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Notes

While most scenes are contemporary, a few are set in sixteenth century England, during the later years of the reign of Henry VIII. For readability, characters in the book are not going to speak quite how they would have done at that time; it would drive you mad. Apart from occasional throwbacks in Ankerita’s dialogue when she gets stressed, please accept that discussions will be interpreted into modern language.

 

The arcane procedures detailed within the book are a combination of actual rituals and methods, and are not guaranteed to work, but the techniques of scrying and use of spirit guides are familiar practises.

 

As per ‘Ankerita’, the first novel in this series, the supernatural content is based on existing sightings, legends etc., some of which have been experienced by the author personally.

 

“The belief in a supernatural source of evil is not necessary; men alone are quite capable of every wickedness.”

Joseph Conrad


1. The Monk

“Man’s enemies are not demons, but human beings like himself.” Lao-Tsu
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A


 full moon shone on broken walls, highlighting the ancient stonework on one side but creating a gloomy contrast on the other. The heat of the day still lingered in the ruins of the twelfth-century abbey as a car pulled up on the road outside.

A slim figure got out of the driver’s seat. She pulled a black leather coat, lined and trimmed with purple lambs’ wool, around her shoulders, and gazed into the night sky; at an alignment of five planets, unseen for half a millennia.

She withdrew a thick book from her bag and laid it on the bonnet of the car. Her fingers traced ancient words, glowing unnaturally in the moonlight. Inside the custodian’s hut, the security cameras locked, and the data stream to the internet froze.

The Summoning had begun.
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The Previous Year

T


he city was hot and oppressive on this late August evening. Most of the workers had deserted it for homes and bars in the West End, and the streets were empty and eerily silent. High in one of the many darkened tower blocks, there was a light still showing. In a plush office at the top of the building, a man leaned on a mahogany desk, his head in his hands. An elaborate nameplate, lettered with gold leaf, announced him to be the Chief Executive Officer. Scattered around him were letters from the Financial Conduct Authority, demanding explanations for various ‘irregularities’ which had caused serious ‘inconvenience’ and ‘risk’ to the entire economic system.

The CEO stood up. His face was unshaven, collar awry and hair, normally well-groomed, was untidy and lank. He helped himself to a large glass of Glenmorangie, took a gulp, and went to open his window. This extended to the full height of the room, and the stifling night eased its way in around him, displacing the sterile, air-conditioned atmosphere. He took a deep breath and stepped out on to the false balcony. His way was blocked by a triple safety rail. He leaned on it and looked down, twenty floors to the empty pavement.

At least, it should have been empty at this time of night but below him, a dark figure stood unmoving, staring up at his window. He could not make out any features, but the street lights reflected off the whiteness of a man’s face. As the CEO watched, the figure pulled a large hood over his head, and disappeared under the canopy of the office entrance.

The Chief shrugged, drained his glass and put it on his desk. He took off his jacket and went back to the balcony. With a deep breath, he began to climb over the safety rail.

 

Twenty floors below, the hooded man glided towards the main entrance of the office building. The door was sealed at this time of night, but the apparition waited patiently. The security guard on duty behind the front reception desk ignored him.

A couple appeared from the lift. The man had his arm around the woman, and she was laughing. The guard allowed himself a secret smile. These people were ‘working late’, but he knew what had been happening. There was CCTV in places that people did not expect, and he watched the tryst on one of the monitors. His phone recorded everything from the screen; the quality was not perfect, but it would give him and his mates something to amuse themselves with later, down the pub.

The couple wished the guard good night, and pushed hesitantly at the side entrance, the main revolving door being locked in the night condition. The guard released the interlock to let them out. As they went through, the figure from outside slipped in. The man held the door open. Unfazed, he observed the long brown habit and hood pulled over the white face of a monk, something unusual, even in the city, and then promptly forgot as the woman tugged him towards a passing taxi.

“Did I just let someone into the building?” he asked his companion, uncertainly.

“Of course not,” said the woman. “That would be a breach of security. There was no one there.”

 

Inside the office block, the monk strode towards a lift. The sentry stared as if trying to focus, but did not attempt to stop him. The lift doors closed and the guard shook his head, as if he was trying to remember something.

At the top floor, the monk stepped out on to the plush carpet. He noticed the security camera and smiled. Downstairs, the guard stared, baffled, at his monitor, as the lift doors opened, and he saw nothing.

The figure stopped at a door. The nameplate proclaimed ‘Chief Executive’. He turned the handle, and went in without knocking.

On the balcony outside, the Chief Executive himself leaned over the drop. He heard the door open, and turned guiltily. He saw what appeared to be a monk, face in shadow, arms folded into large sleeves, standing by his desk.

“Who are you?” the CEO challenged, half-heartedly.

The monk remained silent.

“You can’t stop me,” added the Chief, after a short pause.

“Why?” The monk spoke. His voice was soft, and a feeling of calm seemed to spread through the room.

“I’ve made some bad decisions.”

“Such as?”

“Why do you want to know. Who are you?”

“You can call me Brother Francis. Come off that ledge, and talk to me.”

“I can jump.”

“What and get me the blame for pushing you?”

“Or the praise,” muttered the Chief.

“Let’s not go there.” The monk advanced slowly. “You are not really a bad person... are you?”

