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The Vow, Book 1

The Billionaire’s Love Story (#7)


Chapter 1

 

 

COLT

 

“Just half an hour with my son, please, Jean. That’s all I’m asking for.” He’d won his ex-wife’s mother over once before and he knew she had a soft side to her. 

Colt smiled at Jacob. The boy had grown big. It had been two years, maybe longer, since he’d last seen his son. For one fleeting second, he remembered the chubby toddler in his crib, when they had all lived together, when he’d still been married to Savannah.

Looking back, life hadn’t sucked as much as he’d thought.

“We need to go,” his ex-mother-in-law said. 

“Twenty minutes?” he pleaded. “It’s been a while hasn’t it, son?” He put out a hand to ruffle the boy’s hair and hated the way Jacob moved away from his touch as if he were a leper. “Don’t be scared, Jacob. I’m your daddy. I won’t hurt you.” 

His ex-mother-in-law spoke. “He doesn’t know you.”

He gave her a hard stare. “See what happens when your daughter won’t let me see my son? He can hardly bear for me to touch him.”

“It’s not as if you’ve been beating down the door to come and see him.”

“Look how far she moved.”

“She needed a fresh start.” 

“I’ve been trying to come for a visit but your daughter won’t let me.” 

“I can’t say I blame her,” Jean said, obviously not backing down. “You didn’t make much of an effort even when you were married.” 

He exhaled slowly, trying to remain calm. “I was going through a tough time back then. I’m not here to argue with you, Jean.”

“Then why are you here?”

“I already told you, I was in town.” 

“Savannah’s not here.”

“No?” He feigned surprise. “That’s too bad. I wanted to let her know I was here for a couple of days.” He hoped to get the money and leave, especially if he was to have a chance of leading a normal life again. Without any body parts missing. 

“Why don’t you come by on the weekend?”

“’Fraid I can’t, Jean.” He shrugged and gave her his best look of disappointment. “Can you let her know that I dropped by?”

“I’ll do that.” 

“I was hoping to buy Jacob an ice cream and maybe a comic or a toy. I saw a few stores a couple of blocks away. Are you still crazy about them Ninja Turtles, boy?” Jacob shook his head, and he hadn’t yet let go of his grandma’s hand. “All I’m asking is to buy my son a small gift. Can’t you find it in your heart to let me? What do you say, Jacob?” But the boy looked at him silently with big green eyes that barely blinked. “Don’t be scared. I promise I’ll walk by your side, and you can stay close to your grandma.”

“One milkshake,” Jean insisted. 

“Just the one.” That’s all he needed. 

There had been a time once when he’d wanted to try and make their marriage work, but things weren’t easy, and he’d lose his temper. Didn’t help that Savannah would go whining back to her parents. He was going through a bad time and she couldn’t deal with it. Yet sometimes he wished he could turn back time. It didn’t happen often, just lately, now that he was caught up in all this shit.

Because life—the way it was now—was completely shit. Seeing Merle and his wife and kids shook him sometimes and made him think about the life he’d let slip by. If he’d still had his job, if he was still earning regular money, if he hadn’t turned to alcohol, things might have been different. He couldn’t help but take it out on Savannah sometimes when the frustration mangled his self-esteem. She hadn’t exactly been supportive and wasn’t there for him the way a wife should have been. She was always too tired for him but had plenty of time for the kid. He’d been a douchebag sometimes, but not all the time. 

Once she left him, though, it was crazy how quickly his life had spun out of control. Small mistakes had ballooned into bigger problems and now he was in shit so deep that he almost couldn’t believe it. 

Coming here was his one final chance to fix his life and it was all thanks to Savannah and her new lover. 

Jean and Jacob walked behind him and he turned around every now and then to pass the time by making small talk. “Where is she?” he asked, wanting to hear what the old woman had to say about it.

“On a business trip.”

“A business trip?” He laughed politely. With her lover in Miami? Now that was some kind of business trip, living the good life and servicing her boss. He had a feeling it was going to work out better this way, with Savannah not being here. The more he thought about it, the more he realized that his initial plan might not have worked. She might never have agreed to meet him, might never have given him the chance to hear his sob story. The woman was too smart to fall for anything like that—even though his story, the parts of it he chose to reveal, was true. 

“That’s right.” Her mom was being careful. “A business trip.”

“She sure sounds busy,” Colt commented. “Looks to me like she’s doing good.” She had landed on her feet. Or on her back. Either way, she was doing better than he’d ever hoped. 

Screwing the billionaire. 

If he played his cards right, her good fortune would soon be his now that life had given him a chance to put things right. His prayers had been answered and with the boy as collateral, he had the perfect solution to his problems. 

He looked at the boy again and still couldn’t see any resemblance to himself, except for the hair color. Jacob had eyes like his mother’s. His were more of a brilliant green where hers were a murkier shade. Hazel she called them, not brown like his own. 

The boy caught him staring, so Colt smiled at him, and the boy almost smiled back. A tiny prick of guilt nudged at him, at what he was doing. He wouldn’t hurt the boy but even so, this was as dirty as it got, holding his own son for ransom. It was as low as being a drug mule.

He hadn’t had much to do with his upbringing, but blood was thicker than water, and there was a bond, even if it was weak. Now that he was with him again, he felt it more. Seeing his son reminded him of what he had missed out on and what he would never get back. Flashes of those moments stabbed at him as they walked down the street to the parade of stores nearby. “Can we call Mommy?” Jacob asked his grandma.

“Let’s call her,” offered Colt and called the number to his own house. “She’s not answering.” He sniffed. “Mommy might be busy, or in a meeting or something,” he replied, giving Jean a friendly smile.

“Maybe Mr. Stone took her somewhere nice. He always takes us to nice places,” Jacob said. 

Colt forced a smile. “That’s mighty kind of him, ain’t it? It’s not fair that they’re having all the fun. How about we get a milkshake or an ice cream?” he asked. “I feel like I’m missing out on you growing up, Jacob. Sometimes it makes me real sad.” The boy attempted a smile.

“We can’t stay out too long,” Jean cautioned. “Dale will be wondering where I’ve gone. Maybe I should call him.” She reached into her bag and pulled out her cell phone. 

“We won’t be long, Jean,” said Colt quickly. “There’s no need to call him. Dale hates me and you’ll only make him worry if you tell him I’m here. He’ll probably charge right over and take you both home.”

She put her phone back into her bag. “Okay, but hurry up.”

“How about a nice chocolate ice cream?” Colt asked the boy. “This store looks like it might sell some.” He was familiar with the parade of stores because he’d been hanging out around here while killing time during the day. 

“Come on,” he beckoned to them both and walked in. “What can I get you, Jean?” But Jacob’s grandma politely declined and in the end he bought the boy a double scoop of chocolate ice cream and picked the cheapest ice pop for himself. 

“How’s school?” he asked, as they walked out.

“Okay.”

“Just okay? Made any friends?”

“Yeah.”

“Yeah? Do they have names?”

“Lenny.”

“Lenny?”

“He’s my best friend.”

“Lenny.” He turned to Jean. “He seems kind of settled in.”

“He is,” Jean replied. “They’re both settling in just fine.” She glanced at her watch again and looked as if she couldn’t wait to get back home again. As if she couldn’t wait to be rid of him. 

He attempted to set her mind at ease. “There’s a store along here that sells toys. I want to buy him a gift, then I promise I’ll leave you both in peace.” He pretended to look at his watch. “I didn’t realize it was that time already. I’d better get back.” 

