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Chapter 1

 

 

SAVANNAH

 

I’m sorry I rushed off but something urgent came up. I’ll be back tomorrow.

She’d sent that text to Briony as soon as she had arrived back home, not long after lunchtime. 

Tobias’s words cut into her, sharp like shrapnel, leaving her so devastated that the only thing she could think of was to get the hell away. She couldn’t run the risk of seeing him again. She’d tried to soldier on at work, had managed to stumble along for a few hours but his unpleasant words and that venomous look on his face refused to leave her and made it unbearable for her to remain there.

The hours had crawled miserably towards lunchtime. She’d gone out to grab a sandwich but had ended up coming home and cleaning her oven instead.

It was spotless now. Because when all else failed, when she couldn’t stop replaying that scene over and over in her mind, or stem the endless recording of his words, her urge to clean, the desire to put order into things she could control, helped focus her mind. So she had cleaned her oven until she could see her face reflected in the shiny windows of the oven door.

I’ll fuck you for hours and pay you well. 

His words stabbed into her psyche, throwing her into further misery. Each time her mind drifted to that scene again, she scrubbed harder, forcing herself to concentrate on the task at hand. 

It was bad enough that money worries kept her from sleeping ever since she’d found out how much the hospital bill had come to. This morning she had worked herself into a frenzy as she’d left for work and was already hesitant about asking Tobias for an advance. Yet he had so graciously helped her through a tough Christmas period and it was this that had convinced her to go forward with her request.

But she hadn’t been prepared for his response, which had knocked the life and breath right out of her, as if he’d landed a solid punch to her midriff. She had rushed away, unsure which was worse: Colt’s punches, or Tobias’s words. 

She never wanted to see him again. Never. Sucker that she was for attracting only jerks and douchebags. 

Her cell phone rang, snapping her back to present and when she saw Briony’s number, she was half-tempted to ignore it, but she knew she couldn’t do that to one of the few people she liked and trusted. 

“Hey, Briony.” 

“Is everything okay? I just got back from a meeting and I saw your text.”

“I’m fine,” said Savannah, eager to put her boss’s mind at ease. “I’m sorry I left but something came up.”

“Are you okay?”

“Yes.” No.

“I wanted to make sure. Tobias was looking for you earlier; I didn’t know where you were.” 

“Does he know I came home early?”

“He’s been in meetings all day. He wouldn’t even know if your room caught fire.”

Savannah feigned a laugh. “I’m sorry. I can explain tomorrow when I come in.”

“Don’t worry about it. I know you’ve had enough to deal with recently. Is Jacob all right? I thought for a moment—”

“Jacob’s fine. Thanks for asking. What did Tobias want?” Her anxiety began to climb. What more could he have to say after the disgusting accusations he had leveled at her?

“I’m not sure and I didn’t care to ask. He didn’t look too happy.”

“Maybe he had a problem with his Word templates,” Savannah suggested, knowing that it wasn’t the reason he’d come looking for her. 

“I don’t know why Candace can’t deal with those problems,” Briony muttered. “But that’s not important. I wanted to make sure that you and Jacob were okay.”

“We’re fine.” Savannah reassured her, quickly glancing at her cell phone screen when she heard the beep of another call waiting. Her eyes flickered with excitement. Bella from Southwood Select, the new recruitment agency she’d been dealing with, was on the line. “I’ve got another call coming through,” she said. “Do you mind—?”

“No, go. I’ll speak to you tomorrow.” Briony told her. Savannah quickly switched to the other call.

“Savannah?” Bella’s crisply efficient voice greeted her, raising her hopes. “I’ve got good news.”

“Yes?” Her mood suddenly brightened. 

“You’ve got the job!” Words that lifted her from her misery.

“I did?” 

“You sure did. They loved you. It wasn’t only your experience to date and the fact that you’ve held this position before, but they liked your personality. They think you’ll fit right in.” Savannah placed her hand on her chest as if she was unable to contain her happiness. This news was more than a small ray of sunshine in an otherwise shit-filled day. “That’s the best news I’ve heard all week! I’m so excited. I really am.” She felt a lightness in her chest and couldn’t help but smile. “How soon can I start?” Tomorrow? She hoped. She was desperate to leave Stone Enterprises at the first opportunity. 

Bella laughed. “You are eager to start. I like that! Unfortunately not tomorrow, but maybe in around two weeks’ time. I’ve been told that they’re looking at the start of February.”

“Are you sure?” asked Savannah, suddenly anxious again. “Because when I spoke to the manager during my interview, he told me that they needed someone as soon as possible.”

Bella paused. “I’ll look into that for you. I can ask, certainly. But first, let me get the paperwork over to you—”

“I can come by during my lunch hour and sign all the necessary paperwork.” Forget waiting until lunchtime, she might even rush out an hour after she arrived at the office to get that paperwork signed. 

“That works for me. I’ll see you tomorrow. Congratulations, once again.”

“Thanks.” Savannah put the phone down and hung her head in sheer relief. It was strange how today life had shown her two extremes on the emotional spectrum. Not only two, thought Savannah despondently, hugging her arms around her body. She’d suffered a whole heap of emotions in between. So much so that she was now ravenous, as well as drained, after the tumultuous ride that the day had turned into. She still hadn’t eaten lunch. 

Feeling happier, she opened the refrigerator and pulled out some cheese and a jar of relish with which to make a sandwich. As she opened the lid to the jar, she was again reminded of Tobias Stone; this had been in the Christmas gift basket he’d sent her. 

Back when he had cared. 


Chapter 2

 

TOBIAS

 

He had to claw his way out of this hole which was as wide as a crater. 

