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      This book is dedicated to Dawn Burgoyne, my calligrapher friend, who, like me, loves the Anglo-Saxon period.

      

      
        
        Special thanks go to my dear friend John Bentley for his steadfast and indefatigable support. His content checking and suggestions have made an invaluable contribution to Elfrid’s Hole.
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        Pseudo-inscription on Aldfrith’s tomb as in Elfrid’s Hole.

      

      

      Translation:

      
        
        “Merciful Saviour Christ, write the name of Aldfrith in the book of eternal life and never let it be obliterated, but may it be held in remembrance, through you, our Lord.”

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Illustration by Dawn Burgoyne

        Medieval re-enactor/presenter specialising in period scripts. Visit her on Facebook at dawnburgoynepresents.

      

        

      
        Old English translation courtesy of Joseph St John.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        The intuitive mind is a sacred gift and the rational mind is a faithful servant.

        ALBERT EINSTEIN

      

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ONE

          

          YORK, UK, APRIL 2019

        

      

    

    
      Jake Conley was irritated. Try as he might, he couldn’t rid his fiancée’s cutting remarks from spinning like a carousel around his head. As far as self-fulfilling observations were concerned, Livie—Olivia to her parents—was an expert. She had labelled him an oddball, always with his head in some distant century, and accused him of not listening to a word she said. Had he not stomped seething out of their flat and been so many streets away, she might have been justified taking him to task now. He had no destination, no awareness of his surroundings; he was simply striding with the aim to walk off his bad mood…and to think about the Dark Ages. He wasn’t considering their relationship. He simply wanted to work out a structure for the novel he had in mind. His greatest desire was to achieve international recognition as an author. This was what Livie couldn’t understand, his need for reflection, for the peace to create his masterpiece. She was creative, too, but her passion for the theatre was less reflective, more spontaneous.

      Masterpiece? For sure, his ambition was to write a bestselling historical novel. Maybe she’d understand his needs more readily if, with his ability and the necessary luck, the feature film of the book appeared in high-street cinemas and the royalties came his way. He wasn’t thinking any of this when the accident happened. Rather more typically, Jake was wondering whether his main character should be a Saxon ceorl or a nobleman and running through the pros and cons of each. If Jake Conley’s head was not in the twenty-first century, what could be said of that of the Jeep driver? He was so lost in thought, he failed not only to see the STOP sign at the junction but also Jake, who was crossing the road without looking in either direction.

      When he recovered from a coma seven weeks later, he was no longer an oddball but decidedly weird. The first unfocused face he struggled to see was that of Livie, with her milk-chocolate complexion and black eyes, whose bedside vigils had gained the admiration of the nursing staff.

      “Oh, Jake, thank goodness, you’re awake! I’d better call the doctor.”

      “Livie? Is that you? Where am I?”

      “You’re in hospital, my love. You had a nasty accident.”

      “Did you assault me, Livie?”

      She gave a nervous laugh. Had she heard him right? Was he simply being provocative? Joking?

      “Don’t be silly; you were run over by a Jeep on the corner of Percy’s Lane and Walmgate. The driver claims he didn’t see you, but how’s that possible? I expect the police will want to speak to you; they’ve been three or four times, but you’ve been unconscious for almost two months.”

      “Two months! How am I?”

      As he spoke, he groaned at a sharp pain in his ribs.

      Concerned, Livie left her seat and hurried to fetch a nurse. She returned two paces behind a staff nurse in a dark blue, white-trimmed uniform.

      “How are you feeling, Mr Conley?” She beamed at him.

      “Lousy, and you can call me Jake.”

      “Well, Jake, the doctors rule out brain damage. We did a CT scan, and everything’s fine given the entity of the blow. You were badly concussed, but all in all, you’re a lucky man.”

      “Lucky, am I? You have a strange definition of the term.”

      Livie tut-tutted, “Jake, don’t be unpleasant. The nurse is looking after you very well.”

      “I’ll be as damned unpleasant as I want, thank you, miss. It’s your bloody fault if I’m in here.” He groaned and closed his eyes. “My side’s killing me!”

      “What do you mean, it’s my fault?” Livie’s tone was searing.

      “Best to humour him, miss, the gentleman’s still confused,” the nurse whispered.

      “Do me a favour, clear off out of here, the pair of you!” Jake attempted to shout, but the effort hurt his two cracked ribs. “Or at least give me something to kill the pain.”

      The experienced nurse took Jake's sullen-looking fiancée by the arm and led her out into the corridor.

