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Outlaw










Catrin and Rhys come up against outlaws, robbers, thieves and malefactors in the sixth Welsh Guard Mystery!










Having crossed the border into Wales once again, King Edward is on a mission. Outlaws have settled in the countryside around the Cistercian Abbey of Valle Crucis, and he is determined to root them out. Little does he know that they have plans for him, as well—not because they seek justice for the Welsh people, but because they seek it for themselves.


So when a young monk turns up dead during a ceremony to venerate the piece of the true cross—the last holy relic King Edward has appropriated from the Welsh—Rhys and Catrin are tasked not only with trying to solve the murder, but with keeping the cross safe from the outlaws.


And maybe from King Edward, too.










Outlaw is the sixth book in The Welsh Guard Mysteries.










Series so far: Crouchback, Chevalier, Paladin, Herald, Bardd, Outlaw


https://www.sarahwoodbury.com/the-welsh-guard-mysteries/
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How we arrived here …














“Glory to God in the highest, peace on earth to men of good will, a triumph to the English, victory to King Edward, honour to the church, rejoicing to the Christian faith … and to the Welsh, everlasting extermination.”


—from a letter written by King Edward to the papal court, 11 January 1283






Around 410 AD, the Roman legions marched away from Britain, leaving the British people to fend for themselves after four hundred years of Roman occupation and rule. Many Britons had converted to Christianity by that point, and when the pagan Saxons began their invasions along the east coast of Britain, the Britons wrote to the Romans, begging for them to return and save them from these heathens.


The Romans wrote back saying it was time the Britons learned to fend for themselves.


Over the next several hundred years, the Britons were pushed farther and farther west by various invading peoples. The Saxons word for the Britons was Welsh, which means foreigner (or by some accounts, slave, as many Britons were captured and enslaved by these invaders from across the sea). By 800 AD, all of England had fallen to the Saxons, and Offa, the great Saxon King of Mercia, had built a turf wall between England and Wales to keep the Welsh in their mountains.


The Saxons had converted to Christianity by then, and (ironically) soon found themselves on the wrong side of a new wave of invaders, the Danes, who once again were pagan. These Danes went a’viking all up and down the coastlines of Europe, viking being an occupation not an ethnic group. They founded settlements from Dublin to Sicily to Russia. In 843 AD they sacked Paris, and the King of France came up with the ingenious notion of bribing them to leave his people alone.


He gave them Normandy in trade for peace.


The Danes accepted the deal. They converted to Christianity and started speaking French. They became Norman.


What they didn’t give up were their Danish ways, including a love of going a’viking.


In 1066, the Norman, William the Conqueror, decided to take England for himself. He landed near Hastings, and, in seven short years, subdued the Saxon people and bent them to his will. Thus, by 1073, William was free to turn his attention to Wales.


At the time, Wales was composed of numerous small kingdoms, each ruled by a native king. Occasionally, one of these kings would elevate himself above the rest to rule most, if not all, of Wales. Over generations, the Welsh had forged their own identity as Cymry, with their own practice of Christianity, their own laws, and their own customs.


Seeing the difficulty in defeating the Welsh in their own land, William gave his three top barons an earldom in the March, the borderlands between England and Wales, telling them if they could take the land, they could keep it. These Marcher lords proceeded to carve out mini kingdoms for themselves. For over two hundred years, power in Wales ebbed and flowed, depending upon the strength of individual kings and earls. In good times, there was intermarriage amongst them. In bad, there was slaughter. 


By the 13th century, the Normans were strongly established in the lowlands of southern and eastern Wales, while the Welsh held on in the north and west. The rule of Llywelyn ap Gruffydd encompassed the last thirty years of Welsh independence. Arising from Gwynedd, which for much of Welsh history was the dominant kingdom in Wales, he fought off Norman rule as best he could for the whole of his life. In 1282, in a moment when Llywelyn was in the ascendancy and the war was going poorly for King Edward, Llywelyn agreed to meet with his nephews, Edmund and Roger Mortimer, who promised to change their allegiance from Edward to him. 


Instead, they lured him into an ambush and assassinated him, along with all of his personal guard. 


Save one. The Welsh Guard Mysteries opens with this last survivor of the ambush, Rhys, making his way in the world in the royal borough of Caernarfon. He thought his world had ended with Llywelyn’s death. As it turned out, he kept on living. And, in so doing, found himself providing a service to King Edward, who comes to Caernarfon for the birth of his son and heir, Edward II.


Rhys is subsequently enlisted in the king’s personal guard. In the process, he meets Catrin. The two of them grew up together in Llywelyn’s court, as she is the daughter of Llywelyn’s steward. She, in turn, has become a lady-in-waiting to Queen Eleanor.


