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Rhys and Catrin contend with betrayal and insurrection as they resume their duties in the king's court ...

––––––––

September 1284. Within moments of rejoining the king's company, Rhys and Catrin learn King Edward has not only melted down the silver seal of their murdered prince and turned it into a chalice, but the chalice itself has gone missing a matter of days before its intended consecration at Vale Royal Abbey.

Assigned to find the culprit, they discover instead a populace seething over the predations of the abbey and its officers, and an unusual alliance between Norman and Saxon. As the unrest in the countryside grows, Rhys and Catrin's initial apathy turns to urgency, and with Cheshire teetering on the brink of open rebellion, they are not the only ones who have to decide how much they're willing to sacrifice to bring down a king.

Herald is the fourth book in The Welsh Guard Mysteries.
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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 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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[image: ]



a an ah sound, as in car (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 (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 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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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
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John de Chaumpeneys – Abbot of Vale Royal Abbey

Brother Peter – Abbot John’s secretary

Walter de Hereford – Master of the Works

William Venables – Baron of Kinderton

Hugh Venables – William’s heir

Roger Venables – William’s cousin

William Venables the younger – Hugh’s son

Reginald de Grey – Justiciar of Chester
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The King’s Guardsmen

Rhys

Mathonwy

Ralph

Fulke

Jehan

Bertran

Donald

Edgar

Roger

Harold

Thomas

George
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Chapter One
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Vale Royal Abbey

September 1284

Day One

Catrin

––––––––
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“He has done what?” Rhys gaped at Simon, the man who was all at once the captain of the king’s guard, Rhys’s commander, and his closest friend in life.

When he replied, Simon’s tone was nothing if not even. “The king has melted down the silver seal matrices belonging to Prince Llywelyn, his wife, and his brother. The chalice thus created was presented to Abbot John two days ago in the king’s pavilion and will be dedicated in the church here at Vale Royal Abbey in a ceremony next Sunday mass.” 

Simon had to have known his news would not go over well with Rhys and Catrin. No doubt he had tried to soften the blow by telling them first thing, lest they hear it from someone else. 

“Take a step back, cariad.” Catrin’s tone was gentle, but urgent all the same. “None of this is Simon’s fault.”

To emphasize this wasn’t a request so much as a strong recommendation, she put a hand on her husband’s arm, feeling the tension that had turned his muscles to ropes beneath the cloth of his shirt. His fists were clenched too. As Simon gazed at Rhys, expressionless, Rhys glared back with something that might even have approximated hatred. Catrin had a real fear her husband was about to express his anger in violence. 

It was mid-afternoon, the second week in September, only moments after they’d arrived at Vale Royal Abbey in Cheshire. The abbey was located on the left bank of the river Weaver, some twenty miles east of Chester, and had been established by King Edward before the first Welsh war. He’d come here now, at the end of the second, in order to replenish its coffers and augment its treasures—one of which, apparently, was made from silver stolen from the Welsh royal family.

Catrin and Rhys had ridden the two hundred miles from London in much the same haste with which they’d ridden the other way in August. They hadn’t wanted to delay any longer than necessary relating the tale of how the king’s son had died. 

And it was quite a tale too, though not one they would ever have wished to tell.

For the whole of the journey, Catrin and Rhys had been bracing themselves for what couldn’t help but be a tense encounter with the king. They’d had no expectation that part of the reason for the strain would be this new betrayal. Just because Llywelyn’s death was an old wound didn’t mean the scab couldn’t be ripped off. The king seemed to delight in poking at it. 

These silver matrices made up the central part of the seals that Llywelyn, Elinor, and Dafydd had used to impress into wax in order to seal letters and documents, as proof they themselves had been present at the signing. Prince Edmund’s seal had been impressed into the wax on the letter Rhys carried in his coat. That the seal was unbroken would tell the king that nobody had tampered with the message nor read it since it had left the prince’s hand. It was the only way to ensure confidentiality between lords and kings.

“The king already—he already—” Between one heartbeat and the next, Rhys’s anger gave way to grief, and he bent his head. If his emotions were anything like Catrin’s, the tears in his throat were preventing him from speaking further.