      “It’s just the impact the poor man got to his head,” she said by way of explanation, hoping to soothe the devoted girl’s nerves. “Come with me, and we’ll fetch the painkiller he needs. I’ll get the doctor to check him over. You should be happy he’s regained consciousness.”

      “Oh, I am.”

      Or so she thought, until she returned to his private room and found Jake gaping towards the window.

      “Who’s that?” he said, pointing a finger at thin air.

      “Who? Where? There’s nobody except us.”

      “Don’t be stupid, Liv. Look, he’s waving at you.”

      “Who, Jake? The room’s empty, I told you.”

      “The old geezer. Look, he’s got three fingers missing from his right hand.”

      Livie paled and put her hand to her neck. Her granddad had died four years before, aged 94, and Jake knew nothing of him. She’d only been going out with her fiancé for two years. How then could he know her grandfather, who had lost three fingers in the Second World War?

      “He’s smiling at you, Livie. Why are you ignoring him?”

      Mercifully, a doctor came in at that moment and saved her from more of Jake’s ravings.

      “Good afternoon, Mr Conley, how are you feeling?” The doctor raised a chart from the end of the bed and lifted a couple of sheets attached to a clipboard. He scrutinised the charts and recorded readings. “Mmm, all seems well. We’ll soon have you fighting fit.”

      “Bloody hell, I’m a pacifist, doctor.”

      “Since when? Ignore his bad manners, doctor, he’s been acting strange since he came around.”

      “I bloody haven’t! Why don’t you just piss off home, Liv. I don’t need you here.”

      “See what I mean, doctor? He never used to talk to me like that.”

      The tall, thin doctor, distinguished-looking with the aged skin of a heavy smoker, turned to her.

      “Forgive me, miss, I need to examine my patient; would you be so kind as to wait outside?”

      Alone, he began to shine a pencil light into Jake’s eyes and use his stethoscope before asking Jake to cough.

      “It hurts, damn it!”

      “Of course, it does. You have two cracked ribs, but to be honest, you got off lightly. There was considerable bruising, ah yes, it’s steadily being absorbed. You’ll be fine. What about your shoulder? Does that hurt? No? Good. Tomorrow, we’ll have a neurologist visit you. The scan suggests you got away with head-butting a Jeep, but we need to be cautious. Concussion can be dangerous. If I were a betting man, I’d say you’ll be as right as rain in no time, Mr Conley.”

      “Jake, please. Tell me, doctor, and forgive me asking, but have you lost someone dear to you recently?”

      The medical man’s face became as white as his lab coat.

      “W-what? Have you been talking to the nurse?”

      Jake looked at the doctor with concern. “No, not at all. It’s just – I can feel your pain.”

      “Good Lord! I lost my daughter a month ago, she was six.”

      He looked as if he wanted to say more but fought back the urge – who was this fellow to him? He was a private person and had no wish to share his grief. He cut short his visit, and with words of circumstance, he left Jake Conley to take his painkiller. As he walked out of the room with what felt like an icy grip on his heart, he wondered at the exchange he’d just had. If the patient hadn’t spoken with Nurse Ashdown, then how could he possibly know about Alice? Doctor Wormald had no time to muse because the patient’s girlfriend intercepted and bombarded him with questions.

      All he could give her were reassurances about Jake’s physical condition. What they were both concerned about, for different reasons and without mooting it, was the patient’s mental state.
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      In the professional opinion of Dr Gillian Emerson, the aggression of her patient, Jake Conley, was simply a defensive shield to protect him in his extremely vulnerable state. He was recovering from a serious accident, and separation from his fiancée if she understood correctly, and coming to terms with a marked personality change. As a respected psychologist, she had no trouble dealing with the aggression, but the personality shift intrigued and, if she were honest, excited her. She had his medical records in front of her as she awaited his arrival for this, their fourth session. Dr Emerson had read and re-read them. All assessments indicated no physical complications but were unanimous about his heightened aggression and mood swings. His long-suffering girlfriend had left him, although the psychologist understood the strain she must have been under.

      Here was an indisputably good-looking, intelligent and sensitive – ah yes, there was the problem: he was now hyper-sensitive – person aged twenty-nine, who had turned down an academic career in the University of York’s renowned history department in favour of chasing a chimera. Anyone who puts her mind to it can write a novel, Dr Emerson mused. She’d thought about it herself, but writing a good one, a bestseller, was a different matter. Whether living his dream was the best condition for Jake’s fragile state was another matter and one she hoped to pursue with him when he entered her consulting room.

