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      He’s all business all the time. Now he’s also suddenly a dad.

      

      Fiddle player Eliza Bancroft had to improvise after an unplanned pregnancy four years ago. Instead of pursuing her dream of performing live music, she changed keys and has focused on being a good mom and a sought-after studio musician in Nashville. Her rhythm is set until she spots her son’s father in a local magazine and realizes the man she was unable to track down lives right under her nose in Music City.

      

      As head of the family and CEO of North Brothers Sports, Mason North doesn’t have time for play. His life mission is to build the family business—his father’s legacy—so it can thrive for years to come. When the company’s future becomes endangered, he mounts a full-scale assault to protect what matters the most. Then an unforgettable woman from his past lays a four-year-old truth bomb on him that blows up his priorities.

      

      Though they come from different worlds, the attraction from before still hums between Eliza and Mason. But Mason has spent a lifetime entrenched solely in business, and Eliza has two hearts to protect. Can he embrace a more harmonious approach and give them a second chance at love?
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Eliza Bancroft knew something was up the minute she walked into her duplex on a Tuesday afternoon in August. It was written all over her roommate’s face.

      “What’s wrong?” Eliza asked, eyes narrowed, pulse ramping up as she set her shoulder bag and her fiddle on the bench by the back door.

      “Who says something’s wrong?” Grace threw back, trying for a nonchalant tone.

      Eliza could see right through it. “You. Your eyes. You’re watching me like you expect me to flip my shit.”

      Grace pushed the half-full dishwasher trays in and closed the door of the appliance, then, after too much of a pause, she swiveled to face Eliza. “You’re going to flip your shit.”

      “Is Calvin⁠—”

      “He’s fine. Still napping with Blitz. Preschool wore him out but good.” Grace took two long-legged strides to the kitchen table, picked up a magazine, flipped through the pages as though on a mission. “Here.” She set the magazine on the table and tapped it. “Familiar?”

      Eliza moved closer, eyes on the full-color, full-page photo, and half a heartbeat later, she sucked in her breath. “Oh, my God.” She pressed a fist to her chest to try to stop herself from stroking out.

      “His name is Mason North,” Grace told her in a quiet, matter-of-fact voice. “Your baby daddy is the CEO of North Brothers Sports.”

      With her breath stopped cold in her lungs, Eliza snatched up the magazine and avidly dug in to the article. “Most eligible bachelor of Nashville?” she let out, her voice climbing higher. “I thought he was from out of town.”

      “Sit down, sugar.” Grace pulled out one of the kitchen chairs, but Eliza barely registered it until her roommate eased her down with a gentle hand on her shoulder. “You’re pale. I’ll get you some tea.”

      Eliza continued reading as she sat, inhaling the words with her eyes, soaking up every morsel of info on the man she’d spent a grand total of six, maybe seven hours with. Unfortunately, it seemed the Nashville Heat hadn’t actually interviewed Mason North for the piece, had simply put together whatever info was public—his job running North Brothers Sports, his family’s nonprofit foundation, his immediate family, including a younger brother, Drake, who had made the publication’s Most Eligible Bachelor list a few years back.

      Add to that information what Eliza knew—he loved the St. Louis Cardinals and expensive whiskey, was irresistible in a suit, and appreciated the hell out of the tattoo of stars and music notes and ribbons that curved over her hip at her bikini line—and she still knew more, at least twice as much, about the musicians she’d played with in the studio today.

      “He’s been here all along.” She grasped the tall, cold glass of tea Grace set in front of her, mainly for something to hold on to, as she let that nugget sink in. “I feel so dumb.”

      Grace plopped down in the chair next to hers and took her hand. “We’ve been over this a thousand times, Eliza. You’re not dumb. You got caught up in a little magic with a scrumptious man and let yourself go for it. Part of the reason it was so magical is that you didn’t ask for each other’s life story or pertinent information. If you hadn’t ended up pregnant, you wouldn’t have thought anything of it.”

      Oh, she would’ve thought about it. She had thought about it, about him, the man who had rocked her world for a few hours before she’d crept out of his hotel room. Mason-with-no-last-name had been a once-in-a-lifetime event. A few spectacular hours she could hold in her memory forever—the kind that had likely ruined all other men for her for the rest of her life.

