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          LOWER QUINTON, WARWICKSHIRE, 2021 AD

        

      

    

    
      Liffi Wyther, neo-pagan and handbound bride of Jake Conley, paced past the tall lead-latticed casement windows of the lounge. An impartial observer might be excused for thinking the couple lacked for nothing. Jake’s vision of a Red Horse Theme Park had proved so successful that tourists and day-trippers had flocked in such numbers that it topped the charts of most-visited attraction in the UK. His role as development manager had provided them with this Grade II listed building for their sumptuous home. He had the ear of important government ministers and drove around in his customised Porsche. Yet all was not well.

      Lips pinched, hands held behind her back, gripping her wrist, Liffi’s stiff posture and clenched tilted jaw were studied posturing. She meant to bring her issues to a head. When she turned at the end of another short span of pacing, Jake finally snapped.

      “For Heaven’s sake, Liffi, what’s the matter with you?”

      “With me? Do you even care, Jake Conley?”

      With a glint of satisfaction in her eye, she saw that she’d captured his attention as effectively as if she’d given his face a stinging slap.

      He rose from his armchair, where he seemed to have taken root. “Care? Of course, I do. I love you, corn head!”

      He’d begun teasing her with this appellation since she’d had her hair done in boxer braids. She said it made her look like a shieldmaiden and affirmed her pagan beliefs. Although he teased her, he liked her new tight-braided bad-ass image.

      “Strange way of showing it,” she said. “You’re just like all the rest! If you think I’m going to stay at home and do your washing and ironing whilst you turn your bloody dragonfly sanctuary⁠—”

      “Oh, so that’s what this is about! Let’s get one thing clear, when you agreed to marry me, I didn’t impose⁠—”

      “Clear? Do you know the meaning of the word, Jake?”

      He dipped his chin and his chest caved.

      “First of all, I didn’t agree to anything. We didn’t marry. We were handbound by a cunning woman, because we were meant to be together. But not like this!”

      He paled and shook his head. “How then? Don’t you like our home? What is it you want, Liffi?”

      “I love our home. It’s not that. I want my life back. Is that so hard for you to understand, Jake? I thought when we got bound, you’d come on my journey.”

      “What journey? What are you talking about?”

      “That’s just it, Jake. You have no idea, do you?”

      He fiddled with the cuffs of his shirt, then pinched the bridge of his nose and squeezed his eyes shut.

      “No? I thought not. Have you made any effort to understand how I feel?”

      He looked longingly at the door and sighed. “Dammit, Liffi, you know how busy I’ve been making a success of the Theme Park, and it’s thanks to my efforts—” He waved a hand around the room.

      “I know. It’s not that I’m ungrateful, Jake. It’s all lovely, but I won’t become a dogsbody, a shadow of myself, for the sake of a house, dammit!”

      “It’s more than a house…” He caught the steel in her blue eyes, “You mentioned a journey.” He sat in the armchair he’d made his own and folded his arms across his chest. “Tell me what you mean.”

      She faced him by shifting a footstool. Her eyes softened and held his gaze. Then she tipped her head back for a moment, closed her eyes and took a deep breath.

      “My journey? How well do you really know my beliefs? I’m going to spell them out for you before I tell you about my idea. I need you, Jake, if I’m going to set out on that path.” Her gaze fixed his again.

      He didn’t have the slightest notion of what she was talking about, but he wanted to please her. He couldn’t bear the thought of losing her.

      “You know I’ll do anything I can…”

      She nodded and her lovely face brightened. “I know. But first, my beliefs. Remember the first time we met, Jake?” She smiled at the recollection.

      “How could I ever forget?” He, too, grinned at the memory of their encounter in Warwick on an anti-fracking protest march.

      “You told me the earth was sacred. That was what attracted me to you, apart from your bottom.”

      “My bum? Seriously?”

      “Seriously. For a pantheist like me, the world is sacred and imbued with a divine energy force permeating all life, you see. Your words touched the core of my being. I believe wights inhabit the landscape. They live unseen alongside us. Some are good. Others are evil, but each has its personality. I’m also a pagan and worship the old gods. This you know. But I have a particular devotion to Freya, especially after knowing you.”

      “I suppose you’re convinced of the existence of elves, dwarves, and gnomes!” he sneered.

      “Of course, I am! Also, I think our ancestral spirits are there to guide us through life.” She glared a challenge at him.

      He looked down and scratched at the stubble at his jaw. When he looked back, his gaze was unfocused. The tugging at his earlobe provoked her.

      “Jake, are you going to take me seriously, or what?”

      “I am listening, honestly.”

      “But are you understanding?”

      “Liffi, it’s all a bit much for me. I’ve been brought up a Christian and to be a rational, logical thinker. I mean, elves? Really?”

      “Just because you haven’t seen one doesn’t mean they don’t exist. Have you seen Jesus?”

      “Well, no.”

      She sat back and her lip curled. “Christianity is an alien faith, Jake. It’s fundamentally incompatible with the traditions of our Saxon forefathers. I don’t expect you to buy into my Heathenism immediately, but if we’re going to be together you could at least make some effort. Start by thinking through what the word heathen means. It’s the contemporary form of the Old English haeden, meaning one who lives in the country or on the heaths and in the woods. You’ve had tangible proof of the power of the gods, after all.”

