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        February 1824

        Edinburgh, Scotland

      

      

      

      It was the worst idea she’d ever had.

      That was the thought that kept echoing in Katherine Weatherby’s head, as repetitive as the bass line of Pachelbel’s famous “Canon.” As she was a contralto, Kate had once had the misfortune of singing that part with the girls’ choir back in her hometown of Boroughbridge. So, she was in a position to know.

      As was so often the case with terrible ideas, this one had been the suggestion of her sister, Clarissa.

      Kate was a watercolor artist specializing in extremely accurate illustrations of animals and birds. Last year, her father, a naturalist of dubious talents, decided to sell their family home and abandon his four daughters in order to embark on an around-the-world voyage of natural discovery. This left the Weatherby sisters in a state of financial desperation. During their scramble to find paid work, Kate had responded to an ad seeking a scientific illustrator to collaborate with a naturalist at the University of Edinburgh. She had not been selected at the time, but last month, the naturalist, Mr. Nathaniel Sterling, sent her a letter stating that the original artist had not worked out. He wanted to know if she was still interested in the job. Kate had responded in the affirmative, and here she was, sitting in Mr. Sterling’s office, waiting to interview for the post.

      On the one hand, it was a dream come true. The position was a perfect match for her skills, and it could provide her with an opportunity to establish her reputation in the scientific community.

      But the reason it fell solidly into the “Terrible Ideas” column of the ledger was that the post was funded by a scholarship that was only available to students of the university. And, of course, the university only admitted men.

      Which was the reason Kate was dressed as a boy.

      Why had she listened to Clarissa and answered that ad? It had seemed expedient at the time, as Kate and her three sisters had been teetering on the brink of homelessness and destitution. But that was no longer the case, as one month after their father’s departure, the Duke of Norwood had fallen head over heels in love with Kate’s eldest sister, Eleanor. Eleanor was now a duchess, and Kate found herself in possession of a dowry of twenty thousand pounds, for which she had very little use, and all the art supplies her heart desired, for which she very much did.

      Why, then, had she come today? She had convinced herself that she could pull this off largely because university students were required to wear loose academic robes over their clothing, not only while attending classes but also around town. The robes should be sufficient to conceal the few womanly curves she possessed.

      But there was more to passing for a boy than donning breeches and pulling her hair back in a queue. She could see that now.

      Deciding the situation was hopeless, Kate reached for the portfolio she had placed on Mr. Sterling’s desk. She would just sneak back to her great-aunt Agatha’s house, and⁠—

      The doorknob turned with a faint creak. Kate rose guiltily from her wooden chair and turned to make her excuses…

      … only to be struck dumb.

      Kate’s father, Kenneth Weatherby, was a naturalist. Likewise, all her father’s friends were naturalists. Kate was therefore intimately familiar with the particulars of the species. Naturalists were old. They smelled of linseed oil. In defiance of their specialty, they spent their days not out in nature, but slumped behind a desk, and therefore had the limp physique and pallid complexion of an underwatered plant that had been left in a dim room. They had a single eyebrow. They had hair growing out of their ears, and occasionally, their noses.

      They were… not handsome.

      Nathaniel Sterling, on the other hand, had broad shoulders, a trim waist, and a flat stomach. He was the opposite of pallid; he was a Black man with a healthy glow and skin the precise shade of warm brown as the sparrowhawk Kate had painted two summers past. That skin was so smooth and unlined that he could not have yet seen his thirtieth birthday. He wore his black hair, which curled into tight coils, cropped short. He smelled not of linseed oil, but of something fresh and sweet, with a slightly buttery undertone. He was in possession of a pair of eyebrows, and his nose and ears were decidedly hair-free.

      Worst of all, he was extremely handsome, but not in that London-buck-about-town sort of way involving a garish waistcoat and breeches so tight the wearer had to be sewn into them each morning. Mr. Sterling had a distinctly bookish look about him. Maybe it was the leather satchel slung over his shoulder, full, Kate could tell, of actual books. Maybe it was his tweed waistcoat. Maybe it was the ink stain on his thumb.

      He turned to shut the door, and she saw that he had corduroy patches on the elbows of his jacket. Oh, dear! She had a terrible weakness for elbow patches!

