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They thought they were protecting me. They had no idea I was exactly where I belonged.

For two years, I've been in love with Max, Atlas, and Dante—three men who share everything, including my bed, my heart, and secrets I'm only beginning to understand. When my childhood abuser resurfaces after twenty years in prison, my boyfriends close ranks with fierce protectiveness.

But there's a fourth I've never met. Cade only appears when the others can't handle what needs to be done. When he emerges to deal with the threat, I discover that some kinds of love require darker methods than others.

They think I'm too innocent to handle the truth about Cade's nighttime drives. They're wrong. I'm not the broken victim they're protecting—I'm the man who finally found someone willing to eliminate monsters for my sake.

Some love is too fierce to question.

Dark MM+ romance featuring four devoted men, a boyfriend who's into their methods, and the kind of devotion that doesn't ask questions. HEA guaranteed.
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Chapter One - Max
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The asshole at the coffee shop is staring at Parker again.

I watch him over the rim of my espresso cup, my jaw clenching as his eyes track my boyfriend's movement from the counter back to our table. Parker's completely oblivious, humming some song under his breath as he settles into his chair with his own drink—some complicated latte with oat milk and an extra shot. He always orders something different while I stick to the same espresso every time.

"Thanks, babe," I murmur, but my attention snaps back to Coffee Shop Creep the second Parker settles into his chair. First Tuesday, I thought it was weird. Second Tuesday, I figured it was a coincidence. But this is the third fucking Tuesday in a row that this guy has positioned himself with a clear view of our usual spot by the window. Always watching.

"You're doing that thing again," Parker says, following my gaze. His voice carries that gentle warning tone he uses when he thinks I'm about to cause a scene. His fingers find mine across the table, thumb stroking over my knuckles in that way that always settles something restless inside me.

"What thing?" I ask, but I don't look away from the target. Mid-thirties, soft around the middle, wedding ring that he keeps twisting when he stares. Fucking pervert.

"The thing where you look like you're planning someone's murder." Parker's thumb continues its gentle path across my hand, and I finally turn back to him. The sight of him—messy brown hair catching the morning light, warm eyes full of affection and mild exasperation, that little smile that says he finds my protective streak more endearing than concerning—makes my chest tight with something I can't name.

"I don't plan murders, Park. I'm more of an improvisation guy." I lift our joined hands and press a kiss to his knuckles, tasting the faint sweetness of his hand lotion. 

He laughs, the sound cutting through the coffee shop buzz and the rage simmering under my skin. "Right. My mistake."

The creep's chair scrapes against the floor as he stands, and I track his movement toward the bathroom. Perfect. I push back from our table.

"Where are you going?" Parker asks, but he already knows. He always knows.

"Bathroom break." I lean down and press a quick kiss to his temple, breathing in that familiar scent of his shampoo mixed with the coffee shop smells that always cling to him after a shift. "Be right back."

The hallway to the restrooms is empty, and I time it perfectly—catching Wedding Ring Creep just as he's washing his hands. Our eyes meet in the mirror, and I see the exact moment he recognizes me as Parker's boyfriend.

"Nice day," he says, nervous energy making his voice crack slightly.

I step closer, close enough that he has to crane his neck to meet my eyes. "It was. Until I noticed you've been eye-fucking my boyfriend for the past three weeks."

His face goes pale. "I don't know what you're talking about—"

"Tuesday afternoons. Three-fifteen. You order a large coffee, black, and sit at table six with your laptop. Except you never actually work on your laptop. You watch Parker." I smile, and it's not a nice smile. "Want to explain that to me?"

"Look, I wasn't—I mean, I'm just—"

"You're just what? Married and looking for a little action on the side?" I nod toward his wedding ring. "Does your wife know you spend your Tuesday mornings perving on twenty-five-year-old guys?"

"Please, I didn't mean anything by it—"

"Here's what's going to happen." I lean against the door, blocking his exit. "You're going to find a new coffee shop. There are dozens in this city. Pick one that doesn't have Parker in it."

He nods frantically. "Yes, absolutely. I'm sorry, I didn't realize—"

"And if I see you within two blocks of him again, we're going to have a much longer conversation. Probably in an alley. Definitely without witnesses."

I step aside, and he practically runs out of the bathroom. Through the small window, I watch him grab his laptop bag and rush out of the coffee shop without looking back.

When I return to our table, Parker's scrolling through his phone, completely relaxed. I slide back into my seat and immediately reach for him, my hand finding the back of his neck. His skin is warm under my palm, and he leans into the touch without looking up from his screen.

"Feel better?" he asks, finally glancing at me with those knowing eyes.

"Much." I let my thumb trace the line of his hairline, and he shivers slightly. The reaction goes straight to my gut. Even after two years together, these small responses still drive me crazy. "Come here."

He sets his phone down and leans across the small table. I meet him halfway, capturing his mouth in a kiss that tastes like cinnamon and espresso and something purely Parker. He makes a soft sound against my lips, and I have to force myself to pull back before I forget we're in public.

"Mmm," he murmurs, eyes still closed. "What was that for?"

"Do I need a reason?" I stay close enough that I can see the gold flecks in his brown eyes, close enough to catch the way his breath hitches when I brush my thumb across his bottom lip.

"Never," he says, voice slightly rough. "But you have that look."

"What look?"

"The one that says you're thinking about getting me home and out of these clothes."

He's not wrong. The combination of eliminating a threat and having Parker soft and pliant in front of me has my blood running hot. "Maybe I am."

"We still have to go to the bookstore," he reminds me, but his pupils are dilated and his hand finds my thigh under the table.

