
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Chevalier

        

        
        
          The Welsh Guard Mysteries, Volume 2

        

        
        
          Sarah Woodbury

        

        
          Published by The Morgan-Stanwood Publishing Group, 2020.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      CHEVALIER

    

    
      First edition. November 24, 2020.

      Copyright © 2020 Sarah Woodbury.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 978-1393664239

    

    
    
      Written by Sarah Woodbury.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


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

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

Enjoy!

––––––––
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a an ‘ah’ sound, as in ‘car’ (Catrin)

ae an ‘eye’ sound (Caernarfon)

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 ‘th’ sound, as in ‘there’ (Dafydd; Gwynedd)

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 (Catrin)

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 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 ‘Rhys’ or ‘Cymry’.
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Cast of Characters
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Catrin – lady-in-waiting

Rhys – quaestor; knight

Simon Boydell – captain of the King’s Guard

Edward – King of England

Eleanor– Queen of England

Edmund – Prince of England, Edward’s younger brother

Margaret—lady-in-waiting

Robert—Catrin’s deceased husband

Justin—Catrin’s son

William de Valence—Earl of Pembroke

Henry de Lacy – Earl of Lincoln, Lord of Denbigh

Richard de Burgh – Earl of Ulster

Gilbert de Clare – Earl of Gloucester

John of Brittany – heir to the Earldom of Richmond 

Humphrey de Bohun – Earl of Hereford
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Chapter One
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26 July 1284

Nefyn

––––––––
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Day One

Rhys

––––––––
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I will praise the sovereign, supreme king of the land,

Who hath extended his dominion over the shore of the world.

I shall not deserve much 

from the ruler of what has been written.

Three score stood on the wall, 

Difficult was it to hear the words of the sentinel. 

A sword bright and gleaming to him was raised.

Before the door of the gate of hell a lamp was burning

And when we went with Arthur, thrice enough men to fill Prydein,

Except seven, none returned from Caer Fedwyd.

––––––––
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The contestant in the bardic competition was singing from a poem by Taliesin, one of the greatest bards Wales had ever produced, about a raid on the Otherworld by Arthur. Though Rhys had only ever heard the ballad in Welsh, the bard, who was Welsh himself, was singing in French, having apparently translated and rearranged some of the verses for the benefit of his new audience. 

As he and Catrin moved closer, Rhys had a moment’s pang, asking himself how any self-respecting Welsh bard could bear to sing at the king’s tournament—but then he had to follow his internal question with a mocking laugh because he himself wasn’t merely singing in the king’s tournament: he was protecting the king. 

The first bard was joined in the second verse by another man, twice his age and possibly his father, who within moments of opening his mouth proved to have one of the most beautiful voices Rhys had ever heard. Catrin shivered beside him to hear it, and even the English spectators stopped their socializing to listen.

The song came to an end, there was a moment of respectful silence, and then the people around them cheered, patting their chests rhythmically with one hand, stamping their feet, or clapping their hands together to show their approval. 

Catrin gave Rhys a wide smile and hooked her arm through his. “Isn’t this fun?” 

Even as he acknowledged, somewhat grudgingly, that it was, she nudged him, drawing his attention to the outlandishly dressed court jester juggling four balls at once. He wore an overlarge hat, which kept falling past his eyes, and a bright green tunic covered with leaves and branches. If the man had been Welsh, he might have derived his character from Taliesin’s poem The Battle of the Trees, in which rowans, elms, and willows came to life, but there was very little about this fair that was Welsh, having been conceived by the mind of King Edward himself.

Walking beside the jester was a heavily armored knight with a laughably massive sword resting on one shoulder. Rhys guessed he was supposed to be Sir Kay. For some reason, the English had latched upon Arthur’s foster brother, a man known to the Welsh as Cai, as the member of King Arthur’s Round Table responsible for making everyone else laugh. 

King Edward had even ordered the construction of an actual round table for the event, around which he and his knights would eat and consult. 

Catrin nudged Rhys again. “You could smile too, you know.”

Rhys allowed his lips to twitch, more at her coaxing than because he was genuinely happy. He was happy to be with her. “I am trying.”

She squeezed his arm tighter. “I know you are.”

“It’s just that fun is not all I see!”

“Oh really? I hadn’t noticed.” She rolled her eyes at him, refusing to be discouraged by his overarching gloom. 

For her sake, he tried to shake it off. Even three months into his duties as one of the king’s men, his lip still curled every morning when he put on his tunic emblazoned with the three gold lions of King Edward’s coat of arms. He was well aware that the sooner he got past his regret, anger, and outright hostility, the better would be his life—and Catrin’s, since she insisted on staying at his side whenever they were freed from their duties. 