      He frowned. It was true. He couldn’t deny or explain some of the fortune that had inexplicably favoured him. He believed wholeheartedly in the Red Horse Curse, and he’d seen the cunning woman and benefitted from her powers.

      “I promise I’ll sort my ideas out, Liffi. I’ll make a point of studying Heathenism. But for now, tell me what you want me to do.”

      It worried him what she might say, but… in for a penny…

      She fiddled with her braided pigtail and looked at him from under her brow.

      “I told you I had a special devotion for Freya, so I’d like to build a temple where I could worship her. Once it was up, I’d gather kindred around me and we’d perform rites together.”

      Jake tried to hide his astonishment and pushed the flood of objections to the back of his mind, but still one of them surfaced.

      “What rites? You won’t be sacrificing animals, will you?”

      “Absolutely not! That’s primitive and cruel. If you keep your word, you’ll realise there are other ways to honour the gods.”

      “I will, but you still haven’t told me what you want from me.”

      “Jake, if you say you’ll help, I’ll go ahead with my idea.”

      “Of course I’ll help.” He had a sinking feeling.

      She seized on his apparently positive response by extracting a series of other promises involving domestic reorganisation. Liffi Wyther had no intention of being a timid little housewife, as she put it. She said she’d make all the arrangements for getting a housekeeper, while he could concentrate on his career, with the proviso that he studied Heathenism.

      The pact was sealed with a passionate kiss.
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          LOWER QUINTON, WARWICKSHIRE, 2021 AD

        

      

    

    
      The theme park had been running for more than a year, drawing crowds of visitors. Jake, whose restless character required constant stimulation, grumbled that there was nothing for the development manager to develop. This was only partly true. Grandiose ideas spun like a carousel in his head, but realistically, attempting to achieve any one of them at such a busy time would be counterproductive. Luckily, Liffi was also unsettled, meaning Jake could afford to give himself a holiday to help his partner attain her goals, even if her ideas made him uneasy.

      Impressed by her commitment to seeking a site for a pagan temple, he humoured her by plunging into research about modern-day Heathenry. Seeing his willingness to learn, she steered him to the Journal of Contemporary Heathen Thought. He bought the first volume, and despite his initial scepticism, he had to acknowledge his introspective and reflective character was well-suited to the arguments laid out therein.

      “Hey, Liffi,” he said, interrupting her reading, “this writer believes Christianity is an alien faith, essentially incompatible with Europeans. He makes a strong argument, too. Is that what you think?”

      “Well, it’s true, isn’t it? Christianity is a Hebrew religion. Right from the start the Old Testament proclaims man’s natural impulses and desires are evil and that we’re all sinners, born with the taint of Adam and Eve’s sins. Original Sin, pah! How can it be right, Jake? It leads to a negative view of the body, sex, and the good things in life. Do you think our forefathers believed that crap? Imposed on them by sword and fire, and thanks to Christian missionaries, the folk tradition of electing the fittest chieftain to lead, replaced by kingship.”

      “I see you’ve done your homework.”

      Her lip curled. “Don’t be patronising. Dig deeper and we’ll resume this conversation.”

      She was right, of course. It was presumptuous of him to think half an hour’s reading might compete with her years of deep thought and study. He wondered why he had an instinct to diminish and deride the opposite sex. Anything to do with his Christian upbringing? He had innate competitiveness, too, which made him want to come out on top in any discussion. Whatever happened he would have to reach her level of preparation on this subject. He delved back into his studies with renewed keenness.

      They studied in silence, Jake biting back exuberant proclamations at his discoveries, which he recognised she’d be aware of. He wouldn’t give her the satisfaction!

      “Jake, I’m off to Yorkshire.”

      “Yorkshire! What for?”

      Her grin was triumphant. “The East Riding, to be precise. I’ve found it, Jake.” She was breathless with excitement and paused to recover.

      Jake stared at her. He had bad memories of that part of England, but he waited while she recomposed herself.

      “Oh, I can barely believe it. It’s perfect, Jake. There’s this place on the Yorkshire Wolds Way. It’s called Goodmanham and it’s on a south-facing slope. And listen, it was the site of the high shrine of Anglo-Saxon Northumbria—the temple of Woden!”

      Jake gazed at her. This was all stirring something in his memory. As an Anglo-Saxon scholar, he’d read the Venerable Bede. That was it! Of course, Godmund, 627 AD, and the famous story of the pagan priest Coifi. He famously declared to King Edwin, “I have known long since that there is nothing in this religion that we have professed… the more I sought the truth of it, the less I found… this can give us life salvation and eternal happiness… I advise that we burn the useless sanctuary—and who better than me as an example?”

      “Isn’t that the temple where Coifi borrowed a stallion and a spear forbidden to him as a priest?” Jake said. “Then he hurled the weapon into the shrine, and seeing the sacrilege went unpunished, had his followers raze it to the ground.”

