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October 1144

Gwen

––––––––
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“This won’t be a pleasant sight, my lady.” Rhodri helped Gwen dismount. He’d come to Aber Castle to find Gareth, but Gwen’s husband had risen from his bed long before dawn, leaving to ride with Prince Hywel and his men on patrol. 

“It never is,” Gwen said.

Rhodri set her gently on the soft sand, its usual yellowish-brown color turned to gray in the pre-dawn light. The cart intended for carrying away the body rumbled to a halt behind them, and another soldier, Dewi, jumped off the seat, leaving the stable boy who’d been driving the cart to wait with it and hold the horse’s head.

The tense expression in Rhodri’s face didn’t ease, so Gwen added, “I’m well, Rhodri. Truly.” Many women struggled with their health during pregnancy, but other than an annoyingly strong sense of smell, Gwen hadn’t had any difficulties so far beyond a few unpleasant mornings, particularly in the beginning, and an increased need for sleep. Even at this late stage, with the baby due at the end of January, some people still didn’t notice right off that she was carrying a child.

While the men shooed away the crowd of onlookers, Gwen circled the body, trying to disturb the scene as little as possible. She considered the corpse from all angles—though as it was well wrapped in a cloak, there wasn’t much to see. From the closeness of the weave, the cloak had once been very fine. It was dirty now, of a color that she thought should have been blue. The hood half-covered the face, implying that one of the onlookers had drawn it back and then, when death had been definitively determined, hastily thrown it over the face again. 

Gwen braced herself for the need to see who this was and bent to lift away the cloth. 

At the grotesque appearance of the face, Gwen’s breath caught in her throat. Then a hand touched her shoulder, and she jumped a foot. “By all that is holy—”

“I’m sorry! I’m sorry!” Llelo said. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

Gwen let out a burst of air. “What are you doing here? Is Dai here too?”

“He’s a laze-about,” Llelo said, answering her second question first. “I came for the clams. Are you all right?” 

“Why does everyone think I’m not well? I’ve seen dead people before.”

Llelo frowned, staring past her to the body. “Not like this one, I don’t think.”

Gwen deliberately hadn’t looked again at the dead woman’s face. Instead, she gestured towards a group of children looking anxiously in their direction. “They shouldn’t be here.”

“They’re the ones who found her,” Llelo said.

Gwen inspected her young charge. Having grown four inches since he’d come to live with them, he loomed over her, far taller now than she was. Twelve years old going on twenty, as Gareth had said privately to her more than once. Upon the death of his father, Llelo had needed to grow up quickly in order to care for his younger brother, Dai. Gareth had discovered both boys in an English monastery last May and taken them under his wing.

The boys had spent most of the summer with Gwen on Anglesey while Gareth was in Ceredigion serving Prince Hywel, but they had all gathered at Aber this week to celebrate Calan Gaeaf, what the Church called All Saints’ Day. It was the end of the harvest season and the beginning of winter. In the traditions of her people, at this time of year the veil between the next world and this one thinned. Tomorrow night, Nos Galan Gaeaf, or Hallowmas, the spirits of those who’d died would walk the earth. Gwen shivered to think that this poor soul could be among them.

“Since you’re here, you might as well help,” Gwen said. “The children will talk to you. Find out what they know while I see who this is.”

“You can tell it was once a woman,” Llelo said, with all the morbid fascination of the young. 

Gwen waved her hand at him. “Off you go.” Asking Llelo to help her might turn out to be the worst idea she had this month, but since he was here, it was better to keep him busy.

Gwen turned back to the body, no longer able to avoid looking at it. As Llelo had said, it was that of a woman, but beyond this simple observance, Gwen didn’t know that she’d ever seen a stranger circumstance. For starters, the woman’s body wasn’t bloated with water like it should have been had she drowned. Instead, her skin was dried out, leathery and brown like an old apple, more bones than flesh, though flesh still adhered to the bone. The woman could have been dead for months, if not years. The cloak that wrapped her wasn’t wet either, which Gwen would have noticed earlier if she hadn’t been so distracted.

On the ride to the beach, Gwen had conceived two scenarios that would have put the body here this morning. One would have been drowning, though the sea had been calm last night, despite three weeks of solid rain. The second and more complicated possibility had been that the body had been buried in the sand somewhere—a dune or a cliff face near the water’s edge—and over time, wind and tide had worn away the sand that covered her grave until it was fully exposed, and the body fell into the sea. 

In that case, the body could have washed up here because of the way the water moved in and out of the Menai Strait. Both possibilities would have involved a recent death, because that was the only way the body would have remained intact enough to wash up on the beach in the first place.

And if the body had washed up on the beach, even many hours ago, it would have been wet from head to toe. That wasn’t the case, which meant that someone had placed it here. 

