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      Cece

      For the past year, I’d been pushing everyone away. It said more about them than it did about me that they hadn’t kicked me to the curb yet. Before I got the news that shocked my entire nervous system, I’d been all about having fun, being the best beta to Jaime’s Alpha there was. Now I couldn’t even remember what that felt like, and I doubted the online server made up of trans gamers I’d stumbled upon would have the answers, but it was the closest I’d had to a lifeline in a long time.

      Rox, Viola, and Dixie all had their own issues, their own demons to battle, and reasons for all the rules that came with joining their pack. I had never been one for online or long distance relationships, or for those many rules, but… They wanted me, and I hadn’t allowed myself to feel wanted in too long to turn my back on them.

      On the possibilities—one of which, I was aware, meant that I was self-sabotaging once more.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      New Pack Code includes a T4T4T4T online relationship with (pretend) omegaverse rules and dynamics, gaming, characters with more trauma than the author had initially anticipated, lots of puppy play and, of course, found family galore. Oh, and a probably unconventional HEA.
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        Dacryphilia.
      

      	
        Exhibitionism.
      

      	
        Group play.
      

      	
        Humiliation kink.
      

      	
        Orgasm control.
      

      	
        Overstimulation.
      

      	
        Phone sex.
      

      	
        Praise kink.
      

      	
        Puppy play.
      

      	
        Sex toys (fantasy dildos, Hitachi wand).
      

      	
        Voyeurism.
      

      	
        Watersports.
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        Child abuse (in the past, by a main character’s father).
      

      	
        Bullying (past).
      

      	
        Complex family dynamics, including a neglectful mother, and a sibling taking the role of caregiver for their special needs sister.
      

      	
        Complex grief. Exploration of an abusive parent’s death.
      

      	
        Dysphoria.
      

      	
        Suicidal ideation and attempts (mentioned).
      

      	
        Transphobia.
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        Plumas: feathers. Pluma is also used to say someone “looks gay/fem” (mostly used when referring to queer men). For reference, plumo-fobia means fem-phobia.
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            CECE

          

        

      

    

    
      I was six when I first said I wasn’t a girl. Seven, when my father locked me in my room for sixteen hours because I refused to wear a dress. Nine, when the kids at school shoved my face inside the urinal of the boys’ bathroom, because if I wasn’t a girl, I’d be fine with their disgusting toilets and lack of personal hygiene. Eleven, when I got my first period, and I overheard my father breathe with relief because now I wouldn’t be able to deny what I was.

      Thirteen, when I first tried to kill myself. Fifteen, when I got so close to succeeding, I had to spend a night at the local hospital, and my father was held in a cell while an old social worker tried to make sense of me. Seventeen when I got a false ID, and I ran away with the first person I connected with online. It was pure luck that person had been Jaime and not some creep, but I think I would’ve still been better off with a creep than with my family life.

      I was twenty-eight when María stormed into my house and grabbed me by the arms without too much of a hello. I usually loved her showing up. She was the kind of cheerful and teasing and caring that fed my soul when I got deep in my head and I began to drown in the despair that came with the kind of dark thoughts that often plagued me. A visit from her, her red-haired curls and curves, was the best medicine. But that was when she wasn’t yanking me around like a rag doll.

      “You, love, are coming with me.”

      I blinked. She’d barely let me get off my slippers and into a pair of Converse I’d happened to drop off by the entry. “Where?”

      “Just next door,” she said cheerily.

      To Jaime and Tony’s, then. Ever since my best friend slash Alpha had coupled up with Tony, and Tony had offered me the semi-detached house next to his, things had…improved. Slightly. Living beside him wasn’t the same as sharing an apartment, but a new location was enough to have me breathing more easily.

      My dynamic with Jaime felt weirder by the minute. I didn’t tell anyone, though, least of all Jaime. It would open up conversations I was struggling enough to skirt around as it was.

      Something told me my time had run out.

      “Okay…”

      Fighting her was not going to get me anywhere. Besides, I was too exhausted.

      So I walked with her and ignored how she kept her fingers clasped around my wrist as if she was scared I’d run. She opened the door, which meant Jaime must’ve given her the keys. That would explain how she had stormed so easily into mine, actually. I hadn’t stopped to question it, but only Jaime had another key.

      The traitor.

      Even that thought didn’t stir the usual anger it would have on any other day.

      There was no anger, but there was shock when I was shoved into the living room, and everyone was milling around there. Disconcertion aside, because this house was identical to mine, only the other way around, when I said ‘everyone’, I meant everyone. It wasn’t just the folks we referred to as the inner circle. Kara, Mónica, Sergio, Abel, León, Danny, Carlos—who technically didn’t spend enough time with us to be part of the inner circle but was on behalf of his two partners—Erika, Eli, Tony, and Jaime were all crammed up in the spacious room. Ev was here, too. Sweet Ev, who was apparently going through a discovering makeup phase.

      The pink eyeshadow was cute but a bit bulky.

      I shivered.

      I hated knowing that.

      “Why’s everyone here?” I asked, but I knew the answer. It was clear from the lone chair they had placed where the coffee table would be. The one they had pushed aside to stage a proper intervention. “Never mind. Let’s get it over with.”