Although he knew she was trying to help him, he stopped her from poking him again by grabbing her finger as it was aiming for his ribs. On impulse, he kissed her hand, though as he did so, he was suddenly afraid he’d gone too far. She didn’t pull away, however, so he kept her hand in his own. The two of them had grown closer as the months had passed, but he was not unaware that most of the time they endeavored to keep their conversation light and not presume too much of each other. 

Not that this was something they’d actually discussed. Likely, if they had discussed it, they would no longer be doing it.

And sure enough, Catrin began gesturing to different areas of the scene before them. “I will tell you what you see. Those three by the cobbler’s wagon are conspiring to murder the king with shoe nails; as soon as the man selling mutton on a stick over there closes his stall for the day, he intends to use one of them to skewer the king; and that woman with the bulbous nose got that way because she was testing poisons, searching for the best herb by which to do him in!” She laughed. “You know I have the right of it!”

In the face of her laughter, Rhys couldn’t maintain his foul mood and allowed himself a chuckle. “I’m sorry, Catrin. I will endeavor to be a more cheerful companion henceforth.”

Although he was still smiling, Catrin herself sobered and said softly, “It is all right, Rhys. I know what ails you because it ails me too.”

“This is the world as it has come to be,” he said. “Our task is to learn to live in it.”

“Yes, but it’s harder for you. That collar around your neck is new and still chafes. I was brought to heel long ago.”

“My dearest,” he kissed the back of her hand again, “we do what we can with what we’ve been given.” Then he gave a low chuckle and said, very softly in Welsh, though there was nobody around them to hear, “Who would have thought that a man such as I, who hates with his entire being everything the king has done to Wales, would be trying so hard to keep him alive?”
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Chapte​r Two

[image: ]




Day One

Rhys

––––––––
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“The king thought it.” Catrin gave him a wry smile. “He cares not at all what you hate about him because he knows you despise greed, treachery, and injustice more. When he enlisted you in his retinue, he knew exactly what he was getting: an upright, courageous, and absurdly honorable knight.”

Rhys bent his head in acknowledgment of the compliment. Even with her use of the word absurd, he knew what she meant. “That may be, but I’m not entirely sure he knew what he was getting into with this.” He gestured to the crowd of hundreds before them, at the same time recalling the moment he’d learned of the king’s plans for the summer:

––––––––
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Simon, Rhys’s commander and closest friend, faced him across the table that had been set up in the command tent. By the remains of his breakfast that had been pushed to one side, Simon had been awake for some time. The day had dawned fine after a week of rain, so the sides of the tent had been rolled up, and the sun was shining on the back of Rhys’s legs, warming them and filling the tent with yellow light.

“You cannot be serious!” Rhys stared at his friend.

“You know full well I’m serious. The king has declared he will host a tournament after we arrive in Nevin, with jousting, archery, and a mêlée on the final day.” 

A mêlée was a terrifying, all-out mock-battle that was more battle than mock. In it, two opposing teams of knights charged into one another and then, when unhorsed, fought on foot, with the intent of capturing opponents so they could be ransomed. 

“All the best men are to be invited, and it will be modeled on the legends of King Arthur. The king has called it a Round Table.”

Rhys ground his teeth. “Arthur was Welsh. He didn’t hold tournaments. He led us against the Saxons and kept them at bay for a generation.”

Simon was entirely unaffected by Rhys’s temper. “You forget, my friend, that our lord king has conquered Wales; he has built a castle at Caernarfon, from which Emperor Maximus, King Arthur’s great-great-grandfather, ruled, and he has reburied Maximus’s bones with proper ceremony. He is the heir to Arthur’s throne. You’d best remember it.” 

Rhys resented this reading of history, but it was useless to say so—and possibly treasonous. Simon was telling him to keep any further objections to himself.

“Is this before or after we ride to Llyn Cwm Dulyn?”

“After.”

“Why does the king want to spend his birthday in a location that even I think is remote?”

“The lake is the hiding place of King Arthur’s sacred sword, Excalibur,” Simon said simply.

Rhys’s hands clenched briefly into fists, knowing full well the king’s notions about Arthur and his plan for a Round Table tournament were not Simon’s fault. He also knew there was a limit to even Simon’s patience with Rhys’s rebellious tendencies. Nonetheless, he corrected his friend with the proper Welsh name for Arthur’s sword: “Caledfwlch.”

Simon ignored the interjection. “We will celebrate our lord’s forty-fifth birthday with a magnificent party, and then we will journey to Nevin, where Prince Lewellen had a palace, and the chronicler Gerald of Wales discovered the writings of Merlin. All are to see as clearly as the noonday sun that King Edward is the return of Arthur.”




