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		Whether it makes one cry or sing,
justice must be carried out.

		—Marie de France, c. 1170, “Lanval,”
l. 437-8 (translator unknown)

	





	
	To Peter Goodhugh with gratitude
for your kindness and help from the beginning.
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	This early May morning in 1272, near the feast of Saint Melor, dawned with such sweetness that the Fontevraudine monks and nuns of Amesbury Priory rushed from Chapter with far more eagerness to their assigned tasks than they had felt heretofore.

	Although a few were laggard, those for whom early rising would always be akin to the wearing of hair shirts, none regretted this coming of soft spring. The fog from the River Avon swirled like thick smoke through their cloister garth, but it came with a pleasing scent, suggestive of tender, bright flowers and the coming warmth of lengthening days.

	Indeed, there was such happiness amongst the monastics of the ancient priory that some began to sing, their voices so filled with reverent joy that the force of their fervent celebration must have breached the surrounding stone walls and surged into the secular land beyond.

	As Prioress Eleanor of Tyndal walked slowly out of the Chapter House and into the tranquility of the nuns’ cloister, the cheerful voices of her fellow religious began to grow faint in her ears. She hesitated, leaned against a pillar, and glanced up at the wooden roof over the walkway. Although the stone felt cold through her woolen habit, she found comfort in the familiarity of its gouged and pitted surface. She shut her eyes and slowly breathed in the sharp river scent that clung to the twisting wisps of fog drifting through the shrubs and walkways of the gardens before her.

	“Home,” she sighed and lowered herself with unsteady care onto a bench so worn that the stone looked polished in the soft light.

	Although she had been head of her own priory for almost two years, learning to love the storm-battered East Anglian coast where she now lived, Eleanor had spent most of her twenty-two years in the midst of this gentle place of rolling fields, a land enriched as much by ancient myths and rumors as it was from the silt left by the meandering Avon. It was here at Amesbury Priory that a six-year-old Eleanor had arrived, grieving with the silence of those whose mothers have died too soon.

	She glanced down at the cloister walk itself. The sight of the hollowed-out paving stones brought back the memory of the day she had joined other little girls who were hopping from one worn depression to another and making a game of it. She smiled, acknowledging the spot with a nod. Was it not just there that she had balanced herself on one foot, surrounded by her new friends, and laughed for the first time since her mother’s death?

	Fragments of other memories began to march through her mind like some liturgical play performed on a holy day. There were images that brought sadness: a friend’s eyes turning dull as she died from some mortal fever; another waving before leaving the priory forever, taken away by her family for an arranged and profitable marriage.

	Grief there was, but there was far more joy in these unvoiced thoughts. Hadn’t they loved frightening each other with stories about the pagan spirits which surely haunted the ancient fort across the river? Some claimed it was Roman, others that King Arthur had built it as a defense to the lands of Camelot. Whatever the truth, the place was rife with mystery enough to spark their young imaginations like flint.

	And there was the time she had tumbled from that tree, age-gnarled even then, and had found comfort in the arms of the novice mistress. Sister Beatrice, her father’s elder sister who had dedicated herself to God, had folded her close that day and kissed the bruises to make them well, kisses that never failed to ease whatever pain she felt.

	It was here at Amesbury that Eleanor had begun her woman’s courses and found her own religious vocation. No matter how fond she might grow of Tyndal, this would remain that irreplaceable spot where the world had been mostly joyous, safe, and full of love.

	Women’s courses? Eleanor winced as a severe cramp stabbed her lower belly. She shifted to ease her aching back. Why must she suffer the return of this affliction brought to women by their Mother Eve? Had she not endured enough with that near-fatal ague she contracted in late winter?

	“Apparently not,” Eleanor groaned. “I should have known my monthly bleeding would arrive now.” This must have been her particular torment, inherited from the mother of all women, for her courses always seemed to come whenever she undertook a long journey. Despite the short remission granted from this pain after her illness, she had come at least prepared for the return of her bleedings. After all, she concluded with wry amusement, curses only gained in power when they were unexpected.

	Another sharp spasm hit her with such force that she bent forward. As the cramp eased, she remembered that she and her aunt were in agreement on this matter. Neither of them doubted that Eve’s grave sin was cause enough for God to scourge women with painful courses, but they did conclude that Eve herself would never have passed this down to her daughters if she had had her say about it. In fact, Sister Beatrice had once added that God had surely exempted the Virgin Mary from this monthly woe. In spite of her pain, Eleanor smiled.

	Slowly the prioress straightened. The potion brewed from willow bark that Sister Anne had given her was beginning to take effect, but the cramps had exhausted what little strength she had possessed upon rising for prayer earlier this morning. She closed her eyes again, the need for sleep rushing through her with almost irresistible force. Clutching the rough edge of the cold stone bench, she forced herself to look at the earth around her.

	Delicate but determined shoots of young flowers, some with tiny blue buds or lovage-green leaves, were escaping the freezing prison winter had made of the earth. “My spirit must take courage from this sight,” she said, but her body was unmoved by her determined pronouncement.

	Whether or not her soul greeted this eager life with joy, a deep weariness had taken residence within her, an indifference that suggested God might be easing her toward death. Was she ready for her soul to part from its casing of dust? Did it even matter whether or not she was? Her eyelids heavy with fatigue, Eleanor bent her head, and her spirit began to slip into a pool of black humor as if weighted with an iron chain.

	Before it had sunk far, however, her ears caught the sound of familiar and cherished voices. Her spirit brightened.

