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A Brief Guide to Welsh Pronunciation
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Names derived from languages other than English aren’t always easy to pronounce for English speakers, and Welsh is no exception. As far as I am concerned, please feel free to pronounce the names and places in this book however you like. I want you to be happy! 

That said, some people really want to know the ‘right’ way to pronounce a word, and for them, I have included the pronunciation guide for Welsh sounds below.

Enjoy!

––––––––
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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 /sh/ 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’)
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Cast of Characters
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Owain Gwynedd – King of Gwynedd (North Wales)

Cadwaladr – younger brother to Owain

Cadwallon – elder brother to Owain and Cadwaladr, deceased

Rhun – Owain’s son

Hywel – Owain’s son
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Meilyr – court bard

Gwalchmai – Meilyr’s son

Gwen –Meilyr’s daughter

Gareth – Knight
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Cristina – Owain’s bride

Mari –Cristina’s bridesmaid

Enid – Cristina’s bridesmaid

Taran – Owain’s steward

Tomos –Owain’s friend

Goronwy – Cristina’s father
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Chapter One
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November, 1143 AD

Gwen

––––––––
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Gwen’s pulse beat so loudly in her ears, the sound drowned out the rumble of voices in the hall. He was here! And he still loved her! All day, she’d been thinking of Gareth, unable to contain her wish to see him, to talk to him. And she’d been terrified of it too. What if he didn’t have feelings for her anymore? What if he’d found a good woman in Ceredigion? When she’d stood on the top step to the courtyard and he hadn’t even seen her, her heart had fallen into her shoes. 

But she’d swallowed her pride and gone to him and was glad she had. It would have been terrible for her to have turned away with hurt feelings. Better to let him know up front that she still loved him and see if he would respond, than to sulk in silence, punishing him for something he hadn’t known he’d done. Admittedly, from her observations, Cristina, King Owain’s betrothed, treated King Owain like that with some frequency, and it hadn’t driven him away. But that wasn’t Gwen’s way.

She’d been hoping to see Gareth sooner. Days sooner. She’d paced the battlements every free moment looking for Prince Hywel’s company, until yesterday when her father had yelled at her to come in out of the rain. She’d half-given up on Gareth ever returning to Aber Castle. What if he’d died in the fighting in the south? She might not have heard the news for months. In some of her less sane moments, she’d convinced herself that Prince Hywel wasn’t going to come to his father’s wedding, and if he did come, he’d leave Gareth behind in Ceredigion. 

For Gwen realized that Hywel might think she and Gareth together could present a threat to him. Hywel had to know that Gwen would speak to Gareth of last summer. Gwen didn’t know what Gareth would do when she told him that it had been Hywel who had murdered King Anarawd, not Prince Cadwaladr, King Owain’s younger brother, for all that Cadwaladr had wanted the deed done. Gwen had hoped that by now Hywel would have told Gareth about it himself, but when she’d brought up the events of last summer in the courtyard just now, Gareth had given no indication that he knew the truth. 

“He’s back!” Gwen stopped next to her younger brother, Gwalchmai, who was crouched beside their trunk of instruments with his friend, Iorwerth, one of King Owain’s many young sons.

“Who’s—” Gwalchmai looked up at her, and at the expression on her face, didn’t finish his question. “It’s about time he came home. He’s left you here alone far too long.”

“It’s not his fault,” Gwen said. “Prince Hywel needed him in the south.”

“And how long before he returns to Ceredigion?”

Gwen shook her head. “Gareth’s not going without me, not this time.”

Gwalchmai turned back to Iorwerth, mumbling something under his breath about their father and Hywel having a say in that. But if Gwen and Gareth were married, her father, at least, wouldn’t have a say in her life anymore. Gwen practically skipped to the top of the hall where the high table lay. 

Already on the dais, Hywel clasped hands with his brother, Rhun. Hywel’s black hair, deep blue eyes, and broad shoulders drew the eyes of every woman in the room to him—and had done so for as long as Gwen had known him. His charms no longer worked on her, however, and her mouth tightened into a thin line. She forced herself to relax. What was done was done. She’d made her choice, as had Hywel. It would do her no good to think too hard about it.

Hywel kissed Cristina on the cheek and settled himself two seats from his father, whose chair stood in the center spot at the table. Prince Cadwaladr occupied the last chair on one end, as far from Hywel as he could get, and didn’t even look up. As Prince Hywel often reminded her, families were complicated.

Gwen found a place against the back wall, behind and to the right of King Owain, which meant she was directly behind Rhun and just to the left of Hywel. The kitchen door was a few paces to her left. Owain Gwynedd kicked out his chair and stood in front of it, effectively blocking her view of half the hall and forcing her to peer around his bulk. 

