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[image: ]


England 1145

"Not this morn, Lady Emma. The king has matters of great import to discuss with his counselors, so he will be occupied for the greater part of the day."

Lady Emma de Leon's nails dug into her palms in an effort to control her rising frustration. Shouting at the chamberlain's clerk would do her no good.

Yesterday, another of the chamberlain's clerks had refused her request for an audience with the king, and she'd heard similar excuses on other occasions throughout the past summer. With King Stephen so rarely in residence at Westminster Palace, her opportunities to speak to him had been few and she was determined to gain an audience before he left again.

"On the morrow, perhaps?" Emma asked of the pale little man with the graceful hands and uptilted nose.

He huffed. "A war is being fought, my lady. Events will dictate who will be allowed into the royal presence based on urgent need."

Emma understood all about the damn war. If not for the war's ghastly assault on her family, she wouldn't be forced to plea for royal intervention on her youngest sister's behalf.

In as calm a voice as she could manage, she explained, "A child's fate depends upon a royal decision, and I require only a few moments to make my request. Surely the king can spare a moment for an act of mercy."

"If I yielded to everyone who requested a moment of the king's time, his majesty would be an old man when all were done."

Emma again tamped down her ire, striving mightily not to strangle the guardian of the royal chamber's door. "I realize the king's time is precious, and if any other person could act on my request, I would not bother him. But no other than King Stephen can make decisions over his ward's fate."

"Is the child in grave danger?"

"Nay, but . . ."

Damn. The clerk's smug smile said she should have lied and told him she feared Nicole in physical danger. But Nicole hadn't complained of beatings or whippings. Instead, the letters stank of amiability and contentment, reeked of resignation.

No plea for deliverance. No entreaty for liberation. If not for the handwriting, Emma would think someone other than Nicole wrote the letters. The girl was either changing or despairing and Emma knew she must procure the girl's release from Bledloe Abbey before the nunnery sucked all the vibrancy and joy of life out of Nicole.

For four months Emma had tried to keep her oath to Nicole, and four months now seemed far too long to be prevented from keeping that oath.

The clerk waved an irritatingly dismissive hand. "Then the matter is not urgent and does not require the king's immediate attention. Indeed, I suggest you put your request to parchment for the king to consider at his leisure."

"I did, in late summer, but have received no answer. I can only assume my request has been . . . misplaced."

Lost on purpose, no doubt. Shoved aside by the chamberlain's clerks as unimportant. Her deceased father, Sir Hugh de Leon, was considered a traitor, and no one at court felt any obligation to show kindness or mercy to the traitor's daughter.

The clerk's eyes narrowed. "Naught which is overseen by the chamberlain's clerks becomes misplaced. You must have patience, my lady. The king will consider your petition in due time."

With that, he strode down the hallway toward the royal residence, to a doorway leading to the king's chambers, which she could see but wasn't allowed to pass through, leaving her standing alone and with no recourse. Naturally, the guard opened one of the huge oak doors and the clerk swept through without a challenge.

The clerk belonged; she did not. 

Tempted to rush the door and force her way in, knowing she might hurt her cause further by such boldness, Emma fled in the opposite direction.

All the way back to the queen's solar, where Emma spent most of her days and nights, she fought the urge to scream and make someone listen to her. No one would, however. Not even if she wailed her outrage.

Since her arrival in London, she'd been shunned, considered the undesirable outcast. Emma had known from the moment she'd been informed she was coming to court that she wouldn't be a favorite. However, she hadn’t expected to be treated with malicious contempt—as now, when entering Queen Matilda's sumptuously furnished solar.

Several elegantly garbed women who served as the queen's handmaidens looked up from their embroidery, or loom, or book to see who had entered. All immediately turned away when they saw who came through the door.

No one of importance, their expressions said. Only the traitor's daughter, their malevolence shouted.

Intent on ignoring the hurtful dismissal, Emma plopped down on a bench at the far end of the chamber, near the open window slit through which she heard rain splatter against the palace's thick stone walls. A deep breath helped calm her upset and sort her thoughts, trying not to blame her father or her new brother-by-marriage for placing her in an untenable situation.