The miserable man appeared to reconsider, as the monk’s voice flowed around him. He swayed backwards into the room, and strong bony hands pulled him to safety.

“Take a seat,” said Francis, “and let’s talk.” He refolded his arms, and sharp blue eyes transfixed the Chief from inside the cowl.

The man sat trembling in his executive chair. “Will you remove that hood, so I can see who I’m talking to,” he said, eventually.

“Of course.” The monk set the hood on to his shoulders.

The Chief let out a gasp as the light fell on his visitor. The man in front of him looked old, very old. His skin was dried and shrunken, as though the body was only barely alive. The CEO shuddered as he noted the similarity to one of the Stone-Age sacrificial victims recovered from peat bogs. The eyes however were piercing, and studied the Chief’s face, as though staring into his mind.

“Why are you here?” The CEO began to recover his composure.

“I have come to help.” The monk was forthright, as though he assumed he would be accepted.

“Help? What can you do to make it right?”

“You mean all this rubbish?” Francis indicated the FCA letters. “It is only paper.”

“I have made some bad decisions, hurt a lot of people, and they want my blood.”

“That is why you were on the ledge?” said the monk. “All this though, does it really matter? You are young, healthy, have the model family...”

“But my work is my life.”

“And will people remember you for it?”

“They will, now. I am ruined. I will never be employed again, and probably spend years in prison. I didn’t think what I was doing, always trying to maximise profits, pander to the shareholders, and it all went wrong.”

“For you, and a lot of your staff. They relied on you.”

“I should have listened to what they were saying.”

“You should. They were telling you, all the time, but you would not heed. If you are guilty of anything, it is of arrogance, but you can recover your dignity by having the courage to stand up and take what is due to you.”

“How did you get in, and why are you here?” The CEO’s hand brushed a panic button under his desk.

The ancient face cracked a smile; it was not pleasant. “Your questions are easy. The guard did not see me, and I am here to prevent you killing yourself.”

“Why?”

“Because I can. You will talk to me, and we will make a decision. If, at the end of our conversation, you still want to jump, I will not stop you.”

“You think you can talk me out of this?”

“No, I will talk to you, and you will make your own decision.”

“You are a stranger; what do you care, and why should I share my thoughts with you?”

The monk sighed. “I am here. Do you need another reason?”

“Are you from the FCA?” The man behind the desk regarded Brother Francis suspiciously.

“If you think that, perhaps I am simply an illusion brought on by your guilt.”

“I expect you are.” The chief stood up again. “I have probably drunk too much whiskey. There is nothing you can do. I have made my decision.”

“Of course you have,” said the monk, “and God forbid that you should listen to the voice of reason.”

“I make the decisions; someone has to be in control.”

“Please go ahead, if you are absolutely sure.” Brother Francis sighed, and spread his hands.

The Chief did not reply. He went to the window and took hold of the rail. He looked at the monk, who stood watching him, with the hood pulled up again, and the eyes glowing blue in its shadow. The CEO climbed over the rail, stood with his back to the room and took a deep breath.

“Then you are sure, and as such, your life is mine.” The monk gripped the CEO’s arms, and the man seemed to deflate as he clung to the guardrail. The hold released. The body fell through the stifling air towards the ground. There was no scream, because the chief was already dead before he fell.

“Killed by the same arrogance that caused all your problems.” The monk stared sadly down at the wretched remains on the pavement. He sighed, pulled the hood away again, and went into the connecting executive washroom. The face that stared at him from the mirror was not the wizened face that the Chief had seen, but a man in middle age, distinguished, tanned and lean, with chiselled features and the brightest of blue eyes.

Brother Francis poured himself a glass of water and patted his lips dry with a paper towel. “Nearly too late, that time,” he muttered to himself. “Too sad.”

He returned through the office and headed for the lift.
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2. Stormcrow

Present Day

A


s the cloud of dust cleared on top of the mountain, Anna pushed back her own hood. The mist swirled about her, and mixed with the tears cascading down her cheeks. It was only a short while since the interference of the psychic, Tox, had unwittingly released her from half a millennia of imprisonment in her grave, and she had suffered a whirlwind of events that had taken her from one crisis to the next. When she looked back, she realised that everything had been pointing her towards the inevitable conclusion: Tox had taken the place of her long-dead husband, Richard. She had killed Richard five-hundred years ago, and scarcely had she found him again, when she discovered that only one of them could exist in this time and place. There was no way they could ever be together again. To Anna, her long journey and wait had been in vain. She had been through all the torment for nothing.

The mountain mist soaked the girl’s hair. Previously, she had felt almost immune to the elements, but the ghosts of the past had deserted her, and she was now totally human, prey to human frailties. Before she finally discovered this truth of her rebirth, she had been able to see the spirits and demons that inhabit the shadowy worlds between life and death; now they were all gone. She was bereft: no purpose, no reason to live.

Her sobs were replaced by shivers of cold, as the mist tendrils forced their way under her cloak. It was a cloak Anna had made for her in the style of her former life; thick wool, to keep the elements from her body. Underneath she wore a long dress. Her clothing was warm on the way up, but the sweat had cooled and the material clung to her body, draining what remained of the warmth.

