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Owain Gwynedd – King of Gwynedd

Hywel – Prince of Gwynedd 

Gwen – Prince Hywel’s spy, Gareth’s wife

Gareth – Prince Hywel’s steward, Gwen’s husband

Llelo – Gareth and Gwen’s son, investigator

Dai – Gareth and Gwen’s son, Dragon member
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Meilyr – Bard, Gwen’s father

Saran – Healer, Gwen’s stepmother

Gwalchmai – Bard, Gwen’s brother

Tangwen – Gareth and Gwen’s daughter

Taran – Gareth and Gwen’s son

––––––––

[image: ]


Cadwaladr – King Owain’s brother

Cadfan – Cadwaladr’s son

Cadell – King of Deheubarth

Rhys – Prince of Deheubarth 

Richard de Clare – Earl of Pembroke

Richard de Clare – Earl of Hertford (deceased 1136)
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Reginald – Commander of Ysbyty Cynfyn

Geoffrey – Warden of Ysbyty Cynfyn

Iago – Saran’s brother

Everard – head physician at Ysbyty Cynfyn

Bardolf – Infirmarer/physician

Gabriel – physician

Thomas – physician

Efa – healer

Joan – Lady of Llys Arthur

Arthur – Joan’s husband (deceased)

Lucan – Joan’s brother
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So maybe we ought to do a recap ...
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The Admirable Physician is the sixteenth Gareth & Gwen Medieval Mystery. By now, the series has covered seven years and includes a large cast, the specific details of which might not come instantly to mind. So here’s a quick refresher!

A true historical event opens The Good Knight, the first book in the series: in 1143, Cadwaladr, King Owain Gwynedd’s brother, hired a band of Danish mercenaries from Dublin to ambush and murder Anarawd, the King of Deheubarth, who was traveling to his wedding to Owain’s daughter. 

Yes, this really happened. 

Once his treachery is uncovered, Cadwaladr flees to Dublin, where he hires more Danes to invade Gwynedd. The Danes just want to get paid, however, and they are ultimately bought off with gold and cattle. Owain allows Cadwaladr back into his court, but strips him of his lands in Ceredigion, giving them instead to his son, Hywel.

For the next several books, Cadwaladr continues to plot and plan, but without openly breaking with his brother. Then, after the death of Owain’s heir, Rhun, the chronicles report a great “commotion” against Cadwaladr, who flees to England. He is known to have been at different times in the company of both Prince Henry, the son of Empress Maud, and her rival for the English throne, King Stephen.

Cadwaladr is eventually returned to Owain’s favor, such that by the time The Admirable Physician opens, he has once again been given castles in Ceredigion.

The backdrop for the whole series is what is known to history as The Anarchy, a time when King Stephen and Empress Maud fought each other for the throne of England. Wales, meanwhile, is divided into multiple small kingdoms. In the south, we have Deheubarth, ruled in 1150 by King Cadell, Anarawd’s younger brother. At times, Deheubarth has allied with other Welsh kingdoms against the Normans. This most notably occurred in 1136, after the Normans executed Gwenllian, King Owain’s sister, who had been married to Cadell’s father and was the mother of Cadell’s two, much younger, half-brothers, Maredudd and Rhys. 

Ceredigion itself has at times been a province of Deheubarth, but was annexed by Gwynedd after the 1136 war. The kings of Deheubarth have also allied occasionally with the Norman invaders. One of these is Richard de Clare, the Earl of Pembroke. Only twenty years old in 1150, he will be known to history one day as Strongbow.

In the east is the Kingdom of Powys, ruled by Madog ap Maredudd. He also faces constant pressure from the Normans and has chosen to ally with them more often than he fights them. One such ally is Earl Ranulf of Chester, with whom Madog conspired to attack Gwynedd. This tale was related in the previous book in the series, The Honorable Traitor.

Last, but hardly least, we have the Kingdom of Gwynedd itself. In 1150, it is ruled by King Owain Gwynedd. Although born a second son, his elder brother died in 1132, and Owain came to power in 1137 after the death of his father. He has spent his reign attempting to consolidate his control over the lands he inherited while also constantly pushing to expand them. It is he, of all the rulers of Wales, who has gained the most from war amongst the Normans. And thus, by 1150, it is he who has the most to lose ...
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Ceredigion

Ysbyty Cynfyn

April 1150

Gwen

––––––––

[image: ]


“Was the dead woman very fat?” Dai whispered the irreverent query to Gwen as he waited for Commander Reginald to summon the pallbearers forward. It was Dai’s job to carry the right rear corner of the coffin, and Gwen had found a place at his right shoulder. Because there had been so many deaths at the hospital over the last few weeks, no attempt had been made to bury this woman at sunset. Instead, she was being laid to rest before the noon meal. 