“All right,” she replied. After a while she asked him, “What kind of work are you doing now?” 

A bit of this and a bit of that. The truth wouldn’t sit well with her, so he lied. “Trucking. I was helping a friend out part of the way, that’s how I got here.”

“Part of the way?”

“We drove up to Philly and then I got a ride here. It was the only chance I was going to get to come to New York. Seemed a waste to come so far and go back without seeing my boy and Savannah.”

Jean wrinkled her brow. “Philly is still a couple of hours away.”

“Like I said, I was close by. Closer than being ten hours away.”

Jean’s mouth twisted, as if she was watching what she was saying. “Helping a trucking friend doesn’t sound like a consistent way to earn money.” 

“I keep my hands in a lot of pies, Jean,” he told her stiffly. “It’s tough. I never found a stable job that paid as much as my foreman job did but I’m doing the best I can.” 

Crazy old cow, he thought. She never lets up. Always interfering, always thinking her daughter was too good for him. He turned to Jacob. “What kinds of toys are you into now?” 

“Marvel superheroes,” the boy mumbled. Jean had paused at the entrance to a small grocery store. 

“Do you need to get something?” Colt asked. 

She frowned, as if she wasn’t sure whether to go in or not. “I need to pick up a few things for dinner.”

“Go right on in,” Colt urged her. “We’ll wait.”

“I won’t be long. Those avocados look nice and ripe.”

“You might as well get them now,” Colt insisted and watched as she wandered into the store. “You still like model cars don’t you, Jacob?” The kid had liked them when he was three. But the boy shook his head. “No?” Colt asked. “What do you like?”

“Iron Man, but you don’t need to get me anything. The ice cream was enough.” Refusing to give in, Colt pulled out his cell phone and scrolled to some photos of his ex and the billionaire that he’d found online. “Look,” he said, “Mommy sent me some pictures.”

Jacob looked, then wrinkled his nose. “That’s not a picture,” he said. “That’s from a newspaper.”

“So it is,” mused Colt. “I had some she sent, wait a minute.” As he started to scroll through his cell phone once more, a cab turned the corner and slid down the street, coming towards them. He had a split second to decide. 

Why wait to lose Jean later?

This was it. His only chance. He hailed it down, his heart thumping like he was on drugs. The cab slowed, and he glanced quickly at the store door, saw Jean with her back turned and walking away to another aisle. “Mommy has a surprise for you, Jacob. She’s coming home early and she wanted me to bring you to the airport.”

Jacob looked and made a face, his eyes dubious. He looked at the grocery store. “What about Grandma?”

“She’ll come later.” He opened the cab door quickly. “Come on, son.”

“But Grandma said—” 

Screw Grandma. “It’s a surprise.” He grabbed the boy’s arm and pulled him towards the car door and in his haste to get the boy inside, Jacob dropped his ice cream. “Don’t worry, I’ll get you another one.” He shuffled the boy into the cab and slammed the door shut. Sweat licked at the hairs on the back of his neck. “Drive,” he barked, because he had no idea what the hell he was doing. 

Jacob looked out of the window, his lower lip trembling, “But Grandma—” He looked at Colt and shrank towards the car door, moving away from him.

“Don’t worry about Grandma, son. I promise you Mommy wanted to surprise you. Here, speak to her yourself, if you don’t believe me.” He got out his phone and it seemed to settle him a little.

Once again he called his own home number. Colt shook his head. “She’s still not picking up.” Stay calm, he told himself, even though his heart rocked violently against his chest. But he knew it wouldn’t be long before Jacob figured out he was lying. And he only had a small window of time before Jean raised the alarm.

“Tobias has his own airplane,” said Jacob, with a touch of defiance in his voice. This lie wasn’t going to last much longer. 

“His own airplane?” asked Colt, swallowing hard. The fucker had his own jet, did he? In that case, thought Colt, shrewdly, why not ask for more? 

Forty thousand dollars.

It would buy him a pretty good life. It was enough money to pay off Santino and disappear to a new town to start over again. 

“Why would Mommy tell you to come to the airport when she’s got Mr. Stone now?”

“I told her I was in town,” Colt replied, the muscles around his neck cording as he fought to remain calm. “I like the sound of this Mr. Stone,” he said, smiling at his son. “He sounds like a good man.” 


Chapter 2

 

JEAN

 

She could now make the perfect avocado dip to go along with the chicken wraps for dinner tonight. Jacob loved wraps and he loved her dip even more. Jean stepped outside but her heart pitter-pattered when she didn’t see her grandson. 

She looked to the right and the left and then across the street. Then she continued to look again, even though her chest tightened, as if an iron fist had landed across it.

Where were they?

And then she saw the ice cream cone lying in the middle of the road. The half-melted dark ice cream bled out into a bigger circle. At that very moment, she dropped her bag of groceries. “No,” she murmured, panic rising up her stomach and tearing into her throat. She rested a hand against her chest and blinked a few times, as if the scene might suddenly change and Jacob would magically reappear. 

“No, oh, no,” her voice caught as she struggled to breathe. 

What had Colt done with him? She struggled to pull air into her lungs and knew that she should never have left her grandson alone with his father. Had they gone into a store? They had to be around here somewhere. Colt had said he was buying a toy for Jacob, didn’t he? He wanted to spend time with his son. She’d only turned her back for a moment. 

A fast-fluttering feeling whirled and whooshed around in her stomach as fear turned her thighs to jelly. She reached for the wall to steady herself then, taking a few breaths, she started to walk. She rushed frantically along the row of stores, going into each store she came across, desperate to see the familiar bright yellow of Jacob’s school t-shirt 

“Have you seen a young boy? In a bright yellow t-shirt?” Each time she asked, they all shook their disinterested heads and she rushed out and asked the same in the next store.

Same answer. 

They couldn’t have gone far.

She crossed the street and rushed along the row of stores on the opposite side, clutching her grandson’s coat and schoolbag in her hands, but there was no sign of him anywhere. 

Confused and breathless, desperately hoping this was a dream, she walked back towards the grocery store where she had last left them. The enormity of what had happened suddenly gripped her as she felt the tears sliding down her face. 

“Are these yours?” An elderly man stopped and picked up her bag of groceries. “What’s wrong?” he asked, suddenly concerned. 

“I need to call my husband,” she croaked, struggling to breathe as her chest tightened even more.

 

***

 

COLT 

 

“I wanna go back to Grandma,” cried Jacob, looking more worried by the minute. “Why didn’t you wait for her?”

“Because…” He paused. “Because the cab came and we had to leave.” It was clear to him that his excuse was so flimsy that a six-year-old could see right through it. 

“But why didn’t you wait for her?” 

Shut the hell up. 

Colt’s patience was wearing thin. He didn’t have time for questions and he hadn’t had time to think this through. He’d acted quickly—planning wasn’t something he did well and this situation was fluid. The cab arriving at that moment had been his one opportunity and he’d leapt at it. 

He had been driven to desperation because of the next payment that he knew he could not meet. The thought of Santino forcing him to go on another drug run out of state had spurred him on to carrying out his risky plan. But a whining child by his side was going to give him problems. 

He tried to think whether to call Savannah now or to wait a while. But Jean would have alerted her daughter by now and he had no choice but to act on it immediately.

“Where to?” The cab driver asked, staring at him suspiciously through the rearview mirror. 

