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            For my son, slayer of (bad) dragons.
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            I fled in confusion, anxiety and pain.

            I find them banished at your command.

            —Saadi, Gulistan (13th century, Persia)
            

             

            Let us then first fully realize that this is not a new idea.

            —Elizabeth Blackwell, Address on the Medical Education of Women (1856, England)
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            Foreword

         
         Inspired by true stories,

         
         mingled together and set aright.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1
A Disguise

         
         
            September 1825

            Surgeons’ Hall

            Edinburgh, Scotland

         

         Neck cloths were a lot tighter than she had imagined. And trousers pinched a person right up the center of where she least
            wanted to be pinched.
         

         
         But no one had noticed her. Even the students on the benches to either side, murmuring to their companions about the dissection
            in the center of the U-shaped operating theater, had not glanced twice at her.
         

         
         Obviously the whiskers had been a stroke of brilliance.

         
         Nevertheless, Libby Shaw kept her shoulders hunched and head bent, peeking at the demonstration from beneath the concealing
            rim of her cap. As the surgeon peeled away the muscle to expose bone, a shiver of pleasure fanned through her.
         

         
         She had sat in this theater before to watch public dissections and surgeries. Disguised as a man now, it all felt different:
            the medical men with their wise brows and hands that worked miracles; the scratching of students’ pencils in notebooks; the
            cringes of the curious public drawn to the lecture; and the stench of the flesh on the table, slowed in its natural decay
            by the cool cellar in which the surgical assistant stored it each afternoon to preserve it for the following day’s lecture.
         

         
         For a sennight already, Edinburgh’s most celebrated surgeons had been performing a system-by-system dissection, but Libby
            had not bothered attending until today, the day reserved for her favorite part: the skeletal system. The human skeleton was
            sturdy, stable, such a pleasure to study.
         

         
         “That is the fibula,” the young man on her left whispered to his companion.

         
         “It is?” the other whispered uncertainly.

         
         No.
         

         
         Libby bit her lips together. The whiskers disguised her face, not her voice.

         
         “Of course, numbskull,” the first one said. She recognized that haughty tone. She had met plenty of this sort when her father
            invited his students to dinner. They thought their arrogance impressed her.
         

         
         “I’ve been to dozens of these dissections already,” he added.

         
         Yet he did not know a fibula from a tibia.

         
         “What’s that?” the other whispered, pointing.

         
         The soleus.

         
         “The tibialis anterior,” the haughty one said. “Clearly you haven’t read Charles Bell’s A System of Dissections.”
         

         
         Clearly he hadn’t either.

         
         Their whispers had grown louder. Libby inched forward on the bench and turned her ear toward the floor below.

         
         “Watch, Pulley,” the haughty one said. “Now he will use the lithotomy forceps to pluck out the muscle.”

         
         Libby jerked her chin aside.

         
         “He will not,” she whispered in a low pitch. “He will use the curved knife to protect the muscle while exposing the bone.
            Now do be quiet so the rest of us can hear.” She turned her face back toward the stage. She wasn’t here to admonish ill-informed
            students. She was here to learn.
         

         
         With each new revelation the lecturing surgeon offered, Libby scribed a detailed note, carefully lining up each sentence at
            the left margin, to be easily readable later. Finally the surgeon draped a linen cloth over the table, and the hall erupted
            in applause.
         

         
         “This calls for a pint,” the haughty student said, as though he’d done the dissection himself.

         
         “Invite the new lad?” his friend said with a glance at her as she closed her notebook and stood.

         
         The arrogant lip curled. “The riffraff can find their own pub.”

         
         They moved off.

         
         “Dinna fret o’er Cheddar,” a youth said cheerfully beside her. “He’s a bushel o’ mean stuffed into a barrel o’ privilege.
            Family’s got money an’ he’s clever as a fox. Doesna think he’s got to be decent to anybody. Good on you to take him down a
            peg, lad.”
         

         
         She could not pretend the youth was not speaking to her. Reaching up, she touched the brim of her cap. For weeks she had studied
            men’s gestures, as well as their gaits and facial movements, then practiced them before a mirror.
         

         
         “I dinna know you,” the youth said. “An’ I know everybody.” He thrust out his hand. The mop of ginger curls over his pale
            freckled face jiggled. “Archibald Armstrong. My mates call me Archie.”
         

         
         She turned away.

         
         “Here now!” he said, scanning Libby’s fine coat and trousers. “You’re no’ too smart to shake a fellow’s hand, are you?”

         
         There was no avoiding it. Libby grasped his hand and shook it hard.

         
         “Smart,” she mumbled. “Joseph.”

         
         “Fine grip you’ve got there, Joe! I always say you know the measure o’ a man by his handshake. Matriculating this session?”

         
         In her dreams.
         

         
         She nodded.

         
         “Excellent,” Archie declared. “Always happy to meet a bloke cleverer than me, ’less it’s Cheddar,” he said with a wink, and
            clapped Libby on the shoulder, sending her lurching forward. “The lads are off to the Dug’s Bone for a pint. Got to wash away
            the stink,” he said jauntily. “Join us.”
         

         
         “Obliged,” she said, and he moved off.

         
         Euphoria bubbled up in her. All three students had believed she was a man!

         
         The disguise did not, however, solve her greatest problem: finding a surgeon with whom to apprentice. For that she needed
            connections in Edinburgh’s surgical community. Those connections would also pave the path to enrolling in courses on anatomy,
            surgery, and chemistry to augment her apprenticeship. Miss Elizabeth Shaw, daughter of renowned forensic physician John Shaw,
            had those sorts of connections in spades. The newly created and entirely friendless Joseph Smart did not.
         

         
         But women were not allowed to apprentice as surgeons. Thus her disguise.

         
         Below, only two students were asking questions of the lecturing surgeon. Questions crowded her own head, yet boys like Archie
            Armstrong didn’t even bother staying to learn more.
         

         
         As Elizabeth Shaw, she had never met this surgeon. She could chance asking her questions without being recognized. Tucking
            her notebook beneath her arm and starting toward the stair, she cut a swift glance across the thinning crowd.
         

         
         Her steps faltered.

         
         A man sat across the theater, alone as the tiers emptied.

         
         It was not because he was the only person Libby recognized in the place that she abruptly could not move. For he was not.
            She had noticed several of her father’s friends in the crowd.
         

         
         And she did not halt because this man was attractive; for he was, with a strong tapering jaw, black hair swept back from his
            brow, and deep-set eyes. His arms clad in a fine coat and crossed loosely over his chest were muscular, and the crisp white
            of his cravat shone brilliantly against his skin. Libby had never particularly cared about external beauty; her interest was
            a body’s health. And she had been stared at before. It was not due to his dark gaze trained upon her that she remained paralyzed.
         

         
         Her feet would not move now because in that gaze was thorough recognition. He knew her.