      Luckily for her, she hadn’t had room in her life for men in the four and a half years since. All of her energy and time went to her son and her career. Everything she did was to try to give her boy the best life possible.

      “What am I supposed to do with this information?” Eliza said, still staring at the magazine photo, which had him in a tux at some formal evening event, looking admittedly gorgeous.

      She couldn’t help comparing this man’s classy, sedate life to hers, filled with little-boy noise, music, chaos, an energetic dog, and eternal scrambling. Scrambling was her middle name—scrambling to pay the bills, scrambling to pick up more work, scrambling to make sure her boy had consistent care when she did work.

      “Well, it seems to me you have two options,” Grace said, leaning forward to try to force eye contact with her piercing blue eyes, her long blond waves falling over her shoulders. “You can track him down and tell him he’s a father, or you can not and keep on keeping on the way you have been.”

      “Both make me want to throw up.”

      “Understandable.” Grace glanced at the clock on the microwave.

      “You have to work,” Eliza said, suddenly remembering the reason she’d had to hurry home after the afternoon recording session.

      “Not for a few minutes yet.” Grace hopped up, went over to the fridge, took out a string cheese. “Can I get you a cupcake?”

      Eliza shook her head in a rare rejection of her favorite vice, store-bought, processed, heaven-sent chocolate cupcakes with cream filling.

      “Here’s the thing,” Grace said. “You don’t have to figure it out today. You’ve got time to think it over.”

      Eliza tried to breathe, nodding, knowing her roommate had a point despite the choking panic that had gripped Eliza from the moment she’d seen Mason’s face in the photo.

      Mason North. Calvin’s father.

      Tears burned in her eyes out of nowhere, because how many nights had she lain awake wishing for the one thing her boy couldn’t have? A two-parent family. A daddy who loved him, who could teach him how to hit the Little Tikes T-Ball in their tiny backyard, who could go to Family Day at preschool.

      Eliza threw her head back, closed her eyes, and blew out all the air from her lungs. “Maybe I could’ve tried harder to find him.”

      “What?” Grace’s alto voice went soprano with the one-word question. She rushed back to her seat, grabbed Eliza’s wrist. “Eliza, you did everything you could to find your mystery man back then. The hotel wouldn’t release his info, the business conference he was attending was a dead-end, the internet searching with no last name was a bust. There was nothing else we could’ve done.”

      “I still wonder if I could’ve hired an investigator.”

      “Sure,” Grace said, “if we skipped paying rent for a few months, went without food. Come on, Eliza. If we could have, we would have. It wasn’t a possibility back then.”

      It still wasn’t. Even though Eliza had gotten her foot in the door as a session musician and made her money that way rather than hustling for live gigs now, which was a definite step up financially, there was never an extra dime at the end of the month.

      “I could’ve tried the hotel front desk again. The guy I talked to was a jerk.”

      Grace stuck the last of the cheese in her mouth and shook her head vigorously. “Wouldn’t have worked and you know it. A hotel can’t and won’t release a customer’s info.”

      “I know,” Eliza said, the despair of four years ago coming back to her in droves.

      “You need to forgive yourself for not getting his last name or contact info. You didn’t know you’d need it. It was one night of being carefree, and if anybody deserves that, it’s you, sugar.”

      “It was part of the fantasy,” Eliza admitted, thinking back to that night.

      Both she and Grace had been working the music scene hard even back then, bartending on Broadway, making industry connections by the dozens, getting called to fill in for more and more gigs. Her one rule was never to date or sleep with someone in the industry. It was too small, and you never knew where you’d next run into your ex-lover.

      Grace had had a second bartending job at a downtown hotel, and that evening, she’d texted Eliza that a music VIP was sitting alone at the hotel bar and to get her butt over there ASAP. By the time Eliza made it, the VIP was gone, so she’d settled into a barstool for a drink and the Cardinals spring training game and to keep her roomie company for her slow weeknight shift.

      Mason had appeared next to her at some point, and they’d bonded over the St. Louis Cardinals. It didn’t sound romantic, but they’d watched the game together, flirting like crazy until the last out. Between his killer blue eyes, his reluctant but sexy laugh, and the complete escape from her normal world of music and working it twenty-four seven, she’d been all in for a rare night of no-strings sex. Even now, especially now, it sounded tough to swallow and a little ridiculous, but somehow, in those few hours at the bar, they’d truly connected on some level, a level far outside of their everyday lives.

