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St. Kentigern’s Monastery, St. Asaph

March 1147

Gwen

––––––––
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Abbot Rhys, formerly the prior of St. Kentigern’s monastery but recently elected to abbot, was dressed for the weather in heavy robes, cloak, and black boots. Before becoming a monk, Rhys had been a soldier and a spy for King Henry and Empress Maud. He had also been associated with several investigations Gareth and Gwen had been involved in over the years. 

When Rhys had greeted them last night, Gwen had noted the way the gray had taken over what a few years before had been predominantly brown hair, and that his beard was almost completely white. His brown eyes were just as thoughtful and kind as ever, however. Rhys had been leaning against the top rail of a paddock, adjacent to one of the monastery barns, but at the sight of Gareth and Gwen coming towards him in the predawn rain, he threw back his hood, and his face lit with genuine affection. 

“I’m glad you’re here, though I regret the need.”

Gareth lifted his (good) shoulder in a half-shrug and pushed back his hood too. “We’re staying in your guesthouse. We might as well be of service.”

The thin man standing next to Rhys wasn’t nearly as welcoming. As Rhys and Gareth gripped forearms, the man tugged on the abbot’s sleeve, a motion Rhys ignored at first, but then as the man did it again, he turned to listen. “Abbot Rhys, surely it isn’t proper for a woman to be here under these circumstances.”

“It’s all right.” Gwen gestured to the young monk in his early twenties whom Abbot Rhys had sent to collect them. “As Brother Lwc can attest, I was already awake.”

When the man made to protest again, Rhys put a hand on his upper arm. “All is well, Anselm. Lady Gwen has my countenance.”

Now that Rhys had named him, Gwen knew who he was: this was Prior Anselm, the man who’d replaced Rhys when he’d been elected abbot. Because Anselm had not risen from his bed last night to greet them when they’d arrived, Rhys now hastily introduced them to each other. Anselm was hardly taller than Gwen herself and had a nose too long for his face.

Gwen tried not to take offense at Anselm’s objections. It wasn’t as if she hadn’t encountered men like him before, and she was here only because Rhys himself had asked for her. At Rhys’s calming words, Anselm subsided, though his expression remained skeptical, and he looked at Gwen through narrowed eyes. But since Gwen had earned the right to stand at Gareth’s side, she decided she could be charitable. Nobody liked having their strongly held opinions ignored.

“Where’s the dead man?” Gareth spoke matter-of-factly.

“Over here. I’m sorry, but this isn’t going to be pleasant.” Rhys pulled open the gate to the paddock. The ground was mucky under their feet, churned by hooves and made worse by the rain. They’d had fine weather in Shrewsbury a week ago, but they had known that it couldn’t last. 

A water trough, eight feet long, three feet wide, and two feet deep, big enough to allow several cows to drink at once, was positioned on the western side of the enclosure. Lwc raised his torch, and Gwen put the back of her hand to her mouth at the sight of what the torch illumined: a man lay at the bottom of the trough. He was fully submerged in the water and very dead.

The thick piece of buttered bread Gwen had purloined from the guesthouse kitchen earlier that morning lurched in her stomach. It was only a quarter of an hour ago that she’d been returning to her room when Lwc had halted at the top of the stairs, gawping at the sight of her, and asked her to wake Gareth and come with him. Fortunately, Gwen had dressed completely upon rising, not wanting to disturb the sensibilities of any stray monk who might be wandering the guesthouse at that hour. All the monks should have been asleep in their dormitory, taking advantage of whatever time they had left before they were obligated to rise for Lauds, the monastery’s dawn prayers. 

At the time, Gwen had recognized Lwc because he had brought the travelers bread and wine the previous night, before showing them to their rooms.

“God be praised that you’re already awake.” Lwc had halted in front of her. “Abbot Rhys sent me to find you and your husband.”

“Someone is dead?” 

The young monk’s eyes widened. “How did you know?”

Gwen chose not to explain that there seemed to be no end to the variety of ways she and Gareth could be informed of a murder. And yet, every time was exactly the same, which was how she’d known the reason for the summons before Lwc had even opened his mouth. “Is it a monk?”

Lwc had shaken his head. “A stranger.”

Gwen had fully expected to be shown a body in yet another new and awkwardly gruesome position—one perhaps she and Gareth hadn’t encountered before. In a way, that would have been normal. What was far more surprising was not only how tidy and unfussy the scene appeared—if the man hadn’t been underwater, he could have been sleeping—but that Gwen knew him. More than that, she and Gareth had suspected him of murder last summer. As she stared down at Erik, the half-Welsh/half-Danish soldier-spy, who’d mostly recently been spying for Prince Hywel, Gwen had to wonder who could possibly have sneaked up on such a large man and killed him. 