	Two women, deep in conversation, were coming toward her. Both were unusually tall for their gender, but it was the younger that looked up at the elder. The former, Sister Anne, was a most talented healer as well as Eleanor’s dearest friend at Tyndal. The latter might hold no higher title than novice mistress at Amesbury Priory, but all who knew Sister Beatrice had learned that she was servant only to God.

	“You look pale, child,” the elder woman said as she stopped in front of her niece. “You must eat meat to regain your strength. Sister Anne agrees.”

	Although Sister Beatrice had spent six decades on earth, her soft skin retained an almost youthful hint of rose. The creases of age might be shallow in her high forehead, around her sea-blue eyes and the corners of her thin mouth; nonetheless, two dark furrows formed a deep V between her gray eyebrows, lines that had been there since infancy. While the frown warned lesser mortals that she was possessed of a mind whetted by reason, it also hid her very warm heart, a mixed blessing to a woman who understood the nature of love more than most and considered rational thought a weapon to be used only against fear or evil.

	“I took a vow,” Eleanor replied. “Meat overheats the blood.”

	Beatrice raised one eyebrow. “Overheats the blood, you say? Neither Sister Anne nor I think so. After all these weeks, you are still too frail. Meat should bring the warmth you need and restore balance to your humors.”

	Years ago, the Baron Adam had jested that God must have branded his elder sister with her perpetual scowl because she showed ill grace by frowning at their suffering mother who had just given her birth. This remark aside, he valued his sister and taught Eleanor that the wise rightly knew they should fear her aunt and fools would soon learn the price of thwarting her. As the niece now noted her aunt’s deepening frown, she reminded herself that her father had rarely been proven wrong.

	“With respect, dearest Aunt, I must decline.” While others might see this woman as both frightening and formidable, Eleanor found only warmth in her. Beatrice had reared her niece with as much sweet love as if she had been the child of her own body, yet neither had ever pretended that the devotion of an aunt could replace that of a dead mother. Nevertheless, the love between them was profound.

	“Meat is allowed under The Rule,” Beatrice replied. Her tone suggested that further argument would be pointless.

	“Might you not compromise with a beef broth, my lady?” Sister Anne interjected, her eyes twinkling with a mischievous look. “Should you choose not to do so, I believe you and your donkey would be of the same mind.”

	The two women, who had been looking at each other with a certain familial stubbornness, blinked and turned wide-eyed toward the sub-infirmarian of Tyndal.

	Eleanor laughed with a merriment few had heard since her illness.

	Beatrice’s expression changed into one of confusion. “Donkey?” she asked. “An ass that speaks? Or, if such a miracle did occur, how could the beast talk with any reason?”

	With affection, Eleanor squeezed her aunt’s hand. “I’m afraid I have disobeyed one of the Commandments and shown disrespect toward a parent. I named my fine mount after my father. When Sister Anne wishes to tell me that I am being obstinate beyond reason, she reminds me that the donkey would agree with the position I have taken.”

	The novice mistress put a hand over her mouth.

	It was a gesture Sister Anne had seen her own prioress use, but one that rarely succeeded in disguising the underlying laughter.

	“Irreverence,” Beatrice said, “but not disrespect. I know how much you love your father.” She turned to Anne. “There is truth in the donkey’s naming. As you may have noticed the winter you were at Wynethorpe Castle, my brother possesses a fair share of mortal obstinacy, a quality which I most certainly lack!” The sparkle in her eyes betrayed the jest hiding in her words, but her look now shifted to concern as she looked down at Eleanor. “You will agree to the broth?”

	“I shall willingly concede on that but would not eat meat otherwise.”

	The sub-infirmarian of Tyndal and the novice mistress of Amesbury looked at each other in silent conference, and then replied in unison: “Agreed.”

	“Your failure to eat much of anything since your arrival has troubled me, child. I fear you have not recovered any of the health you lost.”

	“Health is difficult to regain after such a hard fever, my lady,” Anne replied. The words may have been intended as an explanation, but the tone expressed her own ongoing worry.

	“Not my lady, rather sister. I hold no high rank at Amesbury,” Beatrice said absently, still scrutinizing her niece.

	“You are the temporary head of this priory now,” Eleanor replied, nodding approval of Anne’s courteous use of title.

	“Only because our sub-prioress died just before Prioress Ida was obliged to travel abroad for some weeks on priory business.” The novice mistress flicked her hand, as if the responsibility had landed on her like a pesky fly, and continued the study of her niece.

	Eleanor shifted uneasily. Under Sister Beatrice’s careful examination, she felt like a little girl again, one who could hide nothing from this aunt. Of course, she had felt as weak as a babe after her illness and needed her aunt’s strength and comfort. Why else had she returned to Amesbury Priory if not to be pampered like a child, regain her woman’s strength, and seek advice on a sin that deeply troubled her?

	“Prioress Ida will name a successor when she returns,” Beatrice was saying to Anne.

	“Might you not…” Anne’s gesture suggested an advancement in position.

	“Never. I was quite clear that I would only take on these duties because there was no other reasonable choice. When our leader returns, someone else must be named sub-prioress, and I shall remain novice mistress, a position I have held for more years that our prioress has stood upright upon this earth.” Beatrice’s thin lips twitched with amusement at some private thought.

	Her aunt’s words suggested an admirable monastic humility, but whatever she willed had the force of a king’s edict. Perhaps more so, Eleanor thought, now that the current occupant of the throne was rumored to be dying. In any case, her aunt had not grown meeker since Eleanor had left for Tyndal. For all she knew, Sister Beatrice had arranged for the election of the current prioress to head Amesbury after the death of Prioress Joan. That would not surprise her at all.