“This is fine,” Colt replied, seeing children’s swings and a field of grass. A play area. Perfect. It would give him some thinking time. He shoved a few bills at the driver and pulled Jacob out, trying to be as gentle as he could. He didn’t want to risk the boy shouting out for help and screwing up his mission. 

“What are we doing here?” Jacob asked, looking around. “This isn’t the airport.” 

“Your Mom’s flight doesn’t get in until later.” He grabbed Jacob’s hand and led him over to the area where the swings were. “I missed taking you to the park when you were little.” Colt put on the friendliest voice he could find. “How about we spend some time here, getting to know each other?”

“Why?”

Colt clenched his jaw. “Why not? Your Mom’s flight—or should I say Mr. Stone’s jet, doesn’t get here for a while.”

“Then we shoulda waited for Grandma.”

Patience had never been a virtue of his, and he’d never had the time to spend with the boy when he’d been a crying, whimpering baby. Back then, he’d always needed his mother’s breast, or his mother to soothe him and it was only later, when he was a toddler, a walking, talking, inquisitive little thing, that Colt had experienced a little more interaction with the child and found him more interesting. 

But that had also been around the time that things had started to worsen. The factories in and around his hometown started to close down and a lot of his friends lost their jobs. Mortgage payments went unpaid, and a glut of foreclosures had forced many to leave the area, leaving their houses and their lives behind. At least he’d stayed and tried to make things work. Had Savannah ever considered that he didn’t just up and leave when he could have? That he’d tried to find work. So what if he’d needed a couple of drinks every now and then? The pressure he’d been under, the stress of going from a regular income to nothing, was enough to drive anyone to drink. 

“I don’t want to go to the park! I wanna go home!” 

Shut the hell up, you little shit. 

Colt wiped his hand across his face, spreading the sweat all over it. “Calm down.” He tried to damp down his irritation as he pressed his fingers along the bony ridges of his eye sockets. The last thing he needed was for the kid to blow up and have a temper tantrum. His pulse quickened knowing that he had no fixed plan and a miserable child to contend with instead. But he was in too deep now, had come too far, to send the boy back. He couldn’t do that, even though he knew this was wrong. Going back home with nothing meant Santino owned him and he could no longer live like that. He needed the alternative. It wasn’t fair. Things were working out fine for Savannah. She seemed to be enjoying her life. Why was he the only one suffering?

The jubilant cries of children echoed around the park and plucked him from the darkness of his thoughts. “Go play,” he suggested. He needed to call his ex and make the claim, collect the money and leave Jacob someplace safe. 

Easy enough. 

He’d be back home by Sunday. A free man.

“I don’t wanna play.” The boy looked back at him with hate-filled eyes. “I wanna go home.”

“I’m calling Mommy. Do you want to talk to her?” Jacob’s eyes grew wide and he nodded. 

Colt rubbed his brow, feeling suddenly restless as his stomach turned queasy. Pacing around the clump of trees, he called Savannah and felt the boy’s eyes on him. Greedy thoughts suddenly besieged him. What if he asked for $50k? The billionaire would pay up, wouldn’t he? 

But what if he didn’t?

He’d based his plan on the billionaire giving a shit about Savannah. What if he didn’t? What if the man took Savannah for being nothing more than a good lay? What if he refused to pay? 

Colt started to panic, then tried to banish the doubts from his mind.

Forty thousand dollars sounded reasonable.

The call went to voicemail. Angered by the outcome, he raked his hand roughly through his hair and tried to figure out what to do next. 

Damn her. 

She was ignoring his calls on purpose. 

And then it dawned on him. She couldn’t ignore Jacob. “Here,” he said, shoving the cell phone towards the boy. “Leave a message.” He knew she’d call him back in an instant once she heard Jacob’s voice. Jacob took the cell and waited. 

“Mommy,” he looked at Colt, his face ashen. “Mommy, where are you?” Colt listened carefully, his ears Doberman alert. “Da—ddy,” the boy said the word as if it were foreign to him, “came to school and took me away and he didn’t wait for Grandma. We’ll see you at the airport, Mommy.” Colt grabbed the cell off him and heard the boy shriek. “I wasn’t finished yet!” 

But Colt had already turned his back on him. “You’ll call me back now, won’t you?” 


Chapter 3

 

SAVANNAH

 

It was blue all around. 

When Savannah looked up, the sky was a perfect blue and when she looked across, the swimming pool was an azure blue. Miami heaven. Golden sunshine poured down and the 83-degree heat made her lazy. 

Every once in a while, she'd dive into the glittering blue pool and cool down. She hadn't been swimming for years and this, having a pool at her fingertips, was a luxury. Swimming was a luxury. She loved the peace and quiet of his beautiful home and the sight of Tobias sitting on the sun-lounger while she glided through the water—all of this was divine.

It hadn’t been as hot every day. The weather varied, but it was still beautiful. Every day with Tobias was beautiful. Even if she had been caught in a snowstorm with him, it still would have been beautiful.

She’d been falling headlong and breathlessly, unstoppably, insanely and deeply in love with him. The feeling frightened her sometimes, and she blamed the heat for making her mind go haywire. 

Now that he was quiet and working, she sat back on her sun-lounger and thought some more about his idea. “You think I can do this?” she asked, putting her pencil down. 

“Do what?” Tobias asked absentmindedly, his forehead creasing as he concentrated. She couldn’t help but stare at him as he sat on the sun-lounger wearing only swim shorts and with his laptop on his thighs. 

Tobias in a business suit was the height of Armani cool but now that he was almost naked, except for his swim shorts, and with that body, he was something else altogether; a sight not just for hungry eyes, but for take-me-to-bed-and-screw-my-brains-out ravenous eyes. It was no surprise that most of their time had been spent doing nothing but getting physical. 

It saddened her that they would set off just after noon tomorrow so that she could surprise Jacob by picking him up after school. She’d been calling him and her parents every day but as much as she was desperate to see her son again, she knew she would be sad about saying goodbye to this love nest. 

Tobias had been right. This place was paradise and she was reluctant to leave the perfect world they had created. He owned her heart now, but as insanely happy as she was, she knew it also made her vulnerable. It was strange how love could do that, how she could feel so deliriously happy and yet anxious too, wondering how long it would last. It was so new to her and it felt strange. Maybe she had to trust life and give herself time to get used to it. Just because her past had been littered with sadness didn’t mean her future shared the same fate.

They had gone out for lunch earlier and spent the whole afternoon out by the pool. Tobias had already made plans for the evening. He told her he wanted to cook at home and make the most of their last night together. She knew what that meant and smiled as she stretched out. She could have happily spent another week here with him, could have happily spent her time going from his bed, to the pool, to the bathroom, and kitchen, and all the other places where he had made love to her. There hadn’t even been a need to leave the house.

Making love hard and fast, and rough, then sweet and slow and gentle; she would cherish every moment and every memory they had made. She was lost in her thoughts again; easy enough to do given the company and the surroundings. 

“Do what?” he asked again.

“This project, the single moms’ thingy?” 

He turned to her and frowned. “Only if you want to, and ‘thingy’ won’t cut it. If you want to do this, you’ll have to be committed and passionate.” 

“The single mom’s initiative, then,” she said clearly and loudly, enunciating each word carefully. 

“I’m not making a dig at you,” he replied. “I know how serious you are about your work but if you choose to do this, people will look to you for leadership. If you’re vague about it, you won’t send out the right message.” He was giving her business tips and she was noting them well, filing them away for future reference. 

