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A Brief Guide to Welsh
Pronunciation



 


 

 

 

c   a hard ‘c’ sound (Cadfael)

ch  a non-English sound as in Scottish "ch" in "loch”
(Fychan)

dd  a buzzy ‘th’ sound, as in “there” (Ddu; Gwynedd)

f   as in “of” (Cadfael)

ff   as in “off” (Gruffydd)

g   a hard ‘g’ sound, as in “gas” (Goronwy)

l   as in "lamp" (Llywelyn)

ll   a breathy “th” sound that does not occur in
English (Llywelyn)

rh  a breathy mix between ‘r’ and ‘rh’ that does not occur
in English (Rhys)

th   a softer sound than for ‘dd,’ as in "thick”
(Arthur)

u   a short ‘ih’ sound (Gruffydd), or a long ‘ee’
sound (Cymru—pronounced “kumree”)

w   as a consonant, it’s an English ‘w’ (Llywelyn); as
a vowel, an ‘oo’ sound (Bwlch)

y   the only letter in which Welsh is not phonetic. It
can be an ‘ih’ sound, as in “Gwyn,” is often an “uh” sound (Cymru),
and at the end of the word is an “ee” sound (thus, both Cymru—the
modern word for Wales—and Cymry—the word for Wales in the Dark
Ages—are pronounced “kumree”)

 



 


Cast of Characters 




 

Owain Gwynedd – King of Gwynedd
(North Wales)

Cadwaladr – ruler of Ceredigion,
younger brother to Owain

Cadwallon – elder brother to Owain
and Cadwaladr, deceased

Rhun – Owain’s son

Hywel – Owain’s son

Elen – Owain’s daughter




 

Meilyr – court bard to Gruffydd ap
Cynan (Owain’s father d. 1137)

Gwen – Meilyr’s daughter

Gwalchmai – Meilyr’s son

Gareth – Knight




 

Cristina – Owain’s love interest




 

Anarawd – King of Deheubarth

Cadell –  Anarawd’s brother
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Chapter One

August, 1143 AD

Gwynedd (North Wales)



 


 

 

“Look at you, girl.” 

Gwen’s father, Meilyr, tsked under his breath and brought his
borrowed horse closer to her side of the path.  He’d been out
of sorts since early morning when he’d found his horse lame and
King Anarawd and his company of soldiers had left the castle
without them, refusing to wait for Meilyr to find a replacement
mount.  Anarawd’s men-at-arms would have provided Meilyr with
the fine escort he coveted. 

“You’ll have no cause for complaint once we reach Owain
Gwynedd’s court.” A breeze wafted over Gwen’s face and she closed
her eyes, letting her pony find his own way for a moment.  “I
won’t embarrass you at the wedding.” 

“If you cared more for your appearance, you would have been
married yourself years ago and given me grandchildren long
since.”

Gwen opened her eyes, her forehead wrinkling in annoyance. 
“And whose fault is it that I’m unmarried?”  Her fingers
flexed about the reins but she forced herself to relax.  Her
present appearance was her own doing, even if her father found it
intolerable.  In her bag, she had fine clothes and ribbons to
weave through her hair, but saw no point in sullying any of them on
the long journey to Aber Castle. 

King Owain Gwynedd’s daughter was due to marry King Anarawd in
three days’ time.  Owain Gwynedd had invited Gwen, her father,
and her twelve-year old brother, Gwalchmai, to furnish the
entertainment for the event, provided King Owain and her father
could bridge the six years of animosity and silence that separated
them.  Meilyr had sung for King Owain’s father, Gruffydd; he’d
practically raised King Owain’s son, Hywel.  But six years was
six years.  No wonder her father’s temper was short.

Even so, she couldn’t let her father’s comments go. 
Responsibility for the fact that she had no husband rested firmly
on his shoulders.  “Who refused the contract?”

“Rhys was a rapscallion and a laze-about,” Meilyr said.

And you weren’t about to give up your housekeeper,
maidservant, cook, and child-minder to just anyone, were
you?

But instead of speaking, Gwen bit her tongue and kept her
thoughts to herself.  She’d said it once and received a slap
to her face.  Many nights she’d lain quiet beside her younger
brother, regretting that she hadn’t defied her father and stayed
with Rhys.  They could have eloped; in seven years, their
marriage would have been as legal as any other.  But her
father was right and Gwen wasn’t too proud to admit it:  Rhys
had been a laze-about.  She wouldn’t have been happy
with him.  Rhys’ father had almost cried when Meilyr had
refused Rhys’ offer.  It wasn’t only daughters who were
sometimes hard to sell.

“Father!” Gwalchmai brought their cart to a halt.  “Come
look at this!”

“What now?” Meilyr said.  “We’ll have to spend the night at
Caerhun at present rate.  You know how important it is not to
keep King Owain waiting.”

“But Father!” Gwalchmai leapt from the cart and ran forward.

“He’s serious.” Gwen urged her pony after him, passing the cart,
and then abruptly reined in beside her brother.  “Mary,
Mother of God…”

A slight rise and sudden dip in the path ahead had hidden the
carnage until they were upon it.  Twenty men and an equal
number of horses lay dead in the road, their bodies contorted and
their blood soaking the brown earth.  Gwalchmai bent forward
and retched into the grass beside the road.  Gwen’s stomach
threatened to undo her too, but she fought the bile down and
dismounted to wrap her arms around her brother.

Meilyr reined in beside his children.  “Stay
back.” 

Gwen glanced at her father and then back to the scene, noticing
for the first time a man kneeling among the wreckage, one hand to a
dead man’s chest and the other resting on the hilt of his sheathed
sword.  The man straightened and Gwen’s breath caught in her
throat.

Gareth. 

He’d cropped his dark brown hair shorter than when she’d known
him, but his blue eyes still reached into the core of her. 
Her heart beat a little faster as she drank him in.  Five
years ago, Gareth had been a man-at-arms in the service of Prince
Cadwaladr, King Owain Gwynedd’s brother.  Gareth and Gwen had
become friends, and then more than friends, but before he could ask
her father for her hand, Gareth had a falling out with Prince
Cadwaladr.  In the end, Gareth hadn’t been able to persuade
Meilyr that he could support her despite his lack of station.

Gwen was so focused on Gareth that she wasn’t aware of the other
men among them—live ones—until they approached her family.  A
half dozen converged on them at the same time.  One caught her
upper arm in a tight grip.  Another grabbed Meilyr’s
bridle.  “Who are you?” the soldier said.

Meilyr stood in the stirrups and pointed a finger at
Gareth.  “Tell them who I am!”

Gareth came forward, his eyes flicking from Meilyr to Gwalchmai
to Gwen.  He was broader in the shoulders, too, than she
remembered. 

“They are friends,” Gareth said.  “Release them.”

And to Gwen’s astonishment, the man-at-arms who held her obeyed
Gareth.  Could it be that in the years since she’d last seen
him, Gareth had regained something of what he’d lost? 

Gareth halted by Meilyr’s horse.  “I was sent from Aber to
meet King Anarawd and escort him through Gwynedd.  He wasn’t
even due to arrive at Dolwyddelan Castle until today, but …” 
He gestured to the men on the ground.  “Clearly, we were too
late.”

Gwen looked past Gareth to the murdered men in the
road. 

“Turn away, Gwen,” Gareth said.

But Gwen couldn’t.  The blood—on the dead men, on the
ground, on the knees of Gareth’s breeches—mesmerized her.  The
men here had been slaughtered.  Her skin twitched at
the hate in the air.  “You mean King Anarawd is—is—is among
them?” 

“The King is dead,” Gareth said. 

 

 



Chapter Two



 


 

 

Could this situation be worse?  Gareth
couldn’t imagine how.  Facing Gwen over a handful of dead
bodies was one thing—not pleasant, but something with which he
could cope.  It was something else entirely to face Gwen’s
father after not seeing either of them since Meilyr had
rejected Gareth’s offer for Gwen.  Meilyr oozed resentment, as
if a better life could have been had than singing for the lords and
kings of Wales.  At least Gwen’s presence indicated that he’d
not restrained her more than needful, nor sold her to the highest
bidder.  That she stood in front of him as beautiful as ever,
and as if the intervening years had never happened, took his breath
away. 

At the sight of her, he wanted to either punch the air in
exaltation or pull her into his arms, but did neither. 
Instead, he said, “Are there more of you?  Are you traveling
with a company?”

“No.” Gwen looked up at him, tears in the corners of her eyes.
“We’d hoped to ride alongside King Anarawd, but my father’s horse
went lame and delayed us at Dolwyddelan.  The King and his men
left without us.”

“Praise God they did,” Meilyr said.  “If we’d traveled with
him, we’d be dead too.” 

Leave it to him to think about his own skin first,
though in this instance, Gareth couldn’t blame him.  If he’d
had Gwen and Gwalchmai to protect, he’d have felt the same
way. 

“Gwalchmai seems a sturdy lad,” Gareth said.  “If I give
him my horse, can he ride back to Dolwyddelan?  We need carts
to transport the dead.  It’s only a few miles—”

“I know how far it is,” Meilyr said, reverting to his habitual
scorn.  “We’ve just come that distance.”

That told Gareth all he needed to know about the state of
Meilyr’s nerves.  It was bad enough for Meilyr to ride into
Aber Castle after so many years away and ask King Owain Gwynedd for
entrance, even if he’d been invited.  It was quite another to
do the same with the dead body of the bridegroom thrown over his
horse.

“Do you have any idea who did this?” Gwen said. 

“Not specifically.” Gareth forced his eyes away from her,
willing to talk to Gwen but not wanting to relate what he knew in
front of Gwalchmai and Meilyr. 

“Did you see anyone on the road to the north?”  Gwen
stepped closer to him and his arm itched to go around her.  He
stayed his hand.  They’d fallen in love shortly after Meilyr’s
falling out with King Owain, but now hadn’t spoken for five
years.  Their last words, while not thrown at each other in
anger, had been full of pain.  Christ.  I was more a
child than she was, for all I’ve seven years on her. 

“No.  I would have expected more traffic, given the
upcoming wedding.”  Gareth glanced at Anarawd’s body and added
“—which won’t be taking place now.” 

“Why would anyone want to stop Anarawd from marrying Elen?”
Gwalchmai asked this with all the innocence of a twelve-year
old.  “It’s a perfect match.” 

“I don’t know about that,” Gareth said, “but it looks as if the
men who ambushed Anarawd chose the perfect moment.”

“Perfect?” Meilyr’s voice was full of outrage.

“I apologize for the poor choice of words,” Gareth said,
suppressing his irritation at how quickly Meilyr grew angry. 
“I only meant that they must have planned this very carefully, as
well as had fortune on their side.”

Her hand to her throat, Gwen stared at the dead men.  Their
bodies lay as if a giant had tumbled them together.  Gareth
thought about taking her arm after all, fearing she’d retreated
dangerously inside herself and might be going into shock.

But then she spoke.  “No company of men could cause so much
death and leave nothing of themselves behind.  There must be
something here we can link to their identity.  A token, a
fallen surcoat, something…”

“Don’t—” Gareth reached a hand to stop her from entering the
battlefield but in one step she moved out of his range.

“Let her be,” Meilyr said, his voice back to a growl, but not as
disapproving as Gareth might have expected, given that his daughter
picked her way among the dead.  “It’s not the first time she’s
been a part of a scene like this.”

“What do you mean?” Gareth said.

“She spies for Owain’s son, Hywel.” Gwalchmai blurted out the
words and then swallowed hard at Gareth’s incredulous
look. 

“You’re not serious.” Gareth glanced from Meilyr to Gwalchmai,
who gave him a weak smile.  “You are serious?”

“She didn’t ask my permission, if that’s what you mean,” Meilyr
said.  “Just told me one day that I might stop her from
marrying the man she wanted—that would be you—but she was going to
follow her own road in this and I didn’t have any say in the
matter.”  Meilyr dismounted, his legs jerking stiffly. 
“Not a thing I could do to stop her.”

Gareth barked a laugh.  “If I remember anything about her,
I remember that.”  He turned to Gwalchmai and handed him his
own horse’s reins.  “Here, boy.  Don’t stop for anything
or anyone.”

“What about the men who did this?” Gwalchmai’s voice trembled as
he asked this question but then he firmed his chin.

Gareth placed a hand on the boy’s shoulder to reassure him.
“They’re surely gone by now.  And they wouldn’t be on the road
to Dolwyddelan, regardless.” 

“You’ll be fine.  Ride straight back the way we came,”
Meilyr said.

“Yes, sir.”  With a last look at his father and a nod to
Gareth, Gwalchmai spurred away.  Galloping hard, he
disappeared around a bend in the road, the echo of the horse’s
hooves fading into the distance. 

Gareth canted his head at Meilyr.  “I could have sent one
of the men-at-arms, but thought it would be better if Gwalchmai had
something to do besides look at dead men.”

“Thank you.”

Gareth restrained his disbelief that Meilyr would thank him for
anything and just nodded, not knowing what else to say. 

Gwen had come to rest beside the fallen Anarawd and looked up at
Gareth as he approached.  “I can’t believe I spoke to King
Anarawd only this morning.  I can’t decide which feels more
like a dream, then or now.”

Gareth had no words to comfort her.  “I wish we were
dreaming.” He studied the body of the downed king.  Anarawd
sported a few gray hairs, but even at forty years old, had the
physique of a much younger man, with shoulders used to wearing
armor and no sign of a softened belly. 

“Tell me what you wouldn’t speak about in front of the others,”
Gwen said.

Trust her to read me that well, even after all these years
apart.  Gareth thought for a moment, reliving the scene,
and then indicated the rise in the road a hundred yards north of
their position.  “I’d just crested the ridge there when the
two sides met in force below me.  I could do nothing to help
Anarawd, being only one man, so I rode to find the scouting party
from Caerhun, led by my friend Madog, whom I’d encountered by the
river earlier.”  Gareth shrugged.  “The battle here was
over by the time I returned with Madog and the other soldiers.”

They both glanced at the host of men he’d brought.  All
wore the red and yellow crest of Gwynedd on their surcoats, as did
Gareth himself.  They’d begun to shift the dead men, laying
them out side by side on the road.  Gareth knelt beside Gwen,
drawing her attention back to him.  “Tell me what you
see.” 

Before Gwen’s family had come upon him, Gareth had stripped the
armor from Anarawd’s body and pulled open his shirt, exposing the
fatal wound, a slender cut between two ribs where his attacker had
thrust a blade into Anarawd’s heart.

“It looks…” Gwen hesitated, and then tried again.  “The
wound is different from all the others, isn’t it?”  She traced
the cut with one finger.  “Narrower.”

“Yes,” Gareth said.  “A sword couldn’t have caused it.”

“A knife, then?”

“One with a notch in the blade.”

Gwen looked more closely.  “That’s why it didn’t cut
cleanly?”

“Yes.”

“What do you suppose this means?”

Gareth tugged down Anarawd’s shirt to cover his ruined torso and
straightened.  The wind blew through the trees and he listened
for unnatural sounds above or beneath it.  Rain had fallen in
the night and now that the sun had risen high in the sky, light
filtered through the leafy trees and the damp earth gave off an
oppressive heat.  “I couldn’t say.  Not yet
anyway.”  He studied the ground around Anarawd.  “What I
can tell you is that Anarawd didn’t die where he lies.”

Gwen got to her feet too, though her head was still bent and her
eyes on Anarawd.  “How do you know?”

“By the lack of blood underneath the body and by the dirt and
scuff marks on his toes,” Gareth said.  “Someone dragged
Anarawd face down from the place where he was killed.” 

“Why would he drag him face down?”

“So he didn’t have to look at Anarawd’s expression and dwell on
what he’d done?” Gareth said. 

Gwen thought about that.  “It would have been easier to
drag him by the feet, surely.  Much less awkward.”

“But then the skin on Anarawd’s face or the back of his head,
were he face up, would have become marred,” Gareth said. 
“Anyone who found him would have asked questions.”

“As it is, the killer didn’t reckon on you.”

Gareth glanced at her, his expression deliberately unreadable,
but it didn’t matter since her face remained downturned. 
She’d complimented him.  He tried not to wonder if he still
meant something to her.  Then he gestured towards Anarawd’s
chest.  “From the stains on his shirt, he was standing up when
he was stabbed and didn’t bleed out lying on his back.”

“Can you find where he fell?” Gwen said.

“Perhaps.” Gareth traced the perimeter of the battle with his
eyes.  “Anarawd knew his killer.  He must have, to have
allowed him to get so close.”

“All of a sudden, the quiet feels menacing, doesn’t it?” Gwen
said. 

One of the other men approached Gareth.  “The attackers
might still be out there, my lord.  They might even
return.”

“I know that, Madog.  But Anarawd wasn’t just
ambushed.  He was murdered.  I’ll need to examine his
body more closely once we reach Aber.  Right now, however, I
must survey the area and discover whatever I can before the men
trample all the evidence.”

“I’ll come with you,” Gwen said. 

Gareth met Madog’s gaze.  His friend gave him a quick nod
before moving away, out of earshot.  “I’m not sure that’s a
good idea…” Gareth’s words trailed off as Gwen moved closer to
him.

“Hywel trusts me,” she said.  “I can help you.”

Gareth glanced to where Gwen’s father stood, his hands on his
hips and his mouth in a thin line, staring at them.  Gareth
saw disapproval in his face, but whether he objected to Gwen’s
close proximity to him or to the situation they were in, Gareth
didn’t know. “And maybe with the two of us working together, we can
get this over with more quickly so that you can get to Aber Castle
sooner rather than later?”

Gwen nodded her head sharply.

“You’re worried about your father.”

“We’re all worried about this meeting with Owain Gwynedd,” she
said.  “King Owain may have invited my father to sing at the
wedding, but it was my father who swallowed his pride first and
asked for King Owain’s patronage.  Now, with Anarawd’s death,
King Owain will be very angry.  How much harder is that going
to make his meeting with my father?”

“As I recall, it was a mere spat that shouldn’t have solidified
into enmity so easily.”

“You’re right,” she said. 

“Remind me what happened.”  The words came out an order,
and he thought to backtrack since it wasn’t his place to order her
about, but Gwen only shrugged and told him.

“It was nothing.  After King Gruffydd died, Owain Gwynedd
didn’t immediately choose my father to continue in his service as
court bard.  My father was offended.”

Gareth smirked.  “That is an image I have no trouble
picturing.” 

Gwen made a rueful face.  “So we left.  We’ve returned
now only because my brother needs a patron and my father would do
anything to find a settled place for him.  We lived among the
royal court during all my growing up years.  The king held his
hand over us, and that was worth almost any kind of sacrifice,
though it could hardly have been called that.  That is
something my father would like to establish for Gwalchmai before he
dies.”

“Before he—” Gareth couldn’t finish the sentence.  “Your
father looks well.”

“He is well.  He’s just feeling morbid.”  Gwen
gestured to the bodies.  “Which this will do nothing to
help.”

“So Meilyr doesn’t actually want the position of chief bard for
himself?” Gareth tried to keep the incredulity out of his voice but
didn’t think he was entirely successful.

Gwen shot him a brief smile.  “No.” 

“That’s a tricky position to be in—for everyone—but particularly
Gwalchmai, upon whom all your father’s hopes rest.”

“You can see why it would be better to have some idea of who did
this when we bring Anarawd’s body to King Owain,” Gwen said. 
“Anarawd was the king’s friend and the man who would have been his
son-in-law.”

Gareth looked towards Gwen’s father again.  Meilyr had
stopped studying them and was rummaging through a satchel in the
back of their cart.  “Let’s see what we can find.  And it
would be better if we hurried.”

 “Do you think whoever did this will come back, like Madog
said?” 

Gareth read real fear in Gwen’s face.  He didn’t like
seeing it.  “I assured your brother that they wouldn’t,
but—”  Gareth tensed his shoulders and then relaxed
them.  Nothing about this day had gone right.  The longer
they stood here, the more worried he became.  “This might not
be over.  Not by a long shot.”

 



Chapter Three



 


 

 

How can it be that he’s
here?  Gareth of all people?  As she followed Gareth
through the woods, Gwen cursed herself for her muddy hem and
unkempt hair—and the fact that instead of greeting him and throwing
herself into his arms as she wanted to, she was examining a murder
scene for Hywel.  That was so like her and her luck.  How
many nights had she lain awake, imagining herself in her best
dress, her hair perfectly coifed, singing without mistake for a
company of noble lords in a hall.  Halfway through the
evening, Gareth would appear and fall in love with her all over
again.

It had never happened, of course, and she’d long since given up
hope of ever seeing him again.  She’d half-convinced herself
that he’d died in some far away land, fighting someone else’s
battle.

“What’s this about you spying for Hywel?” Gareth said, as they
picked their way among the trees. 

“Who told you that?” Gwen said.

“Gwalchmai,” Gareth said. 

Gwen sighed at her brother’s too-free tongue.  “Hywel’s
position in his father’s household has always been
precarious.  It was bad when we left and has gotten worse
since then.  Not long after I last saw…” she stopped,
swallowed, and rushed on, “ … I last saw you, Hywel visited the
home of his cousin in Powys and it happened that we played there
that winter.  He spoke to me then about keeping an eye out for
trouble and I said I’d see what I could do.”

“And have you?” Gareth said.  “Seen what you could do, I
mean.”

“I can’t say what value I’ve been to him.  My reports are
mostly on the comings and goings of his people, both high and low,”
Gwen said.  “Who conspires with whom; who has sued whom over
what land; whose marriage bed is colder than it should be.”

“Your father said you’ve been among the dead before.”

“I never thought to involve myself in anything dangerous,” Gwen
said.  “But we served in many households, and … things kept
happening.  My father was even accused of murder once and it
was up to me to find the truth because nobody else would.”

“If I’m ever accused of murder, I would be delighted if you
would extend me the same courtesy,” Gareth said.

Gwen smiled, as she was sure he meant her to, but then sobered,
looking over her shoulder at the men strewn along the road. 
“Nearly two dozen men, all dead, all put to the sword either in
battle or once they lay stunned on the ground.  All except
Anarawd, who was killed with a knife.” 

Gareth crouched low to the ground.  “Here.”  He
brushed away a few fallen leaves to reveal a man’s footprints,
clearly embedded in the soft earth.  Further on were more
footprints, and then more again.

“How many men in the party, do you think?” Gwen said, glad they
could talk about something else, even if it was murder. 

“More than enough to surprise Anarawd’s troop,” Gareth
said.  “Anarawd and his men stood little chance, taken
unawares as it appears they were.”  He eyed the road and the
woods beyond.  “The attackers waited here—probably here and in
the trees opposite—for Anarawd’s company to ride past.  King
Anarawd and his men would have been unconcerned and unsuspecting of
danger.  They were well within the confines of King Owain’s
territory and only an hour out of Dolwyddelan.  They’d
gone—what?—  four miles at most?”

“Something like that.”  Gwen and her family had ridden that
distance at a walk, which was all the horse who drew the cart could
manage most days.  They’d left two hours after Anarawd and his
men.  That meant the ambush had occurred at least two hours
before this moment and more likely three, which made sense since
the bodies were still warm, but stiff.  Unmolested, the
company would have nearly reached Aber by now.  Gwen pursed
her lips as she studied the footprints.  “You knew what to
look for,” she said.  “You’ve seen this type of thing
before?”

“Ambushes are the easiest way to eliminate a rival,” Gareth
said.  “And like yours, my tenure with Hywel has been—” 
Gareth paused to glance up at Gwen, an actual smile hovering around
his lips as he sought for the proper word, “—irregular.”

“My father told me that you’d hired yourself out to the highest
bidder,” Gwen said.  At the renewal of Gareth’s uncanny
stillness, she kicked herself for not keeping that question to
herself, but she had to know.  “You fought as a
mercenary.”

Gareth took in a breath that was almost a curse. 
Throughout their conversation, Gwen had found it difficult to look
into his face because she was afraid of what she might see there,
but now it was impossible.  She scuffled at the fallen leaves
and dirt that made up the floor of the forest.  No glint of
metal or other indication of men appeared, other than their
trampling footprints. 

“That’s true as far as it goes,” he said.  “When I left
Prince Cadwaladr’s service, I had nowhere to go.  I was
skilled with a sword and such men are always needed in Wales, with
the Vikings, the Irish, and the ever-present English hemming us in
on every side.”

“I wasn’t criticizing you.” Gwen’s voice went soft. “Just
asking.  How long have you worked for Hywel?”

