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            Chapter 1

            London, 1816

         

         The rattle of carriage wheels on the drive outside alerted Edward to his mother’s arrival home. From the window by his desk he could see her take the footman’s hand as she stepped down. She would be walking through his door without bothering to knock in approximately ninety seconds.

         Which gave him ninety seconds to steel himself for the job ahead of him. Most men, especially dukes, would be ashamed of fearing their mothers so. Once those men met Her Grace the Duchess of Wildeforde, they would understand.

         A colder, more heartless woman had never lived. If she was, in fact, a living being and not one of the undead.

         But he was determined. He’d come to London with the express purpose of informing the duchess that he had found the woman he wanted to spend the rest of his life with.

         And that she wasn’t going to like it.

         Because it wasn’t the young girl his mother had saddled him with in an arranged betrothal inked before he’d even left his teens. Nor was it any other young girl of the ton.

         No, Fiona McTavish was an entirely unsuitable choice to be his duchess. Bold, forthright, smarter than most men of his acquaintance and totally unwilling to disguise the fact.

         And common born. The daughter of a trouble-making farmer.

         Were his mother like most women, she’d have an apoplexy when he broke the news. But his mother was more sharp and bitter than most women, so he was preparing himself for a stake through the bollocks.

         He was determined. He’d been taught to avoid any hint of scandal, to repair the Wildeforde name after his father’s infamous passing; for thirteen years, he’d done exactly that. He’d not set a foot wrong. He’d fashioned himself into the epitome of the perfect aristocratic gentleman. Marrying Fiona would undo all of it.

         He didn’t care. His brother and sister would forgive him. Once they’d met her, they’d understand. Fiona made him sing, quite literally. She challenged him to think and say radical things and indulge in pastimes that his peers would deem frivolous. The Duke of Wildeforde was never frivolous. She held him to a different standard, at once easier and more difficult to meet. He didn’t need to be flawless, but neither would she accept polished opinions of messy issues.

         For her, he would ruin his good name.

         Precisely ninety seconds after he’d seen her exit the carriage, his mother opened his study door and marched in.

         He stood. “Mother.”

         “Duke.” She moved to the wide, wingback chair in front of his desk and sat. “I was expecting you back two weeks ago.”

         “I apologize for the delay.” Curse it. He was already on the back foot. “Actually, I don’t apologize for the delay. Mother, I have some news.”

         She sniffed. “I have some news myself.”

         He swallowed, opened his mouth fully ready to declare his intentions, yet all that came out was: “By all means, you go first.” That was the coward in him, choosing to put off the skewering for another few seconds if he could.

         “No, no. Get your news over with.” It was the sum amount of enthusiasm she’d ever shown for his personal interests. He pushed aside his disappointment.

         “I’ve met someone,” he said quickly. “I know that complicates things because obviously I’m betrothed to Amelia. And Fiona, well, she’s unique in a way that will no doubt infuriate you but makes me so happy, Mother. Happier than I think I’ve ever been. I want to marry her.”

         There, the words were said. It was like a tonne had been lifted from his shoulders. Whatever the consequences, the hard part was done.

         So he waited.

         Waited for his mother to rage, or to find some way to cut him. Instead, she regarded him for a long moment before shrugging. Just a little. That indifferent movement hurt more than anger or expletives ever could have.

         “The Lady Dunburton died last night.”

         “Graham’s wife? Curse it, what happened?” His cousin had been married less than a month. The last time Edward had seen the viscountess, she was blushing prettily on the way out of the church.

         “A fish out of water dies gasping. You should remember that.”

         His heart dropped and a pit of nausea formed in his stomach. His cousin had gone against social expectations. Despite immense amounts of backlash from his family, he’d married a young woman who manned the counter of her father’s bookstore.

         Edward’s mother had turned crimson when she’d found out. They’d needed to replace a rug, two vases, and the wallpaper in the green, now yellow, room.

         Edward had tried to talk sense into his cousin at the time. Graham had been resolute. To hell with society. He was in love and that was all there was to it.

         Now that Edward had found Fiona, that conversation left a bitter taste. “What, precisely, are you saying?” Edward asked.

         “The girl took her own life. Here, Dunburton sent a letter.” She tossed a parchment onto his desk, the seal broken.

         “I don’t understand.” He’d had little chance to become acquainted with Eliza, but from their brief conversation she’d seemed perfectly happy.

         “Have you not been getting the papers in the country?”

         He had been getting The Times. He’d just been too preoccupied with Fiona to bother reading it.

         “The upstart got what she had coming. What could she expect? That she would marry a viscount and be welcomed to society with open arms? I must say, the papers did their best to shred her to pieces, but they had nothing on the young ladies. A delirium of debutantes scorned and all that.” His mother chuckled. Chuckled.

         A young woman had just lost her life. His cousin, his mother’s nephew, had just lost the woman he loved, and she laughed?

         “Of course, you’ll need to do something about the gossip. Call your man at the paper. Have it put out that she came down with a fever or something of that manner. Death by one’s own hand is unseemly. We can’t have that getting out.”

         He would handle it. That’s what he did. But first he needed to get it straight in his head.

         “Are you telling me that the men and women of our acquaintance were so cruel to this girl that she chose to…” He couldn’t bring himself to finish the thought.

