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Paladin








Catrin and Rhys travel to Windsor Castle for their third medieval mystery together...

August 1284. On the heels of King Edward's triumph over Wales, the high point of his reign thus far, he receives the worst news possible: his eldest living son and heir to the throne of England has died. Concerned that his victories in Wales, and even more the means by which he came by them, have brought the wrath of the Almighty down upon his house, King Edward sends Catrin and Rhys to Windsor Castle to investigate. 

But although they find victims and villains aplenty, their far greater test—of friendship, loyalty, and allegiance—is managing the expectations of a grieving king, who fears his son was murdered—and fears even more that he wasn't.

Paladin is the third book in The Welsh Guard Mysteries.

––––––––

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

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

To Carew

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Cast of Chara​cters


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


Catrin – lady-in-waiting to Queen Eleanor

Rhys – kingsman to King Edward

Justin – Catrin’s son

Edward – King of England

Eleanor – Queen of England

Edmund – Earl of Lancaster, Edward’s younger brother

William de Valence – Earl of Pembroke

Vincent de Lusignan—William’s relation

Gilbert de Clare – Earl of Gloucester

Humphrey de Bohun – Earl of Hereford

Miles de Bohun – Humphrey’s uncle

James – Windsor’s butler

Geoffrey Pickford – Windsor’s constable

Fernando de Galicia – Alfonso’s steward (see below)

Charles – Alfonso’s tutor (see below)

Thaddeus – captain of the Windsor’s garrison

Father Giles – Windsor’s priest

Mildrith – Elizabeth’s nanny (see below)








Edward and Eleanor’s Children

Daughter b. 1255 – deceased

Katherine b. 1264 – deceased

Joanna b. 1265 – deceased

John b. 1266 – deceased

Henry b. 1268 – deceased

Eleanor b. 1269

Juliana b. 1271 – deceased

Joan b. 1272

Alfonso b. 1273 

Margaret b. 1275

Berengaria b. 1276 – deceased

Daughter b. 1277 – deceased

Mary b. 1278

Son b. 1280 – deceased

Elizabeth b. 1282

Edward II b. 1284
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A Note on Paladin
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In the courtly literature of the medieval world, a paladin was one of the twelve heroic knights of Charlemagne, equivalent in many ways to King Arthur’s Knights of the Round Table. Stories of the twelve paladins were as much a part of popular culture in the thirteenth century as Arthur’s knights, and included The Song of Roland, which tells the story of the paladins’ defense of Charlemagne’s army against the Saracens and their subsequent deaths. Other stories describe their pilgrimage to Rome and their retrieval of holy relics stolen by the Saracens. 

One scholarly theory is that the Historia Caroli Magni, a twelfth century pseudo-history of Charlemagne, written under the patronage of Alfonso VI of Spain, doesn’t chronicle Charlemagne’s activities so much as Alfonso’s. In fact, the story conflates the two rulers in much the same way that Geoffrey of Monmouth’s History of the Kings of Britain, from which the legend of King Arthur in large part derives and which was written under the patronage of Robert of Gloucester, conflates King Arthur with William the Conqueror and justifies the Norman conquest of Britain.
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Chapter One
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Gwynedd

22 August 1284

Catrin

––––––––
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“My king! My king!” The unmistakable relief in the messenger’s voice at reaching the royal party carried all the way to where Catrin and Rhys were riding at the rear of the company. 

For the journey from Caernarfon to Bangor, Queen Eleanor had given Catrin a reprieve as her lady-in-waiting, and Rhys’s task was far less momentous than usual, in that he was charged merely with keeping an eye on the left side of the road, which at the moment wasn’t much more than the Menai Strait and hardly worth the attention of a king’s guardsman, quaestor, and spymaster. They were within sight of Bangor Cathedral, having traveled ten miles that day, which was something of a miracle given the sodden state of the road and the unrelenting rain.

Edmund, King Edward’s younger brother and the Earl of Lancaster, known to all and sundry as Crouchback, had been riding towards the front of the company, so he was the first to hear what the messenger had to say. The moniker was a remnant of Edmund’s participation in the ninth crusade. Rhys had participated in that crusade too, but for over a year after King Edward’s conquest of Wales, he had hidden himself in Caernarfon. But these days he was out in the world again, married to Catrin, and serving the King of England. He could no longer deny who he’d been then and who he was now.

So he wore the cross on his left shoulder too. It was a necessary concession now that he was a member of the royal court again. To all in that court but Catrin and Rhys, the conquest of Wales was a triumphant victory, not to be questioned. Wearing the cross mitigated the extent to which others looked upon him with suspicion.

