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Gareth & Gwen travel deep into enemy territory in the seventeenth Gareth & Gwen Medieval Mystery! 
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January 1151. For most of the past year, Gareth and Gwen have been trapped between armies. Although once allies, King Owain of Gwynedd and King Cadell of Deheubarth are now at odds, to the point that Cadell has invaded Ceredigion, seeking to recapture lands he claims Owain stole in a past war. In so doing, he has set his half-brothers against their own cousin. Although Gareth and Gwen are holding out hope that more bloodshed can be averted, by January of 1151, Cadell has laid siege to Prince Hywel's castle at Aberystwyth.
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And then the war takes an unexpected turn for everyone involved ...
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Complete Series reading order: The Good Knight, The Uninvited Guest, The Fourth Horseman, The Fallen Princess, The Unlikely Spy, The Lost Brother, The Renegade Merchant, The Unexpected Ally, The Worthy Soldier, The Favored Son, The Viking Prince, The Irish Bride, The Prince's Man, The Faithless Fool, The Honorable Traitor, The Admirable Physician, The Shattered King. Also The Bard's Daughter (prequel novella). 

https://www.sarahwoodbury.com/the-gareth-and-gwen-medieval-mysteries/

To my Gareth and Gwen

Cast of Characters
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Gwen – Prince Hywel’s spy, Gareth’s wife

Gareth – Prince Hywel’s steward, Gwen’s husband

Llelo – Gareth and Gwen’s son, investigator

Dai – Gareth and Gwen’s son, Dragon member

Meilyr – Bard, Gwen’s father

Saran – Healer, Gwen’s stepmother

Tangwen – Gareth and Gwen’s daughter

Taran – Gareth and Gwen’s son

Angharad – Gareth and Gwen’s daughter
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Owain Gwynedd – King of Gwynedd

Hywel – Prince of Gwynedd 

Cadwaladr – King Owain’s brother

Gruffydd – King of Deheubarth (deceased)

Gwenllian – Queen of Deheubarth, Owain’s sister (deceased)

Anarawd – King of Deheubarth, Cadell’s brother (deceased)

Cadell – King of Deheubarth (current)

Maredudd – Prince of Deheubarth, Cadell’s half-brother

Rhys – Prince of Deheubarth, Cadell’s half-brother

Gilbert de Clare – Earl of Hertford

Roger de Clare – Gilbert’s brother

Richard de Clare – Earl of Pembroke, Gilbert’s nephew
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Iestyn ap Meurig – brother to Ifor Bach, the Lord of Senghenydd

Maurice fitz Gerald - Norman lord, cousin to Cadell, Maredudd, and Rhys

William de Carew - Norman lord, Maurice’s brother, castellan of Pembroke Castle
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Dragon members

Evan

Aron

Iago

Steffan

Cadoc

Gruffydd

Dai (see above)

How we arrived here ...
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The Shattered King is the seventeenth Gareth & Gwen Medieval Mystery. By now, the series has covered eight years and includes a large cast, the specific details of which might not come instantly to mind. So here’s a quick refresher!

A true historical event opens The Good Knight, the first book in the series: in 1143, Cadwaladr, the brother of Owain, the King of Gwynedd, hired a band of Danish mercenaries from Dublin to ambush and murder Anarawd, the King of Deheubarth, who was traveling to his wedding to Owain’s daughter. 

Yes, this really happened. 

Once his treachery is uncovered, Cadwaladr flees to Dublin, where he hires more Danes to invade Gwynedd. The Danes just want to get paid, however, and they are ultimately bought off with gold and cattle. Owain allows Cadwaladr back into his court, but strips him of his lands.

Wales during this period is divided into multiple small kingdoms. In the north is Gwynedd, led by King Owain. In the south is Deheubarth, ruled in 1151 by King Cadell, Anarawd’s younger brother. At times, Deheubarth has allied with other Welsh kingdoms (including Gwynedd) against the Normans. This most notably occurred in 1136, after the Normans executed King Owain’s sister, Gwenllian. At the time, she was married to Gruffydd, Anarawd and Cadell’s father, and was the mother of Cadell’s two much younger, half-brothers, Maredudd and Rhys. 

After the war, Owain appropriated for Gwynedd a northern region of Deheubarth, known as Ceredigion, which he gave to his brother, Cadwaladr. In 1143, after Cadwaladr’s treachery, he gave these lands instead to his son, Hywel. It was only after Anarawd’s death that Cadell, Anarawd’s younger brother who had assumed the throne, began claiming that Owain stole the lands rather than acquired them through an agreement with Cadell’s father, as recompense for defeating the Normans.

Since then, although Gwynedd and Deheubarth have at times been allies, the resentment at the loss of Ceredigion runs deep. In 1150, Cadell, who is not related to Owain by blood, invades Ceredigion, hoping to take back some of those lands lost to Gwynedd. 

By January of 1151, he has failed to recapture even a portion of his lost territory.

