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Neither human nor animal, but something in between. And these Circs are hungry…

When the government shut down the original Circ project, they ended the tampering of human genetics to create supersoldiers. Or so they thought. Not all the rogue scientists disappeared. Dr. Edwin Lang thinks he’s perfected his new serum. With EL13, his Circs will be stronger, more cunning, and psychic. A new breed of mercenaries that will fund his cutting edge science. The problem is his test subjects aren’t willing.

Gideon has lost his best friends, and his humanity, thanks to the good doctor. And he was no Boy Scout to begin with. He’ll do whatever it takes to bring the bastard down. He’s strong, and he’s hungry for revenge. With his pack of psychic beasts, he’ll destroy Lang and his team. The government can’t stop him. Neither can the first bunch of supersoldier Circs—Circe’s Recruits. He’s no Marine, just an ex-con who knows how to put the hurt on. He’ll deal with claws and fangs, enhanced senses, and a feral attraction for his male and female partners. 

Because nothing will stop him from bringing the pain.
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Chapter One

[image: ]

Gideon thought he’d known the risks. Underground fighting was dangerous, but the right bouts paid well. Determining weaknesses, building strategies, defeating opponents—totally his wheelhouse. But he’d made a mistake. He’d won too much, too fast. And he’d impressed the wrong people. He should have known the invite to a special tournament in Philly had been too good to be true. But he’d been swayed by his friends and that hefty bonus for attending.

The cold in the room didn’t bother him, despite the fact he only wore a pair of thin blue cotton pants that reached him mid-shin. They reminded him of hospital scrubs a short guy might wear. They never clothed him in anything but the same colored bottoms with an elastic waist, even when the temperature of the room would grow so cold he could see his breath.

Another needle slid under his skin, and he roared, his skin on fire, his blood already blazing from the crap they’d shoved into his body. Despite making him more resistant to injury, they continued to push his limits, working hard to scar him, to burn him, to fucking kill him.

The douchebags who did the majority of the hands-on work hooked up tubes to the ports in his wrists. His blood left him in a hurry. The sterile lab where they’d imprisoned him could have been used as the standard for any mad scientist horror movie. Though clean of the blood spatter that had previously marred the white tiled floor—and God bless the bastard who’d been in here earlier—the entire room had been designed to collect samples from the unwilling.

Jars of tissue, organs, and different fluids lined the cabinets on the far wall. An array of sharp cutting instruments sat on the metal table next to his exam bed. Overhead lights blinded him when he lay flat, forced to stare at the ceiling. In the cabinets and drawers on the wall opposite the door, tons of restraints just waited to be used. Nothing so simple as ropes or chains. These fuckers used unbreakable steel alloys. 

Drains under the tilting table onto which he’d been strapped collected whatever fluids didn’t run into the sterile bags hanging on the nearby wall. He could only be thankful they’d only gone for blood so far. At the thought of what else they might eventually want, he cringed, knowing it was only a matter of time.

Damn it, I have to get out of here.

A subtle glance around him showed white concrete-block walls, a cement floor, and one wide, metal door caging him. No windows, but a few cameras in the corner of the ceilings afforded viewers this macabre peep show. At the center of it all lay Gideon, strapped to a fucking tilt-a-whirl table.

They kept him horizontal until they wanted to drain him, four white-coat computer nerds typing his every reaction into their computers. He’d overheard a few of them refer to specialties in neuroscience, infection diseases, and bioengineering. Honestly, he couldn’t remember any more, bemused by all their science talk.

They tracked more than just his vitals. The electrodes notched to his temples worried the hell out of him, because he had a bad feeling they already knew he’d been abnormal prior to his abduction. 

The nerds, though, he could handle. Once free of the table, he’d deal with the thick-necked guards standing sentry on either side of the secured door too. 

The security in the place looked to be top notch, but nothing was infallible.

Doing his best to ignore the blood leaving his body, Gideon nearly vomited when they raised him from a horizontal to a vertical position. His wrists and ankles remained strapped to the table, in bands that had absolutely no give. Not even under the force of the super strength he now possessed.

“He’s healing much faster. Look.” Dr. Edwin Lang, the man in charge, vibrated with excitement as he handed his assistant a long, thick needle. Lang gave the appearance of a man of science. Intelligent blue eyes blazed behind dark glasses. His short, black hair was threaded with silver, and he wore a collared shirt and slacks under his white coat. Professional, smart, and scary as hell because he looked normal. 

His assistant, on the other hand... Duane Smith held the needle Lang had given him like a prized treasure. Smith seemed to worship the ground Lang walked on. He appeared to be in his mid to late thirties. Flat brown hair, flat brown eyes, average in every way, until one really looked at him and saw the crazy. 

The hypodermic needle he held would have ripped through a regular person’s vein with ease. It was sharp and thicker than normal. Yet Smith had to work to pierce Gideon’s newly layered skin.

Gideon would have appreciated the epidermal armor they’d genetically mutated into him if it didn’t hurt so damn much when they tweaked him. 

As it was, whatever they’d just injected him with made it suddenly hard to breathe. Fluid built up in his lungs and he coughed it out, unnerved to see a black, tar-like substance hit the floor while his lungs burned, starved for oxygen. Rumor had it the last guy to cough up the black stuff had died after turning into something…not quite right.

Freaked out but determined not to show it, Gideon held onto his sanity by a thread.

How had a simple no-holds-barred fight turned into a scene straight out of Frankenstein? And how long had he been here? Time in this horror show seemed endless. Had his friends cared that he’d disappeared? Were they in another room being tormented by other white coats?

He resisted the urge to give in to the pain and pass out. He wanted to strike back, to take out the half dozen assholes surrounding him. But strapped as he was to the upright table, he couldn’t do more than glare at the butchers bent on cutting him open. He did manage to contract the muscles in his arm to shove out one of the tubes. A weird ability he now possessed, to use his muscles to manipulate foreign objects in his body. He instinctively sensed what would harm him, yet it took a while for the toxins they injected him with to ooze out from his pores. 

Freed from one of the tubes in his arm, his blood spattered in an arc over the coats and goggles of the two doctors conversing on his left. Everyone scrambled back while the tube danced around like a cobra about to strike. An alarm went off, loud and insistent.

He knew exposure to his fluids, when undergoing treatment, was a no-no, ever since the last assistant doused with a spray had convulsed and died within seconds of it hitting his eyes. 

Gideon sneered at the scientists racing around, doing damage control. “You wanted my blood? You got it.”

The steel door hissed open, and two people in hazmat suits, accompanied by two more guards, entered. 

Gideon’s brain clicked into high gear. Assess the threat. Find a vulnerability. Attack.

A feral, inner voice suggested he rip out some throats and strangle the enemy by their own intestines. Not that Gideon didn’t agree with the sentiment, but that beastly voice scared him. Because it wasn’t his.

Sweat poured down his face while the hazmat guys caught the tube and plugged it up before the blood bag it had been attached to fully drained. Gideon’s arm didn’t need any repairing, though. Thanks to these douches, he healed at a rapid rate.

“What now, sir?” Smith asked, his expression grim. He gave Gideon a look that promised retribution, and the sadist knew how to wield a knife. Though Gideon no longer scarred, it still hurt like a bitch when Smith carved into him.

The hazmat group soon left, but the extra guards remained behind. To Gideon’s aggravation, the one to worry about had joined the crew.

The thugs Dr. Lang called security came in one size—freakin’ large. Muscular, disciplined, and inured to screams and the sight of blood, the guards did nothing more than watch the proceedings with disinterest. The one and only time Gideon had torn a reaction out of them had been on his first escape attempt, when he’d managed to drag sharp fingernails over a guard’s face. Yeah, he now had retractable claws, because destroying him from the inside out was no fun if his changes weren’t visible. 

The guard hadn’t recovered. His buddies had returned later that day and beaten Gideon almost to death, back before he’d grown such tough skin and dense bones.

The only reason he’d come out alive—the gray-eyed bastard currently staring at him. The one guy who hadn’t tried to hurt him. They called him Palmer. He was different from the others, an anomaly, hard to figure out. Gideon hated him on sight, especially because he’d swear he’d once caught a glimpse of compassion on the dude’s face.

Palmer, Lang, and Smith were all obstacles to overcome. The other scientists and guards didn’t worry him. He intuitively knew how to take them out of the equation. But those three would be a problem. Dr. Lang had a real boner for finding out what made Gideon tick. Smith, the sick perv, got off on doing as much damage as he could, and he’d taken a real interest in trying to break Gideon. But Palmer worried him the most, because Gideon couldn’t read him.

“Dr. Lang?” Smith asked again. “Would you like me to reattach the line? Or maybe up the dosage of the serum?”

“What is that shit?” Gideon asked, not surprised to hear himself slurring. His tongue felt thick, and his sharpened teeth kept scraping his gums and lips. He tasted copper almost all the time now, and he hated it…as much as some new part of him craved it. 

Again with the inner monster. His heart raced, and fear blossomed from the seed rooted inside him.

As usual, when he hit rock bottom, Gideon felt Palmer’s dark gray gaze on him. He raised his head and glared at the fucker, only to see dispassion on the guy’s face, which irritated Gideon even more.

Dr. Lang frowned in thought. “Try the blowtorch.” Blowtorch? “In his current state, I think the new composition of his cells might react even better now.” Lang nodded to Smith, then to Gideon. “You’re a real standout, Gideon. Do you have any idea how quickly you’ve progressed in the short month you’ve been with us?”

That answered one question. Time had no meaning in this place…wherever “this place” was. He had a feeling they’d left Philadelphia far behind.

“Where are the others?” Maybe if he kept them talking, they’d forget about taking a fucking blowtorch to his body. And maybe they’d finally tell him what had happened to his friends, because he had no memory of anything past getting dizzy in the middle of the fight, then this.

He didn’t expect an answer. He hadn’t gotten one since arriving. But Lang surprised him. “Your friends didn’t do as well with their injections.” Shit. They have Ollie and Rod. “Unfortunately, we had to dispose of them.”

Gideon felt his stomach drop.

Smith gave a sly smile. “If it’s any consolation, they’re right here with you.” He moved to the cabinets and grabbed a jar containing what looked like a brain. “Think of this as moral support. Rodriguez solved an important question concerning the serum’s effects.” 

Gideon stared in horror at what remained of a friend he’d known since grade school. 

“Oliver lasted much longer than any of us could have anticipated, though.”

Lang nodded. “Yes, he had a surprising fortitude we hadn’t expected. But, well, the B series didn’t work with his physiology. He drowned two days ago.”

Gideon could barely hear over the rage building. His friends hadn’t deserted him, hadn’t sold him out either. The poor fuckers were dead.

He strained at his bonds and felt something inside him…change. “Drowned?”

“His lungs filled with fluid, just like yours did. Except Oliver couldn’t manipulate the toxin to his benefit,” Smith explained, almost kindly, and nodded to the black crap near the drains.  

Gideon worked his forearms and felt the metal holding him bend. 

Before he could free himself, Smith ripped the pants from his body, lit the torch, and stepped toward him with a huge smile on his face. 

The bastard was going to die a slow, painful death. Just as soon as Gideon could get himself free. With that thought in mind, he stared into Smith’s face, let that thing inside him see the threat facing them—him—and heard himself growling. 

Lang started. “Wait, Duane. Don’t—”

Smith didn’t burn him just anywhere. The asshole torched Gideon’s balls. Agony became his whole world. He saw white while the stench of smoking flesh filled the room. 

A few of the scientists gagged. Not content to just emasculate him, Smith burned a familiar pattern up Gideon’s ribs to his chest—Smith’s fucking name.

Oh yeah. We’re hanging this guy by his own intestines, just after I slice his dick off and shove it down his throat. 

He growled some more, felt himself bonding to the thing inside him. 

Lang seemed fascinated, not at all repelled by the scent making even Gideon cringe.

A glance at the guards showed them finally reacting. Most made a face at the smell. Palmer though, didn’t blink, just stared at Gideon while he suffered.

“Hurry. Get his stats right now. Do you see it?” Lang asked one of his white coats. “I saw it there, in his eyes.”

 “That smell is awful,” the guy whined. “Can’t we turn on the fan?”

“Yes, yes. The automatic processes shut down after the hazard alarm, or they would already have turned on. Peters, reset them would you?”

Peters nodded and left. 

Sick of being on display, Gideon concentrated and reached inside himself. Not sure how he did it, he somehow communicated with that other part inside him. He’d only reached that thing one other time, and then only by accident. Like turning a switch, he stopped healing. Blistered, bleeding, his vitals rose and fell, all over the place.

He heard Lang swear. “This is tedious, Gideon. I know what you’re doing.”

Gideon refused to play the game. Hell, at this point he welcomed dying just to ruin Lang’s day. God. Rod and Ollie are dead?

“It’ll hurt worse the longer you prolong your recovery.”

He didn’t care. Anything that annoyed Lang and his cronies worked for him. 

Lang sighed. “You won’t be able to maintain your state. Your body will automatically begin to regenerate after a time, but fine. Be stubborn. We’re do for a break anyway. Come along, gentlemen,” he said to the others. “Time to see how Elijah and Carter are faring.”

Gideon recognized the names. Elijah Ortiz and Carter Freeman had been two of the big name fighters in that fake tournament. Apparently he hadn’t been the only sucker to fall for Lang’s scheme. 

He wouldn’t call them friends. He didn’t know either man well, other than to understand they’d been more than they’d seemed. When he’d sized them both up, he’d sensed they possessed that something he could sense but couldn’t define. The other combatants would have been easy prey. Not Ortiz or Freeman, though. 

Gideon refused to heal or revive himself until the doctors left, and he hung in a hazy state of semi-consciousness. His gaze fell on the jar Smith had held. Jesus. Poor Rod. They’d been friends since fourth grade. Two hard-asses with poverty, abusive parents, and no interest in school in common. They’d fought their way through life, until they’d met Ollie and joined his gang. The outlaw motorcycle club had finally made a name for themselves. Gideon, Rod and Ollie had grown tight, part of a family.

Then the Feds had ruined everything. After a few years in jail for running guns, they’d rebuilt themselves. New names, a new career in the underground fighting circuit. They’d gone straight, mostly, except for the gambling. And all for what? 

He hated this. Hated the pain, the reminder that though he’d come far, he’d ended up a victim all the same. It was like he’d never left home. 

On the verge of real death, that beast inside him forced his body to heal. Unable to stand it, Gideon screamed at the pain. He tried to hold back, but third degree burns and the poisonous serum racing through his system made suffering in silence impossible.

“Loud one, isn’t he?” One of the guards cracked a smile.

“Gotta take a piss,” another said.

“Go. In fact, why don’t you and Yates take your break?” Palmer suggested, his voice deep, authoritative. “I’m hungry. I don’t want to wait ‘til midnight for dinner.”

The guard checked the clock on the wall and nodded. “Will do. You and Pratt got this?”

Pratt nodded. “He’s burnt to a crisp. It’ll take him at least thirty-six hours to be ready to do any kind of real damage again.”

“Give him twenty-four to be safe,” Palmer disagreed. “The last time he recovered from damage this severe, he healed in thirty-six hours. But they’ve been giving him more serum. For all we know he’s getting faster. So we err on the side of caution.”

Yates and the guard left, leaving Palmer and Pratt remaining.

Pratt snorted. “Smith is fucking crazy. Burning the guys balls? Who the hell does that?” Then he ruined any semblance of empathy. “I say waterboard him. Shoot him full of more of that EL13 shit and watch him drown in his own blood.”

“Did you try the serum?” Palmer asked, not concerned in the slightest that Gideon continued to rage, growl and scream as his body healed itself despite the pain making him want to die.

Pratt’s brows went up. “Are you kidding? No way in hell I’d volunteer for that crap. I don’t care what they pay. Becoming a supermerc isn’t worth dying over.”

“Not even for fifty grand?”

Pratt grinned. “Not even. Fifty thou, just to take a few injections?” Pratt laughed. “They said if it didn’t work, I’d get to keep the money and the effects would just wear off. Yeah right.” Pratt was smarter than he looked. “Nothing’s ever free. I figured anyone offering that much to try an experimental drug had to be giving me a line. Have you seen the sorry rejects who took that deal?”

“No, why?” 

Pratt’s voice lowered. “They’re all wrong, man. I heard from one of the scientists downstairs that Lang dumps them on an island up north. Imagine being stranded with all those freaks. Jesus.”

Palmer shook his head. “Bad scene.”

“No shit.”

They watched as Gideon healed. He felt their stares, and his inner beast—for lack of a better term—watched them watching. It waited, biding its time. Because what the guards didn’t know was that the creature had helped heal Gideon from the inside out, leaving an outer layer of scorched and burned tissue to fool them into thinking he couldn’t escape.

But he had more strength now than he’d ever had. Gideon curled his fists to hide his emerging claws. Both saddened and furious over his friends’ passing, bewildered at how his life had come full circle, he resolved never to be a victim again. It was time to escape this hellhole. 

Or die trying.

 

Alex Palmer studied the poor bastard hanging limply on the upright table, making sure to keep his expression wiped clear of anything resembling emotion. He had to appear impartial to anything the doctors did. Katie’s life depended on it. But God, it wasn’t easy.

The shit going down at U-Ground Services boggled the mind. The transportation company was a front for an experimental laboratory funded by some of the richest, most immoral people in the world. Man, it just figured his sister would find her dream job here, at this front for hell.

On paper, U-Ground seemed perfect. In reality, it used previously-funded government projects that had been scrapped years ago and made serious cash with a security force that couldn’t be beaten. Instead of the psychic supersoldiers the government had planned to create, they’d make super mercs. Mercenaries who could withstand bullets, heal themselves, and kill with the swipe of their claws or blast of their minds.

Except the government had abandoned their projects because too many people had been harmed in the process.

Originally called Project Dawn, the operation had involved military folks injected with a serum that recombined their DNA and accelerated new cell growth. Unfortunately, only a small percentage reacted favorably to the serum. The Circe’s Recruits squad had successfully turned into hulk-like beasts with toughened skin, fangs and claws. They helped save lives.

The unfortunate majority of the initial subjects of Project Dawn had denigrated into violent, mindless creatures who killed for sport. And so the failed test subjects had been hunted down and destroyed after their rampages came to light.

To make matters worse, the original doctor who’d headed the project, Elliot Pearl, had ventured off on his own and started over. He’d created new batches of monsters, what he called Circs. The new Circs had seemed to fare better, getting most of the benefits of the serum with few drawbacks. Until the mutations started. 

Uncle Sam had finally realized they needed to permanently shut down the horror they’d helped build. According to the classified documents Katie had gotten her hands on, the illegal lab and head scientists had been shut down and disposed of.

It should have been the end of it. Except Dr. Edwin Lang, one of Elliot Pearl’s interns so many years ago, had decided to start his own lab.

What were the odds Katie would find all this classified information and let him know? A coincidence?  After four months searching for her and still not finding her, only receiving the occasional text, he didn’t know what to think. But he knew one thing—it was time to end this charade.

“Hey, Pratt. I need to make a call.” He leaned closer, his eyes on the cameras mounted above, and whispered, “I’m in the doghouse with my lady. If I want to see any pussy when I get home, I need to do some smooth talking. I’ll just be a minute.”

Pratt smirked. “Go ahead. God knows you need to get laid. Take that stick out of your ass, finally.” They both glanced at Gideon Spencer, who remained unmoving. “He isn’t going anywhere.”

Though it went against protocol to only have one guard present at a time, Alex chanced it. He punched in the code and stepped right outside. Then, instead of using the company phone, he texted his sister on the cell phone he wasn’t supposed to have inside the compound.

Katie, enough. You’ve done all you can. Get your ass to ground. I can’t wait any longer. Honey, please. Disappear. It’s going down now. Call me when you get this.

 He heard nothing. But then, she only communicated on her timetable, whatever the hell that was. 

Then he sent another text, knowing this one he couldn’t take back. Once he sent it, all hell would break loose. 23:30. A go. South gate. 2-4-5-5-8. Extract for 4. Pocketing his phone, Alex walked back inside, only to see Pratt fucking with Gideon.

“Hey, get away from him.” Alex frowned.

Pratt pushed a button to slide the table back to a horizontal plane. Then he pushed another, rocking Gideon up and down, and no doubt screwing with the guy’s already frazzled brain.

“Pratt, come on. He’s got to heal so the docs can work with him later. You know how pissed off they get when the subjects aren’t functioning.”

Pratt sighed. “Whatever.” Then he smirked and withdrew a large knife from a side sheath strapped to his leg. “But this guy heals awful fast, and I don’t—” His eyes grew wide. His lips parted, and a gurgle of shock escaped.

Alex noticed something sharp poking through Pratt’s left side. 

“Oh, shit.” Alex leapt forward, but it was too late. Gideon Spencer had one of his hands free from the supposedly unbreakable restraints. That hand was tipped with claws and buried deep in the small of Pratt’s back.

Gideon’s fist pushed through, gripping a mass of bloodied guts, then he ripped it back and laughed.

And the sound was anything but human.





Chapter Two

[image: ]

It’ll be the best job you’ll ever have, they said. You’ll never want to leave. U-Ground is an employee’s paradise. Yeah, right. Bailey Duncan rolled her neck, wondering why she always had to work the night shift. Though she’d been deemed U-Ground’s Service Rep of the Quarter, she felt like the lowest peon on the totem pole lately.

The phone rang, again, and she sighed at the myriad lights blinking on her display. She put her current call on hold, answered the next guy in line, rattled off his dispatch, then returned to her current problem child.

“Seriously, this load isn’t worth my time.” Joseph, her biggest pain in the ass since taking on a second board of U-Ground drivers, started to complain. “And what the hell am I transporting? You have any idea how heavy my crates are? I barely made it past the last DOT weigh in.”

While she talked him off the constant ledge he seemed to be perched on, her headache returned. No doubt her own fault since she’d forgotten to grab a coffee from home. She loved her java but could do without the caffeine withdrawal. 

Bailey dealt with four more calls before needing a break. “Hey Steve, can you take the rest of my calls? I need a break? My head is killing me.”

Her supervisor smiled. “Sure thing, Bailey. Go ahead. You’re due for a lunch anyway.”

More like a midnight snack. “Okay. See you in half an hour.” She rubbed her temples and walked away from the maze of cubicles into the staff room. 

When she’d majored in communications in college, she’d never imagined she might put that handy degree to work talking on the phone eight hours a night. But then, jobs were hard to come by, and she made an excellent salary at U-Ground. So what that she felt as excited about work as she would about a root canal? Or that she basically read details off the computer—what any unskilled sixteen year old could do. 

U-Ground was only a starting point. You can do this. Your student loans need you. At the thought of how much longer she still had to pay them off, she groaned and headed into the upper management lounge. 

Since making Rep of the Quarter, she’d been given a few perks she loved. One, a parking spot not located three states away. And two, access to this schwanky manager lounge. They didn’t just have a coffee maker. They had an espresso machine and milk frother. Gourmet food machines, a microwave and mini cooktop, as well as a fancy electronic kettle and a selection of teas and coffees for the taking. To her delight, the place was empty. She normally only shared it with a few night owls working the late shift anyway.

Just as she headed in the direction of the coffee pot, desperate for her daily fix, trouble walked in the door. Myers and Yates, two of her least favorite people on the planet. They worked security on one of the lower levels in the building, where they made the super secret stuff they transported. Some kind of hybridized electronic and steel plates that the government used for…something. 

Bailey had been told the material would be used in construction to protect government buildings from new threats. The security had to be tight at all times. Heck, just getting a job in the place had been like jumping through a bazillion hoops. But for the pay, she’d jumped like mad.

“Well, well, Myers. Our lucky night.” Yates didn’t so much grin as leer at her.

“Hello, sweetness.” Myers gave her a smile that made her shiver.

“Good evening.” So much for hanging around the lounge. She’d take her coffee to go. She poured herself a large mug and doctored it with enough creamer and sugar to be palatable. But when she turned to leave, the monstrously large guards surrounded her.

The security teams on her floor looked normal enough. But the men from the lower levels took pumping iron to an extreme. Yates and Myers were a fair representative—buff, menacing, and enjoying their power. They were interchangeable, Yates with blue eyes, Myers with brown. Both major assholes.

“When do you think we’re going to have that dinner?” Myers asked.

“Or a drink?” Yates added. “I’m free after work in the morning.”

“For a drink?” She took a hasty sip of coffee and nearly scalded her tongue. “Well, I’d better get back before—”

Myers stepped closer, almost on top of her. She stared at the center of his chest, taking particular note of the breadth of muscle there. Then she raised her gaze to his mean eyes and hard, unsmiling mouth. “You didn’t answer my question.”

Talk about sexual harassment. The two men had been bothering her for weeks. She’d complained, to no avail. None of the higher ups had done anything about them. Odd, considering the sensitive climate these days concerning harassment. Her boss had talked to HR on her behalf, but even Steve didn’t have much pull. Not compared to the people who worked in the secured environment on the lower levels. In addition, Myers and Yates had standing with the company. She didn’t. Six months of her time compared to three years of theirs. 

She didn’t think they’d do more than verbally taunt her, not in a company environment. But she’d taken care not to go to her car alone after work, even in broad daylight. 

“Look, I—”

Yates pushed Myers back. “Hey, man. Back off. You’re scaring her.”

“I’m not scared, but—”

“She said she’s not scared.” Myers glared at his supposed friend and shoved Yates. “See? She wants to go out with me.”

“No, I don’t.” She tried to edge away, but Yates closed in on her.

“She wants me.” He plucked the coffee from her hands and placed it on the counter behind her. 

“Hey.”

Before she could grab it, Yates kissed her. More like mauled her. His slimy mouth made her want to gag. She hadn’t noticed more than his bland aftershave, but now pressed up against him, she smelled body odor, tasted the too sweet cola he’d consumed earlier, and felt as if spiders were crawling all over her. Her senses went haywire, and she bit down, hard, piercing his lip.

To her horror, she tasted blood. 

Yates sprang back and glared at her. “Bitch bit me.”

“That’s cause you were doing it wrong.” Myers chuckled and dragged her to him, resisting her fists with ease. “How about my way?”

He leaned down to kiss her, nearly suffocating her with his fat mouth and bruising hug. And she went crazy. 

Bailey tore into his face, his arms, gouging and screaming, hitting and flailing. A haze of out-of-control rage—not fear—consumed her. As did an inhuman sense of strength. She’d kill him. How dare he touch her? She’d tear him apart, bathe in his blood, then— 

Bailey blinked up at the ceiling. 

Confused to find herself sprawled on the floor, all alone in the room, she took a moment. She didn’t see anything, but she tasted copper. A bad taste, and what exactly did that mean? She picked herself up off the floor, baffled, scared, and no longer suffering a headache. 

“What the hell?” Shaky, she ran her hands over her clothes, her head, her body. Nothing felt out of place. No lumps on her head to prove they’d knocked her out. No disarray to her clothing to show she might have been violated after being—what? Drugged? 

How had she been assaulted one minute, alone and on the floor seconds later, with no recollection of escaping the attack?

As she tried to still her shaking legs and gripped the counter, Myers and Yates entered the break room. 

She froze.

Yates frowned. “You okay?” His lip looked fine. No bite mark. 

“I-I, uh—you…”

“Hey, Bailey, you want to sit down? You look pale.” Myers nodded to her cup, still on the counter. “That yours? Maybe have a sip and relax.”

Neither man looked bruised or mussed.

What the hell?

She grabbed her coffee, gave the pair a wide berth, then darted out the door. Great. Another blackout. I’m going to have to see a doctor. Three times in one week? If this is the new normal, I am seriously screwed.

 

Myers shared a glance with Yates. He moved to the phone mounted to the wall and dialed. 

Dr. Lang answered. “Yes?”

“She’s showing definite signs.”

Yates nodded, his hearing as enhanced at Myers’s.

“You’re sure?” The excitement in Lang’s voice irritated him. Myers had had enough of Lang’s plans. He’d put up with a lot for the crazy bastard. The money had been good, but not enough that he should have to deal with a loony bitch who said no when she really meant yes. Good thing he healed fast.

“Her pheromones were all over the place. She wants it bad, even if she’s not aware of it.” He shared a grin with Yates. “I think it’s time we introduced her to the team.”

“Hmm.” Lang paused. “Not yet. I need more data.”

“Then when, Doc? The boys aren’t doing so well.” Understatement. He’d had to hide a body this morning. Not the way he’d planned to spend his time with Jane Doe #4. Unlike Sheer, he liked his bed partners alive.

“Yes, yes. I know it’s getting worse. I just need a little more time. Trust me. Once she’s fully developed, she’ll suit. Right now, too much rough handling will kill her. I’ll have to start over. And that won’t help anyone.”

“He’s got a point,” Yates said in a low voice.

Myers agreed. But he couldn’t say the same for Pratt or the other guys. Which reminded him. Yates and he needed to deal with Palmer. Maybe the doc had a few ideas. “Okay. We’ll wait on Bailey. But about Palmer. He’s a little off.” They’d all denied taking the drugs that made them special, because Lang had told them to keep their abilities a secret. But Myers had a feeling Palmer really hadn’t been given EP13.

“I’m aware. I’ll take care of it.” That tone in Lang’s voice. 

Myers knew when to back off. “Yes, sir.”

“If there’s nothing else?”

“That’s all for now.”

Lang hung up without a goodbye.

“So we have to wait.” Yates scowled. 

“What else is new?” Myers sighed. “I know we volunteered for this, but I’m getting tired of waiting. Any word on the other freaks Lang’s working on? Smith say anything about when we can have them?”

“No, but he’s not one to talk to right now. You saw what he did to Spencer. Torched his balls off.”

Myers frowned. “Smith worries me.”

“Me too. But I think he worries Lang more. That’s why we’re here.” Yates gave a shrug. “But there are ways around him, around the doc too, for that matter. Have you seen the chicks down on level 4? Part of that psychic program Lang’s fronting? How about we offer some security down there?”

“Seen anything you like?” No wonder he and Yates got along so well. 

“There’s a new sexy brunette mouthing off about things she shouldn’t be talking about. No one’s going to complain if she wants to play house with us…then disappears.”

“Well then. Let’s go.”

 

***

 

Gideon loved the feel of Pratt’s guts squishing through his fingers. The scent of Pratt’s otherness surprised him, though. He hadn’t sensed it before, but now he realized Pratt had to be a little bit like him. Psychic, yet not. Stronger, for sure, because though Pratt had fallen in a heap to the ground, he remained silent and aware. Gideon leaned down to grab him, and the bloodied guard struggled to go free.

