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			Prologue

			Swift Paper Mill, England, 1807

			 Olivia crept around to the back of the mill, the note held tightly in her hand. “Clayton?”

			No answer. Perhaps he hadn’t expected her to understand his code so quickly. Although he should have. The note was short. None of his usual words of adoration. It had taken her only five minutes to figure out that he wanted to meet her at their tree behind her father’s mill.

			She leaned back against the trunk and adjusted the hem of her dress so she was quite artfully arranged. Feeling rather daring, she edged the bodice an inch lower, too. Clayton’s birthday was next week and she had promised him a rather special present. She saw no reason not to give him a small preview.

			“Olivia?”

			Her heart tangled and flopped in her chest as it always did at the sound of his voice. She was running to him before she remembered her plan to remain by the tree. But she closed the distance anyway and wrapped her arms around his neck.

			He didn’t swing her about and kiss her. Instead, he held her fiercely and buried his chin in her hair.

			“Whatever is amiss, Clayton?” She drew back slightly and ran her hand along his jaw. She loved it when there was just a hint of a beard there. None of her father’s other clerks could even grow beards yet. “If Tom has been complaining about delivering your notes again, you can just tell him that if he wants to remain a footman—­”

			“This isn’t about Tom.” His dark brows drew down, making him appear far older than his seventeen years.

			Heavens, but he gave her delicious shivers.

			She peered up at him from under her lashes. It always made him laugh. He said it must be difficult to see anything that way. He was looking far too serious for a tryst. “Well then, whatever could you want to see me about?”

			He cupped her cheek. “I wish I’d brought you here for kisses. I wish I could just carry you away.”

			Clayton was often too serious, but she’d never seen him distressed. “Your mother? Did she have the gall to come home?”

			“No.” He stepped back and ran a hand through his dark hair.

			He’d stepped away from her? He never wanted distance between them. He always wanted to be holding her hand, kissing her, or stroking her hair. “Clayton?”

			He reached into his plain black waistcoat and pulled out—­a banknote? She couldn’t help her sigh of disappointment. If that was his idea of a gift, he’d failed miserably. After all, the mill printed banknotes for the Bank of England. She’d seen so many she thought she’d go cross-­eyed. She much preferred her gifts to be shiny and wearable.

			Clayton handed her the money. It was a fifty-­pound note.

			She blinked. That was far more money than he’d make in a year.

			“It’s not real,” he said.

			She turned it over. “Yes, it is.” She knew enough to recognize the mill’s work.

			He took it back. “I need your word you’ll tell no one what I’m going to tell you.”

			“Very well.”

			“No. Truly, I need your solemn promise to keep this secret no matter your temptation to speak.”

			Her stomach grew hollow. “I already promised, did I not?”

			He closed his eyes, his forehead wrinkling in pain. “This banknote is real, but it shouldn’t exist. The mill was contracted to print a thousand notes in this amount. Yet we printed one thousand and ten.”

			“That must have been an oversight.”

			“I went back over the records. This isn’t the first time Swift Mill has made more banknote paper than the number of notes we need to print.”

			She was the one who took a step back this time. “Surely, in case there are errors or . . . or  . . .” But she could think of no more reasons.

			He closed the distance between them. “Listen to me carefully.” He cleared his throat. “Your father is the one who does the final count of the banknotes. I found this and nine others in his office.”

			Papa? Clayton must have made a mistake. Besides, Papa was already wealthy. He’d have no reason to steal banknotes.

			He held her close when she would have jerked away.

			“You must be mistaken.”

			“I’m not. I’ve had my suspicions for months, and now I know your father is responsible. I have the proof I need.”

			She shoved at him, but he wouldn’t let go. “The proof you need for what?”

			“I have to go to the magistrate. This is theft.” His voice shook. “And treason. Listen, Olivia. I’ll do my best to shield you from this. I’ll marry you, carry you away from the scandal.”

			He’d marry her? Olivia Campbell. Olivia Campbell. She’d practiced saying it so often that the name tumbled through her head a dozen times before the rest of his words registered.

			Scandal. Her father. Magistrates.

			Her hands trembled and it was suddenly difficult to swallow. To breathe.

			He pressed a kiss to her lips. “I’m sorry to burden you with this. But I couldn’t stand the thought of you finding out any other way. You must understand I have no other choice. I have to do what’s right.”

			She might have said something. She might not have. She honestly had no idea as she watched him stride away.

			Clayton was wrong. The foolish boy. She pressed her hands to her icy cheeks. He’d be humiliated when the magistrate uncovered whatever the real truth of the situation was. Her father would dismiss Clayton and it would be far more difficult for him to see her.

			She didn’t doubt he’d found something. Clayton was brilliant and far more clever than anyone she’d ever known. But he was mistaken in this.

			Perhaps her father had suspicions about what was going on at the mill as well. That would explain why he had the banknotes.

			That made perfect sense. She’d just have to ask her father what he knew about the money in his office. He’d probably be impressed that Clayton had such keen insight into the workings of the mill.

