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March 1147

Gareth

––––––––
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Gareth knelt by the dark liquid, careful not to come close enough to stain his breeches. The morning sun shone brightly down and glimmered off the film that had formed on the surface of the little pool.

This particular road was narrower than most Gareth had seen so far in Shrewsbury, more of an alley than an actual street, though it was still wide enough for a single cart to pass. The ground was so smoothed by the passage of years and many feet that the hard-packed earth had been worn nearly to the bedrock. Thus the liquid was taking its time to sink into the soil.

He hesitated briefly before dabbing the tip of one finger into the liquid. It was lukewarm to the touch, a second indication that it hadn’t been there very long. Holding his finger to his nose, he sniffed it before touching his tongue. The taste made Gareth’s heart sink. A half-hour ago, when John Fletcher, the newly appointed Deputy Sheriff of Shrewsbury, had requested that he come to the alley, Gareth had assented. But even as he’d agreed, inside he’d been thinking please God, don’t let this be a murder.

“Blood,” Gareth said. “It’s still warm, too.”

“How long could it have been here?” Beside Gareth, John bent forward with his hands on his knees.

Gareth lifted one shoulder, not really sure how to calculate such a thing, but he gave it his best guess anyway. “An hour or two before dawn.”

“You can see why I requested your assistance, Sir Gareth.” John spoke more formally than he might have four months ago when he was only an inexperienced undersheriff. Given the sheriff’s absence, John was temporarily the law in Shrewsbury, so Gareth didn’t begrudge him his pomposity. “I was hoping you could help me discover whose blood this is.”

“Perhaps it isn’t human blood at all.”

Gareth looked up at the man who’d spoken. His name was Luke, and he was one of John’s underlings, a watchman nearing fifty, with a graying beard that hid most of his face.

“You are perfectly correct to wonder that,” Gareth said, “and I would like nothing more than for you to be right. While it is my experience that human blood tastes different from pig blood, one can never be sure without a body. Still, I would say this is human.”

“But you could be wrong.” Luke spoke with a snide tone that Gareth couldn’t help thinking was due to Gareth’s Welshness.

Calling upon his very limited well of patience for such behavior, Gareth decided to look upon Luke with amusement rather than irritation. “Indeed. Though, sadly, I think we can all agree that it would be surprising to learn that a pig had been butchered in this alley.”

John wasn’t nearly as forgiving of Luke as Gareth. “He isn’t wrong, and you know it. Get back to your post, Luke.” John pointed with his chin to a few curious onlookers who’d gathered near the eastern entrance to the alley. “We don’t want any of them to disturb the scene.”

“Yes, sir.” But as Luke turned away, Gareth saw the sneer cross Luke’s face again, directed this time at John.

When John had given Luke the order, Gareth had grimaced inwardly. As John was a good twenty years younger than Luke, the older man had to be wondering why he hadn’t been appointed Deputy Sheriff instead of John. Having eaten a late meal with John last evening, Gareth could have told him why: while younger than Gareth by half a decade, John Fletcher came from a good family. He was the stepson of the castellan of Bridgnorth Castle, located on the Severn River some ten miles as the crow flies to the southeast of Shrewsbury.

John wasn’t a Norman, not with a last name like Fletcher and a Welsh mother, but he was born to be more than a guard, which was all Luke would ever be. In addition, John was passionate about wanting the job—and not solely for use as a stepping stone to better things. To Gareth’s mind, the sheriff could have done far worse than pick John as his second.

“Luke may have a point, you know—not about the pig but about whether or not someone is dead,” John said, once Luke was out of earshot. “I admit it’s a terrible amount of blood, but the person whose blood this is could be merely injured.”

“I would be overjoyed if that were true.” Gareth rose to his feet and contemplated the pool, tired to the point of despair at the way death had become his life no matter where he went. “But to have bled so much might mean he’s dead by now anyway.” He glanced at John. “I didn’t come to Shrewsbury to deal in death.”

John ducked his head in acknowledgement of that truth. “I know why you came here, my lord. But with the sheriff called to war, along with most of the garrison, I’m alone with these remaining men. I need you.”

The blatant appeal softened Gareth’s heart, as it was meant to. “I will help in any way I can as long as I am here, but—”

John cut him off, speaking more fervently than ever. “Anything you can do would be helpful.” He bobbed his head again at Gareth in an after-the-fact apology, his sincere brown eyes shining brightly from underneath his mop of unwashed brown hair.

Gareth narrowed his eyes at the younger man. “John.” His voice held warning, because John’s behavior indicated that this request was the result of more than simple need or because John felt momentarily out of his depth.