Even though Lwc had seen the dead man earlier, before Abbot Rhys had sent him to fetch Gareth and Gwen, he gave a low groan of discomfort and ran a hand through his hair, making it stand on end. The torchlight hardly cut through the murk and the rain, but its light was enough to show that Lwc’s face was paler than it had been. Two weeks ago, before Gwen and Gareth had ridden to Shrewsbury and become embroiled in an investigation there, Gwen would have reminded herself that a dead man wasn’t a sight to get used to. Now she knew that for her own protection, the more quickly she was able to treat the dead with detachment, the better.

King Owain’s company had arrived at the monastery only a few hours before, having suffered through a torrential downpour for the whole journey from Caerhun, where’d they’d spent the previous night. St. Asaph was some fifteen miles as the crow flies short of Denbigh Castle, King Owain’s ultimate destination and his stronghold in eastern Gwynedd. It was from there that the king had launched his assault on Mold Castle last winter, and it was from there that he intended to counter the might of Dinas Bran, the seat of King Madog of Powys. 

Or rather, that had been the plan until Abbot Rhys had insisted that he had a say in the matter. Not surprisingly, given his former profession as a spy, Rhys had learned of the events surrounding the current hostility between Gwynedd and Powys and felt it was his duty to intervene. He’d asked for both Madog, King of Powys, and Owain, King of Gwynedd, to meet at St. Asaph to discuss their differences before resorting to violence. The two kings were brothers-in-law, after all, and Rhys was concerned about his flock, the people of this region, across whose lands the war would be fought. 

When Gareth and Gwen arrived after midnight with King Owain’s party, they were wet, cold, and exhausted, but pleased to have a comfortable place to stay after so many days on the road. They had changed into dry clothes before falling asleep on pallets the monks had spread across the floor for them. Thus, when Gwen had gone to wake Gareth at Lwc’s request, albeit reluctantly, all he’d had to do was scoop up his sword, boots, and cloak, which had dried before the fire during the night, and leave the room with her. 

As he’d entered the corridor in front of her, however, Gwen had noted the pinpoint of blood seeping through his shirt. He’d been stabbed in the left shoulder a week ago in Shrewsbury when he and Gwen had been captured by a band of slavers and held captive in an old mill. The blood was a healthy color, and so far the wound hadn’t festered. She was almost daring to hope that it would heal well—if he was able to rest it. To investigate a murder was the last thing he needed right now.

But Abbot Rhys probably didn’t know about Gareth’s injury—she certainly hadn’t told him of it in their brief meeting last night—and Gareth would never do so if someone didn’t press him. She also knew that Rhys wouldn’t have summoned Gareth if he wasn’t truly needed. The sight of Erik dead in the trough verified Rhys’s need. 

“Suicide, clearly.”

Gwen’s head came up at Anselm’s words, and she quickly rearranged her expression so the surprise—and the completely inappropriate laughter that bubbled up in her throat—didn’t show.

“Excuse me?” Gareth said.

Anselm gestured towards Erik’s body, his expression a mix of condescension and satisfaction at his own intelligence. “That’s the only plausible explanation. Few men could be strong enough to hold down such a large man, and nobody drowns accidently in a trough only three feet deep. He has to have killed himself.”

Gwen’s eyes went to Abbot Rhys’s face before she quickly looked away lest either openly show their disbelief. 

Gareth was the first to attempt a counter suggestion. “Perhaps he was simply drunk, fell in the trough, and didn’t have the wherewithal to rise.” 

Anselm canted his head. “I commend you on your charity, Sir Gareth, and thank you for your suggestion. It is always better to think the best of everyone and not jump to the worst conclusion.” He bowed grandly in Gareth’s direction.

Gwen blinked again, still at a loss for words. She’d already been thinking that Anselm looked a little bit like a shrew, and now his supercilious expression was firmly entrenched in her mind, and she feared she would never dislodge it. 

Abbot Rhys raised a hand, cutting through the companions’ stark incredulity and Anselm’s self-satisfaction. “Thank you, Prior Anselm, for your thoughts. If you would do me a personal favor and return to the monastery to see to your brothers, I would be most grateful.” He glanced to the sky for a moment, checking the condition of the light.

In the short time Gareth and Gwen had been talking to Rhys and Anselm, some of the darkness had lifted, though with the heavy cloud cover and rain, it was hard to tell exactly how far off dawn really was. Sometimes when Gwen was up early tending to Tangwen, her daughter, or taking a few moments to herself before the rest of her family woke, she liked to go outside as the sun rose. Even when clouds covered the sky as they did this morning, she would close her eyes and breathe—and it was almost as if she could feel the moment the sun lifted above the horizon.