			She ran all the way to her father’s study.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter One

			Swift Paper Mill, 1817

			 Olivia Swift straightened her spine and glared down at the squinty-­eyed man. As much as she rejoiced in what each new hire meant to the success of the mill, she loathed that she had to prove herself each and every time. “My father gives his orders to me and I bring them to the mill. If you have issue with that, you’re welcome to seek employment elsewhere.”

			Grimmon’s eyes narrowed until they were mere slits in his face. “I don’t see why your father don’t hire a man to deliver the orders. There’s better places for a woman to be.” His leer clearly demonstrated where he thought that was.

			Then his face cleared, his expression sliding into a crude semblance of subservience. “But if that’s how things are run here, I suppose I can handle it.”

			Olivia didn’t need to look to know that Thomas, the mill’s chief machinist, was standing behind her. But while she might resent the instant respect the huge, bald man received, she wasn’t fool enough to reject it. After all, finding a skilled vatsman like Grimmon at the wages she could afford had proved nearly impossible. She had to at least give this man a chance to come to terms with the unusual arrangements at the paper mill before she threw him out on his offensive, smirking face.

			But one chance was all he’d get. “You’d best handle it. It might be difficult to find another mill owner willing to overlook your fondness for the bottle.”

			Grimmon tugged once at his limp neck cloth and nodded.

			After he’d walked away, she finally turned to Thomas. “You shouldn’t do that. I need to know the men will follow my orders when you’re not around.”

			Thomas shrugged, the stiff motion tugging at the scar tissue that covered half of his face and neck. “Doubt that time will ever come. They don’t have to take orders from you for much longer.” He had that warning look in his eye again. Thomas was one of the few men who’d remained at the mill all along, even during the rough years before she’d become involved. Even when the mill had been reduced to making paper by hand and its only customers had been a handful of dry goods stores in neighboring towns. As quick as he was to support her, he’d made it clear that as soon as the mill was capable of fulfilling its contracts, he’d hold her to her promise to hire a manager to run the mill.

			Olivia wanted to rub the ache at the base of her skull but refrained. He was right. Her presence complicated things for the men. Raised too many questions about her father’s health. Yet she couldn’t turn the mill over to a foreman. Not yet. Not when success was still uncertain. “I will remain until the contract with the Bank of England is secured again.”

			Olivia strode past the hissing, clanking machines. She paused for a moment at the huge metal cylinders that slowly carried the drying paper to the end of the line. Each fresh, white inch was a pound in the pocket of the town. Proof that she’d succeeded in restoring the mill.

			“Miss Swift! Miss Swift!” Colin, the junior clerk, scurried toward her. His spectacles had fogged in the perpetual damp from the steam engines and slurry vats. He yanked them off and scrubbed them against his sleeve, then replaced them with practiced ease. “I just received a missive from the Treadmine Stationers. They’ve canceled their order.”

			“All of it?” Olivia rested her hands on the pipe that carried water to the boiler. “Did they say why?”

			Colin shoved his spectacles back up his nose. “No, just that they had no desire to do business with us any longer.”

			That made the second cancellation today. She took a deep breath. All businesses were plagued by setbacks. She’d been expecting difficulties. She didn’t fear them. And she wouldn’t let them stop her. But perhaps she should cancel her plans to attend the town festival and go to London instead. “I’ll visit them this afternoon—­”

			“Miss Swift!” Her lead vatsman ran to her side. “The headbox is near empty, and the rags haven’t arrived.”

			“None of the shipments?” Without the rags, it didn’t matter whether they had contracts or not. If they lacked the cloth to break down for fibers, they wouldn’t be able to make paper at all.

			The vatsman shook his shaggy head of red hair. “Nae a single solitary thread.”

			“This has to be a simple mix-­up,” she said. “Or they met with an accident along the road. Colin, send one of the ragboys out to see—­”

			A well-­dressed man stepped between her and Colin. Not now. She didn’t need any stationers arriving unannounced to examine the quality of the mill’s stock. Or worse, someone from the Bank of England. She’d answered all their questions perfectly last week.

			But she pasted a bright smile on her face. Looming disaster or no, she couldn’t afford to offend potential customers. Her eyes slid up a gray waistcoat, across a surprisingly broad chest, and fixed on a set of piercing, steel blue eyes.

			Eyes that belonged to a dead man.

			She stumbled back a step. Only Colin’s awkward grab kept her on her feet.

			The dead man took her other arm with his strong fingers. And even though he wore black leather gloves, his hand was definitely warm. “Miss Swift has been overcome by the heat. She’ll recover in her office.”

			Colin shifted, clearing his throat. “Who exactly might you be?”

			The deep voice that had haunted her nightmares for the past ten years spoke. “Clayton Campbell. I used to work here.”

			And with that simple statement, her madness was assured. Her vision blurred and grew dark around the edges, but she couldn’t afford to let her employees see her weak—­not twice in one day—­and so she managed to remain upright. “It’s fine, Colin. I’ll be in my office.”