“Understood,” she replied, watching how his gaze had dropped to her bikini again. Warming under his gaze, she leaned over onto her side and thrust her breasts out just a little, before running a hand through her hair provocatively. She watched his Adam’s apple rise, knew that look when he lifted his gaze to meet hers. She could read him like a book, and right now, his book was red-hot and steamy. 

This new white number she had on was especially flattering, now that she had a slight tan. Thank goodness for the sales where she had picked up many bargains and she had been wise to think ahead. She had planned to take Jacob on a small vacation during the summer and had picked up a few bikinis, never thinking she would get to wear them so soon, or with Tobias. 

“You know the hardships you’ve faced, Savannah. If you feel you can make things better for other women in the same situation, and you think you can make a difference, then you should go for it.”

“Why are you so eager for me to do this?” She was used to questioning every good thing that came into her life, but was it such a terrible thing for him to want to help her set up a charity that would help make life easier for other single moms on a low income? “You’re not planning on replacing me, are you?”

“You’re irreplaceable.” 

The charmer. Her gaze skirted over his firm body and she automatically licked her lips, wondering if she could persuade him to come inside for a short while. Not that he would need much persuading. She considered taking off her top and sunbathing topless, as she had tried to do a few times, only she hadn’t quite managed it—but knew it was a great distraction tool in her arsenal of seduction tactics.

“But here’s the thing,” he said, bringing her mind sharply back to business. “My publicity people tell me that giving to causes helps my profile. I say bullshit. I like giving to causes because it makes me happy. I like putting a smile on those children’s faces. I like making them happy. Making them feel happy makes me feel happy. It’s a wonderful thing, to be able to do that.” But she knew there was more to it when he hosted the Christmas evening at the toy store for the adoption centers. She understood that he needed something else to think about around that time of the year. It had been a crucial element in helping him to get over the death of his wife and their unborn son. 

“You’re proud of that, aren’t you?” she asked softly. He nodded and she could tell he didn’t want to talk about it. “I’ve made some notes.”

“Good,” he replied, smiling. “When we get back, I can set up a meeting with a few charity organizers and we can see how this would work. Only if you want to. I won’t ever force you.”

“That woman who was at our table at the gala dinner, the one who made the speech.”

“Brigitte Obenchain?”

She nodded. “She was so confident.”

“You can be like that.”

She shook her head. “I don’t think so.”

“Why? It takes practice to learn the speeches. She’s a good front person, has good contacts, is slick and professional, but she doesn’t have what you have.”

“What’s that?”

“You’ve lived it, Savannah. You’ve experienced the difficulties and you know exactly what you’re talking about. She’s just talking about it but she has no real frame of reference. You’ll come at it from a different perspective. I could introduce you to each other, if you like. Maybe you could run your ideas by her and we could take it from there?”

“Let me think about it.” She loved the way his gaze traveled over her body and she breathed in a little, hoping to tighten the stomach that had seen a good tasty salad lunch. Her cell phone rang and grabbed her attention but she made a face and ignored it when she saw Colt’s name on the caller display. 

Why didn’t he leave her alone?

This was the third time he’d called in the last few days. As before, she ignored it again. The first time he’d called, she’d mentioned it to Tobias and he’d been mildly irritated by her ex’s intrusion. Since then, she’d had it on a low ringer, but was always checking in case her parents or the school called. 

“I need another half an hour to finish up on this,” Tobias said, turning his attention back to his work.

“Half an hour?”

“Then I’m done for the day. No more work, I promise.” He looked longingly at her. “Make it fifteen minutes,” he said, his eyes signaling sinful pleasures ahead. She smiled as her body started to respond in anticipation. 

“Fifteen minutes,” she said, picking up her phone and seeing a voicemail message appear. She lay back on the lounger with her eyes closed and listened.

 The sound of Jacob’s voice was like a burst of sunshine yellow happiness straight to her heart. But his first word shocked her like a bucket of ice thrown over her. Daddy? 

‘Daddy came to school and took me away and he didn’t wait for Grandma. We’ll see you at the airport, Mommy.’

Her breath stuck in her chest as she bolted upright, her feet hitting the ground as she replayed the message. It had come from Colt’s number. 

Everything around her turned into a mirage of sounds and images. 

What was Jacob doing with Colt?

The hairs on her neck straightened up and she whimpered as she replayed the message a third time. She stood up, shaking all over and heard Tobias by her side. “What’s wrong?” But she blocked him out and called Colt.

He picked up on the first ring. “What’s going on?” she asked, struggling to make the world stand still again. She felt as if she was spinning out of control, as if the ground was shifting beneath her feet. 

“Got your attention, did it?” Colt said, in that slow, rough voice she had come to hate.

“What’re you doing with my son?”

“In my own sweet time, sugar. In my own sweet time.”

“Let me speak to him!” she shouted. Tobias had put his hand on her arm but she shook it free and moved away. Her heart dropped lower, hitting the base of her stomach and suddenly, she felt weightless. Thoughts flew around in her mind as she struggled to make sense of his words. 

What was he doing in New York anyway? 

Where were her parents?

The pounding in her ears made her nauseous and she struggled to keep the afternoon’s lunch down. 

“I figured you might take notice of me if I got Jacob to call you.”

“Let me speak to my son, you asshole!” she screamed, seeing only Jacob’s frightened face in her mind’s eye. Her son was already scared of the man and it chilled her to the bone thinking that he was with him now. 

“Listen up, sugar,” Colt’s unnaturally quiet voice frightened her even more. She’d heard of men who wanted to get revenge on former wives and ex-girlfriends, had heard of the things they had done to spite their former lovers. 

“If you want him back,” Colt threatened.

If I want him back?

What was he talking about? 

“Of course I want him back!” Her legs crumbled as she stumbled backwards, falling into something warm and solid. Tobias’s arms. 

“Calm yourself down and listen carefully.” 

“I’m listening.” She was almost hyperventilating but she forced herself to listen, already expecting the worst as she pushed her ear closer to the phone. She thought she could make out the sound of children playing in the background. 

“Please don’t hurt him,” she begged. 

“Shut the fuck up and listen to me. I don’t have a lot of time. If you do as I say, nothing will happen to him.” 

She gasped. 

“I haven’t hurt him,” he said, his voice suddenly losing the aggression. “But he’s a miserable little runt, ain’t he? He don’t want anything to do with me. You’ve done a good job of poisoning him against me, haven’t you?” She wanted to tell him that she’d done no such thing but kept her mouth shut.

“What do you want from him, Colt? He hasn’t done anything to you. If you’re angry with me—”

“I wanted to spend some father and son time together,” Colt said. The color drained from her face at his words and she looked up to find Tobias’s gunmetal blue eyes on her. His head was tilted as if he was trying to listen in.

Father and son time? Her breath caught in her throat.

“You could have just asked me.”

“You never answered your phone.” His voice was getting louder again. “I called you enough times.”

“What is it that you want, Colt?” she asked, trying to keep calm.

“Money. That’s all. I’m in trouble, and this is the only way I know you will listen and help me.”

Money? He had taken Jacob for money? 

“What kind of trouble?”

“Trouble that forty thousand dollars can set right.”

She gasped. “Forty thousand dollars?? What have you been—” 

“Don’t ask questions,” he barked, unsettling her further. “I want the money in my bank account in the next hour and if you do that, you’ll get Jacob back.”