Crouchback is the story of their first adventure together; Chevalier, book two in the series takes place in Nefyn, during a tournament put on by King Edward in the spirit of King Arthur. King Edward has come to see that it isn’t enough to conquer Wales with his armies and his castles. If he is to achieve complete victory, he has to conquer people’s hearts and minds, too. As part of that endeavor, he appropriates for himself the mantle of King Arthur, attempting to place himself in his lineage. The fact that the vast majority of people in the world today think that Arthur was English, not Welsh, is a triumph of Edwardian propaganda.


In the third book, Paladin, Rhys and Catrin are sent to Windsor to investigate the death  of King Edward’s eldest son and heir, Alfonso. In the fourth, Herald, they return to the north to find that the king has melted down Llywelyn’s seal, one of the sacred relics of his reign, made it into a silver chalice, and given it to the monks at Vale Royal Abbey. He had already appropriated Arthur’s crown, which Alfonso had paraded through the streets of London just before his death.


In the fifth mystery, Bardd, King Edward ratchets up his quest to suppress Welsh culture by calling together all the bards of Wales, to count them and to rein them in. In future, he decrees they can only sing songs he deems appropriate. In the opening scene, Rhys and Catrin protect a young bard, Trahaearn, from the king’s wrath, by helping him flee the festival after singing a forbidden song.


The final relic the king has appropriated from the Welsh is the most precious: the piece of the true cross upon which Jesus Christ was crucified. Legend has it that once this last relic leaves Wales for good, they will lose their divine protection—and the country, and its people, will fail.


By October 1284, King Edward has decided to parade the piece of the true cross through Wales during the last lap of his victory tour, and then, like Arthur’s crown, ensconce it at Westminster Abbey in London. At long last, his triumph over the Welsh will be complete.


Valle Crucis Abbey is his first stop.


Outlaw is the sixth Welsh Guard Mystery.










Chapter One






September 1284


Three days after leaving the music festival at Overton-on-Dee


Trahaearn














A hand came around Trahaearn’s shoulders and a knife was at his throat before he had a chance to counter this new threat in any way. It was a cloudy night, and he’d been stumbling up the mountain, navigating the best he could by the feel of the grass beneath his feet. A deep voice said in French, “Who are you that you trouble us tonight?”


With dawn of the third day out from Overton-on-Dee only a few hours off, Trahaearn had decided to find that day’s shelter in the ruins of the castle of Dinas Bran. Located a thousand feet above the village of Llangollen, it felt like safe spot to hide. Llywelyn’s supporters had burned the castle as they’d retreated from it during the first war against England that had begun and ended seven years ago. While substantial portions of the castle remained, it hadn’t been properly rebuilt. Trahaearn could hide there, perhaps get some real rest and even build a fire. Maybe he could stay as long as it took for the king’s men to return to the music festival and forget about him.


As if they ever would. After a first encounter with King Edward’s men, during which time Trahaearn had been hiding in the cellar of a barn, praying nobody noticed what lay below their feet, he had known better than to be out and about during the day. If the king was angry enough, his men would never stop, not if they didn’t want to suffer similar consequences to what he’d threatened to do to any bard who defied him. He’d heard rumors of men captured and returned to face their accusers in court over a year after their crime. When the king declared a man an outlaw, his men pursued him to the ends of the earth.


Trahaearn had warmed up walking, but he’d been wet through two more times since he’d soaked himself crossing the River Dee west of Overton, having been persuaded to flee by Catrin and Rhys. At first, when they had come to him and all but forced him from the festival grounds, he had distrusted their motives. Surely much of their urgency arose from a desire for their own self-preservation. Rhys didn’t want the trouble of having to report the singing of a forbidden song to the king. Some part of Trahaearn had actually sung it because he wanted to be caught. Only then would he be able to expose King Edward for the evildoer he truly was.


When he’d tasked Rhys with that thought, Rhys had claimed everyone already knew it! It had seemed impossible at the time. Surely nobody would serve any Norman, or even work with him, if he knew how little he thought like a normal man. The standard to which these Normans held themselves, which they claimed was honorable, made as little sense as the language they spoke, each so full of undercurrents and hidden meanings that Trahaearn felt like his mind was swimming through mushy porridge every time he conversed with them.


He’d maintained that anger—both at the Normans and at Rhys and Catrin—for another quarter mile before he’d had to admit he wasn’t on the run because of what anyone else had done. It was nobody’s fault by Trahaearn’s. He had knowingly sung in a way he knew the king would regard as traitorous. Even in his righteous anger, he was not so proud that he couldn’t see he’d made himself a fool. 


