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by
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All rights reserved. This book or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without the express written permission of the publisher except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

––––––––

Bardd

––––––––

Rhys and Catrin become embroiled in murder when King Edward summons all the bards of Wales ...

––––––––

September 1284. Catrin and Rhys have traveled with the royal court to Overton-on-Dee where King Edward has called a thousand Welsh bards to a royal eisteddfod, a music festival, in honor of his conquest of Wales. Every bardd in Wales has been commanded to attend. 

But the menacing gaze of the king has tensions running high, since his goal is to uncover dissidence and to rein in the power of the bards. When one of the chief contestants turns up dead with a forbidden song stuffed into his mouth, it’s up to Rhys and Catrin to catch his killer—even if it means putting themselves between their people and the wrath of the English king.

Bardd is the fifth book in The Welsh Guard Mysteries.

––––––––

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

https://www.sarahwoodbury.com/the-welsh-guard-mysteries/

To Brynne and Alex

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

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

Enjoy!
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a an ah sound, as in cat (Catrin)

ae an eye sound (Caer)

ai an eye sound (Dai)

c a hard c sound (Catrin)

ch a non-English sound as in Scottish ch in loch (Fychan)

d as in David (Dafydd)

dd a buzzy voiced ‘th’ sound, as in there (bardd)

e an eh sound as in bet (Medwyn)

f a v sound as in of (Caernarfon)

ff as in off (Gruffydd)

g a hard g sound, as in gas (Gruffydd)

i an ee sound (Dw i)

l as in lamp (Hywel)

ll a breathy /sh/ sound that does not occur in English (Llywelyn)

o a short o sound as in cot (Conwy)

rh a breathy mix between r and rh that does not occur in English (Rhys)

th a softer unvoiced sound than for dd as in thick (Arthur)

u a short ih sound (Gruffydd) or (Tudur), or a long ee sound if at the end of the word (Cymru—pronounced kumree)

w as a consonant, it’s an English w (Llywelyn); or as an oo sound as in book (Bwlch)

y when it is located in any syllable before the last one, it is an uh sound (Hywel). At the end of a word it can be ih as in Llywelyn or Gruffydd, or ee as in Cymry.
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Cast of Characters
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Catrin – lady-in-waiting

Rhys – quaestor; member of the King’s Guard

Edward – King of England

Eleanor– Queen of England

Baby Edward – Prince of England (soon to be Prince of Wales)

Edmund – Prince of England, King Edward’s younger brother

Margaret – lady-in-waiting

Isabella de Beaumont – lady-in-waiting

Hywel – Catrin’s brother

Tudur – Catrin’s brother

Gruffydd ab yr Ynad Coch – Tudur’s bard

Simon Boydell – captain of the King’s Guard

Elizabeth – Simon’s wife

Oswald Boydell – Simon’s brother

Emma Boydell – Simon’s niece

John Boydell – Simon’s cousin
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William de Beauchamp – Earl of Warwick, steward to King Edward

Robert Burnell – King Edward’s adviser

Otto de Grandison – Justiciar of North Wales

John de Vescy – King Edward’s adviser

Humphrey de Bohun – Earl of Hereford

Miles de Bohun – Humphrey’s uncle

Stephen FitzJohn – Nephew to the Earl of Warwick

Owen de la Pole – Marcher lord

Joan – Owen’s wife

Moriddig – Owen’s bard

Adam – Moriddig’s brother

Patrick – Moriddig’s son

Hugh – Owen’s steward

Mary – Hugh’s wife

Jane – Hugh’s daughter
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The King’s Guardsmen

Rhys

Mathonwy

Ralph

Fulke

Jehan

Bertran

Donald

Edgar

Roger

Harold

Thomas

George
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A Note about Bardd
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Welsh musical traditions predate the medieval period, as evidenced not only by the poems and songs left to us by bards throughout the ages, but by the Welsh language itself. In fact, the English word bard is derived from the Welsh word bardd. And thus, the title of this book.

The tradition of a bardic class can be traced to Celtic times when no distinct line was drawn between a druid and a bard. With the conversion to Christianity, the role of the bard became more court poet and less seer. Bards were required to be literate and thus became the secular equivalent to monks.

A medieval document called The Triads of Britain details the three primary tasks of a bard:
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[image: ]


One is to learn and collect sciences.

The second is to teach.

The third is to make peace

And to put an end to all injury;

For to do contrary to these things

Is not usual or becoming to a bard.
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Within native Welsh society, the bard’s role was to act as the repository of tradition, including history, poetry, and music. The bard was an educator of the people, and his duty, culturally speaking, was sacred. The laws of Hywel Dda, codified in the tenth century, delineate the bard as a member of the king’s household, part of whose duty was to sing of the sovereignty of Britain. 

