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Prologue



London
 June, 1851

He’d never before noticed that her eyes were brown, and round, and quite…striking. But then Nathan wasn’t all that used to noticing the eye color of any female, really. Weren’t most people’s eyes some shade of brown or another? Those eyes were also attached to a rather lovely face, he noticed with a touch of dry humor. He’d never really paid all that much attention to her face, either, even though he’d been acquainted with Mimi Marsh for several years through his professional association with her father. Of course he hadn’t seen her in at least eight or nine months, but faces didn’t change, did they?


Hers was certainly distinctive, he decided, now that he studied it closely. Her jaw was a bit too square to be considered perfect, he supposed, and her forehead was on the high side. But her skin was fair, creamy, and flawless, and her mouth was full, pink, and…arresting. She was listening intently to an older gentleman Nathan didn’t know, nodding vaguely at something the man said, and Nathan couldn’t help but stare at those two rose colored lips as they parted in a conscientious smile. Strange that he hadn’t noticed the uniqueness of her face—and especially those eyes—before tonight.

Mentally shaking himself, he dropped his gaze to the crystal champagne flute in his hand. His preoccupation with Miss Marsh was likely caused by the drink. He’d already downed one glass, probably more than he should have, and that would never do. He needed to remain focused on the night ahead, certainly not on her, or on any woman, for that matter.

Nathan lifted the flute to his lips, swallowing the remaining contents in two easy gulps. It was quite good, but that was about all he detected of the champagne’s quality with his nerves as jumpy as they were. The greatest moment of his twenty-seven years, the moment when he would become a shining star in the scientific world, was nearly upon him. In less than an hour, he would be unveiling a precious jawbone, the greatest treasure he had ever uncovered from the depths of the earth—or had ever seen, for that matter—and every eye in the scientific community would be focused on him and his extraordinary prize.


She’d also grown breasts, he observed with a sort of confused fascination, as his eyes drifted upward again unintentionally. How had he missed that, last he saw her? Or maybe it was just her particular low-cut evening gown enhancing something he’d never had the opportunity to assess until now. She had to be at least twenty years old, and still slender, though tonight she seemed…proportioned. Like a woman. Odd that he’d never really considered Mimi Marsh a woman before.

But those were very definitely breasts jutting from her gown in two pale, softly smooth handfuls. It was an uncomfortable notion, thinking of Mimi as a woman with breasts, with a body he might be eager to explore. Especially since she stood next to her very ordinary sister, Mary, and several gentlemen, including her father, Sir Harold Marsh, the famous, talented dinosaur sculptor. It was Nathan’s opinion that no lady should be scrutinized so thoroughly when standing next to her father.

Her gaze flickered in his direction, and one side of that pink mouth turned up coyly when she captured his eyes with hers, just briefly. He nodded once to her, minutely, before she turned back to acknowledge something her father said.

Suddenly he sensed the bothersome prickling in his groin that he had no business feeling for any female right now. Chastising himself for allowing his mind to wander, Nathan swung around purposefully and placed his drained flute on an empty exhibition table next to the glass wall.

This was the opening night of what was termed the Great Exhibition of 1851. The night the grand exposition began inside the Crystal Palace in Hyde Park, and probably the greatest night for scientists in recent memory. Designed by Joseph Paxton, a gardener for the Duke of Devonshire, the enormous glass structure had the look of a greenhouse, but it encased, among other things, the most amazing assortment of recently discovered dinosaur bones ever recovered in this country. And tonight he, Nathan Price, one of England’s finest and thoroughly well-respected paleontologists, would be making his mark in scientific history.

The hall had been filling steadily for more than six hours. The Marshes had arrived late that afternoon for the celebration, along with Justin Marley, Nathan’s friend and fellow paleontologist. He was speaking to Sir Harold and several others, while Nathan stood in the distance, next to his draped display, watching for any sign of the great Richard Owen, the anatomist who, along with Prince Albert, had made this night happen for the good of England. Owen knew more about dinosaurs, the new breed of beasts, than anyone in the country. Probably more than anyone alive. He would be arriving shortly for the unveiling, there to donate an unspecified amount of money to Nathan for the English Natural History Museum and Professor Price’s intended exhibit, of which his newly found jawbone would be the crowning part.

Mimi laughed softly at something Justin said, gently tossing a delicate, pale hand in the air. Of course Nathan was a good ten feet from her, and the milling scientists, socialites, statesmen, and wives blocked his view of her. Yet Nathan noted the protruding bones of her wrist and her tapered fingers, straightened his backbone for better observation when she tilted her head to one side, revealing an elegant throat free of jewelry, a shapely ear from which hung a dainty earring to match her dark blue gown.

He’d heard rumors that Mimi was as talented a sculptor as her father, but of course he had no idea if this was true, since he’d seen none of her work. She didn’t appear to have the hands of a sculptor, though he had no idea if a sculptor’s hands would look different from anyone else’s. Maybe he found himself suddenly intrigued by her because he’d always considered Mimi a child. Maybe she fascinated him now because he was a hunter of sorts by profession: it was in his blood. Yes, he concluded, this surprising interest in Sir Harold’s daughter had to be simple, natural male instinct. A man attracted to a woman biologically.