On the day of her father's death, King Stephen had knighted Alberic of Chester and gifted him with her father's barony. Then the king had ordered Alberic to marry one of the three de Leon daughters, send another to court and give the last to the Church.

Alberic's decision on which daughter to marry hadn't surprised Emma. Her younger sister Gwendolyn was by far prettier and more likeable than she was. Nicole, besides being too young for Alberic's taste, had tried to stab him with a dagger. Still, Alberic would allow the girl to return to Camelen, which only proved her brother-by-marriage possessed a generous heart.

Emma had promised Nicole she would petition the king to allow the girl to leave the nunnery and return home. Of late, Emma had considered adding a plea for deliverance of her own, but admitted she didn't particularly want to go home to Camelen. To be dependent upon her slightly younger sister and her brother-by-marriage didn't appeal.

Sweet mercy, she'd been excited when Alberic informed her she was being sent to King Stephen's court at Westminster Palace, and had arrived with hopes of finding a place for herself. Instead, she'd found only misery. 'Struth, she didn't particularly wish to remain at court any more than she wanted to return to Camelen.

For now, however, she must put her own discontent aside and concentrate on freeing Nicole. With her little sister's future settled, Emma could then worry about her own fate.

Not that she had any control over her fate, for that, too, rested in the king's hands. A king whose time was limited and guarded by wretched, uncaring clerks.

People gathering at the doorway signaled the return of Queen Matilda from her daily walk in the garden, accompanied by the flock of men and women who comprised the cream of the queen's court. Everyone in the solar stood, giving the queen the honor due her royal rank. Not until she crossed the room to her ornately carved, armed chair and gave a small hand signal did everyone return to their occupations.

Emma wondered if she should again ask the queen to intervene on her behalf. Matilda, however, showed no more inclination to assist the traitor's daughter than the chamberlain's clerks. Nor were any of the people favored by the royal couple interested in Emma's problems, save one caring soul who now came toward her.

Lady Julia de Vere, the lovely niece of the earl of Oxford, had come to court years ago to serve as hostage for her uncle's continued support of the king's efforts to hold onto his crown. Though both Emma and Julia were prisoners of the crown—though held gently in the sumptuous prison of Westminster Palace and not the dreary White Tower—Julia de Vere was treated with utmost courtesy and respect by all and sundry. Emma didn't know why Julia didn't consider the traitor's daughter little better than a leper. She was just grateful the woman deigned to be friendly.

She tried hard not to notice how favorably Julia's blond hair compared to her own drab brown, or how much better Julia's bliaut of sapphire silk, shot through with gold thread, fitted into the elegant surroundings than Emma's well-made but now-faded green wool.

Emma accepted the difference in their position at court, even though she outranked the niece of an earl. Being the daughter of a Norman baron placed Emma within the ranks of the nobility, but being the daughter of a Welsh princess boosted her far over Julia. Her high birth was, perhaps, the reason she resided in the palace and not the Tower. However, no one at court felt inclined to acknowledge her station further.

Julia's smile went far to lighten Emma's mood. She took a seat on the bench, careful to spread her skirt to show it to the best advantage.

"How is your head today?" Julia asked. "You are sitting up and seem less pale."

"Better. I appreciate your concern."

"Four days is a long time to spend on pallet in a dark corner with a pounding head. I still contend you should allow a surgeon to examine you."

Julia meant well, and Emma would heed the advice if she didn't already know why the headaches occurred and what she could do to make them cease. However, she considered the cure worse than the agony. She willingly suffered the pain rather than allow cursed, devil-sent visions to overtake her as they had in her childhood. Since discovering how to both evade and fight off the visions, she'd done so—though not with complete success.

If she told Julia of the visions, her friend would be horrified, and Emma didn't wish to lose Julia's friendship. Best to change the subject, an easy task with Julia.

"The surgeon's time would be wasted. How went your walk in the garden?"

"The flowers are fading. Michaelmas is but a fortnight away and with it will come harvest time's chill. You should come with us on the morrow. Each day might be our last opportunity to take the boats into the pond and feed the swans. Were you able to make your request of the chamberlain's clerk?"

