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The son of Cynan has fallen.

The conflicts of princes

appeases the black-winged raven.

The power of our lord

with his men about him

subdues his peers.

Faced with his resolution

and his furious hand

they retreat cautiously.

A fearsome lion.

Hope of the nations.

Dragon of the men of Gwynedd.

In his place stands Owain

the despoiler of the English.

––––––––
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—Meilyr Brydydd, Elegy for Gruffydd ap Cynan

––––––––
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Denbigh

December 1148

Gareth

––––––––
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“Gareth!” Gwalchmai’s tenor penetrated the room, along with a soft but persistent tapping. “Are you there, Gareth? We need you!”

Gareth had been awake for a while, trying to pretend he didn’t have a headache from staying up too late to hear the music in the hall—and drinking too much while he was at it, though he hadn’t realized he was doing so at the time. Having married into a family of bards and in the service of another, Gareth heard beautiful music on a daily basis, but the singing leading up to the wedding of King Owain Gwynedd’s son Iorwerth and King Madog of Powys’s daughter Marared was not to be missed. Unfortunately, the mead had been particularly excellent as well, a fact which Gareth was currently regretting hugely.

To make matters worse, and in typical small-child fashion, Taran had been awake more than usual in the night. At the moment, both he and Gwen were finally sleeping solidly. As it was still dark, Gareth hoped they could sleep some more.

For Gareth’s part, rather than pull the covers up over his head as he wanted to do, he admitted that the only way he was going to reduce his hangover was with food, copious amounts of water, and by thinking about something else. That Gwalchmai could ask for him, and that Gareth would oblige without question, was what made them a family.

To that end and trying not to awaken the rest of his children and servants, who were strewn across the floor on pallets between him and the door, he swung his legs out of bed and stood up. His family had been given a small room in the guesthouse, one hardly more than ten feet by twelve, and he carefully skirted the sleepers as he made his way to his wife’s brother.

Gwalchmai, having received no response yet from Gareth, cracked open the door to the room and peered inside. 

The nanny, Marged, slept closest to the door, and she opened her eyes at Gareth’s approach. When he made a calming motion with his hand, she nodded and closed her eyes again, though not before reaching out a hand to Tangwen, who lay nearby, and adjusting the little girl’s blanket up over her shoulder.

Marged had been with them since the summer, and Gareth and Gwen were relieved to have finally found someone who might stay with them longer than a few months. Some years past forty, Marged had three grown children plus a youngest son, Cian, who’d just turned seventeen. With a long-dead father and as the last child of four, Cian had been leaning towards a vocation in the church until Gareth had offered him a position as Prince Hywel’s clerk. To Gareth’s mind, that Cian was so young made him more suitable for the position rather than less. He was eager and trainable. He’d also become good friends with Gareth’s son Llelo.

Gareth shooed Gwalchmai out of the doorway and then angled his body to block the light coming from the lantern Gwalchmai held, so it wouldn’t shine into the room. 

“What is it?”

“Murder.”

Though Gwalchmai was visibly hopping with impatience, Gareth put up one finger to tell him to wait and turned back to the room to gather up his discarded clothing, boots, and weapons. Then he returned to the door, eased through it, and closed it with a click of the latch. 

“What time is it?” Gareth pulled on his breeches right there in the space outside the door. 

“Still over an hour until dawn.” 

Over an hour until dawn this close to the Christmas feast didn’t mean what it meant in summer. Today, Wales would see fewer than eight hours of daylight. Thus, for many, the day was already well under way, despite the darkness.

Blergh. He put a hand to his head, moaning a little and knowing Gwalchmai wouldn’t have woken him for a less urgent reason. Gareth needed more than a few moments to force his mead-soaked brain into its usual pathways, but murder meant he didn’t have even that amount of time. Few people had ever seen Gareth drunk—let alone hung over—and he was embarrassed enough at how he felt (and likely looked) to hope that they might think him ill instead. Gareth would have cursed at how far behind he was before he even started, if there hadn’t been a chance doing so would wake his family.

With the rest of his clothing bunched under his arm and holding his sword belt in one hand, Gareth went with Gwalchmai down the stairs to the common room. When he’d come into the guesthouse, Gwalchmai had left the exterior door partly open, and a quick glance outside revealed an unrelievedly dark sky, without moon or stars. Clouds covered the sky from horizon to horizon, as they had the night before when Gareth had gone to bed. It wasn’t raining currently, but Gareth had been awake in the night and had heard the thundering of rain on the roof and the whipping of the wind through cracks in the shutters. Another glance showed him puddles in the courtyard and, if the bruised roil of the clouds was any indication, more rain was coming soon.