“Rhys—” Catrin put out a hand, bringing both their horses to a halt, which was just as well since the entire company was also stopping. 

Rhys gripped her hand. “Perhaps it’s just another message like Cole was carrying and nothing to concern us.” 

He was referring to the first investigation he’d conducted for the king, in which a messenger from Gilbert de Clare had brought news from the French court. That news had been important to King Edward but not worth dying over. But Catrin and Rhys had heard bad news so many times in the last few years, from so many different directions, that Catrin couldn’t stop her heart from constricting to think what could unsettle the king so completely that he’d keep the entire company standing in the rain. 

And then Simon, Rhys’s commander and closest friend, reined in at the edge of the road and spoke in the coldest voice Catrin had ever heard him use, “You need to come right now. You too, Catrin. The queen needs you. Alfonso is dead.”

For a moment, Catrin refused to believe it, and then a wail of horror began rising in the back of her mind, made worse with every heartbeat by Simon’s hurried explanation of what had happened. They arrived at the queen’s carriage to find it stopped in the middle of the road, and the queen herself pale as new snow. She clutched baby Edward to her, even as her cousin Margaret begged to take him from her, since he was crying at being held so close. King Edward stood next to the open door of the carriage, bowed in grief and heedless of the rain falling on the back of his bared head. 

Rhys and Catrin dismounted to one side, not wanting to intrude by approaching too closely. “I’m so sorry, my lord,” Rhys said.

There was nothing else to say when faced with such grief. Catrin wasn’t able to speak at all. Alfonso had been the eldest son, though really just the surviving son, since his older brothers had died before him. And now, as Simon had hastily explained on the short ride to the queen’s carriage, he too was dead of an illness that had killed him with unexpected rapidity.

At Rhys’s words, however, the king’s head came up, and although tears streamed without shame down his cheeks, when he spoke his voice was steady. “You will go, you and Catrin, right now. Rhys as my representative and Catrin as the queen’s.” He swung around to look at his brother. “Edmund will go as well. Through him, you will have all the authority you need.”

Catrin knew without asking that the only reason the king was sending his brother with them was because he couldn’t go himself. 

“Of course, my lord,” Rhys said, as if he could have said anything else in this moment. “Where are we going?” 

It appeared from the outside that the king’s grief was already further along than that of his wife, whose face remained white enough to indicate shock. But then, how does one ever encompass the sudden death of a beloved son? The king wanted action, and he had the power to make other people do his bidding, whether or not what he wanted made sense. It was enough that, in his grief, he wanted it.

“To Windsor.”

That was where the royal children were being raised while the king and queen toured their newly conquered territory. In order to reach their party on that windy and rainy road near Bangor, the news had traveled first to Chester by pigeon, and then the horseman would have been sent racing across Gwynedd to Caernarfon in hopes of reaching the king before many more days had passed. 

As it was, by the time the king heard the news, Alfonso had been dead three days, and would soon be buried at Westminster Abbey. The boy had died exactly ten years to the day after the king himself had been crowned in the same spot. Having served two years at Queen Eleanor’s side, Catrin herself had known the boy. He’d been clever and even-natured, and the devastation to his parents at his death could not be underestimated. Even Catrin, who so despised what King Edward had done to her country, could not rejoice at the loss of his son.

Simon, who’d dismounted too and remained nearby, stepped closer at the king’s words. “My lord, if I may, what are you hoping to achieve by sending Rhys and Catrin all that way?”

“Answers.”

None of their previous investigations had carried the heavy weight of the king’s own expectations. The news the messenger had brought in that hour—the very day the king’s entourage had set out from Caernarfon heading east—was the worst and most terrible that parents could ever hear. 

Appropriately, as they stood on the windswept road from Caernarfon with the ruin of all the king’s hopes and plans in the muck at their feet, the rain started coming down hard enough to make none of them sure what were raindrops and what were tears.

In utter silence, the party made its way into Bangor, where they’d planned to spend the night in the cathedral guesthouse. The king and queen chose to forgo all sleep, in favor of standing vigil from afar over their dead son. Catrin and Rhys spent a restless night, rising early with the intent to leave at first light. 

That made it very early indeed when Simon sought them out with their last instructions, making clear what he had to tell them came directly from the king. “Queen Eleanor has birthed sixteen children. Ten are dead. Only five daughters and baby Edward survive. At ten years old, Alfonso was long past the age where he should have been felled by disease.”

“The king truly suspects he was murdered?” Catrin asked warily. 

It wasn’t that the idea was new. She and Rhys had lain awake most of the night discussing the possibility and its ramifications. How could they not? As the king’s quaestor, or one who asks questions, it was Rhys’s job to investigate unexplained death. He would be the first to admit, however, that not all unexplained deaths were murder. 