“What is there for me, Richard?” she wailed at the grey mist, the dust of Richard’s body, flowing around her, seemingly reluctant to disperse. “Why could you not stay?”

Anna already knew the answer. She had been frozen in time by sorcery. Richard had been called across the ages by the potency of the song still ebbing and flowing around her head, ‘Seasons lost in Time’. She knew there was magic there; music is the voice of power, perhaps even the voice of God. She also knew that was why the chants in the abbey, she had been buried in, were so potent. But ‘God’ had deserted the monks when King Henry destroyed the authority of the monasteries, and now he had deserted her. The monks had deserved it; their opulence and arrogance had swamped them. Anna had been made to atone for Richard’s death by becoming an anchoress, locked in a cell for the rest of her life; she had changed her name. She could not remember her birth name, but only her given name, Ankerita.

“Yes, I shall die here as Ankerita,” she said, “Ankerita Leighton-Mynde shall be inscribed on my new tomb.”

“If I get a tomb,” she thought wryly. “Who is to know what lady lies atop this rise? I shall lay down and die here; life, for me, is over.”
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Part way on the ascent of a rugged hill in the Lake District of England stood a tall young man. Since he decided to begin the climb, the weather had changed from golden autumn sunlight, into a swirling sea of mist. The GPS app on his phone was all that was guiding him to the top. He was hoping to see three counties from the summit; instead he realised he would probably see nothing, unless the peak was above the clouds. He was getting wet and cold and miserable as the damp air found its way inside his Parka, and turned his unruly long hair into a mat of strings.

This was Wesley, and Wesley was different from the usual hiker; Wesley was a harbinger of misfortune.

He smiled to himself as he thought about the situations he always found himself in. When he was younger, he went on holiday a lot, and would nearly always find himself in the middle of some natural disaster. He had been in Cyprus when the forest fires broke out. He had been in Turkey at the time of the earthquakes. He had escaped to Italy only to barely hold on to his life as other tremors shook Assisi and Umbria. The Italian one seemed to have been centred on the Franciscan Monastery there, and he had wept with the monks, regarding the loss of the priceless works by the Roman artist, Pietro Cavallini.

He wondered about contacting the Italian authorities and seeing if they would pay him to keep away from Naples, bearing in mind that the massive volcano, Vesuvius, was due for another eruption. Mount St Helens was one of his, as was that unpronounceable volcano in Iceland. Wesley had been to San Francisco. He smiled again. They have earthquakes all the time there; he should have known better.

A storm crow was what Wesley was, and Stormcrow was what he was thinking of changing his name to. It had to be better than his current one. His parents of course were dead against it, and it was that, and a few other reasons, that had caused him to leave home.

Wesley toiled along the path. The wind had brought a fog in from the sea, and with it, the damp cloying mist that penetrated every crevice of the soul. He kept up a good pace to keep warm, but the clothing he was wearing was not good enough to keep the damp out. As with some dedicated hillwalkers, he was soon radiating an unfortunate combination of mustiness and over-ripe sheep.

He plodded on upwards, scanning the few metres of track visible in front of him; “One day, Wesley Stormcrow,” he muttered for the umpteenth time since he had taken up this hobby, “I’ll meet someone wonderful on the track. A lady lost, who will talk to me, be grateful for rescue and a Mars Bar, and perhaps agree to marry me, instead of simply nodding the time of day as she goes by.”

He considered his choice of pastime; it was in stark contrast to his day job, trying to manage a bunch of graduates at a large warehouse, all of whom thought they were better than him; after all, they had qualifications on bits of paper. “They probably are better than me,” he mused, but he had been with the company several years, and as sometimes happens, had been promoted into a job he was totally unsuited for, and didn’t like. No amount of courses helped; he knew the methods and processes of management, but his heart was not in it; he only felt alive when he was outside in the open air. “One day I’ll chuck all this in,” he informed a sheep, eyeing him warily out of the fog. It made no effort to move off the path. He grinned cynically. “Even you have no respect for me. Still, one day... when I can afford it... Oh what now?”

Wesley stopped. In front of him a landslide, brought down by the recent heavy rains, had blocked his route. The rocks and scree had fractured from the side of the hill and extended below, out of sight. He put a tentative foot on the debris, wondering if he could get past. There was an ominous rumbling as the broken stones settled and resumed their journey downhill. Scree was dangerous; Wesley knew that to try to cross an unstable rock-field could get him hurt, and out here in the wilds, away from help, that could be fatal. He checked his mobile; of course there was no signal. He brought up his GPS on the screen. That still worked. Yes, even in the fog, he was on the right path towards the summit. Wesley briefly thought about his current lodgings, a cosy inn, nestled at the base of the mountain. Although his salary did not permit luxury, the room had its own bathroom. He looked forward to a shower, changing clothes and possibly being in time to grab a bite to eat in the bar.

