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Chapter One

 


Carter MacGillis stood at the twenty-foot buffet table and surveyed
the large, elaborately decorated room. The forty-foot ceilings of
the huge metal warehouse were strung with lime green and sky blue
streamers, the metal girders surrounded by balloons of the same
colors. Both types of decorations crawled down the corners to
decorate tables laden with food and punch, and a bar on one wall
had balloons and streamers tied at either end.

Around the outside of the room were fifty
tables, each seating eight, and each decorated with blue and green
roses in bowls as the centerpiece. In the middle of the room was a
large area set aside for dancing. Even with hundreds of people in
attendance, the room echoed the bumping bass of the techno the DJ
played from one corner, making it ten times louder than it actually
was.

Carter hated the entire thing: The obnoxious
decorations, the expensive food, the pretentious people… If he
didn’t absolutely have to be here, at least for a short time, he
wouldn’t be. He simply didn’t fit in. But when you were the main
programmer for the biggest video game of the year, you had to be at
the game’s premier party.

He supposed- though it was a rather
pointless supposition, as it didn’t change anything- that he was at
least partially responsible for the fact that he didn’t belong in
this group. If he were more outgoing, or tried a little harder to
date some of the beautiful women in the room, he might have more
friends here. But he wasn’t particularly loquacious, and hated
telling a woman he had crazy amounts of money to get her to go home
with him- even though he did.

Because then she expected him to talk to
her, tell her about himself, please her in bed if she could get
past the fact that he couldn’t seem to carry on a conversation.
Oddly enough, he was surprisingly good at that last one. At least,
that’s what he’d heard from the few women whom he’d ended up in bed
with.

Granted, two of the three had been in
college, where chicks that did put out had no problem pumping the
ego of the guy they’d slept with. That was fine with him. Back
then, he had really needed the ego boost. Hell, he probably still
did.

The third had been a fellow programmer at
Cyclone Games, where he worked. They’d been working late for a week
straight, hadn’t been away from each other for more than ten
minutes in days. The sex had just sorta happened, on his desk,
around ten o’clock at night at the beginning of the second week. He
was pretty sure she’d been a virgin. He might have thought it was a
fluke if it hadn’t happened again and again over the next two
weeks, until they’d completed the project.

They’d done such a good job that both of
them had been promoted, him to head of his department, her to the
same position at a new branch three states away. And that had been
the end of that.

But even that had been so
long ago he could barely remember. Clara had been transferred…
What? A year and a half- No, two
years ago now. And he hadn’t been with a woman
since. Despite the fifty-thousand-dollar bonus he’d just gotten,
his life currently sucked, he thought, stuffing a fat cocktail
shrimp agitatedly into his mouth.

Suddenly, from directly beside him, he heard
a heavy feminine sigh. Frowning mildly, he swallowed roughly and
turned to the woman next to him- And froze in wonder.

She was about five-foot-six, about eight
inches shorter than he, and had white blonde hair- unlikely her
natural color as it looked too light to be real- and grass green
eyes that glowed like emeralds despite the unhappiness etched all
over her face. She wore a dark green dress that went all the way to
her feet, but was slit up both sides to mid-thigh, and also cut
between her impressive breasts. She was… gorgeous. So much so that
he wouldn’t even have trouble talking to her because she was so far
out of his league.

Leaning slightly toward her, Carter asked,
“You okay?”

She lifted startled eyes to his, and smiled
faintly. “Yeah. I just hate these things.” She sighed again and
filled a tiny plate with cut fruit and giant prawns.

“Really? I would have thought someone like
you would have fit right in.”

Her eyes slid to his again. “Someone like
me?”

He nearly bit his tongue to keep from saying
anything further. He didn’t want to insult her, yet found himself
talking, anyway. “Yes. You know, gorgeous. Like almost everyone
else here.”

“Almost
everyone else?” Her eyes scanned the room, then
his black suit. “I don’t see anyone here who isn’t gorgeous.” Her
eyes finally came back to his blue ones, where a lock of dark red
hair curled over his forehead.

He finger-combed it back, then made a mental
note to get a haircut on Monday.

Had she just called him gorgeous?, he asked
himself confoundedly. He mentally shook his head. Surely not. But
his nerves started fluttering out of panic. “Um… So, why are you
here, then?”

She turned to face the crowd, and he did the
same. “I’m with him,” she said quietly, pointing toward a group of
people that included his boss, Luther Davis. While they looked, and
Carter wondered which of the four men in the group she was talking
about, Davis turned and saw them, then lifted a hand to wave.

Carter started to respond in kind, until he
saw the woman beside him wave at Davis with a seductive smile on
her face. The sight of it had any semblance of a grin Carter might
have claimed falling off his face.

She was here with Davis. Not just any man,
but the multi-billionaire owner of Cyclone, and Carter’s boss.

