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January 1150. Another attempt at peace has brought the kingdoms of Gwynedd and Powys together. Not everyone wants the conference to succeed, however, including King Madog of Powys, who happens to be a participant.

So when the body of a woman turns up in an incriminating location, Queen Cristina is loath to involve anyone in the investigation but ... Gareth and Gwen.
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January 1150

Chester Castle

Day One

Ranulf
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Madog, the King of Powys, paced back and forth before the brightly blazing fire. “Why haven’t we heard from him? He promised us a full description of Owain’s situation.”

“You know how rarely Cadwaladr does anything on anyone’s schedule but his own.” Ranulf, the Earl of Chester, set down his goblet. “Besides, he must not be caught. He has to be careful not to expose himself.”

Ranulf and Madog were old friends—enemies too, but currently united once more over the predations of Owain Gwynedd. Their alliance with Cadwaladr, Owain’s slippery younger brother, was tenuous at best, born more of circumstance than trust, and they both knew the man’s loyalty lay with himself and no other.

Nobody, except perhaps Cadwaladr himself, was confused about why he was back in Gwynedd’s court, once again in favor. Owain hadn’t accepted his allegiance out of some misguided belief that Cadwaladr had truly changed his colors. He’d been forced to do so as a condition of Owain’s pact with King David of Scotland, Prince Henry, and Earl Ranulf himself. That the treaty had never been ratified was beside the point at this late date. Owain’s choice had been to give his brother a place in Gwynedd or to return him to England and watch him openly cavort with Gwynedd’s enemies, Madog and Ranulf among them. For now, Owain was choosing to keep Cadwaladr close. 

Which was all to the good as far as Ranulf was concerned. Perfect, in fact. He would have been far more concerned had Cadwaladr been ensconced in Madog’s court, since Ranulf had been doing some lying of his own: namely, he had never revealed to Madog the full nature of that agreement made with Owain. While the main thrust was a peace treaty and overall alliance, which was the part Madog knew about, the document had also promised that, once Henry became King of England, he would recognize Owain as the preeminent ruler of Wales, its princeps, to use the Latin word from the treaty.

If Madog had known about that part, he would not be colluding with Ranulf now. Keeping Madog distracted with his hatred of Owain seemed the best policy for Ranulf’s own protection, at least until more time had passed. Owain would remember the significance of the treaty forever, but Ranulf was quite sure King David and Prince Henry had forgotten it already. 

“I assume you have given him the details of our intended course of action?” Ranulf asked this, even as he chastised himself for doing so. It was dangerous to show too much interest or make any assumptions in regard to either Madog or Cadwaladr.

“He will have it just as soon as our messenger can get word to him.” 

“There you go. Cadwaladr will send a reply at that time. You can’t be impatient, Madog.”

“He is not making it easy.” Madog kicked a log back into the fire. “I just wish appearing to be loyal to his brother and actually being loyal didn’t look exactly the same! He’s hedging his bets, waiting until the last moment, to see how the wind is blowing, before he jumps.”

“That is only to be expected. If you’re so worried about his loyalties, you could do something about it. The ability to keep an eye on Cadwaladr was one of the reasons I suggested you attend the peace conference in the first place. If you do not appear within a day or two of Owain’s own arrival, he is going to know something is amiss and grow suspicious.”

“I will not treat with that—that—” Madog practically shouted his derision, unable to sufficiently express with words how deeply he detested his brother-in-law—the brother-in-law in this instance being Owain Gwynedd.

“Then you have to accept that Cadwaladr will help us or he won’t, and if he doesn’t, we are on our own in this. Are you still committed to the endeavor if that’s the case?”

“You know I am.” His look was fierce. “It isn’t your lands Owain threatens.”

“Careful, Madog. Owain did take Mold from me.”

Madog barely refrained from snorting. “Which you took back last summer, against my counsel, I might add. We wouldn’t be so hemmed in now if you had listened to me. We should have bided our time, waiting until we could take him down in one go.” 

“As we are about to do.” 

“With no help from Cadwaladr. The next time I see him, I’ll run him through and rid us of his twisted plots forever.”

“Those twisted plots haven’t done you any harm as yet.”

“Nor have they done me any good!” Furious now, Madog swept his hand across the table, tossing Ranulf’s dinner plate onto the floor. Thankfully, it was mostly empty and made of tin. 