“Almost four years,” he said.  “Despite what your father
might think, I’m good at what I do and those for whom I fought
recognized it.  Hywel was one of several lords who offered me
a permanent place in their teulu.”

“You wear a fine ring,” Gwen said. 

“A gift.” Gareth fisted the hand that wore it. “It was given to
me along with my horse when I joined Hywel’s band.  Prince
Hywel’s brother, Rhun, knighted me six months ago after a skirmish
with the Normans near Chester.”

Six months.  He’s been a knight for six months, and yet
… Gwen shook herself and held her tongue.  Five years was
a long time to carry the memory of someone in your heart—someone
you’d not seen and had no reason to think still loved you.  It
wasn’t surprising that he’d not bothered to find her. 

The sharp twang of an untuned note carried through the heavy
air.  With his legs swinging nearly to the ground, Meilyr sat
in the bed of the cart, holding a lyre.  He could always find
comfort with an instrument in his hands.

 “I would have brought more bowmen than the attackers
did.”  Gareth turned back to their task.  “I find it odd
they had so few.  It seems shortsighted to me.  It makes
the success of an ambush less certain.”

“Maybe none of the men our murderer trusted were archers,” Gwen
said. 

“Yet he found enough men to do his dirty work,” Gareth
said.  “That sounds like a man with noble blood—with power and
reach.”

“It doesn’t sound very noble to me,” Gwen said. 

“You and I both know that many ignoble men inspire fierce
loyalty in those who serve them,” Gareth said.

“Or fear.”

“Or the lord who ordered this made promises his men thought he
could keep.  Damn it.” Gareth spun on one heel to look back to
the road.  “We need answers now.  Owain Gwynedd
won’t want to wait until some lord’s men are curiously richer or
rewarded more than their due.  We will be bringing King
Anarawd’s body to him at Aber today.”

Gwen’s heart turned cold at the memory of King Owain’s temper,
and then even colder still as another thought struck her. 
“What if the man who ordered King Anarawd’s death is Owain
Gwynedd?”

 

 



Chapter Four



 


 

 

They were still arguing about it two hours
later as they led their horses down the road towards Caerhun. 
Every man walked, while his horse had a dead man flung over it,
even Meilyr’s borrowed horse, Gwen’s pony, and Gareth’s
Braith.  As Gareth had hoped, Gwalchmai had convinced the
castellan at Dolwyddelan to help and had returned at the head of a
half dozen carts, one of which now held Anarawd, lying in
state.  Gareth held his horse’s reins in his right hand and
was sorely tempted to clasp Gwen’s hand in his left, but refrained,
even though it would have assuaged some of the ache in his
heart. 

Too soon. 

“Why would he have contracted with Anarawd for his own daughter
if he was going to kill him before the wedding?” Gareth said,
exasperated that Gwen was suspicious of the one person he was
certain couldn’t have ordered the ambush.  “His daughter
doesn’t even inherit King Anarawd’s domains now.”

Gwen wrinkled her nose, clearly not wanting to admit he was
right, but nodded her grudging acceptance.  “All right. 
I can’t argue with that, though I submit he could have changed his
mind.  My question then is, if not King Owain, who?  Who
knew King Anarawd’s travel plans?  Who benefits from Anarawd’s
death, commands enough power to order it, and is secure
enough in his own dominions to withstand King Owain’s displeasure
when he eventually finds out?  Because he will.  You know
he will.” 

“Our culprit might not know King Owain as well as we do,” Gareth
said.  “He might not realize the extent of his determination
and reach.  Arrogance is not in short supply among our
nobles.”

“I guess I have to grant you that too,” Gwen said, with a
laugh.

“The first item, however, isn’t too hard to figure,” Gareth
said.  “Anarawd’s list of enemies was long.  He’s fended
off the English barons in Deheubarth for years, and in addition,
while his Welsh rivals aren’t too many to count, they’re
numerous.  He controls rich farmland in the south, not to
mention herds, mines, and trade routes.”

“It’s the other two characteristics that will narrow the
possibilities,” Gwen said.  “Who has the power and the
reach?  That’s why I suggested it could be King Owain.”

“For now, we must look beyond him.” Gareth glanced at
Gwen.  “And you mustn’t even hint of your suspicions to Prince
Hywel.”

“Why ever not?” Gwen said.  “He’s used to the machinations
at court.  If I don’t bring it up, he will.  Given his
position, and for his own survival, he has to suspect everyone,
even his own father.”

“That may be true,” Gareth said.  “It is certainly why he
recruited you and who knows how many others to spy for him. 
But let him come to this on his own, if that’s what he’s going to
think.  It serves you not at all to impugn his father’s
name.”

“I still don’t agree,” Gwen said.  “He needs those of us he
trusts to see the arrow flying towards him before it hits.  If
I tell him what I suspect, he’ll trust me later when it counts for
more.”

Hywel was many things:  reckless, brave, impractical,
creative, imaginative, and intelligent.  But also could be
dreadfully irresponsible about other people’s thoughts and
feelings.  Except when it came to serving his father.  To
him fell the lot of the younger son, always passed over in favor of
his elder brother Rhun—for attention, for honors—always trying to
live up to the pre-set standard.  And admittedly, Hywel didn’t
often fail.

But he didn’t tug his father’s heartstrings like Rhun did and
Hywel knew it.  He’d always known it.  Gareth didn’t know
if it was because Hywel’s mother, whom King Owain had apparently
loved, had died at his birth, or because he and his father were far
too much alike.  Both of Gareth’s parents had died from a
wasting sickness when he was five years old, so what he knew about
families he’d learned from watching others. 

In addition, Hywel was Owain Gwynedd’s bastard second son. 
While the Welsh accounted a man legitimate if his father
acknowledged him, the lords of Wales had a growing sense that the
Welsh royal family must bow more and more to the dictates of the
English Church.  An illegitimate son might become king if no
legitimate son was available, but King Owain had legitimate sons,
with more, undoubtedly, in the works.

 “He already has younger brothers, as you know,” Gareth
said.  “But have you heard that they’ll be more still? 
King Owain woos again.”

Gwen nodded.  “It’s no secret.”

“There are barriers to the match, however,” Gareth said.

“Because King Owain and Cristina are cousins?” Gwen said.

“Because she’s a witch.”

Gwen laughed and choked at the same time.  “Don’t say that
within King Owain’s hearing.  He’d have your head.”

“All I know is that he has eyes only for her and he trails after
her like a lost puppy.”

“Does she share his bed?” Gwen said. 

If Gareth had underestimated the work Gwen had done for Hywel,
that question put to rest to any uncertainties in that
regard.  Gwen was no longer the sixteen-year-old innocent he’d
known and sought to marry.  “Not yet—not until the contracts
are signed is my guess, no matter how persuasive he can be.”

“Then all is not yet lost,” Gwen said.  “He might change
his mind.”

Gareth was opening his mouth to express his skepticism when
Braith stopped in the middle of the road.  The rest of Owain
Gwynedd’s men filed around them, some of them smirking at Gareth’s
stubborn horse as they passed.  Gareth tugged on Braith’s
reins, but the beast refused to budge.  Rather than hanging
her head as Gareth might have expected, given her unhappiness with
her present burden, Braith lifted it and pricked her ears
forward.

Gwen, who had walked a few paces on, came back to Gareth. 
“What is it?”

“I don’t know,” he said. 

They’d not yet left the mountains, though they’d descended some
distance from the highest point on the path, which was a mile
beyond the ambush site.  The road led down from this point to
the Conwy River valley.  When the road had run through the old
slate mines some distance back, it had been a good fifteen feet
wide.  A quarter of a mile ahead of them, however, it narrowed
to accommodate the gorge through which the road ran, and was just
wide enough for the carts to pass in single file, with a man
walking beside. 

Gareth moved his gaze to the hills on either side of the
road.  Braith wasn’t as temperamental a horse as some. 
Gareth had learned to listen to her.  By now, he and Gwen had
fallen twenty paces to the rear of the company.  Those in
front were nearing the narrow point in the road.  From his
journey south in the early hours of the morning, Gareth remembered
that the path curved in on itself just ahead, following the creek
on their right that flowed towards a fall.

“Madog!” Gareth shouted above the rush of the water and the
sound of feet and horses’ hooves.

At the front of the line, just about to enter the narrow gap,
Madog put up a hand and turned on a heel to look back at Gareth and
Gwen.  Owain Gwynedd’s forces, well acquainted with the chain
of command, stopped immediately.  Silence descended, with each
man listening as hard as he could for anything amiss.  The
forest around them quieted too, which gave Gareth no comfort. 
It meant the animals and birds were on alert.  Other than the
occasional whicker of a horse in the middle of the company, the
pounding in his own ears was all Gareth could hear. 

“Gareth!  Watch out!” 

Gareth spun around, recognizing the voice but stunned that its
owner could be here.  Then, an eerie scream split the air,
trailing off at the end as the crier caught his breath. 

Madog shot out a hand.  “Move!”

The entire company obeyed:  every man pulled out his sword,
crouched into a defensive posture, and turned to face outward,
shields up. 

They’d reacted just in time. 

Arrows flew from the peaks on either side of the road, hurtling
into the company.  The rain of arrows didn’t last long but as
soon as it stopped, men followed, flying into Owain Gwynedd’s men
as if they themselves were shot from hidden bows.  The trees
on both sides of the road erupted and in a heartbeat, more enemy
soldiers appeared between Gareth and his friends.  With Gwen
to protect, Gareth didn’t try to rejoin his company. 

Thrusting out his arm, Gareth shoved the body off Braith,
launched himself onto her back, and pulled Gwen up after him. 
From his vantage point, Gareth quickly surveyed the field and saw
that, unlike Anarawd’s company, he and his companions outnumbered
their attackers.

Sword in hand, Gareth hesitated, looking towards Meilyr, who
twisted in his seat on the cart and waved his arm in a shooing
motion, his face contorted.  “Ride!  Get her out of
here!”  Without waiting to see if Gareth obeyed, Meilyr
launched himself from his seat into Gwalchmai who’d been walking
beside the cart, and rolled with him into the ditch beside the
road. 

Gareth turned Braith’s head, but his initial hesitation cost him
his opportunity.  Two men appeared around the turn in the road
behind them, galloping towards the battle from the south, swords
raised high.  Forward or back, Gareth had no choice but to
fight.  He urged Braith into the seething mass of men. 
Using the advantage being mounted gave him, he swung his sword at
the first enemy soldier he came upon.  As it sliced through
the man’s shoulder, Gareth tried to remain contained, breathing
steadily to control the rush of energy that poured through
him.  It worked about as well as it usually did, which was to
say, hardly at all.  Instead, he felt as if he were flinging
his sword about uncontrollably. 

A second man attempted to waylay them and Gareth killed him with
a sharp thrust to the throat.  Gwen, meanwhile, clung to him,
her arm clenched around his waist, while she slashed with her belt
knife at any man who came at them from Braith’s other side. 
Again Gareth thrust his sword, this time at a man who was trying to
catch Braith’s reins.  Gareth killed two more men before he
reached Madog, who, though heavily beset, was holding his own.

Gareth swung at an assailant’s head and then launched himself
from Braith’s back, taking down a second attacker.  Without
pausing for breath, he pushed to one knee and shoved his sword
through the man’s midsection.  And with that, the flow of
battle moved away from him and his senses began to work
again. 

He turned, looking for Gwen. She’d managed to gather Braith’s
reins and stay on the horse’s back.  Gwen’s breath came in
gasps and her eyes were wide with fear, but like Braith, her head
was up and she wasn’t screaming.  Beyond, men and horses
pushed back and forth at each other, some in such close combat that
their swords weren’t doing the fighters any good.  Despite the
ferociousness of the attack, Owain Gwynedd’s men had been able to
withstand the initial assault.  Even the two horsemen who’d
ridden into the fray from behind had gone down. 

“They overestimated their ability to surprise us,” Gareth
said.  “And we had the greater numbers.”

Madog grunted and moved towards the thick of the fight, calling
to the men,  “Keep one alive!”

“If they can’t hear you, we’ve got one here.”  With his
boot, Gareth toed the side of one of the men he’d downed.

Madog turned back and crouched beside the wounded man.  A
gash in his side bled heavily, but he was still
conscious. 

“Who sent you?” Madog said.

The man grinned, revealing blood-stained teeth, and answered in
Welsh, but with a thick accent.  “Why should I tell
you?” 

Madog glanced up at Gareth, who nodded.  Just by speaking,
the man had told them plenty.  Now, they were looking not only
for a rich, powerful lord, but one with the wherewithal to buy
mercenaries from Ireland.  Either that, or someone from
Ireland wanted Anarawd dead and had put great effort into ensuring
it.

“You should tell me who it was, because no matter how much he
paid you, you won’t collect the money now.  Why not bring him
down with you?” Madog said.  “No use dying here for
nothing.”

The man grinned again and seemed about to speak, but then choked
as blood from his lungs bubbled into his mouth.  He coughed,
tried to lift his head, and then fell back, his mouth slack.

“Cachiad,” Madog said.  “We’ll have to find
another.”

Gareth turned, prepared to search among the other fallen men for
one who was still alive.  Then Gwen, who still sat astride
Braith, gave a cry.  “Father!”  She spurred Braith back
the way they’d come.

 



Chapter Five




 

 

 

“Thanks be to God, you’re all right.” Gwen fell
to her knees beside her father and Gwalchmai.  The latter sat
up, rubbing the side of his head. 

Meilyr patted Gwalchmai all over.  “You’re not hurt? 
Your chest, your fingers…”  Meilyr clasped both of Gwalchmai’s
hands in his.

“We’ve routed them.” Gwen put a hand to her chest, feeling her
heart slow.

“I’m fine, Father.”  Gwalchmai pulled away. “And so is
Gwen.”

“I can see that.”  Meilyr glanced at his daughter once
before turning his attention back to Gwalchmai.

Gwen smiled inwardly at the usual pattern:  her father
ignored her and Gwalchmai remembered.  It was always he who
reminded their father that he had another child.  When Gwen
was ten and her mother died at Gwalchmai’s birth, she’d taken over
Gwalchmai’s care—and her father’s too, truth be told—the best way
she knew how, lavishing all the love she had on her little
brother.  Her father had been undone by grief and had never
thanked her, never mentioned her mother or their mutual loss that
whole first year.  They’d barely spoken to each other beyond
brief discussions of court politics, about which Gwen hadn’t cared
in the slightest. 

By the time she reached womanhood, Gwen and her father had come
to a grudging accommodation, which had been instantly undone by
Meilyr’s rejection of Gareth.  Gwen had said things to her
father then—things she couldn’t take back or amend because they
were the truth—but which she later regretted.  At the time,
she paid for them and maybe that had made her father feel better
and allowed him not to face his own neglect.  That he was the
adult and she the child had mattered little in the end.

Gwalchmai’s value, however, was undeniable.  When Meilyr
thought of him, he was thinking also of his own livelihood, which
would come to depend more and more on Gwalchmai in the coming
years.  Meilyr was growing old, and while he taught as well as
he sang, few households but those of high lords and kings could
afford him.  Gwalchmai’s voice, a voice which came along
perhaps once in a generation, could support them all.

“Whose men were they?”  Meilyr got to his feet and brushed
grass and leaves from his cloak and vest.

“We don’t know,” Gwen said.  “At least one of them was from
Ireland.  It’s possible they all were.  Gareth will find
out.” 

Her eyes went automatically to Gareth, who was working
side-by-side with Madog.  They’d taken on the gruesome task of
sorting through their own men:  who was alive, who was going
to die, and whom they could save.  Gwen’s throat constricted
at the horrors she’d seen today.  It was all too
much.  Tears pricked her eyes again.  She swallowed
them back, gritting her teeth and telling herself that she would
shed them later, when nobody was watching.

“Is that so?”  Meilyr’s eyes turned thoughtful as he looked
at her. “This move is not what I would expect from the Irish—or
those Dublin Danes for that matter—not when attacking King
Anarawd’s band and ours means inciting the wrath of King Owain
Gwynedd.”

“They were over-confident,” Gwalchmai said.  “Do you
remember that time I sang in King Padern’s hall?  I’d sung
that particular song so many times I could do it in my sleep. 
But because of that, I didn’t prepare as you taught me and when I
opened my mouth, no sound came out.”

Battling over-confidence was something Gwalchmai would have to
deal with his whole life, but Gwen could appreciate his
point.  “They attacked us because they thought they could
ensure that nobody lived to tell the tale,” she said.  “They
must have been paid a great deal to be willing to sacrifice their
lives in Wales for such an ignoble cause.”

“No Welshman would have done this,” Meilyr said.  “We are
ignoble often, but not as willing to die so far from home. 
We’re far more practical.”

“How much time have you spent with Irishmen to know them so
well?” Gareth came to stand beside Gwen.  His hand hovered for
a moment at the small of her back and then dropped to his
side.  The pounding of her heart, which had eased in the past
few minutes once she knew her family was safe, sped up
again. 

“We’ve sung along the west coast of Wales for many years. 
Gwalchmai is right, as far as it goes.”  Gwen gestured to the
carnage before them.  “It would be interesting to know how
much of this their master ordered, and how much they took upon
themselves.”

“That’s the Irish for you,” Gareth said.  “A lord might
bring them here, but then not be able to control them.”

“And how do you know that?” Gwen said.

“I’ve spent time in the Emerald Isle,” Gareth said. 
“Hywel’s mother was Irish and we traveled there together to renew
his family ties.”

“He’ll need them if he ever has to fight his younger brothers
for the throne of Wales.”  Meilyr surveyed the battle scene
and what was left of their goods.  “Them or his Danish
cousins.”

The horse who’d drawn their cart had panicked, upending their
possessions on the way to pulling the cart off the road.  He’d
come to rest between two trees but had been unable either to force
his way between them or free himself from his traces.  He
stood now, head hanging, exhausted from his own fight.

Gwen noted her satchel, squashed but unopened beneath a box
containing musical instruments.  Her best dress, when it came
time to wear it, should be undamaged.  Gwalchmai noticed the
box at the same time she did, and with a cry, ran towards the
cart.

“Those two are much alike,” Gwen said, as she watched Meilyr and
her brother set the box upright, open it, and begin to examine the
contents.  Gwalchmai held up an injured drum, showing his
father the hole punched through the skin stretched across the
frame.  “And Hywel for a third.  Always thinking of
music.”

Gwen felt Gareth looking at her, his eyes questioning.  She
didn’t want to meet them.  She kept seeing the rise and fall
of his sword as he fought.  But Gareth was thinking along
entirely different lines.  “Are you more to Prince Hywel than
just his spy?”

“What?” Gwen turned to Gareth.  “What do you mean?”

Gareth studied her.  “Are the two of you lovers?”

“Of course not.” 

The notion was ridiculous and Gareth should have known it if
he’d thought about it for more than a few seconds.  If
anything, Hywel thought of her as a sister.  Admittedly, Gwen
had loved him as long as she’d known him, but understood almost as
quickly what a lost cause that was, and how bad for her Hywel would
be if she ever shared his bed.  He was a Prince of Gwynedd and
she a bard’s daughter.  His father would never allow him to
marry her and she wasn’t going to settle for anything less, not
even from him. 

For Hywel’s part, he’d never shown any interest in her, not in
all the years that he’d wooed and loved the dozens of women he’d
taken to his bed.  By now, she was grateful for that, because
it made them friends, or at worst, employer and employee, without
the complications of romance. 

“If you say so.”  Gareth squeezed her hand once.
“Come.  We’ve more downed men than before—some of whom are
still alive—and it’s a long way home to Aber.”

“Surely you don’t intend to attempt the journey today? 
After all this?” Gwen glanced upwards.  Although most of the
day had passed and the sun had fallen halfway down the sky, as it
was early August, they had at least five more hours of
daylight.  That would give them just enough time to get the
exhausted soldiers, the dead, and the wounded, to safety before
dark.

Gareth shrugged.  “Once we get the wounded to Caerhun, I
must ride.  Hywel and Owain Gwynedd need to hear what has
transpired as soon as possible and I should be the one to tell
it.”

“Then I will come with you,” Gwen said.

“Your pony can’t keep up with my horse, and Braith can’t carry
two that far with any kind of speed,” he said.

“I’ll borrow my father’s horse,” Gwen said.  “He fears King
Owain more than he values his own dignity.  He will loan it to
me.”  The horse in question cropped the grass beside the road,
still with a dead body on his back, but seemingly unconcerned about
either it or the activity around him.

Gareth caught Gwen’s chin and looked into her face.  It had
been a long time since they’d gazed at each other like this. 
She wasn’t sure she could read him anymore and for a moment didn’t
know if he would agree—and what she would do about it if he
didn’t.  But then he nodded. 

“You’ll tell me next that Hywel would want me to let you
come.”

“He would.  You know he would,” Gwen said. 

Gareth narrowed his eyes at her, but Gwen shrugged him off and
walked toward the fallen cart as if the matter was already
decided.  It would be a bad start to their renewed friendship
if she had to force his hand, or follow him from Caerhun without
him knowing.  A quick look through the jumble of belongings on
the ground produced the bag of medicines and bandages that her
father had kicked to one side in his anxiety to determine the state
of his instruments.  She’d tied the top tightly when she
packed it to protect what was inside and now crouched to open
it.  Then Gareth was beside her again.

“Do you know what these all are for?”  He pawed through the
collection of vials and herb boxes, picking up one and then another
to study the labels.  She almost laughed.  It shouldn’t
have surprised her that in the five years since she’d last seen
him, he’d learned to read.  It was just like him.

“As well as anyone who spent half her life in the company of an
active younger brother, I suppose,” Gwen said.  “My father
worked very hard to control Gwalchmai, and perhaps that’s why when
he was allowed out, he ran wild—and inevitably injured himself or
his friends.”  She paused.  “And you?”  She wished
she could read Gareth as well as the letters on the vial, as he
shot her yet another look she couldn’t interpret. 

“I’ve spent far too much time in the company of wounded
men.  I know less about healing than I would like, but
certainly enough to help you doctor these men until we can get them
to someone more knowledgeable.” 

“Then come,” Gwen said.  “We’ve work to do.”

But this time, Gareth didn’t reply.  He stood frozen to the
spot, a few steps from the cart, and then walked quickly to a body
that had fallen underneath two others.  He shoved at them and
Gwen trotted up to help.

“What is it?” she said.

“I pray—” Gareth stopped speaking and swallowed hard
instead.  He’d revealed the face of a man who was still alive,
but hadn’t long to live. 

“Bran!”  Gareth knelt to cradle the man’s head.  “Talk
to me!”

Bran opened his eyes and brought a hand up to Gareth’s cheek,
before dropping it.  “Glad you’re alive.”

“What?  Why?  Why are you with these Irishmen?”

“Not Irish.  Danes.  We had to come back.  Didn’t
know you’d be here.  I tried to warn you.”  Bran moaned
and would have closed his eyes again but Gareth shook him to keep
him awake. 

“Why did you have to come back?”

“Had to get Anarawd’s seal.  Prove the king was
dead.” 

“Prove to whom, Bran!  Who bought you—”

Silence.

Gwen reached over and closed Bran’s eyes while Gareth settled
Bran onto the road.  He put a hand to his forehead, with his
elbow resting on his knee.  He held that position, his throat
working, though he didn’t make a sound.  Gwen put a hand on
his shoulder and Gareth reached back with his other hand to grasp
it.

“Who was he?” she said.

“He was my milk brother.  Though why—” Gareth swiveled to
survey the men around his fallen brother. 

“Why would he ride among Danes?” she said. 

“I don’t know,” Gareth said.  “The last news I had from him
was that he rode in Anarawd’s teulu.  I looked for
him among the fallen earlier, thinking he might have died defending
Anarawd, and was relieved to find him absent.  But now…”

Gwen didn’t know what to say other than, “I’m sorry.”

Gareth got to his feet, his shoulders stiff and frozen.  He
stared at his brother’s body as if he would stand there
forever.  Then he gave a deep sigh and ran a hand through his
hair.  “Come.  We’ve work to do.” 

“Why would Bran have been with a Danish company if he rode
with—”

“I don’t know, Gwen.”  The words came out sharp and she
knew instantly that it would be better not to ask what he didn’t
want to answer.  Not with the grief so near.  And
betrayal.