“Not that I would have said.” Gwen edged slightly closer to Dai. She was trying not to disturb anyone with their conversation, particularly the dead woman’s son. Desmond was a monk amongst the Hospitallers, the Order of the Knights of the Hospital of Saint John of Jerusalem, who had latched onto Gwen for support in his grief. “Helen was quite thin. In fact, from what I understand, she had been ill even before this current sickness brought her to Ysbyty Cynfyn.”

“Well, I have to say that this coffin is very heavy. I’ve been standing here wondering if they aren’t burying her with rocks sewn into the hem of her shroud!”

“Hush now.” At another time, Gwen would have tousled his hair, though as a grown man of sixteen, he would have barely tolerated it. “There’s the commander. It’s time to go.”

Hospitallers were both monks and soldiers, and lived in a commandery rather than a monastery. They had two mandates: to heal and succor pilgrims and the sick; and to defend the Holy Land.

The church for this particular commandery was located within an ancient graveyard, which was one of the first things Gwen had noted when they’d arrived a week ago. The churchyard wall was built around three ancient standing stones, and two more guarded the entrance farther down the hill. According to the legend relayed to her by the Welsh laymen who worked at the commandery, pagan peoples had worshipped their gods here within a far more impressive stone circle, of which these stones had once been part, before Wales had become Christian. 

In due course, the local people had built a church within that same circle, burying their dead alongside their ancestors as they had always done. It was only recently that the Hospitallers had taken over this holy site. A Norman lord, Richard de Clare, the Earl of Hertford, had welcomed the Hospitallers into Ceredigion before the 1136 war. Even after Richard’s death and the takeover of Ceredigion by Gwynedd, the monks had chosen to stay so that they might continue to provide the local people with a center for healing. As none of the endowed monks were Welsh nor spoke the language, they must have felt at times as if they were the last civilized outpost in a benighted wilderness.

It had been more than a decade and a half since their founding, but all the buildings, except for the ancient church, were still built in wood. And for all that the Hospitallers were a military order, the churchyard was the only part of the monastery encircled by a stone wall. Of course, the church, the sloping graveyard, and the wall, along with its standing stones, had already been here for centuries by the time Earl Clare had given the monks this land.

As the pallbearers processed towards the gravesite, Commander Reginald, who was leading the service, raised his hands in supplication. Gwen hadn’t meant to attend a funeral today. In fact, she quite avoided attending any funerals at all if she could help it. It wasn’t exactly unusual to dislike funerals. Nobody liked them, or at least she hoped not. If the dead person was old, they could be lovely social gatherings, where the participants celebrated the end of a life well-lived. Although this particular dead person had been old, the mood today remained somber, in large part due to the extreme grief of Helen’s son, who had started gripping Gwen’s arm so tightly it might leave a bruise. Desmond was in his forties, but achieving that age had not given him the ability to control his grief.

“Do you need to sit down?” she asked him.

“I will see my mother in her grave first.” 

The crowd parted to allow Gwen to support the weeping Desmond in his progress towards Commander Reginald, so Desmond could witness the opening of the coffin and the settling of his mother in her grave. There had been so many tears since his mother had died yesterday afternoon that she feared he would damage his own health.

Commander Reginald now made the sign of the cross and intoned the words, “May God have mercy on her soul.” He spoke in French, since Reginald, along with all his brothers, whether knight, chaplain, or physician, were Normans.

Beside Gwen, Desmond gave another little sob. Although he quickly swallowed it down, the sound prompted Physician Thomas, who was a monk-physician at the commandery, to say, “She is with God, brother, in a better place than we are. Let her be.”

Gwen agreed with Thomas, though she did not, in that moment, tell Desmond so. In the time she’d been at the commandery, she hadn’t been impressed with Thomas’s bedside manner. And yet, his words seemed to have the desired effect, in that Desmond threw back his head, shaking off, at least momentarily, his cloak of unconquerable grief.

The pallbearers began moving again, carrying the coffin the last few yards to the grave itself. At that point, the skies, which had been threatening rain all day, opened in a sudden deluge. Gwen became instantly soaked, as did everyone around her. At least the rain served to mask her companion’s tears. 

With the sudden rain, the fresh dirt around the grave turned to mud. One of the pallbearers, who had been holding a front corner of the coffin and had just been taking a step to close the last distance to the open grave, put his foot down on a mound of fresh earth—which proceeded to slip out from under him. He half-slid, half-fell into the newly dug grave. 

With his corner of the coffin no longer supported, the other pallbearers had no hope of keeping it on their shoulders, and it hit the ground with a thud, overturned completely, and then rolled down the slope, leaving the coffin lid and the shrouded body of Desmond’s mother on the ground. 

