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      When the machinations of a criminal compel Ellie Nomikos to seek out Dan Moriarty, she doesn’t know what to expect.

      Once they meant everything to one another; first, in London’s meanest streets and later in Spain facing Napoleon’s army, where betrayal and lies tore them apart.

      With the mysterious King Nemesis circling for the kill, they must learn to trust one another again. Together, can they discover his identity and bring him to justice before he finds and kills the person most precious to them in the world?

      The stakes could not be higher. Their love. Their lives. Their daughter.
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      August 1816

      

      Daniel Moriarty was far from his own territory. He had taken leave of absence and made the uncomfortable journey on a mail coach, to sit in the public gallery of the Coventry Assize Court. He had no role here. The trial playing out before him was not the concern of a Surveyor of the Thames River Police. But he’d felt compelled to come, if only to watch yet another person from his lamentable youth faced a reckoning.

      Kit Barker was accused of the crimes of kidnapping and attempted murder. Bad enough, but two of the intended victims were duchesses. Kit was currently trying to convince the panel of judges that the greater guilt belonged to his accomplice, who was also his lover.

      “She was motivated by greed, honourable sirs,” he pleaded, “while I was driven by my grief to seek revenge on the person who was the author of my great loss.”

      What the man hoped to achieve, Dan had no idea. There was no doubt of his guilt and he would hang for certain, as would the female. But Kit had always been the same—Dan had vivid memories of him as a boy of six or seven, caught with his hand in some mark’s pocket and swearing his innocence, relying on his charm, his beautiful manners, and his angelic appearance to rescue him from consequences.

      It had worked, more times than not. Kit would be let off with a warning, or even—Dan had seen it—given one of the coins he’d attempted to steal. Now he had finally committed a crime he could not talk his way out of.

      Dan didn’t owe the man anything, but Kit had been one of his own, once. Back when Dan was the leader of a wild gang of children who had lost their families and had only one another as comfort and protection against the dangers of London’s meanest streets. Perhaps Dan was the one person in the whole world who could look at the man on trial and see—and grieve—the long-lost boy.

      Dan felt the weight of eyes on him. He stopped listening to Kit’s increasingly desperate self-justifications and allowed his gaze to roam around the courtroom, particularly the public gallery. The usual members of the public looking for entertainment. Reporters and their artists, notepads out, recording the event for their readers. A female figure in a drab gown and short cloak, heavily veiled. A society matron, keen to hear the latest gossip without revealing her identity?

      None of them were looking at him now.

      He averted his gaze to the scene below, counted slowly to ten then quickly glanced back at the gallery. The veiled woman was the only person whose head was turned towards him rather than to the scene playing out below. She turned away, cementing his conviction that she had been studying him. The question was why. The lady in the veil had the answers.

      However, as he stood and began to ease his way past the other spectators, she rose, slipped around a couple of reporters, and disappeared through the door on the other side of the gallery.

      By the time he had pushed through the crowd and was able to follow her, she was nowhere in sight.
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        * * *

      

      Ellie had expected Kit's trial to draw Daniel from London. He would be driven to witness the event by his sense of responsibility to every member of the group of homeless children he had led and protected, no matter how far they had strayed from the community and companionship that had sustained their little gang of street rats.

      It had not occurred to her that he would notice her in the crowded public gallery above the courtroom. She was dressed as a widow, and most people worked hard to ensure their eyes passed over those ominous veiled figures in black, and their ears did not hear them. Daniel had never been like other people.

      Not only had he caught her looking at him, he had immediately risen to challenge her. It was unforeseen, but not unplanned for. She had chosen a chair near the exit so she could make a quick escape if needed. Out in the passage, she checked no one was watching, let herself into a private stairwell, and hurried down to the back door that opened onto the alley where her driver waited with the carriage.

      Once aboard, she knocked twice on the hatch between her and the driver. The signal meant he was to drive around to the front of the building, pause to let her alight, then return to the inn from which she had hired him.

      She and Daniel would meet. She had come from London to Coventry for that very reason—to meet Daniel beyond the reach of the criminal puppeteer who thought he held her strings. But it must be at a time and place of her choosing. She hoped she still qualified for the deeply ingrained protectiveness that had brought Daniel here to Kit’s trial. Enough, at least, that he would hear her out.

