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DEDICATION

To my stupid, moronic heart, 

Screw. You. 

That’s the last time I listen to your dumb ass.
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ONE 

Serena

“You’re a Redhead.” 

 

 

Location:

New York

 

 

 

MY DATE IS late. 

Nineteen minutes late. 

I could have overlooked a bit of tardiness, had I been on time. But I showed up fifteen minutes late. On purpose. My plan was to check out Blind Date 23’s looks from the entrance before deciding whether I wanted to keep the date or blow it off.

This might sound superficial, but aesthetics is number one on the list. The mission I’m on is momentous, painstaking, cautious, and shamelessly superficial. 

It would appear, however, that Blind Date 23 either had the same idea, or I’m being stood up. Which would be unprecedented. 

I’m Serena Bentley. I don’t get stood up. 

Yet as another ten minutes sweep by, I resist the urge to sink low in my seat, the chip on my shoulder shrinking with each ticking second. 

I’ll be damned. I am being stood up, aren’t I? 

I grab my phone and, with furious fingers, tap out a text to my matchmaker. 

 

Serena: Swear to God, I’m gonna kill you, Ric! Mr. Perfect Match is a no-show. 

Alaric: What? I spoke to him about 30mins ago. Said he was 5 mins away. 

Serena: Well, he’s not. And I got here 15-mins late. 

Alaric: Hang on. Lemme call him. 

 

Alaric Elias. My bestest. Who I’m going to strangle when I see him. 

SPARKS is a private matchmaking company which he owns. Blind date pairing for the rich and indifferent. With categories ranging from “Commitment” to “Fling”. I’m in a category that doesn’t exist at SPARKS. A customized category, with extra fees for special, meticulous attention.

I don’t want commitment. 

I don’t want casual.

I don’t want a fling. 

I want…a baby. 

Not a baby from a plastic cup and syringe, induced by a porn magazine and a tight fist, but a baby made from lust, passion, and intense physical attraction. Not love. Just genuine lust. Sex with real orgasms. 

Don’t make that face at me. I have my reasons.

The unwitting donor has to be hot. Has to be. And smart, along with all the other factors that go without saying, of course, such as no history of mental illness. 

There’s no one I trust to guarantee me all of that in one package but Alaric Elias. 

SPARKS is confidential and holds an eighty-nine percent success rate. Most clients find their match within the first to third date. But me? I’m picky. Much to Alaric’s irritation.

Were I in “Fling,” I would’ve gone home with Blind Date #1. He was sex incarnate, but dumb. Were I in “Commitment,” I would’ve gone home with Blind Date #3. He was perfect husband material, but a control freak. Choosing the potential father of your child, however, is not that easy. He needs to be…everything.

The crazy thing is, my dates are completely ignorant of my intentions. Most are from “Casual.” Casuals are the safest bet, the ones most likely to cringe at words like “marriage” and “children” and “future”. The ones who will run instead of “step-up”. Not that I plan on letting the potential candidate know when I’m knocked-up. Casuals are such a safe bet that all you have to do is ghost them to end things. They will never come looking and that’s exactly what I want.

The waiter, a flustered young man, appears at my alcove, again. Red cheeks, chin zit, small eyebrow scar. “W-will it be just you, after all, Miss Bentley? Is there anything else I can get you? If you prefer, we could relocate you to one of the solo alcoves which comes equipped with a flat-screen.” 

Freaking Manhattan. Of course they would have a singles alcove with cable TV to make people feel even more alone and pathetic than they already are. 

“I’m perfectly fine where I am, thank you.”  I give him a withering glare.  “And yes, it’ll be just me. Bring me your best bottle of Malbec.” 

“Thank you, Miss Bentley—I mean, you’re welcome—Oh crap, I mean, at your service—Christ, I—” 

“Stop talking,” I say, keeping my voice gentle. I’m used to this kind of reaction from New Yorkers.

With a sheepish smile, he mumbles out an apology and scurries off like a frightened mouse. 

I shake my head and check my phone. Still nothing from Alaric. 

Irritated, I sit back and scan the restaurant as I sip a glass of water. Alaric’s chosen meet-up locations are usually secluded, intimate, high-end establishments that promise security and peace of mind. This restaurant is just that. 

While there are main floor seats, there’s also the option of alcove seats for those who prefer another layer of privacy. There’s even a string that, if tugged, would cause a sheer curtain to fall for added isolation. For me, this place is perfection.

My idle observing comes to a stop at the steps that lead up to the alcoves section. There, being led by the hostess, is a swaggering man who, if the word playboy came with an accompanying image in the dictionary, would be the perfect representation. 

I scoff and take another sip of water, condensation dampening my fingertips. But I don’t—can’t—stop looking. 

Playboy’s hair is so platinum-blond it’s almost metallic, yet his eyebrows and groomed facial hair are a deep dark brown. Such a dangerously beautiful contrast. Bold, daring, fierce, as if he’s some kind of trend-setting runway model, or something. 

A prominent, angular jaw and full, kissable lips with a little puckered point on the upper lip. Brown dress shoes, dark denims with a ripped hole on one knee, brown belt to complement the shoes, and tucked-in white dress-shirt with sleeves rolled up to his elbows. Tall, built with the right proportion of lean muscle for his body type, a warm olive tan. 

Heads turn as he trails the hostess through the restaurant, cellphone pressed to his ear, eyes fixed on the hostess’s derriere.

Typical. I snort and force my gaze away, checking my phone again. Nothing. 

Smart, sensible women know better than to even look in the direction of men like him. Unless you’re in for a fling, drama, or angst, it’s a waste of time. Men like him are conceited, self-centered, cocksure jerks who will still be juggling multiple women well into their sixties. As long as their face stays handsome, abs remain ripped, and their virility doesn’t wane, they will never settle down, convinced that there’s too much of them to give it all to just one person.

I should know. I have a bestie who’s the definition of a player. A man so promiscuously virile that just one sex wouldn’t do. So he has both. A playboy who scores for both sides? Whoo boy. Look away, girl. Look away. 