      “If I ever needed proof that fantasies aren’t real and magic doesn’t exist…” Eliza shook her head, let out a humorless, self-deprecating laugh. “Thank you, universe. Message received.”

      “Stop,” Grace ordered her. “Maybe magic doesn’t last, but you, sugar, are one of the lucky ones who experienced it for a blink of time.”

      “I don’t feel lucky. How in the ever-loving hell can I tell this man I don’t know that he has⁠—”

      “Mama!” Calvin appeared at the doorway between the kitchen and the living room, looking rumpled, wearing his Young, Wild, and Three T-shirt that Lettie, their dear next-door neighbor, had given him for his birthday last year. Next to him, Blitz, the irresistible black-and-white mutt they’d rescued just over a year ago, wagged his tail and looked between Grace and Eliza, as if gauging who would be more likely to give him a treat.

      “Hey, baby.” Eliza scooted the chair back and held out her arms for a hug, and her still-waking-up boy raced over to her and jumped at her with full force, just like he did everything. Blitz galloped over to Grace, who’d gone to the treat jar and held out a canine snack.

      Eliza held Calvin to her, inhaled the scent of his baby shampoo that still twisted her heart every day, and thanked God for the millionth time for letting her be this boy’s mom. “How’s my favorite boy in the whole wide world?”

      “Hungry!” He spotted the empty cheese wrapper Grace had left on the table. “String cheese!”

      “String cheese what, little man?” Grace said. “And where’s my hug?”

      “String cheese please,” Calvin said as Eliza lowered him to the floor, and then he hugged Grace with just as much enthusiasm.

      “How was preschool?” Eliza asked as Grace went after a string cheese and Blitz finished crunching his treat and settled on the floor at her feet, giving her his best puppy-dog eyes in hopes that maybe she, too, would succumb to his charms. She patted him on the head and steeled herself against the sad-dog look.

      “Fun! Jacob was the Star of the Week and his daddy told us about being a policeman! We got Goldfish for snacks, and Jacob’s daddy carried him on top of his shoulders when it was time to play outside.”

      Eliza’s chest constricted from the image of Jacob and his dad that taunted her mind as Grace dangled the unwrapped cheese in front of Calvin. Snacks and a daddy—the highlights of the day as reported by Calvin. This was the third week of preschool and the fourth daddy she’d heard all about.

      “Tell your mom about your art project,” Grace prompted as Blitz moved to Calvin’s side just in case the boy went against their house rules and gave the dog some people food.

      Eliza only half registered the enthusiastic yes! and the description of the project he’d started but couldn’t bring home yet because the glue was still wet. Her eyes met Grace’s over her boy’s head, and though they didn’t say a word, it was clear they were thinking the same thing: Calvin was aching for a daddy, and suddenly Eliza had the ability to reach out to his.

      “I can’t wait until you bring it home and show us,” Grace said. “And now, I gotta make like a tree and leave for work.”

      Calvin laughed at her make like a expression, as he always did, and Eliza couldn’t help smiling at his easy joy.

      “Have a good shift,” Eliza said, standing, fighting through the paralysis that the photo on the table had brought on. She slapped the magazine closed and reached out for Calvin’s hand as Grace picked up her bag, phone, and keys and darted out the door with a wave and a goodbye.

      “Can we go to the park, Mama?”

      “You want to swing?” she asked.

      “And climb!”

      With a glance at the clock, she decided they could get in some outside playtime and still have dinner at a reasonable hour if she made something quick like tacos. “Then swing and climb it is,” she said as she hoisted him into her arms. “After another hug.”

      His little arms wrapped around her neck, and he pressed a clumsy kiss to her. She planted a noisy lip smack on him, making him giggle, then lowered him to the floor.

      “Go get your shoes on, kiddo.” She went to the hooks by the door and picked up Blitz’s leash, which had the dog prancing excitedly. She attached the leash to his collar.

      Calvin raced off to his room, making vroom noises, leaving Eliza alone with her muddled thoughts and that damn magazine, which, she noticed now, had a small photo of Mason on the cover as well.