That hope was fading, given that his meticulously planned timings were about to be thrown awry. Wesley checked his GPS again. If he retraced his steps and approached the hill from a different direction, he could still make the summit, and at least come down the other side into the hamlet. He was planning to descend to the path along the lakeside and thence to the village, but with the mist, there were no views to see, and therefore no views to post on social media, where he could pretend to be having a great time. He briefly wondered whether he should also add pictures of the blisters on his feet and the mosquito bites, but despite his few friends and their obsession with food and cats and ‘inspirational’ quotes, he knew that even they might find the images a bit too much. “Mosquitos,” he thought, slapping his neck, “Why is it that those expensive creams I put on, that are guaranteed to keep the little abominations at bay, only serve to attract them?” He shrugged. “My luck, I expect.”

Wesley put his phone away. “Better get moving,” he said to the sheep, which seemed to be regarding him less with suspicion and more with hope that he might share a sandwich. He waved to it and turned to retrace his steps. The mist was impenetrable, but the GPS had shown him a new route. A few hundred metres along, he found another track leading upwards. Wesley knew how tall this mountain was; although, strictly speaking, it was only a relatively low ‘fell’, but he liked to think he was mountaineering; it was more romantic that way, but entirely failed to impress any of the girls at work, who, he suspected, secretly thought he was a bit of a ‘dork’.

As Wesley climbed, he grew hot. The waterproof coat was removed, and hooked in a finger over his back, and that was followed soon after by the colourful thick woolly he had bought at an inflated price from the outdoor centre in the last town.

A stream trickled down the path beside him. He looked at it longingly, but knew that there were bugs in the water that could make him ill. He paused to have a drink from his water bottle. It was getting low. Carrying water in his knapsack was always a dilemma: did he put up with the extra weight and have too much to carry, or should he make do with smaller bottles and risk running out? He had decided on the latter, and was realising he would have to eke out the remainder of his supplies. The revised trip over the top would mean he needed more to drink. “Oh well,” he shrugged, “When ‘tis gone, ‘tis gone. At least the sun can’t get me.”

The mist thinned, and the wind increased. This was taking time; more time than Wesley had planned for. He pulled his woolly back over the damp shirt. His stomach rumbled as he thought of the food at the pub. He had a few chocolate biscuits left. He promised himself that he would have one of those at the summit, where a cairn was marked.

So, Wesley was a harbinger of disaster, but what could possibly happen at the top of a mountain, miles away from anywhere? As he gazed down at the thin body of the dead girl, he sighed. He felt the weight of the Book in his rucksack. It was always the Book. He blamed that for all of his troubles. Would he ever be rid of it? He would have left it at home, but the thing seemed to be linked to him. Without it, he would be weak and ill; with it along, things happened, but it fortified his strength, and so far, nothing awful had happened to him, even in the worst disasters. It was a talisman, a charm, lucky for him, but not for people who came into contact with him.

The last time Wesley had discovered a body, (yes, this was not the first, being Wesley) the police had accused him of having something to do with the crime. They refused to believe his explanation that ‘things just happened’, and he spent many frustrating hours in interrogation rooms and police cells. They always let him go eventually, usually with the unspoken threat of ‘we’ll be watching you, son’. At least the food was good; it was a free meal or two, while the Law worked out its apologies. It had come to the point where Wesley was shutting himself up in his room and playing computer games, simply to escape into his own fantasy world. At least the disasters didn’t happen there; he shrugged, apart from that time he accidentally hacked into the Pentagon’s security camera network. He had shut his machine down immediately, changed his internet provider and reformatted his hard disk to try to cover his tracks. So far there was no knock in the night, or a visit from the ‘men in black’. They would not believe it was an accident. Since that time, he had left the internet to its own devices.

But right now, here was Wesley, with another corpse on his hands, or at least at his feet. What had happened to the poor girl? He could only guess that she had gone climbing on her own and been caught by the sudden change in the weather. She must have been here some time, he mused, to be in this state. He bent and turned her gently over. She was not stiff as he expected, and he gave a sigh as he moved the lank dark hair to one side, and gazed upon the face of an angel. Even in death she was achingly beautiful. “If only,” he muttered. “If only she had been like the other one, mangled, crushed, broken out of all recognition, it would have been easier to bear. But no, someone as exquisite as you does not deserve to die so young.”

What should he do? Call the police, the air ambulance or someone, and then face the usual grilling? Or should he simply cover her up with that strange cloak to keep the scavengers away; leave her there for someone else to find? Wesley knew that doing the ‘right thing’ would get him into trouble again; his name was known across the country; the police forces were sharing information on him. He should have emigrated, but he loved his motherland, with all its failings; it was still, to him, the most beautiful country on Earth, and he’d been to many others and seen many disasters there. Down below in the valley, his visit had coincided with serious flooding, and people struggled to rebuild their lives after losing everything. Was that his fault too, or was he simply here at the wrong time again? At least in England, there was less chance of a major disaster, but since he’d decided to settle, the weather and the climate were changing. Was he going to destroy that too?

Wesley brought himself out of his self-pity to kneel down and gaze into the lovely face again. Her eyes were closed, and there was a sad smile on the lips. Did rigor mortis do that, he wondered. He stroked her hair; how soft it was, despite being soaked. He touched her face; she was cold, as cold as the ground itself. He moved the cloak away from her hand, and saw she was clutching a small wooden casket; it looked old. There seemed to be traces of dust inside. He rubbed his finger in it and tasted the smear. It was simply dust, perhaps slightly sweet, but nothing in the way of an illegal substance. At least he wouldn’t be arrested for that... again.

