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Chapter One
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Torture wasn’t one of Dade’s specialties but he certainly had been doing enough of it lately. What he needed to do was stop staring. He’d been doing a lot of that as well. Not that Genevieve and Tony would notice. Especially with the way they were wrapped around each other just feet away. Why Dade had thought coming to Genevieve’s restaurant was a good idea was beyond him.

Because you want to fuck them.

“Another slice of pizza?”

Dade smiled at Elena as she slid another piece onto his plate. “Sure.” Always the doting mother hen. Marriage sure hadn’t changed her nurturing ways. In fact, marrying Alex Conners had made her caring nature even more pronounced.

Though Dade usually enjoyed these monthly gatherings with his friends, he barely tasted the food tonight. He usually loved the variety the Southern Ridge Grille offered. No doubt the meal was just as fabulous as always, but tonight everything seemed dull.

Much like his mood.

Ten minutes ago, just as the pizza had been served, the couple sitting across from him at the large table had moved to a secluded corner shadowed by an artfully arranged lighting pattern. As the ultimate restaurateur, Genevieve knew how to set a mood so the restaurant appealed to the couple celebrating a romantic night or their child’s fifth birthday. As the owner of one of the few table-service restaurants in Gatlin Falls, she knew how to appeal to the tourist and local alike.

From Dade’s vantage point he had a clear view of the couple. And of Tony sliding his hand between Genevieve’s legs. She shifted closer, parting her thighs so Tony could delve deeper. The muscles of his biceps flexed and bunched as he worked.

Dade’s cock sprang to life.

Great.

He adjusted, draping his napkin across his lap in hopes that no one would notice. That was the last thing he needed. Despite his state he continued to watch the couple because there was something that enamored him. Something about their chemistry and passion that drew him in.

Genevieve clutched Tony’s arm, digging her fingers into his sleeve. Dade wanted that. But he didn’t want just Genevieve clinging to him while he pleasured her. Didn’t want to hear his name spill from her lips. Dade also wanted Tony there. Not just watching. An active participant. He wanted Tony under him, Dade’s cock plunging over and over between ass cheeks he’d seen outlined by faded denim too many times to count. Genevieve would be there, pussy level with Dade’s face so he could savor her while fucking himself blind into Tony.

God, the things they could all do together. Sheer heaven. Except for one tiny detail.

Tony and Genevieve were married.

Dade wasn’t about to step all over their vows. This whole situation was his own fault for getting infatuated in the first place. Damn brain. Yet he couldn’t stop watching. Couldn’t stop imagining spending more time with them. Couldn’t stop a lot of things he shouldn’t waste his time on. But here he sat, like some lust-filled teenager bent on fulfilling his wildest desires. 

Torture indeed.

There wasn’t enough lighting to see their faces but he didn’t need it. He’d known them for a long time. Even before Tony had brought Genevieve to one of these monthly dinners for a date. He’d been friendly enough on the street to each of them. Small towns like Gatlin Falls made it hard not to see the same people over and over. It hadn’t been until that fateful group gathering that he’d felt as though he’d gotten hit with a ton of bricks.

Various conversations going on around him faded into the background as he watched Tony use Genevieve’s sweater to cover the fact he’d slipped his hand under the fabric. As Tony cupped her breast, Dade saw her breathing hitch.

What Dade wouldn’t give for Tony to lift her sweater. To see the gorgeous blush of Genevieve’s nipple. To watch Tony work the bud as he drove his wife wild. Her sweater hitched higher as Tony worked her harder and faster.

Just a bit more. Go on. Give me a peek.

“Dade.”

He tore his gaze away from the darkened alcove to find Beth smiling sweetly at him. “Did you say something?”

Her gaze flicked toward the corner where Tony and Genevieve thought they had complete privacy and then back to him. “I wanted to know if you wanted another slice.”

“I’m good.”

“No, you’re not.” Beth Flynn slipped her hand over his and squeezed. “Do you want to talk?”

Dade heaved out a breath, grateful someone knew what had been churning deep in his soul for so many years. He thought he’d feel better but as his best friend’s wife squeezed his hand again, Dade realized absolution only brought more pain. His heart felt just as heavy as it had for the past four and a half years.

Maybe even heavier.

“Just have a lot of things on my mind right now.” 

“You know I’m here if you need—”

“We’re going to take off.” Dade looked up to see Tony and Genevieve had decided to join the group again. Pink flushed Genevieve’s cheeks, her sparkling jade eyes wide with mischief. Her lips were red and swollen and what remained of her lipstick was smeared. Even with the distance of the table between them Dade could feel their bodies vibrating.

They might leave but Dade knew they’d never make it home. They would try. But their arousal would get the best of them and they’d pull off to the side of the road somewhere. Probably get caught by the town sheriff, who would be amused at catching a married couple going at each other like teenagers.

As Tony held Genevieve closer, cradling her against his side as he pressed a long kiss to her neck, his erection was evident. He didn’t even try to cover up the fact he had one. Of course he didn’t feel the need to hide the fact he was head over heels in love with his wife. Not when he was with a group of close friends.

“We really need to go.”

“Ah, young love.” Ryan smirked as he lifted his beer and pulled Beth closer. “Maybe we should skip the movie too. Take advantage of the childless night while we can.” He leaned over, pushing back his wife’s hair to whisper into her ear. The town disc jockey flushed pink then red as Ryan continued.