––––––––
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Now Rhys groaned at the memory—and at the knowledge that he was in this predicament because he himself had agreed to it. “That I could be so predictable.”

Catrin hugged his arm. “You are predictable, except when you’re not. That is what makes you so good at what you do.”

Rhys was again grateful for the accolade, and he supposed, if he closed his eyes, he could pretend the festival through which they were walking was something to be enjoyed. If it hadn’t been for all the foreign crests and banners—and the constant reminder that everyone was pretending to be chevaliers, it could have been a market fair in the time of Prince Llywelyn. 

Simon was right that King Edward had co-opted Arthur, wholly and without shame. All that was Welsh, except for the names of some of the heroes, had been swept aside. Instead, Arthur’s men pranced about a foreign court, bleating about the beauty of women and their own prowess in battle, which no chevalier, however skilled, should ever do.

And Nefyn, as a location for a tournament, was as absurd as Catrin had labeled Rhys’s honor. Located on the northwest coast of the Llyn Peninsula, it was a thriving market and port town, one of the largest in Gwynedd and second only to Llanfaes in population (or at least it had been before Edward had started building his castles and bringing in English settlers to inhabit them). But to the English, it was the ends of the earth compared even to Caernarfon. 

If King Edward’s men had been wondering, once they crossed the border from England to Wales, why the king had bothered to conquer the country, they were really wondering now. The shortest journey for any to reach this spot had been that of Richard de Burgh, the Earl of Ulster, who’d sailed to Nefyn in a day and a half from Ireland. Many others had needed to travel for at least a week—and that hadn’t included the time spent at Chester to acquire the necessary gear for a tournament, supplies that were wholly unavailable anywhere in Wales, even in the planted English towns at Conwy, Caernarfon, or Denbigh.

“Stop, Rhys.” Catrin glanced at him with a worried look. “You’re doing it again.”

Instantly, Rhys obeyed, shaking himself and putting his resentful thoughts aside. She was right that they did him no good. He would be well advised not to live in the past. 

“You won’t have to remind me again.” He patted her hand. “Even if we are surrounded by foreigners, we are blessed with the fact that we are still in Wales.” 

Even better, he had Catrin on his arm. He needed to constrain his thoughts for no other reason than he wanted to keep her beside him. If he did otherwise, she would eventually leave him. She was strong enough to understand the need to protect herself.

“Why aren’t you with the king right now, by the way?” Catrin asked.

“He is in conference in the great hall with his barons, sitting around that great Round Table like the chevaliers of old they are pretending to be, so Simon gave me the afternoon off.”

“I thought the king wanted you standing at his back, regardless of how safe it seemed.”

“He did—he does—except this meeting was to include Henry de Lacy. Simon said it would be better if I didn’t come face-to-face with him so soon after the death of his brother. Apparently, I wear too many of my emotions on my sleeve.” 

“No, really?” Her response was immediate. 

He widened his eyes, feigning surprise. “I know! So odd he thinks that.”

Catrin touched Rhys’s hand. “I don’t think Simon’s right, in point of fact. It’s just that he knows you, as do I. Most noblemen don’t bother to look any closer.” 

“I’m glad to hear you say that.” Now Rhys spoke sincerely. “I was somewhat confused because, for over a year, I perfected the art of not allowing anything of what I was thinking to show. Could I have changed so much in so short a time?”

“I think you could have. I think you have.” She looked up at him with that beautiful smile he liked to think she reserved for him. “And for the better.”

They turned down one aisle and went up another, this one devoted to mundane household necessities, such as blankets, brooms, iron cookpots and the like.

“I think he was putting me off.” Rhys wasn’t concerned that his friend, in the guise of his commander, hadn’t told him the truth. “The king prefers to plot with his barons in secret and tell me afterwards what new travails he has devised for our country.”

Yet again, as soon as he spoke, he shook himself. Every conversation, no matter the source or subject, came back to King Edward’s conquest of Wales. Rhys couldn’t blame Catrin for being fed up with him and his sour attitude. Rhys was sick of himself too.

He was turning back to Catrin, genuinely apologetic, when Catrin’s eyes lit at the sight of a young man striding towards them. As it was her son, Rhys wasn’t jealous. 

“Did you hear the singing?” Catrin asked Justin as he halted in front of them. “Wasn’t it beautiful?” 

Justin had close-cropped brown hair, a slightly lighter shade than Rhys’s own, and a scant beard he appeared to be trying to grow, though without a great deal of success. It was his eyes, more than anything else, that were his mother’s, with their similar shape and hazel color that could range from green to gray to brown, depending on what he was wearing and the weather. That and the intelligence that shone from them.

