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Stephen de Blois came to London, 

and the people received him 

and hallowed him to king on midwinter day. 

But in this king's time was all dissension, and evil, and rapine; 

for against him rose soon the rich men who were traitors. 

––––––––
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Then was England very much divided. 

Some held with the king and some with the empress; 

for when the king was in prison, 

the earls and the rich men supposed that he would never more come out, 

and they settled with the empress, 

and when the king was out, 

he heard of this, and took his force, 

and beset her in the tower.

––––––––
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By such things, and more than we can say, 

we suffered nineteen winters for our sins. 

To till the ground was to plough the sea: 

the earth bore no corn, 

for the land was all laid waste by such deeds; 

they said openly that Christ and his saints slept ...

–The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle

––––––––
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And this time shall be known to history as ... the Anarchy.

––––––––
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May 1144

Gwen

––––––––
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“You two keep your ears and eyes open,” Hywel said. “Earl Robert may be courting friendship with Wales, but I want everyone to remain on their guard nonetheless. I don’t trust these Normans.”

Gwen glanced at Gareth, who laughed. “Of course,” they said together.

Gareth’s eyes glinted, and if Gwen hadn’t been married to him for five months already, she would have blushed. It wasn’t the first time they’d spoken in unison.

Hywel mumbled something Gwen didn’t catch—half-laughing too—and led the way into the bailey of the enormous Norman castle at Newcastle-under-Lyme. In its shadow lay a prosperous village which, according to Hywel, had grown in recent years. What had once been a few huts planted in the lower bailey of the original timber castle was now a thriving market town beyond the new castle’s stone walls. 

The castle bailey teemed with soldiers, and Gwen knew why: the war between King Stephen and Empress Maud was in its tenth year. The man they had come to see, Robert, Earl of Gloucester, was Maud’s brother and led her armies. Although most men agreed that Robert would have made a better king than either Stephen or Maud, he was a bastard, so he could never claim the English throne for himself. 

The steps up to the stone keep, which had replaced the original motte and bailey castle, lay two hundred feet in front of them on low lying ground to the north of the Lyme Brook. Hywel and his brother, Prince Rhun, urged their horses through the crowd. Gareth and Gwen followed, along with their other companions: Evan, Gareth’s second-in-command; Gruffydd, Rhun’s captain; and Rhys, the prior of St. Kentigern’s monastery in St. Asaph, whom Gareth had befriended last winter. 

Three Normans waited for them on the flagstone pathway that ran from the gatehouse to the keep. The men stood with their hands behind their backs and bowed at the princes’ approach. Then one stepped forward and spoke in French. “Welcome to Newcastle. Earl Robert sends his greetings. Please dismount, my lords.” He caught sight of Gwen. “Madam.”

Gwen waited for Gareth to get down first, so he could help her. He always wanted her to wait for him, even when she didn’t need his help. When he held her a moment longer than was strictly necessary, once she was on the ground, she smiled up at him. She would have kissed him too, but for the large audience around them. 

After a long look, he let her go, and Gwen swished her skirt into place. She was wearing finery today, as were they all. They had dressed well and deliberately that morning in their camp, located less than a mile from Newcastle, in order to present the Welsh cause to Robert in the best light possible. 

Hywel, with his deep blue eyes, broad shoulders, and handsome face, would do well wherever he went. Rhun, with his shock of blond hair and thick shoulders, looked more like a Dublin Dane than a Welsh prince. As the Normans were themselves descended from the same Viking ancestors as the Danes, his visage was one the Normans could respect. King Owain of Gwynedd, the princes’ father, knew what he was doing when he sent his sons to foster diplomacy between the two kingdoms.

The stable boys led the horses away, and the companions turned towards the keep. Built into the curtain wall of the castle, it had towers on every corner and loomed above them. “Here comes Earl Ranulf himself,” Hywel said, leaning in to speak to Gareth and Gwen.

“Sir Amaury de Granville walks with him, my lord,” Gareth said. “I told you about him. He is Ranulf’s man at Chester Castle.”

“I remember,” Hywel said.

It was good news that Ranulf had come to greet the Welsh princes. He wasn’t Earl Robert himself, of course, but he was Robert’s son-in-law and the Earl of Chester. Maybe Earl Robert truly had invited the princes to visit Newcastle out of goodwill and a genuine interest in an alliance with Wales, not as a ploy to put the Welsh at a disadvantage and intimidate them with Norman power. 

Gwen tried to watch Ranulf without staring at him. He appeared slightly unkempt. The brooch holding his cloak closed at the neck had drifted towards his left shoulder, he had mud on his boots, and a dark stain marred his brown breeches. Then a ray of sunlight shot over the castle wall, forcing Gwen to blink and turn her head away. 