			She let Clayton escort her inside. As soon as the door shut, she lifted her hand to his face. The tall, angular boy she remembered was gone, replaced by a lean, hardened man. His cheekbones were more chiseled.

			He’s alive.

			The slight shadow of stubble on his jaw, dark. She hadn’t allowed herself to imagine how he might look as a grown man. But even if she had, she wouldn’t have imagined this. He was at once more flawed and yet utter perfection.

			He’s alive.

			She traced the line of his nose. The shell of his ear. She wanted to explore every change and remember a hundred details she’d forgotten. Examine him closely enough to convince herself this wasn’t a dream.

			He. Is. Alive.

			The man she’d condemned to the gallows.

			Clayton hadn’t moved. Not once since she’d touched him. She finally met his gaze. His eyes were dark, cold. “Remove your hand from my person.”

			She stumbled to a hard wooden chair and sat, staring up at him. “Clayton, where have you been? I thought you were—­”

			“Dead?”

			And with that one icy word, she knew she shouldn’t have sat down. He’d towered over her when they were young, but now he dominated. His face twisted in disdain.

			This might be a miracle, but it wasn’t a joyous one.

			“Where have you been?” She clutched edges of her gray woolen skirt in her fists.

			Clayton lifted a brow, the look that had been quizzical and endearing on him as a young man now condescending. Cruel. “Hell.”

			“But they hung you. My father saw it.”

			“Did he?”

			The lead in her stomach expanded until it also encased her heart. Her father had lied about that, too. Another lie. Another—­ Sweet mercy. “Have you been in prison all this time? Or”—­her words seemed to stick in her throat—­“transported?” Could she have done something to help him? Gone to the authorities and told them the truth?

			“I didn’t come for a reunion.”

			But that didn’t mean she could let the question go. She’d loved him once with everything she’d possessed. She had to know.

			Know what she’d caused.

			She forced herself to stand. “What happened?”

			“You gave up the right to ask that question.”

			“What happened that night—­”

			“I wish to speak to your father.” Clayton spoke right over her, as if she hadn’t just been about to speak the words that haunted her every thought. Influenced her every choice.

			“Clayton—­”

			“Do not flatter yourself that I’ve spent my life dwelling on your betrayal. Or that I want to revisit it now.”

			“I do.”

			“You don’t always get what you want, Diamond.”

			How dare he. How dare he say those things, then use that name. She’d loved it when he’d given it to her as her code name. Sparkling. Bright. Precious. But now in his scorn it meant pampered, shallow, greedy.

			She was none of those things any longer.

			“Shall we go meet with your father?”

			His words grounded her back in reality. “You cannot.”

			“So I discovered yesterday.”

			Olivia gave thanks for the discretion and stubborn loyalty of her butler. “My father isn’t a well man. He sees no one.”

			“He saw the representatives from the Bank of England.”

			How did Clayton know that? “That was an exceptional case.”

			“Returning from the dead might also be considered rather exceptional.”

			“I won’t allow it.” She would tell him what she told all the others. “Whatever you need to say to him can be said to me. I’ll relay the information.”

			“Still his loyal watchdog, I see.” His gaze was derisive.

			But she would not flinch, not from his disdain. Not from his anger. While she was no longer loyal to her father, she was loyal to this mill. “Do you have a message to relay or not?”

			Clayton smiled, a slow stretch of his lips over gleaming white teeth. “Tell your father that I’m here for justice. Everything he has will soon be in shambles at his feet.”

			“This mill has crumbled over the past ten years. Isn’t that shambles enough for you?”

			“Bad luck isn’t the same as justice. The mill is set to begin printing for the Bank of England again, is it not?”

			She couldn’t deny it when he already knew the truth. “Yes.”

			“That is what brought me back. Not you. Your father may have stopped me from speaking the truth when I was younger. But he will not repeat his crimes.”

			“He won’t.”

			Clayton rested his shoulder against the door frame. His relaxed pose was completely at odds with the intensity of his gaze. “As I recall, you were certain of his innocence last time as well. The Swift Paper Mill will never print banknotes again.”

			For the first time, the real truth of this situation settled heavily on her chest. There was nothing between them now. Her memories of him were all she’d ever have. And now even those did nothing but open her heart to allow each of his barbs deeper.

			She couldn’t tell him the truth. Not when he’d use that knowledge to destroy the mill out of pure hatred. Oh, he might deny it. But ten years ago he’d wanted to stop her father for the sake of justice. This went much deeper. “The mill is bigger than my father. Far more lives are in the balance.”

			“Then they can rebuild what they will out of the ruins.”

			What had she ever seen in this man? How could she have missed this cruelty? Perhaps her father had been right about one thing in his miserable life—­Clayton hadn’t been worth her time. Or her heart. “You’ve waited all this time for revenge?”

			“This isn’t revenge.”

			She planted a finger on his chest. “This is exactly revenge. Otherwise, why not go to the authorities?”