Next to the king on his left, Cristina’s father, Lord Goronwy, twisted in his seat to look up at the king, while still holding tightly to his daughter’s hand. For all that Cristina had lived at Aber for the last six months, it wouldn’t have been proper for her to sit next to Owain at a formal dinner until after their marriage.

Owain remained standing, waiting for the hall to settle. It didn’t take long for neighbor to nudge neighbor into silence. At least two hundred people filled the cavernous space, squashed cheek by jowl at the tables. Gwen watched the people who faced King Owain (all she could see of the king was his back). They represented every sector of Gwynedd, high and low: men in mail, leather, or padded cloth armor, or no armor at all; women in fine wool dresses, others in thick homespun, maids with long hair down their back, and old grannies with wispy curls.

There was her father, scowling as always, his arms folded across his chest, though what concerned him today, Gwen didn’t know. Maybe he’d heard from Gwalchmai that Gareth had returned.

And there was Gareth. He pushed through the front door and elbowed his way along the side wall. He must have washed, as his face was clean and his close-cropped hair wet. When Gwen had known him before, Gareth’s hair had been longer. She couldn’t decide which look she liked better. 

He hadn’t changed his clothes, however, and the mail underneath his travel-stained cloak glinted in the torchlight. When he reached her father’s position, Meilyr actually had the grace to stick out his hand, which Gareth shook. They spoke a few words before Gareth moved on. By some miracle, their exchange had been civil.

Gareth edged farther down the hall, making for her (Gwen hoped) or at least trying to get closer. Her heart warmed with every step he took. Although it wouldn’t be seemly for him to stand behind the high table or to wait on it with her, he deserved a seat above the salt if he could find a space to sit. He was a knight in Prince Hywel’s company after all. 

Waiting on the high table wasn’t usual for her either, but the serving girls had been run off their feet just keeping up with the lower tables this week, and today was the last feast before the wedding. Taran, King Owain’s steward, had hired more workers, but Cristina had asked specifically for Gwen to serve her. How could Gwen refuse her future queen? 

At the time, Gwen had been somewhat put out that Cristina would expect such a service from her, but now Gwen was glad, since it meant she’d taken special care with her appearance. Serving Cristina meant Gwen would have to spend the evening on the dais, and thus be visible to everyone in the hall. Knowing this, Cristina had given Gwen permission to wash in the bath room, with its elaborate tiles and sunken pool, a legacy of the Roman nobleman, who had built his manor long ago on the very spot on which Aber now stood. Gwen wore her second-best dress which happened to be Gareth’s favorite color—a deep blue. She was saving her finest dress (which she actually liked less well) for the wedding tomorrow.

The room quieted, and after an appropriate pause, Owain Gwynedd lifted his cup. Gareth halted, having advanced to a position twenty paces from Gwen. The servants had arranged the tables to leave a gap between the dais and the three long tables that stretched the length of the hall, parallel to each other and perpendicular to the high table.

Gareth glanced at Gwen, his eyes lit with good humor and a smile. Several men of the garrison shifted to make room for him, and he settled back against the wall. 

“Welcome to you all.” King Owain raised his cup higher, and the diners lifted theirs as well. Those without cups, Gareth and Gwen among them, put a hand to their hearts. “Tomorrow, you will witness an event that has been a long time coming. Tomorrow, I will be joined forever with my beloved, Cristina.” 

At these words, Lord Goronwy stood to clasp King Owain’s forearm in an expression of solidarity. When King Owain released him, he moved to stand behind his daughter’s chair. Owain then reached across the space Goronwy had vacated and touched his cup to Cristina’s. They both drank, Cristina looking at King Owain over the rim of her cup with a smile in her eyes and on her lips.

It was a smile Gwen had seen before, and one that she trusted just about as far as she could throw her soon-to-be queen. That Cristina cared primarily for herself was a certainty. That she saw marriage to King Owain as a pinnacle of achievement—which it would be for any woman—was unquestionable. Gwen wished her well. For all that Gwen was thankful to find herself in the good graces of both bride and groom, she wouldn’t have wished marriage to King Owain on anyone. For her part, Gwen had her hands full with a certain young knight.

One of the serving men, a youth of less than twenty, came through the door to the kitchen with a tray of food to replenish the dishes at the tables. He stopped short at the solemnity of the diners and shifted from one foot to the other. Gwen didn’t know him—Aber’s steward had hired many men for the week whom she didn’t know—but she motioned for him to stand at the wall so as not to interrupt the ceremony. 

The man set his tray on a small table next to the door and took his place beside her. He dipped his head to Gwen. “Thanks.” 

Cristina and King Owain faced the room again and Goronwy retook his seat. Cristina tipped her head characteristically to one side as she gazed at her future subjects. From her relaxed shoulders and folded hands, Gwen could tell that she was pleased. 