         “A fish out of water dies gasping. Now, tell me more about this…Fiona.”

         His heart stopped. A sudden cold chilled him. The look in his mother’s eyes was deadly. He should never have said Fiona’s name. He should never have breathed a word of her to this woman. “There’s nothing to tell,” he said.

         “Good, because I would hate to think that you’d forgotten what mattered.”

         The Wildeforde name, above all else. Above one’s wants. Above one’s self.

         “I haven’t forgotten, Mother.” It was where his father had failed. The previous duke’s inability to put family before his selfish desires had cost them all dearly. “If you’ll excuse me, I must send Graham my condolences.”

         His mother gave a cruel, satisfied smile. “I expect to see you at dinner.”

         He nodded, unsure he could get further words out without his voice breaking. Once his mother had closed the door behind her, he collapsed into the chair. A maelstrom churned within him. He loved Fiona with everything he had. He wanted to wake up beside her every day, forever. The thought of not doing so ached.

         But she wouldn’t be safe. If he married her, she would be in his mother’s sights for as long as the witch lived. He’d be setting her up to be society’s next victim. If he really, truly loved her he would do what his father couldn’t. He would end things.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

            London, 1821

         

         Sitting on the cold stone, the hard metal bars of the prison cell pressing against her head, Fiona inhaled and exhaled with shallow breaths trying not to notice the smell of vomit or give any sign that she was not exactly who she was pretending to be—Finley McTavish, country lad.

         She’d lost her cap in the chaos of the protest as well as her right shoe. But somehow, despite being roughly shoved into a wagon with fifteen men, her wig had remained in place and the binding around her breasts hadn’t shifted. The thin layer of coal dust she’d put on her jaw that morning to give a hint of stubble was now covered in mud and a constable’s spit. She supposed the dried blood that ran in a trail from her hairline across her brow and into her eyes probably helped with the disguise.

         “Ye mongrels,” a man standing next to her yelled, banging on the bars and causing reverberations to travel through her skull and into her teeth. They had been in the cell for three hours, and her headache, which had started with an elbow to the temple before the authorities had even shown up, was intensifying with every minute.

         Three feet away from her, another cellmate turned to face the wall, reached into his trousers, and pulled out his cock, a steady stream of urine hitting the bricks and splashing. As disgusting as the sight of a wrinkled, limp member was, it was nothing compared to the sudden urge to pee let loose by the sound of the trickle.

         Fiona pulled her knees into her chest, drawing herself in tightly. Even if she was inclined to piss in public, which she would never do, there was no way of doing it without revealing herself as a woman. That was neither smart nor safe.

         Neither of the trusted friends whom she would normally turn to were in any position to help her.

         Benedict was in Abingdale with his very pregnant wife.

         John was in the Americas.

         Talking to the jailers had accomplished nothing. All she could do was hope she was dragged in front of a magistrate soon, so she could convince him that while she had attended the protest against the current inequalities in the parliamentary system and the lack of fair representation, she’d had no involvement in the rotten fruit being thrown at Palace of Westminster guards. The tomato she’d thrown had been directed at someone else entirely. It was bad luck that her elbow had been knocked at just the wrong time.

         And she had to hope she appeared credible enough to be released, because she had a meeting with the patent office in roughly eighteen hours. Years of work developing a tool that could change society was being held up by some clerk and his tangle of impenetrable paperwork.

         It had taken two months to get this appointment and there was no guarantee she’d be able to get another soon.

         She silently cursed herself for being fool enough to go to New Palace Yard. But when she’d heard exactly who was leading today’s protest, who would be speaking at it, she’d been unable to stop herself.

         Charles Tucker had been responsible for inciting the riot in her village last year. He was responsible for that, and the boiler explosion, and the death of her friend. The bastard had cleared out before the watch arrived and avoided any form of consequence for the damage he’d done.

         So she’d thrown a blasted vegetable, and here she was while he, presumably, was free. Yet another example of how iniquitous the world was.

         She shook her head, trying to put aside the anger and concentrate on what mattered now—the single focus of her past five years. The plan that got her up each morning and kept the fire inside her burning late into the night as she worked. She was going to change the world—shift the scales of disparity just a smidgen—and in the process, earn enough money to buy herself some independence. To purchase a home that no man could take from her. To earn a living that relied on nothing but her own hard work.

         She would never again find herself without fire, food, and shelter because a man had let her down.

         It was the thought of her matches—an invention that would make fire accessible to all—that filled her with a stubborn determination that settled in her stomach and straightened her spine. She’d come to London with the express purpose of finding a distributor. She needed to be in her laboratory, not in a cell.

         Andrew, the sixteen-year-old footman she’d brought with her from Abingdale, had tagged along to the protest. He’d seemed like the best choice when leaving their small country village. She needed an escort around London—as ridiculous as that societal expectation was—and the wide-eyed country boy would not protest her choices. She had all the semblance of an escort without any of the hassle an actual chaperone might pose.

         But now her freedom hinged on the scrawny lad’s ability to get out of the riot and send word to Ben that she’d been arrested. Surely, he’d manage that. He was innocent, not daft.

         It would take three days to reach Abingdale to deliver the message and three days back. Worst case scenario, she’d be looking at seven days in prison.