“It was, Mother. I had a moment to listen to other bards earlier, and that last one was by far the best.” Justin’s comment was made somewhat perfunctorily, and though he kissed his mother’s cheek, his eyes were not on her but on Rhys. 

Rather than scold him for disrespecting her, Rhys thought he recognized the concern in the young man’s eyes, and a similar sentiment filled his own. “What is it?”

“I was sent to find you, Sir Rhys. You are needed in the king’s hall. Will you come with me?”

Justin barely waited for him to agree before turning on his heel. As a kingsman, Rhys would hardly have refused, but still, he felt his curiosity rising as he followed Catrin’s son. 

Not one ever to be left behind, Catrin skipped a few steps to keep up. “Why did the king send you to find Rhys?”

“It is less our lord king, Mother, who has asked for Sir Rhys, than my lord Clare.” He meant Gilbert de Clare, sixth Earl of Hertford, seventh Earl of Gloucester. Justin served Clare as his vassal, following in the footsteps of his father, Robert. “He wants to talk to you about the murder of his man.”
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Chapter Three
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Day One

Catrin

––––––––
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Justin led them to Prince Llywelyn’s former palace, in which King Edward had taken up residence. While the prince’s llys at Caernarfon had been destroyed and others throughout Gwynedd were being dismantled piece by piece, parts of which were being used to build Edward’s new castles elsewhere, the palace at Nefyn remained entirely intact. None of the fighting had taken place here, and it had never been a defensible site anyway. After Llywelyn’s death, the English had simply marched in and taken it over.

Under normal circumstances, nothing here at Nefyn was on a grand enough scale for the king either. But, as he’d spent the last month living in a tent, when he’d arrived, he appeared quite pleased about the somewhat more comfortable and permanent quarters. 

Queen Eleanor and her ladies had taken over what had been the guesthouse. The queen was three months postpartum, which, in the past, had meant she’d returned to her usual queenly duties by now. But because they hadn’t left Wales, her son Edward remained with her. Astoundingly as well, Eleanor had insisted on nursing her baby herself much of the time instead of giving him up entirely to a wet nurse. Although little Edward was second in line to the throne behind ten-year-old Alphonso, the queen openly feared he would be her last child, and she couldn’t bear to lose him as she’d lost so many others. 

It might also be that a little bit of Welshness had rubbed off on the queen. Her determination to nurse Edward had arisen after Catrin had mentioned in passing the Welsh saying, a child learns wisdom at his mother’s breast.

Catrin had visited Nefyn a few times in the company of her father, who’d been Prince Llywelyn’s steward, and she experienced the same pang stepping through the palace gate at Nefyn as she’d felt when she and Rhys had entered the ruin at Caernarfon. Nefyn was not a ruin, however, and the king had spent a considerable sum enlarging the buildings and improving the amenities, having diverted a contingent of artisans from Harlech to do the work. 

Today it was her son, rather than her father, whom she followed down the walkway from the gatehouse to the great hall. And it wasn’t so much that she’d come full circle, but that she’d opened a door to a world she barely recognized.

Llywelyn’s great hall had been set aside for King Edward’s private use, having been deemed too small to accommodate the huge crowds of people who’d come for the tournament. Thus, the meals for most of the guests and participants were taking place in a pavilion set up in yet another nearby field, with a massive half-tented, half-open-air kitchen providing the food. The king’s servants had even built a bread oven out there, just as they’d done at the lake where the king had celebrated his birthday. 

Thus, the hall had become Edward’s receiving room and the center of his personal and administrative activities at Nefyn—just as it had been for Llywelyn. Except now, a giant round table took up the center of the room.

Justin bid her and Rhys adieu, having duties of his own to attend to, so it was just the two of them entering the foyer. Beyond, in the great hall, the king sat on the dais in his royal chair. Like the round table, it had been made specially for the occasion and derived from a design found in one of the king’s books on Arthur. Constructed in wood, it sported a high back and arms, with a red cushion upon which the king could sit. 

What made it different from other thrones was the carved dragon on the headrest. The symbol of the King of England was normally three lions passant guardant, but as with the rest of the tournament trappings, Edward was making Arthur’s crest his own. 

Also in keeping with his role as the return of Arthur, the king was wearing a long ruby red robe, rather than his usual mail.

Still, both robe and throne were comfortable more than ornate, and the king sat relaxed, an elbow on the arm of the chair and a finger to his lips. Meanwhile, Gilbert de Clare was pacing before the unlit hearth. He was a tall man in his early forties and red-headed, hence his nickname, the Red Earl. As he’d arrived several days ago, Catrin was honestly surprised it had taken him until now to ask for this accounting.

Also present, in addition to various scribes and clerks on the margins of the room, was Simon, the captain of the king’s guard and Rhys’s friend. 