She stood on the other side of his covered glass case, within an ever growing cluster of people ambling through the displays at this end of the Crystal Palace. Nathan had placed himself near the far glass wall, in part because he usually grew quiet in crowds, but also because standing among them was Carter Sinclair, an anatomist who frequently made Nathan’s anger rise with his unsound scientific pronouncements and arrogant nature. Carter didn’t like Nathan any more than was necessary, either, but they remained on cordial terms when the need arose. He smiled at Mimi, Nathan noticed, but it was a pleasant smile, not one of a man with any great interest in what she was actually saying. But then Nathan understood that. Most women of his acquaintance weren’t all that interesting, either.

He placed his hand possessively on the velvet-covered glass beside him, fingering it thoughtfully. Inside lay notes, drawings, and his prize. All his. A jawbone discovered and dug up by his own sweat-drenched body in an ancient rock bed in Oxfordshire last year. He’d worked for it, labored for it, cared for it. Nobody had seen it, either, aside from the few workers at the excavation site, but they weren’t noblemen or scientists of his caliber, so they were not, naturally, a part of this great exhibition at the Crystal Palace. He was the only one here tonight, the only one in London, who had seen this treasure of his, and everyone would be envious of his showing. In less than an hour the unveiling would reveal it to the world.

“It’s lovely to see you again, Professor.”

The softly spoken words came from behind him. Nathan pivoted around to see Mimi standing at his side, one corner of that pink mouth curved up, those enormous brown eyes sparkling at him.

He blinked, momentarily disconcerted by her surprising nearness, by the scent of spice in something she wore on her pale skin, then annoyed that he would let such frivolous things affect him. Straightening, he attempted to be charming.

“You’re looking…well, Miss Marsh.”

Her smile deepened but she didn’t comment on his rather standard attempt at polite conversation. Instead she turned to the case at his side.

“May I have a peek?”

“No, you may not.”


She nodded as if she expected this reply from him, lifting the fingers of her left hand to glide them sensually across the top of the red velvet casing. But the smile never left her lips.

“I’ve heard you found a monster.”

He cocked his head to one side, studying her earrings as they glimmered from the bright gas lights. “You’ve heard correctly. Though it would be more accurate to call it an ancient lizard.”

“Mmmm.” Her forehead creased gently. “What part?”

“I beg your pardon?”

“What part of the lizard did you discover?” she repeated graciously.

Of course. “The jawbone, top and bottom,” he replied, knowing her interest was strictly due to her father’s association with the upper scientific circle. He’d never met a proper lady yet who found his work truly engaging. But she was trying to be courteous.

She waited. “It’s inside the case?”

Her tone was mischievous, but startlingly smooth. It had an addictive quality that would no doubt be very arousing under the right circumstances. He wondered for a moment if she knew that, if she ever used her voice on purpose to tempt a man.

“Yes, it’s inside,” he answered levelly. “I’m awaiting the arrival of Professor Owen before I reveal it, however.”

She took a sip of champagne, and he studied the way her throat moved when she swallowed.

“Is that why you’re standing here all alone, Professor Price? You’re waiting for Professor Owen?”


Her voice fairly purred and it made him suddenly uncomfortable, especially the way her vivid eyes returned to capture his frankly. He refused to let her know how she flustered him, though.

“In part, Miss Marsh,” he replied with deliberate intent and a gentle nod. “I’ve also made my introductions to those in the room and am now only concerned with the evening ahead. I’m not here to mingle.”

“Indeed,” she acquiesced. Then, “I suppose you’ll have it sculpted, so I’ll see it eventually, won’t I?”

“The jawbone? I imagine so, yes. I’m hoping it will be part of the English Natural History Museum when it’s completed, but a sculpture by your father will remain here in the Crystal Palace until this marvelous building is dismantled.”

“I see. And the museum is the one to which Professor Owen is donating funds.”

She said it as a statement, but he nodded in answer. “Right again.”

Suddenly feeling awkward standing alone with her in the crowded hall, Nathan really wished he had something to do with his hands, especially now that he didn’t have a drink. He clasped them behind his back.

“It’s getting so noisy,” she remarked, glancing around the room, “and warm.” She fanned herself with her fingers in front of her chest, drawing his attention again to those full, prominent breasts.

Nathan tried not to ogle them as he forced himself to look at something else. Her dark blond hair was piled high on her head in two long, coiled plaits that were fastened expertly with a jeweled comb at her crown. Her cheeks were dewy, soft, but then it was June, and the Palace suddenly felt very stuffy.

“Would you care to walk with me out of doors, Miss Marsh?” he asked tentatively, and quite by surprise, trying to hide the shock from his own question, as he added, “I’m sure the air temperature is much more pleasant out in the open.”

She grinned broadly and took his extended arm with her right palm. “I’d be delighted, Professor Price.”