Then Helen’s body rolled too, exposing a second corpse, unshrouded and face down, on the underside of the coffin lid.

The disaster was so unexpected, it took everyone a moment to realize what they had just witnessed.

Then one of the monks exclaimed, “That’s Physician Everard! Physician Everard is dead!”

Under his breath, Dai commented, for Gwen’s ears alone, “I guess it wasn’t rocks making the coffin so heavy, after all.”
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Day One

Dai

––––––––
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“Mam was beside me, so she saw the whole thing unfold too,” Dai said to his father when he found him in the guesthouse common room, teaching Tangwen her letters—though it could hardly be called teaching anymore. 

Although Dai had come to reading late, he had still never known a child of five to learn to read. Tangwen was brilliant. That was all there was to it. It made him glad that she, as a girl, could never be seen as a rival to Dai. 

As father and son left the guesthouse together, Dai continued, “I’m not sure Commander Reginald really wants you there, though.”

Gareth’s pace slowed. “Why would you think that?” 

“As soon as Everard’s body fell out of the coffin, Mam told the commander, Dai should run for my husband. Commander Reginald hesitated to agree. We all saw it.”

The two shared a commiserating look. Commander Reginald was born a Norman, and it might be obvious to him that no Welshman could possibly do as good a job as one of his own kind. The closest Norman with skills similar to Gareth’s would be an investigator belonging to Richard de Clare, the current Earl of Pembroke. In order for such a man to reach Ysbyty Cynfyn, however, he would have to cross miles of Welsh-controlled territory, if Earl Richard would even consent to send him at all.

And while Reginald’s issue with Gareth himself might be that he was Welsh, he also wouldn’t be the first leader of men to worry about an investigator in his domain. Murder investigations tended to unearth other secrets. Once Gareth started asking questions, it was anyone’s guess what else would be revealed, unrelated to the initial death.

The monastery was laid out across an expansive property north of the River Cynfyn, named in honor of a King of Powys who’d ruled over a century ago. Many of the buildings were located on lower ground, so a portion of the river could be diverted to provide water for the infirmary, the laundry, cooking facilities, and the latrines. Others, like the church and graveyard, had been built on rising ground, as protection from flooding and for the views of the surrounding valley. 

Gareth and Dai had set off from the guesthouse at a breakneck pace, in part because of the urgency of the summons but also because of the rain pouring down upon them.

The fact that Dai was at Ysbyty Cynfyn to witness the appearance of an unexpected body had come about through a series of events that had strung themselves together as if by chance. As Dai had stared down at Everard’s corpse, before his mother had sent him to his father, he had been struck with the thought that chance wasn’t something he believed in anymore.

First, not long after Gwynedd’s victory in Holywell (over the forces of Madog of Powys and Ranulf of Chester), Prince Hywel, Dai’s lord and employer, had received word that Cadell, the King of Deheubarth, had begun raiding northwards from his holdings in south Wales into Ceredigion. Initially, Cadell had focused on what had once been Norman strongholds, such as the castles of Cardigan, Kidwelly, and Carmarthen, the last of which he’d taken earlier this year. 

Since then, Cadell had forded the River Teifi at Emlyn. Even now, he was expanding his holdings into territory Hywel ostensibly controlled, clearly planning to push farther north by the end of the summer. Prince Hywel had subsequently gathered an army of men of Gwynedd and marched south. Dai had been proud to be among them, even though they had also been joined by Hywel’s uncle, Cadwaladr. Once King Owain had restored his treacherous brother to his favor, he had given him back a handful of castles south of Aberystwyth too.

Then, as if all that weren’t bad enough, Saran, Dai’s grandmother, had received urgent news of her own from her brother, Iago, who was a lay worker here at Ysbyty Cynfyn. He was a decade older than she, and they hadn’t been close. But Saran couldn’t ignore his plea to come south and bring “your son-in-law who knows about murder” with her. Iago hadn’t told the traveler who brought the message anything more than that and hadn’t given them anything more to go on beyond a single, dried, pink flower. 

They hadn’t known what he feared before they arrived. 

And they still didn’t.

The appearance of Everard’s body was going a long way towards making Dai think Iago really had been on to something.

Dai wasn’t a competent healer by any stretch of the imagination, but even he had known that the flower Iago had sent had come from a foxglove plant, common throughout Wales and blooming early this year because of the warm spring. Iago had sent the flower wrapped in a cloth because touching any part of the plant could cause a notable rash. The only place foxglove grew in the immediate vicinity of Ysbyty Cynfyn, as in Holywell whence they’d come, was in the monastery herb garden. The foxglove plant was used to treat a variety of ailments, including diseases of the heart, abscesses, and boils. 

Dai hadn’t known that until he had asked his grandmother.