In silence, they labored among the dead and wounded.  With
the help of Madog’s surviving soldiers, they stripped the
foreigners to their loincloths.  Their own soldiers could use
the armor and weapons and it gave Gwen and Gareth an opportunity to
look for any indication of who had paid the mercenaries, if that
was indeed what they were.  Perhaps the King of Dublin himself
wanted Anarawd dead, though Gwen couldn’t imagine why.

They found nothing useful, no seal or ring that a lord might
give to an underling to provide him safe passage through
Wales.  A pair of boots appeared beside Gwen’s knee. 

“It’s time to put the lyre on the roof.”  Meilyr dropped
her satchel of clothing beside the body of the man she’d searched
most recently.  “Here.  It’s time to go.”

“I hate giving up,” Gwen said.  “Owain Gwynedd will not be
pleased.”

“Then he can come himself and search,” Meilyr said,
uncharacteristically dismissing his lord’s concern.  “It’s
time we were going if we are to arrive at Caerhun before darkness
falls.”

Gwen got to her feet and hefted the two satchels—one of clothing
and the other of the much-depleted medicines.  Madog needed
their repaired cart to carry the dead and a soldier had calmed
their horse enough to haul it.  For the rest, they piled the
weapons, bodies, and goods in the already heavily laden carts, and
traveled the last miles to the Conwy River.  Meilyr and
Gwalchmai carried the box of precious instruments between them.

Madog spent the journey grilling Gareth and Gwen about King
Anarawd’s death and everything they’d culled from the Danish
soldiers.  Unfortunately, there wasn’t much.  Most of the
loot would be divided among Madog’s company, with a tithe set aside
for Owain Gwynedd.  Gareth had acquired a short knife, which
now rested at his waist. 

“Take these.”  He handed three coins to Gwen.

“I—I can’t,” she said, rejecting them out of hand, even though
her eyes widened at the sight of them.  Coins were rare in
Wales and she’d never had any of her own. 

“What do you mean, you can’t?” Gareth said. 

Gwen shook her head.  “A man who is dead last held those
coins.  Perhaps the lord who ordered Anarawd’s death gave them
to him.  How can I take them for myself?”

Gareth tsked at her through his teeth but didn’t push them on
her, and instead slipped them into his own scrip.  “I’ll hold
them for you until you need them.”

Gwen hadn’t banished the sick feeling in her stomach at the
events of the day.  “I can’t believe someone has plotted to
murder a king.”

Gareth laughed under his breath.  “What you can’t believe
is that you witnessed it.  Murdering one’s king is a
well-established tradition in Wales and you know it.”

Of course Gareth was right.  And if Gwen were smarter, she
wouldn’t be the one to tell Owain Gwynedd about this particular
murder.  Unfortunately, leaving the task for Gareth alone was
the coward’s way and that was a path Gwen refused to
take. 

It was another long walk before the fort of Caerhun rose before
them, half-finished—or rather, half-falling down and patched here
and there with wattle and daub or foraged stone.  King Owain
understood the importance of the old Roman fort.  It guarded a
centuries-old east-west road across Gwynedd. The Romans had built
the fort and improved the road, but the Welsh themselves had passed
this way for as long as they’d peopled these lands. 

The English had sought to force the Conwy River many times over
the years.  While today King Owain’s domains were at peace and
stretched all the way to the city of Chester on the border between
England and Wales, that hadn’t always been the case.  King
Owain, and his father Gruffydd before him, had chosen to defend
what amounted to the only useable ford on the Conwy
River. 

Gwen checked the sky as they turned into the entrance.  The
long summer dusk was upon them, giving them perhaps another two
hours of light.  They’d traveled all of ten miles the whole
day—a few hours walk when things were going well.  A pity they
hadn’t.  Particularly for Anarawd. 

“How long before we must ride?” she asked Gareth.

“Give me an hour, two at most,” Gareth said.  “Both Braith
and your father’s horse need food, rest, and the comfort of a stall
for a short time at least.”

Gwen nodded and turned towards the dining hall with some of the
other men, looking forward to the opportunity to sit down. 
She bent at the waist, stretching her back.  Her hair had come
loose and she pushed it out of her face, and then looked up to find
Gwalchmai planted in front of her. 

“Father says you’re going on without us.”

“Yes,” Gwen said.  A wave of soldiers swept around and past
them and she wrinkled her nose at the press of humanity. 
Maybe she wasn’t hungry after all if she had to eat with all of
them. 

“I’m sorry about Father,” he said.  “You know he doesn’t
mean anything by what he says.  Or doesn’t say.”

Gwen smiled at her brother.  At twelve, he was only an inch
or two shorter than she was.  By next year he’d top her and
the year after that he’d be a man, according to Welsh law. 
“Thank you for trying to protect me, but there’s no need and you’ll
only make Father angry.”

“It’s time someone stood up to him,” Gwalchmai said. 

“Isn’t that what I’ve been trying to do?” Gwen shook her
head.  “Leave that to me too.  You have a great future
ahead of you, from the moment you sing your first note in King
Owain’s hall.  And it’s Father who’s taught you everything he
knows, who’s poured all of his love of music into you. 
There’s nothing there to feel sorry about or regret.” 

A man brushed past her and Gwen started when she realized it was
Gareth.  He glanced back at her and winked before entering the
hall.

“Are you sure?” Gwalchmai said.

Gwen’s heart swelled with love for her brother.  If nothing
had gone the way she’d wanted in her own life, at least she’d done
the right thing by him.  “I’m sure.  As I told Father
years ago, I’m ready to follow my own road.”

 

 



Chapter Six



 


 

 

Gareth and Gwen had ridden through the dark and
now reached the highest point on the road that led across the high,
windswept moors of Gwynedd from Caerhun to Aber.  The standing
stones of Bwlch y Ddeufaen stood stark in the moonlight, looming
over them eight feet high on either side of the road that wended
among the hills.  Those stones had guarded the pass from all
comers since before the Romans came.  At least the fine
weather continued, and they weren’t forced to ride these ten miles
in the rain.

 “What did my father say about me traveling with you?” Gwen
said.

“This and that,” Gareth said, having no intention of sharing
anything about that conversation.

At first, all Gareth had done when he’d encountered Meilyr
standing with his hands on his hips, blocking Gareth’s retreat from
the dining hall, was hand him the few coins Madog had set aside for
Gwen.  Gareth hoped she’d accept them later, even if they made
her uncomfortable now.  Although he didn’t like Meilyr, the
man was neither a wastrel nor a miser.  He would save them for
Gwen.

“Fine time for you to appear,” Meilyr had said. “You mind
telling me what you’ve been up to all these years before I allow my
daughter to go off with you?”

Gareth could read nothing in Meilyr’s face but his usual
suspicion, so he ventured to reply. “You heard I was a mercenary?”
Gareth asked the question even though he already knew the answer
from his earlier conversation with Gwen.

Meilyr gave him a short nod.

“Those days are past,” Gareth said. 

“Landed on your feet, then?” Meilyr’s voice remained casual,
denying the intensity of his expression. 

Gareth warred with himself as to whether or not to tell Meilyr
the truth.  If Meilyr was going to give his approval, Gareth
preferred he gave it to him because he trusted him, instead of
being blinded by an obsession with rank.  Still, if he was to
have any chance with Gwen, it was better if Meilyr heard it from
him. 

“I am a knight.” 

 Meilyr grunted.  “Are you now?”

“I understood it to be the requirement,” Gareth said.

“Left it a bit late.”

“Is she betrothed?” Gareth’s gut roiled.  Gwen hadn’t said
as much to him but she might not, given how awkward that
conversation could become. 

Meilyr laughed, but the sound came out more sour than
humorous.  “Could have been.  Just last month I had
someone asking for her.  Wasn’t thinking of you, of course,
but I couldn’t let her go to just anyone, especially not a spoiled
child-man like him.”

Gareth’s heart settled a bit.  He still had time. 
“With your permission, I’d like to speak of this further.  For
now, I’m afraid I’ve work to do.”  He gestured towards the
stables where Braith waited. “Aber isn’t getting any closer and
King Owain won’t like to have been kept waiting.”

“Owain Gwynedd doesn’t like anything that he doesn’t control or
foresee,” Meilyr said.  “How did you end up under his
wing?”

“I’m not under his, but Hywel’s,” Gareth said.

Meilyr grunted again, acknowledging the difference. 

“Though it was King Owain’s eldest son, Rhun, who knighted me,
and that raised my standing in the King’s eyes,” Gareth said.

“King Owain knows of your troubled history with his brother,
Cadwaladr?”

“He knows,” Gareth said.

For the second time that day, he’d had a civil conversation with
Meilyr.  With that, Gareth hadn’t wanted to tempt his luck any
further, not after the traumatic events of the day, and retreated
to the stables. 

“What did your father say to you?” Gareth said.  “When you
demanded to come with me, that is.”  He smiled
because he had no doubt that’s exactly what Gwen had done.

Gwen didn’t rise to the bait.  “He accepted it, and since
the kitchens at Caerhun would be there to prepare his breakfast in
the morning, he could dispense with me.  He didn’t want to
give me his horse, necessarily, but in the end he gave way. 
What payment did you promise Madog to get him to loan my father a
better one?”

 “Gwen—”

“Don’t try to deny it.  I know how these things
work.”  Gwen matched him smile for smile, as if to indicate
that she was comfortable with these kinds of machinations and her
own perceived value.  He wasn’t fooled.

“Your father loves you,” he said.

“Does he?” Gwen said.  “Fathers are supposed to love their
daughters, but … Would he miss me if he awoke one morning and I was
gone forever?”

“He loves you enough not to give you to just anyone,” Gareth
said, and then bit his tongue because of what that statement gave
away.

Gwen glared at him.  “He told you about Rhys?”

“Not his name,” Gareth said.  “But the circumstances.”

“I’ve had enough of my father’s opinions,” she said. 
“Don’t make me dislike yours as well.”

“I know it’s been hard—”

Gwen cut him off.  “I’ve not wasted all these years
mourning your absence,” she said.  “I’d hoped we’d have three
children by now, and be living on a bit of land somewhere by the
sea.”  She shrugged.  “It wasn’t meant to be.  I can
accept that we can’t always live the life we imagined.”

“I’ve paid for my choices, Gwen,” Gareth said.  “I’d prefer
not to have to keep paying.”

Gareth felt Gwen’s eyes on him, but didn’t know if he should say
anything more as she didn’t.  Cadwaladr had dismissed him the
same day he’d intended to ask Meilyr for Gwen’s hand.  She’d
been only sixteen, he twenty-three and far more sure of himself
than he should have been.  Cadwaladr had been right to dismiss
him, if outright disobedience was grounds for dismissal.  But
then, Cadwaladr’s insistence that Gareth cut off the hand of an
eight year old boy who’d stolen a piglet had been one order too
many for Gareth.  Still, looking at Gwen now, it was hard not
to have regrets.

The lights of Aber shone in the distance and they slowed. 
“It’s been a long time for you, hasn’t it?” he said.

“Six years.  I cried when we left.”  Gwen paused, and
then to Gareth’s surprise, added, “I was pleased to work for Hywel
again because of those memories.  But you can’t go back, not
really, even if you follow the same road.”

Gareth swallowed.  Was that comment meant for him? 
Was she telling him to walk away from her?  “I do think Hywel
missed you,” he said, instead of asking either of those
questions.  And then kicked himself again.  What
compelled him to mention Hywel’s name every third sentence?

“Did he?” she said.  “He didn’t even seek me out to say
goodbye.”  Before Gareth could formulate a reply, they reached
the walls and Gwen’s mouth fell open at what confronted them. 
“What are they doing to the castle?”

King Owain didn’t have the wherewithal to improve the defenses
of all his holdings, but Aber was an important seat, his stronghold
on the north coast of Gwynedd.  He’d ordered the building of a
stone wall around the fort, turning what had been little more than
a large manor house nearly into a fortress.  Many of the
English bastions along the border between England and Wales were
going up entirely in stone.  It was dangerous not to keep up
with the times, but the cost was exorbitant. 

“The English are coming,” Gareth said.  “Perhaps not this
year, but eventually.  Hopefully by the time they get their
affairs in order, King Owain will be ready.”

“I’m not so much worried about the English today,” Gwen
said.  “This ambush of Anarawd indicates that King Owain has a
very angry, very dangerous enemy.”

Gareth took in a breath.  “Perhaps it’s time he knew of
it.” 

They urged their horses the last yards to the gatehouse. 
Gareth’s face gained them admission and in the shelter of the
courtyard, they faced off in the darkness.  At this
hour—nearly midnight by Gareth’s reckoning—most of the torches had
been allowed to die, leaving two by the front door to the hall and
two by the gate.  The bulk of the garrison slept in the
barracks, while the peasants and craft workers had settled into
their huts and stalls.  Dawn came early in August and they and
their animals would be up before it.

“Should we speak to Hywel first?” Gwen said.

Gareth glanced towards the great hall, some thirty paces
away.  The King kept odd hours, but midnight was as late as
Gareth had ever seen him leave the hall.  If he held true to
form, Gareth would have to wake him, which thrilled him not at
all.  Better to take the cowardly route.  He grasped
Gwen’s arm and tugged her towards a side entrance to the main
building, for which the hall formed the central room, with offices,
storerooms, and sleeping quarters leading from it. 

“Hywel’s rooms are along here.”  Gareth opened the exterior
door and entered a long passageway.  Still tugging Gwen with
him, he halted in front of a half-closed door and knocked.

“Come.”

Gareth pushed through the door, with Gwen at his heels. 
For once, Hywel was alone, though that wasn’t to say a woman wasn’t
lounging on his bed in the room adjacent, waiting for him to
return.  Hywel’s charm and appearance—black hair, deep blue
eyes with long lashes (ridiculously long if Gareth’s female
observers could be trusted), and muscular physique—had drawn women
to him from before he’d even become a man. 

One of the most treacherous battles Gareth had ever been in was
when he’d ended up defending Hywel from a horde of angry farmers,
roused by a cuckolded husband.  They’d been outnumbered twelve
to one, and yet managed to escape by luck and the timely appearance
of a priest who told the farmers off.  Had he known the reason
for their anger, he might have felt differently, but at the time,
all he’d seen was peasants confronting a prince.

As they entered, Hywel looked up from the household accounts on
his desk in front of him.  A grin split his face.  “This
is a surprise.”  Hywel’s eyes tracked from Gwen to
Gareth. 

Gareth gritted his teeth.  His lord had a tendency to
perception and just now, his relationship with Gwen was not
something Gareth wanted acknowledged, or worse, discussed. 
“My lord.” Gareth put his feet together and gave Hywel a stiff
bow.  Gwen curtseyed beside him.

“I hoped to have seen Gwen earlier today—and you not until
tomorrow, Gareth,” Hywel said.  “How is it that you arrive
together, and so late?”

Gareth and Gwen exchanged a look.  Her expression told him
that she’d prefer him to speak.  Choosing nobility, he plunged
on:  “We’ve ridden through the night to tell you—and your
father—of a terrible event that has transpired.  King Anarawd
was ambushed by Danes on the road just north of Dolwyddelan. 
He is dead.”

“What!”  Hywel was on his feet.  “By the Saints, say
it’s not true!”

“I’m sorry, my lord,” Gwen said.  “It is true.”

“Who, what—tell me more!” 

Gareth and Gwen relayed the story, including their search and
the second ambush, taking turns with the parts they knew
best.  By the end, Hywel had settled into his chair again, a
horrified expression on his face.  Made worse by his news for
them: “You should know that I and some of my men tracked these
Danes across Gwynedd today, nearly to the road from Dolwyddelan
where you tell me Anarawd died.”

Gareth took a step forward.  “But, then—”

Hywel shook his head, in what Gareth interpreted to be stunned
disbelief.  “You know those hills are full of paths.  We
thought we had them—we followed them for some distance—but lost
them when they backtracked west.  Or, rather, we thought they
went west.  By the time we reached the Roman fort, we found no
sign of them. Instead, they must have taken a different route north
to ambush you.”

“You heard nothing?”

“There is a river there, running through a series of
falls.  The path runs beside it.  It would have drowned
out any noise of battle.  And since the Danes didn’t ever
reach the road, or so we thought…”

“But they did,” Gwen said.

Hywel sighed.  “Why was Anarawd even there?  He
shouldn’t have been.  He wasn’t due until tomorrow.”

“He was in a hurry to reach his bride, apparently,” Gareth
said.

“Was there any sign, any token, of who could have ordered this?”
Hywel said.

“No,” Gareth said.  “Not that we’ve found so far.  I’d
like to return to the initial site without the feet of fifty other
men treading on it.”

“You’ll have that chance,” Hywel said, “if I have any say in
it.”

“Whoever paid for this crime has incredible power and reach, my
lord,” Gwen said. “The Irish connection is critical.”

Hywel got up and began to pace in front of the open window by
his desk.  They both knew better than to interrupt his
thoughts, but then he halted in front of them.  “This news
cannot wait.  We must wake my father.  It will be worse
for everyone if even one more hour goes by without him hearing of
it.”

 

 



Chapter Seven




 

 

 

Owain Gwynedd, however, was not asleep, though
he was less than pleased to see Hywel stride into the room,
interrupting his late night meal with Cristina.  They sat
together at the high table in the great hall, alone but not
private, an odd paring at first glance, his middle-aged bulk a
contrast to her petite youthfulness.

Gareth bent his head to Gwen’s.  “As far as I’ve seen, she
refuses to dally for more than a few moments alone with the
King.  She has her eye on the main chance.”

“He’s obviously smitten.”

“It seems to me since everyone’s here for Anarawd’s wedding,”
Gareth said, “they might as well go ahead and marry themselves
instead.”

“Don’t say that!” Gwen said. 

“We’re all waiting for it.”

“Even if we’re dreading it,” Gwen said.

Their feet echoed in the hall, thudding hollowly on the wood of
the floor as they made their way among the mostly empty
tables.  Hywel came to a halt in front of his father, with
Gwen and Gareth a pace behind him to his left and right. 
“Sir.  I bring bad news,” Hywel said.

King Owain studied his son, a smile twitching at the corner of
his mouth, despite his earlier annoyance.  “Let’s hear it,
then.” 

Gwen had the sense that they were playing out an oft-repeated
scene—as if Hywel had often brought King Owain bad news, and this
was the least painful way to relay it.  

Hywel took a deep breath and let it out, still hesitating. 
His father leaned forward, perhaps realizing that this news was
going to be worse than usual.  “Anarawd and his men were
ambushed on the road from Dolwyddelan by a company of Danes,” Hywel
said.  “King Anarawd is dead.”

King Owain surged to his feet, knocking back his chair, even
Cristina forgotten.  “How do you know this?”

“My man found him.” Hywel gestured to Gareth who stepped forward
and bowed.

“Tell me,” King Owain said.

Gareth bowed again, and then related how he’d observed the start
of the battle and returned with reinforcements to find King Anarawd
and his men dead.  He touched on the presence of Gwen and her
family but didn’t emphasize it, and then described the second
ambush.  “The wounded are being cared for at Caerhun, my
lord.”

King Owain gazed at Gareth, then looked past him to the few
other knights and men-at-arms who’d gathered to hear the
tale.  “Arrest him.”  He pointed at Gareth with his
chin.

“What?” Gwen stepped forward.  “You can’t—” She cut herself
off as Hywel grabbed her arm.

“Hush,” he said, and then turned to the King.  “Father,
this is—” and then he broke off himself as three men surrounded
Gareth and pinioned his arms behind his back.

“What are you doing?” Gareth cast a pleading glance at Hywel,
looking for help.  “I had nothing to do with this!  I
found them.”

“Did you not leave King Anarawd to die?” King Owain said, his
face suffused with red and his voice thundering.  “Are you not
experienced in the use of a sword?”

“Yes, but—”

“I’ve tolerated your presence up until now because my sons trust
you, but I heard about you from my brother,” King Owain said. 
“The truth will out more easily from a cell.”  He waved a
hand.  “Take him.”

Gareth’s jaw bulged.  Gwen thought he was going to dig in
his heels when his shoulders tensed, but then his eyes met
Hywel’s.  Gareth must have read something there that convinced
him to back down, because he allowed the guards to turn him, his
legs moving stiffly, and lead him away.  He didn’t look again
at Gwen.

“Father.” Hywel faced King Owain, his voice back to
reasonable.  “Gareth had nothing to do with this.  He
hasn’t the money to pay—”

But King Owain was still on fire.  “I never said he paid
for it!  But he could have been bought and paid for! 
That I will believe!”

“Father—” Hywel tried again.

“You have something to say?”  His voice thundered
throughout the hall.  “You question my orders?”

Hywel took a step back.  “No, Father.”  He ducked his
head.  “But I will discover the truth.  Gareth has served
both you and me well.  He is not at fault here.”

King Owain wasn’t listening.  He turned and kicked the
fallen chair out of his way.  It skittered across the
floor.  Owain Gwynedd paced towards the fireplace and then
back.  “Who bought him?  Who seeks to strike me in the
heart, in my own lands?”

By now, Gwen had slipped away, fading into the background as
much as she could, with her back against the wall out of reach of
the firelight.  It was clear that calling any kind of
attention to herself would be a major mistake.  King Owain,
however, had not forgotten her and after a further five minutes
spent haranguing Hywel, he spun towards her.  “You tell me
your father comes too!  Was he injured in this fight?”

“No, sir,” she said.  “Both he and my brother are safe at
Caerhun.”

“I am besieged on every side.” King Owain returned to his
pacing.

“Whoever killed Anarawd has enough money and power to buy a
troop of men—from Ireland no less—and point them in whatever
direction he chose,” Hywel said.  “Either that, or this is an
attack from Ireland itself.”

“Don’t tell me what I already know!” King Owain said, the storm
returning.  “Where’s Rhun?”

“At Aberffraw, my lord,” Hywel said.  “He was to escort
Elen here tomorrow.”

“Coc oen!” King Owain said.  “This is just what I
need.”

At his flagrant profanity, Cristina rose to her feet, risking
his wrath far more than Gwen could have imagined she might, and put
a hand to his arm.  “There is nothing more to be done
tonight.  Madog will come from Caerhun tomorrow with Anarawd’s
body.  Until then, strategy is best conceived with a cool
head.”

King Owain turned on her at the implied criticism of his temper
but she stood steady before him, gazing unblinking into his
eyes—and raising her standing considerably in Gwen’s
estimation.  He glared at her for another count of ten, and
then his shoulders relaxed and he even laughed.  “I bow to
your wishes, my dear.  We will retire.”

Hywel took a step forward.  “About Gareth, my lord—”

“He will stay where he is,” King Owain said.  “He has not
told me as much as he will.”  He strode from the room,
Cristina on his arm.

It was as though the fire had gone out of the hall.  It was
colder, darker, and far, far calmer without King Owain’s
presence.  Gwen moved to Hywel’s side.  “Is there
something Gareth knows that he’s not telling the king?”

Hywel gave her a cryptic look.  “Many things, but since you
confirm his story, I don’t see what more he can tell us about
Anarawd’s death.” 

“Does Gareth really have to stay in a cell tonight?”

“You’re asking me to defy my father?  You’ve spent all of a
half an hour in his company in the last six years but already you
should know better,” Hywel said. 

“But, my lord—”

“You’ve felt only a taste of my father’s wrath.  I cannot
release Gareth on my own accord—not yet—not until pressed to
absolute need.  Besides, it sounds worse than it is for
him.  We don’t actually have any cells here.  This isn’t
the Tower of London.”

“Yes, my lord.” Gwen cast her eyes down so she wouldn’t have to
look at him—or embarrass herself with begging.

She could feel Hywel’s eyes on her.  “We will speak in the
morning,” Hywel said. “I’ll have my father’s steward find you a
place to sleep.”



 


Chapter Eight




 

 

 

  Jesus!  In his
wildest imagination, it hadn’t occurred to Gareth that the result
of being the one to tell Owain Gwynedd that King Anarawd was dead
was that he’d end up here.  What if King Owain leaves me
here?  I’ll rot while Gwen is left to wander the castle
alone.  The thought of her on her own amongst the
garrison was enough to have him punching his fist into the wall
again.  That it was wooden and not stone was the only thing
that saved him from a broken hand.  Of course, it also showed
him how easily he could kick his way out of his rickety prison if
he had to.  He could take some comfort in that.

His cell sat at the back of the stables.  It was ten feet
on a side with knot holes and slits in the wood that allowed him to
see through the slats to the curtain wall.  This section had
already been replaced with stone, indicating that freedom, were he
to pursue it on his own, wouldn’t be as immediate as he might
hope.  The pungent smells of horse and excrement were making
him lightheaded in the confined space and he paced around his cell,
trying to stay awake until someone came.  Hywel? 
Gwen?  A guard to beat the truth out of him?  At the very
least, he was looking for someone to talk to him, to come and tell
him this was all a mistake. 

