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Late August 1146

Gwen

––––––––
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Gwen peered into the courtyard of the monastery before venturing across the hot cobbles into the mid-afternoon sun, which shone out of a rare deep blue sky. Heat radiated off the stones, and Gwen moved towards the garden, seeking the breeze coming off the brook. She’d swept up her brown hair into a chignon, but sweat clung to the tendrils at the back of her neck.

The guesthouse lay to one side of the large square, which was fronted on the road by a gatehouse and a long stone wall. The monks’ quarters, church, and college of priests were opposite, as far from the guesthouse as possible while still remaining in the same compound. Given her hour-long struggle to get her daughter to go to sleep, Gwen had to admit the genius of that decision.

In point of fact, that distance was not because the monks feared to hear a crying child but was left over from when Norman monks, who viewed women and children with a certain degree of hostility, had occupied the monastery. Now that Hywel ruled Ceredigion, the monastery had been restored to the native Welsh Church. Still, the presence of young women and children in the guest quarters made some of the older monks uncomfortable, and Gwen had been trying as best she could to keep Tangwen quiet and out of the way. She’d failed utterly at both today.

For the moment, however, Tangwen was asleep, and Gwen’s fourteen-year-old maid, extravagantly named Elspeth, remained with her. Gwen hoped her daughter would sleep for at least two hours. To say Tangwen was overtired after all the activity of the last few days was an understatement.

Unfortunately for the monks’ peace of mind, Gwen’s adorable baby girl was the least of the monks’ problems this week. Travelers filled the guesthouse, with more coming every hour. At Prince Hywel’s request, the abbot had agreed to suffer through the presence of whatever women came to stay with them, regardless of their seductive beauty. 

And it wasn’t just the guest quarters at the monastery that were filling up. Aberystwyth castle, the villages of Aberystwyth and Llanbadarn Fawr, and the entire surrounding area were full to bursting with travelers who had arrived at Prince Hywel’s invitation. He’d put out a call to every corner of Wales for bards to travel to Ceredigion for a music festival with him as the host. Even King Owain—along with Gwen’s father, Meilyr, and brother, Gwalchmai—were journeying from Aber for the celebration. 

Gwen (and Prince Hywel too) had hoped they would have arrived already, since the festival had opened that morning. Given the distances involved and the number of people traveling, however, it was hard to judge how long any journey would take. Regardless of when they arrived, they would stay for a week afterwards, which was some consolation. Gwen had missed her father and brother in the two months she’d lived in Ceredigion.

As Gwen stood in the shadows of the guesthouse, a party of riders entered through the monastery gate and halted on the cobbles. Gwen stood on tiptoe to look past them, hoping Gareth might be among the stragglers. He wasn’t, and Gwen sighed in disappointment. Then a frazzled stable boy ran to hold the bridle of the lead horse, and the hosteler, a fat, balding monk in charge of the wellbeing of guests, waddled out of the chapter house to greet them. 

Although Gareth had not come, Gwen smiled when she recognized Prior Rhys riding in at the tail end of the group. His soldierly bearing was unmistakable even underneath his bulky monk’s robe. He wasn’t in Aberystwyth for the festival but had come because his abbot had sent him to St. Padarn’s to consult with the members of the college of priests on a spiritual matter. Gwen hadn’t seen him since the evening meal the night before and, at the sight of him, she lifted her hand and finally stepped into the hot sun so she could greet him.

But instead of allowing her to come to him, Prior Rhys dismounted and ran to her, hitching up his robe to reveal the breeches and boots he wore underneath. Just looking at the weight of his clothing made Gwen feel hotter. In addition, his behavior was unusual enough to turn her expression from a smile of greeting to a frown of concern. 

“Where might I find your husband?” Rhys said when he reached her. He was of the same generation as Gwen’s father, but unlike Meilyr, Rhys’s age was revealed not in a burgeoning paunch but in the lines on his face, evidence of many years spent outdoors in the wind and sun. At the moment, his bushy eyebrows had drawn together, making the lines on his forehead more pronounced than ever.

“He was at the castle last I heard.” Gwen sidled back to the guesthouse wall so she could stand in the shade. She also wanted to put a few more feet between Rhys and the new arrivals, who were shooting curious glances at the prior. She didn’t want him to be the subject of anyone’s entertainment, and, had they known him at all, they would have realized that something was very much wrong for him to behave with anything less than absolute dignity.

“I already checked. Both he and the prince were absent. I had hoped to find them here.”

Gwen shook her head. “I haven’t seen Gareth since this morning. What’s wrong?”

“Do you have someone to keep an eye on Tangwen?” Rhys said.

“Elspeth is sitting with—”

“Good. You must come with me.” Rhys took Gwen’s elbow and urged her across the cobbles to his horse without waiting for her to finish her sentence. He paid no attention at all to the guests, who were now openly staring as they passed. Hoisting himself into his saddle, he held out his elbow for Gwen so she could mount behind him. 

