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A Note about Godfrid the Dane
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Godfrid the Dane makes his first appearance in the Gareth & Gwen Medieval Mysteries in the first book, The Good Knight. He comes to Anglesey at the behest of Prince Cadwaladr, but quickly realizes that the deal he’s made is not quite what he thought, and Cadwaladr is not worthy of his allegiance. He takes it upon himself to keep Gwen safe and gives her up to Gareth when he comes to Ireland in search of her.

He and Gareth grow to respect each other, and Godfrid returns to Gwynedd in The Fallen Princess, on a quest to find the Book of Kells, which has been stolen, and again in The Lost Brother, in search of allies in his conflict with Ottar of Dublin. In both instances, he ends up aiding Gareth and Gwen in their investigations.

It is the dispute with Ottar that, in the late 1140s, drives Godfrid and his brother, Brodar. They seek to overthrow Ottar, whom they believe usurped their father’s, and now Brodar’s, throne.

With the approach of the summer solstice and the coming thing, the great meeting of the Danes in Dublin, Godfrid is faced with a mystery of his own, which he must solve if his brother’s victory is ever to come to pass ... 

The Viking Prince is his story.
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Chapter One
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Wind we, wind we such a web of darts

as the young soldier waged aforetime!

Forth shall we go where the fray is thickest,

where friends and fellows against strong foes battle!

––––––––
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Wind we, wind we a web of darts

where float the banners of unflinching men!

Let not our liege lord’s life be taken

Valkyries reward the uncanny in battle.

––––––––
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Will seafaring men forsake their boats

and their dwellings on the outer reaches?

Now the web is woven; weapons are reddened—

in all lands will be heard the heroes’ fall.
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Awful is it to be without,

as the blood-red rack races overhead;

The welkin is gory with warriors’ blood

as we Valkyries chant our war songs.
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Charge we swiftly with steeds unsaddled—

hence to battle with brandished swords!

––––––––
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Song of the Valkyries

––––––––
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___________
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Dublin, Ireland 

May 1148

––––––––
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Day One

Godfrid

––––––––
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“I want every street, every house, every boat searched for the culprit. Question everyone! We must find out what happened here. With a wound this grave, Rikard can’t have gone far. I want him found! And if he went not of his own free will, someone will have seen something. Find that person!” Sturla, King Ottar’s steward, scribe, and skald, stood in the center of the floor near a broken loom, giving instructions and emphasizing every point with a stabbing finger. At the sight of Godfrid entering the warehouse, however, he arrested his arm in mid-stab—and held the position long enough for everyone present to understand that he was surprised and disappointed at Godfrid’s arrival. 

Godfrid wasn’t any happier to see Sturla than Sturla was to see him, but he was even more displeased by the condition of the warehouse: trading items had been pulled from their shelves and scattered across the floor. Almost worse, two of the three looms, at which the weaver women should have been working, were upended, the racks, battens, and treadles broken into pieces. It was very much what he imagined a village would have looked like after his ancestors had sacked it.

Godfrid had included Rikard in the dangerous game he was playing against King Ottar, and now Rikard had been murdered and his possessions destroyed. Godfrid couldn’t help but think this was all his fault. 

“My lord. What brings you here?” Sturla’s lips twisted, as if it irked him to have to use the honorific, and he very belatedly sketched a bow. His gray curly hair stuck up all over his head, adding height to his already lanky body, which appeared thinner than usual this morning. Sturla’s face also had a pallor that implied he was unwell.

In reply, Godfrid chose to call Sturla by his first name rather than use his title. “Hello, Sturla. King Ottar sent me.” It was a petty battle to fight, and Godfrid immediately modified his expression to something more accommodating. He could throw Ottar’s name around when it suited him to do so, and he knew better than to reveal in word or deed how much he despised the king. He’d been hiding his animosity for five long years—for so long, in fact, that his polite exterior had become something of a second nature to him. 

In this instance, though, his words were actually the truth: he’d been woken by a messenger from the king, telling him of a pool of blood and a missing merchant—and giving him the commission to assist in the investigation. 

It might even be that his obsequiousness was finally paying off, and Ottar was beginning to trust him. 

“Of course. I give way to the king’s greater wisdom.” Sturla nodded sharply, and then turned to the man next to him. “I’m sure you and Holm can sort out an appropriate division of labor.” 

Holm was the newly appointed Sheriff of Dublin and, at twenty-five, far too young for his exalted position. “Of course, my lord.” He bowed, but his eyes were on Godfrid, and they weren’t happy. “What did he hope for from you? Why exactly did he send you?”

That was the question of the hour, and Godfrid couldn’t blame Holm for asking it. “The messenger did not say other than to suggest that my presence would bring another pair of eyes to a difficult scene. It is the king’s understanding that you have a large amount of blood and no body. Nobody mentioned the rest.” He gestured to the destruction around him. “What can you tell me?”