And then the war takes an unexpected turn ...
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Chapter One
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The Hospitaller Commandery of Ysbyty Cynfyn

January 1151

Day One

Gwen

––––––––
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“We need to go.” Gareth burst into the common room of the guest house. “The men of Deheubarth have reached the northern crossroads!” 

“Is this from Dai?” Gwen looked up from where she’d been nursing little Angharad, their daughter born five months ago in August. “Has he returned?”

“He’s readying our wagons right now.”

“The crossroads are hardly more than a mile from here.” Meilyr had been teaching Tangwen to play his flute, and now he gently set his granddaughter on her feet and stood up himself. “I thought Cadell’s men were retreating south?”

“Some of them appear to have decided to retreat in our direction.”

Yesterday, Gareth and Dai had arrived at the commandery, cold and hungry but relieved to report that Cadell’s men had abandoned their siege of Hywel’s castle at Aberystwyth. Unfortunately, not all had embarked on the quickest avenue south to Deheubarth and safety, which was why Gareth had sent Dai north to the crossroads at first light to make sure the road remained clear. From their position at the crossroads, Cadell’s forces could effectively block all routes north, west, and east out of Ysbyty Cynfyn. 

“How long do we have?” 

“I don’t know exactly. Dai says they took the watchtower at Goginan and sacked the church. I can’t imagine it will be long before they look for riches, or at least provisions, at Ysbyty Cynfyn.”

“And here we thought things were going so well.” Meilyr seemed entirely calm about what was setting Gwen’s own heart racing.

“Do you really think they will harm us here?” His white hair mussed, Commander Reginald came through the doorway, wringing his hands. Even before the siege, it had become a habit for him.

Reginald had survived the inquiry that had followed the events of last spring. The hospital and commandery at Ysbyty Cynfyn had not closed, but its commander appeared to Gwen to be a broken man. The subsequent months had not improved his ability to handle a crisis. He was no longer addicted to poppy, but he was still suffering from its after-effects—and might for the rest of his life.

For the whole of this past summer and autumn, Prince Hywel had been in the ascendancy in the unwanted war against Cadell, King of Deheubarth. In every skirmish, Hywel’s forces had emerged victorious. By November, they had been breathing more easily, sure their prince had Ceredigion well in hand. They’d been right about that—up until Cadell had moved an entire army north in a matter of three days over the Christmas feast in order to lay siege to Hywel’s castle at Aberystwyth. 

In addition, throughout these same months, Gareth and Dai had assumed the role of spy for Hywel, together and separately—though mostly together. It had been they, in fact, who had ridden into the castle on Christmas Eve to warn Hywel that Cadell’s men were coming. Then, to Gwen’s never-ending gratitude, Hywel had sent them out again, to the commandery, to warn her and the monks of what they faced.

Meanwhile, rather than fleeing or burning his own castle to the ground to prevent it from being captured and held against him, Hywel had used the brief window of opportunity Gareth and Dai’s warning had given him to lay in provisions and fortify his defenses further. Gareth and Dai had subsequently watched Cadell’s army come on, and then they had retreated, knowing there was nothing they could do to aid Hywel or their friends as long as long as Cadell’s army surrounded the fortress. 

In this, for all the agony of looking on helplessly as their friends suffered, they were lucky. The last thing any soldier wanted was to be stuck on the wrong side of a siege, with no option but to wait until the enemy gave up or he himself died of starvation. Gwen had been on her knees in the church every day since then, praying for the people in the castle, while simultaneously thanking God for Gareth’s and Dai’s deliverance from their fate. It was bad enough knowing Hywel was trapped. 

That said, from the start, he had been wiser than Gwen and Gareth in that, months ago, he had sent Mari and their boys home to Gwynedd. Gwen had been prevented from following the same road, first by her pregnancy, then by Angharad’s infancy, and then by the onset of winter. At least, with the siege lifted, Hywel and their friends were safe—unlike Gwen and her family. 

“Cadell ordered the sacking of churches and monasteries in the borderlands, if he discovered the churchmen who lived there were supporting Hywel.” Gwen started putting Angharad into her carry sling, doing her best to copy her father and remain matter-of-fact over something that she saw as a true disaster. “Not usually the best way to win over a populace.”

“Cadell has never cared over much about his people, as long as he maintains his power,” Meilyr said. “Though, to be fair, he has had his hands full with the Normans even more than with Gwynedd.”

“He will believe us to be harboring men loyal to Hywel.” Reginald’s hand-wringing continued. “Who will stay and defend us?”

“You are harboring men loyal to Hywel as long as we are here.” Gareth swung their young son, Taran, onto his hip. At three and a half, the little boy wasn’t all that little anymore, and thus was rarely carried. At the unexpected change in elevation, he squealed with delight, having no notion of the terror filling his parents. “That is why we are leaving. Once we are gone, you won’t need a defense. You are Hospitallers. You run a hospital and a monastery. Even Cadell’s men will see the inherent foolishness of harming you, your people, or this commandery in any way.”

