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            Prologue

         
         
            Eton College, 1797

         

         It’s just the library door, not the entrance to Hell. Stop delaying.

         
         Sebastian Holloway tugged on his jacket cuffs, but no matter how much he pulled, his bony wrists protruded, proclaiming him
            to be firmly in the awkward stage of adolescence.
         

         
         Logically, he understood that this period in a young man’s life was temporary. Countless volumes had been written about it
            and not one of those esteemed scholars ever mentioned that some boys remained permanently fourteen. So it stood to reason
            that eventually, he’d stop growing like a dandelion and his clothes might fit properly for longer than two weeks.
         

         
         “You going in,” a voice growled behind him, “or are we going to stand here all day like a couple of sapskulls?”

         
         Seb whirled around to face Theodore Curtis, who glared at him from beneath a heavy fringe of dark hair.

         
         “I . . . uh . . .” Seb swallowed. Those two syllables were the first he’d ever spoken to Curtis. Normally, Seb gave the other
            boy a wide berth, given Curtis’s propensity for destroying school property and getting into fights.
         

         
         “For fuck’s sake.” Curtis rolled his eyes. He reached past Seb, grunting when Seb flinched, and planted his hand on the door.
            “We’re going to get extra punishment if we’re late.”
         

         
         Doubtless, Curtis spoke from experience. He was always being called before the headmaster, always being placed On the Bill
            for infractions, always getting flogged, but no matter how much penance he was forced to endure, it didn’t stop his unruly
            behavior.
         

         
         “Sorry,” Seb muttered. “First time here.”

         
         “I know.” Curtis pushed open the door. “I’d say do as I do, but you had better not. Unless you want a cane across your arse.”

         
         Seb followed Curtis into the library, but the rows of books didn’t calm his racing heart, and the neatly arranged tables didn’t
            stop the film of chilled sweat slicking his back.
         

         
         Three boys sat at tables scattered around the library, and they all turned toward him as he shuffled into the room.

         
         Paste seemed to fill his mouth as he looked at the boys he knew only by name. They were all in the same house, and were all
            of them in E block, but it didn’t matter—Seb had almost no interaction with them. There was Noel Edwards, Lord Clair and heir
            to the Duke of Rotherby. Though Clair was the same year as Seb, the other boy practically ruled the entirety of Eton, but
            not by force. Everyone, from students to teachers, sought his good opinion. If Clair decided that mutton pie was his favorite
            supper, all the boys would insist on eating mutton pie. He once showed up to class without tying back his hair, and the next
            day everyone’s hair was loose. Those boys who were part of Clair’s inner circle were an elite and favored few.
         

         
         Seb doubted Clair knew his name. Judging by the disinterested look in his eyes, it was a safe assumption.

         
         Sitting nearby was Duncan McCameron, a Scottish earl’s second son. McCameron sent a brief smile toward Seb. The football match
            they’d played together the other day had been a high point of the week, with their team trouncing the other boys. On the pitch,
            Seb didn’t feel like a tongue-tied clod, and the match’s win had gained him a measure of McCameron’s respect.
         

         
         The third boy gave Seb a tiny nod of recognition. Naturally. Seb and William Rowe weren’t friends, but they both dwelt on
            the edges of school society. At least Seb had a few chums. No one talked to Rowe. He rarely spoke, and when he did, it came
            out in an unintelligible mutter. A few whispered that he was mad, and most of the boys found him to be too eccentric to warrant
            an attempt at friendship.
         

         
         Seb took off his spectacles and rubbed them on the corner of his jacket. The gesture was so habitual, he barely noticed.

         
         Curtis strode past him, then threw himself into a seat and propped his feet up on a table.

         
         “Sit, Holloway,” McCameron said, not unkindly. “Eddings is going to be here any minute.”

         
         Seb grabbed the nearest chair and dropped into it. A strained silence fell.

         
         The door to the library opened again and Eddings, a senior boy, marched into the room. He went to stand in the middle of the
            chamber, planting his hands on his hips and gazing sourly at each of the boys. Seb sat up straighter.
         

         
         “As you can well imagine,” Eddings said without preamble, “I am decidedly unhappy that, rather than enjoying the half holiday,
            like everyone else at this sodding school, I am instead consigned to supervising you five miscreants.”
         

         
         Not once in his life had Seb been called a miscreant. Bookworm, perhaps. Misfit was favored by his brothers and cousins. But to be lumped into the same category as the lawbreaker Theodore Curtis? Appalling.
         

         
         Clair must have also taken offense to the term, because he raised his hand. “Sir, I don’t think I belong here.”

         
         “You most certainly do, Lord Clair.” Eddings sighed. “Like the others in this library today, you have committed serious offenses,
            and like the others, you will accept your punishment with grace. Can you guess what that punishment might be, Holloway?”
         

         
         Everyone looked at Seb, and a choking panic clutched him. Self-consciousness grabbed hold as he struggled to put words together.
            It was as though he was back at his family’s dining table, with his father’s sneering words ringing in his ears.
         

         
         “You can’t get respect in this world if you’re scribbling in that notebook all the sodding time. Always watching. Never taking
               charge. What do you have to say for yourself? Speak up, boy, or you’re hardly fit to call yourself my son.”