With Gideon’s luck, the asshole would heal, and then he’d need to deal with Pratt and Palmer at the same time. Ripping his arm from the other metal band on the table, Gideon tore into Pratt’s neck. No way the guy would re-grow a head. At least, he hoped not. 

While keeping his gaze on Palmer, who stood too close for comfort, Gideon sawed at Pratt’s neck, tensed and ready for Palmer’s attack. 

Pratt finally let loose a blood-curdling shriek when Gideon hit his cervical spine, but he couldn’t do more than dangle like a puppet on a stick as Gideon controlled his movements, psychically attuned to every move Pratt made before he made it. He dug deep into the man’s neck.

After a few moments, Pratt ceased howling, then he stopped breathing as Gideon ripped his head off his body. Covered in blood, Gideon smiled through his fangs at Palmer, ready for the next round.

Palmer still hadn’t attacked, in fact, he took a few steps back and held up his hands in surrender. That lack of aggression annoyed Gideon more than if the shithead had gone for his throat. 

After nudging Pratt’s body aside, Gideon leaped at Palmer, who dodged him.

The animalistic rage inside him boiled. “You’re a dead man.”

“We really don’t have time for this.” Palmer frowned. “It’s after 23:00 already.”

Gideon feinted right. Palmer predictably moved left, and Gideon tackled him, feeling his own skin continue to knit, healing and strengthening as he fought. They rolled, and Gideon tried to get a feel for the man. Palmer was large and dense in muscle, fierce,  and…shielded. They wrestled, pressed body-to-body, yet Gideon still couldn’t read him, which had never before happened.

He punched, kicked, bit. They pummeled each other, and the creature inside Gideon continued to grow in strength. Despite their brawling, he hadn’t broken Palmer’s skin, which was odd. The creature inside him didn’t like that at all. Gideon continued to tear at the big man, then realized Palmer wasn’t fighting back so much as he was defending himself. 

Knowing Palmer’s strength, feeling that energy yet seeing no animosity, Gideon paused and stared down at his adversary. He remained on top of Palmer, their hips flush, his legs on either side of Palmer’s holding him down.

As he met Palmer’s gaze, something alien blinked back at him. Gideon narrowed his focus, saw the outline of contacts, masking Palmer’s eyes. He shifted over Palmer, determined to figure the bastard out, and the tip of a claw pierced deep, through Palmer’s skin into his shoulder.

They both tensed.

Gideon watched, waiting for a reaction, and got none. He removed his claw and shoved Palmer’s shirt aside, watching as the guy’s skin healed in seconds. Then he glanced at the dark red blood stain on his claw. Unlike Pratt’s death scent, a sweet smell of earth and life hit him hard. Palmer smelled…right.

To Gideon’s shock, his cock swelled, a furious rush of desire making it hard to think past the need to fuck. He tried to shake it off. Had to be the effect of whatever they’d shoved into his bloodstream, because Gideon didn’t do guys. But he ached, so much…

“Oh hell.” Palmer continued to stare up at him, and Gideon swore the guy’s pupils elongated, a glow brightening behind the protection of his contacts. “Not now, Gideon.”

“When?” he heard himself say while the creature inside him took charge. Some part of him knew none of this made sense. Getting a hard-on—for a guy—while covered in blood and squirming over the freakin’ enemy could only be considered insane.

But the creature inside him refused to be silenced. It wanted, and it would have its prey, one way or the other.

Palmer must have sensed the danger in refusing, because he dragged a hand over between them, molding Gideon’s huge hard-on, then cupped his balls. “Oh yeah. You want it. You’re nice and wet.” He ran his hand over Gideon’s slick cock again.

Wet? Gideon wanted to ask questions, but the earthy scent around Palmer deepened, drugging with lust, and the creature within him took over. He leaned closer and nipped Palmer’s lower lip. The taste of the man was like nothing Gideon had ever experienced. Sultry, necessary, and fucking fantastic. Before he knew it, he was kissing the breath out of Palmer, stroking into the man’s big hand while plastered to that hard, commanding body.

Palmer rumbled beneath him with a vibrating purr that made Gideon yearn to be closer. As he ground over the guy, he felt an answering erection in Palmer’s pants. A huge, thick shaft as big as his own.

Palmer slid his tongue between Gideon’s lips, delved deep, then pulled back. Gideon pulled his head away to see Palmer’s expression contorted into pleasured pain. “I’m close. Fuck, Gideon. You chose a hell of a time for this.” But Palmer didn’t protest any more. He gripped Gideon tighter.

Desire consumed him. Pistoning faster, harder, Gideon did his best to challenge the male, to see who would come first. Even the sound of the alarm didn’t stop Gideon from biting hard into Palmer’s shoulder as he conquered the male and came in his enemy’s hand. The ecstasy stilled the violent need inside him, especially when he smelled not only his seed, but Palmer’s as well.

“Damn it. Now’s not a good time.” Palmer groaned and rubbed against him a few more times. “Shit, that felt good.” He glanced up at Gideon, met his gaze, then closed his eyes and turned his head, offering his throat.

Satisfied, the beast inside Gideon released its hold over him and surrendered to the sudden exhaustion that settled into his bones. He slumped over his lover—his enemy—and fell asleep.

 

Alex stifled several oaths as he did his best to think of a way out of this mess, and at the same time, to not jostle Gideon. “Fuck me.” He hadn’t planned this. Hadn’t thought himself capable of this kind of raw desire—especially not with a bloodied, naked Circ. His bisexual nature aside, he hadn’t desired sex since losing Ryan a year ago. 

His suspicion that he’d been experimented on without his consent had been proven beyond a doubt. I’m so screwed.

He gently scooted a sleeping Gideon off him and stood. Grimacing at the blood all over his shirt, the floor, and at the mess in his pants, he swore some more and checked his phone. Shit. Time to definitely go before everything went to hell. Gideon hadn’t been part of his initial plan. Now he’d have to improvise.

A glance at Pratt’s sightless eyes made him smile, though. He’d been wanting to do the bastard some damage for months. Gideon had gone a step beyond, but hell, he’d earned the right to his retribution. And speaking of which… No worries that Smith’s blowtorch had done Gideon permanent damage. The guy had functioned on all cylinders in the sex department.

Alex felt his cheeks heat. Good Lord. He’d really jerked a stranger off and come in his pants. A glance at Gideon’s form showed the guy fully healed under all that blood. That big cock hadn’t suffered lasting damage either. No burn marks, no scars, nothing anywhere on Gideon’s body to show he’d ever been tortured beyond what a person should ever bear.

Knowing he had better things to do than ogle the Circ he’d just gotten off, Alex easily slung Gideon over his shoulder. The alarm was loud. Whether it had been raised as a result of Gideon killing Pratt or the distraction, according to the plan, he had no idea. But he did know he needed to move. ASAP.

He ran unimpeded down the hallway, through the haze of smoke, the blare of the alarms, and toward the sound of gunfire.

The government clean-up team had definitely arrived.

He rushed past the guard station, not surprised to see it empty, and toward a side stairwell normally only used by administrators. Rushing up one flight to the infirmary and praying Katie had gotten out in time, if she’d even been in the place, he encountered hostiles and looked for the other two men needing extraction. He had to get to Elijah Ortiz and Carter Freeman before Dr. Lang’s men took them away, and he’d overheard Peters mention that both men had been escorted to level two.

Of all the subjects who’d been worked over with Lang’s “new and improved” Circ serum, EL13, only Gideon, Elijah, and Carter qualified as successes. Alex had passed Katie’s data to General Shields and the Circe’s Recruits team. The good guys were supposed to handle all the bad shit going down here. Hopefully they’d shut the place down and provide some help for the poor bastards lost to mutation. 

Alex hadn’t mentioned his own misgivings that he too might be Circ. Once he ditched this place, he intended to start fresh somewhere else, where no one knew him. He and Katie could try being normal for once. For all the Circ team knew, he was just a bumbling security guard in the wrong place at the wrong time. A guy who’d happened on some weird crap and wanted to do the right thing. Period.

Over his shoulder, Gideon groaned.

Great. Just what Alex didn’t need. And then he caught it, that psychic scent of more Circs nearby. He followed it to a room and put his hand on the keypad. 

A rush of heat filled his mind, the image of numbers entered, then a vision of Elijah and Carter dragged into the room, tearing at each other and growling like animals. Alex blinked to clear his vision, wishing he didn’t have to wear his stupid contacts anymore. But they’d helped hide the odd brightness of his eyes. Had Dr. Lang seen that, he surely would have caged Alex like all his other subjects. 

Alex inputted the code, then entered. Elijah and Carter stood clutching the bars of their respective cells. Both men looked larger than he’d last seen them. Both…different. Like Gideon and himself, they were more. Alex had always been big, so his changes had been subtle. Not these guys. They’d been huge to begin with, but now they dwarfed him by a few inches. At least six-five or six-six. Definitely noticeable, even if they hadn’t been sporting fangs, claws, and those feline-like, slit pupils—eyes he might even now be developing.

He placed an awakening Gideon down onto a lab table and pulled out his phone.

 “Come here, shithead.” Elijah Ortiz smiled, and Alex knew to keep back. The guy had a new ability that unnerved Smith, of all people. Not sure what it was, Alex nevertheless understood the doctors believed Elijah to be the most dangerous of the new Circs.

“Let us out,” Carter Freeman ordered. Dark blond hair curled around his nape, his blue eyes—yeah, glowing. Strange as hell, and oddly compelling. “Just open up the cages and let us free.”

Alex didn’t plan on freeing them without help. He tried to look down to text his location, so the troops could get them free. But he couldn’t look away from Carter. 

Elijah laughed, tearing Alex’s concentration. From a distance, Elijah’s eyes seemed black as pitch, like a void sucking everything inside. 

“Come on, Palmer. We’re friends. Look at me,” Carter crooned.  Alex glanced back at him. “Let us out.” 

Alex didn’t want to, but he took a step toward Carter. Then another. Carter smiled, encouraging. Alex had almost reached the cage…





Chapter Three 

 [image: ]

“That’s it,” Carter’s deep baritone was soothing, persuasive. “Let us out so we can all go free. I’ll owe you one.”

The best idea Alex had ever heard. He’d let Carter and Elijah go free. He’d save them himself, because then Carter would owe him a favor.

Gideon’s claws gripped him by the shoulder, stopping him. “Fuck off, Carter.”

“Gideon Spencer.” Carter grinned at him. “Red’s your color.”

“Nice.” Elijah sniffed. “Smells like Pratt. He dead?”

“Unless he can grow a new head, yeah.”

The caged men laughed, and Alex heard madness in the sound. But he couldn’t stop himself from wanting to free Carter. He tried to move, but Gideon held tight.

Not right. I need to get help. Let the team know…

“Quit fucking with Palmer. He’s mine to deal with,” Gideon warned.

“Not yours.” Alex shook his head, confused. “Look, we need to go.”

“What’s going on out there?” Elijah asked. 

“Who cares?” Carter shrugged. “They can all kill each other, far as I’m concerned. Let me out, Palmer.”

Gideon glared. “I said leave him alone.” 

Carter opened his mouth to say something, but to Alex’s surprise, he clutched his head and fell to his knees, gasping.

“Fuck off, asshole.” Elijah rattled the bars, glaring at Gideon. “Try that with me.” The same thing happened to Elijah, who swore and rubbed his temples. 

“Why don’t you fuck off?” Gideon turned to Alex and cocked his head, his eyes completely alien, his claws covered with blood and sharp as razors. He looked inhuman. “What’s going on out there?” Yet he sounded more rational than Alex would have expected considering all the guy had been through. Poisoning, murder, fucking. 

“A rescue.” Alex couldn’t help noting Gideon’s rising erection. Christ. He felt his own body responding, against his will, and cleared his throat, raising his gaze above Gideon’s neck and keeping it there. “To get you guys out.”

Gideon leaned close and sniffed him. “Your rescue?”

“I, ah, I’m trying to shut this place down. The guys out there are government. Help for us all.”

“Liar,” Elijah said, his voice hoarse. “You’re part of this.”

“I’m not.”

“He’s one of us, though. Not entirely human,” Carter argued. “I can smell it, can’t you?”

Elijah frowned. “No shit?” He stood, keeping a wary eye on Gideon. “You know…I can. It’s faint though.”

“But it’s there.”

Gideon turned his attention to the pair. He let go of Alex and walked to Carter. They stared at each other before Carter looked away. Then he did the same to Elijah. 

Alex felt something important happening, but distracted by the noise outside, he missed whatever Gideon said to Elijah. 

Gideon turned to him once more. “Can you get them out?” 

“I think so.” He needed to call for reinforcements. “But it would be safer if our rescuers were on hand to help. We were all supposed to meet on the third floor, in the lab. I need to let them know plans changed.”

“No. We get out on our own.” Gideon bared his teeth and curled his claws, feral, angry, and wild. “No help,” he growled. “I don’t trust anyone.”

“On that we agree.” Carter nodded, gave Alex a grim smile, then stepped back from the bars and sat on the lone bench in his cell. “Don’t call anyone, Palmer.”

“But I…” Alex clenched his jaw and struggled against his need to obey. Obviously Carter had some kind of mind mojo to get others to follow his orders. Between him and the dangerous Elijah, Alex knew they all had to escape. Leaving any of them for Lang to experiment on further would be like leaving a loaded gun in the hands of a psycho. 

He fiddled with the phone in his pocket, hoping he hit the right speed dial button, and left it on to be located. Walking to each cell, he put his hand on the keypad and concentrated. After envisioning the release codes, he entered them to let each man free then braced himself for their attack.

Elijah hit him first with a punch to the jaw, disorienting him. Then Carter tackled him, busting his chin on the cement floor. Palmer returned a punch, catching Elijah in the face. Carter retaliated, and pain blossomed in his arm, twisted behind his back.

“Enough.” 

Before either man could hit him again, or he could strike back, Alex felt a hammer pounding inside his brain and curled in on himself. 

“You three done?” Gideon stood above them, still bloodied and naked and not seeming to care in the slightest. 

“Again, you bastard? What the fuck was that?” Carter groaned. 

Elijah spat, “I knew you were a huge dick the moment I first saw you fight in the ring.” 

“Back at you, Ortiz.”

Alex interrupted the lovefest and slowly rose to his feet. “Guys, cut the bullshit. We need to go, now. We’re stronger together than apart.”

Gideon nodded. “Palmer might be wearing a U-Ground uniform, but he helped me, so I’m helping him get out of here. After that, we’ll see.” He paused. “You dickheads get me?” The raw warning in his tone got through to all of them, Alex included. 

Strange how he’d felt sorry for Gideon earlier. Nothing in the man suggested he’d experienced any pain, had any give in his will. Gideon acted like a leader. And he…smelled…like one too.

Alex shook his head, bemused at what his instincts tried to tell him. An inner part of him liked following Gideon’s orders, knowing where he fit into the group. But he wasn’t Circ. Just different. Or at least, that’s all he had been before tracking Katie down to this hell hole. Shit.

“Yeah, yeah. Easy, alpha dog.” Elijah had sarcasm down to a science. “How about you get dressed and stop flapping that dick at us? I ain’t impressed.”

“You’re such an asshole.” Gideon flushed and hurried to the cubby Elijah pointed to, then donned a pair of blue scrub pants.

Carter grinned. “I don’t know, Eli. I kind of liked the sight of that big cock. Maybe wonderboy will do more than that mind magic. How about some hard fucking later, stud? I like ‘em big.”

“Shut up.” Gideon, embarrassed, seemed much less threatening.

Alex chuckled.

Gideon, Elijah, and Carter stood together, looking big and badass. Then they turned their attention on him.

A sobering sight. “What?”

“How do we get out of here?” Elijah asked.

“We—” 

The door behind them burst open. Automatically allying with the three Circs, he turned to meet the threat.

“Alex Palmer?” A huge, monstrous guy with leather-like skin, claws and fangs, and wearing black fatigues held a strange gun in one hand. In his other he had a knife. Unlike the men with Palmer, this guy looked beast-like from top to bottom. Obviously not human. He looked like a tanned version of that hulk-like cartoon on television.

Holy shit. They’re real. Alex stared, stunned at evidence of the initial EP12 formula’s success. He’d seen photos of these guys from the secret files Katie had sent him. Witnessing the Circs in their actual changed form, in person, was…overwhelming. “I’m Alex Palmer.”

“Circe’s Recruits, at your service.” The guy smiled, and his fangs looked even longer. “I’m Ace. The others are coming. These the guys?”

“Yes.” He swallowed hard. “But there’s a special project on level four we need to get to. A lot of young men and women who have no idea what’s going on.”

“We know.” 

Another man joined him, this one with darker skin, perhaps African American under the tough hide of a Circ. He looked meaner, bigger, and just as battle-hardened. “Yo, Ace. Let’s go.”

“Not yet.” Ace stared at them, sniffed, and frowned. “Check it out, Derrick. They don’t look Circ. I mean, they’re big, and those eyes aren’t right. But they don’t—”

Ace and Derrick crumbled under a psychic attack. Elijah and Carter rushed them, taking advantage. Alex glanced at Gideon, knowing he’d once again done damage. 

Gideon showed no remorse. “Let’s go.” 

“Gideon, no. They’re here to help. They’re like you.” Like us.

Gideon shook his head. “Stash them in the cells,” he told the others.

Elijah raised a brow at the commanding tone, but he and Carter did as ordered. Then they regrouped around Alex. 

Crap. Not how this is supposed to go down. Alex couldn’t move away as they carried him in their wake over the floor, down the hall, and toward the exit.

“I have to get something.” He needed to make sure his sister wasn’t on the fourth floor. He tried to leave, but Gideon kept a tight grip on him.

“Not until we’re out.”

“But…” Not smart to mention your sister to these monsters, Alex, he told himself. Katie, you’d better be safe or I’m going to blister your ass. “Fine. Hurry up. This way.”

They ran down an offshoot of the main corridor and up a set of stairs to level one, where civilians working for the company ran around in the chaos, trying to figure out what the hell was happening. Around them, upstairs security tangled with government agents, everyone trying to figure out who had superiority without getting shot. 

The side exit Alex took them to should have been a safe bet. Unfortunately, several of the lab’s lower security forces, the real bad asses, waited outside, guns drawn. At sight of their small group, security opened fire. 

Drawn into battle mode, Alex acted on instinct and attacked alongside the Circs. 

In minutes, the fight ended. Most of the bullets had bounced off them. The few that had damaged Alex felt intrusive, and he managed to eject them from his body. Heat centered around the wounds, and he felt them heal. A glance at the others showed similar healing taking place. An endorphin rush hit him hard, and he felt a bonding with the others, a moment’s companionship that went deeper than defeating an enemy in battle.

He sought Gideon, saw the male staring at him and the others with what looked like satisfaction. Before he could figure out what exactly the hell had just happened, more troops showed up. 

But these men didn’t open fire. Alex recognized the last three members of Circe’s Recruits among soldiers wearing nondescript military gear. Ace and Derrick joined them as well, not seeming at all pleased. 

“Yeah, that’s them,” Derrick snarled. “Motherfuckers are going to wear my boot print for days.”

“Whatever.” Elijah snorted. “He sure talks a big game for a pussy who got his ass handed to him.”

Alex stepped back, knowing they wouldn’t win this fight. The military force with the special squad would be difficult to beat. But it was Circe’s Recruits who’d prove the real threat. They had impressive records and no problem using deadly force. There were five of them to the four in Alex’s group, and truth be told, he didn’t want to fight anyone. Then there was that large stranger with the yellow eyes standing near the other Circs.  

He was a giant among giants, but he didn’t look like Circe’s Recruits. He looked human. Except his eyes were unusual, and he smelled Circ to Alex’s enhanced senses. 

“We’re leaving,” Gideon announced. 

“No, you’re not,” a commanding Circ disagreed. He stepped forward, his beastly form intimidating, his nature one of command. His dark eyes gleamed with challenge, with confidence. “I’m Roane, leader of this unit.”

The yellow-eyed male next to him sighed.

“Shut up, McKinley,” Roane growled. “We’re taking you back so we can help you adjust to your new abilities.”

“Yeah, right.” Elijah snorted. “More like you want to poke and prod us like Lang. Well fuck that.”

Carter nodded. 

“They’re here to help us,” Alex tried again.

“Quiet,” Carter said.

Alex shut his mouth, unable to continue. 

Roane narrowed his eyes. 

“Carter, tell them to back off,” Gideon ordered.

“Everyone, please stand down,” Carter said. 

The human military men, all two dozen of them, lowered their weapons and stepped back. The Circs, however, stood firm. The yellow-eyed one stepped closer to Roane. 

“Don’t even think it,” the bastard warned. 

Gideon didn’t hesitate. One of the Circs Alex hadn’t met went down. Then a few humans who tried to shake off Carter’s mind manipulation. Roane frowned and rubbed his temples. “Shit. McKinley, he’s yours.”

Ace hit the ground, moaning, even as Derrick, Roane, and a sandy-haired male attacked.

The yellow-eyed giant narrowed his gaze at Elijah, effectively knocking him unconscious.

Gideon stepped in front of Elijah while Carter battled the attacking Circs. They had him down in seconds, and then the sandy-haired Circ forced Alex to the ground.

He didn’t fight back.

“Hale, that’s Palmer,” Derrick said.“I think he’s on our side.”

Alex wanted to tell them he was, but Carter had a hold on his mind, so he nodded. 

Carter mumbled something under Roane’s hand, then Roane knocked him out cold. Derrick stayed with him and Elijah, while Roane rose to face Gideon.

“I can talk again.” Alex sighed. “They’re not bad guys,” he said to the Circ on top of him—Hale. “Just not sure who to trust. Dr. Lang’s a psychopath.”

“Shit. We’ve been there,” the Circ on top of him said. He got off Alex and helped him stand. “I’m Hale. That’s Roane, Ace, Derrick and Zack.” He nodded to the other Circs. 

Carter and Elijah were out, but Gideon remained on his feet, in a standoff with Roane and the yellow-eyed male. 

“Who’s that?” Alex asked.

Hale groaned. “That’s Robbie. I mean, McKinley. He’s a real bastard. Tell your friend to ease up.”

“Gideon, relax.”

Gideon didn’t seem to hear him. Or he didn’t care. He focused on Roane, because Alex saw Roane grimace. Still, the male remained on his feet. Then McKinley must have started a mental attack, because Gideon wavered and stumbled back.

Which must have been the signal the others had been waiting for. Hale, McKinley, and Roane converged on Gideon, who fought back as if his life depended on it. Like a wild animal caught in a trap, he did his best to draw blood, ripping into everyone near.

“Shit. Put him down, McKinley.” Roane narrowly avoided a claw into his jugular as he ducked a punch. Then he returned one, but Gideon kept swinging. 

“I’m trying, great leader,” McKinley said back, sounding annoyed. He didn’t stand back anymore, but tackled Gideon, helping Hale hold him down. They gripped Gideon so tightly Alex feared Gideon would break a few ribs. 

The battle continued for some time, enough for the remaining Circs to stand on their feet and watch. 

“Zack, five bucks he knocks McKinley again,” Ace said.

“You’re on. I say McKinley puts him down…now.” They watched as Gideon socked McKinley in the jaw before Roane grabbed his arm and pinned it down. “Hell.”

“Double or nothing he kicks Roane,” Derrick added, joining the group as they watched the fight.

“A little help here?” Hale yelled before taking a knee to the balls. “Son of a bitch.” 

Derrick cringed. “That’s gotta hurt.”

“I’ll take that bet,” Zack agreed.

This time, just as Gideon shrieked in fury and tried to kick Roane, McKinley, and Hale, Roane went for his carotid. 

“Hurry. My brain’s about to explode,” Hale said through gritted teeth.

“Yeah,” Roane agreed. 

The amount of strength they used to keep Gideon down unnerved Alex, because it spoke to a power he hadn’t witnessed in all of Gideon’s time at the lab. Had the guy been holding back? And if so, what exactly was he capable of?

Gideon, fortunately, ceased moving and slumped under the massive bodies on top of him.

“Tranq him,” Roane ordered. “Use three.” One of the human guards shot Gideon with three darts. “Good. That should hold the bastard. Oh, and do the same to the others. But not Palmer. Alex, you come with us.”

Alex nodded. Elijah and Carter were already out, so they didn’t offer any resistance when tranquilized. Alex joined the Circs, curious to feel a sense of kinship to the larger-than-life creatures. Yet he didn’t belong with them.

He glanced at Gideon and the others being carried to nondescript white vans. A part of him wanted to join them, to watch over them while they lay asleep, vulnerable. But he knew he had more important things to do. His sister, the psychics, the lab. All of it needed his immediate attention.

“I…”

“Come on.” Hale prodded him toward Roane, but not with any aggression. “It’s been a long night, and it’s about to get longer. We found bodies on the fourth floor.”

Alex stopped. “Bodies?”

Hale looked grim. “Yeah. We could use help identifying them.” 

“My sister?” Fear made his mouth dry.

“Not sure. Come on.”

He went with them, not surprised to find the lab cleared of all threat. While the Circs and their special teams had been handling them, their remaining response force had cleared out what remained of Dr. Lang’s security.

“There are a few surprises in the lower levels,” Zack told the group as they descended to the fourth floor. “But no Circs that we could find.”

“What?” Alex had a hard time focusing on anything but finding his sister. She didn’t feel present in his mind. Though she’d before been physically absent, he’d sensed the bond that kept them tight. A familiar sibling connection, brain to brain. But now, he felt a void, and it scared him shitless. 

When they arrived at the conference room on the fourth floor, he put his hand to the door and knew why they hadn’t found her.

“What did you see?” McKinley asked, his bright yellow eyes unnerving in that rough, human face. 

“My sister,” Alex whispered. “Myers and Yates took her and a few others. They weren’t alone.” He swallowed. “Sheer and a few other hybrids are with them.” Sheer—a man known for his unnatural proclivities with the dead and the helpless. 

 Before Alex could put his feelers out for more information, a commotion drew his attention. Some of the “surprises” Hale had mentioned had found their way to level four. Misshapen, mutant Circs with tar black skin and crooked spines. They had been bred to kill, and they didn’t look happy to be there.

 

***

 

 Bailey knocked back her coffee as she drove home. She continued to look at herself in the rearview. But she still seemed all in one piece, nothing to indicate she’d suffered any type of rough handling that she’d apparently hallucinated.

Her phone rang, and she answered through the Bluetooth in her car. “Yes?”

“Oh my God. Bailey, it’s me, Katie.”

Bailey frowned. “Katie? What’s going on?” She heard roars and screams in the background. What sounded like gunfire and shouts. “Where are you?”

“I’m in level four, trying to get these files out.” Katie sounded stuffed up. That or she’d decided to talk around a mouthful of marbles. “I’m emailing them to you.”

“Katie?” She’d met Katie Sheridan a few months ago, back when Katie had been working IT for U-Ground. They’d struck up an immediate friendship, but then Katie had quit or gone on a temporary leave. Bailey had never been sure which, because after leaving, they’d had only the occasional phone conversation. And Katie hadn’t wanted to speak about why she’d left the company. 

No one at U-Ground mentioned her, so Bailey didn’t ask. Instead, when they did talk, she and Katie swapped funny stories about employees and occasionally gossiped about what they thought went on in the lower levels of U-Ground.

Frankly, Bailey had never imagined there were more than four levels. Katie’s idea that the fourth level employees belonged to a secret psychic lab experiment sounded like homespun science fiction. Bailey loved it, wondering when Katie would finally publish the book she always talked about writing. 

“Katie?”

More garbled noise, then growling. Growling?

“I’m in trouble. Tell Alex I’m sorry,” she said in a hurry. “Give the info to Circe’s Recruits,” Katie slurred. “I’m losing blood.”

“Oh my God. Are you alright?” 

“No. I’m dying.”

Bailey looked for a place to turn around. But as if Katie had read her mind, the woman said, “Don’t come back. Go home, pack a bag and look up the email I sent you. You have to leave fast. They’ll find you if you don’t.”

Now truly scared, for her friend and herself, Bailey asked, “Who hurt you?”

“Myers and Yates. And the other guy, the one who’s a real monster.”

“What?” Bailey pulled over, too upset to drive. What with everything she’d been imagining, her blackouts and now this, she didn’t know what to think. Was she even now dreaming her conversation with Katie, a woman no one talked to but her?

“Please. Don’t stop. Hurry home and print out the file before they erase it. Take it with you to New Jersey. Drive, don’t fly. Before they come and get it. You have to leave.” Katie screamed. 

Bailey heard animal yowls, a deep, dark growl, and what she could too easily imagine to be ripping flesh. 

“Who is this?” an evil voice asked.

She quickly disconnected and put her foot on the gas. She didn’t know if she believed what Katie had said, but something was off. After dialing the police to report a threat at work, she hurried home. 

Katie hadn’t been kidding. Bailey knew odd things happened at U-Ground. She’d keep alert to what the police found out, and she’d watch the news. She’d also take a sick day or two before returning to U-Ground, to give herself time to look into what had happened to Katie. 

That was if she didn’t find anything on her computer. Because if Katie really had sent her something, and Katie really had been hurt, Bailey would know she’d been right to suspect not all was well at U-Ground. 

And God help her if she hadn’t dreamed up her last encounter with Myers and Yates. 





Chapter Four
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Once home, Bailey parked in the back, paranoid, and made a beeline for the bathroom. She relieved herself of the coffee she’d sucked down and tried to calm her racing heartbeat. After she’d finished and washed her hands, she studied herself in the mirror. For the life of her, she couldn’t understand it. Same honey blond hair, same plain brown eyes. She had an average body, stood five-six in bare feet and could lose a good ten pounds. Fifteen if she didn’t lie to herself. Although…

She lifted her shirt and stared, not sure what to think. A glance at her belly showed washboard abs. Not possible. She stared harder, then took off her shirt. Just yesterday she’d barely been able to see her ribs, and that was with a lot of sucking in of her rounded belly. Right now she had a six pack. She frowned. Her boobs seemed to have gotten smaller too. Not a bad thing, but they seemed a little higher. Tighter. 

She blinked, wondering what was going on, and moved closer to the mirror. Her hair brushed the tips of her breasts, and she froze. Her hair had grown two inches in the eight hours she’d been at work? 

Before she could throw a serious freak out, her cell phone buzzed. She let it ring a few times then answered. “Hello?”

“Who is this?” That same deep voice that had thrown her before, except this time he sounded more in control. “Is this Bailey Duncan?”

She hung up and tossed her phone across the bathroom counter. Then she raced to her computer, sat, and searched her email. A file had been sent from an anonymous address.

She opened it and saw a note from Katie. 