“He’s your son!” she cried out. “How could you do this?” The words stuck in her throat like a knife and all she could picture was Jacob’s big green eyes filled with tears. 

“No drama. I don’t have a lot of time. Just get me the money.”

“But I—I—I don’t have that kind of money.”

“Your lover does.”

Tears rolled down her face. “Please, please don’t do this…” She felt her chest tightening and her mouth drying up as she struggled to swallow. “It’s not my money,” she croaked through sobs. “I don’t have it, I can’t…I can’t…” 

“You want your son back, don’t you?”

“He’s your son too…” 

Tobias placed his hand on her arm, trying to draw her attention. Worry had colored his face dark and twisted his features but she refused to hand over the phone. She blocked his voice out, tuning in to Colt and his demands. 

“I want the money, Savannah. If I don’t get it, I’ll be dead within days. I know what I done is wrong. I know that after this, you won’t want anything to do with me but I’m as good as dead. There ain’t no other way out for me aside from this.”

“Let me speak to him. I need to know he’s okay.”

“Did you hear me?” he roared. “Did you hear a word I said?”

“Yes, yes, I heard you but before I can help you, I need to know that Jacob is fine.”

She heard him shout out. “Jacob!”

A few seconds later, she heard Jacob’s mouse-like voice. “Mommy?” 

She fell to the ground at the sound of it. “Honey?” Sheer relief swept over her mind and soul and she was handed a sliver of hope. “Are you okay? Has he hurt you?”

“He said we were going to the airport to get you. He pushed me into the cab, Mommy. I’m sorry we left Grandma behind.” 

She stifled a sob. “No, honey, it’s not your fault. You didn’t do anything wrong. I’m coming to get you. You be good now, okay? Promise me? Be good and do as he says, and Tobias and I, we’re coming as fast as we can. I love you, Jacob, just you be strong for me for a little longer.”

“Hurry, Mommy, I really miss—”

But Colt was back on the line.

“You listen to me very carefully,” he snarled.

“You touch a hair on that boy’s body and—”

But Tobias had pried the phone from her before she could finish. 

 

 


Chapter 4

 

TOBIAS

 

The bastard. Tobias couldn’t stand there a moment longer. He’d pieced it all together from the words he’d caught, from the way Savannah had broken into pieces in front of him. 

Brookes had Jacob and he wanted money in return. 

How had she ever met up with a pig like him?

Tobias didn’t need Savannah to tell him that Brookes expected him to make the payment. He’d do it in a heartbeat, too. The bastard could have whatever he wanted—anything, for Jacob’s safe return. 

With his stomach hardened like steel, he grabbed the phone from Savannah. His lips drew back in a snarl. “What do you want, Brookes?” 

“You must be the new man in her life,” the lowlife snorted.

“Cut the bullshit,” growled Tobias. “How much?”

“Forty thousand dollars should do it.”

“I’ll take care of it.”

“I knew you would.” 

Tobias bit his teeth together as he pictured his left fist smashing into the man’s face, breaking bone and spurting blood. “You harm a single hair on that child’s head and I’ll—”

“You’ll what? I call the shots here, asshole,” Colt barked back. Tobias breathed in slowly, forcing himself to calm down. He couldn’t lose it, not while the man had Jacob. “Tell me where and when.”

“How ‘bout in an hour?” 

Tobias glanced at his watch. He knew that even if they left right now, as he planned to, they wouldn’t touch down in New York until after 7:00. “I’ll get someone to come and make the exchange,” he offered. “We won’t make it back until around 7:00.”

“How about that?” croaked Colt. “The two of you shacked up all the way in Miami. Kept you busy all night, did she? I hope it was worth it.” Tobias’s fists balled up as he tried to restrain himself. 

He could have Ludwig deliver the money. Ignoring the man’s jibes, Tobias continued, “Five o’clock then. I’ll get the money to you but here’s what I want—”

“Now you hang on a min—”

“I’m assuming you don’t want the police involved, do you?” Tobias said, his voice as cold as steel. “Something tells me you would prefer to keep this between you and me.”

“Yeah,” the man replied. “No police or reporters or anything.”

“Give me your bank details and I can get the money into your account now. Tell me where you are and I’ll send someone over to get Jacob.” 

“Wait.” The man sounded nervous, his earlier facade slipping all of a sudden. “No bank transfer. I need cash.”

“Cash?” Tobias growled. 

“Yeah. Yeah. Definitely cash.” The man paused, making Tobias think that he was in a panic. “Cash is what I want.” 

“No problem,” Tobias replied smoothly. From the report Ludwig had given him a few months ago, he recalled that the man was in debt. He sensed the man’s desperation, even though he couldn’t get his head around what he’d done to his own son. “Within the hour,” Tobias told him. “You better take good care of Jacob,” he warned, his concern for the young boy growing. He vowed to get him back as fast as he could.

“You’re talking like he’s your son.”

“Maybe you should try acting like he’s yours,” he snapped. “Let me speak to him.”

“We don’t have time for—”

“Let me speak to him.” Tobias thundered. A few moments later, he heard a quiet voice. 

“Mommy?”

“Jacob? Hey, buddy, it’s me. You hang in there for me, okay? We’re coming to get you.”

“When will you get here?”

“As soon as we can, Jacob. I wish we were there now. But, listen carefully, buddy—I need you to be strong, okay? You think you can do that?”

“I think so.”

“Sure you can, Jacob. Like Iron Man, remember?”

“Like Iron—”

“That’s enough,” Colt snarled, coming back onto the line. “Tell me where to meet you.” 

“How well do you know the city?” Tobias asked, making a mental note to meet with Colt later and smash his face to pieces. 

“Not too good, but I have a map.”

“We could meet outside the Empire State Building,” Tobias suggested.

“Ain’t it busy around there?” Colt asked, suspiciously. “I don’t trust you and you might do something stupid.”

“As much as I’d like to put a bullet through your head, I wouldn’t waste my life serving time for you,” Tobias replied coldly. From the corner of his eyes, he saw Savannah staring at him with her pale face and sunken eyes. “What about the corner of East Thirty-Third Street and Fifth Avenue? It’s around the block from the Empire State Building. There’s a Wendy’s close by. Outside there?”

“Wait, I need to write it down.” 

Tobias shook his head when he heard the man mumbling to find something to write on and a pen. When he came back on the phone, Tobias repeated the location. 

“Don’t forget. Forty thousand dollars and not a dollar less.” He hung up and Tobias slipped the phone into his pocket just as Savannah reached out with her hand. She was shaking. 

“I wanted to speak to Jacob.” 

“I’m sorry but he hung up.” She looked like a shadow of the woman she had been up until a few moments ago. 

“I’ve got this,” he said, pulling her towards him and holding her as she crumbled against his chest, sobbing uncontrollably. He remembered what he’d promised her only yesterday; to keep her safe and from harm and he had already failed. “You have to be strong, Savannah.” He lifted her chin up and wiped away her tears. “We told Jacob to be strong but we have to be strong as well.” His voice wavered because he couldn’t bear for any harm to come to the boy. “He’ll get the money and we’ll get Jacob back.”

“I don’t have that kind of money.”

“But I do. I’ll take care of it.” This was as much his problem as it was hers and he was as anxious to get Jacob back as much as she was. 

“But he wants $40k.”

“And I told you,” he said slowly, “I’ll take care of it. I care for that boy, and I want him back as much as you do.”