Rhys strode down the hall towards the king, but Catrin hesitated in the doorway, all of a sudden unsure of her welcome. While she had spent as much time as possible with Rhys over the last months and was used to being at his side in the presence of the king and queen, this meeting looked a little different, more private, and thus perhaps something in which she shouldn’t take part. She was not a knight of the Round Table.

The king saw her hesitating and motioned her forward, speaking to Lord Clare as he did so, “Lady Catrin was among those integral to discovering the truth of the matter, since we thought at first that it was she whom Cole had come to see.”

Cole de Lincoln, the dead man, had once been a companion of her husband, which was why Catrin had aided Rhys in the investigation of his death. But the king and queen, once Catrin and Rhys had relayed to them what they’d discovered, had concocted a story to account for Cole’s death, one which bore little relationship to the truth. Although it had been a necessary deception at the time, it still felt as if they’d done Cole a disservice. He had done his duty and had died because he’d been in the wrong place at the wrong time. 

That Cole had ridden to Caernarfon at all had been mere happenstance. In the aftermath of his death, having sent word of it to Gloucester and received a reply, they’d learned that the king’s regular messenger had fallen ill on the journey from London to Wales. Though he’d been well when he’d left Westminster, he’d been at death’s door when he’d struggled into Clare’s castle at Caerphilly. Earl Clare had deemed the news he was bringing to the king important enough to send Cole to Caernarfon in the messenger’s stead. In retrospect, perhaps the news could have waited. That Pope Martin had declared the war against Aragon a holy crusade and conferred the kingdom upon Philip III of France's son, Charles, was not something Edward could affect from Wales, even had he wanted to.

But nobody knew at the time what lay in wait for Cole on the road and that Caernarfon was saddled with its own cold-hearted, cold-blooded murderer. 

Such was luck and a life lost.

In response to the king’s introduction, Earl Clare, who had never looked at Catrin for more than a moment or two in all the years of her marriage to Robert, held out his hand. “My dear, Catrin. It is wonderful to see you looking so well. What an unexpected pleasure.”

Immediately, Catrin’s hackles went up, since his words were politeness only. He knew she was in the queen’s retinue, since he had been the person from whom she’d had to seek permission—or rather, a blessing, since the queen outranked him—when Eleanor’s summons had come. That conversation had been the first she’d had with him since her husband’s death, and she couldn’t remember the last time she’d spoken to him before then. 

Even his condolences at the funeral had been perfunctory. At the time, Clare had been far more concerned about what Robert’s death represented—namely, a loss of position and station in the eyes of the king, since he had been the one leading the king’s army in the disastrous battle where Robert had lost his life.

Catrin could be gracious, however, and she came forward to take his hand as he wished. Gilbert de Clare remained a close enough companion to the king that he was not one to be gainsaid or snubbed if it could be helped. “Thank you, my lord. I am so sorry for the loss of Cole.” She bobbed a curtsey. “It was an ignoble ending for an honorable man and not what he deserved.”

Clare bowed over her hand. “What we deserve is something few of us ever truly achieve.”

She was so surprised at this comment that she almost laughed, for he spoke a truth that was perhaps slightly impolitic, especially in the king’s company. Then, reverting to form, Clare looked past her to where Rhys had stopped a respectful distance away. Although the earl had known Catrin for twenty years, Rhys should have been new to him, or so Catrin supposed, up until Clare’s eyes narrowed and he said, very stiffly, “Thank you for coming. Once I learned you were involved in the investigation of Cole’s death, I found it easier to accept the conclusions.”

“How observant of you, Gilbert, to recognize the boy in the man Reese has become.” King Edward made a lazy motion with one hand in Rhys’s direction. “Sir Reese is my quaestor and a member of my personal guard.”

“Yes, my king, I heard as much upon my arrival in Nevin.”

Rhys bowed in return, evidently not nearly as befuddled as Catrin. “It is kind of you to remember me, my lord.”

“How did you—” Catrin stopped, realizing she should not be interjecting herself into their conversation. 

But Clare did not take offense and, as he was still holding Catrin’s hand, he turned to her again. “I first met Reese twenty years ago when his father was serving in Prince Lewellen’s personal guard. This was before your marriage to Robert.”

“I remember, my lord. It was a long time ago.” Catrin could do little but nod. It was another astounding comment for Clare to make in the king’s presence, since that period of time, however short, had been during the Second Baron’s War when he’d been allied with Llywelyn instead of with Edward. It struck her as either unthinking or an attempt to create a bond between him and Rhys—for reasons Catrin in this moment couldn’t guess. In her experience, Earl Clare never did anything he hadn’t thought through very thoroughly in advance.

