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Prologue

"Smythe Corp. will be yours...on one condition." Eliza Smythe's eyes narrowed as she studied her only
son.

Stone Lachlan stood with one arm negligently braced on the mantel above the marble fireplace in his
mother's Park Avenue apartment in New York City . Not even the flicker of an eyelash betrayed any
emotion. He wasn't about to let his mother know what her offer meant to him. Not until it was his and she
couldn't take it away.

"And what might that condition be?" He lifted the crystal highball glass to his lips and drank, keeping the
movement slow and lazy. Disinterested.

"You get married—"
"Married!" Stone nearly choked on the fine Scotch malt whiskey.

"And settle down," his mother added. "I want grandchildren one of these days while I'm still young
enough to enjoy them."

He set his glass on a nearby marble-topped table with a snap. It took him a moment to push away the
hurtful memories of a small boy whose mother had been too busy to bother with him. His mouth twisted
cynically. "If you plan to devote yourself to grandchildren as totally as you did me, why are you planning
to retire? It doesn't take much time to give a nanny instructions once a week or so."

His mother flinched. "If it's any consolation to you, I regret the way you were raised," she said, and he
could hear pain in her voice. "If I had it to do over..."

"If you had it to do over, you'd do exactly the same thing," Stone interrupted her. The last thing he
needed was to have his mother pretending she cared. "You'd immerse yourself in your family's company
until you'd dragged it back from the brink of bankruptcy. And you'd keep on running it because you were
the only one left."

His mother bowed her head, acknowledging the truth of his words. "Perhaps." Then she squared her
shoulders and he could see her shaking off the moment of emotion. Just as she'd shaken him off so many
times. "So what's your decision? Do you accept my offer?"

"I'm thinking," he said coolly. "You drive a hard bargain. Why the wife?"

"It's time for you to think about heirs," his mother said. "You're nearly thirty years old. You'll have
responsibilities to both Smythe Corp. and Lach-lan International and you should have children to follow
in your footsteps."

God, he wished she was kidding but he doubted his mother had ever seen the point of a joke in her
entire life. A wife...? He didn't want to get married. Hadn't ever really been tempted, even. A shrink
would have a field day with that sentiment, would probably pronounce him scarred by his childhood. But
the truth, as Stone saw it, was simply that he didn't want to have to answer to anyone other than himself.

Where in hell was he going to get a wife, anyway? Oh, finding a woman to marry him would be easy.
There were dozens of fresh young debutantes around looking for Mr. Rich and Right. The problem
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would be finding one he could stand for more than five minutes, one that wouldn't attempt to take him to
the cleaners when the marriage ended. When the marriage ended. . .that was it! He'd make a temporary
marriage, pay some willing woman a lump sum for the job of acting as his wife for a few weeks.

"Draw .up the papers, Mother." His voice was clipped. "T'll find a wife."
"Which is why it's conditional."

That got his attention. "Conditional? What—you want final approval?" Another thought occurred to him.
"Or you're giving me some time limit by which I have to tie the knot?"

Eliza shook her head. "The last thing I want you to do is rush into marriage. I'd rather you wait until you
find the right woman. But at least now I know you'll be thinking about it. The condition is that once you
marry, the marriage has to last for one year— with both of you living under the same roof—before the
company becomes yours."

One year ... His agile mind immediately saw the fine print. He would find a bride, all right. And the
minute the ink was dry oh the contract with his mother, there would be a quiet annulment. A twinge of
guilt pricked at his conscience but he shrugged it off. He didn't owe his mother anything . And it would
serve her right for thinking she could manipulate his life this way. '

He smiled, trying to mask his newfound satisfaction. "All right, Mother. You've got a deal. I find a bride,
you give me your dearest possession."

Eliza stood, her motions jerky. "I know I haven't been much of a mother to you, Stone, but I do care.
That's why I want you to start looking for a wife. Being single might seem appealing for a while, but it
gets awfully lonely."

He shrugged negligently, letting the words hit him and bounce off. No way was he going to let her start
tugging at his heartstrings after all this time. She was the one who had chosen to leave. "Whatever."

Eliza started for the door. "At least give it some thought." She sighed. "I never thought I'd say it, but I'm
actually looking forward to having some free time."

"I never thought you'd say it, either." And he hadn't. His mother lived and breathed the company that had
come to her on her father's death when she was barely twenty-five. She'd loved it far more than she had
Stone or his father, as his dad had pointed out.

Smythe Corp. He'd resigned himself to waiting for years to inherit his mother's corporation. But he'd
never stopped dreaming. Now he would be able to implement the plans he'd considered for years. He'd
merge Smythe Corp. with Lachlan Enterprises, the company that had been his father's until his death eight
years ago.

As his mother took her leave, he.moved into his office, still thinking about finding the right woman to
agree to what sounded like an insane idea. A temporary wife. Why not? Marriage, as far as he could tell,
was a temporary institution anyway. One he had never planned to enter. But if marriage was what it took,
then marriage was what his mother would get.

While het turned the problem over in his head, he thumbed through the day's mail. His hand slowed as
he came to a plain brown envelope. In the envelope was the report he received quarterly, giving him
updates on his ward, Faith Harrell.
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Faith. She'd been a gawky twelve-year-old the first time he'd seen her. He'd been fresh out of college,
and they both were reeling from the death of their two fathers in a boating accident a month earlier. He'd
been absolutely stunned, he recalled, when Faith's mother had begged him to become her guardian.

A guardian. ..him? It sounded like something out of the last century. But he hadn't been able to refuse.
Mrs. Harrell had multiple sclerosis. She feared the disease's advance. And worse, she'd been a quietly
well-to-do socialite for her entire married life, pursuing genteel 'volunteer work and keeping her home a
charming, comfortable refuge for her husband. She knew nothing of finances and the world of business.
They'd been married for a long, long time before they'd had Faith and their world had revolved around
her. His father would have wanted him to make sure Randall Harrell's family was taken care of.

And so Faith became his ward. He'd taken care of her, and of her mother, in a far more tangible way
when he'd discovered the dismal state of Randall's investments. The man had been on the brink of ruin.
Faith and her mother were practically penniless. And so Stone had quietly directed all their bills to him
throughout the following years. He'd seen no reason to distress the fragile widow 'with her situation, and
even less to burden'a young girl with it. It was what his father would have done, (and it certainly wasn't as
if it imposed a financial strain on his own immense resources.

Faith. Her name conjured up an image of a slender schoolgirl in a neat uniform though he knew she
hadn't wonr uniforms since leaving her boarding school. It had been more than a year since he'd seen her.
She'd become a lovely young thing as she'd grown up and she probably was even prettier now. She
would be finishing her junior year at college in a few months. And though he hadn't seen her in person
recently, he looked forward to reading the update on her from the lawyer who had overseen the
monetary disbursements to Faith and her mother.

He slit the envelope absently as he returned to the problem of where to find a temporary wife.

Five minutes later, he was rubbing the back of his neck in frustration as he spoke to the man 'who
provided the updates on Faith Harrell. "What do you mean, she withdrew from school two weeks ago?"

One

A huge, hard hand clamped firmly about her wrist as Faith Harrell turned from the Carolina Herrerra
display she was creating in the women's department of Saks Fifth Avenue .

"What in hell are you doing?" a deep, masculine voice growled.

Startled, Faith looked up. A long way up, into the furious face of Stone Lachlan. Her heart leaped, then
began to tap-dance in her chest as pleasure rose so swiftly it nearly choked her. She hadn't seen Stone
since he'd taken her out for lunch one day last year— he was the last person she had imagined meeting
today! Her pulse had begun to race at the sound of his growling tones and she hoped he didn't feel it
beneath his strong fingers.

"Hello," she said, smiling. "It's nice to see you, too."
He merely stared at her, one dark eyebrow rising. "I'm waiting for an explanation."
Stone was nearly ten years her senior. His father and hers had been best friends and she'd grown up

visiting with Stone and his father occasionally, chasing the big boy who gave her piggyback rides and
helped her dance by letting her stand on his feet. He'd been merely a pleasant, distant-relation sort of
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person until their fathers had died together in a squall off Martha's Vineyard eight years ago. Since then,
Stone had been her guardian, making sure her mother's multiple sclerosis wasn't worsened by any sort of
stress. Technically she supposed she still was his ward, despite the fact that she'd be twenty-one in
November, just eight'months away. And despite the additional fact that she was penniless and didn't need
a guardian anyway.

Stone. Her stomach fluttered with nervous delight and she silently admonished herself to settle down and
behave like an adult. She'd been terribly infatuated with him by the time she was a young teenager.

He'd teased her, told her jokes and tossed her in the air. And she'd been smitten with the fierce pain of
unrequited love. Though she'd told herself it was just a crush and (she'd outgrown him, her body's
involuntary reactions to his nearness now called her a liar. Ridiculous , 'she told herself sternly. You
haven't seen the man in months. You barely know him .

But Stone had kept tabs on her since their fathers' deaths, though his busy schedule apparently hadn't
permitted him to visit often. He'd remembered her at Christmas and on her birthday, and she'd
occasionally gotten postcards from wherever he happened to be in the world, quick pleasantries
scrawled in a strong masculine hand. It hadn't been much, she supposed, but to a young girl at a quiet
boarding school, it had been 'enough.

And she knew from comments he'd made in his infrequent letters that he had checked on her progress at
boarding school and at college, which she'd attended for two and a half years.

Until she'd learned the truth.
*The truth. Her pleasure in his appearance faded.

"I work here," she said quietly, gathering her dignity around her. She should be furious with Stone for
what he'd done, but she couldn't stop herself from drinking in the sight of his large, dark-haired form, so
enormous and out of place among the delicate, feminine clothing displays. , "You quit school," he said, his
strong, tanned features dark with displeasure.

"I temporarily stopped taking classes," she corrected. "I hope to return part-time eventually." Then she
remembered her shock and humiliation on the day she'd learned that Stone had paid for her education
and every other single thing in her life since her father's death. "And in any case, I couldn't have stayed. I
needed a job."

Stone went still, his fingers relaxing on her wrist although he didn't release her, and she sensed his sudden
wariness. "Why do you say that?"

She shook the index finger of her free hand at him. "You know very well why, so don't pretend
innocence." She surveyed him for a moment, unable to prevent the wry smile that tugged at her lips.
"You'd never pull it off."

He didn't smile back. "Have lunch with me. I want to talk to you."

She thought for a moment. "About what?"

"Things," he said repressively. His blue eyes were dark and stormy and he took a moment to look at
their surroundings. "You can't keep this up."
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She smiled at his ill temper. "Of course I can. I'm not a millionaire, it helps to pay the rent." Then she
remembered the money. "Actually, [ want to talk to you, too.";

"Good. Let's go." Stone started to tow her toward the escalator, but Faith stiffened her legs and resisted.

"Stone! I'm working. I can't just leave." She waved a hand toward the rear of the department. "Let me
check with my supervisor and see what time I can take my lunch break."

He still held her wrist and she wondered if he could feel her pulse scramble beneath his fingers. He
searched her face for a long moment before he nodded once, short and sharp. "All right. Hurry."

Faith turned and walked to the back of the store at a ladylike pace. She refused to let Stone see how
much his presence unsettled her. Memories ran through her head in a steady stream.

When he'd come to visit a few months after the funeral to help her mother tell her what they had
decided, he'd been grieving, but even set in unsmiling severe lines, his face had been handsome. She'd
been drawn even more than ever to his steady strength and charismatic presence. He talked about the
friendship their fathers had shared since their days as fraternity brothers in college but she'd known even
before he started to talk that he'd feel responsible for her. He was just that kind of man.

He intended to continue to send her to a nearby private school in Massachusetts , he told her, and to
make sure that her mother's care was uninterrupted and her days free of worry. And though she hadn't
known it at the time, Stone had taken over the burden of those debts. At the time of his death, her father
had been nearly insolvent.

"Faith!" One of the other saleswomen whispered at her as she'rushed by. "Who is that gorgeous,
gorgeous man standing over there? I saw you talking to him."

Faith threaded her way through the salespeople gathering in the aisle. "A family friend," she replied. Then
she saw Doro, her manager. "What time will I have my break today?"

Dora's eyes were alive with the same avid curiosity' dancing jn the other womens* faces. "Does he want
you to have lunch with him?"

Wordlessly'Faith nodded.

"That's Stone Lachlan !" One of the other clerks rushed up, dramatically patting her chest. "Of the steel
fortune Lachlans. And his mother is the CEO of Smythe Corp. Do you know how much he's worth?"

"Who cares?" asked another. "He could be pen-. niless and I'd still follow him anywhere. What a total
babe!"

"Sh-h-h." Doro hustled the others back to work. Then she turned back to Faith. "Go right now!" The
manager all but took her by the shoulders and shoved her back in Stone's direction.

Faith was amused, but she understood Stone's potent appeal. Even if he hadn't been so good-looking,
he exuded an aura of power that drew women irresistibly.

Quietly she gathered her purse and her long black wool coat, still a necessity in New York City in
March. Then she walked back to the front of the women's department where Stone waited. He put a
hand beneath her elbow as he escorted her from the store and she shivered at the touch of his hard,
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warm fingers on the tender bare flesh of her neck as he helped her into her coat and gently drew her hair
from beneath the collar.

He had a taxi waiting at the curb and after he'd handed her into the car, he took a seat at her side. "The
Rainbow Room," he said to the driver.

Faith sat quietly, absorbing as much of the moment as she could. This could very well be the last time

she ever shared a meal with him. Indeed, this could be the last time she ever saw him, she realized. He
had taken her out to eat from time to time when she was younger and he'd come to visit her at school.
She'd never known when he was going to show up and whisk her off for the afternoon—Lord, she'd
lived for those visits. But she and Stone lived in different worlds now and it was unlikely their paths would
Cross.

At the restaurant, they were seated immediately. She sat quietly until Stone had ordered their meals.
Then he squared his big shoulders, spearing her with an intense look. "You can't work as a shop girl."

"Why not? Millions of women do and it hasn't seemed to harm them." Faith toyed with her water glass,
meeting his gaze. "Besides, I don't have a choice. You know as well as I do that I have no money." It;

He had the grace to look away. "You'd have been taken care of," he said gruffly.

"I know, and I appreciate that." She folded her hands in her lap. "But I can't accept your charity. I'd like
to know how much I owe you for everything you did in the past eight years—"

"[ didn't ask you to pay me back." He leaned forward and she actually found herself shrinking
back1from the fierce scowl on his face.

"Nonetheless," she said as firmly as she could manage, given the way her stomach was quivering, "I
intend to. It will take me some time, but if we draw'up a schedule—"

"NO." '
"I beg your pardon?"

"I said no, you may not pay me back." His voice rose. "Dammit, Faith, your father would have done the
same if I'd been in your shoes. I promised your mother I'd take care of you. She trusts me. Besides, it's
an honor thing. I'm only doing what I know my father'.would have done."

"Ah, but your father didn't make risky investments'that destroyed his fortune," she said, unable to prevent
a hot wash of humiliation from warming her cheeks.

"He could have." Stone's chin jutted forward in a movement she recognized from the time he'd
descended on 'the school to talk to her math teacher about giving her a failing grade on a test she'd been
unable to take because she'd had pneumonia. "Besides," he said, "it's not as if it's made a big dent in my
pocketbook. Last time I checked, there were a few million left."

She shook her head. "I still don't feel right about taking your money. Do you have any idea how I felt
when I learned that you'd been paying my way for years?"

"How did you find out, anyway?" He ignored her question. ,
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"In February I went to the bank to talk about my father's investments—I thought it would be good for
me to start getting a handle on them since you'd no longer be responsible for me after my twenty-first
birthday, which is coming up later this year. I assumed I'd take on responsibility for my mother's finances
then, as well. That's when I learned that every item in my family's budget for eight years had been paid for
by you." Despite her vow to remain calm, tears welled in her eyes. "I was appalled. Someone should
have told me."

"And what good would that have done, other than to distress you needlessly?"
"I could have gotten a job right out of high school, begun to support myself."

"Faith," he said with ill-concealed impatience. "You were not quite thirteen years old when your father
died. Do you really think I would have left you and your mother to struggle alone?"

"It wasn't your decision to make," she insisted with stubborn pride, swallowing the tears.

"It was," he said in a tone that brooked no opposition. "It is . Your mother appointed me your guardian.
Besides, if you finish your education you'll be able to get a heck of a lot better job than working as a
salesclerk at Saks."

"Does my mother know the truth?"

Stone shook his head. "She believes I oversee your investments and take care of the bills out of the
income. Her doctors tell me stress is bad for MS patients. Why distress her needlessly?"

It made sense. And in an objective way, she ad-mired his compassion. But it still horrified her to think of
the money he'd spent.

The waiter returned then with their meal and the conversation paused until he'd set their entre"es before
them. They both were quiet for the next few moments.

Stone ate with deep concentration, his dark brows drawn' together, obviously preoccupied with
something,!;

She hated to be keeping him from something important but when she said as much, he replied, "You
were the only thing on my agenda for today."

Really, there wasn't anything she could say in response to that , she thought, suppressing a smile. "Since
that's the case," she finally said, "I'd really like to have an accounting of how much I owe you—'1

" Do not ask me that one more time." Stone's deep voice vibrated with suppressed anger.
She gave up. If Stone wouldn't tell her, she could figure out a rough estimate, at least, by combining
tuition fees with a living allowance. And she should be able to get a record of her mother's fees from her

doctor. ['I have to get back to work soon," she said in the coolest, most polite manner she could muster.

Stone's head came up; he eyed her expression. "Hell," j he said. "You're already mad at me; I might as
well get it all over with at once."

"I'd prefer that you don't swear in my presence." She lifted her chin. Then his words penetrated. "What
do you mean?"
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"Y oulre not going back to work."

"Excuse me?" Her voice was frosty.

He hesitated. "I phrased that badly. I want you to quit work."

She stared at him. "Are you crazy? And live on what?"

He scowled. "I told you I'd take care of you."

"I can take care of myself. I won't always be a salesclerk. I'm taking night classes starting in the
summer," she said. Despite her efforts to remain calm, her voice began to rise. "It's going to take longer
this way but I'll finish."

"What are you studying?" His sudden capitulation wasn't expected.

She eyed him with suspicion. "Business administration and computer programming. I'd like to start my
own business in Web design one of these days."

His eyebrows rose. "Ambitious."

"And necessary," she said. "Mama's getting worse. She's going to need 'round-the-clock care one of
these days. I need to be able to provide the means for her to have it."

"You know I'll always take care of your mother."
"That's not the point!" She wanted to bang her head—or his—against the table in frustration.

"My father would have expected me to take care of you. That's the point." He calmly sat back against
the banquette, unfazed by her aggravation, an elegant giant with the classic features of a Greek god, and
she was struck again by how handsome he was. When they'd entered The Rainbow Room, she'd been
aware of the ripple of feminine interest that his presence had attracted. She'd been ridiculously glad that
she was wearing her black Donna Karan today. It might be a few years old but it was a gorgeous
garment and she felt more confident simply slipping it on. Then she remembered that his money had paid
for the dress, and her pleasure in her appearance drained away.

"I'm sure your father would be pleased that you've done your duty," she said with a note of asperity.
"But we will not continue to accept your charity."

He grimaced. "Bullhead."

"Look who's talking." But she couldn't resist the gleam in his eye and she smiled back at him despite the
gnawing feeling of humiliation that had been lodged in her belly since the day she'd found out she was
essentially a pauper. "Now take me back to work. My lunch hour is almost over."

He heaved an impatient sigh. "This is against my better judgment."

She leaned forward, making her best effort to look intimidating. "Just think about how miserable I will
make your life if you don't. I'm sure your judgment will improve quickly."
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He shot her a quirky grin. "I'm shaking in my boots."
He didn't want to notice her.

She had been an unofficial little sister during his youth, and his responsibility since her father had died.
She was ten years younger than he was. He was her guardian, for God's sake!

But as he handed her back into the car after their meal, his eye was caught by the slim length of her leg in
the elegant high heels as she stepped in, by the way her simple dress hugged the taut curve of her thigh as
she slid across the seat, by the soft press of pert young breasts against the fabric of the black coat as she
reached for her seat belt.

He'd seen her standing in the store long before she had noticed him, her slender figure strikingly
displayed in a black dress that, although it was perfectly discreet, clung to her in a way that made a man
want to strip it off and slide his hands over the smooth curves beneath. Made him want to touch, to pull
the pins out of her shining coil of pale hair and watch it slither down over her shoulders and breasts, to set
his mouth to the pulse that beat just beneath the delicate skin along her white throat and taste—

Enough! She's not for you .
Grimly he dragged his mind back from the direction in which it wanted to stray.

He hated the idea of her wearing herself out hustling in retail for eight hours a day, and he figured he'd
give it one more try. The only woman he'd ever known who really enjoyed working was his mother. Faith
shouldn't be working herself into exhaustion. She should be gracing someone's home, casting her gentle
influence around a man, making his life an easier place to be. He knew it was an archaic attitude and that
most modern women would hit him over the head for voicing such a thought. But he'd lived a childhood
without two parents because his own mother had put business before family. He knew , despite all the
Superwoman claims of the feminist movement, that a woman couldn't do it all.

Diplomatically he only said, "Why don't you go back to school for the rest of the semester? Then this
summer we can talk about you finding a job."

Her eyes grew dark and her delicate brows snapped together. 'Y ou will not give me money.

More money," she amended. "I'm not quitting work. I need the money. Besides, it's too late in the
semester to reenroll. I've missed too much."

He looked across the car at her, seated decorously with her slender feet placed side by side, her hands
folded in her lap and her back straight as a ramrod. Her hair was so fair it nearly had a silver sheen to it
where the winter sun struck it, and her eyes were a pure lake-gray above the straight little nose. She had
one of the most classically lovely faces he'd ever seen, and she looked far too fragile to be working so
hard. The only thing that marred the picture of the perfect lady was the frown she was aiming his way.
The contrast was adorable and he caught himself before he blurted out how beautiful she was in a snit.

Then he realized that beautiful or not, she was as intransigent as a mule who thought she was carrying
too heavy a load. "All right," he said. "You can keep doing whatever you want. Within reason."

"Y our definition of reason and mine could be quite different." Her tone was wry and her frown had
relaxed. "Besides, in eight more months, you won't have any authority to tell me what to do. Why don't
you start practicing now?"
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He took a deep breath, refusing to snarl. He nearly told her that no matter how old she got she'd always
be his responsibility, but the last thing he needed was for her to get her back up even more. Then he
recalled the image of her stricken face, great gray eyes swimming with the tears she refused to give in to
as she told him how she'd found out about her financial affairs, and he gentled his response to a more
reasonable request. "Would you at least consider a dif-ferent kind of job? Something that isn't so
demanding?"

She was giving him another distinctly suspicious look. "Maybe. But I won't quit today."

He exhaled, a deep, exaggeratedly patient sigh. "Of course not."

When the taxi rolled to a stop in front of Saks, he took her elbow as she turned toward the door.
"Wait," he said before she could scramble out.

She turned back and looked at him, her gray eyes questioning.

"Have dinner with me tonight."

Could her eyes get any wider? "Dinner?"

He knew how she felt. He hadn't planned to ask her; the words had slipped out before he'd thought
about them. Good Lord. "Um, yes," he said, wondering if thirty was too early for the onset of senility. "I'll
pick you up. What's your address?"

She lived on the upper West Side, in a small apartment that would have been adequate for two. But he
knew from the talk they had shared over lunch that she had at least two roommates from the names she'd

mentioned.

"How many people do you live with?" he asked dubiously, looking around as she unlocked the door and
ushered him in.

"Three other girls," she answered. "Two to each bedroom. Two of us work days and two work nights
so it's rare that we're all here at the same time."

Just then, a door opened and a girl in a black leotard and denim overalls came down the hall. Stone
examined her with disbelief. She was a redhead, at least mostly. There was a blue streak boldly
march-ing .through the red near the left front side of her curly hair. She had a wide, friendly smile and
green eyes that were sparkling with interest.

"Well, hey," she said. "Like, I hate to tell you, handsome, but you so do not fit in here."

He couldn't keep himself from returning the grin. "My Rolex gave me away?"

"Gretchen, this is Stone Lachlan," Faith said. "Stone, one of my roommates, Gretchen Vandreau."

"Pleased to meet you." Gretchen dropped a mock-curtsy, still beaming.

"You also, Miss Vandreau." He grinned again as her eyes widened.

"Are you—oh, wow, you are! The Lachlans." Her eyebrows shot up as she eyed Faith. "Where did you
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find him?"

"Actually I found her," Stone said. "Faith and I are old friends." He turned to Faith. "Are you ready?"
"Ready? Like, to go out?" Gretchen looked from one to the other with delight. "You go, girlfriend."
"It's not like that ," she said to Gretchen.

"Depends on what that is," Stone inserted.

Faith turned and glared at him. "Stone—"

"Better hurry, I have reservations for eight." He felt an odd sense of panic as he gauged the mulish
expression on her face. Was she having second thoughts? Was she going to back out? He had to battle
the urge to simply pick her up and carry her back down to the car.

She retrieved a black cape from the small coat closet with her friend chattering along behind her. He
stepped in to help her on with the garment, and they went out the door to the sound of Gretchen's
enthusiastic, "Have a blast!"

He took her elbow and urged her into the elevator, conscious of a ridiculous sense of relief sweeping
through him as they exited the cramped apartment. It was only that he felt it was his duty to take care of
her, he assured himself. Faith didn't belong in a crowded apartment or behind a counter in a department
store. Her family had intended that she be gently raised, probably with the idea that she'd marry a polite
young man of the upper class one day and raise polite, well-mannered upper-class children. After all,
she'd been sent to the best private schools, had learned the sometimes ridiculous rules that accompanied
moving in society.

He wished the idea didn't fill him with such a sense of...unease. That was all it was. He wanted the best
for her and it would be up to him to be sure any suitors were suitable.

He surveyed her covertly as they stood in the elevator, waiting for the ground floor. Her blond hair was
smoothly swept back into a shining knot at the back of her head and the harsh lighting in the elevator
made it gleam with silvery highlights. She was chewing on her bottom lip; he reached out and touched it
with his index finger to get her to stop. Alarm bells went off in his head as a strange jolt of electric
awareness shot through his body.

He stared down at her. She had her gaze fixed on the floor and he had to restrain himself from reaching
for her chin and covering her lips with his own. What would she taste like?

Then he realized what he was thinking. . .totally inappropriate thought to be having about a girl who was
like his little sister. Again.

Little sister? Since when do you wonder how your little sister's curves would feel pressed up against
you?

He almost growled aloud to banish his unruly thoughts and Faith's gray eyes flashed to his face with a
wary look he thought was probably normally aimed at large predators.

"Something wrong?" he asked.
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"No." Then she shook her head. "That's not true. Why are you doing this?"
He gazed calmly back at her. "Dinner, you mean?"
She nodded.

"I'm your guardian. It struck me today that [ haven't done a very good job of it, either, so I thought we'd
spend a little more time together: You can tell me more about your plans."

She nodded again, as if his explanation made sense.