Ranulf put up with such behavior because Madog had proved useful in the past. Ranulf was hoping he could be useful again, though as the conversation had gone on, he was beginning to have his doubts. Now he eyed his companion. “Our forces will soon be in place, whether Cadwaladr aids us or not. Owain will be expecting a peace delegation. Instead he will get a war.”

“Is that glee I hear in your voice? More power for you, eh?” Breathing hard, Madog visibly got control of himself. It was good to see he was still capable of it. He grew more erratic with every passing year. And that glee Madog was referencing was his own, not Ranulf’s.

“For you as well.” 

To reply, Madog lifted his cup to Ranulf in a kind of salute. “With Owain’s death, his sons and Cadwaladr will fall to bickering. The people of Gwynedd will never accept Cadwaladr as king, no matter what lies he tells himself about the matter.” His eyes were bright now, and the red and orange flames of the fire gave a sinister cast to his smile as he put into words his deepest desire. “My wife is Owain’s sister. I have claim to Gwynedd through her. If things go according to plan, in a few more days, the whole of the north will be mine for the taking.”
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Holywell Abbey

Day Two

Helen
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Having left her horse among the fifty or so in the large field adjacent to Gwynedd’s encampment, Helen skirted the village of Holywell and approached the abbey, located on the hill above the holy well dedicated to Saint Gwenffrewi. 

Helen hadn’t been here in decades, but as she neared the unguarded side entrance, it was as if she were that same uncertain and unloved daughter again, stashed at Holywell by a father who thought of her as a pawn in his game of chess, or perhaps a weapon in his arsenal, when he thought about her at all. 

Avoiding the village and the main gate was a habit after so many years of living in the shadows, pretending to be other than she was. For better or for worse, she had trained herself well. Not far away was Gwynedd’s pavilion, in which all the pomp and glory of Owain’s court was on full display. She would find friends there. She’d parted from one of them just two days ago in Chester, telling him she had business of her own to attend to before she finished her journey. It hadn’t even been a lie.

Jehan had balked at leaving her, as well he might, since they’d traveled all the way from France together. He was looking forward to being greeted with one of King Owain’s generous hugs and subsequently feted at that same high table she could almost see from where she stood. That wasn’t Helen’s way, however, and she’d put him off, not quite ready to come home, even as she appeared to have done exactly that. 

A shadow moved ahead of her, dividing into two a moment later. 

Stilling, though breathing easily as she stood in the dark just off the path, she watched two men in monks’ robes swing themselves over the abbey wall with the aid of the spreading branches of an old oak tree, its roots so large it deformed the base of the wall by which it stood.

Compline was upon them, the last holy office of the day, so this part of the monastery was empty of people. Every monastic here, both nuns and monks, since Holywell was a double monastery, would be on their knees in the church at this very moment. Except for these two, apparently.

Never one to dismiss what she didn’t understand, Helen waited a beat or two until they disappeared on the other side of the wall and then she went through the unguarded gate herself. Truly, they could have used it, and if they had, she would probably have thought nothing of them. But they were thinking about remaining undetected, and thus the hardest thing for them to do was to act normally.

They were no trouble to follow either because they didn’t go far, just to the guesthouse located in one corner of the abbey grounds, set apart from the other buildings because guesthouses were for visitors, not monks or nuns.

One of the monks followed what would have been Helen’s advice and went straight to the front door. The other split from him to move around to the rear. The closest buildings here were the stables and the laundry, with the abbey gardens expanding into the distance behind those buildings. As Helen moved silently after the second monk, he took a ladder from the back of the stables and propped it under one of the second level windows. To say that was odd was to woefully understate the case. 

And then, as he climbed that same ladder to the second floor, the shutter above him opened to reveal his companion, holding a lantern. Both men had pushed back their hoods by now, and light shone on their faces. Helen didn’t recognize the one in the window, but the one on the ladder was an old acquaintance of hers, formerly at court, and a man she’d assumed died years ago.

What he was doing climbing through the window in an abbey guesthouse in Wales, Helen couldn’t say.

At this moment, she wanted more than anything in the world to find out.
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Helen deliberated for a long moment. She knew Jacques, or at least, she had known him. Back in the day, he’d been a petty thief and occasional informant. Even though it had been at least a decade since she’d seen him, she would have recognized his narrow face and pointed beard anywhere. So if this was thievery, she wasn’t going to put up with it, not if she could stop him. She blessed the impulse that had urged her to avoid the feast and reacquaint herself with the abbey instead.

