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Pack Politics

Protecting her is the most important job I've ever had. But I'll have to resist her charms—and her scent—if I want to keep her safe.


As an alpha in the Secret Service, I protect important people every day. But  none have been quite as important as her—the omega senator I'm tasked to protect.
Not just any omega senator—the first since our world changed. Since we all got our designations.
Sloane Ashford is independent.
Unmated.
So why does her scent drive me and my men crazy?
I'll have to defend her from an assassination plot and try to keep my sanity—all while tamping down my jealousy of the other men on this job with me. 
And ignore how insatiable I know Sloane would be if she gave in—needy enough for all three of us.
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Trigger Warnings


Please note that the following pages contain:
Violence
Terrorism
Revenge Porn






Prologue


The Great Mutation changed everything. 
A virus resulted in the enhancement of our pheromones, a major change in the chemical makeup of some hyper-aggressive people--alphas--and others who lost control of our sex drive when we went into heat. At first, everyone thought we could keep on going like normal...
...but then the Alpha Control Bureau rose, claiming omegas couldn't be trusted.
The Control War ravaged our country.
And in the ruins of the war, the Alpha Control Bureau--the ACB--took control.
They ruled for twenty-five years, until an organization called the Enclave finally rose up and destroyed them. That was three years ago--and since then, we've established a new government in our city of Solstice Bay, a megacity encompassing what used to be a collection of states in the American northeast.
We're working hard to change this world for the better...but ACB forces still want to take back their power. 
And I'm about to get stuck in the middle of it.




Chapter one







Sloane


Three years ago, I was on the run, hiding in a small town north of the Canadian border. 
And now...I'm here.
Sitting in the Solstice Bay Senate, making decisions for everyone in the city, alpha, beta, and omega.
As the first omega elected to Solstice Bay's brand new governing body, the pressure is on. There are people in the city who don't think people like me have any business in government, and it's essential that I prove them wrong. I'm used to getting hate mail; that's nothing new.
But this...?
This is bad.
A Secret Service agent from the Enclave--the organization that protects the Senate and enforces our new laws to protect everyone--sits across from me in my office with his hands clasped, watching as I go through the open file folder on my desk. My heart pounds as I look through the material--and I'm sure that he can hear it. He's an alpha, and even though I'm on suppressants and got a synthetic claiming mark years ago, he'll be hyper-attuned to my vitals.
I can't be bothered to care right now.
The threats are serious.
I look through photographs of the front of my house...read transcripts of voicemails that were filtered out by security before they got to me. Apparently, Senate security tried to keep me insulated from all this, and they've been keeping an eye on the situation...but it just keeps escalating.
"Who do you think it is?" I ask. 
The alpha, Agent Reeves, furrows his brow and shakes his head. 
"I wish we knew, but we don't have many leads yet," he says. "Based on the material we've seen, it may be a group of people targeting you--probably former ACB. They've been trying to get organized ever since we took the city back and radicalize for years, but they've never been successful. Until now."
I take a deep breath and try to stay calm, but my hands are trembling as I close the folder and push it away from me. "What's the plan? What can we do?"
Agent Reeves leans forward, his eyes locked on mine. "We're working on a security detail for you. And in the meantime, I suggest you avoid public events and try to keep a low profile."
I snort. "As a member of the Senate? That's impossible."
"I understand," he says, his voice low and steady. "But your safety is our top priority. We'll do everything in our power to protect you."
I want to believe him, but it's hard to shake the fear that's taken hold of me. I never wanted this kind of attention--I just wanted to make a difference in my community. But now, because of my position and my biology, I'm a target.
"The Alpha Control Bureau isn't in charge of this city anymore," I mutter. "Can't you do something about this? If I withdraw from public life...they're getting what they want."
"Try not to look at it that way, Senator Ashford," he replies. "What they really want is you in their hands--and that's only going to happen if we're not careful. 
I nod, understanding the gravity of the situation. I know I have to be strong and vigilant, not just for myself but for the whole city. As the first omega in the Senate, I have to prove to everyone that I am capable of making the right decisions.
"I'll do whatever it takes to ensure my safety and the safety of those around me," I say resolutely.
Agent Reeves nods, a small smile forming on his lips. "I know you will, Senator. But you're not alone in this. The Enclave is here to protect you, and we'll do everything in our power to keep you safe."
I take a deep breath and try to push away the fear that's been clawing at me. I have a responsibility to my community, and I won't let them down.
"Thank you, Agent Reeves," I say. "I'll do my best to cooperate with the security detail and follow the necessary precautions...but I am needed in the Senate hall. We're taking a vote in a couple minutes and--"
"Of course," he says, "but you should know...I've been asked by the Enclave to accompany you at all times for the next few weeks--until we've apprehended the people threatening you."
I bite my lip, angry that this is my life. Part of the reason I got into politics is because I don't want omegas to have to live with alphas looming over our shoulders...but I understand that Agent Reeves is just trying to protect me.
"I appreciate it," I tell him, plastering a grateful smile on my face. "If you'll come with me, then?"
Agent Reeves nods and stands up, holding the door open for me. I take a deep breath and step out of my office, my high heels clicking on the polished tile floor. As we make our way to the Senate chamber, I can feel the weight of the stares from my colleagues and staff members. Some nod in my direction, others give me a disapproving glance. But I hold my head high and focus on the task at hand.
As we enter the chamber, the room falls silent and all eyes turn to us. I walk to my seat at the center of the room, feeling the weight of the responsibility on my shoulders. Agent Reeves takes his place behind me, his eyes scanning the room for any potential threats.
I try to focus on the task at hand--the vote we're about to take--but it's hard to shake the fear that's been gnawing at me since I got the first threat. I can't help but wonder who it is, if it's someone I know...if they'll succeed in their plan.
"Senator Ashford!" a voice calls out, and I turn to see one of my fellow senators rushing towards me. Senator Gary Westerland is an older man, and I've never really felt like he's entirely onboard with my presence here--but he's also always been kind, and I'm sure he's harmless. Or at least I was, until I started thinking that my enemy could be anyone. 
"Hi Gary," I say with a weak smile. "And please--I've told you before, you can just call me Sloane; we're colleagues, after all."
"Oh, you know I'm old-fashioned," he chuckles. "I just wanted to say that I'm so sorry to hear about the threats. Is there anything I can do to help?"
Reeves is right at my back, practically looming over the senator. 
"No, thank you," I say, keeping my voice steady as my eyes flicker back at Reeves. "The Secret Service is handling it, and we're taking all necessary precautions to ensure my safety and the safety of everyone in Solstice Bay."
Gary nods, his expression serious. "Of course, of course. It's just...well, it's a scary time for all of us. We're making history with this Senate, and there are bound to be people who don't like it."
I nod in agreement, grateful for his support. "But we can't let fear stop us from doing what's right for Solstice Bay. We have a responsibility to protect and serve the people, no matter what."
Gary smiles, his eyes shining with pride. "Well said, Sloane. Well said. Now, let's get to work."
As I turn back to the front of the room, I feel a sense of relief wash over me. Gary's words have reminded me why I wanted to be here in the first place--to make a difference, to fight for justice and equality for all. The fear and uncertainty may still be present, but I won't let it consume me.
I focus on the vote at hand, listening carefully as my colleagues debate the issue and ultimately make their decisions. Agent Reeves never leaves my side, and I'm grateful for the sense of security he provides.
As the session comes to a close, I feel a sense of exhaustion wash over me. It's been a long day, and the weight of the threats still linger in the back of my mind.
"Sloane," Agent Reeves says as we exit the Senate chamber. "Do you need a moment to rest?"
I pause, considering his offer. "No, I think I'm okay for now. But thank you for asking."
He nods and continues walking beside me, his eyes scanning the hallway for any potential danger.
"So..." I start. "Now that the day's over, I guess you'll escort me home and...then what?"
He clears his throat. "We'll actually need accommodation at your home--just to make sure you're safe," he says. "The rest of the team is waiting in your office."
I raise my eyebrows. "The rest of the team...?"
"Yes," he replies. "We're going to have around-the-clock security detail. At least until we catch the people who are threatening you."
I nod, understanding the gravity of the situation. I knew it was going to be serious, but having strangers in my home and around me at all times is going to take some getting used to.
"I understand," I say, my voice barely above a whisper. "And I appreciate everything you and the Enclave are doing to protect me."
Reeves nods curtly, his face a mask of determination. "We take our job seriously, Senator Ashford. Your safety is our top priority."
We make our way down the hallway in silence, and my mind wanders to thoughts of my home--the place where I've always felt the safest, the most comfortable. 
But now, with strangers in my home and the threat of danger looming over my every move, I can't help but wonder if I'll ever feel truly safe again.
This is Solstice Bay...the good and the bad. I knew what I was getting into when I signed up for this job, when I was elected to the Senate. I knew it wouldn't be easy playing this historic role.
But it's still a privilege.
"If you're going to be staying at my house, I'm going to have to insist we go by first names," I say, smiling sadly. "Mine's Sloane...but you already knew that."
He chuckles, and little dimples appear in his freckled cheeks. He's cute; it's not often I think ACB agents are cute.
"Nathaniel," he says, "but my friends call me Nate."
"Nate," I echo. "Is that what we are? Friends?"
His smile widens; the dimples get deeper. "I sure hope so...Sloane," he says.
And that's how it starts.
Me, the agent...and the two men waiting in my office. 
Together until this mess is resolved.
Friends.




Chapter two







Nate


When I got the assignment to protect a senator, I fully believed I'd be following around some stuffy older man or woman...not this. 
Not the most beautiful woman I've ever seen.
I open her office door for her, scoping the place out before I usher her inside. My team is waiting: Milo Thorne, a beta intelligence operative, and Arjun Singhe, a strong, smart operative I know I can trust. I've never met Milo, but I've worked with Arjun a couple times and he's tough. 
And it's not like I have any claim to Sloane--fuck, she would probably be pissed at the very idea of that--but I feel this strange sense of possessiveness toward her as I watch the other guys take in the sight of her.
Fucking gorgeous.
Curly, espresso-colored hair in waves around her shoulders...blue eyes, red lips. The form of a woman who doesn't necessarily work out, but probably does yoga. She's got soft curves like she doesn't hold back when she wants to eat, and I want to fucking touch those curves.
Is she really in danger from the ACB, or from me?
Who the fuck knows?
"Senator Ashford," I start. "This is Agent Milo Thorne, the intelligence operative who's been handling your case--and Agent Arjun Singhe."
Sloane puts her hand out to shake each of theirs, and I can see the way that Arjun reacts to her. His pupils dilate, his tongue flicking out to lick his lips. He's a good-looking guy--they both are--and I feel another toxic flicker of jealousy at the idea that she would be interested in one of them and not me.
"Please, it's Sloane," she says with a smile. "Is it alright if I call you Arjun and Milo? I was just telling Nate out in the hall that I'd prefer a first-name basis if you're going to be staying in my home."
I watch as Sloane's eyes dart over Arjun's muscular form, lingering on his biceps, and I clench my jaw. This is not what I need right now. I need to focus on protecting her and making sure she's safe from any potential threats.
"Of course, Sloane," Milo says with a smile, his gaze lingering on her as well. I've just met the guy, but he's a fucking charmer. "Whatever makes you feel comfortable."
I can feel the tension between the three of us as Sloane talks, her voice like honey and her gaze flitting between us. I want to relieve that tension, to do something to make her look at me like she looks at them. But I know that's not the point of this assignment.
I clear my throat, trying to bring their attention back to the task at hand. "We should probably get going, Sloane. We have a lot of ground to cover today."
Sloane nods, grabbing her purse and following us out of the office. As we make our way through the crowded halls of the Capitol building, I can feel her eyes on me. It's unnerving, but also exhilarating.
When we finally make it to her car, I open the door for her and she climbs in, the skirt of her black pencil dress riding up slightly to reveal a hint of creamy thigh. 
My mouth goes dry as I quickly avert my gaze, feeling a heat rising within me that has nothing to do with the warm Solstice Bay sun overhead. I take my place behind the wheel, trying to shake off the thoughts plaguing me. Thoughts of peeling her out of that dress, inch by inch, until she's completely naked in my bed.
No, I'm supposed to be protecting her, not seducing her.
But as I start the car and pull out onto the street, I can feel her eyes on me again. It's not just my imagination. I risk a glance over at her and see that she's biting her lip, a flush rising on her cheeks.
I can't help but wonder if she's imagining the same things I am.
We reach her house in the Upper East Side without incident, and I park the car in the driveway. Sloane unbuckles her seatbelt and starts to get out, but Arjun reaches out and grabs her wrist gently.
My inner alpha fucking roars...but he's right.
"For now, always let us get a lay of the land first," he says. "I should go to the door. Can I have the key?"
She closes her eyes and presses her lips into a thin line, clearly upset. "I've been taking care of myself this long," she says. "Is it really this urgent?"
"Yes," Milo confirms from beside me. "The threats to your life are real, Sloane. I'm sure this is frustrating, but let us do our jobs and we'll get out of your hair as quickly as possible."
She sighs and hands the keys over to Arjun, swallowing hard like she's on the brink of losing her composure. I can't imagine how she feels; omegas like her have fought hard for their independence, and now she's basically been saddled with a pack against her will.
And I know I shouldn't feel this way...but I love the prospect of being her pack.
Fuck--I just met this girl, and I would already be willing to spend my life protecting her.
As we make our way inside, I can see the way that Sloane's eyes flicker over each of us. She looks nervous, but also intrigued. Her eyes linger on me for a moment, and I can feel the same heat building inside me that I felt earlier.
But now is not the time for that. We need to make sure this place is secure.
We move through the house, checking every room and making sure there's no sign of intrusion. Sloane follows us around like a lost puppy, her eyes wide and curious.
Finally, we reach the bedroom and Arjun nods his approval. "Looks good," he says, turning to Sloane. "You can rest easy tonight."
Sloane lets out a small sigh of relief, and I can see the tension leaving her body. She's exhausted, and who can blame her? This whole situation is fucking stressful.
"Well, I'm starved," she says. "Let's order some dinner and I'll get to know you three?"
Milo shoves his hands in his pockets and grins. "Yeah--that seems like a good idea. "Got a hankering for anything specific? It's on us?"
She blushes. "I couldn't put you out like that. You're my guests--"
"We insist," I say, glancing at the other two. 
They nod in agreement. "Order whatever you want, Sloane," Arjun says. "We'll take care of it."
She gives us a small smile and heads to the kitchen to grab some menus,  As she's flipping through them, I can't help but watch her. She's stunning, and her scent is driving me wild. It's not just her omega pheromones--though those are definitely affecting me--but there's something else too. Something that feels like...familiarity.
Since the Great Mutation, people have said there's such a thing as fated mates. I'm not sure if that's real...but if it were, I think Sloane might be mine.
I can't quite put my finger on it, but I know that I need to be close to her.
When she finally decides on a Thai place, I make the call and place the order. We all sit around the living room, a cozy spot with a nice, but well-used, sofa. Sloane's taste in decor is understated, but classy--neutral tones with a few pops of purple in various places. There's a photograph of she and a younger woman who looks almost exactly like her on the mantle, a peek at a life I don't know much about beyond her file.
This is the real human behind the dossier I've pored over a hundred times.
Sloane Ashford.
Thirty-two years old. 
Born in Solstice Bay, fled with her sister Willa and their mother when Sloane was fourteen and discovered she was an omega.
Educated in Canada, received her juris doctorate after coming back to Solstice Bay in the wake of the Enclave's revolution.
And now...the first omega senator since the Great Mutation changed us all, in a governing body that was made up of alphas only for almost thirty years.
"So," she says, settling into the corner of the sectional sofa and curling her feet up under her. She's still in that pencil dress, and looks a little uncomfortable. "I assume all three of you know all about me...but what about you?"
Milo shrugs. "I'm not very interesting."
"I find that hard to believe," she says. "Were you all Enclave before the revolution, or did you join up later?"
I nod. "I was Enclave--with the operation for ten years before we took power back from the ACB."
Arjun clears his throat, his eyes flickering to Milo and then back to Sloane. "I wasn't Enclave," he says. "I was a freelance security consultant before the revolution. I joined up with the new government after the Enclave took over and have been working security ever since."
Sloane nods, her gaze flickering over each of us. "And you, Milo?"
Milo chuckles. "I was a bartender, actually. Before I joined up with these guys, I was working at a little dive bar down by the docks."
Sloane grins, looking more relaxed than she has all day. "That's...unexpected."
Milo gives her a wry smile. "You'd be surprised how seamless the transition is from bartending to intelligence. You get really good at learning a lot about people in a very short period of time."
Sloane's eyes twinkle with amusement. "I can imagine. Well, I suppose that makes me the odd one out. I've never been involved in anything like this before. Anything violent, I mean."
"If we have anything to say about it, you still won't be part of anything violent," Arjun says. "It's our job to keep you shielded from that."
I can sense the unease in her posture, and I reach over to take her hand. It's a bold move, but I can't resist the urge to touch her.
"Don't worry," I say softly. "We'll keep you safe. That's a promise."
She gives me a small smile, her hand tightening around mine. "Thank you," she says. "It's...really nice to have someone looking out for me."
There's a lull in the conversation as we wait for the food to arrive, but it's not an awkward silence. It's almost...comfortable. Like we've all been friends for years instead of just meeting today. Sloane gets up and turns on the TV, then gestures toward the hallway.
"I'm just going to change out of my work clothes really quick," she says. "You three can put on whatever you want."
As Sloane heads down the hallway, Milo jumps up from the sofa and starts rifling through the DVD collection. "Ooh, she's got some really good drama series," he says, holding up a box set. "Have you guys seen this? It's amazing."
Arjun raises an eyebrow. "I'm more in the mood for some mindless action. What about you, Nate?"
I shrug. "I'm good with either. Although, I will warn you guys, I'm not very good at sitting still for movies."
Milo grins. "Oh, we'll make sure to keep you entertained."
Just then, Sloane reappears from down the hallway. My eyes lock onto her, drinking in the sight of her in leggings and an oversized sweater. She looks so comfortable and cozy, and I have the sudden urge to wrap her up in my arms and never let her go.
"Or...something'll keep you entertained," Milo chuckles.
And I know he's noticed how I look at her.
But that's his job, right? To notice things.
It's not like I'm going to act on it.