         
         Then, as now, Seb found himself struck mute. Each word was weighted, and he couldn’t heft them to construct even the most
            basic sentence. He’d been thrown from all his prepared scripts, and he didn’t know what to say.
         

         
         “Gone dumb, Holloway?” Eddings jeered.

         
         Clair glanced sharply at the senior boy. “Give him a chance to speak.”

         
         “It’s all right, Holloway,” McCameron said with surprising gentleness.

         
         To Seb’s utter surprise, Curtis added, “Take your time.”

         
         Rowe nodded encouragingly.

         
         Heat prickled Seb’s eyes, and he blinked back surprised tears. These four boys whom he barely knew offered him patience and
            acceptance—exactly what he could not find within his own blood family.
         

         
         Finally, Seb managed to ask, “What is our punishment?”
         

         
         “The house captain felt flogging was rather clichéd, so he decided that the five of you are to spend the next—” Eddings consulted
            his timepiece. “Eight hours and fifty-four minutes contemplating what brought you here today.”
         

         
         Clair and McCameron groaned, while Curtis snorted in derision. Both Rowe and Seb remained silent.

         
         “In addition,” the senior boy continued over the sounds of protest, “you will each pen an essay, the topic of which will be
            your thoughts on who you believe yourself to be. Said essay shall be no fewer than a thousand words.”
         

         
         Seb felt a little lighter. Essays were his forte. He could write an essay, and it wasn’t uncommon for other boys to pay him
            to write papers for them. Such an endeavor helped to pay for books he ordered from the shop in the village, books his father
            would never buy him since they had nothing to do with the British iron industry—the only topic John Holloway considered worthwhile.
         

         
         “I’ll leave you to it, then,” Eddings said. He walked briskly to the door.

         
         “You’re not staying?” McCameron asked.

         
         Eddings paused on the threshold. “God, no. Like hell will I imprison myself in this library until nightfall. But I will check
            on you—at irregular intervals so you cannot predict if it’s safe to leave. Anyone caught by myself or the ground staff will
            be subject to more severe punishment. Flogging will seem delightful by comparison.” His lips curled into an acrid smile. “Enjoy
            your day, gentlemen.”
         

         
         The door closed, and Seb and the other boys were alone.

         
         Curtis surged to his feet and regarded each of them with his habitual smirk. “My, my. How droll. Trapped in the library with”—he
            looked at Clair, McCameron, Rowe, and Seb—“Lord Perfect, the Honorable Corinthian, Sir Bedlam, and Professor Lanky.” He chuckled
            at his sobriquets.
         

         
         “A poet as well as a criminal,” Clair drawled. “Well done, Curtis. Or should I call you Mister Newgate, since that’s where
            you’re headed.”
         

         
         “Shut your goddamned mouth.” Curtis stalked to the young nobleman, who jumped up with fists at the ready.

         
         McCameron shoved himself between them. “Quiet, both of you, or Eddings will come back and cane us raw.”

         
         Five minutes hadn’t passed, but already chaos had erupted. Seb looked over at Rowe, who hunched down in his seat and mumbled
            to himself.
         

         
         Seb grimaced. Was the kindness the other boys had shown him an aberration? Or were they all simply too different to be cordial,
            let alone friendly?
         

         
         It was going to be a very long day.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1

         
         
            London, 1817

         

         Reptile or human, you were guaranteed to make a cake out of yourself when mating season arrived.

         
         No, that wasn’t fair—to reptiles.

         
         Take the eastern fence lizard, Stellio undulatus. When it came time for the creature to attract a mate, a male performed a series of charming head bobs to show off its lovely
            bright blue stomach and throat, all of this done in complete silence.
         

         
         But the human male—more specifically, aristocratic human males of London Society—sported garish clothing while striking poses
            in conspicuous places and making harsh, barking noises that guaranteed any female in the vicinity had no choice but to take
            notice.
         

         
         As she approached the Benezra Library in Kensington, with her maid Katie in tow, Grace Wyatt’s naturalist’s eye couldn’t help
            but observe the trio of young bucks congregated on the corner of Knightsbridge and Sloane Street.
         

         
         Dandium vulgaris. The Common Dandy.
         

         
         Grace neared the three men who appeared to be between the ages of twenty-one and twenty-five years old, of average height
            and coloring, possessing no distinguishing facial features, and notable only for the expense of their coats and waistcoats,
            which let prospective mates know that at the least, their material comforts would be assured.
         

         
         Their sexual and intellectual comforts, however . . . those were less certain.

         
         “Did you clap peepers on the selection of beauties last night at the Haverfords’?” one of them bleated.

         
         “A few rum morts, that’s certain,” another said. “Quite a bevy!”

         
         “Jolly right,” the third added.

         
         As Grace drew closer, she realized she knew the men, having encountered them at numerous galas and fetes over the years. She
            couldn’t recall their names—one overbred lordling was much the same as another—but was fairly positive she’d danced with two
            of them as they had considered her potential as a wife.
         

         
         Earls’ daughters were infrequent, their dowries substantial and bloodline impeccable. At twenty-six, she was somewhat old
            for an unwed woman, but she was healthy and all the women in her family lived long, fertile lives, bearing their husbands
            several sons. A few daughters, too. But the sons usually lived into adulthood, and there was no reason to assume she also
            couldn’t bear healthy heirs to whomever she granted breeding privileges to. Having assessed her physical features as they’d
            developed over the years, she’d determined that she was, by most standards, reasonably attractive.
         