The ride to the small, quiet Italian restaurant where he'd made reservations was a short one. As the
mai-tre d' showed them to their table, Faith caught his eye. As the man walked away, she whispered, "If
this isn't a Mafia haven, I don't know what is!"

He chuckled, surprised she'd picked up on it. He'd been coming here for years—the food was reputed
to be some of the best Northern Italian cuisine in the city. But the waiters, the bartender, certainly the
man who appeared to be the owner greeting guests, had an air of authority, underlaid with an indefinable
air of menace. "It's probably the safest place to be in Manhattan," he said.

Over dinner, he asked her questions about her interest in computers.

"I had a knack for it," she told him, "and I started helping out in the computer lab at school. It got so that
the instructors were coming to me with questions about how to do things, and how to fix things they'd
messed up. That led me into programming and eventually I set up the school's Web site. And once I did
that, other people began to ask me to design their sites. It occurred to me that I could make a living doing
something I really enjoy, so I decided on a double major in computers and business."

"You're planning to open your own company when you get your degree?"

She nodded, and her eyes shone with enthusiasm. "Eventually. I think I'd like the challenge. But I'll
probably start at an established firm." She paused and her gaze grew speculative. "You had to take over
Lachlan after your father passed away, and you've clearly been successful at it. You can give me some
pointers."

He shrugged. Discussing business with Faith was hardly at the top of his list of things he wanted to do.
"I'm sure you'll have no trouble."

Their dinners arrived and while they ate, he inquired about her mother's health.

"She isn't able to get around without using a motorized scooter now," she said, her face sobering. "She's
sixty, and the disease has started to accelerate. Recently she's been having a lot of trouble with her vision.
Some days are better than others. But it's only a matter of time before she needs live-in assistance or she
has to go to some kind of assisted care facility. She wasn't happy that I'm working, either, but we're
going to be facing some serious expenses one of these days." He could hear the frustration in her voice.

"She's only thinking of you,", he said. ""She wants you to have the freedom and enjoy normal experiences
for a young woman your age."

Moments later, Faith excused herself from the table and made her way to the ladies' room. As he
watched her walk across the room, he was struck again by her elegance and poise. Every man in the
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room watched her and he caught himself frowning at a few of them in warning.
That was ridiculous. He wasn't her keeper.

Well, in fact he supposed he was. But this wasn't the Dark Ages and she didn't need his permission to
accept a suitor. Or a husband, for that matter.

He didn't like that thought. Not at all. Faith was still very young, and she fairly screamed, "Innocent." She
could easily be taken advantage of now that she wasn't in the somewhat protected environment of an
all-girls' college. She was still his ward, though in her mind, at least, it was a mere technicality. In his, it
was altogether different. He was supposed to take care of her. And he'd never forgive himself if she
came to harm, even if it was only getting her heart broken by some cad. It frustrated the hell out of him
that he wasn't going to be able to keep her safe.

Then the perfect solution to his frustration popped into his head. He could many her!

Marry her? Was he insane? They were ten years apart in age, far more than that in experience. But, he
decided, the kind of experience he was thinking of could play no part in a marriage with Faith. It would
be strictly a platonic arrangement, he assured himself. Simply an arrangement that would help him achieve
a goal and protect her at the same time. If she was married, Faith wouldn't be a target for trouble. In
another year or so she'd be more worldly, and the best part was that he would be able to keep her safe
during that time.

He was going to have to marry to satisfy his mother's conditions anyway. And if they married soon, as
soon as possible, then he'd be only a year away from achieving the goal of which he'd dreamed for years.
He would be able to merge Smythe Corp. and Lachlan Industries into one bigger and better entity.

Then he forgot about business as Faith appeared again. She walked toward him as if he'd called to her,
and as she drew closer he could see her smiling at him. He smiled back, knowing that the other men in
the place had to be envying him. Long and lean, she had a smooth, easy walk with a regal carriage that
ensured instant attention when paired with that angelic face. He doubted she even realized it.

As she passed one of the waiters, the man flashed a white smile at her. She gave him a warm smile in
return, and she had no idea that he'd turned to watch her back view as she continued on through the
restaurant to their table.

And that was exactly why she needed his protection, Stone thought grimly. He stood as she arrived and
walked around to settle her in her chair. She glanced up at him over her shoulder with the same sweet
smile she'd just given the waiter, and he felt his gut clench in response. She was far too potent for her

own good.

"So," he said, picking up his water and taking a healthy gulp, "while you were gone I was doing some
thinking, and I have a proposition for you."

"A proposition?" Her eyes lit with interest. ""Are we talking about a job here?"
"In a sense." He hesitated, then plunged ahead. "Are you serious about paying me back?"
"Yes," she said immediately.

God, he hadn't been this nervous since the first day he'd stood in front of the assembled employees of his
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father's company for the first time. "I could use your help with something," he said slowly.
Faith's gaze searched his expression, clearly looking for clues. "You need my help?"
He nodded. Then he took a deep breath and leaned forward. "I need a wife."

She stared at him, apparently sure she hadn't heard him correctly. He couldn't blame her. As soon as the
words were out, he'd decided he was crazy. "You need what ?"

"A wife." He could hear the embarrassment and impatience in his tone and he forced himself to take
deep, slow breaths. Calming breaths.

She spread her hands in confusion and her smooth brow wrinkled in bewilderment. "But how can I help
you with that? I doubt I know anyone who—"

"Faith." His deep voice stopped her tumbling words. "I'd like you to be my wife."

Her eyes widened. Her mouth formed a perfect O of surprise. She put a hand up and pointed to herself
as if she needed confirmation that she hadn't lost her mind, and her lips soundlessly formed the word,
"Me?"

He nodded, feeling an unaccustomed heat rising into his face. "Yes. You."
Two

Stone couldn't have shocked her more if he'd asked her to stand and start stripping. Faith stared at him,
convinced he'd lost his mind.

"Not," he said hastily, "a real wife. Let me explain." He took a deep breath. He was looking down at his
drink instead of at her, and she was surprised to see a dull bronze flush rising in his cheeks. "My mother
1s beginning to think about retirement. She's offered.me.,her company, but before she'll turn it over she
wants me to be married."

"Why would she do that?" She was completely baffled. What kind of mother would put her own child in
a position like that?

"She thinks I need to settle down and give her some grandchildren." He snorted. "Although I can't
imagine why. She's not exactly the most maternal person in the world."

She wondered if he heard the note of resentment and what else? Longing, perhaps, for something that
hadn't been, in his voice. "Forcing you into marriage seems a little. . .extreme," she said carefully.

His face was grim. "My mother's a control freak. This is just one more little trick she's playing to try to
arrange my life to suit herself." He bared his teeth in what she felt sure he thought was a smile. "So this
time [ intend to outfox her."

"What happens if you refuse to get married?"
He shrugged. "I guess she liquidates or sells. I didn't ask." He leaned forward, his eyes blazing a brilliant

blue in the candlelight. "It would mean a lot to me, Faith. I want to keep Smythe Corp. a Lach-lan
holding."
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HWhy?H

He stared at her, clearly taken aback. "Why?" When she nodded, he sat back, as if to distance himself
from the question. "Well, because it's a good business decision."

"But surely there are other companies out there that fit the bill. Why this company?"

"Because it's my heritage. My great-grandfather founded Smythe Corp. It would be a -shame to see it
pass out of the family."

HT__

There was something more there, she "realized as she registered the tension in his posture, something she
couldn't put her finger on, that underlay his stated reasons for wanting that particular company. But she
had a feeling he wouldn't take kindly to being pushed any further.

"Will you do it?" he asked.
"T don't know." She chewed her lip. "It seems so dishonest—"

, "Any less dishonest than trying to force me into marriage just because she's decreed it's time?" he
demanded. For the first time,.his control slipped and she caught a glimpse of the desperation lurking
beneath his stoic facade. But he quickly controlled it, and when he spoke, his voice was calm again. "It
would only be for a year," he said, "or a bit more. Strictly temporary. Strictly platonic. Except that we'd
have to convince my mother that it's a real marriage. I'm not asking you to lie about anything that would
hurt anyone." He stared deep into her eyes. "Think about that company, Faith. It's been in my family for
three generations. If'it's sold to.an outsider, who knows what kind of restructuring might occur?
Hundreds of people might lose their jobs."

She frowned at him. "That's emotional blackmail."
He grinned ruefully. "Did it work?"
She stared at him, her thoughts crashing over each other in chaotic patterns. "Would we live together?"

He nodded. "You'd have to move into my place for the duration. But we'd get an annulment when the
time comes. And I'd expect to pay you for your time." . -...-

Pay you . She was almost ashamed of the mercenary thoughts that rushed through her head. Practical,
she told herself, not mercenary. Not much. She couldn't possibly let him pay her. Not after all he'd done
for her. This would be a good way to do something for him in return. Besides, if she moved in with him,
she wouldn't have to keep renting her apartment.

She could go back to school, get a lot farther along in her education more quickly, if she didn't have
liv-ing expenses. She only had a year and a half to go. Which meant that she'd be able to start repaying
him sooner. Because regardless of what he said, she was going to pay back everything he'd done for her
and her mother in the years since her father had died. And suddenly, that goal didn't seem so totally out
of reach.

A profound relief washed over her and she closed her eyes for a moment.
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"Are you all right?" He reached across the table and cupped her chin in his hand.

She swallowed, very aware of the warmth of his strong fingers on her skin. His touch sent small sizzling
streamers of excitement coursing through her and she suppressed a shiver of longing. "Yes." But it came
out a whisper. She cleared her throat. "But you can't pay me."

He released her chin, his brows snapping together. "Of course I'll—"

"No. I'm in your debt already."

"All right," he said promptly. "How about this: if you marry me for the time I need to get Smythe Corp.,
I'll consider all the debt you imagine you owe me to be paid in full." . - .i?'t't e

She froze for a moment as hope blossomed. Then she realized she couldn't possibly make a deal like
that. It wouldn't be fair to him. She started to shake her head, but before she could speak, Stone raised a
hand.

"Hear me out. Marriage would be a sacrifice. You'd lose a year of your freedom. You'd be expected to
attend social functions with me and play the part of hostess when we entertain. We'd have to convince

my mother it was a real marriage for real reasons."

She didn't ask what he meant, but she could feel a blush heating her own face now as she sat silently
considering his proposal.

"It's a fair deal," he urged. "An exchange of favors, if you like."

She wasn't so sure of that. Taking care of her mother and her for eight years weighed a lot more on her
scale than one measly year of marriage did. But when she met his gaze, she could see the iron
determination there. If she didn't agree to this, he was liable to start in about paying her again.

And there was another factor, one that outweighed even her concerns about her finances. A moment
ago, she'd seen naked panic in his eyes at the thought of losing that company. It wasn't financial, she was
sure. But it was terribly important to Stone for some reason. And because she'd discerned that, she knew
what her answer had to be.

"All right," she said hoarsely."'It's a deal. But there are three conditions."

He only raised one eyebrow.

"T'd like to continue with my education—"

"You don't need to finish school." Impatience quivered in every line of his big body. "You'll be doing me
an enormous favor with this marriage. The least I can do is settle a sum on you at the end of the year.
You won't need to work at all." .

"I want to work," she insisted. "And I want to go back to school."

"You won't be able to work," he said. "Can you imagine what the press would do with that?"

Unfortunately she could. As one of the richest men in the country, Stone dealt with a ridiculous amount
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of intrusive press.

"You'd have to consider being my wife your job," he said. "But I'll pay your tuition if you insist on taking
classes."

"I do," she said firmly. "I'll reenroll for the summer session."
"All right. Now what's the third thing?"

She hated that she had to ask him for help with anything, but she had no choice. And it wasn't for her.
"My mother," she said quietly. "The cost of her care—"

"Is not a problem for me," he said firmly. Then he leaned forward. "In fact, if you like, we could move
your mother into my home. There's an apartment on the main floor for live-in help but I've never had
anyone live in. She could stay there."

It was a generous offer and a generous thought, even if he was doing it for selfish reasons. She
swallowed, more tempted by the thought than she should be. It would make her life much easier in many
ways. And she'd be able to see her mother every day, perhaps even help with her care

"Please," Stone said. "I'd really like you to do this, Faith." "'e"-'

She studied his handsome face, serious and unsmiling, his eyes intense with the force of his will and an
odd feeling rippled through her. "All right," she said. Then she cleared her throat and spoke more firmly.
"Il marry you."

The next morning, Saturday, he picked her up in his silver Lexus and took her to his home so that she
could see where she'd be living and check out the apartment for her mother. He'd asked her.to stop
working immediately, and though he could tell she didn't like it, she'd informed him when he picked her
up that she was no longer employed.

"Don't think of it as unemployed," he advised. "You just switched jobs."

She was silent as he maneuvered the car through Manhattan's insanely crowded streets to the quieter
area where he made his home.

He could see her chewing her lip as she had the night before and he wondered what she was thinking.
Worrying, probably, about whether or not she'd made a bad decision.

As he braked for a light, he said, "Thank you. I know this isn't an easy thing for you to do." He put his
hand over hers where it lay in her lap and squeezed. This time he was prepared for the sensation her soft
flesh aroused. Or so he told himself. Still, the shock he'd absorbed when he'd touched her last night
reverberated through him. All he'd done was place his hand beneath her chin, letting his fingers rest
against the silken skin of her cheek.

He thought he'd steeled himself for the same reaction that had hit him yesterday when he'd touched her
lip.

But he hadn't been prepared for the strong current of attraction that tore through him, making him want
to deepen the skin-to-skin contact in a very basic way. It was as if she was a live circuit and touching her
plugged him in to her special current. He mentally shook his head. What was he doing, asking the girl to
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live in his home? Putting temptation right under his nose probably wasn't the smartest thing he'd ever
done.

Still, as he drew her from the car and took the elevator from the garage to his Fifth Avenue town house
across from Central Park, he felt an immense relief. Faith had been sheltered her entire life. Who knew
what kind of things might happen to a naive girl like her on her own? He'd promised his father's memory
that he'd take care of Faith, and he would.

Unlocking the door, he ushered her into his home. Inside the door, Faith stopped in the large central
foyer, looking around. Though she'd spent her early years in a family that wanted for little, he imagined
that the place seemed luxurious compared to the seedy little apartment in which she was living. Looking
at it through her eyes, he watched her as he realized he was holding his breath waiting for her reaction.

"This is lovely," she said quietly. "Simply lovely."

He smiled, relieved. Straight ahead of them, a hallway led to the back of the house while a staircase just
to the right of the hall climbed graciously to a landing that led to.an upper floor. To the left was a formal
living room with an equally formal dining room through an archway behind it; to their right was Stone's
office, with its masculine desk, lined shelves of books and office equipment that filled the surfaces of the
built-in counters along one wall.

"I'm glad you like it." He stepped around her and indicated the stairs. "Would you like to see the
upstairs? I'll show you your room."

She moved obediently in the direction he indicated, climbing the stairs as he followed. He took her down
the hallway past an open set of double doors, pausing briefly to indicate the mascxiline-looking master
suite done in striking shades of burgundy, black and gold. "That's my room." Turning, he pointed to the
doors just opposite. "And across the hall is a guest suite. Your room will be the next one on the right. It
should suit you. It belonged to my mother years ago and I've never changed it." He shook his head. "She
may have her flaws but I can't fault her taste."

Leading her to her room, he pushed open both doors.

"Oh," she said on a sigh, " it's perfect ."

It was a charming, feminine suite decorated in soft lavenders, and blues accented with pure white.
Though it was slightly smaller than his, it was still spacious, with a walk-in closet, a sitting area and a large
full bath. He walked past her into the bathroom. "Our rooms are connected," he told her, sliding back a
large set of louvered doors to reveal his bath and bedroom beyond. "No one will have to know we don't
share a room."

She couldn't look him in the eye. "All right," she said in a muffled tone.

"Faith." He waited patiently until finally, she gazed across the room at him. "This will be a good
arrangement for both of us. I promise to respect your privacy."

She nodded. Her cheeks had grown pink and he knew that she understood that he was telling her, in as
gentle a way as he could, that she had nothing to fear from him sexually. No, appealing as she might be,

he had no intention of changing the platonic status of their relationship.

By the time they had finished the house tour, it was lunchtime. He'd decided to show her how it would
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be when they lived together so he took her into the kitchen and seated her on a stool at the large island
while he made tuna salad, sliced tomatoes and piled the combination between two halves of a croissant
with cheese. He grilled the sandwiches while he sliced up a fresh pineapple.

"I didn't expect you to know your way around a kitchen," she told him, filling two glasses with ice and
water as he'd asked her to do.

He grinned. "Figured I'd have a chef on standby waiting to fulfill my every wish?"

"Something like that." She glanced up at him and smiled. "I can cook, although I'm no Julia Child. I'd be
happy to do the cooking."

"Actually," he admitted, "I do have a woman who comes in Monday through Thursday unless I have to
be away. Why don't we keep her for the time being until you see how much free time you're going to
have?"

"T'll have free time from nine-to-five every day of the week," she said. "If there's anything I can help with,
all you have to do is ask."

He couldn't imagine asking her to get involved in any of his business dealings except in a social fashion,
and he had someone to clean the house, so he couldn't think of anything he'd want her to do. "You'll have
studying to do as soon as the summer term starts," he said instead. "And you'll be able to spend some
time with your mother."

She brightened, and he remembered her pleasure last night at the idea of spending time with her mother.
It was ironic, really, that they both had been deprived of their mothers for part of their childhoods. The
difference was, she looked forward to spending precious time with her mother while he went out of his
way to avoid close contact with his. "That will be nice." Her light voice broke into the dark thought. "We
haven't had a lot of time together since I went away to school."

Which was not long after the accident in which their fathers had died, he thought, as an awkward silence
fell.

"Sometimes it doesn't seem possible that Daddy's been gone for eight years." Her voice, quiet and
subdued, broke the moment.

A stab of grief sharper than any he'd allowed himself to feel in a long time pierced his heart. "I know
what you mean. Sometimes I still expect mine to walk through the door."

Her gaze flew to his. "This was your childhood home?"

He nodded. "Dad and Mother lived here when they were first married. After the divorce, she moved
out."

"That must have been hard," she offered. "How old were you?"

"Six. And no, it wasn't particularly hard." He willed away the memories of his youth, of the nights he'd
spent crying into his pillow, wondering what he'd done to make his mother leave. Of the days he'd envied
schoolmates who had had mothers who cared enough to show up for visitors' days and school plays,
mothers who sat in the stands during baseball games and cheered, mothers who planned birthday parties
and actually remembered cake and presents. "My mother was rarely here and when she was, she and
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Dad were shouting the walls down half the time."

The sympathy shining in her silvery eyes moved him more than he wanted to admit. "My childhood was
just the opposite. Extremely quiet. My mother's illness was diagnosed when I was less than two years
old, and my father and I did our best to keep her from getting upset about anything." She rested her
elbows on the bar and crossed her arms. "In that respect, we have something in common. I went to my
dad with my problems, because I couldn't go to my mother."

He smiled. "Did you know I used to go to the Mets games with your father and mine?" He shook his
head. "Dad had great seats right along the third base line and we never missed a home game. Those two
knew every player's stats going back to the beginning of time. And they used to argue about who the
MVP was each season, who should go to the All-Star team, who ought to be traded. ..looking back, I
think they just argued because it was fun."

Her eyes were crinkled in laughter. "I've never heard about this before." Her smile faded slightly,
wobbled. "I guess you probably have a lot of memories of my father that I don't."

He hesitated, torn between lying to spare her feelings and telling her the truth. Truth,won.Y'Yeah, I guess
I do. Some of my best memories are of times I spent with my dad and yours. I'll tell you some more
when we have time." He rose and took the lunch plates to the sink for the housekeeper. "This afternoon,
I'd like to go pick out rings. Is that all right with you?"

Her gray eyes widened. "Rings? Is that really necessary?"

He nodded, a little disappointed that she didn't yet seem to grasp the seriousness of his proposal. "Yes.
This will be a real marriage, Faith." He almost reached for her shoulders, then stopped himself,
remembering the desire that had knocked him over the last time he'd touched her. "Our reasons might be
a little different from most people's but we'll be as legally wed as the next couple. So let's go get rings."

He called ahead, so that they would have some privacy while they shopped, and thirty minutes later, he
handed her out of a cab in front of Tiffany & Company. Faith was a quiet presence at his side as they
waited for the doors to be unlocked. It;

As they stepped into the cool hush of the store, a beaming saleswoman was upon them. "Welcome, Mr.
Lachlan. It is Tiffany's pleasure and mine to serve you. How can we help you today?"

"Wedding rings," he said.

The woman's eyes widened as did those of the other employees ranged behind her, and he wondered
how many minutes it would be until the press got wind of his marriage. He supposed he should warn
Faith, though certainly she knew how ridiculously newsworthy his life was. Then he realized that they had
better each tell their mothers about their plans before they read it in tomorrow's paper.

"We have a lovely selection right back here." The saleswoman had recovered quickly and was indicating
that they should follow her.

Twenty minutes later, Faith was still perched on the edge of a comfortable chair, quietly staring at the
array of precious stones scattered across the black velvet before her. She shook her head. "I couldn't

possibly—"

From where he stood behind her, Stone said, "All right. If you can't decide, I'll choose one." He knew
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she'd been going to say something ridiculous, like, "I couldn't possibly accept such an expensive ring
when you've already done so much for me." It bothered him that the salespeople hovering around with
their antennae primed for gossip would find rich pickings if they knew the truth about this marriage. Only,
of course, because he couldn't risk having his mother find out. Of course.

He bent down to Faith and murmured in her ear. "Be careful what you say in here—it will get into the
papers."

That startled her, he could tell by the way she jerked around and stared up at him, her face wearing an
expression of shock. While she was still staring at him, he reached for a stunning square, brilliant-cut
diamond ring with progressively smaller diamonds trailing down each side. It was set in platinum. He'd
liked it the moment the woman had pulled it out of the case, and he suspected Faith liked it, too, from the
way her eyes had caressed it. He lifted her left hand from her lap and immediately felt the tingling
electricity that arced between them as their flesh connected. He took a deep breath and slipped the ring
onto her third finger. There was just a hint of resistance at the knuckle before it slid smoothly into place
and he quickly dropped her hand as if it burned. It was the same feeling he'd convinced himself he hadn't
felt when he'd taken her chin in his hand, indeed when he touched her in any way. .

"A perfect fit." He caught her gaze, forcing himself to behave as if nothing out of the ordinary had
happened. "Do you like this one?"

"It's..." She shrugged, lifting dazed eyes to his. "It's beautiful," she whispered.

"Good." He studied the way her long, elegant fingers set off the ring, a deep satisfaction spreading
through him. His ring. His wife. He was surprised at how much he liked the thought. Maybe this year
wouldn't be such a trial at all, with Faith at his side. The more he thought about Faith and marriage, the
better he realized his solution was. She could protest all she liked, but he would set up a trust fund for her
and her mother so that once this arrangement ended she wouldn't be afraid of where her next meal would
come from or how her mother's next medical bill would be paid.

He turned her hand and linked his fingers through hers. To the saleswoman, he said, "We'll take the
matching wedding bands."

"Stone!"
"Faith!" he teased. "Did you think I was going to let you get away without a wedding band?"

The saleswoman had flown off in a twitter to get the proper ring sizes. He followed her across the room,
catching her attention and motioning for quiet. "I'd also like the sapphire-and-diamond choker and
matching earrings in the display window. But don't let my fiancee see them."

The woman's eyes got even wider. "Very good, Mr. Lachlan. And may I congratulate you on your
engagement, sir."

"Thank you," he replied, resigned to the fact that tomorrow's paper would carry a mention of his
upcoming wedding. His only consolation was that it would take them a day or two before they figured
out who the bride-to-be was. "I'd like you to deliver the wedding rings and the sapphire set to my home.
She'll wear the engagement ring."

He called his mother the moment they got back into a cab. She wasn't available so he told her assistant
that he'd gotten engaged that afternoon and that he'd like her to come for dinner and meet his bride
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Saturday evening, and hung up.

Within thirty seconds, the cell phone rang. He chuckled as he punched the speaker button on the phone.
"Hello, Mother."

"Was that a joke?" Eliza Smythe demanded.

"Not in the least." He kept his tone pleasant. "We'd like you to come to dinner tonight to make her
acquaintance."

"So I don't know her?" The tone was exasperated.
"You know of her, I believe," he replied. "Faith Harrell. She's the daughter of—"

"Randall." His mother's tone was softer. "He was a good man. I was so sorry when he—good Lord!"
she said suddenly. "Stone, that girl isn't even legal! Are you crazy?"

"Faith will be twenty-one this year," he said coolly.

"All, right." Eliza Smythe changed tactics abruptly. "I'll come to dinner. I can't wait to meet Miss
Harrell."

"She'll be Mrs. Lachlan soon," he reminded her. "Why don't we say seven o'clock? See you then."

She couldn't stop staring at the engagement ring. It was breathtaking, the central stone over three carats.
He'd paid an obscene amount of money for it, she was sure, though no one on the Tiffany staft had been
indiscreet enough to actually mention payment in front of her. She had noticed Stone placing a hasty
phone call to his insurance agent, so at least if she left it lying in the ladies' room,somewhere it would be
covered.

Not that she ever intended to take it off her finger.

She was so preoccupied that when Stone opened the cab door and put a hand beneath her elbow, she
looked up at him in confusion. "Where are we going now?"

"Shopping." He helped her from the car. "You probably need some things for the formal occasions we'll
be going to from time to time. Next weekend, we'll attend a charity ball. That will give everyone an
opportunity to hear about our marriage and gawk at you. After that, things should settle down."

A charity ball? She'd never had any experience with such things although her family had been modestly
wealthy—unless you compared them to Stone, in which case they didn't even register on the personal
fortune scale.

"Um, no, that would be fine," she said. "I suppose the sooner the news of this gets out, the sooner the
fuss will die down."

He glanced down at her. "I'm sorry if the thought of the media unnerves you. I generally don't do much
that excites them. This will make a splash but it'll fade the minute there's a scandal or someone bigger

crosses their sights."

She shook her head, smiling at him pityingly. ""Y ou underestimate your appeal." .
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He grinned at her, so handsome and confident her heart skipped a beat. "You'll see." Then his face
sobered. "I'd like to get married soon," he said.

"Well, it shouldn't take long to get things organized," she said. If the mere thought of marrying him
unnerved her like this, how was she going to get through the real thing? "I'm assuming you don't want to
make a fuss of this wedding so we probably could get it together in three months—"

"Faith."

She stopped.

"If T apply for the license tomorrow we could be married on Thursday or Friday."
She blinked, shook her head to clear her ears. " Next Friday?"

"Mmm-hmm."

"But how can we possibly...never mind." She smiled feebly. "I guess you have people who can arrange
these things."

He nodded. "I do. Do you prefer a church or the courthouse?"

"Courthouse," she said hastily. Getting married in a church would feel sacrilegious, when they had no
intention of honoring the vows they would be taking. A dull sense of disappointment spread through her,
and she gave herself a mental shake.