She put up one hand to block the light and nudged Gareth. “I can’t see. Let’s move over here.” She tugged him to the right of the steps that flared out from the keep and into the long shadow cast by the castle’s old motte, which rose up on the east side of the bailey.

Several men, who’d been milling about in the courtyard, pressed forward, eagerly filling the space which Gareth and Gwen had vacated. These onlookers seemed to want to hear the princes’ exchange with Ranulf, or maybe they were Ranulf’s men and had been waiting for him to appear from the keep. 

“Thank you.” Gwen squeezed Gareth’s hand, glad she was with him, even if visiting a Norman castle had never been something she’d wanted to do. 

A dozen yards away, Rhun and Hywel bowed slightly, as did Ranulf in return. “Welcome,” Ranulf said, in French. 

From where she stood with Gareth, Gwen couldn’t hear Hywel’s response, though she could see his lips move. She stepped closer, trying to make out what the men were saying, but then a movement on the tower at the top of the keep distracted her. She glanced up and saw two men, their faces clearly visible in the sunlight. 

They looked down on the Welsh party for a heartbeat, one man clutching the other’s shoulders. Then they separated: one to disappear from view, and the other to fall head first over the battlement and land flat on his back at Gwen’s feet. 
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Gareth

––––––––
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When Gwen had squeezed Gareth’s arm, drawing his attention away from the princes and up to the battlement, he’d seen two men, one with hair blonder even than Rhun’s and a beak for a nose, and the other with dark hair, a pale face, and blank eyes. While he watched, the first man reached down and flipped his companion over the battlement. 

Time didn’t stand still and Gareth, choking on his own breath, had been helpless to stop the headlong plunge or the nauseating thud! that followed. The man’s body hit the hard-packed earth of the bailey like a cabbage thrown against a stone wall. Sickening. 

Last winter, Gareth had saved King Owain from a murderer’s knife. He’d seen the danger and moved. But Gareth hadn’t the power to stop this murder. He stared at the body and then looked to Prince Hywel. The princes had been exchanging pleasantries with Ranulf. Now, all three men looked Gareth’s way, disbelief and horror on their faces. Gareth brought his gaze back to the dead man at his feet. 

Gwen stood with her hand to her mouth, not saying anything. Gareth had killed men and seen them killed, but he’d never seen a man murdered right in front of him. Gareth’s immobility lasted long enough for him to breathe in and out three times, and then he wrapped his arms around Gwen and pulled her to him. 

She pressed her face into his neck for an instant before collecting herself. “Did you see the man who pushed him?”

Gareth nodded. The murderer’s cold blue eyes were burned into his memory. “Someone needs to stop him.”

Gwen clenched Gareth’s arms. “Look around. Nobody is moving. We may be the only ones who saw what the man looked like or what he did. It’s you who needs to go!” 

This wasn’t Gareth’s castle. This wasn’t his fight, but he had no difficulty following his wife’s direction. As usual, she made immediate sense. He thrust past the other onlookers and took the steps up to the keep two at a time. Two men guarded the door. A Welshman racing into a Norman keep was something they were trained to prevent, but neither responded quickly enough to stop Gareth nor asked what he was doing. Likely, they were as stunned as the other bystanders by what they’d just seen.

Gareth skidded to a halt in the anteroom to the great hall, though the room was bigger than the main hall at Aber Castle. Two dozen people who clustered on the margins of the room stared at him. Gareth took in their expressions, ranging from stunned surprise to haughty condescension. His plain cloak, tunic, loose breeches, and low boots marked him as Welsh. At the same time, the men waiting to attend to Earl Robert looked foppish to Gareth, with their floppy hats and high, fringed boots into which they’d tucked the ends of their too-tight breeches. 

“Which way?” Rhun’s voice rang around the room. The prince bumped into Gareth as he too tried to stop his headlong rush. 

“One way or the other, the man has to come down from the tower,” Gareth said. “We should split up, my lord. If you could go that way.” He pointed to a stairwell to the right. “You’re looking for a man with a shock of hair so blond it’s nearly white. And tall.”

“Right!”

Rhun and Gareth took off in opposite directions. Gareth raced up the left stairwell, keeping his hand on the hilt of his sword so it wouldn’t slap against his thigh. Gareth judged that the murderer would be looking for a less obvious exit than the front door to the keep: if Gareth had just thrown a man over the battlement, he wouldn’t have walked down a main stairwell afterwards. Then again, it puzzled Gareth as to what the man could have been thinking, killing in broad daylight in front of so many potential witnesses. While Gareth had never murdered anyone, he’d had more experience with it than was probably good for him, and in his estimation, murder was best accomplished in the dark. 

He came out of the stairwell into a corridor, empty but for two maidservants gossiping at the far end. They leaned against opposite walls, their buckets of water on the floor and their washing cloths forgotten. Gareth fumbled for a moment with his English and then managed, “Did a man come through here? One with light hair?” 

