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Beg me…
There had been a time when those words made her burn with desire. But now, there was only fear.
Once, Tania Sinclair’s life was almost perfect. Oh, it had its ups and downs but she was happily married to a guy who adored her, one who had no problem indulging every kinky fantasy she ever had. But a couple of tragedies later, she’s barely holding it together. A car accident took away her husband. Then a year later, an attack from somebody she should have been able to trust has shaken not only her confidence, but it’s also stripped away her fantasies and made it painful to look back on her memories of her husband without fear.
Two years after her attack, Tania is determined to take her life back, and the first step is taking back herself—her fantasies, her dreams, her memories. There’s only one person she can trust to do it, too. One person she wants enough—Drake Bennett, her husband’s best friend.
Falling for your best friend’s wife—never smart. Drake’s watched Tania quietly for years, watched her…wanted her, knowing he’d never have her. First, she was taken. And then, that night two years ago—a night that still scars her, a night that’s left bruises on her that still haven’t healed. He does what he can, though, because he loves her too much not to. He’s her friend, there when she needs him.
And now she needs him. She’s asked him for a favor…one that just about blows his mind…
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Chapter One
Call her.
Drake Bennett stared at the phone, drumming his fingers on his thigh. Black hair fell into his eyes as he glared at the phone, uncertain. What did he do? Did he call her? Did he leave her alone? Would she want to talk to anybody? Maybe she was trying not to think about it. Him calling and saying something, anything, would be rubbing salt in raw, open wounds.
January 4.
The four was a glaring red on the calendar and as he stared at it, it seemed to pulse, breathe, bleed.
Call her. Call her…
“Shit,” he muttered, shoving back from his desk and pacing the narrow confines of his office.
Hell, he hadn’t even gone through it. Yeah, he suffered because she did, but would he want to be alone today?
And that decided him.
No.
There were certain times when he just needed a friend with him. This would be one of them, he thought.
It was only five. Early. He could see if she wanted to grab a meal. Nice. Easy.
They were friends, after all. Right?
The ringing of the phone was unwelcome until Tania Sinclair saw the caller ID. There had been seven other calls that day—three from other friends, four from her mother-in-law. The call from Drake Bennett was the only one she’d answered.
“Hello?”
“Hey.”
The sound of his familiar voice, low and easy, made her smile, made the knots in her belly unclench, and somehow the tension in her neck and shoulders dissolved. “Hey, yourself. How are you?”
“Hungry. Bored. Why don’t you save me from myself and get some dinner with me?”
Tania closed her eyes. She wasn’t fooled by the easy, casual invitation. Drake might have been her late husband’s best friend, but he was her friend as well. Ever since Kyle’s death, he’d taken it onto his shoulders to watch over her, take care of her…and sometimes she glimpsed the guilt and anger that slipped into his eyes for the time that he hadn’t been there.
Not that she blamed him.
She licked her lips, staring at the calendar. Not that she needed the damn calendar to know what day it was. It hung over her like a black shadow, had for weeks.
Now it was finally here—
“Dinner, huh?”
“Yeah.” Her voice cracked. “I can do dinner. I’m starving.”
Liar. She wouldn’t be able to eat a thing. But it would get her out of the house. She could occupy her mind for a few more hours, delay that inevitable creep of the clock.
As she hung up the phone, the memory of a low, insidious whisper echoed through her mind, Beg me…
She hadn’t eaten more than five bites.
Drake didn’t point that out to her.
And when she ordered a third margarita, he didn’t say anything. She kept up a nonstop stream of chatter, and if it hurt his heart to see that overbright glitter in her eyes, nobody but him needed to know.
Two years. It had been two years. He wished he knew if it was getting easier for her. Sometimes, he thought it was. There were days when he could look at her, and she was almost the way she used to be, happy and laughing…but then as the days got shorter, colder, as December bled to January, all that laughter died and the shadows haunted her eyes.
He wished there was something he could do.
“So. What have you been up the past few weeks?” she asked, winding down. “I haven’t seen you since before Christmas.”
