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      Liam Grayson checked his sleek watch as he parked his red Ferrari in the parking lot of a pediatrician’s office. He drank the last sip of his warm coffee before getting out of the car and locking it, using the key fob over his shoulder.

      If anyone had told him he would be a thirty-one-year-old bachelor on his way to a pediatrician’s office to babysit, he would have laughed in their face. His father would call him a pussy if he could see him now. Good thing dear ol’ Dad was in prison. Liam didn’t regret sending him there for one second. The way Daniel Grayson had treated his sister, Isa, because she’d happened to fall in love with a man from Africa had been despicable. But that wasn’t the worst of his sins by a long shot.

      Liam pushed through the doors to the office. His younger sister was waiting with her two-month-old daughter in her arms.

      “Hey, Liam.” His sister’s dark blue eyes lit up. Isa waved with her free hand.

      Before he could respond, Joy and Max shouted, “Uncle Liam!” in unison and ran over to give him a hug. Isa and her husband, Ethan, had adopted the siblings after his sister and brother-in-law died in a tragic car accident.

      “Hey, guys,” Liam said, ruffling his hand over three-year-old Max’s head. The little boy’s brown eyes gazed at him like he was a superhero. The problem was, Liam was no hero.

      “Hey, little man, I think you grew a few inches since I last saw you.”

      Max puffed out his chest proudly.

      “Joy, there’s something different about you.” His hand rested on his chin, pretending to be deep in thought as she smiled at him shyly.

      “You got your hair done.” He guessed finally.

      “Yeah, Mama Isa did it for me.”

      He turned to his sister, impressed.

      She smiled and nodded. “I’m learning. Ethan’s mom is teaching me.”

      Liam dug in his pocket and pulled out two lollipops which he handed to the kids, who accepted them hungrily before they went off to play.

      He took the open seat next to his sister and reached out for little Sophia. The baby was a perfect mix of her Ghanaian father and her mother’s Mediterranean heritage. A few curls piled on the very center of her otherwise bald head. Her eyes were dark blue, just like her mama’s.

      “She smells so good,” he said.

      “You wouldn’t have said that fifteen minutes ago.” Isa laughed. “It was all up her back.”

      Liam scrunched his face. “I don’t need to hear about her bowel movements.” He handed the baby back to her mother.

      His sister smiled. “Just wait until you’re a dad.”

      Her words sent a thousand tiny daggers through his heart. She didn’t know that he could never have that. He had loved someone long ago, and he’d fucked it up. All for the very man who he once idolized and now hated with everything in him. Trying to make up for the dark sins of the past. Jacob’s face flashed in his mind. Gone was his memory of the lively child, replaced with his vision of his lifeless body.

      “How is Ethan doing?” He changed the subject.

      “Great! He’s at a soccer tournament with Jax and the rest of the league. I really appreciate you coming to help keep an eye on the kids while I take Sophia in for her checkup.”

      “What are uncles for?” He winked.

      A door opened to his back, sending a gust of cool air across his back. His hair stood on end, and an overpowering hum took over his body. He pulled his phone from his pocket to see if it was vibrating, but it wasn’t.

      “Natasha Nelson?” a voice called from behind him.

      The name sent a shiver of awareness through him. His guts twisted into a thousand intricate knots. He froze, holding his breath, waiting to hear the voice that answered.

      “Yes?”

      It was her. The very woman who’d changed his life. His ears rang as his heart pounded in his chest. Moments and memories flashed in his mind like colorful butterflies. His chest ached, the pain as fresh as the day he’d walked away. He stood, his eyes needing to confirm what his ears were hearing.

      She leaned over the counter, looking at some paperwork. Her curly hair was trimmed neatly above her shoulders in a loose Afro. The cream silk dress that cinched around the curve of her hips accentuated her features in all the best ways: both feminine and professional. What struck Liam was the little hand that held on to the side of her dress. A boy—a few shades lighter than his mother’s skin. His hair was longer than his mothers, past his shoulders. He looked straight at Liam. His piercing golden eyes were a sucker punch to the chest.

      Liam was propelled forward, his veins burning with something foreign. He reached them the minute she looked up. Shock covered her beautiful features as her gaze met his.

      “Tasha?” he asked, begging the mirage to tell him this wasn’t a dream.

      Her expression quickly morphed into anger as she pulled the little boy closer, protectively. “What are you doing here?” she asked him accusatorially.

      He motioned to a wide-eyed and curious Isa over his shoulder. “I’m here with my sister.” He looked back at the boy and squatted to the kid’s eye level. “Hey, buddy, I’m Liam. What’s your name?”

      “Hey, that’s my middle name! My first name is Carter. I’m not supposed to talk to strangers though. Right, Mommy?” he asked Natasha.

      “Right. Especially this one,” she said, stiffening.

      Before Liam had a chance to respond, Isa walked over. “Hey, Natasha. You know my brother?”

      Natasha forced a smile. “Hello, Isa. Nice to see you. Yes, we’ve met. I’ll have to talk to you later. We need to get this guy to camp before I go back to the office.” She pushed past them without a second glance towards Liam.

      His eyes were glued to their backs, watching in disbelief as he called after them, “How old are you, Carter?”

      Natasha walked faster, but the little boy turned and proudly proclaimed, “Eight and a half!”

      They disappeared out of the reception area hand in hand.

      His heart splintered as his mind raced, thinking back to all the times they had been together. She was the only woman he’d ever slept with without a condom, and it had only happened once. His last selfish attempt at connecting with her before he’d torn their worlds apart. The day before he’d broken it off with her.

      Natasha had a son who was the spitting image of him as a boy.

      “How do you know Natasha?” Isa asked, pulling him out of his trance.

      “How do you know her?” he asked.

      A triangle formed between her eyebrows as she answered, “I’ve gone into the office a few times with Harper to see Jax. Natasha works with him at Parker Consulting Inc. She is chief executive consultant there.”

      Liam’s heart nearly pounded out of his chest. The woman he loved was living in Boston, and she had a kid. There was no doubt in his mind—Liam had a son.

      Why hadn’t she told him?
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      Natasha let out a shaky breath after getting back into the car. Carter was at engineering camp, and she had time—to fall apart. She let herself truly feel for the first time since the incident at the pediatrician’s office. When she had seen Liam Grayson standing next to her, looking at her son with recognition, she’d assumed the worst. Why, after all this time, would he decide he suddenly wanted something to do with their child? Almost nine years had gone by. He’d had plenty of chances to be a part of Carter’s life. It was too fucking late now.

      Her hands trembled with the anger and shock that had coursed through her the moment she had laid eyes on Liam. The man still managed to affect her body simply with his presence. The only difference was that now instead of the love and lust-fueled fire that had burned for him, her feelings were replaced with fury, and even rage. How dare he show up and pretend he didn’t even know how old their son was?

      He was just like his son-of-a-bitch father: manipulative and so damn good at lying. She might have believed his shock if she hadn’t been the one to deal with his family when she’d found out she was pregnant. The coward couldn’t even face her, leaving his mother and father to kick her and her child to the curb like trash.

      She took a cleansing deep
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