They had planned for this. Maybe some part of them had expected it. With all other routes closed to them, their choice in this moment was two-fold. They could either use the footbridge across the gorge to the west of the commandery (leaving most of their possessions behind), or flee in their wagons by the main road that ran from the crossroads, past the commandery, to points south. They would hope to stay ahead of Cadell’s army long enough to find another avenue east that would loop them through Powys and back to Gwynedd. Either way, their intent was to pass as itinerant bards, which wasn’t even a deception, given that Meilyr was the greatest bard of his generation. Gwen had sung with him many times before her marriage, even in Deheubarth itself.

Gareth and Dai were going to be harder to hide. They weren’t going to leave their horses and swords behind, not facing enemy territory. In addition, if someone asked Gareth his name, he wasn’t going to lie. The best plan was to keep to themselves and not to have to answer at all.

With Angharad snuggled on her chest, Gwen took Tangwen’s hand. Having just celebrated her sixth birthday, the little girl’s eyes were perceptively wide. Taran might be oblivious to the anxieties of his elders, but Tangwen had heard everything they’d said and knew all was not well. 

While Gwen didn’t want to lie any more than Gareth, she endeavored to inject a bit of fun into the day. “We’re going on a journey!”

Gareth chucked Tangwen under the chin. “It will be just like in the old days before you were born. Except then, we didn’t have the lovely wagons we have now, just an old cart.” As he met Gwen’s eyes over the top of their children’s heads, she saw a measure of resolve within him she knew from experience to flow from a deep well. She hoped he saw the same in her. As always, they were in this life together, whatever it gave them. 

“It has been a long while since we took out the wagons,” Gwen added. “What are you looking forward to most?”

“The horses!” Tangwen gave a little skip out the door and then took off running towards Dai, who, with the help of two monks, was hitching the horses to the wagons parked in the center of the monastery courtyard. He’d already saddled his and Gareth’s mounts. 

Gwen paused on the threshold, her hand reaching for Gareth’s arm. “We’re going to be all right.”

“I know.” He kissed the top of her head. “Come what may.”

“Don’t worry about Llelo either. If he needs protecting, Rhys will see to it.”

Gareth managed a laugh. “Just think, he could have been with Cadell’s army this whole time. Maybe he’s on his way to Ysbyty Cynfyn even now.”

“Which means we really need to get going,” Gwen said. “We want Commander Reginald to be able to say he just missed us.”
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Day One

Llelo

––––––––
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Llelo was not on his way to Ysbyty Cynfyn. In fact, he was about as far from his parents as it was possible to be without sailing to France. He wasn’t even in Deheubarth, not really, a fact which he pointed out once again to Prince Rhys, as a warning about the ill-advised nature of the current proceedings. 

As the youngest brother of the King of Deheubarth at not quite nineteen (the same as Llelo), Rhys had little say in the missions on which he was sent. For the last few weeks, instead of participating in the battles in the north, which had been ongoing since Christmas, he had been kept at home. It was Maredudd, Rhys’s brother, two years older than he, who was leading the charge against Hywel’s fortress in Ceredigion. Meanwhile, Rhys crouched with Llelo behind a bramble-covered log in the Coed Rath, a forest a few miles north of Tenby. In his words, he was doing nothing of note. 

“Cadell said my job was to hide right here in order to watch and learn.” Disgust dripped from Rhys’s voice. “Learn what? Why this particular spot? I’d rather be up a tree than huddled in the bracken on my belly behind a log, barely able to see what is happening below me. Why couldn’t we at least be hiding with the rest of his teulu?” 

Llelo couldn’t answer that. They’d left their encampment in the hills at dawn in order to arrive here well before the meeting time of midday. He didn’t know why he and Rhys had been made to hide in this particular spot any more than Rhys did. Fortunately, it was a blustery day, with the wind coming from the southwest and blowing into Llelo’s face. It served both to bring Cadell’s words to them, and diminish the likelihood he and Rhys would be noticed, since that apparently was Cadell’s goal.

The king himself was standing with two men of his teulu, or personal guard, in a large bowl-shaped clearing, doing as much of nothing as Llelo and Rhys. Back in Dinefwr, Cadell had told everyone they were going hunting. But even if the forest was renowned for its deer, it wasn’t a safe or sensible place for Cadell to have chosen to hunt, not so near the Norman castles of Tenby, Begelly, and Sentence. And that wasn’t even to mention Carew! They were surrounded by Norman strongholds here. Any Norman who came upon them would see through the ruse and assume they were here to spy out the land for an upcoming attack.

That assumption would have been incorrect, too.

Rhys was still grumbling. “I don’t like hiding. It’s no stance for a knight. My brother is ashamed to have me at his side, otherwise I would be out there with him. He can’t even put on a good face for propriety’s sake. Worse, he doesn’t see the point.”

Llelo didn’t actually think that was what this was about and said so. Nobody in his right mind would ever be ashamed of Rhys. “Maybe, for once, he’s trying to protect you.”

“We know that is unlikely to be true.” Rhys scoffed. “And if it were, and my brother really thought this meeting was as ill-advised as you do, he shouldn’t have agreed to it.”

