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      The kitchen hummed with activity, delicious smells wafting from the open oven. Josh did a last check on the turkey, and when he confirmed it was perfectly cooked, he carefully lifted it out of the oven.

      “T-minus fifteen," he told Indy, who stuck a fork into the potatoes to see if they were done.

      "Good. We’re right on schedule," Indy said, sending him a happy smile.

      Josh took off the oven mitts and put them back into the drawer. The turkey could rest now before their dinner commenced. He checked his list to make sure they hadn't forgotten anything. Indy was making the mashed potatoes, the water for the green beans simmered at a low boil, a sweet potato casserole was browning in the other oven, so it looked like everything was going smoothly.

      Behind him, Charlie and Brad were setting the table, with Charlie gently providing instructions. Josh smiled at his patient correction whenever Brad got something wrong. Brad’s dog, Max, napped in the kitchen's corner, having discovered that’s where the best snacks were coming from.

      Meanwhile, Blake and Aaron had retreated to the playroom. Blake had apologized, since Aaron was supposed to help with cooking, but he’d had a rough few days at work, apparently. Blake had asked if they could utilize the room for an hour or two so they could play and let Aaron regroup. Of course, they’d all assured them that was fine.

      From the living room, sounds of the football game on TV drifted in, with Noah, Connor, and Miles commenting on what sounded like a close match. It was a good thing the Patriots weren't playing, since Miles was a staunch Seahawks fan and liked to goad Noah and Connor about their love for all things Patriots. It was all done in good fun, though Miles liked to live dangerously at times, riding Connor hard.

      "The potatoes are done," Indy said.

      Josh opened the can of cranberry sauce and dumped it into a bowl. He’d wanted to make it himself but had been overruled by a majority that store-bought was fine, if not better. It went somewhat against his preference for home-cooked food, but he had acquiesced.

      "I've put out all the ingredients for your mashed potatoes," he told Indy.

      Watching Indy cook was always fun. He'd gotten much better at it, but it still required a lot of focus and concentration from him. Josh watched, his heart softening, as Indy added sour cream and some fresh chives to the bowl and turned the mixer on, the tip of his tongue peeping out from between his lips.

      "I love you."

      Those words kept falling off his lips all by themselves, and they never failed to make Indy shine with joy at hearing them. Even now, concentrated on getting the mashed potatoes right, he stopped the mixer for a few seconds to face Josh and send him a look so full of love it took Josh's breath away.

      "I love you too."

      Would he ever grow tired of hearing those words, either from Indy or from Connor? Josh doubted it. Every time he thought his heart couldn't get any fuller, it seemed to make more space. And two days from now, he’d make it official by marrying Connor. It would be a small affair, their double wedding, but that didn’t make it less meaningful. On the contrary, it had always been about their love, not about others or throwing a party. Their wedding fit their love, their family, their hearts.

      As Indy went back to his cooking and Josh checked the casserole in the oven, he pondered it. The heart was a funny thing, wasn't it? The older he got, the more he realized that so many people got things wrong about love. He himself had grown up with such a warped version of love, his parents only loving him as long as he conformed to their standards, to their norms. How wrong they had been to call that love.

      Love couldn't have conditions, Josh had realized. Love possessed no limits, no fear, no shame. Love rose above that; otherwise, it wouldn't be love. If nothing else, the past year had taught him that. The love that reigned in this house, it wasn't traditional by any standard.

      God, his parents would have a fucking heart attack if they ever found out he was in love with not one, but two men. Then Josh thought of their reaction if they ever discovered their other son, Aaron, was not only madly in love with a man as well but got off on pretending to be a puppy with that same man as his owner. They wouldn't just have a heart attack, they would legit die. Either of embarrassment or shame—Josh wasn't sure which—but it was their problem. No one who had ever seen Blake and Aaron together could deny how happy and perfect they were for each other.

      And the same was true for Miles and his boys, another unconventional relationship. Josh had not only seen it work, but flourish. He'd had his doubts in the beginning, not because he questioned the love between the three men, but because of the unusual dynamics. Miles being a daddy to Brad, but not to Charlie, and Charlie being way more of a bossy little shit than any of them had expected, and yet it worked. They fit together, like a seamless puzzle.

      "Josh, baby, are you with me?" Indy asked, and Josh realized he'd been staring into space for a while. No wonder Indy was checking if he wasn’t having an episode.

      He turned toward him. "I'm good, just…thinking."

      Indy studied him for a few seconds more, then smiled. "There is a lot to be grateful for, isn't there?" he asked, showing once again he could read Josh's mind.