The royal llys at Denbigh was one of King Owain’s grandest palaces east of the Conwy River, and many of its wooden structures had been rebuilt in the last decade after a fire had destroyed much of what was inside the wall. The guesthouse reminded Gareth of a Danish hall, in that it was two-stories high with a central room on the ground floor. A stairway led to rooms above, accessed by a walkway with a railing, which circled the hall and overlooked it. The ten rooms along the walkway each had walls and doors that provided some privacy, but, like Gareth’s room, every one was overfull for the wedding. 

Gareth had been glad to have been given a room at all, rather than sleeping in a tent outside the palace or on the floor of the great hall. But accommodation had been made for them because they had small children. The same was true for Hywel’s wife, Mari, and their two boys, and Prince Cadwaladr’s wife, Alice, and their children. Despite her husband’s disgrace, she was still the daughter of a powerful English lord, and to treat her with anything less than utmost courtesy risked an unnecessary dispute with her brother. Besides, she herself had not chosen Cadwaladr for a husband, and his treason was not her fault. 

Turning back to the room, Gareth was glad to see the fire in the hearth had been stoked already, in preparation for more people than just him waking and wanting a buffer against the damp. Dumping his clothes on a nearby bench, he began to dress completely, starting with his boots. 

Gareth firmly believed that every crisis should be met fully dressed. As much as Gwalchmai’s hopping about implied they should be already on their way, Gareth had learned long ago that a man was taken far more seriously when he was wearing boots than when he wasn’t. It was the reason the tapestry he’d seen on the wall of Robert of Gloucester’s castle in Bristol, depicting the first meeting of Robert’s ancestors with the lords of Gwent, had shown the Welsh rulers without shoes. The presentation had irked Gareth at the time, and the more he thought about it, the more angry it made him. But it also was a good life-lesson as to what the Normans really thought of the Welsh—and the importance of putting on one’s boots whenever called to action, even if there were no Normans in Denbigh this week.

“I sense from your uncharacteristic silence, that you don’t want to tell me about the murder, but before I leave the guesthouse, I’d better know who’s dead.” Gareth wrapped his sword belt around his waist. As with the boots, the authority conveyed by wearing a sword was almost more important than knowledge of its use. 

Gwalchmai was still shifting from one foot to another, much as he had outside Gareth’s chamber. Now, however, his stance implied uncertainty rather than urgency. Under Gareth’s gaze, he finally stopped moving, took in a breath, and said, “It’s a dog. Her name was Annwyn.”

Gareth had been adjusting his belt, but now he froze, staring at Gwalchmai and thinking he’d misheard. Then Gwalchmai’s expression turned sheepish, and Gareth realized his brother-in-law was serious. “You woke me about a dead dog?” 

“Fetching you wasn’t my idea! Queen Cristina demanded it.”

Gareth’s annoyance with Gwalchmai vanished. “Then we would be wise not to keep her waiting a moment longer.”

Cristina had been a force to be reckoned with from the moment she’d become betrothed to King Owain. They had all learned long ago that giving Cristina what she wanted, if it was at all possible, was always the best course of action. If King Owain objected to her activities, it was up to him to rein her in, not Gareth or his family. 

As he and Gwalchmai crossed the courtyard, Gareth was glad he’d left his cloak hanging over the back of a chair in the common room. Last night he hadn’t noticed how warm the air had become but, after a night of rain, the icy patches in the courtyard were gone, and he had no fear of slipping on the flagstone path. The warmth wouldn’t last more than a day or two—it never did in winter—but he welcomed it after the knee-deep snow they’d experienced for much of November and the early part of December. 

If the warm air and rain continued throughout the day, on top of what had fallen in the night, the melting snow would make the rivers rise and the roads impassable for a time. It was a good thing, then, that the last of the royal guests had arrived the day before. The wedding wasn’t for two more days, but nobody wanted to miss the event of the year—not to mention the free food and lodging provided by King Owain. It had been many years since anyone in Gwynedd had been allowed to go truly hungry, but they were coming up on the time of year when belts would be tightened, as the community looked ahead to several more months of winter. 