Fortunately, the guards hadn’t yet roughed him up. 
Hell—they weren’t even guards, but friends.  Evan had brought
him a flask, a crust of bread, and dried meat, with an unspoken
apology in his eyes.  None of his friends had been happy with
their appointed task, but they did it.  They did it because
their lord ordered it and it wasn’t their place to question Owain
Gwynedd’s orders.  If Gareth had learned that lesson sooner,
he might have married Gwen.  They might have had those three
children she’d mentioned.

After an hour alone, a light appeared on the other side of the
door.  Gareth braced himself—whether for fight or flight he
hadn’t yet decided—but it was Hywel who appeared.  To his
credit, he didn’t bother to apologize for Gareth’s predicament, but
stood with his hands on his hips in the doorway with the door open
wide behind him. 

“You won’t run, I assume,” he said.

Gareth eyed the space behind his prince.  He could knock
Hywel over; maybe even make it out of the stables and through the
postern gate before anyone was the wiser.  But he
didn’t.  Instead, Gareth took Hywel’s words as a vote of
confidence and as indication that at least Hywel didn’t believe in
his guilt. 

“It would set your father further against me, wouldn’t it?”
Gareth said.

“Likely,” Hywel said.

“Except I don’t even know what I’m supposed to have done.”
Gareth felt like punching the wall again.  “Is he accusing me
of betraying you?  Of being in the pay of another
master?  Does he think I helped kill King Anarawd and two
dozen of his guardsmen?”

“I expect he isn’t accusing you of anything but being in the
wrong place at the wrong time,” Hywel said.  “But he’ll hang
you for it anyway if we can’t find the true culprit.”

“Christ!” Gareth swung around to kick at a bucket in
the corner.  It had an inch of stale water in it which he
wouldn’t have drunk anyway.  God knew what they kept in this
room when they weren’t using it as a prison cell.  He hoped
few men had the pleasure of it before him, though his friends had
known without discussion where to take him when they’d hauled him
away from King Owain. 

“At least we’re not at Dolbadarn—they’ve dungeons there,” Hywel
said.

“I should thank him for that small favor, should I?”

Hywel smiled.  “I’m sure my father will see to addressing
that lack when he rebuilds the hall in stone.  In the
meantime, you’re safe enough here.”

“I’m a pig in a pen, waiting for slaughter,” Gareth
said. 

Hywel canted his head as he studied Gareth.  “Use your
anger and frustration to concentrate your mind on what might really
have happened.  Though they were all abed when you arrived,
the barons have gathered at Aber.  They came for the wedding,
which won’t happen now, but they’ll meet in council anyway as my
father intended.  If any one of them is guilty of this
treachery, they’ll think themselves safer for your
confinement.  We might catch someone off guard.”

“Tell that to your father,” Gareth said.

“I won’t need to,” Hywel said.  “By morning he’ll think of
it himself, even if he won’t admit it.  We can, however, take
advantage of his hasty action.”

“By leaving me in this cage?” Gareth said, not any happier with
this idea, even if it was a good one.  “I would be more useful
on the outside!”

“We’ll see.” Hywel smirked at Gareth’s outraged expression, and
then added, “You’re a bit easier to control in here.”  He held
up an iron key.  “I will lock the door because my father
expects it, not because I don’t trust you.”

Gareth managed to tamp down his temper enough to tip his head at
Hywel who, still smirking, closed the door behind him. 
Personally, Gareth thought Hywel was putting a bit too much faith
in his father’s good sense, which Gareth couldn’t quite discern
from where he stood.  He thought it much more likely that King
Owain would hang him, if only to make himself feel better and put
some kind of conclusion on this affair—especially if he never found
out who’d really ordered King Anarawd’s death.

Gareth hadn’t managed more than a few more paces around the
cell, stewing in his anger and resentment, when a new knock came
and then the sound of a key turning in the lock.  He strode
towards the door, furious that Hywel had come back to mock him some
more, but then came to an abrupt halt a foot from the door as it
opened.  Gwen stood before him with a platter of steaming
broth and a jug of mead.

“I bribed the cook with my recipe for spiced scones,” she
said.

Gareth warred with himself, as she was the last person he wanted
to see him so powerless, but the smell of the soup made his stomach
growl and he chose not to fight her—or to sulk.  “Come
in.”  He bowed low, one arm out like a courtier welcoming her
to his home instead of a room lined with dirty straw. 

“Hywel made me promise not to free you.”

“I gave him my word that I’d stay.” Gareth said.  “He has
some idea that if I’m confined, it will embolden the real
villain.  Give him confidence that nobody suspects him, which
of course we don’t since we have no idea who did this.”  The
thought made Gareth want to kick something again, but he
didn’t.  He took in a deep breath and let it out, getting hold
of his temper. 

Gwen handed him the tray of food.  As he reached for it, he
was surprised to see her eyes tearing.  “I was that
worried.  King Owain was so angry.”

“He’s known for his astute strategizing,” Gareth said, “but it’s
not uncommon for him to act first and think later.  Look at
what happened with your father.  They have an argument about
something that should have been resolved within half a day—and
which King Owain probably doesn’t even remember now—and they don’t
speak for six years.  Hywel says that King Owain could still
hang me for this, were we to fail to uncover the real culprit.”

“That’s what I fear.  I spoke with several of your friends
among the garrison.  They don’t think you’re good for this,
even if you’ve done some things in the past of which you are less
than proud.”  She paused.  “You don’t have to tell me
about those things.”

“We’ve all done things we regret,” Gareth said.  “After
Cadwaladr dismissed me, I learned that even what he’d asked me to
do were minor offenses compared to what was possible.”  He
shrugged.  “A lord feels much more loyalty to his regular
men-at-arms and knights, whose families may have served his family
for generations, than to the mercenaries he hires.  That’s why
a lord always assigns a mercenary the dirtiest work.”  

“Much like Hywel,” Gwen said.

Gareth looked up from his soup bowl.  “What makes you say
that?”

“Wouldn’t you agree?” Gwen said.  “Rhun is the heir; Owain
Gwynedd has things that need doing that he might not mind doing
himself—if he had the time—but is loathe to have them sully Rhun’s
hands.  But Hywel…” 

“Yes,” Gareth said.  “I would say that you’re right.”

“It’s always been that way,” Gwen said.  “I remember the
first time.  Hywel was only fourteen.  One of King
Owain’s knights had neglected his duties to the king; he’d refused
service and tithes in a strange act of defiance.  It was Hywel
that King Owain sent to see to him.”

“And what did Hywel do?”

“Burned the man’s house and barn to the ground, along with
everything in them.  The knight escaped with only the clothes
on his back.”  Gwen glanced at Gareth, her gaze
inscrutable.  “None died, if you’re wondering.” 

Gareth nodded.  Such was the way of kings.  “It could
be worse.  Hywel could have been born in the time of Gruffydd
ap Llywelyn.  If the stories of his reign are true, Gruffydd
had half the men in his family killed to prevent any chance of them
usurping his throne.  Someone had to do it; someone had that
blood on his hands, even if he was only doing as Gruffydd told
him.”

“King Owain has his hands full enough with his brother.” 
Gwen poured the mead she’d brought into a cup and handed it to
Gareth.  He took it but didn’t answer.  He should have
known she couldn’t be silenced so easily.  After another look,
she said, “I gather, then, that we aren’t going to talk about
Cadwaladr either?”

“What’s there to say?” Gareth said.  “Even after all this
time, he spreads lies about me.  What I can’t understand is
why I’m even in his thoughts.  I was a tiny speck on his cloak
that he flicked off with one finger all those years ago.”

Gareth had come to Cadwaladr after the death of his Uncle
Goronwy, who’d served King Owain’s elder brother, Cadwallon.
Goronwy fell in battle with Cadwallon in 1132, in a war against a
king of Powys over something Gareth couldn’t remember now. 
Land or power, it was all one to Gareth.  He’d been a soldier
for two years already, though in truth still a boy and fighting on
the fringes of the battle.  He’d been posted among the archers
since they’d been short of men with bows and his shot was better
than average. 

Upon Goronwy’s death, Gareth, now orphaned for the second time,
had transferred his allegiance to Cadwaladr at King Gruffydd’s
request.  It was unfortunate for Gareth that this youngest
prince hadn’t even half the courage of the eldest. 

“Apparently you weren’t a negligible speck to him,” Gwen
said.  “Now that you’re among Hywel’s company, Cadwaladr has
been reminded of what happened and how you stood up to him. 
Perhaps you are one of the few men who ever defied him openly.”

 “The only one, I think,” Gareth said.  “Or rather,
the only one who lived to speak of it.  He’s learned since his
dealings with me that it’s not enough to dismiss someone. 
Better to kill him.”

Gwen shook her head.  “I really don’t want to know
that.  We’ve sung in his castle at Aberystwyth many
times.”  She leaned against the wall, her hands behind her
back, studying Gareth.  “I actually didn’t mean to talk about
what happened between you and Cadwaladr, though we can.  What
I meant to point out is that Prince Cadwaladr is one of the few men
in Wales who exactly fills the description of someone who’d want to
murder Anarawd.”

“Why is that?”

“Because he rules in Ceredigion, on lands adjacent to
Anarawd’s.  Perhaps he didn’t want King Owain to control them
through his daughter, possibly at Cadwaladr’s expense.”

Gareth scrubbed at his face with both hands.  “It’s true he
has Irish connections. As do all the royal families in Deheubarth
and Gwynedd.”

“More than that, he lived there as a child,” Gwen said. 
“Hywel tells me that he only returned to Gwynedd upon the death of
Cadwallon because his father felt that the remaining brothers must
stand together to defend Gwynedd.”

“We must keep speculation to a minimum,” Gareth said.  “You
might as well accuse Hywel, for he shares a similar pedigree—his
mother was Irish!”

“I’m not accusing anyone of anything,” Gwen said.  “But
speculation is how mysteries are solved.  We ask good
questions, and we see if any of the answers we find fit our
questions.”

Gareth ran his hand through his hair.  “Good questions, you
say?  I’ve got one for you—when do I get out of here?”

 

 



Chapter Nine



 


 

 

Gwen lay still and silent on her pallet,
thinking of Gareth and hoping he wasn’t too uncomfortable in his
cell.  When she’d returned to Hywel, he’d laughed off her
concerns about Gareth’s well-being, but she didn’t think he was
quite as complacent as he conveyed.  Hywel had to know that
even though King Owain had lost his temper and acted rashly, the
king might not want to admit he was wrong about Gareth, even if
they never found proof of his guilt. 

In addition, King Owain should have known by now that his
brother, Cadwaladr, didn’t always relate the most accurate version
of events.  As she gazed up at the ceiling, she had a vision
of that day five years ago when she’d lain in a room very like this
one, but in Ceredigion, sobbing her eyes out over the loss of
Gareth.  Prince Cadwaladr had summarily dismissed him and
Gareth had ridden away with only his sword and his horse. 
Cadwaladr hadn’t even allowed him a moment to return to his
quarters to gather the rest of his things.

It was Gwen who’d done that.  Though Gareth didn’t know it,
she still had one of his spare shirts, stuffed into the bottom of
her satchel, and wore his mother’s cross around her neck.  She
should have given it to him first thing, but had forgotten about it
until this moment.  She pulled it out and clenched it in her
fist. 

To be fair, she had to acknowledge that Prince Cadwaladr had
been beset at the time and much like his brother, may have allowed
his temper to run away with him.  Not long before, the Normans
had beheaded Gwenllian, a younger sister to Owain and Cadwaladr,
for leading a rebellion against them.  Gwenllian’s husband—who
just happened to be Anarawd’s father—had been in Gwynedd at the
time, seeking an alliance against the Normans.  As a result,
Cadwaladr and Owain Gwynedd had gone south to avenge her
death.  Their losses had been compounded by the death of
Gruffydd, their father, not long after in 1137. 

These past realities made Anarawd’s murder all the worse. 
Not only was he a strong ally and the King of Deheubarth, but he
was a nephew-by-marriage to both Owain and Cadwaladr since
Gwenllian had been Anarawd’s step-mother.  These family ties
were powerful and compelling, not just for King Owain and
Cadwaladr, but for any Welshman.  While the victory over the
Normans had allowed King Owain to annex Ceredigion, it could not
replace what they’d lost.  It was Cadwaladr, now, who ruled
those lands.  And if Cadwaladr had something to do with
Anarawd’s death…

Thinking of the possibility made Gwen’s stomach ache.

The next morning, after a restless night in which she feared
she’d repeatedly woken many of the other women, Gwen forced herself
from her pallet and back downstairs.  Chaos confronted her in
the hall.  Men, huddled in groups small and large, talked and
gesticulated to other men who nodded sagely back.  The news of
Anarawd’s death was not easy for any of them to encompass.

“Will our tribulations never cease!” 

That was Cadwaladr, holding court near the fire with three other
barons.  Taran, Owain Gwynedd’s steward, stood a few feet
away, speaking grimly with several other men.  Hywel was alone
by the door.  Gwen headed towards him.

“What’s going on here?” a woman’s voice said.

Gwen looked past Hywel to see Elen, the bride, at the entrance
to the great hall.  At only sixteen, her marriage would have
been a May-December match, but Gwen hadn’t heard that she’d
complained about it to her father.  Her golden hair glinted in
the sunlight, forming a halo around her head.  As a bride, she
had the right to wear it loose and it cascaded down her back in a
bright mass.

Hywel caught her arm.  “Come with me, Elen.  I’ve
something to tell you.”

He tugged her in Gwen’s direction and Gwen hurried to greet
them.  Their ages were too different to have allowed them to
be actual friends growing up, but Gwen had cared for Elen many
times in the years she lived at Aber.  Too often, Elen’s
elders had alternately spoiled and ignored her.  Gwen had
tried to make up for that, just a little.

“Gwen!”  Elen embraced her.  “I’m so glad you’ve
come.”

Gwen eased back, still with her arm around Elen’s waist, and
filled with regret at what she was going to have to say next. 
“We have some bad news.”

Elen’s face paled.  “Father—”

Hywel moved closer, a finger to her lips.  “Not
Father.  Anarawd.  He’s dead.”

“He’s—”

“Damn it,” Hywel said as Elen’s eyes rolled up in their sockets
and she collapsed unceremoniously into Gwen’s arms.  Gwen
staggered under her burden, which Hywel eased by catching his
sister around the shoulders before Gwen dropped her.  Between
the two of them, they carried Elen to a bench set against the wall
behind them.  Hywel laid her on her back and Gwen pulled up
her knees.

“It’s all right, cariad,” she said, her lips on Elen’s
forehead.  “You’re going to be all right.”  Elen had
never been good with sudden shocks—whether the event was a finger
prick from a sewing needle or her grandfather’s death.  Gwen
had nursed her through both in her time.

Cadwaladr had noted his niece’s arrival and strode toward them,
his gaze fixed on Elen’s supine form. The expression on his face
was stern but sympathetic and Gwen catalogued in her head the
number of times she’d seen him come up with exactly the right
outward manifestation, regardless of his inward feelings. 
Then again, the whole royal family was good at hiding what they
thought—even King Owain had a devious mind when he chose to use
it.  He was the King of Gwynedd after all.  By necessity,
he’d learned deception in the cradle.

Hywel glanced up and allowed exasperation to cross his face for
a heartbeat before schooling his expression.  Gwen wondered
how many people in the room would have preferred to be anywhere but
where they were right now.  Then King Owain blew in from his
upstairs chamber.

“What’s all this noise?”  He surveyed his domain with sharp
eyes.

At his interjection, Cadwaladr changed course, heading towards
his brother.  Elen opened her eyes.  “Oh, Father!”

As if she’d never been ill, she spun off the bench and ran
towards King Owain, who clasped her to him.  He gazed over her
head to Hywel, meeting his eyes, and then jerked his head in the
direction from which he’d just come.  That must have meant
something to Hywel because he grasped Gwen’s arm and dragged her
with him to a doorway a few paces away leading to a side
passage. 

“What are you doing?”  Gwen tried to pull away from him but
his grip was too firm.  They entered the hallway and Hywel
swung her around so her back pressed against the wall of the
hall.

“Cadwaladr shouldn’t see you with me.” Hywel moved his hand to
her shoulder, holding her still, and peered around the door
frame.  “Another second and he would have.”

“Why does it matter if Cadwaladr sees me with you?” Gwen
said.  “He knows we grew up together.”

Hywel tsked at her under his breath.  She found it annoying
that so many of the men in her life had a tendency to do that, not
to mention drag her wherever they wished like a half-trained sheep
at a village fair. 

“You found King Anarawd’s body, remember?  And you did it
with Gareth.” Hywel ran his hand through his hair and turned to
pace in front of her, even if hampered by the confined space. 
“Cadwaladr is very sensitive to his dignity and views Gareth as a
mortal enemy.”

“I still don’t—”

Hywel hissed into her face.  “Cadwaladr doesn’t know you
work for me and I’d rather he didn’t learn of it today.  I’m
thankful my father thought of it in time.”

Gwen subsided.  “I think you’re being foolish.  I sang
in his hall three months ago.  I’ll sing here tonight. 
He knows who I am.”

“My father obviously shares my concern.”

That gave Gwen pause.  “Fine.  But is Gareth safe from
Cadwaladr?  His cell is designed to keep him in, not others
out.”

Hywel stared at her.  “Bloody hell!  I hadn’t thought
of that either.”  But then he nodded.  “I’ll double guard
him so no soldier has to deal with any visitors alone.”

Gwen relaxed against the wall, studying her employer, who
continued to pace as he thought.  “Did she love him?” Gwen
said.

“Who?  Elen?” Hywel said.  “She’d only met him
once.  But she loved the idea of getting married, for all that
he was many years her elder.  She would have been a princess
of Gwynedd and queen of Deheubarth.”

Gareth’s friend Evan poked his head around the corner, just as a
keening wail rose up from Elen.  Hywel rolled his eyes at Gwen
before acknowledging Evan.  “What is it now?”

“Madog has come with the body.” 

If Hywel hadn’t sworn again, Gwen might have.  Then he
canted his head to Gwen.  “Come.” 

Gwen trotted after Hywel, towards the far door through which she
and Gareth had entered the castle last night, with Evan at her
heels. 

Madog and ten men from his garrison milled about a cart with
Anarawd’s wrapped body in the bed.  His face expressionless,
King Owain, Cadwaladr beside him, gazed down at the body.  A
portion of the crowd from the great hall had followed him out the
door and now clustered behind him, unsure of what to do.  News
of King Anarawd’s death had been an opportunity for speculation and
gossip, but its reality was something else entirely. 

“Enough!” King Owain said.  “This is not a market
stall.  Be about your business.”

Mumbling among themselves, the people in the crowd
dispersed.  Cadwaladr clapped a hand on King Owain’s shoulder
in apparent sympathy and turned away, leaving King Owain and Madog
alone by the cart.  King Owain lifted his head and looked
around the courtyard until he spied Hywel, still standing by the
side door with Gwen.  With a wave of his hand, he gestured
them over.

“You know what to do,” he said when Hywel reached him.

“Yes, Father.” 

King Owain turned away. 

“Where shall we put him, my lord?” Madog said.  “The
weather has been so warm he stinks already.”

“Unfortunate but unavoidable,” Hywel said.  “We’ll try to
make this quick.  Bring him to the barracks.”

More curious than she wanted to admit, Gwen went with Hywel and
the men-at-arms carrying Anarawd’s body.  The long, low
building sat by the gatehouse.  It contained a large, open
sleeping space, but also dozens of small rooms.  Just as they
reached it, Hywel’s elder brother, Rhun, stepped from the main
doorway.  Hywel pulled up short.

He held out his hand to Rhun, who took it, and the two men
embraced.  “I’m sorry this isn’t going to end in a wedding,”
Hywel said.  “You can imagine how upset Elen is with this
news.”

“Where is she?” Rhun said.

“In the hall,” Hywel said.  “I saw her greet Uncle
Cadwaladr after Father dismissed him.”

Rhun choked on a laugh.  “I’ll rescue her in a
moment.”  He surveyed Anarawd’s body and then turned to Gwen
who stood quietly to one side.  “Are you sure you want to be
present when my brother examines him?”

“I’ve already seen the body,” she said.  “Sir Gareth and I
were the ones who found him.” 

She didn’t say anything of what she and Gareth had discovered
about his murder, however.  If Hywel was secretive to a fault,
Rhun was too open and might reveal what he knew to the wrong
person.  Everyone might hear about the knife wound soon
enough, but she’d wait to tell anyone else until she’d spoken to
Hywel about it.

“Then I leave him in good hands.” Rhun clapped Hywel on the
shoulder and walked away.

Once inside the tiny chamber, Hywel lit the lamps and dismissed
the guards.  Together, he and Gwen stripped Anarawd of his
fine clothes and armor, revealing a well-muscled but oft-wounded
body.  “This must have hurt.”  Gwen traced a thick scar
under the man’s right rib.

“That came from the 1136 war when we defeated the Normans in
Deheubarth,” Hywel said.  “I was fighting alongside him,
although I was only sixteen at the time.”

“Gareth was twenty, then.  How old is—was—Anarawd?” Gwen
circled the table to survey the body from every angle.  The
man seemed smaller now, more fragile. So he’d proved to be in the
end.  As they all were. 

 “Seven years ago he was in his early thirties.  He’s
forty now, maybe,” Hywel said.  “His father was nearly this
age when he married my aunt, who was only fifteen at the
time.  They eloped.”  He grinned.  “I would have
liked to have been there to see my grandfather’s face when he found
out.”

“Your grandfather didn’t approve of the union?” Gwen had begun
sorting through Anarawd’s clothes, emptying the contents of his
pockets and now looked up.

“Well…”  Hywel said.  “You know fathers.”

Gwen laughed.  “I do.” 

A moment of silence.  And then Hywel added, “Your father
was a good teacher.” 

“He was and is, but being his daughter hasn’t been easy.” Gwen
shot Hywel an irritated look.  “And you haven’t helped
matters.”

“You don’t have to work for me,” Hywel said.

“Oh, I don’t regret that,” she said.  “But he loved you
like a son and yet you’ve not spoken to him more than a handful of
times since we left Aber.  It hurts him.”

“I know,” Hywel said.  “But he is not my father and Owain
Gwynedd is.  My need to please the king is greater.”  He
paused, and then added, “I am looking forward to seeing Meilyr back
at Aber where he belongs.”

“Father was at Caerhun.  Since he didn’t travel with Madog,
I’m sure he’ll be along soon.  Still, he is wary of this
meeting with the King.”

“My father invited him, didn’t he?” Hywel said.  “For all
that he has a temper, he’s not one to hold a grudge.”

“It’s my father who’s held it all these years,” Gwen said, “not
yours.”

Hywel nodded.  “Pride has undone many a lesser man.”

Gwen refocused on the body in front of her.  “You see the
slit between his ribs?  That was the killing blow.”

Hywel bent to examine Anarawd’s skin.  “Are you sure? 
It’s very small—too small to be from a sword blade.”

“Yes,” Gwen said.  “That’s exactly my point.  Or
rather, Gareth’s, since he was the one who showed it to me.”

“But that means—”  Hywel broke off.  He lifted his
head to study Gwen’s face.

“That he was ambushed and murdered,” Gwen
said. 

Hywel returned his gaze to the body.  He stood with one arm
supporting his right elbow, his hand rubbing his chin.  “Let’s
walk through what we know:  Anarawd leaves Dolwyddelan with
twenty-some men.  Strangers from Ireland set upon them,
slaughtering them all.  Anarawd, however, does not die by the
sword, but by a secret knife, slipped between his ribs.” 
Hywel looked up. 

“Which means that he knew his killer,” Gwen said.

“Why do you say that?”

“Look at his clothes.” Gwen lifted Anarawd’s shirt, which they’d
discarded.  “Here’s the wound”—she wiggled her fingers through
the hole in the shirt—“but see how the blood flowed down the front
of the shirt?  He was standing when the killer stabbed him,
not lying on the ground.”

Hywel nodded his agreement.  “If he’d been lying down, the
blood from his wound would have soaked his side.”

“Gareth says the killer murdered him in the woods and then
dragged him back to the road.”