And then the earl added, “We have met several times since, back when he was serving in Prince Edmund’s retinue. No murder went unavenged when Reese was in charge. I feel somehow that the capriciousness of Cole’s death is mediated by the fact that it brought Reese back into the king’s service.”

“Thank you for saying so, my lord.” The tension in Rhys’s shoulders told Catrin he longed to move on from any discussion of the past.

King Edward nodded. “I agree, Gilbert. The Lord works in mysterious ways, which we are not to question.” 

Catrin shouldn’t have been surprised the king had missed nothing of their conversation. He noticed everything. 

Rhys welcomed the king’s intercession with a barely perceptible nod. “Catrin’s son tells me you desired an accounting of the circumstances of Cole’s death?”

“I did wish for that, but Simon has explained in sufficient detail such that I have had all my questions answered. At this juncture, I am more interested in your services on another matter.”

“Services, my lord? In regards to what? Justin said you wanted to see me about the murder of your man.” Rhys glanced at the king, who nodded at Rhys in that same barely perceptible way Rhys had just nodded at him. It was odd, really, the extent to which these two enemies understood each other.

“This is about the murder of my man, but it isn’t Cole I’m speaking of. This man was found murdered in his tent today.” Clare tsked under his breath at their surprised looks. “My first act upon finding the body was of course to ask the king for you.”
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Day One

Rhys

––––––––
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There was no of course about it. 

Rhys would do as the king asked (of course), but it was making him more than a little uncomfortable to be loaned out to someone like Clare, whom Rhys trusted not at all. Though Justin hadn’t intended to deceive, Rhys felt as if he’d been brought to the palace under false pretenses. Yes, Rhys hated King Edward. But he wore that emotion comfortably these days, like a shirt that had been washed so many times it was soft to the skin. It was such a part of who he was that many days (though admittedly less this last week as they were preparing for the tournament), he forgot he was wearing it. 

Clare’s treachery and lack of character were another matter entirely. The king was doing what he thought was right for Wales, heinous as that was. Rhys had to respect his forthrightness and his motives, even as he detested the result. Clare truly cared only about himself and his own power.

Rhys might hate the king, but Edward had always dealt fairly with Rhys himself. Rhys had no expectation he would get the same treatment from the red earl.

He had no alternative but to agree, however, especially after the king said, “Go with him, Reese.” As was Edward’s habit when he was amused, he spoke laconically. Likely he knew full well the desperation Rhys was feeling in this moment and didn’t care to appease it. “Others can see to me for now.”

“My lord.” Rhys bowed first to the king and then to Clare. “I am at your disposal.” 

His words were polite but at the same time no less than the truth. Rhys would have been lying if he’d said something along the lines of I am happy to be of service. Whatever his failings on a daily basis, he endeavored never to lie.

But before he could follow the earl, who himself had already bowed and started walking away, the king said in a much softer tone, “Keep me apprised of what this is about, Reese.”

Rhys glanced back at him. “I will, my king.”

Now Edward leaned forward and spoke even more softly, though, since Clare was already at the door, he couldn’t have heard him from that distance, “I refer to more than just this investigation.”

Out of the corner of his eye, Rhys saw Clare stop and turn, fixing his eyes on the two of them at the far end of the hall. “Yes, my lord.”

He knew what Edward wanted, and the fact that he felt the need to speak of it showed the depth of his concern. Rhys was his quaestor, when murder was the order of the day, but he was also Edward’s new spymaster. Rhys hadn’t had to investigate a murder since Caernarfon, so most of the last few months had been spent sussing out animosity against the king, which grew like an unchecked weed extending fingerlings under the soil.

For the most part, the Welsh populace remained well and truly cowed, and he hadn’t yet had to inform on any of his fellow countrymen. The real threat came from unsatisfied lords like Clare, who lived and breathed conspiracy and served it at every meal. Since the end of the war, many had been bought, appeased, or otherwise rewarded with new lands in Wales. They weren’t necessarily plotting against the king, but their antipathy for their fellow barons was untamed, and sometimes their machinations rebounded on, or affected in some way, the royal court.

Seeing that his message had been received and understood, Edward leaned back and flicked out his fingers, as if to say get on with it, then.

Rhys was used to these casual dismissals. Thus, after another bow, he turned smartly on his heel and headed down the length of the hall, scooping Catrin up on the way to the door, through which Clare, having seen him coming, had already progressed.

Rhys had known, in renewing his service to the king, that he would come into contact with men from his past, some of whom he’d known very well. He had no problem renewing his acquaintance with former crusaders over a pint of mead in one of the outdoor, makeshift taverns that had sprung up to slake the thirst of hard-working fairgoers. But he had nonetheless been unprepared to come face-to-face with lords he could not respect and yet had to feign that he did. Clare was one such man. Facing him brought back memories of a time long before Llywelyn’s death. 