         
         These factors alone made her a good catch. Any gentleman would be lucky indeed to marry her.
         

         
         But did she want to marry them?
         

         
         “Lady Grace,” one of the men chirped as she neared. The three bucks all bowed.

         
         “Gentlemen,” she replied.

         
         A second dandy added, “Looking charming—as usual. Are you out for a bit of shopping?”

         
         “Headed to the library, in fact,” she said.

         
         A look of profound bafflement creased the men’s faces.

         
         “Er, with books?” the first dandy asked.

         
         “Generally,” she answered levelly, “the thing that qualifies something for being called a ‘library’ is the presence of books.”

         
         “Are you sure you wouldn’t rather buy a bonnet?” the third dandy said with a hint of desperation. “My mother and sisters love
            the things. Always getting new ones.”
         

         
         “Much as I enjoy new bonnets,” she said, “they are not repositories of information about amphibians, nor reptiles.”

         
         “I suppose not,” the second dandy said glumly.

         
         After a long pause, Grace said, “Thank you for the charming conversation, but I’ll be on my way now. To the library. With
            books. Not bonnets.”
         

         
         The trio of men bowed again, wishing her a good day, before she moved on.

         
         A wry smile tilted the corners of her mouth. Evidently, she wasn’t missing much by failing to land a husband from the ranks
            of Society.
         

         
         Grace and Katie mounted the stairs leading up to the Benezra Library. Pleasure rushed through Grace’s body as she climbed
            higher and her fingers itched with the knowledge that soon she’d be thumbing through the pages of the latest books in natural
            philosophy.
         

         
         She reached the columned portico, then pushed open the heavy door and stepped into the marble-floored foyer. The smell of
            paper and leather and the faint musk of aged vellum filled her lungs.
         

         
         Her smile widened with genuine happiness. Far more than any ballroom or parlor, this was her home.
         

         
         Leonidas Benezra was an extraordinarily prosperous textile merchant with a fascination for the sciences, and his personal
            collection of natural philosophy texts was so substantial that he’d opened a private circulating library. Its members were
            vetted by Mr. Benezra himself. Once a person gained entrance, they had access to both ancient tomes and current volumes, covering
            topics as varied as botany, astronomy, anthropology, and zoology, with occasional forays into mechanics, mathematics, and
            folk dance, because Mr. Benezra proclaimed himself to be inordinately fond of dancing.
         

         
         The best part about the library was its policy of admitting anyone, male or female, white or black, young or aged, impoverished
            or wealthy, provided that the person seeking entrance displayed a genuine love of the sciences.
         

         
         Grace moved into the library itself, a former house that had been renovated to contain thousands of books. The walls between
            the rooms had been taken out, with columns added to bear the weight, so that the main chamber was the entire ground floor.
            Rows of bookshelves lined the perimeter, and stacks took up half of the room. Long tables where one could read undisturbed
            made up the rest of the chamber’s furnishings.
         

         
         Upstairs, the living quarters now held specialized subjects, which patrons could either peruse themselves or request a librarian
            to fetch particular volumes.
         

         
         “Good afternoon, Lady Grace.”

         
         “Good afternoon, Mr. Pagett.” She nodded as she passed the library assistant, wheeling a cart down the central aisle.

         
         “Greetings, Lady Grace,” Mrs. Sanford murmured from where she sat at one of the tables.

         
         Grace paused and smiled at the older woman, whose freckles dotted her fair skin with little rosy constellations. In a lowered
            voice, Grace asked, “How fares your inquiry into orthogonal trajectories of curve families?”
         

         
         “I’m beginning to believe that Bernoulli wasn’t entirely correct.” Mrs. Sanford patted the open book in front of her. “But
            I’m not concerned. I know I’ll get to the bottom of it. Won’t we, Khayyam?” She petted the library’s orange tabby cat, curled
            up on a nearby stack of papers.
         

         
         “I’ve every confidence in your abilities.” With that, Grace moved on, eager to reach the circulation desk.

         
         “Your parents want you home for supper with Lord and Lady Pugh,” Katie said in a whisper. “Shall I fetch you at three?”

         
         “If you must.”

         
         Following their usual routine, Katie veered off to find a place to read the novel she pulled from her reticule. Grace pressed
            her lips together to hide her smile when she saw that the author was the Lady of Dubious Quality. Grace herself owned four
            of the unknown author’s works, but she kept them in her bedside table for late night—solitary—enjoyment. If Katie wanted to
            read erotic tales in public, well, that was her business.
         

         
         “Lady Grace.” Chima Okafor, the head librarian, smiled at her from behind his desk. His whispered words were lightly accented
            with the music of the Igbo language. He bowed. “What a pleasure.”
         

         
         “You always greet me as though I’ve been away for twelve months, not twelve hours.” She set her reticule on the desk, pencils
            and the edge of a small notebook poking out from the top.
         

         
         “Because I am always glad to see our most dedicated patron.”

         
         She laughed quietly. “Somehow I doubt that I hold that honor.”

         
         Mr. Okafor inclined his head. “Perhaps there is a small cadre of individuals who vie for the title.”