	“Enough said on temporal matters.” Beatrice caressed her niece’s cheek. “Sister Anne and I have decided that your diet should not only include this broth to restore your humors to their accustomed balance but also a tonic. Your sub-infirmarian has mixed a most interesting one with lichens…”

	The sound of running feet interrupted the conversation. As the three women looked toward the Chapter House, they saw the face of a very young novice appear at the doorway.

	The girl glanced around in evident distress. When she saw the threesome, her eyes grew round with relief. “Sister Beatrice!” she shouted, raised the hem of her woolen robe up around her knobby knees, and bounded toward the novice mistress.

	Just before the girl skidded to a halt in front of her, Beatrice straightened herself into a model of proper sternness. “Soft!” she said. “You are no longer in a castle filled with warriors and hounds. This is a priory, dedicated to God, a God that loves hushed speech…”

	The girl’s manner instantly grew solemn as befitted the gravity of a messenger. “I ask forgiveness, Sister, but Brother Porter is very upset. He said I must beg you come to the gates with due haste.” The child stopped, gulping air as if she had been holding her breath along with the message from the moment she had been sent to find the acting prioress.

	Beatrice laid a calming hand on the girl’s shoulder. “Slowly, now. Tell me what has happened.”

	“The ghost! Last night he saw it!”

	“Brother Porter?”

	“Nay! Wulfstan has come!”

	Astonished, Eleanor stared at her aunt. “Ghost?”

	“Satan, it seems, has given our founder leave to trouble us.” Beatrice hid her hands in the sleeves of her robe. “Queen Elfrida’s spirit has returned from Purgatory.”
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	Brother Thomas longed to weep, but his eyes remained dry. They stung as if he had rubbed them with salt. Had he no tears left, he asked himself, or had he become like the woman known only as Lot’s wife?

	He had always assumed God had turned that insubordinate creature into a pillar of salt for defying Him. Now he wondered. Might He have forbidden Lot’s family to look back on the annihilation of their city out of mercy, knowing that mortals could not survive the grief such slaughter of loved ones would bring? If that was the truth of the tale, Lot’s wife had not turned to salt for her sin of disobedience. Instead, the cause was her infinite tears of unbearable sorrow.

	As he now mourned his own bitter loss in utter silence and with no hope of comfort, Thomas was beginning to understand what this unnamed woman might have suffered. “Must it ever be so?” he whispered as he seated himself, cross-legged on the ground. Pounding his fist into the forgiving earth, he pressed the back of his head into the rough bark of a tree and shut his aching eyes.

	***

	He had not wanted to come to Amesbury Priory and had fought against doing so, but his black-clad spy master refused to yield or compromise.

	“I cannot go to Amesbury!” Thomas had cried out, still gasping from the other news the man had brought.

	If the priest had had lips, he might have smiled. “A change of scenery will do you good,” he said, sipping wine from a beautiful goblet that had once been used by a less than saintly Tyndal monk whose current residence was probably Hell.

	Despite that small, gold cross attached to a silken cord around the man’s neck, Thomas wondered if the priest was one of Satan’s own. Surely he needed something larger to remind him that he was supposed to serve a Lord who exemplified compassion.

	“First you tell me that my father is dead, and then you send me off to hunt manuscript thieves. Will you not leave me alone so I might grieve a while?”

	The man in black shrugged. “Why such grief? Although your father might have been most generous to you, a bantling seeded in a serving wench, your choice of bedmate surely killed his little fondness. You are a sodomite, a sin much akin to murder in the opinion of some. Surely I need not remind you of that? I am kind to set a task for you, my son. Sorrow without distraction becomes an indulgence that festers into sin.” He let his words sink in as he swirled the wine in his goblet, then sniffed at it. “Your prioress has an exceptional wine merchant.”

	“And what sick brother am I to visit this time?” Thomas spat. “If you continue to send me on these errands, even the Devil himself will find it hard to devise enough plagues to afflict my mythical family. Or,” he lashed out, “shall I tell Prioress Eleanor that my father has died at Berkhamsted…” He pointed to a hypothetical location on the table. “…which is why I must go to Amesbury?” He banged his fist on another location far to the west of the first. “Do you know that her aunt is novice mistress in that priory?”

	The man in black said nothing, continuing instead to study the color of his wine.

	“Wouldn’t Sister Beatrice find it odd that a monk from Tyndal had arrived and was showing much interest in the Amesbury Psalter when Prioress Eleanor did not even know he was there? Might I suggest that one of your other underlings be the wiser choice to catch the thief who wants this precious item? How do you even know…?”

	“We received warning.” The man in black savored the last of his wine, then stared into the empty goblet with evident regret. When at last he looked up, he blinked, and his expression slowly developed into mild surprise. “Did I not tell you? Your prioress will be traveling with you,” he said. “It is all arranged.”

	***

	The raucous cawing of a large crow dragged Thomas out of his miserable reflections, and he glanced up to see the cause of such avian rage. What he witnessed brought him to his feet in horror.

	Lying flat on the severely pitched roof of the priory library and scriptorium, a man clung by his fingers to some invisible groove in the slate covering. The great black bird swooped at him, circled, and flew once more at the man’s head.

	“Help!” Thomas shouted, but there was no one near to heed his cry. He ran to the wall, searching the ground with frantic haste for some fallen ladder.

	Above him, he heard a scrabbling sound and next a voice: “Thank you, Brother! You scared the fiendish fowl away. I am safe enough and most grateful to you.”