      Before María could keep dragging me around, I twisted out of her hold and strode toward the stupid chair. It was when I plopped down that she came back to me again, squatting down.

      It was hard not to dart my gaze down to her boobs, but I had done harder things.

      “Love…” She grimaced. “We’re worried about you. You’ve been off for a year now. And you don’t talk about it.”

      I huffed. Of course I didn’t talk about it.

      “I’m fine.”

      “I don’t think you are.”

      One thing that living the life I’d lived taught you? It was to not break down in front of others. Definitely not in front of an audience.

      “Cece.” Jaime spoke my name like a command I wasn’t sure they had the right to give. Not anymore. It still made me look up and watch as they kneeled in front of me, light brown hair slicked back the way it was whenever they gave in to their posh fashionista tendencies. “Tell me to kick everyone out, and I will, but for fuck’s sake, you’ve gotten away with this bullshit for far too long.”

      “Jaime.” The warning came from Tony, who did have the right to issue the command, even when it got him a glare from the one I’d considered my other half until very recently. “Easy.”

      “I’ve gone easy on them for a year now.” Jaime gritted out. “Easy doesn’t work.”

      María rubbed my arm, bringing my attention to her. She probably knew it was that, or me kicking Jaime and his sometimes-narcissistic ways.

      “We’re here for you,” she whispered. “Whatever it is.”

      I blinked. Several times.

      I was not going to break down, dammit.

      “I know.”

      “Okay.” Her smile was softer. I wanted to tell her to sit down or get more comfortable. I knew she was fit, despite what everyone thought when they saw her body, but she’d been having issues with one of her knees for the past few weeks. She had an appointment at the hospital next month to get some imaging done. “Is there anyone here you’d feel comfortable talking to?”

      I sniffed. It wasn’t breaking down if there were no tears or sobs that threw me to the floor with the chaos they wreaked upon my body.

      “No.”

      Yes.

      You.

      Danny, maybe. He knew enough about dysfunctional families.

      Abel. He had a good family, but he understood fighting with your own head.

      Sergio would get the bullying and how it wasn’t out of my system, no matter how many therapists I paid.

      Eli was a good listener—better than they gave themself credit for.

      León had that calmness around him despite the ink that covered his entire body. At least when he wasn’t in the middle of a scene that involved hunts through a forest and CNC.

      I couldn’t, though. Maybe if I had done it when it happened but too much time had passed now. I had no way to explain it. Any of it. Why I hadn’t reached out. Why I hadn’t let anyone in even though they were the closest to what I wished families felt like.

      I just…

      I felt the words coming out from my chest regardless, the weight of them pulling me to bend over before I’d said them out loud. “My father is dead.”

      “Fuck.” Jaime cursed before they were pulling me into their arms.

      “Cece…” María tried to join the hug.

      I fought her. Even when the waterworks started and the pressure in my chest grew, and words became a challenge because I was crying too hard.

      “No, no, he—” I gulped down. María didn’t back down, but she looked confused while Jaime squeezed the air out of my lungs. I accepted their touch because they knew. “He hurt me. I shouldn’t… I’m glad he’s dead. I…”

      That was all I could say before I gave up on the words, on making anyone understand. Before I crumbled over all the looks of pity, or maybe it was just sadness, a collective sort of heartbreak because we had all grown that close.

      I should’ve held it all in somehow.

      Kara was the next one to approach, sliding in between María and Jaime and wrapping her arms around me. She knew about people hurting her, but I didn’t know if it was the same.

      Mónica came next. I stopped keeping track after that, only registered the new weights added to the pile.

      I had tried so hard. For so long.

      I hiccuped when I felt a tap on my arm.

      Eli held a phone to my face. They struggled with verbal communication a lot of the time. They’d also had a shitty family. Before they moved with Erika, the only family member they’d still been in touch with kicked them out.

      
        
        My therapist says that when we grieve an abusive family member, we’re not grieving the person per se, but the figure they should’ve filled.

        I’m sorry.

      

      

      I squinted to stop the words from blurring together. It took a few tries.

      Eli didn’t push me for an answer, but they never did.

      “Thanks, Eli.”

      It didn’t fill any of the holes, but I couldn’t blame any of them for it. I just…I just had to stay here and let Jaime fuss for a bit, kiss the top of my head and rock me in their lap. Then I’d assure everyone I’d be okay and make an escape.

      I was not this person.

      Everyone knew me as the pup who wanted casual fun. It was my whole vibe.

      Not this mess of a person.
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      Everything had changed.

      Two months had passed since the intervention they’d staged, and everything had changed. Now, my skin itched every time Jaime rang the doorbell or simply walked into my space. It was always with a premise. Getting me food. Taking me out for a walk because I needed more vitamin D. Helping me clean the house, even though I was more of a neat freak than he was. Other times, it was simply because he wanted alone time with me, because he wanted us to play as puppies like we used to. Those were… They were better. More effective at taking my head off shit.

      There was an undercurrent, though, and he could pretend all he wanted that it wasn’t there, but I saw it.