Nathan hesitated for the slightest second, but decided reputations wouldn’t matter since the grounds were teeming with people. Of course it would be getting dark soon, but they wouldn’t be gone long. Just a little more than thirty minutes until the unveiling. Another thirty minutes to find something to take his mind off the wait for the splendid reaction to come. Mimi took an unconscious deep breath, and he quickly concluded he could easily look at her and her amazing figure tightly corseted beneath royal blue silk for the next thirty minutes.

“Come, Professor,” she said with a subtle tug on his coat sleeve, her eyes once again shining impishly. “I’m certain Mr. Marley or my father will look after the exhibit, if someone were to be rude enough to attempt to steal a look.”

Nobody would, he knew. Most didn’t even know what he had inside, and of course the gentry always restrained themselves, at least in public.

“Your argument is persuasive, Miss Marsh.”


She placed her champagne flute next to his empty one on the table beside her. Then he gestured with his arm and she began gliding toward the exit beside him.

With little notice from others, she led the way through the huge, crowded corridor filled with formally dressed patrons, large and small science exhibits, even live growing trees that extended to the high clear ceiling above. The walk was a good ten minutes to the arched glass exit, and they traveled it in superficial conversation. Soon they were standing in the fresh breezy June air, and she stopped beside him, closing her eyes and taking a deep breath.

“Yes, this is much better,” she said.

“Much.”

What a stupid reply. Why in God’s name was he acting so oafish with her? He was older than she by at least seven years, more experienced, a man. She was lovely, though, and Nathan didn’t often come across lovely women who clung to his arm, regardless of how well he knew them.

She started to lead him down the path toward the southeast side of the building and he strode beside her at a steady pace.

“Mr. Marley speaks well of your accomplishments in the field,” she said.

Nathan inhaled deeply, forcing himself to relax. “Does he? We’re good friends.”

“Ah, but you’re being modest, Professor Price,” she countered, squeezing his arm playfully. “Professor Owen wouldn’t be donating money to someone he could not trust to succeed.”

Nathan knew this was true, and was actually a little surprised that she’d considered it. “He trusts my work.”

“Mmmm.”

Mimi had to step closer to him to allow a round woman in heavy hoops to pass on the path, but she didn’t move back after the woman strolled by. She held to his arm discreetly, knowing without doubt that her closeness might send signals to others that they were more than acquaintances. Nathan wondered about that but didn’t question it. The hair on top of her head was very nearly touching his chin and he liked the way she smelled—clean, spicy, and feminine.

“It’s been months since you’ve been to visit my father,” she carried on as if they were discussing something quite ordinary.

“Until just recently, I’ve been digging at the Oxfordshire quarry, Miss Marsh.”

She stopped abruptly and turned toward him, never letting go of his arm.

Her smile grew cunning. “You’ve known me for several years, Nathan. I don’t think it would be at all indecent for you to call me by my given name, especially when we are alone.”

Why are we alone? he suddenly wanted to ask, but didn’t. Of course their actions weren’t improper, and certainly wouldn’t cause speculation among family and friends. But it did seem like an unexpected turn of events to find himself isolated, arm in arm, in the cooling dusk, with Mimi Marsh.

She turned again at his continued silence and began a steady stroll, seemingly unruffled by his lack of comment to her statement.


“You don’t care for Carter Sinclair, do you?”

Her probing question made him pause. “Why do you ask?”

She lifted a smooth, bare shoulder in a light shrug. “He’s not altogether fond of you, and I wondered if the feeling was mutual. I’m also curious as to why there is such animosity between you.”

Nathan drew another long breath. “We’ve been rivals for a long time, Mimi.”

She didn’t look at him when he said her name, as if she expected that he would.

“But he’s an anatomist, not a paleontologist. Your work can’t be that similar.”

“It crosses over frequently, but in general, no, it’s not,” he confirmed with a little irritation in his voice. “But our ideas on science differ greatly. He’s a backward thinker, completely disregarding new theories because he’s arrogant.”

“He’s asked my father for my hand,” she stated quietly, somewhat wistfully, staring away from him and across the green landscape of Hyde Park.

With those words something he couldn’t define stirred deep within him. Gradually she stopped walking and turned to him, starkly gazing into his eyes, hers darkened to black in the growing nightfall.

“Have you accepted?” he heard himself ask huskily, curious as to why this topic was even spoken between them. He’d known both her and her father as acquaintances for years, but this was really a private matter and none of his concern.

“Not yet,” she admitted, watching him closely.

Nathan was confused, more by her candor than by her desire to discuss a marriage with Carter Sinclair. The match would be a perfect one socially and financially, as Sinclair was from a wealthy, well-respected family. But the news bothered him irrationally. He didn’t like confusion. He was a scientist and he preferred answers.

He dropped his voice to a deep whisper. “Why are you telling me this, Mimi?”

Her eyes narrowed and her chin jerked to the side just negligibly. “Don’t you know?”

No, he didn’t. At least, he didn’t think so. But he was beginning to suspect there was more to this conversation than she’d revealed.

She released his arm and stood back a foot, into the shadows beside a high secluded hedge.

Nathan stilled as clarity washed over him. Then his pulse began to speed with uncertainty. He dropped his gaze to her breasts again, eyeing the full curves openly, then looked back into her eyes.

“What do you want, Mimi?” he whispered.