Wales had a particularly well-developed written tradition, even in what has been known colloquially as the dark ages. Literacy in Wales dates back to the Britons’ conversion to Christianity during the Roman era. In fact, throughout the medieval period, Wales had "a self-confident literary culture" with "a highly developed form of prose writing."​[1] Wales’s legal system was not conducted in Latin, but in Welsh, and Wales’s vernacular literature as a whole was unusually sophisticated for the period. Historian Huw Pryce writes further that in Wales, 

––––––––
[image: ]



... both the legal and the poetic strands of native culture were closely connected and thereby reflect the status of law as part of a wider body of traditional learning, known in Welsh as cyfarwyddyd, which also included poetry, narrative tales, history, and genealogy.






As champions of that history, bards were members of a class unto themselves, such that, even as late as 1596, Edmund Spenser wrote that “bards were held in so high regard and estimation ... that none may displease them, for feare to runne into reproach through their offense, and be made infamous in the mouths of all men.”​[2]

In 1284, after his conquest of Wales, King Edward recognized that power ...
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Chapter One
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Overton-on-Dee

September 1284

Day One

Rhys
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King Edward’s voice sliced the air. “I will see his tongue cut out!” 

Rhys froze in his tracks a few paces from the entrance to the king’s pavilion, which was surrounded on all sides by fields of tents, stalls, stages, and pavilions, all awaiting the beginning of the music festival that was set to begin that afternoon. It was from this magnificent pavilion that the king had spent the last week conducting business, and from here that he would continue to do so during the festival. 

Fortunately, the only one to see Rhys’s hesitation was Math, who was on guard at his usual spot outside. For a moment, the two men stood side-by-side, Math facing outward and Rhys inward.

“I assume you saw our wayward bard safely away?” Math said in Welsh in the lowest of undertones.

“He is already across the Dee. We ourselves could be hanged if what I’ve done is discovered. Do you regret joining with me?” 

“Never.” Math’s answer was immediate and impassioned, indicating he was more certain than Rhys about what he’d done.

Rhys didn’t know how the king had arrived at the idea of a grand music festival, a gathering of bards known as an eisteddfod to the Welsh. Rhys hadn’t been in the room when it was first discussed. But whether his own idea or someone else’s, the king had latched on to it with an urgency that would not be denied. He’d gone to Vale Royal Abbey to present the monks there with a silver cup created from Llywelyn’s melted seal; he had a plan to tour all his new Welsh castles between now and Christmas Day; but somehow, he was taking a fortnight out of that short amount of time to order a thousand bards from all over Wales to play at Overton-on-Dee.

Rhys had overheard some members of the court complaining that it made no sense. The king liked music, but he didn’t like it that much. To Rhys, however, it was plain as day that the king’s purpose here was exactly the same as it had been in Caernarfon, at Llyn Cwm Dulyn, at Nefyn, and at Vale Royal Abbey: to announce from the mountain tops that Wales was conquered and would never rise again. One-by-one, their holy objects, their sacred sites, their history and traditions, were being taken by the king and turned to his own ends. The Welsh were never getting them back.

In all his cunning, King Edward knew that before the people could see this truth, he had to impress it upon their bards. When they dispersed after this festival, they would do the job for him.

And Rhys, God help him, would be standing at the king’s side every step of the way. 

Putting on a cloak of confidence he didn’t feel, Rhys strode into the pavilion as if nothing was amiss. There, he found no revelers or hangers-on, just a half-dozen men, frozen as he had been a moment ago, at the king’s ire. These men included Edward’s steward, William de Beauchamp, the Earl of Warwick; Robert Burnell, his chancellor, visiting from London; and John de Vesci, his secretary. 

At Rhys’s arrival, King Edward’s gaze locked on to him. “Come here!”

Rhys held his bow until he’d halted at the king’s throne. “Yes, my lord?”

“Is this man’s translation of that minstrel’s song a true one?”

Rhys looked down at the older man the king indicated. He was slight in body, and his hood was pressed to his chest to further accentuate the respect he was paying the king while on his knees. He gazed back at Rhys with eyes as wide as serving platters. 

Rhys returned his attention to the king. “My apologies, my lord, I did not hear what he said.”

“Tell him!” 

Though his voice trembled, the man obeyed, perhaps realizing only now the danger inherent in being the first to bring this new form of treason to the king’s ear. He spoke first in Welsh and then translated his words into French, “Cadwaladr is a spear at the side of his men; In the forest, in the field, in the vale, on the hill; Cadwaladr is a candle in the darkness walking with us; Gloriously he will come, and the Cymry will rise ...”