Hywel stared at Gwen.  “How does he know that?”

“The blood again, and the dirt and scuff marks on the tops of
Anarawd’s boots.”

“Did he find the location where it happened?” Hywel said.

Gwen shook her head.  “We ran out of time.  Too many
men and horses had churned it up.”

Hywel turned back to the body.  “So… do we have two
villains here, or just one?”

“Someone paid for the ambush, that we know,” Gwen said. 
“But do we have a second man who murdered him?  Why not simply
let the Danes do it?”

“Perhaps the first paid the second especially to ensure the deed
was done,” Hywel said.

“But whose man was he?” Gwen said.  “Obviously, Gareth’s
milk-brother betrayed Anarawd, or so it seems right now, but was
there another traitor in Anarawd’s party?”

“That would be a diabolical plan,” Hywel said. 

Gwen glanced at him, disturbed that he sounded, if anything,
admiring.

“Let’s not get carried away,” she said.  “Perhaps Anarawd
was attempting to plead for his life.”

“Or flee, even,” Hywel said.

“He wasn’t stabbed in the back.”  Then Hywel’s words sank
in.  “Was Anarawd the type of man to flee from battle?”

Hywel shrugged.  “Any man might choose that route if his
companions were dead and dying.  It isn’t always ignoble.”

“Hmm,” Gwen said, not sure what kind of explanation Hywel was
giving her. 

“Is there anything in his clothing or on his person that can
help us?” Hywel said. 

“Only a ring.” Gwen held it up.  “By the way, there’s
something else you should note on the body:  the left edge of
the wound is a bit uneven.  The knife caught at the skin
instead of sliding neatly through.”

Hywel gazed down at the body.  “You’re saying …”

“The blade isn’t smooth. It has a notch along one edge,” she
said.  “Either it was poorly made or very old.  Either
way, the metal has been worn down—enough to sustain damage.”

Hywel narrowed his eyes at her.  “You’ve seen too many
murdered men, I think.”

Gwen laughed.  “It was Gareth who pointed it out, but I’d
learned it already from killing a few too many chickens.”

“Lord Ednyfed of Powys told me you solved the murder of Llywelyn
ap Rhys.”

Gwen sighed, remembering.  “And that poor boy Rhodri hanged
for it.  I almost wish I hadn’t.”

“Rhodri killed a man.”

“I know,” Gwen said. 

Rhodri had been poaching on his lord’s land—not a terrible
offense, or at least not a hanging one—but he’d shot another man
thinking him a deer.  It was his bad luck that the river near
which he’d buried the body had flooded three days later and exposed
his crime. 

“—and worse, tried to cover it up,” Hywel said.

“And it’s for that they hanged him.  Men kill other men for
every reason under the sun, but when it’s an accident—” 

“My lord!” 

Gwen and Hywel turned to see Evan poke his nose between the door
and the frame.

“What is it, Evan,” Hywel said.  “I asked not to be
disturbed.”

“Prince Cadell—” Evan stopped, cleared his throat, and
continued, “King Cadell of Deheubarth, Anarawd’s brother, has
arrived.”

Hywel met Gwen’s eyes.  “Has he?” Hywel surveyed the
body.  “Come, Gwen.  We’ll leave Anarawd for now. 
You can meet your latest suspect.”

Gwen couldn’t tell if he was serious, or only teasing her. 
“He inherits Deheubarth?”

“He does,” Hywel said.

“Why wasn’t he riding in Anarawd’s company?”

“That, I couldn’t tell you,” Hywel said.

“Cadell is another with strong Irish connections,” Gwen
said.  “His father fled to Ireland when the Normans took
Deheubarth forty years ago.”

“As did my own grandfather.” Hywel glanced at her, a wry smile
on his lips.  “I’m sure you haven’t forgotten that my entire
family is descended from the Dublin Danes and Brian Boru, the High
King of Ireland.” 

Gwen bit her lip.  This put how many names on her list of
potential traitors?  She followed Hywel out the door and back
to the courtyard, where the as-yet-uncrowned King Cadell was
dismounting from his horse, accompanied by his own company of men,
at least a dozen by her count.

“Welcome to Aber.”  Hywel walked up to Cadell, who looked a
bit like Hywel himself, but shorter and slighter.  Here was
another second son who found himself possessed of a kingdom on no
notice at all.

“Thank you, Prince Hywel.” Cadell bowed.  “It is my great
pleasure to see you again.  Bards still sing of your exploits
in Deheubarth in the last war.”

Hywel blinked.  “Thank you.” 

“Has my brother arrived?” Cadell peered past Hywel to the
keep.  It looked like he expected Anarawd to appear on the
steps at any moment. 

Hywel cleared his throat.  “In a manner of speaking.” 
He glanced once at Gwen as he took Cadell’s elbow.  “I would
have you speak to my father.”  Everyone in the courtyard bit
their tongues as Hywel steered Cadell towards the side entrance
rather than into the great hall.

Evan came to a halt beside Gwen.  “Who did kill King
Anarawd?”

Gwen shook her head.  “I wish I knew.”

 

 



Chapter Ten 




 

 

Gareth woke with his head in a bucket, heaving
up his insides.  “I’m fine! I’m fine!” he said, lying
boldly.  He couldn’t remember how he’d gotten here.  He’d
eaten his noon meal, and then …

He pushed at the hand that held his head, forcing down a final
heave that belied his words.

“You’re not fine,” Hywel said.  “But you’re alive, which is
the important thing.”

Gareth shivered and his hands shook as he wrapped his arms
around his middle, trying to stem the contractions roiling his
stomach. 

Hywel had been the one holding his head and now bent to look
into his face.  “Are you ready to lie down?”

Gareth nodded and allowed Hywel to ease him to the ground. 
Gareth pillowed his head with one arm.  “I feel so
terrible.”

“You ate something you shouldn’t have,” Gwen said.  “We had
to get the poison out of you.”

“By nearly killing me?”

Gwen raised her eyebrows and a smile hovered around her
lips.  “Now I know you’re going to live since you’re so
ungrateful.”  And then she softened.  “I gave you
mandrake.  I agree that it’s altogether vile.”

“You’re not jesting about the poison, are you?” Gareth
said.  Another shudder rippled through him. 

“Gwen saved your life.” Hywel eased back onto his heels to give
Gareth space.  And probably to avoid any contents of Gareth’s
stomach that remained inside him, but might not stay there.

Gareth moaned.  “I ate what I was given.”  He pressed
his face into the cool floor.  Absent were the scatterings of
refuse and straw.  It seemed they hadn’t survived his illness.
“You’re telling me that someone sickened me deliberately?”

“Not sickened, poisoned,” Hywel said.  “The guard brought
food and drink at noon and when I came to find you afterwards, you
were unconscious.”

“You came very close to dying,” Gwen said.

Gareth opened his eyes enough to see into her face.  The
waver in her voice as she spoke gave him just enough pause to spare
a thought for her instead of how horrible he felt.  “I’m
sorry.  Why would anyone try to poison me?”

“Clearly, because of your charming personality,” Hywel said, a
smile twitching at the corner of his mouth.  “Your meal was
bread and cheese.  Even if it was foul, it wouldn’t have put
you so close to death.  It had to have been the mead.”

“It didn’t taste right when I drank it,” Gareth said.  “I
left most of it in the jug.”

“We know,” Gwen said.  “We didn’t dare try it on anyone
else, but from the smell, the poisoner used an infusion of
belladonna.”

Christ!

“Someone really wants you dead,” Hywel said. 

Gareth glanced up at him, noting his dry tone and his familiar
amusement at the catastrophes of the world.  “What does your
father say?”

“He doesn’t,” Hywel said.

“We haven’t told him,” Gwen said.  “We haven’t told anyone
yet.”

“Why—” Gareth cut off his question.  He knew why not; they
wanted to catch a killer, not put him on his guard.  As long
as Gareth remained in this cell, as long as everyone assumed he was
the chief suspect in Anarawd’s death, the real killer would think
himself safe.  “You’re thinking to keep this a secret.”

“I’d like to,” Hywel said.  “I may not be able to.”

“I don’t think it’s going to be possible, my lord,” Gwen said,
“especially since you need to convince your father to let Gareth
out of this cell.  He’s far too vulnerable in here.”

“And outside?” Hywel said.  “Are you prepared to spend
every waking minute guarding him—even if he’d let you?”

Gwen blinked.  Curious despite his misery as to how she’d
answer, Gareth waited, expectant. 

“Better that than having him stabbed through the heart like
Anarawd or pushed off the battlements,” Gwen said, disappointing
Gareth by not blushing.  He should have known that she’d take
it as matter-of-factly as Hywel had asked the question. 

Hywel pursed his lips, thinking.  “Stay here.  I’ll be
back.”

Hywel left and Gareth rested his cheek on the floor.  Gwen
scooted nearer and before he knew it, she’d pillowed his head in
her lap.  “We must be closer to the answer than we
think.  But to me, the list of potential culprits is only
getting longer.”

“No, no,” Gareth said.  “It’s shorter.  We know that
whoever is responsible for Anarawd’s murder is here, at
Aber.  Otherwise, he couldn’t have reacted on such short
notice.”  He paused.  “Admittedly, that does leave us
half of Gwynedd and more.”

“Yesterday afternoon, I met Cadell, Anarawd’s brother, in the
courtyard,” Gwen said.  “He’s come for the wedding too.”

“And it is he who inherits.”  Gareth chewed on his lower
lip.  “Could Bran—” He stopped.

 “Could your milk-brother have been working for Cadell?”
Gwen finished for him.  Her fingers worried at a worn spot on
his shirt.  If she didn’t stop, it would soon turn into a
hole.

“Perhaps Cadell objected to the match,” Gareth said, “though
probably not for the same reasons Hywel did.”

Gwen looked down at him.  “Why wouldn’t Hywel want Elen to
marry Anarawd?”

Gareth lifted a shoulder.  “He had been known to mistreat
his women.”

“Oh.”

Gareth managed to turn his head to look at her without throwing
up.  She looked a little ill herself.  “Regardless, this
moves Cadell to the top of our list,” he said.  “He stands to
gain the most from Anarawd’s death.”

“And he’s smarmy,” Gwen said.  “The way he spoke to
Hywel…”

Footsteps sounded in the passage outside Gareth’s cell, and the
man himself reappeared.  “Well, isn’t this cozy,” Hywel said,
his eyes alight as he took in the sight of Gwen cradling
Gareth.

“Did you speak with King Owain?” Gareth pushed up from Gwen’s
lap.  He struggled into a sitting position and came to rest
with his back against the wall beside her.

“I did.  He grants that you are unlikely to have poisoned
yourself.  With reluctance, he is setting you free for the
time being within the confines of the castle.”

Gareth leaned his head back against the wall and closed his
eyes.  “I’m delighted to hear it,” he said, but didn’t
move.  He opened his eyes far enough to catch the glance Gwen
and Hywel shared. 

“It’s a start,” Gwen said.  “Was anyone else there when you
spoke to your father?”

“Taran and Cristina,” Hywel said.

Gwen wrinkled her nose in distaste.  “Now everybody will
know.”

“They would have anyway, the moment Gareth appeared in the
hall.” Hywel braced his shoulder against the frame of the
door.  “While we wait for this dashing fellow to recover, why
don’t you give me news of your travels, Gwen.  It’s been
months since I’ve seen you.”

“Someone tried to marry her, you know,” Gareth said before Gwen
could say anything.

Gwen stuttered and shoved Gareth’s shoulder.  “Not that
kind of news.”

“You turned him down?” Hywel said. 

“My father did,” Gwen said.

Hywel smirked.  “Families are complicated, aren’t
they?”

Gareth looked away and found Gwen watching him, amusement and
the words they certainly are in her eyes.







Chapter Eleven



 


 

 

“Get up!  Get up!”  The words hissed
in Gwen’s ear.

She sat up with a start, thinking that her unsettled dreams had
become reality.  This most recent one had been full of
fighting men, their swords swinging wildly in her direction. 
Gwen calmed as Gareth settled on the edge of her pallet and put a
hand to her arm to hush her so she wouldn’t wake the woman next to
them.  A dozen ladies, many of whom had come for the cancelled
wedding and would go home disappointed, slept around her on the
floor.  Cristina, King Owain’s assumed intended, occupied the
only bed.

“Anarawd’s body has disappeared.”

Gwen swallowed hard as she gazed at Gareth, finding it difficult
to marshal a reasonable reply.  “Will it never end?  This
gets more complicated by the hour.”

Gwen pushed at Gareth to move him out of her way so she could
gather her things and get out of the room.  With her dress
under her arm and her boots in her other hand, she followed him
into the corridor.  Looking left and right for stray
observers, she relaxed against the wall and tipped her head back to
gaze at the ceiling. 

“Come on,” Gareth said when she didn’t instantly spring into
action. 

“This is just too much.”  Gwen slipped the dress over her
head, covering her undyed shift.  “It ties in the back.” 
She turned to face the wall.  “Can you fix it for me?”

To his credit, Gareth didn’t hesitate; far more expertly than
Gwen would have thought him capable, he laced her dress up the
back.  “I never got a chance to examine the body, you see,”
Gareth said. 

After Gareth had felt well enough to stand, the three of them
had gone to the great hall and found a spot in the corner for him
to rest.  Over the course of the evening, Gareth had recovered
more fully, until he’d been able to consume a piece of fresh bread
and a hunk of cheese.  He’d refused the mead, however, for
which Gwen couldn’t blame him.  But still, much to his
disgust, she’d insisted on tasting everything he’d been offered to
eat or drink before she’d let him have it. 

Gwen turned to face him.  “You don’t think the job Hywel
and I did was adequate?  We did what we could.”  That
last bit came out defensive and Gwen wished she could take it
back.

Gareth shook his head, seeming to understand.  “It’s not
that I don’t trust you or respect your abilities, it’s just …” He
paused as he thought.  “Hywel spoke to me of the ragged edge
in Anarawd’s wound.  You showed it to him?”

“Yes,” Gwen said. 

Gareth nodded.  “Do you remember when you came upon me at
that first ambush site?”

“Of course,” Gwen said, “how could I forget?”

“Your arrival distracted me, but I was studying how his body was
laid on the road.  Remember how I said that the murderer had
dragged it?”

“From the scuff marks on his toes,” Gwen said.

“That and because there wasn’t enough blood on the ground
beneath his body,” Gareth said.  “If he’d bled out like his
companions, it would have soaked the ground.  It hadn’t rained
the night before and although the earth in the road was damp, it
wasn’t damp enough to indicate he’d died there.”

“But there’s more,” she said.  “You think there’s something
else?”

“Yes,” Gareth said.  “Did you notice that his nails were
full of dirt?”

Gwen gazed at him.  “No. I didn’t.” 

“Anarawd scrabbled in the dirt.  Maybe he tried to crawl
away from his killer before he died.”

 Gwen shivered at how cold the killer’s heart must
be.  “You never mentioned this before.”

“I thought there was plenty of time to make certain,” he
said.  “I should have inspected the body straight away, but
with the singing in the hall, and the dark, I assumed this morning
would be soon enough.”

Gwen gave him a half-smile.  “Do you know the first thing
that Hywel told me after he asked me to spy for him?”

“What?”

“Never assume.”

Gareth snorted laughter—more in disgust than amusement Gwen
thought—and led the way down the stairs to Hywel’s rooms. 
Just like the night they arrived, Hywel appeared to have slept
alone.  He stood before the fire, his hands clasped behind his
back.  He looked up as they entered.

“You were still abed?” he said, taking in Gwen’s night
braid.  Although she’d pulled on her boots, she hadn’t yet
attended to her hair.  “It’s nearly dawn.”

“One of us got to bed later than she liked,” Gwen said. 
“And that would be your fault.”  Even though she’d gone to bed
earlier than Gareth and the men that Hywel had set to protect him,
she’d stayed in the hall with him far too late, listening to Hywel
sing.  His tenor had filled the air with song after achingly
beautiful song.  Gwen’s father, had he been there, would have
been pleased with the progress his student had made, even if Hywel
had taken what Meilyr had taught him and made the art his
own.  Most of his songs—the ones he’d written himself—had an
unusual meter and rhyme.

“I assume Gareth has told you that Anarawd’s body is missing,
along with all his possessions.”

“Yes,” Gwen said.

“Like an idiot, I didn’t leave a guard on the room,” Hywel
said.

Gareth shook his head.  “You couldn’t have foreseen this,
my lord, any more than an attempt to poison me.  We’ve
seriously underestimated our opponent.  I believe it’s time we
took all this to the king.” 

“We must do a complete search of the castle, not only for the
body and Anarawd’s possessions, but belladonna as well,” Gwen
said.  “We’ll need his permission to do that.”

Hywel turned back to the fire, hesitated, and then nodded. 
“I urged something like this on my father after we discovered you’d
been poisoned.  Now we have to act.”

“We should start now, before the nobles and their lackeys are
awake,” Gwen said.  “We might get more assistance from the
kitchen and the craft halls when there’s nobody watching.”

“You two begin the interviews; I’ll organize men from the
garrison to do a search for the body,” Hywel said.  “It may be
that the culprit was forced to stash it in an out-of-the-way spot
inside the castle.”

“Yes, my lord,” Gareth and Gwen said together and left the room,
heading for the kitchens.  They’d find breakfast there,
warmth, and the loquacious cook, Dai.

“I can’t believe I have to do this again,” Gwen said.  “And
at Aber, no less.”

“Tell me about the murder Meilyr was charged with,” Gareth
said. 

Gwen shook her head, mentally going over the disaster that week
had been.  “It was a foolish thing to accuse him,” she
said.  “Though perhaps just marginally more likely than you
murdering Anarawd.”

“What happened?”

“During one of our visits to the south of Wales—all the way to
Carreg Cennan—a man was found dead, garroted with one of my
father’s iron harp strings.”

“A few twists and one of those could cut through most anything,”
Gareth said.

“Including the culprit’s fingers,” Gwen said.  “My father
always wears gloves when he strings his harp—although not of course
when he plays—because without them he cuts his fingertips every
time.  The murderer didn’t know that.  Given that my
father was in a cell, it was to the murderer’s advantage to hold
off seeking aid, which he did for three days until his fingers
festered and became impossible to hide.” 

“And you noticed?”

“The fool came to the herbalist for treatment, a friend of
mine.  I knew what I was looking at the moment I saw his
hands.”  She shrugged.  “A few well-placed comments in
front of the castellan, Lord Cadfael, and the man confessed.”

Gareth shook his head over that, but when Gwen glanced at him,
he was smiling. 

When they entered the kitchen, just as Gwen had hoped, Dai
plopped a plate of biscuits, newly churned butter, jam, and a
watery porridge in front of them. 

“You look serious, Gwen.  And you,” Dai said to Gareth,
looking him up and down, “are a very ill young man.”

“Someone poisoned him yesterday with an infusion of belladonna,”
Gwen said, her mouth full of biscuit.

“Never say so!”  Dai took a step back.  “Not in my
food!”

“The culprit put it in the mead,” Gwen said.  “Since Gareth
had to stay locked in his cell, he doesn’t have any idea who did
it.”

“What was the name of the boy who brought the food?” Gareth
said.

“Llelo,” Dai said and then without pausing for breath, raised
his voice to carry through the kitchen to the pantry. 
“Llywelyn ap Rhys!  Get in here!”  A boy of twelve
tumbled through the curtain that separated the pantry from the
kitchen proper, wiping his hands on his apron, his eyes wide. 
Dai gestured towards the boy.  “Here he is.”

“Come here, boy.”  Gareth waved him closer. 

Llelo glanced at Dai, who nodded, and came to a halt in front of
Gareth.  He eyed the biscuits, licking his lips; Gwen picked
one up and handed it to him.  He accepted it, still wary and
nervous, but not as noticeably stiff-legged.  “My lord,” Llelo
said.

“You brought me my noon meal yesterday,” Gareth said. 
“Tell me about it.”

Llelo blinked twice.  Clearly this was not what he’d
expected to have Gareth ask.  It made Gwen wonder what else
he’d been up to, though it was probably getting into mischief with
the other boys his age—something that he thought might be more
serious than it was.  “Cook laid your food out for me on the
side table and I took it to you straight away, once I came in from
chopping firewood.”

“And the mead?”  Gwen said.  “You brought that
too?”

Llelo glanced at Dai, who nodded again.  Llelo licked his
lips. 

“Tell them,” Dai said.

“Yes,” Llelo said.  “It was hard to juggle the cup, jar,
and platter all at the same time, but I managed without spilling
any.”

“Good for you,” Gwen said.  “So between the time you
collected the food and drink and when you delivered it to Sir
Gareth, nobody waylaid you?  Nobody spoke to you?”

“No, Ma’am,” Llelo said.

Gareth nodded and Dai jerked his head at Llelo, who departed,
much relieved.

“Do you believe him?” Gwen asked Dai.

“I have no reason not to,” Dai said.  “I saw him leave by
the kitchen door.  I even told him to take two trips, but of
course he pretended he hadn’t heard me.”

“It was you who set out the food?” Gwen said.  “And the
mead as well?”

“I tapped it myself,” Dai said.  “It was the least I could
do for his lordship, here.”  Dai paused and leaned in. 
“I never thought you killed that foreign king.”

Gwen just managed not to laugh at Dai’s provincial
attitude.  That foreign king.  She and her
family had traveled the length and breadth of Wales in the last six
years.  While a few traditions differed, the language, the
customs, and the blood were all the same.

“So then the question is, how long did my meal sit on the table
unattended, waiting for Llelo to bring it to me?” Gareth leaned
forward to match Dai, his tone earnest.

Dai pursed his lips.  “Let’s see now—I had the boy at the
bucket for water to wash his hands and face.  His hands were
sticky from wood pitch.  He can’t seem to chop a single log
without getting it all over him.  Then back here, so … a
quarter of an hour perhaps?  I’ve four other regular helpers
in and out all day, but they were mostly in the hall.  We
don’t usually serve a meal that time of day, but we’ve been kept
hopping with all the comings and goings.  I’ve had to hire
another half dozen just to keep up with the roastings and the
soups.”

Gwen and Gareth looked at each other, inwardly sighing. 
“We’ll have to speak to them all,” she said.  “Maybe one of
them saw something that will help us.”

Two hours later, they’d worked their way through all but one of
the servants. Of the ten they interviewed, six had remained in the
hall throughout the meal, while the other four had run back and
forth between the kitchen and the serving tables, keeping the
diners well stocked with food and drink. 

Owain Gwynedd was known for laying on a fine table, and even in
a state of mourning, yesterday had been no exception.  None
could say anything about who had or had not been in the
kitchens.  Unsurprisingly, none would confess to being the
poisoner.   Nor had any of them noticed someone hauling a
body out of the barracks in the middle of the night and hiding
it.

“It isn’t any of them,” Gwen said, finally, after the last
servant had turned away.  “It’s got to be this last person we
can’t find. 

“I agree.” Gareth stood, stretched, and then guided Gwen out the
rear of the kitchen and into the garden beyond.  The herbs
were in the flush of late summer growth, with green vines winding
up the trellises and flowers of every color decorating the
beds.  “Is any belladonna growing here?”

“No,” Gwen said.  “I did look.”

“You’re sure?” Gareth said.  “It would be easier if it
was.”

“I know, but belladonna gives off a strong odor—even a
nauseating one as you can attest—when it’s crushed or
bruised.  The culprit would have had to abuse it to
contaminate your mead.”

“I haven’t smelled anything like that,” Gareth said.

“Nor I,” Gwen said.  “And none of the other servants’ hands
or sleeves smelled of it either.  I made certain.” 

“Someone else could have given them a prepared vial,” Gareth
said.  “He wouldn’t have had to touch it at all.”

“Of course,” Gwen said, “and then the traces would be on him,
not a servant.”

“We’re going in circles,” Gareth said.

“Even if we found the servant who did the deed, we’d need to
force them to reveal who paid them.” 

“I’m sure Hywel and I could find a way,” Gareth said.

Gwen glanced at him.  She was sure he could too.  “We
need to take a look at your peers.” 

Gareth’s lips twitched.  “None of them—whether knight,
man-at-arms, or simple soldier—will take well to being questioned
by a woman.”

“I’ll hang back; we’ll be nosy but not too much so and perhaps
something will come to us.  The murderer has been one step
ahead of us for two days.  We have to catch up; we have to
think like him.”

“I hope that’s harder for you than you’re making it sound,”
Gareth said.

“I’d never killed anyone until two days ago,” she said.