"All right." As far as he was concerned, the matter appeared to be settled. "Then let's go get you a
wedding dress."

"Oh, I don't need—" She felt as if she'd hopped a train only to find it racing along at top speed, skipping
its regular stops.

"Yes," he said positively. "You do."

Shopping with Stone was an education. More like a nightmare , she thought, suppressing a smile as he
fired orders at a salesperson. She tried repeatedly to tell him she didn't need all these clothes; he rolled
right over her objections. She supposed she should be grateful for small mercies. At least he hadn't
followed her into the dressing room or insisted she model for him.

He dragged her from one shop to the next. Neiman Marcus, Barney's, the new Celine flagship store. For
day, a short black Prada, a Celine herringbone suit and a striking black-and-pink Cavalli blouse with Red
Tape jeans. Everywhere they went, he was recognized sooner or later. She could tell exactly when it
happened from the appraising looks that began to fly her way. For the first time, it occurred to her that
marrying Stone might change her life forever. He was a public figure and without a doubt, she would
become one for the duration of their marriage. But would she be able to resume her normal anonymous
lifestyle after they parted?

"We'll take all three of those gowns she liked," he said, oblivious to the direction of her thoughts as he
nodded at the fawning saleswomen.
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"All three" included an Emanuel Ungaro sea-foam-green silk mousseline wrap dress with a halter collar,
no back and a slit clear up her thigh, a strapless Escada with a fitted, silver-embroidered bodice and a
full, Cinderella-like skirt with tulle underlayers in silver and blue, and a classic black organza with
laser-cut trim by Givenchy.

And there were shoes. Walter Steiger pumps for the day dresses. Sergio Rossi mules in black for the
jeans. Silver heels from Ferretti, a pair of Jimmy Choo Swarovski crystal-and-satin slip-ons in the same
soft green as one of the dresses. And for the classic black, equally classic open-toe Versace heels. AH
with matching bags.

It was mind-boggling, she thought, as he hustled her back into the car after the final store. When Stone
made a decision, he didn't let time lapse before carrying out his plans. It might be something to
remember.

It was actually a relief to see the sturdy stone facade of her soon-to-be residence appear. Stone's home
overlooking Central Park was everything she'd expected the first time she'd seen it that morning. And
more. Much more. Brass and glass. Modem cleverly blended with antique. Fresh flowers and thriving
potted plants. Understated elegance.

At his direction, all of their recent purchases had been sent to his home since, as he pointed out, they'd
simply have to move them again when she moved in. When they arrived, everything had been delivered
and the housekeeper had it all piled in Faith's room.

Her room. She couldn't believe she would be living here with him, sleeping just one room away from
him, in only a few days. Since they didn't have a lot of time, she'd brought over what she would need for
this evening's dinner with his mother and planned to change there.

"T'll meet you back down here in. . .forty-five minutes?" Stone was consulting his watch. "That will give us
a few minutes to relax before my mother arrives."

His mother. Her stomach jumped as she nodded and went to her room. She'd never met Eliza Smythe
and knew only what she'd read in the news about the hard-hitting, hardworking female who had taken
over Smythe Corp. after her father's unexpected death from a heart attack at a young age. She took
deep breaths and tried to settle the nerves that arose at the thought of being vetted by the woman. What
if his mother didn't like her?

Three

She was right on the button when she descended the steps a few minutes after he did. Stone, in the act
of entering the drawing room, glanced up—and froze where he was.

Faith wore what at first glance appeared to be a simple dress in a lightweight Black Watch plaid. But a
second glance at her figure in the soft brushed fabric dispelled any doubt that this was a demure dress for
the classroom or office. She wore the collar open and turned up, framing a long, delicate neck and fragile
collarbone, and her hair was up in a classic, shining twist. A matching fabric belt encircled her slender
waist. The sleeves were three-quarter-length and tiny buttons ran from a point between her breasts to
midthigh, allowing a slight glimpse of smooth, slim leg as she came down the stairs.

And as he realized that those thighs were encased in black fishnet stockings and incredibly
well-displayed in a pair of the new heels they'd just bought, his blood pressure shot straight through the
roof. He'd never thought he was a leg man, but he sure wasn't having much success keeping his mind off
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Faith's legs. Or any of her other perfectly rounded feminine attributes, either, for that matter.
"You look very...nice," he said, and then winced at the banality.

But she smiled. "Good. I know your mother will be coming straight from the office and I thought this
would work better than something that's really for evening. It's a Ralph Lauren," she added smugly. "I got
it at a secondhand shop for a pittance!"

He grinned. She hadn't realized yet that cost was a concept she no longer needed to consider. "Would
you like a drink?"

She hesitated. "I'm not really much of a drinker. A glass of wine, perhaps?"

"How about champagne? Since we are celebrating our engagement." He gestured for her to precede him
into the drawing room, which gave him a chance to scrutinize the back view of her dress. Yeow. It was a
good thing this marriage wasn't for real. He could imagine getting overly possessive at the thought of
other men putting their hands on her, even in a correct public dance position.

Duh. What was he thinking about that for? Wasn't going to happen. Was. Not. Besides, he reminded
himself, he shouldn't be ogling her, either. She was his ward.

The caterer he'd hired had set out an assortment of hors d'oeuvres on a table in a corner. A small flame
beneath a silver chafing dish kept some crab balls warm, and around it, a selection of fruits, vegetables
and a patf with crackers made an attractive display.

"Pretty," she commented, picking up a strawberry and biting into it. "I've never had champagne. Will [
like it?"

"Probably, if you like wine," he said, crossing to the bar where an ice bucket contained a tall-necked
French bottle. Watching the way she savored the luscious red ftruit, the way her lips had closed around
the morsel as her eyelids fluttered down in unconscious ecstasy, he was uncomfortably aware of the
stirring pulses of arousal that threatened to turn his trousers into an article of torture. He might be her
guardian but he was also a human male. .. with a healthy sexual appetite. And right now, he was hungry
for her . Hastily he turned away and poured a glass of the pale golden sparkling liquid for her and one for
himself.

Taking a deep breath and reaching for self-control, he came to where she stood in the middle of the
room. He handed her one flute and held his aloft in . a toast. "To a successful partnership."

"To a successful partnership," she repeated, lifting her gaze to his as their glasses sounded a pure chime
and they each lifted them to drink. Their eyes met and held for a moment before she looked away, a

warm pink blush rising in her cheeks.

He watched her over the rim of his glass as she tasted her first champagne. Her eyes widened slightly as
she inhaled the fruity fragrance, and then she promptly sneezed as the bubbles tickled her nose.

"Bless you," he said, laughing, glad for the distraction. "You have to watch that."

"It's delicious," she said, taking an experimental sip. Then she slanted a flirtatious smile at him from
beneath her lashes. "Is this one of the benefits of being married to a millionaire?"
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He felt his whole body tighten in reaction to that teasing smile. He was sure she had no idea what that
smile made a man want to do, and he forced himself to ignore the urge to reach out and pull her against
him to erase it with his mouth. "This is one of the benefits of being married to a man who likes a good
wine,' he said. "Listen, we need to talk a little bit before my mother arrives."

"About what?" She held her glass very correctly by the stem and he was reminded that although she
didn't have a lot of money, she'd grown up in a very genteel home and a carefully selected school which
had only enhanced her ladylike ways.

"My mother," he said carefully, "has to be convinced that we married for...the reasons normal couples
get married."

He watched as she processed that, "You mean you want me to pretend to be in love with you," she
pronounced.

"Uh, right."- He'd expected some coy reaction, not such a straightforward response, and he forced
himself to acknowledge that a corner of his pride might be dented just the smallest bit. She appeared
completely unaffected by the idea of being in love with him. That was good, he assured himself, since that
particular emotion would royally foul up their arrangement for the coming year.

HOkay."

- "Okay? It might not be easy," he warned, drag-ging his mind back to the topic. "She's going to walk in
here in a foul temper. So just follow my lead."

"Yes, o master." She smiled as she took another sip of her drink.

He took her glass of champagne and set it firmly aside, guiding her to the food. "Get yourself a bite to
eat. The last thing I need is for you to be silly with drink when my mother arrives."

"I've only had half a glass," she said serenely. But she allowed him to spread pat6 on a cracker and lift it
to her mouth. She leaned forward and opened her lips, closing them around a portion of the cracker,
crunching cleanly into it with straight white teeth. Her lips brushed his fingers, closed briefly over the very
tip of one, and then withdrew.

And he realized immediately he'd made a monumental mistake. The sensation of her warm, slick mouth
on him brought erotic images to flood his brain and his body stirred with a powerful surge of sensual
intensity. Hastily he stepped back, hoping she hadn't noticed his discomfort. His fingers were wet from
her lips and he almost lifted them to his own mouth before he realized what he was doing. Wiping them
on a napkin, he tried desperately to fix his thoughts on something, anything other than the unconscious
sensuality that his ward—his wife, soon—wore like other women wore perfume.

She chewed the bite for a time, then licked her lips. "That's excellent!"

Watching her pink tongue delicately flick along the outer corner of her mouth,.he couldn't agree more.
God, she was driving him crazy.

Faith was practically a sister to him, he reminded himself sternly. This was merely a business type of
arrangement from which they both would benefit. He'd fulfill his mother's wishes, in his own fashion and
get Smythe Corp. Faith could finish her education, which she seemed determined to do. And it had the
added benefit of making her feel as if she was paying him back, of divesting herself of the debt she
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imagined she owed him for the years he'd taken care of her and her mother. ,

Yes, it was going to be a good arrangement. And if he couldn't stop his overactive imagination from
leaping straight to thoughts of what it would be like to have her writhing beneath him in a big, soft bed, at
least he could keep her from knowing it.

The doorbell rang then and he glanced at his watch. His mother, ever-punctual. "Brace yourself," he
warned Faith as he started for the foyer. "I'll let her in."

Faith looked up from the grape she was about to eat. "Surely she isn't that bad."
He merely raised one eyebrow.

The doorbell rang again, impatiently, and she made a shooing motion as she set down her plate. "Go!
Let her in. And be nice."

Be nice . He snorted with amusement as he walked to the massive front door and twisted the knob. Like
his mother had ever needed anyone to be nice to her. She'd probably steamroll them right into the
pavement as she moved past.

"Good evening, Mother." He stepped aside and ushered in the petite woman whose dark hair was still
the same shade as his own, with the added distinction of a few silver streaks at her temples.

"Hello." His mother whipped off her gloves and coat and thrust them unceremoniously into his arms as
she stalked in. "Would you care to explain to me exactly what you think you're doing?"

"Excuse me?" He deliberately infused his tone with innocence.

Eliza made a rude noise. "Where's this woman you've talked into marrying you? And how much did you
have to pay her?"

"[ didn't pay her anything." That was absolutely true, so far. "My bride-to-be is in the drawing room." He
indicated the archway and his mother strode forward.

As Eliza entered the drawing room, he hastily disposed of her outerwear and followed her. Faith came
across the room as they appeared, her hand extended. For a moment, he couldn't take his eyes off her.
She wore a welcoming smile that looked too genuine to be faked, and her slender body moved gracefully
beneath the soft fabric of the fitted dress.

"Hello, Ms. Smythe," she said, her gray eyes warm. "It's a pleasure to meet you."

The older woman took her hand and Stone watched her give Faith a firmer than necessary handshake. "I
wish I could say the same," she said coolly. "What did my son promise you .for going through with this
ridiculous charade?" . ,

Faith's eyes widened. Shock filled them, then he could see the distress rush in. "I, uh, we—"

"Mother." He spoke sharply, diverting her attention from Faith. ""You can either be courteous to my

fiancde in my home or you can leave. You should have no trouble remembering the way out," he added,
unable to prevent the acid edge to the words.
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His mother had the grace to flush. "Please forgive my rudeness," she said to Faith, sounding like she
meant it. Then she turned one gimlet eye on her son. "But I believe this hasty union was'arranged for the
purpose of circumventing my wishes in regard to an offer I made my son."

"How could you possibly know why I want to marry her?" he demanded. "You don't know enough
about my life to be making snap judgments."

"She's a child." His mother dismissed Faith with one curt sentence. "I'm no fool, Stone. If you think
you're going to con me into believe—"

"I don't care what you believe." He put a hand on Faith's back, feeling the rigid tension in every muscle.
Deliberately he slid his palm under her collar to the smooth, bare flesh at her nape, gently massaging the
taut cords, his big hand curving possessively around her slender neck. "Faith and I have known each
other since we both were' children. I've been waiting for her to grow up and'she has. When you made me
your offer, I realized there was no reason to wait anymore." He exerted a small amount of pressure with
his fingers, tugging Faith backward against him. "Right, darling?"

She turned her head to look up at him and he could see the uncertainty in the depths of her bottomless
gray eyes. "Right," she replied, her voice barely audible. Her face was white, probably from shock. He
doubted she'd ever had words with her mother that were anything like this scene. She couldn't have
looked less like a thrilled bride-to-be, so he did the only thing he could think of to make his case more
convincing: he kissed her.

As he bent his head and took her lips, he put his arms around her and turned her to him, pulling her
unresisting frame close. The moment their lips met, he felt that punch of desire in his diaphragm, a
sensation he still hadn't gotten accustomed to. His head began to spin.

Her lips were soft and warm beneath his, and as he molded her mouth, she made a quiet murmur deep in
her throat. The small sound set a match to his barely banked desire, and he slid his arms more fully
around her, pressing her long, slender curves to him. Faith lifted her arms around his shoulders and as her
gentle fingers brushed the back of his neck, he shuddered. The intimate action moved the sweet swell of
her breasts across his chest and rational thought fled as he gathered her even closer.

"Good grief," his mother said. "You can stop now. You've convinced me."

It took him a moment to remember-that they had an audience, to make sense of the words. Faith's
mouth was soft and yielding, still clinging to his when he broke the kiss and dragged in a steadying breath
of air. She kept her arms looped around his neck, her face buried in his throat, and as her warm breath
feathered across his throat, his hands clenched spasmodically on her back with the effort it took him not
to drag her into a private room to finish what they'd started.

Taking a deep breath, he forced his fingers to relax. He raised his head and looked at his mother over
Faith's fair hair. "We weren't trying to convince you," he said roughly. And it was true. He might have
started the kiss with that intent, but the moment Faith surrendered to the sensual need that enveloped him
every time he touched her, he'd forgotten all about convincing anyone of anything.

Then Faith stirred in his arms, pushing against his chest until he released her. She straightened her dress
and smoothed her hair, uttering a small ;laugh. "I apologize if we made you uncomfortable,") she'said to
his mother. "When Stone kisses me like that, I have a hard time remembering my name, 'much less my
manners or anything else." She turned to Stone and her voice was steady aldiough her eyes [Were still
soft and dazed. "I'm sure your mother would like a drink, darling." I'1
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He had to force himself not to let his jaw drop. She was a better actress than he'd expected, and his
own tense demeanor eased as he saw the suspicion in his mother's eyes fade. "Will you join us in a glass
of champagne, Mother?" he asked her. "And help us celebrate this special time?"'

The rest of the evening went smoothly. He kept Faith close to him, holding her hand or with his arm
loosely around her waist, most of the time when they weren't at the table, not giving his mother any
opportunity to corner her alone and harass her. It was both heaven and hell to feel her warm curves at his
side, and he told himself he was only trying to convince his mother that their marriage was a love match.
But he couldn't quite ignore the leaping pleasure in every nerve ending. God, whatjhe wouldn't give to
have the right to make her his wife in the fullest sense of the word! ' I

She had recovered her innate elegant manners by the time they went in to dinner. And though she was
quiet, he imagined it was simply because he and his mother were discussing business matters'much of the
time. [

Touching her, he decided as they settled on the love seat in the drawing room again after the meal, was
like a damned drug. Addictive. He had his arm around her and he idly smoothed his thumb over the ball
of her shoulder joint as his mother turned to her and said, "Faith, I hope you'll forgive my earlier behavior.
Welcome to the family."

Faith smiled. "Thank you."

"Faith's mother will be moving in with us soon." He didn't know why he was telling his mother this, but he
plowed on. "She suffers from multiple sclerosis and we're fixing up an apartment for her on the main
floor."

Eliza turned to Faith. "I never met your mother. Has she had MS long?"

"Almost all my life," Faith responded, her smile fading. "I was a late baby and she was diagnosed just
over a year later. But I think she had symptoms years before that and ignored them."

His mother nodded. "My first secretary, who was absolutely invaluable during the first years when I
stepped into my father's shoes, was diagnosed when she was forty-four. It was terribly difficult to watch
her slowly lose capabilities. She passed away last year." Her eyes brimmed with tears; he was amazed.
He'd never seen his mother cry, had never even imagined that she could. Which, he supposed, was a sad
indicator of the degree to which they'd stayed out of each other's lives. Still, she was the one who had
initiated the estrangement, if it could even be called that. There was no reason for him to feel guilty about
it.

At his side, Faith stirred and he realized she was passing his mother a cocktail napkin so she could wipe
her eyes. "It is difficult to accept that there's so little we can do to combat it," she said. "After my father

died, my mother's condition worsened rapidly."

- After a few more moments of conversation, Eliza set down her drink and rose. "Call me a taxi, please,
Stone. It's time for me to be going."

He did so, then helped her on with her coat and they stood in the foyer for a few moments until the car
rolled down the street and stopped in front of the house. 1

As he closed the door behind her, he turned to Faith, still standing at his side in the foyer. "We did it!
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We convinced her." He took her hands, squeezing lightly. "Thank you."

"You're welcome." She smiled slightly but he noticed her gaze didn't reach any higher than his chin as she
eased her hands free of his and turned. "It's been a tiring day. Could you take me home now?"

"Of course." His elation floated away, leaving him feeling flat and depressed. And there was no reason
for it, he told himself It;firmly. He'd accomplished what he'd intended. So what if he had a raging physical
attraction to Faith? She wasn't indifferent to him, either. He was certain of it after that smoking kiss
before dinner, but she clearly .wasn't any more prepared to step over the line than he was.

And he knew he should be glad for that. Because if she encouraged him, he was fairly certain he'd forget
he'd ever drawn that line in the first place.

Faith spent the following Monday packing most of her things and answering breathless questions from
Gretchen about her upcoming marriage. The morning paper had carried a tantalizing mention of Stone's
impending nuptials and Gretchen had been quick to add up the details and come to the right conclusion.

Stone picked her up just after two o'clock and they made the drive into rural Connecticut where her
mother lived in a beautifully landscaped condominium. Her apartment was on the ground floor and was
handicap-accessible. Faith had helped her find the place during one of her infrequent vacations from
school. Only now did it occur to her that Stone had probably helped her mother sell their old house. And
rather than using it to finance this purchase, she was willing to bet he'd used it to pay off her father's debts
and had spent his own money on her mother since then.

The thought of him assuming the full financial burden of caring for her mother and her still pricked at her
pride, but she was grateful, too. She was practical enough to recognize that she never could have
provided her mother with a stable, comfortable home. God only knew what would have become of them
if Stone hadn't stepped in. What had her father been thinking?

They probably would never know. Her throat tightened as she thought of the laughing man with hair as
pale as her own who had tossed her into the air and tucked her into bed every night. Clearly he hadn't
been perfect, but she would always think of him with love.

Thank God, she thought again, for Stone. He'd provided desperately needed tranquillity for her mother
and also had given Faith the tools to make her own way in the world one day. And she was all the more
determined to repay his kindness during the upcoming year. She'd be such an asset to him he would
wonder what he'd done before he had a wife! A momentary flash of disquiet accompanied the thought.
Already, it was as though she'd been with Stone for months rather than days. What would it be like to
lose him after a year?

Clarice, her mother's day help, answered the door when Stone rang the bell. "Hello, honey," the older
woman greeted Faith. "She's really looking forward to your visit."

Faith hugged her. Clarice was a godsend. Widowed at sixty, Clarice had little in the way of retirement
savings and was forced to continue to work. Faith and her mother had tried three other aides before they
found Clarice, and Faith knew a gem when she saw one. Clarice, in addition, appeared to genuinely
enjoy Mrs. Harrell and swore the work was well within her capabilities. Fortunately Faith's mother wasn't
a large woman, so it wasn't terribly difficult for Clarice to assist her for tasks like getting in and out of the
bath.

Still, Faith worried. Her mother was steadily losing mobility and motor control and the day was coming
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when she would need more than occasional assistance and handicapped facilities in her home. But as she
entered the condo with Stone behind her, she felt less burdened, less worried than she had in some time.
For the next year, her mother would want for nothing. And as soon as Faith got her degree and a job
with decent pay, she planned to find a place she could share with her mother that would meet both their
needs.

"Clarice," she said, "this is Stone Lachlan, my fiance"." She was proud that she didn't stumble over the
word—she'd practiced it in her head fully half of the trip.

"Hello," said Clarice, "Faith's never brought—" Then the import of Faith's words struck her. "Well, my
lands! Come in, come in. Congratulations!" She pumped Stone's hand, then hugged Faith. "Does your
mother know?"

Faith shook her head. "Not yet. Is she in the living room?"

The older woman nodded. "By the window. She loves to look out at the birds. I put some feeders up to
attract them and we've been seeing all kinds."

Faith felt another rush of gratitude. Clarice was indeed a gem. She wondered if there was any possibility
of convincing her to come with her mother to live in New York. Deciding not to get ahead of herself, she
let Clarice lead them into the living room.

"Mama." She went to the wheelchair by the window and knelt to embrace her mother, tears stinging her
eyes.

"Hello, my little love." Her mother's arms fumbled up to pat at her. Her speech was slow but still
reasonably clear, although Faith had noticed some change over the past year. Then her mother said,
"Stone!"

"Hello, Mrs. Harrell." He came forward and Faith was surprised when he knelt at her side and gave her
mother his hand. "It's nice to see you again."

"You, also." Naomi Harrell clung to his hand. "Did you drive Faith up?"

He nodded. Then he looked at Faith, and she smiled at him, grateful to him for sensing that she wanted
to be the one to tell her mother of their riage.

"Mama, [—we have some news. Stone and I are engaged to be married."
"Engaged?" Naomi slurred the second "g" and her eyes, magnified by the thick glasses she wore, went
wide. "You're getting married?"

Stone looked at Faith again, still smiling, and for a moment, she was dizzied by the warm promise in his
eyes, until she realized he was putting on a show for her mother's sake. "We are," he said. "This Friday,
at eleven o'clock. We'd like you to be there, if you are able."

Naomi Harrell looked from one of them to the other. "I didn't even know you were dating," she said to
Faith.

The comment shouldn't have caught her off guard but it did. "We, um, haven't been going out long," she
said. Understatement of the year.
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Stone slipped one steely arm around her shoulders, pulling her against his side. "I swept her off her feet,"
he told her mother, then turned again to smile down at her. "I was afraid if I waited until she was finished
with school, the competition might edge me out." He paused, looking back at her mother, "I wasn't about
to lose her."

Her mother nodded slowly, and Faith wasn't surprised to see tears welling in her eyes. Naomi Harrell
had known that kind of love for real. She accepted the idea that her daughter had found the same
happiness more easily than Stone's mother had. "I'm glad," Naomi said. "Faith needs somebody."

Faith knew her mother only meant that she didn't want Faith to be alone in the event anything hap-pened
to her. It was an upsetting thought. "That's not all, Mama," she said, anxious to get it all said and done.
"Stone and I would like you to come and live with us after we're married. Stone has an apartment on the
main floor of his home that you could have. There's plenty of room for you and Clarice, too, if she'd
consider leaving this area."

But Naomi was shaking her head. "New-ly-weds," she said, enunciating carefully, "should have some
time alone."

Stone chuckled. "Mrs. Harrell, my home is big enough for all of us. Your apartment can be completely
self-contained. There's even an entrance from the back. You don't even have to see us if you don't want
to."

Naomi smiled. "I want to. But I don't want to be in the way."

"Mama, I'd really, really love it if you'd come to live with me." Faith took her mother's hands. "I miss
you."

"And besides," Clarice piped up, "this way we'll be right there when the grandbabies start arriving!"

Oh my Lord. If there was any way she could put those words back in Clarice's mouth. . .she felt herself
begin to blush.

At her side, Stone stirred, bringing his other hand up to rest over hers and her mother's. "We aren't
ready to think about that yet," he said. "I want Faith all to myself for a while. A long while."

"And besides," she added, "I have to finish school and get established in my career." Well, at least that
wasn't a lie.

'Yes, I can't seem to talk her out of this obsession with working." Stone's voice was easy and colored
with humor, but she sensed a grain of truth beneath the light tone. She was sure it wasn't her imagination.
Thinking of the tension between him and his own mother, she wondered just how deeply he'd been
scarred by his parents' split when he was a child.

She recalled the acid in his voice the night he'd suggested that his mother knew the way out—it had been
a deliberate attempt to hurt. And judging from his mother's slight flinch before she controlled her
expression, the shot had hit its mark. She felt badly for Eliza Smythe even though she didn't agree with
the way she'd apparently put business before her young son more than two decades ago. Eliza's face had
shown a heartbreaking moment of envy when Stone had told her about Faith's mother moving in with
them. Again, she suspected he'd done it because he knew it would hurt. Or maybe he'd hoped it would,
she thought with a sudden flash of insight. Children who had been rejected often continued to try to win
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their parent's attention, even in negative ways.

She sighed. She'd liked her new mother-in-law-to-be. Was it too much to hope that during her year with
Stone she could contribute to mending the obvious rift between them?

Her year with Stone. As they said farewell to her mother and Clarice, Faith was conscious of the large
warm shape of him at her side, one big hand gently resting in the middle of her back. He smelled like the
subtle, but expensive, cologne he always wore, and abruptly she was catapulted back to Saturday night,
when he'd taken her in his arms. That scent had enveloped her as he'd pulled her to him and kissed her.

He'd kissed her! She still thought it might have been a dream, except that she could recall his mother's
wry, amused expression far too well. No wonder she'd been amused. For Faith, the world had changed
forever the moment he'd touched her. And when his firm, warm lips had come down on hers and his
arms had brought her against every muscled inch of his hard body, she'd forgotten everything but the
wonderfully strange sensations rushing through her. Her'body had begun to heat beneath his hands. She'd
wanted more, although she didn't quite know what to do next to get it. But when she'd lifted her arms and
circled his broad shoulders, the action had brushed her sensitive breasts against him and she'd wanted to
move , to cuddle her body as close to his as she could get, to press herself against him even more. When
he'd lifted his head, she'd simply hung in his arms as he'd spoken to his mother. God, the man was
potent! She had been too embarrassed to face Eliza Smythe for a moment, then she'd simply told her the
truth. She did forget everything when Stone kissed her.

Covertly she studied him from beneath her lashes. Stone's big hands looked comfortable and confident
on the wheel of the Lexus and she shivered as she remembered the way they'd slid restlessly over her
body as he'd kissed her. Would he do it again?

She wanted him to. Badly. In fact, she wanted far more than his kisses. She was almost twenty-one
years old and she'd never even had a serious boyfriend. Soon she would have a husband. She studied his
chiseled profile, the jut of his chin, the solid jaw, the way his hair curled just the smallest bit around his
ears. She'd been half in love with him practically her whole life and being with him constantly over the
past few days had only shown her how much more she could feel.