Before she could second-guess herself, she pulled the ladder away from the wall. It was heavier than she’d expected, and she had to fight not to let it bang against the side of the guesthouse. She eventually wrestled it back down to the ground and left it lying on its side against the wall, rather than putting it back where Jacques had found it.

Having foiled the intruders’ easy escape route, Helen now moved around to the front of the guesthouse and entered through the main door as Jacques’ companion had done. Once inside, she found it to be as she remembered, and exactly like any abbey guesthouse she’d ever entered: of wooden construction, simple, with a common room and a few bedrooms on the ground floor, and a narrow stairway that led up to more rooms on the floor above.

As far as she could tell, except for herself and the two men, the building was entirely empty. As she’d concluded when she’d entered through the abbey gate, everyone else was either at Compline or at the feast.

For their part, the men were being very quiet, and she couldn’t hear anything from them until she was directly outside the room they’d entered.

They’d closed the door, but she could hear them talking in French in low voices on the other side.

“Hurry up! Get the treaty, and let’s get out of here! What’s taking so long?”

“Give me a moment! There’s a hundred documents in here.” This second voice belonged to Jacques.

“Take them all. This was supposed to be easy.”

“I can’t take them all. There’s too many. Besides, King Madog was adamant that King Owain can’t know we were here.”

“I still think once we find it we should burn this place to the ground. That would hide our tracks.”

“That’s why I am in charge instead of you.” Jacques’ tone was disparaging. 

Helen thought his companion wasn’t entirely wrong. Fire could hide many ills. But logic aside, the talk of fire made her blood run cold. Jacques had not been a violent man when she’d known him, but the casual way his companion talked about burning the guesthouse to the ground, following hard on the mention of Madog, had her rethinking her original plan just to eavesdrop on what they were doing and then follow them to their lair. This wasn’t simple thievery. This was war.

“Leaving a blank document to replace the one we take is stupid.” This was the second man again. “They’ll notice.”

“They won’t. They don’t want to unroll every scroll. They’ll count to see how many there are and when the number tallies, they’ll assume all is well. If we do this right, they won’t look in the trunk at all because they won’t think to.” Jacques’ tone was calm and certain. “There! I have it! Let’s go!” 

Footsteps crossed the floor, followed by a curse and, “What happened to the ladder?”

It was time to move while they were still preoccupied with the surprise. 

Helen pushed open the door, her belt knife at the ready. Jacques was standing with his back to her, one hand holding a rolled document at his side. His companion was bent over the sill of the window, undoubtedly looking for the ladder, which was now on its side against the bottom of the wall. 

Helen took two quick steps into the room and snatched the paper from Jacques’ hand before he even knew she was there. It was only once she had it that she realized she hadn’t given a thought to what she would have done if he’d already hidden it in his jacket.

As it was, Jacques spun around, his mouth open first in surprise—and then in recognition. She slashed at him with her knife, a back-handed blow that wasn’t intended to connect so much as discourage his forward movement. 

It connected anyway, somewhere in the middle part of his body, and he let out a startled cry. She didn’t take the time to see how badly she’d wounded him, opting instead to flee through the open door behind her. 

Unfortunately, she was far older, and more importantly, far less agile, than either of the two men, particularly Jacques’ companion. He leapt past Jacques to reach her before she’d gone two steps into the corridor, grabbed the arm that held the blade, and forced it from her hand. Even so, she managed to twist around enough to knee him in the groin. 

The blow connected well, but at the same time wrenched her hip, costing her a few heartbeats’ of time and her freedom. Having taken fewer breaths than she to recover from her blow, the intruder’s knife swung at Helen’s belly, slicing through her dress into her skin.

Perhaps he was still suffering from the blow she’d dealt him, because his aim was slightly off, so the blade didn’t cut as deeply as he’d intended. Bleeding but undeterred, Helen scrambled away again, this time making for the adjacent room. She had to hide the scroll. It was too late to save herself. Throwing herself through the doorway, she shoved the door closed and pulled the latchstring.

Now cursing her impulse to meddle (instead of blessing it), she unrolled the document. If she was going to die, she wanted to at least know what she was dying for. Seeing what she’d taken, however, all regret fell away. As she secreted the document in the darkness of her hiding place, she renewed her faith in her instincts. Always, her loyalties were clear.

