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August 1148. The wedding of Godfrid and Cait promises to be the event of the year, and even Gwen has made the journey across the Irish Sea to celebrate. Weddings can be moments around which tensions and resentments pivot, however, so when a monk turns up dead within moments of Gareth and Gwen’s arrival in Ireland, the pair put on their sleuthing hats and get to work, racing to solve the mystery before it ruins Godfrid’s big day.

Join Gareth & Gwen and their friends and companions for murder and mayhem in medieval Dublin in The Irish Bride, the twelfth Gareth & Gwen Medieval Mystery.
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Complete Series reading order: The Good Knight, The Uninvited Guest, The Fourth Horseman, The Fallen Princess, The Unlikely Spy, The Lost Brother, The Renegade Merchant, The Unexpected Ally, The Worthy Soldier, The Favored Son, The Viking Prince, The Irish Bride, The Prince’s Man, The Faithless Fool, The Honorable Traitor, The Admirable Physician. Also The Bard’s Daughter (prequel novella).

https://www.sarahwoodbury.com/the-gareth-and-gwen-medieval-mysteries/

To my mom

who’s always up for a good mystery
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Special thanks to my physician sister 

for her help with all the various ways to die.

All errors are my own.

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 the deal he’s made is not quite what he thought, and Cadwaladr is not worthy of his allegiance or alliance. 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, who has usurped the throne of Dublin. In both instances, Godfrid ends up aiding Gareth and Gwen in their investigations.

In the previous book, The Viking Prince, Godfrid is faced with a mystery of his own, at the end of which his brother is crowned King of Dublin and Godfrid is betrothed to Caitriona, his friend Conall’s sister.

The Irish Bride is the next chapter in the story ...

Prince Hywel’s Family Tree
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Cast of Characters
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Gwen – Gareth’s wife, spy for Hywel

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

Hywel – Prince of Gwynedd

Llelo – Gareth and Gwen’s son

Dai – Gareth and Gwen’s son

Tangwen – Gareth and Gwen’s daughter

Taran – Gareth and Gwen’s son
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Evan – Gareth’s friend, Dragon member

Gruffydd – Rhun’s former captain, Dragon member

Cadoc – Assassin, Dragon member

Steffan – Dragon member

Iago – Dragon member

Aron – Dragon member
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Conall – Spy, Ambassador to Dublin

Caitriona (Cait) – Conall’s sister

Dorte – Caitriona and Conall’s mother

Godfrid – Prince of Dublin, Caitriona’s betrothed

Brodar – King of Dublin

Diarmait – King of Leinster

Rory – Prince of Connaught

Donnell – Prince of Connaught

Jon – Godfrid’s captain

Bern – Cait’s guard

Sitric – Cait’s guard
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Dublin, Ireland

Last days of August, 1148

Day One

Gwen

––––––––
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Gwen fell to her knees on the dock, thankful beyond reckoning to be on dry land again—and heedless of the seawater that soaked the wooden boards and her plain brown dress. She had a better dress, a blue one, to wear tonight for the welcome feast, and a brand new one in a gorgeous green for the wedding day itself. Maybe, if she could be that careless with something she owned, she would pass this dress on to someone who needed it rather than face wearing it again, even for the return journey, which at the moment didn’t bear thinking about.

Gareth crouched beside her, rubbing her back. “Give it a few breaths. You should start to feel better soon.”

Gwen obeyed, taking in a deep breath that brought her the scents of wet wood, algae, and salt. She’d come to Dublin, not of her own accord, five years earlier and remembered this smell that seemed peculiar to Dublin. With three thousand souls living cheek by jowl here, the city ought to have smelled more offensive. But there was always a breeze in Dublin, especially near the water, as they were, which made the city smell cleaner than it should, like the sea when the wind was up.

“I’m already starting to feel better.” She looked up at her husband. “We may have to live permanently in Ireland, my love. How am I going to make that trip again?”

“Don’t think on it. Perhaps one of the healers here has a better remedy for your nausea than any had to offer you in Wales. This is a city of seafarers after all.” 

“Which probably means all of them are better sailors than I am!”

“Don’t be so sure. I imagine many a Dane has been embarrassed to admit he doesn’t feel the call of the sea and sought a way to disguise his sickness.” Gareth kissed the top of her head. “Your color is starting to return.”

As she took in another breath, Gwen realized he was right. For the first time since she set foot in the boat the previous morning, she didn’t feel like she was going to vomit. She even managed a few sips of water from the skin Gareth gave her. Various people had told her over the years that if only she were to sail more often, her seasickness would abate, which made her feel as if they thought her inability to manage sailing without vomiting was somehow her own fault. It hadn’t escaped her notice that such claims were never made by people who actually suffered from seasickness.

What was her own fault was getting on the boat in the first place, even knowing what it would be like. At least she wasn’t pregnant like Evan’s wife, Angharad, which had precluded her from coming at all. Gwen had been bound and determined to attend the wedding, regardless of the personal cost. 