Holm sniffed. “We are just beginning our investigation.”

In other words, nothing. 

Godfrid let out a breath, striving for patience, knowing full well that Holm’s attitude was to be expected. So he said, in as mild a tone as he could manage, “Where’s the pool of blood?”

Holm sighed a little too elaborately. “This way.”

Sturla, meanwhile, headed for the exterior door behind Godfrid. As he passed Godfrid’s position, his shoulder came within a hair’s breadth of banging into Godfrid’s own, prompting Godfrid to swallow down laughter at the absurdity of the steward’s posturing, even as he understood it too. Godfrid was the son of a deceased co-ruler of Dublin, one who’d held a lesser station than his supposed partner. Such a son would find little respect among Ottar’s men. 

Secretly, Godfrid believed they feared him, but they hated themselves for that fear, and so they disrespected him instead. Most of the time, Godfrid paid no heed to any of them, following a course set by his father long ago that he should at all times float above the petty sneers and opinions of others. He and Brodar, Godfrid’s elder brother, needed to keep their eyes on the main chance. Nothing was to interfere with their quest for the throne of Dublin.

In the early years of his father’s rivalry with Ottar, the division of loyalty had been more even, but with his father’s decline and then death, Dublin had confirmed Ottar as sole king. The decision had been disappointing to say the least, but understandable as well. These days, Dublin sat in a precarious—and subordinate—position in relationship to the Gaelic Kingdom of Leinster, which was their only real buffer against the other kingdoms of Ireland. Their backs were to the sea, as they always had been. But the days of Danish dominance were past, and the sea was no longer the haven it had once been. Godfrid couldn’t blame the leading men of Dublin for their fear of what the future held and their desperate attempts to hold on to what they had.

Godfrid left two members of his personal guard at the front door and followed Holm, who managed to swallow his disdain sufficiently not to delegate to one of his underlings the task of showing Godfrid the blood. As they walked past the three looms, their feet thudded on the highly polished boards that formed the floor of the warehouse, an example of the pride Rikard had taken in all of his holdings. The northern wall of the warehouse abutted the city’s defenses, and the River Liffey, which flowed to the north of the city, was close enough that Godfrid could hear the calls of dock men at their work and the lap of water against the ships.

The missing man, Rikard, had been a merchant of some wealth and repute, with a fleet of boats, this warehouse, and a large hall in the southwestern quadrant of the city. He had many servants too, one of whom, a woman in her later twenties with a slave collar around her neck, had been attempting to clean up some of the mess. As Godfrid and Holm passed by, she turned to face the wall, as was expected of her in the presence of a nobleman who was not her master. 

Godfrid himself had never held slaves, following the tenets of the Church, which, once the Normans arrived in Britain, had seriously curtailed the Dublin slavers’ trade. While slave-taking in war still happened, most recently two years ago when one Irish clan had raided another, Godfrid found himself frowning to see that Rikard still supported the practice.

Holm halted at the back of the room in front of the rear door. A nearby flight of stairs led to a loft that ran all the way around the inside walls of the warehouse. The design was identical to that of Rikard’s home—and Godfrid’s own—except for the larger size of the building and the presence of an enclosed room in the southwestern corner of the loft. The door to that room was off its hinges, marking it as yet another casualty of the ransacking of the warehouse.

Like a steward introducing an entertainer for the evening, Holm gestured expansively to the floor and the pool of blood. “As you can see, robbery turned to murder.” 

As far as Godfrid knew, Holm had investigated exactly one murder since he’d taken office, if a tavern brawl where one of the participants ended up dead counted as murder. He’d seen a handful of other similar incidents as undersheriff before that. 

Were Godfrid in Holm’s shoes, he would have welcomed the help, but it was hard to blame the man for being offended at what appeared to be a lack of trust on the part of his king, and Godfrid could appreciate not wanting anyone looking over his shoulder, telling him what to do or what he was doing wrong. Holm might even be beginning to realize that his elevation to sheriff had more to do with his family’s wealth and personal loyalty to Ottar than his skill. 

None of that explained why Ottar had asked Godfrid specifically to assist Holm, but now that he was here, he was interested enough to stay.

The blood had pooled across three floorboards and been smeared across several more, as if a large object—possibly a body—had been dragged across the scene. The smears didn’t go all the way to the door, implying that the body had been picked up eventually.

“What makes you think this blood is Rikard’s?”

“He’s missing.” Holm appeared to just catch himself before he rolled his eyes. “He never came home last night, and nobody has seen him.”