Without hesitation, she silkily replied, “I want you to kiss me.”

Could it be as easy as this? Stealing a kiss behind a hedge in back of the glorious Crystal Palace? They couldn’t be noticed; at least this end of the park was void of people and darkness was closing fast. But the dare pushed that biological, primeval urge to the forefront of his good intentions. He couldn’t turn away from such an invitation.

Nathan lifted a palm to her throat. Her skin felt hot to the touch, but she never moved or averted her eyes. Only her breath came quickly.

For moments his hand remained steady against her. Then, when he could no longer deny himself, he leaned forward and brought his lips to her softly parted ones. Immediately, she placed her palms on his shoulders and pulled him closer.

Her pulse beat fast beneath his fingertips; wayward curls tickled his cheek; but it was her moist, coaxing mouth that nearly brought him to his knees.

He didn’t invade it with his tongue, and she didn’t press him for more. He led, she followed, while he tasted and touched and stroked her lips with his.

Seconds later, he pulled back, dazed, delighted, and irrationally languid from the contact, considering that his body had become rigid from head to toe.

He stared at her closed eyes, her dreamily relaxed face.

Nathan flattened his thumb against her mouth one last time and she rubbed her lips sensually against it, sighing but never lifting her lashes.

It was as if unreality had set in. He suddenly felt as if he knew her intimately, as if kissing her were as natural as breathing. And as needed for survival as fresh air.

“Nathan,” she whispered.

He dropped his hand and placed his palms on his hips, inside his gray pinstripe frock coat, steadying himself, attempting to control his own heart that beat like a hard, heavy rock against his chest.

He felt pulled from both ends. He needed to get back inside, to his waiting exhibit, to science and facts and the prestige that was about to be his. But he wanted to touch her more, and that thought was so carnal in its simplicity it alarmed him.

“Mimi, you’re—” He didn’t know where to begin. He cleared his dry throat to voice something else, something practical, and in that time she opened her bold, luscious eyes to his.

“Think about me,” she murmured softly, intently, before she let out a deep exhalation and moved past him onto the path in the direction of the Palace entrance.

Nathan watched her retreating back for a moment, then followed silently, more stupefied by this turn of events than he could put into coherent words.

 

All eyes remained centered on his display. Nathan stood erect, chest out, hands behind his back to hide his nervousness. Next to him were dinosaur experts from across the country, Professor Richard Owen, and several other distinguished dignitaries. After a brief announcement of where his fossil was discovered, under what circumstances, and what effort it took for Nathan and his co-workers to get it to the Crystal Palace tonight, he lifted his right hand and placed it on the velvet cover.

“Here, ladies and gentlemen,” Nathan informed them proudly, “is a superb example of a fully intact jawbone of the Megalosaurus reptile.”

With controlled fingers, he lifted the cover and pulled it from the glass case.

Lights shone brightly; a single gasp could be heard, followed by a low rumble of whispers.

Nathan could only stare, his smile of jubilation dissolving, feeling an instantaneous sinking in his belly, a crowning humiliation to replace his moment of triumph.

Aside from two small bone fragments, the glass case stood empty. His notes, his drawings, and his most valued prize had vanished.

Anger, red and hot and seeping from his pores, replaced his shock, suddenly threatening to undo him. He would not, however, show his outrage. This was theft, pure and simple. How and when the jawbone had been stolen he could not now be sure, but it was certainly gone. He would explain, question the guests.

Then the snickers began. Confusion for some, enjoyment for others, and Nathan was numbed by a dark understanding.

They didn’t believe it existed. Nobody had ever before found an intact Megalosaurus jawbone, and not one of these men here tonight believed that he had. And with his notes and drawings gone as well, he had nothing to show for his months of work. Whoever had stolen them knew that. He had been ruined intentionally.

His fellow paleontologists enjoyed the joke they witnessed, not knowing that for Nathan this was the end. From Owen he saw only pity, embarrassment in the man’s eyes, perhaps a sense of disbelief.

There was no possible explanation. No money would be forthcoming; no exhibit for the Crystal Palace, for the museum. Only rumor and gossip from his peers, followed by disgrace.

As Nathan strode from the exhibit, shoulders back, ignoring the murmurs and stares of sympathy mixed with satisfied amusement from his contemporaries, he couldn’t even look at Mimi Marsh.








Chapter 1



October, 1853

Mimi Sinclair sat at her workbench, in her private studio in back of her Chelsea townhouse, studying the paperwork that accompanied the Pteranodon skull she was ready to draw and sculpt. It was an amazing discovery, this one, a rare fossil found by a French archaeologist, turned over to her for processing by her father. He still kept his studio behind his home in Holland Park, but he was out of the country with Richard Owen at the moment. It was all for the better that she do this sculpting anyway, as her father’s eyesight had deteriorated considerably in the last few years and his arthritis had recently begun to worsen. This replica had to be exact and without flaw for a year long display at Owen’s Zoological Garden, so Mimi had accepted the work for her father. Of course nobody but those in her family knew that she did the craftsmanship herself, but that was beside the point. As a woman, she wouldn’t be able to receive great acclaim for her efforts, though in this small regard she accomplished something both worthy and praised. Artistic talent ran deep in the family, in the blood, and she took pride in hers, even if it came in little, sometimes insignificant, amounts.