I tap out another message to Alaric. 

 

Serena: So? Did Mr. Perfect Match fall into a manhole and break his leg?

 

“Miss Bentley?” 

I glance up from my phone and find the hostess standing there. With Mr. Playboy. 

I raise a brow. “Yes?”

She flashes me a face-splitting, wide-eyed Oh My God! grin and winks. “I believe this is your date.” 

I blink at the hostess. Then at Mr. Playboy. Then at the hostess again. 

Oh, hell no. NO. You have got to be kidding me. Perfect match? Is this some kind of a joke? I’m going to murder Alaric. I swear it!

My face must display incredulous horror, because the hostess’s grin dies and she begins to stutter. “I-I’m sure he has an, um, explanation for being late. Please, have a seat, Mr. Sharpe. I’ll just, ah, let the waiter know the second party has arrived.” With that, she’s off before I can tell her there’s no need because I’m out of here. 

An awkward silence left in her wake, Mr. Playboy scowls down at me while I stare up at him with a look that I hope expresses, Not a chance in hell, buddy. 

He idly flips his phone over in his hand as he, with unconcealed irritation, points out, “You’re a redhead.” 

“Well, at least you’re not color-blind.” 

Vexation evident in the pinch of his brows and the downturn of his lips, he replies, “Sorry, you’re pretty and all, but I don’t do redheads. They’re stubborn, mouthy, and a downright pain in my ass. Michelle knows this. Why would she set me up with you? I asked for easy and fun, not trouble and psycho.” 

“Perfect.” My smile is saccharine. “Because I don’t do playboys. Especially ones with—wait, who’s Michelle?” 

He frowns. “Michelle? Our matchmaker? Plump Brit, about yay high?”  He lifts his hand to just below his pectorals to indicate ‘yay high.’ 

“I’m sorry, but I don’t know who that is.”  I shake my head. “I’m with SPARKS, and there’s no Michelle there. Get the hostess. Wrong blind date, thank God.” 

Moving to the railing overlooking the main floor, he catches the hostess’s attention and waves her up.

“I think there’s been a bit of a mix up,” he tells her when she arrives at our section. “We’re from different companies.” 

“I, uh, I…” the hostess stutters, and I wouldn’t be surprise if it’s his face that’s got her so out of it. “We only have one booking for a blind date tonight, sir. As is custom with these services, reservations are made under the company’s names, and there’s a reservation for two under SPARKS.” 

Playboy twists his lips to the side. “Can you check if a reservation was made under M. Nolan.” 

As the hostess nods and hurries off to check the books, Playboy leans his hip against the mosaic tiled column of the alcove, as if to avoid having to talk to me. 

Where the heck is that damn waiter with my wine? 

The intense silence is punctured by muffled ringing from my purse. I get out my phone and answer without preamble.  “I’m over it, Alaric. Find another match.” 

“He fell into a manhole and broke his leg, Rena,” Alaric informs me in that deep, gruff voice of his. “Quite literally a block away from the restaurant.” 

“Ha. Nice one,” I say. “That’s my lie. I invented it, remember? Tell him he can go drown himself in a bucket of bleach.” 

“Rena?” 

“What?” 

“I’m serious. He’s at the hospital.”

No way. “What?”

“I have photo evidence. I’ll forward it to you,” he promises. “Heading to the hospital to check on him now. Let’s hope he’s not superstitious or anything.” 

“Uh, okay?” 

“Sorry, baby girl. Shit happens. I’ll keep you posted. Talk later.” 

“Oh, my God,” I whisper as I lower the phone from my ear. “I’m a witch.”

A derisive snort reminds me that I’m not alone. “All redheads are.” 

I glance up, but he’s not even turned in my direction. Head down, fingers flying across his phone screen. “Evil, soul-sucking witches.” 

With an annoyed curl to my lip, I’m about to tell him to go stick it where the sun doesn’t shine, when the hostess returns with a disappointed smile. 

“You were right, Mr. Sharpe,” she says. “There was a reservation for two made under M. Nolan, but both parties should have been here an hour ago. We gave up the table.” 

Playboy pinches the bridge of his nose. “I came late. On purpose. Because in my experience, the women are always late. And you’re telling me—” 

“You’ve been stood up,” I finish for him.

He shoots me a glare. 

I smile smugly.

“I’m so sorry, Mr. Sharpe,” the hostess apologizes, though it’s not even her fault. “Would you like to sit and have a glass of wine, or…” 

I roll my eyes at the open, suggestive look she gives him. After all, his real date didn’t show. 

Blatant and unabashed, he rakes his gaze over her in return. I mean, she basically just gave him permission to eye-rape her. “What time do you get off?”

Like a sweets-loving toddler, she sways from side to side. “An hour from now.”  

“A glass of wine it is then.” He winks and bites his lip. Then, “Here.” 

This gets my attention. “Excuse me?” 

Without permission, he enters my alcove, taking the seat across from me. “What’s the big deal, Red Witch? It’s not as if your frog is gonna show up.” 

The hostess flees. 

“Ah, I see,” I say, “you want to sit here so you don’t look pathetic being stood up.” 

“No,” he denies. “I’m sitting here so you don’t look pathetic being stood up.”

I bristle. “I’m not stood up. My date…he—” 

“Fell into a manhole and broke his leg on the way here?” 

Wha… How does he… “What?” 

He shrugs. “A plausibly implausible excuse I would use to get out of a date.”  

Wow. Guess I’m not as original as I thought. But Alaric swears this date isn’t lying. Hmph. I don’t know. 

Nevertheless… “You can’t sit here.” 

As if he didn’t hear me, he reaches across the table and picks up my glass, then picks up the water pitcher and refills the cup. Lifting the glass to his lips, he downs the entire thing.

The nerve!