Tobias pushed out of his chair and stared vacantly out of the floor-to-ceiling windows of his Park Avenue duplex. He scrubbed his face as he considered the options for getting himself out of the category five shitstorm he found himself in.

How the fuck was he going to get himself out of this one?

He had a battle ahead of him. Making it up to Savannah Page was going to be more than difficult, if not goddamn impossible, especially when the woman wasn’t giving him a chance. But he had wheedled his way out of tighter corners before and he would do so again. 

When he’d first seen her this morning, when she’d told him she needed to speak to him, he had assumed it was because she wanted to discuss more personal matters. She’d been coy, almost hesitant when she had approached him, and wishful thinking made him believe she’d come to talk about them. 

No way had he been prepared for the request she’d hit him with and in his instant anger, he hadn’t been able to hold back either. Then at the day’s end, when he’d finally sought out the solitude of his office, Matthias had shown up and delivered the bomb: that Jacob had been sick and in the hospital. And that was when Tobias had discovered the real reason Savannah had come to him.

Discovering his mistake, he couldn’t concentrate, couldn’t think, and couldn’t function. Letting his emotions spiral out of control with Savannah the way he had was dangerous and he wasn’t used to it. But her request for an advance had been so unexpected that it had completely derailed him. Always on guard for people wanting and expecting things from him, Tobias had reacted to her as he would have for any unsolicited request for money. 

But he saw now that his paranoia, along with his feelings for her, had blinded his judgment and had made him jump to the wrong conclusion. He should have known better. Savannah Page wasn’t that kind of woman. 

Of course he’d gone to find her, needing to apologize to her, feeling guilty and haunted by the look on her face and the way her body seemed to crumple under the weight of his harsh words. Seeing the damage he’d inflicted on her had left him with a bitter taste he couldn’t get rid of. But when he went to her office, she was nowhere to be found. Briony told him she had probably left for lunch. 

His day had progressively worsened. One goddamn meeting after another; sucking his soul and draining him dry. How the hell were they supposed to attract new clients and find new companies to invest in if they spent so much time analyzing the minutiae of every decision? 

He walked away from the windows and sauntered into his state-of-the-art kitchen. A copy of the WSJ lay spread-eagled on one of the white Corian countertops along with some paperwork he had been looking through.

He had been trying to read, to focus his mind elsewhere but he couldn’t. He’d been unable to think of anything else and now, with the time approaching almost ten o’clock at night, he was going crazy still thinking of her and of what he had done. A proudly independent and steely woman such as Savannah must have been in a desperate place to come to him for money. 

He reread the report that Ludwig, his trusted head of security, had prepared and dropped off earlier. He turned to Ludwig whenever he needed intel and the man always delivered. Savannah Page had money worries—nothing overly major—$10,000 on a credit card and a hospital bill for just over $3,500. With that jerk of an ex-husband up to his eyeballs in gambling debt, she wasn’t going to get any help from him. Twenty-eight years old, soon to turn twenty-nine in three weeks’ time, she was the sole provider for Jacob Samuel Page. 

He had to fix this soon, before it was too late. It didn’t matter how he went about it, what mattered was that he fixed it. 

Showing up at her apartment now was the only way to do that. He’d been thinking about it ever since he’d returned home but the idea had seemed so preposterous that he’d pushed it to the back of his mind. Yet here he was three hours later, still thinking about it. 

He had to see her. He had to make sure she was going to be all right, because she had looked anything but all right by the time he’d finished with her. There was no point summoning Morris—not at this time of night. Picking up his car keys, Tobias rushed out of his apartment and headed towards Sunnyside. 

He and Savannah were going to figure this out tonight.

 

 


Chapter 3

 

SAVANNAH

 

“I’m sorry to ask you, but I was wondering if…if…there was any chance you could… loan me some money.” 

Because there’s no one else I can ask. She cringed inside, wanting to disappear into a black hole, hating that she had to beg to make ends meet. “It’s just that…” her voice trickled to a whisper, “I need to pay a hospital bill.” Savannah squeezed her eyes before opening them. Sitting alone at the kitchen table, she gripped the phone, her head lowered. 

She had hit rock bottom and it was impossible to go any lower. 

“A hospital bill for what?”

“For Jacob. He had an asthma attack last week and had to be hospitalized for a few days.”

“You never told me,” said Kay, her tone one of accusation. 

“I’m sorry. There’s been a lot going on. He was at home for a few days and I was going crazy with worry trying to—” she gulped. Trying to see if Colt or her parents could help financially. “Trying to figure out what I was going to do.”

“I’m sorry, Sav. That’s sounds hard on you. How’s he now?”

She breathed easier. “He’s fine now. Back to his usual, energetic self.” That was all that really mattered, in the end. Begging and scraping to pay the bill was something she could do, but seeing her son sick in the hospital was difficult to bear. “I hate to ask you, Kay, and I’ve been avoiding calling you for that reason.” Asking Kay for money had been as difficult as asking Tobias—almost. Maybe it was because she and Kay were roughly the same age; her cousin was a few years younger. Asking her for money made Savannah feel like even more of a failure than she already did. 

“How much is the bill?” Kay’s voice was solemn.

“It’s $3,583.95.” 

Her cousin spluttered at the other end. “You’re freaking’ kidding me?” Silence fell, making Savannah even more uncomfortable. “Don’t you qualify for government assistance or something?” Kay’s reminder of what she should have done now made her burn with regret. 

“I held off on signing up for it,” she whimpered “I thought I’d be able to land on my feet and find a permanent job soon enough.”

“But, Sav, you can’t make those kinds of assumptions, not with a young child to take care of. It was never going to be that easy.” Kay’s words twisted into her gut like a scythe. 