“Thank you,” she mumbled, rubbing her wet tears into her skin.

“Don’t ever thank me,” he replied. “Jacob is like my…” He stopped and rubbed his hands along her arms. “I can’t bear the idea of anything happening to him.”

“I hate him,” she hissed against his shoulder. “I never thought he could stoop this low.”

“Don’t waste your breath on him. Get changed while I arrange for a car to come and get us in ten minutes.”

“How long will it take to get back?” 

“Almost three hours.” 

“But you said you’d meet him within the hour.” 

“We won’t get there in time but by the time we land, my head of security would have made the drop. Mark my words, Savannah, we’ll be spending the evening with Jacob. That’s all I want you to think of.” 

“I have to call my mom,” she said. He took out his cell phone and called Ludwig. 


Chapter 5

 

DALE

 

He ran as fast as his sixty-four-year-old legs and his chest condition would let him. 

His wife’s incoherent rambling and tears on the phone had raised the hairs along his back and he’d rushed out of the apartment, following the route to the school. 

But Dale Page wasn’t prepared for the sight of his wife in pieces.

Even from a distance, a chill sliced through his skin when he saw she was alone.

No Jacob.

He hadn’t misheard.

Jean rushed towards him with tears streaming down her face and clutching Jacob’s belongings. She was a breathless bag of nerves as she fell into his arms. For several painful seconds, she muttered and spluttered incoherently. His mind spewed out images of police tape and blood and darker life-changing horrors. 

“Hey, hey,” he said, stroking her hair while his lungs froze up and his body became lightweight. He knew time was of the utmost importance but he had to calm her down first. 

“Tell me what happened, Jean. We need to call the police quickly.” 

“Colt took him,” she replied, her faint voice wavering. 

“Colt Brookes?” 

“He said he wanted to see his son and that he was in the area and wanted to meet.” He listened to his wife explain what had happened and she cried through the retelling of the incident. She was such a mess and crying so hard that a small group of people had started to form around them. 

“Did you call Savannah?” 

His wife shook her head. “I was so scared; I just wanted to come back to you. I didn’t know what to do.” 

“It’s all right,” he said, taking a few moments to calm the ferocious beating of his heart. If there was any relief in any of this, it was that his grandson wasn’t with a complete stranger. That had been Dale’s first worry. The fact that he was with his father was a slight relief, only just. He had never been too fond of the man his daughter had married but he had respectfully minded his own business and then supported her when she had left him. He suspected his daughter hadn’t told them everything but from the few things she had let slip, he disliked the man even more. Her moving away to a new city had been the best thing for her. Being near Brookes would have held her back. The man was selfish and controlling, but this—taking his own son—it was a new low, even for a scumbag like him. 

“We need to tell Savannah.” 

Jean sobbed on his shoulder. “I only turned my back for a few moments, that’s all. I never thought he would take Jacob. I was stupid to trust him.” 

“Calm down, Jeanie.” Dale took his wife’s hand and started to walk back towards the direction of the apartment. “Don’t beat yourself up. We both know what he’s like.” He was desperate for answers. What did he want with the boy? Why now? It was almost as if he’d been waiting for Savannah to go away. While he soothed his wife, he called his daughter’s number again and once more her line was busy. He wished she were here so he could tell her in person. Not like this, not on the phone when she was miles away. 

They were almost near the apartment when his cell phone rang. “Daddy?” From the panic in her voice, he could tell she already knew.

“Ruby Red.” 

“Daddy, Colt’s taken Jacob.” She burst out crying. 

“Is it Savannah?” Jean whispered. He put a finger to his lips as they crossed the street. 

“I know, Ruby Red. We’ve been trying to call you. Did he call you? Is Jacob all right?”

“He called and said he wants money. He wants $40k in exchange for Jacob.” He absorbed the information slowly, the words filtering through to his brain and making his blood boil dark red. He quashed an urge to lash out and kick the lamppost. 

“Is that why he took Jacob? For money?”

“Yes.” His daughter sniffled on the other end of the line. 

“And Jacob?” he asked, his heart squeezing to the size of a walnut. “How is he doing? Were you able to speak to him?”

“I spoke to him and he seems fine for now, Dad. Whatever Colt is, he won’t hurt Jacob,” Savannah said. “He won’t. I know that much.”

“Jacob’s a brave boy,” Dale agreed. “He’s sensible.”

“I know.” Her voice wavered, and he heard her sniffling, felt his own heart crumble in the silence that separated them, in the worry that filled that space. Dale hadn’t ever trusted or warmed to Colt Brookes before and he now regarded the man so immoral as to be inhumane. Who would kidnap his own son for ransom money? A man like that didn’t deserve to be a father. 

“How does he expect you to come up with that kind of money?” 

“He knows Tobias is wealthy.”

Ah. He understood it now, why that cockroach had crawled out into the open in the first place. Somehow, Colt had found out about Savannah and her new man. If a man like Dale was able to look Tobias Stone up online, then so could anyone else. 

“We’re on our way back but we won’t get there for a few hours. Tobias has a plan. Can I talk to Mom please, Daddy? I need to know how Jacob was before Colt took him.” 

“Don’t worry, Ruby Red. We’ll come through this and Jacob will be fine.” He handed the phone to his wife and listened as she sobbed, and recounted what had happened. 

“I’m sorry,” she kept on saying. 

He squeezed her hand as they walked into the lobby of their apartment. The elderly concierge looked concerned to see Jean crying but Dale shook his head, choosing not to explain. 

 

 


Chapter 6

 

 

TOBIAS

 

The whole time they were being driven to the airport, Savannah had been on the phone with her parents. But when she hung up, she looked even more panicked than ever. 

“What is it?” Tobias asked, his brow creasing with concern. 

“Jacob doesn’t have his inhaler. He gave his school things to my mom.” She sat back, crumpling into a heap against him. 

“He’ll be fine. We only have to wait an hour. Ludwig’s working on it.”

She wasn’t convinced. “Don’t you see?” she murmured, looking at him with red, spider-veined eyes, “If anything happens to him, it could be fatal.” 

It would be fatal if Jacob suffered an asthma attack and had no medication on hand. Tobias knew Savannah would focus on this, but what were the chances of that happening? There was no use in dwelling on negative things now; they needed to keep it all together. He had to take her mind away and have her focus on the positive—that they would get Jacob back before such a thing happened. “Is he prone to getting attacks?” Tobias asked. The weather was mild and Ludwig would have the boy within the hour. Colt would get what he wanted and he saw no reason for the plan not to go smoothly. 

“He doesn’t plan for them,” she replied bitterly. “They can happen at any time, if his lungs get exacerbated.”

“It’s going to be all right, Savannah.” He checked his phone and read the text. Ludwig had told him it was going to take a little longer to get the money in cash. Maybe an extra fifteen to thirty minutes. Meeting at five would be pushing it. Tobias also wanted to make things easier for Jacob, and he needed to call her parents to explain what he had in mind. He turned his attention to Savannah. “Don’t focus on the inhaler.”

“Don’t focus on it!” 

“He hasn’t had any problems with asthma since winter, has he?”

She shook her head.

“Then let’s concentrate on getting him home and safe tonight. By the time we land, we’ll all be together.”

“How can you be so sure?” She turned away from him and stared out of the window. “Please don’t make any more promises.” She was referring to what he’d said yesterday.

“I meant what I said yesterday, but I just didn’t know that your ex was capable of doing this.” 