She didn’t question him, merely took his proffered arm. 

The hosteler, however, gazed up at both of them, open-mouthed. “Whatever is the matter? Where are you taking Lady Gwen? What should I tell the abbot?”

Rhys made an exasperated sound at the back of his throat. Glancing at the guests, none of whom were making any pretense of minding any doings but his, he leaned down to speak to the hosteler, lowering his voice so nobody else could hear. “The body of a man has been found in the millpond.”

“He’s dead?” 

Generally, ‘body’ implied ‘dead’, and Rhys didn’t deign to answer in words but simply nodded. 

The hosteler stepped back, shocked and sputtering. “But—but—”

“Just tell him,” Prior Rhys said.

Then, as Gwen clutched Rhys around the waist, the prior turned the horse toward the exit. Once underneath the gatehouse, however, Gwen said, “May I please have a moment?”

Rhys stopped to allow Gwen to lean down to the gatekeeper, who had come out of his small room next to the gate in response to all the commotion. He was an aged man with white hair and hunched shoulders. “Sion, would you tell my husband or Prince Hywel if he arrives that I have left with Prior Rhys on an urgent matter?”

“Where am I to say you’ve gone?” Sion said.

Gwen glanced at Rhys, who spoke for her. “The millpond.” 

The millpond had been carved out of the north bank of the Rheidol River, southeast of the monastery. Everyone in the region brought their grain there to grind, though it was most often used by the castle and the monastery, since they had the most land planted in grain.

“Of course, Prior Rhys,” Sion said. Gwen didn’t know that the gatekeeper could actually see the prior at that distance, but Rhys had a distinctive gravelly voice that Sion would have recognized. “Go with God’s blessing.”

“Thank you,” Rhys said and then continued under his breath as he spurred his horse out onto the road, “We’re going to need it.” 

Once on the road, he skirted another group of travelers, some walking, one driving a cart, and two on horseback. This party was bypassing the monastery in favor of continuing south to the castle and the festival grounds. 

Instead of following them, at the crossroads Gwen and Prior Rhys headed east towards the mountains. A half-mile farther on, they turned into a clearing in front of the mill, a stone building built on the edge of its pond. Several empty carts were parked by the entrance, and the giant water wheel spun as the water flowed past. A small group of people had gathered near the edge of the millpond.

At Rhys’s and Gwen’s appearance, the man in the center, who’d been crouching low over something on the ground, looked over his shoulder. It was Prince Rhun, Hywel’s brother and the eldest prince of Gwynedd. His bright blond hair was lit by the afternoon sunlight that filtered through the green leaves overhanging the pond. Even with a dead body at his feet, Rhun’s blue eyes remained bright. Gwen had seen this prince somber, but not often. Prince Rhun had been in Aberystwyth longer than Gwen, escaping (he said) his stepmother’s matchmaking.

Prince Rhun had confessed to Gwen upon her arrival that circumstances had reached such a dire point in Gwynedd that his father had decided to become involved. He’d warned Rhun before he left that if he didn’t find a wife for himself by the Christmas feast, King Owain was going to allow Cristina to choose one for him.

Recognizing Gwen, Rhun stood. “Thank the Lord the prior found you.”

Two monks, instantly recognizable in their undyed cloaks, and two men, wearing the breeches and sweat-stained shirts of laborers, surrounded the body. The monks had kilted their robes and were soaked to the waist, implying that they’d waded in to retrieve it. Although some monasteries employed day laborers or lay brothers—peasant members of the order who were restricted to agricultural work—this monastery required everyone to work and made no distinctions among types of labor.

Rhys and Gwen dismounted, and Gwen studied the dead man from a few feet away before approaching Prince Rhun and the others. The body lay in the dirt and grass beside the pond out of which it had been dragged, far enough away from the water that it didn’t lap at its feet. At other murder scenes, how and when the body was moved could make a difference between solving a murder and allowing the murderer to walk free. Today it didn’t, since this wasn’t the spot where he’d died. Nobody had yet said the word murder, but Prior Rhys had to suspect that the man’s death wasn’t an accident, or else he wouldn’t have come to fetch her.

Gwen hadn’t been involved in an unexplained death since before Tangwen’s birth. Men had died in Gwynedd since then, but none mysteriously as far as she knew. And she would have known: while Prince Hywel was absent and living in Ceredigion, she’d served as a liaison between Hywel’s spies and King Owain. Gareth had sworn more than once that he would protect her from these investigations. But since he wasn’t here, Gwen was fully capable of stepping into his place, even if she couldn’t be pleased that a dead man had been found in the millpond.

“What happened?” she said.

One of the men, larger than most, with thick muscled arms characteristic of heavy labor, scoffed. “He drowned.” 