Godfrid snorted under his breath, wanting to protest that they shouldn’t assume Rikard was dead until they saw the body. When it came to murder, Godfrid had learned from his friend Gareth not to assume anything, particularly not this early in the investigation. But he saw the wisdom in not antagonizing Holm further. If he was going to continue to please Ottar, he had to work with Holm—and there really was a disconcerting amount of blood on the floor. There was so much, in fact, that Godfrid couldn’t see how its owner could be still alive. 

Holm motioned jerkily with his head towards an overturned chair two feet from the pool. A length of finely woven rope—silk not hemp—was coiled on the floor underneath it, and the bottoms of the chair legs were stained with blood. Living in Dublin among seamen, Godfrid was used to seeing coarse hemp rope everywhere. This rope, however, appeared to be designed to be decorative, perhaps to hold back a curtain in a rich man’s house.

“I’d wager next month’s wages that Rikard was bound to that chair and tortured for the location of his silver and gold. When he wouldn’t give up his wealth, they killed him rather than allow him to identify them to me. Then they ransacked the warehouse to find the wealth themselves.” Holm declared this as if his conclusions should be obvious, even to a spoiled princeling such as Godfrid. “I’d say we are looking for rogue seamen, perhaps even Rikard’s own men.” Then his eyes widened. “They could have sailed on the morning tide, perhaps with Rikard in the hold!”

Godfrid put out a calming hand to him. “Why do you think a seaman is responsible?”

Holm gestured to the chair. “Those are seaman’s knots in that rope.”

“But not a seaman’s rope, Holm.” Godfrid was trying to speak gently. “If someone tied Rikard to that chair, he found the rope in the warehouse. He didn’t come prepared.”

Holm’s expression showed grudging acceptance, and he didn’t refute Godfrid’s logic. “Rikard was an old man and a merchant. Who knew he had it in him to resist an intruder?”

Godfrid again found himself objecting to Holm’s assumptions, and again had to say something. “You may be right, Holm, but I’m left wondering why whoever did this didn’t take more? There is wealth all around us. Why leave it behind?”

“As you say, the intruder didn’t come prepared. Perhaps Rikard interrupted him.”

Feeling that he was better off not continuing this back and forth with Holm, Godfrid didn’t answer. Instead, he returned his attention to the pool of blood, eyeing it with some trepidation. The fluid had covered several papers, as well as a polished-stone rosary, and he was glad he wouldn’t be assisting the slave girl in the cleaning of it. 

On impulse, abandoning in an instant his resolve not to irk Holm, Godfrid crouched to the pool, reached out a finger to the puddle, and dabbed at it, pulling some of the blood onto his forefinger. 

Inevitably, Holm sputtered a protest. “I already did that.”

Since he couldn’t take back what he’d done, Godfrid sniffed the blood and put it to his lips—and his surprise at the smell and taste had him jerking upright and stepping backwards away from the pool. “You can’t have, Holm, else you wouldn’t have told the king that Rikard had been murdered.”

“He was murdered, my lord. Nobody can lose that much blood and live.”

“That would be true, Holm, if this were blood. But what we have here is wine.”
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Day One

Godfrid

––––––––
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“It can’t be,” Holm said, even as he crouched beside the puddle with his face a foot from the pool. Then, flushing red to his hairline, he moved towards the fallen chair, swooped his fingers through a smear on the floor near one of the legs, and held his fingers up to Godfrid’s face. “Blood.”

Godfrid grasped Holm’s wrist and sniffed, at first tentatively, and then with a burgeoning frown. “You’re right.”

They looked at each other through several heartbeats. “So ...” Holm drew out the word.

Godfrid finished his thought. “So someone poured wine on the floor to make us think there was more blood here than there was? Why would anyone do that?”

“I don’t know, but he had the foresight to use sweet wine, which is thick like blood.”

Godfrid then ventured a genuine question, hoping Holm would understand it to be a peace offering of a sort: “Why was your instinct when you first arrived to test the blood from the smear rather than from the pool?” 

Holm gave a jittering shake of his head, such that the braids that held back his blond hair from his face flopped around his shoulders. “The smears were already drying. I thought to test them because I would gain a better estimate as to how long ago they’d been made.”

Godfrid was genuinely impressed and said so. 

“Not that the knowledge is of enormous help.” Holm shrugged, the few moments of respect making him more accommodating than he’d ever been in Godfrid’s presence. “Whatever happened here happened hours ago. Sturla sent my men to search the nearby houses for answers, for Rikard, and for the culprit. But if he has any sense, the latter should be long gone by now.”

“Maybe not,” Godfrid said. “The city gates are guarded, and while the guards don’t stop everyone who goes in and out during the day, they do look at everyone who comes and goes at night. The northern gate that guards the crossing of the Liffey is closed to all comers, no matter their urgency. If whoever did this is native to Dublin, he knows the routine and could be hiding until he can leave with fewer questions. Whether or not it’s too late already, we need to close all the city gates immediately and stop letting people enter and leave freely.”