         
         They had met only once, two and a half years ago, exceedingly briefly. Yet the gleam in his hooded eyes now told her that
            he knew her at this moment to be Elizabeth Shaw.
         

         
         With a regal nod he offered her a slow, confident smile of pure deviltry.

         
         Panic seized her. It required only a single person to unmask her. If she did not move swiftly now, this man with the keen
            eyes and dangerous smile would.
         

         
          

         Except for the whiskers, she was perfect.

         
         Watching her across the theater, Ziyaeddin wondered if she knew the whiskers were horrendous. But they helped serve her purpose:
            none of the men here realized that a female hid as one of them. None save he.
         

         
         For two hours the attention of every person in the theater had been on the demonstration. Although Ziyaeddin preferred the
            earlier stages of a surgical dissection, when the body was whole and the muscles still plump with blood, he appreciated the
            entire series. A man could not properly depict the exterior without knowing what lay beneath.
         

         
         Also, Edinburgh’s medical community was large, sophisticated, and prosperous. He had friends as well as patrons among the
            men here. It was useful to occasionally be seen in public.
         

         
         And then there was the girl.

         
         With a sober face she had listened to the lecturing surgeon, scribbling in a notebook set atop her trouser-clad knees, making
            no move that might reveal her femininity. But he knew the girl beneath that disguise. He had once encountered her at Haiknayes
            Castle, the home of the Duke and Duchess of Loch Irvine. He remembered her perfectly.
         

         
         Her fingers clutching pencil and notebook were long with very short nails, and darker than the visible bits of her fair chin
            and cheeks. The nose was neither large nor pert. The eyes, shaded by her hat, were almond-shaped, narrowing in the centers
            at equivalent arcs toward the dip at the bridge of her nose, the left a bit smaller than the right. The lashes and eye color
            he could not discern at this distance, but he knew them to be, respectively, golden brown and brilliant blue. The whiskers
            obscured her lips.
         

         
         Those lips had given him trouble.

         
         Considerable trouble.

         
         Her father, John Shaw, was a respected physician. Ziyaeddin considered the likelihood that Dr. Shaw was aware his daughter
            now attended a surgical dissection dressed in men’s clothing. From even the little Ziyaeddin knew of Miss Elizabeth Shaw:
            probably not.
         

         
         She gazed with longing at the stragglers lingering about the lecturer. She mustn’t realize how obviously her face showed that
            longing. He should probably tell her. That, and he needed to have another look at those lips.
         

         
         Those lips.
         

         
         Abruptly she turned her head and met his gaze, and the beautifully mobile features went stone still. Recognition sparked in
            the blue.
         

         
         Aha. So she remembered him. No doubt she treasured the picture of her face that he had drawn at Haiknayes, probably keeping it
            in an intimate location: her bedside table or between the pages of her diary. Portraits by “the Turk” were coveted by ladies
            throughout Scotland and England. It was part of his mystique to rarely do likenesses of individual women, so that when he
            did they were especially valuable.
         

         
         He inclined his head.

         
         With a vexed glance at the lecturing floor below, she hurried from the hall.

         
         Taking up his walking stick, he went out, greeting acquaintances along the way. The usual pain assailed him; he could never
            sit for long without it. He ignored it. He had far more interesting things to ponder now, two things: an upper lip and a lower
            lip.
         

         
         By the time he came onto the street she had disappeared. Amidst the bustle of pedestrians, horses, and vehicles, he could
            not see her. Then, abruptly, through the window of a bookshop, he did.
         

         
         A youth with a tight hat and too many whiskers stared at him above the edge of an open volume. The fire in the intelligent
            eyes dared him to reveal her.
         

         
         Opening the door, he entered and looked into Elizabeth Shaw’s scruffy face.

         
         The hat was a clever contrivance, and like her cravat and coat, both of fine quality and understated. But the moustaches were
            all wrong, fashioned of goat’s hair, and too coarse and ashy, and did not suit the golden strands of hair visible betwixt
            cap and collar. To conceal her smooth skin she had exaggerated the side whiskers till they were as thick and long as a sailor’s.
         

         
         He bowed. “Good day.”

         
         She ducked her head, moved around him, and darted out of the shop.

         
         He followed.

         
         As he half expected and half hoped, she was waiting for him in an alley not far away. Entering the secluded close he went
            toward her.
         

         
         “You mustn’t tell my father,” she said without preamble. It did not surprise him. When they had spoken so briefly at Haiknayes
            she had been unconcerned with regular manners too.
         

         
         “The color of the whiskers is unsuitable,” he said.

         
         Her nose crinkled. “It is?”

         
         “It needs more yellow.” Yellow ochre. And perhaps a touch of raw sienna.

         
         She seemed to consider this. “I suppose you would know that, being a portrait artist.”

         
         “I would indeed,” he said, bridling his amusement.

         
         “Credible whiskers are remarkably difficult to come by.” There was no anger in the eyes now, only earnest concern. “How did
            you recognize me?”
         

         
         He stepped forward, closing the distance between them so that the precise shape and hues of her lips became clear to him—beautiful
            lips: nothing like the current fashion for red bows, instead wide and lushly pink.
         

         
         “I have cause to know these lips well.” Yet not well enough.

         
         Before his encounter with Elizabeth Shaw at Haiknayes Castle, he had never seen a woman’s lips and wanted immediately to touch
            them. Draw: yes. Paint: certainly. Touch: never.
         

         
         “And these eyes,” he added, because she was an unusual little woman and she did something to him—something alarming yet wholly
            pleasurable. She quickened his pulse.
         

         
         And she made him want to stand in an alleyway chatting about false whiskers.

         
         “At Haiknayes,” she said, “you drew my face perfectly after seeing me only once.”

         
         Not perfectly. But close.

         
         “You remember,” he said.

         
         “Of course I remember. I am not in my dotage, and you gave the picture to me. My father believed one of my friends drew it. He put a frame on it and hung it in the parlor. I pretended it fell off the
            wall while being dusted and the glass shattered. I told him I would take it to the shop to have the glass replaced but I threw
            it in the trash bin.”
         

         
         He laughed.

         
         Her brows perked. “You are not offended?”

         
         “Of course not.”

         
         “Truly?”

         
         “If I wished, I could draw your face a hundred more times.”

         
         She blinked. “I must go.” She glanced toward the alley’s end. “I’ve elsewhere to be just now.”

         
         “A gentlemen’s club?” He folded his arms. “Or a gaming hell? Perhaps the local public house?”

         
         The lips twitched. “That is the simplest kind of humor.”

         
         “Well, you don’t plan to attend a ladies’ sewing circle in this ensemble.” He allowed his gaze to travel down the heavy coat
            and trousers. She had most certainly bound her breasts, but there was no disguising the subtle flare of her hips. “Do you?”
         

         
         “You are absurd. You won’t tell anybody, will you?”

