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Only a day after Eleanor’s arrival at Tyndal priory, a brutally mutilated monk is found dead in the cloister gardens. Not only must Eleanor struggle to gain the respect of her terrified and resentful flock, but she must also find a killer.
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		Hear, O my son, and receive my sayings;
and the years of thy life shall be many.

Enter not into the path of the wicked,
and go not in the way of evil men.

For they eat the bread of wickedness,
and drink the wine of violence.

		Proverbs 4:10, 14, 17 (King James Version)

	





	
	To my mother,
Betty J. Hallenbeck Royal (1905-1998),
who taught me the joy of reading
and the love of a good story.





	Foreword

	Although Tyndal Priory and its inhabitants never existed, the Order of Fontevraud most certainly did. It was a very powerful religious institution from its founding at the turn of the twelfth century by Robert d’Arbrissel until shortly after the French Revolution. Like the Order of the Paraclete (once headed by Heloise, whose correspondence with her husband, Peter Abelard, is one of the treasures of medieval literature), Fontevraud was one of the rare Orders of double houses where a woman was in charge of both male and female monastics.

	A “double house” is a religious living arrangement where nuns and monks work and live in the same enclosed setting. Before celibacy became the rule in the western Church, the term meant a monastery where married monks and nuns, as well as single ones, could live together and raise their children. After celibacy became the required norm, a few double houses continued to exist, although the men and women were very carefully segregated for most of their daily activities and the head of such an establishment was almost always a man.

	Fontevraud was an exception. Founded in France, the mother house was in Anjou and was headed by an abbess. Parts of that abbey remain. Although the Order was a favorite amongst aristocratic women, it also accepted nuns from other social classes as well as women who had been prostitutes, a unique practice in any religious community at the time.

	There were four daughter houses of Fontevraud in England, all under the control and direction of the abbess in France. Technically, they were each headed by prioresses, although the leader of Amesbury was often called an abbess, in part because the community had once been a Benedictine abbey and in part out of courtesy for its prominence. Amesbury was certainly the most important of the four and the most famous. Two queens, Eleanor of Aquitaine (Henry II) and Eleanor of Provence (Henry III), retired there in their last years. Eleanor of Provence was buried at Amesbury; Eleanor of Aquitaine was buried at the mother house in France. Today, all that is left of Amesbury Priory is part of the parish church. As mentioned in this story, Grovebury was a small administrative center. Nothing remains of it now. Of the other two houses, the site at Nuneaton is being excavated, but Westwood lies buried under a parking lot.

	Unfortunately, I have been unable (so far) to locate a complete architectural plan for any Fontevraud house. The Cistercians in the thirteenth century also had double houses, and reasonably complete designs for some of their priories are extant; however, they so disliked the idea of having women in their Order at all in the medieval period that their nuns were virtually walled up and allowed almost no freedom of movement. Just how segregated men and women could be in a Fontevraud house, which was run by a woman, is an interesting question. The architecture of the place must have allowed for much more interchange and freedom of movement between the two—at least by the prioress and prior. Without an adequate outline of a Fontevraud house, I have used my imagination to come up with a generic Tyndal, although I have tried to temper fantasy with what did exist. Since I made Tyndal a Benedictine house originally, and almost all single-sex monasteries of the period had relatively similar plans, I have used those generic designs for fictional Tyndal from sources, some of which are listed at the end of this book.

	The accuracy of historical details is one problem, but how to portray people, their thoughts and feelings, from an era so distant from our own is another. The fiction author inevitably walks a very narrow line between making the characters sound too modern to be of the period or making them so different that the modern reader feels little in common with them. Yet histories, literature and other written work from any era suggest that people have changed little in unspoken thoughts and feelings, although different language is used to express them and symbols may have different meanings.

	We often judge people in earlier times to be more ignorant and less socially progressive than we; yet no insight bursts upon the world fully formed like Athena from the forehead of Zeus. As the writer of Ecclesiastes pointed out, there is no new thing under the sun. It is certainly true that a particular concept may be given wider or fuller expression in one period as opposed to another (democratic government is one example), but it is unlikely that the concept was absent in the minds of thoughtful people in other times.

	Nor should we be smug about whatever progress our generation might make. Not only is history full of dark ages following enlightened ones, but each era has its share of savagery. In the West, we may no longer literally burn people at the stake for heresy, but weren’t the blacklists of McCarthy a form of punishment for a “heresy” of the era? And how many examples can any of us come up with these days where religion raises some to greater compassion and wisdom while lowering others into ignorance, anger, bigotry and even murder, just as it did in the medieval period.