      In he came, sat down, and unexpectedly giving her a charming smile, confessed, “When my GP referred me to you, Dr Emerson, I’ll admit I was peeved and reluctant. Just the thought of my being considered a case for a psychologist made me rage. I suppose Livie’s breaking off with me gave me the push I needed. But after what’s been happening recently, I’m glad to be here.”

      He’d grabbed her attention; he could see it in her body language. She leaned forward in her easy chair, raised an eyebrow and asked, “What’s been happening recently, Jake?”

      So much had occurred that he’d describe as strange, so why not start with the most recent, the freshest in his mind? His swarthy, tanned countenance, offsetting his light grey eyes, took on a perplexed expression, which enhanced Dr Emerson’s already piqued curiosity.

      “Well, a lot, to be honest, like this morning, walking here…this complete stranger, not a tramp or anything, maybe a businessman in a suit…walks up to me and starts pouring out all his problems. I mean, like I was a priest, or, with respect, a shrink …or his best mate. I’d never seen him before in my life. I mean, it’s not normal, a total stranger. Why me? Come on, doc, look at me, I haven’t got agony aunt written on my forehead, I’m just an ordinary guy.”

      Gillian Emerson smiled at her handsome patient. She wouldn’t describe him as ordinary, but then, she wasn’t insensible to masculine appeal.

      “Is that how you’d describe yourself? ‘Just an ordinary guy’?”

      He frowned and stared out of the window at the scudding, wind-driven clouds.

      “I might have done until the accident, but after that…I’m confused. I don’t know if it’s me that’s changed or how the world sees me…or both.”

      His voice trailed away weakly, and he stared at the psychologist with a look she interpreted as a desperate appeal for help.

      “You’re probably right. In what ways have you changed?”

      “To begin with, I pick up on other people’s emotions so quickly. Sometimes, I feel quite drained when I’m around negative people, and I come near to snapping with dramatic ones; I can’t stand being near them.”

      Dr Emerson jotted down a note and, smiling in encouragement, waited for him to continue.

      “I’ve been having disturbing dreams too. The other night…Wednesday…well, I wouldn’t call it a dream, more a…a…vision. I saw myself leap out of bed, draw back the curtains, and what do you think? There was this red sports car crumpled against the wall across the road, people gathering, then a police car with its flashing blue light and an ambulance came. Then, Thursday night at exactly the same time, there was a terrible crash like a bomb had exploded. I jumped out of bed, drew back the curtains, and, doctor, even as I tell you, my hair stands on end, I knew what I was going to see…it was all there, exactly the same scene, like a film replaying. Do you know, two young lads had taken the bend too fast, lost control, veered across the road into the wall – both killed: dead at twenty! Bloody hell! And I knew it was going to happen twenty-four hours before. But what could I do to prevent it? What am I, some kind of freak?”

      “Of course not.” She smiled, although she found it disturbing. “Premonitions are common phenomena, especially those of tragedies and with extremely sensitive subjects.”

      “Is that what it is, me being sensitive? I could do without it, I’ll tell you. I keep knowing when something’s going to happen before it does. It freaks me out, doctor.”

      She laughed. “Well it could be useful on occasion.”

      “Then there’s the strange feeling I keep getting between my eyebrows.”

      He touched his brow with his forefinger at the crown of his head. "It’s like a dull ache, and it happens whenever I have spiritual thoughts. It got me started on checking out religions and things, I mean, Buddhism and Hinduism – things I know nothing about, at least I didn’t. But this strange feeling, it’s what they call ‘the third eye;’ apparently, it’s my chakras opening up!”

      He pursed his lips, looked thoughtful, and fixed her with a disconcerting stare. She glanced at her wristwatch, made a note, and waited, but when he continued to stare and didn’t speak, she said,

      “You do know there’s a physical explanation for all this, Jake?”

      Ideally, he would make an effort to explain it himself, but he remained in staring, silent mode. She broke the silence.

      “It’s not unknown for a psychic awakening to occur after a trauma. You received a severe blow to the head, and luckily you came away physically unscathed, but you know, the brain is a very complex organ – scientists still don’t have complete knowledge of it. Who’s to say what such a nasty bump has triggered off?”

      “So I am a freak, then?”

      The psychologist grinned. “Not a freak but someone with access to parts of the brain that are denied to the mass of humanity. You know, it’s probable that so-called primitive man could use some of the brain we can’t. Think of water divining; think of seeing auras and so on.”