Drake shrugged. “Not much. Spent Christmas with my folks. Went skiing with some friends the day after.” Spent New Year’s Eve on the couch and thinking about you…He forced himself to smile. “Nothing too exciting. What about you?”
She grimaced. “Oh, the excitement of my life never stops.” She swiped a finger through the salt on the rim of her glass, popped it in her mouth. “I’ve picked up three new clients, had two clients drop me, I signed up for three conferences this summer and ignored every phone call that came today…except yours.”
Then she frowned and glanced up at him. “I didn’t mean to mention that part.”
Drake lifted a brow. “About the clients, the conferences or the phone calls?”
“The phone calls.” She wrinkled her nose. “Like the clients or the phone calls make much difference to you.”
Well, he couldn’t say they made much sense—he knew she did graphic-design stuff. She’d handled the website he set up for his garage, although mostly she handled business for writers and that sort of thing, so that would likely be the sort of conferences she had scheduled to attend. “How come you answered my call if you aren’t in the mood to talk on the phone?”
“Because I felt like talking to you?” She smiled and took a drink of her margarita. “And I didn’t want to talk to the other people. My girlfriends are either going to pat me on the back and try to get me to talk about things I don’t want to talk about, or just sit there and wait patiently, thinking that will get me to talk.” She put the glass down with so much force, the drink splashed onto her hand. “I don’t want to talk—I talk about it enough. And the other calls…”
She fell abruptly silent, grabbing her drink.
When she set her drink down, he reached out and caught her hand. “I’m glad you answered the phone for me.”
“I’m glad too.” She smiled. Then she giggled. “I’m a little drunk, Drake. You know that?”
“Is that a problem?”
“No.” She closed her eyes and rested her head against the back of her chair. “Drunk is good. Unconscious and unable to dream, unable to remember, that would be even better. Drake?”
“Yeah?”
“Can you make it so I can’t remember?”
His throat went tight. He could barely manage to breathe. Slipping out of his booth, he moved to sit next to her. She leaned against him with a sigh. “No, baby. I can’t. I would if I could, though. I’d take it all away if I could.”
She sniffled. Then she sighed and reached down, touching his inner forearm, tracing a fingernail over the skin there, along the lines of his tattoo. The stylized S. “You would, wouldn’t you, Superman?”
“Yeah.” He kissed her brow. “I’d undo the past three years for you if I could figure out a way.”
“How about you just keep holding me for a little while instead?”
“Yeah.” He breathed in the scent of her hair, felt the crack in his heart widen. “I can do that.”
~*~
Chapter Two
Hours later, the effects of tequila long since faded, Tania lay alone in her bed and wished she’d found the courage to ask Drake to stay with her. He would have, too. He would have sat by her bed, like he had in the hospital, holding her hand, his blue eyes gentle while he kept nightmares at bay.
But she hadn’t asked and she would greet this day alone.
Damn it, she hated January.
It had been three years since she’d buried her husband.
Two years since his brother had torn her life apart after she’d slowly started to try to live all over again without the other half of her heart.
January 5.
Three in the morning. Exactly two years after it had happened. Two years since that night. Kent—damn him. Damn him straight to hell.
Tania shuddered, a sob rising in her throat. She swallowed, trying to fight it back.
Beg me, bitch…
There had been a time in her life when words like that had made her burn with desire.
Not now, though. Now the memory of those words filled her with dread, despair…and right now, it was pissing her off.
Her life was in limbo and she couldn’t move on until she got over this. Couldn’t move on until she took her life back.
How much longer would it take, she wondered? After two years, shouldn’t it get better?
Two years.
Two years to the day since somebody she’d known, had trusted, had cared for had broken into her house and twisted her fantasies, turned them into nightmares.
Two years since she’d killed a man. The days and months and years fell away, and just like it was that night all over again, she could see it happening again—feel that first brutal shock, then the pain. The horror.