      “I gotta poop ’fore we go, Mama!” Calvin hollered from the other side of the house, making her grin and shake her head.

      She looked at her eager dog and said, “Single parenting is not for the faint of heart, Blitz-o.”

      Because of Grace, the best friend God could give a girl—and Lettie, the dear soul next door who stayed with Calvin whenever they needed a third—Eliza had it better than a lot of single moms. She had a support system of steel.

      But as much as she liked to believe their team of three women could be everything Calvin needed, there was no denying there were some gaps they would never fill. Take snakes, for example. Eliza could kill a spider as big as a quarter, but when a garter snake had slithered past her and Calvin at the park last week, she’d screamed like a girl and probably scarred her son.

      And shoulder rides…though she could possibly carry him on her back right now, her boy was tall for his age and grew like a weed, and she would barely be able to lift him before long.

      She tried to be both mom and dad to her son, but God knew she wasn’t, couldn’t be. Telling Mason North the truth scared the holy tar out of her, but if there was the slightest possibility of enriching her son’s life by doing it, how could she not?

      Though she wasn’t swimming in optimism that it would produce a happy ending for her boy—she didn’t know Mason well enough to have a clue how he would react—for Calvin’s sake, she had to try.
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      Some nights, the only thing that kept Mason North from staying at his office was the lack of a shower. Last night was one such night.

      As he pulled up to the outdated corporate offices of North Brothers Sports, he glanced at the clock on the dash of his Audi R8, verified he still had fifteen minutes to finish prepping for the last-minute seven-a.m. meeting, and vowed yet again that last night’s bad news would not stop them from building a new HQ in the next year—or, more importantly, from moving forward with all the other expansions in the three-year plan.

      Without wasting a second, he grabbed his leather messenger bag and climbed out, noticing his brother Gabe had just pulled up in the spot next to his.

      “Morning,” Gabe said as he hopped out of his Tesla with a shit ton more energy than Mason had. That was due, in part, to the fact that this was Gabe’s first week back after his honeymoon.

      There was more to it than that, though. Always had been. None of the North brothers had ever felt the pressure of running their dad and uncle’s legacy like Mason did, and that was the way he wanted it. It was his job to steer the ship, and though he needed every one of them and then some, a good leader carried the burden of ultimate responsibility. “How late were you here?”

      Mason grunted and shook his head, knowing the truth—till after midnight—would just back up the general consensus that he was a workaholic and needed to take a step back. They meant well. And they were probably correct about the workaholic label, but Mason did what he did because he thrived on it. If you took away his CEO position with North Brothers Sports, there wouldn’t be much of him left.

      “How’s Lexie?” Mason asked instead.

      “I left her with a smile on her face,” Gabe said, leaving no room for doubt about how he’d done that, and Mason let out a half grin as he shook his head, as if there was no hope for his brother.

      While romance wasn’t in the cards for Mason and he was more than okay with that, he couldn’t be happier for his brother—hell, brothers—finding love. Three out of five of them had hooked up permanently in the past year or so, and it had brought a deep level of contentment, a genuine happiness to each of them. He found people to be more productive at work when they were happy at home.

      “So what are you thinking?” Gabe gestured vaguely toward the building, and Mason knew he referred to yesterday’s end-of-month financials.

      “Full-scale assault. We need to gear up on all fronts. All systems go. Full throttle.”

      “It sounds like you’ve been talking to Zane with all the battle shit.”

      “It’s time for all-out battle,” Mason said matter-of-factly. “We can recover from this and make the December deadline to ensure we get the funding we need. It’s just going to take some extra strategizing and work.”

      They reached the main walkway to the building, and as they turned onto it, he noticed there was a tall dark-haired woman on the concrete bench to the side of the main entrance. She stood as they approached.

      “Mason,” she said in a melodic voice, “hello.”

      Between the voice, those rich dark-chocolate-brown eyes, and her long, tousled hair, Mason recognized her in an instant, and though he knew logically it wasn’t possible, it felt like his heart caught, missed a beat. He kept any reaction from his face, wary. “Yes?”

      “I don’t know if you remember me…”

      He hesitated, assessing whether there was a downside to admitting it. “I do.”