Though, for Catrin’s part, she found herself less full of grief or anger than despair, for her and Rhys, as well as for every other Welshman who’d already lost so much. Although she shouldn’t have to justify how deeply the king’s actions had hurt them, she felt the need to elaborate to Simon. “You should know that in London we saw Arthur’s crown—Llywelyn’s crown—displayed at Westminster Abbey. We hadn’t even known the king had dispatched it, nor that Prince Alfonso himself had presented it to the abbey before he died. Nobody mentioned it during our investigation in Windsor, and we only learned of it at all from an off-hand comment made by the castellan of the castle as we were leaving.” 

“So much for being full citizens of the realm.” Rhys mumbled the words in Welsh.

Catrin had long suspected Simon understood the language better than he spoke it, but he behaved in this moment as if he had neither heard nor understood Rhys. Instead, he answered Catrin. “It is my understanding the king’s intent was to keep it safe.”

Safe from whom? 

Catrin didn’t express this thought out loud. Nor did she tell Simon they’d taken a full day to ride into London for the express purpose of seeing the crown, rather than heading north directly from Windsor as they’d originally intended—and had been commanded to do by Prince Edmund. At first, Rhys had actually refused to believe the crown was there at all. 

Once at Westminster, they discovered the crown hadn’t even been given pride of place within the church, but had been moved to a forgotten alcove and left in a box. It had taken the priest on duty that day at the cathedral, hearing confessions and seeing to the many visitors, more time than it should have to remember where they’d put it. 

“What possible meaning could the crown have for him?” Catrin’s query came out too much like a wail and revealed herself more fully than she’d intended. 

She knew the answer to her question anyway. King Edward was deliberately styling himself in the manner of Arthur, placing himself within that ancient lineage as the rightful heir to the throne of Britain. That was the reason he’d built a great castle at Caernarfon, the seat of Macsen Wledig, Arthur’s ancestor; why he’d celebrated his 45th birthday at Llyn Cwm Dulyn, the lake at the bottom of which Arthur’s sword, Caledfwlch (known to the Normans as Excalibur), was rumored to be resting; and his purpose two months ago in holding a round table tournament in the manner of Arthur at Nefyn, where the great chronicler, Gerald of Wales, had found the writings of Merlin.

“King Edward sent Arthur’s crown to London months ago, in the spring, before you joined his company.” Simon gave a shake of his head, to all appearances genuinely regretful. “I’m sorry it was such a shock to you.”

Rhys’s head came up, and his eyes fixed on Simon’s face. “Did you know?”

“Yes, I knew. I assumed you did too.” 

“I think Rhys was asking if you knew before we left what the king was going to do with Llywelyn’s seal the moment our backs were turned.” As she spoke, Catrin kept half an eye on her husband, trying to assess the extent not only of his pain, which she knew to be considerable, but how dramatically this might affect his relationship with both Simon and the king. She and Rhys were still in royal service after all, and would continue to be so, regardless of what each felt inside.

“That I did not know. I swear it.”

Rhys met Simon’s eyes. Neither man looked away, and whatever Rhys saw in his friend’s face prompted him to take a great shuddering breath. Catrin herself wasn’t certain in this instance that she believed Simon. While he had told them of the chalice, he bore the burden of the same imperative she did: keeping Rhys on an even keel despite the storm blowing up around him. Rhys needed to believe. For that reason, if no other, Catrin herself stopped asking questions. 

That didn’t mean she wasn’t thinking the same thing as her husband: first the crown, now the seals. Next would be the piece of the true cross, Y Groes Nawdd (the Cross of Neath). For centuries, the kings of Gwynedd had held the cross in trust for the protection of their people, as a sacred relic of the House of Aberffraw, Llywelyn’s House. As long as the cross resided within the borders of Gwynedd, neither their House, nor their people, could fail.

They had all believed it.

But fail both had. 

Catrin had known since King Edward captured Llywelyn’s palace at Aber that Gwynedd’s sacred relics had fallen into his hands. Hadn’t she and Rhys explored the empty treasure room at Llywelyn’s former palace at Caernarfon, knowing even then that the English would have emptied every treasure room they came upon in every llys in Gwynedd as their first act of conquest?