Quickly she turned her head and looked out the window before he could catch her staring at him like a
lovesick fool. He didn't love her, only needed her for the most practical of reasons. But still...her heart
was young and optimistic, unbruised and whole. He might not love her, but he certainly seemed to desire
her. Wasn't that a start? Maybe, in time, if they got close...physically, he'd begin to need her the way she
was realizing she needed him. It was too new to analyze. But she knew, with a not entirely pleasant
certainty, that if she couldn't change his mind about making this a longer than one-year marriage, she
wouldn't be able to leave him behind easily.

Not easily at all. In fact, she wasn't sure she could ever forget him. What man would ever measure up to
Stone in her estimation?

She was afraid she knew the answer to that.
Four
Backin Manhattan, he headed home.

"Where are you going?" Faith asked.
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He glanced across at her. She'd been very quiet the whole ride, apparently lost in her own thoughts.
"Home."

"My home or your home?"
"Our home." He put a slight emphasis on the pronoun.

"It won't be our home until Friday," she said, using the same empbhasis. "And I need to go to my
apartment in any case. I still have things to pack."

"I can send someone to finish the job. We have things to do."
"I'd rather you didn't," she said mildly.
"It's no problem. And it will save you—"

"No, thank you." She shook her head, her blond hair flying and her tone was definite enough to warn him
that he was traveling a narrow path here. "No. I would like to pack myself. There's not that much."

"Can I at least send someone to pick everything up and move it for you?"

She smiled, and a small dimple appeared in her soft cheek, enchanting him. "That would be nice. They
could come Friday afternoon."

"Friday afternoon? Why not tomorrow? Surely you don't have that much stuff to move."

The smile had disappeared. "I'm not planning on moving in until after the ceremony on Friday."

"That's silly," he said sharply, acknowledging more disappointment than he ought to be feeling. There
was an unaccustomed tightness in his chest. "I want you there as soon as possible. Why wait until
Friday?"

"Because my mother would expect it," she said heatedly.

"Y our mother would—oh." Belatedly he realized what she meant. He almost laughed aloud, to think that
someone would still be so concerned with observing the proprieties. Then he saw that she was dead
serious. He sighed in frustration, bringing one hand up to roughly massage his chest. "All right. But I still
think it's silly." Especially given the fact that nothing will be changing after you do move in .

"Fortunately," she said in a honeyed tone, "I don't particularly care what you think."

"Yes, you've already made that plain," he said, recalling the way he'd found out she quit school after the
fact.

Then she homed in on the rest of his original statement. "What things do we have to do?"

"Wedding dress," he said briefly, glancing at her again to gauge her reaction. "And wedding plans." Faith
wasn't quite as pliable as her quiet nature suggested, a fact he seemed to be learning the hard way. Her
eyes went wide and then her fair elegant brows drew together. "Absolutely not. I'm not wearing a real
wedding dress. I have an ivory silk suit, fairly dressy, that ought to do."
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"I have a woman meeting us at the house at one with a large selection." He took a deep breath, fighting
the urge to bark out orders. Faith wasn't one of his employees and if he shouted at her, she was liable to
bolt. "If you don't want a big, fluffy wedding dress, that's fine. But our mothers—not to mention the
press—are going to expect you to look something like a bride."

"It's really none of the press's business."

"I know. But when you have as much money as I do, you wield a certain amount of influence. And
influence leads to attention, even though I don't seek it out." A quick glance at her expression told him
she hadn't bought it yet. "Like it or not, we're going to be of interest to the public. Think of yourself
as...sort of a princess of a minor kingdom. Royalty interests everyone. And since there's no royalty in
America, the wealthy get pestered." She sighed. "It's that important to you?" He hesitated. There was an
odd note in her voice, though he couldn't decipher it. "Yes," he said finally. "It's that important to me. This
has to look real. If anyone should suspect it isn't..." He looked over at her while he waited at a light, but
she had linked her hands in her lap and was studying them. He was sure she was going to object again,
or perhaps even refuse to marry him. He took a deep breath, deliberately expanding his lungs to full
capacity, but still he had that taut, binding sensation gripping him. '

Then she said, "All right. I'll come to your home *and see these dresses."
His whole body relaxed and the air whooshed from his lungs with an audible'sound. '’

She shot a questioning glance at him: He'd better get a grip. She was going to think this meant more to
him than it did. All he wanted, he reminded himself, was to inherit the company that had been his mother's
family's. He'd known before he'd ever embarked on this course of action that this was to be a marriage
with a finite limit of time. And in any case, he had no business even thinking about Faith in any terms other
than those of a...a what? A guardian and his ward was definitely too archaic. A sister? No, there was no
way he could ever condition himself to think of her as a sister. A friend? There. They could be friends.
That was by far the most suitable description of their relationship, both now and in the future.

Inside him, though, there was a little voice laughing uproariously. A friend? Does kissing a friend get you
so hot and bothered you barely remember your own mother is in the room ? 1 j

Shut up, he told the voice. Just—shut—up.

But all he said aloud to Faith was "That's great. Thank you."

Friday morning finally arrived. Standing in the courthouse with his mother, he checked his watch. Almost
time. Where the hell was Faith? He knew he should have made her move in before this. Then he could
have kept an eye on her, made sure she didn't get cold feet.

It had been a surprisingly long week. He'd caught himself glancing at his watch throughout meetings and
conference calls practically every hour since he'd dropped Faith off at her apartment to pack on Monday
after her private showing of wedding dresses.

Which she hadn't let him see.

He frowned. Whoever would have suspected the stubborn streak hiding behind that angelic face? It
would be bad luck, she'd told him.

Just then, an older woman walked around the corner. Spying him, her face lit up and she hurried
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forward. "Hello, Mr. Lachlan. We're here."
It was. ..what was her name? Clarice. Faith's mother's. . .friend. Caregiver. Whatever.
"Hello, Clarice," he said. "Have you seen Faith?"

"Oh, she's here. We all came together." Clarice extended a hand to his mother. "Hello. I'm Clarice
Nealy, Faith's mother's companion."

He felt a dull embarrassment at his lapse of manners. "Oh, sorry. Clarice, this is my mother, Eliza
Smythe." The two women shook hands.

His mother only smiled at him. "We forgive you." To Clarice, she said, "He's going to have a stroke if he
doesn't get to see his bride soon."

Stone ignored that and consulted his watch. "It's our turn. What is she doing?" Impatiently he strode
toward the corner, but Clarice's voice stopped him.

"No, no. You go in. Faith and her mother will be here in a moment."
He frowned, but when his mother took his arm, he sighed and led her into the room. gt; '*'

The justice of the peace stood at the front of the room in front of a wooden rail. To one side of him was
a massive raised bench behind which the man presided over his courtroom, with state and national flags
displayed behind it. He looked a little startled as Stone and his mother walked forward. "Hello. You are
Stone Lachlan and Faith Harrell?"

Eliza Smythe started to chuckle. "No.-The bride isn't here yet." i;

Just then, the door to the small chamber opened and he caught a glimpse of Clarice's beaming face as
she held it wide. Faith's mother, seated on a motorized scooter, whirred into the room and stopped just
inside the door. Then Faith stepped into the doorway and reached for her mother's hand.'

The whole room seemed to freeze for one long" moment as he simply stared. His heart leaped, then
settled down to a fast thudding in his chest.

She looked stunning. As she walked'toward him, pacing herself to the speed of her mother's scooter at
her side, he had to remind himself to breathe.

She had chosen a short dress rather than anything long and formal. An underlayer was made of some
shiny satiny fabric that fit her like a!second skin, showcasing her slender figure. The satin, covered by a
thin, lacy overlayer, was strapless and low-cut and against his will his eyes were drawn to the shadowed
swell of creamy flesh revealed above its edge. Over the satin, the sheath of fine sheer lace covered her up
to the neck,-though it clearly wasn't designed to hide anything, but rather to enhance. This layer had long
close-fitting sleeves and extended in a lacy scallop just below the hem of the underdress.

He took in the rest of her. Her hair was up in a smooth, gleaming fancy twist of some kind and she wore
flowers in it, arranged around a crown of shining gems. As he recalled his reference to royalty, he had to
suppress a grin. She'd done that deliberately, the little tease. She carried the small but exquisite trailing
bouquet of palest peach roses, Peruvian lilies and white dendrobium orchids with touches of feathery
greens that he'd sent to her. The subtle touch of color was the perfect enhancement for the glowing white
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of the dress.

It didn't escape his notice that she'd chosen pure, virginal white for her wedding day. Probably a good
thing, since it served to remind him of the liaison they had—and its limits.

Limits. God, what he wouldn't give to be able to show her the pleasures of lovemaking. For an instant,
he allowed himself to imagine that this was real, that the beautiful, desirable woman coming toward him
would be his wife in every way. If this was real, it would be just the beginning. He would enjoy the
incredible pleasures her soft body promised, and come home to her warm arms every night. In due
course they would add children to their family—

Whoa! Children ? He gave himself a firm mental kick in the butt.

Faith had reached his side by now and he surveyed her face as she turned to kiss her mother and then
his. She wore more makeup than usual and the normal beauty of her features now approached a
porcelain perfection. Her skin seemed lit by an inner radiance. She'd curled small wisps of her hair and it
gently bounced around her face -in soft, shining waves that made him want to sink his fingers into it
simply to experience the texture. But he couldn't do that. He couldn't touch her in any but the most
innocuous of ways.

The justice cleared his throat and Stone realized the ceremony was about to begin. His mother flanked
him and Naomi maneuvered her scooter to Faith's far side. Clarice took a seat,in the small rows of chairs
behind them. He extended his arm to Faith and she took it, smiling up at him tentatively.

He didn't smile back. The reminder mat this was a forced union of sorts had ruined the moment for him.
This was a ridiculous charade, necessitated by the intransigence of his mother. It was, at best, an
inconvenience, an interruption, in his life as well as Faith's. There was nothing to smile about.

The smile faded from her face when he didn't respond and she dropped her gaze. Her face abruptly
assumed the serene contours he knew meant she was hiding her thoughts from the world, and she turned
toward the official who was beginning the ceremony.

Too late to catch her eye, he regretted his action. Now he felt like a real bastard. She'd clearly wanted a
little reassurance. He glanced down at her fine profile as she stood beside him, one small hand resting in
the crook of his arm. To his dismay, he realized she was blinking rapidly, her silver eyes misted with a
sheen of tears. Damn!

Acting on instinct, he raised his free hand and covered hers on his opposite arm, squeezing gently.

She looked up at him again and offered him a wobbly smile. Remorse shot through him. She was only
twenty years old. He doubted this was what she'd envisioned when she'd dreamed of her wedding day,
even though she'd insisted on this extreme simplicity when they'd discussed it.

He smiled down at her as he passed an arm behind her back and gave her shoulders a gentle hug. She
felt small and soft beneath his hand, and he liked the way her slender curves pressed against his side far
too well. Tough. He wasn't going to do anything about that but he could make this day less of a chore for
each of them.

The ceremony was short and impersonal as the justice of the peace sealed the bonds of matrimony with
swift efficiency. Faith spoke her responses in a quiet, steady tone, looking down at their hands as they
exchanged rings and in a shockingly brief matter of minutes, they were legally bound.
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The justice looked incredibly bored; how many of these things did he perform in a week's time? "You
may kiss your bride," the man intoned.

Stone set his hands at Faith's waist and drew her toward him. As his mouth descended, she raised her
face to his and his lips slid onto hers. He froze for an instant, nearly seduced by the sweet, soft flesh of
her full lips and the memory of the way she'd melted in his arms on Sunday night. But this couldn't be. It
couldn't be , he told himself fiercely. Faith wasn't experienced enough to know that sex and love were
two distinct issues in a man's mind. He would be courting a messy, emotional disaster if he couldn't keep
his distance from her. And so, steeling himself to the powerful allure of her person, he kept the kiss brief
and impersonal, then drew back.

He felt her go rigid beneath his hands, and he nearly apologized, but as the words formed, he re-alized
how strange that would sound to the witnesses, so he swallowed the apology and settled instead for,
"Are you ready to go?"

Faith nodded. She wouldn't look at him and he gritted his teeth against the urge to raise her chin and
cover her lips with his own again.

Oh, hell. No, no, and no ! He wasn't going to do anything stupid with Randall Harrell's daughter. His
ward. This marriage was just a business arrangement, of a sort.

Of course it was.

Faith woke early on her first morning as a married woman. For a moment, she didn't recognize her
surroundings and then it all came flooding back. Yesterday she had married Stone.

Married. She raised her left hand and her new rings sparkled as the faceted stones caught the light. If it
weren't for these she'd think it had been a dream. Slowly she got to her feet and headed for the
bathroom. As she showered and dressed, she couldn't keep herself from reviewing the wedding
ceremony, like a child who couldn't resist picking at a healing wound.

Stone had looked so handsome in the severe cut of the morning suit he'd worn. As she'd come into the
courtroom, she'd allowed herself to fantasize, for one brief instant, that she was a real bride, flushed and
brimming with love for her husband, taking his name and becoming part of his life forever. But then she'd
looked into Stone's eyes and seen nothing. Nothing. No feeling, no warmth. No love. He'd quickly tried
to cover it up, but that first impression was indelibly stamped on her mind.

She felt her bottom lip tremble and she bit down on it fiercely. For the first time, she allowed herself to
acknowledge the depths of her disappointment. She hadn't married Stone entirely because of their
bargain. She'd married him because somewhere in the past week her silly, girlish crush had gelled into a
deeper, more mature emotion.

Oh, it hurt even to think it and she shied away from deeper examination of her feelings.

Instead she replayed the wedding scene in her mind again. And she realized her shattered heart had
forgotten something. He did have some feelings for her. Recalling the look in his eye the first night he'd
kissed her, she knew with a deep inner feeling of feminine certainty that he wanted her, at least in the
physical sense. And yesterday, for the briefest instant before his gaze had grown cool and distant, she'd
seen the poleaxed look on his face as he absorbed the sight of her in her wedding dress. And she'd been
gratified, because she'd chosen the unconventional wedding dress, her makeup and the soft, pretty
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hairstyle for the express purpose of making him notice her.

Yes, for that one unguarded, moment, there had been no doubt that he wanted her. If she was going to
remember the cold shoulder, she needed to cling to this memory, too. And though she knew it was
foolish to believe she could parlay that basic sexual desire into a more lasting emotion, that was exactly
what she hoped.

He wanted her. It was a start. And she...she wanted him as well. Wanted him to be the one to teach her
the intimacies of the sexual act, wanted him to make love to her. Maybe she could attract his feelings the
same way her body attracted his.

Perhaps they would begin to communicate better when they went on their honeymoon. Though she
knew Stone hadn't planned one, he'd told his mother they would be going away a few weeks from now.
He'd only said it because Eliza had very pointedly asked where he intended to take Faith, she was
certain. And she knew he would follow through if only to assuage any doubt in his mother's mind about
the veracity of their marriage.

Buoyed by the thought, she made her bed and headed downstairs. The newspaper was lying on the
kitchen counter and there was fresh coffee, signs that Stone must already be up. She hunted through the
cupboards until she found cereal and dishes, and ate while she leafed through the paper. But all her nerve
endings were quivering, alert, waiting for him to enter the room.

When she heard him coming down the hall, she quickly ducked her head behind the paper again, looking
up innocently as he entered. "Good morning."

"Good morning. Did you sleep well?" He barely glanced at her as he headed for, the coffeepot and
poured himself a cup.

"Quite, thank you. And you?"

"Fine." He sounded grumpy. Maybe he wasn't a morning person, though he certainly looked like he was
awake and alert. Lord, it simply wasn't fair for the man to look so absolutely stunning first thing in the
morning. He was as handsome to her as always and her heart rate increased as a wave of tenderness
swept through her. She was his wife ! Then she realized he was saying something else.

"Y our mother and Clarice will be moving in today. I have a company bringing her household up late this
morning. Will you help her arrange everything when it arrives?"

"'Of course." It shouldn't bother her that he hadn't asked her opinion. Although she'd have preferred to
go down and help Clarice pack, she knew this way would be much faster and more efficient.

Stone seemed unaware of her thoughts. "I know it's Saturday but I have to go in to my office for a few
hours, so I'll leave that to you." He opened the door of the refrigerator and she saw a large casserole
dish. "That's a chicken and broccoli casserole the housekeeper made and froze. I set it in there to thaw.
If you want to invite your mother and Clarice to eat with us tonight, that's fine with me."

She nodded. "Is there anything else you'd like me to do? Until the summer sessions begin, I'm going to
have a ton of time on my hands. I have some accounting skills and I know my way around a computer.

Maybe I could help in your office—"

But he was chuckling. "I employ people to do all that," he said. "Just consider the next two months a
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vacation."

Disappointment rushed through her for more than one reason. She hated to be idle. And working for him
would give them something in common. "Oh, but I could use the experience—"

"Tell you what," he said, cutting her off again. "I know something you could do that would help
immensely."

Thrilled, she sat up straighten "What?"
"The den," he said.
The den? What in the den?

"I've never had it redecorated," he continued. "It's something I've .thought about a lot and just never
gotten around to doing. But it needs a facelift desperately. The easy chair my father sat in for years is still
in there." Now he looked at her hopefully. "Would you consider" taking on that project?"

"Of course," she said. "Just tell me what color scheme you like. But also, I—"

"[ trust your judgment," he said. "Anything fairly neutral." He headed for the door, coffee cup in hand.
"T've got to get going. I have an early meeting this morning. Enjoy your day."

"Oh, yeah, it ought to be a blast," she muttered as she heard the front door close. Redecorate the den.
Was he serious? She'd intended to help him at the office. She didn't care if she was a receptionist. It
would certainly be better experience than redecorating the stupid den!.She should have told him how
insulting she'd found that...giving her a little wifely project to do when what she really wanted was to be
working for him, in whatever capacity he could use her.

Yikes. Her mind took that last thought and gave it a distinctly sexual twist as the memory of his hard, hot
body pressed against her side while they spoke their vows set her heart racing again. She still was trying
.to get used to the perpetual breathless state that being around Stone left her in since the night he'd kissed
her in front of his mother and turned her world upside down.

He'd kissed her when they'd gotten married, too, and though that had been only the merest correct
meeting of lips, she was sure it had short-circuited some of her brain cells. It certainly had sealed her fate.
And with that thought, she forced herself to face the truth.

She hadn't married Stone Lachlan because he needed her help. And she hadn't married him because it
was a way to pay him back for his financial support, or because he'd promised to take care of her

mother, or because he had promised to help her finish school. No, she'd married him because she was in
love with him.

She took a deep breath. Okay, you've admitted it . She'd loved him, she supposed, for years under the
guise of having a crush. Only the crush had deepened more and more as she'd come to know him, as
she'd seen what a decent, honorable man he was, what a thoughtful, caring person—and how incredibly
potent his appeal was.

And that was her misfortune. He'd made it abundantly clear, over and over again, that this was a
business arrangement, not one in which emotion was welcome.
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Well, tough. He might consider it business, but she was declaring war. She had a year. Three hundred
and sixty-five days. Surely within that time she could make herself such an integral part of his life that he'd
wake up one day and realize he loved her, too.

Having Faith's mother and Clarice around the house wasn't the burden he'd expected it to be, Stone
thought a week later as he sat at the kitchen counter nursing a cup of coffee. In fact, it was a distinct
blessing.

He'd encouraged the older women to join them for dinner each night. And though they'd both protested
at first, he'd made it his goal to charm them. And he'd succeeded. He hadn't had to spend more than a
few moments alone with Faith all week. Yes, inviting her mother here had been a great idea.

It might be the only thing that kept him from grabbing his young bride and ravishing her for the remaining
fifty-one weeks of what was shaping up to be one damned long year.

He heaved a sigh, propping his elbows on the counter and pressing the heels of his palms against his
temples. God, but Faith was making it difficult to be noble! He had no intention of seducing her. It would
be despicable of him to use her that way for the brief term of their marriage and then discard her when
they split up, as they intended to do.

And maybe if he kept telling himself that long enough, he'd believe it. He could hear her first thing in the
morning, moving around in her bathroom, humming in the shower, removing hangers from her closet and
replacing them. His active imagination supplied visual details in Technicolor. She joined him over
breakfast, no matter how early he got up, and her soft farewell was the last thing he heard before he left.
In the evening, she always came to greet him at the door with a smile, taking his coat and preparing
dinner while he changed into casual clothes. It was a treat not to have to eat alone all the time.

And then there was her relationship with her mother. Faith and Naomi were closer than they had any
right to be, considering how little they'd really seen of each other during Faith's adolescent years. They
teased and smiled, shared stories about Faith's father, worked crossword puzzles together, and genuinely
seemed to treasure each moment spent together. It was such a marked contrast to his relationship with
his own mother that he could get jealous if he let himself think about it long enough. Sure, he'd imagined
that normal families had relationships like that, but until he'd seen exactly how close and loving Faith and
her mother were, it had been an abstract concept. Now, thanks to them, it was a reality.

He could hear them laughing right now as they came in from an early walk—or drive, in Naomi's
case—through Central Park, across the street from the town house. In a moment, they were in the

kitchen.

"We're back." Faith greeted him with a smile as she'helped her mother out of her coat and took it to
hang in the closet. "It's a beautiful day. Spring is definitely on the way."

"The prediction is for snow by the first of the week," he warned her.
"But it won't last," she said confidently.

Naomi directed her motorized scooter toward her own apartment down the hall from the kitchen and the
two of them were left alone. An awkward moment of silence passed.

Then Faith cleared her throat. "Do you have anything planned for today?"
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"Urn, nothing special," he said. "Tonight there's a dinner and ball but we have most of the day before we
have to start getting ready for that."

"That reminds me," she said, snapping her fingers.' "Is there anything in particular you'd like me to wear
to the ball? I have those dresses we bought last week, remember?"

He remembered. And his blood heated. Though she hadn't modeled them for him, he'd had several long,
detailed daydreams. "How about the blue?" he said.

"All right." She cleared her throat. "Actually, if you have time, I'd like you to look at some fabric
swatches and paint colors for the den. I can order things next week."

He didn't really want to spend any more time alone with her than he absolutely had to, but she vanished
before he could think of a good reason not to look at the samples. A few moments later she reappeared
clutching a large folder and two wallpaper books. He folded up his paper and efficiently, she spread
everything out on the counter. Her slim figure, clad in blue jeans and a clinging pale yellow sweater, was
so close he could smell the clean scent of her hair, and her shoulder brushed against his side as she
moved. "Here you go." She pulled one of the wallpaper books toward them. "The first thing you need to
do is decide on the walls. Then we'll go from there."

"You're really happy to have your mother here, aren't you?" Good God. Why had he said that?
Her fingers stilled on the books. "Yes. Thank you again."

"No," he said impatiently. Hell, he'd started this, he might as well find out what he really wanted to know.
"I mean, you're enjoying her company, not just putting on a polite act."

Her eyebrows rose. "Why on earth would I do that? Of course I'm enjoying her company. No, I take
that back. I'm loving it. At school, there were nights when I cried myself to sleep, missing her so much. It
wasn't that the school was a terrible place," she said hastily as he frowned. "The staff members were
actually very caring and mostly I was happy. And I could call Mama every day if | liked. But it still wasn't
the same."

"No, I guess it wasn't." He could hear the longing in her voice as she relived those days and he felt a
surprising kinship. "But you understood how difficult it would have been for her to try to care for you at

home. You knew she would have done it if she could."”

She turned and looked at him, her gray eyes far too wise and understanding. "I think your mother cares,
too. Maybe it wasn't as easy for her to leave you as you think."

"I don't think about it," he said. He didn't want her pitying him, thinking he'd had a miserable childhood.
"My father and I got along fine without her."

She didn't say a word, only studied him.

"She could have pretended she cared," he said, goaded by her silence. "Would it have killed her to let a
little kid think he meant something special to her?"

Faith laid her small hand on his arm and he realized how tense he was. "I don't know," she said. "Have
you ever asked her?"
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He consciously relaxed his muscles, feeling the tension drain out of him. "No." He reached forward and
pulled the wallpaper books toward him. This conversation was pointless. "It doesn't matter anymore.
Now why don't you show me what you have in mind?"

She continued to gaze at him for a long moment, and he kept his eyes on the books. He didn't want her
pity. Sure, he'd been hurt by his mother's indifference when he was small, but he was a grown man now,
and her approval had long'ceased to matter to him.

"All right," she finally said. She rested one hand on the back of his chair and opened the topmost book
with the other. The action placed her breasts just below eye level, inches away, and he couldn't prevent
himself from covertly assessing the rounded mounds. "Here you go. The first thing to decide on is—"

"Look." He pushed back his chair and rose before he gave in to the fantasy that had leaped into his
head. "I want you to like the den, too," he said. "I don't need to approve it. I'm sure whatever you
choose will be fine."

"You're the one who's going to have to live with it after I leave," she pointed out.

After 1 leave ... The words echoed in the air around them and he was shocked by the strong urge to
blurt out "Don't leave!"

But he didn't say it. Instead images of his life a year from now, when Faith and her family were gone and
he was rattling around this place alone again, bombarded him. He liked having Naomi and Clarice
around, dammit! And he more than liked having Faith around. For one brief instant he allowed himself to
imagine what it would be like to grow old with her, to stay married to her on a permanent basis'. The
thought was so tantalizingly appealing that he immediately shoved it away.

Abruptly he turned his back and started out of the room. "I don't have time to deal with this now."
Five

That evening, Faith showered and shampooed, then rubbed silky cream into her skin and rolled her hair
in large hot rollers that left it frothy and bouncy around her shoulders. It would be a lie, she thought as she
applied a heavier-than-normal makeup suitable for evening, if she didn't feel the slightest bit pleased by
his reaction to her in the morning. When she'd stood close to Stone at the breakfast bar, he definitely had
been uncomfortable. And she was pretty sure it wasn't because he was worried about her decorating
skills. She'd noticed him looking at her body out of the comer of his eye. And before that, he'd talked
about his mother.

Okay, those few sentences weren't much to go on, but she couldn't expect him to be too voluble at first.
That would come later, after they'd gotten closer, she hoped. She slipped into a strapless bra and panties
and donned the pretty Escada with the silver trim that Stone had asked her to wear. The Prada heels and
a small silver clutch bag completed the ensemble and as she glanced into the full-length mirror in the
bathroom, a small thrill ran through her.

She'd never owned anything so beautiful before. Thanks to the snug bodice of the strapless dress and
the bra beneath it, she had genuinely respectable cleavage. The silver and blue layers of the full skirt
swayed as she left her room and walked down the stairs to meet Stone.

He was standing in the archway to the formal front room with his back to her as she rounded the turn on
the landing and continued down toward him, one hand lightly trailing on the banister as a precaution, since
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she wasn't used to such high heels. When he heard her footsteps he turned—

And for one long, strangely intense moment, the air seemed to shimmer between them. His gaze started
at her toes and swept up her body, leaving her quivering in reaction and her steps slowed and stopped as
his eyes bored into hers. She simply stood, halfway down the steps, held immobile by that gaze and she
felt her breath quicken as a heavy, unfamiliar pressure coiled low in her abdomen.