"We will." I cover his hand with mine, pressing his palm more firmly against my leg. "But after that..."

"After that," he agrees, voice dropping to that tone that makes me want to skip the bookstore entirely.

"You know I can handle a little unwanted attention, right?" Parker finally looks up, and there's something fond and exasperated in his expression. "I'm not made of glass."

"I know." And I do know. Parker's stronger than he looks, smarter than people give him credit for. But that doesn't change the fact that some asshole was making him uncomfortable in what should be our safe space. "Doesn't mean you should have to."

He squeezes my hand. "What did you say to him?"

"Just had a friendly conversation about appropriate coffee shop etiquette."

"Uh-huh." Parker's thumb traces over my knuckles, and I feel some of the tension leave my shoulders. "And he understood your point?"

"He seemed very receptive to feedback."

We sit in comfortable silence for a few minutes, Parker scrolling through his phone while I keep watch over the coffee shop. It's a habit now—cataloging exits, noting who comes and goes, making sure Parker stays safe and happy and mine.

My laptop is still open on the table, code half-finished on the screen. I'll have to write about this coffee shop situation in the diary later—Atlas will want to know about potential threats, and Dante might have ideas for a subtler approach. But subtlety isn't really my thing, and this asshole has had three chances to find somewhere else to drink his coffee.

No, he doesn't. Parker deserves to drink his overpriced lattes and work on his laptop and hum off-key songs without some married creep making him a fantasy. He deserves to feel comfortable everywhere he goes.

And if that means I have to have a few uncomfortable conversations with people who don't understand boundaries, well. That's what I'm here for.

"Ready to go?" Parker asks, finishing the last of his drink. He's already changed out of his work apron, and I can see the faint tiredness around his eyes that comes from being on his feet all day.

"Whatever you want." I close my laptop and slide it into my bag, then stand and help him gather his things, my hand finding the small of his back as we head toward the door. "Home?"

"Actually," Parker says, leaning into my touch, "I was thinking we could stop by that bookstore on Fifth. I want to pick something up."

"Sure." I'd follow him anywhere, and he knows it. Coffee shops, bookstores, the edge of the world—doesn't matter as long as he's safe and happy.

As we walk out into the morning sun, Parker slides his arm around my waist, and I pull him closer, my hand settling possessively on his hip. The warmth of his body against mine, the way he fits perfectly under my arm—it never gets old.

"So, Fifth Street Books?" I ask, steering us toward the crosswalk. My fingers find the strip of skin where his shirt has ridden up slightly, and I feel him lean into the touch.

"Yeah, I saw Atlas reading this thriller last week—something about a detective with PTSD. He seemed really into it, but I think he's almost finished. I want to grab him the sequel before he's done."

My chest does that weird tight thing again when Parker talks about taking care of us. He pays attention to everything—what we're reading, what we like, what makes us happy. Most people don't even notice when someone's having a good day, but Parker notices when Atlas is enjoying a specific book.

"He'll like that," I say, because Atlas will. He gets weird and restless when he finishes a series and has to wait for the next book. Parker picking up the sequel before Atlas even asks is the kind of thoughtfulness that makes me want to eliminate anyone who doesn't appreciate him properly.

I pull him closer as we wait for the light to change, pressing a kiss to his temple and breathing in the scent of his shampoo. "Have I mentioned you're incredible today?"

"Only about three times since we woke up," he says, but he's smiling, tilting his head to give me better access to the spot below his ear that always makes him shiver.

"Not nearly enough then." I nip at his earlobe, and his breath catches. The sound goes straight through me, and suddenly the bookstore feels like an inconvenience rather than a sweet gesture.

"Max," he warns, but there's no real protest in his voice.

"Just appreciating my boyfriend," I murmur against his skin. "Is that a crime?"

"Not yet, but if you keep doing that thing with your teeth, I might not make it to the bookstore."

"I could live with that."

The light changes, and he pulls back with a laugh, tugging me across the street. "Atlas needs his book."

"Atlas can wait twenty minutes."

"Max."

"Fine," I concede, but I keep my hand on him as we walk, thumb tracing small circles on his hip. "But I'm holding you to that 'after the bookstore' promise."

"Yeah, I saw Atlas reading this thriller last week—something about a detective with PTSD. He seemed really into it, but I think he's almost finished. I want to grab him the sequel before he's done."

My chest does that weird tight thing again when Parker talks about taking care of us. He pays attention to everything—what we're reading, what we like, what makes us happy. Most people don't even notice when someone's having a good day, but Parker notices when Atlas is enjoying a specific book.

"He'll like that," I say, because Atlas will. He gets weird and restless when he finishes a series and has to wait for the next book. Parker picking up the sequel before Atlas even asks is the kind of thoughtfulness that makes me want to eliminate anyone who doesn't appreciate him properly.

The bookstore is busy for a Tuesday morning, full of college students and retirees browsing the fiction section. Parker heads straight for the mystery novels while I position myself where I can watch both him and the entrance. Old habits.

"Found it," Parker says, holding up a paperback with a dark cover. "The second book in the series. Perfect."

He moves toward the bookmarks display, running his fingers over the different options. "Atlas mentioned liking cats last month, remember? When we passed that animal shelter and he got all weird and soft about the tabby in the window."

I remember. Atlas had stopped mid-sentence during a conversation about security systems because he spotted an orange cat pressed against the glass. Spent five minutes talking about how intelligent cats are, how they're perfect predators but also capable of genuine affection. It was one of those moments where his strategic mind took a backseat to something purely emotional.