But that was over for now, and she allowed Gareth to help her to her feet. Their daughter, Tangwen, now a precocious three and a half, had disembarked as well, followed by their new nanny, Marged, holding nine-month-old Taran. While their servants who had traveled with them, Beric and Sian, saw to the luggage, Gwen’s adoptive son Llelo bounded down from the deck. Llelo’s brother, Dai, now squire, servant, and general underling to all six of Prince Hywel’s Dragons at once, had sailed in Prince Hywel’s ship. At sixteen and fourteen respectively, the two boys had become men and embarked on their chosen pathways. Though, as Gwen knew from her own life, only God knew to what end.

Godfrid, bless his heart, had known what the crossing of the Irish Sea was going to do to Gwen and had planned accordingly. He’d sent a ship to collect Gareth and Gwen, sail across the Irish Sea, and when they reached Dublin, to dock several slips down from Prince Hywel’s boat, which even now was gliding expertly into place. That was where Godfrid, Conall, their men, and a small crowd of onlookers had gathered to greet the travelers. Only two of the Dragons, Steffan and Aron, had sailed with Gareth and Gwen, while the rest had found berths on Hywel’s boat.

With luck, Gwen herself would be entirely ignored until she had a chance to catch her breath and change her appearance to one that was more acceptable for the wife of Prince Hywel’s seneschal. With his elevation in status, Gareth had become a lord and she a lady. It was daunting for the daughter of a bard, no matter how renowned. Godfrid had asked that Gwen and Hywel sing at their wedding, and Hywel had composed a song specifically for the two of them to sing together. For once, it was a love song that ended well. Fortunately, Gwen had three days to remember how to be a performer again.

Gwen was quite nervous as well about meeting Godfrid’s wife-to-be, Caitriona, and she wasn’t too sorry to see that Cait hadn’t come to the dock while Gwen was in such a state. At first, when Gwen had heard Godfrid was getting married, she’d worried about the woman who’d finally managed to bring him to the altar. Abbot Rhys’s description of Cait’s wit and courage—and the fact that she was Conall’s sister—had left Gwen breathing a little easier. But still, she would be sorry if they didn’t end up friends. 

Away down the dock, Godfrid greeted Prince Hywel with great ceremony and gestured that he should walk with him to the palace, which, if memory served, lay in the southeastern corner of the city. That was where Godfrid’s brother, Brodar, the new King of Dublin, would be waiting to greet them—along with Diarmait, the King of Leinster and Dublin’s overlord, who just happened also to be Cait and Conall’s uncle. Cait wasn’t quite a princess, but for the brother of the King of Dublin, she was more than close enough.  

Gwen could just make out Conall, in large part hidden by the Danish prince’s bulk, standing amongst the greeters, as befitting the representative to Dublin from the throne of Leinster. Both Conall and Godfrid were dressed in finery: Conall in a somewhat austere red and black and Godfrid in blue and gold to match his eyes and hair.

This afternoon, after the travelers had been given an opportunity to bathe, change, and rest, they would attend a feast held in their honor. All this Gwen knew because Godfrid had laid out the itinerary in a letter he’d sent with the captain of the ship. Godfrid’s wedding to Caitriona was in four days’ time, and he wanted everything to be perfect. If anything, he was overmanaging the situation, which was a side of him Gwen had never seen before. The Godfrid she knew best was full of humor and enthusiasm, in between bouts as one of the fiercest warriors Gareth had ever met. Gwen was looking forward to seeing him as a doting husband. 

Everyone from Gwen’s ship deliberately held back to allow the royal retinue time to leave the dock. But—really to nobody’s surprise—Godfrid couldn’t maintain the formal façade, even for the time it took to reach the city gate. He glanced back, spied Gareth and Gwen, and reversed course. His long legs ate up the hundred feet between them, and before Gwen knew it, she’d been lifted off her feet in a bear hug. Godfrid set her down somewhat more decorously than he’d picked her up, before enveloping Gareth in a similarly effusive embrace. 

“My friends!” Godfrid’s voice bellowed out from his barrel of a chest, to be heard all across the waterfront. “It’s been too long.”

Then, instantly moderating his volume and tone, he crouched in front of Tangwen, who was looking up at him with big brown eyes, and poked her gently in the tummy.

“And who is this gorgeous girl?” He spoke in accented Welsh, but understandable enough to everyone in the party, including Tangwen.

Tangwen’s hands went to her belly. “Tangwen.”

“I’m very pleased to see you again, Tangwen. You probably don’t remember me, but I remember you!”

Then, melting the hearts of everyone watching, Tangwen reached out a hand and tugged on the point of Godfrid’s blond beard, prompting a chuckle from the big Dane. He touched her nose gently with his finger and then rose to his feet, his other hand resting gently atop Tangwen’s brown curls. His eyes went to Gareth. “You will be beating the men off with sticks in a few years.”

“I won’t be limited to sticks, my friend.” Gareth rolled his eyes. “You are joining the ranks of married men. It won’t be long before you have a daughter of your own.”