      In that moment, there was a tension-filled awareness that passed between them, as if she, too, had images of their night together flashing in her mind’s eye.

      “I apologize for showing up at your business,” she said, her gaze shifting nervously between him and Gabe, her hands clasped and fidgeting in front of her. “I’ve been trying to reach you for over a week, but I haven’t been able to get an appointment.”

      God bless Ruby and her protective instincts. It was just like Drake had said when the damn bachelor garbage first came out—people were crawling out of the woodwork. People from high school he hadn’t seen for dozens of years, people he’d allegedly met and didn’t remember, women, shit, so many women, and most of them he suspected he did not, in fact, know.

      This woman, he knew. Well, knew of. Knew in a biblical sense. Remembered.

      This woman, he hadn’t been able to wipe out of his mind for all these years, with her quiet, sensual laugh, her miles-long legs, and that tattoo on her hip…

      And wasn’t that just fucked up like a soup sandwich.

      Locking down on all of that, he said, “What can I do for you?” all businesslike. Formal.

      She dropped any hint of her smile and stood straighter. “I need to discuss something with you in private.” Again, she glanced at Gabe, and his brother took the hint, whether Mason wanted him to or not.

      “I’ll get the conference room opened up,” Gabe said. With a brief nod at the woman—Eliza—Gabe headed to the door, swiped himself in, disappeared from sight.

      “This isn’t a good time,” Mason said to head her off. Whatever she wanted, he wanted no part of, and he legitimately didn’t have the time to waste.

      “I understand,” she said. “Could we set up a time to meet? I can come back here, or we could get a coffee or…whatever works for you.”

      “Call my assistant and set something up.” He started to walk toward the door, forcing his mind back to the problem at hand, the future of North Brothers Sports.

      Her hand on the sleeve of his suit jacket stopped him, though, not because it was a firm grip but because it was unexpected, and then the look in her eyes, the determination, had him turning to face her once again.

      “Your assistant hasn’t helped me so far, and it’s important that I talk to you. Vital. It won’t take long. Please,” she said, and he saw the steel in her gaze that he didn’t recall from that night so long ago.

      Mason couldn’t fathom what she might want from him, but it was best to nip this in the bud, hear her out, send her on her way.

      When he saw his cousin Connor turn into the parking lot, he made a split-second decision, grasped her elbow to guide her, and said, “Come with me. I’ve got five minutes.”

      He ushered her back to the sidewalk and in the opposite direction from where he’d parked, toward the patio at the side of the building. They walked quickly, as he needed to avoid running into Connor with her at his side. The fewer explanations he had to make, the better. Gabe was already going to be all over his ass for this bizarre run-in.

      When they were around the corner of the building and semi-hidden from the lot by a row of tall, skinny evergreen bushes, he faced her expectantly and not patiently. There were a half-dozen patio tables surrounded by chairs, but he didn’t invite her to sit.

      “This is awkward,” Eliza said, then swallowed and looked at the concrete ground. “I’m not sure⁠—”

      “My meeting starts soon,” he prompted.

      “Yes.” She took in a deep breath. “Sorry. There’s no good way to say this, especially given your lack of availability, so I’m just going to say it.”

      Her eyes met his, and it stunned him more than a little to realize that head-on impact was just as potent as it had been that night in the hotel bar when he’d met her. Ka-bam!

      She swallowed nervously. “I… We… You have a son.”

      Not possible. This woman was crazy.

      “A three-year-old little boy named Calvin,” she said, the words rushed. “I don’t want anything from you. I know what this looks like—an article comes out about you being the most eligible bachelor, and I’m betting all these women are trying to get a piece of you, but that’s not what I’m doing. I just… I tried to find you. I thought maybe you lived in California and I didn’t know your last name, didn’t know…anything. But I tried to find you to let you know. So that’s…that’s what I’m doing.”

      Mason barely registered any of it, because as she went on, the truth sank in. He no longer believed she was lying. She thought he was the father of her son.

      “What proof do you have?” he asked.

      Her eyes narrowed ever so slightly, and if it was possible, that steel in them went cold. “The proof,” she bit out, “is that I hadn’t been with anyone for at least six months before you.”

      “And after?”