He took hold of the thin wrist to check for a signs of life. When he had discovered the last corpse, there was no need to check for a pulse. That last victim he had found had fallen from a high window in the City, and was way beyond human assistance. At first glance, he thought it was a mummified cadaver, like he’d seen in the Capuchin Catacombs in Palermo, and nearly left it there, but of course, the Law had turned up as he was checking it over, and wanted to know the full story, and where he had stolen it from. That was still a mystery to him, but there had been a report in the papers of the disappearance of an eminent banker. Sadly, not many tears were shed over that.

With the body of the lady at his feet, as Wesley suspected, there was nothing. He checked his phone for a signal. He knew he should call someone, at least notify the emergency services, and wait with the body until they managed to find someone who was not dealing with the floods. How would they find him in the fog? This would be a long wait, but Wesley decided to stay. If there was foul play, whoever had killed the girl might return to remove the evidence, and make him look like a time-waster. He peered around fearfully for a potential murderer, but nothing stirred in the fog, as far as he could see, and there was eerily no sound. He fingered a large stone at his feet. It could be used as a weapon.

There was no phone signal. Perhaps the flooding had cut power to the masts, or maybe they had been switched off for safety, or perhaps he was simply being blocked, because the connections were being used for the emergency services; this wasn’t an emergency, was it? “Probably get down to civilisation and report the find,” he decided, sadly.

Wesley bent and tried to lift the frail body under her arms. “At least I’ll put you in the shelter of the cairn,” he muttered. “Try to keep some of the weather off you.”

He dragged the girl over to the mapping point at the top of the hill, and set her, sitting with her back to the stones. Again, he brushed the hair from her face and tried to pin it so that he could take a last look before he departed. He reached out and cupped her cheeks. “Farewell my beautiful darling,” he said sadly, and placed a kiss on her cold lips. “If only...”

The eyes flicked open. “If only what, thou odiferous shard-borne pignut?” Her cold hand lashed out, and hit him firmly across the cheek.
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3. Genet


14th August 1528


B


rother Francis shuffled along the muddy lane leading to the village. It had been a long walk, taking most of the day, but as he approached the ancient Saxon hamlet of Siwaldston, he felt that his journey had been worthwhile. Six footpaths converged at that place, but the village comprised simply an austere manor house and a number of wattle and daub hovels. Six was supposed to be a magic number, and in the early sixteenth century, magic was a major challenge to the religious community. Brother Francis was a lesser canon at an abbey some ten miles away and did not believe in magic.

He remembered his conversation with Abbot Hunt, who had demanded that he travel the distance to see the witch, Genet of Siwaldston. He had been made to change his robes from the off-white of the Augustinians at the abbey into the hooded brown robe of the mendicant Franciscans, who spent their time denying worldly possessions, and begging board and lodging off the locals. If he was stopped on the way, he was to deny all knowledge of his mission. After all, was he not a man of God? Why would he be going to see a witch?

Francis was also at a loss on that question, but he had his instructions, and had committed his leader’s request to memory. One did not argue with the abbot, despite the man’s apparent incompetence, and the evaporation of the abbey funds with little to show for it. Hunt had taken over when the previous abbot, Pontesbury, had been sacked for irregularities, denying that he knew anything about it. Pontesbury had promised to go to the Bishop, to sort out the problems. Hunt, then prior, his influential second in command, had tried to dissuade him, but the abbot felt he should try to explain. After all, he had a job for life in the confines of the abbey; what could they do, replace him?

Francis shook his head. He had his suspicions about Hunt and the disappearing finances, but it was not his place to comment. He said nothing, asked no questions, worked hard and was dedicated; perhaps this is why he had been chosen. He knew that witches were not inherently bad, but they did challenge the doctrines of the church, and, some folks said, got better results. The abbey infirmary was starting to look a little empty recently; the local sick had stopped visiting, in favour of herbal remedies offered by mystics, some of which actually worked. It seemed strange to him that the abbey was now calling on assistance from the self-same witches.

Francis’ motivation was simple; to save the Lady Ankerita. She had been accused of killing her husband, but many believed it to be unintentional—Richard Mynde was known to be quick tempered, and was not averse to beating wife and servants alike. As punishment for his murder, the lady had been forced into a cell in the abbey, an anchorhold, to end her life as an anchoress, a religious hermit.

Once inside, though, she found she had ‘certain powers’, to heal those possessed by demons. These unfortunates had only to be brought to her window; she would touch their heads and it would drive out whatever curse they were under. Some cynical observers said that the lunatics only visited, in order to gaze on Ankerita’s extraordinary beauty, but the abbey benefited greatly from her presence, despite the massive pressure on them from her husband’s family, who were demanding proper reparation for Richard’s death. It didn’t help her enemies that Ankerita’s father was the high sheriff of the county.

 

Francis stopped at the first of the hovels, one from which a dim rush-light, and puffs of smoke bled around the thick woven cloth obstructing the doorway. There was the murmur of voices inside, along with an odd cough. Francis raised his voice, speaking in the local dialect. “You inside, can you help me? I’m looking for Genet.”

The voices stopped, to be replaced by frightened whispers.

“Speak,” Francis repeated. “Do not worry. I have not come to collect tax, or steal your goods.”