Finally Stone cleared his throat. "I'll be the envy of every man in the room."

The spell was broken but she was warmed by his words. "That would be nice," she said, finishing her
descent and stopping in front of him. "I'll try to be an asset to you."

Stone smiled but it looked a little strained and she realized the barrier he'd put between them earlier in
the day was still firmly in place. Then he smiled.

"The first time I ever met you, you had a ponytail so long you could sit on the end of it. It's a little
disconcerting to see you looking so grown-up and gorgeous."

"Thank you. I think." She wasn't particularly pleased with the hint that he still thought of her as a child,
and she knew he'd done it deliberately. But she didn't comment. "You look very nice, too. I've never
seen you in a tux before."

"A necessary evil." He dropped her hand and turned away, picking up a small box from an etagere
beneath a large gilt-framed mirror. "I have a wedding gift for you."

She was dismayed. "But...I didn't get anything for you."

"Agreeing to this charade was gift enough." He lifted her limp hand from her side and pressed the velvet
case into it. "Open it."

Automatically she lifted the other hand to support the box, which was heavier than she'd expected.
"Stone, [—"

"Open it," he said again, impatience ripe in his tone. "Don't forget you're Mrs. Stone Lachlan now.
People would talk if T didn't have you dripping with gems."

Slowly she nodded, then bent her head and pried open the hinged box. And gasped.

Nestled on black velvet was a necklace of brilliant blue sapphires and diamonds. The alternating colored
stones glinted gaily in the light from the crystal chandelier overhead, smaller stones back near the ornate
platinum clasp gently graduating in size to a significant sapphire anchor in the middle. Matching teardrop
earrings were fastened to the velvet as well.

She was speechless. Literally. Her mouth was as dry as a bone. There was nothing 'she could do but
stare at the striking jewelry, not even blinking. Never, in her entire life, had she seen stones like these up
close and personal. Unless you counted the glass display behind which the Hope Diamond rested at the
Smithsonian in Washington.

Stone took the box from her and removed the necklace. "Turn around." '

Obediently she turned around, and in a moment she felt the cool weight of the platinum and gems against
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her skin as Stone's fingers grazed her nape. This felt like a dream. Just weeks ago, she'd been waiting on
customers at Saks; today she was married to one of the wealthiest men in the country and he was
showering her with clothing and jewels. A few months ago, she'd been a college student with no idea that
every penny of her education was being paid for out of the goodness of someone's heart.

Flustered and agitated, she whipped around to face Stone. "I can't do this."

"Do what?" He raised his hands and clasped her upper arms gently, rubbing his thumbs back and forth
over the sensitive flesh.

She shivered as goose bumps popped up all over her body and a quick zing of mouth-drying,
breath-shortening attraction shot through her. She was so close she could see the flecks of amber and
gold amid the blue in his irises when she looked up and abruptly she realized her change of position had
placed them in a decidedly intimate pose. Her breasts grazed the solid expanse of tuxedo-clad chest and
the way in which he held her made her feel strangely small and delicate.

"You know." She stepped back a pace and raised her hands to try to unclasp the necklace. "Pretend to
be your wife—" |'(, ,

"There's nothing pretend about it, Faith," he said. "You are my wife."

"Not in every way," she said steadily though she knew she was blushing and her whole body felt trembly
and weak. It; '

His hands dropped away from her as if her skin burned his flesh. "No," he said. "That was our
agreement." |

"We could...change the terms, if we wanted to." She didn't know where she'd found the courage to
speak to him so frankly, but she was conscious of every hour of her year sliding by. ' t't

But he was shaking his head. "No. It's normal for us to be attracted to each other in a situation like this.
But acting on it would be a huge mistake.*' He took the box from her and removed the earrings,'then
handed them to her as matter-of-factly as if they hadn't just had the most intimate 'conversation'of their
acquaintance. "Put these on'and then we'll go.",

She wanted to say more but she didn't have the courage. He'd turned her down flat, crushing'her hopes.
Numbly she fastened the earrings throughlher ears and picked up her small purse again. i't

"Aren't you even going to look at them?" Stone took her shoulders and angled hereto look in the mirror
over the table. Reflected back was an elegant, beautiful woman wearing a stunning
sapphire-ahd-diamond collar and matching earrings. Behind her, his hands possessively cupping her
shoulders, was a tall, handsome man in a tuxedo, confidence oozing from every pore. 't

A perfect match. She turned away from the mirror, fighting'tears. They looked so right together,
confirming her feelings. How could he think making love would be a mistake?

"What is this fund-raiser for?" Faith asked as they stepped into the grand ballroom a little while later.

Stone grinned, feeling a spark of genuine amusement as he anticipated her response. "It's not quite the
typical political occasion," he said. "It's for WARR."
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"War?" Her eyebrows rose.

"Wild Animal Rescue and Rehabilitation. The organization rescues lions, .cheetahs, tigers, elephants,
bears...you name it, from bad situations. They restore them to health and place them in zoos, parks and
other habitats where they'll be able to live in peace."

She nodded, her eyes lighting up. "That's wonderful. I read an article about Tippi Hedren's efforts with
the great cats recently. It's horrifying to hear some of the stories about the way those poor animals are
forced to live."

"It's also horrifying that people think they'll make great pets." He took her hand and directed her toward
a large display near the entrance, where guests were perusing photos and stories about WARR's work.
"A child in Wyoming recently was killed by a tiger that,her neighbor owned as a pet—uh-oh." Catching
sight of the woman bearing down on them, he squeezed her hand once in warning. "Brace yourself.
We're about to face the inquisition."

"Stone Lachlan!" It was a woman's voice, boom-ing and imperious. "Where have you been hiding
yourself?" , 1,

Stone kissed the rouged cheek of the tiny woman who approached. "Mrs. deLatoure. What a pleasure.
I've been working rather than hiding, but I'm glad I took a break tonight. Otherwise, I might haveimissed
seeing you." j .

The little woman beamed. "Outrageous flattery. Feel free to continue." I

Eunicia deLatoure was the widowed matriarch of one of the country's wealthiest, oldest wine-making
families. Her'sons had taken over the business a few years ago when her husband had passed away but
the widow deLatoure was still a force to be reckoned with. Rumor 'had it that her sons ran every major
decision by her before plunging into anything.' Having met her! quiet, deferential sons before, Stone didn't
doubt it. !,

He slipped an arm around Faith's waist then and drew her forward, enjoying the feel of her slender body
in his grasp as he made a perfunctory introduction. This night was going to be both heaven and hell.
Especially now'that he knew what she was thinking. Did she have any idea what she was asking for? He
seriously doubted it. He was pretty sure she was still-a virgin. Damn, that was the wrong thing' to think
about!;

"Your bride! I just read about your engagement a few days ago."iThe woman's eyes flew wide and the'
stentorian tones turned heads throughout a solid 1 quadrant of the ballroom. She leveled a piercing gaze'
on Faith. "Congratulations, my dear. I assume this is a recent development." . | j

ni

"Very recent. (We're still in the honeymoon stage.

Stone answered before Faith could open her mouth. "And we're feeling quite smug to have kept it a
secret from the press."

The matriarch chuckled. Then her gaze sharpened as she pinned Faith with that gimlet eye again. "It's
delightful to meet you. Is your family in attendance tonight?"

It was a blatant attempt to ferret out Faith's pedigree, he knew. "No." He answered before she could
speak. "Just me." He pulled her closer to his side. "It's good to see you, Mrs. D. Say hello to Luc and
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Henri for me.".

As he steered Faith away, she said, "I could have spoken for myself, you know. The woman probably
thinks you married a mute."

He registered the slightly testy tone in her voice. "Sorry. I just didn't want her to grill you. She can be
merciless." As he continued across the room, he muttered in her ear, "We don't have to worry about
spreading the news anymore. I bet every person in this ballroom knows we're married within ten

minutes."

"That's what you wanted, isn't it?" Her gaze was steady and there were unspoken issues dancing
between them.

"Yeah," he said, ignoring everything but the words. "That's what I wanted." Purposefully he moved
through the crowd enjoying drinks and canape's, introducing Faith as they went.

The band switched from background music to dance tunes and the floor filled immediately. When he
heard the strains of the first slow dance, he took her glass and his and set them both aside. "Do you

HK.C to oanceV" he asked as he escorted ner 10 me floor.
"I don't really know," she said. "I've never done much of it."
"You're kidding. What did they teach you at that school?"
"Latin, physics, biology.. little things like that.

It was a real school." i

("Point taken," he said, amused. "All right, I'll teach you to dance. Just step where I step and hold ori to
me.""'"t't1

|"How about I just stand on your feet like I used to?" 11

He laughed. "Let's see how you do learning the steps before we resort to that."

When they reached the dance floor, he pulled her into the rhythm of the steps with ease, guiding her with
one big hand on her back. His fingers grazed her skin just above the place where her dress stopped.
God, he wanted to touch her in so many other ways! This was torture. But it was necessary. They had to
appear to be a happy newly married couple. The first few weeks were bound to be the toughest, until

their marriage faded from the radar screens of the gossip-mongers.

"[Are you doing all right?" he asked. She was fol-(lowing his lead easily, as if they had danced together a
hundred times before.

She nodded, the action stirring the soft curls against her neck. "Fine."

"Good." He hesitated, then said, "I'm going to hold you closer. The world is watching and I want them to
be convinced we're newlyweds." Uh-huh ,

n-i-igM , said his conscience, but ne nnmy “uw.~~ it.
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"All right." Her voice was breathy, her color high. Her gaze flashed to his, then away, and the desire she
felt was so transparent he felt scorched by the heat that leaped between them.

Dammit, this was impossible. Knowing that she wanted him was the worst kind of aphrodisiac in the
world. If she were more experienced, he wouldn't hesitate to take what she offered. But she wasn't. And
he had no intention of changing their situation. Someday she would thank him for it. He hoped so,
anyhow, because if she didn't appreciate how hard this was for him, he might just strangle her.

How hard...bad choice of words. Very bad choice of words. He drew her in, tucking their clasped
hands to his chest and sliding his arm more fully around her, bringing her body closer to his without
pressing her torso against his. Thank God she was wearing that puffy-skirted dress that made it hard, er,
difficult for him to get too close. She'd probably be shocked silly if she realized exactly what she was
pressed against, because for all her delicate dancing around a very touchy subject, he knew her
experience was extremely limited. The first time he'd kissed her he'd sensed that she hadn't had a lot of
practice at it. But she'd learned fast. Thinking about her passionate, searing response to his kiss was a
bad idea. A really, really lousy idea, in fact. He tried to concentrate on the music, the couples around
them, but all he could seem to absorb was the feel of her in his arms. She startled him then by turning her
face into his throat, tilting it slightly upward so that her breath caressed his throat and resting her head
against his shoulder and without thinking, he slid his hand up over the bare skin of her back to caress her
nape. ,i

She shivered involuntarily, and he smiled against her hair. "Sorry. Did I tickle you?','1'
"N_nO.H

"Good. Relax." Was she kissing'his neck ? No, of course she wasn't. It was only his prurient imagination
in overdrive. "People are watching us. You do realize we're going to be the hot topic of tomorrow's
gossip column, don't you?" j

"I hope not." Her breath lightly feathered his skin. ' [

"We are. But as I said, they'll soon be on to some newer gossip. We'll be so boring they won't have
anything to write about."

"Good." Her answer was heartfelt. ,

They danced in silence for a long while as the music flowed from one song into another. He thought he
probably could hold her, just like this, all night.' Their silence wasn't strained, and though his body was
well aware of her nearness, there was a strangely satisfying peaceful sweetness in simply dancing with her
in his arms. The thought of doing this week after week for an entire year was powerfully appealing. His
blood fizzed and bubbled like fine sparkling wine in his veins and reluctantly, he acknowledged that he
was going to have to put some space between them or he was going to do something he would definitely
regret.

"Faith?" e » .
"Hmm?"

"When this song ends, we're leaving." It;
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She raised her head from his shoulder and imme-diately he missed the warmm. u zgt; um”... — o'clock.
Isn't that a bit early?"

"Not for newlyweds. They'll think they know exactly where we're going."

"Oh." Her eyes widened and her gaze clung to his for a long moment. Then she dropped the contact and
looked steadily at his right shoulder, which he knew was all she could see from her angle. She'd
withdrawn from him, he realized. And a second later, he also realized he didn't like it one damn bit.

"Faith?"
"Yes?" She didn't look at him.
The hell with distance. He had to taste her again or die. "I'm going to kiss you."

"Wha—?" Her eyes flew open and she instinctively tried to pull away, from him, but he controlled her
with such ease that he doubted anyone even realized she'd just lost a bid for freedom. "Why?" she asked
bluntly. "You said [-——you said you didn't want me—"

"Appearances." His voice sounded strained to his own ears. "I'm going to kiss you so there's no doubt in
anyone's mind why we're leaving." Liar .

"Oh." It took the wind out of her sails and he almost could feel her droop against him. She was so
vulnerable that one short comment had wounded her. It was a puzzle. How could a woman as lovely as
Faith think she wasn't attractive? Then he realized that she'd simply never been exposed to large
quantities of men who would undoubtedly drool over her. He sighed, unable to let her continue thinking
that she didn't turn him on.

"It's not you," he said gruffly. "You're the most desirable woman I've ever known and if you want the
truth, I'm having a hell of a time keeping myself from, uh, doing something rash."

There was a silence between them.
Finally she said, "Really?" and her tone was distinctly doubtful.
"Really," he responded dryly.

"It, urn, wouldn't be rash," she said, looking up at him with such hope in her eyes that he felt ten feet tall.
J

His body urged him to take her somewhere private and plunge into the maelstrom of passion she
offered—4)ut he resisted. He still wasn't going to make any moves they both would regret later. He had
to kiss her, but he would keep it short. Just a taste to get him through this ridiculously adolescent longing.
"Selfish, then. Your whole life is ahead of you. You need time to experience the world."

She didn't say anything, just lowered her gaze to his shoulder again, giving him a subtle but definite cold
shoulder. |

Now he knew exactly what his married buddies called "the silent treatment." And he knew why they
didn't like it.' Well, the hell with that. Letting go of the hand he held in closed dance position, he took her
stubborn little chin in his fingers and tipped her face up to his. And then his lips slid onto hers and the
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world exploded.

He initially had intended to give her a light, gentle kiss that would look romantic to the many eyes
covertly directed their way. But the minute he began to kiss her, 'Faith relaxed against him with a quiet
hum of approval, delighting him and pushing his already eager body into alfar-too-serious awareness of
the girl who was, in the strictest sense of the word, his ward until her twenty-first birthday. God, she was
so innocent! He could taste the inexperience in the sweet soft line of her lips as she passively let him mold
them, and he moved carefully, determined not to scare her.

But she didn't seem to be in any danger of being frightened. He suppressed a groan as her lips began to
move beneath his. Slowly he lifted his mouth a breath away from hers, knowing he couldn't take much
more. They were on a dance floor in the middle of a crowded ballroom; even if he intended to deepen
the kiss and teach her how to kiss him back the way he longed for her to do, he wasn't going to do it
here.

You aren't going to do it ever.

Ever. He looked down at her, taking in the glaze of passion in her eyes and the way she ran her tongue
over her lips in reaction as she said, "Stone?" in a bewildered tone.

"That should convince them." He forced out the words, ignoring her unspoken appeal. "Thanks."

Her eyes widened and her body went stiff in his arms. Carefully she pushed herself away from the close
contact and let him continue to lead her through the motions of the dance. But she'd lowered her head
and withdrawn into herself again. He could feel the distance between them and abruptly, he led her off
the dance floor.

No matter how much he wanted to pull her back against him and teach her all the things that were
playing in his mind right now, he wasn't going to. They had to live in each other's pockets for twelve
months. He was her guardian, he reminded himself rather desperately. He respected her too much to
cheapen their relationship with casual sex. He was almost thirty years old and he'd learned by now that
sex without commitment wasn't all it was cracked up to be. He 'didn't love Faith that way and though he
wanted her badly, he didn't want to mislead her. She was so innocent she'd probably confuse sex with
love. (Which wasn't what was between them. Not at all. I!

Love wasn't an emotion with which he was familiar. In fact, he was pretty sure it didn't exist, except in
poets' imaginations. It was just a pretty word to 'dress up desire. Physical attraction. He'd never seen
two people in love yet who weren't physically attracted to 'each other, proving his point. And when that
attraction wore off, there often wasn't enough basic compatibility to keep them together. His parents
were a prime example of that.

Things were strained between them during the rest of the evening, though he doubted anyone else would
notice. Faith1dutifully smiled and made small talk as he took her around the room to introduce her to a
few more people who would be offended if he didn't. But she didn't meet his eyes. He kept a hand at the
small of her back or lightly around her waist most of the time, just for show.

She was still silent on the drive home.
He said good-night to her at the foot of the stairs, then left, her to rustle up the stairs in her pretty gown

alone while he moved into his study on the pretext of checking his e-mail. In truth, he didn't really want to
be in jhis room, imagining her disrobing just on the other side' of an unlocked door. He trusted his
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willpower but there was no sense in being stupid.
She was young and beautiful, slim and warm, and his body knew she was available.

» Just say no , he reminded himself. He'd seen Nancy Reagan's famous slogan, intended to help kids
resist drugs,, plastered on billboards. Somehow, it seemed appropriate under the circumstances.

Two weeks passed. Forty-nine more weeks with Stone after this one, she thought to herself one
Wednesday morning. Although that time would do her little good, she thought morosely, when the man
barely set foot in the same room with her. He left for work at dawn and often worked well past the
dinner hour. She'd eaten dinner with her mother and Clarice almost every night and kept a plate warm in
the oven for him. Her days were incredibly long and, well, boring.'

The one bright spot in the tedium of her current situation was the time she got to spend with her mother.
Yesterday, they'd gone across Central Park to the West Side and toured part of the Natural History
Museum. Naomi's face had been one big smile the whole time, although Faith worried a little bit that the
trip was too tiring for her.

"Tiring?" her mother had said. "How can it be tiring? All I'm doing is driving this scooter."

But privately, Faith could see that her mother had lost a lot of ground in the past year. She was unable to
get from bed or chair to her scooter without Faith's or Clarice's assistance. Eating was becoming more
difficult due to the tremors that often shook her hands and arms. jJAnd on Monday, they'd taken her to
the ophthalmologist because Naomi had thought she needed stronger glasses. The ophthalmologist did
give her a new prescription, but while she was picking out new frames with Clarice, he'd taken Faith
aside and told her that her mother was developing double vision, a common problem with MS. She
should see her primary care physician, he'd emphasized, since there were advances in medicine all the
time and he didn't know that much about multiple sclerosis.

The worries about her mother's health made every moment they spent together even more special. She
thought of Stone, and the way he'd reacted to his mother, and she remembered what he'd said: Would it
have killed her to let a little kid think he meant something special to her ? His resentment was
deep-seated and not without cause. But she'd also seen the pain in Eliza's eyes on more than one
occasion when Stone had brushed her off. Whatever she'd been or done in the past, she cared about
him. And Faith couldn't imagine that a woman who cared about her child would absent herself from his
life for extended periods without good reason.

Acting on impulse, she went to the kitchen and found the telephone book, then placed a call. A few
moments and two receptionists later, she was speaking with her mother-in-law.

"Faith! What a pleasant surprise!" The CEO of Smythe Corp. sounded delighted to hear from her. "How
are you adjusting to marriage?"

"Quite well, thank you." Dangerous subject. She'd better move to the reason for her call. "I was hoping
you could join us for lunch one day soon if you're not too busy."

There was a momentary silence on the other end.
"I would love to," Eliza said, and Faith could tell she meant it. "When and what time?" , 1. ..

,1'*1'1" On Saturday night,, Faith and Stone attended the opening of a new Broadway! show in the
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Marriott Marquis. It was a stirring musical (based on the life of Abraham Lincoln. It ended with shocking
effect with the shot that took Lincoln's life and the audience held their applause for a hushed moment of
silence before breaking into wild clapping.

Faith wore another of the 'dresses Stone had purchased for her and the sapphires again. Might as well
let him get his money's worth. She felt constrained in his presence tonight, all too aware of the distance he
insisted on imposing. He'd been that way in the weeks since the WARR ball, staying so busy she barely
saw him, spending what time he was at home in his office working' Some days she hadn't seen him at all.
Others, he'd made charming small talk with her mother and Clarice over dinner, including Faith just
enough to make a good showing for the older women. She resented it, but she knew she had no real
reason to complain. This was the bargain they'd made. He was living up to his end and expected her to
do the same. [ ']

"Well," Stone said as (they I moved toward the room where a private reception to celebrate the opening
night was being held,1"] predict a long and healthy run." He didn't meet her eyes, though, as he spoke,
and she was all too aware this was a public performance. , !

"I agree." She pointed as they entered the ballroom. "Oh, look at the ice sculpture." There were several
stations scattered around the room for hors d'oeuvres and at each one was a towering ice sculpture. The
one nearest them was a stunningly faithful representation of Lincoln in profile.

They got plates of pretty sandwiches and other bite-size morsels and Stone brought her a glass of club
soda as she'd requested. But he didn't sit down when he returned with her drink. "I see some people I
need to speak to," he told her. "I'll be back in a few minutes."

, "Oh, I'll go with you." She started to rise, but he put a hand on her shoulder.
"No, it's business. Go ahead and eat. We'll dance when I get back."

She watched him walk away through the crowd. It's business . He was determined to keep that part of
his life separate from her, it seemed. And to keep himself away as much as possible, too. She ate, and
waited. And waited some more. She was getting quite tired of waiting when she saw a small knot of
people off to her left. As she scrutinized the group, she realized that they were clustered around a
youngish looking dark-haired man. And a moment later, she recognized him as one of the actors from the

play.

Well. If Stone wasn't going to entertain her, she'd find someone to talk to on her own. She might never
have had the nerve to approach the actor if there hadn't been a ring of fans already around him, but she'd
been quite impressed with his performance and wanted to tell him so. Rising, she walked toward the
crowd and waited patiently as person after person shook the actor's hand and effused about the show.
The man glanced up, and his gaze sharpened as he caught her eye. She smiled and extended her hand.

"I wanted to tell you what a fine performance you gave tonight. I suspect this will 'keep you employed
for quite some time." "!(

The actor laughed, displaying dimples and perfect white teeth. "That would be nice!" He didn't let go of
her hand, but turned, 'tucking it through his arm. "I'm starving. Will you accompany me to the buffet?" « ;

She allowed him to turn her in the right direction.

"What's your name? I'm at a disadvantage—you know mine." His blue eyes twinkled as he looked 11 ii
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down at her.

And indeed she did. "I'm Faith," she said. "Faith—Lachlan."

"[t's nice to meet you, Faith. Please tell me you aren't here with anyone."(

Vaguely alarmed, she released his( arm. "Sorry," she said. "My husband is here with me."

"He doesn't seem to be taking very good care of you."

"He is now." ,

Faith jumped and half turned. Stone had approached behind her. His voice was distinctly chilly. She felt
his left hand settle at her waist; the right he extended to the other man. "Stone Lachlan. I take it you've
met my wife." 1

"Sorry," said the actor, backing away, a wry grin on his face. "She was alone. I assumed she was single
because no man in his right mind would leave a woman like her alone..." and he turned and headed in the
other direction.

Stone's hand slid from her waist and he braceleted her wrist with hard fingers. "Dance with me."

"All right." But he was practically dragging her toward the'dance floor. gt;i .

"Did you tell him," he said through gritted teeth as he swung her into dance position, "that in eleven more
months you'll be free to flirt with anyone you want?'.'= !.j...

What ? She was so shocked by the unexpected attack that she was speechless as he took her in his
arms and began to move across the dance floor. "I wasn't—""; " It; *(

"Save it for later, when we don't have an audience," he *aid curtly.l

"I will not!" Finding her voice as outrage rose, she stopped dancing, forcing him to halt as well.

"Faith, you're, making a scene." His ivoice | was tight. | 111

"Maybe you should have thought of that ibefore you started slinging around unfair accusations." She
tugged at his aim”around her waist but it was like pulling on a steel jbar. He didn't give an inch. "Let me
go," she™aid.1"! want to go home." 11

"Fine. We'll go home."

"I said I, not we." To her utter mortification, tears rose in her eyes. j"I did nothing to deserve to be
treated like that. Let me go!"

"Faith—**iHe hesitated and there was an odd note in his voice. "Don't cry."
"I'm not crying. I'm furious !" But that wasn't strictly true. She was devastated that he would accuse her

of such a low action. "I wasn't flirting. And if you didn't want me talking to other people, you
shouldn'thave ,left me sitting alone for an hour."
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She tried to wrench herself away from him but instead of releasing her, Stone merely wrapped his arms
around her and lifted her off her feet, moving from the dance floor to a partially private spot beside a
large pillar. "Baby," he said roughly, "I'm sorry—" 1

"Not as sorry as I am," she said. She deliberately made her voice and her face expressionless, retreating
in the only way she knew how, forcing herself to ignore his big, hard body so intimately pressed to her
own. 'lt;

"Look," he said desperately, "I was wrong. [ was jealous and I didn't handle it very well. Please don't
cry." And before she could evade him, he bent his head and covered her lips with his.

She'd longed for his kisses, dreamed of them constantly. As his warm mouth moved persuasively on
hers, she tried to hold onto her anger but it was quickly overridden by her body's clamoring response to
the man she loved. With a small whimper, she put her arms 'around his neck and tried to drag him closer,
and between that heartbeat and the next, the kiss changed. Stone growled deep in his throat and his arms
tightened. He slid one hand down her back to press her up against him and she gasped as his tongue
slipped along the line of her lips.

Oh, she wanted him! Her pulse beat wildly at the realization that he wanted her, too. / was jealous ...
The husky words echoed in her head, melting her anger and 'softening her heart as wonder stole in. He'd
been jealous.1She could hardly credit that in light of the way he'd been carefully avoiding any contact
with her, but...he was kissing her now, his mouth moving possessively, his big hands splayed over her
body, holding her tightly against him.

But in a moment, he began to lessen his grip and his kisses became shallower and more conventional.
"My wife," he murmured against her lips as he finally set her free. "You're my wife." , ,

His wife...was that all she was to him? Her rising hopes crashed into a flaming abyss once again. Had he
only kissed her to establish a claim? To show the world that she was his? ,(

She couldn't quite let herself believe that, not after that kiss. She looked up at him, but he already was
leading her out of the ballroom, claiming their coats; hailing a taxi and bundling her in. As he tipped the
parking attendant who'd gotten the cab and slid in beside her, she cleared her throat. "Stone?"

"Hmm?"

"Where do we go from here?"

He looked at her questioningly. "Home."

"No." She waited until he braked at a red light and she caught his eye again. "I mean, you and 1. Our
relationship." j nj

"Faith." His gaze slid back to the street andjhis voice was firm and resolute. "We've had this discussion
before."!