      “Are you saying I’m primitive?”

      He was teasing her now, she reflected; a pity professionalism made it impossible to flirt – she liked him.

      “No, but I’m saying you’re not crazy, Jake. In fact, there’s an eminent cognitive neuroscientist, Abraham Spark, at London University with a practice on Harley Street, who has written several papers on it. He calls it synaesthesia, which is essentially a cross-wiring of the brain in which the senses get mixed up. It affects only about four percent of the population who are known as synesthetes. Jake, you are a synesthete! Some might see certain colours when they hear music or smell something that isn’t there when they feel a certain emotion. This condition is caused by connections between parts of the brain that are not there in other people, and it can be caused by trauma to the head. I’d hazard that happened with your accident. So you see, Jake, there’s a convincing explanation for your present mental state. I’m going to call it acquired psychic syndrome, a new sub-category of synaesthesia. Practically speaking, we should seek solutions to help you be more comfortable with it.”

      “Do you mean medicines, doctor? I’m dead against taking pills.”

      “Good, because I’m dead against prescribing them. No, I mean we should find a solution within yourself that might help.”

      “Such as?”

      “Let’s see, you told me you’d like to write a novel. Tell me about it.”

      “I specialised in medieval history at university; my professor even wanted me to stay on and research the Anglo-Saxon era. It’s a love of mine. I want to set a novel in that period.”

      “Do you have a plan for the book?”

      “More or less.”

      “Isn’t there more research you need to do?”

      “There is, of course, but I’ve been distracted of late by what’s been happening. I’ve even changed my eating habits.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah, it’s like I can’t stand my favourite junk food anymore. I just want salads and healthy stuff. Burger and chips and – ugh! – ketchup is right out of the window.”

      “Interesting. Before your accident, did you have any hobbies, apart from history?”

      “I love hiking, rambling around in search of old country churches.”

      “Nice. I think I’d like to do that, too, if I had more time. Listen, Jake, can’t you combine your interests? I think it would do you a world of good.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Get your boots and head into the countryside. Do some field work to research your novel. The fresh air will help the creative juices to flow.”

      His pale grey eyes lit up. “Great idea, doctor! A wonder I didn’t think of it myself!”

      In spite of his ‘intuitive hits,’ Jake did not foresee the momentous consequences of this decision, and Dr Emerson would have to re-evaluate her assessment of it doing him a world of good. She wondered whether she should have packed him off to Helsinki, where the renowned Brain Research Unit of Aalto University could have given him an MRI scan to study which part of the brain could light up under certain stimuli, but she had felt it unnecessary. It would pander to her medical curiosity rather than help Jake, and it would simply confirm her diagnosis, of which she was as certain as could be.
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      Jake retrieved an ordnance survey map of East Yorkshire from its place on a dusty shelf. He ran his finger through the dust, grunted in disgust at his poor housekeeping, and vowed to clean it as soon as he’d finished with the chart. Gingerly, he spread it out on his desk. He was wary of worsening the creases worn by constant folding and unfolding.

      Where to visit to research his novel? Maybe he’d misled Dr Emerson into thinking he had clear ideas about a novel, but that could not be farther from the truth. All he knew was that in theory he’d like to write one about the Kingdom of Northumbria. It gave him so much scope in terms of kings and events, but, as usual, he had whittled away mentally at the choice. There were novels already published about almost every Northumbrian king. As a result, he simply didn’t know what to select to make a good story, hence the agonising when the accident occurred.

      Faced with the bold array of contours and symbols, his struggle to decide resumed. If he chose a commoner as his protagonist, the story might achieve the originality he craved. But the ordinariness of a ceorl hardly inspired a gripping storyline. How would rambling around the Yorkshire countryside help? Where should he go to get the creative juices flowing? He had a reasonable knowledge of Anglo-Saxon sites in the county. His eyes passed over the modern place names, and he converted them into their Old English titles: York – Eoforwic, Leeds – Loidis, and so on. During this futile exercise, one name leapt off the paper in bold letters, as if the printed word wished to grab his attention: Driffield – Driffelda.

      Jake blinked and shook his head. Had that really happened? Was this another of the weird circumstances that had been plaguing him of late? He ignored it and continued his perusal of places until it happened again. There was no doubting it this time; Driffield had caught his attention. It was some thirty miles due east of York and had no Anglo-Saxon association as far as he knew, apart from the name, but the Internet should help.