         She shivered. There was no way she was getting through seven days in here without revealing her sex to the rest of the inmates, and this was no place for a woman. It would be a gamble to even trust the guards.

         Think, Fiona. Think.

         The cold from the stone floor began to seep past the thick fabric of her coat and breeches. As the temperature dropped, her heartbeat quickened the way it always did when she got cold. She fell into deep steady breathing to ward off the shivers and began her usual mantra.

         The warmth will return, like day follows night. It will return.

         She was in Old Bailey, for goodness’ sakes. They wouldn’t let anyone freeze to death in here, would they? Next to her, her cellmate shifted. The sound of piss on bricks trickled off. The smell didn’t.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Edward stared down his younger brother. William sat with his ankles crossed, slouched back in the chair, scratching at the wooden arm. He shifted every thirty seconds or so, as though the two-hundred-year-old, perfectly polished chair had splinters.

         Good. Will should be uncomfortable, given the number of times this scene had played out in the eighteen years since their father’s death.

         Edward drummed the tips of his fingers against the mahogany wood of his desk. He already knew how the conversation would go. He would express his disappointment. William would make a sarcastic quip. He’d deliver the required lecture, and nothing would change.

         Because nothing ever did.

         But what are the alternatives?

         “You’re home early. School’s not out for another week.”

         William shifted his gaze to the window before looking back. “They’re changing tack. Shorter terms. Longer breaks. Cutting down on the rhetoric.” He tugged on the cuff of his jacket.

         “After six-hundred-and-fifty-odd years, Oxford has suddenly decided to change their approach? I assume your exam results should be arriving soon, then.”

         William rubbed at his jaw. “Well, about that—they decided not to do exams this term. Trialing different assessment methods.”

         “How progressive of them.” One would think that given the never-ending string of predicaments William found himself in, he’d be better at lying.

         The silence stretched. Edward had long ago made friends with stillness. It was one of the most effective weapons in his arsenal.

         Finally, William sighed. “I got caught breaking into the dean’s office. With a pig.”

         “Of course you did.” It would almost have been preferable for Will to be tossed out for fighting or sneaking a woman into his rooms. Anything, really, other than these idiotic, childish pranks.

         At twenty-one Will should be a man, not a boy still getting into scrape after scrape.

         “I’ll send word to the vice chancellor. He can send an examiner to London and you can take your exams here.”

         “That’s not necessary,” Will mumbled, staring into his lap.

         Edward leaned over his desk, hand curled into a fist, eyes level with his brother’s.

         “It is necessary because you will take your exams. You will graduate, and you will take a career. I don’t care if it’s the clergy or the military. You will grow up, William.”

         His censure was met with sullen silence, his brother’s typical response. “Start studying. Someone will be here to supervise your assessments next week.”

         Finally, Will looked him straight in the eye. “Because you say so? The university is just going to pack a professor onto the mail coach and send him to London to supervise one student?”

         Edward raised a brow.

         “Of course they will. You’re the Duke of Wildeforde. People do what you say.” Will shook his head. “Do you ever get bored of being so bloody perfect all the time? Always correct. Always doing the right thing.”

         Edward had long ago hardened himself against that particular blow. His heart had formed a necessary callus. It barely felt the hit.

         “Perfection is our duty. Family must come first. What you do reflects on all of us. It’s time to stop thinking about having a moment of fun and instead think about how your actions impact others. It’s time to stop being so selfish.”

         William’s face twisted at the insult. His eyes—such a bright blue when he was born; the most wonderful thing Edward had seen—darkened. “Has it ever occurred to you that the line our mother fed us our entire lives—family above all else—is wrong? That there’s more to life than duty and honor?”

         Any patience Edward had for this conversation vanished, driven out by the bitter cold of their past and the reminder of what he had given up. “You were too young to understand what she went through.”

         “Please, she’s been shoving it down our throats our entire lives. I may not remember Father, but I know more about his faults than I would if he’d lived longer.”

         “Be glad you don’t remember him. You’ll never know the grave disappointment he was.”

         Because of everything that had happened, that was what hurt the most. Not the shock of his father’s death or the relentless bullying he’d taken from his peers afterward. Not the way his mother, already cold, had become sharp and brittle as they left London to escape from the scandal.

         No, it was discovering the good, kind man he’d thought he’d known had been willing to put the health and happiness of everyone he loved in jeopardy so he could indulge in his affair.

         Their entire relationship had been a lie.

         That was the disappointment that cut deepest—the wound that had never healed.

         There was a discreet knock at the door. Simmons entered.

         Taking the butler’s interruption as a chance to escape, Will jumped up from his seat. “Well, I’m off then. You’re clearly busy.”

         “Will, let’s talk tonight.” They’d never managed to have a proper conversation about the events of their childhood. It was a subject matter on which they couldn’t see eye to eye, and the conversation quickly became an argument each time. But with Charlotte coming out this season, and the increased scrutiny their family would endure as a result, it was time for his brother to see reason. He had to toe the line, for his sister’s sake, at least.

         “I’m going to stay with Pulfrey for a few days,” Will said, neatly avoiding the confrontation. Again.

         That his brother found it so difficult for them to be under the same roof hurt. But it had always been that way. Nothing he did could change it. “Your sister will be home on Friday. I’d like you to be here.”