They gaped at him. One girl put her hand over her mouth and giggled. Gareth got a grip on his impatience and tried again, this time in French. The second girl—woman, really, as she was older than Gwen—shook her head and added a very French, “Non!”

“Thank you!” Gareth continued up two more flights of stairs and came out at the top of a tower. A weathered roof protected the thirty feet of wall-walk between his tower and the one opposite, from which the dead man had fallen. That was the stairwell he’d just sent Rhun up, but perhaps Rhun had found either more luck or more trouble, because Gareth saw no sign of the prince.

Gareth took a moment to peer over the battlement into the bailey of the castle. So many people were clustered around the body, Gareth couldn’t see it. He could see Gwen, however, standing with Prince Hywel and Ranulf, and nodded to himself. He could leave the dead to his wife and Hywel. Gareth had a living man to catch.

He pushed off the embrasure and raced along the wall-walk of the castle, dodging past two guards who paced it, pikes resting on their shoulders. Gareth couldn’t guess where this pair had been when the murderer had dropped the dead man from the tower. He wouldn’t like to be in their boots when their captain got wind of their negligence. 

As Gareth neared the southeast tower ahead of him, still without seeing the culprit, what little hope he’d had that he might catch him faded. If he hadn’t met the murderer yet, the man had already descended to a lower level and Gareth was too late. The murderer could lose himself in the castle, and nobody would be the wiser. Newcastle was so huge, it might have thirty rooms in which a man could hide until such a time as he felt it was safe to depart.

At least Gareth knew what the man looked like, which should help Earl Robert identify him and track him down. Gareth reached the southeastern tower that overlooked the Lyme Brook, intending to find stairs that would take him down again but then skidded to a halt at the sight of a rope looped around one of the merlons that formed the battlement. Gareth touched the knot, noting how tightly it had been tied, and then peered through the crenel (the gap between two merlons). Thirty feet below him, a man hung above the river. 

Gareth looked around for the guards he’d passed, but when he didn’t see them, he waved a hand to a man who stepped from the southwestern tower. And then he realized that the man was Prince Rhun. “My lord!”

As Rhun crossed the wall-walk that separated them, Gareth looked down at the murderer again. He was almost at the water. Even with Rhun’s help, Gareth wouldn’t be able to haul him back over the battlement. Gareth pulled out his knife and began to saw at the rope. 

Rhun reached Gareth and peered over the wall. “Don’t bother. You’re out of time.” 

Gareth followed Rhun’s gaze just as the murderer tipped back his head to look up at them. The man lifted a hand in salute, unexpectedly grinning, and released the rope. He landed in the brook with a splash.

“I’ll tell Ranulf to search the river for him,” Rhun said.

“He’ll be long gone by then,” Gareth said. “That man knows what he’s doing.”

Rhun leaned out to haul the rope back up the wall. “He was prepared. I can say that for him.”

Gareth’s brow furrowed. “Surely he was, if he had the foresight to leave himself a way out of the castle, but none of this makes sense.”

“How so?” Rhun allowed the rope to coil onto the walkway at their feet. 

“I could accept that the murderer prepared his escape route in advance,” Gareth said, “if I could say the same thing about the murder itself. Who plans to murder a man at mid-morning in front of two hundred people? And what are the chances that the murderer would drop the body at our feet?”

Rhun had been fingering his lip, gazing south across the English landscape, but then he came out of his reverie. With a laugh, he clapped Gareth on the shoulder. “Very high, I would think, given that you and Gwen seem to find evildoers everywhere you go. Another murder for you, Gareth. I’m sure Earl Robert will be delighted that we brought you with us to help catch him.” 
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Gwen

––––––––
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As Gareth and Prince Rhun raced up the stairs and into the keep after the assassin, other men surged towards Gwen and the dead man at her feet.

“Isn’t that just our luck?” Hywel reached Gwen’s side and studied the body, a finger to his chin. “Or rather, yours.”

Gwen glanced at the prince, a knot forming in her stomach. Other men appeared on her right, jostling her. The prince nodded at Evan, who stepped between the onlookers and the body and began setting up a perimeter around it. 

“Sweet Mary.” Ranulf appeared on the other side of Hywel. “I’ve never seen the like.”

Hywel met Gwen’s eyes, his own flashing with impatience. Her lord had already assessed Ranulf and found him wanting. Gwen pressed her lips together, hiding amusement and stifling her irritation that Hywel had the capacity to make her laugh, even under these circumstances. Then Hywel canted his head toward the body, a hint of a smile hovering around his lips. Gwen knew what that meant. Prince Hywel didn’t care if she was wearing her finest dress and newly polished boots. Here was a dead man! Let’s have a look at him! 

