, blocking her path.

"We'll get him back, Doc," Jericho reassured her.

Narrowing her eyes on them, she crossed her arms over her chest. "Oh, you both want to make sure I'm okay? Really? What about the past two days when I really could have used your friendship? Huh? What about then? But no, you both stayed away from me like I had the plague. So, forgive me if I don't give a fuck about your concern now. Now move the hell out of my way, Raph."

Thatta girl. Give them hell, Cielo.

Raphael's dark eyes told her the same thing that came out of his mouth. "I can't do that."

"Well, I can." She touched him and teleported them both out of there.

"Fuck!" Jericho hissed. "I'll go find them."

"Are you sure that's the best idea, brother?" Jando asked. "She's right. The two of you have acted like assholes to her lately. I'll go." He started to move past Jericho, only to have a hand planted in the middle of his chest.

"I said I'd go."

"Fine, but get one thing straight, J; if the two of you hurt her or even upset her more, I'll fucking kick your asses. You got it?"

Pedro stepped up. "We will fucking kick your asses."

Jericho refused to answer Jando and Pedro. He gave them a deadly stare before walking off. He entered the house and headed downstairs, assuming it was where Sofia took them. He passed a few of the family members in the kitchen. Melina had tears in her eyes. Roan was trying to cook for them just for something to do. Ariana was wiping down the clean table.

When he got to Sofia's new room, he saw her sitting in the window with Raphael leaning against it. Sofia had her knees pulled up, looking away from Raphael.

"Oh great, you too? Why don't both of you go? I don't need you here." Turning, she looked out the window at the dusk sky. Her heart hammered in her chest; her mouth had gone dry, and she wanted to cry. But not in front of these two.

Jericho moved further into her room. "Look, ma reine, we will-" He never finished his sentence because a rock hit him square in the chest that Sofia grabbed from the window garden and chucked it at him.

"Don't call me that! You lost the right to call me pet names, so leave me the hell alone."

"Goddammit, Sofia!" Jericho spun her to face him, nearly yanking her off her window sill. "We're sorry we haven't been ourselves lately; we have a lot of shit we're dealing with besides our overwhelming need to fuck you. You had to know this was going to be hard on us."

Raphael was still leaning against the window. Turning, he boxed Sofia in on her other side. "Look, Doc, this will all be over soon. We'll get back to normal, whatever the hell that is. And maybe when we get our blood replaced, you can be rid of us."

"You're an asshole, Raph. I don't care anymore. I really don't. I'm tired of this shit, how you all are acting with me, this queen crap, everything. I'm done caring, so go the hell away. If and when you both decide to be the men you once were with me, you know where to find me. And after this dumbass plan with Vega is done, you two are off my guard duty."

"That's not your call, Sofia." Jericho angled his head down, looking at her from under his black lashes. His body was rigid at the idea of being removed as her guard.

"The hell it isn't. As soon as this is over, I am making changes. Now leave."

Neither man made a move to leave when Jando and Pedro stepped into the room.

Jando cleared his throat. "I believe she told you two to leave."

Raphael narrowed his eyes at Jando. "Really, man? You know we wouldn't hurt her."

Pedro stepped further in, so he didn't block their path as they left. "As weird as you two have been acting lately, we prefer not to take that chance. Do as she said and leave." His head lowered, his gray eyes flashing silver.

All four men stared at each other, then Jericho and Raphael walked out without another word.

"You didn't have to come after me, guys. I'm fine."

They walked over to her, one on each side, boxing her in yet again.

Jando tipped her chin at him. "Look, sweetheart, you are our responsibility here. It is our duty to make sure you are more than fine. And just so you know, men really do understand what fine means when a woman says it. Stop using that fucking word to describe how you are."

Tilting her chin in defiance, she said, "Okay, then I am good. You both can go away now."

Pedro stepped closer between her legs. "Yeah, that's not happening. I know you love Gage, Sofia, and I understand that this is tearing you up inside. You don't always have to be strong. It's okay if you break down, cry, or throw something, but we are not fucking leaving you. Understand?"

Her head dropped, avoiding his gaze, and she rested her forehead against his chest. His arms held her to him. "Things are going to change after all of this. I will be making changes. If I'm the damn queen, then I will be doing things my way, and everyone will get on board or get out."

Pedro kept her within his embrace, enjoying the fact that she took comfort in his arms. "Spoken like a true queen. I hope you know that I will always have your six, Doc." Leaning back, he framed her face in his big hands. "You know that, right?"

She offered him a sad smile. "Yeah, well, I thought that with Jericho and Raph. And now look at them. And some days Ambrose is on their team, too." Tears sprang into her eyes. "I can't do this anymore, Pedro, I really can't. My heart hurts."

Placing a kiss on her forehead, he pulled her back into his body. "I know, baby, I do. But I give you my word, Sofia, we will never turn on you, and we will prove it daily if need be."

A knock on the door frame had Jando looking over his shoulder as Callisto entered the room. "Ambrose wants to talk to you." He winked at Sofia.

Pedro nudged her playfully. "I'll stay with the hellion." He moved away so Jando could step up.

She snorted as she wiped her eyes. Reaching up, she kissed Jando on the cheek. "Go, I'm good." She grinned at the new word she picked.

Jando pulled her into his body. "Little shit." He tapped her nose, then turned to leave.

Pedro waited until Jando left before he tugged her back into his arms. "We'll get him back, Cielo."

"Yeah, I know." At what cost is what concerned her. Her gut kept telling her there was so much more going on here than they all let on. But she was through asking questions. No, from now on, she was simply observing. Sofia realized that watching these men revealed far more than their mouths did.

Like she told them, if she were the queen, then things would be different. She'd wait until this was all over, but afterward, she was making changes—changes that some would not like. But she didn't give a damn. Not anymore, not after this.

"Damn, it's cold right here." Pedro reached behind her and slid the window closed. He scooped her up in his arms. "Come on, let's get you warm." He walked over to a large chair and sat down with her on his lap. Grabbing a small blanket that was draped over the arm, he covered her up and held her close.

Sofia laid her head on his shoulder. "You don't have to baby me, you know." Yet she cuddled against his big, warm body.

Pedro chuckled, kissing her head. "Yeah, but I kind of like it." His hand skimmed up her bare thigh, resting on her hip. "Sofia, I know Jando, and I have told you this before, but we will always be here for you. I hope you believe that. I mean really believe it. Some days I don't think you do."

"I'll believe it until it isn't true anymore." Her hand rested on his big chest, fisting around his shirt. "Thank you, Pedro."

"For what, sweetie?"

"For this." Lifting her head, she looked into his eyes. "For just being here. For making me feel safe. For being my friend."

"Shit, sweetheart." He rested his forehead on hers. "I am always just a call away whenever you need me. I've told you this before, and now you need to trust it. Trust me." Moving his hand to her neck, Pedro pulled Sofia back so that he could look her in the face. "Any time, any day." Leaning in, he kissed her lips, and he let them linger there before pulling back. "Promise me you will call me if you ever need me."

Nodding, she gave him a small smile. "I will. Thank you. Now can I ask you a stupid question?"

"Shoot."

"Why are you so tall?"

A grin teased his lips. "What?"

"Well, you're Mexican, and I've never seen a Mexican so damn tall. They are usually fairly short, not that I'm trying to profile or anything."

Sofia's fingers played with his buzzed hair. She loved the feeling under her hand. It felt like velvet. He always wore a full beard, and he was one of the few warriors with one. His gray eyes were an odd color for his heritage, and like Jando's amber eyes, they were striking. His often looked silver in a certain light, drawing attention to them. Pedro was unlike many of the warriors. He was usually quiet, but not with her. With her, he talked, and she liked that. As big of a badass as Pedro was, Sofia loved how gentle and tender he treated her. He was the only permanent guard she had who never yelled at her. And the only one who dared to kiss her on the lips.

Laughing, he answered. "Do you know what my last name is, Doc?"

"Jesus, really? I had to learn almost a hundred first names. I didn't bother with last names." Which was why she didn't know Raph's last name is Marino or Jericho's is James, or she would have put two and two together to realize they were the ones who saved her all those years ago.

"Yeah, well, my last name is McCade."

Sofia laughed at the absurdity. "It is not."

"It is; I am Pedro McCade. I know it sounds like I am a Mexican cowboy or something, right?" He chuckled with her. "My father is American, and my mother is Mexican. And he was about six-three, which is why I am tall." Raising an eyebrow at her. "You satisfied now?"

Her smile beamed at him. "Yes. Even though you have a slight accent, you really aren't very Mexican, are you? Because there is a word for what you described. Pedro, my vaquero." Tossing her head back, Sofia laughed.

Shaking his head at her, he stood up with her. "That's it. I'm dumping you and leaving." He dropped her in the chair, as she still found her statement humorous. Bracing his hands on the arms of the chair, he leaned down to her. "Behave and get some rest. And you'd better fucking call me if you need me." Kissing her lips once more, he left.
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Ambrose left Sofia alone for the rest of the night and the next day after he broke the news that Vega took Gage. Handed over was more truthful. Gage allowed himself to get caught. He dangled himself in front of Vega. Gage was too much of a temptation to pass up.

Ambrose wasn't sure why Vega fell for it, but he did. The only thing he could assume was that Vega either wanted Gage strictly to torture him again. Or he was so desperate to get his hands on Sofia that he'd use Gage as security. The fucker was sadistic, if nothing else.

Or, they were being set up. Only time would tell.

He couldn't bring himself to go to Sofia after he broke the news last night. At first, he was going to check on her, but between Jando and Pedro, they kept a close eye on her. And he couldn't get to her without kicking one of them out. And frankly, she was pissed enough at all of them lately he wasn't sure she'd even see him. Tonight, he wouldn't give her a choice. He needed to try to reinforce their bond before the shit hit the fan tomorrow.

Her door was shut when Ambrose got to her room, with the back of his fingers, he knocked lightly and waited. A minute passed before she opened the door.

"I'm fine. Go away."

He placed a hand on the door to keep her from slamming it in his face. It was clear to him she wanted nothing to do with him by her expression, but her words reinforced it. "I think I speak for everyone when I say we are sick of hearing those four words from you."

"Not my problem."

The pained look in her eyes made him want to grab her and hold her, which he was planning on doing anyway after he got into her room. "But it's my problem. I want to talk to you for a minute, Bella. Open the door."

"I don't need you, Ambrose." Her dark gaze told him that she lied.

And now, those four words pissed him the fuck off. With a swift move, Ambrose grabbed her wrist from the door frame and snapped a narrow metal band on her, locking it around her wrist.

Yanking her hand back, she looked at her wrist. "What the hell is this?"

Ambrose took advantage of her confusion and snapped one on her other wrist. Stepping into the room, he kicked the door shut behind him. "Those, sweetheart, are steel cuffs to prevent you from teleporting away from me. I told you I wanted to talk to you, but you have left me no choice."

"Like hell! Get these off, now!"

Shaking his head, he moved towards her. As he did, she stepped back for each step he advanced. A wicked grin touched his lips as he stalked her. "The fun is in the chase, Sofia."

"Why? You didn't bother to talk to me yesterday or all day today. As usual, Jando and Pedro had my back. I don't need Raph, Jericho, or you. Got it? I. Don't. Need. You." Her hands landed on his chest when he didn't stop advancing on her.

Once again, that phrase ignited his blood. She did need him. Otherwise, Sofia wouldn't be in this much pain right now. No, she needed him just like he needed her. Ambrose cocked his head at her. "I don't believe you, sweetheart. Besides, maybe I need you."

A bitter laugh escaped her lips. "Yeah, right. You've been no better to me than Jericho, Raph, and Dustin lately and some days, even Gage. Sometimes you're yourself, then other days you are withdrawn and won't speak to me. Go away. I don't need you. Any of you." Sofia tried to push him away again, but his arms wrapped around her and held her body to his.

She was right, Gage, Dustin, Raphael, Jericho, and himself had all been assholes off and on with her lately. She didn't understand it was because of this fucking stupid plan they were about to embark upon, the one where she'd hate them all afterward. They all understood the chances they were taking, and they all deemed it worthwhile if it meant she was safe from Vega.

He could see how it was affecting them all. Each had become moody, distant, and had dark moments over this. Over hurting a woman they all loved and cherished. They kept telling themselves that it would be worth it in the long run. But when it was over, they'd all be fighting a very different war with her. Which was why he was here now; he needed to touch her and love her one last time. Ambrose had no idea how long it would be before he got to hold her again, if ever.

Ambrose moved his hand into her mass of long, silky curls and grabbed hold. Angling his head, he kissed her... or tried. She kept her mouth clamped shut, causing him to grin against her stubborn lips. Rather than fight her, he moved his kisses down to her chin, up her jaw to her ear. He nibbled before making a hot, searing path down her neck. He felt her body shudder when his lips skirted over her vein, and he knew right then that she needed to be held and kissed.

He tilted her head for better access to her slender neck. When he nipped at her throbbing vein, he tightened his grip around her body when she wobbled.

"Don't... please." Her soft words begged him.

"I'm sorry, baby, but I need to touch and kiss you, taste you and feel you under me." Before she could protest anymore, he sank his fangs into her. She arched into him unwillingly, he had no delusions she did it consciously, but he didn't care. Ambrose just needed to have her, all of her because he knew after tomorrow, he'd lose her.

He didn't bite her to drink from her; he did it to get her primed to unleash her passion. Pulling his fangs from her neck, he licked the wound shut so he could undress her. He got her down to her lacy underwear and bra before she realized she was almost naked. He tore his shirt off over his head, tossing it to land with her clothing.

Sofia's small hands landed on his chest, pushing him away. When she looked at him, his heart almost ripped wide open. Her chocolate eyes filled with tears and pain. "That's not fair, Ambrose. It's not fair, not giving me a choice." A lone tear slipped down her face.

He wiped her sadness away with his thumb. "I know it's not, baby. But I need to be with you right now. Let me make you feel good for just a while, Bella, let me help numb the pain for you." His hand cupped her ass and pulled her into his erection. A soft groan escaped her lips. "Shit, I need to be inside you. I need to feel you wrapped around my cock. I want to hear those sexy noises you make when you come while I'm fucking you. I need to hear you plead with me to fuck you harder." Grinding his cock against her, he kissed her lips as she was about to speak, giving him access to her mouth. His tongue swept inside and found hers, and they shuddered together. Her taste ignited a thirst within him that begged to be quenched. With one hand on her small waist, his other unhooked her bra, helping her out of it. His hands slid to her underwear and pushed them down until she could shimmy out of them. When he pulled her naked body back to his bare chest, her nipples were hard with desire. Knowing she'd be wet for him, he glided his hand down over her hip and nudged her legs open, sliding two fingers into her hot sheath. Her body jolted further into his hand as he stroked her drenched folds.

Ambrose reluctantly pulled back to look into her eyes that held a sexy combination of the need to be fucked and the desire to slap him. He backed her to the bed, hooking an arm around her and lifted. He placed her in the center, and his body followed her down, settling himself between her thighs, then took her nipple into his mouth. Biting, sucking, and licking had her arching into him, her body aching for his.

Breathless, Sofia said, "Okay. Stop. Just get your damn jeans off. Now."

He looked up from her glorious breast he held in his hand, giving her hard bud, one last nip. "Is that an order?"

"Yes."

"Maybe I'm not through tasting this sexy body of yours. I think you need to come first while I taste your sweetness on my tongue." He didn't wait for her response. He just slid lower and spread her legs and took one long lick. Grabbing her thighs, he lifted them over his shoulders, so he could give her the proper attention she deserved.

Sofia's body was on fire now. Her small frame bucked at the invasion. Her body moved the way it demanded as his tongue assaulted her wet folds. Inserting two fingers into her, Ambrose concentrated on her sensitive clit, thrusting his fingers in and out. Within moments she came hard, her whole body trembled, he stood and shed his jeans while she recovered from her orgasm.

Ambrose climbed back up her, placing kisses from her belly button to her mouth. His hands braced beside her head, taking her lips, his knees pushing her legs apart. "Look at me, Bella. I want to watch you when I enter you. I want to watch you while I fuck you. Don't you dare close your eyes, or I'll flip you over and fuck that sweet ass of yours."

It was a shitty thing to say to her, and he knew it. Sofia had issues with being taken from behind, no matter which opening was in question. She could thank her life as Kara for that. She was staked down and repeatedly raped by vampires a hundred and fifty years ago. They didn't care which hole they fucked, and it sent her to a dark place even today. So, him threatening her with that made him the biggest asshole who ever lived.

His heart clenched when she looked up at him. Ambrose saw no fear of his threat. He didn't see disgust. No, he only saw her heart, her trust in him, her love for him. There weren't any delusions in his mind that she'd hate him the most after their plan moved into motion. If she ever forgave him, it would be a miracle. So, he needed tonight with her; to love her, to love her body.

Her hands cupped his face, her thumb tracing his lower lip. "You don't scare me anymore, Ambrose. I trust you. I trust you with my heart and my body. I trust you with everything."

Her love twisted the knife jammed deep in his heart, even if she didn't understand what her words meant to him. He turned his face into her hand and kissed it. "Fuck, baby. I need to be inside you. Eyes on me, baby." He lowered himself; his cock nudged her entrance. Slipping himself in a little at a time, he gave her body time to adjust to him.

Ambrose watched her dark eyes turn gold with desire as he entered her inch by inch. Her breath caught as he pushed himself the rest of the way in. Pausing, Ambrose lowered himself to kiss her lips. Raising back up, he locked eyes with her and thrust into her tight body with slow, deliberate moves, reveling in the friction her tight body provided his cock.

He loved the way she fought to focus on his face; it made him want to smile. The woman he was buried inside was tough, bullheaded, and determined, yet soft, loving, and compassionate. There wasn't one thing that Ambrose didn't love about her; his admiration for Sofia surpassed words. She had taken on nearly eighty of the biggest and baddest supernatural and human men and did it with ease. Never did Sofia allow one of them to intimidate her, never had she backed down from a challenge, not even with him. No, Dr. Sofia Pierce was utterly at home surrounded by these men, and they all loved her as she did them. She made them smile, laugh, and humanized them. And each and every one of them belonged to her, that much they all knew.

"Fuck, how is it I forget how damn tight you are?" His hips thrust harder, faster, hitting her to the hilt. "You feel so fucking good. Let go, baby and come for me." Ambrose had been with Sofia long enough to know that she could hold her orgasms at bay until he was ready to let go himself. If nothing else, it was the hottest thing she could do when he was buried deep within her body, to wait for them to come together.

"Only if you come with me." Her voice was raspy as she struggled to hold on.

Breathing hard, sweat beaded his forehead as he pumped into her harder, harder, and harder until they both crashed around each other together. One of her sexy as shit moans escaped her lips as an orgasm swept through her body. That sound always made him instantly hard.

Ambrose lowered his mouth to hers, kissing her sensually, nipping, teasing as he fucked her with a slow, relaxed pace. "Mm, thank you, Bella. You feel so damn good."

Her legs wrapped around his back as he pumped into her. She offered him a sensual smile, "I was going to thank you. I needed this more than you can imagine." Her expression changed in an instant. "Ambrose... We will get him back, right?"

"Yes, baby, we will. I promise." Staying joined with Sofia, he rolled them, so she was lying on top of him. His hand slid down her spine to her butt, then came back up to rest on her waist. "Tell me again that you trust me, Sofia."

A frown formed between her eyes. "You know I do."

"Yes, but I need to hear it again, and you need to say it again."

"I trust you, Ambrose, with my whole being." Her words were honest, and passionate.

He cupped the side of her neck, bringing her down to his mouth and kissed her. "Don't ever forget how much I love you. Promise me."

"Ambrose, you're starting to scare me. What's wrong?"

"Nothing, sweetheart. I want you to remember how much you mean to me if anything should happen when this plan goes down." He almost slipped and said tomorrow. He couldn't tell her the time or day they were going after Gage. They needed her surprised and confused. "I need you to understand that I love you and that I'd never do anything to hurt you. Tell me you know these things." His hand buried in her mass of long auburn curls and yanked to get her to respond. "Tell me."

Sofia nodded. "I know those things, Vader, I do. And... I know I've never said this to you before, but I love you too, Ambrose. You've been a part of me in two lives. I've loved you in two lives. You're in my heart and soul almost as much as Gage is."

A vise squeezed his chest so hard that it cut off his air. His heart shattered into a million pieces. With every word she said to him, she was making what he had to do tomorrow impossibly hard. And when the time came, he wondered if he could even go through with his plan. To destroy her, destroy her faith and trust in him, destroy her love for him.

For now, he had to put that out of his mind. He grabbed Sofia's hips and lifted her. "Enough talking. Fuck me, Sofia, ride me hard." When he eased her back down, she slid down over his waiting cock. "Jesus Christ," he hissed between clenched teeth. Reaching up, he took both of her round breasts in his hands, running his thumbs over her hard buds.

Sofia's head fell back, groaning. "Oh, god."

She slid up and down over his cock, with each movement his body filled with heat, desire, and lust for this woman fucking him. Ambrose's body had only ever gotten this excited with two women; Melina and Kara, who was now Sofia.

He sat up, holding her damp body to his, and sank his fangs deep into her vein. He'd lose Sofia tomorrow for who knew how long, and Melina would have to help him hold his shit together.
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Sofia was apprehensive about going into The Alliance. She hadn't been there in quite a few days, and she missed it, the training center and the men, though she felt unsettled. She only saw the same sixteen daily, but the others she yearned to see. Though deep in her soul, something felt wrong—an odd feeling sat heavy in her chest.

Her mind never wandered far from Gage and what he must be going through. Was he being beaten? Tortured? Her stomach churned at the thought. She couldn't feel him or sense him, so she didn't know if he was hurt or in pain. She knew what this asshole Vega was capable of doing. Her heart ached, thinking about what he could be enduring, and she felt helpless—an emotion she had grown to hate over the past couple weeks. No matter what Gage said to her a few days ago before he stormed out, she loved him with her whole heart. She felt incomplete without him and desolate.

Turning a corner, she and Pedro ran into Dustin. He grabbed her by the arms to keep from knocking her over. "Hey, Dusty." As always, she offered him a smile.

He returned her smile, yet it lacked feeling. "Hey, yourself, Doc. How are you holding up? Pedro." He nodded to the warrior.

Sofia rubbed the back of her neck. "I'm doing okay. But..."

"Yeah, the waiting is killing you."

"Something like that."

His head tipped. "Hey, I was heading down to the shooting range. Care to join me? You haven't shot in a while, have you?" He glanced at Pedro. "I promise to take care of her."

"No, I haven't shot in a while. After the paintball thing, people are afraid to let me hold any weapon." Her smile beamed at her bodyguard. "I'll be fine, Pedro. Besides, you could use a break from me."

Pedro eyed Dustin. Suspicion shadowed his gaze. "Fine. You need anything, you call me, got it?" He placed one finger under Sofia's chin, tipping her face to his.

"I will. I promise." She stood on her toes and kissed his cheek before he left her with Dustin.

Dustin chuckled. "Yeah, I can see how no one would want you to have a weapon. Come on." They got on the elevator and rode down to the basement, but when they exited, Dustin said, "Hey, I need to get my weapon from the Tahoe first."

"You have a gun in your holster. Are you going senile already?"

"I want to shoot with a different one, smartass."

Sofia followed him into the underground parking garage, stopping at his Tahoe. He paused to look at her. "What?" She asked, and from the corner of her eye, she saw Jericho approach her from her left. Turning, Raphael came at her from the right.

She knew immediately something was wrong, and her heart plummeted. Had something happened to Gage, and they were afraid to tell her?

Oh god, was he dead?

The three men gave her an odd look—a look that had her stepping back. Suddenly, Sofia realized this wasn't about Gage. "What's going on, guys?"

Jericho and Raphael each grabbed one of her wrists and snapped a metal cuff on her, the same kind Ambrose put on her last night.

"What the fuck! What are you doing?" Panic edged into her voice as she struggled against the two warriors.

"Come on, Doc, get in the truck," Dustin said as he walked around to the driver's side door and got in.

"Jericho? What's going on?" When she looked into his dark blue eyes, she knew they were giving her to Vega for real. Her mind told her no; they would never do that to her. Would they? After how they had treated her lately, she couldn't be sure.

"Get in, Sofia." Jericho opened the back door for her to climb in. His cold eyes threatened her to obey, and her heart sank.

"Raph?" Turning, she looked at Raphael, hoping he'd answer her.

"Get the fuck in, now." He growled in response.

Jericho pushed her toward the door as Raphael looked at him and nodded.

Sofia held her ground and turned to Jericho once more, about to plead with him for the truth. But he raised his hand and backhanded her so hard across the face that she hit the Tahoe, bounced off, and landed on the ground. Vaguely aware of what happened, Sofia tried to push herself up before everything turned black and her body hit the concrete.

"Fuck this!" Jericho snapped as he kneeled by Sofia's limp body. He knocked her out. Jericho moved her hair from her eyes and felt her pulse, still beating strong. He scooped her up in his arms and placed her in the back seat as Raphael jumped in from the other side to help situate her body.

All three men climbed in and just sat there for a minute, just looking at each other. Jericho pinched the bridge of his nose as he closed his eyes. "Someone is going to pay for this fucked-up plan."

Raphael nodded. "We all are, brother. We all will pay." He looked at Sofia, who stirred. "She's waking up, Dustin. Go."

Dustin started the engine and took off. Looking in the rearview mirror, he watched Sofia open her eyes and lift a hand to rub her cheekbone where Jericho hit her.

Sofia scooted herself up in the seat and looked at Dustin, swallowing hard. She watched him until he looked away. "Damn coward, Dusty. Look at me."

"Stop fucking calling me Dusty! It's Dustin."

"How could you do this, Dusty?" Sofia knew it was best to keep calling him something that made it personal. Maybe he'd rethink what he was doing if he remembered their relationship.

Dustin ignored her and kept his eyes on the road as he exited the parking garage.

She looked at Jericho. "So, this is why all of you have been acting weird with me, huh? You planned on giving me to Vega? Really, Jericho? I trusted you."

"It is what it is, Doc."

"That's such a stupid saying. Nothing is what it is. It's what you make it, and you fucked up."

If her head had worked properly, she'd have called out to Pedro before Jericho hit her. Now that she thought about it, Pedro had an odd expression when Dustin said he'd take care of her. Pedro sensed something was off, but because it was Dustin, he let her go.

Turning to Raphael, she tried to plead with him. "And you? Unbelievable. What was the point of saving me as a child only to do this to me, Raph?"

"We didn't know who you were back then or how valuable you'd be one day." He refused to look at her.

"Do you remember what you told me, Raph? You promised me you'd never hand me over to the enemy the day you took me to Ambrose." When Raphael declined to respond, Sofia took a deep breath. She was scared, but not terrified, not yet anyway. Her heart ripped in two, and it felt like someone put in a knife and sliced it right down the middle. These men who she loved, who all carried her blood, had turned on her and betrayed her. The bile in her stomach churned and twisted her in knots. Her mind spun to make sense of it all.

Dustin picked up his phone and called someone. "We've got the package, and we're on our way to you. Yeah." He glanced in the mirror at her. "No. We'll be there in five."

"Who are you talking to, Dusty?"

Dustin took a moment before answering her. "The man in charge. The one who set all of this in motion."

"There's more of you, great. When I get free, I will make you all regret this moment for the rest of your pathetic lives." She looked out the window past Jericho, afraid that if she met any of their eyes, she'd tear up. And she'd be damned if she showed them any weakness. The longer she thought about what these three men were planning, deep-seated anger settled in her chest. Fury took root and boiled in the depths of her heart and soul. Her first chance she got, she'd kick them in the nuts and go down trying to take them out. There wasn't much she could do in the truck, so she had to wait for now.

Dustin slowed down, turned into another parking garage, and waited.

"What are you doing, Dusty?"

"We're picking up the man in charge. Stop talking, or I'll have the guys gag you or knock your ass out again."

A man came up from behind, and the front passenger door opened. He had a black baseball cap, a black hoodie that covered him up to his face, and dark glasses. Sofia couldn't see his face due to the headrest. As he got in, his face turned away from her.

He removed his sunglasses, spun around, and looked at her with cold green eyes. "Welcome to our adventure, Bella."

*****
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When Ambrose climbed into the Tahoe, revealing to Sofia that he was behind all the betrayal of Jericho, Raphael, and Dustin, he saw a look of utter disbelief. He knew he would be the last person Sofia would have expected to do this to her, but he had no choice.

And when he turned to her, his heart split wide open when he saw the look in Sofia's eyes. Dustin answered yeah on the phone that Sofia was putting on a brave face. But he suspected that that was about to change with him in the truck.

He flipped his sun visor down so he could look at Sofia and Jericho. Raphael was visible over his other shoulder. Her dark eyes told him what he already knew; she was now terrified. But he saw something else taking hold—hatred for him.

Hatred for him.

And while he expected it, it still hurt like shit. Sure, Sofia was mad as hell at the other three, but she'd feel the most pain from the part he played in this. Sofia loved and trusted him even more than the others. So he expected her to be devastated by his involvement.

"Ambrose, how could you?" Tears were in her eyes, but she fought to keep them from escaping.

"It's nothing personal, babe. It's what we have to do to get Gage released." His tone was cold and aloof.

Sofia nodded and looked back into his eyes in the mirror. "Nothing personal." She repeated his words. "You mean like the way you took me last night? All those hours you spent inside me, fucking me and feeding from me—that wasn't personal either, I suppose."

Ambrose saw Jericho and Raphael's bodies tense up when Sofia talked about him being with her. The two men still craved her more each day. And the last thing they wanted to hear was how he'd screwed her when they were denied her body.

He gave a quick lift of his shoulder. "Yeah, well, I figured it'd be my last time with you, so why not fuck you until I had my fill?" He gave her a sinister grin in the mirror. "When I left, you were more than satisfied, sweetheart. You were fucking glowing."

"You're right, I was. That happens when you're with someone you love and trust."

Ambrose turned his gaze away from her at her words. They felt like a hot poker searing his heart, and he couldn't bear to look at her after those words were spoken.

"And you two?" She asked Jericho and Raphael.

Jericho shrugged. "Our deal with Vega is that we can have your blood and fuck you whenever we please."

Ambrose's jaw clamped tight, hearing Jericho's words, even if they were a lie.

"We are not going to sit by and only have you when that asshole Lucifer decides. And we sure as fuck don't want our blood replaced." Raphael added. "You're as much a part of us as you are to him."

Now, Ambrose's clamped his jaw tightly. These were men he trusted, and they were his men. Yet hearing them talk about Sofia that way made him want to beat them to a fucking pulp. Sure, he knew it was all an act, but he also knew that it most likely held some truth for them too. And who could blame them for wanting her?

In the seconds that followed all three men's statements, it was all they could do to keep up with her. They all assumed she was too stunned to attack, not to mention they put steel cuffs on her.

They were wrong.

Sofia raised her right elbow, slamming it into Jericho's nose, and then she repeated the same movement with Raphael. Before either realized what hit them, she slid down to raise her boot above the front seat back and kicked Ambrose in the side of the head. She swung it hard, kicking Dustin in the right side of his face, causing him to swerve to the left, almost taking out a car next to them.

"What the fuck! Grab her!" Dustin yelled as he fought to control the Tahoe before he slammed into the tiny car beside him.

Jericho and Raphael both grabbed for her as she struggled and kicked with the limited space she had to operate. The Tahoe vibrated and rumbled with residual power she didn't have full use of. While her energy made the vehicle rock and shake, she was unable to concentrate or control it with the cuffs on.

Ambrose spun to face her; his big hand grabbed her around the throat and squeezed as Jericho and Raphael were busy trapping her arms and legs. "Stop it! Don't make me knock your ass out!" He squeezed harder to get her attention. When she stopped struggling with the two warriors beside her, Ambrose released his hold on her throat. "Good girl, but next time I'll have one of them slam their elbow in your face and knock you the fuck out." He looked at Jericho and Raphael. "Jesus fucking Christ. Keep your eye on her. We need to make it there in one piece."

Sofia glared at Ambrose and smirked at Dustin when his eyes met hers in the mirror. "Yes, let's get there in one piece, then I will kill you myself."
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Fifteen minutes later, they pulled into a section of the waterfront warehouses, made a few turns, and parked. The morning air was crisp as they exited the Tahoe. Saltwater and fish overwhelmed Sofia's senses, making it difficult to smell for people, to know how many were here. She'd had to rely on other senses. Sofia cocked her head and listened. She detected numerous people nearby, either in the warehouse, around it, or both. There were so many heartbeats that it terrified her. How many thugs did Vega have working for him? It sounded like hundreds.

Jericho and Raphael each grabbed her arms, forcing her to walk as she centered herself and called out to Galen.

Galen, I need you. I've been kidnapped. She had to reach out for help before it was too late.

What? By who? Where are you?

Ambrose, Jericho, Raph, and Dustin. I'm at Building 17 in the waterfront district. They're trading me for Gage.

Are you sure? Sweetheart, they wouldn't do that.

Jericho decked me, and they cuffed me. I'm sure.

I'm on my way with my team. Hold on, sweetheart, okay?

Yeah, I'll try.

Yeah, try was all she could do. At least she could trust Galen to come for her. She had no idea what waited for her on the other side of the door. Sofia did not know if Gage was hurt or even alive. What made these dumbasses think they'd leave Gage alive anyway? And if Gage were alive, he'd kill them for trading her for him... wouldn't he? Did he really hate her for being Kara? If so, he'd be no help to her. She'd be on her own unless Galen could break through Vega's forces and save her.

"Move it, Sofia." Ambrose's deep voice startled her; his hand grabbed the base of her neck, squeezed, and guided her.

Entering the warehouse, four huge vampires met them with automatic weapons. All dressed in street clothes, unlike her warriors, who wore combat gear.

The vampire with mismatched-colored eyes studied them. "Arms out; no weapons allowed inside."

The four vamps patted down the four warriors, removing their guns and knives. Then they all looked at her, making a slow inspection from her feet to her face. All lingered on her breasts.

Mismatched eyes stepped toward her to pat her down when Ambrose stepped in front of her. "She has no weapons; we checked. You aren't touching her until she belongs to you."

Her stomach did a quick roll, and bile swirled around. When Ambrose moved in front of her, she thought for a brief second that he was protecting her. But no, he was protecting the merchandise. But to her surprise, the vamp backed off and led them through another door.

The room opened into the warehouse. It was just like Gage said when they went over the plans at The Alliance. She scanned the room, taking in as much as she could. Behind her was the roll-up garage door. Above her, a row of offices lined the second floor, with a walkway running in front of the offices. Three walls had offices and a walkway, and the other walls had large open areas. The interior hadn't changed from the plans they studied.

Vampires lined the upper walkway; there had to be about eighty or more, by her guess. Below, in front of them, the same amount spread out. The four accompanying them stopped at their backs.

Sofia fought the urge to panic. There were so many men. Even if she got away from Ambrose, she'd never get away from these vamps, not without her powers. She realized this was it; there was no way out. Her life would be as a prisoner, a blood slave, and a sex slave. And that realization nearly made her knees give out; she'd kill herself first. She did it once, and she would do it again. And when she came back, she would skin these four men alive.

A door opened to their left, and two more vamps came out, each holding Gage's arms. On his wrists, he wore the same cuffs she had on, which meant he was powerless too. Dried blood and fresh blood marred his handsome face from cuts where they had beaten him.

Their eyes met, and he winked. "Hey, baby." His eyes narrowed at the bruise on the right side of her face. "Which one of you fuckers hit her?" He glared at the four warriors by her side.

Why didn't he seem surprised by who brought her here? Did Vega tell Gage who was bringing her? Maybe Vega told him that his brothers in arms had betrayed him to torment him.

She answered for them. "It's no big deal. I'm fine." Sofia almost blurted out that she nailed all four of the assholes behind her, but she didn't want Vega to know she knew how to kick a vampire's ass. Her eyes narrowed at Gage. Why did he act like he cared that someone hit her? He told her to pack her shit and leave a few days ago.

Someone came out of a different room from the left when Gage said, "I swear to god, Kane, I will fucking kill you for this. There is nowhere you can hide to keep that from happening. And when I'm done with him, I am coming for you three." He looked at Jericho, Raphael, and Dustin.

"Listen, asshole, we're doing this for you." Ambrose growled back. "You are our first priority. But hey, you're welcome to try once we get your sorry ass out of here."

Sofia watched Gage as he spoke to Ambrose, and something felt wrong, but she had no time to contemplate it as Galen broke into her mind.

Sofia, I'm here, sweetheart.

Thank god.

I have someone with me. I need you to listen to him, so stay open. His name is Roman. He will help you stay focused and help you get through this. Trust me.

She was sick of hearing those last two words; trust me. She didn't know who to trust anymore.

Sofia, I'm Roman. Can you hear me?

Yes.

Good, listen to me, sweetheart. I feel your fear; your panic is rising. Take a deep breath for me. If you panic, your powers can be unstable. The only way this will work is for you to remain focused and calm. And no matter what, Sofia, no one is leaving here with you today. We have your back, I promise you. Center yourself. You can do this. And stay open for me so I can help you stay stable. Got it?

Yes. Her voice was barely a whisper.

Good, then let's kick some ass.

The vampire that arrived with Gage looked her up and down. "Well, well, well. Aren't you a pretty little thing?" He stepped closer and sniffed. "Hmm, you do smell familiar. Oh, where are my manners?" He stuck his hand out to her and said, "I am Vega."

Vega had dark, chestnut-colored hair with blue eyes. He was shorter than most of the warriors and slimmer. He didn't have muscles upon muscles like her warriors. Him, she could take, possibly even with cuffs. And she became excited at the thought of killing the bastard. This was the first time in her life she dreamed of having blood on her hands.

Sofia kept her hands at her side and stared at him.

Sofia, remember that he does not know that you have found your powers or can fight. Let him think you are helpless. Galen almost yelled the words in her head.

Jericho and Raph put damn cuffs on me, so I can't use my powers.

Fuck! I forgot. He hissed in her head.

Vega smiled at her and lowered his hand. "It's okay, love. I'll have plenty of time to touch you." Looking at Ambrose, he said, "You understand that I need to sample her blood to make sure the blood Mr. Marshal gave me is, in fact, hers."

Sofia looked at Dustin, and he shrugged. Her stomach was as sick as it had ever been; this man would drink her blood right here, in front of Gage, while it forced her into an orgasm.

Her nightmare was about to play out in real life.

I'm here, Sofia. Pull yourself together; you got this, sweetheart. The man named Roman spoke in her head. And suddenly, she felt an utter calm come over her. That's it. You're doing great.

Ambrose nodded. "Yes, I know. Make it a quick sip, though. She still belongs to me. After you transfer the money, then you can drink all you want." He hooked an arm around her waist from behind her and whispered in her mind. Focus on Gage; let him be your strength.

Sofia's eyes grew wide as she looked at Gage, who gave her a small nod. Narrowing her gaze, she wondered why Ambrose said that. And why did Gage look like he was a part of this fiasco with a simple tip of his head?

Her body tensed when Vega stepped behind her, taking over Ambrose's position. He wrapped one arm around her waist, holding her back to his front. His other hand tipped her head to the right. "I like this sexy little athletic body. Tell me, love, is your pussy as tight as it was the last time I fucked you? This should bring back some memories for both of you, huh?" He chuckled right before he sank his fangs into her neck.

Holding her breath, she kept her eyes glued to Gage's. Tears welled up; she tried to stop them, but the pain she felt surfaced when his fangs hit her vein. The pain of Ambrose's betrayal and the others; the pain of Vega touching her. And the pain of Gage being forced to watch again. Her body trembled as she fought with everything she had.

Bella.

Did she hear Ambrose in her head again? Or was she imagining it?

Bella, listen to me! This is all going down in a matter of minutes. Be ready to fight your way out of here.

What the hell? Was Ambrose helping her or hurting her?

Vega pulled his fangs out and licked her wound closed. "Mm, baby, it's good to have you back." He squeezed her butt and kissed her cheek before moving back around to stand between her and Gage.
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Galen!