King Owain put down his cup and spread his arms wide in an expansive gesture. “First, thanks to you all for coming to witness this blessed day. I would especially like to extend my appreciation to my long-time companions who will stand with me tomorrow: Lord Goronwy,” Owain dropped a hand to his friend’s shoulder, “Lord Taran, my brother Cadwaladr, and Lord Tomos, a true friend if there ever was one.” Taran, seated on Hywel’s right, raised his cup, and both Cadwaladr and Tomos lifted a hand in acknowledgment of the King’s words.

Gwen smiled as she recognized this final friend. Tomos was one of the few barons in the hall who was consistently polite to all, baseborn, royal, or somewhere in between. He nodded to the king from his seat one down from Cristina.

The crowd in the hall raised their cups, and everyone drank. Before the noise level could rise, King Owain lifted his hands again. “Tonight I also wish to announce the first of many gifts to my bride.”

Cristina’s head whipped around so fast to look at the king it was a wonder she didn’t strain herself. And then she recovered, facing forward and straightening in her seat. She hadn’t known the time had come for gift-giving, for all that Owain must have made her and her family promises when Lord Goronwy signed the papers of betrothal. 

King Owain continued his announcement: “The moment we are wed, I bestow upon Cristina ferch Goronwy my estate of Rhuddlan in the cantref of Tegeingl. It once belonged to her grandfather, and it is my pleasure to return it to her family. Many thanks to my friend, Lord Tomos, who has kept it well these many years.” 

King Owain lifted his cup in the direction of Tomos. What King Owain didn’t say, and this was why the Church was opposed to his wedding, was that Cristina’s grandfather was also Owain’s grandfather, and the man for whom he was named. His mother (who had died last spring) and Cristina’s father had been siblings.

The control of Rhuddlan was a plum appointment, one that Tomos had to regret losing. Cristina, when she took over the estate, would want to bestow the stewardship of it on someone of her own choosing, probably a family member. Such was the way of kingly largess. Gwen wouldn’t have expected Tomos to cheer at this announcement, but as he raised his cup to Owain, a huge smile spread across his face. Then King Owain explained the reason for Tomos’s pleasure: “In thanks for the fulfillment of his arduous duties for so many years, I have given Lord Tomos the estate of Nefyn in Arfon, for himself and for his heirs.”

A communal gasp blew around the hall. That was friendship indeed.

Cristina rose to her feet. “Thank you, my lord. You have given me more than I deserve and have been generous beyond all expectation.” She gave the king a deep curtsey, her head bowed in apparent submission. 

Owain stepped past her father’s chair to reach for her hand and raise her up. Cristina tipped her cheek for a kiss. Applause echoed throughout the room. Owain seated Cristina again and went back to his chair. Gwen turned to smile at the young man next to her, to comment on how lovely the scene had been, only to find him unsmiling. 

And then he pulled a blade from the sheath at his waist and started forward.
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Gareth

––––––––
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When the youth had entered the hall at the beginning of King Owain’s speech, Gareth had noted the mulish set to his jaw. He’d assumed the boy resented his servitude, but had then dismissed him from his thoughts—until the boy’s face coalesced into a rictus of hate. It took Gareth a moment to register the expression, and then his eyes flashed to Gwen’s. The smile which she’d given the youth at the conclusion of the ceremony had turned to a look of stark horror. 

Gareth surged forward, knocking aside a servant who was pouring mead into a cup for one of the diners and sending him sprawling across the man’s lap. The youth’s attention, however, remained entirely on King Owain, and he didn’t glance in Gareth’s direction. Gareth thought he had a chance. 

Gareth reached the dais in four strides. As the knife descended towards the king’s back, the blade glittering in the light of the candles that lit the table, Gareth threw himself forward to bridge the last yards to the king. His torso hit the table with a thud, extinguishing two candles and sending food and dishware flying in all directions. Gareth skidded across it, reached out, and caught the youth around the waist. 

They fell to the floor on the other side of the table and landed hard, Gareth on top and the would-be assassin beneath. The impact knocked all the air from Gareth’s lungs but also flung the youth’s arm upward with such force that he released the knife. It sailed across the room and skittered under the table near where Gwen had been standing.

Gareth lay as he’d fallen for a moment, sprawled at a diagonal across the body of the boy, with his forehead resting on the smooth planks of the floor. He coughed. Then he pushed to his knees so he straddled the youth’s midsection and punched a fist to his own chest, trying to get his breath back. The assassin moaned and tried to twist away but Gareth held him down. His head lifted and fell back, his eyes opening once and then closing.

The instant Gareth had seen the knife aimed at King Owain’s back, his ears had closed to the hubbub in the hall. Now the crescendo of sound overwhelmed his senses. People around him shouted and screamed their shock, but their words made no sense to Gareth. He shook his head, trying to clear it. Lifting his eyes from the youth’s face, Gareth found Gwen a few feet away, her hands to her mouth and her eyes wide. His shoulders sagged in relief to see her unhurt. 