She’d been working a great deal more of late, and she liked that. It kept her mind active and was time well spent. Since Carter’s death she had found less and less to do while in mourning, aside from household management. Calling on friends was inappropriate, and Mimi despised not being social and attending a party or two each month. God should never have made her a widow at so early an age, but obviously God hadn’t asked for her opinion on the matter when he’d taken her husband so suddenly. Art and sculpture were all she had now, as she was still in half mourning. Soon, though, she would be able to regain her social gregariousness. It wasn’t in her nature to be quiet and solemn anyway. In truth, she despised the somber nature she’d been required to accept these last two years.

Laying her sketch pad on her lap, she began to draw with her pencil. The afternoon sunlight shone a brilliant, pale yellow through the long clear west windows behind her, illuminating her drawing as she worked. She had placed an old cushioned settee in her studio for such a purpose so that she didn’t have to carry whatever fossil she might be sketching at the moment to her living quarters just to be able to sit comfortably. It was peaceful, too, in the solitude. Rarely did anyone bother her here.

The sketch soon took on a shape of its own. The Pteranodon was a relatively small creature and would be easy enough to construct. She would start it tomorrow, probably. With notes from Monsieur Lamont, the French archaeologist who found and delivered the fossil, she should be able to build a very good likeness. It was all they had anyway. There really was no definite way to mold a reptile millions of years old with any precision, or at least that was her opinion. Much of it was guesswork, although the scientists were getting better every day as more and more fossils were recovered from deep beneath the earth.

The Pteranodon fossil sat across from her, on a wooden four-legged table that had lost its polish years ago. She studied the angle of the jaw, the long, sharp beak. The jawbone wasn’t very large, and she’d heard that this particular beast was something of a birdlike dinosaur, which was how she intended to portray it when she finally got to the sculpting—as a bird, with wings spanned wide. Mimi was looking forward to it.

“Mrs. Sinclair, there is a gentleman to see you. Are you at home?”

Mimi glanced up to find her parlor maid, Stella, standing at the doorway, her starched gray uniform signaling to all the half mourning status of the household. Her reddish-brown hair looked slightly unkempt, her cap tilted to one side, but then for Stella this was custom. She was an attractive girl, as was required of a parlor maid, but regardless of the negative impression she might give because of her constant flustered look, Mimi kept her because she liked her.

Without stopping the motion of her fingers on the pad, she replied, “A gentleman?”

“Yes, ma’am. He’s waiting in the morning room. Said he wants to discuss a bit of work.” She raised her brows and lowered her voice. “Very nicely dressed, he is, too, though he didn’t have a card.”

Mimi wiped the back of her hand over her left cheek, brushing stray hair off her face, curious because Stella rarely offered opinion on callers since it was not of her station to do so. He must have made an impression. Handsome, probably. The work part, however, intrigued Mimi more. He likely wanted a sculpture for home or yard decoration. But she remained extremely selective about her sculpting, creating only from fossils and other scientific drawings, and only a few people in all of England knew she did this kind of artwork. She didn’t care at all about pottery birdbaths, clay bowls, or metal statues, but she would decline his offer personally.

“I’ll see him, Stella.”

Her maid curtsied and walked away, her light footsteps tapping on the wooden floorboards as she returned to the front of the house.

Mimi stood and tossed her pad and sketching pencil on the chair. Then she smoothed her boring gray work skirt, rolled down the sleeves to cuff them, and brushed her blond hair with her fingertips until all loose ends fit neatly inside the bun at her nape. Following that, she hurried as fast as was proper to the front of her modestly fashionable home to meet the waiting gentleman.

The day was warm for October and the windows of the house had been cracked open to allow fresh breezes to enter. She walked into her morning room, decorated in light peach and lavender silks and brocades, colors Carter had disliked but that she favored, to find the stranger standing rather than sitting. He faced a large oil painting of Hyde Park in late autumn, studying the colorful leaves blowing across the lake from a mild wind. The man was tall, with broad shoulders and narrow hips, his clothing expensive, but his dark hair too long to be fashionable.

Mimi smiled, standing straight, hands to her sides. “Do you like it? My mother painted it. She used to adore sitting in the park, and had a good eye for symmetry and color…”

Her voice trailed off as he slowly turned around, his dark brown eyes locking with hers, expressing a mix of emotion too vivid to be real.

“I’ve seen this spot in person,” he remarked intently, his voice cool and deep, “only the last time was June, I think.” Carefully, he glanced down her figure, then up again. “It’s as lovely as I remember.”

She didn’t know whether he meant the painting anymore, but that hardly mattered in the least. Only a few small feet away from her stood a very aloof, challenging, totally changed Nathan Price.


Mimi swallowed then clamped down with her teeth to keep from gaping. He was still as handsome as she remembered, even more so, if that were possible. He wore an immaculately tailored suit in deep olive, and a starched white linen shirt, topped off with a Byron necktie in pale green, knotted precisely. The colors enhanced his hair and eyes, and especially his smooth bronzed skin. Standing comfortably in her morning room, he looked elegant and sophisticated. For a moment Mimi was speechless.