      He spent an hour seeking information and discovered that St Mary’s Church in Little Driffield was an Anglo-Saxon foundation. There was also a legend stating that a Northumbrian king, Aldfrith, had a royal palace in the settlement. This monarch had suffered severe wounds in a battle nearby, which subsequently proved fatal. Supposedly, he was buried in St Mary’s. This convinced Jake that he should investigate this monarch by visiting Driffield, also because the surrounding area of the Yorkshire Wolds was good terrain for a pleasant ramble.

      He set about the logistics of the journey. He considered hiking all the way to Driffield but ruled it out on the basis of conserving energy for country walking. He did not enjoy road walking, deeming it unhealthy and hard on the leg joints. He had not bothered to buy a car. There seemed so little point, with him living in York and it being more convenient to move around the city on foot or by bike. So, public transport it had to be, but he would have to overcome the usual problem, the difficulty of travelling from west to east.

      It was only thirty miles from York, but he found that to arrive in Driffield, he would have to catch a coach from the Stonebow, which in an hour and a half would reach Scarborough. From the West Square of the seaside resort, another short coach trip would end in Bridlington. Jake sighed and shook his head. I’ll bet the Saxons could have done it quicker in the eighth century! But he knew that wasn’t true. With relief, he noted that in Bridlington he would have a ten-minute walk from the bus to the train station. At least he’d be able to stretch his legs. From there, a fourteen-minute train journey would take him to Driffield.

      He switched off his computer and set about the dusting, knowing full well that when he got back from his jaunt around the countryside, it would need doing again. That was the numbing, unremitting nature of housework.

      Jake was lucky with the weather; a very seasonable sunny day raised his spirits as he emerged from Driffield station. He cast a backwards glance to appraise the mid-Victorian architecture underlying the adjustments to the practical demands of a semi-automated twenty-first-century out-of-the-way station. The northern-line service had served its purpose; now he was free to stride out through the town that separated him from Little Driffield. A glance at his map showed him the best route was via York Road and Church Lane.

      After a good half-hour’s energetic striding, he approached the object of his journey. The graveyard lay between him and the church. A line of withered daffodils stretched between two trees as if to mark the boundary of the burial site. The tree on the right was a bare skeleton, its trunk infested with shiny green leaves of ivy climbing up to the first of the forlorn boughs. In contrast, the tree on the left presented the lush foliage of late spring. His eyes swept over the sorry daffodils to the contrasting well-tended lawn that hosted a series of slab-topped tombs amid the isolated gravestones. Beyond stood the Grade II listed building, its squat tower with crenellations seeming to him to be out of proportion to the long, buttressed body of the church. But he had to admit to being no expert in church architecture. He loved visiting them but needed to deepen his knowledge. If asked for an honest assessment in that moment, he would have considered himself disappointed by the uninspiring exterior. Inside, his attitude shifted. This, as he had read at home, was a church restored by the great Sir Tatton Sykes at the end of the nineteenth century.

      He admired the lavish ‘Decorative Style’ of the interior with lovely tiled floor, carved pews, pulpit, ornate reredos and rood loft. But what really excited him was the printed leaflet he took in exchange for a small offering. It informed him of the supposed burial in the church of King Aldfrith in 705 AD. It claimed that over the tomb was written Statutum est omnibus semel mori (It is appointed for all once to die), but in 1807 the nave and chancel had been excavated and disappointingly, no evidence of the royal remains was found. Yet, Jake could sense the weight of history inside the building, and he knew almost as a revelation that he must write a novel about King Aldfrith. Had he known the rest of what this decision implied, he would never have taken it.

      Jake folded the leaflet, pocketed it, then left the house of worship behind. He had found and booked a high-quality bed and breakfast in the countryside near the neighbouring village of Bainton. With this in mind, he found a public footpath that took him in a loop around Southburn and all the way to Bainton. After just another five minutes on foot appeared the Wolds Village, containing much more than his accommodation. After checking in, he went to the tearooms, also housed in a listed building, where tea and cake were welcome after his walking.

      As he refreshed himself, he took out the leaflet and read about King Aldfrith, whose wounds were inflicted at the Battle of Ebberston. It informed him that the king was carried and sheltered in a cave near the battlefield before being taken to Little Driffield, where his palace stood on North Hill. This site, too, had been excavated and revealed a motte and bailey castle of a post-Conquest date. As he read, Jake experienced the by now familiar sensation of a ‘third eye.’ Instead of irritating or discouraging him, it reassured him that he should continue along the lines of this research. With this in mind, he reached into a side pocket of his backpack and took out the map to locate Ebberston. He needed to see this cave and check on the site of the battle.