“God willing!” Godfrid swept out his arm. “Come! You will be staying at my house while you’re here.” He bent to Gwen. “Caitriona can’t wait to meet you.”

“And I her!” Gwen looked up at him. “Abbot Rhys sends his regrets that he was not able to come, but he didn’t want to leave his brothers to their own devices again so soon.”

“Or, to tell you the real truth, Abbot Rhys feared his prior was getting too comfortable in his seat and too sure of his own rightness to oversee the monastery.” Conall had been standing next to Prince Hywel, waiting patiently a few paces behind Godfrid, and now he stepped forward to greet Gareth with slightly less exuberance than Godfrid, if only because nobody could match the prince for enthusiasm. He had a kiss on both cheeks for Gwen. 

Happily, Gwen was feeling better with every step she took away from the boat—better enough, in fact, to take Tangwen’s hand and walk with her underneath the gatehouse tunnel and into the City of Dublin itself. 

At that point, however, Godfrid and Hywel, who were leading the group, with Conall and Gareth just behind, pulled up short due to the arrival of a man in churchly garb. The newcomer’s hair, which was so blond it was almost white, was cropped close to his head and untonsured, indicating he was either a novice (meaning he had not yet taken his vows), or wasn’t actually a monk. He stopped several paces away from the princes, breathing hard. 

“Prince Godfrid,” he said through heavy breaths, even bending forward to put both hands on his knees. He spoke in French, seemingly because he knew he was talking to a mixed audience. “Please pardon me, I have come from Bishop Gregory. He asks that you bring your companions to the cathedral. He is in need of them.” 

“My companions?” Godfrid looked bewilderedly around. “Does he mean Lord Conall? Or Prince Hywel?”

The priest managed to stand upright, and he gestured towards the cluster of Godfrid’s companions who filled the street behind him. The number included not only Gareth and Gwen and their family and retainers, but Prince Hywel and his Dragons, plus various members of Godfrid’s own guard.

“He understands you are today greeting Sir Gareth the Welshman and his wife. It is their presence he is requesting.” Then he switched languages to Danish, which Gwen little understood, but she could grasp his last few words, even in his lowered tone. “It is a matter of a dead man.”
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Day One

Gareth

––––––––
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Gareth didn’t understand much Danish, but he understood død mand well enough and barked a laugh before he could stop himself. “Of course it is.”

Conall moved closer to Gareth. “He said they’ve found a dead man.”

“So I gathered.” Gareth shook his head.

Godfrid, however, glared at the priest. “You can’t be serious. They just arrived.” 

“I’m sorry, my lord. I am only doing as I was bid.”

After Conall translated, Gareth put out a hand to his friend. “It is all right, Godfrid. This happens to us with some regularity.”

Godfrid put out his chin. “Not in Dublin.”

“Admittedly, that is true. I did not encounter a dead body the last time I was here. I wish I had.” 

As soon as the words were out of Gareth’s mouth, he wished he could take them back, but it was too late. The joke was inappropriate. Death wasn’t something to be jesting about, not unless one was about to go into battle. And especially not when the young priest was looking at him so urgently.

Still, he couldn’t mistake the snort of laughter from Hywel, who knew the dead man Gareth would have liked to have encountered was Hywel’s treacherous uncle Prince Cadwaladr, King Owain’s younger brother. 

Five years ago, Cadwaladr had turned to Dublin for mercenaries willing to kill a king and undermine Owain’s rule of Gwynedd. Prince Hywel’s grandfather, Gruffydd ap Cynan, had been born in Dublin. Through him, the family was descended both from the great Danish king, Sitric Silkbeard and the even greater High King of Ireland, Brian Boru. Hywel’s mother, who’d died at his birth, had also been Irish. 

Gareth had traveled to Ireland with Hywel in the early days of their relationship, but neither had ever been to Dublin nor met Godfrid before Cadwaladr had arranged for Anarawd’s assassination.

In point of fact, however, none of them had dealt with a murder in many months. But Gareth was only speaking the truth when he said this kind of thing happened to him and Gwen every time they traveled, and Gareth’s laugh had been more about the inevitability of being summoned rather than reflecting real amusement—or even surprise.

The cleric had understood nothing of what they’d said, since they’d been speaking Welsh, so Gareth now held his hand out to him and switched back to French. “I am Gareth the Welshman. Of course we will come. Please tell the bishop we are on our way.” 

If Bishop Gregory hadn’t requested Gwen as well, Gareth would have sent Llelo to escort her and the children to Godfrid’s house while he continued to the cathedral on his own. But her color was better than it had been in two days, and when he opened his mouth to suggest she leave this to him, her eyebrow arched at what he was going to say. In the end, he closed his own mouth rather than make himself look foolish.

Having dismissed the churchman to run ahead to the bishop with the news of their approach, Conall turned to Godfrid. “My friend, your brother is waiting. It would be no trouble for me to introduce Gareth and Gwen to the bishop while you continue to the palace with Prince Hywel. I speak French, Danish, and Welsh all well enough that we should be able to manage.”