      “You must be Mr. Witherspoon,” he said as he latched the door. His voice was deep. Sonorous.

      Well, there was nothing for it now. She would have to bumble her way through the interview as best she could. Kate drew in a breath and carefully pitched her voice toward the lower end of its natural register. “Yes, sir.”

      He turned again, flashing her a smile, and Kate’s stomach did the sort of flip-flop that would normally have her asking the housekeeper for a digestive tincture. “Thank you so much for coming up from Yorkshire to meet with me.”

      His voice had a musical lilt that she couldn’t quite place. There was a hint of a Scottish brogue, but there was also… something else. “Thank you for granting me the interview.”

      He gestured for her to take a seat, then lowered himself into the chair behind the desk. “I was going over your original application, and I don’t believe you mentioned your first name.”

      “It’s Christopher,” she lied, then hastily added, “but please, call me Kit.” Kit Witherspoon was the name she and Clarissa had decided on after much deliberation. Hopefully, “Kit” was close enough to Kate that she could remember to answer to it.

      “Kit. Very good.” He gestured to the oversized file that Kate held clasped under her arm. “It looks like you’ve brought your portfolio.”

      “Yes.” Kate hastily unwound the string from around the button clasp. “Please, have a look.”

      She slid the portfolio across the desk. Mr. Sterling pulled a pair of spectacles out of his waistcoat pocket and placed them on his nose. Something low in Kate’s belly gave a throb. Oh, but this was unfair! First the elbow patches, and now spectacles? Did Nathaniel Sterling possess every quality she found attractive in a man?

      Fortunately, Mr. Sterling was busy perusing her drawings and did not seem to notice her gaping. He withdrew a watercolor of a snowy owl in flight, of which Kate was particularly proud. It had taken six attempts to properly reserve the white space on the page before she was satisfied with the way she had rendered the raptor.

      Mr. Sterling’s face went slack as he beheld the painting. He leaned in to study it for a long moment, but did not say what he thought about her work before withdrawing the next sheet from the folio. It was a series of sketches of her sister Pippa’s four kittens. Unlike the detailed painting of the owl, these had been quickly done, intending to capture a sense of movement and playfulness. Again, he studied the drawings for long moments but said nothing.

      More paintings followed—a study of a squirrel in a sycamore tree featuring multiple poses, including a leap from branch to branch. A landscape from her brother-in-law Jasper’s property in Yorkshire, featuring a pair of swans in the foreground. A swollen-thighed beetle perched on a yellow ragwort flower.

      Kate was particularly proud of this one. It had taken a week and a half of experimenting with different blends of paint before Kate was satisfied that she had properly captured the iridescent quality of the beetle’s green shell. Mr. Sterling studied that one for a long moment in silence.

      Finally, he peeled off his spectacles and looked at her. “Kit, these are every bit as good as the work of Sarah Stone or Kenneth Weatherby.”

      “Th-thank you,” Kate stammered. It was a marvelous compliment. Sarah Stone, who had been the in-house illustrator for the Leverian Museum in London prior to its closure, was Kate’s idol.

      Kenneth Weatherby was her father, but not the creator of the paintings to which Dr. Sterling referred. That was actually Kate, who had worked as her father’s assistant before he decided to abandon them.

      Just before he left, her father had revealed that his colleagues had inferred that the “K” in K. Weatherby, the signature Kate used on her illustrations, stood not for “Katherine” but for “Kenneth,” an assumption their father had neglected to correct.

      Kate had thought she was building a reputation as a scientific illustrator. She had been wrong. Nobody in the scientific world knew she existed. And, worse, her father apparently cared for her so little that he had not scrupled to steal the scientific work of his own daughter.

      That part had been a crushing blow. She had wanted her father’s love so desperately that she had managed to ignore the mountain of evidence to the contrary and convince herself that he cared for her. She had been disconsolate for weeks after he deserted them and she was forced to face the fact that he had never loved her as a father should love his daughter, that he had only valued her insofar as she could advance his career.