Prince Rhun pinned the man with a gaze that would have shot right through him had it been an arrow. “Start at the beginning. Tell Lady Gwen what you know.”

Gwen wasn’t surprised at the man’s dismissal of her question. Until they learned more of her, most men treated her that way. Rhun, however, was a prince, and the man’s face flushed red to be chastised by him. He didn’t defend himself but merely ducked his head in apology. “Yes, my lord.”

“What is your name?” Gwen said.

“My name is Bran. I work the mill. I’m the journeyman, though I know more about milling than the miller.” He made a motion as if to spit on the ground but stopped himself at the last moment.

“So you’ve been here all day?” Gwen said.

“Since early morning,” Bran said. “I had a short break at noon, but I’ve been grinding since just after dawn.”

“That means you’ve been inside all day?” Gwen said.

Bran nodded. “It is necessary to pay attention all the time in case something goes wrong. I didn’t notice anything amiss out here until young Teilo came running in to tell me about a body in the water. I don’t know how long it’d been there. I didn’t notice anything this morning or after my noon meal, but I didn’t look hard either.”

“Thank you.” Gwen looked at Teilo, the other laborer not dressed as a monk. His brown hair was cropped close to his head, and like everyone else, sweat beaded in his hairline. He wore a filthy shirt that might have once been the color of cream, brown breeches cut off at the knees, and bare feet. In regards to the heat, he had to be the most comfortable of all of them. “What did you see?”

Teilo looked as if answering the question physically hurt his throat, but he cleared it and said in a low whisper, “I was coming by like I always do—”

“From where?” Prior Rhys said.

Teilo swallowed, and his eye skated from Gwen to Prior Rhys and back again. As with Prince Rhun, Prior Rhys’s authority was unmistakable. “From swimming in the river with my friends. We’ve all worked in the fields since dawn.” He said these last words somewhat defensively.

Gwen didn’t care if he was avoiding work and didn’t blame him for wanting to cool off in the river. “On our way here we passed a water hole full of caterwauling local boys. You’d been among them?”

Teilo nodded.

“My boys would have loved it.” Gwen gave a rueful smile at the thought. Gareth had formally adopted their two wayward charges, Llelo and Dai. The adoption meant that they were now sons of a knight and no longer destined to be herders like their grandfather or a trader like their father. Consequently, their training to be soldiers had begun. 

Since neither Gareth nor Gwen had kin of their own to provide guidance for the boys, Prince Hywel had arranged for them to fall under the care of Cynan, his twenty-three-year-old half-brother. Cynan had been fostered by King Owain’s sister, who was married to the King of Powys. Recently, King Owain had made Cynan custodian of Denbigh Castle, north of Rhuddlan. From there, he and his two younger brothers, Cadell and Madoc, protected eastern Gwynedd for their father. Dai and Llelo had been welcomed into the garrison, and Gareth was confident they would learn to be knights there.

It had been two months since she’d seen them, and Gwen missed her sons. She planned to visit Denbigh upon her return to Gwynedd in the autumn.

She motioned her hand to encourage Teilo to continue his story. “You were walking by and ...?”

“And I saw him, bobbing about in the reeds,” Teilo said.

“Face down or face up?” Gwen said.

Teilo’s face went blank for a moment, but then he said, “Face down.”

She needed to ask these kinds of questions, even if they appalled the men, so she tried to ignore their shock. She looked at the two monks. “You two retrieved him?”

They nodded.

“Can you show me exactly where he was floating?” she said.

Prince Rhun answered for them. “He was under the trees, over there in an eddy.” 

One of the monks then pointed east, to the opposite side of the pond from the mill. The Rheidol River flowed from east to west, emptying ultimately into the sea. Upstream, a portion of the river had been diverted into a man-dug channel to form a pond here, in order to provide a steady supply of water to the water wheel that ran the mill.

Gwen turned back to Prior Rhys. “While I examine the body, would you mind following the others around the edge of the pond to see if you can discover the place where the dead man went in? It would be good to know the exact spot.” Gwen remembered from an earlier investigation how uncomfortable the prior had been to witness her examination of a corpse. She would avoid discomfiting him this time if she could.

A smile hovered around Prior Rhys’s lips—perhaps in acknowledgement of what she was trying to spare him—but he nodded and gestured to the two monks that they should lead the way. The journeyman begged off, saying he had to get back inside the mill. Gwen watched him go, telling herself not to distrust the man just because he was resentful of his position. 

Teilo went with the monks, but before Prior Rhys himself moved away, Gwen caught the edge of his sleeve. “I don’t want to tell you what you already know, but Gareth would want me to say this: try to make sure they don’t trample whatever evidence has been left.”

A smile twitched at the corner of Rhys’s mouth. 

“Sorry.” Gwen looked down, chastising herself for even mentioning it. Prior Rhys had been a soldier and spy before she’d been born. She had no business telling him what to do. 