“And who was it that sang thusly?” King Edward showed no signs of calming.

“One Trahaearn ap Deiniol, a bard from Llandecwyn.” The man named a place in southern Eryri, what the English called Snowdonia, some twenty miles southeast of Caernarfon.

Rhys bent his head respectfully. “Yes, my lord, that is a true translation. I heard about the song myself and have already looked into Trahaearn’s tent. He appears to have fled.”

In the aftermath of the events at Vale Royal Abbey, following hard on the heels of those at Windsor, Rhys had found a way forward through this duty to the king. He knew his service for what it was, and he had resolved to fulfill it absolutely to the best of his abilities—right up to the moment that duty conflicted with what he knew in his soul was the greater good.

He'd determined as well that the best way to deceive his Norman masters about the big things was to speak the absolute truth about the small ones. 

Not that this incident was necessarily small. What Rhys wasn’t telling the king specifically was that he had not only heard about Trahaearn singing that morning, he had heard him. It just so happened that the bard had pitched his tent not far from Rhys and Catrin’s. They hadn’t been asleep, but had been lying in each other’s arms, putting off their duties in the royal court for another quarter of an hour. Just before dawn, Trahaearn’s baritone had filled the air, throwing his listeners into disarray.

Rhys had risen from his bed in a flash, flung on breeches and shirt, and was out the door before the last notes of the song faded.

“What in the name of all the saints do you think you’re doing!” Even as he had laid into Trahaearn, Rhys had started tossing a few of Trahaearn’s possessions into a satchel he’d found at the end of his pallet. 

“My duty. To Llywelyn. To Gwynedd. To Wales.” Trahaearn had been insistent. “How can we not sing as we have always sung?”

“You can’t be that naïve! Sing whatever you want after you leave this place, but you must know the world has changed. Do you not realize the position into which you’ve put everyone who heard you? I have learned that I can serve our people better by living than dying, and I’m not dying for your stupidity today!”

“Worse, if we don’t report you, somebody else definitely will.” Catrin had arrived with a portion of cheese and bread for the road.

“I am not afraid of a martyr’s death,” Trahaearn said proudly. “It would show all the world who Edward truly is.”

“Those of us who fought against him already know.” Rhys pressed the now-full satchel to Trahaearn’s chest. “Was not Llywelyn’s death enough? Did you not hear how Dafydd died? Have you not seen that this king is capable of any cruelty?”

“More specifically, how do you feel about the removal of your tongue?” Catrin had been more blunt than Rhys. “Run. Now. Before it’s fully light.”

Trahaearn hadn’t wanted to listen to Rhys, but Catrin’s comment had finally forced the issue home. As it turned out, she had been right about the danger to Trahaearn’s tongue too. 

Now, as the king glared around the tent, his eyes were as hard as Rhys had ever seen them. Then he turned to Simon, who was standing stiffly off to one side. “Send men to find me this minstrel. When we open the festival this afternoon, we will begin by making an example of him.”
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Chapter Two
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Day One 

Catrin
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Towards noon, Catrin gazed out over the sea of faces gathered in front of the main stage, set at a sharp angle to the viewing stand, from which the king and the royal court would watch the festival’s various competitions.

One thousand bards had come. That was the number reported by Huw, or rather, Hugh, the man charged with the organization of the festival. While he was Welsh and had been christened Huw, in recent years he had anglicized his name. Honestly, it hardly sounded any different to Catrin however he spelled it, but it appeared to be an important distinction to him. Given that he was steward to Owen de la Pole, who, in his younger years, had been known as Owain ap Gruffydd ap Gwenwynwyn, the change shouldn’t have been surprising. 

In point of fact, they now had only nine hundred and ninety-nine bards, since Trahaearn had successfully escaped. Any joviality in the festival participants, even if forced at times these last few days, was gone. If by now every single one of them wasn’t in fear for his life, he should be. As far as Catrin and Rhys knew, nobody had seen them entering Trahaearn’s tent shortly after the incident. At the very least, nobody had reported them. The man who’d reported Trahaearn to the king hadn’t been a bard but one of the many merchants who’d come to the festival, running a stall that sold scented candles.

It was a fine line the two of them were walking—a knife’s edge really. One slip and they might find themselves on the ground bleeding out.