A moment later, Helen was standing unmoving in the center of the room, her hands at her sides, ready for when Jacques’ companion splintered the frame of the door with the heel of his boot.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Four

[image: ]


Holywell Abbey

Day Two

Gareth
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Gareth told himself, not for the first time, that Queen Cristina was fundamentally unhappy, and an unhappy person was bound to do all sorts of irritating things as she spread her unhappiness around to others. It didn’t mean her behavior had anything to do with him personally. He definitely shouldn’t take whatever she said or did to heart, even when it was directed at him.

This was what he tried to tell himself most days anyway, and the admonition was brought to the fore yet again as the queen arrived in the pavilion with her nose in the air, haughtily ordering Taran to vacate his chair so she could sit beside Gareth. Taran was not only King Owain’s steward but also the man for whom Gareth’s youngest son was named.

This was their third evening at Holywell Abbey, to which they’d come to participate in a new round of peace talks with King Madog of Powys, who’d been delayed by adverse weather. Ever since Earl Ranulf had taken back Mold Castle in the summer, and King Owain had not immediately retaliated, complaints had begun among Owain’s vassals that he was growing old and soft. He had weathered those rumors, as any king must, with an eye always on the larger issues. Last May, he and Earl Ranulf had ostensibly been allied. The treaty had never been signed at Carlisle, however, so Ranulf had felt free to renew hostilities with Gwynedd, and Owain would tell anyone who spoke directly to his face of their concerns that his aim was to win the war. Single battles, single castles, didn’t matter.

And that meant peace with Madog.

While King Madog hadn’t outright refused to attend the peace talks, throughout the autumn he had delayed and stalled and vacillated. Then Madog himself had suggested they meet at Holywell Abbey which oversaw the healing well of Saint Gwenffrewi. This well had been a place of pilgrimage for centuries, not just for the Welsh. While the region was contested, King Owain agreed that the abbey itself was appropriately neutral ground. It might even be the only neutral ground in this entire region of Wales, particularly now that the old Norman motte and bailey castle that had perched above the holy well had been razed in earlier fighting. 

Holywell was a double monastery, which meant it contained both men and women within the same community, all under the oversight of an abbess. And the abbess here was none other than Gareth’s old friend and mentor, Nest. Nuns and monks had their own dormitories, of course, and many of their duties were separate, even as they worked together for the good of the abbey. This religious structure was ancient, dating back to the beginning of Christianity in Wales, and this particular house was equally old. Queen Susanna herself had long had a personal interest in the site, and it was at her request that Nest, whose former small convent had adopted Gareth years earlier, had been asked to take charge as the abbess. 

Once the monastics present for the feast had left for the holy office of Compline, Taran had been in a particularly cheerful mood, entertaining the entire table with stories of his antics with King Owain during their youth. The pair had been reckless, to say the least, risking life and limb at times as they raced horses, confronted wild boars, with or without a spear, and fled from angry husbands and fathers who objected to Owain cavorting with their wives and daughters.

In short, King Owain’s behavior had been remarkably like Hywel’s before he’d settled down. That wasn’t exactly a surprise. Sons took the good and the bad from their fathers and made both their own. In truth, King Owain’s infidelities had continued throughout longer-term liaisons and marriages. He never saw a reason to sleep alone, and, as king, was never short of women who would be happy to give him a son. Hywel, for his part, seemed to have decided that wasn’t the proper course for him. Or rather, if he was having affairs, Gareth didn’t know about them. At the very least, Prince Hywel had produced no children other than those he had with his wife, Mari.

Cristina had arrived at the culmination of Taran’s latest joke, which the steward finished as he stood, inciting laughter in everyone but Cristina (naturally) and a general dispersal to stretch, to find more drinks or companionship, or to use the latrine. Given the nature of the jest, it was no wonder the queen’s tone was overtly sour. 

Thus, few were left to overhear Cristina’s next demand: that Prince Hywel return to the dais with Gwalchmai and Meilyr, Gwen’s brother and father. This would be for a second time, since Hywel had already sung once that evening, inspiring tears in his audience. It was unfair, not to say embarrassing, to ask him to do it again. It just wasn’t done. Mari might have protested on her husband’s behalf, but she and Gwen had left already, both thinking the moment had finally come for their children to sleep. 

Despite his stepmother’s imperious ways, Hywel was gracious, as he always tried to be with his father’s wife, masking his dismay with a smile and a wry look directed only at Gareth. With a more formal bow towards his stepmother than was usual for him, he walked away. 