She just hadn’t known what the king had done with them. What she wouldn’t do to go back in time and remake the world. She’d settle for an hour if that’s all that could be managed, back to a moment of ignorance before they’d come to see Simon, never mind the two years of conquest she’d give anything to change.

But the past was fixed, more’s the pity. Taking Rhys’s hand, Catrin braced herself for the coming confrontation with the king.
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Day One

Rhys
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Rhys found himself taking jerky steps as he left the tent to follow Simon towards the king’s pavilion. He had known serving King Edward would test him. He’d thought that in entering royal service for the second time, he’d had some idea of all the ways that might be true. He’d served the king and prince in the Holy Land on crusade, so it wasn’t as if the traditions and expectations hadn’t been familiar.

But ever since the fall of Wales to the English, and these five months of recent service in particular, he’d plumbed the depths of humiliation, despair, and grief in ways he never could have imagined. He had thought the death of his lord and the loss of his country were the worst things that could ever happen to him. And they were, in theory. He hated the occupation of his country. But it wasn’t the theory that made him wake every day with an ache in his heart. It was the reality.

With this new slight, all the old angers and resentments stirred in Rhys and banished whatever sympathy he might have been feeling towards the king at the loss of his son.

By contrast to the roiling within Rhys, Catrin appeared serene. Rather than walking beside him, she seemed to glide. He knew his wife well enough by now to understand that her outward calm hid an inward turmoil that matched his own, a hint of which she’d given away in that query about the crown to Simon. He’d heard the depth of her despair in her voice and knew it matched his own. 

Of course, they both knew the crown, the seals, and the piece of the True Cross were only things. In comparison to the loss of the people they loved, these were unimportant. 

But they were more than mere things too. They were also symbols, and powerful ones at that. King Edward knew it, which was the reason he had appropriated them in the manner he had. For him, it wasn’t enough to have conquered Wales. He wanted to grind it beneath his boot, and then—and then!—have the people beneath him so grateful to have survived at all that they begged him for favors and thanked him for sparing them worse. Rhys saw now that this was meant to be a methodical conquest, following a plan laid out possibly from the very start. In that, it was more than clever. It was brilliant, even, and showed every sign of being exactly what was necessary to convince a conquered people to be complicit in their own subjugation. 

Catrin squeezed Rhys’s hand once again before letting it go. It was a sign of understanding, of camaraderie and love, and it allowed Rhys to take another truly steadying breath. These might even be the first ones he’d managed since they’d ridden out of Windsor. For Rhys, Catrin had made the many months alone after the death of Llywelyn seem like hardly more than a bad dream. Ever since that first meeting in Caernarfon, he’d had a lightness of spirit that had been distinctly absent in his life up until then. Even now, through the pain, he could feel it.

Given everything else, it was silly of him to be annoyed that he couldn’t speak of how he was feeling to Catrin in Welsh because Simon might overhear and understand. They had yet to determine how much Welsh Simon actually knew. At times, he revealed an unexpected facility with the language, though Rhys thought nobody else but them knew about it. 

In addition, though Rhys was quite sure Simon thought he knew the depth of Rhys’s hatred for the king, in point of fact, he did not. He could not. If he did, he might become afraid—of Rhys, for Rhys, and about what Rhys might do. So instead, Rhys endeavored to tamp down the lid on the boiling pot that was his emotions, even knowing that to do so was the best way to make that pot ultimately explode.

Simon had been walking in front of them, leading them across the field to the king’s pavilion. Now Catrin projected her voice so he could hear her better. “The chalice aside, how have things been in our absence, Simon?” 

Astonishingly, her tone was entirely level. Normal, even. Rhys took strength from her example.

Simon slowed and allowed them to come abreast, now walking beside them instead of leading them. “The king and queen are suffering, as you might imagine. They have the joy of baby Edward, of course, and the future of their grief may depend in part on the news you bring today.”

“I have a letter from Prince Edmund.” Rhys patted his chest above his heart, where he’d secreted it. “In it, he explains everything. I’m just the herald.”