Catrin hadn’t asked Hugh what he thought of this new world he was living in. No man of Wales got to choose the lord he served. He followed where his lord led, and Owen had led Hugh into King Edward’s arms. In truth, she couldn’t begrudge Hugh whatever he did in his attempt to survive the transformation of Wales that had taken place, even as she hated it. She herself had refused to change her name to Catherine. 

But today, if never before, she could appreciate the extent to which Hugh was caught between two worlds.

Hugh looked up from his ledger where he had been recording the names of the bards in attendance and the order of events. “Where is Moriddig, by the way?”

“I haven’t seen him.” As she spoke, Catrin realized the question had been somewhat rhetorical. She could hardly be expected to know where Moriddig was if Hugh didn’t. Moriddig was Owen’s bard in the same way Hugh was Owen’s steward. If anyone should be keeping track of him, it was Hugh.

He looked back to his ledger. “We have very little time to get this right. He is supposed to walk at the front of the line. Does he really want to give Gruffydd the opportunity to lead the other bards all by himself?”

He was referring to Gruffydd ab yr Ynad Coch, who at one time had been the most renowned bard in Gwynedd, if not all Wales, since he’d sung for Llywelyn ap Gruffydd himself. Now, he served in the household of Tudur, Catrin’s brother. It was a reduction in status for him, but since he was still alive when so many others were dead, she hadn’t heard him complaining. He was also Moriddig’s chief rival for the station of preeminent bard of Wales and for the chair of this eisteddfod. 

From what Catrin knew of Moriddig, it was extremely unlike him not to put himself at the front and center of any ceremony or festival in which he was participating. He was always front and center. Admittedly, what was happening now was only the rehearsal for the main event. He still should have been the one holding the staff of chief bard and leading the procession towards the viewing stand, where in a few hours the king would be sitting. 

Unless Moriddig had chosen to cede that position to Gruffydd? On the whole, that seemed as unlikely to Catrin as it was to Hugh.

Although secure in his position as Owen’s household bard, Moriddig, like every other bard present, had been summoned to Overton-on-Dee by King Edward. And just as when the king had called the archers of Wales to him at Nefyn in July, he was offering a rich prize of silver for the winner. However, the point of the event, also as it had been in July, was less about the festivities per se than to make an accounting of all the bards of Wales.

Over the centuries, accomplished bards had been revered, in addition to being well paid by the lords who sponsored them. Now, instead of counting archers, King Edward would be recording the name of every bard. Most importantly, he had brought them here to ensure they understood to the very core of their being that their previous way of life was, for all intents and purposes, gone. If they hadn’t understood that before Trahaearn’s misadventure, they knew it now. 

No more could they sing what they were moved to sing. No more could they compose ballads lauding the achievements of great Welsh warriors from the ancient past like Cadwaladr, the last Pendragon. No more could they convey the stories of heroic deeds to a new generation. No more were they the repositories of Welsh history and learning. Most importantly, they explicitly could not lament the loss of their country to the English or bewail the assassination of Llywelyn, their former ruler. From now on, they could sing praises to God; they could sing praises to the king; they could sing of the love of women or the beauty of the landscape. 

There was nothing more offensive to the king’s ear than to hear a song that ended and the Cymry will rise.

King Edward hadn’t yet elucidated broadly the potential consequences of violating this stricture. But, as had been the case this morning, severe penalties had been implied. These would fall upon not only the bard who violated the rules, but also the lord who allowed him to sing an offending song in his hall and every person who listened to such a song and did not report it immediately to the king or one of his designated authorities. 

Thus, Trahaearn had represented a grave threat to every person who’d heard him singing. It was no wonder the candle-maker had reported him. He’d been rewarded with a handful of silver pennies too, which was possibly more money than he would make in his stall during the entire fortnight.

None of the Welsh noblemen still alive in Wales needed to be reminded of the dire consequences of disobedience. Over the last two years, King Edward had laid waste to their brethren. Men like Owen de la Pole and Tudur, Catrin’s brother, had survived the initial purge. They were thus fully cognizant of what was required of them going forward. And since any nobles still on their feet owed their station entirely to the king’s largesse, it was unlikely any would be willing to commit treason this soon into their renewed tenure.

It went without saying as well that any of the Norman lords who’d been given land in Wales were even more beholden to the king than their Welsh counterparts. Certainly, none had any allegiance to a past when Wales had been independent. They, in fact, were instrumental to King Edward’s plan to ensure it never would be again.

“Why don’t I try to find Moriddig for you?” Catrin turned abruptly to Hugh.

“You would do that for me?” Hugh put a hand over his heart. “I would be grateful, my lady.”