"This one," Parker says, selecting a bookmark with a small black cat sitting in a library. "He'll pretend it's practical, but I know he'll like the design."

"You're kind of perfect, you know that?" The words slip out before I can stop them, and Parker looks up with that soft smile that makes my protective instincts go haywire.

"I just pay attention, Max. Same as you do."

He's right, but it's more than that. Parker pays attention because he loves us, and I pay attention because I love him so much it feels like it might kill me sometimes. The need to keep him safe isn't separate from loving him—it's part of it. Maybe the biggest part.

We head to the checkout counter, and I scan the store one more time out of habit. No one's watching Parker inappropriately. No one's making him uncomfortable. The teenager behind the register is polite and efficient, bagging the book and bookmark without unnecessary small talk.

As we leave the store, I catch Parker's hand and spin him toward me, backing him gently against the brick wall beside the entrance.

"What are you—" he starts, but I cut him off with a kiss that's deeper than the one in the coffee shop, my hands framing his face. He melts into me immediately, fingers fisting in my shirt to pull me closer.

When I finally pull back, we're both breathing hard.

"Okay, now I'm ready to go home," I say against his lips.

"Jesus, Max." His voice is rough, pupils blown wide. "You can't just do that."

"Do what? Kiss my boyfriend?"

"Kiss me like that and then expect me to think about anything else." He pushes at my chest, but there's no real force behind it. "I'm going to be distracted for the rest of the day."

"Good." I press one more quick kiss to his mouth, tasting the lingering coffee and something that's purely him. "That was the point."

"Ready?" Parker asks, threading his fingers through mine as we step away from the wall. His cheeks are still flushed, and I have to resist the urge to crowd him against the brick again.

"Always." I bring our joined hands to my mouth, pressing a kiss to his knuckles. "But for the record, you're not the only one who's going to be distracted."

The walk home is peaceful—Parker chatting about his work schedule, me half-listening while keeping track of our surroundings. It's a good day. Parker's happy, the coffee shop creep is handled, and Atlas is going to get a surprise that'll make him do that small smile he thinks no one notices.

Later, when I write about today in the diary, I'll focus on the positive stuff. Parker buying Atlas a book, the way he remembered that stupid comment about cats, how he handled my protective episode at the coffee shop without making me feel like a psycho.

I'll mention the creep too, of course. Atlas will want details, and Dante might want to do some background research just to be safe. But mainly, I'll write about how Parker made everything better just by being himself.

Because that's what he does. He makes everything better, and keeping him protected and happy is the most important job any of us will ever have.

And if anyone else wants to test that theory, well. They know where to find me.
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Chapter Two - Atlas
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The sound of running water draws me through the apartment like a siren song.

I set the bookstore bag on the kitchen counter, extracting the thriller and its accompanying bookmark—a small black cat perched in a library. Parker remembered. Of course he remembered. He notices everything, catalogs every casual comment and offhand preference, then surprises us months later with gestures that feel like magic.

The authentication bug Max was working on earlier is still nagging at the back of my mind, but it can wait. We're ahead on most deadlines, and the client isn't expecting the fix until tomorrow anyway. Right now, there are more important priorities.

Steam seeps from beneath the bathroom door, and I can hear Parker humming—something wordless and content. He had a good day. Max handled the situation at the coffee shop cleanly, no escalation, no drama. Parker got to do something thoughtful for me. We're home, safe, together.

I strip methodically, folding each piece of clothing and setting it aside. Max left everything scattered on the bedroom floor in his typical fashion, but I prefer order. Especially now, when I want nothing between me and Parker except warm water and steam.

The shower door slides open silently, and Parker doesn't startle when I step in behind him. He never does. After more than two years together, he recognizes our footsteps, our breathing patterns, the particular way each of us moves through space.

"Atlas." His voice carries a smile even before he turns. When he does, water streaming down his face and chest, that smile turns soft and welcoming. "Perfect timing."

"Is there ever imperfect timing for this?" I ask, stepping closer until my chest nearly brushes his back. The heat radiating from his skin mingles with the steam, and I have to resist the urge to immediately pull him against me.

"Good point." He leans back slightly, testing, and I give him what he wants—my hands settling on his hips, thumbs tracing the sharp bones there. "How was the rest of your afternoon?"

"Productive. Finished the Morrison project early, started planning the database restructure for the nonprofit client." I press a kiss to the curve of his shoulder, tasting water and the faint salt of his skin. "But I kept thinking about coming home to you."

Parker makes a soft sound, tilting his head to give me better access to his neck. "Just thinking?"

"Among other things." I trace the line of his throat with my tongue, feeling him shiver despite the warm water. "I was thinking about how Max probably left you wound up and wanting."

"Maybe." His breathing has already changed, becoming deeper, more deliberate. "What are you going to do about it?"

"Everything." I turn him in my arms, needing to see his face. Water has darkened his hair to chocolate brown, and his eyes are already dilated with want. "But not rushed. Not frantic like Max would."

Parker's hands find my chest, fingers spreading wide as if to map every inch of skin. "No?"

"No." I frame his face in my hands, thumbs brushing across his cheekbones. "I'm going to take my time. Figure out exactly what you need."

"I need you," he says simply, and the words hit me like a physical blow.

This is what I love most about Parker—his directness, his complete lack of games or manipulation. He wants us, loves us, chooses us every single day without reservation or condition. The trust implicit in that choice never fails to humble me.

"You have me." I lean down to capture his mouth in a kiss that's nothing like the heated, desperate ones Max would have given him. This is deliberate, thorough, designed to make him forget everything except the slide of my lips against his. "Always."