Holm shot Godfrid a piercing look, and Godfrid had the sense that Holm thought the idea was a good one but disliked admitting it. Fortunately, possibly thanks to their most recent exchange, his disregard for Godfrid wasn’t so great that he refused to listen. He spun on a heel and snapped his fingers at one of his men, who hustled forward.

While Holm was busy ordering his people about, Godfrid walked all the way around the pool. It appeared smaller than it had a moment ago, seemingly drying rapidly now that it was day.

Once Holm dismissed his man and turned back, Godfrid shook his head. “Maybe we have it wrong and the blood and wine have nothing to do with one another. Maybe the wine was spilled by accident, and the culprit would be shocked to learn we confused it with blood.” 

“Then where is Rikard in all this?” 

“I don’t know.”

“I don’t know either.” Holm’s tone was nearly friendly.

Godfrid was glad now that he’d admitted uncertainty, as uncomfortable as it made him, since it had allowed Holm to admit it too. 

Because he had always viewed Holm as Ottar’s man through and through, Godfrid had never attempted to lure him to his side. He was seeing him now through new eyes, wondering if the sheriff’s attitude was merely bluster, rather than genuine personal animosity. It wasn’t unusual for a man promoted beyond his capacity to take out his insecurities on those around him. 

“What of Rikard’s wife and child?” Godfrid asked.

Rikard’s wife, Sanne, was thirty years younger than her husband, closer to Godfrid’s age than Rikard’s, and the daughter of Thorfin Ragnarson, another prominent Dublin merchant. It wasn’t impossible that she’d grown tired of the marriage and wanted to hurry along the day when she became a widow.

“They are with Arno, Rikard’s business partner. When he went looking for Rikard at his home this morning, Arno learned that he’d never returned last night, so he came here and discovered the blood and the destruction.” Holm lifted one shoulder. “At least Rikard died with his boots on.”

Among the Danes, dying of old age wasn’t the ideal way to end one’s life. Godfrid had feared such a fate would be his father’s, but fortune had intervened in the form of an attack on Dublin by the men of Brega, a lesser kingdom within Meath, upon whom, in recent years, the Danish settlements to the north and west of Dublin had been encroaching more and more. 

Knowing that death was near, Godfrid’s father had insisted on taking part in the battle and was among the two hundred Danes killed. Godfrid missed his father, but the fortitude he’d shown in rising from his bed to take his place in the fight had inspired all of Dublin—and was one of the reasons Brodar had growing support among his countrymen for the throne, now that Ottar’s leadership hadn’t produced the prosperity and expansion they craved. Brodar and Godfrid had made it clear to all and sundry that the only reason they hadn’t raised an army to attack Brega and avenge their father’s death was because both Ottar and King Diarmait of Leinster had absolutely forbidden it.

“We don’t yet know if he’s dead, Holm. Please keep that in mind.”

Holm snorted his disbelief, before adding, “Why do you keep staring at the puddle?” 

Godfrid crouched again and flicked out his hand. “Is there less wine here than before?”

As befitting a building owned by a man with a fleet of boats, the wooden floorboards were tightly-fitted and well varnished. The wood wasn’t porous enough to absorb wine—at least not at the speed the puddle appeared to be shrinking.

But before Holm could answer, a fine leather boot appeared within Godfrid’s line of sight, albeit not in the wine itself, and Godfrid looked up to find the freckled face of Conall, the king of Leinster’s man in Dublin, glaring at him, his hands on his hips.

“What have you done now?” In the last year, Conall’s Danish had become nearly fluent.

Godfrid straightened, giving himself the full advantage of every inch of height he had on Conall, who was a good six inches shorter than he was, and putting every ounce of offended pride that he could muster into his voice. “You speak as if I make a habit of murdering merchants in their warehouses.” 

“Do you? Do you want to confess now so as to save your king the trouble of further investigation?”

Holm ducked his head in obeisance to Conall and then said in an undertone to Godfrid, “I’m sorry. Good luck.” He headed towards the front of the hall where the last of Holm’s men and Godfrid’s own guards were already edging out the door.

Godfrid pressed his lips together to hide his smile. Holm might have been interested enough in Godfrid’s thoughts about the pool of wine to stay, but at Conall’s arrival, he was beating an immediate and hasty retreat. No matter how much they disliked Godfrid themselves, no Dane wanted to witness Godfrid’s humiliation at the hands of Conall. And such had been the power of Leinster over Dublin in recent years that all were forbidden to offend King Diarmait’s ambassador in any way.

Though fleeing with the rest, Holm, at least, had the decency to comment over his shoulder. “Godfrid had nothing to do with Rikard’s death, my lord. We have learned what we can here. We’ll leave you to it.”