“Is it a trick?” he heard from inside. “Who are you, visiting so late in the day?”

“Brother Francis,” he said. “A Capuchin friar, come from... Shrewsbury.”

“Never heard of Capuchin,” came a man’s voice. “Is it some place in the dark lands, or worse still, Wales?”

“Recently formed,” Francis ad-libbed. “We’re an offshoot of the Franciscans.”

“Oh that lot. I suppose you’ll be wanting free food and lodging, in exchange for telling us what sinners we are. You’d better come inside, Brother.” The door curtain was pulled back, releasing a cloud of smoke and the scent of rather too many days spent without washing. The ruddy face of a labourer broke into a smile as he looked the visitor up and down. “No, you don’t look like a tax collector. We have very little, but what we have, we will share with you. You have come a long way?”

“Thank you, but I have to speak to Genet. It is urgent.”

The peasant scratched his thinning hair. “Tell me, what does a man of the cloth want from a simple healer? I thought you brothers had your own infirmary for that sort of thing.”

“This is another matter.”

“Ah.” The man tapped the side of his nose.

“Ah, what do you mean, ah?” Faint tinges of suspicion starting to creep into the back of Francis’ mind, regarding Abbot Hunt’s occasional absences, which also happened to coincide with the arrival and subsequent disappearance of the tithes from the farms.

“Ah,” said the man again. “Not my place to say.”

“I’ll look into it when I get back,” said Francis.

“Get back?” said the man, suspiciously. “Where do you have to go? I thought you Franciscans were wandering types, with no permanent base?” He peered at the monk. “Have I seen you around here before?”

“No, you must be mistaken.” Francis pulled his hood more tightly around his face. “I need to talk to Genet.”

The rustic leaned out of his doorway, and pointed towards another hovel. “Try there,” he said. “I trust you have brought coin. Please keep the noise down; we have to get up at first light to tend the harvest. It’s a good one this year.”

Francis reddened, realisation dawning on him as to what Genet’s other occupation might be. Even in the cloistered life he led, certain gossip had spread, especially as some of the patients in the infirmary were suffering from puzzling afflictions of the lower regions, and had taken delight in describing how they had contracted them. As the novice he had been then, it was a revelation.

“But I’m not here for that...”

“Of course you aren’t, Brother,” said the peasant, tapping his nose again. “I’m sure Genet will help you, not doing anything like that...”

“Good day, my son,” said Francis quickly. He bowed and backed away. “Pax vobiscum.”

“And to you too,” said the man, performing a similar movement with his hands, which somehow seemed to involve one finger going through an ‘O’ formed by the other hand.

Francis hurried to the other hut.

 

The specified hovel seemed no more inviting than the first, except that it was in darkness. He stood outside, uncertain what to do.

“Come in, then,” said a woman’s voice, impatiently. “You’ve travelled a long way and I expect you are needing drink and food.”

“Genet?” he asked tentatively.

“Who else were you expecting; Abbot Hunt I suppose?”

“I don’t know who you mean.” Francis suddenly felt unnecessarily guilty.

“Of course not,” said the voice. “You are a Capuchin from the big town, and know nothing of the modern Augustinian way of life. Are you going to stand out there all night?”

“Are you alone? I should not be with you if you are alone.”

“Don’t worry. I’m a poor, toothless old hag, with nothing to threaten your chastity. You are at no risk.”

“So, you are alone?”

“Apart from my cat, Priah,” said Genet, “who isn’t a ‘familiar’, whatever you hear, but merely a family pet, employed to keep the rats down. Come in, and tell me what you want me to do about the lady.”

“How do you know...?” Francis pushed his way through the curtain, and stared into the darkness. The hut was unlike the previous one. Despite the glowing embers of a fire in the centre, there was no smoke, simply a scent of honeysuckle and, he tried to place the other, surely not cinnamon, the rarest of spices. He had tasted it in wine at the abbey, but that had been a very special occasion. How could this hovel be scented with it?

“I suppose you should tell me why you are here.” The voice did not seem to belong to a hag.

“Do you have a light, so that I can see you?”

“Of course. I forget that you common people have difficulty in seeing what is right in front of you.”

A rush was waved across the fire, and it burst into light, brighter than Francis had seen in any torch before. It didn’t seem to be natural, but rather shimmered and glowed, and filled the room with an soft brilliance. Francis gaped as he beheld the woman.

“Sorry, I might have lied about the ‘hag’ bit,” said Genet, “but people have come to expect that sort of thing. You would never have entered otherwise. No, don’t leave. You have come a long way, on an important mission.”

Francis tried to avert his eyes from the slim woman sitting cross-legged on a deerskin beside the fire. She was a classic beauty, fine eyebrows, green eyes, small, slightly pointed nose, a delicate mouth and long loose red hair, all of which Francis failed to notice, because she was totally naked.

“I should not be here,” he stuttered. “I will speak to you from outside.”

“It’s cold out,” Genet said with a smile. “Stay, sit down. I have a spare goatskin for you.”

Unholy thoughts about Genet’s existing skin crowded Francis’ embarrassment. He would have left, but found he could not move. He sank to the ground and tried to focus on his own feet. He was not entirely successful, and blushed again as he took in her features.