Emma suppressed a shiver at the thought of spending the day by the pond and forced herself to continue. "Apparently the king is too busy today to attend to aught not concerning the war. Tomorrow as well. Perhaps I will have better luck the day after."

Julia leaned closer. "I gather you did not offer to bed the clerk."

"Sweet mercy, nay!" Emma said, though she'd been at court long enough not to be entirely shocked at Julia's suggestion.

"Officious, pompous clerks must be bribed into granting favor, either with body or with coin," Julia stated. "If you have not the coin, then spending a night or two in the clerk's bed may soften him in your favor."

Emma had already observed that Julia accepted the practice as a means of getting her way. Her uncle kept her well supplied with coin, but depending upon what she wanted and from whom she wanted it, Julia wasn't above taking a man to her bed, or she sharing his. She was selective, though, in her bed mates and usually most discreet.

Indeed, taking a lover seemed common practice. Once the queen retired to her private bedchamber, a veritable parade ensued of men coming in and women going out of the solar. Emma had moved her pallet to a dark corner of the large chamber to avoid being stepped on or mistaken for another woman, as much as for a quiet place to endure her headaches.

"I refuse to offer up my virtue to so mean a little man. Nor do I have the coin to offer him. And nay, I shall not take your coin because I have no way to repay you. Allow me my pride."

"Pride will not open the king's door."

Perhaps not, but to bed the clerk—well, not only did the pale little man not appeal to her, but even if she offered herself to him she doubted he would accept. She wasn't slender and pretty, as were most of the ladies who lived in the palace, and she would be mortified if she offered the clerk a tumble and he backed away in horror.

Besides, she already knew the man to whom she would give her virginity, and he certainly wasn't one of the clerks, thank heaven above. 

"Then I must find another way into the royal chambers. Perhaps I should slight the clerks and make my request of the chamberlain."

"Tsk. The chamberlain is as hard to gain an audience with as the king. The clerks guard both zealously. 'Struth, Emma, you must somehow bribe one of the clerks or you will never gain a royal audience!"

Emma sighed inwardly. "There must be another way."

"Then you must find a means of entry quickly. I understand the king will be in residence for four more days before he returns to the field."

Four days! Certes, the king couldn't spend all four days in war council, could he?

Well, if she couldn't go through the clerks, or appeal to the chamberlain above them, then she would have to go around them all. Make a direct assault on the royal chambers. Somehow get past the doorway's guards.

Unfortunately, she didn't have any effective weapons in her armory—save one. Bravado.

She would give the king today and tomorrow to meet with his counselors. Early on the morning after she would be among the throng of courtiers, advisors, and attendants milling outside his chamber door, prepared to sneak, bluff, or push her way inside.

No matter if she lowered her standing at court—which was already so low she didn't see how she could sink further—she would keep her oath to Nicole. Pride and honor, and her own peace of mind, demanded she do no less.

*
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DARIAN OF BRUGES STRODE through the passageways of the royal residence beside William of Ypres, commander of the Flemish mercenaries, matching his stride to that of his shorter and rounder mentor.

He'd made this trek several times over the past years, and each time Darian felt amazement that he was allowed onto Westminster Palace's grounds, much less into the royal chambers. Of course, there were people who would prefer that a man of his ilk not be allowed in the city of London, much less inside the palace.

Too bad.

King Stephen needed men like Darian if he hoped to win his war against the Empress Maud. Men willing to take risks, capable of accomplishing those tasks men of refinement were reluctant to undertake. A mercenary skilled in warfare, willing to do whatever necessary to defeat an enemy.

His boot heels clicked against the highly polished plank floors, too loudly for a man accustomed to approaching others too quietly for them to hear before he struck. But then, this morn, his only task was to act as an added set of ears and eyes for his commander.

An easy task, but one few others could perform. Not only did William trust Darian's keenly honed ability to assess his surroundings, but Darian was also a member of a carefully chosen band of mercenaries who knew William's eyesight had begun to fail. King Stephen didn't yet know of the mercenary commander's difficulty, and William planned to keep the problem secret until it interfered with his ability to command troops in battle.