John flushed, giving himself away as he always seemed to—not only in Gareth’s presence but in everyone’s. John would need to learn to control his expressions if he was going to ultimately earn the respect of men like Luke. “The sheriff ordered me not to pursue any investigations while he was gone beyond what was absolutely necessary. I need to be able to show him that everything I do in his absence was well-thought out and purposeful.”

“What would make the sheriff say such a thing?”

John made a rueful face. “He didn’t explain specifically, but I know what he was thinking: he fears that in his absence I will act impulsively and accuse a worthy of the town of wrongdoing or do something else in my ignorance that will embarrass the office of the sheriff. He doesn’t want to have to clean up after me when he comes home.”

“Surely you’re being overly hard on yourself.” Gareth laughed under his breath. “I’ve found that trying to impress one’s superiors is the surest way to disappoint them.”

Like all men in his position, the sheriff served at the pleasure of the king, so when the king called his army to him, the sheriff went, along with most of the men in the castle garrison. Gareth understood completely, for his life was similarly ruled by the demands of his lord.

Understandably also, the sheriff had taken his best and most able-bodied men with him, which left him with the dilemma as to who to leave in charge of Shrewsbury’s garrison and the watch. All of the watchmen Gareth had encountered so far were either not yet twenty or well past forty. It could be true that the sheriff hadn’t brought John Fletcher on the march because he was young and inexperienced—in war as in everything else. By the same token, he hadn’t made an older man deputy sheriff either.

“Still, I can see that if you do a good job here, if you discover what this pool of blood is all about, the sheriff will be favorably disposed toward you.” Gareth hoped he was right, and he felt it was important to be encouraging, especially when men like Luke appeared to be constantly trying to undermine John’s authority. He looked John in the eye. “Your sheriff wouldn’t have left Shrewsbury in your hands if he didn’t think you could do the job.”

“You comfort me, but I fear you’re wrong. He left me in charge because he was making the best of a bad situation.” John’s eyes skated away, and he spoke in an undertone, making sure his voice didn’t carry to the other men a few yards away who were waiting for his instruction. “More than anything, I need the incident with Cole Turner to be forgotten.”

Cole Turner had been a brigand whom Prince Cadwaladr had recruited for the purpose of deceiving the Earl of Chester into helping him overthrow King Owain for the throne of Gwynedd. After the failure of the plot and the death of Prince Rhun in the process, Cadwaladr had fled Wales for England and, as far as Prince Hywel had been able to discover, hadn’t been seen or heard from since. It was too much to hope for that Cadwaladr was dead, so that meant he was out in the world somewhere. Prince Hywel was fierce in his determination to find out where that was.

Thus, upon arriving in Shrewsbury yesterday afternoon, Gareth had put in an appearance at the castle. He’d assumed he would be meeting with Shrewsbury’s sheriff. Instead, it had been John who’d greeted him with the news that the sheriff and most of the garrison had been called away in service of King Stephen. And, unfortunately, John had no news of Cadwaladr to give him.

Discovering Cadwaladr’s whereabouts couldn’t bring Rhun back, but it might do something to ease the grief that had consumed Gwynedd in the months following the prince’s death. King Owain’s lamentations were ongoing, such that Hywel had effectively taken over the running of the kingdom. Here it was, nearly three months past the Christmas feast, and the king had hardly stirred from his bed at Aber, unwilling to face life without his eldest son.

Gareth’s absence from Gwynedd had required him to leave the planning for the assault on Mold Castle in others’ hands. It was a small price to pay for the opportunity to spend several weeks in the company of his wife and daughter, and Gareth had been thankful to leave Aber.

Thus, as Gareth stared down at the pool of blood at his feet, it came to him that if he was to quickly discover what this whole matter was about, the next and most important step in the investigation had to be to send for Gwen.
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Gwen

––––––––

[image: ]


“Why are we worrying about a murder when we don’t even know that someone is dead? Fletcher clearly doesn’t know what he’s doing, and this Welshman—” Luke, one of the men at the east entrance to the alley, made a dismissive gesture with one hand to indicate Gareth, “—how could he possibly help?”

“I hear he serves Prince Hywel of Gwynedd.” This was put forth by a second, gray-haired man named Alfred. They, and men like them, guarded each gate to the city and worked alongside the castle’s garrison to patrol the streets and discourage crime in the town.

Except for a quick glance in Luke’s direction, Gwen kept her attention determinedly on the ground, forcing her shoulders to relax and resigning herself to the inevitable curious looks and whispered conferences that were going on around her.

Gwen’s spoken English marked her as Welsh from the moment she opened her mouth, but from the years her father had traveled throughout Wales and the March, she understood much more English than she spoke. While she didn’t assume Alfred and Luke were involved in whatever had happened to the poor person who’d bled in the alley, understanding the undercurrents among the English who surrounded her could only help her discover who was.