“It would be my pleasure.” The words came easily because they were sincere. It wasn’t that Catrin had any desire to speak to Moriddig. Rather, in looking over the once-great men before her, she found herself unable to stomach the extent of their diminishment even for one more moment.
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Chapter Three
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Day One

Catrin
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Catrin set off towards the rows of wagons and tents—upwards of a thousand of these as well—that occupied the fields around the festival grounds and housed everyone attending.

Trahaearn had pitched his tent two more fields over, so few had been close enough to hear him singing. Catrin and Rhys had been nearby because they valued their privacy and didn’t mind having to walk farther than most to reach center of the activities. By contrast, Moriddig had found a spot closer in.

Because bards were traditionally wanderers, those with more resources than Trahaearn lived out of a covered wagon they drove from community to community, event to event, and which contained their worldly possessions. Even renowned and well-compensated bards like Moriddig and Gruffydd were still required to move from place to place, accompanying their lord while he circumnavigated his domain. With over twenty administrative centers just in Gwynedd, Llywelyn had been known to travel from one llys to the next every few weeks in order to maintain his relationship with, and oversight of, every person in his country. 

“Where are you off to?”

Catrin practically jumped out of her boots as her brother fell into step beside her. Hywel had come to the festival as a member of Tudur’s retinue. As she’d just noted, their eldest brother was the sponsor of Llywelyn’s former bard, the very Gruffydd ab yr Ynad Coch now leading the procession. Gruffydd, son of the Red Magistrate. 

Gruffydd’s father had been one of Llywelyn’s legal advisors, which was how Gruffydd had come to royal attention. In Wales, lawyers and bards were both expected to be literate, so it wasn’t uncommon for employment in these areas to run in families. It helped that Gruffydd’s voice was also one of the finest imaginable. His position as Moriddig’s primary competition this week had been well-earned.

“Moriddig didn’t come to the rehearsal, so I volunteered to fetch him.”

“Perhaps he mistook the time.” Hywel was six inches taller than Catrin, so he had to shorten his stride to match hers. Only two years apart in age, they had been natural allies as children. They’d fought, teased, and supported each other until, at the age of sixteen, Catrin had been married to a Norman and gone to live in England. Hywel had also spent their growing up years as Rhys’s best friend, since the two men were almost exactly the same age and had been thrown together essentially since birth. 

The twenty years they’d spent apart hadn’t changed how much she and Hywel loved each other. As with Rhys, adulthood and recent suffering had served to deepen their bond. Also like Rhys, Hywel was among the few people in this world Catrin could truly trust. 

Now she scoffed. “Gruffydd is there. The only way Moriddig isn’t there too is if something has happened. Perhaps he is unwell.”

Hywel grinned and added in a snide tone, “Perhaps he became so puffed up with his own importance that he actually burst. Against all expectation, we are about to find ourselves rid of his pompousness forever.”

Catrin put out a hand. “Don’t say that. Never say that.” She had spied Moriddig’s wagon and picked up her pace, not liking the deserted feel of the place. If he were anywhere, he should be here.

“Don’t tell me you actually like him?” Hywel easily kept pace.

“Of course I don’t like him, but I have seen far too much death in recent years, not to say these last few months, to wish it on anyone, even someone I don’t like. I certainly don’t need to see any more.” Her words were heartfelt, but just speaking them out loud prompted Catrin to trot the last few paces to Moriddig’s wagon.

The entry at the back was blocked by canvas, with the strings tied in a tight bow holding it closed. Every other time she’d passed before now, the flaps had been hooked open to the wooden frame. Catrin rapped her knuckles on the side. “Moriddig? It’s Catrin, Rhys’s wife. Hugh sent me to find you. They are about to start the rehearsal! They’re waiting for you.” That might not be true anymore, but her words were designed to elicit a response, if anything would.

When no reply came, Catrin put her ear to the canvas door. The fabric wouldn’t be thick enough to prevent her from sensing movement inside, but there was nothing to hear. In fact, the feeling in the air was still that of absence, like walking into an abandoned building and knowing without having to peer into every nook and cranny that it was empty.

“He isn’t here,” Hywel declared. “We should look elsewhere. Perhaps he is with his lord.”

“I suppose he does have rooms at the castle, though didn’t he have to give them up to someone in the king’s party?” Catrin wrinkled her nose. The castle was where the king would sleep tonight, even if he was holding court in his pavilion at the festival grounds. She didn’t want to walk all that way only to find Moriddig wasn’t there either. 