There wasn’t time for that today, even if Gwen could have benefited from the peacefulness of such a moment. The needs of the dead took precedence, as they always did. Or rather—it wasn’t the needs of the dead that required seeing to, but those of the people left behind, who might suffer because of what the living had done. The dead suffered no more. 

“In particular,” Abbot Rhys continued, “I will need you to ease the minds of many of the younger novices, since it will be impossible to keep what has happened here from them. It would also serve me well if you would lead our dawn prayers. I suspect that the loss of this young man will occupy much of my attention this morning.”

“As you wish, Father.” Anselm might have spoken his conclusions about suicide with assurance, but at least he didn’t insist on standing outside in the rain any longer than necessary, and he definitely looked pleased to have been asked to lead the service in the abbot’s absence. He canted his head again in what Gwen assumed he meant to be an accommodating manner, turned away without complaint, and started back down the path to the monastery proper. 

Then Rhys turned to Lwc. “Perhaps you could arrange for a cart to move this poor soul. We’ll need at least two men to lift him.” He glanced towards Erik again. “Maybe three.” 

“Of course, Father.” Lwc handed his torch to Gareth before following Anselm at something of a faster pace. He would be heading towards the dormitory where the monks slept. That left Rhys alone with Gareth and Gwen. 

They watched Lwc go until he was out of earshot, and then Rhys smiled apologetically and pointed with his chin in the direction his brothers had gone. “Prior Anselm is newly appointed to his post at the request of the bishop. Up until now, I have found him less than reliable under pressure, so I am pleased with how well he comported himself this morning.”

Gwen managed to suppress an unladylike snort of laughter at Rhys’s words. The intervention of the bishop explained a great deal, since Gwen couldn’t imagine that Rhys would have chosen Anselm as his second-in-command if he’d had a true say in the matter. She looked down at the ground to hide her amusement. The hard rain of the night had left puddles everywhere, and Gwen’s fresh dress was soaked to mid-calf. She sighed and hoped that yesterday’s dress would be dry by the time she returned to the guesthouse.

Gareth was still talking to Abbot Rhys. “The variety of God’s creation is boundless, Father. I’m sure the bishop saw in Anselm some redeeming characteristics that are less clear to the rest of us mortals.”

Rhys’s eyes brightened, and he reached out to Gareth’s left shoulder, meaning to show affection as one old soldier to another, but Gareth took a quick step back before Rhys could touch him. Rhys arrested his hand in midair, the unasked question of why Gareth didn’t want to be touched plain on his face. 

Gareth gave the abbot a rueful look. “I was stabbed last week, and I cannot deny that my shoulder hurts when anyone touches it.”

“Gareth!” Rhys turned to Gwen. “My dear, you should have said!”

“I would have said something when we arrived, but Gareth doesn’t want me talking about it, even though I know how much his injuries are hurting him.” 

Gareth looked daggers at Gwen, but she smiled beatifically up at him and added, “He was hit hard on the head too.”

Rolling his eyes, Gareth turned back to Rhys. “I’m healing well. The knife hardly penetrated.”

“Not for lack of trying, Father,” Gwen said, not willing to let Gareth underplay his pain. “Gareth’s left shoulder blade stopped the knife, but the blade cut through the muscle, and the wound bleeds easily if he moves too much.”

“What, then, are you doing in St. Asaph with King Owain’s army?” Rhys looked from Gwen to Gareth and back again.

Gwen spread her hands wide. “There’s so much to tell you, and this probably isn’t the place.” She tipped her head in a motion not dissimilar to Anselm’s. “For now, suffice to say that it is better to be here than at Aber.”

Rhys huffed a laugh. “Aber must truly be a dangerous place.”

“You don’t know the half of it,” Gwen said. 
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Gareth

––––––––
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As females, Gwen and Tangwen, Gareth and Gwen’s daughter, had no business riding with the king and his men to St. Asaph, especially since Gwen was pregnant. If Gareth had known in advance about King Owain’s transformation from bedridden mourner to vibrant monarch, he would have left Gwen behind at Dolwyddelan Castle with Mari, Hywel’s wife, where they’d spent the last night of their journey from Shrewsbury before reaching Aber. But they’d discovered that the king was well only at the moment of their return to Aber. King Owain had been leaving the castle, supplied for a journey, with an army of men around him. Though Abbot Rhys had invited him for a peace conference, the king was prepared for war.

Their surprise at Owain’s resurrection had driven out any other thought, and when the king had beckoned to everyone in Hywel’s party to follow him out the gate and onto the high road heading east, they’d complied. By the time the company had ridden to Caerhun, some ten miles from Aber, it would have been more of a burden to send Gwen away than to let her stay. 