Even though he should have been as worried now about being caught as when he’d fled the music festival, he was cold, hungry, and utterly exhausted. In fact, he had been congratulating himself for making it this far, even though it wasn’t really far at all. He was still fewer than ten miles as a crow might fly from Overton Bridge. It was these thoughts that had prevented him from seeing the new danger he faced until he was already upon it. Or, rather, it was upon him.


And now the king’s men had found him. Rather than heading back, having failed to capture him, they had chosen to shelter in the ruins of Dinas Bran. Trahaearn was so flabbergasted—and disappointed—he didn’t even have the wherewithal to lie. “My name is Trahaearn ap Deiniol, of Llandecwyn.”


Another voice came out of the darkness, also in French. “Put away the knife, Ranulf, but hold him, nonetheless. I have heard of him. He has fled the king’s justice. Perhaps he is one of us at heart already.”


Trahaearn found himself stuttering. He had thought fleeing to Wales would be safer. It had never occurred to him he’d find a band of outlaws in the middle of an ancient Welsh fortress. As several of the men lit torches, he was able to see they were as far from the king’s men as it was possible to be. “You have heard of me?”


“Everybody has heard of you. The bard who would sing against the king.” As the man came closer, Trahaearn was able to make out his expression, which was thoughtful rather than sneering as he studied him. In his mid-thirties, he was in the prime of his life and had total command of these men. 


A third outlaw raised a lantern high. Trahaearn had been contemplating lighting a fire, but he would have allowed himself one only if it could be hidden from watching eyes. From this high up, without shelter, any light could be seen for many miles. They were nearly at the top of the mountain. Regardless, these men appeared as brazenly calm as the noonday sun on a summer’s day.


And then, from every side, more men came out of the shadows. Most were grinning with what looked like evil intent, made all the more clear when the man holding Trahaearn, seemingly named Ranulf, spoke again. “The king is offering a reward for this one. He has sworn to cut out his tongue. He wants to do it personally.” He glanced at another of his fellows, this one much younger, still a boy, really. “Not like you, Rob. You just took a rabbit. And still they wanted to take your hand.”


The boy gave a shake of his head, not confident enough to speak. Beyond him, an older man said, “Even that has not been proved.”


Everyone chuckled, as if this was a standing jest. If they were outlaws, none of them would have been tried as of yet. That was the whole point. Unless, Trahaearn supposed, they had escaped imprisonment after their trial but before their punishment. That would brand them an outlaw just as easily.


“No, Ranulf. I think we’ll keep him.” The leader took Trahaearn’s chin in his hand and looked him over. Nobody had done that to him since he was a small lad. “You can sing, can you?”


“I am a bard.” Trahaearn tried for dignity.


“I hear there are no more bards in Wales.” The leader dropped his hand. “You can stay with us, if you agree to sing for your supper.”


As Trahaearn was a bard, and that was what bards did, he didn’t immediately reject the offer. “Who is us?” 


“Thieves, murderers, and malefactors. Outlaws to a man.” The leader spoke as if these crimes were a badge of honor. “We have all fled the king’s men, as you have.”


Trahaearn knew he should accept, especially if the alternative was being sold back to the king. Still, he found himself hedging. He had hoped to find a safe place to settle down. His plan had been to take a new name and a new profession. Eventually, when he’d been forgotten, he would have sent a message to his parents in Llandecwyn. Singing for a band of outlaws wasn’t what he’d been looking for at all. “And you live here in the ruins of Llywelyn’s castle?”


“This is temporary. We have a steading in the valley, west of the abbey. We have raided the monks a few times, but we make sure it is never so often nor appropriate so much that they come looking for us.”


Trahaearn was taken aback by the casualness of the man’s admission. Trahaearn had been hiding for three days, while these outlaws went about their business with nobody to stop them? “And the village?”


“The headman has turned a blind eye to our activities, as long as we leave his people alone.”


Despite his fear, Trahaearn found himself frowning. He’d felt righteous when he’d sung against the king, and that same feeling stirred again. “What, then, is your purpose?”


“Purpose?” The outlaw leader, whose name Trahaearn still didn’t know, laughed. “We live, as well as we can for as long as we can. And when the opportunity comes, as with you, we bloody the nose of the king.”













Chapter Two






Valle Crucis Abbey


October 1284


Day One


Math










“I don’t know if I can watch this even one more time without doing something about it.” Math had set himself just behind Rhys, so he was able to say these words low in Rhys’s ear. In addition, he was speaking in Welsh, which nobody around them understood anyway. Still, it paid to be cautious. 


“Watch what, exactly?” Rhys endeavored to reply despite barely moving his lips. Honestly, they’d both become quite good at speaking out the sides of their mouths since they’d met again at Nefyn. 