	Thomas looked up.

	The young man, now standing with both feet firmly planted on the narrow scaffolding, was lean, muscular, and dressed only in his braes. Although his naked chest was still heaving from the exertion and his long brown hair was dark with sweat, the fellow was grinning.

	Despite his pounding heart, Thomas returned the man’s infectious smile. “A miracle!” he shouted back.

	“One peril of my occupation, Brother, but one to which I have become accustomed. King Henry may have given the priory ten cartloads of lead, but this roof has too steep a pitch for that and the slate was badly installed. Nails have rotted. Leaks occur. There are manuscripts within that could be damaged. I do my best to keep that from happening.” He put his hands on his hips and gestured with his head in the direction of a nearby tree. “The crow has a nest there. I had come too near her young. When she flew at me, I lost my footing.” He bent backward and fell. The scaffolding groaned, and the wooden walkway bent alarmingly.

	Thomas cried out, instinctively raising his arms as if he might truly and safely catch a man falling from such a height.

	The roofer jumped up, laughing like a boy caught in an innocent lark. “That slip was but a jest. The monks lead such dull lives. I do them some service with a harmless scare from time to time. Something must be done to keep their humors from growing too sluggish.”

	“I fear that kindness was lost on me, friend, for I am not from Amesbury.”

	“I did not think I had recognized you. I beg pardon, Brother…?”

	“Thomas of Tyndal. And you?”

	“Sayer.” As a gust of wind shook the scaffolding, the man kept his balance like a sailor on a ship. “Were you to slip over these walls for a bit of joy in the town, as some of the religious in this priory have been wont to do, you would hear me called anything from a fellow most fond of japes to an irresponsible and heartless knave. You may believe most of that but never that I am heartless.” He slowly tightened his braes around the waist. “And might you be a monk who finds he prays more diligently after refreshing his sense of sin?”

	A feeling, akin to that of a virgin boy alone for the first time with a girl, inexplicably hit Thomas. A lump formed in his throat. He swallowed. “And if I am?” he asked as an idea forced the discomfort aside.

	“I must warn you that the Saxon queen, who founded this priory as penance for her own misdeeds, has returned to torment the monks here. Some say that the wicked ways of the religious have angered her, and she roams the path from priory to village on many a night, bringing the fear of Hell to all she meets.” He shrugged. “Now the monks stay inside and pray for her earlier release to Heaven as they were paid to do.” Sayer’s grin destroyed any righteous meaning to his speech.

	Either this Sayer was only repeating gossip or else he was telling him that he knew how to provide men, weary of hot dreams, with soft flesh for pleasuring. Might he also know something about men who lusted after precious manuscripts as well? “Yet she might not trouble strangers to the priory for these would not be beholden to her.” Thomas wondered what the man would say.

	“You may be correct, Brother, for her quarrel should only be with those who promised to stay on their knees praying for the peace of her soul. If that is the case, a stranger could seek me out at the inn without fear of her wrath. I can be helpful—and discreet.”

	“Especially if graced with a flash of the king’s face?”

	“I love King Henry, Brother. He looks most noble on silver.”

	“Such loyalty is no sin,” Thomas replied and smiled back in spite of himself. If Sayer provided whores for monks, he might well know others who worked outside the law. Thomas groaned in silence. Such a man would be useful if he could ever determine how to get outside the walls without provoking either suspicion or gossip that might get back to the ears of Prioress Eleanor. Coin would also be needed. Once again he cursed his spy master. The man was a fool to think a monk in the company of his prioress was suited to this sort of investigation.

	“In the meantime, do not worry about me, Thomas of Tyndal. The fog might make this surface slippery, but God must love those who repair priory roofing. I have yet to fall to my death.” Sayer tossed his head, his hair falling back to frame his beardless face.

	Somewhere beyond the priory walls, a man shouted, his words lost in the breeze.

	The sound made Thomas blink, and he realized he had been staring at Sayer. A handsome fellow, one that would have little trouble finding women to bed, he thought, then felt his face grow hot with embarrassment. He should not make such an assumption. After all, the roofer might well have a wife.

	He quickly raised his hand to bless the man in farewell. As he walked away, his neck began to prickle as if someone was watching him. He spun around and looked up at the roof.

	Sayer was carefully removing a piece of slate.
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	Although the morning had promised warmth, the day remained quite chill. Accompanied by her aunt and Sister Anne, Eleanor retreated to the lodgings belonging to the prioress of Amesbury. There they found a lively fire. A servant quickly brought both wine and cheese for refreshment and just as promptly departed to allow the women private conversation.

	As they all rubbed their hands near the fire, Eleanor looked around at her temporary residence, rooms she had rarely seen when she was a young novice and nun. When she had been brought to these chambers some days ago, Eleanor had commented with due courtesy on how comfortably appointed the quarters were. In this she had spoken the truth, for her own at the East Anglian priory were quite poor in comparison.

	Three of the stone walls in this public room were softened with well-crafted and colorful hangings, whereas Eleanor had but one near her bed at Tyndal. Above the door here hung a smaller embroidered cloth which depicted Adam and Eve leaving Eden, a work that must have given Prioress Ida pause for thought each time she left the tranquility of her quarters for the chaos of the world without.

	Against the other two walls, full-length tapestries kept any cold at bay. One illustrated the falling walls of Jericho, beside which stood a blond Joshua bearing a shield with three lions. Eleanor wondered if this had been a gift from King Henry or his queen in honor of their son, Edward, who was on crusade. The other showed a matronly Virgin holding the infant Jesus; the mother’s face vaguely resembled that of the prioress in charge during Eleanor’s youth.