“Sometimes, you just have to take a chance. Earl Clare’s offer was too good to pass up.”

Last night in their encampment, the king had explained to his men that they were not, in fact, going hunting today, but rather meeting with Roger de Clare, younger brother of Gilbert de Clare, the Earl of Hertford. He and Cadell had been in negotiations for weeks about a truce between Deheubarth and the Norman forces occupying south Wales. Cadell was eager to conclude the treaty so he could turn his full attention to evicting Hywel from Ceredigion. He even hoped to enlist these Normans in the endeavor.

When Rhys had made his objections to this meeting known to Cadell—in private, not in front of his men, since he knew better than to do that—Cadell had set him down with a few choice comments along the lines of you will do as you are told and you will like it. 

Cadell cared not at all that Hywel was Rhys’s first cousin. Hywel was no blood relation to Cadell. Of course, being cousins had never meant very much to Cadell. Before he’d taken Wiston Castle with the help of Gwynedd four years ago, he’d taken Llansteffan from another cousin, Maurice fitz Gerald, child of Cadell’s aunt Nest, who’d married the Norman Gerald of Windsor. Maurice’s elder brother, William de Carew, was the castellan of Pembroke Castle. Both men served Richard de Clare, Earl of Pembroke, who happened to be a nephew of Earl Gilbert. Llelo supposed if lords chose never to fight against family members, there’d never be any warfare at all!

As far as Llelo knew, Earl Richard had played no role in the treaty Cadell was making with his uncle. If there was going to be a compact with him, it was going to be negotiated separately.

“We know the real reason my brother put me here,” Rhys said darkly. “He is going to betray me to Clare.”

“You don’t know that. We have no proof your brother is plotting against you,” Llelo said. “And if he really was going to turn you over to them, it would be better to have you where he can see you.”

“Something isn’t right about all this, though.” Rhys’s tone was no less foreboding than before. “Just the fact that he lied to everyone in Dinefwr about why he was coming here shows us that. You feel it too.”

“I can’t demur. I do feel it too.” This feeling, in fact, was why he had spent these last months beside Rhys. Rhys had called, and Llelo had answered. Nothing that had transpired since then had given Llelo cause to regret his choice. 

“You know as well as I that it is not unusual for the son of one mother to fear the growing power of the children of his father’s second wife.” 

“It is not unusual at all. What’s more, hostage-taking—and giving—is a tried and true method of ensuring one’s enemy sticks to his bargain. The higher the value of the hostage, the more confidence the hostage-taker can feel about the treaty.” One of Llelo’s jobs these last months had been to speak difficult truths to Rhys. At the same time, as soon as he spoke, he wished he could take it back. Feeding Rhys’s fears was not going to help today.

“If I survive these next hours, I must redouble my efforts to be accommodating.” Rhys let out a breath they could see in the frigid morning air. “What Earl Clare wouldn’t know is that if he accepts me as a hostage, Cadell will feel free to break the treaty at any time because he doesn’t care if I live or die.” His voice rose a bit in his ire, but not so much it carried as far as the clearing. 

Or, at least, neither Cadell nor his men looked their way.

Llelo shot Rhys a quelling look. “You have concocted this entire scenario out of whole cloth, my lord. My father would say speculation has its place, but not without better evidence than we have so far gathered. You could lose all sorts of time following your suspicions to a nefarious end before you discover you are entirely astray.”

Rhys took in a deep breath. “Thank you for being here, Llelo. This is exactly why I asked you to come.”
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Day One

Rhys

––––––––
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Rhys clenched his hands into fists, feeling more unsettled by the moment. His conversation with Llelo had not made him feel better about any of what was happening. He tried always to remain in control of himself and his emotions. Of late, that had become harder and harder to do. 

“The possible threat to me aside, this treaty is going to have ramifications for years.” Being kept away from the negotiations was angering him more than it should have. As the youngest son, even though he was only two years younger than Maredudd, he was used to being an afterthought. “On top of everything else, I can’t believe Cadell is going to ally himself with a Clare. He’s selling me to a Clare.”

“Not all Clares are bad. My family has had dealings with the Earl of Pembroke, most recently last spring. Lord Richard seems like an honorable man.” Llelo had told Rhys this before. He was trying to keep Rhys calm, which Rhys appreciated, even though it didn’t work. 

“Maybe so. Since his father’s death, he has ruled Pembroke with a steady hand. But you must never forget, even for a moment, that he is a Norman. They are as fickle in their loyalties as the wind. You can’t trust them.”

“In comparison to the Welsh, of course, who are so steadfast.”

It was a fine bit of sarcasm. “I do admit our people tend to have a narrow view of our own interests most of the time.” Rhys outranked Llelo by a wide margin, but in the time Llelo had been in the south, they had learned to speak to each other like brothers. When Rhys had sent for Llelo, begged for him to come, really, he had known his request was unreasonable. Dangerous, even. He’d asked anyway.

Llelo had not only answered his call, he’d done it, to all appearances, without question. 