But then, just as Catrin was deciding she had no choice but to try somewhere else, Moriddig’s brother arrived with a smile and a raised hand in greeting. He looked nothing like Moriddig, tall and thickset where Moriddig was slight. Though he had the physique of a workman or soldier, his hands were smooth, more accustomed to holding a pen than a blade. Like many men, as a symbol of his relative wealth, he wore a signet ring on his left hand and was dressed in finely woven clothing, which included a hood of a particularly beautiful blue color.

His name had once been Cynddelw, which his Norman masters had no notion how to pronounce. Now he was Adam, which was much simpler for them, and maybe that made Adam’s life easier too. Really, it was a wonder Moriddig hadn’t changed his name to something the Normans could encompass, like Morgan or Marcus. Both were pronounced essentially the same in English as in Welsh.

“I thought I might find you here,” Adam said in his typically friendly fashion. “I’ve just come from the festival. Hugh told me you offered to look for Moriddig. He’s not here either?”

“It does not appear so,” Hywel said.

Adam put his hands on his hips. “Where did he go? I can’t believe he would intentionally miss the rehearsal. He knows how important it is. Moriddig!” 

Hywel bit his lip. “I would think if he could answer, he would have come out by now.”

Adam wrinkled his nose, which was pretty much the only expression of annoyance he ever allowed himself. Catrin had found him to be generally of a sunny disposition, greeting everyone with a smile and a kind word. His job required it, since he was the one to smooth all the many feathers Moriddig ruffled over the course of a day. He also made sure Moriddig got to events on time, didn’t overspend his money, and ate regular meals. 

Prior to Edward’s conquest, when Wales had been independent, household bards had been among the most trusted advisors in a lord’s retinue. Some acquired as much wealth as a steward or other nobleman. Special dispensation had even been made for them within Welsh law. Thus, it was completely natural that a bard of Moriddig’s standing needed someone like Adam to look after him. Bards were notorious anyway for being unreliable about everything but their work. Moriddig was actually more organized than most.

Adam was still lamenting. “We breakfasted together, and then he said he was going to warm up his voice before coming along to the rehearsal. He didn’t want me to walk with him because I made him nervous. He said he would meet me there. We talked about timing his arrival so he was among the last to arrive but not the very last.” The look he shot Catrin wasn’t even sardonic. “It is important to maintain his status in that way.”

“I was loath to enter the wagon uninvited, but I’m sure he wouldn’t mind if you did,” Catrin said.

“Mind? Of course he will mind. He hates being interrupted and always thinks he’s right.” Adam grinned as he spoke, implying that this was something to laugh about, rather than to find annoying. Then he began working at the strings holding the door closed. “Let’s see if he left his crwth. That might tell us if he at least intended to attend the rehearsal.” 

A crwth was a particularly Welsh six-stringed instrument, like a lyre, but played with a bow. It was at the center of any bard’s musical repertoire.

Adam finally got the strings untied and flung open the sides of the canvas door. The crwth was indeed hung on its hook. Below it were Moriddig’s booted feet, toes pointed at the ceiling, since he was lying face up and unmoving on the floor of the wagon. 

Moriddig wasn’t going to lead the assembled bards at this festival today—or, in fact, ever again. 
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Day One

Rhys

––––––––
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Osborn Boydell, Simon’s elder brother, had reached the front of the line. After waiting over an hour, it was his turn to bow before King Edward. “My king, may I introduce my family.” 

The more these Normans smiled at each other and made polite talk, the more impatient Rhys became with the entire endeavor. Because of his role in Trahaearn’s escape, Rhys had spent the morning fearing that at any moment someone might point a finger at him, and he would find himself in chains. That constant anxiety had made it difficult for him to remain alert through all the bowing, scraping, and droning on about the majesty of the king. That said, the longer the day went on without the capture of Trahaearn or Rhys’s own arrest, the less likely either were to occur. 

A stooped man of forty, Osborn was one of several minor lords of this region of England who had gathered to greet the king. Every day, he had been among those in attendance, along with his cousin, John. While younger than both Simon and Osborn, John was nonetheless the senior member of the Boydell family. His seat was at Dodleston, ten miles north of Overton. 

As was common in Norman families, inheritance was based on primogeniture, and John’s father had been the eldest brother in his generation. Rhys’s Norman friend, Miles de Bohun, was in a similar situation. His elder brother had inherited the title of the Earl of Hereford from their father. That brother had died, leaving the title and lands to Miles’s nephew, Humphrey, who was only slightly younger than Miles himself.

Still, like Miles, Osborn was doing well for himself. Last year, Queen Eleanor had appointed him steward of her new manor right here in Overton-on-Dee. In fact, it was on the manor’s lands that the eisteddfod was taking place, and it was in the manor itself that Queen Eleanor had chosen to spend the fortnight with her ladies. 