In retrospect, Gareth wouldn’t have left Gwen at Aber anyway. Though King Owain hadn’t openly stated that he and his wife, Cristina, were estranged, he’d implied it, and the coldness between them was plain for all to see, even just from the couple’s brief exchange in Aber’s courtyard. King Owain’s wife was difficult to live with under normal circumstances, but Gareth would have been jeopardizing his own marriage if he’d left Gwen with Cristina when the queen was feeling slighted and unhappy.

Now, with another murder investigation before them, Gareth wasn’t sorry to have Gwen by his side. In Shrewsbury, they’d considered telling Hywel that these murders were taking too great a toll on them and their family and that they couldn’t pursue them anymore. In the aftermath of their captivity and the investigation’s resolution, however, they’d decided that they couldn’t turn their backs on the necessity of having someone do what they did. Until such a person appeared, they would instead strive to be more careful to protect their family—and their own hearts.

With another dead body at their feet, and a man they knew at that, that was going to be easier said than done. Gareth indicated Erik with a tip of his head. “I should probably have a look before the others return.”

“Yes, yes, of course,” Rhys said. “I wouldn’t have woken you if I didn’t think this was murder.”

“I know.” Gareth raised the torch higher so it would shine directly into the trough and on Erik’s face, clearly visible beneath the water. The rain had all but stopped, so there were fewer raindrops leaving ripples in their wake to mar the surface. “I don’t have to tell you, Father, that we’ve done this before, and you can leave the investigation to us.” 

“It’s why I had Lwc wake you, of course.” Rhys sighed. “I gather from the way you reacted when you saw this man’s face that you knew him personally?”

“Both of us do—did—and you did too, after a fashion.” Gwen leaned over the trough, frowning. “He was in Aberystwyth.”

“I don’t think the good father ever met him, Gwen,” Gareth said. 

Gwen looked up at Gareth. “Oh, well—” she glanced at Rhys before returning her attention to Erik’s face, “—his name is Erik, and he has served quite a few lords over the years, including Prince Godfrid of Dublin and Prince Cadwaladr. After Aberystwyth, he became Hywel’s spy, after a fashion, having been cast off and abandoned by Cadwaladr.”

“That is quite a list of masters.” Rhys pursed his lips as he studied Erik’s body. As a former soldier, he would have seen fallen men before, and for a murder scene, this was cleaner than most. “Given that he served Cadwaladr, am I to understand that he didn’t much care whom he served as long as he was paid?”

“You can assume it.” Gareth lifted one shoulder to shrug. It was becoming a habit lately to raise just his right shoulder, since the left was injured—though, in point of fact, his left shoulder had bothered him on and off for years, so he wasn’t even sure if the habit was new. He was intensely grateful that it had been the left side that the bandits had injured, rather than the right, lest he end up completely crippled. “I had no idea he had returned from Ireland.”

Rhys glanced at Gareth. “Why would he have gone to Ireland?” 

Gareth paused for a moment, gathering his thoughts and debating how much he could tell Rhys without violating Prince Hywel’s confidence. 

Gwen had no such reservations. “After Rhun died, Prince Hywel sent Erik to Ireland to look for Cadwaladr, who has allies and family members within many Irish kingdoms, as well as in Dublin. As a former Dublin Dane, Erik speaks—I’m sorry, spoke—both Danish and Gaelic, so he really was the best man to send.”

“I see.” 

Gareth focused on Rhys’s face. “Do you?”

“Prince Cadwaladr’s duplicity and treachery are familiar territory for me, and I am also aware of his role in Prince Rhun’s death.” 

“How did you hear of it?” Gwen said.

“Father Alun of St. Mary’s Church in Cilcain travels to St. Kentigern’s from time to time seeking advice. He was particularly shaken by the events of last autumn, and he gave me a full accounting of what happened that week from his understanding.”

Gareth nodded. “I am hoping to speak to you about what happened from mine.”

Rhys looked at him gravely, understanding Gareth’s need for counsel and solace without him having to articulate further. Gareth and Gwen had spoken of their grief at length to each other, of course, but as a former warrior, a priest, and a friend, Rhys was a man upon whom Gareth could not only depend but to whom he could pass his burdens for a while.

“Who found him, Father?” Gareth said.

“The brother in charge of the milking, a man named Mathonwy. He sent one of his lads to Anselm, who woke me. Once I saw the body, unlike Prior Anselm, I knew that it was murder, so I sent Lwc to find you. I let Brother Mathonwy attend to his duties elsewhere until he was needed here.”

“Who is Lwc, exactly?” Gareth wasn’t asking the young man’s origins so much as why he had been the one to accompany Rhys to the murder scene. 