	Close to the fourth wall stood an altar and an elaborately carved prie-dieu, the wood of which glowed with a reddish cast in the firelight.

	A comfortable enough room, Eleanor thought, yet she had discovered one lack. The Amesbury Psalter was missing, an elegant, illuminated work that had always been used by the prioress for her own prayers. Or so she remembered.

	She turned to her aunt. “Does the priory still possess the Psalter done in Salisbury? You sometimes used it to teach us to read.”

	“Rarely, child, rarely.” Beatrice shook her head. “Prioress Joan agreed that I might do so only as a reward for those most diligent in their work.” For a moment, she fell silent as if lost in a past memory, then she sipped her wine. “It would never have left this room, but one corner is torn. Prioress Ida sent it to the library and scriptorium where a monk more talented than any of our own will come to do the needed repair.”

	“I must take you there to see it,” Eleanor said to Anne.

	“An excellent walk for us both on a warmer day,” the sub-infirmarian replied as she rose and offered a plate of cheese to the other two women.

	Eleanor shook her head in refusal and turned to Sister Beatrice. The novice mistress was examining the contents of her mazer, but her expression suggested that the quality of the wine was not her concern. Had the news brought to her by the man at the gate been so troubling? The prioress settled into her chair, grateful for the support of the firm wood. Her back ached.

	“Did you learn something distressing from the laborer?” Eleanor asked.

	“I did not expect to hear that Wulfstan, of all people, would see a ghost coming out of the reeds by the river.” Beatrice raised her hand in a gesture of disgust. “Had it been almost anyone else, I would have assumed that the vision was a wisp of fog that wound around a winter-killed bush or even a large bird. We have a crow nesting in a tree near the library. He may have seen it flying out of the fog near the river, but I am troubled indeed. Wulfstan is a steady fellow, not given to imaginings.”

	“You said that he was not the first to see such a vision?”

	With evident dismay, Beatrice shook her head. “All it takes is for one person to see something that frightens, something inexplicable, and rumors of ghosts multiply like mice.” She put down the wine and rested her chin against her folded hands. “Although I thought Wulfstan a more sensible man, he has apparently been infected with the same affliction shared by others who work on our lands. Even some of our own monks have run to us of late, claiming the priory itself is haunted.”

	“When did this begin?” Eleanor asked.

	Beatrice rubbed her hands together, reached again for her cup, and listened to the snapping flames before answering. “The sightings started some time before you arrived. At first, they were mere annoyances, but now they occur almost every night or early morning. Many say that some spirit from Hell has a quarrel with our priory. I fear that we must do something soon to dispel these ideas. The villagers are becoming fearful and our own monastics…” She smiled. “Ah, well! At least some of our monks have become more ardent in their prayers out of dread of this ghost. Perhaps I should bless the shade!”

	“Has the spirit injured anyone?” Anne asked, politely ignoring the suggestion that any Amesbury monk might be less than devout.

	“Some have suffered scrapes and bruises in their rush to run away.” Beatrice sipped her wine and set the cup down on the table.

	“You said in the cloister that the creature had taken the shape of the priory’s founder?” Eleanor winced as her cramps returned.

	“Most of the witnesses maintain that our ghost is that of Queen Elfrida, wife to King Edgar. Others, fewer in number but vocal enough, claim it resembles a local woman who drowned herself in the Avon and was buried in unsanctified ground. Mistress Eda was her name.”

	“What cause has either spirit to trouble this priory?” Anne asked.

	“According to legend, Sister, Amesbury was founded by Queen Elfrida in atonement for her part in the murder of her stepson, Edward the Martyr. For over two hundred years, our monastics have prayed that her soul might have ease in Purgatory and ascend quickly to Heaven, but some villagers believe we have become so sinful ourselves of late that her ghost has grown angry and returned to rebuke us.”

	“Sinned? How?” Eleanor asked. “Are we not all sinners?”

	“Our religious community has had some weak-fleshed members, although no more than many others. As a double house, and one run by women at that, we are especially prone to these rumors. Most in the village know us too well to accuse us of habitually wanton behavior, but I will not hide the truth here. The inn did attract some of our lay brothers and the occasional monk.”

	“Surely Prioress Ida has dealt with this problem?” Eleanor replied.

	“She learned from Brother Jerome about a break in the wall on the monks’ side of the grounds and promptly had it repaired before she left. I have since discussed the matter with our prior, and he believes that the repair has solved the problem. Where the mended wall might have failed to ensure chastity, the tales of this wandering spirit have succeeded. This, I have confirmed with a trustworthy source in the village itself. The inn has seen no tonsure for some time.”

	“Thus the spirit of your founder should be satisfied and leave you in peace,” Anne said.

	“Not yet, for Wulfstan claims he saw her last night.” The novice mistress’ tone conveyed her vexation.

	“Might the thing be the wraith of the woman damned for self-murder?” Anne glanced briefly at her prioress, who was leaning forward, quite attentive to the conversation. “What quarrel had she with the priory?”

	“Other than the burial, Mistress Eda had none. Before her death, she suffered from a growth in her womb. The disease resisted prayer and the aid of mortal medicine, both of which we gave her. One day her husband found her missing, and her body was soon discovered floating in the Avon.”

	“And who adjudged the death self-murder?” Eleanor asked, glancing at the food on the table.

	Anne reached over and passed her some cheese.

	“The crowner did, based on evidence given by several villagers.”

