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One


Thank God. 
The two words that sent Olivia’s life spiraling. Words innocuous enough, until they altered her life in a way she never could have predicted. Two words that dominated every single decision she’d made since, and kept her rooted firmly on her path to self-destruction.
Thank God.
The list of stupid things Liv had done in her life was extensive. Rooming with a drug addict who encouraged her on her mission to rebel against her overprotective brother. Putting herself in a position to get roofied by a man well known for it, and suffering through the humiliation of a last minute rescue from that same brother. Then there was the time she slept with her dance coach to get into a music video.
But nothing even came close to topping the time she got pregnant with her brother's best friend's baby.
Then lied about it.
A glance in her rearview at the tiny bundle, sleeping peacefully unaware in her car seat, served as a reminder she was still lying about it. Well, for the next few minutes. Because she couldn't keep the secret forever. Couldn’t continue punishing herself into eternity. Rather, she could have, but her therapist wouldn’t stop harping on it.
Dr. Smythe assured her, coming clean would help her mental state. Insisted listening to Thatcher’s voicemails over and over again, until she had them memorized like a favorite song, was a special brand of masochism reserved for the truly lost. Joke was on Dr. Smythe, because lost was exactly where she loved to be.
Lost in sensation. In pain. Lost to herself and the world around her.
Which is why she and Thatcher worked so well together.
Dominant and submissive. 
Until two awful words severed them irrevocably.
For as long as they’d been together as patient and provider, the therapist spent time every session, without fail, urging her to come clean. Confess to Thatcher she’d never lost their baby, but she couldn’t bring herself to do it. Open herself up to the same rejection she’d faced that day in the hospital. Just getting through each day was hard enough, for so damn long, and she was finally on an upswing.
Being rejected by Thatcher a second time, losing her emotional high, wasn’t a punishment she’d be signing up for any time soon. But she couldn’t ignore the voicemail from that morning. It was different. 
No demands. No apologies. No explanations. 
If she didn’t know better, she’d think he was hurting as much as she was. But Thatcher didn’t feel, never had and never would. In her entire life, and he’d been there for almost all of it, not once had she seen the slightest hint of emotion or feeling cross his features. Thatcher was nothing but a cold and calculating casino owner who knew his way around an adult toy box.
But the newest voicemail was different. From a different album than his usual voicemails. There was a cadence in his voice, and the rhythmic words played in her mind the entire drive home.

It’s been almost a year, Liv. In a few weeks, 
that day is going to hit. I want you to know, 
you need to know, I’ll be just as torn up as you.


So different from his reaction to the news she’d lost the pregnancy. The reaction that still rang in her ears and reassured her she did the right thing by not telling him they were wrong. 
Thank God.
But his voicemail that morning changed everything.
Immediately after hearing it, she packed her car and started the long drive back home to confess what she never should have hid from him. Still, she wasn’t sure why. Nothing changed. He made no indication he wanted a kid, she had no reason to believe he would be anything less than pissed, and there was still the very real fear his response would trigger another plummet into the darkest depths of her mind.
Just because the date affected him, didn’t mean he wanted a child.
The doubts plaguing her since she left California hit fever pitch as his house came into view, and by the time she reached the gates, her palms were sweaty. The world closed in, and nausea turned her stomach into a flurry of acid and bile.
Thatcher’s reaction wouldn’t matter if she couldn’t even park her car.
Ice slithered up her spine, froze her lungs, and breathing normally was impossible. Per usual, she’d made a rash decision and followed through before she had a solid plan. 
She readjusted the mirror and focused on the only thing that grounded her over the past three months, a smile curving her lips as Ari yawned in her sleep and stretched as dramatically as a three-month-old could before settling. Any minute she’d be waking up, screaming for dinner, and the timing couldn’t be worse. If she woke up with Thatcher, if he saw her eyes, she wouldn’t have to say a word. Nothing, and no one, could announce to the world who Ari’s father was faster than those one-of-a-kind blue eyes.
Two of a kind, now.
It didn’t sound like the worst idea in the world. Let Ari open her eyes, let Thatcher peek in the car, and watch things unfold as they may. She’d never have to say a word. Hell, Thatcher might just take one look at her, and leave them both stranded in his driveway.
Which reminded her, she had a lot to figure out, and less than a football field’s worth of pavement to do it. Like where she planned to go after she told him the truth.
Because she sure as hell wasn’t staying at his house. 
Between his fury and her vulnerability, it was a path she couldn’t go down again. Not until she was strong enough to resist every bit of temptation he embodied. 
She barely had time to brake before the gates slid open, which meant whoever was manning them recognized her car, which meant Thatcher would know she was there before she could park. Likely already knew, or was finding out as she inched her way to the front of the house and the gates closed behind her.
It did nothing for the roiling in her stomach.
When she pulled the car to a stop, she was no closer to having regathered her resolve than she was ten minutes before. So she sat there. Like the impulsive coward she was. Staring ahead, forming pro and con lists for whether she should kill the engine or put it in reverse.
A knock on the window sent her heart into her throat, and she turned to see the devil himself. 
Staring at her.
Hands in his pockets. 
Blue eyes stealing the breath from her lungs.