“He does. I might even say that he hopes for it.” Simon lowered his voice, even though they were alone in the guesthouse common room at the monastery. “If God ordained him to be king, why has He given him such fragile sons? Is he being punished for his misdeeds?” Even as he spoke, Simon threw out a hand to stop either Rhys or Catrin from making the obvious observation that the brutality of Edward’s conquest of Wales was worthy of divine retribution. “He needs to know if his son was struck down by God’s wrath, punishment for the sins of the father visited on the son, or if a human hand was involved.”

“Just because a human hand was involved doesn’t mean it wasn’t God’s Will.” Catrin couldn’t help pointing out the obvious omission in the reasoning. “The world is always as God ordains. The difference is if He actually sent the hand that felled Alfonso or if He simply allowed it to happen.” 

“The theology of men’s free will is not our concern today,” Simon said grimly. “It is Edward who rules by God’s Will. It is between him and his priest to determine why God would allow him to keep his throne and yet send him so much grief. But if someone murdered his son, he needs to know. And—” Simon paused in a way that had both Rhys and Catrin watching him carefully.

The pause was long enough for Catrin to prompt him. “What is it, Simon?” 

“If Alfonso was murdered, then we have to consider the possibility that his other sons were too.”

It was a fearsome idea. Catrin could well imagine the anguish and guilt wracking the king for him to look back at those other deaths, long accepted as natural and put to rest, and question them too. It also made the task with which Edward had charged them all the more momentous, as if it wasn’t great enough already.

“If someone did murder Alfonso, we will do our best to find out who,” Rhys said.

“The king knows you will.”

“But how are we to manage this?” Catrin spoke with a tinge of despair in her voice. “There will be no physical evidence left by the time we arrive. All we’ll have to go on is what people say or don’t say, and even with the help of Prince Edmund, nobody at Windsor is going to want to talk to us. We are Welsh, Simon!”

“Didn’t I mention this already? The king knows the nature of the royal court as well as anyone. He is sending for some friends to assist you.” 

“What friends?” Rhys looked hard at Simon. “His or ours?”

“I suppose that’s a matter of perspective. Anyway, riders have already been sent to summon Vincent de Lusignan and Miles de Bohun. This was at my recommendation, you understand.” Simon gave them a small, sad smile. “It will be just like old times.”

Catrin begged to differ. Not only were they being sent to Windsor to investigate the death of Prince Alfonso, but they were now to do it with two men they couldn’t trust: Vincent had left Rhys for dead at Cilmeri less than two years ago; and Miles was their chief suspect in an act of sabotage that might have ended the king’s life only three weeks ago at Nefyn.

It wasn’t going to be like old times at all.
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Windsor Castle

1 September 1284

Rhys

––––––––
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Ten days later ...

“Vincent really did come.” Catrin squinted across the upper bailey of Windsor Castle as a figure strode towards them, having exited the great hall. There were two great halls at Windsor: one in the lower bailey, which was for the majority of the retainers and workers at the castle, and a second, smaller one, here in the upper bailey, intended for the use of everyone who catered specifically to the royal family.

“And he beat us here.” Rhys found himself glaring at the newcomer until Catrin poked him, and he subsided.

“Of course he came,” Prince Edmund said. “The king himself summoned him.” 

And that was all one needed to say about the power of the King of England and those who served him.

Since the king had ordered them to Windsor, Rhys and Catrin had done nothing except ride across England and plan for their approach to the investigation of Alfonso’s death. They had decided to begin in Alfonso’s quarters, progressing to interviewing residents of the castle and then the citizens of Windsor, if that became necessary. It would be a matter of starting with a single moment, Alfonso’s death, and working inward (rather than outward) from there, almost like walking the spiral of a snail’s shell, circling ever closer to their central objective: namely, the truth. Hopefully, they also wouldn’t be working at a snail’s pace.

Getting the residents of Windsor Castle to talk, and even more to tell the truth, had to be done, and done thoroughly, if they were to assuage the fears of their grieving king. And although Rhys wanted answers, the first moments of their arrival were a time for observation, not questions. His first observation was that it felt odd—given that everyone in their party was still suffering some degree of shock at Alfonso’s death—to see everyone here going about their usual business. At least at first glance. 

The guards at the main gate had been respectful and well-organized, the stable boys had taken charge of the horses with minimal fuss, and the garrison captain, a man named Thaddeus, had himself come to greet them. The prince’s men had then dispersed to their various duties, with one running ahead to the upper bailey to inform the constable, Geoffrey Pickford, that Prince Edmund had arrived. 