Simon could have asked for a preview of what the prince had written but, to Rhys’s relief, he did not. The lying had to start now. In a sense, it already had. Maybe it was just as well that Simon had told them about the melted seals before they saw the king, because it provided a credible mask for the very real trepidation in Rhys’s belly about the lies he was being required to tell. Up until today, Rhys’s entire relationship with King Edward had rested on the fact that he always told him the truth. 

At the same time, the king didn’t require him not to feel a general animosity towards the English crown, as long as he hid those feelings behind a veneer of courtesy. King Edward knew how Rhys felt about the fall of Wales. He knew Rhys hated him—and might even genuinely respect him for that hatred. Among all his barons, servants, courtiers, and lackeys, Rhys was one of the few who never told him what he wanted to hear if it wasn’t the truth.

That is, he never had before now.

Simon ushered Catrin and Rhys into the king’s presence. The pavilion was more magnificent than the hall in which King Edward had received visitors at Nefyn or Caernarfon. In Wales, he’d been contending with small or half-finished construction, a shortage of readily available supplies, and the difficulty of hauling materials vast distances on poor roads.

These issues didn’t exist in the heart of Cheshire. So while he wasn’t staying in an actual building, no expense had been spared on his surroundings, which sported red, purple, and gold hangings, banners, thick rugs, and even a gilded throne. More often than not when the king traveled for reasons other than war, he brought his entire court with him. Last spring, the king had been inspecting his new holdings in Wales and preparing for the birth of his son with a relatively small entourage. 

The tournament in Nefyn had been intended to be the beginning of a genuine victory tour over the king’s newly conquered territory, but the subsequent death of his son had dampened the festivities for a time. From the looks, the dedication of the chalice at Vale Royal Abbey, with all the pomp and ceremony required, was a chance to start anew. 

As they came to a halt just inside the doorway, Rhys immediately became aware that his presence was unexpected, even unwelcome. At the sight of him, a hush fell over those congregating, which included the king, several of his royal officers, a number of churchmen, and a handful of men who gave the appearance of being local dignitaries. Even the servant pouring ale into a cup hesitated, and only realized the cup in question was overflowing when a cascade of ale splashed onto the toe of his shoe.

Rhys’s reappearance had just reminded the king of the loss of his son, something everyone here had spent the last few weeks trying to help him forget.

“Clear the pavilion.” King Edward’s voice was low and penetrating.

It was an order that brooked no argument, and nobody did. On another day, the high rate of speed with which he was obeyed might have been comical, and Rhys was required to step out of the way of the fleeing courtiers so they could exit the pavilion. While everyone wanted to know the outcome of Rhys and Catrin’s investigation, nobody wanted to be present when the king himself learned of it. Even Catrin moved slightly away from him, though not before she brushed her hand against his one more time.

While the king waited for everyone to leave, he had sat entirely still on his throne, his eyes never leaving Rhys’s face, and as soon as only Simon, Catrin, and Rhys were left with him, he motioned with one hand that Rhys should approach. 

Then, in that same stern and uncompromising tone, he said, “Tell me everything.”

It was not an order Rhys could obey, but he had already taken out the letter from Prince Edmund. Walking three steps forward so the king wouldn’t have to stretch to reach him, he went down on one knee and held out the letter with both hands, like an offering. “From your brother, my lord. He ordered me to leave it to him to explain all.”

“Ordered?”

“Yes, my lord.” As the king took the letter, Rhys rose and took two steps back, as was appropriate for a member of the court in the presence of the king. It was hopeless to try to blend in with his environment, but he was doing his best. 

But because he’d lifted his head, he was able to see the stern look the king sent him next. “And if I were to order you to summarize?”

Rhys resisted the urge to freeze like a scared rabbit and instead took yet another steadying breath in and out. “My apologies, my lord. Prince Edmund was quite clear. I would be grateful if you would read the letter first.”

The king’s expression turned wary, but he didn’t press Rhys again and broke the letter’s seal.

Rhys kept still as the king read, endeavoring not to give way to some nervous motion or twitch. To that end, he clasped his hands behind his back and gazed steadily at some point just to the left and above the king’s right shoulder. 