      If Daniel decided to help her, she could trust him to leave no stone unturned. Ellie was the last woman on earth Daniel would want to help.

      Just as he was the last man in the world she wanted to ask. Yes, she had failed him back in their shared past, but he failed her first, ambushing her with despicable accusations and then seeking to hand her over to be shot. Of course, he had been lied to, as had she. But he should have trusted her. Should have listened to her side of the story.

      However, since Ellie knew no other man she could trust, it would have to be Daniel, especially given he was at the centre of the problem she faced. She had to make him listen to her; had to persuade him.

      She did not think he would kill her on first sight. That was not the nature of the man she used to know. But if he still believed she had betrayed him, there was a reasonable possibility he would arrest her, or even hand her over to others for arrest. Perhaps even after he had heard what she had to say. Perhaps because of what she had to say.

      When she read in the papers about Kit’s trial, she saw a chance to see Daniel away from his colleagues and the magistrates they worked for. And out of the reach of the criminal puppet master who was attempting to pull her strings. Now she needed to catch Daniel alone and persuade him to hear her out.

      But first, she had to find out where he was staying. Changing her appearance was the work of a moment. The code name Scorpion, which she’d been given when she was with Daniel, referred to the least used of the skills in which she had been trained. By far her greatest asset to the motley group known as Lion’s Zoo was her ability to blend in; to go unnoticed.

      Under her bonnet and veil, she was already made up as a young man, straggly beard and all. The voluminous skirt dropped to reveal pantaloons, and the short cloak hid a man’s coat, worn over a shirt and necktie. She retrieved a cap from the bag under the carriage seat, and pulled it down over her tightly pinned hair. She stuffed the clothing she had removed into the bag, and alighted, ready to follow Daniel when he emerged from the courtroom.

      She purchased a newspaper from a vendor, and leaned against the wall around the churchyard, where the main door of the courthouse was in easy view. She waited for some time, pretending to read but keeping watch.

      Eventually, people began to stream out. Daniel, being taller than most men, was easy to see.

      She watched him turn away from her and head towards High Street. Folding the newspaper, she set off after him, strolling with deceptive speed, weaving through those standing in the street discussing the trial. Kit Barker had been sentenced to hang; his female accomplice would be transported.

      If Ellie could have brought herself to care, she would be glad that Kit’s effort to get someone else into trouble instead of him had not succeeded. He had been a mean and sneaky little boy, and apparently, he had grown into a mean and sneaky man.

      Daniel was turning the corner. She ran to peek carefully around it, and was in time to see him enter an inn.

      She waited outside until she could walk into the establishment just behind a group of men who arrived together. They strode across the foyer towards a room where a plethora of tables and some hunger-inducing odours hinted that dinner was being served. She scurried along with them, keeping them between her and the desk at which Daniel was talking to a clerk.

      By the time the screening group had disappeared into the dining room, Ellie was seated on a chair near the stairwell, the newspaper once more between her and her quarry. Just in time. He turned. From over the top of the newspaper, she could see him scanning the foyer before he mounted the stairs and went out of view.

      She needed a room number. She narrowed her eyes at the clerk while she thought tactics. In the end, she pulled out her pocket watch, sidled around the foyer to the outside door, then rushed across to the desk, waving the watch at the clerk, remembering to deepen and coarsen her voice.

      “Surveyor Moriarty is staying here. Can you direct me to his room? He dropped his watch at the courthouse.”

      The clerk didn’t look up from his ledgers. “Fifty-One. Second Floor. Turn right at the top of the stairs.”

      Excellent. Ellie slipped a coin to the clerk and hastened to the stairs, detouring around another group of new arrivals. Up to the next floor, then along to the end of the passage. Sure enough, a door opened to a narrow balcony from which a ladder descended, designed for escape in case of fire. She paused to examine the lock. Yes, she would easily be able to open it from the outside, and presumably the same applied to the one above. She had her destination and her way in. Now all that was needed was to wait for night, and pay the man a visit.
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        * * *

      

      A slender fellow in nondescript clothes had followed Dan from outside the court house right into the foyer of the hotel. Dan climbed out of sight on the stairs, then eased back to the large potted plant on the corner of the landing, and watched as the man approached the clerk, waving something and talking rapidly.