“This.” Math refrained from gesturing to the scene in front of them, sure his friends would know what he meant. While both Math and Rhys were on the morning shift guarding the king this week, which meant they weren’t on duty right now, everyone was here at the king’s decree, whether they were meant to be working or not.


The three of them—Math, Rhys, and Catrin—were lined up together at the back of the crowd of onlookers, observing the royal procession into the church at Valle Crucis Abbey, a monastery of Cistercian monks who’d settled just over the border from England into Wales, hardly a mile from the former Welsh castle of Dinas Bran. The king had chosen to stay for a few days at the abbey instead of at either the local manor house he’d given to Roger Mortimer or at the castle. 


As they’d come down the valley from England, Math had been able to see the castle ruins perched on a high hill above the village of Llangollen. Legend had it that over a thousand years ago the cup of Christ had been brought to Dinas Bran by Joseph of Arimathea. If true, it was buried somewhere within the mountain by now, a holy relic lost to time.


The holy relic that was the object of Math’s concern today was right in front of him. It was the piece of the true cross, the sacred wood upon which Jesus Christ had been crucified nearly thirteen hundred years ago. The king had stolen it from the royal House of Gwynedd. With the arrival of the king’s company, Abbot Madoc had requested—or, rather, begged—to be allowed to place the cross upon the altar in his church for all to see and venerate. 


The king had magnanimously agreed. Math suspected that had been the king’s plan all along anyway and Abbot Madoc shouldn’t have had to beg. Valle Crucis meant Valley of the Cross, after all. This wasn’t a reference to the piece of the true cross, in point of fact, but to the stone cross erected in a field adjacent to the abbey, dedicated to Elisedd, a great king of Powys.


King Edward had first acquired this piece of the true cross a year ago when it had been handed over to him by a traitorous monk, perhaps hoping the king would spare his own abbey at Aberconwy in return. The king had razed the abbey to the ground anyway. Its destruction was required, along with the nearby palace of Llywelyn, so King Edward could build his new castle on the River Conwy. Prior to that moment, the piece of the true cross had been kept in trust by the monks, knowing that as long as it remained in Wales, God’s special oversight of the Welsh people would endure. Prior to this week, Edward had not paraded the cross about, even during the tournament in Nefyn or at Vale Royal Abbey. It had also remained hidden away during the music festival at Overton-on-Dee.


Suddenly, however, he was taking it out nearly every day. First, he had displayed it in the church of St. Mary in Overton-on-Dee, as a fitting way to end the music festival in which he’d coerced a thousand bards to bend the knee to him. Then, two days ago, as they’d begun their journey into Wales, he’d opened the reliquary in order to exhibit the cross in another church, this one dedicated to St. Collen in Ruabon, six miles from Overton. And now, another six miles on, they were processing into the church at Valle Crucis Abbey. 


King Edward had latched upon the sudden unveiling of the cross as yet another way to convince the Welsh they were utterly defeated. The royal house of Gwynedd had kept this piece of the cross safe since time immemorial. Now, their holiest symbol of God’s favor was being used as a bludgeon to beat them into submission. Edward would parade it across the whole of Wales before he was through, after which, he was going to march it through the streets of London. The king was like a gladiator, raising his arms above his head in victory, with his foe bleeding out at his feet. This last circuit of the country was the victory lap. He intended to complete his journey through Wales by the Christmas feast, which would be celebrated back in England at Bristol Castle. 


Math was going to have the job of guarding him the entire time. He was already hating every moment of it.


The ancient piece of wood itself wasn’t actually in the shape of a cross. Purportedly, it was no more exciting than any other stick, though, at nearly a foot long, it was the largest remaining piece of the true cross Math had ever heard of outside Rome or Jerusalem. Today, it was barely visible in its casing, protected by an elaborate golden housing that was shaped in the form of a cross, made the Welsh way, with a circle at its center. Although he couldn’t see it from here, up close it was possible to glimpse a few slivers of wood through a little window, worked in gold filigree, at the intersection of the arms of the cross. 


This evening, the golden cross glinted in the light of the setting sun as Abbot Madoc carried it on the end of a miter as he led the procession into the church. Valle Crucis remained a Welsh-run abbey, even two years after the Norman conquest. Whilst King Edward had removed the majority of Welsh churchmen from higher offices, he hadn’t evicted all Welsh monks from their monasteries, nor all Welsh abbots. Once at the high altar, the golden cross would be transferred to its stand, equally worked in gold. 


After a long pause, Rhys replied somewhat repressively, “You have to endure it. You don’t have a choice. None of us do.” 


“So you say.” Math wasn’t disappointed to be the object of Rhys’s censure. He’d expected it. They were all too used to suppressing their real thoughts for Rhys to immediately follow where Math was leading. “What if we did?”