“He is my secretary, also newly appointed. He refuses to allow me to leave my chambers without him.” Rhys smiled half-apologetically. “The bishop determined that in my advancing years my workload was too heavy and sought to lighten it by sending me an assistant. He arrived with Anselm last week, and already I find him indispensable.”

“Ha!” Gareth laughed under his breath. “Advancing years ... the bishop doesn’t know you very well, does he?”

“You are an irreverent young man.” Rhys shook his head, though he was smiling. “I suspect that you, like me, are far older than when we first met.” It was a sobering reminder of all that had happened—and all that had been gained and lost—in the last three and a half years. “I will make the milkman available for you to question.”

“Thank you, Father,” Gareth said. “He can give us an idea of the earliest Erik could have died, since I imagine the body wasn’t here yesterday evening when the cows were milked.”

“Presumably not,” Rhys said—and then, his eyes bright, he put out a hand before either Gwen or Gareth could say anything. “I know. Never presume.”

Gwen had gone back to surveying the body. “It’s odd that Prior Anselm’s thoughts went first to suicide. Do you know why that might be?”

“I do not. We received him as our prior as a transfer from a brother house far to the south, and I know little of his origins beyond what the bishop told me and what Anselm himself has chosen to reveal.” Rhys tapped a finger to his lips. “Perhaps it was a mistake not to learn more.”

Rhys’s mind had already made a leap Gareth hadn’t yet considered—namely that Anselm might have had something to do with Erik’s death and was attempting to pass it off as suicide rather than murder. 

“Was Anselm where he was supposed to be all night?” Gwen said.

“He wasn’t present at Matins, our night office, but that’s because he’s been feeling poorly for several days and has been sleeping in the infirmary. I wouldn’t have asked him to come out this morning, but he was the one who woke me.” Then Rhys shook his head. “Anselm is far too small a man to have held down Erik.”

Gareth waved a hand. “We will question everyone. While on the whole I agree with your assessment of Anselm, it is too early to draw conclusions, especially since we haven’t yet removed the body from the trough.”

“Unless Erik was killed elsewhere and the body moved, the man who strangled him would have had to be right in the trough with him,” Gwen said. 

There was a pause as both men looked at her, and then they bent forward to see what she was seeing. “You think he was strangled?” Rhys said.

“Even from here I can see the bruising on his neck,” Gwen said.

Rhys released a sharp puff of air. “So it is murder.”

Gareth had noted some discoloration around Erik’s neck, but bending over hurt a little more than he wanted to admit, so he’d resolved to wait to decide what he was seeing until they got Erik out of the trough. Now that Gwen had pointed out the marks, however, they were unmistakable, even through the water, as she’d said.

Rhys rubbed his forehead with the back of his hand. “Why did he die here?”

“That is one of a dozen questions we can’t yet answer.” Gareth’s lips twisted in a rueful smile in case his words had come across as more dismissive than he intended.

Gwen’s boots squished in the mud as she took a few careful steps back from the trough. “The earth is so churned up, Gareth, that I’m afraid we aren’t going to learn anything from footprints, but maybe daylight will bring us a better perspective.” She frowned. “I hate seeing him there. I wish we could take him out of the trough now.”

Gareth gingerly straightened his back. “We have no place to lay him, Gwen. Another few minutes to wait for the cart won’t hurt him worse than he already is.” 

Almost as if wishing made it true, the moment Gareth stopped speaking he heard the sound of hooves clopping. 

Rhys turned to look towards the road that lay to the west of the barn. “Ah. There they are.” Then he glanced back to Gwen and Gareth and explained, “The track that leads from here straight back to the monastery is too narrow for a horse-drawn cart. Lwc would have arranged for a driver and cart to leave the monastery by the front gate and take the long way around. The cart will have to travel a short distance past the barn on the road before he reaches a gate, which will give him access to the track we see in front of us. Everyone should be here soon.”

When Lwc had led Gareth and Gwen from the guesthouse, he’d taken them through the monastery’s protected gardens and out the back gate to reach the extensive pasture and farmlands owned by the monastery and worked by the monks who lived in it. The paddock in which they found themselves was attached to a barn that was part of a farmstead directly managed by the monks and one which supplied the monastery with milk and eggs. To the left of the barn was a fence and then the road Rhys had mentioned. Beyond it lay the monastery’s mill and mill race on the Elwy River.

Sure enough, a few moments later, men could be heard through the mist talking softly to one another, coming towards them from the monastery grounds. It was Lwc and three assistants. Shortly thereafter, a cart pulled by a single horse arrived from the opposite direction, having reached the barn from the north. The monk driving it maneuvered the cart until the bed was as close to the entrance to the paddock as he could get it. Then two of the men who’d accompanied Lwc pulled a thick, six-foot board from the bed and carried it between them towards the trough.