With these thoughts spinning in her head, Gwen put her hand flat on what remained of the woman’s belly. The fabric of her dress was damp, like laundry left out on the line all night, but it wasn’t sopping. Gwen looked up, meeting the eyes of several villagers, who gazed at her with expressions ranging from curious to revolted to worried. She, herself, was among the worried. She didn’t know who this was, but she knew nobody was going to be happy when she discovered the woman’s name. Somewhere, sometime, someone had lost a daughter. It would be Gwen’s task—and Gareth’s and Hywel’s—to find out who that was.

“Who found her?” she said.

Llelo lifted a hand to gain Gwen’s attention and brought the group of children closer. “They did, all together.”

“Did you touch her?” Gwen studied the children’s faces as they shook their heads vehemently in turn. She ended up looking intently at a medium-sized boy of about nine with a mop of dark hair and dark eyes. 

“No, my lady.” He shook his head too.

Gwen looked sideways at him. “Not even a little?”

“It was I who pulled back her hood, Lady Gwen.” A burly villager stepped forward. “Once I saw that she was dead—long dead from the looks—I went to find Rhodri, there.” He gestured to where Rhodri guarded the pathway between the body and the cart. 

If he’d come to the same conclusion Gwen had—that the woman hadn’t drowned—he’d realized that it was along that trajectory that evidence, if there was any evidence, would be found. All of the men-at-arms at Aber, whether they served Prince Hywel, his brother Rhun, or King Owain, knew from experience that Gareth would want to inspect the entire area personally and would be displeased if it had been marred by the curious and the careless. Beyond Rhodri, Dewi had gone back to the cart and was talking to someone, though since the man had his back to her, Gwen couldn’t tell who it was.

She glanced up at the sky. The sun was coming up over the hills to the southeast, revealing a cloudless sky, unusual for so late in October. A warm breeze was blowing into her face from the south. She’d woken to dozens of mornings like this on Anglesey over the summer, and for a moment she wished that she was back at her little cottage, wiggling her bare toes in the warm sand instead of on this windswept beach crouching over a dead body. “When is low tide, Llelo?”

“Just now, Ma,” Llelo said. “That’s why we all came down here this morning. After the rain we’ve had, we were looking forward to a good haul of clams.” 

Gwen focused on the damp sand around the body. The high tide mark was another ten feet farther up the beach, beyond where the woman lay, which meant that she’d been laid down on this beach sometime after midnight. Otherwise, she would have been washed away with the tide. That led Gwen to conclude—though Hywel would say it was far too soon to conclude anything—that whoever had laid her here had wanted her to be found. Otherwise, he should have left her where he found her, wherever that was, or put her closer to the water’s edge so the tide could have taken her out to sea.

“Can we move her now?” 

Gwen looked up and struggled not to let dismay show on her face. Adda, the commander of one of King Owain’s companies, had arrived at Gwen’s side with Dewi in tow. Adda bent over the body, his hands on his knees. Dewi wore a look of revulsion on his face. 

“I’m sorry, sir, but we really can’t,” Gwen said.

“Why not?” Adda said.

“Because she didn’t drown.” 

“What do you mean?” Adda said. “Sailors and fisherman often wash up on our shore when they don’t end up on the Great Orme.” 

Adda was right. The villagers knew to come to the beach after a storm to look for valuable items they could salvage from boats lost at sea, even if they had come for clams today.

“The body is barely damp, Adda,” Gwen said as gently as she could. 

Adda pressed his lips together. 

Gwen didn’t know either man well. But while Dewi seemed something of a simpleton, Adda was far from stupid, even if he annoyed her by being pompous and overbearing. 

It should have been clear to an experienced man such as he that the woman had been dead long before today, but he was also a stubborn man with fixed opinions. Gwen encountered men like him all the time. They were older, set in their ways, and did not welcome the notion that a young woman might have anything to contribute to a murder investigation.

“Perhaps while we wait for Gareth to arrive, Dewi and Rhodri could survey the beach?” Gwen gestured to the area around the body. “I know that we’ve disturbed the sand with our footprints, but they could look for tracks from a cart or from a man walking as if he was carrying something—her—on his shoulder? Given how dried out the body is, she wouldn’t have been very heavy for a grown man, but his boots should have sunk deeper into the sand than if he carried nothing.”

Adda raised his eyebrows. “Sir Gareth would want the body removed from the beach first.”

Gwen just managed not to grind her teeth. She’d given him a long speech and was trying to be as polite as she could. “My husband—and Prince Hywel, of course—will be very grateful to you when they return for moving the investigation forward in their absence. I’m sure they will personally want to hear from you whatever you discover.” She gave him her sweetest smile and tried to keep her expression as sincere as possible.

Adda’s chin still stuck out stubbornly, but as Gwen had hoped, he grunted his consent. It was unlikely that Adda would tell her anything of what he found now that she’d wounded his pride, but Gareth would tell her what Adda had to say as soon as he heard it. There was only so much she could do here all by herself, and she did need Adda’s help.