      The clerk pointed in the direction of the stairs, and the man tossed him a coin and headed in Dan’s direction. When a group of people passed between the man and the stairs, Dan emerged from hiding and headed up to the next floor. The second door he opened was a closet full of cleaning equipment and other items. Dan left a chink of the door open and waited.

      He had been just in time. In seconds, his pursuer appeared and emerged onto the floor, looking both ways before heading to the left. Dan had expected him to carry on upstairs. Perhaps Dan was losing his touch, seeing a pursuer in an innocent man who just happened to have business on this floor.

      He opened the door a little more. No. He had not been mistaken. The man went straight to the door at the end of the hall, unlocked and opened it, then bent down to examine the lock. Not the actions of an innocent bystander.

      Dan could guess what had gone on downstairs. The intruder had waved something under the clerk’s nose, sworn that Dan had dropped it, and thus gained Dan’s room number.

      Satisfied with the door, the man used it to exit the inn.

      Well enough. Dan knew he would be having a visitor tonight, and if he couldn’t catch himself an assassin or a burglar, then he really must be losing his touch.
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        * * *

      

      From his place of concealment just beyond the door to his room, Dan watched the slender shape sidling in through the external door at the end of the second-floor passage. All in black, from the knitted cap to the soft boots, the figure ghosted along the passage, briefly illuminated by the lamps that Dan had set on strategically-placed tables to spoil the intruder’s night vision and give Dan a glimpse of his opponent.

      Dan could have let his adversary set the timing, which would probably have meant staying awake until the early hours of the morning. Instead, Dan had pretended to go out to dinner, assuming that whoever it was would be watching, and would prefer to approach the room in his absence rather than when he was asleep inside. His pursuer turned quarry had taken the bait. He’d subdue the man, find out what he wanted and who sent him, hand him over to the local constables, and still have an early night.

      The light glinted on a pair of weapons in the intruder’s belt and suddenly Dan knew why he had been dogged all evening by the sense he was missing something obvious. He knew who was breaking into his room, even in dim light when all he could see was her back. Who else carried hand weapons with three short spear blades in a trident? His subconscious had seen past her male disguise. He had probably even known her as the veiled widow.

      Once, he would have said his heart would recognise her anywhere. Apparently, that was still true, which was why he had long since stopped listening to the unreliable organ.

      She bent to his door, a lock pick at the ready.

      “No need, Electra,” he told her. “It is unlocked.”

      He had to give her credit. She did not start, nor show any other outward sign of alarm. Perhaps she froze for a brief second, but nothing more. “Daniel. It has been a long time.”

      “If you have come to finish what you started in Spain, I suggest you turn around and leave. And keep going.” He was annoyed at the bitterness in his voice. His feelings for Ellie—any feelings, including the hatred he had nurtured since her betrayal—were a weakness. She was a vicious she-wolf, and would tear into any weakness without mercy.

      “I made a mistake in Spain,” Ellie told him. “I trusted the wrong person. I have regretted it ever since I found out who the real traitor was. I am not here to attack you, Daniel.”

      An apology? Did she think that would make things right between them? “Whatever your errand, you have wasted your time. We have nothing to say to one another.” No point in letting fly with all the accusations he could mount against her.

      After their last confrontation—after she had sworn she was no traitor, but merely following the orders she had been given, and then disappeared into the night never to return—he had set out to prove her innocence of the accusations against her, only to find her treachery confirmed at every turn.

      If he let go of the volcano of words stored up inside him, he knew he would not stop. It would be no wiser to begin a verbal battle than to let free the physical desire that had sprung to full life as soon as he had seen her. Hatred and lust could apparently coexist, but he would as soon touch an actual scorpion. “Leave, Electra.”

      Instead, she opened his bedchamber door and stepped inside.