The look of consternation that crossed Godfrid’s face was almost comical, indicating he was torn between his princely duty on the one hand and the possibility of adventure, even if grim or macabre, on the other. 

With a similar amused look, one Gareth had seen on his prince’s face more times than he could count, Hywel clapped Godfrid on his beefy shoulder. “I have long experience leaving these two to their own devices. Murder is not for us to investigate—not this time, or at least not in this moment when we have so many able companions upon whom we can rely. We should do as Conall suggests. Your brother awaits us.”

Only then did Godfrid acquiesce. While one of Godfrid’s men led Gareth’s servants and children directly to Godfrid’s house, the rest of the large party set off down the main street from the dock gate at a faster pace than they would normally have taken, not wanting to keep the bishop waiting. Under normal circumstances, Gareth would have liked to gawk a bit at the city around him. There would be time for that later, hopefully. 

For now, they didn’t have to diverge immediately. Nothing was very far away from anything else in Dublin, and the cathedral was a stone’s throw from Brodar’s palace, so they could all walk most of the way together.

“The two of you look well.” Conall was taking long strides, but he still managed to look both Gwen and Gareth up and down as the three of them kept pace behind Godfrid and Hywel. “I see Gwen survived the crossing.”

“Barely,” Gwen said with a twist to her mouth.

Conall laughed.

And, all of a sudden, the uncertainty and awkwardness that was a natural consequence of being apart for more than a year—and being faced with a murder within moments of their arrival—dissipated like mist on a sunny morning. They’d been through too much together for it to have lasted long anyway, and Conall’s laughter had been because he appreciated Gwen’s wit, not because he was mocking her seasickness.

Gareth reached forward to put a hand on Godfrid’s shoulder. “When we learned from Abbot Rhys that you and Conall had met and become friends, we couldn’t have been happier.”

“And then to learn that Godfrid was marrying Conall’s sister!” Gwen gave a little skip, which told Gareth how much better she was feeling. Dead body or no dead body, he could understand her exuberance, given how sick she’d been up until a quarter of an hour ago. “Abbot Rhys told us a little, but we long to hear the full story as to how that came about.”

“It involved a murder, naturally,” Godfrid said.

“As it would.” Gareth spoke more gravely than he might have a quarter of an hour ago as well. “And we have barely set foot on Dublin’s dock when we are summoned by Bishop Gregory to look at a body. How is it possible for him to have summoned us by name? How did he know to do so?”

Godfrid spread his hands wide, turning fully around to walk backwards up the street. “It is no secret you are a friend and were to have arrived today from Wales for my wedding.”

Conall’s lip curled in amusement. “Your reputation has preceded you, even in Dublin. You can’t be surprised.”

A grin spread across Hywel’s face, one Gareth was very happy to see. These past months, the prince had been less light-hearted, carrying the weight of Gwynedd on his shoulders more and more, burdened by the effort to take away some of his father’s cares and desiring to prove himself. Now, when he smiled, he looked again like the Hywel of old. 

“Do you still not know your own reputation, Gareth? The churchman who came for you spoke of Gareth the Welshman. I imagine your name precedes you to every castle from here to France. You saved the life of Prince Henry of England. Twice. King Stephen himself might call on you were he not at odds with my father. Even then, he might seek your help if he had a murder on his hands none of his men could solve.”

“As Conall, Cait, and I are not in a position to be called upon, I do find it interesting that he sent first for you, rather than Holm, Dublin’s sheriff.” Godfrid rubbed his chin and turned back around. They were almost at the church, the tower of which was visible throughout the city. “I might have to smooth some ruffled feathers in that quarter later this evening.”

Gareth took in a breath. He was not displeased to find his reputation had preceded him across the Irish Sea, but he was far less pleased to learn he might be stepping on someone else’s toes. He always tried to maintain a good relationship with whatever local men might normally enforce the law. An uphill battle with a slighted sheriff before Gareth even had seen the body was not a good way to start.

“If murderers were smart, they would run when they learned Father was coming rather than commit the evil deeds they planned.” Dai was walking beside Cadoc, the resident archer in the group, who’d taken the young man under his wing. 

“Is this your doing, Godfrid?” Gwen asked.

“You forget that five years ago it was a band of men from Dublin who ambushed King Anarawd,” Godfrid said. “Gareth led the defense of the caravan escorting Anarawd’s body to Aber, and he himself came to Dublin in pursuit of you, Gwen. Your subsequent exploits have not gone unnoticed, even here.” He turned to look at Llelo. “And now I hear you are apprenticing in the family trade!”

Llelo bent his head and said quite formally, as was his wont when the subject of his apprenticeship came up.  “I am, my lord.”

They had reached the church gate. Beyond, the churchman who’d come to find them was waiting for them in the porch. Gareth squared his shoulders, accepting what he couldn’t change. Death was always with them, and he and Gwen would always do their best to see that a murderer, if murder was the cause, was brought to justice.

With the promise they would meet up again at Godfrid’s house, Gareth, Conall, and Gwen said goodbye to the two princes and turned through the gate that led to the Cathedral of the Holy Trinity, known locally as Christ’s Church, which Gareth remembered from his previous visit to Dublin during the aforementioned events five years earlier. 