Foxglove was also a particularly powerful poison, capable of killing even when administered in tiny doses. Maybe, then, the least surprising thing about what Iago had done in asking them to come south to investigate murder was to include the flower.

Even with a looming investigation at the commandery, Dai’s mother had intended to journey as part of Prince Hywel’s entourage only to Gwynedd’s palace on the banks of the River Dysynni in southernmost Gwynedd. She had two small children to care for and was pregnant with her third. But when they’d arrived at the palace, they’d been warned not to enter due to a sickness that had spread throughout the area. 

Because Dai’s grandparents had been determined to press on, so had his mother. Besides, the hospital of Ysbyty Cynfyn seemed like a reasonable place to wait out the rest of her pregnancy. Unfortunately, shortly thereafter, the same disease they’d encountered in Gwynedd found not only a dozen soldiers from Hywel’s army, but members of Dai’s own family as well.

Neither Dai nor Gwen had been affected for more than a day or two. Dai’s father, Gareth, had not been so fortunate, having been laid so low Prince Hywel had left him behind at the hospital rather than allow him to continue the journey south with him.

It was testament to how much Gareth had recovered that Gwen had unhesitatingly summoned him into a downpour.

Dai was at the commandery to carry Helen’s coffin because he had been left behind too. 

As the youngest member of the Dragons, Prince Hywel’s elite squadron of soldiers, he might have resented this fact, if not for the greater task he’d been given. It wouldn’t do Gwynedd any good for Prince Hywel to march south to protect his territory, only to be surprised by a force that Cadell had snuck around to the north by other paths. Gareth and Dai had thus been charged with securing the rearguard—once Gareth was well enough to ride, that is. 

Up until yesterday, the sickness had also given them a few days of concern for Dai’s older brother, Llelo; his grandfather, Meilyr; and little Taran. Taran had recovered fastest, praise be to God, and Saran had sat vigil beside the other two night after night, reporting that very morning that their fevers had finally broken. They would not be following the well-worn path marked out by Desmond’s mother.

Or by Iago.

They’d speculated during their journey that Saran’s brother had meant to imply that the murderer was poisoning his victims with foxglove, and they would be able to identify him by his rash. 

But by the time they’d arrived at Ysbyty Cynfyn, whatever rash Iago had seen on any of his fellows had faded or was hidden, and Iago himself was dead, felled by the same illness that had killed dozens of others over the last fortnight. They’d asked questions—of course they had—and been met with surprised innocence from all quarters that Iago could have died of anything but this dreadful plague. 

Thus, as Dai arrived back at the gravesite at his father’s side and stood amidst the bedraggled group of mourners waiting for them, he couldn’t help feeling a twinge of relief, immediately suppressed for the sacrilege it was. He shouldn’t be happy another man was dead. Even so, out of the corner of his eye, he could just make out Iago’s grave, one of many newly dug dotting the churchyard, each a reminder of all that they had so far failed to discover. 

They couldn’t rule out that Iago had been murdered for what he knew or suspected. But at this late date, with him in the ground, they had no threads to pull and no leads to pursue. Iago had been illiterate and thus had taken to his grave any evidence that had prompted him to send that poisonous bloom all the way to Holywell in the first place.

Now, however, at long last, they had a real lead.
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Day One

Gareth

––––––––
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In deference to the rain, which continued to fall in buckets, Gwen had waited for them under one of the great oak trees that dotted the graveyard. The roots of this oak were large enough to deform the stone wall that protected it. They were still getting wet, however, since it was raining hard enough to overcome the coverage of the leaves. 

“I couldn’t stop Commander Reginald from burying Helen, whose funeral this was,” Gwen said, “but he did see the sense in moving Everard under the shelter of the lychgate.”

A lychgate was a roofed entrance to a churchyard. Helen’s coffin had rested in Ysbyty Cynfyn’s lychgate at the start of the burial service.

“This is the same Everard, the hospital’s chief physician, who tended to me at times?” Gareth asked.

“I’m afraid so,” Gwen said.

“I saw him yesterday morning. He seemed well and in good spirits.” Gareth looked past Gwen to where the commander was talking intently with his second-in-command, Warden Geoffrey, along with Physician Thomas, one of the three remaining physicians at the commandery. The conversation did not seem to be going well, given the way Thomas was gesticulating.

“I should probably speak with the commander first, to get his permission to investigate as well as his immediate impressions. Then I’ll look at the body.” Gareth glanced at his son. “Why don’t you keep to my side, Dai. You were present at the event; you can tell me afterwards if Commander Reginald’s perspective coincides with yours.”

Gwen recognized the importance of one of them staying with the dead body, and she headed off to the shelter of the lychgate. Brother Desmond trailed after her, as if, now that his mother was buried, he wasn’t sure of his purpose or where he should go. But since he’d been following Gwen around like a lost duckling up until now, it was natural for him to keep doing it. Gareth, meanwhile, circled the filled-in grave to arrive at the commander’s side. 