A growl of disgust rose in Gwen’s throat, but she obeyed Hywel, lifting her skirts to step to the far side of the body and moving in unison with him. A cluster of spring flowers grew against the wall of the keep, and Gwen was careful not to crush them beneath her boots. Hywel crouched on the near side and put a hand to the man’s throat, feeling for his pulse.

“What are you doing?” Ranulf said. 

“Checking to see if he’s dead,” Hywel said in French, not looking at the Norman lord. “It was a long fall but not impossible that he might have survived it.”

Ranulf cleared his throat and grunted something in French that Gwen didn’t catch. Unsurprisingly, the fallen man had no pulse. Hywel shot Gwen a look of resignation. Ranulf’s teeth snapped together. His hands, which had been on his hips, dropped to his sides. Then he raised his head and faced the men who’d gathered behind him. Those in the back were clustered six deep, craning their necks to see over the heads and shoulders of their neighbors. 

“This is no place for lay-abouts! See to your duties.” Ranulf said the words first in French and then in English for the benefit of the few craft workers and servants who might not understand the language of their masters. He didn’t speak in Welsh, not that there was any reason for him to know how. All of the Welsh folk Hywel had brought with him understood French, though Gwen probably spoke it the least well of anyone, despite her father’s many attempts to teach her. Hywel, of course, was fluent.

The onlookers murmured their dismay at having to leave the scene, but after some hesitation, most of them dispersed. Meanwhile, Hywel and Gwen briefly examined the body. As Ranulf turned back to them and came to stand at the dead man’s head, Hywel rose to his feet and brushed his fingers off on his cloak. “You know him, don’t you?” 

“What makes you say that?” Ranulf said. 

“He fell from the tower of a Norman keep, one that just happens to belong to your father-in-law.” Hywel raised his eyebrows. “Besides, I saw recognition in your eyes.”

“Surely—surely, you aren’t accusing me of anything!” Ranulf said.

Gwen glanced up, startled at Ranulf’s defensiveness. Hywel hadn’t been accusing him of anything, but Ranulf’s reaction made her want to ask him what he had done. Hywel, for his part, watched Ranulf steadily. 

Ranulf puffed out his cheeks. “But, yes, he was one of my men.”

“And now he’s dead,” Hywel said.

Gwen looked away, too uncomfortable to watch Hywel antagonize a Norman lord in a Norman castle. It was dangerous to speak to such a powerful man in that way. But her head jerked back involuntarily at Hywel’s next words: “One of your men, did you say? That surprises me, since he is a Welshman, one David ap Ianto, who has served my father well for many years. Or so my father has always thought.” He pronounced the man’s name the Norman way, rather than the Welsh Dafydd.

Ranulf cleared his throat. “Is that so?” His face suffused with blood, turning his cheeks a color approaching purple. 

Hywel’s gaze didn’t move from Ranulf’s face. He didn’t actually accuse Ranulf of using David to spy on King Owain, but if David had served both lords, he couldn’t have been anything but a spy. And not for Hywel’s father. Both men knew it.

Ranulf didn’t seem to know what to say to Hywel. Instead, he craned his neck to look up at the battlement and changed the subject. “How could he have fallen from there? Only a fool would lean that far over the edge.” 

Gwen blinked. Even if Ranulf hadn’t seen the assassin push the dead man, he had to know that no man could mistakenly fall over a chest-high wall. She glanced at Hywel, who didn’t correct the Norman lord, and then decided she could do it herself. “He didn’t fall on purpose, my lord.”

Ranulf’s eyes narrowed. “What do you mean?”

Gwen almost wavered under the earl’s stare. Almost. “Another man pushed him.”

“Pushed him.” Ranulf had gone from angry and defensive to disturbingly calm.

She gestured towards the body. “Furthermore, he didn’t die from the fall. When he went over the wall, he was already dead—or dying.”

“How do you know that?”

Gwen glanced at Hywel, who lifted his chin, indicating that it was his turn to speak. Gwen was happy to let the prince tell Ranulf the rest of the bad news.

“Before he fell, David was stabbed in the back.” 

As they’d been talking, Gwen had been edging away from the body. A pool of blood had formed in the dirt under David’s back and begun trickling towards the flowers that grew against the stones. 

Looking where Gwen pointed, Ranulf snorted his disgust. Then he went down on one knee, reached under the body, and pushed up on David’s left shoulder blade to reveal the entry wound. 

Hywel knelt with him and traced it with one finger. “A slit only, made by a very narrow blade, sharpened to a fine point so it could penetrate his armor.”

“Fool.” Ranulf jerked away, leaving Hywel to lower the body back to the ground. 

Gwen hadn’t often heard a dead man called a fool, but Ranulf seemed more irritated than saddened by David’s death. “The killer tried to choke him first,” she said.