“I value your counsel, Gwen,” he said. “I will do my best.”

“Thank you.” 

Prior Rhys turned away to follow the other men around the millpond, and Gwen eyed Prince Rhun, who was hovering over her. “Are you ready for this?” 

“I’ve seen dead bodies before, Gwen.” He looked at her carefully. “You must know that I have killed men.”

“Yes, but—” Gwen broke off as she thought of how best to say what she meant. Rhun had killed men in war. Gareth had too, of course. But murdering a man—and the sight of a murdered man—was different in both thought and deed, and a man who could kill another man in the heat of battle might find himself squeamish at the sight of the same man dead beside a millpond on an August afternoon. “I know you’ve seen murdered men before, but it’s a beautiful day and maybe you have other tasks that need your attention.”

“One—” Prince Rhun held up his right forefinger, “I’m not leaving you alone here with a dead body and men you don’t know, and two—” up went the second finger, “I’m interested. I have witnessed the beginning of investigations before—Newcastle comes to mind—but I had other duties there that prevented me from seeing the whole of it.”

Gwen took in a breath and let it out, accepting that Rhun meant to stay and deciding not to worry about it. “If you mean it, we might as well get started.” 

“What do we do first?” Prince Rhun said.

“First of all, we should acknowledge that this man didn’t drown.”
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Gwen
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“He wasn’t murdered for his money either,” Gwen said, though it was too soon to declare the why of his death, which had to come after the way of it.

“What? How do you know any of that?” Rhun looked from the body to Gwen and back again.

“My lord, look at the whole of him. He wears a threadbare coat, his soles are thin, despite the three boot makers who have taken stalls at the fair, and his purse is flat and still tied to his belt.” Gwen crouched beside the body and carefully removed the purse in order to peer inside it. It contained nothing much: a bit of string, a few small coins, and a fire starter. Nothing to kill a man over, nor anything to indicate the man’s identity. Rather than encumber herself with it, she tied the purse loosely back onto his belt.

“If I take a step back, I can see what you mean about his wealth,” Rhun said, “especially about the purse. But why do you say he didn’t drown? How can you tell that just by looking at him?” 

“A drowned man would have spent days in the pond, much of it on the bottom. This man hasn’t done that.” Gwen gestured up and down the length of the body. “If he’d spent any time in contact with rocks or debris, his nose, forehead, and chin, along with his knees and the back of the hands, would show evidence of it.” 

“So you’re saying the man was dead before he went into the water?” The prince was looking at her intently. 

“Dead men float; drowned men sink,” Gwen said. “A drowning man dies because he pulls water into his lungs—he breaths it in—and once he dies from it, the weight of the water inside him causes his body to sink. He ends up on the bottom of whatever body of water he fell into. It is only after some days have passed that fumes inside the body cause it to bloat, and float, and eventually rise to the surface again. It’s like blowing up a pig’s bladder into a ball for children to play with.”

Gwen glanced up at Prince Rhun, whose mouth had formed an ‘oh’, though no sound came out. She plowed on. “In this instance, this man’s body is stiff with rigor, which happens within half a day of death. That’s not enough time for any real decay or bloating to occur. As you said, he died before he went into the pond.”

Rhun finally managed to speak, and when he did, his voice was normal in tone. “I’m guessing the murderer didn’t know this, or he might have found a different means of disposing of the body.”

“I would say you’re right,” Gwen said.  

Rhun’s brow furrowed. “What if he’d died naturally and just happened to fall into the water on his own?”

“You mean, perhaps his heart failed or illness overtook him as he was standing on the edge of the water?” Gwen said.

Rhun’s lip curled. “When you say it that way, it sounds foolish. Nobody dies that quickly.”

Gwen put out a hand to the prince, not quite touching his arm. Rhun thought she was mocking him, but she hadn’t meant to. “As I said, the issue is whether he was breathing when he went into the millpond. If he was still alive, even if he was dying, his lungs would have taken in water. He would have sunk to the bottom, and after a few days there, he would not look like this man does.”

“He would look much worse. I can see that.” Rhun nodded. “Can you tell how long ago he died?” 

“He is very stiff.” She gently lifted one of the man’s arms, though it didn’t want to move. 

“I would have thought soaking in the water would prevent him from stiffening up,” Rhun said, and then made an appeasing gesture of his own. “And don’t look at me the way you did before.”

“How did I look at you before?”

“Pityingly,” Rhun said. “I’m asking questions because I want to know what you know.”

Gwen looked down at her hands, taking a moment to compose herself. Then she raised her head. “I apologize, my lord. I didn’t mean to offend you. And I certainly don’t pity you. Sometimes I get so wrapped up in what I’m seeing that I don’t think about what I’m saying. Truthfully, it is helpful to me for you to ask these questions because it clarifies what’s in my own mind.”