But when William de Valence had walked into the hall two days ago and bowed before the king, Rhys had felt like puking on his shoes. It should have been no surprise he was present, as he was Edward’s uncle and closest adviser in all things. And his rewards for that service had been commensurately great.

It had been Valence who had taken command from Clare of the English forces in south Wales after the disastrous battle of Llandeilo Fawr that had killed Catrin’s husband—and Valence’s son. 

Though both earls were in service to King Edward, they despised each other so completely they didn’t speak. Clare thought Valence was an interloper from the Continent and resented the way Edward had bestowed the best parts of the March on him in the aftermath of the victory over Llywelyn; Valence viewed Clare as arrogant, incompetent, and responsible for getting his son killed. 

To add insult to injury, Clare was working to annul his marriage to Valence’s niece, Alice de Lusignan. It was rumored that she had once been a favorite of Edward himself, which was why her marriage to Clare had foundered. But it was also rumored that King Edward was finally supporting Clare’s request to the pope for an annulment. 

While Rhys could appreciate Valence’s position, more damning to Rhys’s mind were the stories coming out of Pembroke of his cruelty to the people he was supposed to be ruling. Although brutal acts had been perpetrated on both sides during the war, they hadn’t ceased in Valence’s domain once the war was over and were enough to turn any Welshman’s stomach. King Edward had ordered Llywelyn’s brother Dafydd hanged, drawn, and quartered, but since then, and especially since the birth of his son Edward, he’d been in a much softer mood towards his newly conquered people.

And yet, he wasn’t bothering to curb Valence’s activities. Valence had been on crusade with the king too, along with an even worse nemesis, one Vincent de Lusignan, a relation of some kind, who was exactly Rhys’s age. When Rhys had known him, Vincent had been Valence’s strong right arm. By the looks, nearly fifteen years on, he still was—and likely it was Vincent who was carrying out Valence’s orders in Pembroke. Even Simon had hissed at the sight of him in Nefyn’s hall. 

It occurred to Rhys only now that Vincent was to Valence as Valence was to the king, and Edward was giving Valence free rein to oppress the Welsh within his domains so he himself didn’t have to and could float above the fray, a magnanimous King Arthur.

It was by no means a comforting thought. Still, Rhys ruthlessly suppressed it, knowing it did him no good to rail at what was or long for what could have been.

Once outside, as he walked across the courtyard to the palace gatehouse, Clare didn’t glance behind him, a fact which Rhys decided was just as well, since by the time they arrived wherever they were going, Catrin’s presence would be fait accompli. Rhys was aware that people assumed their relationship was closer than it was, and while he did nothing to dissuade them of those assumptions, he was also cognizant of the fact that those selfsame people would look askance at her presence at his side during a murder investigation.

But as was often the case when dealing with nobility, better to act first and deal with any questions later. After all, it was what they did.

Upon leaving the gatehouse, they were instantly engulfed in teeming humanity. Rhys was quite certain that he hadn’t seen so many people in one place since he’d ridden away from London many years ago. There were, quite literally, hundreds of people in and around the palace, and Rhys wasn’t at all clear as to what they were doing, beyond socializing and drinking. Perhaps that really was all, though he couldn’t help looking for more suspicious activities, as Catrin had implied earlier. None appeared to be set on murdering the king, but conspiring against their fellow man, or stealing from him, was practically the order of the day. Not everyone here was noble, and if Clare was anything to go by, nobility was hardly a barrier to nefarious dealings.

The land around the palace, and around Nefyn in general, was quite flat, so the guests and participants in the tournament had been allowed to spread out across a large area. Llywelyn’s former llys was located to the east and slightly south of the ancient church and priory dedicated to St. Mary, around which the village had grown up. The tournament fields were even farther east and south, and everywhere bright banners streamed above tents and pavilions that had been set up as far as the eye could see. Now, in the middle of the afternoon, the sky was a deep blue with no clouds on the western horizon, which boded well for the next few days. The sky was clear enough, in fact, that he thought he could see Ireland across the sea. 

Rhys had half-hoped for a continuation of the rain that had thundered down on them in the night, but he decided he could be glad not to be walking about in it if it meant Catrin was happy. And, as he’d learned in his years of service to princes and kings, men smiled more often under a blue sky than when it was raining and cold, and smiling men were just that much less likely to be contemplating mischief.

The Gloucester contingent had set up camp directly east of the palace, though a full hundred yards from the front gate. 