In truth, Gwen should have been grateful that neither man was gossiping about her. Maybe they had sense enough not to do so while she was in close proximity. Certainly, a better question they could be asking would be how she might be helpful to the investigation. Gwen had enough experience with men and their expectations to understand how unusual she might seem to them. As always, however, she wasn’t going to let other people’s opinions stop her from doing what needed to be done.

Turning away from the two useless watchmen, she swallowed hard, refusing to allow her stomach to revolt at what lay before her. The blood itself wasn’t vile or terrible smelling—it was the stench of the whole town that had her holding her breath from the moment she set foot inside the walls. Thankfully, a brisk wind had come with the dawn, and if she faced into it, she could momentarily banish the odors that threatened to upend her hard-won serenity.

More importantly, she didn’t want Gareth to regret her presence. As she was newly pregnant with their second child, he would have been well within his rights to use her pregnancy as an excuse to exclude her. Instead, he had sent for her specifically. She loved working with him. She loved being with him, even when it meant standing over a pool of blood in a stinking alley in Shrewsbury.

Debris of all sorts lined the street on both sides. Earlier, sunlight had been shining directly into the alley, but as the sun had risen farther in the sky, one wall now cast a shadow across most of the alley’s width. Gwen kicked at the detritus that had accumulated in the darkness against the south wall. Then, as she moved within a few feet of the pool of blood, she saw something that didn’t belong there lying beneath scattered leaves and sticks of splintered wood.

Bending, Gwen picked up a stick and used it to move leaves aside to reveal what they were covering: a string of wooden rosary beads with a simple wooden cross, strung on a slender leather thong.

“Has John returned yet?” Gwen spoke in Welsh, so that only Gareth, who was looking at something on the ground on the other side of the pool, could understand her.

He rose to his feet and came towards her before answering. “No. He’s still questioning the residents of the adjacent streets. Did you find something?”

Gwen craned her neck to look past her husband to the spot he’d been standing over. “You first.”

Gareth gestured past the pool. “Can you make out the wheel tracks from here? Someone rolled through the blood as he drove through the alley.”

“Oh good. Maybe they came upon the person bleeding on the ground and helped him.” Gwen drew Gareth’s attention to the rosary. “A good Samaritan might wear this.”

Gareth grunted his approval as he crouched beside her. “I was starting to feel guilty about taking you away from Tangwen.”

“She’s fine,” Gwen said. “Gwalchmai is teaching her to sing scales.”

“A worthy endeavor.” Gareth smiled and made a motion as if to touch Gwen’s belly, though he withdrew his hand at the last moment, since there were so many people around. “I look forward to the day that Tangwen can do the same for this child. Perhaps he will be a great bard like his uncle and grandfather.”

“That will be a great day,” Gwen said—and meant it, even as her stomach twisted a bit at the thought.

Until their departure to Shrewsbury, she’d lit a candle every day that this time she would give Gareth a son. Gareth swore it mattered to him not at all, but she knew what having a son meant to him and to every man. Hywel already had two. King Owain had a dozen, effectively ensuring his legacy into the next generation. She and Gareth had two foster sons, Llelo and Dai, both of whom were serving in Prince Cynan’s retinue, but the boys had come to them at ten and twelve. It would be a different matter entirely for Gareth to hold his infant son in his arms and name him for his own.

Gareth didn’t note her sudden silence and said, “Trust you to be the one to find something useful. If those fools weren’t moderately helpful blocking onlookers from coming into the alley, we’d be better off without them.”

Gwen didn’t disagree, and she didn’t tell her husband that Luke’s and Alfred’s opinion of him was equally low. Instead, she pointed to the two ends of the rosary. “See how the ties came undone rather than breaking? This wasn’t pulled off in a fight—or if it was, it was loose to begin with.”

Because the thong was knotted at the ends before the two ends had been tied together, the beads hadn’t come off the string. It was the normal way to make a rosary. Gwen owned one very much like it, as did Gareth.

“If the rosary and the blood belong to the same person, he wasn’t wealthy—or at least he didn’t show his wealth with expensive beads,” Gareth said.

“A rosary and a pool of blood should never go hand-in-hand,” Gwen said.

“More likely, the rosary has nothing to do with the blood at all because it belongs to one of the monks at the abbey.” Gareth was referring to the Abbey of St. Peter and St. Paul, located to the east of Shrewsbury, outside the city walls. It also happened to be the place where they were staying, in the abbey guesthouse. 

“We can show it to the hospitaller and the abbot.” Gareth leaned in to pick up the rosary, his expression thoughtful, and he let the beads run through his fingers, as if he was saying his morning prayers. 