Rhun gave a small smile, looking pleased, and Gwen was hugely relieved to see that she hadn’t offended him, or at least he wasn’t offended any longer. 

She went back to the body. “I would guess that he died in the early hours of the morning, roughly half a day ago. Rigor will vary depending on the temperature of the water. Right now, the water here is about as warm as it ever gets, but it still isn’t warmer than the air.”

Rhun leaned out and put a hand into the pond. Shaking the excess water off his fingers, he wiped them on his breeches. “The river flows down from the mountains. Even with this heat, the millpond carries a chill.”

“He probably would have decomposed faster had he not been thrown in.” Then Gwen beckoned to the prince, since he looked as if he was about to move away, thinking they were done. “There’s more, my lord.” 

“More?”

Gwen held back a smile, knowing he wasn’t going to like what she was about to do—and opened the man’s eyelids with her forefinger and thumb. The revulsion on Rhun’s face was almost comical, and he made an involuntary motion with his hand, as if to suggest that she shouldn’t have touched the dead man’s face.

Gwen ignored his reaction. “You can tell a great deal about how a man died from the condition of his eyes.” 

Rhun swallowed down whatever protest he’d been about to make and joined her, kneeling in the dirt beside the body. Beads of sweat dampened the hair at his temples, but another quick glance at him told Gwen that he’d been telling the truth earlier: he was hot, as they all were, but he wasn’t squeamish.

“When a man drowns, tiny red or brownish spots form in the eyes. Gareth thinks the change has something to do with what happens when a person is deprived of breath. He’s seen it also in the eyes of men who’ve been strangled. Regardless, this man doesn’t have those spots.”

Rhun gazed intently into the dead man’s face. The prince didn’t seem to have anything to say, so Gwen continued, “Did the monks close his eyes?”

“They did. His eyes were open when he came out of the water. How did you know?”

“When eyes dry out, a splotchy brown line forms in the whites,” Gwen said. “I’m not seeing that here. Nor have his eyes turned opaque. I’m guessing that this man died somewhere very close by and was put in the water immediately after.”

As Gwen let go of the dead man’s eyelids, Rhun reached out a hand and widened them again. His revulsion seemed to have left him.

“But even without all that, I know the man didn’t die from drowning.” Intentionally keeping her face expressionless so Rhun couldn’t see her triumph at her discovery, Gwen gingerly poked her finger through a slit in the man’s shirt, right under his left breast. “He was stabbed in the chest.”

Rhun bent forward, lifting the shirt to show the wound beneath. “You’re right.” Then he frowned. “Why is there so little blood on his clothing? The front of his shirt is stained with mud and blood, but not nearly as much as I might have expected from a stab wound.”

“That is very observant of you, my lord,” Gwen said, “and I can explain that too.”

“I can’t wait to hear it.”

Gwen just managed not to smirk at his sarcasm. “You must have noticed that when you stab a man, if you keep the blade in his body, blood doesn’t really flow from the wound until you remove it. The sword—or the arrow—acts as a plug.” 

“I have seen that,” Rhun said. “I may not know much about murder, but I’ve seen death in battle. Usually men don’t die quickly, especially from such a small stab wound. And yet, this man barely bled at all.”

“You’re right,” Gwen said, “but if the murderer waited until the man was dead to remove the blade, the blood would hardly have flowed from the wound. The instant the heart stops, the body stops bleeding. And if he fell on his back, and the murderer let the body set for a moment, the blood would have pooled away from the wound. Then he could have put him into the pond face first. The blood near the wound would have done little more than seep out the gash, and the water would have washed most of that away.” 

Gwen was glad to see that Rhun was looking at her with an expression that was closer to awe than horror. “You’re amazing, Gwen.”

She tsked through her teeth. “Gareth would have realized he hadn’t drowned within moments of looking at him too. The blade was thin and narrow, but you can’t hide a death wound like thi—” She broke off with a gasp she couldn’t suppress as she bent to study the wound more closely. It very much resembled one she’d seen before—on the road to Dolwyddelan, three years ago almost to the day.

“What is it, Gwen? What’s wrong?” Rhun was looking at her with concern.

She shook herself. “Nothing, my lord. It’s nothing.”

“It isn’t nothing. You practically jumped out of your skin,” Rhun said. 

Gwen suppressed the impatient growl that rose to the back of her throat. Rhun might not have much experience observing the details of murdered men, but he had always been good at reading people. Gwen traced the line of the wound, her finger a hair’s-breadth above it because in this instance she didn’t want to touch the skin if she could help it. “Do you see the way the wound is ragged here? The blade had a notch in it.” 

Rhun leaned closer to look, putting his nose six inches from the man’s chest. “I see what you mean, though if you hadn’t shown me, I wouldn’t have noticed.” He paused. “Murder, like you said.”