	“Yet someone believes the decision was in error or else the rumor would not be rife that Mistress Eda is the ghost.” Eleanor smiled at Anne in thanks and took a piece.

	“Her childhood friend, Mistress Jhone, is the source of that, and the widower agrees with her. Few others concur.” Beatrice watched her niece eat one bite of cheese and then another.

	“Mistress Jhone and the bereaved husband think...?”

	“…that Mistress Eda slipped, but was so weakened by her illness that she was unable to pull herself from the water.”

	“Why did the crowner’s verdict find otherwise?” Anne said, casually placing the plate of food closer to her prioress’ elbow.

	“Everyone here knew that Mistress Eda hated the river and would never have walked there willingly. When she was young, she had taken her younger brother down to the Avon but fell asleep in the sun. The boy decided to go swimming and drowned. She never forgave herself,” Beatrice replied. “After she grew ill, all knew her pain. When her body was found, they concluded that she had given up all hope and turned against God in her suffering. Satan, they said, must have seen his chance to gain her soul and lured her to the river in the guise of her brother.”

	Eleanor now tore off a small bit of bread and nibbled at it thoughtfully.

	“All these rumors and tales are nonsense.” Beatrice slammed her fist down on the table. “There is no ghost. No matter what is claimed, imagined, or believed, Saint Augustine taught us that there is no communication between the world of the living and that of the dead.”

	“Spirits seen are more likely Satan’s imps dressed up as mortals to fool us than truly tortured souls of the dead,” Eleanor finished. “Although you taught me to seek out mortals more than imps when evil has been done.”

	“And I have not changed my mind. Mortal and flawed as we are, we see what we expect to see and in the guise we most fear. In using our frailties against us, Satan is a most clever creature.” Beatrice’s anger gave way to a merrier laugh. “Nor have I forgotten what I taught you, dearest one! I am not yet so aged that my memory has begun to drift into that tranquil land many find before death.”

	“Were I even to suggest such a thing, my father would come roaring to your defense all the way from Wales!”

	“He and I have always butted heads like goats, but that is how we show our love for each other. As for our haunting, I do suspect the ghost is made less of spirit than flesh, but, if the acts were intended as a jest, the game has turned cruel. Those who work hard in the priory fields now fear to take the shorter path to the village along the river and return home even wearier. Honest men should not be made to suffer so.”

	“Then you must dispel these rumors and the growing fear.” Eleanor smiled at her aunt with fond expectation.

	The novice mistress looked heavenward and gave an immense sigh. “I would, but I have no time to devote to this pagan nonsense. With Prioress Ida gone, I must continue with my old duties, plus hers, and a few other tasks as well. The spring planting season is full upon us…”

	Eleanor blinked. “Might the prior take this matter in hand?”

	“He could, if he were not such a fool and inclined to believe in ghosts himself.” Beatrice folded her hands and placed them in her lap. Still gazing at the ceiling, her features slowly formed into what one might call a study in perplexity.

	Anne and Eleanor looked at each other in silence. The sub-infirmarian raised one questioning eyebrow at her friend.

	“If you will allow it, Aunt, I might look into this matter for you,” Eleanor said, her voice showing an enthusiasm that had been much lacking of late.

	The novice mistress waved one hand in a dismissive gesture. “You are too weak.”

	Eleanor’s face turned scarlet. “I am not…”

	Anne laid a hand on her friend’s sleeve. “Might I make a suggestion? You could conserve your strength but still help.”

	The aunt continued to look upward as if in deep thought, then replied with a measured hesitation. “How so, Sister?”

	“Accompanying us was Brother Thomas, a brave and clever man who has been of great service to your family as well as Tyndal in matters of justice. Might Prioress Eleanor set him to the task of finding the source of these apparitions?”

	Eleanor paled. “I would rather not…”

	“Ah!” Beatrice brightened. “A most original idea! My noble brother was uncharacteristically fulsome in his praise of your monk as I recall.” Her lips twitched and her eyebrows rose. “I, too, found your Brother Thomas quite memorable.” The novice mistress’ expression could only be described as appreciative. “A man with hair the color of Satan’s own fire and a body so muscular that Sir Lancelot would be jealous? I would guess he might be bored with no better company than our aging and placid monks on the other side of the priory. Perchance he would welcome a bit of innocent adventure outside the walls, searching for a jester who must have strayed from court?” She clapped her hands with a merry vigor. “Set him to the task, child, and report to me on his success. Or failure. I do think you could help me so much in this matter without exhausting yourself. Meanwhile, I can see to the planting of our herb garden...” Her voice trailed off as she gazed with affectionate delight at her niece.

	Eleanor bowed her head. Although the gesture spoke of respect to her aunt, it succeeded in hiding her troubled expression.

	“It is a task that should be started soon,” the novice mistress declared, rising with evident stiffness from the table. “Now, I fear, I must go to our infirmarian for something to give me some ease. I am an old woman whose joints ache more than I would wish, and I need something to help me sleep.”

	“It shall be done.” Eleanor rose as well, kissed her aunt, and watched in silence as she limped away.

	Suddenly, Anne leapt up and turned to Eleanor. “I might have a remedy for your aunt…”

	“Go to her then.” Eleanor gestured toward the disappearing nun. “Quickly!”

	“Sister,” Anne called out, running after the elder nun. “We have found something at Tyndal that has proven successful…”

	When the two tall nuns were far enough from Eleanor to speak without being overheard, Sister Anne asked, “Do you think she is strong enough to handle this matter?”