The third man hastily laid down four stones in the muck to keep the board from getting dirty, and the others set the board down on them. Gareth could have told them it was a lost cause, since the moment they lifted Erik from the trough and set him on the board, it would sink six inches farther into the mud, but he didn’t say anything. Without the stones, the board definitely would become mired, and he had enough on his trencher without telling other men how to do their job.

Gareth gently pulled Gwen back to give the men room to work, and with a heave, they got Erik’s body out of the trough and onto the board (which sank as predicted). Then, grunting with effort, and with Erik’s body streaming water, the three assistants and Lwc lifted the board and carried it back to the cart. Gareth didn’t even attempt to assist them. He was more of a hindrance than a help in any circumstance that required the use of his left arm. While he hated feeling useless, he didn’t need a glare from Gwen to know that his limited strength should be reserved for the coming days and the discovery of Erik’s killer, not expended in lifting the dead man himself.

Rhys had been watching the activity with his arms folded across his chest and a finger to his lips. As the monks settled the body in the bed of the cart, he turned to Gareth. “We have a room along the cloister set aside specifically for the washing of the dead. If we take Erik there, is that an acceptable place for you to examine him?”

“That will be fine. You know well our requirements.”

“Sadly, yes.” With a flick of his hand to two of the monks who’d come with Lwc, he sent them running back to the monastery, presumably to prepare the room for Erik’s arrival. Then he held out his elbow to Gwen. “May I escort you back to the guesthouse, my dear? We may have stood together over several dead bodies in the past, but we can let Gareth shepherd this one home without us, can’t we?”

Gwen frowned but took his arm. “I’m perfectly capable of helping Gareth with whatever needs doing, Father.”

“I am well aware of that, but you are looking a little pale to me.” He glanced at Lwc and the last monk who’d helped lift Erik. “Come, my sons. We’ve all had enough excitement for one night. Sir Gareth and Brother Ben will ensure that Erik is delivered safely.” 

For a moment, Lwc’s chin stuck out as if he was going to dig in his heels and not go with Rhys. The trip to get the cart had enlivened him somewhat, and he wasn’t looking nearly as pale as before. Gareth suspected that he’d experienced more excitement in the past hour than in his whole career as a monk. A flash of insight told him also that Rhys was taking Gwen away not so much for her sake, but because he didn’t care for Lwc to spend more time with the body than strictly necessary. 

But then Lwc’s expression cleared. He bent his head in an accepting bow and hustled off with the others with only one regretful glance back.

That left Gareth alone with the last remaining monk, the aforementioned Ben, who was the driver of the cart. He nodded at Gareth before climbing into the driver’s seat and taking the reins. Rather than sit beside the monk, even if it would have been more comfortable, Gareth opted to ride in the cart bed, since someone had to sit with the body to ensure that the board Erik was on didn’t slide off the back end of the cart. 

Gareth slotted his torch into the holder beside the cart seat and banged each boot in turn into the wheel of the cart to knock off the worst of the mud. Then he grasped the rail of the bed with his right hand and swung himself over it to land with a thud in the bed of the cart. It wasn’t a terribly graceful move, but it was more than he could have done even two days ago. With a feeling of satisfaction, Gareth lowered himself into a sitting position beside Erik’s head. 

It was still dark enough that they needed the torch in order to see. Eventually the sun would rise, and Gareth looked east with some anticipation. The clouds were showing signs of thinning, such that the darkness that congealed under the trees around the barn was slightly less gloomy.

Ben snapped the reins to get the horse moving. In an attempt to minimize the distance Erik’s body had to be carried from the paddock, the cart had been parked so the horse faced north. Thus, as they lurched forward, Ben apologized for how out of the way their trip was going to be: “The only way to reach the monastery from here is to follow that road.” He tipped his head to indicate the road to the west that ran between the barn and the river. “But there’s a fence between us and it, so we have to head down here a way to reach a gate that’s wide enough for the cart to go through. We use handcarts around here mostly.”

“That’s fine, Ben.” Gareth braced himself as the cart rocked and jostled along the narrow track. Then as it steadied, he focused his attention on Erik. 

A quick inspection revealed that the dead spy had no purse on him, nor a weapon, indicating that his murderer had taken them away with him. Robbery was as good a motive for murder as any at this point, though given Erik’s profession as a spy, simple theft seemed the least probable. More likely, the killer took his possessions because he had something valuable or important on him, or to keep him from being easily identified. Possibly, they were somewhere to be found in the trees and bushes around the enclosure—or perhaps in the river. Gareth would come back when the sun was fully up and bring a larger complement of men to search. 