The diners at the high table had pushed back their chairs and risen to their feet. Of the small circle of onlookers, Hywel was the first to speak. He dropped a hand to Gareth’s shoulder. “Praise be to God. You saved the king.” 

King Owain’s eyes tracked from Gareth, to the man on the ground, to Gareth again.

Gareth cleared his throat. “He tried to kill you, my lord.”

“I see that.”

Gareth allowed himself a deep breath. For one heartbeat—only one but it had felt like a lifetime—he’d feared King Owain might misunderstand what had just occurred and think the youth had merely been bringing him a knife for his meal. It would have been so easy for Gareth to have misread the situation and been in the wrong again. 

But no. Gareth hadn’t been wrong. He had acted on instinct because the expression on the youth’s face—and the upraised knife in his hand—had been impossible to misinterpret. 

A man-at-arms stooped to pick up the assassin’s knife where it had lodged under the serving table. He brought it to Hywel who took it and then held it out to his father, the blade flat against his palm. Despite the earlier tone of dry amusement in the King’s voice, color had yet to return to his face. But he took the knife and then passed it to his steward, Taran. “Keep this safe for me, will you?”

Taran nodded. Like everyone else, his eyes were too wide and the lines at the corners of his mouth were accentuated as he gazed down at the youth from beside the king. “This is my fault—”

Cristina pushed past her father to reach King Owain. He saw her coming and put out his arm to draw her to him. “I’m all right, my dear.”

She seemed genuinely distraught and pressed her face to his chest. The cynical part of Gareth believed she was upset because someone had tried to kill the king before he married her. If he’d died, she would never have become the Queen of Gwynedd. “How-how-how could this happen?” 

“That is something we will have to find out,” King Owain said, his eyes on Hywel.

The uproar in the hall was ongoing. Ten people had been seated at the high table, but the dais had fifty on it now. Even Prince Cadwaladr appeared shaken, with a pinched look to his eyes and mouth. He held his arm around Alice, his wife, who like King Owain, seemed to have forgiven him his past misdeeds. Or rather, she had chosen to ignore them. 

Lord Tomos had risen and come closer to support the king. He reached for Cristina, whom King Owain gratefully passed off to him. “My dear, let me get you away from all this.” 

Cristina pressed Tomos’s hand and even managed a small smile. “Thank you, my lord.” 

Lord Goronwy, Cristina’s father, still sat in his chair to the left of the king’s, a stunned expression on his face, incapable of aiding his daughter. Gareth found it curious the different ways in which people responded to unexpected events. Some, like Tomos, seemed to recover smoothly no matter what happened. It didn’t look to Gareth as if Goronwy was a good man in a crisis.

“There’s blood on your shirt, Father.” Rhun pointed to a blotch of red on his father’s otherwise spotlessly white shirt. King Owain had forgone his customary mail vest in favor of finery in honor of the occasion. The assassin must have known that would happen and taken his only chance to bring Owain Gwynedd down.

“Do I?” King Owain twisted to look at his shoulder, but the place where the point of the knife had gone in was too far down his back and near his spine for him to see it. “I didn’t even feel it.”

“It would have entered your heart, but for Gareth.” Hywel held out his hand to Gareth who clasped it and used Hywel’s strength to haul himself to his feet. His knees trembled at the effort of staying upright, but he locked them so as not to sway. Hywel’s eyes narrowed, but he didn’t comment or make Gareth find a chair.

The youth remained as he’d fallen, arms and legs akimbo, still unconscious. Or was he feigning it? Now that the initial shock had passed, Gareth’s heart began to slow and instead of his muscles, his brain, with its investigative instincts, began to function. He wanted to know who this boy was and whether this act had been his own idea or if he was working for someone else. Why would a peasant boy want to murder the King of Gwynedd? From the threadbare state of his breeches and shirt, he didn’t come from money, and that made it more likely that the boy hadn’t conceived the idea to kill the king on his own, but that someone had hired him. 

In point of fact, the boy was lucky to be alive at all. Silently, Gareth ran through what had happened: seeing the knife come out of its sheath, the youth raise it high, and advance towards King Owain. Gareth had noticed the boy’s actions only because he’d been watching Gwen, not the King. The bulk of Owain’s body would have blocked the youth from the view of most of the people in the hall until it was too late. 

If the youth hadn’t tried to murder the king in the middle of the great hall, the king’s men might have already put a sword through his belly to finish what Gareth had started. Hywel, whose mind often ran on similar paths to Gareth’s, put a not-so-subtle boot on the boy’s chest, just in case he chose that moment to awaken and try to get away.

“You’re not bleeding under all that armor, are you, Gareth?” Gwen ran her finger along a wicked slice in the leather of his left bracer. 