Chapter three







Milo


It's my job to notice things--which is why it becomes very clear, very fast, that this assignment is about to get messy. 
I've never met Nathaniel Reeves, but I've read his file. Enclave rebel turned Secret Service agent, a few years in an ACB prison...and now this. He's good at what he does, and as far as I can tell, he's a good guy--but that doesn't change the fact that, even with Sloane's synthetic mark, he's thirsty as all hell for her.
I watch him out of the corner of my eye as we settle in and flip channels, chatting on and off as we eat Thai food. Arjun has taken first watch since he finished first, and he's doing a perimeter check of the fancy brownstone Sloane calls home. And me...?
Well, I'm on watch, too.
As a beta, I've seen lots of alphas fly off the handle. When I was bartending, I watched it happen in drunken brawls over pretty omegas who were just trying to get a drink; and now that I work security, I've seen worse. I've sat in courtrooms where men had to explain why they killed other alphas or omegas, and they chalk it up to fucking pheromones.
I don't know if Nate Reeves is the type to do something like that.
I sure fucking hope not.
Because he's been entrusted with the safety of the first omega senator since the Great Mutation.
Sloane lets out a big yawn and covers her mouth, stretching her other arm overhead. Her shirt rides up, and I watch Nate's eyes flicker down to where her creamy skin is on full display between her shirt and her sweatpants. I prod him in the ribs with my elbow and he comes back to himself, staring down at the floor.
"Well, I'm beat," she says. "Let me get you two all set and you can tell Arjun where he'll be sleeping later...unfortunately I only have the one guest room and a couch."
"That's okay--one of us will be up at all times to keep an eye on the place," Nate says. "Two places to sleep should work just fine."
She stands up and walks down the hall, looking over her shoulder to bring us with her, and I'm certain Nate sees it as more of a come hither look than I'm necessarily comfortable with. I take the lead and put myself between the two of them, crossing my arms and listening as she gestures at the guest room--a comfy space with a big fluffy bedspread and tons of pillows.
"Lucky for you, the bed's all made since this is where my sister and mother stay when they're in town," she says. "There are throw blankets in the linen closet in the bathroom--for the sofa, I mean. My room is at the end of the hall, and the bathroom is between the two rooms."
"Sounds good," Nate says. 
"I think I'm gonna stay up a bit if you want to get some rest first," I tell him, then grin at Sloane. "Still want to break into that DVD collection."
"You're more than welcome to it," she says. "Well...I'm gonna get ready for bed then try to get some sleep. I guess just wake me up if someone tries to kill me?"
Nate chuckles. "That's not happening on our watch."
As Sloane disappears into her bedroom, Nate and I exchange a look. He's tense, and I can practically feel the pheromones emanating from him. It's a heady scent, powerful and overwhelming, and it takes all my willpower not to give in to it myself. If an alpha gets horny enough, they can make betas like me do all kinds of crazy things, too--and I won't deny that she's beautiful.
But I won't be swayed.
It's why the Enclave put me here with the two of them--not necessarily to watch out for enemies, but to make sure the alphas tasked with watching her don't fly off the handle.
Nate clears his throat. "Look, I know what you're thinking. But I'm not going to do anything stupid. Sloane is under my protection, and I take that very seriously."
"I hope so," I say. "Because if anything happens to her on our watch, it's on us."
Nate nods, his jaw clenching. "I know that. And I won't let anything happen to her."
I huff out a laugh. "I'll make sure of that."
I settle in on the couch, flipping through the DVDs aimlessly as Nate paces the room. The tension is palpable, and it's getting hard to ignore. I can tell he's struggling to keep his thoughts in check, and I can't help but feel a pang of sympathy for him. Being an alpha isn't easy, and I'm sure it's even harder when you're tasked with protecting the most important omega in the city--maybe even the country.
"You want to talk about it?" I ask, breaking the silence.
He stops pacing and turns to face me, his steely blue eyes dark and brooding. "What do you mean?"
"You know what I mean," I say. "You're wound up tighter than a drum. You're not going to be any good to her if you're like this."
He sighs, running a hand through his hair. "I don't know what's wrong with me. I've never had this kind of reaction before. It's like I can't control myself, even though she's on suppressants and I'm confident she has a synthetic claiming mark..."
I nod, understandingly. "It's not just about the suppressants and the mark, Nate. You're an alpha, and she's an omega--that's a powerful combination. And let's not forget the fact that she's drop dead gorgeous."
Nate lets out a frustrated growl and plops down in the armchair across from me. "I know, I know. It just feels so unfair. I'm supposed to protect her, but my instincts are telling me to do something else entirely."
"It's not your fault," I say. "We're wired to respond to certain things, and it's not always easy to fight against those instincts. But you have to. Sloane's life depends on it."
He nods, his brow furrowed in concentration. "I understand. I'll do whatever it takes to protect her."
"I know you will," I say, then pause for a moment before continuing. "But if you need help...if you feel like you need a break, I mean--feel free to tap out and let me and Arjun know."
As if on cue, Arjun comes through the front door. I hear the beep of the security system as he puts in the code for it, then he walks in with his hands in his pockets. 
"All clear," he says. "
No sign of anything suspicious."
Nate nods, seeming relieved to have another alpha in the room. "Good. Thanks, man."
Arjun nods back and settles in on the other end of the couch, pulling out his phone and scrolling through it. The room is silent for a few moments before Nate stands up, his eyes meeting mine.
"I'm gonna do another sweep, make the rounds through the neighborhood," he says. "Clear my head."
I nod, understandingly. "Take all the time you need."
He disappears toward the front door, and I hear it click shut behind him. Arjun looks up from his phone, his eyes meeting mine.
"You think he's gonna be okay?" he asks, his voice low.
"I hope so," I say. "But we have to be ready to pick up the slack if he can't handle it."
Arjun nods, seeming to understand. "Got it."
"You've worked with the guy before, right?" I ask. "Have you seen anything like this?"
Arjun shakes his head. "Not even close. He's always been tightly controlled--a real measured person. This isn't normal."
"That's becoming very obvious," I mutter. "Do you think she's his mate?"
Arjun snorts. "Do you really believe in that stuff?"
"The human race went through a virus that altered our biology, and now we rut and pack up like animals," I laugh. "Stranger things have happened."
"True enough," he replies. "In that case...maybe? Nate's always been really chill. This isn't the guy I know."
I let out a low whistle. "So, what do we do?"
Arjun shrugs. "We wait. We keep an eye on him and we make sure Sloane stays safe."
I nod in agreement, then glance over at the DVD collection. "You want to watch something?"
Arjun grins. "Sure. Got any action movies?"
I chuckle and start searching through the titles, trying to find something that will keep us entertained for a little while. But as I flip through the options, I can't help but feel uneasy. There's something off about this situation, something that goes beyond just Nate's strange behavior.
I make a mental note to stay on high alert, to keep my senses sharp. Because something tells me that things are about to get a whole lot more complicated.




Chapter four







Arjun


Things settle down once Nate leaves. 
Me and Milo sit around for an hour or so, watching some old action movie from Sloane's collection, then I start to nod off before telling him I'm going to hit the hay. He points me in the direction of the guest room, saying he'll sleep on the couch, and I find a perfectly made bed with tons of pillows.
It's almost like a nest.
Not that that's an appropriate thing to be thinking about.
Sure, I don't show it as much as Nate, but I think Sloane is a fucking bombshell. Curves for days, curly brown hair, bright and intelligent blue eyes. For so long, omegas were kept locked down by their families or their packs, and Sloane has just...overcome that. Somehow, even under the thumb of the ACB, she managed to get an education and turn into an amazing legislator.
I've got mad respect for her. Watching her work is incredible. She's the most impressive person I've ever met...and that's kind of my kink.
And even if I'm not going to act on it, fantasizing is just fine.
I'm thinking about Sloane as I go to sleep, knowing I'll have to wake up soon to take the next watch. I'm confident Nate and Milo have things covered, though; they'll keep her safe. No ACB assassin is going to come in and get her here with the three of us watching her back.
Or at least, that's what I think until I wake up to the sound of a scream.
My eyes shoot open and I bolt upright, immediately on high alert. The scream sounds like it's coming from Sloane's room, and I don't waste a second before I'm up and out the door, sprinting down the hallway. As I reach her door, I can hear the sound of a struggle coming from inside. Without a moment's hesitation, I barge in, ready for anything.
What I'm not ready for is the sight that greets me.
Sloane is on the floor, her shirt ripped open and her face contorted in pain. Standing over her is a man, his face twisted with rage and his hand raised to strike her again. For a moment, I freeze, completely stunned by what I'm seeing. 
Fuck...fuck, there's a knife in his hand. Her shirt is torn because she's been stabbed.
That's when something in me snaps.
With a roar, I charge at the man, tackling him to the ground. We roll across the floor, grappling for control, and I land a solid punch to his jaw. He retaliates with a stab to my side, but I barely register the pain as adrenaline fuels my movements. I grab his wrist and twist, forcing him to drop the knife, and slam my knee into his gut.
"You fucking bastard," I growl, my voice laced with fury. "What the hell do you think you're doing?"
He just sneers at me, his eyes filled with hatred. "Taking out the trash," he spits out, before launching himself at me again.
We continue to fight, each blow landing with increasing force, until finally I manage to overpower him. With one final punch to the face, he's out cold.
I pant for breath, my heart pounding in my chest, as I turn my attention back to Sloane. Milo has run into the room and is  holding his hand over a wound on her forearm, his eyes wide, while Nate has just arrived in the doorway.
"What the fuck?" Milo mutters. Nate rushes in and goes to Sloane's other side, his hands on her shoulders.
"I'm so sorry," Nate mutters. "I'm so, so sorry..."
"Where did he even come from?" Milo asks. "We've had the whole place covered..."
Nate's eyes narrow and he looks just over my shoulder. "He's getting away!"
I whip around to find him stumbling toward the window and pushing himself through it. It's been open this whole time; that must have been his point of entry. 
Without a second thought, I sprint towards the window, ignoring the pain in my side. I've got to stop him before he gets away. I leap out the window and land on my feet, my eyes scanning the area for any sign of him.
He's up ahead, booking it down the street as fast as he can. I grit my teeth and give chase, my legs pumping as I try to close the distance between us. He's fast, but I've got something to fight for.
Sloane.
I can't let him get away after what he's done to her.
He takes a sharp left down an alley and I follow him, my heart pounding in my chest. I can see him up ahead, but he's too far away for me to do anything yet. I've got to get closer.
Suddenly, he turns around and I realize he's got a gun. I duck behind a dumpster as he fires off a shot, my heart in my throat. Given that he used a knife in the house, I just assumed he didn't have a gun...but he must have used the knife out of spite or maybe to stay quiet. 
I peek out from behind the dumpster, my eyes narrowed as I spot him up ahead. He's got his back to me, taking aim at something I can't quite see. My heart races as I realize that he's aiming at the open window.
At Sloane.
I can't let that happen.
With a roar, I charge at him, all thoughts of caution thrown to the wind. He turns to face me, his eyes widening in surprise as I grab the gun and twist it away from him. He struggles, but I'm stronger, and I manage to wrestle it away from him and toss it aside.
"You're done," I growl, my gaze locked on his. "You're not going to hurt anyone else."
He just snarls at me, his fists clenched, before lunging forward. We grapple for a moment, and for a moment it looks like he might have the upper hand. But then I remember Sloane's face, the way she looked when I barged in on him attacking her, and I make the decision that he'll either come quietly...or he'll die.
I'm about to bash his head against the pavement when I feel hands on my shoulders, and I whip my head around to find Milo. 
"Keep him alive," Milo hisses. "We need to ask some questions."
"Fuck, of course," I say. "Shit, I just..."
But before I can finish my sentence, Milo lunges forward and shouts, "Stop!" I turn to look at the two of them and realize the attacker is foaming at the mouth, his lips parted in a grim, dying smile.
"Cyanide," Milo bites out, standing and raking his hands over his hair. "Shit."
"Where is she?" I ask. "Is she okay?"
"She's okay," Milo says. "But we really fucked up, dude. I can't believe he got in without any of us knowing..."
I feel sick to my stomach, my mind still reeling from the adrenaline of the fight. "We'll fix it," I say, my voice barely above a whisper. "We'll make sure it never happens again."
Milo nods, his eyes darting back and forth between me and the open window of the brownstone. I can hear sirens already, coming to help Sloane. 
"We will," he says, determination etched on his face. "We'll make sure she's safe."
I can't help but feel responsible. Sloane was under our protection, and we let her down. I can't bear the thought of what could have happened if we hadn't been there to save her.
But the thought of her safety is what drives me forward. We'll do whatever it takes to protect her, no matter the cost.