      He followed her. “How can I make it plainer? You are not welcome here. You are nothing to me. We are nothing to each other.” It wasn’t true. She was something to him, and would be as long as she lived. A roadblock in the way of a future with anyone else. That was what she was. Whenever he tried to notice another woman, even in the most carnal of senses, he had to give up, for none of them were the Ellie he had loved.

      Not even Electra herself, as he discovered when she passed information to the enemy that would have killed him, had an accident not put him temporarily out of action. Someone else led the mission he was meant to be on, and walked into an ambush.

      She stopped by the window and turned to face him, the brighter lights in the bedchamber illuminating her face. He traced the changes time had left. In London, when he had first rescued her from the streets, she had been more child than girl. In Spain, several years later, she was a girl hovering on the edge of womanhood. She was now fully a woman, and more beautiful than ever.

      “I need to talk to you, Daniel.”

      He sneered. “And you could not visit me in London? No, of course not, for undoubtedly you are involved in something illegal, and you know that in London I have the authority to arrest you.” The slightest of exaggerations. His authority was limited to the river and the docks. But she wasn’t to know that.

      She had learned to control her temper somewhere in the past four years. She did not react to his needling, but answered calmly, “I am being watched in London. I could not see a tail, but I may have been followed here, to Coventry. I cannot be seen to be talking to you.” She waved an expressive hand. “Hence the precautions.”

      Despite himself, he was intrigued. No. He would not let her inveigle him again. “I have a way you can avoid that. Don’t talk to me. Go away, Electra.”

      She sat in one of the two chairs by the hearth. “King Nemesis has ordered me to kill you,” she said, bluntly. “You are interfering with his trade, I am told.”
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      Dan’s hand had not left the gun in his pocket, but it had relaxed. No more. He hooked his finger back to the trigger, though every nerve in him jangled at the thought of sending a bullet into the flesh he had once loved so deeply.

      King Nemesis was a shadowy figure who had, in the past couple of years, taken over some of the most lucrative illegal businesses in London. One of those was stealing cargoes from the ships in the Pool of London and the London docks, which put him in direct conflict with the Thames River Police.

      “I do not recommend that you try,” he growled.

      She hooked a single eyebrow. “I have no intention of trying. But when I told King Nemesis that, he threatened someone very important to me. He tells me I have a choice. Kill you, or see the person I love die. I choose the third option. I have come to ask for your help.”

      The sheer audacity of it silenced him for a moment. Or was it the pain that lanced through his heart to hear that she had moved on when he had been unable. He swore, a long string of invective dredged up from the streets that birthed him. “You think I would lift a finger to help you save your lover?” he added. “Go to hell!”

      “I undoubtedly will, for my sins,” Ellie agreed. “But first I must take down King Nemesis before he finds my daughter and carries out his threats against her, and I hope you will help me, for she is your daughter, too.”
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        * * *

      

      Katerina held Anna tightly in her arms, her mouth lightly over the little girl’s mouth, her own mouth close to her charge’s ear. “Quiet as a mouse, my sweet,” she whispered, in Greek.

      Someone was trying to unlock the door. The mistress had changed the lock with her own hands. She and Katerina had the only two keys. Not only that, but Katerina had bolted the door on the inside. Whoever it was, they would not get in.

      “Katerina? Open the door!” The words were in English and the voice was that of her mistress’s cousin. Katerina did not like Lord Blakeley. He made much of little Anna in the presence of the child’s mother, but Katerina had seen how he ignored the child, and even pushed her away, when Ellie was not watching.

      She shook her head. She was not going to answer.

      “Katerina? Open up, woman. Your mistress has sent me to fetch you and Anna. You are in danger here.”

      If that was true, then why did he not say the trust word? Ellie had planned for a circumstance in which she might send someone else to fetch Katerina and Anna from hiding. Any messenger truly coming from Katerina’s mistress would quote a line from the Odyssey. “To travel home and see the dawn of my return.”

      She whispered to her charge. “Anna, sweetness, can you be very quiet for a moment all by yourself while I look out the peepholes?” Not that anyone could get through the door even if they did know for certain their quarry was hiding within, but perhaps they would not try very hard if they were uncertain.

      Anna nodded. “Anna shall be little mouse,” she declared in a thread of a voice. The darling.