She could remember the way his eyes had widened when she pulled the trigger, and she remembered seeing him fall. She’d squeezed the trigger a second time, but he’d already been the floor, bleeding out, and the bullets had buried themselves in the wall in her hallway.
Drake and some of his friends had repaired that damage before she’d even come home from the hospital—home to sleep in the same house where her husband’s twin had attacked her.
For months, she’d slept in the living room. Then the guest bedroom. It was only in the past year that she’d managed to courage to come back into this bedroom, and that was after she’d redecorated everything, after she’d bought a new bed, new mattress… There was nothing here that Kent could have tainted.
Nothing but her memories.
And still his presence lingered. Still, his ugliness ruined everything.
Two years…but it wasn’t getting better. Wasn’t getting easier.
Fisting a hand in the sheet, she tried to shove the memories away, tried to reach for happier, better memories. They existed—there were even memories involving words like beg me, bitch that were happier.
But even as she tried to reach for them, she cringed, because just the image of her husband’s face was enough to make her want to scream. His was Kent’s face. His eyes were Kent’s eyes. When she tried to think of the happy memories, from the sweet and gentle, to the fun and happy, to the kinky and hot, everything was warped by that last, awful night when Kent had broken into her home.
Yes—there were happier memories, but they were all tainted by Kent’s touch, and Tania just couldn’t find them anymore. That pissed her off almost as much as anything, because he’d ruined memories of her husband. The bastard.
“You son of a bitch,” she whispered, her voice harsh, broken.
He’d taken away a part of her—her fantasies, her sexuality, and he’d also stolen away a part of the life she’d shared with her husband, taken away those memories. With Kyle gone, every memory was precious and her attacker had taken them, twisted them.
Wiping the tears away, she sat up in the bed, clutching her pillow against her chest. “You evil bastard.”
He hadn’t just been a rapist. He’d been a thief, stealing something so precious. Taking her sexuality was awful enough, but it kept her from thinking about the memories with her husband—times she’d treasured.
She didn’t know what she hated him for more—the theft of her memories or the theft of herself. Taking so much of who she was.
Taking her life.
And she’d known him—trusted him…
“Oh God,” she whispered, swiping the tears away. “This has to get better. It has to…”
But so far, it wasn’t. There were days, sure, when she could get by without thinking of him, thinking of that night. The attack. But all it took was a certain touch, or for a man to look at her in a certain way. Or even a glimpse of a picture…
Even looking at her wedding picture, sadly, was enough.
She liked her sex kinky and rough sometimes, and she’d been lucky enough to marry a guy who’d liked to give it to her kinky and rough.
Losing him, that other half of her, had been brutal. The year that followed had been awful, but she’d been dealing with it. Adjusting.
Kent, though, he hadn’t coped with his twin’s loss well.
Beg me, bitch. Don’t try to act like you don’t want it…
“No,” she whispered, pressing her face into the pillow and shuddering.
She swallowed a sob as tears leaked out of her eyes. Fought back the ugly, hated memories. And wondered what it was going to take for her to get her life back.
She shuffled into the kitchen less than two hours later, feeling like she’d been battered. Her head ached, her eyes were gritty and her throat was raw from crying.
She was spending today the same way she’d spent it a year ago, trying to cope and just get through it. She didn’t want to, but damn it, she didn’t how to stop this ugly cycle in her head, either, didn’t know how to block out the image of Kent’s face—so like Kyle’s…
A moan rose in her throat and she clamped a hand over her mouth. “Stop it,” she muttered. “Just stop.”
Shoving a hand through her hair, she muttered, “Coffee. Get coffee. Turn on the damn TV. Watch a movie.”
She was going to make it through the day. She promised herself that.
Five minutes later, she had her coffee. She had a movie picked out. She was almost calm, even. For her, considering what day it was.
It took only a phone call to shatter it all.
She was walking past the phone when it rang.
Tania froze, staring at it. Icy sweat broke out over her flesh when she saw the number.
It was a cellular number, one she’d known for years—the number she’d ignored yesterday.
And here she was, calling again today.