I'm here, sweetheart.

I need help! Roman is wrong; I can't do this.

Sofia, honey, listen; remember what I told you about the men you have changed with your blood? That they cannot physically bring harm to you. These dumbasses are not betraying you. They are using you to win this fucked-up game with Vega.

Like hell, they aren't! I've never seen Ambrose's eyes so cold before. Her voice quivered.

I have some damn powerful people out here with me, and we will not let you get taken. Keep your mind open for Roman. He'll help you stay calm. I would never break my promise to you, mo páiste, never.

Calm? Was he kidding? There was not an ounce of calmness in her body.

Sofia turned to look at Ambrose. "I hate you. I hate you more than you'll ever know."

With nonchalance, he shrugged. "And I'm all broken up about that too. But I will always remember last night." He gave her a wink with a wicked grin. "It was a beautiful parting gift."

Gage shifted between the two vampires on either side of him. "Just remember, brother, I will kill you for this."

Ambrose grinned at Gage. "I'll be ready, dumbass. Just don't forget we're doing this for you." He looked at Vega. "Make the transfer now."

Vega nodded to a vampire that walked up to him with an iPad and was making the online transfer.

Ambrose turned Sofia to him and pulled her up to his body, pressing her rigid body to his. "I guess this is goodbye, sweetie. Do you remember the things I said to you last night?" His voice was barely a whisper.

"Yes, do you?" She had to ask since he told her how much she meant to him.

Nodding, "I do. And I still mean every word." Hooking her around the neck, he lowered his mouth to hers and whispered against her lips. "I love you, Bella. Let's kick some ass." He placed a soft kiss on her lips before releasing her.

Sofia frowned at his words and his gentle kiss. She pulled back to glare at him. She wanted nothing more than to shove a dagger into his heart.

A soft chuckle was heard, then Not yet, Sofia. We need Ambrose to fight on the inside for us. Roman's voice said, clearly able to read her mind.

Bella, those cuffs are not real; you can break them. When you do, put everything you have into protecting our men, and remember, you must kill Vega. Just let Gage play with him for a while; he needs that much.

You want me to protect you four? Like hell!

He grinned at her. No, baby, Zander and Alek are leading our men. They have us surrounded. Protect those men.

Her jaw dropped. So Galen was right. They didn't betray her. If this were some fucked-up joke, she would kill these four with her bare hands. The rage built inside her quickly. Are they in on this too?

No, they're not. Just us five. Wait for my signal, sweetheart.

He's telling you the truth. Roman.

How do you know that?

Roman smiled to himself. Because I can read his mind the same way I can read yours. Trust me, sweetheart. I know.

Sofia looked at the other three men who had been in on the betrayal; they all looked devastated, and their grief was evident. All made eye contact with her, but she saw the pain in their faces for what they had done. She turned away with tears filling her eyes. Her pain built upon anger, built upon a fierce fury that was ready to explode from her body. If this were all a game, then she really would skin those bastards alive.

"Why the tears, sweetheart?" Vega walked up to her and tilted her chin up to meet his gaze.

Sofia yanked her face away from him and just stared into his cold eyes. She remembered this asshole. His voice was the same as the man in her memories. His smell was the same.

Sofia, I'm trying to pull away some of your residual fear; let me. Roman said in a soothing tone. You're starting to block me. Stay open, sweetheart.

Ambrose grabbed her by the waist and pulled her away from Vega. "No more touching until the wire is completed." Her body shook in his hold, the orgasm still wreaking havoc.

Vega's black eyes looked at Ambrose; he smiled, revealing his fangs. "As you wish. Conroy, has the wire gone through?"

"Yes, sir. I'm printing the confirmation now." The vampire with reddish blonde hair said as he walked away to retrieve the printout.

Ask to say goodbye to Gage, Bella. Let him take your blood. He'll need it. Did you hear me, brother? He added for Gage.

Yes. Gage snapped out his answer, his electric blue eyes never leaving Sofia.

Roman broke back in. Do it, Sofia. We need Gage to be as strong as possible.

"Can... can I say goodbye to Gage? Please. I'll go with you without any trouble. Please, just let me say goodbye." She knew her eyes pleaded with Vega, and she was sure she looked pathetic. Hell, she was pathetic for being sucker punched by her men.

You're doing great, Doc. Keep it up. Things are about to get messy outside, so you may lose me for a bit. But you have this. You can do it.

Thank you, Roman.

You're more than welcome, sweetheart. But if you need help, just call my name.

Vega glanced over his shoulder at Gage, then back to her. "Sure, why not? You'll be mine for eternity."

On my word, everyone moves. Zander? Alek? Ambrose said to his brothers.

We're all ready. Zander replied.

My teams are ready, Alek answered. She's going to kill you all. You know that, right?

I do. Ambrose was well aware of the wrath that Sofia was about to rain upon them after the stunt they pulled.

Sofia walked up to Gage. Her hand reached up and touched his face. You're a part of this plan? She whispered the words in his mind.

He gave a small nod. "I love you, Eos. I would gladly die to keep you safe." His voice was quiet, laced with anguish.

"And you just may." A single tear fell from her eye as she stepped up to him and angled her head.

Sofia, when Gage takes your blood, we'll throw up a shield to protect the two of you. So, don't worry about getting attacked while he feeds. Roman's soothing voice echoed in her head once again.

In a blink, his fangs sank all the way in, and he pulled hard and fast on her vein. His arms bound her body to his, and he drank furiously to regenerate the power he had lost over the past few days. Sofia shook with the desire she had for this man, a desire she could never deny or extinguish.
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Sofia sank into Gage's hard body as he pulled her blood into his fangs.

"Get him off her!" Vega yelled as Gage drank from Sofia faster than he ever had before. Vega rushed over to yank Sofia away as all hell broke loose.

Now! Ambrose shouted at everyone.

Vega's men tried to grab Sofia but couldn't get through the shield that Roman's people threw up in their path. She and Gage were in a protective bubble while he took her blood. Upon finishing, Gage pulled back, looking into her eyes. "You okay, baby?"

Roman, let the shield down, please. As soon as Gage is out, I'll need it back up for a moment to recover. Sofia said to the unknown man, who was her source of comfort.

Got it.

Her knees wobbled, and she breathed hard. "Fuck you, just go." She shoved him through the shield. Falling to her knees, she closed her eyes to suck in a deep breath. Sofia swallowed her tears, refusing to let them fall. No, she was a warrior now. She had warriors to fight next to to protect, and Sofia wouldn't let them down. But so help her god; if any more were in on this, she'd kill them too.

Outside, Galen was with The Alliance's human teams and the six supernaturals he brought. Everyone probably assumed he was bringing an army, but he didn't need one; he only needed these six. These people were unlike any he had ever encountered. Four of them were full-blood demons, and demons were twice as powerful as vampires on a good day. They were the closest relatives to an Original Being. Demons each had a different and unique gift that stemmed from an Original Being.

The one named Jacin was a healer. Not like Dane, Jacin could literally heal with a touch of his hands. Roman had the most impressive mind he'd ever encountered, which was why he had him talking to Sofia. He could tap into her and calm her, even guide her into doing something, all the while making her think she was doing it. Elijah was the one called The Prince of Darkness, a ruthless and lethal general of the Underworld's army. And Damien was just as fucking lethal as Elijah.

The most remarkable ones he brought were a woman named Raven and a man named Caleb. They began as full-blooded demons, but through horrible circumstances, they had been mutated into a fierce killing machine. Though Raven's quietness and Caleb's funny demeanor never gave away the danger that lay beneath the surface.

"We're about to be overrun. You know that, right?" Galen asked the six newcomers. "We have no idea how many they have."

"We like a challenge." Caleb grinned. Something about this man reminded him of Alek. Neither were serious until they needed to be.

Raven's brilliant blue eyes looked at Galen. "We'll be fine. Are you going to stay up here where it's safe?" She nodded to the roof. "You can keep our healer company." Her raspy voice always sounded sexy.

Galen grinned. "I think I'll help you, sweetheart. That's my daughter in there and my dumb as fuck son."

"Well, when our swords start moving, better keep your head out of the way." She nodded to her brother, Elijah, The Prince of Darkness. A man who got his nickname for the blood he spilled in battle.

"Yeah, I won't be anywhere near your brother or that one." He nodded to Damien. Looking at Roman, "How is Sofia doing?"

"She's hanging on. I can feel a mixture of fear and rage in her. But if she can't get a handle on them, bad things could happen. I'm balancing her for now, but once we engage out here, she might be on her own. Plus, she keeps blocking me now and then."

"Heads up." Damien, their biggest demon, said. "We're getting surrounded. It sounds like hundreds of footsteps coming."

Raven's keen eyes and ears scanned the area. "Jace and Roman are staying on the roof. Jacin, heal anyone who needs it. Roman, shoot anyone who gets past us before entering the warehouse. You have the exploding arrows, right?"

Roman was the best shot with a bow and arrow. He could hit a target the size of a dime from just over a mile, far more than any human could hope to shoot. But his arrows carried small explosives, and all his shots would be a kill shot to the head. He grinned at his mate and said, "Yes, baby. They all go boom."

She nodded. "Everyone else on the ground," Raven said, materializing on the side of the warehouse door where Sofia entered. She looked up at Roman and said, "Give me a link to all the humans." When he nodded to her, she spoke to the fifty or so men at once in their minds. Special Forces, please hold your fire. That kind of artillery will have cops swarming us. Plus, I don't want us caught in your crossfire. We'll handle this for now; just shoot anyone who tries to flee. Aim for the head.

As expected, the humans all looked slack-jawed. They had never had anyone speak directly into their minds before.

And if any of you get hurt, call out for Jacin. He's our healer; he'll patch you up. Raven turned to see hundreds of vampires circling the warehouse. "Everyone watch your backs and let the fun begin."

Back inside, warriors swarmed in on the upper level, shooting, stabbing, and fighting the eighty vampires that guarded the top floor. The four warriors behind Sofia fought Vega's four vampires behind them, along with the ones surrounding them. Sofia watched Gage kick Vega in the face, sending him flying backward. She was forced to stay in her protective bubble until she could move after the orgasm that ripped through her.

Gages broke his cuffs off before he went after Vega. They were resin-coated steel, the ones Ambrose put on him when he turned him over to Vega. Gage turned to Sofia, saw her eyes turn brilliant gold, and went toward her. The shield was down, and grabbing Sofia's wrists, he broke her cuffs off. "Watch our guys' backs, baby. Vega is mine for now."

Sofia looked at the two men Gage had just kicked and cocked her head; her eyes were heated with anger. As she lifted her hands, she grabbed both by the throat without ever touching them. Her hands fisted, and she squeezed until she heard their necks snap and their lifeless bodies hit the ground with a thud. Sofia let the rage build within her, the surrounding air hummed. Her body was fighting to control the power, trying desperately to escape.

"Sofia!" Alek yelled from above. "We could use some help here, sweetheart!"

She glanced at Alek but noticed that Jando and Pedro were also about to become overrun. She was torn; who did she help?

Roman snapped out, Help Alek, we got the other two. I promise.

More vampires swarmed the first and second floors and had Alek's two teams overwhelmed with three-to-one odds. They didn't have all the warriors inside, as many were outside since most of the other warriors were humans. She watched their men get stabbed and shot, though none would kill them unless they bled out or if their heads were removed.

The metallic smell of blood was thick in the air as Sofia held up her hands, shoving energy towards Vega's men, blasting them off their feet. She blocked Alek's team from at least twenty vampires, reducing the odds. Alek grinned and nodded to her. Sofia slammed her hands at the twenty vampires she blocked and threw them off the second floor. They hit the first floor with a sickening crash, each landing on top of another.

While Sofia aided Alek, a tall woman dressed in black appeared before Pedro and Jando. Her hands extended, and electricity flew from them, hitting a dozen vamps. All twelve sizzled before burning from the inside out. She turned, winked at the two warriors, and disappeared.

"What the fuck?" Pedro panted. He and Jando weren't the only ones who had seen her. He heard a few others mutter under their breath.

"Who's the hot chick?" Someone grunted out.

Ambrose growled. "Sofia, we could use some weapons here!"

The time to punish these four was not now. She pulled swords, daggers, and knives from fighting vampires from various places in the fray and sent two to each warrior. They were each fighting five or more vamps after reducing their odds. And now, more had swarmed from various rooms.

"Thanks, sweetheart!" Ambrose grunted as he sliced through a vampire before removing his head.

The angry vampires who fell to the first level all jumped to their feet. Gage was beating the shit out of Vega with his bare hands when he heard the vampires get up behind him. His knuckles bled with each blow to Vega's face as the vampires advanced in Sofia's and Gage's directions. She held out her hands and pulled their weapons from their hands and holsters. All but two landed at her feet, while two 9-mm handguns landed directly in her hands. Aiming, Sofia shot around Gage and Vega and dropped the vampires one by one with a shot to the head.

"Better than paintballs, huh, Mia Regina?" Raphael grunted out as he sliced through a vampire, spinning to remove another's head.

"Fuck you, Raph. I may shoot your ass again, just for fun."

Jericho kicked a vampire square in the chest, hurling him over Dustin's head. "And we won't stop you either, belle reine." Beautiful queen.

Sofia aimed and shot the vampire Jericho kicked. "You're on that fuck you list too, Jericho, so shut the hell up."

Gage and Vega both paused as the bullets whirled around them. Vega's jaw hung open as he watched his men drop like flies with her perfectly aimed shots. "Oh, yeah, my woman has got skills this time, asshole." Gage grinned before he pulled a knife from one of the dead bodies and, with his power, threw it at Vega. It impaled him an inch below his heart. Sofia knew if he wanted him dead, Vega would be dead.

Looking up to where Zander and his teams were, she saw five vamps converge on Zander. She teleported up to him and shot three in the head as Zander took care of the other two. Then, with a surge of power, she hit more vampires, knocking them all on their backs as Zander's men fought the ones still standing.

Sofia glanced across the building and saw Jando and Pedro get swarmed by fifteen vampires. With her blood in their veins, they could take on seven vampires each, but she couldn't take the chance. Sofia needed those two more than life itself right now. She'd let other warriors fall before she ever let anything happen to these two men.

We got them, sweetheart; help the others.

This time, Sofia didn't listen to Roman. She teleported, landing in front of them. Once again, she let her energy build with seething rage—the rage that her warriors, Jando and Pedro, were in danger. Sofia released her power, unleashing it and holding nothing back.

Behind Sofia, Pedro gasped and sank to his knees. His eyes wide as unbearable pain ripped through his body.

Raven! Pedro's in trouble; Sofia's power is backwashing! Roman yelled to his mate.

Sofia blasted the fifteen vampires with such force that their bodies were ripped apart. At the same time, Raven appeared in front of Pedro, pushing Sofia's power away from him and pulling him back to safety. "Are you okay? Can you still fight?"

It took Pedro a second to form a word. "Yeah, thanks."

Once again, Raven disappeared.

Sofia's eyes glowed crystal-clear gold. She watched as her power blew the vampires up; body parts flew in all directions.

For a moment, everyone froze when they realized what had just happened. Bloody pieces of body parts landed in every corner of the building, hitting everyone as the vampires exploded.

"Holy fuck, Doc. I love you. You know that?" Jando gave her a quick kiss on her temple.

Pedro nodded on his knees. "Yeah, what he said." He glanced at Jando. "That woman is real, right?" He referred to the woman who saved his ass twice now.

Jando nodded his agreement and held his hand out for Pedro to take. "Damn sexy, too."

Sofia's golden eyes flickered to brown, then she glanced at Pedro and Jando. "Alek's teams need some more help." She nodded for them to go.

Sofia looked down at Ambrose, Jericho, Raphael, and Dustin. They had killed all the vamps that landed below when they got ejected from the second floor. Plus, they took care of the ones that swarmed out of the lower offices. Those four carried more of her blood than the rest, turning them into killing machines. They had no problems taking on eight or more vamps each. Still dealing with a dozen or more vampires, she teleported down, grabbing two daggers off the dead vampires she shot. She saw Vega slam his fist into Gage's mouth. She used that moment to jump between the two men hell-bent on killing each other, even though Gage was just playing with Vega. Before Vega realized she was there, she sank the two daggers into each of his shoulders. The blades exited out the back.

His eyes were wide when he stumbled a step back. Looking down at the daggers wedged into his chest, he gave her an evil grin. "You got some skills, I see. It won't help you, my sweet. You will still be mine as soon as I kill this fucker you love."

Sofia was breathing heavily when Galen popped in beside her. "He's all yours, mo páiste. Kill him now and end this."

"And where the hell have you been? Grabbing a bite?" She sneered at the man she thought of as her first father.

Galen chuckled. "No, I was outside helping the team I brought from letting any more of Vega's men enter this building; there were a few hundred or more on their way inside. Now kill this piece of shit so we can have a bar-b-que."

She listened to the fighting above her head and heard it dwindling. Their teams had it under control now. Sofia glanced over Vega's shoulder. Ambrose and the men had killed all the vampires and the ground level. Headless vampires lay scattered all over the floor, and their blood dripped from the swords she sent her warriors.

Vega came at her. Sofia raised her hands and twisted the knives she impaled into his shoulders. He bellowed out in pain as his knees buckled, steadying himself as he remained on his feet. Sofia then pulled the daggers from him as the flesh tore, obeying her command.

"Motherfucker!" Vega hissed, sucking in a breath. With labored breathing, he glared at Sofia.

Sofia caught the daggers, one in each hand. She noticed the five traitors surrounding her from the back. Her head cocked as she looked at Vega. "You're the sick fuck who took Daria, aren't you?"

Blood oozed from many wounds on Vega's body, yet he grinned. "Who is Daria, my sweet?"

"The woman you held captive for four years, torturing and raping," Sofia lowered her head, looking up at him with hooded, angry eyes. "Was I so forgettable? No, I don't think so. I am a drug you cannot live without. So, the only option is not to let you live."

"I will not live without you." He growled as blood dripped from his face, hitting his blood-soaked shirt.

"Look around you. You are done. Your men are all dead, and you are all alone."

He tipped his head, grinning. "I have more coming as we speak. In fact, they're probably surrounding this building now."

Ambrose spoke to Joe Savage telepathically, who was leading the human warriors and the New Breeds, the newly changed humans. Let me know if you see more of his men coming.

Savage, a human who had recently been changed by Sofia's blood when he was poisoned, replied, Uh, no. Galen and his vamps showed up in time, and they got them all. It's bloody, but quiet out here for now.

About that time, Raven and her five warriors materialized on the second floor next to Alek. "Shit," he hissed. "Who the hell are you?"

"We're with Galen," Raven replied.

"Not my fairy godmother, huh?"

She raised one eyebrow at him.

"Damn, you guys look worse than us." He eyed the blood dripping from their bodies, then turned back to watch Sofia.

"I'll tell you what. I'll fight you for my freedom. If I win, I walk free, and you die." Sofia eyed Vega.

"And if I win? You will spread your legs for me whenever I want. You will let my men have your body as they please. And you will know what it is like to be fucked by a real vampire, a real man."

Goddammit, Sofia, stop playing with this fucker and kill him! Gage roared in her head.

She shrugged. "I can't say I remember the times with you exactly. I do remember a big blonde guy, though." Sofia remembered the blond guy was his second in command when he had Daria and was sure it'd piss him off. "His name was..." She tapped her chin, pretending to remember, "Oh yes, Henri. Yes, Henri, him, I remember." Her grin was seductive.

Vega's eyes turned black as night.

Then he flew at Sofia.
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Sofia stood motionless as Vega came at her, then disappeared and reappeared behind him, kicking Vega in the back of the knees. He crashed into the floor with such tremendous force that his face slammed into the concrete. Vega jumped to his feet and faced her, blood flowing steadily from his mouth. He grabbed daggers from one of his dead men and advanced again.

"If you want to play with the big boys, my sweet, then stay and fight like one. No more teleporting."

Sofia nodded and grinned. "That's right. It's unfair to you. You lost your ability to teleport since I've been dead all these years, huh? It's about as fair as when you chained me up."

She met him when he came at her again. Daggers clanked as they blocked each other's blades. Vega was good with a knife, but Sofia was quick; her size was a great advantage. She ducked, kicked, then swung, slicing him in the left arm. Vega recovered quickly and struck. This time, Sofia didn't move; she let him hit her. He buried his dagger into her left shoulder; she teleported and removed the dagger with an evil grin on her face.

"Sofia! Fucking stop this and kill the motherfucker!" Gage's hands were fisted as he yelled at her. "End this now!"

"At the very least, move your ass so he doesn't hit you!" Ambrose chimed in. "You're better than that."

Cocking her head at the two men who just barked orders at her, she grabbed a gun from a dead vamp. Before anyone realized what she was about to do, Gage and Ambrose looked down to see a bullet hole above their hearts. She knew they couldn't die from it; her blood ran too strong in them. "You two do not get to tell me what to do again, understand?"

"Sofia! What the fuck?" Zander's voice boomed from the second floor.

Raven chuckled from her perch.

Sofia's eyes glowed brightly at Jericho, Raphael, and Dustin.

Yes, she was better than that; she didn't need to let Vega strike her, but she needed to take some blows. She needed to feel the pain—a different kind of physical pain. Her getting hurt would also hurt the men who had turned on her earlier. Somehow, this knowledge eased her agony.

Ignoring the pleas of Gage and Ambrose and others who all yelled their support, she twirled the daggers in her hands and grinned.

"Hurts like a bitch, doesn't it, love?" Vega sneered.

"I can think of things that hurt much worse." Her eyes scanned the five men who ripped her heart in two.

Her words were like another bullet in Gage and Ambrose's chests.

"No, it lets me know I'm still alive." In a blink, she hurled the dagger she pulled from her shoulder and lodged it in Vega's chest, just above his heart. Almost in the same hole Gage made earlier.

He gasped and began to pull it out when she went after him, swinging two more blades she willed to come to her. Having only one dagger left in his hand, Vega did his best to block the fury of her hands. She slashed and stabbed, cutting him to shreds as he struggled to evade her strikes. He tried to remove the dagger from his chest so he'd have a second weapon as the hits kept coming.

Sofia spun her back to him and dropped to her knees, bringing her arms up behind her. She slammed the daggers into each side of Vega's groin when he advanced on her. Hissing, he let out an inhuman roar, and he froze, forcing himself not to fall on the weapons lodged in his lower body. He wobbled to stay on his feet; sweat beaded his face, dripping down through the blood.

The warriors all hissed in pain when Sofia planted her knives deep on either side of Vega's manhood.

"Holy fuck." Jake Bender, Sofia's ex-boyfriend, groaned from the second floor.

Alek chuckled from the balcony. "Dude, that's gotta hurt, am I right?"

Raven turned to Alek, raising an eyebrow. Then she said to Caleb, "He reminds me of you."

Caleb grinned and shrugged.

Sofia walked up to Vega, holding her arms out to her sides. She commanded two more daggers to come to her. "I hope there is a hell for your sake." Clutching the blades, she brought up her hands and slashed her right hand across his throat. He gasped, and blood gurgled from his mouth. His warm blood sprayed Sofia from his neck wound. Then she repeated the movement with her left hand, slicing him deeper. His head wobbled before the momentum of his falling body forced his head back, barely hanging on by the skin. Before he could hit the ground, energy flew from her hands, causing his body to explode like before.

The room was so silent when Vega blew up that Sofia forgot for a moment that nearly fifty of their warriors surrounded her. She watched pieces of him land on the wall behind him. One of his hands twitched on the floor a few feet in front of her.

Sofia stood there, looking at the bloody pieces of the vampire she had decimated. Then she looked at the ones she shot in the head, who scattered the floor behind him. Closing her eyes, she opened them to look up at the second floor to Jando and Pedro, who nodded their approval to her.

She was a doctor, and she just killed numerous men. Yeah, they were all bad guys, but it didn't help much when she had spent her whole life treating people, helping them, and healing them. Now she was a killer, a doctor who killed those she deemed unworthy of living. What kind of person did that make her? Sofia had never been the judge or jury; she had no right. But her life was at stake. Her warriors' lives were at stake.

Feeling someone step up behind her, she called back the two daggers from Vega's groin that now lay on the floor. She spun and sank one into whoever approached.

Gage's eyes were wide when he looked down to see a dagger shoved into his left shoulder. "Fuck, baby." He went to pull it out when he went to his knees involuntarily. He tried to move, but he couldn't. Looking up at Sofia, he said, "What the hell, Sofie? What are you doing?"

Sofia looked over at Ambrose, Jericho, Raphael, and Dustin. "Come join him, men."

All four dropped their heads with suspicion and walked over to stand beside Gage. He sat back on his boot heels, the dagger still buried in his shoulder, a bullet above his heart, not able to move as her power held him immobile.

Before the four had time to contemplate what Sofia had planned, Pedro appeared in front of Dustin and slammed his fist into Dustin's face. He landed on his back with a thud, and Pedro was on him in an instant. Pedro picked Dustin up and hit him again and again. With his fist slamming into Dustin's face, blood gushed. Dustin never had the chance to defend himself against the furious warrior. Pedro brought his knee up and kneed Dustin in his balls. When Dustin doubled over, Pedro's knee came up and slammed into Dustin's face. Grabbing him around the throat, he threw Dustin on the ground and smashed his knee into his chest; his fist slammed into Dustin's face again and again and again.

"Pedro." Sofia's soft voice stopped him.

"What the fuck is going on?" Zander roared.

Pedro ended his assault, breathing hard. He glared at Dustin. "Let me make one thing clear, Marshall. If you ever fucking lie to me again about your intention of keeping Sofia safe, I will fucking snap you in half and rip out your fucking heart. Do I make myself clear?" His voice was quiet and in control, the opposite of his actions.

Dustin lay stunned as the blood flowed freely from his face. He looked at the massive, angry warrior above him, who would have finished beating the shit out of him if not for Sofia.

Pedro grabbed Dustin's head and slammed it hard into the floor. "Answer me, motherfucker." He growled with each word.

"Yes. I understand." With labored words, Dustin closed his eyes and took a deep breath.

Pedro stood and walked over to the other four. "And that goes for you four fuckers too. Got it?"

All four warriors gave him a nod. Pedro turned and walked over to Sofia, hooking a hand around her neck. He pulled her to him. In a whisper in her ear, he said, "You shouldn't have stopped me. Now give them hell, or I will." He placed a kiss on her ear since it was the only spot on her face that was free of blood.

I think I like that one, Raven whispered in her team's head.

Elijah, The Prince of Darkness, turned to her, I'd hire him.

Pedro turned and looked up; his gaze collided with Raven's. His head tipped, and his eyes narrowed, as if he heard her in his head.

Sofia had never seen this side of Pedro before. Sure, she heard stories of how lethal and violent he could be, yet she never witnessed it. He had always been so gentle with her, so this rage had her jaw-dropping.

The four warriors standing beside Gage looked at Sofia with their hands at their sides as they waited. Without even time to blink, all four men gasped as daggers were embedded deep within their left shoulders, just as she'd done to Gage. They seemed to come out of nowhere. She simply commanded them to hit their targets without ever moving her hands.

"Jesus fucking Christ, Sofia!' Zander yelled from the second floor. "What the hell are you doing, and why the fuck did Pedro beat the shit out of Dustin?"

Sofia felt Zander's boots hit the floor as he jumped over the second-story railing and walked up behind her. Ignoring his question, she said to the men in front of her. "On your knees."

They all obeyed; Ambrose was the last to comply. "Sofia, -"

"Shut up, Ambrose. Whose idea was this?"

"Sofia, answer me! What the fuck is going on, and why have you just stabbed five of our men and shot two of them? And why the fuck did Pedro beat the shit out of Dustin?" Zander repeated his question, his weapon resting loosely across his body.

"These five came up with a plan to make me think that they were really giving me to Vega, to trade me for Gage. They cuffed me, one of them hit me, and they all played the part of a traitor to a tee. And they conspired on this for weeks, from what I can tell. Now move your ass before you end up down there with them." She didn't raise her voice. She didn't need to; it was lethal and quiet, like Pedro's.

Caleb groaned. "Oh, bad idea. There is nothing like pissing off a lethal female." He slung an arm around Raven's shoulders.

Roman looked at his mate, shaking his blond head, and grinned.

Zander turned to look at the five men on their knees and shook his head. "Are you kidding me? Really? You planned something behind my back? You idiots made her think that you betrayed her?" No one answered him. Nodding to them, "Fine. Do what you gotta do, Doc."

Wiping her face across her arm to keep the blood from dripping in her eyes, she focused on the five men on their knees. Looking at Dustin, "Whose idea was this, Dustin?" This time she couldn't bring herself to call him Dusty, and maybe she never would again. He had fucked royally with her love and respect for him.

Dustin's face gushed blood. His green eyes were blank when he said, "It was mine."

"Liar." Her hand flew out and made the dagger in his shoulder turn ninety degrees without laying a hand on him.

Dustin groaned; his face turned pale, beading with sweat as his teeth clenched to keep from yelling in pain.

"Jericho. Whose idea was this?"

Jericho's dark blue eyes held more pain than the others. Sofia guessed it was because he hit her. "It was mine."

She smiled, blood dripping from her chin to her shirt. "You too are a liar." Jericho hissed in a breath as the dagger turned in his shoulder with her power. "Raphael, let me guess. It was your idea."

With a nod, he replied. "Yes." Following suit, he hissed when the blade turned sideways in his shoulder.

"Well, this is fun."

"Goddammit, Sofia, stop this! You fucking know it was my idea!" Ambrose yelled; he tried getting up, but she rooted him in place like Gage. "They had no choice but to do what I told them, and you know it. They were following my orders, so if you want to punish someone, then punish me and only me."

"Oh, I intend on punishing you." She stepped closer to him, the man she loved. "Why? Why didn't you let me know what was going on? Why make me think you all were betraying me, Ambrose?"

"We were never going to give you to Vega. We just needed you to think that we were." His voice was quiet, and pain laced his words.

She wanted to believe him. Did she see the truth in Ambrose's eyes? Then again, what the hell did she know about when he spoke the truth? She thought he was truthful in the Tahoe too. So she tested herself.

Roman?

He's telling the truth, Sofia.

Thank you.

"Again, why?"

Ambrose looked at her, refusing to answer. His face grimaced as she twisted the knife in his shoulder, just as she did all the rest. His jaw twitched when he clamped it shut as he fought against the pain she inflicted.

Sofia surprised herself with the power she displayed during this blood bath. She didn't know she could manipulate objects the way she did with the daggers. She had practiced with balls, sure, but this seemed different to her. And her power could blow things up; that was new and freaky as shit.

"Are you sure you don't want to answer me, Ambrose?"

"I'll answer you when you want to hear the truth. You aren't willing to listen to me right now, nor are you willing to try to understand my reasoning behind it."

She nodded and turned the blade in his shoulder once again, causing blood to gush from the wound. His big body swayed once, then he sucked in a breath, trying to control the pain.

"Sofia." Galen got her attention to stop her torture. "I want you to meet the team who literally saved all of your asses since they need to leave." He nodded to the six on the second floor next to Alek. "Come down, guys."

All six outsiders materialized next to Galen.

"Who and what the fuck are they?" Gage snapped. "I've never seen these vamps before. Are they yours?"

"No, they're not mine. And they're demons, not vampires. Remember I told you all that demons and vampires were the closest related to an Original being? Well, demons are twice as strong and lethal as vampires. But demons all have a unique gift that comes from an Original Being." Galen began to introduce the team. "This is Caleb. He's the current demon king's son. Damien commands earth, wind, water, and fire. Jacin is a healer. He heals with a touch of his hand. Elijah, aka, The Prince of Darkness, was the General of the Demon Army for over two hundred years."

Some groaned when Galen mentioned that nickname.

"Jesus, brother. How far does your bad reputation go?" Caleb asked Elijah.

Elijah merely shrugged, keeping his eyes on Gage.

"Shit, he's real? I thought he was just a story told to scare people." Zander frowned. They had all heard of this prince before; blood and death fell in his wake.

Galen continued. "This is Roman, and he has a damn powerful mind and-"

Sofia walked over to Roman and put herself in his arms. "Thank you." She looked at all the blood she left on his shirt. "Sorry for the mess."

Roman held her. "You're very welcome, sweetheart. I told you that you could do this."

She shook her head. "You helped me. You calmed me. I can't understand it, but I couldn't have done it without you."

"You just listen well. Like that time when you were in the Tahoe, and you were panicking. You listened to your mate's voice in your head, and he helped calm you. He centered you."

"How the fuck do you know that?" Gage growled at Roman.

Roman just smiled at Gage, not willing to share any more of his knowledge.

"And who is she?" Ambrose nodded at Raven.

"This is Raven. Roman's mate and Elijah's sister."

"And what is hers and Caleb's special power? You didn't say," Zander asked.

"That is a very long story. While they both started out as full-blood demons, they are many things now. But these two could replace fifty of your men in battle." Raven raised one eyebrow at Galen. He chuckled. "Okay, they could probably replace all of you."

"Jace," Raven said to her healer. "Will you patch up Sofia, then Pedro?"

Every pair of eyes in the room snapped to her face. Her voice oozed sex appeal with her raspy tone.

Pedro glanced at her and nodded. She returned a nod.

"Absolutely." Jacin walked up to Sofia. "Hiya, Doc. Mind if I open your shirt up so I can see the wound?" She shook her head, so Jacin ripped a hole big enough to touch her skin. "The dagger went all the way through. You might feel a cold sensation, followed by a warm one." He touched her open wound and began closing it from the inside out, healing it from back to front.

Sofia let out a small gasp as she watched Jacin close the hole in her shoulder. "Oh my god! That's so cool." She smiled up at him. "Thank you. Will you please heal Pedro and Jando for me?"

Jacin smiled back. "You're welcome, and yes. I'll heal anyone who needs it."

Jacin stepped up to Pedro and looked him over. "Mind taking off your shirt so I can see these two?" He pointed to a shoulder and a stomach wound.

Pedro removed his shirt with some effort, and Sofia gasped. "Why do you look burned?"

Jacin didn't give Pedro a chance to answer. "Let me start with the shoulder. It's through and through. Like I told your Doc, it will feel cold at first, then it will turn warm." Jacin applied fingers over Pedro's shoulder, three in the front and three in the back. The hole began to close from the inside out.

Pedro raised an eyebrow. "That's damn cool."

The room was deadly silent as they watched the demon doctor heal their people with his hands.

Jacin smiled. "Now this one, brother, is going to hurt. There's a bullet still in there. And it always hurts worse coming out than it did going in. You ready?" He waited for a nod before he used his powers to make the bullet come back out, taking the same path it entered.

Pedro hissed in a breath as the bullet appeared in Jacin's hand. Then the warming sensation filled the open wound.

Jacin looked at Pedro. "What else hurts?"

"I'm good. Thanks, man."

Raven walked up to Pedro. Their eyes met, and then she laid an open palm on his bare chest. "You really shouldn't lie to us. You have these burns for a reason." She knew it happened when he got caught in Sofia's backwash of power. "Scan his whole body, Jace. He's in pain."

"Pedro, how'd you get those burns?" Sofia repeated her earlier question.

Pedro refused to answer her, but Raven had no issues with doing it for him. "You did it."

"What? How?"

"You lost control. You need to be trained to manipulate your power before you kill someone by accident."

"She is trained." Ambrose snapped at Raven.

"Not well enough. She blew men up."

"And that's a bad thing? She saved our asses." Gage added, not liking her criticizing his mate.

"She almost took Jando once and Pedro twice. If it weren't for me saving him, he'd be dead, splattered all over the floor."

Sofia gasped. "Pedro? Is that true?"

He shrugged. "Probably. I couldn't move out of your path; your power was pulling me in."

"She was too focused on killing. She didn't realize that her power snaked out all around her. If I hadn't pushed her power back, it could have killed more than Pedro. She needs to know how to control that before she hurts someone she cares about or an innocent bystander."

"Listen, woman-" Ambrose groaned when Raven hit him with an electrical current.

Raven slowly walked toward him, sending out a current to all the men on their knees from her fingertips—one bolt per finger, per man. Her electrical current stopped a mere inch from their chest. "This is how power is controlled. You're all in my path," Raven squatted down in front of Ambrose. "But I'm only going to hit you with it." Her ring finger shot out a long bolt of electricity, hitting Ambrose in the chest.

"Motherfucker!" He hissed through clenched teeth.

"Baby, try to play nice," Roman said from behind her.

"This is her playing nice, brother." Caleb chuckled.

"Holy shit, Galen. Call her off." Zander snapped.

Galen raised an eyebrow at Zander. "She's not a dog, dumbass. She's a fucking lethal warrior who saved your men's lives outside and prevented them from getting into this building to kill all of you. And she's right, Sofia needs help learning how to control this kind of power; she sure as hell doesn't listen to me."

"She sure looked in control to me," Zander argued.

"She wasn't," Roman said. "I was in her head, helping her stay focused. I had to let go for a while when nearly three hundred vamps surrounded us. That was when her power backwashed and hit Pedro." He gave Sofia a look of empathy. "I'm sorry, sweetheart. I did more than talk you through it. I guided you when I could."

Gage roared. "You stay the fuck out of my mate's head!"

Roman looked at Gage and spoke into his mind. I'd shut the fuck up, man, if I were you. I'm someone you want on your side. I can help erase those fucking sick memories from her mind so that she can live a normal life.

Gage stared at the blond warrior.

Raven glanced at Zander and said, "You're welcome." Then turned to Galen. "We're out of here. Call me if you ever need anything else."

Galen pulled her into a hug. "Thank you, princess. I owe you one."

"Call me princess again, and you'll have nothing to give."

Galen chuckled. "Yeah, yeah." He looked at the five men behind her. "Thanks for your services, men."

The five nodded in response.

Caleb stopped. "You know, it's a fucking nightmare outside. It looks like a bad horror movie. Your humans are piling the bodies up; you want us to start a bar-b-que and burn them on our way out? These two love playing with fire." He motioned to Damien and Elijah.

"That'd be great, thanks." Galen answered.

The five men disappeared as Raven stayed behind. She looked at Sofia. "Have your father call me if you want to know how to handle your power." She turned to walk away.

Pedro caught Raven's hand before she slipped past him. "Hey, thanks, sweetheart."

Raven nodded, giving him a grin before she slowly disappeared as she walked away.

"Holy fuck, that was a cool trick," Alek said.

Sofia stepped back and looked at Pedro. "I'm so sorry, Pedro." Looking back at Gage as Pedro and Jando made their way to her. "I am leaving. Do not come after me; do not contact me. I am taking Jando and Pedro with me."

"Sofie-"

"I'll be at Galen's, and I mean it, none of you contact me. I do not want to see any of you or speak to you."

Gage tried again: "Sofie, take more men, please."

Narrowing her eyes on him, she understood his concerns. Vega could have more men out there somewhere. And yeah, only taking two guards was stupid. Keeping eye contact with him, she called out, "Peyton, Davis, you're with me."

"Take a full team, Sofia." Ambrose's gruff voice had her head snapping to his green gaze. "Please, take eight men."

Her eyes held his; she saw his pain for what he did to her. "Fine. Callisto, Wren, Jessup..." She glanced around and found her final man. "And Jake." She saw Gage's jaw twitch when she called out Jake, which was her goal.

All eight men walked up and stood behind her.

"Sofia," Sean, her brother, came up, blood oozed from a wound in his left shoulder. "Take Kenny and me with you instead of two of these guys."

"No, I don't need big brothers right now. Besides, I wiped out half of Gage's team. He'll probably need you." Looking up at Dane, she said, "And you are not to give any of these men my blood, got it?"

Dane jumped over the railing and walked up to her. "Doc, they are wounded and -"

"Not my problem, Dane. They chose this path, not me. Don't make me come after you, Dane."

He glanced at the five men on their knees and nodded. "Fine, but I could use your help at the clinic, stitching the rest of the guys up so they heal properly."