The church itself wasn’t as magnificent as some of the fantastical Norman constructions Gareth had encountered in England, but it was certainly larger than average, as befitting a bishop. It was within Dublin’s city walls, which meant space was at something of a premium. The yard to the south of the church building was full of graves and looked to be running out of room, and the residential complex, with the dormitory and the cloister, overlooked the city to the west of the church, with only a narrow pathway between the buildings and the churchyard wall.

Conall seemed to be in a speaking mood, and regaled them as they entered the yard. “Since the Council of Reims in March, convened by the pope himself, Bishop Gregory has been working to reform the bishopric, even going so far as to include it within the dominion of the Irish Church rather than Canterbury. Just since Brodar became king three months ago, Bishop Gregory has brought in Benedictine monks to serve as caretakers for the church and the diocese. The bishopric lays claim to many acres of land surrounding Dublin, which these monks now oversee at the behest of Christ’s Church.”

Gareth had heard something of what the council had decreed from Abbot Rhys but didn’t know the rest. “Where did the monks come from? Are they Irish?”

Conall barked a laugh. “Not if Gregory can help it.”

Before Conall could expand further on the topic, about which he obviously knew a great deal, the churchman came forward from the porch. 

He bowed first to Conall and said, “Lord Ambassador. My apologies for my initial haste and failure to greet you as I should have.” Then he looked to Gareth. “Thank you for coming, Lord Gareth.” This was all respectfully done in French, which Gareth assumed he’d be speaking predominantly from now on. 

It was a commentary on Gareth’s reputation that Bishop Gregory would call upon him even if they were going to be disadvantaged throughout the investigation by their lack of Danish. And then his stomach twisted for a moment at the idea that their lack of Danish was why they’d been called upon. For now, he put the fear aside, not wanting to prejudge anything or anyone before he’d even seen the body.

Then the churchman put a hand to his chest. “I am Father Arnulf, the bishop’s secretary. If I can do anything for you while you are here, you have only to ask.”

Gareth eyed him, reassessing. If he was known as Father then he was a priest, not a monk, so not among the new Benedictines who’d been brought in a few months ago. “I can’t say it is my pleasure, but I am pleased to be of service to the bishop if I can.”

Arnulf bent his head again. “Bishop Gregory awaits you in his private chapel.” He hesitated, his eyes going to Gwen and then back to Gareth. “Perhaps Lady Gwen would like to wait in the warming room?”

Gwen gave him a gentle look. “You were the one who said the bishop had asked for me as well.”

He’d been looking hopeful, but now his face fell. “He did.” And such appeared to be Gwen’s reputation too that he didn’t argue and instead gestured them through the great doors of the cathedral. 

The difference between a church and a cathedral had nothing to do with a building’s size. It was all about prestige. A church was called a cathedral when it was the seat of a region’s bishop. The Dublin Danes had been Christian since before the Cathedral of the Holy Trinity was built over a hundred years earlier, having become so after Sitric Silkbeard made a pilgrimage to Rome. But the Bishop of Dublin, with Gregory as the most recent occupant of the office, had been ordained in Canterbury rather than Armagh, a deliberate snub to the Irish Church—and an allegiance which apparently was now being reassessed—at the request of the Pope himself, no less. 

From the few comments Gareth’s friend Abbot Rhys had made on the matter, the pope was hoping the inclusion of the Danes among the Irish bishoprics and parishes would further encourage the reform—and conformity—of the Irish Church to the strictures, precepts, and traditions set by the pope and the Roman church. He wanted the same thing for Wales—though, if Abbot Rhys had anything to say about it, he wasn’t getting it any time soon. Gareth couldn’t help his stir of pride at the strength of his people. They would not bow so easily to foreign custom and law. 

To Gareth’s eyes, the cathedral and surrounding buildings looked very much like a monastery, rather than the seat of a bishop. He knew of two such seats in Wales and had been to both: the bishopric of Dewi Sant in Pembroke and the seat of the Bishop of Bangor in Gwynedd. Now that the Normans had taken over Pembroke, they’d consecrated a new magnificent cathedral and what could only be called a palace for the bishop, replacing much of what had been Welsh with that which was English—as the Danes had done with what had been Irish. 

If asked, Gareth would have said he cared very little about church politics, except that he cared very deeply for his people and their way of life. He imagined the Irish felt the same. But because both Conall and Godfrid liked Bishop Gregory, for now Gareth could put aside his own private assessments and thoughts and focus on the task at hand. All murdered men deserved justice and were equal in the sight of God, no matter before which king they’d bent the knee.

Bishop Gregory was waiting for them two-thirds of the way down the church. Conall introduced Gareth and Gwen, leaving out Llelo, who as usual was acting as their retainer. Llelo wouldn’t take offense, since he’d been silent in the presence of great men before and knew not to speak or call attention to himself unless spoken to.