“This is definitely murder.” Gwen sat back on her heels. Hywel wasn’t going to be happy to learn that someone had been murdered on the eve of his festival, unless he himself had done it. Her heart sped up a little to think about it. Please God, let it not have been him. 

Rhun rose to his feet, and she looked up at him. “My lord, we need to keep this quiet if we can—for as long as we can.”

Rhun looked down at her. “The man is dead. How do we keep that quiet?”

“I didn’t mean his death,” Gwen said. “I meant that it was murder. Everyone will believe that he drowned, and for now, it might be better if the murderer didn’t know that we know that he didn’t.”

Rhun laughed under his breath. Gwen didn’t know what he was laughing at, so she hurried to explain. “Prince Hywel taught me to give out as little information as possible. If someone knows more about the death than he should, he might be the murderer.”

“If the murderer is here for the festival, he might have hoped to have been long gone before the body surfaced.” Rhun said.

Gwen chewed on her lower lip, thinking that the prince was looking a little too fascinatedly at the body. Simply because they’d often been called to investigate it, Hywel, Gwen, and Gareth had learned the ins and outs of murder, but there had been something wholesome about Rhun’s unfamiliarity with it. Gwen was starting to regret besmirching Rhun’s innocence with her long lecture about the differences between a drowned man and a murdered one. And if Prince Hywel had anything to do with the murder, it would be best if she could find a way to keep his brother far, far away from it.

For now, that wasn’t going to be possible, especially since Prior Rhys appeared at the edge of the trees a moment later and waved at them. 

“Let’s get one of the monks back here to guard the body,” Prince Rhun said. “It looks like the prior has something to tell us.” 
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Chapter Three
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Rhun

––––––––
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Although Rhun had participated in several of these investigations at which Hywel excelled, he’d never been one to trek around in the mud looking for clues to the killer. As he and Gwen headed around the edge of the pond, following Prior Rhys, Rhun truly appreciated for the first time the necessity for speed, discretion, and the careful placement of feet.

The undergrowth around the pond was thick and prolific, with vegetation everywhere he looked. This week of heat had been preceded by a month of rain, and the woodlands were a long way from drying out. As Rhun stumped through the ferns and bushes on a well-worn path, he found himself admiring Prior Rhys’s skill in preventing Teilo and the monks from trampling whatever evidence might have been left behind. At the same time, he knew exactly what the prior had done to achieve it: he had a way of looking at a man that sent shivers down his spine. And if Rhun, a prince of Gwynedd, felt that way, one would be hard pressed to find an illiterate peasant who could withstand it for more than a few heartbeats. 

“What have you discovered?” Gwen said when Prior Rhys stopped in a small open space near the water’s edge. She, apparently, remained unintimidated.

Prior Rhys indicated the ground in front of him, giving no indication he objected to Gwen’s straightforward demand. “Some blood and scuffed earth.”

“What do they tell you?” Gwen said. “It’s pretty clear from the body that the man was stabbed.”

If Rhun hadn’t known it before, he was learning it now: when Gwen focused, very little could deter her from her chosen path. Some might claim that doggedness was a man’s trait, but Rhun knew quite a few women with that characteristic, some of whom had far less tact than Gwen. Rhun’s stepmother, Cristina, came instantly to mind, and half-shuddering, Rhun pushed away her image. 

Hywel had teased Rhun only this morning about his quest for a wife, wondering how he was going to find one stuck away in the backwater that was Aberystwyth. What Hywel didn’t yet know—and Rhun wasn’t going to tell him until things had progressed much farther than they so far had—was that he was well on his way to finding his own wife. 

Rhun had been spending the summer supporting his brother’s rule of Ceredigion, and in so doing, he had traveled multiple times at Hywel’s behest to visit Dinefwr Castle, the seat of King Cadell of Deheubarth. Relations had been more cordial than Rhun (or Hywel) might have expected, considering that Hywel was ruling Ceredigion, which Cadell considered part of Deheubarth and rightfully under his jurisdiction. 

While Rhun had been overtly supporting Hywel’s agenda, he had also been pursuing his own. Cadell had a niece, Angharad, who had caught Rhun’s eye. When Cadell had agreed to attend Hywel’s festival, the king had also promised that Angharad would accompany him to Aberystwyth.

But even if Gwen had known about Angharad, Rhun’s romantic prospects were the last thing that she was concerned about right now. Rhun, however, hoped that this murder would be cleared up quickly, before Angharad arrived. He didn’t want anything to distract him from her, even as—almost against his wishes—he could feel a growing sense of obligation to discover who had murdered this poor, unnamed peasant.

Prior Rhys seemed to be feeling it too. He bared his teeth in a silent grimace as he looked through the overhanging branches, thick with leaves this time of year, to the millpond. “Stabbed is it? What do you say to the idea that the dead man and his killer conversed in this small space?” He made a sweeping motion with his arm to indicate the area under the trees a dozen feet from the edge of the pond. “They argued, one man stabbed the other, he fell, and then the murderer dragged the body into the pond, hoping to wash away the evidence.”