Side-by-side, though not willingly on Gareth’s part, he and Cristina watched the prince saunter casually across the pavilion towards the dais. Gwalchmai and Meilyr had been slaking their thirst, having themselves taken a break from making music. When Hywel reached them, the three men consulted, and because Gareth was watching carefully, he noted the way Meilyr narrowed his eyes in the queen’s direction. But then he turned back to Hywel to nod at whatever he’d just suggested. 

Brilliant as always at reading the crowd, Hywel settled upon a tale about King Cadwaladr ap Cadwallon, Hywel’s own ancestor and a King of Gwynedd centuries ago. The song had a strong beat and a rousing tune, one everyone knew. In a moment, most of the onlookers were on their feet, clapping, stamping, and singing along with the bards at the top of their lungs.

It was then, with a satisfied smile that had put fear in the hearts of men of greater worth than Gareth, that Cristina turned to him, leaned in close in a way that made him uncomfortable, and said right into his ear, “Your wife needs you back at the guesthouse. A woman was attacked in my room.”
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A half-hour earlier ...

The shriek emanating from the room above her head had Gwen practically throwing her body over the top of her son. Young Taran had just fallen asleep, and at nearly two and a half, he was so curious about everything that he resisted sleep whenever possible. Tonight, she’d held him in her arms at the feast as Gwalchmai sang, rocking him while standing in the grass in the dark beyond the lights that shone from the pavilion. Then she’d finished the job in their room at the guesthouse with a lengthy nursing session. 

Despite the screams—and warranting some extra prayers of thanksgiving in church tomorrow for the miracle it was—Taran’s eyes stayed closed. He didn’t even stir. 

Gwen eased away from him and rose to her feet. A moment later, she stepped into the corridor, where Marged, her children’s nanny, was just coming from the common room. 

Gwen gave Marged a rueful smile. “That sounded like Queen Cristina’s voice.” 

“Indeed it did.”

“I thought she was still in the pavilion?”

“She was not far behind us on the path as we left.” Marged’s look was knowing. “You should go, my lady. All the men are still at the feast. Even if the queen’s source of discomfort is merely a mouse, you know she will require your assistance to recover from the indignity of it.”

Their mutual disdain for the vagaries of the Queen of Gwynedd was undoubtedly unhealthy, but deserved nonetheless. With every year of her marriage to King Owain, Cristina had become more volatile and less forgiving of any circumstance that wasn’t immediately favorable to her. Having given King Owain two sons, Dafydd and Rhodri, who’d be five and three this year, she had become more and more focused on their future. They were her husband’s youngest sons, and she feared that with his death—whenever that might be—they would be left out of the inheritance. 

Thus, Cristina dared not leave her boys with their nannies at Aber. Instead, they traveled wherever the king’s court went. On the one hand, she didn’t trust anyone else to raise the boys properly while she was gone. On the other, she wanted them always around Owain, as a constant reminder they were his and he should not only remember them, but favor them and take steps to ensure their future. 

Somehow along the way, Cristina had decided she trusted Gwen, and even more, trusted Gareth, who remained safely at the feast, in his role as Prince Hywel’s steward. She had even insisted that they, out of all the members of her husband’s court, occupy the lower floor of the guesthouse. Gwen herself had been both astonished and disappointed by the queen’s request because it meant she and Gareth wouldn’t get to sleep in their new family wagon, their home away from home, while they were at Holywell. Built along similar lines to the vehicle in which her father and Saran traveled, this had been its maiden voyage, and Gwen had grown increasingly fond of it during their journey. She certainly appreciated not having to unpack all of her things into a tent every night. 

In truth, since they’d left Aber, she’d been swallowing down her resentment at being continually at Cristina’s beck and call. Only the need to attend to Tangwen and Taran had enabled Gwen to refuse any of Cristina’s various demands. In this, she had been supported not only by Gareth but by King Owain himself. And since Cristina’s entire being was focused on pleasing her husband above all others, she’d ungraciously acquiesced.

Thus, Gwen’s thoughts were bitter as she climbed the stair to the upper floor, admittedly at a quickening pace as her own name echoed down the stairwell towards her. “Gwen! I need you!”