      “The very same,” she said, her excitement still bubbling. “Coifi was a traitor to the gods. That place had been sacred since as early as the Stone Age. Don’t you see, Jake? What better place to recapture our folk tradition? It far predates Christianity, and Heathenry can restore the appropriate religion for those like me who wish to reclaim our ancestry and the land from which our people originated.”

      Alarm bells rang in his head, but he couldn’t dampen her ardour. “Hang on a minute! Are you saying you want to reconstruct Woden’s temple on its original site?”

      “Yes…er… no, I can’t. The Saxons built a wooden church there, and then later, around 1130 AD, it became a limestone building and it’s still there—All Saints. Bloody cheek! They did that everywhere, you know. Taking over Heathen sites for their foreign religion.”

      “There’s no way you can demolish the building and stick up a temple to Woden.”

      “I’m not stupid, Jake!” She shot him a glance that might have turned him into a pillar of salt had he been looking.

      “I thought you said you’d found the perfect place for your temple?”

      “I did, and I have! It’s only two miles or so to the northeast of All Saints. There’s a fourteen-acre farmland site for sale, and prices are dropping.” Her voice rose with eagerness, and her lovely face assumed the childlike pleading expression of a little girl begging for a new Barbie doll. “It was two fields before and is now farmed as one. It’s perfect. There’s good access, with a road right next to the confines.”

      “You want to build a shrine to Woden there? Have you thought this through, carefully?”

      “Of course,” she spat. “But I don’t want to build a temple to Woden.”

      “You don’t?” Now he was puzzled, and he could see she enjoyed that from her mocking cornflower-blue eyes and the teasing pause.

      “No, I want to erect a temple to Freya. Oh, Jake, say you’ll help. It’s a bargain at six thousand eight-hundred pounds an acre.”

      Arithmetic wasn’t Jake’s strongest asset, but a few taps on his phone calculator and he looked up.

      “Bloody hell, Liffi. That’s about ninety thousand pounds!”

      “You can afford it, Jake,” she cajoled. “You do love me, don’t you?”

      In that moment, he didn’t. But her feminine wiles conquered his resistance faster than a Saxon arrow. She leaned towards him, flipped back her braid and gave him a coy smile. He knew what she was doing, but still wanted to rip off her clothes.

      Instead, with feigned coldness, he repeated, “Have you thought this through, carefully?”

      “What are you getting at, exactly?”

      “If you go ahead, there’ll be all sorts of problems.”

      “Such as?”

      “Let’s start with planning permission. What happens when Joe Clerk opens your file and reads, for a pagan temple?”

      “I’ve thought about that. It’s a minor obstacle. Far worse will be the Church protests. I’ve thought about those, too.”

      “Oh, you have, have you?”

      “Yes, that’s where the famous Jake Conley comes in.”

      “Me? How?”

      She resumed her cajoling posturing. “Well, my love, you have powerful contacts and a track record. We’ll sell the temple as a tourist attraction, just like the Red Horse Park, but without the amusements. I’ll even introduce dragonflies, if you want. We’ll build it up as a reconstruction, a revival of heritage. Even the Church can’t object to that.”

      “Mmm. It might work. But we both know that you want to practise Heathen rites. You said so yourself.”

      “I know I did, and I stand by what I said.”

      “Do you think for a minute the clergy will tolerate that?”

      “Ordinarily they wouldn’t, but if I dress it up as a heritage revival for tourists—like re-enactment—they won’t be able to do anything. We can carry out a charade until we’re strong enough, numerous enough to stand up to the Church. Anglicanism’s hardly a flourishing institution nowadays, is it?”

      “True. You’re beginning to convince me, even if you need one last push.” He leered at her.

      Her lips were on his in a flash, and she knew she’d won, whereas he repressed more alarm bells in favour of frantic grappling.

      The next day, Jake was standing in a land agent’s office in Market Weighton, face to face with a chubby-cheeked pleasant man who introduced himself as the head of Project Management and Cost Consultancy. Jake glanced at the proffered business card and was impressed by the string of letters after his name—BSc, MSc, MRICS, MAPM. He didn’t understand the last two but was intuitively sure that the consultant was as intelligent as his qualifications suggested. It was a pleasant surprise to find someone so competent in a small market town. Also, the man was charming. His friendly eyes edged by laughter wrinkles, while his receding hair was immaculately groomed. Above all, his manner conveyed that nothing was too much trouble. Nor should it be, Jake thought. After all, money talked. Also, he was avuncular and indulgent with Liffi’s bubbling enthusiasm.

      Initially surprised by the nature of the request but flattered to be in the presence of the famous ideator of the Red Horse Vale Theme Park, the consultant talked about his architecture, planning and development teams. People, costs, timescales and quality considerations—nothing seemed to stand in the way of Liffi’s scheme. Gradually, the agent warmed to the idea of a tourist attraction involving re-enactment.