         “Of course I’ll be here. You didn’t need to ask.”

         And he probably didn’t. Charlotte-Rose and William shared a bond that Edward didn’t—couldn’t. Being head of the family came with responsibilities they didn’t understand. Those responsibilities had always held him slightly apart, never quite one of them.

         Simmons’s expression didn’t change a whit as William passed him, even though Edward suspected the butler’s opinion of his brother was even worse than his own. “I’m sorry to bother you, Your Grace, but there is a footman here to see you.”

         “A footman? One of our footmen?”

         “No, my lord.”

         “What does he want?” Simmons was head of staff and had full authority to hire, fire, reward, and reprimand as he wished. There was no need for Edward to be involved in the day-to-day of the household. Off-loading that burden was why he paid his butler and housekeeper a king’s ransom.

         “He said he’s here with information about a Fiona McTavish.”

         Fiona?

         He hadn’t seen or spoken to Fi in almost a year. Not since the night of the Abingdale riots when, in a moment of fear and weakness, he’d told her that she would always own his heart. Then he’d taken her hands in his and kissed them.

         That moment had stirred up all the longing, passion, and love that he’d worked so hard to smother.

         That moment had almost been enough for him to throw caution to the wind. To take what he wanted and damn the consequences. To put everyone he loved—including Fiona—at risk so he could have her near.

         Which was why he’d left Abingdale the next day, as soon as the watch arrived, and he knew the village was safe. It was best. It was the only way to keep her safe.

         A fish out of water dies gasping.

         Every time he let his mind turn to Fiona, his mother’s words slithered their way through his thoughts and down into his gut where they sat, their poison leaching into him, making him nauseous.

         He wanted to tell Simmons to send this footman away—nothing good would come of entangling the two of them again—but his gut couldn’t do it.

         “Send him in.”

         The scrawny lad who entered was covered in mud, his hair wild, his eyes frantic. “Your Grace.” His bow was hurried, as though he was running out of minutes. “It’s Miss McTavish, Your Grace. She’s in trouble.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3

         

         The day had stretched out and the fragment of light that crept through the window at the end of the hall had dimmed. A guard, completely deaf to the calls of the inmates, had lit the gasoline-soaked wall sconces with a torch. The curling stream of sooty, oily smoke now hung over her head, filling her nostrils with an acrid smell that she should be used to.

         The need to urinate was becoming unbearable.

         Fiona, sitting in the front corner of the cell, her back against the brick wall, and her shoulder against the bars so that no cellmate could creep up on her, tried to focus on her plan for the week—tomorrow’s meeting with the patent office and then a list of distributors to approach—but the increasing pressure on her bladder stole her focus. She shifted, looking for a more comfortable position, but the sudden redistribution of weight made it worse.

         To hell with this.

         Wrapping her hand around a bar, she levered herself up.

         “Excuse me,” she called.

         There was no answer. The one guard sitting down at the end of the corridor didn’t even look up.

         She banged on the bars with her fist, a pointless movement that did nothing but hurt her hand.

         “Excuse me. Sir? I need the privy!”

         Behind her the men in the cell snickered.

         “Wot? You shy?”

         “Embarrassed about the size of your cock?”

         Heat crept up the back of her neck and beneath the edge of her wig, which felt heavier and less well-fitting with every minute.

         Ignoring the comments of the group behind her, she pressed against the bars. “Mister! Kin ye hear me?” She leaned into the Scottish side of her heritage, hoping it would strengthen her disguise. The bloody guard didn’t even look in her direction.

         A man approached from behind, the hairs on the back of her neck rising as he leaned against the bars beside her. Close. Too close.

         Her heart beat double time as he murmured in her ear. “Pr’haps you got a reason not to drop your drawers in front of us, eh lad?”

         She swallowed. “I dunnae ken what ye’r talking about.” The words felt tight and forced.

         “Remembered to drop your voice, have you, lad? Coulda sworn it was higher a second ago.”

         She faced him, arms crossed in a way she hoped looked confident while hiding her chest. “Ye got a problem?” she asked, trying to ignore the smell of stale beer emanating from him and his hot, putrid breath that mingled with hers on her lips. She pushed back the urge to vomit and managed to cock one eyebrow.

         He grinned down at her. “I got somethin’.” He ran a finger across her temple, brushing against the edge of her wig. “Mebee I should explore that more.”

         Her racing heart abruptly stalled and she reflexively reached to her hairline—holding the wig to her head firmly. In her periphery she saw some of her other cellmates straighten, attention firmly on her. One dropped his gaze to her backside and began to run his hands together.

         Her throat closed completely.

         This is bad. This is very, very bad.

         Her only possible savior was the guard determined not to hear her. “Sir?” She looked over her shoulder, praying to see him coming in her direction—and she saw something else entirely.

         Edward, strolling down the cold, dark corridor as casually as though he were walking down a busy street. Edward, looking like the devil himself. He was taller than most men, six feet something of furious, tightly held violence. His pale blue eyes were ice cold, and they were fixated on the man whose breath she could still smell.

         All the tension drained from her, and she sagged into the bars, forehead resting on the frigid metal.

         She was safe.

         At least, safer than she’d been a second ago.