With a deep steadying inhale, she held his eyes as she pulled the lever on the door. He stepped back as her stomach hit the ground, and the desire to run made it nearly impossible to force herself out of the car. But she could do this, she wasn’t a coward, and she couldn’t hide with Arianna forever. Passing a four-month-old baby off as a six-week-old wasn’t realistic, and even if it was, those eyes would give them both away in less time than it took Ari to blink.
The only real option was outside the car.
So she put one foot on the pavement, pushing up from the wheel, praying the tremor in her hands wasn’t visible. Once outside the car, she shut the door and shoved her hands under her arms. If she left the car door open, the temptation to get in and drive away might be too much.
Even from a few feet away, she could smell that familiar and comfortable scent that was Thatcher. It relaxed her when it should have heightened every single neuron to brace for fighting or flighting. It was the cologne she’d bought him for his birthday two years ago, and he’d worn ever since. 
It taunted her with a past they could never get back, and a future they could never have.
She cast her eyes to the ground, demanding her brain and voice get their act together and do something to show she wasn’t the mess she really was. 
Because putting on the mask every day to appear healthy and normal, to hide the racing thoughts of her highs and below the basement level lows, was the only thing she had anymore. 
Another several seconds went by, and she peeked up to find his unrelenting stare, which sent her eyes right back down to the ground. "Hey."
Silence dragged between them, and his stare was too much. With a slight shift, she pointed her toes out, hips flaring into a delicious stretch, and the perfect ballet first position pose from the waist down. 
It was home. 
"Not a single word for an entire year and that’s all you have to say?” There was a hard edge to his voice, not his usual cold aloof tone. It was so much worse. “If you’re in my driveway now, there’s a reason. So, speak." 
"I think I changed my mind." Going to him was a mistake, a mistake of epic proportions. The smartest thing was to get in the car and just go. There was nothing for her there except rejection.
She’d send him a picture of Arianna and let him decide what to do with it. While she was a safe distance away. Because she couldn’t handle him like that. Not wanting her. Every other time they were together, every other minute they spent together, was lust fueled. But in that moment, the hate was as palpable as the Nevada heat.
“Sorry I bothered you.” She spun on the ball of her foot, gravel crunching beneath it, and hooked her fingers around the handle as his clamped hard around her upper arm. The touch banished the ice, sent heat coursing through her at light speed. Promising everything he’d once been for her, given to her, but it was an empty promise he was likely unaware he made.
She turned back to him, looked up and pulled her bottom lip between her teeth. There was only one thing her body screamed for now, and it wasn’t retreat.
The only thing she wanted was something only he could give. A safe space, physical release from the psychological torment. But it was a path she wasn’t strong enough to tread, so she needed to stay far away from it. The last time she’d traveled that path she’d been burned, and she was still covered in wounds that refused to heal.
"Olivia, we need to talk."
"I think it’s clear nothing either of us can say will ever fix this." The longer she stayed, the worse it would be. The harder it would be to walk away. “I knew it last summer, I don’t know why I was stupid enough to think it would be different now.”
“Of course it’s different, Liv, you had someone else’s kid months after losing mine. How the hell am I supposed to react to that?” He dropped her arm and rested his hand on his hip as he gestured to the back seat. The pinched expression, his obvious displeasure, and she was second-guessing his thoughts on it again.
But hating that she had someone else’s child wasn’t wishing she’d had his. The man was nothing if not possessive, and he was likely just pissed at the thought someone else touched his toy. Even if it wasn’t true.
The best assumption her brother ever made, and she’d run with it like the wind.
But that possession, the fury in his icy blues, strengthened the pull between them. The desire to get folded up in his arms increased exponentially with every minute she spent in his presence. A peace she hadn’t enjoyed since before two words tore them apart and destroyed everything they ever were or could have been.
A peace that shattered when his eyes flicked over her shoulder to the car, and his jaw clenched before bringing his gaze back to her. There was no doubt in her mind he didn’t want Ari. Confessing was a stupid idea. It didn’t matter what her therapist said. The guilt she lived with by withholding the truth was nothing compared to that heart-stopping moment in the hospital when he destroyed anything they could have had. 
He had his chance to be a father, and he’d told her in no uncertain terms he didn’t want it. 
“What I do with my life is none of your business. You gave that up the day you tore me apart.”
"You ran, Liv. The only time I’ve ever apologized for anything in my life, and you still ran.” His eyes turned to ice as he stepped closer, infringing on her personal space, the threat in his voice familiar, the implied fury familiar and comforting. “Then, a month later Gray tells me you’re pregnant with some random guy’s baby. Don’t blame me for that." 
Once again his eyes lifted to peer into the car, a tic in his jaw evident when he shifted his gaze back to her. “You’ve orchestrated every bit of the pain you’ve felt, Olivia. No one told you to run off, to have your rebound or the resulting baby on your own. Away from everyone who cares about you. You ran from me because you were pissed, fine. But what about your brother? You’re selfish, Liv. Selfish and immature.”
"Spoken exactly like the cold, unfeeling machine you are." She whispered the words, then sucked in her bottom lip and chewed it, eyes going straight to the pavement between her feet. There was no way she could tell him. Especially not now. Not when she was so on edge, so close to breaking. 