      But with the support of her sisters, Kate had recovered. But that first insult, that she had no reputation in the scientific community, had continued to gall her. That was why she was really here. She wanted to prove that she had what it takes, that she could succeed on her own merits. As the sister-in-law to a duke, she had the option of living a life of luxury and ease. But Kate couldn’t imagine doing that. She had started to paint in hopes that, by becoming useful to her father, she would earn his love. But she had discovered that she loved the work for its own sake, and she meant to spend the rest of her life doing it, whether she needed it to earn her daily bread or not.

      The fact that Mr. Sterling had mentioned “Kenneth” Weatherby in his short list of exemplary artists was galling. Those were her paintings! But it was also a sign of how well her earlier work had been received in the scientific community that, out of all the illustrators in the world, he was the one Mr. Sterling had chosen to list beside the great Sarah Stone.

      Mr. Sterling stood. “If you’re agreeable, there’s one final thing I’d like to do to see if you’ll be a good fit for the position. A practical evaluation, if you will. Did you bring a sketchbook and pencil?”

      Kate hesitated. She knew her disguise wouldn’t hold up under more detailed scrutiny, and that she should therefore make an excuse. That she should feign a bout of dyspepsia, or a sudden onset of the ague.

      And yet, Mr. Sterling appreciated her paintings. Really, truly appreciated them, not just in the way most people did, because they were pleasant to gaze upon, but for their scientific merits. He thought she was talented. As talented as the great Sarah Stone!

      It was heady stuff. And Kate found that she was eager to try this practical evaluation. She could impress him. She knew she could.

      Was it so wrong to yearn for this tiny fleck of affirmation? For an acclaimed naturalist to tell her that she was good enough? That she belonged? That her work had scientific merit?

      After all, she’d maintained her disguise for this long.

      What was one more hour?

      And so, she rose to her feet. “I did,” she replied, patting the blank sketchbook she had brought with her per his instructions.

      Mr. Sterling gestured toward the door. “Good. Come with me.”
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      Out in the corridor, Nathaniel hesitated before shutting his office door. He hoped he wasn’t about to offend the young illustrator. He very much needed Kit Witherspoon’s help.

      But there was something that needed to be said.

      He cleared his throat. “There’s one thing I ought to mention. Your robes.”

      Kit frowned, fingered the black material. “Are they the wrong color? I got these from my… er… cousin. From his time at Oxford. I had hoped they might be close enough.”

      “It’s not so much the color, but the fact that you’re wearing them at all. I know they’re required at the English universities. But they haven’t been worn at the Scottish universities, Edinburgh included, for almost a century.”

      The color drained from Kit’s face. “They haven’t? I… I didn’t know that.”

      Nathaniel gestured toward his office. “Would you like to leave them here?”

      “No, thank you!” Kit replied in a shrill voice. “I’ll keep them on for now.” He laughed nervously. “Surely they won’t stand out that much.”

      Nathaniel knew that they would, but he inclined his head. “As you like.”

      Nat stole a glance at Kit as they strolled toward the New College building. He was a quirkish sort of fellow, and not just because of the robes. He was of average height, but judging by the delicate hands and wrists peeking out from the baggy robes, he was exceptionally slender. He had the smooth jaw of a young man who didn’t yet need to shave, although that wasn’t entirely unusual. Some students came to the university as young as sixteen, or occasionally, even fourteen. Nathaniel couldn’t help but notice that he had a fastidious quality to his gait. They came to a puddle, and he drew his robes up as if they were women’s skirts and reached across with a daintily pointed toe as if he dreaded the slightest speck of mud.

      Ah, well. Nathaniel supposed that went along with his artistic temperament. The important thing was that the young man could draw.

      But he needed to find out how well.

      A morning lecture had just concluded, and students came streaming through the archway of the New College building. Kit peered at them with dismay. “You weren’t joking when you said nobody here wears robes.”

      Nat tried to make his voice sympathetic. “Indeed.”

      Kit sighed. “I had hoped there might be a few students who chose to wear them. I always imagined I would wind up at Oxford, so I’ve been dreaming of wearing them for years. But if nobody wears them here, then I suppose I must—Oof!”

      A student hurrying across the grassy quadrangle at the center of the New College building had clipped Kit on the shoulder. He turned his head not to apologize, but to glare, and Nat’s heart sank as he realized it was Iain Galbreath, the young man he had originally hired to be his illustrator.