Through typically questionable means, the queen had acquired the land from its former owner, Robert de Crevequer. He was a nobleman sprung from an ancient Norman family, but one that had fought on the rebel side in the battle of Evesham during the Second Baron’s War. None of the locals seemed to remember Robert fondly, except for his one service to the area, which was convincing the king to grant a charter to Overton to hold a weekly market fair. 

Osborn’s ancestors had also come with the Conqueror, but a more nervous man could not be found for a hundred miles. Today, he had brought his seventeen-year-old daughter, Emma, to the audience. He was hoping the king would give his approval during the coming week for an appropriate match for the girl. With her blonde hair, pale skin, and blue eyes, she was at the height of her beauty. It was fortunate for Osborn that Edward did not have a wandering eye. If one of his ancestors had been the king today, he might have taken her for himself.

Simon’s children were much younger than his brother’s, so he was not yet fretting over their future in quite the same way as Osborn. Through Simon’s royal service, first to Prince Edmund and then to the king, he had enough wealth to bestow a dowry on the daughter he had, and a satisfactory estate of his own six miles to the east of Overton to leave to his eldest son. 

Rhys was thinking now that the reason the king had granted Overton its market fair in the first place was because he knew the queen had designs on the estate. And he had chosen Overton as the site of the eisteddfod, so the queen could assess her new manor and its surrounding lands in person. The royal household was always one for killing two birds with one stone.

Not even a month had passed since the death of King Edward’s son, Alfonso, so Rhys could hardly expect him to look on a man with a beautiful eldest daughter and four sons with favor. He also might still be smarting from the perceived treason of Trahaearn. Nonetheless, the king greeted them all with something of an avuncular look, inspecting them in order from Emma on down to the baby in Osborn’s wife’s arms. “Welcome, Osborn. And thank you for your service to the crown. It has not gone unnoticed. My wife is very pleased with the preparedness of the estate for her arrival.”

Osborn’s hand went to his chest. “It is the greatest honor of my life to serve her and you, my lord.” 

He spoke the truth as he knew it, as Rhys constantly had to remind himself. This encampment was so close to Wales he could practically taste it on the wind, but the whole Boydell family was as Norman as it was possible to be. There was a reason why this part of the world was known to the Welsh as Maelor Saesneg—English manor. 

The Boydell estate, where Simon had grown up and which Osborn had inherited, was located another mile to the south. Osborn was fortunate that he wasn’t expected to feed a thousand bards for a fortnight from his own pocket. Still, with the gifts, honors, and taxes arising from this event, the upcoming winter might be a lean one. He had to know that many who were associated with the queen in business matters came out the worse for wear, Robert de Crevequer among them. 

All the more reason to make a good match for Emma. In the end, if everything went well, he might find himself in a better position than when he’d started. 

The line of supplicants waiting to enter the king’s presence had grown with each hour that passed. At one point, Simon had caught Rhys’s eye and given him something of a beady look. Rhys returned it with as innocent an expression as he could muster and then endeavored not to laugh at Simon’s snort of feigned disgust.

And then Hywel appeared at the entrance to the pavilion.

As a younger brother of a nobleman in favor with the king, Welsh or not, Hywel could join the line, but he couldn’t just walk to the front and ask for what he wanted. There were at least twenty people between him and Rhys, and that could have been a hundred for all the difference it made. No matter the urgency, it just wasn’t done. He could look at Rhys, however, standing as he was a step or two behind the king and, with a few motions of his fingers, tell Rhys they’d found a body. 

Until two years ago, they’d served together in Llywelyn’s court, which meant they’d been trained by the same men and learned the same hand signals as a means of communicating during a mission. Hywel then stepped outside again and disappeared from view. Rhys followed his shadow as he walked along the outside of the pavilion until he stopped at a point directly behind Rhys. Once Rhys took two steps back, they were separated by a matter of a few feet and the thin fabric.

While neither Rhys nor Hywel had the rank to come and go as they pleased, Simon was the captain of the king’s guard. Always observant, he sidled over. “Has something happened? Did they find Trahaearn?”

“I don’t know yet.” That Hywel had somehow found Trahaearn and that he was dead was the first thought that had occurred to Rhys too. He took one more step back and tapped the side of the tent twice. “What news, Hywel?”

So far, nobody else had noticed their peculiar behavior. Rhys was also happy to note that Simon hadn’t been able to read Hywel’s hand signals. It would be disappointing to discover they’d become common knowledge. 