Adda motioned for Rhodri to join him and Dewi, and Gwen went back to studying the body, finding it hard to reconcile its condition to its presence on the beach. She fingered the cloth of the woman’s dress. Blue like the cloak, with a close weave that was still fine to Gwen’s touch, it was embroidered at the bodice and had a full skirt, the hem of which would have trailed behind the woman as she walked. Her linen shift and underdress were also embroidered. Even without the garnet ring strung on a gold chain around the woman’s neck, Gwen would have known by her clothing alone that this was no serving girl. She’d been noble or, at the very least, had dressed like it.

Whoever had left her on the beach hadn’t just dumped her here either. He’d arranged the woman’s long braid of reddish-brown hair so that it trailed down her right shoulder past her hip. In Wales, girls trimmed their hair until they reached womanhood, keeping it shoulder length and easier to care for, after which they never cut it again. Comparing this woman’s braid to Gwen’s own, and taking into account that not every woman’s hair grew at the same rate, the dead woman had been at least five years past womanhood when she died. 

A dirty band of fabric that might once have been white was tied around her head. A dark patch on it—dried, of course—had Gwen carefully unwinding the cloth, tugging on it to unstick it from the right side of the woman’s head and knowing before she saw the mat of blood in the woman’s hair that someone had to have hit her very hard to cause the wound. The same dark stains that Gwen guessed were blood, instead of mud or the decay of time, marred her dress at the right shoulder. 

Gwen gently worked her fingers underneath the matted hair and found the wound. As Gwen traced the edges of shattered bone, she came upon an abrupt indentation in the center of the wound as if a sharp point had been driven into the bone. 

Gwen sat back. Trying to gain control of her thoughts, she blocked out the image of the woman as she was now in order to take stock of what the girl had once been: she was more than eighteen years old, possibly noble, and had been dead for years. Gwen ran her thumb along the woman’s slender wrist. The flesh still adhered to the bones and, like the rest of her arm, wasn’t a uniform medium brown. The skin was mottled all along the arm—darker in some places than others—but a thin band of darker skin went around each wrist. Given the unusual state of decomposition, Gwen didn’t want to speculate if these were bruises or a natural result of the desiccation of the body. Gwen had never seen a body like this one, so she honestly didn’t know what was normal in such a case. 

Other than the head wound, of course, which clearly wasn’t.

For the first time in months, Gwen felt her stomach rebelling. She swallowed down the bile at the back of her throat, grateful now that Rhodri had woken her from a deep sleep, and she hadn’t had the opportunity to eat anything before she rode to the beach.

“Gwen!” 

She looked up at the sound of her husband’s voice. Gareth had appeared in the gap between two dunes, accompanied by Prince Hywel and ten other men. Gwen had drowsily kissed Gareth goodbye before he’d ridden out of Aber Castle with Hywel. At the sight of him now, her spirits lifted, alleviating some of the sickness in her stomach. Gareth and the other men reined in and dismounted near where Gwen had left her horse and the cart had been parked. 

Gwen’s pleasure faded, however, as Adda stepped in front of Hywel, talking quickly. They were too far away for Gwen to make out Adda’s words and, apparently, Gareth wasn’t interested in hearing what Adda had to say because he strode past him, crossing the last few yards of sand to where Gwen waited. He was careful—as Gwen had been—to take a circuitous route so as not to disturb the already churned up sand more than he had to.

Gwen rose awkwardly to her feet and gestured to the body in the sand. “As you can see, we have some trouble here.”

Gareth slipped an arm around her waist, holding Gwen close for a moment while she pressed her cheek to his chest. To Gwen’s dismay, tears pricked at the back of her eyes, and she shook her head to stop them from falling, determined not to lose her composure, just because Gareth had arrived, and she no longer needed to keep it. 

“Are you all right?” He kissed her temple.

“I have lost count of the number of people who have asked me that this morning,” Gwen said. That wasn’t entirely true; in fact, she’d kept a careful count. Gareth was the third.

“You didn’t answer my question,” Gareth said, but he must have decided that if she could talk back to him, she really was fine, because he released her and crouched in Gwen’s place beside the dead woman. 

While Gwen related what she’d discovered so far, Gareth went over the body as she had. Hywel, on the other hand, once he dismissed Adda, stood chewing on his lower lip, his arms folded across his chest and every line of his body revealing his tension and unhappiness. Gwen had assumed that the strange state of the body and the length of time since her death would make it difficult to identify the woman quickly, but the prince’s expression said otherwise.

“Do you know her?” Gwen said. 

Hywel breathed deeply. “I don’t want to; I shouldn’t be able to.”

Gareth looked up from his examination. “My lord?”

Hywel didn’t answer. He seemed to be struggling with himself somehow. 

Gwen stepped closer, looking at him with some concern. “Whoever she is, we’re here to help, like we always are.”

“After all these years, I can’t believe she’s dead.” Hywel scrubbed at his hair with one hand, his gaze never leaving the body. 