Then the door slammed shut behind him, leaving Godfrid and Conall alone to face off against each other. 

“Cowards.” Godfrid laughed and spread his arms wide to embrace the Irishman. “How is it with you? I’ve missed seeing you these last few weeks.”

Conall allowed himself to be enveloped, though after a moment he patted Godfrid on the shoulder, indicating he wanted to be released. Then the two men stepped back, both beaming. 

“I am well,” Conall said. “It’s good to see you, even if under unfortunate circumstances.”

They’d met for the first time a year ago when Conall had arrived in Dublin at the behest of King Diarmait, who also happened to be Conall’s uncle. At the time, Godfrid had been distrusting of any Irishman, especially one who was so clearly an accomplished spy. That was the face Godfrid still put on whenever anyone was watching. But he and Conall had quickly come to an accord. At the start, they had their mutual friendship with Gareth in common and then discovered almost immediately that their perspectives on the world weren’t so different either. The outward disdain for one another they showed to the world had become a game they played, to the great amusement of both.

“What do we have here?” Conall indicated the wine. “Besides the obvious, that is.”

“Not so obvious, as it turns out. The pool contains wine.” Godfrid pointed to the overturned chair. “The actual blood is over there.”

Conall took in the oddity of the situation with a sweeping glance. “Rikard’s?”

Godfrid lifted a shoulder. “We don’t know, but Rikard is missing.”

“It sounds like Holm is assuming he’s dead.”

“It may be a fair assumption.” Godfrid shrugged again. “If so, I would be sorry. He was a good friend.” 

“Don’t let Ottar hear you say that.” 

“I would never.” Godfrid had known Rikard a long time, and until a few years ago the merchant had been outwardly supportive of Godfrid’s father. But Torcall’s death had put pressure on more citizens of Dublin than just Godfrid and his brother. Ottar demanded loyalty, and if a man wasn’t prepared to give it wholeheartedly, or feign it convincingly, he found himself unwelcome at the palace. That would be of particular relevance to a merchant who relied on safe harbor in Dublin’s port and looked to keep his taxes low. 

Godfrid took a step closer and lowered his voice. “I’ve been looking for your return in hopes that we might speak. Brodar and I believe we have assurances from the majority of the leading men of Dublin that they will support Brodar when he calls for a vote at the summer thing.” 

Every year on the summer solstice, the free men and women of Dublin assembled for a great meeting to address grievances before they festered and, in certain cases, to elect their king. Ottar had earned barely enough votes to defeat Brodar after Godfrid’s father died. This year, Brodar hoped to overthrow him. The Dublin thingmote was a forty-foot-high mound in the southeastern part of the city near Ottar’s palace.

Conall nodded. “It seems to me that it really is now or never. Ottar will never be weaker than he is today.”

“What does your king say?”

“He would like to know what benefit to him a change in leadership will mean. He feels he can control Ottar, and Leinster’s power in Dublin has only increased under Ottar’s rule. Your brother promises to be a different beast. My king isn’t sure he’s going to like the change.”

“He will once he realizes how much bolder my brother is than Ottar. Ottar has grown tentative. Dublin’s merchants won’t sail as far and wide as they used to. We are no longer opening new trade routes. My brother promises to restore our power on the seas and in the marketplace.” 

Then Godfrid paused, thinking about how to phrase his next thought. It had been Godfrid’s ancestors who’d first raided the Irish monastery on the shores of the River Liffey and later built the city in its place. To Godfrid’s mind, Ottar had not only bowed to Leinster but groveled, and as much as Godfrid enjoyed the company of Conall—and respected him as a man—accepting the increased overlordship of Leinster had left Dublin much diminished. Bad enough to be a client kingdom at all, but to be so much weaker in just a few years was unconscionable after centuries of conquest. Inside, Godfrid was embarrassed that money had become of greater interest to the Danes than their pride.

Once Brodar overthrew Ottar, as King of Dublin he would swear loyalty to King Diarmait, as Ottar had done. He would also swear that he had no intention of rebelling against Leinster. But the truth was, if things continued the way they were going under Ottar, soon Dublin would not just be a client state, it would cease to exist as an independent entity at all. 

“And he will pay a tax to Leinster on that wealth, of course.”

“Of course,” Conall said, though he was unable to keep the wry tone from his voice.

Godfrid grimaced. “For now, King Diarmait keeps the rest of Ireland at bay. Though I hate to admit it, we are not as strong as we once were. We cannot trade freely if we are worried about defending our borders from attacks by Connaught or Ulster—or Brega.”

Conall bent slightly at the waist. “I will tell my king to be prepared for your move, though I must tell you that he agrees to nothing. At the same time, he will not personally intervene in Dublin’s internal affairs.”

“Does Ottar know that?”