         
         She had no reason to expect his discretion. And he was enjoying the dart that formed at the bridge of her nose, the shape
            of it like a pair of stalwart lovers forever separated by a mountain. Her beauty was conventional, a mingling of Scottish
            clarity and English delicacy. Yet the changeability of her features fascinated him.
         

         
         He found any sort of freedom of motion maddening—and inspiring.

         
         “I should like to know the reason for your disguise,” he said.

         
         “I wanted to assess whether I could pass as a man,” she said in a tone that suggested she thought him a simpleton. But he
            was accustomed to this. Even in this city of learning, and despite the popularity in fashionable society of all things Ottoman,
            he was occasionally treated to the scorn of people who believed the hue of his skin or his foreign features rendered him dull-witted,
            irrational, violent, cruel, or rapacious.
         

         
         Yet this woman’s eyes shone not with insult but sincerity.

         
         “Congratulations for succeeding,” he said. “Almost.”

         
         “I might as easily ask what you were doing there.”
         

         
         “Enjoying the vision of a pretty girl disguised as a youth.”

         
         Like sunlight sparking off the Mediterranean, her eyes flared. Abruptly she moved past him. He watched her lithe legs and
            straight back and stride that was far too confident for a woman.
         

         
         “Miss Shaw, forgive my impertinence.”

         
         She paused. “I saw the portrait you did of the duke and duchess. It is very good.”

         
         That portrait of the Duke and Duchess of Loch Irvine was not “very good.” It was brilliant. Light and dark. Mystery and familiarity.
            Action and peace. Passion and reason. He had painted every facet of the pair in sublime balance.
         

         
         Looking into the bright eyes now, he saw that Miss Shaw was well aware of this.

         
         So this little woman of the earnest brow knew how to tease too. He should have anticipated that.

         
         His body’s reaction to this realization was, however, something of a surprise. Perhaps those slender legs were the trouble.
            Or thoughts of her breasts. Or the plump curve of her lower lip. Or the fact that she was standing before him dressed as a
            boy, duping everyone, yet apparently expecting him to keep her confidence.
         

         
         “You will not tell anybody, will you?” she said. “The duke or Amarantha?”

         
         “I believe they are in the countryside.”

         
         “That was a non-answer,” she said. “Will you?”

         
         “Your secret is safe with me.”

         
         “In truth?”

         
         He nodded.

         
         “Thank you.” With a swift sweep of her gaze up and down his body, she hurried off around the corner.

         
         Ziyaeddin walked the remainder of the route to his house slowly. Even when the way was long and his hip and back cramped,
            he disliked hiring a chair. Walking, he could study people.
         

         
         Yet when he entered the foyer of his house, which was cool in the damp Caledonian fashion, he realized he had seen nothing
            of his surroundings for many minutes. He had been thinking of her.
         

         
         Those lips.
         

         
         Those damnable lips.

         
         A letter sat on the silver dish on the foyer table, the name Ibrahim Kent written across its well-worn exterior. It had traveled many miles, and he recognized the hand that had addressed it. He had
            received such letters before.
         

         
         
            Greetings and blessings upon you, sir.

         

         His sister’s servant in the palace, Ali, never wrote anything in these letters that could identify any of them—no salutation,
            no name, no title—in the event that those unsympathetic to his mistress intercepted them.
         

         
         
            She bids me beg you remain as you are, for he fears your return and does not cease his threats against those loyal to you.
               She insists that a time will come soon when your return will place none in peril. Until then, she bids you peace, as do I.
            

         

         Ziyaeddin folded the letter and took it to the kitchen stove to burn. Then he went into his studio and penned a letter to
            London.
         

         
         Again and again in seven years the foreign secretary had made Britain’s position on the matter clear. Bide your time, Your Highness. The situation is too volatile, the Russians too powerful, the Ottomans too uneasy, and Iran
               too little prepared for another war. If the tsar believes his ally now ruling Tabir to be weak, it would disrupt every other
               land in the region. Britain will come to the aid of Your Highness in time. We only await the ideal moment.

         
         In seven years nothing had changed: Westminster was still refusing aid; his sister was still a prisoner in the palace in which
            their father had once benevolently ruled; and he, heir to that realm, was still helpless, thousands of miles away where fate
            had thrown him. Yet his sister bid him to remain here.
         

         
         After years of exile, captivity, and assassination attempts, the false identity he had adopted allowed him some peace. But
            he could not be content. What sort of man allowed his sister to be bound in a forced marriage with his enemy? What sort of
            son would not burn to avenge his father’s assassination?
         

         
         Disguise and fettered desire: these were the measure of his life now.

         
         He would not keep Elizabeth Shaw’s secret because she had asked it of him. He would keep it because he understood her.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2
The Desire

         
         Libby slipped into the butler’s pantry, hastily pulling off her cap and coat. The lecture had gone overlong and then that
            man had further delayed her.
         

         
         That man.
         

         
         Two and a half years ago when she had first encountered him he had discombobulated her too. He knocked her off balance, which
            was absurd given that he walked on a peg, not she.
         

         
         He was too mysterious for her liking. Most people believed him to be Turkish, but he spoke many languages—Turkish, Persian,
            French, Russian, English, and some even said Arabic. He was a wildly popular portrait artist. Wealthy people commissioned
            his work for huge sums, and he appeared in the Edinburgh gossip columns as often as he went into society, which seemed to
            be infrequently by choice. Fashionable hostesses adored him. Gorgeously well-spoken and young, having fully adopted British
            dress and entirely eschewed whiskers, Mr. Ibrahim Kent was both exotically foreign and comfortably familiar. Apparently to
            high society that made him the ideal party guest.
         

         
         Yet he remained largely a mystery. Why didn’t anybody know from where exactly he had come? Why should it be secret?

         
         Libby didn’t like mysteries. They made her feel itchy and unsettled.

         
         But she believed he would not expose her. The Duke of Loch Irvine had always been very kind to her, and Mr. Kent was his close
            friend. She trusted Mr. Kent’s word.
         

         
         She was peeling the side whiskers from her cheeks painfully when Iris Tate appeared in the doorway and burst into laughter.

         
         “Whiskers and muslin! Mama needn’t take me to London for a season after all, for I’ve seen everything there is to see now.”

         
         “Come button me up.” Grabbing a pot of oil from the hiding spot, Libby shoved her trousers, shirt, and all the other bits
            of her disguise under the empty wine rack and started cleaning off the adhesive. “Have the movers finished?”
         

         
         “They are loading your father’s trunks onto the carriage now. They’re to take yours to Miss Alice’s house afterward. By the
            by, Alice’s housekeeper has the fever and she is worried you might take it too.”
         

         
         “I never take fevers. I have a strong constitution.” It made her the ideal candidate for the medical profession, if only the
            profession allowed women. “Thank you for helping me with this, Iris. You are a dear friend.”
         

         
         “I would invite you to come stay with me while your father is gone, but I would never inflict Mama on you. There! You look
            like a woman again, except for the red splotches around your lips.”
         