Tony’s friend Scott rolled his eyes as he stood. “Whatever. I’m going to the theater to watch Harrison Ford kick some ass. And scream like a little girl whenever there are snakes near.” Tony’s other friends, Cooper and Mark, followed Scott out of the restaurant.

As Dade finished off his beer he noticed Patrick Conners had pulled his wife Allison closer. Patrick’s older brother Alex had done the same with Elena. As the only single person at the table, Dade suddenly felt like the odd man out. Given the way he chose to handle his sex life as nothing more than a casual way to pass the time, he should have been at ease with the love fest taking place around him.

But he had never felt so obvious and uncomfortable.

“Enjoy the movies.” The Fitzgeralds strolled away, making it only a few steps before Tony reached over and cupped Genevieve’s ass. She returned the gesture. As the couple clung to each other, Tony’s low growl vibrated the blood in Dade’s cock.

Christ.

The sooner he escaped this madness, the better. Dade tossed his napkin on the table, disgusted. “Catch you guys later.”

“Wait!” Beth clutched his forearm as she looked up at him with her expressive eyes. “Are you still coming to the theater?”

Dade glanced toward the doors where Tony and Genevieve had disappeared. He could go home, beat this annoying erection off and spend the rest of the night drowning in his pathetic sorrows. Or he could go to the theater and spend the next six hours getting caught up in the mindless adventures of Indiana Jones.

He sighed. “Yeah. I’ll meet you guys there.”

Getting lost in a few crusades sounded a hell of a lot better than thinking about how much of a coward he was because he couldn’t admit he was in love with the Fitzgeralds.

* * * * *
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It wasn’t in Dade’s nature to wallow. But for the past few weeks that was exactly what he’d done. However much he hated how he felt, he couldn’t stop. Couldn’t find the fortitude to put his feelings behind him. So he’d done what any other self-respecting man would do. He’d gone about his life as though nothing was out of place. As though he wasn’t tearing himself apart inside for harboring silly notions and unrequited feelings.

“Feeling any better?”

“No.” He smirked at Beth’s hopeful expression as she slipped into his workshop. He’d done his best to avoid being alone with her since the dinner. She’d made it clear she wanted to discuss the storm raging inside him. Fact of the matter was, how fucked up he’d gotten was the last thing he wanted to discuss. But like all the other females in his small group of friends Beth was tenacious. “Not as though I can go shouting how I feel from the rooftops.”

“You could.” Beth set the long tube she’d brought with her on top of the paper littering his desk. “Because you know as well as I do that they deserve to know.”

“Can’t say I agree with you.” Dade pushed away from the desk, disgusted with himself.

“You think I’m wrong?”

“You were at dinner. You saw them.”

It still stuck in his gut that the couple was on his radar in the first place. He’d always been prone to falling for people whom it was impossible to love but this situation certainly took the cake.

Nothing Beth had to say would convince him otherwise. Not one damn thing.

Opening the long tube, he extracted a thick roll of blueprints. Time to get on with his life. “Plans for the new Sanctuary?”

“You’re closing off again.” Beth growled and clutched his arm. “Don’t shut me out, Dade. Not about this. Especially not about something like this. I let you slide at the dinner because it was clear you were distracted, but now that I have your full attention we really need to talk.”

Dade cleared off a large space, opening the prints so he could get a closer look. “Hot off Elena’s desk I take it? Her efficiency is scary sometimes.”

Beth brushed her long bangs to the side, shaking her head. “Fine. You don’t want to talk about this, I get it. But don’t think I consider this matter closed at all. I will hound you constantly until I see a crack in your armor.” She straightened her Goonies Never Say Die! tee and tapped the blueprints. “Patrick just approved Ryan’s modifications yesterday. Said everything is a go. Your sketches are in here too. He said everything looks good to him and wants to get started right away. I suspect the glasswork is going to take a while given your obsession with perfection. But it’s only fair the four of you have your hand in all the pieces.”

His part of the work would take a while, considering the fact he hadn’t been able to make anything mesh recently. His concentration had never been this horrible. This out of focus. Maybe moving forward on rebuilding Sanctuary would take his mind off everything else. Give him tunnel vision. That or he’d ask the contractor he’d hired to renovate the main building on the ranch to smack his head with the hammer a few times for good measure. Maybe it would even knock some sense into him with the whole Tony-and-Genevieve situation.

“When is Ryan planning to break ground?”

“Patrick had to grease a few wheels with the planning commission but they assured him he’ll have the permits in hand by the end of the week.”

“Which means he’ll be lucky to have them by the end of the month.”

Beth frowned. “They aren’t exactly jumping in the air at the thought of Patrick rebuilding the warehouse after the accident a couple of years ago. Not once the fire exposed what was really going on inside the building. That’s why it has taken so long to get to this point.”

“Nothing but a bunch of healthy adults exploring their healthy sex lives.” He smoothed his hand over the blueprints, eyeing a few details Elena had added.

As a former architect Elena Conners had a good eye for ensuring certain areas flowed with the design she’d originally developed years ago. Now the four of them— himself, Patrick, Elena and Ryan—had the flexibility to customize. A detail that hadn’t been an option years ago when Patrick initially bought the building. The highly functional warehouse would belong to them even more so once it was completed.

Too bad Dade had no interest in the space anymore. Had lost interest several years before the warehouse had been blow sky-high. Four and a half years to be exact...