“I don’t think I am.” When Gareth had hit the assassin, the knife must have driven into Gareth instead of the king’s back, though Gareth hadn’t felt it at the time.

Gwen wrapped her arms around Gareth’s waist and rested her head on his chest. Gareth responded to her touch, pressing his cheek onto the top of her head. Her hair smelled of apple blossoms.

Hywel touched his father’s sleeve. “No one should leave the castle without your permission, Father.”

Rhun nodded. “We don’t know if the boy was working alone or with another. I agree—”

Owain held up his hand to stop his sons from speaking further. “Get this man out of here. We will talk after you learn what you can from him.”

“Yes, Father,” Hywel said. The king’s words were meant more for him than for Rhun.

Two of King Owain’s men grasped the would-be assassin by the arms and hauled him to his feet, his arms wrenched behind his back. He’d done a good job of feigning unconsciousness all this time, but Gareth’s first instincts were correct. The boy couldn’t maintain the ruse once on his feet. He stood before them, shaking and blinking rapidly. He did weave, however, and the two soldiers who held him tightened their grip in order to keep him upright.

Hywel jerked his head towards the rear of the hall and the guardsmen responded by dragging the boy through the doorway to the side corridor and its less public exit. Gareth still held Gwen’s waist. He bent his head to speak to her but she put a finger to his lips. “I know what you want. You don’t even have to say it.”

Gareth did anyway. “Hywel and I will question him. I don’t want you there for it.”

Gwen nodded, for once subdued (which Gareth tried not to read too much into). “I will stay here and keep an eye on the king—and his guests.” She threaded her fingers through Gareth’s.

“Start asking questions of those in the hall, the best you can,” Hywel said. “So close to the incident, we might get some unguarded responses.”

Gareth kissed Gwen’s forehead and released her. Without looking back, he and Hywel followed the guards into the corridor, past Hywel’s office, and then out the side door. It was a way to reach Aber’s courtyard without ever having to walk the length of the great hall. Rhun, as the edling and Owain’s right hand man, stayed behind to support the king. 

Once outside, the wind whipped Gareth’s cloak from his body and brought a wash of rain to his face. It revived him after the warmth and close confines of the hall. At the same time, the cold air stiffened his overworked muscles. He rubbed at his shoulders and neck with one hand to loosen them. 

“My father lives every day with the threat of death.” Hywel stalked towards the stables, his chin out. “He has a food taster who samples every dish before it is brought to the high table, a steward who makes it his business to know everyone who enters Aber, and guards to watch over him day and night. How could this happen?”

“Because for all that, it’s impossible to keep anyone completely safe,” Gareth said. “He has to see his people and to be seen among them. He can’t do that from behind a wall any higher than Aber’s. Besides, it’s his wedding day tomorrow. He has to show the world that he believes in what he is doing, which means inviting everyone around to witness it.”

“Damn priests,” Hywel said. “They should keep their noses out of private business.”

“Not all of them are bad,” Gareth said. “You can be grateful their reach extends only so far. Cristina is your father’s cousin and thus forbidden to him in their eyes. But they can’t prevent him from marrying her. They have more power over the King of England than they do over the King of Gwynedd.”

“So I’m to be grateful for small mercies, is that it?” Hywel shot Gareth a twisted grin. “What my father really should do is get rid of my Uncle Cadwaladr.”

“And yet he’s done exactly the opposite,” Gareth said. “He might be regretting that, just now.”

Hywel caught Gareth’s arm and pulled him closer. “What are the odds that my uncle is behind this?”

Gareth chewed on his lip. “I’m not the one to ask and you know it. But even objectively, he’s a likely candidate. He planned the murder of King Anarawd only last summer. He brought an army of Danes to Gwynedd. Is it a stretch to think that he could plot to murder his own brother? I assure you, we will not be the only ones to think it either.”

“Everyone in the hall should be thinking it right now,” Hywel said.

“What will the king do?” Gareth said. 

“Nothing, not without proof. Don’t think my father hasn’t regretted saving his brother from the gallows. He and I discussed Cadwaladr’s continued existence before I rode to Ceredigion.” Hywel lowered his voice. “It is no small matter to kill a prince. Or have him killed.”

Gareth couldn’t keep his disgust out of his voice. “Ask Anarawd about that.” He gestured to the guards just entering the stables. “Or our assassin.”

Hywel shook his head. “Even keeping Cadwaladr imprisoned all these months hasn’t been easy. Cadwaladr has his supporters, as you well know, men who are loyal because they can’t imagine being anything else. My father can’t win them to his side overnight. And certainly not with Cadwaladr dying an unexpected death in his prison cell.” 

“Is that why your father let him out?” Gareth said.