The rocking of the cart smoothed out enough that Gareth was able to let go of his fierce grip on the side rail. He moved to a half-kneeling crouch and started patting Erik down, going through his clothing in advance of his more thorough examination later. Unsurprisingly, Erik had hidden pockets in his clothing—to hold weapons if nothing else—but Gareth found no secret knives, darts, coins, rings, or valuables of any kind in them. He did find a jagged slash in Erik’s shirt, along with a matching wound in his belly beneath it. The existence of the wound went a long way to explaining how someone could have strangled Erik in the trough, if that was indeed what had happened. The wound was another thing Gareth would need to examine more closely once Erik was brought inside. 

“What did you get yourself involved in that got you killed?” Gareth spoke the words out loud, prompting Ben to turn around and look at him. Gareth raised a hand in pardon. “I knew him in life. He wasn’t a friend, but he would want me to find his killer.”

“Yes, my lord.” Ben turned back to face front. “I can’t say I have ever encountered a murdered man before.”

“Then you are fortunate ... for I have encountered far too many.” Gareth said the last words under his breath, not for Ben’s ears. The monk didn’t need to be burdened with Gareth’s cares.

Silent now, Gareth gazed down at the body with pursed lips. He felt a trickle of rain on the back of his neck, and he pulled up his hood, regretting that he had no sheet or blanket with which to shield Erik from the elements—not that he could get any wetter than he already was. While Gareth hadn’t liked or trusted Erik, ever since the big half-Dane had accepted Hywel’s offer of a position, he had done nothing to warrant Gareth’s suspicion. 

Gareth bent to the body again and put his hand to Erik’s neck, matching the size of his hand and fingers to the bruises on Erik’s throat. They appeared to have been made by someone with larger hands than Gareth had. When a dead man bore marks such as these, more often than not the killer had sat on the victim’s chest, holding him down with both hands—one above the other—gripping his neck. This left finger imprints on the victim’s neck that followed a predictable pattern. If the killer’s right hand was above his left, the killer’s right thumb would have pressed hard on the right side of Erik’s neck and the marks of four fingers would appear on the left side. The killer’s left hand would have marred Erik’s skin in a reverse pattern.

In this case, however, while both thumb imprints were where they should be, the right side of Erik’s neck had only three finger marks, while the left side had four. It appeared to Gareth that the fifth and smallest finger on the killer’s left hand had put no pressure on Erik’s neck—or at least not enough to leave a mark. Gareth turned Erik’s head this way and that, wanting to make sure of what he was seeing. He had just reached out a hand to the torch, thinking the light would enable him to see the bruises better when—

“Who goes there?” Ben slowed the cart, which hadn’t been going very fast to begin with.

Abandoning his inspection for now, Gareth rose to his feet and stood in the bed of the cart just behind Ben’s seat. He placed his hand on the hilt of his sword, and his eyes searched both sides of the narrow track. “Did you see something?”

“I-I thought so, my lord.” The wind chose that moment to pick up, blowing by them from the southwest, and then the clouds above their heads unleashed another deluge. The men ignored the rain as best they could, squinting forward into the murk. “I thought I saw something up ahead, near the gate I told you about.”

Pushing back his hood again in order to expand his field of vision, Gareth jumped off the back of the cart, a little more gingerly than he’d climbed into it, and walked to the front. With a glance and a nod at Ben to stay where he was, Gareth paced forward, his eyes searching both sides of the track. The familiar creak of a water wheel sounded off to the left. Never mind that it was barely six in the morning—the miller was working. Gareth made a mental note to question him as to whether he’d seen or heard anything this night. The mill was monastery property, but that didn’t mean the miller himself was a monk who slept in the dormitory. Experience told Gareth that either a miller or his apprentice often stayed overnight on the premises, and if that was the case here, one of them might have heard something. 

Ben was standing on the cart seat. “Anything?”

“Not that I can see—”

Both sides of the cartway erupted with men, three of whom launched themselves at Gareth at the same instant: the one from the front came at him with a long knife, one that Gareth easily blocked with an upsweep of his right forearm. But then two more men cannoned into him from behind, the first of them catching him around his waist and falling with him to the ground to land on top of him. Gareth’s stupid left arm was useless to hold them off, and before he knew it, he’d been kicked in the stomach several times to subdue him, he had a sack over his head, and his arms were pinioned behind his back. 

Regardless of the abuse he was taking, he continued to struggle and scream, desperate to get away. In Shrewsbury, men had made him captive for a time—and had almost killed him in the process. That was more than enough helplessness for a lifetime, but Gareth’s attempts to fight off these men came to nothing. However, instead of carrying him away—or killing him—the men rolled him into a little stream that ran to the right of the path.