Marared and Iorwerth had been kept waiting for their wedding. At first, this was because it was seen as unseemly to marry before a year had passed since the death of King Owain’s heir, Prince Rhun. Then, the negotiations over the dowry had dragged on miles past the point of reasonableness. King Madog of Powys, King Owain Gwynedd’s longtime rival, brother-in-law, and occasional friend resented Owain’s reach and power, along with the fact that the Kingdom of Powys acted as a buffer between Gwynedd and England. Madog didn’t see why he should take all the risks in their alliance for too little reward.

The kings had finally resolved the details of the marriage contract enough to placate, if not satisfy, both parties, though not before the second anniversary of Rhun’s death had cast a pall over the whole of Gwynedd again. Gareth’s lord, Prince Hywel, had been perpetually angry for nearly a month. Sometimes Gareth thought he was more angry now than when Rhun had died. 

Gareth couldn’t blame him for feeling the way he did. Rhun had been Hywel’s brother and his best friend. Even when the rest of the world was ready to move on, Hywel was not. Matters hadn’t been helped by the fact that King Madog had attempted to murder Hywel himself two years ago. 

Even though Hywel was dealing with all that, his mood had lightened a little over the course of the last week, indicating the wound from Rhun’s death had scabbed over again. It would always itch and would never heal completely. Such was the way of grief, which was really love in disguise.

As Gareth and Gwalchmai approached the entrance to the hall, the shouting going on inside was audible even through the closed doors. The commotion was so loud, in fact, that it was a wonder Gareth hadn’t been able to hear it all the way up in his bedchamber. 

Gareth crossed the final distance to the great door in two strides, and then, as he pulled it open, a scream in a register that hurt his ears split the air. 

It was followed by the words, “Murderer!”

Near the dais at the far end of the hall, Cristina had set herself between two combatants, Deri and Nest, brother and sister musicians from Madog’s court in Powys. The queen’s arms were outstretched as far as they would go, keeping the siblings apart, and each was a mere inch away from the flat of her hands. The two singers gave the impression they were only moments from evading the queen and attacking one another outright. 

Even so, Gareth was glad he’d delayed long enough to put on his boots and sword.

“It’s just like Dinefwr all over again!” Nest went on. “My cousin died, and now I almost died! When will it end?”

Gareth’s stomach clenched at the mention of Dinefwr. He’d been present when a celebration in the great hall had been laid waste by poison. Many guests had died including, apparently, Nest’s cousin. At the moment, nothing about the current state of Denbigh’s hall reminded him of the carnage there, so he wasn’t sure how seriously to take her words. She had a habit of speaking in hyperbole.

“I had nothing to do with this!” Deri, the elder of the two, was forty if he was a day, balding and overweight, his belly stretching his tunic in a manner that indicated he might need a larger size soon. “I think you were trying to murder me!”

His sister was a good ten years younger, in a fine wool dress a spectacular shade of blue, with her blonde hair piled on top of her head in an elaborate style, even at this early hour of the morning. Her skin was clear, her nose long and straight, and her eyes the perfect distance apart. In short, she was at the height of a beauty some women achieved as they matured. For Nest, thirty was better than twenty had been and forty might see her more beautiful still. Gwen was another so blessed. Cristina was somewhat less so, at least to Gareth’s eyes. 

It was only Deri who was the official court bard to King Madog. His sister, who had a beautiful voice in her own right, sang on the dais most evenings and would have been named bard if a woman was allowed such a station. As with Gwen’s family, music was in their blood, and brother and sister served King Madog in much the same way Gwen’s family served King Owain, though Gwen rarely sang on the dais these days, by her own choice rather than her father’s or brother’s. 

At the moment, Nest was glaring at her brother, not giving a single inch, in the manner of all siblings everywhere, no matter, apparently, their age. Gareth could have told them that attacking each other wasn’t going to make anyone feel better, even if it felt good in the moment.

The dog was nowhere in evidence.

For the first time in her life, Cristina looked pleadingly towards Gareth. 

At first, Gareth had assumed the queen had summoned him about a dead dog because she liked to poke at Gareth at every opportunity and make him do her bidding. She saw him as firmly on the side of Hywel, whom she hated, since he was the edling, the heir to the throne, and was thus favored by her husband over her young sons. 

She didn’t like Iorwerth either, of course. He was her husband’s eldest legitimate son—and Gwalchmai’s best friend. While legitimacy wasn’t worth a great deal in Welsh law, since a son could inherit no matter the circumstances of his birth as long as his father acknowledged him, and Hywel’s mother hadn’t been married to Owain either, the Norman Church was reaching its fingers more and more into affairs in Wales, and it cared. 