      Which was why it was the middle of the night, and instead of working on fixing my sleep schedule, I was completing as many side quests as I could in this new video game he had suggested we play together, even though he never found the time to actually do it.

      Sure, he had his new dynamic, and he was launching a podcast, and he had research to do, and prepping, and a million other things. I wasn’t mad.

      I was petty, though.

      And petty meant that I was going through all the quests we should be doing together without a care, using all the command keys and cheat codes and mods he hated because he didn’t have the patience to learn them.

      It also meant that, when I got an in-game notification to join an alliance, I accepted it. Usually, Jaime and I set it up and then convinced all the others in our group to join. They weren’t gamers—if anything, they might play occasionally—but hell, neither was Jaime if we were being pedantic about it. And it worked to have the numbers and rewards. Especially when they let us control their accounts. It was a win-win for everyone involved.

      Well, fuck that.

      I’d just be in this random alliance, and I’d get through the whole game by myself, without any looks of pity, or people revolving through my place, making up excuses to help me when I didn’t need it.

      And when an in-app notification popped up with an invite to a Discord server from that same alliance… Sure, why the fuck not? Those places tended to be full of creeps, but I could always mute it after tonight.

      If I was playing, I didn’t have to think about the people around me. Or the memories. Or the running away I’d been trying to do all year, with little to nothing to show for it.

      Self-care could only do so much, and it was one hell of a trip to discover when you were approaching rock bottom.

      The Discord server looked good. There was a channel to pick roles, which included pronouns—and let me pick she/they, too—and both text and voice channels for both gaming and chilling. I didn’t know that I wanted to chill, but after I clicked on she/they as my pronouns and selected I was non-binary, and I was immediately granted access to a category titled Trans Gaymers, I was intrigued.

      And bored.

      And back to intrigued as I scrolled through the three text channels and skimmed through the messages there. There was a channel to connect with others, a channel for help and resources, another channel for memes, and finally a voice channel. Two people were online and in it. I would’ve left it alone, but… In the first channel, one of them encouraged people to join them.

      I cleared my throat. What the fuck was I doing?

      Was this what rock bottom looked like? Did I finally get to say I’d completely lost it?

      I didn’t do this.

      I didn’t get nervous over it, either. Didn’t feel my heartbeat kicking up as I rummaged for my headphone set and waited for it to connect. Meeting people was fine. It was a trans channel, too. They were probably just setting up for a multiplayer campaign, and that was why they needed more people.

      The two people in there had their camera on. I kept it off. I got that it was weird, but I only had a purple lava lamp and the screen of my laptop lighting up the room, and I was fucking up my sleep schedule badly enough without adding the bright light overhead to the mix.

      Besides, it was… We could argue it was a safety thing.

      “Oh, hi!!” The one called Viola waved with the kind of enthusiasm I only saw from the Littles in our group. It wouldn’t surprise me if she was one. The pink kitty ears, wig in the same color, and kawaii makeup filter didn’t help. “You’re the new person, right? How do you want me to call you? I sent you the invite because we need a mage, stat, and also, how did you get through the levels so fast? I’m so stuck.”

      I cleared my throat. The other person in the channel shook their head, embarrassment clear in their flushed cheeks. They didn’t have the best lighting, but they had star-shaped stickers across their cheekbones in lieu of a blush, and disarrayed light hair.

      “Hi.” I scrubbed a hand down my face. What the fuck was I doing? Of course, the bar showed the mic caught the movement. Honestly, I knew better than this. “I’m Cece, and… I don’t know. Give me five, and I can hop over to multiplayer mode.”

      Technically, I could just pause it, but I needed an excuse to pace myself, and I wanted to get the fucking chest after I returned all the ingredients to the local NPC mage.

      “Sweet!” Viola—at least according to her Discord handle, which included her pronouns (she/her)—clapped her hands in that way where her hands didn’t actually touch. “I’m Viola, and this is Dixie. They’re a bit grumpy, but they love me.”

      Dixie (they/them) gave a clipped nod. “What’s up?”

      They couldn’t see me, so I didn’t nod or react. I just moved the game window from my main screen to the TV one I’d hooked up to it years ago and went back to running around in search of whatever berry it was that I was missing.

      There were background noises coming from both their mics that said they were doing the same. Playing the game, that was.

      “When did you start playing this?” Viola asked.

      She was one of the people who didn’t handle silence well, wasn’t she?

      “Not too long ago.” I shrugged, pretended not to wince as I thought back to the first night Jaime and I had played. “Started off a save with a…friend, but they haven’t been in the mood lately, so…here I am.”

      “Oh.” Viola pouted in that exaggerated way I usually disliked on principle. “That sucks. Are you still friends with them?”

      “Yeah.” They’re my Alpha. Whatever that meant now. Obviously, kitty ears or not, I wasn’t going to say any of that out loud. “We go way back. I rent a place next to theirs now.”

      “That’s so cool!” Viola gasped. Then she almost knocked her camera down while doing something with the extra decorated controller she had. She was one of the people who moved around a lot while gaming, it seemed. I’d always been the kind to lie down on my bean bag and relax, so I couldn’t quite relate, but…it was cute. It fit her vibe. “So…are you cool with kink? We’re cool with kink.”