“I have told King Ottar that he has Diarmait’s full support as long as he can maintain power. Ottar might interpret that to mean that Leinster will come to his aid if his throne is threatened, but that was only an impression I left him, not a promise.”

Godfrid had been hoping for at least that much and allowed himself a small sigh. “Thank you. I will tell my brother.”

Conall shot him a quick grin. “King Diarmait has also said nothing at all about me aiding and abetting. Believe you me, I did not press him on the matter.”

Godfrid laughed outright and clapped his friend on the shoulder. “I have missed you while you’ve been away. What have you been doing?”

“I will tell you later. Not here.” He gestured to the upheaval in the warehouse. “Meanwhile, Ottar has tasked you with investigating Rikard’s disappearance. Or death, if that’s what has happened. Why would he do that?”

Godfrid shrugged. “I have been puzzled about it since his messenger appeared on my doorstep. I fear he is testing my loyalty in some fashion. I’m just not sure how.”

Conall’s expression turned thoughtful. “Perhaps Ottar asked for you because he knows something of what happened here—and wants to stay as far away as possible from what might be discovered. He can’t help that Holm takes the lead in the investigation, but if things go badly, much better to blame you for it.”

Then, as if Conall’s words hadn’t caused enough dismay in Godfrid’s heart, the slave girl appeared in the corner of his vision, on her knees collecting polished stones that had fallen to the floor. He spun towards her, cursing. He and Conall hadn’t been speaking quietly, and she couldn’t have helped but overhear their conversation. He’d fallen into the trap of dismissing from his mind the presence of a slave, which, if he wanted to keep his conspiracy with his brother and his friendship with Conall a secret, was a stupid thing to do. “You there!”

Conall reached for Godfrid’s arm. “You don’t have to mind her.”

Godfrid turned to his friend, too angry at himself to moderate his tone. “Why not?”

“She’s an ally.” Conall gestured in the woman’s direction. “I brought her to Dublin as my spy.” 
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Godfrid
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Godfrid laughed, taken completely by surprise.

While Conall looked rueful, the woman herself appeared indifferent to Godfrid’s astonishment. More than ten years younger than Conall, making her roughly thirty, she approached and curtseyed. “My lord, it is a pleasure to finally meet the man Lord Conall has told me so much about. My name is Caitriona, but please call me Cait.”

She had a Gaelic lilt to her Danish, but was otherwise fluent, and was outspoken in a way Godfrid understood Irish women to be. She was also well-spoken and apparently educated, as Godfrid supposed any close associate of Conall would have to be.

More out of habit than thought, he put his heels together and took Cait’s hand. “Godfrid, Prince of Dublin.” Then, he looked at Conall. “What is going on?”

Still looking rueful, Conall spread his hands wide. “As you well know, Rikard’s warehouse has become a crossroads of a sort between King Ottar and allies he doesn’t want the rest of Dublin to know about. We installed Cait here as the intermediary between Rikard and me, so I wouldn’t have to meet with Rikard directly.” He grimaced. “We also have begun to fear that one of Rikard’s servants is a traitor, spying for Ottar. Installing Cait in the slave quarters seemed the best way to root him out.”

Godfrid’s eyes narrowed as he looked from Conall to Cait. A headscarf held back her hair, but a few strands framed her face and sleek black ends showed down her back. Her eyes were gray-green, similar in color to Conall’s, and she had a smattering of freckles across her nose and cheeks. “That was taking quite a risk, installing a woman as a slave, wasn’t it? The danger from men that put her in—”

A snort from Caitriona dismissed the argument. “I can handle wandering hands, my lord.” 

“You can’t, actually.” Conall shot a quelling look at the woman, who appeared remarkably complacent about her employer’s unhappiness, and then he looked back to Godfrid. “Rikard knew who she was and that he had to protect her. He put out that she was his, and nobody was to touch her.”

For Rikard to have accepted a beautiful woman into his household was entirely in character for the merchant, since each of his three successive wives had been younger and lovelier than the previous. Some men refused to admit they were getting old.

“Even that was unnecessary,” Cait said flatly. “I was one of Rikard’s weaver women. A slave, yes, but of a higher station. I was in no danger from him, his men, or anyone else.”

Godfrid studied Caitriona. “It’s a credit to you that you could so successfully hide your light under that headscarf.”

Cait seemed to prefer answering questions by showing rather than telling. Between one breath and the next, her shoulders hunched, her mouth turned down, and her forehead wrinkled into a mask of sadness, making her look like nothing more or less than the drudge she had been pretending to be.

Then she blinked, straightened, and transformed back into her true self again. Godfrid could only admire the skill and her willingness to diminish her beauty. Few women had the confidence. In his case, even cultivating the art of deception daily, he was too large a man to be very good at hiding. He stood out in a crowd when shrouded by a cloak on a dark night. 