         
         Libby rubbed salve into her raw skin. “I must find a less abrasive adhesive. And more comfortable trousers.”

         
         “You cannot attend again anyway, not as a boy,” Iris said. “Now that you will be living two miles away in Leith at Alice’s
            house, you will be too far away from the college. And where would you change into those clothes without detection? At Tabitha’s
            shop?”
         

         
         “I cannot. She was wonderful to make these clothes so I could move secretly about the docks.” When Libby and her father had
            lived in Leith, Tabitha had applauded Libby’s need to treat the wounds and minor illnesses of poor sailors off the merchant
            ships. “But after Thomas discovered it and told my father, I cannot ask Tabitha to keep this secret from him. An intimate
            relationship between a wife and husband must be built on trust.”
         

         
         “I suppose,” Iris said with the blithe shrug of a fifteen-year-old.

         
         “It really must, Iris.” Yet here she was, keeping the secret from her father, whom she loved more than anyone in the world.
            “It is positively criminal that I cannot apprentice with a surgeon as myself.”
         

         
         “Elizabeth?” her father called from the front of the house. “Is that you?”

         
         “Coming, Papa!”

         
         The foyer was a familiar scene: her father surrounded by luggage. Through the open doorway she could see men hauling a traveling
            trunk toward the coach. She and her father frequently changed residences, following his aristocratic patients and projects
            for the police. Now they were moving again, this time, however, separating: he to London and she back to Leith to live with
            their friend Alice Campbell.
         

         
         “I am here, Papa,” she said.

         
         At sixty, Dr. John Shaw had health and intelligence and kind, wise eyes, and now also a yearlong invitation from the Royal
            College of Physicians in London to lecture on his expertise: medical forensics.
         

         
         “The driver wishes to depart. Where have you been?”

         
         “At the bookshop.” It wasn’t untrue.
         

         
         “Libby,” Iris said, “I will call on you at Miss Alice’s. Bon voyage, Dr. Shaw.”

         
         Libby cast Iris a grateful look as she went out.

         
         “I am very excited for you for your grand adventure, Papa. You will be splendid at the Royal College.”

         
         “I hope I can be of use there,” he said with the customary humility she admired.

         
         “Allow me to go with you.”

         
         “You will be happier here, Elizabeth. Among friends.”

         
         In familiar places, he meant.
         

         
         “I could be happy with you in London.”

         
         He withdrew a kerchief from a pocket, and from another pocket the lorgnette he used for examinations, and began to polish
            the glass. This was difficult for him too.
         

         
         “You must remember what happened the last time we lived in London,” he said.

         
         What happened. An understatement. Plunged into unfamiliar places, with all of her daily habits upset, she had felt overwhelmed and had
            swiftly lost weight, could not leave the house, and eventually refused to allow him to leave it either.
         

         
         “Papa, that was years ago.” Before she learned to love medicine—before she had found such satisfaction in studying the bones,
            muscles and nerves that made the human body move and run and dance and swim in rivers and climb mountains. “I believe I could
            be happy in London if—”
         

         
         “If you could apprentice with Charles Bell.” He tucked the lorgnette and linen in the same pocket. “Elizabeth, what makes
            you believe that Mr. Bell will take you on as an apprentice when no surgeon in Edinburgh will?”
         

         
         “I have read every one of his books and essays,” she said, plucking out the kerchief, folding it, and replacing it in the
            correct pocket. “I know more about anatomy and practical surgery than many surgeons you know. You have said so your—”
         

         
         “Women will never be admitted to the medical profession, Elizabeth. You are twenty, old enough to accept this finally.”

         
         Words died in her mouth. She shook her head.

         
         His features softened.

         
         “I have upset you,” he said. “And only minutes before I must leave.”

         
         “You have not said anything I do not already know, of course. You are weary of me,” slipped from between her lips before she
            could catch it.
         

         
         “Elizabeth.”

         
         “Are you?” It was unfair of her to ask, but the need for reassurance pressed at her urgently, as needs often did—questions
            that required immediate answers, worries that sought immediate reassurance. The mother she never knew had suffered from the
            same small madness. Unchecked, the unrelenting need had eventually driven her to her death. “Are you, Papa?”
         

         
         “Of course not.” But his tone hinted at impatience. He had long believed she would grow out of this too. Rather, he had hoped
            it. Yet she had disappointed him in that hope.
         

         
         He took her hands into his, the dry and warm and wonderful hands of a physician. Raised entirely by her father, cared for
            and given ample affection, she adored him.
         

         
         “Daughter, you must accept reality.”

         
         “Papa, how will the profession begin to even consider admitting women if qualified women do not seek admittance?”

         
         “I have no doubt there has never been a woman more qualified to apprentice to a surgeon than you, my brilliant child. I wish
            I could change the world for you. It pains me that I cannot.”
         

         
         She could bear his pain no more easily than her own.

         
         “You are the best father imaginable.” She squeezed his hands. “I will miss you.”

         
         “You know what you must do now, Elizabeth. Here in Edinburgh and in Leith are young women of conversation with whom you can
            make friends so that your days will not be so aimless.”
         

         
         “They are not aimless. I am studying, Papa. You know that. And Iris, Tabitha, and Alice are the best friends a person could
            wish.”
         

         
         “Iris Tate is a child, Tabitha Bellarmine has a husband and shop now to concern her, and Alice Campbell, while an excellent
            person, is forty years your senior. You need friends of your own situation.” Taking up his light medical case, he paused at
            the open door. “The choices you make, Elizabeth, affect others.”
         

         
         She hated the worry etching his features. He needed reassurance now too.

         
         “I will try to make new friends, if you wish. I promise.”

         
         He started out.

         
         “Papa,” she said to his back, the need tightening her throat. “Please tell me that you are not weary of me.”

         
         “How could you ever imagine it?”

         
         “Say it, please.” She needed to hear the words.

         
         “I am not weary of you,” he said patiently. “God be with you, my dear child.”

         
         But God was never with her, only that fierce need telling her what to do and say.

         
         When the carriage drew away from the house she watched until it disappeared from view, because the need told her to do that
            too.
         

         
          

         Ziyaeddin awoke from the dream in much the same manner he always did: soaked in sweat and probably shouting.

         
         He wasn’t entirely certain about the shouting. He had not kept a manservant in years. Now in the middle of the night there
            was no one to rush into his bedchamber with a worried frown asking ridiculous questions and begging to aid him. The housekeeper
            came daily except Sundays, and the manservant came thrice weekly. He lived humbly and preferred it that way, especially when
            the dream came.
         

         
         Yet the usual images did not linger before his eyes now open to the darkness: fire and wicked smoke against a sapphire sky.
            No scent of desperation filled his nostrils. No panic compressed his lungs. Instead his bedchamber was redolent of the coming
            winter, and before his eyes was a pair of lips.
         