      He pointed to the large-scale map on his wall. “The property is here.” He indicated a minor road near Goodmanham, in a flash of a showy cufflink. “And here…” He paused for effect. “Hard by is the Wolds Way. It runs from Hessle, near the Humber Bridge, up here, just past your land, and on…” he stood on tiptoe and reached the east coast, “to end here, eighty miles later, in Filey. Best fish and chips in Yorkshire.” He turned away from the map and beamed at Liffi. “You see, miss… er… madam, the potential for your idea is huge. There’s a Wolds Way Action Group. The footpath has been in existence since 1982, and they’ve removed all the stiles and are widening the kissing gates for wheelchair access. They’ve also installed the top ten experiences on the walk, ranging from a deserted medieval village, to a red kite sanctuary at Londesborough Park. How difficult do you think it would be to insert your temple into that little lot? You might consider creating accommodation for the hikers. You have space. But let’s talk time, money, and quality. We can create a 3D rendering of the temple as soon as the plans are ready. By the way, do you have a prototype design?”

      Jake glanced wide-eyed with raised forehead at Liffi, but she surprised him by pulling out a glossy archaeological magazine from her big yellow handbag. She flicked through the pages, put it on the agent’s desk and pointed.

      “Yeavering!” she said, with a flourish of her hand. “It was an Anglo-Saxon complex⁠—”

      “Yes, I know,” the consultant said, also surprising Jake. “In the Cheviots, Northumberland. Is there a ground plan of the temple? Ah, yes, here it is. Building D2, wooden construction. It says here, The only known example of such a site in England.”

      “They found a pit full of oxen skulls next to it.” Liffi wore a malicious smirk. “But we’ll be offering no sacrifices.”

      “I’m pleased to hear that.” The consultant relaxed his taut shoulders. “What do you say, should we take a drive over there to check out the site?”

      “Ooh, yes!” She almost bounced to the door.

      Jake trudged up the rear. He had something of a hollow feeling he couldn’t quite interpret.

      As he gazed across the valley bottom where the field was located, up to the rise where the footpath ran, he felt the familiar ache in his forehead—the usual supernatural indication he received whenever he was pressed to do something he didn’t want to. With a sinking feeling, he realised he would have to acquiesce to Liffi’s plans.

      Handshakes, promises of contracts, and all the usual procedures, with an exchange of phone numbers, and the day’s business was done.

      In the car, a jubilant Liffi begged to drive over for another look at her temple site. She wanted to pray there but didn’t think Jake was quite ready to accept that.

      She also vowed to Freya that she’d convert him to Heathenry.
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          LOWER QUINTON, WARWICKSHIRE, AND BARHOLM, LINCOLNSHIRE, 2021 AD

        

      

    

    
      With nostrils flared, Jake pounded his fist on the table. Luckily, he was back home for work commitments and alone, because he was spoiling for a fight. Liffi had gone out shopping and so was saved from the snapping and sarcasm and other irrational reactions provoked by his old and inconsequential adversary, Bill Backhouse. The tabloid journalist had succeeded once more in triggering Jake’s wrath, which—this time, at least—wouldn’t be directed at an innocent bystander.

      Jake snatched up the newspaper and looked over the headlines again—DESECRATION OF ALL THAT’S HOLY.

      He wrung the newspaper as if it were a wet towel, only stopping when the muscles in his forearms ached. At that point, he flung it to the carpet and stamped on it, pretending it was the head of the hack journalist. Still trembling with pent-up fury, he threw himself into the armchair and simmered, trying to calm himself by adopting logical thought.

      Why he should let the worthless muckraking scribbler get under his skin needed a clear answer. Jake thought he knew. It was the implicit manipulation of the truth, the insinuations that irked him. What was it he’d written? Twice investigated for murder, notorious opportunist Conley, bestselling author based on his notoriety… Currently successful director of a theme park on the crest of the same disrepute… blah, blah, blah. Did the cur dip his pen in ink manufactured of pure envy? Was he a frustrated writer? Was it because Jake’s two novels had topped the bestseller’s lists? Did he now survey Jake’s managerial career at the summit, from his grubby desk at base camp?

      Whatever inspired his venomous articles, Bill Backhouse, like no other, had the knack of winding up Jake, who had fought long and hard and suffered to clear his name. Striving, even now, for acceptance, he wished only to be seen as an ordinary person. Backhouse correctly suspected that he was anything but normal. Although he had little or no idea of the extent of Jake’s paranormal condition, he possessed a dogged persistence that had led him to vomit this latest article.

      It mustn’t have been hard for him to find out who was responsible for the erection of the Heathen temple at Goodmanham. Although the concept of the shrine was Liffi’s, as was the everyday overseeing of progress, Jake’s was the signature on all the cheques and contracts. Any two-penny hack worth his salt could have dug that up. The question was how one reacted to the information. Backhouse’s instinct was to sling mud in a melodramatic manner as possible, or as Jake saw it, to stir up trouble. Why else would he have gone running to the Archbishop of York for a reaction to the construction of a Heathen shrine in the diocese?

      Jake, regretting having mistreated the rag, eased himself out of his seat and gathered up the twisted newspaper. As well as he could, he undid the damage and smoothed out the crumpled pages on the table. He wanted to re-read the worthy archbishop’s comments, because they would need a reply. Blackening his hand with printer’s ink, he flattened the relevant article enough to understand the gist of the words. I will do everything in my power to convince Whitehall to tear down this abomination in the sight of the Lord.