Gwen shook her head slightly, still somewhat bemused that they were here in Shrewsbury at all, much less embroiled in an investigation within a day of their arrival. Ten days ago they’d been enduring the gloom at Aber when Meilyr, Gwen’s father, suddenly took it upon himself to wring permission from the king to travel to England on the trail of his as yet unacknowledged daughter, Adeline. She’d died alongside Cole Turner last autumn in the run up to the initial attempt to take Mold Castle.

Permission had been granted, if reluctantly, and they’d taken the ride from Aber to Shrewsbury slowly, enjoying fully the leave from their duties they’d been given. The fine weather had meant that Gwalchmai, despite being fifteen and a man, had spent much of the journey scampering about, Tangwen either running after him or on his shoulders as they explored the terrain on either side of the road. Gareth and Gwen had enjoyed long bouts of uninterrupted time to talk, and her father had been in full spate, composing songs while on horseback and regaling them with the results of his labors in the evening.

In fact, it had been the first time in nearly four years—since that fateful day when Gwen, Gwalchmai, and Meilyr had traveled north at the invitation of King Owain—that they’d been anywhere together as a family.

Gwen could remember, as clearly as if it were yesterday, the moment when she realized it was Gareth crouched over the body of King Anarawd. She often thought back to that day—recalling the way, between one breath and the next, her life had been transformed. For King Anarawd—and possibly for this poor person who’d shed his lifeblood on the ground—change had meant death. But for the living, it was important to remember that change wasn’t always bad.

“If anyone was going to act like the good Samaritan and help the victim, it would have been a monk,” Gwen said. “As far as I know, however, few ever leave the abbey proper—at least, that’s what one of the guests told me last night at dinner. And surely we would have heard if one of the monks had brought a man who was bleeding to death into the abbey.”

Gareth shrugged. “If the rosary has no connection to the victim, then at least we can do our good deed for the day by returning it.”
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Gwen

––––––––
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Gareth held out his hand to Gwen to help her rise to her feet. “Before I send you back to the monastery, let me show you the tracks.” 

Gwen went willingly, not because she didn’t want to be with her daughter, but because she’d barely sunk her teeth into this investigation, and she wanted to continue at Gareth’s side. 

Two of John’s men were sifting through more debris that had accumulated on the ground on the other side of the pool. Recognizing one of them as Oswin, the young man who’d come to fetch her from the monastery, Gwen spared them a glance and a smile and then turned her attention to the tracks. They looked nothing unusual to her. “What are you seeing that I’m not?”

“To begin, these weren’t made by a handbarrow, of which I’ve seen many in the day we’ve been here. The distance between the wheels is too wide for that. The cart was pulled by a horse. You can see hoof prints in between the tracks all along the road, since the horse got its hooves bloody too.”

“That means the owner is either a farmer who brought hay or food into Shrewsbury to sell, or a wealthier resident of the town,” Gwen said.

“Or from the abbey. They have horses and carts.”

“Or from the abbey,” Gwen amended. “You’re right about the handbarrows. I have seen far more of them than horse-drawn carts. They’re easier to maneuver along these narrow streets.”

“And,” Gareth continued, “like any wheel that’s been in use for a while, each of the four has a distinctive rotation.”

Before she’d started working for Hywel and had married Gareth, the idea that a wheel track was worth paying attention to would have seemed a preposterous notion. Now, as Gareth traced what he’d observed with one finger, she acknowledged how much they could discern from common things. She’d learned, over the years, that solving a crime sometimes meant looking at the everyday and seeing what others didn’t.

“One of the wheels is missing its metal rim,” she said.

Gareth shot her a grin. “It looks that way to me too.”

“And one of the wheels is narrower than the other three—not by much, but enough to notice when you look at them side-by-side. Maybe at some point the owner had to replace the original.”

“I don’t know how John will feel about inspecting every cart in Shrewsbury,” Gareth said, “but if we find the right one, and if one of the wheels has blood on it, we’ve found our cart.”

“I must point out that we don’t know if the owner of the cart had anything to do with this person’s death,” Gwen said. “It would be helpful if the tracks were left by the person who took away the body, but they could easily have been made by a passer-by, who drove his cart through the alley without knowing what had taken place in it not long before. In the darkness before dawn, he could have mistaken the blood for a water puddle and rolled through it without even seeing it—or thinking anything of it if he did see it.”

“That may be, but even if the owner of the cart is a complete innocent, he might have seen something or someone that could lead us to the victim.” Gareth looked around him. “I’m not used to towns, and I have no idea how many people might have been out and about at that hour.”