There had been barriers to him coming, not the least of which was that he would have to travel alone through a war zone to reach Rhys. Of far greater issue had been how Rhys was to present him in his brother’s court. Cadell had met Llelo before. Or, at the very least, he’d seen him. They’d all been together in the same hall four years ago at Dinefwr, during their victory at Wiston Castle, a time when Gwynedd and Deheubarth had been working together. Llelo had been fifteen, same as Rhys, and thus unworthy of notice in Cadell’s eyes. That’s when Llelo’s family had met Richard de Clare for the first time too. The three of them—Rhys, Llelo, and Richard—were similar in age, and they’d been thrown together a bit because of it.

Acting in Rhys’s favor was the fact that Cadell had been poisoned at the celebratory dinner, and thus hadn’t cared one way or another about his brother’s friends after that. In addition, four years on, Llelo was virtually unrecognizable, being larger in every way, with a credible mustache and beard. Rhys didn’t think he himself had changed all that much. He was the same tall and slender shape he’d been his whole life, even if he’d finally started filling out his mail. 

None of that mattered as long as Llelo remained the son of Gareth, the steward to Prince Hywel of Gwynedd, with whom Cadell was currently at war. But while it was impossible for Llelo to come to Deheubarth entirely as himself, he could leave bits behind. Rhys personally didn’t struggle overly with the sin of lying, but Llelo found it harder—not surprising, given the father who’d raised him. 

Thus, they’d compromised. Firstly, Llelo had grown that nascent mustache and beard. And secondly, in a much more momentous act, he’d taken the initial step towards joining the holy Order of the Knights of the Hospital of St. John of Jerusalem, known as the Hospitallers. The mission of the order was to succor pilgrims, initially on the road to Jerusalem, and then more broadly across Europe—including in Wales. Llelo’s family had stayed most of this last year at the commandery of Ysbyty Cynfyn—ysbyty meaning hospital in Welsh—in Ceredigion, established on the north-south road to the great monastery of Mynachlog Fawr.

Ysbyty Cynfyn’s commander, Reginald, had been delighted to incorporate Llelo into the Order as a novice knight, knowing full well Llelo could change his mind freely at any time in the first year. Reginald didn’t want him to join the Order and then regret it any more than Llelo did.

If, after a year, he still wanted to take his vows, he could then do so. And if, instead, he wanted to leave, he could also do so, without punishment or penalties, either in this world or the next.

Rhys honestly didn’t know if joining the Hospitallers was the best path for Llelo. For now, it provided excellent cover, and Llelo was determined both to stick out his service to the Order for the year, as a commitment to God, and to maintain his position in Rhys’s retinue. Rhys had introduced him to Cadell as Sir Llywelyn, which was entirely correct. Llelo had only ever been a pet name, one that was commonly utilized throughout Wales, since so many men were christened with the same name. It also meant that if Rhys slipped up at any point and called his new companion Llelo instead of Llywelyn, nobody would be puzzled by it.

Thus, for the last three months, Llelo had dressed as a Hospitaller knight should. Mostly, that was similarly to Rhys and everyone else in Cadell’s retinue, in mail armor and sword. But Llelo additionally wore the black tunic with a white cross on his chest as a symbol of his order. He had a matching cloak, too, with a white cross on his left shoulder. The women of the court had been admiring, to say the least, which was a little ironic given that becoming a Hospitaller would ensure Llelo could never be with any of them. 

And when asked about his parentage, Rhys simply gave Llelo’s birth father’s name instead of attributing him to Gareth. It felt to both Rhys and Llelo a bit like a betrayal, but since it was no less than the truth, it had been an eminently practical solution. Gareth (naturally) had been the one to suggest it in the first place, in the process of giving his blessing to the entire endeavor.

Llelo had begun his sojourn in Rhys’s company simply by watching his back, along with learning the lay of the land, so to speak, and the ins and outs of Cadell’s court. It was only in the last month, since Maredudd’s departure for the north, that he had begun to step out on his own. He wasn’t a natural spy, a fact which he’d warned Rhys about from the start, not with the father he had. He had a spy for a mother, though. Before he left, Gwen had impressed upon him the merits of waiting and watching and taking his time.

“All jesting aside, fear of treachery is my guess as to why your brother has hidden us here,” Llelo said. “That’s why the rest of his men are hidden on the other side of the clearing. It isn’t because he doesn’t want you to know what he’s doing or because he’s betraying you to Clare. It’s because he fears Clare’s motives and wants to protect you.”

“I suppose that could be true.” Rhys couldn’t help feeling dubious. 

Suddenly, Llelo grinned. “Maybe your brother isn’t intending to sell you as a hostage. Maybe he’s meaning to offer you up as a husband, to seal the deal he and Earl Clare are making. The earl has never married, but I hear he still has managed to produce several daughters, some of whom must be of eligible age by now.”

Rhys couldn’t keep the look of horror from his face. “I’m already promised to King Madog’s daughter, Gwenllian!”

“You aren’t married yet, though, are you? Your brother has never had any trouble making multiple, contradictory deals, playing all sides against each other until he finds the one that suits him best. You are just as much a pawn in the field of matrimony as you may be on the battlefield.”