Hywel blew out a breath. “It was politically expedient.” This was a significant admission on Hywel’s part and showed his confidence in Gareth’s discretion. Gareth was pleased that Hywel trusted him enough to speak what was on his mind. 

Hywel had continued to grip Gareth’s arm as they walked, but now released him. “If Cadwaladr hired this man, you and I—and Gwen (can’t forget her)—must find it out. Then my father will have no choice but to hang him.”

“I will do my best, my lord,” Gareth said. 

Hywel clapped Gareth on the shoulder. “I know you will. For now, we deal with what is in front of us.” 
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Chapter Three
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Gareth

––––––––
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They entered the stables. The guards had dumped the youth in the cell that took up the right rear of the building. Gareth had spent far too many hours in it last summer. He couldn’t help but be glad it wasn’t his bruised body in there tonight. 

Two guards blocked the doorway but moved aside as Gareth and Hywel approached. “Stay here,” Hywel said to them. “I don’t want anyone entering who doesn’t belong.” 

“Yes, my lord,” both men said.

Two more men stood over the would-be assassin, and, at a wave from Hywel, they bowed and left the cell, leaving Gareth and Hywel alone with the youth. If his odd pose on the dirt floor of the cell was an indication, he hadn’t moved since the soldiers had dumped him there. Gareth closed the door behind him but didn’t lock it since the boy wasn’t in any condition to escape. Hywel gazed down at the prisoner for a count of ten, but he still didn’t move, so Gareth prodded him with the toe of his boot. “Wake up.”

“I don’t know that he can.” Hywel stood with his hands on his hips, his lips pursed, studying the boy.

Since Gareth had been housed here the previous summer, the cell had reverted back to a storage room. Filthy hay littered the floor and someone had stacked wooden crates in a precarious pile in one corner. It still smelled strongly of horse and urine.

Gareth glanced at his prince, made uneasy by Hywel’s intense focus on the boy’s face. “Do you know him?”

Hywel slowly shook his head. “No.” But his denial lacked assurance.

“I hear hesitation in your voice,” Gareth said. 

His lord, though he strove to keep his face impassive, had a tell when he was eliding the truth—or lying as Gwen would more straightforwardly say. Even if he gazed straight at you as he lied, the corner of his mouth would twitch, and then when you nodded your agreement and appeared to accept his lie as truth, his eyes would skate to the left. It was only for an instant, but Gareth had learned to watch for it. Hywel had very rarely lied to him, but he lied to other men routinely.

Gareth had learned to search for similar responses in the men he questioned. Most men were honest, as it turned out, and bad liars. The men to be most concerned about were the ones who’d so convinced themselves that their lies were truths, that they felt no guilt and had no tells. Cadwaladr was such a man.

Gareth didn’t mention any of this to Hywel. 

Hywel glanced at him. “Is this a way of asking if I had anything to do with this? Am I a suspect now?”

Gareth searched for a way to respond without offending. “I didn’t say so. And yet, why am I here if not to read between the lines?” 

Hywel barked a laugh. “You have me there.” He crouched to brush the hair out of the boy’s face so he could see it better. “The occasion of our meeting tickles at the back of my mind, but I can’t tell you more right now. I have a feeling I’ve seen his face before.” 

Gareth wondered why his lord hadn’t just said so in the first place. He crouched over the youth and began going through his clothing. The boy’s coat had three inner pockets which revealed nothing beyond lint. He had no scrip, either, nor anything to identify him beyond his face. Gareth sat back on his heels. “He’s a ghost.”

“Or rather, one who planned to become one,” Hywel said. 

“Do you think he went into the hall expecting never to come out?” Gareth said. 

“That makes more sense than the idea that he thought he could get away with murdering my father.”

“As we were leaving the dais,” Gareth said, “Taran told the king that the boy was one of the many extra servants hired for the wedding. When we return to the hall, I’ll talk to him.”

Hywel looked up from studying the boy’s supine form. “Taran will blame himself.” 

“That is a fact, my lord, and one that you cannot talk me out of.” Taran pushed open the door and hurried into the cell. His face was red, and he was out of breath. 

“You’ve had a busy week,” Gareth said. “Nobody blames you.”

“I should have been more careful,” Taran said. 

“Is there something we can do for you now?” Gareth said.

“Your lord father sent me to speak to you, to tell what I know, little as that may be.”

“Do you remember the circumstances of his hiring?” Hywel said.

If possible, Taran’s face got even redder. “Yes, my lord, in the sense that I took him on when he presented himself. I remember him particularly well because all he had was what he stood up in—no bedroll, no pack, nothing. He was one of a dozen men who came to offer their services in the hall and stables. The harvest is over, you see, and many men like him have no real homes ...” Taran’s voice trailed off as the force of Hywel’s attention became apparent.

“But did you know him yourself?” Hywel said. “Before this week?”

