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David—King of Scotland 

Stephen—King of England
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Hamelin—Henry’s half-brother
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Carlisle Castle

22 May 1149

Day One

Gareth

––––––––
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King David of Scotland placed a naked blade on the shoulder of his great-nephew, Prince Henry, who was kneeling at his feet, and recited the words of chivalry in a commanding voice that carried throughout the hall. 

“Au nom de Dieu, je te fais chevalier.” Be thou a knight in the name of God. Then he stepped back and made a motion with his hand. “Avance, chevalier.” Arise, knight.

As Prince Henry rose to his feet, stamping, shouts, and applause filled the hall. Henry was sixteen years old, exactly halfway in age between Gareth’s boys, Dai and Llelo, who were fifteen and seventeen respectively. Both sons had stopped cold at the sight of the prince receiving his knighthood from the King of Scots. 

Envy was plain in their faces, prompting Gareth to put a hand on a shoulder of each. “Your time will come. Never fear. The prince is young to be knighted, but he is also a prince and may one day be King of England. Do not begrudge him his day of glory.” He paused a beat before adding in a low voice, still in Welsh and for their ears alone: “The next one may be a long time coming.”

The arrival of the Welsh party had been delayed, thankfully not by a storm in the Irish Sea, but by the slowness of the journey through the estuary at the mouth of the River Eden and then up the Eden to Carlisle Castle. With all the rain they’d been getting, a continuance of the rains of the winter, the river was running high and fast, so they’d been rowing upstream against a heavy current. At times, walking would have been faster, except they hadn’t wanted to stop along the way. Although this area of Scotland had once been Norse—and British before that—now it was populated by people who cursed the sight of a Viking longship. And not without reason, given the centuries of Danish conquest and warfare.

That the ship flew the white flag of peace and was helmed by none other than the mighty Godfrid, Prince of Dublin, was beside the point. The people on shore didn’t know who he was, nor that he had Conall of Leinster and Gareth of Gwynedd beside him. They saw only the round shields of Vikings hung on the sides of the ship and armed men at the oars.

Still, none of the locals had attempted to stop them, not only because a second look had reminded them of the folly of taking on Danish warriors, but also because the ship carried women and children—Gareth’s wife, Gwen, and their children, of course; and also Caitriona, Godfrid’s wife (and Conall’s sister). Thus, they had reached Carlisle in one piece, found their lodgings at the cathedral guesthouse in the town, and then hastened to the castle. As it turned out, their timing had been perfect, and they’d entered King David’s majestic hall just in time to witness his bestowal of knighthood on Henry.

Having received a hug from his uncle and general congratulations from the other noblemen in his vicinity, Henry descended from the dais and made a beeline towards the Welsh party. Then, to Gareth’s utter surprise, Henry didn’t stop a respectful distance away but walked right up to him to embrace him. “I’m so glad you are here!” Pulling back, he seemed to realize that the hug had perhaps been slightly beneath his dignity. Clearing his throat, he added, “Welcome to Carlisle.”

“Thank you.” Gareth bowed gravely back.

“Were you in time?” Henry accepted everyone else’s obeisance and then raised them up with an impatient gesture. “Did you see?”

“We did, my lord,” Gareth said. “Congratulations. The honor is most deserved.”

Henry made a face, again revealing himself to be sixteen and, in truth, no more (or less) mature than Gareth’s own sons. “I am not a child begging for a sweet. I would not besmirch my uncle’s action by suggesting that I am undeserving of the honor, but we all know that I have led few men in battle up until now—and those with little success.”

“I think you underest—”

“What did I just say?” Henry cut Gareth off with another gesture. 

Gareth bent his head respectfully. “Of course, my lord.”

“Then again, now that you’re here,” Henry rubbed his hands together, “the task of taking back my mother’s throne can begin in earnest!” 
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Day One

Gwen

––––––––
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Henry’s gleeful comment was another reminder, if Gwen needed one, that their partners in this alliance were taking the inclusion of the Welsh seriously. Henry truly wanted them there, and his desire to see them appeared to stem from a true affection that went far beyond politics. What’s more, he’d specifically asked for the presence of not only Gareth, but Gareth’s entire family. Llelo and Dai were as integral to this delegation as their parents. Even Taran and Tangwen, left behind tonight at their lodgings, had been wanted. It seemed that, for Henry, their alliance was not merely a means, as it undoubtedly was for Earl Ranulf of Chester, to keep King Owain Gwynedd from attacking his lands.

While the bargain couldn’t have been offered simply because the young prince wanted to see them all again—and to share with them the moment of his knighting—Gwen had to wonder how much his hero-worship of Gareth had played in the proceedings.