         
         Rubbing a hand over his face, he shrugged into his dressing gown.

         
         The house was narrow, flanked on either side by similar houses. He had not purchased it for its fine wood paneling in the
            parlor or elegant façade or lofty foyer, but for this single-story hexagonal chamber with north-facing windows and two adjacent
            smaller chambers. He lived entirely here, where the light was clean.
         

         
         Crossing the studio past his current piece, a trio of fair Scottish maidens, he went into the little chamber he used as a
            workroom. He reached for a portfolio tucked behind the worktable and drew forth the pages within.
         

         
         In the lamp glow her features in pencil and pen were as familiar to him now as they had been in the daylight of Surgeons’
            Hall, the bookshop, and the alley. The whiskers notwithstanding, he would have been a fool not to recognize her.
         

         
         On their first encounter at Haiknayes she had entered the library where he was reading, and he had seen her standing there
            beneath a grotesque of Saint George and told her she resembled nothing less than an angel at the feet of the triumphant Lucifer.
            She had departed as abruptly as she had appeared.
         

         
         Then he had drawn these.

         
         Mobility. Feeling. Thought. They were all so thoroughly on the surface of her features, as though, unlike all others in this
            land of curious constraint, she alone had never learned to mask her thoughts and emotions, or simply did not care to.
         

         
         But he had never gotten the lips right.

         
         He carried the drawings to the easel, set the lamp beside him, and found a pencil.

         
         By the time he finished, dawn was arriving. It was too late to return to bed, and the pain was too great from sitting for
            so long. But satisfaction hummed through him now and he required no sleep.
         

         
         He dressed, donned his hat and coat, and went in search of coffee. For in this city thousands of leagues from his home he
            was not Ziyaeddin Mirza, Prince of Tabir, surrounded by servants and sycophants to do his bidding. He had not been that in
            seventeen years.
         

         
         Here he was simple Ibrahim Kent, portraitist. And honest labor made a man hungry.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3
Inspiration

         
         “How do you manage to contrive such clever golden curls, Miss Shaw?” The speaker was young and fashionably gowned. Her lips smiled,
            but her eyes did not.
         

         
         The little group of society maidens had been discussing the clothing and hair of other people at the party for a quarter of
            an hour already. None of them had spoken to Libby since she had approached them, until now.
         

         
         “I haven’t anything to do with the qualities of my hair, actually,” Libby said. “Children naturally possess the physical traits
            of their parents. For instance, you and your brother share the same straight brown hair and hazel eyes, due to your father
            and mother’s similar traits.”
         

         
         “Is that so?” the girl drawled without any evidence of interest, then turned her body, blocking Libby from the circle entirely.

         
         “Sister,” a man said laughingly at Libby’s shoulder, “you are snubbing Miss Shaw.”

         
         “Dear me, brother, how beastly of me.” Her painted lips shaped an insincere smile. “What would you like to converse about
            now, Miss Shaw? Teeth and chins, I daresay?”
         

         
         Her friends tittered appreciatively.

         
         “Come now, sister,” her brother said with a grin. “Play nice.”

         
         “This isn’t play,” Libby said. “This is the most common form of social dominating. Your sister has brought attention to a
            trait of mine that others consider attractive, my blond curls, and wishes to be noticed instead of me. So she noted it first,
            aloud, while however insulting me to show others she has power over me. But I have no ambitions so she needn’t worry. None
            of you have read A Treatise on Exclusion by Mr. Harper of the Plinian Society, have you?”
         

         
         They all stared at her as though she had grown floppy ears and fangs.

         
         “No. Of course not,” she muttered, feeling the hated heat rise in her cheeks. “Good evening.” Pivoting, she heard one of them
            whisper, “She is such a child.”
         

         
         Walking swiftly past the clusters of people, Libby left the drawing room.

         
         She had come to this party solely so that she could write to her father that she had, and to please her half-sister, Lady
            Constance Sterling, who liked to bring her along to parties hosted by physicians, like this one, so Libby might become acquainted
            with young men who shared her interest in medicine.
         

         
         Now Constance was chatting merrily with a cluster of lawyers and politicians who, though she was married, still enjoyed flirting
            with her. Constance was very beautiful, heiress to a duke, and delightful. She did not know that the last thing on earth Libby
            wanted was a beau, and that her father’s wish for her to marry was so painful that she could barely think about it without
            her palms growing damp.
         

         
         Most of Edinburgh physicians’ houses had good libraries. When her mind was busy acquiring information, it quieted. She would
            find the library here and regain her equilibrium.
         

         
         Ahead, the glow of candlelight peeked through a door that stood partially ajar. She pushed it open and discovered her goal,
            well stocked and with comfortable furniture.
         

         
         “Excellent,” she said.

         
         A feminine cry of distress came from across the room. A man’s thick grunts followed.

         
         Libby had heard such noises before. Living wherever her father’s patients required, in the homes of wealthy families with
            randy sons and unwilling servants, hiding in stairwells and cabinets, she had seen.
         

         
         She rushed forward around the sofa.

         
         There was abruptly a lot of movement: the woman dragging a sumptuous gown up over her breasts, the man leaping up from between
            the woman’s thighs and clutching the open fall of his breeches to cover his genitals, and both of them gaping at her as though
            they had caught her half naked and not the reverse.
         

         
         “Oh, it’s only her,” the woman whispered. Her jewels tinkled as she giggled.

         
         So. Apparently neither unwilling nor a servant.

         
         Libby pinned her gaze to the floor as they made sounds of putting themselves in order. Then, with laughter and more giggles,
            they were gone.
         

         
         She felt cold all over, and a little nauseated.

         
         Moving to a bookcase, she plucked out a volume. But the words entrapped her, and she looped back again and again to memorize
            them. She could not remember them well enough, yet she must.
         

         
         Shoving the book onto the shelf, she put her back to it and tried—tried to draw slow, even breaths. She needed her surgical instruments in her hands now, or her model bones, to touch and feel and
            know their familiar shapes again. They would calm her enough to be able to read. They always did.
         

         
         Casting her gaze about for such an object, she caught the gleam of a painting illumined by the hearth’s light.

         
         Done upon some ancient mythological theme, it featured a woman draped in filmy white cloth that amply revealed the curves
            of her hips and breasts and even her aroused nipples. Beneath a pomegranate tree she danced, her arms and legs and neck gracefully
            lissome. Before her knelt a man clad in a suggestion of a cloth about his loins. With both hands he was offering her fruit.
         

         
         Moving toward it, Libby stared at the god’s glorious body. Endowed in the musculature, like a laboring man, but one who had
            plenty of nourishment to support thick muscles, he was likewise lush, and anatomically perfect. Even his position kneeling
            before the woman was balanced; Libby could practically feel his knees digging into the earth, his heels against his buttocks,
            the shifting muscles in his limbs. The woman was the same: ideal without exaggeration. They were both entirely human and gloriously
            divine.
         