“Bailey, you’re my safeguard. If you have this, I’m probably dead. So not kidding about that. Sorry, honey, but you’re my one out. I sent this to my brother Alex too, but I’m worried they know about him.

If you have this, you’re not safe. It’s all real. Monsters and experiments, psychics and secret labs. I’m so sorry to do this to you. Print this sucker out and take it to Doc. He’ll help you. Because Bailey, you’re one of them now. And there’s no going back. You need help.”

Bailey sat there, stunned, and continued to read.

“You don’t have much time. Copy this file and take it with you. Print it if you can, because they’ll erase it when they know you have it. And they’re coming for you. Myers, Yates and Sheer. And that other one. He’s so wrong… They’re bad men, Bailey. And you’re supposed to be part of their pack. Get out, now. Go to Doc, to his lab in New Jersey, and Circe’s Recruits will help you. Get to the locker of my favorite number on the beach. You know where. You’ll know what to do then.”

Moving on autopilot, she copied the entire folder to a thumb drive and printed out one of the multipage files as a backup. While it printed, she threw some clothes into a bag and changed into jeans and a sweatshirt. Despite the moderate September air, she felt chilled to the bone.

Once the last page printed, she deleted the email and file from her computer, grabbed her keys and her overnight bag, and hustled out the back door. Just as she reached the car, she heard screeching vehicles around front and knew they’d come for her. 

With her heart in her throat, she started her car and slowly turned down another alley, then another, before hitting the main street around the corner from her house. Understanding she hadn’t been imagining things, she knew she had to dump her car, and soon, before they spotted the old clunker.

Still not sure what the heck had happened, she drove half an hour to a car rental that happened to have a diner next door. She popped into the diner for a coffee and breakfast, determined to get to the bottom of her neuroses. Did something terrible happen to Katie? What about U-Ground and all that strange background noise? It couldn’t be real, could it?

Her answers came too easily. Scrolling through the local news on the television mounted in the diner, she watched in horror at the footage of a fire breaking out at U-Ground Transportation. Apparently no one had been hurt—yeah, right—but the company was taking a loss after a faulty gas leak exploded underground.

“Shit.”

She didn’t finish her eggs, though she did take her coffee to go.

Knowing she had to see this through, or at least get to the people Katie had told her about, she left her car in the diner’s lot and rented a compact vehicle, maxing out her credit card. Gas wouldn’t cost as much, and she’d feel better in a vehicle that didn’t stand out like her jalopy. 

Bailey set course for the East Coast with a hasty good-bye to Portland. I’ll look on this as the vacation I’ve never had, she kept telling herself.

She stopped looking over her shoulder ten hours later, once she’d reached the southern border of Idaho. Only two thousand, two hundred thirty miles to go.

 

***

 

Gideon woke with one hell of a headache. He slowly opened his eyes, taking in the scene of yet another lab environment. But this time he wasn’t tied down, and the lab didn’t have any bad smells. Antiseptic, some pine cleanser that had been used on the floors, but no scent of decay or death. 

He sat up, surprised to find himself alone and apparently not under guard. He’d been dressed in a gray sweat suit, but no shoes. A glance around show bright lemon yellow walls, a concrete floor, and a long couch he’d been lying on. A couch in a laboratory? In the center of the room sat a hospital bed, one large enough to hold his sorry ass. Around the room, cabinets and counters lined the walls. But at least here, he didn’t see his buddy’s brains in a jar.

He groaned as he stood on shaky legs, ignoring the emotional pain he hadn’t yet dealt with while managing the real hurt in his limbs. He felt as if he’d run a few marathons. Even his joints ached. Running his tongue over his throbbing gums, he sensed nothing amiss. No sharp teeth, thank God. A glance at his fingers showed them normal as well. 

It took him a moment to calm his racing heart and clear his blurring vision.

His head ached, but his muscles firmed. That angry beast inside him didn’t mind this environment, surprisingly. But it remained wary, giving him strength of mind, of purpose, to escape and investigate before he could be attacked. 

At the thought, a thick metal door opened. There were a few glass windows looking out into a lit hallway. Another inconsistency with the lab he’d been in before. He noticed two women watching him through the glass, a redhead and a blond. Neither captured his attention, not like the Circs walking through the door in front of a smaller, older man.

He could almost see the larger, inhuman Circ forms over their human counterparts. That Roane guy, Derrick, and Hale entered, protecting the gray-haired academic wearing glasses behind them. 

Roane gave him a hard stare. Still large, even in human form, at least now he resembled a man, same as the guys with him. Gideon didn’t know if he looked different now as well, though he felt the same. He still had two sentiences occupying the same body. Him and that wild thing that didn’t like being trapped.

He kept his gaze on Roane, but as he felt with that other sense inside him, his gaze sought Hale. Though smaller than Roane and Derrick, Hale possessed an otherness Gideon’s beast recognized. Like that yellow-eyed bastard now standing with the women outside. That guy seriously put his back up. The other Circs were dangerous, but not like… 

“McKinley,” he muttered, glaring at the asshole who dared give him the finger. 

So the glass didn’t make the room soundproof. Either that or the fucker had incredible hearing. Hale chuckled, and a shimmer of knowing passed from him to McKinley.

“Yeah, we don’t much care for him either,” Roane said, ignoring McKinley’s toothy grin. 

Hale frowned. “Roane.”

“But he’s family,” Roane continued. “You’re Gideon Spencer.”

Gideon stared at him.

“Did you volunteer to help Dr. Edwin Lang?”

“Are you fucking kidding me?”

“That’s a no, then,” Hale answered and leaned back against a counter while the older man took a tray out of one of the drawers. 

Gideon saw needles and scalpels and stepped back, crouching low, ready to attack.

“Easy, guy. Doc’s just getting your sample kit ready. Doesn’t hurt.” Derrick took one of the scalpels and sliced his finger, so that a small well of blood appeared. “He’s gonna look at you under a microscope is all.” Derrick sucked his finger, then held it up to show it had fully healed. “Relax. Doc is one of the good guys. He won’t hurt you.”

“But I will if you try anything,” Roane added. 

Gideon flipped him off. Derrick laughed, then covered it with a cough when Roane shot him a look. 

Hale gave an innocent shrug. “I’m not laughing, Roane. Not out loud, anyway,” he added with a snort. “Look, Gideon. I know this must suck. We know about your friends.” He grew serious. “What was done to you was done to us a long time ago. But we volunteered at the beginning. I have the feeling you didn’t.”

The smaller man just watched him with a clinical assessment Gideon didn’t care for.

He felt his gums tear as his fangs descended, and he snarled at the older man. 

“I’m Doctor Evan Dennis, but you can call me Doc,” the older man said. He didn’t appear scared at all. Nor put off by Gideon’s aggressiveness. He watched Gideon with understanding and...compassion. That was something Gideon hadn’t expected, and his beast quieted down. “We had thought all of this was behind us. But every time we think we can relax, one of Elliot Pearl’s old protégées appears.” Doc sighed. “Do you have any idea what’s been done to you?”

Gideon took another step back. Then, not liking his position, he paced in a tiny square which gave him room to move and an ability to keep an eye on the others. “I know I was kidnapped, probably drugged, while in a fight in Philly.”

“A fight?” Roane asked, moving back to stand with Derrick and Hale while Doc positioned his tray in the center bed. 

“An underground fight club. That’s where they found us. Me, Ortiz and Freeman.” And poor Ollie and Rod. He gritted his jaw to keep from screaming his rage. His pain.

“Elijah Ortiz and Carter Freeman,” Hale said.

Roane nodded. “So you were there for the fight, then…”

“Then I got dizzy in the middle of a bout.” Gideon ran a hand through his hair that seemed to have grown an inch. “I woke up strapped to a lab table while Smith and Lang tortured me.” Fury returned with the memories, the feeling of being a victim not sitting well. Seeing Rod’s organs in a jar. Jesus. They’d learned how to ride bikes together.

“Easy, Gideon.” Doc held up his hands. “We’re not here to hurt you at all. But to help you, I’ll need to take a few samples. I’ll even explain everything while we do it. You and your friends are different than the Circs we’re used to. You might have issues that crop up you won’t be able to handle. I can help.”

“What else to you remember?” Derrick asked. The large African American appeared intimidating even without the Circ DNA. Hell, all three of them did. When Derrick crossed his large arms over his chest, Gideon shifted slightly, putting more weight on the balls of his feet. 

He read the body language in the room and adjusted, ready to fight back at a moment’s notice. They might say they didn’t want to hurt him, but he’d be ready in any event. 

“I was there a month. They pumped a lot of shit into me that hurt other people when they came in contact with it. Some black crap that burned, filled up my lungs. And they had scientists watching everything. A disease guy, some neurospecialists or something. And Lang. That fucker wanted me like this. He turned me into a Circ, I think. Like you guys, but different.” He stared at Doc. “Lang acted like that Elliot Pearl was some genius. But Lang called his serum EL13.” Gideon frowned. “He pumped it into my friends—they didn’t survive.”

Hale sighed. “Sorry, man. That sucks.”

Roane nodded. “A lot of our Marines died when they got the serum too. Of over seventy of us, only five survived. And it wasn’t easy.”

Gideon grunted. It helped a little that they understood.

“What made it worse was we volunteered,” Roane offered. “Thinking we’d be helping make the world a better place, we accepted the drugs that changed our DNA. You didn’t have that choice.”

“No.” Gideon would find and kill everyone involved. He had nothing left to lose. At the thought, the creature inside him purred in acceptance, needing the feel of blood over his fingers once more. 

“Gideon?” Doc snapped his fingers. “Gideon, what’s wrong?”

Gideon blinked and saw the Circs circled around Doc, ready to pounce.

“Huh?” He glanced down and saw his fingers curled into claws, felt his fangs distended past his lips, digging into the flesh and causing blood to flow down his chin. “Shit.” He wiped his mouth and his fangs retreated, as did his claws. “Sorry. Thinking about Lang.”

Doc urged the Circs with him to back away. “Let me give you a little bit of background. I once worked with Dr. Elliot Pearl, back when he was working for the government, trying to enhance our military. Pearl took too many chances with our men’s health, and I quit the project. He was fired as well, but he started his own lab privately. 

“I did my best to help our remaining squad, Circe’s Recruits.” Doc motioned to the men standing with him. “You’ve met Roane, Hale and Derrick. Zack and Ace are outside, and McKinley’s a part of us as well.”

“Family, but he’s not part of our squad,” Roane said. “He works with General Shields to take down outside Circ influence. We help Doc round up those who can be saved.”

“And those who can’t?” Gideon wanted to know.

Roane looked him in the eye. “Those we terminate. No question.”

Doc hurriedly filled the awkward silence. “What Roane means is that not everyone handles the serum like you, Gideon. Many of those infected with Elliot’s original EP12 serum had mental breakdowns. Some turned mutant, meaning they grew misshapen, hungering only for death.”

“And some demented sex. Don’t forget that, Doc,” Derrick added. “Some weird ass shit.”

“Seriously?” Hale socked him in the arm.

“Ow.”

“We’re trying to clue him in. Not freak him out.” Hale rolled his eyes. “What Doc’s telling you is true. He saved us, helped us deal with mating heats and the need to destroy when in a real mood.”

“Mating heats?”

“Oh boy.” Roane sighed. “Talk about being back at square one. Tell him, Doc.”

Doc adjusted his glasses. “Let me get back to the beginning. EP12 was designed to recombine your DNA, to make you stronger and able to heal, to sustain an increase in energy, particularly in mitochondrial production whereby increasing your energy intake.”

“English, Doc,” Roane murmured. A good thing because Gideon was growing seriously confused.

“In other words, we were creating supersoldiers. You’ve seen the men when they’re changed. Their skin gets tougher. Their bones and muscles expand. Their senses are sharper, and they grow claws and fangs for offensive deterrent. They are the ultimate weapon.”

Doc stared at him. “But you, Gideon. You seem to possess all these traits, but you have one more. Camouflage.”

“Huh?”

“You look human. Well, except for the eyes. Even your size can be explained away as you just being a large individual.”

“What’s the deal with my eyes?” Gideon asked. “I have better vision, especially in the dark. And I can sense…stuff.” 

“Like?” Doc asked, looking more animated.

Gideon felt uncomfortable, but not threatened. He felt like a freak. “I don’t know. I can sense others like me. But it’s not a smell or anything. It’s something else.” He swallowed hard, instinctively trusting the need to confide in Doc. “I think I’m like a split personality or something.”

“You want to kill shit? To tear apart people that screwed with you?” Derrick asked. “That’s your inner beast talking, man. It’s good. Listen to it.”

“What Derrick means is that being Circ means getting an added benefit from the serum. It’s an animalistic sixth sense that will guard you well. You’ll take in everything from your environment, things you’d normally disregard. But your Circ nature absorbs body language, scent, sound, sight, and it puts it all into a language you understand on an instinctual level.”

He wondered if that included the need to fuck Palmer. Because that had been lingering on his mind, something he wasn’t yet ready to handle. But they’d mentioned mating heats… 

“Another thing you’re going to have to come to grips with, and that’s the mating heat,” Doc added. “You’re a Circ now. That means you can only find sexual satisfaction with another Circ.” 

Gideon blinked. “Hold on. What?”

“Oh, you can still hook up with women, or guys if that’s your thing,” Hale said. “But you won’t impregnate anyone. And screwing them won’t feel as good.” 

Doc nodded. “A Circ can only find real satisfaction from another Circ. So twice a month, maybe more since you’re so new at being Circ, you’ll feel the need to mate with other Circs.”

 Gideon felt himself flush. “So, ah, are there women Circs, then?”

“Yeah, but there aren’t that many. The ones here are all mated,” Roane warned. He nodded to the window. “That pair out there with McKinley are spoken for. You’ll scent us on them.” Roane watched him. “Do you feel anything looking at them?”

“Anything like what?” Gideon glanced at the women again. But the only person he “felt” anything for, more like curiosity than lust, was for McKinley and maybe Hale. The yellow-eyed demon buzzed deep in his psyche, like a live wire with all that power inside him. 

“Like you want to fuck them?” Derrick added. 

“Derrick.” Doc flushed. “Gideon may not be in a heat right now. And if he felt anything, he would be feeling it for you as well,” he said to the Circs. 

Gideon shook his head. “I’m not feeling anything for you guys or the chicks outside. But the big guy hums.”

“What do you mean?” Doc asked.

“I can feel him from here. He’s got power. Hale has some too.” Gideon could have told them more, but he wanted to keep his own secrets. They already knew he could fry guys with a mental blast. But they didn’t realize he’d been able to predict patterned behavior—before he’d become Circ.

“Interesting.” Doc studied him. “Gideon, I know this is difficult. But I’d like you to trust me. At least let me take a look at you and see if I can help. None of us will force you.” He glared at the others. “We don’t work that way. You’re free to go if you like.”

“But we’ll be with you inside the compound. We have people to protect,” Roane said. 

Gideon could live with that. “Seriously? So if I want to walk out of here…” He stepped toward the door. 

Doc and the others just watched him. “Go ahead.”

To test them, Gideon walked outside the room. The hallway was bright, cheery. Totally different from the lab in which he’d been tortured. He heard the others behind him. “Can I see Elijah and Carter?” He couldn’t have said why, but he felt a responsibility for them. “What about Palmer? Is he here too?”

“They’re all here. Alex is upstairs with our people. He came willingly, I might add.” Doc blew out a breath. “Your friends Carter and Elijah have been a mite unpleasant. Carter’s abilities make it imperative we separate him from others.”

“Keep Elijah away too if you value your team.” Gideon hadn’t meant to warn them, but he found he liked Doc. The Circs still bothered him, because they’d defeated him once. But he took comfort in the fact it had taken several to knock him out. Cheating with guns. His inner beast gave a contemptuous snort. He’d have clobbered them individually in the ring.

“What’s wrong with Elijah?” Roane asked.

“I don’t know, but Lang’s team knew he was dangerous.”

Doc smiled. “That’s what Alex told us. Thank you, Gideon.”

“Whatever.” He stared at McKinley standing in front of the females. Gideon took a sniff. They smelled Circ, but he had little interest in them or the guys behind him. McKinley though, he’d be a nice addition to Gideon’s pack.

Gideon shook off the thought, bemused by what it might mean. “So you need my blood?” 

“Yes. But only if you donate willingly.”

Gideon turned around. “Okay. I’m in. But I want you telling me everything you find, okay? No holding back. No secrets.” He stared into Doc’s eyes, saw the older man swallow, his pulse race. A bit of fear there. Good.

Then Roane was there, blocking Doc and returning Gideon’s stare. The ass didn’t look away. Gideon didn’t like that. Not his pack, alpha of a rival group. A threat.

“Back down, boy.” McKinley said from behind him. “Or I’ll scramble you like I did last time.”

“Fuck off.” Gideon kept this back to the big man as an insult. “Doc and I have things to do. Take your women and blow.” That said, he walked back into the lab and settled into the surprisingly comfortable hospital bed. 

Doc returned with Roane and Hale by his side. “You’re good with this?” the man asked again.

Gideon nodded. “Explain this mating heat again though, cause I don’t get it.” 

Roane and Hale exchanged a glance. 

Gideon glanced at the leader. “Roane, you explain. You live with it, right? So what’s the deal?”

Roane shrugged, and Gideon could sense his unease. A vulnerability. Bingo.

“Doc’s right. It started a few years after we changed into our alternate forms. You saw us. We’re more than human when we toughen up. But with that power, we have certain needs. A Circ needs a Circ. Like, sexually.”

Hale continued. “When we first changed, there weren’t other females. We had to form bonds, to be a pack, to be tight.”

What he left unsaid… “So you guys got busy with each other? Is that what you aren’t saying?” Gideon stared in surprise. Because no way he’d peg these macho, tough dudes as being loose with their sexuality. Growing up tough in the city, he’d never much cared one way or the other. A guy did what he had to to survive. If that meant blowing a John, so be it. 

He’d been fortunate not to have to perform sexually to eat. Rod hadn’t been so lucky. But Gideon hadn’t loved him any less for it. Brothers stuck together, no matter what. Blood, sex, none of it mattered.

And now it didn’t matter anymore either, because Rod had paid the ultimate price.

Roane studied him. “That’s right. It wasn’t easy. Not all of us on the team were okay with it. But we couldn’t contain ourselves when the hunger hit. You’re Circ, you’re strong. You need to fuck. It’s not a want; it’s a necessity.”





Chapter Five
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Hale agreed. “You’ll do anything to get it. The rougher the better. And Circs can go what seems like forever. Fucking at all hours, until the heat wears off.”

“Yeah. And you’re different.” Roane looked pretty red now. “You’re all lubricated. Your dick, I mean. We’re made to fuck when the heat hits. And male or female, your partner doesn’t need to worry about receiving, not when you’re slick and able.”

So that was what Palmer had meant about Gideon being wet. Well, damn. He didn’t know how he felt about that, especially because he suddenly wanted to see Palmer and the others again. He glanced at Roane. “The other guys are Circ. So they’re going to get this mating heat too?”

“Yeah.” Roane plucked at his shirt, telltale nerves from the big man who didn’t seem bothered about much else. “The thing is, when we were under the mating heat, we changed form. You and the others seem to be in a static form already. You change, but subtly.”

Doc took some blood, and the needle didn’t hurt when it slid into Gideon’s veins. The guy knew what he was doing. “It’s fascinating. I take it Edwin Lang fiddled with the formula enough to make you blend in. But he hadn’t figured how to deal with your eyes. Your pupils remain elongated.”

“Elongated?” Gideon asked. 

“Like a cat’s eye. It’s thin, slit, and your irises are brighter than normal. Alex hid his behind contacts, so I suppose to go incognito, you could always do as he did and mask them.”

Smart guy. “But my teeth and claws come and go when I get mad. Or if I focus hard and call them out.”

“Can you make that happen right now?” Doc asked and withdrew one vial of blood before fixing another.

Gideon focused on his hand and claws lengthened from his nails.

Doc watched. “May I?” He held out a hand.

Gideon shrugged. “Sure.” He placed his hand in Doc’s and let the man feel his claws. 

“They’re strong, fully bonded with your nail bed. Nothing growing over, but rather through your fingers. Amazing.” Doc removed a second full vial of blood and the needle. “You can retract the claws if you like.”

Gideon did, feeling a little foolish with everyone staring at him. “It’s not a big deal.”

“It is,” Roane disagreed. “You’re even better at hiding than we are. When we change, everyone can tell we’re Circ. But you can hide in plain sight.” He frowned. “Must be why there’s been so much interest in Lang’s research.”

Doc nodded. “We’ve been looking into Dr. Lang for a few years, but not much has been said about him. When we learned he’d planned to continue Elliot’s work, naturally we were concerned. He was one of Elliot’s star pupils years ago.” Doc paused. “Do you have any idea what he planned on doing with you after his experiments?”

“No. I kind of thought he was just pushing me to see what would kill me, to be honest. Fucker liked hurting me. Almost as much as Smith did.” He couldn’t wait to gut that bastard.

“Elijah and Carter. You mentioned they’re dangerous. Just as Alex said. They don’t seem as forgiving as you are.” Doc put away his instruments, then came back to sit with Gideon. “Do you think you could talk them into staying with us? I’m worried about the damage they might do if they just leave.”

Gideon had a feeling the guys would benefit from staying, at least for a short while. He liked Doc, and the beast inside him did too. He’d reserve judgment on the Circs, though he had to admit they’d been more than fair with him. So far at least. 

“I’ll talk to them, but I can’t guarantee they’ll listen.” He then asked what he’d been putting off. Not mentioning it made it seem like something from a bad dream, not real. “Hey, uh, my friends. Well, what’s left of them. Of Ollie and Rod.” He swallowed hard. “Do you think you could get their remains so I could have a funeral for them? I don’t seem to have the money right now.” Hell, he had less than nothing. “But I’ll pay you back. I swear.” He coughed. “Smith showed me what was left of Rod…in a jar in that lab.”

Doc’s voice gentled. “The government teams are processing what they find, but I’ll make sure to tell them we’d like the remains of your friends. Rod and Ollie, you said?”

“Manuel Rodriguez and Oliver Torelli.” Gideon’s eyes burned, but he refused to cry, burying his pain under an unspoken promise of retribution. 

“We’ll make sure you get your friends back,” Roane promised.

And Gideon believed him. “Thanks.”

“Leave no man behind,” Hale said quietly. “Yeah, we’ll make it happen. Had plenty of our friends go down because of that serum. We didn’t have an Edwin Lang. We dealt with Elliot Pearl.” He placed a large hand on Doc’s shoulder. “Don’t know what we would have done without you, Doc.”

Doc’s cheeks turned pink. “I’m just sorry you all suffered needlessly. I should have done more.”

Feeling like an intruder on a private moment, Gideon swung his legs off the table. “Can you take me to the guys now?”

“Alex is awake. You can see him. Elijah and Carter are still out of it.” Roane shrugged. “For their protection. Because if we left them awake, I’d have beaten the shit out of Elijah. He never shuts up.”

That earned a wry grin. “I noticed.”

Roane grunted. “Come with me. I’ll give you the tour.” They walked out of the room into the hallway. McKinley and the women were nowhere to be seen. Hale joined them, the men flanking him down the hallway.

“Warning for you,” Roane said. “We take our mates’ protection seriously. Fuck around with them, we’ll end you.”

“What he said,” Hale agreed. “Roane’s the boss around here. Follow simple rules and you can stay as long as you need to. Step out of line, you’re done.”

“I can respect that.” Gideon didn’t want to screw with these Circs. Not until they screwed with him first. He’d end any battle, but he wasn’t in the mood to start one. Thinking about Rod and Ollie hurt, and it made him want to check on Palmer, pronto. Same with the other two jackasses. He didn’t like them, not exactly. Hell, he didn’t know them. But they belonged to—with—him. Three guys he knew against this group he didn’t.  

Roane and Hale showed him the lab, which had several rooms, all like the one he’d left. They took the elevator up two flights, into what the guys called the second laboratory, where temporary housing and work could be done on newly found Circs. Up the stairs, a normal house sat atop the hidden lab. 

A two-story colonial boasted a large kitchen and open living space. Six bedrooms, three on the first floor and an additional three on the second floor housed guests, of which Gideon was to consider himself one. At present, he and his guys were the only ones using the house.

“All the furniture’s big and sturdy enough for Circs,” Roane explained. “Our bone structure’s denser than a normal person’s, so we tend to weigh more. Even the females, though don’t mention that if you’re smart.” He grinned, and Gideon was surprised to see a normal person under all the hardass.

“So you guys were military before being Circ.” Marines, Roane had said.

“Yeah.” Hale pointed out the window to a building central to other outlying structures. They sure had a lot of land out here…wherever here was. “Being Circ was a good fit for us. Because we’re physical guys. And speaking of physical, that’s the gym. You’re going to want to use it. Being Circ means you have to exercise the shit out of your beast, or it’ll grow pissy. Trust me. Tiring the thing out helps a lot, especially when you’re new.”

“That or fucking the fight out of it,” Roane said. “But since we’re the only other Circs here, and we’re all a team and mated, you’re on your own.” He paused. “Then again, you have your own team—Alex, Elijah, and Carter.”

Gideon flushed.

“It’s natural. Weird, but natural.” Roane sighed. “Took us all a while to adjust, and we had years being Circ before it hit. I get the feeling you don’t have that long. Don’t wait, whatever you do. You feel that itch, scratch it. Or it’ll turn violent. We know. We’ve been there.”

“You seriously fucked each other? Even having women around?”

Hale nodded. “Being Circ is like another label altogether. Not gay or straight or bi. You’re Circ. Therefore you do Circs. But it’s a pack mentality, man. We’ve met lots of Circs, but I belong with Roane and the guys. No one else. You’ll see. It’s instinctive.”

Gideon thought about that as they walked out of the house. “Where are we, by the way?”

“Outside Cape May, New Jersey.”

Gideon stopped. “What?”

“Your fight was in Philadelphia, right?” Hale asked. When Gideon nodded, he said, “Well, we found you in Portland, Oregon. That’s where U-Ground had that satellite lab.”

“Satellite?”

Roane answered. “It’s not the head of the snake. We cut off a tail that will just grow back. Lang and his scientist buddies escaped. We only managed to shake up their security, who of course knew jack shit about anything. But we’re tracking the money, the person who funded the lab. Once we get him, we’ll know a hell of a lot more.” 

“Good.” Gideon would start with that guy and work his way back to Lang. 

“So you and the others will be staying in the house we just left. I’m thinking Carter might need to stay isolated.” Roane glanced at him with curiosity. “Seems like you and the others are more than just Circ. You guys are all psychic too, aren’t you?”

They walked toward the large building housing the gym. 

“Why do you ask?”

Roane gave him a knowing look. “You fried us the way McKinley does. A mind hammer, as the big guy calls it. Carter seems to be able to talk people into doing whatever he wants. Alex can read impressions off inanimate objects. Elijah we’re not sure about. But Doc’s got a theory that you four were able to withstand the EL13 serum because you’re psychic. Something in your brain chemistry helped you bond with the formula.”

“Huh. That’s a theory, all right.” One that could make sense. Why else would he survive and not Ollie or Rod? “So where’s Alex?”

“Probably with McKinley and Paige.” Hale guided them to a smaller house north of the gym. “That’s the gym, like we said. You’re free to go whenever you want. The house will have everything you need. Food, supplies, clothes.”

“I can’t pay for any of it yet. I—”

“Uncle Sam is covering the cost, trust me.” Roane grimaced. “If they hadn’t funded the project so many years ago, or at least cleaned up their messes, you wouldn’t be here now. Edwin Lang is their problem.”

“Why are you helping me?” 

“Because we’re the guys who clean up the messes they can’t handle,” Roane answered, all teeth. The look in his eyes put Gideon on alert. Clear threat in the man’s entire being. Then Roane relaxed. “We’ll take care of you and your guys, Gideon.” From one alpha to another. 

Gideon started at the thought that felt…right. 

“Those houses,” Hale continued, pointing out a few more residences, “are off limits. They belong to us and our mates. We’re not kidding about killing you if you go where you’re not allowed. Not there. Not in any of those homes.” Hale vibrated with tension. “It’s no joke. You go where you’re not invited, you stop breathing. Permanently.”

Gideon nodded. “I understand. I’ll make sure the others do too.” He wondered if there were any children around. Circs would be ferocious about guarding mates. Kids too, no doubt. He didn’t ask though.

“We’re going to my place because that’s where Alex is. Paige and McKinley—my mates—took a liking to him. Alex is a decent guy and worried about his sister.”

“Sister?” Hale had two mates? Paige and McKinley?

Hale sighed. “Come on.”

They entered Hale’s home, a large ranch-style house, where Gideon caught several scents. Overwhelming vanilla and evergreen permeated the house, intertwined with a light cherry. “What’s with the Christmas smell?” 

Hale shrugged, looking embarrassed. “That’s what we smell like to other Circs. Each of us has a different scent than the others.”

“Yeah?” Gideon looked from Hale to Roane. “What do I smell like to you?”

Roane frowned. “I can tell you’re Circ, but it’s not a scent thing. It’s a knowing. But you project no scent. Odd.”

“More camouflage.” Hale shook his head. “Damn, Roane. We’re being replaced with Circ 2.0.”

Roane chuckled. “Funny. Wonder if they have a button for karate-chop action too.”

“I know a little guy who’d love that.”

Roane grinned. “So do I.” 

The pair said no more. And Gideon grew distracted by Palmer’s scent that wasn’t a scent. Rather, a psychic pull that yanked him toward the kitchen.

He found Palmer sitting next to a pretty blond, across from McKinley, who watched him like a hawk.  

McKinley didn’t glance up, but he warned Gideon to behave. “Be nice to Paige and Hale. You step out of line and I’ll end you.”

“You and what army?” sat on the tip of Gideon’s tongue, but sight of Palmer distracted him. To his befuddlement, he didn’t mind the guy sitting close to Paige. McKinley bugged the hell out of him, though.

He swallowed a growl and put himself between Palmer and McKinley. “Hey, man.”

Palmer glanced up, his eyes red. “Gideon.” 

Was it his imagination, or did Palmer seem relieved to see him? “What’s wrong?”

“My sister’s dead.”

Paige put her hand over Palmer’s. “We don’t know that,” she said softly. “She might be okay, Alex.”

 “No. I feel it. In here.” He slid his hand out from under hers and covered his heart. “I always know her, here. She’s gone.” 

Palmer—Alex—looked so lost. Gideon’s beast clamored to offer solace, protection. He didn’t argue with the creature inside him. He pulled Alex to his feet. “Come on.” 