When every word he uttered was meant to hurt. It’s how they’d always operated, and it’s how they likely always would. Once upon a time, it turned her on. But now, it just reminded her of everything she’d lost. 
She stole a glance to find his familiar glare. A glare she’d give anything to have focused on her in an entirely different situation. A punishment for her transgression, and she’d feel the bonds of her guilt release her. Her mind would be free. Light. 
Then he’d hold her. Take care of her, put her back together and make her feel whole.
But now, there was no end in sight. That dynamic could never be again, and she needed to stop indulging in fantasies before she tricked herself into thinking it could.
"I will not ask you again, Olivia, why are you here?"
"I need a place to stay." She blurted the words before she could think. The longer she spent time with him, the less she wanted to finish what she’d started when she got in her car that morning. She needed to leave, regroup and figure out a new plan, and staying with Gray was out of the question. 
As was using the credit cards attached to both of their names, as he’d see in an instant she was back and demand to see her. Arianna. Which would take all choice away from her when it came to the confession she needed to figure out how to speak.
Again.
Thatcher was her only choice. And somewhere deep in the dark recesses of her brain, she wasn’t upset about it.
"So you came here?"
Impulsive should have been her middle name. 
Hyphenated with Regret.
"No one else knows I’m home. Do you seriously think I’d come here to be treated like this when my brother would be rolling out the red carpet?" 
He propped one arm against the car next to her and leaned in close, his minty breath caressing her cheek as he whispered a dark warning in her ear. "Do not roll your eyes at me."
She whirled from him, needing space. She couldn't breathe when he was so close. Couldn't think. It was beyond her why she taunted him, urged him on.
Then again, it wasn’t. Being his brat gave her life, and flippant remarks were usually the quickest way to get what she wanted from him. But what she wanted wasn’t anything she could have.
"I don't know why I was stupid enough to think this was a good idea." She tried to yank the driver’s door open, but he leaned his weight on his hand, holding the door shut.
He met her eyes, allowing the silence and darkness beneath the bright blue to speak volumes before his voice rumbled between them. "We both know you’re not leaving."
"You don't know me, Thatcher."
"Tell me I’m wrong." At her silence, he gave her that shadow of a smirk and inclined his head. “Come inside.”
"No." 
"No?" As quickly as it appeared, the smirk vanished. He may indulge her attitude, but her disobedience was another matter entirely. At least, it was. Now, she didn’t have to obey him in anything. Their relationship had been severed. Agreement gone.
She wasn’t submissive to him, but all she could manage was a shake of her head, unable to push the word past her lips a second time.
"You want a place to stay, but won’t come inside?"
"At Nyx. You have a suite in each of your casinos, a place to stay that's yours when you need to travel or be there for whatever reason. You’re not using the one in Vegas, you never do, I just temporarily need a place to sleep." For a few days. Until she could decide whether the best move was to join witness protection, or face the wrath of every single person she loved for a year’s worth of lies.
"Why Nyx?" The threat in his words sent heat pooling low in her belly. The desire to punish her, force her compliance, radiated off him, and her heart sped with the unspoken threat. Fear and desire coursed through her in equal measure. 
He was dangerous, temptation in the flesh, and she wasn't strong enough to resist. But she wasn’t stupid enough to tell him that. Close, but not quite.
She leaned back, trying to get as far from him as the car allowed. One slip would easily lead to another, and then another, until she was exactly where he wanted her and where she had no business being. "If it's a problem, I'll figure something else out."
"Have I ever refused a request from you?" The words were growled against her ear as he caged her against the car. 
"No." If she didn’t get away quickly she'd be right back where she started. 
In his bed.
"I told you I’d always take care of you, and I meant it. You and your daughter." 
The dark promise had her closing her eyes, steeling herself against him, hands fisted at her sides to keep them to herself. She itched to touch him, run her fingers over his stubble. Feel his arms tight around her. "I'm not doing this again, Thatcher. I can’t."
"I want dinner with you. Tomorrow night."
She shook her head, couldn’t manage anything else. It seemed her brain and vocal cords weren’t communicating again.
"It wasn’t a question."
She opened her eyes to meet his intense stare. Arguing would serve no purpose, and she didn’t have the energy to fight. "Fine. Dinner tomorrow."
"I'll ensure a key is ready." He swept his thumb across her cheek before pushing from the car and turning to walk toward the house.
She bit her lip and watched him go. The new ability to breathe warred with her desire to call him back, finish what she’d started.
He stopped and turned toward her. "Is there something else?"
She took a deep draw of air and held it before slowly letting it go. "What makes you think that?"
"You didn’t say thank you." He stalked back toward her, eyes unwavering on hers, not allowing her to look away as he came within touching distance. Close enough to feel without physical contact. "You always say thank you when we’re done."
She shifted on her feet as she debated which cup of poison to drink.
Until he touched her again. Fingertips ghosting over her neck.
She stopped moving. 
Stopped breathing.
"Talk to me." That baritone, that deep commanding voice, cocooned her in a familiar warmth. It meant so much more than just that moment. The plea for her to open up to him in every sense was as earnest as it was frustrated.
"I want to." She tiptoed to the edge, leaned in closer to him, let her eyes drift closed as she indulged in the feel of his skin on hers. "I came here to."