Parker melts into me immediately, hands fisting in my hair as he deepens the kiss. He tastes like the cinnamon from his latte and something that's purely him—something I could identify blindfolded from across a room.

When I finally pull back, we're both breathing hard.

"The book," Parker says suddenly, blinking as if remembering. "Did you see it? The sequel?"

"I did." I can't help but smile at his eagerness, the way he lights up when he's done something thoughtful. "And the bookmark. A library cat."

"You mentioned liking cats last month. At the shelter." His cheeks flush slightly, though whether from the steam or embarrassment, I can't tell. "I thought you might—"

I silence him with another kiss, this one shorter but no less intense. "I love it. I love that you remembered something I said in passing a month ago."

"It wasn't in passing," Parker protests. "You stopped walking. You got that look you get when you're processing something important."

He's right, of course. I had stopped, caught off guard by the unexpected surge of emotion at seeing that orange tabby pressed against the glass. Most people would have dismissed it as a random moment, but Parker filed it away, turned it into a gift weeks later.

"Thank you," I murmur against his lips. "For the book. For the bookmark. For paying attention."

"Thank you for being worth paying attention to."

The simple honesty in his voice makes my chest tight. Parker sees us—really sees us—in a way most people never could. He doesn't just love the easy parts or the surface charm. He loves Max's protective intensity, Dante's smooth manipulation, even the parts of me that others might find cold or calculating.

And somehow, impossibly, he loves Cade too—the brother he's never met but knows exists in our shadows.

"Come here," I say, pulling him closer until there's no space between us, until I can feel every line of his body against mine, his cock already hard against my hip. "Let me show you how much that means to me."

Parker's answer is wordless, a soft sound of agreement as his arms wind around my neck. The water beats down on us both, creating a curtain of heat and steam that makes the rest of the world disappear.

I start with his mouth, kissing him slowly, deliberately, until he's making those small sounds that drive me insane. My hands map the familiar territory of his back, counting each vertebra, each freckle, each place that makes him arch against me. When I reach his ass, I squeeze roughly, pulling him harder against me so he can feel exactly how much I want him.

"You're staring," Parker murmurs when I pull back to look at him.

"I'm studying," I correct, one hand wrapping around his cock while the other braces against the wall beside his head. "There's a difference."

He gasps at the contact, hips jerking forward. "What's the difference?"

"Staring is passive. Studying is..." I stroke him slowly, watching the way his eyes flutter closed. "Active research."

"And what are you researching?"

"How to make you fall apart." I press him back against the cool tile wall, the contrast making him cry out. "Methodically. Thoroughly."

Parker's head falls back against the wall as I work him with deliberate strokes, my thumb circling the head of his cock until he's shaking. Unlike Max, who would already have him pressed against something and fucking him hard, I take my time. I want to catalog every reaction, every sound, every way his body responds to my touch.

"Atlas," he breathes, hands scrabbling for purchase on my shoulders. "Please."

"Please what?" I ask, releasing his cock to trace lower, fingers finding the sensitive skin behind his balls. "Use your words."

"You know what I want."

"I know a lot of things you want." I slide one finger back, pressing against his hole, and Parker nearly comes off the wall. "Be specific."

The flush that spreads across his chest has nothing to do with the heat of the shower. "I want you inside me. I want you to fuck me until I can't think straight."

"Better." I reward his honesty by pressing my finger inside, feeling him clench around me. "But I think you can be more specific than that."

Parker makes a desperate sound as I work him open, adding a second finger when he's ready. "I want you to pin me against this wall and fuck me so hard I feel it tomorrow. I want you to make me come so hard I see stars."

"That's my good boy." I curl my fingers, finding that spot that makes him cry out, and stroke it mercilessly. "Always so articulate when you're desperate."

"Atlas, please, I need—" His words cut off in a moan as I add a third finger, stretching him wider.

"What do you need?" I ask, though I already know. I can see it in the way his body strains toward mine, in the way his cock leaks steadily against his stomach.

"Your cock," he gasps. "I need your cock inside me. Now."

I withdraw my fingers slowly, enjoying the way he whimpers at the loss. "Turn around."

Parker obeys immediately, pressing his palms flat against the tile wall and arching his back in invitation. The sight of him like this—completely open, completely trusting—makes my cock throb almost painfully.

I position myself behind him, one hand gripping his hip while the other guides my cock to his entrance. "Ready?"

"Yes," he breathes. "God, yes."

I push inside slowly, savoring every inch as his body accepts me. Parker makes a low, continuous sound that might be my name, might be a prayer, might be both. When I'm fully seated, I pause, letting him adjust.

"Move," he demands, pushing back against me. "Atlas, please move."

I pull back and thrust forward again, setting a rhythm that's steady but not gentle. This is what Parker needs—not Max's frantic urgency, but something controlled, deliberate, designed to build pressure until he has no choice but to shatter.

"Is this what you wanted?" I ask, angling my hips to hit that spot inside him that makes him see stars.

"Yes," Parker sobs, one hand leaving the wall to wrap around his own cock. "Just like that, don't stop."

I catch his wrist, pinning it back against the tile. "Did I say you could touch yourself?"

"No, but—"

"Then don't." I increase my pace slightly, each thrust driving him harder against the wall. "You come from my cock or you don't come at all."

The sound Parker makes is half protest, half desperate arousal. "Atlas, that's not fair."

"Fair has nothing to do with it." I lean forward, biting down on the curve of his shoulder hard enough to leave marks. "This is about control. My control. Over your pleasure, over your body, over when and how you fall apart."