“Look,” he says, setting the glass down. “I’ve had a long, grueling day. I came here to get fed and laid, so I could get up tomorrow and start my ridiculously awesome, sex-filled life all over again. As it turns out, I got stood up, and apparently so did you.” 

He pauses, as if expecting me to throw in a defense. When I don’t, he continues, “Fact is, I still need to get fed and laid. You’re not my type and I’m clearly not yours, so we should be able to fill our bellies in companionable silence, yes? Afterward, you’ll go home to your B.O.B, and I’ll go home with that tight little hostess over there. End of day. Tomorrow, a new tale. Care to point out the harm in that, Red Witch?” 

I stare at him in disbelief. Is he for real? Who the hell does he think he is? See? This is why I avoid jerks like him. 

I should just get up and leave, but I don’t. Because what I’ve belatedly realized is that this guy either doesn’t know who I am, or he’s so full of himself he just doesn’t care. 

I can’t remember the last time anyone spoke to me this way. It’s refreshing. How twisted is that? That I find someone being a jerkface asshole to me refreshing? I really ought to have him kicked out—because I can—but I don’t. 

What I do instead—surprisingly—is shrug. “Fine. Whatever.” 

He pours himself more water and sips while scrolling through his phone, as if it wouldn’t have mattered whether I said yay or nay. He’s having dinner here and that’s that. 

Fascinated, I can only stare at him.

As if sensing my eyes drilling into him, he flicks his gaze up from the screen without lifting his head. “Problem?” 

The waiter returns before I can respond. Wine! Finally.

“Good to see you have arrived, sir,” greets the waiter as he places two wine glasses before us and proceeds to open the bottle with unnecessary flourish.

“Nope. Wrong guy,” Playboy corrects. “I’m just hungry.” Then, picking up the menu, he adds under his breath, “And horny.” 

Jesus Savior. I glare across the table at him. 

With wide, bewildered eyes, the waiter glances back and forth between us, but says nothing as he pours our wine. 

Sighing, I tap the menu and tell the waiter, “I’ll have the Caesar Salad, sans dressing.” 

Playboy peeps at me over the top of his menu with a hiked brow, before he shakes his head and shifts his gaze back to the menu. “Typical.”

“And you, sir?” the waiter asks. “Are you ready to order?

“Yes.” He sets the menu down. “I haven’t eaten in six hours, so I need protein and carbs. Lots of carbs.” 

When the waiter just stands there looking confused, Playboy shakes his head and simplifies, “I’ll have a Chicken Alfredo. But bring some warm bread and butter in the meantime, please. I’m surprised there’s not a basket here already.” 

“There was, sir. Miss Bentley requested it be taken back.”

Playboy eyes me. “Watching your weight? What, you a runway model or something?” 

The waiter frowns disapprovingly at him before turning to leave.

This man is utterly provoking. “I have to be a supermodel to eat healthy?” 

“Eat healthy at home,” he replies. “Not at a fancy restaurant.” 

“Would you still want to sit here with me were I three-hundred pounds?” 

“Most definitely,” he answers without pause. “I enjoy women of all shades, shapes, and sizes.” 

“Except redheads.” 

“Except redheads,” he affirms. 

The waiter is back in a jiffy with a basket of bread and a saucer of butter, while I had to wait a decade on my wine. Guess who won’t be getting a tip? 

Playboy immediately attacks the basket of bread. I laugh into my glass of wine as I watch him stuff a buttered slice into his mouth, humming in delight as though he hadn’t eaten in days. 

“What’s your name?” I ask. 

One eyebrow hikes up at me again. “Companionable silence, remember?” 

“Hey, man, you just barged your way in here. Eating my bread and drinking my wine. I’m allowed to ask questions.” 

He stares back at me, chewing contemplatively. 

His zinc-colored eyes stare without apology, intense and confident.  “Khol. Spelled K-H-O-L.  Short for Kholton. Kholton Sharpe. Anything else?”

“Yeah.” I take a sip of my wine, watching him with as much intent as he’s watching me. “Why is your hair white?” 

“’Cause I’m a rebel.” 

I fight my lips from curving up. Can’t give this tool the satisfaction. “What do you do for a living?” 

“Teach.”

I scoff. “Teach what? Sex Education?”

“Nope,” he replies without taking umbrage. “I teach Math, Accounts, and Finance, and sometimes Physics to a wide range of people, from high school students to stay-at-home moms.” 

I almost choke on my wine. “You’re joking.” 

He just looks at me. He’s serious. 

“Forgive me,” I say, “but you don’t look like a teacher. And a high school teacher at that.” 

There goes that hiking eyebrow again. “What do I look like?” 

I reply, “A night-club going, ménage-loving, high-fashion model playboy?”   

He blinks at me. Then, “Can I finish eating my bread now?”

I nod, mostly because I’m somewhat bemused. What kind of math teacher looks like that?  

And, he doesn’t care who I am. And, he doesn’t like redheads. And, he picks up girls as easy as replacing a no-show blind date with a willing hostess. I’m piqued. I want to know more. I need to know who he is and how he came to be. 

“You’re staring at me again,” he says without looking at me, slathering butter onto bread. 

“Because you’re an enigma.” 

“Not true,” he refutes around a mouthful. “What you see is what you get here.” 

“And what you are is an extremely good-looking math/accounts/physics teacher who lives to get fed, laid, and a good night’s sleep?” 

“Pretty much.” 

“And that’s it?” I prod. 

“Yep.” He shrugs. “Life’s not complicated. Humans are just dramatic. You live, and then you die. Sadly, some die and forget to live.”

Yes, I very much want to know him. Khol. Short for Kholton. Kholton Sharpe. 

He’s such a twist from all the other men I’ve ever met. Including Alaric. He’s as self-assured, arrogant, and confident as Alaric, but there’s something different here.

It’s one thing to be a playboy but quite another to be a smart playboy. Anyone with the right qualifications can become a teacher, but it takes a special kind of person to choose to stand in front of fickle, attitudinal high school students and teach. To choose to sit down and teach anyone, for that matter. One would need to possess great patience, deep discernment, and sincere understanding for such a job. One would first need to care.  