"I’ll give you your own space, you’ll have your own room, the baby will have her own room." He tightened his fingers around her, cupping the side of her neck with a decadent pressure, and that cadence was back. The one implying he cared, that he had a stake in her answer. “Stay with me, Liv.”
She swallowed hard. "I can’t."
"You can." He pulled away, all contact between them gone in less time than it took to blink. “You just won’t.”
It served as a harsh reminder of how quickly they could end again. "Won’t then."
"Forever defiant." He shook his head before turning back to the house. "The suite will be ready by the time you get there."
The flames inside her abated, watching him walk away more painful than she thought it would be. Because this time he was doing the walking. Even if she was the one who sent him away. "Thatcher."
He halted and turned back toward her, a frozen threat in the eyes she couldn’t escape. "Yes?"
The confession was so close, it danced on the tip of her tongue, demanded to fill the air between them. But she couldn’t force it out.
"Thank you."
"Don’t thank me yet. We’re far from finished."





Two


Thatcher dodged Jaime’s right hook, skirting just out of reach. While normally a worthy opponent, Jaime seemed only half invested in their weekly spar. It was going to take more than a few sloppy jabs to the torso to distract him after his run-in with Liv and her offspring.  
"Sorry, I’m just not here with you. Tabby was up all night, something about worms in her ears." Jaime held his hands up, and they both relaxed. He laughed, tired but genuine, and shook his head. "Allie and Tom looked awfully guilty at breakfast this morning."
"Using your children as excuses for losing?"
Jaime shrugged and reached for his water bottle. "You’re out for blood tonight. Biloxi in your head again?"
Thatcher straightened his shoulders, debating how much to give away, whether to correct Jaime’s assumption his mood was related to the construction of his new casino. Jaime was the only one who knew about his relationship with Liv, and only because he’d witnessed a kiss between them. 
Part of why Thatcher never indulged in them. 
Kissing was intimate and spoke of affection. A word he was never able to fully understand. Any other act could be explained away, but a kiss had only one motivating factor. Which made it completely illogical he’d wanted to pin Liv against her car and kiss her until she agreed to stay with him.
Until she talked to him. 
Because there were a million things she wanted to say. If she was still his, he’d have coaxed every word out of her, fed her need for pain, then indulged his need for her. Any way he could get her. But, she wasn’t his anymore, and the child strapped into the backseat of her car proved it.
None of which he needed to talk to Jaime about.
"No. Biloxi is as far out of my head as it can get."
Jaime scoffed. "Lying to yourself, or trying to get me to drop it? If you want me to drop it, just say so."
"Drop it." Confiding in Jaime had been foolish, admitting Liv was one of his submissives even moreso. 
His friends knew of his lifestyle, even if none of them understood. It worked for him and their understanding wasn’t required. Affection wasn’t something he did, and it more than certainly wasn’t something he gave away freely. Having sex fulfilled a basic need, and he got more satisfaction meeting women’s needs than he did meeting his own. 
But he hadn’t had a submissive since Luna. 
After several failed attempts to find someone new to top, he’d given up. The hunger was gone, the desire gone. She was the only one who could satisfy him, and for nearly a year she’d stayed away, ignoring his existence and his efforts to repair what he’d broken. 
A single moment of weakness allowed his thoughts into the open where they didn’t belong. Years of his closest friend taunting him for his lack of communication, and he chose to open his mouth at the most inopportune time, crushing everything between them he’d worked hard to build. 
He promised her he’d get her back. That day in her brother’s study was imprinted on his brain, destined to play out a thousand times on repeat, and he had every intention of making good on that promise. Even when the cause once appeared hopeless. Now things were different, she was home. The space and time he’d afforded her were in the past.
Now, it was time to talk.
"Thatch, did you hear me?"
Thatcher turned his head to Jaime, and shook it.
"I asked if it had anything to do with Liv coming home." There was an unmistakable grin on his face as Jaime placed his water bottle on the side of the ring, and raised back up as he stretched out his neck and arms.
Thatcher followed suit, and put his water down before raising his fists in time with Jaime’s. That topic needed to end quickly, and Thatcher needed to wipe that smug look off his friend’s face immediately "What makes you think I even knew, let alone care?"
Jaime laughed, the ever present idiotic grin belying the sarcasm. "Denial does not become you."
"Watch it." Thatcher’s desire for blood rose exponentially higher than before. "You know she’s off limits."
“So, you do know.” Jaime’s grin dissolved into a smirk as he sidestepped. 
“She came to me, obviously I know.”
The two settled into a circular dance as Jaime baited him. "She’s not telling Gray she’s home, and now she swore Val to secrecy. Why would she be coming to see you if she won’t even tell her brother she’s in town?"
Thatcher made the first move, but Jaime easily dodged it. Either he gained focus, or Thatcher was losing his.
And he never lost focus.
“Liv plays your submissive, loses your baby, runs off for a year, has a rebound kid, comes home without warning and shows up on your doorstep, but you have no idea why?" A quick jab to Thatcher’s flank got through, but the next one was dodged.
"Not one. Maybe Val gave you some insight?" Deep down he was gunning for some kind of hint Val might be able to offer. Especially since she was the only one Liv seemed to have regular contact with after running away from every single one of her problems.