“Thank you for coming so immediately.” Bishop Gregory was a small man, no more than an inch or two taller than Gwen, with kindly eyes, which today were clearly grieved. Past sixty years old, he was mostly bald, with tufts of white hair remaining above his large ears.

He stood in front of the altar that split the cathedral and separated the eastern choir, which was the province of churchmen, from the nave, where the common people worshipped. The cathedral in Bangor in Gwynedd was roughly the same size, but either would have fit into the nave at St. David’s (the new Norman name for Dewi Sant). While normally there were rules about where in the cathedral a layman like Gareth could go, today Bishop Gregory simply motioned them past the altar to the eastern end of the cathedral, underneath the great stained glass window that would have admitted the light of the rising sun on the equinox. “This way.”

In addition to the sunlight coming through the windows, the cathedral was lit by dozens of candles in candelabra. Bishop Gregory went to a smaller one, with three candles half burned down, and picked it up. He himself then led them into the darkened vestry, the place where priests gathered to dress in their vestments and where the holy relics for the cathedral were kept, and then through a narrow doorway in a side wall.

Although the passage he led them down was open, it could be blocked by a wooden door which Gareth couldn’t help hesitating in front of. Made of an unknown dark wood, it bore ornately carved scenes from the Bible.

Behind him, Arnulf said, “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?”

Gareth could only agree, and as he followed the bishop through the doorway, he realized they’d stepped back in time. Beyond the doorway were five steps down, which led to an unlit stone passage so narrow Gareth’s shoulders almost touched the walls on either side. They had to navigate it single file. At the end of the corridor was another ornately carved door, this one closed. When Bishop Gregory reached it, he stopped with his hand on the latch, said a prayer in Latin under his breath, and crossed himself.

Then he opened the door to reveal a small chapel, perhaps eight feet wide and ten long, with a single window above Gareth’s height in the eastern wall. As in the corridor, the flagstones had been smoothed by centuries of feet and even hollowed in places, and a clear path forward to the altar had been worn into the stone. The walls were stone as well, whitewashed to add a brightness to the room that was otherwise lit by candles in sconces on the rear wall and two more candelabra. 

And upon the simple stone altar lay a man dressed in the full warrior gear of a knight, including mail armor, a white surcoat with a red cross, such as worn by Templars, and a two-handed bastard sword clasped to his chest.

Gareth didn’t need the bishop’s grave expression to know the man was dead. 
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Day One

Conall

––––––––
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Gareth passed Bishop Gregory and went right up to the body, putting a hand first to the man’s neck to feel for the absent pulse, and then resting his hand flat on the corpse’s chest. 

“I did check.” Bishop Gregory made a helpless gesture with one hand. “Every instinct told me I should have my flock remove him, but I thought you needed to see him as I found him.”

“Thank you for refraining.” Gareth dropped his hand and looked at the bishop. “How long ago did you find him?”

“About an hour.”

Conall had let Gareth enter the room first, since he was the professional investigator. And really, Conall saw no reason to get too close to the body just yet. He was more focused on the beautiful little church, which was clearly ancient, and it dawned on him that this must be the first church to be located in Dublin, built by the monks who’d established their community on this spot centuries before the Danes had come to Ireland. 

At that time, a very different monastery had been associated with this little church. In fact, Conall recalled from the stories told at night in the hall where he’d grown up, that the Danes had sacked the community multiple times in their initial raids on Ireland, before deciding it was the best place to build their settlement and evicting the Irish monks entirely.

That was how the stories went. In all likelihood, the surviving monks had fled long since, having learned the lesson, belatedly and painfully, that they could not oppose a Viking landing party and live. Ancient buildings and sacred relics aside, monks were no use to anyone—God or man—dying on the end of a Norse blade. Farther inland, the monastery at Kells had chosen to maintain their position, but in doing so had built a high tower, from the top of which it was possible to see for miles in every direction. Its purpose was to provide warning of the Vikings’ approach, giving the monks and villagers time to flee. That hadn’t prevented Ottar, Dublin’s previous king, from sacking the monastery and village three times. But the loss of life had been minimal.

Conall’s Irish pride was rising to think of it—along with anger at the Danes who’d built their cathedral and their city over the ruins of this holy place. Conall had been sent to Dublin to help offset the generations of bad blood between the Danes and the Irish—and to evaluate how strong the sentiment against Leinster remained.

It was pretty strong, in truth, but not so much he thought his uncle had to fear rebellion—especially now that Godfrid and Cait were marrying.

But then Conall took in a breath and allowed his emotion to subside. Ottar was dead, and the Danes at Christ’s Church were not responsible for the actions of their ancestors, any more than he was responsible for the deeds of his. The men of Dublin had preserved the little church, regardless of how they’d come by it, and Bishop Gregory was a man of God—who was understandably anxious about finding a body in so sacred a place.

The man lay like a king lying in state before a funeral. But even a king would be laid on a table before the altar, never on it. It mattered not at all that Christ’s Church was a Danish cathedral, or that the bishop was Danish, or that he’d been ordained at Canterbury instead of Armagh. The altar was the site of the Holy Sacrament. It could be used for no other purpose. The sacrilege would reverberate throughout Dublin—and all of Ireland—when it got out. The only reason nobody knew about it already was because the church that had been desecrated was the little one hidden here. 