The recent rains had raised the water level from what might in the summer be next to nothing to a running torrent a foot and a half deep, and as Gareth’s face went under the water, his anger and fear turned to utter panic. The weight on his back prevented him from rising. He knew he should preserve his strength and his air, but inside his head he was screaming that he was not going to die as Erik had. He was as desperate as he’d ever been in his life. 

But within a few heartbeats, the weight on his back lifted. He couldn’t see or hear anything underwater and inside the sack, but he got his knees under him and surged upwards out of the stream. The sacking pressed on his face but he shook his head to loosen the cloth and took in his first gasping breath that was more akin to a sob. A few more breaths and he was able to start working at the rope that bound his hands behind his back. It seemed that the men had sought to contain him only temporarily, because the bonds weren’t tight, even if they were stiff from being submerged in cold water. After a few moments of effort, he was able to pull his hands loose. 

He ripped the sacking off of his head and threw it aside. He remained on his knees at the edge of the path, the panic fading—though as his breaths came more easily, the pain in his left shoulder rose, and he didn’t have to look at his wound to know that it was bleeding again. 

He spat on the ground to rid himself of the last of the stream water and pushed to his feet. Ben lay in the middle of the path, curled up in a ball with his hands to his head. He was moaning in pain and bleeding from a gash in his forehead. The right side of his face was red and puffy. 

And while the horse and cart were where Ben had halted them before the attack—Erik’s body was gone. 
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Chapter Three
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Hywel

––––––––
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Hywel stopped two steps outside of the gatehouse, his mouth falling open at the sight of Gareth and a young monk leaning drunkenly against one another as they struggled to walk. Gareth wouldn’t be drunk at this hour of the day, or any day for that matter—Hywel knew that like he knew himself—and a second look had Hywel hastening forward. The monk was bleeding from a gash along the line of his scalp, and Gareth was holding his left arm bent and pressed to his belly. He was shivering and every item of clothing he was wearing—from shirt and breeches to cloak and boots—was soaked. 

“What happened to you? I mean ... I can see what happened to you, but why are you out here at this hour, wounded again and sopping wet? It’s raining, but—”

The gatekeeper must have been watching too because he was only a step behind Hywel. Sputtering his protests at the state of Gareth and the young monk with him, he hastened past Hywel and ducked under the monk’s arm to support his other side. Once beneath the gatehouse, the gatekeeper waved an arm to signal to other monks in the courtyard that he needed help. 

Now that the sun was up and Lauds was over, the monastery was alive with activity, and two monks responded, hurrying forward with the hems of their robes raised so they wouldn’t trip in their haste to help. Hywel caught a glimpse of the sandals they wore beneath their robes as a sign of poverty and affinity with Jesus Christ. Hywel would have liked to point out to them that the Lord Christ had lived in the Holy Land, where Crusaders reported it was hot most of the time. Nobody had asked him, of course, so it was just as well he’d never had a vocation for the Church. He had little patience with impracticality and, regardless, didn’t approve of men having cold feet. But then, he had cold hands and feet no matter how careful he was to keep them warm.

Once the two monks took their brother from Gareth, Hywel ducked under Gareth’s good arm to support him and followed after them. St. Kentigern’s monastery consisted of a cluster of a dozen buildings surrounded by a ten-foot-high stone wall. Named several hundred years ago after its founder, the monastery lay on the eastern bank of the River Elwy, not far from the bridge they’d crossed in the middle of the night to reach St. Asaph. Other than the wall and the church itself, the monastery buildings were constructed in wood, a far less expensive option for a relatively poor parish. 

With its location in eastern Wales, St. Asaph was the intersection of more than just a river and many roads. For six hundred years it had sat at the crossroads between countries: first between Welsh and Saxon lands, later between Welsh and Norman ones, and now between Gwynedd and Powys. The current conflict was merely one episode of a much larger, long-running war.

St. Kentigern’s had suffered because of it. Hywel didn’t know if the stone wall that surrounded the property had been built since Rhys had become prior a few years ago, but it was newer than the rest of the monastery—and had been added for good reason. The church had been burned to the ground in war at least twice, and it was only since King Owain had risen to power in the last ten years and more or less stabilized relations with Chester and Powys that the monastery had achieved a degree of prosperity.

With war looming again between Gwynedd and Powys, that peace might be at an end. It was little wonder that Rhys was endeavoring to do everything within his power to stop the fighting before it started.

As he helped Gareth hobble along towards the guesthouse, Hywel said in an undertone, “Tell me what happened.”

“Did you hear about the murder?” Gareth said.

Hywel nodded gravely. “Erik. Gwen told me.” He shook his head. “My father knows too, and we are both worried. If someone killed Erik, it was for a reason that doesn’t bode well for us.”

“You’re assuming he was doing your work?” Gareth said.

“I would have thought so.”

“Did you know he had left Ireland?”
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