“I can see it,” Prince Rhun said. “He hoped the body would sink as drowned bodies are supposed to.”

Prior Rhys raised his eyebrows.

“Thus Gwen explained to me just now,” Rhun added. “The killer would have wanted to put time and space between him and the body immediately. Hiding the evidence was one way to do that. He should have buried it instead.”

“It takes time and effort to dig a grave deep enough to bury a man, time the murderer may not have had,” Prior Rhys said. “Not to mention a shovel.”

“It would have been difficult to keep quiet about it this close to the road and the monastery too,” Prince Rhun agreed. “The millpond must have seemed like an easy solution.”

“Prior.” Teilo was back, ducking his head in obeisance. “We haven’t found anything else.”

Prior Rhys nodded. “Thank you for your efforts.” He dismissed the monk to help his brother monk guard the body. Then he sent Teilo off too, with a warning not to gossip about what he’d seen. Given Teilo’s bright eyes, Rhun suspected the warning fell on deaf ears. It was a good thing Teilo hadn’t witnessed Gwen’s examination of the body because the story he would tell would be that the man had drowned, just as they wanted.

Prior Rhys looked at Gwen. “If the murderer left the area, we may never catch him.”

“We can’t think that way,” Gwen said. “Hywel always tells me to pull on any thread that’s offered and unravel it to see where it leads. If the murderer has left Aberystwyth, we will know soon enough.”

Prince Rhun’s brows came together. “That would make the murderer a newcomer to the area—”

“Since the alarm hasn’t been raised about the dead man’s absence, he appears to be a stranger too,” Prior Rhys said. “Plenty of strangers here for the festival.”

“Yes,” Prince Rhun said, “but if the murderer is one of the visitors to the festival he won’t have left yet. Gwen told me that if our dead man had drowned, he would have stayed under the water for days, giving the murderer enough time to see the festival through and depart before the body was found.” 

“How do we know the stab wound was what killed him? Not all such wounds are fatal.” The prior had turned to face Rhun, and it was with a small degree of surprise that Rhun realized the prior was taking him seriously. Rhun had always felt that Rhys considered him something of a spoiled princeling, dismissing him in favor of Hywel, who was more clever and less open than Rhun. 

It had never bothered Rhun that the prior had assessed him thus and found him wanting—or at least it hadn’t bothered him very much. Rhun knew that his father looked upon him with favor. He was the edling, the first born son and heir to the throne. It was his birthright to be favored. Rhun could give way in favor of his younger brother once in his life.

Still, in his own mind, Rhun had never meant to play the princeling or take for granted what God had given him, which was why he was pleased to see Prior Rhys speaking to him man-to-man. Rhun didn’t like having his qualities questioned, especially by someone whom he himself admired.

“Gwen says the man was dead before he went into the water,” Rhun said. 

Rhys made a huh sound at the back of his throat. “Regardless, there doesn’t appear to be much blood.”

“If he died quickly, there wouldn’t have been,” Rhun said.

“Why is that?” Prior Rhys said.

“Because corpses don’t bleed.”

Prior Rhys’s eyes actually twinkled. “You learn quickly.”

“Gwen is a good teacher.”

Ignoring their exchange entirely, Gwen had been standing with one arm around her waist and the fingers of the other hand to her lips, studying the crushed vegetation. Then she bent into a walking crouch and began moving around the small space, her hands on her knees and her eyes on the ground. “Gareth tells me that if you really want to kill a man without leaving a trace, you slice him between the bones at the back of his neck.” She rubbed at the back of her own neck to show the two men where she meant. “He will immediately drop to the ground, and his death will be nearly instantaneous. There will be very little blood to scrub away, and you’d hardly have touched the body.”

Prior Rhys moved out of Gwen’s way, looking upon her with amusement. Rhun didn’t know whether to be horrified or impressed anew that she knew so much about effective methods of killing men. He was glad, regardless, that she was with them today. Though he’d sent Prior Rhys to find Gareth, Gwen was proving to be more than adequate to the task before her.

Thinking to help, Rhun bent to observe the soil and dead leaves that had been scraped in a path from the base of a tree to the pond. The marks ended at the water’s edge. He frowned. “Is the level of the pond higher than it was last night or earlier today?”

Gwen remained bent over, but she turned her head to see where Rhun was gesturing to the plants growing beneath the level of the water—plants that wouldn’t normally have grown under water at all. 

“The water clearly ebbs and flows,” Prior Rhys said, understanding Rhun’s point immediately. “Would the murderer have known that and could he have used it to his advantage?”

“You have good eyes, my lord,” Gwen said. 

“Perhaps I should ask the mill master,” Prince Rhun said. “It should be he who controls the level of the water coming from the river through the sluice gates.”