“Who’s dead, my lord?” Gareth said.

“My cousin, Tegwen,” Hywel said.
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Gareth

––––––––
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Gareth looked from Hywel to the body and back again. “This is your cousin? How can that be?” 

Gwen was staring open-mouthed at Hywel. “But—but—Tegwen ran away. We all know that she ran away!”

Hywel shook his head, sadness and regret in his face. “It seems we might have been wrong about that, Gwen.” Then he looked at Gareth and said, “My uncle, Cadwallon, was her father. He never had any sons, and Tegwen was his only child.”

Gareth straightened from his crouch and stepped close to his lord to ensure that none of the onlookers could overhear him. “I know who Tegwen was, my lord, but she’s been missing these five years. Are you suggesting that she didn’t run away with a Dane as we all thought but has been dead this whole time?”

“I can only tell you what I see.” Hywel gestured helplessly to the body. “That’s Tegwen. I’d swear to it.”

“How could she have ended up here?” Gwen stood with her hand to her mouth. She seemed unable to look away from the dead woman, so Gareth stepped past Hywel to stand beside her, his hand resting gently at the small of her back. 

Gareth couldn’t blame the two of them for being shocked. This was the last thing he wanted to see today too. From the head wound, this was murder, and even if it happened a long time ago, it couldn’t be ignored. Neither King Owain nor Hywel would allow it. For Gareth’s part, he was loath to spend the short time he had with Gwen working on a murder investigation, particularly one involving a beloved member of the royal house of Gwynedd. 

Tegwen’s disappearance five years ago had been dramatic enough to have become legend. Gareth had heard the stories and couldn’t blame the people for reveling in the retelling. Who wouldn’t enjoy a tale of a young princess who defied her family and ran away with a handsome Dane? The fact that Tegwen had left her husband and daughters behind was usually (and conveniently) forgotten. 

Gareth had heard a version of the story in the great hall at Aber just last night, set to music and much embellished, with the names changed and an added mythological element that included a dragon. The singer hadn’t been Meilyr or Gwalchmai, Gwen’s father and brother, and as Gareth had heard this version before, he hadn’t paid much attention. He’d been with Gwen at the time, and they’d had eyes and ears only for each other. 

Neither King Owain nor his guests were going to enjoy what appeared to be the real story: Tegwen hadn’t run away with a Dane. She’d been murdered.

Gwen slipped her hand into Gareth’s. “We have more to observe, but it might be better not to do it in front of all these people. Can you get them to leave? Rhodri and Dewi tried, but nobody seems to have listened.” 

Gareth surveyed the beach. Although most of the dozen onlookers had the decency to move at least ten feet from the body, and no one else was hovering over it like they were, Gwen was right. “I’ll see what I can do. Ignore them and do what you have to do to help Prince Hywel.” 

With a worried look at Hywel, who seemed to be frozen where he stood, Gareth headed up the beach towards his men in what wasn’t his usual stride. His boots dug into the soft sand, and he knew he’d be dumping the fine grains out of them for weeks to come. As he crossed onto drier sand, Gareth called for the men to gather around him.

“This has turned into a more delicate situation than Prince Hywel first thought it would be, and we need to contain this scene. Many of you have had the misfortune to participate in incidents like this before. I must stay beside the prince for now, but I need to know everything that happened on this beach between yesterday evening and this moment.” Gareth pointed with his chin at his friend. “Evan, if you could see to interviewing the people here? You know what to do. At a minimum, I need them to stay farther away from the body. A crowd of onlookers watching his every move is the last thing Prince Hywel needs right now.”

“Of course, my lord.” 

Gareth turned away, taking a breath and letting it out to settle himself as he looked down the beach to where Hywel and Gwen were talking quietly over Tegwen’s body. Hywel seemed to be recovering from his initial shock, which had been uncharacteristic of him to begin with. None of them had encountered a murder since last spring when a Norman spy had dropped a body at their feet in the bailey of Earl Robert’s castle at Newcastle-under-Lyme. While Gareth had been a key player in that investigation, his task had been hampered by his unfamiliarity with the area and a general prejudice against the Welsh displayed by most every Norman he encountered. At least here at Aber that wouldn’t be a problem.

Always considering himself to be one of Gareth’s men, even though he was only twelve, Llelo had gathered a handful of children to him and was bending forward to speak to them, his hands on his knees. Gareth patted him on the shoulder as he passed him on the way back to where Hywel and Gwen waited. “All right there?”

“Yes, sir,” Llelo said. 

“Let me know what you discover,” Gareth said.

“I already promised Gwen I would,” Llelo said, looking slightly affronted that Gareth would tell him his job. Gareth held back a smile.

Gwen had mentioned designating tasks to the other two attendants on the scene, Rhodri and Dewi, but they seemed to have disappeared. As Hywel had dismounted from his horse, Adda had tried to explain to him how inadequate to the task of investigating the death Gwen had been. Gareth had brushed past him with a disdainful look, but he probably should have found out if Adda had discovered anything important. Contrary to Adda’s opinion, Gareth was pleased with how Gwen had taken charge in his absence and how quickly the investigation had moved into full swing.