Rhys almost put his face into the dirt at the thought. He’d met Gwenllian last year and liked her. They weren’t married yet because she was only fifteen years old. She was also a child of Madog’s liaison with another woman, rather than a product of his marriage to Susanna. That wouldn’t have done at all, since Rhys’s mother, also named Gwenllian, and Susanna, Madog’s wife, had been sisters.

“I hear hooves.” Llelo was suddenly poking at him. “They’re here!”
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Day One

Rhys
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Upon hearing Llelo’s warning, Rhys’s head came up, at the same moment the Norman riders entered the clearing. To start, it was just three men. 

At the sight of Cadell and two of his men waiting, the leader reined in and dismounted. He removed his helmet too, out of respect, since he was greeting a king. With three men each, neither group was viewing the other as a threat.

Rhys, however, sucked in a breath to see the Norman leader’s face. “That isn’t Roger de Clare.”

Almost in the same instant, Cadell said, speaking in French, which would be the only language the Normans knew, “Where is Lord Roger?”

The man ducked his head in apology. “His horse threw a shoe a mile back. He sent me on ahead to greet you, so you would not be concerned at our lateness.”

It was Llelo’s turn to frown. “That’s hardly a reason. Clare could simply have borrowed another man’s horse. It isn’t as if he is going to walk—”

But Rhys waved a hand to silence him, wanting to hear his brother’s reply.

“And you are?” Cadell said.

“Gerald de Grosmont, commander of the Tenby garrison.”

Cadell nodded, as if his origins were only to be expected. The Normans had built a castle at Tenby and then imported settlers from England to live in its adjacent walled town. The Welsh, as had been the case across so much of south Wales, had been evicted to make room for them.

While it might make sense that Clare was riding with men from Tenby, Rhys thought as little of Gerald’s answer as Llelo had of his previous one. Rhys had fought Normans in the past; he’d been involved in negotiations too. He understood, as he knew Cadell must, even if he was keeping his face impassive, the irregularity of Gerald’s presence. 

“I’m getting a sick feeling in my belly,” Llelo said from beside him, very under his breath and only stating out loud what Rhys himself had been thinking. “All may be well, and I’m worrying for nothing, but your brother needs Gerald to tell him what’s going on right now.”

If he’d been allowed in the clearing, Rhys would have been able to let his brother know something wasn’t right. Thinking of it, and feeling more urgent with every heartbeat, he made to push up. “Cadell is sure to listen to me now, and since no man from Tenby would speak Welsh, I’ll just—” 

But Llelo’s arm came across his back, forcing him to stay down. “No. You won’t.”

Fury roared through Rhys like oil poured on a fire. He hated that he had been told to hide; he hated being contained; and, in that moment, he hated Llelo. “Let me go! What do you think you’re do—”  

He cut himself off abruptly at the sight of Llelo holding up one finger, silently asking him to stop.

All of Rhys’s princely instincts were telling him to override his friend, to throw off his encompassing arm and step over this infernal log they were hiding behind. But Llelo’s quiet certainty brought him up short. He was self-aware enough to understand where his anger had come from. As was so often the case, it was a product of frustration and fear. 

So he reassessed, thankfully before he had risen high enough to draw the attention of his brother or the other men in the clearing. Llelo was trying to tell him something. Rhys wasn’t sure what it was yet, but he reminded himself that this was why he’d sent for Llelo in the first place. Settling back onto his belly, he turned one hand palm up, asking without speaking for Llelo to explain.

Llelo put his mouth close to Rhys’s ear, still with his arm across his back, in case he decided to try to rise again. “Do you trust me?”

Rhys felt a flash of impatience. “With my life, as you know.”

“Then come.” Llelo released Rhys and backed away, still on his belly. With a curl of a few fingers, he indicated Rhys should retreat with him deeper into the woods. Cadell was still standing with Gerald and the two other Normans in the center of the wide, bowl-shaped clearing, apparently waiting for Roger de Clare to walk a mile. Their position was somewhat downhill from Rhys and Llelo’s current location. 

Finding a spot farther away would limit Rhys’s ability to hear what they were saying, but he should still be able to see what was happening.

So Rhys came, like Llelo, nearly on his belly, moving as a stalking cat might, though oddly in reverse. He crawled backwards as carefully and quietly as he could, even if he didn’t yet have a full understanding of why. Most of the trees were bare in this area, providing little overall cover, but there were mounds of fallen leaves, bracken, brambles, and downed trees all around, along with a few pines and yew, all of which were available to hide behind. 

Llelo eventually found them a new spot from which to watch, sixty feet or more from where they’d been. They were back on their bellies as before, but this time behind a half-fallen-down stone wall. They were also set up at a slightly different angle to the clearing than before, their heads peering just over the crest of the rise, or the lip of the bowl, depending on how one perceived the clearing. 

At that point, Rhys finally felt able to prod his friend. “Why did we move?”