“I know.” Savannah did know it but she had been so determined to land herself on her feet, that she’d gone about it all wrong, thinking it would be far easier than it really had been. But perhaps it wasn’t too late and even with the promise of the new job, she could still qualify for aid. It was time to throw away her pride and start filling out the paperwork for government assistance.

“We’ll figure something out,” Kay told her as she struggled to compose herself; her shoulders slumped as she stared down at the floor. 

“I know it’s a lot of money, and I’m sorry to burden you with my problems.”

“Shhhhh,” Kay soothed, but it did nothing to help her feel any better. What a loser she was. She couldn’t even call Kay on her cell phone, but had texted her cousin to call her back from work. 

How low was that? 

She was digging for cents, scrambling to survive. This was no way to get by in life, not if she wanted to provide Jacob with a life that was worth living. A dull and heavy ache settled in her chest, dragging her spirits even lower.

“Give me a week or so to see what I can do, Sav. Don’t worry.” 

“Thanks. I owe you.”  

“Take care of Jacob and don’t be sad. We’ll figure something out. I think I might be able to lend you half at least.”

She put the phone down as tears slid down her cheeks. Where was she supposed to conjure up the rest of the money from? Walking into Jacob’s room where he lay fast asleep, Savannah pulled the bedspread, which he had kicked away, back over his body.

A deeper sadness settled over her as she watched her sleeping son. She was a complete failure and yet he thought she was the best mother in the world. He had no idea that she could barely keep it together. He could never know. She rubbed her tears away and walked out, gently closing the door behind her.

Worry still settled over her. It would be a huge help if Kay could lend her half but how was she going to make up the rest of the payment? The new job, as great as it seemed, wasn’t double the salary and if this agency paid anything like her current agency did, then she would have to work a month without getting paid. 

She could go back to waitressing in the evenings and maybe work at the supermarket on the weekends. It would be difficult but it would only be until she’d earned enough to get out of this rut. Lost in deep troubled thoughts of how to claw her way out of the darkness, Savannah jolted when the phone rang again. She answered it quickly. 

“Arnold?” 

“Sorry to bother you, Ms. Page. But there’s someone here who wants to see you. A gentleman by the name of Mr. Stone.” She backed away in fear at the mention of his name. 

Tobias Stone.

What was he doing here and at this time of night? She shrank back, panic seizing her insides and squeezing her chest until she felt like she couldn’t breathe anymore. 

Why, oh, why, oh, why was he here—in her apartment building, downstairs in her lobby? She had nothing to say to him. 

“Ms. Page?” Arnold’s gruff voice didn’t hide his concern. “If it’s too late I can—” Time slowed down as a myriad of conflicting emotions coursed through her body, paralyzing her senses. She wasn’t in the right state of mind to deal with him and yet she had plenty to say to him, especially now that she would be leaving. Maybe this would be her final chance to tell him exactly what she thought of him. 

When she didn’t reply, because her body seemed to have gone into lockdown mode, she heard Arnold’s faraway voice. “I’m afraid this isn’t a good time.”

“Wait.” She spoke up. She had things she needed Tobias Stone to hear and it would be better to say them now, outside of Stone Enterprises, before she walked away forever. “I’m coming down.”

She slipped a sweatshirt over her black lounge pants and stringy vest and then slipped on her sneakers. Her hand automatically lifted to the plastic clip which held her thick hair in place but she thought better of it. There was no point in shaking her hair loose. 

She wasn’t hoping to impress Tobias Stone—she was hoping to give him a piece of her mind. 


Chapter 4

 

 

TOBIAS

 

The wizened old man gave Tobias the kind of stare which would have made a lesser man jump. 

Instead, Tobias turned his back to him and stared out of the lobby door, fixing his eyes on the sleek, black Porsche Panamera that was parked outside. It seemed like a safe enough neighborhood, but this wasn’t Upper Manhattan and he could never be too relaxed. Not that there was any need to worry. His bodyguards would be parked somewhere close by; he peered up and down the street, looking out for their car. He often forgot they tailed him twenty-four-seven.

The elevator’s metallic ‘ding’ sounded and his heart skipped a beat when any moment now he would see her again, for the first time since that meeting. He turned around slowly, his nerves jangling like nervous pups. She stepped out, wearing an oversized top with dark, casual pants and somehow she looked smaller. Her face was set hard and she looked as though she had been crying. The muscles around his heart clenched and he bunched his shoulders, hating himself even more. 

She didn’t even glance at him once as she walked over to the concierge. He heard her say something about Jacob and as he slowly approached the desk, walking up behind her, he heard the man reply. “I’ll go right on up, Ms. Page. Don’t you worry about Jacob. I’ll wait outside the door.” The old man gave him another skewering look before he headed towards the elevator.

Savannah turned around stiffly, her arms still folded. A weighted ball landed in the pit of his stomach and her all too obvious distress made the weight of his guilt double as it settled heavily inside him. “Why are you here?” 

He slowly removed his hands from his pockets and was at a loss with how to proceed. Placing them on his hips seemed too casual, and with his insides churning away with full-on discomfort, Tobias felt anything but casual. He clutched his car keys even tighter. 

“I came to apologize, Savannah.” He wanted to reach out and touch her, but her body language told him to get lost. Standing his ground, he stared at her face. She looked different with her hair scrunched up and held in place with a brown plastic clip. “I am sorry for the things I said, for the way I behaved, for the way I hurt you.”

She snorted at him. “It’s becoming quite a regular thing, isn’t it? You apologizing all the time. Maybe if you didn’t jump to twenty-foot-long conclusions in the first place, you wouldn’t hurt people’s feelings.”