If he really is who he says he is, then there’s more to his story. A whole lot more. 

“You’re still staring,” he grumbles, scrolling through his phone now. 

“Don’t you want to know anything about me?” I ask

“Nope.” 

“Not even my name?” 

“Red Witch is enough.” 

“But my name isn’t Red Witch.” 

“Don’t care.” 

I should find his casual dismissal of me offensive, but I don’t. Again, I find it refreshing. So much so I can’t help smiling. Might as well enjoy it while it lasts, because I won’t ever see him again after tonight. 

“Why do you hate redheads so much?” 

At this, he looks up from his phone and studies me through those daring zinc-gray eyes, tracing the curve of my face with what resembles appreciation. Then, slowly, that look of stifled appreciation transmutes to something akin to resentment. “’Cause they’re my weakness.” 

Whoa. I did not see that one coming. So blunt and matter-of-fact. Not many people would openly admit to something like that. Maybe he really is a what-you-see-is-what-you-get kind of guy. 

“Oh, I get it,” I say, “you got your heart broken by a redhead and now we all suffer.” 

“Penny Walters.” He sets his phone face-down and narrows his gaze at me. “Third grade. Prettiest girl in class. Flaming red hair and big green eyes. Peppery and precocious. I crushed hard on her. Stole twenty-dollar bills from my grandmother’s purse every chance I got and gave them to her.”

 He shakes his head, as if disappointed in his younger self. “I picked fresh flowers for her. I got her Bon Bon Lollies. And once, I even gave her my homework because she didn’t do hers and I took a beating from my dad. Then, I caught her in the Boys’ bathroom lifting her skirt up for red-faced Benny the Bully.” 

Mouth agape, I stare at him. “Are you serious? You hate all redheads because in third grade some redhead named Penny took all your granny’s twenty-dollar bills and then showed the goods to someone else?” 

“Disloyal witch,” he mumbles under his breath, taking a sip of his wine. 

I can’t help it. I guffaw. Because, what the hell?  “You’re mental.”

He scowls at me. “Thanks for the sympathy. Wish I could get those twenty-dollar bills back. That little witch got off with about eighteen-hundred bucks. I could use that right now.” 

“Well, at least you don’t have to work for it anymore,” I say with an amused smirk. “Look how far you’ve come. From working hard with stolen twenty-dollar bills and Bon Bon Lollies, to walking into a restaurant, have all the female eyes follow you, and effortlessly securing a lay less than a minute after you’ve discovered another lay stood you up.”

 “I bet she was a redhead,” he grouses. 

“The woman who stood you up?” 

“Gotta be a redhead,” he says. 

I laugh again. 

He looks at me. 

I look back at him. 

He smiles. 

Our food arrives. 




TWO 

Serena

 “Nothing but trouble.” 

 

 

 

DINNER WITH PLAYBOY—er, Khol, short for Kholton—turns out to be quite pleasant. 

Although he shows zero interest in knowing anything about me, I, on the other hand, ask prying questions. Lots of them.

What surprises me the most is his lack of hesitation with his responses. He doesn’t hold back, despite his attention being either on his plate, his phone screen, or the hostess across the room. He’s so forward and open it makes me suspicious. 

I learn he has two siblings. One older brother and a younger sister. He’s a once-upon-a-time trust-fund baby who got himself disinherited when he refused to follow in the path his father chose for him. Born and raised in California, then later relocated to NYC after being stripped of his easy privileges. He likes the gym, the beach, and comics. He also has a rather blunt and optimistic view of life. 

See? No one is this open with their personal life. Unless…he’s feigning insouciance and candidness to throw off suspicions. 

Or, maybe, my father’s strangling paranoia is rubbing off on me. Ugh. 

I want him to keep talking. I want to know more. I want to crawl inside his head for just five minutes and assess his wiring. But before I know it, the hostess comes over to whisper sultrily that she’ll be “ready in five.” It feels ridiculous that an hour has passed already. 

Shortest hour of my life. 

Feeling a pang of resentment toward the hostess, I pay for our meal without asking him—though he doesn’t seem to care—and get up to leave. 

He doesn’t look up from his phone and I don’t say goodbye, too annoyed and…and…I don’t know what I feel. It’s stupid anyway. I’m never going to see the guy again.  

“Serena!” someone calls when I’m halfway out the restaurant. 

I groan and swing my attention in the direction of the voice. 

One of my father’s business associates and his wife. I would offer a wave and smile and keep it moving, but public indecorum is not encouraged where important business partners are concerned. So I have no choice but to plaster on my practiced fake smile and amble over to the couple. They ask me how I’m doing and I reply politely before asking how they are doing even though I don’t care. Small talk, small talk, lots of fawning smiles and compliments, and then I’m free to go.

Exiting the restaurant, I’m surprised to see Playboy Khol leaned against a post, an impatient pull to his brows. He looks up when I walk out, then sags in disappointment when he sees I’m not his cute hostess.

“Aww,” I say jeeringly as I walk past him. “That’s the same look she had when her manager stopped her on her way out. Don’t worry, she’ll come.” 

His half-smile is cockily salacious. “Damn straight she will.” He then surprises me by pushing off from the light post to follow me. “Where are you going?” 

“Home. Not that it’s any of your business.”

“Okay.” He drags the word out as if he doesn’t understand the concept of home. “Don’t know if you’ve noticed, but all the street lights on this stretch are out except for this one. You’re a woman. A sexy woman, I might add. Alone, in tight clothes and expensive brand-name accessories. You know, that LV purse, those diamond earrings and thumb ring…criminals live for dark moments like this. Stay here where people can see you and get a cab.”

I pause for a beat but don’t turn around. Huh. So he has been paying attention to me. Down to my diamond thumb ring. For some reason, this pleases me. 