	The medieval society is seen as a violent, harsh and cruel one. It could be and often was. Wars were frequent. Life expectancy was short. The slightest illness or wound was cause for serious concern, although medical knowledge in the Arab world was quite sophisticated and vastly superior to that in the West. Sanitation and literacy were minimal but certainly not as nonexistent as many suggest. Torture to obtain a confession was not uncommon, yet the fictional Ralf’s dislike and distrust for the practice were shared by many historical figures. Traitors were executed by publicly hanging, drawing and quartering them. Religious as well as sexual heretics were burned at the stake, although some executioners tied bags of gunpowder around those to be burned so their suffering might end quickly or garroted them prior to the burning. Indeed, each generation may have its unique brutality, but it holds its special mercy as well.

	Thus period language, symbolism and dated references aside, it does seem reasonable to conclude that some people from 1270 might well feel and react much as some do today. They might even have come to a few of the same conclusions that a few of us have. Some controversial examples in this book of such a conclusion, however, bear some additional discussion.

	Many of us in our middle years equate the life of nuns with Audrey Hepburn in The Nun’s Story. However, most religious women in the medieval period not only were free to move about but were expected to do so if secular matters (especially family ones) demanded. One prioress of Amesbury from the early 1300s, Isabel of Lancaster, spent much of her time not only outside the priory in family visits but also at court and with friends. No one at the time thought this strange or condemned her for it.

	Nor were all nuns unworldly, and ignorance of secular life was not even considered a particular virtue. In fact, the founder of the Order of Fontevraud specifically suggested that a widow (albeit an upper-class one) should become the Abbess of Fontevraud because she would know how to run a household and how to deal with both men and women more effectively. Heloise of the Order of the Paraclete, who was an abbess by her early twenties in the 1120s, wrote quite openly about her sexual feelings for Abelard even after they both took vows of celibacy. She was considered an exemplary religious. Hildegard von Bingen (1089-1179), given to an anchoress at the age of eight to be completely closed away from the world, became famous for her practical advice and common sense. Not only was her counsel widely sought by men within the higher ranks of the Church and secular life, but her medical works are interesting for their graphic descriptions of sexual acts and sensations.

	And then there is the issue of homosexuality or bisexuality. Both were acknowledged conditions just as they are now, although the ethos of being “gay, bisexual or transgender” simply did not exist in 1270. Despite the disapproval of the Church and the verbalized contempt of society, there were many gay or bisexual men who were accepted and left in peace at the same time others were reviled, tortured, or executed. One openly homosexual king, who didn’t even bother trying to be heterosexual enough to have illegitimate children, was William Rufus, son of William the Conqueror. He was hounded about his way of life from his to-be-sainted Archbishop of Canterbury Anselm but otherwise seems to have lived without overt hostility from most of those in his court. (His murder while out hunting sounds suspiciously like a political coup rather than a moral judgement.) Richard the Lion-Heart, also childless, may have been either homosexual or bisexual, but no one seemed to have cared all that much, or at least all that long. His reputation has remained at almost mythical proportions for over eight hundred years in the West. Edward II, on the other hand, was so hated that he was finally murdered by having a hot poker inserted into his rectum. The symbolism of that act was not lost on his contemporaries.

	In the case of both William Rufus and Richard I, they were excellent warriors and kept their love affairs discreet or within the right social class. Edward II, despite being the only one of the three to produce the requisite male heir, cared more about farming than fighting. He also showed poor judgement in choosing and elevating male lovers of lower social orders to high position over men of better birth. Neither act won the hearts of his nobles. Perhaps Edward’s fatal flaw lay less in his sexual than in his social orientation.

	Regarding the status of women in my fictional Eleanor’s period, many of us have been told that they were considered “the weaker vessel,” accorded little respect and fewer rights compared to women today. (An interesting conclusion from our society that still questions whether women are quite up to the job of leading the country.) Although there is much truth in the teaching, some of the most independent, highly educated and powerful women in history lived during the medieval time.

	Matilda was chosen by her father, Henry I, to succeed him to the English throne after her brother died on the White Ship. She was no shrinking violet when it came to war and fought for the throne against her cousin, Stephen, during Ellis Peters’ Brother Cadfael period. However much men may have disliked her arrogance and whatever excuse they may have used for following her, many of them did indeed follow her, and no one ever accused her of being either a personal coward or indecisive in action.

	Following Matilda was her daughter-in-law, the brilliant Eleanor of Aquitaine, whose intricate political and sometimes warlike maneuvering over the reigns of three English kings and one French monarch was a success story Machiavelli should have admired. She, unlike her husband and sons, was successful enough to die, at a very advanced age, quite comfortably in her own bed.