      Jake sneered. Does he mean in the sight of himself?

      He read on. …of course, this is a country where liberty of worship is constitutionally enshrined…

      Bravo, now you’re talking!

      …and anyone can build edifices to venerate their God. But this acceptance assumes a monotheistic outlook. Any other is abhorrent to Christian society.

      Exactly—to Christian society!

      …In the words of our Saviour in the Gospel of John, “I am the way, the truth, and the life. No man cometh unto the Father, but by me.”

      Ah, the old Yahweh propaganda!

      Seething, Jake snatched up his mobile and pressed Backhouse’s entry, among his contacts.

      The journalist answered, “Mr Conley, to what do I owe this honour?”

      “As if you didn’t know, you half-informed, brain dead son of a⁠—”

      He heard the gasp and the spluttered, “Steady on, there’s no need⁠—”

      “Every need! Didn’t it occur to you to pick up your phone to ask me what I thought about the archbishop’s statement? Don’t you think your readers are entitled to balanced, unbiased reporting? No, you don’t. That’s the point with you, isn’t it?”

      “If you have anything to say, Mr Conley, out with it and I’ll see it gets into tomorrow’s issue.”

      “You’d better print it verbatim. Is that clear? Otherwise, I know how to deal with vermin like you, Backhouse!”

      The reply came shaky and breathless. “No need to get abusive. I’ll report it word for word. Fire away. The recorder’s on.”

      “The purpose of the temple at Goodmanham is constituted of a movement back to Nature, seeking a peaceful refuge from the ills of post-industrial civilisation. In spite of the archbishop’s objections, full ministerial authorisation has been sought and granted. The initiative implies a simple heritage revival, a structure not representing any fixed religious dogma or theology. Instead, it offers a pantheistic worldview, as appropriate today, beside the Wolds Way as among our ancestors in prehistory or the Saxon era. Got that, Bill? Yeah, splendid! Any questions? No, we don’t benefit from government grants. This is a self-financed project. The taxpayer won’t have to contribute a penny. Please stress that it’s a non-profit-making contribution to the heritage of our country.”

      The reporter’s tone was suspicious. “There’s more to this than meets the eye. You’re keeping something back, Conley. But whatever it is, I’ll get to the bottom of it. You’re not the altruistic type and you don’t convince me. But you’ve had my promise. I’ll publish what you’ve given me, word for word, but I’ll do my job. See if I don’t!”

      He cut the call before Jake could reply, and he spat out to the empty room, “Damn him! Where there’s Backhouse, there’s mischief.”

      He seethed quietly in his armchair for a while, dreading to think what levels his blood pressure had risen to. Eyes closed, he controlled his breathing. Soon he was calm and lost in thought.

      Liffi wasn’t answering his calls. Earlier, on the phone she’d said she was slipping out to buy eggs. She must be attending to something involving the temple. No regrets about the added hassle. He wouldn’t change his beautiful wife for anyone else, not even a top model.

      The shrine was bringing problems, as he’d foreseen, but his Heathen studies had prepared him for a backlash and he could understand so much more about what appealed to Liffi about Heathenry. What he liked about it more than anything else was a fundamental truth wrapped in a simple creed—We are our deeds. The importance of regaining a sense of ethnic spirituality was also clear to him, but until he’d researched more deeply, nagging alarm bells continued to jangle. He had no coherent idea of why this should be. Had he known what Liffi was doing at that moment, he might have formulated one.
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        * * *

      

      Liffi had driven down into the south of Lincolnshire, to the small village of Barholm, near Stamford. The internet had turned up a woodcarver who also produced figurines for Heathen altars. She had loved the photograph of an oak-carved statuette of Freya, complete with falcon feather cloak, necklace, and two cats. Each of these symbolised the essence of the goddess’s myth. Liffi had spoken to the carver on her mobile but needed a personal encounter.

      Kenneth Robinson, in his thirties, bearded, long-haired, and a fraction over two metres tall, towered over her like a Viking warrior, but judged the right firmness of handshake fitting for a lady.

      “As I said on the phone, I have a massive project in mind for you, Mr Robinson.”

      “Ken. Please call me Ken.” His warm smile extended to his grey eyes. “What do you have in mind?” He swept cigarette ash off a stool and indicated for her to sit. “Bit spartan here, I’m afraid.” He pulled over a metal pail, upturned it and perched uncomfortably in front of her, raising an expectant eyebrow for an answer.

      She took out her mobile from a back pocket and tapped the gallery icon to retrieve the photo of the Freya sculpture she’d copied.

      She showed him the screen. “You carved this. It’s exquisite, and I’d like one.”

      His eyes mocked her. “I thought you said a huge project.”

      She laughed flirtatiously. This craftsman appealed to her.

      “Four metres tall.”

      His jaw dropped, eyes widened, and he spluttered, “Y-you’re joking. Tell me you’re joking!”

      “Can you do it? I mean, identical to this but four metres tall?”