“Wait a moment. If she was a spy for the King of Leinster—” Godfrid’s brow furrowed, “—and if Rikard knew of it, that means Rikard was working with King Diarmait outright. Since when?” What he left unsaid, because he felt a little hurt at the slight, was that Conall hadn’t bothered to mention any of this to him.

“It has been only since you last saw me. She’s been here three weeks.” 

“I could have watched over her.” 

But then, when Conall replied by canting his head, Godfrid gave a low grunt. “Which might have given the game away, since why would a prince of Dublin be paying attention to one of Rikard’s weaver women, even if she is beautiful? You leave, and she arrives, with the intent to lull us into a false sense of security, to make us think we aren’t being watched.”

“Us?” Conall gave a sharp shake of his head. “Not you. Ottar.” 

Godfrid drew in a breath. “Didn’t you just tell me that King Diarmait isn’t going to openly support Brodar?”

Conall expression turned regretful. “For now, he sees no need to do so. However, he wanted to know the full story of what was going on in Dublin under the surface before making a decision. It was Cait’s job to give him that insight.” 

That appeared to be all the apology Godfrid was going to get. And it was possible that none of this was Conall’s idea, not just Cait’s role in the deception. Conall and Godfrid knew enough of each other by now that he deserved the benefit of the doubt. “Rikard owed Diarmait that much?”

Conall’s expression turned wry. “Who do you think Rikard’s biggest trading partner is? Rikard’s ships travel the seas, but far better and less risky to trade closer to home. Rikard needs Diarmait’s good graces and, in recent months, my king has been deeply concerned about the decline of his revenue from Dublin.”

Godfrid’s eyes widened, finally understanding what this was about. “King Diarmait thought Ottar was skimming.” And at a curt nod from Conall, he continued, “And that’s also why he is willing to look the other way when my brother overthrows him. Even if King Diarmait won’t say, he is interested in the wealth my brother might bring in.”

“Enough to give him a chance,” Conall said.

Godfrid let out a sigh. “Why didn’t Rikard tell me any of this? Why didn’t you?”

Conall shrugged. “My king insisted on absolute secrecy. Spy rings are most effective when the spies involved don’t know each other and don’t necessarily share with one another the information they discover.”

Godfrid ground his teeth at that, but again, he couldn’t argue. As his mother once told him when his father was being particularly stubborn, A king does what a king does, and lesser men have no right to complain. “To tell you the truth, I had wondered in recent weeks if I had lost Rikard’s support.” 

Conall shook his head. “I assure you the opposite was true. Rikard needed to keep you at arm’s length to make Ottar trust him. Besides, if that had been the case, Rikard would have sold you to Ottar, and you would be in chains today rather than Ottar’s errand boy.”

Godfrid chewed on his lower lip. “And perhaps Diarmait was willing to consider the possibility that I was the traitor—maybe not to Ottar but to another kingdom within Ireland? One that might support my brother outright in exchange for transfer of authority over Dublin from Leinster to them?”

The silence from Cait and Conall gave him all the confirmation he needed. 

Conall lifted a hand apologetically. “I tried to tell him otherwise, but—”

“You must do his bidding. I understand.” Godfrid made a dismissive motion of his own. “But does Rikard’s death mean that Ottar discovered Rikard was working for you?”

Cait gasped. “Oh no! Could it be?”

Godfrid put out a hand to her. “Rikard was a grown man. Whatever is going on here cannot be your fault.”

Her face was pale, reflecting the horror within her. “You can’t know that, my lord. I could have done something to give him away.”

Conall cleared his throat from Godfrid’s other side. “From the quality of the messages that have come through Rikard’s hands on behalf of Ottar in the last week, I would say that he knew nothing of either your friendship with Rikard or ours. The messages are too inflammatory.”

“You sound very certain,” Godfrid said. “You’ve seen them?”

Conall gestured to Cait. “She has seen them. I would have found a way to alert you soon enough if there was anything that needed your immediate attention. In fact, Rikard demanded it and was upset that he couldn’t share what he knew with you personally.”

Mollified, Godfrid gave Cait a slight bow. “You must tell me.”

Cait’s expression turned grim, transforming her face yet again. He could imagine her as a Valkyrie, beautiful yet deadly. “I will, but not here.” 

Godfrid studied her. “Did Holm question you before I arrived?” 

She laughed, which gave him his answer before she spoke. “Me? A woman and a slave? He didn’t even see me.” She paused. “Just as you didn’t.”

“I noted you, but you turned away before I could see your face, and then the blood distracted me.” Godfrid was uncertain as to why he was justifying his behavior to the Irish woman but felt compelled to do so anyway.

And then he mocked himself because he knew the reason. Caitriona was a beautiful, intelligent, foreign woman. Why he couldn’t settle down with a good Danish girl, he didn’t know. But he hadn’t, and he was long past believing that he would find one who suited him. 