No, I won’t think about it. Them.

Turning from the desk, he noticed a few spots of something he couldn’t identify on the sleeve of her shirt. Toddler Flynn strikes again, no doubt. He’d been a victim of a few lobbed spoonfuls of strained peas thanks to Ryan and Beth’s three-year-old son Malcolm. Given his own dislike for peas he couldn’t blame the kid.

“How is Mal?”

“A holy terror. The latest and greatest thing to scare Mom is he’s developed his father’s fascination with water. So Ryan is building a fence around the lake at the house. Which reminds me, I need to get home to pick Mal up for swimming lessons.” She cradled Dade’s jaw, her expression softening. “He misses his uncle. You should come out for a visit.”

“Maybe next weekend. Have a lot going on up at the house.”

“Braving the big, bad world of home renovation, I see. Seriously. Come out to the house. Spend some time out of your own head. We’ll grill steaks or something.” She lifted her other hand so she could pull his face down to hers. “Promise me you’ll say something.”

“I can’t do that.”

“Then promise me you’ll at least think about it.”

“I’ll consider it. But only because you’re so damn loveable.” He kissed her lightly and turned away. He’d always shared a special bond with Beth since the night he’d watched one of her panic attacks. She’d come to town looking for a new start and had found it with his best friend Ryan Flynn.

The strong-willed, determined woman had been set on healing after her experience with a sadistic Dom. Watching the couple fall for one another had only made Dade more aware of his feelings for what he couldn’t have.

What he shouldn’t want.

After Beth left he rolled up the plans and returned them to the carrying tube. He would start really digging into the details a little more in the morning. The conversation with Beth had soured his mood and he wasn’t up to dealing with the rebuild just yet. No matter how much he was looking forward to seeing Sanctuary rise like a phoenix from the ashes.

He couldn’t say he missed the warehouse much since the explosion three years ago thanks to Alex Conner’s psychotic ex-wife. In a fit of jealous rage she’d snapped the gas line and started a fire that had leveled Sanctuary, the surrounding buildings and nearly killed both Alex and Elena.

In some way, it was good because the building held an odd assortment of memories. Lately most of them hadn’t been of the pleasant variety. Especially after Beth had been kidnapped and held hostage there by a former pseudo-Dom who took pleasure in torturing her. This little town tucked into the shadows of the Blue Ridge Mountains of Virginia was never short in the drama department.

Locking his workshop, he made his way to the main house to find Grant Lee, the contractor he’d hired for the renovations, was just cleaning up. Dade had meant to have the work done when he’d first bought Old Man Reever’s ranch several years ago but it had never been a priority. Now that he’d gotten around to it he was regretting the decision to wait as long as he had.

This job was going to cost a small fortune. And time he didn’t have. “How’s it looking?”

“Most of the work seems like it’ll go along fairly smoothly. But I did locate a few areas that could be a problem. There’s a lot more termite damage under those floorboards in the main room than I expected. Found some under the master bedroom too.”

Dade winced, thinking about how much he’d already agreed to pay Grant’s company. “How much more is that going to cost me?”

“Nothing. I suspected as much when I gave you the initial estimate. Old Man Reever didn’t exactly take care of this place for the past forty years. So I figured I’d encounter a few surprises along the way.”

“Oh good, then you’re only partially raking me over the coals.”

Grant laughed, shaking his head. “Sounds about right. Two ways I can go about this. Work room by room like we have been and just generally make a nuisance of myself for the next six months. Or we can gut the whole place, shore up the structure so we meet county building codes and do the build-outs in two or three months. As long as we don’t find any more surprises. Given the fact this whole area was a battlefield during the Civil War, there’s no telling.”

“By the gleam in your eyes I think I already know the answer you’d prefer.” 

“Would be a hell of a lot easier just to be able to gut everything and start from scratch.”

Dade didn’t have a lot of work scheduled over the next few weeks, mostly because his creative brain had shut down. So finding another place to live for a few months wasn’t as disruptive to his schedule as it appeared.

If a customer placed a rush order he could always fire up the oven at the workshop without interfering with Grant’s work. He’d built his custom glassmaking company, Meltdown, from nothing in the backyard of the tiny house he used to share with Tanner, so he’d worked in less than ideal conditions. It would be a while before he needed to start on the work for Sanctuary.

At least a month depending on when the building permits were actually issued.

Finding a place to live for that long would prove to be the hardest obstacle. He didn’t relish the idea of moving into a hotel or The Quilted Cow, a bed and breakfast in the heart of town, for that long. Too cozy. He’d gotten use to the dozen acres he’d been surrounded with for the past four years. Besides, too many damn tourists in those places for his liking. He liked his solitude just fine.

“If you can give me a few days to find somewhere, that’d be great.”

Grant tipped his gray Stetson. “We’ll start work at the front of the house. Should give you about a week before we start the demo in the master.”

“Sounds like a plan to me.” 

* * * * *
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Dade quickly realized that Grant’s plan sucked to high hell when he realized he’d forgotten to bargain for the kitchen. That had been gone since day one of the demo, which meant he’d been living off Waffle House specials for the past six days.

Elena may love the place but the greasy offerings had started churning up the acid in his stomach. Popping antacids wasn’t how he’d wanted to spend his nights. Home- cooked food had never sounded so decadent. Which is exactly why he’d fired up his motorcycle and ridden into town tonight to visit one of his favorite places, the Southern Ridge Grille.