      Stiffening his posture, he blinked rapidly before staring hard at her. “It depends.”

      “On what, Ken?”

      He pressed a hand against his chest, fingers splayed. “First of all, it will take time, and time is money. Then there’s the question of the material…”

      “It has to be oak. I won’t consider anything else.”

      “Oak’s slower and dearer than softwood, so we’re back to time and money.”

      Smiling coyly, she fiddled with her braided plait. “Payment isn’t a problem, but I’ll need an estimate. I want all the same details, replicating what you put in the eight-inch statuette. But remember, this godpole has to be seen in the round.”

      “So you’re a Heathen, Ms Wyther.” He stuck out a hand.

      She took it and didn’t let go, looked him in the eye. “I should have known you were, too, by the details on your Freya—the Brosinga mene, and all.”

      “Ah, the golden torc! You know your stuff, I see.”

      “I’m opening a temple to Freya in Yorkshire and we’ll need a totem.”

      “I read about that in the paper the other morning. Isn’t the famous Jake Conley involved somehow?”

      A secretive smile came, and went as swiftly. “Jake’s my partner, but I’m some way from converting him to Heathenry, even if he’s financing my shrine.”

      “Then I have no worries about this commission.”

      “If you mean payment, none at all. I’m quite happy to leave a generous advance to show good faith. But,” she rose and finally let go of his hand, “I want to see the master in action. I can’t believe how you can carve all of those small curves without a slip. I’m sure I’d damage any effort beyond redemption.”

      “Ay, I’m sure you would. It takes practice, calmness, and patience. Please step inside my workshop. They crossed the untidy floor littered with shavings, to a bench whose surface was filled with tools, and stood under a wide single-paned window.

      “I’m working on this statue of Woden.” He picked up a figurine, about the same size as the Freya she’d photographed. “I’ve almost finished. This wood is oak, by the way.” He held out the statuette of a man with a full beard, holding a staff in his right hand.

      Liffi took it and turned it to catch the light. “You’re very clever. How do you manage all the tiny details?”

      “Like this.” He took the figure back from her and picked up a tool. “A 41/6 gouge. It has a sixty-degree vee to it, for careful incision. Look!” He deftly pressed and wiggled the chisel. “Wiggling makes the cutting easier and more controlled.” Before her eyes, he produced a perfect cap for the little god figurine.

      “Wow! You work well. But tell me, Ken, won’t you need different tools for a project like mine?”

      “Honestly, I can’t begin it until I go shopping.”

      “How’s that?”

      “I mean, I’ll have to traipse around timber merchants until I find a four-metre oak trunk that’s suitable for the pole. And that won’t be easy. It needs to be straight and without defects. I’ll know it when I see it, but finding it could be the devil of a job.”

      “Not if you sacrifice to Freya.”

      He laughed, but she could see he hadn’t dismissed her remark. “You know what, I’ll do that. Here, take this. It’s a gift.”

      The Woden statue nestled in her hand and she beamed up at him. “Thank you, Ken.”

      “Now, to answer your question, of course I’ll have to use power tools for such an enormous job. I’ll be honest, it’ll be the biggest I’ve undertaken, but I’m confident I have the skills and experience to pull it off.”

      “Great! And the cost, Ken?”

      Trying to gauge the effect of his words, he gazed at her, wishing to convey his integrity. “Like I say, I’ve never done anything so big, so I’ll have to cover the time it’ll take. I’m going to shoot four thousand pounds, but with the proviso that if it takes me more than three months, the price could go up to a limit of five thousand pounds. Does that sound fair?”

      “Will you keep me posted?”

      “You can call by whenever you wish,” he said, huskily, his expression longing.

      She failed to cover her flush with a feigned cough that didn’t fool him.

      “It depends on my work commitments. Anyway, you have my number, so you can send me the images of your progress now and again.”

      “I’d rather deal with you face to face.” He thrust his face into hers.

      She pressed her lips to his cheek. “That’s for my Odin.” She dodged back and waved it under his nose so he couldn’t close in again.

      “If I get that for a trinket, who knows what I’ll get for a whole pole?” He leered but stuck out a hand to seal the deal.

      She took it and smiled. “Depends.”

      “On what?”

      “On how beautifully you carve my Freya.”

      After handing over a cheque for two thousand pounds, she left with a spring in her step. Back in the car, she pulled down the sun visor and smiled at herself in the vanity mirror fitted there.

      “Ken wasn’t wearing a ring. I wonder…

      Anyway, I warned Jake that heathens aren’t necessarily monogamous.”
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        * * *

      

      Driving down to Barholm, Liffi pondered the pros and cons of seducing Ken Robinson. Despite being driven by desire, part of her rebelled at the implicit betrayal of Jake, whose love and financial support she relied on. For clearer thinking and with regret, she switched off Florence and the Machine, blaring from her radio. If she succeeded with Ken, she reasoned, she wouldn’t have broken any vows. She and Jake weren’t married with conventional promises, and her only vow to Freya was to convert him to Heathenry, and that was a work in progress. Also, her partner knew that she was a free spirit and wished to live life to the full, experiencing all that was marvellous in nature.