“By the time John interviews the people who live near this street he should know,” Gwen said, “or at least have come a ways towards finding out.”

“My lord, we may have something.” Oswin lifted a hand to gain their attention. He was hardly older than Gwalchmai, with beardless chin and blue eyes. 

Gwen and Gareth moved towards him, and he shifted to one side to show them what he and his companion had found: a dozen broken slats from a now-worthless crate. A few of the slats were still attached to one another, and several were stained red with blood.

Oswin pointed to one in particular, which had been splintered along its whole length and the sharp end of which bore a strong resemblance to the point of a sword. “If one man stabbed another with that, it would be no surprise that he bled out.”

“The assailant could have injured himself in the process,” said the second watchman, whose name Gwen didn’t know. He was young too, not even into his twenties, with blond hair and a scruff of beard on his chin and upper lip. “Good job gripping it without finding your hand full of splinters.”

“Perhaps that means the wounded person wasn’t actually the victim here,” Gwen said.

“What do you mean by that?” Oswin said.

“If one man was attacking another, the person under assault could have defended himself with the slat,” Gwen said. “It isn’t a weapon to bring to a fight.”

Gareth let out a low, quick laugh, since it seemed Gwen had thought of something he hadn’t. “At the very least, the confrontation would have been spur of the moment.”

A rattling sound came from above them, and Gwen looked up to see a woman poke her head out of an upper floor window. She held a basin in her hand and looked as if she was about to dump its contents on their heads. Oswin saw her too, stood, and pointed a finger at her. The woman didn’t need Oswin to speak to know what he was telling her. She made a face and pulled back inside. Gwen told herself that the basin had contained dirty water, but that was probably a false hope. 

Gwen had lived in castles most of her life, but none had ever provided shelter to more than a hundred residents. Two thousand people in one place was difficult to get her head around. When they’d ridden to Chester last year, Gwen had thought it was a busy town, but Shrewsbury was twice as large. Its houses were packed in close to one another and surrounded by a river and a wall, which prevented the town from expanding outward—and made appropriate and convenient disposal of waste a problem.

Prosperity—in Chester under Earl Ranulf or in Shrewsbury under its town council—meant either packing more people and buildings into the narrow spaces between current houses and businesses or building upwards. Gwen could see the join in the wall of the woman’s house where two stories had become three.

“My apologies, ma’am,” Oswin said to Gwen. “This is a rough part of town.”

“It does seem that the neighborhood uses this street for their refuse pile,” Gwen said. “That might explain the presence of the crate.”

Oswin dropped one of the unbloodied slats onto the pile he’d created. “It’s surprising that anyone would discard a crate like this one. It’s of no use anymore for carrying anything, but it would make good kindling.” He glanced upwards again at the now-empty window. “It’s unlikely that it lay here long, because someone who lives around here would have scavenged it.”

“There must have been a great deal going on in this alley this morning in a very narrow window of time,” Gwen said.

Gareth nodded at the two watchmen. “Good work. I’m sure John will want to see what you’ve found when he gets back.”

Oswin nodded. “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.”

Leaving the men to continue their work, Gareth took Gwen’s arm and walked her back towards the eastern entrance to the alley, past the pool of blood, which was finally sinking into the soil. 

The audience had mostly dispersed, which wasn’t surprising given how little there was to see. The only onlookers remaining were a young woman, two boys, and an elderly gentleman who appeared to have stopped to rest on his walk up the hill rather than specifically to find out what was happening in the alley. Luke and Alfred had abandoned all pretense of searching for clues and were now chatting with the young woman.

As Gwen edged past Luke and out onto the main street, she heard him say, “—not even sure it’s human blood.”

Gareth heard him too and grunted in disgust, though not loud enough for Luke to hear. Maybe it would have been good for Luke if he had. Gwen dearly wished they were back in Wales where Gareth would have been assured of the respect and loyalty of his underlings.

Once they were out of earshot, she said as much to Gareth.

“They’re English. A Welshman has to be twice as good as any Englishman at what he does if he’s going to win their respect. If I’d sworn it was pig’s blood, Luke would have insisted it was human.”

Gwen wrinkled her nose. “At the very least, I wish they would stop undermining John’s authority.”

In the distance, church bells rang, the sound blending with the call of an oxcart driver urging his charges along the street below theirs. Gareth halted across from the entrance to the alley, near the front door to a tavern. The tavern had a green door and a whitewashed front, in keeping with its neighbors on either side. Most of the homes and business in Shrewsbury were well taken care of, at least on the street side. The refuse was left in the alleys.

At this hour, nobody was coming in or going out of the tavern, but Gareth made sure they weren’t directly underneath an upper story window. He looked down at her and spoke in an undertone, though there wasn’t anybody close enough to overhear.