He bowed his head. “That’s why I came. I can’t live with what I said and I’m ashamed of how I treated you.” She gave him a cutting look. 

“It’s done and you can’t take your words back. You can’t repair the damage.”

“I can, if you’ll give me a chance.”

“Give you a chance? Give you a chance?” She said slowly, her eyes bulging. “You can’t buy respect and forgiveness. I know you think you can, because you live in this glass bubble where you think you can buy anything, but you’re wrong.”

“Savannah, I’m sorry. I can’t tell you how—” She put her hand up at him, halting him mid-flow. “You were so off the mark, Mr. Stone. Paying for sex is what you do in your world. It’s not what happens in mine. You really thought I was going to blackmail you? Kiss and tell? You think I came to you for sex?” Her furious words lashed at him. “Do you seriously take me to be that kind of woman?” She pinned a brutal stare on him, leaving him speechless. “Times are hard,” she continued, rage spiking her words, “but I’m sure there are other ways of earning good money. I’m not quite in the gutter yet that I need to consider doing that. Not even for you, Mr. I-Can-Buy-Whatever-The-Hell-I-Want. I hate the sight of you.” She twisted the knife further. “I wish I’d never met you and I resent the fact that Jacob thinks so highly of you when you’re nothing more than a jerk.”

Her words landed like a whip on both cheeks: hard, raw and as good as leaving blood marks. He stared at her, ashamed to hear the accusations she now flung back at him. But she was right. “I was a jerk.”

“Was?”

“I am a jerk—but not all the time. I have my redeeming moments.” He lifted his lips slightly, trying to smile at her but she held her chin high and her nostrils flared. He had to back off in order to calm her down, before he lost her forever. “It was, it is unforgiveable.”

“You’re damn right it is,” she snapped, her eyes, bloodshot and angry, blazing at him. “I don’t even know why you’re here. What difference do you think it can possibly make now? You can’t take back what you said. You can’t unsay those words.” He stepped towards her and saw that she flinched. He stopped, clearly aware of the depth of her hatred for him. 

For him to fix this, he would have to tread lightly. 

God damn it, anyone else, anything else, he wouldn’t have bothered but for the life of him, he could not walk away from Savannah Page. Not with this—his wrongdoing—hanging over him. He had to at least try but in the face of her obvious reluctance to forgive him, Tobias was more determined than ever to do whatever it took to win her back. 

“I can’t take back what I said, but I can fix it. I said things in the heat of the moment—”

“Sometimes people speak the truth in the heat of the moment. This isn’t the first time you’ve jumped to the wrong conclusion, Mr. Stone. You accused me of taking something from you once, do you remember?” 

The Dalton file, how could he forget? 

“What is it that makes you want to punish me each time?” Her composure was calm, but her voice was spitting rage. He could see she’d been bottling it up inside her; he would even hazard a guess that she had probably resisted coming down to see him at all. Maybe she saw this as her only opportunity to have her say without Matthias, Candace or Briony interrupting, or the office logistics and dynamics getting in the way. It was what he’d been hoping for and the fact that she had at least come to see him told him that his battle to win her back, although likely to be long and strewn with obstacles, was not entirely lost. Not yet. 

“It’s not you,” he said, looking down, guilt thrashing over him like the spray off a waterfall. She was always so good at highlighting his flaws and his inadequacies. He’d come to apologize but he should have known better, should have been better prepared for her attack. She smacked him back in the face with his shortcomings and there wasn’t a thing he could do but listen and agree. The psychological and business tactics that he used so effectively on his employees and other businessmen, bending them to his will easily, didn’t seem to work so well on Savannah. 

“It’s not you, Savannah. It’s me.”

Not only had he never been able to get her to do what he wanted, she never seemed afraid of letting him know exactly what she thought of him—traits he found attractive, especially when everyone else around him was always eager to do his bidding. 

He had tried to temper down his feelings for her, unsure himself of the attraction between them—but it was there, invisible and strong, and undeniable. After what seemed like a long spell of keeping his head down and focusing on his business, he was finally coming out of a long, slow hibernation and had connected with this woman who didn’t fall at his feet, or try to fall into his bed, as easily as many before her had tried. 

It made him want her even more. 

“I don’t trust many people.”

“No shit.”

“Please listen,” he said, anxious that she heard him out. “I don’t open myself up to them, or expose myself in any way which might hurt me.”

“We’re not so different, then.” Her voice still carried that hardness, but she had a point. He could see she was tough outside, that she needed to keep that hard shell around her, but unlike him, she was made of softer, warmer stuff, despite how she saw herself. 

“I’m going to make it up to you,” he told her. 

“You can’t.”

“Give me a chance.”

“I don’t want to.”

“Please,” he begged, something else that didn’t come easily to him.

“Why?”

“Because I messed up. Even more than last time. Let me, Savannah.”

Her face reddened. “I don’t want anything from you.”

“Let me try.” He would plead, beg and cajole—things he never did—but he would do them for her, if that was what it took. She shook her head. “No.”

He started to speak but something about the way she stared at him told him he’d already lost her. He clenched his hands together, tightening his stomach instinctively, as if to prepare for the blow that he felt was coming.

“I can make it up to you. I hurt you, I know I did. The accusations I made were unacceptable. I—” But she’d started to walk away, as if she didn’t have the inclination or the desire to stay another minute. He shook his head. “Where are you going? I’m not done.”

“I am.” She pressed the button for the elevator but he walked over and stood in front of her, blocking her entry to the door. “You do things to me, Savannah.” His words floated from his lips in a soft whisper but she narrowed her eyes at him as they stared at one another. He wasn’t given to revealing his innermost secrets, but he had to lay his feelings on the line because he might not get another chance. Now his gut, which had been as unsettled as his nerves from the moment he’d arrived, turned to a jelly-like mess. 