"I'm on my way there now." She turned to Jando and Pedro. "You two come with me. The rest of you help Dane organize the men by their injuries, the worst to get treatment first, and we'll meet you back at the clinic." The six nodded to her as she touched Jando and Pedro and teleported them out of there.
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Sofia woke at four in the morning, only getting about three hours of sleep. These days, that was her routine. While she only slept an hour, she laid in bed for two more hours, thinking about Gage, Ambrose, Jericho, Raphael, and Dustin—the men she loved and missed. Long gone were the days she needed a good eight hours of sleep, yet she still had trouble getting her ass out of bed because of the anguish she felt in her heart for these five men. She had no will to get up and face the world yet.

She liked this time in the morning. It gave her some quiet time with Jando and Pedro. Jando got up at four as well each morning so they could have coffee and talk. By day two, after she killed Vega and left Gage and her home behind, Jando had become her rock. He didn't judge her motives, nor did he ask anything other than what she offered. Sofia suspected he had a lot of questions and opinions but did not share them with her. And she didn't know why. Did he think she'd be upset if he voiced his anger or concern over their situation? Maybe he worried that she'd impale him with a sharp object like she did the others.

The eight men she took with her as her guards all adapted rather well in the first twenty-four hours. Their lives were turned upside down by her, yet no one complained. They were a new team thrown together in haste. Jando, Pedro, Callisto, and Wren were accustomed to working together, but they now had four new team members. Davis and Peyton from Rebellion, Jake, a recently changed human and Sofia's ex-boyfriend; and Jessup from the Stooges. The rather serious team had two men who knew how to make her laugh: Peyton and Jessup. Most days, Jake was easygoing and funny, causing the other five to frown at them and their goofy personalities. But they made her smile, and she needed them and their humor to hang on to her sanity.

She heard the men say they felt like they had gone rogue since they were away from The Alliance. They weren't the Phoenix or the Special Forces Unit anymore. They were her men and her team. So, they had dubbed their new team The Rogues.

Jando walked up behind her and leaned down to kiss her cheek. "Good morning, sweetheart."

"Good morning, handsome." Her smile made him smile back.

Jando groaned as he sat his big body down in a patio chair. He kicked his feet up on another chair from under the table and reached for the cup of coffee Sofia held out to him. Inhaling the aroma, he grinned. "Damn, woman, you make some kick-ass coffee. Nice and strong, the way I need it at this hour."

She smiled at Jando. Like all the other Phoenix warriors, he was handsome as sin. His Brazilian heritage reflected in his olive skin and his brown eyes. They weren't dark but amber-colored, like a lion. He wore his hair long, and it hit his shoulders when he didn't have it pulled back into a ponytail. Right now, it hung free, straight as a pin.

Sofia reached over and touched his silky tresses. "I hate you for having this beautiful straight hair. What I wouldn't give to make my curls go away for just one day."

Jando chuckled, showing his perfect white teeth. "I'm pretty sure there are treatments that can straighten your hair. In fact, they're called Brazilian Blowouts." He grinned and winked. "Not sure if they really come from Brazil or not."

"And you know this how?" She gasped, "Oh my god, Jando, do you get your hair done?"

"Fuck no," he said, frowning at the absurdity of her question. "I dated a woman who had them done all the time. Like I would go to a salon and have my hair straightened. You're crazy, Minha Rainha. But if you want straight hair so bad, then do it."

She glanced away and said, "Maybe."

"I see. Gage likes the curls." Taking a drink of his coffee, he watched her over the rim.

"A perfect reason to get rid of them, huh?"

"Do not include me in any plans to piss off your mate. I've been on the other end of his wrath before, and I don't care to go down that path unless it's of my own doing. And I sure as fuck will not fight him over hair."

Inclining her head, her eyes danced with mischief when she spoke. "So, tell me, Jando, do Brazilian waxes come from Brazil?"

He choked on his coffee before he had time to swallow. "Are you shittin' me? I am not answering that question. And why the hell would you think I know anyway?"

"But you know what it is." Her smirk had him kicking her chair under the table.

"I am going back to bed, and I am not talking to you anymore." He made a move to leave. Sofia laughed and put her foot on him to stop him.

"Okay, fine, I'll behave." He snorted, and she smiled. "Have you ever had one? 'Cause they hurt like hell."

"That's it. I'm done with you. I'm two seconds away from drowning you."

Tossing her head back, she laughed. "Fine. I promise to behave."

"Woman, you have no concept of the word."

Her face sobered. It was time to get serious. "Jando, be honest with me. Being with me 24/7 sucks."

"Was there a question in there somewhere?" His amber eyes grinned as his mouth stayed hidden behind his coffee mug.

"Look, if you'd rather go back and be a Terminator again, I'd understand. I would. And I wouldn't hold it against you."

"Are you firing me, sweetheart?"

"No, absolutely not. But I want you to be happy. I'd let you go if that's what you wanted. You're far too good to me to make you do something that makes you unhappy." And that was the truth. Jando meant way too much to her for her to make him miserable.

"And I don't appear to be happy?"

She smacked his arm. "Dammit, Jando, stop answering my questions with questions."

"The first one technically wasn't a question; it was a statement." He laughed when she playfully kicked him under the table. He turned toward her and leaned down to brace his arms on his knees. "Sofia, I, like many others at The Alliance, adore you. That being said, it also means that we have your back, no matter what. You kicked some serious asses with Vega and his swamp rats. You protected all of us during that fight, and that's something we won't forget. We were so outnumbered, it wasn't funny."

Narrowing her eyes on him, she raised one eyebrow suspiciously. "All that said, and you still didn't answer my question, Jando." What was it with these guys? Getting a straight answer out of them was like pulling teeth out with a fork. Too often, it seemed like they were trying to protect her from the truth. They wanted to keep her in a safe bubble where she couldn't get hurt or be disappointed. And while sometimes she found that endearing, right now it was just pissing her off. "Fine, Jando, you're fired. Grab your shit and leave." She got up to leave, only to be blocked by his big body.

Standing in her way, his hand cupped her neck. "Dammit, Doc, listen to me. We aren't used to all this emotional shit you put us through. And we're not used to having to admit what we feel inside. Lucifer didn't give a fuck what we felt."

She slammed both fists on his chest. "I am not Lucifer!"

"I know that. You're way prettier, and you smell better too." He offered her a crooked grin. "I told you before that I'd always be here for you, and I will. I also said that I wouldn't change on you like the others did, and I won't. Do I miss killing the bad guys? Some days yes, which is why I go to the gym and beat the shit out of anyone who will spar with me. Do I wish I was never put on your detail? Again, some days, yes, when you get in these moods, but I do not want to leave you. I will not leave you, so you can just unfire me because I'm not going anywhere, so fucking get used to it."

She offered him an angelic smile. "But are you happy?" She squealed when Jando grabbed her and tossed her over his shoulder.

"That's it. I'm through with you now. I can see this is going to be one of those days." He walked over to Galen's pool and paused.

"Jando, don't you dare! It's too early to be dunked."

"Really? Because you tossing our asses in was so fair at this ungodly hour?" He reminded her of the deal he was stupid enough to make her, which landed every Terminator in the pool. Jando dropped her feet to the ground, anchoring her body to his with one muscled arm. "Do you want to strip out of anything you don't want wet?" He repeated her conditions when she tossed them all in the pool after he agreed to her terms in a game they played. Jando tossed his head back and laughed. "No worries, sweetheart, I won't throw you in." Before she had time to process the ornery look on his face, Jando let himself fall into the pool, taking her with him.

Sofia resurfaced and spewed water out of her mouth as she grabbed onto him. At six-five, he could reach the bottom, but she couldn't. "That was a shit thing to do. And besides, I didn't push you guys in the pool; you lost a bet. Your fault, not mine."

"Yeah, well, you were getting on my nerves with all this talk about feelings and Brazilian stuff." He held the side of her neck, tipping her chin up with his thumb. "Sofia, you will be the first one to know if and when I get sick of you. But for now, yes, I like being one of your guards. You keep me on my toes, and there's never a dull moment with you."

"So... you're saying you're happy, right?" She cracked up when he rolled his eyes.

Jando pushed her head back under the water, then tugged her up. "You know it's too fucking early in the morning for you to be busting my balls like this."

"Jesus Christ. Is this how the rest of the day is going to go?" Wren asked, stopping at the edge of the pool with Callisto beside him. "Cause if it is, I'm going back to bed and letting Galen's vamps get a chance to know you up close and personal."

"Good god, really? Why do you always attack at the crack of dawn?" Callisto shoved his hands in his front pockets, shaking his head at Sofia in Jando's arms. He couldn't stop his grin when Sofia gave him one of her brilliant smiles.

Pedro stopped next to Callisto, winking at Sofia. "Morning, Cielo, starting out on the right foot, I see."

Sofia smiled up at them and said, "Hey, I have a question for you guys. Are you happy here with me because-"

Once again, Jando shoved her under the water. "I'm going to drown this woman if she doesn't stop wanting us to talk about our feelings. Run while you can, men."

*****
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"Goddammit, Jando!" Sofia hissed. "Leave me alone. I said I was okay. Now go."

"The fuck you are! Listen to me, you little shit; you are cranky as hell, and I'm getting sick of it. What the fuck is going on with you all of a sudden?" Jando's patience with her snapped, and he was over this shit. She had been bitchy for almost twenty-four hours, and he was over it.

"Then go. Quit." Yep, she was a raging bitch the past day, and she took it out mostly on Jando since he spent the most time with her, rarely leaving her side.

Jando reached out and grabbed her, dragging her body to his. "I told you I would not walk out on you. Do you ever fucking listen? Get it through that brick wall you call a head."

"I just want to be alone! Get out!" She yelled as anger vibrated from her body, and the lamp rumbled on the nightstand.

"What? You want to shoot my ass out of here?" He eyed the shaking lamp.

"Maybe I do!"

"Both of you shut the fuck up!" Galen roared, entering the room glaring at both Jando and Sofia.

Pedro was on Galen's heals; he looked at Sofia and walked over to her. He pulled her away from Jando, tugging her into his body. "Sweetheart, what is wrong?"

For a moment, she took solace in his arms. She looked up at him. "I need to be alone. Jando won't listen and go away." Laying her head back on his chest, she sighed as some of her bad energy dissipated.

Pedro closed his eyes and breathed in. He began opening himself up to seek out what was going on inside her, something he had acquired since getting her blood. Pedro's eyes opened when he detected her problem. Pulling her back to look at her face, he whispered. "Well, shit."

"What? Why did you say that?" Sofia frowned at Pedro.

"As usual, I have to point out the obvious." Galen looked at Sofia, pointing at her. "You need to get fucked. Otherwise, this rampage you're on will continue. And frankly, I don't know how much longer these men can take you, let alone me!"

"What?" She seethed at her surrogate father. How dare he say such a thing? He had no right talking to her this way, especially in front of her men. The man had no filter some days.

"You heard me. You. Need. To. Get. Laid. Sofia, you know as well as I do what a sexual creature you are. Your body needs it to survive, regenerate, live, and calm you the hell down! Jando's not the only one sick of you."

As much as she hated to admit it, Galen was right. Ever since she got involved with Gage and came out of her dormancy, she had sex every day, for hours at a time. And she stopped cold turkey since both of her sex partners were on her shit list.

"Geez, da, you seem a bit pissed." Her snarky tone had Galen's eyes glowing a vibrant shade of blue that reminded her of Gage. And for a brief moment, her heart constricted at the similarity. "And second of all, do not talk to me about my sex life; you are like my father. It's just creepy." Sofia had never seen Galen this livid before. The veins in his neck and forearms were bulging with anger.

"I don't give a rats ass what it is; you have become unbearable."

"Well, I'm not crawling back to Gage, so this discussion is over." She yelled back as both Jando and Pedro stood by, not wanting to jump between the livid father and daughter.

"And who the hell said you have to fuck Gage?" Galen looked between Sofia, Jando, and Pedro, who had remained silent.

Pedro narrowed his eyes on Jando, then raised an eyebrow at his friend.

Jando chuckled before sobering quickly when he saw the seriousness on Galen's face. "Okay, I'm out of here." Jando stormed off.

"You need to fix this, Sofia. None of us can take much more of this attitude you have." Galen turned, followed Jando's lead, and left the room.
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Sofia's body hurt; it throbbed. Galen was right; she needed sex so bad she couldn't think straight. Coming out of her human dormancy turned her into a sex addict. What a tramp! Sex was all that was on her mind these past few days, and she had hoped she could control it. But no such luck. Her body continued to hum with desire, needing to be touched, kissed, and yes, fucked. And doing it herself didn't seem to ease her discomfort. She wondered if it was because she took Gage's blood. Perhaps she sealed her fate when she did. Now she needed sex like she needed air.

Damn her body for betraying her when celibacy was needed the most. And the gall of Galen suggesting that she should have sex with Jando or Pedro, the ass. They were her friends and her guards, just like Jericho and Raphael were.

Fuck.

Yes, I do, she thought to herself.

A fluttering between the legs forced sex to the forefront of her mind, and she buckled. "Oh shit," groaning, she went into the bathroom and turned on the shower to cold. If there had been an arctic ice setting, she would have used it. She was not sure if cold water worked on women as it did on men, but she stripped and stepped into the icy stream. Her body jolted when the freezing water slid over her.

Hissing out a breath and a steady stream of curse words, she forced herself to remain under the spray. Closing her eyes, she backed up to the cold tile wall and slid to the floor. Sofia pulled her knees up to her chest, buried her forehead into her arms, and let the tears flow. She couldn't control them any more than she could the throbbing need to have a man buried inside her. Her man. Gage.

Suddenly, the shower door was yanked open, and Pedro's big body filled the tiny space. "Shit, what's wrong, sweetheart?" He squatted to her level when ice-cold water hit him. "Jesus Christ! This water is fucking freezing." He reached up to turn it off, then grabbed a towel for her, thankful he could see nothing by the way she was sitting.

"Please, just go, Pedro." Her words were a whisper.

"Baby, what's wrong?"

Looking up at him with red eyes, she said, "Pedro, Galen is right. I'm cranky, bitchy, grumpy, irritable, and cranky."

"You said cranky twice," he said, giving her a lopsided grin. "And I'm pretty sure all those words mean the same thing, anyway. C'mon, let's get you out of there." He held the towel out for her.

Sofia shook her head. "I noticed how fast Jando ran from the room when Galen suggested-"

"I know, baby, but you are Gage's mate. He respects the man for that much. Not to mention, we've worked for him for sixteen years; we're friends."

"I know. You both are my friends too, and I would never do anything to change that. I wouldn't want to."

Sofia felt bad for Pedro. She saw that he was at a loss for what to do. His eyes told her he wanted desperately to help her. He just didn't know how.

Jando stormed into the bathroom. He glanced at Pedro, sitting on his heels, with Sofia naked on the shower floor, knees to her chest. "What the fuck is going on?"

"We're having some issues of the... uh, sexual kind." Pedro responded, then to Sofia, "C'mon, you're freezing."

"No. Turn my water back on."

"No, it's fucking cold."

"Stop saying fucking and fuck. It just makes me feel worse!"

"Goddammit, Sofia, get your ass up now!" Pedro held the towel out to her once again. His voice was stern, yet he did not yell at her. Pedro never yelled at her, though this was the closest he'd ever come.

Sofia stood without the towel he offered, turned the cold water back on, and then faced both men in all her naked glory. "You may go now."

Jando froze in place; his eyes traveled down her body, then back until their eyes met. "Fuck, Sofia." He turned on his heel and stormed out.

Pedro chuckled at her boldness. "When you are through with this tantrum, come find me, sweetheart." Following Jando's lead, he left.

*****
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Sofia sat in the cold shower for nearly an hour. Now her body throbbed for a whole different reason; she was ice-fucking cold. After Sofia turned two shades of blue, her mind began to take control. Closing her eyes and taking deep breaths, she leveled herself out. She forced sex off of her brain and Gage's hard body, both of which she craved more than air.

If she were completely honest with herself, it was Gage she missed more than anything. She yearned to be in his arms, snuggled up against his lean, muscled body, to feel his body moving over hers. It pissed her the hell off that she wanted him so desperately. So desperately, she could hardly think, let alone function, most days.

But her mind was clear and her body was under control for now, so she sought out Jando. Finding him in the yard by the pool with a beer in his hand, she smiled. Sofia walked up behind him, placing her hands on his shoulders.

"You better as fuck have clothes on." He didn't bother turning to her.

She chuckled, tipping his head back, she kissed his forehead. Sofia moved around to sit across from Jando. "Yeah, sorry about that."

He lifted an eyebrow. "I can't accept your apology because I don't really think you mean it."

Rolling her eyes, she continued. "Okay, I was a bitch, I know. And I am truly sorry, Jando. Now, I want to talk to you about something. I am changing things with my security. I want three shifts with three teams of eight. Twelve hours a day is too much for you guys. You need a life. And... well, I am sort of firing you from leading a team."

"Are you serious? I told you I'd always have your back." Jando made a move to leave, her foot planted on his leg.

"If you walk away from me now, Jando, don't come back."

"Now you're threatening me?"

"Yup. You want to listen now?"

"You're not giving me a choice."

"Nope. I want you to replace Ambrose and be the head of my security."

"What? He won't go for that."

"He has no choice. I said I'm making changes, and that's the first order of business. I want you for the job—someone I trust, someone who has never lied to me, tricked me, or betrayed me. I want you in charge of all three teams. I also want at least six alternate guards in case any of the regulars go on vacation or want a day off. And you'll have to fill those spots."

"Sofia, that isn't a full-time job."

"No, but you'll still be with me for part of the day."

"And what will I be doing?"

"Well, I can't very well go pee without you now, can I?"

"Smartass. What's the real job, Sofia?" His amber eyes narrowed on her.

"Seriously, it gets lonely in there." She squealed when he put his boot under her chair and tipped her back, threatening to dump her over. "Okay. I need you with me, Jando, because... I don't know how to explain it. You calm me somehow. No, calm is what Pedro does. You make me see things differently and sort of reel me in. You center me. You talk me down when you know I'm about to do something stupid. You've kept me from getting into more trouble than I can handle some days."

"You mean more trouble than we can handle. You cause it and let the shit fall where it may."

"Okay, that too. I know it sounds menial, but I want you with me to help me deal with shit as it comes up and to talk me down from stupid ideas. Like an advisor." She scrunched up her nose. "Yeah, that sounds menial and stupid. Forget I asked. You can have any job you want."

Jando reached over and lifted her hand to his lips, leaving a soft kiss. "No, sweetheart. I think that sounds like a good idea—someone to hold your reins before you run amuck." He laughed at the face she made at him. "If I do this, what hours do you want me?"

"I'll take whatever hours you want."

"No, what time would you like me?"

"Either seven to five, or if you want to start earlier or later, then that's fine too."

He thought for a moment, "I think seven to five would work. After all, those are the hours you get into the most trouble." He grinned and winked.

"Keep it up."

"But so help me, Doc; if you ever stand naked in front of me again, I won't walk away. Got it?"
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It was one-thirty in the morning. Hours had passed since Jando talked to Sofia by the pool. Pedro took a shower, dressed in only some loose sweats, and headed downstairs. He doubted that she'd need anything, so he went to relax. This was the time of the night that their team had a break from guarding the perimeter of Galen's home. From midnight to seven in the morning, Galen employed some of his vamps to take over, to give them time to relax.

Sofia often stayed in her room from midnight to four. This gave the men time to hang out and watch TV or play video games to help them relax and destress. She wanted them to have a few hours of their own without worrying about what she was doing.

Pedro grabbed a beer and walked into the room, filled with the other seven warriors. Davis and Callisto were playing Halo as the others harassed them for their less-than-stellar moves.

Everyone held either a cell phone or tablet as they watched their teammates play a video game. It was their only time to check emails or conduct their personal business. They didn't have much of what resembled a normal life these days, so they used their time to unwind.

Pedro rubbed a hand over his damp, buzzed hair and stood behind the couch where Jando, Wren, and Jake were all lounging.

Holding a throw pillow over his chest, Jando said, "Have a seat, brother, and relax."

"Naw, I'm edgy right now." Why? He couldn't be sure; maybe it was because he walked away from a sexy, naked woman earlier. And now he had sex on his mind.

"Maybe you need to have your ass kicked in a good sparring session." Jando teased.

"And who might be able to do that? We are all pretty equal in our power and strength now." He took a long drink of his beer. Rolling his shoulders, he winced; something felt off. He had sensed it for the past ten minutes but couldn't put his finger on it or its source.

"Yeah, well, you beat the fuck out of Dustin without a problem, so I'd say you're wrong," Jake said as he finished a text.

Being restless, Pedro walked around the couch and stood by Jake. He shifted from foot to foot as the feeling that something was wrong became stronger. His chest ached, and he felt an overwhelming sensation of sheer panic, or what he assumed was panic since he'd never had that emotion before.

Jando sat up and looked at his friend at the other end of the couch. "Jesus, Pedro, what's wrong with you?"

All eyes landed on Pedro as he winced, rubbing a fist over his chest. His other hand dropped his bottle of beer as Jake effortlessly caught it. "Fuck! Sofia!" He took off running for the stairs, taking them three at a time. He ran down the hallway and threw open Sofia's bedroom door. He scanned the room, and she wasn't in her bed. His heart sank. Then he heard her voice saying, Stop, please stop. Turning, he saw her crouched in the corner of her room, her knees pulled up to her chest, and her face buried in them.

Pedro rushed to her, kneeling in front of her. "Cielo, what's wrong, baby? Talk to me, are you hurt?"

Jando and the rest of the team were now in her room, weapons in hand. He walked up to Pedro and Sofia and knelt. Reaching for Sofia, "Sweetheart, what's wrong?"

Sofia yanked away from Jando. "Don't touch me!" She yelled, and her eyes showed terror that made all the men flinch.

Galen pushed his way through the warriors and looked down at Sofia. "Sofia, what's wrong?" He moved up to where her two warriors knelt.

"Baby, what happened?" Jando pressed on.

"Leave me alone. Go away." She pulled as far away from Jando as she could with the wall to her back, resembling a wild animal.

"Let me take this man." Pedro urged, moving a few inches closer. "Sofia, look at me." Gently, his finger tipped her chin. When she didn't yell at him, he forged on. "Baby, let me help you. It's over, sweetheart; he can't hurt you anymore."

"That's not true." Her eyes looked wild and uncertain.

"Yes, it is. He's gone; he's dead. You are safe now. I'll keep you safe, like I promised."

Tears filled her dark eyes as she dove into Pedro's arms. He grabbed her and held her tight against his chest. Scooping her legs up, he stood with her while she clung to his neck.

"Everyone out. I got her." Pedro looked at Galen and Jando. He knew Jando was hurt that Sofia didn't want him to comfort her. While she was close to Jando, she wanted Pedro for comfort. "I got her, brother. She'll be okay."

Nodding, Jando raised a hand to touch her before quickly dropping it. "Yeah." Turning, he ushered all the men out of Sofia's room.

Pedro didn't move for several minutes; he just stood there, holding her trembling body. Walking over to her bed, he said, "Sweetheart, I'm going to lay you on the bed."

Sofia's grip on him tightened. "No, don't leave me; please don't leave."

He felt her hot tears falling on his shoulder, and his chest was constricted. "Baby, I'm not going anywhere. I'm going to lay down with you, okay?" When she nodded, he eased them down on the bed. Pedro stretched out on her bed and kept her tucked into his body. His arms bound around her as she snuggled into his embrace, her face resting on his bare chest.

Pedro ran a hand down her hair, turning his face into her silky locks. He kissed her head. "You know, it has been a long time since I laid in bed and held a beautiful woman like this. It feels nice." And it did. He breathed in her feminine, earthy scent, which he now associated with Sofia. Her warm body pressed into his, and he realized he liked feeling her in his arms. Something about Sofia calmed his inner demons as he calmed her. For the first time in a long time, he felt relaxed and like he belonged.

"Pedro?"

"Yes, baby?"

"You said he couldn't hurt me anymore. Why'd you say that?"

"Because he can't."

Propping herself up so she could look at Pedro, she scowled. "Who?"

"Vega."

"But... why would you say that? I mean, you sounded like you knew what I was thinking or feeling."

Pedro cupped her face, his thumb caressing her cute, pointed chin. "Yeah, about that. I... uh, well, I feel your fear, pain, and anxiety. When I think back, I always have. Remember that day you had the meltdown in the clinic? Well, I felt like you were calling out to me. And when I got up here and saw you in the corner of the room, I got flashes of the nightmare you were replaying in your head." He lowered his forehead to hers. "I'm so sorry, sweetheart. I had no idea what he did to you when you were Gage's mate. I'm so sorry." He repeated, keeping his head placed against hers. After pulling back, he looked into her eyes, which had filled again with tears. "I won't let you go. You got it? I am here to stay." When she nodded, he kissed her lips with a simple, sweet kiss.

Sofia laid back down, burrowing into his body. Her fingers skimmed down his stomach to the waistband of his sweats, and one finger flicked the band. "I still owe you some money, don't I?"

Pedro chuckled at her reminder to slip money in his pants on the morning she shoved the Terminators in the pool one by one from a bet Jando lost. And it was so like her to lighten the mood with a joke. "Smartass. But don't think I wouldn't accept it if you did."

She moved her hand back to his stomach, snuggling once again into his body, and closed her eyes. "Thank you, Pedro, for this. I love you."

"Anything for you. I love you too, Cielo. Remember when Gage went missing? I told you to call me if you ever needed me. This is what I meant. I have a way of pulling that fear away from you. When you feel panic taking root, all you have to do is call me in my head, and I'll come for you. Got it?"

"Yes, I got it."

"You'd better, 'cause I'm getting damn tired of repeating this to you." He kissed her head and tugged Sofia tighter to his body.

Pedro remained motionless for a long time. He didn't want to disturb her. He just held her warm, supple body to his. Her large breasts pressed into him, and her beautiful face was sleeping on his chest. And for the first time, he realized that he needed her. Pedro was drawn to her like he had never been drawn to a woman before. She felt good in his arms, and if he hadn't known it before, he knew now, he'd never leave this woman. Sofia was a part of him; her blood ran through his veins. And he liked knowing that.

Two nights later, it happened again, and Sofia screamed bloody murder. All eight warriors, plus Galen, flew to her room as they had before. Only this time, it took Pedro almost ten minutes to get close to her. When Sofia finally focused on Pedro's face and saw who he was, like before, she threw herself into his arms. Still refusing Jando's help, he left the room feeling dejected once again.

From that night on, Pedro slept in bed with her every night to help keep her nightmares at bay. And it worked for a couple of nights before her third nightmare hit. By her fourth nightmare, his voice in her head helped bring her out of it.

Cielo, sweetheart, I am here. I will not let anything happen to you, but you must open those beautiful brown eyes for me. I know you feel my arms around you, Sofia. Come back to me now and end this. Look at me, baby, open your eyes.

With Pedro's reassuring words, she opened her eyes, and once again, they filled with tears. Once again, she sobbed in his arms.

Pedro's heart broke for her, and he wished he knew how to help her, how to end these dreams. Her pain and anguish didn't just tear at his heart, but the other seven warriors in the house too. They all felt helpless, a feeling no one was accustomed to having. The one thing they all knew was that they'd never let her deal with them alone.

*****
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Galen's life had been turned upside down for going on two weeks. And he didn't see that Sofia was making any progress forgiving the five men, four of whom she was bound to. She was determined to make them all suffer for as long as possible, and part of him understood her reasoning. They deserved to be punished for what they did to her. Hell, he wanted to beat the living shit out of each of the five men for terrorizing her the way they did. The father in him wanted to hurt anyone who hurt his little girl, and it didn't matter that one of them was his son.

Galen had waited far too long to have Sinead back, even if she was Sofia now. Deep down, she was the same woman. And his fatherly instincts made him want to hold her and protect her from anyone who might cause her harm or pain. Yet he needed her to go back to her mate, where she belonged.

He tried bringing Gage up twice, only to have her close herself off from him. Sofia had no intention of talking to him about her mate, his son, and it pissed him off. If Galen was anything, it was that he was an honest asshole. He was blunt more often than not, and he realized that being direct was the path he would have to go down with Sofia to get her back to Gage.

Pausing at her bedroom door, Galen knocked with one knuckle. When she opened the door to him, she smiled and went into his arms. "I heard you went for another early morning swim this morning, this time with Callisto. That's two, recently. Are the men trying to get rid of you?"

She snorted. "It seems that way."

"Well, someone needs to put you in your place every now and then, and the Terminators are not afraid to do that." He studied her delicate face and grinned. "Jando will follow you to the ends of the earth. You know that, right?"

"Yes, I do."

"And do you know that Pedro balances you?"

"Yes, I do."

Galen tugged her further into her room. "Okay, you and I are going to talk. If you want to shut yourself off, fine, but you will listen to me, sweetheart."

"This is about Gage again?"

"Yes. Now hush and listen to me." A frown formed between her eyes as she crossed her arms over her chest, taking a defiant stance. "You need to stop this shit with Gage. He is your mate, and he needs your blood. You are making him suffer physically more than you are emotionally. Sofia, it needs to stop."

"I'm sure he's doing fine without my blood, Galen. Don't be so dramatic."

"Dramatic? Think for a damn minute. You saw Gage's face that day. Do you really believe that his face was the only part of his body that Vega beat?"

"What do you mean?"

Galen ran a frustrated hand through his hair. "Sofia, they beat the hell out of him. He is covered in wounds, and because you are denying him your blood, his body can't heal. Once we mate, only our mate's blood can heal us, and he needs yours. He can feed all he wants, but that blood will not heal him. And hell, by all accounts, you're mated to Raphael and Jericho too. Their wounds aren't healing either."

"What? Seriously? Why does no one tell me about all these mating rules? Why am I on a need-to-know basis all the time?" She looked down, "How bad was he hurt?"

Shaking his head, he let out a breath. "I don't know, he won't tell me, and he won't let me see. Dane can't get him to show him either. Look, be mad as fuck at him, I don't care. Actually, I think he deserves it along with Kane, but when you're causing him as much physical pain as Vega did, then I feel I need to step in. Kane and Dustin have both healed since one has a mate and the other only has your blood. But Gage, Raphael, and Jericho can't heal; they all need you."

Sofia looked at Galen with questioning eyes. "What else are you not saying?"

He chuckled. "You need to fuck your mate. No, wait," He grabbed her arm as she spun away. "Listen to me; he's cranky as shit, and you're not much better most days. Your bodies are calling out to one another. By withholding your body from him, you are causing both of you pain. You know as well as I do that your bond is too strong to be separated for long."

"Just so that I am clear, you're saying I need to give him my blood and screw him? And forget about what he did to me? He made me think he hated me, and he left me. No, no, I can't do that."

"Jesus, you're so difficult sometimes. Do you not realize that you can give him blood and have sex with him without involving emotions? It's no different than paying for a hooker. Lack of that emotional connection is what is hurting him more right now than your body or your blood. I see it in his eyes. He needs you to love him more than anything. So, keeping your love from him is what will keep him in pain. If that's what you're aiming for, but he needs your blood to heal the wounds that Vega gave him."

"I've never paid for a hooker, jackass." Sofia turned away and walked to her window. She watched as some of the guys were relaxing and talking out by the pool. "Has he called?"

"What do you think?"

"Has he called?"

"For fuck sakes! Yes! He calls every day, sometimes twice a day. And frankly, I'm tired of being the damn middleman for both of you. You need to call him over and talk to him, Sofia. If you don't, I'm having Jando and Pedro pack your ass up and haul it home, where you must face him. And I will put those damn cuffs back on you to prevent you from teleporting if I have to." He pointed at her. "Call him and fix this. You forbid that all five men get their shoulder wounds tended to. My guess is that it's because you wanted them to be reminded never to betray you again. But forbidding Gage, Jericho, and Raph to heal their wounds makes you no better than Vega."

And with that, Galen stormed out of her room to let that sink in.
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~ Chapter 25 ~
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Sofia sat in the corner of the room on the floor, pulling her legs up to her chest. Her heart hurt more now than it did since the day she thought four of the men she loved had betrayed her.

Why didn't she realize that Gage had most likely been beaten and tortured by Vega? Had she ignored the obvious to punish Gage more? If so, what kind of monster did that make her? Sofia had no answers; she only knew that she was tired of hurting and tired of feeling empty without him. At the same time, she couldn't stop reliving that moment when he told her he didn't want her back and that she wasn't his forever. The pain and rage on his face looked as real as the hatred on Ambrose's face when he made her think she meant nothing to him.

Wiping her eyes, she groaned. "Shit."

A knock on her door brought her head up from where it rested on her knees. "Come in."

Pedro and Jando both walked in, stopping to look at her as she sat cuddled up in the corner of the room.

Pedro made it to her first. On his knees, he asked, "Sweetheart, what's wrong?"

"What happened, Minha Rainha?" Jando walked over to her and kneeled in front of her, next to Pedro.

Sofia looked up at Pedro. "I was just given a lesson on behaving like a soulless bitch." She wiped at her eyes again. "I'm okay. But both of you sit."

"I'm too fucking old to sit on the floor," Jando teased, but sat to her right as Pedro sat across from her, leaning against the bed.

"What's going on, Sofia?" Pedro asked her quietly with an expression that made her want to crawl into his arms.

"Does Gage call or come by?"

Both men sat silent; both simply looked at her.

"Answer me, dammit. Does he call or come by?"

Jando nodded. "He calls at least once a day, sometimes more."

"What does he want?"

Pedro scowled at her. "Really? You have to ask? He is checking on you to make sure you're okay. He never asks to speak to you out of respect for what you told him that day in the warehouse, but he calls to check on you."

Jando nodded. "He has stopped by a couple times to see if we need anything or if you need anything. But he never asks to see you for the same reason Pedro gave."

Her eyes narrowed. "And why have none of you told me this?"

"Because you didn't want to hear from him. You made it clear. We honestly figured that you'd sense him when he stopped by, or at least you should have if-" Jando snapped his mouth shut.

"If what, Jando? If I wasn't being such a cold-hearted bitch?"

He snorted his response. "I was going to say if you hadn't let your hatred for him cloud your mind and your heart. You shut yourself off from him so tightly that you couldn't feel him or his pain when he stopped by."

"I'm pretty sure that equals being a cold-hearted bitch." Rubbing her eyes, she jumped up, walking to the window. "Shit. So, are you taking his side, Jando? You weren't there when he looked me in the eye and told me he hated me and that he didn't want me, Kara, back. He betrayed me as much as the other four did. It hurts worse coming from him, though. What am I supposed to do? Forget the hell he put me through. The hell they all put me through?"

Pedro stood and walked up behind her. "Sofia, I know you don't want to hear this, but hell, I may as well just say it. I have worked with these men for a very long time, and they wouldn't go to this extreme if it wasn't for a damn good reason. And I, for one, have to believe that they all did it out of love for you."

"Are you serious? You beat the shit out of Dustin!" She snapped at the man who comforted her at night to chase away her demons.

"Yeah, because he lied to me, and I let you go with him. I'm the reason you were taken that day because I fell for his lies."

And yeah, she saw the raw emotion Pedro held on to for that one fleeting moment. But how could he have known what was about to go down? She was closer to the five men, and she still never saw it coming.

Jando bounced up and stood next to Pedro. "He's right, sweetheart. You know that love can fuck shit up. But I agree with Pedro, they did it out of love. They needed you to be full of hurt, hate, and anger for them to pull off that fucked-up plan. I don't know why, but it worked."

"And what, Jando? I can see there is something else you want to say, so just say it. This is why you have a new job, remember?" Did she really want to hear what else he had to say? Yes and no. Yes, because curiosity would kill her, and no, because she didn't need him pointing out the truth to her. She knew she was acting like a spoiled child throwing a tantrum, but she didn't know how else to deal with the five men who tore her heart to shreds. Sofia had never known this kind of anguish in her life, not this life anyway.

Jando turned his face away from her and grimaced. "Do you want me to be brutally honest here, Doc, because what I say may piss you off?"

"Say it."

"Okay. First, those five men would never do anything to harm you in any way. I don't understand the relationship you have with Jericho and Raph; it's none of my business, but they'd never hurt you. I can see it in their eyes. Secondly, you need to trust me to know this point. If Jericho and Raph got involved, it was because they weren't given a choice. They followed orders." Jando paused and glanced at Pedro before he continued. "As I said, I don't know their reasons, but I'm certain Ambrose and Gage did what they did only to protect you. If you think they'd take the chance of Vega getting his claws into you for a third time, then you're too damn bullheaded for your own good. And you're being unfair to J and Raph; orders are orders."

"Look," Pedro began, "not to sing Gage's praise, but that man would rather let himself get captured and tortured than allow you to get hurt. Which he did. And emotional hurt is not even in the same league as physical hurt." He must have known the argument she was about to make. "Have you always been fair to Gage in your past lives? You died on him twice, from what I hear. While I don't know if the rumors are true, it sounds like you killed yourself in order to save Gage the last time. Sofia, it's the same kind of love Gage showed you with this Vega fiasco. Maybe he felt like he owed you somehow."

Well, damn him. Pedro was right. She killed herself to save the man she loved more than anything. She left both Gage and Ambrose, so Ambrose could save Gage. While she thought her actions were justified, maybe they caused more harm than good. Maybe she had been selfish. She escaped and left the two most important men in her life alone to tend to themselves.

Sofia looked at her men. "Yep, that sounds like a cold-hearted bitch. You guys want to know about Jericho and Raph?"

"It's none of our business, Sofia."

"You guys are my guards, and I suspect eventually it will get out. Nothing remains a secret for long, does it?" She cocked an eyebrow at both men. Both men frowned at each other as she walked to her door. She opened it and yelled for the rest of the men to come up. Within minutes, Jake, Callisto, Wren, Davis, Peyton, and Jessup all entered her room. Her bedroom shrank considerably, with eight huge men taking up space. Sofia looked at each man. "First, I want to tell each of you, thank you for coming with me on such short notice. I don't think I have told you how much it means to me. And I couldn't have done this without any of you."

"We'd miss you, Doc, if you hadn't taken us." Davis grinned and gave her a wink, his Aussie voice making her smile.

"Secondly, I want to tell you all something that, up until now, has remained a secret. I'm telling you because I trust you, men, and I need you to know. And I don't care if you keep it to yourselves or not. Like I told Jando and Pedro, I suspect it will get out anyway; I just want to be the first to tell you."

Callisto hooked his thumbs in his front pockets. "Look, Doc, you're allowed to have secrets from us."

"I know, Callisto, but this is going to get harder and harder for some of us to hide."

"Us?" Wren frowned.

Sofia nodded. "Jando mentioned a minute ago that he sensed something different in my relationship with Jericho and Raph. Do the rest of you too?" The six other warriors all nodded in agreement. "Okay, then that's what I need to explain." She massaged the back of her neck, thinking of the best way to say this, and decided there was none. "Back when Dane and Galen asked for volunteers to get blood transfusions from me, you all know that Jericho and Raph both volunteered. Well, within a few days, they were having some symptoms from receiving my blood. They, uh, well, they, shit, this is harder than I thought."

"Then don't tell us, Doc," Jessup said. "Maybe it's something we don't need to know after all."

"No, you do. Okay, they started having sexual feelings for me." Blurting it out resembled ripping a band-aid off an open wound. There is no sense in dragging it out.

"Shit," Peyton hissed. "That's not what I expected you to say."

Yeah, she could only imagine.

"A long time ago, when I reincarnated myself, I came back as a small child. When I did, somehow I landed myself in the forest, and I was lost for days. Then I stumbled upon two hunters, who happened to be Raph and Jericho. I didn't recognize them because when they found me, I was sick, and I slept pretty much the whole time I was with them. And well, I was in such bad shape that they gave me their blood to save me."

"Jesus." Davis groaned. "You're now blood bonded to them."

They all knew what that meant. The two men would crave her body and blood the same as Gage would, and she theirs.

Sofia nodded as she looked at the men. "Yes, I am."

Jando was looking down when she glanced at him.

Pedro's gray eyes watched her. "And how is Gage taking this?"

She offered him a sad smile. "How do you think? He's pissed as hell. He was okay sharing me with one, but now three."