Not sure why he needed Alex alone, he took the bereaved man back to the house he’d been told was his to use. Inside, he sat Alex at the large kitchen island and found him some juice from the refrigerator. A sniff told him the apple juice was fresh, not drugged or contaminated in any way. 

“Drink. Then tell me how you know your sister is dead.”

Alex took a sip of the juice then pushed it away. “I could always feel her. We’re psychic. Or at least, she was.” Tears fell from his eyes, and Gideon felt an odd ache inside him. A literal pain at seeing Alex’s tears.

“Come on,” he said, his voice gruff. He led Alex to a nearby, unoccupied bedroom. “Rest. Then we’ll talk. And if she’s really dead, we’ll kill the bastards who dared touch her. Okay?”

Alex looked hopeful, at least, for a moment. Then the sadness returned. “Yeah. Okay. I’m tired.”

Not letting him go on his own, Gideon refused to acknowledge any weirdness in undressing the guy to his underwear and tucking him in like a kid. He studied Alex, saw him uninjured, then pulled the covers over him. 

He at least refrained from kissing the grown man on the forehead. Jesus. What is wrong with me? Yet it felt more than good to sit in the living room, protecting Alex while the Circ rested.

 

***

 

 Monday in the early morning, Bailey groaned as she dragged her butt out of the hotel and back into the car. The beer can on wheels didn’t do so well on the highway, but it didn’t take much gas to power the tiny thing.

She continued to drive toward Jersey, having just passed Lexington, Nebraska. Oddly, the road trip had done much to clear her mind and steady her perspective. She looked at the trip as a new beginning, another way to start her life on a new track. 

U-Ground hadn’t been doing anything more than providing an income to pay off her debts. She hadn’t grown there. Hadn’t done much to help others or foster better communication with her fellow employees.

At the thought of employees like Myers and Yates, she growled low in her throat. No longer surprised when her teeth elongated or her fingernails grew, she clenched tightly around the steering wheel and dug into her own palms. The pain aroused her instinct to fight, and against her better judgment, she let visions of herself killing both men overwhelm her. 

She pulled over before she lost herself in the violence. When she woke to a darkened evening, she had no awareness of having lost time. Her nails and teeth felt normal again. A glance in the vanity mirror in the visor above her showed her regular features, nothing out of place.

The knock on her windshield scared the crap out of her. After jumping nearly out of her seat, she rolled down her window.

Behind her, a pickup truck had parked, its lights glowing in the near darkness. One man remained in the passenger seat, while the driver stood by her window. The man looked a few years older than her. Not bad looking, a good old boy with a ball cap, cowboy boots, and a lanky figure in jeans and a flannel shirt. 

“You okay, Miss?” He had a deep voice. But something about it unnerved her.

“Yes, thanks. Just fell asleep, I guess.”

He nodded. “Okay. Just wanted to make sure you were good. There’s not a lot on this stretch of road.”

She frowned. Now that she thought about it, this didn’t look like I-80. But she had no intention of telling this guy she was lost. “Ah, okay.”

“There’s a gas station and a bar ahead, maybe five miles. You could get something to eat there if you were hungry.”

“Thanks.”

He nodded then left, getting back into his truck and taking off down the road in the direction of the gas station he’d mentioned.

She had no idea why she hadn’t liked him. But the idea of food had her stomach grumbling. She drove toward the source of food and gas, needing a bit of each.

After refueling, she parked next door at what appeared to be a crowding bar. She entered, saw a mix of cowboys and locals, and felt safe enough to grab a booth in the corner, away from everyone. The bar looked like it also served as a restaurant, and the smell of food had her stomach cramping. 

A hallway toward the rear promised to lead to restrooms and an accompanying adult section in the back. The server by her table noted the direction of her gaze. “That’s where all the fun happens.” She grinned and snapped her gum. “It’s a straight up bar back there. Strictly alcohol and no kids allowed.”

Not that Bailey saw any children in this section either. She ordered a burger and fries, as well as a tall iced tea. Country music played on a juke box, and several couples danced. A glance at her phone told her she’d lost time again today. Eight hours. Damn it.

So much for arriving in New Jersey by Thursday. At the rate she continued to go, she’d be lucky to get there by Friday. Another day added to her schedule.

The great thing about her trip though, it allowed for some quiet time thinking, and an opportunity to learn about the crazy project Dr. Edwin Lang had been overseeing. 

A glance around showed no one paying her any attention, so Bailey withdrew the paper file from her bag and read from where she’d left off. 

Lang was being paid by Amelia Norton, of the Oil Nortons, the ones richer than Croesus. Curious that tidbit had remained secret for so long. As far as Bailey knew, U-Ground was run by Sheider Conglomerate, a logistics group that owned several transport companies, none of which that had anything to do with Amelia Norton. 

The oil heiress was a supposed diva in her early forties who partied as if she’d never left her twenties. She slept with married billionaires, younger men and women, and led a frivolous life of ostentatious spending. Not exactly someone who’d think investing in a government transport company would be a good fit. 

Curious, Bailey read on. The production of supersoldiers wasn’t considered as profitable as supermercenaries. Super? Apparently that referred to enhanced abilities. Stuff straight out of a science fiction mag, except from what Bailey had seen, U-Ground might actually have succeeded. 

The strong men working as security on the lower levels had always struck her as more than normal. And the psychics Katie had talked about? Bailey thought she might have met one a week ago. Kennedy something. She’d been super nice, and she’d almost seemed to be reading Bailey’s mind at times. Something Bailey had chalked up to coincidence. But now…

The first time Katie had mentioned level four, Bailey had stupidly thought she herself might have ties with the psychic project. For about three seconds. Her silly intuition was wrong as often as it was right. She’d never been able to predict the future, though she did make a lot of accurate guesses about things.

Since losing spots of time, she seemed to have a pretty decent ability to gauge people. Take her server, for instance. The woman was rough around the edges but genuinely caring. She worked hard to feed her two kids, with another on the way. 

Not that she was showing with a stick figure under that half apron, but Bailey’s imagination filled in the blanks.

She thanked the waitress for her food and dug in, spotting the same cowboy who’d stopped earlier. Now him…a growl built in her throat again. Him she could see taking advantage of helpless women. He’d flirt with them at the bar while his friend drugged their drinks. Then the pair would take the girl to a private room and have their way with her.

Bailey wolfed down her food, angry at the thought of such evil perpetrated anywhere near her. Before she realized how insane she was acting. How the hell could she know anything about the nice men who’d stopped to make sure she was okay?

She snorted, amused at herself, and turned back to the file. 

Three viable candidates had been selected from a pool of hundreds, apparently. Three wild men with poor backgrounds. Brawlers with streaks of cruelty, independence, and run-ins with the law had been tagged as subjects A, B, and C. 

She read further. Gideon Spencer, Elijah Ortiz, and Carter Freeman had special abilities that made them perfect for Dr. Lang’s study. 

That someone had actually written such nonsense, that they believed it, had her wondering if Katie hadn’t been right about secret experiments all along. Bailey knew Katie had been hurt or even killed for some information. But she had a hard time believing this science fiction to be real. There was always an explanation for odd occurrences. Like her blackouts. Likely a brain tumor she kept putting off having examined. 

“Excuse me, miss. Glad to see you got here okay.” 

She glanced up to see the cute—potentially rapey—cowboy from the pickup standing by her table. 

“Thanks for the heads-up.” She smiled, expecting him to be on his way.

When he just stood there, she slid the file back into her bag and waited. 

“Can I join you?”

“I’m nearly done, then I plan to head out. But thanks.”

He smiled and nodded, then dropped the keys he’d been toying with near her chair. After she picked them up and handed them to him, he tucked them back into his pocket. “No problem. Well, take care, and thanks for the keys.”

She nodded, wondering what that had been about. When she took a sip of her tea, she knew. Her super sensitive taste buds immediately tasted something funny. 

Bastard. An unfamiliar rage built within, and she knew she needed to leave before she gave in to it. After paying her tab, she hurried to the ladies’ room, her bag in hand. Country music blared through the thin walls, making it difficult to even hear herself think. After using the facilities, she cleaned up and turned to leave. Only to find the door opened and that loser of a cowboy enter, followed by his friend.

They turned the lock and blocked the doorway. 

“Well now,” his friend said, looking her over. “That is one fine filly indeed.”

The cowboy grinned. “How you feelin’, honey? You look a little tired.”

The rage inside her built. Take advantage of her? Bull. Shit. Memories of Myers and Yates returned, of how they’d thought they could have her. So worthless. So weak. 

She smiled at the cowboys and dropped her bag. Then she let the anger loose and felt her fangs and claws growing. 

“What the hell?” The friend gaped at her.

The other stepped closer, staring at her eyes. “Are those contacts?”

“Let’s play,” she said, her voice raspy, unlike the way she usually sounded. 

Part of her liked the roughness, and it really liked the toys who’d chosen to fuck with her. 

When one of the cowboys pulled a knife from his back pocket, she laughed. “Oh goodie. Now we’ll have a fair fight.” She held up a hand full of lethal claws.

Their screams soon turned to gurgles, their lungs filling with blood, she gloried in the righteous scent of victory. “Yeah, I got friends in low places,” she said with a chuckle, and lifted one seriously maimed cowboy in her arms for one final dance. 





Chapter Six
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Monday evening, Gideon still waited for Alex to wake. The poor guy had gone down the day before and had slept for hours. Elijah and Carter were fighting mad, though. The guys paced around the house. Gideon had ignored Doc’s advice to leave Carter drugged and unable to do harm.

“You’re giving me a headache with all that pacing,” he said in a low voice, losing patience. 

“Give it a rest, Gideon,” Elijah snapped. Unlike Carter, Elijah had a hair-trigger temper.

“You know, if we’d finished that fight, I’d have ripped you a new asshole.” Gideon waited for the snarky response no doubt coming.

Elijah’s lip curled, and Gideon felt himself smile. They’d spent the morning beating the shit out of one another, with Gideon coming out the victor each and every time. Neither Elijah’s deftness nor Carter’s brash strength had been able to put him down, which didn’t sit well with Elijah. Carter didn’t seem to mind.

 “Please. I’m a straight up kick-boxing master. I’d have taken you to the mat in under five.” 

Now, for some reason, Elijah no longer bothered him. The man’s persistent need to get under Gideon’s skin amused him. “Hours, maybe. That’s if you talked me to death.”

Carter snickered. “Come on, Eli. That’s funny.”

Elijah and Carter had known each other prior to the bout in Philadelphia. Friendly if not friends, the pair often fought on the same circuit. 

“Shut up, Carter.” Elijah continued to pace. “What’s taking Palmer so long? And when can we go? I gave your Doc Dennis a freakin’ gallon of blood.”

Gideon raised a brow.

“Okay, a pint. Whatever. Point is, I did what I was asked. Now I want out of here. The others make me itch to get gone.”

Carter nodded. “I don’t like it here either. The guys are hot, but they give me the creeps.”

“Really?” Gideon wondered. “All of them? Or just McKinley and Hale?”

“Hale’s okay. McKinley’s super freaky. But all of them have that way of staring at you. Like they think we’re about to rape and pillage and burn down their houses.” Carter rolled his eyes. “As if. I can’t explain it, but we’re intruding on their territory.”

“Exactly. Let’s go.” Elijah stopped pacing.

“No. We stay and find out what they did to us.”

“Who died and made you boss?” Elijah asked.

And that. Right there. Despite being amused, Gideon’s beast rose up to accept the challenge. He’d been feeling a need to dominate since Ortiz and Freeman had been wakened and dumped in the house. His responsibility, according to Roane. Recollections of mating heats and a pack made sense, at least to his beast they did. Because the thing inside Gideon knew it needed to set precedent. And no time like the present.

Gideon rose from the couch and stared at Elijah and Carter. The sensual awareness had been building all day long. Fighting, brushing up against one another, touching, scratching, biting. It would all come together, finally.

The three of them were close to the same height. Before the lab, Gideon had been six-two. Now he stood a good six-four. Carter edged an inch or two over him, but they all had muscle mass that hadn’t been there previously.

A battle might seem as if it should end in a draw. But Gideon knew he could beat both of them at the same time. He had to, to cement their ties.

The man inside him tried to retreat, to return to normalcy. But the beast refused to back down, demanding he take charge.

“What?” Elijah took a step back, then frowned and held his ground.

Carter crossed his arms and watched, a smirk on his handsome face. 

Handsome? Stupid face, more like. 

“It’s time we settled a few things.” Gideon tried to reassert control. Sadly, the beast within grew in power. “I’m in charge. Time you two realized it.”

“Yeah?” Elijah just had to rock the boat. “Prove it.”

“Prove it,” Carter agreed, still smirking. 

“You think I won’t?” Gideon fought the sentience inside himself. “Not sure, but I think I’m gonna jump both of you. Might want to…take… a break.”

Elijah frowned. “Huh?”

Carter grinned. “Hot damn. Let’s do it.”

Gideon pounced. He knocked Elijah to the floor and pressed his forearm to the smartass’s throat. “Give. You obey whenever and wherever I say to.” He bared his teeth, now fangs, and dragged them down Elijah’s face. A subtle scent marker, not to draw blood.

Elijah didn’t care for that and shoved at his arm. But Gideon remained in place. Even when Elijah raked poison-tipped claws into his side and spat, “Fuck you.”

Gideon felt Elijah’s erection through the sweatpants they both wore. And that need, the scent of masculine rage and desire, drugged him better than any opiate. He drew in the smell of Elijah, committing it to memory, and plastered their mouths together. The stubborn bastard remained closemouthed, so Gideon dragged his lips across the man’s cheek to his throat.

“Open for me,” he rumbled and nipped Elijah’s ear. Then he removed his forearm and ran a hand between them to grip Eli through his pants.

Elijah bucked against him. “Fuck. Cut it out.” But the words sounded weak, especially when Eli continued to grind up against him. “Pull me out and blow me. Then we’ll see who’s in charge.”

Gideon whispered in his ear, “I think you’ll blow me first. You want it, want to swallow me down, don’t you?”

Elijah groaned. “I don’t do guys. But fuck, I’m horny. I do you, you do me. Fair?”

Gideon lifted himself off Elijah and stripped down. The venom in his system burned, but not as much as the need to tie these men to him. Right now.

“Strip,” he ordered Carter. After he removed his clothes, he dragged Eli close and peeled them off the hardheaded Circ, encountering no resistance. “Now bend over, Eli.” He pulled Eli close and kissed him again, shoving his tongue through the tight valley of Eli’s lips. 

The man sucked his tongue, and Gideon knew a fierce desire, to have everyone with him. Pack. One group, one loyalty. 

“Carter, get Alex.”

Carter, now naked and sporting a huge erection, lost his cocky grin and nodded. He returned moments later with a cranky but awake Alex. 

“Get the hell off me, Carter.” Alex froze when he entered the living area and faced Elijah bent over the couch, Gideon standing behind him, between his feet.

“What the hell?”

“Look at me.” Gideon stepped back and held himself out. “I’m wet. Hard and hurting. It’s time you all know where you stand.”

So saying, he stared at Carter and Alex as he shoved inside Eli, not caring what the man wanted. Because the Circ inside Eli spoke to Gideon. The creature wanted to be mastered, put in his place. Gideon could hear him on another level. Eli only mouthed off because he was afraid of caring, afraid of letting down his guard and getting trampled on, like he had so many times in his life.

But not anymore. Now Gideon would protect. But Eli had to know where he belonged.

Elijah, the man, would have roared in pain. But the beast inside him roared in pleasure, his body adapting to the hard, deep intrusion of Gideon’s cock. Digging into his passage, Gideon moaned as he sawed in and out, his strokes growing more aggressive, especially with the weight of Carter’s and Alex’s stares. 

He came quickly, needing to continue with the others. Carter seemed eager to bond. But Alex would be a problem.

“What the fuck are you doing?” Alex’s voice sounded high, but his arousal couldn’t be missed.

Carter took note. “You’re hard, Alex. Wanting what the big man has to give, huh?” He gripped himself, then started jerking off while they watched Gideon finish inside Eli. 

Gideon withdrew and pulled Eli up. Then he ordered Carter to his knees. “Suck him off, Carter. Don’t get off just yet, though.” 

The scent of lust rolled over the group, and Gideon enhanced it without knowing how he did it. The need of the pack outweighed any one desire. So though he was hard again, he let Carter blow Eli, watching as the sexy men found pleasure while he and Alex stood by.

“See? Carter obeys, knows his place,” he whispered to Alex while he grabbed a towel and soaped it, cleaning himself off. But once clean and dry, moisture filmed over his erection. He once again grew wet, watching while Eli came down Carter’s throat.

A click of belonging settled between the pair, the same as the one now between Gideon and Eli. Gideon’s claws and fangs throbbed, needing blood to stain the bonding. He moved behind a shell-shocked Alex and started removing Alex’s clothing.

“S-stop.”

“No.” Gideon moved Alex’s hands away and stripped him down to nothing, noting Alex’s protests ceased as he watched Carter get to his feet, his dick slick with need. Eli remained at half mast, having come but still aroused.

“We’re Circ,” Carter said. “Always hungry. Needing a good fuck.”

“Or a good fight.” So saying, Eli slugged him. The pair punched, kicked, and bit, rolling over each other and crushing furniture.

Alex tried to break them up, but Gideon held him back. He hugged a naked Alex to his front, not sure why the feel of Alex against him was so damn erotic. He’d never done a guy before Alex, and coming inside Eli had been electric. But he wanted Alex again, and he wanted Carter. All of them touching, taking, giving…

Come here, he broadcast through scent and sound. The pair immediately stopped fighting and joined him and Alex. They cleared a space on the floor and lay down, following Gideon to the floor. He lay next to Carter, touching side by side. Then he motioned for Eli and Alex to join them. 

Eli mounted Carter, and Alex mounted Gideon. A fucking orgy, yet the physical paled next to the emotional bonding taking place on another level. Watching Eli settle over Carter’s prick, Gideon could feel the heat surrounding Carter as if it surrounded him. 

Alex had yet to take him inside, so he knew that sensation came from Carter.

“Fill him up,” he commanded Carter, harder than he’d ever been. “Alex, now.”

Alex hesitated, and Gideon yanked him by the hips, seating himself deep inside Alex’s ass. The position allowed him real penetration, and Alex’s gasp and groan nearly undid him.

“Fuck. Can’t last. Feeling…all of it.” Carter groaned and jetted into Eli, who released all over Carter’s belly.

Gideon, though, continued to push Alex up and down, letting the other man ride him, setting the pace. He felt Alex’s grief and need, and the ties holding them close allowed him to siphon some of that pain, enough to allow Alex to feel pleasure again.

Alex moaned, and then more hands helped him find his climax. Gideon pumped into him, his strength growing at an impossible rate. Carter jerked Alex off while Eli kissed his shoulders, neck, and mouth.

When Alex seized around him and spattered his belly with seed, Gideon roared and came hard. Filling Alex with his scent, covering the group with his dominance, Gideon spent until Alex pulled away. He continued to come while Carter and Eli jerked him into ecstasy. 

When he came down from his high, it was to see his packmates staring down at him, confusion and hesitant acceptance on their faces.

“What did you do to us?” Eli asked.

“That was fuckin’ weird. Hot, but weird,” Carter rubbed the back of his neck, his cock stiffening once more. 

“God. What the hell?” Alex blushed like a man on fire. “I came all over you.”

“Once. Now we switch.” Gideon had a hard time rising to his feet, replete and at peace for the first time in forever. But once again standing, the hunger to firm his ties among his pack grew. “Carter, clean me up. Then I want you on your knees.”

Carter frowned. “I don’t know…”

Gideon grabbed the big man by the back of his neck and easily brought him to his knees. “I didn’t ask you to think. Obey, damn it.”

Carter moaned and cupped Gideon’s balls. “Yes, okay.” Once Gideon released his hold, Carter hustled to get a clean towel while Alex and Eli stared at each other.

“I don’t give a shit what you want,” Gideon lied, knowing right now he did this for them, not him. “It’s what I want that matters. Yes?”

Eli licked his lips. Alex glanced down at his thick cock bobbing over taut balls. “Sure, boss.” Eli grinned. “So I’m gay now.”

Alex sighed. “You don’t turn gay, Eli. You either are or you aren’t.”

“You’re not gay. You’re not straight. You’re Circ,” Gideon corrected, knowing that to be the only answer that mattered. “Now stop talking and fuck. We’re getting this mating heat out of the way.”

Alex looked at him, his grief pushed aside, now fired up and needing the connection sex provided. “Mating heat?”

“I’ll explain when we’re done.” Though he’d already come twice, Gideon needed more. He had to see Carter’s firm lips around his shaft, to watch that mouth drag down his dusky rod and drink the seed that readied to release.

“Carter, come on.”

Carter returned, stiff as a board, holding two soapy rags. He tossed one to Eli, who used it before cleaning Alex. 

Gideon grunted his assent, then cleaned himself while Carter watched, getting even thicker. “Get on your back, Carter.” Carter didn’t need to be told twice. “You two might want to try it this way,” he said to the others, then positioned his face at Carter’s dick while straddling Carter’s mouth. A beautiful sixty-nine Carter immediately embraced.

With a groan, Gideon followed. And then all that could be heard were the moans of men in lust, the bonds of togetherness firming into a web that simple talk would never undo.

 

***

 

Bailey woke in her hotel bed, her hand down her panties. She felt pleasantly used, wet, and full of desire for the men around her.

Men around her?

She removed her hand and darted to a sitting position but didn’t see any men. Just her, fully clothed, her bag, and a familiar looking ball cap tinged with red.

At the sight, she blanched. “Oh my God.” That cap belonged to the cowboy who’d attacked her. She ran her tongue over sore gums and knew what had happened was no figment of her imagination. She’d torn into her would-be attackers, leaving them both alive, but just barely. 

Knowing she needed to get a move on before something worse happened, she hurried to grab her things, prayed she’d already paid because she had no idea where she was, then found her car parked outside and left. 

Checking her phone showed she’d only lost a few hours, not the days she’d feared. No longer willing to trust that she’d arrive at Dr. Evan Dennis’s address in her full faculties, she drove as long as she could without falling asleep, then pulled over in a deserted lot in a field in Illinois and wrote herself a note. 

When she woke, she was relieved to find herself in the same place she’d parked. Next to her words to behave herself, she found the words, “Hurry, need mates.”

Not sure what that meant, she hit a few fast food places to replenish her crazy appetite, tossed the bloody cap to get rid of the evidence, and drove as if her life depended on it. But as she drove, she remembered hazy images of an orgy she couldn’t for the life of her forget. Four gorgeous, muscular men had been going at it like stars in a porn movie. 

Granted, Bailey liked sex, but she’d never been one for gay sex. Not with men or women. A little on the unadventurous side, she knew, but she preferred one man, one woman. At least, for her. 

Yet recalling those four men sucking and licking, grabbing and fucking, she was panting, her body on fire for something to fill her. No, not something. Someone. A man worthy of her affection. Strong seed to make young, mates who could protect their female. 

She sped up, needing to find this rowdy group. A bunch of men who didn’t even exist. Man, she was losing it.

Her trip to find herself was turning into an excursion from hell. She wondered if she’d find the answers she needed in New Jersey, or if she’d only find more questions.

What the hell is happening to me, Katie?

 

***

 

Amelia Norton sat by her computer and watched Duane Smith and Dr. Edwin Lang quietly discussing the arrangements she’d made. This particular laboratory sat underground in the Pearl District in Portland, a few miles from the site of the old lab. What made the location perfect, in her opinion, was that it had been an easy transition to move the people and specialized equipment without tipping her hand to the authorities.

She watched as Smith bowed to Lang with a flushed face, his hero worship annoying in the extreme. She didn’t like this side of him, the one that did whatever Lang needed, though he always remembered who signed his paychecks. Smith worked like a demon on her pet projects, using that EL13 serum, along with the psychic project, to enhance cell growth.

Amelia pulled a compact from her desk drawer and studied her ravishing good looks, aware her wrinkles had faded gradually, her youthful enhancements supplemented by keen science and a unique approach to fixing the aging problem. 

That Circ serum developed years ago by the government had side effects no one had considered. But Amelia had been interested ever since joining her father in business. He’d been one of the initial contributors to Project Dawn back in the day, and he’d kept detailed copies of all recorded findings. 

She’d already made a mint off the enhanced mercenaries they supplied around the globe. But this newest batch promised even better results, especially since the formula enhanced her beauty, with lasting effects.

“Duane, come to my office, would you?” She said into the intercom on her desk. 

He glanced up at the camera on the wall and nodded. 

She looked away from the monitor and studied her office, knowing it suited. The million dollar fashion warehouse covered up the underground lab below. Women and men flittered around the warehouse coming up with new designs and lines, overseen by her trusted creative team, while she seemingly lounged in her frilly pink office on the top floor. 

Her furniture was top of the line. Expensive, comfortable, and suited to show off her sense of style and taste. Amelia had a bob of black hair, cut to expertly frame her slender jaw, high cheekbones, and perfect little nose. Her bright blue eyes mesmerized the press, so much that they’d taken to calling her The Norton Princess. 

She’d never had a thing tucked or sucked from her body. Everything about her came from her amazing, perfectly selected genetics. A pity her mother had been hit by a drunk driver shortly after Amelia’s birth, but in a way that had only increased attention paid to her by the media. She could go nowhere, swamped by photographers and tabloids. They’d never known the real her, never had time for a shy little girl who only wanted her father’s attention. Instead, she’d been groomed to be a glory hound. Anything to please the people around her and make daddy look like the world’s best father.

She’d done that…for a time, at least.

Senator Timothy Norton, her father, had given her the best money could buy. In the past few years, he’d seen fit to include her in his vast network of intelligence and government initiatives. She had more power than he ever had at her age. Now retired, he spent all his time keeping their secrets and eliminating threats. 

She stared onscreen as Dr. Lang conferred with his team of scientists. Time would tell if Lang could be trusted to enter her inner sanctum, as Duane Smith had. She’d been fortunate enough that he’d stepped into her path at the right time and place. As if fate had thrown them together for a specific purpose. She trusted Duane, though common sense said she shouldn’t.  

He did whatever she wanted without question. Even better, beneath that average façade dwelled a byzantine mind and hardcore sadist, one who knew how to keep his mouth shut.

A knock on her office door. She’d sent her personal staff to Paris for a few days, hoping for a creative burst. The lack of people breathing down her throat gave her the opportunity to deal with Lang’s recent failure. “Come in.”

Duane entered. Neither tall nor short, fat nor slender, he had average features and an even temperament. On the surface. Now, as he approached, she saw the fire behind those pale brown eyes.

She suppressed a shiver and raised a brow. “Tell me exactly what happened.”

Duane glowered.

With her in private, he became another man. No longer the meek science nerd who swallowed every word Dr. Lang spoke as gospel, no longer the scared little boy who’d been abused unmercifully by his father, ignored by his mother, and treated as no more than a case number by social services, Duane drew on all the black stuff in his past and turned into the hardened man she’d seen buried under so much placidness.

Like Duane, Amelia had lived to type, doing exactly what others wanted of her for too long. And like Duane, she’d broken, then put herself back together. Daddy hadn’t realized she had a will of her own. Not until it had been too late to stop her.

“Lang fucked up.” Duane didn’t bother with niceties. “He trusted Alex Palmer, despite my concerns. Now Palmer, Spencer, Ortiz and Freeman are gone.”

She frowned. “Our successful Circs, no longer under our control?” A Series, no longer theirs?

“Correct. But we still have some of the B Series left. They’re not psychic, but they pass for normal and they’re strong.” He rattled off a bunch of names, ending with, “Myers, Yates, Sheer and Caldane. Oh, and we still have a few of our stronger psychics with us. They’ve been moved to this location and are currently in the white wing, under guard.”

“Good.” The psychics were as valuable as the Circs. It grated that the ones she’d planned to reap after breeding had gone missing, but she’d make do with what she had. “Work the females through Myers and his friends.”

“They’re a pack. That’s how they refer to themselves.”

“Fascinating.” She couldn’t care less. “I need fetal tissue. You know that.”

He nodded. “We’ve already harvested what we had from those still viable.” He scowled. “Sheer is getting out of hand. He keeps killing our subjects.”

She smiled. “After fucking them to death. Yes, I know. He intrigues me.” Almost as much as that wonderfully monstrous Caldane. She rose from behind her desk and walked to Duane, pleased when he stiffened and stared at her.

She wore a gossamer negligee, having expected him. Behind her back she held a crop. “I’ve missed you, dear.”

“Need to bleed, do you?” He licked his lips and focused on her breasts, still bouncy and firm thanks to a regimen of yoga and personal training, as well as access to EL13 and embryonic cell magic. 

“Yes.” She pulled her dress aside, baring her left breast. “Bite me.”

The veneer of civilized male fell away as Duane embraced his true self. He bit her nipple hard, drew blood, and licked it away. He pulled back, and they watched as she healed. He smiled. “Very nice.” He bit her other breast, right through the filmy material, then grabbed the crop from behind her.

He twisted her arm behind her back, then spun her and bent her over her desk, wiping everything onto the floor in one giant crash.

The destruction added to his lust, because he unzipped and grunted as he shoved into her.

“You’re too wet.” He smacked her lower back with the crop and left a welt. “Too excited to see me.” He couldn’t hurt her by fucking too hard. She’d been excited the moment he’d stepped in the room. 

But when he withdrew and pushed into the tender flesh of her ass, she gasped. 

“Ah, there we go.” He laughed as he took her, and she reveled in the pain, in the sensation of being alive. 

Duane beat her with the crop, striking until the burn faded and a bright glow lit her from the inside out. She tensed around him with one particularly hard hit, and she soaked him with her pleasure. 

He didn’t like that she hadn’t asked permission to climax, and he beat her even more, stimulating another, more intense orgasm as one of her ribs cracked.

She clamped around him, stirring him to his own end, and he finished inside her, then withdrew and wiped himself over her open wounds, increasing the burn.

Once he finished and moved away, she straightened and waited.

“So sad. You’re all healed.” He sighed, wiped the blood from her back with the damp towel she kept on hand for such occasions, then helped her dress in a divine royal blue sheath that cost more than he earned in a month.

She looked at Duane, saw his common features and loved him all the more. She kissed his forehead while he finished righting his clothing. Peasant to her queen, and always at her disposal. 

“We do have two pieces of good news for you,” he said, as if he hadn’t just taken her like an animal. 

“Oh?”

“Well, this one’s not exactly good. We know where A Series are. With Circe’s Recruits in New Jersey.”