Because her hand was shaking so hard, she set her coffee cup down. Hand curled into a fist, she stared at her ringing phone.
“I’m not answering,” she whispered. “I’m not.”
After the fourth ring, Gail Sinclair’s voice rang in the air. “You’re awake, Tania. I know you are. I see your lights.” There was a pause, then a soft, shaking breath. “I know today is as hard on you as it is on me—well, maybe not as hard. After all, you only lost your husband. I lost both of my sons. You took of them from me. But I know it’s difficult for you. Otherwise you wouldn’t be awake.”
Tania didn’t have to wonder how Gail could see her lights.
The woman must be sitting in her car out in front of Tania’s house. Damn it, had Kyle been the only sane person in that family?
Swallowing, she closed her eyes. Told herself to walk away.
“You’ll never heal as long as long you hide from what happened. I know I won’t get justice for what happened to Kent. But you need to come clean, Tania. Otherwise, you’ll still be doing this next January 5. Awake, sobbing, crying…living with the guilt as it eats it you alive.”
“It’s already doing that,” Tania muttered. “But it’s not guilt that’s eating me up, damn it.”
“My son was no rapist,” Gail said, her voice breaking. “How could you tell such ugly lies? Why won’t you just tell the truth? Why—”
The phone disconnected.
The truth.
Tania laughed, an ugly, broken sound even to her own ears.
Guilt…She shook her head. Did she deal with guilt? She had some, to an extent, she supposed, but it was so lost in the pain, in the misery—she only wished her main problem was guilt. She was too busy trying to function with the rest of it, with the fear, with the anger, with the desperate desire to just get her life back…
Tania only wished her one problem was guilt.
She could cope with guilt.
Because she knew, at the end of it all, if she had to do it again, she would. She’d killed a man before he could hurt her again—that was it, plain and simple. And she didn’t regret that. She also didn’t regret knowing that Kent would never do that to another woman.
No, what she regretted was not having the clarity to reach for her gun sooner. Not having the strength to get away from him and stop him before.
Swallowing, she shook her head and whispered, “It’s not guilt that’s killing me, Gail.”
Did Gail really want the damn truth?
Well, Gail…here’s the truth. I like rough sex. I like kinky sex. Your good son—the one I was married to? He had the same tastes and we use to act out all these nasty games where he would pretend to rape me, where I would pretend to fight him. We loved it.
At some point, he told his brother about it—the stupid jerk. Oh, there was some guilt there. She was pissed off at the husband she’d adored—mad at him for sharing something so private. Yeah, there was some guilt.
So Kent comes home from Iraq and he’s messed up from the war, messed up from losing his brother and I don’t know, but somehow, he decides what he needs to do is step into his brother’s shoes—except didn’t want him to! When I told him no, I meant it, but he wouldn’t stop it!
Tania laughed again, but it felt and sounded more like a sob. She stumbled, caught herself on the counter. Leaning forward, she slammed her head into the oak cabinet in front of her, welcomed the pain. Abruptly, she swung out, punched it with her closed fist. It hurt—gloriously. More pain—
She hit it again, again, again.
It wasn’t until she saw the bright red splatter that she realized she was bleeding.
Shaken, she stared at the back of her hand. Swollen and bloody, the knuckles torn, and now that she was aware of it, it hurt. A lot.
“Aw, shit,” she muttered.
That was it.
Things were going to change, damn it.
She was taking her life back.
Taking her memories…taking herself back.
Although he couldn’t say he minded, Drake wasn’t exactly planning on seeing Tania here today.
Not that he minded. No, Drake always considered his days better for seeing her. He hadn’t ever let her know that—her or anybody else.
Especially not Kyle. He figured it couldn’t ever be a good idea to let your best friend know you had a thing for his wife.
The poor bastard. Drake wished he was still here—their lives would have been so much easier, so much better if the man hadn’t died. Tania’s for certain. Even Drake’s, not that it had ever sat well with him for him to be dreaming over Tania—whom he had done for years.
Hell, he still dreamed about her. Still longed for her, still wanted her.