Genevieve Fitzgerald’s restaurant.

A Friday night tradition, his mouth was already watering at the thought of diving into a large bowl of whatever soup she had on special for the night. He hadn’t seen the couple since their traditional dinner with their group of friends. And kept telling himself it wasn’t because he was avoiding them. That he was simply busy with packing up the rest of his belongings and trying to find a place to live for the next few months.

In truth, he knew better. In truth, he knew he couldn’t keep up this kind of behavior because someone was likely to get suspicious. Maintaining his normal routine was the best, if most painful, option.

Kara greeted him with a warm smile as he stepped through the door. “Hello, Mr. Ellingson. I have your table in the back waiting for you. If you’ll just follow me.”

The efficient hostess was off in a blur. As he followed, he heard the quiet buzz of whispers behind him. He wondered what the hottest piece of news about him on the gossip circuit was. Most of their babbling was lies thought up by people who had too much time on their hands. Or people who had nothing of value going on in their lives. They never ceased to amuse him with the level of items they conjured. Unless their grandiose fabrications were hurtful. Usually he didn’t let the noise get to him but since the latest round had involved those he’d cared about, he’d spoken up and told the intrusive busybodies to mind their own business. His loud barking had shut down the chatter about him and any of the renters at the warehouse for the past few years. At least that he was aware of. The signs of construction at the site had obviously gotten the gossips chomping at the bit again.

“I’ll tell Mrs. Fitzgerald that you’re here.”

“Thank you, Kara.” He did his best to try not to appear agitated at the thought of such special treatment at the restaurant. It wasn’t something new. Whenever Genevieve’s friends came through the door they were treated to first-class service from the staff. But after talking again to Beth earlier in the week, he felt as though everyone knew his secret.

That’s absurd, you ass. Latest town gossip probably just has you bedding a few tourists.

Same shit, different day.

Truth was, he’d been seeing less and less of the few submissive lovers he’d always kept in the wings. In fact he couldn’t remember the last time he’d actually asked anyone to join him at Sanctuary before the building had been blown apart.

He’d once talked to Ryan about the fact BDSM just wasn’t giving him the thrill he sought anymore. He knew it had to do more with the company he chose to keep within the confines of the lifestyle than anything else. The partner could make all the difference in the world when it came to the exchange of power.

Or partners, in his case. It was always a pair. Always.

Maybe the pickings were just too slim. Or he was just too damn choosey for his own good.

“Dade, how wonderful to see you.” Genevieve swept in, planting a friendly kiss on his cheek. She smelled of warm vanilla and honey, with the underlying hint of chocolate teasing his senses. A smear of flour dotted her nose and he had a sudden urge to reach up and kiss it away.

Get. A. Fucking. Grip.

Her chestnut locks had been piled high on her head in a messy bun, a few curls escaping the bundled mass. Green eyes shined bright despite the low light of the evening service and a faint pink tint colored her cheeks. A sign she’d also been running around issuing orders to the cooking staff.

God, how sad was it that he knew her routine? He needed to stop this insanity before he slipped into stalker mode. That would really get the town gossip train chugging along.

“Full crowd tonight.”

“Just the usual Friday night at the grille. Mostly all locals. Tourist season should be winding up soon. Hey, how were the movies? As action-packed as Cooper promised?”

“An Indiana Jones overload. All four films in one sitting. Think my ass went numb around hour five. Had to work hard to convince him not to break out the old television show once we finished with the movies.”

Genevieve’s delightful laughter washed over him. “Sorry we missed that. I’ve just been so damn busy, that night was the one night Tony and I both had off.”

“Don’t have to explain to me.” Please, for Christ’s sake, don’t. I don’t need more ideas in my brain. I saw enough as it was. “I understand.”

“Probably going to be the same tomorrow night.”

How had a month gone by so quickly? “Don’t know if I’m going to make it myself.” 

“That’s all right. Think Allison said a few others can’t be here as well. Tony and I are both planning to be here for dinner, of course. But as for the movie marathoning, I don’t know yet. Rumor has it a food critic has been nosing around some of the surrounding towns. It would be better if I stick around in case he decides to give us a try. The last thing I need is for something to go haywire. Bowl of your usual?” She turned to the nearest waitstaff member without waiting for his answer. “Greyson, can you grab me two large bowls of the soup special on the rail? And a bottle of the savennières that just came in too. That should pair up nicely together.”

Two bowls? Surely she didn’t mean to sit here and eat with him. He was looking forward to having a nice meal. But with her sitting across from him, dinner was going to be anything but relaxing.

The waiter reappeared with the wine and two glasses. He displayed the bottle, waiting for Genevieve’s nod of approval before making swift work of the cork. Once he decanted the wine, he moved off with the efficiency Dade had once admired of the entire staff. Right now, though, he despised it. The last thing he wanted was to be left alone with her.

“Anything exciting going on right now?”

“Having some renovations done at the main house at the ranch. Contractor is taking over the place for a few months. Brings my life pretty much to a grinding halt. Not sure how exciting it is being run out of my own house.”

“If you need a place to crash you can come stay with us while you’re waiting. No trouble.”

His stomach clenched at the thought. No way. No how. “Thanks, but my property has enough buildings. I can hole up in one of them for a few weeks.”

“Do they have a kitchen? Shower? A comfy bed?”