"Whoa, back up," Jando said when his head snapped up. "You're bonded to another man? Who is the third man?"

"Not blood bonded, but emotionally bonded. But it's one more secret you all should know about." She sucked in a deep, cleansing breath. "It's Ambrose."

"Holy mother of god. Seriously?" Pedro mumbled as he scrubbed a hand down his face. His eyes caught hers, and he frowned. "You sure know how to pick'em, Doc."

"You all know he and Gage have been friends for a really long time. When I was Gage's wife, Kara, I knew Ambrose too. I won't go into all the details, but Ambrose used to take my blood back then. Then Gage asked me to let Ambrose take my blood not long after I moved into the fortress for an extra layer of protection."

"In case something happened and Gage couldn't get to you in time," Pedro said.

She nodded. "So when Ambose began taking my blood recently, it reinforced that old emotional bond."

This time, Jando had a question. "Does he take it from an IV or your vein?"

Sofia paused before answering. "My vein." She knew the question they all now have swirling around in their heads: Did she have sex with Ambrose? "So, I may as well answer your next question: Yes, we have sex when he takes my blood." She frowned, then continued. "Ambrose has been a big part of my life, both past and present. We both knew we felt a connection to each other when we met, but neither of us understood why."

Jake scrubbed a hand down his face as Pedro did. "Holy shit. So, you're bonded to four men? How the fuck does that work?"

Shaking her head, she realized that Jake must be hurt as hell over this. She couldn't commit to him, and now she is bound to four men. "Honestly, Jake, I don't know. Gage is my mate, and he comes first, but Ambrose is a huge part of my life too. I love him, but in a different way than Gage. As far as Jericho and Raph, well, we haven't... Uh-"

"Porked? That's the word you're searching for, right?" Peyton grinned, trying to lighten the mood. "Damn, Doc, can I sign up too?"

Sofia laughed. "You know, Peyton, there may be a day where you actually do get shot between the eyes for your remarks." She thought back to when Gage threatened Peyton when they were kissing on the roof. "But yes, we haven't done that yet. But a few weeks ago, Dane came up with an idea to see if we could undo the bond between Raph, Jericho, and myself. He thinks if we drain their blood and fully replace it with mine, it will sever the bond. We were going to try this after we got rid of Vega."

"Just curious, how can they stand that? It's been a damn long time since they started getting your blood. Hell, they were the first two to get it. How are they still sane?" Jando cocked his head at her.

"Dane gives them doses of my blood every other day. It knocks off the edge. But since the warehouse, I have had all of them cut off."

Pedro shook his head. "Like hell, it does. If you're bonded to them, then you may have to be miserable, Doc. It may curb some cravings, but inside they must be fighting a battle that I wouldn't wish on my worst enemy. And cutting them off from your blood is cruel, sweetheart."

Her gaze held Pedro's, and she nodded. "Yes, as I mentioned to you earlier, Galen bitch-slapped me over all of this."

Pedro winced. "No wonder those two have been so withdrawn and irritable as hell lately. Shit." He scrubbed a restless hand over his head.

"Look, I'm telling you all this because when I leave here and go back home, I'd like all eight of you to continue to be my guards. I will assemble two more teams, maybe three, who work only eight-hour shifts, so you guys can have more of a life. And I feel that if you are my guards, then you need to be aware of all this. You will need to know why I leave to go spend time with Jericho and Raph without any of you if Dane's idea doesn't work the way we hope."

"When are you planning to go back home, sweetheart? Soon, I hope, because Gage is a fucking mess." Pedro gave her a small grin; his eyes reflected his love for her.

"That's what I was going to tell you next. I will be going home this Wednesday. I need to go into The Alliance and meet with everyone to assemble more teams. They won't let me live without around-the-clock guards, but this time I'm letting all of you decide if you want this task. I will not order you to remain my guards."

Sofia walked up to Jando and Pedro and said, "The next time Gage shows up, let him in. I want to see him."
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Thirteen days, fourteen hours, and now... seven minutes passed since Sofia walked out of Gage's life. Yep, it was pathetic that he had it down to the minute, but it was all he could think about—losing Sofia.

Gage deserved every ounce of torment she dished out. He fucking told her to get out of his life; he didn't want her back. He called her a selfish bitch. Gage cringed even now at how easily those vile things fell out of his mouth.

His deception went too far. Too fucking far.

And telling her he was wrong about her being his forever was the worst thing he ever said to her. He'd pay for those words dearly.

Not having the slightest idea how to make her forget the horrible things he said that day kept his chest in constant pain and despair. And it was hard to breathe without her by his side. His body ached from going to bed and waking up alone; her warm, luscious body was not there to soothe him or calm the beast inside. With each passing day, he felt the darkness that plagued him for over a hundred years edging its way back into the depths of his soul.

He didn't deserve her forgiveness; he knew that.

Rolling his shoulders, he groaned; the pain in his shoulders and back wasn't going away. The whip marks were still bloody red and didn't attempt to heal without Sofia's blood to aid him. His ribs throbbed with every breath he took, where Vega's men had beaten the shit out of him while he was chained up. But it was the open wounds on his back that hurt the most; they bled daily. He'd gone through so many damn shirts that he'd taken to wearing only black for days now. Not that we wore many other colors.

It was time to change his shirt again. He carefully pulled it over his head, wincing as his cell phone rang. Make it Rain by Ed Sheeran played.

It was Sofia calling; it was one of her favorite songs. Gage froze momentarily and stared down at his phone. Seeing her beautiful face pop up made his chest constrict. Grabbing it up, he answered. "Sofie?"

She waited a beat. "Yeah, hi."

He squeezed his eyes shut, thankful she answered. For a second, he thought she would hang up. "Hey, baby. It's good to hear your voice. How are you?"

"I'm okay. You?"

"I'm... Hell, Sofie, I feel like shit for what I did. But hey, I brought it all on myself, so I can't really complain." He paused, pinching the bridge of his nose. "I'm just glad you called, baby. It's good to hear your voice."

"Gage, if you're not too busy today, can you come see me?"

He nearly dropped the phone. "Sweetheart, you know I'd be there in a second if you asked me to. Of course, I'll come by; just tell me when."

She was silent again, making him wonder if she was still on the line.

"How about an hour?"

"Sure, I'll see you in an hour, as long as your guards let me in."

"Jando will let you in." And with that, she hung up.

His head fell back, his eyes closed as he said a silent thank you to whatever gods made her call him. This heart thrummed with excitement from hearing her sexy voice, yet he heard the pain he caused her etched in it.

It was the longest goddamned hour he'd ever experienced. He felt like a young boy going to pick up a girl for a first date. He was nervous as fuck. It felt like bats were flapping around in his chest since he got her call.

And in minutes, he'd find out if he had a chance with the one woman he couldn't live without. And at this point, he didn't care what she made him do to earn her forgiveness.

Parking his Harley outside Galen's house, Gage climbed off, walked up to the door, and knocked. He had the same odd fluttering in his chest as he did the day he went back to the clinic to pick Sofia up for Zander. The anticipation of seeing her was killing him.

Jando opened the door, looked him up and down, and smiled. "Damn, brother, you look like shit. But it's good to see you." He stepped up to Gage and hugged him.

Gage winced, hugging his friend back. "Thanks, man. It's good to see you too." Inside, he asked, "How's this new team doing?"

Jando chuckled. "Pedro and I are trying our hardest not to kill Peyton and Jessup, and some days, Jake. Those three can grate on our nerves with their chipper attitudes, but we're managing."

"Managing my ass. I pulled my gun on Peyton this morning at the coffee pot." Pedro grinned as he came in and gave Gage a quick hug, slapping him on the back.

Gage hissed, and his knees buckled. "Shit."

"What the hell is wrong?" Pedro frowned as he inspected the man he'd worked for for almost sixteen years.

"Sorry, brother, just some wounds that won't heal. I'm okay." He tried hard to mask the pain, grinning at Pedro.

Jando narrowed his eyes on Gage. "Vega's men hurt you, and you can't heal without Sofia's blood."

It was a statement that Gage didn't need reminding of.

Gage shrugged. "I'll be okay."

Jando frowned back. "Fuck, man. Come on, let me take you to her." They started walking when he stopped. "Can I talk to you first?"

"Sure. What's up?"

Gage was glad to see that his two best warriors didn't treat him any differently. They were both good men, and he was happy when Sofia took them with her. These were two men he knew, beyond a shadow of a doubt, would protect her with their lives.

"Follow me, we'll use the library." Jando led him down the hall to a massive library lined with what looked like hundred-year-old books.

Gage looked around the ornate library, which looked like it had stepped out of the eighteenth century. "Huh, this looks like something my father would have."

Jando leaned on the edge of the huge, dark walnut desk that sat in front of the wall of books. "Look, brother, there is something I need to tell you."

Gage narrowed his eyes on the man he trusted with his team and his woman. "Okay. What is it?"

Jando looked at Gage for a moment, scrubbing a hand down his face. "Fuck, man. Sofia told us about her bond with J, Raph, and Ambrose. And I think I can speak for all of us when I say I am sorry, man."

Gage's jaw clenched, and a muscle in it twitched as he walked over to the window and looked out. He needed a moment, hearing the words out loud hit him hard in the chest. "Yeah, well, that's the least of my worries right now."

"Shit, man. I can't even imagine what either of you must be going through over this. She also said Dane may be able to reverse it."

Gage turned to look at the man he considered his friend. "Yeah. What he explained to us makes sense. I just hope to fuck it works." He shook his head. "Is she okay?"

"She's Sofia; she puts on a brave face. For what it's worth, I think Galen, Pedro, and I have gotten her to understand why you guys went to such extremes."

"You didn't have to do that, brother. It's my mess. It is what it is. And there's nothing we can do about Raph and J until Dane tries the transfusion. If it doesn't work, they'll need to know that I will always come first. And if one of them steps out of line with her or interferes with Sofia and me, I will not fucking hesitate to kill one of them to eliminate them from the equation." Yeah, he needed this—to fight for her time with three other men wanting her. He wondered if things could get any more fucked up.

"I'm sure they both expect no less. They're good men, Gage, and they'd never do anything to hurt her." Straightening, Jando walked to the door. "Come on, I'll take you to her." He paused, "Also, don't freak out. She straightened her hair."

"What? What the fuck do you mean by straightened?"

He grinned. Yep, Gage liked the curls. "She has no curls. Not one. But don't act shocked. Between you and me, she did it only to get a rise out of you. And it's not permanent."

"Jesus." He scrubbed a weary hand down his face.

Gage followed Jando through the living room, with a staircase on the far wall. He stopped at the bottom, and looking up, he saw Sofia standing at the top, watching him.

His heart clenched at the sight of her. She was breathtaking. Her long auburn hair hung straight like a sheet of silk. Her dark chocolate eyes glanced at Jando, then at him. She was dressed in a short dress with ankle boots and leggings, and she looked beautiful. The princess-style dress was black, as were the boots. Her leggings were patterned black, gray, and chocolate brown.

Gage couldn't seem to make his feet move; he just stared at her. He sensed when Jando left behind him, and he waited. The sight of her and her scent floating down the stairs to him made his entire body ache and yearn for her.

"Come on up."

Gage climbed the longest staircase of his life and stopped in front of her. Afraid to touch Sofia, he stood there and waited for her to decide what would happen next. It killed him to not pull Sofia into his arms and hold her, kiss her, or feel her body against his.

Sofia didn't step up to him; she didn't hug him or kiss him. She only held out her hand for him to take. Placing his hand in hers, she led him down the hall to her room. Once inside, she closed the door behind them.

"Damn, Sofie, you look beautiful." He couldn't help himself; his hand reached out to touch her silky, smooth hair. "It looks at least four inches longer, straight." And he decided right then that the straight tresses were fucking hot, like luxurious silk. He wanted nothing more than to run his fingers through it, then grab a handful to yank her head back and sink his fangs into her delicious neck. Fuck, he needed this woman like he needed air to breathe.

Her eyes met his. "I'm not really sure what to do here. I guess I don't know. I guess I need to hear from you why this happened. Why you did what you did to me."

Gage dropped his gaze from hers. "Baby, there will never be a reason good enough to justify the way I hurt you. There will never be an apology good enough to make you forgive me for the awful things I said to you."

"I need you to try."

Nodding, Gage began to explain the shit they put Sofia through. "Okay. Maybe I should start from the beginning. I think a part of me has always known who you were. From the first time I made love to you, the first time I took your blood."

"What? You did? Why have you never told me? You've been lying to me since the beginning?" Her dark eyes glowed with her anger.

"Let me explain, please. I think a piece of me knew the night I stumbled into your clinic. I remember back, and I sniffed you... a lot. And I remember thinking your smell seemed familiar; you stirred something inside me even when I couldn't think straight." He shook his head. "I knew your scent was intoxicating, and it drew me in. And again, it smelled familiar. When I was sent to get you for Zander, your scent blew across the street to me, and my gut clenched. I knew right then I had to have you." He ran a hand through his hair. "And the first time I held and kissed you, made love to you, and fed from you, it felt like my past resurfaced, but I refused to see the similarities you had with Kara." He looked down and took a deep breath. "After the horror house, with all the murdered girls, it all began to fall into place for me. I finally started to put all the pieces together. You were on the bus the night we took down Tillman; I smelled you then too. You had been in Seattle for the same amount of time that all this shit started happening around the city with Vega searching for you. It became harder to ignore that you could be Kara."

Tears were in her dark eyes, and she looked away. The memories of that first time stirred her emotions as much as they did his.

Asking once more, "And why had you never told me?"

"I couldn't, baby. You needed to remember it on your own. I couldn't risk you pulling away from me for fear of your past or our past. Maybe it was wrong of me, but I wasn't ready to lose you so soon after I found you again. I just couldn't."

"When did Ambrose know who I was?"

He knew Ambrose told her this; she was testing him. But he wasn't going to fuck anything up by getting it wrong. Gage shook his head. "I honestly don't know. My guess would be the first time he took your blood. Though he never said anything to me because, I'm just guessing here, he didn't know if I knew who you were, and I didn't tell him that I suspected you were Kara. I assume he wanted me to figure it out for myself, probably for the same reasons I didn't tell you: fear of our past. Once it was obvious that we both knew who you were, then we set a plan in motion." And that was the truth. Ambrose figured out who she was long before he did.

Sofia turned and walked to the window and looked out, her back to him. "Do you have any idea how much I loved you as Kara? How hard it was for me to decide to leave this world and to leave you behind?"

"I didn't see it like that. I hated you for so many years afterward. For a long time, I never wanted you back. I couldn't bear to relive that pain again." He watched her as she faced away from him, and he took a few steps closer to her. "But what I said to you the day you told me who you were, I meant."

Turning slowly to look at him. "What?"

"That I don't want Kara back."
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Gage finished closing the distance between him and Sofia, his finger tipping her chin up. "I don't want Kara back," he repeated. "I only want you. I loved Alcina. I loved Kara to the point that her death nearly destroyed me. But, you baby, I love you so much more. You are the air that I breathe, the blood that keeps me alive. I know that if you were ever to leave this world, I wouldn't make it. Not a third time around, Sofie." His hand snaked around her waist and tugged her up to his body. "Eos, I am so sorry for the horrible things I said to you that day. I didn't mean a word of it, and I think you know that. I needed you to hate me as much as you did Ambrose, Jericho, Raph, and Dustin by the time you showed up to the warehouse. We needed you to believe that our deception was real."

Sofia didn't wiggle out of his grasp; she stayed against his body. "Why? What difference would it have made if I was in on the plan?"

His thumb softly stroked the point of her chin. "Baby, I think that question needs to be answered by Ambrose."

She snorted, and he chuckled, yet she didn't push.

Looking up at him, Sofia cocked her head. "Take off your shirt."

A frown creased his forehead. "Why?" Gage assumed she knew about his back, but he wasn't ready to let her step out of his embrace yet.

"Because I said so."

"That's not an answer."

"Sure, it is. Ask my brothers; our parents said it to us all the time. Now take it off."

Gage pulled back, retreating a couple of steps. "No." He knew she'd be hurt if she saw the condition his body was in. He didn't want her pity, nor could he handle her pity.

"Now, Gage."

Shaking his head, he repeated. "No."

"Take the fucking shirt off now!" She roared at him.

Sofia's angry voice startled him; he rarely heard her yell at anyone, but he did as she ordered.

Gage removed his shirt.

*****
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Sofia mentally told Jando and Pedro that everything was okay when she yelled at Gage, so there was no need to bust through the door. If she knew one thing, it was that these warriors took her safety and well-being seriously, and they had no issues with kicking a door off its hinges. But Galen was already pissy, so she didn't need to add to his mood.

Her damn man was stubborn as hell. She realized Gage didn't want her to either know about or see his wounds. Well, fuck that, she was seeing them.

She watched as he pulled his black Henley shirt from his jeans. Gage pulled it up over his back with extreme care, making her step closer.

While she should have noticed his injuries on his stomach and chest first, she didn't. What caught her eye first was her engagement ring, which hung on a long chain around his neck. She left it behind when she left him. She couldn't bear to wear it. Sofia averted her eyes before he caught her looking at her ring.

With wide eyes, she saw the ugly, dark purple bruises on his stomach and ribs, along with a few scattered cuts that had fresh blood on them. Sofia's heart clenched at the sight of his battle wounds, knowing he could have healed a long time ago if she hadn't been on a rampage.

"Oh my god." Her voice was a whisper as she stepped up to him, her fingers lightly touching his ribs. His body jerked at her soft touch. "I'm sorry, did that hurt?"

"No, I just haven't felt you touch me in a while and-" he hissed when she poked him in the same spot. "Sonuvabitch!" Gage stepped away from her.

"Don't lie to me. Turn around."

"Pretty much looks the same."

"Gage." Her one word was a warning, one she expected him to obey.

He dropped his gaze from her scrutinizing eyes and turned around.

Her breath caught, and her knees almost buckled at the sight of him. His back and shoulders were covered with long whip marks, and his flesh lay wide open in places as it bled each time his muscled back moved. The edges were bright red, while dark bluish-purple bruises covered the base of his neck to the waist of his jeans.

When Gage spun back around to face her, she had tears in her eyes. "I'm okay, Sofie."

A bitter laugh escaped her lips. "Bullshit. Why did no one tell me you were hurt like this? You've been like this for two weeks, Gage, two weeks."

He shrugged, causing a smaller cut on the front of his shoulder to open and bleed. "I deserve this. I hurt you."

"Dammit, Gage, you hurt my feelings. You didn't beat me to a bloody pulp! It's different, and you know it!"

"It's the same to me." His voice was quiet, laced with pain.

Whether it was physical, emotional, or both, Sofia wasn't sure. She had to make that pain go away; she had to heal him. Sofia felt like a monster for letting him suffer like he had. Sure, she didn't know he was hurt, but, as Galen said, she should have been smart enough to figure it out. Or Jando mentioned that if she had closed herself off so tightly from him, she would have felt his pain.

Sofia walked up to him and touched his face; instinctively, he turned into her touch and closed his eyes. "Gage, take my blood."

"Baby, I can't, not like this."

"Not like what? With you bleeding everywhere while in excruciating pain?"

"No, not with you still mad at me. When you forgive me and want me back, then I'll take your blood."

"You don't get to make that choice. Now, take my blood, Gage." She tilted her neck for him.

He retreated from her. "No. You can give me your bagged blood, but I won't take your blood from your vein until you forgive me and want to be with me again."

Whirling away from him, she went to the door. "You're so damn stubborn."

He chuckled as she yanked her bedroom door open and yelled for Jando and Pedro. They both appeared outside Sofia's bedroom door in seconds. Jando glanced in and saw Gage as he turned to grab his shirt to put it back on.

"Jesus fucking Christ!" Jando snapped. "Why the hell didn't you tell her you were hurt like that?" He moved past Sofia to get a better look.

Pedro shook his head as he looked closely. "Fucking hell, man. Yeah, why didn't you tell her?"

"Don't bother asking him, his answer is stupid as shit."

Gage cocked an eyebrow at her. "It is not. I was living by the rules you set—no blood, no talking to or seeing you."

Sofia growled in frustration. "I'm through with this ridiculous argument." She turned to Jando and Pedro. "We're going into The Alliance. Wanna hitch a ride with me?" She grinned when they both made a face at her. "Oh, come on, it's not that bad."

"I beg to differ, Doc. It feels weird as shit." Pedro said, flipping Gage off when he chuckled at Pedro's complaint. "Besides, I'm getting pretty good at it myself."

"Baby. But fine, fly your own pansy-ass there." She gave him a saucy grin.

"Like hell. And you call me that again; I'll drop-kick your ass in the pool on a really cold morning... again." Pedro's light gray eyes smiled at her.

Sofia laughed. "Okay, I'll wait for you if you want to tell the others to meet us there."

*****
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Sofia hadn't been at The Alliance since the day Dustin and the others kidnapped her. She felt a pang of anxiety as the memory forced its way to the forefront of her mind. Yet at the same time, it was like coming home. She missed all the men—the men she had come to think of as bad-ass brothers. And her stomach fluttered at the thought of running into the four bastards who tricked her. She was still angry, but she decided to give Raphael and Jericho a reprieve. She knew Jando was right; it was not their fault. They were following orders. They had no choice, so for that, she could forgive them. They had been loyal to Ambrose and the job, even though it still pissed her off that they chose him over her.

Gage followed her into the exam room and sat on the table when Dane came in, smiling. Dane grabbed Sofia and hugged her tight. "Damn, woman, it's good to see you. I missed your ornery self. What happened to your hair? What'd you do with your curls?" He kissed her on the forehead.

Behind Dane were Raphael and Jericho, whom she instructed Dane to bring with him. She looked at them but didn't say anything.

"And you can have her ornery self too." Jando grinned, winking at her.

"Watch it, bel guerriero," handsome warrior. "I know where you sleep."

"And when is that? You are up at the fucking crack of dark."

Pedro nodded. "I sort of miss the days when she slept and stayed out of trouble. But she does make the best damn coffee at four thirty in the morning."

"What? Versus the coffee I make any other time of the day?"

"Yep." Pedro chuckled when she rolled her eyes at him.

She grinned as Gage and the others watched their interaction. Sofia had become as close to Jando and Pedro as she used to be with Jericho and Raphael, if not closer. Their relationship had strengthened since the warehouse. And it seemed reasonable, she spent twenty-four hours a day with them for almost two weeks. But if she was honest with herself, she missed Jericho and Raphael so much that it made her chest hurt. They had been the closest warriors to her from the moment they were assigned to her.

She looked at Raphael and Jericho, both looking uncomfortable. "Both of you have a seat on the table."

Raphael moved to obey her, while Jericho just stood his ground, refusing to move.

"What did you do to your curls, Doc?" Raphael's voice was quiet, laced with anguish or pain; she wasn't sure which.

"Why?" Jericho said, crossing his huge arms over his muscled chest. He wasn't about to move without a reason to force his feet into action.

Sofia looked at Gage and smirked. "Because I said so."

"That's not an answer."

Gage grinned. "Brother, trust me, just do it."

"Fuck you. You are on my shit list along with Kane."

"Why am I always on everyone's shit list?" Ambrose stepped into the room, which suddenly got extremely small. He was the one she didn't want to run into. "Holy hell, baby, what did you do to your hair?"

She ignored Ambrose and everyone's mention of her hair. She hadn't realized the men all had a thing for those damn curls. "Jericho, sit now."

"Don't talk to me like a damn dog." He snapped back but went to sit next to Raphael on the table behind Gage. "And why the fuck won't you answer anyone about your hair?"

What the hell was it with these guys and her damn curls? Most women changed their hair all the time, and the one time she does, they all took it personally. And if it pissed them off this much, then she might spend two hours every day flattening those curls for the fun of it.

Sofia smiled at Jericho as she set up the IV for Gage. "I stopped calling you guys Fido and Spot a long time ago, Jericho." Looking up at Gage, "Take the shirt off. You need some stitches."

"Shit, just cut the fucking thing off. It hurts like hell pulling it off." His blue eyes caught hers, and he grabbed her wrist when she started to move away. "I'm sorry, baby. I wasn't trying to make you feel bad."

Grabbing the scissors, Sofia began cutting off the long sleeve of his shirt. "I should feel bad." She finished carefully removing his shirt from his battered, bloody body when he winced as she peeled it from his back.

"Holy fuck." Ambrose and Dane said in unison.

"That's some bad shit, man. And you're a dumb fuck for not getting help with that." Ambrose said, shaking his head.

"Yeah, you shouldn't have been an ass and not let me help you. I could have at least stitched those up, so you didn't bleed everywhere." Dane said as he grabbed some supplies to clean Gage's wounds.

"So I keep hearing," Gage remarked dryly.

Gage noticed that Sofia was looking at her ring again. He hadn't missed that she was staring at it earlier. Baby, when you're ready, I will put this back on your finger.

Sofia nodded at him. If she spoke, she'd probably wind up in tears. "Dane, do you want to tend to Gage, please?" Sofia walked over to Raphael, looking into his dark chocolate eyes. She smiled. "Hey, Raph. Let's get you some blood." She took his arm and pushed up his sleeve to insert the needle. "Do you have any wounds I should know about?"

"No."

Raphael didn't make eye contact with her, making her feel like a complete shit while his one-word answer ticked her off. "Are you telling me the truth, or do I need to make you strip?" She glanced over at Jericho, who still had an angry look in his eyes. "Oh, what the hell. Both of you remove the shirts. I can't trust you two any more than I could trust Gage."

Jericho flew off the table and started to leave. Sofia was faster; she materialized in front of him, her hands on his chest. "If you don't sit down, I will have Jando and Pedro knock your ass out and strap you down. So, what will it be?"

"They can fucking try." His dark blue eyes held pain, regret, and absolute anger, for whom she wasn't exactly sure. Taking a retreating step back from Sofia, he ripped his shirt off over his head.

Both men revealed unhealed, bloody wounds on their bodies, along with the dagger wound she gave them. They, like Gage, needed her blood to heal. Dustin was self-sufficient since her blood was all he had flowing through his body. Ambrose was healed by Melina's blood since she was his mate.

Jando moved closer to Sofia and Jericho. "If you don't watch your tone and body language with her, I'll fucking shoot you to put you down if I have to."

Jericho glared at Jando before retreating to the table.
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Ambrose tried to help Jericho and explain his attitude. "Sofia, these two were just following orders. If you want to be mad, be mad at me for it."

Sofia's back stiffened at the sound of Ambrose's voice behind her.

She turned to look at him, and the anger in her body vibrated. It began at her feet and rumbled up to her chest. It was a feeling she used to have when she would teleport without knowing how to control it. But now she could make it stop, and she soon realized that she could focus that energy and use it differently. When she did, she blew Ambrose out of the room. He hit the wall across the hall with such an impact that he went through it and landed in Dane's office before Jando could stop her.

"Holy fuck, Sofia!" Dane yelled. "Really? We're trying to patch these guys up, and you're causing more injuries!" It wasn't often Dane got mad, but when he did, he was a lot like Alek; he fucking exploded. "If you're not helping me, then get out." He pointed to the door.

"Good God almighty. What did Ambrose do now?" Alek grinned when he popped his head in the room with Dustin right behind him. "Hey, beautiful, we sure miss you." He walked over to Sofia and pulled her into a hug. "Thing 1 gets mighty lonely in that big house without you. And what the hell did you do with your curls?"

"We'd be glad to give her back; just say the word," Jando said with a dry tone that had Sofia snapping her eyes at him. He grinned.

"Thanks, Alek, I miss you too." Looking at Jando, "Keep it up, sweetie." Sofia said as she inserted the needle into Raphael's vein and got a bag of her blood going.

Jando grinned and winked at her.

"And everyone stop asking me about my stupid curls! One more word, and I'll shave my damn head."

Pedro walked back in, scanning the room, and his eyes landed on Sofia. "It is easier to take care of it when it's buzzed. Doc?"

His one-word question had Sofia turning to him. "I'm okay." He felt her raw emotions and her stress. Pedro seemed to be more in tune with her than she was with herself most days.

"You weren't a few seconds ago."

"That was a few seconds ago. Now I'm fine." She offered Pedro a cocky grin.

Nodding, he leaned against the wall to stay close.

Dustin arrived in the already-full room and tipped his chin at her. "Hey Doc, it's good to have you back." He frowned. "What did you-"

Pedro threw him a look that made Dustin snap his mouth shut. Sofia wondered if Dustin was worried that Pedro would go crazy on his ass as he did in the warehouse or if Dustin just took it as advice.

Her eyes held Dustin's, then she turned away, ignoring his comment. Being bombarded by all these men who tore her heart out was just too much for her to digest right now. It still felt so new and raw.

"So, thanks for that, Bella. You feel better now?" Ambrose stepped back into the room, wiping drywall dust off his body. "Zander is going to be pissed, by the way."

"Zander is pissed. Who the fuck broke an entire goddamned fucking wall?" Zander growled when he walked in; spotting Sofia, he said, "Oh."

Sofia answered, "Ambrose."

Ambrose answered, "Sofia."

Zander walked over to Sofia and hugged her. "You two need to get your story straight. Like your hair." He frowned at her. "Where'd the curls go? I miss you, but if you start bringing our walls down, you and I are going to have some serious problems."

She smiled up at Zander. "Fine, I'll behave." A few of the men snorted at that remark. "Sure, you miss me. The house is probably nice, quiet, and event-free with me gone. And Pedro, grab me some scissors; the hair's coming off."

Pedro chuckled at her with his arms crossed over his chest.

Zander laughed. "Yeah, well, it is event-free, but it's also sort of boring too." He turned to look at Ambrose, "You're in charge of that wall getting fixed."

"Like hell, I wasn't the one who did it," Ambrose grumbled at Zander.

Sofia smiled. This was home. The men harassing each other, people yelling, some going through walls—she missed it. She missed it a lot.

These were all her men, her warriors, her friends, and her family. No matter how mad or hurt she was, they were all hers.

"Hey, Z, how soon can you get all the Phoenix warriors in for a meeting?" Sofia asked as she stared Jericho down, waiting for him to offer her his arm. Glancing over her shoulder, she watched Dane's progress with stitching up some of Gage's wounds. She blinked back the tears.

Zander's dark blonde hair was longer than usual; he blew his hair out of his green eyes and frowned as he leaned against the counter as he watched everyone being tended to. "Maybe an hour and a half. Why?"

"Because she said so," Jericho snapped.

Sofia's eyes met Jericho's, and she smiled. "Yeah, what he said. Will you do it, please?"

Alek replied. "I'll do it. Anything else, sweetheart?"

"Nope, that will do for now. Jando, are the rest of our guys here?"

"Yes, Minha Rainha, they are. What do you need?"

"Jake, call him in." She glanced over at Zander. "Since everyone is here, we may as well conduct some business before the meeting."

"Okay, what's up?" Zander shot Gage a glance, and Gage shrugged.

"Well, I've decided to go home on Wednesday. But I'm changing my guard situation up a bit."

Just then, Galen popped in and joined the group, walking over to look at Gage's back. He sucked in a breath. "Holy shit." Galen glanced at Sofia and shook his head at her.

"Don't say a damn thing, Pops, or I'll toss your ass out of here."

"What do you mean by changing the guard situation?" Ambrose said to Sofia, crossing his arms over his chest. "If you recall, I oversee your security."

Jake stepped into the room as Sofia turned around. "Come on in, Jake, join the madness." She ignored Ambrose's statement, if for no other reason than to piss him off. "Okay, so rather than having two teams on twelve-hour shifts, I am making up three teams for eight-hour shifts during the week and two extra teams for the weekend with twelve hour shifts."

"Two teams are better; it takes fewer men away from us. We're not doing that." Ambrose said, his green eyes daring her to argue.

"I don't think you heard me a minute ago; I said I am making up the teams. The shifts will be seven in the morning to three, three to eleven at night, and eleven to seven in the morning."

"Okay... Why?" Zander rubbed his chin, giving Ambrose a glance and a nod of his head to remain silent for now.

"Because I want my guards to have more of a life away from me. They deserve it, and Jando, if you open your mouth again, I will put my foot in it."

Jando cocked an eyebrow at her while a smirk touched his lips.

She looked around the room at the men. "Look, all of you know as well as I do that these guys work hard and put up with a lot of shit from the rest of you," she pointed to Gage, Zander, Ambrose, Alek, and Dane. "And me," she said as she looked at Jando, lifting an eyebrow.

This time, he laughed at her. "Not saying a word."

Sofia knew Jando was disappointed in her, and he should be; hell, she was disappointed in herself for letting her temper harm the man that she loved. But Jando still loved her and had her back.

"Anyhow, Jando is taking over as head of my security."

Ambrose took a step forward. "Over my dead body."

Sofia spun to face him, snapping as her eyes glowed gold. "That can be arranged."

Jando stepped in front of her when she advanced on Ambrose and grabbed her around the waist. "Sofia."

"Jando, you better move."

"I can't do that, sweetheart."

"Jando." Her power was radiating off her; everyone in the room felt it.

He placed his hand on the side of her neck, tipping her chin up with his thumb. "Hold up there, Rambo. You can't blast people through walls every time they piss you off. And Zander will blow a gasket if you keep it up." He leaned into her ear and whispered, "You know I'm right."

Sofia closed her eyes for a moment when she opened them, then looked at Jando. She pulled her power back, and her breathing slowed. Her whole aura changed, and she nodded to him. "I'm okay."

He grinned. "Yeah, I know."

"But, if you were doing your job, you wouldn't have let me have this tantrum for so long and made these three suffer." Her eyes narrowed at him. "So next time, grow a set and stop me."

Jando tossed his head back and laughed. Pulling her to him, he kissed her forehead. "After seeing you blow people apart at the warehouse, I was a bit leery. But, yes, sweetheart, next time I will grow a set."

Everyone watched in awe the way Jando stopped Sofia's imminent attack, instantly calming her down. No one to date had been able to do that when she lost her temper.

Galen folded his arms across his chest and smiled. "Well, I'll be damned. Why didn't I see this before?"

Gage frowned at his father. "What?"

"Jando is her advisor, an anchor, if you will."

All eyes went between Sofia and Jando, then to Galen for answers.

"What the hell are you talking about now?" Sofia asked, narrowing her eyes on her surrogate father as she moved closer to Jando.

He grinned. "Notice how you moved closer to him? Or how he stopped you from exploding a minute ago? Now that I think about it, he's done the same at my house. He's been able to help you control your outbursts, redirect them, or just like now, he talked you down."

Sofia threw her hands up. "So?"

"So, that's what I was to both Sinead and Daria. Without a mentor, someone who can act as an anchor and is often the voice of reason, well, you could implode. I'm pretty sure we all know that, too. The power you contain can be difficult to control; it's draining on your mind and body. Which is why you need someone who knows how to handle you and calm you when you're about to blow a man through a wall for a second time in ten minutes."

Raising her eyebrow. "What makes you think I had anything to do with that?" She nodded to the large hole in the wall across the hall.

Alek laughed. "Oh, I'm sorry. Was that a serious question?"

Sofia looked at Jando and grinned. "See, it's kind of like what I told you. I need you to help me; talk me down when I get crazy, like an advisor; those were my words exactly."

Galen nodded at Pedro, then at Sofia. "And Pedro is your net."

Sofia turned to look at Galen, the father she loved to argue with. "An anchor and a net? What am I, a damn boat?"

"Titanic, maybe. You know, beautiful, impressive, and bound for destruction." Pedro said, chuckling at her expression.

When Sofia raised one eyebrow at Pedro, she walked over to him. Looking up, she smiled. "I better not be bound for destruction. I count on you to keep me from falling over the edge." Sofia still had residual energy emitting from her body.

Hooking a hand around her waist, Pedro pulled her to him. He felt that energy and knew she came to him for a reason. "And I will, but it would help if you stopped running toward that damn edge every fucking chance you get."

"Yeah, well, some days I turn the wrong way." Giving him a crooked grin, she took comfort in Pedro's arms.

Pedro chuckled, placing a hand on her neck. He tipped her face to his, resting his forehead on hers. "Let it go, Doc. Energy is still vibrating off you; let me take it." Sofia closed her eyes and leaned into Pedro. Feeling his body against hers, she exhaled. Pedro felt it when she released her extra energy, letting him take it from her. His big body absorbed it easily. "Feel better?"

Looking up at him, she offered him a sweet smile. "Yes. Thank you, Pedro."
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Everyone in the room watched in awe at not only Jando's but now Pedro's interaction with Sofia.

"What's going on?" Gage looked between Galen, Sofia, Jando, and Pedro.

Ignoring his son, Galen looked at Sofia. "Pedro is the only one you respond to when you are angry, scared, or exhausted. He's the only one who can get near you when you are crumbling." Galen turned to the group. "He pulls her negative energy away from her, balancing her out. While I didn't realize what Jando was to you at my house, it was evident what Pedro was. He's your net, and he needs to stay close to you as well."

Sofia nodded. "Yeah, I figured that out." Once again, she smiled at Pedro. "Okay, I need to back up. Jando is my head of security." She looked at Ambrose. "He will oversee my guards, but rather be a guard himself, I asked him to just be with me during the day as an advisor. I have realized since we've been at Galen's house that I'm more in control when he's close by. When I start to spin out of control," she glanced at Jando, "he knows how to talk me down and reel me back in, just like Galen said." Looking at Pedro, she smiled. "And yeah, Pedro is my safety net. He knows how to catch me when I fall and help me resurface."

Pedro winked at her.

The look on Gage, Ambrose, Jericho, and Raphael's faces didn't go unnoticed by her. She saw the pain in each of their faces, all feeling oddly betrayed that they didn't have that link with her. She wanted to spend most of her day with Jando, whom she wasn't bonded to, and it hurt their pride if nothing else. And her bond to Pedro also pissed the other four off; they wanted to be the ones to catch her when she fell. Sofia knew Gage and Ambrose, most of all, felt stung that they couldn't soothe her the way Pedro could.

"Look," Galen spoke up, "most often, the anchor and net are the same person. Just as I was. But it can be two different people. They are never her mate or her lovers. She will always link to someone who is neither. Which is why the four of you can't be either."

"And I told all my guys about the three of you." Sofia nodded to Ambrose, Jericho, and Raphael. "I figured they needed to know in case Dane's plan doesn't work."

"What?" Jericho snapped.

Ambrose and Raphael had shocked expressions that matched Jericho's. They figured everyone would find out sooner or later, but Sofia telling them herself surprised them.

Sofia walked over to Jericho and removed an empty bag of blood. "I told my guards about my bond with all three of you. It can't be a secret; they'll start wondering why the hell I spend alone time with you guys without any of them if the full blood transfusion doesn't work." She grabbed a new bag of blood and attached it to his IV.

Zander ran a hand down his weary face. "Okay, shit. We've gotten off track. Sofia, so Jando is head of security, your advisor, and Pedro is your safety net. And you have three teams with three shifts during the week. Two teams, with two shifts on the weekend. What else?"

"I want Pedro and Jake to lead two of the teams."

Pedro shook his head at her. "You want me to have my own team?"

"Yes, Pedro, you know what you're doing, and besides, you've been on my detail long enough to know what I'm like and how I like my coffee."

"Are you ready for another early morning swim, sweetheart?"

"As it so happens, I'm beginning to enjoy them." Looking at Jake, "And Jake, You already know how to lead, so I want you to have a spot. The only catch is that Pedro gets to pick which shift he wants first, then you can pick a slot. But if you don't want it, that's fine too. Look, I just want you guys all to be able to have a somewhat normal life, and by having three shifts, I think this will help you all in doing that."

Jericho and Raphael sat silent, a storm brewing in their eyes, as Sofia talked about assembling her teams without them.

"And who are you picking for the third spot, Doc?" Jando asked.

"I'm going to leave that up to you. I trust your judgment, but I was hoping for Callisto or Wren."

Jando looked at Jericho and Raphael, seeing their bodies tense and their muscles bunched. "Callisto," Jando said, not expanding on his decision, yet he earned a nod from Gage.