Rhys remembered Captain Thaddeus from the Holy Land, which was likely how he’d achieved his present position. (Not so different, in a way, from Rhys himself.) Thaddeus would have escorted them to the upper bailey if Prince Edmund hadn’t dismissed him, telling him he wanted to stretch his legs with only Rhys and Catrin as company. Edmund was a prince, the king’s brother, so of course the captain gave way with a bow and the repeated assurance that if he needed anything he had only to ask.

Vincent had been on crusade too. At first, he had been friends with Rhys and Simon, before his brutality towards those beneath him had put a halt to their friendship, and Rhys had felt forced to chastise him for it in public. In his anger, Vincent had threatened to kill Rhys, and had nearly made good on his promise at Cilmeri, in the devastating ambush where Rhys’s lord, Llywelyn ap Gruffydd, the last Prince of Wales, had been assassinated. Rhys was glad the king’s children weren’t being cared for at the Tower of London, where they sometimes resided. To enter the castle there, he would have had to pass Llywelyn’s head, which to this day was being displayed there on a pike. He shuddered every time he thought of it.

And then, a month ago, in the midst of Nefyn’s tournament melée, Vincent had comprehensively apologized, told Rhys he was glad he hadn’t died at Cilmeri, and thanked him for changing the course of his life that day in the Holy Land. In the weeks since, Rhys had thought long and hard about Vincent’s apology and had come to the inescapable conclusion that he could not hate a man who no longer hated him, no matter how comfortable the emotion. 

Still, the sight of him had stopped Rhys in his tracks and that familiar feeling of anger had risen up within him. Vincent’s side had won Edward’s war. Because of it, Rhys was here, in service to those who had shattered his world. He was so flustered, in fact, that he almost stumbled over one of the bailey’s paving stones that kept the everpresent mud, with which every castle had to contend, at bay. 

Seeing his dismay, as she would, Catrin put a hand on his arm and said in Welsh, “Remember what we’ve talked about. The past is the past. He wants to move on, and so do we. What’s more, we have a job to do, and we have been ordered to do it with him.”

Rhys took in a breath and let it out slowly—along with the anger that had colored his vision red for a moment. It was that same anger, following an old pathway and old pattern, that had told him to attack Vincent in Nefyn. Even if he still had been at odds with Vincent, Rhys wouldn’t have wanted his anger to show. He was better than that. Since Cilmeri, he had learned how to be.

Oblivious to the turmoil inside Rhys, or at least pretending to be, Edmund said, “It may be that Pembroke is here too. That would be a pleasant surprise.”

Pleasant would not have been the word Rhys would have used. Aggravating maybe. That would be because the Earl of Pembroke wasn’t just any retainer to the King of England. He was William de Valence, Edward’s uncle and—more to the point—one of the worst of the Norman oppressors in Wales. Rhys might be on the edge of forgiving Vincent, but he still felt fully free to despise Vincent’s lord.

Vincent, on the other hand, appeared entirely composed, making Rhys feel petty and small. It was only the widening of Vincent’s eyes that indicated he himself was at all discomfited. He also had a half-smile on his lips, as if he was actually happy to see them. 

Then Vincent’s overall expression became much more somber as he bowed before Prince Edmund. “My lord, please accept my condolences and those of your uncle, Lord Valence, on the loss of Alfonso. I am so sorry to be greeting you in this way at this hour. Lord Valence would have come himself if matters hadn’t needed his direct attention on his estates.”

“Thank you, Vincent. I will convey these sentiments to the king and queen when next I see them.” Then Edmund turned slightly to gesture to Rhys and Catrin. “I believe you are acquainted with Sir Reese and his wife, Lady Catrin?”

Vincent bent his head. “I was honored to have witnessed your union in Nefyn.” He straightened and put out his hand to Rhys. “Good to see you.”

Somewhat numbly, because he was still struggling to come to terms with this strange version of his old enemy, Rhys grasped his forearm. “And you, Vincent.”

As it turned out, being polite was not only the least he could do, but it was easy to do—at least in this moment with the sun shining down on them and the prince looking on. He could almost believe that Cilmeri could one day be no more than a bad memory.

Prince Edmund then spied Sir Geoffrey, the constable, coming out of the royal quarters. He glanced at Rhys for a moment, with what Rhys would have sworn was speculation, and then gave him a brief nod. “I will speak to the constable to ensure that you are given full range of the castle. Nobody will stop you from going where you wish and asking any question that arises. We will talk later.”

“Yes, my lord.” Catrin spoke for both of them, since Rhys’s tongue remained stuck on the roof of his mouth.