“I gather that you don’t recognize Tegwen yourself, Gareth?” Gwen said as he reached them.

He shook his head. “I never met her.” 

“She disappeared a few months before you began your service with me, Gareth,” Hywel said.

“And you, Gwen?” Gareth said. “You must have grown up with her.” 

Gwen bit her lip. “Not really.”

“Tegwen was the same age as I am.” Hywel had returned to his usual matter-of-fact manner, pacing around the body with his eyes on the ground as he talked. “She was the result of a liaison between my uncle, Prince Cadwallon, and a girl named Ilar, the daughter of a man-at-arms turned knight of my father’s generation. His name is Gruffydd.” 

Gareth’s brows drew together. “Do I know him?”

“You should,” Hywel said. “Tegwen’s grandfather still lives. He’s the castellan at Dolwyddelan.”

Gareth’s expression cleared. “He’s a good man. He was very helpful last year when Anarawd—” Gareth broke off as Hywel glanced at him, his mouth twisting in wry amusement.

“Yes. Exactly,” Hywel said. “Ilar died birthing Tegwen, so Gruffydd and his wife raised her themselves. My grandfather appointed Gruffydd to be the castellan at Dolwyddelan at Uncle Cadwallon’s request, in remembrance of Ilar and so Gruffydd could raise Tegwen as befitted her station as a princess of Gwynedd.” 

Gareth would have wondered why Cadwallon hadn’t brought the child to Aber and raised her himself if he hadn’t been a prince. Any peasant would have, but Cadwallon was a warrior and was often absent from home. It was common practice to foster out royal children, either at birth if the mother was dead and the parents hadn’t married, or at the age of seven when a child began to prepare for his adult life. 

“That was why I barely knew her,” Gwen said. “I was only eleven when Cadwallon died, twelve years ago now. Tegwen lived mostly with her mother’s family, and I saw her in court only a few times.” 

“When she was fifteen years old, Tegwen married Bran ap Cynan, whose father was the Lord of Rhos.” Hywel looked at Gwen. “You attended the wedding, didn’t you?”

Gwen shook her head. Rhos, a sub-kingdom to Gwynedd with the lord’s seat at Bryn Euryn, was a little more than ten miles from Aber Castle. “My father provided the entertainment, but Gwalchmai was a small child, and Meilyr left me at Aberffraw to mind him. Don’t you remember? You came home with your head full of new songs, though you’d sung none of them because your voice was still changing, and my father didn’t trust it.”

“I was fifteen myself.” Hywel had gone back to a crouch beside the body, his head bent. 

Gareth wasn’t sure if he should speak since it appeared that Hywel was struggling to control his emotions again. He cleared his throat. “My lord, why are you so sure this woman is Tegwen?”

“By her dress, her belongings.” Hywel threw out one hand, the gesture halfway to despair, pointing at the necklace at the woman’s throat. “She never took that necklace off. It was a gift from her husband.”

The body lay as Gwen had left it, the cloak spread out in the sand, and now Hywel flipped back the edge of the cloak to reveal a hem embroidered with tiny red lions, half obscured by sand and dirt. “This is her cloak. The lions were a tribute to her father’s personal coat of arms. My father gave it to her the day she became betrothed to Bran. I don’t know what has been done to her or how she came to look like this, but ...” Hywel’s voice trailed away.

It was obvious to Gareth that Tegwen could have discarded the cloak and necklace at any time between her wedding and her disappearance, making this a completely different girl, but he kept his lips together. It would be one thing if what she was wearing was the only piece of evidence, but if Hywel thought he recognized her shape as well, Gareth wasn’t going to argue with him. 

He’d never seen Hywel so shaken by a death. It worried him that if this was Hywel’s reaction—a man who wore stoicism and cynicism like a cloak—the effect of the news of Tegwen’s death on the rest of the inhabitants of Aber would be far more tumultuous. 

Gareth put his hand on Gwen’s arm. “Gwen, you should ride ahead and tell the king that we will be bringing Tegwen’s body into Aber as soon as we’ve finished examining the scene.”

“What? Why me? Gareth, please—”

Gareth moved his arm up to her shoulders and bent his head so he could speak gently in her ear. “It has to be you. Right now, the three of us are the only ones who know this woman may be Tegwen. The news of her death would be better coming from you, since you’ve seen and touched her, than from any of the people here. The last thing we want is to arrive at Aber with the body and surprise King Owain with the news. We’re lucky it’s still early in the morning. You know how fast gossip spreads. In another hour, the news that the body of a richly dressed woman was left on the beach this morning will have reached half of Gwynedd. We have to reach the king before he hears of it from someone else and wonders why he’s been kept in ignorance.” 

Gwen groaned audibly. “I’ll have to wake him.”