Taran shook his head. He wiped the moisture from his forehead with a handkerchief, sweating even though the stables were many degrees cooler than the hall. “He was one of several who arrived at the same time as Cristina’s family. He is from Powys, I believe.”

“Does my father know he arrived with Lord Goronwy?” Hywel’s gaze was piercing. “Or at least appeared to?”

“No. I would have answered all his questions, but he didn’t care to listen. I tried ... but it would have meant interrupting him. He is much occupied with his guests. He sent me to you instead.” 

Gareth ran a hand through his hair. “That someone tried to kill the king is bad enough without bringing the complication of Cristina’s family into it.” Cadwallon, Owain’s older brother, had led a campaign against eastern Gwynedd and Powys in 1132. His mandate had been to bring these lands, that had once belonged to Gwynedd, back into his father’s hands. 

In carrying out these orders, he slew several of his own maternal uncles (his mother’s brothers, who were also Cristina’s uncles) before dying himself. This left Cristina’s ancestral lands bereft of lordship and King Owain’s father annexed them back into Gwynedd. Cristina’s father had escaped the familicide by marrying into a Norman family in Flintshire and wisely renouncing his holdings in Gwynedd. 

King Owain hoped that this marriage, rather than opening old wounds, might heal them.

“To which of Cristina’s relatives did the man owe allegiance?” Hywel said.

“I don’t know.” Taran scrubbed at his hair with both hands as he thought, and then dropped them. “I have failed you all.”

“You couldn’t have known what the boy would do,” Gareth said. “Unless, perhaps, you paid him to do it?” 

“Gareth—” Hywel stopped himself, knowing as well as Gareth that these questions had to be asked.

Taran gaped at Gareth. “You can’t think I had anything to do with this? That I would conspire to murder my king?”

“It’s all right, Taran.” Hywel put a hand on Gareth’s arm as if holding him back from an imminent assault on the steward. The two of them had slipped effortlessly into their well-practiced roles of friendly questioner (Hywel) and unreasonable interrogator (Gareth). “He’s only doing his job.”

“It is my job to ask,” Gareth said. “And I note that you didn’t answer, Taran. Did you hire the boy to kill King Owain?”

“No!”

Hywel patted Taran’s shoulder but spoke to Gareth, though for Taran’s benefit. “There’s no point in speculating when we have so little information. The boy will wake soon, and we can question him then.”

The three men gazed at each other, and then at the youth on the floor. “He’s coming around.” Taran crouched next to the prisoner. 

To Gareth’s eyes, the steward had aged considerably in recent months. Owain Gwynedd rode out with his men from time to time, still vibrant in his forties despite the thickening around his waist. For all that Taran was of an age with his friend and lord, he looked fifteen years older. His once nearly black hair had gone mostly gray, and his shoulders were no longer those of a fighting man, but rounded. Of late, he’d spent too much time at his papers and ledgers. 

The prisoner coughed once and then opened his eyes. He stared up at the three men, blinked, and pushed himself to his elbows. “Where am I?”

“In the stables at Aber Castle.” Hywel met Gareth’s cynical look with one of his own. “What is your name?”

“I-I-I can’t say.” The boy’s eyes widened in panic at this lack of knowledge. Or seemingly so. Gareth, for his part, remained skeptical. 

“Why did you try to kill King Owain Gwynedd?” Hywel said.

“What?” The failed assassin struggled to sit up but couldn’t manage it on his own. After watching him try to shift himself without success, Gareth helped him, half dragging, half-carrying him to rest with his back to the rough planks of the wall. 

Hywel’s hands were on his hips again. “You’re telling us you don’t know who you are?”

The boy gazed around the small room. “N-n-no. I can’t remember! What happened to me?” 

Gareth was disgusted. “You took a hard fall.”

“I did?” The youth put a hand to the back of his head and came away with blood.

Hywel crouched in front of the boy. At the sight of Hywel’s intense face, the boy dug his heels into the dirt, scrabbling and pressing his back to the wall. “Wh-what’s going on?” He looked away, presenting his cheek to Hywel. Pathetic. 

“That’s what we’re trying to get out of you,” Hywel said. “You entered the hall just now with a knife and tried to stab the king with it. You don’t remember?”

“N-n-no, my lord! Please tell me this is a jest! It can’t be true!”

“I don’t believe this.” Gareth kicked at a clump of dirty straw at his feet. 

Hywel gazed at the boy for a count of three and then straightened. The boy’s eyes remained wide, and he breathed rapidly, as if in a panic. Of course, if Gareth had been caught with a knife in the act of trying to murder the King of Gwynedd, he’d be panicking too. 

Hywel backed off and turned to Gareth, lowering his voice as he spoke. “It could be true. We’ve seen it before in men who have taken a fall.”