         
         Libby sighed. To be able to study the human body freely—as this artist obviously had—and to understand it so well was her
            dream.
         

         
         The artist had made his signature in the lower corner, barely visible against the dark grass: I. Kent.
         

         
         Now she understood how he had recognized her despite the disguise, and how two and a half years ago, after speaking with her
            for only minutes, he had drawn her face with perfect accuracy. To render the human form and features so honestly as he had
            done in this painting, a man must perceive them as few did.
         

         
         Abruptly the sounds of conversation in the drawing room came into the library and the young gentleman from earlier entered.

         
         “Miss Shaw,” he said, closing the door. “My sister feared that you took offense at her teasing and bid me come after you to
            beg your pardon.”
         

         
         “Pardon granted,” she said, crossing the room. “Good night.”

         
         “I cannot be happy unless I am certain you know she meant you no insult.”

         
         “Of course she meant insult. But I am nearly impervious to slights, so it hardly—”

         
         He moved swiftly, blocking her exit.

         
         “Miss Shaw, allow me to seize this rare opportunity of privacy to tell you how ardently I admire you.”

         
         “Admire me? You don’t even know me.”

         
         “I have been watching you from afar, afraid to make myself known to you.”

         
         “That is certainly a lie, for I haven’t any great beauty to admire from afar. Please, sir, I wish to leave this room now.”

         
         “You must believe me, Miss Shaw. I haven’t approached you before because I was—well—intimidated.” He offered a crooked smile.
            “You must know that you make a man feel weak and foolish.”
         

         
         “That is ridiculous. A woman cannot make a man anything he is not already.” She reached around him for the door handle. “Now
            you must—”
         

         
         He grabbed her shoulders and his mouth descended upon hers. Then his arms were around her and his tongue pushing at her lips.

         
         Libby tore her mouth away and shoved against him. “Release me now or I will scream.”

         
         “That you haven’t already shows me you want this.”

         
         That she had not already was because she loved Constance and her father and did not wish to shame them. She had come into
            this room alone. For years she had known better.
         

         
         She hauled her knee into his groin.

         
         He staggered back, gasping and clutching his crotch.

         
         Hurrying back to the party, she found Constance and her husband, Saint.

         
         On the carriage ride home, she barely attended to Constance and Saint’s conversation.

         
         “Libby,” Constance said after a time. “Did you hate it so much?”

         
         Yes. “No.” She wanted to ask Constance why a man would thrust his tongue into a woman’s mouth. And if it was uncomfortable doing
            sexual congress on a sofa. And what exactly happened when two people who were engaged in sexual congress were interrupted
            in the middle of it.
         

         
         “You seem distressed,” Constance said, and kindly.

         
         The need to ask the questions was climbing up Libby’s throat and tightening her chest. “I cannot speak of it now,” she forced
            herself to say.
         

         
         “I saw you escape to the library. What did you discover there?” Constance knew distraction helped. She was a wonderful sister.

         
         “A painting. It was beautiful.” Extraordinary.

         
         “That reminds me of excellent news I heard this evening, Libby. It seems that just as your father is traveling to London,
            Mr. Charles Bell is journeying here to Edinburgh for a brief visit to deliver a trio of lectures at the Academy. Isn’t this
            marvelous? You will finally have your dream of hearing him lecture.”
         

         
         Libby’s dream was not to hear Mr. Charles Bell lecture, but to apprentice with him.

         
         “How did Libby’s mention of a painting in the library remind you of Charles Bell?” Saint said.

         
         “Mr. Bell is an artist.”

         
         “I thought he was a surgeon.”

         
         “He is both,” Libby said. “His artistic studies have allowed him to understand the body better than any other surgeon or physician
            in—” Her heartbeats were abruptly quick. “In Scotland.”
         

         
         An idea was forming, a brilliant idea that could enable her to formally study surgical medicine.

         
         Only one man could make it possible: a reclusive portraitist whose mysteriousness would be the ticket to her dream.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 4
A Proposal

         
         The knocker sounded precisely as the sun withdrew its blade from the scabbard of the horizon and set the girls beneath his
            brush aglow. For this reason he had positioned the canvas as close to the window as possible, to capture the light required
            to bring these insipid maidens to life.
         

         
         The clack came again at the front door.

         
         It was early for his housekeeper to arrive, and unusual for her to forget her key. But Ziyaeddin had been sitting too long.
            He needed to move. Snuffing the lamp, he went forward through the house still sunk in darkness as the knocker clacked thrice
            more.
         

         
         He opened the door not on Mrs. Coutts but on a young woman.

         
         “I need your help,” she said. She wore a straw hat atop her riot of golden curls, which were cinched with a ribbon, a plain
            cloak of unbecoming brown wool over a likewise dull gown. Yet her cheeks were bright with morning’s chill and her breaths
            puffed into quick little silvery clouds.
         

         
         No insipid maiden, this one.

         
         “We are clothed according to our sex this morning, it appears,” he said.

         
         “It appears we are,” she said, giving him that up-and-down sweep of appraisal that she had in the alley. “Do invite me in.”

         
         Briefly, Ziyaeddin considered his options.

         
         Those lips. Unconcealed this time by false whiskers.
         

         
         He opened the door wide.

         
         “Why did you answer the door?” she said. “That is, I am glad you did. It is much more convenient than waiting in a parlor
            for you to see me, which is what I assumed would happen. Actually, I thought I would probably be turned away, but I brought
            a calling card in that event. Do you not have servants?”
         

         
         “They have not yet arrived. I don’t suppose you noticed it is barely dawn.”

         
         “Of course I have. I couldn’t wait.” She seemed to balance on her toes. “Shall we go to the parlor now?”

         
         He gestured toward the parlor door.

         
         “Oh, I like this!” She circled the chamber, then halted at its precise center. “It is perfect.”

         
         Perfect for what, he could not imagine. She did not seem the sort of young woman to be happy sitting at a tea table for long.

         
         “Don’t you?” she said.

         
         “Don’t I?”

         
         “Don’t you have round-the-clock servants?”

         
         “I don’t. Miss Shaw, I am under the impression you are not aware that this is an unusual call.”

         
         “I know it is. But I don’t care about social conventions and I assumed you don’t either. You are obviously a recluse. Amarantha
            says you rarely go anywhere even though you are invited everywhere and that you even declined an invitation from the Academy
            of Edinburgh to lecture on painting. And you said that you would not tell anyone I had gone to the dissection dressed as a
            man, so you are unconventional too.”
         

         
         “An impressive list of evidence, to be sure. Nevertheless, as a gentleman it behooves me to note that you should not in fact
            be in a bachelor’s home, even at dawn.”
         

         
         “Then you are unmarried?”

         
         That a frisson of warning slid through him now, accompanied by a rather focused awakening, made him pause a moment before
            he replied.
         

         
         “I am.”