He didn’t smile at her shock, didn’t move as he waited for her response.

In an attempt to remain composed, Mimi reached out to her side, grabbing the padded back of a peach brocade chair to steady herself. Hopefully he wouldn’t notice how she swayed, how her instantly speeding pulse made her body grow hot all over. She just hoped to God her cheeks weren’t red.

“Professor Price,” she returned in greeting. “How…kind of you to call.” A ridiculously formal thing to say in their situation, but she felt of a sudden like she’d temporarily lost her mind. Better to stick with formality.

He didn’t alter his rigid stance, but he nodded once. “How kind of you to receive me, Mrs. Sinclair.”

The measured way her name rolled off his tongue meant something, but she didn’t want to speculate on that. His voice, though, she would never forget. It had been two and a half years since that fateful night at the Crystal Palace and yet as the memory came flooding back it seemed incredibly like yesterday. Except for him. Professor Nathan Price, standing here before her. Every sharp edge of her remembrance of him was exact, and not a day went by that she didn’t think of him in some regard. But that was a secret she would never reveal.

She motioned with her palm to the settee next to the fireplace. “Won’t you please be seated?”

It was seconds before he turned and stepped toward it, but when he did, she followed his fluid, graceful movements with candid eyes. His clothing accentuated his strong physique and dark coloring most becomingly, and she mentally scolded herself for yielding to his sheer attractiveness. He was not cattle on display, and she was still in mourning. She had no business staring at a man as if she hadn’t been with one intimately in years. Which she hadn’t—but then, that was beside the point.

She sat across from him on a matching settee, awkwardly, or so it felt, adjusting her plain gray skirts around her feet before folding her hands in her lap.

“What can I do for you, Professor?” Immediately, at the slight raising of his brow, she wished she hadn’t said that. It made her vividly recall that marvelous and confusing night when he’d seemed to notice her as a woman for the first time, that utterly romantic and splendid kiss behind the hedge. Now she simply tried not to show how uncomfortable she was, how angry she still felt over his complete dismissal of her following his horrid showing at the Crystal Palace. How the memory of him stirred her inside even as she sat across from him, waiting for his reply without dropping her frank gaze.

“I have a request of you,” he began without pause or affectation. “A mutually beneficial request that involves sculpture.”

He wanted her to ask him to explain, she knew that intuitively. But she refused. “I see.”

“Do you?”

The words were spoken simply, to entice her. He goaded her on purpose, though why, she couldn’t be sure. From the wry twist of his lips he seemed to be enjoying how unsettled he’d made her by his unexpected presence in her home.

Sighing and lifting the side of her mouth whimsically, she replied, “I suppose you’d like me to ask you about it.”

“That’s irrelevant,” he returned bluntly. “I think you’ll do it anyway.”

That irritated her a little, and she ground her fingers into her palms. “Perhaps you should get to the point, Professor.”

His dark eyes narrowed minutely, and he leaned back to relax on the settee, but he never dropped his gaze.

“I’m very sorry you lost your husband,” he said coolly.

She blinked from the abrupt change in subject, but otherwise she never wavered. “Are you?”

That unexpected rudeness didn’t faze him. “Of course. I knew Carter for years, as a colleague. His death was unfortunate.”

“Yes,” was her simple reply, an attempt, especially with this man, to keep her pent up emotions out of her voice. He didn’t deserve an explanation, but she felt like giving him one anyway. “It was sudden and entirely unforeseen. Blood poisoning, or so the physician said. He’d cut himself badly while working in the field and it didn’t heal properly.” Through a deep exhalation, she added, “We were only married for a few months.”

He nodded and looked away for the first time, toward the cold fireplace. After a moment, he murmured, “And you never had a child?”

That made her fidget, feel hot again, and she adjusted her body on the settee. She refused to be baited, though, and so gave the standard answer. “No, we were not blessed in the short time we were together.”

He tossed her a quick glance but added nothing.

“Did you ever marry?” she asked, unable to help herself.

He smirked but didn’t look at her. “No.”

Mimi liked that simple answer to an uncomfortable degree. She was also growing tired of the absurd formality. Aside from their last intimate encounter more than two years ago, they knew each other better than this.

Boldly, she lifted her chin, angling her head in question. “Exactly why are you here, Nathan?”

Without pause, he looked back at her and stated, “I’m here for your services, Mimi.”

Her eyebrows rose faintly. “I beg your pardon.”

Grinning slyly, he added, “I need your help.”

“With a sculpting project?”

His smile broadened, though it wasn’t a particularly happy smile. Then he folded his hands in his lap. “Precisely.”

For a reason unknown to her she had trouble believing him. “I’m not sure what you want, Nathan, but if it’s to sculpt a dinosaur, I think you’d better speak with my father—”

“Actually,” he broke in, “I’d prefer your work.”

Her palms began to sweat and she rubbed them lightly on her gown over her thighs. “I don’t readily sculpt dinosaurs, Nathan.”

“Well, now, that’s interesting.” He cocked his head to the side. “I’ve heard that you do.”