From her position a few feet away, Catrin was equally motionless. They both knew what the letter said, since they’d been present when Prince Edmund had written it in his own hand, reading out the lines before and after he wrote them for their approval. What the king himself now read was something like the fifth or sixth draft, each prior one burned before the next one was started, to leave no trace behind for anyone outside their small circle to come upon and read: We have found no evidence that your son’s death was unnatural. Your man, Rhys, never one to accept an easy answer, was exceptional in his diligence, which resulted in the discovery of an elaborate smuggling ring run out of Windsor Castle. The culprits took their own lives rather than allow themselves to be apprehended.

The king appeared to read through the letter twice before the hand that held it came to rest in his lap. At that point, he murmured, “So it is divine retribution, then. The Lord God thought to take Alfonso from me, as punishment for I know not what sins.”
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Day One

Rhys
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The king’s words were spoken softly, more to himself than to anyone in his audience. Such was his trust of them that he was willing to share a moment of real vulnerability. The king didn’t want his son to have been murdered. He just didn’t like what a natural death meant for him.

Even so, whatever sympathy Rhys might have initially felt when watching the king’s face was swept away almost the instant it bloomed. What deeds, indeed! This was the story the king was telling himself now? 

But then the king was on his feet, and his voice resounded throughout the pavilion, as if he was speaking to his entire court instead of the same few to whom he’d just shared an unguarded moment. “It is just as well I anticipated this and came to Vale Royal. From this moment, I dedicate all its works to my lost son.”

Simon was right there to confirm the thought. “This abbey will be the greatest in Christendom, my lord!”

It was something a lackey would say and, on the whole, unlike Simon. 

Rhys was happy to have the king focused anywhere but on him. Unfortunately, the reprieve was short-lived. Edward returned to his seat on the throne and fixed his piercing gaze once more upon Rhys. “Start at the beginning. I want to hear it all.”

Rhys had known this was coming. He’d spent the entire journey from Windsor preparing for it. Thus, he had the story ready to tell, and he trotted out the entire endeavor, elucidating in great and excessive detail everything they’d said and done during their investigation of Alfonso’s death. 

Everything he told the king was absolutely true. 

But the picture painted in the end was a complete lie.

King Edward listened attentively, asked intelligent questions, and occasionally had Rhys return to an earlier point in order to relate it again. He even brought Catrin into the story for the parts she knew particularly. As Rhys talked, he felt his confidence growing. When it came to the climactic scene in the warehouse and the death of the perpetrators, even he found himself caught up in the story, no longer seeing the holes in their narrative large enough to drive a carriage through.

With the ending of the tale, the king sat with his elbow on the arm of his throne and a finger to his lips, studying him. Rhys found himself subtly straightening his spine under the scrutiny.

And then Rhys made what he later saw as his first real mistake: “If I might add my condolences, my lord. I am so sorry. I wish I had—”

“Don’t tell me you’re sorry! I don’t want to hear another person tell me he’s sorry!” King Edward surged to his feet, cutting Rhys off with an angry sweep of his arm that flung the letter away from him. It landed on a rug ten feet away, closer to Rhys than to the king. 

“Yes, my lord.” Rhys couldn’t have been standing straighter, and he was determined not to speak again. In this moment it wasn’t possible to say the right thing. 

Simon, meanwhile, rather than appease the king, which he must have seen would be futile, sidled a few feet so his right foot was touching the letter. Whether or not the king ever cared to read it again, Simon intended to secure the document before anyone else saw it.

“Nor tell me what you wish.” King Edward stepped down from his throne so he could put his face inches from Rhys’s. “Wishes are for children and peasants as they hover around a well. None of us get what we wish for. Me, least of all—”

It may have been that the tirade would have ended almost as soon as it had begun, since the king’s last sentence carried a more moderate tone, even one that showed a certain level of exhaustion. Rhys would never know the upshot of their conversation, however, because King Edward’s words were cut off by the raising of the flap at the entrance to the pavilion. It had been closed with the departure of the king’s court. The thin fabric couldn’t actually prevent eavesdroppers from listening, but the guards around the outside would have made sure anyone other than the few of them stayed well away.

Except this newcomer, apparently.