			Clayton knocked her hand away, and for the first time, she could see the hot anger roiling behind his gaze. “The gallows are too good for your father.”

			“In other words, you have no proof.” She stopped and took a calming breath. “Let it go, Clayton. I give you my word that the past will not be repeated.”

			“Your word?” His voice sliced like a fine-­edged knife. He ran his gloved hand over his jaw. “Do you have any idea what happened to my father after I was convicted? Did you even go look for him?”

			She knew the stricken look on her face gave away her answer. “I was fifteen.” Yet she’d never checked on him in more recent years, either, despite all her attempts to make restitution. Apparently, she hadn’t changed as much as she liked to think. “What happened?”

			But his brief flare of emotion had been extinguished. “This mill is finished.”

			The whirr of machinery outside the door slowed to silence. It was only the missing rag shipments, she assured herself.

			But then Clayton smiled.

			No.

			She’d arranged everything to perfection. Even if Clayton had attained the level of genius his youthful abilities had hinted at, he couldn’t stop her.

			He drew a stack of papers from his jacket pocket. With slow deliberation, he dragged them in a feathered caress along her cheek. The papers were thin. Cheap. Definitely not from her mill. “Do you know what these are?” he asked.

			She shook her head, not trusting her voice. Or her temper.

			“Every debt that you owe your creditors now belongs to me. And the first of them comes due . . .” He glanced down at the top sheet. As if he didn’t remember every number and every word on each page. “ . . . next Tuesday. I hope you have the cash on hand to pay it.”

			She exhaled. She would. She’d made sure the shipment to Treadmine would be delivered before the debt to the coalman came due.

			The shipment that had just been canceled.

			No amount of determination could hide the trembling in her voice now. “You cannot do this.”

			Clayton strode to the door. “It is already done. And tell your father that from now on, I’ll deal with him and him alone. Deliver that message.”

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter Two

			 “Yes, but perhaps move the tables into the sun?” Olivia directed the men as they moved the tables out of the tavern into the crisp autumn air.

			The harvest festival. This was supposed to be a grand celebration. The first village festival in ten years. The first of many more to come.

			If Clayton had his way, it would be the last.

			Children scampered around the square, chasing a metal hoop.

			Women had set up tables with savory pies for sale, brooms, knitted caps, pins, and carved wooden toys.

			It was all arranged to perfection.

			And would never happen again if Clayton had his way.

			Mrs. Wilkerson pressed a mug of warm cider into her hands.

			“Thank you.” Olivia tried to hand her a penny, but the woman shook her head.

			“Not after what you’ve done.”

			“Please take it.” After all, Olivia might have revived the town only to let it be crushed again.

			After a moment’s hesitation, the other woman pocketed the coin. “That member of Parliament, did he agree to support your idea? The one about separate rooms in the prison for the children?”

			“He said he would think on it.” Which was far more than she’d ever gotten before.

			Mrs. Wilkerson was one of two women in the town who’d lost a son to the British penal system, so she followed Olivia’s reform activities closely. Work Olivia had started to rectify the horrific injustice she thought she’d caused.

			“Them fancy friends of yours coming to the festival?”

			Olivia would hardly call the Society for the Humane Treatment of Child Criminals fancy. They were little more than an odd collection of two barristers, a Quaker, a retired vicar, and a handful of concerned women. But she would call them friends. And recently they’d begun to make progress on their reforms. “I let them know they’re invited.”

			A few might come. They saw the mill’s restoration as a grand experiment to see if they could keep young lads from the country from falling into the stews of London.

			Mrs. Wilkerson handed mugs to two men who’d stopped to get some cider. Both worked at the mill. Olivia had arranged for the men to have the half day off months ago. So she’d been able to shut down the machines at the mill early without any questions. One thing in her favor today.

			Colin came over to the table, one of his little sisters perched on his shoulder. The little girl pointed a chubby finger at the cups. “More?”

			He put the girl down. “Do you mind watching her for a minute, Aunt Lucy? The competition’s about to start.”

			“Competition?” Olivia asked.

			Colin adjusted his glasses. “Cheese rolling.”

			Olivia blinked. She couldn’t have heard that right.

			Mrs. Wilkerson ladled a dribble of the drink into a cup and handed it to her whimpering niece. “You had to have seen it as a girl.”

			Olivia had never attended the festival as a girl. But she didn’t remind them of that. She liked that they’d forgotten she’d once declared that only poor mongrels bothered with the town.

			She’d been seven. Her father had laughed and patted her on the head.

			Another man and his wife came to buy some cider.

			Mrs. Wilkerson shook her head at Colin. “I don’t think I can watch your sister. Where’s your mum?”

			Colin glanced over his shoulder. “Still helping get the children arranged for their songs.”

			“I can watch her,” Olivia volunteered.

			They both stared at her. “Aren’t you busy with the festival?”

			But things looked like they were running smoothly now. “Not for the moment.” She set down her cup and picked the little girl up. “We’ll be fine. Go.”