Chapter five







Sloane


"I'm fine, I promise." 
I can't seem to convince any of my three protectors that I'm actually fine as I'm loaded up into the ambulance, all of them watching the area around us. Nate insists on coming in the ambulance with me, convinced that no one can be trusted...
...and maybe he's right.
After all, somebody just broke into my house and tried to kill me.
He sits next to me as the ambulance speeds through the streets of downtown Solstice Bay to York Shore Hospital, where they have a high security wing for people like me. Before I can even question it, he's taken my free hand in his, squeezing tightly as the EMT at my other side applies a fresh bandage to the still-bleeding stab wounds in my arm. The EMT moves my arm to put in an IV--which I'm grateful for, because it really hurts--but Nate catches his hand with a growl.
"What's in there?" Nate says.
The EMT, a young beta, gulps. "Uh...morphine," he says. "That's the standard--"
"If anything even looks sketchy, I'll tear your throat out myself," Nate warns. "Be careful with her."
If I wasn't in so much pain, I would roll my eyes--but as it is, I just wince as the IV goes in. I feel the drugs a second later, though, getting a little woozy and slaphappy.
"I'm so sorry, Sloane," Nate murmurs. "This is all my fault. I'll get reassigned--"
"Don't do that," I say, my words slurred. "I like you. You're cute."
He flushes bright red, and I can't deny that it tickles me to make this big alpha blush. 
He shakes his head, a small smile playing on his lips. "You're drugged up, Sloane. You don't know what you're saying."
"I know exactly what I'm saying," I say with a giggle. "You're cute. And you smell nice, too."
He chuckles. "Thanks. You don't smell too bad yourself."
The ambulance screeches to a halt, and the doors swing open to reveal a team of doctors and nurses waiting for us. This all feels unnecessary; I'm seriously fine. But I guess it's standard procedure for high profile patients. 
Nate jumps out first, his eyes scanning the area for any potential threats. Satisfied that we're safe, he helps me out of the ambulance and leads me into the hospital.
The inside of the hospital is bright and sterile, a far cry from the chaos of my apartment just an hour or so ago. We're escorted to a private room in the high security wing, and Nate doesn't leave my side for a second. He sits in a chair next to my bed, his hand tightly clasping mine.
"I was so worried about you," he says, averting his eyes but never once letting go of my hand as the nurses work on me. "I'm so sorry."
"Stop," I say, my eyes getting bleary as they give me some more pain meds. "It's okay; I've been stabbed before."
Nate's eyes shoot up to mine and he frowns. "What--?"
But I can't answer him, because the doctor comes in with a clipboard. I'm surprised to find my doctor is a female omega just like me, and her eyes widen as she looks at my chart.
"Oh my God--Senator Ashford!" she says. "It's an honor."
"Please, call me Sloane," I smile. I try to extend my hand, but then I remember that it's still bleeding. "I'm still not used to the senator thing."
The doctor nods, a small smile playing on her lips. "Of course, Sloane. I'm Dr. Moretti. I'll be taking care of you while you're here."
"I'm really fine, Dr. Moretti," I say, still feeling a little woozy from the pain meds. "I don't need to be here."
She gives me a stern look. "You were stabbed, Sloane. You need to be here. We need to make sure the wound is clean, and that you didn't lose too much blood. We just want to keep you for a few hours."
I sigh, knowing she's right. "Okay, fine."
Nate clears his throat. "Dr. Moretti, can you tell us anything you know about the wound?"
She nods and takes a seat. "You're Secret Service?"
"Yeah," Nate says. "Enclave. And of course...I don't think I have to mention this, but this will all need to stay top secret."
"Of course," she says. "Well then...let's take a look."
Dr. Moretti pulls back the bandage, revealing two deep gashes in my arm. My vision blurs as she starts to clean the wound, and I can feel the tears threatening to spill over. Nate holds my other hand tight as he watches with a furrowed brow, his jaw clenched in anger.
"Defensive wounds," she says. "It's a good thing you fought back...otherwise this could have been a whole lot worse."
"Can you tell me about the weapon?" Nate asks.
"There wasn't any poison on the blade, so that's good," she says. "But your forensics unit will be able to do more to figure anything out about the weapon than I will."
I close my eyes, feeling the pain start to dissipate as the medication kicks in. Nate strokes my hair, his fingers gentle against my scalp.
"It's going to be okay," he whispers to me. "I promise."
There's a knock at the door, and all three of us look up to find Arjun and Milo coming in. Milo's eyes dart to where Nate is touching my hair, and Nate withdraws his hands in a hurry. I miss the feeling of him touching me--how soothing it was--and I almost ask him to do it again before I realize how inappropriate that would be.
"How is she?" Arjun asks.
"She's awake," I say weakly. "And I'm fine...just a little freaked out."
"What's the outlook, doctor?" Milo asks.
Dr. Moretti looks over at him. "She's going to be just peachy with a little rest and recuperation. Are you three her pack or...?"
"No," Nate blushes bright red. "Just security."
"And we're pretty fucking bad at our jobs," Arjun mutters.
"You're not," I say. "No one could have seen this coming."
"Doctor," Milo says. "Would you mind stepping out of the room for a moment so we can debrief?"
Dr. Moretti nods and stands up. "Of course. Just hit the call button if you need anything."
As she leaves the room, Arjun immediately starts pacing.
"How the hell did this happen?" he says, his voice laced with frustration. "We're supposed to be protecting you, Sloane."
"I know," I say, feeling guilty. "But it's not your fault. None of us could have expected--"
"We all expected it," Milo interrupts. "There was a threat on your life. I just...didn't think it would happen so soon."
"And there will be more assassins on their way, if I know the ACB at all," Nate growls. He meets Milo's gaze. "Have you talked to Enclave HQ about this yet?"
"I got a hold of them and they sent me all the way up the line to Director Connolly," Milo says. "He wants you to give him a call."
Nate pales. "Okay...so that's my ass, then."
"Don't worry about it," I say, trying to sit up straighter. "I'll call him and tell him it's not your fault."
Nate shakes his head. "It is my fault, Sloane. I should have been more vigilant."
"It's not your fault," I repeat firmly. "It's the ACB's fault. They're the ones making these threats and sending assassins after me."
"But we're supposed to be able to protect you," Arjun says, still pacing. "That's our job."
"I know," I say softly. "But we can't always prevent everything. We just have to do our best."
There's a moment of silence, and then Milo speaks up. "We need to figure out what our next move is. Is there anywhere you can go to hide out until we catch this guy?"
I shake my head. "I can't just disappear. I have to keep up appearances, keep doing my job."
"But your job is so public," Nate says. "I don't want to put you in the line of fire."
"I've been in the line of fire my whole life," I tell them. "Look...I know this is scary. Trust me--it's scarier for me than it is for any of you. But I was born with a target on my back just for who I am, and I'm not going to give up now that I've gotten a little bit of power."
Nate's brow furrows, his jaw tense. "You said you've been stabbed before...when?"
I swallow. "When I was on my way out of Solstice Bay after I got my designation," I say. "We were caught by ACB forces. I got hurt protecting my little sister."
My eyes widen and I look toward the door. 
"Speaking of which, did you get a hold of my mother and sister? I'm sure this'll be in the news soon, and they'll be worried--"
"I'll get you a phone," Arjun says. "Be right back."
As Arjun leaves the room, there's a tension among the rest of us that's almost palpable. I don't know what to say, how to comfort them or myself. The reality of the situation is starting to set in, and I can feel the fear creeping in. 
What if this happens again? 
What if they succeed in killing me next time?
Nate breaks the silence. "We need to start working on increasing security. We need to make sure this never happens again."
"We also need to find out who did this," Milo adds. "We need to track down every lead and leave no stone unturned."
I nod, feeling slightly comforted by their determination. "I'll do whatever it takes to help."
Arjun comes back into the room with a phone, handing it to me. "Your family's on the line," he says.
I take a deep breath and answer the phone. "Mom, Willa, hi."
"Sloane, oh my God! Are you okay?" my mother's voice is frantic on the other end.
"I'm okay, Mom. It was just a little scare," I say, trying to keep my voice steady.
"A little scare? Someone is trying to kill you, Sloane!" Willa's voice joins in on speaker phone.
"I know, but I'm fine now. I'm in good hands with my very own team of Enclave security," I say. "I just wanted to check in and let you know I'm okay."
"What about the person who did this?" my mother asks. "Have they been caught?"
"Not yet," I say. "But we're working on it. I promise."
"We're driving up to see you," Willa says. "What hospital are you at?"
"I can't tell you that," I say. "Security and all that...but I promise my guards are taking great care of me."
"Please be careful, Sloane," my mother says. "I can't lose you."
"I will be. I promise," I say, feeling guilty for worrying her. "I love you both."
"We love you too," they say in unison before hanging up.
I hand the phone back to Arjun, feeling a little better now that I've talked to them. But the fear that had been creeping up inside me is still there, and I can feel it consuming me.
"We need to find out who did this," I say, my voice resolute. "I can't just sit here and wait for them to come after me again."
Nate nods in agreement. "We'll start by checking the security footage from tonight. Maybe we can get a lead on who the assassin was."
Milo adds, "We'll also need to look into any other threats you've received recently. Maybe there's a connection."
I take a deep breath, feeling energized by their determination. "Let's get started then."
As they all get up to leave, I call out to Nate. "Can you stay here with me for just a little longer?"
He hesitates for a moment before nodding and sitting back down next to me. He doesn't reach out for me...so I do it for him, extending my good hand and taking his.
His shoulders slump as he relaxes, and he exhales a long, heavy breath.
"What is it, Sloane?" he asks.
"I just...I just want you to stay right here next to me," I say. "I need to sleep, and I don't think I'll be able to do it without you here."
Nate's expression softens and he gives my hand a gentle squeeze. "I'll stay as long as you need me to."
"Thank you," I say, feeling a wave of gratitude wash over me. "I don't know what I would do without you guys."
"We're not going anywhere," Nate says. "We'll make sure you're safe, no matter what."
I nod, feeling reassured by his words and the warmth of his hand in mine. For a while, we just sit there in silence, the only sound coming from the machines beeping around us.
Eventually, my eyes grow heavy and I start to drift off to sleep, comforted by the presence of someone I trust. As I close my eyes, I can't help but think about the danger that still lurks out there, waiting for its next opportunity to strike. But for now, I find solace in the fact that I have a team of men who are willing to do whatever it takes to keep me safe.
My own little pack, in a way.




Chapter six







Nate


There are so many reasons I should take myself off this case. 
I let Sloane get hurt after one day. 
I have feelings for her...big, scary feelings that scare the hell out of me. 
But I couldn't drag myself out of this hospital room even if I wanted to--and nobody else could either.
She sleeps peacefully for a few hours, Milo and Arjun stepping in and out of the room as they make arrangements with the Enclave. We'll have to take Sloane to a safehouse as soon as she's discharged from the hospital, but for now, I'll stay by her side.
As I watch her sleep, I can't help but imagine the way her lips would feel against mine. The way her body looks like it would fit perfectly with mine...how I want to keep her safe and make her scream.
I want to protect her as only an alpha can.
I want to be her pack.
I shouldn't be thinking about her like this. Not when she's hurt and vulnerable. But I can't help it. She's under my skin, and I don't know how to get her out.
When Sloane stirs awake, I'm by her side in an instant, my hand holding hers. She blinks a few times, her eyes adjusting to the light.
"Hey," I say softly.
Her lips curve up into a small smile. "Hey, yourself."
"How are you feeling?"
"Like I got hit by a truck."
I chuckle. "Yeah, I bet. You gave us all a scare."
Her eyes flicker with something that looks a lot like fear. "Any word on how this happened?"
I sigh and shake my head. "We're still working on it. Forensics has been to your place and they're analyzing the crime scene as we speak."
She squeezes her eyes shut. "I can't believe my house is a crime scene."
I can't stand seeing her in pain. I want to lift it all from her shoulders and make it disappear. But I know I can't. All I can do is be here for her.
"It's going to be okay," I say, rubbing her hand with my thumb. "We'll figure this out."
She nods, her eyes still closed. "I'm just...scared, you know?"
I know. I'm scared too. I'm scared of what could happen to her if we don't catch whoever did this. If we don't keep her safe.
I lean in closer to her and whisper, "I won't let anything happen to you, Sloane."
She opens her eyes and looks at me, really looks at me. And for a moment, I see something there that makes my heart race.
Desire.
She wants me too. I can feel it.
Her scent spikes...and in that moment, I'm done for.
Before I know what I'm doing, I'm leaning in and pressing my lips to hers. 
Her lips are soft and warm, and I feel her respond to me. Her hand clenches mine, and I deepen the kiss. She tastes like a lightning strike, like that hint of ozone after a storm.
I can't get enough of her.
I pull away reluctantly, resting my forehead against hers. "I shouldn't have done that," I whisper.
She shakes her head, her eyes still closed. "Don't...don't stop."
I'm powerless to resist her. I kiss her again, harder this time, and she moans into my mouth as her good hand comes up and grabs my hair hard. Of course she's demanding--she would be, with how she's defied expectations her whole life. She opens her mouth to me and I accept the invitation, our tongues tangling together as she moans softly.
I pull back again, looking at her. She's so beautiful, her hair tousled around her face, her lips swollen from our kisses. Her eyes are bleary, though, and I get the horrible feeling that this is only happening because she's still under the effects of the morphine.
"You're not in your right mind," I say as she tries to kiss me again. "The drugs..."
"I don't care," she breathes. 
	"Sloane..."
"Please, Nate. Just...don't stop."
She kisses me again, and I'm gone. The last of my resolve crumbles as her nails rake down my neck. I'm undone, and the heat of her body against mine makes me want to sink inside her and never come out.
My mouth moves down to her neck and I kiss her sensitive skin, feeling her pulse jump beneath me. I press down on her shoulders and she obliges, lying back against the hospital bed. I kiss her again, pressing my advantage.
And then I hear the door open.
"Whoa..."
I jerk my head up to find Milo averting his eyes, staring directly at the floor.
"This isn't what it looks like," Sloane blurts out.
"Uh...yeah, of course," he says. "Senator Ashford, you're welcome to indulge in whatever pastimes you enjoy, I'm not here to judge."
Sloane flushes bright red. "What is it, Milo?" she asks, clearly trying to move on.
He clears his throat and brushes his hand back through his dark hair. "We're getting ready to move you to a more secure location," he says. "The hospital got a threat."