“I do things to you?” Her tone was almost mocking. The ‘ding’ of the elevator heralded its arrival and as the doors slid apart, she was desperate to get in but he stood in the way. “I heard about Jacob. About the asthma attack and I’m sorry I had no idea he’d been that sick. How is he?” If she was surprised by the way he’d prevented her from leaving, she seemed to take it in her stride. 

“Fine now.”

“I understand he was in the hospital for a few days.” She nodded, looking away. He stepped away from the elevator and the doors closed. Facing each other, standing next to the closed doors, he needed to know before she tried to flee again. “That’s why you came to me for help, wasn’t it?” This time she turned to face him, her expression unreadable, and her face hard, as if it was made of lead. “Wasn’t it?” he asked again, needing a reaction, anything.

“What if it was? I don’t need your help anymore.”

“But I want to help. I hate that not only did I shoot you down, I got it so badly, badly and unforgivably wrong.” He stepped towards her again, and noticed that this time she didn’t flinch. He decided to take it slow, so as not to push her away. “Take the advance you asked me for earlier. I can arrange it, just say the word.” His eyes, so full of remorse, now fixed onto her face and he was tempted to reach out and take her hand. But they weren’t at that juncture yet; they could have been, had he not messed up.

“I don’t need your help, Mr. Stone.”

“It’s back to formalities is it, Ms. Page?” he asked, his voice hardening again. It was excruciating, dealing with someone who refused to budge, even a little. How was he ever going to make amends with her? “You have to give me chance, Savannah.”

“I don’t have to give you a damn thing.”

“And yet you did, willingly.” She stared up at him, her hazel eyes glistening under the harsh lobby lights. “That day, you and me,” he reminded her. How could she forget so easily when that moment had taunted him for days? 

“The kiss?” She snarled, baring her teeth.

“Tell me it didn’t mean anything.”

“It didn’t mean anything,” she shot back. 

“I don’t believe you. You felt something, I know you did. I could see it in your eyes. I’ve been pretending it didn’t exist, but I think about you and that moment more than is healthy for me.” He felt tempted to thumb her lips, to run his fingers through her hair as she stood with her arms folded in that ridiculously large sweatshirt. He didn’t doubt that she was soft and warm underneath that tough metal exterior and he yearned to hold her and set everything straight again but one thing was clear: winning Savannah Page back wasn’t going to be easy.

 She placed her hands on her hips in defiance. “You have to understand something about me,” she said, the corners of her lips curling up into a cruel smile. “I’m lousy when it comes to picking men. I’m a magnet for attracting the ones who hurt me the most.” Her hazel eyes burned into him fiercely as she licked her lips, staring at him provocatively. Was she taunting him? “I haven’t been in a relationship for years. I was desperate for a man’s touch.” The last words were a whisper that spoke directly to his core. “The way I reacted to you, I’d have done the same if it had been Matthias.” Tension inched along his spine, pinching the back of his neck with its spiky fingers. 

“Is that what you tell yourself?” The breath sucked out of his body, as if she’d punched his solar plexus and he almost struggled to breathe. It wasn’t true. It couldn’t be. He knew the way she had kissed him that night. 

“Believe it,” she hissed. “I haven’t tasted a man’s lips in years. That wasn’t me reacting to you. I’d have done the same with anyone else. We don’t have anything, Mr. Stone. Don’t mistake that kiss for deep attraction or lust. I’m like a dried-up, abandoned well that’s suddenly found water again.” 

His mouth tightened and he refused to believe her. But he couldn’t resist asking, “Who’s going to help you? Your husband?”

“That loser?” Her expression hinted at surprise even though her response was sharp. “I told you, it seems I only ever attract men who hurt me. Men whose self-esteem is so low the only way they can feel good about themselves is by making others feel worse than bad.” Her words knifed him and he clutched his car keys desperately, like a man who was on his last legs. Once more she had managed to hit him where it hurt. He grabbed her arms, his fingers lingering on the fabric of her sweatshirt as she shuffled her arms free and out of his grip. 

“It’s not my self-esteem I have a problem with, I assure you,” he told her, trying to keep his voice even. She’d embittered him further by her reference to Matthias. “Don’t mix me up with the type of man you married.” He couldn’t say too much without alerting her suspicions. 

And he didn’t believe her when she said she wasn’t reacting to him. Enough women had hit on him that he could tell deceit from full-on emotional entanglement, and even though Savannah Page could deny it all she wanted, she’d felt something for him that evening. He had to find a way to show it to her again. “I can give you the advance and not only for a few months—for a year, whatever you need. I can—the company can pay for Jacob’s medical bills and you’ll have all the healthcare benefits too.” He’d been thinking of how he could help her and had the loose bare bones of something unraveling in his mind. He would have to act on it immediately. 

She shook her head. “It’s too late. I never want to see you again, Tobias Stone. I don’t want to work for your company and once I’ve worked out my notice, you’ll never see or hear from me again. I can’t wait for the day when we won’t ever have to cross paths again.”

“What do you mean?” She was leaving?

“I have another contract with a new agency and it starts in a few weeks’ time, hopefully sooner, if I can convince them to take me on.” With those words, she punched the air out of his lungs. 

“With who?”

“Southwood Select. They came through for me in the end. So you see, Mr. Stone, you don’t need to concern yourself with putting things right for me. I’ll be out of your hair in no time.”

He almost stepped back, fighting the shock of her words as they bulldozed through him. He struggled to accept the reality of her words, a reality which left him winded. He couldn’t let her walk away now, not when he finally believed he had a chance at something. 