Commander Reginald and his warden, Geoffrey, couldn’t have been more different in appearance. Reginald was shorter than Gwen and weighed less (especially now that she was pregnant again). He was almost wispy, although he had a severe gaze that Gareth knew from observation could put the fear of God into any of his underlings. Geoffrey, by contrast, was tall and thickset—not fat, but barrel-chested. They had only their gray hair in common, though in Geoffrey’s case, Gareth was guessing it was premature, in that he was a good two decades younger than his superior, forty rather than sixty. 

The other man with them, Physician Thomas, was built more along the lines of Reginald. He was in his early thirties, however, and far more hale and hearty, even if he was as wet as the rest of them, standing in the rain. As Gareth and Dai arrived in front of them, Thomas ceased his outward agitation, stepping away and clasping his hands behind his back. His head went down too, which could have looked respectful but appeared to Gareth to be more in the manner of a man who had been told to be quiet before he’d expressed himself fully.

Conflict was the lifeblood of any murder investigation, and Gareth wasn’t going to waste an opportunity to inquire about it. “I see Thomas is quite agitated. What’s the issue?”

The young physician let out a barking laugh. “What’s the issue? Everard is dead! It’s a catastrophe for us! How are we to proceed now?”

Commander Reginald made a calming motion in Thomas’s direction. “Everything is as God wills it.”

Thomas immediately pulled in a sharp breath through his nose. “You are right, of course, commander. I am not myself.”

“Would you see to the patients in the infirmary, Thomas?” Warden Geoffrey said. “It would be best if they heard of Everard’s death from someone they trust.”

“Of course. My apologies for my outburst.” He nodded to Gareth and departed at a fast walk.

Warden Geoffrey sighed to see him go. “A good man, but like the rest of us, suddenly at a loss.”

Commander Reginald waved a hand to indicate Gareth and Dai should walk with him and Warden Geoffrey to find better shelter under the overhanging roof of the charnel house. A burial ground this old would have centuries of dead people buried in it. In order for there to be enough room within what was a relatively small encircling stone wall, the sacristan needed to be able to remove the bones of the longer dead to make way for those who’d died more recently.

Thus, nearly every church had a charnel house as a way to keep the bones within holy ground but not within individual graves. The lower portion of the building that housed the bones was sunk into the earth, while the upper level contained a chapel. Entry into the crypt was through a trap door near the altar.

Commander Reginald started talking before Gareth even opened his mouth. As Thomas had done, he spoke in French. “In all my years, I have never encountered an incident like this. At first I thought there must have been a mistake, and somehow another of our recently deceased residents had been laid over the top of poor Helen in the darkness of the church. But then I looked upon the man’s face to find that the brother who named him first was correct. It was our Everard! He was our foremost physician. Unfortunately, Thomas is right. I don’t know what we are going to do without him.”

Reginald had become nearly as agitated as Thomas, so Gareth made a calming motion with his hand. As someone who’d spent time in Ysbyty Cynfyn’s infirmary, he was not dismissive of the magnitude of their loss. The remaining three physicians, Bardolf, Thomas, and Gabriel, were far less experienced. It wasn’t any wonder Thomas was distraught, since both he and Gabriel, being in their early thirties, were still apprenticing. 

For such a remote location, it was astounding the commandery had four physicians to begin with. But Everard had been the only one trained abroad and, as the chief physician at the hospital, it had been his job to train the others.

“Did nobody report him missing today?” Gareth left unasked his real question: Once you noticed he was missing, why did you not come to me immediately?

Reginald shook his head. “Well, we wouldn’t have, would we? Yesterday I gave him special dispensation, as I have done once or twice a week for the last two years, to administer to the Widow Joan, who lives in a manor some two miles to the northeast of our hospital. Her late husband, Arthur, joined our order on his deathbed and donated his lands to the Hospitallers, with the caveat that Lady Joan would continue to live in the manor and reap the bulk of the benefits of the estate until her own death.”

Gareth made a sudden connection. “Is this the same estate that includes the lead and copper mine?”

“Indeed.” Reginald rocked back and forth on the balls of his feet. “The wealth is held in trust for her during her lifetime, minus our expenses, of course, and will revert to the commandery upon her death. Arthur had no heirs of his body, you see, so the entire estate will come to us when she passes.” 

This was new ground to Gareth. It was no surprise he didn’t know about the arrangement, since he’d risen from his sickbed only yesterday morning. In fact, it was Everard himself who’d pronounced Gareth well enough to do so. That was the last time Gareth had seen the physician, who had not at the time mentioned an imminent departure to visit the widow, Joan. Not that he’d had any obligation to tell Gareth about his plans. Gareth had been nothing more than a patient to him, one he’d treated with respect, the same as every other person who’d fallen under his care.