The Church saw Owain’s marriage to Cristina as incestuous, since she and Owain were first cousins. Fortunately, the Archbishop of Canterbury couldn’t say the same about Iorwerth’s marriage to Marared. Although she was Madog’s daughter, she too was born out of wedlock, and thus not a natural daughter of Madog’s wife, Susanna, who was also Owain’s sister. To the Welsh, even the use of the English word, illegitimate, was misguided: by the very act of acknowledging a son or daughter, the father made him or her bonheddig canhwynol, innately family. 

However, what Cristina hated more than Hywel and her own ambiguous status (which she endeavored to ignore) was disorder, and she saw herself as the perfect hostess. At the very least, a dead dog in the hall might threaten that. Gareth, for all that he was her hated stepson’s steward, knew what to do with unexplained death. 

Though Gareth owed his livelihood to Hywel, not Cristina, Hywel’s life went more smoothly when the Queen of Gwynedd was happy. Having braced himself to maintain a conciliatory attitude, Gareth strode down the hall to come to a halt a pace in front of Cristina.

“My lady, I am here to be of service. What exactly has happened?”

Really, he should have known better than to ask that question so baldly. It was obvious the situation was out of control. 

Sure enough, rather than allowing Cristina to answer, both Nest and Deri instantly turned on Gareth, shouting at the top of their lungs, such that he could neither make out what they were saying nor get a word in edgewise. Some diners might have left the hall as the argument between Deri and Nest had escalated, disconcerted by the discord, but far more had gathered to watch. In winter, any form of entertainment was better than no entertainment, and, even in this regard, the pair gave good value. 

Gareth had met both bards several times during the years he’d served Prince Hywel, but had never had a conversation with them beyond an exchange of a few polite words. They were musicians; he was a knight. They had their duties; he had his. 

Because he was all but a stranger to them, it was perhaps no surprise they didn’t take him seriously as an authority figure (despite his reputation), or maybe their disregard stemmed from the fact that Gareth was married to the daughter of one of Deri’s chief rivals—that being Gwen’s father, Meilyr, who had become so famous in the service of the kings of Gwynedd that more often than not these days he was known as Meilyr Brydydd: Meilyr the Bard.

So Gareth accepted the barrage for a count of ten, hoping it would lessen. 

It didn’t.

Cristina’s eyes found Gareth’s. “Please.”

“Of course, my lady.” 

She hadn’t needed to ask him again. Her doing so revealed her desperation. 

He allowed the siblings to scream at him for another three heartbeats. Then he drew himself up to his full height, taking in everything they said and everything they were, and said, “Quiet!” 
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Gareth

––––––––
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Gareth’s voice resounded throughout the hall and resulted in a gratifying silence.

As was made clear every time he joined in song with Gwen’s family, Gareth was no bard and not much of a singer either (at least, no more of one than any other Welshman) but he had learned a thing or two since his marriage to Gwen about making his voice carry. In his reply to Nest and Deri, he had supported his breath with the muscles in his belly and thrown everything he had behind the word.

In response to his command, Deri and Nest stopped talking. Their mouths remained open, however, as they gaped at him a bit with their eyes wide. Well aware that the silence wouldn’t last long, he put up one finger to tell them to wait, and then he gestured for Cristina to step a few paces away with him so their words couldn’t be heard easily by anyone else. He was hopeful that he’d shocked Nest and Deri enough that they no longer felt the need to shout, and he was further heartened by the arrival of Manon, the wife of Andreas, Deri and Nest’s steward (for want of a better word). Such was the pair’s glory that they had to be managed, and Gareth took a moment to wonder where Andreas was. If any moment called for management, it was this one.

“In as few words as possible, my queen, perhaps you could tell me what this is about?” He accompanied his request to Cristina with a bow, just to smooth over whatever unpleasantness was inherent in any conversation the two of them might have.

As before, Queen Cristina kept her disregard for him out of her face, and she answered straight-forwardly. “Nest’s dog was poisoned by eating Deri’s porridge and died immediately thereafter.”

“You are certain the dog ate of it?”

She nodded. 

“Did Deri?”

“He says no.” 

“Is anyone else ill?” At Dinefwr, one man had been poisoned before the rest, and that could be the case here too.

“No.”

“I am very glad to hear it. But even so, why is everyone still eating?” 

“The poison was in a bowl of porridge prepared exclusively for Nest and Deri, with ingredients they themselves supplied. I myself was eating porridge at the time and—” she spread her hands wide, “—as you can see, I am well. Everyone but the dog is well.”