He dodged her rapid-fire questions. “I think I can survive for a few weeks.” He thought about asking Ryan if he could crash at his old cabin but his best friend had enough work on his hands with the warehouse construction. The last thing he needed was to worry about cleaning the rustic one-room building. Patrick and Allison didn’t have any spare rooms because of their daughter Riley. And Alex and Elena’s place was too small to accommodate a guest for a few months. Not to mention they were getting ready for an addition of their own.

“Which means no. Bring your stuff by the house tomorrow. I’ll clear out the guestroom tonight and it’ll be yours for as long as you like.” Greyson arrived, carrying a wide tray filled with everything she’d asked for. She took the two steaming bowls from him, rose and squeezed Dade’s shoulder as she moved away to check on other customers. Before giving him a chance to protest her offer.

He couldn’t stay at their house. Wouldn’t.

Not after he’d just come to terms with the fact he wanted more than friendship with them. How stupid of an idea would it be to dangle the figurative carrot right in front of his eyes?

He might be a master of control but some limits he wasn’t willing to test. No two ways about it, he needed to find somewhere else to live. He dug into his soup, his eyes fluttering closed at the succulent meat that melted on his tongue. He was so busy having an affair with the soup, he jumped when Genevieve slid into the seat across from him again.

“God, I haven’t eaten all day. Is it good?” She lifted a spoonful to her mouth. He watched with rapt interest as the spoon disappeared between her lips.

As she slowly chewed. As her tongue darted between her lips to collect a drop of the broth. His dick twitched.

Fuck.

“Needs a bit of pepper.”

“Genevieve, I can’t accept your offer.”

“Pfft. Please. I’m not going to take no for an answer. Tony and I aren’t home all that much because of our work. It’ll be nice to know we’re actually paying our mortgage for a reason instead of using it like some overpriced hotel. I’m not going to take no for an answer, so you might as well just accept it and enjoy your dinner. Here, dip your bread in the broth, it’ll bring out some of the spices in the soup.”

He plucked a chunk of bread from the basket she offered, grumbling about the fact he really needed to stop this habit of befriending stubborn, obstinate women who wouldn’t let him just take care of himself. He was a grown man for fuck’s sake. He could take care of himself.
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Chapter Two
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Tony Fitzgerald was in trouble.

Trouble that had the name Dade Ellingson scrawled all over it with thick black marker.

Being in trouble was nothing new but the corner he’d wedged himself into this time had certainly taken the cake. A Saturday afternoon behind the register at his comic book store, 616, hadn’t even been enough to cheer him up. The looming dinner with friends was clouding his mind too much to find any sort of joy in his normal routine.

He wanted to go as much as he didn’t.

He tugged off his glasses, rubbing at his burning eyes. Normally he loved coming to work every day. Opening his shop, being welcomed by the chaos of colors, pop art and stacks of musty comic books always sent a thrill of pleasure through him. He’d been delighted by all of those things since he was a young boy. So having the opportunity to make a living doing something he loved was gratifying in more ways than one.

Going through the motions of closing the store was usually cathartic for him. A pattern in the flow of his life that brought him stability and comfort. He loved coming to work each day. Loved seeing the delight on young children’s faces as they burst through the door, ready to spend the money burning a hole in their pockets. Loved chatting with a group of local teenagers who made the comic book store their daily hangout. And, as boring at it sounded, he even loved cataloging the inventory when it arrived like clockwork each Tuesday.

He made a halfhearted attempt to tally the cash drawer. But he knew it would be the same amount in the morning. As he stowed the money bag in the safe he thought about how much he loved the small town he’d grown up in. That he’d promised to someday raise a family in. But even more than all those things, Tony loved his wife. He considered himself a damn lucky man to have someone love him right back.

He loved the fact Genevieve was such an adventurous free spirit. She’d introduced him to a lifestyle he’d only fantasized about. Showed him how to use the power he wielded to his advantage. She pushed him to want more from himself. From her. They sought new adventures together, experiencing the rush of ecstasy he never would have thought possible with someone.

Everything was perfect. Almost.

He loved his wife with all his heart. She was the perfect woman for him. Something he recognized all the way to the marrow of his bones. He couldn’t imagine spending the rest of his life with anyone else. So why in the hell couldn’t he stop thinking about Dade?

He wasn’t sure what bothered him the most. The fact he was sexually attracted to Dade or the fact his thoughts were growing more frequent. Not to mention pornographic. So explicit, in fact, he’d made himself blush a few times. An odd reaction considering the fact Tony wasn’t a stranger to sex.

He was a Dom for fuck’s sake, and Genevieve was his submissive. Had been since before they’d gotten married. Given both of their appetites for sex, he and Genevieve had their fair share of adventure both in an out of the bedroom. But approaching her and confessing he was thinking about sucking another guy’s dick?

Yeah, like that’d happen.

There was a better likelihood Superman would come out of the closet.

Twenty-five minutes after he engaged the fancy alarm system Allison Conners had installed for him at 616, he stood outside his wife’s storefront. Like his business, Genevieve had built the restaurant and attached bakery from small beginnings.

There was something fascinating about listening to her share her story of how she’d started baking as a young girl, holding real tea parties for her friends. By thirteen she was preparing gourmet meals. When most girls were picking out their prom dresses senior year of high school, she’d been laying the foundation for her future.

His Genevieve was always thinking ahead.