			Colin hesitated, then ran across the square to where some men were gathering atop a hill.

			“Yellow.” The little girl pointed to the fallen leaves swirling after him.

			“Yes. Yellow and orange and red.” Olivia pointed out the other colors and moved toward the tables that had been pulled outside the tavern. She rested her cheek for a moment on the girl’s soft curls. “We are not going to let the big, mean man take this all away from us, are we?”

			“Mean,” the little girl agreed.

			Handsome, though. But oh so cold.

			Clayton’s reappearance should have soothed her conscience. But she’d managed to think of her guilt as something in the past. Now it had been thrust in front of her face. Glaring. Ugly. Fresh. When she thought him dead ten years ago, she’d prayed to discover that it was all a mistake and that Clayton was alive and unharmed. She longed for the crushing weight of her guilt to be lifted.

			Now he truly was alive, and her remorse remained as heavy as ever.

			But while she might owe him a debt she could never repay, that didn’t mean she would allow him to do as he wished. She’d changed since he knew her last. She hadn’t backed away from a struggle since the day she’d been too cowed to follow her father to the courthouse. Since the day Clayton had died.

			A new schoolhouse stood proud and straight. The smell of fresh paint still lingered in the air. The inside still needed a little more work, but she’d managed to arrange for the exterior to be finished in time for the festival.

			“It’s a fine thing you’ve done. You’ve set things right.” The vicar’s gnarled face beamed down at her. “This is all thanks to you.” He lifted the little girl into his arms.

			They were the words she’d been waiting to hear for three years. Ever since he’d come to her in London and told her how bad things had become at the mill. And in the town.

			But now they meant nothing.

			She’d been striving to make amends for the death of a man who wasn’t dead.

			“You were the one who made me see my responsibility to the town.” It had been the second time he’d saved her.

			The vicar patted the little girl on her back, swaying as the schoolchildren began their song. She longed to tell the vicar about Clayton, but how could she when he was glowing with so much happiness?

			She studied the faces around her. The Johansen family, with seven blond boys whose names she couldn’t keep straight. Mr. Grupp, who finally had bought a new sign for his tavern to replace the one that been lost in the storms five years ago. There were even a few new faces, ­people who’d come to spend their money at the festival and the families of the new hires at the mill.

			The vicar left her side to return the child to her mother.

			A man stopped in front of her and doffed his hat, revealing greased black hair. “Sorry to bother you, miss. But a man visited you at the mill today. I think he might be a friend of mine.” He had an accent she couldn’t quite place. “But I wasn’t sure if it was him.”

			“Clayton Campbell?” she asked, suddenly eager for someone to share in her shock. In her joy.

			The man nodded, but there was no astonishment. “It was him. Did he come to look for work at the mill?”

			“No.”

			The man’s gaze seemed far too intent, his eyes almost predatory. Olivia stepped back. “How did you say you knew him?” she asked.

			But the men were finished with their competition and they swarmed past cheering, pounding each other on the back, and shouting congratulations.

			“I came in second!” Colin shouted to her.

			She smiled at him, but when she looked back the strange visitor was gone. She stood on her tiptoes, trying to find where he’d gone in the crowd, but she couldn’t locate him.

			The men gathered around the cider table. The children had finished their song so they threaded their way through the group until they found their families.

			She refused to let Clayton destroy all this. The boy she once loved wouldn’t have been able to hurt all these innocent ­people. She would just have to do a better job of showing him exactly who’d be hurt by his actions.

			A shiver of something dark coursed through her. Part of it was fear, but part of it was anticipation.

			To spend time with him again—­

			But she didn’t delude herself that she could change his feeling about her. What she did hope was to change his mind about the mill. Even as a youth, Clayton had always been too dedicated. Too determined. He had a rather overdeveloped sense of right and wrong. He’d once walked a mile back to a store because they’d given him seven sweets when he’d paid for only six.

			There was only one way she’d ever found to dissuade him—­his heart.

			He cared for things deeply. That wasn’t something that could be changed, no matter what he’d suffered. She had to make him think of the mill not in terms of justice for past wrongs but in terms of the lives it helped now.

			Before, it had been possible to coax him to change his point of view. It had taken a whispered word. A smile. A caress.

			Olivia doubted Clayton would let her near enough to do any of those things.

			But he had listened to logic. Always to logic. And saving the mill was logical. It was right.

			She’d spent the last eight years working to convince lords, magistrates, and members of Parliament to help children who couldn’t even vote. She’d charmed benefactors and political hostesses into funding charities that helped the very street urchins who’d robbed them.

			She would handle a former clerk.

			Clayton glared up from the papers on his desk. He’d hoped the numbers would soothe him. But they only left him more dissatisfied. From the paltry stipend the Foreign Office had paid him a little more than a year ago, he’d made a fortune, lost a fortune, then made it back again. High-­stakes investing was always a gamble, but with careful study it was much less so.

			Normally, studying out his investments and planning his next ones soothed him.

			But today he could barely keep his eyes on the page.