“From whom?” she blurted.

He leaned forward to whisper, “It doesn’t matter. It really doesn’t. What’s important is that I know you do, Mimi, and I need you to help me with the skills you possess. Should you choose to keep it all a secret for the rest of your life, nobody will ever hear from me that you were the sculptor.”

Her heart began to beat fast again. Nobody knew she sculpted reptiles save her father and Mary, and her father’s continued reputation was paramount. Nobody had broken the silence. Nathan had to be guessing.

Still, the whole possibility that others knew of her work agitated her, and she found herself at a loss for words. Nathan must have assumed as much, for at that moment he stood again swiftly, his legs brushing her skirt, his large bearing filling the space between them so that she had to lean her head back and look up to see him. He immediately turned and began to walk slowly around the settee, away from her, the fingers of one hand rubbing his clean-shaven jaw.

“I’m sure you’ll recall the night of the Exhibition opening,” he started, voice bland.


Mimi was certainly glad he wasn’t looking at her because she simply had to be blushing now. “Of course—vaguely.”

He gave something of a sarcastic snort, then glanced at her askance. “Vaguely? Don’t you remember kissing me, Mimi? I most certainly remember kissing you.”

How could she ever forget? “As I said, vaguely. It was a very exciting time and much was going on around us.”

Snickering, he added, “I’m sure you remember luring me outside.”

Her forehead creased as her mouth dropped open. “Luring you? I didn’t lure you anywhere. It was you who asked me if I’d like to walk outdoors.”

“Ahh. So you do remember spending time with me that evening,” he drawled.

“Spending time with you?” She swept her arm across the room in amazement. “I remember your arrogance, your elusiveness, and, in a moment of distraction, my begging you to think about me—”

“Begging?”

“—Which you obviously didn’t do. I wrote you three times, Nathan, and never got a response. I was truly sorry about what happened to you, but if you’re looking for sympathy now, you’ve come calling two years too late.”

She’d lost her composure at last and he knew it. He faced her fully again, stretching over the settee opposite her, his palms resting casually on its back. “I like you better this way, full of passion and fire. The calm widow pose doesn’t suit you.”


That completely undid her. She stood to meet him squarely. “I’m rather busy today. It was nice of you to call, Professor Price.”

“Let’s get back to the request I have of you,” he directed with utter confidence, completely ignoring her dismissal. His smile deepened, his eyes took on a reckless cast as they probed hers. “I would like you to sculpt a jawbone for me, and I’ll need it by December. I’ll give you notes, sketch it, and pay you reasonably for your labor.” He leaned over the settee back to add pointedly, “I know you’ve been sculpting for Sir Harold for at least two years, and that he didn’t sculpt a single reptile that now sits within Owen’s Zoological Garden. I’m certain you can do this for me, Mimi.”

That acknowledgment thoroughly shocked and appalled her. He was blackmailing her without saying so and they both knew it. She had never known Nathan Price to be anything but a gentleman, but he had hardened since his downfall. He was cynical now, shrewd, and she didn’t like the change at all. But she absolutely could not allow him to announce to the world that she’d been doing her father’s work for years. Sir Harold’s reputation had to be maintained at all costs. The Nathan Price she had known before his disastrous ruin at the Crystal Palace was not the man in front of her now. This man was older, more sure of himself, more calculating. Ruthless.

“The jawbone of what?” she finally asked, her tone spilling over with resentment and anger. She didn’t want to appear to be giving in easily, without a fight. And she was deathly afraid she already knew the answer.


He thought about that for a moment, his expression harsh. Then he shoved his hands into his coat pockets and began to pace behind the settee, staring at the lavender carpet at his feet.

“The opening night of the Exhibition I was humiliated, Mimi,” he began, subdued. “At eight o’clock in the evening I was an admired, respected paleontologist; at five minutes past eight I was the Palace jester. Early that afternoon I had personally transported a perfect, one-of-a-kind Megalosaurus jawbone to the Crystal Palace for the world to see; not six hours later it was missing, stolen by someone who wanted to see me fail, and fail well in front of the most important scientists in England.” He drew a long breath as he dropped his head back, and closed his eyes to the ceiling. “Suddenly I had no reputation and my career was all but destroyed. I also received no funding for the museum I had been given to manage. Instead, that money went to Carter Sinclair for his study of monkeys in habitat.”

Mimi felt the blood drain from her face. “Carter didn’t steal it, Nathan,” she admonished in deadly quiet, unable to voice anything more.

His eyes popped open and he abruptly turned to her. “Perhaps he didn’t, Mimi,” he said, only hinting at untold bitterness. “The Carter Sinclair I knew was, in general, a smart man, but he wasn’t calculating in his cleverness. I don’t think he could have planned such a scheme and carried it through with the precision it had to have taken—at least, not on his own. It’s also true that he wouldn’t have known Owen would donate the money to his research instead of the museum if I’d failed to win it. We weren’t exactly competitors. Fierce rivals for personal recognition, maybe—but not competitors in the field.”