      He cursed under his breath. His finger rested on Ebberston. He’d come south, whereas the battle had taken place north of Driffield. It was a stiff twenty-mile hike to get there. He ruled out coming back to this bed and breakfast the next day. A pity; he liked the look of this accommodation. Reaching out, he picked up a glossy leaflet promoting the facilities. ‘In the mornings, Wolds Village serves full Yorkshire breakfast in the farmhouse’s original Georgian dining room. The air-conditioned coaching inn serves a traditional English menu, and the tearoom offers homemade cakes. All dishes are freshly prepared using locally sourced produce.’

      A full Yorkshire breakfast appealed. It would set him up for the trek tomorrow. Despite his substantial breakfast, when he arrived in Ebberston, the fresh air and exercise had restored his appetite. He found a gastro pub near the village, and feeling in high spirits after having enjoyed the countryside in full bloom, he strode into the bar, noted the cleanliness, and asked a friendly barman for the menu. In one corner a couple were eating what looked like pork with mashed potatoes, and they seemed to be enjoying it.

      Jake had noticed the CAMRA plaque outside the door and looked with appreciation at the line of pumps before selecting a pint of craft beer. After ordering from the menu, he smiled at the elderly barman and said, “I heard there’s a cave near the village where a Saxon king was sheltered. Do you know about it?”

      The reply came with a strong local accent.

      “Oh, ay, lad. Everyone knows abou’ Elfrid’s Hole. It’s abou’ a mile north o’ this ’ere road.”

      Jake stared at the barman. “So, it’s more than just a legend?”

      “Oh, ay, ’course. Tha can visit yon if tha’s so minded. ‘Twere dug up when ah were a nipper, not that ah know owt abou’ yon. I reckon they’ll have summat abou’ yon in t’ library ower at Eastfield if tha’s interested, like.”

      Jake remembered from his map work the previous day that Eastfield was some miles off to the east, so for the moment, he filed away the idea of checking out the excavation in the library in his memory, adding only, “The cave’s not on private land, then? Can I walk up and visit it?”

      “Ay, course tha can. Mind, tha’ll find it all blocked off. Tha canna go in yon.”

      Jake took a long draught of ale and smacked his lips in satisfaction. He hoped the food would be as good as the ale.

      “Is there a road up to the cave?”

      “Nay, lad,” the barman laughed, “tha’d better go up yonder ’ill, past the big ’ouse an’ cross t’ farmland into t’woods, an’ tha’ ll find t’track, reet enough. 'Appen there’s a signboard across t’ opening. Nah then, wha’ table’s tha’ goin’ to be sittin’ at?”

      After a most satisfactory lunch, Jake turned left along the road, leaving the pub behind, and struck out along a lane he hoped would lead him to the mansion the barman had referred to. After a few hundred yards, assailed by doubt, he took out his ordnance survey map, blessing the absence of wind as he opened it out. Quickly, he located the PH on the main road, and not far to the north, farther along this same lane, stood a small country mansion. He pressed on, and coming to the elegant building, skirting it, headed into the woodland behind, on the basis of its being uphill. To the north-east of the house, he came to an outcrop, where he discerned the vestiges of a cave within an artificial stone grotto. Could this be it? He approached and found a weathered board in front of the entrance to a land-filled cavern. Obstructing the entrance was a huge boulder. He had no idea of how much it weighed – a lot! There was writing carved into the board, worn, but still legible:

      ‘Alfrid, King of Northumberland, was wounded in a bloody battle nigh this place, and was hid in a cave; and from thence he was removed to Little Driffield, where he died.’

      Jake took out his smartphone and photographed the board for reference. That done, he turned to leave, and as he did, the hairs on his arm stood on end. A curious sensation of being observed and an oppressive feeling of being an unwelcome intruder made him want to flee.

      Chastising himself for being an impressionable fool, he nonetheless set off back to Ebberston with the intention of finding lodgings for the night. He also needed to devise a plan of action to get more information about this King Aldfrith or Alfrid or Elfrid, as they seemed to call him hereabouts. So far, he had not entered the village itself.