“Am I correct in thinking that the loan of Physician Everard was part of that endowment?” Gareth asked.

“It was not so stated at the time, since Everard had not yet come to us and Lady Joan was younger and in good health. That said, it has been a small inconvenience that most likely won’t last much longer, as Lady Joan has become quite unwell.” It was Geoffrey who answered this question. Even with their short acquaintance, Gareth took him for someone who gave short shrift to unnecessary thoughts or words. He reminded Gareth of Abbot Rhys in that regard. “These visits involve a journey there and back and, sometimes, if the lady is particularly out of sorts, he stays the night, as I assumed he did last night when he wasn’t here for the holy offices this morning. And then, given the inclement weather, I was unsurprised he had not yet returned, even by now.” 

Reginald put an affectionate hand on Geoffrey’s arm. “Geoffrey is in charge of monitoring the whereabouts of every man here. To that end, he takes the roll every evening after Compline, to make sure each man is where he’s supposed to be. Mostly, our brethren would be in their cells, with some in the infirmary, of course. Last night, Everard was the only one unaccounted for. As Warden Geoffrey just said, neither of us gave his absence a second thought. And now he’s dead under such terrible circumstances!”

“Does that roll include the lay workers and other servants?”

Ysbyty Cynfyn had a dormitory onsite for those who did much of the physical labor that kept the commandery running. Saran’s brother had been among them. 

For a moment both men looked disconcerted, and then Reginald said, “It does not.” 

“If someone rose in the night, would you know it?”

Again, they both looked uncertain, telling him the answer was no before Reginald agreed that they wouldn’t.

Gareth could not be sorry Commander Reginald was such a talkative fellow, and there didn’t seem to be any deceit in either man, nor reluctance either. Maybe for that reason, it was easy for him to ask, “If one of you, or another man you have in mind, can inquire about Everard’s death, I will give way. I wouldn’t want to interfere in the running of your hospital nor step on anyone’s toes—”

“Another man? Who might that be, Lord Gareth? We are not accustomed to such events here, for all that we see death every day.” If anything, Reginald seemed affronted that Gareth had implied, however unintentionally, that he himself knew anything at all about murder or the misdeeds of men. His horror was such that Gareth was almost wishing the commander had insisted he had an investigator of his own to whom Gareth could have given way. 

Truly, Geoffrey appeared capable, but his expression was also that of surprise. “I am sure, were Prince Hywel here, he would insist on you discovering all you can about how our dear Everard ended up in Helen’s coffin!”

Gareth bent his head. “I appreciate your confidence in me—” 

Reginald cut him off, impatient now with Gareth’s modesty. “Again, not at all. Not to mention the fact that it is your prince who rules us here and ensured that we knew from the moment he took possession of Ceredigion that nothing would change in the dispensation of our house or the expectations towards us. As you know, we succor all who cross our path, of whom there are many, especially as we lie on the road to Mynachlog Fawr and St. David’s. We even have a few Welshmen serving with us. Your relation, Iago, God rest his soul, was among them.”

“My wife’s stepmother’s brother, yes.” Even with the intricate understanding of family genealogy that was in every Welshman’s blood, Gareth wasn’t quite sure of his and Iago’s kinship relation. He’d met Iago only once, on the way home from Wiston Castle years ago, and had liked the fellow. Gareth had been happy to extend his sense of family to include one more and, even at the time, having a family member working amongst the Hospitallers hadn’t seemed like a bad thing. 

Gareth was only sorry that Iago was dead, and even more that he’d died before Gareth himself could arrive and discover why he’d been sent for in the first place. Their inability to make headway on the matter felt like a huge failure, one of the few in all his years of investigating. It didn’t sit well with him, made all the worse by the fact that Iago had been family.

Neither of these men, nor anyone else at the commandery, had questioned the possibly fortuitous arrival of Iago’s own sister so closely after his death. They had traveled with ill men. It had been only sensible to bring them to the hospital.

Dai spoke for the first time. “I think I can say without fear of contradiction that our lord Hywel has always appreciated the competence and compassion of the brethren of Ysbyty Cynfyn.” The boy-who-was-no-longer-a-boy was definitely learning diplomacy. The statement he’d made was more artful than anything Gareth would have thought to say.

Commander Reginald bent his head in thanks. “How long do you think it will take to root out these marauders? Will you need Prince Hywel to send men to complete the task? As knights, we are ready to defend our commandery, but our walls, such as we have them, are made of wood and were not designed to withstand any concerted assault.”

“Marauders?” Gareth’s heart fluttered that there was more here he didn’t know.