	As a last example, and one closer to the time of this story, there is the quiet but effective and well-educated Eleanor of Provence, whose husband, Henry III, openly and often sought her advice in affairs of state. Her influence was controversial, but this may have had more to do with the nationality of her relatives than her gender or the actual quality of her advice.

	Those of us from the twenty-first century may doubt that a twenty-year-old could have shown the maturity of thought and action that Eleanor demonstrated as head of Tyndal. The fictional flock in her new priory certainly wondered about that too, being rather older than she, although their primary concern had less to do with her age than with the manner of her selection to the position and her lack of experience. In practice, youth in her social class was often over much earlier than it was even then for those in the lower social classes. Men and women in the small English middle class and even those in the agricultural classes usually married in their mid-twenties, when men could afford to support a family and women could bring some kind of money to start the couple out as independent of their parents. Yet Eleanor of Provence married Henry III of England at age twelve and not only had several children by her twentieth birthday but was also significantly involved in international diplomacy. Henry II was leading men into battle, albeit unsuccessfully, at age fourteen. Most people today would find marriage at twelve for girls rather barbaric, and the majority of us would surely wince at the thought of some fourteen-year-old going off to war. Yet the historically established involvement of both Eleanor and Henry in so much responsibility does rather open the eyes a bit and may even suggest a good debate on how better to direct the capabilities of our own teens. That aside, one observation remains: life may have been much shorter in the Middle Ages, but greater intensity more than made up for brevity when it came to maturity.

	For those of you who might have wondered about the use of the word hospital in 1270, I confess to a modernity. Technically, a “hospital” was a “hospice” then, and an “infirmary” was a “hospital”; however, hospice means something so different now, as does infirmary, that I have chosen to use a term that will tell the modern reader what Tyndal’s medical facility really was without confusion. In the medieval period, some “infirmaries” had a hundred beds. To the modern mind, this is not a small infirmary.

	Finally, many may not know that the position of crowner evolved into that of our county coroner. Sheriffs in 1270, especially in the larger counties, were often administrative officials (shire reeves) who had as little as possible to do with the daily drudgery of evidence gathering and the hunting up of malefactors. Such mundane activities did not, after all, bring one riches and advancement in a world not that politically different from our own government and corporations. Someone had to do all that dull stuff, however, and it was not uncommon for sheriffs to choose poorer or younger relatives, like Ralf, as their crowners. The sheriff took full credit for the crowner’s successes, of course, while throwing equally full blame for any serious failures back on the lower official.

	I hope you enjoy this adventure of Eleanor of Wynethorpe as much as I have enjoyed writing it. Like Brother Cadfael, she will have to deal with the darker side of human nature and much more murder and mayhem than she’d like in the years to come. Thomas, on the other hand, knows full well that his future will be anything but peaceful.
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	I

	During the dark morning hours of a winter day in the year 1270, an aged prioress realized she was dying.

	To her surprise the dying was much easier than she had ever imagined. The crushing pain in her chest was gone and she felt herself drifting upward with an extraordinary lightness. She was floating above the rush-covered floor, over which a dusting of sweet-scented petals had been scattered, and away from that narrow convent cot where her earthly remains lay so still. Indeed, she wasn’t frightened. She was very much at peace.

	Below her, a semi-circle of nuns continued to chant with haunting harmony, their warm breath circling around her in the bitterly cold air. Many had tears in their eyes at her death, she noted, especially Sister Christina, whose grief meant the most to the old prioress. She could not have loved the nun more if she had been a child of her own body, but Christina had become the child of her soul instead, and, knowing the young woman would remain in the world, the old prioress could leave it with an easier spirit. She smiled.

	Still sitting by the convent bed was Sister Anne. The sub-infirmarian to the priory was pale with fatigue and her shoulders hunched as she bent over the hollow body that the prioress had just quitted. The old prioress shook her head. No, good sister, she thought, now is the time for prayer, not your concoctions. How often had she told the nun that when God wanted a soul, all those earthly herbs and potions would be useless? Yet the kind sister had been able to ease the mortal pain of her passing. For that I am grateful, the old prioress thought, and as she watched the nun lean over, testing for breath from the quiet body, she hoped Sister Anne would, as she should, find a comfort in having given that relief.

	Against the wall stood Brother Rupert, in front of her favorite tapestry of St. Mary Magdalene sitting at the feet of Our Lord. The good brother’s eyes were red from weeping, his head bowed in grief. How she wished to comfort him! He looked so frail to her now, his monk’s habit far too big for his diminished frame. Maybe he would join her soon?