			The numbers were as unsatisfactory as everything else had been that day.

			Because he’d gotten nothing accomplished. That had to be the real reason for his discontent. He’d delivered a warning to Olivia.

			But unlike ten years ago, he wouldn’t try to protect her from what was coming. She’d made her choices. Unlike last time, her father—­or even Olivia herself—­would be unable to stop him from justice.

			Yet one thing had been far too much like the last time he’d seen her.

			She was still the most beautiful creature he’d ever beheld.

			She’d matured well, time turning her imperfections into assets. The softness of her youthful form had settled into lithe, graceful curves. Lips that had been too pouty now tempted under angular cheekbones. High-­arched eyebrows now lent sophistication rather than surprise.

			And her wide eyes, the color of the sky, no longer sparkled with an innocence and naïveté so complete it had been as blinding as it had been beautiful.

			But it didn’t matter. He no longer desired her.

			If he’d let her soft hand linger on his face a moment too long, it was because he’d been shocked at her audacity.

			His butler, Canterbury, entered the study, wearing a rather improbable puce-­colored hat. “Was justice satisfied today, sir?”

			“I only delivered a message.” Why did he feel obligated to explain himself to his butler? He’d spent a decade as a member of Britain’s most feared team of spies—­the Trio. He’d revealed less information under torture. Yet somehow, this man made words spew from his mouth at a glance.

			Madeline and Ian, La Petit and Wraith respectively, the other two members of the Trio, would have mocked him mercilessly, but there was something about the old servant that made Clayton feel guilty. Even when he was certain he’d done nothing wrong.

			He’d inherited the impertinent butler at the marriage of Madeline Valdan, now Madeline Huntford. He still wasn’t sure precisely how he’d been the one to end up with the servant. Ian was the one who knew Canterbury from a past life.

			“You were able to meet with Mr. Swift then?” Canterbury asked.

			“No. I spoke to his daughter.”

			“Ah.”

			That was precisely how Clayton felt about the whole thing. He hadn’t lied to Olivia earlier. At least not much. While he might have thought of her a smattering of times, he’d never had any intention of seeing her or her father again. He’d been far too busy staying alive to hatch intricate plans of revenge.

			Until he’d seen the notice in the Times six months ago that the Swift Paper Mill was in contention to secure the contract with the Bank of England despite Mr. Swift’s infirmity.

			Never while Clayton drew breath. He’d given up ten years of his life to protect Britain. He wasn’t going to let it be cheated by the likes of Arthur Swift.

			“Did she say when you could call on him?” his butler asked.

			Clayton tapped at the rows and columns before him. Perhaps that was the root of his dissatisfaction. He’d allowed the Swifts to dictate to him as they’d always done.

			He wouldn’t make that mistake again.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter Three

			 It took Clayton only a short while to ride the five miles to the Swift house. Even with surprisingly few windows lit, the huge, Palladian-­style estate lorded over the surrounding land.

			He waited for a minute in the courtyard after dismounting, but when no groom came to take his horse, he tied the reins to a tree. Perhaps they’d seen him coming.

			Indeed, it looked like they had. The front door stood open. Clayton expected to be met by armed footmen, but as he mounted the steps, he saw the soles of two booted feet partially visible in the doorway.

			He took the last three steps at a run, his knife already in his hand.

			The man lying sprawled inside the doorway was the butler. A huge swollen lump disfigured the left side of his forehead. Clayton dropped to the floor beside him and shook him gently, but the man remained limp. At least he was breathing.

			Clayton scanned the surrounding area. Blood was pooled on the far side of the entry hall, then smeared in a crimson trail into the corridor as though the injured person had tried to drag himself to safety. He followed the path of the bloody handprints. From the amount of blood, the victim couldn’t have survived long.

			Years of witnessing grisly violence, and at times meting it out himself, should have allowed him to analyze scenes like this without any emotion. Yet this time, his heart hammered so loudly in his ears that he couldn’t hear his own footsteps, let alone signs of an approaching attacker.

			If she’d been the one killed—­

			It wasn’t Olivia. It was one of her footmen. And he was dead. Knife wound to the chest.

			Hell. He wanted to call out for her, shout until she appeared unscathed from her room. He might despise her, but even he wouldn’t wish this on her.

			But Olivia wouldn’t have been the type to hide in her room if she’d heard an altercation. She’d have been out to investigate before she realized the foolishness of her actions.

			He kept silent. The attackers were most likely gone, but he wouldn’t risk giving away his location any more than was necessary.

			What had happened? It must have been a robbery. The entry was completely devoid of silver candlesticks and the other glittering things that used to adorn it. But the attackers had entered through the front door. If it had been thieves, why not wait until the middle of the night when they could have entered with stealth?

			He worked his way down the corridor, checking each room as he passed.

			But the entryway wasn’t the only area that had been stripped. The parlor and the study were perfectly untouched, but the rest of the rooms were almost completely bare. And odd things had been left behind. Brass candlesticks. Why would a thief have left behind the most easily sold items?