"Fuck," Parker gasps, his entire body trembling. "You're going to kill me."

"Never," I promise, adjusting my angle until he's crying out with each thrust. "I'm far too invested in keeping you alive."

I can feel him getting close—the way his muscles tighten around me, the way his breathing becomes more erratic. But I'm not ready for this to end yet.

I slow my pace, earning a frustrated whine. "Not yet."

"Atlas, please—"

"Patience." I pull almost all the way out before slamming back in, making him scream. "Good things come to those who wait."

Parker's laugh is breathless, desperate. "I hate you."

"No, you don't." I reach around to wrap my hand around his cock, finally giving him the friction he needs. "You love this. You love that I know exactly how to take you apart."

"Yes," he admits, pressing back against me as I stroke him in time with my thrusts. "God, yes, I love it."

"Then come for me," I order, biting down on his neck again. "Come on my cock like the good boy you are."

Parker shatters with a cry that echoes off the shower walls, his body clenching around me so tightly I see stars. I follow him over the edge seconds later, burying myself deep as I fill him with my release.

We stay like that for a moment, both breathing hard, until I carefully pull out and turn him in my arms. Parker's legs are shaking, and he looks completely wrecked in the best possible way.

"Jesus," he whispers against my neck. "You're definitely going to kill me."

By the time we finally emerge from the bathroom, skin flushed and hair damp, the sun has started to set outside our windows. Parker's wearing one of my shirts, the fabric hanging loose on his smaller frame, and I have to resist the urge to pull him back to bed just for the visual.

"Dinner?" he asks, padding toward the kitchen in bare feet.

"I was thinking of ordering Thai," I say, following behind him and admiring the way the shirt rides up slightly when he reaches for glasses. "That place you like with the green curry."

"Perfect." He turns to smile at me, and something in his expression makes my breath catch. "I love how you always know exactly what I want."

"It's not difficult," I tell him honestly. "You're not complicated, Parker. You just want to be loved and taken care of."

"By you," he says softly. "By all of you."

The words settle between us like a promise, and I pull him close for another kiss—slower this time, more tender. Because that's what this is, really. A promise. That we'll always take care of him, always love him, always be exactly what he needs when he needs it.

Even if he never fully understands just how literally that's true.

Later, when we're curled together on the couch with takeout containers and I'm reading the first few pages of my new book, Parker playing some mindless game on his phone, I'll write about today in the diary. I'll tell Max his approach at the coffee shop was effective but subtle surveillance might be better going forward. I'll remind Dante about the client call scheduled for tomorrow morning.

But for now, I'm content to read while Parker's free hand rests on my thigh like an anchor, his attention split between his game and occasionally glancing over at me with that soft smile. The apartment is quiet except for the soft turn of pages, the gentle sounds from his phone, and the distant hum of city traffic below.

Safe. Satisfied. Home.

Exactly the way it should be.
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Chapter Three - Dante
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The apartment is quiet at three in the morning, nothing but the distant hum of traffic and Parker's soft breathing beside me. He's sprawled across most of the bed, one arm thrown over where Atlas was lying hours ago, completely relaxed in sleep. Beautiful, even with his hair sticking up at odd angles and a slight mark on his neck from Atlas's teeth.

I slip out of bed carefully, pulling on sweats and a t-shirt before padding to the kitchen. The diary sits on the counter where we always keep it, Atlas's neat handwriting filling the latest entry in blue ink.

Max handled coffee shop situation. Subject (CCS-1) appeared to be monitoring Parker during work shifts. Max's intervention was direct but effective - no further contact anticipated. Recommend continued observation for 1-2 weeks to confirm.

Parker purchased thriller sequel and bookmark (cat motif). Extremely thoughtful gesture - remembered casual comment from 3 weeks ago. Consider reciprocal gift in near future.

Physical intimacy: Successful. Parker responsive to controlled approach, verbal commands. Recovery time minimal. Recommend similar strategy for future encounters.

Work status: Authentication bug resolved. Morrison project submitted early. Nonprofit database restructure 60% complete. Client call with Henderson Industries scheduled Wednesday 9 AM.

Notes for D: Parker mentioned being tired lately - ensure adequate nutrition and rest. May want to discuss reducing work hours if pattern continues.

Notes for M: Coffee shop surveillance confirmed effective. Suggest varying timing/positioning to avoid creating our own pattern.

I smile despite myself. Atlas treats everything like a mission briefing, even sex. But the notes about Parker being tired catch my attention - I'll need to pay attention to that today.

I flip to the ongoing notes section, scanning the detailed list we keep about Parker's preferences and needs:

Relationship Care:

- Prefers avocado toast with everything bagel seasoning for breakfast

- Gets cranky if he doesn't eat within 30 minutes of waking

- Likes his coffee made by us, not the shop (says it tastes different)

- Enjoys being walked to work but doesn't like feeling smothered

- Responds well to casual touch throughout the day

- Stress indicators: runs hand through hair, bites lower lip, fidgets with phone

I grab a pen and add my own observations:

D notes: Parker seemed extra affectionate yesterday - multiple unprompted kisses, lingered during goodbye hug. May indicate a need for increased emotional attention. Monitor.

Work observation: Henderson call likely to run long based on previous interactions. Parker gets off work at 3:15 - need to coordinate pickup timing.

The coding work Atlas mentioned needs attention, so I settle at the kitchen table with my laptop. The Henderson Industries project is a web redesign for their customer portal - straightforward enough, but their CEO has a tendency to request last-minute changes that require delicate handling. Atlas handles the technical architecture, Max fixes whatever breaks, but I manage the actual client relationship.