Ranulf glanced at the body out of the corner of his eye, nodding when Gwen tugged on David’s collar to reveal the purpling at his neck. He looked away again. Perhaps his thoughts, like Gwen’s, were moving beyond the dead body to its living consequences. Now that he knew the worst, Ranulf seemed anxious to have this ordeal over. He turned to Amaury, who’d been standing on the steps observing the crowd while Ranulf talked to Hywel and Gwen. “We can’t leave him here,” Ranulf said. 

Hywel made a choking sound, disguising laughter with a cough and narrowly avoiding open mockery of Ranulf. No ... not a good idea to leave a dead man in the bailey. 

“I’ll see to it.” Amaury waved a hand at two men who stood together on the bottom step to the keep. “Find a board on which to carry him.” 

“Yes, sir,” one of them said. Both bowed and departed at a quick walk, heading towards the gatehouse and the barracks.

If Gareth hadn’t already described to Gwen his previous meeting with Amaury, she would hardly have noticed him. He was of average height, slender, and a generally inconspicuous sort of person, except that now that she looked at him more closely, he appeared to hold himself as tightly as a strung bow. She was a little surprised that Amaury hadn’t followed Gareth into the keep as Rhun had, but perhaps Gareth was already past him before he realized what was needed.

While Ranulf and Amaury were distracted by their preparations to move David’s body, Hywel focused on Gwen. “Did you see the second man clearly?”

Gwen shook her head, regretting her failure. “I saw him only for an instant. Truthfully, it was David who caught my attention. His eyes were so flat; I knew something was wrong with him before he fell.”

“I think we’re looking at more than a simple murder.” 

Gareth, accompanied by Prince Rhun, had come up silently behind Gwen. She spun around and sighed, relieved that Gareth had returned, and took the hand he offered her. Some of the tension of the moment eased just because he was beside her.

“I saw the killer before he threw the body over the wall,” Gareth continued. “I looked in his eyes a second time just now as he hung from a rope over the brook.”

“We could do nothing to stop him,” Prince Rhun said.

“What did he say? Did your man lose him?” Ranulf stepped closer, his brow furrowed. They’d been talking in Welsh and now switched to French out of courtesy to Ranulf and Amaury. 

“He did,” Prince Rhun said.

“Would you recognize him again?” Ranulf said, this time speaking directly to Gareth.

“Of course,” Gareth said.

“Perhaps you could draw an image of him, Sir Gareth?” Amaury said, coming to stand beside Ranulf. “You have a fine hand.” 

Ranulf stared at Gareth as if he had suddenly grown three heads. “Is that true?”

“It is, my lord,” Gareth said.

Ranulf gave a stiff nod. “That would be very helpful.” 

“Sir Gareth is one of my most trusted captains,” Hywel said, stepping into the conversation. “He has other skills that might be useful to you in finding the killer.”

Ranulf eyed Gareth suspiciously, but Gwen’s heart warmed at the respect Prince Hywel was showing her husband. Without further ado, Gareth sat down on one of the steps and pulled out a scrap a paper from inside his coat to sketch his drawing in charcoal.

“My lord, if I may interject?” Prior Rhys said, speaking for the first time. Rhys had aided Gareth last winter in the pursuit of the man who’d tried to murder King Owain. Like Amaury, Gareth thought well of Rhys and was on the way to trusting him.

“Please.” Ranulf gestured that Prior Rhys should come closer. 

“There was a third man at the top of the tower, along with the two so far mentioned,” Prior Rhys said, “but all I saw was the back of his head, not his face.”

Gareth looked up at Prior Rhys’s words. “Are you sure, Prior? I didn’t notice.”

Gwen hadn’t noticed him either, but then, the dead man’s expression was still all she could see behind her eyes.

“Even as the body fell, I saw a shadow against the battlement and a flash of dark hair. I’m sorry that I can’t tell you more. But he was there.”

Hywel turned to look at David’s body again, muttering under his breath in Welsh and only for Gwen’s ears, “A third man. Just what we need.”

Ranulf’s mouth worked as if he wanted to spit on the ground but was too polite to do so. “I must speak to Earl Robert immediately to tell him what has transpired. Amaury, stay with our guests until I call for you.”

“Yes, my lord.” Amaury bowed to Ranulf, though the earl had already turned his back. He stalked up the steps to the great hall, leaving Amaury as the lone Norman among the Welsh visitors. He stood with them in a semi-circle near David’s body: the two princes, Hywel and Rhun; Gareth and Gwen; Gruffydd; Prior Rhys; and Evan. 

Amaury bowed slightly at the waist. “My lords, I don’t know what to say.” He stopped.

“Unless you killed David, which would have meant being in two places at once, no apology is necessary,” Prince Hywel said. 