         
         “Excellent,” she said. “That will make this much easier. A wife might need to know all of your business and that could ruin
            everything.”
         

         
         Ziyaeddin had allowed her into the house from curiosity and because the Duke of Loch Irvine, the man to whom he owed his life,
            and the duke’s wife held great affection for her. He was reconsidering the wisdom of that decision.
         

         
         “You have succeeded,” he said. “I am thoroughly perplexed. What could my nonexistent wife ruin by knowing?”

         
         “The subterfuge in which I am hoping you will engage with me. Soon. Beginning today, if possible. Time is of the essence.
            Charles Bell will arrive in Edinburgh momentarily and I haven’t any time to waste if I am to convince him.”
         

         
         “Convince him of what?”

         
         “To help me become a surgeon.”

         
         He stood entirely still, saying nothing, and the urge to say more pressed at Libby. Instead, she counted silently. Waiting
            for any response was extraordinarily difficult for her. But her father had taught her that men often had difficulty following
            her speech; her mind moved too quickly for them.
         

         
         Nothing about Mr. Kent moved at all. He was remarkably still.
         

         
         “A surgeon,” he finally said.

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “It has been my impression—correct me if I am mistaken—that in this country women do not practice medicine,” he said as though
            they were conversing about any subject. A good sign. Perhaps this man’s mind moved more rapidly than most men’s.
         

         
         “That is not precisely true. There are women all over Britain with medical knowledge who are wonderfully capable of caring
            for patients. It is in fact perhaps the strongest point in our case, as regards mere power, both physical and intellectual,
            that women have been able to do so much while debarred from the advantages of early education open to most men. Women are
            midwives and nurses. We are not permitted to be physicians and surgeons.”
         

         
         “You wish to be the first.”

         
         “I don’t care if I am the first. I only wish to be a surgeon. Not one of those hack barbers that removes teeth and such.” The sort that lopped off men’s
            limbs in battlefield hospitals, that had no doubt done so to this man’s lower leg. Mr. Kent was young, but old enough to have
            fought as a youth in war. “I don’t wish to hang a red and white striped pole before my shop. I wish to be a true scientist,
            the sort of surgeon that understands the complexity of the human body and, through that understanding, heals people.”
         

         
         “Your ambition is admirable, Miss Shaw.”

         
         “Rather, it is rational. I am more intelligent than most men, and my father gave me an excellent education in mathematics,
            chemistry, and mechanical philosophy, not to mention Latin and some Greek and of course the modern languages. I am already
            remarkably learned in medicine from studying independently and from assisting my father for years.”
         

         
         “I see. I don’t, however, see what your rational ambition has to do with me.”

         
         “To become a surgeon, I must first apprentice under the direction of an established master surgeon.”

         
         “Aha. Thus your interest in Mr. Bell.”

         
         Her heart skipped. “You know of Charles Bell?”

         
         “I have made his acquaintance.”

         
         “You have? How? He has lived in London for decades.”
         

         
         “I came to know him at the Royal Academy there.”

         
         “Where the greatest artists in Britain gather?” This was too good to be true. “How extraordinary! But you are exceptionally
            talented, after all.”
         

         
         He lifted a single brow. “Am I, then?”

         
         “Of course you are. I said that about the portrait of the duke and Amarantha to tease you as you were teasing me. This is
            marvelous! Even better than I imagined. Last night I saw one of your paintings hanging in a physician’s house. The figures
            were beautiful. You must have spoken with Mr. Bell at the Academy about painting the human form.”
         

         
         “If you have come seeking painting lessons, Miss Shaw, you have come to the wrong man. But you needn’t despair. There are
            plenty of artists in Edinburgh happy to teach painting to fashionable young ladies.”
         

         
         “I am not at all fashionable and I don’t need those men. I need you.”

         
         His gaze sharpened for a moment. Then he gestured with his hand that she should continue. He had beautiful hands, long-fingered
            and graceful. He walked with such awkwardness: the pole that served him as a right foot and ankle made his stride uneven.
            That he could break his stillness now with such a satiny gesture startled her.
         

         
         She could not lose courage. Her future depended on this.

         
         “I would like to commission you to paint a few pictures,” she said. “Of people. The figures must be at least as unclothed
            as those in the painting I saw last night. And it would be best if they were of sick or injured people, the sort that Charles
            Bell paints.”
         

         
         “You have come here to commission work on behalf of your father?”

         
         “No. My father is in London now, for an entire year in fact. I want these paintings for myself.”

         
         He regarded her thoughtfully while the pressure rose in Libby to continue speaking. His eyes were full of perception, rich
            dark brown with long, ebony lashes. There was a quality to the set of his mouth that suggested natural arrogance yet an unwillingness
            to actually be arrogant. She could not imagine those full lips sneering, not even in mock pleasure as the rapacious young man had done at
            the party the night before.
         

         
         “My work is not inexpensive,” he said.

         
         “That is inconsequential.” If she must, she would borrow the money.

         
         “Unfortunately, my schedule is full at present.”

         
         “Yes. I have heard your works are sought after. You are outrageously fashionable. Everybody wants a portrait by the Turk.
            You must know they call you that? Not by your name. Only the Turk. It is disrespectful. Although it’s true that you are unique
            in Edinburgh. That is, there are plenty of foreign sailors in Leith, of course, and many other foreigners, in this city too.
            Why, there is a taxidermist from Jamaica right down the street from here. But I don’t believe foreign portrait artists crowd Britain’s salons, at least no more foreign than Americans or Irishmen.”
         

         
         “At least.” He was smiling a bit now, barely, but it made him even handsomer. A suggestion of morning whiskers ran along his
            jaw and about his mouth, carving his lean cheeks into further shadow. She had rarely seen a gentleman unshaven. It rendered
            his good looks rather fierce.
         

         
         “Certainly no other Turkish portrait artists,” she added. “Are you actually Turkish? Some people who have traveled abroad
            with the East India Company or the military believe you may be Persian rather than Turkish. They wonder aloud why you wear
            no beard or robes or turban. You can tell me.”
         

         
         “Yet I will not.”

         
         “As you wish. Still, I think it’s shabby that gossips do not refer to you by name, although of course the newspapers mostly
            do.”
         

         
         “I appreciate your concern. My schedule is still full.”

         
         “They could be small paintings.”

         
         He smiled again, but only a slight lift of one side of his lips.

         
         “Very small paintings,” she said.

         
         “Aha, I see. Then perhaps I could do one or two very small pieces. Between other projects.” A teasing gleam lit his eyes.

         
         She ignored it.

         
         “The sooner the better,” she said. “And the pictures must include a particular detail.”

         
         “What detail is that, Miss Shaw?”

         
         “I require my name at the bottom. As the artist.”

         
         The amusement drained from his features.

         
         “I do not mean you any insult,” she said hastily. “I assure you.”

         
         “And yet,” he said shortly.