Gareth pulled up, tugging Gwen to a halt on the pathway. 
“What did you say?”

Gwen hadn’t meant to tell him, but she couldn’t keep it in any
longer.  “When I was riding with you, when the Danes ambushed
us, I stabbed a man with my knife.  I even meant to do it, but
somehow when the blade went in all the way to the hilt, I couldn’t
quite believe it.”

Gareth clasped both her hands in his and brought them to his
lips.  “I’m sorry.”

“I’m not sorry,” Gwen said, “not in the sense that I regret what
I did.  But I keep seeing him die, seeing him fall.” 
Gwen’s throat closed at the memory and she forced back the tears
that pricked her eyes.  It wasn’t that she didn’t want to weep
in front of Gareth.  She felt that if she were to start
crying, she wouldn’t be able to stop.

“If it’s the only man you ever kill, you’ll remember it for the
rest of your life,” Gareth said.  “Better that than to be
overwhelmed by the sheer numbers of lives you’ve taken.”

Telling him had eased Gwen’s heart, just a little, but … “I
don’t like thinking of you in that position.  Here I cry about
one death by my hand, as if you didn’t kill men yesterday
yourself.  And that’s only one of a hundred days you’ve done
the same.”

“Two hundred,” Gareth said.  “I serve my lord the only way
I know how.”

“Owain!”

The scream split the air and after a shared glance, Gwen and
Gareth set off at a run for the stables from which the sound had
come.  Just as they reached the open door, Cristina, King
Owain’s intended, staggered out, her hand to her head.

Gwen grabbed her arms.  “What is it?”

Cristina shook Gwen off, flinging out a hand to point behind
her.  “There’s—there’s—”  She couldn’t speak.

King Owain burst from the hall and hustled over.  He
wrapped his arms around Cristina’s waist and glared hard at Gareth,
who took a step back.  “What did you do?”

“Nothing, my lord,” Gareth said.  “Whatever frightened her
is in the stables.”

“Don’t just stand there, then,” King Owain said. “Go look!”

“Yes, my lord,” Gareth said.

Gwen and Gareth hurried into the airy building that took up
nearly the whole of the south side of Aber’s courtyard.  To
Gwen’s eyes, the stables appeared as they always had, but then
Gareth gave a tsk of exasperation.  “Another
one.”

Gwen looked to where he pointed.  An arm poked out of the
pile of straw which the stable boys used for making fresh beds for
the horses.  “It wasn’t very well hidden.  It’s almost as
if he wanted us to find it.”

“I don’t know about that.” Gareth crouched beside the body, most
of which remained under the straw.  “And which ‘he’ and which
‘it’ we’re looking for is the question of the hour.”

“What do you mean?” Gwen said.  “Isn’t this Anarawd’s
body?”

“No.” Gareth pointed with one finger along the length of the
arm.  “This is not a hand that has ever held a sword.” 
He glanced up at her.  “It’s a woman.”

 

 



Chapter Twelve



 


 

 

“Gwenllian ferch Meilyr!”

Gwen swung around to see her father and brother riding through
the front gate of the castle.  Her father rode a fine
horse—finer than the one Gwen had ridden to Aber and equal in
breeding to the lame stallion that he’d left at Dolwyddelan. 
Gwalchmai drove their cart, filled once again with their belongings
rather than dead men, with her little pony on a leading rein
behind.  Gwen had expected her father and brother to arrive
hours earlier, if not the day before.  Though Gwen admitted to
herself that she had felt as if every hour without her father’s
presence was a reprieve of sorts.

“Welcome to Aber, Father,” she said, changing
direction. 

As Gareth had suspected, the body in the stable had been that of
the missing servant.  Gwen had detected the scent of
belladonna on a spot on her dress, indicating that she’d been the
culprit, but who had paid her to poison Gareth—and precisely
why—was as unknown as it had been before they started
looking.  That he’d had the wherewithal to act so quickly was
disconcerting.

With the fading of the afternoon, Hywel had told them to put
aside their questioning of the inhabitants of Aber for now. 
Gwen had left Gareth asleep in the barracks with his friend Evan
watching over him.  Gareth hadn’t recovered from his brush
with death; although he’d protested that he could help, he would
have been underfoot.  She wanted to search the kitchen,
garden, and surrounding grounds more thoroughly for belladonna
without him—because whatever her feelings for him, and however much
she wanted to be with him, there was no denying that he pressed on
her, distracted her even, and it was time for some clear
thinking. 

“I trust your investigation is progressing?” Meilyr brought his
horse to a halt in front of her.

Gwen canted her head and peered up at her father.  That was
an unusual—if not unheard of—question for him.  Normally, he
never inquired about her work.  “Not so much that you’d
notice.  Though the day has been eventful in that we’ve lost
one body and discovered another.”

Meilyr grunted.  “And the King?”

Gwen smiled.  Now she understood the roundabout way her
father was speaking and the reason for his delay in coming to
Aber.  “King Owain has absorbed the news of Anarawd’s
death.  He supports our efforts to find his killer and has not
hanged anyone for it yet, though he thought about it.  Over
the last two days, his temper has cooled.”

Meilyr dismounted in the courtyard and straightened his robes
while a stable boy ran to take the horse’s reins.  “Have you
spoken to him of me?”  He kept his eyes on his own attire
instead of on her.

“No,” Gwen said.  “Only to Hywel.  You are expected,
however, and a room prepared.  Lord Taran, King Owain’s
steward, asked me to direct you to him when you arrived.”

Her father took in a breath and let it out with a sharp
laugh.  “I’m ready.”  He turned to Gwalchmai.  “Come
here, boy.”

They both wore worn but unpatched traveling clothes. 
They’d replace these with finery by evening when Gwalchmai would
make his debut in the hall.  Gwalchmai seemed to feel none of
his father’s nervousness.  Instead, his eyes glinted with what
Gwen read as excitement.  She turned to him, smiling. 
“Are you ready?”

Gwalchmai went up on his toes and back down.  “I am.”

 

 



Chapter Thirteen




 

 

 

“My lord.” Meilyr bowed before King Owain’s
seat that evening. 

“Meilyr, my friend,” King Owain said.  “I trust you are
well?”

“Yes, my lord,” Meilyr said.  “You remember my son,
Gwalchmai?”

“Of course.”  King Owain nodded his head in a brief
acknowledgement of their obeisance. 

Meilyr and Gwalchmai bowed once more before stepping back from
the table and turning away.  Gareth watched Meilyr scan the
crowd for available seats at a lower table:  above the salt as
was their due, but not among the nobles, of which Aber still housed
many. 

Gareth was amused at how undramatic this much-worried-over
meeting had been, a counterpoint to all the events that had led to
it.  Perhaps that was why it had gone so well—it seemed
ridiculous to bear a grudge over a six-year old argument when
Anarawd was dead and the reason for their reconciliation—the
wedding—would not come to pass.

“That went better than I expected,” Gwen said, in an
undertone.

“You mean ‘feared’,” Gareth said. 

Gwen turned to smile at him, but then King Owain spoke, loud
enough for all to hear, stopping Gwalchmai and Meilyr in their
tracks.  “I was hoping for a song.”

Meilyr turned back to the King.  “Of course, my lord. 
It would be our pleasure.  We have several prepared.” 
Though he’d been looking for seats away from her, Meilyr’s eyes
immediately went to Gwen.  He jerked his head to indicate that
she should join them. 

Gwen rose from her seat, and then startled Gareth by placing a
hand on his shoulder, squeezing once, and leaning in to whisper to
him:  “Now everyone will see what all the fuss was
about.” 

It felt so normal to have her touch him, as if they were once
again as good friends as they’d been five years ago, before his
disgrace and subsequent banishment.  Looking back, she’d
touched him often over the last few days—just a brush of his arm or
a bump with her shoulder:  affectionate but undemanding. 
He didn’t know whether to be pleased and hopeful, or curse himself
for noticing, because now that he had, he’d be on the lookout for
it and undoubtedly drive himself mad interpreting every move she
made.

As Gareth stewed about that, Gwen made her way to the dais, a
portion of which had been cleared of chairs to make room for the
three musicians.  And, of course, Gwen was right about the
song.  Three notes after opening his mouth, Gwalchmai had made
a place for his family at Aber.  He sang a piece from
Aneirin’s Y Goddodin:



 


 

 

Three hundred horses galloped into battle

Garlands round their necks

Three hundred men rode them

Swords raised high

Three kings led them

The pride of the Cymry

Alas! None returned.







 

 

Although Gareth focused his attention on Gwen, he acknowledged
that it was Gwalchmai’s soprano that soared above the others.
 The song had brought tears to listeners’ eyes for five
hundred years.  Under normal circumstances, grown men cried at
the ending.  But in Gwalchmai’s hands, none could withstand
the beauty of it, including King Owain himself, who wept
openly.  Noblemen on either side of him sobbed, their faces in
their arms that they’d folded on the table.

Gareth waited until the last verse, tears tracking down his
cheeks despite his best efforts to contain them, before slipping
down the side passage to the hall and outside to the castle
courtyard.  A quick turn around the perimeter of the keep
showed him what he’d feared:  not a soul—not a guard, servant,
noble, or peasant—was in evidence.  Gareth had made it his
business to know who was on duty tonight, and when each of the men
in turn had entered the hall to listen to the singing, Gareth had
felt a prickling at the back of his neck he couldn’t ignore.

Under these circumstances, a thief or a spy would have ample
opportunity to do whatever he liked.  Steal a body,
maybe?  Or murder a servant?  Gareth stilled, not sure
what he was listening for, but disliking the lack of discipline
among King Owain’s men, even if many of them were his
friends.  Aber might be one of the most secure of King Owain’s
dominions, but to leave the hall unguarded?  The front gate
unattended?  It made no sense. 

And then Gareth sighed to see Cristina, the King’s beloved,
crossing the courtyard at a run.  She entered the main
building through a side door.  He followed and a moment later
found his seat still available and Gwen, flushed from the heat and
the singing, returned to him.  The appreciation of the diners
in the hall was palpable.

“Where have you been?” Gwen said as he sat down.

“Outside,” he said.  “I listened to your family sing until
nearly the end, and then thought I’d follow a hunch.”

“And that was…?”

“That Aber was, for a time, unguarded.  I’ve never seen
anything like it.”

“Gwalchmai’s voice is beautiful,” she said. 

“As is yours.”

Gwen shook her head, though he could tell she was pleased at his
compliment.  She continued, “You can’t blame the guards for
wanting to listen to it.  They must have thought nobody would
notice if they were gone for a few minutes.”

“Of course,” he said.  “But all of them at the same
time?” 

“I suppose—”  Gwen had been gazing towards the high table
as she spoke and now her brow furrowed.  “Where is—?” 
She cut off the words just as Cristina appeared, a coquettish smile
on her lips, and sat down a few seats from King Owain. 

Gareth leaned close to whisper into Gwen’s ear.  “She
returns.  A moment ago I saw her leaving the barracks.”

“No!”  Gwen hunched her shoulders at how loud that had come
out and modulated her tone.  “All by herself?”

“So it seems,” Gareth said.

“But King Owain has been here the whole time,” Gwen
said. 

“That he has.”

Gwen bit her lip.  “Why was she in the barracks?  Whom
did she meet?”  Gwen rested her elbows on the table and put
her chin in her hands, still studying Cristina.  “I don’t like
this.”

“There’s no doubt she’s conniving,” Gareth said.  “Though I
suspect King Owain softened his stance against me because of her
defense.  I can’t dislike her for that.”

“Could she have been with another man?” Gwen said.  “It’s
so unlik—”

King Owain’s baritone interrupted their conversation.  He
rose to his feet, his cup raised and his voice booming to all
corners of the hall.  “We have feasted today in memory of
Anarawd, the King of Deheubarth, the man who was to be my
son.  He was a brave man, a good king, and would have made a
noble husband.”

The hall fell completely silent at his words.  Even Elen,
who’d begun to sob again at the mention of Anarawd’s name, quieted
herself.  Cristina, seated next to her and three seats down
from King Owain, wrapped her arm around the girl’s shoulders.

“Anarawd was murdered by a band of Danes from Ireland,” King
Owain said.  “Although I do not yet know why, I will know, and
then the perpetrators will be punished!  I swear this!” 
He raised a clenched fist and then his cup.

“To Anarawd!” the King said.

“To Anarawd!”

Everyone drank and then King Owain gestured to Gwalchmai and
Meilyr, who prepared to sing again. 

“The killer has seriously underestimated this king,” Gareth
said. 

“You know him better than I,” Gwen said.  “Will he ask
someone else to pursue this mystery since we’ve discovered nothing
of use today?  Is there anyone else to ask?”

“He always turns to Hywel,” Gareth said.  “And Hywel turns
to me.  We still have time.  The Council will meet
tomorrow morning and the meeting should take all day.  You
know how these things go.”

“I’m sure they will talk about Anarawd,” Gwen said.  “Will
you have to attend Hywel?”

“God forbid!” Gareth said.  “Hywel knows I’m no good in
council.  He has other men for that.  He doesn’t want me
within eye or ear shot of his father either.  Hywel may have
to face him all day tomorrow, but I have no intention of putting
myself in the path of King Owain’s wrath again.”

“I’m glad,” Gwen said.  “That’s definitely not a good place
for you to be.”

 

 



Chapter Fourteen




 

 

 

As it turned out, however, that’s exactly where
Gareth did find himself the next morning, corralled on one side by
Hywel and on the other by Rhun.  It was an uncomfortable
feeling, to say the least. 

“You’re expected.” Hywel grasped Gareth by the elbow.

“Me?” Gareth said, tempted to pull away.  “Why?”

“The Council has already heard a version of the story from
Meilyr, and now it’s your turn,” Rhun said.

“Did Meilyr mention me?  Did he accuse me of anything?”

Rhun gave Gareth a puzzled look and Gareth forced himself to
clear his expression.  Rhun was one of those men who went
through life loved by everyone.  He couldn’t understand why
other men didn’t have the same experience.  It wasn’t that he
wasn’t intelligent, because he was, but he was completely
guileless. 

“All is well, Gareth,” Rhun said.  “Neither Meilyr nor my
father bear a grudge against you.  The Council just needs to
hear your perspective.”

Gareth glanced at Hywel.  As usual, a smile hovered around
his lips and Gareth thought he could read skepticism in his face,
but then Hywel nodded encouragingly.  “My brother speaks the
truth.  Just tell them what you told me.”

So, for the third time, Gareth relayed the story of witnessing
the battle, returning with Madog and his men, having Gwen and her
family come upon them shortly thereafter, and the details of the
second ambush.  Madog, too, was among the audience and he
nodded his agreement at the point where he came in.

“He tells it as it was, my lord,” Madog said.  “I also
might add, that when the mercenaries ambushed my men, Gareth saved
my life.”

“And now Anarawd’s body has been stolen,” Cadwaladr said from
his seat beside King Owain.

“Yes.”  That was from Hywel, who stepped into the center of
the ring of men.  His face filled with an earnestness and
sincerity that might have fooled those who didn’t know him well,
but which, if a man looked more closely, never reached his
eyes.  Gareth was just grateful to have the council’s
attention off him.  “It happened sometime in the night after
Madog brought him here.  I regret that I didn’t place a guard
on the door, not thinking it necessary.  I was wrong.”

At this bold acceptance of fault, the men around the table eased
back in their seats, lowering the tension in the room.  Hywel
was well-thought of among the nobility, generally well-liked, and
in some quarters, pitied.  He, of the two brothers, had served
as their father’s primary emissary to their kingdoms.  These
lords were comfortable with Hywel and knew him well—or thought they
did.

Over the years, Gareth had learned to watch Hywel’s other
face—the one that showed only in the eyes.  When Rhun had
knighted him, Gareth had felt Hywel’s eyes boring into his
brother.  Gareth still hadn’t decided if it was hatred he saw
in them or resentment that Rhun had, as usual, usurped Hywel’s
prerogative.  It was hard to resent Rhun for long, however,
and Gareth had never noted that particular look on Hywel’s face
again.  Hywel had accepted Gareth’s advancement and even
accorded him a small manor house within his own domains on
Anglesey. 

Although Hywel was telling the Council the truth (as far as
Gareth knew it, anyway), his eyes said he wasn’t telling all of
it.  That wouldn’t normally have been a cause for concern,
since Hywel was Gareth’s lord and had protected Gareth as best he
could up until now, but this venture was unique in Gareth’s
experience.  Maybe he should see to finding out what secrets
his lord was keeping.

For now, Hywel had convinced the Council of his sincerity and
Rhun took it further.  “I must assure you that Gareth had
nothing to do with Anarawd’s death.  Some of you may have
thought it, especially given the presence of his milk-brother,
Bran, in the Danish company.”

Gareth was disconcerted to see some nods around the table. These
men, too, had questioned Gareth’s role.  It was Cadell, newly
crowned by King Owain’s hand, who spoke for them.  “I
understand that King Owain accused him of the deed, yet this man’s
present freedom indicates you have rejected that notion?”

Rhun plowed on.  “While he was locked in the stables,
someone put poison in Sir Gareth’s mead, nearly killing him. 
We released him for his own protection.  Anarawd’s body was
stolen that same night, but at that point, Gareth was still
recovering and under the guard of several of my brother’s
men.  Unless this conspiracy is far vaster than we presently
understand—or are prepared for—he must be absolved of that crime,
and thus of the murder as well.”

A few different heads nodded and Gareth allowed himself to
relax, if just a little.  Even Prince Cadwaladr, seated beside
his brother, shrugged his grudging admission.  Perhaps King
Owain had done Gareth a favor by imprisoning him after all. 
Then Hywel spoke again, stepping into the fray with his wicked
smile and a laugh that disarmed everyone with whom he came in
contact.  “Gareth is a fine swordsman, but even under my
tutelage, he’d be hard pressed to coordinate a plot against Anarawd
and keep it secret, especially from me!”

Laughter accompanied the comment.  They’re going to let
me go.  Gareth eased towards the wall, into the
shadows.  King Owain noticed Gareth’s movement, and to
Gareth’s astonishment, raised his goblet in salute.  Gareth
bowed.  As he straightened, he caught sight of Cadwaladr’s
face.  He was directing a glare of such malevolent
loathing—for once not at Gareth but at the King—that Gareth feared
it would skewer King Owain then and there. 

Having finished speaking to the Council, Hywel had come to stand
nearby.  Gareth turned to him to tell him what he’d seen, but
the young prince put a hand on his arm to stop him speaking—and
perhaps to restrain him from leaping between the two brothers to
protect King Owain. 

“I see it,” he said. 

 

 



Chapter Fifteen




 

 

 

“I’ve something you need to see,” Cristina
said.

Gwen turned, surprised to find anyone—much less the woman who
would soon be wife to the King of Gwynedd—in the bath room with
her.  She was so stunned, in fact, that she didn’t answer,
just stared at Cristina stupidly.

Cristina didn’t appear to notice.  “It’s lovely isn’t
it?”  Walking down one side of the bath, Cristina trailed her
fingers along the patchwork of mosaics on the wall.  “When my
lord Owain hired masons to rebuild the curtain wall in stone, I
asked him to let me borrow them for a time to repair the walls in
here too.  The decorations aren’t complete and I don’t know
that we’ll ever be able to finish them properly, but I’d like to
try.”

“I’ve never seen anything like this room.” Gwen decided that
standing before her future mistress in nothing but her shift didn’t
bother her as much as she might have thought. 

Cristina wore a dress of deep burgundy, fitted in the bodice and
with white lace at the wrists and neck.  It would have been a
dreadful color on Gwen but it offset Cristina’s honey-colored hair
perfectly.  A gold necklace adorned her throat.

Without haste, Gwen began pulling on her stockings.  “How
does the bath work?  The water was very warm and retained its
heat far longer than I expected.”

“There’s a tunnel below this room that leads to a fire,”
Cristina said.  “Owain only lets me light it to heat the water
once a week, but when he does, sometimes I stay in here all
day.”

Now Gwen was worried.  “I’m sorry, I didn’t know.  I
should have spoken to you before I used it.”

“Oh no.” Cristina waved a hand as if it was no matter.  “I
had my bath this morning.”

“Lord Hywel urged me to come in here.”  Gwen allowed
herself a slight laugh.  “The road was long and we’ve been
involved in some unsavory things.” 

“I understand.”  Cristina shivered.  “Dead
bodies!  It would be selfish of me to keep all this splendor
to myself.  Besides, this way I can speak to you without
interruption.” 

Gwen straightened, unsure of Cristina’s meaning.  Cristina
continued to trail her hand along the walls.  When she’d
circled the bath completely, she came to stand in front of
Gwen.  Then she reached into the scrip at her waist, her eyes
never leaving Gwen’s face, and pulled out a small box. 
Opening it, she held it out to Gwen.  Inside lay a small, gold
seal.

Gwen took the box from her.  Warily, she traced the design
carved into the metal:  a lion rampant.  “This is a royal
seal.  Why are you showing it to me?”

“I found it in King Cadell’s rooms,” Cristina said, “but it
isn’t his.”

 “Whose is it?” Gwen’s stomach clenched, since she knew the
answer before Cristina spoke.

“Anarawd’s,” Cristina said.  “I recognized it from the
paperwork that confirmed his marriage to Elen.  It’s his
personal seal.  It was nestled next to the traditional crest
of the royal House of Dinefwr, which was also in Cadell’s
possession.”

Gwen closed the box with a snap.  “Will you come with
me?”  Gwen hadn’t liked Cadell from the first.   She
was glad to finally have a proper culprit, even if she had no idea
how the seal had gotten from the road near Dolwyddelan to
Aber.  “Lord Hywel must learn of this.”

Cristina stepped back.  She held up both hands, palms out,
and shook her head.  “No.  I will not speak of this to
Hywel.  That’s why I brought it to you—and you may only take
it to him under the condition that you leave me out of it.”

Gwen’s eyes narrowed.  She found she was no longer
intimidated by this beautiful woman, just suspicious.  “What
do you mean?”

“Just as I said,” Cristina said.  “Owain must not know that
I found it.”

Gwen gaped at her.  “How am I to explain to Lord Hywel how
I acquired it, then?”

“That’s your problem,” Cristina said.  “Owain would be most
upset if he knew that I’d been in Cadell’s rooms.”

That was certainly true. 

“Especially after finding the dead body yesterday,” Cristina
said.  “I can have no part in your investigation.”

Gwen bit her lip and studied the other woman.  “And what
were you doing in his rooms?”  At this point, Gwen didn’t see
that she had anything to lose by asking.  Her impertinence was
slight in comparison to what Cristina had done. 

Gwen thought she might have the upper hand for a moment, but
Cristina laughed and waved a hand, brushing off her indiscretion as
if it was nothing.  “I don’t know why I’m telling you this at
all.  It would be far easier to keep this to myself … but the
truth is, I was snooping.”

“Snooping?”

“Snooping,” she said.  “You’re not the only one who finds
pleasure in the art.  First you and that young knight, Gareth,
and then later Hywel, hunted all over Aber for information about
Anarawd’s death.  Everyone saw you. But I doubted any of you
had the wherewithal to venture into Cadell’s rooms.”

“With all the barons and nobles here for the wedding, most of
Aber was closed to Gareth and me,” Gwen said.  “Many turned
their noses up at Hywel’s request for entry as well, for all that
King Owain encouraged the barons to cooperate.”

“That’s what I thought,” Cristina said, “so I decided to look
for you.  I found the seal the other night, during Anarawd’s
funeral feast.  Since Gwalchmai’s singing entertained everyone
so well, I knew all the barons would be in attendance and for once
I wouldn’t be missed.  The barracks and sleeping quarters were
open to me.”

“And was it you who sent the guards away?” Gwen said.

Cristina gazed at Gwen blankly.  “Guards?”

Gwen bit her lip.  “Never mind.”

“Cadell styles himself a warrior,” Cristina said.  “It
suits him to sleep in one of the few private rooms on the third
floor of the barracks.”

Gwen nodded and tightened her grip on the box.  Remarkably,
Cristina appeared to have done them a favor.  “Did you have a
reason to look in his rooms particularly?”

Cristina’s faced flushed.  At first Gwen thought it was in
embarrassment, but Cristina’s next words told her
differently.  “He is a close confidant with Prince Cadwaladr,
who objects to my relationship with Owain.  Both of them have
spoken to the King of their concern that he might grow too
attached to me.”