"Yes, but—"1

"The answer is no. It doesn't matter what you want, or what I want. It would be a huge mistake for us to
get involved in a physical relationship." j i
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"Are you trying to convince me or yourself?" she challenged, frustrated i beyond belief by his
hard-headed refusal to see what they could have together.

"Both, probably," he said grimly, ',
Six

Hello, Faith. Thank you for inviting me." Eliza Smythe entered the foyer two weeks later and handed
Faith her coat and handbag. "I've been hoping we could get to know each other better."

"So have L," Faith responded, leading her mother-in-law into the dining room, where she had set two
places at a small round table near the fireplace. "Please, sit down." She waited until the older woman was
seated before she took her own place. "I'm so sorry Stone couldn't be here. He had some pressing things
to take care of at his office."

"Pressing things?" Eliza laughed cynically. "I bet they became a whole lot more pressing when he found
out [ was coming for lunch."

Faith felt herself flushing. She was unable to deny it.
Eliza leaned forward, her face growing serious. "I
nope your invitation didn't cause trouoie you and Stone." , ¢

"It didn't." That was perfectly truthful. For(there to be trouble between them, they first would have to
talk. Stone's only reaction, when she'd told him his mother would be coming to lunch was a curt, "I have
meetings all day, so count me out." Gee, what a shock.

"Good." Faith's mother-in-law smiled warmly at her. "So tell me how you like married life. Has the press
been too intrusive?" , ,

"Not as bad as I feared, actually," Faith confessed. "But Stone has taught me to keep a lowipro-file in
public. That's helped." !

"He'll be less interesting now that he's married," predicted Eliza. "Unless," she added, smiling wickedly,
"you keep giving them moments like those photos from the Lincoln reception. That was hardly what I'd
call low-profile." j

Faith felt the heat rise in her face. The week after the disastrous evening, there had been a series'of three
photos of them in the Star Tracks section of People magazine. In the first frame, Faith was with the actor
she'd met, with her arm tucked warmly through his. The man's head was tilted down so that he could
hear something she was saying. It was a decidedly intimate-looking pose. '

The second photo showed Stone, scowling, pulling her toward the dance floor and the other man could
clearly be seen walking away in the background. But the third shot was the one that had made her cringe.
It had been taken during their heated kiss behind the pillar. Stone had her locked against him, nearly bent
backward beneath the force of his kiss. She clung'to mm on tiptoe, one hand in his hair, 'ine siy, amusing
captions had mentioned his jealous reaction—and she doubted the author would ever know how true it
had been. Unfortunately, she thought, Stone hadn't been reacting out of any personal feeling. He just
didn't want anyone coming on to his wife. She was pretty sure he viewed her as an extension of property.
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She ducked her head. "Stone wasn't very happy with that," she admitted. "We'll have to be more careful
in the future." Her mother-in-law was still smiling, though, and she decided that the revealing photos
probably had helped Stone's cause in his quest to convince his mother of the authenticity of his marriage.

Faith picked up a spoon then and started on the soup she'd set out for the first course. Her
mother-in-law followed suit and they talked of other things during the meal. Eliza asked after Faith's
mother, and Faith found herself sharing some of her concerns about the future. To her pleasure, Eliza
spoke freely about her business. If only Stone would do the same! She longed to share his life, but it
seemed he was never going to give her the chance. !

"So," the older woman said as they relaxed with coffee an hour later, "we got sidetracked after I asked
you how you liked married life. Has it been a big adjustment?"

"In some ways." Faith hesitated, then decided it wouldn't be inappropriate to share her feelings with her
mother-in-law. "The boredom is driving me crazy," she confessed, "if you want the truth. I can only spend
so much time with Mama—she needs a lot of rest and quiet."

"I thought you were a student. Don't you nave classes?" '

"I took this semester off." Faith doubted Eliza even knew about Stone taking on financial responsibility
for two additional people. In any case,-she couldn't explain the details of her "semester off* without the
risk of giving away the true reasons 'for her marriage. "My classes don't start again'until June."

"That's not so far away," Eliza pointed out. |

Faith raised her eyebrows. "You wouldn't say that if you were the one sitting here twiddling j .your
thumbs. I've asked Stone if I could help at the office but—" she rolled her eyes and tried to sound mildly
aggravated as an indulgent wife might "—he {told me to redecorate the den." Her opinion of /far/1 was
evident in her voice. 'l Jj

"Well, it is a project," -his mother said, playing devil's advocate. '

"One I accomplished in a few days," Faith said. "The painters are here right now. The wallpaper,'carpet
and new furniture have been ordered." !'']
Eliza chuckled. "And you're twiddling your' thumbs again." As Faith nodded, the older woman cleared
her throat. "I might have a project for you, if you're interested." ' '(

A project? Faith was cautious. "Such as?"r j

"I have a significant amount of data from one of my plants that recently was restructured. The last man
was an incompetent idiot and he left a huge mess with a number of damaged files that need to be
recovered. It needs to be straightened out. It would be a short-term job, of course, but it might be
perfect for your situation." ji '!

s spints soared immediate”, oi.v, ,.~~.j clapped her hands. Then something occurred to her. "Wait a
minute. How do youiknow I'm capable of doing this job?" .

Eliza's slim shoulders rose and fell in a wry gesture. "I confess I did look into your background a little bit.
You have quite a gift with computers, it seems." ;
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She didn't know whether to be flattered or annoyed. "I'm beginning to see where Stone gets his
autocratic nature." | :

Her mother-in-law winced. "I'm' sorry if I've made you angry."

"It's all right." She wasn't really angry. "The job sounds like a challenge. I like challenges. But I'll need to
talk to Stone about it."

"All right." Eliza rose. "Thank you for lunch. Whether or not you take the job, I hope we can continue to
get together from time to time."

"That would be nice." And it would be. "Perhaps Stone will be able to join us next time."
Eliza made a distinctly unladylike sound. "Not if he finds out I'm going to be there."

The words were filled with pain, as were her eyes. Faith hesitated. She knew Stone wouldn't thank her
for getting in the middle of his relationship with his mother. . .still, she couldn't simply ignore this. "I'm
sorry," she said. "Maybe, in time, he'll soften." But she doubted it.

Eliza sighed. "You don't believe that and neither do I. Stone thinks I abandoned him. And he's right. I
did." Her face looked as rigid as marble. The only sign of life was the leaping, snapping flames in her
eyes. "When my father died, [ was a young wife with a small child. And suddenly, I was the heir to this
company——which was struggling to keep its head above water, something my father had never told
me. [ was determined to keep Smythe for my son. Maybe I should have hired someone else to lead 'it,
but at the time I felt like ."..oh, I don't know, like it was my destiny or something." She tried to smile.1"Or
maybe it just makes me feel better to tell myself I had no other choice but to take over and lead the
company 'myself." J j

"It must have been a good decision," Faith said, realizing what 'a 1 difficult choice Eliza had (been forced
to make."'Look at what you've accomplished." ';i' 1 11t;

The Smythe Corp. CEO shrugged. "But look at what I sacrificed. My marriage fell apart when my
husband realized I had no intention of walking away from Smythe Corp. I should have refused to
cooperate when he told me to leave. I should have taken Stone'with me. But he was so close to his
father...I didn't'think it (would be fair." She shook her head. "Of course, I never'thought my husband
would try to keep me from seeing my son, either. And once I'd moved out, the courts did view me as a
poor parent." Her shoulders slumped. "I guess we all have things we wish we had done differently."

Faith was stunned. Stone thought his mother hadn't wanted him! All these years he'd thought she didn't
care...he couldn't have been more wrong.

"You, ah, wanted to see him more often?"

His mother looked beaten. "Yes, but when his father got full custody I he was able to severely limit the
time I spent with Stone. After a while, Stone seemed to view my visits as a chore and it was easier not to
go as often." She shook her head regretfully. "I'm very sorry now that I didn't continue to be a presence
in Stone's life no matter what."

Then she glanced at her watch, and Faith could see her shaking off the moment of painful truth. "I have
enjoyedf this tremendously, Faith. Thank you again for inviting me. It's time for me to get back to the
office."
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"Thank you for joining me." Faith rose and laid her napkin aside, then led the way to the front door.

Eliza put on her coat, then turned once more. "Let me know if you're interested in that job. It wouldn't
just be something I've made up to keep you busy. I really do need to get someone on that project soon."

"T'll let you know by the end of the week," Faith promised. "I appreciate the offer more than you know."

She was just coming down the stairs to breakfast two days later when she heard Stone calling her name.
His voice sounded alarmed, unusual for him, and immediately she doubled her speed.

He was in the breakfast room. So was her mother. But Naomi was lying on the floor near the table with
him crouched at her side.

"Mamal!" Faith rushed forward, taking in the scene. Her mother was conscious, though she lay
awkwardly on her side. "What happened?"

"She says she was transferring from her scooter to the table. She had a muscle spasm and she slipped,"
Stone said. As Faith dropped to her knees, Stone rose and left the room, returning a moment later with
the telephone as well as a blanket, which he draped over her mother. "It's a good thing it's

Saturday," he said, "or I might not still have been home. She could have lain here for a while except that
['was in the kitchen and I heard her."

"Where's Clarice? And why were you trying to do this alone?" Faith knew her voice was too shrill but
she was 'frightened. Naomi shouldn't have been trying to move without supervision. ¢ ¢

Clarice had agreeably offered to work six days a week. Sunday was the only day she took off and even
then, she often was gone only a few hours. She had no children and, Faith assumed, no other family.'

"I sent her to the deli," said Naomi. "They have wonderful fresh bagels. I thought I could...I thought..."
Her voice trailed off and she started to cry.1; 1

"It's okay, Mama." Faith stroked her hair. "It's okay. How do you feel? Do you think anything is
broken?" | !

"Don't try,to move." Stone's voice brooked no opposition. "Let me call an ambulance and we'll go to the
hospital so you can be checked."

"No emergency service," Naomi begged. .

Stone!shook his head as he punched a speed dial button. ','1 won't call 9-1-1. I'm calling your doctor
first." . 1

Clarice returned just as Stone hung up from explaining the situation to Naomi's doctor. The care-giver
was as upset as Faith had ever seen her, and it was as much work to calm Clarice as it was to comfort
her mother. Things moved rapidly after that. Naomi's idoctor sent a private ambulance and she was
transported to the hospital where she was met by her doctor. Faith, Stone and Clarice waited impatiently
until a nurse appeared to take them to the room in which they'd settled Naomi.

The doctor who oversaw her care met them in the hallway and took all three of them into a small visitors'
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lounge before they saw Faith's mother. ' "Y our mother is experiencing an increase in spas-ticity that
worries me. It's important that we begin a physical therapy program in order to keep it from worsening.
Passive stretching, maybe some swimming, that kinolof thing. Also, she absolutely should not attempt
transfers from one place to another without physical assistance. Sometimes the spasms can be severe
enough to knock a patient right out of their wheelchair.", i

"Is she going to have to start using a wheelchair now?" Faith asked apprehensively.

"I'm not ready to take that step yet," the doctor replied. "Let's see if we can't control the spasticity first."(
11 "Exactly what do you want us to do?" Stone's voice was authoritative and Faith was happy to let him
direct the conversation.

1"l would recommend one of two things: either hire trained therapists who can work with Mrs. Har-rell,
or consider placing her in a facility where she can be cared for."

* "You mean a nursing home," Faith said dully. She'd worried about this edict for years. Now, suddenly,
here it was. And she was no closer to accepting it than she had been before.

"She won't need a nursing home." Stone put his arm comfortingly around her shoulder as he addressed
the doctor. "But if you could give us the names of some reliable sources of personnel, we'll get more help
at home."

Stunned, Faith stared at him and he glanced down at her and smiled.
A moment later, the doctor left.

Clarice rose. "I guess you won't need me now," she said in a small voice. "I don't know how to help her
exercise."

"Oh, you're not getting away from us," Stone told her in a firm voice, removing his arm from around
Faith and standing. He took Clarice's hands in his. "Unless you want to, that is. Naomi depends on you,
and so do Faith and . If you agree to stay, you'll be in charge of any personnel who come in to help. It'll
be your job to make sure they're doing theirs, and that everything is going smoothly."

Clarice stared at Stone for a long moment. She opened her mouth, but no sound came out. Faith
realized the older woman was on the verge of tears. Finally she said, "Thank you. Thank you so much. I
don't have any family and I've gotten really fond of Naomi. I would have hated leaving all of you."

"And we would hate to lose you," Faith said, rising and hugging the older lady. "We're your family now."

Clarice went ahead of them to see Naomi as Faith turned to Stone. She swallowed with difficulty and
took a deep breath. "I appreciate your support but I know you hadn't counted on this when we made our
agreement. | won't hold you to anything you said to that doctor."

"I know you won't. But I still intend to hire additional help and keep your mother in our home."

"You've done enough for us already," she told him unsteadily. "I don't think your father meant for you to
support us for the rest of our natural lives." She tried to smile at the weak joke. '

Stone put his arms around her and pulled her head to his shoulder, just holding her for a long, sweet
moment. ""Y our mother means a lot to me, t0o," he told her. "She and Clarice have made the house a
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warmer, livelier place."

She pulled back and searched his gaze for a long moment. He appeared to be completely serious.
"Thank you." She didn't know how she ever would repay him, but she .would swallow her pride to make
sure her mother was happy land well-cared-for. Putting Naomi in a nursing home would have been
devastating for her as well as for Faith.

"Don't thank me," he said, still holding her loosely in his arms. "I mean it. Keeping her at home is really
an act of selfishness on my part."

"Right." Although she could have stayed in the comforting embrace forever, she forced herself to move
away from him. "You're a good man," she said quietly, touching his cheek with a gentle hand before
turning to leave the room.

They visited briefly with her mother. She hadn't been badly hurt, just severely bruised and she'd broken
a bone in her wrist. She would be staying overnight at the hospital for some additional tests and would be
released tomorrow. Faith was relieved the fall hadn't been worse.

Clarice decided to stay( at the hospital for a few hours and told them she would take a cab home later.
On the ride home, Stone said, "I haven't told you how good the den looks. I really like my new chair."

He flexed his fingers on the wheel. "I believe my mother must have chosen the old furnishings. I don't ever
remember it looking any different.”

"Your mother did a lovely job," she told him. "The things she chose lasted a long time." '
"Longer than she did."

"I'm not sure that was her choice, entirely." It was a risk, talking about his mother, but she felt she had to
try to share with him his mother's version of the past. "1

The car was uncomfortably quiet for a moment. Then he said,"It's old news." He shrugged, frowning as
he drove. "Who cares anymore?" gt;

You do . "She does," Faith said. "She didn't want to leave you behind but your father fought her for
custody. And limited her visits. She's always wanted to be a bigger part of your life than she was
permitted to be."

"And I suppose she told you this during your cozy little luncheon." His voice was expressionless.'

"Yes." There was another awkward silence] She waited for him to ask her what she meant, what his
mother had said. But he never did.

Instead he finally said, "We got off the track, I believe. We were talking about the changes in the den."

"I'm glad you like the new look and the new furniture." She was disappointed that he hadn't listened to
more of his mother's story, but at least he hadn't bitten her head off. "I really wasn't sure about it, but
since you told me to go ahead..." Then she followed up on the opening he'd given her. She'd been trying
to figure out a way to approach him again for several days. "Now that the job is finished, I'm finding
myself with a lot of free time. You know, I'm not sure you appreciate the extent of my computer skills.
Surely there's something at your company that I could—"
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"There really isn't," he interrupted her. "But I did want to ask you to do something else." Without giving
her a chance to respond, he said, "I've received several wedding gifts at the office and I know we've
begun to get quite a few more at the house. Would you please write thank-you notes to everyone? I'll
supply you with the addresses you need."

"T've kept a list of everything. The files are on the computer in your home office," she told him,
disappointment shading her tone. "I'd thought perhaps it was something we could do together."

But he shook his head. "I really don't have the time. I'm sorry. At the end of the week I'll be leaving for
China for a nine-day trip."

"China!" She couldn't believe he hadn't mentioned this before. How long had he intended to wait before
telling iher?

"Yes. We ,have an incredible opportunity to get our foot in the door with some steel exports." Unaware
of her thoughts, he sounded as excited as she had ever heard him. "And I want to investigate the
possibilities of setting up an American division of Lachlan Industries in Beijing."

It had been a strange conversation. He'd taken her to the heights of exasperation but now he was sharing
his business plans with her...something she'd wanted for so long.' Cautiously, afraid he would clam up
again, she said. "Lachlan Industries in Beijing?"

"Uh-huh. The world really has become a global marketplace. If [ want Lachlan to be a player on more
than a national level, I have to establish a pres-ence around the world. Our plants in Germany produce a
number of products for the European market. One in Beijing could serve a sizable portion of the Far
East, including Taiwan and Japan." He was wanning to his theme and his tone was enthusiastic.

"Now I understand why people say you have the Midas touch," she said. "You never stop thinking of
ways to improve." '

"I can't," he said simply, "if I want to stay on top. I'm always looking for the next opportunity. It's a
full-time effort." '

"When iyou take over your mother's corporation, how will you manage both companies?"

Instantly the light in his eyes flattened and cooled. She saw immediately that she'd said the wrong thing.
He shrugged, elaborately casual. "I'll probably work out some kind'of merger. Get everything under one
umbrella so I don't have so many balls to juggle.”

His too-casual tone, coupled with an explanation that sounded: wooden and rehearsed, alerted her to
the realization'i that this wasn't just business for Stone. Merge the two companies?

Some of the pieces of the puzzle that was her husband clicked into place as she recalled the odd note of
near-desperation in his tone on the night he'd laid out his proposal. Her heart ached for him as a flash of
insight showed her the truth. He didn't want Smythe Corp. because it was a good deal, or even because
it was a family tradition. A merger was something he could control as he hadn't been able to control the
disintegration of his family when he'd been a child—and in a very tangible if symbolic sense, he would be
putting his family back together again.

She wondered if he understood that some things could never be fixed. Quietly she said, "You know,
merging these companies is nice, but it isn't going to help you resolve your differences with your mother.
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You really ought to sit down and talk with her."

But she could tell her impassioned words had fallen on deaf ears. His face drained of expression and
when he looked at her, his eyes were as cool as the blustery spring weather outside. "Funny, but I don't
remember asking you for your opinion on what I ought to do with my mother. All I require of you is that
you play a part for ten more months."

She felt as though he'd slapped her. As a reminder of the time limit she had, it was fairly brutal. She
didn't speak again, and when they arrived home, she got out of the car before he could open her door
and hurried inside, heading for her room. Fine , she 'thought angrily. Let him go to China. Let him count
down the days until he rids himself of me. Let him refuse to give me anything meaningful to do .

With that thought, she remembered Eliza's offer. And she reached for the phone.

"This place is awesome!" Faith's former roommate Gretchen bounced into the kitchen of the town house
as they completed a short tour of the house several days later. She turned to face Faith, her expressive
pixie face alight. "I still can't believe you're married to him."

"I can't believe it, either," Faith said wryly. "It's a little overwhelming sometimes."

"He's really been great about your mom living here." Gretchen flung herself onto one of the bar stools.
"Tim would wig out if T asked him to let my mother live with us." 11't

"It's a slightly different situation." Faith felt compelled to defend Gretchen's steady beau, one of the nicest
guys she'd ever met. "I mean, it's not as though we're tripping over each other like we would in a small
place." "'

"Yeah, I guess the money makes a difference." The redhead made a little moue of frustration. "Money. I
wish it didn't exist." |

"Amen." Gretchen couldn't knowi how much Faith meant that. Then her friend's woebegone expression
registered, 'and she focused on Gretchen. "What's wrong?" - !

Gretchen shrugged. "Nothing, reallyj; Tim asked me to marry him—" |'

"When? Why didn't you tell me?" Faith leaped from her own seat and embraced her friend.
"Congratulations!" ! i

But Gretchen raised a hand and indicated that she should calm down. "Well, frankly, it isn't that big a
deal yet. Tim says he wants to marry me, but he wants us to save some money first. He's thinking we
should buy a house in New Jersey."'

"And you don't want to do that?"

"Are you kidding? I'd love it!" Gretchen waved her hands about. "Big old trees, a little white picket fence
and a house with shutters. We could get a dog...we've even talked about children." Her big eyes
sparkled with tears. "But he wants to wait until we can make a down payment on a home to get married.
I love the stupid man and I want to marry him now !"

"Why should you wait?" Faith tried to think about it from Tim's point of view. And failed, reopie who
loved each other should marry. What did money have to do with love?
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"Beats me." .
"I don't get it, either." Faith sighed heavily. "I'm sorry. Men are such dolts sometimes."

"You said it, girlfriend." Shedding her sad mood, Gretchen eyed Faith over the rim of her coffee cup.
"That sounded like you had one specific man in mind."

Faith smiled slightly. "Without question."

"Problems with the tycoon?"

"A few." If her friend only knew!

"Sex," said Gretchen.

Faith nearly choked on the coffee she'd just swallowed. "What?"

"Men are amazingly easy to manipulate if you start with a little physical T.L.C."

"They are not."

"That's what all the magazines say." And that, as far as Gretchen was concerned, made it fact. "So you
just have to dazzle him with incredible, unforgettable sex and then talk about whatever's bothering you.
He'll be much more malleable then."

"You are terrible !" Faith began to giggle as she saw the glint of humor lurking in her friend's eyes. But
her amusement faded away as she thought about her marriage. "Anyway, that's not an option. We
don't—" Oh, my God. She stopped, appalled at her runaway tongue.

Gretchen was staring at her as if she'd sprouted a second head. "Tell me you are kidding. You have a
platonic relationship with one of the most gorgeous men in North America?"

"Umn, yes, that's about right." Faith squirmed beneath the incredulous stare. ' "1

"Don't you love him?"

Faith nodded sadly. "I do. I never knew it was possible to care for someone the way I care for him. But
that doesn't mean it's mutual."'t'

"Well, if he doesn't love you and you're not having wild, bed-wrecking sex every night, then why the
heck did he marry you?"', j

Well, there was no backing out of it now. If there was a more persistent woman than her redheaded
friend on the face of the planet, Faith would have to meet her to be convinced. "He married me because
he feels responsible for me," she said miserably. To an extent, that was true, and it was the only thing she
could say to her friend without breaking Stonel's trust. "His father and mine were best friends. When
they were killed together, Stone became my guardian."

nae |
21
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"Your guardian ? How Victorian!" Gretchen'is eyes were wide. "And because of that, he felt compelled
to marry you?" Her eyes narrowed and she gave a snort of disbelief. "Uh-uh. I don't buy it."

"It's true," Faith said glumly. VThat's why we haven't—we don't—", )

"Give me a break." Gretchen hopped off her stool and paced around the kitchen. "Look me in the eye
and tell me that if you were as homely as a mud fence he'd have married you." When Faith's brow
wrinkled and she hesitated, Gretchen stabbed her in—dex finger at her. "See? I knew it! No man would
sacrifice himself like that. He wants you." |

"He doesn't." Faith stopped, remembering the passionate kisses they'd shared, and her expression
reflected her lack of conviction.

"Ha! I knew it." Gretchen was grinning at the look on her friend's face. "He does want you. He's just
trying to be, I don't know, noble or something. I guess he's got some hang-up about that guardian stuff.
Still....if he's hot for you, there's hope. You just have to seduce him."

" Seduce him ? You are insane."

"No, no, I'm serious." And her freckled face did look surprisingly sober. "I might have been kidding
before, but I am so totally not joking about this. Faith, you were meant to be with this guy. And he was
meant to love you back. He's just too dumb to know it. You're going to have to go after him big time."

"No way." She shook her head, remembering the way he'd rejected her before, and the way he'd
reacted two days ago when she'd tried to encourage him to mend his fences with his mother. "He's made
it clear what his position is."

"Oh, come on. Aren't you the girl who came to town without a job or a place to live, and found both the
very first day? If you really want him, he's toast. You just have to go for it."

"This is a ridiculous conversation." Faith rose and began stacking dishes. "Come on, I'll take you in to
meet my mother and her companion before you have to get back."

But Gretchen's words lingered in her mind long after her old roommate had left. If he's hot for you,
there's hope .

Seven

The trip to China lasted three days longer than he'd planned. By the time Stone left LaGuardia behind
and slipped his key into the lock of his town house, he was exhausted. The meetings had been long and
ultimately fairly successful from a business standpoint. But the strain inherent in communicating his ideas
effectively to people of another culture had worn him down. But it wasn't only that. For the first time in
his life, he'd been impatient to conclude his business and get home. Not so that he could get back to
work, but so he could get home .

Impatient. Right. How about so nervous he couldn't even spit? He checked his watch. It was nearly ten
in the evening. He'd been away for twelve days and they'd seemed like twelve hundred.

He'd hated traveling. No, he thought, trying to be honest. He'd hated traveling alone. God, he'd never
imagined feeling lonely simply because a cenam woman wasn't at his side. He'd never expected to be
seized with a barely controllable urge to hop a flight and fly home simply because that's where she was.
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He'd never, ever thought about a woman so much that it shattered his concentration and turned his brain
to mush in the middle of important meetings.

But thoughts of Faith had done all that to him and more. He'd lain awake aching for her, knowing that
even if he were in New York he'd still be aching for her...and wishing he were there, anyway, because
then at least he'd be close to her.

He must have been crazy when he'd married her, he decided as he took the stairs two at a time. How
could any man be expected to ignore the temptation of her lithe young body day after day after day? It
was natural for him to want her, to ache for her. It was just a physical reaction.

He walked through the house, noting the lamp that was always lit now in the hallway that led to the
kitchen. Faith had begun leaving it on for Clarice, in case she came to get something from the kitchen at
night. He'd gotten used to seeing the small glow.

He walked down the hallway to his bedroom door, noting that Faith's was firmly closed. Would she
come to greet him when she heard him moving around? Probably not. He'd have to wait until mom-ing.

Morning. He realized he'd actually missed mornings at home. On the days he hadn't run from the house
at dawn, he'd shared breakfast with Faith and sometimes her mother and Clarice. He'd always imagined
he'd find having other people around first thing in the morning annoying, but it was surprisingly pleasant. j
I

It might not be so pleasant now, after the way he'd left things with Faith. But even then, knowing that she
was likely to be cool and formal with him, something eased in his chest because at long last he was home
again, and she was sleeping right in the next room. He hoped he could make things right with her. He
missed her smile, and the habit she had of humming beneath her breath as she moved around the house. '

She hadn't done much humming the past few days before he'd gone to China. Their parting had ibeen
strained, stiff, the way things had been between them since the day of her mother's accident. He should
have apologized for the things he'd said to her about her interference with his mother. Faith had a goocl
heart and a wonderful relationship with her 'own mother; it probably was beyond her capabilities to
understand the way he felt...

He stepped into his bedroom and dropped his suitcase inside the door. A startled squeak made him jerk
his head around to locate the source—and there,she stood. j |

She must have just finished in the shower because she had a towel wrapped around her torso and ,her
hair was pinned atop her head. He could see droplets of water gleaming on her shoulders. ..