      Her jaw stiffened as she stared at him, and though she didn’t otherwise move, he felt her anger coming off her in waves, but what the hell did she expect? That he’d just take a paternity claim from anyone without question? Yes, he remembered her, but he also knew they’d used condoms. He always used condoms. So the chances she was right…

      “Not that it’s any of your business,” she said in a low, measured tone, “but I haven’t been with anyone since. Because I was dealing with the shock of a lifetime, pregnant and alone, and then I became a single mother.” A lock of her silky hair fell across her cheek, and she shoved it back with a brusque motion. “I’ve felt bad all these years that you didn’t know, but I didn’t have any way of telling you. And then I saw you in that magazine and I thought…” She shook her head, looked away, and her voice came out even quieter. “I thought you might want to know you have a child.”

      Mason prided himself on his brain, on his sharpness, his ability to take in a situation, assess, make a decision, and move forward. It was how he ran his life, how he ran a successful sporting goods chain. But right now, his brain was sputtering out, unable to absorb what she was telling him. He understood on the surface, but his normally reliable judgment had gone offline about three minutes ago.

      Because a part of him believed her.

      And part of him could not comprehend that he might be a father.

      And yet another part was reeling just from the fact that he was standing face-to-face with this woman who had bewitched him…apparently four years ago. He hadn’t been counting. He’d been trying to forget her.

      “I can see I was wrong,” she said just as his phone blew up with three different text notifications, undoubtedly his brother wondering why the hell he wasn’t upstairs yet. “You better get to your meeting. Sorry to make you late.”

      She pivoted and rushed off, around the bushes and out of his sight. Mason knew he should stop her, knew this wasn’t over, not by a long shot, but he couldn’t seem to form words. Was struggling to latch on to a coherent thought other than the easy one: He had a meeting to get to. A damn important, do-or-die meeting.

      He used his card to get in through the patio door and headed upstairs to lead his company, because that was what he did. And maybe by the time their business crisis was solved, he would have an idea of how to handle the unimaginable, life-changing disclosure that he might be a father.
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      Sometimes what a girl needed most was a reality check, Eliza thought as she speed-walked toward her SUV.

      Reality check…check.

      Mason North did not want to be a father.

      Okay, she could work with that. She didn’t need Mason North to be a father. She’d made it for three years and eleven months without him, as had Calvin. They could make it another thirty or so. Surely single parenting would be easier by then, right?

      When she reached the driver’s door, she let herself in, jabbed the key in the ignition, and backed out, not gunning it as she was compelled to do. Because he could be watching her, and he didn’t need to know she was agitated.

      With as much control as she could muster, she drove out of the parking lot of the North Brothers corporate offices, turned onto the street, and pulled into a coffee shop two blocks down. She parked in a spot facing the street and did not get out to get coffee. Though she was dying for another cup, she would wait till she got home and pour herself a cup from the coffeemaker on her counter instead of paying four dollars for one here.

      As soon as she killed the engine, she picked up her cell phone, knowing Grace was waiting to hear how it’d gone. She pressed the button to dial her roommate, who picked up immediately.

      “Well?” Grace said. “Did you see him?”

      “I did more than see him. I told him.”

      There was a slight hesitation, then Grace said, “You’ve barely been there a half hour.”

      “He gave me five minutes.”

      “Jackass.”

      Tears filled Eliza’s eyes at the single word of one-hundred-percent support. She brushed them away, though, because Mason North was not getting her tears.

      “Tell me everything,” Grace demanded, and Eliza could hear kitchen sounds in the background, as if the phone was on speaker on the counter as she made breakfast.

      “Is Calvin up yet?”

      “Seven a.m., like clockwork. He’s in his room, playing with his fire truck until breakfast is ready.”

      Eliza smiled. Her boy loved that fire truck.

      “Eliza, I’m dying here.”

      “Calvin shouldn’t hear any of this.” Not that he’d likely understand what they were talking about, but she couldn’t risk it.

      She could hear a change in the background noise, as if Grace took the phone off speaker.

      “Spill.”

      “There’s not a lot to spill. He took me over to a hidden patio to talk. I had no choice but to blurt it out. He questioned how I could be sure it was his child.”

      “Which I’d expect,” Grace said. “Did he believe you?”