“Don’t worry about him. What John’s men think of him is of no concern. The sheriff appointed him, and whether or not John feels confident in his authority, I am comfortable with John and his men handling the official investigation, which I truly don’t want any part of. I can provide support if he needs me. As it is, Hywel will have my head for calling as much attention to myself as I already have.” 

“You haven’t done anything!” Gwen said. “This isn’t your fault at all. You could hardly let a pool of blood go uninvestigated, and King Owain wouldn’t thank you for refusing to help the Deputy Sheriff of Shrewsbury when he asks. King Owain’s alliance with Earl Robert has been long established, but Shrewsbury belongs to King Stephen, and his relationship with Gwynedd is new. What we do here could go a long way towards engendering real good will.”

Gareth made a maybe motion with his head. “I can’t see how this rises to the importance of saving the life of Prince Henry, as we did in Newcastle-under-Lyme, but you’re not wrong—especially since Gwynedd has all but failed to keep up its end of the bargain in regards to the Earl of Chester.”

“With Rhun’s death—”

Gareth made a dismissive motion with one hand. “You don’t have to defend Prince Hywel to me. The treaty with Chester was the right thing to do at the time, just as renewing hostilities against Mold Castle is the right thing to do now. King Stephen might even thank us for attacking Mold, given that Ranulf decided to march his men to Lincoln while the king is otherwise occupied. Prince Hywel wouldn’t object to any of that.”

“Then what will he object to?”

“If Cadwaladr is in the area, and I involve myself in this investigation to the point of asking questions among the people of Shrewsbury, and Cadwaladr hears of it, he’s going to think I’m here for him. It may have been mere courtesy that prompted me to introduce myself to the sheriff in the first place, and as the captain of Prince Hywel’s teulu, it would have been rude of me not to make myself known to him upon my arrival, but unfortunately, it also means that Hywel’s hope that no rumor of my presence would reach Cadwaladr’s ears died the moment I set foot inside the town.”

Gwen sighed, nodding her understanding. King Owain had specifically ordered that they not pursue Cadwaladr, which is what it now looked like they were in Shrewsbury to do.

To say that King Owain had been capricious in the last few months was a gross understatement. One of his most puzzling decrees involved the pursuit—or lack thereof—of his brother. Hywel and Cynan had successfully ejected Cadwaladr’s retinue from Meirionnydd, but instead of sending Cadwaladr’s people to England—or wherever it was that Cadwaladr had gone to ground—King Owain had sent them to Aberffraw, which had been the lesser of Cadwaladr’s two seats. Thus, through the administration of Cadwaladr’s wife, Alice, for all intents and purposes, Cadwaladr retained his lands in Anglesey.

Hywel couldn’t understand it. Nobody could understand it. King Owain had been consumed by Rhun’s death to such a degree that he had no thought for anything else, not even revenge, retribution—or justice. In desperation, Hywel had resolved to shore up his own position on the chance that his father lost his mind completely and chose to reject him as his heir or asked Cadwaladr to return to his side.

Consequently, Hywel had brought his next three oldest brothers, Cynan, Madoc, and Cadell, into his inner circle. He’d also sent word to his foster father, Cadifor, that he was needed. Cadifor had come at Hywel’s call, bringing with him two of his sons. A third, Ithel, was already at Aber, having been named captain of the king’s guard. The position had been briefly held by Cynan, Hywel’s next oldest brother, until Rhun’s death had given him new obligations.

Gareth and Gwen liked these newcomers well enough, and Gwen was glad that Hywel was forming a reliable cohort of companions to protect him, but their presence did make Gareth himself feel like he wasn’t needed and should be doing other things.

Which, as it turned out, was exactly what Hywel had intended. King Owain’s permission for Gwen’s father to ride to Shrewsbury had then become an excuse to send Gareth (along with Gwen and Meilyr) into England on a quest to ascertain Prince Cadwaladr’s whereabouts without the king becoming suspicious.

“Worse, this could make Cadwaladr target you again,” Gwen said. “He tried to murder you, remember. Just because he misfired and killed Prince Rhun doesn’t change how much he still hates you.”

Gareth looked down at his wife and spoke softly. “I haven’t forgotten.”

“I know. I just—”

“You worry, and I don’t blame you for that.”

Gwen took in a breath before speaking again. “So, what do we do now?”

“We ask the questions we came to Shrewsbury to ask, and if that takes us along a path similar to the one we would have followed at John’s behest, so be it.”

Gwen looked at him curiously. “You mean about Adeline? Surely questioning townspeople about her is going to bring us close to Cadwaladr.”