			He knew from his research that the mill had disintegrated due to neglect until its sudden revival two years ago. Was the house’s condition a result of that?

			The thought of Olivia selling off luxuries bit by bit should have pleased him. A sort of divine justice if he was fool enough to believe in any.

			But the thought didn’t please him.

			What had happened to her after his arrest was no concern of his. His business was with her father, not with Olivia. He hadn’t even bothered to look into her life when he’d researched the mill.

			He didn’t care.

			He opened the door to the library, and a woman screamed. Clayton’s hand tensed on his knife. But again, it wasn’t Olivia.

			An older maid huddled in the darkness in the far corner of the room, shielding her face with her arms.

			Sheathing his knife, Clayton kept his approach as smooth and calm as he could so he wouldn’t frighten her further. “Be quiet. I’m not going to hurt you. What happened here?”

			The maid quieted, although the whites of her eyes still gleamed in the thin shaft of light from the open door. “You’re not Russian. You’re not, are you?” Her voice was tiny and tight with fear.

			Clayton shook his head, his feet suddenly too slow. His thoughts muddled. Russian? What the devil was going on? “No, I’m not. Are they still here?”

			Her head jerked from side to side. “I think they all left. They took her and they left.”

			“Who did they take?” His voice must have been harsh because the maid shrank from him.

			“Miss Swift.”

			He’d taken two steps to the door when his training reasserted authority. He couldn’t go charging blindly. He didn’t know who’d taken Olivia or where to. “How long ago?”

			“I don’t know.” She rubbed her palms on her cheeks. “I was thinking I had to hurry and start the coals for the warming pans. I do it every night—­I never thought—­”

			“When do you normally fill the warming pans?”

			“At seven.”

			It was past eight now. She was definitely in shock, but he needed all the information he could get. He helped the maid sit. “Who were they?”

			She bit her lip. “I don’t know. I don’t—­”

			Her gaze grew unfocused again and Clayton spoke before he lost her entirely to her terror. “Are you hurt?”

			Her hands flew to her throat. “No. Not me.” She pressed her knuckles against her mouth. “They took her. Might have had a coach. I think I heard one. Oh, you have to help her.”

			He’d passed a dozen carriages and carts on his way here. She could have been in any one of them. But Clayton knew he needed patience to get the information. “Tell me exactly what you saw and heard. Everything. Any little detail might help me find her.”

			The maid yanked her hands away from her mouth, planted them in her lap, and drew a stuttered breath. “I don’t know how much help I’ll be. But—­I was cleaning out the hearth when I heard a commotion in the entry hall. I poked my head out to see what was amiss. Two fellows had knocked Mr. Burton on the head. Perry, he’s the footman, tried to stop them, and the black-­haired man just pulled out a knife and stabbed him. Right in the chest.”

			She began to tremble, so Clayton rested his hand on her shoulder. “Can you describe them?”

			“One was tall and mean-­looking, huge bushy beard. Like some sort of beast. The other was leaner, handsome, black hair. Very neat. Both of them looked foreign. They spoke in Russian.”

			“How do you know it was Russian?”

			For the first time a hint of spark returned to the maid, and she glared at him. “I’ve been serving this house and its guests since before the master got sick. He was always entertaining all sorts of foreign men of business. We had Russians many times. I know the difference.”

			“Did you recognize any of the words?”

			“Not the Russian ones, but they kept speaking about something in French. La Petot?”

			“La Petit?” He had to force the name out.

			“Yes! The dark one told the big one something about a La Petit.”

			“Then they took Miss Swift?”

			The maid nodded, her chin wobbling. “I think so. I was—­I was hiding in here so I couldn’t see. But I heard her yelling.”

			If Olivia was yelling, that meant she’d left here alive.

			“Where was her father? The other servants?”

			The maid’s head tilted slightly, but then her face cleared. “Not here tonight, sir. But they should be home soon. Oh, they said one thing I did recognize. East End.”

			The docks. He strode over to the desk and scribbled a quick note on a sheet of paper. “Have this delivered to Ian Maddox at The Albany when the others get back.”

			He was out of the room running toward the front door before he heard her answer. If the kidnappers thought Olivia was La Petit, one of the most hated spies in all of Europe, then her life was in danger. When they found out she wasn’t La Petit, she was dead.

			He leaped onto his horse and galloped to where the driveway met the road. Why had they taken her? Olivia looked absolutely nothing like Madeline, the real La Petit.

			The only thing that connected the two women was him. The kidnappers must somehow have assumed she was Madeline because of his contact with her. But why the devil had they only wanted La Petit? They must have known where Clayton was as well. They must have been following him.

			Damned sloppy.

			And who could have taken her? The Trio had been to Russia only a handful of times and every time had involved Prazhdinyeh. But the violent group of revolutionaries had fallen apart with the death of their leader a few years ago.

			His hands clenched on the reins, stopping his mount. He slid down to examine the tracks at the end of the drive. It was too dark to see much, but the most recent wheel indentations cut toward London.