"And how are you picking the men for the teams?" Zander asked.

"I want the men to volunteer if they want the job and to pick which time slot they prefer."

"No, you pick which men you hire and give them a time slot." Ambrose narrowed his gaze on her. "That's what being a boss means, Sofia, dictating. You're not here to make friends."

"I didn't ask you for your opinion. And, as I've mentioned before, I want happy men—men who chose this assignment. There are only four men whom I will not accept. The first two are my brothers."

"Why, baby?" Gage asked.

When Sofia looked at him, she noticed the color in his face returning to normal and the dark circles under his eyes fading. "Because I don't need my big brothers bossing me and treating me like their baby sister. I need them to be my brothers, and that's all."

"And let me guess." Jericho's voice was low and menacing. "Raph and I are the other two."

"Yes, but it's not for the reason you think, Jericho, so don't look at me like that."

Raphael shifted on the table. "Then what's the reason, Sofia?" His dark eyes revealed anger and pain when he glared at her.

Sofia looked from Raphael to Jericho. "Because if you both were on my detail, I'd be spending more time with you than I would with my own mate. And I don't think it would be good for you both to be around me so much with the blood bond. I will spend time with each of you separately, but I can't be with you two more than I'm with Gage, it wouldn't be fair to him."

"Sofia, sweetheart, I'm pretty sure the full blood transfusion will work. The more I think about it, the more certain I am." Dane said as he stitched up Gage's back.

"Sofia." Jando pulled her attention back to him. "I personally think you need to send Jake back to be a team leader for Dustin or Z. The other two shift leader spots need to go to J and Raph. Wait, just listen for a minute." Her mouth snapped shut, so he continued. "You will be around Gage because he is your mate and you live with him. Ambrose, you train and live with. Yet you are telling these two they should not have any time with you? They're just as bound to you as the other two, and I don't think that's being fair to them. They had no choice with all this shit any more than you did. And it seems more like a punishment for them than anything else. Even if the transfusion works, they have always been close to you. They will always be a part of you. Even more so after the transfusion."

Her eyes remained on Jando, scowling, and she squeezed her eyes shut. "Shit. You're right." When Jando grinned, she smacked his arm. "Looking for a raise already, Jando?" Turning to Raphael and Jericho, "Sorry guys, I wasn't thinking. He's right; you should be the other two leaders. Besides, you both have earned it with what the rest of us have put you through. And in all honesty, you were my first choice." She shrugged. "I thought I was doing the best thing for all of us, but as Jiminy Cricket," she raised an eyebrow at Jando, "has so eloquently pointed out, I was wrong. And this is why I am keeping him around." She smiled at her anchor.

"You don't have to give me my own team, Sofia," Raphael said quietly.

"You deserve it, Raph. You've survived both Ambrose and Jericho and their nasty mood swings." Both men glared at her. "And I don't think it's fair to either of you to have to share your time with me. Like Jando said, even if the transfusion works, you two have been the closest to me. And I miss you both."

She caught the dark look Jericho sent her, and she was ready to knock it off his face. Did he think he was the only one here who had had a bad few weeks? He seemed to have a problem with all this that ran deeper than she expected, and she'd get to the bottom of it if it killed them both.

"Sorry, Jake. I really appreciate your time and service on this team, but Jando is right. You should lead a team for Zander or Dustin; they'll need you now more than ever."

Jake nodded and smiled. "No worries. I get it. Besides, after spending twenty-four hours a day with you for the past two weeks, well, I don't think I like you as much as I used to." He walked up to her, gave her a huge smile, and kissed her cheek. "I'll grab the rest of the men and take them to the conference room." Jake walked out, and Jando clapped him on the shoulder as he passed by him.

Turning to Zander "So, are you upset that I want so many of your men?"

Zander grinned. "Yes, and no, sweetheart. I hate having to recruit new men; it sucks more than you know. But I also know that you'll have the best warriors watching out for you and all our mates." He stood from his relaxed position, holding his hand out to her. "Are you ready for this meeting then?"

Smiling, she took his hand. "Why the hell not?"

After Sofia and Zander left, Jando blocked the exit and turned to face the remaining men. "Look, I am going to tell all of you something, and this will be the only time I say this." His eyes scanned the nine men: Gage, Ambrose, Alek, Dane, Galen, Jericho, Raphael, Dustin, and Pedro. "Alek and Dane, this doesn't really pertain to you, but since you're her family, you can hear this. Three of us have spent the past two weeks, twenty-four hours a day, with that woman. Pedro, Galen, and I have seen up close and personal the pain that you five caused her. So, I am telling you right now that if any one of you ever causes her that kind of agony again, I don't care who the hell you are, I will fuck you up. And if you think I can't do it on my own, let me remind you that the other seven I had under my command would gladly join me, but I'm pretty sure the rest of the men here would too." With that, Jando spun on his heel and walked out.

Galen grinned.
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Sofia was relieved when all the men in the meeting were so accommodating to her wishes for her new teams. They were all told about Jericho, Raphael, and Ambrose's blood bond with her, and none of them seemed too shocked about Ambrose. Many suspected something was going on between her and him already, but Jericho and Raphael raised a few eyebrows. Many looked to Gage for his reaction, but when he seemed nonchalant about it, they didn't bother feeling bad for him, especially after learning Dane might be able to reverse the bond with Jericho and Raphael.

Gage was still trying to deal with his rage over the whole mess. But he wasn't about to let the men see his weakness—to see his anger and pain over sharing Sofia. He was fucking Lucifer, after all.

When she asked for volunteers to place their names below Pedro, Jericho, and Raphael's names, she was shocked to see that nearly everyone's name was up there.

Sofia asked for at least six alternatives in case one of the guys had something planned. By making the five teams instead of two, the men all decided she was going to be a better boss than the Phoenix Five they worked for now.

"Minha Rainha, are you ready?" Jando leaned against the door frame of her bedroom. He and Pedro carried her bags out to the Tahoe's earlier. Raphael's team was already stationed at the family home, waiting for her arrival.

Galen walked around Jando to Sofia. "You know, I think I will miss all this craziness you brought into my life, mo páiste." My child.

Sofia turned and placed herself in Galen's arms. "Thanks, da, for everything."

Galen peered down into her eyes. "I haven't heard you call me that for a very long time."

"Well, really, you are my father. Calling you dad sounds weird; you were always my da. So, the next time you decide to pick sides with your kids, just remember that I was your child long before that son of yours. Even if I'm not your blood." Smiling, she stepped up to kiss him on the cheek.

"I will pick no sides. I will just inform you which of you is being an unreasonable asshole at the time."

"Well, that should suck the life right out of you with those two." Jando's dry tone had both of them laughing.

Sofia pointed at Jando. "You have become quite the smartass lately." Cocking her head, she said, "And I like it." She turned back to Galen. "Thanks for everything. I love you, you know that, right?"

Galen hugged her tight. "Yes, baby, I do. I love you too. I will miss you and this smartass team who turned my life upside down."

"And we'll miss you too, you temperamental bastard," Jando said from the doorway.

"See what I mean?" Galen kissed her forehead as he relinquished her over to guard.

The ride home seemed like it took forever; her stomach did a few flips along the way. She was excited to be back in Gage's arms, even though he didn't realize she was coming back to him as his mate. They saw each other all three days leading up to her going home, but they never touched or kissed. She still wasn't sure if she was willing to forgive him yet, but her heart was allowed to have different feelings than her body, she decided.

Pedro drove while Jando sat in the back seat with Sofia. His eyes caught Jando's, and for a moment, they just looked at each other. They had worked together so long that often no words were needed. Pedro gave Jando a small nod towards Sofia, telling him she was withdrawing.

"It'll all be okay." Jando reached over and squeezed her hand in the back seat of the Tahoe.

Offering him a smile, she said, "Yeah. It just feels odd coming home. I sort of feel like a stranger for some reason."

"Well, you sort of are. You're a different woman now, Sofia. You have accepted the role of queen. You have protected our men, and you have fought with us side by side. And you have dictated what you want and then proceeded to make it happen. You brought five tough warriors to their knees for their betrayal, showing the others not to fuck with you." Pedro said, winking at her when her eyes met his in the rearview mirror.

Jando picked her hand up, bringing it to his lips. "Pedro's right, you are different, Minha Rainha, and I am proud of how you have handled yourself." He cocked his head. "Well, mostly." He was referring to making Gage, Raphael, and Jericho suffer from their physical wounds.

"Thank you, guys." Her voice was a whisper. "I could have handled many things better. I made those three suffer physically because of my anger and stubbornness."

"Maybe, but they especially won't fuck with you like that ever again. As far as I'm concerned, Gage and Ambrose got what they deserved. The only ones I think you were too harsh on were Jericho and Raph. They were following orders, and something tells me that Ambrose and Gage picked them for a reason. If I had been ordered to do that task, I would be the one you punished." Jando said, watching her.

"I realize that now. I didn't see it like that before Galen blew up at me."

"And those two have always had your back, and that will never stop. I hope you have let them off the hook." Pedro said.

Sofia shrugged, turning her face away from Jando. "I think Raph will be okay, but Jericho is really pissed right now. He will barely look at me, and when he does, his face is full of anger."

Jando nodded. "Jericho is a tough sonuvabitch. He may need more time than Raph, but he'll be okay."

She turned with tears in her eyes, looking into Jando's amber eyes. "Thank you, guys. I hope you both know how much you mean to me." Looking into Jando's amber eyes, she added, "And never forget how I wouldn't kick that handsome face when Vader ordered me to do so." She reminded him of their training session from long ago.

"And I'll never forget how you refused to kick his face but had zero problems with kicking me in the nuts." Pedro chuckled when he saw Sofia wince in the backseat. "No worries, sweetheart. I just love to remind you how awful you were to me." He grinned.

Jando laughed with Pedro, tugged her across the seat, and hugged her. "Yes, sweetheart, we do know what we mean to you. And I hope you know how much you mean to us too." Once again, Jando caught Pedro looking at him. Thanks, brother, for waking me up. If Pedro hadn't pointed out Sofia's sudden mood change, it would have gone unnoticed for a while by him.

No worries, I'll always have your back.

*****
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Sofia made it upstairs without running into any of the nine other people who lived in the fortress by teleporting. She didn't want to see anyone before she saw Gage. Most of all, she was glad to have avoided Ambrose. She knew no one was expecting her since she told them she was coming home on Wednesday, instead, she came home Tuesday morning.

Jando put her bags just inside her and Gage's bedroom and told her he'd be outside with the new team going over shit, as he put it. More than likely, he was telling the new guys about all her antics, stubborn qualities, and general personality flaws. He would tell them that she was cranky and snappy before she had her morning coffee. And he would share that when she got bored, she caused trouble, and a lot of it.

Then he'd mention that she loved to sit on the roof and pull gargoyle duty with whoever was up there. He'd tell them that she stole home-baked cookies from Roan to bring to them just because. And no doubt disclose, if her limits were pushed, she would become defiant, stubborn, and sassy, making Ambrose yell more often than not. Or that they could get tossed into the pool or shot with paintballs depending on her mood, and that she loved to play games with them.

And Jando was sure to tell them not to make any bets with her when they played a game with her because she was sneaky.

Sofia smiled to herself. Yeah, Jando would tell the new team everything, but he'd make it sound like a great adventure and not a punishment.

She heard the shower going when she entered their bedroom. Walking to the bathroom, she quietly went in. Gage was under the hot spray with his hands braced on the wall as the steaming water washed over his body. She could see that his wounds had closed; they were still red, but at least they had healed.

After tossing her shoes off, she stepped in behind him, fully clothed, and touched his back with both hands.

Hissing, he spun and slammed her into the shower wall with her hands anchored above her head. "Fuck, you startled me, baby." His blue eyes narrowed on her. "I thought you were coming home tomorrow." His gaze roamed down her body at her dress that was getting wet. "Why did you get in the shower with clothes on?"

Her short dress clung to her body, heavy and hot. "I just wanted to make sure you were okay first."

"First?" Releasing her hands, he took a step back, his body primed, begging for her body. "Get out, Sofia. Do not step into my shower unless you are naked and ready to fuck me. If you are not coming back here as my mate, body, and soul, you can't do shit like this to me. I can't handle it right now." His voice had no heat behind his words. He was speaking from his heart.

Sofia took a step toward him, forcing him to retreat until his back hit the cold tile wall. Her hands landed on his muscled body, one slid down to his thigh, making a slow path back up to stroke him.

A deep growl rumbled in Gage's chest. "Sofia."

Pulling Gage down to her mouth, she whispered, "I love you, body, heart, and soul." Her mouth nipped, licked, and kissed. That earned her another growl, followed by a hiss, before he slammed his mouth against hers and kissed her brutally.

Gage's hand fisted her long curls; yes, the curls were back, yanking her head back to deepen the kiss. Heat flared through her body when his tongue swept in and found hers. His other hand frantically ripped her thin dress from her body, only to find she wasn't wearing a bra.

"Fuck," he said, pressing her breasts against his chest, her hard nipples rubbing against his taut chest. "I'm sorry, baby, but this is going to be hard and fast. I'll do slow and easy later." In a heartbeat, her skimpy panties were ripped in two, accompanying her dress on the floor.

"It's okay..." She said with labored breaths. "I like fast and hard."

Gage gripped her hips and lifted her, shoving her back against the ice-cold tile. She gasped in shock. "Fucking cold, isn't it?" He grinned against her lips.
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Gage's legs felt weak, like they were about to buckle, when Sofia's hot, tight, wet body took him in, sinking all the way to the base.

Dropping his forehead to hers, he sucked in air. He stopped, holding her in place. He had to catch his breath. The feel of her naked body pressing against him and her tight sheath wrapped around him made his senses go haywire. Barely able to keep his hips from pumping himself into her, he took her lips to distract himself.

"Gage, what's wrong?"

"Sorry, baby, give me a minute." He pulled back to look at her dark, mesmerizing eyes. "It's just been so long since I have felt you all around me, I... need a second."

Sofia smiled as she wiggled her hips, causing friction between them.

"Shit, Eos. I am trying to control myself. You're not playing fair."

Sofia kissed his jaw, then his ear, taking his earlobe between her teeth. "I know. But I can't wait, Gage. I don't need soft and sweet. Please take me the way you need to, the way I need you to. I've missed you so much. Please, I need you."

Her plea broke him, shattered him. Gage couldn't hold back; his hips began thrusting into her body, hard, then harder. She hung on, legs wrapped around his waist, as she met each thrust. His hands cupped her ass, and Sofia moaned in ecstasy.

Sofia's eyes glowed bright gold when she pulled back, and her fangs lengthened. Grabbing a handful of his hair, she tugged his head to the side and sank her fangs deep into his vein. One hard pull made Gage roar. She rode him as she took his blood, taking everything he had to offer and more.

When Sofia licked the wound shut, Gage followed her lead, yanking her head to the side and sinking his razor-sharp fangs into her throbbing vein. Sofia screamed as his canines sank all the way in, siphoning her blood. Her body moved over his cock at a frantic pace.

"Harder. Everything harder," she begged.

Obeying, Gage fucked her fiercer than he thought was possible as he sucked her blood into his fangs with forceful precision. Knowing he couldn't hurt her, he rammed her into the shower wall. He fucked her until Sofia's inner walls tightened, ready to explode. Thrusting harder and filling her up, her body broke, and she came crashing down around him.

Her head hit the wall as she moaned, "Oh, god, yes. Yes. Don't stop."

Gage kept up the pace until they both began to come down from the orgasm that tore through their bodies like a wildfire. As his thrusts slowed, he placed his nose on hers and kissed her lips sensually. "Welcome home, baby." A huge grin split across his face.

Sofia laughed. "Thanks for the homecoming. That was perfect."

"Sofie... This can never happen again. No matter what happens, no matter how mad we get at each other, this cannot ever happen again. We will never deny the other our body or blood; we will talk it out and fix it. I can't live through this for a second time."

One eyebrow rose at him. "Are you expecting us to have another problem like this?"

"Not like this, no. But I'm an asshole, in case that has escaped you. I'm sure I'll piss you off over something eventually. Promise me, we will never do this to one another."

"I promise. I'm sorry, I was such a bitch." She kissed him, sucking in his bottom lip. "I love you... so much that it hurts."

A wicked grin tugged at the corner of his mouth, his blue eyes glowing. "Hmm, care to prove it to me? I mean, I'm not sure I understand exactly how much you love me."

"You don't, huh?" Again, she nipped at his lips.

"No fucking clue. Did I mention that I learn best with hands-on experience?" He watched her dark eyes begin to glow a soft gold, which always made him hard.

"Huh, no, I don't think you have. Have I ever told you that I am in utter ecstasy when both your fangs and you are buried deep inside me at the same time?"

A sexy grin covered his face. His shaggy, wet hair hung around his face as it dripped on her. "Damn, we still have a lot to learn about each other, don't we?" Extending his fangs, he sunk them into the side of her neck as he carried her wet body to their bed.

*****
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Hours later, Gage held Sofia's exhausted body in his arms. Her face nestled on his chest, her leg thrown over his, while her hand traced random patterns on his stomach. His hand was buried in her long, luscious locks. Gage turned his face into her hair, breathing in her scent deep into his lungs.

"You sniffing me again?" She pinched his stomach, making him smile into her hair.

"Baby, your scent stirs my blood." He chuckled. "God, that day when I came back to the clinic to pick you up for Zander, I got a whiff of you as you were walking to me, and fuck, you made me instantly hard. I wanted nothing more than to pull you into my arms and lick every inch of your hot little body. No, I take that back. I wanted nothing more than to strip you naked and fuck you on my motorcycle."

Sofia turned, rose up, and rested her arm on his chest. "If I remember correctly, you got one of your wishes the next day when I invited you up to my apartment. It wasn't on the motorcycle, but that sounds like fun, by the way."

"How could I not? When you plopped down into that giant beanbag, I lost it. I had no choice but to follow you down and take what I wanted—what my body was begging for."

She had been smiling, but slowly it faded as her face grew serious. "Gage."

"I know, baby. You're thinking about Jericho and Raph."

He knew what her mind was on—the same damn thing that he couldn't block from his own. He just got her back again, and he wasn't ready to share her. Dane was still stockpiling Sofia's blood for the transfusion and extra in case another emergency came up. Wishing this situation didn't exist was a useless emotion. They only hoped they could undo what had been inadvertently done.

"Baby, I know what I'm about to say may come as a shock, but after Dane tries the blood transfusion, I think you should spend one night each with them, as friends, of course."

"What? Are you serious?"

"Baby, hear me out. I hate like hell what has happened, and I hope like hell it is reversed more than you'll ever know. But I think maybe they have earned this." He scrubbed a hand down his face. "Shit. They kept their word and backed away from you, like they promised me. And sweetheart, I know what it was like not having you for two weeks, and they managed it for almost six weeks. Give them each one day after Dane does the transfusion so you guys can fix your relationship. Rebond with them." He cupped her jaw. "It's your call, Eos, but if you decide to, just know that I'll be okay with it."

Sofia had tears in her eyes. "They had such a hard time, Gage. I felt it and I felt so bad for them."

"I know, baby. Trust me, I know how they felt. So, give them this time and help them get back to who they once were with you. Dane has set the transfusion for tomorrow."

A tear slipped from her eye, and she nodded. "This weekend, then. You're an amazing man, for a man people call Lucifer.

"Well, shit, baby. I'm not sure if I should take that as a compliment or an insult."

A grin covered her beautiful face. "Oh, stud muffin, I'd never insult you. Though I have to say that I'm not sure about your taste in women."

"Sweetness, if there is one thing I'm certain of, it's my stellar taste in women. Or one woman, to be exact." His finger traced her jaw, stopping at the point of her chin. "You were born for me, and you will always be mine."

"Yeah. But I'm pretty sure you could do better than a woman who keeps dying on you." Pain for leaving him in multiple lives seeped into her voice. She hadn't forgiven herself for the pain she put him through.

Gage cupped her neck and forced her gaze to his. "Don't. We are not going down this road. We've both made mistakes. We've loved, we've lost, and we've loved again. But if you think for one damn second that I will ever stop fighting for you, then you're out of your damn mind, Dr. Sofia Pierce. No more looking back. If we do, we'll let it destroy us. And, baby, we've fought too fucking hard to find each other to stop fighting now."

Her dark chocolate eyes were filled with tears. "I don't think I deserve you."

He chuckled. "Damn straight, but we'll keep that our little secret." Gage leaned down and kissed her lips as she laughed.

"So, will you pick me up on Monday morning?"

She jumped back to Raphael and Jericho. Lucky for him, he spoke Sofia. "Yeah, baby, just let me know whose place you're at, and I'll come to get you. When are you going to talk to Ambrose? You do realize that he should come first, before Jericho and Raph, right?"

"I can't, not yet. Maybe after this weekend."

He saw the pain in her eyes when she thought about Ambrose. They grew close from training to giving him her blood and body, and he understood. He had hurt her the most somehow; she looked at his betrayal differently from the rest of them. He just didn't know why. And if he asked her, she wouldn't tell him. No, Gage needed to let Sofia deal with Ambrose in her own time.

He cupped her neck, bringing her face to his for a kiss. "I believe I have let you rest long enough." In a blink, he flipped her over onto her stomach, wedging his knees between her thighs. Gage leaned down and kissed her shoulder, kissing a path to her neck. "I've been dying to fuck you like this for hours now." Taking her hands, he anchored them over her head with one of his. He felt her body tense up under him. "Baby, you know I won't hurt you. Just relax and remember who is behind you."

"Hmm, who'd that be? The man of my dreams?"

Grinning, "Yes, baby, that'd be me." Swiftly, he sank his fangs into her neck, and at the same time he sank into her wetness.
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Wednesday morning, bright and early—well, the crack of dark was more like it—Sofie entered the kitchen to make a pot of coffee. It was her first morning home, not counting Tuesday, when she spent all day in bed with Gage. But it was her first day with all three teams, and a part of her was excited to see them in action. After all, she had to help train these new guards to her ways or her torment. It could be seen either way.

Grabbing two empty cups and a thermal pot of coffee, she mentally called out to Pedro, who kept the middle of the night shift. She exited the kitchen and headed for the patio dining table to wait for him.

Pedro came up behind her, leaned down over her head, and kissed her lips. "Good morning, Cielo." He took a seat to her left.

"Good morning, guerrero guapo." Handsome warrior. Sofia opened the lid of the coffee pot and poured him a cup.

He chuckled. "I'm not sure I ever get tired of you calling me handsome warrior."

Was he handsome? Oh, hell yes.

Pedro kept his head buzzed in a traditional Army buzz. Rather than having black hair like so many warriors, his was a rich, dark brown, but like most, he had olive skin. His grayish-colored eyes were a striking contrast to his skin. Like all born vampires, Pedro had flawless skin, free of scars or any imperfections. And he was sexy as sin.

He watched her take a sip. "How was your first night home?"

"Okay, weird, maybe. There's still tension. But it is good to be back in my own bed. How's the new team doing here?"

Shaking his head. "It's different. At least I have three fellow Terminators on my team: Callisto, Derrick, and Azim. And I have AJ from Rebellion, Hopper, our one ex-human, and two twits from Alek's team."

Sofia laughed when she heard Marco and Kade from Alek's team both grumble their responses about being the life of the party.

"See what I mean?" Pedro flashed her one of his sexy smiles. "We'll all work fine together. The only team not represented on mine is Dane's. At least Jericho wound up with two dingbats too. He's got Daniel from Alek's team and Peyton from Rebellion."

She smiled at his reference to some of the men. "Yeah, well, I have a soft spot for dingbats."

"I know you do." He grinned over his coffee cup at her.

"So, you've got members from Ambrose, Gage, Alek, and some New Breeds. Nice. Who'd you pick as your second in command?"

"Callisto.

"Yeah, you may have a point." Sofie switched to talking to Pedro in his head. Pedro, can I tell you something?

Of course. You can tell me anything.

She smiled. I consider you my best friend, did you know that?

No, sweetheart, I didn't. Frankly, I'm shocked. I figured it was Jando, Raph, or J.

No. Truth be told, I have felt a special connection to you from the beginning. I never understood it and sort of pushed it aside because I didn't understand it. The day the Special Forces teams were poisoned, when I looked into your eyes that day, you instantly calmed me. You have been special to me even before I understood it. You are here because you chose to be here with me. You never left my side, like you and Jando promised. But I am especially thankful that you have never treated me differently, even after you discovered my past through my nightmares.

Pedro leaned forward and took her hands in his. Sweetheart, you have been a part of me for a damn long time; sometimes it feels like a lifetime. He chuckled when she made a face at him. I am honored to be your best friend.

Will you save me from the others if it ever comes to that? She gave him a crooked grin.

He let her odd comment about him being jealous slide. What are you talking about—saving you from them? Do you think something is going to happen, Cielo?

No, but they are all volatile men, and some of them aren't too excited about sharing my time, especially if this blood transfusion doesn't work. She shrugged. I just expect them to come to blows at some point. I need to know that if they all lose their shit that I have you. You're the one person I can trust and feel safe with.

I can see how you might need to escape the fierce four. I will always be here to talk to, pick on you, or play your crazy-ass games. You shouldn't even have to ask, sweetheart. Narrowing his eyes at her, he sat back. Why do you think that you are safe with me?

She knew what he was asking, and he deserved an answer. Sofia hoped that he was okay with what she was about to say to him. She reached out and took Pedro's hand in hers. Pedro, I am safe with you because you have always made me feel safe. I wouldn't have made it at Galen's if not for you. Plus, you're not interested in me. You look at me like your little, super-sweet little sister. She grinned.

Sofia, you are beating around the bush. What is it you are trying to say?

She watched his gray eyes as they grew stoic. Pedro, I know you have no interest in women. I've known you were gay for a long time.

His eyes dropped for a moment, then his fingers tightened his grip on hers. And? He didn’t deny it.

And what, Pedro? You are the same incredible man I have always known. I love you, and nothing will ever change that unless you betray me. And I will not tell anyone. But why do you keep it a secret?

Raising an eyebrow at her. Really? I work with the biggest group of badasses, who all think that part of being a badass is fucking all the women who fall at their feet. A few people know, the few I trust it with. Gage and Jando have known almost from the beginning. And Jericho and Raph know since we used to all be on the same team years ago. But other than those four, no one knows.

Sofia nodded. It now made sense when she asked Jericho, as a joke, if he preferred men or women. He backpedaled when he came off as too macho, quickly recovering by saying that being gay was okay, it just wasn't his thing.

I wanted to let you know that I knew. I trust you so much, Pedro, and I need to be honest with you. Mainly, I need you to realize that you can trust me, and you don't need to hide this from me. I don't want secrets between us. I love you, no matter what.

Pedro reached for Sofia, pulling her into his lap and hugging her. "Thank you, Cielo. I love you too, sweetheart. I always will." He narrowed his eyes on Sofia as she looked at him. "Can I ask how you knew?"

Sofia had wrapped her arm around Pedro's shoulder while sitting across his legs, her fingers playing with his buzzed hair. "I love the feel of this." Grinning, she rubbed the back of his head. I recognized a look on your face that I was familiar with. A look of a man who has something important going on inside but is keeping it to himself. A man afraid to reveal who he is for fear of being rejected. The same look my brother Sean had in his teenage years.

"Huh. I wouldn't have guessed." Pedro finished asking her in his head. Does he still keep it quiet?

He is comfortable with people knowing now, so no, it's not a secret. He doesn't go around announcing it, but if people find out, he's fine with it.

And you feel safe with me because I'm the only one who doesn't want to get in your pants, huh? His tone changed, and bitterness seeped out.

Dammit, Pedro! I feel safe with you because of your actions and because of everything you are. Because you've shown me time and time again that I can trust you and rely on you. I can depend on you, and I need you in my life to pull me away from the fatal four. I'm not going to sugarcoat this, you may need to stand between them and me on occasion if this transfusion doesn't work. And I need to know you'll be there for me. Her eyes dropped, and her voice softened. You saved me from my nightmares, Pedro. Each night, you held me and comforted me, you didn't leave me or let me go. I'll always be grateful for that, and I'll never forget it. And whether you like it or not, you belong to me. You belong in my heart. Her voice cracked with her last five words.

Pedro tightened his hold on her. "And as I have told you many times, I will always be there for you, Cielo. And I love knowing I belong to you." He paused and grinned. "Fatal four, huh?" Switching back to telepathy, I understand that this is going to be hard on you for a while. Juggling four huge men will take a lot out of you. An ornery grin split across his face, and the corners of his eyes creased.

Sofia gasped, catching his double meaning. She struggled to climb off his lap, he held on laughing. "So not cool, McCade." She used his last name, which still made her giggle. Since he wouldn't let her go, she shoved at his chest with her power. It knocked him over backward in his chair, with her on top of him. "Asshole."

Pedro lay there with her straddling his waist, laughing. "I'm sorry, sweetie; I couldn't resist. But seriously, if you ever need to vent, you call me, and we'll run away together, okay?"

Nodding, she smiled at him. "When we run away, let's go to Hawaii and lay on the beach half-naked. Deal?"

"Deal."

"I'm glad I didn't lose you, so thanks for staying." Leaning down, she kissed his sensual mouth. He was the only guard who dared to kiss her on the lips, but she always knew why. She wondered why Gage had no problem with it. She didn't think he knew about Pedro's sexual preference.

She stood and held out her hand to pull him up. "Now, I should break these men in properly, don't you think?"

Pedro pulled her into a hug, tipping her face to meet his. "You only have to initiate Marco, Kade, and Hopper. You can leave Callisto, Derrick, AJ, Azim, and me alone." He kissed her nose.

"That doesn't sound like as much fun to me."

"Jesus. And so it starts. Get ready, men. The little reign of terror is now fully awake."

By six forty-five in the morning, Pedro's team, still known as The Rogue's, were all laughing at poor Kade, Marco, and Hopper. She had scared each of them shitless when she teleported next to them, managing to make Hopper fall off the roof. Then she proceeded to blast them with her power to see if she could knock them off their feet, as their goal was to remain standing. They failed miserably and spent more time on their asses than anything.

A group of Tahoe's pulled up the drive when Pedro called to his men. "Bring it in men."

Jando was the first to walk through the side gate, listening to the guys harass the three new men that Sofia tormented. "Let me guess, you all got to know this woman up close and personal this morning."

"Jesus Christ. Why did no one warn us what a menace she is?" Hopper rolled his shoulder, the one he landed on when he toppled to the ground. "She knocked me off the fucking roof."

Jando eyed her and grinned. "I'm sure Raphael, Jericho, Cam, and Davis can sympathize with you." Jando walked over to Sofia, she went into his arms and kissed him.

"Don't listen to them. They are just not morning people like I am. They'll learn to love them soon enough."

He laughed, keeping her tucked into his side, and looked at Pedro. They shared an odd look. "I assume you didn't warn the new men, huh?"

"I didn't see the need. Hell, the Terminators and Rebellion weren't warned; we had to learn the hard way." Winking at Sofia, he gave her another grin.

"Oh, you're so funny, Pedro." Sofia rolled her eyes.

Raphael and his team entered the yard; he walked over to the three of them. Nodding to Pedro. "Your men live through their first morning with her?"

"Hey." Sofia scolded Raphael, then walked up to him and paused, waiting for him to hug her.

Giving her a small grin, he tugged her to him. "Good morning, Mia Regina." My queen. Giving her a brotherly kiss on the top of her head, he quickly moved away.

She held his gaze for a second and glanced at Jando, who shook his head to let it go. "So Raph, what newbies do you have on your team?"

Narrowing his dark eyes on her, he asked, "Why?"

"Just wondering? When I decided to let you guys pick the team instead of me, I didn't find out who you chose." Her expression gave a hint of what was swirling around in her ornery head.

Pedro barked out a laugh, knowing where she was going with this—round two of terror. "Okay, sweetheart, you have fun today tormenting the Renegades." He tipped her chin up and kissed her lips. "Try to play nice, Cielo." Angel.

The team names that were picked were the Renegades, Raphael's team, Rebels, Jericho's, and Rogues, Pedro. She picked them because she thought it was funny, which didn't surprise anyone.

Renegades, Rebels, and Rogues were her men, her warriors. She had a little of all three team names in her, so it seemed fitting.

"I'm pretty sure she will," Raphael said dryly. "But to answer your question, Doc, I have the most newbies at four. Please try not to have them running for cover or quitting on your first day back."

Again, she smiled sweetly. "And who are they?"

Raphael whistled. "Come over, men." Once all his team walked over, he began. "Cameron is my 2nd, despite you tossing his ass around. Plus, I have Kyle and Nathan from the Rebellion. My newbies are Jessup, my only Stooge. Thank God."

Jessup grinned. "You'll learn to love me. I have faith."

"I, for one, am glad to have at least one Stooge on each shift, Jessup." Sofia winked at him.

Rolling his eyes, Raphael added, "I have two from Frankenstein: Brody and Sam. Savage is our only New Breed. Men, this woman is nothing like what you have experienced at The Alliance, she is much worse on her home turf, so prepare yourselves."

"Hey, I'm not that bad."

Jando coughed out, "Bullshit."

The men chuckled as Sofia smacked Jando. "Welcome aboard. You men have a short reprieve 'cause I'm starving, and I need something to go with the coffee sitting in my stomach." She waved and walked away.

Sofia stopped at the back door and looked back at Raphael. And Donatello, tomorrow we are doing the blood transfusion. Are you okay with that?

I don't really have a choice, do I? He turned and walked away, not wanting to talk about it.

"Stay out of the fucking sweets!" Jando yelled after her.

Sofia just threw up her middle finger over her head and continued into the kitchen.

"Reprieve? What the hell does that mean?" Savage frowned as Sofia entered the house.

Throughout the day, Sofia noticed that Raphael kept himself away from her and out of her path. When she tried to talk to him, he was polite but made an exit as soon as he could. By the end of his shift, he was smiling more genuinely at her because she had tormented the shit out of his new team. She did the same ornery things to Raphael's team that she did to Pedro's; she scared them and used her power to see how many could remain standing.

Yet there was still a heaviness in the air with Raphael. Something told her that Jericho wouldn't be much better, and if she had to deal with his angry ass, she would be the one to quit. And why did they seem upset with her? She wasn't the one who betrayed them, and if anything, she should be the one still all pissy. All she knew was that she was ready to knock the shit out of these two if they didn't start treating her like they used to.

By two forty-five, Jericho's team pulled up, and Sofia decided that if he came in with the same attitude that Raphael did, she was going to flip out.

She watched as Jericho walked through the back gate and sought out Raphael. They talked quietly for a moment, then stopped when they saw her approach.

Stopping next to Raphael, she looked at Jericho. "Hi, Jericho."

He nodded. "Doc."

"Well, I'm outta here, brother." Raphael turned to leave without saying goodbye to her.

"No, wait, Raph. I want to speak to you both in the gym."

Both men looked at each other, then reluctantly followed her.
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Sofia walked into the house with her two surly warriors following, wondering how this would play out with them.

Call me, Minha Rainha, if you need anything. Jando said in her head.

You mean if I need you to shoot one or both of them?

He chuckled. Yeah, something like that.

Sofia shut the door to the downstairs gym after the men followed her in. Turning, she noticed they both still looked distant. "Okay, first, the rules have not changed around here. When you arrive, you greet me, and when you leave, you do the same, and I'm not talking about the cold, Doc, that I just got from you." She pointed to Jericho. "Second, I told Raph earlier that we will be doing the blood transfusion tomorrow. So, be at The Alliance at eight sharp. Dane and I will do you both at the same time." The look on Jericho's face became angrier and closed off. Raphael ground his jaw but didn't say a word. "Then, I will be spending Saturday with one of you and Sunday with the other. You can decide which takes me Saturday."

Jericho started to move around her, "Fuck this."

"I second that." Raphael began to follow Jericho, only to be blown across the room with him instead. Both hit the wall hard with their backs.

Sofia! Jando roared in her head when he felt a surge of power.

All good. I accidentally fired my weapon; no one was hurt here.

Behave. He chuckled.

Walking up to the men still plastered to the wall, unable to move, she placed her hands on her hips. "As I was saying before your attitudes got in the way, was one of you able to pick me up Saturday at eight in the morning. The other can pick me up at whoever's house I'm at on Sunday at eight in the morning. Got it?"

Raphael narrowed his dark, brooding eyes on her. "What are you talking about? Why are you spending a day with us?"

"Because I decided that I owe you, hell, you owe me too. And I've missed you guys. And I am forcing you to drop this crap and be my friends again. And it will happen even if I have to knock the shit out of you."

"Owe us?" Jericho snapped.

"Dammit, Jericho, call it whatever you want. You guys went through a lot these past few weeks, and then I tortured you by not allowing you to have my blood. We need to repair us."

"You're spending twenty-four hours with each of us?" Raphael asked

"Yes."

"To do what, exactly?"

"Whatever you want to do with me, Raph, talk; teach me to fish. Or I can teach you to fucking knit. Whatever we do, we will do it with one goal in mind: to repair our relationship."

"And how does Lucifer feel about that?" Jericho growled.

Sofia let go of her hold on them. "Goddammit, Jericho, knock it off! It was Gage's idea. He respects the fact that you both kept your word to him and backed off. And he thinks we all need this." She pinched the bridge of her nose and turned her back on them to collect herself. "Look, we have to figure this out, but I can't do it on my own with you two having these shitty attitudes."

"You think us betraying you is something we can just forget? We have a damn right to be mad at ourselves." Jericho's seething words had her turning to face him.

"No, Jericho, remember it so you never repeat it. But you being mad at yourselves feels more like you're mad at me. I want you to forgive yourself. I need you two back—the two men who I have adored from day one. You guys were my friends, and I miss who you used to be with me."

"Everything has changed, Sofia. We can't go back." Raphael said quietly.

"Maybe not, but we can move forward. So, stop acting like Gage is going to jump out of the darkness and kill you. He is coming to terms with this in the event the blood thing doesn't work. He's okay with Ambrose; he'll be okay with you guys." And that was it, or part of it—Ambrose. She saw the look on their faces when she mentioned his name. Were they jealous or angry about it? Narrowing her eyes at them, "Does this have to do with Ambrose? Are you mad because I have a relationship with him?"

"Shouldn't we be? Shit, we haven't been able to touch you the way we need to, and you're fucking Ambrose?" Jericho's words echoed the pain he held on to.

Sofia's hand moved so fast that Jericho didn't even have time to flinch when she slapped his face. "Don't you fucking dare! I'm still mad as hell at him, but I have forgiven you two. We cannot go back, you guys; we have to figure out how to move forward. Look, I understand you had no choice but to help Ambrose and Gage. I get it, I do, which is why I have forgiven you both." She rubbed her forehead. "I need you both in my life. I need you as my friend. I adore you both, but I can't allow myself to be bound to four men. Not after the previous lives I've had. I need some sort of control, and I need you to understand that." She walked to the door to leave, and with tears in her eyes, she looked back at both men. "Please come back to me."

As soon as Sofia stepped foot out of the gym, she teleported to the attic floor to the Blood & Sex room and cried.

*****
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The morning came way too damn fast.

If Sofia thought doing a full blood transfusion for the second time would be easier than when they did Dustin, well, she'd be wrong.

Oh. So. Wrong.

Instead, she had both Jericho and Raphael to worry about. And sure, logically, she knew they both should be just fine. They were already vampires, whereas Dustin was part human when they did his transfusion.

She felt someone watching her as she paced around the room where two hospital gurneys waited for the men. Sofia didn't need to turn around to see who it was.

Ambrose.

"Go away. I'm not dealing with you today."

"Yeah, I know." His voice was low and quiet as he moved silently into the room. "I'm here for my guys."

About that time, Dane came in, followed by Jericho and Raphael. Gage told her he wouldn't be there for moral support. He didn't want Raph and J to think that he was only there to make sure their bond with his mate was severed. She understood that, but she still needed him there for her. The last thing she wanted was to be trapped in a room with Ambrose for hours.

"Are you ready for this, Doc?" Dane asked, turning when he felt the air in the room change.