“Did … what?” Catrin was standing on Rhys’s other side, and she bent forward slightly to look at Math across her husband. As the abbot was already entering the church, the king and queen directly behind him, her undivided attention was no longer required in that direction. They had learned that this was the kind of behavior members of the royal court would notice—and then report if they didn’t like what they’d seen. He could hear the queen’s query even now: Did Catrin attend the mass? And then her cousin, Margaret, replying, I saw her standing together in the churchyard with Rhys and Math.


“What if we did have a choice? What if we didn’t have to stand here and do nothing.”


“Math,” Rhys’s tone sounded a warning again, “we can’t be having this conversation.”


“Would you rather I spoke of it to someone else?”


“I would rather you didn’t speak of it at all.”


“You don’t mean that. You have had the same thoughts as I. You can’t pretend you haven’t.” Math continued to be confident in this. If he hadn’t been, he wouldn’t have said anything at all, as Rhys had suggested. While Math’s anger had been a constant ever since Llywelyn’s death, genuine rage had been building up in him since the events at Vale Royal Abbey. There, instead of appropriating the piece of the true cross, the king had presented to the monks a silver chalice made from the melted seals of Gwynedd’s royal family: Llywelyn, his wife Elinor, and his brother Dafydd.


Math hadn’t been able to stop that. He didn’t know if he could stop this, but he knew he had to try. If he couldn’t do something real to alleviate his pain, he just might explode like a piece of pitchwood thrown on a fire. “You want to fight back too.”


Always the peacemaker, Catrin put a hand on her husband’s arm before he could speak repressively again. “What are you wanting to do, Math? You might as well tell us while we stand here. Nobody else can hear, and I sense you have more to say.” 


Math made a motion with his head. He had brought this up in the first place because he was quite sure—entirely sure—that his friends felt exactly as he did. And now, with Catrin’s curious glance, he knew he’d been right. “What I want to do is not the same as what I might be able to get away with. That’s why I need the two of you. Three heads are better than one.”


“Do not speak another word if what you are thinking threatens the king in any way.” Rhys spoke even more harshly than before. “I will hear most anything from you, but not that. I have sworn an oath—”


“—to protect him,” Math finished for him. “As have I. That is not at all what I am talking about.”


By now, most of the royal court had entered the church after the king and queen, and the rest of the onlookers were shuffling forward to enter too. The abbey church was much larger than any of the previous churches in which the cross had been displayed. The nave could comfortably fit the bulk of the king’s retinue and all of the monks, too, along with any folk from the surrounding countryside who had managed to make their way to the abbey on short notice. That there were thirty of these was testament to the power of the cross. To see it up close was the chance of a lifetime, one not to be missed, even with the relic in the hands of a hated king.


“Then what?” Catrin asked.


“We all know we cannot leave the piece of the true cross in King Edward’s hands indefinitely. He defiles it with every hour—every heartbeat—it remains in his possession.” Math motioned towards the church doorway and the shuffling line. “What I want—the reason I am speaking now—is to ask the two of you to help me steal it.”













Chapter Three






Day One


Rhys










Rhys found himself on the verge of both laughter and tears. Of course, he had been having similar thoughts to Math. After the resolution of the investigation into Prince Alfonso’s death, Rhys and Catrin had ridden to Westminster Abbey so they could see the crown of Arthur on display there. It was another holy relic and historic symbol of the royal House of Gwynedd. King Arthur had worn that crown, as had every King of Gwynedd since, if only briefly, as part of their installation to the office. There had been another crown, too, one Llywelyn wore more commonly. Rhys could only assume it was in a treasure chest on one the wagons that followed the king everywhere he went.


Every King of Gwynedd for eight hundred years had worn Arthur’s crown, as part of the same kind of trust in which they’d held the cross. It had been their right but also their duty as the descendants of Britain’s greatest leader, who’d fought off the Saxons and brought peace to the Cymry for a generation. Llywelyn had been the King of Gwynedd, the Lord of Eryri, and the Princeps of Wales—and by every measure worthy of the crown.


Earlier this year, Edward had sent Arthur’s crown to England so Alfonso, his now deceased son, could parade it through the streets of London, a matter of weeks before he died. King Edward intended for the ceremony to proclaim to all the world that Arthur’s lineage was his own. Somehow, he had convinced himself, along with all those he ruled in England, that he deserved to rule Wales. In so doing, he had bent all his will towards turning Arthur into an English king, like he himself was England’s king. By now, even the Saxons had forgotten that the Normans had taken England from them two hundred years ago by force. King William had also tried to justify his conquest by claiming the land was his by right. In the end, just like Edward in Wales, he had won through the power of his armies, not by acclaim. And, like Edward, William had spent the rest of his life justifying what he’d done.


