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            1. Mike Long, Present Day

          

        

      

    

    
      Mike hummed, softly, quietly, as he and his husbands approached the ballroom. The great double doors were flung open. Instead of the stuffy doorman who had been so disrespectful yesterday a young sub wearing nothing but a collar and a bright red ball gag stood by the door, bowing as people passed him by. The boy's body was covered with marks, bruises, bite marks, a set of beautifully precise cane marks over his left bicep, but he didn't appear to be in any distress.

      Interesting.

      The formal clothes that had marked their stay at Master Torey Crabbe's northern Viridian estate hadn't quite disappeared but the other guests streaming into the ballroom wore their satin and leather much less rigidly. Weapons were evident on every wrist and hip, from heavy blasters that made Dan coo to luscious knives that Edward craned his neck at. Even Omar perked up at the sight of a truly beautiful set of needle guns rocking on the hips of a young woman wearing a corset, a pair of leather pants and nothing else, not even shoes.

      "It appears that we might have dressed more comfortably, boys," Mike drawled as he rested his fingers on Alfredo's scale-covered arm to keep him from charging ahead.

      Mike didn't move from their spot at the far end of the hallway. There was no rush to return to Torey's party, especially with such a difference from the afternoon garden party to now. He licked his lip, tasting sweat from their round of sex and soap from Alfredo washing Mike's body clean. He could smell rich roasted meat and the sharp stink of too much alcohol but that only meant that the buffet was open at last. Not that he and his boys would be partaking. Too much risk of poisoning at an open buffet.

      "What changed, Boss?" Omar asked with one hand clutching Mike's satchel to his chest and the other on his needler.

      "A very good question, dear one," Mike replied. "I would suspect the death of Torey's three older uncles has… relaxed certain rules."

      "Fuck," Alfredo growled. "Then they're going to be a lot less easy to predict."

      His claws flexed out as he snarled at the other guests. None of them noticed Mike and his husbands lurking in the hallway but the sub at the door certainly did. His eyes went wide and he bowed more deeply, holding it longer than before. That drew someone's attention inside because there was a distinct shift in the conversation.

      Where it had been a steady roar of chatter, it dropped to almost nothing for a moment. Then it roared back up again but instead of voices at their normal tones, Mike heard hissing whispers instead. Wonderful. Time to abandon their spot and face whatever had begun to brew during their absence.

      "On your guards, boys," Mike said. "This may be our most dangerous party yet."

      He strolled towards the double doors with a sharp, confident smile that would have made people hesitate and back off back home on Tiamat. It worked equally well here. The revelers entering the ballroom stopped, backed off and allowed Mike to go first, his boys flanking him. Alfredo took right front. Dan took left front. Edward stalked directly behind Mike, his scabbards creaking with each step so his hands had to be on his sword hilts. Omar, sweet dark-skinned man that he was, walked at Mike's side with a sneer that could have curdled milk.

      Mike chuckled. This was going to be interesting. At least Torey's remaining two uncles understood that he and his boys were not prey. Killing their three older brothers should have made that perfectly clear. The only question now was whether or not Perry Crabbe with his hidden cybernetic augmentation and Jonathan Crabbe with his master sword skills would decide to test their luck against Mike. Hopefully not but Mike had never been a believer in luck or hope. Better to work than wait and hope.

      "Nice to see you back, Mike," Torey said.

      "Thank you, Torey," Mike replied with a little nod and a smile that Torey answered much more confidently than two days ago.

      He'd swapped his female sub for the male that had disappeared yesterday. The boy had bruises over his shoulders, down his thighs and over his shins, but none of them had the look of play injuries. Rather than whip or cane marks, to Mike they looked like battle injuries, as if the boy had gone out and fought his way through a riot on Tiamat.

      Perhaps he had. Torey wasn't truly incapable of ruling his territory. He had been dramatically undermined by his uncles but he wasn't a fool.

      "Planning on enjoying the buffet?" Torey asked.

      "Oh no, I'm afraid not," Mike said. He smiled tightly at Torey's raised eyebrow. "Torey, you know how picky I am about my food. I only eat what my boys prepare for me."

      Torey's cheeks went red and his breath caught. He nodded, squared his shoulders and looked away but one hand settled on his boy's back as if Torey needed to reassure himself that he was a Dom, not a sub. Understandable. They'd met on Tiamat when both of them were young. Torey's play with Mike and Ayala, ruler of the southern continent on Viridian, had been far more service oriented than outright sex play. It was something that Torey had reveled in, especially preparing food for Mike and Ayala.

      Pity that Torey no longer had the freedom to play that way. Perhaps if they could get to the bottom of the plots here Torey could return to those old pleasures. If they could ever get a few moments alone Mike would give Torey some advice on how to make food preparation into a dominant activity rather than a submissive one, not that Mike's attempts at learning to cook had ever resulted in edible food.

      "The party's improved," Mike commented after the silence stretched just long enough for Torey's cheeks to return to their normal golden hue. "I didn't expect so many new guests."

      "Thank you," Torey said, smiling and raising his chin to look out over the crowds moving slowly around the ballroom. "My uncles were against it but this is one of the traditional days of celebration. The point of the entire stay, you see."

      "Hmm, I should have asked more questions," Mike said as he allowed both eyebrows to go up. "I had thought this was just a party for the sake of a party."

      Torey laughed, shaking his head as an eddy in the party guests formed in front of them. Mike noted it, noted that both Alfredo and Dan stiffened and then there was a spark of pain through his stomach. He blinked twice and looked down to see blood soaking his black Tiamat formal clothes. The satin tunic clung to his chest, down his hips as the blood spread.