“I know,” Gareth said. “But maybe that’s for the best too. He won’t be in the hall yet. He shouldn’t have to learn of Tegwen’s death with his people watching.”

Gwen wrinkled her nose at Gareth. He hoped she wasn’t angry at him, even if he was right, but she didn’t complain further and then shot him a bright-eyed look over her shoulder as she turned to head up the beach to where the horses were picketed. At a gesture from Gareth, two members of the guard intercepted her, and she accepted the help of one of them to mount her horse. She lifted her hand to Gareth one last time and rode away, a guard on either side of her.

Turning back to Tegwen, Gareth stood on the other side of the body from Hywel, waiting for him to finish his examination. Hywel had crouched to feel at the head wound and, after a moment, he looked up at Gareth. “Help me turn her.” 

Gareth crouched beside his lord and pushed up on Tegwen’s right hip to roll the body up onto its side. As Gwen had said, the sand was damp beneath her, and though the moisture had seeped into her clothing, the cloth covering her front was relatively dry. Neither Gareth nor Hywel acknowledged this observation to the other, just laid her gently back down to the sand.

Hywel picked up one of Tegwen’s narrow wrists, stroking gently. “It’s broken.”

“Do you think it happened before or after her death?” Gareth said.

Hywel turned the hand over and back. “I can’t say. The skin is discolored, but so is her entire body. It has been too long since she died for me to read events clearly.” He gestured down the length of her. “She didn’t die here, that’s for certain.”

Bodies that had been moved always made for more difficult investigations. “She was struck on the head, but I don’t see how that relates to a broken wrist,” Gareth said.

“Maybe it doesn’t. Someone could have dragged the body roughly once she was dead,” Hywel said.

“Could the damage have happened as recently as last night?” Gareth picked up her other wrist. The bones were so dry and brittle that he feared he would break more of them and destroy whatever evidence they had. “You could see how easy it would be to do.”

“The head wound occurred prior to death,” Hywel said, “and I would say with some certainty that it caused her death, but I have never been faced with a body in this condition before.”

Hywel pointed to Tegwen’s feet, and Gareth moved around the body in order to inspect the heels of her boots. He knelt in the sand to lift up one heel and then the other. “I see scuff marks. I could match them to the scene if she’d died yesterday, but after all this time, it will be impossible to trace.”

“She was murdered; that’s what matters most.” Hywel straightened and stepped back from the body, his hands on his hips. “This will enrage my father.”

“Will he ask us to discover who killed her?” Gareth said. 

“Who else?”

“Even after all this time?” 

“Hallowmas is tomorrow night. The discovery of this death will make everyone uneasy. How much worse will it be if my father does nothing to find her killer?” Then Hywel shrugged. “Even if he doesn’t ask, I will insist we try.” 

That was as Gareth had assumed, though he’d felt the need to ask. He rose to his feet too, brushing the sand from his knees. “It’s hard to know where to start.”

Hywel scowled. “We should treat it no differently from any other murder. If we ask enough questions, eventually we will ask the right ones of the right people, and we will learn things we didn’t know before. All cases can be solved given time and a little luck.”

“Make that a lot of luck,” Gareth said.

Hywel looked over at him, his gaze sharpening. “I need to know that you will put your full efforts into this, Gareth. I can’t have you doubting what we do.”

Gareth tamed his skepticism and reluctance in an instant. “Of course.” At Hywel’s continued hard look, Gareth added, “I apologize, my lord.” He blew out his cheeks. “But I must point out that we will have to reexamine everything we knew about her. She was a princess and your cousin. You might not like what we find.”

“Knowing the truth is always better than believing a lie,” Hywel said.

Gareth nodded. It wasn’t the first time Hywel had said those words, and Gareth believed he meant them. “Then I have my first question, and it needs to be put to you: Gwen said that Tegwen married Bran, a prince of Rhos. Why don’t I know of him? Is he a younger son who hasn’t participated in your father’s endeavors?”

“Was that before your time too?” Hywel said, surprise in his face. And then he shook his head. “No, it couldn’t have been.”

“Was what before my time?”

“Bran was the heir to the throne of Rhos,” Hywel said. “His older brother, Marchudd, died after Bran married Tegwen, and then his father died—of old age, mind you—between Marchudd’s death and Tegwen’s disappearance. I can’t remember the specifics at the moment, since Bran had taken charge of the cantref long before that. Then Bran himself was murdered three years ago by an arrow through his heart as he journeyed along the road from Caerhun to Dolwyddelan.”

Gareth’s brow furrowed as he thought back to three years ago and what he’d been doing at that time. He’d been a member of Hywel’s company for almost two years by that point. “Tegwen was married to that Bran?” 

“Indeed,” Hywel said.

Gareth looked away, his mind churning. “I remember that he died. In fact, wasn’t he ambushed not far from where Anarawd’s company was ambushed?” At this second mention of Anarawd’s murder, Gareth didn’t look at Hywel and hurriedly continued, “Why wasn’t I among those investigating his death? Where was I? Where were you?”