Darian hoped that time might not come for many years yet.

"Do you know why we have been summoned, or who else will be present?" Darian asked.

William shook his head. "The clerk did not say, though I would not be surprised to see Bishop Henry. He did not approve of the plan we decided upon yester noon and I fear he may have convinced the king to change his mind."

Damnation! If the king changed his mind, then Darian wouldn't be leaving London anytime soon and Edward de Salis, a vile, evil man, would continue to ravage villages and maim and murder more innocents.

The son of a baron, Edward de Salis took advantage of the war's upheaval to add coin to his coffers, uncaring who suffered from his endeavors. Though warned several times to cease, de Salis ignored the king's orders in his pursuit of wealth.

The villain must be stopped. Yesterday, the king had finally given Darian the order to bring the villain to his knees, then send him to hell.

Unfortunately, one of the complaints often heard about King Stephen was his inability to withstand a convincing argument, and Henry, bishop of Winchester, the king's brother, who hadn't approved of King Stephen's decision on de Salis, was quite adept at presenting convincing arguments.

"Bishop Henry might not feel so generously toward de Salis if his villages were being burned and his people harmed."

"Too true. Do you see him?"

They were nearing their destination. Darian's height proved useful as he glanced around at the men and women milling in front of the doors to the antechamber.

"Nay. Nor do I see any of the earls or other advisors present yester noon."

A good sign. If Bishop Henry had, indeed, won King Stephen over, the bishop would surely be present to gloat.

"Perhaps they are already in the king's chambers. Ah, the doors open."

The huge oak doors swung wide. The crowd rushed forward to enter the antechamber. Pushing and shoving ensued, each person trying to gain advantage over their fellows. Their efforts would do them no good. Unless they'd been summoned by the king or paid the clerk a goodly sum beforehand, they would be forced to wait until the clerk deemed them worthy of entry into the royal presence.

One woman had apparently come to that conclusion.

Garbed in a topaz-hued bliaut covering a white chemise, the softly rounded, dark-haired woman actually seemed hesitant to pass into the antechamber. Darian saw her nervousness in the flight of a hand over a gauzy veil that needed no smoothing, her uncertainty in the touch of a finger to the gold circlet that held her shimmering white veil in place. From behind her, he couldn't see her face, but could well imagine the misgivings he might glimpse in her eyes.

When he found himself wondering what color the lady's eyes might be, he pulled his attention back to where it belonged.

He and William edged forward at the back of the crowd, the king's summons guaranteeing they would be among the first admitted to the king's audience chamber. Which suited Darian immensely. He didn't like crowds and found the air in the palace stifling. Better this audience was over quickly so he could get on with more important duties and not have to deal with personages of noble birth, most of whom couldn't be bothered with anything other than their own petty concerns.

The lady in topaz bowed her head and positioned herself close behind two large men who shouldered their way through the middle of the crowd, doing her best to avoid notice by the guards on either side of the door. She slipped into the antechamber without challenge and Darian could almost feel her relief.

She's not supposed to be here.

He admired the lady's boldness, but knew her efforts were for naught. She may have sneaked past the first set of guards, but would never get past the clerk if she wasn't on his list of those who would be allowed to speak with the king. And he highly doubted she was on the clerk's list.

Her problem wasn't his problem. There was nothing he could do to help her even if he wanted to, which he didn't.

Still, his curiosity prodded him to nudge William and ask softly, "The woman in topaz. Do you know who she is?"

William squinted. "Lady Emma de Leon. Have you heard her tale?"

He'd heard of the woman and her plight.

"Daughter of Sir Hugh de Leon, who had the misfortune of dying while fighting for Empress Maud. King Stephen's ward. Barely tolerated at court." As he was grudgingly tolerated. He brushed aside an unwanted pang of kinship. "Must a royal ward be on the clerk's list for her to speak with the king?"

"Probably. Why?"

"Merely wondering."

Thankfully, William accepted the explanation without comment because Darian truly couldn't explain his curiosity over the king's ward.