      Mind made up, a couple of miles before the village she pulled off the road, touched up her lipstick and blusher, and stiffened her resolve. Regularly, plans impelled by lust go awry, and Liffi was in for a shock when she drove through the open wooden five-bar gate and scrunched to a halt on the gravel drive. When she elegantly swung her legs out of her car, she saw Ken Robinson standing next to a tall muscular man with cropped blond hair. He was a head shorter but much stockier than the sculptor. Studying the stranger, she considered that he looked like a football hooligan. But her attention didn’t remain focused on him, because her gaze was drawn the godpole towering over the two men, where, with a thrill, she admired the finely carved features of Freya gazing down on them. The woodcarver’s efforts had arrived, down to waist level, and she saw that he had changed the Brosinga mene, the goddess’s necklace.

      She had no time to dwell on this, because both men turned to stare at her.

      “Ah, here’s the lady herself,” Ken said to the imposing tattooed figure next to him. “Ms Wyther, Martin Szewronski.”

      The hulking man in a black T-shirt and leather sleeveless jerkin thrust out a bare arm and grasped her hand in a crushing grip. She stared at the offending hand where H-A-T-E was inked in blue letters on his knuckles. The broad flat face set in an oversized head that reminded her of an Easter Island statue, broke into a broad grin.

      “A fine Aryan lady! One worthy of winning the Miss Hitler Beauty Contest.” He gazed at her breasts.

      “I don’t need a fucking sash across my chest to tell me what I already know,” she spat, detaching her hand and glaring.

      Embarrassed, Ken Robinson said, “I’m sure Mr Szewronski was paying you a compliment, Ms Wyther.”

      “Sure was!” The blond man grinned. “It’s a pleasure to meet a fellow heathen. And a looker, at that.”

      “I’d rather be admired for my mind than my body.”

      “No problem. I was just saying to Ken here that I want a Woden figure, but not that size. About up to here. He held a hand flat at her waist level and used it as an excuse to stare at the crotch of her skin-tight white jeans. Shuddering inwardly, she glanced away from the tattooed swastika on his forearm and took in the skull with a bandana inked on the other.

      “Wonderful job our man’s doing of your Freya. I suppose you’ll have him do one of the All-Father next?”

      Alarmed at something in his tone, Liffi didn’t feel like entering into confidences with this man.

      Without meeting his gaze, she said, “Look, it’s been a pleasure, Mr Szew… ronski. That’s right, isn’t it? But I’m very busy and I came to discuss business with Mr Robinson.”

      “No problem. Just pretend I’m not here.”

      She wished he wasn’t and turned to Ken, all ideas of flirting long since evaporated. She wanted to get away from the blond brute as soon as possible.

      “I see you’ve changed the Brosinga mene.”

      “The necklace? Don’t you like it?” Ken rubbed the back of his neck and then fiddled with his checked flannel shirt. “It’s too late to change it back.”

      “No, no, I like it. I wondered why you’d made the alteration.”

      He smiled. “Research. There’s this pendant in the Swedish Museum of National Antiquities in Stockholm, and some believe it’s the Brosinga mene itself. Check it out yourself. The one on the statuette was of my devising, but I wanted to get as close as possible to Freya’s necklace.”

      “Thank you, Ken. I just want my temple to Freya to be authentic.”

      “What’s that you said?” Szewronski stepped forward, so near that Liffi could smell the odour of stale sweat emanating from his T-shirt. “Don’t you forget, young woman, Woden is the supreme ruler over the other gods.” There was no mistaking the menace in the small ice-blue eyes, and to confirm it he added, “Be warned. Raise no other above him… or else!”

      Liffi stepped away. “Well, I must run along.” She turned to the sheepish-looking Ken and shot him a toothy smile. “I’ll be in touch soon. Keep up the good work.”

      Her hand was shaking as she slid the key into the ignition, and to steady her nerves she pulled up after a short distance, far enough away from the workshop not to be seen. Leaning back in her seat, she rolled her head to ease the tension. What a thug! She was so repelled by the brute that the thought of returning to Ken’s yard filled her with a dread equal to the desire that had impelled her to come earlier in the day. For a moment she called herself a fool for overreacting, but then remembered the intimidating malevolence in the close-set eyes and revved up the engine to pull away. The more distance between them, the better.

      Filled with these thoughts, her distraction caused her to take the wrong road. She realised that she’d been driving west, not north. She’d been heading for Warwickshire and the safety of Jake’s embrace. She needed his reassurance now more than ever. Disgusted with herself, she drove on to the next roundabout and turned around to re-join the direction for Goodmanham. After all, an hour ago she was set on betraying the man she was frantically hurrying towards for comfort. A torrid session with Ken Robinson had been thwarted only by the presence of that loathsome ruffian.

      Ashamed of her behaviour, Liffi recognised the need to speak with Jake and couldn’t wait to arrive in Yorkshire. She turned off the road into a service station, filled up with diesel, swilled down a coffee, and under the shade of a tree, tapped Jake’s number.