Chapter seven







Milo


  It took all of twenty-four hours for us to completely fuck up this operation.  
I really thought we had the perfect team--two tough Enclave alphas, and me to keep things in line. Of course...to make this work, it would have been necessary for the guys not to fall for the omega we're supposed to be protecting.
What a fool I was to think that would be possible.
The doctor gets Sloane ready for transport, and together, we head down to a secure exit near the parking garage. We usher Sloane into the backseat of the car with Nate, and Arjun sits in the passenger seat while I drive. I keep my eyes on the rearview, meeting Nate's stare every so often and knowing he's got something planned. 
I just hope that doesn't have anything to do with hurting Sloane.
We make our way toward the safehouse, cruising down the early morning streets of Solstice Bay. It's just before sunrise, the sky tinted magenta in preparation for daylight...but the light is enough that I can see Nate and Sloane's pinkies touching in the middle of the back seat. 
Yeah, this is really not fucking good.
Even worse?
The car that's been trailing us since the hospital.
"We're being followed," I mutter.
Arjun turns in his seat to look at me, his eyes narrowing. "What do you mean, we're being followed?" he asks. 
I jerk my head toward the car behind us. "That car. It's been tailing us since we left the hospital."
Arjun twists back around and reaches for the gun at his waist. "Shit," he mutters. "What do we do?"
"We can't risk leading them back to the safehouse," I say. "We need to lose them."
Nate speaks up from the backseat. "I can take care of it," he says, his voice low and dangerous.
I glance at him in the rearview, meeting his gaze. His eyes are dark and predatory, and I can tell he's itching for a fight. I can't let that happen. Not with Sloane in the car.
"No," I say firmly. "It's too dangerous. We can't start a fight with Sloane here. Our best bet is to lose them without attracting any attention."
Nate grinds his teeth but doesn't argue. I take a deep breath and try to think of a plan. There are a few back alleys we can take, but I'm not sure if they'll work. 
"I have an idea," I say, turning onto a main road.
"What?" Arjun asks, his grip on his gun tightening.
"There's a construction site up ahead," I say. "We can lose them there."
Arjun nods in agreement. "Good idea. They won't be able to follow us through the site."
I speed up, my heart pounding in my chest as I see the construction site looming ahead. The car behind us is still tailing us, but I can see the driver hesitating as we turn onto the road leading to the site.
We drive into the construction site, bouncing over potholes and dodging piles. In the rearview, I see the car losing track of us--and Nate holding Sloane tight so I don't bump her wounded arm. 
"Call the Enclave right fucking now," I mutter. "Tell them we need backup."
"Why?" Arjun says. "We lost them."
"No, we didn't," I say. "And there will be more of them; I'm sure of it."
I park the car behind a stack of concrete blocks and turn off the engine. We all sit in silence for a few moments, listening for any sign of our pursuers. I can hear the sound of construction equipment in the distance, but nothing else. 
"We should split up," Arjun says finally. "It'll be harder for them to find us if we're not all together."
Nate nods in agreement, and I can see the anger still simmering in his eyes. I desperately want to talk to him, to try to reason with him, but I know there's no time.
"Arjun, you take Sloane," I say. "Stay low and stay quiet. Nate and I will try to draw them away."
Arjun nods, helping Sloane out of the car. I watch as they disappear into the maze of construction equipment and debris, off to find some hiding place while we find the ACB folks pursuing us. 
Nate and I climb out of the car and start to move in the opposite direction, our guns drawn. I can feel the anger roiling off Nate, his eyes darting toward me.
"Sorry," I mutter. "I had to separate the two of you."
"It doesn't matter," Nate growls. "What matters is that we protect Sloane and get out of here alive."
I nod, my heart pounding in my chest. We move quickly and quietly through the construction site, scanning our surroundings for any sign of our pursuers. I can feel the tension thick in the air, and I know that any wrong move could mean the end for us.
Suddenly, there's a loud clattering noise from behind us, and Nate spins around, his gun at the ready. I follow suit, my heart racing as I try to identify the source of the noise.
It's just a stray piece of equipment, I realize with relief. But the sound has caught the attention of our pursuers, and I can hear the sound of their footsteps growing closer. 
"If we get into position, we can take them out," he says. 
I nod and check my gun, feeling the weight of it in my hand. We move swiftly, finding cover behind a pile of lumber. I can hear the crunch of gravel underfoot, and my heart pounds in my ears.
"They're coming," I whisper, my eyes scanning the area for any sign of our enemies.
And then they appear, three of them, moving fast and with purpose. They're heavily armed, and I can see the glint of metal in the early morning light.
My head spins. They shouldn't be this well-equipped; these guys have been underground for years.
How the hell did they get all these weapons?
But there's no time for that right now; it's time to fight.
Nate and I move as one, aiming our guns and pulling the triggers. There's a burst of gunfire, and the ACB agents are caught off guard. One of them falls to the ground, clutching his leg, while the other two dive for cover.
Nate and I keep firing, moving quickly and taking out the agents one by one. It's over quickly, but the air is thick with the smell of gunpowder and blood.
We stand there for a moment, staring at the bodies on the ground. The adrenaline is still coursing through my veins, and I can feel Nate's eyes on me.
"You okay?" I ask, my voice low.
"I'm fine; we need to go," he replies, his voice hoarse. "We need to regroup with Arjun and Sloane and get out of here."
Nate nods, and we start to move quickly through the construction site, our guns still drawn. I can feel my heart racing, and I know that we're not out of danger yet.
As we run, I can't help but think about Sloane. She's still hurt, still vulnerable. 
And as a scream pierces the air, I know she's in trouble.




Chapter eight







Sloane


Arjun leads me through the winding construction site as the sun rises, orange beams peeking through half-built walls and rafters. His gun is in his right hand, his eyes darting around as he takes me by the hand and leads me to--we hope--somewhere safe. 
I can't believe how much these people have it in for me. I've been in office for months, and didn't have any idea that this could possibly happen...but now, the ACB wants to kill me more than anything else.
They want my head on a platter right now, and they'll stop at nothing to get it.
I have to wonder if it's just because of what I am or because of something I did. I search my mind for what their reasoning could possibly be, beyond my general legislative agenda. I've sponsored so many bills for omega rights that of course they would be pissed, but I don't know what it is specifically.
And I'm scared, because I'm starting to think they have to have an in with the Enclave. A double agent intent on getting me killed.
Arjun takes me by the elbow and suddenly pulls me into a secluded alcove, tucking me against the wall and blocking me with his body. I hold my breath and listen...and I hear voices in the distance. Not Nate and Milo, but someone else.
A stranger.
An enemy.
"Stay still," Arjun whispers. "We're gonna stay right here until they're gone, okay?"
I nod, my heart pounding in my chest. I'm afraid to even breathe, let alone move. Arjun's body is warm against mine, and I can feel the steady thrum of his heartbeat through his chest. I'm grateful for his presence, for his strength and his steady hand on my arm.
"What do they want?" I ask.
"To kill you...obviously," he mutters. "To bring back the old way of doing things."
"How about you?" I ask.
He looks down at me, his brow furrowed in confusion. "What does that mean?"
"Do you miss the way things were?" I ask. "You're an alpha; your people had everything in Solstice Bay before the revolution. Do you ever miss it?"
Arjun licks his lips, and I trace the movement of his tongue, how the motion wets his brown skin. He's beautiful; I don't know how I didn't quite notice before.
"No, I don't," he says. "Not all alphas liked the way things were--when omegas didn't have a choice. Relationships never felt real."
"Did you have someone?"
He meets my eyes and shakes his head.
"No," he says. "I never met the right omega."
We fall silent again, and we wait for feels like an eternity, listening as the voices draw nearer. My palms are slick with sweat, and I feel a surge of panic rising in my throat. What if they find us? What if they drag us out and shoot us on the spot?
But Arjun's touch is calming, and I force myself to focus on his presence instead of my fear. With him here, I feel like we might actually make it out of this alive.
Eventually, the voices fade away, and Arjun relaxes slightly. "Okay," he says softly. "I think we're clear."
He steps back and takes my hand again, leading me out of the alcove and back into the open. We move quickly and quietly, sticking to the shadows and avoiding any potential threats as we make our way towards our next destination.
As we walk, I can't help but feel a sense of gratitude towards Arjun. He's risking everything to keep me safe, and I'm not sure I could have made it this far without him by my side.
"Thank you," I say, squeezing his hand.
He looks at me and smiles, his dark brown eyes crinkling at the corners. "Don't mention it."
We continue on in silence, the only sound the echo of our footsteps against smooth new concrete. I can feel the tension in the air, the sense that danger is lurking around every corner. But I'm also beginning to feel a sense of hope, a belief that we might actually make it out of this alive.
And then, just as we turn a corner, we hear the unmistakable sound of footsteps approaching from the other direction. Arjun pulls me back into the shadows, his hand covering my mouth to keep me from making a sound. We hold our breath as the footsteps draw closer, the sound of boots hitting the concrete echoing down the hallway.
I close my eyes and try to steady my breathing, but my heart is pounding so hard I'm sure they can hear it. Arjun's hand tightens on my arm, his silent signal for me to stay still and stay quiet.
The footsteps stop just in front of us, and my heart feels like it's going to leap out of my chest. They must be able to hear it, I'm sure of it.
But I stop caring about that when I feel something strange in the pit of my stomach.
It's like...this ribbon of flame that unfurls between my hips, searing and aching--but in the best possible way. I squeeze my eyes shut and focus on overcoming it, but Arjun's scent is suddenly overwhelming--musky and masculine and absolutely delicious.
I feel him shudder slightly, his big hand still covering my mouth. My lips want to move.
"Fuck," he curses. "Sloane...your scent."
Oh fuck oh fuck. 
Oh fuck.
I forgot to take my suppressants.
With the chaos of the past couple days, I haven't remembered to take my meds. Normally, that would be fine; I would figure it out and get back on them as soon as possible. But right now, I'm trapped away from home, and I'm injured, and Arjun smells like the tastiest thing I've ever...
I brush my lips against his palm and let out a soft moan.
His other hand--the one still holding a gun, because that isn't dangerous at all--braces against the wall behind me.
"Holy shit," he groans under his breath.
The footsteps start moving away, and Arjun's grip on me loosens slightly. He looks down at me, his eyes dark with desire.
"We have to keep moving," he says, his voice rough.
But I can't ignore the heat pooling between my legs, the throbbing ache in my body. I need him, in a way that's almost overwhelming.
"Arjun," I whisper, my voice barely audible. "Please."
He hesitates for just a moment, and then he's kissing me--hard and fierce and hungry. I respond eagerly, my body pressing against his as my arms wrap around his neck.
He breaks the kiss, his lips trailing down my neck. I moan softly, my fingers digging into his skin.
"We don't have time," he says, but his voice is unconvincing. "Your life is in danger."
"I don't care," I reply, my voice breathless. "I need to be fucked."
He groans and rocks his hips against mine, his hard cock pressing into my belly. I kiss him again, idly wondering if maybe I kissed Nate for this same reason, if the suppressants have been wearing off ever since last night...but I really, really don't care. All I care about is that Arjun is currently here, and he smells amazing, and that if Nate showed up, I would take him too--
Heat. 
My heat is here, and there's not much I can do to stop it.
But fate has other things in mind.
The door behind Arjun opens suddenly, and a hand lands on his shoulder. He whips around to come face to face with one of the ACB agents who was chasing us--but Arjun doesn't miss a beat, and he levels his gun with the guy's head before firing. I scream and cower into the corner, a splash of blood on my face as Arjun reaches for me.
"We have to run!" he says.
It never seems to stop, does it?
The world seems to spin and sway as I run, Arjun's hand on my arm keeping me upright. We take no time to rest, and Arjun's pace is relentless--but we need to escape, and we can't stay here.
We hear footsteps and voices behind us, the agents shouting for us to stop--but then there's another volley of gunfire from somewhere off to the side, and I look over to see Nate and Milo coming at us from the other direction. My heart leaps with hope when I see my other two men, and I know we're going to make it out of this alive.
"We shot two of their men before they could react," Nate says, breathless. "I think that's the last of them, but we need to hurry."
Arjun squeezes my arm and looks down at me. "We're going to get help. You're going to be okay, Superman."
"I know," I reply, even though I'm not so sure.
I'm still reeling from my heat, and every movement is sending a fresh jolt of pain and desire through my body. Milo looks stressed out, and I can see the confusion flicker over his features when he realizes there's something wrong with both me and Arjun.
"The car's just up ahead," Milo says. "We need to move."
"How did you--" I begin, but I see another car pull up...then another. Our backup from the Enclave must have arrived, and now the guys are going to get me to safety. We jog the rest of the way, my injured arm burning even as I'm breathless from my heat. I stop at the back door, looking up at Milo before I get in.
"Thank you," I say. "For everything."
Milo smiles and opens the door, helping me into the back seat and climbing in with me. Arjun takes the front seat, and Nate the driver's seat, his eyes tense as he races out of the parking lot.
"We need to get to the safehouse," he says, his eyes darting back toward me from the front. "You..."
He stops, inhaling heavily.
And his voice is husky when he speaks again.
"Shit, Sloane," he says. "You're in heat."