Galen popped in, no doubt at Gage's request to be there for her. "Same rules apply, mo páiste. No pacing, or I nail your ass to a chair."

Sofia smirked at him. Yeah, when they did this with Dustin, she almost lost her freaking mind. And to top it off, she began to remember parts of her past as Daria. All in all, the day sucked. Well, except for the fact that Dusty came out perfectly fine, if fine meant going from human to whatever the hell he was now.

"Okay, guys, shirts off and on the tables." Sofia grabbed the supplies and turned to see both men staring at her. Their expressions didn't need any interpretation.

They were pissed.

Neither wanted the transfusion. They had dealt with desires for her since they began receiving her blood, and now they'd never get the chance to know what it felt like to have her. To hold her. To love her.

Dane walked over and took the supplies from her. "You know, sweetheart, you don't need to be here for this. I got it. I have more than enough of your blood stockpiled."

Sofia stared at Dane. He was trying to get rid of her. Either Jericho and Raphael asked him to, or he knew they didn't want her there.

Her heart tore in two.

"Bella," Ambrose reached for her.

Sofia yanked away. "Don't." Her heart ached so much for these men. She loved them. They were her friends; they were her protectors. "Is this what you both want? For me to leave?"

Neither said a word; they didn't have to. Their answer was clear.

Sofia nodded. "I see." With tears in her eyes, she fled the room before she fell apart.

"Sofia, wait," Dane called after her, but she was gone. "Fuck, guys. I get it, I do, but that woman adores the shit out of you both. She needed to be here for her own peace of mind. If you had been here when we did Dustin, you'd understand."

"And if you knew what we have gone through since we began getting her blood, you'd understand," Raphael said, then looked at Ambrose. "Why the hell are you here?"

"Because I wanted to make sure you guys came through this okay."

"Your concern isn't needed, and it sure as hell isn't wanted." Jericho snapped.

"Look, J, I stayed when Cam got drugged, and I'm staying now. I back my guys up."

"We're not your guys. We have our own teams now. We are nothing to you. Fuck, we never were, or you would have left us out of your fucked-up plan." Jericho hissed as he yanked his shirt off and sat on the table, waiting for Dane.

Ambrose propped his hand on his hips. "We had to do what we did for Sofia. She came first. You know that."

"No, you and Gage came first. That's what we know." Jericho jumped off the table and stood toe-to-toe with Ambrose. "There were a million other ways that would have been better, but you two fuckers played God. With our lives!" He pointed to himself and Raphael.

"Goddammit, Jericho, we did what we-"

Gage materialized in the room, next to Ambrose. "Which one of you assholes made Sofia cry?" He looked between Dane, Ambrose, Jericho, and Raphael, ignoring his father.

Dane threw his hand up in surrender. "Don't include me in the mess. I'm just doing the transfusion."

Gage glared at Raphael and Jericho. "Do either of you have any fucking idea how much that woman loves you both? Do you have any idea how much she has hurt because she knew how hard this was on the two of you?" Gage ran a hand through his hair. "Fuck, she worried more about you assholes than she did me. That woman stood between me and you two because you have a special place in her heart. One that I can never take away from her or replace." He spun on Ambrose, "And you, brother, are on her shitlist like you can't believe. So help me, you all better find a way to fucking fix this, or I'll deal with you. And trust me, I won't give a fuck about your feelings." Gage turned and walked away; he stopped in the doorway. Without turning around, he added, "For what it's worth, I'm sorry this happened this way."

Raphael and Jericho looked at each other, neither expected empathy from Lucifer. But there it was. It just proved how much influence Sofia had over him.

Galen quietly watched. "Dane, I'll stick around in case you need an extra pair of hands." He helped get the sick humans all hooked up to IV's when they came in poisoned a few weeks ago. It was a skill he learned long ago.

"Thanks, man."

Jericho looked at Ambrose. "You leave, too. We don't want or need you here."

Ambrose shook his head. "J." Pausing, he glanced at Raphael, who nodded his agreement with Jericho. "Fine, I'll go. But know this: while my plan may have been fucked up, I would do it again to make sure Sofia was safe. If you knew half the shit she and Gage went through in all of her previous lives, then I'm certain you would have made this sacrifice for her too. And I am also sorry I put you both through this. You have always been the best men I have ever had on my team." Ambrose gave one nod and left, knowing he would not only have to repair his relationship with Sofia but with Raph and J too.
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By the end of Thursday, Jando had noticed that Raphael was beginning to act like his old self. It was obvious that the full-blood transfusion went well. Raphael was more at ease, and Jando could see it in his face and body language. His smiles toward Sofia were real, not forced. He hugged Sofia like he used to, with love in his eyes. But Jericho was still aloof and hard to read. Not sure how much more Sofia could handle, he decided it was time to either knock or talk some sense into that damn warrior. Personally, he preferred the violent path to the touchy-feely one, but Jericho was one mean sonuvabitch when he got angry, like Ambrose and Gage. Oh, who the hell was he kidding? He was one, too. But the point was that if he and Jericho went at it, they'd both be a bloody mess when they decided to give up because clearly there would be no winners.

And Sofia would be pissed as hell when she had to patch them up.

Jericho's team was due to leave at eleven in the evening for Pedro's team to take over. And he came back after his shift just to talk to Jericho. After he spoke to Pedro for a minute, he and Jericho were leaving when he stopped Jericho in the driveway.

"Hey, J, come have a beer with me. I'm buying."

"Why?"

"Because it's what friends do. And before you say something stupid like we're not friends, I'll remind you that we are. For close to twelve years now. Come on, I'll drop you off at The Alliance to pick up your bike."

Jericho thought for a minute before walking over to the passenger side of Jando's company Tahoe. Once he climbed in, he sat there in silence.

"Your team seems like they are getting along well. I do wish to fuck that Connor and Zuri weren't on the same damn team again. Jesus, one is as white as the other is black."

"Yep. When you look between them both quickly, you sort of get spots before your eyes." Jericho's dry tone had Jando chuckling.

"Fuck, that's what we used to tell Gage, which was why we had the rule that they weren't allowed to stand next to each other. And hey, at least Peyton now has Daniel to be a big goof with."

"Yeah, he seems happier."

After a few minutes of silence, Jando pulled up to the local biker bar. He parked and got out, with Jericho following behind. After ordering two beers, they sat at a table in the back, Jando facing the door out of habit. When two vampires were roughly the same size at six-four and well over two hundred pounds, even the meanest bikers moved out of their way.

"Okay, Jando, spill. What is it you wanted to talk to me about that you needed to get out of Sofia's earshot?"

Jando smiled easily. "Not one to mince words, huh, J?" He noticed how Jericho's eyes became colder and harder.

"Not my style. What is this about?" Jericho was trying to get to the damn point to get the fuck out of there.

"Jesus, what the fuck is wrong with you, man? Look, I get you're pissed at the hell you and Raph have taken from Gage and Ambrose for your role in the dumb-as-fuck plan. But every damn one of you needs to look at this mess through the other's eyes. And when you do, see it through Sofia's eyes as well. You all have a valid reason to be pissed the fuck off, but no one probably more than Sofia and Gage." He held up his hand to stop Jericho from jumping in. "Gage got mad because he thought he may have had to share his mate with you two. He could have been stuck with you two forever. Be honest, J. If Sofia were your mate, how'd you feel if you had to share her with the other three? I saw the way you looked at her, and I'd bet my annual salary that you'd be ready to kill the others to keep her for yourself."

Jericho scrubbed a hand down his weary face. "Fuck," he hissed. It was a scenario he hadn't thought of.

"Yeah, that's what I thought." He paused and narrowed his eyes on his old friend. "It looks like the transfusion worked; you look more like your old self."

Jericho nodded.

Damn, the man could be a bigger asshole than himself. "You know, man, if the situation were reversed, you'd kill them in a heartbeat."

"Did Sofia put you up to this?" Jericho narrowed his dark blue eyes on his friend.

Jando shook his head, leaning back in his chair. "Brother, you're a dumbass. You know that woman well enough to know she'd never do that, and I'm not going to tell her about this either. She wouldn't want me fighting her battles." Eyeing Jericho, he realized there was more—something Jericho wouldn't come out and say. "Okay, spill, man. What's really wrong here? The blood transfusion worked, so what? You pissed because you didn't get to have her at least once?" Jando took a swig of his beer, motioning to the waitress for two more.

Jericho snorted. "Fuck off, Jando. Who the fuck are you anyway, Oprah?" He waited until the waitress sat the beers down.

"Can I get you boys anything else?" Her bleach blonde hair sat in a high ponytail, and her jean shorts and top, which barely existed, appeared to be painted on.

Jando smiled. "We're fine, thanks."

She returned his smile. "I'm Tiffany; if you think of anything else you might need, just flag me down."

Jericho shot her a get the hell away from me look, and the girl fled.

"Asshole. She works for tips." Jando said as his eyes landed on the woman-man person still flirting at the bar.

"I'm pretty sure it wasn't a tip she was after, at least not the money kind." Jericho drained his first beer and reached for the second.

"And no, I am not Oprah; I'm more like Dr. Phil. Stop avoiding my question. What else is going on? Look, man, you are part of my team. Ultimately, I am responsible for you, Raph, and Pedro. If one of you fucks up, it falls on me to kick your ass or fire you. And I'd rather not do either, J, so spill."

Jando sat there for a second, and it dawned on him what was wrong: Jericho was the one who hit Sofia in the face the day the Let's Fuck Vega plan took place. No one asked her who the culprit was other than Gage when she was brought into the warehouse that day; they were all listening, but she did not answer. No one asked Sofia directly because they knew she would protect the one who did it. He, like others, assumed it was Ambrose since she still seemed to be the maddest at him. In fact, he had yet to see her speak to him since the day she patched up Gage, Jericho, and Raphael with her blood last week.

Jando winced, rubbing the back of his neck. "Shit. You were the one who hit her, huh?"

Jericho's eyes turned black at the memory, still raw with pain. He only nodded.

"Fuck. Now I get it. You're being an asshole because you're the one who landed the blow."

Jericho snapped, "Wouldn't you be?"

"Maybe, maybe not. But she is a hell of a lot tougher than we all give her credit for. Shit, look at the beating her brothers gave her that day in the training center. Sofia is not going to hold that against you. If she has forgiven you for the whole stunt, it includes the hit she took. You do realize that she hasn't told a soul who hit her, right? She is protecting you, J. Sofia doesn't want anyone to know it was you. Hell, if it were Raph, she'd protect him too, and I think you know that." Jando shook his head and took a drink of his beer. "Let it go, man. If she has, then you need to as well."

"Don't you think I've tried? All I can see is the look on her face when she looked at me after I hit her. I can't erase that from my head. We betrayed her trust; it was in her eyes, on her face."

Jando stretched his legs out and crossed his booted feet, glancing back at the bar where Tiffany was watching him. "Well, man, you need to figure something out because that woman has about had enough of your moody ass. And I won't get in her way when she decides to snap on you."

*****
[image: image]


Friday afternoon, Sofia brought out a basket of apples outside after lunch; it was her thing to throw food at the men by playing a game with them. She tried eggs one day to teach the guys how to catch them with their new powers, but they wound up covered in sticky eggs. The shells and egg slime were everywhere, pissing off both Melina and Ari.

Raphael's team was still on duty when she started launching apples at the warriors.

Cameron got whacked in the middle of his back, and he spun to see her smiling at him. "Dammit, Doc, you could at least warn me before you start throwing food at my head."

"If I were aiming for your head, I would have hit your head. Since you weren't paying attention, try picking it up with your mojo." She started calling their power to manipulate objects their mojo.

The more they received her blood, the more powerful they all became. So, she spent her time throwing shit at them to teach them how to stop the object, grab it, and throw it back. She had a good game of catch going in the middle of the night with Pedro and his team.

Launching an apple at Brody, she yelled, "Incoming."

Brody hissed, followed by a groan. "Fuck. Not cool, Doc. That hit me in the nuts."

The men all laughed at Brody's expense.

"Awe, poor thing." And she launched one after another in all directions.

Jando stepped up behind her, placing his hands on her shoulders. He leaned down and kissed her cheek. "Our terrorist is at work, I see."

"They looked bored," she shrugged. Suddenly, an apple flew at her, and she ducked, and it hit Jando in the chest.

"Jesus, thanks, Sofia. I love you too." Jando rubbed the heel of his hand above his heart, where the apple hit hard. "Who the fuck threw that?"

Raphael stepped to the edge of the roof and gave Jando a smirk. His mirrored sunglasses covered his eyes, his baseball cap turned backward, and he smiled. "I never touched it, brother."

"Were you trying to hit me?" Sofia put her hands on her hips.

"It's the game, is it not? Besides, I knew you'd duck. I was aiming at Jando."

Jando reached for an apple in Sofia's basket. "Okay, game on, brother." Jando tossed the apple in the air and swept his hand out, hitting it with his power as it flew at Mach speed at Raphael.

Raphael caught the apple with his mojo, launching it toward Kyle.

"Motherfucker!" Kyle growled in his Texan twang when the apple hit him in the back of the head. "Okay, I'm in, assholes." He put his hand out and commanded the apple to come to him. "My Nana would be appalled that we're chucking apples when she could be making her award-winning apple pies right now. But, I say, fuck all of you." And the apple was launched.

Sofia and team Renegade threw apples at each other for almost an hour, stopping them and launching them with their power. And like when she played this game long ago, the men blew up as many apples as Ambrose did.

And speaking of the devil, Ambrose walked out of the house. Sofia didn't realize he was home and had no intention of talking to him, but when he walked up to her and Jando, she was stuck.

He nodded to Jando and looked at Sofia. "Aw, the apple bomb game."

She glanced at him and kept her mouth shut.

Jando filled the awkward silence. "How's your new team coming along? It sucks that you and Lucifer lost your whole team to our terrorist." He got an elbow to the stomach for that.

"Yeah, well, we feel better knowing you guys are with her. We have some more training to do since we integrated the newly transformed humans into our teams. Dustin is on the hunt for more humans now, and Gage and I are pulling a couple of men from each of the Western Division Alliances. We're almost done assembling all four Phoenix teams."

"What teams are her brothers on?"

"I have Sean, and Gage has Kenny. They're both idiots and should be on Alek's team, but we decided to mix up our men and their personalities. I have been told my old team was the team with the sticks up their asses." He gave Sofia a small grin. "And after Peyton was miserable on my team, we thought it was best to mix up the badasses with the morons."

She said nothing; even her expression was void of emotion. Ambrose was tired of Sofia's behavior, so he reached out and hooked her around the neck, pulling her up to his body. His other arm banded her waist to keep her anchored to him. Even if she wanted to teleport, she'd wind up taking him with her since he was holding on to her.

He tipped her face up and kissed her cheek next to her ear. "Good afternoon, Bella. Are you still not talking to me?"

Jando snuck away to give Ambrose room to deal with Sofia. The woman's bullheadedness was Olympic size.

"There's nothing to say."

"I think there is plenty you want to say to me. We need to work this out, sweetheart."

"Yeah, well, you can wait. Raphael and Jericho are at the top of my list, and they're still both still being jerks. I don't have time to deal with you." She tried to push herself out of his iron grip. "Let me go, Ambrose."

Lowering his forehead to hers, he whispered. "I can't let you go, sweetheart. I am so sorry for the pain I caused you, Bella. Let me know when you are ready to work this out with me because I love you and miss you." He placed a kiss on her forehead, releasing her, and he walked away.

She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. When she opened them, she saw Raphael watching her. He nodded to her to come see him. Not moving, she stood there, looking at him.

Pushing his glasses down so she could see his eyes, he said, Come up here, Mia Regina. Please.

Sofia took her time, then teleported next to him on the roof. "What Raph? You want to talk to me about how I treated your ex-boss?"

"No, I want you to sit with me for a moment." He moved back away from the edge and sat down. "Come on."

Sofia sat next to Raphael, pulling her knees up, she waited.

He pulled an apple out of his combat vest, took a bite, and handed it to her.

She smiled and took it. "You saved one." Taking a bite, she gave it back.

"I wanted to tell you that I will be the one picking you up in the morning. If you're still okay with this weekend thing."

Nudging him with her shoulder. "Of course, I'm okay with it." Leaning her head against him, she whispered. "I miss you, Raph."

"I miss you too, sweetheart. I am so sorry for being such an ass lately, it's  just... " He stopped talking.

"Just what?"

"It has been so fucking hard to forget what we did to you. The way you looked at us when you thought we betrayed you—well, it felt like a knife to the heart—still does. Or like the dagger to the shoulder." He grinned. "And we don't know how to put this behind us. I know you said you have forgiven us and that we need to forgive ourselves, but," Raphael shook his head. "I just don't know how. I can't stop seeing that look in your eyes."

Sofia teleported from his side and landed between his bent legs, his body wrapped around her, her back to his chest.

He jumped. "Jesus Christ. Warn me next time." His arms snaked around her and pulled her back into his body as close as he could. "Fuck, I have missed you." Inhaling her scent, she calmed him. Just like she always did.

"You haven't brought me a sucker in a long time, Raph. I may have Jando fire your ass if you don't stick to the rules."

Laughing, he handed her back the apple after he took another bite. "Here, this is all I've got at the moment. And since when was hiding suckers for you a rule? It was a game, my game, my rules."

"Yeah, well, you stopped playing. So next week, the game better start again, or I'll blast your ass off whatever perch you are on."

His face turned into her hair. "Yes, ma'am." Placing a kiss on her cheek, he said, "Better move. I hear J and his team coming up the drive, and I don't want to piss him off any more than he already is." Raphael stood and pulled her up with him. "Don't be too hard on him, he's not as easygoing as I am." He grinned when she rolled her eyes at the absurdity of that remark.

When Jericho and his team entered, he immediately looked up to see her and Raphael on the roof. He nodded to them and turned to his men to tell them where their position was for the night.

With a finger, Raphael tilted her chin up. "I'll see you in the morning."

Sofia stood on her toes and kissed his cheek. "I'll see you at eight. And you'd better have something fun planned. You know what happens when I get bored." She walked over to the edge of the roof and turned her back to the ground. With her arms out, she grinned and fell backward as if she were landing in a pool.

"Shit." He grumbled. Yeah, he knew all too well the trouble this woman caused out of boredom. Raphael walked to the edge and looked over to see her grinning up at him. "You're an idiot, you know that?"

"Yep, but you like me."

Muttering to himself, "Damn straight, I do."

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

~ Chapter 34 ~
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Jericho was still in one of his moods on Friday when he started his shift, and Sofia decided that she had enough. No more being passive and letting him try to deal with whatever the hell was going on in that stubborn head. And talk about mule-headed; she didn't realize he was this bad; she never saw this side of him before.

She didn't like it. Not one damn bit.

By five in the afternoon, Sofia had come up with a new game. She called it, 'Let's see how pissed off Jericho can get.'

He was on a wall near the back of the property, no doubt trying to stay away from her. She narrowed her eyes on him, throwing her hands out, she sent a wave of energy at him. It sounded like thunder rolling through the property.

"Oh, shit." Both Wren and Davis muttered at the same time as Jericho was blasted off the wall and over the property line into the woods behind the wall.

"Motherfucker! Sofia!" Jericho roared as he jumped back up on the top of the perimeter wall. And he was blown off again.

Rather than jump back up and get shot off again, he teleported to where the attack originated from. "Dammit, Sofia! What the hell?" He was pissed as he looked around for her.

She popped in behind him. "You called?"

Jericho spun to face her. "What the fuck is going on?"

She grinned. "Tag, you're it." Another blast knocked him on his back, and she disappeared.

"Fuck." He hissed through clenched teeth. "What am I supposed to do? And what the fuck does tag you're it mean?" Anger vibrated in his voice.

"Well, for starters, you can stop the energy from hitting you. Catch it and throw it back. Or track me. If you can catch me, then I'll stop."

Jericho hit the deck when he sensed the force of her energy moving through the air. Passing over his head, it hit Connor, White Boy, and threw him into the wall he was standing in front of.

"Hey! If I'm playing, let me know! Otherwise, no blasting my ass!" Connor roared as he dusted himself off. "And I think I just cracked the fucking wall. Which woman is going to have my balls in a sling over that, huh?" He didn't know who the fractured wall would upset more, Ariana or Melina.

Jericho spent the next half hour getting his ass kicked by Sofia and her energy. By now, Gage, Ambrose, Alek, Dane, and Zander were outside, watching Jericho try hard to contain what little control he had left.

Sofia landed on the roof, squatting on the edge. she looked over at him as he stood in the middle of the patio, looking bewildered. "Do you give up yet, J? I am a bit disappointed that you haven't figured this out yet."

About that time, Pedro walked through the gate to the observation table, where all the men sat with smiles on their faces.

Jando was walking to the table from the other direction and nodded to Pedro. "Hey man, what brings you back? You miss corralling Jesse James?"

"I heard that you ass," Sofia yelled down to Jando. She turned to grin at Pedro.

Pedro winked at her, then said to Jando telepathically, I came to talk to Gage about Sofia's nightmares.

Brother, I was going to mention it to him. You didn't need to come all the way back out to do it.

Yeah, but I wanted to.

Jando nodded, pulled up a chair next to Alek, and sat. "Damn, we need some popcorn."

"No worries," Alek grinned. "Roan is making it now."

Gage handed Jando and Pedro an ice-cold beer. "Here, have a drink. We might as well have fun while we watch."

"Fuck all of you." Jericho hissed, and they all laughed. He looked up at her, "Okay, Rambo, what lesson are you trying to teach me?"

"Well, for one, you should be able to track me. All of you have my blood in you—you more than the rest of your team. You should be able to find me by homing in on my blood. But you've been such a giant ass-hat lately that you aren't focusing on anything. So, buckle up, buttercup."

"You tell him, sweetheart!" Alek yelled, cheering her on.

Jericho glared at Alek and threw his own ball of energy, hitting Alek square in the chest. Jando leaned away as the surge of power knocked Alek flat on his back. His feet were in the air as the chair stayed under him. "Not so funny, now is it?"

Alek cracked up as he unfolded himself from the toppled-over chair. "You're so fun to piss off, brother. And predictable. Now go get the little shit." He never got mad at one of his brothers when they attacked him for his mouth, in fact, he usually expected it.

Gage narrowed his eyes on Jericho. "She's right, though. Concentrate, and you can find her as long as she isn't blocking you."

"And she isn't blocking right now because we have known where she has been at all times," Ambrose added as he looked up at her, still perched on the roof, her eyes holding his for a split second.

"Keep up if you can." She flashed him a smile and disappeared.

Jericho took a cleansing breath, focused, and began to follow her trail. He couldn't teleport as fast as she could, so he always showed up a second too late.

After five attempts at missing her, he heard her in his head. Feel my blood, Jericho; feel it in your veins. Feel yours in mine, and then you can find me.

The next time she teleported, he did too; when he materialized, he dove, catching her and tackling her to the ground. Jericho pulled her body to his and rolled, keeping her protected against him. When they came to a stop, she was under him, laughing her head off.

Propped up on his forearms, one knee wedged between her legs, he looked down into her face, his face a mere inch away. "Buttercup, my ass." His eyes couldn't look away as she laughed.

Gage watched as his muscles tensed as Jando put his hand across his chest. "Please don't move, brother. Their bond is broken."

"I'm fine, Jando." Gage relaxed back into his chair.

"So, you finally figured out how to find me by feeling me." Smiling up at Jericho, her heart ached to have him smile back at her.

"I always feel you, Sofia. The last few weeks were hell." His quiet words were laced with pain. Standing, he pulled her up with him.

Jericho followed Sofia over to the table and grabbed the cold beer Alek held out to him. "Thanks." He took a drink and rubbed his chest. "Shit, those first two blasts hurt like a bitch."

"They were supposed to," Sofia smirked as she slid into Gage's lap.

Alek chuckled. "Damn woman, you play rough. I think it's time to go to the training center and race me on the obstacle course again."

Gage nuzzled her neck and kissed it. "Baby, the village idiot may be on to something. You need to work out hard rather than try to kill your guards. Ambrose and I are fucking sick of interviewing warriors to replace the ones you stole from us, so don't put more on our plates."

"Amen to that," Ambrose said, taking a swig of his beer. "Not to mention the hours of watching training videos to see if they're even worth an interview."

"Oh, and baby, I may kill Kenny. I'm still on the fence about it." Gage grinned at Ambrose when he snorted.

Sofia gasped. "Gage, you will not attack my brother. And why do you want to kill him anyway? Has he done something wrong?"

Gage groaned. "I'm just used to having assholes on my team like Jando and Pedro here."

"Thanks, fucker," Jando responded with a smile.

Pedro chuckled. "I second that. But in all fairness, I don't think we were this big of assholes until we started working with you."

Gage grinned at Pedro. "Yeah, whatever, man. Now my woman has you all soft and shit."

Pedro tossed his head back and laughed. "Fuck you, man."

Gage caressed Sofia's thigh as he spoke. "Kenny is so happy and damn talkative that some days I want to fucking rip his tongue out."

Alek, Ambrose, Jando, Pedro, Zander, and Jericho all laughed at Gage. He'd never had a goofy warrior under his command before. They could only imagine the look on his face when he had to deal with an idiot on his team.

"Now you know what I dealt with with Peyton for so long. If it makes you feel any better, I have his equally goofy brother." Ambrose winked at Sofia when she glared at him.

"Don't blame them for you two being such assholes. You need some joy and laughter in your life, so learn to love them. And if either of you hurt my brothers because they are happy, then I'll make your lives miserable."

Ambrose snorted again. "You mean you can make my life even more miserable than you are now?"

Sofia climbed off Gage's lap and stood. "Yes, I can." She walked off without saying another word.

Alek shook his head. "Damn, brother. I'm starting to wonder if she'll ever forgive you."

"You and me both." Looking at Gage, "I have an idea, but I need you to let me do this my way without interfering."

Nodding, Gage said, "We'll talk later."

Jando looked at Gage. "Hey man, take a walk with me and Pedro. There's something we need to talk to you about too."

"Oh fuck, you're about to go all Dr. Phil on his ass, aren't you?" Jericho said as he looked at Gage.

"Asshole." Jando replied over his shoulder at Jericho.
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~ Chapter 35 ~
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Gage followed Jando and Pedro around to the front of the property and down the driveway to get away from all of the ears in the backyard. "What is it you wanted to talk about?" He eyed his old friends suspiciously.

Jando began, "We just wanted to mention something to you. While we were at Galen's, he's an asshole, by the way."

Chuckling, "You think I didn't know that? Not positive, but I think that's where I might get it from."

Pedro laughed. "Yeah, but he's even worse than you. Anyway, about four times, Sofia had a really bad nightmare. The kind I could hardly bring her out of."

"You were sharing her fucking bed?" Gage made a move towards Jando. He knew Pedro had no interest in Sofia.

"No, you dumb fuck. Jesus, Gage. Pedro just said he couldn't bring her out of them, not me. And even if I did do something with her, who's fault would it be that I was there in the first place?" Suddenly, all the shit Jando had wanted to let loose with had surfaced, and there was no holding back.

"I was trying to protect her." Gage roared.

"Yeah, well, it was a fucking stupid plan. Sometimes I wonder if you five idiots even realize how badly you hurt her!"

Jando didn't even try to move or block Gage's fist when he slammed it into his face. The impact sent him flying back fifteen feet past Pedro. When Jando got to his feet, he went after Gage. The two friends fought for over ten minutes like caged animals as Pedro stood by, watching. On occasion, he thought about interjecting himself but decided it was a stupid idea without backup. There was no point, not really.

Jericho and Ambrose heard the commotion and left the backyard to find the two warriors beating the hell out of each other. Blood was flying, and fists pounded.

"Why the hell aren't you stopping them?" Ambrose snapped at Pedro.

"It seemed like it was kind of a losing battle. But if you two want to help, I'm game."

Zander and Alek came out of the side gate as Dane exited the front door. They had six warriors trying to pull two apart; it took three men to hold each violent, angry warrior.

"Knock this the fuck off!" Ambrose growled at the two men.

"What the hell is going on here?" Zander yelled.

"I was trying to talk to this asshole, and he went ape-shit on me, accusing me of sharing Sofia's bed." Jando wiped blood from his lip.

"I don't need you telling me that we hurt Sofia, fucker." Gage snarled.

"Really, you sure? 'Cause from where I stand, all of you act like she should just get the fuck over it and move on because your intentions were noble. All of you act as though you are the wounded one and not her. And you," he pointed to Ambrose. "I'm not sure what the fuck you did to her that was worse than the others, but she'd rather see you strung up by your balls and watch you die a slow, agonizing death than to forgive you."

Turning back to Gage, he got up in his face as his anger rippled from his body. "Anyway, what I was trying to tell you, you prick, was that she had horrible nightmares at Galen's, the kind that woke anyone who was sleeping, and even if we weren't, we all felt her pain because we have her blood. The kind that made her fight Pedro because she was so fucking terrified. And frankly, it scared all of us shitless. We just thought maybe you'd like to know, you ass." Jando turned and began walking away. "But if you want details, talk to Pedro; he was the only one who could bring her out of them and calm her. He was the one who shared her bed, not me."

Gage scrubbed a bloody hand down his face. "Jando." Gage's voice stopped him. "Thanks, and thanks for the fight. That felt damn good. I needed that."

Jando turned and offered a slight grin. "Yeah, it did." After Gage apologized—at least that's the way Jando took it—he decided to hang back.

Dane pinched the bridge of his nose, and his heart clinched for Sofia. "Shit, are her nightmares getting worse?"

"What nightmares are you all talking about?" Jericho asked.

Ambrose crossed his arms over his chest. "Bad ones from her past, so be prepared to deal with them if she has one while she's with you. We need to tell Raph about this, too." He glanced over at Gage, "Brother, you and I need to talk. We need a way to fix this."

"I know. Roman, the one who Galen brought to help Sofia in the warehouse, told me he could help her. I'll have Galen give him a call for me." Looking at Pedro, he said, "Tell me about what happened."

"For the first nightmare, by the time I made it to her room, she was crouched in the corner of her room with her head buried in her arms, sobbing. She kept crying, Stop, just stop, over and over." Pedro hooked his fingers in the front pockets of his jeans, visibly uncomfortable. Perhaps because he was telling Sofia's secrets to a group—sure, they were her family, but they were her secrets. "When I finally got her to look at me, she threw herself into my arms and held on, sobbing. I couldn't let her go for the rest of the night. I laid down with her and held her all night. It was the only way she could rest."

Ambrose tensed upon hearing that Pedro lay in bed with her, holding her and comforting her. And yet, he wondered why Gage wasn't upset. Even Jando and Jericho seemed okay with it.

"Shit. How many nightmares did she have? Did she talk about them at all?"

"She had four. After the second one, I stayed with her each night. Being near her and holding her was the only way to keep her calm enough to relax and sleep." Pedro glanced at Ambrose, who looked like he was ready to pounce.

Ambrose narrowed his eyes on Gage. "Hold up. Why are you okay with Pedro holding her and sleeping in the same bed with her, but you attacked Jando? Hell, I've seen Pedro kiss Sofia on the lips many times and touch her in ways no one else does, and you've never ripped his head off for it."

"I was thinking the same thing." Zander frowned, looking between the men.

"Because I wasn't thinking clearly." That answer made all the men raise an eyebrow since it made no sense to them. Gage put his hands on his hips and looked down. "Would she talk to you afterward about the dreams?"

Pedro's face held a grim expression. "No, she didn't, but she didn't have to. With all her dreams, I was able to see and feel what she was dreaming about. I kept telling her that she was safe now that she killed him, and he can't hurt her anymore."

"Fuck," Gage hissed. Looking at Dane, "How can he see her dreams and feel that level of pain?"

Dane looked at Pedro, who held his gaze. "You're an empath, aren't you?"

Pedro shrugged. "I've never had this happen before, not like this anyway. But I've noticed that the more I receive her blood, the more I feel her emotions, stress, and anger. Though, I felt some of her emotions before I ever received her blood. I was able to intercept her one day when I realized she was about to go after Galen for something he said to her. I felt the power building in her from inside the house, and they were both outside. I took off running for her and grabbed her before she shot Galen across the property."

All the men just stood and listened to Pedro. They had never had an empath in their midst this powerful before. Even with Alek and Zander, they had to touch the person to feel their emotions or to see into their minds.

Pedro shrugged. "From the beginning, I figured out that I could pull or absorb her extra energy away from her, so she could calm down quicker. Like I did last week after she shot Ambrose through the wall in the clinic."

Gage just shook his head and offered Pedro a weak grin. "I guess my old man is right; Sofia is building a wall of men around her that serve specific purposes. And now I understand what he meant when he said that you were her net; you really do catch her when she falls. I'm glad you'll be there for her, man." Gage stepped up to Pedro and hugged him. "But if you let her down, I'll kick your ass."

Pedro smiled. "Yeah, I know." He looked at the other men, stopping at Ambrose. "And Gage isn't worried about me sleeping with Sofia because... I'm gay."

Everyone but Gage, Jando, and Jericho's jaws dropped.

Gage smiled and stepped up to hug Pedro again. "Damn, man, I'm glad you're finally sharing this with your brothers."

When Gage moved back, Jericho took his place. "Yeah, me too, brother."

Jando grinned. "Bout fucking time." He grabbed his friend and hugged him.

Zander nodded to Pedro. "Damn, brother. I wish you didn't feel like you had to hide this from us all these years. You're one of us, no matter what."

"I guess that speaks volumes of our assholeness." Alek grinned. "Is that even a word? But Pedro, man, you are our brother, and that's all that matters."

"I second that," Dane agreed.

Ambrose nodded his agreement and glanced at Gage. "Well, hell. That's why you never blew a gasket when he kissed Sofia on the lips and touched her. I always wondered why you didn't." Turning to Pedro, he said, "We're happy you chose to tell us, brother. The only thing I care about is that you help keep that woman in check and be there for her when she needs you."

Pedro shrugged and grinned. "Yeah, well, that damn terrorist sort of has a hold on me. She has made me see some things differently." Running a hand over his head, he said, "I hate to admit this, but that small woman has us whipped."

All the men laughed and muttered their responses.

Gage chuckled. "That she does, brother, that she does."

*****
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Sofia had a backpack ready for a two-night trip—well, not a trip so much as two different sleepovers. Honestly, this would be her first-ever sleepover. She grew up without ever attending one because of her nightmares. Terrifying her friends was something she didn't want to do, and her parents wouldn't have allowed it to begin with since she scared the shit out of them when she had one.

Part of her was excited to have some time with her two first-ever permanent bodyguards. She loved these two from the beginning. And they were the first two to butt head with her and not back down.

Her first night would be Raphael, and the second would be Jericho. She was glad Jericho was last because she wasn't in the mood to deal with his attitude just yet. The times she saw him over the few days at the house, he barely spoke to her or made eye contact with her. Every time, her heart cracked open a little more. His pain made her chest constrict.

Sofia was a bundle of nervous energy. She was worried that they'd never go back to how things were before this fiasco. And if they didn't, it was one more thing for her to hate Ambrose for.

The rumble of a Harley pulled up to the house, and her stomach took a dive. Gage had said goodbye earlier and left on his own bike. She knew he couldn't be there when Raphael came to pick her up, and really, she was glad he was gone. A part of Gage was scared it wasn't over, that maybe their sexual feelings for her would come back. She sensed his apprehension; it was evident in his expression, even though this weekend was his idea.

The knock brought her out of her thoughts, and she went to open it. Raphael leaned against the door frame and had one of his killer smiles. His mirrored sunglasses hid his dark eyes from her, but she knew they were smiling too. His faded blue jeans had a rip above one knee that encased his long, muscular legs. He wore a long-sleeved red t-shirt with the sleeves pushed up his powerful arms, revealing his tattoos. His hair was windblown, and his beard was a three-day growth, as always, giving him a sexy bad boy look.

"Hi, Doc." His dimples winked at her.

Her head was inclined before she returned his smile. "Hi, Raph. I guess I'm ready." She looked down at her backpack; he grabbed it before she had time to move.

Sofia paused at the door, sensing someone watching her. Turning, she saw Ambrose leaning against the doorway into the hall. She still wanted to beat the ever-loving shit out of him for the stunt he pulled by turning her over to Vega. Did it work? Hell yes, but that wasn't the point. The point was that he had Dustin, Raphael, Jericho, and Gage all in on it and had her believing they had all betrayed her. A stunt that tore her heart in two even now when she thought back on those moments.

While she forgave the other four men, she hadn't spoken to him much since he had given her to Vega in exchange for Gage, and she wasn't about to start now. It was his idea and his plan to make her think they were betraying her. Her pain and rage were still so intense that they made her chest throb. And yet she wasn't sure why she was so damn mad at him in particular. His betrayal should have affected her the same way, but it didn't.

She had trusted Ambrose with everything—her heart and body—and he pulled this on her?

Shutting the door behind her, she took a deep breath, then followed Raphael to his motorcycle. He waited by his bike and helped her with her backpack.

"You know all the rules for riding, right?"

She rolled her eyes. "Don't touch the pipes; lean with you and not against you, and keep myself close to you, so my ass doesn't fall off."

Tapping her nose, he grinned. "Perfect." Then he looked down and shifted his feet. "Uh, Doc, before we go, I need to hear something from you."

Sofia understood exactly what he needed to hear again. "I forgive you, Raph. I know it wasn't your idea, and I know you didn't want to do it. I think I even knew the moment you were told you had to do this. It was the day Jando and Pedro took me for a while for you and Jericho. The day Ambrose and Gage went over the warehouse plans with everyone at The Alliance. You both changed immediately; I saw it and felt it."

"Yes, that was the day." He stepped closer to her, hooking her around the waist, and pulled her body up to his. "Thank you, Sofia, for forgiving me. I will never again let any asshole make me do something like that to you again. I promise you."

Nodding, she smiled up at his handsome face. "I know, Raph. But now that you have my blood, it's pretty much set in stone that you can't harm me. And I'm sorry I made you suffer those two weeks. And I'll never do something like that to you again, either." She reminded herself that Dustin betrayed her even with her blood flowing through his veins. While these men could hurt her feelings, they couldn't bring physical harm to her.

Raphael dropped his forehead on hers and just held her.
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Raphael flinched when Sofia's little body snuggled up to his back. He had tried to avoid contact with her for so many weeks that he flinched out of habit. But he was not. She felt like an old friend behind him. She adjusted herself, and her breasts pressed into his back, and he smiled. A week ago, that movement would have given him a hard-on like you wouldn't believe. And while his body ached for her for those few weeks, he knew deep down that she and Gage belonged together. She worked damn miracles with the man they called Lucifer.

His motorcycle roared to life when one of her hands came around his stomach. She grabbed right above the waist of his jeans and tugged at something he had tucked under his shirt.

He stopped her hand and laughed. "Whoa, sweetheart. What are you doing?"

"I'm taking what you brought me. It's wild cherry, isn't it?"

"You're like a damn bloodhound now." Raphael chuckled, pulled his shirt out of his pants, took out the sucker, and handed it to her over his shoulder.

"Thank you. If you're lucky, I may share it." After she unwrapped it, she put the little piece of heaven in her mouth and tucked the wrapper in his front pocket.

His body tensed up when she stuck her fingers into his pants. Would he ever stop reacting to her this way? "I won't hold my breath."

Fifteen minutes later, Raphael was getting used to her behind him on his bike. He never had a rider on his bike, so this was new to him. He snapped his fingers at her over his shoulder. "Come on, give it to me." He knew she was thinking about whether to obey, so she reached around under his arm and held the sucker up to his mouth. He snatched it without using his hand and took it from her, grinning.

Damn, he had missed her so fucking much. He wondered if he'd ever forgive Gage and Ambrose for what they put him through. Raphael idolized Sofia; he loved to talk to her, hear her laugh, and tease her. And he lost a lot of time with Sofia. And he now understood that if he ever fucked up again, the best punishment was to not have her around, to be denied her, her presence, and her smile. Shit, when she smiled at him, his heart melted. And really, he'd rather die than have to live through that again. Her being mad at him had been the longest fucking two weeks of his life. But leading up to that day still made his chest ache. Sofia knew something was wrong and nearly begged them to talk to her, and they lied to her day after day. And she humanized him enough for that to break his heart.