	She mustn’t hope. Earthly associations should have no place in Heaven, but she was insufficiently distanced from the world not to believe Heaven would be a happier place with Brother Rupert by her side, as he had been for more years than either could truly remember.

	Heaven? Was she really going to Heaven, she wondered. A cold gust of doubt cut through the warm breath of the nuns and chilled her. Was that invisible hand lifting her young soul from her age-ravaged body really the hand of an angel of God?

	She shivered. She had always tried to be worthy of God’s grace, serving Him to the best of her ability. She had tried to be humble, dutiful, and she thought she had confessed all her sins to Brother Rupert just before falling into the strange sleep that had preceded this freeing of her soul.

	An icy uncertainty nipped at her. Had she remembered all her sins? Might the Prince of Darkness have blinded her, making her forget some critical imperfection? Some sin of omission perhaps? Was her soul truly cleansed or was there some small rotting spot that would fling her into a purgatorial pit where pain was as sharp as the agonies of hell?

	An unformed impression, a memory, something nagged at her.

	It wasn’t too late, she thought. Brother Rupert was standing near. Surely she could still reach him if she could just think of…

	Then it came to her. Oh, but the mercy of God was indeed great! He had granted her the understanding to see the tragic error both she and Brother Rupert had made. Now she must get the message to the good priest. She must!

	She struggled to reach her confessor, willing her soul toward the weeping man.

	“Brother! Brother!” she cried. “I must tell you one thing more!”

	She stretched out her hand, struggling to grasp him, reaching for the crude wooden cross he wore on a thin leather strap around his neck.

	But something seemed to hold her back; some black force scrabbled to keep her soul from deliverance.

	The priest had not heard her cry. He did not see her fighting to reach him.

	She must tell him. She must! After all her years devoted to God, Satan should not win her soul over such a misunderstanding, a judgement she’d made with imperfect knowledge and mortal blindness. An innocent person would be hurt, even die, if she did not. She could not have that fouling her conscience.

	She fought harder to reach her confessor, twisting, crying, moaning for help.

	Suddenly a hand materialized from the tapestry. It grasped the old prioress firmly and pulled her back to the ground. It was a woman’s hand, and the touch was warm.

	The old prioress looked up and saw St. Mary Magdalene smiling.

	“Tell me, my child,” the saintly voice said. “I will tell Our Lord.” She gestured to the glowing man at whose feet she sat. “And He will forgive all as He always has.”

	The old prioress wanted to weep for joy.

	“Please tell him that I accused wrongly. It was not the one we feared, but rather the other!” she gasped.

	And with that, the world turned black.

	II

	His heart pounded. His lungs hurt as he gulped cold ocean air through his open and toothless mouth. Stinging sweat trickled down his reddened, unevenly shaven face, and Brother Rupert rubbed the sleeve of his rough robe across his age-dulled eyes.

	Once he could have walked the familiar path between town and priory with ease. Now his legs ached with the effort of climbing and he had to will himself to the top of the sandy, scrub-grass covered hill.

	“I’m getting old. I am getting old,” he muttered, as the moist wind stabbed each one of his joints.

	At the hilltop, he stopped to rest and looked back into the distance. The morning sun of early spring had burned off the thickest fog, but the walls of Tyndal Priory, a double house of priests and nuns in the French Order of Fontevraud, were mere shadows in the drifting haze.

	It didn’t matter. He could have shut his eyes and seen each stone of every building clearly. Since the winter of 1236, when Eleanor of Provence had come to England as the now aging King Henry’s wife, Brother Rupert had been chaplain, scribe, and administrating secretary to the recently deceased Felicia, Prioress of Tyndal. He had lived at the priory long before that, however, indeed from a day in his thirteenth summer when his rich merchant father proudly dedicated him to this woman-ruled Order so favored by kings, queens, and other elite of the realm. His father might have given him to the religious life as an oblate, but the boy came as a willing and eager offering. The monastic walls provided a secure refuge from a world he found frightening, a world filled with violence and lust.

	Suddenly his eyes overflowed with tears, and he wiped his gnarled fingers across them hurriedly. “Ah, but I loved you, I did, and I miss you,” he said, watching as a swirling gust of mist seemed to lift his words into the sky and scatter them. “And for the sake of all our souls I will put the matter right, my lady. I promise you that.”

	His words were fervent with an almost prayerful intensity.