Nothing more needed to be said, did there?  Woe to the man
who got on the wrong side of Cristina.  “You must realize that
there’s a problem with what you’ve done,” Gwen said. 

“And what is that?”

“The real villain might not be Cadell.  The killer could
have put the seal in Cadell’s rooms to implicate him, knowing that
if we found it there, we’d accuse Cadell of wrong-doing.”

Now it was Cristina’s turn to gape at Gwen.  “I hadn’t
thought of that.  It does complicate matters.”

Gwen glanced down at the box.  “At least we know what
happened to it.  It wasn’t on Anarawd’s body or among his
possessions when we found him, and if Gareth’s milk-brother was
telling the truth, the Danes set the second ambush specifically to
look for it again themselves.”

“That’s why I brought it to you.” Cristina gave Gwen a
self-satisfied smile. 

“But … if all the Danish mercenaries are dead, then how did the
seal get here?” Gwen said.  “Someone must have brought it to
Aber—someone who took part in the first ambush but not the
second.”

“There’s someone else we need fear?” Cristina said.  “This
is all so much more complicated than I initially thought.”

Their conversation had felt natural up until then, but these
last words from Cristina brought Gwen up short.  In a flash,
Cristina had reverted to the girlish consort Owain Gwynedd courted,
not the competent, somewhat hard-edged woman Gwen thought her to
be.  And with whom Gwen had been speaking for the last ten
minutes.  Something here wasn’t right. 

Still, Gwen didn’t say anything more, merely turned to the bench
on which she’d left her clothes and slipped the seal into her
scrip.  She was glad to have it, even if the rest of
Cristina’s story didn’t make as much sense as Gwen would
like. 

“I’ll keep it safe; I promise,” Gwen said.

“Thank you,” Cristina said.  “I’m glad I could help. 
I’ll send a maid to assist you in dressing.” 

Cristina slipped out the door and Gwen stared after her until
her footsteps faded along the passage, thinking hard about what she
would tell Hywel.  When the maid arrived, Gwen had to bite her
tongue not to hurry her along as she fumbled with the ties on
Gwen’s dress.  Finally done, Gwen trotted through the castle
to Hywel’s office.  She poked her head around the
doorframe.  The room was empty.  She ducked back into the
hallway.  Humph.

She leaned back against the wall and was wondering where in the
castle Hywel might be and how long she’d have to wait for his
return, when a woman giggled nearby.  Gwen peered into the
room again.  Hywel had left the bedroom door two fingers’
width ajar.  More giggles emanated from the room, along with a
sharp bark of laughter that could only have been Hywel’s
voice. 

Gwen lifted her eyes to the ceiling, hoping Hywel wasn’t bedding
the daughter of a visiting king.  He usually had more
sense than that.  Gwen drew the door to the corridor closed,
cursing her employers intemperate ways under her breath, and was
about to turn away when Gareth came through the exterior door.

“He’s busy,” she said.

Gareth halted in mid-stride.  “Why am I not
surprised?”  He studied her.  “Why do you want to see
him?” 

Gwen checked both ends of the corridor to make sure they were
alone, pulled out the seal, and gave Gareth the gist of her
conversation with Cristina.  While Cristina had asked to be
left out of it, Gwen had no intention of obeying such a
request.  The stakes were far too high to muddy the waters
with falsehoods.

“I don’t like this,” Gareth said. 

“Don’t like what?”  The door beside them opened to reveal
Hywel, just tucking in his shirt.  “Come in.  You didn’t
have to wait outside.”

Warily, Gwen stepped into the room while Gareth masked his
discomfort with a cough.  This time, Hywel had closed the door
to his bedroom all the way.  Hywel walked around his desk
while Gwen and Gareth stopped in front of it.  Gwen set the
box containing Anarawd’s seal before Hywel and opened it.

Hywel took in a long breath.  As Gwen had, he fingered the
fine workmanship, before saying, “This is Anarawd’s.”

“It is,” Gwen said.  “Cristina found it in Cadell’s
room.  She asked that I not tell you that it was she who found
it.”

Hywel looked up, his eyes lit from that inner well of amusement
that he could never quite suppress.  “Did she now?  And
what was she doing there?”

“Helping us,” Gwen said.  “Or so she said.”

“That sounds remarkably unlikely,” Hywel said.  “And while
it’s nice to have recovered the seal, it proves nothing. 
Someone could have left it among Cadell’s things to implicate
him.”

“That’s what I told her,” Gwen said.

“In fact,” Gareth said.  “While I did see her hurrying from
the barracks last night as she claims, she could be lying about
where she found the seal to misdirect us.”

“There is one thing I do know,” Hywel said.  “My father
will not take kindly to any insinuations against King Cadell unless
the proof of his participation in these events is more
substantial.”

“If this is Cadell’s doing,” Gwen said, “and I’m not saying it
is, he shouldn’t have kept it at all.”

Hywel shrugged.  “I can see why he did.  It was
valuable.  He couldn’t throw it away.”

“It’s too bad the killer didn’t simply keep the seal on his
person,” Gareth said.  “We could have caught him with it and
then he could have led us to his master.”

“It seems to me, that instead of implicating Cadell, it widens
the circle of suspects,” Gwen said.  “When do we start looking
at King Owain’s brother, Cadwaladr?”

Hywel’s mouth turned down.  “Just because he mistreated
Gareth, doesn’t mean he killed King Anarawd.  Why would
he?”

“It’s no secret that Cadwaladr thinks his lands inadequate,”
Gwen said, warming to the idea.  “Maybe he and Cadell made a
deal.  Maybe in payment for murdering Anarawd so that Cadell
could take his throne, Cadell promised to expand Cadwaladr’s
holdings in Ceredigion.”

“Cadwaladr has been very friendly with Cadell of late.”
Hywel tapped his chin with one finger.  “But is it
likely?  And what about Cristina?  What if Cadwaladr is
working with her to implicate Cadell?  Isn’t that equally
likely?  He could have all of Deheubarth were that the
case.”

For Gwen’s part, she wouldn’t put anything past Cristina. 
If anyone were to threaten Cristina in some way, or betray her, she
would take revenge.  But her animosity towards Cadwaladr
seemed genuine, and Gwen believed her when she said she found the
seal in Cadell’s rooms.  The real issue was who had put it
there.  Gwen was beginning to admire Cristina more than she
wanted to admit.

 “She, at least, didn’t kill Anarawd,” Gareth said.

Hywel threw back his head and laughed.  “God help us if she
did.”

 

 



Chapter Sixteen



 


 

 

This time, Gareth wasn’t going to make the
mistake of taking the long way to Dolwyddelan.  When he’d gone
to meet Anarawd before the ambush, he’d followed the well-traveled
road from Aber to Caerhun, and then south to Dolwyddelan:  the
same road he and Gwen had ridden along together except in the
opposite direction. 

He’d had another choice, which he hadn’t taken then.  He
still cursed himself for choosing the longer route.  Who knows
what could have happened?  He could have fallen in with Hywel
after seeing the mercenaries.  Perhaps he’d have followed
their path and warned Anarawd they were waiting for him. 
Admittedly, he could have also come upon them by mistake and been
murdered himself. 

A lifetime ago (though really only five days), the attraction of
breaking his journey with the mead at Caerhun had been too good to
pass up.  Since dawn today, however, Gareth had followed a
track that ran from Aber straight into the mountains, skirting the
peaks of Snowdonia that loomed above him, almost close enough to
touch.  It was by far the shorter route in terms of
distance—as well as in time for one man and horse alone.  If
it hadn’t been so impossible to widen properly, the Romans might
have improved this road instead of the one that passed between the
standing stones.  As it was, they’d given it up as a lost
cause.  The native Welsh had not, and had continued to use it
hundreds of years after the Romans had departed. 

He’d said goodbye to Gwen with some reluctance.  A warm
rain had been falling as he’d left Aber and they’d stood in the
middle of it, arguing.

“You could take me with you,” she’d said.  “Two pairs of
eyes are better than one.”

“You may be one of Hywel’s spies, but that doesn’t give you
license to do anything you want,” Gareth said. 

Gwen opened her mouth to protest, but Gareth overrode her. 
“As it is, Hywel gave me permission to leave Aber—and against his
better judgment.  Only a few days ago, I was under orders not
to leave the castle at all.  He’s concerned about how this
looks.”

“The Council dismissed the charges that you were involved in
Anarawd’s death and King Owain agreed,” Gwen said.  “It will
show all Gwynedd that Hywel trusts you.”

“Just as long as nothing else goes wrong,” Gareth said.

“That’s why you need to bring me with you,” Gwen said.  “I
was never under suspicion at all and I can confirm to the King
anything we find.”

“Be that as it may, you cannot come,” Gareth said.  “Your
father would have my head.  I’ll be back by tomorrow morning;
it’s hardly any time at all.”  He leaned in closer. 
“Besides, I need you to keep an eye on things here.”

Gwen narrowed her eyes at him.  “What aren’t you telling
me?”

Gareth shook his head.  “I don’t even know enough to
articulate what worries me.  Suffice to say I don’t trust
anyone but you.”

That was a significant admission on his part and seemed to
satisfy Gwen.  It helped that it was true.  Gareth did
miss her company as the towers of Aber fell away and the mountains
hid him from a watcher’s view.  The higher he ascended into
the hills, the more alone he became, but the more his heart
eased.  He shed the tensions of the last days.  Early on
in the journey, he encountered a few shepherds, watching their
flocks in the higher meadows, but they too disappeared the higher
he climbed.

He crossed the barren uplands on which only grasses and scraggly
bushes grew, and passed the initial peaks, bare of snow this late
in the summer.  As he traveled over a ridge and trekked down
into one of the high valleys in which a highland lake nestled, the
rain lessened and finally stopped, although the wind whipped his
hood from his head.

Over the next few miles, the landscape changed further, becoming
more treed, with streams and waterfalls racing back the way he’d
come.  Ultimately, he came out of a long stretch of difficult
terrain and reached the abandoned Roman fort that stood near the
intersection of several paths.   This was where Hywel had
lost the Danes.  The main road lay further on.

Most of the stones had disappeared into the ground or had been
appropriated for other buildings.  The fort lay in a valley,
surrounded by tree-covered hills and covering nearly four
acres.  The River Llugwy split the western half from the
eastern, larger half, in which Gareth found himself.

The ruins loomed over Gareth, disturbing old wounds that every
Welshman felt in his blood.  Many of his people refused to
approach any Roman structure, claiming that ghosts—whether Roman,
Welsh, or both—haunted them.  Today, Gareth would have
believed it, since a real corpse slumped on the ground against the
far wall of the fort.

The man, not well-armored but with an axe at his belt, lay
propped against a pillar, his legs splayed.  A spear skewered
him through his gut and a knife had been driven to the hilt into
his chest.  Even if his injuries had been less apparent,
Gareth would have known the man was dead by the flies that gathered
around his head.  With more reluctance than haste, Gareth
dismounted and headed towards the body, clambering over fallen
stones and through ruined rooms to reach it. 

Unlike Anarawd, this man had died where he lay, the remains of
the pool of blood still evident on the ground around him.  The
rain that had fallen on the coast that morning had never reached
here and the warmer summer air had accelerated the decaying process
such that maggots had gotten inside the wounds.  Gareth
guessed the man had been dead for several days. 

Sometimes Gareth hated his job. 

He crouched before the man, not wanting to touch him yet—and not
just because of the insects that crept and crawled all over and
inside him.  The man had no weapon in or near his hand,
leading Gareth to believe that—like Anarawd—he’d known his killer
and been unprepared for the attack.

Although Gareth couldn’t tell the man’s ancestry from his face,
the dead man wore armor and clothing like the other men they’d
encountered—and killed—on the road from Dolwyddelan.  In
addition, the bushiness of the man’s beard and the length and color
of his hair had Gareth thinking the man was a Dane.  Gareth,
like most Welshmen, kept his beard trimmed short and neat,
especially in the summer.  Besides, the crest of the King of
Dublin was embossed into the leather of the man’s vest.

Damping down a squeamishness he couldn’t help, Gareth pulled out
the spear and set it to one side.  He then grasped the rough
and unadorned hilt of the knife.  The blade slid out
easily.  The lack of catch told him even before he wiped away
the blood so he could inspect the knife that this wasn’t the same
one that had killed Anarawd.  This blade, though newly
sharpened, was thicker than the other.  It was one a peasant
might use for eating or whittling—although the odds of a peasant
having killed this man were slim.

Whoever he was, whoever had done this deed, had been more
prepared for the act than when he’d killed Anarawd—if indeed the
two were murdered by the same person—which now that Gareth thought
about it a bit more, he doubted.  More likely, this man killed
Anarawd and then another person killed him to silence him.  Or
this soldier had a falling out with his paymaster. 

When Gareth had jerked out the spear, the dead man had fallen
onto his side, so now Gareth pulled on his legs to flatten him
out.  He shifted the man’s armor and clothing, first of all
searching for the knife that killed Anarawd (which would have been
quite a find), and secondly for anything that might tell him the
identity of this man or the one who killed him.  It was rough
work.  Gareth kept on his riding gloves, knowing that,
regardless of the waste and the cost of new ones, he’d have to
discard them when he was done.

He sat back on his heels to study the body.  What else
do you have to tell me? Holding his breath against the putrid
smell and the crawling insects, Gareth stripped off the man’s
clothing so he could inspect his wounds more fully.  It was
the spear through the gut that bothered him the most.  The
knife wound had bled freely, indicating that it was the fatal
blow.  But if the man was already dying or dead, why skewer
him afterwards?  It spoke of anger. 

Gareth thought back to the last moments of his milk-brother’s
life.  The Danes had backtracked from the first ambush site,
perhaps to here, following a different path from Hywel and his men,
and then set up the second ambush.  According to Bran, they
hadn’t gotten the seal from Anarawd in the first attack, and thus
couldn’t prove he was dead.  Prove to whom?  And
was that failure why this man was dead?

For about two heartbeats, Gareth thought about throwing the body
over Braith, but immediately discarded the notion.  Even if
the body itself had something more to tell him, he loathed the idea
of carrying it all the way to Dolwyddelan. 

Instead, Gareth used the man’s axe to dig a shallow grave. 
He dumped the body into it and stacked rocks and stones from the
fort over it to protect it from wild animals.  Then with the
armor and weapons lashed to his saddle bags, Gareth mounted Braith,
turned her onto the track, and continued to the site of the
original ambush, still evident by the churned up road and darkened
blood. 

It had soaked into the earth by now, but its discoloration was
unmistakable.  It was helpful that it hadn’t recently rained
this high in the mountains.  But even if it had, and rain had
washed all signs of the battle into the creek that ran beside the
road, the putrid pile of dead horse flesh would have given the
location away. 

That had been a long morning.  With two truncated shovels
Meilyr found in his cart, some of the men-at-arms had dug a ditch
in which to pile the horses.  While Gwen appeared to carry
nothing with her but one satchel of clothing and a small bag of
medicines, Meilyr was a packrat.

“What made you bring these all the way from wherever you’ve
been?” Gareth had asked him.

“Some days we camp beside the road—particularly in the summer as
we move from one location to another before looking for a winter
patron,” Meilyr said.  “It’s quite pleasant, even if it
doesn’t sound like it to you, and we use the shovels to dig for
roots to eat, to carve out a fire pit, or to make a makeshift
latrine.”

So that explained the shovels, but not the odd mix of broken
cookware, bent tools, and discarded clothing that covered the
bottom of the cart.  Gareth had chided Gwen about it on their
walk to Caerhun, before the second ambush. 

“I’ve tried,” she’d said.  “He won’t let me touch his
things.  But I also won’t let him bring any of it into our
rooms once we find them.  He’s accumulated this mess just
since the spring.”

Even though Gareth wished Gwen were with him now, he was glad
she hadn’t seen that dead man back at the fort, nor was forced to
revisit the location of Anarawd’s death.  They’d all worked
hard shifting the dead horses off the road and preparing the human
corpses for transport.  Even Gwalchmai had helped once he
returned with the carts, straining his thin shoulders and weak
stomach. 

Gareth dismounted and walked along the edge of the road until he
reached the spot where Anarawd had lain, still marked with a trio
of sticks.  As he’d remembered, there wasn’t enough blood here
to tell him more.  He drifted into the woods, thinking of the
man as he’d known him.

Anarawd was a number of years older than Gareth, so had ruled in
Deheubarth with his father and brothers long before Gareth had come
to know of him.  While none of Anarawd’s brothers had disputed
his ascendancy to the throne upon their father’s death, Gareth had
never thought much of the man.  Like King Owain’s brother,
Cadwaladr, he covered his lack of acumen with bluster, talked more
than he listened, and felt that his hereditary right to the throne
should automatically garner the respect that he, as a man, hadn’t
earned. 

At the same time, Gareth had heard no complaints from the people
Anarawd governed and one could often tell the kind of person a man
was by the opinions of his inferiors.  Prince Cadwaladr’s
subjects could surely give anyone who asked an earful.

Focusing again, Gareth crept along the perimeter of the
battlefield, his eyes on the ground.  He hadn’t been mistaken
that Anarawd’s murderer had moved his body.  He didn’t know if
he could learn anything from finding the exact spot, but a man
could never have too much information.  He crouched low near
the eastern ditch, and at last picked up the parallel trail left by
Anarawd’s boots.  The killer had held him under the arms and
dragged him out of the woods to the road.  As Gwen had noted,
hauling him by his feet would have been easier, though it would
have done damage to his head, which perhaps the killer wanted to
avoid.

Gareth backtracked the trail into the woods.  The further
he went, the more obvious the signs of both the tracks and the
blood, which must have poured from Anarawd’s body onto the
ground.  Another fifty feet in, and Gareth found the spot
where Anarawd had fallen.  The killer had tried to cover the
blood stains with leaves, but Gareth removed them with a few swipes
of his boot.

What had Anarawd been doing in the woods?  Had he run from
the battle as Hywel had surmised?  And yet, the wound was to
his chest.  Gareth returned again and again to the indications
that Anarawd had to have known—or at least momentarily trusted—the
man who killed him.  Otherwise, Anarawd would never have
allowed him to get so close.

Abandoning the quest for answers for now, Gareth headed the last
miles north to Dolwyddelan, marveling at the vagaries of
fate.  Because he hadn’t ridden these miles the other day,
he’d failed in his duty to escort Anarawd to his wedding.  And
yet, because of that same failure, Gareth and Gwen had been thrown
together on a joint task that allowed them opportunity to speak and
work together as friends.  Whatever the cost to Owain Gwynedd,
Gareth couldn’t feel sorry for that.

Dolwyddelan Castle sat on a rocky knoll, guarding a mountain
pass through the Vale of Conwy, one of the greenest and windiest
regions of Wales.  Dolwyddelan was primitive compared to Aber,
but nonetheless, Gareth liked it.  He’d first encountered
Hywel here and it was here that Hywel had offered him a second
chance at honor. 

At the time, Gareth hadn’t dared travel all the way to Aber to
meet the prince, fearing that his reputation had preceded
him.  It had, but that hadn’t been a hindrance in Hywel’s
eyes.  Although he’d never mentioned it directly, Hywel had
hinted that they were two of a kind.  His father delegated his
more unsavory tasks to Hywel, but not all of them could be done
alone.  Which is where Gareth came in.

The heavy wooden gate was open when Gareth reached the earth and
timber wall that surrounded the castle.  The guard waved him
through.

“Sir Gareth!” A familiar figure trotted down the steps to the
keep and across the courtyard to where Gareth waited. 

“Gruffydd, my friend,” Gareth said, dismounting.  “It’s a
pleasure to see you—a delayed one, I might add.”

“We heard what happened to King Anarawd.” Gruffydd shook
Gareth’s hand.  “I know you have much to preoccupy you in your
service to Prince Hywel, but I’m glad you’re here.  We’ve just
found a body.”

 

 



Chapter Seventeen

 




 

 

“You’re doing it again, Gwen!”  Gwalchmai
strode up to Gwen, his chin jutting out and his expression
fierce.

“Doing what?” Gwen sniffed at the mint in her basket,
half-listening to him.  She’d come to the garden to be alone,
but Gwalchmai didn’t seem to understand the concept.  She
couldn’t pinpoint the source of his outgoing personality, not even
in her temperamental father, from whom he’d gotten his voice. 
Their mother had been a shy mouse, overwhelmed by Meilyr and hardly
ever opening her mouth in company, for all that she loved her
children and husband.

“Protecting me,” Gwalchmai said.  “I’ll be thirteen next
month and in a year I’ll be a man.”

“I know that, Gwalchmai.” Gwen lowered her basket and turned to
look at him.  “I know you don’t need me.” 

Gwalchmai softened.  “I don’t mean that.  But I’m not
six anymore.  I can take care of myself.” 

Gwen gazed at him.  Gwalchmai had no idea how she held
herself back, telling herself it would be to his disadvantage if
she continued to mother him as she always had.  His future as
a bard was clear; hers was much less so.  She could continue
to travel with them, to cook and clean and nag them, but … did she
want that for the rest of her life?  By twenty-two, every
other woman she knew was married.  Except for Cristina, who’d
somehow managed to stave off all other suitors until King Owain
noticed her.  It looked to Gwen as if she thought him well
worth the wait.

“Have I said you can’t?” she said.  “I’ve hardly seen you
for days.”

“And that’s exactly the problem,” Gwalchmai said. 

“What are you talking about?”

“I’m talking about you,” Gwalchmai said.  “Taking risks,
putting yourself in harm’s way.  Keeping it all to yourself
because you think I’m too young to understand what’s going on.”

Gwen gritted her teeth, damping down her irritation at
his attempt to mother her.  Her father did
that quite enough, even if she’d long since figured out how not to
listen to him.  “We’re at Aber.  It’s hardly dangerous
here.  I let Gareth go south without me, didn’t I?  Am I
worried, even though he’s been gone a day longer than he’d
said?  No.  Here I am, pruning the beans in the garden on
a sunny afternoon, minding my own business and not interfering in
anybody else’s.”

“Don’t tell me what to do, is that it?” Gwalchmai said. 
“Why can you tell me what to do and not the other way around?”

Gwen took in a deep breath, recognizing this moment as one that
had been a long time coming.  “When did I last tell you to do
something?  You’ve been your own person for a while now.”

“This morning you told me to comb my hair,” he said.

“Do you resent that?” she said.

Gwalchmai gazed at her, and then flopped onto the bench near the
row of beans.  “Yes.”

 “Even if you know it’s the right thing to do?”

Gwalchmai dug the toe of his boot into the dirt and she thought
he wasn’t going to answer, but then he said, “Even if.” 

Gwen nodded.  She’d noticed that Gwalchmai was far less
likely to do what she asked, just because she asked.  “I can
try to stop.  Mothering you is a hard habit to break.” 
Gwalchmai was alternately so earnest and sullen, Gwen found herself
wanting to laugh.  Except that wasn’t fair to him
either.  Putting down her knife, she touched his hand. “Is
that really what you came here to say?  Or is it something
else?”

Gwalchmai looked up, his expression as intent as ever.  “I
overheard Lord Cadwaladr speaking of Sir Gareth last evening. 
He was regaling the men crowded around him with the story of how he
threw Gareth out of his hall for insubordination.”

“Yes,” Gwen said.  “You were seven when that
happened.  Do you remember?”

“I remember you crying,” he said.

“And you don’t want to see me cry again over Gareth?”

Gwalchmai had the courage of youth and didn’t even appear
embarrassed.  He nodded.

That he cared enough to talk to her touched Gwen’s heart. 
“Father didn’t refuse Gareth’s offer of marriage because Gareth had
dishonored himself, as Cadwaladr implies.  Gareth refused an
order his conscience told him he couldn’t carry out and Cadwaladr
dismissed him for it.  Father respected that.  If Gareth
had followed the order, how could Father have given me to such a
man?  But at the same time, he couldn’t let me go to a man who
had no way to support me.  Not at sixteen.”

“And now?” Gwalchmai said.

Gwen paused.  Gareth.  How did he really feel
about her?  What had he done all these years that was so
irregular?  He’d refused to discuss his time as a
mercenary and she wondered what his tasks had entailed.  He’d
done something of which he was ashamed.  Which he
wouldn’t tell her.  And was that his fault?  Surely every
man was entitled to his secrets, especially a soldier who followed
his lord’s orders, even when those orders offended him.  As
both Gareth and she knew, the alternative was dismissal.  Or
death. 

 “I’m not going to marry Gareth,” Gwen said.  “Even if
I wanted to, I don’t know that he’d have me.  He has a new
life with no place for me in it.”