“I don’t take cabs. My driver is right there.” I point into the darkness where a white Bentley is parked four cars down. “And what do you care anyway? I thought you didn’t like me.” 

“Call your driver,” he orders. “Tell him to come up here.”

Eyes rolling to the heavens, I turn to face him. “I’m not one of your students, Playboy. I can take care of myself.” 

Just then, the hostess walks out of the restaurant, glancing left and right. When she spots him, she grins and calls, “Hey, you ready?” 

“Go on,” I tell him. “It’s not like I’m offering you anything.” 

He hesitates, then mumbles, “Fine,” as he turns and strides toward his impending orgasm, shaking his head. 

Something foul fills my nostrils. It smells like indignation. Or is that stench jealousy? Whatever it is, it’s stupid, unwarranted, and it stinks. 

He’s…he’s…he’s a playboy! With white hair. I cannot be interested in him. Nope. Nope. Nope. 

As he reaches the hostess, she launches herself at him and cups his face in her hands. 

I turn around before I can witness the collision of their lips and continue toward my car. My heel snags in a crack and I stumble and almost fall, but I’m able to right myself. Five steps later, I trip over something and this time I do fall.

“Dammit.” It really is dark. I probably should have listened to Playboy, but with the street being one-way, my driver would have to circle two other avenues just to get back in front of the restaurant.

As I’m pushing up to my knees to right myself, I hear the screech of a car. Bright lights almost blind me when I glance up. Three giant, masculine figures in all-black are suddenly silhouetted in the headlights. Are they wearing…masks? 

Holy shit. OhmyGodOhmyGod. 

Panic jolting through me, I hastily attempt to clamber to my feet. But I’m not fast enough. Rough, powerful hands seize me, one clamped over my mouth to kill my scream and the other crushing my rib cage. Unable to scream, I wildly kick my legs out, flailing, fear growling like a caged beast in my belly. 

This isn’t happening. This is not happening. Again!

“Hey! HEY!! The hell are you doing?!” 

That voice. It’s Playboy. Kholton. He saw. He’s here. He’ll help me! 

“Mhheeelppp!” I scream into my abductor's gloved hand. 

“Call 911! Now!” he shouts at someone. “Let her go, asshole!”

Struggling, I try to turn my head to see him but I can’t. I’m being hauled off to a waiting van. 

“Walk away, man,” a gruff voice warns. “This has nothing to do with you.” 

“Like hell,” Khol growls back. 

There’s a tussle. Grunts. The sounds of a fist fight. 

My assailant tries to stuff me in the back of the van, but I don’t make it easy for him, kicking and wailing. He’s stronger than me, though, so he gets me in and has me cuffed to the van in no time. 

I can hear Kholton’s curses at the assailants, undaunted and provoking. 

Another cracking punch. 

The “zzzzt” of a taser. 

Seconds later, two men roughly stuff him inside the back of the van with me. In the next second, he’s cuffed beside me and the van is screeching off with us. 

Sprawled belly-down on the floor of the van, a spasm jolts through his body when he turns his head to me. I expect to find fright and concern for me in his face, but instead I find rage and accusation. 

“See?” he grits out, “This is why I give myself a restraining order against redheads.” Another spasm rocks through his body and he snarls with belligerence. “Nothing but trouble.”

Yikes.  




THREE 

Serena

“Take off your shirt.” 

 

 

 

“I THINK I’M scared.” 

As if regretting his decision to intervene, Kholton looks up at the ceiling of the van and sighs. “You should be.” 

The van has been on the move for almost two hours. It smells like rancid socks and sour milk, and the windows are blocked out with what resembles a soundproof sponge. A suspicious duffel is tossed in one corner and a dirty overall is bundled up near my feet, along with duct tape and a coil of cable ties. 

The abductors in the front are engaged in a heated row. 

“So…I probably should’ve listened to you.” 

Kholton snorts. “No shit.” 

Hands bound behind his back, he’s twisted in an awkward, painful-looking position. His lip is busted, and a shiner is quickly spreading around his eye. 

I have to know, “How are you not freaking out right now?” 

He grunts. “’Cause if I’m about to die, ‘freaking out’ won’t help.” 

My heart stops beating. Holy shit, he thinks we’re going to die?

As I silently freak out across from him, struggling not to be a craven, wailing weakling, he twists onto his side and eyeballs me. 

“You’re in a burning high-rise, on the highest floor, the smoke and fire are flaming from the ground up. You’ve got two options: ‘Freak out’ and jump out the window to a nasty, splattering death. Or, find a corner, relax, inhale the smoke and let it knock you unconscious before the flames devour you.” He pauses and attempts a shrug with one shoulder. “Right now, I’m choosing to inhale the smoke.” 

That’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard. Still, my mouth goes arid as my heart pounds.  Keep calm. Keep calm. Keep calm and think. “You won’t die,” I tell him. “It’s me they’re after.” 

“That’s precisely why they’ll kill me first.” He frowns in thought. “Why do you think they’re after you? Are you a mob boss’s daughter or something?”

Numbly, I shake my head and exhale a shuddering breath. “No. Not a mob boss. A billionaire. A legit billionaire. Real estate. I’m…an heiress.”  

Brows drawn in, he scans my face, and I can see him putting two and two together. “Miss Bentley…Bentley…” he muses almost inaudibly. “Ah…You’re Aaron Bentley’s daughter. Huh. That explains the bling.”

“I was surprised you didn’t know me. Everyone in this city knows me. Even paparazzi shows interest on occasions.” 

“Eh. I don’t pay attention to that stuff.” His gaze shifts to the men up front, then back to me. “So, is it your dad who pissed these men off or you?” 

I suck in my bottom lip. “I have no idea.” 

I don’t tell him that this is the second time I’m being kidnapped. 

At age nine, I was taken by my own driver and two of his friends and held for ransom. I don’t remember much of it, as I was drugged throughout the entire ordeal. I remember being picked up from school by my driver, as usual, and the next thing I knew it was two days later and I was in the hospital. 