	Beatrice nodded. “My niece has ever been one to gain strength from a challenge. Did you not see pink return to her cheeks and a sparkle to her eyes? She even ate more than has been her wont. This task may be just the medicine she needs, and it is an easy enough one with your Brother Thomas doing the work of investigating. If I had thought otherwise, I would not have whined so about my trifling duties and aged joints. Now return before she suspects we are conspiring!”

	But when Anne reentered the room and Eleanor greeted her with one eyebrow arched, the sub-infirmarian of Tyndal knew full well that she and the novice mistress had utterly failed to deceive.
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	With that supple grace common to youth, sixteen-year-old Alys spun on the heel of her soft leather shoe and marched precisely five steps away from her mother. “I cannot accept this, and I shall not.” Despite her resolute tone, her eyes were moist when she turned to face the woman she loved but longed to disobey.

	The tumult in the daughter’s heart was lost on her mother. Mistress Jhone, widow of a local woolmonger, was glowering instead at a round young man standing nearby.

	Bernard, a maker of gloves, shifted uneasily and lowered his very pink face.

	Turning her glare from him, Jhone now cast the full force of her disapproval upon her daughter. “A child’s duty is to obey her parent: honor thy father and thy mother. I did not create that law. It comes from God Himself!” Although the mother’s face was wan, her robe of rough brown russet suggested that her widowhood was recent and a disobedient daughter was not the sole reason for her pallor.

	The young man stepped closer to the wall, glanced upward, and squeezed his eyes shut as if in rapt concentration. Although the glover could have been praying for protection against possible flying objects, he might have been thanking God as well, for the two women seemed to have quickly forgotten his presence.

	“A duty in which you must be quite conversant, Mother,” replied Alys. Her voice projected a determined gentleness, but the clenched fist she pressed to her breast hinted that her meaning was less than docile. “Sadly my grandparents died before my birth, but I must assume, from your certainty in this, that you did marry as your parents demanded.” She breathed in deeply as if taking in courage, then asked: “Can you claim to have been happy in your obedience?”

	Bernard nervously cleared his throat. If he meant to remind them that another was in the room, someone who should not hear this quarrel, his effort was wasted.

	“You choose to remember your father only when he was…” Jhone closed her eyes and sucked in her lips if willing some unwelcome thought away. “Your father may have been ill-tempered from time to time.” Her voice quivered. “The strain of running a successful business is hard on a man.” This, she spoke with firmness.

	Alys gave her a look that was both disbelieving and disdainful.

	“Yet he was a worthy man, provided well for us, and loved you as much as I, even though you have now willfully decided to forget that.” The mother’s mouth trembled with suppressed emotion, and she absently brushed one thin hand over her abdomen. “Cruel daughter that you are, I am still grateful that God allowed at least one of the children your father gave me to live.”

	With sympathetic courtesy Bernard nodded, a gesture that the elder woman noted and acknowledged with a distracted smile.

	Alys was also now gazing on the glover, but her look was not disinterested. Instead, it had a particular warmth to it, the meaning of which did not much please Jhone.

	The widow loudly cleared her throat.

	“Well and good, Mother, if that is what you believe,” the daughter said, tearing her eyes away from the young glover with evident regret. “A child does owe obedience to her parent, but surely our obligation to God ranks higher? If you will not allow me to marry as my heart wishes, please permit me to join this Order of Fontevraud. Although I am sure Master Herbert is a most honorable man, I regretfully find marriage with him somewhat less than agreeable. I would rather leave the world and spend my life praying for your soul—and that of my father.” The girl folded her arms. A soldier could not have had a straighter back.

	“Surely there is a third way…” The young man reached out as if pleading for at least one of the women to listen.

	Alys waved at him to remain silent. “I would not be the first in the family to ask this, Mother. You have told me that your parents were willing to let your elder sister take holy vows instead of entering a marriage she did not want.” Certain that she had presented an unassailable argument, she smiled with satisfaction.

	Jhone’s eyes widened with horror. “Need I remind you, however, that my sister never took those vows but instead wed Wulfstan, a man of whom they most heartily disapproved? Had they
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About this Book
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AD 1272

The Priory of Tyndal, on a windswept East Anglian coast, is dedicated to love and peace. But Eleanor of Wynethorpe, the twenty-one-year-old new prioress, will find little of either. Instead, she will face lust, greed and murder.

IV. Justice for the Damned
Recovering from a near-fatal winter fever, Eleanor visits her aunt at Amesbury Priory, who asks her to investigate sightings of a ghost. When a local man is found beheaded, Eleanor realizes she’s dealing with a human killer, not an otherworldly spirit.


V. Forsaken Soul

At the height of summer, Martin the cooper is been poisoned at the Tyndal inn. The list of suspects is long  there were plenty with good cause to wish the brutal cooper dead  but God’s justice must be rendered  even for the forsaken soul.


VI. Chambers Of Death

Waylaid by bitter storms and illness, Eleanor accepts lodging at a manor. She receives a warm welcome, but soon realizes all is not well. Murder and a grievous miscarriage of justice demands that Eleanor investigates further...




About this Series

On a remote East Anglian coast stands Tyndal Priory, which belongs to the Order of Fontevraud, a rare ‘double house’ where monks and nuns live and work in close proximity. Outside its cloisters, England smoulders in the waning years of Henry III’s (1207-1272) reign. Simon de Montfort’s rebellion has been put down but a pall of unrest still hangs over the land like smoke.

The Wynethorpe family sided with the king during the rebellion and as a reward for their loyal service, twenty-year-old Eleanor of Wynethorpe has been appointed prioress of Tyndal Priory.