“Where is the dog now? Gwalchmai tells me her name was Annwyn.” The victim might be only a dog, but Gareth had found that people responded more respectfully to death when the one who died had a name.

“I told one of the servants to wrap her in a cloth and take her to the laying out room.”

Gareth found his lips pressing together for a moment as he struggled to reply in an even tone. He ended up asking very carefully, “Do you mean the laying out room next to the chapel? The one for people?”

He was pretty sure he hadn’t done a very good job disguising his incredulity, but rather than punishing him for it, Cristina waved a hand, dismissing his concern. “It isn’t as if it’s occupied at present.”

“I suppose not.” 

He knew the dog in question, a little white terrier, because Nest so rarely could be found without it. Glancing around the room at the other diners, he acknowledged that she was hardly alone in keeping a pet. Of the sixty people present, fully a quarter were accompanied by a dog. They came in all shapes and sizes. Some were small like Annwyn had been, more akin to the size of a cat, and belonged, like Annwyn, to ladies. Others were working dogs, sheepdogs being most common, as this was Wales. King Owain himself owned nearly a dozen dogs, whom he loved unreasonably. All of his dogs aided in hunting: terriers for small game, spaniels for birds, and hounds for deer and boar.

Many of the residents of the hall had fixed their eyes on Gareth and Cristina, their expressions a mix of curiosity and concern, and most had full platters in front of them. Gareth’s stomach roiled at the thought of food, and even more at the smells that permeated the hall. Even so, he knew he needed something to eat, and quickly, if he was to maintain control of himself and the situation. Water, too, would help. 

As if summoned by the very thought, Gwalchmai appeared at his elbow with a full cup. “Drink.”

Gareth obeyed the boy—who wasn’t really a boy anymore but a very grown up seventeen-year-old. Gwalchmai had also spent his life singing in great halls from Gwynedd to Aberystwyth, entertaining drinking men. He hadn’t needed to be told what was wrong with Gareth.

After Gareth had drained the cup, he gave it back to Gwalchmai, who refilled it immediately. “Where is their bowl of porridge now?” Gareth was starting to feel a little better, especially after Gwalchmai next thrust a hunk of fresh bread into his hand. Fortunately, bread was nearly impossible to poison. 

He took a bite as Cristina pointed to the end of one table, near where Nest and Deri were standing. “There.”

Coming more and more to himself with every passing moment, Gareth reached the bowl in a few quick strides, picked up a cloth that had been used to cover a basket of buns, and laid it over the porridge bowl. Wrapping it carefully in the cloth, he handed it to Gwalchmai. 

“Take this to your stepmother. At this hour, she’s usually in the herbalist’s hut outside the palace walls.” 

“I know it.” Gwalchmai set off for the door.

Secure in the knowledge that Gwalchmai was capable and knew the importance of his task, having helped with investigations before, Gareth turned back to Cristina. “Where are the Dragons?” 

Although Cristina’s nose turned up at the mention of them, she answered easily enough. “I heard they rode out early this morning.”

It had to have been early if they’d risen before these events. Gareth was surprised Hywel hadn’t mentioned the desire to do so last night, but Gareth was no longer the captain of his guard, so the prince’s safety was the Dragons’ domain and that of the current captain of his teulu, Hywel’s foster father, Cadifor. Selfishly, Gareth would have liked to have had their assistance, and it was only now that Gareth realized he hadn’t seen Dai sleeping on the floor of their chamber when he left it, which made sense if the boy had risen early to ride with the Dragons.

Then his stomach roiled again out of concern that Hywel had told him where he was going, and Gareth had been so drunk he couldn’t remember it. 

Gareth shook off the fear. He’d been able to walk without assistance to the guesthouse and find his bed. Hopefully, in another hour or so, he would be feeling so much better that how he felt now would be a fading memory. If Gareth’s closest friend and favorite Dragon, Evan, had been at Denbigh, he would have looked out for him and stopped him drinking sooner. But Evan’s wife had given birth to a daughter, who was still too young to travel, so Hywel had ordered him to stay behind. Hywel had decided, perhaps mistakenly, that the potential danger at this particular wedding didn’t merit leaving a wife and new baby.

Gareth wanted the Dragons’ help, but he would have to make do without it.

As Gareth swallowed the last bite of bread, which landed in his stomach like a rock, he glanced to where Nest and Deri stood, alone now, morose expressions on their faces. They’d been watching him too, and, at his moment of attention, they opened their mouths again to speak. He put up a hand to stop them, and while they subsided immediately and appeared subdued, the glares they were shooting in his direction spoke volumes. 