Chapter nine







Milo


I really should've gotten behind the wheel. 
I'm in the back seat with an omega in heat...and there are two alphas driving. Sure, this started out as a job with three Secret Service agents protecting a senator, but now we've been reduced to animals.
Except for me, that is.
If I want all four of us to get out of this intact, I have to be smart. I have to somehow convince Nate to get us to the safehouse...and then I have to figure out how to get Sloane isolated from the two of them while she rides out her heat, however long it will last.
I reach over to her and put my hand on her shoulder, hoping it will distract her from Nate and Arjun. I've seen this quite a few times when I was a smuggler for the Enclave--and I know that this is both an omega's greatest weakness and their greatest weapon. Sure, it makes them out of control and horny...but it also makes it to where alphas will quite literally kill for them.
Right now, Sloane is intent on nothing but mating.
And Nate and Arjun are probably interested only in spiriting her away somewhere they can all fuck until she's satisfied.
Her eyes snap toward me when I put my hand on her shoulder, and I find her pupils dilated, her eyes cloudy with lust. At first, I wonder if she's going to do something to me--but I'm just a beta. I need to keep my composure, even if it would feel amazing to...
...fuck, get it together, Milo.
"Hey," I mutter. "Listen to me. You can control this."
She squirms in her seat, biting her lip and making a sound that's borderline pornographic. "I hate feeling like this," she says, her voice shaking. "I don't...I need my suppressants."
"You and I both know it's too late for suppressants now," I say. "You're in it. Ride through it."
She rolls her hips against the seat and I wonder if that was maybe the wrong choice of words. It certainly doesn't help that this car is fucking full of pheromones.
"That's not what I meant," I mutter. "Just...lean into it. Focus on you."
Nate and Arjun are completely silent, even though I know they can hear us. To my relief, at least it looks like we're headed toward the designated safehouse. 
 I need to get Sloane to a location where she can finish her heat and be on her way.
It's a bad idea to separate her from the two of them--but it's an even worse idea to let them be together.
"I know how you feel," I say. "It's hard to control, but you can do it. Just focus on your breathing."
"I can't breathe," she says.
"Well...focus on something, then," I say. "Focus on me."
"I can't focus on anything when I'm like this," she says, her eyes rolling back in her head. "I just need..."
"What do you need?" I ask. "I'm here."
She takes my hand, and she keeps her eyes trained on me as she puts my hand between her legs.
"It'll pass faster if I give in," she whispers. 
I can see Nate's eyes in the rearview, absolutely pissed that I'm touching his omega. Arjun's fist is clenched on the center console. And Sloane...
Sloane starts to grind her hips against my hand, letting out a breathy sigh. She's soaked through her sweats, and not even I'm capable of resisting her pheromones. I watch in shock and desire as she starts to get herself off on my hand--and I gape at her as she moves my hand again, into the waistband of her pants, where I find her heat-swollen pussy wet and waiting and clenching...
"Holy fuck," I gasp.
Sloane doesn't care what I'm feeling right now; she just goes for it. It doesn't take long before she's flushed and shaking, her breath hot on my neck as she moans and whispers my name.
"Come for me, baby," I whisper, my hand moving of its own accord, my lips saying the words without meaning to. "Come for me again."
"Yes," she groans, her back arching. "Yes!"
I've known dozens of omegas, helped so many of them survive their heat, but I've never touched one. It's almost enough to send me over the edge as I feel her come against my fingers, her muscles clamping and releasing. She's slick and wet, and my cock is hard as a rock in my pants.
"That was...that was..." Sloane whispers.
Her breathing is heavy, her chest heaving with exertion. Her eyes are still dilated, her pupils blown out so wide that I her irises are just bright blue rings around the abyss of black.
"Do it again," she whispers. "Inside this time."
Nate growls. Arjun's muscles tense, his whole body winding up to strike.
"We should stop," I mutter. "We're almost there."
I pull my hand out, but before I can stop her, Sloane is unbuckling her seatbelt, slinging her leg over me, straddling my lap. She kisses me hard and starts to grind her hips against my hard cock, getting herself off by dry humping me, and her tongue is in my mouth and fuck...I'm just as bad as Nate and Arjun, aren't I?
"Yes," she purrs. "Yes!"
She throws her head back and moans as she comes again, her muscles milking my cock through our clothes. I'm pretty sure she's going to leave stains on my pants, but I honestly don't care. She's beautiful and she's sexy and I'm so aroused that I could probably come from watching her do little more than breathe.
She pulls away and the two of us stare at each other, panting, our faces flushed and our lips swollen. I want to kiss her again. I want to keep touching her. I want to get her off so many times that she can't even remember her own name.
"We're here," Nate growls from the front seat, and I realize that we're pulled up outside of the safehouse, Arjun hopping out of the car before Nate has even put it into park.
Neither one of them says a word as they pull Sloane off me. I try to object--she's still in heat, and she's still in no position to appreciate what she's doing. But they don't care. Arjun scoops her up, and Nate practically drags me out of the car by my arm, waving me toward the safehouse.
Sloane is moaning incoherently, her eyes closed, her lips parted, and I watch as Arjun carries her into the safehouse. Nate is right at Arjun's shoulder, the two of them sweeping the area for danger. 
 I try to do the same, but all I can think about is Sloane, and how much I want to fuck her.
I want to fuck her so much it physically hurts.
The safehouse is in an isolated area of Solstice Bay, a little cottage by the sea with invisible defenses around it. There's a boat dock here in case we need to get out of the city completely--we can flee to the Enclave's base at The Raft--but Sloane wants to stay here.
This is her city.
She shouldn't have to leave, even if she's in heat.
A heat that makes her so fucking sexy I can hardly take it...
It's not until I see the two of them put the key in the lock and disappear into the safehouse that I snap out of my trance. Fuck. Think like a soldier, not like an animal.
I need to focus on the objective.
I need to protect them.
Sloane could be in real danger if I let my emotions cloud my judgment. I need to calm down.
And right now, Sloane is inside with two alphas who want nothing more than to fuck her senseless.
I'm going to have to fight them for her.
That's how I get my head back on straight, before I go storming into the safehouse to be the hero.




Chapter ten







Arjun


I need to be reasonable. 
I need to ignore the way my instincts are raging at me to claim her, to snatch her out of Nate's arms and take her away.
But I don't think that's going to be a possibility as we walk into the safehouse.
Sloane's scent is everywhere, her moans overwhelming me. We walk into the front door and I take a lay of the land as Nate puts in the code--but Sloane is wrapping her legs around his waist, kissing his neck. I glance back just in time to see her drag her tongue all the way up his jawline, biting down hard on his ear, and he growls.
My purr starts without me even trying--my chest rumbles and then I'm following Nate into the main room, Milo hot on our heels. Sloane is all over Nate, his fingertips pressing into her ass as he carries her deeper into the house. She kisses a trail down his neck, her eyes darting up to mine, and I can see how hungry she is.
He's not going to cut it.
She needs all of us.
"Arjun...wait, we need to talk through this!" Milo reaches out and grabs my arm, and I whip around and practically throw him against the wall. 
"We're not talking," I growl. I can hear Nate and Sloane behind me as they fall to the couch. She's kissing him...and he's kissing her back, and it should be me...
"We need to take what she wants into consideration," Milo says weakly, though I can tell he isn't too keen on stopping now either. "And we can't make sure everything is secure if we're too wrapped up in her."
"You can secure the location while we satisfy her, then," I mutter, walking backward toward her. I can scent her heat getting closer and closer, then her hand is grabbing the back of my shirt, yanking me toward her.
Nate growls under his breath--
--and I hear something I've never heard.
A female purr.
Not all omegas can do it--to be honest, I'd thought it was a myth. But I also thought that fated mates were a myth, and here we are, going nuts over a woman all three of us just met.
That sound is the only thing that seems to calm me down, and I mellow out instantly even as my desire still rages through me. I jerk my head around to focus on Sloane, all three of us looking at her...and she's still turned on, sure, but she seems entirely lucid.
"It'll go faster if I give my body what it wants," she murmurs, the purr a soft, sultry drone in her chest, under her voice. It's like magic--like she's speaking with two voices, and she's got all three of us under her spell. "That's why all three of you are going to fuck me until it's over."
"Sloane," Milo argues, the only one between the three of us who has any inkling of control over himself anymore. "You're in heat...this isn't what you want."
"I know what I want, Milo," she purrs. "Now come here."
She sways out of Nate's arms, stepping out of her sweatpants as she pads across the carpeted floor. The room is cozy and lit in golden light, and she looks absolutely stunning as she peels off her shirt like some kind of goddess of fertility. Then she walks up to me, putting a hand on my chest, and that hand is sheer heat--my body is singing for her, loving her touch, the promise of what she's got for us.
She glances to the door. "Nate, you're going to secure the house. Milo, you're going to check the cameras and turn off any that are in this room or the bedroom. Then both of you are going to come back and join Arjun as he fucks me."
Her hand tightens on my chest, and I have no choice but to obey. I'm already unbuckling my belt as I go, my mind clouded with pure lust--I can practically smell her desire, and it's intoxicating. No one has ever affected me like this, and I'm helpless against it.
She looks at me again. 
"Take off your clothes."
I strip off my shirt and pants, standing there in nothing but my boxers, my cock throbbing against them. She reaches out and yanks them down to my ankles, and then I'm naked at last, and she's looking at me, entranced.
"You're so hard for me," she whispers, and before I know it she's wrapping her hand around my cock, stroking it up to my swollen knot. I shudder, moaning as she moves closer to me, her eyes half-lidded with pleasure.
I grab her ass, growling as she grinds her hips against me. I want to be in her--I need to be in her--but she's leading this dance, and I'll go wherever she takes me.
"You're so big," she murmurs, and I look down at her. Her breasts swell with each breath she takes, her nipples pink and perfect...and my mouth waters. "Kiss me, Arjun."
She kisses me--and holy hell, this woman can kiss. It's like she's poured pure desire into it. She doesn't let me overpower her like another omega might--no, she's just as eager, just as hungry, her hips rolling against my cock, her breasts thrusting against my chest. Just as I start to kiss her back, she pulls away, and I groan.
"You're going to fuck me now, Arjun," she breathes, and I could bow down to her. I could bend her over and knot her here and now, I could fill her with my seed until it drained out of her in a hot, thick gush. I could lay my head on her breasts and drift off to a peaceful sleep, only to fuck her again...and the only reason I won't is because she whispers it again. "Fuck me now."
I follow her to the couch, my cock like a steel bar as I reach her. She just shoves me backward to a seat, and I look up at her only to find Nate coming up behind her and putting his hands on her breasts, rolling her nipples between his fingers. He's still dressed, but she leans back against him and grinds her ass against his cock anyway.
"Unzip your pants and take your cock out, Nate," she purrs. "I need it..."
He does as he's told, yanking his pants down just enough for his massive cock to flop out. I'm bigger than he is--and that gives me a stupid, alpha surge of satisfaction. But that doesn't mean she doesn't like it, and she grinds her hips against him before meeting my eyes and leaning forward. 
She takes my cock between her lips...and Nate surges forward, holding her tight by the hips.
He's fucking her.
The wet sounds of his thrusts fill the room as she chokes on my cock, and I groan, bucking my hips with each of his movements. I can see his shaft plunging deep inside her until just in front of his knot, and she moans as he pulls back then slams forward again. He's hitting the right places--she throws her head back and moans, her throat squeezing my cock all the way to the base.
She purrs, the guttural sound rattling around my cock, then she pulls herself off me with a gasp and a pop of her kiss-bruised lips. "I need more," she gasps, and I swear she's on the edge. If I don't get inside her soon, she's going to come without us.
"Stand up," Nate growls, and she does, shaking a little as he pulls out of her. Then he grabs her by the hips and turns her around, leaning her over the back of the couch. "Milo, fuck her ass."
Fuck, I didn't even see him come back--but there he is, white knuckling his cock as he watches her get fucked from both ends by two alphas. Milo strides forward and takes her out of Nate's hands, and I get a glimpse of her swollen, glistening pussy clenching just before Milo lubes up with ehr own slick and sheaths his cock inside her tight back hole. 
"Fuck!" she cries. "Fuck...fuck me..."
Milo doesn't need another invitation--he's pounding into her like he's lost his mind, hips slapping against her ass as she screams against the couch. His cock is fat and filling, and with the way she's responding I'm pretty sure this is the first time she's ever had anal before. It makes me feel some kind of strange pride that our pack is taking her anal virginity.
What the fuck.
Pack?
But I don't have much time to interrogate that thought, because Sloane is screaming bloody murder.
"I'm coming," Sloane cries out, and Milo just slams into her one last time. His cock throbs as it clutches inside her, pulsing with his ejaculate, and Sloane shrieks as he fills her back passage. He grunts as he holds himself there, cum dripping from her hole, slick coating her thighs.
She collapses onto the couch, breathing hard, but she's not done. She's come so many times, but she's not fucking done, our omega in heat. She crawls over me now, straddling my hips, and she kisses me hard as Nate takes up position behind her while Milo blinks his bleary eyes in the wake of what must have been a fucking incredible orgasm.
But that was the point, wasn't it?
To get her ass ready for us...so that we could fuck her at the same time. 
I slide home as Nate bends his knees and positions himself behind her, his cock at her ass. This is insane--she's a senator, we're supposed to protect her--but I can't stop myself from losing my mind to the pleasure as she continues to purr and purr. 
I grab her hips tight and thrust up to meet her as she rides me, and it's not long before Nate is pushing into her with a growl. Her tits bounce in front of me as Nate thrusts into her with abandon. She's whimpering, a high keening sound, and the look on her face--the full-body pleasure--is almost enough to make me blow my load before we've even really started.
"More," she groans, her voice low and throaty. She's insatiable, the sexiest woman I've ever seen, mine... "More..."
Nate's thrusts falter, and he looks over Sloane's head at me, lust in his eyes. "Your knot," he grunts, and I just nod. I can feel it swelling, and she needs that fullness. Our little omega needs to be filled fuller than she's ever been.
I start to thrust up into her, growling as she screams and comes again, grinding against us. I can feel the pressure building in my balls, and I look up at Nate.
"Now," he growls, and I roar into Sloane's mouth as he suddenly pulls out, only for thick ropes of cum to paint her back with Nate's seed. She screams, shuddering, and the warm gush of my seed filling her to the brim sends her into another orgasm. I watch as Nate continues to jerk himself off, knowing Milo is doing the same...and she's shaking against me, screaming as I finally make that final thrust and yank her down until my knot pops past the threshold of her clenching pussy.
She screams in pleasure and pain, and as soon as my knot seals into her, I can feel that tight hole clench around my shaft. Her cunt squeezes my cock like it's trying to milk me, and I come deep inside her with a groan.
She's full.
She's absolutely fucking full.
She's breathing hard against my neck, trapped on my cock, and I can feel our mingled fluids seeping out around my cock, on my lap. She starts purring again and it puts me instantly at ease, and the other two guys come around on either side of her and start to gently kiss her neck. 
She's part of the pack now.
I stroke her hair as she falls asleep, and all I can think about is how goddamn happy I am that I took this job. It's not nearly over--we still have to track down the people who have it out for her, and we're nowhere close to out of danger. But all I can think about is how much I care for her...how obvious it is that she belongs to us.
And how much I'm going to hurt anybody who tries to take her away from us again.