	Then he sighed, stretched the stiffness from his legs and started down the hill, tentatively at first, unsure in his footing. Once protected from the sea breeze, he could feel the warmth of the sun, and his steps quickened.

	His mood improved and he smiled. Indeed, in the warmth he now felt he could almost sense that the eyes of God were upon him.

	They were not. They were human.
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	“Sister Christina will be here in due course, my lady.” A scowling nun, of middle years and pockmarked face, bowed with perfunctory courtesy in Eleanor’s direction. Despite the warmth in the crowded chapter house, Sister Ruth’s words fell with a chill on the prioress’s ear.

	Eleanor of Wynethorpe, recently named the new head of Tyndal Priory, sat with stiff spine in her high-backed chair, looked down at the forty-odd wimple-encircled faces in front of her, and knew she was not welcome.

	Nor could she blame them. Her appointment to the position of prioress had nothing to do with competence. It had all to do with her father’s unwavering loyalty to King Henry III during Simon de Montfort’s recent rebellion, her oldest brother’s close friendship with Prince Edward, and her mother’s devoted support of the queen during a crucial time in the royal marriage. As each one of the nuns sitting in front of her well knew, none of these things meant Eleanor was personally qualified for the high office she now held, only that her family was in favor at court.

	After the recent peace settlements, King Henry had had little spare land and even less free coin, thanks to Prince Edward’s recent departure on a crusade. Thus the genuinely pious, increasingly ill king had decided that the prayers of many nuns at Eleanor’s behest would be of greater benefit to her father than worldly wealth, a conclusion with which the good Baron Adam might have disagreed but which he accepted with appropriate gratitude on his daughter’s behalf. In short, her appointment had been convenient and the wishes of the priory itself were set aside.

	Although it was not uncommon for kings to honor priories by placing their own choices in superior positions, the royal selections usually carried some important benefit besides the king’s fickle favor to sweeten the decision. Sweetening was certainly needed here. Each house in the powerful Order of Fontevraud had always had the absolute right to name its own head. Tyndal had been uniquely thwarted.

	“Is Sister Christina habitually late to chapter or is there a special reason she is not here?” Eleanor asked the nun at her side. Perhaps by deferring to this older woman’s experience and seeking her advice she might begin to dispel her obvious bitterness.

	“She is our infirmarian,” the elder nun replied after a silence so cold it felt like ice pressed against Eleanor’s heart.

	Eleanor swallowed a sharp retort. Last night, at her first private dinner in her new chambers, Brother Rupert had told her that Sister Ruth had been elected to succeed Prioress Felicia, albeit not by an overwhelming vote. This sour-faced nun had been in charge of Tyndal from the death of the former prioress until the announcement of Eleanor’s appointment early in the summer. Of course, the woman’s disappointment at being so unexpectedly supplanted had been profound, and the elderly monk had also suggested, with the understandable hesitation of one religious telling tales on a fellow, that Sister Ruth’s current thoughts about Eleanor might be less than charitable.

	“I am aware of Sister Christina’s responsibility to the sick,” Eleanor replied. “However, she must often absent herself from them for good and proper reasons. Surely she has some reliable lay sister or brother she can leave in charge when her other duties require her attendance?” Eleanor hoped she had succeeded in keeping her voice devoid of the anger she felt at Sister Ruth’s insolent manner.

	“She is never late for prayer, my lady.”

	Eleanor bit the inside of her cheek, regretting that there had been nothing, or at least nothing obvious, offered to sweeten her arrival at Tyndal. Indeed, she could list two more good reasons for her charges not to accept her. Having been raised at Amesbury Priory since the age of six, she lacked the secular world experience required of most Fontevraud prioresses; moreover, she was only twenty, very young compared to most of the other nuns here. Each shortcoming, indeed all three, might mean little to a king giving gifts to a loyal lord, but to the women who were quietly studying her, none were trivial. With sharp pain, she felt each one of her deficiencies. Compared to the woman who might have sat in this prioress’ seat, but for the grace of kings, Eleanor knew she fell far short in the eyes of those sitting before her.

	“I see,” Eleanor, said, though in truth she did not. Nor would she. Although tempted, she would not explain to Sister Ruth the need to balance God’s work with prayers to God, nor would she chastise her in public for rude and arrogant behavior to a religious superior. It was Christina who needed counseling on maintaining balance and Ruth who required delicate diplomacy if Eleanor was ever going to win her allegiance. Embarrassing this woman in front of the other nuns, as appealing as that course was now, would not accomplish that.