         But despite the relief, a pit of nausea formed in her stomach. Edward. Of all people to come to her rescue, it had to be Edward. Her throat tightened and hot tears pricked at her eyes as she looked up at him. He was harder than the man she’d known years ago. His lips, once soft to kiss and quick to smile, were pressed thin. There was a deep furrow between his brows, the groove accentuated by the severe, fluctuating flame from the torches.

         He was mere feet away now, his arms crossed. When his stare shifted to her, it lost none of its anger. It didn’t soften a whit.

         She swallowed.

         “Finley,” he said in a loud voice with a razor’s edge to it. The cretin next to her dropped his hand and stepped backward. The other men in the cell found somewhere else to look. Edward had that effect. He expected to be respected, feared, obeyed, and he was.

         The man next to her didn’t need to know Edward was a duke. The royal power rolled off him.

         How had she not noticed? How had she not picked him for what he was? It was so damn clear just looking at him that he was a man of actual influence. Clearly a lord with a title and estates and a whole damn society that yielded to him.

         How had he fooled her for two entire weeks?

         She prided herself on her intelligence. She might be an “odd” creature, completely incapable of behaving like a young lady should, but she was smart. Smarter than most men. Educated—if not traditionally. She should have spotted his ruse from a mile away. That she hadn’t was humiliating, and she didn’t really want to examine why she’d missed it, because then she might need to admit that it was because she’d wanted to. She’d been so taken with him, so utterly besotted by his attention and his confidence and the way he filled a room with his presence, that she’d willingly overlooked the clues that he was more than what he said.

         And that deliberate obtuseness had been her undoing. Her broken heart was her own fault.

         “Your sister sent me, Finley. You’re a troublesome lad.”

         The arrogance in his voice rubbed raw. It was the oxygen needed to fuel her burning anger. What she wanted was to tell him to go jump into a pigs’ wallow, but she’d keep her mouth shut until she was out of this mess.

         She looked away, avoiding his gaze. Just behind him was the guard who had steadfastly ignored her. He held the best-looking ring of keys Fiona had ever seen.

         With a rattle and heavy click, the guard unlocked the cell door. The squeal of non-lubricated metal on metal was as welcome as it was jarring. She brushed past Edward as she escaped and didn’t turn around as the door clanged shut behind her, or as the men in the cell started to shout, or as Edward’s steps sounded behind her. She held her head high and walked as quickly as she could down that corridor, and to her freedom.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 4

         

         Fiona stared out the window of the Wildeforde carriage. Grey cobblestones, grey buildings, grey sky. The people they passed were almost as colorless—clothes worn, faded until they almost blended into a muddy sea.

         Every face turned as the ornate carriage with its gold-leaf crest passed—each face gaunt, expressionless. It was a look she was only too familiar with. She swallowed the lump that formed in her throat.

         You haven’t been starving in years.

         Across from her, Edward—a man who’d never wanted for anything—stared at her, his expression grim. He was waiting for her to speak. It was a power game. The great Duke of Wildeforde flexing his might.

         “What?” she snapped. The disguise she’d donned that morning to attend the rally itched. The wig, the breast bindings, the boot she’d stuffed with newspaper to give her extra height—it was all irritating. “What are you looking at?”

         “Why are you in London?” He crossed his ankle over his knee, folding his hands on his thigh in a paternalistic manner, as if she were an errant child who needed scolding. But the aloof posture belied the anger in his voice.

         “It’s nae of your concern.” Because it wasn’t. He had no claim on her. He’d made that clear five years ago when he ended their betrothal in a letter.

         He cocked his head—it was a minuscule movement that carried more censure than physics would warrant.

         “It’s business. You wouldn’t want to sully your pretty gloves with it.”

         “Your business is my business, remember? I have a ten percent stake in whatever you’re up to.”

         Aye. She remembered.

         Last year, when Lord Karstark announced he was evicting all the tenants on his land to make way for better hunting grounds, she’d been forced to turn to the only other significant landholder in the area for help.

         Edward—or rather—the Duke of Wildeforde.

         Asking him to provide land and homes for the twenty-three families that had been displaced had been the single most humiliating moment of her life. While she may have been compelled to plead with him, she would not accept charity, so she’d made it a business deal, despite knowing he would have leased the land gladly.

         He would provide land for new homes to house all those who had been booted from Karstark farms—including her and her father—for a ten percent share in her work. Ten percent that would come off the top of her earnings because she refused to tell her business partners, Benedict and John. They would do something good and noble like insist on the business covering it.

         And she wasn’t about to let anyone fight her battles.

         “Then if you must know, I’m seeking a distributor for my matches.”

         “Why isn’t Asterly doing it? Why is he risking your safety by sending you to London on your own? Curse it, Fi. Do you know what could have happened to you in there?” Edward’s voice grew progressively louder.

         “Nothing happened. I am perfectly well. I’m here because they’re my matches. They’re my idea, my work, and I’ll be the one to sell them.” That sounded boastful even to her. So she shot the arrow she hoped would land. “And because he’s with his wife, who is expecting their bairn any day now.”

         “Amelia’s with child?” For a fleeting second, the disapproval on his face morphed into surprise and then…thoughtfulness. As though he was picturing the life that might have been had Amelia not exposed his family to scandal. Had he not ended his engagement with her as a result.