Rhys knew what Edmund was saying to him under the surface: from this moment onward, he was the king’s representative. They were here to investigate Alfonso’s death, and the sooner they got started the better. Edmund had been a party to the plan they’d outlined on the journey, even if he thought they should be putting him to better use than merely being the person who paved the way for them. He insisted that, at the very least, he would keep his eyes and ears open.

In truth, that was all any of them would be doing. 

At least Rhys couldn’t suspect Vincent of having anything to do with Alfonso’s death, for all that he was without a doubt the last man with whom Rhys would have wanted to join forces in this time and place. Truly, if someone had told him six months ago that he would be in the king’s service, married to Catrin, and investigating the possible murder of the king’s son at Windsor Castle—with Vincent—the last item would have been the most surprising thing.

Regardless, with a mental shrug, he reoriented himself to his new reality and said, “You made good time.”

“As did you with a great deal farther to go. I arrived last night.” He gave a little cough. “I was, I confess, somewhat surprised to receive the king’s summons. They came from him, as they would, but since you are in charge of the investigation, they must have come from you.” He paused. “Thank you for sending for me. Thank you for trusting me.”

Rhys had thought he couldn’t be surprised again by Vincent, but here he was gaping again. He felt like his brain was as mushy as the mud that had spattered his shins to the knees. 

Catrin stepped in, being far quicker of mind than he. “We have much to talk about. Suffice to say, it is lovely to see a friendly face, Vincent. Do you know where we are staying? I would like to get out of my traveling clothes.”

Vincent immediately looked contrite, giving Rhys time to put his thoughts in better order. “My apologies, Catrin. I didn’t think. I was just so relieved to see you.” He cleared his throat. “I hope you realize that all of England and Wales knows by now that you have ridden to Windsor. Rumors abound as to why.”

Catrin looked from Vincent to Rhys. “We didn’t know.” 

“Are you certain?” Rhys was proud of himself for speaking without emphasis, as if the answer to his question was merely of casual interest instead of urgent.

Vincent let out a laugh. “Quite certain. To know that the great Rhys ap Iorwerth is riding once again with Prince Edmund? How can you be surprised that everyone who is anyone would be interested in that? You saved his life. As rumor has it, you have recently saved the king’s life as well. Twice.”

Calling Rhys great was surely hyperbole. But perhaps the most telling part of what Vincent had said was that he’d pronounced Rhys’s name correctly, down to the trilled r’s, instead of the usual Saxonization of it to Reese ap Yourworth. 

Catrin moved a little closer to Rhys. “So they know he is a member of the king’s guard?”

“Yes, they know this and more. They also know that he’s been in the king’s company since April, uncovering two terrible mysteries in the process. I heard all about it this morning from the boy who brought firewood for my hearth. Believe me, it is a tale worthy of the Knights of the Round Table we were all pretending to be at Nefyn. A Welshman saving the life of the king. It’s what everyone wants to hear. Even more, it’s what they want to believe.”

“I didn’t save his life,” Rhys said.

“Haven’t you learned by now how little the truth matters in these situations?” Vincent sounded entirely serious. “And I wouldn’t go that far anyway. His life has been in danger. You can’t deny it, not with what we saw at Nefyn.”

No, I cannot deny it, and we are not only going to also be working with you, but with Miles de Bohun, who was right in the thick of it.

Rhys didn’t say that, however. They hadn’t told anyone about Miles’s possible role in the sabotage of the viewing stand, nor about the ledger in which they’d found the information. He was also biting his tongue over the supposed accolades directed at him. He had known that joining the king’s guard would make some of his own people see him as a traitor, and that the English might uphold him as an example of a good Welshman. That it had happened so quickly might make the job they had to do here easier, but he hoped he wasn’t going to despise himself at the end of it.

“I am concerned about the attempts on the king’s life. Of course, I am. There have been at least four in the last six months that I know of, never mind that I may or may not have saved him from any of them. But it is unwise to talk about this in public.” While they’d been conversing, Rhys had been looking around the bailey. There was nobody else within twenty yards, but a cursory glance at the surrounding buildings found at least five separate faces poking out of doors and windows and then pulling back to remain hidden. “At Caernarfon, the king told me the walls have ears. But if a castle under construction wasn’t a safe place to talk, Windsor is going to be far less so. Everyone here spies on everyone else out of self-preservation—especially now with Alfonso’s death. You have to assume at all times that you are not only being watched but overheard.”

“Then where and when?” Vincent asked, without objecting to being lectured about what he likely already knew.

“You know Windsor better than I do,” Rhys said.