         
         “Biggest Bookworm. That’s what the trophy shall read.”
         

         
         “Don’t mention bookworms here. Mr. Benezra is most particular about the health of his books and has a hatred of anything that
            feeds upon paper and bindings.”
         

         
         She held up her hands. “I shall speak of them no more. Has the copy of Cuvier’s Le Règne Animal arrived yet?” Cuvier’s views on different races were highly problematic, yet she had to see what the latest in zoological
            research contained so that she could position herself within the field.
         

         
         “I would fetch it for you immediately. But . . .”

         
         A voice behind her said, “I’m afraid that I reached it first.”

         
         The sound of that familiar voice made her heart pump faster. She took a steadying breath before turning around to face Mason
            Fredericks. He held a substantial book beneath his arm, but she barely noticed it.
         

         
         “You’re back,” she said, and congratulated herself that she’d managed those two words without stammering.

         
         “The wilds of the Orkney Islands were fascinating,” Mason answered. His eyes sparkled with good humor. “But one’s funds have
            a tendency to run out when one is in the field.”
         

         
         “Rather than cozying up to deep pockets here in London.” She smiled, hoping her face wasn’t as red as it felt. All the cool
            presence of mind she’d summoned for her conversation with the three dandies sizzled away like droplets of water on a skillet.
         

         
         At the least, her head was level enough for her to refrain from pointing out that, as a viscount’s son, he likely didn’t have
            to ask anyone for money to subsidize his research. Having met Mason’s father at numerous social events, and hearing the viscount
            speak glowingly about his naturalist son, there would be no shortage of capital for Mason’s work.
         

         
         “I must continue cataloging our newest acquisitions, so please do excuse me.” Mr. Okafor bowed before retreating.

         
         Leaving Grace alone with Mason.

         
         Her mouth dried and her pulse hammered as she looked at him. Damn, he was pleasant to look upon. She could study the shape
            of his curved lips for hours, and fill page upon page in her sketchbook with the angle of his jaw or the dimple in his left
            cheek. He wore his light brown hair neatly trimmed, revealing a high, intellectual forehead. His green eyes regarded her with
            fondness.
         

         
         Only fondness.

         
         Summoning her courage, she said with as much breeziness as she could muster, “Now that you’ve returned to London, perhaps
            you’ll join my family for dinner tonight? We’re having guests, so it wouldn’t be any trouble to add another.” Her pulse hammered—she’d
            never before asked Mason to dine.
         

         
         “Alas, I cannot.” He sounded genuinely regretful. “Within a day of my homecoming, my social calendar became appallingly overcrowded.
            Especially as I intend to leave for an expedition to Greenland in less than two months.”
         

         
         She ignored her plunge of disappointment. “Of course.”

         
         “Nothing would please me more than a tête-à-tête with you,” he continued. “Every day brings new developments in the field,
            new texts with new theories—”
         

         
         “Such as the Cuvier.” She eyed the book he held.

         
         “Indeed.” He sighed. “But, unfortunately, I’m expected at no fewer than three dinners tonight.”

         
         “To be seated beside young, unmarried ladies,” she said, before silently groaning at her gaucheness. Why did she have to bring
            that up?
         

         
         He chuckled. “Highly unlikely. Who would want their daughter to marry a naturalist? No one dreams that their beloved girl
            will spend her honeymoon tramping through the wastelands of the subarctic, tracking the migration patterns of the local fauna.”
         

         
         “That sounds ideal.” Just her and Mason, out in the wilderness, devoted to their studies and the expansion of knowledge during
            the day. And at night . . .
         

         
         Her cheeks grew warmer.

         
         “Of course you would think so.” He grinned and her insides went gelatinous. “Because you’re a true scholar. But, unfortunately, no prospective
            bride offers such delights. No,” he said, sobering, “when I do find the right woman to marry, I can only pray she tolerates
            my work. Ah, well. She’s out there, somewhere. I merely need to be patient and hope to find her.”
         

         
         Grace made herself smile, but within, she shriveled. “I wish you luck in your search.”

         
         “My thanks.” He regarded her warmly. “You’re always so easy to talk to, Lady Grace. Will you also be at the Creasys’ garden
            party? I believe it’s next week, and they were adamant I stop by.”
         

         
         She’d never intended to go. “Wouldn’t miss it.”

         
         “I’ll see you there, then, and I’ll finish with the Cuvier quickly.” He bowed before strolling off with the book.

         
         Dejected, she headed into the stacks, barely aware of the rows and rows of comforting books, or how their spines formed trees
            in a colorful, reassuring forest. She turned at random down an aisle, hardly noticing the little cards that proclaimed the
            section’s subject matter.
         

         
         She stopped and rested her hand on a book from the shelf. System and Methodology for Creating Algebraic Taxonomies. Despite knowing next to nothing about algebra, she pulled the volume down.
         

         
         With the book absent from its place on the shelf, a small gap opened up, revealing the face of a man standing in the next
            aisle.
         

         
         He glanced up absently from the tome he held. His gaze slid back down to the book, then moved up again before a smile bloomed.

         
         “Lady Grace.”

         
         “Oh!” She lowered her voice when an unseen person shushed her. She pulled herself out of her gloomy haze enough to smile at
            Sebastian Holloway. As always when she saw him, a little fizz of happiness rose up within her, slightly pushing aside her
            melancholy. “Sebastian. You know you can call me just ‘Grace.’ I promise it won’t sully your reputation to be on familiar
            terms with me.”
         