Conall moved closer to the altar, infected by Bishop Gregory’s anxiety and appreciative of his desire to remove the body as quickly as possible. Though the dead man’s surcoat was akin to a Templar’s, upon closer inspection, he was dressed less like a warrior monk or knight than a Danish king of old. 

In addition to the massive sword in his hands and the aforementioned surcoat, his gear included a full mail hauberk and its padded gambeson, leather bracers on both forearms, leather pants, knee-high boots, and what could have been a real gold torc around his neck. Rather than a feather, his metal helmet sported two ram’s horns, an arrangement that would be completely impractical in battle and something Conall had never seen before. Conall didn’t know if he wore the horns as a nod to his Danish pagan ancestors or because he had a misguided notion that they were what a Danish knight might wear to war.

Gareth fingered one of the horns. “I’ve seen this done before. One of Godfrid’s warriors had one made, though this is not the same helmet.” 

What Gareth wasn’t telling the bishop was that he himself had once worn that helmet as a disguise when riding among Godfrid’s men. Godfrid had made Gareth wear it in order to distract the English in Chester from his real identity. The idea had been that the English would have eyes only for the outlandish horns and wouldn’t look twice at the face underneath them.

The deception had worked, though the aftermath had been disastrous. This had been before Conall’s time, but he’d heard about it, from both Gareth and Godfrid. The events of that week had resulted in the death of Rhun, Hywel’s elder brother, at the hands of their uncle Cadwaladr. The death had ripped apart not only Gwynedd, but King Owain’s heart, and elevated Hywel to edling. 

Godfrid’s men were known throughout Dublin, and Christ’s Church was near the palace. It wasn’t impossible that the dead man had seen the helmet and copied it, having no idea of its tragic history. In fact, the more Conall thought about it, the more it seemed reasonable that might be the case.

But other than the gear, the man little resembled a warrior. He was shorter than Conall, more the size of Bishop Gregory, perhaps five and a half feet tall, without the bulky shoulders, legs, and arms one would expect to see in a man who’d trained as a fighter. It was as if the dead man had been a youth, playing at war, for all that he appeared to be approaching thirty. They would learn how accurate Conall’s assessment was when they got him to a place where they could strip off his armor.

“I am most disturbed that the body was placed here, in the very heart of the cathedral, in the holiest site in the city—to both Irish and Dane.” Bishop Gregory’s hands were clenched in front of him. “Especially with the wedding so close.”

“I understand, believe me,” Gareth said. “Even knowing nothing about this death but what I see before me, if I can assist in the discovery of how and why this man died, I will.”

Everybody in Dublin was referring to the upcoming wedding as ‘Godfrid’s wedding’, but to Conall and the Irish clans who surrounded the Danish kingdom, it was ‘Caitriona’s wedding’. An Irish woman was marrying a prince of Dublin, thus uniting Leinster and Dublin even more firmly than they already were. That ceremony would take place in four days—barely enough time to cleanse and sanctify the cathedral. The bishop would be loath to move the celebratory mass to another church, however. Christ’s Church was Dublin’s pride and joy. It wouldn’t be fitting to marry Godfrid and Caitriona anywhere else.

Gwen moved to stand beside Conall and said in a low voice, “The fact that the body is in this position does send a very distinct message.” It was just like her to have detected the undercurrents in the room, with little knowledge herself of Dublin’s current politics.

Bishop Gregory overheard. “It is not a message I could ever imagine Harald wanting to send.”

“So you know this man?” Gareth said, rightfully surprised the bishop hadn’t opened with that information.

“He is Harald Ranulfson, a monk in the service of the cathedral. He was specifically tasked in the scriptorium, because his handwriting is so beautiful.” Bishop Gregory paused. “Was so beautiful.”

All of them allowed that thought to settle for a moment, and then Gwen said, “I know I don’t need to point out that he is dressed as if he is about to go a Viking, not as a monk or a scribe.”

Bishop Gregory fingered one of the horns on the helmet as Gareth had done, his face drawn and weary. “I could not tell you why.”

“You are certain this is Harald and not, perhaps, a brother or close cousin?” Gwen asked.

“It is Harald.” Bishop Gregory pointed to a large mole to the left of the dead man’s chin. “I would recognize him anywhere. If we were to remove his gloves, I have no doubt his fingers would be ink-stained.” He looked over at Gareth. “Do you have some idea how he died?”

“I apologize, your Grace, but I can see nothing amiss from here,” Gareth said. “I will have to examine him before I could say more.”

Bishop Gregory’s expression turned even more doleful. “I suppose I should be grateful the altar isn’t covered in blood.”

“Is anything else awry or missing in here or in the cathedral itself?” Gwen began to circle the altar, ignoring the fact that it required her to enter the area of the chapel, as in the cathedral, reserved only for churchmen. As a woman and a member of the laity, it was a double offense. Conall was amused that Gwen didn’t appear to care. As always, the investigation was all. If Bishop Gregory hadn’t realized what calling in Gareth and Gwen entailed, he was learning it now. 