Immediately he felt a rush of desire begin to | radiate through his body, making him take a short, tense
breath as every inch of his skin seemed to sizzle with an electric charge. He'd been thinking of her,
wanting her for so long that it only took mo-

rrients to make him worry that she'd notice the burgeoning arousal pushing at the front of his pants.

"Hello," he. said, and his voice was husky.."! didn't mean to scare you." i

"It's all right." She smiled at him, and the radiance of her expression tightened every muscle in his body.
"I'm glad you're home. I missed you."
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"I, uh, missed you, too." He couldn't look away from her. She was smiling, her gray eyes shining, so
beautiful that he ached with the need to cross to her and crush her to him. She apparently had forgiven
him. Or forgotten their argument. Hah. He doubted Faith would forget something like that.

Then she put her hands up to the top of the tucked-in fabric and his whole body tightened. She took a
deep breath, uncertainty flashing in her eyes so fast he wasn't sure he'd seen it to begin with. And before
he could say a word, she dropped the towel..

As it fell away from her, he made a strangled sound in his throat. She was as beautiful as all his fevered
imaginings, long, slim, sleekly muscled. Her breasts were high and round with deep rosy nipples that
puckered beneath his gaze. Her bare feet curled into the carpet and he couldn't prevent his gaze from
sliding up her long elegant legs, over the splendid curve of her hip. At the junction of her thighs, a thatch
of blond curls protected her deepest secrets.

As he devoured her with his gaze, she fought an obvious battle with shyness and modesty. Her hands
came halfway up her body in a defensive posture before she deliberately let them relax at her side again.
A rosy blush suffused her neck and climbed into her cheeks, but she held out her arms to him, still smiling
into his eyes. "Make love to me."

His blood surged heavily, nearly propelling him into her arms. He wanted her, and he hated himself for it.
She was too young. 1. li

She's not too young. She's legal. « . 1, Well, she was too young for him. 1' t't
Ten years isn't a huge age gap. 't't},

"Stone?" She came through the dividing door into his bedroom and began to walk across the room
toward him, her eyes i flickering' with nerves even though her voice was steady and warm. "This is the
part where you're supposed to respond." 'l " !;

She obviously hadn't noticed just how responsive he was. He felt himself beginning to sweat, j "Dammit,
Faith, just stay over there." He backed around the other side of the bed, putting some space between
them, appalled at the panicked note in his voice. "You don't want this." "', jj "' '

"I do." Her voice was as soft as ever but there was a note of determination in it that shook him."'",'l
thought about it the whole time you were gone. I've been thinking about it since'the day you asked me to
marry you." She took a deep breath and he couldn't prevent his jgaze from dropping to her breasts as the
firm mounds rose and fell "I want my first.. .first time to be with someone I trust and care for. I want it to

n

be with you.", ", .

"No, you don't." But her words sent unpleasant images bolting into his mind, images of Faith with
another man, and he had to bite back the snarl that wanted to escape. , | °,

"I do," she said again. She reached up and took the clip from her hair, tossing it onto,his dresser as the
silky blond tresses fell down her back and framed, heFbody. She came around the end of the bed and
walked to him.

He put out a hand like a traffic cop to hold her off but she slipped inside it and pressed herself against
him, her hands sliding up to curl around his neck as her lips grazed the sensitive skin where his shirt col-|
lar exposed his throat.
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He groaned at the feel of her slim young frame , pressed against him. She smelled fresh and sweet, and
despite his good intentions, his extended hand dropped to her back, sliding slowly up and down her sleek
spine, testing the naked, resilient flesh, moving dangerously down to trace the cleft in her buttocks. His
hand clenched spasmodically on her soft flesh, pressing her hips hard against his aching arousal. "We
won't be able to get an annulment." His voice sounded hoarse and unfamiliar to his ears.

"I don't care." She kissed his throat again. "How can this be so bad when we both want it so much?"

"I haven't changed my mind about this being a mistake." But he had. The words she'd said, that she
wanted him to be the one, danced through his head. If he refused...he couldn't even complete the
thought. Instead he ran his hands over her silky skin everywhere he could reach, savoring the soft, sweet
feel of her as common sense warred with pure carnal need. Finally need won. He dropped his head and
sought her mouth, wrapping his arms around her. His kisses were hard and wild, his tongue plunging
deep. She gasped and he remembered how innocent she was, so he reined himself in with gargantuan
effort, gentling his kisses, stroking the inside surfaces of her mouth with his tongue and teasing her until
she followed his lead, her tongue hesitantly joining his, ex-ploring his mouth as fully as he explored hers.
Finally he tore his lips from hers, breathing 'heavily. He kissed her cheek, slid his mouth along 'her jaw
and down the side of her neck. She smelled of scented bath soap and the unique flavor of her silken
skin.;ij *

He raised his head, capturing her gaze, 'and his face was rigid with the control he was exerting to rein in
the need he felt. "No,", he gritted."'I can't do this anymore. I can't fight myself and you both. I can't
pretend I don't want to make love jto you when every hour of every day,'I'm thinking about doing this ."
He slid one hand boldly around jto cup her breast and his thumb found the tip of her nipple, rubbing
gently back and forth. Her eyes closed as he watched her face, and her lips parted as her breath rushed
in and out. Then he bent his head (and Ire-placed his thumb with his mouth, suckling her strongly, and her
eyes flew wide. Wildly she arched against him as she cried out. ;j ! !

"And this," he muttered against her breast, sliding the same hand down over her rib cage and the softness
of her belly, stroking gently before plunging firmly down between her legs to her most intimate feminine
secrets. She was moist and slick, surprisingly ready for him. He cupped her, sliding his fin-, gers between
her legs as he used his thumb Son the1small bud hidden beneath the sweet curls. Her'body arched again
at the new sensation and she gasped. | Then she set her hands against his shoulders, 1trying to push him
away, instinctively wary and nervous of' such implacable male determination. - 1|

"Ah, no, baby, don't fight me." He lifted his head i and took her lips again, understanding her mbmen- '

tary panic. Despite her brave invitations, she was still an innocent. The act of giving herself to a man
made a woman intensely vulnerable. And so he simply let his hand lay against her as he resumed kissing
her until she felt secure with him, permitting him access to her mouth without restraint as her legs relaxed.
Then slowly he resumed the intimate caresses. He slid one finger inside her, groaning at the tight, wet feel
of her clinging flesh and his hips surged forward as he tried to ease the harsh need driving him. "That's it,"
he growled. "I want to make you feel good. We're going to be so good together." ' Withdrawing his hand
from its nest, he slid both arms beneath her and lifted her into his arms, moving the short distance to his
bed. She put her arms around his neck and lifted her face to his and he sat down on the side of the bed,
kissing her and stroking her, torn between the need to bury himself deeply within her and find release,
and the desire to explore her hidden treasures for hours. But then she shifted against him,! her hip
pressing hard against his full flesh, and he knew he wasn't going to be able to wait hours. j

She lifted her hands and inexpertly began to unbutton his shirt. He rose, laying her on the bed, then
quickly shed his shirt and jacket in one movement, removing his shoes and socks, taking off his belt, all
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without taking his eyes from the bounty of her bared body. ;

She was watching him, too, and he saw her pupils contract as he tore off his shirt. She lifted one hand
from the bed and laid it over the rigid, throbbing flesh that distended his pants and he nearly jumped out
of his skin. He tore at the fastenings, pushing his trousers down and off along with his briefs. Her eyes
widened again as his need for her came fully free, and her gaze flashed to his. "Can I...touch you?" she
whispered.

He gritted his teeth at the unconscious sensuality of her request as her body turned toward him. "Sorry,
baby." He caught her wrist'and linked his fingers with hers. "That would be a really bad idea right now.
This would be over before it ever really got started." 1J, "'

She smiled and her voice was nearly a purr when she said,"."Then I'll wait." , !i"e

He came down on the bed beside her, sighing as his naked flesh met hers for the first time. His erection
pressed against her hip and he could feel the moisture he couldn't hold back dampening her flesh. He
shuddered, hoping he could wait long enough to make it good for her. 1 gt; j

Quickly he smoothed his hand down over | her downy belly and feathered his fingers over the sweet
folds between her legs again. Her gaze was fastened on his and he caught a hint of apprehension Jin her
beautiful eyes. Leaning forward,'he kissed each of her eyelids as they fluttered shut. "Relax," he
Whispered. "T'll take care of you." He leaned over (her and took her breast, suckling firmly until she
moaned and tried to arch toward him. His fingers grew bolder, parting her and opening her for him, and
he shifted his weight onto her, his arms shaking with the effort it took not to simply shove himself into her
and ride her until he exploded. But Faith was a virgin.'And she was. ..special. He wanted it to be as good
for her as it was going to be for him. He pulled his 1 hips back and let his shaft rub her, then reached
down and opened her further until the slightest surge forward caught the head of his aroused flesh within
her.

She gasped.
He groaned.

She raised a hand, and wiped away a drop of sweat that trickled down his temple. "Is this hard for
you?" she whispered.

He chuckled deep in his throat. "No, it's hard for you ." Her eyes widened as he probed her, alert to the
barrier that signaled her virginity. Just within her, he met resistance. "I'm going to try not to hurt you," he
warned her, "but the first time might not be much fun." She watched him wide-eyed as he moved his hand
between them and found again the pouting bud he'd exposed. As he began to lightly press and circle, her
eyes closed and her back arched, pushing him a little deeper.

"That's—too much," she panted. "I can't...I can't..."

"You can," he breathed. "Let it build, baby." He kept his tone soft, his voice low, watching the flush that
spread over her fair skin as she gave herself to her passion, to him. In a moment, her hips began to
respond to his encouraging touch, rising and falling, and he had to steel himself to withstand the seductive

lure of her body caressing the tip of him.

"Stone," she cried, "hold me!"
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"T've got you,-baby," he crooned. "Let go, let go, let go..."

And she did. He saw the shock in her eyes as her body convulsed, shuddering beneath him, and as she
arched wildly up to meet him, he plunged forward, burying himself deep within her responsive body.

"Oh!" Her legs came up to wrap around his hips, possibly the most erotic feeling he'd ever known, and
as her sweet channel continued to rhythmically caress him, he began to move, stroking heavily in and out,
teeth clenched, body shaking. He was so ready that it took only moments until he erupted, falling over the
edge into her soft arms as he emptied himself deep, deep within her. Pleasure shattered his senses as it
spread throughout every cell in his body, rendering him momentarily deaf and blind.

As he began to regain his senses, he looked down at her. "Are you all right?"

HIlm ﬁne."
"1 didn't hurt you?"

"Only a tiny bit." She smiled at him, her fingers rubbing the back of his neck. "You were wrong. The first
time was fun."

He chuckled as he slowly lowered his weight onto her, conscious of her slight frame. But she kept her
legs and arms around him when he would have shifted himself to one side, holding him close until he let
himself go boneless in her embrace. He rested his forehead on the pillow next to her and moaned as her
fingers lightly kneaded up and down his back.

"Stone?"

"Hmm?" He was so relaxed it was an effort to move enough to reply.

"How long before we can do it again?"

His eyes flew open. He started to laugh, lifting himself on his elbows to inspect her face, then dropping
his head to kiss her. "A little while, at least," he told her. "I'm pretty tired. But on second thought—" he
moved his hips experimentally "—I'm feeling much more rested already."

She smiled, her gaze warm and contented and he kissed her again, lingering for a moment before he
levered himself up and began to withdraw—

And froze. He swore vividly, and Faith's eyes widened in shock.

"What?" she demanded.

He pulled himself back to his knees, then stood and cursed again, his hands on his hips, his still-erect
flesh cooling unpleasantly. "No protection," he said grimly. "How the hell could I have been that stupid?"
he asked the ceiling. But he knew exactly how stupid he'd been. He'd been so focused on completing the
act of making her young, virgin body his that protection had been the last thing on his mind.

Faith went very still, probably as horrified as he was. After a moment, she sat up and eased herself to
the side of the bed. Her brow wrinkled momentarily and she winced; he realized she was feeling some

discomfort. But she stood, and stepped forward to slide her arms around his waist and press herself
against him.
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"It's all right," she said. She kissed his collarbone and then looked up at him. "I love you. I wouldn't mind
if I got pregnant."

His body had reacted automatically to the soft feel of her curves but her words were a shock of ice
water on his rising passion. "Faith," he said grimly, taking her by the shoulders and holding her gently but
firmly away from him, focusing on the only part of her statement he could allow himself to believe. " I'd
mind. This marriage is only going to last a year, remember?"

She simply gazed at him. Arid he was the first to look away.

"T know you think you love me," he said, des-perate to convince her. "It's natural when two people
make love for feelings to get mixed up with basic human needs. But trust me, you won't love me in a
year."

Still, she regarded him silently. Finally she opened her mouth. "You're wrong. I'll still love you in a year.
I'll still love you in ten years, and in twenty."

"Look," he said, frantic to erase the echo of those seductive words, "let's not get into a fight about this."

She smiled at that, and he stared at her, mystified. What the hell was so funny? "I wasn't planning to fight
with you," she said. "I want to make love again." She stepped forward, pressing herself against him,
burying her face in his neck. Her warm breath stirred the curls on his chest and he shuddered, knowing
that she surely could feel the arousal he couldn't prevent.

"This isn't lovemaking," he said above her head. "This is sex."

"Okay." She nuzzled his chest and he leaped a foot in the air when her lips grazed his nipple. "You call it
what you want and I'll call it what I want."

If he was smart, he'd walk away from this right now, and not compound one error by making another.
But his arms came around her without his permission, and his head lowered and sought her lips all on its
own. His body knew what it wanted even though his mind knew better. "And we use protection," he
decreed, trying to retain some control of the situation. She was a twenty-year-old recently deflowered
virgin. How could she be so unshakably certain of herself?

"If that's what you want," she said agreeably. Her small hand slipped slowly down his body and his
stomach muscles contracted sharply. Vis tit okay, to touch you now?" she asked. 1

He closed his eyes and exhaled in surrender. "Yeah," he said, giving himself [to this night and this
moment. He'd worry about tomorrow later. "But only if T get to touch you, too."

She awoke before dawn, aware of her body in a way she'd never been before. She lay on her side, her
back cuddled into the living furnace of her husband. Stone's left arm was draped over her hip, the other
was beneath the pillow on which both their heads lay.

With dreamy satisfaction, she relived the hours just past. He'd scared her silly when he'd walked into his
bedroom without warning. Even though he'd told her his flight would be in that night, she hadn't really

expected to see him. He'd warned her that he'd probably get home in the wee hours.

It was probably just as well that he'd surprised her. If she'd been prepared, she'd never, ever have had
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the nerve to approach and seduce him the way she had! She took a deep breath, remembering the
moment of sheer terror she'd felt when she'd decided to drop her towel and take Gretchen's advice. At
first, she'd thought he really was going to refuse. But then she'd seen his hands clenched in fists. She'd felt
the barely contained desire he kept on a tight leash and she'd pushed a little more until the,volcano had
erupted and he'd swept over her with the force of a hot lava flow, incinerating her modesty and her
virginity with his sheer delight in her body and his blatant encouragement of her sexuality. She might know
another lover someday, but she knew without question that she'd never meet another man who pleased
her like Stone did, who anticipated her every need before she even realized what she wanted.

She loved him so much. He still couldn't let himself see that they were perfect for each other. He'd led
her to believe it was because of their age difference but the truth was, Stone was terrified of intimacy.
Not physical intimacy, but emotional closeness. She knew he'd had scores of lovers in the past, but she
was certain none of them knew him the way she did, knew his secret need for a stable home, the sorrow
and resentment that threatened to permanently damage his relationship with his mother, the
unacknowledged wish for a family of his own.

A family. A baby. How amazing that she hadn't even been thinking much about that kind of future until
he'd introduced the possibility. She'd always thought of herself as a good girl. Going to her marriage bed
a virgin was simply a given. But it shook her a little to realize that it wouldn't have mattered if she'd been
married to Stone or not. If he'd ever tried to seduce her, he would have had her anytime he'd wanted.
And it scared her more than a little that she hadn't even thought about protection once she was in his
arms.

His grim panic from the night before shot into her mind. The very fact that he hadn't even thought of birth
control had shocked him beyond belief. She hadn't thought of it, either, but then again, she wasn't
worried about a pregnancy. Had she subconsciously expected him to take care of it? Or had she simply
not cared because she knew she wanted his child? Regardless of the reasons for her memory's
short-circuits, she'd known the moment he'd said it that very little could make her happier than to bear
Stone's baby.

She was married to the man she loved and she knew instinctively that a child would change their lives
forever. Stone would never let his child grow up in a broken home. If she did become pregnant, they'd
stay married.

And then she'd have much more than a year to show him that he loved her, too.

But she had no desire to trap him in any way. She'd never imagined a man could be so scared by a few
little words, she thought tenderly. Though she hadn't expected him to respond in kind, it had still hurt a
little that he had so easily dismissed her feelings. Obviously he had never considered love to be a part of
their relationship. She could only be patient now, and hope that her confession would get him thinking
about love, about her, about making their marriage a forever one.

A surge of love so strong it shook her moved through her. Slowly she reached back with her left hand
and let it rest on his hip, gently running her thumb back and forth across his warm flesh, simply needing to
touch him. After a moment, his even breathing changed. So did something else, she discovered with
pleasure, wriggling her bottom back against him a little more.

"Good morning." His voice in her ear was deep and sleep-roughened. The hand at her hip slid up to cup
her breast, plucking lightly at her nipple until it contracted into a small, hardened point that sent streamers
of arousal down into her abdomen.
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"Good morning," she returned. "Welcome home."
"I thought you already did that.".

She giggled. Then all coherent thought fled as he leaned over her and caught her mouth in a deep, sweet
kiss. When she had to breathe or die, he lay back again behind her. For an instant he rolled away, and
she heard the sound of a foil packet tearing, then heard him quickly fitting himself with protection. He'd
insisted on using protection the second time last night, too, though she'd told him he didn't have to. He'd
gone still for a moment, then simply sighed, shaken his head and kissed her.

In a moment, he was back. His hand slid down over her body to her thighs and he urged her top leg up,
draping it over his as he angled himself into the hot, tight crevice he'd made. She felt the column of blunt
male flesh prodding at her and he lifted her leg a little higher, until suddenly, he flexed his hips and slid
smoothly into her. She moaned, impaled on pleasure, and slipped her hand back to his taut, lean buttocks
to pull him even closer, even deeper.

"Are you sore?" He stopped abruptly. "I didn't even think—"
"I'm fine," she said, shifting her hips and stroking' the smooth, hot length of him, "now."

Stone nuzzled her hair aside and kissed the joining of her shoulder and her neck. He flattened his hand
on her lower stomach, holding her steady as he moved against her. And again, she welcomed him home.

Afterward, he rolled to his back. She pulled the sheet over her, not comfortable enough with nudity yet
to ignore her own modesty, watching as he disposed of their protection.

"I meant it, you know," she said quietly as his gaze met hers. "'
"Which 'it' are you referring to?" he asked cautiously.

"Everything," she said honestly. "I do love you. And if a baby is a result of this—" she indicated them
"—I would be thrilled."'

"What about school?" His voice was challenging. "Starting your own business? Or is that all just so much
talk?"

"Of course not." She refused to let him pick a fight over this, though she suspected he would feel better if
he were able'to make her angry. "Having a family and a career don't have to be mutually exclusive." The
moment the words left her mouth, she realized that to Stone, who had been the victim of a marriage in
which that very thing had indeed been "an issue, the two goals were in direct conflict with one another.

"Are you kidding?" He sat up abruptly and swung his feet over the side of the bed. "Women can comfort
themselves with that 'I can do it all' mantra as *much as they want. But the reality is that,something suffers
when they try to juggle too many balls." He slapped an angry hand down on the bed between them. "I
have no intention of bringing children into this world to be tossed to whichever parent isn't as busy at the
moment. In fact, I never plan to have children at all!"

Faith stared at him, shocked by the declaration. She understood that he felt he'd been the casualty of his
mother's determination to have a career but she'd never imagined he would let it affect him to such an
extent. If only she could get him to walk in his mother's shoes long enough to realize it hadn't been the
simple, power-hungry decision he assumed it had been. Her heart ached for him as-she understood
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exactly what his parents' differing points of view could cost him.
Could cost them both.

Slowly, seeing that insistence would only make him more intractable, she said, "I apologize for not
understanding how you feel. We have plenty of time to think about children—" unless he threw her but
when her year was up "—and I certainly would . never try to talk you into doing something you don't
want."

There was a long, tense silence.

Finally Stone heaved a huge sigh. He turned toward her, not away, and she knew an overwhelming relief
as he took her in his arms. "I'm sorry, too," he said. "I shouldn't have gotten angry with you. We never
talked about children because I didn't think it would ever be an issue. Hopefully it still won't be." He
pressed a gentle kiss to her forehead. "Can we just enjoy this for now?"

"Of course," she murmured. She tilted her face up to his and kissed him sweetly, deeply, without
reserve. With any luck at all, each day that passed would bring them a little closer, and he would see
what a long life together could be like. And how very special it would be to add a child born of their love
to their family.

After a final kiss, he rose from the bed and went into the bathroom. She rolled over to watch him walk
away, admiring the way his wide shoulders tapered down to a lean waist, the way the muscles in his
buttocks flexed as he walked, the strong, well-shaped columns of his legs. As he disappeared, her gaze
fell on the clock beside the bed. ;

"Oh, no!" She suddenly realized it was [Thursday, one of the days she'd set up to work for Smythe
Corp. And she was going to be late if she ididn't hurry. She bolted from the bed and headed for the door
that connected their bedrooms. ..

Stone came out of the bathroom and followed her, unselfconsciously naked. She wrapped! her robe
around her then rushed to her dresser for fresh: un-dergarments and panty hose, wishing she could be as
blase" about her nudity.f

"What's the rush?" He rested a shoulder against the doorway of her closet as she picked out a sedate
gray-charcoal suit. "Do you have plans,this mom-ing?"

"I, um, yes." She skirted him and started for her bathroom, but he caught her by the waist and dragged
her back against him.

"Can they wait?" He dropped his head and trailed a line of kisses down her neck, and she shivered as
his hot breath blasted her sensitive nerve endings. "I thought we could take a bath together and then have
breakfast."

She swallowed, tempted by his words, and her body heated at the image of the two of Ithem in the big
Jacuzzi tub in his bathroom, "I-—can I take a rain check?" She cleared her throat. "I really do have some
place I need to be. And don't you want to get back to your office?" Instinct warned her that explaining
she was working for his mother probably wasn't the wisest course of action she could take.

"I've been in touch by phone, fax and e-mail," he said. "I hadn't planned on going in early today after
traveling for all those hours. Where are you going?"
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There was no help for it. She took a deep breath. "I have a temporary job."

His brows snapped together. After a moment, he said, "I thought you wanted to be able to spend time
with your mother?"

"It's only a part-time thing," she said. "And it hasn't interfered with my time with Mama. She rests a lot."
"Where are you working? I'm surprised you were able to find anything suitable."

He meant that didn't expose her to the public, she knew. She took a deep breath. The thought of lying to
him flitted across her mind and was rejected in the same instant. "Y our mother offered me a position
straightening out some records that were left in a mess by a departing employee."

"My mother?™" His expression grew even more forbidding.
She swallowed. "The day we had lunch she asked me to consider it..."
"Why the hell didn't you say no?"

She squared her shoulders and lifted her chin. "Because I was bored. I wanted something to do, some
kind of work and you wouldn't even consider it."

"You have things to do," he roared.

She'd never thought of herself as a temperamental person but the unfairness of his expectations refused
to let her quail before his displeasure. "No," she said stonily. "I don't. The den is redecorated, the
thank-yous are written and sent. I still have time to take on any other little projects you throw my way,
but two days a week, I will be working at Smythe Corp."

Stone eyed her expression, apparently deciding he was going nowhere fast. "Fine," he said angrily.
"Have a great time." He stalked back to his own room, closing the door between them with a definite
snap and she winced, holding back tears.

She'd known he was going to be unhappy about her new job but she hadn't really thought he'd react
quite so...strongly. Did it bother him because she would be in steady contact with his mother or because
he simply didn't like not being able to control her every move?

Eight
He'd been an ass.

A horse's ass. A big horse's ass. Stone stared moodily out the window of his office at the gray
Manbhattan day. It was raining. He'd really been looking forward to some sunshine this morning, but when
he'd stepped out the door to start the jogging that he tried to fit in four or five times a week, he'd been
soaked to the skin in less than a minute. The only good thing about it was that Central Park had been
nearly deserted, except for a few other hardy exercising idiots like himself.

God, what had he been thinking, to lay into Faith like that?

He hadn't been, he supposed. He was still jet-lagged from the unbearably long flights home. And he
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certainly hadn't gotten what he could call a full night's sleep last night.
He pinched the bridge of his nose between his thumb and forefinger. Last night.

The mere thought of it was enough to make him start to sweat. He'd woken with her in his arms and as
his body had reacted to the sweet, soft lure of hers, he'd acknowledged what he'd been avoiding for
days: he enjoyed having Faith in his life. He wanted to make this a real marriage, at least for the time they
had left. He'd tried to stay away from her, but fate and Faith had tempted him until he couldn't resist
anymore.

He couldn't quite remember why he'd thought it was such a bad idea. There was no reason they couldn't
have a physical relationship while they were married. Unless, perhaps, he counted the fact that she might
never speak to him again after the way he'd stormed off.

One thing that was certain—perhaps the only thing—was that he owed Faith an apology. He might not
like her working for his mother, he might even— if he admitted the truth—feel betrayed in a small way,
but he didn't own her. They had an agreement to which she was living up and anything she did that didn't
jeopardize that was none of his business.

He didn't like the way that thought made him feel. « He wanted it to be his business, dammit ! He wanted
her to be his wife in every way there was. He didn't just want her hostess skills or even her wonderfully
responsive young body. He wanted her mind, her emotions, her commitment.

He shoved himself from his chair with an explosive curse. Oh, hell. Oh, no. Oh, hell, no. He was not
going to fall into her trap.

Faith had made sure he knew how she felt-"—that she wanted to make their marriage a reality in every
way. And the knowing was powerfully seductive, the future calling to him with almost irresistible force.
But long-term commitments were for other people. He wasn't dumb enough to believe he'd feel like this
about Faith forever. Sure, he had friends who appeared to have happy marriages. But he also had friends
whose marriages had wrecked them emotionally and financially, and even, in the case of one buddy
whose wife had shot him for sleeping around on her, physically. His own parents, with all their money and
resources, hadn't made it work.

He knew better than to believe in happy endings.

Still, she had said she loved him. And maybe she did. But his cynical side, the side that was doing its
level best to preserve him from stupid, ill-conceived ideas born of passion, that side of him said, Gee, the
timing surely is convenient .

Her mother was getting worse. He'd given Naomi Harrell a home, kept her companion, offered to
provide her with more care. Faith cared deeply for her mother and would naturally appreciate his
support. But would she tell him she loved him simply because of that?