      “I…” What the fuck kind of alliance had I stepped into? “Y-yeah. Yeah, I’m cool with kink.”

      Understatement of the year from someone who held a membership to a BDSM club and was considered part of its inner circle.

      “Yay!” Viola bounced on her gamer chair. Did I mention it was also pink? “So, I’m very, very, very into puppy play, and I’m in a pack with Dixie and another person who’s not online right now, but we don’t live nearby. We just do stuff online, and then meet up for like weekends at a time when our schedules work.”

      “Oh.” I gulped. “Sounds… You’re in a pack?”

      “Vi, you know what Rox told you last time—” Dixie spoke at the same time as I did.

      I didn’t know if my question was heard. Their voice was deeper than mine. I hated group voice channels. I wasn’t shy, but I felt self-conscious about my voice. Too small. Too…

      “I asked first!” Viola answered. “And, yeah, do you know about pet play? Packs are a thing there.”

      I snorted. Did I know about pet play.

      “Yeah.” I cleared my throat. “I know about pet play, I mean.”

      Was it me, or the longer I was in this group channel, the more socially awkward I was becoming?

      I was supposed to be over this—the fright of talking with new groups of people. Meeting people individually was nice. Meeting people in groups was not good. Groups bullied. People were evil, and they felt more entitled to letting that evilness out into the world when there were others around them. Others who’d stay quiet or find excuses for them, but never took action to make it stop. To support the one who had been picked as the weak link.

      “Yay!” Viola grinned. “I don’t know what it is about this game, but like nine out of ten people we meet are kinky.”

      I…didn’t know either. Anyway. “So what do you mean, a pack? Like a polyam dynamic?”

      “Kind of?” Viola toyed with one of her ears. I took my eyes off the screen while I read the dialogue from the NPC after I’d found her again and had all the berries. Multitasking added a new layer of safety. I couldn’t focus too much on what I was doing with my body or what I was saying, because my attention had to be split. “It’s like, there are Alphas and betas and omegas. Well, and deltas, but we’ve never met one. But the thing is, we are sorted as one of those, and then we kind of behave as a pack.”

      “Oh.” Stupidest way I could’ve reacted? Yeah. Sue me. “I’m a beta. To my Alpha? Kind of. It’s weird.”

      “I’m an omega!” Viola exclaimed. “Dixie is a beta, and Rox is our Alpha. She said she’ll join the channel in an hour. She’s finishing up at the gym.”

      “Okay.” I darted my gaze away. It was a good thing they only heard my voice. “Did you want to wait for her before jumping into multimode, or…? I’m done with what I was doing.”

      “No, we can play.”

      “Fucking finally,” Dixie muttered. “I swear, Vi, the world is not gonna end if you let Rox breathe for once.”

      “I let her breathe!”

      “So you don’t know that she’s finishing up at the gym because you’ve been texting her nonstop?”

      “I’m not going to apologize for being a needy…omega,” Vi added the last word in a lower voice.

      I didn’t know if she thought I was going to say something about it after she’d already overshared everything about their dynamic. To be fair, the only reason I wasn’t saying more was because I was still processing. It couldn’t be…

      This couldn’t be what I was thinking, what this was pointing to. Today had just been a weird day, and it continued being one, and that was why I was reading into things and building castles on a cloud. I was really good at doing that. Years of experience having only my head if I wanted to feel some semblance of comfort.

      “It’s all good,” I remembered to tell her.

      It wasn’t either of their faults that I was having an off day, or that this was not a scenario I’d been prepared for. Or that Viola had accidentally described my literal utopia, which they were all apparently living, while I was going through one of the worst patches I’d had in years.

      I haven’t met Rox yet. Maybe Rox was a terrible Alpha. Or just someone deeply displeasing. Hell, Dixie might be that, too. They hadn’t spoken much ever since I’d joined the voice channel, and I couldn’t get a read on them. Quieter people didn’t usually have stickers on their faces, did they? I knew I didn’t. If I had to picture someone with stickers on their face from my actual friend group, it would be Kara. Maybe María, if it was for some festival or she was trying to cheer up someone. Sergio? If he was feeling very Little and someone else was doing it too.

      It made me feel like a terrible person. I didn’t want Dixie and Viola to be in a shitty relationship, but I really wished that Rox was shitty. Mediocre, at least. Or maybe Viola described their pack like that because she definitely looked like the kind of person who put a positive spin on everything and saw the world through rose-colored glasses.

      Yeah, that sounded likely, too.

      Anything so that I didn’t have to confront the fact that someone was living my ideal life while mine was crumbling apart, thank you.
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            ROX

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            
              
        ω Viola

      

      
        Hi, Alpha!!!

      

      

      

      
        
          
        We’re playing with a new person (beta Dixie and I), and they’re so nice, and they’re also a beta!!

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Well, I think they’re sad, but they’re really good, and they keep me from dying in the game and support me when Dixie is mean

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I think they want to meet you, Alpha

      

      

      

      

      

      I took a deep breath, grabbed my set of keys, and entered the apartment I was sharing with five other people. Viola was literally the dose of sunshine I would bottle up and keep with me at all times, but she was the messiest texter. When she started blowing up my phone, it was better to wait until she’d gotten everything out of her chest.