Gwen shifted uncomfortably. Hywel was very forthright sometimes. Amaury didn’t seem to know how to respond. Had Hywel just accused him of murder? It was hard to say. His mouth worked, but then he managed a thin smile. “Thank you, my lord. I appreciate your understanding.” 

If they had been home at Aber, Gwen knew what would have happened next: Hywel would have turned to Gareth, and by extension to Gwen herself, and told them to get on with it. But here, Rhun and Hywel had no authority and hadn’t even spoken to Earl Robert yet. Except for the fact that David had been King Owain’s man, or so Hywel had assumed, the next step might be to return to their tents outside the walls and await events. 

But not yet. The two guardsmen arrived with a board, distracting Amaury and breaking the awkward silence. The men placed the board on the ground and loaded David’s body onto it. 

“Take him to the chapel,” Amaury said. “He can lie in a room off the vestibule.”

“My lord, may I attend to him?” Prior Rhys’s eyes flicked from Hywel to Amaury. 

Hywel nodded, and Amaury said, “Of course.” 

Gareth rose to his feet as Rhys passed him, and the two men nodded to each other. Then Gareth handed his drawing to Amaury. The Norman lord scrutinized it, sucking on his teeth. His expression was noncommittal, but Hywel must have read something in it, because he stepped closer to Amaury and looked at the image over his shoulder.

“What’s wrong?” Hywel said. “Do you recognize the assassin?”

“I do.” Amaury puffed out a breath of air. “His name is Alard. And he is my friend.”
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Gareth

––––––––
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“You’re telling me that the dead man, this—” Earl Robert snapped his fingers at Ranulf. “What was his name?” 

Ranulf stepped forward and replied, without informing his father-in-law that he wasn’t a dog, “David, my lord.”

“Yes. David. You say he was your man?” Robert stood near the dais in the great hall with his legs spread and his hands behind his back. At fifty, he was tall and slender, without even a slight paunch. His full head of hair was turning grey at the temples, and he wore it swept back from his face. 

“Yes, my lord,” Ranulf said.

“But you didn’t know he had returned to Newcastle?” Robert said.

“No, my lord.” Ranulf clenched his hands tightly behind his back. He was not enjoying being questioned by his wife’s father. The set of his shoulders spoke of a man within inches of storming from the room. Then he took in a deep breath and let it out. “I gave him a certain degree of independence in order to complete his tasks. I had not seen him in some time.”

Ranulf’s red hair stood straight up; he’d worked his hands through it too many times in the past hour since David’s body had fallen at Gwen’s feet. Gareth had heard that Ranulf’s temperament was more volatile than King Owain’s, which was saying something. King Owain was quick to anger and equally quick to cool. But while Owain might forget his ire within moments of the offense, Ranulf was one to bear a grudge.

“Define some time,” Hywel said. 

If Ranulf didn’t like being questioned by Robert, he liked it even less from Hywel. Still, he answered civilly enough. “Since the winter.”

Earl Robert turned to Hywel and Rhun. “Meanwhile, your father believed David to be his servant.”

Rhun dipped his head. “That is so.”

Earl Robert sighed and smoothed his hair back from his face. He turned towards the dais, paced back and forth along it once, and then halted, his hands on his hips, contemplating each of the men before him in turn. Robert of Gloucester had a reputation as a measured thinker and a steady leader, providing a strong counterpoint to his half-sister, Empress Maud. She was known for her arrogance, mercurial temperament, and capriciousness. Rumor had it that men stayed true to the empress less because of a direct allegiance to her than out of loyalty to her brother, who was her strongest supporter. “And you accuse Alard of murdering him?”

“Sir Gareth saw him,” Ranulf said. “Alard is a traitor to the empress, of that we can be sure.”

Earl Robert raised his eyebrows. “Alard has served my sister for many years. How is it that I am only hearing of his treachery now?”

“His defection to King Stephen’s side is very recent,” Ranulf said.

Gareth shifted, wishing Gwen was beside him. She could have helped him read the undercurrents in the room. As it was, Gwen, Evan, and Gruffydd had found seats at a table near the front door to the hall. While the anteroom beyond remained full of retainers, Earl Robert had requested that only his Welsh visitors and a few of his own men witness this conversation.

Up until this moment, Gareth had thought he was primarily interested in bringing David’s murderer to justice for King Owain’s sake. Yes, Alard had murdered a man in broad daylight; yes, David was working for Ranulf and spying on King Owain at the same time, but that meant it was only a matter of time before someone killed him. Now, however, the questions began to pile up in his mind. Chief among them was the nature of Alard’s relationship to David. He’d killed him, after all. One would presume he had a reason.

Gareth also wondered if it was significant that Alard had murdered a Welshman in front of a party of Welshmen. If his intent was to get the attention of the two princes, he’d surely succeeded. Gareth didn’t sniff the air to find the source of the bad smell wafting from the stories everyone was telling, but they stunk nonetheless.