“Goodnight.” She turned and pressed the button to the elevator, and this time, when the elevator doors flew apart, she stepped in and was gone, leaving him with his knees liquefied and his steps unsteady. 

By the time he staggered outside, Tobias’s jaw had set harder. She thought she’d be out of his hair, did she? He climbed into his Porsche and called Ludwig. “Southwood Select, it’s a recruitment agency that has offered Savannah Page a job. I want the details on my desk by eight in the morning.”

“I’m on it, Tobias.”

He hung up. I can’t wait for the day when we won’t ever have to cross paths again.

As if he was going to let that day arrive. 


Chapter 5

 

SAVANNAH

 

As she took the elevator back to her floor, Savannah pondered over Tobias’s visit and held her stomach tightly—as if the contents of it would suddenly fall through her body if she didn’t. It was crazy enough that the man had come to her apartment at all, let alone this late at night. 

As tough as she had tried to be, blocking Tobias’s attempts to make it up to her had still been difficult. With the paperwork on her new job not yet signed, she was hardly in a position to turn anything down but she was still hurting, and her pride got in the way. 

They had been cruel, the things he’d said and all she could remember in that moment was that they had hurt more than Colt’s punches. But seeing him again just now had shaken her resolve to show nothing but contempt for him. Like a Swiss army knife to his neck, she’d wanted to hold a bitter grudge against him. But the more he spoke and the more his words seeped through to her heart, the harder she found it to retaliate. She had sensed genuine remorse from him, even though she’d pushed back.

It was easier to deal with the man she knew—the one who was as hard as steel and as cold as ice—than the one who had come to see her tonight. She couldn’t stare into his metallic blue eyes a moment longer, not when he continued to tell her that he was sorry and that he wanted to make it up to her. What was that all about? Offering her an advance and paying for Jacob’s medical bills as well as providing her with healthcare benefits? She was a temp and therefore had no access to those benefits or perks.

So what if he’d found out about Jacob being in the hospital and remorse had poured out of every wrinkle and furrow on his face? She would not allow herself to believe any of his words. Having been within firing range of his roller-coaster moods, she knew how temperamental the man could be.

In the end, there wasn’t that much difference between him and Colt; the way they changed suddenly and without warning. She had vowed never to put herself through that kind of mental torment again and she owed it to herself not to give into a man like Tobias—even if he left her heart racing and her body reacting in ways that were so alien to her. She wanted to believe him but she also had a duty to protect herself. Being with such a temperamental man would be bad for her health and she wasn’t about to expose Jacob to that kind of life again. 

She stepped out of the elevator and walked towards her apartment. “Not even a peep, Ms. Page,” Arnold announced as she approached the door to her apartment. He had been guarding it loyally and it was as if he had read her mind and known that she would be worried about leaving Jacob alone. 

“Thank you, Arnold.”

“Is everything all right?” he asked, looking at her with concern.

“Yes.” She forced a smile. 

“You didn’t look so pleased to see him.” He frowned and his face puckered into even smaller lines. “Was that young Jacob’s father?”

“No,” she replied quickly. “He doesn’t even know where I live.” Arnold gave her a knowing look. 

“You’re safe here, Ms. Page. I’m always on the door, most nights.”

“I know, Arnold, and I feel better for knowing that. Thank you, and goodnight.” He nodded and walked away as she stepped back into her apartment with relief. Though there was no chance she would get any sleep tonight. 

Today had to rate up there along with her list of worst days. It wasn’t anywhere as bad as the day her drunken husband had tried to force himself on her as she lay sleeping with Jacob. When she’d fought back, the smack he tried to launch at her face had missed and his hard hand had fallen and hit Jacob instead. It had been the day she’d lost it completely.

She didn’t have days like that anymore. Thankfully, she was in a better place now but still, as far as days went, today had been a new low in her new life. First the penthouse and now this. She’d seen two completely different faces of the same man, and she wasn’t even sure if they were the same person.

 

***

 

“You’re back!” Briony exclaimed, when she returned to work the next day. She had barely been at work five minutes when Briony rushed through the door. Savannah looked up in surprise as her computer flickered to life. The notepad and folder she had taken out, in preparation for the day’s work, lay suspended in her hands. Briony stood in front of her desk with her hands on her hips, as if she were awaiting an explanation. “What happened?” 

She had been so consumed by yesterday’s events, and especially by Tobias’s appearance last night, that she’d forgotten to figure out what she was going to tell Briony this morning to explain her sudden disappearance yesterday. The idea of lying to her friend didn’t sit well with her but there was no way she could tell her the truth. “I had some issues to deal with regarding my ex-husband.” She glanced at Briony quickly before setting the folder on the desk and opening her organizer. 

“Oh, hon,” said Briony, pulling up a chair and sitting herself down. Savannah blanched. She didn’t want an in-depth discussion about it. “Did you get it taken care of, whatever it was?” 

Savannah’s attempts to appear nonchalant seemed pointless in the face of Briony’s apparent concern. She tapped the desk with her fingers and put on a somber expression. “I think so.”

“Any time you want to talk about things, hon, you let me know,” Briony said. Savannah heard more than an invitation to open up and share but there was nothing she could share. Everything that had happened between her and Tobias, not only yesterday, but before, had to remain a secret. But she could offer a morsel to her friend whose genuine concern made Savannah feel better. It was comforting to know that Briony cared. “I made the mistake of calling Jacob’s father and asking him to help pay towards the hospital bill but he refused.” 

Briony shifted forward in her seat, her face the perfect picture of feminine solidarity and disgust. She shook her head slowly. “Men are pigs, aren’t they?”