      As predicted, there were six more texts by the time I’d thrown my gym bag toward the wall in my room and thrown myself in the gamer chair that cost more than most of the things I kept here.

      
        
          
            
              
        ω Viola

      

      
        Do you think she can be part of our pack, Alpha?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I think she needs a pack

      

      

      

      
        
          
        She said something about a friend, and an Alpha, but it sounded weird

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I don’t think she’s getting what she needs and you always say an Alpha gives us what we need

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Also, Dixie says I have to tell you I’m very needy today

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I think I’m in heat, Alpha

      

      

      

      

      

      I shook my head, then opened Discord on my laptop and typed a response there.

      
        
          
            
              
        ɑ Rox

      

      
        Do you want me to join the voice channel, or do you need private time with your Alpha, omega?

      

      

      

      

      

      I gave her a minute to answer. Knowing her, she’d be trying to speak in code so that Dixie would tell her what to do while this new person was in the voice channel. I scrolled to see if I could get some info from their profile without joining, but all I got was their username, pronouns, and a profile picture of one of the characters in the game.

      Someone who either valued their privacy, or they were really into the game Viola had all of us playing lately.

      
        
          
            
              
        ω Viola

      

      
        Hngh

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I need your knot so badly, Alpha

      

      

      

      
        
          
        But I really want you to meet them, too

      

      

      

      

      

      My nostrils flared. Viola had a way of amping up the Alpha/omega role play when she wanted something. Or when she wanted me in a certain mood. A certain possessive, growly mood.

      
        
          
            
              
        α Rox

      

      
        You know I don’t like to keep my omegas suffering when they’re in heat

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I’ll join the channel, you pups can finish whatever quest you’re in the middle of, and then I’ll give you what you want, okay?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ω Viola

      

      
        *whining noises* okay, Alpha

      

      

      

      

      

      She was good, too. A handful, but… Fuck. They’d better not have too long before I could whisk her away.

      “What’s up?”

      “Oh, thank fuck.” Dixie grunted, their head banging against their hands. I saw a glint of star-shaped stickers, which I guessed meant they’d been with their sister before logging in. “Cece, meet Rox. Rox, Cece says they’re a beta for another Alpha, but their Alpha is not a Dom?”

      It was hard to gauge anything about this Cece when they didn’t have their camera switched on. I trusted Viola’s instincts about people, though. She came across as super open to everyone most of the time, but she wasn’t one to trust blindly. If she wanted someone to be a part of our pack, she had seen something in them.

      “Hey.” The only voice not attached to a body I recognized spoke through my earbuds. When I got on that private call with Viola, I’d switch to my more professional headset, but I wasn’t going to join the raid, so the earbuds I’d kept on to avoid the chatter in the subway would do for a quick introduction. “Sorry I’m barging in on your pack time. I can get off the call.”

      “Noooo,” Viola whined before I could share that sentiment—with less dramatics. “We’re beating everyone’s asses. You have to stay until we’ve beaten all the monsters.”

      “All of them?”

      I quirked an eyebrow. Was that teasing in Cece’s voice? I could work with that.

      “Have you been playing worse than usual so that Cece can save your ass, Vi?”

      It was one of her go-to tactics when she met someone. She said it was her way to weed out the assholes who would either be shits to bad players or get extra creepy about it. It was, but Viola wasn’t the completely innocent girl she played to be.

      “Nooooo,” Viola mumbled. “They’re just very good.”

      “She totally has,” Dixie interjected. Dixie, who wasn’t an asshole to bad players, but got incredibly annoyed by Viola’s theatrics—or anyone else’s. “Are you going to join us, at least?”

      “Nah. Maybe later if you’re still up.”

      They shouldn’t; they had a shift tomorrow morning, but managing Dixie meant treading a very thin tightrope. They weren’t my beta because they wanted me to take over and help them organize their life. Hell, Viola barely wanted that, but Dixie was more…complicated. They wanted to be a part of the pack and had stayed longer than anyone else, but things were always tenuous at best. I didn’t know if there was something missing—a person, a dynamic, a type of Dominance—or it was just the way Dixie emoted. No matter how many times I tried to broach the subject, they said they were happy with us, that they didn’t want anything to change.

      It was better when we met up in person. I just couldn’t help but feel responsible.

      “So how long have you been a pack?” Cece asked while I watched as Dixie’s character jumped in the air to slay one of the enemy witches with a broadsword.

      “I first founded the pack five years ago.” It wasn’t a time I was the proudest of, but I barreled through the story. “People join and leave freely. Dixie has stayed as my beta for almost three years now, and Viola has been my omega for a year and a half. Some people stay longer; some people just want the pack as a safe space while they work through other stuff.”

      “Huh.” I believed the sound that followed was Cece sniffing. “What do you do when you’re not playing?”

      “Dixie is a pediatric nurse, Viola is an adult content creator, and I’m an author.”