“Ah, but King Owain gave us permission to pursue that line of inquiry, didn’t he?”

“He gave my father permission.”

“Yes, and since I’m his son-in-law, that’s as good as giving it to me.”

Gwen shook her head, but she was smiling. “It’s happened. You’re splitting hairs. Hywel’s way of doing things has finally rubbed off on you.”

“Hywel doesn’t split hairs; he doesn’t even accept their existence.” But Gareth smiled too. “It’s only fair, since it may be that some of my way of doing things has rubbed off on him too.”

Gwen moved closer to her husband and put her forehead briefly into his upper arm, as the only sign of affection she could allow herself in so public a place. “You’ve been a rock for him. We all know it.”

“As have you.”

Gwen pulled a long face not unlike the one the woman from the upper floor of the building had made when she discovered she couldn’t dump the contents of her basin into the alley. “I can’t see how I’m going to be much use to you among the people here. I don’t know what I was thinking. It wasn’t as if I expected the inhabitants of Shrewsbury to speak Welsh, but what’s clear is that my English just isn’t good enough to enable me talk to them.”

“We’ve been staying at the abbey, which has few Welsh monks,” Gareth said. “I think you’ll find that more people than you might expect speak Welsh. Shrewsbury is only seven miles from the border with Wales after all. And besides, with you by my side, just by your very presence, people are more likely to talk to me.”

“Why would that be?” Gwen said.

Gareth rolled his eyes, but he was smiling. “Gwen, didn’t you notice the way the watchmen looked at you as you came in?”

Gwen’s brow furrowed. “I suppose.” Quite honestly, her eyes had been only for Gareth, and a scruffy, bearded Englishman held no interest for her beyond her anger that he was deriding Gareth.

“You forget that you look like Adeline, who grew up here,” Gareth said. “As long as you are with me—or with your father when he starts asking questions about her—we aren’t going to have any difficulty getting people to talk to us.”

Gwen hadn’t forgotten that she looked like Adeline. She and her father had decided it would be better if she didn’t go with him to visit Tom Weaver because they didn’t want to scare him by having Adeline—or Gwen looking like Adeline—suddenly appear on his doorstep. It was just that the pool of blood had temporarily driven that knowledge from her mind. “What about you? Has anyone accused you of being Cole?”

“While the story of Cole’s and Adeline’s deaths has spread far and wide,” Gareth said, “he was not nearly as well known in Shrewsbury. John attacked me when he saw me for the first time because Cole was at the forefront of his mind. With my hair shorn and without my beard, I am a different person.”

Gwen’s expression turned thoughtful. “I had wondered why everyone has been so kind to me. Now I know why. It would be nice to know if she really was my sister.”

Gwen hadn’t ever met Adeline herself—she’d only seen her body—but the reminder of why they had come to Shrewsbury in the first place had her wondering how her father was getting on. He’d been cheerful last night, if a little tipsy from the good wine the abbey stocked, but she’d hadn’t had a chance to speak to him more than briefly this morning.

And now that she thought about it, one benefit to whatever gossip was flying around Shrewsbury about Gwen and Gareth was that Tom Weaver, Adeline’s father, and Roger Carter, Adeline’s betrothed, would know in advance that Gwen’s father was here too—and that sooner or later he would be coming to visit them.

“It could simply be that your father and hers are long-lost cousins,” Gareth said.

“True, but even if Father clears the path, I don’t relish the idea of walking up to Adeline’s father’s house with this face and reminding him of his dead daughter.” Gwen’s laugh was mocking. “Imagine what my father is saying right now: I might have fathered your daughter can’t be the most welcome opening.”

“Had Meilyr left before I sent word to you?” Gareth said.

“Yes,” Gwen said. “I saw him off into Shrewsbury shortly before you summoned me to the alley.”

Gareth checked the sky. “Then he would have reached Tom Weaver’s shop long since. Whatever Meilyr ended up saying to Adeline’s father, it has been said.” Gareth took Gwen’s elbow again, to begin walking down the street as it sloped towards the river.

Gwen had taken only one step, however, when the sound of running feet echoed from the alley. She exchanged a glance with Gareth, who shrugged, and together they headed back to the entrance. They reached it in time to watch the messenger—a tall, thin, young man with a shock of short blond hair—leap what remained of the pool of blood in an easy stride and then come to a halt in front of Luke.

The young man spoke urgently to the watchman, words Gwen couldn’t catch because they went by too quickly, but Gareth must have understood something of them because he hastened forward.

Although the elderly man and the young woman had moved on, the two boys stopped their game of throwing stones against a wall to listen. Gareth stepped between them and the messenger, who turned to him with a relieved expression on his face. Luke wore a cynical frown, as if whatever the messenger had just told him couldn’t possibly be true, but he didn’t openly discredit it.