“The ones I meet seem to be,” replied Savannah, agreeing. “But I’m fine. I’m used to it. I don’t know why I did it. I mean, I guess I do. But I had to try.” She gave Briony a small nod and a smile, hoping this would be the end of it.

“Are you having a hard time making the payment?” 

Savannah faked a smile. “Kind of. But I think I might be okay.” She wanted to tell Briony about the new job and that she would be leaving soon. She felt obliged to tell her even before she told her current agency but first she needed to go to Southwood Select and sign the paperwork. Only then would she know it was real. “My cousin might be able to help me out.” She stared at her computer screen knowing that Kay hadn’t promised anything definite and only half at best. “We’ll see what happens.” 

“I could have a word with HR,” Briony suggested. “I’m sure the company could help you—”

“No,” Savannah interrupted. “No, please don’t.”

“But, hon, are you in a position to dismiss it so easily? I can see you’re stressed out. I’ve seen you this last week, what with the worry over Jacob, and now having to deal with this. Let me —”

“No, Briony, please don’t do anything on my behalf.” She pleaded. The last thing she needed was for Briony to go rushing off to HR, or, god forbid, to Tobias, on her quest for assistance. She wanted no more involvement from Tobias but then it hit her like a falling boulder. He already knew about her leaving. What if he told Briony before Savannah herself had had a chance to? Dare she email him or call him or go see him to tell him to keep this news to himself? A new worry settled heavily in her chest. 

Briony seemed annoyed. “I don’t understand your logic,” she said, glancing at her watch. “Don’t worry, we can talk later. I have a heap of things to do and then a meeting with Tobias and Matthias before lunch.” 

“With both of them?” 

“I’ll update you soon enough,” Briony said, giving her a strange grin and with those ominous words hanging in the air, she stood up.

“I need to see you about something later on,” Savannah said as breezily as she could manage, given the nature of the news she needed to impart. 

“Why didn’t you tell me now?” Briony asked. 

“It can wait. It’s not that important.”

Briony moved towards the door, shrugging. “I think it’s about time you had some me-time, Savannah. You should come out with us for a drink one evening, you, me and Max. You work way too hard and I can see that you need to relax.”

“I have a young son—”

“I know, I know. But that doesn’t mean that you can’t put any time aside for yourself. You have a babysitter, too, don’t you? Once in a while it would do you some good to get out and meet with people socially. You’ve been looking too worked up lately and I’m starting to worry about you.”

“Please don’t,” Savannah rushed to reassure her. Everyone worried about her, it seemed.

“I want to keep you on, and I’m doing my best to make it happen. The last thing I want is for you to get sick on account of the stress and that dumbass ex of yours.” Savannah raised her chin, feeling somewhat uplifted. But she felt even more uncomfortable than ever at the thought of telling Briony that she had another job lined up. There would never be a right time to tell her. 

She’d have to do it as soon as she had the requisite paperwork in her hands. 

 

 


Chapter 6

 

 

TOBIAS

 

“No Matthias?” Briony looked surprised when she walked into his office. 

“No,” Tobias replied, closing the door behind her. This wasn’t the meeting he had planned with the three of them. This one was a very last-minute meeting and involved a slight change of plans. 

“Sit down, Briony,” he ordered as he stood behind his chair with his hands in his pockets. He’d been figuring it out all night and his plan was almost perfect. It depended on how Savannah Page reacted. “I’ve been thinking about the position for this new candidate you want to hire,” he glanced at her. 

“I’m seeing HR about it later today,” Briony replied. “I’m anxious that we move on it quickly.” She sat back in her chair with her notepad balanced on her lap.

“I know you’re interested in taking on Savannah Page.” 

“Yes. For reasons I’ve mentioned before. She’s hard-working, honest, rel—” Tobias nodded. 

“You’ve mentioned her work ethic before and how satisfied you were with her performance.” He inhaled deeply. “About a year ago we spoke about my requirement for having someone on hand to conduct preliminary research on companies that caught my attention?”

Briony looked puzzled at first, her brow creasing and then smoothing out. “Last year, wasn’t it?”

“That’s right.” He placed his hand in front of him on the headrest. “I have an urgent requirement for that position right now. For a part-time researcher.” Briony’s eyes widened as she gave him a what’s-this-got-to-do-with-me look. 

“But I want someone I can trust. Someone who is capable, honest and hard-working and who can work alone, without being spoon-fed every hour.” He could see that she still hadn’t grasped it, even though he had tried to set it out in a way that would make sense and not raise too much suspicion. It was a simple enough requirement, but granted, it was still out of the ordinary, especially for a man like him to be dealing with such trifling matters. Still, he had to get this right from the onset so that later on if anyone questioned his motives—people like Matthias or Candace—he was more than prepared for them.

“I don’t understand,” Briony responded, shuffling in her chair. “What does this have to do with the position I want to fill? Is there a cap on recruitment numbers?”

“No cap,” replied Tobias. “But I was hoping you could take this on imminently. As in starting this week.”

“This week?” She jerked her head back, disbelieving. Tobias leaned forward. 

“Or next week, I’ll leave it up to you. It’s a small project, and we can pass it to the research teams once I need a detailed analysis but you could have Savannah Page carry out the initial research for two days a week.”

“Savannah Page?” 

“That’s who you’re thinking of taking on, isn’t it?”

Briony nodded. 

“It’s not something I can give to Candace, nor is it specific enough to give to our research teams. I’m fully aware we have people with college degrees who perform market and risk analysis on companies but that’s not what I need, not when I come across a company I’m merely curious about.”

“I see,” said Briony slowly. “We talked about it briefly a year ago.” It was coming back to her. Back then it had been more of a nice-to-have resource. But now, with him needing to make serious amends with Savannah, he’d found a way to do that and have it be something that would help them both. 