That day at Westminster Abbey, Rhys had stared at the crown in its grubby box, and his mind had been consumed with the need to steal it. It would right a wrong.


One couldn’t just steal a relic from Westminster Abbey, however, not without extensive planning, and especially not with a member of the clergy looking on while Rhys and Catrin dithered. Like the piece of the true cross, it was kept under lock and key, even if its box was far less ornate than the one in which Edward was currently keeping his stolen piece of the true cross.


That didn’t mean the impulse wasn’t there. Nor that this unlooked-for conversation with Math hadn’t sparked Rhys’s imagination. If only they could …


He hammered down the thought. “We can’t, Math.” He tried to say this like it didn’t mean the world to him and he wasn’t angry and sad and despairing all at the same time. “I know what is in your heart because it is in mine, too, but it would be wrong on a level we can’t possibly predict. Would you pretend to know better than God? We have to trust that He has a plan for Wales, with or without the cross.”


“I know some say that God has abandoned us,” Catrin chimed in, “but I don’t believe it. He allowed England to defeat us, but that isn’t the same as wanting it to happen.”


“Edward didn’t need God’s help,” Math said dryly. “He had the Mortimer brothers.”


“That’s it exactly, Math. God has given all of us the free will to choose our path—the Mortimers, Llywelyn, the king, and us included. If God did not allow us our bad decisions, of what benefit would be our good ones? Men do evil, and either they repent in this world, or they will face the consequences of their actions in the next.” This was an absolute tenet of Rhys’s heart, and he recited it like a prayer. “And I don’t believe God has abandoned us. If I did, I wouldn’t have made any of the recent choices I have made. I will continue to do what I believe to be right, because to do otherwise would be to offer up my soul to Edward instead of to God.”


Even as he spoke, he had to admit that some among the Welsh viewed Rhys himself as a traitor, on par with the monk who’d given the piece of the true cross to the king in the first place. Just because some might believe that didn’t make it true. Between softening the blow of the king’s edicts on the local people he encountered, supporting other men’s subtle acts of defiance, and even allowing Trahaearn to flee the music festival instead of arresting him, Rhys had been doing what he could, as he could. 


Time and gain, Rhys and Catrin had planted themselves in front of the king in order to act as a buffer between him and the common folk he sought to harm. To do otherwise would have violated every principle they held dear. To do so was right. It was honorable, even if this double life they were leading had resulted in a constant balancing act between serving the king and serving the people of Wales.


On top of needing to keep himself right with God, everything Rhys was, everything he believed, not to mention his entire relationship with the king, was predicated on his absolute trustworthiness. Rhys had never lied to King Edward. Now was not the time to start. 


Math gazed down at his feet and tried one more time, still in Welsh. The line of parishioners was at last almost entirely in the church. Soon they would have to cease this conversation and follow them. “God spared you at Cilmeri for a reason. We all believe it. Maybe he did it for this.”


“He did do it for this, for everything we have done and will continue to do.” Rhys put his hand on his friend’s shoulder. “Whatever you’re wanting to do isn’t possible, and might lead to even worse outcomes than we currently foresee. What’s more, any thoughts in that direction are a needless distraction from an actual problem we might be able to do something about. We are here because your cousin asked us to come.” Math’s cousin, Aron, was the prior at Valle Crucis Abbey. “We are here to help the abbey and the people of this region, not to sully our task or put their lives in jeopardy by taking what the king values most.” 


As Rhys hoped, Math instantly deflated at the mention of Aron. “You mean the outlaws.” 


In his role as the prior of Valle Crucis, Aron had sent word to Math at the end of the music festival in Overton-on-Dee that the abbey and its holdings were being harassed by a band of outlaws from outside the area. They’d been a nuisance over the summer, and then been further emboldened by the fullness of the harvest. They had taken to stealing anything not nailed down—and maybe even that, too, if given half a chance. 


In response, the monks had started patrolling their barns and even their fields at night, in case the outlaws decided to steal the last of the autumn crops that hadn’t yet been taken in. These outlaws’ numbers were uncertain, though speculation put them at nearly two dozen. They had at times used the old castle ruins as a staging area, a fact which was a personal affront to Rhys. 


Aron had learned of a stronghold somewhere in the hills beyond the abbey, which is what made the monks such easy pickings. Word of the activities of these outlaws was, in fact, one of the reasons the king had just given the manor at Llangollen to Roger Mortimer. The border lands between England and Wales had to be safeguarded. The king was personally offended that the outlaws weren’t even Welsh: they were criminals who thought they could escape the king’s justice in Wale. He was determined to prove them wrong. He was even willing to overlook the fact that the monks here had supported Llywelyn and all the rulers of Wales before him. When Llywelyn had been excommunicated by the pope for defying King Edward, they had refused to put out their candles. 