My father had paid the five-million-dollar ransom to get me back, but it wasn’t long before the men were caught by the Feds.

I’m twenty-five this time around, and this kidnapping seems to be more than a ransom grab. These men are terrifying and it’s becoming increasingly difficult to conceal my fear when I have no idea what plans they have in store for me. 

Rape? Abuse? Human trafficking? Death? I’m scared shitless, but how do I let Playboy see that?

“Hey.” His calm voice slices through my running thoughts. 

I don’t look at him. I’m afraid he’ll see what a coward I am. 

“Hey,” he tries again. “Look at me.” 

Inhaling a deep breath, I swallow my pride and turn my face to him, unable to hide the fear anymore. 

His eyes roam over my face appreciatively, as if he’s seeing me for the first time. “I won’t let them hurt you,” he promises. “Do you believe me?” 

I stare at him, because I don’t. What can he do against three big, burly men with guns and tasers and muscles much, much bigger than his? He tried to stop them from abducting me and ended up getting himself abducted. So, no, I don’t believe him. 

His eyes don’t leave me. “You have to tell me you believe me, Red.” 

I’m shaking my head, shaking my head, shaking my head…until I stop. Something in his expression shifts and I see it. I see his determination. I see his confidence. I see his promise. He will do it. He will. 

The sad part is, he most likely won’t survive doing it. But he will try. For me. And he doesn’t even know me. Doesn’t even like me. 

“I believe you.” 

He grins. And I have no idea what it means. 

 

~

 

It’s not fifteen minutes later when the van stops moving. 

So does my heart. 

Kholton wrestles himself up almost into a sitting position, his focus on the masked heads behind the cargo barrier. 

Two of the men mumble among themselves in a language I can’t place. Turkish, maybe? 

The driver jumps out of the van. 

A phone rings. 

More aggressive foreign rumbling or what sounds like a dispute. 

“Does…Does their accent sound off to you?” I whisper.

Kholton slides his gaze to me. “I’m not an accent analyzer. I teach numbers.” 

Smart ass, much? “Do you speak any other languages?” 

He glances at me as if to say, ‘Is this relevant right now?  But replies anyway, “Can pick up a few things in Spanish and French but that’s about it.” 

“I’m fluent in French, Spanish, and Latin,” I tell him. 

 Though he’s watching me with eyes that scream I don’t care!’, I keep talking, because it distracts me from whatever doom awaits us. I want him to know all the things I’ve achieved in my short lifetime. I want someone, other than my father and Alaric, to know me before I meet my maker. I want someone to see that I’m not some stuck-up rich brat. That I’m aloof only because I’m distrustful. That I believe in love but am terrified of it. 

“My first kiss was in sixth grade,” I blurt. “With a girl named Natalie. She liked girls. I didn’t like girls or boys. But when she asked me to be her girlfriend I said yes because she was my only friend. Until she decided she liked boys and dumped me.” 

Kholton is amused. 

I keep talking. “At nineteen, I lost my virginity to someone eleven years older than me. I graduated Columbia with a 3.5 GPA, and now I’m CMO of Maeve LLC—my father’s company, which was renamed after me. Maeve is my middle name. Most people who work in family business tend to be miserable, but not me. I love my job.

“My favorite color is green. I’m a Gemini, June 7th. I’m sort of OCD about doors, they need to be closed, always. My lucky number is 10. I like the idea of love but I don’t believe it’s everlasting. Or marriage. Still, I cry—in private—each time someone gets a divorce, and I rage each time someone gets cheated on. My favorite book is On Dublin Street by Samantha Young, and my favorite movie is Not Another Teen Movie. I like to run in the mornings, do yoga in my office, and watch porn when I’m bored. I—” 

My verbal diarrhea is disrupted when the engine switches off and the other two men jump out of the van. 

As their feet crunch on gravel outside, I begin to speak faster, because this is it, and I’m not done telling this beautiful stranger all the things about me. “At work, I’m a bitch and people hate me for it—that and nepotism. But the truth is, I have serious trust issues, and being a bitch is the best way to weed out the fakes, you know? Only the real ones with genuine intentions ever see through the facade.” 

I can hear them at the back door now, the latch pulling. “The only thing I ever truly wanted was to find my own Braden Carmichael. I wanted someone to see through my bullshit and fight for my love like he did with Joss. I want—” 

The doors burst open and I press my face into the linoleum-covered floor, squeeze my eyes shut, and prepare for the worse. 

Man Number One climbs up into the back and growls, “It’s play time, Princess,” before he roughly grabs one of my ankles.  

“Take. Your hands. Off. Her.” This is from Kholton, who sounds oddly calm and unafraid.

Man Number Two ignores him with a humored grunt.  

 “Please, I’ll give you money,” I try to bargain. “Five million? Ten million?  I can give—” 

“Shut the fuck up,” Man Number One growls.

As he grabs my other ankle and attempts to drag me out of the van, Kholton warns, “I’m giving you three seconds to get your hands off her.” 

“Oh yeah?” asks Man Number Two. “Or what” 

“One.”

Faster than I want to believe, Kholton moves and rams his fist straight to Man Number One’s temple. With that one hit, the man slumps to the side.

Silent. 

Unconscious. 

Although my ankles are now free of his grip, I’m too stunned to move. 

Wha—How?—It happened so…fast. 

Eyes wide with both shock and rage, Man Number Two moves to pull his weapon from his waist, but Kholton is quicker as he leaps forward and head-butts him. 

While the man is momentarily stunned, Kholton moves around him as gracefully as a panther and locks him into a sleeper hold. 

“Easy, boy,” he whispers in a soothing voice as the man struggles. 

Seconds later, Man Number Two joins his colleague in the world of unconsciousness. 

Smoothly, quietly, Kholton lowers him to the ground. He then searches both men’s pockets, I assume for the keys to the cuffs. 

A few seconds later, he’s back in the van, crouched over me, making quick work of removing the cuffs. 