And they were all still there, waiting for her to come back and face them.
“Val hasn’t spoken to her since before she left. All she said was Liv was upset, packing her things, and coming home. Typical impulsive Olivia behavior, and although it wasn’t confirmed, Val had a suspicion it had something to do with you.” 
Thatcher threw three shots in quick succession, which Jaime blocked and returned with a well-placed hook to Thatcher’s left cheek. He dropped his hands, shaking his head to clear his vision. 
Jaime dropped his as well, and ducked between the ropes before jumping to the floor. "Now who’s distracted?"
Grabbing a towel to wipe his face, Thatcher followed him out of the ring, and the two collapsed onto a nearby bench. “I haven’t spoken to her in over a year, there must be something else going on. She was off today, asked me to stay at Nyx.”
"Val didn’t think anything seemed off. Well, no more off than normal."
Thatcher swung his head, on high alert at the disarming update. "What’s been off with her?"
A deep breath before Jaime slowly blew it out, and rubbed the back of his neck. "I shouldn’t have said anything. Val swore she’d have my balls on a platter if I told you."
"I’ll serve them to her if you don’t." If Liv needed help, he’d get it for her. If she needed more than a place to stay, he’d be the one ensuring she got it. Whether she liked it or not. If her showing up was a cry for help, and she’d backed down because she was too scared to talk to him, it was just another part of the mess he needed to clean up.
The last thing he’d ever wanted was to drive her away, for her to be afraid to speak to him. She responded to authority, and he gave it to her, but she’d still left without giving up a single thing, and he was more clueless now than he was when he watched her drive away.
"She’s had a rough time." Jaime leaned forward, bracing his forearms on his thighs. "You know how she is. Determined, stubborn as hell. But I’ve heard her cry more in the past few months than I have her entire life. She’s in therapy, but I don’t know any more than that. Val’s talked to her a lot since she left, but she won’t let anyone in. She hasn’t let anyone even see the baby in person yet."
Thatch ran a hand over his face and reined in his temper. As tempting as it was to rage at Jaime, he left the volatility at the door, because none of it was Jaime’s doing. 
It was Grayson Davenport, the one man with enough voice to destroy everything Thatcher and Liv ever created, her only family in the entire world was the only one with enough sway to destroy Liv’s already fragile mental state. Thatcher would leave him to it and take the higher road, winning her over with quiet understanding instead of placing her under his thumb.
"You should have told me."
"Why?" Jaime raised a brow as he grabbed his water. "So you could chase her down? We both know your end game, Thatch, and we both know it would have worked against you."
“You don’t know my end game.” No one did. Hell, there were days even he wasn’t sure what it was. Their secret relationship wasn’t enough, but putting it in the open would ensure Gray came for his head. 
Both of them.
And Liv’s.
But that was a problem for the distant future. The present future goal was simple and straightforward. Earn her forgiveness, get her back. Everything else after that, they’d figure out together. 
“I know about the voicemails, Thatch. I’m married to the woman yours confides in, it’s probably safe to assume I know more about your relationship than you do.” That stupid grin was back, and Thatcher was hard pressed not to knock it off Jaime’s face. Along with a few of his teeth.
"Every single week, I’ve asked her to come home. Probably the most pathetic thing I’ll ever do in my life." The words were pushed through a clenched jaw, and his hands dropped to his sides, flexing and relaxing in a bid to release some energy. "A lot of good it did."
Feelings were not something he talked about. 
Ever. 
It was rare he even showed them, but Liv defied those rules.
Liv always defied the rules.
"It must have done something if you’re the one she went to. What did you do to her, Thatch?" Jaime sat back as he narrowed his eyes. "That’s the one thing Val never told me."
Thank God.
Those words still haunted him, still terrorized his dreams. Liv’s face as he said it, the betrayal, the pain slicing through her delicate features. "I was an ass and spoke two thoughtless words I’ve spent over a year trying to rectify." 
“It must have been a hell of a pair of words.” Jaime dragged his fingers through his hair. "She’s incredibly stubborn."
"Understatement." How he’d hurt her hit too close to home, too close to how his father always hurt his mother. He refused to be that man, which could explain his borderline obsessive need to make things right. 
Thatcher gestured to the front door. While he didn’t normally imbibe alcohol, the need to dull unwanted emotions trumped it, and he’d been partaking more than usual. "Bourbon? I need a drink."
Jaime shook his head and squeezed the bridge of his nose. "I think I need one, too."
They changed quickly and walked in silence to the bar a few blocks away. Thatcher never balked in the face of silence, and Jaime never failed to indulge him in it. Probably why, even among his small group of friends, Jaime was the only one he confided in to any extent. 
They hadn’t taken their seats before the bartender lined up their glasses and poured the same bourbon they always enjoyed. It was a sign he perhaps spent too much time there over the past year, but that was something to ponder later. At that moment, he needed the burn, and tossed back the entire thing. 
Liv was struggling.
Hiding something from him.
Hiding from her brother. However, that could be overlooked on a good day because he was an ass. 
He signaled for another glass and drained it before the bartender could walk away. 
"What are you going to do? And don’t forget, Liv is a package deal now. Are you signing on for that?" Jaime gave voice to the question hovering in the uncomfortable silence. “You hold your cards close, Thatch, but there is no mistaking the tension every single time Arianna is mentioned.”