I spend two hours refining the presentation slides, making sure everything looks polished and professional. Henderson responds well to visual appeal and clear benefits statements. By the time I'm satisfied with the materials, the first hints of dawn are starting to creep through the windows.

Parker will be awake in thirty minutes. Time to be the boyfriend he needs this morning.

I slip back into the bedroom, discarding my clothes and sliding carefully back under the covers. Parker stirs slightly, automatically curling toward the warmth of my body. This is one of my favorite moments - when he's still half-asleep and completely unguarded, seeking comfort without thinking about it.

I trail my fingers through his hair, pressing a soft kiss to his forehead. "Morning, beautiful."

"Mmm." Parker's eyes flutter open, immediately focusing on my face with that sleepy smile that never fails to make my chest tight. "Hey. What time is it?"

"Early. You've got about twenty minutes before you need to get up." I trace the line of his jaw with my thumb. "Sleep okay?"

"Better now," he murmurs, shifting closer until he's pressed against my side. "You're warm."

"Atlas take care of you last night?"

Parker's laugh is muffled against my shoulder. "Something like that. He's very... thorough."

"That's one word for it." I slide my hand down his back, enjoying the way he arches into the touch. "How are you feeling? Atlas mentioned you seemed tired lately."

"I'm fine. Just busy season at the shop." Parker tilts his head back to look at me. "Why, are you guys worried?"

"We always worry about you. It's what we do." I press another kiss to his temple. "But if you need anything - fewer hours, better schedule, whatever - just say the word."

"I know." His hand finds mine under the covers, fingers intertwining. "I love that you guys pay attention to stuff like that."

"Of course we do. You're the most important thing in our lives."

Parker's expression goes soft, that look he gets when we remind him how much he means to us. "I love you too. All of you."

We stay like that for a few more minutes, just holding each other in the quiet morning light. This is what the others sometimes overlook - Parker doesn't just need protection or strategic planning or intense passion. Sometimes he needs gentleness, needs to feel treasured for no reason other than being himself.

When his phone alarm finally goes off, I press one last kiss to his lips before letting him go. "Come on. I'll make you breakfast."

The kitchen routine is familiar and comfortable. Parker stumbles to the coffee maker while I pull ingredients from the fridge, both of us moving around each other with the ease of long practice. I toast the everything bagel, mash avocado with lime and sea salt, add the everything bagel seasoning he loves.

"Perfect as always," Parker says when I slide the plate across to him. He's already halfway through his first cup of coffee, looking more alert.

"It's avocado on bread, Park. Not exactly culinary genius."

"It's perfect because you made it." He takes a bite, then looks up at me with that expression he gets when he's working up to something. "Hey, can I ask you something?"

"Always."

Parker fidgets with his fork for a moment. "Do you remember last month when we walked past that animal shelter? Atlas saw that orange tabby in the window and got all... soft about it."

I smile, remembering. Atlas had stopped mid-sentence during a conversation about client security protocols because he spotted the cat pressed against the glass. "He spent five minutes talking about feline intelligence and hunting instincts."

"Right. Well, I may have been checking their website, and that cat is still available." Parker's cheeks flush slightly. "I was thinking... maybe we could adopt him? But I didn't want to bring it up to Atlas directly without checking with you and Max first."

Of course Parker noticed Atlas's reaction. Of course he's been quietly monitoring the situation, wanting to do something thoughtful without overstepping boundaries.

"You've been checking on a cat for three weeks?" I ask, unable to keep the smile out of my voice.

"Maybe," Parker admits. "His name is Mango. He's two years old, good with people, supposedly very intelligent." He pauses. "I just thought... Atlas seemed really taken with him, but you know how he is. He'd never ask for something like that."

"No, he wouldn't." Atlas approaches everything strategically, including his own wants. He'd probably spend months researching pet care, calculating costs, and analyzing whether it fits into our lifestyle before he'd ever admit he wants something as simple as a cat.

"So what do you think? Would Max be okay with it? Are you okay with it?"

I reach across the counter to take his hand. "Parker, you want to adopt a cat because you noticed Atlas liked it for thirty seconds three weeks ago?"

"When you put it like that, it sounds weird."

"It sounds perfect." I bring his hand to my lips, pressing a kiss to his knuckles. "You're incredible, you know that?"

Parker's smile is shy but pleased. "So you think it's a good idea?"

"I think Atlas would probably cry if he came home to find Mango waiting for him. Happy tears," I clarify quickly. "And Max would pretend to grumble about cat hair and vet bills while secretly buying the most expensive cat toys he could find."

"And you?"

"I think watching Atlas try to strategically optimize our apartment for maximum feline happiness would be the most adorable thing I've ever seen." I squeeze his hand. "Plus, Mango would have three very dedicated protectors and one person who'd spoil him absolutely rotten."

"Four people," Parker corrects. "I'd spoil him too."

"So that's a yes?"

"That's a yes. Want me to handle it? I could call the shelter, arrange a time for all of us to meet him officially."

Parker's face lights up. "Really? You don't think Atlas will be upset that we planned it?"

"Atlas will be too busy falling in love with a cat to be upset about anything." I lean across to steal another quick kiss. "Besides, you're not springing it on him. We'll make it seem spontaneous - maybe suggest a walk that happens to take us past the shelter."

"You're devious."

"I'm socially strategic. There's a difference."

Parker laughs. "What's the difference?"