Vincent thought a moment. “The keep. Once you’ve settled and have dined, I would be grateful if you would meet me there as the bell tolls for Compline.” He nodded his regards at Rhys’s assent and walked away.

Watching him leave, Rhys focused on Vincent’s use of the word grateful. It was a word he had never heard come out of a Norman’s mouth before. In his past investigations, Rhys had prided himself on his ability to put himself in another man’s shoes, but somehow, he was finding those worn by Vincent, of all people, to be a most awkward fit. 
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Day One

Catrin

––––––––
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“He is so sincere, Rhys.” Catrin shook her head. “He pulls at my heartstrings, but how can we trust him? He’s a Norman. What’s more, he almost killed you!”

“For which he has apologized.”

“Still—”

“I agree that we would be fools to,” Rhys said flatly. “He knows it too. Which makes it harder yet again to distrust him.”

“Regardless, Rhys, you need to make him feel wanted.” Catrin could hear the warning tone in her voice. She didn’t often tell her husband what to do, but this was important enough to talk about openly, ears or no ears.

Rhys let out a sharp breath. “I know that, Catrin. Vincent has extended the olive branch. Whatever is in my heart, or in his, I cannot be so churlish as not to take it.” 

Somewhat to Catrin’s dismay, despite what she’d said to Vincent, they didn’t even stop in their own rooms to change, never mind bathe, before beginning their investigation in Alfonso’s suite of rooms in one of the towers. Possibly, if the king and queen eventually decided to raise baby Edward at Windsor Castle too, these would belong to him, since he was now the heir to the throne. For now, they were a memorial to the lost prince.

As Catrin stood in the center of Alfonso’s receiving room, turning slowly on one heel to take in the whole of the room, she had to acknowledge that she and Rhys, two people who’d experienced great loss of friends and family (ironically, many at the king’s hands), were the perfect investigators for this death. They completely understood the desire to know how and why Alfonso had died. Unlike the defeated Welsh, however, the king had the power to send them to unearth what he himself couldn’t. 

With a wry look at Catrin, Rhys entered the adjacent chamber where Alfonso’s bed was located. Catrin stayed in the receiving room to go through Alfonso’s collection of possessions.

The sight of them made her want to weep, and it was hard to focus on what she was supposed to be doing when all she could think about was what a sweet boy Alfonso had been and what an enormous loss to his parents his death was. She also couldn’t help wondering if his death was also a loss to Wales. It was hard to know when a boy was ten what he would be like at thirty or at the death of his father.

That said, according to Edward’s mother, King Edward had been focused and driven from birth, walking and talking long before it was normal for any child, determined always to win, to conquer. That hadn’t been Alfonso, for all that he’d enjoyed games and his training for war. 

She picked up a wooden ball that was sitting on the table. It matched a stick leaned up against the wall in the corner, very similar to the toys her own son, Justin, had played with as a boy. She could only be grateful that Justin had lived when so many did not. The stick and ball also indicated that Alfonso must have had at least one playmate, even if only his nine-year-old sister. Given their relative closeness in age, if Margaret had been a boy instead of a girl, she would have shared rooms with Alfonso instead of with her younger sister Mary. 

Alfonso also seemed to have a fondness for carved men and horses, as he had a collection on a shelf above a table set against a side wall. Judging by the smoothness of the wood, discolored by years of a child’s dirty hands, he’d played with them often. Well-used also was his wooden sword, fitted with its own sheath and small enough for Alfonso’s ten-year-old body. To all appearances, Alfonso had been a bright boy with a sunny disposition. As she held his little wooden horse, she hoped very much that nobody had, in fact, wished him ill.

What was entirely absent were ledgers or documents, which Catrin would have gone through if he’d been an adult. But being only ten, Alfonso’s household accounts would have been kept by his steward or possibly the castle constable. He did have books, however, which was something of a surprise, since by all accounts, Alfonso had been one to play outdoors and not for scholarly pursuits. She took down the first book and had to smile to see that it was one she herself often read aloud to Queen Eleanor: The Song of Roland. A second was a history of Charlemagne, translated from the original Latin into French. Both books were stirring tales of the twelve paladins of Charlemagne, recounting their battles against the Saracens. Further examination revealed that Alfonso had the Latin versions of both books too, though these were less worn.

King Edward favored stories of Arthur, and Alfonso had several of those as well, though the Norman Arthur could hardly be recognized as the one the Welsh knew. But once she saw the titles of the books at the top of the pile, Catrin could no longer be surprised Alfonso had kept them—and had read them, judging by the well-worn pages. He bore the same name as the king who’d commissioned them, the great Spanish king Alfonso VI. 