This journey had been nearly six months in the making. Once King Owain had agreed to Prince Henry’s offer of a treaty last December, discussions had been underway as to the best method to confirm their alliance. Not since the days of the great High Kings of Britain had anyone attempted to unify the powers of Wales, Scotland, and England, as Henry had proposed to do, should he go so far as to actually depose King Stephen as King of England. Everyone wanted the ceremony worthy of the historic occasion.

So while discussions had been lengthy, they hadn’t actually been contentious. King David had made clear from the start that this treaty wasn’t Prince Henry’s alone, that he had the full support of not only David but Earl Ranulf as well, and they genuinely wanted to see King Owain at Carlisle.

Still, generations of distrust between Gwynedd and the Normans remained a significant barrier to an actual in-person meeting. More than anything else, this had been a difficult matter to overcome. In the end, in fact, it had been an impossible matter. King Owain’s advisers believed that no member of the royal family could possibly venture into Chester, which was just over the border of Wales into England, much less all the way to Scotland, out of fear of being played false. Gwen felt that fear in her own heart. Even Prince Henry couldn’t deny that it had happened before, and that there was nothing he, King David, or Earl Ranulf could promise that would make Owain certain it wouldn’t happen again.

It was one thing for these three other great magnates to unite against their common enemy. It was quite another to include King Owain, who shared no family connections with any of them. While blood ties were certainly no barrier to war—after all, King Stephen and Empress Maud themselves were cousins—sometimes they helped keep the peace. Why else would kings marry their daughters to their enemies? King David and Maud may not have been blood kin, but he was still Maud’s uncle, since her father, King Henry I of England, had married David’s sister, Edith. 

At the moment, King Stephen seemed far more concerned about the power of King David than that of Henry, who, as he himself had just admitted, had so far accomplished very little with his acts of rebellion. And really Stephen’s concern was legitimate. David of Scotland had stepped into the breach created by the death of Henry’s uncle, Robert of Gloucester, and was daily encroaching farther south into England. By the terms of this treaty they were signing this week, Henry, once he became king, would cede all of Northumbria to his uncle.

The fact that Henry and his allies had also made overtures towards Dublin and Leinster only added to the significance of the event. It was King David, in fact, who’d asked Godfrid to sail to Wales to collect Gareth and Gwen—as well as Conall, who’d been acting as ambassador to Gwynedd. King David had arranged this for his own purposes, not knowing what close friends they all were, and during the journey they’d decided to keep their attachment to themselves, at least until they knew more about what they were walking into.

Now, within moments of Prince Henry’s greetings, his eyes went to Llelo and then to the sword belted at his waist. “I see you still wear it!”

Llelo’s sword had come from the hand of Henry himself, in the course of events at Bristol Castle the last time they’d seen him. 

“Of course, my lord.” Llelo bowed low. “I count myself a lucky man every single day that I was in the right place at the right moment to act, and I remain humbly honored that you would bestow such a magnificent weapon upon me.”

It was a fine speech, and Gwen would have patted her son on the back at how well he’d done if it wouldn’t have disrupted the proceedings and called attention to him in a way he wouldn’t want. Dark-haired and dark-eyed, nearly as tall as his father, though thin as a rake, Llelo was growing into his position as his father’s apprentice, not only in regards to assisting with investigations, but also by learning to be diplomatic. 

Henry smiled. “I hope you know that if I had been a knight myself when I gave it to you, I would have knighted you on the spot.” 

He hesitated. And then, in the pause that followed before Henry’s eyes lit, all those watching him, except perhaps Llelo, saw the thought that came into his mind as if it were written in the air above his head. Spinning around, Henry strode towards his uncle, who had remained near the dais in conversation with several noble men and women. 

King David broke off to greet Henry, bending close to hear what he had to say. Though his hair was entirely white, compared to Henry’s tight red curls, King David was unbowed by age. He was also taller than Henry, who was short and stocky. Even so, the set of their shoulders was similar, and Gwen thought she could see the uncle in the nephew, despite not sharing blood. Henry admired David so profoundly, he looked to emulate his mannerisms. 

After a brief consultation, King David lifted his head to look over Henry’s shoulder and, for the first time, openly inspected the newly arrived Welsh contingent. His eyes narrowed for a moment in what Gwen saw as calculation, and then he patted Henry on the shoulder. Whatever he said made Henry spin around, a grin splitting his face, while the king himself made a magisterial gesture from behind the young prince, summoning them all forward.

Gareth led the way, followed immediately by Conall and Godfrid, as was their right, with Gwen and her two boys close behind. As he waited for Gareth to reach him, the king slid the sword, by which he’d dubbed Henry, into its sheath, with an air indicating he was accustomed to its use. His hand had been steady as he’d made his great-nephew a knight, but upon closer inspection, David’s face was thinner than was perhaps healthy, whether due to age or illness, Gwen didn’t know. Nonetheless, his eyes were nearly as bright as Henry’s as he looked over his guests.