	Eleanor glanced up at the rough beam rafters above her. I may not be your elected choice, she thought as she looked back at the nuns sitting on the stone seats surrounding the chapter house wall, but chosen I was and there is naught any of us can do about that. Let us only pray that God will grant me sufficient wit to guide you well despite all the misgivings we share.

	“We shall delay the start of Chapter for a few minutes more.” Eleanor nodded at her charges, then took a deep breath.

	There were over forty women to whom she must attach names and a few salient facts about familial background as well as position within the priory. While they waited for the absent sister, she could use the time to put faces to names. That would keep her temper cool. To call a sister by her name without hesitation and ask after her kin helped create an aura of authority she desperately needed. Brother Rupert had given her a succinct summary and description of most of the nuns last night. She had quickly memorized it, but if she did not apply that information to the actual person, she would soon forget the details. She looked to the woman on her far right and began a mental recitation.

	The nun on the last seat was easy to remember. She was the tallest in the convent. Sister Anne had come to Tyndal in her late twenties after several years of marriage, Eleanor recited in her head. She and her husband had left their apothecary shop and the world together, he to the Fontevraud brothers at Tyndal and she to the sisters here.

	Now which brother was he? She hesitated. No, Brother Rupert hadn’t mentioned his name, but then he hadn’t had time to tell her about all her charges at the priory. She made a mental note to ask him later.

	Eleanor glanced up at the nun, then quickly lowered her eyes to avoid the discourtesy of staring. According to Brother Rupert, Sister Anne seemed content enough in her vocation and served competently as assistant to the infirmarian. There was, however, a sadness about the woman, evident in her bent shoulders and in the manner she held her bowed head. The observation was, she felt, worth further thought.

	The seat next to Sister Anne was empty. That would belong to Sister Christina, the infirmarian, a plump and youthful nun who spent much of her time in chapel praying while Anne actually ran the hospital. Eleanor was beginning to suspect that habitual tardiness to everything except prayer, and perhaps meals, was another salient fact about this young woman.

	Eleanor heard a muffled cough and looked at the door, hoping to see the tardy nun arrive. She hadn’t. Eleanor closed her eyes and offered a quick prayer for patience in dealing with Sister Christina, but in truth, she had never felt charitable toward the unreliable.

	With a suppressed groan, she opened her eyes. The nuns were sitting with great patience, hands tucked into their sleeves and eyes demurely lowered as if continuing their prayers from chapel. Indeed some were thinking godly thoughts. And some were not. Two of the latter were on the left of Christina’s seat.

	Sister Edith and Sister Matilda were actually blood sisters, children of a minor lord, who had come to the convent together because they apparently could not bear to live apart. Yet the two bickered constantly. Even now the thinner sister jostled the stouter one for space while muttering what Eleanor suspected were less than Christian sentiments.

	Sister Edith, lean, pale and restless, was in charge of the kitchen, a position for which she had neither interest nor talent if last night’s anonymous food was any indication. Sister Matilda, on the other hand, was red-faced, rotund and in charge of the kitchen garden. From the drooping state of its few pallid vegetables, little had survived her less than tender care over the summer growing months.

	Eleanor looked up as she heard scuffling outside the chapter house from the direction of the cloister walk. The sound made her think of a large mouse running in soft leather shoes. Sister Christina rushed through the door and almost tripped over raised spots in the worn, uneven stone floor. All eyes, lowered though they were, watched with great interest the round nun’s graceless progress to her assigned seat and their new prioress’s reaction.

	“I am late!” The nun panted the obvious.

	Sister Anne gently smiled and moved to one side to make room for her.

	Eleanor lifted one eyebrow and waited in silence for the nun to offer some explanation.

	“I was lost in prayer to Our Lady.” Christina’s face was rose-red. She twisted her hands, round and around, as if she didn’t know why she had such strange things attached to her arms and was trying to discover a use for them.

	The prioress did not smile.

	“It will not happen again!”

	Out of the corner of her eye, Eleanor saw Sister Ruth nodding to the young woman with an almost benevolent smile twitching at her thin lips. The habit of authority is rarely surrendered with ease, Eleanor thought, as she ignored Sister Ruth’s act and gestured in silence for the young nun to sit.

	The flustered Christina wiggled herself into the space allotted to her.

	Sister Ruth’s careless attitude about the young nun’s absence suggested that it was both habitual and accepted. Why had the former prioress permitted this breach of discipline, Eleanor wondered. Again, Brother Rupert would know the reason. She had so much she needed to ask him.