Lady Emma glanced furtively from side to side, likely looking for a place to hide, giving him brief glimpses of her profile.

He could see she was a young woman, possessed of creamy, unflawed skin. Her pert nose was offset by a strong jaw, a quality Darian found intriguing.

Though her flowing bliaut hid the exact proportions of her form, the width of her shoulders, the tuck of her waist and spread of her hips suggested all of her curves were nicely rounded and well endowed. The hands he'd admired when she'd smoothed her veil were graceful, and her movements might be furtive but they weren't clumsily.

Lady Emma might not be the most exquisite woman he'd ever seen, but she was certainly lovely and interesting enough for a man to give a second look.

Rather, for a nobleman to give a second look, not a mercenary.

To his chagrin, Darian still wanted to know the color of Lady Emma's eyes, but he didn't have the chance to inspect her more closely. Duty called. Darian followed William to the next doorway, this one guarded by an imperious clerk as well as two burly soldiers.

The clerk bowed. "Earl William, you are expected."

Darian almost smiled at the clerk's obeisance. Indeed, the king had granted William, a mercenary of noble birth, enough land, rights and fees to hold the title of earl of Kent. Accustomed to becoming lost in William's shorter shadow, Darian wasn't surprised when the clerk didn't acknowledge him, merely gave a hand signal to the guard to open the door.

Then the clerk glanced up, and a sly gleam within his eyes sent a shiver down Darian's spine. Something was amiss.

He entered the inner chamber behind William, his senses alert. All seemed calm and normal enough. King Stephen sat in his ornate armed chair, the chamberlain standing beside him, their expressions giving nothing away.

No one else was in the room. Not even a servant.

Still, Darian sensed a threat and for the life of him couldn't figure out why the back of his neck tingled—until he heard shouts coming from the antechamber.

"Make way for the bishop! Stand aside! Make way!"

The bishop had to be Henry, and Darian's conjecture was confirmed when he heard the man's voice.

"Let them in! Let them all into the royal chamber to witness the king's justice!"

"What the devil is Henry about?" William muttered.

Darian didn't know, but whatever the bishop was up to couldn't be good.

Henry, the powerful bishop of Winchester, brother of the king, garbed in the full regalia of his office, burst into the chamber. He hustled toward King Stephen followed by four soldiers bearing a litter.

The room filled up with people. The air grew close and overly warm.

Bishop Henry pointed to a spot on the floor in front of the king. The men lowered the litter. 

Darian heard the buzz of voices, was well aware of William uncomfortably shifting his stance, but nothing could tear his gaze from the face of the obviously dead man on the litter. 

The face of Edward de Salis, the vile, evil man who yester noon the king had given Darian the order to assassinate. Someone had gotten to de Salis first.

"Darian of Bruges!" Bishop Henry shouted. "I accuse you of murder!"
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Emma marveled at her good luck. She'd been prepared for an encounter with an overbearing clerk when fate intervened, easing her entry to the royal chamber. Of course, she still might have to wrestle with the clerk, but she was closer to her goal and she would allow no one to stop her now.

At the moment, she couldn't see what transpired at the front of the chamber. She'd caught a glimpse of Bishop Henry when he'd passed through the antechamber with the litter bearers in his wake. Who the poor man on litter might be or how he'd died she didn't know.

However, the bishop had called out the name of the man he accused of murder. Darian of Bruges.

An unusual name—Darian. 

"I did not murder Edward de Salis."

His deep, rich voice rang strong and clear through the chamber, and Emma craned her neck to locate the owner of the powerful voice. But the men she'd used as a shield to get into the chamber were too broad and tall to see around.

No matter. The dead man and his murderer had nothing to do with her. Giddy with anticipation, Emma inched her way forward, certain that once this distraction was over she could better judge how to approach the king.

"Is this not the man you described to us yesterday as vile and evil?" the bishop asked.

"He is," Darian answered.

"This morn, he was found dead in an alley on Watling Street in Southwark, his throat slit."

"How fortunate for us all." Darian's droll comment drew snickers from a couple of people in the crowd.