Still had the same damn reaction, a very visceral, very basic reaction when he saw Tania Sinclair. A very immediate one. One that had been the same for going on five years now—he got hard as a damn pike.
Seeing her saunter into his garage on that cold January day made him ache even as it made him smile. Even as it made him grieve. Even as he searched her face for signs of a sleepless night, for signs of misery, for signs of restlessness.
He couldn’t see her without thinking about Kyle, and he couldn’t think about her without remembering a day when he’d seen far more of that woman than a guy should ever see of his best friend’s wife.
Now his widow.
He shoved up off the ground and grinned at her. “Hey, beautiful. How are you?”
“I’m good, Drake. And you?” The solemn smile she gave him didn’t quite reach her eyes.
He shrugged. “Can’t complain, I guess.” He studied her dark brown eyes, hating the shadows he saw there. “Have to say, my day is always better for seeing you. Did you sleep okay?”
“Well enough, considering.” She shrugged.
He knew she wasn’t talking about the margaritas. Nodding, he said, “That’s good.”
She gave him a tight smile and glanced away. “Ah, well. I was wondering. Maybe you could come over for dinner. A way to say thanks.”
“You don’t need to thank me, Tania,” he said gruffly.
“I know.” Nibbling on her lip, she paused, then added, “Actually, I just…well. I like spending time with you, talking with you.”
If she’d popped him in the nose, he didn’t think he would have been any more surprised. Was she asking him on a date? Then he wanted to kick himself—she wouldn’t be asking him on a date. Hell, even if she was attracted to him, and he wasn’t exactly expecting that, but even if she was, she wouldn’t be doing it today.
But he couldn’t say no to Tania.
“Sure,” he said, feigning a casualness he didn’t quite feel. “When were you planning?”
“Tonight?” She blurted it out like she had to make herself say it, and the stress he saw in her eyes was like a fist around his heart. “I mean, if you don’t have plans? I know it’s Friday, but…”
“Nah. No plans. Just tell me what time.”
“Seven. Nothing fancy.” She gave him another solemn smile. And then, to his surprise, she moved closer and pressed her lips to his cheek.
He wanted, more than anything, to turn his head and capture her mouth with his.
But he held still, gave her another friendly, easy smile.
One he held until she was out of his garage. It wasn’t until he saw her drive off that he let himself collapse back against the car behind him.
“Fuck,” he muttered, wincing as he pressed his hand against the swollen ridge of his cock. He hoped the coveralls he wore had camouflaged it. The last thing that woman needed was to know he had to fight the urge to mentally undress her every time he saw her.
After what that bastard Kent had done to her, she probably couldn’t stand the thought of sex anymore.
One more thing the monster should rot in hell for—he had a whole list of sins, Drake knew, but what he’d done to Tania…
He shoved off the car, started to pace. Absently, he reached up, rubbing the back of his neck. Almost everybody who’d known Kent had been in shock after his death—after what he’d done, after Tania had shot him in self-defense— but Drake hadn’t. They didn’t want to believe what they heard, despite how battered she’d been.
Drake hadn’t had any trouble believing it. He knew too many things about Kent. Fuck, if he’d known that bastard had a thing for her, he would have been camping out on her doorstep, watching over her.
And not just because she’d been Kyle’s wife, not just because she was his best friend’s widow and he owed Kyle that.
Not just because he’d been obsessing over her ever since that day five years ago, not even just because he’d been in love with her for longer than that.
Although that day—that day five years ago…
She acted like she’d forgotten. He wondered if she had.
Five years ago
The last thing Drake had expected to hear when he used his key to let himself into their house was that low, husky voice, Tania’s voice, all but shouting.
All but begging.
“Please don’t. I’ll do whatever you want, just don’t hurt me again…”
Drake heard Tania’s voice, raw and rough, and he tore up the steps, snarling in silence.
Somebody was getting ready to die—
He made himself stop at the top of the steps, moving quietly, his heart racing as he heard her pleading, then the unmistakable sound of a hand striking flesh.