“I couldn’t be more pleased to finally meet the great Lord Gareth.” His eyes were assessing but not critical. “Prince Henry speaks of you often—as well, of course, of the bravery of this young man.” 

Llelo straightened under the king’s gaze, realizing it was to himself the king was referring. “You honor me with your kind words, my lord.”

“How old are you, my son?”

“Seventeen, my lord.”

“Older men have been knighted for far less than saving the life of the future King of England.” A low rumble came from within the king’s chest. 

“My lord, that isn’t what happen—” Llelo began to explain, but the king overrode him.

“In our tradition, each candidate for knighthood must spend the night in the church, as Henry did last night, praying and asking for forgiveness for his sins, so that he might be reborn anew as a knight. It is, in a sense, another baptism, if the priest would not think such a comparison unholy. Are you willing?”

In a matter of a quarter of an hour, they’d gone from huddled together in the doorway of the great hall, feeling awkward and uncertain about their welcome in this strange castle, to being offered an honor beyond Llelo’s wildest dreams. Or rather, it was an honor straight out of Llelo’s wildest dreams.

From Llelo’s expression, he could hardly believe his good fortune—though, in the heartbeat before he replied to the king, he shot a glance in his father’s direction, worried perhaps that there was a diplomatic reason he should decline, or that the knighting was taking place under false pretenses. Like Gwen, however, Gareth had been there when Llelo had stopped a killer who’d drawn a knife in the prince’s presence, albeit to murder another. He gave the briefest of nods. 

In response, Llelo straightened his spine that was already straight as a poker, and, as with Henry, his thoughts were plain on his face before he spoke them: “Yes, my lord. I am ready.” 

Even with his burgeoning maturity, the excitement of what lay before him was too immediate for Llelo to understand the true significance of what he was being offered. Gwen didn’t think Prince Henry understood either. She was quite certain, however, that King David was fully aware of the symbolism behind the gesture. The pause between Henry’s query about the possibility of knighting Llelo and David’s approval had involved a brief assessment of the consequences of knighting a young Welshman as one of Prince Henry’s first acts as a full-fledged knight himself. 

Everyone, even Prince Henry and Gwen’s boys, were very aware of the momentous nature of bringing Gwynedd into this pact between England, Scotland, and Chester. To do so was to acknowledge Gwynedd’s power and authority as a kingdom equal to any of the others. In that light, knighting Llelo was no small thing. Gwen had seen David come to the conclusion that he could not regret tying Gwynedd more closely to Henry, and thus to David. In fact, the tighter the better. 

Gareth had brought the precious document, signed in the proper place by King Owain, who had already accepted the cost that would arise from it: allowing Cadwaladr, his treacherous younger brother, back into his court. By comparison, aiding Henry, Ranulf, and David in overthrowing King Stephen seemed a minor matter, even if on the surface it was a bold step and not one to be taken lightly. 

Nonetheless, it was one to be taken. David, Henry, and Ranulf had to have known it too, even as they sent Cadwaladr back to Owain. They either wanted very badly to get rid of him (perfectly possible given how odious he was) or they truly wanted Owain on their side. Even with this lovely welcome into Carlisle Castle by Prince Henry, Gwen couldn’t help thinking that the former still outweighed the latter.

And yet, the truth could not be gainsaid: as long as King Stephen remained in the ascendancy and retained the English throne, whatever these great magnates were agreeing to, and whatever alliances they made, were just words. For over a year, the war had been at a standstill, if not a stalemate. Just that spring, Stephen had failed to take Worcester from Queen Maud’s allies, even as he built two castles nearby in an attempt to counter the alliance’s power. So far, it was only King Owain who’d made any real concession.

Meanwhile Dai, from his position slightly behind his brother, was practically dripping with jealousy. Despite the envy, which not a single soul here could blame him for feeling, he put his hand on his brother’s shoulder and said in a loving way in Welsh, “If anyone deserves this, Llelo, you do.”

“But wait!” Henry was practically bouncing on his toes. “He shouldn’t do this alone, Uncle.” 

Gwen’s heart broke to see the sudden joy and hope in Dai’s face in the heartbeat between when Henry said those words and when he cupped his hands around his mouth and called across the hall, “Hamelin!” 
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Day One

Conall

––––––––
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The young man at whom Prince Henry had shouted had been listening intently to a nobleman with a thick beard and an expansive manner, judging by the way he was gesticulating broadly. At Henry’s summons, Hamelin made his excuses and hurried over. His red hair was almost exactly the same color as Conall’s own—and Henry’s own—though Conall wore his clipped to almost nothing, and the young man’s was more of a mop on his head.