I can see nothing but tall trees and the glow of the moonlight. Shaken to the core, I ask, “Where are we?” 

“In the middle of nowhere, obviously.” He lifts me out of the van and sets me on my wobbly feet. All his movements are so quiet, careful, gentle, calm. “There’s a third guy,” he reminds me. “Don’t know where he went and we don’t have time. Get in the van and drive.” 

“And leave you?” I ask, incredulous. “I’m not leaving you.” 

He opens his mouth to respond, only to be thwarted by a loud pop. 

I shriek.  

Did someone just shoot at us? It’s so freaking dark I can’t even tell where it’s coming from! 

“Get in the van and drive, Serena!” he barks at me. “Now!”

I cover my ringing ears and crouch down. “I can’t.” 

Another explosive pop goes off and he drops down beside me. “What do you mean you can’t?” 

“I…I don’t…I don’t know how to drive, okay?” 

“Shit,” he curses. 

“What?” I ask. “Why can’t you drive?” 

He lets out a sharp breath. “Because I’m shot.” 

“WHAT?!” I screech. “Oh my G—eef!” 

Air knocks out of me in a rush as Kholton locks his arm around my neck and tucks me in front of him like a kangaroo does its young. He curves over me like a question mark as he shuffles around the van as quickly as is possible with the dead-weight of another quivering human being. 

Gravel crunches under our feet as we hurry along the side of the van to the open driver’s door. We get there unscathed, and Kholton throws me in without grace. 

Head down, I scramble across to the passenger side. But just as Kholton is about to get in, a tattooed arm appears out of nowhere and jams a gun to his temple. 

“Where do you think you’re going?” Man Number Three grits out. 

“Look, man, all I wanted to do on this boring Wednesday night was eat and get laid,” Kholton replies conversationally. “I’ve got kids to teach tomorrow, I don’t have time for this.” 

Man Number Three rumbles a menacing chuckle. “Well, too ba—ahhh! Motherfu—arggh!” 

It’s all a blur. One minute the gun was at Kholton’s temple, and the next minute it’s on the ground as the man doubles over in pain. 

He kneed him in the balls!

While Man Number Three is distracted by his pain, Kholton kicks the gun out of his reach, hops into the vehicle, and start up the ignition. Dust and gravel flare up as he one-handedly guides the van through the maze of trees. 

“How bad is it?” I ask, hanging on to the door handle for dear life. 

“Don’t know,” he grunts out. “Just know it hurts like a mother.” 

With one hand, I reach above to flip on the ceiling light and gasp, horrified by the amount of blood. Spilling from a wound on his right bicep, the sleeve of his shirt is soaked and so is the right leg of his denim. 

He takes a quick glance down at his body. “Oh. This is good.” 

Huh? “Good? How is any of this good??”

Street lights suddenly come into view—thank God—and he accelerates. “The blood is dark, which means no arteries were hit. Most likely just a flesh wound.” 

Oh. I never knew that. “So, bright red blood means critical?” 

He swings the van out of the forest and onto the street. It’s messy and wobbly, but he is driving with one working arm, so that’s a given. “Yeah. Take off your shirt.” 

“What?”

“I need to stop the bleeding,” he explains. “Take off your shirt.”

“I can’t—” 

“Serena,” he stresses without patience, “I’m losing a lot of blood, I’m starting to feel dizzy, and you can’t drive. Unless you want us to die, take off your goddamn shirt and tie it around this goddamn wound.”

I know he’s right, and he shouldn’t have even had to ask, but…

With a sigh, I pull my brand-new top up and off.

“We can’t stop, so you’ll have to do it while I drive,” he says, focused on the road. 

Great. No pressure or anything. 

His wounded hand is the one out of reach, closer to the door, so in order to bandage the wound with my twelve-hundred-dollar garment, I have to dip under his good hand on the steering wheel until my bare torso is resting in his lap. 

Once I’m done, I carefully retract from his lap, from under his arm, and flop back in my seat. 

Feeling awkward as all get out, I stare straight ahead. 

“Uh, thanks,” he murmurs, eyes fixed on the road ahead. 

I don’t speak. I’m crimson. 

He clears his throat. 

Then both of us fall silent. 

There’s nothing but trees and streetlights on either side of us, and not a single vehicle has passed us either up or down this never-ending road.

“So…” He clears his throat again. “You always go bra-less or only on blind dates?” 

I groan. I should have known he wouldn’t not say anything. After all, my tits were just in his lap. 

 That’s why I hesitated to take my top off earlier. I have no bra on. In fact, I have no bra on ninety-nine percent of the time. I have perky breasts. Not too big, not too small. Just the right size that I don’t need a bra. Ever. However, I do have large nipples, so I invest in nude-colored pasties to subdue them. 

At the moment, I’m wearing heart-shaped ones.

So here I am, topless, my girls out in the open, bouncing with every wobbly left-handed turn of the steering wheel. But hey, the guy saved my life and took a bullet for me. Exposing my girls to the chilling night breeze is the least I could do. 

That said, I’m not about to discuss them with him, so I ignore his question and ask, “How did you get out of your cuffs? And where did you learn to fight like that?” 

He exhales a slow breath through his mouth, as if quenching whatever pain he’s in. “Cuffs, I picked them with a paperclip from my pocket. Fighting, I used to be bullied in junior high, so I joined an underground street-fighting club and trained until I was able to KO all my bullies. In college, I did taekwondo and a bit of wrestling. Later, I learned Krav Maga. Now, I teach Krav Maga on Saturdays and give free self-defense lessons on Tuesdays.” 

Wow. The intrigue just keeps on growing. Who is this guy? “When you asked me if I believed you would protect me, did you already have the cuffs off?” 

“Yep.” 

Of course he did. That explains the wicked grin. 

“You saved my life.” I inhale a disbelieving breath. “I’m forever indebted to you.”

He doesn’t respond. I glance over at him and notice his lids are low, beads of sweat crowding on his forehead. Reaching over, I touch my hand to his cheek. “Hey, are you okay?” 