Genet laughed. “Forgive me,” she said. “I forgot I had removed my smock. It is for the invocations. You see, in order to perform the charms correctly, I need to keep a clear mind, unencumbered by worldly possessions. You seek the arcane, do you not?”

“How do you know?”

“I’m a witch,” Genet said, “or what you might think of as a witch; I prefer the word, ‘enchantress’, it sounds so much more genteel, don’t you think. It is my talent to know. I also know that you have come in place of the abbot, because there is another investigation in progress at the abbey, and he cannot leave. You have been told to get advice about how to save the Lady Ankerita?”

“Yes,” said Francis dumbly.

“I have given it some thought,” said the witch, “and it can’t be done as such.”

“As such?”

“I can give you the tools to save her, but you will have to be patient.”

“I am a monk,” stated Francis. “Patience is my life.”

“Good,” said Genet. “Now take these items, which you will need to use, in order to preserve the lady.”

“Preserve?” Francis felt a nagging tingle in his spine.

“Don’t worry,” said Genet. “You are dedicated to your mission?”

“Of course; the lady is my life.”

“Is that proper? Do I detect you having, what some would consider, ‘unfitting’ feelings for her?”

“I was tasked by her father to ensure she was treated correctly,” said Francis defensively. “My actions are purely out of duty to him.”

“I see; you were the family priest after you took up the cloth... Your cause is a noble one, and you will be rewarded.”

“To see her safety assured will be reward enough.”

“Of course,” said Genet. “She will be protected... if you follow my instructions. Take these items.” She handed him a small leather pouch. “This is a powerful sedative. Add it to her food. It will put her to sleep, and to all intent she will appear dead. In this way we can fool her would-be murderers. Once they are satisfied, you can effect a rescue, and get her to freedom. Do not worry, she can be revived. You will do that.”

“I hope you will tell me how.”

“Hear me out. Here is the second item. This rondel has been crafted from the dagger with which she stabbed her husband. It contains his life essence. She can use that to contact him and atone for her sins. Take it, and give it to her when she awakens.”

Francis took the weapon gingerly and sipped it into his belt. He felt a vibration from it, which worried him.

“Keep it safe for when you revive her,” said Genet. “And finally, you will need this.” She handed a cloth bag to him. There was something smooth and round inside. “You can open it, but be careful, or it will break.”

He drew out a sphere of glass and gave a gasp. Glass was an expensive luxury, only occasionally seen in the windows of rich houses. The sphere probably contained a fortune of it.

“When you need to find the lady, simply gaze into it,” said the witch. “Let your mind drift, think of nothing; the pictures will come. Try it now? Look deeply.”

Francis stared into the glass, and relaxed, using the meditation techniques he was trained in. He gasped. He was looking into Ankerita’s cell. The lady looked shockingly ill. He blinked, and the image vanished.

“You saw?” Genet smiled, gently.

“I have to get back.” He slipped the ball into its bag. “Is that everything?”

Genet folded her arms. “That is all I have been asked to supply. You have payment for me, from the abbot?”

“Here.” Francis handed over a pouch.

Genet tipped a pile of gold coins into her hand and started sorting through them.

“I didn’t know peasants could count,” Francis said.

“I can, and perhaps I’m not exactly a peasant...” Genet’s face clouded. “I can count, and I think that there are fewer coins here than we agreed.”

“I thought you hadn’t seen the abbot.”

“We have spoken,” she said. “I didn’t think he would try to deceive me.”

“Perhaps it’s a mistake,” said Francis. “I will get the rest.”

“No.” Genet was scowling. “I see that he always intended to cheat me. I shouldn’t let you leave.”

“But, my lady will suffer if I don’t take these things back.” Francis drew out his own purse, and added what few coins he had, to the pile in front of the witch. “That is my life savings,” he said.

“And you have nothing more?”

“You have it all.”

Genet was silent for a while, and then sighed. “You have given me everything ,” she said. “Far more than the abbot parted with. That is true devotion. I grant you your boon, but no one cheats Genet, the Enchantress of Siwaldston.”

The monk looked uncertain. “Are you sure? I do not want to be party to what is effectively theft.” He made to return the items to the witch, but she pushed his hands away.

“As it be, Brother Francis,” she said, “you already hold the items. What can a mere weak peasant girl do against a strong man such as yourself to retrieve them?” Genet gave Francis a look that made a shudder run through his body... and other parts. His eyes rested on her breasts. She grinned at his obvious discomfort. “Fear not, good friar,” she said. “I will spare you further temptation. You may leave with all the objects. Tell the abbot that I noted his modification of our agreement, and that you took the items despite. He will be punished for his duplicity, but I will not see the lady suffer any further on his account, especially as the alignment of the planets is perfect, this eve.”

“You will be blessed in Heaven,” said Francis gratefully.

“Yes, yes, you may leave.” Genet dismissed him with her hand.

Francis scrambled gratefully to his feet. She smiled at him, but it was a cold smile, her lips were tight. In his haste to leave he did not notice. As the door cloth fell into place, Genet stared back into the fire.