As Dai’s expression shuttered, Conall moved to his side, but didn’t touch him. To do so would mean acknowledging the range of emotions Dai had experienced in an astoundingly short period of time. Conall was nearly three times his age, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t remember what it was like to feel so fully.

Hamelin appeared to have missed the entirety of the conversation between the king, his half-brother, and Llelo because he strode across the room with an expectant air, but not one that expected anything in particular. Gareth and Gwen had met this illegitimate half-brother to Prince Henry during their investigation in Bristol, and from his cheerful expression, he was having no trouble remembering all of them.

He stopped a few feet away, made a respectful bow, and then reached out a hand to Llelo. “Welcome! I saw you come in, but I couldn’t get away from old Carr sooner.”

Llelo clasped his forearm in return, unable to keep the outsized grin off his face. “It is marvelous to see you here!”

For his part, King David said, “Hamelin,” in mild rebuke.

Hamelin bowed more fully in his direction, but while his words were apologetic, his manner was insouciant. “My apologies, my king. Please forgive my slip of the tongue. My thoughts were entirely focused on how happy I was to see an old friend.”

He said the word old this second time completely without irony. When one was nineteen, the year and a half he’d known Llelo was a long time.

David made a motion accepting the apology, and Henry nodded indulgently, since all three of them seemed to be in agreement that nobody enjoyed being cornered by old Carr, the man to whom Hamelin had been speaking, who didn’t appear to be as old as the name implied either. He was fifty, perhaps, but not ancient. 

And then Hamelin listened with widening eyes as Henry explained what he planned for Llelo, and added, “I’d like to knight you and Llelo together.” 

Conall had never seen a man look more astonished than Hamelin did in that moment. Henry’s smile broadened to see the impact of his words. He was Hamelin’s younger but legitimate half-brother, and for him to offer Hamelin the chance at knighthood, on the heels of his own ascension, was almost too much to take in. 

Nonetheless, Hamelin managed an eager nod of acceptance, followed by an even lower bow. “Thank you, my lord.” 

“I’m thinking the vigil should be at St. Mary’s this time,” King David said.

“We’ll go now.” Hamelin grabbed Llelo’s elbow and set off with him, heading down the great hall towards the main door, all the while motioning with his free hand and talking animatedly. Llelo hastened to keep pace, nodding that he was listening, in that diplomatic manner he’d learned from his father. That didn’t mean he wasn’t still grinning madly.

Dai watched them go with as neutral an expression as Conall had ever seen, even on wizened diplomats. He was apprenticed to become a member of the Dragons—Prince Hywel’s special force of highly trained men—in whose service he had already performed great deeds. But today was not to be his day, and he was struggling with the disappointment at the loss of an honor he hadn’t known moments before was even a possibility.

Conall had no children of his own, so he was hardly one to counsel another man’s son, but he liked Dai and didn’t enjoy seeing him suffering. Leaning close, he said under his breath in Danish, which Dai spoke fluently, “I wasn’t knighted until I was ten years older than you, and I’m a king’s nephew. Your time will come.”

Though Dai’s expression remained more wooden than was typical for him, his breathing settled. “Father was in his twenties too.”

Meanwhile, Gareth was talking to the king. “I apologize, my lord. I don’t know Carlisle well. Is St. Mary’s another name for the cathedral? As perhaps you know, we are staying in their guesthouse.”

That was where Conall’s sister, Caitriona, had chosen to remain rather than coming to the castle that evening with the other adults. She was pregnant with her first child and unwell with the whole process—even as she was overjoyed that she’d been able to conceive. She hadn’t produced a child during her first marriage, and she and Godfrid had gone into their union knowing that natural children might never be forthcoming.

Godfrid’s brother, Brodar, who was also the King of Dublin, had at one point questioned Godfrid’s decision to marry Cait at all, given her apparent barrenness. Godfrid had held up Gareth and Gwen’s example of adopting two sons as an option if natural means of producing an heir failed. In the Danish world, as in the Welsh one, the only relevant factor in a child’s inheritance was the acknowledgement of the father.

It was as if Caitriona had been holding herself together just until they arrived in Carlisle, at which point she’d collapsed into bed. Any one of them—Gwen, Godfrid, or even Conall—would have stayed at her side if they hadn’t been shooed away by Cait’s own maidservant, as well as by Cait herself.

“St. Mary’s is the church located within the outer bailey of the castle,” Prince Henry said. “I did spend last night and much of the day at the cathedral, since the Bishop of Carlisle saw fit to oversee my vigil, but at this hour Hamelin and Llelo will be better off at the castle’s church. We’ve disrupted the cathedral’s schedule enough this week.” Then his brow furrowed as he turned his head towards the doors, through which the pair had disappeared. “Hamelin did hear you, didn’t he, Uncle?”