Chapter eleven







Nate


I wish I could just curl up next to Sloane and fuck her until she's completely satisfied, but we all have work to do. 
I can already sense her pheromones ebbing away, especially thanks to the suppressants and birth control stocked at the safehouse. Now that my head is back on my shoulders, I thought I would regret what we did...
...but I don't.
She knew what she wanted, and we helped her through it.
She told us what to do.
And I really fucking liked it.
The only thing I'm worried about is the fact that Sloane is still recovering from getting stabbed, and that she seems to have forgotten about her injury while we were all going insane together in the living room of the safehouse. She's clearly exhausted now, passing out in the bedroom while the rest of us gather in the living room, just outside the door.
The safehouse is a dainty little place; a cottage on the coast, decorated like a fisherman's shanty. The quaint decor hides the fact that there are cameras everywhere--and turrets, ready to take out anyone who comes close. We're heavily armed here, and I'm grateful that we're safe.
"I can't believe we did that," Milo mutters quietly to let Sloane sleep, raking a hand back through his hair. "What a fucking huge mistake."
"You really think so?" Arjun asks. "She asked us to do it; and as far as I can tell, she was right. Her heat's already way less noticeable than it was before."
"She's kind of amazing, isn't she?" I ask.
The other two look at me.
I shrug. "I've never met an omega who was so...I don't know, self-possessed? She knew what she needed, what she wanted, and she took it."
"And that purr," Arjun adds. "Incredible."
Milo huffs out a breath. "Okay, okay...we can all agree she's fantastic. No one is disputing that. But she's important--more important than any of us. And we have to make sure we don't screw anything up for her."
"What do you mean?" I ask.
Milo looks at me like I'm stupid. I scowl back at him and he rolls his eyes.
"Her whole platform is based on omega independence," he says. "How do you think it would look to the public if the first thing she did when she's around alphas is immediately go into heat and pack up?"
"We're not packing up," I argue.
"We kind of are," Arjun cuts me off. "Don't you feel it, Nate? We're supposed to be with her."
"What does that have to do with anything?"
Arjun shrugs. "I don't know. I'm probably just being crazy. I just...I feel like I'm supposed to be with her. I feel like I belong with her."
"I feel the same thing," I add, nodding. "Ridiculous, right? We've had a big day. Maybe we've just been so deep in her pheromones that we're all delirious. But I don't think so. I really think we're supposed to be with her. It's why we were assigned to her."
"What does that even mean?" Milo asks.
"I don't know," I groan. "I'm not a fucking fortune teller, and this shit is so fucking...I don't know, it's crazy, right? But I just feel like we're supposed to be with her. We're a unit."
"You're both too deep in this," Milo says, shaking his head. "You need to get your head in the game or I'll have to report you to Enclave high command--"
"Don't," a quiet, female voice says.
We all look inside the room to find Sloane sitting up in bed, her hair messy and her face flushed. Her lips are still swollen with desire, and she bites down on her lower lip and closes her eyes as we all watch and wait.
I can smell her arousal, but she's trying to get control of it--so I don't move a muscle.
"All three of you are right," she says quietly. "Nate and Arjun...I feel it, too. I don't know what it is, but it's real. But Milo's also right...now isn't the time. We have to be careful and methodical. I need to loop in my PR team and figure this out after we've caught this assassin."
"Fuck," Arjun curses. "There really are too many moving parts here, aren't there?"
"Yes," she says.
Milo leans against the door frame, blocking our entry to the room. "How's your heat?" he asks.
"Better now," she says. "Controllable. I'm sorry I used my purr to get all three of you to help, but it passes faster when I just...let it happen. That wasn't fair to you."
I snort. "I mean...we really wanted to. All three of us."
Milo sighs. "He's right; we all wanted you. But now..."
"Now what?" Sloane finishes for him. "Well...first off, don't feel awkward. We're all consenting adults. We all wanted what happened. The circumstances are less than ideal. But we need to find this assassin...and I need to get back on the senate floor."
We all open our mouths to protest, but Sloane shakes her head.
"Before you say anything, I have to insist that I do this," she says. "I want to show them that they can't do anything to hurt me. That I'm strong enough to survive."
"Everyone knows that, Sloane," Milo mutters.
"They really don't," she says. "And I know the media is all about my success and everyone is touting what I've done, but the issue is that I'm doing this for other omegas. I want to show other omegas that we have a place in government, in Solstice Bay."
"Well, shit," Milo laughs softly. "That was inspiring as hell."
"No wonder people love you," Arjun adds.
"And no wonder the ACB is after you," I say. "Okay...we need to prioritize finding out who's orchestrating this whole thing. Milo, can you contact Enclave intelligence and see if they came up with anything from the crime scene?"
"Yeah," he nods and steps into the room. "I'll just be a minute."
While he's on the comm, Arjun and I are left alone with Sloane. I want to  take her in my arms, but I can already tell that she's frustrated--and she just wants to get back to work.
"This is all just so much," she sighs.
"You don't need to do any of this," I say gently. "You don't need to have this platform. You can just be you."
She smiles at me. "And that's why I'm grateful to you, Nate--you understand me. I do need to do this. I need to be out there. I need to be pushing for omega rights. And I want to be out there--I want to be on the senate floor. I want to be leading the charge on this."
"You have a ton of people on your side, Sloane," I say. "And we're going to protect you. Try not to worry."
"I would love to stop worrying," she says. "But all the people supporting me don't matter when one is trying to kill me."
While we talk, Arjun skims through his phone...and then his eyes widen and he covers his mouth.
"Holy shit," he says. "What the fuck?"
"What is it?" I ask, immediately concerned. "Arjun...you're scaring us."
His eyes dart from me to Sloane.
"Are you sure you want to see?" he asks.
Her jaw tightens. "Yes."
Arjun passes her his phone, and I look over his shoulder to see the screen. And there on social media, clear as day, is a video of her.
Sloane...and the three of us. 
Naked and groaning and...
She puts the phone down on its face, tossing it on the bed like it's on fire before scrubbing the images from her eyes. "Shit," she curses.
"How did this happen?" Arjun asks.
But my head is already spinning as I work out the details.
That video was from inside the house...and someone was supposed to turn off the cameras. Milo is the only one who's been isolated from us, who tried to separate me from Sloane, who claims he's been in touch with the Enclave...
He's the unknown quantity in this whole operation.
And now, I'm pretty sure he's been a traitor this whole time.




Chapter twelve







Sloane


I jump out of bed and tug on a t-shirt as I watch Nate storm away from the room, straight toward the secret room off the back of the house where they keep the monitors.  
"Nate, wait!" Arjun calls, just ahead of me. "Where are you going?"
"I'm going to fucking kill him," Nate growls.
"What? Milo?" I ask. "Nate, stop!"
He flings the door open, a practically invisible square in the back wall--and Milo looks up in confusion from where he's got a headset on. Nate steps forward and tears the headset off of Milo and flings it across the room before grabbing Milo by the collar and slamming him against the wall.
Milo raises his hands. "Jesus, Nate, what the fuck?"
"You did this!" he says. "You leaked footage of all four of us to the press--"
"What the hell are you talking about?" Milo demands, struggling against Nate. "I didn't do anything!"
I can hear a woman's voice on the headset, and I pick it up and put it on. Her voice comes through clearly, laced with panic. "Is anyone there?" she says.
"Hi," I say quietly. "It's...yes, who is this?"
"Agent Olivia Cruz," she says. "I work closely with Director Connolly. Where's Agent Thorne?"
"He's...preoccupied," I mutter. "This is Senator Ashford. We were calling for an update on if you got anything from forensics."
"Senator Ashford," Cruz says. "Oh...oh, I'm so sorry for what's happened."
"I just found out myself," I say with a sigh. The guys are all standing still, waiting for me to act, or to give them a signal. "But that's not important; we need to know who's been doing all this."
"Well, I'm pleased to have an update for you," she says. "Given that the footage came from inside an Enclave safehouse, the culprit overplayed their hand. We know for a fact that it has to be someone inside the Enclave...or someone with access to Enclave intelligence."
I search my mind for who it could possibly be, my eyes darting up to Milo.
And I realize why Nate is doing this.
"Could it be Agent Thorne?" I ask.
Cruz is silent for a moment. I can hear the tapping of a keyboard...then she says something that gives me instant relief.
"No," she confirms. "It looks like Thorne used his access code to shut down the cameras inside the safehouse just before...you know. Someone else turned them back on remotely."
"It wasn't him," I tell Nate. "Put him down."
Nate reluctantly drops him.
"Okay," I say. "So...did this someone else use an access code?"
"Huh," she says. "It looks like...oh my God."
"What?"
"I'm dispatching units," she says. I hear her voice and a man in the background.
"Olivia, tell me what's going on," I demand.
"We're sending Enclave agents to City Hall," she says. "An Intelligence Committee code was used; whoever did this, they're in the Solstice Bay legislature."
The news rocks me.
I guess it shouldn't--I knew there was a chance--but I really believed that I was wanted in this government, that the people of Solstice Bay were ready for change.
But maybe they aren't...maybe...
"Senator Ashford, are you still there?" Olivia's voice comes again, cutting through the noise in my head. "Sloane?"
"Yes...yes, I'm here," I murmur.
"Okay," she says. "I know that this is probably hard to hear...but the Enclave is on it. We're going to bring in the whole Intelligence Committee for questioning right now."
"Thank you," I whisper. There's a lump in my throat, and I feel like I'm going to cry.
"Sloane," she says. "Can I call you Sloane?"
"Yeah."
"I just want you to know that things might seem bleak right now, but we're all rooting for you," she says. "Please don't give up. Every omega I know is so proud."
I bite back tears, all the guys staring at me. "I won't give up," I tell her. "I promise."
It's the same words I've said to my sister so many times...to my mom, when we were in hiding up in Canada. 
But now, it feels like those words are being put to the ultimate test.
As I hang up the headset, I can sense the tension in the room. Nate is still fuming, his fists clenched at his sides. Arjun is pacing back and forth, his hand running through his hair. And Milo is rubbing his throat where Nate grabbed him, his eyes darting between all of us.
"What do we do now?" Arjun asks, breaking the silence.
I take a deep breath and try to think. "I need you to bring me to my mother's house in Orchard Park," I tell them. "And I need access to a phone so I can call my sister."
"It's not safe," Nate starts, but I shake my head.
"The Enclave just told me they traced the source of the video leak--and probably the assassins--to the Intelligence Committee in the senate," I say.
The guys go silent, Milo's mouth falling open in shock.
"Holy shit," he says. "So it goes all the way to the top. Fuck...I should have known."
"We all should have," I mutter, crossing my arms over my chest. "But what matters now is that I show them I'm not ashamed."
"And your mom is going to help how...?" Milo asks.
"She's going to feed all of us and my sister Willa will meet us there and bring me something to wear back to the senate," I say. "I'll call my publicist, too--and she can help me with messaging."
"Wait a second," Nate says. "You're just going back? You really shouldn't, it's dangerous--"
"I'm going back because it's my house," I tell him, throwing my head back. "And I won't be intimidated out of going to work."
Nate's hands ball into fists at his sides, and I can see the anger seething in his eyes. "But Sloane--" he starts.
"I'll be careful," I say, cutting him off. "I'll have you three with me at all times. And besides, this is my life's work we're talking about. I can't just give up because of some threats and revenge porn."
They all look at me, seeming unsure of what to say. But I stand my ground, staring back at them with determination.
Finally, Arjun speaks up. "Okay," he says. "We'll take you to your mom's place. But we're not leaving you there alone."
"I don't want to be alone," I say, feeling a sense of relief wash over me. "In fact...I think it's time for me to introduce her to my pack."
They gape at me, Nate's jaw dropping. 
"This is fast," Arjun says. "We don't want to pressure you into anything."
"It doesn't have to be permanent, but it's already public," I say. "No biting...for now. But I want you three at my side when I go back in front of the cameras."
They all exchange glances, and I can tell they're hesitant. But then Nate nods.
"Okay," Nate says. "We'll do it."
"For you--anything," Arjun says.
"We'll have to figure out the Enclave blowback," Milo adds. "But we can do it. Together."
"Thank you," I say, feeling grateful and relieved all at once. "Let's go."
I'm still scared...but I know that security is protecting me, and that my men won't let me get hurt. The only thing I can do now is go public.
I won't let anyone stop me.