Hands curling into fists, he came to a corner in the hallway, peered around the side. And froze, unable to move—that was so not he’d expected to see.
Shit…
The blood drained from his brain, straight down to his dick, as his heart threatened to thunder out of his chest—
Drake knew, very well, the difference between something real and something forced, between a fantasy and reality. More than once, he and his lovers had walked such lines, but it wasn’t anything he’d been prepared to see here.
Tania Sinclair was kneeling on her bedroom floor, her skirt rucked up over her ass, her hands bound together at the small of her back. And her husband, Kyle—Drake’s best friend—was fucking her. While Drake stared, Kyle spanked her tight, perfect ass and she cried out, a look of nearly violent pleasure on her face.
Fuck—
He made a sound. He didn’t know what, but he made some noise and Kyle stilled, looked up. Then, one hand resting soothingly on Tania’s hip, he pulled away and stood.
Tania whimpered, awkwardly twisting around to look back, and that was when she saw Drake. Her eyes widened and she blushed bright red.
“Oh, shit!” she blurted out.
Kyle dragged his jeans up, shifting to block his wife from Drake’s sight. “This isn’t what it looks like.”
“It looks like you’ve restrained your wife, like you’re spanking your wife,” Drake said, his voice rough. Hell. He could still see the imprint of Kyle’s hand on that perfect ass. And he wanted to trace it with his lips—then do the same.
“Okay, that was what it looked like.” Kyle swore and glanced back, turned around.
Tania was standing now and Drake caught a glimpse of her sleek hips, the bare mound of her sex as Kyle smoothed her close-fitting skirt down, adjusted the white blouse she was wearing, covering her.
She turned around, presenting Kyle with her wrists, and Drake watched as Kyle pulled a pocketknife out and sliced through the duct tape.
He dipped his head and whispered to her and she glanced at Drake, then at Kyle, a faint smile on her lips. She shrugged, murmured back.
Kyle stroked his hands up and down her arms, then looked at Drake. “Look, we like to mess around when we’re having sex sometimes. I don’t hurt her.”
Tania slid an arm around Kyle’s waist and smiled at Drake. “At least not any more than I want him to.”
“Damn it, Tania,” Kyle growled.
Drake looked at her, then at Kyle—that hot, slippery ball of envy growing hotter, tighter, taking up just a little more room inside his heart. Setting his jaw, he looked back at Tania. “You’re sure you’re not hurt.”
She cocked a brow at him. “Do I look hurt? Or even upset? A little embarrassed maybe, but trust me, Drake… I’m fine.” Abruptly, she rose up on her toes and whispered in Kyle’s ear.
Kyle gave her a pained look and then laughed. “You’re a brat, baby.” Then he looked at Drake. “She says you interrupted her game, but if you want to stay and watch, you can. She’s always daydreamed about having somebody watch her.” He gave his wife a narrow look and muttered, “Tania, you’re such a tramp.”
She grinned at him. “You love it.”
“Yeah.” He groaned and tugged her head back, kissed her hard and fast before he looked back at Drake. “You can see for yourself I’m not hurting her, if it will make you feel better. I’m supposed to finish it, though.”
Drake just stared at him.
Game—
Stay and watch—
He squeezed his eyes closed. Turn around. Walk away.
That was what he needed to do.
But when he opened his eyes, he saw that Kyle had his hand fisted in Tania’s hair, her head cranked back for a harsh, rough kiss. With his other hand, he shoved her skirt up. She jerked back, glared at him.
He laughed.
Drake shifted his eyes from Tania to Kyle—that laugh didn’t quite sound like Kyle. Too mean, too cold. But Tania’s eyes were bright, hungry—the desire he saw on her face was unmistakable. Fuck.
“Stop it,” she said.
“No. You want it—I can tell.”
“Bastard.” She grabbed the hand he’d pushed between her legs. But instead of pushing him away, she rocked against it. Moaned. Her gaze slid his way and then back to Kyle’s.