“Ah.” The monk was only a few steps away from the hovel when he realised he had not asked how to use the powder in the pouch, and in what dose. He retraced his steps to the entrance. “Genet...” His voice died as he moved the curtain. The hut was cold and dark, and empty. All traces of the woman had vanished, but in the darkening sky, five bright stars formed a line on the horizon.
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4. The Book

Present Day

W


esley dragged the girl to her feet. After her initial reaction, she did not seem to know where she was, and only struggled feebly, muttering in a mixture of French and what he took to be Italian. He put his arm under hers and tried to lift. She came up easily, and he muttered into her ear. “Can you hear me? What’s been happening to you?” There was no reply.

Wesley was tall and wiry, but not over-strong, even with the Book fortifying him. Despite that, he easily supported the girl. Her feet dragged on the turf as he raised her, and then she came to life. They slowly descended together, he supporting her around her thin waist, and her stumbling, but mostly under her own power. The mist cleared partially as they approached the valley at the bottom of the hill.

“Would you like to come back to my room?” Wesley stopped and regarded the blank expression on the girl’s face. “Sorry, that seems stupid under the circumstances. Of course you need shelter and warmth. You have to be dried and washed too. How do you feel? Should I call an ambulance?”

“No.” The word rasped out.

“Or the police? Has someone hurt you?”

“No, no police.”

“My room?”

“Leave me.”

“I’m taking you to safety. You need shelter, and food. You must be starving.”

The girl relapsed into silence.

 

The pub Wesley was staying in was not far into the hamlet. The girl clung to him as they staggered slowly along, and eventually they sighted the welcoming lights of the place, glowing through the mist. Secretly, Wesley was glad of the fog. It hid the fact that he was taking a young lady to his room; he had only paid for a single. This was not something he was used to. His life, so far, had been sheltered, and consisted of: his job, eking out a small salary, and trying to count how many dragons there were in Skyrim, the fantasy land in his beloved computer game.

They made it inside without being challenged. Wesley heaved the girl up the back stairs. The room was warm after the damp of the evening. He laid a bath-towel on his bed, and lowered the girl on it. He wondered what to do about her sodden clothing. As a desperate shudder of cold ran through her thin body, he knew. The room had an en-suite bath. He must put her in the water, and warm her up. The clothes she wore would have to be dried before they could go back on. He went into the bathroom and ran some warm water, then returned to see if the girl had stirred. She was shivering violently, but still did not respond to his questions.

“I’ve got to get these wet things off, or you’ll get pneumonia.” Wesley had no idea if she could catch pneumonia, but that was what people always said when someone got wet and cold, so it would have to suffice. He dragged her to the bath and carefully started removing her dress. She did not resist. The pale body underneath was drawn and icy cold. He felt he should have been aroused at her nakedness, but he concentrated on the necessity. Her recovery was paramount.

He carefully lowered her into the water. It was not hot, but she shuddered, and cried out as it contacted her skin. He knew that feeling; when you were very cold, even lukewarm water felt burning hot. He touched the outside of her slim leg under the water; it was still cold.

“I’ve got to warm you,” he said, hoping the girl knew what he was doing, and that his intentions, for now at least, were honourable. He ran more hot water, added some of his shower-gel to make a few bubbles, and gradually raised the temperature of the bath.

After a few minutes, the water level was up, and the bath reached a comfortable temperature. The girl’s leg was still cold to the touch, but the blue in her face was slowly changing to a more healthy pink. The bath was too small for her to slip under the water, so Wesley left his charge for a short while, to collect her clothes, and rinse them in the sink. He squeezed out what water he could and draped them over the radiator to dry. Again he was grateful that the owners of the pub had decided to put the heating on—it must have been specifically for him, because as far as he knew, he was the only guest, this late in the season.

Wesley returned to the bathroom. The girl looked more healthy, and he ran in some more hot. Where she was above the water, her flesh was still cool, and now he let his gaze rest on her upper body. Her breasts were not big, but a perfect shape, and even where her collarbone and ribs could be seen, the skin across was pale and flawless. The lady was perfect in his eyes, unused as he was to the female, in forms other than on his computer screen.

“I’ll do your hair.” As Wesley expected, there was no reply, so he took the shower attachment and sprayed warm water on her head. There was a lot of hair. He used the whole of his complimentary shampoo to get a lather. He was gently rinsing it off, when his hand was suddenly gripped.

“Where am I?” The girl’s voice was a hoarse whisper.

“Safe, in my room,” he said tentatively.

“Good,” she said. “They mustn’t find me.”

“Who?” Wesley continued spraying water on her hair. “Hold this over your eyes.” He gave her a facecloth. She regarded it, but made no attempt to take it from him. He gently clamped it over her nose and eyes, and lifted one of her hands to hold it in place. “Hold it for me.”

“I can’t remember,” said the girl, through the material. “Who are you?”

“Wesley, Wesley Leigh.”

“Strange name,” she said. “I don’t know it.”

“Can you recollect anything up on the mountain? What were you doing there?”

The girl shook her head. “Up the mountain? I can’t remember. Are you my husband? I must have been there with my husband. It is only seemly.”

“Sort of,” he replied guiltily, his mind whirling. Was it her husband who had left her for dead? This was getting more complicated.

“Good,” she said. “That would explain why I’m naked in a bath, with you washing my hair. If there was any other reason, I would have to kill you.”
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