Chapter thirteen







Milo


Sloane's mom lives in Orchard Park, a nice neighborhood up the coast. We wait for an Enclave motorcade to join us, intent on protecting Sloane--and then we're off, driving toward her mom's place. 
We arrive in the late afternoon, security swarming the place as we walk up through a beautiful, well-kept rose garden and through the front door. Her mom's house is modest and elegant, with high ceilings, big windows for lots of natural light, and polished wood floors. The air inside is heavy with the scent of lavender and vanilla, and it sounds like there's something cooking.
Sloane's mom is waiting for us in the living room, and when she sees her daughter, she rushes over to give her a hug. I can see the familial resemblance instantly, her mom just like Sloane but with more grey hair and deep lines between her brows and in her dimples.
As they hug, I take a moment to observe the room. It's filled with well-loved furniture, vases of fresh flowers, and framed photos of Sloane and her sister as kids--two adorable brunettes with big smiles. It's obvious that Sloane is everything to her mother, especially as she starts to sob.
"Oh, honey," she says. "I was so worried about you."
"I'm okay, mom," Sloane says, patting her mother's back. "But I could use a shower. Do you mind entertaining our guests for a little while?"
Her mom sniffles and swipes at her eyes, then nods.
"Not at all," she says. "Make yourselves at home, boys--are you hungry? I'm Drea, by the way."
As we make ourselves at home, I can't help but notice the tension in the air. Sloane's mother is clearly anxious about Sloane's safety, and I understand why; this has been a stressful few days.
"Thank you for having us, Drea," Nate says, trying to break the ice. "Your home is lovely."
She smiles weakly. "Thank you. It's been in our family for generations, but we had to come in and renovate when we came back from up north. An ACB family had moved in and well...you know."
I know all too well. During the ACB's rule of the city, they took control of all the property and ended up ousting tons of people who didn't like the new status quo. After the revolution, they all came back in and took their stuff back...and they've been making their place again ever since.
"Your family has an amazing story," Arjun says. "It's an honor to meet you."
"So tell me who you are," she says. "Sloane mentioned you over the phone, but failed to introduce you in person. I would say she needs to mind her manners, but I'm sure she's stressed."
"Oh! I'm so sorry," Arjun says. "Well...I'm Arjun Singhe, this is Nate Reeves, and this over here is Milo Thorne. We're the Enclave agents assigned to Sloane's case."
"And now she's come to have some affection for you?" she says.
Nate blushes bright red. 
"I'm not trying to make you uncomfortable," Drea says. "She texted me on the way here and told me she wanted me to meet you all. I uh...I haven't watched the video, but I understand it was private."
I frown. "I can't imagine what it must be like to see your daughter go through this," I say. "First the assassination attempts, and now the media circus..."
"She always knew there was risk," Drea says. "We all did--and we supported her anyway. That's what we Ashford women do."
"Speaking of which..." Nate says. "Where is her sister? She said Willa and her publicist would meet us here."
"They will, but they apparently got caught up in an interview with security. I don't understand why they need to do that," Sloane's mother sighs. "They're just trying to protect my girls, but it doesn't matter how many guards they have. Omegas...we have to protect ourselves. That's how it's been ever since the Great Mutation." 
Drea's words hang heavy in the air, and I can sense the fear that she's trying to hide. It's understandable given the circumstances, but I can't help but feel a little frustrated that we can't do more to protect Sloane and her family. 
I wish she trusted us.
And I guess Nate's feeling the same way, because he chimes in and leans over the kitchen island.
"We care about your daughter, Ms. Ashford," he says. "I hope you know that she's safe with us."
"I know dear," she says, "which makes me feel bad for saying this...but my daughter has been hurt over and over since she met the three of you."
Nate opens his mouth and closes it again, all of us completely stunned. But we can't reply--because just then, the sound of the front door opening interrupts our conversation. Two women come straight to the kitchen: a girl that looks just like Sloane, but a few years younger and quite a bit less refined, and a blonde in a smart suit and carrying a leather briefcase.
Sloane's doppelganger--her sister Willa, I presume--goes right up to Drea and wraps her arms around her. "Mom," she says. "I'm so glad we're all together...this has been so scary."
"I know, sweetheart," Drea says. "Boys, this is my daughter Willa, and Sloane's publicist Vanessa. Girls, this is Arjun, Nate, and Milo."
We all raise our hands in an awkward greeting. I thought we were welcome here...but it feels like the women are coming in and taking care of things. I glance at Nate and find that he looks even more ashamed, his head hung low. 
Arjun, though, is unflappable--and he starts peppering them with questions.
"So what's the plan?" he asks. "How can we help?"
"Well...we need to get ahead of this," Vanessa says. "Sloane is--of course--all over the news right now, but she's always been honest about who and what she is. She needs to get on camera and make it clear that an omega's heat doesn't mean that she can't govern."
Willa nods. "And we need to start damage control. We have a press conference scheduled for tomorrow morning here outside of mom's house where Sloane will address the situation and lay out her plans for Solstice Bay. But until then, we need to make sure the media stays away from her and doesn't twist her words into something they're not."
Nate looks up at that, his expression determined. "We can help with that," he says. "We'll make sure she's safe and secure until the press conference."
Willa looks relieved, but Drea still looks uneasy. "But what if they come for her again?" she asks. "What if they try to hurt her?"
"We won't let that happen," Arjun says firmly. "We'll do whatever it takes to protect her."
I nod in agreement. "And we have some leads on who might be behind the assassination attempts. We're working to get to the bottom of it, and the Enclave is on our side."
Drea nods slowly, tears in her eyes. "Please keep her safe," she says. "We've all been through so much...she doesn't deserve this."
"Sloane is tough," Willa says, squeezing her mom's shoulder. "It'll be okay."
We're all standing around like that when Nate's eyes dart up, and I see Sloane come through the threshold. She looks at the six of us with a frown, her arms crossed over her chest.
"Something I should know?" she asks. "Are we just having some kind of hug-a-thon without me?"
We all turn to Sloane, and I can see the tension in her face. It's understandable; she's been through a lot in the past few days, and I can't imagine what it's like to deal with the weight of the world on your shoulders.
"We were just discussing some plans for the press conference tomorrow," Vanessa says, stepping forward. "We think it's important that you get out in front of this and make your voice heard."
Sloane nods, her expression softening. "Yeah, I know," she says. "I just wish it didn't have to be this way."
"I know," Drea says, coming over to give her a hug. "But we're all here for you, and we'll make sure you get through this."
Sloane nods again, and then turns to us. "And what about the guys?" she says.
Vanessa puts her hands on her hips. "Well...that's up to you," she says. "The whole world knows you're together; just a matter of how you want to spin it."
"We're here to support you, Sloane," Nate says. "Just say the word and we'll explain it however you want."
She bites her lip. "I mean...none of this would have happened if there wasn't an assassination attempt," she says. "I could spin it as a call for omegas to always have access to suppressants because we lose control..."
Then she looks at us.
"But I didn't lose control," she says. "I wanted to be with my pack...so I acted on it. And maybe we moved fast, but there were dire circumstances, and these men saved my life."
"So you want to announce it?" Vanessa says. "You're packing up?"
Sloane nods. "And if it doesn't work out, that's okay. We'll take it one day at a time. But for now...yes. And we'll operate the way a pack should--equitably. Right?"
She looks at all three of us, and I find myself nodding my head with the others. Of course it will be equitable--because she's incredible. If anything, she's the one who's in charge.
"Now...let's have some food," she says. "I'm starving."




Chapter fourteen







Nate


Dinner at Drea Ashford's house is downright cozy. 
I feel so at home with Sloane's family already, even after Drea made it clear she doesn't entirely trust our ability to keep her daughter safe. I think she knows we want to--but it seems like so many forces are organized against them.
We get a call from the Enclave during dinner, and Milo goes to take the call. He comes back and lets us know that all the Intelligence Committee members are in custody--and that there haven't been any sightings of assassins in the area of her mom's house. The neighborhood is crawling with Enclave agents, and the ACB shouldn't be able to get to Sloane.
Still...I can't stand the idea of her getting hurt after she goes to bed in her old room.
Which is why I stand guard outside the door.
I stand with my hands clasped in front of me, nodding goodnight to everyone as they walk to their rooms. Milo takes me aside as Arjun stands with his hands in his pockets, our voices lowered.
"Tomorrow," Milo says, "we have to be on our absolute best behavior. The Enclave is going to come down hard on us...but I gave them a heads-up that this was in the cards. They don't like it, but they're ready to support us."
"They're really fine with this?" Arjun asks. "I thought they'd be pissed. I mean...what kind of precedent does it set for Enclave agents to get together with the person we're supposed to be protecting?"
"Don't get me wrong," Milo chuckles. "Connolly fucking tore me a new one...but he gets it. I mean, let's remember that he did the same goddamn thing."
"True," I laugh softly. "Well...you two should get some rest. I'm gonna post up here and will come get you to take over in a few hours."
Arjun nods. "Wake us up if anything happens," he says.
"You know I will."
They leave me behind, and I stand silently for a while. I don't know how long it is before I hear Sloane's door open with a creak, and feel a hand on my shoulder.
I turn around and meet her eyes, and find her with her hair up in a messy bun, wearing a rose-print silk PJ set. 
She jerks her head.
"Come in," she whispers.
"Are you sure?" I ask.
She nods. "Of course I am."
Her scent envelops me as soon as I walk through the door, and I brace myself to make sure I keep my composure. I can't fuck her in her mother's house; that would be...
...I'm being silly. I fucked her in the ass while my friend fucked her pussy. I made her scream my name while she was in heat.
All my morals flew out the window when she asked me to come inside her.
Her room is on the second floor, and she walks over to a window seat where you can see the ocean. She beckons me over as she tucks her feet under her, gazing out on the moonlit waves. I sit next to her and she sighs, closing her eyes for a second.
She's so fucking gorgeous lit up like this. Even after everything she's been through, she looks like a princess.
"Are you okay?" I ask.
She lets out a short laugh. "Fuck no," she murmurs. "I'm having a really horrible week."
"But you're still smiling," I say, reaching out and taking her hand.
She meets my gaze, her blue eyes shining. "I have a good reason to."
I lean in and kiss her; I can't help it, even though I told myself I would be good and not touch her. The kiss is more chaste than any of the ones we've had before. Her lips are so soft I can't breathe.
She pulls away. "I've been wanting to ask you something, Nate."
"What?" I reply. "I'll tell you anything."
She licks her lips. "The kiss in the hospital...my heat was already starting," she says. "Would you have done it if not for my stupid pheromones?"
I frown. "I guess...man, I never realized how hard it must be as an omega," I tell her.
"What do you mean?"
My thumb grazes over the back of her hand. "Never knowing if men like you because of who you are or what you are. But Sloane...I want to assure you that I respect you. I admire you. And it's still early, but...one day, I'll love you, if you'll have me."
She smiles. "I'd be honored," she says.
It hits me all at once, how much she's been through...and also how much she's given up for this city. She's put herself in the crosshairs over and over again so that she can represent omegas everywhere...and she hasn't ever asked them for anything in return.
And I failed her.
"I am so sorry I got you into this," I say, my voice raspy. "I think I fucked up so bad. I could have been stronger, told you we weren't doing anything while you were in heat..."
She shakes her head. "You didn't," she answers. "I chose to be with you. And I'd choose it again."
My heart clenches. "I risked your life," I say. "My stupid desire was the thing that led to that first assassination attempt, and ever since...I've only been thinking of myself."
She squeezes my hands. "I'm alive because of you," she replies. "That's not nothing."
"I want to be better for you," I tell her. "You deserve the world and more."
She kisses me, her lips firm. "I'm not asking you to be perfect," she whispers.
"And I'm not asking you to be a martyr," I assure her. "We'll figure this out. I promise you that."
"I don't expect you to protect me," she whispers. "We'll work together."
I pull her close and hug her, and she holds on just as tightly to me. A sense of peace washes over me, and I don't let her go.
We finally separate when I feel her shiver. The room is chilly, the early autumn cool breeze wafting through the edges of the window.
"Come on, I'll keep you safe tonight," I say.
I pull her toward the bed, her small hand in mine. I kneel and take her into my arms as we reach the bed, and she straddles me and kisses me softly as I lie back. She feels so good that I'm hard in seconds, and I hiss out a breath as I yank my head away.
"Sloane, we can't," I murmur. "Not in your mother's house."
She bites her lips. "I'm a grown woman capable of making my own damn decisions," she replies. "And don't worry...we'll be quiet."
I groan under my breath as she grinds her hips against me, and she presses a finger to my lips.
"Can you be quiet for me, Nate?" she whispers. "I want you to show me how you fuck me when it's just the two of us."
My cock twitches as she leans in and kisses me, her lips soft against mine. Her hands run through my hair, and I tug her shirt over her head and throw it to the side. She makes a little groan and her breasts press against my chest; my heart hammers against my ribcage.
I run my hands over her perfect body, relishing the feeling of her soft flesh. Her hands run over my chest, then trace the lines of my abs before slipping lower and pushing her fingers under the elastic of my boxers. I gasp as she caresses my cock, and she smiles as she strokes up and down my shaft.
Her fingertips brush against the head of my cock, and I have to bury my face in her neck to stop myself from moaning. Her hand is so close to my knot it's killing me; I want it so bad, but I'll be damned if I push this. She's in charge...fully in control of me, and I'm going to let her take the lead.
"Tell me where you would have taken me for our first date," she whispers as she jerks me off, her hips writhing.
"The beach," I groan. "I would have taken you out on a boat. A little picnic, then...I would have buried my face in your pussy and made you scream my name."
She raises an eyebrow. "I think that trip can be arranged," she whispers, and she leans in and kisses me.
She's so warm, so soft...I can feel her heart beating through her chest. I run my hands up her back, and I'm rewarded with a shiver. I break the kiss and wrap my arms around her, pulling her close.
"I want you so bad," I breathe.
"Then take me," she replies.
I run my hands down the small of her back to her waistband, and she steps on the floor for a moment to let me pull them down. My thumbs are in my sweats, and it only takes me a hot second to get naked for her, pulling her back to me so I can kiss her hard. She rolls her hips against me and sighs, and now it's my turn to put my finger to her lips.
"Quiet now," I whisper.
I roll her onto her back and kiss her neck, trailing kisses down to her collarbone and to the tops of her breasts. I take each nipple between my lips, sucking softly, and she runs her hands through my hair. I dip my head lower, kissing over her stomach, and her breath catches.
I reach her pussy, and I run my tongue over her lips, earning a little gasp. I can already taste her juices, and I'm not going to waste a second. I push my tongue inside of her, and she cries out a little. I raise an eyebrow at her and she covers her mouth. I reach out and press a finger to her lips, and she nods.
I circle her clit with my tongue, focusing on that a little bit, then slowly inch my way inward. Her hand comes down and she presses against my shoulder, but I shake my head and dart my tongue inside of her.
She exhales and whimpers, trying to be quiet as she writhes against my mouth. I reach out and grab her thighs, spreading her legs further as I bury my face in her pussy. I groan into her, and she moans back, trying to be quiet.
It's not long before she's riding my face, her hips rocking against me as I lick her clit, her pussy juices dripping down my chin. She's so warm, so wet...I've never wanted to sink my cock into anything as badly as I want to sink my cock into her.
She comes hard, moaning into her hands, and I make her ride my face for all she's worth, licking her pussy until my chin is wet with her juices. She reaches down and pulls my face off of her, then yanks me up toward her and kisses me. I can taste her, and my cock aches for her so fucking bad.
"My turn," she whispers, and she thrusts her hips up and takes my cock all the way into her pussy.
I'm going to explode."Fuck, Sloane...you feel so good."
She wraps her arms around my shoulders and pulls me deeper, holding me as she rides my cock. It feels so fucking good, her warmth surrounding me...it's my favorite place in the world.
"Kiss me," she whispers. "Kiss me like you're claiming me."
I grab her by the hair and yank her head back, then kiss her hard, our mouths opening against one another. I thrust my tongue into her, and she moans into my mouth.
I reach down and grab her ass, pulling her against me as I pump my hips, our bodies slamming together. It doesn't take long for me to feel my knot bump her entrance, and I throw my head back and groan.
"Knot me, Nate," she whispers. "Please...knot me and make me yours."
I growl and push her against the bed, thrusting my cock into her pussy hard...and my knot slides home. She gasps and digs her nails into my shoulders, her body shuddering as she comes for me. I throw my head back, holding back a roar as my cock starts to swell inside of her, my climax crashing over me.
I bite my lip so hard it bleeds, my cock throbs...and I come, somehow quietly, filling her pussy with my cum. She gasps and sucks my lip, her tongue soothing the pain, and I kiss her hard as I pump my seed into her. I growl as my cock pulses, my cum flooding into her, and she moans into my mouth...and it feels like she's marking me, like I belong to her.
I wish it was her bite on my lips.
That we were really, truly pack.
I finally collapse onto her, and the two of us pant as we roll onto our sides. My knot stays lodged inside of her, and she kisses me softly as I pull the blanket up over us.
"I think I'm down for another date, if that's what it's going to be like every time," she laughs softly.
I smile. "I could fuck you for years, Sloane Ashford."