“Start again, Cedric.” It seemed Gareth had met the young man already, although he wasn’t among those to whom Gwen had been introduced.

“My lord.” Cedric took in a huge breath to steady himself after the running he’d done. “I’m glad to see you here, but I was looking for John Fletcher.”

“I don’t know where he is at the moment,” Gareth said. “He went to find a witness who could tell him what might have transpired here.”

At a movement from Gwen, Cedric’s eyes tracked to her, and he did a double-take. Gwen gave him a gentle smile, acknowledging the widening of his eyes without mentioning it. In a way, it was gratifying to see, now that she was paying attention, that they hadn’t been mad to think Adeline and she looked alike.

Cedric put one hand to his chest and bowed at the waist. “My lady.” He straightened and looked again to Gareth. “Then perhaps you can help me, my lord. We’ve found another body.” 
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Chapter Four
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“The error would be in the use of the word another,” Gareth said as he and Gwen hustled after Cedric, who, while slightly shorter than Gareth, had even longer legs. Cedric’s rapid pace had Gareth regretting his winter cloak, which he’d put on before leaving the monastery, but now at nearly noon was causing him to sweat. They were past St. Dafydd’s Day, and the sun gave more warmth and rose higher into the sky with every day that passed. After an unusually cold winter, Gareth had feared that spring would come late. But during the journey here from Aber, spring had moved into full bloom, with green fields, flowers, and rich pastures for the sheep. “We haven’t found the first body yet—if there even is one.”

“This man was strangled, if that helps.” Cedric spoke from just ahead of Gareth, having apparently overheard his comment since Gareth had been speaking English to Gwen out of politeness. Speaking Welsh would have been easier, but he’d traveled enough and had been on the receiving end of others resorting to their native language in his presence as a way to exclude him, that he wasn’t going to do the same to Cedric without real cause. “There is no blood on him.”

They’d left the alley and followed the street that ran all around the town along the inside of the palisade. Shrewsbury was canted at a northeasterly angle and surrounded on three sides by the Severn River, which made it resemble the shape of a flagon with a wide base and a narrow top. The castle was located in the neck and guarded the entire city behind it as it sat to the southwest in the protective curve of the river. While the city was well over a half-mile wide from bank to bank at its widest point, the land between the bends in the Severn at its narrowest, where the castle sat, was only three hundred yards wide.

Stone gatehouses, made of the same red sandstone used to build Shrewsbury Castle and Abbey, guarded bridges across the Severn in case an enemy tried to cross the river in force. Gareth could count on one hand the number of stone fortresses that had been built by Welsh kings, but the English were replacing more and more of their formerly wooden forts with stone ones. From what he understood, however, Shrewsbury Castle had been built in stone from the start—and had been one of the first stone castles in England.

For visitors, the city could be entered and exited by three gates: the Welsh gate, which faced northwest across the Severn and connected with a road that led west into Wales; the English gate, which lay on the opposite side of the town and also guarded a bridge across the Severn; and the northeastern gate by the castle, which was the only access to the town by land.

Residents of Shrewsbury could also enter and leave the town by a southern gate, which opened onto the fields that lay between the town and the curve of the river. Additionally, many homes and establishments that abutted the city’s protective palisade had private gates in them, which gave their owners immediate access to the river. Although these created giant holes in the town’s defenses, none of these exits allowed access to any land beyond the river, unless someone chose to boat or swim across it.

“Have you seen the body yourself, Cedric?” Gareth said.

Cedric nodded, even as he loped along at an even faster pace. “His neck is purpled, but it doesn’t look to me as if a man’s hands did it. I couldn’t see any bruising from fingerprints. I’d say the killer used rope or a fishing line to do his work.”

Gareth pressed his lips together, hiding a smile. Cedric was very earnest in his manner, and the words had spilled out of him in a rush, as if he’d been waiting for Gareth to ask him about the condition of the body. If John Fletcher wasn’t careful, he would find himself usurped by the younger man. Unlike Luke, however, who was struggling with John’s authority, resulting in an overbearing attitude, Cedric appeared to want to please and to be helpful. Gareth could use the help, especially in a strange city where he wasn’t quite welcome.

The pool of blood had been found in an alley off the river street, in the northwestern quadrant of the town. Following Cedric, they crossed the town to the south of the castle and ended up in the southeast quadrant, in the exact opposite quarter of Shrewsbury from where they’d started. As they approached this area of the town, however, Gwen’s steps slowed. The wind had shifted slightly, and the vile smell of tanning leather, which was emanating from some of the buildings ahead of them, wafted strongly in their direction.
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