Mimi crossed her arms over her breasts and glanced away uncomfortably, toward the open window with the clear view of Mrs. Ines’ red rose covered trellis. Guilt bubbled deep within her as she considered that at the time of the Palace opening she was very much hoping that Carter would be in competition with Nathan for her, Miss Mimi Marsh, Sir Harold’s daughter. She’d never told Carter, and now it hardly mattered. Nathan, of course, would never know it, either.

“Do you suspect anyone at all?” she asked moments later, her uneasiness building.

She heard the floorboards creak beneath his feet as he moved again around the settee toward her, but she never altered her stance.

In a clear, direct voice, he murmured, “Yes, I suspect Sir Harold.”

Her head flipped around as her mouth dropped open. “That’s outrageous!”

“It’s also logical.”

“How dare you come into my home and accuse—”

“Think about it, Mimi,” he cut in, undaunted, stepping closer still. “Who else would gain? Who else knew what I had under the velvet cover, what I stood to lose? He was also the only one close enough to Owen to know that if I failed that night Owen’s money would go to Carter, the man who had just asked for his daughter’s hand in marriage.”

“It’s impossible and unthinkable,” she fairly shouted. “Any number of individuals at the opening could have done it. What you suggest is insulting, Nathan.” Seething, she lowered her voice to add, “You also have no proof of anything or you would have accused him years ago.”

He reached out and grasped her upper arms tightly. “Maybe,” he agreed, passionate with his purpose. “But I’ve been waiting more than two years to clear my name, Mimi. I now know of a way to do it, to discover and expose the man who disgraced me publicly. If you’re so sure it wasn’t your father, then help me. Help me if only to prove it wasn’t him.” He relaxed a little and smiled cynically. “If nothing else you should enjoy the challenge.”

That confused her. The entire incident confused her. His inappropriate nearness had her suddenly dazed, too, with his earthy scent assaulting her senses and his probing eyes drawing her complete attention. Immediately, she jerked herself free of his scorching grasp and took a step back in unconscious self-protection.

He didn’t like that, though she wasn’t sure why. His smile vanished and his demeanor darkened as his body stiffened beside her.

Mimi looked away from him, toward the fireplace mantel, staring down at all of the silly and useless little trinkets her mother-in-law occasionally sent her to beautify what the woman felt was a less-than-elegant home. Aside from Mimi’s occasional sculpting that nobody knew she did, this had become the greatest entertainment for her since Carter’s death and her necessary state of mourning—wondering what little bauble her mother-in-law had wrapped this time in a gaudy box. How absurd, but terribly typical for ladies of her station.

He was right. She’d adore a new challenge right now, and especially one opposing the enigmatic Nathan Price. The idea alone renewed her with a vigor she hadn’t felt in a very long time. But could she allow herself to get involved like this? She supposed she must, since it concerned the little issues of blackmail and family dishonor. To save her father a future public disgrace, she would need to prove his innocence of the scandal more than two years ago. She never would have believed for a moment that the Nathan of her past would actually humiliate them all, but she couldn’t say certainly that he wouldn’t. That minute thread of doubt left her no other choice. She needed to learn what he knew.

Seconds later she felt her anger seep from her skin to leave her drained, numb. “What do you want sculpted, Nathan, and why?” she asked quietly, glancing his way again.

“I need an exact replica of the Megalosaurus that was stolen from the Crystal Palace.”

She had assumed as much, and almost laughed at such a preposterous idea. Perhaps he knew it, too, for his dark eyes blazed with the gravity in his request.

“It’s important, Mimi.”

He was completely serious, and it worried her.

“Nobody believes it existed,” she returned briskly. “What are you going to prove with a replica of a fossil nobody’s ever seen?”


His cheek twitched. “I’ll worry about that when the time comes to produce it.”

“And when is that time?”

“During a scientific function, but I don’t have details as yet. I need the Megalosaurus first.”

She paused, watching him closely, studying his taut expression. He needed a haircut badly, and his face was deeply tanned for this time of year, apparently from working every day under bright sunshine. He’d been gone for a long while, digging for fossils on the Continent, or so she’d heard through the little gossip she’d received. That he was back suddenly and asking—no, forcing—her to sculpt the Megalosaurus made her curious, even suspicious. It was a very unusual request. Yes, indeed, the man had a purpose in mind, and although she knew she would have to give in to his demands, she also realized fully that if she wasn’t careful in her approach, they would all suffer at the outcome.

“And if I refuse?” she asked coyly, enticing him to argue.

Very slowly, he shook his head, glaring down at her. “You won’t. That’s the beauty of our little arrangement.”

That made her mad again, and he knew it. She could almost see him hold back a smile of satisfaction as heat suffused her face. Fortunately for her, he didn’t comment on it.

“I’m staying at the boarding house at Four-forty-seven King’s Road,” he said instead, “right here in Chelsea.”

She knew which one. Quite fashionable and quaint. But then, most of Chelsea was. She wondered for a moment if he could afford it, then swiftly decided the state of his finances was none of her business.

“Take time to think about how you’d like to begin,” he suggested reasonably. “I’ll be back in a day or two with notes and drawings of my own, and we can then discuss getting started.”

His rich brown eyes probed
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