      “At last, Liffi! You haven’t been answering my calls. I was beginning to worry.”

      She smiled. Bless him! “Sorry, I’ve been so caught up with sorting the temple. Don’t take it amiss if I say I’ve called you because I need your steady common sense. Some advice needed, Jake.”

      He made the right noises, so she told him about her encounter with Martin Szewronski and how he had frightened her. To her relief and gratification, he took her seriously, not dismissing her worries as feminine hysteria, as many of her old suitors might have done in typically male fashion. This kind of reaction was one of the—many, she realised—reasons why she loved and needed Jake Conley. He made her spell out the surname. No mean task, as he was probably of Polish origin.

      “I can use my government contacts to get into the police records. Let’s see if they’ve got anything on this yob, and we’ll take it from there. Meanwhile, try to put him out of your mind.”

      Jake had the knack of calming her with his quiet, measured tone. A five-a-day person, Liffi shook a cigarette from her pack, and with a shaking hand, lit it. After inhaling, she made the usual smoker’s gesture of tilting back her head, looking skywards and blowing out the smoke. That was how she caught sight of it in the upper branches—a falcon.

      Liffi loved birds of prey, but especially falcons, having made a point of studying them as creatures sacred to Freya. She gasped with pleasure at the rarity of the sighting, and the sun picked out the plumage, making identification easy. Unmistakeable by the arrowhead pattern on its breast and underside and dark grey wings. This was an endangered species, the peregrine falcon.

      Having assimilated Jake’s weird theories on synchronicity, she felt the presence of the raptor was no coincidence. This was Freya guarding over her, reassuring her that her guardian angel, Jake Conley, would look after her. And if not, the goddess was nearby. As if in answer to her thoughts, the hefty bird rose from its perch with a wailing call and sped high into the sky. Thrilled, she squinted against the sun to follow its flight, and it plunged with the characteristic shape of an anchor. It must have sighted prey. Amazed at the speed of the descent and feeling privileged, Liffi turned away because she’d lost sight of it through visual obstacles. Settling into her car, she remembered that falcons represent the messengers of the spirit world, so seeing this one meant the universe, or in particular, Freya, wanted her to learn and expand her wisdom.

      These thoughts occupied her on the journey to Yorkshire, and the fact that the falcon symbolises the ability to use intuition and higher vision or make important decisions, heightened her resolve to dedicate her temple to Freya alone. So deep was her pondering that it wasn’t until crossing the Humber Bridge that she turned on her beloved rock music channel and began singing along to AC/DC’s “Highway to Hell,” little thinking that it might be appropriate to her actual situation.

      Feeling better after a shower and a glass of chilled Vinho Verde, she snatched up her mobile when its customised ringtone, the Foo Fighters’ “Wheels,” alerted her to Jake’s call.

      “Hey, Liffi, you were right. That Szewronski’s trouble.”

      She took a long draught of her wine but felt her stomach tensing.

      “He’s got a police record. Nasty piece of work. Ex-Army. They have him twice charged with Actual Bodily Harm… are you there?”

      “Y-yes. I hear what you’re saying, and it doesn’t surprise me. A thug like him isn’t going to stop me from doing what I want.”

      “Hang on, Liffi. That’s not all. My contact turned up trumps. MI5 are on to him, too. The anti-terrorist boys are following him closely.”

      “Terrorist?” She almost choked on the word, and reached for her glass.

      It was empty.

      “Yes. The piece of shite’s a white supremacist—a racist, to put it bluntly. He belonged to a banned organisation. But the trouble is, these neo-Nazis, as soon as you close them down, pop up under another name. They shed one skin for another. Their warped ideology preaches, Protection of the progression of our people. In other words, a white Britain, by any means possible, including eradicating Jews, ethnic minorities, and LGBT people… are you there, Liffi?” He could sense her fear, over the phone.

      “I-I’m sorry, Jake. By all the gods! What have I got myself into?”

      “Don’t fret, darling. You did the right thing telling me about him. MI5 has contacted the local police in Yorkshire. They can trace his movement, credit cards and all. They know what to do.”

      “Even so⁠—”

      “Of course you’re worried, but with a few sensible precautions we can deal with this person. To begin with, you mustn’t go back to your sculptor alone. If you need to visit him, tell me and I’ll come with you.”

      “Oh, would you Jake? I’d be so grateful!”

      There was a pause as both pursued a parallel train of thought.

      “Alarm bells had been ringing, you know,” he said, “but I couldn’t quite work out why. Now I know. I’m going to have to study Heathenry and racism. My gut feeling is that the two are incompatible, but I’m going to do some research. You’ll have to tread carefully.”

      “People have been showing interest in the temple as it proceeds, and I’m taking names and addresses. Do you think there’s any way we can vet them without intruding too much on privacy?”

      “I think it’s essential. Message me with the details and I’ll chase it up.”

      “What would I do without you, Jake?”

      It was a question she dwelt on when he ended the call. That he meant to come with her to Ken Robinson the next time reassured her no end. The irony didn’t escape her, and she smiled as he refilled her glass. It’d nip in the bud any amorous overtures to Ken.
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