The government watched over those Circs with a keen eye. She might have to write them off.

“The second piece of good news?”

He smiled, and in his joy she saw true beauty. “We found Bailey Duncan. It turns out she’s successfully transitioned. She left a trail of bodies for us to find. We just need to get to her before Circe’s Recruits do.”

“Outstanding. You have full access to whatever you need. And keep Lang on track, would you, Duane? He’s easily distracted by his own importance.”

Duane grinned. He kissed her on the cheek, then slapped her so hard her head whipped back. “Watch your tone, bitch.”

Her eyes shone. Only Duane understood how to deal with her. “Yes, sir.”

“I’ll see you soon, sweet.”

She watched him leave, sighed, then stuffed her bloodied and ruined clothing into a bag into her desk. She’d dispose of them later. 

Now back to managing her millions and dealing with that new regime in Thailand needing muscle to move their opium. Supermercenaries. A niche market, but one that paid exceedingly well.

She glanced at a secure email message and smiled. The dictator had the powder blue silks she wanted, finely crafted by the tiny fingers of orphans, a fortunate casualty of their ongoing drug war. Lovely. A win-win for everyone, she thought and lovingly stroked her throbbing cheek.





Chapter Seven
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Thursday morning, Gideon watched the Circs train. They had civilians in the gym with them. Some government agents who seriously needed some remedial training in kicking ass.

“Man, are they weak,” Elijah muttered. They stood together studying Circe’s Recruits, sizing up a potential enemy. Though the Circs had helped them escape the lab, they didn’t seem sold on any measure of trust. Having Gideon and the others on their property was more to keep an eye on them than a sincere offer to help, so far as Gideon was concerned.

Gideon watched Ace and Zack flip a few guys onto their backs without much effort. He wasn’t impressed. He’d fought better opponents in underground matches and seen better trainers in back alleys and broken down gyms.

Elijah sighed and leaned back against a Nautilus machine. “Man, this is boring. How much longer do we need to hang out here?” He crossed his arms, looking like a gangster Muscle & Fitness model. Sporting tats up and down his arms, a few prison tats, and a lot of references to the grim reaper, Eli looked like death personified. With his dark hair and darker eyes, he could have passed for a muscled reaper himself.

“You’re not a group kind of guy, are you?” 

Eli become even more antsy since they’d fucked the day before. Gideon thought he understood why. More than the physical act of connecting, they’d bonded in a way defying explanation. He could feel the guys now, though he still didn’t know them. Not like the Circe’s Recruits assholes, who smiled and laughed with one another. 

“Never had what you’d call friends.” Eli huffed. “Most guys at my back are trying to stab it.”

“With your mouth, it’s no wonder.”

Eli laughed, and the sound was genuine. “Asshole. Hey, I call it like I see it. I didn’t come from much, and I’m not impressed with the legal dickbags and their rules.” He nodded at a squad of agents keeping a wary eye on them. “I could bend those guys into pretzels in no time, all by myself.”

“Wouldn’t it be easier, and more fun, with backup?”

“Maybe. But not necessarily safer. You rely on yourself, you don’t worry about people turning on you.”

“Good point.” Gideon couldn’t fault him for that. And Eli was right. The government men spending the next few days “in training”—most likely to help keep an eye on them—didn’t look too friendly. “Do you have anyone waiting on you at home?”

“Nobody but a bookie wanting what I owe him. I like college games. What can I say?”

“So are you in the hole for a lot?”

“I may not look smart, but I don’t bet more than I can cover. Maybe a grand all said and done. But the guy I bet with is new, and he’s not the patient type.” He shrugged. “Hell. He’s in Queens, and I’m here in Jersey. He’s not gonna be any trouble.” He paused. “Though I might have started some shit with a few guys who mouthed off about my bad luck. Big guys, mob types. A lot of attitude I didn’t appreciate.”

Gideon shook his head, not surprised. “So you have a bookie and the mob after you.”

“Not so much ‘after.’ More like wanting a fight to call things even.” Eli cracked his knuckles. “I’m more than ready to head home and fix them.”

“But it wouldn’t be a fair fight now.” Gideon glanced at Eli’s hands, specifically at the claws that peeked out from his nails.

“Yeah. The guns won’t bother me now.” Eli grinned and flexed his fingers, showing off his claws before retracting them again.

Seeing the guy in, what for Elijah amounted to a pleasant mood, Gideon continued to pry. “No woman waiting on your sorry ass? No mom nagging you to come home for the holidays?”

“Nah. I have a few chicks I spend time with, but no one who sticks. No family, no friends worth a mention.” He shrugged. “You?”

“Nope. The only guys I cared about died a few days ago.” The pain refused to fade, so Gideon kept it balled up inside. He could talk about his friends and not feel it, as if the words meant nothing. “No girlfriend. No bookies. The money for attending the fight would have put me flush for a while. Don’t think Lang’s check will clear now, though.”

Eli snorted. “Lang is such a prick. I heard he really went to town on you. He wasn’t as rough on me. But he stuck it to Carter big time.”

“Yeah?”

Eli nodded. “Not sure why. Probably because Carter might not seem like it, but he’s a huge pain in the ass. Can be a stubborn bastard when he doesn’t want to cooperate. I just killed the guys they sent in to make me dance.”

“How’s that?”

They continued to watch the Circs train the civvies. Pathetic the way they drilled the agents, who could barely defend themselves.

“You felt it yesterday,” Elijah said. “I saw you push it out of your system.” Gideon had sweated out a greenish venom after their time together. “I didn’t mean to dose you. Sorry about that, but you freaked me out with all the…” He flushed. “You know. The sex,” he added in a low voice. “I actually only gave you a little taste.”

“Nasty stuff.”

Eli grinned. “Yep. The guards who fucked with me in Lang’s lab didn’t fare so well. I’m only sorry Smith never got close enough for a full dose.” Eli paused. “Is it true he flamed your balls?”

Gideon inwardly cringed. “Yes. So I’d appreciate you not mentioning that again.”

“Ouch.” Eli shook his head. “You’re one tough bastard, Gideon.”

“Thanks.”

“Tougher than these pussies,” Eli said in a louder voice.

Gideon groaned. “Isn’t it too early to be starting shit?”

 Zack and Ace paused in their training. “Did one of you have something to add?”

Gideon waited. Eli didn’t disappoint. “Yeah, I do.”

He strode toward the agents and schooled them on how to fight dirty. “You guys aren’t at the academy any more. Jesus. Fight like it matters. Think life or death.” Eli turned and kicked Ace’s knee faster than the Circ could react. 

When Ace stumbled, his knee clearly dislocated, Zack dove in. The fight commenced in earnest, Circ against Circ. 

Gideon watched, assessing, calculating. Zack and Ace worked effectively as a team. Together they seemed unbeatable, but apart, Eli held his own working against Zack’s weaker left side and Ace’s still healing knee. A few civilians tried to bounce in, but one of the Circs quickly bounced them out.

Gideon studied them a while longer, then decided to leave Eli in their capable hands. Pleased to see his man getting the workout he needed, Gideon turned to exit the gym and head back to the house, where he’d left Carter watching over Alex. 

“Hey, wait up.” Eli jogged to join him, not a bit out of breath. 

“Pussy,” Ace called after him.

“What a dickhead,” Zack agreed. 

A few of the other men yelled at him too, but Eli ignored them with the exception of a raised middle finger. 

“Why don’t you stay?” Gideon suggested. “You were actually helping them.”

“They don’t want me around. I’d end up breaking somebody’s neck by accident, then we’d have hurt feelings.” They both grinned. Eli kept glancing at Gideon as they walked back to the house.

“Just say what’s on your feeble mind.”

“And you call me an asshole?” Eli chuckled, then grew serious. “So this, ah, bonding thing we did yesterday. Think it’ll stick?”

“Why? Afraid I’ve fucked you so senseless you can no longer think for yourself? Trapped in a Circ cult you’ll never get out of?”

Eli flushed. “No. Just…it feels weird, belonging. I know this is temporary, and like I said, I like flying solo. But it’s kind of a relief knowing it’s not me against everyone else around here. If these guys wanted to, they could kill us all. And that don’t sit right by me.”

Eli thought in terms of survival. Gideon had met plenty of tough guys like him. People so on the edge they lived day by day, no thought of relaxing or letting down their guard. 

“You know, these Circs have a sweet setup. You ever think about something more permanent that living fight to fight?”

“Sure, but what would I do? I’m not some fancy college guy. I hate the government and don’t trust the police worth a damn. I’m not good at following orders.”

“When this is over, will you head back to the fighting circuit?”

Eli shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m just trying to get through today.”

“Fair enough.” Gideon had been toying with an idea. It was too soon to follow it. Still… “All that talk about Lang and his cronies using us at a test bed for mercenaries. It got me thinking. If they could farm us out, why can’t we? I mean, imagine how much we could make if we hired out our own services? No sense in splitting percentages with anyone but ourselves.”

Eli’s dark eyes gleamed. “You know, that’s not a bad idea. With our new abilities, we’d make badass bodyguards. To do something like that, you only need the right contacts to set you up with people who need and can afford you.”

“Exactly. Because I can’t go back to fighting underground. I don’t mind hurting assholes, but I’d end up killing some guy in a fight by accident. Imagine a claw goes free, or you get too into a fight and end up slicing a guy’s head off. I don’t want that guilt on my plate. 

“Doc and Roane said we’re different now. We’ll need physical challenges. And the needs are gonna build. You know what I’m talking about.” Not something he felt comfortable thinking about.

Eli didn’t like it either, because he turned pink and stayed silent.

Ace must have followed them out, because he yelled, “Hey, loudmouth. We could use some help.” 

They turned, and Ace pointed to Eli. “You’re not a bad fighter for an amateur.”

“Amateur?”

Gideon nudged Eli toward the Circ. “Go help the poor bastards. Teach them something they can use. I’ll check on Alex and Carter.” Alex continued to rest, worn down by grief and bursts of anger that left him drained afterward. Carter had stayed back to keep an eye on Alex, without having to be asked. 

Of the four of them, Carter seemed the most comfortable with his emotions. A giving kind of guy. Alex also seemed more compassionate than hardass. Not like Gideon or Eli. In a weird way, they balanced one another out. 

His inner beast liked the group as a whole. Felt them healthy and strong, able to protect their female. His female. 

Gideon frowned and projected the thought, The one I don’t have yet. Hello.

Gideon heard nothing back but an internal grumble about finding one. And yeah, it still freaked him out to have a wild creature inside him.

He returned to the house and found Carter watching some talk show with Alex arguing by his side. Neither one considered the pop star they were watching to be particularly talented, but Carter liked the guy’s looks.

“Seriously?” Alex laughed. “You judge skill based on ass?”

“His ass, hell yeah.” Carter grinned and shoveled a plate of eggs into his mouth. “Can’t sing, but man, he’s poetry in motion.”

It still bemused Gideon that Carter was so open with his sexuality. Even more, that none of his group felt threatened by it. Just because Gideon was comfortable with his sexuality didn’t mean everyone was. Then again, they were Circ. Sexual labels meant little, apparently, compared to being inhuman.

“See?” Carter said. “Look at him flex. Bet he’s a top.”

“Huh?”

“You’re so cute in your ignorance.”

“Fuck off. I know what you mean.”

Carter laughed, and Gideon liked seeing him and Alex at ease with each other. “A top,” Carter continued, ignoring Alex’s protests, “as in, he’s the one doing the fucking. On top. Kind of like Gideon or Eli. But you… You’re more like me. You can give it, but you like taking it more.”

“I do not.”

“Liar.” Carter grinned at the swearing accompanying Alex’s denial. “Please. It’s not a big deal, at least not to me. You like taking it up the ass. Me too.”

“Shut up.” Alex glanced up and saw Gideon standing in the hallway. His face turned beet red. “Oh hell.”

“Hey guys. Top of the morning to you.”

Carter broke into more laughter, and Alex tried to bury himself in the couch. 

“Eli’s out training with the Circs and Feds in the gym. I came back to see how you guys were holding up.”

“We’re fine.” Alex grimaced. “My sister died. I’ll deal. You don’t have to treat me like I’m breakable,” he ended in a growl.

“Okay, right.” He shared a look with Carter. Alex would break if not handled correctly. They all felt it. And breaking here, around people they couldn’t blindly trust, wasn’t the place for it. “I was talking with Eli.” He explained his notion of hiring out his services as a type of security. 

Carter seemed willing to think about the idea. But Alex wanted no part of it. 

“With Katie gone, I have one mission. To kill the bastards responsible. Then I’m gone.”

Gideon gave him a hard look, his beast also sensing Alex’s hurt, a buried scent of grief that lingered. Gideon understood. Alex didn’t want to care anymore. So much easier to be alone, not risking anything. 

“If that’s what you want. It’s your call. Just thought I’d put it out there.” He took a sniff. “Hey, are there more eggs?”

After eating the rest of what remained in the refrigerator, and giving half of it to Carter and Alex, he sat with the guys and watched the talk show, not paying attention to it as much as to the guys. His beast found them comforting. He had more in common with Eli than either of these two, yet he liked laughing with them, talking to them about stupid stuff.

There was an ease among them that reminded him of Ollie and Rod. And for once, the thought of his friends didn’t hurt him. He had a feeling the guys would have liked Alex and Carter.

And especially Eli, who returned with blood on his sweatshirt. Not his, but one of the agents he’d accidentally stabbed with a claw. “I didn’t poison him, though I wanted to.”

Gideon liked the fact his team had control over their abilities that gave them an edge. His team? The beast seeping into his thoughts again.

He cleared his throat. “So Alex, anything useful you picked up since being here?” He glanced at Alex’s psychic-sensitive hands.

“Everything they’ve told us is true, so far. The Circs and Doc are on the up-and-up. They’re good, these guys. And they’re mated, settled.” Alex paused. “They have kids here, as you guys already guessed. Roane’s got a son, Zack and Ace a boy and a girl. All toddlers. So watch the rough stuff. They’re super protective about their children.

“I got the impression there have been a few attempts to kidnap the little ones. Research, leverage. Whatever the case, the Circs here ended things. They don’t play when it comes to family.”

Eli had a strange, almost wistful, look on his face, but when he saw Gideon watching him, he sneered. “Ha. Family. Freaks no one else wants, you mean.”

“Nice talk, Eli.” Carter sighed. “He’s just jealous, jonesing for a female of his own.

“Yeah, about that.” Alex frowned. “We left a ton of innocent women behind in that lab. The Circs never gave me a good answer about the psychics Lang was experimenting on.” He turned to Gideon. “Have they said anything to you about it?” 

Before Gideon could answer, the scent of intruders flared. Circs not his own, a rival pack. The others sensed the same and stood. 

Someone knocked. Polite Circs, Gideon thought with a grin. “Come in.”

Roane and Hale entered. “Gideon.” Roane nodded. “We need you and Alex to come to the main house. Doc needs to talk to you.”

“What about us?” Eli asked, still carrying a huge chip of fuck you on his shoulder.

Roane glared at him. “You’re more than welcome back in the gym. Derrick’s looking for someone to spar with. McKinley too.”

Carter perked up. “I’ll come along.”

“Perv,” Eli said under his breath. 

Gideon didn’t like the thought of his guys near McKinley, and Hale didn’t look too pleased either. But amusement won out over caution. Carter had a crush on the mated McKinley. A male mated to the Circ right in front of him.

“Go easy on McKinley, Carter,” he said to needle Hale. “Not too much grinding on the guy or he might dump Hale for your fine ass.”

“It is fine, isn’t it? Thanks, Gideon.” Carter beamed and prodded a grumbling Eli out the door.

Hale scowled. “Not funny.” 

Roane chuckled. “I don’t know, Hale. I think it’s pretty funny anyone other than you likes the prick.”

“Roane.”

“Kidding. He’s family. Trust me, I know.” Roane turned to Gideon, and his smile faded. “Watch your step in the house. My mate wants a look at you.”

Gideon hadn’t been lying when he’d told the Circs that the females he’d seen didn’t spark his interest. He still loved the idea of sex with a woman, but his proclivities lately bordered on protecting his men. My Circs. His beast reinforced the notion. Sex with them eased him, and it felt right. 

Like family.

So weird.

He and Alex followed the Circs to the main house. A place they’d been forbidden to go until now. As he walked, he spotted something dark and fast coming his way. Mewling cautioned him to stop and wait. 

The cat that tried to climb his leg didn’t make it past his knee before hissing and scurrying away. But the tiny Circ that followed continued to climb.

“Oh hell. Jacob,” Roane barked. “Get down.”

A blond woman came flying out of the house shouting at her son.

Gideon simply picked the kid up the back of his shirt and stared. He had his father’s features but must have had his mother’s eyes, because Roane’s weren’t green. The tiny little guy roared and tried to scratch him with baby claws. His skin had a hardened texture to it, a lot like his father when in his altered form.

“I’m not going to hurt him,” he hurried to reassure Roane. 

“You do and I’ll kill you,” the blond spat, rushing to grab her son.

But the scamp dodged her and latched onto Gideon’s arm. Before Gideon could pry him off, Jacob crawled onto his chest, dug in his claws, and hung there.

“Rawr,” he grumbled and scratched his claws down Gideon’s chest. 

Alex chuckled. “Aw. I think he likes you, Gideon.”

“Mine,” the little boy declared and sucked his thumb while still clinging to Gideon.

Gideon watched the blond and Roane with caution. “You do realize I haven’t done more than try to give him back, right?” He cupped the boy’s bottom for support, not wanting the kid to fall. 

Roane fought a smile and rubbed his mouth, the big guy done in by a baby. “He’s stubborn. Like his mother.”

“Oh please. That annoying tendency to only hear what he wants to is clearly all you. Jacob, you come here right now. And change back.” The pretty blond who looked stressed wore Roane’s scent without question. Definitely his mother.

“You know, this is pretty funny,” Hale teased. “Your kid just claimed a Circ as his own. A mini alpha. So cute.” Hale chuckled. “And you call Kelly’s kids monsters? Wait until she hears about this.”

“Her kids are monsters,” Roane said in a low voice as Jacob released his thumb in favor of Gideon’s shoulder, ignoring his mother. “They’re always fighting with each other and they’re barely two.”

Gideon didn’t try to shake the tiny creature now gnawing at on his biceps. Truth be told, the kid was cute. “How old is this one?”

The woman sighed. “Jacob is fourteen months. I’m Caitlyn, by the way.”

“Gideon. This is Alex.”

“We’ve met,” Alex said with a smile. So charming, and so unlike the sociopathic guard who’d watched him get tortured without batting an eyelash. Gideon still had a bone to pick with him about that.

Seeing the distress in Caitlyn’s face, he maneuvered the baby Circ into his mother’s arms without a fuss.

“Wow. That’s impressive.” Caitlyn’s eyes widened. “He’s been known to cling like a burr.”

“I’m a man of many talents,” Gideon said drily. “And I need coffee.”

“Come on.” Roane gave him a strange look and continued to lead them to the house. Caitlyn brought up the rear, her baby—now looking like a normal kid—in tow. 

She tugged Roane to a half for a kiss, then waved goodbye.  “Nice meeting you, Gideon. I’m going to take Jacob for a playdate. He’s squirmy.” The boy continued to reach for Gideon, muttering what sounded like, “Mine.” “See you later.” She headed toward a larger home next door instead of joining them.

Hale laughed openly. Roane glowered at Gideon, as if the kid liking him was his fault, then stalked once more toward the house.

“So, ah, how big is this property? Do you guys own it all?” Alex asked.

Hale answered, “This is all Doc’s. Over a hundred acres of privacy. We have our own helo pad, gym, housing, and labs. We’re privately funded, but we occasionally take jobs for Uncle Sam.”

“Nice.”

“It’s a good set up.”

“For you, maybe.” Gideon had hives just thinking about having some federal agent breathing down his neck. “We aren’t all that fond of the legal system.”

“Yeah, I sensed that,” Roane said. “In there.”

They entered the home and found Doc and another man in the kitchen. The other man looked to be Doc’s age. Not a bad looking guy, he had a swarthy complexion and a wiry frame. He moved as if he knew how to deal with danger, and though the kitchen towel over his shoulder and pan of sweet rolls in his mitts hinted he might be the cook, Gideon had a feeling the guy did a lot more than bake.

“Gentlemen. Can I get you some coffee and sweets?”

“Hell, yeah.” Gideon inhaled the aroma of freshly ground beans.  

Doc smiled. “This is Diego, our cook.” 

Diego nodded in greeting, then set out the sticky rolls and coffee. 

“Thanks, Diego.” Alex had perfect manners. 

Gideon studied him while he sipped his coffee, aware he and Alex had been worlds apart before becoming Circ. Which reminded him. He had a few more questions about Alex he wanted answered. Like how Alex had become Circ. And why his irises might be a bright gray, but his pupils remained normal. 

“Not that the coffee and rolls aren’t good, but what’s up that you wanted us here?” Gideon asked after he’d wolfed down the sweets.

Doc answered, “We had some intelligence come in that you need to hear.”

“Okay.” 

Doc paused. “This might come as a shock, but you aren’t the first psychic Circs we’ve dealt with. The military spearheaded the Circ project years ago. Roane and his crew of Marines turned out to be a success. There were others. One such group had mental abilities before turning Circ. At least, we think they had the abilities. The jury’s still out on whether the serum advanced them or jumpstarted them into being.

“In any event, one of the men can foresee the future. He’s never wrong about what he sees, though he’ll be the first to tell you the future isn’t set in stone.”

Gideon frowned. “We’ve seen some freaky shit. A foreseer isn’t that big a leap. What did he predict?”

“You need to find a woman named Bailey Duncan before Lang’s people do. And you need to bring her here. She’s already on her way, but Smith and Lang have men on course to intercept her. She’s carrying files we need. Files you need.” Doc looked anxious. “And another thing. Hayashi thinks she might be Circ.”

“Wait. Bailey Duncan.” Alex frowned. “That name sounds familiar. I think she worked on the main floor at U-Ground.”

“Main floor? Then how’s she Circ? I thought Lang only pooled from the poor saps on the lower levels. The main floor was a front for the logistics company U-Ground is supposed to be.” Gideon frowned. A female Circ? He didn’t like the sound of this. He’d just started to feel tighter with the guys. A female in the mix would only make waves.

“I’m not sure, but she’s important to you.” Doc nodded. “We can have you suited up and ready to go. Hayashi suggested you don’t wait too long. BlackLight Motel, Toledo, Ohio. Oh, and Alex, she knew your sister.”

Alex shoved his cup away. “Let’s go.”

Gideon finished his coffee and set the cup down. “Well, at least we’ll get a break from the compound. Too many Feds around, you know?”

Roane shrugged. “Not my idea to have them here. Our top client wants them, we cater to him.”

“Him?”

Roane grinned. “Uncle Sam. He’s a tough bastard to please, so we do our best.”

Hale nodded. “Yeah. Come on. I’ll show you the car and get your supplies.”

“Not that the sweats aren’t great,” Gideon said, “But other clothes might help us blend.”

“You’re huge. You’ll stand out no matter what you guys wear.” Hale snorted. “But at least you blend better than we do when changed.” He motioned for them to follow. 

Gideon looked back before they left, saw Doc and Diego hug, and realized Diego did do more than cook. He did Doc. 

Talk about some service with a smile.

 





Chapter Eight
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Bailey had done her best. She’d driven hard, taking minimal breaks and staying away from people in general. She’d reached Ohio, nearly into Pennsylvania, when she felt as if she were being followed. 

Silly to think that, but she couldn’t shake a sixth sense that they’d found her. The proverbial they belonging to U-Ground. She’d been fortunate to bury the alternate personality that seemed to get all fangy at the hint of trouble. And she’d been making good time. Another nine and a half hours without break and she’d be there. She figured to give herself a few hours to sleep before arriving, but she’d definitely get there by Friday.

Someone on her tail changed things. 

After passing Toledo, she found a cheap but decent motel a few miles off the freeway and booked a room. After relaxing enough to get the sleep she desperately needed, she fell into some pretty intense dreams.

Four men she’d seen before having loads of sex. They were brutal, beautiful, and fierce. And they had claws, fangs, and weird eyes that classified them as Circ.

“We’re coming for you,” one of them said. He had black hair, bright green eyes, and a square jaw that begged to be kissed—or smacked. The masculine arrogance in that particular Circ provoked a challenging reaction she couldn’t refuse. His muscular frame promised pleasure if she had the courage to reach for him. He’d never be an easy lover, but God, would he be thorough.

“Oh yeah. I can lick you in all the best places,” another male said, this one tattooed all over both arms, his dark eyes seeming to see inside her. He looked and felt dangerous, but his sinful smile hit her squarely in the heart.

The large blond with them could have broken her in half. But when he kissed the other giant, the one with the bulging muscles and sad gray eyes, she felt his heart in his kiss. So much passion, such kindness, all wrapped in a body that had killed without hesitation.

She grew wet watching them, wanting to be a part of that closeness. But that togetherness didn’t come without a cost. Because the rough, passionate taking demanded so much more of the men than sex. She sensed emotions flashing, pain and pleasure intermingling, a sharing of the past and the present, leading to her future…

She woke, shaking and flushed and so damn horny she wanted to climb the next man to walk through her door. But instead of her four sexy Circs, a nightmare from her past burst through the locks. Nightfall and a full moon silhouetted Myers’s entrance. 

“Well, well. Smells tasty in here.” He looked terrible. Bloodshot eyes, pale features, and big hands clenching and unclenching by his sides told her he’d been through hell. 

She couldn’t bring herself to feel bad about it though. 

Next to him, Yates muscled through. “Damn. I’m smelling a bitch in heat.”

Myers chuckled. “Looks like we made it in time.” He glanced over his shoulder, then shut the door. “Let’s handle this before we get back with Sheer and Caldane. Be nice to sample the goods before she’s broken.”

Yates ran a hand over his crotch and smiled. “Yeah.” Like Myers, he didn’t look civilized. But he seemed healthier, better rested, at least. “I’d say you need a piece. After dealing with Caldane last night, you earned it.”

She shivered, not liking how vulnerable she felt. Man, if Myers and Yates thought this Caldane character was bad, he had to be awful. 

Hurtful, bad, yes. The energy emanating from the pair reeked of that other one. The evil one. Must get away. Regroup. Challenge when chances of winning are better.

The presence inside her erupted. She let it consume her, no longer battling her need to be in charge. If they did rape her, she wanted no part in remembering what happened. A blackout would be more than welcome. But she had a feeling the animal inside her wouldn’t succumb. It would tear the men apart the way it had those guys in Nebraska.

This time, she didn’t fade away, not entirely. Bailey felt present, yet distant, as if watching a movie. The men drew closer, and her fangs and claws sprouted.

“Perfect. A piece of Circ ass.” Yates stripped off his shirt. “I’ve been dying to pound into a woman who won’t buckle under some rough handling.”

Myers agreed and toed off his shoes before removing the rest of his clothes. His erection disgusted her. And his rotten scent and negative energy repulsed her. Not a fitting mate. Neither male.

They might not be fitting, but they were strong. And in greater number. She subtly sniffed and scented more Circ nearby. Bailey knew she’d have a problem if she waited for their friends to arrive.

She flew into Myers and dug her fingers into his crotch. 

He swore and tried to get her off him, while Yates laughed. She ducked a blow to the face and retaliated by going for his eyes. He’d heal soon enough, but she’d take out at least one of his senses for a short time. She hurt him, then turned to Yates before he decided to help his friend. But Yates had been ready for her. He caught her mid-leap and redirected her into the into the mirror above the dresser. 

She hit hard, and it shattered, but she felt no pain.

Bailey picked up a shard and shoved it deep in his neck. Blood spurted—a lethal wound. But Yates only smiled and slowly pulled it out. “I like ‘em feisty. Come here, baby. Let’s continue that kiss from before.”

She had one shot. Dodging his grab, she darted into the bathroom, locked the door behind her, then dove through the small window next to the sink, one too small for the men chasing her, but big enough that she could squeeze through.

She fell and righted herself, only to see a man even more muscled than Myers leaning against the wooden railing surrounding the motel. She could see him clearly in the moonlight. He had dirty-blond hair and blazing, bright red eyes. He saw her and smiled, showing serrated fangs.

Good Lord.

Totally not someone she wanted to get to know better. 

Bailey ran, vaulting the four foot fence with ease, glad she’d seen fit to sleep in her clothes and shoes, prepared for a quick getaway should the need arise. Unfortunately, she needed to be quicker, because she heard the red-eyed man following. No doubt Myers and Yates would join in as well. A chase, something guaranteed to excite the predators after her.   

Running deeper into the woods, away from the main road, would be suicide. But what choice did she have? They’d cut her off from the motel. She could hear them flanking her, guiding her away from any source of help.

Yet…maybe she could lead them around in circles. Go into the woods, hide, then double back? She’d left Katie’s precious files in her hotel room, and she refused to go anywhere else without it. She’d already learned so much about the Circs, Dr. Lang and his research. Which, if she were honest with herself, she had a feeling she’d need to know. Because somehow, they’d turned her into a Circ.

She had freakin’ claws. And fangs. All her senses were enhanced. She could see in the dark as well as she could during the day. Her ability to identify by scent was off-the-charts accurate. She sniffed.

Bunny, squirrel, psychotic Circ, owl… 

After looping around the forest, masking her scent, then putting on bursts of speed that shocked her, she circled back to the motel, her sense of direction unerring. Out front, next to her tiny car, sat a large black SUV and a blue muscle car. No one sat with either vehicle, but she knew those cars belonged to the men after her. She’d seen only one small Hyundai parked near hers before hitting the sheets.  

What were the odds all the men with Myers and Yates would have followed her into the woods? Someone had to have stayed behind, waiting in case she showed back up.

She had to take that chance. Creeping close to the wall of the building, she neared her room. 

In her adrenaline-buzzed state, something odd happened. The woman and creature inside her melded, bringing intellect and instinct together. She stopped in place and took in the sights, sounds, and smells around her, then formulated a plan.

Bailey smiled, then rushed toward that SUV…

 

Myers growled low in his throat, wincing at the large scratch down his eye. After his nightmare of a fuckfest last night, all he’d wanted was something easy to go down, something fun—like a less-than-willing female. And all the better to have the Circ they’d been promised months ago. 

The perfect female created just for his team. 