When the king, queen, and their children had taken over the entire building for their exclusive use, Abbess Nest had almost rolled her eyes, the closest Gwen had ever seen a nun come to doing so. Cristina had demanded all six rooms, even though she had use for only five, since she didn’t want to share her space with anyone else. Maybe, despite her new-found love for Gwen and her family, the queen would have insisted nobody use the rooms on the level below either, if not for the way Nest’s face had turned to granite at any hint of extending her initial demands. Even Cristina could occasionally recognize when what she wanted exceeded that which was reasonable.

Upon arriving in the queen’s doorway, Gwen took in the entire scene with a sweeping glance. The queen stood with her hand to her mouth while her maidservant, Sioned, was on her hands and knees on the floor a few feet into the room. Further on, the body of a similarly middle-aged but unknown woman was propped against the far wall, her legs splayed in front of her and blood from a vicious head wound trickling down the side of her face.
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Skirting the queen, Gwen went immediately to the stranger. Her attire consisted of sturdy leather boots, not slippers, and dark-colored traveling clothes, not a nun’s habit, which made her a visitor to the abbey rather than a resident. It was also impossible to miss the tight, thick weave of the wool cloth that made up her burgundy dress. It was cut in the latest Norman style with a square bodice and wide sleeves. The thick cloak wrapped around her body was of equally high quality and promised to keep out any kind of weather. 

Gwen put the back of her hand very gently to the woman’s lips, and let out a sigh of relief to find it warmed by the woman’s breath. “She’s injured but alive.” 

It had been the trickle of blood from the head wound that had given Gwen the first clue. Dead people didn’t bleed. Closer inspection of the woman’s face revealed her to be in her late forties or early fifties, with dark hair shot with gray, attractively so. To Gwen’s mind, she herself would be blessed to be this lovely in thirty years’ time. 

Cristina, who remained leaning against the wall by the door, said, “Sweet Mary, I was worried.”

Gwen then moved her hand to the woman’s belly to feel the reassuring expansion and contraction that indicated life was, indeed, ongoing. 

It was only then that Gwen took a moment to glance around at the room in which she found herself. In a word, it was destroyed. Someone had pushed the mattress partly off the bedframe, and there was a gap in the supports where one of the bed slats was missing. The bedding had been swept onto the floor, and clothing spilled out of the queen’s trunks as if someone had ransacked them in a hurry. Given the way the door jamb was splintered, something Gwen had noted initially out of the corner of her eye when she’d arrived but hadn’t fully registered, that same someone had used the sole of his boot to get through the door.

By now, Sioned was no longer on her hands and knees but sitting more upright. Gwen didn’t know if she had genuinely fainted, or simply collapsed to the floor in her shock. Hitting the room’s wooden floorboards would have hurt Gwen’s knees, and she was in her twenties. Sioned was considerably older, having lived an entire life before coming to work for Cristina around the time of her marriage to King Owain. 

“We need the healer.” Cristina wasn’t wrong, but she also didn’t make a move to do anything about the professed need either. 

Gwen knew something of healing herself and, now that she had assessed the stranger, she eased her flat onto her back on the floor. With the motion, the woman’s breathing became easier, as if she hadn’t been able to get a proper breath slumped as she’d been against the wall. She still didn’t wake. Gwen’s eyes were drawn to her head wound, which was swelling badly even as it continued to seep blood.

In addition, in the process of moving her, Gwen had shifted her cloak to reveal a tear in the woman’s dress in the vicinity of her abdomen. Gwen carefully pulled the fabric apart to reveal another wound, this one six inches across. Most of its length was hardly more than a deep scratch, but as the cut neared her right side it went deeper, perhaps a finger-nail’s length in depth. 

Sometimes Gareth could determine the type of knife used in an attack by the nature of the wound it left behind. Unlike the woman’s head wound, this was a clean cut, made by a sharp blade that appeared to have been turned aside before it could cut deep enough to kill. 

Given the state of the room, Gwen wasn’t entirely surprised when she looked next at the woman’s hands and saw bits of skin and blood under her nails. She had lost the battle with her attacker, but she’d also marked him in the process. It would be something to look for when it came time to identify him.

The woman was lucky to be alive. Just looking at her injuries made Gwen feel slightly ill herself. Her hand to her own belly, she sat back on her heels, studying the length of the woman, watching her breathe and giving thanks they had not yet entered the realm of a murder investigation.

“Why was she in my room?” Cristina’s tone was less distraught now than angry, indicating she was coming more to her usual self.

“I do not know, my lady, but we will endeavor to find out.” She glanced over her shoulder at the queen. 