“You would tell me if you saw anything last night or this morning that would help us, though, wouldn’t you?” he asked Cait.

“Of course, I would, but I was blessedly asleep all night in the slave barracks.” As was customary in Dublin, Rikard housed his slaves near the warehouse rather than among the residents of the city. “I heard nothing until Arno stormed into our quarters this morning, demanding to know what had become of Rikard.”

Because most people were killed by loved ones or friends, if Rikard was, in fact, dead, Arno would be the next most likely suspect after Sanne. And even if Rikard’s disappearance wasn’t down to Arno, Godfrid couldn’t help but wonder if Arno had done a little destruction of his own before waking the slaves. 

As far as Godfrid knew, the two men had been close companions the whole of their lives, but Arno was only the business partner, not the wife or child. With Rikard’s death, there could be some question as to ownership of the contents of the warehouse, and he could be concerned about having to split the wealth with Sanne—or the king, who would be most interested in whatever wealth he could gain in taxes from the death. 

Conall pursed his lips. “This is the center of Rikard’s operations. How could nobody have noticed a culprit entering? And why did nobody arrive sooner than at dawn this morning? Surely Rikard had guards to protect against theft?”

Cait put up both hands, warding off her lord’s implied accusations. “Certainly he did. I think he was more concerned about theft than any threat to himself or even one of his slaves escaping. The fact that no guards were on duty last night was Rikard’s own doing, not ours. He sent everyone away because he had a private meeting and wanted no one to witness to it.”

Finally they were getting somewhere. “All night long?” Godfrid asked.

Cait shrugged. “Apparently. We were told not to go anywhere near the warehouse last night lest we interfere, and Rikard specifically commanded us not to enter the warehouse this morning until summoned. I was looking forward to a rare chance to sleep late. It seems obvious to me that whoever he was meeting with in secret was the one who killed him.”

Conall met Godfrid’s eyes. “So he knew the man who came. I think that’s good news, actually.” Then Conall looked at Cait. “What isn’t good news is the reason he didn’t tell you what he was doing. That was the entire point of you being here.”

“I don’t know why he didn’t.” She shook her head.

“I’d like to know if he told Arno.” Godfrid’s eyes narrowed at the thought. “Speaking to him will be my first order of business.”

“If Holm hasn’t already poisoned that well,” Cait said.

Both men looked questioningly at her, and again, she raised her hands. “Neither Arno nor Rikard respected Holm. I believe they had a different candidate in mind for sheriff.”

“I certainly did,” Godfrid said, “but my brother and I had no say in the matter, and Ottar chose loyalty to him over experience.”

Conall barked a laugh. “Ironic, isn’t it? Because of that inexperience, when he has an actual murder in need of investigation, Ottar has to bring in you.”

Godfrid rubbed his forehead, wishing for a large mug of mead to stave off the headache he felt coming on. “And look at you two! Your presence here today, Conall, is rather ironic, don’t you think, given what you were doing in Shrewsbury? Chasing slave girls then too, weren’t you, though none were spies, that I recall. And from what you told me, that adventure also began with a puddle of blood and no body.”

“For Gareth it began that way. I was already in captivity.” Conall bent forward to study the floorboards. “Thankfully, the blood wasn’t mine. The girl who died was later found in the River Severn.”

“We may never find Rikard if he’s in the River Liffey,” Cait said. 

She had a mischievous glint in her eyes and a healthy sheen to her skin that should have told anyone who looked at her that she hadn’t been a slave long. But as she’d pointed out, slaves were ignored until they were needed. For Godfrid’s part, he could have looked at her quite a while longer. But then—while mocking himself for being distracted by a woman—he remembered what he was here for and returned his attention to the pool, which appeared yet again definitively smaller. 

“As I said to Holm, it would have been difficult to get out of the city last night unnoticed. Dead or alive, Rikard should still be within the city walls.”

Straightening, he looked around for a likely tool and latched upon a flat piece of metal that was lying on the floor a few feet away, amidst the fallen papers and spools of thread. Approximately two feet long and an inch wide, it curved upwards on one end. He hefted it, studying its carvings.

“What is that?” Conall asked.

Godfrid shrugged. “I’ve never seen anything like it before. It isn’t Danish.”

“It’s a prize Rikard’s men brought back from the Isle of Man,” Cait said. “I have no idea what it’s for.”

“I believe I do.” Godfrid stuck one end of the tool into a narrow slit between two floorboards—through which he’d finally realized the wine had been draining one drop at a time while they’d been talking—and pushed down. Expending less effort than he’d anticipated, he raised up a square of floor, revealing a trapdoor with recessed hinges and stairs leading downwards into darkness. The first three treads were stained with wine.
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