She could see the bishop now. In his flowing robes, he stood near where King Stephen sat in an elegantly carved, armed chair and listened intently. She also saw the Flemish mercenary captain, Earl William, a favorite of Queen Matilda's who often visited the queen's solar, step over to the litter to stare down at the dead man.

"You are known for your skill with a dagger, Darian. Have you your dagger with you?" the bishop asked.

"Weapons are not allowed in this chamber. I would not be so witless as to bring one into the royal presence. My dagger is with my belongings in the barracks and I can produce it, if you wish."

Emma squeezed into a small space between two people, inching forward once again.

"You did not sleep in the barracks last night," the bishop stated, his ire becoming palpable. "There are those among your own fellows who will testify they saw naught of you until the dawn. Can you produce trustworthy witnesses to attest to your whereabouts?"

For several heartbeats silence reined.

"Nay."

After a slight shift, Emma saw the accused. While murmurs floated around her, she paid them no heed, aware only of the handsome, sandy-haired, hazel-eyed man garbed all in black.

She almost gasped aloud, her pulse quickening as she recognized Darian of Bruges. Broad of shoulder, narrow in the hip, long and lithe, he stood with his feet spread apart slightly, his arms crossed over his chest, a stance sublimely suited to him. 

Amazement mingled with a heady sense of anticipation that weakened her knees. After years of waiting, of comparing all other men to him, the lover of her vision had finally appeared.

Emma closed her eyes and envisioned Darian as clearly as the first time she'd seen him. She knew what his upper body looked like without clothing—all taut, sculpted muscle. His lower arms were a sun-touched bronze. Beneath his lowest left rib he bore a scar. His cheeks dimpled when he smiled, and his smile for her when holding out his hand in seductive, tantalizing invitation was glorious.

She hadn't touched his hand in the vision, but had always imagined his touch warm, his grasp firm and sure, his fingers clever and knowledgeable. 

True, she'd expected her lover to be Norman or Welsh, akin to her own mixed heritage, but his name implied—Emma's eyes snapped open as reality returned with a hard slap to her senses. Bruges was a town in Flanders, so Darian must be a Flemish mercenary! And he stood accused of murder!

Sweet God in his heaven!

Oh, cruel fate! A mercenary? A murderer?

Surely, she would never bed a murderer!

She frantically studied Darian's expression, searching for signs of guilt or innocence. His stoicism gave naught away. 

"Sire, consider," the bishop pleaded. "Darian of Bruges is known to hold Edward de Salis in contempt. He cannot produce witnesses to attest to his whereabouts last night. Nor, I believe, can he produce his dagger." The bishop held out his hand to one of the litter bearers. The flash of silver passed between the men's hands. "This dagger was found beside de Salis's body. I believe it belongs to Darian of Bruges."

Darian's eyebrow arched, but he made no move toward the bishop. Neither did he confirm nor deny ownership.

Two heartbeats of silence later, Earl William held out his hand. "Give me that."

With a nasty smile the bishop handed the weapon over. "'Twould seem you have less control over your mercenaries than you would have us believe, William."

William tapped the blade against his palm, his eyes narrowing with anger. "I have never known Darian to be less than honest, and I believe his denial of any knowledge of this deed. Whoever killed de Salis has done a fine job of making it appear Darian is guilty."

Bishop Henry waved a dismissive hand. "Spoken as a commander in defense of one of his favorites. I might allow the possibility of his honesty if Darian could produce one trustworthy witness to his whereabouts. But he either cannot, or will not."

All looked again to Darian.

Emma edged her way forward, silently begging him to relent. To prove his innocence by telling the bishop where he'd been last night and with whom.

He simply turned to William, and in that same unwavering tone stated, "I know not who killed de Salis, or why my dagger is not with my other belongings, but I swear to you, he did not die by my hand."

The denial rang true. Darian hadn't killed de Salis no matter the bishop's accusations. No matter his inability to provide proof. As Earl William said, someone had betrayed Darian. Surely the king would hear and see the truth.

King Stephen rose from his chair and held out his hand to William, who handed over Darian's dagger. The king flipped it over in his palm, staring down at the weapon—frowning mightily.