He frowned, wondering if he and Yates could get away with disposing of Caldane. Sheer was bad enough, a bastard and a freaky perv. But he could be contained. Caldane, on the other hand…

Fucking Amelia Norton. Smith and Lang bowed to every damn thing the woman wanted. Dr. Lang had complained that Caldane had grown unmanageable and would be better put to use as a research tool. In other words, as an organ donor. But Smith had sucked up to the bitch, who was determined to keep the guy around. He’d convinced Lang that he’d handle Caldane. Lang, with too much else on his plate, had agreed and gone on to new pursuits. No matter how little sense it made to keep Caldane around, Smith would do it because Amelia Norton found the monster “fascinating.”

The woman was as bad as Caldane. 

Myers cringed, remembering how the fiend had torn into him with an unhealthy lust. The creature, more beast than man, slaked his hungers with a ferociousness that kept everyone else back once he fixated on a victim. Into blood and pain, he’d done more than rip into Myers’s body. The psychopath had also psychically raped Myers’s mind.  

The sheer horror of having no control over his body or mind, no place to retreat into while Caldane savaged him, had him reliving the torment in detail. Fortunately, that  brought on a rage he needed to keep from going insane. The anger simmered, grew.

Bailey Duncan. The woman should have been safely in their custody. He could have been impregnating the little witch instead of getting brutalized by a monster. She’d screwed with the wrong guy, and she’d pay, dearly. He rejoined Yates and tracked Bailey’s scent, away from the darker interior of the forest behind the motel.

“Think she doubled back?”

“Yeah.” 

Yates frowned. “Sheer’s in the room.”

“At least Caldane’s ahead of us.” But Sheer was little better. “Shit. Hurry up. If Sheer gets to her first, he’ll kill her before we can have any fun.”

They turned and ran back the way they’d come. As they drew closer, they heard a car crash. Flames lit the night sky. They ran faster.

 

***

 

Alex frowned and gripped the steering wheel. Gideon had seriously taken charge, to the extent even Elijah listened to him. He had no idea why, but he too felt the need to follow Gideon. Even his aching need for revenge didn’t outweigh supporting Gideon’s actions. 

They’d all taken turns driving the large SUV without stopping. All day and into the night. They’d nearly arrived at their destination. “This Hayashi guy was pretty specific.” Alex didn’t trust the information.

“You think it’s a trap of some kind?” Carter rumbled. He sat in the back next to Elijah while Gideon napped beside Alex.

“Could be.” Alex saw Carter shake his head in the rearview.

“No way. If they’d wanted to off us, they’d have done it on their private property. No one would have known. This is about something else.” He paused. “Bailey Duncan. You know her, Alex?”

Alex had been thinking about her since Doc had mentioned the woman. “I did a little digging into one of Katie’s documents.” He’d copied her files, keeping the information on the sly while turning “all of it over to the government.” Yeah, right. “She had a few email chats with Bailey. They were friends.” 

Typical of his sister to keep her personal life private. Though they’d been psychically linked all their lives, their family had never been close. Their mother an alcoholic, their father nonexistent, gone when they’d turned five, they’d had no one but each other to rely on. Yet something had always held Katie back. Her flashes of the past had soured her on trusting anyone, it seemed. Like him, she caught glimpses of the past through touch. But while he got images off inanimate objects, Katie caught visions through touching people.

Too bad this Hayashi guy hadn’t been around to predict her future sooner. Then Katie might still be alive. Alex clenched the steering wheel. No matter what anyone said, he knew she’d passed. He felt the void inside him where she should be. No matter how long it took, he’d find who’d hurt her and make them pay.

“Easy, Alex,” Gideon murmured, his eyes still closed. “Don’t want to get delayed by a speeding ticket.”

Alex took their speed back down to eighty, but just ten miles over was no biggie. They reached a sign for Elmore, turned off the interstate, and followed GPS directions to the BlackLight Motel. 

As they turned onto the motel’s street, Alex saw flames shooting high into the black sky.

“What the hell?” Eli sat up straight. “Shit. Slow down, Alex. We got problems.”

Alex slowed, and Eli bailed. He dove out of the car and started running. Gideon swore and followed him, while Carter remained in the vehicle and rolled down the window.

“There. Pull into the motel lot. Smell ‘em? Circs. Bad ones.” Carter sounded grim. 

Alex sped into the lot and screeched to a halt, but Carter had already gone. Wishing the guys hadn’t taken off in opposite directions, he parked the car and hurried after them, calling on his senses to follow…Gideon.

He ran in a northerly direction and heard grunting, punching, and then the sound of muffled gunfire.

“Damn it.” Alex put on a burst of speed and rammed into a Circ standing some distance from Gideon, aiming at the back of Gideon’s head. Alex recognized the sick smell immediately. “Myers.” 

Myers rolled over and socked Alex in the jaw. “Palmer. Now this just makes my day.”

Alex got to his feet, facing Myers, and blinked at the change in the man. In just five days, Myers had gone from cocky asshole to looking like grim death. Alex smirked. “What the hell happened, Myers? Karma catch up with you?” 

“You could say that.” Myers swung and kicked at him, keeping him at a distance. “But you know, what goes around comes around. You turned on us, you bastard. You were part of our team, and you left us high and dry.”

“Bullshit. I was tired of you beating up on Lang’s helpless victims. And God knows what you were doing on your off time.” Then he realized something. Myers smelled like Circ. “Hold on. I thought you were too smart to take the serum? That’s what Pratt said, that none of you were stupid enough to take an experimental drug that turned so many guys crazy.”

“Pratt lied.” Myers flashed a set of fangs and withdrew a knife from his pocket, not using claws. “But I guess you lied too, because you’re as Circ as they come.”

Alex wondered if the guy had limitations, because Alex had never sensed the Circ in Myers until now. “It wasn’t anything I planned. Lang or Smith must have doctored my food. I didn’t sign on for this.” Not for any of it, damn it. Katie…

“I’m crying for you.” Myers sneered. “Because of your dumbass betrayal, they paired us with a new guy. Caldane.”

Alex blinked. “Are you shitting me?” Caldane had been on the termination list when Alex had first been introduced to the world of Circs. A man who’d been psychotic to begin with, he’d been an experiment in learning what the serum did to an unhealthy psyche. He’d turned from serial killer crazy into monstrous times ten. “I thought he’d been moved to another facility months ago?” At the time, Alex had imagined the unsuccessful candidates were incarcerated or rehabilitated elsewhere. Now he knew better. 

“Nope. Norton likes to keep her pets close.”

Norton. He committed that name to memory and let Myers get near enough to land a hit, to keep the bastard talking. “Yeah? And what about you? You still taking it up the ass from Smith and Lang, like a good little beast?” Apparently the wrong thing to say, because Myers went apeshit. 

He started a beatdown Alex was hard pressed to get out of. Then Myers aimed his knife at Alex’s throat. Alex stopped him, but it wasn’t easy. They struggled for control of the blade, and Alex’s fingers brushed the hilt.

“No. Please.” Katie sobbed, disheveled, obviously abused. Tears tracked down her bruised cheeks and bloodied lips. 

Around her, Myers, Yates and another man, Sheer, stared down at her as if fascinated. 

“Come on, pretty lady. You’ve been spilling secrets. We all know about it. How about you tell us the truth? Who knows about our facility and what we really do at U-Ground?”

Katie sobbed, then spat in Myers’s face. “Fuck you.”

“We’re gonna get back to that, precious,” Yates said with a chuckle. “But how about you tell us the truth? Who are you working with? Who else is on the inside, because it isn’t just you. I can smell it on you. Something familiar…”

Katie screamed and grabbed at the knife in Myers’s hand, then dragged him down on top of her, plunging the blade through her heart. As her eyes closed, she whispered, “I always knew this was coming, but it’s okay. You needed to see this. You need to find the others. Save Bailey. Love…you.”

A dying message meant for Alex, because she’d known he’d find the truth. 

Alex froze, staring into Myers’s eyes, caught in a hell he couldn’t get out of. “It was you. You killed her.”

Myers shoved him back and grinned. “You’ll have to be more specific. I’ve killed a lot of bad pussy.”

Alex lost it. He launched himself at Myers and started hitting. He gave his furious beast free reign and sliced his claws into Myers over and over, leaving a bloody mess on the ground. Blood and entrails gathered. Screams from mutant Circs surrounded the motel, enemies gathering closer. But nothing mattered but getting revenge for Katie.

He shook off the hands trying to separate him from his conquest, needing to rip out the bastard’s throat with his teeth. He leaned closer…

“No, stop!” A female in distress broke through to him. Katie? She was dead, wasn’t she? But the woman who’d cried out had golden brown hair, long, like Katie. She ran from some bastard, trying to survive in a world gone horribly wrong.

“Katie.” He dropped what was left of Myers and ran after her, determined to save his sister. Past and present mired his reality, leaving him with nothing but memories to hold onto, a sister who needed him. Now.

He scented his pack drawing near, coming to help. He flashed his fangs in a raw smile, satisfied that they’d corner their prey and attack, leaving nothing but bones behind. He’d save Katie this time. He had to.   





Chapter Nine
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Gideon didn’t know what the hell had happened. One minute he’d been pounding Yates into tomorrow, the next he’d sensed Alex snap. Gideon’s beast rallied him to protect the pack. But when he’d glanced behind him, he’d seen Alex looking strong, kicking the shit out of Myers.

Then Carter yanked at Alex, trying to pry him free, and Gideon realized Alex wasn’t Alex. Something had hurt the pack, something bad. A female scream distracted him. She distracted Eli and Alex too, because they rushed in her direction. 

While Carter dealt with more Circs coming from all directions, Gideon rushed to join the others after the female. 

Shit, but the mutants all around them sure made him glad he’d been able to tolerate the serum. The poor misshapen bastards trying to suck him down for a late night snack had left humanity long behind. Except a few of them seemed to know it. The grief, the anger, burning behind those red eyes. He pitied them, ending their existence with compassion, a quick kill for those he reached.

But not for Myers, Yates, or the other two freaks sniffing after the female.

Her scent was…unusual. She smelled like Circ for sure. But her allure had more to do with a unique femininity than her beastly side. At least, to him. It confused him, because he wanted to draw her in, to his lungs, to his soul. The man wanted more than the beast. And the beast decided that was just fine. 

He raced through the dark, seeing without issue. The moonlight helped, but his night vision needed no enhancement. 

He caught up to two large Circs dragging the female, men bigger than Carter even. Gideon stood shoulder to shoulder with Alex and Eli, trying to gage how best to get the woman to safety. Covered in scratches and bites, her blood smelled rich, ripe. 

Mine.

He licked at the air and snarled at the enemy male closest to him. Before he could reach out, fire licked at the ground in front of him, and he jumped back.

“What the hell?” Eli stepped aside before he could burn.

Their enemy raised his hands, and Gideon saw flames reflected in his dark gaze. The fire obeyed his commands. Shit. Gideon felt like a moron when he realized he should have immediately blasted his opponents with his mind instead of relying on claws. He aimed a psychic blast at the pyro’s brain and knew satisfaction when the guy crumbled. Eli gouged his side with enough venom to put down a small horse, no doubt. 

Alex kept his attention on the large monster biting into the female’s arm.

She screamed and swiped at his face, making contact with an eye. Oh yeah, the claws and fangs definitely said “Circ” even if her scent was a bit off. The coppery tang of her blood tasted like wildflowers in the air. An odd, poetic notion he couldn’t shake. 

“Bailey Duncan?” he growled, catching her gaze.

Her eyes widened when she saw him, grew even bigger when she noticed Alex and Eli moving in. She had light brown eyes, the color of fine whiskey, and despite the fear turning them golden, it was the rage burning deep that truly got to him.

She shrieked and dug her thumb into her captor’s eye socket, removing the orb. But he only continued to eat her, uncaring of his lost eye. She tossed it to the ground and fished her claw free of his face. Gideon shot a psychic blast at the monster, but nothing happened. The freak didn’t react. Hell.

In the next instant, a milky substance replaced the missing orb. In seconds he had his eye back—his red eye.

“Oh yeah. Freaky.” Eli jumped forward and dug his claws into the guy’s abdomen. Alex yanked the monster’s jaw free from the female, taking a chunk of her skin with it, while Gideon pulled her to his side.

Then Carter arrived and yelled, “Back off, Caldane. Come meet your brothers.”

Caldane stopped moving and turned to face Carter.

Gideon had no idea what the hell Carter thought he was doing. Surrounded by ink-black mutants, he seemed to be holding court with a dozen of them. They stood around him, swayed by his mind control. 

Caldane seemed unable to resist as well. At least something got through to the guy.

“Get her in the SUV and get ready to move,” he murmured to Alex, placing the woman in his care. “Eli, call for backup. We can’t leave all these creatures to attack the public.”

Eli nodded and whipped out his cell as he and Alex took the woman back to the vehicle. 

Gideon rushed to Carter’s side, bypassing the unmoving Caldane. Jesus. Seeing him up close, with no distraction, Gideon felt real unease. 

Unlike the other more human-looking Circs, Caldane’s eyes had no pupil or iris, just a solid orb of red. His pale features and striking, model-good looks looked wrong on so many levels. Like an angel of death with a hellish sensibility. The monster had serrated teeth and continued to lick Bailey’s blood from his fangs, going so far to lick the drops that had landed on his long fingers.

He had to be seven feet tall, if not a few inches more. Yet…the fucker was growing. 

Hell. Time to go. “Carter, get your ass in the SUV.” Out of the corner of his eye, Gideon saw the vehicle pull closer. 

“Just as soon as Caldane comes over to see his brothers.” Carter turned to the mutants. “He wants to come home. Bring him with you when you go. And swallow him whole, brothers. Eat him up but good.”

The mutants screeched and raced for Caldane, who smiled as he walked to greet them.

Not wanting to watch any more cannibalism than he had to—Good God—Gideon hustled over to Carter and met the vehicle, shoving Carter inside before hopping in the front. He glanced around. “We all here?” He noted Eli driving, Alex with the woman in the backseat, Carter in the way back, and himself. “Check. Let’s get the fuck gone.”

But the woman—Bailey—kept babbling about her files. Eli followed her directions to a cluster of trash cans by the side of the motel. She pushed past Alex and got out to retrieve a large tote. She hopped back inside in seconds. “Drive.”

Her voice had a husky quality he liked. And so did the others. Eli and Alex appeared to soften. Carter cocked his head, as if confused.

“Sorry,” she apologized. “I mean, can you please get us out of here?” 

He heard her tears, didn’t want to deal with more emotional crap, and closed his eyes. But he couldn’t close his heart to its furious pounding inside him, or to his beast that wanted nothing more than to stroke the woman into an easy, peaceful sleep.

 

Bailey tried calming her breathing, thinking about butterflies, anything to forget the nightmare that had found her. Myers and Yates had been horrible. But that red-eyed demon… He’d been eating her! Biting her not for any sexual or physical pleasure, which would have been bad enough, but because he intended to eat her. To devour her power, he’d whispered. 

She flinched when the man next to her touched her shoulder. “Easy, Bailey. It’s okay.” 

Another huge shocker. The sexy fantasies she’d had of guys in orgies had become real. Well, not the orgy part, but the wild men she’d dreamed were here. The sad, gray-eyed hunk sat next to her. The tatted guy drove them. The blond giant sat in the back, humming with energy. She could feel him vibrating inside her, in some weird way, as if he was trying to psychically figure her out—which was just weird on top of weird.

And him. The green-eyed leader. He looked practically feline with those slit pupils, that wicked danger in the way he moved. So smooth, so silent. She’d smelled him before she’d heard or seen him when the monster had been sucking her blood and teething her bones.   

The shock of seeing him had broken her from the pain of being chewed on. But now, surrounded by so many large, powerful men—Circs—fear came rushing back, threatening to drown her.

“She’s not going to be okay because you tell her to, Alex,” the driver said, full of sarcasm. “I know. Hey, honey, why don’t you forget all about the freaks we just fought and think about puppies and kittens instead? Meow. That helping?”

“Shut up, Eli,” Alex, her comfort, snapped at the driver.

Eli laughed. “Yeah, right. See? That ain’t gonna happen either.”

“She’s scared. She should be,” came the low voice from the back.

“That ain’t working either, Carter. Damn, what a bunch of pathetic do-gooders. Bailey? We’re not here to hurt you. If we’d wanted you dead, you’d be tits up already.”

“Eli, you’re not helping,” Alex snarled. 

“Guys, enough. I think Bailey knows we’re on her side.” The leader had a gritty, smoky voice, one that brought her beast to life. “And Bailey, tone that creature inside you way down. We all need to relax if we’re going to make it home without tearing each other apart.”

She swallowed around a dry throat. “Wh-what?”

“What’s in the bag?” Eli asked, changing the subject. 

“Who are you people?” she blurted, overcome, and reached for Alex’s hand, gripping it like a lifeline. She felt his surprise, but he didn’t disengage. If anything, he held her tighter and covered her hand with both of his.

“I’m Alex Palmer. I used to work for U-Ground security.”

“But not regular security. One of the lower levels.” Obviously. He was friggin’ huge.  She turned to get a better look at him. Handsome, sculpted, gorgeous. Pack.

She tried to clear her mind from the beast wanting out. 

“Yes, the lower levels.” He gave a half-smile, half-grimace. “My sister…” He cleared his throat. “She was a huge conspiracy nut, and she believed something was going down at U-Ground. So she investigated, then she disappeared. I showed up to find her, going undercover as a security guard. They invited me to work below, and I saw things.”

He sounded so sad. She clutched his hand tighter and felt him relax. 

“That’s where I met these three. Elijah Ortiz is our mouthy driver.”

“Call me Eli, sweetheart.”

“Carter Freeman’s the big guy in the backseat.”

“Hi.” Carter nodded at her.

“And Gideon’s in the front.”

“He thinks he’s in charge,” Eli added. “As if.”

“Yeah?” Gideon said, his voice like gravel. “You want to challenge me, pretty boy? I’m game.”

She shivered, feeling the threat like a physical slap.

Eli only shrugged, seeming unconcerned. “Relax, jefe. Just wanted to see if you were awake.”

“Funny guy.”

Carter chuckled. “He’s not that funny, actually. But he kind of is.”

“Oh, that makes sense.” Eli drawled. “You’re blond for sure.”

Their banter made her feel better. It sounded normal, something regular guys would say to get a rise out of one another. They felt… Her beast tensed, then relaxed. Yes, like pack. A unit. Strong together. 

“Anyway,” Alex cut in again. “When I found out what was really going on, I called in a few favors, got a special branch of the government involved. We rescued Gideon, Eli and Carter. Dr. Lang, you know him?”

She nodded. 

“He kidnapped and experimented on the guys. On all of us, really.” Alex sighed. “So much wrong he got away with.”

“Not for long,” Gideon murmured. “We’re not done with him yet.”

She appreciated that threat, agreed with it wholeheartedly. 

Gideon continued, asking, “Were you at U-Ground when that supposed fire broke out?”

“No, I was at home.” She blinked. “That was your rescue operation, wasn’t it?”

“Yeah.” Alex bit his lip. “My sister helped set it up. They killed her because of it.”

She looked at him again, and when he made eye contact, her world tilted. “Katie. You’re Katie’s brother. She has—had—the same eyes.”

He nodded. 

“I’m so sorry.” She hugged him to her, startling him, she could tell. His stiff hug back slowly warmed, and he sagged in her embrace. She swore she felt moisture dampen her shoulder and hugged him even tighter. “Katie saved me.” 

She stroked his hair as he let out a shuddering breath, then let him go when he gently pulled back to get some space.

“Tell me,” he said, his voice raw.

She explained in detail what had happened to make her flee from the company. How Katie’s email had helped her evade those sent to capture her.

“It’s all in the file.” She pulled the wad of paper from her bag. “I have some of it here, the rest on a thumb drive. I think that’s why they want me back. That and I guess I’m like you guys.” She frowned. “But I don’t know how I can be. I never went in for any experiments or anything. Never went below the main level, ever.”

Alex shook his head. “They must have drugged you, like they drugged me. Because I never signed up to be Circ either. But I’m different.”

“Not all the way Circ,” Gideon added. “Strong, psychic, but the eyes don’t lie.”

She noticed what he meant. Alex had round pupils. “Are my eyes different?” She opened them wider.

Alex leaned close, and she caught the hint of his scent, like a fine cologne of safety, compassion, and dampened desire. She did her best to keep herself closed off, so he wouldn’t read her sudden—inappropriate—sexual response.

“Your eyes look normal.” He stared, and she saw his pupils lengthen.

“Wait. Your eyes, they just changed. Went Circ.”

“Yeah?” He blinked, and the change vanished. “Still?”

“No. It’s gone. That’s odd.”

Gideon laughed. “That’s nothing. Wait until you see the first version of the Circs. They seriously turn into something not human.” He turned around to watch her, then his gaze shifted to Alex. “So what the hell happened to you back there”

Alex sank lower in his seat. “I saw something.” He paused. “Myers and the others killed Katie.” 

“Damn,” Carter said softly. 

 “I’m so sorry.” Bailey wiped her eyes. What a terrible way to die.

“I don’t know if I did enough damage to kill Myers, but I’m going back to find him,” Alex promised, meeting Gideon’s gaze. “I’m going back to kill them all.”

That sounded like a challenge. He didn’t look away from Gideon, and the air in the SUV filled with tension.

Bailey should have been totally freaked out by discussions of killing and death. But such talk of vengeance satisfied the beast inside her. The tension continued to build, and part of her wondered who would win if the men in the SUV battled.

Gideon flashed a fang, then shrugged. “I was going back even if you weren’t. You calling dibs on Myers if he’s still alive? Okay. But Smith is mine.”

“Hey now.” Eli frowned at them in the rearview. “I want a piece of him too.”

“You can have Lang.”

“I want Lang,” Carter growled, showing a layer of violence she hadn’t seen in the big man yet.

“What about me?” she asked, wanting to be a part. “If you guys get all the scientists, then I want the money lady. Amelia Norton.”

Alex froze. “Myers mentioned a Norton. She’s bankrolling this thing?”

Bailey nodded. “And she’s got some pretty deep pockets. They have oil money. Her family’s big into politics. Her father is a retired senator.”

“With connections to the federal government,” Gideon said. “No way we can trust this to Circe’s Recruits.”

 “Yeah. No way,” Carter seconded.

 “I agree.” Eli nodded.

“Whoa. Hold on.” Alex sat up straight. “Circe’s Recruits are the good guys.”

“Yes! Circe’s Recruits.” Bailey knew that name. “That’s who Katie told me to find. And the locker. She left me information, stuff I’m supposed to get to you guys and Circe’s Recruits.” Her gaze wandered from Circ to Circ and settled on Gideon.

Shadows flickered over his face, the moonlight overhead trying to hide his expression, but she saw it plain as day. Satisfaction, possession, and a need for violence. “You’ll give it to us, Bailey. Because you’re gonna be pack real soon.”

She swallowed. “Pack?”

“Feels right. But weird, too,” Carter said. 

“The, um, Myers said I was made for his pack.” Something she wanted to, but couldn’t, forget. “Are you saying you’re all going to maul me or something?”

Eli chuckled. “Or something.”

“Shut up, Eli,” Gideon warned. “No, Bailey. We aren’t going to maul you. But I can feel it. Hell, we all can. You’re pack. Wake that beast inside you and she’ll tell you. Probably why Hayashi pointed you out to us in the first place.”

“Who?” Had she fallen down the rabbit hole or what? 

Yes, pack. A strong mate here. Her beast chuffed, and Bailey felt everyone around her tense. Fuck me sideways. Now what? 

 

Gideon had been doing his best to ignore the sweet scent of Bailey growing more potent in the confines of the SUV. He wondered if the others felt it as well. A glance at Eli showed him no different than he had been. Not sporting an erection the way Gideon was.

Alex felt better, more like himself. Carter didn’t seem to like chicks, sexually. Though as Gideon had been told, sexuality came in second behind being Circ, so anything was possible.

But the question was, what did Bailey need? 

He had no intention of ever joining law enforcement. He didn’t consider himself a good guy, and he liked getting paid for a job. Altruism be damned. But he’d never, ever, forced a woman into sex. Hell, he hadn’t forced the guys into it either. His beast has connected with theirs, and they’d succumbed. No matter how animalistic Gideon became, he’d never amount to no more than a rapist and murderer. 

He made mistakes, but he’d rather die than turn into the fuckheads they’d just fought.

Gideon squirmed in his seat when her pheromones went haywire. Eli sucked in a breath. Alex groaned, and Carter started panting.

“Pull over at that KOA sign.” A camp ground. The perfect place to get the hell out of the SUV and run off some steam.

“What? What’s wrong?” Bailey sounded scared.

“Nothing,” he growled, and cleared his throat, trying to sound human. “We need to let some tension go without killing each other. You stay in the SUV while we run this off. The fight boosted our adrenaline.” That sounded like a legitimate excuse for a surge in desire. If she didn’t look too closely at any of them, it might work, too.

Eli whipped the vehicle into an open space and turned it off. In the sudden silence, they heard no one near. Eli looked a little wild around the eyes. He darted from the vehicle, followed by Carter. 

“Stay here,” Alex ordered Bailey, his voice hoarse. “We’ll be back. But lock the doors behind us.”

She nodded, her eyes huge. Gideon waited for Alex to leave, then opened his own door and closed it softly behind him.

He dragged in deep breaths, trying to relax. He’d never felt this kind of need before. Sure, he’d bonded with the guys, but their beasts had been prodding at his, and they’d all been more than happy to fuck. Carter had been right about Alex. The guy loved being a bottom. 

Noise in the wood line told him Carter and Eli had found each other. And they weren’t fighting.

“Yeah, Carter. That’s nice. Fuck. Suck me harder. I swear I’ll do you. Just…” Eli gave a low growl. The bushes around them rattled as something scurried away.

“Just a deer,” he heard Alex say. “Oh hell. You two are at it already?” More groaning, the sounds of sucking and kissing. 

Gideon felt hard as a rock, standing there, keeping a wary eye on the SUV while knowing he needed to take the edge off. Anything to relieve his aching balls. Fine time for his beast to want to get it up. 

The car door opened. 

“Christ. Get back in the SUV.”

She ignored him, and he clenched his claws into the palms of his hands, drawing blood.

“Did you cut yourself?” Bailey asked.

He turned to her, and she gasped.

“Get back. In the car.”

“Your eyes… They’re glowing.” She frowned at him. “You look bigger to me.”

He gave a harsh laugh. “Sweetheart, I am bigger. And harder, and ready to fuck anything that moves. So get your sweet ass back in the vehicle and wait there.”

Just his luck, she didn’t move. “Are you going to have sex with the others like you did before?”

He blinked. She sounded…aroused. “What?”

“I saw you. In my dreams. All four of you touching and kissing and—”

He slammed her up against the SUV, his hands on her shoulders, and used everything inside him to stop from forcing himself on her. “Sorry.” He closed his eyes. “Need a Circ. Get…away.”

But the temptress didn’t back away. She didn’t act put off by his roughness. No, Bailey Duncan yanked his face close and kissed him, slicing into his lip with a fang that drew blood. When she wrapped a powerful leg around his waist and pulled him closer, he lost all control. 

 





Chapter Ten
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Bailey needed to get closer. She growled into Gideon’s mouth, warning that she didn’t like the clothes separating him. When he didn’t do anything to remedy the problem, she clawed at his clothing, not caring if she took a bit of flesh too. He rumbled back and gripped her hips tighter, keeping her where he wanted while he ground against her.

He’d gotten that part right. He’d found her sweet spot, and his thick erection dug into her sex. But it wasn’t enough.

Frustrated, aroused beyond thought, and furious he wasn’t giving her what she wanted—what she deserved after so much craziness the past week—she shoved him back and planted her feet on the ground. Ready for a fight or a fuck. Since he hadn’t helped with the clothing issue, a fight it would be.

Gideon had the nerve to grin at her, his fangs sharp. But she had them too, and she snarled, showing them right back. 

“Strip,” he ordered, as if he had the right to tell her what to do.

“Fuck you.” She let the beast overtake the human side of her, still merged with the creature though, and dove for his waist. She planned to tackle him to the ground, then take what she wanted.

Except Gideon didn’t move. She hugged his hips, pushing and getting nowhere. She felt foolish because she must have looked like an idiot shoving against an immovable mountain.

When he dared laugh, she raked her dagger-like claws over his ribs. That ended his amusement. And his patience.

He took her to the ground and put his all of his weight on top of her, making it hard to breathe. “What do you want, Bailey?” He continued to grind that massive cock against her, and frustration rode her hard.

Not worthy… Not…

He kissed her, taking charge of her mouth, her body, as he shoved her arms above her head and held them there with ease. Every time she tried to move, he added more weight, keeping her still. But his lips, his tongue… He continued to ravage her, his kisses going straight to her head. Straight to that needy place between her legs.

“So wet,” she moaned. “Need it inside.”

“No. You need me inside.” He surprised her by jumping to his feet, away from her. But that didn’t last. He ripped through her shirt, threw her sneakers right and left, and yanked off the rest of her clothing. She would have fought back, but her beast wanted to help, finally getting what it wanted—a strong, fit male to take charge.

Bailey wanted him too, yet she didn’t. Her world had changed so much in so little time. It was all so overwhelming…

And like that, the beast took over, shoving the frightened woman to the back of her mind. 

Gideon tore off his own clothing while she stood there, naked, staring at him. Then he picked her up and carried her back to the SUV. She kissed him all over, leaving teeth marks to show a claiming. Good mate. Smells right. Like fire and light, pure power. 

He slammed her against the vehicle once more. She didn’t feel the cold, her epidural cells shifting, tightening, rebuffing all sensation but what she wanted to feel—Gideon, finally, deep inside her. 

Wrapping her legs around his waist, he positioned that massive cock at her dripping core. So focused on finally having what she wanted, her beast tried to take charge.

“No. Look at me,” he said in thick voice, one deeper than she’d heard before. 

She glared at him. When he remained still, she let him feel her wrath, cutting into his sides, enjoying the sluice of blood over her fingers, the scent of his power lingering, mixing with the sexual need in the air.

“I want to see Bailey. You want a fuck? I see her.”

The beast froze, blinked, then smiled, ecstatic Gideon saw the real her. She eased back to let Bailey come out, poised to take over once more as soon as he was satisfied.

Bailey stared at Gideon, felt him nudging her clit, his strong chest brushed up against her sensitive nipples. He felt so good. Yet a fear lingered, and she wasn’t sure why. She’d been content in the dark, protected by her beast. Protected from this?

“Yeah, there you are.” Gideon looked wild. His pupils had expanded, desire on his taut face visible to see. “Let me in, Bailey,” he murmured and kissed her, softly, not at all like the grabby Circs who’d tried to force her before. And his smell…

She inhaled and sighed, loving the scent of authority, of power. He’d keep her safe, but more, he’d respected her enough to ask for permission. She pulled back. “What if I don’t want to let you in?”