“If you knew Alard was a traitor, how was it that he entered my castle unmolested?” Earl Robert said, still talking to Ranulf.

“I do not know,” Ranulf said. “He escaped by rope into the Lyme Brook. Perhaps he entered the castle the same way.”

Amaury made a derisive snort that he quickly turned into a cough. Prince Rhun had suggested the same thing to Gareth as they’d left the wall walk, and Gareth hadn’t contradicted him, but Ranulf was clutching at straws. That Alard would climb up the rope into the castle made no sense at all. It was hard to imagine an entrance that was more likely to get him noticed. The most logical course of action would have had him coming through the main gate unremarked, as just another visitor to the castle, one that some men in the garrison recognized and still believed to be an ally. Alard could have left the rope tied around the merlon as a precaution, an escape route of last resort that he would use if he had to and leave behind if he didn’t.

Ranulf seemed not to have heard Amaury’s understated disapproval. Perhaps to make amends anyway, Amaury cleared his throat and stepped forward, deflecting Earl Robert’s attention away from Ranulf to himself. “I have men scouring the banks of the brook for any sign of the man, my lord.” He paused and didn’t say what Gareth expected to hear, which was it is only a matter of time before we find him.

It seemed that Earl Robert had expected to hear those words too. When they didn’t come, he said, “But you believe him to be long gone.”

“Not necessarily gone,” Amaury said, “but certainly untraceable unless Alard wishes to be found. He had a significant head start, and he knows the area well.”

“And why would he want to be found?” Earl Robert remained focused on Amaury, who stood steadily before him. 

“Alard may have murdered David, but that doesn’t make him less intelligent than he was yesterday. He has a plan. He would return to Newcastle if he believed his work unfinished,” Amaury said. 

Earl Robert raised his eyebrows as Amaury hurried on. 

“As you may be aware, Alard’s skills as a knight and a purveyor of information have always been considerable. If he killed David, as it appears he did, he did it for a reason he believes in. I find it unlikely that the matter will end with the death of one Welshman.”

Earl Robert transferred his attention to the two princes of Gwynedd, both of whom had been listening with great interest to the Normans’ conversation. “I suppose you have a man whom you would like me to include in this investigation? I will allow him to participate as a courtesy to your father, since it appears that he has been wronged in this matter.” 

“We do, sir,” Prince Rhun said, speaking for himself and Hywel. 

Robert turned on his heel and canted his head at Gareth. “It’s you, isn’t it?”

“Yes, my lord.” Gareth stepped forward. 

“Ranulf!” Robert waved a hand at his son-in-law in much the same way Ranulf had waved at Amaury earlier. “See to this matter but keep me informed.”

Ranulf bowed. “Yes, my lord.”

“Now.” Earl Robert nodded towards the two princes. “If you would come with me to my receiving room, I would like to welcome you properly, without this troublesome event hanging between us.”

“Certainly, sir.” Rhun bowed, though the act came off a bit stiff. Strictly speaking, as a prince of Gwynedd, Rhun outranked the earl, but not if rank depended on men at his command or wealth. The question of status had been making their conversation awkward from the moment Earl Robert greeted the two princes, especially in front of so many observers. It was better for the three of them to meet in private.

“Good.” Earl Robert led the way out of the room. 

Prince Hywel clapped Gareth on the shoulder as he passed him. It was a sign of confidence that Gareth knew what to do and would do it. At least that’s what Gareth hoped it meant. 

When Gareth had ridden into Chester last winter, from the moment he entered underneath the gatehouse, he’d felt the eyes of every Saxon in the city on him. Here at Newcastle, the feeling was similar, if not worse, and Gareth had to acknowledge that he was more out of his depth in this Norman castle than he’d ever been, even when he’d sailed to Dublin to find Gwen after she’d been abducted by King Owain’s brother, Cadwaladr. Gareth glanced at Gwen, who noticed his attention and lifted her hand to him. Seeing her there settled him and started him thinking more coherently about the investigation that faced him.

“I would have you see to this matter, Amaury,” Ranulf said, passing off the responsibility.

Amaury tipped his head in assent. 

“You can work with this Welshman?” Ranulf spoke as if Gareth wasn’t in the room. 

“Yes, my lord,” Amaury said.

“Good. I expect you to come to me before speaking to Earl Robert,” Ranulf said.

Amaury bowed from the waist. Ranulf left the hall through a back entrance, following the path his father-in-law and the princes of Gwynedd had taken.

Left alone with Gareth, Amaury rubbed his temple with two fingers. “I hope you did not take offense, Sir Gareth. My lord can be a bit ... abrupt at times. With this murder, everyone’s machinations and strategies will come under unwanted scrutiny from Earl Robert.”