During the short time they’d dated, the restaurant had become a second home to him. His friends as well, which was probably the reason they used it so often for their traditional once-a-month gatherings.

As Tony stepped through the welcoming French door entryway, he spotted the table his friends had commandeered for the night. Tucked into the back corner of the restaurant, Ryan Flynn and his wife Beth sat with Elena, Allison, Mark and Cooper—all of whom were already engaged in some kind of lively conversation. And Ryan and Beth’s toddler son Mal was slapping his hands against the table, squealing as though he felt the need to add to the noise.

The chaos made Tony smile even though not all of his friends could make it. Scott would be absent tonight, as he’d emailed earlier with an excuse he had a late meeting. Tony wondered if there was something more Scott Parker wasn’t ready to mention yet—a relationship he was holding close.

Regardless, Tony was anxious to join the group and catch up. Not to mention put the tension of the day behind him. But first he needed to see his wife. Hold her in his arms. Feel her body pressed against his just to remind himself she was all he ever needed.

Screw his confusing thoughts about Dade.

He didn’t spot Genevieve around the table. Which meant she was probably in the kitchen ruling with a cast-iron skillet. Waving to those who’d already arrived, he ducked behind the hostess station and headed for the pair of steel doors that separated the kitchen from the dining room.

A quick peek through the porthole window showed Genevieve was indeed in the kitchen, her starched black-and-white chef’s coat firmly in place. Warmth filled him at the thought of secretly watching her doing something she loved so dearly. Someday soon he’d have her wear the coat and nothing else.

He tapped on the window to gain her attention. Her green eyes brightened as soon as she looked up and saw him waving. Holding up a finger, she put the finishing touches on the plate she’d been working on. She scooped up the large platter, her smile growing wider as she approached and used her hip to swing open the door. “Aren’t you a sight for sore eyes?” She held the platter to the side, planting a kiss on his lips.

The rich flavors of fettuccini and cream teased his mouth. He fitted his hand to the back of her neck, wanting more. The flavors grew more intense as he dipped his tongue between her parted lips. One of the best things about kissing her was the way she tasted. Never the same way twice. She was always sampling some of her cooking to check for proper seasoning levels.

Kissing her was always an adventure because it always did crazy, unexpected things to his body. He loved the thrills of pleasure it sent through him. Each and every time without fail. Loving her so much after the years they’d been married always caused him to grin.

“And good evening to you too.”

She hefted the platter, the alluring scent of the fettuccini alfredo and garlic toast points drifting toward him. “Want to take this over to the table for me? I’m just going to put the finishing touches on the dessert course for the critic.”

“So he showed up?”

“Table six. Right in the center of it all.” Her eyes grew wide as he glanced over his shoulder. “Don’t look! Once I’m done I’ll be off for the night.”

He leaned closer, brushing her jawline. “Then maybe I can get you off.”

“Mmmm, aren’t you a charmer? Shoo, before the food gets cold.” She pinched his ass when he turned, holding a bit longer than comfort dictated. Arousal pooled in his groin, heat trailing up his spine as he made his way back to the large table. Once they got home maybe he’d dig into the toy chest at the back of their closet. He’d always liked to hear Genevieve whimper around a ball gag as he feasted on her pussy. Something he hadn’t done in a while because of their crazy schedules.

Now that the food critic had showed up she would be able to put some of her stress behind her. He was just gearing up for his busy season with the approaching summer, but the next few weeks should leave enough of a lull they could carve out some time together.

His good mood evaporated as soon as he arrived at the table and saw exactly what he’d been dreading about the night. Dade had arrived. He’d know the man would be here. It was rare for any of them to skip the tradition. But seeing Dade in the living flesh was another matter entirely.

And given Dade’s height and stature there was a hell of a lot of flesh to look at too. And a build that would put Dwayne Johnson to shame. Dark-brown hair, tan skin and green eyes. He’d love to see if the rest of the man lived up to the fantasies his imagination had created.

“Please say that’s for us, ’cause holy frak does that smell heavenly.”

Allison’s voice snapped him from his stupor. “Dig in. Compliments of the chef.”

By the time he got to his seat, half the contents of the platter had vanished. Hungry crowd tonight. Genevieve would enjoy that. Always pushing food on the people she loved.

“I’ve got a free weekend if you’re up for a few games.” Tony held out his plate for Allison. “Where’s the rugrat?”

“Grandma’s. Patrick left with her this morning to spend the weekend up at the guest house in Staunton. Alex is covering the shop for the weekend since he doesn’t have a tournament. And I’m all caught up on my work. I’ve been itching to spend a few hours Riley-free. As much as I love her, these terrible twos are driving me batty.” She handed him back his plate piled high with noodles and two pieces of toast.

“I don’t think I have any specific plans, so sure. Just give me a shout when you’re ready and we’ll hook up.”

Genevieve slid into the chair beside him. “Planning a hot weekend tryst without me?”

“Of course not. I’d be more than happy to let you watch.” He snagged Genevieve’s waist, pulling her into his lap. She squealed and wiggled against him, dropping the plate and fork to the table. Now that he had her full attention, he wrapped his hand around the back of her neck and fit his mouth over hers.

Desire poured from her, a soft moan vibrating her throat as he slid his tongue between her lips. Catcalls were lobbed their way, which only caused Tony to kiss his wife even more passionately. Everything about Genevieve was powerful and intense, sweeping over him so each time they came together felt fresh and new.