      Josh nodded. "There is. I can't help but think how lucky and blessed we are with our chosen family."

      “We are. It hits me on days like this as well,” Indy said, and they shared another moment before they went back to cooking.

      Indy set the mashed potatoes aside as Josh added the green beans to the boiling water. He’d prepared a nice dressing for them made with nut oil, lemon juice, and pecans and goat cheese. By the time everything was done, Josh beamed with pride because it all looked amazing. And the timing was dead-on.

      They arranged all the food on the beautifully set table and called in the others. Aaron’s previous haunted look had been replaced by the inner peace he often radiated after a puppy play session, and Josh gave him a quick hug. “Feeling better?”

      “Much,” Aaron said, hugging him back. “Blake always knows how to center me.”

      “Good. You needed it,” Josh said as he let go of his brother.

      "The table looks amazing," Miles said, pride audible in his voice. "You boys did a terrific job."

      Brad's face lit up. "That was all Charlie, but thank you, Daddy. I helped."

      Miles pressed a tender kiss on his lips. "I know you did, sweetheart. Thank you for listening to Charlie's instructions. You did really well."

      Charlie had created name cards for everyone. Hand-crafted, beautifully written cards with hand-painted leaves on them. The leaves matched the ones on the napkins Charlie had picked out and folded into intricate flowers. It was a little over the top for an informal gathering like this and yet it was perfect. It was one of the things that Josh loved, how they all had started to explore unique talents and interests.

      They found their usual spots, he and Indy next to each other, with Connor and Noah flanking them on either side, and Miles and his boys on either side of him across from them. Blake and Aaron were sitting next to them, with Blake sitting next to his younger brother. Josh was happy to see the two of them growing much closer over the last few months. After some initial struggles, Blake had adapted wonderfully to Brad's unique relationship with Miles, and he fully supported it. Not that Josh had expected anything else from a man who loved to engage in puppy play, but it was beautiful to see him accept this was what Brad needed.

      They had just all sat down, everyone praising how beautiful both the table setting and the food looked, when the doorbell rang. Max raised his head and barked, then plopped down again. Josh tensed up. Someone dropping by unexpectedly on Thanksgiving Day? That couldn't be good.

      Connor's hand gripped his neck instantly, and Indy reached for his hand from the other side. "We've got you, baby," Connor's calm voice said. "Just breathe, I’ll check it out."

      Josh was grateful that Connor waited till Josh was okay before he rose from his chair and hurried to the front door. After he'd opened it, a faint conversation was audible, but not loud enough for Josh to recognize the other voice.

      Then Connor called out, "Blake and Brad, can you come over for a second? Your brother is here."
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      Blake shared a stunned look with Brad. Burke was here? When he and Aaron had visited his younger brother, Benjamin, earlier that morning, Benjamin had mentioned something about Burke calling him and telling him he would visit. Blake hadn't known what to make of that, had thought maybe Benjamin had gotten confused. After all, none of them had heard a peep from Burke since he'd stormed out of this house months ago.

      His first instinct was to face Burke alone, but then he realized he couldn't and shouldn't make that decision for Brad. He’d made that mistake too many times in the past, deciding for Brad rather than allowing him to make his own decisions.

      So he asked, "Do you want me to talk to him first, or would you prefer facing him together?"

      Much to his surprise, Brad didn't look to Miles for guidance. "You talk to him first. If he's still set on being an asshole, I'd much prefer not to see him."

      As harsh as that sounded, Blake couldn't agree more with him that it was for the best. He was still amazed at the change in Brad compared to a year ago. The relationship with Miles and Charlie, the guidance he got from the daddy dynamic, it was nothing short of amazing. He’d lost his default sullen expression and, even though he still struggled at times, there was a new joy and contentment in him. No need to let Burke take that from him if he—as Brad had worded it so perfectly—was still set on being an asshole.

      He put a soft hand on his brother's shoulder. "I'll go see what he wants.”

      He made his way to the front door, where Connor had let Burke in, but not beyond the entrance. Blake appreciated that the man was looking out for all of their best interest, but especially Brad’s. Connor was a stand-in daddy when Miles was away, Blake knew, and Brad treated Connor with nothing but respect and admiration.

      Blake shot him a look of gratitude. “Thank you. I’ve got this.”

      With one last, none-to-friendly glance at Burke, Connor went back to the kitchen. Blake studied his brother. He looked well, a little more tan than before, and from the looks of it, well-rested and fed.

      "What brings you here?" he asked.