He blinks and breathes through his mouth. “Just a bit…woozy.” He squints. “I think I know where we are.” 

I look ahead and spy the glistening bridge in the distance. Far, far away, but enough to tip us off on our location. Philadelphia. “Look! There’s a gas station coming up. We can get someone to call the cops.” 

“Cops?” he asks, his speech slow. 

I eye him. “Yes. We have to get you an ambulance.” 

He gives me a disagreeing shake of the head. “You were abducted by these men because of something your father did, I’m guessing. You call the cops and they’re gonna be poking around in places I’m sure your father doesn’t want them to be poking. No cops. Call your dad first. Let him come get you. Then he can decide what to do next.” 

This makes a lot of sense, but at the same time, I’m finding it hard to believe my father would get himself caught up in anything that would put me in this kind of danger. There’s more to this. There has to be. 

Still, Kholton is right. I should call my father first. “What about the eye-witnesses who saw us get taken in New York?” 

He gives me a weak side-glance. “You’re rich. I’m sure you people have your secret ways of making shit disappear.”

I don’t glare, as I suppose that would make me ungrateful and mean after all he just did. 

Right before we get to the gas station, we spot a phone-booth and choose to stop there instead. 

With his uninjured hand, he lethargically digs into his back pocket. “Lost my phone during the scuffle, but still have my wallet.” He throws it at me. “Get some coins. Call your dad. But first, I need you to call someone for me. Tell them I need help.” 

Inhaling short, audible breaths through the mouth, he gives me the person’s name and number.

 As he leans back into the seat, face pale, eyes closed, chest heaving up and down, I watch him with sad eyes. This happened to him because of me. And all I can think about is how I was a bitch to him at the restaurant. How hard I’d judged him. 

Without thinking, I lean across to him, touch my hand to the side of his cold, sweat-drenched face, and press a soft kiss to the side of his mouth. “Penny Walters was a fool.” 

I don’t wait for a reaction. I’m out of the van in the next second, bare tits bouncing in the cold as I rush into the booth. 

I drop in coins and dial the number he gave me first. 

“Hullo?” 

I pause. I wasn’t expecting a female voice. Nor a British accent. Who is she? And, more importantly, how can I possibly be jealous at a time like this? “Is this…Teddy?” 

“There’s only one bloke calls me that,” she replies, accent strong. 

“Kholton?” I ask.

“Right.” A short pause. “Who is this? If this is another one of his twats calling to threaten me to stay away from him, I’m hanging u—”  

“No, no!” I hurriedly interrupt. “I’m Serena. Serena Bentley. And Kholton…he’s been shot.” 
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Serena

“Stay away from that guy.”

 

 

Four Months Later

Location: 

Long Island

 

 

 

MY FATHER TAKES one look at the table laden with all the food he’s not allowed to eat, and sighs. “Give it another month, Serena,” he tells me.

Arrggh! Of course, he sees right through my ploy. 

After all, he’s Aaron Bentley. Pull the wool over his eyes and his percipience will burn right through it. So suspicious and distrustful that there’s just no hoodwinking or manipulating him.

The man is as sharp as a blade but as paranoid as a junkie. Consider it a huge compliment if he shows even a modicum of trust in you, because Aaron Bentley trusts no one.

I have no idea what’s made him this way, but as his sole offspring, his paranoia has made him unbearably overprotective of me. To the nth degree. Which, as a result, has made me distrustful of people and their intentions—though not as terribly as him. 

I love him eighty percent of the time. The other twenty percent I spend resenting him for keeping me secluded for much of my formative years. I’m messed up in the head because he’s messed up in the head. It’s sad. Pitiful. 

“Daddy,” I whine, sagging in my chair. “Please.” 

His paranoia extends to the kitchen where he trusts no one but me to cook for him. I’m sort of a health nut, which drives him mad, because I prepare nothing but uber-healthy meals for him. I told him that if he had a problem with me “healthyfying” the kitchen, he should give me his blessing to go live on my own. Then he could have full control over what he eats. 

But he’s so convinced that the world is out to get me, that he’d rather eat healthy—gasp! The horror! —than allow me to go out and be a grown-up.

This morning, my plan was to butter him up with all the oily, fatty, carb-y food he “longs for” for breakfast, with the hope that I would get a “yes” out of him.  

Alas, it is not to be. He murdered the plan before it even got a chance to breathe. 

Over four months has passed since I was abducted. He’d had me picked up less that fifteen minutes after calling him that night, leaving Kholton behind. 

When I apprised him of all that happened, he got this strange, haunted expression before agreeing that we shouldn’t involve the cops—at least, not yet. As for Kholton, he was immediately suspicious of his intentions. 

After regaling him with the tale of how Kholton managed to pick his cuffs and take down three scary men on his own, Daddy became convinced he was a part of it. 

“That’s ludicrous,” I’d said. “Our entire encounter was accidental and somewhat belligerent. Not to mention he tried to caution me about the dark and I didn’t listen. And even then, he risked his life to save me, Daddy.” 

But my dear, overly-suspicious father bought not one bit of it. 

As a result, he forbade me from seeking Kholton out, not even to tell him thanks, for at least one month. He said if Kholton contacted us first, then he was definitely in on it. And if he didn’t contact us, it meant he wanted to be as far from the danger of our company as possible. 

One month later, there was no contact, not even an attempt, from Kholton. “Now can I contact him, Daddy? For God’s sake, the man saved my life!” 

“Give it another month,” he’d said. 

When that month was over and Kholton still hadn’t reached out to us, he’d said, “Another month, sweetheart. You can never be too cautious.”

When that month ended, I waited to see if he would bring it up. He didn’t. That’s when I realized he was hoping I’d forget about Kholton. 

But that’s impossible. Khol, short for Kholton, Kholton Sharpe, is not the kind of person one just forgets about. He’s like a stain. An imprint. Indelible. 
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