“You’re soaking wet, baby. Now tell me you don’t want this…”
Drake scrubbed a hand over his face. He had to get out of here. Turning on his heel, he started down the hall.
Just before he would have around the corner, out of sight, away from temptation and the woman he couldn’t have, he looked back, though.
Kyle had her on the floor, her wrists pinned over her head. Drake groaned as he watched Kyle push inside her, groaned as Kyle paused and looked down at her. “You go ahead and fight it. You sure as hell are wet for me. You still want me to stop?”
“Yes,” she whimpered.
He watched as she jerked against Kyle’s hands.
Kyle smiled down at her. Whispered, “Beg me, bitch.”
“Stop…please, Kyle, don’t do this…”
Kyle surged against her, hard. Fast.
Drake’s cock jerked. He pressed his hand to the wall, his fist clenched, watched as Tania jerked against Kyle, listened as she whimpered.
“Stop, please…” Her head thrashed, her legs came up and wrapped around Kyle’s waist.
Abruptly Kyle let go of her hands, caught her face. “Fuck, I love you,” he muttered.
She cried out, her body arching, shuddering.
Watching her climax was one of the erotic and beautiful sights he’d ever seen.
Drake left before it ended.
Drake came back to himself, his cock as hard now as it had been then, and his heart every bit as hollow.
Kyle had waited two days and then shown up at the garage. In his typical blunt fashion, he had said, “You know I wouldn’t ever hurt my wife.”
Drake had just nodded. “I know. If I’d known what was going on, I would have left. I didn’t think anybody was there—I was leaving something on the counter, didn’t see either of your cars in the driveway, let myself in. I just heard Tania and I thought…”
Kyle had known. No other explanations had been needed.
Tania had mentioned that day to him only once, a few months later. Ever since then, for as much as it was mentioned, it was like the day hadn’t even happened.
It would have been easier if it hadn’t happened. Especially for Drake. Loving her, not having her, was hard enough. Knowing she played games that not everybody liked to play, games that played too close to the kind he was into…
He swore, shoved a hand through his hair. Just seeing her did this to him—tangled him into knots of love and lust until he couldn’t see straight, couldn’t think straight. He’d always been attracted to her, had started falling in love with her back when she and Kyle had just been dating.
But then he’d seen that and it had been like a fever in his blood.
Never a good idea to fall in love with a woman he couldn’t have, and for the past five years, no other woman would really do it for him. He wanted her, only her, and all of her.
But he was just her husband’s friend.
One she’d invited over for dinner tonight. Probably so she wouldn’t be alone.
“Hell.”
Jerking down the zipper of his coveralls, he headed for the shower at the back of his garage. With his dick pounding and his skin feeling two sizes too small, if he tried to work on anything right now, he’d just screw it up.
He’d be in better shape if he jerked off now. Maybe it would make it a little easier when he saw Tania in a few hours.
~*~
“I want to ask you for a favor,” she said, staring at him over her wineglass.
Drake told himself he could get through this—he told himself he wasn’t about to lose it, thinking about how sexy and sweet she looked in a short, flippy little tan skirt that left too much leg bare. He told himself he wasn’t all but drooling as he thought about the breasts under her close-fitting, clingy black top.
He also told himself the dinner had been delicious, but he couldn’t remember what it tasted like or what he’d even eaten twenty minutes ago. Some kind of chicken. He thought. Or maybe pork. Right?
No, he was too focused on Tania, and the fact that she was sitting three feet away from him. Too focused on the fact that his cock was throbbing like a bad tooth and had been ever since she’d let him into her house an hour earlier.
Her words rang in his mind. She needed help—finally, though, something real, something physical he could focus on. That would really help. Maybe her car needed a tune-up, that was easy, although why she’d felt the need to cook for him just to ask for that, he didn’t know.
“Anything.” He tipped his beer bottle back, wetting his throat. Fuck it, she looked so beautiful. She was sitting so close, he could smell the scent of the lotion she’d slicked all over her skin. Good enough to eat, and that was just what he wanted to do, too.