For a castle to have its own church was not unusual, especially a castle as large as Carlisle. When they’d arrived, they’d had to traverse a portion of the outer bailey in order to reach the inner gatehouse and then the great hall. Conall had never seen a bailey that encompassed as large an area as Carlisle’s palisade, which even now the king was rebuilding in stone. Conall guessed the line from the southeastern corner to the northwestern one was nearly two hundred yards.

“Dai can steer them aright.” Gareth motioned to Dai and switched to Welsh. “Follow them, son. Before they begin their prayers, they will need to wash their faces and hands, which they may not remember, anxious as they are to begin. Thank goodness Llelo put on a clean shirt at the guesthouse before we came here. Make sure they both have what they need, including your support in word as well as deed.”

“Yes, Father.” Dai had recovered enough to nod vigorously and then was off like an arrow from a bow after his brother and Hamelin.

Gareth then turned to face the prince and king. “Thank you, my lords. This is an entirely unexpected honor. We are grateful beyond measure.” 

“All the better for being unexpected.” The king smiled, and Conall thought his pleasure was genuine, since his eyes twinkled too.

Gwen, in turn, laughed, even as she shook her head in disbelief. “This was not how we thought we would end the day when we began it. I’m so pleased for Llelo.” She looked at Prince Henry. “Thank you, my lord.”

“It is the least I can do.” Henry frowned. “I am not unaware that I have left your other son out, but he is only fifteen ...” His voice trailed off.

“A little suffering could be good for him.” Conall took the liberty of stepping in. “You are right that he is disappointed, but also right that he is young. You can already see that he is rising to the occasion.”

“It isn’t in victory that the mettle of a man is made clear, but in disappointment and defeat.” King David gestured to the high table. “Have you dined?”

“No, my lord.” Gareth put a hand to his breast pocket. “I have the signed docu—”

“There will be time enough for that. Suffice that you are here. You shall eat with us.” King David patted Prince Henry on the shoulder. “My nephew is hanging by a thread. He was given water and bread, but otherwise hasn’t had any food since yesterday. It would do nobody any good to have him expiring within hours of his knighting!”

Since the ceremony had ended, the table on the dais had been rearranged such that chairs lined both sides, seating upwards of twenty people. Some regulars to King David’s court had to be displaced with the arrival of Conall’s party, but he saw no disgruntled faces among the onlookers. All appeared well in King David’s domains—at least on the surface. Conall’s uncle, the King of Leinster, had charged him with the task of ferreting out any unpleasantness going on underneath. Rivalries, conflict, and outright betrayal were endemic to Irish royal courts. Conall had heard no rumor of similar proclivities in Norman or Scottish ones—barring the war for the throne of England, which overshadowed them all. 

King David was still smiling. “Here at the end of my life, I find myself valuing the simple pleasures: good food, great wine, and companions to go with them.” 

Conall bent his head. “I must say that I agree, though you are not that much older than I, my lord.” 

The king’s lips twitched with amusement. “I am old, Lord Conall. I will see a few more winters; that is all.”

“Are you ill, my lord?” Gwen asked.

King David turned to her, but before he could answer the question—if, in fact, he had been going to answer it—Dai returned to the hall. 

Although he’d skidded to a halt in the doorway, and his urgency was unmistakable to anyone who knew him, he managed to make his way somewhat more sedately to the dais where his parents were standing. By the time he reached them, he had himself fully under control and spoke in Welsh, so as not to make an announcement to the whole hall, “We found a body in the church. And before you ask, it definitely isn’t where it’s supposed to be.”
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Day One

Llelo

––––––––
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Someday Llelo was going to head up an investigation all by himself, but he wasn’t sorry that the moment for that particular ascension wouldn’t be today. He had his hands full with the woman who’d found the body. To Llelo’s mind, the woman’s response was a far more difficult thing to have to deal with than the body itself. 

To his utter and complete horror, she was currently sobbing uncontrollably in his arms. In the dim light of the candlelit church, her manner appeared entirely genuine, completely overcome by the shock of seeing the decayed and dirt-covered body reclined in the priest’s chair next to the lectern.

So far, that a body had found its way into the chair, a place it absolutely should not be, was all he’d been able to determine about the crime scene. Somehow, it had fallen to him to hold her in his arms. He longed to get closer to the corpse, as Hamelin was doing. He was sorely tempted, in fact, to call Hamelin over and make him take her. After all, Llelo was the investigator, and Hamelin was an older Frenchman. He knew all about women!

More than anything, Llelo felt it was his task to have a better idea of what they were facing before Dai returned with his parents. He would have liked to be able to tell his father when he arrived a litany of details about the scene, ones Llelo had already elicited from both the body and the woman. But all he had managed to determine since he found her in the church porch, opening her mouth to scream for help, was information he himself could see just as easily. 