         
         “Can you be certain? I hear such scandalous things about you.” He pushed his shaggy blond hair off his forehead, but it slid back almost immediately. Light from the window
            reflected off of his spectacles as he tilted his head. “You’ve developed an interest in mathematics and other numeric subjects?”
            His eyebrows raised.
         

         
         She glanced down at the book in her hand. “Have I ever shown the slightest inclination for mathematics?”

         
         “Considering that you still count on your fingers . . .”

         
         She scowled at him, but without malice. “How dare you, sirrah!”

         
         “My most abject apologies. I’m a bookish man, unaware of social niceties.”

         
         “Here in England,” she pointed out. “When it comes to the social customs of villages in the Azores during Lent, you’re an
            expert.”
         

         
         He bowed. “Madam, you flatter me.”

         
         They shared sly smiles, and a shard of her unhappiness worked its way free from her mood. Being with Sebastian was always
            so easy, so comfortable. They didn’t have the same disciplines, but that hardly mattered when they both loved the pursuit
            of knowledge.
         

         
         Four years ago, they’d met in this very library. She never would have expected the tall, fair man with a rather strapping
            frame to be one of England’s most devoted anthropologists—but then, she should know better than believing there was a direct
            correlation between how someone looked and who they truly were.
         

         
         Since then, they’d become friends. A handful of times each month, they would attend a lecture together, or visit a museum,
            or go on some other excursion. Grace always looked forward to these outings. She and Sebastian enjoyed each other’s company,
            and though they didn’t share a subject of study, they both loved to observe the world around them, often with a slightly wry
            perspective, and shared their observations over cake and cups of tea at Catton’s.
         

         
         Over the years, she’d come to know things about him. His love for anthropology and the study of rituals, customs, and cultures
            stemmed from his perspective as a perennial outsider—a feeling with which she could empathize.
         

         
         “How did the conversation with your father go?” she asked.

         
         He gave her a wry grin. “Oh, it was as delightful as expected. I stammered for fifteen minutes, he glared at me, and then
            we both retreated to opposite sides of the study.”
         

         
         “Oh, no.”

         
         Sebastian exhaled. “It’s a consistent disappointment, trying to get my father to understand that his youngest son has any
            actual significance.” He undercut this statement with another flash of ironic smile, but Grace saw the hurt beneath it.
         

         
         “It’s just one man’s opinion,” she offered.

         
         “I know.” His brow furrowed. “I know. But . . .”

         
         “Knowing that your own parent doesn’t understand you . . . I imagine it’s an injury that never quite heals.”

         
         Sebastian shook his head. “Should be used to it by now.”

         
         A sympathetic ache resounded in her chest. “There’s no should when it comes to what we feel. There aren’t scientific laws when it comes to the human heart.”
         

         
         After a moment, he said, “My father made the charming threat that if I didn’t take a place in the business I wouldn’t see
            a farthing more than my crumb of an allowance. Pure joy it is to have such a man as my father.”
         

         
         “Did you tell him that you can’t do any true fieldwork without financial support? That you’re stuck doing research by reading
            alone? Wouldn’t that move him at all?”
         

         
         Sebastian gazed at her. “John Holloway, founder and owner of Holloway Ironworks, is . . . I believe the technical term is
            a closed-fisted bastard.” He coughed. “Beg pardon about the language.”
         

         
         “By all means, call a bastard a bastard.” She almost reached through the open bookshelf to lay her hand across his.

         
         Almost.

         
         Sebastian might be a fellow natural philosopher, and her friend for several years, but he was still a young man in his prime
            and she was a woman of marriageable age. She couldn’t just go around touching eligible bachelors, not without consequences.
         

         
         And . . . whenever she looked at Sebastian’s hands, her belly fluttered with awareness. They were large hands, with long,
            blunt fingers, and more than once she’d caught herself daydreaming about what it would feel like to have his hand stroke along
            her arm, or down her back, or tenderly cup the back of her head . . .
         

         
         Mentally, she shook herself. She wouldn’t throw away four years of friendship on a few uninvited sensual thoughts. Oh, maybe
            when she’d first met Sebastian, she’d hoped their camaraderie might evolve into something more intimate. But he’d always been
            scrupulously polite and treated her strictly as a colleague and confidant.
         

         
         She’d already faced rejection from the belles and beaux of Society—she didn’t need to experience it again with Sebastian.
            So she’d carefully weeded out the seedlings of attraction, and the garden of their friendship remained tidily maintained.
         

         
         “We’ve discussed my bastard father enough.” He tilted his head. “I might be a trifle nearsighted, but I’m fairly certain I
            saw you talking with Mason Fredericks a few minutes ago.”
         

         
         Heat flooded her face. “He’s back from his latest expedition.”

         
         “So I gathered.” Sebastian peered through the bookshelf. “Your conversation with him looked pleasant enough to an outside
            observer. But then . . .” His gaze turned sympathetic. “. . . I’m not the one nursing a tendre for him.”
         

         
         “For the love of everything holy, lower your voice.” She glanced around, hoping no one heard Sebastian.

         
         “Apologies.”