	She looked around again. Although the elder monk’s attendance was not obligatory, it would have added some weight of legitimacy to her own presence at Tyndal had he come to her first chapter. He understood that she needed all the support she could get from those respected inside the priory and had pledged his loyalty last night. That the old priest had not shown up was therefore inexplicable. Although aged, he had seemed vigorous enough at table. The meal may have been one of the worst Eleanor had ever eaten, but surely it had not made the good monk ill. Perhaps an emergency had delayed him.

	Eleanor looked over at Sister Christina. “Did you see or hear Brother Rupert on your way from the church, sister?”

	The nun opened her eyes and blinked as if she had just awakened from a deep sleep. “No, my lady.”

	“Then we shall start without him,” Eleanor said, with what she hoped was a significant look at Christina. “Punctuality is a virtue without which we fail in our obligations to God as well as to man.” Her voice sounded sufficiently stern to her own ears, and she prayed it also sounded more mature and forceful than she felt.

	With that, Eleanor, duly appointed head of Tyndal Priory, clutched her staff of office with a firm hand, looked with steady eye across the granite slabs marking the graves of her noble predecessors, and began her first official act as prioress.
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	From a small clearing at the edge of the forest, an auburn-haired young man mentally measured the distance over the diminishing hills as they rolled and slipped into the misty horizon to where he knew the North Sea lay. The late summer sun had warmed the trees, and he delighted in the tangy scent, but the sharp breeze from the ocean chilled his freshly tonsured head.

	He raised his hand to cover the round bald spot, then dropped it. He would have to get used to this strange lack of hair. With any luck the scalp was now properly weathered after the long journey from London to this forsaken part of the East Anglian coast. Certainly he did not want any questions from his soon-to-be Fontevraud brothers about his recent commitment to the cloistered life.

	He put his hand back on his horse’s neck, stroking the sticky, stiff brown hair gently, and looked to his left. Tyndal Priory sat in a small valley between two low hills. He could see the stone walls of the outer court, some outbuildings on the rise of the hill, and the dark, rectangular bell tower. To the right of the priory, a large stream curved lazily as if it was in no hurry to meet with the sea, and he could see where it disappeared into the same valley. A grove of trees hid where it passed into the priory grounds. A stream might mean Tyndal had a mill and fishponds, but those were hidden from view.

	The village was further to the left and beyond the priory. A fishing village, he assumed, and grimaced at the thought of how it must reek. London might not smell sweet to a countryman’s nose, but he was a city man and preferred the familiar stench of civilization to that of dead fish wafting in from the garden, sheep dung next to the porridge pot, and decaying seaweed everywhere else.

	His horse snorted, shook its head, and shifted with a definite but gentle show of equine impatience. He patted its neck and sighed.

	A man coughed behind him. “My lord, perhaps we should…?” Although the phrasing was polite, the tone was not.

	“Your ‘my lord’ was mocking, Giles. Please let us be done with that.”

	“Perhaps ‘your holiness’ then?”

	“May you roast in Hell for that sacrilegious remark.”

	Giles’ laugh was scornful.

	Indeed, the young man thought, it was he who should be roasting, if not in Hell today, then surely at the stake. He squeezed his eyes shut until they hurt and shook his head ’til the bones in his neck cracked in protest. He still feared he’d wake from this dream to the smell of his own crackling flesh and guts. He took a deep breath to keep from crying out.

	“Very well then,” he said in a choked voice. “Let us get on with it.”

	His companion grunted and shifted in his saddle. “You’ll find chastity does have merit, Thomas.”

	Surprised, Thomas turned. The man’s tone held a hint of compassion, perhaps even some leftover affection, and, for the first time since they had left London, his companion’s expression was not totally contemptuous.

	“Aye, I’ll not miss the pox,” Thomas replied with a hollow laugh. “I am pleased to leave you with the whores’ smiles.”

	“I’d rather the smiles on the whores’ faces at my coming than their tears at my failure to properly attend them,” the man said with a return of his sneering tone.

	“You’re rude, knave.”

	“Neither, I think. A knave is a dishonest man. And of the two of us, I do not qualify as the dishonest man. And if I be not dishonest, then it must be equally true that I am not rude to speak the facts.”

	Thomas laughed in spite of himself. “I will miss your wit, Giles, and I grieve for what has come between us.”

	“And I grieve for the man I once believed you to be. What you are, I hate with all the passion of a true Christian.” He spat on the ground between them.

	“Then there is no more to be said. It is time.”