			Hell, it couldn’t be Prazhdinyeh. They no longer existed.

			But some of its members might. And all of them wanted La Petit dead. And she soon would be. Or at least Olivia in her place. After they tortured her for information.

			If he’d still been a praying man, he would have prayed to make it to the harbor before they sailed. Instead, he pushed his horse into a dead gallop.

			Clayton’s hand tightened on the man’s throat. “Come now, Archie. You know every ship that enters and leaves this port. Even the ones the harbormaster knows nothing of. I will ask again. Where was the ship headed?” Witnesses had seen two men matching the description of the Russians carry a sleeping woman aboard a ship minutes before it sailed. They must have planned the kidnapping to coincide perfectly with the tides.

			“We were even.” Archie coughed. “I don’t owe you anything. Not anymore.”

			Clayton pressed his thumb harder into the thief’s leathery windpipe. “Then I’ll owe you one.”

			Even though he was on the edge of oblivion, interest entered Archie’s eyes. “You . . . make . . . a deal? You never . . . make deals.”

			“And I won’t again. Three. Two—­”

			“St. Petersburg. The ship was Russian. Worthless cargo. It was set to sail to St. Petersburg.”

			Clayton dropped the man, who slumped to the ground next to the boarded-­up warehouse, gasping and rubbing his neck. “Don’t forget that you owe me—­”

			“I don’t forget.” Not a single bloody thing. Ever. In his whole life. Not the way Archie’s throat had spasmed under his hand. Not the haunted agony in Olivia’s eyes when he’d announced his plans for the mill. “Where can I get a ship? Tonight?”

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter Four

			 For a moment, Olivia was certain she was blind. She knew her eyes were open. Her lids scraped over her dry eyes with each rapid blink. Yet the darkness remained black. Complete. Not only were her eyes dry, but so was her throat. She tried to reach for the cup of water she kept on her end table, but pain burned in her wrists and shoulders.

			She couldn’t move her arms. She tried to force them, but gasped as the movement seared like fire across her wrists. They were bound behind her. Her ankles were tied as well.

			This wasn’t her bedroom. She was on her side on some sort of lumpy mattress. How long had she been like this? Where was she?

			The door slammed open. “She is awake?” a voice asked.

			She flinched away from the intense light filling the doorway. After several seconds, her eyes adjusted, and she realized it was only a lantern.

			“She should drink something then?” another voice asked. It took her a few confused minutes to understand the words. Russian. The voices were speaking in Russian. And to think she’d given her governess endless grief for forcing her to learn it to impress her father’s investors.

			Two men entered the room. A thin one with dark hair held the lantern. He might have been handsome if not for the cruel twist of his lips. The other man was so massive he had to duck and hunch his shoulders to fit through the door.

			The mention of water intensified the dry, swollen ache in her mouth. She wanted to beg for it, but she kept her cracked lips closed. She didn’t know what these men wanted. She couldn’t afford to appear weak.

			“She doesn’t get water until she gives me answers,” Lantern Man said. “Now tell us the key.”

			She thought of a dozen keys in that instant. The keys to her home. To the mill. But they’d broken into her house, so those keys could be of no interest to them. The new steam equipment at the mill was expensive, but it would be impossible to move. “What key?” At least that’s what she tried to ask. The words were so raspy and choked, she didn’t know if the men understood. Her Russian accent had always been horrible. It had infuriated her father to no end.

			Lantern Man hung the light on a peg, reached over to a table behind him, and poured water into a clay cup. He must see that she’d need water if she was going to talk.

			She couldn’t stop her own lips from parting in anticipation of the cool liquid.

			Lantern Man tipped the cup and poured it onto the floor.

			The air whooshed out of her lungs.

			“Don’t lie, Petit. I know what you took from Vasin.”

			Why had he switched to French for the endearment?

			Nothing made sense, and she had to struggle to hold on to each thought.

			But she did know she hadn’t taken anything. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” She hoped her words were correct in Russian. She’d never used it for anything more than chatting over tea. But surely, she could speak clearly enough to make them understand they had the wrong person. “I do not know Vasin.”

			Lantern Man lowered his face until it was inches from hers. With a start, she recognized him. The man who’d spoken to her at the festival. This had something to do with Clayton. The man’s breath smelled of alcohol and pipe smoke. “Your associate led us straight to you. His brief visit to your house. Your strange meetings with various government officials.”

			Her work with the Society? But that had nothing to do with Clayton.

			“Then we found these. In code, are they not?” He tossed a small stack of envelopes onto the bed next to her. They were tied with a green ribbon.

			Her love letters from Clayton. A bittersweet reminder she’d never been able to throw away.

			These men had been in her room. They’d searched through her things. And she hadn’t even known. Her skin felt like it had been smeared with mud.

			Lantern Man continued, “You can say what you want. Your actions have already proven your identity.”

			She closed her eyes. The drug they’d given her tempted her back into oblivion. This
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