      Burke met his inquisitive gaze head on. "I thought it was a good day to make amends, but I apologize for intruding. I tried your house first, but your current house guests said you were celebrating Thanksgiving here, so I came over before I lost the nerve."

      "The nerve for what?"

      "To apologize for being a complete asshole to you."

      Blake cocked his head, then studied his brother a little more. "There's something different about you," he observed.

      Burke smiled, but it wasn't a happy smile. "Maybe because I'm sober?"

      Blake couldn't help his eyes from widening. "Sober?" he repeated stupidly, his mind contemplating what Burke meant. Their father had been an alcoholic, a mean one, and surely Burke wouldn't be stupid enough to fall into the same addiction, would he?

      "Apparently, I managed to hide it well, but I've been a high-functioning alcoholic for the last few years. After I ran off from you, I quit my job and moved down South, looking for a fresh start. I thought a change of scenery would help me, and it did, but not until after I hit rock bottom. But that's a story for another day. I just wanted to tell you I'm sober and that I want to make amends."

      Blake blinked slowly. "You're going through the program," he said, recognizing Burke's language. Holy fuck, his brother was an alcoholic. "The steps. You're following the steps." He knew them well enough from the many people who'd stayed in his house who'd been recovering drug or alcohol addicts, fueled by their years of being abused.

      Burke hesitated, but then he nodded. "Yes, but that's not why I'm apologizing. It's not because it's a requirement or a step. I mean it. I fucked up big time with you."

      Burke was an alcoholic. How the hell had he missed that, Blake wondered. He was hit with a similar sense of anger at himself as when he'd discovered Brad's issues. He'd always thought he'd been close with his brothers. How wrong he had been. Brad had suffered so hard, and Blake had never noticed enough to say anything, and here was Burke, admitting to a years-long addiction Blake had known nothing about. But he would have to deal with that later. This wasn't about him or his failures. This had to be about Burke.

      "I appreciate you coming and apologizing," Blake said. "I hope you realize we’ll need some more conversations before I can put this behind us, but you coming here is a great start."

      He watched as Burke visibly relaxed a little, then said, "You didn't hurt only me, though. The fact that you ran off from Brad as well impacted him. He's been going through a lot of stuff, and he could've used your support."

      "Is he okay? The cancer isn't back, is it?" Burke asked, a hint of panic in his voice. Somehow, that made Blake feel better. Despite all his shortcomings, Burke really did care about them.

      "Physically, he's fine. Emotionally, he's been dealing with a lot, but he's got it handled now, or at least, he's getting there." He waited a beat to consider how much he should tell Burke, then decided he’d better test the waters as promised. “He’s seeing someone. It’s serious."

      Burke's eyes widened. "Brad’s got a boyfriend?"

      "He's got two: Miles—the FBI agent who protected Indy for a while—and Charlie, who you know. The three of them are in a committed relationship. Moreover, Miles and Brad have a daddy–boy relationship. I'm telling you all this before I allow you to come in further. This is not my house, but Brad does live here, and I won't allow you to criticize him, his relationship, or that of the other people present. That includes Aaron, by the way, and yes, he and I are still engaged in puppy play. Is any of this going to be an issue for you?"

      He realized it was somewhat cruel of him to stack all this information and dump it on Burke like this. But he had to know what his brother's attitude would be like. In this house, he couldn't let him in if he was set on continuing the judgmental behavior he had shown before toward Blake and Aaron. That wouldn't fly here, and Blake would do whatever it took to not only protect his brother, but his boyfriend and everyone else.

      Burke swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing. "That's…" He cleared his throat, then tried again. "That's all fine. I won't say anything. It doesn't mean much, but I am awfully sorry about the way I treated Aaron, and your relationship. I'd love the opportunity to explain why I reacted like that in more detail, but another time."

      Blake saw nothing but honesty on his brother's face, then questioned if he even knew him well enough to make that judgment. "Understand this: you know I'm a man of second chances. I always have been. But where the people in this house are concerned, you'll find the second chance is your last one. This is family, Burke, and I'm telling you to respect that. You fuck up again, and you're out. I don't care if you're my brother by blood, I will not allow you to hurt those I love again. Do you understand me?"

      Burke blinked a few times. "You've changed," he said. "I've never seen you this protective."

      "Well, we’ve all changed. Brad, me, and hopefully you. Brad and I have changed for the better, and I hope that's the case with you as well."

      Burke cringed a little. "I'd love to say yes, but I'm much too aware I'm very much a work in progress, so I hope you cut me some slack as I try to rediscover myself."