"Devious implies selfish motives. Strategic means I want to see my brother happy and my boyfriend proud of himself for being thoughtful."

"I love you," Parker says softly, and the simple honesty in his voice never fails to knock me sideways.

"I love you too." And I do - this caring, observant, generous man who notices things like Atlas's reaction to a random cat and then spends weeks planning how to make it happen. "All of us do."

Twenty minutes later, we're walking toward the coffee shop in the morning sun. Parker's hand is warm in mine, and he's chattering about some customer story from yesterday - a woman who ordered six different drinks before settling on black coffee, a guy who tried to pay for a latte with cryptocurrency.

I love listening to him talk about work. Not because the stories are particularly fascinating, but because he lights up when he talks about the human connections. Parker genuinely enjoys people, finds them intriguing rather than obstacles to navigate around. It's one of the things that makes him perfect for us - he balances out our more calculated approaches to the world.

The coffee shop is busy for a Tuesday morning, the usual mix of commuters grabbing caffeine and remote workers claiming tables. I scan the room automatically, noting faces, exits, anything that seems off. No sign of Max's coffee shop creep - good.

"The usual?" Parker asks as we approach the counter, already reaching for the espresso machine.

"You know it."

I watch him work, appreciating the efficiency of his movements, the way he's genuinely friendly with every customer but still gets their orders perfect. When he slides my espresso across the counter, our fingers brush deliberately.

"See you at three-fifteen?" he asks.

"Wouldn't miss it." I lean across the counter for a goodbye kiss, not caring who sees. "Have a good day, beautiful."

The smile he gives me could power the entire coffee shop. "You too."

I find a table with a good view of both Parker and the entrance, pulling out my laptop to review the Henderson presentation one more time. The client call isn't for another few hours, but preparation is everything in client relations.

From here, I can observe Parker's interactions without being obvious about it. Watch for any customers who seem more interested in him than their orders, anyone whose body language suggests they're there for reasons beyond caffeine. It's different from Max's direct surveillance or Atlas's systematic threat assessment - I read the social dynamics, the subtle cues people give off.

Parker deserves to feel comfortable at work, to focus on what he loves about the job rather than worrying about unwanted attention. And if that means one of us spends a few hours each week nursing an espresso and "working" from his coffee shop, well. That's a small investment for his peace of mind.

My phone buzzes with a text from the Henderson Industries assistant confirming this morning's call. I respond with just the right balance of professionalism and warmth, then add a quick note to the diary section in my phone about Parker's energy levels and mood.

Everything's running smoothly. Parker's content, the clients are managed, and I have the perfect vantage point to watch the most captivating person I know navigate his world.
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Chapter Four - Max
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The diary entry from Dante stops me mid-coffee.

D notes: Parker asked about adopting the orange tabby from the shelter - the one Atlas noticed last month. He's been checking on it for weeks, wanting to surprise A but didn't want to overstep. Suggested we arrange a "spontaneous" visit to make it seem natural. P is incredibly thoughtful - this would make A happy.

I read it twice, then set down my mug and grab my keys.

Fuck the strategic approach. Parker wants Atlas to have that cat, and Parker has been quietly checking on it for three weeks without saying anything because he's considerate and perfect and doesn't want to pressure anyone. Meanwhile, Atlas probably lies awake thinking about that orange tabby and would never in a million years ask for something just because he wants it.

This is exactly the kind of problem that needs immediate action.

The animal shelter is a twenty-minute drive across town, and I spend the entire trip imaging how he must have asked Dante this morning. That shy, hopeful expression he gets when he's trying to do something nice for us. The way he remembers every casual comment, every moment when one of us shows interest in something.

The shelter smells like disinfectant and wet dog, but the staff is friendly enough. A woman with graying hair and kind eyes approaches when I walk in.

"Looking to adopt?" she asks.

"Maybe. I heard you have an orange tabby available? Male, around two years old?"

Her face lights up. "Mango! Yes, he's been with us for about six months now. Such a sweet boy. Would you like to meet him?"

Five minutes later, I'm sitting on the floor of a small room while an absolutely gorgeous orange cat investigates my shoes. He's bigger than I expected, with bright amber eyes and the kind of confident personality that suggests he knows exactly how handsome he is.

"He's very social," the volunteer explains. "Good with people, other cats, even dogs. He was surrendered when his previous owner moved and couldn't take him."

Mango head-butts my hand, purring loudly when I scratch behind his ears. Yeah, Atlas is going to lose his shit over this cat.

"What do I need to do to adopt him?"

An hour later, I'm driving home with a cat carrier in the passenger seat, a bag full of supplies in the back, and the satisfied feeling that comes from solving a problem efficiently. Mango complained for the first five minutes of the drive, then settled into resigned silence.

"Don't worry, buddy," I tell him as we pull into our parking spot. "You're going to love your new family. Especially Atlas. He's going to spoil you absolutely rotten."

I carry everything upstairs, setting Mango's carrier in the living room and spreading out the supplies on the kitchen counter. Food, toys, a litter box, a scratching post that cost more than I want to think about. The works.

When I open the carrier door, Mango emerges cautiously, sniffing around the apartment with the careful attention of someone conducting a thorough inspection. After a few minutes, he jumps onto the couch and settles in like he owns the place.

Perfect. He'll fit right in.

I check the time - Parker gets off work in an hour. That gives me time to set up the litter box and food station before heading over to pick him up. I want to see his face when I tell him we have a new roommate.

The coffee shop is busy when I arrive, Parker moving efficiently behind the counter with that focused energy he gets during the afternoon rush. I claim a table near the back and watch him work, noting the easy way he chats with customers, how he remembers regulars' orders without being told.