Her question seemed to surprise Bishop Gregory, who understandably was entirely focused on the body, but he recovered after a moment and pointed to a bronze box on a little stand behind the altar. The greenish tinge aside, it had ornate carvings along its sides and had clearly been made by a master metalworker.

“The box contains our holy relic, a finger of Saint Patrick. Normally it is kept safe in a strongbox in the vestry. I don’t know how it came to be here.”

Gwen put a hand to her heart. “The relic is still in the box?”

“It is! After Harald’s pulse, it was the first thing I checked.”

Conall hadn’t known Bishop Gregory ever to lie, but he wouldn’t have put it past the bishop to have checked for the relic first. Dead body or not, monk or not, the holy relic was more valuable than any other possession—and more important to the Church than Harald’s death. To have the little chapel defiled and the relic lost would have been a crime beyond reckoning.

“Who was Harald, your Grace?” Conall asked. “To you or your flock?”

Bishop Gregory’s expression showed regret. “Until today, I wouldn’t have said he was anybody important.” Then he put out a hasty hand, realizing how that had sounded. “He was of no more importance than any other man in the sight of God. As I said, as a monk, he worked primarily in the scriptorium.”

“You said his handwriting was beautiful,” Conall said. “Does that mean he was good at his job?”

“Very good. We have none other here to match him. Maybe none in all Ireland, though I would not proclaim such a thing to my Irish brethren.”

“Was he well-liked?” Gwen asked.

“That I cannot tell you. I know each of the men here by name and face, but my duties preclude me from truly knowing many of them well, especially since so many are new to us and to Dublin. Harald came to us a few months ago with the other brothers of his order.”

“From where?” Gareth asked.

“Most of the monks are Danish, from small priories between here and Waterford. We do not have so many houses that any could afford to lose more than one or two to us. We asked for those who could be sent and then quested farther afield.” Bishop Gregory thought a moment. “I can tell you Harald was born in Dublin, but he found his calling in Denmark, and he was one of several who came to us from there. I suppose you could say his choice to join our number was a way to come home. His mother lives here still.” Bishop Gregory paused and said in an entirely flat tone. “I must inform her of her son’s death.”

“And he was a monk, not a priest?” Conall asked.

“Yes.”

“Inducted where?” 

“In Ribe, having completed his studies there. He was one of the first of the Benedictines to arrive.” 

“The wealth represented in the sword, not to mention the mail hauberk, marks him as a rich man. Do you have any idea how he might have acquired his gear?” Gareth asked.

“No.” Bishop Gregory wore his emotions on his face, and now he merely looked bewildered. 

“You said at first that you discovered the body,” Gareth said. “Just you?”

“Yes.”

“Can you tell us how it came about that you found him?” Gwen said.

“Of course.” He made a helpless gesture. “It was my usual time for prayers.”

“Usual in what sense?” Gareth said. “Are you normally in this chapel at this hour?”

“Yes.”

“Every day?” Gareth kept his gaze fixed on Bishop Gregory’s face.

“Every day I am in Dublin, yes.”

“How many other people would have entered the chapel before you today?”

“None.” Bishop Gregory coughed into his fist. “It is the innermost part of the Church. None of the other priests say their prayers in here.”

“In other words, you reserve it for your private use.” Conall tried to keep the judgment out of his tone. 

By the gentle look Bishop Gregory gave him in reply, Conall was pretty certain he hadn’t succeeded. “I can see why it might appear that way to an outsider. But no one is forbidden to come here. Because the entrance is off the vestry, however, if a lay person wished to pray here, he would have to ask.”

“What about a servant or a monk responsible for cleaning?” Gwen said.

“None are charged with this chapel. As a reminder that I am a man like any other, I take it upon myself to sweep and dust every week.”

“Is that something most people would know?” Gwen finally turned away from the relic.

“I suppose.” Bishop Gregory was more tentative in this answer.

When neither Gareth nor Gwen chose to press him on the matter, Conall spoke again. “I suppose, Father, or yes.”

He still dithered. “I have to say yes.”

Conall didn’t have to ask the meaning of the look that passed between Gareth and Gwen behind Bishop Gregory’s back at this admission. It was their practice not to assume anything about an investigation so early in the day, but even Conall could see the reason the body was here at this hour was because whoever had laid poor Harald on the altar had intended him to be found by Bishop Gregory. It was a message, as Gwen had said.

Bishop Gregory realized it too, and he spoke with a mix of awe and grief in his voice. “Someone wanted me to find the body. Someone wanted me to see Harald like this. Someone wanted me to know, me personally, that he had defiled my church. The killer.”

“I would have to agree,” Gwen said. “That is, if Harald was, in fact, murdered.”
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Day One

Gwen

––––––––
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Gwen realized her statement was provocative the moment it came out of her mouth, but it was too late to take it back—and she didn’t want to anyway.
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