A bad omen, that frown.

Dread and anger over her visions flooded through her, and she was once more unprepared and uncertain over what she was supposed to do.

Did the visions reveal future events that couldn't be changed, or were they glimpses of possibilities that could be altered?

The confusion had plagued her from an early age. Bewildered and sometimes frightened by seeing odd things in pools of water, she'd told her mother of what she saw. Mother had looked on her with pity, told her to keep the sightings to herself. So Emma had obeyed, told no one, not even her mother.

The pang of grief was sharp, the guilt nearly overwhelming over the one vision she wished she'd possessed the wisdom and courage to reveal. Perhaps if she'd told someone that her mother would die giving birth to Nicole, either her mother or the midwives could have done something to prevent the death.

Or perhaps not. She could well have been accused of causing her mother's death by foretelling it.

And if she hadn't turned coward and foreswore the visions, might she have been able to warn her father of the danger at Wallingford, warned him to be cautious? And despite the warning might he and her brother have died anyway?

Damn. She never invited the visions, didn't want to know what might happen in anyone's future because she never knew what was best, as now.

Would Darian come away unscathed if she held her peace, or must she interfere to save his life so her vision of him would come true?

The king now stared at Darian, and Emma wrestled with the dilemma of what to do if Darian refused to save himself from a hangman's noose.

*
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DARIAN WATCHED THE dagger flip in the king's hands, the lion's head on the hilt proclaiming the shining weapon as his own. Someone must have stolen it after he'd returned to the barracks early this morning, stuffed the weapon into his pack, then left to break fast with William before attending this farce of a meeting. The thief would have had ample time, nigh on two hours, to commit the murder and leave Darian's dagger with de Salis's body.

Was that someone a mercenary? He had to believe it probable, though 'twas sickening to realize there might be a traitor in their midst. Darian didn't know who, and hoped he would live long enough to expose the bastard. 

But why had Bishop Henry made so public a spectacle over what could have been handled quietly, secretly?

Naturally, any murder in Southwark would come to Bishop Henry's attention. He resided in Winchester Palace in Southwark, and collected rents and fees from the taverns, brothels and sundry businesses that provided lewd, exciting amusement on the south bank of the Thames.

Henry hadn't approved of the king allowing Darian to dispose of de Salis, and the king couldn't have forgotten that yester noon he'd given permission for an assassination.

Darian knew King Stephen couldn't admit publicly he'd condoned an assassination. If asked, all who'd been present yesterday would deny any involvement in the decision to assassinate de Salis. If Darian were caught, not one of them would come to his aid.

Having accepted the mission, Darian knew he took all the risks, bore all the responsibility, would receive no reward or acclaim beyond his pay.

The king also must realize Darian wouldn't have killed de Salis in so public a place as Watling Street, but in the countryside, quietly and efficiently, making it seem the man had simply disappeared.

The whole thing stank of a conspiracy to frame him.

The king finally stopped flipping the dagger. "You admit this is your dagger?"

"As I said, I have no notion of how it came to be found near the body. The last I saw it was early this morn when I placed it with my other belongings."

"And you cannot produce witnesses to attest to your whereabouts last night?"

Not a trustworthy witness. The two men he'd met with would never pass the bishop's test. Honor demanded Darian not utter their names, much less ask them to testify on his behalf.

"I fear not, Sire."

"You give us nothing on which to trust your protest of innocence, Darian."

King Stephen's tone and expression said he wanted to dismiss Bishop Henry's charge, or be given an explanation for the dagger's presence in Southwark, or for someone to come forward on Darian's behalf.

Darian could give him nothing.

"All I offer you is my word of honor—"

Henry huffed. "The word of a Flemish mercenary? You ask too much!"

From the back of the chamber came a shout. "Justice!"

Another voice picked it up, and then another, until soon the word reverberated off the walls in a damning chant, the injustice of their damnation churning his stomach.

Darian considered making an attempt to escape, but even if he could push through the crowd to the door, he considered it cowardly and akin to an admission of guilt.