While he knew from experience that hearing her true thoughts when they were fresh would save time later, so far, the woman’s own story was a nearly impenetrable mix of tears, recriminations, and anguish, all said in French with a broad Scottish accent that was hardly more than mush in his head. He’d spent most of the time he’d been holding her simply trying to soothe her and stop her (unsuccessfully) from soaking his shoulder with tears.

Finally, he was able to seat her on a bench against the wall, shielded from the body by a pillar and the altar. The woman was thin, almost angular. If he’d had to guess, given the lines around her eyes and mouth and touches of gray in her hair, she was in the vicinity of fifty years of age.

“Madam, if you could just tell me what you know, I would be most grateful.” Llelo was crouched in front of her, far enough back so that he wasn’t touching her anymore. Thankfully, she’d pulled a handkerchief from her waist and was dabbing her eyes with it.

“I came here to pray as I often do in the evening. Once the knighting ceremony was over, I saw no reason to stay in the hall.” Her voice firmed slightly. “I knew my husband would be well entertained with the other nobles and their wives, and he gave me leave to depart. I first refreshed the flowers by the front door and afterwards started my prayers. But then I noticed this horrible smell wafting towards me from beyond the altar, and then I saw that—that—that thing in the priest’s chair only a few yards away from where I was kneeling. How could I not have noticed him sooner? How long has he been just—just—just sitting there?” These last comments were accompanied by stuttering and renewed sobs.

As the woman’s tears began again in earnest, Dai returned with their parents in tow—and Prince Henry and King David. Llelo took a few steps away from the woman in order to bow. “My apologies, my lords, for disturbing your evening.” 

He might have added, I also didn’t intend for my brother to fetch you too along with a warning glare at Dai, but Llelo was going to be knighted (he hoped, provided the appearance of the body didn’t change what Prince Henry wanted), and he needed to be careful about chastising those beneath him, as Dai had suddenly become, especially when the situation was hardly his fault. 

The thought was a revelation. By Welsh law, Llelo had become a man at fourteen, but he’d known it for the lie it was. Now, however, whether or not he really felt himself to be an adult inside, he needed to make it so.

And Llelo supposed it was inevitable that the king and prince would want to see the body for themselves. Even if Gareth had come alone, he probably would have had to fetch them. It was the king’s church after all.

King David motioned with one hand, in a manner Llelo had seen him use several times already in the short while since they’d met. “It was necessary.”

Gareth halted next to Llelo. “Summoning us was the right thing to do. While we didn’t actually come to Carlisle to investigate the whys and wherefores of an unexplained body, it seems inevitable somehow that one has come for us anyway.”

A burst of sobbing came from the bench where Llelo had left the woman. In those brief moments of normalcy, he’d genuinely forgotten her.

“My dear Margaret.” King David moved towards her. “I am so sorry you had to see this. Would you like me to send for your husband?”

Margaret’s tears ended abruptly, and she gave a vehement shake of her head. “You and I both know that Lord Carr is averse to unpleasant smells and even more to unpleasant scenes.” Then she flung out her hand in a dramatic gesture to point in the direction of the priest’s chair, which she couldn’t see from where she sat. “Just look at him!”

None of the others had been immediately cognizant of the body that had brought them here in the first place. Hamelin, who was the only one who had so far approached the corpse, was almost invisible in the shadowed church. He hadn’t initially come forward to greet his brother and the king, leaving such formalities to Llelo. 

Now, he took a few steps away from the body, such that his white face and the blonder highlights in his red hair reflected some of the candlelight that was working ineffectively to light the church. “It’s over here.” He bit his lip. “Just as a warning, it’s an ugly sight.”

Llelo hovered between where the king now looked down at Margaret sitting on her bench, and the corpse, which he wanted to see up close. Whether his father saw his hesitation and took pity on him, or had simply decided the way things needed to go, he looked at Llelo’s mother, canting his head in Margaret’s direction as he did so and raising his eyebrows questioningly.

Gwen didn’t quite roll her eyes at Gareth, but her aversion was plain on her face. Llelo felt bad to be foisting Margaret on his mother. But not bad enough to deal with the noble woman again himself.

His mother knew what he was thinking, as of course she would, and her mouth twitched as she passed him. “Don’t feel guilty, son. I didn’t need to see a body today anyway.” She spoke in Welsh too, for his ears alone, and then she smoothly transitioned back to French as she approached Margaret, who was now sobbing in the arms of the king. “Perhaps it would be best if you came with me? I’m sure a cup of wine wouldn’t go amiss.”