There wasn’t a question before, and there certainly wasn’t one now. He’d made a promise to Liv in Gray’s study. A promise he’d get her back in his bed, ensure she spent the rest of her life there. His determination of before paled in comparison to his determination now. 
The broken home of his childhood was a cycle he wanted to break more than anything. A dead mother. An emotionally and physically abusive father. The first a result of the second. No child should ever have to go through that, and he still wasn’t healed from it. 
It wasn’t the child he didn’t want. It wasn’t the family ripped away from him he was thankful for. It was him. He hadn’t been ready. He hadn’t been strong enough to overcome the fear he’d be exactly the man his father was.
If there was any emotion in the world worse than affection, it was fear.
Becoming his father wasn’t something he’d ever let come to pass, which meant he had sins to atone for. The first step was to fix what he’d broken, and the second was to make it right. 
"I don’t dislike the baby, I’m not that much of a monster. It’s not her fault she’s a constant reminder of my mistakes, it’s mine. I want Liv, and every single piece of baggage she comes with."
“I certainly hope you phrase it differently when you plead your case to her.” Jaime laughed and ran his finger around the rim of his glass. "She isn’t the happy, bubbly girl you knew her entire life. She’s different, Thatch. Fragile. Broken." 
Liv's blood ran hot, struggling or not. She was determined and strong when she wasn't rolling over for her brother. Never fragile, never vulnerable. Not really. But she’d been trained to believe she was, and often played a role she wasn’t meant to play. "She’s protecting herself. I just need to show her I’m not the enemy."
"Because you’ve done such a good job of that so far." Jaime shook his head and scoffed dramatically. "She’s good for you, Thatch. You’re alive with her, something other than the stone cold edifice you’ve spent your life impersonating." 
"You officiate a few weddings, and suddenly you’re a matchmaker?"
"No." Jaime gave a short laugh as he shook his head. “I’m just not blind.”
Maybe Jaime was the one who needed to see her. Maybe he’d have some insight with the overly emotional brain of his into Liv’s psyche. There was no question she was scared. Whether it was scared to confide in him, or scared about what she was confiding, remained to be seen. 
There was also no question about the fear.
The look in her eyes had been painfully familiar. She was back to that scared and determined girl who’d come to him at just eighteen, and brought the only chaos he’d ever welcome into his life. 
"She needs to come to me. I need to gain her trust."
"How do you plan to earn it?"
He looked to the ceiling before bringing his gaze back to his friend. "The same way I did last time."
"By turning her back into your sex slave?"
Another shake of his head. He’d explained the difference between a submissive and a sex slave more times than he could count, and he wasn’t about to waste his breath again. His friends didn’t want to understand, and he didn’t see the point in wasted efforts to force them to. "I’m going to be there for her. She’s home for a reason, and her first instinct was to come to me. She’s asking for help, and I’m going to make sure it's me that answers."
Jaime lifted his glass. "I wish you luck."
Thatcher raised his. "I’m going to need it."
They tossed their glasses back, and Thatcher relished the burn. Luck wasn’t enough, not nearly enough.
He needed a miracle.




Three


"You didn’t need to follow me all the way up here." 
Silver, Thatcher’s personal security detail and chauffeur, gave her an indulgent smile. "I did, Ms. Davenport."
"For God’s sake, can you just call me Liv?" She rolled her eyes and tapped the keycard against the lock, pushing the door open the moment the light turned green. "I’ve asked you a million times to stop calling me that. I’m not my brother, and I hate the formality."
"Mr. Davis,"
"Isn’t here." She put the car seat on the floor, thankful Ari was still out cold and not screaming for a meal Liv wouldn’t be providing with an audience, then turned to watch him direct the bellhops carrying the rest of her luggage. She’d attempted refusal, and he’d refused to allow it. "Please. As a favor. Just Liv."
He crossed his arms over his chest, a power move she’d seen a thousand times.
"Gray is my brother, and I’m surrounded by men just like him. The whole macho-man-angry-arm-crossing thing stopped being impressive when I was six." She gave him a sugary sweet smile. "But, if you call me Liv, I’ll tell you when I’m coming and going so you can report to your master without losing sleep stalking me."
"He gave me no instructions to stalk you. Just to see to your comfort and ensure you had everything you needed."
"Really?" That didn’t sound like Thatcher. Not even a little bit. While he might not cage her like Gray, he was no less controlling, and she didn’t believe for two seconds Thatcher would let her out of his extended sight.
 Silver was most definitely his extended sight. It was unusual for him to send Silver on ancillary missions, because he usually used some other member of his security detail for that. She couldn’t ignore the small thrill knowing he would make even that small sacrifice to keep her safe. 
Even if it was over the top and unnecessary.
Even if Thatcher 2.0 drove her up the wall.
"There are cameras, so there’s no need for stalking. You’re in a casino. Don’t forget that. No one takes a step without someone else watching." Silver gave a half shrug. “I’m not staying, my only instruction was to see you settled safely.”
She growled her frustration, gratefulness gone, and turned from him. "Fine. You’ve done your job, you can go."