         That carelessly shot arrow rebounded and lodged in her chest.

         Fiona had had no knowledge of Edward’s title, or his long-standing engagement to Amelia. He’d simply been Edward, just call me Edward.

         So when he’d talked of a life together, she’d believed him. She’d pictured growing old together in a small cottage not far from her current home. They would each go to work during the day and come home in the evenings where they would sit around the fire and read to each other.

         Learning he was the Duke of Wildeforde had crushed that dream. Hearing that he was choosing to honor a commitment to a faceless young woman had been all the proof she needed that their love affair had been naught but a lie.

         Her eyes burned hot.

         “That must make Amelia happy,” he murmured, though she couldn’t tell if he realized he’d said it out loud.

         “Aye. It does. They’re very happy.” And she was happy for them, even if their unexpected marriage sometimes made Fiona question her decision to forgo a relationship and focus on her work.

         Edward shook his head, his eyes focusing. On her. “That doesn’t explain what you’re doing dressed like…that.” He waved a hand in her direction.

         “You didn’t mind me wearing breeches five years ago. You couldn’t keep your hands off them.” Those brief weeks had been a frenzy of hot kisses, wandering tongues, and roaming touches that never crossed the line but explored every inch of it. Her blood had been on fire and her skin aflame with need.

         “Wearing men’s clothing in your factory is one thing, perhaps even sensible given the environment,” he said grudgingly. “But such costumes in London is another thing entirely.”

         The comment burned. “I couldn’t very well attend the protest in a dress. You may nae have noticed, shielded behind your title and money in Mayfair, but tensions are high. The people are angry. It isn’t safe to be a woman in a mad crowd. I’m nae an idiot.”

         She rocked in her seat as the carriage hit a deep pothole, reaching to the window frame to steady herself.

         He raised an eyebrow, the arrogance in that tiniest of gestures making her skin sizzle. “Not an idiot? That is very much up for debate.” His tone remained measured, but his lips thinned a fraction and the hand he rested on his thigh curled slightly. “Attending that protest was incredibly foolish. You placed yourself at enormous risk for what? To listen to talk of overthrowing the crown? You should be more levelheaded.”

         Fiona bristled at his censure. He was so used to those beneath him—practically everyone but the king—being eager to obey. Well, not her. Not today.

         “I should do as you say, I take it? Your word is law. Except, you forget—I’m the only one who knows your word is useless.” Fiona shifted in her seat, slouching a little, taking her legs wide. A direct mimicking of Edward’s body language. “‘Fi,’” she said in a slightly deepened, roughened voice. “‘I want to marry you. I want it to be me and you for the rest of our lives. I have to go to London to sort out some business, but when I get back, we’re going to have a life together.’”

         Fiona swallowed the ball that had formed in her throat before continuing. “Do those words sound familiar?”

         He frowned. A muscle along the line of his jaw ticked. He paused for a long moment. “That was…regrettable.”

         “Regrettable? Regrettable! You pursued me. You lied about who you were. Ye told me that I could trust ye, and then ye broke things off with a letter! You bloody coward.”

         “That was not…I wasn’t…Granted, I should have…”

         “Well, ye dunnae need to concern yourself. I can take care of myself. I don’t need you or anyone else who thinks they can waltz in and out of my life with nae concern for what such fickleness does to people. You’ve left me twice now. Ye willnae get another chance.”

         Because his disappearance last year had almost broken her. He’d ended his engagement, he’d told her he loved her, and then he’d charged into the middle of a riot. And all those feelings she’d stuffed away came seeping through the cracks he’d created. Then he’d left again, this time without even a note.

         Mercifully, the carriage pulled to a stop outside Benedict’s town house, where she was staying during her time in London. She didn’t wait for Edward’s footman to open the door; she shoved it wide and took satisfaction as it banged against the lacquered wood.

         Her blood was boiling.

         She was halfway to the door when she heard him call her name. She turned around. “What?”

         “I’ll send a carriage for you at half eleven to take you to my lawyer’s office. We have a meeting with the magistrate at one.”

         “Just send me the address. I can make my own way there.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Edward took the stairs one at a time, because two at a time would reveal too much of what he was thinking.

         Damned, stubborn woman.

         Most people would be grateful to be bailed out of jail, saved from a crowded cell of ne’er-do-wells. Most people would be professing their never-ending appreciation.

         Not Fi.

         Only she would put herself in such a precarious position and then argue after being rescued.

         He nodded to the footman who opened his study door, tossed his gloves onto the leather armchair, and settled into the seat behind his desk. He took a deep breath, hoping the familiar scent of leather, parchment, and ink would calm him down.

         His heart had been racing a mile a minute since Fiona’s footman had arrived. He’d almost killed Atlas, his most beloved horse, getting to the jailhouse in order to reach her before something happened.

         And he’d been just in time.

         He knew men well enough to recognize the look on that cretin’s face. The way he’d leaned over Fi, encroaching on her space with his body.

         No, Edward had arrived with seconds to spare, and the thought of what might have happened if he hadn’t made him want to cast up his accounts.

         He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been this angry. With her. With Asterly for allowing her to come to London with naught but a scrawny youth to look out for her. With the brute who’d made her turn white as a sheet.