	With that, the two men turned their horses away from the small clearing and guided them with care back over the soft, thick ground covering of rotted wood, vines and woodland flowers, to the path leading from the forest. In silence they rode single file, a finely dressed courtier on an even finer horse, followed by a simple monk on his very plain mount.
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	Eleanor burst through the chapter house door and into the open, covered walk that surrounded the tranquil and fragrant gardens of the cloister square garth. Her step was brisk but light, and her soft shoes made almost no sound on the smooth stones. The nuns had left to start their tasks. She had survived her first chapter. Now she needed to be alone, think in peace, plan her day, to walk, walk, and walk until the tension built up from pretending to feel little when she had in fact felt so much had dissipated.

	She entered a dark, narrow passage, cool even after a long summer’s warmth, which ran between the chapter house and the warming room, unlocked the thick wooden door that protected her encloistered sisters from the world, and stepped into the outer court of the priory.

	Beyond the carefully locked quarters where the monks and nuns lived, but still on monastic grounds, the charitable and practical businesses of Tyndal were conducted. The outer court was a largely public area. As Eleanor emerged, she looked to her left where the monks’ quarters, brewery, mill, fishponds, stables, barns and livestock lay. The warm and dusty smells of well-tended animals mixed with the sharp odor of fermenting ale were sweet scents to her. They reminded her of her younger years at Wynethorpe Castle before her mother’s death, when she and her two older brothers fought and played together with that fresh innocence of childhood. The memory brought both pain and joy to her heart.

	She stood for a moment. Although the details of these particular priory grounds were still unfamiliar to her, the general design of Tyndal was very much the same as that of any other monastic house. In the middle of everything, and separating the monks’ from the nuns’ quarters, was the parish church, a dark and dominating structure of wind-battered stone. To her right would be the nuns’ cemetery, then the gardens and orchards that provided food for the priory.

	She shut her eyes to picture what stood beyond her vision. Lying in front of the priory grounds would be the main gate, near which lay the primary charitable business of Tyndal, a hospital. Just outside that main gate was the almonry where alms and food were given to the poor. Immediately inside the gate was the porter’s cottage. The monks’ cemetery lay near the stables and just beyond the hospital. It was a respectable distance from that of the nuns and sited against the wall of the outer court.

	Eleanor turned right toward the gardens, and, after a short walk along the windowless wall of the nuns’ dormitory, she rounded the corner at the stone-enclosed garderobe and stopped to look at the orchard across one of the streams that passed through the priory grounds. The trees were well established and properly pruned, she noted, and a gentle breeze carried the sweet scent of sun-warmed, ripening fruit. Even if the vegetables don’t survive the less than gentle touch of Sister Matilda, we should at least have dried fruit over the winter season, she thought wryly.

	Immediately in front of her and near the kitchen were the vegetable gardens. Just beyond them grew beds of both culinary and medicinal herbs, and further on was planted a garden growing flowers to adorn the altar. In a short while, lay brothers and sisters under the supervision of Sister Matilda would arrive to weed and harvest the raised beds. Sister Anne and a few of the nuns might also come to gather and tend the herbs, but for the moment all was quiet. Eleanor needed only a short time to concentrate her thoughts, relax her taut muscles.

	As she walked along the edge of the beds toward the flower gardens that lay just beyond the hut where the medicines for the hospital were made, she slowed her pace and took in a measured, deep breath. The morning air was still moist and chill from sea fog, but the sun was warm and soothing where it peeked through the light mist drifting above her. She closed her eyes and listened to the birdsong, the distant whoosh of ocean waves, and smelled the slightly tart scent of seaweed carried on the light breeze. She smiled. It was lovely here, she thought, but she was still homesick for Amesbury.

	After the death of Eleanor’s mother in childbirth, Sister Beatrice, her father’s elder sister and head of novices at
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About this Book
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AD 1270: 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.

I. THE WINE OF VIOLENCE
Only a day after Eleanor’s arrival at Tyndal priory, a brutally mutilated monk is found dead in the cloister gardens. Not only must Eleanor struggle to gain the respect of her terrified and resentful flock, but she must also find a killer.


II. TYRANT OF THE MIND

In mid-winter, Eleanor is summoned to tend her dying nephew. A bitter chill pervades her family’s castle: not only is it beseiged by blizzards without, but it seethes with murderous tensions within. Soon after Eleanor arrives, her brother, bloody dagger in hand, is found standing over the corpse of his oldest friend. Eleanor must prove his innocence before he meets his fate on the hangman’s gibbet.


III. SORROW WITHOUT END

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?




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.

To read Wine of Violence, click  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.

To read Tyrant of the Mind, click 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?

To read Sorrow Without End, click 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 an exclusive preview of 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.

Forsaken Soul is available 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...

Chambers of Death is available 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.



[image: ]

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.
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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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