Margaret agreed, to the relief of the men in the room, even if they’d maintained their concerned façades up until now. Once Gwen successfully guided Margaret down the nave to the door, there was a general sigh of relief around the room. Everyone became more matter-of-fact, eased by the familiar stoicism of the men around them. It was an attitude Gwen had run up against time and again as she’d taken part in investigations. Many men wanted to treat all women like fragile flowers and became patronizing in their presence. Sadly, Margaret’s hysterics had done nothing to challenge the attitude or expectations of these men.

The women’s departure did give Llelo the opportunity to finally approach the body alongside the king. The church was arranged similarly to every other church Llelo had ever entered, though it was larger than most, as befitted the grandeur of Carlisle Castle in general. Twice as long as it was wide, the nave was divided two-thirds of the way down its length by a dais upon which the altar, the lectern, and the priest’s chair rested. 

Parishioners were confined to the western two-thirds of the church, while the eastern portion was the domain of churchmen. This area included choir stalls and another altar on the eastern wall, immediately beneath a glorious stained-glass window, designed to let the light of the morning sun flood the church.

“This is not what I expected.” The king came to a halt within view of the body but not crowding Gareth, who was crouched in front of it. 

And it was a good description. It was still a body, but it barely looked human, other than being dressed in military gear: a padded coat such as a common soldier might wear and that once might have been blue, a wide belt at the waist upon which a sheathed knife still rested, and high boots. The face was desiccated and also waxy, with a yellowish sheen to it, while the hair was half gone, like a dog with mange. The man had been dead for a long time. It would be up to his father—and thus Llelo as well—to determine how long.

“My apologies, my lord.” Dai’s eyes were wide, since it appeared he was getting a good look at the body for the first time too. “I-I-I myself didn’t realize—”

Gareth put out a hand. “You came running, as you needed to. Though I suppose, given how long ago this fellow died, walking would have made no difference.”
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Chapter Five
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Day One

Gareth

––––––––
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Gareth suddenly realized he’d taken charge. Turning to the king, he said, “My lord, excuse my impertinence.”

“Have you been impertinent? If so, I hadn’t noticed.”

Gareth swallowed, giving himself time to consider how to explain what he was apologizing for. “I have some experience with death, my lord, as I suppose you know, but I have no desire to usurp the role of your principal investigator. I would be happy to assist him if he desires my help—or to bow out entirely.”

“A dead man has appeared in my church!” The king gestured to the body. “I need to know how and why as quickly as possible.”

“I did not come here to investigate an unexplained body.”

King David let out a little laugh. “I am sure that there are men within my court who might put themselves forward in that regard, but I am also well aware that I have no investigator with your experience or expertise.”

“Be that as it may, I am also not a member of your court—”

Prince Henry cut in. “You weren’t a member of my uncle’s court, nor mine either. And yet I summoned you, and you came.”

“I did.” Gareth bent his head in the prince’s direction.

“I certainly have no regrets on that score.” Henry was being completely serious.

“By all means,” the king made another motion towards the body, “carry on.”

Gareth still wavered. “I would, of course, be happy to give my opinion, but if you change your mind, please don’t hesitate to replace me.”

“Perhaps I wasn’t entirely clear.” King David now spoke with a tinge of exasperation in his voice. “Unexplained death is rare enough in my experience that few have ever encountered it, much less an unexplained body.” Then he laughed outright at the disbelieving looks directed at him by everyone else in the room, none of whom was a Scotsman. “Don’t get me wrong! A Scot is as hotheaded as the next man—more so!—but that is all the more reason few go about their business in the dark. They certainly don’t leave months- or years-old bodies in churches! When a Scotsman murders another man, he does it openly and with a hot head.”

“As you wish, my lord.” Gareth gave way, even as he remained skeptical of the king’s assertion. More likely, Scots were getting away with murder because the king had nobody qualified to investigate. Still, Gareth had to admit that this particular situation was unprecedented in his experience, even if it wasn’t the first desiccated body he’d seen. “Can you tell us what you know, Llelo?”

Llelo gave a little jerk at being addressed so suddenly, but immediately rose to the occasion, clasping his hands behind his back and speaking in a clear voice that didn’t tremble at all. “Lord Hamelin and I arrived at the church door just as the woman was about to call for help. She told me she’d come to pray, as she usually does at this hour, and then noticed the body. I was unable to learn any more from her than that.”

“Her name is Margaret Carr,” King David said. “She is wife to one of Hugh de Morville’s men, James Carr. They are in my court at Morville’s behest. You may have noted him in the hall just now.”

“We discussed him earlier.” Prince Henry’s ebullience of before was gone, replaced by a mature solemnity. “Margaret is right that he would not have added to the scene. He is quicker with his tongue and his opinions than perhaps is currently needed.”