She turned back to him and put her finger to his lips. “But I nearly believed you.” That hurt even more. Tobias looked at her, at her sunken, red-rimmed and swollen eyes with worry lines that stretched out at the corners. The sexy woman in the white bikini had faded away. 

He wanted to hold her and comfort her but there was something hard and cold about her all of a sudden. “Don’t push me away because of this. I meant what I said. I will protect you.” He would make damn sure of it, now that he knew what he was up against. He watched as the security men carried their luggage into the plane. When they returned to New York, he would ensure that she and Jacob had security at all times. “Come on,” he said, “we need to board.”

As they settled down into their seats, he told her. “He’s asked for cash.”

“That much money in cash?” Her mouth made an ‘O.’ “Who’s taking it to him?”

“Ludwig, but it’s going to take a little longer than an hour. Maybe an hour and a half, maybe two. I want it to happen as fast as possible and right now I need you to send me photos of Jacob and your parents so that I can send them to my men. I also need to speak to your parents.”

“Why?” 

“Jacob doesn’t know Ludwig and I don’t think he should make the exchange. Jacob will be even more scared when he sees another stranger. I think it would be better if one of your parents went instead.”

“My mom could do it.” She searched through her phone and sent him the photos he needed. “My dad hates Colt and he might say something that could make things worse. My mom would be the better choice.”

“Does he carry a gun?” Tobias didn’t want to risk an already nervous man getting panic-stricken. “I’ll have my men watching him from a distance but I don’t want him to do something unexpected at the last moment.” 

“Not that I’m aware of,” Savannah replied. “He might do anything. I never expected this from him, but the man is full of nasty surprises.” 

“Thanks,” he said, and sent the photos to Ludwig. 

“Don’t you need a photo of Colt?” she asked as she searched through her phone. “I don’t actually have one. I deleted them all.” 

“Don’t worry about it,” he said quickly. She didn’t need to know that he already had a photo of her ex. “Jacob will be with him, and that will be enough.” His answer seemed to satisfy her. 

“I still don’t understand why he wants all that money,” said Savannah, a slight frown settling on her face. “What is he going to do with $40k?”

Tobias wasn’t about to tell her what he’d uncovered from the updated report that Ludwig had sent while they’d been driven to the airstrip. His trusted head of security had underground contacts and ways and means of obtaining information. Tobias didn’t need to know how he collated his intel but he had now learned that it was possible that Brookes had mixed with the wrong people. People he probably owed money to; people who dealt in drugs. He didn’t know how far Brookes’ involvement was but it might explain why he needed so much money in cash. For now, he chose not to say any of this to Savannah. 

“He’s being greedy and he most likely thought to ask for as much as he could,” Tobias replied. Maybe the man had intentions of starting over and going someplace new. 

Tobias hoped so. That plan of his would suit him well. If anything, it surprised him that Brookes hadn’t asked for more. “Can you give me his number?” Tobias asked. “I need to tell him that we’re meeting at 6:00—and hope it’s not a problem.” That would give him enough time to speak to her parents and arrange for them to be picked up and taken to the meeting point.

Tobias wasn’t about to let history repeat itself. He wasn’t prepared to lose two more people whom he had come to love. 

 


Chapter 7

 

COLT

 

“Eat up,” Colt growled, as the boy’s burger and fries lay untouched. 

Stone had called to tell him he needed more time to get the money and to get the boy’s grandmother to the meeting place. To kill the time, and because the kid was complaining that he was hungry, Colt had taken him to a diner a few blocks down. 

Six o’clock, Stone had said. The boy’s grandma would meet and give him the money in exchange for the boy. He pushed away the thoughts of what his former in-laws might now think of him. They hadn’t had a particularly great relationship before and what he’d done now would be the end of it. 

He watched Jacob as he sat miserably playing around with his full plate of food. “I thought you were hungry.”

“I’m not no more.”

With the promise of the money coming to him soon, he was no longer in as foul a mood as he had been in earlier. Out of all the shitty things he’d done, and he’d done plenty, the kid didn’t deserve this. “Look, Jacob,” he said, leaning forward. “You gotta eat something. We might be a little later than I had planned. I know this don’t feel right—me and you sitting here and you’re probably worried about your mom and your grandma but you’ll see them again soon.” 

The boy’s eyes narrowed to slits. “Why can’t you just take me home?”

“Because I’ve arranged to meet your grandma downtown in an hour.” Not that this would make sense, he had a feeling that his own son was far too clever to fall for the bullshit he’d been feeding him. “Eat a little bit.”

“I’m not hungry.” 

“Are you always such a miserable little—” He stopped himself. Runt. Instead he grabbed a few fries from his son’s plate. “Your mom will think I didn’t feed you.”

“My mom hates you.”

Colt sighed and wiped the cuff of his sweatshirt across his sweaty forehead. The kid sure hated him and he only had himself to blame. Getting out of their lives for good would be about the best thing he could do for them. “Soon as you finish those, we can go.” He looked at his watch and the city map he had on him and figured he’d need to get a cab to the Empire State Building. It looked to be around twenty minutes away, and they still had time. 

“Why’s Grandma coming?”

“Because…” Colt stopped and chewed on a fry while he pondered. He didn’t want to admit the real reason. “You ask a lot of questions for a seven-year-old.”

“I’m not seven, I’m six.”

Colt frowned. “Six? Yeah,” he remembered. “Six.” 

“You told me we were going to get Mommy from the airport. You lied.”

“Your mommy is coming home early. Aren’t you excited about seeing her?”

“I’ll be happy to see her and Mr. Stone.” There was defiance in the boy’s voice. “Mr. Stone loves Mommy.”

“Is that right?” he drawled, pilfering more fries from the boy’s plate. 

The boy nodded. “He’s the best friend she ever had and he cares about her. He cares about me too.”

“I bet he does,” sniped Colt, his anger rising. A man would do anything to get some pussy. Filthy little slut, he thought, working for someone like Stone and ending up in his bed. He hoped the man was only using her; screwing her while he had the chance. Something she’d never been too keen on doing with him once Jacob was born. “Why do you call him Tobias sometimes and Mr. Stone other times? Can’t you make up your mind?”

The boy said nothing. 

“Eat your cheeseburger, Jacob.”

“I don’t want it.”

“Stubborn little thing, ain’t you? Just like your mother.”

“I want to be like her,” the boy shot back. “It’s better than being like you.”

Colt ground his jaw and resisted the urge to slap his hand against that little face. He knew he couldn’t lay a finger on his precious cargo and he struggled to maintain a modicum of restraint. It was a relief to hear his cell phone ringing. But he almost choked on his fry when he saw who was calling him.

What the hell did Santino want? He never called unless there was a problem and there shouldn’t be a problem because he still had a few days to make the next payment. That was when he intended to clear all of his debt and disappear. It was the main reason why the timing for this mission was so crucial. “Santino,” he said, shifting his body to the side, away from the boy. 

“Any reason why you left town?” the man asked.

“Who’s lookin’?”

“Word gets out. You have a payment due.”

“Not until Sunday.”

“Need you to do another drop.”

No way in hell. “Can’t do it. I’m in New York but I’ll make it back in time for the next payment.”

Santino laughed. “You sure about that?”

Feeling brave, Colt told him, “Yeah, I’m sure.”

“’Cos I’d hate for you to miss a payment.”