“You were with me,” Hywel said. “We spent most of that year in Ireland, remember? I didn’t learn of his death until my father told me of it six months after it happened. By then, with no trail to follow and nothing to investigate, he didn’t see the point in wasting my time with an inquiry.”

“Who benefited from Bran’s death?” Gareth said.

Hywel gave him a dark look. “That is the one question that we never ask, and you know it. Bran was the Lord of Rhos and had no sons. Who do you think benefited?”

“His younger brother. I see, but surely—” Gareth broke off what he’d been about to say: but surely his brother wouldn’t have murdered him? But surely he would have, if it meant gaining the lordship.

“Bran was the second son of his father, and Tegwen had given him only daughters.” Hywel had gone back to studying the body of his cousin. “The elder brother died, as did many of our men, during the wars in Ceredigion, and upon Bran’s death, the third son, Ifon, inherited.”

Given that King Owain himself had inherited Gwynedd under identical circumstances—the untimely death in battle of an older brother—it was no wonder that he didn’t want to delve too deeply into Bran’s murder and the subsequent inheritance of the cantref by a third son. How King Owain had for so long tolerated having his younger brother, Prince Cadwaladr, anywhere near him was a mystery to Gareth. All that stood between Cadwaladr and the throne of Gwynedd was Owain himself. Then again, King Owain might think it was better to keep an eye on the treacherous prince than to have him far away doing God knew what.

Until Prince Hywel had elevated Gareth to the captain of his guard and given him lands of his own, the politics of Gwynedd had concerned him only as far as they concerned Hywel. More recently, Gareth had started paying more attention. 

“I wouldn’t worry too much about the younger brother,” Hywel said. “Ifon hasn’t a violent bone in his body. I can’t see him having anything to do with his brother’s death. Or Tegwen’s, for that matter.”

Hywel’s comment violated their oft-spoken motto, never assume, but Gareth let it go for now. He’d met Ifon, and Hywel’s assessment was accurate up to a point. Still, while Ifon might not have an impressive intellect or the same skill with a sword as his older brother, Gareth had worked for Hywel long enough to know that the face a person showed to the world often belied his true character. You could never know what was in another’s heart, especially when he rarely talked about himself or put himself forward.

“My lord, I have news.” Adda finally reappeared with Rhodri and Dewi in tow.

A look of disdain crossed Hywel’s face at the sound of Adda’s voice, but since Hywel still faced Gareth, Adda didn’t see it. Hywel rolled his eyes at Gareth and then cleared his expression before turning around. “Good. Let’s hear it.”

“I was unable to find any witnesses to this incident.” Adda held his back straight and gazed at a point to the right of Hywel’s left shoulder. “I did discover tracks that I believe are from a cart. They start twenty yards up the beach from the body and continue past where we left the horses. If I’m not mistaken, there are two sets: coming and going.”

Gareth took a step closer. “Rhodri and Dewi brought a cart when they arrived with Gwen. How can you tell the difference between the tracks?”

“The other set goes off towards the west,” Adda said. “They are deeper, too, as if the cart carried a load.”

Gareth nodded. “Excellent work.” Adda’s observations were far more insightful than Gareth would have given him credit for.

Prince Hywel looked Adda up and down as if seeing him with new eyes too. “What happens after the tracks reach the road?” 

“It is impossible to trace them, my lord,” Adda said, still stiff.

“Did you stand watch last night?” Prince Hywel said.

“No, my lord,” Adda said. “Mine was the morning shift.”

“Find the man who replaced you and bring him to me once I return to the castle,” Hywel said. “You are dismissed.”

“Yes, sir.” Adda saluted and departed with Dewi.

Rhodri had been hovering on the margins of their conversation and didn’t leave with Adda even though the older soldier shot him a look that indicated he should. While Hywel bent to Tegwen’s body and began wrapping her back up in her cloak, Rhodri stepped towards Gareth. “My lord, if I may have a word?”

Gareth nodded and moved with Rhodri to one side, out of earshot of Hywel. “What is it?” It wasn’t that he wouldn’t share the information Rhodri was bringing him with Hywel but that there was a solemnity to Hywel’s movements that Gareth didn’t want to disturb. 

“I wanted you to know that I wasn’t on duty either; I was here. I brought my boy to the beach this morning. My family are fishermen, and it’s his heritage, you see.”

Having seen to Tegwen, Hywel signaled to several of the men to come help him carry Tegwen’s body to the cart. Gareth turned back to Rhodri, who hurriedly continued, “I didn’t notice her until the children pointed her out, seeing how it was still dark when we arrived, and it was at least an hour that she lay on the beach before there was enough light to see by. The lanterns don’t shed much light beyond a small circle, you see.”

“You don’t have to apologize, Rhodri,” Gareth said. “She’d been dead a long while before today.”