      I always stuck Viola’s job in the middle to avoid some of the harshest reactions, but I caught the way my little omega darted her gaze in fear toward where I’d sit in her screen.

      “What do you write?” Cece asked, completely bypassing everything else I’d said. “I read a lot of romance. Omegaverse, mostly.”

      Damn.

      Viola screeched before I could scrub a hand down my face and figure out an answer that wouldn’t be cringe. “Alpha Rox writes omegaverse! Under a pen name, of course. She reads it to me sometimes when I can’t get off on my own. It’s very hot.”

      I snorted. “Thank you, Vi.”

      “I can DM you the link to my website,” I offered.

      It would beat saying my pen name out loud and having Cece recognize it. I wasn’t drowning in money—the fact that I was sharing an apartment that was designed for four people at best with five students was the first clue—but I was recognized as a best-selling author. A random reader wouldn’t recognize me, but one into omegaverse romance certainly would.

      “Sure.” Cece cleared their throat. If I had to read into it, I’d say they were self-conscious about going too high-pitched. “That’d be cool.”

      I hummed. The suspicion was confirmed when they lowered their registry for that last part.

      If they had their camera on, I’d ask how long they’d been out, but they didn’t, and I was forward, but I wasn’t reckless.

      So I just messaged them the link as promised, and took a backseat while the three of them kept slaying monsters.

      Viola was one hundred percent playing worse than usual. She’d never be the best player in any group, but damn.

      I couldn’t wait to have her alone.
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        * * *

      

      “And, finally, I’ve got you all to myself, omega.”

      The most wanton moan came out of Viola’s pouty mouth. Now that it was just the two of us, she had moved from her gaming chair and sat against the padded headboard of her bed.

      “Alpha, it hurts so much,” she whinnied. “I need so bad.”

      I dragged my teeth across my bottom lip. “What hurts, pretty girl?”

      Viola squirmed. The camera in her phone didn’t show her hand, but I knew she had it tucked between her legs while she rubbed her pretty little pussy against it.

      I was going to tell her to shift the angle of the phone so that I could see, but not before I saw how much I could make her blush and make those slutty little faces.

      “My p-pussy, Alpha,” she whimpered, cheeks a bright pink. “It’s so empty.”

      “Yeah?” I cocked my head to the side. “You need a knot, pretty girl? A big, Alpha knot to keep you sated?”

      The high-pitched whimper made me really fucking thankful I’d paid good money for these headphones. And about the fact that the old apartment had many issues, but thin walls weren’t one of them.

      Little mercies.

      “Knots are so big and scary, Alpha.”

      My breath hitched. That was how she wanted to play it today?

      Fucking hell.

      A year and a half, and things never got boring with her.

      “I know, pretty girl,” I cooed. She tried to conceal her smirk, her approval, but I caught it, along with the glint in her eyes. “But you know little omegas like you can’t go on without one, and you don’t want to get real sick, do you?”

      More whimpers followed before she started to toy with the hem of her fluffy hoodie. “I can’t go on without a knot, Alpha?”

      I grunted. She was pushing all my buttons, and she knew it, just as she knew that I wasn’t going to do anything about it other than follow her lead.

      “You know you’ll feel much better after, my omega.” My voice deepened, breathing coming out more ragged. It was part of the fantasy, but it was also the general effect she had on me. “Show me the Alpha knot I know you keep there, pretty girl.”

      There was some ruffling, but then Viola was moving and leaning toward the side of the bed where she kept the lube and toys.

      “Alpha, I’m getting the cramps.”

      So, she didn’t want to wait. Omegas got cramps sometimes when they hadn’t had a knot for too long, and it started to become a life-or-death situation if they didn’t get one soon.

      I tried to temper down the feral smirk I could feel pulling at the edges of my lips. “You know what you have to do then, don’t you? Or is your little omega brain too far gone to reason already?”

      “Alpha!” Viola shrieked. If I heard correctly, that was a hint of laughter she muffled against the pillow. Fuck, I loved it when she was at her most playful. “The dildo is too big for my pussy hole, Alpha. I need you.”

      “I’m right here,” I promised Fuck, I knew it was just words, just part of the game, but every time Viola, or any of them, talked about needing me, physically, it made me question shit. Questioning shit would have to wait, though. At least until I had her clenching and sliding that knotted dildo up her ass, and she got at least one squirting orgasm out of her system. “Now get some of that slick lube all over your hole, pretty one. I’m going to make you feel good in no time.”

      Viola arched her spine off the bed, bemoaning the whole time, but obeying nonetheless.

      “Now, you know the rules.” I tutted when I saw her move in a way that suggested she was grabbing the base of the dildo. “I need to see to make sure your silly, heat-addled omega brain is doing this part right.”

      Viola pushed the phone closer to her face just so that I could see her pout and sniffle. Then, she was angling the screen to give me a look at her now soaking pussy, framed by the mini pleated skirt she must not have bothered taking off. She was a fucking Tumblr fantasy on legs.

      “Good girl.” I added more of a grumble to the words as I watched her squirt more lube onto the dildo. “You really needed this, huh?”

      Viola panted as the tip of the dildo pressed against her hole. “Yes, Alpha. Need. So much.”