      Through the trees near the country mansion, Jake spied the tower of a church, which when he changed direction turned out to be the Church of St Mary the Virgin of Ebberston. Half a mile outside the village, it stood in leafy surroundings, and Jake, unable to resist adding to his collection of country churches, took several photos of the exterior before attempting to enter the ancient building. It was locked. However, there was a mobile phone number of the churchwarden, Mr Hibbitt, and a notice announcing evensong at 6.30 pm. Loath to disturb the churchwarden, he decided to seek accommodation in the village and come back later to attend the service. There were some questions he needed answered, and the church seemed to be the ideal place to satisfy this need. However, he did not know then that some questions are better left unanswered.
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      Jake walked away from his new lodgings, situated in the picturesque village of Ebberston, back to the main road, where he proceeded to the hamlet of Thornton-le-Dale. His idea was to indulge his hobby and explore the Church of St Mary the Virgin before Evensong. He turned into Hagg Side Lane and surveyed the pleasing form of the twelfth-century Norman church. Towering over the building was a large conifer, and when he approached, he was amazed to find a gravestone half-consumed by the tree trunk. How many decades before it disappeared inside the tree completely?

      He walked around the exterior, noting grotesque carved heads with their unsettling features and appreciated the well-tended graveyard until he came to the back of the building. There, on the north wall, he found something that reminded him of the main reason for his presence in this area. Set in the stonework was a stone depicting what he imagined to be a Viking sword. His flesh prickled as his imagination began to churn. This was clearly a re-utilised stone, most likely from a grave-slab. But whose sword did it represent? Where was he buried? What was this man’s story? Jake tried to calm his fervid imagination. King Aldfrith died in 705 AD, so this sword post-dated him by more than a century since Viking raids in the area didn’t begin until the ninth century. Nonetheless, the long, narrow slab had set his nerves on edge, and he began to wonder about the soundness of his psychologist’s advice to visit the area, given his present mental state.

      The south door of the edifice had a wonderful calming effect on him. The scrolled ironwork of the door dated from the late Saxon period and contained a dove carrying an olive branch in its beak. Jake photographed the ornate work and racked his memory. He had seen similar Saxon ironwork on another Saxon door in Yorkshire. Ay, that was it! Nearer York, closer to home, at St Helen’s church in Stillingfleet. He pulled out a notebook and jotted down his thoughts on this church’s exterior.

      It was time to make his way into the building now as people were arriving for the service. An elderly woman with blue-rinsed hair gave him a friendly smile, and emboldened, he asked, “Excuse me, I’m looking for the churchwarden, do you know who it is?”

      She gave him a thorough once-over gaze, smiled again, and pointed to a rotund, bespectacled man, who appeared quite approachable. Now was a bad time to disturb him, as the congregation was settling to pleasant organ music. This came to a sudden halt, and the vicar began with the usual Glory Be. Jake was not a regular churchgoer, but on the few occasions he attended, he enjoyed joining in the hymns he knew, and this evening he lent his rich, untutored voice to a hearty rendition of ‘Immortal, Invisible God Only Wise…’: one of his favourites.

      After the evensong concluded and the small congregation dispersed, Jake remained seated, bowed his head as if in prayer, and kept his eye on the churchwarden from under lowered brow. The vicar was outside the door, socialising with his parishioners, but Mr Hibbitt was gathering prayer books and placing them in a neat pile on a front pew.

      “Are you alright, my friend?”

      The cheerful smile illuminated the chubby countenance of the middle-aged churchwarden.

      “Perfectly.” Jake outdid the smile. “To be honest, I wanted to have a quick word with you – if you can spare a moment,” he added hastily.

      “Of course.” The man slid onto the pew in front of Jake’s and twisted round to give him an encouraging nod. “How can I help?”

      Jake introduced himself, rather fraudulently, as a novelist and briefly outlined his idea for a story based on King Aldfrith.

      For the first time, the friendly countenance clouded.

      “You want to tread carefully there, young man. I take it you’ve been up to the cave?”

      Jake agreed that he had.

      “There’s been all sorts of odd goings-on up there over the centuries. Mind you, I don’t pay much heed to rumours and gossip.”

      “What’s the story of the cave?”

      “Do you know about the battle of Ebberston?”

      Jake nodded slowly and added, “But there’s a lot of doubt surrounding it. Like who fought whom and even whether a battle ever really occurred.”

      The voice of the churchwarden took on an authoritative tone.