Though Cristina had a set to her jaw Gwen had seen before, she was still weaving on her feet. She was also holding her belly in a similarly protective manner to Gwen, and with a moment of insight, Gwen put together the other differences in the queen’s appearance she hadn’t fully appreciated until this moment: her somewhat rounded cheeks; her slow starts in the morning; and the tightness of her dresses at the bodice and waist: she was pregnant again.

Gwen understood from personal experience the effect adverse sights and smells could have on the newly pregnant. She wasn’t entirely well herself! And since the injured woman was unlikely to come to any further harm where she lay, it made sense to prioritize attending to Gwynedd’s queen. 

A shriek or two were one thing. Vomit would have to be cleaned up and guarantee the need to move the injured woman from the room immediately. Gwen was loath to do that before she knew how much more might be wrong with her, who she was, and the circumstances of the attack. So while Gwen was glad the queen was still holding herself together, it was even more urgently obvious that she wasn’t going to be of any help to Gwen, and thus she needed to find a quiet place to leave her.

That was easier said than done, given the way Cristina had distributed her family and servants among the rooms at the guesthouse. Each of Cristina’s young sons had a room of his own, an unheard of luxury but something upon which Cristina routinely insisted, saying they slept better when they were unlikely to be disturbed. Everyone slept better when they were unlikely to be disturbed but very, very few were able to achieve such solitude. Cristina’s boys, like Gwen’s children (hopefully), were asleep at this hour, and even if they weren’t, their nannies wouldn’t thank Gwen for bringing their near-to-vomiting mother and her semi-hysterical maid into their room to further upset them.

Other comfortable places Gwen could put Cristina and Sioned until more help arrived included either of her servants’ rooms, located further along the corridor; the empty room, which was so small it could almost be called a cupboard; the common room downstairs ... or King Owain’s own quarters. Latching on to the obvious solution, and instantly dismissing all other options as either unfit for a queen in distress or too public, Gwen assisted the queen and Sioned into the corridor and then headed straight for King Owain’s door.

“Don’t!” Cristina exclaimed aloud and dug in her heels, going so far as to lean backwards to stop Gwen’s forward progress. “He doesn’t like anyone to enter his room without his permiss—” 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Seven
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Day Two

Gwen

––––––––
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As it turned out, King Owain hadn’t been wrong to be concerned about unauthorized people entering his room. The unauthorized persons in this case just weren’t his queen and Gwen. 

Gwen had already been pulling at the latch as the queen began to protest and thus had the door halfway open before she’d finished her sentence. Gwen had known invading her king’s privacy was unacceptable under most circumstances, but she had been convinced this wasn’t most circumstances. For all that the constant desire of everyone in Gwynedd’s court was to serve the king, she was quite clear on the fact that, in this case, serving him best was finding a way to keep his queen out of sight. Unconscious and wounded women provided an exception to every rule, and his room in this moment was the best retreat.

Possibly, her thinking also implied a dangerous arrogance about her own worth.

To be honest, a small part of Gwen had been glad to see Cristina concerned about what her husband wanted even when he wasn’t present. Gwen, on the other hand, and perhaps oddly, hadn’t been at all concerned—until she opened the door. 

The scene that confronted them was almost worse, at least in its implications, than the one next door in Queen Cristina’s room. It was the blood, really. Not a notable amount, perhaps, as these things went, but enough that whoever had been injured had left drops and smears on the floor. Bloody discarded cloths on the bed indicated an attempt to bandage a wound, or maybe a half-hearted attempt to clean up the mess, and the deep red blood stood out in sharp contrast to the creamy white of the undyed wool blanket. Even more disconcerting was the bloody handprint on the equally white bed curtains, which moved in the breeze that came from the open window on the far side of the room. 

Gwen went immediately to the window to look out. The king’s room was located one floor above the ground, so it was not an easy jump, especially for a wounded man. Navigating a hook and rope in the dark would have been tricky too. Then Gwen saw the long ladder laid on its side against the bottom of the wall. Depending on the extent of his wounds, an injured man who was otherwise fit and strong could have handled a descent from the window by ladder.

Sioned took one look at the blood and went straight to the carafe of wine on the nightstand in order to pour herself a full cup, which she downed practically in one breath.

Gwen’s only consolation, and hopefully King Owain’s too, once he learned of the intrusion, was that his gold had not been brought into the guesthouse, which was why the building hadn’t been guarded. A trunk of documents had been carried inside to protect its contents from damp weather
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