Rhys himself didn’t dare turn around, and because he was still looking straight ahead, he saw the king’s mouth twist—not so much in anger, perhaps, but more in a kind of whimsy, to imply the interruption was only to be expected. He didn’t relay the rest of what he had been thinking either, and continued to look past Rhys to the person who’d just entered. 

Then a man dressed in the white robes of the Cistercian order fell to his knees beside Rhys, to all intents and purposes groveling before the king. “It’s gone, my lord. Please forgive us, but it’s gone.”

“What’s gone?” The king spat the words back, a question and an order at one and the same time, impatient with a lack of information succinctly stated. In truth, he shouldn’t have had to ask.

“The chalice, my lord! The royal chalice, your great gift to our beloved abbey, has vanished from its reliquary.”
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Day One

Catrin
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As the meaning of the monk’s words penetrated, the king returned his attention to Rhys and, when he spoke next, his voice was as cold as Catrin had ever heard it. “What did you do?”

Rhys had not been looking directly at either the king or the monk, but a little off to the side so as to avoid the royal gaze. Catrin suspected what he’d really hoped to do was turn invisible. But now his attention snapped back to the king. “My apologies, my lord. I don’t understand what you’re asking—”

Simon stepped forward to intercede. “My lord, if I may, Catrin and Rhys arrived here at Vale Royal Abbey within the hour. They rode hard for days from Windsor, as their horses could attest if they could speak, for the purpose of bringing your brother’s letter to you as quickly as possible. Leaving the beasts in the paddock, they came straight to me, and then I brought them directly to you. They didn’t stop even to change or bathe, so urgent they knew was their message.” He paused. “They didn’t know why you were here at Vale Royal nor the origin of the chalice until I told them about it in the moments before I brought them before you.”

It was only as Simon finished speaking that Catrin realized the king had been accusing Rhys, of all people, of taking the chalice. What did you do? he’d asked. 

What indeed.

At Simon’s words, King Edward’s lip curled, and he made a motion that might have been of dismissal, as if Rhys was to suddenly put aside the fact that, out of pique at the unrelated news he’d brought, the king had just wrongly accused him of stealing the abbey’s gift. But as with every other betrayal and humiliation inflicted upon them since Llywelyn’s death, once experienced, it couldn’t be forgotten. That the king’s first thought had been to blame Rhys also showed, more than anything else could, how thin a veneer was his trust. It also might indicate King Edward didn’t believe his brother had written him the truth and that he was therefore suddenly distrustful of Rhys’s role in the letter’s writing. 

In the past, Rhys had never been one to tell him what he wanted to hear when it wasn’t the truth. In this moment, however, the king might be wondering whether—or how often—Prince Edmund had done so. It would be a shame, really, if all the detail they’d lovingly inserted into the tale Rhys had told had been for nothing. 

Not that they had any recourse in the matter.

Prince Edmund had been very clear that neither Rhys nor Catrin could ever contradict the letter he was sending his brother. They’d agreed to abide by this decree, even with the possibility that the king would lash out at the closest target once he’d read it, who would be Rhys. 

They’d been right. The king’s anger had made him look to Rhys, forgetting for the moment the burdens he had placed on him up until now. A month ago, only Rhys could be entrusted with the investigation of Prince Alfonso’s death. Even so, the king wasn’t wrong that Rhys and Catrin were among the few Welshmen in his court. And since the chalice was made from their former lord’s seal, they would be among those most likely to resent the fact that he’d melted it down. It made a certain kind of sense, in that respect, that in learning of its disappearance, his thoughts had latched first upon Rhys. 

It also indicated yet again (and as always) that in taking the symbols of the Welsh people, he had known exactly what he was doing and how it would affect the very people he proposed to rule. It was a sign too that he might be feeling a twinge of guilt at his definitive action. When he’d said earlier that he had no idea what he possibly could have done to incur God’s wrath, he’d been lying. It was guilt at the lengths to which he’d gone during the conquest of Wales that explained why King Edward had melted down the seals of his vanquished enemies and given the resulting chalice to his abbey.

“What about that other Welshman?” The king snapped his fingers impatiently, speaking to Simon. “The archer who joined us after Nefyn.”