Also as before, Llelo put his head close to Rhys’s, not wanting his voice to carry. “I fought with King Owain’s forces when we ambushed Ranulf of Chester’s men on the road to Holywell. I will never forget the way my father studied the terrain. Before the assault, he positioned us as best he could. Something about how Cadell is situated down there reminded me of it, and not in a good way. We aren’t playing the part of King Owain’s forces in this scenario, but Ranulf’s. If I’m wrong, I will beg your forgiveness, and that of your brother, but if I’m right—”

Llelo broke off speaking as the captain of Cadell’s teulu rose up from the place where he’d been hiding. He had been waiting with the rest of Cadell’s men on the opposite side of the clearing from Rhys and Llelo, their horses hidden from view on the reverse slope. He walked quickly, not to say hurried, down the hill and across the grassy space in order to speak low in Cadell’s ear. Even if Rhys and Llelo had stayed in their previous spot they wouldn’t have been able to overhear.

Cadell’s posture stiffened at what his captain had to say and then both men turned to Gerald. 

Cadell’s back was to Rhys now, so he couldn’t see his brother’s face. Gerald, however, was facing them full-on. Even from this greater distance, Rhys could see the sudden predatory smile that crossed his face. 
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Llelo
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The men from Tenby came from the south in a thunder of hooves, fifty men on horseback with swords and axes and even a crossbow or two.

Llelo had feared betrayal, and it had come.

This time, before Rhys could try again to push to his feet, Llelo threw himself on top of him and held him down. This was different from earlier, when he’d acted merely as a gentle restraint on Rhys’s instincts. Although Rhys was taller, Llelo was heavier, and he mentally willed his body to become a dead weight. “No. You can’t. It would be suicide.” He put all the fear and urgency he was feeling into his voice, no longer needing to whisper since the men in the clearing were past hearing. 

“My brother—”

“—is outnumbered two to one. Three to one! He will live or die by his own skill with a blade and that of his men. We cannot be among them.” Llelo tried to swallow but his throat was a solid lump. 

“Cadell went down in that first foray.” 

Before the Norman force was fully in the clearing, Cadell had the foresight and skill to vault himself onto Gerald’s horse, which had been standing nearby, its reins trailing. Sword in hand, he then met the initial blows brought against him with equal force. But even if he could have fought off the number of cavalry coming against him, the horse was not his own, and it did not respond to him as it would have to its master. Just as Cadell was trying to counter two men at once, the horse reared and tossed him to the ground.

By then, the rest of Cadell’s teulu had mounted their horses and stormed down the hill from where they’d been hidden, roaring as one in anger. Cadell’s captain and the other two men of his teulu even now stood over Cadell’s prone body, but they were hard-pressed, encircled as they were by enemy riders.

So Llelo nodded from above Rhys. “You can’t help him by dying yourself. You have to think of Maredudd now, and Deheubarth.”

“We can’t just—” Rhys began to rock his hips back and forth, begging to Llelo to release him so he could get up and fight.

“Yes, we can. Yes, we are.” Llelo kept pressing down. 

“Honor demands we avenge my brother.”

“And we will. But there is no honor in dying in an ambush. We stay here because we must, so we can live to fight another day.”

At last, Llelo’s words seemed to penetrate Rhys’s anguish. It was what he knew to be true in his heart, even as that same heart railed against the reality before them. Finally, Rhys put his head down. His face would have been in the dirt if he hadn’t pillowed his forehead on the back of his hand. Under normal circumstances, Rhys was not impulsive and was rarely overcome with anger. He could see death in that clearing as easily as Llelo. 

He sobbed into the grass and fallen leaves beneath him, and despaired.

Rhys couldn’t bear to look, but Llelo couldn’t look away, transfixed and horrified by what he was seeing. By instinct, he was sorting the men in the clearing according to the colors they wore. Cadell’s personal guard didn’t all wear exactly the same gear, but the locus was yellow and red. The Tenby garrison, by contrast, wore shades of green. 

Llelo had no doubt the battle before him would haunt his dreams lifelong. That didn’t mean he could stop watching, nor cover his ears, like a child refusing to hear that it was time to go to bed. It suddenly came to him that if Rhys couldn’t watch, Llelo needed to watch for him. To do otherwise would have been cowardly.

He wished now he had thought to further protect them by covering them with branches or brambles. His black cloak somewhat resembled the moist earth beneath him, but he and Rhys were not otherwise hidden all that well. If one of these men from Tenby decided to explore the surrounding woods, looking for strays and stragglers, he was bound to see them. 

Slowly, Llelo pulled his hood over his head and then spread his cloak wider to cover both of them. Then he took a handful of leaves and strewed them across his back, taking special care to cover the white cross on his left shoulder. It was the contrast that would catch a watcher’s eye. And any movement.

As Rhys lifted his head again, Llelo whispered to him to stay still. He obeyed, breathing shallowly as Llelo was. With a fear that made Llelo want to vomit, he watched as a few men did start to circle around the clearing on horseback, one even coming deeper into the woods for a last circuit. In so doing, he passed directly over the spot Llelo and Rhys had been secreted not even a quarter of an hour earlier. Llelo had never prayed so hard in his life as he did then for the man to decide he had looked hard enough and not turn towards them. 