      “I have no idea. I don’t know him well enough to tell.” And the Mason she’d known that night had been mostly absent from the Mason she’d just confronted.

      “Well, what did he say?”

      “Basically nothing. He just stood there with this awful look on his face. Mad, disgusted, I don’t know. Definitely not yay, I’m a father.”

      “Be real, Eliza. Is that what you expected?”

      No. It wasn’t what she’d expected, but she’d be lying if she said she hadn’t hoped. In fact… God, she felt like an idiot for how many times in the past seven days she’d caught herself envisioning a family of three, a mom, a dad, and their beloved boy.

      For the past week, she’d tried everything she could think of to reach Mason, to set up an appointment, even a phone call, anything that would allow her to talk to him, to tell him the truth. His administrative assistant—Ruby, she knew because she’d talked to Ruby multiple times now—she was a steel wall who wouldn’t let anyone she didn’t deem to have a suitable reason through to Mason. Eliza had wondered more than once whether paternity was suitable enough. As frustrated as she’d become, she hadn’t succumbed to laying that truth on the guard-dog woman.

      Eliza and Grace had worked so hard since last Wednesday to track down the CEO that they were worthy of either receiving some kind of private investigator certification or being arrested as stalkers.

      She’d found where he lived—a penthouse condo in a luxury building in Midtown, naturally one where she couldn’t just walk up to his door and knock.

      She knew not only where he worked but that he worked hellacious hours, and it had taken her getting up at five a.m. to make it to his office before him this morning.

      She’d discovered that, unlike some of his brothers and cousins, he apparently didn’t spend much time at the Harrison North Baseball and Softball Foundation—she’d tried not only calling there for info on him but also dropping by.

      His father had died years ago, and his mother lived in town, but Eliza hadn’t been able to find out where she lived. In fact, the rest of the family succeeded in keeping their personal residences secret. Probably for the best, because Eliza had had no intention of bothering his mom or brothers unless she exhausted every other possibility for reaching Mason.

      “He was just…” Eliza shook her head, still processing the five-minute run-in even now. “I don’t know. Like a brick wall.”

      “Are you seeing him again?”

      “I don’t think so. I did what I had to do. I told him. That’s all I can do, right?”

      “What if he contacts you?” Grace asked.

      “He’s not going to contact me. He could barely look at me.”

      “He’s probably reeling, Eliza.”

      “Maybe.”

      Grace let out a harsh, husky laugh. “There’s no maybe. He’s reeling like a drunk guy on a boat in choppy waters. Think about it. You just told him he’s a dad.”

      “I’m not sure Mason North is the kind of guy who reels about anything.”

      “I call BS. The man dotes on his mother.” They’d seen photos online of him at her side at some fancy gala, and by all appearances, what Grace said was true. “You need to give him some time. Let him catch up.”

      “I don’t need to do anything, Grace. I told him. He knows. Problem solved. Calvin and I are fine, thanks in no small part to you and Lettie being amazing humans.”

      “Pshaw,” Grace said impatiently. “We’re a family. You couldn’t pry this guy away from me if you tried. Right, Calvin?”

      “Right!” Eliza heard her son yell with fervor, which made her heart turn over a little. His life wasn’t what you would call typical, but he was loved. Well loved.

      “Which brings me back to, I don’t need anything from Mason North. We don’t need anything. We’re good the way we are. And I’m coming home to get some coffee.”

      “Another pot’s brewing as we speak.”

      “Best friend in the world,” Eliza said with scores of unspoken gratitude.

      “Likewise, sugar.”

      Calvin shrieked in the background and then Blitz barked. The sounds of home.

      Grace continued, “No matter what happens, you said it yourself. You did what you needed to. Mission accomplished. Come home and let’s eat pancakes. Forget about everything else.”

      “Plan,” Eliza agreed and said goodbye.

      As she started the car and drove toward home, she only wished she could forget about everything else. But the fact was, it’d been fifteen minutes since she’d driven away from Mason North, and she was still shaking. It had nothing to do with his lack of response about Calvin and everything to do with merely laying eyes on that impossible-to-ignore man in person. Something about him, even in spite of his cool indifference to her and her news, rattled her on a soul level.