Because of their shared profession, Gwen had known Nest and Deri longer than Gareth had. In the course of the last week, she’d told Gareth a little of what she knew of their history, just as a by-the-way. The rest he had figured out for himself. 

Their shouts and accusations were a boiling over of the long pent-up resentment each held towards the other. While Gareth had plenty of experience sorting out fighting men during his years as the captain of Prince Hywel’s guard, his men were rarely as opinionated, strong-willed, and attention-loving as Deri and Nest. Every conversation in which either took part centered around themselves and, more often than not, involved one of them breaking into song or showing off their talents in an attempt to put their own skills on display and outshine the other. Naturally, in so doing, they became the center of attention once again, something they invariably enjoyed. It was as if they were always auditioning for the position of court bard, even though Deri had held his post in King Madog’s retinue for at least ten years.

Gareth himself had never sung before a crowd, but he’d seen the outright joy singing in front of others gave Meilyr and Gwalchmai—and Gwen herself to a lesser extent. He could appreciate how it might be something to which a person grew accustomed, to the point that he or she was compelled to pursue it until it became unseemly.

Then Llelo, his hair sticking up on end, entered the hall at a run. He saw Gareth and made a bee-line towards him. “I heard screaming. What’s happened?”

“Enough so I need your help.”

Llelo looked pleased, as he would, though really it was Gareth who was happy to see him, since it saved him from having to ask a random person in the hall, or (God forbid) Queen Cristina herself, for help. In a few sentences, Gareth explained what he knew so far, little as it was, and then sent Llelo off to the kitchen to appropriate the remainder of the porridge, if there was any, and to warn the staff of what had happened.

Finally, with that situation as settled as he could make it, Gareth returned his attention to the bards and jerked his head in the direction of the back door to the hall. “Please come with me, so we can discuss this matter in private.” 

In the last few moments, Gareth had come to the conclusion that the only way to prevent Deri and Nest from getting the upper hand in an interview was to separate them from their audience. As long as they remained in a hall filled with people, whatever they said would be said for effect. While their lies and half-truths might be instructive, even informative, he’d rather hear something resembling the facts first.

Typically, instead of following Gareth, both protested that they’d done nothing wrong and didn’t see why they should not stay right where they were. Such was their petulance that their voices overrode one another’s as before.

Then Nest said, in a too-loud voice, “I didn’t touch the porridge! I wasn’t even in the hall when it was delivered! I wouldn’t kill my own dog anyway!”

Rather than leaving the matter to Gareth as he’d intended, even hoped, Cristina waded into the altercation again and cut off their protests with a command of her own. “Follow Gareth now and do exactly as he says. Or do I have to wake Queen Susanna and have her tell you to do it?”

Identical looks of consternation crossed Deri’s and Nest’s faces. Cristina shot Gareth a satisfied smile before motioning with her head that he should lead the way.

“Thank you, my lady.” Gareth couldn’t remember a time when Cristina had so readily gone along with anything Gareth did or said. 

He walked just ahead of Cristina to the rear door to the hall, and he reached it before glancing back to make sure Nest and Deri really were coming. Typically, they had taken a few steps, but their progress had been slowed further by various hangers-on who had moved closer to offer their condolences. 

Cristina made a sound under her breath that sounded like a snort.

Gareth had never seen her so human, and he ventured a comment. “When Gwalchmai told me my investigation would be of a dead dog, at first I thought he was in jest, but now I see you did the right thing to wake me.”

“I was afraid that if their argument went on any longer, they would strangle each other with their harp strings. Then we really would have a murder.” Cristina had made a jest of her own, but she’d also spoken something of the truth, tinged with that same desperation he’d noted earlier.

“Do you know what this is really about?”

“It’s about a dead dog.” She seemed genuinely confused as to why he was asking the question again.

They’d stopped in the middle of the floor of the adjacent receiving room, built for private audiences, since some guests shouldn’t be received—or at least conferred with—in the great hall itself with everyone watching and listening. A fire burned in the grate, making the room a bit too warm. Gareth was again glad he hadn’t worn his cloak.

“Well, yes, my lady, but each is accusing the other of attempted murder.”

Cristina’s expression turned rueful. “Do you really have to ask? You’ve seen them together this week. You know what they’re like.”