      Nat didn’t want things to be awkward, although based on his recent interactions with Iain, he didn’t hold out much optimism on that front. “Ah, Iain. Good afternoon.”

      Iain drew himself up. He was tall and lanky with wavy brown hair and a pale, ruddy-cheeked complexion. His expression could fairly be described as wounded. “Mr. Sterling,” he said stiffly.

      Nat gestured to Kit. “Allow me to introduce Mr. Christopher Witherspoon. Kit, this is Mr. Iain Galbreath.”

      Kit extended his hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      Iain regarded Kit’s robes with a wrinkled nose. “Mr. Witherspoon, is it? I…” He froze midsentence as his eyes fell on the sketchpad Kit carried under his arm, then scowled. He lifted his chin, pointedly refusing to look at Kit. “If you will excuse me,” he said as he swept past them.

      Kit watched him go, his expression confused, then awkwardly lowered his outstretched hand. “What was that about?”

      Nat sighed. He supposed there was no avoiding the subject now. He inclined his head, indicating that they should resume their progress across the grassy quad. “You probably recall that another young man was initially hired for this position. That was him.”

      Kit’s eyes widened as he fell into step beside him. They were a brilliant periwinkle blue with thick brown lashes that would have been the envy of any lass in Scotland. “I see. I take it he did not leave the post voluntarily?”

      “You are correct.” Nat dropped his voice low. “I trust you will keep what I’m about to tell you in confidence. I never thought he was the right man for the job.”

      Kit’s expression was one of trepidation. “Oh?”

      “He was a competent enough artist,” Nat clarified as they entered the New College building. He led Kit toward a flight of stairs. “The sample he submitted didn’t hold a candle to yours. But he is the nephew of the Earl of Drumblade, who is a patron of the university.”

      Comprehension flared in Kit’s blue eyes. “Ah. I take it you were encouraged to choose him.”

      “That’s a good way to put it,” Nat agreed. “I thought we might manage to work together regardless. But the real problem emerged when I took him out into the field. You see, he specializes in entomology, and his training consisted primarily of painting museum specimens. So, I should add a qualifier—he was a competent enough artist, so long as his subject stood perfectly still for three weeks. Which wild animals have an irritating tendency not to do.”

      The corner of Kit’s mouth twisted upward. “Well do I know it.”

      “It immediately became clear that his work was not of sufficient quality to be presented in an academic setting. I met with his uncle, the earl, in an attempt to smooth things over. After I showed him Iain’s paintings, Lord Drumblade was very gracious. Unfortunately, as you have seen, Iain has not taken his dismissal very well. He studies under a different tutor, Andrew Thompson, an entomologist like himself.”

      Andrew Thompson was another problem. Usually, if a student was acting out, Nat would have approached their tutor.

      But for reasons Nat had never understood, Andrew disliked him. It wasn’t merely that Andrew ignored him whenever they were in the same room. Several times, Nat had greeted him when their paths crossed on the university’s campus, and Andrew had refused to acknowledge him.

      The first time, Nat had assumed it had been a mistake. Surely Andrew hadn’t given a man he scarcely knew the cut direct! Andrew had taken his undergraduate degree at Cambridge and was in his first year at St. Andrews. Perhaps he did not yet recognize everyone in the School of Natural Sciences. But it happened again a few weeks later.

      The third time, when Nat called out a greeting, Andrew looked directly at him for a moment, then sharply turned his head away. At that point, the only logical conclusion was that Andrew had some grievance with him.

      Nathaniel didn’t know the reason for certain. It might be that Andrew saw him as a rival, rather than a colleague. They were the only two fellows at the university specializing in the natural sciences, meaning that they were competing for a finite set of resources, including research grants and promotions. It might be nothing more than that.

      But he couldn’t help but wonder if Andrew disliked him for the color of his skin. Most Scots were broad-minded, and Scotland had a reputation for being more welcoming to Black people than most parts of the world. It was one reason, along with its outstanding academic reputation, that Black students flocked to the University of Edinburgh. But this would hardly be the first time Nat had encountered someone who had a problem with his brown skin.