"Good evening, Ms. Davenport." There was an amusement in his voice, and Liv liked to think it was because he was glad she was back, and not because he’d thrown that name out with a smug grin. He was likely the one who opened the gates for her. 
They’d had many conversations over the years, usually when Thatcher had to work early and they shared breakfast before he brought her home, and she’d considered them friends at one point. It didn’t mean he’d side with her over Thatcher, and he shouldn’t. Friend or not, he was Thatcher’s most trusted employee, and she needed to remember where his loyalties were.
The door clicked closed, snapping her back to the present, and she took a deep breath as she looked down at Ari. A gummy grin greeted her, and she scooped her daughter up, all evidence of the meltdown she had halfway to the hotel well in the past. Breastfeeding on the side of the road wasn’t on her list of favorite things to do, but it was better than having the meltdown in front of Thatcher’s spy. 
"Tomorrow is the day, baby girl. Your daddy is going to find out some big news. Then your uncle is going to find out some big news. And then, your uncle may very well kill your daddy."
There was little she could do about that.
They both had to find out. 
Witness protection wasn’t a viable option, no matter how much she wanted it to be. An extensive internet search had assured her of the fact.
But none of the finding out needed to happen at that moment, so Liv decided to busy herself to exhaustion. She unpacked every article of clothing they owned, and set up the second bedroom with Ari’s play yard in the corner to sleep in. Then, laid out all of her toiletries in the bathroom before giving Ari a bath. After everything was said and done, Ari was fed and tucked in. 
Their nightly downtime routine was the only bright spot in her days.
All she had to do now was find Ari a babysitter for the following night. Someone who wouldn’t tell Gray. Thanks to her brother’s obsessive control of her life, that meant Michelle, her sister-in-law, was definitely out.
She grabbed her phone and dialed, hoping Val would pick up, and be available, in the same breath.
"Hey, Liv."
"Hey, Val." She winced, her voice betraying every ounce of her anxiety. 
"Oh, sweetie, are you okay?"
God, how she hated that question, and even more in that pitiful tone Val seemed to have mastered. It never failed to bring tears to her eyes. She hadn't been okay in a long time. Such a long time. "It's fine. I'm fine."
"Liv..." Val dragged the end of her name out, making it clear she didn't believe a word. 
"I'm here. Settled." A distraction Liv knew would fail to change the subject, and it did. 
"With Gray?"
"No."
There was a slight hesitation before the almost accusatory question. "Where are you staying?"
Liv pressed her fingers into her eyes and took a deep breath. "Nyx."
"Does Thatch know?" Surprise colored her words, and the question didn’t sound the least bit accusatory or meddling. Simple curiosity was something she hadn’t expected.
"I'm staying in his suite." She exhaled hard and sat on the edge of the bed. "But in exchange I need to go out to dinner with him tomorrow night. I went to him tonight specifically to confess something, but I chickened out at the last second. Now I still have to tell him, and I'm losing my mind dreading it."
"What do you have to tell him?" Concern joined the curiosity, and Liv sensed almost a hesitance in the question.
Liv was just as hesitant to speak as Val sounded to listen. "Is Jaime near you?"
When she spoke again, there was an urgency, concern moving to the forefront, curiosity gone. "No. He's at the gym with Thatcher. Why? Liv, what are you hiding?"
"I'd rather show you. I'm sending you a text." She pulled her phone down and quickly sent her most recent picture of Ari, a broad smile and wide, telling eyes. Saying the words out loud was so much more daunting than she’d imagined, and she gave up the opportunity to practice in deference to her cowardice. 
Maybe she could just text Thatch the picture as well.
He’d be pounding on the door before she could put her phone down.
Val's gasp indicated she'd received it. "Oh. My. God. No."
"Yeah."
"Jesus, Liv, I thought you lost that baby."
"Everyone did, including me." She flopped backward on the bed and stared up at the ceiling. "But the doctors were wrong."
"And you've been lying to him this whole time?" Now anger dominated her words. “You’ve been lying to all of us.”
"I haven't even spoken to him since just after Gray’s wedding, and I didn't know yet. And I have you to thank for not coming clean sooner. You assumed I had her early, and I went with it. She was already two weeks old when you found out, and then you thought she was a month early." She rubbed her face. "It was the perfect story to keep everyone off my back, all I had to do was send old pictures instead of current ones, and now you know why I wouldn’t let anyone visit. But, I told you, I came here to confess. To everyone, not just Thatcher."
"So you went to him."
"But I couldn't get the words out." Once again tears stung her eyes. She’d lied to everyone, about everything, for so long. Now she not only had to deal with the fallout, but the ramifications of Thatcher finding out Arianna was his and all that co-parenting might entail. 
Or his flat out rejection. 
She wasn’t sure which was worse. 
"Being so close to him again, it's like no time has passed. I thought I could face him, but I was so wrong." Everything with him always felt right. Everything always appeared so much better. Easier. Easy is exactly what it would be to fall back into him. 
And everything he offered.
But none of it was worth the pain, none of it worth that feeling in the hospital after he shredded her entire soul. There was nothing in the world she wouldn’t do to avoid feeling that way again, which meant Thatcher was firmly, strictly, off limits. 
In every possible sense.
"You're still in love with him." 