      “Oh, a battle was fought, right enough. You’ve only to look on a decent map and you’ll see from the place names; the Bloody Beck flows past the Bloody Field, and those names go right back to before the Domesday Book. They say the slaughter was so bad that the beck flowed crimson with blood. As to who fought the battle, there are those who say it was Aldfrith rebelling against his father, Oswy, but that’s impossible because of the date of the battle. His father was long dead. No, I prefer to think it was a Saxon battle against raiding Picts; now that is possible.”

      “I’m glad I decided to speak with you,” Jake offered. “You see, I want to get my tale right. There must be many local historians who would be eager to shoot me down in flames if I get the facts wrong.”

      The churchwarden grinned. “I’d say most would be pleased to have us on the map, so to speak. You say you’ve been up to the grotto?”

      “Yes, it looks like one of those follies that rich men used to build.”

      “Very perceptive.” The churchwarden looked around uneasily as if he were in a hurry. “That’s exactly what it is. Put up in the late eighteenth century by Sir Charles Hotham-Thompson, the eighth baronet, who owned Ebberston Hall at the time.” Jake felt the strange sensation at his forehead again and frowned before jotting the name down in his notebook.

      “You should look into him, is my advice. That was a funny business, that of the grotto. You can read his correspondence in the archives at Hull University. He left more than three thousand letters, they say. Now, I really must lock up here. Are you staying in the area?”

      Jake agreed he was and named the bed and breakfast establishment.

      “Get on over to Hull and see what you can find out. Then we can have another talk and I’ll tell you all I know.”

      He proffered a hand, and Jake smiled into the friendly face but went away feeling more than ever unsettled about this story of King Aldfrith. There was something strange surrounding the whole episode. But what? The churchwarden was defensive. Jake also harboured a curious conviction that it was in his fate to write the tale of what happened on the Bloody Field and to get to the truth of the matter.

      As he walked away on Hagg Side Lane, he turned to glance back at the lovely church and saw the churchwarden standing next to the vicar and, without a shadow of doubt, pointing at him. The hand dropped immediately as he turned to look their way. Jake shrugged. Was it his overheated imagination again? It was only natural that a stranger to the sleepy hamlet, asking questions, should create a topic of conversation. Still, he decided, he’d ask his landlady about the grotto when he got back to his digs.

      She was the archetype of a bed and breakfast proprietor in Jake’s opinion, motherly and cheerful. As soon as he entered her house, there she was, offering him a cup of tea and cake. Relaxing in a chintz-upholstered armchair, sipping his tea, he told her how much he’d appreciated the local church and enjoyed the service.

      “Are you interested in churches, love?”

      Jake admitted as much but told her he was here for another reason.

      “Oh, yes, and what’s that?”

      “I’m researching a novel about King Aldfrith, the king who sheltered in a cave near here. I went there this morning.”

      Her face was a picture of concern.

      “Nay, love. You don’t want to be going up there! I’d steer clear if I was you!”

      “Why? Why not?”

      “There’s them as says that place is haunted. There’s been rum goings-on there. Stay away, laddie – that’s my advice.”

      Jake frowned and thought about what the churchwarden had said. Hadn’t he used the same expression? ‘All sorts of odd goings-on up there over the centuries.’

      He smirked at Mrs McCracken, the landlady. “Surely you don’t believe in ghosts? You said it was haunted.”

      “There’s been plenty of witnesses over the years. It’s fair to say that none of the local folk’ll go near. I know I won’t. You don’t want to be going up there alone, especially not at night. There’s been two deaths at least that I know of.”

      “Good lord, as bad as that? Who died and when?”

      “The last one was just after I moved here. One of them backpackers, he was. A 57-year-old teacher from Wigan, I think. He was found with a gash to his head, stone dead. The coroner said it was an unfortunate accident, but I’m not having that. The poor fellow had all the right equipment, sturdy hiking boots – I don’t think for one minute he slipped and banged his head.”

      “Do you suspect foul play?”

      “Well, I’m just a foolish old woman, don’t go by what I think. Foul play? Worse, I’d say. The York Press reported he was found dead with a look of horror on his face.”

      “I know that newspaper, and it’s generally serious enough. So when was that exactly? And by the way, Mrs McCracken, you’re neither old nor foolish!” Jake took out his notebook and hovered a pen over the open page.

      She gave him a delightful smile for his compliment, but it was soon replaced by a serious expression.

      “Let’s see, I came here in September 2004, and it happened about a month later. So, October. I remember thinking, ‘What a start!’ but luckily, he wasn’t staying with me. That would have been simply awful, the police and all! Poor man! That’s why I want you to stay away from the cave – it’s cursed!”
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