      "Slack, yes, but I've told you where I draw the line. As long as you stay on the right side of that line, we’re good. You want to come in to celebrate Thanksgiving with us?"

      "Are you sure I'm welcome?" Burke asked. "I'm not sure what you told everyone, but I can't imagine I'm high on their list of people they would like to have over for a family holiday like this."

      For the first time, Blake sent him a genuine smile, and he put a hand on Burke's shoulder as he spoke. "Bro, you'll find there's not a more welcoming bunch than these people. They will take you in as one of their own if you'll accept them as they are."

      A little frown appeared between Burke's eyes. "Are you telling me the puppy play and daddy kink isn't all of it?"

      Blake laughed. "Dude, not even half.”
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      Brad couldn't believe Burke had shown up like that. Blake had brought him into the living room and had told him to wait there, then had gestured Brad to come over for a quick chat. He'd done it in private, just the two of them, telling him that Burke had apologized and was serious about making amends. He'd asked Brad if he was okay with Burke staying. Of course, Brad had said yes. It was Thanksgiving, for fuck’s sake. How could you say no on a day like this?

      But no matter what Burke had told Blake, Brad wasn't sold just yet. So far, his brother had kept quiet, seemingly content to observe while the others talked. That wasn't unusual, as all the Kent brothers were introverts, but Brad kept waiting for him to speak up and say something stupid. Or mean. Or judgmental.

      He didn't like it, Burke being there, not one bit. This was his home, his safe space, and yet here was a man who had judged Blake and Aaron for their puppy play. What were the odds of him being on board with the rest of the kink that was so prevalent in this house? Obviously, Brad’s own relationship with Miles and Charlie was first and foremost on his mind.

      Blake had assured Brad that he'd laid down the law for Burke and that Burke had said he was okay with it. He'd told him about the daddy stuff and everything, Brad had concluded. But knowing it and agreeing to it in theory wasn’t the same as watching it, seeing it played out before your eyes.

      So far—and Burke had been here for about thirty minutes now—Brad had managed to behave so well that Miles hadn't needed to admonish him. Sure, he'd called Brad boy a time or two, but that was a hell of a lot more subtle than some of the other stuff that came up on a regular basis. How would Burke react to that?

      The thought put Brad's stomach in uncomfortable twists, and he poked around at the green beans on his plate. He shouldn't hate it, his own brother showing up, but he did, because it threatened to disturb his sense of being safe, of being home that he relished so much.

      "Stop playing with your food," Miles told him, his tone still mild, but Brad spotted the writing on the wall.

      "I'm not hungry," he said, barely avoiding tacking on that Daddy he'd become so accustomed to.

      Miles’s raised eyebrow told him his daddy had noticed that deliberate omission. Under the table, Miles’s hand traveled to Brad's thigh, and he got a little warning squeeze. That was Miles’s subtle signal that Brad should behave.

      He closed his eyes, so conflicted about what to do. What if Burke laughed at him? Made fun of him? What if he displayed that same judgmental asshole attitude he'd shown to Blake and Aaron? Brad had been too scared to say something back then, too uncertain of his own position. Would he have the guts right now to say something?

      Miles squeezed his thigh again, and somehow, it brought a new thought to Brad's head. He wouldn't have to. This time, he wouldn't have to stand up to Burke by himself. Blake would have his back, and he damn well knew Miles would. Hell, Charlie could be a little firecracker if somebody hurt Brad, and he would stake all his money on even Connor and the others speaking up for him.

      A wave of emotion rolled through him as he realized that this was his home. Burke was the stranger here, the intruder. Brad had home advantage, and his family wouldn't let him down.

      He raised his chin and defiantly looked at Burke as he spoke. "Sorry, Daddy. I was a little distracted. I promise I'll eat my beans."

      "That's my good boy," Miles said, and his hand left Brad's thigh to rub his hair. "I'm so proud of you, sweetheart."

      Brad knew his daddy wasn't talking about eating those damn beans, though they were far from Brad's favorite food. No, Daddy knew the courage it had taken him to take this stand, and Brad lifted his head even higher. Burke had jerked at the word “daddy,” but now he looked up and met Brad's eyes. There was no judgment there, just confusion, as far as Brad could tell. He could live with that, he decided. Max rubbed against his legs, then dropped to the floor underneath Brad’s chair, and Brad fed him some beans while no one looked.

      Despite Burke's presence, conversation flowed during the meal, with Charlie recounting some fantastic tales of clients he'd encountered. He'd gotten involved with a national group of drag queens as their personal make-up artist, and he loved it. He was taking classes in makeup or something as well, and he loved to experiment on Aaron.