No sign of any problems. No one paying inappropriate attention. Good.

When three-fifteen hits, Parker's replacement takes over and he grabs his jacket from behind the counter. His face lights up when he spots me waiting.

"Hey," he says, sliding into the seat across from me. "How was your day?"

"Productive." I reach across to take his hand, unable to keep the grin off my face. "I have a surprise for you."

"A surprise?" Parker's eyebrows go up. "What kind of surprise?"

"The kind you'll like." I stand, pulling him up with me. "Come on."

"Max, what did you do?" But Parker is smiling as he says it, letting me lead him toward the door.

"Nothing bad. I promise."

The drive home is torture because Parker keeps asking questions I won't answer, and because he's looking at me with that mixture of curiosity and anticipation that makes me want to pull over and kiss him senseless. Instead, I focus on driving and try not to think about how much I love making him happy.

"Okay, close your eyes," I tell him when we reach our door.

"Max—"

"Trust me."

Parker sighs but obeys, letting me guide him into the apartment. I position him facing the couch where Mango is still lounging like he pays rent.

"Open."

Parker's eyes fly open, and for a moment he just stares. Then he sees Mango, who chooses that exact moment to stretch luxuriously and meow.

"Oh my god," Parker whispers. "Is that—"

"Mango," I confirm. "Figured Atlas had waited long enough."

Parker turns to look at me, and his expression is everything I hoped for. Wonder, delight, and absolute adoration. Just like I wanted.

"You adopted him. You just... went and got him."

"You wanted Atlas to have him. So now he does." I shrug like it's no big deal, even though watching Parker's face right now feels like the biggest deal in the world. "Seemed straightforward enough."

"Max." Parker's voice is thick with emotion. "This is... I can't believe you just did this."

"Why not? You've been checking on him for weeks. Atlas wants him even if he won't admit it. Problem, solution." I gesture toward Mango, who has now moved to investigate a catnip toy. "Besides, look at him. He's already made himself at home."

Park laughs, but it sounds suspiciously close to crying. "You're incredible."

"I'm practical." I step closer, sliding my arms around his waist. "And I like making you happy."

"You do make me happy." Park's hands fist in my shirt, pulling me down until our foreheads touch. "So fucking happy."

The kiss he gives me is soft at first, grateful, but it quickly turns heated when I nip at his bottom lip. Parker makes that small sound I love, pressing closer until there's no space between us.

"Thank you," he murmurs against my mouth. "For Atlas, for remembering, for just... doing it."

"Thank me properly," I suggest, hands sliding down to grip his ass.

Park pulls back to look at me, pupils already dilated. "Here? What about Mango?"

"He's a cat, babe. I don't think he's going to be traumatized by seeing us make out."

"Just making out?"

I squeeze his ass harder, feeling him arch into the touch. "Depends how grateful you are."

Park's smile is pure mischief. "Very grateful."

The next thing I know, he's sinking to his knees right there in the living room, hands already working on my belt. I curse under my breath as he gets my jeans open, his fingers brushing against my cock through my boxers.

"Park—"

"Shh." He looks up at me through his lashes, and the sight nearly kills me. "Let me say thank you."

He pulls my cock free, stroking it slowly while maintaining eye contact. I thread my fingers through his hair, trying not to thrust into his hand like a teenager.

"You don't have to—"

"I want to." Parker licks his lips, and I have to close my eyes for a second. "I want to show you how much this means to me."

When he takes me into his mouth, I lose the ability to form coherent thoughts. He's good at this - knows exactly how to use his tongue, how much pressure to apply, when to pull back just enough to drive me crazy.

"Fuck, Parker," I gasp, my grip tightening in his hair. "Your mouth..."

He hums around my cock, the vibration making me see stars. I look down to find him watching me, cheeks hollowed as he works me deeper, and the visual alone nearly does me in.

"So good," I tell him, because he needs to know. "So fucking perfect."

Park moans at the praise, doubling his efforts. His hands grip my thighs for balance as he takes me deeper, and I have to focus on not coming down his throat in the first five minutes.

"Close," I warn him, but he doesn't pull away. Instead, he looks up at me with those dark eyes and takes me even deeper.

I come with a groan that probably wakes the neighbors, my whole body shuddering as Park swallows everything I give him. He pulls off slowly, licking his lips with a satisfied expression that makes me want to throw him on the couch and return the favor immediately.

"Jesus," I breathe, helping him to his feet. "That was..."

"A proper thank you?" Park asks innocently, though his smile is anything but innocent.

"That was you trying to kill me." I pull him against me for a kiss that tastes like me and him and gratitude. "But yeah, I'd call it proper."

Park laughs, the sound bright and happy. "I think Atlas is going to love him."

"Smart cat." I look over at Mango, who is now batting at one of his new toys with intense concentration. "Atlas is going to lose his mind when he sees him."

"Good losing his mind or bad losing his mind?"

"The kind where he spends three hours researching optimal nutrition and then another hour setting up the perfect sleeping area." I kiss Park's temple. "He's going to love him almost as much as he loves you." I stroke his hair. "You're something special, Park. You know that?"

Park's smile is soft now, the post-orgasm satisfaction mixing with something deeper. "I love you. All of you."

"Even when we make impulsive decisions that result in surprise pets?"

"Especially then." He glances at Mango, who has now claimed the entire couch as his territory. "Though Atlas might have something to say about your complete lack of strategic planning."

"Atlas can plan all he wants. The cat's already here." I grin. "Besides, sometimes
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