         
         “Oh, Sebastian.” She groaned, tipping her head forward so that it rested against the shelf. “What am I going to do?”

         
         From somewhere in the library, a voice hissed, “Shh! People are trying to work.”
         

         
         Further mortification worked its way into her bones. God above, but she was a disaster.

         
         But rather than gazing at her with understanding, Sebastian’s expression turned opaque. She’d no idea what he was thinking
            or felt. Perhaps it was wrong to talk about another man with him, though it was far from the first time the topic of Mason
            had come up.
         

         
         To Grace, he said, “Follow me.” Then he strode away.

         
         Had she pushed her friend too far?

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         Uncertain where he led her, she followed Sebastian, but since his legs were much longer than hers, she had to hurry to keep
            up.
         

         
         She passed Mr. Okafor. The librarian held a substantial book.

         
         “Mr. Fredericks left you the first volume of the Cuvier,” Mr. Okafor murmured.

         
         So, Mason had gone. She was almost relieved so that she didn’t have to wallow in her one-sided attraction anymore today. “If
            you’d be so kind, please hold on to it for me.”
         

         
         Sebastian stopped and said over his shoulder, “Lady Grace and I must discuss something in the study room—unless someone is
            currently using it.”
         

         
         After glancing with curiosity toward Grace, the librarian shook his head. “It’s unoccupied until four, when Mrs. Graves has
            reserved it. By all means, make use of the room.” It wasn’t uncommon for patrons to confer with each other about sundry topics,
            regardless of their specific discipline.
         

         
         She nodded her thanks and, before she could change her mind about what Sebastian intended to do, moved with him toward the
            study room.
         

         
         He opened the door for her, and when she drew close to him she was struck anew—as she always was—by his unusual height.

         
         She herself was of average stature for a woman in this part of the world, but Sebastian must have been descended from Norsemen
            who had long ago invaded Britain. He certainly possessed the size, fair coloring, and defined features of a Viking.
         

         
         He gestured for her to enter the study room and she stepped inside.

         
         The room contained a circular table and four chairs, with a single window that looked out into the mews, and a handsome portrait
            of Mr. Benezra’s mother painted when she was a young bride.
         

         
         Sebastian glanced at the picture. “Imagine she’s heard some fairly intriguing conversations over the years.”

         
         “The world is changing rapidly,” Grace said. “Who knows where we’ll be in three years, let alone three decades?” She gazed
            at him. “What are we doing in here?”
         

         
         “Didn’t seem judicious to discuss your feelings about Mason Fredericks in the middle of the library. And,” he added in a kind
            voice, “you looked on the verge of either tearing the library down to its foundation or bursting into tears.”
         

         
         The pressure in her chest loosened at hearing his words of understanding. She could always rely on him. “Can’t I do both?”

         
         “Surely. If you need any help with the former, I believe the library has a Pictish hammer somewhere in its collection.”

         
         She tried for a smile before giving up and dropping down into a chair. “It’s hopeless. Do you know what Mason said to me at
            the circulation desk? First he said that he was running off to Greenland in less than two months. And then he lamented ever
            finding a wife who could tolerate his scientific pursuits. That such a woman was nigh impossible to find. All while I was
            standing right in front of him.”
         

         
         “Damn.” Sebastian scowled. “That was ruddy thoughtless of him.”

         
         Warmth touched her at Sebastian’s defense. “I suppose. But in all the years I’ve known him, he’s never seen me as anything
            other than a colleague. He’s always surrounded by flirting belles. And you know more than anyone that I’m decidedly not a belle. Nor do I want to be,” she added with vehemence, “but it’s hard to get someone’s attention when they’re encircled
            by sparkling fireworks and I’m a laboratory brazier, burning steadily away.”
         

         
         Unable to sit still any longer, she surged to her feet and began to pace the confines of the small room. Sebastian quickly
            stood, watching her with concern.
         

         
         “I only want . . .” She shook her head, trying to make sense of her tangled feelings. “I only want him to see me. As I am. Not merely a fellow natural philosopher, but as a woman.”
         

         
         “I’m certain he knows you’re a woman,” Sebastian said drily.

         
         “In an abstract sense. But no one ever held hands in a moonlit garden with an abstract sense.”

         
         Sebastian inclined his head. “Point taken. And he’s no notion of your feelings for him.”

         
         “You and Jane Argyle are the only two who know.” She wouldn’t trust anyone but her two closest friends with the knowledge.

         
         “Don’t think I don’t appreciate that.” He folded his arms across his chest and leaned against the table. “He’s ideal, isn’t
            he? A man who’s respected in his field as well the larger world of society. The best of both worlds.”
         

         
         “Never thought of it like that.” Mason had always drawn her attention and admiration, from the first time she’d met him during
            her debut. Yes, he was handsome, but it was the substance of him that ensnared her. Considering it now, he did possess everything she desired but feared to reach for.
         

         
         She went on, “I never told you this, but in the first months of my debut, I’d been candid with fellow debutantes and prospective
            suitors about my love of reptiles, my fascination with amphibians. The looks I’d received, the laughter . . .” She shook her head as if she could dispel the hurt that still resounded. Being snubbed was a terrible thing. It struck to
            the very heart of the need to belong. “Only Mason was kind. Only he listened and asked questions and seemed to believe that
            my work was worthwhile. That I was worthwhile.”
         