Exhilaration sparked deep inside him, curling around the base of his shaft. His fingers itched to get inside her. To feel her come undone and screaming his name. Had they been alone he would have stripped her clothes away, held her over his straining erection and slammed home into her sweet pussy.

That idea of digging out the ball gag when they got home was starting to sound even better. Breaking away, he was drawn into her luminous gaze, her kiss-swollen lips and her flushed cheeks. Damn, this dinner was going to be one uncomfortable affair.

“Phew, Mr. Fitzgerald, someone sure taught you to kiss.” He laughed, kissing the tip of her nose and, regrettably, sliding her off his lap and back into her own seat.

“How’d it go with the critic?”

“Good. I think. I hope. Jesus. He’s got me frazzled and it’s hard to think straight.” She inhaled slowly, closing her eyes for a moment before blowing out the breath and finding his gaze again. “He said I had nothing to worry about.”

“But you will.” Tony touched the back of her hand, tracing the veins under her porcelain skin. “Guys are asking if I have some time to game tonight. Thinking of taking a pass though.” Leaning closer, he nipped at her ear. “Was thinking you and I could play some games instead.”

Though her gaze heated, worry drew her eyebrows together. “I really should stick around tonight instead of going to the movies. I’m sorry, I know I said I was done but...”

His plans fractured. Genevieve working herself to the bone. What a shock. Still, he did his best to not let his disappointment show. He understood the need to be around when you owned your own business. He’d had to bail on her on more than one occasion because of something he couldn’t get out of. Some delivery he didn’t have anyone else around to accept.

“Have something brewing?”

“If the food critic gives us the good review I think, I have a feeling this place is going to be swamped. And I’m not sure Tessa can handle it alone. Where in the hell is Greyson? He said he was right behind me.” She rushed away from the table, making a beeline for the kitchen. Despite his souring mood he watched her ass and hips swaying as she fast-walked to the kitchen.

Fuck the food critic. He was going to find that ball gag tonight if he had to stay up all night searching. Then he’d wait as long as it took for her to come home. He needed a few hours with her if he had to tie her to the bed and remind her how much he loved her.

As he looked away from the kitchen his gaze collided with Dade’s. Something he couldn’t identify painted those green eyes dark. Tony lifted one side of his mouth in a half-smile but Dade just rolled his eyes and looked down at his plate. He twirled a few noodles around on his fork as though he was completely disinterested in the food.

Strange.

Elena poked Dade in the side. “Hey, we need to talk about a new design that came across my desk the other day. Monster project.” Elena had left her job as an architect several years ago and opened her own business, Top to Bottom. Now, instead of designing buildings for a living, she specialized in high-quality sex furniture and suspension frames. She even hired Dade or Ryan for their experience with glass and wood for the occasional customized toy or implement from time to time.

Genevieve plopped a dessert tray to the center of the table and slid next to Tony again. “So, yeah, anyway. I’m going to be slammed for the rest of the weekend, so play until your heart’s content. If you want something a little different than the video games, why don’t you see if some of the guys want to get together for some cards or something at the house? I’ll make up some sandwich trays you can take home.” She vanished again before Tony could answer.

It was a wonder they actually had sex in the first place since Genevieve never seemed to be able to sit still for long.

“Actually that may not be a half-bad idea.” Ryan scooped up a second helping of the noodles, passing a few off to his son. “Patrick’s out of town at the moment but I’m sure Alex would maybe like to join in. Girls seem like they’ve been itching to get together for a movie night.”

Elena nodded as she reached for two pieces of bread, one of which she handed to Dade. “If you can drag Alex away from the coffeehouse, be my guest. Since he’s been off this week, he’s been fiddling with a few of the house blends, complaining about the fact he doesn’t think Patrick is capable of roasting the beans correctly. As though neither of them have been doing it for ages.”

Allison burst out laughing. “Patrick said nearly the same thing about Alex. Was grumbling the other day about how Alex needed to get back on the greens and out of the coffeehouse. For as much as he’s said he missed having Alex with him there every day, he’s enjoyed the break.”

“Brotherly love.” Elena rolled her eyes as she sat back, rubbing her hands against the small bulge curving under her ironed shirt. “Hope to hell these two little ones—”

“Twins?” Tony winced as Allison and Beth both yelled at the same time.

Ryan leaned back in his chair as the three women all started to talk at once. “Ah well, we’ve lost her now, Mal.” The chubby-cheeked toddler squealed loudly, kicking the underside of the table so everything vibrated. Ryan simply laughed as he righted the salt shaker. “What do you two say, up for a game or three?”

Tony shrugged. “Works for me. Dade?”

“Not tonight. Thanks, though.” Dade pushed away from the table. “Gotta hit the head.” He disappeared about the corner.

The man’s gruff and abrasive demeanor should have annoyed Tony but it seemed to have the opposite effect. Something had obviously happened to form that chip on his shoulder. Sometimes it seemed as though Dade just needed a friend.

Just as he was about to tap Ryan on the shoulder and ask, Genevieve returned with a waiter in tow. “What did I miss?”

Allison waved her hands in the air. “Elena’s having twins!”

Genevieve smiled wide and circled the table to give Elena a warm hug. “Congratulations.”