“Yes, of course.” Reginald frowned. “Strangers must have entered the church, looking for something to steal, and come upon Everard, who tried to stop them. He died for his efforts. What else could this be about?”

They’d inadvertently reached a delicate moment, one Gareth wasn’t entirely sure he had the skill to navigate. “My apologies, Commander. It is not clear to me that we are looking for marauders. Was anything stolen from the church?”

Reginald scratched his cheek. “I do not believe so.” It was natural for him to prefer Gareth look beyond the commandery walls for the culprit and limit the disruption an investigation would bring to the residents of the commandery itself.

“No.” For a moment, Geoffrey looked almost disappointed. “Nothing has been stolen to my knowledge.” 

Theft definitely would have sent Gareth in a different direction from the one he was presently considering. 

“You have been in the church several times today already,” Gareth said. “Did you see any blood on the floor or any sign of a struggle?”

“No.” Commander Reginald’s expression hardened. He had wanted Everard to have died by a stranger’s hand. “Does that mean Everard didn’t fight back? Or just that the murderer cleaned up after himself?”

“I can see in your eyes you think the latter, Lord Gareth,” Geoffrey said heavily. “Do you genuinely think one of us could murder one of our own?”

Gareth wouldn’t necessarily have used the word murder yet, though it was hard to see why Everard would have put himself in that coffin. Gareth also didn’t think it wise to tell the commander that most victims knew their murderer. For now, he just said, “It seems to me that marauders would not have bothered to hide Everard’s body, nor have been concerned about eliminating any trace of their passing. I cannot say for sure as yet, but it would be wrong not to direct my inquiries in many directions, both within and without the commandery.”

“Can you explain exactly what that means to us?” Geoffrey was the one to ask the question, but Gareth could feel Reginald’s rising concern. 

“It means I must inquire into Everard’s life. If someone murdered him and hid the body, I would think you would want me to discover who that was and why.”

“Of course!” Reginald’s anxiety had reached new heights. “Of course, we do.”

“You believe this wasn’t a random murder but that someone targeted him for death?” Geoffrey settled back on his heels as understanding penetrated. 

“At this moment, I don’t believe anything at all, but what you say is possible.” 

“Possible ... or probable?” Again, Geoffrey was speaking plainly.

“We’ll see.” Gareth, on the other hand, was working very hard to remain vague. “I can’t say more before I have even examined the body or found the place where he died.”

Reginald didn’t appear to have understood the full extent of what Gareth was saying as quickly as Geoffrey, but now he nodded and further relieved Gareth’s concerns about investigating by showing himself to be more a man of the world than he’d initially implied. “My instinct to blame an outsider will be shared by others among us. We want it to be a stranger.”

“It’s a natural desire.” Gareth put out a hand. “I am not saying that Everard was killed by one of your brothers, especially since everyone appears to have been accounted for that night. Everard had more freedom of movement than many monks, so the murderer might still have come from beyond the commandery’s walls. The death could even have been accidental. We must not prejudge more than needful.”

“I will endeavor to reflect on the virtue of patience.” Reginald blew out a breath. “If you will excuse us, we must settle our people. This loss has been so very distressing.” He casually put out a hand to catch several drops of water coming off the roof of the charnel house. “Is there anything more that you need from us to get started?”

“I do need permission to examine the body for cause of death, as well as your consent to ask questions of everyone and anyone who might be able to shed light on how Everard came to be in that coffin. It will not be just me asking questions either, but members of my family as well.” Here, he gestured towards Dai. Gareth decided not to complicate matters by mentioning that Gwen and Llelo would be asking questions too. And maybe Saran.

Even without that additional thought, Reginald really did hesitate this time, and for a moment Gareth thought he was going to deny such a comprehensive request. His glance at Geoffrey looked worried.

Geoffrey, however, merely nodded, at which point Reginald squared his thin shoulders. “Of course. As necessary.” 

“It behooves me to look at the body first, before any more time has passed.” Gareth was bending over backwards to be polite. It cost him nothing, and might make all the difference as time went on. “In the meantime, if you could confirm that nothing has been stolen, we could at least remove that possibility from our list of motives.”

“I will put myself at your disposal, though—” Now Reginald’s face took on an expression of genuine curiosity, “—I do have a question Sbefore you go, if I may: why put Everard’s body in Helen’s coffin? Surely whoever did this would have known he would be found sooner rather than later. We would not have actually buried that poor woman in the coffin. We reuse it, as tradition and economy dictate.”

“You and I know that,” Gareth said. “Not all might.”

“It does indicate the murderer might not be local or a member of the commandery,” Geoffrey said musingly. 

“Are coffins not reused in England?” Dai asked, not entirely innocently. They’d been to England, and Dai knew the answer as well as Gareth before Reginald gave it.

“It depends on the wealth of the deceased.” 