         
         In those months, she’d come to see Mason as the lone beacon of light in the dark cavern that was the Season.

         
         “Oh, Grace.” Sebastian’s look was one of deep sympathy. “I . . . we here at the library, we think you’re worthwhile.”
         

         
         “And I’m grateful for it, truly.” She dipped her head, humbled by the kindness of her colleagues. With them, she didn’t have
            to retreat behind a shield of irony. She didn’t need to pretend to disregard their opinions using a protective barrier of
            wit.
         

         
         “But it’s not the same as winning the heart of a man you admire,” he added.

         
         “I’m being foolish, aren’t I?” Yet the need within her, the palpable ache to be seen and accepted and loved—that didn’t feel
            foolish. It felt alive and so very close, as if the pain lodged just beside her heart, cutting into her with each beat, reminding
            her over and over that she wasn’t enough. She would never be enough.
         

         
         At least she had Jane. And Sebastian. Her two friends. That was something. It was more than many people had, and she ought
            to be grateful.
         

         
         “Not foolish.” Sebastian regarded her sympathetically. “It lies at the core of us, the need for love and recognition. All
            my years of watching people, observing them as they go about the rituals of their lives . . . it always comes back to love.”
         

         
         Seeking relief from the oppressiveness of her feelings, she teased, “How deeply romantic. Are you turning from anthropology
            to poetry?”
         

         
         “What rhymes with kinship systems?” He raised an eyebrow.
         

         
         “Flagship Tristams?”

         
         He kissed his fingertips. “Perfection.”

         
         A moment later, they both broke into laughter. She leaned into the release, allowing the absurdity to ease pressure from the
            hurt at the center of her.
         

         
         “Thank you,” she said.

         
         He looked baffled. “For what?”

         
         “For listening to my self-indulgent diatribe. The next time we meet, I’ll be less of a sapskull.”

         
         “Reminds me.” He rifled around in his pockets before producing a crumpled piece of paper, which he held out to her. As she
            read it, he went on. “At a private home in Chelsea, there’s a temporary exhibition of medieval woodcuts that’s open to the
            public. I heard that some examples of early studies of reptiles were included. Come with me tomorrow?”
         

         
         “I would,” she said at once. “Only . . . woodcuts of lizards aren’t exactly your bailiwick. Is there anything there that would
            interest you?.”
         

         
         The corners of his eyes crinkled. “The whole world interests me.”

         
         “If I was talking to anyone else, I’d say that statement was an exaggeration. However, it’s you, so I know that you mean that with complete honesty.” She smiled fondly at him, her good friend.
         

         
         It was a wonder that he was still a bachelor. He never even spoke of lovers. Why could no woman ever see what a wonderful
            man he was? But, then, finding people who could support your scientific interests was a difficult task. He was also poor as
            a churchmouse, which, unfortunately, meant that he hadn’t the financial means to court anyone.
         

         
         Sebastian returned her smile, then pulled out his timepiece. “Damn. Supposed to be at McKinnon’s bookstore to pick up a special
            order.” He bowed, then asked, “I’ll see you tomorrow? We’ll meet at the exhibition?”
         

         
         “Tomorrow at the exhibition,” she said brightly. Grace shooed him toward the door. “Now go, and enjoy your new books.”

         
         “There is nothing more enjoyable than new books,” he said solemnly. “Except old books.”

         
         “Truer words . . .”

         
         With a wave, he left the reading room. She stood alone, torn between gratitude and despair. Gratitude for Sebastian’s camaraderie,
            and despair that Mason had put her firmly in the classification Amica asexualis.
         

         
         Nothing would ever change that. She was as fixed as a pin through a butterfly.

         
          

         Seb took advantage of his long legs to walk quickly from the Benezra. Brisk afternoon air cooled his face.

         
         He needed distance between himself and Grace, distance that would help clear his head and remind him of some Very Important
            Facts.
         

         
         
            	She was the daughter of an earl and could trace her ancestry back to before the Tudors.

            
            	He was the son of a man who’d made his fortune from mining and selling iron, and his grandfather had been a blacksmith with
               barely any literacy.
            

            
            	Her pin money was likely ten times the amount of the pittance that was his quarterly allowance.

            
            	In four years, not once had she looked at him with anything warmer than friendliness.

            
            	She was besotted by Mason Fredericks and only Mason Fredericks.
            

            
         

         
         She owed Seb nothing. He couldn’t feel anger or resentment that she considered him strictly a friend.

         
         But, damn, none of that made it easier to hear about her infatuation.
         

         
         He neatly dodged around a liveried messenger hurrying down the street, and sidestepped around a fallen meat pie someone had
            dropped. Physical action came so easily and without thought. He could settle into the movement, confident that his body would
            perform as it needed to, even excel in the motions required. At least in that regard, he had full confidence.
         

         
         Oh, and thanks to the fact that he couldn’t secure money to fund field research, he knew his way around a library.

         
         That totaled up to two areas of expertise. When it came to talking—more specifically, wooing—he devolved into a stammering blancmange.
         