He groaned, his fangs hotter than hell. “Then you’d better get that ass back in the SUV the minute I let go. And don’t let me in. I gotta—”

She toyed with the nape of his neck, and he tensed, his powerful shoulders bunched, his thighs clenched. She eased over his cockhead and licked her lips. “I said ‘if.’” She drew his face closer and kissed him, licking a fang. “I need you.”

He didn’t blink, staring into her eyes before giving a small nod. Then that wicked grin returned. “Yeah, okay, but I’m still in charge.”

He yanked her down, impaling her in one swift, hard surge. 

She gasped as he started pumping, then could do no more than moan when he kissed her again. She sucked his tongue, mirroring the way her body gloved his shaft. He grew more excited. So did she. Unable to help herself, she clawed his sides, reopening wounds that had already healed. But her beast liked it, and so did his. 

Every glide of her claws had him hammering harder. 

Worries about the future paled next to the carnal need swelling like a bomb inside her. 

He broke from the kiss and shoved his face into her neck, sucking before biting and drawing blood. He’d ground against her clit for too long, and her body coiled to spring.

“Gideon,” she keened and exploded when he shoved so hard he felt as if he’d joined her as one.

The orgasm took her from everything, bonding her with the male so deep inside her. More than sexual, the connection gave her insights into this strong yet vulnerable creature giving her such joy. He’d lost so much, felt rudderless at times, but vengeance drove him now. That and an affection for strangers he’d come to think of as his new family. Alex, Eli, Carter, and now her. They were pack.

She hugged him tighter and continued to seize, her ongoing climax another gift from the beast within her. 

She’d stabilize the group, she knew that. She had a place if she’d take it. Her mind made the leap while Gideon pumped inside her, his seed taking root, not physically—there would be no conception from an initial joining, her beast had decided—but mentally, emotionally. She had a way into him now. Not anyone’s second, Bailey and her beast were the female alpha. And this joining was glorious.

Stroking his shoulders as Gideon continued to come, panting and moaning as his release calmed him, she heard him purr and felt an answering need to rumble.

They stood, together, a mess of fluids under the moonlit black sky. And Bailey had never felt closer to anyone in her life. Her beast agreed, and this time they settled into a partnership, one they knew would only get stronger with Gideon and the others by their side.

 

***

 

“Do you think the female has copulated yet?” Edwin Lang asked Duane as they studied an unfortunate mistake on the exam table. 

Amelia Norton’s secondary lab far exceeded the one they’d used at U-Ground. Edwin wondered why she hadn’t allowed them to use it in the first place. Most likely because the annoying woman liked keeping secrets. And she liked power. 

She loved having Duane under her thumb. Stupid woman. Lang shook his head. Sad that so much money had fallen into the hands of such an inferior female. 

Duane looked up from the dissected mutant, holding the creature’s secondary heart in his hands. “I do think Bailey’s been sexually compromised. And I wonder how long she’ll last. We know that Circs, particularly the new ones, don’t bond like the first batch Dr. Pearl created. Most of them act like competitors when it comes to bringing in a female. Look at Sheer’s group.”

Edwin nodded. “Good point.” Sheer and the others took females for their own, with no care for the female’s health. A few fetuses had developed, but not enough to protect the species as a whole. He’d seen the same competitive courtships in most of his other successful Circs as well.

But one mutant group, on the island, had rallied together around a breeding female.  The males had viewed the female as their mate. Not a one-on-one, but more of a group bonding. He wondered if that was a mutation or something natural that would occur in new versions of the serum.

Duane continued. “Dr. Lang, from the report Caldane sent, it seems Bailey Duncan was ripe for mating. If Gideon and his group grabbed her, then they’ve no doubt taken hold of her.” Duane’s eyes glazed. “Probably doing their best to impregnate her. They won’t be gentle about it. Their beasts need that continuation, and since you sped up their mating timelines, we won’t have to wait years for progeny.”

Edwin lowered his voice and subtly grazed the collar of his shirt. The small sensor implanted in his collar kept his conversations private when he used it, as he did now.

 “A good thing since Amelia needs more embryonic stem cells, hmm?”

Duane met his gaze then looked away, blushing. “Yes. She’s insistent that I not forget her research.”

“Good man.” Edwin smiled. Duane had a lot of uses. He did as asked without question. With Duane, ethics never got in the way of scientific progress. And his loyalty was without question. For the past twelve years, he’d given Edwin everything he’d asked and more. It didn’t hurt that Edwin’s tasks for Duane fell in line with the unassuming man’s personal proclivities. 

Duane liked to hurt others. It satisfied the underdeveloped psyche of the child he’d once been. Though he’d never been abused by his mother, he’d been neglected. His father, on the other hand, had been an extremely psychotic individual, enjoying his son’s pain. Something he’d passed on to Duane, because harming others put Duane back in control, let him feel useful. 

And that usefulness had totally shown itself with their current benefactor. 

It had taken extensive research before Edwin had found a compatible backer for his research. Senator Ted Norton had been acceptable, for a while. But Amelia was his ticket to scientific freedom. How fortunate Amelia had latched onto Duane, the masochist finding her perfect partner in a sadist who reveled in sexual deviancy. One of Edwin’s more ingenious plans.

“How much longer can you put her off?” Edwin asked, still keeping his voice low.  Amelia recorded everything that happened in the lab. He’d have thought less of her had she not. 

“Not too much longer. She’ll need more of the skin kit, by next week latest.”

Edwin nodded and turned off the masking device. “Very well. That heart will do. Set it in the tray.” He nodded to the sterile tray on the table next to them. Thus far, they’d harvested a secondary heart and lungs, an abnormally large brain, and two phalluses from this particular mutant Circ. 

The phalluses intrigued him, because one of them produced small spikes when the Fordyce spots were stimulated. Possibly a measure to increase the likelihood of penetration, to hold the organ in place while the male ejaculated. An intriguing idea that might help other Circs increase their reproduction efforts.

But it was the overlarge brain that truly concerned him. Indications of increased intelligence were a cause for alarm, especially in creatures with so little adherence to following orders. Edwin had been trying for years, but no matter how much effort he put into his creations, they never seemed able to adapt to blind obeisance. If anything, the Circs went in the opposite direction, a genetic predisposition to rebel.

He frowned, thinking of Gideon Spencer. Such a valuable subject, lost. And now possibly impregnating his most successful female Circ. Bailey Duncan had taken to the serum so smoothly he’d been stunned. Only one or two other females had adapted without issue. Unfortunately, he’d lost Katie Sheridan to the riot at U-Ground. 

Talk about an ugly loss of research. After Alex and Gideon had absconded with Elijah and Carter, the government had stepped in, releasing that mess of mistakes in the basement level. A fire had been the only way to cleanse the problem, making right of a bad situation. But they hadn’t lost everyone. They still had the island.

Edwin focused again on the mutant before him, pointing out observances Duane catalogued. They removed several sections of the brain for Dr. Maynard to review. A few of the lesions in the frontal cortex looked promising.

“Dr. Lang, can I get you a cup of coffee? I noticed you haven’t had one today.” Duane sounded anxious.

Always so eager to please… Edwin smiled. “Yes, thank you, Duane. You know, I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

Duane smiled and scurried away to serve his mentor.

If only the new Circs he’d created felt the same. Edwin sighed. There had to be a way to get Bailey back. Now that she’d spent some time with Gideon and the others—which couldn’t have worked out better if he’d planned it—he needed to see how her body had reacted to the presence of their “pack.” Perhaps he should have started with them in the first place, instead of his plan to put Bailey with Sheer’s group. 

He couldn’t wait to see what resulted in her association with the healthy Circs. Any fetus that did develop would belong to him, not Amelia. Because he had no intention of using the cells, not until the fetus had developed into a mature adult. He had the tools to speed the aging process. So excited at the prospect, he called for Duane to make his coffee with two shots of espresso. 

“I love science.” Edwin beamed. “Peters, bring out our next subject.”

Peters wheeled him out, and Edwin looked over the severely damaged mutant. Shocking that the creature continued to live after all the serum had done to it. That and Edwin’s brutal testing. 

The mutant still possessed a man’s form and straight spine, which for a mutated Circ already put him in the exceptional column. The skin had blackened, as expected, but along the palms and soles of his feet scaled patches could ooze a toxin as deadly as that of the inland taipan, which made sense since Edwin had borrowed from that very snake in the making of this creature.

Supposed to be a functioning member of the B Series, this particular subject had so annoyed Edwin during his stay in the lab that Edwin had set aside his plan to complete Sheer’s pack with a fifth male member. Instead, he’d experimented. And once again, God smiled on him, because this creature had gone from mundane and irritating to supremely fascinating. 

Look at his exceptional will to survive. This one should have died long ago. Edwin checked the sutures on his eyelids, which remained in place. The subject had wakened, but he couldn’t look at Edwin. A good thing, because the creature’s stare could mesmerize. A lot like Carter Freeman. What to make of that?

He checked his notes. “Oliver Torelli. Let’s see what your cells have been up to lately.” He narrowly avoided the tail that whipped out to gouge him and waited while the guards rushed over to strap the thing on the table. “Peters, how did this get free?”

Peters rushed over, wringing his hands. “I don’t know, Sir. I strapped it next to his torso before putting him on the table. I swear, it was secured before you started. How did he get it out?”

“Maybe we’ll cut it off and see.” Edwin grabbed a bone saw and turned it on, and the screams of the saw and his subject blended together in a harmony that made him the luckiest man on the planet. 

No man had ever loved his job more.

 

***

 

Bailey stared up at Gideon, shocked, sated, and aroused again. After their vertical mambo, he’d decided to take it horizontal and eased them onto a patch of grass next to the SUV. Not content to lay next to her, he once again pushed his thick—still hard—erection inside her.

He stirred while she milked him of more seed. He groaned and stared down at her in awe. “Fuck. That was amazing.” 

Such a romantic declaration. She stifled a hysterical laugh. “Um, yeah.” Trying to wiggle free, she felt him shift and jolt against her sensitive inner parts. “Oh, wow.”

“Yeah.” Gideon continued to stare at her, and she felt subconscious. Silly considering they’d just fucked like animals and she barely even knew the man.

She turned her head away, surprised when he kissed her cheek, her throat, then nuzzled the crook of her neck. 

“It’s intense, I know,” he whispered, pulled out of her, then surged back inside. “You get it up for a person you don’t even know. When you’ve never before been attracted to a guy, and then you’re deep, pushing into a fine ass when you’ve only ever wanted pussy.” Hearing him admit he’d been shocked into such intimacy made her feel better. “But it’s so good, and that beast inside you makes you want.”

She stroked his hair, listening with both parts of her, woman and beast, intent on more than his words. His energy also seemed to be trying to soothe her. And she liked it.

“You can’t help what you are now, sweetheart. Let it take you.” He raised himself up on his elbows, still joined to her, and pumped. No longer animalist fucking, this was something else. A gentle joining, and a reminder that he remained on top.

And then she noticed the men standing around them, watching them.

Oh my God. She tensed. 

They men were naked, aroused, and watching her with Gideon. Watching Gideon fuck her. 

“No, it’s okay.” Gideon rubbed against her sensitive clit, inciting a groan, and continued to saw in and out, his excitement evident.

“More than okay,” Eli said, naked and huge above her. Like Gideon, the man was cut. Muscular, hung, and not shy about showing it. His tattoos framed corded arms she knew wouldn’t hurt her.

Wait. Knew?

An internal, empathetic peek at the male showed a hungering for acceptance, a need to touch her, to feel her softness and share in it. Her beast wanted him. He would be hers to care for. To manage, alongside Gideon.

As Gideon’s movements grew faster, she tried to hold on, but her gaze caught Alex’s, and she let him feel her hunger. 

“Shit. I— She’s sending emotion.” Alex groaned and held himself, trembling, then came all over the ground.

Seeing that, sensing his need to come again, overwhelmed her beast with arousal.

“You can do that?” Gideon asked while pounding inside her, then moaned. “Fuck. I don’t care right now. I’m coming. Hold on, Bailey.” He thrust one last time and shuddered, emptying inside her. 

Before she could catch her breath, he withdrew, stood, and grabbed Eli. After shoving his face into the man’s neck, he took a long whiff then nodded. “Go easy, though.”

Eli nodded and blanketed Bailey before she could catch her wits. Then he was inside her. He fit, no question.

Eli closed his eyes, his face a study of carnal agony. “Oh fuck. You are so hot. And you smell so good.” He didn’t move, as if waiting for her signal.

Her beast liked that. A lot. So she drew her knees up alongside his hips and urged him deeper. 

“Yeah, oh yeah, baby.” He started fucking her, deep strokes that weren’t gentle—and she didn’t want them to be.

Bailey had never been one for random partners or casual sex, but this was far from random or casual. She held on as Eli took her with a roughness and desperation she’d earlier felt with Gideon. He kissed her with seduction in mind, though, and she liked that he didn’t take her willingness for granted. 

She held off her orgasm this time, needing him to finish so she could give Alex more, to soothe his pain. 

Eli finished inside her, his climax beautiful because it was so honest, so pure. He ended with a kiss, but he remained hard. Before he could start again, Gideon pulled him off. 

“I’ll get to you in a minute,” Gideon promised.

Eli glanced at Gideon’s heavy erection, at his own, then back down at Bailey. He sighed and smiled. “Yeah, okay.” He laughed. “Whatever you want, jefe. Fuck, I feel good.”

Gideon crouched beside Bailey. “You know we have to do this, right? You need to belong to all of us.” 

Her gaze unerringly found his thick member pointing right at her, and she wanted to rise up and lick him. But Alex and Carter were waiting. So she nodded, accepting the claiming because she wanted it, not just because it was something they needed. 

Gideon’s eyes crinkled. “I know. I heard her.” He leaned close to kiss her, then dragged Alex closer.

“Jesus, Gideon. I can’t…” He trailed off, staring down at Bailey, his eyes changing again, his pupils elongating. “I want you,” he said to her, then glanced at Gideon.

Gideon kissed him, and that sharing was hot. Gideon gripped Alex’s cock, priming him, until Bailed growled, “Mine.”

Gideon pulled back and raised a brow. He gave Alex one final tug before stepping back to drag Carter and Eli close. The watched while Alex lowered to the ground. But Bailey wanted more from him. She rolled him over to his back and settled over him before he could change his mind.

She read exhaustion, excitement, and grief all balled up, and the bitter smell of his sadness bothered her. She kissed him, letting Alex feel her affection, the belonging the others felt for him as well. He mattered, and as she ground over his fat cock, she knew he’d started to let go as he let her lead the pace.

“Oh, Jesus. Yes, more,” he growled as she kissed his neck, licking and nibbling down to his nipples.

He bolted into a sitting position, keeping her in his lap as she fucked him, then took over, guiding her hips while he dug inside her. Alex felt huge, and the need in him was gigantic. Though he’d come earlier, spending inside Carter’s mouth, she sensed his need to follow his packmates. To fill that sacred well of feminine Circ.

Alex panted, his eyes wild. “Kiss me. Suck on my tongue while I fill you up. Yeah, honey. Suck me.” 

She loved his arousal, and she kissed him, feeling him swell inside her. Alex touched her with reverence as he jetted into her, and the scent of sex and relief made her dizzy. And hungry.

He thickened inside her, so she let go and embraced her pleasure as well. The orgasm drew out his emotions, feeding hers, and she gripped him as he continued to come. 

Finally she eased off him, and he fell back to the ground, hugging her tight.

“I think she needs a break,” Carter said, watching while Gideon pushed into Eli’s mouth.

Watching Gideon take Eli, seeing the big man’s mouth over Gideon’s cock, reenergized Bailey’s need again. She couldn’t believe she’d had sex once, let alone…how many times? But Carter wasn’t yet hers. She needed to bond, to bring him closer.

“I’m not into women, Gideon,” Carter said, staring at Eli as he sucked Gideon off. “That’s what I want.”

Gideon groaned and ground his fingers into Eliot’s shoulders, his climax easy to see as Eli swallowed. “Is it really what you want? But who do you want it from?” Gideon eased out of Eli’s mouth while Bailey watched, entranced by the drip of come at his slit. 

“What do you mean? Her? I’ll crush her.” Carter was adorable. Huge, dangerous, yet like a confused young man, not wanting to hurt what he so capably could.

“She’s Circ. You can’t hurt her.” Gideon shook his head. He drew closer to Carter and hugged the man close. Then he set him back, his gaze calculating.

Alex stood and drew Bailey to her feet. He hugged her from behind. “Thank you.” The kiss to her neck made her tremble. Emotion grew for the men now hers. He whispered, “He needs you,” and backed away.

Carter wouldn’t look at her. “I’m gay, man.”

“You’re Circ. You think I ever took it from a guy before? It’s not about gender, Carter. You know that. It’s about all of us, together. You feel her, don’t you? She’s part of this. She’s part of us.”

Carter stood still, tense, as she came to him. She felt them all watching, knew a sense of power. Of responsibility. Like the others, Carter had hurts buried deep. She could help him, she knew, and she’d make it easier. His identity in particular was tied to his sexuality. But as Gideon had said, it wasn’t about being gay or straight. It was about being Circ. And damn it, she’d come this far. She wouldn’t let it stop with Carter. He belonged to her too. 

Time to bring him into the fold.





Chapter Eleven

[image: ]

Carter didn’t want to hurt the pretty blond. Bailey seemed sweet, and had his tastes run toward women, he would have given her a second look. But he didn’t want a woman. He wanted… He stared at Gideon and Eli, at Alex looking so relaxed. He wanted what they had. A sense of communion he could feel, had felt, but now seemed outside of that circle. 

Because of the female. A woman always seemed to come between him and those he loved. Society’s fucking rules. Gays had no place in the world, at least not in the one he’d left. But here, with these Circs, there’d been no right or wrong with them. They’d fucked and held each other, and he’d been more.

Bailey, though, she— “What are you doing?” He stared with wide eyes as she went on her knees before him.

He sensed her beast, knew right then it wanted him, and he…settled. He shook his head, sought Gideon, and was surprised by the man’s smile.

“Come on, Bailey. Do him. We want to watch you make him lose his mind,” Eli teased. “She’s wicked hot, man. You’ll come so hard.” 

Bailey ran her fingers up his thighs, her claws shorter than his, but no less sharp. The slight sting as she drew blood surprised him. 

He liked it. 

A fire started in his groin, his balls already tight from fucking and needing to release again. His cock thickened, the desire for sex and affection all bound up—but he sensed she knew that.

He looked at Bailey then, as more than a woman, but as the Circ who belonged to the group. The piece of the puzzle who’d been missing, though he had a feeling they hadn’t finished growing as a pack. His beast knew there were more out there. Bondmates for each of them, maybe.

Carter, the man, tried to take charge. But his beast—and hers—refused to let him. Gideon suddenly stood behind him, that fat cock nudging his ass.

“Open up, Carter. We need you.”

No one needed Carter. Except… He palmed Bailey’s head, feeling the soft strands of her pretty blond hair between his large fingers. “Suck me?” his beast asked, though Carter had meant to demand.

Bailey moaned and opened her mouth, her breasts rosy, her skin flushed. She slid full lips over his slick cockhead, and he bucked deeper, unable to stop himself.

Bailey didn’t flinch. She continued to take him in, until he hit the back of her throat. 

The ecstasy was unexpected. She totally enveloped him. Like Eli and Alex had, but with so much more than her mouth. Emotional fingers trailed from his cock to his heart, stroking as she bobbed over him.

Behind him, Gideon prodded his cheeks apart and pushed. Being taken by his alphas was his world. A thick intrusion burned, then his body gripped hard, needing the penetration. Bailey continued to suck and drag her mouth over him. Her fingers palmed his balls, and he felt a burst of come shoot from his dick.

“So good.”

“Shit yeah,” Eli said. “I want a piece of that sandwich.”

Alex laughed. 

The inclusive mood turned from affectionate to sexual, amping the need. Gideon rammed harder. Bailey drew him deeper, her hands firmer on his sac, priming him. Carter put his hands on either side of Bailey’s head, but he didn’t pull her closer, afraid of hurting her.

Gideon ground and angled his cock, driving into Carter’s happy spot. He jerked into Bailey’s mouth.

“Fuck her, already. She’s Circ. She wants it. Can’t you feel it?” Gideon snarled and pounded him into Bailey. 

Carter had no control, but his beast loved it—being fucked by Gideon while taking her too.

Bailey scratched him, drawing blood, and he roared, lost to his beast. He withdrew from her mouth and yanked her to her feet, pulling away from Gideon as he did so. Then he bent Bailey over, braced against the SUV, and dug into her ass. The way he liked it. A hard anal fucking that had her begging for more as he let loose all restraint.

Gideon returned, hammering into him again, and the threesome made Carter lose his mind. He howled as he poured into her, as Gideon poured into him.

Threads of affection wove him closer to the group, until he could feel Bailey’s feminine energy accepting him, pulling him into a loving heart.

Sappy but true, and he felt it from all of them. From so many who’d never had a home, to this new place of belonging. He did his best to catch his breath as Gideon withdrew, but he remained locked inside Bailey. Her ass hugged him, and she felt damn good.

“Mmm. Again, Carter.”

He didn’t have the energy. Except he did. And as he took Bailey once more, he wondered how the sex among them could get any better. And when they could put that thought to the test.

 

Gideon watched Carter finish inside Bailey, still in a daze at how this orgy had started in the first place. He hadn’t meant to hurt the woman or God forbid force his attentions, but her beast had made it pretty clear she wanted him. Not liking the fact Bailey—the woman—hadn’t seemed to want him back, he’d waited.

And had been rewarded with more emotion than he knew what to do with. What the fuck had just happened?

He glanced around and saw Eli and Alex going at it again, this time in a sixty-nine on the ground that threatened to get his motor running once more. Thankfully, he’d given the last of his sexual arousal to Carter. Fuck, that guy’s ass was like heaven. Almost as good as Bailey’s fine pussy.

It would have been so easy to chalk up everything they’d done to Circ sex. But the emotional aspect to their connection had been there from the start. Only now with Bailey, it felt more complete. 

She’d done something to him, something that shared his beast’s power, and he didn’t know if he liked it. Oh, his beast was thrilled with the female, thoughts of breeding with her at the forefront of his mind. But the danger present… He needed to take care of Norton, Lang, and Smith. Especially Smith.

His dead friends had to be avenged. Yet the thought of their passing no longer hurt him so deeply that he had to seek numbness to survive. Bailey had done something that softened his pain. He wanted to be pissed, but he could better function now. His gift for ferreting out his opponent’s weaknesses would be stronger if he could add his rage to the mix. The burning need for revenge gave him an edge, one they’d need to get back at the assholes who’d hurt them.

He glanced down at his messy body. He wore blood and semen. He’d been super far up Carter’s ass—that ass that was even now flexing as he pumped into Bailey’s fine body.

He’d fucked her hard enough to have a ton of cubs—kids—but he had a feeling they wouldn’t be having any babies tonight. He couldn’t have said how he knew, but he had a feeling the sex had been to lay a foundation for the group. Not to make kids. 

Thank God.

He had no idea how being Circ worked in all its peculiarities. Probably should have stayed for more lessons from Doc and the guys, but being around another group not his own had bothered him. Not to mention those Feds had been more than annoying. His pack needed their own territory.

“I’m done. Shit,” Carter groaned. “Bailey, honey, thank you.” He eased away and left a mess.

The guys on the ground had finished with a lot of swearing and moaning. They stood, looking drunk on pleasure. 

“I feel so good,” Eli said.

Alex threw an arm over his shoulders. “Me too. Man. An orgy. Great stuff.”

Eli snickered.

Bailey straightened, stretched, and sighed. “I feel like I just ran a marathon.”

Gideon crossed to her and gave her a good looking-over. “You okay?”

“I feel really mellow.” She yawned, and her fangs had retracted to look tiny. She appeared kittenish, but he didn’t think she’d appreciate the analogy.

Hiding a smile, he folded her into his arms. She fit. 

He’d never had a girlfriend for more than a few months before shit hit the fan. Sex would get boring. The chick’s gold-digging ways would turn him off. He’d need to move because the cops were getting closer. Or the kicker—the ladies didn’t like Rod and Ollie.

But this woman—Circ—liked his new friends. She seemed to think they belonged to her, like they belonged to him. His inner beast didn’t disagree. Huh.

She glanced up at him and shocked him with a blush. “I’m still naked.”

He grinned. “I noticed.” She had the perfect body. She stood a head smaller than him but had a rockin’ frame. A slender belly, toned legs, a bitable ass and perfect breasts. Not too much, but they totally fit in his hands. High and firm. And so pretty.

“What now?” she asked.

The guys paused and looked to him.

A good question.

Gideon considered their options. “Now we find that file in Jersey. Once we read it, we decide how we’re going to handle Lang and his dickhead cronies.” To forestall Alex, he added, “We’ll call in Circe’s Recruits, don’t worry. But we’re using them as a cleanup team to take care of the mess we’re going to make of Lang’s new lab. He needs to go.”

Bailey cleared her throat. “Me too?”

“Oh, honey. You’re part of the pack now. Can’t you feel it?” 

The others watched her, and they reacted when she did something funky with her feelings. “Oh, yes. I feel it.” She smiled up at him, and he knew he’d never seen anything more beautiful in his life than her golden eyes. “I feel all of you. That’s so weird.”

They laughed, easing into a new camaraderie that would have its ups and downs. But man, Gideon had a new family. Time to make sure it stayed protected. And his. 

 

***

 

Bailey glanced around the new van they’d “liberated” from a used car dealership at the ocean. They’d finally reached New Jersey, only to steal a car. She still had a hard time being involved in a crime, but the guys promised they’d make it right with the owners. I’m so not jailbait material, she kept telling herself.

She looked out the front window and saw Alex and Gideon walking toward the lockers. Number sixty-nine, Katie’s favorite number. She gave a sad smile, remembering her friend and appreciating the courage it must have taken to save others in the face of her own danger. 

Alex had shared with them the fact that his sister had abilities like his. But he’d never realized she might know of her own death and done nothing to prevent it. Bailey could still feel his pain when he remembered Katie, but it had been tempered by the affection the team shared for one another. 

“You’re projecting again, cuteness.” Eli grinned at her.

She rolled her eyes. “Cuteness?”

Carter chuckled. “It’s better than tight ass, which he calls me. That or Lurch.”

She tried not to laugh.

“So you’re feeling our emotions? That’s being empathic, right?” Carter said.

“I don’t know. It’s weird. Since we all…well, you know. On Saturday, when we were, um, together.”

“Together. Yeah.” Eli sighed. “We need to get together again. My mojo’s back and wanting another round.”

Carter flushed. “Ignore him, Bailey. You were saying?”

Gideon and Alex were returning from the lockers with a suitcase. “Before I was made Circ, I didn’t think of myself as psychic.” The guys had mentioned that Lang had used psychic test subjects. “I had flashes of what I’d call women’s intuition. Mostly about people, who to trust, stuff like that.” She frowned. “I never liked Myers or Yates.”

Eli snorted. “Yeah, join the club. Fuckers kidnapped us and injected us with all kinds of shit. I wasn’t psychic.”

“He’s lying.” Carter kicked back in the backseat, stretching out his long, long legs. “I’ve always been able to get people to do what I want, though not to the extent I can now. But not Eli. He’s got a natural shield. Not much affects him. He’s immune to a lot of suggestion, even when it’s for his own good.”

Eli shot him the finger, and Bailey tried not to laugh. To her surprise, she felt comfortable with the guys. Reminders of the sex they’d all shared, shockingly, didn’t bother her at all, because they’d all been in the grip of that desire. Carter felt like a snuggly older brother. Eli’s appreciative glances made her feel pretty. Cared for.

Alex made her want to offer comfort and protect him. But Gideon… She stared at him. He challenged her, affected her beast in a different way than the others did. She didn’t know what to make of him.

“So when we’d tangle in fights in the underground circuit,” Carter was saying, “it was like fighting a rock.”

“Thanks.” Eli preened.

“An obnoxious rock.” Carter opened the van and Alex slid inside. “Did you get it?”

“Yeah.” Alex patted the suitcase. “Drive, Eli.” 

Gideon had already entered the front passenger seat, so Eli hit the gas and they took off.

Gideon turned around to watch Alex. “Alex said this thing has his sister’s scent on it. We don’t have the combo to open it but—”

Alex elongated the nails on one hand and ripped open the locks.

“—we apparently don’t need it. You okay, Alex?”

Alex cleared his throat. “Yeah.” He glanced down at the folders and thumbed through them, handing a few to Bailey. 

What she read stunned her, and she’d only seen a few pages. “Oh my God. This is…”

“The answer we’ve been looking for.” Alex’s eyes glowed, and the pupils elongated before shifting back to normal. “Time to plan, Gideon.”

“Right. Sure. But first, we need to eat.”

“Amen to that.” Eli rubbed his belly.    

They drove away from the beach and found a small mom and pop diner off the turnpike. Once there, they ordered enough food to feed a small nation, drank a gallon of milk and coffee, then leafed through the papers Katie had given her life to secure.

“This is gold,” Gideon said, once again taking charge, naturally.

Bailey wondered that she didn’t take offense to being told what to do. Though Gideon had a few years over her, he’d been thrust into being a Circ just like her. So though larger, he didn’t necessarily have “rank” to pull over her. But his ability to take charge eased her mind. He seemed to know just how to handle the group. 

He gave Carter the responsibility of bringing up the rear and protecting everyone’s back. Alex was his standby guy, the big, badass, intelligent protector who could charm as easily as break limbs. Eli remained the muscle, the driver, the guy who ripped out throats and asked questions later. He seemed to be a triggerman, if Bailey had to put a title to his duties. 

And her… Gideon shot her a look before pouring himself more coffee. Bailey was by his side. Protected yet not. She didn’t see where she fit, exactly, and she wanted to have a conversation with him in private about that. But she still wanted to be a part of this big plan, whatever it might be. 

Gideon put his coffee down and pushed aside his third helping of a huge stack of pancakes, though he chewed through the bacon on the side. “Okay, so here’s what we know.” He glanced around, but considering they were the only ones in the diner, with the exception of an old lady bickering with her husband at the counter, Bailey thought him safe to go on.

“We have addresses, names, and financial records. The jackpot. Carter is not only a huge-ass teddy bear, but he’s also a recreational hacker.”

“Aw, you say the nicest things.” Carter blushed. 

Eli shook his head. “Keeping secrets?”