         That slimy bastard had better hope Edward never saw him again.

         Edward flexed his hands, stretching the fingers out of the fist they’d formed. Mostly, he was angry that every word she spoke had been the truth.

         He had pursued her. She had been a spark in his grey and heavy life. A moment of comfort in his grief that became two weeks of pure joy.

         For a fortnight he had lived as though he wasn’t the Duke of Wildeforde, as though he didn’t have the weight of all his responsibilities pressing down on him, as though he wasn’t tainted by his father’s actions, forever trying to work his way out from that shadow.

         For those weeks he’d experienced a different kind of life—free, kind, relaxed. He’d laughed more than he ever had. He’d slept through the night without nightmares, he’d done things the perfect Duke of Wildeforde would never even consider, and he’d foolishly hoped the change could be permanent.

         A fish out of water dies gasping.

         His mother’s words rang through his head as did the malicious glint in her eye that made it clear she’d enjoy tearing his love down.

         Society could be vicious to anyone who dared break their rules. He’d experienced it before in the years of torment following his father’s death. And yet he’d fallen in love and foolishly forgotten the strength of their venom.

         Stupid. Thoughtless. Selfish. Just like his father.

         He’d broken both their hearts to keep her safe, to keep her away from London and yet, here she was.

         Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

         He dragged in a deep breath, wresting his thoughts under control. Fiona was at Asterly’s town house. His mother was at one of their country estates. There was no good reason for them to come in contact. Edward would fix this blasted nuisance charge tomorrow and send her back to Abingdale. Asterly could come to town himself to sell these matches.

         He needed a distraction, something to stop him from going to Fiona, bundling her into a carriage, and sending her out of London—or worse, going to her, bundling her into his arms, and kissing her senseless.

         He reached for the package that sat square in the middle of his desk, neatly wrapped in oilcloth and tied with twine. His steward at Dunlochlan trusted no one and nothing, but particularly not the mail coach. His monthly report could have floated from the coast of Aberdeen to the River Thames and it still would have arrived secure and dry.

         As he lifted the packet, he saw a delicate letter beneath with thin, spidery writing on the front.

         His mother’s handwriting. The reminder he needed that there was no escaping his life. His path had been laid out for him since birth, and trying to alter it would only hurt the people he loved most. Snarling internally, he slid the letter opener beneath the wax and unfolded the paper.

         The briefest of salutations.

         The usual reminder about his responsibilities as head of the family.

         A terse notification that she was unwell and would be in the country for another few weeks.

         And a list.

         Six. Six women who would each make a suitable duchess, each of them without the slightest hint of scandal attached to her name. Because, as his mother was constantly reminding him, after the year they’d spent hosing down the scandal of his broken engagement to Amelia, he needed a lady who was above reproach.

         That each of them was either dull as dishwater or as prickly as a thorn bush was not relevant. It was his duty to repair the Wildeforde name, and choosing an appropriate Duchess of Wildeforde was imperative, regardless of whether every mealtime moving forward was heavy with stilted conversation. His own feelings didn’t matter. As long as she exceeded society’s expectations, then she would do.

         
            Lady Luella Tarlington

            Lady Anne Livingston

            Lady Emma Clifford

            Lady Agatha Dormer

            Lady Henrietta Hastings

            Lady Catherine Kenworthy

         

         Six women. Highborn, gently bred, well-spoken, mild in temperament, pliable, and completely above reproach. As unlike Fiona as it was possible to get.

         He’d resigned himself to the need to marry this season. With any luck, his sister’s coming out would attract enough attention that his hunt for a wife would go unnoticed.

         But the appearance of Fiona…complicated things. It made it harder to focus on what he needed to achieve—marriage to a lady who would be beloved by his society.

         Fi was a damned spitfire with more opinions than were useful in a woman. There was nothing mild about her. Everything she did, she did to the extreme—work, study, love. She was stubborn, immovable, and impassioned, and if he let himself spend too much time with her, there was every chance he’d weaken and toss decades’ worth of reputation management to the wind.

         That carriage ride had been hell. Those searing green eyes pinning him down, eviscerating him with their fury and intelligence. The licks of flame-colored hair escaping from under her wig. It had taken every inch of self-control he had not to reach across the space between them and pull her into his arms. He wanted to yell at her and devour her in equal measure.

         Instead, he needed to do as the Duke of Wildeforde should. So he took a fresh sheet of parchment and began to write his own list, because like hell was he acquiescing to his mother’s demands.

         But no names came to him.

         He put the sheet aside. He would get Fiona free from the debacle she’d put herself in and send her away. Once she was out of his mind, he could do what needed to be done: find a perfectly respectable woman to marry, one who didn’t drive him crazy, so he could finally put an end to this whole marriage business.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 5

         

         Fiona sat in the outer room of the patent office, waiting for Mr. Jones to call her in. She smoothed the fabric of her skirts. The dress was the best one she owned; the one she wore to church on a Sunday and the occasional dinner.

         It was practically the only dress she owned. She was much more comfortable walking through the factory in soft breeches and a comfortable shirt. Dresses got in the way. They were cumbersome; they restricted her movement; and flowing skirts were more likely to catch alight as she walked past an open flame. Besides, in a dress she always felt constricted—tightly laced and buttoned up, lacking the freedom to even breathe deeply without the gentle reminder of the constraints the patriarchy put upon her sex.