“Then he’s a fool,” Gwalchmai said.

Gwen smiled.  “He hasn’t hurt me, Gwalchmai.  Life
hurt me, but I’ve grown up since then.  Still … thank
you.  You’ve grown up more than I’ve wanted to admit.”

Gwalchmai nodded, looked down at his feet, and then raised his
head again.  “There’s something else, too.  Something I
overheard someone say.”

“What is it?” Gwen said, not expecting much of note.

“My friend Dafydd says King Anarawd’s brother, Cadell, is going
to marry Elen in Anarawd’s stead.  He was talking to Cristina
about it.”

Gwen blinked at this upwelling of information.  “Cadell was
talking to Cristina?”

“Yes.”

“Go on.”  Gwen braced herself, now sure he was going to
tell her something she didn’t want to hear. 

“Cadell said he knew something that would convince King Owain
that Gareth murdered Anarawd.”

“What did Cristina say?”

“I don’t know,” Gwalchmai said.  “They moved too far away
to hear.”

Gwen stared into the distance.  There was no telling what
information Cristina had shared with Cadell or vice versa. 
She straightened.  If Gareth was to hang, it wasn’t going to
be over this.  Not if she could help it.

She turned to her brother, about to smile her dismissal, when
she stopped herself.  Not only was he older than she’d
thought, but he’d brought her good information.  She canted
her head as she looked at him. 

“What?” he said.

“Neither you nor Father have appreciated the work I’ve done for
Hywel,” she said.  “But you’ve just done similar work for
me.”

Gwalchmai’s eyes widened.  “I—” He stopped himself. 
“I guess I have, at that.”

“How would you like to do a bit more?”

Gwalchmai’s eyes brightened and Gwen hastened to head him off
before he got too excited.  “Nothing dangerous.”  She
pointed a finger at him.  “Nothing that draws attention to
yourself.  Just listening and reporting, like you’ve just
done.”

“And what are you going to do?” Gwalchmai said.

“Find Hywel.”  Gwen stretched, loosening her muscles from
too much bending among the weeds, and headed towards the kitchen
door. 

Gwalchmai called after her.  “Don’t do anything
stupid!”

Gwen raised a hand to indicate she’d heard, though she didn’t
answer.  She hoped she’d done the right thing with
Gwalchmai.  Maybe if she gave him a small task, it would keep
him out of bigger mischief. 

She’d passed through the kitchen and hall, looked in Hywel’s
office, and was coming down the steps into the courtyard by the
main gate, still searching for Hywel, when Gareth came through
it. 

“There you are,” she said. 

He reined in and dismounted.  When she reached him, he
caught her around the waist.  She gazed up at him, stunned at
how natural his greeting felt.

“I have much to tell you,” he said, overriding her
confusion.

“Did you find something?”

“Lots of somethings.”  He turned her towards the hall, his
hand still resting at the small of her back.  It felt
right there.

But then Cadwaladr and Cadell appeared in the doorway. 
Cadell pointed his finger at Gareth.  “Seize that man!”

“What?  No!” Gwen stepped directly in front of Gareth, as
if that could protect him from this unexpected onslaught.

Nobody else moved.  Even Prince Cadwaladr gaped at Cadell
in astonishment.

“I’ve heard that before,” Evan said from somewhere to Gwen’s
right.  “Not going to make that mistake again.”

“Not on anyone’s orders but the King’s,” another man
said. 

The two men-at-arms did move closer to Gareth, to protect him,
Gwen hoped.  Gareth’s arm had slipped around Gwen’s waist, and
she pressed back against him.

Cadell had his own supporters, however, his own teulu,
and they moved from all directions, pushing through the men of
Aber’s garrison, to surround Gareth and Gwen.  One of them
grabbed her arm and yanked her away from Gareth while two more
pinioned his arms behind his back.  It was that first evening
all over again.

“What are you doing?  He’s done nothing!” she said.

Madog strode from the entrance to the barracks.  “Let go of
the girl.”  His command carried across the courtyard. 
“And unhand Sir Gareth.”

Cadell, however, outranked him, and thundered down the
steps.  “I’ve done a complete search of the castle! 
Moments ago, one of my men found Anarawd’s seal among that man’s
possessions!”

“What?” Gwen spun around to gape at Cadell. 

“Let it go, Gwen,” Gareth said.  “We know why I had
Anarawd’s seal.  And we can prove it.  This means
nothing.”

Cadwaladr caught that this was his opportunity to humiliate
Gareth once again, even it wasn’t he who had orchestrated it. 
He strode up to Gareth and put his face right into his. 
“Nothing?!  How dare you!  The King of Deheubarth is
dead!”

“It is you who are nothing,” Gwen said, before Gareth could
speak.  As soon as she spoke the words, she knew she shouldn’t
have said them out loud, but she couldn’t take them back.  To
have Cadwaladr assisting Cadell when they were both in the
wrong…

Cadwaladr froze, his face a rigid mask.  Without responding
to Gwen or even looking at her, he threw out his hand, dismissing
Gareth.  Cadell’s men, now augmented by several of
Cadwaladr’s, hauled him away.  Madog watched, impotent, his
jaw clenched and his shoulders shaking with suppressed anger. 
Then Cadwaladr whirled on Gwen.  “You would do well to mind
your place.” 

“And what place is that?”

Cadwaladr’s eyes bulged.  “Silence!” He backhanded Gwen
across the face.  She staggered, her hand to her mouth and
tasting blood. 

“I know the truth and so does Prince Hywel.  It will come
out!”  She spat the words, even if they were as far from the
truth as it was possible to get, and ran past him, heading towards
the stables.  She was so furious and hurt she couldn’t see
straight.  Others had described to her an anger that made a
red haze before their eyes but she’d never experienced it. 
That, and the contrast from light to dark as she crossed the
threshold meant she didn’t see Hywel standing directly in her path
until she ran into him. 

“Careful.” Hywel caught her by the arms.

“Gareth—”

“I heard,” Hywel said.  “And I heard what you said to
Cadwaladr.  That was not wise.”

“I know.” Gwen touched a finger to the corner of her
mouth.  “A second ago, I didn’t care.”

Hywel looked past her to the courtyard.  Gwen turned to
follow his gaze.  Cadwaladr was still glaring at her, his
hands on his hips.  Then one of his men caught his attention
and he turned away, back to the hall.  He hurried to come even
with Cadell, who stood at the top of the steps to the hall, looking
righteous and self-satisfied.

“You should stay out of their way.” Hywel dabbed at the corner
of her mouth with a handkerchief.  “That has to hurt.  He
wore a ring.”

Gwen swallowed.  “I’ve felt worse.”  And she had, at
her father’s hands.

Hywel gave her a dark look. 

“If you need me, I’ll be with Gareth.”  She made to push
past him but he held her arm and pulled her closer so he could look
into her eyes.

“I recommend that you do not sing with your brother during
dinner tonight.”

“The sight of those lords makes me sick anyway.”

Hywel released her but didn’t leave and she led him past the
horseboxes to the rear of the stables.  He pulled up short
just as one of the guards drove his fist into Gareth’s belly. 
Before Gwen could scream, Hywel clapped a hand over her
mouth.  “Quiet.  Give it a minute.”

Gwen pulled away.  “How can you stand by and do
nothing?”

“You’d have me fire all the arrows in my quiver before the start
of battle?” Hywel said.  “That is unwise.  Gareth has
experienced worse.  They’ll tire of him presently.”  As
he spoke, a guard twisted Gareth’s arm and he collapsed forward,
just as another guard brought up his knee.  Gareth folded in
half over it with a moan.

Gwen glared at Hywel for another few heartbeats, hating him in
that moment.  At his steady gaze, however, she subsided, still
in the shadows.  She sucked on her lip, half-turned away from
where Gareth’s guards continued to rough him up.  She wanted
to clap her hands over her ears.  It wasn’t that Gareth cried
or screamed, but his breathy moans were more than she could
bear.

Finally, Hywel’s words proved true and Cadell’s men threw him
face first into the cell.  Gareth pushed up on his hands and
turned back to them, blood pouring from a gash on his head. 
“Dos i chwarae efo dy nain!”  The flames behind
Gareth’s eyes could have lit the stables on fire.

Then a guard closed the door and the two men who remained
settled themselves in front of the door, one leaning against the
wall to the left of the door and the second on an overturned
bucket.

“We’ll give them time to get bored,” Hywel said. 
“Come.  We must make a plan.”

Reluctantly, Gwen returned with Hywel to his office.  She
slumped on the bench under the window, unable to think of anything
to say.

Hywel plopped into his chair.  “Damn.”  He ran a hand
across his brow.  “What a day.”

“Damn right.” King Owain swung around the door frame and halted
in the middle of the room.  Both Gwen and Hywel stood, though
Gwen didn’t think the King had even noticed her, so focused was he
on his son.  She tried to sidle towards the door, but stopped
at Hywel’s warning look.

“Sir,” Hywel said.

King Owain put his hands on Hywel’s desk and leaned onto
them.  “I have put up with your defense of that man for four
years, but no more.”

“Gareth had nothing to do with Anarawd’s death, Father.” 
Hywel said this very calmly, his back straight and his hands
resting at his sides.

King Owain went red to the roots of his hair.  He pointed
his finger at his son.  “How dare you defend him!”

  “I must defend him.  He is my man.”  Hywel
paused.  “Besides, in this case, Cadell is quite
mistaken.  Gareth did not take the seal from Anarawd. 
Gwen gave it to him.”

“Gwen!” King Owain spun on his heel to glare at Gwen.  She
backed away until she hit the wall behind her and couldn’t go any
further.  She gazed at the King wide-eyed, unable to
speak.  King Owain turned back to Hywel.  “Explain.”

“Of course.”  Hywel flicked his eyes to Gwen and then back
to his father.  Gwen held her breath, waiting for what he
would say.  “According to Cristina, who gave the seal to Gwen,
Cadell himself had it in his quarters.  That is where she
found it.  It may be that Cadell’s accusation of Gareth is an
attempt to distract us from his own perfidy.”

King Owain pressed up against Hywel’s desk, his face nearly
purple with anger.  “What did you say?  How dare you
bring Cristina into this!”

“He speaks the truth, my lord.”

Cristina stepped through the doorway into Hywel’s office and
very gently closed the door behind her.  She shot Gwen a look
that told Gwen not to speak.  As Gwen was trembling from head
to foot, she was hardly going to challenge her future queen. 
At the same time, Gwen had to ask herself, what game was Cristina
playing?

Owain Gwynedd had no answers either.  He stared at Cristina
and then scrubbed at his hair with both hands, making the straw
tufts stick up on end.  “I am undone.  My entire family
conspires and plots without my knowledge.”  He collapsed onto
the bench that Gwen had vacated.

“Please forgive me, my lord, but I was attempting to help your
son in his search.” Cristina gave King Owain a look that managed to
make her look coquettish, rather than guilty or embarrassed. 
“King Cadell’s room was one of several I examined.”

“Why?” King Owain raised his hands and dropped them in his lap
in a helpless gesture.  “Why would you do this?”

“Because I was the only one who could.”

King Owain gazed at her.  Cristina didn’t back down. 
Like Hywel, she kept her face calm and unconcerned.  Then King
Owain began to laugh.  He threw back his head and roared at
the ceiling.  Still standing behind his desk, Hywel grinned at
Gwen.  She just barely managed to smile back.  It really
wasn’t funny—and the power Cristina seemed to wield over the King
certainly made it worse—but for the moment, Cristina appeared to be
on their side. 

Eventually, King Owain sobered.  “Did you tell Cadell what
you found?”

“Of course not,” Cristina said.  “I gave the seal to Gwen,
who obviously showed it to Hywel and Gareth, which is how it ended
up among Gareth’s things.  I have no idea how Cadell came to
hear of it.”

“He would, of course, have discovered it missing,” Gwen
said.

“That is if he put it there in the first place,” Hywel said,
“and if he is the perpetrator of all this.”

“Ach.” King Owain waved a hand.  “You’re looking in the
wrong direction.  Cadell is neither smart enough, nor devious
enough, to have planned something this complicated.  He’s been
Anarawd’s loyal advisor ever since their father died.”  Owain
paused.  “I am considering giving him Elen’s hand.”

“But someone ordered Anarawd’s death, my lord,” Cristina
said.  “Who stands to gain the most from it?”

“What about Uncle Cadwaladr—”

“Don’t speak his name!” King Owain jutted his chin out at his
son.  “I have heard your opinion of him and I grant that he
might be wrong about Gareth, but he has done nothing to deserve any
accusation, especially not one as inflammatory as this.”

Nobody replied and King Owain seemed to sense their muted
disapproval.  He straightened.  “I need proof of someone
else’s guilt, Hywel, before I can free Gareth.  You know
that.”

“I’ll get your proof, Father.” Hywel glanced at Gwen. 
“We’ll get it if it’s there to find.” 

“I trust you,” King Owain said.  “You have never failed
me.”  And with that astounding piece of fatherly affirmation,
he stood and held out his arm to Cristina, who took it.

Hywel stopped his father, however, before he could leave the
room.  “Why do you think so poorly of Gareth, Father, when he
has served us well?”  His tone was genuinely curious. 
“Back when we first heard the news of Anarawd’s death, you referred
to something Uncle Cadwaladr told you.  What was it?”

King Owain pursed his lips.  “I’ll tell you.  There’s
no reason not to.  Cadwaladr believes Gareth was the spy who
revealed our movements to the Normans in the last days of fighting
in Ceredigion, before your grandfather died.”

Gwen blinked.  Whatever she’d been expecting, it wasn’t
that. 

“Why didn’t he name him so at the time?” Hywel said.

“He chose not to.  We’d won the war; there seemed little to
gain and the admission that he’d harbored a spy would have shown
weakness just at a time when he needed to show strength.  The
people of Ceredigion needed a leader, not one who could be fooled
by a strip of a boy.”

“All I can tell you is that I don’t believe it, Father,” Hywel
said.  “It doesn’t fit with the man I know.”

“Perhaps.  For now, I want him where I can see him. 
It was his brother, Bran, who rode with the Danes,” King Owain
said.  “Perhaps they conspired together.” 

Gwen’s teeth were clenched so tightly she didn’t know if she’d
be able to pry them apart.  That the truth could get so
distorted never ceased to amaze her.  She wanted to say
something, but at a warning look from Hywel, kept her mouth
shut.

King Owain narrowed his eyes at his son.  “You will do well
to remember that the punishment for treason is death.” 

Hywel swallowed hard.  “I would not have forgotten that,
Father.”

King Owain nodded curtly and left, Cristina on his arm, leaving
Gwen and Hywel alone once again. 

“That means Gareth stays where he is, doesn’t it?” Gwen
said. 

“For now.”

 

 



Chapter Eighteen



 


 

 

Back in the stables, Gwen and Hywel gazed down
at Gareth, who lay flat on his back on the hard, dirt floor, rather
the worse for this incarceration.  “I’m tired of being thrown
in here for something I did not do!”  His tone was emphatic,
but the volume was weaker than Gwen liked.  “And now you tell
me that King Owain thinks that because Bran was with the Danes, I
was too?  To what end?  Nothing could be further from the
truth.”

Gwen knelt beside him and felt his head.  “Are you much
hurt?” 

“I’m fine.”  Gareth grasped her hand.  “But what about
you?”  He touched the redness that spread from the corner of
her mouth to her cheek.  And then his voice hardened. 
“Who did this?”

Gwen glanced up at Hywel, who lounged against the doorframe, one
hand resting on his sword.  He grimaced, but didn’t
answer.

“Gwen—”  Gareth’s voice had a warning tone to it.

She sighed.  “Cadwaladr.”

“Goddamn—”  Gareth swallowed whatever else he was going to
say, squeezed her hand hard and then let go.  He pushed
himself up onto his elbows and glared at Hywel.  “Nice of you
to intervene, my lord.”

“I have no obligation to explain myself to you,” Hywel
said.  “But I will repeat what I told Gwen:  this is a
long game I’m playing and it wouldn’t do to confront Cadell—or
Cadwaladr—over something that doesn’t matter.”

Gareth opened his mouth to speak, and then closed it. 
“Doesn’t matter—”  He mumbled further under his breath, but
didn’t openly protest.

“What did you discover on your journey?” Hywel said.

“A couple of bodies.”  Now Gareth scrambled to his feet,
holding a hand to his belly and moving more stiffly than
usual.  Gradually he straightened and stretched.  “A few
bruises, Gwen, that’s all.”  He’d read the concern on her face
correctly.  “As Lord Hywel pointed out, it’s a small
matter.” 

Gwen nodded, going over in her head what she’d seen earlier in
front of the cell.  At the time, it had looked as if Cadell’s
men had beaten Gareth badly, but maybe her eyes had fooled
her.  They might have been pulling their punches, wanting to
make it look good to please their lord.  Gareth had told her
that for the years he’d served Prince Cadwaladr, many of his
friends had learned to shade their actions so as to not openly
violate their orders, but not exactly follow them either.  It
was a matter of living with oneself afterwards.

Then Gareth’s words registered.  “More bodies?” she
said.

“I found one in the Roman fort near the intersection of all
those trails,” Gareth said, “and a second at Dolwyddelan.  The
castellan discovered that death an hour before I arrived.  The
murderer had stuffed him into the latrine.  It was just his
bad luck that the slops came to clean it when they did.  The
body was cold and stiff; it had been in there—or at least dead—no
more than two days.”

“Do you know the identities of the dead men?” Hywel said, still
leaning against the doorframe.

“The first was a Dane.  Someone killed him with a knife to
the chest.”

“The same method as Anarawd,” Hywel said.

“Yes, but a different knife,” Gareth said, “one that the killer
left behind.  In addition, the killer drove a spear through
the man’s middle—after he was dead, mind you.”

“How very interesting,” Hywel said. 

“Why skewer a dead man?” Gwen said.

Hywel turned to her.  “Why indeed?”

Gareth nodded.  “I brought his effects home to Aber. 
They’ll be in my saddlebags still.”  He paused.  “Someone
saw to Braith, I hope?”

“I made sure of it,” Hywel said.  “And the second?”

“The second was a stable boy at Dolwyddelan Castle.”

“Really?” Gwen catalogued the boys she’d seen when she was there
with her family.  Then she pulled herself up short, disturbed
that she could be so calm about so many murders.  It wasn’t
right that she should get used to them.  But as it was… “Why
would someone want to kill a stable boy?” 

“We don’t know the answer to that, but he had been assigned to
tend King Anarawd’s horse,” Gareth said. 

“That could be important,” Hywel said.

Gwen wrapped both arms around her middle, a sick feeling in her
belly.  “Anarawd’s horse died in the ambush.” 

“Stinks to high heaven, now,” Gareth said.  “Putrid.”

“I can’t present any evidence of course, not from here,” Gwen
said, ignoring him.  “But that boy … could he have been the
one who looked after my father’s horse?”

Gareth canted his head.  “It’s possible.  Though
several boys could have shared the task, just as they do here.”

“My father’s horse turned up lame the morning King Anarawd left
Dolwyddelan.” Gwen spoke slowly as she thought it out. 
“Father was so very angry.  The boy was terrified.  At
the time, I didn’t think anything more of it than that the child
feared my father’s wrath, but what if he’d been instructed to
nobble Anarawd’s horse, and he hurt the wrong one?  What if it
wasn’t my father he feared, but someone else who’d tasked him with
a job he failed to accomplish—someone who killed him?”

“Why would the murderer have wanted to prevent Anarawd from
leaving Dolwyddelan?” Gareth said.  “That makes no sense.”

“Anarawd arrived at Dolwyddelan Castle a day early,” Gwen said,
“and thus left a day early too.  The killer could have wanted
to delay Anarawd past a dawn start—which is exactly what happened
to us instead.  Perhaps he feared the mercenaries wouldn’t
have time to get into position.  As it turned out, it was my
father who was forced to borrow a horse and Anarawd who wouldn’t
wait for him.”

“There are too many murders in this,” Hywel said.  “Too
many murderers altogether.  It’s nonsensical.”  He pushed
off the frame, no longer relaxed.  If there had been more room
to pace he probably would have.  “We’ve got someone who
ordered the ambush; someone who killed Anarawd; someone who killed
the servant woman; someone who killed the Dane; someone who killed
the boy; someone who poisoned Gareth; someone who moved Anarawd’s
body.” 

“Seven someones?  Three?” Gareth said.  “All the
same?”  He swiveled on one heel and kicked at the wall. 
A board split.  “And what makes even less sense is that I find
myself back in this cachu cell!” 

Gwen took a step back at his anger.  Maybe because he saw
it, Gareth stopped himself from aiming another kick at the
wall.  And then he laughed, though there wasn’t much amusement
in his voice, and threw out a hand to Gwen—“Sorry.  Sorry for
my mouth too.”

Gwen waved a hand.  It was hardly the first time she’d
heard profanity.  She preferred it to when a man swore by the
saints, who might actually be listening.

“I’ve spoken with my father,” Hywel said.  “He once again
will entertain the notion that you didn’t kill Anarawd, but he
leaves you here, Gareth—and is happy to do so—because Cadell still
has his ear.”  He paused.  “Just be thankful Cadell
doesn’t have more power at Aber than any other prince, myself
included.”

“There’s something else…”  Gwen cast her eyes sideways at
Hywel, wondering if she should speak or if he would prefer to tell
Gareth the rest of what had passed between Hywel and his
father.

Hywel nodded and delivered the bad news:  “You should also
know that Prince Cadwaladr’s latest accusation against you is that
you were a spy for the Normans.”

“What?” Gareth gaped at him.  “When—when was I supposed to
have done that?”

Hywel smiled.  “He implied that you passed vital
information to fitz Martin that allowed him to hold Cardigan Castle
against us.”

“He’s mad!”

Hywel smirked.  “I thought you’d say that.”

“So you’re letting Gareth out?” Gwen said, relieved that at last
something was going to go right.

“No.  Not until Cadell goes home.”  Hywel
shrugged.  “Unfortunately, that might be a while as my father
seems set on marrying Elen to him in Anarawd’s place.”

Gareth’s jaw clenched.  Then he mastered himself and turned
to Gwen.  “And that means you have to stay away from me.”

“What?  No I don’t.  Why would you say that?”

“I won’t have suspicion falling on you.”

Gwen stared at him, so irritated she couldn’t respond. 
Then Hywel tugged her arm.  “Come.  Gareth’s
right.”  He shot Gareth a grin.  “Not for the first time,
but don’t get used to me saying so.”

 

 



Chapter Nineteen



 


 

 

“Gwen!  Gwen!”

Gwen eyes popped open.  It was almost as if she’d been
expecting someone to come and wake her up.  She couldn’t say
that she’d had a full night’s sleep since she left
Dolwyddelan.  

She sat up, clearing the last of the sleep from her mind. 
Then, the voice came again. “Gwen!  Gwen!”

“Hywel?”  She whispered his name and then thought better of
how loud it sounded in the quiet room, fearing she’d wake the other
women.  One rolled over as Gwen waited, breath held, and then
stilled.  Wrapping a blanket around her shoulders, Gwen got to
her feet, tiptoed to the door, and slipped out of the
room. 

Three men waited for her, none of whom were Hywel.  She had
a flash—only an impression really—of cloaks and hoods before one of
the men put a hand over her mouth, pulled her to him, and
whispered, “Come with us quietly or Hywel dies.”

Gwen tried to swallow but her mouth had gone dry.  She
wanted to ask what they had done to him, and if they realized what
kind of trouble this would bring them, but couldn’t speak around
the man’s hand.  And then she had to focus on her feet as he
urged her down the stairs, through the sadly deserted kitchen, and
towards the postern gate.  Once outside, in the narrow space
between the kitchen garden wall and stables, the man removed his
hand.  She opened her mouth to scream, but before she could,
he shoved the open end of a flask between her teeth and poured.

She choked and coughed as the liquid sloshed into her
mouth.  “What is this?” She tried to twist away, but another
man held her head with a forceful hand to the back of her
neck.  The man holding the flask grabbed her jaw and cheeks
and forced her teeth apart.   He upturned the flask and
she swallowed.  And then swallowed again.

By the time the third man grasped her around the waist and
hauled her towards the postern gate, the drink was taking hold of
her.  And by then she knew what it was, too, not that it
mattered except it implied that they meant to subdue her, not kill
her.  Poppy juice, she said to herself, and then
didn’t remember anything more.
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