“I suppose.” Gareth believed he knew what she was implying, since he’d just had similar thoughts, but he wasn’t sure how much was safe to admit. He never spoke to Cristina if he could help it. He certainly never let her into his mind, so to have a real conversation with her like this felt like sailing into dangerous waters. On the other hand, the queen was right that the pair had been at each other’s throats from the moment they’d set foot in Denbigh. It was one of the first things he’d noticed about them.

Cristina was watching his face, and likely some of what he was thinking crossed it, resulting in a more audible snort from her. “Deri and Nest compete against each other, as siblings often do, but their rivalry is made worse by their differing and unequal stations. While Deri holds the position of official court bard for King Madog, Nest’s talent far exceeds his.”

“Do you really think so? His voice is one of the best I’ve heard. That’s why I stayed so late in the hall last night, much to my regret. I thought the same when I heard him for the first time years ago. As far as I can tell, nothing has changed.”

“I grant that he has a spectacular voice. I might even admit, if pressed, that Deri’s voice is better than Meilyr’s, if even to think such a thing wasn’t forbidden by my husband and a betrayal of my country.” Now Cristina genuinely grinned. It was shocking how personable she was appearing to be. “But I also know, from Nest, that he hasn’t written a song in more than two years. Everything they’re singing these days is hers.” 

“So she says.”

Cristina laughed. “True.”

His hands on his hips, Gareth watched the doorway, which Nest and Deri hadn’t yet come through. Beyond the opening, he could see them talking to each other, suddenly in lower voices, and from this distance he couldn’t hear what they were saying. He contemplated going back into the hall and forcibly removing them, but to do so would cause a scene—or more of one, rather, than had already been caused. 

“I wondered why each seemed to behave as if the other was on stage only out of charity.”

Cristina flicked out her fingers. Twice in one morning that dismissiveness hadn’t been directed at Gareth. “Nest resents needing Deri—but need him she does. Without her brother, she would have no position anywhere.”

“Her husband—”

“Died. Conveniently enough, I thought at the time.” 

Gareth turned his head to look fully at Cristina. “You suspected foul play?”

“He got drunk and fell off a wall. This was years ago.”

That sounded like possible foul play to Gareth too, but what a dead husband years ago had to do with a dead dog today, he couldn’t begin to say. “Female bards are rare and always accompanied by a male relative, but a lesser lord might consider sponsoring her anyway, especially if she’s as good as you say. Winters are long and dark in Wales.” 

“She has seduced far too many husbands and angered far too many wives for any lord, high or low, to want her in his house without her brother and Andreas present to rein her in.” Though initially Gareth had sensed Cristina was admiring of Nest, her tone had turned derisive.

For his own part, he just managed not to roll his eyes. “I can see why that might be a difficult task.” 

“Regardless, King Madog likes her on the dais.” 

Gareth knew better than to ask Cristina if King Owain had strayed in Nest’s direction. Cristina kept Owain on a tight leash, but she didn’t always come with him as he journeyed around his kingdom, preferring to stay most of the time at Aber. The king, meanwhile, wanted a woman in his bed, even if she wasn’t his wife. Gareth hadn’t heard rumors that Nest had been one of Owain’s women, nor that she’d been Madog’s, who also had many children born outside of wedlock. But if the Powysian king favored her this much, it seemed likely she’d shared his bed at one time, even if she wasn’t his current mistress.

“And you see it as my job to keep her there?”

“Our job,” Cristina said. “No matter what comes of this, she cannot be allowed to forgo her duty. She must keep singing.”

“I’m not sure I understand why that is so important,” Gareth said, speaking slowly as he attempted to be diplomatic. “We have other bards. Deri’s voice aside, we have better ones, in fact.”

“Of course we do.” Cristina sniffed. “Though Meilyr was once the drunkard Deri is, he has reformed, and Gwalchmai’s voice rivals an angel’s. But one condition of having the wedding here at Denbigh, rather than at Dinas Bran like Madog wanted, was that Meilyr, Gwalchmai, and Hywel were not to sing. He made Owain put it in the marriage contract itself.”

Gareth’s mouth fell open. 

At his reaction, the corners of Cristina’s mouth turned down. “I am as disgusted as you, believe me. It’s unconscionable. Yet for Madog, it’s a matter of pride, or some such thing. Powys must always appear equal to Gwynedd. If Deri and Nest don’t perform, Madog might even cancel the wedding. The contract gives him that power. Gwynedd can provide the bards only if Powys agrees, which you know Madog will never do. As I said, he got Owain to put the condition in writing.”

“Why would King Owain agree to that?” Gareth knew he was still gaping, but he was having trouble swallowing down his surprise. “Why not simply hold the wedding at Dinas Bran?”