King David didn’t question Henry’s not-very-complimentary assessment, unlike Hamelin’s earlier in the hall. Instead, he gave a low grunt that might even have been of agreement. Henry was not Hamelin, and if Henry was going to be a good king, or even a great one, a clear-eyed perspective on every one of his underlings was called for. “Can you tell how long he’s been dead?”

For that, Gareth would have to get closer, and everyone seemed happy to leave him to it, since it had apparently become his job. By now, the reek of dirt and decay was pronounced throughout the nave. The only reason Gareth hadn’t suggested opening the front door and letting in some air was because someone walking in the bailey might wonder what was happening inside and seek to satisfy his curiosity. The last thing they needed were residents of Carlisle Castle wandering into the church before they’d had a chance to move the body.

Gareth made a gesture, not meant to be dismissive so much as clarifying. “If you’ll excuse my reticence, my lord, I’d prefer not to draw any definitive conclusions as yet for fear of biasing the investigation before we’ve even started. I can tell you, however, that from the condition of the body, he died more than a month ago, maybe as many as three or four, was buried, and has been recently unearthed.”

“So ... not years?” Prince Henry asked.

“I wouldn’t say so.”

“How can you be sure?” King David said. “It looks to me as if he could have been dead a decade, as Henry just suggested.”

“If you don’t mind my asking, are you sure you really want to know? The explanation is quite detailed, and a little grim.”

“Please.” King David sounded curious more than anything. He would have seen death often, of course. And truly, the situation was curious. Gareth had offered to step aside, but his cursory examination of the scene had even him wanting to know more. Really, if he was honest, which he invariably tried to be at all times, he’d started investigating death all those years ago out of curiosity and a strong sense of rightness that would not let him be. In the intervening years, little, at least in that regard, had changed.

So he gestured to the corpse’s face. “Do you see the waxy substance that coats him?”

“Yes.” That was from the king.

“It forms when a body decomposes in a warm, moist environment, such as would have been found these last months in this region of the world, particularly if the burial was hasty and kept him within a few feet of the surface of the earth. The very fact of being buried slows decomposition and prevents certain types of insects from getting at the body. If Carlisle’s weather was similar to what we experienced in Gwynedd, where we have had an excessively wet and warm spring, I would not be surprised to see him in this state after three months.”

“It did rain a great deal, even if it hasn’t rained as much recently,” the king agreed. “In fact, if we saw the sun even once in a week, we felt ourselves blessed.”

“I don’t know why the body decays this way nor the physical process by which it happens, but I believe it is a result of oils in the body coming to the surface and congealing somehow, in response to continual soaking. The effect can occur as early as three weeks after death, but it happens more commonly closer to three months. Initially, as with this body, the oils are yellow and soft. Eventually, they will turn white and brittle.

“We are lucky, really, that it happened at all, because it has preserved the form of the face such that someone who knew him might be able to recognize him. If he died of an injury, such as a stab wound or a beating, that might be preserved as well.” Gareth looked back at the king. “I’m afraid I can’t say anything more about the circumstances of his death until I get him to the laying-out room where I can inspect him fully. Before that can happen, I need to examine his surroundings and, as you indicated, determine if he was buried close by.”

“He had to have been,” Henry said. “The guards surely would have noticed someone bringing a dead body through the front gate!”

“Not if he was buried under a pile of hay,” Gareth said gently.

“Or let in through the postern gate.” King David was looking thoughtful. 

Gareth nodded. “As you say, my lord. It is too early to judge anything as yet.”

King David gave something of a scoff. “You know quite a bit already.” 

Gareth merely smiled politely. What he didn’t tell the king was that this knowledge came from a mix of personal experience, since he’d spent far too much time over the years with dead bodies—mostly animals of late, thankfully—and conversations with anyone who knew anything at all about death and the natural process of decay.

“I’m thinking he could have been buried in our own churchyard,” Prince Henry said. “He might even have a gravestone.” 

“Our churchyard.” King David gazed at the prince before swinging around to Gareth. “You did say, unearthed?” His expression indicated extreme offense at the idea. 

“I did, and the adjacent graveyard is the first place we will look, I assure you. But, in that case, we would have a very different investigation on our hands.”

“Different ... how?” King David said.

“If he was buried legitimately, then likely he wasn’t murdered—” Gareth was forced to break off his explanation as two men strode into the church, one dressed in a military tunic showing King David’s colors and the other in the robes of a nobleman. Both wore intent expressions, which immediately smoothed into something resembling concern at the sight of the king and prince standing in the middle of the nave.

The nobleman, whom Gareth recognized now as Lord Carr, the man who’d been speaking earlier to Hamelin in the hall, hurried up to the king. “My lord, I am concerned about my wife. Is she here? She mentioned that she was going to the church, and now I hear—” He stopped, his hand to his mouth, having spied the man in the chair.
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