“Screw you and screw your payments.” Not with $40k coming his way. The lure of easy money made his tongue loose and he could almost feel the wad of money in his hands. Jacob stared at him across the bright red Formica table, his eyes like two big shiny marbles, his mouth open. 

The line went silent for a few long, drawn-out seconds. Colt tried to still his breathing as he waited for Santino to say something. “You need discipline, Brookes, and I’m going to make sure you get it when you come back.”

“Here’s what’s going to happen, Santino. I’ll come find you when I get back and I’ll have enough to pay you scumbags off forever.” He’d heard of what had happened to the others, the ones who could no longer afford to pay back the debt that had been inflated to such a ridiculous amount that it would never be cleared. 

Unless the sucker won the lottery. 

That sort of thing wasn’t going to happen to him, thanks to Tobias Stone. “You sound confident, Brookes,” said Santino. “I hope for your sake you make good on your promise.” 

Colt knew he couldn’t fuck up now. “I’ll have your money and I know where to find you.” He hung up, a cruel smile twisting his narrow lips. “Damn assholes,” he muttered, taking a slurp of his Coke. He’d be glad to be rid of them even if the manner in which he expected to procure the money meant he would have to give up his rights to ever seeing the boy and his mother again. After this, Savannah would hate him more than she already did. She hated him anyway, but doing this was sure to seal his fate. 

Tough shit, he thought bitterly. There wasn’t much he could do about that now. He needed the money.

Damn Santino for calling him out of the blue. It had rattled his nerves further. “What are you staring at?” He barked at the boy whose huge saucer-shaped eyes were unblinking in his direction. Jacob bowed his head, his lower lip trembling. 

Pussy, thought Colt. That’s what he had for a son. A goddamn pussy. A lily-livered, miserable little runt of a child. That’s what being raised by a whimpering woman did. 

“Who were you talking to?” Jacob asked.

“None of your business,” Colt snarled back. He stared at the uneaten burger which lay on the boy’s plate. “You’re not going to eat that?” 

The boy shook his head. “I need to go to the restroom.”

“Go on and come straight back.” He picked up his son’s burger because he wasn’t going to waste good money. The boy had only had his milkshake. At least it was something and he couldn’t complain to his grandma or his mother that he hadn’t been fed. Colt stared at his watch. He had almost another hour to drag it out. 

 He sat back, chewing on his burger and thinking about how much his life was about to completely change. He would make the exchange, spend one night at the motel and hitchhike back to North Carolina tomorrow. It was going to take him a full day to reach home. Maybe he could stretch to taking a train or a bus this time. He’d be able to afford it now and it would be safer than getting a ride in a stranger’s car carrying such a large amount of money.

Smiling, he took a chunk of the burger and chewed it slowly. 

 


Chapter 8

 

SAVANNAH

 

Her eyes were closed as she listened to Tobias make plans with someone named Ludwig. 

Her heart filled with hope, and she prayed that she would soon have her son in her arms. 

The thought of her son with Colt, a man he barely knew and a man whom he feared, made her heart ache. She couldn’t imagine the terror he’d be going through. Jacob rarely spoke about his father, and the few times that he had mentioned him had been to say that he was happy they had moved away from him. It killed her to imagine the way in which that brute had wrenched him away from his grandma. 

“What are you thinking?” Tobias asked, putting his cell phone away. He’d been on the phone most of the time, making arrangements. She had no idea how many men he had at his disposal, but if anyone could help her now, it would be a man like Tobias Stone. His fingers touched her cheek lightly as he sat down beside her. “I know you’re scared, and you’re worried but Ludwig’s with your parents now and he’s taking them to the meeting point. It shouldn’t be too long now.”

“Jacob will be so scared,” she whispered. A different kind of fear than she had ever known before took hold. It was worse than what she'd felt when Colt had hit her. This was a thick and suffocating heaviness that now settled over her body and pushed her spirits to the ground. 

The worry of Jacob having an attack now, with no inhaler on him, made her sick inside but she couldn’t dwell on it now. Tobias was right, she had to be strong for Jacob’s sake but it was easy for Tobias to tell her to focus on the positives. Jacob wasn’t his son.

She felt his warm hand on hers and didn’t pull her hand away. 

“Why can’t we put out an Amber Alert?” she asked. 

“He said no police. He just wants the money, Savannah. I’m getting it to him as fast as we can. I can pull strings but I can’t push it to an Amber Alert, and I don’t think, even if I was lucky, it would happen fast enough. We don’t want to piss Colt off. Did you ever get a restraining order against him?” 

She shook her head. “I never went to the police. I was scared they would take Jacob away if they found out we had problems in our marriage, and that he hit me.” 

“They wouldn’t have taken Jacob away from you because of that.” 

She shivered, hating to speak of that time out loud, hating to admit that it had happened to her. Talking about it made her seem like she’d been weak, as if she’d taken the abuse easily, without putting up a fight. In the beginning, she had, because she had nowhere else to go and because she thought she could turn things around. At that time, she thought Colt was going through a bad patch and that he would come out of it soon and they would be able to make things work again. Most of all, she wanted to believe in her family but the reality was far different than the truth. “I didn’t know any better, then. I’ve never told anyone before, except you.”

“I know.” His hand entwined with hers, lifted it to his mouth and kissed it. “I won’t tell a soul.”

“It’s shameful to tell another person that the man you married hit you. It wasn’t only because of Jacob,” she said, speaking in hushed tones. “I couldn’t face painting a real picture of how awful my life was. I never reported it and then I moved to my parents’ place and then to my aunt’s in Pennsylvania, and there was never a need to talk about it because he never came looking for us. He never called us much either. He never called Jacob to wish him a happy birthday, or Merry Christmas, or anything.”

“But he started calling you recently, didn’t he?”

She bowed her head. “He made it sound as if he could help me with the hospital bill. Thinking about it now, he was probably trying to figure out how I could afford to live here, and how I managed to pay the bills. I’m sure of it. He must have wondered what kind of job I had.” Tobias took a deep breath, and she wondered if he was thinking what she was. She didn't want to blame him, but there was no denying it. This had happened because of the gala dinner, because of the trip to Miami, because Tobias had gone to Jacob’s awards ceremony. Each event had been a steppingstone to the next and now Jacob had been taken. It could have been avoided if they’d kept things hushed as she'd wanted to. She'd wanted to lay low, not draw attention to them, but Tobias had been so sure he could keep her and Jacob safe. How wrong he'd been. 

“Stepping out into the public eye is what brought him to me. It’s what put Jacob in danger, and I don’t know how he found out my home address,” said Savannah. “But I guess that if my Dad could surf the ‘net and find out about you, so could Colt.” 

“You can’t blame yourself for what happened,” Tobias said gently. 

“Can’t I?”

His eyes narrowed. “Do you regret going away with me?”

“This might not have happened if I’d stayed back home, if I’d never gone to the gala or—”

“Don’t, Savannah.”

“It’s true. You and I both know it’s true. Colt knew I was away. He knew you and I were together. He knew how he could get to me. And when he saw you and me together on TV, he knew how to manipulate the circumstances to his advantage. He didn’t care what he was going to do, or how it might affect Jacob. He saw money.”

Tobias rubbed his forehead, his face unforgiving. “He would have found another way to get to you even without all of that.”

“What next? What if someone decides to get to you through Jacob or me? You said yourself you only got security because you were worried for Ivy. I didn’t know what you were talking about then, but I understand it now.”
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