“Owain will never go to Dinas Bran again.” Cristina’s voice was flat, without any emotion. “It might look to outsiders as if the entire affair has been swept out with the ashes. It might look like that to Madog, and he might have convinced himself it’s true. But we haven’t forgotten that Madog arranged to have Hywel killed at Dinas Bran.”

Gareth along with all his friends and companions felt the same way. “King Owain holds that truth in reserve, does he?” 

“You do see.” Cristina nodded, as if it was no more than she’d expected. “Madog has to be catered to if we want the wedding to go forward, and Owain does want it.” She released a reluctant laugh. “I want it. Marared is a sweet thing, and the two are in love. Iorwerth has to marry someone, and a daughter of the King of Powys makes an excellent match. At the time, who was to sing at their wedding seemed like a small price to pay, in comparison to Madog’s concession of having the wedding here at Denbigh.”

Cristina was right that the pair truly wanted to be together. Gareth knew from Gwalchmai that Iorwerth had talked about eloping with Marared. If the deliberations had gone on much longer, they really might have, and it looked now as if perhaps they should have. 

“All it takes for them to be married is for their fathers to agree they are. That we do all this—” he waved a hand to indicate the hall, the event, the guests, and everything else involved with the celebration, “—is immaterial in the end.”

“Of course it is. That’s not the point.” Her laugh this time was entirely without amusement. “Madog wants always to get the better of Owain. My sense, and I told the king this, is that Madog is here at all because Susanna wants Marared and Iorwerth married. Any excuse to leave Denbigh with the wedding vows unsaid, forcing Owain to come to the table again and concede more for Marared, would please Madog very well. We cannot allow that to happen—and certainly not over who sings on the dais or a dead dog!”

Cristina jabbed a finger at Gareth’s chest. “I’m counting on you to put a stop to any further nonsense from Nest and Deri.”

Gareth just managed not to take a step back at the force of her words—and her poking finger. Singing was a serious business in Wales. He couldn’t have been in love with Gwen for a decade and not know it. And that made him wonder why Meilyr had come to Denbigh at all, if he was just going to be outshone every night by Deri.

“I will do my best.”

“I know you will. You always do. That’s why I summoned you.”
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Chapter Three
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Llelo

––––––––
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Llelo was still waking up, and it was taking more than a few breaths to get his head around the fact that his father was handing him a piece of a murder investigation—albeit of a dog—so early in the day. 

But this was what he was training for, so he stopped at the basin of warm water (intended to allow diners at the high table to wash their hands before eating), splashed some water on his face, smoothed down his hair as best he could, and proceeded out the side door to the kitchen. He told himself the fact that his heart was beating a little faster than usual was not to be taken as a sign that he was nervous. He was merely excited.

They’d had a few minor investigations since the murder at Prince Godfrid’s wedding, and this could well turn out to be the same. But assisting his father with counting cattle and sheep on Prince Hywel’s estates, while something Cian was very good at, was something Llelo tried hard not to despise. Investigating death was what he’d put his name down for.

Denbigh’s kitchen was separated from the main hall by a covered walkway, necessary to protect the food from the weather as the servants took it to the great hall, while still preventing the spread of flames should a fire in the kitchen get out of control. The scene as Llelo stepped through the door was a familiar one of controlled chaos. The current hour was the height of the breakfast rush, and the eight workers in the room were moving purposefully from one task to another. 

Llelo didn’t have the authority of his father, but the head cook knew who he was from when Llelo had served at Denbigh under the command of Cynan, another of King Owain’s sons. Thus, Llelo had no trouble walking right up to him and telling him the truth. In a way, it was surprising nobody had told him already. 

“Alun, I have some bad news. Nest’s dog died after eating the porridge made for Nest and Deri. We fear poison.”

There really wasn’t any good way to break this kind of news, so Llelo had thought it best to say it straight out. He was also careful to couch the words in such a way that no blame was laid. He didn’t say, You sent poisoned porridge to the great hall, or You killed Nest’s dog with poisoned porridge. It was something he’d been working on of late, at the behest of his mother, who sometimes had a lighter touch than his father when it came to putting witnesses at ease. People were more likely to cooperate when they didn’t feel threatened.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
Gareth & GWEN ARE CAUGHT UP IN ANOTHER ROUND OF
WEDDING mAYhem IN mepievaL (Dares!

Prince’s
(MAN

Tpe Gareth & GwenN MepievaL (D ySsTeries
Book 13





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