As soon as Davis looked
away, her smile fell and she frowned again. As she settled her
fingers beneath her plate again, Carter noticed the glimmer of
several rings. Not just Davis’ girl, he realized, but his
wife. Thank god he
hadn’t complained or anything. Her marital status put her so far
out of his league that they weren’t even on the same planet
anymore. His nerves relaxed again.

“Why do you hate this so bad?” Carter asked,
though it was really none of his business.

But she didn't seem to have a problem
answering him. She shrugged delicately, and it was the first time
he’d thought the gesture graceful. “I just don’t feel like I
belong. All this glitz and glimmer, all these snobby people
laughing and talking and pretending to like each other so they can
eat free food and drink free liquor... Ugh!”

His eyebrows lifted in surprise, and he
answered without thinking. “I know what you mean. I feel the same
way.”

Her eyes were surprised when they met his.
“You do? You look like you belong here.”

He frowned darkly, shocked she could have
drawn that conclusion. “I don’t. Not even a little.”

One side of her mouth quirked up as she
looked him over again. “Really? You’re dressed to the nines and
bored with it. I’d say that’s ninety-five percent of the people
here, though they pretend otherwise. Seems like a perfect match to
me.”

Carter shivered dramatically, making her
smile. “Don’t even joke about that. I would much rather be at home,
or on my computer at work.”

“But that’s kinda my point, isn’t it?” She
laughed once to prove it. “What do you do, anyway?”

Because he didn’t need to impress her, he
simply said, “Work at Cyclone. You?”

There was a glint in her eye that he didn’t
understand when she answered. “I’m an Interior Decorator,” she said
with a haughty toss of her hair.

Really?, he thought. Someone who looked like
she did decorated people’s homes for a living? “That sounds
interesting.”

She shrugged again. “I enjoy it. Maybe I
could do you sometime.”

Carter’s nerves instantly jolted to life
again. Even with his admittedly limited experience, there was no
mistaking the invitation in her eyes. He swallowed roughly, and
then opened his mouth to respond.

“Hello, beautiful!”

Carter frowned. That didn’t sound like him.
Belatedly he realized Davis had joined them, and was slipping an
arm around her waist. She instantly appeared uncomfortable with his
possessive attitude, though she didn’t say anything or move
away.

“I see you’ve met the man
of the hour,” Davis said, gesturing toward Carter. “Misty, this is
Carter MacGillis, Cyclone’s head programmer and the man
behind Hunting Charles.”

Davis’ wife’s eyes widened slightly. “Oh,”
she said, making the sound long and drawn out, as if she suddenly
understood something.

Carter nodded, slightly embarrassed. As
calmly as he could, he said, “Well, Misty, it was nice meeting
you.”

He started to step away, but she grabbed his
sleeve. “Can I have your number?”

Davis frowned slightly, looking first at
Carter, then at his wife. “Why?”

Misty smiled soothingly as she looked up at
her husband. “I was telling him about my decorating.”

Davis relaxed. “She’s quite good. She did my
house when she moved in, and it looks great. You should have her do
yours.”

Carter shook his head. “No thanks.” Sending
Misty a regretful smile, he turned away again.

“Let me know if you change your mind, and
I’ll set you two up,” Davis said as he disappeared into the
crowd.

As Carter’s retreating back was blocked out
by half a dozen people, Misty sighed. Looking down at her, Luther
smiled. “Wanna dance, baby?” he asked, mistaking her distressed
sound.

Like the good automaton that she was, Misty
nodded and sent him a flirty look. As they walked onto the dance
floor, a slow, sultry song started playing. Exactly as she guessed
he would, Luther turned her and pulled her back against his chest,
then placed his hands on her hips. With months of practice, Misty
started dancing before him, swaying her hips dramatically, grinding
back against him, almost bored with the predictable production.
Luther, as always, became very hands-y, running his palms all over
her, stopping just shy of groping her in front of all these
people.

As she moved against him, she cast her eyes
around the room, spotted a group of close friends she wanted to
hunt down once she was released again. Her gaze strayed to the
door, and stopped suddenly when she saw Carter standing against the
wall near the exit, watching her. She couldn’t quite explain the
feeling that shot through her- maybe a little bit shame, a little
bit lust, some other things- but she knew the sudden need to dance
like she meant it.

Her hands went up into her hair, her hips
weaved in a sultry pattern, her lips puckered slightly. All the
while she held his gaze as she danced exclusively for him,
pretending the man behind her was merely a wall against which she
could move.

After a few seconds, she saw his face
register surprise and curiosity as she stared at him. He was
clearly intelligent. He had to be to work as a programmer for
Luther’s company. She knew he’d gotten her innuendo about having
sex with him earlier, and he obviously understood now that she was
giving him a show.

He stood somberly and watched until the song
ended and Luther set her loose to mingle some more. When she looked
up after agreeing to meet him in half an hour to go home, Carter
was no longer near the door. A jolt went through her as she
searched for him, then she calmed as she found him in the line for
the coat check.