Eleanor’s arrival is resented by the nuns and monks  they had already elected their own candidate for the position. Young and inexperienced, Eleanor will face a grave struggle  in a place dedicated to love and peace, she will find little of either.


THE MEDIEVAL MYSTERIES IN ORDER
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I. Wine of Violence
Late summer, 1270: Only a day after Eleanor’s arrival at Tyndal priory, a brutally mutilated monk is found dead in the cloister gardens and another, more personal grief is brought to her by Brother Thomas, a young priest with a troubled past. Not only must Eleanor struggle to gain the respect of her terrified and resentful flock, but she must also find a killer.

Wine of Violence is available here.
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II. Tyrant of the Mind
Winter, 1271: Eleanor has returned home to tend to her mortally ill nephew. But soon after she arrives, her brother, bloody dagger in hand, is found standing over a corpse. Outside her priory, in a world of armed men, Eleanor may have little authority, but she is determined to untangle the Gordian knot of thwarted passions and old resentments even if it means defying her father  a man with whom she longs to make peace.

Tyrant of the Mind is available here.
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III. Sorrow Without End
Autumn 1271: In the woods surrounding Tyndal Priory, the discovery of a disembowelled corpse wrapped in a crusader’s cloak horrifies the community. A bronze dagger planted in the man’s chest is engraved with a strange, cursive design. It is no Englishman’s weapon. Could it be a Saracen blade? Wielded by an assassin?

Sorrow Without End is available here.
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IV. Justice for the Damned
May 1272: Recovering from a near-fatal winter fever, Eleanor visits her aunt at Amesbury Priory, who asks her to investigate a ghost people claim is haunting Amesbury. When a local man is found beheaded, Eleanor realizes she’s dealing with a human killer, not an otherworldly spirit.

To read Justice for the Damned,  click here.
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V. Forsaken Soul
Summer, 1273: The summer of 1273 is peaceful for most of England  except in the village of Tyndal where Martin the cooper has been poisoned at the local inn. The list of suspects is long  there were plenty with good cause to wish the brutal cooper dead  but God’s justice must be rendered  even for the forsaken soul.

To read Forsaken Soul, click here.
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VI. Chambers of Death
Autumn, 1273: Waylaid by bitter storms and illness, Eleanor accepts lodging at a manor. Eleanor and her companions receive a warm welcome, but they soon realize all is not well. When a groom is found butchered, the sheriff arrests a servant, who is herself murdered before she can either prove her innocence or be led to the gallows. As strangers in this place, Eleanor and Thomas know nothing of motives or past history, yet God’s justice demands that they do what they can...

To read Chambers of Death, click here.
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VII. Valley of Dry Bones
In the late summer of 1274, King Edward I has finally been anointed England’s ruler. His queen is contemplating a pilgrimage in gratitude, and emissaries have been despatched to Tyndal Priory to assess its suitability as a royal waypoint. But Death travels with them and Eleanor is soon embroiled in the dangerous world of power games, both secular and religious.

Valley of Dry Bones is available here.


To read an exclusive preview of Valley of Dry Bones,  click  here.
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VIII. A Killing Season
Winter, 1274: Baron Herbert’s return from crusade should be cause for celebration. But the man is morose, withdrawn and secretive. And then his sons start to die. Some believe the Baron harbors a dark sin for which God has cursed him. Can Eleanor help him before Death’s scythe harvests more souls?

A Killing Season is available here.




[image: ]

IX. The Sanctity of Hate
Summer, 1276: Tyndal Priory is peaceful  or was until the corpse of a deceitful and unpopular man is found floating in the millpond. The list of suspects is long, but the villagers of Tyndal are certain they know who the killer is. They demand a homeless Jew is hanged for the crime. While the lynch mob gathers, Prioress Eleanor has to ask herself why are they so keen to convict a stranger for the murder of a man none of them could stand?

The Sanctity of Hate is available here.
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X. Covenant With Hell
Spring, 1277: Prioress Eleanor is on a pilgrimage, looking for peace and respite, when rumours spread that King Edward is on his way, seeking God’s blessing for his invasion of Wales. Lurking in this sacred place, however, is an assassin with murderous treason in mind. When a nun falls to her death from the priory bell tower, is it a tragic accident or a sign of what’s to come? And can Eleanor expose the killer in their midst or will she too fall victim to one who has made a covenant with hell?

Covenant With Hell will available from 1st December 2013.
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Reviews



“There is no better writer of medieval mysteries than Priscilla Royal.” Sharon Penman

“Entralling mysteries, vividly drawn characters.” New York Times

“The best yet in a consistently strong series.... Period details fit unobtrusively with the action, and the pacing makes this a one- or two-sitting read at most.” Publishers Weekly starred review of Sanctity of Hate

“Historical mystery fans will find much to like here. The novel is well researched, with an intriguing plot and a timely message about religious tolerance.” Booklist review of Sanctity of Hate

“Royal’s ninth mystery, includes some fascinating historical information that may come as a surprise to many readers” Kirkus review of Sanctity of Hate

“With its intriguing plot, chilling conclusion and characters who exhibit universal and timeless feelings, this fresh first has all the potential to evolve into a series as enduring as Ellis Peters’s Brother Cadfael books.” Publishers Weekly starred review of Wine of Violence

“The author subtly treats the erotic charge surrounding Eleanor and Thomas while shedding light on 13th-century understandings of sexuality. Royal draws together the murder, the manuscript and the ghost in an unexpected conclusion.” Publishers Weekly starred review of Justice for the Damned
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