With this second accusation, the king was merely being petulant. By the sneer on his face, maybe even he knew it. 

For his part, Simon knew his duty and spoke without censure: “If you are referring to Mathonwy, my lord, he has been standing guard outside your pavilion for the last two hours. I saw him there just now, and this monk could attest that he remains on guard.” The monk still had his face to the carpet, so Simon prodded him with his toe. He’d already bent to pick up the letter. “Couldn’t you?”

“Yes?” The monk looked up. “You mean the handsome one?” At Simon’s nod, the monk continued, “Yes, my lord. The Welshman stands guard, along with several others who patrol the perimeter.”

“If I may be so bold, my lord, I would like to suggest time is of the essence.” That was from Rhys. Somehow, the fact that the king had, for all intents and purposes, accused him and then Mathonwy of stealing the chalice, had passed him by. Instead, it looked to Catrin as if his mind was already delving into the problem of the chalice’s disappearance. “This good brother should take us to wherever the chalice was being kept. The sooner we begin the investigation, the sooner we can discover who took it and retrieve it.”

With a rush of relief, Catrin saw the moment the king visibly softened his stance. His shoulders relaxed, and although his mouth pursed for a moment, it was in rueful thought rather than in anger. While he didn’t look exactly chastened, now that he’d been reminded who it was he had wrongly accused, he backed down. 

Not that he would ever apologize for being unjust. Kings didn’t have to.

“Go.” He made a gesture that encompassed all of them. “I want a full report when you’re done.”

This last comment was directed at Simon. Catrin couldn’t help inferring that the king thought he needed to send Simon with them because he wasn’t sure Rhys could be trusted any longer to tell him the truth. 

He was wrong. Rhys clung as fully to that honesty now as he ever had. If they were to continue in the king’s service, and thus be of service to their own people, they needed to find a way to convince him of that again.
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A few months ago, Catrin herself might have hesitated, wondering if the king’s orders included her. For the first months of her acquaintance with Rhys, she hadn’t been entirely sure she should take it as a given that where Rhys went, or was sent, she could go too. But the trip to Windsor had changed things for all of them. When the king had ordered them to investigate his son’s death, he had very much sent them together, as partners. In doing so, he’d recognized their ability to discover answers together, even if some of that consideration may have been that Catrin knew his daughters, and her assistance in speaking with them would be invaluable. In truth, it had been. 

So, while he had no daughters here, she had learned a thing or two in the five months she’d been with Rhys and, until told otherwise, she saw no sense in detaching herself from him. Thus, having moved closer to Rhys to confirm the implication they were together, she curtseyed to the king and left the pavilion, following after the monk. Simon was a step behind.

On the journey to Cheshire, all Catrin had been able to think about was the relief she would feel after they’d finally conveyed Prince Edmund’s letter to the king. As it turned out, she had felt no relief at all—until this moment. Never in a thousand years would she have thought the solution to her anxiety would be to take on another investigation so quickly.

The king’s pavilion sat in a field all by itself, adjacent to the monastery precincts but outside the encampment proper. This was common practice so the wide variety of supplicants who came to see King Edward wouldn’t need to weave their way through half the encampment to get to him. Simon, who was always integral to such arrangements, would have been concerned about more than just the king’s safety and security. Of even greater importance was the protection of baby Edward. 

In fact, as Catrin gazed around at the number of guards and sentries, it looked to her as if he had called in reinforcements since they’d last been part of the king’s retinue. Whether or not these extra guards would be maintained might depend on how fully they’d convinced him that Alfonso hadn’t been murdered and the risk to his baby son was negligible—or at least no more than usual. Although Alfonso was murdered, and she didn’t believe baby Edward to be in any particular danger, she certainly wasn’t going to suggest the king’s concern, regardless of what he believed to be the truth, was misplaced.

She very much wanted to ask Simon about these arrangements, but at the same time wasn’t sure she should. If they never spoke again of their investigation in Windsor, it would be too soon. So instead, she turned to the monk who’d brought the news of the theft of the chalice, one Brother Peter, who hustled along just in front of them. “Why is the queen not staying in the abbey’s guesthouse? I would have thought a building within the monastery grounds would have been the most comfortable place for the king’s heir.” And the safest, though she didn’t add that last bit.