Quickly, she sought out the group of friends
she’d seen while dancing. Sherri, Ophelia and Dana had been her
friends since she’d started seeing Luther nearly a year before.
They were just about the only group of people Luther actually
approved of her speaking to on a regular basis. Each of them was
the arm candy for one of Luther’s friends, so they had a lot in
common and easily commiserated.

“I need one of you to do me a favor,” Misty
whispered after she’d hugged them hello.

“What?” Dana asked.

“See that guy in the coat check line, with
the red hair?”

They all looked, and nodded.

“I need one of you to go get his number for
me.”

Three sets of eyes stared at her in
shock.

“What?” she asked defensively.

“Why do you want his number?” Ophelia asked.
“You’re not planning on cheating on Luther, are you?” It wasn’t
disbelief Misty heard in her voice, but fear. “That would be
dangerous, Miss.”

She gave her friends a reassuring smile.
“No. Of course not. We were talking about me decorating for him,
and I forgot to get his number before Luther made me dance. That’s
all.”

Dana and Ophelia looked relieved, but Misty
could see that Sherri didn’t believe her. Still, it was she- her
best friend of the three and the one with the most lenient sugar
daddy- who nodded. “Be right back.”

Ten minutes later, Sherri returned with the
number and a grin. “You should have seen his face when I asked for
it.”

“Thanks! You’re the best.”
Misty smiled and took the piece of paper, then pulled out her phone
and put Carter’s number in under Carla, so Luther wouldn’t know it
was him if he went through her phone, something he did with
alarming regularity.

When she lifted her head, they were all
watching her. Misty smiled. “Are we still on for lunch Monday?” All
of her friends nodded. “At Petit Four, right? Noon?” Her friends
nodded again.

Misty started to say something else, but a
hand on her shoulder had her snapping her mouth closed. She knew-
by the scent of him, the proprietary grip on her shoulder, the
sound of his breathing- that it was Luther. Pasting a smile on her
face, she looked up at him.

“Ready to go, babe?” he asked.

“Yes, of course.” She gave her friends a nod
in farewell. “Goodbye, ladies. See you on Monday.”

They all murmured their goodbyes and watched
her walk away with her lover. Once they were out of earshot, Dana
looked at Sherri. “Do you think she was telling the truth about
that number?”

Before Sherri could answer, Ophelia snorted
out a laugh. “No. That girl has been unhappy for months now. She
was bound to do something to change it. It was only a matter of
time.”

Sherri nodded. “This could be good for her.
She’s smarter than the rest of us. Where we’ve all made a career
out of being mistresses, she actually has a college degree. She
fell into this by accident. Leaving Luther can only be a good
thing.”

The other two nodded, and the three women
said their goodbyes and separated to join their lovers and work the
room.

 


Outside, Misty stood beside Luther while they waited for Valet to
call his driver and tell him they were ready to leave. His hand
rested calmly at the base of her spine. Yet, despite his outwardly
cool demeanor, Misty knew Luther was sexually excited. His hand
kept clenching slightly on her back as if he wanted to grab her,
and he kept himself pressed to her side. She knew what was
coming.

Without fail, once they were in the limo and
headed for home, Luther put up the blacked-out window that
separated them from his driver, and turned to her. He gave her no
choice, no chance to argue, knowing she would do no such thing.

“You were so sexy earlier,” he muttered, his
mouth at her ear and his palm at her breast. “Dancing that way. It
was all I could think about after. Even left my own party
early.”

Then he stuck his tongue down her throat and
pressed her back on the seat, hiking her dress up as he went.

As he claimed her and made her cry out in
pleasure, it wasn’t Luther she was thinking of, with his dark brown
hair and black eyes, but of a softer, gentler man with rusty hair
and eyes the color of the sky.


Chapter Two

 


It was three days later, after Luther had left for work, that
Misty called Carter for the first time. She knew he would be
heading to work himself, and counted on that short timeframe so she
could get to her point without him having a chance to argue with
her.

“Hello?”

Misty was surprised he sounded calm, instead
of harried by the rush to work. She listened for a split second,
didn’t hear traffic in the background. “Hi, Carter. It’s
Misty.”

He was quiet for a minute. “Misty?”

She smiled. “From the party on Saturday
night?”

He gasped faintly. “Oh!” There was a slight
pause. “How did you…? Oh. Now it makes sense.” He laughed
quietly.

“What makes sense?”

“Why that girl came up to me on Saturday.
She was a friend of yours?”

Misty couldn’t help but smile at his
good-natured tone. “She was. My friend, Sherri. But what makes
sense?”

“Oh, come on. I
know exactly what
people see when they look at me. And-”

“Yeah. Me, too,” she interrupted,
chuckling.

He was quiet for a second. “I don’t
understand that.”

She rolled her eyes. “It means I’ve seen
you, up close and personal. And I know how attractive you are.”

She could almost hear his shock in the
silence through the phone. “Are you insane? My hair, my eyes, my
face…”

“Some girls like red hair and blue eyes,
Carter,” she said throatily.

He scoffed. “Yeah, well, none that I
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