She grimaced and said, “Maybe you should put the beer down. Stop drinking for a minute, because I don’t want you to choke when I ask.”
“Okay.” He smirked a little and leaned forward, setting the bottle on the table. “Although I don’t know what you could ask that would surprise me that much, Tania.”
“Five years ago.”
Okay—maybe I was wrong. She can surprise me.
Drake grabbed the bottle. “I think I need the beer,” he muttered.
She smiled. “Five years ago,” she said again. “You know what I like.”
He shifted his gaze to her, all too aware of just how little distance separated them, all too aware of that short, flippy skirt, of the sweet scent of her skin…and just how acutely he remembered things from five years ago.
You…on your knees.
You…restrained and begging.
You…looking at me with that challenge in your eyes, all but daring me to watch while Kyle fucked you, while you pretended to fight—
“Do you remember?” she asked, her voice low and quiet.
“Yes.” How could he forget that?
“Something about the way you watched us made me think… Well, you weren’t turned off by it, were you?”
“I saw a beautiful woman having sex—was I supposed to get turned off?”
Tania tilted her head to the side. “That’s a roundabout non-answer. Okay. Let’s try this. Yes or no—does that kind of thing appeal to you?”
“Fuck, yes.”
“And what if it involved me?” Her lashes drooped low over her eyes and she stared at him, her gaze heavy, intent.
Oh, hell. “You’re a beautiful—”
“Yes or no, Drake.”
Because he needed the time to stall, and because his throat was now dry as the Sahara, he took another drink. Then he set the bottle back on the table. He didn’t know for certain where she was going with this, but he was getting a clue now.
The new question was now—what was he going to do? Be her experimental foray back into sex and get his heart ripped out? Or walk away?
He slid off the couch and shifted so that he was facing her, kneeling in front of her. Staring into her eyes, he put his hands on her knees, watching her face.
Her lips parted on a rough gasp but she didn’t pull away, didn’t even move as he pushed his hands higher, higher, under the hem of that flippy little skirt that had driven him insane all night.
Closing his hands around her hips—fuck—her naked , he pulled her to the edge. Her knees parted automatically and he pressed the ridge of his cock against her. “If it involves you? The answer, again, is fuck, yes,” he said, his voice hardly more than a growl.
Then he shoved to his feet and grabbed his beer, moving away from the couch.
“What’s this favor you want, Tania?” He turned away from her and drained his beer.
She was quiet for so long, he wondered if he’d scared her, angered her.
But she was just waiting for him to look at her, he guessed, because as soon as he turned back around, she said, “Did you know Kyle had told his brother about…” She swallowed and took a deep, nervous breath before she finished. “He told him about our sex lives.”
“He what?” Drake stared at her. Pieces fell into place, forming a picture. A horrifying picture.
Yeah, Drake liked rough games. But they were games and he never went any rougher than his partner liked. He had his own limits, too. Anything that went more than rough play or a little discomfort was over the line for him—yeah, some people got off on that, but he wasn’t one of them.
But Drake knew things about Kent—things Kyle had known but hadn’t wanted to admit. Kent didn’t just like rough games—he liked hurting people. A lot. The one calming influence in his life had been Kyle.
Tania stared at him, her eyes full of shadows and misery. “He told him. The morning Kent broke in, he…”
Crossing the floor, he sat on the coffee table and caught her hands. They were cold, shaking. “You don’t have to tell me this. I can piece it together, baby.”
“Ever since that day, it’s like he broke something inside me, damn it,” she said, her voice trembling. There was misery in her eyes, but fury as well. “Ever since that day, a part of me is missing.”
Drake smoothed her hair back from her face, brushed away a tear.
She closed her eyes, took a deep breath. “He stole it, a piece of me. I hate it. I hate that I can’t even think about my husband without remembering what his brother did to me. I can’t even have a fantasy sex life now because what I liked was what he ruined—he told me the same things that I used to love hearing from Kyle when we were messing around, but it wasn’t a game with Kent. I begged for him to stop, told him I didn’t want it. I meant it and he wouldn’t stop!”
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