      He could deal with it. Sadly, he had a lifetime of experience. And he knew that the same rules that applied to Andrew Thompson did not apply to him. Andrew could get away with being rude and standoffish. As a Black man, Nat’s behavior, on the other hand, had to be beyond reproach. And it was. He was flawlessly cordial. But he knew his best strategy was to minimize interactions with Andrew, and so he had hesitated to approach him regarding Iain’s boorish behavior.

      “Should you choose to enroll here,” Nat continued, “the two of you would almost certainly attend some of the same lectures. I wouldn’t want you to be taken by surprise.”

      Kit nodded, his expression tight. “I see. Thank you for the warning.”

      Nathaniel opened the door to their destination and held it for Kit. “That is actually the reason I brought you here. I don’t want to make the same mistake twice, so I’d like to watch you sketch a live specimen.”

      “I understand completely.” Kit glanced appreciatively around. They had just entered the Upper Museum, one of the loveliest rooms in the New College building, with a vaulted ceiling lined with stately ionic columns. A series of domed skylights bathed the room in soft light.

      But Kit frowned as he noticed the glass-fronted display cases arrayed throughout the room, which were filled with stuffed birds, animals, and other natural specimens. “I thought you wanted me to sketch a live specimen. Is there a garden nearby? Even though we’re in town, I’m sure we can find a bird or a squirrel or even an—aieeee!”

      Kit emitted a high-pitched scream as the Upper Museum’s most popular resident strolled over to greet them. He grabbed Nathaniel’s arm, pulling him toward the door. “Mr. Sterling! Run! There’s a lion!”
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      Nathaniel had no difficulty resisting Kit’s efforts to pull him across the room. He could feel the younger man’s fingers trembling where they grasped his arm, and he felt a pang of guilt. He had meant to tell Kit what they would find inside the museum, but he had been distracted by their encounter with Iain.

      “It’s all right, Kit. Marigold is tame.” He extended a hand to demonstrate, and the big cat obligingly rubbed her face against it.

      Kit peered around Nat’s shoulder, his expression baldly skeptical. “You named the lion Marigold?”

      “Someone did.” Nat scratched Marigold in her favorite spot beneath her chin, and she emitted a rumbling purr. “She’s a mountain lion. Or puma, or cougar, as they’re sometimes called.”

      Kit did not seem reassured, for his voice shook. “Why do you have a mountain lion in your museum?”

      Nathaniel considered his answer. “Mostly in an effort to one-up the University of St. Andrews. The university had her brought over from Brazil as a kitten. I know she looks intimidating, but she’s as tame as any housecat. See?”

      Kit let go of Nat’s arm, but his expression remained wary. Purring loudly, Marigold began rubbing up against Nathaniel’s legs in a gesture familiar to anyone who had ever owned a cat.

      “She truly won’t attack?” Kit asked breathlessly. “Oh!” He gave a gasping laugh as Marigold rubbed her head against his leg. Hesitantly, Kit reached out to scratch the cat behind her giant, furry ears.

      “I think she likes you,” Nat observed.

      “She certainly seems to. I just…” Kit trailed off as Marigold pressed herself into his hands, purring loudly. “Oh, but you are marvelous! I can’t believe I’m petting a puma!” He caressed the big cat’s face, then stroked a hand down the length of her back. “Yes, you’re a pretty girl. You’re a very pretty girl. Yes, you are!”

      Nathaniel smiled. His initial impression of Kit was that he was a taciturn sort of fellow. But now, he began babbling excitedly.

      “How I wish my sister, Pippa, were here so she could see her! She adores cats. They’re her favorite thing in the world.” He spun around, laughing, as Marigold circled him, rubbing herself against his legs. “Those kittens you saw in my sketchbook… those are Pippa’s. She’s forever asking me to make more drawings of them. Not that I mind, of course. I’m always sketching something or the other. Speaking of which…” He squatted down to address Marigold, stroking a thumb across her cheek. “I must draw you. I simply must. Would you let me? Would you, my pretty darling?”

      Nathaniel brought over a wooden chair and gestured for Kit to sit. He began petting Marigold himself so she would give Kit a little space. Kit flipped open his sketchbook and pulled out a pencil. He fell silent as he began to work. The only sounds in the long chamber were the purring of the cat and the scratch of Kit’s pencil against the paper.