“It was deemed unsuitable, my lady.” With a gesture, Brother Peter drew her attention to a long, low building with few windows and deteriorating thatch. 

Simon leaned in to add, “The queen and baby Edward have a pavilion in the encampment because the abbey buildings are still incomplete.”

“But the church is done?” Catrin accepted Simon’s explanation with a grateful nod, but continued to speak to the monk. From the outside, the church was a majestic building, rising high into the sky and dominating the surrounding fields and pastureland. To her, admittedly untrained eye, it looked finished. 

“It is watertight, but much work remains to be done within.” Even so, Brother Peter’s chest swelled with pride. “Vale Royal is the largest church in England. Its nave is nearly four hundred feet long with a chevet of thirteen radiating chapels on one end. Only cathedrals like Westminster are bigger.”

Catrin had known that, actually. Vale Royal Abbey was meant to be the center of King Edward’s spiritual reign, much like Westminster Abbey had been to his forefathers, and in the same way Caernarfon was intended to be the crown jewel of his earthly rule in Wales. For that reason, Catrin was genuinely shocked at the poor condition of the buildings within the abbey precincts. Even the poorest village hut would be better cared for. 

“The church itself is a remarkable feat,” Rhys agreed. “You must be very proud.”

Catrin didn’t think the monk noticed her husband’s dry tone. She knew for certain Rhys cared not a single whit for the king’s ambitions. He was trying to worm his way into the monk’s good graces, just as she’d been doing, as a means to learn everything he could about the chalice’s disappearance without seeming to.

Simon was one who understood what was happening, and he shot Rhys a wry look, which Rhys returned. Catrin hoped it was an indication of thawing relations, and that the two men could get back to an even footing. Things were always better in Rhys’s world when he and Simon were on speaking terms.

“And yet, the dedication is on Sunday! We have less than a week! Dignitaries are already on their way!” The monk wrung his hands. “How can we proceed without the chalice?”

“Rhys is the best at what he does,” Simon said, in a further indication of his support. “If anyone can find the chalice, he can.”

Brother Peter nodded vigorously. “I knew I was right to trust the king. It was obvious he would know what to do. How fortunate are we that his quaestor, the great Sir Reese, has finally arrived—just in time! God is certainly good.”

Catrin was brought up short yet again by the acknowledgment of Rhys’s prowess, not to mention that a Norman monk had thanked God for the arrival of a “great” Welsh investigator. In no way had she expected Brother Peter to be as relieved as he was, or even know who Rhys was. Perhaps she should be used to this kind of recognition. Truthfully, she wasn’t sure she wanted to be.

“You did the right thing in bringing the chalice’s disappearance to our attention,” Simon said firmly. “Theft is a crime, whether it takes place in a castle or in a church.”

Brother Peter nodded. “And then there’s the matter of Brother Angus’s death, of course.”
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Of course. 

Rhys had decided some time ago that there was something wrong with the way Normans used the phrase. He’d heard people say of course so many times in Windsor, about a whole host of things that should in no way have been taken as a given, that he had really begun to wonder if his French was as good as he’d thought. In the end, he’d decided it meant something different to them than it did to him or, at a minimum, was merely a throwaway phrase, almost like a nervous tic. 

“Wait a moment.” Rhys put out a hand to stop Brother Peter’s continued forward progress. “One of the monks is dead?” 

“Yes! Didn’t I just say? Brother Angus. Come with me, and you’ll see.”

Rhys allowed the monk to start walking again. “Where exactly did this death occur?”

“In the abbot’s office, where the treasury is located and thus where the chalice resides.” Then Brother Peter amended, “Resided.” 

The abbey was surrounded by a split-rail fence that did no more than mark the transition from surrounding fields to abbey precincts. The monk led them through the fence via a rickety gate, as makeshift as the rest of the abbey buildings, past what might one day be a genuine cloister but today showed only the foundations of the magnificence to come, and towards the entrance to a squat wooden building. It was one of many dotting the
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