Love was a strong word, and she shook her head hard in denial. "No, I never loved him. That's not how it was."
Val sighed hard, and Liv could imagine the eye roll.
"You know what we had, Val. It wasn't love. It was sex, it was stress release. That's all it ever was." Until it was so much more. Until he’d kissed her, pulled her so deep into him she’d forgotten how to breathe on her own. 
Then everything crumbled around her, and she learned again. Now that she’d survived without him, she refused to give in and lose herself in that weakness again.
Which was exactly why even doing a scene with him was so dangerous.
"And you want that sex again?"
"I want the release. The relief only he could give me." The first few tears coursed down her cheeks. It wasn’t about the sex. It was never about the sex. "Six months of therapy for postpartum depression, medications to rewire my brain, and nothing has changed. Nothing has improved. No coping mechanisms have helped. But five minutes with him, and I felt it. That pull, the sanity possible by letting go."
"So, what are you going to do? Tell him you want back in his bed?" Now, she was exasperated.
"No, I couldn't. He's determined to get me back in bed, but I don't want that. I can't trust him anymore. He hurt me too much to go back." 
A scoff came over the line. "Funny how a man you don't love can hurt you too much for you to sleep with him again."
"I don't want to sleep with him."
There was silence for several seconds. "You want him to beat you? You want him to strip you of your free will and hurt you?"
There was no questioning Val understood how Liv craved the pain, but never could understand their dynamic. Liv tried explaining it so many times. "I want him to make it so I don't have to think. I want him to turn my brain off so I can have a few minutes of peace. For the constant stream of thoughts to stop, even if just for a little bit. I want peace, Val. I want silence. I want him to take me to that place where I don't need to make decisions, or think, or do anything but obey him."
Liv’s confession was met with an uncomfortably long silence. Not even Val’s breathing came over the speaker. She was just about to take it all back when her friend's voice disjointed her thoughts.
"Is that a road you want to start down?"
"I don't know." She swiped the last few tears away and sat up. "I do, more than anything. But I'm scared I'm not strong enough to resist more. I wasn’t last time, and this time is so much worse."
"Liv." She stopped, a deep breath followed by a few seconds of silence. "Nothing has helped you get this under control. Not meds, not therapy, nothing. I think, if this could help, you'd be a fool not to try it."
Liv laughed and swiped her hand down her face. "Now you're encouraging me on this?"
"He helped you once before, right? After what happened to you in New York?"
"Yeah, but that was different. I was upset, and angry, and sad, and frustrated. I wasn't depressed or suffering from debilitating anxiety. I wasn't battling my brain every minute of every day."
"But he helped you, Liv."
"The risk is so high. What if I slip down this dangerous slope and sleep with him again? What if I start wanting more than he can give?" 
Again.
"What's the alternative?"
Stay a prisoner of my own defective mind. 
Use the tools I've been taught that don't work, and ignore the tool I know does. 
"So, what am I supposed to do? Call and ask him to come over and play?"
"He's going to offer." There was a pause on the other end of the line before Val continued, her voice softer, almost sad. “He never let you go, Liv. He may have left you alone, but he never let you go.”
She wasn't so sure, but didn't want to argue. Even if Thatcher did, Liv still wasn't convinced she wanted it. Battling the devil she knew was better than battling it and him. Whatever she decided, she didn’t want to talk it out. "Can you watch Ari for a few hours tomorrow? I don't want Gray knowing I'm back yet."
"He's going to be pissed."
"He's going to be a lot more than that." The thought of telling him left a pit in her stomach twice the size of the one Thatch was responsible for. "He can't know I'm back until I'm ready to tell him. After I tell Thatcher."
"Our lips are sealed. I'll keep her as long as you need me to." 
"Just a few hours." Regardless of what their future held, that night was dinner. That night was setting boundaries. Even if she wanted to go down that road again, it wouldn't start that night. 
"Bring her over whenever, and you can text me once you guys have a more solid plan."
She groaned. "Val, this isn't going to be some romantic reunion."
"All I'm saying is you might be out late, and there's no use waking her up if she's asleep."
It was an obvious hint, but Liv refused to address it. Much like a lot of things. "I'll swing by around four."
"See you then."
As they said their goodbyes, the tornado of thoughts intensified. Having to confess. How furious he would be. What he might do. Whether or not he'd want to be in their life. Facing Val after their dinner. 
Gray's reaction to finding out.
When Gray found out, so much would change. Not just between her and him. He’d lecture her, berate her, chastise her, and generally make her feel every bit of remorse she’d already been drowning in. But he and Thatcher would fight, and she could very well be the cause of Gray and his best friends no longer speaking to one another.
If only she’d been able to keep perspective, remember what would happen if she gave in to her lust. If only she hadn’t continued tempting fate by sleeping with her brother’s best friend. Instead, she’d been her usual impulsive self, and that time everyone else around her was suffering the consequences of her poor life choices.
She grabbed a pillow and screamed into it, wanting nothing more than for the anxiety induced spiral to stop. For just a minute. A single minute of freedom.
She could get it to stop, knew how to silence the voice in her head. And all it would cost was giving Thatcher exactly what he wanted. But even if she did consider it, it wouldn't be that night. 
It couldn't be.
She wasn't strong enough to maintain boundaries.
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