         
         “Truly. Anybody would be proud to hang one of your paintings on her wall. I don’t know why that physician had his hidden away
            in his library, except perhaps some callers wouldn’t like the scantily clad god and goddess. Most people are uncomfortable
            with nudity. As a student of medicine, of course, I am not. It is only that Mr. Bell must believe I painted the paintings.”
         

         
         “Must he?” The muscles in his jaw had contracted and the sinews in his neck were tight, and abruptly Libby realized that he
            was not fully dressed. He wore a dark dressing gown over trousers and a shirt without stock or cravat. He had not even buttoned
            the shirt at the neck, leaving the hollow at the base of his throat and the contours of the clavicle wholly visible. And beautiful.
         

         
         From skin to bones, every part of the human body always fascinated her. Never, however, had she studied another person and
            felt hot tingles erupt in her own body.
         

         
         She dragged her attention up to his eyes.

         
         “Yes,” she pushed out between her lips. “No man will seriously consider me for an apprenticeship. Occasionally my father’s
            colleagues and friends speak with me about medicine, and some have even admitted they’re impressed with my knowledge. But
            Mr. Charles Bell is unique. His work is original and brilliant. I think this is because he has learned about the body through
            studying art, and he uses his own paintings and drawings to teach others. If he sees that beyond our mutual love of medical
            science I am also a talented painter of the human form, he might believe that I have enough natural ability to study medicine.
            He could aid me in finding a surgeon to take me on as an apprentice and also help me gain admittance to a school to study
            anatomy and chemistry. He has enormous influence, still, despite his falling out with the instructors of anatomy that precipitated
            his move to London.” She gripped her hands together. “Don’t you see? With the support of a man of Mr. Bell’s eminence, I could
            become a real surgeon. An excellent surgeon.”
         

         
         “I begin to suspect you could.”

         
         “Do you?”

         
         “Your mind clearly functions outside of the usual tracks. But I will put no one’s name on my work save my own, least of all
            a woman’s.”
         

         
         Panic was bleeding into her. “You say woman with such scorn.”
         

         
         “I do not paint watercolors of flowers, Miss Shaw.”

         
         “Exactly. You paint the human form, which is precisely the reason I have not asked this of anyone else. I beg of you. Won’t
            you consider this commission?”
         

         
         “My answer remains no. This interview is at an end.” He walked into the foyer.

         
         Nerves splintering, she followed him.

         
         “I will pretend to be a young man again,” she said. “You may sign the name Joseph Smart to the pictures and be not ashamed.”

         
         The parlor had been pale with dawn through the open curtains. But the foyer was nearly dark and she became fully aware of
            his size. Above average height for a man, he was neither bulky nor slender, rather lean with broad shoulders. So close to
            him now she felt his energy, like the energy of a mighty river that had been dammed: power impeded, hidden behind calm.
         

         
         “Good day, Miss Shaw.”

         
         “Don’t you see?” she said. “It is the only way.”

         
         “I see that your imagination far outstrips mine. Do you truly believe you can succeed in pretending to Mr. Bell that you are
            a man and then reveal to him the truth once he has allowed you to fool everybody in Edinburgh, including him?”
         

         
         “It’s true: he would be furious.” She nodded. “It will be best to remain a man until I pass the entrance exams to the Royal
            College of Surgeons. Surgical apprenticeships are typically seven years, but I am already accomplished, and apprentices are
            allowed to sit for exams after four years if they wish. And of course I could take the diploma exams after three sessions.
            I have been my father’s informal apprentice for all intents and purposes since I was a child. Without a full apprenticeship
            I will simply have to pay a higher fee to become a fellow in the college. But if I must I will.”
         

         
         “Your dreams are impressive, Miss Shaw, as is your confidence. But your thinking is ludicrous. Not only will people recognize
            that you are a woman—”
         

         
         “They didn’t at the lecture.”

         
         “Consider your servants. Will you take them into your confidence, hoping that they will not betray you?” A razor seemed to
            slice each of his words now. “I assure you, one rarely knows from which direction betrayal will come until it is too late.”
         

         
         “I will find a way to conceal it from them.” She must.

         
         “What of your neighbors? When they see a young man who could be the twin of Miss Shaw leave and return to your house each
            day, for how long will they remain oblivious to the truth? A fortnight? A month?”
         

         
         Desperation was slithering through her. “You seem to have thought through this swiftly.”

         
         “I have some experience with concealment.”

         
         Libby knew little of him except that he had the friendship of the Duke and Duchess of Loch Irvine. And she knew of his extraordinary
            art. And now she knew that he lived alone. Without servants.
         

         
         “I will live here,” she said. “With you.”

         
         There was complete silence in which, in the foyer that was finally taking on the light of morning, she saw his features slacken.

         
         “You will most certainly not,” he said.

         
         “Don’t you see how ideal this is?” Excitement was scurrying up through her. “You rarely go out or entertain. Amarantha has
            said so. Now, finding yourself desirous of company, you will become the patron of a young surgical student. I will be a relative
            of a close friend of yours—the duke or somebody else you trust not to ask questions and who lives comfortably at a distance
            from Edinburgh. It will be the easiest story to tell your servants, I think, one they will certainly believe. Everybody else
            will too. You will take in this young surgical student to make him acquainted with Mr. Bell and others of the medical community.
            And he—I, that is—will accomplish the rest with my brilliance and hard work.”
         

         
         “But I am not in fact desirous of company.”

         
         “It is a pretense.”
         

         
         “And now you are not only a youth but a distant relative of a duke?”

         
         “My mother was actually a duchess.”

         
         The black brows rose. “Your mother?”

         
         “My father is not my real father. My mother was the Duchess of Read, but the Duke of Read is not the man who got me on her.
            I don’t know exactly how it happened, for she perished when I was an infant, and nobody speaks of it. John Shaw raised me
            as his own. He and the Duke of Read have been friends for decades, and we visited Read Castle frequently throughout my childhood.
            Constance and I share the same color hair, and I am the image of the portrait of the duchess that hangs on the wall at Read
            Castle. Even you would marvel at the likeness.”
         

         
         “Would I?” The cutting edge had gone from his tone.

         
         “In this house and neighborhood nobody will know that Joseph Smart is a woman. And I will have privacy to study. It is ideal,
            really. And I won’t bother you. I will hide myself away in a corner of the house that you don’t use. Is there a corner you
            don’t use? There must be. Without servants living here, there are probably empty servants’ quarters above, and you are unlikely
            to even go up there anyway.”
         

         
         “Aren’t I?”

         
         “Of course not. I can see quite clearly you walk with pain. And it wouldn’t be forever. Once I have proven myself equal to
            the men in my program—indeed, their superior—I will reveal the truth and they will all have to accept me. Please. You must
            help me.”
         

         
         “I mustn’t. Miss Shaw, this plan is preposterous, every detail of it.”

         
         “The greatest advances in science have come when people have attempted the preposterous. It is
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