“Clare could have set his tents closer,” Catrin said as they crossed the distance. “It’s almost as if he’s daring another lord to establish himself between his camp and the king’s.”

“Nobody has so far.”

“None would dare.” Catrin had spent twenty years in Gloucester, so she would know better than most how other lords viewed Clare and of what he himself was capable. 

And she was right, as usual.

“I have my theories about that actually,” Rhys said.

“You do think it’s deliberate. Why?”

“Two reasons: first, it implies respect for the king not to encroach on his domains. And second, amidst the endless jostling for power among his fellow barons, it indicates Clare doesn’t need to sleep closer to the king to show what a close companion he is.”

“I imagine you’re right. You’ll note too that Clare’s pavilion is the farthest of any from the fair and the tournament field. He’s saying he’s above the petty squabbling of everybody else.”

“Or, it could be he just liked the spot,” Rhys added with a grin.

Catrin laughed, as he meant her to. “Or that!”

Like the other lords who’d come, Clare had brought a small army with him, composed of household knights, of which he had half-a-dozen, and men-at-arms, squires, servants, stable hands, and the families associated with each. This wasn’t a war; it was a party, never mind that Nefyn was as far from London as it was physically possible to be while still within Edward’s kingdom. Though the tip of Scotland was farther, so far Edward hadn’t managed to wrest that land away from the Scots.

Rhys also didn’t necessarily accept Clare’s easy of course in regard to asking him to investigate this murder. He had capable men available. He had to. Rhys had appeared in the king’s service only a few months ago, and Clare had been the Earl of Gloucester for nearly thirty years. Rhys furthermore didn’t understand why Clare was personally showing him the scene of the crime.

But show him he did, wending his way through his assorted tents and wagons, ignoring the bows and gestures of obeisance sent his way by all and sundry, until he stopped near the edge of the encampment and ducked through a tent flap. A man holding a pike stood guard outside. As had been the case with his men up until now, Clare didn’t even look at him as he went by. It did seem that everyone was used to it, since the expressions left in his wake were not resentful. Rhys had been looking too, but all he saw were people doing their work with some level of contentment.

Unlike Clare, as Rhys passed by, he did look at the guard, who proved to be an older man with a full gray beard, who stiffened to further attention and kept his eyes straight ahead. There was something familiar about him, and a memory itched at the back of Rhys’s head. The man was old enough to have been on crusade, but Rhys had met many men, and couldn’t remember all of them, and he’d been seeing ghosts all week. 

Rhys and Catrin found Clare standing with an arm across his chest and his finger to his lip, looking down at a dead man, approximately fifty years of age, lying flat on his back on the bare grass of the tent floor. Because it was afternoon, it hadn’t occurred to Rhys that the man wouldn’t be clothed, but he was wearing only his undergarments. Rhys supposed they were lucky, given Catrin’s presence, that he wasn’t naked. Many men slept without clothing in summer, and Rhys should have thought of that before he’d allowed Catrin to come with him. 

That said, she was a widow, with more freedom than at any other time in her life and greater leeway in what was socially acceptable for her to encounter, and she came to a halt near the man’s head. His eyes were closed in death, and he looked for all intents and purposes to be sleeping peacefully. While there was some puffiness around the eyes and mouth, and the skin on his torso was unusually mottled and darkened, something like a sunburn that had browned with time, Rhys couldn’t see any blood. The dead man did have a lesion on his inner forearm that looked ugly, but if that was the cause of death, it should have been redder with striations reaching out from it, indicating it had suppurated. 

Clare sighed and dropped his arms. “Dead, as you can see.”

“I do see, my lord.” Rhys stepped into Clare’s line of sight and gestured towards the body. “May I?”

“That’s what you’re here for.”

Rhys ran his eyes up and down the corpse once more before lifting one wrist to check for a pulse, just to be safe, and then for stiffness. The arm did not want to move, indicating the man had died at least twelve hours before. The body was still warm too, a fact which wouldn’t be entirely attributable to the heat of the day and the further warmth inside the tent. On the other hand, because the weather was warm, the body might be decaying faster than usual, compressing the timeline.

“What do you see?” Clare demanded into the silence that had fallen during Rhys’s initial inspection.

“Pardon, my lord, a few questions first.” Rhys glanced back in order to see Clare’s nod, indicating he should continue. These lords, from the king on down, stood on ceremony, demanding at every turn their due from underlings. “Can you tell me what you know of him?”

“He was Rollo d’Honfleur, the captain of my guard.”

The bluntness of his words and the close relationship to Clare himself (and thus to the king) caused Rhys to hesitate and take in a breath, accepting that this death would also be delicately political. 

He covered his dismay by rising and walking around the body. “Was he worried about anything? Fearful for his life?”
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