Chapter fifteen







Sloane


It's time for me to recover my reputation. 
I wake up early in the morning and slip out of bed without waking Nate. In all honesty...he's not a great bodyguard. I'm sure he would be fantastic without a distraction, but as it is, I don't think anything could wake him up after the night we just had.
I take a second to look down at him, brushing his hair softly away from his face. He's a good guy...and that makes me feel...I don't know. Helpless? In love?
I've spent so much of my life making it clear that I don't need an alpha, I don't need a pack. 
So it is okay to want them?
I walk quietly out of the room and shut the door behind me, and I find Milo and Arjun waiting outside. Milo smirks and Arjun inhales deeply, shaking his head and chuckling.
"We should've known he'd end up in there with you," Milo says with a laugh.
"Hush," I whisper. "I don't want my mom hearing."
"Pretty sure everyone in the house heard you last night," Arjun snorts. "Your headboard..."
Milo claps his hands slowly and rhythmically, and I groan.
"That's the last thing I needed," I mutter.
"For what it's worth, we already went downstairs and saw your family, and no one seems to care," Milo says. "They're waiting for you, by the way--full makeup kit and an outfit laid out courtesy of Vanessa. Not sure why they're in such a rush..."
"The press conference is in an hour and half," I tell him. "That's barely enough time to prepare and rehearse."
I pause, then, chewing on my lip.
"Any news from the Enclave?"
"Yeah...about that," Milo says. "Are you sure you don't want to sit down?"
I shake my head vigorously. "No; I want to hear it now so I can be prepared for questions when I'm on camera."
Arjun exchanges a glance with him, then he sighs. "It was three senators on the Intelligence Committee," he says. "They connected with ex-ACB forces and have been providing intel on you ever since."
"Who?" I ask, my mouth dry. 
"Westerland, Montgomery, and Wallace," Milo says. "I'm sorry. I'm sure this must come as a shock."
Shit...of course it does. I know these legislators; I've worked with them, campaigned alongside some of them. And the worst part? Wallace isn't even an alpha. Nothing to lose and nothing to gain by supporting the ACB...he just wants to control omegas anyway.
I remember Westerland talking to me on the floor of the senate the day Nate was assigned to my case, offering help. It was all a ruse to try and get me comfortable.
All I want to do is run and hide away from the people in control of the power in this city...but I have to reclaim that power.
I take a deep breath and square my shoulders. "Thank you for telling me. I'll have to address this in the press conference."
Milo and Arjun nod solemnly, understanding the gravity of the situation.
I head downstairs to find my family waiting for me in the living room. My mother is holding a makeup brush and a tube of lipstick, a worried expression etched on her face. Van and Willa look the same way, waiting on pins and needles for me to tell them how I feel about the accusations.
"Are you okay, honey?" my mom finally asks.
I force a smile and nod, trying to push aside the weight of the news I just received. "I'll be fine. Just need to get ready for the press conference."
She hands me the makeup kit and Van gestures to the outfit laid out on the couch.
"I picked out something elegant and feminine, yet professional," Van says with a grin. "It'll make you look like the strong, capable omega that you are."
"Great," I tell her as my sister starts doing my makeup. "Willa...can you do sharp eyeliner and a pink lip? I want to make it clear that we can be feminine and dangerous; I know the media is going to pick apart my choices in outfit and makeup, so we need to be strategic.
"Hair down or up?" mom asks.
"Up," I reply. "I want to make it clear that I'm ready to get back to work."
My family nods in agreement, and we get to work. As Van helps me into the outfit, I can feel myself transforming into a different person. The makeup, the elegant outfit, the determined expression on my face--it all comes together to create a powerful image. 
The image of a woman who won't back down.

***

Our time in the living room passes quickly, and all of a sudden, it's time to go.
I stand and smooth out my skirt, lifting my head and squaring my shoulders. I can already hear voices outside of the front door, a podium getting set up, the cameras clicking of the front of the house. We haven't bothered hiding the address; the media has been all over my mother's home since this whole thing started, and Secret Service has had their eye on her place ever since I was elected. The threats have been non-stop since I threw my hat in the ring, but it was never that serious until now.
And now...I want to make it clear that she's safe. That I'm not ashamed.
That omegas in power aren't going anywhere.
I stand and look at the front door, seeing shapes through the frosted glass on either side. Nate comes to stand beside me, Milo on my other side, Arjun at my back. All three are armed in case anything happens, but security is locked down and the ACB agents who have been after me have been taken into custody while we hid here. 
I'm never going to be safe--not really.
I have to be brave.
"Are you ready for this?" Nate asks, squeezing my hand. All three of them are dressed in similar black suits we had brought in by the Enclave, preparing to make a stand. Nate looks amazing as always--and it makes me happy that I get to proudly proclaim that he's mine.
That all three of them are.
"Ready as I'll ever be," I murmur. "Are you?"
"We're here for you, Sloane," Arjun says, putting his hand on my shoulder. 
Milo nods. "Let's get to work."
I take a step forward and nod at Nate, and then he's reaching out to open the door, shielding me from the press as the cameras start to go crazy. My mom and sister are with me, too, and Van is right behind them as always. We're all dressed to the nines, designed to look like the perfect post-Mutation family.
What the hell does that even look like?
Well...we're about to define it.
I step up to the podium and clear my throat, and even though my pulse pounds, I'm pleased that my voice doesn't tremble or break. In fact, I sound strong, my hands resting on the papers in front of me as I make eye contact with the dozen or so reporters that were allowed in, the cameras all pointed right at me. The questions start right away, their voices loud and insistent, but my family shields me from it all.
Van steps up to the podium first, staring down the press. "Alright," she says. "This is how we're doing things--Senator Ashford will deliver a statement about the events of this week, and then you will get your questions. If anyone tries to interrupt, they will be removed from the press conference. Understood?"
They all nod, waiting on a knife's edge for my statement.
Then I take Van's place...and it begins.
The resolution to this whole horrible ordeal.
"Good morning," I say. "I'm sure you've all seen the news already--the numerous stories about me this week. First, about the assassination attempt, then the transparently sinister attempt to shame me by releasing compromising footage of me having a private moment with my pack. And now, the perpetrators of all this have been outed as my peers--Senators Westerland, Montgomery, and Wallace."
There's at least one gasp from the audience--so I guess not everyone has seen the news. I know it went public thanks to Milo, but maybe the news is still circulating.
"The fact of the matter is that these senators made an attempt on my life over the past week, with the help of disgraced ACB operatives," I continue. "I was forced into an impossibly difficult situation. The only thing standing between me and certain death were three brave Enclave agents who did their due diligence in protecting me when necessary...and helping me through my heat."
Another gasp, this one louder. This part of the statement wasn't in Van's draft, and I hear her shift on her feet, her eyes wide as she stares at the ground.
I turn my papers upside down, unable to see the words now as I gain courage.
"Yes," I say. "I'm an omega. I deal with heats, just like every other omega in the world. The ACB thought that heats meant we were nothing more than animals, but you can see me standing in front of you right now, and look at me. I'm a human being. These men are my pack, and they did what they had to when I lost access to my suppressants."
The crowd murmurs softly, a couple men whispering to each other in the press junket. 
"And if you're one of the people listening right now who's more appalled by my heat than an attempted assassination, you are part of the problem," I say, looking into the camera and leaning forward. "We make up nearly thirty percent of the population--men and woman and others who go through a heat every one to three months. Our world changed after the Great Mutation, and again after the revolution...and we're not going to be an ordinary part of society until everyone accepts that humanity isn't the same as it once was."
"But let's move on to the actual issue at hand," I continue, straightening up and regaining my composure. "These senators, who were supposed to be my colleagues, my peers, my friends...they orchestrated a plot to kill me. They thought that because I was an omega, I was weak. They thought that because I was a woman, I was powerless. But they were wrong. They underestimated me and my pack, just as so many people do when they see an omega in power."
I pause, taking a deep breath before continuing.
"But we're not powerless. We're not weak. We are capable, just like any other person, of being leaders, of making decisions, of having a voice in government. And now, as a result of their actions, these senators will be facing justice. They will be held accountable for their crimes."
There's a pause, and I can feel my heart pounding in my chest even as my voice gets stronger.
"But this isn't just about justice for me. It's about justice for all omegas, for all of us who have been told they don't belong in positions of power. It's about proving that we can be leaders, that we can make a difference, that we are worthy of respect and protection. And I promise you, as your senator, I will fight every day to ensure that every resident of this city, no matter their background or identity, has the same opportunities and protections under the law."
I take one final breath and look out at the crowd, gathering my courage and my strength for the inevitable storm of questions that will come next. But for this moment, I feel powerful. I feel like I'm standing up not just for myself, but for every omega who has been told they can't lead, who has been told they don't belong. 
And as the cameras continue to flash and the reporters shout out their inquiries, I know that I will never back down.




Epilogue

Nate


We came together--literally--under the strangest of circumstances...and somehow, we made it work. 
It's been a year since Sloane walked into my life, and it feels like things have been getting better ever since that first, horrible week. I worried that our lives together would be all fear and threats...but her power has only grown.
Her return to the Solstice Bay senate was amazing to watch. Her first day back--just a few days after someone tried to kill her--she was met with a round of applause from her colleagues in the senate. Her first act after coming back was to introduce legislation that would prosecute any alphas who tried to transgress on omega liberty again.
She's incredible.
I'm so lucky to have her.
And now...we're going to make it official.
Before the Great Mutation, men used to propose to women they wanted to marry. Now, we have packs--and me, Milo, and Arjun intend on sharing her for the rest of our lives, because she's too insatiable for just one--so we have to come up with a different solution. The velvet box is in my pocket, and I can feel the weight of the ring pressing into my thigh, but I'm not nervous. I know that Sloane will say yes. She's always said yes to me, even when she probably should have said no.
The three of us have been planning this for weeks. Sloane is the glue that holds us all together, and we want to make sure she knows how much we love and appreciate her.
We're going to propose to her as a pack, in front of everyone at the Solstice Bay festival--our celebration of the day we defeated the ACB. We'll each give her a ring, three different stones designed to stack on top of each other, and then we'll ask her to be our mate for life.
I can't wait to see the look on her face when she realizes what we're doing. I know she'll be surprised--we've been very good at keeping this a secret--but I also know she'll be thrilled.
And of course, we got everything approved with the three most important women in Sloane's life: her mom, her sister, and...her publicist.
It was actually Van's idea to propose here at the festival--as a symbol of how we can move forward as a society, adjusting to what we are.
As I make my way through the crowds of the festival, I can feel the excitement building inside me. The air is buzzing with energy and anticipation, and I can't help but smile at the thought of what's to come.
Sloane is waiting at the center of the festival, surrounded by her family and Arjun and Milo and a few other secret service agents. She's never without them these days--and I know she hates it, but I'm glad she's always safe. 
The crowd parts like water, and then she's there.
Absolutely stunning in a pink dress, her chestnut hair down in long waves around her shoulders.
I take Sloane's hand in mine, feeling her warmth and softness against my skin, and give it a gentle squeeze. She looks up at me, and her eyes sparkle with happiness. God, she's beautiful. I can hardly believe she's mine.
"Hey," she says, standing on her toes to kiss me softly. "You look...well, you look nervous. Everything okay?"
"Everything's perfect," I say. I glance up at Milo and Arjun, who are coming up behind her. Arjun slides an arm around her waist and nuzzles her cheek, and Milo slides his hand into the one I'm not holding. "You ready?"
She nods, not having any idea what we have planned. The time has come when we'll set lanterns in the sea for all the people we lost during the Control War...and we're going to propose to her then.
"Let's go," she says with a smile.
We take off as a group, Secret Service following her and keeping the press away. The cameras snap regardless, anxious to get a shot of Sloane Ashford. She's got some buzz around her to run for governor, and we all know she'll make an incredible leader. But right now, we have something more important to focus on.
As the sun begins to set, we make our way down to the beach. The water is calm and serene, the perfect backdrop for what we have planned. We light the lanterns, sending them off into the water to honor those who lost their lives during the Control War. It's a somber moment, but the quiet allows us to feel closer to each other.
As the last lantern goes out to sea, I turn to Sloane, feeling my heart beating wildly in my chest. My voice is shaky, but I manage to get the words out.
"Sloane, we wanted to do something special for you today. Something that shows you how much we love you and how much you mean to us...an extra promise to protect you for the rest of our lives. We've been planning this for weeks, and we hope you'll say yes."
I pull out the velvet box from my pocket, opening it to reveal the three rings--labradorite for me, rose quartz for Arjun, and a dark black onyx from Milo. They complement each other beautifully, a shared motif of leaves winding around the three rings to make it look like they're connected.
Sloane's eyes widen as she takes in the sight of the three rings, and then she turns to us with a look of disbelief. "You're...you're proposing to me? All three of you?"
The cameras are flashing. Fuck, I'm going to feel like such a fool if she says no...but it's her right to do it. I have to trust that her family knows her well enough to know she would say yes.
We nod in unison, and Arjun steps forward to take the first ring out of the box. "Sloane, you've brought so much light and love into our lives. Will you do us the honor of being our mate for life?"
He slides the rose quartz ring onto her finger, and Sloane gasps at the sight of it. "Yes," she says softly. "Yes, I will."
Milo steps forward next, taking the second ring out of the box. "Sloane, I've never met anyone like you. You make all of us better people, and I can't imagine spending my life with anyone else. Will you marry me, too?"
He slides the dark black onyx ring onto her finger, and Sloane's eyes start to sparkle. I've never seen her cry, even when her life was collapsing around her.
And I'm the last to go--and the dam breaks when I pull out my ring. 
"Sloane," I say. 
"You are the most incredible person I have ever known. You amaze me every damn day, and I can't imagine waking up every day without you by my side. Will you do me the honor of becoming my mate for life?"
I slide the labradorite ring onto her finger, feeling my heart racing as she looks down at the three rings stacked together on her finger.
"Yes," she says, her voice choked with emotion. "Yes, I will marry all of you."
The crowd around us erupts into cheers and applause, and we're suddenly surrounded by the people we love most in the world. Sloane throws her arms around each of us, and I feel tears stinging my eyes as I hold her tight.
This is it. This is the rest of our lives, together as a pack, with Sloane at the center. It's everything I've ever wanted, and I'll be satisfied taking care of her while she goes on to do great things.
I'll protect her, no matter what.
My hero omega.
My love.
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