After twenty minutes, he turned off the blacktop and headed down a dirt road. They had wound up a small mountain for the last fifteen minutes, surrounded by a thick, dense forest. As they slowed down on the one-lane dirt road, he handed her sucker back to her for the second time. When she took it, he felt her body tense up. "What's the matter, Doc?" He asked over his shoulder.

"Nothing."

"Liar. What's wrong?" He stopped the bike where the dirt road forked, and to the right sat a small lake. Turning the engine off, he climbed off and picked her up. He stood her on the ground in front of him. His hand cupped her neck, tipping her chin to meet his eyes. "Talk to me, sweetheart. Your whole body tensed up just a moment ago. Tell me why."

She looked around before meeting his gaze. "I don't like the woods... Are you dropping me back off where you found me?"

He started to laugh, and then his face sobered. "Are you serious?"

She shrugged.

"Fuck, baby." He pulled her into his arms and held her, kissing the top of her head. "Sweetheart, why the hell would I dump you off?" His fist tilted her face up to his, and he saw sadness in her dark eyes. "I live out here; my house is just down the path to the left. Are you going to be afraid to be here with me in the woods?"

"I've just never been back in the woods since that day you guys found me. The woods scare me. You won't leave me by myself, right?" He shook his head. "I'll try not to be afraid as long as you promise to protect me from any crazed vampires that may be out there." She offered him a weak smile.

He kissed the tip of her nose. "Baby, I'm the only crazed vamp—or whatever the hell I am now—out here, and you have nothing to fear from me. I promise I'll protect you from everything else." He breathed in the wild cherry on her breath and leaned back down. His lips brushed her cheek. "Wild cherry smells good on you. Guess I'll have to get you a bucket of suckers." He grinned, pulling her body up against his and holding her tight.

Her dark eyes looked up at him, not saying a word. She smiled and stepped away to climb back on the bike. He saw the apprehension in her face, felt it in her body, and heard it in her voice. It made him feel like a complete ass. This shit must have been hard on her too, knowing he and Jericho were slowly pulling away from her, but she hung on like the trooper she was. Raphael knew what they all did to her and had her wired tight enough to snap. But she never gave up on them.

Ambrose asked him to take her first, guessing it was because he was easier going and because Jericho was still in a dark place since their betrayal. Gage had kept his distance from the whole situation for obvious reasons and let Ambrose deal with it instead. Gage still looked at them with suspicion, probably wondering if his desire for Sofia was gone. And if he was honest with himself, Raphael knew if the situation was reversed, he'd react the same way Gage did.

Raphael was going to cherish this day. This was the day he had to make up for all the shit he put Sofia through, as he still hoped she really did forgive him.

He stopped his motorcycle under a carport next to his house. He killed the engine and climbed off, then helped Sofia. Taking her backpack and her hand, he led her around to the front of his log cabin.

She came to a halt when she saw the lake she had seen earlier, about a hundred yards away from his front porch. "Wow, this is beautiful, Raph. Do you swim in it or fish?"

"Fish, mostly. My neighbor across the lake gets pissy when I skinny dip." He winked at her with a crooked grin.

"I can see how that could make some people uncomfortable. Hey, I did say maybe we could fish that day in the gym."

Raphael chuckled. "Yes, you did. You also mentioned knitting, so I got you some yarn." His mischievous grin told her he was teasing. Tugging on her hand, he said, "Come on, let me show you the rest of the place." He led her up eight steps and opened the front door for her.

On the inside, there were antique-painted walls with a large stone fireplace that took up one whole wall. The furniture was manly—a big, heavy leather couch and two chairs. A beautiful area rug with rust, brown, tan, and green covered the living room's wide wood plank floors.

He touched her back as he sat her backpack down in the hallway. "Let me show you the backyard."

Sofia glanced at the immaculate kitchen on their way out, complete with stainless steel appliances. "Your home is absolutely gorgeous. What I wouldn't give to live in a home like this instead of the fortress." Her smile made him smile back.

"Thank you, sweetheart. You can get lost in that house of yours. I'll show you where I love to sit and think." He led her out the back door, stepped out from under the covered patio, and stopped on the edge of the steps that overlooked the yard.

The backyard had a small area of about a hundred by seventy feet; beyond that was the thick, dense forest bordering his yard. Lush ferns grew under the protection of the trees. Off to the left was a rock fire pit that had a wood floor built around it, with patio chairs circling it. The air was thick with the aroma of pine trees; birds chirped, and squirrels chattered from the trees, making Sofia smile.

"Are you still afraid of the woods, sweetheart?" Raphael spoke quietly in her ear as he stepped up behind her, placing his hands on her shoulders.

"Not this, no, out there," she pointed into the woods, "yes."

"Then we won't go out there. Here, have a seat, and I'll show you something." He motioned for her to sit on the top step. "I'll be right back." He disappeared into the house.

Within a moment, Raphael was back. He sat behind her, his legs bracketing her in, her back snug against his chest. Raphael pulled her body close, realizing he needed the closeness. He opened a bottle of water and took a swig, then handed it to her. "See those trees right over there, the four pines that are clustered together?"

"Yes."

"Okay, watch them." He placed two fingers in his mouth and whistled.

Excited chatter came from the trees as three large gray squirrels shimmied down the trunks. Hanging upside down, they all looked at Raphael as if they were waiting for something.

"Oh my gosh!" A huge grin covered Sofia's face.

"Well, come on," Raphael called to them, and all three ran down the trees across the yard to him and sat as they looked at him. They inspected Sofia from a safe distance.

"Holy crap," she giggled. "They listen to you?"

"If they want treats, you bet." He reached down and handed her a small bowl with peanuts in the shells. "Take one peanut and hold it by the end." When she did, he covered her small hand with his and held their hands out for the squirrels. The first one came up and sniffed her fingers, then Raphael's, before it took the peanut. The other two repeated the process. "I'm letting them smell me on you, so they know you are a friend."

She turned and looked over her shoulder at him. "This is so awesome. Thank you."

Raphael's face was inches from hers; he saw the old Sofia, the one who loved him. His hand touched her face, hooking a finger under her chin. "You are welcome, sweetheart." The neglected squirrels chattered at him until he broke eye contact with Sofia. Grinning, he said, "Little bastards."

"Can I feed the next one by myself, or do they not trust me?"

"See for yourself."

Sofia held the peanuts the way Raphael showed her, and one by one, they came up to take the nut from her fingers.

Raphael cocked his head and listened. "I think we have some more company. He won't come out because you're here, so I guess I'd better invite him."

"What is it? It better not be a bear, or I'm outta here." She snuggled back into his chest, away from whatever was out there.

He chuckled, enjoying her burrowing into him for protection. She trusted him with her life to protect her, and he would. Raphael would never let her down again. "King, it's okay. You can come out." He gave a different kind of whistle, and the trees moved, swaying gently.

Slowly, a huge deer with a ten-point rack stepped out of the dense forest. He stopped as he lifted his head toward Raphael and Sofia and sniffed the air. After he picked up Sofia's scent, he looked directly at Raphael and waited.

Whispering, so she didn't spook the beautiful creature, "What's he doing?"

"He's waiting for me to tell him you are a friend." He gave another whistle. "It's okay, buddy, come on. I think you'll like her." He stuck his hand around Sofia, taking hers in his, and held it out for the deer as he walked up cautiously to them. The huge buck stuck his nose out until he almost touched their fingers, breathing in her scent. Once again looked at Raphael and snorted. "She smells good, doesn't she?"

"Can I feed him too?"

Her smile made his chest hitch. She was so fucking beautiful. Not just in her physical appearance, but in her heart and soul. She touched and changed the lives of everyone she encountered. Hell, she had changed sixteen of the biggest assholes The Alliance had—eighteen if you counted Gage and Ambrose. And no doubt King and the three squirrels wouldn't soon forget her either.

Raphael reached behind him and picked up the two carrots he grabbed with the peanuts. He broke one in half and gave it to Sofia. "Now hold your hand out flat, he'll grab it with his mouth but not his teeth." He placed his hand under hers and extended their hands to the beautiful creature he called King.

After the carrots were all gone, Sofia held her hand out, palm up, to the deer and looked into his huge brown eyes. He lowered his head toward her, took one step closer, and nuzzled her open hand.

Grinning, Raphael kissed the side of her head. "I think King likes you."

"You named him?"

There was a pause. "Uh, no. He, uh, sort of told me his name."

Sofia turned her body around to face him, both hands resting on one of his thighs. "Wait. Can you speak to animals?"

An uneasy look washed over his face. Only Jericho knew what he could do with animals, and he threatened to kill him if he ever let his secret out.

"Oddly enough, the only creatures that don't seem to like me are bats. But yes, I can speak to them." He always assumed the bats stayed far away because they both had fangs; only his were bigger.

"Holy shit! That is so cool! You're like-"

"Don't you dare finish that sentence, or I will kick your ass. I am not like Dr. Fucking Doolittle. And if you breathe a word of this to anyone else, I will hunt your ass down and then kick it again. Got it?" He cocked one dark brow at her with a smirk on his lips. Her ornery smile put him at ease. Hell, he used to live for that ornery smile.

"Got it. But come on, this is so cool."

"Or freakish. It depends on how you look at it." He paused and took a deep breath, then closed his eyes for a moment. "Well, I'll be damned."

"What?"

Raphael looked into King's eyes. "You sure, buddy?"

The huge buck tipped his head as if he nodded yes.

"Raph, what?" Sofia repeated.

"He, uh, Kings says he knows you."

"Huh? I don't understand." Her eyes landed back on King, and he boldly held her gaze.

Raphael kissed the back of her head. "Mia Regina, he says he found you in the woods when you were a fawn. I suppose he doesn't know the human word for fawn. Did you see a deer in the woods before you found J and me?"

Sofia frowned, trying to remember. "I thought I was dreaming." Her hand reached out to King, and tears filled her eyes. "Oh my god, you were real. You stayed with me at night, protected me, and kept me warm."

Once again, King's head tipped in a silent response.

"You've got to be kidding me." Raphael was astonished; Sofia's protector found him many years later. Perhaps King saw him and Jericho out in the woods too.

A tear rolled down her cheek onto Raphael's arm. "He slept with me at night to keep me warm. He didn't have these beautiful anthers back then. I think he was pretty young." She gasped. "That would make him over twenty-five years old. Do deer live that long?"

Raphael chuckled. "Yes and no. Most deer get killed by hunters before they get too old. But King, well, he's smart. A long time ago, he got shot with an arrow by a hunter. I heard him in my backyard calling out. When I came outside, he was lying in the grass with an arrow in his side."

"And you pulled it out and saved him."

"Again, yes and no. Yes, I pulled it out, but he would have bled out and died. Something told me that I needed to save his sorry ass." King snorted, making Sofia chuckle. "So, I opened a vein in my wrist and put it in his wound."

"No way! Seriously! That's so cool." She looked at King and said, "He's a real sweetheart, isn't he, King? It's why I like him too."

Raphael pinched her waist for making him sound all cuddly-like. "Since that day, anytime he gets hurt, he comes to me to patch him up. But I'm not altogether sure he isn't immortal now, with all the blood I've given him over the years. Outside of having his head removed, I don't think he can die."

King raised his head a bit higher, as if he were telling Raphael that he was correct.

Sofia opened her hand to King; he stepped closer, and she stood to meet him. She placed her hands on his powerful jaw, then lowered her forehead to his. "If you ever need more blood, Raph's is even more powerful now." She whispered through her tear-filled eyes. "Thank you, King. You are my hero."
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An hour later, Raphael took Sofia inside to make breakfast. Her smile warmed his heart, and her laughter melted it. He hadn't realized how much you could miss something until it was gone. But now Sofia was forever a part of him. Raphael felt her anger, her fear, and her happiness. And it was a feeling that he loved, knowing how she was at all times. That she was safe.

They spent the rest of the day talking and laughing. She even pestered him into playing Scrabble as she proceeded to make up words. Who was he to question her? As long as she was happy and smiled at him, that was all he cared about. She made up so many words that he told her she had to give a definition of what the word meant.

"What the hell did you just spell now?" His eyes narrowed at the board.

"I-G-N-O-R-A-N-U-S. Ignoranus." She said it proudly with a huge grin.

Raphael scrubbed a hand over his grinning face. "Jesus. This is gonna be good, isn't it? Okay, sweetheart, I give; what does it mean?"

Her face was serious, her beautiful smile wiped away. "It happens to be a person who is both ignorant and an asshole." She kept her face straight for as long as she could. But when Raphael could no longer keep from laughing, she fell over on the floor and cracked up.

"Holy shit, woman. You are not normal." But in the end, he couldn't help it; he laughed as hard as she did.

Dawn came too soon for Raphael. He woke early to make Sofia some coffee before she scared away his wildlife with her surly morning attitude. He poured himself a cup and went and sat on the back steps as the sun peeked through the trees. Raphael knew she usually got up at four in the morning, but they had laughed, eaten, and drank into the early morning hours.

Hearing her in the kitchen, he waited for her to join him outside.

"Morning. Thanks for the coffee." Sofia leaned over him, placed a kiss on his lips, and sat next to him.

Raphael cocked his head sideways to look at her. "You're more than welcome, sweetheart." Noticing her wet, long curls from the shower she took, he paused and watched her. "You okay, you know with-"

She leaned her head over against his shoulder. "Yes, Raph, I'm fine. It wasn't as weird as I thought it would be; maybe that's because I've spent so much time with you."

"I'm glad to hear I'm not weird." He smiled at her, then tilted her face up to his and kissed her lips softly. "Drink your coffee, baby, 'cause we need to leave here in about thirty minutes."

"Jericho isn't picking me up?"

"Nope, I told him I'd take you to him."

Twenty minutes later, they headed out to go to her next sleepover. Raphael carried her backpack in one hand and held her hand in the other as they made their way down the front steps.

"Before we go, take a short walk with me." Tugging her to follow him, he walked around the left side of the small lake. The sun shone down on the lake, making it sparkle with life. Ripples across the surface revealed fish coming up for breakfast. When the wind blew, the water resembled waves that tumbled to the shore.

"Can I come back and see King again?"

"Absolutely, I think he'd like that."

"Where are we going?" She asked as she lifted her head to sniff the air. He knew she smelled the smoke of a fire nearby. Her stomach rumbled. "Damn, I'm hungry, and I smell bacon."

"Sorry, baby, I guess I should have grabbed you something before we left, huh? I want you to meet my neighbor. He doesn't get many visitors out here. He's a nice guy, a little odd sometimes, but you get used to it." Raphael pulled her hand to his lips and kissed it.

Sofia paused and tugged Raphael to a stop. He looked at her. "What, Mia Regina?"

"Raph, I just want you to know something."

"Okay. What?" For some reason, his heart dropped. Suddenly, fear took over, and he was worried that maybe she didn't fully trust him or perhaps she hadn't forgiven him.

Her dark eyes held his. Sofia stepped up to him and touched his face. "I need you to know that I love you, Raph. No matter what, you are forever a part of me. And I love the man that you are with me. You make me feel safe, protected, and loved. So, thank you."

"Jesus." He tugged her to his body and kissed the top of her head. "I think, if I am honest with myself, I've adored you since the first day I met you during our physicals. And with each time I saw you and your sassiness emerged, I fell for you a little more, as a person, you know. I sensed a connection I couldn't explain, but I knew somehow that you were part of me. I love you too, Sofie. More than you may realize." He lowered his mouth to her forehead, and he kissed her, letting his lips linger as he held her.

As they made it around the lake, they had to walk through some trees before it opened back up to a front yard of a log house. He pulled her up the steps, opened the door quietly, and tugged her inside.

Sofia dug her heels in. "Raphael," she whispered, "what if you startle him and he comes out waving a shotgun at us? Let's go back and knock."

"He doesn't startle easily, and he prefers a handgun to a shotgun. Plus, this asshole always walks in without knocking." A deep, familiar voice was heard as Jericho stepped out of the kitchen with a cup of coffee in his hand.
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Jericho saw the shocked expression on Sofia's face as she punched Raphael in the arm. "Jerk. Why didn't you tell me that this was Jericho's house?"

"Where would the fun in that be?" He winked at her and glanced back at Jericho. "Well, I guess I should be going. Come say goodbye to me real quick." Raphael took her back outside and shut the door. Pushing her up against the side of the house, he gripped her hips. "He's been a little cranky since all this shit with you and Vega went down. You probably haven't noticed." His sarcastic remark made her grin. "You may have to throw the bastard into a tree a few times to clear his head. Just don't do it indoors, 'cause I don't want to have to help him rebuild his house." He grinned, cupping her neck. He tipped her face to his and kissed her. "Thank you, sweetheart. I know how hard this has been for you, so thank you."

She smiled at him and nodded. "Raph, I'm just glad to have you back." Sofia watched him leave. Turning, she went back in to find Jericho. He was in the kitchen, making breakfast. "Hey," she smiled.

"Hey yourself. Want some coffee?" He didn't turn to her, keeping his eyes on the pancakes he was cooking on a griddle.

"Of course, just point me to the cups."

"The cupboard by the fridge."

After she poured a cup, she sat on a bar stool to watch him. Something was still off with him. And she wasn't averse to blasting his ass through a wall, despite Raphael's wishes.

"Can I help?"

"Nope, I got it. I hope you're hungry. I have plenty of pancakes and bacon."

"Oh... Uh." Sofia paused.

Jericho finally looked at her. "What? Did you already eat?"

She shrugged and gave him a sheepish grin. "No, it's just that I don't really like pancakes. They're way too sweet for me."

He almost dropped the spatula, but his jaw had no trouble with the fall. "You've got to be kidding me. You, who can eat a pound of cotton candy in one sitting, and that's a damn lot considering how much it weighs and yet-" Her grin stopped him dead in his tracks. His eyes narrowing on her. "Oh, okay. I see how you're gonna be. Yanking my chain first thing in the morning." A small grin touched his lips. "Little shit," he muttered.

Her soft laugh had him turning to look at her, yet he only stared; confusion covered his face.

"Hurry up, because I'm famished. I'll get plates and stuff unless you're like Roan and will whack me with that spatula if I touch something I'm not supposed to."

"Nope, go for it. The dishes are in the cupboard beside the cups, and the silverware is in the drawer below."

Once again, he kept his back to her. He wasn't sure if he could do this; there was too much going on in his head right now. He didn't think he'd ever be able to look at her without seeing that look of betrayal on her face that day in the underground garage. One of the biggest problems was that his best friend had delivered her to him, knowing that Raphael was able to move on from the shitshow they both were a part of. And it sucked. Jericho just couldn't let some things go. Not this.

After breakfast and some small talk, Sofia helped him clean up the kitchen. He had remained quiet through most of it and tried not to get too close to her for fear he'd snap.

The last dish was dried and put away, and Sofia looked at him, hands on her hips. "Okay, enough of this shit, Jericho." It was so much like her calling him out. Jando had been right; she was at the end of her rope with him and his mood. But he didn't know how to fix it.

"What?"

"This," she said, motioning between the two of them. "Whatever the hell is going on here, What's the problem?"

"There is no problem." His eyes became hard and cold as he looked at her with a scowl.

"Really? No problem? You will hardly talk to me, let alone look at me. But fine, if this is how you're going to be, then I'm heading back to Raphael's." She started to leave the kitchen when Jericho grabbed her around the waist and slammed her butt down on the counter.

His face was inches from hers as anger seeped from his pores. "Let's get one thing straight here, Sofia. Don't ever, and I mean ever, threaten me with Raph. You can threaten me with Gage because he's your mate, but you will never do it with the others. Understand?" A low growl laced his last word.
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~ Chapter 38 ~
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Jericho glared at Sofia.

She crossed her arms over her perfect breasts, which he noticed a lot up until a few days ago.

"No, I don't understand." She snapped. "If you're just going to ignore me and treat me like we have barely met, then I'm not staying, so get out of my way." She tried to push him away to jump down.

He realized she could have blasted his ass across the room if she wanted to, yet she didn't. She was giving him the chance to fix this on his own first.

He got that.

Jericho pushed her legs apart and stepped between them, his hands braced on the counter beside her thighs in a death grip, and he snarled. "Do you fucking remember what I did to you, Sofia? Do you? Well, let me remind you: I fucking slammed my fist into your face and knocked you the fuck out! Do you have any idea what that did to me, knowing that I hurt you like that?" When he waited for her to answer, she looked like she didn't grasp his pain. He picked his hands up and slammed them on the cabinets behind her head, rattling the dishes as she jumped. "Do you fucking understand now?" Jericho roared.

"I jumped because you startled me dumbass, not because I'm afraid of you! Ignoranus." She muttered the last word under her breath.

"What?"

"Nothing."

Jericho dropped his head while his hands remained planted on the cabinets. He had her whole body bracketed within his; she had nowhere to go, and he couldn't bring himself to move away.

"Did you volunteer for that part of the plan?" Sofia's auburn head cocked to the side.

He looked up at her like she had lost her goddamned mind or like she had snakes for hair. "Are you fucking serious? You think I volunteered to hit you? No, Sofia, I drew the short fucking straw. None of us wanted to do it, so Ambrose made me, Raph, and Dustin draw straws to see who had to do it, and well, I lost." A muscle in his jaw ticked as he ground his teeth together. He could feel it the moment the back of his hand made contact with her delicate face. Sickness still teased his stomach every time that memory flashed through his head. The look in her dark brown eyes tore his heart in two.

"No, Jericho, I didn't think you volunteered." Her voice was soft; her hand went to his face and cupped his jaw. "I know you would never do anything to hurt me, not on purpose. And before you open your stupid mouth, yes, I realize it was on purpose, but you know what I mean." She forced his face back up when he tried to avoid her gaze. "Would it make you feel better if I hit you? I mean, I slapped you last week, so I'm not sure if that counts. And I'm not sure if my punch could knock you out, but hey, you have a cast-iron skillet. I bet that would work."

Her sweet smile warmed him when he stared into her dark chocolate eyes. He leaned toward her, rested his forehead on hers, and took a deep breath. "Shit, Sofie. I have missed you so much."

"Jericho, I trust you with my life. I always have and always will. I can't promise I won't be a pain in your ass or have you so mad at me some days that you threaten my life. But I know you, Jericho, you would never hurt me. I have forgiven you, and I have never stopped loving you."

He saw the sincerity in her eyes and heard the conviction in her voice. This woman was amazing. All the shit she had been through with everything they inflicted upon her in order to get Vega, and yet here she was forgiving him and giving him her trust. This was a big step since she was still mad as hell at Ambrose. From what he heard, she had barely spoken to Ambrose since that day. Served the big bastard right for the fucked-up plan he put in place and for forcing him and Raphael to participate.

Sofia offered him a saucy smile. "And I know you have missed me. I'm sort of incredible."

A deep growl came from his chest. His hand cupped her neck as his other hand circled her waist and dragged her the last few inches across the counter into his body. "Yes, I know. I have always known that."

"Then you need to move past this shit and be my friend again."

He cocked an eyebrow at her. "Are you bossy even as friends? If so, we're going to have some real issues because I like to be in charge."

She chuckled. "Yeah, well, you know how I take orders."

"Yeah, I know that too." Jericho tipped her chin and looked into her loving eyes. "I am so sorry, belle reine." Beautiful queen.

"I know, Jericho."

"Do you?" He shook his head. "Sofia, did you know that Raph and I appointed ourselves your full-time guards while we were on duty because we both felt a strong pull toward you? We couldn't explain it, but we knew it had to be us." His thumb caressed her jaw.

Her eyes filled with tears. "No. I didn’t know that." Her voice was quiet, laced with sorrow.

"Shit. Why are you about to cry? What'd I do now?"

Sofia shook her head. "You didn’t do anything, J. It's just," she shrugged. "I have missed you so much too. I miss the man who threatened to nail me to the roof one minute, then swore he'd kill anyone who hurt me the next. I miss the man who'd hide pink and blue cotton candy for me, never yellow because he knew I hated that flavor, to teach me how to find things by their scent. I need you back, Jericho."

The pain in her voice and the tears in her eyes nearly took him to his knees. Jericho tugged her closer and wrapped his arms around her, holding her tight. "I need you, too, sweetheart." He whispered into her tightly wrapped ponytail.

Pulling back, Jericho looked at her gorgeous face. "So, what would you like to do today?"

She looked at him as her fingers traced his muscles and tattoos on his right arm. "You guys all make me sick how beautiful you are."

He gave her a crooked grin. "Men are not beautiful, sweetness. You are a belle femme." He reached up, pulled her ponytail holder from her hair, and set her long curls free. His fingers ran through the silky, damp curls and smiled. "I love it when your hair is down, so no ponytails while you're with me."

"I don't like bossy men." Her dark eyes twinkled when she smiled at him.

A deep laugh rumbled from Jericho's chest. "Then you're truly fucked, baby. You work and live in the worst possible place."

A slow smile covered her face. "No, it's the best possible place to be. Surrounded by warriors I love with all my heart. For the first time in my life, Jericho, I know where I belong. And I couldn't exist without all of you. I wouldn't exist without you and Raph finding me in the woods that day."

"Baby, you found us." His hand cupped her neck, bringing her to him; he placed a kiss on her forehead. He grabbed her by the waist and sat her on the floor. "C'mon, go for a walk with me."

"I heard you have a neighbor that likes to skinny dip in the lake."

"Dumbass. I told him if I catch him doing it again, I'll shoot his naked ass."

Sofia chuckled. "I thought he was joking."

"I wish." Jericho tugged her out his back door, grabbing a bottle of water off the counter as they went.

"You both have such a beautiful home and yard. I bet it's peaceful out here, huh? There aren't ten to eighteen people here at any given moment." Her voice held a bit of sadness. Sofia was never alone. Men watched her twenty-four-seven.

Jericho squeezed her hand. "I'm sorry, sweetheart; it must be hard knowing someone always has eyes on you."

"Most days, I'm okay- Wait." Sofia stopped dead in her tracks. She was suddenly surrounded by the forest. She tried pulling back; she needed to retreat. "Where are you taking me?"

"For a walk, like I said."

She shook her head. "No. Not out there. I don’t like the woods, Jericho. I have never been back since the day you guys saved me."

Jericho turned and hooked a hand around her waist and one around her neck. "Sofie, baby, I would never let anything happen to you. Not after what we already put you through. Walk with me. I promise you are safe."

Her head was still shaking. "Please, Jericho, don't."

He tugged her into his body and wrapped her in his arms. "Trust me, Sofia; please trust me. I will keep you safe." He tipped her face up to meet his gaze. "Trust me." His words were quiet, but they held conviction and honesty.

One large tear slipped from her eye, and Sofia nodded. "Okay, I trust you. I do."

He leaned his forehead down to hers, "Thank you, sweetheart." He took her hand and started back through the trees.

"Are, uh, are you going somewhere in particular or, uh? Oh shit. Okay, breathe, breathe." She chanted as she tried to obey her commands.

"Belle reine, calm down. You said you trusted me. Now breathe slowly. It's not much further. While you're at it, think about what you'd like for dinner. I was thinking about barbequing something."

"Smore's."

"What? Smore's? Isn’t that a dessert and not food?"

"Dessert is food."

"No, it's not."

"Sure, it is. Food can be classified as anything you can eat."

He snorted. "Woman, sugar is not a food group. I don't care how you dress it up. I am not giving you sugar for dinner. We can barely keep up with you on a normal day without adding sweets to the mix." Jericho stopped walking and pulled her to a stop beside him. "We're here."

Sofia looked around. "Wow. Just wow, J. I see trees, shrubs, and dirt; oh, and look, more trees, more dirt."

He nudged her with his elbow and grinned. "Smartass. Look, I mean, really look."

"Fine," she grumbled. She examined her surroundings as Jericho stepped behind her, resting his hands on her shoulders. "Okay, I still see trees and shrubs and dirt, oh, and a log. Well, that's certainly an anomaly."

Jericho turned her body slightly to the left. "I'm gonna smack your ass. Look again."

Suddenly, Sofia's knees gave out, and she landed on the ground. She gasped.

Jericho dropped beside her, "Sweetheart, what's wrong? Talk to me."

"Oh my god," her voice cracked. Sofia turned to him with huge tears in her eyes. "This is where you found me? Right here, in your own backyard?"

He nodded. "Well, back then, it wasn't my backyard. But, yes, this is where we found you. And the thing is, neither Raph nor I realized that we purchased our property where we found you." He paused and took a deep breath. "I don't know. I think maybe we were drawn to this place."

"I was so scared." She looked at Jericho. "Can we go now? Please?"

Jericho moved in front of her on his knees and took hold of her face. "Sofie, look at me. Do you know why I brought you here?"

Her gaze dropped. "No."

He tipped her chin up. "Because this is where you and I began. This is where I found a filthy, scared little girl who put her trust in me. In us. You saw Raph and me with long hair, full beards, and weapons. And you didn't walk away. You stood your ground, and you faced us because you knew you needed us. You knew you'd be safe. That's how I always want you to feel with me, baby, safe."

Sofia threw herself into his arms. "J, thank you for saving me."

He wrapped his arms around her, then picked her up when he stood. She burrowed her head into his shoulder and held on. "I've got you, sweetheart. Come on. I'm taking you back."

*****
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Later in the afternoon, Jericho sat with Sofia tucked under his arm in an oversized chair on his back porch, holding her. He kissed the side of her head. "Ange, what do you remember about the day we found you?" He called her an angel in French, just as Pedro did in Spanish. Jericho, like all the others, didn't use his first language much since he moved to America many years ago. But around her, French terms of endearment came out on their own.

"I, uh, first remember waking up, like I had fallen asleep in the woods. I had no memory of anything before that moment." Her body shuddered; he wrapped his arms around her tighter. "I really don't know how long I was out there. But you guys weren't the first people I saw."

"What?" He looked down at her. "You mean someone else saw you, and they didn't help?" What the fuck? Who'd do something like that? She was a small, helpless child.

"No, he didn't see me. I saw him, and I hid under some thick bushes. He looked scary, so I stayed quiet until he moved on."

"Fuck, it was the asshole we were tracking. Jesus, it's a good thing he didn't smell you." He and Raphael had tracked, or hunted, and killed a rogue vampire who raped and killed teenage girls. And they killed this asshole near where they found Sofia, literally in his own backyard.

"You guys didn't smell me. I had been watching you for almost two days."

Jericho turned her face to look at him. "You're shitting me? But I guess that's one of your talents. Making yourself invisible to your prey." Softly kissing her forehead, he said, "What made you come out?"

"I watched you guys kill the man that scared me."

"Shit. You watched?"

Nodding. "Then I watched as you talked and laughed with each other, and I knew you were safe. I somehow knew you wouldn't hurt me. And that morning, I smelled the campfire. It woke me up, and I decided that was the time to make myself known." Her voice was a whisper as she replayed the events in her head.

"It was damn brave of you to come out. We looked like mountain men back then," he chuckled. "What do you remember after you came out?"

She snuggled deeper into his body for comfort, making him smile. "I saw the two of you coming toward me with swords, and you picked me up, and I screamed as loud as I could."

"They were knives, baby, not swords." He chuckled. "Your scream about broke my eardrum too."

"Raph reached out to touch my face to calm me, and I bit his finger."

"Best moment ever."

Turning toward Jericho, her face rested against his chest. "You took me back to your camp and stood me in front of the fire. It fascinated me, and I touched it, burning my finger. You wrapped me in a blanket and held me to your chest as Raph got water and a rag to clean my hand. I realize now it's because he didn't want to catch a disease from the nasty little girl."

Jericho grinned down at her, his hand skimming down her arm. "He couldn't have caught anything from you. He cleaned it to see how bad the burn was." He leaned down and kissed the tip of her adorable nose.

"And Raph put my finger in his mouth and licked the burn, healing it. He put socks on me, and you held me tighter. He gave me something to eat—a granola bar, I think—and then it all goes blank."

"Yes, belle reine, we held you for hours to make sure you stayed warm. You were so small and fragile. It actually scared us to touch you. We were afraid we'd break you."

She tipped her face up to his and smiled. "Thank you, James, for saving me." She called him the name that Raphael used in the woods. Sofia frowned. "Is this why I'm really here? I mean, Raph showed me something from back then too. Then you took me back to the spot? Is this some kind of therapy for me?" One perfectly arched brow rose.

Jericho chuckled. "If it is therapy, sweetheart, then it is for us, not you. But it seems like you needed this too. We have been linked to you for over twenty-five years. Now I understand why Raph and I felt an instant connection to you." His head was cocked. "Sofie, do you remember the first week you started working for The Alliance?"

A cute snort left her lips. "How could I forget?"

"The day of our physicals, do you remember that we both sniffed you?"

Sofia pulled back and looked at him. "Oh my gosh. You knew my scent."

He nodded. "But neither of us could place it. We knew you seemed familiar, but we couldn't pinpoint where we knew you from."

"That's what Gage said too." A sweet smile covered her face. "I came back here and found the four men who held a special place in my heart. And I hope you know that you are stuck with me."

Tucking a stray curl behind her ear, he said, "Yeah, sweetheart, but we wouldn't have it any other way." Jericho pulled her to him and kissed her cheek.

*****
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Sofia stirred as she slept in his arms, where they fell asleep on the couch. They stayed up late, talking, eating, and laughing, just like she did with Raphael. And what a sweetheart he was; he actually had the items to make smores for her. The gooey goodness put the biggest smile on her face. Her guys loved her. And she was blessed.

"Ma belle Reine, it's time to wake up." 

Her eyes remained closed as she stretched, arching her soft body into his. She opened her eyes and smiled at him.

"Good morning. What did you just call me?"

He caressed her face. "My beautiful Queen." Lowering his face to hers, he kissed her lips softly. Jericho moved out from under her. "I'll go make coffee; you get a shower and wash my scent off you. Otherwise, you'll have a very pissed-off king. We haven't been at the top of his list lately. Gage is supposed to be here to pick you up in an hour, so get your sweet ass moving."

Sofia jumped in the shower and rested her head against the cool tile as the hot water streamed over her body. She now had to face Ambrose. At some point anyway. How was that going to go? She was still seriously pissed at Ambrose. And she didn't know how to forgive him. She was with Ambrose the way Jericho had been with her. Now she understood Jericho a bit more.

After a twenty-minute soak in the shower, she stepped out and towel-dried her hair. Looking in the mirror, she made a face. "Stupid, stupid curls." She pushed them around, trying to tame them, but in the end, they won. They always won.

While having her coffee sitting at the bar, Jericho stood on the other side of the counter, watching her. "Thanks, sweetheart, for this. I have been in such a bad place over what-"

"Stop right there, Jericho. No more apologies, no more regrets, no more guilt. You were a part of me from the beginning. Now, you're linked to me forever. And you know what? I love knowing that."

Jericho walked around the counter and pulled her into his arms. He just held her. Sofia knew she had Jericho back. One of her rescuers, one of her saviors.

She looked up at him when they heard a Harley rumble up the road.

"Guess my ride is here." She gave him a sad smile. Sofia put herself back in his arms. Tilting her face up, she said, "Thank you for coming back to me, Jericho. I have missed you."

Placing a knuckle under her chin, Jericho smiled. "I have missed you too, sweetheart. Thank you for forgiving me." Lowering his face to hers, he kissed her.

Jericho walked her to the door. Sofia skidded to a stop when she saw Ambrose standing beside his motorcycle, causing Jericho to run into her. He grabbed her arms to keep from launching her off onto the ground.

She turned and hit Jericho in the chest. "Damn you. You told me Gage was coming, not Ambrose. You lied to me!"
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~ Chapter 39 ~
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Ambrose winced at her words to Jericho. She thought Jericho had betrayed her again, and once again, it was his fault.

"No, Sofie, I was told Gage was coming. I had no idea Ambrose was coming. And I'd never lie to you again." He cupped her face. "Sofie, I won't lie to you ever again. I promise."

The sound of Ambrose's boots hitting the dirt walking up behind them had Sofia turning to face him. She hissed, "I'm not going anywhere with you, so go away."

"I can't do that, Sofia. You and I need to fix this." The pain was heavy in his chest when he spoke to her, but it was a pain he deserved. He knew that he'd be the one who would have to work harder than the others to earn her forgiveness. And boy was he right.

"I don't care. I'm not going anywhere with you. Jericho can take me home."

He stepped up to the second step, making him almost eye level with her. "You are coming with me, Sofia, no arguments."

Before she even knew it, her hand reached out and slapped him across the face with a force that snapped his head to the side. Then she began a full attack. Jericho grabbed her around the waist, picked her up as she screamed, and kicked at Ambrose as he tried to help hold her still.

"Don't touch me, you asshole! Get away from me!" She screamed as she struggled against both men.

"Sofia, sweetie, stop before I accidentally hurt you," Jericho grunted in her ear.

"Let me go, Jericho!"

Feeling Sofia's stress, Raphael suddenly appeared next to Jericho. "What the hell is going on?"

Ambrose stepped up and pulled something out of his back pocket, grabbing her wrists one at a time. He snapped a metal bracelet. "Put her down," he ordered Jericho. Once on her feet, he grabbed her around the back of her neck and tugged her into his body. "I told you never to say those words to me again."

"I thought Gage was coming for her," Raphael said to Jericho.

"They changed plans on us without telling us." Jericho grumbled.

Her eyes had turned iridescent gold. Looking up at him, she ground out each word. "Don't. Touch. Me." It was a dumbass mistake, pissing off Ambrose was never a good idea, but clearly she didn't care.

The anger in his face made her take a step back into Jericho for protection as Ambrose advanced on her. Jericho let go of her and placed his hand on Ambrose's chest. "Give me a second."

Looking down at the metal band on her wrists, she shot daggers at Ambrose. "What the hell are these? Are these fake or real?"

"They're real. Those will prevent you from teleporting away from me. I'll take them off once we work this out." He was expecting her to hit again; he stood there and took it, but this time he didn't flinch when her hand connected with his face.

"I hate you." She seethed at the man she once loved.

The air around the four of them shifted. Ambrose raised an eyebrow at Sofia, assuming she was trying to teleport. Then the energy gained strength, and Pedro appeared in front of Ambrose.

"Back the fuck off, Kane." Pedro placed himself between Sofia and the man who was causing her pain.

"Jesus, Pedro. I am not going to hurt her. Gage knows I'm here to pick her up, and I'm not leaving without her." But for a brief second, he did want to turn and leave without her. The look on her face when she said she hated him made his chest bleed. Did she really hate him? No, mad as hell, yes, and the hateful words slipped out. It's what he had to tell himself, anyway.

Ambrose switched to talking to Pedro privately. Look, Sofia and I have to fix this. I have to do this, Pedro. Gage allowed me to come here, for this reason, call him if you don't believe me. But no matter what, I am not leaving here without her. I can't do this anymore. I can't.

Pedro held his gaze for a moment, then turned around to face Sofia, and she landed in his arms. "Don't leave me, Pedro. Don't let him take me, please. You promised me that when this day came, you'd protect me."

Pedro held her tight and kissed the side of her head. Well, shit, she had a point. And she was right, but this day came a lot sooner than he expected. "Baby, I need you to listen to me."

"No, no." Sofia's panic was surfacing.

Pedro kept her against his body, holding her. "Yes, Sofia. Sweetheart, you two need to fix this. You need to work this out and get past it."

She looked at Jericho and Raphael, and Jericho nodded and spoke in her head. Sweetheart, I know it tore both Raph and myself up when you were this mad at us. We felt broken, so I understand what Ambrose is dealing with right now. One of us will come for you if you need us, but give him a chance to explain his side of this.

Baby, please. You can't live this way. Pedro pleaded with her. This has gone on long enough. And like J said, if you need us after you try, and I mean really try, to work this out, then one of us will come for you.

Sofia pinched the bridge of her nose, turning to Jericho. She reached up and kissed his cheek, then did the same with Raphael. She turned to Pedro and went back into his arms. "And I thought that Jando was my Jiminy Cricket."