      “Just slide it in, Vi,” I encouraged. “It’s going to feel so good. It’s what your pretty little hole is made for, isn’t it? You just have to slide that thick Alpha cock in there, let it knot you, and forget about everything else.”

      While I gave her instructions, I snatched a bullet vibe and slid it down my pants, pressing it against the sensitive skin behind my groin. It wasn’t perfect, but the buzzing sensation soon stirred all my nerve endings awake, and I didn’t want to deal with taking off my clothes to get a better angle.

      Our moans intertwined after that.

      “Alpha, are you feeling good, too?”

      “So good.” I sighed, head tilted back against my own, cold pillow. “Are you fucking yourself to take my knot, omega?”

      More whimpers ensued. “Y-yes, Alpha. I need your knot.”

      I hummed. “That’s right. You’re going to feel so good when you swallow it in, omega. When you do the thing you were created to do.”

      There was not a lot more talk after that, just whimpers and moans, panting, and ragged breaths. Viola fucked herself harder, faster, her bottom lip trapped between her teeth. I didn’t have the best angle to see it.

      Her pussy was the thing that took the cake, though. Every time, it was a hypnotic sight. Even though we were using her ass because her actual pussy hole wasn’t big enough for the toy, the surgeon on her case had molded the most beautiful pussy I had ever seen. It was a vision, smooth and soft-looking and tiny, and…

      Fuck.

      My hips arched off the bed, the vibe sliding upward toward the more sensitive skin there. I gasped, stars appearing at the edges of my vision as I let my body take over.

      I trembled, every nerve ending vibrating as a weak string of clear fluid pooled in my underwear. The thought of it getting sticky made me grimace, but my attention was quickly back to the screen I’d almost let slip out of my hold. A louder, almost apologetic scream tore out of Viola’s throat as she swallowed in the wide knot at the base of the dildo. Her body contracted around it right away, her orgasm following right after, between her screaming my name—my marker—over and over again.

      Part of me wanted to rub a second one out at the beat of her Alpha’s.

      “So good for me,” I whispered once I knew she’d hear me over her own heartbeat and the high of her own orgasm.

      “Alpha?” Viola sniffled.

      She moved the camera to her face, to the watered eyes that followed after a more intense orgasm that made me clench my jaw every time because I wasn’t there to kiss. To hold.

      “What do you need, omega?”

      “Can we set something up?” She bit her lip. “It’s been forever, and I had a really good month, I can cover it if I have to.”

      “You won’t cover a thing,” I warned her right away, “but yeah. We can look into it.”

      Viola nodded. “Maybe Cece can join. As an initiation.”

      For a second, I froze, my brain not fully computing what or who she was talking about.

      I should’ve known. “We don’t even know if she’s looking for a pack, Vi.”

      “Because she didn’t know it was a possibility,” she retorted. “She’ll say yes if you ask, Alpha.”

      I didn’t know about that. What I knew was that I’d never been good at telling Viola no. She was my absolute weakness.

      “Okay. Let your Alpha take care of it.”

      Viola was more than aware of the power she held over me, of how she had me twirled around her little finger. Of how it affected me when she giggled while kicking her feet before telling me she loved me and ending the call.
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      For what it was worth, I knew I was standoffish. I knew people took a while to warm up to me, and I knew it fell on me and my…aloofness. Awkwardness? I wasn’t sure. Self-help books I knew I shouldn’t be reading said that it was all about intention and self-assuredness, and another one talked about shame and losing the fear of being ridiculed.

      If that fear was my main motivator, I wouldn’t be part of an A/B/O pack. If anyone were to find out about it, ridicule would be the least of my worries. My whole life imploding would be.

      “Dixie.” It was not the name my supervisor used, but I refused to acknowledge the deadname everyone in the hospital used, citing legal reasons. It didn’t matter. I glanced up at the old man with his graying hair and rectangular glasses that did nothing to make him seem more approachable. “You know why we’re here.”

      “Do I?”

      I ignored the churn in my stomach that said I had a pretty good guess.

      “There’s been another complaint about your bedside manner. The other nurses are uncomfortable around you.”

      I sighed. Of course they were. And of course there had been another complaint. I was more surprised by it being addressed than the complaint itself. Very few people in public healthcare cared about those. It sucked, and probably spoke a lot about why our system had the reputation it did, and why it was tanking under voices that very stupidly wanted to destroy the welfare system and bring some kind of hybrid co-pay system that had been proven not to work in the best interest of the people anywhere in the world.

      “Okay. Who complained?”

      I didn’t ask who was uncomfortable, because I knew that answer.

      In a way, it made sense. I got it. I’d just…

      Most of the people around me had chosen their specialty in pediatrics because they loved kids. Yeah, they wanted to help them, but mostly, they loved kids, and that was a big chunk of their personality.

      I didn’t dislike kids, but my reasons for becoming a pediatric nurse were solely about keeping them alive. Not playing with them. Not getting to cheer them up or see their smiles and excited faces. I just wanted to keep them alive.