         
         Which was one of the reasons why he never tried to say anything remotely flirtatious with Grace. He’d never tell her that
            her gray-blue eyes reminded him of the sea at dusk. Or that he could spend hours contemplating the curve of her neck. Or give
            voice to the fact that when he saw her, he forgot anything unpleasant that had happened to him earlier in the day and it was
            as though the sun had broken out from behind a heavy cloudbank, brightening everything within him.
         

         
         The reason—the only reason—why he could talk to Grace at all was because she thought of him merely as a friend. He didn’t lose his awareness
            of her as a woman, but so long as she valued his platonic companionship, he’d keep all thoughts of kissing his way across
            her collarbone to a minimum, thank you very much.
         

         
         The sign for McKinnon’s came into view. He breathed out, letting the last of tension slip from his body.

         
         “Afternoon, Mr. Holloway,” the bookseller called from behind a table laden with tomes of every size. “A moment, and I’ll head
            back to fetch your order.”
         

         
         “At your leisure, Mr. McKinnon.” Seb slipped between the bookshelves, which, along with the Benezra Library, formed the walls
            of his spiritual home. He had to content himself with other people’s research, since having the funds to actually go out into
            the field—outside of England—and conduct research of his own was a distant dream.
         

         
          

         Grace stepped into the foyer of her home, her face heating as she recalled her mortifying conversation with Mason. Then Sebastian
            had listened so patiently to her bemoaning that humiliating interaction. He always listened—one of the reasons why she was
            so grateful to call him a friend.
         

         
         “Oh, thank goodness you’re home, my lady!”

         
         She paused in the act of handing Katie her bonnet as Grenville, the butler, hurried forward. Grenville’s mouth was tight,
            and creases of worry fanned out from the corners of his eyes.
         

         
         Considering how he had once calmly announced at teatime that a fire had broken out in the kitchen, the butler’s tense expression
            shot alarm through Grace.
         

         
         “What is it?” she demanded.

         
         “The earl . . . your father . . .” Grenville’s gaze lifted to the top of the staircase, toward her father’s bedchamber.

         
         Grace shot up the stairs, hiking up her skirts to take them two at a time. Every stride made her heart pound harder as countless
            disastrous scenarios played out in her mind.
         

         
         In the hallway outside her father’s bedchamber, she nearly collided with a middle-aged man in dark and serious clothing. A
            servant carrying a covered basin was on his heels. It took her addled thoughts a moment to recall that he was Dr. Campbell,
            the family physician.
         

         
         “Lady Grace.” Dr. Campbell bowed. “I’ve just been attending the earl.”

         
         “Tell me what’s wrong with him.” She gripped the physician’s sleeve, dimly noting the whiteness of her knuckles.

         
         “I’ve bled him, and he’s resting now.”

         
         “But what happened?”

         
         Dr. Campbell hesitated. “I don’t want to overset you. Young ladies can have delicate temperaments.”

         
         She fought down a wave of impatience. “You attended my birth, Dr. Campbell, so by now you should know I have no delicate temperament.”
         

         
         “He suffered a collapse less than an hour ago,” the physician said after a pause. “After examining the earl, I suspect it
            was angina pectoris.”
         

         
         Cold sheeted through Grace. God—when her father had fallen ill, she’d been at the library, nattering on about her fascination
            with Mason.
         

         
         “I bled him,” Dr. Campbell continued, “but in order to have a full recovery, he must have rest and peace of mind.” He stared
            at her meaningfully, as if she planned to bang a kettledrum beside her father’s bed.
         

         
         “Yes, I understand.” She released her grip upon the physician’s sleeve.

         
         “I’ll call tomorrow to check on his progress.”

         
         She gave the physician a distracted nod before heading into her father’s bedchamber. The curtains had been drawn, shutting
            out the last of the day’s light, with the fire and a lamp casting flickering illumination on the too-still person in the bed
            and the figure seated beside him.
         

         
         Her mother’s face gleamed with tears, and as Grace moved closer, the countess half rose from her chair with a choking sob.
            “Oh, Grace.”
         

         
         “Mama.” She rushed forward to embrace her mother. The countess felt so frail and delicate, her bones as breakable as a dried
            reed, and for the first time, Grace truly realized that both of her parents were mortal and finite. A shudder ran through
            Grace’s body. “Why did no one fetch me from the library when it happened?”
         

         
         “There wasn’t time. One moment, we were having tea, talking about dining with Lord and Lady Pugh, and the next, he was on
            the floor, face white as paper, and his hand clutching his chest, and I . . . and I . . .”
         

         
         “Shh.” Grace rocked her mother, painfully aware that their roles had reversed and it was she who now offered comfort. “Dr.
            Campbell said he can recover with good rest.”
         

         
         “Easy for him to say.” Her father’s alarmingly thin voice came from the bed. “He’s not engaged to play cards with Lord Liverpool
            tomorrow night.”
         

         
         “Papa.” Grace released her mother to kneel at her father’s bedside. She clasped his hand in hers, and he weakly squeezed in
            response. The sleeve of his shirt had been pushed up to reveal a bloodstained bandage wrapped around his arm.
         

         
         He was terribly pale, his gaze faintly unfocused as he looked down at her. “Come, now, there’s no need for tears.”

         
         She brushed her fingertips across her face and discovered they were wet. “Is there anything I can do?”

         
         He was silent for a moment. “There is one thing.”

         
         “You’ve but to name it.” She sat up straighter, relieved
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