Then a knock came at the door behind Catrin. At her Come in! it opened to reveal a beardless man with black hair, wearing a long black robe. At the sound of his arrival, Rhys stepped back into the main room.

“Señor. Señora.” The man greeted them in Spanish and then switched to heavily accented French, putting his heels together and bowing to each of them in turn. “I am sorry to disturb.” He put a hand to his chest. “I am Fernando de Galicia, Alfonso’s steward, retained by the king to ensure that Prince Alfonso’s every need was met and also that he learned Castilian, in homage to his uncle and namesake, King Alfonso of Castilla, God rest his soul.”

Catrin glided forward. “Of course, we are pleased to meet you.”

“Prince Edmund told me you would be here, and I took it upon myself to greet you. I understand you are sent by the king to inquire into the death of his son. I can assure you, without a doubt or hesitation, that Prince Alfonso died of a sudden illness and nothing I or anyone at Windsor did or did not do could have prevented it.” 

This came all in a rush, answers to questions they hadn’t yet asked, but answers they also would have expected to hear from the man who oversaw the prince’s care. 

Rhys bent his head congenially. “I appreciate that you came immediately to speak to us. I can see that you cared deeply for Alfonso and are horrified by his loss.”

Fernando took in a breath. “Gracias. Thank you. It is a terrible tragedy to lose him. We are all devastated.” He gestured to the space around him. “As you can see, we left everything as it was the day he died, except for changing the linens, of course.”

“Please tell me of Alfonso. It seems that you, of everyone here, might have known him best.” It was shameless pandering on Catrin’s part, but it worked.

“He was a sweet boy, obedient and clever—far cleverer than one might expect, given that he wanted all the time to be running and playing, wrestling with the stable boys, pranking the kitchen staff, or practicing with his sword and bow.”

“He does have these books—”

Fernando spoke over her before she finished her sentence, seemingly eager to please. “He loved those stories. In his own mind, he was a paladin, just like Charlemagne’s knights. And while he was proud to be named after his great-uncle, he insisted of late that we all should call him Astolfo.” Here Fernando shook his head indulgently. “We humored him. Of course we did. Nobody could object to his enthusiasm. Well—” he paused again, “—except perhaps for his tutor.”

“Alfonso was not the best student?” 

“He hated formal lessons.” Again, Fernando’s smile was indulgent.

“Some of his books are in Latin, and one can see that they’ve been read.”

Fernando laughed. “The books Alfonso loved had been originally written in Latin, so he was determined to read and understand them in the original.”

He paused, his hand going to his mouth. “Excuse me. I must retire.” His voice cracked as he turned away, and his cheeks were suddenly wet with tears.

Catrin felt like weeping to see it. 

With Fernando gone, Rhys was less moved. “When he first arrived, he was very nervous.”

“He, of all who work here, will likely be losing his position. What need will there be for a caregiver from Castile when none here have ties to Castile?”

“It certainly made him forthcoming.” But then Rhys gave a low laugh. “He talked plenty. He just didn’t say anything.”

“He won’t be the only one,” Catrin said.

On the road, they’d discussed how to investigate Alfonso’s death without offending his memory. They’d known there would be speculation about why they’d come. Gossip moved around a castle—and a country, as Vincent testified—rapidly. With their arrival today, rumor had to be proceeding like an autumn storm. By not eating in the hall, they’d added to it. It appeared that Edmund had known that and had put the bow to the crwth, as Prince Llywelyn used to say, and revealed the truth to everyone: the king sent us to investigate Alfonso’s death. 

“While true, it’s their livelihoods—and lives—at stake.” 

That was a fact of life as well. With Prince Alfonso dead, five daughters remained alive and needed tending. If Catrin and Rhys uncovered something amiss in their treatment by any caregiver, all caregivers might be dismissed. And that was at best. At worst, the king’s rage could see them hanged. They would know that too. They would fear it, and that fear would either keep anyone from speaking out at all—or cause them to turn on one another.

Either way, Catrin and Rhys would find themselves showered with a mix of truth and lies and not know which was which. She supposed that had been true in both of their previous investigations together as well. 

“Answers in the negative are still answers,” Catrin reminded her husband. “What I’m concerned about now is that, up until his tears, what Fernando said to us was well-rehearsed.”

“If I were in his shoes, I would have prepared a statement,” Rhys said. “It isn’t as if everyone here hasn’t had days to think about what to say. From the moment Alfonso fell ill, every one of the people in Windsor Castle feared they would be blamed for not doing enough for him. When Fernando reports that he spoke to us and that we are indeed investigating Alfonso’s death, the line between what people want to be true and what they tell us is true will start to blur even more.”
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Chapter Four
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Day One

Rhys

––––––––
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While Catrin at long last attained a bath, to use her words, Rhys braced himself for his first real conversation with Vincent. If nothing else, Rhys was glad he’d managed to get a look around Alfonso’s rooms before conferring with anyone else about the investigation. He was unsurprised not to have found much of interest, at least in terms of why Alfonso had died. If someone was responsible for Alfonso’s death, he would have cleaned up after himself days ago.