      Hell, he'd even tried stuff on Brad, who had willingly sat down and let Charlie play with him for close to two hours. Sure, Charlie had promised him a sex fest afterward, and there was little Brad wouldn't do for that, but he could admit it had been fun to see himself transformed into someone else.

      "Before we bring out the desserts, Indy and I thought it would be a great idea to do the traditional Thanksgiving thing and share what we're grateful for," Josh said. "I know it's a little cliché, but while cooking, we realized how much has changed for all of us and how grateful we are to be here together on this day, so it seems fitting."

      Noah nodded, sending Indy a look stuffed with love. "I think that's terrific, and I'll go first. I'm grateful that Indy is where he belongs: with all of us, but especially with Josh and me and Connor. For a long time, the future looked so bleak that I doubted this day would ever come, so…" He cleared his throat, and Brad could hear the emotion in his voice as he continued. "Yeah, that's what I'm grateful for."

      "I second that," Connor spoke up. "But I'm also grateful that we're getting married in two days. I know that sounds like the thing I'm supposed to say, and obviously, I'm gonna rub it in you didn't think to mention that, Flint," he said with a laugh at Noah, who shot him a middle finger. "But the truth is that my heart has been full of little else besides the wedding. It seems like a miracle, the four of us together, preparing for such a special day."

      Brad wondered if those four realized they had stopped talking about them as couples and had started to refer to themselves as a foursome. It used to be that Noah spoke of himself and Indy or Indy and Josh, and Connor had been even more consistent, always referring to the couples in their complicated relationship. But Noah had just casually linked their four names together, and now Connor had done the same. Interesting. What was happening there?

      "That was beautiful, baby," Josh said, his eyes making starry hearts at Connor. Connor stole a quick kiss, then gestured at Burke.

      “I’m… I want to thank you all for welcoming me, a stranger to most of you, to your table today. I’m grateful to be with my brothers and for the grace they’re showing me,” Burke said.

      Damn, the man could still talk. That had always been his forte. He was good with words when he wanted to be.

      "Oh gosh, I'm not good at this kind of thing. I'm grateful for so many things," Charlie said. "I'm grateful I'm safe and loved. I’m beyond grateful for my two wonderful boyfriends and for the future that awaits us. My job is fantastic, I love living here, and I love you all so very much."

      It was uncharacteristically mushy for Charlie, which made it even more special to Brad. He reached in front of Miles and grabbed Charlie's hand to squeeze it.

      "I love you," Charlie mouthed at him, and Brad whispered the same thing back at him with Miles sending them both a happy and proud look.

      "I'm grateful for my two boys, who are the joy of my life," Miles said, kissing first Charlie on his head, then Brad. "A year ago, I couldn't have thought I’d ever be this happy and content. It's been a year of big changes, but I don't regret a single one of them. And as Charlie said, I'm so happy and grateful we have met you all."

      The joy of his life. Brad had heard Miles say it before, but it hit him all over again. Despite all his issues, his bratty behavior, his acting out and exasperating Miles, his daddy still called him the joy of his life. How big a miracle was that?

      His voice was soft but steady as he spoke up. "I'm grateful for the space to be myself and for the love and patience of everyone around me. Acceptance, I forgot to say acceptance. The fact that you guys love me just the way I am, that's…" His eyes filled up, and he wiped away the moisture with a quick gesture, feeling embarrassed. "Anyway, that's what I'm grateful for."

      Miles, who apparently didn't give a flying fuck what both of Brad's brothers would think, pulled Brad on his lap and gave him a soft, deep kiss on his mouth that left him tingling and wanting more. "That was beautifully said, my sweet boy. I love that you feel so safe here. With us."

      Brad looked up at his daddy, whose cock was already hardening under his ass. He'd have to take care of that later, and he'd damn well better remember to do that out of eyesight of both his brothers. Blake had seen him pleasure Miles a few times already and he hadn't said anything, but Brad knew he preferred not to watch.

      "I love you, Daddy," Brad said. Watching Miles’s face explode with joy at those words never got old. And he didn't disappoint him this time either. Love was a wondrous thing, Brad realized more and more.

      "I have to second Brad," Josh said. "I'm grateful for the space we allow each other to be ourselves. It makes me proud when I see it, when I see us be more and more our true selves. And yes, baby," he turned toward Connor, "I am very much looking forward to our wedding, and that fills me with immeasurable joy. But at the end of the day, that too is proof of the acceptance we have. The fact that the four of us will be standing there, isn't that a miracle in itself?"
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