“The king sees a show of force here as an opportunity to display his power. He will act magnanimously towards the abbey; he will subdue the rebels in the countryside; and he will begin his victory march through Wales, all at the same time.”


“You don’t have to remind me. Aron is my cousin!” Math bent his head. “I give way.” But then his head came up again. “Could your opinion be changed if I told you the cross wasn’t just threatened by the king, but by the outlaws, too?”
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Catrin, Rhys, and Math had run out of whatever amount of time they’d stolen for themselves, no matter how much they might like to continue. They had to follow the king and queen into the church and pretend, as they did day every day, that they didn’t resent every moment of their time in royal service. Even though Math and Rhys were not currently on duty protecting the king, they were expected to attend the celebration of the cross. Even those who should be sleeping were here to witness its installation on the high altar.


Rhys arrested Catrin’s forward motion with a brush of his hand. He wasn’t looking at her, but beyond to where his captain, Simon, was waiting for them in the porch of the church. Because of Simon’s presence, he spoke in French. “Math and I can keep watch from here.” 


“Are you sure?” Simon’s expression showed relief.


“There is no reason for you to be the one to guard the doors when it’s Math and I who will be able to speak to any stragglers.”


Though they’d suspected for a long time that Simon spoke some Welsh, he had never confessed to it. Certainly, he didn’t contradict Rhys today, just lifted a hand in thanks and entered the church on the heels of one particularly aged couple, whose pace was so slow they must have had to walk for hours to reach the abbey, even if they lived only a mile away. Such was the power of the cross. 


Since the investigation at Overton-on-Dee, Catrin had been reincorporated into the queen’s retinue in something of a new way. She wasn’t expected to be on duty with baby Edward anymore. Queen Eleanor employed more than enough nannies and minders these days to care for him. Nor was Catrin expected to sew or weave while gossiping like some other of the queen’s ladies. Rather, Catrin’s role had developed more and more into being Queen Eleanor’s personal spy. Catrin had served in that capacity already more than once over these last months since their arrival in Wales, but all of a sudden, the queen wanted her to sit with her each evening and tell her every bit of information she had heard throughout the day.


Eleanor had always reveled in the unsavory and the salacious and expressed her disappointment if Catrin wasn’t able to provide her with a particular juicy piece of news. At the same time, Catrin had come to see what she wanted more than anything was information about what was happening within her husband’s retinue. As much as Catrin might be loath to admit it, in terms of a life partnership, King Edward had found his match in Eleanor. They understood each other. They tolerated each other’s weaknesses and were steadfastly loyal to one another. It wasn’t that Eleanor was in any way banished from the king’s side. Nor did King Edward deliberately strive to keep any specific piece of information from his wife. In fact, it was clear that he loved and trusted Eleanor and, in many ways, she was his chief adviser.


 But she was confined to her wagon when they were on the road, and her pavilion or quarters for most of the day when they were stationary. The plain truth that couldn’t be denied was that her many pregnancies had left her with multiple ailments that made her unable to ride a horse or sit in company for very long. Few women had birthed as many children as she had. Sixteen pregnancies were hard on a woman’s body. Eleanor daily suffered the consequences (usually not in silence), and grew more and more frustrated by the limitations her physical existence placed on her.


Catrin, by contrast, though only a few years younger than Eleanor, was in excellent health. She was able to ride anywhere she pleased. In truth, being freed from court to go about in the world on a quest for information for the queen was a huge relief for Catrin. Even if Catrin’s position wasn’t official, like Rhys’s, Simon was aware of the change in Catrin’s status and didn’t urge her inside the church with him. He was also aware of the degree to which the three of them resented Edward’s appropriation of Gwynedd’s holy relics. Because of that, he might even be thinking he was doing them a favor. While the queen might miss Catrin in this immediate moment, Catrin hoped she would assume Catrin was out and about doing her job. She had already resolved to come up with some new tantalizing bit of information, even if she had to exaggerate the truth slightly to achieve it. Even before she’d served the queen in this way, Catrin had come to see the importance of storing up a few items of gossip in case of emergencies.


Now, she put her back to the side of the church and stared into the distance at the walled fields that lay to the north of the abbey along the river, known locally as Nant Eglwyseg—the Church’s Stream. Per the queen’s request, the monks had selected a field for her pavilion that had not hosted sheep or cattle for some time, thus minimizing the ever-present excrement underfoot. Queen Eleanor had chosen to stay there rather than in the abbey guesthouse because she’d deemed the latter smaller and more cramped than she liked. 


“Do you have specific information about the outlaws that leads you to think they might try to steal the cross?” Catrin asked, genuinely curious at this point. She could tell that Rhys wanted the whole topic to just disappear, but it was already to late for that. Catrin herself had dreamed of a way to avert the king’s plan for the cross, but hadn’t had the wherewithal or the vision to even bring it up.