Rhodri ducked his head. “It’s not that. It’s this.” From his pocket, Rhodri brought out a coin pendant with a hole shot through it and strung on a length of leather thong. “Within a few moments of our arrival, my boy found this lying on the path. He picked it up, thinking to keep it, but I reckon that it isn’t his to keep.”

Gareth took the pendant and held it out flat in the palm of his hand, a cold wave of dismay flooding his chest. It was clearly old and so worn that Gareth couldn’t read the writing on the coin or make out the image on its face. It would have been worn as a necklace and passed through many hands to reach his. “Thank you, Rhodri, for your honesty. I will show this to Prince Hywel.”

“I thought it might be the dead woman’s, you see,” he said. “I couldn’t by rights keep it.”

“See to your boy. This can’t have been an easy day for him.” Gareth dismissed Rhodri and returned to Hywel’s side. The prince had by now seen his cousin safely ensconced in the cart. Gareth waited patiently for Hywel to finish adjusting the cloak so it covered Tegwen completely and then caught his lord’s attention, touching his sleeve and stepping away from the group of men who had gathered for the somber journey to Aber Castle.

Hywel’s expression turned wary at seeing the concern on Gareth’s face, and when Gareth handed him the necklace and explained where it had been found, the muscles in Hywel’s jaw tightened. He turned the coin over in his fingers, licking his lips and as reluctant as Gareth to speak. 

Finally, Hywel said, “You know as well as I do to whom this belongs.”

“I will name him if you won’t,” Gareth said.

Hywel shook his head. “Uncle Cadwaladr, what have you done now?” 
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Chapter Three
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Hywel

––––––––
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Uncle Cadwaladr.

Although Hywel had never liked him, his very existence had been haunting Hywel for over a year now. At first, it had been because he hired a company of Danes from Dublin to ambush and murder King Anarawd of Deheubarth, and Hywel had been instrumental in proving his culpability. Since then, Hywel had taken over Cadwaladr’s castle and lands in Ceredigion, and the legacy of his uncle’s every decision had been dogging Hywel’s steps. Cadwaladr had been a bad ruler, alienating the populace and fomenting discontent such that they didn’t trust those foreigners from Gwynedd, of which they viewed Hywel most definitely as one.

And the worst thing was that Hywel could see Cadwaladr in himself. A few different pieces to his life—and a few different people in his life—and he and Cadwaladr could have been very much alike.

Long ago, when Gwen and Hywel were no more than eight and ten, Gwen had openly chastised Hywel for his behavior for the first time. Hywel had taken a kitten from the daughter of one of the kitchen staff and hidden it from her in his room. He hadn’t hurt it, but when Gwen learned that the kitten was missing, she’d come to him, all fire and outrage.

At first he’d tried to brazen it out, but then he’d succumbed to her glare and shown her where he was keeping it and that it wasn’t hurt. Gwen had then asked him why would you take pleasure in hurting others?

Such a simple question, and one that he’d at first refused to answer, though his heart had sunk into his boots. He hadn’t known why he’d stolen the kitten. It had been a game to him with no real consequences from his end, since he’d intended to return it eventually. But he’d hated the disappointment he’d seen in Gwen’s eyes. She could see right through him. 

Everyone else he could charm—and he’d charmed Gwen plenty too, he knew—but not when right and wrong were at stake. If not for Gwen—not just that time, but all the times she pointed him in a better direction than the one he was taking, though usually more subtly than in that first instance—Hywel wondered if he wouldn’t have turned out like his uncle.

Hywel knew himself to be perfectly capable of killing. He’d done it in battle. He’d killed Anarawd, who was to have been his brother-in-law, and not lost more than a night or two of sleep over it. He’d justified his actions, as all men did, by telling himself that what he’d done was right, because to believe anything else would be to undermine his very existence.

But Cadwaladr was a different animal entirely, and Hywel didn’t think he was just telling himself that in order to feel better about hating his uncle. Cadwaladr really did care only about himself: how he felt, what his position was, how other people viewed him. He’d been spoiled by his mother, or so Hywel understood. Hywel had no idea what that was like, since his own mother had died at his birth, and he’d been raised by a series of nannies and foster mothers. 

Just like Tegwen. 

Until he was seven years old, Hywel hadn’t even lived with his father, who had fostered him and Rhun out to a man named Cadifor, with estates on the Lleyn Peninsula. Hywel’s father had brought the boys to him when Cadifor’s wife died, and he deemed them old enough to take their place at court. Hywel had hoped that Cadifor would bring his sons to Aber to celebrate the harvest, but three years running he’d stayed home, and given the lateness of the hour, Hywel supposed he would do the same this year too. 

Hywel didn’t think it was an estrangement keeping them apart, or at least he hoped it wasn’t. Hywel would have to go to him if many more months passed without them seeing each other. He’d get Rhun to come. If Hywel had offended his foster family in some way, Rhun would help smooth it over.
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