      Nathaniel produced a ball from his pocket that he had brought along for this purpose. He tossed it, and Marigold scurried down the gallery after it. Kit made a sound of delight but never stopped sketching.

      Marigold chased the ball for a few minutes, but she soon tired of the game. Yawning, she sauntered over to a sunny spot beneath one of the skylights and stretched out for a nap.

      Kit was still sketching eagerly. Nathaniel strolled around so he could peer over his shoulder.

      What he saw astonished him. Kit had made not one drawing, but a half dozen—and that was just on this page. He’d seen him frantically turn over a new sheet at least twice. They were sketches, to be sure, not finished paintings. But Nathaniel recognized quality when he saw it, and the anatomical accuracy to the drawings bespoke real talent.

      He watched the pencil fly over the paper. Clearly, Kit was Iain’s opposite. He could sketch not only accurately, but quickly, which was crucial for the type of work Nat needed him to perform.

      Marigold rolled over onto her back, curved paws pointing up. Kit stood, lifted his chair, and moved it six feet to the right to get the angle he wanted, then flipped to a fresh sheet of paper and began sketching furiously. Now that the cat was lying still, he was making larger, more detailed sketches. He was also scrawling abbreviations that Nat could not decipher in the margins.

      It was Nathaniel’s impression that Kit had forgotten he was there, nor did the young man seem to notice the trickle of patrons wandering about the room. He was unaware of anything but Marigold.

      Nathaniel watched with growing excitement as Kit sketched for another ten minutes, then turned his page only to be met with the thick sheet of brown card paper that marked the end of his pad. He drew back as if affronted, then blinked and glanced around.

      His eyes met Nathaniel’s, and he staggered to his feet, sending the chair skidding back a few inches. “I’m so sorry!”  He glanced around the room. “How much time has passed?”

      “Only a half hour or so,” Nathaniel reassured him.

      He laughed nervously and rubbed the back of his neck. “I’m afraid I have a tendency to get carried away.” He lifted his pad. “Would you like to see the sketches?”

      Nat resisted the urge to smile. “I’ve seen them already. Did you not notice me peering over your shoulder?”

      “I did not.” The effusive young man who had been excited at the prospect of sketching a live puma was gone, leaving the awkward fellow Nathaniel had met in his office in his wake.

      Kit cleared his throat. “These are only sketches. I’m sure you’ll want to see a more finished product before deciding if I’m right for the position. If you’ll give me a week, I can turn these into proper watercolor illustrations.”

      It was on the tip of Nathaniel’s tongue to say, the position is yours. But it probably behooved him to err on the side of caution. He’d already wasted months after being forced to hire the wrong illustrator. It wasn’t a mistake he cared to repeat.

      He inclined his head. “I would appreciate that. As you may recall from the advertisement, the position is funded by a scholarship available only to university students. Have you enrolled?”

      “Not yet,” Kit confessed.

      “Well, see to it that you get your name added to the books. Lectures start on Monday.”

      Kit ducked his head. “It’s probably too late to find a tutor willing to take me on.”

      “You’ve found him.” Nathaniel brought his palm to his chest. “Me. I assume you wish to study the natural sciences?”

      Kit nodded. “I mean… I do.”

      “Then I’m your tutor. But don’t worry. I have room for you. I currently have three first-year students. You’ll make four.”

      Kit flinched, startled. “Out of the entire incoming class, there are only three undergraduates studying the natural sciences?”

      “There are a couple of entomology students as well. They study under Iain’s tutor, Andrew Thompson.” Nat gestured to the door, and they headed out. “The university is best known for its medical school. More than half of the students enrolled are studying to be physicians.”

      This preponderance of physicians was something the University of Edinburgh had in common with Nathaniel’s family. His father was a doctor, as were his three brothers. It was also the reason Nathaniel’s parents had sent him to Scotland nine years ago—so he could attend the university’s famous medical school. Medicine was a popular career path for Black men of some means from Jamaica, where Nathaniel was born. Most of the guilds that oversaw the skilled trades did not allow Black men to be members, barring them from a number of well-paid jobs. The army and the navy had once been a potential path, but after the long war with France, there was currently an oversupply of officers fighting over a scant few active-duty posts.