      "Well," Mike said and his voice was too high, too close to the old high, sweet tones he'd used before he'd had his top surgery, "boys, I believe we have an assassin in the crowd."

      "Boss!" Omar gasped.

      His arms caught Mike as Mike's knees gave way. Edward roared profanity over Mike's head while Alfredo's crest, normally kept smooth against his skull, flared out dramatically. Dan's face was white but his blasters were in his hand. His eyes, unfortunately, were locked on Mike's face.

      Mike shut his eyes, took a deep breath, and clamped his hands over the wound to slow the blood flow despite the pain that stabbed through him at the contact.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2. Omar Grey, One Year Six Months Ago

          

        

      

    

    
      Omar stood outside Alfredo's apartment, heart pounding in his ears. This was a bad idea. Such a bad idea. He'd had some horrifically bad ideas before but coming to meet Alfredo's husbands for a night of not having sex when they all wanted to have sex was probably the worst idea he'd ever had, full stop. Even dating Goldfinch, the Hidden Fleet clone of notorious Ernesto McPherson, mass murderer, hadn't been this bad of an idea.

      The hallway, and apartment complex, was nice, true. His shoes sank into the thick dark carpet on the floor. Instead of simple plasteel walls, they'd used actual fabric coverings, making the walls look so much nicer. Even the lights overhead were new and bright, showing every detail of the elaborate trim around Alfredo's front door. It couldn't be more tasteful if it tried, short of having a discrete little nameplate over the door chime telling you who lived inside.

      His quick snack of apple slices dipped in caramel tried to climb up the back of his throat. For a second Omar thought he could smell his mother's coconut curry and rice in the air. Omar flinched, looked down the hallway towards the elevator and bit his lip. He'd promised Alfredo that he'd meet everyone but it didn't have to be today, did it? They could always meet somewhere else, somewhere public.

      Except no, Alfredo hadn't thought that was a good idea and as a visibly Altered person covered in iridescent scales that felt like summer and freedom under Omar's hands, Alfredo definitely knew what he was talking about. Besides, Mike Long, the head of the family, wasn't going to be in town for too long. He had another audit to go out on in a couple of days and then Omar had his assignments and Alfredo had work, Edward and Dan, the other two husbands, apparently did too. There might not be another opportunity for a long time but that was all right. Omar could just send his apologies and it would be all right.

      "I'm just going to check," Alfredo huffed over his shoulder as the door slid open in front of Omar.

      "Dear one," a deep voice replied with enough amusement that Omar straightened up and tried to peek past Alfredo's shoulder despite his nerves, "truly. Do look where you're going."

      "Omar!" Alfredo exclaimed. "You made it!"

      He smiled so brightly that Omar's heart skipped a beat. He'd taken off the long sleeved shirt that he normally wore, baring muscular arms covered with iridescent scales like a snake or a lizard's. Alfredo's pants barely clung to his hipbones, threating to slide down to the floor at any second. They were of thin enough material that Omar distinctly saw the way Alfredo's cock twitched as soon as he saw Omar.

      Damn the man for being so gorgeous. Omar nodded, tried to say 'yeah', but nothing came out other than a horribly awkward little squeak that made Omar's cheeks burn. Thank goodness for dark black skin. It shouldn't show too much.

      Alfredo laughed. "Fretting yourself to pieces out here for a while?"

      "Of course not," Omar replied even though he flapped his hands at Alfredo because yes, yes he was. And damn Alfredo for realizing that, too, and making it seem sweet instead of awkward and ridiculous.

      "Do come in," the deep voice said. "No need to stand in the hallway."

      The apartment was just as nice as the hallway, with more thick dark carpets, cream fabric-covered walls, and nice bright lights that let you see everything in the room. No dim lights and dark corners in this place. It was nice not to have to worry about what might lurk in the corners, unseen.

      He looked at the furniture to avoid meeting the other three men's eyes for just a moment longer. Couch along the left wall, big enough for six or seven people to lounge on together, big padded stool as a coffee table. Both of those were upholstered in caramel microfiber that would be incredibly easy to clean. Right wall had a huge entertainment system with a screen bigger than Omar's bed, speakers as big as his tiny kitchen table and six different game systems. Incredibly there were bookshelves filled with actual paper books against the far wall and that left Omar nowhere to look but at Alfredo's husbands.

      "That's Dan on the floor," Alfredo said. He wrapped his arms around Omar, warm and strong and so comforting that Omar automatically calmed down. "Edward's the one with the tattoos and the Boss is the short one."

      "Lovely introductions, dear one," Mike Long, the Boss, drawled.

      He was short compared to the others. Even compared to Omar who had never gotten close to five foot ten despite all of his siblings topping six foot. Like Dan, Mike had golden skin and black hair, but Mike's hair was sleek and straight instead of a mess of curls. His hips were so wide and his chest so narrow that Omar realized why Alfredo had said that people mistook Mike for a woman or a child frequently. He was trans, clearly trans, and obviously didn't care who in the entire universe realized it.

      Dan waved, all golden skin that was a perfect match for Mike's and casual grins. He sat cross-legged on the floor as if he'd rather be there than anywhere else. And Edward, as big as Alfredo and half naked too, was paler, nearly pasty pale, with dark tribal tattoos that wrapped around his arms, chest and possibly all the way down his legs.

      "I'm ah, pleased to meet you all?" Omar said and then wanted to curse at how hesitant he sounded.

      "I'm glad," Mike said, smiling so warmly that it might actually be true. "Alfredo has barely stopped talking about you since you two met. We're all quite curious about who captured his heart."

      "Sorry," Omar said and winced because gah, no, not stealing him from them, no. That was bad
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