         The frustratingly restricting bonnet she wore—honestly, why did women consent to having their peripheral vision obscured?—itched more than the wig she’d donned for the protest yesterday. But it was proper, wearing a bonnet and gloves, and she needed to be proper if she was to have any success here in London. Asking businessmen to work with a woman was one thing. Asking them to work with a woman in pants was potentially a step too far.

         “What should I do, miss?” Andrew asked. Her footman had recovered from yesterday’s misadventure with a hot chocolate and a good meal—proof that young men were ruled by food—and had been waiting at the foot of the stairs, ready to chaperone her again.

         “Nothing, Andrew. When he calls me in, you wait here.”

         “Is that proper?”

         Fiona sighed. Perhaps yesterday had made him less pliable than she’d hoped. “I need to be taken seriously, and that won’t happen if he’s reminded that I can’t be trusted without a sixteen-year-old boy there to supervise me.”

         Andrew nodded, but the way he rubbed his palms against his breeches showed his unease. She clasped her hands in her lap to stop from mimicking his body language. He was not the only one whose nerves were on high alert.

         Against her skirts leaned her worn leather satchel with copies of all the patent office forms, the most relevant design sketches of her matches, and her most recent testing results.

         What should’ve been a relatively simple process, able to be conducted from her home in Abingdale, had become a series of complicated back-and-forth letters that became more obscure with every response. Which was why she was here to see Mr. Jones in person.

         Finally, the door to his office opened, and he appeared—short, round, and with a disapproving look on his face. “Miss McTavish?”

         Fiona stood, smoothed out her dress once again, and picked up her satchel. “Yes. That’s me.”

         In the office, she perched neatly on the edge of her chair and laid out all the documents in neat piles in front of her. She had color coded each pile with a bookmark.

         Mr. Jones didn’t smile. He didn’t talk.

         Nervous, she attempted to take control of the conversation. “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you, Mr. Jones,” she said, careful to speak with her mother’s perfect English accent rather than her usual mishmash of Scots and English. “We have been going back and forth on the papers for this application for a while now.”

         “Yes, well, we need to dot all the i’s and cross all the t’s. I take it you brought your latest round of test results with you as well as a working sample of your…invention.”

         “I have, though I can’t see why the test results are necessary.” She took the folder marked with a green bookmark and handed it over the desk.

         Mr. Jones took the papers from her. He sifted through them quickly, giving a hmph and head nod as he looked at each page. “I believe these shall be sufficient,” he said sliding them into the file in front of him. “And the sample?”

         Fiona retrieved a small metal box from inside her bag. Lead-lined, this box weighed more than everything else in the bag combined. Gently, she placed it on the table, unlocked the latch, and opened the box, pulling out the matches. She looked up at him. “Would you like to see it work?” she asked.

         “Very much so,” he replied.

         It had been eighteen months since the first iteration of her matches had nearly set her hair on fire. Since then, she’d lit thousands of them. But even after all those trials, she still felt a slight giddiness every time she created flame at her fingertips. She had mastered fire in a way no one else had. It was one of mankind’s most basic needs, something she knew better than most, having near frozen to death night after night on the side of the Great North Road.

         Striking the thin wooden match against a sheet of sandpaper, she smiled at the responding hiss.

         Mr. Jones seemed equally awed, his eyes fixated on the flame. “Exceptional. Very exceptional,” he said.

         She breathed a sigh of relief. “So it’s all settled then? You can sign off on the patent?”

         He shrugged. “Well, there is the issue of having your documentation certified by a third party who can attest to the fact that it is your work. I believe there are several men as part of your business partnership, correct? A Mr. Asterly and a Mr. Barnesworth? Their signatures will do.”

         Her fingernails bit through her gloves into the palms of her hands. “The application said nothing about additional certification to prove the ownership of my work. Do you ask all applicants to do this?”

         “Well, this is a singular situation.”

         “Singular how? Because I’m a woman?” It was all she could do to keep her voice measured.

         “It is irregular to see a patent request being filed by a woman, given she clearly has no schooling or education that would give her the knowledge to create such a product. Surely you can understand the need for something like this to be verified.”

         Her jaw ached from clenching. She may not have had a man’s schooling, but she’d spent six years working under the very intense private education of John Barnesworth, one of the country’s preeminent philosophers. Her instruction had been of a higher quality than that which the men of Oxford received.

         “Is it necessary? It will take at least a week for the papers to reach Benedict and return. I’m in London now specifically to seek a distributor. I must have that patent.”

         “I’m afraid I must insist.”

         She gathered up her papers from the desk, tapping the edges hard against the table. “Very well then. Once you have those signatures, the patent will be approved, correct?”

         “Once we have those signatures, your application will be assessed. Now if I can just get you to go back into the waiting room and fill out page six of this application because it seems to be missing.”

         Fiona took a long, deep breath, using those few seconds to revise her words to ones more suitable to a professional environment. “I checked the application ten times before I sent it to you. Nothing is missing.”

         Mr. Jones shrugged. “I don’t know what to tell you. I have your application, but I don’t have page six. We can do
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