      Leaving the child on the bed, Katerina tiptoed to the peephole on the wall. It was hidden behind one of the drapes that gave the room the appearance of having windows. Katerina slipped between the drape and the wall so no light from the room could betray their presence here.

      Yes, it was the cousin, and with him several other men. Brutes. Katerina knew the type. Those who worked for the Turks who imprisoned her land used such men to collect rents and taxes, and to enforce their commands.

      The cousin was pointing to the wall and the other men were nodding. What were they planning? She could see, but she could not hear. Worried, she returned to Anna. No one could break through the door, Lord Blakeley had told Ellie, for it had a solid metal core. But what of the walls? Had the cousin betrayed them to the man who was Ellie’s enemy?

      One thing was certain, as long as they were out there, she and Anna were trapped.

      And if Anna was taken, Ellie would do anything she was told to keep her daughter unharmed and to obtain her release.
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        * * *

      

      Back in her widow disguise, Ellie sat next to Daniel on the mail coach. It was an uncomfortable way to travel, right through the night with brief stops to change horses. Even when the coachman and guard took a brief pause to attend to their own comfort, the passengers hardly dared to do likewise, lest the coach leave without them.

      Not long after midnight, the uneasy truce Ellie and Daniel had agreed for the trip extended to acquiring food and making a trip to the necessary. Ellie ordered slices of bread, whatever the inn was serving in the way of meat and vegetables, and ale in a flagon, while Daniel relieved himself. Then Daniel took Ellie’s place in the queue and collected the order while Ellie attended to her bodily functions.

      He spooned the meal onto slices of bread, stacked other slices on top and returned to the coach, arriving before Ellie.

      The inn objected to them leaving with the food. Daniel stared them down. “They want to collect up anything passengers have to abandon, and sell it again to the next coachload,” he explained when they were back on the coach and he was pouring their ale into the wooden goblets he carried in his bag.

      Then he remembered his grievance against her and relapsed into brooding silence.

      The exchange gave her hope, which she did her best to crush. She had abandoned him, after all. With good reason, she thought at the time, and only because her uncle had told her that Daniel was a traitor and Daniel’s actions had given credence to that accusation.

      He remembered things differently. He had made it very clear that this brief cessation of hostilities would end as soon as he proved her a liar. “If there is a daughter, which I doubt, then what makes you think she is mine? She could be the get of any of your lovers.”

      The accusation of infidelity hurt as it had four years ago when he first hurled it at her. There had never been anyone for her but Daniel. Not since he appeared out of nowhere to rescue her from the dangerous streets where her parents had just been killed and where she had escaped the murderers only by fleeing down noxious alleyways where death and worse lurked in every corner.

      That day was engraved on her mind. Peering from the carriage, which was lurched over to one side, to see the groom and coachman inert and bleeding, her father fighting for his life and for her mother who was unconscious or worse at his feet. When her father fell, she had wriggled through the communication hatch between the interior of the coach and the driver even as the villains approached the carriage door, calling for her to come out.

      She had run for her life. The dirty wild boy who crept from nowhere had told her he could save her. Her heart had known she could trust him, and she had. He had never let her down, except that once, when he had listened to lies about her.

      His opinion didn’t matter. When I take him to where Annemarie and her nurse are hiding, he will see for himself. Anna favoured her father in looks and personality. Even if Daniel didn’t recognise himself in the child, she knew he would keep the little girl safe. Ellie would put up with far more than his hostility in order to save their daughter.

      They made their last stop before London in the cold light before dawn. It would be a short one, the coachman having taken a few minutes longer at the previous stop for a bite of pie and a quaff of ale. Ellie was not hungry, but she alighted to attend the call of nature, as did Daniel. He had already returned to the stable yard when she got there.

      She paused for a moment to scan the courtyard. Old habits die hard. Besides, the closer they came to London, the greater the risk someone who knew them both would see them together, and send a report to King Nemesis. Even as the thought crossed her mind a face in the crowd milling around the yard drew her attention. She had seen him before. Basher was a heavy—a man employed to use his size and strength to intimidate and worse. He was known to work
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