“Nothing certain or I would have said something sooner. It’s just something my cousin said.” Math grunted as he shifted the large rock that propped open one of the great church doors, so he and Rhys could pull it closed. It was even heavier than the rock. They intended to leave the other side open, so stragglers could still enter, but quietly. Mass had begun, as evidenced by the chorus fill the church and spilling out into the grass, effectively masking their conversation. When he was finished, he straightened and brushed off his hands. “He is worried that the outlaws are working with the village headman.”


“That would be unfortunate to say the least,” Rhys said. “The headman of the village is Welsh.”


“And the outlaws are Saeson, according to Aron.” Math used the term by which the Welsh referred to both Normans and Saxons. In their eyes, the two peoples were interchangeable and there was nothing to choose between them.


“What exactly did he say about the cross?” 


“My cousin and the headman meet weekly to discuss local business. When they last met, the headman knew the king was coming to Valle Crucis practically at the same moment Aron did. He knew the king had displayed the cross at the church in Overton and again in Ruabon. It seemed to Aron to be an excessive interest in something he wouldn’t normally have thought the headman would care much about.” 


Rhys let out a breath. “That is far too vague to bring to the king, and yet somehow worrying, too. If something were to happen to the piece of the true cross, I could be accused of gross dereliction of duty in not hearing of the plot and stopping it. And rightfully so!”


Eleanor would have been salivating over this conversation. It occurred to Catrin that even if what Math had told them wasn’t substantial enough to take the the king, Catrin herself could bring it to the queen. She was opening her mouth to suggest it when Cedwyn, the cellarer, who was the man in charge of the abbey food stores, arrived at the church door in a huff. He was plump, and the run across the grass had overly taxed his wind. Because of the importance of his job for the survival of the monks, he was the third highest-ranking member of the abbey, behind Abbot Madoc and Prior Aron.


The cellarer should have been in the choir already with his fellows, but instead he was red-faced and stammering on the doorstep. As Rhys took him by the shoulders to steady him, Cedwyn looked past him through the half-open door, and tears welled up in his eyes. “I-I-I was too late! May God forgive me!”


“You aren’t too late for the service,” Rhys said. “It has only just begun.”


Cedwyn focused on his face. “Not that! It’s Gwion, m-m-my apprentice. I just found him at the bottom of the larder stairs. He’s dead!”
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Having left Math to guard the door, Cedwyn sobbed on and off about Gwion’s death all the way from the porch of the church, around the side, through the graveyard to a substantial building along the river that ran behind the abbey. The larder consisted of two stories, one of which was sunk into the slope of the bank. It looked very much like a mill, except it didn’t have a waterwheel, and instead of a mill race leading up to it, there was a fishpond. The actual mill which served the abbey was a half-mile farther downstream. 


Beyond the larder was the laundry, conveniently located next to the river so clean water could be channeled through the building and dirty water out again, right back into the river. As had been done for the laundry, water from the river was further channelized to flow through the abbey precincts, through a series of sluice gates, supplying fresh water to the kitchen before passing through the latrines and back out again. 


The larder looked as if it had been newly whitewashed, with new thatch in its roof, too. Judging by the stone foundation, Rhys didn’t think the building itself was new, however, further made clear once Rhys followed Cedwyn inside, by the great beams that supported the roof that had been smoothed by time. That said, they could have come from elsewhere and been reused here. Even King Edward, for all the wealth he was expending on building his Welsh castles, had repurposed what he could salvage from Llywelyn’s old palaces in both Conwy and Caernarfon. The beams from the hall, the stones from the walls, and even parts of the ancient foundations had found new life in the king’s castles.


During the war, the monks had paid the price for what King Edward saw as their betrayal of him for Llywelyn. His armies had swept through these lands at the very beginning of his invasion of North Wales, taking what they wanted. However, as with Rhys and Math himself, now that Wales was utterly vanquished, the king wasn’t holding a grudge. One reason for this visit, in addition to addressing the matter of the outlaws, was so the king could hear the abbot’s request for reparations for the destruction of some of their crops and outbuildings during the war. The monks had been pathetically grateful to receive a hearing.


Combined with the the king choosing the abbey as an appropriate base of operations, plus the display of the cross, Abbot Madoc had to be feeling there was a good chance all would be forgiven.


“He’s over here.” From a hook on the wall, Cedwyn picked up a lantern, along with his pace, his boots thumping on the wooden floor. “This way.”


They trotted past crates of turnips and carrots and barrels of apples. Dried herbs hung from the rafters, and dried fish as well, harvested from the abbey pond for future use. 
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