Last winter, Ranulf had negotiated a deal with Prince Cadwaladr. They’d discussed deposing King Owain and putting Cadwaladr on the throne of Gwynedd. Gareth wondered if Amaury was subtly telling him that other such dealings were in the works and that David might have played a role in implementing some of them. And would have still, had he not been killed.

“I am not offended, my lord,” Gareth said. “An earl does as he pleases.”

Amaury coughed a laugh. “That he does.” Then he gestured to where Gwen and the others waited. “You brought a woman with you.”

“She is my wife and is here at the request of Prince Hywel,” Gareth said.

Amaury eyed him. “I gather she is not one to be underestimated either, if one were so inclined? I am to forget that she is a woman?”

Gareth grinned. “As you say.” Gwen may have been intimidated at first by all the Normans around them, but she knew her own mind, and Gareth thanked God every day for it.

“Empress Maud is such a woman, though I would hope that your wife speaks more gently than the empress.” Amaury pursed his lips. “It would be better to clear this up quickly before she arrives.”

Gareth glanced at him, his gaze sharpening. “I noted that Empress Maud’s banner flies above the tower, but we were told she wasn’t in residence. She is coming to Newcastle?”

The corners of Amaury’s mouth turned down. “Her flag flies wherever the Earl of Gloucester resides as a sign of his allegiance. The empress, however, arrives tomorrow.” From Amaury’s expression, encountering the empress didn’t delight him any more than it did Gareth. “Rather than at the castle, she will stay at the friary down the road to the east.”

Gareth nodded, accepting that information with equanimity. It didn’t matter to him where the empress chose to lay her head. “What is it about this incident in particular that would disturb Empress Maud?”

Amaury chewed on his lower lip and looked down at his feet, not answering at first. Then he cleared his throat. “Alard has always been one of her favorites.”
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Chapter Five
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Gwen

––––––––
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While the noblemen discussed the murder, Gwen sat. She was glad that Gareth had been included in whatever they were deciding, but she felt restless staying with Evan and Gruffydd and not knowing what was going on. Gareth would tell her all about the conversation later, but that knowledge wasn’t helping her right now. Gwen had seen enough of this Norman castle already. She wanted to go home to their cottage on Anglesey.

Gareth and Gwen had married before Christmas the previous year and immediately traveled to the lands Prince Hywel had bestowed upon Gareth as part of his knighthood. As a captain in the prince’s teulu, it was no more than he deserved. 

The estate was near St. Eilian's, a little church on the northeast coast of Anglesey. Their home didn’t look like much—no more than a small cottage, byre, barn, and stockade, with fields around, farmed by the common folk who tithed to Gareth, who in turn would tithe to Prince Hywel. Still, it was home, and Gwen could walk out her door every morning and watch the sun rise over the Irish Sea. In the years of wandering with her father since they’d left Gwynedd, she’d forgotten what it was like to stay in one place and to have a home.

Gareth, of course, couldn’t really stay in one place if he was to continue in Prince Hywel’s service. Gareth and Gwen had spent the winter and spring at their new home but, even so, had ridden the twenty miles to Aber each month so Gareth could confer with Prince Hywel. Soon, most likely after this trip to England, Hywel would want to go south, to his own lands in Ceredigion. He would want Gareth to ride with him as the captain of his teulu, and Gwen might not be allowed to go with them.

Abruptly, she stood, stomach churning and no longer able to sit still. “I’m going to see how Prior Rhys is getting on with the body.”

Evan gaped at her but then snapped his mouth shut. “I don’t know that any other woman could get away with saying those particular words, but coming from you, they make sense.”

Gwen smiled. “Few women have my particular history.”

Evan guffawed. “I don’t object to your going, and I don’t think Gareth would either. But I will need come with you.”

“There’s no need—”

“Gareth would have my head if I let you wander this castle by yourself without an escort. You are among strangers,” Evan said. “Best you remember it. I’ll take you there and then return to the hall, provided your presence is acceptable to Prior Rhys.”

Gwen nodded. It would do no good to argue, and she could believe that Evan wanted an excuse to leave the hall too. He’d been jittering his leg underneath the table since they sat down, and if she hadn’t decided to leave, she would have had to speak to him about it.

She and Evan left the hall, passed through the anteroom in which two dozen people still clustered—though what exactly they were doing other than gossiping, Gwen couldn’t determine—and left the building. Once in the bailey, Gwen had to acknowledge that Evan had been right to escort her. This wasn’t Aber, her home on Anglesey, or even Wales. She shouldn’t go about on her own.

“Did you ever meet David when he came to Aber Castle?” Gwen said.

“I saw him a few times, but we never had a conversation,” Evan said. “He would arrive late at night and leave early the next morning.” Evan glanced down at her. “We all knew that he spied for King Owain, so we kept our distance.”
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