Carter shrugged. “Not something you tell strangers. That you like to break into restricted sites for fun. Government, banking, technology. It’s all data, in the end. But people can be touchy about sharing. Some might consider what I do offensive.”

“Federally offensive, you mean?” Bailey snorted. “Everyone knows that kind of stuff is” —she lowered her voice— “against the law.”

Gideon frowned and continued, “So Carter’s going to transfer a large amount of money from Amelia Norton’s subverted accounts—the money she’s shoveling into her fucked up Circ project,” he said through gritted teeth. “And we’re going to have our startup money.”

“Startup for what?” Bailey had no idea what he was talking about.

“We’re going to offer bodyguard services to the rich and famous. Preferably non-asshole types overseas. Point is we’ll pick and choose our clients. And we’ll work in teams. No individual projects. We’re pack.” Gideon glanced at Alex. “All of us, together.”

Alex nodded, his eyes bright, a half-smile on his face. “You know, that sounds interesting.”

Gideon seemed satisfied. “So you’re sticking around then?”

“Yeah. It’s a good call, making use of our abilities. That’s kind of what I used to do before ending up a part of this nonsense. I was a sort of PI, and a good one.”

“What’s ‘sort of’ a PI?” Eli wanted to know.

“The unlicensed kind. I worked under the table for people with big wallets.”

Eli looked impressed. “Nice.”

Gideon took charge of the conversation once more. “So we’ll work the cases. Carter will be on standby as a guard slash IT guru, and Bailey’s gonna be our expert on communications and logistics. Kind of like the stuff you said you did at U-Ground, except on a smaller scale.”

His plan sounded doable. Smart, challenging, something she could be a part of with a clear conscience. “I can do that.”

“Yeah, you can. With your gift for being able to read people, and Alex’s for reading things, you two can be the face of the company. You’ll be able to see who’s fair to guard and who’s not. If you think about it, we could have a kickass team and make a killing too.”

Bailey was excited by the prospect. It would be something to keep her mind engaged, and working with the family she’d bonded with. She had no one else. Her parents remained distant, her few college friends even more so. Heck, she’d never been so intimate, emotionally or otherwise, as she was with these Circs.

“What are we going to call ourselves?”

Eli narrowed his eyes. “Gideon Enterprises.”

“Bullshit.” Gideon frowned.

“Why not? You’re our leader, or at least, you think you are. I’m gonna keep you on your toes, jefe.”

“Shut up, Eli.”

Eli grinned. “Yeah, I like it.”

“Me too.” Alex nodded. 

Carter and she agreed as well, before she had to add, “But all of this is moot if we don’t get rid of the people determined to kill us.”

Gideon nodded. “Good point. So here’s what we’re going to do. And Carter, you have to get this right from the get-go or we’re screwed.”

Carter cracked his knuckles, then dug into his fifth omelet. “No problem. You need to steal some money then hide it in the virtual world? I’m your man.”

“He’s so cute when he’s talking geek.” Bailey grinned.

The others laughed. 

Then Gideon explained the plan, and things got real.

 

***

 

Roane returned to the compound and sought his Circs, who were eating with Doc and their mates in the big house. They continued to take at least two meals together per week, needing that closeness they’d always have. He still thought himself lucky beyond compare at having come through so much in his life to be where he was today.

His beautiful mate—and bride—sat bouncing their son in her lap while Hale, McKinley, and Paige argued about trick or treating protocol next month. Doc laughed with Diego, the pair holding hands at the table. Zack and Ace each had a hold of their vicious kids while Kelly laughed at her mates and babies. God, what a handful, but so adorable. Especially when little Max tried to climb up his father’s arms like a squirrel.

“Ow, Max. Stop it. Down, boy.” Zack finally caught the kid before he could launch through the air at Roane, his favorite uncle. 

“Uncle Wone.” Max held out his arms.

Ace snickered. “I think our boy wants time with the fun uncle.”

“No way. Last time he scratched up my pretty face,” Roane said, trying not to grin even as he motioned for Max to jump.

In a dry voice, Caitlyn, his wife, answered, “I think we’ll all survive.”

Max jumped, using his innate Circ reflexes to push his little two and a half-year old body across the room at real speed. But Derrick stood fast to intercept the flying boy, tickling him into giggles. 

Sabrina patted her rounded belly. “God willing, D, we have girls.”

“I don’t know.” Derrick glanced at little Alison cooing at Ace. “She has him wrapped around her tiny fingers. Can I handle another female tying me in knots?” His pointed glance at her made her blush.

Roane had it all. Friends, family, love. But seeing the new guys and their troubles brought it home to him that safety was an illusion. His team had been through tough times, and they no doubt would be again.

“So tell us, Roane. What happened?” Doc asked.

The room quieted, even the toddlers hushing. Jacob laid his dark head on his mother’s shoulder and sucked his thumb. Man, Roane loved that boy.

He coughed to clear the emotion from his thick throat. “They came back. Our guys spotted them in a stolen van—no surprised there—picking up something from a row of lockers at the beach.”

Hale frowned. “But they didn’t come back to us with it.”

“Not yet,” McKinley said. “Remember, they’re not part of us. Not really. They have to do this their way first.”

“You’re defending them?” Paige, his mate, asked. “I’m surprised. I thought you’d be all for pulling them in and letting you and General Shield’s men handle this.” 

Roane silently agreed. This kind of operation was right up McKinley’s alley.

“Normally I would. And you know we’ll be there to take charge once Mike”— General Shields—“determines we need to. But there’s something to be said about wiping the slate clean, personally.”

The guys all nodded. They’d been there, wanting to punish Dr. Elliot Pearl and his underlings themselves, to know things had been handled. “They probably don’t trust the government either,” Roane said. “Remember, the guys we’re talking about are all ex-cons and thieves.”

“Except for Bailey,” Doc added. “How do we know she’s okay?”

The one fly in the ointment. Hell, one? Make that another one. 

“Well, Hayashi pointed her out to Gideon and Alex. That has to mean something good, right?” Kelly asked. 

They all trusted the psychic Circ, a member of the ex-SEAL team down South.

“It could.” Roane paused. “I can’t say for certain, but Alex and Gideon seemed a lot more settled than the last time we’d seen them. And you know how taking mates helped us.”

Ace nodded. “Got a point.”

“Yeah, but one female for all the guys? They’re not all mated to her, are they?” Derrick asked. “I mean, finding Caitlyn helped us a lot, but I was still a little iffy until Sabrina.”

“A little?” Hale snorted.

“Up yours, Rogers,” Derrick snarled, having tempered his fuck you comments because of the little ones at the table.

Hale chuckled. 

“You know,” Doc said slowly, “you Circs are evolving. I’ve been in touch with other experts over the past year especially, and we’re finding that some groups are clicking in a different way. Taking that mating heat and condensing it, making the need for just one female a necessity rather than one for each member. Who knows? She might complete their circle, or she could just stabilize it.”

“Or she could be held against her will by big, strong monsters,” Sabrina said, no give in her tone. “You need to find out. She should be there of her own free will, not because we were too lazy to help her.”

“There’s my girl.” Derrick hugged her. “Still a little boss under all the baby.”

“Shut up, Derrick.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

The others laughed and grinned. 

Roane sighed. “I know, I know. Let’s eat, see what the tail on them reports back, then we’ll head in. Okay?” He stroked his son’s head, taken with the tiny purr of contentment. He kissed his mate. “Now pass the burgers.”

 

***

 

Unbeknownst to Circe’s Recruits, the federal agent tailing Gideon made another call after contacting Roane.

“I swear. I have no idea what was in that suitcase. I couldn’t get closer without being made. You know they can smell people. I told you I wasn’t the guy to follow. They know me from the gym.” Where he’d had his ass handed to him by Elijah Ortiz.

A pause, then the agent paled. “Fine. I’ll let the others know. But you have to pay the money tomorrow. I’m on the hook for a lot, and they said they’ll hurt my wife if I don’t give them fifty grand by tomorrow night.”

After being promised his payment, he prayed they’d follow through. Then he called a few more people and set the plan in motion. God bless those poor bastards tomorrow.

Amelia Norton, he’d come to learn a little too late, didn’t know the meaning of the word mercy.





Chapter Twelve

[image: ]

Gideon sat by the side entrance to Amelia Norton’s private office in her mega warehouse. The thing had shut down for the night, but as they well knew, action in Dr. Lang’s laboratory never stopped. Lang’s people tortured, abused, and killed twenty-four/seven in the name of science.

Dickhead. 

Gideon turned to Bailey, sandwiched between him and Alex. The woman had balls, he’d give her that. She wore the same black utilities they’d all appropriated from the government idiots tailing them. Like they didn’t know they’d been followed. 

Christ. Eli was right. Uncle Sam needed a better system of hiring men with guns.

No telling what Norton had in store for them, but Gideon and the team were more than ready to find out. They’d set the explosives near the sewer lines connecting the underground of her warehouse to a network of tunnels. 

In his earpiece, he heard Carter give the go-ahead. “Money’s been transferred. She’ll know within minutes, but the funds just…ah. Disappeared. Let’s go.”

“Cameras?”

“Hold on. Okay, they’re now offline.” 

“You know what to do.”

Carter had siphoned the money. Cameras were down. Time to infiltrate and beat Amelia, Lang, and Smith at their own game. 

But inside her locked office, Amelia sat waiting for them. She lounged behind her desk, wearing a pink designer suit, and looked like a million bucks. Around her a dozen armed guards stood waiting. Gideon sniffed but didn’t scent Circ. He didn’t buy it.

“She’s blocking them somehow,” Bailey whispered. 

Alex nodded. “The doorknob was clean. Too clean. Only Norton’s thoughts of her desk and nothing else. She’s got to have someone shielding for her.”

Great. They’d known it would get messy though. Gideon stood straighter, going against his instincts and letting Bailey stand next to him and Alex. But that was part of the plan. To show Bailey meant less to him, to his group, than the others might think. Their ace in the hole, a pretty woman who contained a veritable beast inside.

Amelia knew Bailey to be Circ. In fact, she watched Bailey with keen attention. But the woman had no idea what Bailey was capable of. Hell, Gideon didn’t think she knew either. But his beast did.

He gave a wide smile. “You know who we are. We want Lang and Smith. You can do whatever the fuck you want.” Truth. He’d let Bailey deal with her.

One of the men next to her whispered something, and she nodded. “I’m sorry to say Dr. Lang and Mr. Smith are occupied at the moment.”

“Move,” he murmured into his mic.

“Heard it.” Eli said into Gideon’s ear piece. “We’re there.” In the lower levels, courtesy of Katie’s blueprints. Gideon heard snarls and gunfire, and tuned it out.

He focused on Amelia’s snakelike charm. She didn’t blink, and her skin looked too smooth to be natural. Further study showed tiny, interlocking scales. Something a Circ, with his enhanced vision, would be able to see.

“You took the formula?” he asked her.

Alex stilled, gave a subtle nod. 

“I did. And it’s fabulous. I have you and your friends to thank.” She nodded at them, her gaze still drawn to Bailey. “But then, you have your own magic formula. A beautiful woman available at your fuck and call.”

“Clever.” Bailey snorted. “But that kind of crudeness is what I’d expect from an immoral trust fund baby. Worth millions, but no more than that. You needed science to keep you pretty because you’re so ugly inside.” Bailey cocked her head. “Oh, wow. You need that pain, don’t you? Something to fill the emptiness that keeps you up at night.”

Gideon didn’t know what Bailey had sensed, but she’d hit a nerve.

“You little bitch.” Amelia sneered. Then she looked at Alex and gave him a cold, calculating smile. Scary that the woman actually had sex appeal, in an icy, will-bite-your-head-off-after-sex kind of way. 

“Katie Sheridan.” She dragged one perfectly manicured nail over her ruby red lips. “Such a waste. She didn’t go quickly, you know.”

Alex tensed. “How do you know Katie?”

“Dear, I know everyone. I know Katie was your sister. That she fucked like a bitch in heat when our Circs had their way with her. That she died in pain, befitting the traitor she was.”

Alex’s eyes glowed. He fisted his hands, his nails lengthening into claws.

The men around Amelia raised their guns. The same man who’d whispered in her ear previously whispered something else.

Gideon wanted to drop him with a psychic blast, but he waited, conscious he had to make the right choice or they’d be royally screwed. Trust Amelia to line her defenses with secret psychics soldiers.

“Did you know she cried for her brother to come rescue her?” Amelia sighed. “Where were you, Alex? Too busy fucking Gideon to help your baby sister, I suppose. So much blood. It took forever to clean. But I think I have a few of her teeth leftover, as a souvenir. Would you like one as a keepsake?” She reached into her drawer, and Alex flew at her.

“Alex, no.” Bailey tried to reach for him, but he evaded her.

Gideon took a step in Amelia’s direction, but he needn’t have bothered. Her soldiers rallied around her even as they shot at Alex. Full of holes, bullets tailored to go through Circ skin, apparently, Alex went down. Three of her men dragged him closer while the rest kept their weapons on Gideon and Bailey.

“So pretty. It’s so sad he’s such a prick,” Amelia said sadly. She rose and crossed to Alex, clanging as her platinum bangles clinked against one another. “I could have used a man like you in my stable. You’re strong, handsome.” She reached Alex and dug her fingers into his wounds, her nails making them wider.

Alex coughed up blood even as he expelled a few rounds from his body and started to heal.

Bailey stepped closer and received a bullet in the leg. She screamed and went down.

Amelia shook her head, watching the scene. “So weak. How is it you’re Circ, girl?” Then she turned back to Alex and stroked his head. “I think I might keep you around. Maybe you can breed me better cells to work with. I do love your eyes.”

Alex groaned and closed his eyes, then in a burst of speed, grabbed Amelia by her bracelets. 

“Get off me!” She tried to pry herself free, but Alex clung like a burr.

He stared at one of the men near her desk, with a gun drawn. “That one.” Not the one who’d been whispering.

Gideon didn’t need further urging. He shot a blast between the man’s eyes, working hard to penetrate the psychic shield protecting the enemy from his mind while dealing with the pain of bullets tearing into his flesh. And as he probed mentally, he ran at his opponent, intending to decimate him physically as well. Only after he’d shoved a fist through the man’s body was he able to ram through his mind.

Once done, he dropped the rest of the human guards with ease, all of them lying unconscious on the ground.

Bailey trembled, still in pain because she’d taken a few more hits, and Amelia took advantage. She ripped out of Alex’s hold and yanked Bailey into her arms.

“You stupid, stupid people. You’re no match for me. Never could be. You’re nothing, You’re—”

Bailey rose and bit the woman’s arm. Amelia shrieked, and Bailey turned on the pain. She kicked and scratched, doing her best to mark up Amelia’s perfect face. A face built by Circ genes, apparently, because she healed immediately from each wound.

“Don’t kill her yet,” Gideon cautioned Bailey as he and Alex hurried to Amelia’s computers. They plugged in the device Carter had given them. “Carter, we’re in,” Gideon said into his earpiece. “Are the feds there?”

“Yeah,” Eli answered for Carter. “Carter’s working right now.”

“Got it!” Carter said. “I’m in her system.”

Gideon wanted to smile. “Eli, what’s the situation?”

“As we suspected. Lang and Smith are gone.”

“Shit.” That smile he’d been feeling faded. Gideon had known they had no chance at stopping the entire program, but a part of him had hoped to nail either Lang or Smith. 

Eli continued, “Most of the files and almost all of their test subjects gone too. Only a few left behind, those almost dead. You have another two minutes before the Feds break through the security locks Carter reinforced. Hurry up. We’re out.”

Explosions rocked the structure. Nothing that would kill anyone inside, but enough damage to the building that it would come down if not fixed within a few days.

Gideon had known getting into Katie’s locker wouldn’t help as much as he’d hoped. They had a federal tail, one they hadn’t been able to shake after picking it up after the campground. For all he knew, they’d witnessed the mating heat at its peak. He hadn’t exactly been in control of himself, more concerned with bonding with the group, and Bailey, in particular.

He couldn’t let himself care about that. It was done. The Circs belonged to him now.

But the missed chance to nail Lang and Smith…that hurt. Fuck. Rod and Ollie deserved better.

“You’re going to pay for that,” Bailey roared. Amelia had pulled out a hunk of Bailey’s hair.

“We need to know what she knows,” Gideon reminded her.

“We know enough,” Alex said, still pale.

“You okay?” Poor Alex had taken a lot of rounds to the chest.

“Yeah. Still healing. Hurts like a bitch. But I felt her. She doesn’t know where Smith and Lang are.” Alex gave an evil grin. “Because Smith double-crossed her. He’s been working with Lang all along.”

“What?” Amelia shrieked and earned a scratch from eye to eye that blinded her momentarily.

Bailey in a mad was something to see. What a sexy beast. Gideon gave her a thumbs up. She gave him the finger. He laughed.

“Yeah. Smith must have given her one of those bracelets, because I saw him and Lang talking about taking over once she’s dead. And we weren’t part of the plan to take her out.” Alex glanced at her security, still lying unmoving on the floor. “They were.”

“Liars!” Amelia had bloody tears streaming from her face. Bailey wouldn’t leave her alone. They fought even harder when Amelia tried to crawl free.

Bailey hammered her with fists and claws, tore the woman’s shoulder free from its socket, then cracked her spine.

At that, Amelia stopped moving and moaned. 

“Nice work.” Gideon didn’t feel an ounce of regret. 

“She killed babies, Gideon.” Bailey’s eyes glowed with righteous fury. “I read that bit in her files.”

He frowned. “Seriously?” 

“Yeah. All those helpless lives to stay young.”

“She was wrong,” Alex agreed. “But Bailey, she took from embryonic stem cells. Those were four or five day old cells, at best.”

“And she had Circs and mutants rape the psychic ‘breeders’ from level four. Women like Katie.” 

Alex blinked. “What?”

“I took that file out, so you wouldn’t see it and do something foolish.” Bailey left Amelia on the floor, gasping for breath, and reached out to Alex. She cupped his cheek with a bloody hand. “I’m so sorry. But if Katie hadn’t died when she did, she would have had a very bleak future to look forward to.” 

“Shit.” Alex breathed hard, then moved to Amelia. He stared down at her, passing a judgment Gideon clearly agreed with. But being Alex, he couldn’t finish the job. “Drown in your own blood, bitch.”

Gideon shook his head. He’d seen too many Circs and people less than human come back from death. Hell, he wasn’t sure he’d killed Myers, and he’d disemboweled the guy. Gideon joined his packmate took a good look at Amelia, gasping for breath.

Then he took care of the problem.

Both Alex and Bailey gaped at him.

“What? She’s not gonna come back from that.”

They all stared at her head sitting some distance from her body. 

Bailey swallowed audibly. “Guess not.”

The loud shriek of an alarm warned them to move. 

“I said you have another two minutes,” Eli snarled into Gideon’s ear piece.

Gideon cringed and adjusted the volume. Then he grabbed Carter’s gizmo from Amelia’s computer and followed Alex and Bailey out the side exit, toward the roof.

Once through the stairway, they saw a helicopter on the helipad—and he froze at sight of all five Circe’s Recruits.

“Get what you came for?” Roane asked.

Gideon nodded, not sure he could overtake them even with Alex and Bailey’s help. Roane’s guys were a true unit, badass, and they’d had years to come together as a team.

“Then get in.” Roane motioned to the helicopter. “You need to move. We’ll contain the Feds.”

Alex and Bailey beelined for the chopper. Gideon paused by Roane and stuck out a hand. “Thanks.”

Roane shook it, then dragged him closer and stared into his eyes. “You all okay? Everyone with you because they want to be?”

They both looked to Bailey, who sat frowning at them. “Hurry up, Gideon! We don’t have all damn day.”

Gideon smiled. “Yeah. I don’t think I could own that woman if I wanted to.”

Roane sighed. “Thank God. Now I can get Sabrina and the others off my ass.”

“Huh?”

“Never mind. Tell him where to drop you, and take the number the pilot gives you. I understand that you’ll want to be far from here and this mess, but we need to keep in touch. There’s a lot Doc keeps learning you’ll need to know.”

“Okay.” Gideon could do that. “It’s not over, though. Amelia Norton’s dead. The money’s dried up, but there’s no telling how much Lang got from her before they escaped.”

“Shit.” Roane gave Gideon a push. “Go on. We’ll look into it. Trust me.”

Gideon raced to escape, staring with his friends at the Circs left on the rooftop. Kindred spirits, men with abilities like his and his team’s. But not family. Not pack.

He took Bailey’s hand in his, gripped Alex’s too before letting go. 

“Time for tomorrow,” he said.

Alex nodded. Bailey kissed them both on their cheeks. But Gideon was having none of that. He pulled her in for an embrace that left them both breathing fast.

“I take it we’ll be pausing for some downtime before going after the bastards again?” Alex raised a brow and brought Bailey’s hand over his erection. Apparently Gideon hadn’t been the only one affected by that kiss.

Fine by Gideon. “A lot of downtime,” he said, which caused Bailey to smile. “We’ve only just scratched the surface.”

 

***

 

A week later, as the five of them lounged, naked in a luxury beach villa in the Virgin Islands, away from the stress of life and death, Gideon finished pumping into Bailey’s sexy body while she sucked Eli to heaven.

The knowledge Circs couldn’t get sexual disease was a huge relief. That Bailey could control her conception another gift that kept on giving.

“Fuck. Yeah,” Eli purred after he lay back on the sultan-like bed strewn with pillows, the bed large enough to handle five sex-hungry Circs. “You got some serious staying power, Gid.”

Gideon moaned as he came, just as Bailey tensed around him, squeezing him into another shot at heaven. He finally withdrew, only to watch Carter and Alex going at it. Alex had become more aggressive after their showdown with Amelia Norton. But Gideon thought it suited the guy. No more sulking and grieving. Yeah, he’d lost his sister. But Alex needed to turn that lingering sadness to rage, to get closure.

Closure—something Gideon planned to find as soon as he filleted Lang from neck to crotch.

Carter, bent over, came all over a pillow. “Yes. Damn, Alex.”

“Oh man. Not again,” Eli complained and grabbed it, tossing the stained pillow with the soiled sheets into the large canvas bag by the door. Housekeeping had to be wondering what the hell they were up to, but the discreet staff did their job. They cleaned, brought food and booze, and stayed out of the way. 

God bless Norton’s millions.

Alex swore as he finished, leaving a mess inside Carter the guy didn’t seem to mind, since he purred like a freight train.

They all glanced at one another, then as one, raced out of their villa stark naked. They pounded through the silky sand into the ocean. Letting themselves float and play, they embraced their beasts and eased their cares away, far into the evening, past the setting sun, in their own private retreat. 

Returning to their home away from home, they threw on some shorts, a sarong for Bailey, who looked like a freakin’ queen in the thing—and knew it—and gathered around the long table to eat the bounty laid out for them. Staff had brought a feast, and Eli was already digging in.

“Hey, save some roast pork for me,” Carter complained. 

While the team ate and teased, Gideon excused himself. “Be right back.”

Bailey and Alex gave him a look.

“Just checking something.” He’d been avoiding the call for days, but he knew he needed to check in.

“Hurry up.” Bailey gave him a look. Bossy little thing, but he really loved that about her. Like the rest of them, she fit right in, right into that once vacant spot in his heart. Oh man, I’m getting sappy again. 

“Just who’s boss around here?” Gideon teased, trying to feel a little less emotional. But Bailey, that vixen, smirked at him and mouthed, “Love you, too.”

Everyone else answered the question of who was boss at the same time. “Bailey.”

“Smug is not your color.” He gave her a fake glare, unable to ignore her gorgeous smile, and left for the back bedroom, where he’d left his phone. 

He called the number the pilot had given him. 

Roane answered on the first ring. “Damn. I thought you were going to call me.”

“Isn’t that what I’m doing?”

“I’m surrounded by smartasses.” Roane sighed. Then his tone grew serious. “Look, there are some things you need to know.”

“Yeah?” Gideon stared out the window at the ocean, trying to calm his racing heart. The moon shone down over a glorious sight. Palm trees swayed in the mild breeze. The tang of ocean air, sex, and Circ made him want to roll in the occasion, committing it to memory. Best few days of his life, and he never wanted this peace to end.

But this call to Roane had done just that.

“So we did a thorough clean up. Amelia Norton is really dead.”

“You’re welcome.”

Roane snorted. “Had it coming to her, have to say. A real evil woman, that one. Anyhow, we found out that someone skimmed thirty and a half million from her account before she died. And that was off the hundred million she had tucked away for her off-the-books Circ project. But that’s also gone.”

“How’s that?”

“We think Lang took the money, but even he got swindled. I can’t see him stealing from himself, can you?  A hundred mil, now more like sixty and a half. You don’t know anything about that, do you?”

Satisfaction bloomed. “Nope.”

“Didn’t think so.” Roane paused. “We also came across some remains. Manuel Rodriguez. Doc had all of him, ah, that we could find, cremated for you.”

Gideon rubbed his chest, feeling a sense of peace cover his sadness, now he could finally bury his buddy. Smith and Lang would eventually pay. He’d personally see to it. “Thanks, man.”

He waited to hear about Ollie.

“Another thing.” Roane’s tone warned Gideon to be wary. “We found a file. Your friend, Ollie. Oliver Torelli, right?”

“Yes.”

“Well, he’s not dead. At least, not that we could find. You said your buddy died, that he couldn’t handle the El13 serum?”

“That’s what Lang said. Smith too. They lied?” Gideon’s hand shook. “Tell me, damn it.”

“We found files on an Oliver Torelli. He’s alive, Gideon. Or at least, he was when Lang escaped with him and the rest of his experiments. But Gideon, he’s been labeled a mutant. You know what that means.”

“That he’s less than human. Like the rest of us.” 

“Not like the rest of us.” Roane’s voice gentled. “We’ve had some luck with regressing mutancy, though. Find him and bring him to Doc. He might be able to turn your guy back. But he’ll never be who he was.”

“Thanks. I’ll get back with you later.” Gideon disconnected. 

Ollie is alive! His joy tempered by the fact his buddy might be truly lost to him, he couldn’t help focusing on the positive. He’d find Ollie and do right by his friend. 

If Ollie could be saved, Gideon would make it happen. If not, he’d give the guy the end he deserved. A quick and painless death.

He turned around to see the entire group watching him. He glanced at the phone in his hand, then tossed it to a nearby table. “You heard?” With Circ hearing so sensitive, there were little secrets in the group.

“Yeah.” Alex smiled. “Ollie’s alive, huh?”

“Some part of him is,” Gideon said, then slowly smiled back. “So something else for us to celebrate.”

Eli strode forward. In a lightning fast move, he hauled Gideon over his shoulder in a fireman’s carry. Cocky son of a bitch. “Come on, oh great leader. Pull that stick out of your ass and enjoy our last few days of freedom. Then we’ll go grab your friend and introduce him to Carter’s butt-lovin’.”

“Fuck you, Eli.” Carter flipped him off. “Seriously though. If he’s as sexy as you are, Gideon, I’ll be gentle for his first time. Promise.”

Bailey laughed. “Me too!”

And Gideon knew that whatever came next, he’d be okay. They’d be okay. He had a family that stuck. Thicker than blood. They weren’t straight or gay. Weren’t even fucking human.

They were Circ.   
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CIRCE’S RECRUITS: ROANE 

 

EXCERPT

 

“Derrick and Hale, post at the exits. Zack, the blanket.” Zack nodded, helping Roane wrap the woman up in an overly large blanket.

“Ace is waiting with the SUV,” Zack murmured.

Moving with a sense of urgency and praying Vincent Hoff and Simon Dunn were the only two assholes the Project’s Protection Agency — the PPA — had sent after Caitlyn Chase, Roane hefted Caitlyn in his arms and hurried down the alley toward the parking lot. Derrick held him back a moment, then nodded and shuttled him to the vehicle.

Ace had popped open the back hatch and sat waiting behind the wheel, tapping at it nervously. “We need to fly,” he said as Roane gently set the woman down and slammed the hatch shut. “I’ve got cops looking for me from that accident scene on Beach. The other guy is majorly pissed that I smashed his precious Lexus.”

Roane waited for Derrick, Zack, and Hale to enter the vehicle before climbing in the front passenger seat.

“Slow down, we don’t want to draw attention,” he warned Ace as the man pressed the accelerator.

“Talk about your backseat drivers,” Ace mumbled but slowed a fraction. “So what’s the deal with the package?” He looked in his rearview at the back.

“She started changing, right there in the alley,” Derrick said with a grin. “Damn if she didn’t do Roane some damage.”

“Some,” Roane agreed, suddenly feeling the sting of several deep gouges. “The stubborn woman wouldn’t listen.”

“Would you have?” Zack asked with a snort. “She just got mauled by two dickheads from the PPA and has no idea she’s a Circ.”

“And then she had to face you,” Hale added with mock terror. “Hell, I’d have gone for your jugular the minute I laid eyes on your ugly face.”

“Can’t argue with that,” Ace agreed and turned onto Washington Street, heading out of Cape May proper. “Now, how about you idiots shut up while our fearless leader tells me where to go?”

“I’d like to tell you where to go,” Derrick muttered.

“The compound,” Roane said, staring out the window. “Zack, contact Doc and let him know we’re coming. He’ll need to identify what they drugged her with.”

Zack nodded and reached for his cell phone.

As they merged onto the Parkway, Roane thought about the woman they’d just saved. He stared at his arms. She’d raked him with inch-long claws. But despite the low growl when she’d been threatened, he had the impression she’d wanted more to escape than to harm. Interesting qualities for a lab rat. All of the former patients from the project were psychotic, Circs with no conscience who preyed on the weak. Caitlyn was the first they’d found who seemed fairly normal. Until her untimely change.

Normal. He scowled, wishing he could banish the picture of her voluptuous body from his mind. Her sheer, white cotton shirt had done nothing to mask the perfection straining beneath. Instead, with her every effort to be free, the shirt had either molded to the fullness of her breasts or slid open to accent the slick valley between those bountiful mounds. God help him, but Roane had zeroed in on the heat of her hard nipples as they raked across his chest with more force than her damn claws.

“Doc’s standing by.”

He nodded to Zack and blatantly stared at the speedometer, causing Ace to swear under his breath and slow down. A low, sudden groan captured everyone’s attention from the back.

“She shouldn’t be doing that, should she?” Derrick asked, shifting in his seat. “The dart should have put her down for another few hours, at least. The ones the PPA use normally do.”

Roane narrowed his gaze when he realized the rest of his men were squirming as well. He took a breath and froze as his dick swelled to a massive erection.

“Shit, she’s in heat.”
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