Hywel obliged, speaking in Welsh, not realizing Simon was there to listen. “It’s Moriddig, Owen de la Pole’s bard. He’s dead. Catrin is there already. We need you to come now.”
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Day One

Catrin

––––––––
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At the sight of Moriddig’s dead body, Hywel had gasped, “I spoke in jest. I swear it!”

While Catrin respected those who had a strong connection to spirits and faeries and the world that couldn’t be seen with the naked eye, she had never had the gift of the sight herself and would not have said her brother did either. But his earlier banter had become potent premonition, and she herself had taken one look at Moriddig’s body and known he was dead. There was always an aura—or maybe a lack thereof—around a corpse that made it feel different from a man who was merely asleep. 

Immediately, she had turned to Hywel and said, “I need Rhys.”

“I don’t want to leave you—”

“I will be fine. I have done this before, as you well know, and we need to begin as we mean to go on. That means Rhys. Last I saw, he was on duty in the king’s pavilion.”

It was because of Rhys’s work that she had been left on her own during the rehearsal. Festival or no festival, treason or no treason, the king was seeing to formal business. No matter where he traveled, the work of the court went on. Catrin could have been attending to Queen Eleanor or baby Edward, but both were napping, and the queen hated to be hovered over while she slept. If they had found Moriddig alive, Catrin would have returned to the manor afterwards. Now she was going to be late—perhaps very late—and she hoped the queen would see her excuse as a good one.

As Hywel set off for the king’s pavilion at a rapid walk, Adam was still refusing to accept what his eyes should have been telling him. “Moriddig! Wake up!” He tugged on one booted foot. When that garnered no response, he grunted unhappily, “How did he get this drunk between breakfast and now that he can’t be woken?”

“Does he often drink to excess in the morning?” Catrin hadn’t meant to start in on the questions already, but the circumstances seemed to call for it.

“Not recently. Last year he was drinking quite a bit, but he has been better these last few months. I wouldn’t have thought he’d want to be impaired for the rehearsal or for his performance this afternoon before the king!”

Unfortunately, while Catrin had been distracted by the issue of Moriddig’s sobriety, Adam had boosted himself into the wagon. He hadn’t even used the stepstool left at the back for that purpose. Catrin hadn’t realized what he intended until he was already inside. While to her, it was obvious that Moriddig was dead, she hadn’t actually spoken the thought out loud, not even to Hywel. With her brother, she hadn’t needed to.

By the time she was able to say, “Adam, you don’t understa—” he had discovered the truth for himself. After a choked exclamation of surprise, he sent up a high, keening wail.

“I’m so sorry, Adam, but you must quiet yourself!” This was definitely not a conversation to be had while Catrin was still outside the wagon. She grabbed the stepstool, since her clothing was not designed for clambering, and got herself into the back of the wagon too, settling on the opposite side of Moriddig’s body from Adam. 

“He’s dead! He’s dead!” The pain in Adam’s voice was bottomless.

“I know he’s dead, but it would be preferable if you didn’t announce that fact to the entire encampment before we know how or why.” It was the kind of thing she thought Rhys might say. “Maybe his killer is close by and waiting to see what happens upon his discovery.”

Adam’s keening cut off like the slamming of a door. “His killer? What are you talking about?” He had barely encompassed the fact that Moriddig was dead. The idea that he had been murdered was so far beyond him that he just stared at her, open-mouthed. 

Moriddig’s wagon was one of the most impressive Catrin had seen, as befitting his station as the household bard in the retinue of Owen de la Pole. A raised platform bed took up one side, and it was on the edge of the bed that Catrin was sitting. Adam had settled opposite, on one of the wooden boxes that would be secured to the side of the wagon with netting while on the move. Moriddig was lying in a narrow corridor that ran from the front of the wagon to the back. He was a small man, short and slender, so he fit in the space in a way that a much larger person like Adam would not have.

While Adam gazed at her in shock, Catrin took a moment to unhook the canvas flap that exposed the back of the wagon to the world. As she did so, she was pleased to see that nobody was within hailing distance, even after Adam’s loud grieving. Everyone who had set up his tent or wagon in this field should be at the rehearsal. Those who weren’t participating were likely watching.

Besides, in an encampment this large, shouts, curses, and barking dogs were commonplace, not to mention drumming, strumming, and singing. The extent to which everyone was accustomed to an excess of noise had acted to their advantage this morning. Trahaearn hadn’t been the only bard starting early. It was impossible to have a thousand bards, with all their families, friends, and retainers, in one place without a certain degree of chaos. Some bards, particularly those younger and less accomplished, might have come to the festival alone, but most would have at least one person with whom they shared the road. In that, this encampment was little different from one associated with an army.

“Your brother
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