So he stood his ground, feeling the noose tightening around his neck, choking off his breath.

The king waved the crowd to silence, and the deepening quiet was almost as nerve-wrenching as the chant.

"You give us no recourse, Darian. If this is your dagger, and if, as my brother testifies, it was found beside de Salis's body, then we must condemn you as guilty. Guards, remove the prisoner and inform the hangman."

Sweat broke out on his brow. Bile rose in his throat.

Guards appeared on either side of him and clamped onto his arms. Thinking reasonably proved taxing.

Certainly, Earl William would protest and find a way to stop the hanging. His life surely wasn't meant to end in so unjust and ignoble a fashion. 

Then Darian heard footsteps, light but steady across the floor, and he couldn't help but turn toward the sound.

Lady Emma de Leon stood at the forward edge of the crowd, her hands clutching her topaz bliaut. She dipped into a deep curtsy.

"Sire, if I may be allowed to approach?"

The king sighed and gave her a condescending smile. "Lady Emma, now is not the time to speak of your petition. I am aware of your wish to aid your sister and will—"

"You misunderstand my boldness, Sire. What I have to say has naught to do with Nicole, though if you would grant me a moment later to consider my request, I would be forever most grateful." She licked her lips, as if they'd gone dry. "What I must tell you . . . that is, confess . . . well, I believe you do not wish to hang an innocent man."

On the edge of his awareness, Darian saw the king's eyebrow arch upward. Bishop Henry left his post by the litter to stand at King Stephen's side. Even as his instincts distrusted her uninvited and suspect intrusion, Darian noticed the lady's eyes were the deep, soft brown of a doe, and just as wide open and luminous.

But where a doe's eyes shone with innocence, Emma's were veiled. She didn't look at him, intent on the king who motioned her forward.

So many questions flew through Darian's mind he couldn't sort them all during the few steps Emma took to stand a respectable distance from the king. He knew, however, that she couldn't possibly know where he'd been last night. No respectable lady would dare visit Southwark after nightfall when whores and drunkards ruled the night. And above all, Emma impressed him as a lady gifted with intelligence.

She might, however, know who had stolen his dagger. A possibility. A damn miracle, even. 

"Confessions should be heard in private, my child," the bishop commented, his tone no less condescending than the king's. "I would be most willing to step aside and hear whatever troubles you so deeply."

Darian almost snickered aloud at Henry's obviously self-serving offer. 

Emma graciously bowed her head. "I thank you, Lord Bishop, but what I must say should be heard by all in attendance." Then she squared her shoulders, took a long, fortifying breath and rushed on. "Darian of Bruges is innocent of murder, Sire. He does not tell you of his whereabouts last night because he wishes to protect . . . me."

The implication slowly sank in, and Darian could only stand shocked at what she'd done.

The guards released him abruptly, a welcome occurrence, though he feared the reprieve wouldn't last.

Sweet Jesu, by suggesting they'd been together last night Lady Emma shed doubt on his guilt, but at a high price to her already tattered reputation.

Why did she lie? For what reason did she interfere? Truly, she had nothing to gain—or did she? She must! No noblewoman would come forward to save a commoner, and a foreign commoner at that, unless she stood to gain . . . something. But what?

Whatever her reason, he couldn't allow her to become entangled in his affairs. Certes, her lie would only make matters worse when the truth came to light.

Darian opened his mouth to refute her; Earl William's hand clamped down hard on his forearm, the order clear. Hush! Darian found himself obeying out of sheer habit of following the earl's orders.

The king looked suspicious, as well he should. "Lady Emma, do we understand you correctly? You say you bear witness to Darian's whereabouts last night?"

Emma nodded.

"All night?"

A blush bloomed on her cheekbones as she nodded again.

Murmurs from the crowd weren't complimentary.

Darian leaned toward William, who still held tight to his arm and whispered, "This is madness. The lady lies."

"So let her."

"This is wrong."

William rolled his eyes. "Wrong or no, she gives you your freedom. God's bones, Darian, allow the lady to have her way!"

Sensible advice, but it irked him to stand there and allow a woman to save him
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