Geoffrey waggled his head. “Alternatively, perhaps the murderer wanted Everard to be found.”

Gareth wasn’t sure that made an enormous amount of sense, but he didn’t want to say so directly, and instead modified the thought. “Perhaps he felt the need to hide Everard’s body for a short while, until he could get safely away.”

“Father, it could be simpler and more desperate than that.” Dai looked at Reginald rather than Gareth, indicating the father in question was the commander. “He could have been afraid of exposure and made an impulsive decision, one that he could be regretting now. As we’ve discovered a time or two over the years, it isn’t all that easy, even in a graveyard, to conceal a corpse.” 
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Chapter Four
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Day One

Gwen

––––––––
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“Everard was more than just a monk and a physician,” Desmond declared once he and Gwen were alone with Everard’s body. “He was a good man. I can’t believe anyone would want him dead.”

This kind of statement was often said by people who meant the exact opposite, speaking stubbornly and with defiance, as if daring their listener to disagree. In this instance, however, Desmond sounded like he meant it. And truly, Gwen had no evidence at the moment to contradict him. Some murder victims were the architects of their own demise. It remained to be seen whether Everard had been one of them. 

“Did Everard speak to you of what brought him to Ysbyty Cynfyn?” she said.

“He never talked to me personally about it, but I have heard from others that he came late to the Hospitallers, having always had an interest in physicking, and having attended school on the Continent. I’m sure you won’t be surprised to hear that he was the younger son of a nobleman, with whom he had a contentious relationship. His brother, who was the heir to his father’s estates, endowed him here.” Desmond paused. “Come to think on it, that’s probably why he endowed Everard so far away—to get rid of him.”

And then he swallowed hard, having realized what he’d said. 

Someone had got rid of him.

Gwen would have preferred to stand vigil over the body alone, precisely because she wouldn’t have been only standing vigil. Given that she was here, she would have started the examination of Everard’s body. But Desmond had trailed after her, and she hadn’t the heart to tell him to go away. Unexpectedly too, it seemed that the combined shock of the discovery of Everard’s body and the placement of his mother’s in the ground had calmed him—as if the worst thing he could imagine had happened, and he was amazed to find himself not only still alive, but happy about it. 

Even so, she was glad one of the monks who’d helped carry the body to the lychgate had run for a blanket with which to cover Everard’s face. It was definitely better not to have to stare down at it. It was one thing to be burying Desmond’s mother, who had been old and unwell. It was quite another to be confronted with the unexpected death of their chief physician, someone, according to Desmond, whom everyone had loved and admired.

Everard’s story was common enough among the Normans. Unlike in Wales, where a father’s wealth and lands were usually split amongst all sons upon his death, younger sons in England or France were surplus to requirements, provided the older brother lived long enough to father an heir himself. Thus, a man such as Everard had to make his own way in the world. Entry into the Church was common. 

That wasn’t to say the Welsh didn’t have their own problems with inheritance. King Owain himself was a second son, inheriting the throne from his father after the death of his elder brother, Cadwallon. To Gwen’s mind, the fact that Prince Cadwaladr was a third son fully explained (without justifying) his discontent and treason. Sometimes lands were divided equally among all royal brothers, but even in those instances, one brother usually remained preeminent. Only one head could wear the crown of Gwynedd. That Cadwaladr once again possessed castles in Ceredigion was due entirely to Owain’s largesse, something Cadwaladr never allowed himself to cease resenting.

Gwen’s own personal resentment against the prince was well earned. On top of all the other atrocities he’d committed over the years, Cadwaladr had abducted her seven years ago. That wasn’t something a woman ever forgot.

“Can you tell me anything else about Everard?”

Desmond waved a hand. “Not more than I’ve already said.”

That meant, now that they were alone with the body, she couldn’t entirely avoid the issue at hand, which was that Everard had been placed inside Desmond’s mother’s coffin. As gently as she could, she asked if he himself had sat vigil over Helen in the church last night. As she should have expected, the answer was a regrettable no.

“I did, of course, stay with her for some time after Compline. It was peaceful in the church, with just my mother and me, since everyone else had retired for the night. But then Everard himself came to tell me that I would make myself unwell if I spent the night in the cold church, and that he would ensure the watch was kept.”

Gwen couldn’t help herself; she gaped at him, stunned at this easy admission and wondering if he realized the significance of what he’d just said. She could have asked why he hadn’t led with that instead of leaving it for a by the way. If he hadn’t realized already that he might have been the last person to see Everard alive, other than the one who killed him, he soon would. That is, if Desmond himself wasn’t Everard’s killer. 

On the whole, that seemed unlikely, but she and Gareth had encountered stranger circumstances in their seven years of investigating together. “Was Everard well when you saw him?”
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