She might if she were -worried about what was going to happen once you cut her loose. She might if she
wanted to ensure that you kept the funds flowing.

No way. His mind rejected the ugly notion. Faith had integrity and honor enough for two people. She'd
been determined to secure care for her mother through other efforts before they'd married. She wouldn't
stoop to the easy solution.
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Would she?

Of course not. She was as aware of the terms of their marriage as he was. But damned if he was happy
with them. When he tried to imagine what would happen next March, he failed utterly. He couldn't see
himself without Faith. He couldn't see his home without her quiet influence or even, ridiculous as it
seemed, her relatives. Before Faith had come, his elegant, upscale town house had been little more than
an address to identify him. Sure, it had come to him from his father. But frankly, his memories of growing
up in this house were less than stellar. It was a mausoleum. Or at least, it had been.

Now it was a home. When he came to-breakfast, Clarice had brought the paper in for him already.
Faith almost always saw him off, holding his coat and waving him out the door. When he came home in
the evening, Faith and Naomi often were in the den, ensconced by the fireplace playing a board game.
Sometimes Faith read to her mother, since Naomi's eyesight was deteriorating to the point that she was
becoming unable to read. He had a wonderful new chair in the den, too, one that Faith had picked out
herself.

And last night, he'd had just about the best night of his life.
So why was he still planning on getting rid of his wife at the end of a year?

He didn't know. And thinking about it was giving him a royal headache. What he really ought to be
thinking about was how to get back in Faith's good graces. And if he were smart, he'd be thinking about
what he could do to keep her so busy she wouldn't have time to go hunting for work, for his mother or
anyone.

And then he had an idea.

She hadn't had the best day of her life. Though the assignment Eliza had given her was indeed a
challenge, Faith's mind had drifted continually, rehashing the angry exchange with Stone that morning.

It just wasn't fair. Last night, he'd made her happier than she'd ever thought she could be. Then this
morning, her happiness was ripped away with the angry words he'd thrown at her.

Faith sighed as she walked briskly from the subway station to the town house. Love was supposed to
make people happy, not miserable.

When she came through the door, she was struck by the same feeling she always got when she entered
her home. . .it was cozy, despite its size, and welcoming, despite her husband's anger. It had truly become
home. Leaving it was going to be one of the hardest things she'd—

An odd scrabbling sound behind her startled her as she hung her coat over a hook on the coat rack. She

whirled. A small furry creature was barreling toward her, skidding and slipping on the smooth polished
hardwood floor.

A puppy!

"It's for you," said a deep male voice, and she looked up to see Stone lounging against the door frame at
the end of the hall.

She dropped to her knees and gathered up. the puppy, talking nonsense to the wriggly little
black-and-tan bundle, giving herself time to collect her thoughts. He didn't sound angry anymore.


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Cautiously she said, "What kind is it?" as she held the puppy up to her cheek. She laughed as the little
tongue lapped a't her cheek.

"She's a German Shepherd," he said. "Do you like her?"

"She's adorable! She's so tiny."

"She won't be that size for long. I thought she would be a good companion when you're walking around
the park alone." He walked forward as she got to her feet with the puppy in her arms and to her shock
and pleasure, he drew her close. "I'm sorry about this morning." He dropped his head and sought her
mouth before she could speak, masterfully teasing her into a response that flared wildly between them.
Then he tore his mouth away from hers. "Will you forgive me? It's none of my business what you do with

your time."

She was stunned. What had produced this sea change? "Of course," she said, resting her head against
his shoulder. "I'm sorry I didn't tell you before."

"Well," he said in a teasing tone, "I seem to recall that we were somewhat preoccupied. . .before." Then
he set her away from him. "What should we name her?" he asked, nodding at the puppy.

"I don't know! Have Mama and Clarice seen her yet?"
He laughed. "Yes. They were bitten by the love bug at first sight. Or should I say first lick?"
She giggled. Then she snapped her fingers. "That's perfect. How about Lovebug?"

"Lovebug?" He looked dubious. "You'd really make me stand on the streets of New York with a
German Shepherd named Lovebug?"

When he put it that way..."Oh, well," she said. "Back to the drawing board."

"It's got a certain cachet, though," he said. "Lovebug." He bent his knees so that he was eye level with
the dog in her arms. "Are you a love-bug?"

She smiled at him. "You sound just like a doting daddy."

"That's what I was aftraid of."

There was an instant of awkward silence as they both remembered the night before.

"We'd better take her out," he said at the same time that she said, "What will we do with her at night?"
They both laughed, and the moment passed. He put a hand at her back and guided her to the back of
the house, where they took Lovebug outside. Then he showed her a crate in the kitchen. "The breeder
told me it would be a good idea to get her used to being crated," he said. "For trips to the vet, or if we're
away, or if we have parties and we want'to protect or confine her. Apparently a lot of dogs like them so
much they voluntarily sleep in them if the door 1s left open." He pointed to the table, where several books

and a variety of leashes and toys lay. "I got a few things the breeder recommended."

She shook her head, amused. "You don't do anything halfway, do you?"
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"Why don't you let me show you?" His voice dropped intimately.
A thrill of arousal shot through her. "What will we do with Lovebug?"

"Try out the crate?" he suggested. So they did, and to her amazement, the puppy sniffed around her new
domain, wrestled once or twice with a large stuffed parrot, and then circled three times and fell asleep on
the fleecy dog bed Stone had purchased.

"Hot damn!" he said. "Shall we try out the tub?" He took her hand and pulled her up the stairs into his
room.

"We haven't even eaten dinner yet," she protested.

"Later." His voice was a rough growl. He tugged her into his arms and wrapped them around her tightly,
so that every inch of her was locked against every inch of him. "I want you," he said. "I didn't get a damn
thing done today because all I could think about was you."

She was stunned. And so happy she thought she might just burst. He'd brought her a puppy. A puppy
that wasn't going to be anywhere near full-grown in less than a year, meaning...? She couldn't even let
herself hope.

But now, now he was telling her things that she'd longed to hear, that she'd never imagined she would.
He wanted her. He'd thought of her all day. "I thought of you, too," she said. "[-" But she didn't get a
chance to tell him she loved him.

His mouth closed over hers as he bent and lifted her into his arms. He carried her up the steps and into
the bathroom, where she discovered that he hadn't been kidding about trying out the tub.

Later, they ordered a pizza and ate it in front of the fire. Stone propped his back against the couch
afterward and pulled her against his side, stretching his long legs out and sighing. "I'm still acclimating to
the time change. I'm beat."

"Was your trip fruitful?" she asked, curling against him and laying her head on his shoulder. She kept her
voice light, trying for an easy conversational tone as she stroked the puppy that lay in his lap.

He rolled his head, stretching the taut muscles in his neck. "Yes! We're going to begin the application
process to open a plant in Beijing. With a little luck and a lot of greasing of official palms, we might be up
and running in twelve more months or so."

He was talking about his work! She hid her elation and said, "Isn't there an awful lot of corruption in
China? How are you going to control your costs?" . "I've factored in a certain amount of overhead simply
because of that. And I'm using American managers, at least for the setup, until we get a true cost picture.
Once things stabilize, we might hire local managers."

"But by then you'll know the costs and if things changed drastically you'd know something funny
waslgoing on."

"Exactly." He hesitated. "I'm going to have to go away again next week."

"Oh." She let her disappointment show in her tone. "Where to this time?"
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"Dallas."
"Il miss you."

"And I'll miss you." He turned his head and kissed her temple, and her heart doubled its beat. Stone
wasn't just acting like a man who had the hots for a woman. He was acting as if he really cared for her.
Then he spoke again. "I thought about asking you to go along, but I'll be so busy you probably would see
very little of me. I've managed to schedule five days of work into three, though, so it won't be a long trip."

"Good." She traced a pattern in the thick mat of hair that covered his chest, exposed by the shirt he'd
thrown on and hadn't bothered to button. "I can see I'm going to develop an aversion to your absences."

"Then I'll just have to devote extra time to you while I'm here." He lifted the puppy and surged to his
feet, starting for the kitchen. "Let's put her in her crate and go to bed."

"That would be nice," she said demurely.

He looked back as he straightened from the crate, catching the gleam in her eye, and laughed as he
started toward her. "It'll be a whole lot more than 'nice,’ and you know it."

The following week raced by at the speed of light. He made love to Faith every chance he got, and if she
could be more radiant, he couldn't imagine how. She lit up whenever he came into the room, her pleasure
in his presence clearly apparent. Stone decided that if all marriages were like his, no one would ever get
divorced.

The thought,sobered him slightly. When they'd married, he'd planned a quiet annulment at the end of
twelve months. Now there was no chance of that. He and Faith would have to divorce. The very word
left a bad taste in his mouth.

He was scheduled to leave for Dallas on an afternoon flight. That morning, he went in to the office for a
few hours, then came home to pack. Faith sat on the bed and watched as he efficiently gathered his
clothing and folded it into the suit bag he was taking.

"You're awfully good at that," she said. "I guess you get a lot of practice."

"Practice makes perfect," he parroted. He looked at her, seated cross-legged on his bed—and
suddenly, he knew he was going to have to have her one more time before he left.'Her lovely face was
woebegone at the prospect of separation; he knew just how she felt. The thought of sleeping without her
was making him more than a little desperate.

Setting:aside the briefs he was stuffing into corners, he stepped toward her, his hands going to his belt,
swiftly opening his pants.

"Stone!" she said. "You've already had your send-off."

"Ah, but that was goodbye." He put his hands on her thighs' and slid them up beneath the skirt,she wore,
dragging down her *pantyhose and the thong he'd watched her shimmy into that morning, throwing them
across the room. "This," he said, positioning himself and bracing his body over hers as he slowly pushed

into the hot, welcoming depths of her body, "is my incentive to hurry home."

Her eyes were dazed, her expression so sensually intent that jit set fire to his already raging need for her.
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He lifted her thighs and draped them over his shoulders, beginning a quick, hard rhythm. She bit down on
her lip and moaned, then her eyes flared wide and she arched up to meet him. It was a fast, frantic
coupling. He was driven by a need he didn't fully understand, some primitive urge to stamp her as his,
and he hammered himself into her receptive body until she convulsed in his arms. Immediately he
followed her, feeling himself spilling forcefully into her until he lay over her, panting.

Faith lifted her arms, which had fallen limp to her sides, and clasped his head in her palms. She gave him
her mouth in a sweet, deep kiss that he -returned in full measure. When she tore her lips from his, she
gasped, "I hate it when you're gone."

"I .know, baby." He grinned at the pouty "expression on her face, kissing her again. Faith wasn't
generally moody; she must really be minding this. "I'm sorry. I'll try to cut down on my traveling from now
on." |

"TI'd like that," she said. "I had visions of spending the next couple of decades watching you pack a
couple of times a month."

"Faith—" Her words were entirely too seductive, slipping into his mind and twining around the need for
her that he couldn't admit, even to himself. With an effort, he recalled his original proposition. One year.
That was all he'd ever promised her.

"I love you," she said. He closed his eyes against the stark emotion pooling in hers, defensive anger
rippling through him. Hadn't she understood anything he'd said that first night they'd made love? But she'
continued. "I know you think you don't want children now, but you might change your mind one of these
days, and I'd hate for our child to grow up wondering where Daddy is half the time. As it is, Lovebug is
going to be devastated. She worships you. I thought in a couple of years maybe we could get her a
companion—"

"Faith!"
She finally stopped, and her shock at his tone was evident.

Fighting himself as well as her, he said, "I told you before that I don't want children. And does the phrase
'temporary marriage' ring any bells with you?" The words were harsh with frustration.

'Tmmediately he regretted the question. She re-coiled from the words as if he'd struck her. Slowly, she
said, "We've been talking—sharing—everything, which I assumed meant we were growing closer. You
got the dog, which I assumed meant we'd be sharing her in our future. You've made love to me every
chance we got, which I assumed meant more than simply sex. Did I assume wrong?"

He was sweating. Pure fear took over. What if he let himself believe her? He wasn't sure he'd survive if
she left him one day. "You knew from'the very beginning that this arrangement had a definite end in sight."
Forget the fact that he'd been wondering if there was any need to end it. Ever.

Her whole body stiffened. She immediately pushed at his shoulders, trying to free herself. He held her
down with implacable force, their bodies still joined, but she turned her head to the side, shutting him out.
Tears trickled from beneath her eyelids and ran across the bridge of her nose to disappear into the hair at
her temple. He swore, dragging himself back away from her and shoving his clothing roughly into place.

Faith scrambled backward away from him, off the far side of the bed, where she bent her head and
ignored him while she pulled her skirt into place, ignoring the fact that she was wearing nothing beneath it.
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Finally she took an audible breath and raised her head. Her gaze was so tortured and filled with pain that
it struck him like a blow.

"T asked you a question earlier. You haven't answered it." Her voice was steady but her eyes were
swimming with tears. "I assumed our lovemaking was more than sex. Was I wrong?"

No ! Admitting anything would make him vulnerable. He hesitated.
And in that fatal second, he saw that whatever he said wasn't going to be enough.
"Never mind," she said. She turned toward the door.

"I told you before that it was easy to confuse love and lust,!' he threw at her back, furious at her for
forcing this confrontation. ""You're too young to know the difference."

She stopped. Turned. And shot him a look of such fury that he was shocked. Then the fury drained
away, right before his eyes, leaving her face a stark study in anguish. "You're wrong," she said, her voice
breaking. "But if all this is to you is a case of lust, don't expect sex when you come home again. Because
I'll be looking for someone to love"

"Wait," he said, but she was already gone, the slam of ,the door echoing around his bedroom. He sank
onto the bed, putting his head in his hands. What in hell had just happened? Guilt tore through him; He'd
broken her heart. Deliberately. Using words like weapons to hurt her.

And he was afraid she was never going to forgive him.

Why? Why had he done that? He could have made his point in a gentler way. But she'd rattled him so
badly that he hadn't been able to think for the panic clouding his brain.

He rose, intending to find her and demand that they talk this out, to apologize and grovel if it would keep
her from looking at him as if he were lower than an earthworm. She would forgive him. She'd been the
epitome of patience and understanding since they'd married; it was only to be expected that she would
get frustrated and lose it occasionally. But she'd forgiven him before, each time he'd hurt her by reminding
her that the marriage was temporary, that her feelings were transient. Once she calmed down, she'd
forgive him again. She had to .

Why ? asked the smug little voice in his head. You didn't want her emotions .

But he did. He took a breath so deep that his shirt seams strained. Oh, God, he did. He wanted her
love, her understanding, her happiness, every emotion she felt. ,

Then the unmistakable sound of the back door closing caught his attention. He rushed to the window in
time to see her slide into the smaller of his two cars and disappear down the street.

He was astounded. His gaze shot to the intimate apparel she'd left discarded on the floor. Unless she
had underwear stashed in her purse or something, Faith had just left without even bothering to get fresh
underwear.

Knowing her as he did, that realization alarmed him more than anything. Faith was the most ladylike of
ladies outside their bedroom door. She would never do something so risque" without extreme
provocation.
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And that seemingly small action told him far more effectively than any words that she considered their
marriage to be over .

The panic he'd been trying to subdue punched him full in the chest. Too late, he saw what had been
within his reach all this time: a long happy life with the woman he loved at his side. But he'd driven her
away with his selfish, self-protective actions...

And now he had nothing.
He canceled the Dallas trip, clinging to a dwindling hope that she would come home and forgive him.

But Faith never came home that night. He called her former roommates, the only friends he knew she
had, but they professed not to have seen her.

He went to work the next day because the alternative was answering unanswerable questions from
Clarice and Naomi. He had a lot of time to think while he sat in his office trying unsuccessfully to work.
He'd tried to call Faith at home several times, but every time the machine had picked up. He'd known, in
his heart, that she wouldn't answer even if she were there, but he'd had to try.

More than once, he picked up the phone to call a private investigator to track her down. But each time,
he'd set the phone back in its cradle unused. Lunch was as unappealing as breakfast had been and he
barely touched his meal.

That night, he explained to Naomi and Clarice that he and Faith had had a misunderstanding and that
she'd gone away for a few days. Her mother was clearly alarmed, saying over and over again that Faith
would never just go off without telling her. Stone spent an hour reassuring her, telling her that he was the
messenger Faith had chosen, that she would be back.

And he'd see that she did return. Even if it meant him moving out.

Five days passed, with the weekend sandwiched in between. On the morning of the fifth day, Faith
finally acknowledged that Stone wasn't coming after her. She knew what kind of determination and drive
he had. If he'd wanted to find her, he'd have made it happen within hours of her leaving.

He didn't want her.

She lay in the spare bedroom of the apartment that Eliza Smythe's receptionist had offered to share with
her when she'd learned of Faith's dilemma and sobbed silently into her pillow. She should be dealing with
this better. Hadn't she already cried enough to fill a bathtub?

It was time to contact him, she decided. To let him know she would return and honor her commitment.
The very thought brought fresh tears. But she'd made a promise and she intended to keep it. The only
change would be that she planned to move into the set of rooms her mother and Clarice shared. That
way, she could avoid Stone altogether, except for times when they had to appear publicly.

She couldn't imagine how she was going to get through the rest of the year.
Still, people didn't die from broken hearts. She'd be starting school in another month, and since she had

nothing else to think of, she could double the class load she'd intended to take. That would keep her from
simply giving up. She hoped.
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She couldn't give up! She had responsibilities that were bigger than her own problems. Once she had her
degree and a full-time job she could cover the cost of her mother's care herself. And maybe if she
worked hard enough and long enough, she'd be able to forget the man she loved.

The man who didn't love her.

He headed for his mother's office, praying that Faith still was coming to work there twice a week. The
shock on the face of the young receptionist at the front desk would have amused him at any other time.

Today, all his concentration was focused on meeting with his mother.

He was directed to Eliza Smythe's office, but as he strode down the hallway on the third floor, his
mother came to meet him. "Stone! Welcome to Smythe Corp." ¢

"Thank you." He realized abruptly how small she was. She had looked tiny and defenseless as she came
toward him.

"[ presume this isn't a social call," Eliza said briskly. "Come into my office and we'll talk."
Defenseless. Hah.

He followed her through a quietly elegant outer office to her own, a feminine mirror-image of his, with all
the necessary bells and whistles softened by quiet colors and soft fabrics.

"Have a seat," his mother invited. She seated herself in one of the wing chairs flanking a small glass table
rather than behind her desk.

He took the other seat and'inhaled deeply. He'd spent his life rejecting his mother. It wasn't easy to ask
for her help. "Faith has left me," he said abruptly.

Eliza's expression became guarded. "I'm sorry to hear that. I like your wife."
"So do 1.1 want her back."

His mother studied him for long enough to make him repress the urge to squirm in his seat like a
schoolboy. "We don't always get what we want. Why do you want her back?"

"Because." He floundered, unable to force himself to say the words that would leave him vulnerable.
"She's my wife."

"Well, that's sure to sway her," Eliza said. She leaned forward. "Why did she leave?"

"We had a...disagreement," he said. "I came here to find out if she's still working for you. I need your
help to get her to talk to me."

"Why should I help you?"
"You're my mother!"

"Interesting that you should remember that now." She was unmerciful. "Look, Stone, I made no secret of
the fact that I thought your marriage was just a ruse to get your hands on Smythe Corp. But once I saw
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you two together...! was pleased. And as I've gotten to know Faith better, r think she's perfect for you.'
"She is perfect," he said. "I just didn't figure that out until too late."

"You wouldn't just be trying-to convince me of this because of our agreement regarding your
inheritance?"

"There's nothing I want less at the moment than this company." And he meant it. "If it would bring Faith
back, you could give it to the first stranger on the street."

His mother's eyebrows rose. "You're serious," she said, and there was pleased wonder in her tone.

"Very." He sighed. "You weren't wrong. Faith and I had a bargain. I married her to satisfy your
conditions. She married me because in return [ agreed to take care of her mother."

"Which you were doing, anyway."
He was startled. "Says who?"

"I did a little checking into your life before I made my offer,") she said coolly. "Imagine my surprise when
I found out you were supporting the Harrell ladies lock, stock and barrel."

"Faith was equally surprised," he confessed. "She just found out a few months ago."
"Ah. She confronted you, did she?"
Was his mother a mind reader? "All that's history now," he said. "I just want her back."

"Maybe she doesn't want to come back. What did you do to make her leave?" Eliza hadn't gotten to be
a success by dancing around the issues.

"L, um, let her think I didn't love her," he said. It was hard to admit it, much less say it aloud.

"I see." She steepled her fingers. "And you want me to do what? Convince her that you do? Tell you
when she's working?"

"All I want," he said, desperate and not caring anymore if he sounded it, "is a chance to talk to her.
Then, if she still wants to leave, she can."

"You would lose Smythe Corp." Eliza reminded him, probing the depth of his sincerity.

"I don't give a damn!" he shouted, finally losing patience with explanations. "Hell, I'd even sell Lachlan if
it would bring Faith back."

There was a moment of profound silence in the room. He glared defiantly at his mother. Eliza rose and
walked around her desk. His heart sank. She wasn't going to help him. It was poetic justice for all the
times when she'd tried to be a part of his life and he'd shut her out.

Well, he'd sit in the street and wait for Faith to come out if that was what it took to track her down.

Eliza hit a button on her speakerphone. "Hallie, would you send Faith in here, please?" f'Yes, ma'am."
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A moment later, the door opened and Faith started through. His gaze was riveted to her. In the part of
him that wasn't absorbed in steeping himself in his wife's presence, he was astonished. His mother must
have sent for her when he'd arrived!

But then Faith saw him. She stopped in her tracks and her face was weary and wan, her eyelids pufty.
She looked ill. After one quick glance, she ignored him and spoke to Eliza. "You sent for me?"

"There's a visitor to see you," Eliza said.

"There's no one that I want to see." Her voice shook and she bent her head, studying the carpet. He
restrained himself from going to her and forcing her to acknowledge his presence, to grab her and hold
her so she could never get away from him again. It was obvious that Faith was going to turn right around
and walk out the door if he didn't let his mother handle this. The irony didn't escape him. How could it be
that his mother, who had been absent for so many years when he'd have given anything for her attention,
was the only person who could make his world right now?

"Faith." The president and CEO of Smythe Corp. waited until Faith looked up again. "My son is a very
smart man in many ways. But in others, he's. . .a little dim." She smiled fondly at him. "And since I
contributed to his desire to protect himself and avoid commitment, I feel bound to try to repair the
damage. Will you listen to him?"

"That's all I want," Stone said quickly. "Just lis-ten. And then, if you still want to leave, [ won't stop you."
She had swung her gaze to him when he began to speak, and he saw doubt, sorrow, hope, and myriad
other emotions tumbling in her eyes before she made her face blank again. She shrugged. "All right," she
said in a barely audible .voice.

Nine

"Why didn't you just hire someone to find me?" she asked. She looked at the floor because she was
afraid if she looked at him, the love she couldn't banish would be written all over her face. She didn't
have any intention of letting him trample her heart more than he already had.

He shook his head. "It was my mistake. It was mine to fix."

"You could have sent me flowers, or jewels, to ask me to come home."

"Baby, I'll shower you with both if that's what you want," he said huskily. "But those are things. Anyone
could send gifts. I didn't think that was the way to your heart."

"I didn't think my heart had anything to do with our marriage." She couldn't hide the note of anguish and
her voice wobbled as she fought back tears.

He winced. "I didn't, either, in the beginning," he said quietly. "But I've found that your heart is essential,
not just to our marriage but to my survival." He started across the room toward her. "And I've also found
that [ have to give you mine in return, because it's withering away without you."

She lifted her head and stared at him, rejecting the words. The moment she moved, he stopped
immediately, as if he were afraid of startling her into flight. "You don't have to tell me that," she said
wearily. "I'd already decided I have to come back and stay for the rest of the year."
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"How can I convince you that I love you?" he asked her. "How can I convince you that [ need you to
love me?"

"You don't have to say that!" she cried. "I just told you I'll keep my end of our bargain."

"There is no bargain," he told her, his gaze steady and warm with an emotion she couldn't let herself
believe in. "I told my mother she could give her company to someone else. I don't want it if it means I
can't have you."

Her heart skipped a beat, then settled into a mad rhythm that threatened to burst out of her chest. "You
can't do that. This company has always been in your family." And part of your dream is to put your family
back together .

"Watch me." He rose and walked to the door, opening it. "Mother, would you please come in here?"
Eliza appeared in the doorway, her gaze questioning first one of them and then the other. "Yes?"
"What did I tell you before you brought Faith in here?"

His mother looked perplexed. "You mean about loving her or about giving up the company?" She turned
to Faith. "Actually I believe his words were, I'd even sell Lachlan if it would bring Faith back."

Faith's face drained of color. Stone leaped forward, afraid she was going to faint as she groped for a
chair. His mother went out again, closing the door behind her but he barely noticed. He gathered his wife
into his arms, turning to sit in the wing chair and pulling her into his lap.

She didn't even struggle, just lay passively with her Iface buried in his shoulder.

She was warm, smelling of the indefinable essence of her, a scent he would recognize anywhere, and he
nuzzled his nose into her hair. "God, I've missed you:" His voice shook, surprising him as he savored the
weight of her body pressed against him. She still didn't move, didn't respond, and he started to worry.
"Faith?"

Slowly, she pushed away from him and sat up. "You think I'm too young to know the difference
between love and sex."

"No." He shook his head slowly, holding her gaze, trying to communicate the depth of his feeling to her.
"The truth is, I was afraid you were too young. | felt like I was taking advantage of you— you hadn't
known enough men to know whether you loved me or not. And whether or not [ wanted to admit it, I
was falling for you. I was afraid. Afraid you'd grow up and fall out of love with me, afraid to believe in
forever." He ran his palms slowly up and down her arms. "Now," he said, "now I don't give one flying
damn if you're too young or not, because / know the difference." He swallowed, his throat closing up.
"And what we have is love."

He saw her face change, just a slight relaxation of the tense muscles. She believed him! "I love you," he
said again. "Forever."

"Forever." Her voice wobbled. "I love you, too."

He sought her mouth, relief almost a painful sensation as she kissed him back. God, he'd been afraid
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he'd never know her kiss again. He lifted his head a fraction. "As long as we live."
She gazed earnestly into his eyes. "It's all right if you don't want children. We'll have each other."

He considered her offer. "Thank you, but I've changed my mind about so many things I think I'll change
it about that, too." He took her face in his hands. "I want to give you babies. I want to be there when
they're born, and every day of our lives after that. I want to see your mother's face the first time we put
her grandchild in her arms."

"And your mother's." Tears glimmered in her eyes but she was smiling.

"And my mother's," he repeated. He glanced around the room. "I guess she's going to be smug about
this for the rest of my life." But his tone was fond. Somewhere inside him, he'd discovered that he could
accept his past. He knew he and his mother would have to talk, because she felt obliged to explain. But
he also knew it wasn't going to matter. She would be a part of his future.

Faith laughed. "How did she know to call for me?"

"If I had to guess, I'd say that little receptionist out front probably gave her the headsup. She looked like
she'd seen a ghost when I walked in."
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