      All the more reason it was for the best that she never saw him again.
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        * * *

      

      The second he adjourned the meeting, Mason shot out of his chair at the head of the table and darted out of the conference room.

      He hoped like hell Ruby had taken good notes, because his concentration level was shit.

      As he strode down the hall toward his corner office, he blocked out everything around him, locking his eyes on his phone as he went, acting absorbed by the screen in case he passed anyone. As he walked by Ruby’s empty desk, he heard Gabe behind him, calling his name.

      Mason proceeded into his office, hoping his brother would get the message that he wasn’t available.

      No such luck.

      Without a word, Gabe followed him in and closed the door.

      “What the hell is going on?” Gabe demanded in a tempered tone.

      Mason went around his desk and faced his brother without a word.

      Gabe stepped between the desk and the visitors’ chairs and tilted his head as he silently took in Mason.

      Swearing to himself, Mason turned away, pointed his gaze out the window at the less-than-impressive view of the busy street. “Did you need something?” he asked.

      Several beats of silence passed, and he felt his brother staring into his back, trying to figure out what was going on. It was a pointless effort. He’d never in a million years guess correctly.

      “Who was the woman?” Gabe asked.

      “A woman I met a few years ago. What’d you think of the meeting?” he diverted, his back still to Gabe.

      Another long pause stretched between them before Gabe said, “I think you were only half there. Because of the woman. What did she say to you?”

      Hands in the pockets of his suit pants, Mason rattled his keys, debating. It wasn’t in his nature to share a personal problem. He was more comfortable with business problems and kept his personal life as drama-free as possible. Until now, evidently.

      As much as he’d prefer to keep the bomb Eliza had dropped to himself, he recognized that this thing was big. Life-changing. The sooner he could gain some perspective and wrangle with the situation, the sooner he would be able to move forward with a plan. And so far, he was staggering, mentally, emotionally.

      Mason lowered himself to his leather chair, pushed back from his desk, peered up toward the ceiling without actually seeing it. Gabe sat across from him, waiting.

      “I met Eliza during the Business Leadership Conference four years ago at the Lewis Hotel. Remember the evening we had drinks in the hotel bar with Tony Biscane and Peter White? It was just after Uncle Ham died and the board approved me as CEO.”

      “I think I remember the night. You were staying in the hotel while you had your kitchen remodeled so you could put the place on the market.”

      Mason nodded. “You all left after a couple of drinks. I stayed, ordered dinner.”

      “And you met this woman. Eliza?” Gabe said.

      As he’d finished eating, he couldn’t help but notice the dark-haired woman who came in and took a seat toward one end of the bar and seemed to know the blond bartender well.

      Both women were attractive. Beyond attractive. There’d been something more than surface beauty with the dark-haired one, though, something that had drawn his attention from the moment he laid eyes on her, and the longer he watched her, discreetly, from a distance, the more compelled he was to speak to her, know more about her. When the Cardinals, on the TV behind the bar, had scored a run and she’d let out a hearty cheer—despite it being only a spring training game—his interest had pounded through him, enough that he’d gotten up and taken the stool next to her.

      The word bewitching echoed through his mind again, because that’s what she’d been. They’d gone into it knowing it was a one-night thing, and yet somehow, it’d been on a different level than all the other women Mason had been with over the years.

      When he’d woken up alone the next morning, he’d tried to shrug the whole thing off and go on with his life as if his world hadn’t been categorically rocked. He had a company to run. His father’s legacy to continue to build. He didn’t believe in magic and didn’t have the luxury of letting sex distract him. And so he hadn’t let it.

      Much.

      And now…

      “She claims she’s the mother of my three-year-old son.”

      Gabe’s eyes popped wide open, and he leaned forward, planted his elbows into his legs, and covered his mouth with his hands as he gaped at Mason.

      Mason leaned his elbows on his desk as his statement seemed to expand between them.

      “Do you think it could be true?” Gabe eventually asked.

      “I think I need to get a test. The fact that she said she doesn’t want anything from me leads me to believe⁠—”

      “It could be true,” Gabe finished as he sat up straight again. “Jesus, Mason. What are you going to do?”

      “Hell if I know. I have to figure it out though, get it settled, because work needs my full attention. This couldn’t come at a worse time.”

      Gabe let out a huff. “I don’t think a
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