By contrast, Rhys’s entire body was tensed, preparing to spring up if they were spotted. If his impulse remained to attack, he might even be wishing for the man to find them. “Have they seen us?” His voice came low but clearly to Llelo’s ears.

“Not yet.” Llelo carefully turned his head, tracing a route through the woods with his eyes that would allow them to escape if it came to that. He wasn’t afraid to fight. He had fought before, most recently beside his father and Dai against Cadell’s men at a time when Rhys thankfully was not among them. He’d seen enough of war to admit he wanted to live. He also believed he should feel no shame in doing so. 

That wasn’t the reason he had held Rhys down, nor why he was seeking a further route by which to escape. Llelo wanted to live, it was true. Even more, he saw it as his job to ensure that Rhys lived. Someday, Rhys would understand that Llelo had saved his life today, even if he hated him for it now.

It was almost a blessing to see, after another two dozen heartbeats, the fight end. Cadell’s men had given a good accounting of themselves, despite being surprised and outnumbered. Three Normans were dead and another six wounded. Of Cadell’s forces, only four out of the sixteen or so who’d come to the rendezvous remained alive. Two of these were Llelo and Rhys themselves. The last two had managed to survive the battle in the clearing and now surrendered at last by letting go of their swords and falling to their knees before the men of Tenby who surrounded them.

One of Gerald’s soldiers toed a corpse near his feet. “Are we bringing the head back to Tenby as proof he’s dead?” 

Taking the body in question to be Cadell’s, Llelo almost wished he couldn’t hear what was being said. But the wind had died and, with the conclusion of the battle, it seemed the birds had quieted out of respect for the death of a king.

“Proof?” Gerald scoffed. “Earl Clare doesn’t want this attached to him. He wants it to be as if we were never here.”

The soldier let out a puff of air that was like laughter as he made a broad gesture to encompass the clearing. “How?”

Gerald smiled, not taking offense. “Take everything of value.” He himself reached down and collected Cadell’s sword from where it had fallen near the body. “We will arrange the scene so that anyone who comes upon it will believe Danes are responsible, as they were with Anarawd.”

“That prince of Gwyneth, Cadwalader, might even be blamed again!” This came from a different soldier. His tone was gleeful, even as he butchered the Welsh pronunciations. “Gwyneth and Deehaybarth are at war, after all.” 

Llelo understood why the Norman soldier was feeling so jovial. He had survived the battle to live another day. He was walking on clouds right now, with no thought of the men he’d killed. As a Norman, perhaps he would never feel the pain of it. Maybe Normans didn’t feel things the same way Llelo did. Though, even as that notion passed through his head, he thought of his Norman friend, Hamelin, alongside whom Llelo had been knighted. Llelo liked to think Hamelin would not have stooped so low as to ambush a king and be joyful about it afterwards. In truth, Llelo couldn’t be sure.

Gerald nodded. “We leave him where he lies. All of them. Eventually, someone will come looking, by which point we’ll be back in Tenby. Make doubly sure we have left no trace of ourselves for anyone to find. We will throw everything we collect from them in the sea on the way home, so this can never be traced to us.” 

Not all the soldiers were happy about that. This was a king’s company; the gear on the bodies was the finest in Wales. To get rid of it was smarter, though. Gerald was right about that. 

Then the rider who’d made a circuit of the clearing spoke up. “What about his brother? He was supposed to have been here too, but I don’t see him.” 

“Cadell lied to us,” Gerald said the name as if it were English, with only one l instead of two, “and we lied to him. I’d call it a fair trade.”
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Llelo clapped a hand over Rhys’s mouth a heartbeat before Gerald used Cadell’s sword to slash the throat of one of the surrendering Welshmen. A different soldier skewered the second, and these last two men of Cadell’s teulu flopped dead to the ground.

Rhys’s face was back in his arms, beyond agony at what he’d just seen, his shoulders shaking in silent sobs. Llelo continued to watch, not so much unable to turn away by this point. He understood how important it was that he memorize every detail of these events. It wasn’t for Rhys or Maredudd anymore that he was watching. Without his testimony, and Rhys’s, if he could stomach it, the Norman tale could easily become the true one. Thus, the profound concern amongst the soldiers below him that none be left alive in that clearing to report how the King of Deheubarth had died. They wanted the Danes blamed, or Gwynedd. Cadell’s people would need a full accounting, once Llelo and Rhys escaped this place. If they escaped it. 

Rhys had spoken of his own honor, but for a knight to be implicated in an ambush like the one these Normans had just perpetrated was the height of dishonor. It tainted every man still living in that clearing. Except—and this new thought left such a sour taste in Llelo’s mouth he wanted to vomit—if they didn’t see the Welshmen they’d murdered as included in the very concept of honor (or dishonor). They’d been able to slaughter Cadell and his men because, to them, they were no better than livestock. Of less value, even. A good milking cow could feed an entire village through a hard winter.
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