“It makes sense for you to run this since it falls under your area and I also think that Savannah Page would be ideal, especially with her knowledge of how things work, especially here on the twenty-first floor, and with your and others’ recommendations about her character and reliability. I’d rather not waste any time going out to source another person when you already have someone. Do you agree?”

Briony appeared to consider his offer. “This is not a reflection on Savannah, in fact I’m actually pleased that you have an opening that might be beneficial for her. She’s had a hard time of things lately and I’m not sure I have enough work for her as quickly as she needs it. But it seems as though we’re hiring when we already have a department in-house.”

Tobias forced a smile. “I don’t want to take a resource from another department, when I don’t have a full-time position for them. You have a temp for whom you don’t yet have enough work. Why not fulfill both our needs and give her a full-time job?” He didn’t want to touch on the real reason, nor did Briony need to know. Thankfully, she seemed to know that Savannah was in need of financial assistance. He leaned forward. “I’ve also heard that she’s having a hard time lately.” 

“Her son had to go to the hospital last week,” Briony told him. “She’s a single mom, too. I don’t think the boy’s father is around and I get the feeling that she’s struggling.”

“I know it’s not our duty to act as welfare agents, but we have the need for more work and she seems to be suitably qualified. It makes sense to have her do the job.”

Briony nodded. “It does.”

“I would rather this didn’t leave these four walls,” he cautioned. “I met her son when she brought him to work once during the holidays because she had nowhere else to leave him. I understand her position and if I can give her work that she needs, and for which I now have a pressing requirement, then it appears to be a perfect fit. And by the same token, I’m certain that Savannah would not want to accept charity.” In case Briony needed any more convincing. “She seems to be the right candidate only because you trust her implicitly and you know how paranoid I can be.” 

“I think we all know that, Tobias.” She nodded. “I guess it makes sense. In fact, I don’t have enough work to keep her busy right now.”

“It’s your project, Briony. We’ll meet sometime next week to discuss a project plan and what I expect from you. As I’ve already mentioned, it’s not a huge project and it shouldn’t ruffle any feathers but I expect it might.” He looked at her, knowing that he could trust her. “But maybe you can let Ms. Page know about the position today?”

“I’ll have to resubmit an amended job specification to HR first, based on the new requirement.”

“I’ve already taken care of that. The paperwork is here.” He handed her a purple plastic document wallet which she took before slipping him a surprised look.

“I know this seems fast but I had to bypass the usual routes to hiring. I want this started as early as possible.”

“It works out perfectly. You haven’t mentioned any of this to Savannah?” Briony asked. That was the tricky part. 

“No,” he replied, staring out of the window at the dull gray skyline among a lifeless sky devoid of the sun. “I needed to run it by you first.” He turned and faced Briony again. “Of course, if she’s not interested, we’ll advertise internally, and failing that, put it out to an agency.” Briony tapped her pen against her lips, frowning as she scribbled some notes. “I know I’ve thrown this at you without any prior warning and if you need to take more people on, you still can.” 

This seemed to cheer Briony up. “We have the budget to take on a second admin person?”

“Yes.”

Briony’s face brightened. “Thanks.”

“That’s all, Briony,” he said, dismissing her. She got up and moved towards the door. “When do you plan to tell her?” he asked, turning to face his computer screen. 

“I was going to tell her now.”

Tobias nodded. “Don’t forget, you decide how this is run. Savannah Page reports to you as usual. I won’t be having any dealings with her.”


Chapter 7

 

SAVANNAH

 

“Hi,” said Savannah, grinning widely as she stood in front of Bella’s desk. Unable to wait a moment longer, she had braved the lunch-hour madness to make her way to Southwood Select. “I’ve come to sign the paperwork,” said Savannah brightly but the way Bella dipped her chin to her chest and avoided looking at her suddenly made her wary. 

“Come with me,” Bella said, getting up and motioning her into a windowed cubicle away from the open-plan office. 

“What’s wrong?” Even as she asked the question, Savannah knew she wasn’t going to like the answer. A sinking feeling dragged her spirits down like a lead balloon. 

Bella looked at her with large, pitiful eyes. “I am so sorry to tell you this but the company retracted their offer.”

“They did what?” Fear stole into Savannah’s skin like a New York chill. “What do you mean retracted?”

“I mean they took it off the table.” The slim-built, delicately framed young woman wiped her hand over her cheek and looked at Savannah full of remorse. “I’m sorry. I got a call this morning and I forgot that you were going to come by. I’ve been trying to find out what happened but I can’t get any more information out of them other than them saying that they’re reconsidering their options.”

“But why?” Shock froze Savannah to the spot, and she stared at Bella in confusion. As if she didn’t have enough shit to be dealing with right now. “What did they say exactly?”

Bella looked away, as if she was killing time or trying to find the right words, Savannah couldn’t tell which it was. 

“They didn’t call me,” Bella whispered. “They told my boss, and my boss told me. That’s all I know. I don’t know if they filled the position from somewhere else or what. I’m sorry, Savannah. There is no job to offer you.”

She felt her body lurch backwards, as if someone had yanked the carpet out from under her feet. 

No job? She had made plans based on this new position. She had even—oh, good god—she had even told Tobias Stone that she would be leaving. She had been so high and mighty in her responses to him yesterday. “Do you think there’s a chance they might reconsider?” She prayed there would be, even as she asked the question, but Bella shook her head. 

“I’m really, really sorry. It’s happened before. Sometimes companies fill a vacancy internally and then they don’t have the balls to tell us the truth. I feel truly awful for you because you sounded so happy yesterday when I told you that you’d gotten it.”
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