      That left law and medicine, and a half-dozen or so sons of well-to-do Black Jamaicans came to Scotland each year to secure their membership in these lucrative professions. Nathaniel had dutifully completed his medical coursework during his first year at university.

      But that year, during the spring term, he had made The Mistake.

      The Mistake was auditing a series of lectures taught by Professor William Kerr, the Chair of Natural History. It wasn’t that Professor Kerr’s lectures were fascinating. They were not. Although he was learned in his subject, he was widely regarded as one of the dullest lecturers at the university.

      But even so, it did not escape Nathaniel’s notice that he found natural history a thousand times more intriguing than medical science. The natural world was awe-inspiring in a way that medicine simply was not.

      He had confessed his uncertainty about his course of study to his brother, Thomas, who had been in his third year of medical studies at the time. Thomas had done his best to talk him out of it. “Medicine isn’t that different from natural science,” Thomas had argued. “Think of it as a sub-specialty of natural science focusing on the human species.”

      Nat rolled his eyes. “Oh, yes. Focusing on their hemorrhoids, their ringworm, their pinkeye, and their⁠—”

      Thomas held up a hand. “All right, maybe it isn’t always pleasant. Do you know what else is unpleasant? Living in a drafty attic garret and having to take your meals down at the pub because you can’t afford a single servant at the age of forty-five.”

      “There are jobs in the natural sciences,” Nat grumbled.

      “There are,” Thomas agreed. “Three of them, by my count. Which one do you think they’ll give you?”

      His brother wasn’t wrong. Salaried positions in natural history were vanishingly rare. But his career was on an excellent track, thank you very much. There was no shame in being a university fellow at the age of seven and twenty. And he’d been made a tutor, an honor which only a small fraction of fellows achieved!

      Besides, Nathaniel had hope. Professor Kerr was in his sixties. He was bound to step down from the Natural History Chair sooner or later. And when he did, Nathaniel intended to make sure that he was so exceedingly well-qualified that appointing anyone else to the post would seem like an outrage. Nat had long known that it would not do merely to be better than his peers. He was a Black man, and that meant that if he wanted to get anywhere in this world, he had to be three times as good as everyone else.

      It was therefore imperative that he build up a body of first-rate scientific research. This upcoming trip to the Isle of Lewis would be the first step. He had received information about a remote loch where nesting pairs of golden eagles made their homes. He would start with a comprehensive study of their nesting behavior.

      He peered at his companion out of the corner of his eye. Kit also had an important role to play. Nathaniel’s research would be top-notch. He would make sure of it.

      But there was a reason he had scrimped and saved these past three years to make sure he had sufficient funds to bring along an illustrator. A scientific paper wasn’t what you would call flashy. Illustrations like the ones Kit was capable of producing, on the other hand? Those were what could take a dry scientific treatise and turn it into a popular phenomenon. Instead of his paper being buried in a journal that twelve people would read, Nat hoped that the school would allow him to present it as a special exhibition at this very museum. Kit’s illustrations would draw in the crowds, would make people who would never venture more than ten miles from the place they’d been born feel like they, too, had been on a fantastic voyage to the Isle of Lewis.

      Kit’s success would be Nathaniel’s success, too. They would help each other.

      At least, that was what he hoped.

      Nat stopped and nodded toward a particular building. “You can add your name to the books in there. Lectures start on Monday. Come by my office on Friday morning at ten. My first-year students will all be gathering, so I can go over your schedule.”

      Kit nodded, clutching his sketchpad to his chest. “Friday at ten. Hopefully, by then, the first of the watercolors will be ready for your review.”

      “Excellent.” Nathaniel inclined his head. “Until then.”

      “Yes. Thank you, Mr. Sterling, sir. Goodbye.”

      He watched Kit as he walked away. There was a spring in his step, lingering excitement from his encounter with Marigold, no doubt.

      But he looked so very slight and meek. A part of Nathaniel couldn’t believe he was pinning his hopes and dreams on a boy who hadn’t even started to shave.

      Shaking himself, Nathaniel turned toward his office. He had work to do.
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