      That…approach made me clash with lots of my coworkers. In the best-case scenarios, they shared their concerns that looking at my job the way I did would make me burn out in five seconds flat, to which I responded, I had been working for almost a decade now, and I was fine. But in the worst cases, they whispered behind my back, talked about how they wouldn’t want to leave their children under my care, and wondered out loud if I might need therapy to work through whatever trauma I was carrying.

      The result was that my lunch breaks were taken alone, and very few of the kids ran up to hug my legs. And, on rare occasions, I was called up to either our supervisor’s or one of the doctors’ offices because they wanted to be the ones who figured out what was wrong with me. Or they wanted to intimidate me with the idea of firing me if my personality didn’t do a one-eighty overnight.

      Our current supervisor—because no one lasted more than a couple of years before requesting a transfer—cleared his throat. “You know I can’t disclose names, but she declared that her child has been having night terrors ever since you went to her room to draw her blood.”

      Draw her blood? Did he expect me to have a lightbulb moment? Drawing blood for one analysis or another was as commonplace as…

      My eyes widened. “Does this mother happen to be a viola teacher?”

      “Dixie, I already told you, you know⁠—”

      I knew, but I also recognized the uncomfortable, sympathetic look on his face. “You know as well as I do that woman should be thanking me that social services isn’t up her ass. And she files a complaint against me?”

      “The kid is having nightmares, Dixie.”

      “Because I pointed out that it’s important for children’s development to socialize, too, and I brought up the studies that prove me right.”

      That woman made my blood boil. I might not love children the way the other nurses and doctors around here did, but I cared about them. About their chances to grow up properly and thrive and have access to all the possibilities they could reach. That woman, in the meantime, wrote down notes so that her kid couldn’t do PE or go outside during recess for fear of her hurting her fingers, and during the weekends she sent her to a private school in another city to learn Russian with a bunch of other kids who had to be just as abused, all because she had this dream of her kid being a viola prodigy.

      It was ridiculous.

      And it was going to end up badly, but none of the other doctors—or nurses—had said anything while she explained her reasoning like it was the most logical thing in the world. Just tense smiles and avoiding eye contact. It had actually been one of the few days when I saw some respect reflected in the gazes staring at me as I passed them by.

      “Are we done here?” I reclined in the seat as I posed the question.

      I didn’t feel relaxed enough, or like I held any power here, but sometimes, appearances were actually everything.

      “Just have more touch next time, okay? I’ll tell legal to handle it.”

      “Good.”

      Next time, I wouldn’t bother to say shit. I’d just call social services when the mother wasn’t looking—and not the ones in the hospital, the ones that would actually open a file and look into shit.

      “Good talk. Now I have a shift to finish.”

      A shift, and four kids who needed their IV catheters changed.
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        Cece

      

      
        Hey, is it okay if I message you? Or we can hop to the voice channel, whatever works

      

      

      

      

      

      I reclined on my bed. I’d just logged onto my laptop, and Cece’s message was the first thing that popped up.

      Honestly, I was beat on my feet. And terrible at meeting new people. It just took so much energy. Energy I didn’t really have right now.

      
        
          
            
              
        β Dixie

      

      
        Do I get to see your face this time?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Cece

      

      
        Sure

      

      

      

      
        
          
        The other day it was just too late and lighting sucked

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        β Dixie

      

      
        Fine

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Vi and Rox won’t be online today, though, just an FYI

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Thursday nights are reserved for Rox’s writing sprints, and Vi said she’s going to be recording and editing stuff

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Cece

      

      
        That’s fine

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I wanted to talk with you anyway

      

      

      

      

      

      Now that intrigued me.

      Cece wasn’t the first person we’d met who showed an interest in the pack—far from it—but there was something I couldn’t quite pinpoint about her. There was also the fact that she apparently wanted to talk with me now. Her interest in the pack wasn’t a first, but this definitely was.

      I hopped onto the voice channel right away. I didn’t bother to sit back on the bed, but I adjusted the angle of the laptop screen a bit so that my double chin didn’t take over half the screen.

      Cece joined the call two seconds later, her camera loading quickly enough after that. I tried not to react, but I hadn’t expected auburn hair tied up in a bun with a buzzcut, or all the cute little moles spread across her face.

      “Hey.”

      “Hey.” I cleared my throat. She had a soft, almost shy smile. Well, shy wasn’t the right word, but I wasn’t Rox, with her wordsmith ways. Or Viola, with all her exuberance. “What did you wanna talk bout?”

      “Oh.” Cece blushed. “Did you want to play while we talk? I’m better when I multitask.”

      “Okay.” Keeping my attention on the game was even less appealing than accepting to talk, but I was already here. Besides, it would help let go of some of the lingering anger that came from remembering that woman had issued a fucking complaint against me. For trying to keep her kid safe. And alive. “Side quests? Vi wants to be in for the entire main quest, but she doesn’t have the patience for side quests. Rox doesn’t care one way or another.”

      “I’m one hundred percent the kind of person who does all the side quests, then advances in the main quest.”

      “Same.” I found myself grinning while I said it, too.

      Cece shared the gesture.

      It felt oddly nice.

      “So, what do you do, anyway? I don’t think you
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