“It could, but it’s mighty convenient—for him and for the one who paid him to kill the king, if he was indeed paid.” Gareth surveyed the boy, who put his hand to the back of his head again, feeling under his hair. “Men have landed harder and fallen farther with fewer ill effects.”

“And some have died,” Hywel said.

“Who are you?” the boy’s voice trembled, and he pointed towards Gareth with a wavering finger.

Gareth glowered at him. “Someone you should be very afraid of.”

“Let’s try this another way.” Hywel’s eyes glinted.

Gareth understood what Hywel wanted without needing him to articulate it. He smirked at his prince and then stepped up to the youth, grasped him by his shirt, and hauled him to his feet. He pushed him against the planks of the wall and shook him once.

“Who is your lord? Who paid you to kill Owain Gwynedd?”

“I d-d-don’t know what you’re talking about!”

Gareth thrust him against the wall again. The back of the boy’s head snapped into the wood. His eyes rolled. Given that he was already bleeding in that spot, it had to have hurt. The boy was so convincing, Gareth began to wonder if he wasn’t faking ignorance. He had fallen hard. 

Hywel crowded close, getting right in Gareth’s face. “Let him go! Can’t you see he’s hurt!”

Gareth glared at Hywel and then released the boy, who dropped to the floor like a child’s doll, legs and arms splayed. 

“Listen to reason, my lord!” Gareth said. “Have you gone as soft in your head as in your heart? Your father could have died!”

“But he didn’t, and this boy, here, obviously isn’t the mastermind behind the plot.” Hywel crouched beside the boy again. “Someone will tend to your wounds shortly. Can’t you remember anything? Anything at all about why you brought a knife to my father’s hall?”

“Prince Hywel—” Gareth managed a good growl, and Hywel’s lips twitched. At that point, Gareth figured he’d better shut up or they’d both give the game away.

“I will see to this, Sir Gareth.” Hywel pointed to the doorway. “Stand over there.” He turned back to the boy. “Now. Tell me what you do remember.”

The youth licked his lips, glanced from Hywel to Gareth, who continued to glower at him. The boy cowered against the wall until Hywel shifted to block Gareth from his view. “I-I-I remember coming into the castle with many other people. It was mid-morning, I think.”

Gareth glanced at Taran, who was standing with his arms folded across his chest a few paces from the boy. He nodded. “That’s right.”

The boy turned his head as if seeing Taran for the first time. “I spoke with someone about serving the king. He gave me a piece of warm bread with butter before I started work ... was I hired to work in the kitchens?”

Taran stepped closer. “Yes, you were. I hired you. Do you remember my face?”

“It is you! I do remember you!” The boy’s eyes widened. “You were the one who ordered me to kill the king!”

Taran’s mouth fell open. “What? That’s ridiculous!”

“No! No! It was you!”

Hywel swung around, gazed at Taran for six heartbeats and then stood. He waved a hand at Taran and Gareth, indicating that they should follow him, and marched from the room. “I’ll be back.” He kicked the door closed behind him.

“Make a note of what he says,” Gareth said to one of the guards, a friend named Alun. “But don’t believe it.”

Alun nodded. “Yes, my lord.” The other guard nodded nervously.

“And don’t tell anyone what has passed here tonight,” Gareth said. “Either Prince Hywel or I will return before your relief and speak to both of you.”

Hywel locked the door behind him and pocketed the key. “No one goes inside without my permission, is that clear?”

“What about food and water?” Alun said. “And his head wound—” 

“Not for anything!” Hywel said. “Not unless I am there to witness it!”

Another nod and two yes, my lords. Hywel waved again at Gareth and Taran. “Come.”

They came, with Taran hurrying to come abreast with Hywel. “I had nothing to do with this. King Owain has been my friend—”

“He has been your friend. I am willing to believe the boy is lying—about this and the fact that he can’t remember anything. I’m not going to throw you into a cell, as my father did to Gareth last summer, not on the word of that boy.” Hywel stopped and grabbed Taran’s arm. “If you know more than you’re telling, however, speak now. I can give you the benefit of the doubt because you have been a friend, but I will get to the bottom of this. You know that.”

“I do, my lord.” Taran swallowed hard. “I swear to you, the boy lies.”

Gareth fell in behind them. Taran had sweated enough for all four men, and that meant he was nervous. Maybe he didn’t hire the boy to kill the king ... but was that the whole truth? And what about Prince Hywel? Gareth couldn’t get the idea out of his head that Taran wasn’t the only one who knew more than he was telling. 
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Chapter Four
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Gwen

––––––––
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Gwalchmai began to sing within moments of Gareth leaving the hall. King Owain was attempting to distract his guests from what had happened, not that anyone was likely to forget that someone had just tried to murder him. To Gwalchmai’s credit, his glorious soprano quieted the crowd, if only for the time he took to sing his song. They’d get back to speculation and gossip soon enough. King Owain had to know it.
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