Gwen straightened. “That’s a good idea.”

Rhun didn’t feel like Gwen was mocking him, though he could tell that his assumption of responsibility amused her. He hadn’t been able to hide how surprised—even shocked—he’d been at her knowledge of death, and how little about it he knew himself, despite his experience with war. He’d been beside her for all of an hour and already he knew more about murder than he’d learned in the dozen battles he’d led and from the men he’d killed. 

He was ashamed to realize it. 

Whether a man died in battle or of old age, Rhun had viewed death as a definitive process. But he’d been wrong about that. Death in battle might be violent, but death by murder was an evil thing, with darkness at its center.

“Please come find us when you’ve spoken with him. Prior Rhys and I will continue to search.” Gwen glanced at the prior, who nodded. “Even if the others found nothing of interest, it might be worthwhile to look again. We can’t pass up the chance that the murderer left a token of himself here. A cloth caught on a branch or a footprint could help us discover who he is.”

“You’re assuming the murderer is a man.” Rhun was turning away as he spoke, but he caught Gwen’s whuf of surprised laughter. Smiling, Rhun continued through the trees back towards where the dead man lay.

Gwen called after him. “I was assuming, my lord. We would do well to remember not to!” 

Still laughing to himself, Rhun waved a hand above his head in acknowledgement of her comment but didn’t turn around. This murder had well and truly caught his attention. He wanted to help with the work. And truthfully, the miller might respond to his authority better than to Gwen’s. Gwen was the wife of a knight, but Rhun had met the miller in his ramblings around Aberystwyth over the last few months, and the man had an attitude that was common to many middle-aged men: he’d reached a point in his life where he was sure of the world and his place in it. A young woman investigating a murder might very well rub him the wrong way like a cat stroked tail to head.

The miller hadn’t been present at the discovery of the body, making it unlikely that Rhun would find him in the mill itself. But as Rhun came out of the trees near the clearing, a few yards from where the monks still guarded the dead man, the miller drove a one-horse cart into the clearing and halted. Spying the monks, he leaped from the cart and loped towards the water’s edge. 

Then he caught sight Rhun and pulled up, blanching. “My lord! I hear there’s been some trouble.” He looked from Rhun to the monks and back again.

“You could say that,” Rhun said. 

To Rhun’s mind, the miller was currently at the top of his (admittedly short) list of suspects. The miller knew his pond well. He could have killed the man and raised the level of the water in the pond in hopes of hiding evidence of where the body had gone in. Prior Rhys had so quickly discovered the exact spot where the man had died, despite the water level, because Gwen had been on hand with a working knowledge of what was to be done. If Prior Rhys hadn’t hastened to bring her to the scene and prevented the monks from carting the body back to the monastery right away, much of the evidence that could ultimately point to a killer could have been lost.

In addition, if Rhun himself hadn’t known that a dead body thrown into the water wouldn’t sink to the bottom, it was easy to believe the miller wouldn’t have known it either.

The miller had moved a few more paces towards the monks, his eyes on the body on the ground. “Is that—?” He couldn’t take his eyes off it. He put a cloth to his mouth, and his throat contracted. 

“A dead man, yes,” Rhun said. “Would you be so kind as to look into his face and tell me if you recognize him?”

“Of course, of course.” The miller mopped his sweating brow.

Rhun might have read guilt in the action, but it was a hot afternoon. He should delay any conclusion until he learned more. One of the monks had laid a handkerchief across the dead man’s face, and now he removed it.

“Do you know him?” Rhun said.

The miller bent over the body for a moment and then straightened, clear relief sweeping across his face. “No, my lord. No, I don’t.” 

“Are you sure?” Rhun said.

“I’m sure. I was afraid for a moment—” He stopped.

Rhun pounced on the man’s hesitation. “What were you afraid of? If you know anything about his death, I need to know it right now.”

“I know nothing.” The miller shook his head vehemently back and forth. “I was going to say that I’ve been waiting for my apprentice to return from his aunt’s house in Borth.” He gestured helplessly to the body. “Even were I unsure of this man’s features, this body isn’t missing a hand.”

“Excuse me?” Rhun said. “Your apprentice is missing a hand?”

The miller waved a hand dismissively. “He’s a good worker nonetheless.”

Rhun was sure that Gareth or Gwen would have done a better job at hiding their surprise, but he took a breath and soldiered on nonetheless. “Did you have some particular reason to think this was your apprentice?” 

“Not-not really. I expected him back from Borth this morning, but he hasn’t come. When I learned a body had been found, I feared the worst. But this isn’t he.” The miller clasped his hands in front of him to stop himself from wringing them. 

The miller was genuinely concerned, and Rhun felt his sympathies rising, despite the fact that the miller’s information was turning out not to be worth very much. The miller put the cloth back to his mouth. He had turned a distinctive shade of green. 
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