Chuckling, he wrapped his arms around her. "You're a real smartass. You know that?" Lowering his head to hers, Pedro whispered, "I am here for you, but I need you to do this for me, please."

"That's really low, McCade. Fine." She tipped her face to his, and Pedro kissed her lips. Sofia vacated Pedro's arms and pushed past Ambrose, walking to his Harley. "Are you coming or what?" She growled at Ambrose when she reached his bike.

Ambrose looked at Jericho, Raphael, and Pedro. Thank you, brothers. I don't know what you said to her, but I know you're the only reason she's leaving with me.

We told her to call one of us if she needs to, just so you know. Jericho said.

And if we do have to show up, you better let her go with us; otherwise, brother, good luck stopping us. Raphael added.

Ambrose nodded to the three men, then walked over to Sofia. He tried to help her with her backpack, but she yanked it from him and put it on herself. Climbing on, he kicked the stand up and waited for her to get on. When she sat behind him, she tried hard not to touch him. Damn the sit close so your ass won't fall off rule.

He almost smiled at her defiance. He loved her fire and her spunk, and he always admired that about her. Sofia didn't love half-assed, and now he knew she didn’t hate half-assed either.

Out on the road, Ambrose didn't turn the way that took them home; he went the other way on the main road, taking them further into the woods. He immediately felt her body stiffen.

After twenty miles or so, he turned off and stopped on a small path. When he parked, they were on top of a lookout over a deep forest-covered valley. If he wasn't so upset, it'd be a beautiful view. But all he saw was the opportunity for her to throw a ball of energy at him and toss him over the edge.

He turned off the bike, then climbed off, holding his hand out to her. "Get off, please."

Sofia glanced up at him, turning her head away. She kept her hands in the pockets of her hoodie.

"Okay, fine." He climbed back on the bike, facing her. He grabbed her legs and pulled her to him, putting them over his thighs and holding tight to her waist so she couldn't squirm away from him. Her legs draped over his thighs, and with the metal cuffs, she couldn't escape. "Are you comfortable now?"

When she didn't answer, he shook his head and grinned. "You know, sweetheart, your fire is what I love about you." Inclining his head, he took a deep breath. "Look, I understand you hate me for what I did, but I need to explain why I did it."

Again, Ambrose was met with silence.

Damn it, he was too close, and he wanted nothing more than to hold her. He needed to feel her in his arms. And damn himself for putting them in this position in the first place. Ambrose needed her in his life as much as she needed him in hers. She had gone a long nineteen days without even a simple touch from him, denying herself of him. The emptiness she left in him was getting unbearable. It was on the verge of killing him.

His hand cupped the side of her neck, his thumb under her chin to force her face to his. "Bella, I know you're angry at me, but baby, I had to make you think we were trading you for Gage. I knew it would make you mad as hell that we betrayed you. I discovered almost from the start that when I make you mad, you fight harder and become more lethal. You remove all obstacles in your path with that anger." His thumb rubbed the point of her chin. "And you didn't disappoint me; you fought like a hellcat, you protected our men... You even protected me. Sofia, you fucking blew people up with your power because of that anger. I know I shouldn't have done that to you, baby, but I knew how you'd react, and I needed you mad as shit to take Vega down. You yourself said you needed to fight him in order to kill him, so being livid enough to breathe fire aided you. Without that anger, you may not have been able to help us or kill him."

Okay, she got that; he could see it in her eyes. He knew when she got pissed as hell, she released the hellhounds, so that part made sense to her, and she averted her eyes.

When he realized she wasn't going to speak, he continued. "Sofie, I saw what this vamp did to you as Kara. I saw how he destroyed you and Gage. Baby, it destroyed me, too, knowing what you went through. And when Galen told us that you were also Daria, well, fuck, look what he did to you then. There was no fucking way in hell I could ever let him get his hands on you again. So, when I came up with this plan, Gage agreed because we couldn't stand the thought of Vega ever getting his hands on you."

Ambrose forced her to look at him. "Dammit, Sofia, I would rather die than hurt you; you are killing me here, sweetheart. Talk to me, say you hate me, hit me again just..." He stopped; his chest throbbed. He was ready to quit; let her be furious at him for however long she needed. "I failed you once, sweetheart. I wasn't about to fail you again."

Ambrose knew she had never seen this big badass warrior ever look so broken. His eyes pleaded with her, and it made his heart crack open even wider than it already was when she wouldn't react. "Dammit, Sofia!" His growling snapped her focus back to him.

"I don't hate you, Ambrose." A painful whisper had him tightening his grip on her. "I don't hate you."

Thank the fucking gods, she spoke to him.

"Okay, so you're mad as hell at me. That I can deal with."

"I'm not mad at you for the reason you think."

He groaned, pausing to rest his head on hers before looking at her again. "Baby, I don't understand. Please just talk to me. I need to fix this with you. I hate seeing you like this. I hate us being like this."

With tears in her eyes, she looked at him. "I'm not mad at you for lying to me. I'm mad at you because I trusted you with my heart, my soul, and my body, and when you did that, you broke my heart." A single tear slipped from her eye as he winced at her words. "I can't forget the look in your eyes when you got in the truck and you said, 'Welcome to our party.' They were so cold and void of any emotion, and" tears flowed freely now, "it hurt me so bad. I don't hate you, Ambrose. You broke my heart. You broke my heart." She repeated. The floodgates broke, and she sobbed the last four words.

"Oh fuck," he whispered as he pulled her into his body for comfort. His strong arms held her as he kissed the side of her head, and he let her cry. "I'm so sorry, baby. Please forgive me." Her words felt just like the dagger she plunged into all of them and then twisted.

Ambrose pulled her back to look at him, and when she did, he could tell that her heart cracked wide open when she saw the tears he held in his eyes. "I'm sorry, but it hurt me so much; I couldn't breathe." She couldn't say any more. Placing her hand on his face, Sofia continued to cry.

He turned his face into her palm and kissed it. "Please, Bella, I beg you to forgive me. I need you in my life, and this is killing me." He leaned in, rested his nose on hers, and closed his eyes as a single tear slipped from his eye.

Her tears dried up as she let Ambrose hold her, head-to-head. He breathed in her scent, and his soul felt peace and anxiety all at once. He was used to taking her blood twice a week, and in the three weeks she was angry as hell at him, it felt like three fucking months. Their bond had grown since the day she was forced to begin training with him. He loved being with her daily, whether training or tormenting; it didn't matter as long as he had time with her. And now she was bound to him in a way she could never escape except through death.

Ambrose tilted his head, found her lips, and kissed away her salty tears. Their hearts pounded in his ears as she melted into his arms, seeking comfort and strength.

When he eased back, he trailed kisses down her neck. Sofia groaned when his razor-sharp canines sank into her neck, missing her vein. While drinking her blood wouldn't give her an instant orgasm like it did when he hit a vein, her body still reacted to him. She arched into him and offered herself to him to take his fill, knowing he craved her blood now and knew he needed it to survive. Sure, he wouldn't die if he didn't have it. He had Melina; she was his mate. But his soul was bound to Sofia like it was to Kara.

After his fill, Ambrose licked the wound shut and kissed the spot his fangs had vacated. His face remained against her neck. Her hand was buried in his short black hair as she held him.

"I'm sorry, Ambrose. I'm sorry that I was such a bitch to you these last few weeks."

Ambrose pulled back, placing his hand on her neck. "You have nothing to be sorry for, Bella. Just let me back into your life. Sweetheart, you were my saving grace a hundred and fifty years ago. And you are etched into my soul."
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Sofia's heart was crushed when she realized how much Ambrose had been hurt by all of this. A dull pain throbbed in her chest. He was hurt by what he did to her. He was hurt by her.

Ambrose being Ambrose, she assumed he was a tough-ass warrior who didn't have feelings like she did. She wore her heart on her sleeve most of the time. She knew that. Yet she had brought this big, violent warrior to his knees; she put tears in his sexy green eyes, and she hated herself for it. She never considered what he was going through while she carried on her tantrum for almost three weeks, and now she was pissed at herself for the pain she caused him along with the other three men. But a part of her needed him to suffer, to know exactly how much pain he caused her.

Ambrose had bonded with her in two lives. And while he didn't need her blood for survival, he simply needed her like she needed him.

Sofia loved him, plain and simple. She loved Ambrose. And he would forever be a part of her. That knowledge somehow gave her peace. He was a good man, loyal to a fault, and would do anything to protect her.

He'd lay his life down for her.

She framed his handsome, chiseled face and placed a light kiss on his lips. "I forgive you, Ambrose."

"Thank you, Bella," he said, standing, pulling her with him, and climbing off the bike.

He walked for a short distance before stopping in a small grove of trees. She stopped dead in her tracks; there was a blanket on the ground draped over a log and the dirt in front of a fallen tree.

Her eyebrows rose, wondering what this was all about. "Uh, what's this?"

A wicked smile touched his handsome face. "This is you and me time. I just want to spend a little time with you before I take you back to your cranky-assed mate." He grinned when she rolled her eyes. He led her to the blanket and sat down, tugging her with him.

Sofia looked around. "Sort of feels like my makeshift bed in the Blood & Sex Room."

He gave her a crooked grin. "Yeah, it does. That was the plan."

"Huh?"

"Baby, I want to tell you some more things. I don't want to have any secrets."

"Okay. But if you make me hate you again, I'll toss your ass through every wall I can find."

Grinning, he kissed her forehead. He leaned back against the log and pulled her into his arms. Her face rested on his chest. "That night I told you a little about what Kara meant to me; well, after I knocked you out to put you to sleep, Gage came. He needed to hold you before he turned himself over to Vega. I told him he needed to feed from you first."

Sofia's head snapped up to look at him. "While I was out cold?"

"Yes, baby. I know he could have gone into work and grabbed some of your bagged blood, but I knew he needed the connection. He needed to hold you one last time before the shit hit the fan."

"Oh."

His fingers traced a path up her arm. "Do you really know why Gage asked me to start taking your blood a while back?"

"'Cause it's what you guys do with your womenfolk for a layer of protection."

His chest rumbled with a chuckle, remembering when she mocked Zander the first time she spent the night at their family home. "No, not quite. While he didn't realize you were Kara at the time, he knew he'd never live through something happening to you. Kara's experience and death nearly destroyed him. The things I said about me having to chain him up and help him work through his anger and pain were true. I struggled with him for a good year. And even after that, he had bouts where he fucking lost it."

Her dark eyes averted away from Ambrose's gaze. "Melina told me about the time he killed a woman because she looked like me, Kara."

Ambrose nodded. "Yes, baby, he did. And that almost sent him back into the dark place I fought so hard to bring him out of."

"And that's when you asked Melina to give him her blood."

"She told you the whole story?" Ambrose was surprised when Melina told her—not that it was a secret; he just didn't expect it.

"Yes. The night we had the meeting, when we all learned I was an Original Being. I went upstairs to take a bath. You came looking for her and found her and Gage in the bathroom with me. She came in earlier and told me about how she and Gage came to be. She said that after he killed that woman, you asked her to help keep Gage sane. To let him have her blood and, well, you know."

"Melina did calm the beast in him. Without her, well, I'm not sure Gage would be here today."

Big tears swarmed her eyes. "I did that to him. I nearly destroyed him."

"But it wasn't your fault. He felt like he had let you down. Fuck, I let both of you down."

"What? If it wasn't my fault, how could it possibly be yours?"

"I should have felt your pain and your fear. I should have known and found you sooner."

Sofia placed two fingers on his lips. "Don’t. Just don't. We all have to stop with the what-ifs. We can't go back; we can't change anything. It's done, and we need to move on."

Ambrose reached up, took her fingers in his hand, and left a kiss on them. "Do you trust me, Sofie?"

Sofia pulled back, narrowing her eyes on him. She remained silent.

"Sofia."

She swallowed. "That night before the warehouse, you came to me; you lied to me."

"I did not lie to you. I am guilty of deceiving you, but I did not lie. Do you remember me telling you that no matter what happens, I will always love you?"

"Yes, but-"

Leaning down into her ear. "Baby, do you trust me? I will never deceive you again. I promise. Tell me you believe me."

"Please, Ambrose, don't."

He placed a kiss on the side of her neck, then whispered. "Tell me you trust me, Sofie."

When did all her men start calling her Sofie? Why did it even matter right now? She knew she couldn't stay mad at Ambrose any longer; it felt like a hot brick sitting on her chest. And every day, it sank into her flesh a little bit more.

"Tell me, Bella. I need to know that you feel safe with me and that you trust me to always put your safety first."

Sofia leaned forward, resting her forehead on his. "You have saved me in two lives. Yes, Vader. I will always trust you."

*****
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Sofia turned away from Ambrose and sniffed the air. "Gage is here."

"Yeah, he's coming to take you home." His head tipped. "Are you and Raph and J okay?

She offered him a small smile. "Yes. I have always adored those two. And I can’t stay mad at them any more than I can at you."

"Good. I am sorry I used them against you. I'm not sure Jericho will ever forgive me for that."

About that time, Gage walked around the clearing. He stopped a few feet in front of them as his blue eyes zeroed in on Sofia. "Are you two okay?"

Ambrose smiled at Sofia. He stood, pulling her with him. "Yeah, we're okay." He hooked her waist and tugged her into his body. "Right?"

Her head dropped to his chest. "Yes, we're alright."

Ambrose kissed the top of her head. "I'm taking off." He turned to Gage and gave him a quick hug before he headed back to his bike.

Gage reached for Sofia, and she stepped into his embrace. "Have you mended the other two fences also?"

Sofia smiled. "Yes, I have Raph and Jericho back. Thank you for letting me spend some time with them."

"Is Jericho okay? He seemed a helluva lot worse than Raph."

"Yeah. It took me threatening to ditch his ass and go back to Raph's house. By the way, did you know they live across a lake from each other?"

Gage grinned. "Yep."

"And you didn't think to tell me?"

"I figured you'd just see for yourself." His blue eyes narrowed on her, and his head dipped. "Sofie, do you trust me?"

The smile on her face slipped away, and she took a step back. Those were words that usually led to something horrible. She was so over horrible. And Ambrose just asked the same question. She felt something stir in her stomach. Calm, relaxed, and happy were all she wanted for a very long time. And for shits sake, she just made up with and forgave the men who turned her world upside down.

"Eos?" Gage reached out and grabbed her wrist, drawing her closer, noticing the metal bands were still on her wrists.

"That question scares me. And I am getting tired of people asking me that, so why are you asking?"

"Because I found a way that just might make those nightmares go away."

"What? How?"

"You have to trust me. Trust that you are safe. Trust that I won't leave you. Trust in us." His hand cupped the side of her neck. His thumb tipped her chin. "Do. You. Trust. Me?"

She couldn’t speak, so she nodded.

Gage took her hand and walked over to the blanket. "Get on your knees and put your hands on the log."

Sofia's gaze snapped to his. "What? Why?"

"Baby, you said you trusted me. I will not hurt you. I promise you." He lowered his lips to hers and kissed her.

The heat from his body and his lips seeped into Sofia. She felt his energy mingle with hers. And she felt his heartbeat under her hand and the love he held for her. Her body melted into Gage's hard, muscled body, and she felt safe and loved.

"Trust me," Gage murmured against her lips.

"I trust you," Sofia whispered back. She pulled back and got on her knees, placing her hands on the log.

Gage walked around the log and knelt in front of her. He put his hands over hers.

Are you ready? Since she won't know I'm here, I'll help reinforce her courage to go through this. Roman, Galen's friend, asked Gage in his head.

We're ready. Gage had no choice but to ask Galen to contact Roman. The day Galen brought that team in to help kill Vega's vampires, Roman said he could help Sofia get over her nightmares. Gage would do anything to help her forget, or at the very least, move past it.

Okay. This will feel real to her, so you must convince her that it's not and that you have her. And that you are there to keep her safe. When I sense that she is ready to let go of this memory, I’ll make sure that the next time she remembers she will not feel terror, it will just be a sad memory.

Gage snorted. Safe.

We can't change the past, Gage. We can only help her deal with it. And if Sofia can move past it, then you can too. On one, it will begin. Three. Two. One.

"Keep your eyes on me, baby. Eyes on me."

Sofia gasped. Her eyes were huge and filled with fear, and she tried pulling her hands away from Gage. Memories played like a home movie in front of her eyes. The horror from a hundred and fifty years ago came back in full color. It felt like she had stepped back in time. It felt like she was there, staked to the ground, while vampires raped her and fed from her.

"Sofie, listen to me. Baby, this is not real. I am here with you."

"Let me go! Let me go!" Sobs tore at her throat, and her body shook.

"Sofia. Look at me, baby."

Choking on a sob, Sofia's whole body panicked. "Oh, god, no. No, Gage, don't do this." This couldn't be happening. No. History was about to repeat itself. Gage would watch while she was being held down and raped when she was Kara.

His blue eyes watched her horror, and he reached out to touch her face. "Baby, listen to me. You and I need this. No, listen to me first. Sofie, you still have those fucking nightmares. Nightmares of me being forced to watch while someone is raping you. You cry in your sleep, and you fight me in your sleep. You needed Pedro in your bed just to sleep and find some peace while you were away. I can't handle it anymore, baby. I know what you see looks real, so look at me."

"No, stop. Let me go, please." Her voice caught on a sob once again.

Gage held her chin with a finger. "Eos, listen. If we do this, we will replace a horrible memory with a good memory. Let's make the bad memory go away. Please. You break my heart every time you have a nightmare, baby. And I don't know how to ease your pain."

She didn't know what to say other than stop. What he said made sense, but she was scared and senseless. This was the most real thing she ever saw in her waking nightmares. Her mind frantically searched for a way to make this stop.

When her eyes focused back on Gage, she gasped as Gage gave her a small smile. "That's it, baby. Eyes on me. I love you. See, there is no fear in my face. I know it's my face you see in the nightmare, the pain, and the anguish I had for you." Reaching out, he moved a stray curl from her eyes. "Sofie, let this moment go and focus on the love I have for you."

Her breathing became more and more labored, and when she was able to focus on Gage's eyes, she saw what she needed to see: love.

Absolute and utter love.

No pain.

No agony.

No fear.

Just absolute love for her.

Her gaze was still glued to Gage's electric blue eyes, his glowed with passion and need. Peace covered his face. She knew right then that they would be able to put the past behind them and move forward.

Stop. Gage ordered.

Good luck, man. If she ever needs anything else, have your crazy father reach out to me.

Thank you, Roman. You have no idea how much I appreciate this.

I think I do, man. Raven has a bad past that she fights with too. So I get it.

Gage stood and walked behind her. He pulled her up and began undressing her. Still in shock, she let him strip her clothes off before he put her back on her knees, hands on the log. Sofia barely registered the sound of a zipper when she felt his body behind hers. She started to move when he caught her hands and held them on the log once again.

"No, baby. I need to fuck you now. You are mine. Never forget that you belong to me." He slid himself into her hot, primed body. "You. Are. Mine." Each word was accompanied by a hard thrust of his hips. Gage took her body hard—harder than he ever had, and she understood why; he was showing her what he meant by saying she was his. He claimed her body, her heart, and her soul. Every ounce of her being belonged to him. It wasn't hers, and maybe it never was. He consumed all that she had to offer and all that she was.

She didn't know how he managed to show her that nightmare at that very second, on cue. But he was determined to make her bad memories go away so that they could have a life without those forty-eight hours from a century and a half ago.

Her body couldn't hold out any longer as Gage pumped into her. His hardness filled her; she took every inch of him in and claimed him. He belonged to her as much as she did to him. The orgasm ripped through her body, pulling him over the edge with her. They came together hard and fast, rocking them to the core.

His body lowered to hers, and he kissed her shoulder. "Thank you, Eos, for trusting me. Thank you for being mine. And thank you for forgiving me. Please let go of the other memories." He grabbed her weak body and flipped her onto her back. He settled his hard body over hers, still fully clothed. "And always remember, I love you more than anything else in this world. I will kill for you, and I will die for you. Just promise that you'll never leave me in this life." He touched his lips to hers and saw the tears in her eyes. "I cannot survive one day without you. I love you, Eos. You are my forever."

Tears slipped from her eyes as he spoke his last words. Staring into the brilliant blue depths of his eyes, she knew she'd never have any reason to leave this man again. She died on him twice, but never again. He was her forever. He made her strong enough to know that she could do anything with him by her side.

Her hand went to his chiseled jaw as it twitched under her touch. "Always remember, I love you more than anything else in this world. I will kill for you, and I will die for you. Just promise that you'll never leave me in this life." Repeating his words back to him, she continued. "I cannot survive one day without you. I love you. You are my forever." More tears fell from her eyes with her final words. "You. Are. My. Forever, stud muffin."

A huge grin split across his face at her last two words. "Oh, that's it. It's on now." Gage extended his fangs and sank them deeply into her tender neck.
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One month after Sofia went back home, they were preparing for a wedding in their backyard. Gage told her he wouldn't wait long, and he wasn't kidding. The backyard was set up for a small army, The Alliance warriors, and a few close family members and friends.

After the weekend Sofia spent with Raphael and Jericho, their relationship went back to the way it used to be, but closer. Her heart was happy; she had missed her relationship with both men so much, and she now had them back.

A soft knock on her door had her turning. "Come in." Sofia smiled when Jando walked in.

"Holy fuck, Minha Rainha, you are breathtaking." He took her in from head to toe.

Sofia loved this man dearly, yet he had been fighting some demons in the last few months. Jando wouldn't talk about it, and it broke her heart. She called him Jiminy Cricket, yet he wouldn't let her be his. But she wouldn't give up on him; she couldn't.

Sofia went into his arms. "Thank you, Jando." She tipped her face to his. "Jando-"

"Not now, sweetheart. This is your day. And Lucifer is one lucky bastard."

"Fine. But you can't escape me for long. Neither can Pedro."

"Pedro?"

"Yeah, he's acting odd too, or haven't you noticed?"

He nodded. "Yeah, that's part of what's bothering me. I'm going to talk to him after tonight."

"You'd better, or I'm stepping in where both of you are concerned."

Another knock on the door had both turned to see who was on their way in. Galen and Sofia's father in this life, Jackson Pierce, walked in.

Her smile was huge when she looked at the two men who had been the only fathers she remembered. Jando stepped away so she could go to them.

Jackson stepped up and took her hands. "Sweetheart, you are absolutely stunning. That man downstairs isn't going to know what hit him when he lays eyes on you." He kissed her cheek before giving her a hug. "I still can't believe you're marrying a man people call Hades, Reaper, and Lucifer." He smiled at his daughter of twenty-five years.

Galen chuckled. "I'd have to agree, mo páiste, with the 'he won't know what hit him part.'" He opened his arms when Sofia stepped up to him. "But you are perfect for each other. You calm the beast in each other."

Sofia pulled back and gasped. "I am not a beast."

All three men laughed; Pedro joined in as he entered.

"Cielo, I hate to break it to you, but you are a beast some days." She smacked his chest when he grabbed her for a hug. Pedro tipped her face to his and kissed her lips. "But we all love you no matter what."

"You're all on my shit list now. You managed to knock Ambrose so far off the list that he won't see it in like a year." She grumbled.

"Nope, no beast there." Jando chuckled.

"I came to tell you that everyone is now waiting for you. Gage is ready to hit someone or come up here after you. Ambrose, Raph, and J are doing their best to hold him back, so you'd better get your ass moving." Pedro's eyes landed on Jando briefly.

Sofia didn't miss the odd look they shared. And if she thought back, they had many odd looks that had her wondering. Most of the time, she chalked it up to all the shit they had been dealing with for the last six months. Or she assumed they were talking telepathically to keep something from her. Whatever it was about, it was starting to get uncomfortable.

"Fine, I'm ready." She turned to look at Pedro and Jando, lowering her voice. "And whatever the hell is going on with you two, you'd better fix it, or I'll blow your asses through something really hard. Now go, so my fathers can walk me down."

"Nope, you're not a beast. What were we all thinking?" Galen joked.

Jando and Pedro gave each other another quick glance before they left the two fathers and daughter alone.

Sofia planned an unorthodox ceremony. She didn't want the same vows everyone made; she didn't want a minister. She wanted what she and Gage had in their hearts for each other. So, she had no idea how her wedding would turn out. But nothing ever turned out exactly as planned. And with close to eighty warriors, the odds that things would go awry were more likely than not.

When Galen and Jackson walked out the kitchen door on either side of Sofia, gasps echoed the night. Sofia's long auburn hair was pulled up in a mass of curls; a few long curls were loose, giving her an elegant, sexy look. Her long, clingy white dress hugged her curves, and a split up her left leg stopped at her thigh, revealing a sexy garter.

The warriors formed a walkway for Sofia and her fathers to walk between. All took a knee, and as she passed, they stood in procession. The last eleven stood the closest to Gage: Sean, Kenny, Zander, Alek, Dane, Dustin, Jericho, Raphael, Jando, Pedro, and Ambrose. With her father's now behind her, the eleven men each stood and kissed her cheek. When she reached the last, Ambrose, tears filled her eyes.

"Bella, you are breathtaking. Before I let this asshole marry you," she smiled through her watery eyes, "we want you to know that you have not only changed Gage's life, you have changed ours. You have brought a light into our lives that we didn't even realize was missing." Ambrose stepped closer, hooking a hand around her waist; his other hand cupped her neck. "Sweetheart, you saved men who didn't even know they needed saving. And even though some days half of us want to duct tape you to a chair to keep you out of trouble, know this: we would never want our lives any other way. You have made The Alliance whole and complete, and we thank you for that." He leaned down and kissed her lips softly. "I love you, sweetheart."

"If you make these tears fall out of my eyes, I'll kick your ass." She said it quietly. Everyone chuckled as Sofia stepped into Ambrose's embrace once again. "I love you too, Vader."

Sofia turned to look at Gage, and his electric blue eyes landed on hers. He was frozen in place; he didn't even seem to be breathing. Stopping a mere foot in front of him, their gazes locked.

"Eos, I don't even have words." His eyes traveled over her body to make sure he didn't miss anything. He slowly shook his head. "Baby, you still have time to run. Are you sure you want to do this?"

The crowd chuckled at his words. Gage wasn't a joker; that was Alek. Yet, Sofia had changed so many things in him. She loosened him up, and everyone thanked her for that.

Her dark eyes narrowed on him. "I can't run in these shoes, silly. So, I guess I'll just have to go through with this." Her sparkling smile had him smiling back.

Once again, the group of family and friends laughed. They loved Sofia's quick wit. Her ability to make others smile or laugh no matter the circumstance. It was a huge part of what made them all love her. And they expected no less, even if it was her wedding day.

Gage took her hands, pulled her to him, and placed his forehead on her. "Thank God, 'cause I was prepared to handcuff you to me, so you could never leave. I don't deserve you, angel; I really don't."

"Oh shit," Raphael muttered. "Hades just pissed off Persephone again." The crowd chuckled, remembering the last time Raphael muttered those words.

Sofia pulled back and looked at him. "You still don't get it, do you? Neither of us has a choice in this. Gage Gallegos, get this through your thick head: no matter how many times we get separated, you will always seek me out again and again. I'll keep turning up like a bad penny." She gave him a smirk. "Besides, I'm irresistible; you'll always come for me."

Gage gave her a crooked grin. "Yeah, baby, you are. But remember, you left me in your last two lives. And sweetheart, I'm tired of chasing your ass for the last few hundred years. I need to know this time you plan on staying put."

With a slight shrug, "I've got nowhere to go."

"Is that right?"

"Nope. I think I like you more this time around."

Everyone had huge grins on their faces while listening to Gage and Sofia banter back and forth. It was an odd wedding, to say the least, but hey, the two of them were in no way normal. But their words had the crowd mesmerized. They hung on every word. Watching Gage with Sofia always had everyone captivated. He was a different man with Sofia. His whole appearance changed when he looked at her. He was a different man.

"Though nicknames like Grim Reaper, Hades, and Lucifer make me wonder if I should see how far I can sprint in these spike heels."

Gage stepped closer, hooking her waist and drawing her body up to his. "No more running, baby. No more chasing. We can do this. This time around, we're both stronger, more bullheaded, and more determined."

"And I'll fucking kick both of your asses if I have to get involved with saving you two again," Ambrose said behind them.

They both turned and grinned at him.

"And I'll help him," Galen added.

Sofia grinned at Gage. "I repeat; I've got nowhere to go. I belong in your arms; I always have, and I always will. Not to mention, what about those monster babies we talked about having? I'm really curious about what kind of nightmares we'll produce."

The crowd lost it, and a roar of laughter filled the cool night air. A few muttered their agreement. The thought had crossed their minds as well. Their children would surely not only give their parents a run for their money but the rest of The Alliance too.

Gage grinned at her, not that he could help it anymore. He took her left hand, pulled it to his lips, and kissed her fingers. From his pants pocket, he took out her wedding ring. He slipped it on her finger. "Always remember, I love you more than anything else in this world. I will kill for you, and I will die for you. Just promise that you'll never leave me in this life. I cannot survive one day without you. I love you, Eos. You are my forever." He repeated the words he spoke to her after that crazy day in the woods when he helped erase her nightmares. And it did; she hadn't had one nightmare since.

Tears filled her dark brown eyes. She reached up and took a ring out from the top of her dress, above her left breast. Gage's eyebrow rose. "Really, baby?"

Men chuckled all around them.

"Jesus," Ambrose muttered, smiling at them.

"I don't have pockets."

"There's upwards of a hundred men here with pockets, baby." Gage still wore a smirk.

Her dark eyes sparkled when she smiled. "Oh, yeah." She took his left hand, brought it to her lips, and kissed his fingers as he did hers. She put the ring on his finger. "Always remember, I love you more than anything else in this world. I will kill for you, and I will die for you. Just promise that you'll never leave me in this life. I cannot survive one day without you. I love you; you are my forever."

Gage was thankful when she left stud muffin off this time. That thought hit him too soon.

"And I promise to always keep you on your toes, stud muffin." Sofia stepped up to him, touching her lips to his. "Thought you were going to get through this without me calling you that, didn't you?"

Gage tugged her body to his and smiled against her lips. "Woman, some days, I don't know what I'm going to do with you."

"You don't, huh? I can give you a few ideas." Sofia pulled him down for a kiss.

"Okay, stop! We're all still here. You remember that, right?" Davis said as everyone else laughed. 
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~ Epilogue ~
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Pedro walked up to Jando's house and paused. It was Sunday night, the day after Gage and Sofia's wedding. Pedro had planned on talking to Jando next Friday, but he couldn't wait any longer.

What he had to say to Jando weighed heavy on his mind for far too long. And it terrified him to tell his best friend what was wrong with him. Pedro saw it in Jando's eyes; Jando knew he was having some personal issues lately. It became harder to conceal ever since he met Sofia, and he didn't understand that part. He wondered if, because Sofia let him know that she knew he was gay, then he came out to the rest of his friends if he hadn't inadvertently set this in motion. He didn't know, but he was tired of hiding what was going on inside.

Jando had something going on too. He had become distant ever since they no longer worked on the Terminators together. Nowadays, they just pass each other with a hello and goodbye. Pedro missed his old friend. He missed their friendship.

Summing up the courage, he knocked on Jando's front door. He heard some rustling around inside before Jando opened the door. Jando stood there with wet hair that hung free, in nothing but jeans with the top button open. He appeared to have just gotten out of the shower.

"Hey, man. What brings you by?" Jando looked relaxed, but his words held an edge to them.

"Sorry, I should have called, but... it couldn't wait. You can finish whatever you were doing, though." Like, finish getting dressed.

"No, come in. What's up, brother?"

Pedro stepped in and walked over to the fireplace, where a picture of the Terminators sat on the mantel. It was an old one when it was Jando, Jericho, Raphael, Wren, Callisto, Derrick, Nathan, and himself. Across from that photo sat the newer version of the Terminators with him, Jando, Callisto, Wren, Azim, Derrick, Connor, and Zuri. These were the only teammates Pedro had since his time at The Alliance in his sixteen years there until recently.

He turned to look at Jando. "I don't really know how to say this."

"Just say it, man."

Pedro nodded. "I am giving you my resignation."

"What the fuck, seriously? You can't leave. What about Sofia? What will she do without you? None of us can do what you can do with her."

Pedro noticed that Jando didn't say anything about their long friendship. Nothing about all the years they worked together—sixteen and a half, to be exact. "Sofia doesn't even have to call me. I'll know when she needs me. And when she does, I'll go to her. That won't change."

Jando stood there, staring at him. He shook his head. "That's not all. What else aren't you saying?"

"You don't want to know, trust me. Let's just leave it at that." Pedro started for the door, but Jando stepped in front of it to block his path. "You need to move, brother."

"Dammit, Pedro. We've been friends for a damn long time. Why are you leaving? Tell me. This will crush Sofia. You know that, right?"

A sharp pain hit Pedro square in the chest. He needed to leave before he did something he might regret. If he told Jando the truth, he wasn't sure if Jando would turn his back on him or not. And right now, he couldn't deal with that kind of rejection. It was better to walk away than to find out in his book.

Yet his boots stayed rooted in place. They didn't allow him to flee.

Pedro cocked his head at his old friend. "Okay. How about we start with why you've been acting odd around me for the past few months? Ever since Sofia came into our lives."

"What? I don't know what you're talking about."

He chuckled. "And this is why I can't talk to you. Now move." He took a step closer to forcing Jando out of his way.

Instead, Jando also took a step closer. His hand landed on Pedro's chest. "What the fuck is going on here, Pedro? Stop talking in riddles. I haven't changed, and nothing is wrong with me."

"Move your hand, Jando." His words were quiet and lethal. He was ready to strike. "Or tell me why you're edgy around me all the time. You can hardly be around me for more than five minutes without finding a reason to escape. I can feel your anxiety now with me here. I felt it when you saw it was me at the door."

Jando dropped his hand. He slowly shook his head. "I'm not doing those things. I don't know what you're talking about."

"Stop fucking lying to me!" Pedro yelled; he rarely yelled. No, Pedro was always calm when he reacted. And if Jando lied to him again, he was likely to have a fist in his face. "Tell me the fucking truth."

Jando just stared at him, not saying a word.

Shaking his head, “Have it your way. I’m out of here. If you ever grow a set and decide you want to talk to me, you know where to find me. I’ve already talked to Sofia.” Pedro moved past Jando, slamming the door on his way out.

Pedro drove around for an hour, going nowhere but ending up at a bar at one in the afternoon. He parked his truck and entered a nearly empty bar. He strode over and sat at the bar, ordering a Modelo.

His head hurt from thinking, and his heart hurt from everything else. He was going to miss The Alliance, all of his friends, and Sofia. Yes, he'd miss her the most. But like he told her, he was just a call away. He needed time away to think, clear his head. After that, he had no clue what he'd do next. He may leave Seattle; he didn't know.

Looking down, he spun the beer bottle in his hands, thinking he should have ordered something stronger. Though it wouldn't have mattered, he couldn't get drunk anyway. Briefly, he looked up into the mirror behind the bar when he heard soft footsteps. Then he quickly did a double-take.

His gaze locked onto a pair of stunning, radiant blue eyes. She stood there as if she were waiting on an invitation to sit. Her long, ebony hair hung in a loose braid over her right shoulder. Clinging to her slender legs, her tight-fitting jeans accentuated their length, while the leather vest added allure to her femininity. A lengthy black cord dangled from around her neck, discreetly disappearing into the V-shaped neckline of her vest, concealed by her breasts. On her left arm, she had an intricate tattoo that began at her wrist and went to her shoulder.

This woman possessed an utterly striking beauty. Her caramel-toned skin, jet-black hair, and crystal-clear blue eyes gave her an exotic allure. Her demeanor exuded an unapproachable and intimidating presence. And in the mirror, he noticed that every set of eyes in the bar were on her.

Pedro turned to face her. "Can I help you?"

"Do I appear to need help?" Her soft, raspy voice replied, then gave him a faint grin. Moving toward him, she pulled the stool out beside him and sat.

Pedro chuckled. "No, you don't appear to ever need help." He said to the mysterious beauty who saved his life twice in the warehouse when they took out Vega: Raven.

"Then, can I help you?" She looked at the bartender, pointed to Pedro's beer, and motioned for two.

"Do I appear to need help?" He said her words back to her.

Her all-knowing eyes narrowed at him. "Yes, you do."

"So tell me, sweetheart, is this a coincidence that you found me here?

"It's never a coincidence when I show up somewhere."

Chuckling, Pedro said, "Jesus, woman, are you always this cryptic?"

"So I am told. For some reason, it pisses people off. But it's something I learned at a very early age in order to survive."

"Hold your cards closed to your chest.”

“Something like that.”

“It sounds like there is a long story hidden in there. But something tells me that you don't swap stories."

She took a drink of her beer and raised an eyebrow at him. "How about you tell me your story, and then I'll tell you mine?"

He grinned at her. "Why are you really here, Raven? I don't believe in coincidences, so I know you're here for a reason. So what's the reason?"

"I'm here to offer you a reprieve. Or you can call it a vacation. You pick the term."

Pedro shook his head and snorted. "Stop talking in fucking riddles and just say it." The way her eyes stared him down looked familiar, yet he couldn't figure out why.

"I'm often told that I have zero social skills." Pedro grinned at this. "So when I'm not being cryptic, I'm blunt. Clearly, you don't like cryptic, so I'll just go for blunt."

"Go for it."

"I was thinking that you should come hang out with me and my people for a while and decompress from all this stress and shit you're feeling right now. Being alone will only make you feel shittier."

He scowled. "What makes you think I am dealing with stress and shit?"

One black eyebrow rose. "Really? Are you going to deny it?"

"No, but how did you know that, that literally made you seek me out? And don't give me a cryptic answer."

"Sorry, that's all I have, since I can't explain it."

"Try."

She looked at him as though she were contemplating her words. "Okay, you called out to me."

"I think I remember if I did."

"I get, uh, feelings when people are in distress. Usually, that only happens with people I'm close to since I've learned to listen for their calls. So, when I heard a call from you, I came."

"Cryptic as hell, try again."

This time she gave him a slight grin, and his jaw nearly dropped. She was damn gorgeous when she grinned. He could only imagine how breathtaking she'd be with a full-blown smile.

"I'm being honest here. I don't know how I heard you; it confuses me. And I don't like mysteries; I need to know why I feel your stress. But I also want to help you. There's...there's something about you that pulls at me, so I want to make sure you're alright." She took a drink and added, "I'm offering an all-inclusive mountain getaway. Give us two weeks. You decompress, and I try to figure out how we're linked. And if Sofia needs you, you go to her, then come back."

They sat there in silence while Pedro weighed her words.

Raven looked at him, her head tilted. "You feel it too, don't you? You felt it in the warehouse. I know you did."

He nodded. "Yes, I did. It confused me too."

"Good. It's settled. You go home and pack a bag, and I'll come pick you up in an hour." She stood to leave.

"I don't recall saying I'd go, sweetheart."

"That’s not what I heard." A smirk touched her lips.

He chuckled. "Okay, but you don't know where I live."

"Don't think so, huh? I can find you anywhere, Pedro." She winked, then walked away.

He sat there, watching the mysterious beauty walk away. The thought hit him that if he were straight, she'd be his type. She was exotically beautiful and tough, with a hint of danger. And he was drawn to her; he felt it the moment she placed her hand on his chest when he was hurt at the warehouse. And when he grabbed her hand to say thank you, he felt a connection to her similar to what he has with Sofia.

Suddenly, he felt a weight lift from his chest. She walked into his life at the exact moment he needed saving. Thanking whatever god sent her to him, he tossed money on the bar to go home to pack.

Thank you for reading Bound by Blood.

Watch for the new series Pandora's Blood. The characters from the Blood Series and The Pandora Project merge into a new series called Pandora’s Blood

Read Pandora's Proposal here: https://books2read.com/u/3nKjOe
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One last thing
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If you enjoyed this book, I'd be very grateful if you'd post a short review on the site you purchased the book. Your support really does make a difference and I read all the reviews personally, so I can get your feedback and make this book even better.

Thanks again for your support!
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