That Alfonso was already buried could not be undone, not without the king himself ordering it. Short of finding a vial of poison left under the bed, which he already knew by looking wasn’t there, any physical proof of cause of death was long gone.

Rhys had gone just a few steps from the guesthouse door, when a man left the kitchen carrying a tray of food. He took one look at Rhys and immediately turned right around and headed back inside. Vincent had implied that Rhys’s exploits were well-known and respected. But there had been fear in that man’s face. Rhys supposed the sooner he accepted his role as one to be feared, if not loathed, the easier all this was going to be.

Rhys exited the upper bailey, retracing his steps from earlier that day in the other direction, but instead of continuing on the gravel pathway to the gatehouse that led to the lower bailey, he took the stairway that led up the motte to Windsor Castle’s old keep. The Conqueror, King William I, had built the original wooden keep as part of a motte and bailey castle, one of a dozen small fortresses thrown up in a ring around London to consolidate his conquest of England. In the process, he’d demoted the old castle of Windsor, once a favorite of the Saxon kings and located three miles down the Thames, to a royal hunting lodge. 

Although in the subsequent centuries, Windsor had been turned into a palace, and thus expanded to three or four times the size of the original, these later upgrades had all been built around William’s first castle. This keep, instead of being torn down entirely, had been rebuilt in stone. Rhys was quite sure it had been retained as a monument to King William and his, at times, desperate struggle to conquer England. Certainly it was a reminder of what had been required of the Normans to wrest the country from the Saxons and keep it. He himself could testify that, although the Saxons had long since been subdued, war was still a way of life to these English kings. Rhys swore his people would never become as cowed as the Saxons. Still, at this point, it was hard to see how they could avoid being wholly subsumed into England.

“You chose well,” Rhys said to Vincent, having entered through the great doorway and found himself in a large receiving room. At one time this space had been the heart of Windsor, where the king had received the homage of his new subjects. “Is the place actually empty?” 

“Entirely. I made sure of it. We cannot be overheard.”

How completely Vincent had taken Rhys’s caution to heart was simultaneously gratifying and disconcerting. Passing through the central hall, they reached the old guardroom, located at the end of a curving passage. 

“What did Sir Geoffrey think of your request to clear the keep?” Rhys sat in the padded chair Vincent indicated and accepted the cup of wine he offered him. 

Vincent’s expression could have been withering, but instead it was amused. “You have been away from court too long, my friend.”

My friend. Rhys mentally shook himself, struggling to accept what Vincent was telling him: he really did want bygones to be bygones, even as Rhys almost swallowed his tongue in his effort to avoid mentioning the fact that he’d spent six months recuperating from the wound Vincent had given him at Cilmeri.

“Nobody is going to gainsay any request coming from me, Rhys. William de Valence is the second-most powerful man in England, behind only the king.”

“Don’t let Prince Edmund hear you say that!” Rhys managed a laugh, and then realized he was genuinely amused. Rhys had missed Simon, his best friend in life, during their years apart. It seemed he’d missed Vincent too, and it was strange how the hole left inside Rhys by Vincent’s absence from Rhys’s life had been easier to fill with hatred than forgiveness.

“He would be the first to admit it.” Vincent made a motion with his head. “Regardless, nobody had the temerity to question me. You would do well to emulate my approach, Rhys. You represent the king.”

“It’s still an adjustment,” Rhys managed to say.

“I can imagine.” Vincent could have spoken dryly. If he’d been Miles he would have. Instead, his words conveyed understanding and compassion.

They were being absurdly nice to each other. Rhys felt compelled to consider how far he really was willing to go to clear the air. “Do you want to talk about—” He waggled his hand back and forth in the air as if to say, you and me.

“I want to talk about it if you want to talk about it. I said what I needed to say at Nefyn.”

Rhys sat back in his chair, studying the other man. The entire situation was unlooked-for and also unaccountable. But still, it was before him. In that moment, Rhys decided the truth could no longer hurt him. “I don’t need to talk about it. I am well.”

Vincent laughed. “Are you? I all but killed you. You can’t brush that away like a crumb from your sleeve. I know that. This will take time. But I’m also not going anywhere.”

Normans never admitted they were wrong. They certainly didn’t apologize. Only a
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