Though he knew she was genuinely happy for her friends, Tony hadn’t missed the slight hesitation in her smile or the briefest pause in her speech. Genevieve hadn’t made it a secret she wanted a few kids. So did Tony. Their schedules, combined with a temperamental Mother Nature, didn’t exactly make them prime candidates to become parents of the year.

Ryan unlatched the belt holding Mal in the high chair and set him down. Mal ran straight for Dade as he came back to the table. “You come too, Unca Dade.”

“No can do tonight, kid.”

Mal frowned, crossing his little arms in front of him. “Wanna play.”

“It’s way past your bedtime already, pipsqueak.” Beth handed Dade a wet napkin to wipe Mal’s dirty face. “You can come hang out with me, Aunt Allison and Aunt Elena. Maybe show off those new footie pajamas Grandma sent you.”

“Want to play with boys.”

“Gotta admit, kid has priorities.” Dade winked as he handed a still-pouting Mal to Beth. He slid back into his seat and finally dug into his food. Whatever had been bothering him earlier didn’t seem to be a factor any longer.

“Looks like it’s just going to be the five of us then, Tony.” Mark helped himself to another serving and started hashing out details with Cooper.

Who showed up didn’t matter much to Tony as long as they were out of there by the time Genevieve came home. When she returned to the seat beside him, he squeezed her hand. Some of her energy seemed to have flagged a little with the announcement of Elena’s bundles of joy. Wanting to comfort her, he lifted their joined hands together and pressed a gentle kiss to her knuckles.

“I’ll take that sandwich tray home with me.” She nodded, tugging on his hand. But he held fast, not finished. “Ping me when you finally leave here and I’ll kick them out.”

“I don’t want—”

“It’s not a request.” The color of her eyes flashed hot. Gold laced with fire danced through the green depths as she stared at him. “We need a few hours, Gen. Just you and me. I don’t care how tired we both are. We’re going to take them.” He pressed another kiss to her knuckles before placing her hand on his thigh. Feeling as though he was being watched, he lifted his gaze and found Dade staring at him. At them.

Something flashed through his unguarded gaze. 

Maybe Dade need more than just one friend.
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Chapter Three
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Genevieve knew something was missing. She simply didn’t know what it could possibly be. But she was determined to find out. Just as soon as she crawled into bed and slept for the next three days. Except that wasn’t a luxury she could afford. Not if she wanted to keep tweaking the pie recipe she was trying to perfect before apple season started.

And get the pastries delivered to Perfect Shot before the store opened at five. She could have handed off the deliveries to one of her staff but she liked visiting each of her customers. The face time was the kind of marketing money couldn’t buy. But it meant she needed to be up in approximately four hours.

And then there was the time Tony wanted to spend with her. Not that she minded—it was nice to be wanted.

But she was late. An hour past when she’d said she’d be home. Her team had wanted to blow off the stress of the past few weeks and she’d gotten caught up in their momentum. Their enthusiasm was so infectious, her system was still wired from the celebration. And awake despite her exhaustion.

She toed off her shoes as she tossed her keys onto the table. It was a mere four inches to hang the ring on the wrought-iron hook hanging on the wall next to the door but she couldn’t be bothered to make the extra effort.

Not when her back was screaming for mercy.

As she peeled away her stained chef’s coat she caught sight of herself in the hallway mirror. Just how long had those streaks of white been there? She hadn’t made anything with flour since this morning. Over fourteen hours ago.

Shit.

Had it really been that long since she’d left the house to start her day? The second the well-known food critic had appeared, the restaurant had bloomed into a hive of activity. Now to just wait for the article to appear. The critic, a wiry gentleman with a full head of gray hair and sharp blue eyes, had very nicely assured her the food and service was splendid. But until she saw the article with her own eyes, she’d worry.

As she tended to do.

Anyone who said going into business for yourself was fun and relaxing was trying to sell a huge, steaming pile of donkey poop. The past six years had been rewarding, yes, but the blood, sweat and tears she’d produced to reach this point were soul-sucking. It was a wonder she’d managed the time, and effort, to meet someone.

Let alone get married.

As she balled up her chef’s coat she wondered if her husband had really cleared the house of their friends just as he’d promised. The soft glow coming from the den and the relative quiet in the house signaled he had and she detoured to the darkened kitchen to snag two beers. The thought of sitting down and sharing a brew with Tony sounded absolutely, positively extravagant.

Tucking one of the bottles under her elbow, she snagged the box of day-olds she’d packaged before closing for the night. Years of culinary training cringed at the thought of pairing the sweet pastries with Corona, but at this point in the day she didn’t much care.

Food was food.

Stepping into their den, she found Tony in one of his favorite spots—his high-tech gaming chair. The curve of the piece was one of Elena’s creations. One of the few items she’d designed that hadn’t been specifically for sex. Controller in hand, headset in place on his ears, Tony was obviously in the throes of some kind of battle. Well, at least he hadn’t sat around in the dark fuming about her lateness.

“Give me a fucking break, Beth. You missed that checkpoint by a mile. And Mark seems to have gone off somewhere on his own choose-your-own-adventure mission because that bullshit he pulled five minutes ago wasn’t what we’d agreed to.”

She smiled as he continued to trash-talk with his gaming buddies. She’d made the mistake of asking him about how they could chatter on like they did and still manage to play. Five minutes later, with her head spinning, she’d decided to stick with cooking. But she did love his enthusiasm.

Pressing a kiss to the top of his
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